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The Heir to the House of Prince
by Ada_Lovelaced, elph13
Summary

"So you're adopted?
"Supposedly."

"So your Dad ... he's not ...?"

"Seems like it."
"Huh." Theo stares at Harry with those grey eyes that look silver in the cauldron smoke
between them. "But you're the heir to this ... House of Prince, so he's probably -"

"Yes. Probably." Harry looks at Theo sharply. "You don't know who he is, do you?"

"No." Theo looks back just as sharply. "If I did, I would tell you. You know I would."

"I do."

Something loosens inside Harry's chest. Something that has been tightening ever since
Cedric died. He may not have his friends, or Sirius, or even know who he fucking is
anymore, but he has this. At least he has Theo.

Summer of 4th year and Harry's all alone, dealing with his grief and the sudden revelation
that James Potter is not his father. Support comes in a strange form. The form of Theo Nott,
son of a death Eater. A strange friend who says he'll help him find his true father, whoever
this Lord Prince might be.

Heirship and House elves
Chapter by elph13

The wrist is probably broken. Harry moves it experimentally, wincing as he bends his fingers back.
They lift an inch and then tremble. He releases them with a huff, the sting of the pain too strong.
Definitely broken. Again. He sighs and opens the bathroom cabinet in the Dursley bathroom. Aunt
Petunia keeps a small supply of first aid in there and never mentions when he shows up to cook
breakfast with steri strips on a head wound or a bandage on. Today is no different. She takes one
look at the support brace on his wrist and sniffs disdainfully.

“Eggs,” she snaps. “And sausages.”

Harry wordlessly obeys, ignoring the way Dudley smirks behind his orange juice as the evidence
of his handiwork.

“What did you do, boy?” Vernon growls, his piggy eyes narrowed over the paper.

“Yeah, what did you do?” Dudley chortles.

Refused to scream whilst your ‘boys’ broke my arm, big D. Harry won’t give him the satisfaction
of saying it. It’s no cruciatus, after all.

“Twisted it watering the plants,” he says, raising his eyebrows at Dudley, daring him to say
otherwise. Dudley’s face screws up in annoyance, but even he knows that if he admits to having
broken Harry’s arm Aunt Petunia will be infuriated. The last time Dudley boasted to Vernon that
he had smashed Harry’s head against his bedroom door, she had filled the house with her
screeching.

“Don’t ever say that type of thing, even as a joke! Do you know what his type could do if they
found out? The last thing we need is those freaks making a house call!”

It would have been too much to ask for Dudley to have been deterred by that. He’d simply moved
his boasting, and his torture of Harry, outside the house. Still, this was a small victory. Not

complaining. Even if it was a pathetic one.

“Watering the plants,” Vernon snorts into his morning tea. “Damn weakling.”

Harry cooks sausages and tries to listen to the radio. A local station is doing a giveaway of a
summer holiday to Crete.

“Why can’t we go on a summer holiday?” Dudley demands. “It’s been ages.”

Harry smirks. It’s been four years, actually, since the Dursley’s last disastrous summer adventure.
The miserable trail all over the United Kingdom as Vernon Dursley tried to outrun the Hogwarts
post owls.

“We’ll go at Easter, love, like we do every year,” Petunia says.

“Piers is going to Spain at the end of August,” Dudley grumbles. “Just because he’s a bloody
weirdo…”

Harry stops listening. The radio announcers have moved on to the news. Strange weather in Kent,
odd patches of mist that are quite unseasonable. Nothing useful. Nothing that screams Voldemort.

Except for me. Every fucking night.

“Idiot!” Petunia snaps him out of his reverie, shoving him out of the way to save the eggs from
burning. “Completely useless, as always. Go upstairs! Get out of the way.”

Harry is all too happy to oblige. He slips past Petunia as she tips the sausages onto a plate and
sneaks one off too quick for her to stop him. She scowls at him and raises the greasy frying pan,
but this dance is as familiar to him as ducking a bludger. Besides, she says nothing. That’s
Petunia’s way, Harry has realised. She doesn’t feed him or take him to the doctor but she doesn’t
say anything when he feeds or heals himself. Vernon’s another matter but Vernon didn’t see, and
Harry’s running up the stairs before his uncle has even noticed he’s gone. He pushes open his
bedroom door, taking a bite of the sausage and sitting on his bed. Hedwig has her head stuck under
her wing but she rustles and looks up at him, orange eyes wistful.

“Proper feast, girl,” he flicks half of the sausage over to her and she catches it in her beak,
chomping down happily. “At least we’re starving together.”

Hedwig would probably roll her eyes if she could, reminding him that they are always starving
here. Harry shrugs and watches the sky for signs of an owl. He’s written to everyone he can think
of, Sirius, Remus, Ron, Hermione, even Neville and Dumbledore, and heard nothing back. He
sends letters every night and every morning Hedwig returns, beak empty. Every day he waits for a
sign of Pig, of Hermes, of the beautiful parrots Sirius sent all last summer or even, God help him, a
ministry owl, any connection to his world. Then, when nothing comes and he can’t hold his eyes
open anymore, he sleeps. He dreams. He screams. Hedwig screeches. Vernon yells. Then he sits up
in the dark of the night and writes more frantic, pleading letters.

What’s going on? Are you even alive, is anyone alive? Are you safe? Is he back? Has he taken
over? What’s happening? I’m going mad here. Tell me something. Tell me anything.

He sends Hedwig off with a beak full and a reproachful glare. He doesn’t dare to sleep again.
Instead, he sits on his bed, quietly snacking on the sweets and biscuits he bought on the train, and
watches the dawn. Three days in, Dumbledore sent a letter by phoenix fire that singed Harry’s
pillowcase.

All is well. Please keep a low profile. Await further instructions.

Harry dipped it in leftover bacon fat and fed it to Hedwig. Despite his rage at Dumbledore’s
pathetic missive, no other letters or instructions (Harry is not a fucking servant and resents the
implication) appear and he’s still waiting. He’s the Boy-who-Waited.
Ten days at the Dursley’s. Eleven days since Dumbledore stood in the great hall and told them he
was back. Sixteen days since He climbed out of the cauldron. Sixteen days since Ced had grinned
at him in that sweet, sexy way he knew Harry loved and said “Together.” Sixteen hideous days.
That was … three hundred and eighty-four hours. That’s how long Cedric had been dead. How
long Harry has been left alone in his grief.

You’ve been dead for longer than the time we managed to spend alone together, Ced. It’s official.

The door bangs open. Harry doesn’t have to look up to know it’s Dudley. It’s a hot summer.
Dudley sweats. He stinks.

“What?” Harry doesn’t even look up.

“Nice wrist, Potter,” Dudley leans against the doorframe. “Want me to make the other one
match?”

“No thanks, Big D,” Harry says. “Wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself bending over.”

Dudley’s got him by his good arm and pushed up against the wall in a quick moment. Harry goes
limp. There’s no point in fighting inside the house. Dudley can say anything and Vernon will
believe him. All Harry can do is remove the satisfaction. He’s been Dudley’s punching bag all his
life. He knows what he likes and how to keep it from him. Harry stares blankly over Dudley’s
shoulder.

“What’s the matter, Potter?” Dudley sneers. “Scared? You sound scared. You know I hear you at
night, begging, crying, like a fucking baby.”

He wants a rise. Harry bites the inside of his mouth. Tells himself it’s not worth it. Dudley’s a pain
but Vernon is worse. Vernon likes tools.

“Calling out a boy’s name, like some sick weirdo. Don’t kill Cedric. Who’s Cedric? Your fucking
boyfriend?”

Could have been, Harry thinks. If he’d not been murdered by a noseless bastard two weeks ago.

Beautiful hazel eyes with no life in them. A bloodied and dirtied Hufflepuff jersey. Amos
Diggory’s screams wrenching through the sky. Harry swallows, pushes it all down.

“Get out, Dudley,” Harry tries to sound bored, tries not to let his voice tremble but it’s so fucking
hard because, in the corner of his eye, he can see the flickering fires around the Triwizard maze. He
can feel it too, that heat inside of him that can melt glass, just like he felt it before he blew up Aunt
Marge. The last thing he needs is to do the same to Dudley and get another ministry warning. He
has a feeling Fudge won’t be so accommodating this time.

Not that it wouldn’t be fucking satisfying.

“Get out,” Harry repeats, giving Dudley a quick shove that is fast enough for Dudley not to

intercept. He stumbles back against the open door, and Harry uses it as a kind of leverage to flip his
cousin back into the hallway.

“You fucking —,”

Harry slams it on Dudley’s curses, pressing his back against it to hold it in place. Dudley slams his
fists into the door but it makes Hedwig screech, and Dudley hates her. Harry grins at his pet as he
hears Dudley backing off.

“See you later, Potter,” Dudley warns, his voice travelling through the door. Harry rolls his eyes,
standing in place until he hears the lurching gait of what sounds like a baby elephant descending
the stairs. It’s over for now.

“Just gets better, doesn’t it, girl?” Harry smiles ruefully. Hedwig chirps. Then a loud crack splits
the air.

“Shit!”

Harry dives behind the desk chair, swooping his wand up as he does, thoughts of death eaters and
green light and high pitched laughter almost blinding him. Harry stares. Hedwig screeches. There’s
a house elf in his bedroom.

“Dobby?” Harry asks, disbelievingly.

“Hideous half-blood calls Kreacher Dobby, hideous half-blood is unworthy to be heir to the house
of Black,” the house elf mutters.

“House of Black? You’re Sirius’ elf?”

The house elf flinches at Sirius’ name and grumbles about inferior masters. He sticks out a hand
towards Harry, holding a letter. Harry considers that it might be a trap, but the lure of hearing from
Sirius, of some god-damned news finally, is too strong. He snatches it away.

Harry,

Under house arrest.

Harry’s heart nearly stops. Sirius has been caught, that’s all that could mean. Sirius will be going
back to Azkaban, and Harry has no idea how to get him out.

Don’t worry, not been captured. Dumbledore just won’t let me leave the house.

“Fuck, Sirius.” Harry curses his godfather for his poor letter writing skills, despite the relieving
loosening in his chest. Remus would’ve known better.

None of the letters are getting through. Dumbledore won’t say why. He says we’ll see you soon. I
need your help, pup. I’m so fucking sick of this house. If I could get out, I could come and see you.
So I need you to go to Gringotts and claim your Potter heirship. There’s a book in the Potter vault I
need. It will help. Since we can’t send owls, we’ll use Kreacher. He can pop you to the bank and
back. The book is the Potter family Grimoire. Just tell Kreacher where you want to go and he’ll do
it. He’s a miserable thing, but he does what he’s told. When you get to the bank, just tell them what
you need. Don’t talk to anyone else and take your invisibility cloak and Don’t Be Seen. No one will
know and you can’t tell ANYONE. Molly Weasley would have my hide but I know you’ll be fine.

Love you pup. Stay out of trouble.
Sirius

There are too many questions Harry needs to be answered in that letter that for a minute, he
seriously considers letting the molten lava in his veins explode into his fingertips and turn it to ash.
An heirship he knew nothing about. A house where Sirius lives without him, even though he
promised they would live together at the end of third year. An implied glut of letters that have been
turned back from him and fucking Dumbledore, always Dumbledore, letting it happen. On top of
that, Harry hates Sirius’ lack of concern, but it’s just another thing to push down inside.

Sure, I’m fine. I saw the guy I liked murdered and Voldemort come back, but I’m fine. Fucking
fabulous.

Lock it away. Besides, the offer that Sirius could get out of whatever house Dumbledore has him
locked in and come and see Harry in Surrey is too tempting to sully with this boiling, childish
resentment. It’s not like Harry is unfamiliar with being let down. He swallows it and sighs, digging
in his trunk for his invisibility cloak and throwing it around his shoulders. He sticks his wand in his

back pocket and looks down at the elf.

“So, you’re Kreacher?”

The elf drops his drooping nose down to the floor.

“Kreacher lives to serve the house of Black,” Kreacher croaks, followed by insults and curses
featuring everything from Harry’s inferior blood to his terrible hair. Harry snorts. Heard that one
before.

“So you will take me to Gringotts?”

“If master Sirius wishes it, Kreacher must obey.”

Harry raises his eyebrows. That doesn’t sound like a yes. He tries a different question.

“If I ask you to take me to Gringotts and only Gringotts, can you disobey me in any way?”

Kreacher flinches and works his sour mouth. Harry can almost see the invisible bindings of his
servitude as he struggles against them.

“No,” Kreacher spits out. “Master Sirius tells Kreacher to obey the Potter brat so Kreacher must.”

“So you couldn’t take me somewhere else? To someone else?” Harry presses. To Voldemort?

“No,” Kreacher’s eyes gleam. He can’t do it but he dearly wants to, Harry can see that much. He
briefly questions the wisdom of trusting a malevolent elf to take him on an unexplained magical
journey to the heart of London. It certainly is the kind of thing Dumbledore would look down on.
Kreacher might be dirty and ugly but he looks smart. He could probably find a workaround and
could deliver Harry up to Voldemort like an owl with a dead mouse. Harry knows this but finds it
hard to care. It’s been happening a lot since Cedric died and his friends utterly abandoned him, this
seeping coldness of not caring. He thinks it might probably be a bad thing but it’s also a relief.

“Right then,” Harry looks at Hedwig. “I’ll be back in a few hours, girl. If I’m not, you have my
permission to find Sirius and peck his eyes out.”

Hedwig chirps in excitement. Kreacher’s eyes gleam with something like approval. Harry thinks
Hedwig hasn’t forgiven Sirius for pissing off to the tropics last year and making her fly across
oceans. He doesn’t know what Kreacher’s deal is but imagines that Sirius is not the easiest person
to live with if his penchant for leaving piles of chicken bones around is anything to go by.

“Let’s do this, Kreacher,” Harry looks down at the elf. “Gringotts and only Gringotts please.”

Harry flips his invisibility cloak over his head as Kreacher grabs his arm. In a whirl of darkness
and keening sound, Privet drive disappears.

________________

When Harry opens his eyes it is to the overbearing gold features inside Gringotts. He stumbles
against Kreacher who growls in disgust, stepping aside to let him fall against the wall.

“What was that?” Harry gasps. He feels like he just got poured down a telephone line.

“Elf apparition,” Kreacher grunts, muttering about uneducated half breeds as Harry tries to get his
bearings. The goblins at the desks haven’t noticed him yet. Don’t be seen.

“Kreacher,” he whispers. The elf’s ears prick up but he at least has the presence of mind not to turn
to look at him. “I need to talk to one of them but I need to stay invisible. What should I do? Wait,”
Harry stops Kreacher before he opens his mouth, trying to figure out the loopholes. “Don’t
recommend things that would hurt me or Sirius or cause either of us to be in trouble with the
goblins or the Ministry or … go against the house of Black.”

It’s the last words in the sentence that seem to have done it. Kreacher looks up at him with a
mixture of deep, abiding rage and grudging interest.

“As the Potter brat wishes,” he mutters. “Kreacher can arrange for the half-blood to meet with his
account manager.”

“Good, let’s do that,” Harry says as Kreacher moves forward. “In a private place though,
Kreacher.”

The elf flinches again and turns to glare at Harry. “The Potter brat is smart.”

“The Black elf keeps him on his toes,” Harry retorts. Kreacher gives him a smile with yellow teeth,
like a hideous land-cursed shark. Harry thinks that Kreacher has probably been just as bored as
Harry, wherever he’s been stuck with Sirius.

Prisoners, the fucking lot of us.

Kreacher approaches the gold desk, looking more ratty and dirty when facing a perfectly turned out
and tailored goblin. Harry thinks that if house elves must favour togas and pillowcases over
clothes, the least they could do is wear clean ones. Kreacher walks back, the mercenary gleam back
in his eyes.

“Oh God, you look happy,” Harry whispers. “Did you find a way to sell me to the noseless wretch
already?”

Kreacher barks in shock or it might have been a laugh.

“Not yet, Potter brat,” he mutters. “Follow Kreacher.”

Harry does, slipping carefully between customers and goblins and thinking to himself that if he had
known he could wander around Gringotts in nothing more than an invisibility cloak, he might have
thought less of the famous threats of the goblins. Thieves take heed unless they’ve got an
invisibility cloak.

“The Dark Lord really has no nose?” Kreacher asks abruptly.

“Yep,” Harry whispers back as they walk through a wrought iron side door. “Noseless Voldie.
Looks like a massive snake. Did Sirius not tell you?”

“Master keeps secrets,” Kreacher mutters. “But Kreacher knows things, yes he does. Kreacher

always know.”

“I don’t doubt it. It’s always the servants who know what’s up. That’s how I know Petunia’s
cheating on her entries to the parish fair. Homemade my arse.”

Kreacher looks at him like he’s mad and Harry wonders if he might be. Or maybe it’s just he’s had
literally no one to talk to except his cousin. God, he misses Ron and Hermione. And Cedric, but he
won’t think about Cedric. The corridor they’re walking down is mounted with heads of various
beasts and Harry looks at them curiously.

“Hey, you reckon they’d like a basilisk?” Harry asks.

“The Potter brat has a basilisk?” Kreacher stares at him.

“A dead one,” Harry looks into the eyes of a mounted Chimera head. “In the Chamber of Secrets.”

“We would definitely be interested to discuss it.”

A door to the left opens and Harry sees a familiar, long-nosed face.

“You’re the Potter account manager?” Harry blurts out, forgetting he’s invisible. Griphook smiles
tightly.

“Heir Potter,” Griphook says, looking at where Harry is standing with astonishing accuracy.
“Please come in.”

Harry turns to Kreacher. He doesn’t want to take him into the meeting since he probably can’t trust
him as far as he could throw him, but it hardly seems smart to leave his ticket back to the Dursley’s
to his own nefarious devices inside a wizard bank.

“You’re coming in, and you’re to swear on your….” Harry turns to Griphook. “What do house
elves swear on?”

“Their house honour, or the lives of their masters,” Griphook grins. “Make sure it’s one they like.
His is probably Walburga Black.”

“Huh. Weird name.” Harry looks down at Kreacher. “I want you to swear on your honour as the
Black elf and on the life of Wallyburga that you will not repeat anything you hear to another living
soul, or write it in a letter, or communicate it to anything in any way possible,” Harry glares down
at Kreacher, “including muttering about it under your breath.”

Kreacher looks like he might have a stroke but eventually looks at Harry with that same nasty
grin.

“The Potter brat thinks he is very clever.”

That does not make Harry feel safe at all. He looks at Griphook.

“Anything I missed?”

Griphook smiles. It’s frankly terrifying. “The clause. The clause for what happens to the elf upon
betrayal of the oath. He might think he can break it and stand the pain of punishment.”

“Huh. I suppose he might.” Harry considers Kreacher and looks down at his own broken wrist.
“Okay, Kreacher. Let’s have it. On pain of … “

Harry looks at Kreacher, sees the eagerness in his milky yellow eyes. He recognises it. Death isn’t
the worse thing for a being living in chains.

“… expulsion from the house of Black and being unable to serve them or any other wizard family
in any way.”

Harry’s thinking of Winky, of Barty Crouch Jnr. She lived to serve. Kreacher’s little mouth has
fallen open in amazement and he stares at the invisible Harry like he’s grown an extra head.

“The Potter brat is very clever,” Kreacher mutters and seems to be twitching.

“Can he refuse to swear?” Harry asks Griphook.

“Not if he’s been ordered to obey you by his master,” Griphook folds his arms. “Order him to
swear.”

Harry nods. “Kreacher. Swear it.”

Kreacher growls, twisting against air. It looks like it might be hurting Kreacher a little bit but
Harry just watches and waits. It’s the not caring thing again.

“If he doesn’t, what happens?” Harry asks Griphook.

“Death probably,” Griphook shrugs.

“I swear,” Kreacher spits out finally. “On the honour of the Noble and Most Ancient House of
Black, and on the life of my poor Mistress, Walburga Black.”

There’s a flash of gold light between Harry and Kreacher and the elf slumps. Relief and
submission. Harry nods and turns to Griphook.

“Shall we?”

They’re an odd troupe, an invisible nearly fifteen-year-old, a goblin and a sullen house elf.
Griphook sits behind a small desk and Harry de-cloaks. Kreacher stands sullen beside him. Harry
feels a small twinge of guilt. He doesn’t regret it, but still. He knows what it’s like to be trapped.

“Your elf says you want to accept your heirship,” Griphook says.

Whatever the fuck that means, Harry thinks bitterly.

“Do you keep secrets?” Harry blurts out. “Banker client confidentiality, or something?”

“Indeed,” Griphook looks offended, but Harry doesn’t care.

“Great.” Harry leans forward. “Two things. My godfather wants a book out of the Potter vault so
that’s why I’m here but first, what the fuck is an heirship?”

“Uneducated brat,” Kreacher mutters as Griphook frowns.

“Yes, well, we weren’t all brought up in Ancient and Noble Houses, Kreacher,” Harry rolls his
eyes. “Some of us were house elves for nasty muggles instead.”

Kreacher looks astonished that Harry responded to him but Griphook clears his throat.

“An heirship is a position of relative power and magic given to an heir presumptive,” Griphook
explains slowly. “When an heir reaches majority, if the Lord is dead, then they assume their
Lordship also.”

“Lordship,” Harry stares at Griphook. “Like … the House of Lords? Like Parliament?”

“Filthy muggle pretenders,” Kreacher grumbles.

“Not dissimilar,” Griphook nods. “Wizard Lords can claim seats in the Wizengamot. For you to
receive your heirship and have access to your family vaults…”

“Vaults plural?” Harry interrupts.

“Vaults plural,” Griphook continues, “we need an inheritance test.”

“Why, not sure I’m who I am?” Harry lifts his fringe to show his scar. “This not enough?”

“Not quite, heir Potter,” Griphook smiles thinly. He pulls out a piece of parchment and a silver
dagger. “Some blood, please.”

Harry sees the silver dagger in Wormtail’s hand, feels it in his arm. He sighs and closes his eyes,
rolling up his sleeve to reveal the long scab on his arm.

“No use making a new one,” Harry mutters. He twists to Kreacher. “Do the honours, Kreacher?”

Kreacher jumps about five feet in the air.

“The brat wants Kreacher to cut him?”

“Well, you’re the only one here who’s recently taken a loyalty oath to me, no offence, Griphook,”
Harry says. “Come on, Kreacher, don’t let your noseless Dark Lord have all the fun. He tells me
spilling my blood is very satisfying.”

There’s an odd look in Kreacher’s eye, but he jabs the knife quickly into the barely healed wound
and Griphook shoves the parchment under his arm as Harry hisses in pain. A bubbling cauldron. A
body as white as bone.

“Thanks, Kreacher,” Harry says, pulling his sleeve back down and pressing a hand over the wound.
Kreacher nods but says nothing.

“Thank you, heir Potter,” Griphook says. “Although for future reference, the oath I took decades
ago to your ancestors covers you also. And mostly, we just need a drop of blood. Not a geyser.”

“Blame Mr Riddle,” Harry shrugs. Griphook’s eyes flash at the name but then he looks down at
the paper. “Ah yes, you are indeed who you claim to be, heir Potter. So we can proceed with your
heirships and heir rings.”

“Heirships? Plural?” Harry feels like an idiot saying it. Griphook nods and pushes the piece of
paper over to him.

“Plural,” he says.

Harry looks down. The blood he spilt has reformed into a series of words he barely understands.

Heir to the Noble and Most Ancient House of Potter: Harrison James Charlus Potter
Heir to the Noble and Most Ancient House of Black: Harrison James Charlus Potter
Heir to the Noble and Most Ancient House of Prince: Harrison James Charlus Potter
Heir to the Noble and Most Ancient House of Slytherin: Harrison James Charlus Potter

Mother: Lily Rose Potter
Father: Lord James Charlus Potter (blood adopted)
Godfather: Sirius Orion Black
Godfather: Remus Plutarch Lupin

This time, he can’t keep the molten lava of his ever-present anger inside. It breathes out his
fingertips, blistering them, singing the edges of the paper so the bloody words boil.

“What the ever-loving fuck?” Harry says. “I’m adopted?”
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“Well. That’s … unexpected.” Harry isn’t sure if goblins do shocked, but if they did, Griphook’s
face would be shocked.

“I’m adopted.” Harry stares at the word. “I’m adopted?”

“Only by your father.”

“So that means … I’m my mum’s son, but I’m not my Dad’s?” None of those words make sense as
he speaks them. “How is that even possible?”

Griphook looks at him with one hairy eyebrow raised. “You are blood adopted.”

“But … I look like my Dad, like James, everyone says so.”

Harry shakes his head. How can the world be collapsing around him and yet nothing is changing?
All he has to show for slipping into unreality are blistered fingers and horrible words written in
blood.

“Because you were blood adopted.”

“You keep saying that like it means something to me.”

“Uneducated Potter brat,” Kreacher mumbles. Harry barks out a laugh. This is a pretty bad thing
for Kreacher to know, but then, Harry reasons, he doubts it will make any difference to Voldemort
who his Dad is as long as he can still kill Harry at some point. It's not like Kreacher can tell him.

“Well, maybe not, Kreacher,” Harry counters.“Am I still a Potter brat? And if the answer is
because I was blood adopted then I don’t want to hear it.”

Griphook stares at him thinly, arched brows and pursed lips. Harry rolls his eyes, folds his arms
irritably.

“Fine. Tell me then.”

“A magical blood adoption by a parent means that the child becomes the progeny of that parent, in
your case, James Potter. You are a Potter in name and blood, otherwise, you would not be eligible
to be his heir.” Griphook pushes his glasses up his nose. “You bear his resemblance for this reason.
However, if you were to magically acknowledge your natural father that might change.”

“Hold it,” Harry holds up his hand. He realises it is trembling. It’s too much. He thinks of Moony,
Wormtail, Padfoot and Prongs. He thinks of his invisibility cloak, thick and warm around the back
of his chair, of his patronus, shimmering and silver chasing away dementors. He thinks of the
graveyard, of his father’s voice and smile. We’re so proud of you. He’s never felt more like he’s
fourteen.

“If he adopted me then he knew, right?” Harry’s voice is hoarse. He hates that.

“Yes,” Griphook nods assuredly. “It would have needed both of your blood to complete the
adoption.”

“He knew, but they didn’t …” Harry swallows. Cedric is dead. Voldemort is back. Now this.

“I do not believe they told anyone. I did not even know and it was not in their wills.” Griphook
looks at him sternly. “If I was to speculate, I would think it was very important that everyone knew
you were a Potter.”

No one knew. No one knew that the Boy-who-lived, Harry Potter, wasn’t Harry Potter at all. Harry
closes his eyes briefly.

“Yeah, I imagine that was pretty fucking important.” He sighs. “Does Dumbledore know?”

Does Sirius? Does Remus?

“No,” Griphook shakes his head. “You have never had an inheritance test and your parent’s estate
and records bear no indication of it. It was a secret they took to their graves.”

“Right.” Harry nods like these are totally normal things to hear. “Do you know who he is?”

“I do not.” Griphook looks over the paper. “Though I should think that one of the heirships would
be a strong indication.”

“Well, it’s not Sirius, it can’t be, he’s … not like that.” Harry thinks there’s no more delicate way
to reveal that escaped convict, Sirius Black is gay. He turns to Kreacher. “It isn’t him, is it?”

Kreacher looks at him quite oddly for a moment then shakes his head.

“Master made the Potter brat his heir because he shall never bear his own progeny,” Kreacher
sniffs. “Not whilst his mate is an ugly depraved werewolf.”

Harry rolls his eyes but secretly finds it funny that in the wizarding world, the problem isn’t that
Sirius is fucking a man, it’s that he’s fucking a werewolf. Harry’s seen enough movies to know that
most muggles would find the werewolf thing utterly exciting, whilst the man thing ... well, if
Vernon is anything to go by, it should be a hanging offence.

“So not Sirius, but the … heir of Slytherin.” Harry’s blood runs cold. Fuck. “It’s not, Jesus Christ, I
don’t even want to say it.”

Harry puts his head in his hands and holds onto his hair. Those red eyes. That hideous skull-like
face.

“It’s not Lord Voldemort, is it?”

Griphook looks at him steadily.

“It seems unlikely. I cannot imagine your mother doing such a thing. Then again, he perhaps would

not have asked.”

Harry flinches. He did not need to think about that.

“Are there other ways to hand over an heirship?” If there’s any other way then Harry will take that,
hold onto it, believe it with all his might rather than engaging with the possibility that his father,
his fucking father, could be Lord Voldemort.

“Conquest,” Griphook says quickly. “When a Lord or an heir is defeated then the heirship passes.
Your defeat of he-who-must-not-be-named could count as a conquest.”

“And the Chamber of Secrets,” Harry nods. “The basilisk. It was his. I killed him. Destroyed a
version of him too.”

Griphook’s eyebrows rise again and there is a predatory gleam in them now.

“Well, that would certainly count although without an inheritance test we could not be sure.”

“Yeah, I don’t think old Tom is just going to hand over his blood for me,” Harry snorts.

“Indeed,” Griphook nods without humour. “So that leaves the Prince line.”

“Do you know who it is?”

“No,” Griphook looks annoyed. “It’s an extinct line, to my knowledge. The last heir was fifty years
ago. They were disowned and the line died out. If you are the heir, then the man who fathered you
must have been their progeny and somehow, brought back into the line.”

“And you can’t find the records of that?”

Harry must have sounded frustrated because Griphook looks at him sternly.

“I am not permitted to disclose information of accounts I do not personally deal with. You are only
an unclaimed heir to this line. If the Lord is dead then you will come into your Lordship when you
are of age. Then you’ll have access to the Prince vaults.”

“So I only have to wait until I’m seventeen to find out who my father is,” Harry snorts and rubs his
forehead. He can feel a headache coming and for once, thinks it probably has nothing to do with
Voldemort.

“Unless you uncover him another way,” Griphook says.

That’s a problem for a whole other day. Not just dead parents but a lost father who he’s not even
sure he wants. Fan-bloody-tastic.

“The book,” Harry says tiredly. “The book from the Potter vault. Do I need to be seventeen to have
access to it?”

“No,” Griphook pulls a black box out from the desk. “You are the acknowledged heir to both the
houses of Potter and Black. Also, Slytherin, since there is nothing in the vaults to pass on from that
house.”

“I don’t understand.” Harry feels like four years of History of Magic lessons have been absolutely
useless.

“Slytherin is a dormant house,” Griphook explains slowly whilst Kreacher mumbles and rolls his
eyes beside him. “There has not been active Slytherin vault at Gringotts since the 17th Century.
Heirs of Slytherin have always tended to keep their secrets locked away elsewhere.”

“No kidding,” Harry mutters, thinking of the basilisk. “So how do I get into the Potter vaults to get
the book?”

“With these.” Griphook opens the box. There are four rings inside on black velvet. “You put them
on, if they accept you, they’ll disguise themselves and the heirship is claimed.”

“Easy enough,” Harry shrugs but doesn’t move forward. He’s developed a bit of caution about
magical objects since the Triwizard cup. “No side effects?”

“None. The Lords of the houses will be informed the heirship has been claimed. That is all.”

“Wait,” Harry glares up at Griphook. “Will Voldemort know? Is he Lord Slytherin?”

“No. If he ever was the heir of Slytherin he never came to claim his heirship here at Gringotts
before his first demise. The Lordship ring is still unclaimed.” Griphook glances at Harry’s scar.
“Possibly because there was nothing, aside from the ring, to claim.”

“Didn’t stop him claiming the title though,” Harry mutters. “What about Lord Prince, if he
exists?”

“He shall know an heirship has been claimed but since he has not acknowledged you, he shall
know nothing about you.”

“So I can’t find out who he is and vice versa?”

“Not from us,” Griphook offers the box towards him. “Understood?”

Harry nods. He doesn’t know how he feels about being an unclaimed bastard of someone, but as
long the man can’t find him then that’s some kind of safety.

“He might be dead,” Kreacher pipes up. Harry barks out a little laugh. The sullen elf is growing on
him a bit.

“Let’s hope so, hey, Kreacher?” Harry grins and picks up the rings.

The Potter ring has a red stone and fits warmly on his fourth finger on his left hand. Harry tastes
hot tea and treacle tart. The Black ring makes him cold, the black diamond sparkling before it
disappears next to the Potter one. The Slytherin ring looks like a snake with emerald eyes (big
fucking surprise) and hisses in parseltongue to him as he sets it on the middle finger of his wand
hand. Finally, the Prince ring, a rough obsidian stone, slips onto his first finger. The air smells like
something; herbs and smoke and Harry feels a lingering familiarity before it disappears along with
the rest. He thinks he should feel different but he doesn't and that is actually a big relief.

“All done,” Harry grins up at Griphook. “So. The book. Can I just go down and get it? And maybe
have a rummage around the Black vault too?”

He thinks there might be things there Sirius wants.

“Not so simple, Heir Potter,” Griphook smiles. It almost looks indulgent. “You are the Lordpresumptive of the Potter vaults so you can access them to your heart's desire, but since the House
of Black has a Lord living, you must request objects from him.”

“Nothing is simple.” Harry sighs. “Just the book then, I guess.”

His hands feel strange, not heavy exactly, but odd. He flexes his fingers. “Is it meant to feel
weird?”

“Just the magic settling,” Griphook waves a hand dismissively. “The heir rings have their own
powers you will need to get used to. Protection spells, things like that.”

“Like what?”

Protection spells could come in handy with Dudley. Griphook sighs and looks at a gilt-edged card
inside the black box.

“The Potter ring will warm to warn you of poisons, the Black ring will alert you to compulsion
spells like the Imperius …”

“Can already throw that off,” Harry says, ignoring Kreacher’s stare. “Anything else? Anything that
protects against bodily harm?”

“… The Slytherin ring enables the wearer to understand parseltongue…”

“Can already do that,” Harry grumbles. Griphook glares at him, looking astonishingly like
McGonagall. “Sorry.”

“And the Prince ring can act like a portkey.”

Harry flinches, staring down at his hand as the ring materialises.

“To where?” Harry swallows.

“To the Lord,” Griphook reads off the card. “Don’t look so worried, Heir Potter. It can only be
activated from your ring.”

“So, I’ve got a Black ring and a Slytherin ring I’ve no use for and a portkey that goes to
somewhere I don’t want to go.” Harry slumps into the chair, staring at the rings. “Fan-fuckingtastic.”

“Heir Black is ungrateful for his ring,” Kreacher splutters beside him. “Heir Black is a miserable
wretch.”

“Heir Black was just hoping there might be something to fix this,” Harry lifts up his broken wrist to
show Kreacher. “And stop it from keep happening!”

Kreacher looks at him in disgust and snorts.

“Heir Black is an inferior wizard.”

“Yeah? Well, the Black elf’s not exactly up to scratch either!” Harry retorts.

“I shall send down for the book,” Griphook interrupts. “Unless you have a desire to go into the
vault yourself? All of the Potter keepsakes are in there.”

For a second, Harry does. He wants to see the memories his parents have left him, the photographs
of his family laid out in front of him like the Mirror of Erised. Then he remembers that he’s not
really a Potter and the excitement curdles. It’s all a lie. He shakes his head.

“Very well,” Griphook takes out a piece of parchment. “What is it you need?”

“The Potter Grimoire.”

Griphook hesitates.

“That is a unique tome,” he says slowly. “I would not recommend it leave the bank, and if it does,
only in your possession. As the Lord presumptive, you can protect it using your ring, but anyone
else …”

“It’s for Sirius.” Harry feels tired of this already. “Can you send for it?”

Griphook nods and jots it down. Snapping his fingers the paper disappears. He folds his long
fingers together and looks at Harry over the top of them.

“Now that you have claimed your heirships, you must realise that if your natural father is either
Lord Prince or he who would have been Lord Slytherin —,”

“That’s a good one. We should call him that.”

“— you will likely experience changes in your appearance, as discussed.”

Harry blinks. He feels like he’s had twenty conversations since the moment he walked in the door.
He tries to remember what Griphook said before.

“Because I might have … magically acknowledged my natural father?”

“Precisely.” Griphook nods. “Because of this, I suggest taking precautions. Your parents used
blood adoption to protect your identity, no doubt until you came of age. My recommendation would
be to continue on that course of action.”

“How?” Harry stares at him blankly. Sometimes he feels entirely new to magic. You’d think that
defeating a dark Lord four times would get rid of that.

“A potion would be best, one that alters your appearance in the long term. You’d find such a recipe
in the Potter Grimoire, I’m sure. Ah, here it is.”

The book that lands on Griphook’s desk are huge, with a wooden cover embedded with precious
stones.

“Wow.” Harry stares at it. When he reaches out to touch it, his Potter ring flares. He feels a rising
affection inside him. Mine.

“Indeed,” Griphook says softly as Harry strokes the silver and wood locks. They spring open for
him. He lifts the cover reverently, sees a list of Potter names going back hundreds of years. “It
contains all the spells and potions unique to the Potter name. It is more than an heirloom, it is a
historical artefact. It is quite presumptive of anyone to request it.”

The Potter ring flares in agreement. Harry feels warmth like phoenix fire in his finger and hand.
Ours.

“Right. Well, that’s weird.” Harry takes a slow breath, but he knows the Potter ring will burn if he
sends the Grimoire to Sirius. That will be annoying and he has enough to worry about, with dark
lords, the Dursley’s and the endless not caring. “I suppose I could send Sirius what he needs?”

“More than fair,” Griphook says with a satisfied grin.

“Kreacher, what does he want?” Harry asks.

“He wants to be able to leave the Mistress's house without discovery,” Kreacher mutters. “Heir
Black should not give Master the book. He will use it badly. He is not to be trusted.”

Harry raises his eyebrows. The implication behind those words is if that Sirius is not to be trusted
then maybe Harry is. Also, he realises, he’s Heir Black now rather than the Potter brat, whatever
that means.

“He wants the unplottable disillusionment spell,” Griphook nods. “Page twenty-three. It mimics
the effect of the Potter cloak.”

Harry opens the Grimoire. Page twenty-three, when he reaches it, is not written in English. It’s not
written in any language Harry can read. Or write.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “Can you copy this for me?”

“Of course.” Griphook places a piece of paper over the page and taps it. It copies in a slow spread
of dark ink. Then he hands Harry the quill. “Write the name of the individual you want to be able to
read it. It shall only reveal itself to them.”

Harry does and hands the paper to Kreacher.

“That’s for Sirius,” Harry thinks for a moment. “Maybe tell him I couldn’t take it out of the bank,
Kreacher.”

Kreacher smirks then and tucks the paper into his ugly towel.

“Yes, Heir Potter.”

One thing dealt with. One more to manage. Harry looks at Griphook.

“So, the potion to change my appearance?”

Griphook turns to another page and copies it again.

“Take it to the apothecary,” Griphook says. “I can give you a goblin glamour that will last an
hour.”

Harry scans the list of ingredients and sighs.

“I’m gonna need some money.”

“Of course.” Griphook snaps his fingers and a bag of gold appears. Harry thinks it’s a lot easier
dealing with an account manager than trekking down underground to make withdrawals. “What
shall I do with the grimoire, Heir Potter?”

Harry notices the way that Griphook touches it reverently. He raises his eyebrows at the goblin.

“Goblin made, was it?”

“Good eye,” Griphook smiles at him in amusement. “Yes, it is, and very old.”

“I’d like to take it with me. Can I?”

Harry knows it would be safer in Gringotts but the not caring is so strong and besides, he wants to
read it. It’ll be better than waiting for bloody owls.

“Of course,” Griphook withdraws his long finger. “I would recommend you return it to the vault
before the next term starts, however. Hogwarts loves her magical objects. She might just disappear
it for you.”

Harry doesn’t know how to answer that. He stands up with the Grimoire under one arm and throws
the invisibility cloak over his shoulders.

“Good doing business with you again Griphook. Can we correspond?”

He offers his hand as he’s seen Vernon do over and over again with business associates. Griphook
looks surprised and shakes his head.

“Goblins bow, Heir Potter, they do not shake.” Griphook grins. “And we exchange blessings.”

“Oh.” Harry thinks about what a goblin might want to be blessed with. Money probably. He bows
low. “I hope all your deals are excellent and you make a shit tonne of money.”

Griphook throws back his head and cackles. Harry has not heard a goblin belly-laugh before and
it’s the stuff of muggle children’s nightmares. Maybe wizard children too.

“Close, Heir Potter,” Griphook shakes his head in amusement. “We tend to say ‘may your coffers
overflow,’ and the recipient says ‘may your enemies be vanquished.”

“Right.” Harry frowns. “So I sort of did the first one. So I guess you could respond by telling me
you hope Voldemort drops dead in his sleep.”

“I could,” Griphook tilts his head at him, grinning widely. Harry could get used to it, if it wasn’t so
terrifying. Then Griphook snaps his fingers. Instantly the grimoire is small enough to fit in his
pocket and a coldness settles on his face. “A goblin glamour, Heir Potter. It shall repel enemies and
anyone you do not wish to see you.”

“So everyone then,” Harry jokes. He looks down at Kreacher. “Can you see me?”

Kreacher is looking at him with some sort of surprise.

“Yes,” he says slowly, as if he can’t work out why.

“Go figure,” Harry shrugs. “Good job, Griphook. Thank you.”

“May your coffers overflow, Heir Potter.” Griphook inclines his head in a bow.

“May your enemies be vanquished,” Harry quips back, pulling the invisibility cloak over his head.
“Come on, Kreacher. Apocathary and then Privet Drive.”

“About that correspondence, Heir Potter.” Harry turns to face him in the doorway. “I should like to
hear more of this basilisk. It portends many investment opportunities.”

“See?” Harry grins under the cloak. “A shit tonne of money coming your way, Griphook.”

Griphook chortles. Actually chortles, and Harry thinks this is the weirdest day since sixteen days

ago.
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Outside of the bank and under the cloak, Harry tugs Kreacher into an alley and flips down his
hood.

“So either you’re not my enemy or I want you to see me, I can’t decide which,” Harry stares at the
elf. “But I’m going to order you to tell me the truth now. Do I need to get another oath out of you
to ensure your loyalty until you take me back to Privet Drive?”

The elf huffs but looks thoughtfully at Harry’s clearly visible-to-him head. His eyes glaze slightly
as if he’s remembering something far off. Harry feels an icy sting from the Black ring.

“Ow!” Harry rubs his hand. “What did you do?”

Kreacher jumps back, surprised, staring at Harry’s hand where the Black ring is emitting a cold
glow.

“Kreacher tested his bonds, the ones Heir Black placed on him inside,” Kreacher whispers. “He
cannot break them.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good.” Harry nods and Kreacher looks momentarily furious. “Good for me, I
mean. Sucks for you, I guess.”

“Heir Black is an ill-spoken whelp,” Kreacher snarls.

“And Elf Black is a pain in the arse,” Harry retorts. “But at least you're loyal. Well, for the next
hour at least. I’ll take that.”

Kreacher grumbles, jerking his head towards the Apothecary. Harry stays invisible, not wanting to
chance it, and when they reach the dark shade of the Apothecary’s awning, he rematerialises
thinking hard of people he doesn't want to see him who wouldn’t be considered enemies. Remus.
Anyone from Gryffindor. Any of Dumbledore’s friends or spies. Hagrid. He and Kreacher walk
into the shop and he pulls Kreacher over to the gillyweed jars, out of the shopkeeper's eye line.

“Here,” Harry thrusts the list at him. “There’s stuff on this I don’t know. I can do the boomslang
skin and the basic stuff, but not these.”

Kreacher rolls his eyes and reads it.

“Demiguise nails, thestral hair, they are rare, dark ingredients,” Kreacher’s eyes glimmer happily at
the thought. “We shall not find them here. Kreacher must go to Knockturn alley.”

“Of course Kreacher must,” Harry rolls his eyes right back. “Right. You go to Knockturn with half
of this,” Harry empties a small mountain of gold into Kreacher’s hands. “I’ll stay here and do
these,” he rips off the top part of the recipe.

“Heir Black is a fool to let Kreacher go with his money,” Kreacher crows.

“Oh yeah?” Harry raises his eyebrows and then concentrates on the black ring on his finger, of the
sensation of ice against bone. “You will not cheat me, you will not defile your earlier oaths, you
will not communicate with others about why you are there, you will not meet with anyone else, you
will return here in twenty minutes with everything you are able to buy with that amount of money
and you will not tell your Master or Lord Snake pants or any of Lord Snake pants followers
anything pertaining to me. Understood?”

Kreacher’s eyes widen as Harry’s focuses on his words and the cold ring and then Kreacher
shivers. Harry knows it’s worked. He eyes Harry grumpily.

“Yes, Heir Black.”

He opens the door with a flick of his fingers so it slams against the unicorn hair and slinks out,
grumbling all the way.

“Kreacher thought the Dark Lord had snake nose not snake pants, Heir Black is probably a big fat
liar as well as a dirty half-blood …”

“It’s good of you to trust your elf like that,” the shopkeeper comments.

“What?” Harry asks absently, beginning to search for Boomslang skin on the shelves.

“Most folks won’t trust their elves with money or chores, won’t let them outside the house,” the
shopkeeper sniffs. “Me, I’ve always had my elf work here with me. No sense in not trusting
someone who makes your tea every day, I reckon.”

“Right,” Harry thinks it’s less about trust and more about survival. Not everyone has a house elf
following them who might turn them over to a mass murderer with half a chance. “Got any
boomslang skin?”

“In there,” the shopkeeper points to a large snake tank. “She’ll not let me in to harvest it yet. Still
attached by the tail. Might not get it off her before she’s picked up today.”

Harry looks at the sign on the tank. Sold. He watches the coiled body unwind itself, the beautiful
lime green head lifting to stare straight at him.

“She might let me,” Harry says, stepping forward, staring into her eyes and trying not to think
about Nagini.

“Good morning,” he hisses softly.

“Good morning, speaker,” she hisses back. “Have you come to take me away?”

Behind him, Harry can feel the shopkeeper’s interest but he tries to ignore it.

“I’m sorry, you’ve been sold.” Harry feels bad for a moment. “Did you have a family?”

“No,” her tongue flickers. “I am glad to leave here. Away from owls.”

Eelops Owl Emporium is next door. Harry can hear them hooting.

“Yeah, must be annoying,” he hisses back. “Can I have your skin?”

The boomslang looks down at her tail and flicks it.

“Why?”

“For magic. So I can hide who I am.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t know who I am.”

Harry sighs and leans his head against the glass for a moment, closing his eyes. He saw his parent’s
ghosts sixteen days ago. He had lost Cedric, it was horrible, but at least they were there, loving
him. For four blissful years he has existed in the reality that even though they were dead, they were
his and they had loved him. Sixteen days later and the floor has fallen out of reality. Today has
tarnished it somehow. He hates that.

I didn't ask for much, did I? Harry thinks bitterly. Just some dead parents who I thought I
understood and who definitely loved me. Who thought that was too fucking much?

The molten lava in his veins is shifting, cracking to the surface. It meets the warmth and chill of his
heir rings and sparks at his finger tips that rest against the glass. Fuck his parents. Fuck Voldemort.
Fuck them all.

“Your magic tastes sweet,” the boomslang flickers her tongue. “I like it.”

Harry laughs softly, his breath fogging the glass.

“Thanks, I guess.”

He taps one finger, the one with the Slytherin ring on it, against the glass. The boomslang draws
closer, tasting the air.

“Tastes fresh. Green.”

Of course it does. Harry inwardly rolls his eyes. Typical Slytherins.

“I’m glad you like it.”

She sways slightly. Her eyes are furiously black, like holes. Wild animals are amazing, Harry
thinks, that their eyes have no catch point for humans. No references to grip onto.

“I like your eyes,” he taps again, feeding her more magic as she sways eagerly. They are almost
nose to nose. “They give nothing away. I’d like eyes like that. People think they know who I am all
the time. They see my pain. I hate that.”

“I feel it too,” she looks at his wrist curiously, winding down to stare at it. “Your pain. Did your
nest-mates do it?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t have a mate to protect you? Or a nest mother?”

Harry’s eyes sting for the first time that day. He’s heard his father is not his father, that he’s an heir
to multiple lordships that he doesn’t understand and that his godfather is locked away somewhere
without him, but this is what gets him. He blinks back the tears and takes a deep breath.

“No. I don’t have a mate. Or a nest mother. Or a …” he tries to say ‘father’ but it comes out
differently. “Sire. They’re all dead. Or I never knew them to begin with.” He thinks for a moment,
trying to find the right words in either language for the complexity of it. “My nest mother and false
sire lied to me, I think. My true sire might be an enemy. My mate died recently.” Mate was a strong
word but Harry didn’t think there was a parseltongue equivalent for dating. “My nest-mates hurt
me and my …” he struggles with the words for friends. “…familiars have gone away. I am alone.”

“It is right to be alone,” the boomslang hisses. “When a hatchling grows, they must leave. Find a
mate. Build a nest. Lay eggs. Raise hatchlings. Then move on again. Every living thing is alone.”

It is a surprisingly useful philosophy coming from a snake. Harry sighs.

“I’m Harry,” he says, realising for the first time that he has a full name to report as well as a
nickname. Another thing to hate that he didn't know. “Harrison Potter.”

“I have no name.” The boomslang sways. “Choose one.”

“Okay.” Harry thinks back to what he knows about boomslangs from Potions. Not a whole lot, it
turns out. “You’re native to sub-Saharan Africa. Maybe Sahara?”

“It will do.” Sahara shakes her tail. Harry thinks she might be laughing at him, but then he sees the
dry green skin fall off her tail. “You may have my skin, Greenheart”

“Greenheart?”

“Your magic. Green. Fresh. Powerful. Very delicious.”

Harry thinks it’s a compliment. Although he can’t imagine what Ron and Sirius would say if they
heard he was called Greenheart by a snake. Much too Slytherin.

“Thank you.”

“Potter? What the fuck are you doing to my snake?”

Harry turns around. A dark-haired, pale-faced teenager stands in front of him, leaning long limbs
against a rack of pickled newts. For a moment, he can’t place him and then it comes to him.
Theodore Nott. He's in Harry's year at school. A Slytherin, and son of one of the men who had
watched him be tortured in the graveyard.

“Nott.”

Harry will not think about it, will not think about the laughing death eaters surrounding him,
pushing him back towards Voldemort whilst his body was on fire with the cruciatus. Bury it. Hide
it. He wishes for eyes like Sahara’s, that show no pain or memories and clenches his fists.

How can he see me?

Harry doesn’t know how but he can. Nott folds his arms, staring at him questioningly. It’s not a
glare it’s just … curious. Perhaps a little bit deadly. Maybe it’s the rings but Harry can see Nott’s
now, a dark blue stone in a gold setting. It’s got power in it. He can smell it. Griphook didn’t say
anything about heir rings making you smell power.

“I mean it, Potter, what are you doing to my snake?”

Harry considers. Griphook wouldn’t have given a faulty glamour so Harry will have to take a
gamble that Nott senior hasn’t tagged along. Still a gamble though. So he has to get out as soon as
he can. With boomslang skin, preferably.

“Sahara is yours?”

“A present from my father. I’m going to call him Loki.”

“Hard to do, since Sahara is a girl,” Harry retorts.

He’s trying to bury the memories but they’re leaking up and bringing his magic with them. The heir
rings are making it worse, he thinks, because half of his left hand is warm, the other cold, and his
right feels like it’s full of lightning. He taps the glass, hoping feeding it to Sahara is better than
accidentally throwing it at the son of a death eater.

“Tasty. Like blood, this time.”

“It’s fear.” Harry hisses absently, not realising what he’s telling her. “I’m afraid.”

“Of him?” Sahara rears up. “He’s small.”

“His sire.”

“I could kill him.”

“I bet you could.”

“Care to include me in the conversation?” Nott stares at him some more.

“Not really.”

Harry turns his head to Sahara. He’s pretty sure the Nott heir won’t try anything but after the
graveyard, he’s never turning his back on a death eater or someone related to a death eater again.

“Can I take your skin now, Sahara?”

“Yes.”

Harry nods and lifts off the top of the tank.

“Be careful!” The shopkeeper warns, bustling out from behind the counter. “She’s extremely
venomous.”

“Heir Potter is stupid after all,” a small voice croaks from the door. Kreacher is standing with an
armful of packages and looking at him with absolute delight. “Kreacher cannot wait to tell Master
of his demise.”

“Thanks very much, Kreacher. Be sure to tell them about the basilisk too. He and I haven't had that
conversation yet.”

“Basilisk?” The shopkeeper blusters.

Nott hasn’t moved from his spot lounging against the potion racks, but his dark eyebrows lift
slightly.

“Shall not,” Kreacher mutters. “Shall tell Heir Potter was reckless fool.”

Harry just rolls his eyes. Kreacher might be hoping Sahara bites him but he's also calling him Heir
Potter to keep his secrets so he can't really be mad at that. Harry reaches in for the skin. Sahara lets
him take it and then, in a surprise move, wraps herself around his arm for a lift out. The
shopkeeper steps back rapidly, Kreacher hisses like a cat and Nott, well, Nott doesn’t do anything.
He keeps his eyes on Harry, watching him like a predator.

“Were you bored in there?” Harry hisses.

“I shall come with you.”

“You can’t. You’re not mine.”

“I am my own.”

Harry can’t fault her logic. He also doesn’t know how he’s going to explain a snake to the
Dursley’s. Then again, he thinks leaving a pissed off venomous boomslang behind might not be the
best plan. He sighs and looks at Nott.

“How much do you want for her?”

“I don’t want anything for her,” Nott says. “My father bought her. I have to take her home.”

“She doesn’t want to fucking go with you,” Harry snaps. “You’re not going to want to force her.”

Nott raises his eyebrows slightly as the shopkeeper gulps and Kreacher mutters about not feeding
the ugly snake if Heir Potter is mad enough to take it home.

"You presume I'm taking you home," Harry says to Kreacher.

“Why doesn’t she want to go with me?” Nott asks.

Harry hesitates and then looks down at Sahara’s inky eyes.

“Why won’t you go with him?”

“You fear his sire. If I go with him, I shall eat his sire. If I cannot eat his sire, I shall not go."

“Well, fuck.” Harry sighs and closes his eyes, rubbing his forehead without realising that he has
Sahara on his arm. She hisses happily at the ride. Of course, he's found a snake who will eat a
death eater for him. Of fucking course.

“Tell me why,” Nott says, stepping closer. He walks like a predator too. Limbs slow-moving, eyes
fixed. Harry stills to watch him. He wishes he had his wand in his hand, but like an idiot, it’s in his
back pocket. Constant fucking vigilance. Harry feels himself wilting inside. He is too tired for this.
He only has an hour and then everyone, including Nott Senior if he is in the alley, will be able to
see him. Then he’ll be truly fucked. Like always. The not caring fills him up, colder than the Black
ring and he sighs heavily. The truth will have to do.

“Because I’m not overly fond of your sire, I mean, your Dad at the moment, and she reckons that
for that, he deserves eating. If she can't eat him, she won't go.” Harry wearily strokes Sahara’s head
as the shopkeeper squeaks protests and Kreacher’s grumbling grows louder.

"I see," Nott looks at him studiously for a moment. "Any reason why my birthday gift has decided
you are the authority on who shall or shall not be eaten?"

“Who fucking knows," Harry huffs. "I fed her some magic, she gave me some skin, we’re mates
now. There you go. Turns out boomslang are loyal as well as excellent potions ingredients, who
knew?”

Nott eyes him like … well, Harry doesn’t know what it’s like. Maybe Nott has a particularly good
spell to keep his emotions hidden but Harry can’t get a read on him. The guy could hex him or tell
him he was crazy and he wouldn’t be able to predict it. That irks Harry. After fourteen years of the
Dursley’s, he’s good at predicting people.

“Well,” Nott says slowly. “Would it help if you tell her that I do not spend much time with my
father? That we … live apart?”

Harry considers Nott. He wonders if it’s odd for a wizard to live apart from his family but doesn’t
reckon Harry has the best measure of what’s odd or not.

“I guess it might.”

He looks down at Sahara.

“He does not live in his father’s nest,” Harry hisses. “He is alone. Like you.”

“Is he enemy of yours? I could kill him."

“What is she saying?”

Harry looks at Nott carefully. The boy has moved closer, close enough that Harry can catch the
scent of his heir ring. Powerful. Burnt paper and thunderstorms. There’s a scent underneath it, too,
but Harry doesn’t catch that.

“She asks if you’re my enemy,” Harry whispers it and at first, because he’s looking at Sahara, he
doesn’t know if he’s spoken parseltongue. "Are you?"

“It remains to be seen, Potter,” Nott speaks softly too. The shopkeeper has backed too far away to
hear them. “But at the moment … I think not.”

The not caring is still very strong, Nott’s words are floating like leaves on the surface of it, but
there’s something there. Having someone maybe not be your enemy is better than having someone
who maybe is.

“He says not.” Harry hisses down to Sahara. “Go with him. My nest-mates would kill you if you
came with me.”

Sahara blinks up at him for a moment. If she refuses, he’s going to have yet another problem on his
hands.

“I shall go with the grey one.”

Harry does not have time to ask about that. He offers his arm with Sahara upon it to Nott who
hesitates, and then extends his own arm until it’s lying alongside Harry’s. Sahara slithers off Harry
and onto Nott, little flickers of lightning going with her. Nott stiffens.

“Sorry,” Harry mutters. “Magic.”

When she’s wrapped around Nott’s arm, Harry pulls his arm away which feels oddly lonely
without her. He watches the flickers of lightning settle into her scales and pushes down the urge
from the Slytherin ring to snatch her back.

“Don’t bite him,” Harry hisses. “Unless he tries to kill you.”

“Or you,” Sahara hisses back.

“That's fair.”

“What did you tell her?” Nott asks, holding his arm slightly away from his body. Harry realises
that even though he’s taken Sahara, he probably wasn’t anticipating carrying a venomous snake on
his arm.

“Not to bite you,” Harry says. He leaves out the various clauses.

“Oh,” Nott nods politely. “Thank you.”

Awkwardness descends. Harry glares at Kreacher who raises his eyebrows to the clock over the
counter and Harry nods. He moves past Nott and hands Kreacher the boomslang skin and the rest
of the list, the elf bustling off to complete the shopping, griping as he goes. Harry turns around.

Nott is still staring at him, his finger now cautiously stroking Sahara’s back. Harry swallows.

“So her name’s Sahara, but if you want to change it, pick a girl’s name and find a way to get her to
approve it otherwise she might be a bit of a dick.”

Nott eyes him curiously as he babbles but Harry just rubs the back of his neck. Kreacher will be
done soon and then he can stop whatever it is he’s doing. Making fucking small talk, it seems like.

“She likes to eat magic.”

“Ah yes, the magic food,” Nott drawls, tilting his head to the side gently. With the snake wrapped
around his arm, he looks oddly compelling. “You realise normal people can’t feed magic to
anything?”

Harry winces at the word ‘normal’ but shrugs.

“Mice then, I guess. Or lizards.”

Kreacher has finished and is holding the door open, glaring at Harry. Back to Privet Drive then.
Back to obscurity, but now, with extra crap to deal with on top of it. He sighs and smiles lopsidedly
at Sahara.

“Thanks for the skin, beautiful one.”

He nods to Nott and then walks to the door.

“You must come and see me.” Sahara hisses.

Harry stares at the snake.

“I cannot.”

“Why?”

“She wants you to visit, doesn’t she?” Nott muses, gently tickling Sahara’s chin. Harry doesn't ask
how he worked that out.

“Yeah, but I can’t.”

“Why not?”

Harry has too many answers to that question. Instead, he focuses on answering Sahara’s. He means
to say that he's staying with his family and has to stay there all the time, but it comes out wrong.

“Because I am captive at this time.”

Sahara rears up and Nott looks at her in surprise.

“She didn’t like that answer,” he says.

“I know,” Harry runs a hand through his hair. “Nothing I can do about it though.”

“I can find you. I can always find you now,” Sahara hisses. Harry feels a flicker in his Slytherin
ring. “I will direct the grey one to bring me to you.”

“Tell me,” Nott commands softly. Harry wonders why he keeps answering, especially when he
can’t understand a thing in those grey eyes, but he does.

“She wants to come to see me,” Harry says slowly.

“I could arrange that, probably,” Nott says, equally slowly.

Harry doesn’t know why he does it, maybe because he doesn’t actually believe that a snake he's

just met could direct some random Slytherin he barely knows to find him in Surrey, but Harry
nods. Kreacher tugs his arm.

“Heir Potter must go now.”

Kreacher pulls him out of the doorway before he can say goodbye, just as Draco Malfoy walks in.
Malfoy brushes past Kreacher like he’s nothing, which Harry supposes, for Malfoy he is. Malfoy
obviously doesn’t see Harry but he does see Nott.

“Theo,” Malfoy looks at him with an openness Harry hasn’t ever seen, a friendly grin that frankly
looks out of place in such haughty features. Maybe Malfoy's are genetically predisposed to sneer.
“Cool snake.”

“Thanks, Draco. Her name's Sahara."

Nott glances between Harry and Malfoy, his eyes widening slightly, then he nods with a small
smile. Harry thinks he's realised something about the goblin glamour and doesn't think he should
stick around to find out what it is. Harry lets Kreacher tug him out into the alley, slipping his
invisibility cloak back on.

“Heir Nott is from a good family, very good family,” Kreacher croaks. Then he looks deep into
Harry’s eyes, despite his invisibility. “He is not a good friend for Harry Potter.”

It’s the first time Kreacher’s called him by his name. He knows what it means. Nott's eyes are
unreadable, and Harry realises why. His eyes are like Sahara's, like an animal hunting in the wild.
No emotions, just instinct. Harry wants that.

“But he could be a good friend to Heir Black,” Harry whispers down at him. Kreacher’s ears twitch
and though he looks straight ahead, Harry knows he hears it.

“Maybe,” Kreacher concedes. “Maybe a dangerous friend.”

Harry thinks of the bubbling cauldron, simmering Voldemort back to life. He thinks of Barty
Crouch, holding him at wand point. Maybe what he needs are some dangerous friends. Especially
since all his other ones seem to have been taken from him.

“We’ll see,” Harry says.

Lord Prince and Lady Malfoy
Chapter by elph13

The Dark Lord is a son of a bitch.

Severus thinks it every time the dark mark burns with the call, every time it stings with the Dark
Lord’s madness and every time his stomach drops with inevitable dread when he remembers that
he is, will always be, a slave.

Severus is trying to ignore it. He’s brewing wolfsbane for Black’s insipid lover and it's a delicate
process, not made easier by the fucking brand on his right arm. Severus clenches his teeth and
clamps down his occlumency shields. He allows numbness to flood his brain, a steady stream of
quiet, emotionless memories that help him to focus. Brewing mainly, some strolls in the Forbidden
Forest, a scattering of good books he’s read in his library at home. He doesn’t include ones from
the library at Hogwarts. He stays away from all Hogwarts memories when he’s trying to calm
down. Still, the mark stings as if it resents being ignored, and Severus’ hand jolts when adding the
asphodel. Damn. An extra twenty minutes of stirring to counterbalance a sudden jerk of the root
rather than a steady flow.

The Dark Lord is a son of a bitch.

Then, as if it can’t get worse, a Circe-forsaken tapping on the window. No one can find him
personally in his bolthole cottage in the country, so heavily warded it repels even foxes, except for
the fucking owls. There are many things that are inconvenient about the Dark Lord’s rebirth,
regular exposure to the Cruciatus curse again being one and having to make small talk with Goyle
Senior is another, but the most annoying is the influx of owls. Missives from Lupin, howlers from
Black, barely veiled threats from MacNair who Severus has always hated and worst of all, cryptic
daft riddles from Dumbledore. Severus hates post. He has not received a letter that he has
genuinely looked forward to since he accepted the position at Hogwarts. There are far few
interesting correspondents amongst professors than there are amongst experimental continental
potioneers. Or maybe it was before that. When a certain red-headed lady was murdered by his
Master.

The Dark Lord really is, always has been, and always will be, a Merlin cursed, Medusa ridden,
muggle-God damned son of a bitch.

Severus puts a stasis charm on the wolfsbane and sighs, crossing to the window to open it for the
irritating bird. It flies to the regular perch (Severus gets so much mail he doesn’t want he needs a
regular perch with water and owl treats and he hates it so much) and sticks out its leg. Severus
removes it. It has a Gringotts seal on it. Delightful. Letters from hateful goblins, too.

My Lord Prince,

I write to inform you that as of 09:55 this morning, 10 th of July 1995 in the Wizard calendar, the
heirship ring to the Ancient and Most Noble House of Prince has been claimed.

May your coffers overflow,
Yours in combat and coin,
Steelclaw, account manager to the House of Prince.

Severus stares at the words, his breathing becoming rapid. Inside his mind, the occlumency shields
are flickering. He closes his eyes, crushing the letter in his hand, thinking hard of the ingredients
for the draught of living death.

Infusion of wormwood, valerian roots - finely sliced not diced …

He grabs a handful of Floo powder from the mantlepiece and tosses it into the hearth, dropping to
his knees in front of it.

“Prince account manager, Gringotts,” he snarls out.

Sloth brain pickled not fresh, and sopophorous bean crushed not chopped to release all the juice
…

A goblin face appeared in the green fire.

“Steelclaw!” Severus barks. “Is this some kind of hellish joke?”

“No, Lord Prince.” Even in the fire, Steelclaw’s grin is annoying. “You have an heir. They have
claimed their heirship. The paperwork just came through.”

“I have no children,” Severus snarls, “so you can send the paperwork back to whatever

dishonourable whelp has wheedled their way past your precious wards and stolen the heirship of
my house!”

“Those are fighting words, Lord Prince,” Steelclaw’s words are light but his eyes flash. “Would
you care to come over to the bank and address them to his Majesty? He shall, of course, be
delighted to hear how you decree his wards to be so utterly worthless.”

Severus takes a breath. Steelclaw is right, of course. Gringotts has the best wards in the country,
even if Severus has to bite back a retort that they were robbed not four years ago. It will not do to
have the goblin nation as his enemy. He has so many already.

The root of asphodel, no petals or stem, powdered gently with the heel of a wooden blade…

“Who are they?” Severus demands quietly. He will not apologise to Steelclaw and Steelclaw will
not expect him to. That’s what makes him a good account manager. “Who is this supposed heir?”

“You know I cannot tell you, Lord Prince,” Steelclaw shakes his head. “They are not your
acknowledged spawn so their privacy is protected by the bank. Until you acknowledge them they
shall remain anonymous.”

“Well, it shall be hard to acknowledge this pretender if I do not have their name,” Severus snaps.
“And kindly refrain from referring to any child of mine as spawn.”

Steelclaw grins. Severus’ shields are splintering. A child. Somewhere in the universe, he might have
a child.

“What do we know?” Severus asks.

“We know that the heir must be at least thirteen, since that is the minimum age for a child to claim
an heirship ring when the Lord is still living,” Steelclaw tilts his head to the side. “We know they
are not of age because the Prince vault has not been opened. An heir of age would have limited
access to the vault. An underage heir would need to seek permission.”

“No one has sought permission,” Severus snaps. “No requests, no unusual potions to manipulate or
coerce me, nothing that would imply a person impersonating my heir is trying to break into the
vault.”

“Whoever they are, they cannot be impersonating your heir,” Steelclaw says sharply. “Gringotts
heirship claiming rites are dependent not only on valid blood but on magical acceptance from the
heir ring itself. It cannot be taken out of the bank, worn, or even touched by someone who is not of
the blood. You know what that means, Lord Prince.”

I have a child. That means I have a living, breathing child in the world.

“That does not mean they are benevolent or lacking in malicious self-interest,” Severus snarls,
shoving thoughts of parenthood aside. “I do not know them. They have not made themselves
known to me. They have merely waltzed into your bank, unexplained, and claimed to be my
family. What does that tell you, Steelclaw?”

“Two things, Lord Prince,” Steelclaw leans forward so that a fiery nose points out towards Severus.
“That they either are biding their time for a more opportune moment to approach you and attempt
to manipulate you, or they are unaware of your identity.”

“They claimed my heirship!” Severus growls. “They know who I am.”

“Potentially not,” Steelclaw grins in his hideous way, the way he does when he’s thinking about
schemes. “Say you had an indiscretion, my Lord, and the other parent decided to hide your true
identity. The blood of your child connects them to the heirship of the Prince House, but not to you.
You are utterly protected by the discretion of the bank, as are they. You could be nothing more
than a title on a piece of parchment to them. It all depends on what their other parent may or may
not have revealed about you.”

Severus stares. Severus’ indiscretions as he puts it are few and far between these days. However,
the same couldn’t be said when Severus was younger. Given the supposed age of this child, they
must have been conceived when Severus was in his late teens and early twenties. Severus wants to
groan. Those are the years after Lily but before her death. Some of his most unfortunate and most
prolific, when he was trying to bury his pain in his lust and riding high on the regular use of dark
magic in the Dark Lord’s service. Huge swathes of those days and nights are a blur of blood and
sex and memories gone dark with firewhisky and dark magic withdrawal.

Holy fucking Merlin. I fathered a child and didn’t know it.

“Can we … investigate magical children?” Severus asks quietly. “Fetch details on those born
between 1978 and 1982 so I can ... ascertain their validity as a possible heir?”

“I cannot give out information of clients,” Steelclaw looks at him sternly. “But you are employed
at the premier magical education institution in the United Kingdom. If I was one such an
employee, I would make use of my situation.”

“We have similar confidentiality laws, Steelclaw." Steelclaw snorts as if Hogwarts' attempts at
confidentiality are mere trifles. Severus rubs his forehead. It’s not just his mark that hurts now. It’s
all of him. “And I should hate Albus to become suspicious.”

The only thing worse would be the Dark Lord knowing. Although Severus is unsure just how
much worse. The Dark Lord looks at people like slaves but Albus looks at them like pawns. People
tend to die both ways.

“Then I suggest you make use of your prolific memory skills, Lord Prince,” Steelclaw wiggles his
eyebrows suggestively. “I imagine you can put your mind to remembering who could be the other
parent of this new heir.”

Severus ignores the sneer and does not care to admit that remembering every detail of the height of
his death eater days is not something he desperately cares to do. Yet even as he thinks it, something
flashes through his shields.

Paris in Summer 1979. Crumpled bedsheets. Champagne. Bad decisions. A searing call in his
mark. Tears and regret.

“Excuse me, Steelclaw,” Severus manages to clip out before ending the call. He rocks back on his
heels and covers his eyes so he doesn’t have to see the taunting laugh in Steelclaw’s eyes.

She wouldn’t. Would she?

He sighs and throws another handful of powder into the floo, muttering the familiar, private
password that he has not used in years. She answers quickly.

“Severus?”

“Narcissa,” the pressure behind his eyes is building but he has to say it, has to speak it. “Is there

any chance that, fifteen years ago, you tried to pass my natural-born heir off as Lucius’ and named
me his fucking Godfather instead?”

A long, stifling pause.

With staggeringly late recognition, Severus thinks that he could have worded that more tactfully.

“Will you step through, Severus?”

Even under pressure Severus can’t help but admire her composure. She knows she cannot step
through to him, his floo is blocked except for outgoing calls, but he can tell from her tone that she
would very much like him to be physically present in front of her so she can possibly maim him in
the process of this conversation. Severus sighs and steps through. In a momentary flash of green
and yellow, he is standing in Narcissa’s private drawing-room, stepping out over the ashes.

“Nice to see you, Severus darling,” Narcissa inclines her head softly. Her hair is liquid silver, her
hands folded, body poised, but Severus can see the anger around her eyes.

“You have not called me that in a long time,” Severus mutters.

“Well, since you are determined to talk of days long past I thought it a fitting endearment,”
Narcissa flicks her wand and a tea service sails forward. “I see you have decided to honour this
little trip down memory lane by wearing your customary garb?”

Severus tries not to flush as he sits down opposite her. He did not think about how he is dressed.
He doesn’t wear robes much when brewing, too much of a danger with trailing sleeves. He has his
black shirtsleeves rolled up, wand holster exposed on his wrist and his collar open at the throat.
Narcissa’s eyes linger there. He knows she doesn’t want him, she’s just making a point. It is how
he used to dress when they would fall in bed together after long days of brewing for the Dark Lord.
Narcissa is nearly as proficient a Potioneer as he is. He wishes he had got dressed. Then he
remembers why he’s there and the fury returns.

“Is Draco mine?”

She looks surprised that he would be so forthright, or as surprised as a woman like Narcissa can
be.

“Why should you think that?”

She pours tea. Severus has always admired her hands. The woman looks like she’s carved out of
ivory.

“Because someone claimed an heirship of mine,” Severus snaps. “Today.”

“An Heir to the House of Snape?” Narcissa raises her eyebrows. “Fascinating. I was not aware the
Dark Lord had gone so far as to imbue you with a Lordship.”

He tries not to roll his eyes. This is Narcissa’s way of hunting out truffles, dropping little tidbits for
him to refute or deny, but he’s always kept his Lordship close to his chest. The Malfoy’s know he
has one, just not the name of it. Even when he was named godfather he would not reveal it. They
know it cannot be Snape unless he has bought a title or had it gifted him by someone else, perhaps
the Dark Lord. Lucius says he’s paranoid but Lucius doesn’t have the same upbringing that
Severus had. He has secrets to protect, true, but none of them is of the same calibre as Severus’.
Otherwise, Lucius would never have told them to him.

“Is Draco mine?” he repeats, and then because he can’t stop the dam inside his mind from breaking
for a second. “Did you do this to me, keep my child from me?”

Narcissa’s lips purse in what might look like a mild annoyance but Severus knows better. She’s not
just insulted, she’s enraged.

“I wonder that you believe I am the only one capable of this grand betrayal of trust, darling,” she
says lightly. Her eyes are like blue ice, chilling him to the bone. “Especially since you enjoyed the
company of my husband just as much at the time. Why is Lucius not subject to your accusations?”

Severus closes his eyes briefly. He was not equipped to have this conversation. He breathes for a
moment and tries to rebuild his shields. Inside his head are a sea of broken glass and a sense of
unrepentant despair. What did you expect?

“Lucius wouldn’t do this to me,” Severus says.

Narcissa’s eyes flash dangerously and she sets down her teacup a little too firmly.

“Because he loved you so much more?” she hisses.

Severus could roll his eyes at that. He wants to scream at her that it doesn’t matter if Lucius loved
Severus more than Narcissa did because Narcissa loved Lucius more and that was what counted in
the end. Especially since Severus couldn’t love either of them properly to begin with.

“Because Lucius would not have allowed the situation to come to being,” Severus counters. He
wants to take a sip of tea, to look composed, but it’s impossible. His throat is made of stone.

Narcissa snorts. “Lucius was never the careful sort. Remember the Greengrass girl?”

Oh, sweet Circe, there is nothing Severus hates more than remembering the sex-filled antics of the
Slytherin cliques. Except remembering the near-criminal antics of the so-called Marauders. He'd
take a round of Cruciatus on the Dark Lord's worse day instead.

“I am not speaking of Lucius inability to remember to cast a simple contraceptive charm!” Severus
snaps. “He would not allow it, because if Lucius ever did get with child by me, he would never
have kept it.”

It shouldn’t hurt to say. He never loved Lucius for more than any number of consecutive sweaty
nights, but it does anyway. This is why they don’t dig into the past. They were together all of them,
in some way, a blinding tangle of hurting one another and making one another jealous as Narcissa
and Lucius circled one another and Severus span like a whirling dervish between them. Then
Narcissa chose Lucius. The Dark Lord fell. They moved on. He’s Draco’s Godfather. They are
happy and Severus is … well, still here.

“He loved you,” Narcissa’s eyes soften slightly. She can’t forgive him for bringing it all up but
Severus knows she still has enough compassion to pity him, even know. Sixteen years later.

“But I am not a Black,” Severus shakes his head. “Lucius would not put up with a Snape child. Not
for any amount of love.”

“I would have.”

Her voice is so soft for a moment that it almost breaks him. Would raising a child with Narcissa
have been enough to save him? He forces his grief back behind his shield and counts backwards in
Sanskrit.

“So it’s not Draco,” he says, finally.

“No, Draco is ours.” Her smile is gentle. Not forgiveness, not yet, but maybe later. “Though he is
thoroughly your godson if it is any consolation at all.”

Severus snorts. Draco is nothing of his, not really. He is Lucius’ pride, he is Narcissa’s beauty, he
is a Malfoy’s arrogance and a little of a Black’s hysteria. He is nothing of Snape. Or of Prince,
even if there were words to say what being a Prince truly meant.

“Forgive me, Narcissa,” Severus is enough back in his own mind, no longer swamped by the days
long past, to say this to her and mean it. “I suppose it must have been wishful thinking.”

That makes her smile.

“I understand, my friend,” she whispers softly. ‘My friend’ now and not ‘my darling.’ They are
burying the past with every word. Back where it belongs. “It is only natural to want to find an
answer to a question that is so full of hope and pain.”

Severus nods. Then he drops his head in his hands for a moment. He cannot allow much weakness,
not when he is stretched across a battlefield between two unyielding masters like Prometheus on
the stone, but he can allow this. Narcissa is a woman whose blood is woven with secrets. The
Black’s are as old as Morgana and their history is robed in silence. If he asks her for this, she’ll do
it.

“He cannot know,” Severus says quietly. “I don’t know who my heir is but … if the Dark Lord
were to find out…”

“Yes.” Narcissa looks at him with eyes of blue flame. “Yes, I will.”

Severus breathes a small sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“If you will swear the same.”

The room crackles with magic and intention. Not forgiveness then, not quite yet. There’s a price
for coming into the home of Narcissa Black Malfoy, heiress to the Noble and Most Ancient houses
of Wales and France, and accusing her of infidelity. This is it.

“You have a promise from me already,” Severus says slowly. “A godfather’s oath. Protect, love,
honour and claim as my own if he is ever alone in the world.”

“I need more.” Narcissa’s eyes are getting darker. Black magic, Severus realises. She's always been
more a Black than a Malfoy, just as he's more a Prince than a Snape. Not that anyone knows that.
“Other heirships have been claimed. I’ve felt them, even far away from the Lord. Something is
coming. I need the same assurance for my child as I shall give you for yours.”

Severus swallows. These are deep waters.

“What is that?”

“Protect my child from the Dark Lord,” Narcissa whispers softly. “With your life.”

Severus stares. It is more than he is asking of her, since he does not know his child or even know if
he wants their life protected, but by asking Narcissa to hide the truth from the Dark Lord he is
asking her the same in all but name. Besides, he cannot deny her. Not really. Severus has many
enemies but barely any friends. After Lily’s death, Narcissa is the closest thing he has to a true one.
He is alone.

Except for the child. Somewhere I have a child.

“Very well.” Severus offers his arm. Narcissa grips it.

“I swear to protect your child from the Dark Lord, with my life.” Severus takes a breath and looks
up into her dark blue eyes. “Do you so swear, Narcissa?”

They do not need a bonder, it is no unbreakable vow. It is deeper and sweeter and as their magic
flows between their joined hands, the silver ribbons of the House of Prince and the dark tentacles
of the House of Black intermingling, Severus feels it. The catastrophic strength of a parent’s love.
He feels Narcissa’s, as proud and dangerous as a puma and his own, still taking shape, but as raw
as a thunderbird’s cry. He is a parent.

“I do so swear, Severus.”

The blood of Gryphon and Sleipnir
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

I'm so pleased people are enjoying this fun, random story I started to write.
For something fun, google your hearts out searching 'Sleipnir, norse mythology.' I had
fun with that.

The need to make the appearance-changing potion has become more urgent. Dudley and that little
twisted ball sack Piers find a length of barbed wire and decide to beat Harry with it. It is not fun.
He bleeds across his back and shoulders, cuts he can't reach with the antiseptic wipes in the
bathroom. The one that catches his face is the worst. Now he’s sitting on his bed, looking down at
the Potter Grimoire with one hand pressing an old t-shirt over his bleeding eye and trying to make
sense of the potion instructions.

The Peverell Glamour for difguifes and fubderfuge

It takes Harry the first ten pages of the Grimoire to realise that people in this time wrote their ’s’s
as ‘f’s. It makes the instructions for ‘suck the venom out,’ a lot less hilarious but more
understandable. Even with the highly detailed notes that generations of Potters and Peverells
(whoever they might be) have left in the margins, Harry knows he does not have the skills to brew
this alone. Not yet. Not until he figures out what ’ftir in the fymbol of the crefcent moon waning’
means.

“Sucking fucking hell,” Harry turns the page to a description of exactly how to flay a vampire for
an eternal death potion. There is a diagram. “At least I don’t have to do that.”

Although it could be fun to test it on Dudley.

Stupid sodding trace. Never lets me have any fun.

A loud crack sounds in the room and Kreacher appears. Harry jumps and almost drops the
Grimoire, his hand jolting against his sore eye. Green light. Portkeys. Murderous red eyes.

“Every fucking time!” Harry glares at Kreacher who smirks, pleased with himself. Harry knows
that Kreacher loves to do this, trying to make as loud a crack as possible, both to shock Harry and
also to get him into trouble with the Dursley’s. Right on cue, Vernon is yelling up the stairs.

“Shut that racket, boy, if you know what’s good for you!”

“Yes, uncle Vernon!” Harry calls back and glares at Kreacher. He looks so smug. Harry thinks the
pleasures of Kreacher’s life are probably pretty limited if this is what gives him joy.

“What do you want, Elf Black?” Harry asks, wincing as he presses the t-shirt back over his eye.

“This is from the master,” Kreacher thrusts a note forward then grins maliciously. “He is angry
with Heir Black, yes he is. Shouting all morning at the wolf.”

“I imagine that’s been fun for you,” Harry mutters.

“It has.”

“Whatever gets you off, Kreacher.”

Kreacher snorts with what may be laughter or could be outrage. Harry can’t tell.

“Heir Black is a foul beast from depths of hell with many perversions.”

“Elf Black would know all about that, I’m sure.”

Kreacher glares at him. Harry sees the corner of his droopy mouth twitching. Harry’s won this
round. He sighs and opens the letter.

Harry,

You went all the way to Gringotts, claimed your heirship and didn’t send me the book? Kreacher
says it’s because you can’t take it out of the bank but then he told me that you did take it out of the
bank so what the fuck?

“Well played, Kreacher,” Harry rolls his eyes at the elf. “Told him that I told you not to tell him,
right?”

“If Heir Black expected otherwise then Heir Black is just as stupid as Kreacher thought,” he
smirks.

“Loopholes. Right. Forgot about that one.” Harry narrows his eyes at Kreacher and focuses for a
moment on the Black ring. He’s getting better at this, dragging the icy magic up from his fingers
and directing it towards his will. “Elf Black will not tell things to Lord Black that I explicitly or
implicitly do not want him to know. Understood?”

Kreacher shivers at him and glares.

“Understood, Heir Black,” the elf grumbles, though Harry reckons he sees a glimmer of ugly
excitement in Kreacher’s eyes. They’re getting good at this, Harry and his deranged elf
companion.

Well, it’s better than no companion at all.

“Don’t touch my stuff whilst I read,” Harry says. Kreacher snarls and turns away from where he
was slowly approaching Hedwig, malice written in every wrinkle of his little face. Harry sighs.
Murderous elves are exhausting. He turns back to the letter.

Why did you do that Harry? Don’t you want me to come and find you? I need the entire Grimoire
immediately. Send it to me. Please. I can’t stand living in this house with Remus and every god
damned Weasley under the sun.
Send it back with Kreacher.
Sirius

It’s been eighteen days. Eighteen days since he saw another human being who he loves and Sirius
only wants to the book. He feels it rising like a surging tide dragging him under. The agonizing,
breath-taking fear of it, of being utterly alone in a world where Voldemort wants him dead. I can

touch him now. He hears Death Eater’s laughter. He feels his spine bending painfully against his
will. The smell of churned-up earth and charred stone in his nose. Cedric’s dirty face. Cedric’s
dead eyes. He slams his head back against the wall, the smack of pain rhythmically pounding
inside his head. Cedric. Cedric. Cedric. He takes a deep breath as the dull ache breaks the fear,
letting the not caring flow in. He doesn’t care that Sirius doesn’t care. He doesn’t care that Sirius is
with Remus and the Weasleys. He doesn’t care.

“Will Heir Black reply?”

When Harry opens his eyes Kreacher is staring at him, his head tilted to one side. He probably
enjoyed watching Harry suffer, little bastard. He also looks oddly pleased with himself. Harry
looks around. Kreacher, the little bugger, has levitated every item in his room so that it turning
around Hedwig’s cage in imitation of an absurd mobile. Hedwig’s head is twisting all the way
around, trying to keep her eyes on the spinning owl treats. Kreacher grins.

“Kreacher is not touching.”

“You’re a sly little dick, Black elf,” Harry sighs. Kreacher beams that shark-like grin.

“And Heir Black is deranged youngling with no breeding.”

“Touche, Kreacher. Too-bloody-che.”

Kreacher clicks his fingers and Harry’s possessions drop, but not where they were before. They
seem to have been… tidied. Go figure. Kreacher is still glaring at him so Harry attends to the
matter at hand. A reply to Sirius’ abrupt, frankly rude and dismissive letter filled with demands and
no empathy. At least that’s how Harry’s characterising it. He looks down at the letter, stares at his
Potter ring with its ruby filled with sun and thinks Sirius Black wants to take our Grimoire. Fire
leaps from the stone, white and orange, and scrawls in a fiery script across the bottom of the letter:
Only children with the blood of Gryphon and Sleipnir shall touch the Hallowed Grimoire. Harry
stares for a moment. Well, that’s new.

“Yeah, I guess I am replying. Or the Grimoire is.”

Harry offers the letter with the new flaming letters that somehow do not burn through back to
Kreacher who stares at it and shakes his head.

“Cannot touch it, Kreacher cannot,” he looks between Harry’s ring and the letter. “It has old magic
on it now. Heir Black must send it where it wants to go.”

“Hedwig?” She looks at him like he’s mad. Harry sighs.

“We seem to be severely lacking in the can-do spirit here, people,” he says, looking between his
owl and the elf that is sometimes his and sometimes tries to kill him. Kreacher rolls his big yellow
eyes.

“Heir Black is perhaps the most useless Heir alive or dead,” he croaks. He clicks his fingers and
Harry’s alarm clock bounces off his head.

“Ouch!” Harry glares at Kreacher. “In case you hadn’t noticed, Kreacher, I’m all set for potential
concussions! Could you try to kill me tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow Kreacher must stop the red-headed blood traitors stealing from the House of Black,”
Kreacher snaps his fingers and the alarm clock flies back to its place. “Too busy. Heir Black must
return his letter so Kreacher can defend the Black heritage from their dirty hands.”

Harry doesn’t want to think about what the red-headed blood traitors are doing. Why the Weasleys,
who have more family than Harry has ever had dead or alive, need to be staying with his bloody
godfather is beyond comprehension. Slippery envy coils in his gut. There’s no point thinking about
it. None at all.

“Well, tell me how I can send it Kreacher and you can get on your way.”

Harry rubs the bump on his head. Between the barbed wire whipping, the ever-present sting in his
scar and the flying alarm clock, he’s had quite enough potential brain damage to be going on with.

“Heir Black is stupid and lazy,” Kreacher snaps impatiently. “Heir Black must use the magic in his
ring to send it where it wants to go!”

“How do I do that?”

“Heir Black must just do it!”

“Ever heard of Yoda, Kreacher?” Harry tilts his head and stares at the elf. “You’ve got a lot in
common.”

Kreacher rolls his eyes and folds his skinny arms, staring at Harry with a glare that reminds him
uncannily of Snape.

“Fine,” Harry rolls his own eyes and looks down at the Potter ring. The fire is still there, still
raging at the impudence of anyone trying to claim the ancient Potter or Peverell magic. He thinks
of Sirius, imagines Sirius writing the letter, signing his name with that familiar erratic scrawl.

Tell him.

Fire jumps out, like a leaping horse to catch the edge of the parchment. The letter is consumed in
flame and vanishes into thin air.

“Well.” Harry, Hedwig and Kreacher all stare at his hand. “That … sort of looked like a spell. Do
you think that was a spell?” They look back at him, one pair of yellow eyes one pair of orange.

“Fuck, the ministry.”

Harry waits, staring at the air in the room and the sky beyond the window, waiting for ministry
owls or magical letters. You have practised underage magic illegally outside school. None appear.

“Is Heir Black dense?” Kreacher says slowly, staring at him carefully like he’s really thinking
Harry has got a screw loose. “Is his small brain addled?”

“I don’t think you can ask me that after you hit me in the head with a fucking alarm clock!” Harry
huffs, folding his arms.

“Heir Black is whiny and stupid,” Kreacher speaks slowly like Harry is an infant. “The magic of
heir rings is not magic that the Ministry of Magic can trace. These are things Heir Black should
have been taught.”

Harry laughs.

“Look around here, Kreacher,” Harry gestures to the sparse bedroom, his ragged clothes, lifts the
bundled t-shirt from his head to show the ugly gash that catches the corner of his eyebrow and
eyelid painfully. “Do you really think I was taught anything in this place?”

Kreacher glances around, sniffs, but says nothing. Harry sighs.

“Do we think it worked? Does Sirius have it?”

“Kreacher will have to go back to Master to check,” Kreacher grumbles.

“On your way then, Black elf,” Harry sighs, resting back the wall. He’s noticed that the magic of
the heir rings is quite draining. Not to mention making sure he doesn’t leave a loophole Kreacher
can jump through. Speaking of.

“Hey, Kreacher,” Harry opens his eyes to catch Kreacher folding his pyjamas. He drops them and
glares at Harry. “I don’t know if I’ve been implicit enough about this, but you will not tell Sirius or
anyone else what happens here today, with regards to my heir rings and especially not this.”

Harry lifts a bloody finger to his head. Kreacher looks at it and nods distastefully.

“Kreacher understands.”

“Good.” A thought comes to Harry. “Kreacher, you can’t tell me where they are, can you? Where
Sirius and … the Weasleys are? You can’t … take me there?”

Kreacher shakes his head, looking furious. Harry didn’t have much hope but it’s still like being
stabbed with a blunt knife to have it crushed so easily.

“Old meddling wizard has put the charm on the place,” Kreacher spits. “As if the Black wards are
not superior, not majestic to what he could provide.”

“Dumbledore,” Harry sighs. “Of-fucking-course.”

Kreacher’s eyebrows rise but he says nothing. Only nods.

“And they’re … what? Stealing from you?” Harry knows he doesn’t want to know what they’re all
doing together without him, but he can’t stop himself from asking. It’s torture to not know and
torture to know. Pain either way.

“The blood traitor witch says they are cleaning the house but they are stealing the artefacts of the
House of Black and whenever Kreacher rescues them Master takes them away,” Kreacher snarls.
“Filthy mudbloods and half breeds and blood traitors and scum.”

Mudbloods. Hermione. Harry closes his eyes. They are all together. All of them. They might not be
able to write to him but Sirius has a way to contact him and he’s keeping it from the others or they
know and they’re not making him share it. They’re together somewhere that belongs to the Black
family and even though they’re nothing to the Black family, absolutely nothing, they get to look at
the Black artefacts. They get to touch them and clean them and Harry’s Black ring is icy cold on
his hand, it’s rage and betrayal so strong he wants to throw something. He’s fire from the Potter
ruby and ice from the Black diamond and thunder from the Slytherins emerald and the Prince ring
is the dark obsidian night, and in all of that is rage so slick and easy to lose himself in that it
doesn’t feel quite like his. It feels like Tom’s, what he remembers of it from half dreams of high
pitched laughter. He clenches his fists and feels his nails dig in. He won’t care about it. He won’t.
He won’t care that they’re together and he’s alone.

“Fuck them all,” Harry mutters, too tired to scream. “Fuck the lot of them.”

Kreacher snorts and Harry feels, for the first time, he’s said something Kreacher wholeheartedly
agrees with. Harry looks at him for a moment, the cold of the Black ring tingling.

“If you need somewhere to hide the stuff from the House of Black bring them here,” Harry says
before he can take it back. “I’ll look after them. Or rather —,” he lifts his finger and wiggles the
ring. The Black diamond flashes. “This will. Or I can send them to Gringotts to my vault.
Whatever.”

Kreacher stares at him, his little mouth wide open for a moment. His milky yellow eyes dark
between the Black diamond and Harry’s face a few times before he closes his mouth. He steps
closer and lifts a slim finger to trace an invisible line in the air, perpendicular to the line of Harry’s

wound. Harry feels it sealing, hot flesh knitting back together with magic. Harry twists to look in
the mirror on the wardrobe door. The mark is ugly still, smeared with dried blood, but at least now
it’s a scab and not raw, open flesh.

“Uh, thanks, Kreacher.”

Kreacher nods, turning away.

“Heir Black should clean himself up,” he sniffs. “He is a disgusting smelly dirty bastard.”

“And Elf Black is a mumbling grouchy dirty animal.” Harry raises his eyebrows. “I’m sorry, I
thought we were just saying things that are true.”

Kreacher laughs because Harry knows what that sound is now; a scraping, crow-like caw that
would make babies cry.

“Oh, and Kreacher, best not to tell Sirius I’m aiding and abetting your smuggling of Black goods,”
Harry smirks. “He might kill me, and I know how much you are hoping you’ll finally get the
chance to off me yourself.”

“Indeed, Heir Black. Kreacher longs for that day.”

Kreacher’s face twists in a grin and then he pops away. Harry sighs, looks at himself in the mirror.
It says a lot that in the few days when he has received his heirships, corresponded with his
godfather and finally heard a little from the outside world, the nicest thing to happen to him is a
homicidal house elf healing him.

__________

“What are you doing?”

Harry looks up from where he is holding onto the lock of the scout hut on the edge of the park,
trying to will his Black ring to ice it all over so he can break it off. Theodore Nott is standing two
feet away, hands in his pockets. Harry swallows hard and imagines what Dumbledore, Sirius,

Remus, Hermione, Ron, really anyone he has ever known or trusted would say if they saw the son
of a Death Eater approaching Harry less than a mile from where he lives.

At least he didn’t show up on the doorstep.

Nott looks weird to Harry, oddly exposed, and then he realises it’s the muggle clothes. Nott is
wearing dark trousers and a navy t-shirt with long, loose sleeves. He’s bigger than Harry
remembers, broader across the chest, but then Harry thinks he doesn’t actually remember what
Nott’s body was like before. He’s not sure he’s ever looked at Nott in his life. It’s not like he can
hex him and his heir rings don’t burn or cool with any type of threat that might suggest they're in
the mood to fling fire at him. Harry figures he might as well answer the question.

“Breaking and entering,” Harry says, turning back to the lock. “How did you find me?”

“Stole a portkey from my Aunt. Told Sahara what it is. She bit it, here we are.” Nott shrugs and
lifts a sleeve. Harry stares at the green snake as she lifts her head and blinks at him.

“You did it,” Harry hisses unbelievably at her. “You found me.”

“It was easy,” Sahara hisses back. “I have tasted your magic, Greenheart. I can find you
anywhere.”

“Useful skill.”

“Why are you breaking and entering?” Nott asks, interrupting the conversation.

“Need somewhere to brew,” Harry rattles the lock and sighs. “Got any hairpins?”

Nott raises one, dark eyebrow.

“Do I look like I need hairpins?”

Harry glances at his hair. It’s dark brown, not as dark as Harry’s and not as light as Cedric’s. Nice

enough.

“Guess not.” Harry averts his eyes, trying not to think about how soft Cedric’s hair had been under
his fingers. “Anything else you can use to pick locks?”

“You would use a hairpin to pick locks?”

“The Weasley twins used a hairpin to break me out of my house summer of second year.”

Harry looks up at Nott. Sahara is coiling up his arm and flicking her tongue towards Harry, her
face looking up at his head.

“You taste like pain. Like blood.”

“I’m fine.”

Nott watches the snake and then reaches into his trouser pocket. He pulls out something that looks
like a marble handled pen knife, but when he flicks it out it contains more tools that should be
physically possible. Nott pulls out a thin silver blade, like a long needle. He sticks into the lock and
fiddles. They’re closer, Harry can smell the dry, mustiness of Sahara’s scales but also something
deeper underneath it. Nott’s magic. Less thunderous now, more like the scent of grass after deep
rain.

“What happened to your head?” Nott asks lightly.

“Nothing.”

Sahara leans towards Harry’s arm and Harry offers his wrist so she can wind herself around it. As
she does, Nott’s sleeve becomes bare. Harry sees blue bruises there. Finger sized.

“What happened to your arm?” Harry asks.

“Nothing.”

Nott pulls the lock off in a sudden clang and kicks the door open. They stand in a sudden blow of
stale air. Damp wood, rubber balls and sweaty tents.

“What do you think?” Nott walks in, long legs stretched, brown hair glinting in the summer
sunlight as it comes through the door. “Good enough for brewing?”

“Reckon so,” Harry pulls out the recipe for the potion and looks down it, checking for any
situational details. “Shaded space, warm interior. It’ll do.”

“Let me see,” Nott takes the recipe and stares at it. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. This
is … astonishing, where did you get this?”

Harry shrugs. “Family book.”

Nott looks at him carefully, the page held in his slim fingers.

“You want a potion to conceal your appearance?”

“Yes.”

“Because of that?” Nott gestures to Harry’s head and face.

“Yeah,” Harry winces. “And … other things.”

“And you can’t brew it at home?”

“I have an uncle. And a cousin.” Harry unconsciously touches the scab on his head and then
wished he hadn’t. Nott’s predator eyes follow his hand and Sahara is lifted up on his wrist so close
she can taste the blood.

“They hurt you. Your nest-mates.”

“Yes. They always do.”

“I will kill them.”

“You will not.” Harry strokes Sahara’s head. Nott raises one eyebrow. Harry is realising that Nott
communicates a lot through his eyebrows.

“She’s feeling murderous,” Harry explains.

“Ah,” Nott nods slowly. “You have an Uncle?”

“Yeah.”

Nott glances down at his wrist for a millisecond then up at Harry. Those grey eyes still give
nothing away.

“I have an Aunt.”

“Ah.”

They stare at one another in the hot scout hut, and Harry can taste their magic, mingled with the
musty muggle smells around them. Nott is as cool and unaffected as a deepwater shark. Harry feels
dirty and scruffy next to him, sweaty in the second-hand t-shirt he wore to do the gardening earlier
that day, a scruffy jackal or something. But despite that, this is something.

“Do you…” Harry pauses, rolls his shoulders. It feels like a sudden moment is dropping down on
him. Sahara has twisted up by his shoulder and is flicking her tongue in his ear like she’s laughing
at him.

“Stop it,” Harry hisses.

“Ask him. He’ll say yes.”

She is definitely laughing at him.

“Do I what?” Nott asks.

“Do you want some of the potion too?” Harry nods at his wrist. “You could … help me brew it.
I’m shit at potions.”

“You are.” Nott considers him. Harry tries to keep breathing. A voice that sounds like Sirius and
Ron is running freely around his head.

Son of a death eater. Son of a mother fucking death eater. His father laughed as he waited for you
to die, to be slaughtered by his Master, he kissed Voldemort’s feet —

“Yes.”

"Huh?" Harry stares at him. Grey eyes, like a wolf. Purple finger marks on his wrist.

“I want some potion." Nott holds his gaze. "I’ll help you brew, Potter.”

“Harry.” His throat is dry but he says it anyway. “You … you can call me Harry.”

“Oh.” Nott doesn’t roll his shoulders or blink or do any of the things normal people do to show
they are making a difficult decision, but somehow Harry knows this is a moment for him too.
“Then … you can call me Theo.”

“Okay then.”

“Okay.”

“You are happy.” Sahara hisses. “I can taste it.”

“Shut up.”

But Harry thinks that he might be, just a little bit.

Brewing Days
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Bit of a longer one for the weekend! Harry and Theo dance in each other's darkness.

“Where on earth did you get Demiguise nails?”

Theo is staring at the selection of ingredients that Kreacher procured from Knockturn alley with
interest.

“Kreacher did it.”

“Kreacher?”

“My … house elf.” Harry winces slightly, realising he might have said too much. Trouble is, he’s
got used to Theo in the last four days. It took Harry a day to sneak his cauldron and potions
equipment out of the house, borrowing Theo’s penknife that’s so much more than a penknife. Then
it took a day to set up and for Harry to persuade Kreacher, grumbling, as usual, to ward the scout
hut for him.

“Heir Black is a fool trying to brew complex potions in a common shed,” Kreacher snaps.

“Well Elf Black is lucky I won’t be asking him to move in,” Harry retorts.

Kreacher rolls his eyes, hands Harry over a terrifying silver instrument that immediately tries to
climb Harry’s arm and puncture his veins. Luckily, Harry’s Slytherin ring has a thing against
anything that slightly resembles a spider and uses a flash of green light to immobilise it. Kreacher,
unsurprisingly, looks disappointed.

“Kreacher,” Harry breathes heavily and tries not to shout. Green light and people trying to cut open
his arms — very bad combination. In his head, he hears Tom Riddle’s laugh. “I’m going to say this
once, okay? Just once.”

He reaches for the ice of the Black ring and it is, unsurprisingly, ready to send a malevolent spring
of magic over Kreacher, who hisses irritably and flinches.

“You can bring Black heirlooms here, you can’t tell Sirius but you can do it and I will not let Sirius
throw them away, but you cannot, you will not let the heirlooms kill me.” Harry knows he’s
inflicting a bit of pain with the magic when Kreacher’s yellow eyes widen, but if it’s between
Kreacher getting a stinging warning and him bleeding out in the scout hut, he feels pretty justified
in his choice. “Is that understood, Elf Black?”

“Understood, Heir Black.” Kreacher shivers and for the first time since he first appeared in Harry’s
room, he bows. With his nose to the ground, he mumbles about it being no fun anyway if Kreacher
cannot strangle the nasty little Heir himself, but Harry knows the point has got across because
since then, none of the heirlooms has been murderous and Kreacher has been his usual level of
murderous but with a smidge more deference. He also eyes Harry thoughtfully, curiously, as if he’s
turning into something he didn’t expect when he thinks Harry isn’t looking. Harry knows why but
doesn’t want to think about it. Harry doesn’t like causing pain, but he likes almost dying over and
over even less.

Now Harry is brewing a potion in a smelly scout hut with the son of a man who watched him be
tortured. Which he has been doing for two days, in a heatwave. He’s sweaty and still shit at potions
but Theo is acerbic and clever and Sahara is hilarious. He’s not had more fun since before the third
task.

“You have a house elf?”

“No. Yes. Maybe.” Harry winces. “It’s complicated.”

“How?”

“Mostly because he can’t decide if he wants to serve me or kill me.”

“Ah.” Nott is slowly crushing the Demiguise nails in the pestle and mortar. “Do you have any
creatures around you that aren’t homicidal?”

“No,” Harry snorts with laughter. “Not many humans, either.”

Theo smiles with just a quirk at the corner of his mouth. Theo does this, Harry has realised. In the
last two days, he has developed a growing inventory of Theo’s smiles. There’s the quirk, there’s
the smirk, there’s the pursing of the lips where he tries not to laugh and then the one he does with
his eyes which doesn’t change his face at all except completely. That’s the thing about Theo. He’s
really quite fucking funny when he wants to be.

“You seem to have a recurring problem with it, yes,” Theo says softly.

This veers dangerously close to Voldemort so Harry doesn’t say anything else, just smiles tightly
and continues to cut phytophthora root.

“We can talk about him, you know.” Theo pauses. “The Dark Lord.”

Harry stiffens. Somehow Harry knows he would have felt better if Theo had called him Voldemort.
Sahara is wrapped around his neck and she shifts tongue flickering.

“I taste it. Fear. Has he threatened you? Should I kill him?”

Harry’s quite impressed by Sahara’s continuing devotion but she’s hissing quite virulently and
Theo’s raised his eyebrows and taken a very slow step back.

“She’s pissed at me, right?” Theo eyes Sahara warily. Harry appreciates suddenly that it must be
quite terrifying to live with a snake you can’t understand. Or talk down from murderous rage. Why
do people do it? “She looks really pissed at me.”

“Yeah,” Harry strokes Sahara’s head reassuringly. The Slytherin ring is feeding her his nervous
magic now, little sparks catching on her scales. Theo looks at him steadily.

“You know it’s not less disconcerting when you do that, that whole sparkly fingers thing.” Theo
lifts a single eyebrow. “What have I done to anger our pet?”

“She’s our pet now?” Harry grins in spite of himself.

“Yes. We have a timeshare.”

“Do we?”

“Potter.”

“Nott.”

“Tell me.”

Theo can do this, he can command him to speak and Harry finds it hard not to obey. He knows it’s
not a compulsion because the Black ring doesn’t glow. It’s just Theo being unavoidably Theo.
Harry fidgets and rolls his eyes, stroking Sahara down from her murderous rage and giving her
gentle hisses of comfort. Theo just stares with those grey eyes. He’s kept Harry’s secrets so far.
He’s not brought his father with him. Or the Aunt who clearly likes to beat him. He’s just showed
up the last two days with Sahara, seven hours a day, to brew the potion and share Harry’s stale
biscuits. Harry can give him this.

“She tastes my …” Harry doesn’t want to say the word. “My anxiety.”

“Ah.” Theo’s eyes clear slightly. “She thinks I’ll harm you.”

“No, she thinks I’m worried you might.”

“Are you?” Theo says sharply.

Harry takes a slow breath. In and out. Is he scared of Nott? He looks at Theo. Brown hair starting
to curl with sweat, his pale collarbones glowing slightly in the red light of the evening dusk. Harry
has so many things to be scared of. Voldemort. The death eaters. His nightmares. The visions.
Never seeing his friends again. Even Sirius, his potential disappointment and anger, or
Dumbledore’s infuriating indifference. Kreacher’s endless loopholes maybe, Dudley’s new
favourite toy, the whip made of barbed wire. Vernon. God, fucking Vernon. Not Theo.

“No,” Harry runs his fingers down Sahara’s scales. “I’m worried about your father.”

“You don’t know my father.”

“We’ve met, actually.”

“When?” Theo’s eyebrows knot together and then raise in dawning comprehension. “Ah.”

“Yeah.”

There is a graveyard between them. Theo can’t see it but Harry can. Tall shadowed men with white
masks linger.

“I didn’t want him to go back to him.”

Theo’s voice is quiet but his words cut through the graveyard, splitting the dark earth and robed
figures in two. Harry stares at Theo, watches the way the finger with his Heir ring on twitches.
Harry understands not wanting. He didn’t want his parents to die. He didn’t want his natural father
to abandon him. He doesn’t want Cedric to be dead, or Sirius to be such a dick or all his friends to
ignore him. Not wanting it hasn’t stopped it from happening, but it must count for something.

“Okay then,” Harry says.

Theo nods. He steps back to the table seeing that Sahara has calmed down. He lifts the pestel and
begins to grind, the sound soothing in the open space. Harry picks up his knife again and begins to
chop. They are silent. His heart rate slows. Sahara pushes her nose against his carotid, her tongue a
dry flicker.

“You are less afraid. Your magic, it tastes green again.”

Harry smiles. “Good.”

_____________________

“Do you talk to anyone about it?” Theo asks on day three of the brew.

“About what?”

Harry started early today since Dudley and Piers caught him on the way home last night and
decided he would make an excellent punching bag. His stomach hurts and he had to relocate his
shoulder last night. He’s pretty good at that now. He thought it would be smart to get out early. He
ducks out of number four before anyone is awake and Theo arrives at about nine with bacon rolls.

“Whatever they do to you,” Theo looks at his shoulder significantly.

“No.” Harry offers Sahara some bacon. She licks it and stares at him.

“It is dead meat.”

“Yes.”

“I like live meat.”

“You sadist.”

“Why not?” Theo asks, chewing his sandwich and checking the temperature of their potion. It’s a
twelve-day brew. Harry’s hoping it will be quick enough for whatever biological changes he might
have accidentally triggered with claiming his heirship rings. Because whatever new facts he and
Theo learn about each other, this is not one he’s ready to share.

“Why don’t you?” Harry counters.

“Because I have no chance to avoid it,” Theo crumples the sandwich wrapper in his fist, his words
as flat as a board. “I live with my Aunt. My father doesn’t see me. I have no other family. You do.”

“I do?” Harry snorts.

“You have a godfather, right? Sirius Black?”

Harry’s hand stops on Sahara’s back.

“I thought you didn’t see your father,” Harry swallows. “So who told you that?”

Theo raises his eyebrow and looks at Harry steadily. Sahara hisses quietly. She still does it
whenever Harry is anxious but living with Theo has softened it a bit. She doesn’t rear at him
anymore, so that’s something.

“Draco Malfoy,” Theo smirks. “Who else?”

Harry’s heart restarts. The trust between him and Theo is fragile. With every small secret shared it
strengthens but with every revelation it trembles, like a spiders web about to break.

“Of fucking course,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Told all of Slytherin, did he?”

“My dorm,” Theo shrugs. “Zabini, Goyle, Crabbe.”

“Zabini is the only one whose father I’ve not already had the pleasure of meeting,” Harry snarls.
“So … fucking great.”

Theo reaches for Sahara, stroking her scales. It’s odd, but when they touch her at the same time,
Harry gets a soft taste of Theo’s magic. Harry doesn’t think Theo knows that’s what happens, he
thinks Theo just reckons a calm Sahara is a calm Harry, but he tastes it. Sweet and metallic.
Summer air in a thunderstorm. He sighs heavily.

“Sirius wouldn’t get it,” Harry stares at the silvery surface of the potion. Today they need to add
the Thestral hairs, trailing them through with an exact sequence that Theo describes as ‘Hippogriffshit crazy.’ But Theo’s ready to do it. He’s smarter than Harry thinks it’s really reasonable for a
person to be.

“Why not?”

“Sirius likes that I’m like James Potter. Or he likes to think I’m like him.”

“Your Dad?”

“Yeah,” Harry swallows back his hesitation, ploughing on. “He was a prankster, he was a hero, he
was a great flyer and good with girls and his best friend.”

He can talk about Sirius. He can swallow his hurt and speak about it. Why shouldn’t he? After all,
he’s not James’ child really. So is he even Sirius’ godchild? Besides, Sirius is being a massive dick
right now. He hasn’t written back after the Grimoire letter and Harry reckons he’s sulking.

Like a fucking child.

“You can be all those things and still have relatives who beat the living shit out of you.”

Harry snorts with laughter, grinning at Theo. Even with the hard stuff, Theo’s funny.

“True. But James, my Dad, he had family who loved him.” Harry takes a bite of the sandwich. “I
don’t and Sirius … he’s so fucked up from Azkaban. Somehow, I think it would be my fault.”

“It isn’t.”

Two words like a blow to the stomach. Harry sucks in a breath.

“Yeah.” He looks at Theo. His eyes are unusually bright. “You too.”

Theo nods sharply like he’s been struck. Harry smiles. He knows neither of them believes what
they’ve said. That’s okay.

___________

“You look like you’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards.”

“Yeah?” Harry glares at Theo on day five as he stomps into the hut. “Maybe because I have.”

Theo got there early to check the temperature and add the deadly nightshade whilst it was still cool
enough. They have to be added in a specific sequence and Theo told him that merely the presence
of Harry’s chronic ineptitude with the art of potion stirring was going to fuck it up. Sahara is coiled
in a patch of sun next to the warm cauldron, sleeping quietly.

“Cousin?” Theo asks.

“Uncle,” Harry snaps, ripping off his shredded t-shirt and grabbing at a mouldy looking scout shirt
that’s been abandoned. “Saw me doing Petunia’s hedges, like she fucking asked me to, and pulled
me through the rose bushes to yell at me for doing a shoddy job.”

Harry’s Prince ring, usually the quietest of the four, is filling his hand with the cold fury of a
thousand stars. He feels like, if he was to push Vernon back with this hand now, he might just be
sucked into a black hole.

Wouldn’t that be something sweet?

Harry winces as he pulls the shirt on. Theo watches carefully.

“Shoulder still bad?”

“Yep.”

“Will you …” Theo hesitates and Harry stops. Theo doesn’t hesitate much. “Will you let me heal
it?”

Harry stares at him. The only people who have ever healed him have been Madame Pomfrey and,

in his own way, Lupin with his chocolate. Oh, and Kreacher, but held against all the ways
Kreacher tries to kill him, Harry hardly thinks that counts.

“How?”

Theo lifts his finger and waves his Heir ring. The dark blue stone doesn’t flash or glow, rather it
seems to take in light. Harry likes it.

“The Nott ring has minor healing properties,” Theo says.

“Wicked,” Harry grins. “None of mine do that.”

“None of yours do that?” Theo raises an eyebrow and stares at Harry’s hands. Harry ignores him.
Theo doesn’t need to know about the heirships. He can’t see them anyway, since they seem to be
invisible around others. Harry hasn't worked out how to control their disillusionment yet, but he's
grateful for it.

“Can they deal with this?”

Harry turns. He told Theo that he re-set his shoulder because he was having trouble cutting
yesterday, but he hasn’t mentioned Dudley’s toy. Harry looks back over his shoulder at Theo’s
face. It is impassive, like always, but Harry knows Theo a bit better now. This is a lack of passion
that hides a deeper, rougher rage.

“What did this?” Theo asks, stepping closer. He touches Harry’s shoulder with the tips of his
fingers and Harry jumps. He's not used to kind touches. Especially with his clothes off. Not since
Cedric.

“Sorry,” Harry swallows, trying to sound normal and not like he's thinking about how the last guy
who touched him topless died in a graveyard. “My cousin found some barbed wire.”

“And tried to flay you with it,” Theo murmurs. It’s not a question. Harry shrugs and then winces
painfully.

“Pretty much.”

“Then he ripped out your shoulder, on top of whatever he did there,” Theo stands in front of Harry,
gesturing down to the blue and green bruises across Harry’s flat stomach. For the first time, with
Theo looking at him like this, Harry’s very aware of how skinny he is. Theo is slim, true, but he’s
got muscles. Harry has bones with some skin stuck on them. Cedric always said he was lean, that
he had a ‘sexy seeker's build,’ but it’s been weeks of starvation since Cedric looked at him like he
was sexy. Now he’s dead, and Harry reckons that’s probably the end of that.

“Just your average uppercuts and kicks from bullying twats,” Harry tries to joke. Theo isn’t paying
him attention. He’s looking at the scratches from the rose bush.

“Then your Uncle pulled you dragged you over thorns for sport.” Theo looks up into his eyes.
“And your Aunt starves you. That's it, right?”

“Right.”

They stare at one another. Harry’s surprised because he thinks, maybe, Theo’s eyes are angry.
They haven’t changed at all, they still give nothing away, but maybe Harry knows somehow.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have the most fucked up family in existence?”

“Rich coming from you,” Harry snorts and looks deliberately at the yellowing finger marks on
Theo’s wrist.

“Yeah. It fucking is,” Theo snaps. “Doesn’t make it not true.”

Theo grabs the top of Harry’s arms, mercifully free of scratches, and spins him around. He pressed
his flat palm against the weeping cuts on Harry’s back. Unlike the one Kreacher healed for him,
they've not scabbed healthily. Harry grits his teeth.

"What the fuck are you doing?" Harry tries to keep the pain out of his voice.

“They’re infected,” Theo says softly behind him. “It’ll hurt at first. And I have to push hard.”

“Just do it,” Harry snarls. Quick pain is better than slow pain.

Theo pushes down and Harry grunts, instinctively trying to jerk forward away from the fiery pain
and the cold, stabbing of magic that feels like a vaccine needle. Theo wraps his other arm across
Harry’s chest, holding him steady and pressing harder.

“Hold on,” Theo murmurs.

Harry bites his lip hard and reaches up to grip Theo’s arm, not knowing if he’s going to fight to pull
him off or just use him to keep standing up. The pain is stronger, reaching from his shoulder
muscles into his ribs, finding its way to his heart somehow, and the cold of the needle is spreading
like frozen nitrogen. Harry thinks vaguely that Theo might be killing him. This might be the
moment where the son of the death eater inherits his prize. The not-caring rises up to do battle with
that majestic fight or flight instinct he has, always eternally switched on to fight, and Harry thinks
of Voldemort. Of lurching out from behind the gravestone to walk towards the killing curse. If
Theo is killing him, Harry will not make a sound. Voldemort had all his screams. He won’t give
them away willingly again.

“There,” Theo says breathlessly, his strong arm straining against Harry’s sweating chest. “You're
okay. It’s working.”

Is it fuck, Harry wants to say but then he feels it. A cooling sensation, like his insides have been
dipped in a freshwater lake. Then the oozing skin of his back is tightening, the flesh hardening
again, scars forming.

“Fuck,” Harry gasps, dropping his head forward in relief so that his scar rests on Theo’s forearm.
He breathes slowly, waiting for the wave of grateful sickness to recede. Alive. Alive, again. Theo
could have killed him. He didn’t. He made it better.

“Thank you,” Harry whispers.

“You’re welcome.”

They don’t move. Theo’s other hand is resting on the back of his neck, the tingling coolness of his
heir ring receding. It's surprisingly comforting, like having a cool breeze blowing over him. Harry
realises this is the first time he’s been held or sort of held or even touched without violence since

Platform 9 and 3/4. It’s nice. Around him, the smell of the Nott magic is overpowering the valerian
stewing in the potions. It’s not Theo's, not thunderstorms right now.

“Burnt parchments,” Harry murmurs.

“What?”

“That’s what your heir magic smells like,” Harry lifts his head and drops his hands from Theo’s
arm. He steps out of the sweaty warmth of their close bodies, pulling the scout shirt back on with
much more ease. “Burnt parchment. Your own magic smells different.”

“You can smell my magic?” Theo doesn’t often look shocked but he does right now. Both
eyebrows are high, hands held loosely, eyes wide and grey as clouds.

“Yeah, I thought it was an heir ring thing.” Harry frowns. “Is it not?”

“No,” Theo shakes his head. For some reason, he chuckles. “No, Harry, it’s not just an heir ring
thing. That sounds like a 100% Harry fucking Potter thing to me.”

“Oh.”

Another way to be different. Another dead parent, a missing father, forehead scar, nightly vision,
Triwizard champion dead boyfriend thing to add to the million reasons that no one will ever think
of Harry Potter as normal.

“Well,” Harry sighs. “That sounds about right.”

Theo tilts his head and grins.

“What does my magic smell like then?”

The way he says it makes Harry blush.

"Tell him it's delicious," Sahara hisses, one eye open. "Like I find yours."

"Pretending to sleep is rude," Harry hisses back.

"What did she say?" Theo asks.

“Nothing,” Harry mutters, not trusting himself to meet his eyes. “Doesn’t matter.”

___________

“Who’s your best friend?”

Harry’s watching Theo do the second round of thestral hairs on day six. He’s been banished to the
door of the scout hut so he can’t “fuck things up with his anti-potions presence.” He’s got Sahara
round his neck and is eating an ice lolly he bought from the ice cream van with the change he
found in the hoover. The Dursley’s have gone on a day trip to the seaside and Harry is feeling light.

“I’m not seven,” Theo mutters, staring at the potion intensely.

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“Not everyone has a merry band of crusaders to pal around with and lead to certain death.”

“Hey!” Harry objects, holding his hand steady as Sahara dips forward for a lick. “I do not do that!”

“Troll? Devils Snare?” Theo raises his eyes to Harry. “Werewolf? Basilisk?”

“Fine,” Harry grumps. He’s regretting telling Theo those stories. It’s not like they were secrets
since they were school gossip, but Theo seems to think they are evidence that Harry is both
suicidal towards himself and casually homicidal towards others. Harry thinks it’s just a 100%
Harry fucking Potter thing.

“You don’t have any mates, though? Like, junior death eaters, or something? Is there a club?”

“Why? Are you jealous?” Theo’s tone is light but Harry knows they’re dancing on the edge. “Do
all the wizarding saviours hang out together? Do you have brunch once a month?”

“Yep. Bacon and Eggs and how to defeat Dark Lords 101,” Harry licks his lolly. “But it’s just me
and my ideas are shit.”

Theo laughs reluctantly but catches Harry’s eye.

“I’m not a death eater.”

“I know.” Harry swallows. He does know this. “But your mates might be.”

Theo shakes his head slowly.

“I don’t have mates like you do, Harry, I’m not popular,” he smiles. It’s the one with just one
dimple in the left cheek. The one for when Theo’s sort of making fun of himself but isn’t.

"There must be someone."

"You are being deliberately annoying."

"Yes."

Harry grins. He likes how easy it is with Theo. He can be annoying, he can be a bit of a dick even,
and Theo won't collapse apoplectic that the-boy-who-lived isn't perfect.

Theo sighs heavily and leans his hands on the table. He has his sleeves rolled up, bruises visible.
Harry likes that he's not hiding them from him.

"Well," Theo considers slowly. “I guess... I like Blaise for the company. Sometimes.”

“Blaise?” Harry swallows hard for a second. He wonders what ‘for the company’ means. Fuck it,
he knows what it means.

“Zabini.”

Harry recalls a dark-skinned, flawless-looking Slytherin and tries not to feel put out. Theo keeps
speaking, stirring the thestral hair with careful accuracy.

“When Blaise isn't around then there's Greengrass. She's smart and her father is neutral. She
doesn’t give me a headache.”

“That’s really something,” Harry smirks. “What about … ?”

The mini death eaters, he wants to say but knows he shouldn’t. Theo’s Dad isn’t Theo. He
shouldn’t assume. After all, if he’s being judged by his natural father …

“I have to socialise with Draco and Parkinson for politics,” Theo says, reading his mind. “But so do
the rest of the Slytherins. Lucius is powerful.”

“Lucius is a house elf hating berk with a cane fetish.”

Theo laughs, properly laughs, and has to step back from the cauldron, holding the thestral hair high
away from the potion and grinning at Harry.

“You’re ridiculous, Potter.”

“I try, Nott.” Sahara is trying to lick the lolly juice off his fingers so insistently that Harry gives up.
He holds it above her open jaw, sliding the sticky ice off the lolly stick, and watching her swallow
it whole. “Do you think boomslangs get brain freeze?”

“I think we’re about to find out.” Theo takes a deep breath and steps up to the cauldron again. “It’s
not just Slytherins, you know. I get on with Boot in Arithmancy and even your Granger in Runes.”

“That’s cool,” Harry says. “I don't have that many people. I have Ron and Hermione. I didn’t even
have Ron for most of last year, just Hermione and … Cedric.”

“Diggory.” Theo stops mid stir. Harry thinks he probably shouldn’t be stopping right now but he
looks pretty intent. “You and him. You were …?”

Nothing. Everything. Something he'll never get to find out.

Soft lips against Harry’s. A whisper against his ear. “Take a bath, take the egg with you,” Cedric
hums, lips vibrating against Harry's throat. “Take me too”

There’s a pain in Harry’s head that has nothing to do with brain freeze or Voldemort. It’s just
Cedric. His memory. Stopping him dead in his tracks. After a second of silence, Harry shrugs.

“I liked him for the company.”

“I see.”

Theo goes back to stirring thoughtfully. Harry thinks that if Theo asks for more details he won't be
able to give them. There's nothing to give, really. Just kisses and softly spoken words and the
memory of strangling, suffocating hope.

“It might have more people I'm friendly with than you," Theo says slowly, "but it’s different for
you. You have … real connections. Real friendships. Most of us don’t have that. Most of us have
acquaintances and then we’re alone.”

Harry could laugh at the idea that someone would think he was not alone.

“You’re not alone,” Harry tips his head to the side. “You’re here with me.”

“I am,” Theo nods, tone even. “For now. But soon they’ll come back to you and I’ll be alone
again.”

Harry swallows. It’s been nearly three weeks of silence. The fact that Ron, Hermione and Sirius
are all locked away together someone is eating him up inside. Tom’s visions only seem to make it
worse, the rage so violent and slippery that he sometimes wishes them pain. He doesn’t wish pain
on Theo.

“No you won’t,” Harry says. “We’ll still be together.”

Theo looks at him searchingly for a moment and it reminds him of the times Dumbledore has
looked at him like he might read his mind. Then Theo nods.

“That would be good,” he says quietly.

___________

On day seven it all goes to hell. Harry wakes up with his scar bleeding, his head filled with screams
of the dying, Voldemort’s laughter and the crushing sense of needing or wanting something just
out of reach. Kreacher wakes him, pulling him upright out of his sweaty sheets and slapping him
with a dry palm to bring him around.

“Fucking hell, Kreacher, you’ve got quite an arm on you,” Harry moans, pressing the heels of his
palms into his eye sockets until he sees stars.

“Heir Black must wake up,” Kreacher croaks. “Master knows Kreacher is taking the precious
heirlooms from the house. He is trying to trace them using his Lord ring. Master does not usually
wear it, he is searching for it but Kreacher cannot hide it from him.”

Harry wonders sleepily why Sirius wouldn't wear a Black ring. They're so fucking useful. Then his
brain catches up with what Kreacher is saying. In essentials, Sirius is coming. Sirius will know he's
lied. And stolen. And developed a murderous bond with his house elf.

"Shit!" Harry scrambles out of bed and looks around his room. In the last week, Harry’s bedroom

has come to resemble a wizard car boot sale, if there is such a thing. “Fuck, Kreacher, what can we
do? Where shall we hide it?”

“Kreacher does not know!” Kreacher is wringing his hands and staring up at Harry with suddenly
pleading eyes. “Heir Black must think of something!”

“I must think of something?” Harry gestures around the room. “You’ve turned my room into
Borgin and Burkes! What am I supposed to do about it? I can’t do magic outside school! You do
something!”

Kreacher seems to pull himself up to his full height and then stares at Harry with more fury than
seems to fit in his tiny, crumpled body.

“Heir Black will think of something, yes he will, or Kreacher will poison his tea and tell Master
that he has been brewing illegally and consorting with the Nott boy and — and —,” Kreacher
glares for a moment. “Kreacher will never speak to him again!”

“Okay, Jesus, keep your towel on!” Harry yells, wondering at the fact that the last of those threats
is the most irritating right now and that Kreacher must be spying on him to know about Theo. Torn
between wanting to yell at Kreacher and wishing he could yell at Sirius for continuing to be such a
dick, Harry turns his brain back to the problem at hand. He stares around the bedroom at assorted
jewellery, photos, portraits, instruments, vials and books and thinks about where anybody puts a
mass of heirlooms they want to keep safe. Keep safe. The safest place in the world.

“Gringotts,” Harry mutters. “It’s got to be Gringotts and it’s got to be a vault that Sirius can never
access or trace back to me.”

Harry stares down at his rings. Potter and Black are out then. Slytherin or Prince. But Slytherin
doesn’t have a vault and he doesn’t know who owns the Prince vault. It could be a sodding Death
eater, it could even be fucking Tom for all he knows, though the idea still makes him shiver. He
does not need to think about the possibility of Lord Voldemort being his natural father right now.

“Okay, I’ve got a plan,” Harry looks at Kreacher sternly. “You’ve got to work fast and neat and for
God’s sake try not to tell me I'm endlessly stupid for not knowing or to kill me whilst you’re
making the plan happen, alright?”

“Yes, Kreacher knows,” the elf nods his head vigorously.

“Right, give me some truth then.” Harry squares his shoulders. “I have an heir vault off the Potter
vault, right? My personal vault that’s fed from the Potter one?”

“Kreacher understands the notion of heirship banking.” Kreacher’s voice is polite but terse. Harry
watches him visibly strain himself to stop rolling his eyes.

“Good for you, then you can make sure I’ve got this right,” Harry holds up a finger. “Do heirship
vaults feed the family vaults or are they only one way? Because none of my gold has ever gone
back into the Potter family vault, I don’t think.”

“That is the way of it, heirship vaults feed the heir but they do not feed the Lord. They are private,
so Lord’s can teach their heir's independence.”

“Good, good,” Harry’s mind ticks over quickly. “Can Lord’s freeze the heirship vaults?”

It's no good hiding heirlooms somewhere an unknown Lord can swoop down and nick them from,
Harry thinks.

“They can remove what they have placed there but not what has been placed by the heir,”
Kreacher’s eyes are gleaming. Harry knows he’s seen the plan, is probably thinking ten steps
ahead. Smart little bastard.

“Perfect,” Harry twists the Prince ring on his finger. “So here’s the plan. You go to Gringotts and
tell Griphook I want to put all this stuff in the heirship vault and I want it under the name of … of
…”

Harry stares around the room. His eyes fall on the Potter Grimoire, the list of names on the front
page.

“Hadrian Peverell. Here —,” Harry pulls up a piece of parchment and scribbles a note to Griphook.
Thinking Griphook will probably need some blood, he dips a finger into the fresh blood on his
forehead and spreads it under his signature. “Take this.”

Kreacher stares at him for a moment.

“Master Griphook shall need the testimony of the Prince ring,” Kreacher croaks. “Heir Prince must
command it to bear testimony to your will.”

“How?”

“Heir Prince must do it.”

Kreacher scowls at him so familiarly that Harry suddenly feels like the imminent danger of being
caught red-handed with an armful of dangerous Dark artefacts has passed. Harry grins.

“There is no try, right Yoda? Okay. Let's do it.”

Harry turns from Kreacher’s befuddled expression and reaches for the deep night chill of the Prince
ring. It’s not like the Potter ring, which is full of fire and anger and forms words quickly. Or like
the Black ring that sings of ice and relishes pain. It’s quiet. Silence is its language. Harry breathes
deeply and remembers the quietest moments of his life. The cupboard on his fifth birthday.
Hedwig flying in the snow. The moment Prongs appeared to save Sirius. A long-forgotten memory
of the silence in Godric’s Hollow, when he was left in chaos, utterly alone. He lets them gather and
then speaks what he needs.
Recognise me.

There’s no flash like the Black ring or fire like the Potter one, there are just wisps of dark words,
forming themselves out of shadow into ink and a feeling that something is being tugged out of him
that he doesn't know he had.

The Prince Line acknowledges the rights of Heir Prince.

Harry takes a deep breath and hands it over to Kreacher.

“Take it all with you, if you can, can you make it small?” Kreacher nods dumbly, still staring at
Harry. “Go, Kreacher! Go!”

Kreacher seems to shake himself awake and with one last look at Harry, snaps his fingers and

everything in the room, including the elf, disappears. Harry takes a deep breath and looks at his
alarm clock. Nine fifteen. He’s late. He runs downstairs, flinging himself out of the door and
legging it down to the scout hut, swearing the whole time under his breath.

“Sorry, sorry! House elf disaster, Black family madness,” Harry pants, bursting through the Scout
hunt doors and bending over at the knees to catch his breath. Sahara slithers over to him and rears
to look at him, flickering her tongue.

“You smell different today.”

“I’m sweaty.”

“Sweat does not make you smell like a different animal.”

“Maybe I’m just really smelly.”

Harry shakes his head thinking that snakes are weird and looks up at Theo. Theo is staring at him,
absolutely still, his grey eyes full of something new. Suspicion? Fear? Harry doesn’t have time to
tell before Theo has his wand under Harry’s chin and Harry’s back up against the door.

“What the fuck have you done with Potter?” he growls.

“Theo, what the fuck?” Harry yells, twisting. “It’s me!”

“Yeah, right!” Theo scoffs. “You look nothing like him!”

“What? What do you mean I don’t — Sahara, no!”

Sahara is rearing behind Theo, spitting in fury, her pink mouth wide and her fangs dripping as she
pulls back, about to strike Theo.

“Don’t bite him!” Harry hisses desperately, then switches to English when he looks at Theo. “Stop
it, you’re making her think you’re a danger to me.”

“If you’ve hurt Potter then I am a fucking danger to you,” Theo snarls, one eye on Sahara and one
on Harry. Sahara is hissing an unintelligible stream of murderous threats and Harry feels like his
world, as complicated and fucked up as it was, has somehow added a Star Trek-like twist. Just
what I sodding need.

“Then test me,” Harry says quickly. “Test me, ask me things only I would know. You’ll know it’s
me then, right? Look —,”

Harry fumbles in his pocket and pulls out his wand, pushing it against Theo’s chest and ignoring
the spectre of Mad-Eye-Moody-Barty-Crouch-Jnr that is screaming: Constant vigilance!

“Take my wand. I can’t hurt you, right? Just … just test me and back off because seriously, Sahara
is going to kill you any second. Don’t die like this, Theo.” Harry realises he is babbling but he
doesn't care. Something aches and he has to stop it. “This is stupid. Don’t die because your stupid
friend only has murderous creatures around him. That’s a stupid way to die and believe me I'm the
Master of Stupid Deaths.”

Theo stares at him for such a long second that Harry thinks he might stop breathing. Then he steps
slowly sideways, watching as Harry hisses at Sahara to stay put, stay still, don’t do anything, both
of their wands in his hands as he raises them to show Sahara he means no harm.

“What did Potter’s cousin beat him with?” Theo snaps.

“When?” Harry asks, and then when Theo gently points a wand at him adds, “okay, okay! A length
of barbed wire.”

“What did I call Potter’s friends yesterday?”

“Uh…” Harry thinks. “A merry band of … marauders? No! Crusaders.”

He winces, hating himself for that stupid word, but Theo nods curtly.

“Who was Potter secretly dating last year?”

Harry’s stomach flips. They’ve not talked about this explicitly.

“Cedric Diggory,” Harry says quietly. “Anything else?”

“One more,” Theo stares at him. “Who beats me?”

Harry’s mouth feels very dry.

“Your Aunt,” he whispers.

Theo nods slowly and hands Harry back his wand.

“What happened to your face?” Theo asks.

“Oh,” Harry touches his scar, rubs at the now dried blood. “I had a, well, a vision from your Dad’s
boss. It makes the scar bleed sometimes.”

“Not that,” Theo interrupts. “What happened to your face?”

Harry stares at him blankly.

“Nothing?”

Theo looks at him for a moment and then takes him by the hand, pulling him over to a decapitated
car door that has been abandoned in there, the wing mirror still dangling attached. Theo wrenches it
off with surprising ease and hands it to Harry. He looks.

And someone else’s face looks back. His hair is longer, curlier. His jaw is sharper, his eyes ... are
they somehow greener? He realises he didn't put his glasses on this morning and he doesn't need
them.

Well, fuck.
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Severus is writing the worst kind of list.

Regulus Black
Edgar Bones

Regulus is 7th year, filling the hole of the loss of Lily’s friendship. Edgar the night of graduation,
when Regulus fucked Barty Crouch and told him about it. Severus sighs and gulps his whisky. He
needs more than a delicate sip if he’s going to do this. Both men are dead now. Neither of them
ever bore a child. Severus sighs and moves on.

Petra Flamel
Fabian Prewett
Juliette Delacour
Marianne Trefle-Piques
Jason Pyrites
Narcissa Black
Lucius Malfoy
Delphine Picquery

That’s graduation until midway through 1979. In the summer of that year, he returned to England
from Paris, where he had been enjoying the continental comforts and meeting excellent Potioneers,
as well as occasionally fucking Lucius or Narcissa when they got sick of one another. Then
Regulus disappeared at the start of the summer. He came back, the darkness beginning to descend,
to fall into grief and the service of the Dark Lord. He looks at the list. He realises only four of them
are left alive. Narcissa has accounted for herself and Lucius. Juliette has a daughter of age, but
Severus has seen Fleur. She is as Veela as they come. Despite Juliette’s ugly husband, he must
have ancient French Veela blood on his side somewhere to create daughters so perfect. Besides,
neither Juliette nor Petra knew he was the heir to the house of Prince. Severus crosses their names
out, tries to move on but he can’t.

“Fuck,” he puts his head in his hands. “Fuck.”

1980 is a blur to Severus. The prophecy. His becoming a spy. He doesn’t remember affairs in
1980. All he remembers is fear. He’s not used to this, to gaping holes in his memory. Trauma,
maybe. Too much dark magic and booze. He takes another sip of whisky and leaves a blank space.
A question mark.

Ainselin de la Barre and Michelle Cadiere

1981 was eight months of hell leading up to the Dark Lord’s downfall. Minimal interactions.
Overwhelming anxiety when Lily went into hiding with her son, fraught messages between himself
and Dumbledore. The Dark Lord’s madness, like a tidal wave that swept them all along. Narcissa
weeping in her child’s nursery, naming Severus a godfather, begging him to protect Draco. Lucius
getting thinner and thinner, terse conversations about how far they should let this go. All of them
standing silent on the night Alice and Frank are attacked, watching Draco sleep in his crib. Severus
wanting to tell them, pulling himself back from telling them to take Draco and run. Severus’ only
brief respite was a Potions conference in Lyon where he was able to relax a short enough time to
enjoy the company of renowned snake breeders, Cadiere and de la Barre. One night of pleasure in
late September. The next month, Lily was dead.

Lord Voldemort really is a dismal idiot, a blathering mad man, a simplistic gang lord and a god
damned mother fucking son of a shitting bitch.

There is only 1982 left to account for, and there is only one name on that list. One, intensely
regretful coupling that Severus cannot even bring himself to write on the paper. Some things
shouldn’t even be written down, Severus knows that only too well. He’s interrupted by an infernal
tapping on the window, and for once, is grateful for it. He opens it, snatching the letter from
Lupin’s hideous owl.

Severus,
Sirius requests your presence immediately. I will not echo such sentiments, since I know you better,
but please do come at your earliest convenience. Otherwise, I fear he might do something rash that
we cannot return from.
Remus.

Black again. Black and his endless, boring tantrums. Severus has half a mind to send a message
back. Take care of your pets yourself, Remus. I recommend a muzzle. But he must make the odious
trip to Grimmauld Place today anyway, to deliver Lupin’s Wolfsbane. He sighs and folds his list,
locking it in the drawer of his desk. He would be an idiot to leave such a paper lying around, even
if nearly everyone on it is dead now.

If they are dead, they cannot have borne my child.

But then there is the vast, memory-less expanse of Summer 1979 - 1980. He could have met
anyone, bedded anyone, spilt the tightly kept secret of his heritage all over the sheets to keep from
spilling worse secrets. That his great childhood love was in terrible danger. That he had handed
over the tools of her potential demise. That he, who told her he would always love and protect her,
sent the darkest Lord since Gellert Grindelwald after her and her child.

They could be anyone. My child could be from anywhere.

Then there is 1982.

Severus doesn’t want to think about 1982. The first year without Lily.

He sighs, pulls on his robe and takes up his wand. He takes a moment as he stands to collect his
shields, build them out of ice inside his mind. Brewing. Reading. Standing deep in the cold of the
Forbidden Forest and imagining he is in a time before muggles and wixen. He takes a breath and
apparates to a cold London doorstep, the drizzle dampening his hair. He thinks hard and the door
appears. Unto the bloody breach once again.

“Hello Professor Snape.”

Molly Weasley.

“I’m here on Lupin’s request,” Severus snips. “Fetch him.”

“Ginny!” Molly calls and a redhead pops up from behind the bannisters, sullenly glaring down at
him. Severus wonders if all Weasley children are born able to scowl. “Go and find Sirius and
Remus!”

Molly guides him to the drawing-room. Severus steels himself for an inevitable influx of domestic
twaddle. He nods curtly, barely listens as she begins to prattle on about her obnoxious children and
the irritating portrait that will not stop screeching. Severus knows a potion that would turn her back
to ink in a pot, but there is not a dragon’s chance in hell he will give it to Black. Not that Black
would ever ask him. He stands still in the drawing-room as Molly disappears for tea. He listens. He
hears whispers. Two voices, on the stairs, who clearly do not think that sound travels in waves
through the air. Granger and Weasley the 6th. Granger should know better. She’s muggle-born, she
should understand the basics of physics.

“Something is going on,” Granger whispers. “We have to tell someone, your Mum or Dumbledore
—,”

“What, that Sirius is acting shifty? Big fucking surprise,” Weasley snorts.

“Not that,” Granger hisses. “He’s writing to Harry.”

“We all are,” Weasley interrupts. “I wrote yesterday.”

“Yes, but all our letters come back unopened because of the ridiculous wards or ... or whatever it
is!”

Granger sounds annoyed. The girl hates anything that she is not permitted to understand.

“So do Sirius'!”

“No, they don’t!”

"He got that letter back the other day!"

Severus doesn’t know how Potter puts up with these two. They seem to talk across one another
rather than to each other. It’s like being friends with a quibbling hydra.

“But it was a letter back from him, I know it was, I saw it —,”

“How did you see it?” Weasley’s voice drops lower. “Hermione, do not spy on Sirius, I mean it."

"But we spy on everybody, that's our thing."

Of course they fucking do, the little toerags. Full of the horrendous arrogance that's got 'Potter'
scrawled all over it.

"Not Sirius, I'm ser ... I'm not kidding. You know he’s insane.”

“That’s why I’m spying on him!”

As the foremost spy for the foremost spymaster of the last fifty years, Severus does not think much
of Granger’s skills. Then again, she is bringing home the truth of being a successful spy. Granger
is talking. Severus is listening and remembering and not being caught doing so. People so rarely
pay attention to their surroundings. It only enforces his belief that the universe is mainly populated
by dull, mindless idiots.

All of the best people are dead. How long do I have to live with that being true?

As if on cue, he hears an upstairs door slam and two sets of rapid footsteps that, after seven years
hiding behind suits of armour and flinching around corridors, Severus would recognise anywhere.

“Padfoot, calm down —,”

“Where’s Snivellus?” Black roars.

Granger and Weasley squeak and run. Severus pushes the humiliating agony that rises up when he
hears that hideous nickname down behind his occlumency shields. Most children get to outgrow
the tormentors of their school days. Not Severus. He doesn’t believe in hell. What would be the
point? What can be worse than being bound to two narcissistic masters and having to see the man
who tried to kill him and regularly assaulted him as a child nearly every day? The only thing worse
would be if the woman he’d loved most in the world was dead and his child was missing. Oh,
wait.

“You called, Black?” Severus drawls as Black stamps into the room, Lupin sliding behind.

“Took your sodding time,” Black snarls back.
This is their language now that they can’t use hexes. Severus is caustic and sarcastic and Black is
aggressive bordering on sociopathic. How else is he supposed to deal with a man who clearly left
the sane half of his brain in a prison cell? Severus will not pacify as Lupin does, he will not do
what Dumbledore begs and simply bow down under Black’s deteriorating mental health. If
depression gives a person leave to behave like a child then Severus should have been given a
dispensation by the Wizengamot at twelve years old. Where were his allowances for endless days
of repressive hell?

“Unlike you, Black, I do not have unlimited time in my day,” Severus’ eyes dart to Lupin, trying to
gauge Black’s mood from his lover. More homicidal or suicidal? He holds his wand tightly either
way. “What is it that you need?”

“Oh yes, bet your Lord is keeping you fucking busy,” Black’s eyes are dark. Severus remembers
the tunnel under the Whomping Willow. Black’s excitement. He wanted him to die. It's hard not to
stand in the room with your would-be murderer and think of all the ways you could kill him.

“Indeed,” Severus snaps. “Some of us do have work to do. There is a war on, you know.”

“You think I don’t fucking know?” Black spits, and suddenly his wand is in his hand. Homicidal
then. Severus flicks up a shield. It’s too subtle for Black to notice but he sees Lupin’s nose flare.
“Why is there a war in the first place, hmm? Why are we all here, who’s fault is it that Lily and
James are dead?”

Right to the prophecy. Black only does it when they are alone, the three of them, or with
Dumbledore, since the old man has forbidden it to be spoken of in any circles that might get back
to his precious golden boy. It’s Black’s favourite torment. As if he thinks reminding Severus of
what he did will make it worse. As if it isn’t worse already.

“The Dark Lord, I would expect,” Severus folds his arms lazily. “As for why you are here, well, I
believe it is because fourteen years ago you exhibited your own classic selfish lack of self-control
and got yourself thrown into Azkaban.”

“At least I tried to make up for my mistakes!” Black hisses, ignoring Lupin’s tight grip on his wand
arm. “At least I tried to avenge them, which is more than you did for her!”

“And yet only one of us is cowering inside doing nothing,” Severus sneers. How dare Black say he
has done nothing for Lily. How fucking dare he.

“And only one of us is a fucking death eater!” Black yells.

“Yes, and being a death eater is the only crime in the world,” Severus rolls his eyes. Sometimes, it
amazes him how small the minds of British wizards are. There is a Dark Lord in Rwanda who is
having his followers slice up muggles and has confounded most of their government. Severus’
Dark Lord is terrible and with more power could yield the kind of suffering that the world has not
seen since Mordred, but Severus hates the limited vision of Dumbledore's army.
Or maybe he just hates Sirius Black because somehow, hideously, he survived and Regulus did not.

“Why, got more up your sleeve, Snivellus?”

“I refer to your crimes, Black,” Severus steps a little closer, wand hand twitching. Inside his mind,
he tries not to think of the Cruciatus, because if he is not careful it will spring forth. How he wishes
to see this man writhing in pain. He hates that slanderous, evil nickname. “Only one of us assaulted
a fellow student, again and again, and again, only one of us tried to commit murder at fifteen.”

“That’s enough.” Lupin is pale. Severus wants to hit him. He is such a coward when it comes to
this particular path of memory lane. He grabs Black and pulls him back, forcing him to sit on the
sofa. “Stop, Padfoot.”

Padfoot. Such an insipid name for a Grim. They have always acted like their transformations are
all fun and games, friendly dogs and gentle wolves but Severus knows better. Black is a savage,
and his animagus just excuses his savagery. So does everyone else. Lupin is stroking Black’s
shoulders in circles, whispering into his ear. Coddling him, like a child.

“Why am I here?” Severus clips out.

“Because you’re a fucking thief and you’ve been colluding with my elf,” Black snaps.

Severus stares. He wonders if this is the moment when they all decide, collectively, that actually
Black belongs on the Janus Thickey Ward. He looks up at Lupin and lifts an eyebrow.

“Explain.”

“You know what I mean!” Black whines but Lupin answers, rubbing the mutt’s back.

“It seems Kreacher has been pilfering away Black heirlooms out of the house and he won’t say
where he’s been hiding them,” Lupin sounds almost apologetic. “Sirius is under the impression that
perhaps you might be harbouring these items.”

Holy Merlin’s balls, the Black madness is not something to be trifled with, it seems.

“You called me here to accuse me of stealing?” Severus has been accused of many things.
Terrorism, Treachery, murder, coercion, torture, blackmail, and even, on one memorable occasion,
of falsifying the Troll grade of a Hufflepuff who couldn’t tell unicorn hair from rabbit fur, but
never larceny.

“It’s not exactly off the books, Snivellus!” Black snarls.

“If this is the height of your mental gymnastics, Black, it is perhaps best for the war effort that you
never go outside again,” Severus sneers.

“Listen, you shit —,”

“Stop, Sirius!” Lupin commands. Severus sees the glint of the amber wolf in his eyes. He tries not
to shiver. He turns to Severus.

“Severus, have you any idea of how we can retrieve these items? We’ve tried Sirius’ Lordship ring

—,”

“It doesn’t work,” Black grunts. When Severus raises his eyebrow for an explanation Black merely
scowls back.

“Sirius is not familiar with wearing it,” Lupin explains. “The magic of it seems resistant or —,”

“It’s fucking evil!” Black explodes, cracking his knuckles. “Why would I ever wear it? Why would
I want to? I am not the Lord of the House of Black, I am not like them!”

Severus stares at Black. He cannot imagine not wearing his Lordship ring. The magic of it is as
much part of him as his blood or the air in his lungs. Hating one’s family is one thing, Severus
understands it all too well, fearing their legacy and power utterly conceivable, but he cannot fathom
denying himself what magic has promised him. Denying such things is dangerous. From the way
Lupin glances at Severus’ thoughtful expression, he can see that Lupin is thinking about it too.

“I have not stolen from you, Black,” Severus says because even though it's ridiculously obvious, it
still seems to need to be said.

“Someone has,” Black growls. “Someone has manipulated that simpleminded clothes peg,
Kreacher’s been following their orders —,”

“Then you should ask him,” Severus snaps.

“We have,” Lupin says quietly. “He won’t answer.”

“Then compel him!” Severus glares at Black. “I am sure Black’s have multiple tomes in the library
dedicated to the art of elf encouragement.”

“I’m not going to beat him, like my bloody mother!” Black jumps up, lip curling. “I’m not like
you!”

“Evidently not. None of my elves has ever betrayed me.”

“Probably because you keep them locked in your dungeon, you fucking bat!”

“This is unhelpful,” Lupin says. Black rounds on his partner, face taut with fury.

“Why aren’t you on my side?” Black whines and Severus rolls his eyes. He can’t help it. Black is
obsessed with sides.

“I am always on your side,” Lupin sounds strained. Severus sees it in the tense muscles of his neck.
“But there is no point in baiting Snape.”

Black huffs and shakes Lupin off. The werewolf watches, as it waiting for an apology that he must
know is never coming. A second or two passes. Then Lupin turns to Severus again.

“As we said, the elf cannot be forced.”

“Of course he can,” Severus looks at Lupin with a frown. “Unless he has been compelled to silence
by a member of the house of Black …”

Black looks away, biting his lip. He positively stinks of guilt. Severus curses.

“Who?” he demands. “Who in the House of Black is commanding him?”

“We don’t know,” Lupin says.

“It doesn’t make sense!” Black explodes. “It can’t be any of them! I explicitly commanded him
never to take an order from them or visit them or communicate with them, I named every living
Black relative, Narcissa, Bellatrix, Rabastan, Rudolphus, everyone!”

“Andromeda? Nymphadora?” Severus adds irritably. It is classic Black behaviour to only see
everything in terms of light and dark.

“They’re our friends,” Black growls. “They would never —,”

“If a Black is controlling the Black elf then you need to verify all of the Black’s!” Severus snaps.
“Do not waste my time, mutt, with thoughtless games. Do not accuse me when you have gaps in
your own fences!”

Black stares at him for a moment and Severus sees the desire for murder flit through his dark eyes
like the wings of a raven. Severus almost wishes he would try. He would be justified then,
wouldn't he? He imagines explaining it to Dumbledore. Finally tipped over, lost his mind, I
defended myself. Then Black is gone, transformed into the ugly dog as is his want when he cannot
control his emotions because he is an immature fool who cannot handle confrontation like an adult.
And this is a man that Dumbledore trusts.

“Well, that went about as well as could be expected.” Lupin sighs and drops down into a chair,
running a hand through his brown locks. It looks a little thin. Perhaps he is not eating well because
of the moon. Severus reaches into his robes and pulls out the bottle of wolfsbane, setting it down
on the coffee table between them. Lupin stares at it for a moment.

“Thank you, Severus.”

Severus squirms. Lupin’s voice, it’s always so hideously, unflinchingly kind. He’s a rabid beast
once a month and yet nothing in his bearing, most of the time, gives it away. It makes Severus
uncomfortable, this secret identity sleeping just below the surface. Violence so close he can almost
taste it. Severus almost hates him for it, but he hates him more for what he has to do right now.
Might as well get to it. Severus uncannily good hearing can tell that they are alone for at least ten
meters in every direction. Enough space and distance so that they can avoid being overheard. He
must be quick. He lowers his shield with a flick of his wand and looks at Lupin.

“1982, Lupin.”

Lupin starts, his eyes jolting away from the Wolfsbane bottle towards Severus’ face. He opens his
mouth like a fish for a moment and closes it.

“I thought we said we would never —,”

“I know,” Severus snaps, hating every word of this. “But I have to.”

“Why?” Lupin’s voice is aggrieved, his amber eyes golden, just like they had been that night. Gold
with the grief of everything they had both lost. “Why now? After all this time?”

“Because I …,” Severus bites his lip so hard he tastes blood. “I must have an assurance first, Lupin,
you will not mention this to anyone.”

“Of course.”

“To Black, especially.”

“I know.”

Severus watches him. How easily this man can lie to his lover. Perhaps that’s what comes from
reuniting after twelve years of deceit. Maybe the trust never returns.

“I have … an heir.” Severus looks at him. It would fit in the timeline. In 1982 Lupin went abroad
and didn’t come back to England until the year he took the teaching position at Hogwarts. Twelve
years of silence.

“An heir. A Prince heir?” Severus winces. He hates himself for being once young and innocent
enough to think that Lupin might choose to be his friend over Black and Potter’s. He hates the
secrets he gave him, regrets them bitterly.

“Yes,” Severus snaps. “My heir. They … they just claimed their heirship. Out of nowhere.”

Lupin looks at him blankly. Severus sees the penny drop. Lupin flops back, his eyes wide. “You
think I …?”

“I don’t think anything, Lupin!” Severus snaps. “I just want to know —,”

“No.” Lupin’s eyes are glowing. “I will never have a natural-born child, you know that! Not until
they are sure that infection can’t be passed …” Lupin swallows heavily. Severus sees the scar on
his throat. “Besides, Sev, I would … I would never do something like that. I would never keep that
… from you.”

Severus stares at him for a moment. Sev. Lily laughing in a playground. Lupin winking at him in
Arithmancy, before the disaster in their fifth year. Regulus tugging him behind the stacks in the
restricted section, kissing his neck and whispering his name.

“Don’t call me that,” Severus knows he sounds deadly, he means to sound deadly, but Lupin just
looks sad.

“As you wish.”

Silence falls between them. They can hear Molly in the kitchen, the bangs of those infernal twins
doing something they shouldn’t be somewhere. The scratch of hippogriff claws upstairs. Sev.
Severus takes everything that name gives him, every sweet agonising memory, and pushes it back
behind his shields. He will feel nothing. He feels nothing at all. He should leave but he doesn’t.
His eyes are fixed on Lupin’s hands, the white scars on the backs. They were never rough to touch,
even in his adolescence when they were fresh. More like the veins in leaves.

Do not ask him.

“Does he know?” He asks anyway.

“Sirius?" Severus twitches. "No.”

Severus nods. He understands. If he could have had Lily back from the dead the way Lupin has
Black back, he would never tell her all the things he did to cope whilst she was gone.

“Let me know if you find out who the Black elf is obeying,” Severus says, turning back to
business. “It could be a problem.”

“Yes,” Lupin nods dumbly. “Let me know if you find a name. For whoever they are. Your heir.”

“Why?” Severus asks suspiciously.

“Because I want to help. You deserve to know who they are. It's what I would want.” Lupin smiles
at him bitterly. “You deserve some answers, Severus.”

That is too much for Severus. He leaves. He does not think of Lupin’s hands, of Lily’s laugh, of
Regulus’ lips or of Black’s snarling murderous gaze as he apparates home and opens the mail that
has piled up on his desk. He pours a drink and feeds missive after missive into the fire. Threats
from Avery (again), warnings from Lucius, riddles from Dumbledore. He commits it all to memory
and burns all the evidence, continuing to not think.

Answers. He deserves answers. It is strange. It has been so long since anyone has said he deserves
anything other than punishment. You deserve to know who they are. Then, he breaks the seal on a
Gringotts letter, deliberately not thinking, and then sees the words on the page. He drops his glass,
whisky hissing in the flames and splattering over the hearth.

Lord Prince,
As of 09:14 this morning, 17 th of July 1995 in the Wizard calendar, the heirship vault to the Noble
and Most Ancient House of Prince has been activated and opened in the name of one Hadrian
Peverell and a deposit has been made.
As you will understand, I am not permitted to verify the validity of this name, only to assure you
that the heirship vault has been activated by your true heir, whoever they may be. Also to reassure
you that like all Gringotts heirship vaults, the vault of the Noble and Most Ancient House of Prince
is as secure as it has ever been.
May your coffers overflow,
Yours in combat and coin,
Steelclaw, account manager to the House of Prince.

Severus stared at the name. Hadrian Peverell. Undoubtedly an alias or a red herring but it does not
matter. It is something. The beginning of answers.

Birthday plans
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“Your face is different.”

Theo is staring at him. Harry is staring at himself in the mirror. Fuck, fuck, fuckety fuck.

“Yes.”

“But you’re still you.”

“Yes.”

Theo pulls the mirror out of Harry’s hand so that his grey eyes meet Harry’s newer, brighter green
ones He’s scouring Harry’s face for clues and Harry knows the moment is coming. The moment
when he has to tell Theo the truth. Or at least part of the truth. But first, he’s curious to see how
close to it Theo can get from his face.

“Holy fuck.” Theo whispered. “You call him James.”

Oh. Pretty fucking close, it seems.

“What?” Harry says.

“You call him James Potter. You have a house elf. Black family drama. You have more than one
heir ring.” Theo seems to be breathing a lot faster than usual, and Harry watches him. It’s kind of
funny, in an abstractly absurd way, to see Theo laying it all out like this. “Holy fuck. Is Sirius
Black your real father?”

Harry laughs. He laughs so hard that he has to tip forward again, rubbing his scar on his strangely
unfamiliar face.

“Oh Jesus and Merlin, Christ on a broom that is funny,” Harry sighs, wiping his eyes.

“You look like a Black.”

It’s too fucking funny, Harry can hardly breathe.

“God, if only!” He wheezes. “If fucking only Sirius was my father.”

Theo looks at him as he calms down slowly, pulling air back into his lungs. Harry knows that
Theo’s aware this hilarity is on the trembling brink of panic. Sahara winds her way up Harry’s leg
and around his torso like a satchel strap, hissing soft words of comfort. Harry blinks for a few
seconds, aware for the first time that his eyes are wet. He takes a steadying breath. Weird that this
would be the moment the tears come. This moment, here, with Theo.

“He’s not,” Harry says quietly. “I don’t know who is.”

“That … seems improbable,” Theo says slowly. Harry is immensely grateful that he doesn’t say
it’s impossible or crazy.

“It is. Incredibly improbable. Like a fucking one year old defeating a Dark Lord. Or having your
name spat out of the Goblet of Fire when you didn’t enter.”

“Wait, you didn’t?”

“Later,” that’s a can of worms for another day. “Or even like waking up one day with a house elf in
your bedroom and going to Gringotts to find you're some kind of fucking Wizard Lord
presumptive, and here I was, just thinking all this time that the moniker ‘Dark Lord’ is just a witty
nickname!” Harry takes a deep breath. Theo watches. “And yet …” Harry gestures to his face. “Me
and Improbable. Mates for life.”

Theo stares some more.

“It’s not a witty nickname,” Theo says slowly. “He’s Lord Gaunt, I think. And of course, Lord
Slytherin.”

No, he fucking isn’t. Harry thinks, but can’t say that without admitting how he knows that. He just
nods.

“This is why you’re brewing the potion,” Theo states. “To hide the changes in your appearance.”

“Yep.”

“Why did they start changing?”

“Because I claimed my heirships.”

“Heirships plural?”

“That’s what I said,” Harry smirks but Theo doesn’t. He’s staring at Harry’s fingers, at the rings he
cannot see.

“How many?”

Harry is starting to feel the distance that comes with his blessed not-caring. He leans back against
the door with Sahara wrapped around him and thinks that this is fine. He can do this. He can tell
Theo the ugly, complicated stuff and just fuck it all to hell. If Theo tells his Dad, even if he tells
Voldemort, Harry doesn’t care right now. Because then at least someone would know. Someone
who isn’t a homicidal house elf.

Loneliness, Harry thinks. That’s the reason people break in the end. Not the cruciatus or having
their nails ripped out. Just mind-numbing soul-eating fucking loneliness.

“Four.”

“Four,” Theo blinks. There is a long pause.“You are going to be the most titled Wizarding Lord in
the fucking country.”

Harry snorts. Theo’s sense of humour is like this, cutting like acid through thick cream.

“I love how you assume I’m going to live that long,” Harry quirks an eyebrow.
“Uncharacteristically optimistic of you.”

“I’m notoriously cheerful,” Theo deadpans.

They grin at one another. This isn’t so bad, standing here in the heat with a steaming cauldron and
a bloody forehead, the truth spreading like a puddle of silver between them.

“Will you tell me which ones?” Theo asks.

Harry hesitates.

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

Harry struggles for a moment. He’s told Theo things, lots of things. He’s told him the things that
Ron and Hermione know, about Cedric (a bit) and the visions and the Chamber of Secrets. He’s
also told him lots of normal little secrets that other people never thought to ask. Theo knows
Harry’s favourite film is Star Wars, that he watched it through the grate of his cupboard on
Dudley’s birthday. Theo doesn’t even know what a film is, not really, but he knows to roll his eyes
when Harry talks about lightsabers. Theo knows Harry likes pineapple on pizza and Harry knows
that Theo never had pizza before, because British pureblood wizards seem to be culinarily
repressed, until Harry brought half a leftover one as a snack on day four. Harry knows Theo thinks
‘fruit spread on Italian bread is a fucking abomination worthy of the fires of hell.’ Theo knows that
the scar on Harry’s elbow is from when Dudley slammed his arm in the car door when they were
seven and broke it, the first time. Harry knows Theo’s Aunt is worse at six in the evening after
she’s had her first glass of wine. They know things now. Yet this thing is different. Harry knows
it’s a line he’s crossing. This isn’t an accidental secret or something second-hand. It is a secret that
Ron and Hermione should know but they won’t. Theo will know it instead. That will be something
different.

“So…?” Theo raises his eyebrows.

Harry sighs and looks down, flexing his fingers. Maybe different isn’t bad. Maybe different can be
okay. Different is Sahara and Kreacher and not spending every second of every fucking day
worrying his brains out over exactly what hideous plans Voldemort has next. It’s thinking about
brewing, and eating stolen snacks and being told to get the fuck away from the Glasswing’s lest he
doesn’t turn their potion into a shit show. He looks at his heir rings and thinks about them, one
after another. Ruby red anger, Icy diamond cruelty, Emerald rich cunning and obsidian numbing
silence. Theo sucks in a breath and Harry knows his thoughts have made them visible. Theo steps
closer, eyes fixed on the rings.

“Tell me?” he whispers. It’s the only time since they’ve been hanging out that Harry hears it as a
question. He nods.

“Potter,” he lifts his fourth finger.

“Black,” Theo taps his third finger. Harry nods.

“These ones though …” Theo takes hold of Harry’s wand hand. Harry tries not to pull it back. Theo
doesn’t want to hurt him. People finding out his secrets doesn’t necessarily lead to pain.

“This one I know nothing about,” Harry points his index finger. “The House of Prince.”

“Prince?” Theo’s brows wrinkle and he shakes his head. He moves on. “And this one?”

Theo lightly touches the emerald. Harry swallows hard.

“Don’t be weird,” Harry warns.

“You’re telling me not to be weird?” Theo looks at him sternly. “The guy with four heirship rings
that he can disappear at will, a snake that he talks to and magic randomly jumping out of his
fingers?”

“Fair,” Harry sighs. “It’s … Slytherin.”

Theo drops his hand.

“What. The. Fuck.”

“I know.”

Theo stares at Sahara as she winds herself up to drape around Harry’s neck. Harry’s grateful.

“I like your ring,” Sahara hisses. Harry rolls his eyes.

“Well, of course you do. It’s a …” Harry struggles for the word. “A snake master ring.”

“Snakes have no masters,” Sahara hisses.

“Yes they do,” Harry thinks of Nagini. “I’ve seen a big snake who has one.”

“Then they are not a true snake,” Sahara hisses back. “We do not like masters. We eat them.”

“Unsurprising.”

“So you really are the heir of Slytherin.” Theo looks at him as if noticing the parseltongue for the
first time, which Harry thinks is bizarre. “Like in second year.”

“Yeah.”

“I see.”

“You do?”

“Yes,” Theo nods smartly. “Malfoy owes me ten galleons.”

“For thinking I’m the Heir of Slytherin?” Harry stares at Theo. “Wait, you bet on me being the
Heir of Slytherin?”

“Well, I was right, wasn’t I?”

Harry stares at him for a moment and then laughs again, feeling the tide break inside him. Theo
knows and it isn’t different. Theo knows and he’s still the same, they’re still the same.

“You’re a prick.”

Harry pushes Theo in the shoulder and moves over to the cauldron. He feels light, exhilarated like
he did when Ron came back to him after the first task, that as long as this person right here believes
in him then he can survive it. Theo grins at him and moves to the opposite side.

“So… you’re adopted?”

“Supposedly,” Harry sighs. “Blood adopted.”

Harry hopes Theo knows what it means because he’s not sure he listened to Griphook well enough
to explain it, but Theo nods in understanding.

“So your Dad,” Theo checks the potion temperature, but his eyes keep drifting to Harry’s visible
heir rings. Particularly Slytherin. “He’s not … ?”

“Voldemort?” Harry winces and so does Theo. Different reasons, same response. “I hope not. I
could have won the heirship by conquest, the goblins say.”

“Because of Godric’s Hollow,” Theo nods.

“And the basilisk,” Harry nods.

“Huh. Yeah, I reckon that might do it.” Theo stares at Harry with those grey eyes. They look silver
in the cauldron smoke that rises between them. “But you’re the heir to this House of Prince too, so
that’s probably —,”

“Yes. Probably.” Harry looks at Theo sharply. Theo’s a pureblood. “You don’t know him, do
you?”

“No.” Theo looks up, eyes just as sharp. He’s not insulted, Harry doesn’t think, but he wants Harry
to see him. Hear him. “If I did, I would tell you. You know I would tell you.”

Theo doesn’t ask if Harry knows. He’s telling him he knows. Reminding him that here, in this
space at least, they hold each other's secrets.

“I do,” Harry says. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome, Heir Potter-Black-Prince-Slytherin.” Theo bows formally with that quirk of a
smile that Harry likes the best. “Now shall we finish this potion so we can work out how to put
your face back to normal?”

“Yes, Heir Nott,” Harry laughs but his stomach clenches. He turns to the mirror. Normal. Is this his
new normal now? “So I look like a Black?”

“A bit.” Theo grins. “In the hair mainly.”

“As if my hair couldn’t get any worse,” Harry groans, ruffling it. It’s still windswept and trying to
grow in every direction but now it’s longer and curly. Like Hermione’s. Is his skin a little darker
too? A little more honeyed? Will people freak out if they find out Harry Potter isn’t as white as
before? Wizards have never seemed particularly racist to him, except about blood, which Harry
privately thinks is its own racism. Blaise (fucking hot Blaise) is the most sought after guy in fifth
year and Hermione would do alright if people didn’t keep calling her mudblood. Also, if she shut
the fuck up about homework a bit. Angelina gets asked out more than anyone in Gryffindor and
Dean Thomas is sex on a stick, Harry thinks, and he does well except with purebloods who cannot
understand his football obsession. So … not racist, on the whole. At least not this way. But when it
comes to Harry fucking Potter, he knows to expect the literal worst response in every direction.

Yep. They’ll probably make it a thing.

All the more reason to complete the potion and stay a James Potter replica until … well, until
Voldemort is dead, or Harry is, or everyone on the planet is dead and Harry can finally be left
alone.

“It’s not worse,” Theo says, pulling him out of his reverie. He reaches out across the cauldron, tugs
one of Harry’s new curls, releases it so it bounces back against his forehead. He smiles. “Just
different.”

“I can live with different,” Harry smirks.

“I would think so,” Theo reaches into the bag he brought and pulls out a croissant wrapped in a
napkin. “You’ve had enough practice.”

Harry grins and takes a bite, the taste of buttery pastry and god-damned relief flooding his mouth.
He lets out a long breath, watching Theo shake powdered Glasswing butterflies into the potion.
This is something, at least. Harry might not have his friends, or Sirius, or even know who he
fucking is anymore, but he has this. He has a place where he can tell the truth. And he has Theo
and Theo likes his hair. That’s something.

_____________

“How long will the potion last?”

It’s day nine. Only three days left and two of those are simmering days. Today is shells of sea
sapphires, incredibly fiddly work since they are no bigger than ants, but Harry is good with his
hands so Theo has delegated the task whilst he focuses on adding droplets of night-blooming
Cereus oil.

“It lasts five months. If we take it at the end of July it will last until the end of December.”

“Why would we wait until the end of July?”

“For the complete lunar calendar, you moron.”

“Oh.” Harry shifts. He’d not thought about that. He’d not thought of anything beyond the next
three days. Theo looks at him oddly for a moment.

“You didn’t think I would stay around once it was finished,” Theo states slowly.

Harry shrugs. Honestly, no. Part of him still thinks Theo is only here for the potion and once it’s
ready, he’ll be gone. Harry will be alone again, watching the sky for owls. Theo watches him for a
second, as if he is seeing every one of his dark thoughts, and then looks back down at the potion.

“I will,” Theo says. “Stay. If you want me to.”

Harry nods, throat dry. He's trying to think of something to say.

“It’s my birthday on July 31st," Harry blurts out.

“I know,” Theo nods. Harry doesn’t ask how he does. “That’s a good day to drink it.”

“Okay.”

Harry’s never had a proper birthday party and this will be a very weird one, but still. It’s cool to
have something to do on his birthday.

“So we take it on my birthday and it lasts until Christmas,” Harry nods. “Will we need to re-brew
it?”

“Yes,” Theo looks up at him steadily. “Luckily the Yule holiday is longer than twelve days.”

“Shit.” Harry feels his stomach drop. “So I’ll have to come back to Privet Drive. For Christmas?”

Harry can think of nothing worse. Except maybe having to celebrate in Voldemort’s company, but
in the hellish hierarchy of sadists in Harry’s mind, angry Vernon and angry Tom Riddle often
compete for first place. He swallows hard. Theo considers him carefully.

“Maybe not,” he taps his fingers against the oil bottle. “We have all the ingredients and we know
what to do. We could both stay at school? Brew there? If we can find a safe enough place … “

“Where Snape or Filch won’t find us,” Harry grimaces but then grins. He’s having, what Hermione
reliably informs him, is a lightbulb moment. “I know where.”

“Oh?” Theo raises one eyebrow. Sceptical. That’s his sceptical brow. “Am I going to like this
suggestion?”

“Depends on how Slytherin you’re feeling,” Harry chuckles.

Theo watches him for a moment.

“Are you suggesting we brew one of the most complicated potions possibly in existence in a sewer
tunnel previously occupied by a 60-foot serpent of death?” he asks slowly.

“Yes. Yes, I am.”

“And you wonder why you have so few friends.”

“I wonder if Salazaar named it,” Harry muses, ignoring Theo. “I like to know the names of things I
kill. Quirrell. Voldemort. Troll.”

“I doubt the Troll was called ‘Troll.’ And Maybe Lord Slytherin could have told you the name of
his beast if you’d asked nicely,” Theo says drolly.

“He was a bit busy encouraging it to murder me,” Harry says, and frowns. “Besides, he’s not Lord
Slytherin, I asked you not to call him that.”

Harry had explained what Gringotts had told him about Voldemort never claiming the Slytherin
title. Harry doesn’t mind being the Slytherin heir, not really, but he detests the idea of being
Voldemort’s.

“And I asked you not to call him by the other name,” Theo snaps back.

Harry glares. Theo is not a death eater but he’s a pureblood wizard and they have more
superstitions than silly hats. From what Harry can tell, for them, it’s not just about habit, like it is
for the Weasleys or Hermione. For them, saying the name ‘Voldemort’ is kind of like saying
Beetlejuice. It’s supremely dumb.

“Fine. I won’t.” Harry shrugs. “I’ll call him Mr Riddle.”

Theo snorts with laughter.

“Mr Riddle Junior,” he chortles. Theo thinks Wizards who give their children their own names are
the height of common.

“There’s a muggle supervillain called the Riddler,” Harry grins back. “Appropriate?”

“Entirely.”

“So we’ll brew it over Christmas —,”

“Yule.”

Harry rolls his eyes. Theo’s new favourite thing is educating him on wizarding life. Some things
are cool, like how vampires have a blood bar in Knockturn alley, but some things are dumb.

“Yule, Christmas, it’s all the same.”

“It is absolutely not,” Theo glares. “I have never ever had a rotund man break into my home in the
middle of the night to leave suspicious packages.”

“Father Christmas is not a paedophile, Theo.”

“You cannot possibly know that.”

“Yes, I can, because he’s not real.” Harry glares back. “None of the festive shit is real. It’s all
bollocks. It’s just two weeks where I pretend hanging out with a friend’s family makes up for
having no family at all.”

“With that attitude, don’t be surprised if the red-suited pervert leaves you many lumps of coal.”

Harry rolls his eyes. He regrets telling Theo about muggle Christmas in exchange for learning
about mythical creatures, muggle led magical sects and demon hunters. Regrets it entirely.

“So if we brew over the holidays in the Chamber and then we’ll be set until next summer?”

“Yes.” Theo looks at him strangely for a moment. “Do you think you’ll still need it next
summer?”

“Dunno,” Harry shrugs. “If I can’t find out who my real Dad is, or if I find out he’s a total death
eating douchebag, then probably.”

Theo nods.

“I could help you find him if you want.”

Harry hesitates. He doesn’t know if that’s what he wants. Not yet.

“How?”

“Tracing lineages is hardly impossible. After all, all of the Wizengamot seats are held by Lords,
we can start there.” Theo stirs slowly. “Of course, if the House of Prince doesn’t have a seat it
might get harder.”

“There’s no, I dunno, directory inquiries for Wizard Lordships?”

“There’s a list in the ministry, and there are books on the most notable ones,” Theo muses. “But
they only show existing, acknowledged lines. You said the Prince line was defunct?”

“Appears that way.” Harry had explained what Griphook has said at the bank. Theo nods slowly.

“Then it’s a lost heirship,” he taps a slim finger against the cauldron. “So it’s hard to find, but not
impossible.”

“Only improbable,” Harry counters.

Theo grins back.

“Exactly.”

Harry thinks about it, looks down at the Prince heir ring. He likes it. Most of the time it is gently
quiet then sometimes it is aggressively, voraciously silent as if that silence wants to devour the
entire world. Usually when Vernon is going apeshit at him. Harry likes that about it. Somehow, it
feels correct.

“Okay.” Harry nods. “You can help me.”

Theo smiles. Harry’s favourite smile of all. The one when Harry does or says something that he
thinks is inconsequential and Theo’s face splits open into a grin so genuine and thankful it nearly
takes Harry’s breath. Harry looks away, swallows and tries not to think about Cedric. He changes
the subject.

“You were telling me about the creatures and muggles that hunt demons," Harry says. "What you
call them ... Shadowhunters?"

“Pretentious pricks with angel blood and glowy sticks." Theo snorts. "Not worth your time.”

"You don't think anything is worth my time."

"I think Wizards are," Theo catches his eye. Harry notices he doesn't say, wizards and witches.

“Okay, what about Vampire slayers?”

“Little girls with no magic and less sense.” Theo sniffs. “Teenagers.”

“Theo, we’re teenagers.”

“Yes, but we have so much more class, or at least,” Theo grins like a wolf. “I do.”

Harry flicks eternal jellyfish guts at Theo’s head and watches his friend’s expression become
thunderous. Harry grins. He feels good. They’ve made plans for his birthday. For Christmas. For
next summer. They might be plans for illegal potion brewing and breaking into basilisk dens, but
they are real plans, not random events that fell into his lap. It means one thing and it warms Harry
up inside. Theo is staying.

A visit to Muggle Hell
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Couldn't resist another chapter of my favourite boys slowly figuring out their adorable
teenage feelings.
Enjoy folks!

“What do you do with it?” Theo asks sceptically.

“You sit on it.”

“And?” Theo looks like Harry has asked him to take a ride on Buckbeak blindfolded.

“And … you swing!”

Harry pushes his feet into the ground and swings on the swing, the dry grass underneath him
lurching away and the sky soaring close.

“Come on, it’s like flying!”

Theo stands by the roundabout staring at Harry like he’s turned into a sphinx.

“What, do wizards not have playgrounds?” Harry asks, scuffing his trainers against the dirt and
slowing down to a gentle rock. Theo's shoulders relax. Harry almost rolls his eyebrows. Theo can
be so tense sometimes. Especially when Harry is doing something muggle he doesn't understand
and thinks is probably dangerous.

“Wizards do not need to pretend to fly, Harry, because we can. Remember?”

“Youngest seeker in a century, remember?"

"And here I thought trading on the title of The-Boy-Who-Lived gave you enough attention."

"Prick," Harry swings forward and kicks him lightly in the shin. Theo steps back, grinning, but
arms still folded warily.

"Come on," Harry wheedles. "Sahara’s trying it!”

“I don’t like it.” Sahara hisses against his throat.

“It’s fun,” Harry protests as Sahara slips down his torso and onto the grass, floating for a moment
in that incredible way snakes can with her tail wrapped around Harry’s thigh before her head meets
the floor.

“No. Hunting is fun. I’m going hunting.”

“Chicken.”

“Yes, I will hunt a chicken.”

Harry sighs. Some insults do not translate in parseltongue. He looks at Theo who is watching him
and Sahara tensely. He doesn't like being out in the open, even though Harry assures him he looks
as muggle as anyone. The potion has been ready for two days. They’ve mostly been enduring the
heat together, but the Scout hut is getting boring. Today, Harry has plans.

“Well, if you don’t fancy a swing, come with me. I’ve got something to show you.”
Harry pushes up off the swing and brushes a hand through his hair. He’s trying to get used to the
curls. The Dursley’s have barely noticed. Granted, he’s been out most of the time and Dudley isn’t
especially interested in how he looks, just how he bleeds. Harry’s got a slight limp from yesterday
when Dudley was playing cricket on the lawn with Piers whilst Harry was gardening. He decided
to take a crack at Harry’s knee but today, Harry doesn’t care about that. Today he’s going to get a
tiny bit of revenge.

“Should I be worried?” Theo smirks.

“Always,” Harry grins. He turns to Sahara, who is almost invisible in the verdant green of the dry
ferns at the edge of the park.

“We’re going to my nest, Sahara,” Harry hisses. “Stay in the bushes. Come and find us if you get in
trouble. It’s number 4.”

“I can always find you, Greenheart.”

“Do you have your fancy pen knife?” Harry asks as they start walking away from the playground,
Theo falling into step beside him. Harry likes that Theo doesn’t ask where they are going. He
knows by now Harry likes to surprise him, be it a pack of bubblegum in an absurd flavour that he
stole from Dudley or a muggle Tamagotchi that he plops into Theo’s reluctant hands with great
aplomb. Harry loves the way Theo’s eyebrows raise and then he slowly drawls out “and what is
this?” It's the best part of his day.

“I do,” Theo says.

"Good."

"Why?"

"Because we're gonna need it."

They round the corner of Privet Drive and Theo stops in his tracks. He knows where Harry lives.
He knows who Harry lives with.

“They’re out,” Harry grins at him. “They’ve gone to Brighton for the day. Locked me out, of
course, but you can help with that.”

“You want to break back into your Uncle’s house?” Theo stares.

“Yep. I’ve got something to show you.”
Harry sees Theo’s hesitation. He reaches out and grabs his wrist gently, not wanting to remind him
of his Aunt. Theo jumps for a moment, looking down at Harry’s hand and then sighs. He doesn't
pull away. Harry grins again and begins tugging him along.

“Come on.”

Theo resists for a moment then lets himself be drawn, twisting his wrist slightly so Harry is forced
to hold his hand as he pulls him up the driveway. Harry doesn’t think about how nice it feels. Or
how Theo’s hand is smoother than Cedric’s, not calloused in the same way from broom handles
and quaffles.

“I’ve done more breaking and entering with you than in my whole life,” Theo grumbles, pulling out
his penknife and slipping it into the lock.

“Really?” Harry leans against the doorframe, his arms folded and smiling calmly, so anyone
watching will see him and know it’s just that delinquent Potter boy coming home with a friend. “I
do it all the time.”

“You’re Harry fucking Potter. Where have you needed to break into besides a muggle hut?” Theo
mutters.

“Oh, let’s see … The restricted section, the room on the 3 rd floor, the Chamber of Secrets, Snape’s
office, Snape’s private storerooms, Filch’s office, Honeydukes, the Shrieking Shack, my cupboard
—,”

“Yes, yes, I understand, you have absolutely no respect for authority,” Theo rolls his eyes then
looks down as the lock clicks and the door opens. “Honeydukes? Really?”

“Yep.”

“How?”

“Not telling,” Harry lets them in, enjoying Theo’s huffs of annoyance behind him. “Welcome to
muggle hell.”

Harry closes the door and the oppressive quietness of Privet Drive surrounds them. This is Harry’s
small revenge, tiny but perfect. There is a wizard, a real-life, breathing wizard, the Dursley’s worst
fear, in their pristine muggle home. Here's Theodore Nott, absurdly magical, casually
contaminating their air and ruining their normality just by standing here. It's so delicious Harry
could sing. Later, when they return, Harry will take great pleasure in knowing Theo sat on their
sofa and ate in their kitchen without them knowing. He has half a mind to make Theo lick every
single surface and fart in Dudley's bed, just for his enjoyment. Theo looks around impassively,
taking in the bleached white surfaces, the hideous pink and lilac wallpaper.

“Are you sure it’s not wizarding hell as well?” he asks, blandly.

“It’s one wizard’s hell at least,” Harry snorts. “Come on, my room’s upstairs.”

Harry leads Theo up to his room, noticing the way Theo's nose flares when he sees the padlocks
and feeling grateful he says nothing, but suddenly Harry realises that the room is not empty.

“Kreacher. Oh, fuck.”

Harry stops in the doorway. The little elf is standing in the middle of the room surrounded by
mountains of boxes of books, his arms folded, glaring at Harry.

“What did you do?” Harry asks bleakly, staring at what was once his room. “Is this a comment
about my intelligence? Because it’s a bit on the nose.”

Kreacher doesn’t answer, which is weird. Instead, he keeps staring, arms still folded like a tiny,
angry nightclub bouncer. His little eyes shift over Harry’s shoulder to Theo.

“This is Heir Nott," Harry says hesitantly. He has the horrible sensation of being in a tremendous
amount of trouble and not knowing why. Kreacher is glaring at Theo like he wishes the Black
artefacts hadn’t been sent to Gringotts so he could set the spindly silver spider on him. Then his
eyes flick back to Harry, full of that righteous outrage that Harry is finding so puzzling.

“Heir Black is nothing but a dirty half-breed with no shame.”

"Classic," Harry mutters.

"Kreacher does not know what incubus has possessed Heir Black that he thinks he is bringing a
nice boy home and perverting him!"

“What the fuck?” Harry exclaims. Theo snorts with laughter. Kreacher just glares as if demanding
an explanation.

“Theo, this is Kreacher,” Harry presses his fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Otherwise known as
the miserable bugger who passes for the elf of the House of Black, a house of perverts,
apparently.”

Harry’s baiting, obviously, but Kreacher will not be drawn into their imaginary tally of insults
today for some reason. He doesn’t even do his usual smug grin when he gains the upper hand.
He’s glaring at Theo.

“Heir Black should not have a suitor in his bedroom!” Kreacher croaks loudly. “It is unseemly for
Heir Black and Heir Nott —,” Kreacher’s eyes flash. “— Heir Nott is taking advantage of Heir
Black’s moral deficiencies, Heir Black has not been taught these things in the proper way! Heir
Nott should know better and is dishonourable!”

Harry is suddenly a little bit speechless. Kreacher’s fingers are twitching over the box of books as
if he longs to magic one straight into Theo’s face. Kreacher is angry at Theo. On Harry’s behalf.
Harry used to wonder last year what it would be like if Cedric had ever had the chance to meet
Sirius. If Sirius would be protective of Harry, warn Cedric off, do that kind of defensive thing.
Now his boyfriend is dead, his godfather is being useless and a house elf is defending his honour.

Well, isn’t that a fucking rabbit hole?

“Why is he looking at me like that?” Theo asks. Harry notices that the alarm clock is
floating. Shit.

“No you fucking don't,” he points between Kreacher and the alarm clock and then turns to answer
Theo. “Because he wants to beat you up.”

“Then tell him not to.”

“That’s rarely effective,” Harry eyes Kreacher shrewdly. “Maybe … persuade him you’re alright?
Using fancy Lord talk and stuff?”

“Fancy Lord talk and stuff?”

“I dunno, I don’t speak pureblood!” Harry intercepts the alarm clock on its way to Theo’s head.
“Kreacher, I said no!”

“Kreacher protects the house of Black,” Kreacher growls. “From all threats to the Heir or the
Heir's mind or the Heir's virtue.”

“Virtue? Christ a-fucking-live," Harry turns to him pleadingly. "Theo, come on,”

“You want me to … to state my intentions to your bloody house elf?” Theo splutters. "Come on!"

“You don’t have to,” Harry shrugs. He won't make Theo do anything. “But he might kill you if you
don’t. Fair warning.”

Kreacher grins. His favourite, shark-tooth, I’m going to murder you and then bake you into a pie,
grin. Theo curses lightly under his breath.

“Fine. Listen, elf, I have no intention of … of taking advantage of Heir Potter —,”

“Oh, he doesn’t care that I’m Heir Potter,” Harry interrupts. “He’d probably prefer it if I wasn’t.
And his name's Kreacher.”

“Fine!” Theo throws up his hands. He looks uncharacteristically flustered. “Kreacher, Elf of the
House of Black, I have no untoward intentions towards Heir Black, I swear.”

“On what?” Kreacher spits.

“Excuse me?”

“On what does Heir Nott swear?” Kreacher sneers. His eyes glint as they flicker to Harry. “His life?
His magic?”

“Oh shit, sorry, he learned that from me,” Harry turns and lightly hits his head against the
doorframe. Fucking vows. Fucking rules. Fucking Kreacher protecting his virtue. “Sly move, Elf
Black.”

“Heir Black is not so stupid after all,” Kreacher grunts, keeping his eyes on Theo like he’s going to
lunge at Harry any moment.

“You know this isn’t normal house elf behaviour?” Theo stares at Harry who sighs.

“Do you really want to argue that when he might beat you to death with a pile of books any
minute?”

“This, right here, this is one hundred percent a fucking Harry Potter thing!” Theo gestures wildly
between them, a lock of chocolate brown hair falling across his eyes. Harry grins, trying not to say
it.

Don't say it. Don't say it. They'll both kill you.

He says it anyway.

“Your hair looks nice.”

Theo stares, stopped in his tracks. Kreacher snarls. Harry grins some more. After a tense second or
two when Harry wonders which one of the two of them will explode at him first, Theo closes his
grey eyes and takes a slow breath.

“You are ... such a prick, Potter.” Theo turns to face Kreacher. “Despite that, however, I do swear
on my Heir ring that I intend Harry Potter, Heir to the house of Potter, Black, Prince and Slytherin,
no harm in body mind or ...” Theo twitches slightly. "virtue."

Kreacher stares at Theo for a long second. Harry holds tight onto the alarm clock, feels it vibrating
with Kreacher’s magic as the elf contemplates the Heir to the House of Nott. Finally, he nods.

“Kreacher is satisfied,” Kreacher grunts. He flicks his fingers. Theo blinks briefly but nothing
happens, except the alarm clock is finally inert and magic-less. Harry breathes a little easier.

“And are you satisfied?” Theo asks, looking at Harry in annoyance.

“Not quite. Fair’s fair after all,” Harry tosses Kreacher the alarm clock who magics it back to its
place. “You know the game, Elf Black. Your turn.”

Kreacher rolls his little shoulders and nods. Theo stares between them in confusion but says
nothing. Harry takes a deep breath and reaches for the icy magic of the Black ring, flexing his
hand.

“You will not speak of my friendship with Heir Nott, you will not write of it, you will not
communicate it in any way to anyone including anyone else in the Black family or anyone else in
the Nott family and you will not try to murder Theo or let him be hurt or murdered on your watch.”
The magic is growing colder, colder than it’s ever been for Harry. He wonders what it is about this
vow, this binding, that has got the Black ring so excited. He goes on. “You will not stand by and
allow others to hurt him in your presence if you can avoid it without endangering yourself. You
will protect his life and protect his secrets, both implicit or explicit, just as I protect his, and he
protects mine. You will protect what protects me. Understood?”

Kreacher shudders as the glow of white light crackles around him but he doesn’t look like he’s in
pain. In fact, his eyes are gleaming with something like excitement. He nods his head and Harry
thinks there might be a little bit of a bow hidden in there for some reason.

“Understood, Heir Black.”

“Good,” Harry sighs and nods. Theo is gazing down at Harry's Heir ring, a stunned expression in
his eyes. Harry looks down at the boxes around the elf. “So did you rob a library?”

“Yes, Heir Black,” Kreacher cackles with laughter. “Master’s.”

“Fucking hell,” Harry rubs his eyes. He feels tired all of a sudden. When they made this agreement
Harry thought it would be a few photographs. Now he wonders if Sirius has anything left if
whatever house he's holed up in. “He must be pissed.”

“Yes,” Kreacher nods happily. Of course, the little shit is overjoyed. Yet Harry can’t help but feel a
little bit of smug satisfaction in imagining Sirius walking into an empty library, wherever he is.
Also, Hermione will be livid. “Kreacher wants to take them to the safe place.”

“Fine,” Harry sighs. “Are there any I might want to keep?”

Books aren't easy for Sirius to trace, Kreacher explained, since very few of them were made for the
Black family itself. Besides, Harry thinks reading is more fun when the books are stolen.

“This box,” Kreacher points down at the box dropped by the bed. “It is full of dark creature books,
evil spells and other disgusting things suitable for the degenerate Heir Black, also Kreacher
includes volumes intended for tiny wizard children,” Kreacher smiles nastily. “Since he is so very
stupid.”

“It just seems like you’re giving yourself extra work, Elf Black,” Harry reaches for a book and flips
it open. It’s covered in bloodstains. Delightful. “Pretty sure this will all only make me harder to
bump off.”

“Then Kreacher’s success will be all the sweeter,” Kreacher grins. Theo is shifting. He doesn’t
tend to think jokes about Harry’s death are funny. Harry changes the subject.

“Let me write a request,” Harry says, handing Theo the Black book to distract him. He stumbles
over boxes to find his desk as Kreacher cackles at his clumsiness. He starts quickly scribbling a
note to Griphook about another deposit. So far, Griphook says that there's been no whisper of who
Lord Prince would be. But clearly he's not hired a goblin solicitor to kick Hadrian Peverell out of
his Heirship vault. Harry wonders if he's dead. Better than being a Death Eater. Knowing what
Griphook will need for a deposit of this size, Harry rolls up his sleeve and turns to Kreacher.
"If you would, Kreacher." It’s become habit now, using his cut from the graveyard for blood for
letters. Harry finds it satisfying somehow. A combination of reclaiming it and making sure he
remembers it. It’s also better since Kreacher admitted he doesn’t need a knife. Kreacher uses a
quick click of his fingers and a droplet of blood splashes onto the note. Harry hears Theo draw in a
sharp breath.

"Can you do it all in one trip?" Harry asks Kreacher, avoiding Theo's gaze. He can feel that he's

mad, even across acres of magical literature.

“Kreacher can do it, he is not feeble like puny wizards or other inferior elves,” Kreacher sniffs,
folding the note. He snaps his fingers and the boxes of books disappear along with Kreacher. Theo
jolts at the sudden emptiness of the room and then strides forward, grabbing Harry’s arm to stare at
the blood before fixing Harry with a furious glare.

“Most people prick a bloody finger,” he says lowly.

“Most people don’t have relatively fresh wounds on hand,” Harry quips.

Theo rolls his eyes and grabs Harry’s hand, staring at the Heir ring.

"Your elf is powerful," Theo mutters. "This is why. When you bind him you ..." Theo jerks his
head up to stare at Harry shrewdly. “You don’t know what you did, do you?”

“Probably not,” Harry says cheerfully. He’s feeling absurdly content. Kreacher and Theo met and
nobody died. He’s counting it a success. If Kreacher's a bit powerful from his Heir ring, so what?
As long as he can't find a loophole to kill Harry in, he's in the clear.

“Course not,” Theo sighs and drops Harry’s hand. “You bound us, Harry. Him, you, me.”

“Oh, yeah." Harry nods. "Yeah, I did know that I did that.”

“What?” Theo stares. “You willingly performed a soul binding?”

“I don’t know what a soul binding is but if it's making vows and making my ring glow, I do it all
the time Kreacher,” Harry shrugs. “It’s kind of our thing.”

“You do it all the time. You bind other beings with your magic, tethering their cores to one
another, all the time?” Theo says, his voice flat.

“Well, yeah, otherwise he’d probably have killed me by now.” Harry sits down on the bed and

reaches for the box of Black books, upending it onto the floor, not noticing Theo’s slightly opened
mouth and clenched fists. “With Kreacher you have to be really specific. He loves a loophole.
Little git. Hey!” Harry holds up a leather-bound cover with gilt lettering. “Moste Potente Potions! I
know this one. The Polyjuice potion is in this one!”

Theo bursts out laughing. Real, bending over to press his hands to his knees, gasping through tears
laughing. Harry has never seen him laugh this much. He stares at him, a little worried.

“Theo?” he asks cautiously. “You okay?”

“Am I okay? You do all of that, you literally perform soul magic then pronounce you’ve read the
darkest potion text in known history and then you ask if I’m okay?”

Theo wipes his eyes and then flops down on Harry’s bed on his back, face twisted up to stare at
Harry with those shining grey eyes.

“You have no idea, do you?”

"What you're talking about? No, none whatsoever." Harry opens the book and winces. "God, this
thing is dark. I'd forgotten the illustrations."

“Merlin, Harry!” Theo laughs. “Actually listen to me for one second. Most people can never bind
anything, even with a wand, let alone wandless through an heir ring with two other people’s wills
to contend with.”

“It’s just promises, just thinking up words and making them stick.” Harry looks down at Theo’s
face. It’s full of admiration that he simply can’t understand. “It’s not like what you can do with
potions, it’s not hard.”

“It’s souls, Harry,” Theo shakes his head. “Trust me, it is very very very hard.”

“Not for me,” Harry shrugs a little uncomfortably. He doesn’t want Theo to look at him like this,
like he’s special. He likes it when Theo looks at him like he’s normal.

“I’m beginning to get that,” Theo smiles. “It was a fidelity bond, Harry. They’re … they’re rare.”

“No it’s nothing special,” Harry shakes his head. “I just needed to protect you, trust me, he’s really
fucking sneaky.”

Theo stares at him for a moment and then reaches for one of Harry’s hands, resting on top of the
duvet cover. He touches the Black diamond reverently.

“I know you don’t understand this yet, and I want you to know that nothing about this changes
things,” Theo takes a breath. “But I also need you to know that what you just did for me … it’s
really very fucking special.”

Harry’s mouth is dry. He nods. As long as things don’t change between them, Theo can think what
he likes. Harry knows the truth. Theo is sitting on his blood-stained bed linen without a care in the
world. He’s put up with Kreacher, he’s not mentioned the cat flap, and he’s still exuding the same
comforting calm that he always does. If anyone is special here, it’s definitely not Harry.

“I just … said what I felt,” Harry says. “I hope that’s okay.”

“It is.”

“Good.” Harry finds it hard to look at Theo right now. Instead, he sets down Moste Potente Potions
and reaches under the bed. “Aside from introducing you to muggle hell, I wanted to show you
this.”

He pulls out the Grimoire. Theo sits up slowly, pressing his shoulder against Harry’s. Harry
touches the cover of the ancient book gently and the Potter ring glows warmly, allowing him to
open it up. He flicks to the relevant page and, knowing that Theo won’t be able to see it otherwise,
presses his finger with the Potter ring against the title.

“Theodore Nott,” he mutters. Theo inhales sharply. “Can you see it?”

“Yes. Okay, um... Wow." Theo runs a finger down the potion recipe, seeing for the first time the
small doodles in the margins from Potters past. “This is the book the recipe is from?”

“Yeah, it's my family's Grimoire, my Potter family.” Harry strokes the cover of the book gently. “I
wanted you to see it as it is. Not a copy. You can only see this one, it's charmed for only blood
Potters, but still.”

“It’s enough." Theo's voice is full of wonder. “It’s … “

Harry doesn’t need more words. He knows. It’s something. It’s more trust than they both expected
when this thing started, but they’ve found themself here anyway.

“Harry.”

“Yeah?”

“Does you having read Moste Potente Potions have anything to do with breaking into the
Restricted Section?”

“Maybe,” Harry grins.

“Why on earth did you even want it?” Theo is staring at the ancient page, fingers stroking it
reverently.

“Because I needed to brew polyjuice potion to infiltrate the Slytherin common room in my second
year.”

Theo snorts with laughter, looking at Harry sideways with a blank face that Harry knows is holding
back laughter.

“Of course, why didn’t I think of that,” Theo deadpans. Harry catches the glint in his eye.
Predatory and a little bit proud. Someone is proud of Harry. “You are fucking insane, Potter.”

“I aim to please, Nott.” Harry stands up and grabs Theo’s hand, not even thinking about how it
feels warmer now and his Black ring tingles happily. He’s thinking about what else he wants to do
with Theo whilst the Dursley’s are out. Introducing him to TV is pretty high on the agenda. “Let’s
watch Star Wars.”

“Lightsabers. Sweet Merlin. It really is muggle hell.”

Theo groans but lets himself be dragged. Harry definitely doesn’t notice how his hand tightens on
Harry’s. Harry definitely doesn’t notice that at all.

Happy Birthday, Harry.
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“Are you going to ask Cho to the ball?”

Cedric stares at Harry intently. They are walking around the lake in the snow in the early morning
before anyone is awake enough to notice. Harry’s stomach squirms, thinking of Cho’s black hair
like a wave of oil, the way it shimmers when she flies. But Cedric is looking at him the way he has
been doing since Harry outflew the dragon in the first task when Cedric had grabbed him by the
hand in the Champions tent and whispered: “You made it. I’m glad.”

“I … I don’t know,” Harry swallows. He wants to ask Cedric, or he wants Cedric to ask him, but
he knows they can’t do that. The Gryffindor Triwizard Cheater seducing the only True Hogwarts
Champion. Slytherins are dicks but angry badgers are another thing entirely. Harry doesn’t think
he’d survive.

“What if I asked her?” Cedric has his hands stuffed in his robes. There are snowflakes in his honey
brown hair.

“What?” Harry blurts out. “You like Cho?”

“No, I don’t but you do, and I don’t like that.” Cedric frowns. “Sorry.”

Harry stares. Cedric does not seem sorry, which is strange, because Cedric is the most
gentlemanly seventeen-year-old he has ever known.

“I liked her, past tense,” Harry manages to say. “I don’t anymore.”

Cedric smiles at that. It’s slow and sexy and Harry thinks Cedric knows it makes him feel like he’s
just had a warming charm cast on him.

“Good. Then I’ll take her.”

“What the fuck, Cedric?” Harry snaps. He’s getting annoyed. Cho is beautiful and he doesn’t like
her as much as he likes Cedric, but he still really doesn’t want Cedric and Cho to go together.
Partly because he thinks they are both so charming they could probably fall in love. Cedric knows.
He can't possibly not know. There's been smiles and jokes and more casual touching that doesn't
feel casual than Harry has ever experienced in his life.

“Hey, calm down, dragon tamer,” Cedric grins and actually reaches out and takes hold of his
hand, gently rubbing his thumb over Harry’s clenched fist. Harry’s heart flips a little at the
nickname. “I’m only going to take her because I can’t take the person I really want to take and I
don't want you to fall in love. With her, anyway.”

Cedric raises his eyebrows significantly. Harry swallows hard.

“Oh.”

He unclenches his fist, his fingers shaking as they slip in between Cedric’s. He’s holding Cedric
Diggory’s hand. Cedric-motherfucking-Diggory. Cedric’s grin broadens and he steps closer,
blocking Harry from the view of the castle and anyone who might be watching.

“So this is what we’ll do,” Cedric leans down, whispering softly against Harry’s ear. Harry holds
his breath. “I’ll take Cho to the ball, you take some other girl, and then, when we’re both crap
dancers and inattentive dates, we’ll slip into the gardens together.”

“To do what?” Harry gulps. He’s never done this, never let anyone come this close before except
Hermione and her unavoidable hugs. But for the first time in his life, he wants this.

“To do what I’ve been thinking about since the Quidditch World Cup,” Cedric brushes his warm
thumb over Harry’s cold lips. Harry shivers. “This.”

Cedric tips Harry’s head back with one firm, calloused hand and kisses him. Harry feels snow on
his face, cheeks burning cold and Cedric’s tongue warm in his mouth. For a moment it is perfect

and then, hideously, it begins to taste like death.

There is a flash of green light. Harry opens his eyes and Cedric is on the floor, hazel eyes no
longer laughing, his body no longer warm. The snow is ash around him and Harry screams, the
sudden pain of the cruciatus curse rocketing through him. He hears endless, high pitched laughter
as the lake around him turns into endless corridors and he is filled with a sickening, burning sense
of need. His scar pulses hideously.

Harry gasps awake, retching bile up over the edge of the bed. This is the worst kind of dream he
has, memories blended with horror and Voldemort’s bizarre obsession with black marble doors.
Harry doesn’t think it’s that Tom’s taken up interior design. Riddle has plans and Harry can taste
them and he hates it. This disgusting combination of Tom’s thoughts, the graveyard and his most
precious memories of Cedric makes him happy, irritated, afraid, and worst of all, a little aroused.
Remembering Cedric’s lips whilst Tom’s desperation messes with his brain is a mind fuck that
makes him sick. So he is. Again. After, he presses his face against the cold wall of his bedroom,
waiting for his stomach to stop rolling.

I miss you, Ced. Fuck you for dying. I hate you, Tom. Fuck you for not dying.

He rubs a hand over his face, checking to see if his scar is bleeding. It’s burning like a
motherfucker but it’s not wet. He sighs and stares at his alarm clock, glowing in the dark. One of
the good things about his heirships and changing appearance is that he doesn’t need his glasses
anymore. Theo has already found a pair of plain lense glasses that he can wear once he takes the
potion. Which they will be doing in the morning. The clock says 23:57. Harry stares, watching as
the last three minutes before he turns fifteen passes. He holds his breath. He knows he shouldn’t
because if the last month has taught him anything it’s that hope is a sly fucker, but he still waits.
Someone might send something, somehow. He watches the sky for owls. The clock ticks over.
00.01. Nothing. 00.03. Nothing. 00.05. A small paper aeroplane drifts through the window, with
intentional laziness that can only be magic.

They didn’t forget. They didn’t abandon me. Fuck, yes! Finally!

He scrambles over to the window and catches the aeroplane. Thank fuck for whoever thought of
this, this neat little way to get around the wards, probably Hermione or Remus. He quickly unfolds
it and stops. It’s four words, written in blood-red ink, and instantly Harry knows who it is from. His
Slytherin ring hisses.

I can touch you now.

It's only four words but it's enough. The graveyard lurches into reality around him. Bloody gums
and teeth gritted in a sharp, hideous smile. A white finger lifts up to Harry’s cringing face. It
presses against his scar and white-hot pain explodes behind it. He thought he would die, then and
there. Sometimes he wonders if he should have.

“Fuck,” Harry drops the note from trembling hands. He sits on his bed in the dark, fiddles with his
heir rings. He wishes Sahara was here, her cool body heavy on his collarbone, hissing
comfortingly. Harry lies back down and stares at the ceiling, watching the light turn from black to
deepest blue, wasting an hour or two trying not to hate his friends. He knows something is going
on, Sirius said so, but it’s really really hard not to hate Sirius right now. Sirius has Kreacher. Sirius
found a loophole. Sirius demanded the Grimoire. Sirius could send a birthday gift. It’s a bad day
indeed when Lord Voldemort is the only one to send him a birthday letter.

Thanks, Tom, you ugly fuck-cunt.

He glances at the alarm clock. 02:14. Oddly, he feels ravenously hungry. Maybe he’s been
conditioned by three years of eating a midnight feast of birthday cake. Now he just feels empty.
Harry sighs and reaches for one of the Black books, turning on his bedside light. If he can’t sleep,
he has no birthday cake to eat and hours to kill until he meets Theo in the park, he might as well
read. Harry pushes a wayward curl out of his eye and sets himself a task. Read this book. Don’t
think about your birthday. Find a way to stop Tom from touching him.

But when Harry thinks about the note in the slim red script, he feels one thing for certain. It’s a
knowing as deep as the wisdom the Heir rings feed him, as convincing as the moment he’d
believed Sirius was innocent. Tom hasn’t sent a threat. He has sent a promise.

_________

It’s on the doormat when Harry slips down the stairs at 8:30. A letter addressed to him. Harry stops
on the last step and stares at it. It’s been trodden on, no doubt by Vernon on his way out of the
house. Dudley’s still asleep, his snores rattling the picture frames, or he would no doubt have used
it to taunt Harry. Usually, Harry is excited and possessive about mail addressed to him, but he’s
still got Voldemort’s note hidden in his pocket. He approaches it cautiously. It’s a standard
envelope, the kind you buy at WH Smiths, and it has a normal muggle postage stamp on it that has
been voided, proving it’s travelled from somewhere and not just been dropped off. He doesn’t
recognise the handwriting. He picks it up warily. It’s the wrong size for a birthday card. Wizards
can make things small, of course, but very few wizards would go to the trouble of fussing about
with Royal Mail. Just like very few wizards would be able to charm a paper aeroplane to fly
through his window at midnight.

Maybe this year it’s just all well wishes from fucking Death Eaters.

He turns over the envelope. His eyebrows raise when he sees the stamp of a muggle law firm,
Thomson Snell and Passmore, on the back. Maybe some kind muggleborn has bought him life
insurance for his birthday. Harry isn’t eager to find out. He stuffs it into his back pocket. He hears
pans rattling in the kitchen and then heeled footsteps on kitchen tiles.

“Oh, it’s you,” Petunia wrinkles her nose. “Make sure you water everything in the front garden.
Across the road’s Begonia is looking very lush.”

She says it like it's a personal criticism, as if Harry’s been over there secretly watering Mrs-Acrossthe-Road’s verges.

“There’s a hosepipe ban,” Harry says.

“I know that!” Petunia cuffs him around the head, quick as a cat. “Fill it up at the sink, you
imbecile.”

Happy birthday to me.

By the time Harry’s done the watering, he’s exhausted and hot, the summer sun beating
relentlessly down on Privet Drive. He knows better than to go in and beg for breakfast today.
Petunia might not celebrate Harry’s birthday but she knows when it is and loves to be particularly
vicious on it. There will be no food, begged for, stolen or otherwise, available to him from her
kitchen today. Harry sighs, walks to the park and finding it empty lies down on the roundabout in
the shade. He stares up at the green leaves above him and lets the not-caring creep in. It’s not been
as intense since he started hanging out with Theo, but today it’s like lead poison, seeping into his
blood and weighing him down.

“When’s your birthday?” Cedric asks as they sit in the Quidditch stands on break from a flying
session. They’ve been doing it late at night or early in the morning, sometimes even inviting Krum
along for cover. People think they're just seekers going crazy without the house cup, which they
are, but it's not all they are.

“July,” Harry takes the apple Cedric hands him and bites down. Cedric always has snacks. He
seems to be on a constant mission to feed Harry. They haven’t ever talked about Privet Drive,
Harry wouldn’t know how to bring it up or even form the words, but he thinks Cedric has a notion

anyhow. He never seems to want Harry to never go hungry.

“When?” Cedric takes off his seeker gloves, stretching his hand. Harry loves Cedric’s hands. The
way one fits entirely over the back of his neck. The way they can easily span Harry’s waist like
they did when Cedric dragged him away from everyone else after the second task, the two of them
dripping wet and shivering, so Cedric could hiss at him angrily about his ‘hero complex' and then
kiss his cold lips.

“Thirty first.” Harry swallows. “Why?”

“Because,” Cedric grins.

“I don’t like surprises, Ced.”

“You’ll like this one,” Cedric leans forward and presses a cold nose into Harry’s neck. Harry
shivers. “I promise.”

Harry doesn’t care. He doesn’t care that of all the things that died along with Cedric one of them
was a birthday surprise he’ll never have. He doesn’t care that he could have loved Cedric given
half the chance, maybe, if it’s even possible for someone as fucked up as Harry to love. He doesn’t
care that he was fourteen when they first kissed and now he’s fifteen and Cedric will never be
eighteen. He doesn’t. Harry swallows hard and kicks his trainer against the dusty ground, making
the roundabout spin slowly, the leaves and burning sky twirling lazily.

Kill the spare.

This is perhaps the finest reason he has for knowing Tom Riddle is an absolute moron. Between
Cedric Diggory, Cedric perfect-hair kind-eyes good-manners all outstanding OWLS and future
head-boy Diggory and Harry Potter, only an utter twatface would think Cedric was the spare.

I was the spare. I’ve always been spare. I should have been spare.

“Harry.”

Harry turns his head slightly. Theo is standing beside the roundabout, looking at him. Sahara is
wound around his wrist like a decadent bracelet. Harry knows he’s happy to see them, he knows
Theo looks good to him in his snake charmer way, but he doesn’t feel it. He stares back at the sky.

“Hey.”

“You okay?”

“Course.”

There’s silence. Harry doesn’t break it, doesn’t look at them. He lets the roundabout drift him
around in a slow circle, like a piece of driftwood. He wonders if this is what it’s like to float out to
sea. Then it stops spinning. Harry looks up. Theo has his hand on the metal bar, looking down at
Harry. Harry raises his eyebrows. Theo hates touching the muggle park equipment. He presses his
boot against Harry’s ankle.

“Budge up.”

Harry stares for a second, then obeys. He slides over on the ribbed metal slightly so Theo can sit
beside him, leaning back so they are both lying on the roundabout, their heads are close together,
staring at the leaves above. Sahara hisses and slithers across both of them, lying with her tail
around Theo’s wrist and her head under Harry’s chin.

“You are sad,” she hisses.

“Yes.” Harry hisses back. No point in denying it.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Theo asks.

“No.”

Harry feels Theo move his leg, pressing his boot against the ground to propel them into movement.
The clouds spin lazily above them.

“It’s your birthday,” Theo says quietly.

“I know,” Harry snorts. “Been made very aware.”

“Did you get a card?”

“No, I got a death threat, a suspicious letter and a nightmare.”

Theo sighs and clicks his fingers over Harry’s torso.

“The first one, please.”

Harry hands it over. There are no charms or compulsions on it, he knows a spell from the Black
library for the first and his Black ring would have dealt with the second, so he knows there’s no
risk. Theo stares at it.

“It’s from Mr Riddle?”

“Mr Riddle Junior,” Harry smirks. “Yes.”

“What does it mean?” Theo touches each word individually. Harry swallows. They’ve not talked
about the graveyard extensively, he’s only done that with Dumbledore and Sirius.

“He took my blood so that he had the protection in it but also so that he could touch me, after
Quirrell.” Harry stares at the blood-red words. “That’s what he said. That he could touch me. And
he did.”

Theo stiffens. “He did?”

“Here,” Harry taps his scar. “Made it burn. He laughed. A lot. He likes it.”

“Of course he fucking does, the sadist,” Theo says lightly. Harry grins. Other people would be
shocked, not Theo. Never Theo. “Have you told anyone?”

Harry snorts and turns his head away, laying his cheek against the dusty metal of the roundabout.
He lets some of his bitterness eke out into his voice.

“Who do I tell? If they’re getting my letters they can’t respond. Some shit about wards. The only
person who they will think I should probably tell is Dumbledore.”

And I’m mad at him.

“What about Black?”

“You mean the twat who hasn’t even responded to me after he demanded my fucking Grimoire?
Who hasn’t even sent me a birthday card even though I know he could?” Harry snorts and glares at
the swings. His eyes sting. He will not get mad about this. They’ve not talked about Sirius and the
Grimoire, they’ve not talked about Sirius at all really, except that Theo knows Kreacher is stealing
from him.

“I see.” Theo it quiet for a moment. Harry closes his eyes.

Don’t say anything. Don’t tell me Sirius will write and make it better. Don’t lie to me about this. It
makes it worse.

“The second thing, then,” Theo says.

Harry turns his head to stare at him stupidly.

“What?”

Theo twists on his side so he can stare directly at Harry, one elbow resting on the roundabout and a
hand propping up his face. His knees bump against Harry’s but neither of them moves. Sahara

hisses and slips off Harry's chest, lying between the two of them like a scaly hot water bottle that
isn’t hot.

“The suspicious letter,” Theo twitches his fingers. “Hand it over.”

They swap Harry’s Voldemort note for the strange law-firm letter. Harry pops the not back in his
pocket and the Slytherin ring hisses. It wants him to destroy it, but he won’t, not yet.

He can touch me now. I’m the spare. It should have been me.

“This is a muggle letter,” Theo says slowly. “What’s suspicious about that?”

“I don’t know any muggles.”

Theo raises his eyebrows. “That can’t be true.”

“Okay, I know a few, but none that like me. Or would send me letters,” Harry amends. “I reckon
it’s some muggleborn taking out life insurance since the Riddler is definitely going to off me.”

“Your mother was muggleborn,” Theo looks at him like he’s stupid. “It could be from a relative.”

“You get that my Aunt is my mother’s sister, right?” Harry stares at Theo significantly but knows
he doesn’t have to say it. Theo has an Aunt, too. He knows family is no guarantee of kindness. “I
should probably just throw it out. I don’t need more shit post today. On my birthday.”

“Don’t sulk. Here —,” Theo rolls his eyes and, in a swift movement, has opened the letter despite
Harry’s protestations and is sat up, reading it. Harry holds a breath for a moment.

“Life insurance?” he croaks out.

“No,” Theo looks up at him steadily, thoughtfully. For the first time since they met, Harry can’t
quite place that expression. “It’s from Granger.”

“What?”

Harry grabs the letter, scrambles up to sit next to Theo and read it. Their legs are tangled up
together but Harry doesn’t care, can’t even think about it, as he hastily reads the longed-for words.
Trust Hermione to write a fucking essay.

Dear Harry,

I sent this letter to my parent’s lawyers, with detailed instructions to copy it and mail it directly to
you. It was the only way I could think of to get to you. I’ve tried everything magical I could think
of, believe me, I have, but then the books here started disappearing and I couldn’t research
anymore. Then Dumbledore said we had to stop writing completely and didn’t tell us why and, oh
Harry, I nearly lost my mind. The thought of you locked up there is just hideous.
We’ve not told anyone. I’ve wanted to, I’m really sorry Harry, I nearly told Bill Weasley what it’s
like for you there but Ron talked me out of it, reminded me that we made a promise. But Harry,
are they hurting you? Is it worse than last summer? Ron reckons you’ll make it through, that
you’re strong and you’re ‘f**king wiley’ (his words, not mine) but I’m so worried about you. I wish
you had let us tell someone, I know you say Dumbledore knows but when I tried to remind him what
it’s like for you, that you ‘don’t get on’ with your relatives, he just smiled at me. He said you were
in the safest place. I don’t believe him. That is almost the worst thing because if we can’t trust
Dumbledore who can we trust?
I can’t tell you where we are and I’m so sorry about that but I literally can’t. I’m safe, don’t worry.
I’m with the Weasleys and with Padfoot. I’m pretty certain Padfoot has been actually
communicating with you behind Dumbledore’s back and Dumbledore found out. That’s why we’re
not allowed to send you anything now. I don’t know what Padfoot has been doing but honestly,
Harry, he’s not in a good way. He’s much worse. Ron says he’s insane, that it’s genetic, but I think
it’s being locked up. Here and in that place. Moony says we have to be understanding and I do
understand, I know that he’s a good person underneath it all, but if he’s keeping you from us in
some way I swear I will never forgive him.
I almost wish I had stayed at home with Mum and Dad, then at least I could visit you in Surrey but
Dumbledore says it’s too dangerous for me. Muggleborn and Harry Potter’s best friend - a
winning combination! It’s dangerous for everyone right now, but especially us. I know you’re
going to hate me a bit for saying this but Be Careful. I can hear you inside my head moaning at me
for the nagging but I don’t care. Don’t do anything rash. Don’t rush headlong into a plan to
escape, as much as I know you must want to. Moony promises you’ll be out of there soon. We can
still trust him, I think.
We do get your letters, even if ours can’t get through. (For some reason I don’t understand. It
doesn’t make sense! Why would wards you’ve lived under for the last four years suddenly reject all
post owls?) You’ve not sent anything for weeks now. I hope it’s because of the wards and nothing
horrible has happened with that dreadful uncle of yours. I hope you’re keeping busy and out of
trouble. (Trouble includes dangerous creatures, especially your hateful cousin).

I’ve done all of my homework, of course, and I’ve made Ginny, Ron, Fred and George do all of
theirs too. I created a study schedule for us all here but I’m the only one who sticks to it. Fred and
George set theirs on fire. So now there’s nothing to do but worry about you, and work on SPEW of
course. There’s a house elf where we are but he doesn’t like me very much. Padfoot won’t let me
knit him any hats.
I don’t know what else to say but I don’t want to stop writing. I won’t be able to send another letter
this way, since I used the excuse that Mum and Dad had asked me to send information over for
insurance reasons and I can’t exactly justify writing lengthly letters to muggle lawyers, and you
can’t write back anyway. I can’t give the lawyers the address of where we are. I wish I could
though. I wish the three of us were together somewhere safe and I could hug you every day. I wish I
could send your birthday present to you. I wish I could hug you and tell you that nothing that’s
happening is your fault and however bad you feel, it’s not worth it. Please remember that.
I love you so much, Harry.
Stay safe, stay alive.
Your best friend,
Hermione Jean Granger.

Harry realises he is laughing quietly. Laughing and crying. Tears are slipping down his cheeks and
his hands are trembling. Theo’s legs are tangled in his as he leans his back against the bar of the
roundabout, watching Harry, his hands on Harry’s knees and his thumbs rubbing soft, comforting
circles.

“Shit,” Harry mumbles, pressing a hand over his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“She loves you,” Theo is looking at him weirdly. It's how he looked the first time Sahara wrapped
around his arm. Intrigued and worried.

“She does,” Harry laughs softly. “She really really does. I thought … I don’t know what I thought. I
thought maybe she didn’t anymore. Or maybe she didn’t love me enough. Fuck, I’ve hated her.”
Harry leans his head against the bar of the roundabout, squeezing his eyes shut. “I have hated her
so much. I’ve wanted her to hurt. I’m a bastard.”

That’s the trouble with having a bastard psychopath invading your dreams. It makes you a bastard
by proxy.

“Do you love her back?” Theo asks.

“Of course,” Theo flinches. “Not like that though,” Harry hastens to add. “She’s like a sister. I
could never like her like that. Not that I don’t like girls, I do —,” now it’s Harry’s turn to flinch.
“Some of the time. Sometimes. Just … not right now.”

Theo stares at him, long and hard. Then nods.

“Okay then.” He looks down at the letter. “What does she mean?”

He points to the phrase, it’s not worth it.

Harry swallows hard.

Hogwarts, the astronomy tower, the day before the term ends. Harry is standing up there alone at
dawn, thinking about Cedric, thinking about Voldemort, thinking about the endless coming weeks
he has to endure at the Dursley’s. He looks out over the forbidden forest and steps up on the ledge.
Not to do anything, he’s not stupid, but just to feel it. That edge of danger, the racing of his heart,
the long, dizzying threat of the downwards fall.

“Harry?” her voice is so quiet, so tentative behind him. He turns to look at her. Bushy hair wild
inside the silk headscarf she always wears at night. Eyes wide with compassion, lip trembling.
Harry sighs inwardly. No point in lying. This is Hermione. If this year has shown him anything, it’s
that Hermione is on his side. Always.

“I just wanted to feel something,” he says, quirking his lips into a smile that isn't a smile.
“Anything. To feel alive.”

“I know it’s horrible,” she gulps slowly. Harry sees how tense she is, like a bowstring, ready to
tackle him away from danger. “I know it’s unbearable that he’s back and Cedric’s gone but
however bad it gets, Harry, this —,” she gestures to the edge, to the perilous drop below. “Will
never be worth it. Nothing is worth your life, Harry.”

“Amos Diggory wouldn’t agree.”

Hermione nods. Harry met the Diggory's yesterday. He saw it in Amos' eyes. The blame.

“I know. But I’m not Amos Diggory.”

She cautiously reaches out her hand for his. He lets her take it, let’s her pull him away from the
ledge and let’s her believe that he’s not standing on one inside his mind every second of every day
since Cedric died. She pulls him into a hug so bone-crushingly tight he gasps.

“You’re suffocating me,” Harry mumbles.

“Yes, I am. Because you’re alive, Harry.” Hermione whispers back fiercely. Her black curls tickle
his face, smelling like coconut. He breathes in deeply and lets her squeeze the life back into him.

“I thought about hurting myself. After it all happened.” Harry answers Theo gruffly. “Hermione
knows.”

Theo stares at him. His grip on Harry’s knees is almost too tight.

“Because … Diggory died.” Harry notices how Theo never calls him Cedric. “And you … wished
he hadn’t?”

“I wished I had,” Harry snarls, unable to stop his hands cramping into fists. Green light inside his
eyelids, fire inside his bones. Make it stop, just make it all stop now. “Instead of him.”

“Do you … still wish that?” Theo’s eyes never leave his face, but Harry can’t meet his gaze. He
stares down at Hermione’s words.

“No.”

“Liar,” Sahara hisses.

“We all lie,” Harry hisses back, letting her wind around his thigh like it’s a log.

“Snakes don’t.”

“Tell that to the Slytherins.”

“I’m glad it was him.”

Theo’s words are so harsh that Harry jerks his head up to stare at his friend. Theo’s looking back at
him with a fierce, wild look. Eyes flashing silver, jaw tense.

“You’re … you’re glad my sort of ex boyfriend was murdered?” he asks slowly. Gives Theo time
to take it back.

“I’m glad he’s dead and you’re not,” Theo says.

“I don’t think it has to be either/or,” Harry says cooly.

“You made it sound like it had to be,” Theo counters. “Him or you. Very well. I choose you. Kill
Diggory. I don’t care. I want you to live.”

“Kill Diggory?” Kill the spare. Harry feels like his hands are going numb. “What the fuck, Theo?
You don’t have to choose anything, no one had to die! We shouldn’t even have been there!”

“Exactly.” Theo is leaning forward intently. Somehow, he’s holding both of Harry’s hands by the
wrist and holding them tightly, as if he’s worried Harry will start hitting himself. “Yet despite
knowing that, you don’t wish him not to be dead, you wish yourself dead instead of him. As if a life
had to be taken and you should have volunteered. But it didn’t. It didn't have to be taken.”

Harry stares at Theo and, not for the first time, thinks he might have found the one fifteen-year-old
who is smarter than Hermione Granger. He feels like something icy has been wrapped around his
heart since his nightmare and now it is slowly melting. Harry nods. Theo slowly lets go of his
hands, reaches into his pocket to pull out a small purple bottle. It has a chain wrapped around the
cork.

“What is it?” Harry asks.

“A birthday present,” Theo smiles. “It’s our potion.”

“So I made my own birthday present?” Harry wiggles his eyebrows. “Pretty cheap for a
million-heir, Nott.”

“That joke does not become funny just because you repeat it,” Theo rolls his eyes. “And unless
chopping and slicing make you an expert brewer, you didn’t make anything.”

“I know,” Harry grins, turning the violet coloured bottle in his hands. It’s made of crystal and
lovely. Even though he knew the potion was coming, even though he paid for the ingredients, he
still likes what Theo has done. He’s made it a memory, given him a keepsake. Something precious.
“Thank you.”

“That’s not all,” Theo touches the silver chain around the cork. “That’s for you too.”

"What is it?"

Harry unravels it gently. It’s the finest silver and there is a tiny silver pendant, the size of Harry’s
thumbnail, dangling from it. It looks like a letter but from a language Harry doesn’t know.

“It’s a rune. It belonged to my mother,” Theo says softly. “It’s for healing.”

Harry knows what this means. Theo has precious few things left of his mother. His father keeps
them all locked away.

“You sure you want me to have it?” Harry asks.

“After hearing that story, now more than ever,” Theo answers. He leans forward and strokes the
chain fondly. “Besides, no one was wearing it. I can’t because my Aunt would be … displeased. I
wanted my friend to have it.”

Theo stumbles over the word 'friend.' Harry reckons he’s probably just not used to counting Harry
among them. Harry might have felt the same three weeks ago but truthfully, now he can’t imagine
his world without Theo.

“Okay.”

The chain is long enough that Harry can drop it over his head. It rests in the middle of his chest and
it feels a little warm through his t-shirt. Friendly magic. He smiles.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Theo is looking at him strangely again, but then Harry reckons it’s probably a
bit odd to see your mate wearing your Mum’s jewellery so Harry moves the conversation on. He
lifts the potion. “Shall we do this then?”

The instructions say the potion rely on visualisation and intent. Theo’s are easy since he can stare
at his bruises and imagine clear skin. Harry’s is a bit more complicated. Together they’ve decided
that Harry will use the Potter heir ring to help him concentrate, and a picture of James Potter for
focus of intent. He pulls out the photograph and sets it beside them on the roundabout.

“In a minute.”

Theo reaches a hand forward. He slowly slips it into Harry’s hair. Harry doesn’t move, staying as
still as a rabbit caught in a fox’s gaze. What the fuck. Theo’s hand digs into his curls, pulling them
slightly. Harry tries not to let his breath hitch. Nobody has touched him, caressed him like that
since Cedric and even Cedric didn’t do it like that. Strong. Possessive. In a way that makes Harry’s
spine tingle. Then Theo’s hand withdraws.

“What was that?” Harry croaks.

“I like your curls,” Theo smiles. “I’m going to miss them.”

“Uhhhhh….”

Harry has temporarily vacated his brain. Theo just smiles at him and pulls out his wand.

“If we’re doing this, there’s something I have to do first.”

Theo taps himself on the head. Harry stares as Theo’s bare arms become darker with not just
countless bruises, but what look like burns too. When Harry looks up at Theo’s face, he sees a
bruise across his eye. Theo shrugs.

“It was a bad night last night.”

Harry thinks that it must be really bad if a fifth-year prodigy who can teach himself a glamour
can’t create one strong enough to cover all of it. That the Nott Heir ring couldn’t heal it all. He
doesn’t ask why it was so bad, just like Theo doesn’t ask why Harry told Ron and Hermione to
never tell anyone about the Dursley’s. Because he knows.

Harry swallows and feels rage like boiling water in his veins.

“One day I will hurt her for what she’s done to you.”

Harry leans forward, brushing a thumb against Theo’s bruised cheek. He’s not going to promise
there will be justice, Harry’s lived too long at the Dursley’s for that, but he can promise vengeance.
Like his little acts of revenge against the Durlsey’s that he has promised himself will one day be
big revenge. Theo deserves them too. Theo nods. Harry picks up the potion bottle.

“Let’s do this then.”

Harry goes first, taking half the potion and feeling the slippery liquid, with the same viscosity of
what Harry imagines pond slime to taste like, go down his throat. He hands the bottle to Theo and
then pulls magic up from his Potter ring. Hot tea and treacle tart. Fire and phoenix tails. His whole
hand tingles with the soft heat of a flickering fire in winter. He stares at James Potter, at the face of
the man who died for him. He notices his softer jaw, his pale ivory skin, his rounder eyes and
straighter hair.

I like your curls.

Harry can feel the potion working, it feels like his skin his stretching and shrinking all at the same
time. He closes his eyes in discomfort. When he opens them, he looks down at his hands.
Definitely white again.

“You smell like dead creatures and plants,” Sahara hisses, flickering her tongue against his wrist.

“It’s the potion. It makes me look like my false sire.”

“It makes you smell awful.”

“Here,” Harry flexes a finger, thinks of scales and spiders and dark holes with tasty creatures in.
Flecks of lightening dance from the Slytherin ring and Sahara catches them on her tongue.
“Better?”

“Much.”

Harry looks at Theo, grinning to see his arms healed, his skin clear. Theo is looking at him, biting
his lip, as if trying not to laugh.

“What?” Harry demands. He pats his cheeks nervously. “Did I fuck up?”

“No, you look like Harry Potter again, it’s just …” Theo huffs out a laugh. “Your hair. It’s a bit
wavy. More than it was. More like your real hair than before.”

“It is?” Harry runs a hand through it. He expected to feel the straight, windswept mess that he’s
grown up with but instead finds tousled waves. Not curly like his real hair is, but not like his old
hair was either. “Huh. Weird.”

“Did you not want Potter's hair again?”

“No, I was thinking about him, I was trying to visualise it …” I like your curls. “Oh.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” Harry feels like he might be going red. He stares down at his hands. “I must have

wanted it to stay curly, I guess.”

“Hmm.”

Harry could burn a hole in the metal of the roundabout with the strength of his stare. His legs are
still all tangled up in Theo’s. He’s thinking about pulling away but then Theo’s hand, miraculously
unmarked now, moves into his field of vision. It slides onto his chest, taking hold of the rune
necklace and tugging it slightly. Harry looks up reluctantly. Theo raises his eyebrows, flickers his
eyes to the empty space beside them. Harry lets himself be tugged by his necklace back down to lie
on the dusty metal, staring up at the sky. Harry sighs. His knee rests over Theo’s. Theo still has a
hold of the necklace, playing with the rune, his wrist resting easily against Harry’s chest. Sahara
slithers happily over the two of them. Theo sighs and digs his heel into the dusty ground, making
them spin in a slow circle. The sky turns, the leaves rotate, the roundabout squeaks. Harry feels like
he is at the centre of the universe.

“Happy birthday, Harry,” Theo whispers.
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“You believe something here might help you find your son?”

“I believe something here might help me find my heir,” Severus corrects. “Choosing a male alias
does not necessitate a male heir, only a deceptive one.”

Narcissa looks dubiously around the library of John Dee with mild disgust.

“Why is it in such disarray?” Narcissa sniffs, staring at the tottering piles of books and papers.

“Because the muggles think he lost most of it in the 17th Century,” Severus sighs and looks around.
“This is what Dee salvaged magically from the accident.”

“What has that to do anything?” Narcissa glides through the stacks of yellowing papers with
disdain. “They could organize it, send it to Ministry archives —,”

“Dee was not a wizard, he was a mage, perhaps the last great one in memory,” Severus muses.
“The Wizengamot ruled that Dee’s secrets would be kept isolated and shut away. They have such
fear of genuine mages. So little understanding. Only the Unspeakables spend any time here.”

Chasing the tails of a history they can barely understand.
Severus looks around the library with dislike. He would not have come here, he has such distaste
for mage-lore, but needs must. He must find his heir. Because the Dark Lord is a mother fucking

son of a bitch who has taken an interest in Draco Malfoy and Severus will not allow his own child
to follow that path. His path. It is unthinkable.

“Dee was the last mage?” Narcissa raises her blonde eyebrows. “You discount both the Dark Lord
and the Supreme Mugwump in that category?”

“Neither are mages, and it is only fools and dunderheads who think so.” Severus snorts.

“I believe Lucius has always thought the Dark Lord is a mage.”

Severus gives Narcissa a dry look.

“You may make your own inferences,” he says, hearing Narcissa’s low chuckle behind him. She
did not have to come with him today, but when he mentioned he had gained a special license from
the Unspeakables to access the library for ‘potions research,’ she had been eager to join him. Of
course, she had quickly divined the real reason behind the visit.

“So where shall we begin?” Narcissa asks, standing in the centre of the cluttered room. “You shall
have to tell me the false name of your heir, I believe, even if you still do not trust me enough to
divulge your own.”

Severus raises his eyebrows but does not take her bait. There are things Narcissa should know,
things that will help her keep her vow to protect his child, but there are others that she has no claim
over. The truth of the House of Prince is one.

“Hadrian Peverell,” Severus says, leading them through the stacks to a row of leather-bound tomes,
singed with scorch marks along the spines. “The earliest known Wixen records. The first entry is
after Rome fell.”

“Not quite Merlin but near enough,” Narcissa murmurs, tracing the spine of one with a reverential
finger. “And you have not found anything in the ministry records?”

“No.”

Ministry records only date back to the 1700s and there is not a whisper of a Peverell. Also, they
only trace bloodlines through male children and male magical children. Severus knows that if
Peverell is a muggle name carried through a female line then he will find nothing. It would have
been a devious move on the part of his heir to lead him on a snipe hunt.

And it would be exactly what I would do.

Is it absurd that he feels a little proud of the deviousness of his child that he does not even know?

“Well, then we should begin.”

Narcissa pulls the first record off the shelf, sending a cloud of dust into the air. She settles it flat on
the surface of the rickety reference table and opens it. Severus wordlessly conjures a ball of yellow
light which he hovers over them.

“Ah.” Narcissa clicks her teeth in irritation, staring at the page. “This may take longer than I
presumed.”

“Old English?” Severus asks, leaning closer.

“Runes. Pict, I believe,” Narcissa tucks a long strand of silver hair behind her ear. “I have not done
this type of translation since my Mastery. You?”

“Not since NEWTS,” Severus mutters. “But Arsenius was a scholar of multiple languages as well
as being a Potioneer. I think I can be of some help.”

“I forget you studied under Jigger,” Narcissa gives him a small smile. “You wear your brilliance so
lightly, Severus.”

Severus smirks. Narcissa has a way of delivering a compliment that sounds both insincere and
completely genuine.

“And I often forget you are a Master of Ancient Languages, as well as capable of out skilling most
Unspeakables when it comes to Runes,” Severus comments. “Since you declare to be little more

than a society wife.”

“It is always better to be underestimated, I find,” Narcissa grins, a white knife of sharp teeth.
Narcissa is the snake in the grass you do not see. She is the wolf at your back watching prey from
the shadows. Severus is grateful she is bonded to guard his child as well as resentful for the way
she manipulated him into guarding her own.

“I shall work on this one since it seems to be mostly runes.” She flicks a few large pages onwards
to check. “You take one from later when it reaches Old English.”

“Of course.”

Severus watches Narcissa work for a moment, marveling at the way she conjures parchment and a
quill to write. She has always been a wonder to watch when she is concentrating. He recalls the
way her eyebrows furrowed over a potion, completely involved, the way she pulls her silver hair
back up out of the way.

Maybe I could have loved her. Maybe I could have.

Severus pushes away those wistful thoughts and reaches for one of the later tomes, the leather
slightly less cracked. It does not matter if he could have loved Narcissa. Lucius loves her with a
cold, defensive ferocity that Severus has only ever been able to muster for two people in his entire
life and both of them are dead.

But if I have a child, maybe it could be found again.

“Why is it only fools think the Dark Lord is a mage?” Narcissa asks.

Severus blinks. He does not know how long they have been working and reading, how long he has
been dwindling away in thoughts of his lost child.

“Because mage-lore is complex and vague and astonishing,” Severus answers automatically. The
words float up from the recess of his memory to be spoken without volition. “Mages are not
simply wizards with extreme power or will. They are not a product of breeding or education. They
are … chosen.”

“Mages are chosen, Severus, chosen.” His mother’s voice, rapid and scattered. “I can find one.”

“That sounds awfully close to the old ways, Severus,” Narcissa sounds amused. “Of all the things I
didn’t know about you, I never expected a hidden spirituality to be one.”

Of all the things you do not know about me, Narcissa, this is perhaps the least remarkable.

“You asked me of mage-lore, a knowledge that has been part of wixen life since before Merlin.
This is the answer as I understand it. ”

Severus keeps his voice even, pushing all of his memories of the cold cellar in Cokeworth, his
mother’s hidden rune circle, and his father’s fury behind his occlumency shields. This is why he
has never visited Dee's library, despite the treasures it might hold for a scholar and potions master.

“Still, your understanding is more significant than any other wizard I know,” Narcissa murmurs.
“Was Arsenius Jigger an expert on mages as well?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Severus snaps. He can’t help it. His mother’s voice, a voice that he has
kept only in the secret most quiet part of himself for the longest time, is whispering in his mind.
Inside the ice of his occlumency shield, she is snowflakes, falling gently.

“Mages are chosen, an accident of magic sparking through the veil, drawing powers of death and
life and the space between. We need a mage, Sev. I’m going to find one.”

The cold floor against his knees. The blood dripping from his wrist to mix with the salt on the
ground. His mother’s frantic chanting. Then his father’s fists.

Severus feels cold. Usually, Severus enjoys the cold, relishes it in the Hogwarts dungeons since it
makes the wretched brats more uncomfortable, but now he feels chilled. He remembers the way
his breath froze on the air in the cellar. He closes his eyes, stilling his hand on the great tome. He’s
searching for his child. His heir. The future to the line of Prince. For the first time since he heard
the news, he wonders if he should stop. What is the inheritance of the line of Prince, after all?
Shadows and ghosts and bitter, bitter disappointment.

“Severus,” Narcissa draws in her breath. “Here. Peverell.”

At the word, Severus’ doubt vanishes. The roaring dragon of his want, of his need to know his
child, awakens inside of him.

“What does it say?” he demands.

“Nothing,” Narcissa shakes her head. “It is only the name but here,” Narcissa moves her finger
further down the page. “The same runes again. Let me check… it says, and his heir, Antioch
Peverell.”

“That is a name we can trace,” Severus can hardly keep the excitement out of his voice.

“It is,” Narcissa smiles at him gently. “If we trace it far enough, we might see where it changes to a
more modern moniker. Then perhaps, the ministry records will come of use to you. The child could
be using an old family name to test you.”

Severus doesn’t need to ask what she means. It is what he would do, lay an elaborate riddle for his
unknown father to test his loyalty and fidelity.

My child is a fucking Ravenclaw.

It is a beautiful feeling, Severus realizes. This astonishment that there is a person out there, a
person of his blood, thinking so smartly and living and breathing. An intelligent child. His child.
Severus feels his determination rise. The kind of determination he has not felt since Albus told him
Lily’s boy lived. Protect him. If Severus can do that for a child he sometimes wishes had never
been born, he can summon much more for his heir. He will summon it. He will find them and
prove himself a worthy father.

They are out there somewhere and the Dark Lord is a motherfucking child-stealing life-ruining son
of a bitch. Severus will find them and make sure he never touches them.

__________

Two hours later and Narcissa has to return to the manor and they’ve barely made their way into the
13th Century.

“We have quite a way to go,” Narcissa sighs, stepping out onto the streets of London and letting
her hair back down. Severus smirks to himself. Narcissa would never wear her hair up in public
anymore for fear it would besmirch her reputation as an aristocratic lady. Severus is one of the
very few people who know that she is actually a bookworm and a scholar. “But it’s a start,
Severus.”

“I am grateful for your assistance, of course,” Severus inclines his head. “I shall return in a few
days if you would join me.”

“I imagine I shall be eager to since Draco has made it his mission to endlessly petition me to make
a gift of his latest obsession.”

Narcissa rolls her eyes. She loves her son, but Severus knows that Druella Black did not raise her
daughters to be spoiled. The Malfoy’s however, are a different breed of indulgent. Abraxas’
personal motto might well as been, Lucius wants, Lucius gets. Severus can’t help the contemptuous
curl of his lip. If Draco had been Severus’ he would never have allowed such coddling but Draco is
not his and Severus’ child is lost, unable to be spoiled. Lucius has been his friend in the past, but it
doesn’t stop Severus from despising him sometimes.

“What does my godson crave now?” Severus raises his eyebrows sardonically. “Save me from
whatever Circe-cursed broom has just been released.”

“Alas, no, for if it were merely a broom Lucius would have purchased it before I even heard of it
and have done with it, ” Narcissa sighs. “But my son desires a boomslang for a pet.”

Severus pauses in the middle of the street.

“My godson desires a venomous serpent for a familiar?”

“Ardently,” Narcissa slips her arm through Severus’, pulling him along. For a flash, he imagines
what the passing muggles think when they see them, both dressed head to toe in black like
Victorian mourners, a Gothic couple strolling out of time down the streets of London. “Apparently
the Nott Heir was gifted one for his birthday by his father. Draco is … incensed.”

Severus pinches the bridge of his nose.

“I do not suppose Draco considers that Apollonius Nott has so little consideration for his son’s
welfare that he does not see the error in purchasing his son a wild creature? Only Draco could see
an act of neglect as desirable.” Severus sniffs. “How is Lucius bearing up?”

Draco is often unstoppable in his greed. When he is also misguided, it can spell disaster. He recalls
what has become known in the Malfoy household as ‘the dragon incident.’ After a month of forged
documents and huge amounts of gold promised, it had become clear that nine-year-old Draco
Malfoy had been in the process of illegally purchasing a dragon egg from a criminal in China under
his father's name. Lucius barely escaped prison, yet again, and Draco was confined to his room,
loudly complaining. Severus gained two more grey hairs and swore he would never, ever, ever
purchase his godson a pet.

“Well enough. As you know, Lucius shall not be moved on matters of Draco’s safety.”

Severus nods. Though Severus despises Lucius’ pampering, he cannot fault his vigilance. They
walk in silence, Severus thinking of all the ways a boomslang can kill a fifteen-year-old.

“Apollonius Nott… he does not live with his son, does he?” Narcissa muses quietly.

“No.” Severus is tight-lipped. As Head of Slytherin house, he keeps many secrets. One of them is
the circumstances of Theodore Nott’s living conditions.

“So young Theodore lives with whom?”

“With Jezebel Nott.”

“Apollonius’ sister? I do not know her.”

“She is not well-known.” A woman formed of steel and blood-purity who believes punishment
creates an Heir if the bruises Severus sometimes gives Theodore bruise paste for are anything to go
by.

“Apollonius has been much reduced since his wife’s death.”

Severus nods. Medea and Apollonius lost many children before Theodore and then, when
Theodore was still a child, they lost Medea in a suspicious incident. The Dark Lord may or may
not have been involved. Before his wife’s death, Apollonius was an eager, political servant,
determined to protect his family. Much like an older version of Lucius. After Medea’s death, Nott
no longer cared. Severus noticed his conspicuous absence from the drunken blood supremacists at
the Quidditch World Cup, his silence in the Dark Lord’s meetings since his rebirth. Severus knows
the Dark Lord assumes it is merely age catching up with the old man, but Severus knows different.
Apollonius is disillusioned. After all, it takes one to know one.

But Apollonius is not foolhardy enough to throw himself at Dumbledore’s feet. He will not risk his
child’s life, as I have done.

The thought sours Severus’ mood. He tells himself he did not know of his child when he turned
spy, but it does not matter. If being a death eater endangers your child then being a traitorous death
eater can only be worse.

“How is Lucius?” Severus asks, thinking of death eaters endangering their children. Narcissa stares
at him sharply. She is the most intelligent woman he knows. She understands the timbre of the
question.

“He is well,” she says quietly. “Concerned, perhaps, but well. When Draco returns to school things
shall be quieter.”

Because at Hogwarts, the Dark Lord cannot touch him. No matter what Lucius does. That is what
protective fathers do. They send their children away from danger, not draw them to it. Like Severus
is doing. Severus bids Narcissa farewell and steels himself for the less enjoyable task in his day.
Sighing, he apparatus to Grimmauld Place.

“Severus,” Lupin stops in his tracks at the bottom of the stairs, staring at him. “We didn’t expect
you today.”

If it’s possible, Lupin looks worse than he did the last time Severus visited. He seems thinner in the
face, his hair lank and dirty. It is ten days to the full moon, so it cannot be that.

Black, Severus thinks coldly.

“Dumbledore has asked me to brew for him,” Severus brushes past Lupin to the cellar door. “I
apologise if that is inconvenient for you.”

“No, it’s fine, just give me a moment to —,” Lupin babbles behind him, clattering down the stairs
with him. Severus wonders what he could possibly be hiding down here, in the potions lab Severus
has set aside for his private use. Illegal brewing of Wolfsbane perhaps? Maybe for less fortunate
werewolves without a potions Master connection? Lupin was always an adept potions student but
he’s also a should-have-been bleeding heart Hufflepuff. Moon-sick bloody idiot. Severus prepares
a diatribe for the fool but stops as they stumble down the last step.

Black. Black hunched over a cauldron, sweaty and unshaved. In his potions lab. Severus is
suddenly, violently, incensed.

“Why, Black, I had no idea you were pursuing a potions mastery, but then I suppose you must do
something with all your eons of free time,” Severus drawls, clenching hands into fists. He’s not
foolish enough to show his rage to Black, not when Black is also thin and drawn and looks like he
has not slept in days, but he can sure as hell be a sarcastic, caustic son of a bitch. “Or perhaps you
are simply looking for new ways to prove your absolute ineptitude.”

Black stares at him with red-rimmed eyes, the wide-eyed glance of a man who has been caught
doing something wrong. Then Severus sees it slip in place, Black’s classic sneer, the one he has
worn from boyhood when he is covering his arse.

“What? You think you’re the only one who can manage a pathetic potion, Snivellus?”

The cruel nickname never fails to hurt him, as unstoppable as the dark mark. Severus is keeping
one eye on Black’s wand and the other on his workbench, his previously tidy workbench. He sees
ingredients so rare Black would have had to spend a mountain of galleons to procure them. No
doubt that must have left a paper trail. Unthinking Fool.

“Well, I have some ‘pathetic’ potions that must be brewed for Albus one of which is the draught of
living death, so unless you have grown a capacity to think overnight, though I think the Dark Lord
throwing you a birthday party is more likely, you should get the hell out.”
“It’s my fucking house, Snape, you get the hell out.” Black’s lip draws back in a snarl.

“Padfoot, he needs to brew,” Lupin says behind them.

“No. No! I put up with his hideous, smarmy face for seven years!” Black is yelling now, that
frantic expression that reminds Severus of that night under the Shrieking Shack. Severus’ grip on
his own wand is so tight his nails dig into his palm. “This is my fucking house! I don’t even want to
live here, why should I allow God damned death eaters in it?”

Black kicks the stool beside him and looks like he wants to turn his cauldron over. Before Severus
can throw up a shield, Black actually picks a vial of something probably obscenely expensive and
throws it against the wall where it shatters, a distinctive smell filling the air. Severus’ heart drops.
Unicorn blood.

“Sirius!” Lupin’s voice is as sudden as a cracked whip, underneath it the bark of the wolf snarls.
“Go upstairs. Now.”

It’s a mark of his irritation, Severus thinks, that he doesn’t call Black by that disgusting nickname.
The dog does indeed look like he’s been kicked, staring between Severus and Lupin like they
colluded this together. Then he’s snatching up a piece of paper and brushing past them, knocking
Severus’ shoulder hard. Severus forces himself to stand as still as a statue, trying to give as good as
he gets. He will never, ever back down to this man. He terrorized him for seven years. Severus will
not yield again.

“Padfoot, please,” Lupin tries to mollify the mutt but Black is leaping up the stairs, two at a time,
leaving his lover standing at the foot of them, staring into space. Pathetic.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Severus hisses, marching over the workbench which looks
like the cauldron has exploded several times. “Letting him brew is one thing, letting him brew with
highly illegal ingredients is another!”

“He didn’t tell me,” Lupin reasons dully. “Not until after the ingredients arrived. What was I
supposed to do?”

“Stop him!” Severus snaps. “Unicorn blood, Lupin? Unicorn blood? There is no kind of potion in
existence that uses unicorn blood in a way that is not considered an abomination.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Lupin’s eyes are amber, inching towards orange. He clenches
scarred fists.

“Then you are not only inattentive and oblivious you are complicit!” Severus explodes.

“I don’t know what he’s brewing!” Lupin yells.

“Is that your defence?” Severus sneers. “That you are only enabling a madman in his illegal and
morally repugnant antics? Why does that not fucking surprise me, Lupin? You always loved to be a
bystander to crime.”

“He is losing his damn mind!” Lupin is suddenly too close to Severus, his eyes the colour of a
rising sun, a small growl inside his words. Severus grips the edge of the table, thankful for the
workbench between them. “Dumbledore has him locked away, pulled apart from his godson, living
with people who have no idea how to handle him —,”

“Handle him? Why do you feel the need to 'handle him' like a toddler?” Severus snarls. “I had
never thought you had proclivities that leaned that way, Lupin.”

"You think me a pedophile, Severus?" Lupin's eyes flash.

"I think you have an unnatural need to coddle a grown man like he is an adolescent!"

“Because he is an adolescent!” Lupin explodes. “He’s been a dog for twelve years, Severus, he
went in there at twenty-one and never grew up!”

“So make him!” Severus roars. “Suffering is not an excuse!”

He cannot stand this, he cannot stand Lupin’s insipid defense of a grown man as if Black is the
only one who has suffered. Lily is dead. Regulus is dead. Severus is alone. Lupin stares at him,
breathing hard.

“But it is a reason,” he says quietly. As if that should be enough. Severus huffs, scoffing laughter
echoing in the small cellar.

“You are, and have always been, obscenely entitled,” he sneers. “Every one of your Circe-damned
Marauders. You all seemed to be perpetually laboring under the misapprehension that life should
be kind to you. Like all Gryffindors, you despicably believed that if you were smart enough, witty
enough, handsome enough —,”
Lupin flinches at the word but Severus cannot stop. He hates them for this, James Potter most of
fucking all. Hates his son too for the inheritance of hideous optimism that Dumbledore has ensured
in him.
“ — then you would be spared life’s cruelties. You were naive then and it was still insufferable,
and Dumbledore indulged every last one of you, but now you are adults and I am not at school and
I have no reason to indulge it or accept it any fucking longer!”

Severus is panting hard, staring at Lupin’s face. Lupin’s jaw twitches. Severus sees the way his
fingers have made indents in the surface of the workbench and his stomach clenches at this subtle
display of creature power. Finally, Lupin smirks. An odd expression for him, wry and dark, one
Severus has not seen for a long, long time.

“You believe I labour under a misapprehension of how life should treat me?”
Lupin tilts his head to the side. The long, brutal scar at his throat glimmers white in the low
candlelight.
“I expect to live half as long as you if I’m lucky. I expect my bones to slowly fail until one day, a
rib doesn’t reform when I transform and stabs me in the heart. I expect to bleed out alone in a
forest, to be found naked days later by people who don’t know me, to be buried in a shallow grave
without remembrance. That’s if it’s good. That’s if I’m not murdered by a pack or arrested by the
ministry or die of starvation because I can’t work.” Lupin laughs softly and shakes his head, a
piece of greasy brown hair falling across his tired eyes. “Yes, Severus, my expectations for this life
are high indeed.”

Severus swallows hard. He will not feel sorry for this man. This man who had two loving parents
and a group of caring friends, who was popular and celebrated and who has his lover back from the
dead. He will not.

“Go find your mutt,” Severus sneers. “Have him wipe your tears and hear your woes. Lord knows I
have no use for them.”

Lupin nods smartly, turns, and walks out. Severus tries to ignore it all, tries not to think about
Lupin’s words.
I expect to bleed out alone in a forest.
Was it a worse or better death than what the Dark Lord had in store? Severus could not tell. He
began to clear up some of Black’s mess, puzzling over some of the oddest ingredients he’d seen in

a while. What potion calls for ‘the eyes of a blind sparrow hawk?’ Then he finds it. Underneath a
copy of Advanced Potion Making. A letter. A letter to Potter. Severus is not surprised. He knows
that Potter has been unable to receive correspondence and like Granger was so frustratingly
pointing out last time he was here, it is very suspicious, but he is surprised by the content. Black
sent Potter to claim his Potter heirship because he wanted the Potter Grimoire. Black, who claims
to love the boy-who-lived, sent him out of safety on an errand to the sodding bank.

“Idiot,” Severus mutters. “A fucking fool.”

Severus knows that Gringotts doesn’t encourage their clients to lend out Grimoires. For Black to
forget this or dismiss it, he must desperately be seeking something inside. Then Severus realises
something odder. The words at the bottom of the page that look like they have been burned in and
are not written in Black's own writing.

Only children with the blood of Gryphon and Sleipnir shall touch the Hallowed Grimoire.

Potter has responded to this letter. Or someone has. The words make little immediate sense to
Severus, but he buries them away in his mind just in case. The most important fact, however, is
that on orders not to try and communicate with his brat of a godson outside of the usual post owls,
Black has found a way. Granger was right. Black has been breaking the rules. Rather than making
Severus feel smug, the thought fills him with cold anxiety. When Black breaks the rules, people’s
lives are threatened. Twenty years ago, Severus was one of them.

Fuck Black. Fuck him to hell and back. If I die before finding my heir because of Black's
ineptitude, I will hire a necromancer and bind his soul into the body of a flobberworm.

“Severus?”

He looks up, Lupin is halfway down the stairs, trying not to meet his eyes.

“You need to come upstairs. Professor Dumbledore is here.”

“Is there a meeting?” Severus asks, subtly putting the letter back where he found it.

“No,” Lupin is scratching the backs of his hands. He only does that when he’s worried.
“Something’s happened at Privet Drive.”

Severus knows then that it’s going to be a long, very annoying night.

Dementors
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Piers, the fucking little sadist, has somehow got a hold of a taser.

“My big brother’s a copper now,” Piers grins nastily. “Nicked it off him.”

“Great, so they’ll be someone to arrest your slimy arse,” Harry coughs. They’ve ripped his back
open with their favourite toy again, fucking barbarians, and it’s making it hard to breathe. Also,
Dudley is sitting on his back, pressing his head into the gravel of the bridge-tunnel.

I should have let Theo walk me home.

Even as he thinks it, Harry knows that’s a bad idea. Theo would have killed them both, statute of
secrecy be damned. They’ve had a nice day, really. They met up to check the potion was still
functioning, Theo made fun of Harry’s hair again, they bought ice creams from the truck at the
park and Theo marveled at the shape of muggle coins, just like Ron had in first year. It’s been a
good day. Until now. Piers applies the taser to the back of his neck and every muscle in Harry’s
body is tense and trembling, pain and numbness pulsing through him. It’s like a mild cruciatus
curse, but it still leaves him gasping. It’s then that Harry has a revelation about sadists. Dark Lord
or not, they all fucking suck. And he has the misfortunate life to be the obsessive focus of at least
three of them.

Piers, Voldemort, and Vernon would probably get on really well. They could start a ‘ways to kill
Harry Potter’ club.

Dudley isn’t smart enough to be a sadist, but it doesn’t mean that having his immense body weight
crushing Harry’s lungs while he jerks and writhes isn’t hideously painful.

“I’m not the criminal here,” Piers sneers. “How’s St Brutus’, Pottyhead?”

Dudley guffaws. Harry rolls his eyes. Even armed with literal weapons, Piers Polkiss cannot come
up with a good insult to save his life. Harry, on the other hand, has been taught by Snape for four
years. And the Weasley twins.

“Fucking grand,” Harry spits. “You measly, dunderheaded, shit-for-brains pimple-arsed cunt.”

There is a small silence. Piers stares down at him, mouth open as if astonished such words could
even be spoken into existence. Unfortunately, Dudley is more than familiar with Harry’s filthy
tongue. When your abusive cousin is four times your size and you can’t do magic outside of
school, blistering insults are your only avenue of defense.

“Don’t listen to this tosser, Piers,” Dudley snarls, pressing his fat knee against Harry’s spine. Harry
winces as his hips grind into the concrete. Harry thinks about his wand, still in his hand, and every
curse he wishes he could throw in Dudley's face. “What the fuck do you know about cunt, Potty?
You with your little boyfriend who I hear you wanking over every fucking night?”

“What?” Piers cackles. “He tosses off to guys? You’re a sick pervert, Potty!”

Harry can’t help the horrible embarrassment rising in his cheeks, red and burning. Absurdly, he
feels betrayed by Dudley. It’s one thing for his cousin to torture him with Cedric, but it’s another
thing entirely for him to tell Piers. Harry’s hand clenches furiously around his wand.

“Yeah, he like, moans his name!” Dudley laughs. “Cedric this, Cedric that —,”

“What kind of a poofter name is Cedric?” Piers shrieks.

Harry has never wanted to kill Dudley Dursley more. Rage is leaking into his mind, the ecstatic,
slippery red rage that Tom spills into his nightmares. Harry doesn’t push it away. He grabs it.

“It’s a goddamn fairy name,” Dudley leers over him, hot pickle breath on Harry’s cheek. “Because
that’s what you are, Potty. You’re crooked, you’re a dirty homo, you’re a fucking fa —,”

“Don’t say another fucking word.”

The rage ignites and Harry twists his arm and upper body painfully so he can shove his wand
straight at Dudley’s jaw. It pushes into the rolls of flesh. Dudley’s eyes widen in fear.

“You can’t,” Dudley whispers. “Dad will kill you.”

“Not if I kill you first,” Harry snarls.

“Come on, Big D, it’s just a fucking stick!” Piers taunts above him. “You can take him!”

“You shut the fuck up!” Dudley roars at Piers, his eyes twitching. Harry can see the memory of the
pigtail and the ton tongue toffee in Dudley’s eyes. Piers takes a step back, holding up his taser like
it’s the answer. Harry almost snorts with laughter. Harry’s got the burn from a million tasers at the
end of his ‘stick’ and Dudley knows it.

“Tell your bastard friend to fuck off,” Harry whispers. “Do it, Big D, or I swear, Piers will be
telling everyone about your new donkey head.”

Dudley’s face pales. He starts breathing harder. Harry knows that this is what Dudley fears most
from magic; embarrassing transformation. Only because he doesn’t realise what pain is available.

“Go, Piers,” Dudley commands. “Leave him to me. This is … a family thing.”

Piers grins nastily. A family thing is a code for Vernon.

“Fine,” Piers says, pouting as he tucks his taser away. “But we still need to test this. I’m gonna go
find one of old Figgy’s cats.”

Harry watches Piers skulk away, praying that all of Mrs Figg’s many cats are smart enough to
avoid him.

You fucking sadistic little dick-face, one day I’m going to turn you into a cat and then crucio you
until your eyes bleed, you spotty demon —

Dudley interrupts Harry’s elaborate cursing of Piers Polkiss by grabbing his wand arm. He pushes
it down to the ground so fast and hard that Harry gasps. There goes the other fucking wrist.

“You think you can threaten me in front of my friends?” Dudley snarls. “You little shit!”

“Reckon so!” Harry jerks his knee hard in between Dudley’s legs and Dudley lets out a highpitched shriek of pain. Harry tries to scramble out of his grip, but Dudley is like a beached whale
on top of him, one pudgy hand crawling its way up to Harry’s throat.

“You’re going to pay for that so hard, Potter,” Dudley growls, face still screwed up in pain but his
fingers are closing tight. Harry can’t speak. If he can’t speak, he can’t possibly cast a spell. Fuck.

“HARRY!”

Suddenly a dragon-skin boot appears out of nowhere, kicking Dudley’s arm away from Harry’s
throat. Dudley howls. Harry rolls away from his cousin and gasps for air.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you muggle scumbag?”

Harry stares blearily up at Theo Nott, standing over Dudley Dursley with one boot on his groin and
his wand pointed down. Theo looks angrier than Harry has ever seen him. His rage is like a black
mist, floating around him. The lights of the underpass flicker and go out.

Wow, Theo must be really fucking angry.

“Stop, please,” Dudley is gabbling. “You’re - you’re freezing me to death!”

“Come to think of it, it is cold. Harry’s breath is misting in front of him. So is Theo’s, though he
doesn’t appear to notice.

“Theo. Theo!” Harry shouts to get his attention. Theo pulls blazing iron eyes away from Dudley to
stare at Harry. “Reverse the spell.”

“I haven’t cast yet,” Theo frowns, glancing at the darkness around them. Slippery darkness.
Dragging, rattling, freezing darkness. Fuck no. Theo’s eyes widen. They turn together to look down
the end of the tunnel.

Dementors. Fucking dementors.

“Run,” Harry whispers.

Dudley scrambles to his feet and runs like a rabbit towards the end of the tunnel not occupied by a
hideous spectre of a wizard's worst nightmares. Theo and Harry follow behind, Harry struggling to
stay upright and Theo quickly pulling Harry’s arm around his shoulders for support.

“Why did you come back?” Harry croaks. Dudley’s fingers crushing his windpipe have taken his
voice.

“Sahara made me, said you were in danger —,”

“It’s so cold,” Sahara hisses from inside Theo’s jacket. “And he was.”

“Dementors,” Theo whispers. “How the fuck —?”

“I don’t know, but we need to get Dudley out of here,” Harry whispers. “Do you know the
patronus charm?”

Coldness has descended, so sudden and frigid that both of them stop in their tracks, gasping for
breath. Ahead of them, Dudley has crumpled to the ground. Harry can see why. Ahead of him,
another Dementor is looming, bending over him like prey. Harry fumbles for his wand, ready to
cast, and then it happens. Green light fills Harry’s vision just as explosive pain bursts into hideous
light behind his scar.

Fuck Tom, not now.

He drops to his knees, unable to fight the intense coldness and the fire in his head all at once. Theo
is babbling terrified words above him but Harry can’t make sense of it. Harry feels blood under his
fingers, oozing through the lightning bolt on his forehead before he succumbs to the screaming.

Kill the spare.

Take Harry and run!

Stand aside, girl!

Kill the spare.

Cedric’s dead eyes. Cedric’s dirty yellow jersey. Cedric, limp in his arms, no longer breathing, no
longer laughing, as the stadium bursts into hideous applause around him.

Avada Kedavra!

His mother's scream. James Potter's voice. Amos Diggory’s howling grief filling the air. The cold
in Harry’s lungs is drowning him, soaking him through to his skin. Cedric’s face. Cedric’s eyes.

If I lose my soul, will I lose Cedric too?

“Harry.”

A voice nearby tugs on him, dragging him away from the swirling of green-lit darkness. Theo is
lying a foot away from him, twitching on the ground, white as death. White as Cedric. His eyes are
fixed desperately on Harry, silver eyes that are turning duller by the second. A dementor floats
above him, curled over, bony fingers reaching up to lower its hood.

No.

There is life in Harry again, there’s fire and ice and lightning and thunder in his fingers and he
raises his wand. I await a guardian. Harry thinks of Theo’s smile, Theo’s hand in his hair and
warm heir ring against his back.

“Expecto Patronum,” Harry whispers. His heir rings alight.

Prongs bursts forth, so solid and real his hooves clatter on the ground. He tosses his magnificent
head and charges towards Theo. The Dementor caught in his antlers doesn’t flee as Harry expects,
it shrieks. Harry stares. The Dementor has been hurt. Determination and satisfaction rise in Harry
like liquid gold and he struggles to his feet.

“Take them,” Harry croaks, barely any voice left.

Prongs’ eyes gleam with excitement. Is it Harry’s imagination or is the silver mist he is usually
made of turning iridescent or becoming gold? The Potter ring warms him happily and Prongs
charges at Dudley’s Dementor, lancing it right through so that it howls into the night, a voice made
up of a thousand death throes. Then it’s finished. Theo is pulling himself slowly upwards, staring
at the shimmering stag before him. Prongs looks between Theo and Harry and tips his grand head
to them before vanishing. The lack of his presence leaves Harry less warm.

"Fuck." Theo is staring at the hoof prints in the gravel. “That … that Patronus was real.”

“You okay?” Harry croaks. He’s trying not to sway on his feet. He misses Prongs.

“I am now,” Theo looks Harry up and down with outright astonishment. It makes Harry realise
how often Theo is hiding his true expressions behind the mask he has always worn.

“Come on,” Harry offers Theo a hand and pulls him to his feet, but the effort is too much. He
wavers, feeling all the blood rush out of his head, and then Theo’s arms are wrapped around him,
strong and alive and holding him up.

“Casting a bloody NEWT level spell, no wonder you're fucking exhausted,” Theo grumbles in his
ear.

“Yeah, yeah, saving your life, how rude of me,” Harry mumbles back. “Let’s get Dudley.”

“Or we could leave him to rot since he was about to kill you,” Theo snaps but helps Harry walk
over to Dudley who is lying on the floor, staring into space with trembling jowls.

“Come on, Big D,” Harry grunts, grabbing one arm whilst Theo grabs the other. “Let’s get you
home.”

Together, they drag Dudley along Privet Drive to slump him on the doorstep of number four. They
are both breathless and sweating in the still lingering August heat. Harry feels like he's feverish but
ignores it, reluctantly digging in Dudley’s pocket for his house key.

“They’re out,” Harry explains as Theo raises his eyebrows. “But they’ll be back soon. We need to
make him better before they come back.”

Theo doesn’t ask why, he just helps Harry haul Dudley over the threshold. Dudley collapses in the
hallway, vomiting onto the rug.

“Jesus Christ,” Harry runs a shaking hand through his hair. “This looks bad. What do Dementors
do to muggles, exactly?”

“You’re asking me?” Theo shakes his head. “I know shit about muggles.”

“He smells like his soul is weak,” Sahara hisses, poking her head out of Theo’s collar. “It’s
warmer in here.”

“Fuck,” Harry scrambles into the kitchen, lurching around looking for some chocolate. Dudley’s
fucking diet. Just when he thinks it can’t get worse, the letters arrive.

First, he’s expelled. Then seconds later, Arthur Weasley sends a fucking note that tells him not to
leave the house or ‘surrender his wand.’

“As if I’d let you do that,” Theo snorts, crumpling the infuriating note into his fist and Harry feels
vindicated. He tries to think but his whole body feels like it's made of paper. Expelled. Fucking
Expelled. Wonderful.

“And I thought it couldn’t get worse than dementors,” Harry mutters.

He tries to distract himself by trying to pour some of the chocolate flavored Slim-Fast he found in
the fridge down Dudley’s throat. Even when he is basically a shell of a nervous breakdown,
Dudley still compulsively gulps down food. Harry rolls his eyes. Some things never change. Then
the second letter arrives. Harry scans it then throws it to Theo.

“Not expelled now. Just on probation.”

Theo reads it and looks up at him, eyebrows.

“Thought experiment." Theo tilts his head to the side. "Is being on probation to be expelled better
or worse than facing a basilisk?”

Harry snorts in relief. This is a shit situation but Theo is here and that makes it better. Then
Kreacher pops into the room holding out a note.

“Heir Black smells of vomit,” Kreacher wrinkles his long nose.

“Yeah, he does,” Harry says tiredly. Kreacher stares at Dudley in curiosity.

“Is the fat muggle dead?” he asks hopefully.

“We’re not that lucky, Kreacher,” Harry sighs.

“Then what is wrong with the fat muggle?” Kreacher pokes Dudley who opens his eyes, sees
Kreacher, and moans pathetically.

“Dementors,” Harry takes the note from Kreacher’s hand.

“That from Black?” Theo asks. He's taken over pouring the Slim-Fast into Dudley's mouth and is

doing it with the type of disdain that reveals he sort of hopes Dudley chokes.

Harry looks at Kreacher who is prodding Dudley and making him whimper. Kreacher nods
distractedly. Harry opens the note and loses his shit.

Harry, DO NOT LEAVE THE HOUSE. Don’t do anything stupid. If you do any more magic you
WILL be expelled. Moony will come tomorrow. Padfoot.

“Well, that’s great. That’s fucking great!” Harry kicks one of the kitchen chairs over, balls the note
into his fist, and throws it ineffectively at the fridge.

Sirius, you utter shit.

Theo reaches down at uncrumples it, reading it quickly.

“Heartfelt,” he drawls as Sahara hisses at the paper like it took her snacks.

“He’s telling me not to do anything stupid? Him? He fucking sent me to Gringotts with a
murderous sodding house elf!” Harry yells. “No offense, Kreacher.”

“Kreacher is not offended,” Kreacher mutters, still poking the rolls of fat around Dudley’s neck,
mesmerized. “Kreacher will be revenged.”

“See?” Harry explodes, grabbing handfuls of his hair, the sharp tug of the pull releasing some of
the pain of this, of his godfather being such an unfeeling dick. “He’s not written to me in fucking
weeks and this is what I get? No, I’m fine, Sirius, thanks for asking, it’s not like I watched my
boyfriend get murdered, had all three fucking unforgivables cast on me, was abandoned in muggle
hell without any god-damned contact, and then attacked by fucking DEMENTORS!”

His Black ring is sending icy pulses down his wrist as if wishing for someone to curse. Harry can’t
stop it when white light shoots out of his finger and turns the note in Theo’s hand to dust. Theo
steps back, Kreacher hisses lightly and Dudley moans. Harry clenches his trembling hand tight into
a fist, breathes hard.

“You survived all three unforgivable curses?” Theo asks, voice quiet.

Harry slumps into a chair. “One imperius, two or three rounds of crucio and a dodged Avada.”
Harry holds up three fingers. “The Riddler likes the complete set.”

Green light. Dead eyes. Bloody bared teeth.

He won’t think about that right now. Vernon isn't home yet which means the Dementors might not
be the worst thing he has to endure tonight. He straightens up, stares at Theo, as if realising right
now that he’s still here.

“You should go,” Harry sighs. “Quickly. They’ll be home soon.”

Theo stares at him.

“If you think I’m leaving you here, you are out of your fucking mind.”

“Maybe,” Harry snorts and stands up, moving towards the front door. “But I can't leave with you
and you can't stay here, so...”

“What, you’re staying here because Black told you to?” Theo grabs his arm, voice raised. “Fuck
him! You need to come with me, you need to let me heal you —,”

“I’m fine,” Harry says, staunchly ignoring the way his hands have not stopped shaking.

“You’re barely standing up, Harry!” Theo tugs him closer.

“I’ve had worse,” Harry says weakly, shaking Theo off. Theo glares, teeth gritted.

“And you think that makes me more likely to leave you here?” Theo growls. “You realise he will
kill you, right? His son is fucking catatonic in there, this isn't a boa at the zoo or a floating
dish! You think he won’t punish you for that?”

Harry regrets sharing all the stories of his accidental magic with Theo right now. Especially
because Theo is absolutely correct.

“I can’t go, Theo!” Harry snaps. “I can’t go because we’d need to do magic to get me anywhere we
could possibly be safe from death eaters —,” where I could keep you safe, and I would do anything
to keep you safe right now, “— and then I would be expelled for certain! And I cannot be expelled,
Theo.”

Harry stares at him. He knows that Theo will get this. Hogwarts is a safe place for ten months of
the year. Hogwarts is home.

“Fine,” Theo squares his shoulders. Harry feels a tug of sweet relief. Everything is going to hell,
but Theo knows. “I’ll go. But I’m coming back later.”

“You can’t!”

Theo reaches out and touches Harry's neck. Cool hands against tender skin, already swelling with a
bruise. Theo’s eyes are full of silver fire, his lips a tight, white line.

“Fucking watch me.”

He places a palm against Harry’s cheek and Harry feels like his whole spirit is leaning up to press
against it. He holds his breath. Then he hears the sound of a car pulling into the driveway.

"The nestmates have come back," Sahara hisses.

“Go,” Harry whispers. “Out the back.”

Theo nods and brushes past him. Harry hears the back door click and feels a swell of sudden
exhaustion. His back is agonising, his throat raw. Swallowing painfully, he turns to Kreacher.

“You have to go too, Kreacher.”

“Kreacher will stay hidden,” Kreacher says. He’s looking at Harry oddly, two fingers pulling one
of Dudley’s pudgy ears. Harry is too tired to argue. Fuck, this is all so exhausting. He hears the
murmur of voices. Vernon’s voice. A bile-filled rise of panic soars up his throat.

“Hey Kreacher,” he croaks. “Don’t let him kill me okay?”

Kreacher raises his eyebrows and Harry knows he has to be specific. He doesn’t have much energy
but he summons a tiny flare of the Black magic and speaks his terms.

“I mean, after he’s done whatever he’s going to do, when he’s …” Harry gulps, “... finished, try
and keep me alive. No magic that can be traced, nothing that’s going to get me in trouble, and
don’t kill them or hurt them just … keep me alive. Okay?”

Kreacher stares at him. Harry hears the engine turning off. He needs this vow now. He flexes his
finger, trying to drag the magic up and he sees Kreacher’s mouth twist in irritation when it hits
him.

“Kreacher will keep Heir Black alive,” Kreacher mutters. “If only to kill him at a later date.”

Harry sighs in relief. At least that’s familiar.

“Thanks, Elf Black,” he feels himself detaching, the not-caring rising up in anticipation of the pain
to come but there's something else now. He's not entirely alone. “I’m glad you’re here.”

He sees Kreacher’s eyes widen before he becomes invisible. Harry nods and takes a deep breath.
He hears the front door open and closes his eyes. Just another enemy, another horror to be endured.
Oddly, it’s his Prince ring that flickers with the last of his energy. Calm as the deepest ocean,
promises of darkness moving under the surface. Survive, it seems to whisper. Survive.
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“Fuck, fuck, fucking hell, how is there so much blood?”

A whispered voice, somewhere above him. Or next to him. Wherever he is. Whoever he is. He
tries to move something of this body he's in but nothing does.

“The big ugly muggle stamped on the Master’s wounds when he finished beating his face.”

“What wounds?” A pressure under his shoulder, pushing him up and turning him over. A groan
that may or may not have come from him. Warm hands cradling his neck. Whoever is holding him
is tender and kind and something makes him think that’s unusual.

“Holy fuck. Was he trying to kill him?”

“Kreacher thinks so, yes.”

Kreacher. Kreacher the murderous house elf. Kreacher the murderous house elf of the House of
Black. Kreacher is his house elf because he is Heir Black. Because he is Harry fucking Potter and
his godfather is useless and his uncle tried to beat him to death. Harry groans. He feels a tingling in
his fingers, the flickering ice of his Black ring.

“Master is waking up, Kreacher feels it,” a rasping voice says.

“I see it,” A warm hand grabs him, turning his face gently towards the sound of a sweet voice.
“Harry? Can you hear me? What hurts worst, Harry?”

What a fucking question. It requires Harry to do a scan of his body with his drifting mind and
realise that, fuck, not much doesn’t hurt right now. His face is sore. His throat feels like a vice grip,
when he swallows it stings like a bitch, but his back, Jesus Christ, his back.

“Back,” Harry groans.

“Okay. I’m going to turn you over, okay?” Gentle fingers are lifting his t-shirt over his head. “So I
can help.”

The voice is soft. It reminds him of Hermione but it’s deeper, warmer than hers. Also, it starts a
tingling in his abdomen that Hermione’s never does. Someone’s voice used to be like that, though.
Who’s voice was that?

“Cedric,” Harry whispers. "Cedric?"

The hands on his shoulders still for a moment. The long, impossibly long and gnarled fingers that
are carding gently through his hair stop too.

"Master talks of Heir Diggory?" Kreacher whispers.

“Harry?” The hands touch his face. “Harry, do you know where you are?”

“With Kreacher,” Harry mumbles. Those long fingers must be Kreacher’s, but why are they
touching his hair? “Kreacher, don’t pull my hair out.”

Kracher snorts above him. He doesn't stop holding his head though. I'm going to be bald by
tomorrow, then.

“This is going to hurt, Harry,” the warm Cedric voice whispers. “I’m sorry. Please don’t scream.”

“Don’t scream, never scream,” Harry shakes his head. Why is Kreacher still playing with his hair?
“Voldemort had all my screams.”

“Master speaks of the Dark Lord,” Kreacher mutters.

“Quiet, Kreacher,” the warm voice hisses. Does he hiss? Can Harry hear hissing?

“You are dying,” whisper the hisses.

“I know. It’s okay.”

“It is not.”

The hisses are mad but Harry doesn’t know why, and he doesn’t have time to think about it
because a warm palm is pressed into the top of his shoulder and it burns.

“Pain,” Harry hisses. It is too much pain for words, only hisses and groans. “Pain, pain, pain.”

The hand releases and so does the pressure, but the pain goes on, stretching like a knife made of
fire.

“Harry, speak to me, tell me what’s happening?” The voice like Cedric’s sounds worried,
panicked.

“Burns. Hurts. Burns. Pain.”

“In English, Harry, please,” the voice pleads.

He doesn’t understand what Cedric is asking or why he sounds so sad. He reaches up into his hair
and finds Kreacher’s hands, willing him to understand, pulsing ice through his veins to make him
understand.

“Burns, burning through, so much pain, can’t breathe.”

Kreacher takes a startled breath above him, his little hands clench in Harry’s.

“Master says it burns,” Kreacher’s voice trembles. “That it is too much pain, he cannot breathe.”

“How … how did you do that, Kreacher?”

The voice sounds frightened now. Harry wants to reassure Cedric that it’s fine, it’s totally fine, but
he’s coughing now and tasting blood.

“Master made it happen,” Kreacher holds Harry’s head still and commands Cedric. “Heal the
Master. Quickly.”

The hand presses down again and Harry hisses more, not screaming because screaming is not
allowed, never allowed in this house. When he lives with Sirius it will be better. Where is Sirius?
Sirius held his hand after the graveyard, Sirius slept on his bed, wet dog-nose pressed against his
cheek. He wants him, wants him so much that something is breaking inside.

“Sirius,” Harry half sobs, his breath so sharp and painful in his chest. “Sirius, help me.”

Kreacher gasps above him.

“What’s he saying?” Cedric’s voice asks, trembling. The hand still presses, and Harry feels like his
skin is being painfully remade, stitched together with a thousand tiny, painful needles.

“Master calls for Lord Black to help him,” Kreacher murmurs.

“You’ll get to see him soon, Harry,” the Cedric voice says. “It will be okay, I promise, just keep
breathing. They’re - they’re nearly healed.”

Harry doesn’t know what they are, but he’s feeling sleepy. Like he can drop into an ocean of
blissful soft darkness and never feel pain again. Then the hissing draws closer, a dry, damp flicker

against his cheek. It’s full of sparks that jolt him, send shivers down his body. Someone filled him
sparks recently, pulsed a thousand jolts of livewire through his skin. It hurt. God, it hurt.

“What are you doing?”

“Feeding you back your magic,” the hisses whisper. “Keep you alive.”

Alive. Is he alive? Is Cedric alive? Where are they, that they are both here?

“Is it worth it?”

“You are worth it, Greenheart.”

Greenheart. Sahara. The Apocathary. Nott. No, that’s not right, that’s not right anymore. He’s
someone else now. Someone else entirely. Then Harry feels it, the cool freshness of ponds in
spring and summer rain, spreading under the skin of his back, splashing over the burning fire and
quenching it. He smells burnt parchment so close to his face, tastes thunderstorms. Feels safe.

“Theo,” Harry whispers, licking his dry lips. Theo, not Cedric. “Theo?”

“Yes, Harry,” Theo sounds relieved. “I’m here. I’ve … I’ve stopped the bleeding.”

“That’s … that’s good, Theo.”

Harry still feels drowsy, like he could fall into darkness, but Sahara is zapping him with magic like
tiny insect bites. He swats at her ineffectually.

“Stop it,” he moans. “Itches.”

“Stay awake, Greenheart. Stay awake, stay alive.”

“Tired. Let me sleep.”

“Master must not sleep,” Kreacher croaks. “Master must stay awake.”

“Kreacher?” Harry opens his eyes. Two yellow orbs look down on him from above. Theo sits
beside him on the floor, gripping his shoulder. He’s lying on his side in the dark of his bedroom.
“You understand parseltongue?”

“No,” Kreacher shakes his head. “Master puts his words in Kreacher’s head, uses the Heir magic.
Master must take it back. It hurts.”

“Oh,” Harry frowns. “Sorry, Kreacher.”

He unfurls the tether of ice he didn’t realise was twisting between them, relaxing the finger with
his Black ring on so it is no longer rigid. Kreacher sighs, little shoulders slumping.

“Kreacher thanks Master.”

Harry grins slowly, looking at the grumpy house elf, dawning realisation filling him up with smug
satisfaction. It’s a distraction from pain at least.

“And Master thanks Kreacher.”

Kreacher stiffens, glaring down at Harry with a mix of homicidal mania and horror. Theo sighs at
Harry in frustration, but can't seem to stop petting Harry's hair fondly.

“Don’t worry, Kreacher, I’m deeply flattered,” Harry chortles. “It’s so nice to hear how you really
feel.”

Kreacher makes a noise of disgust and steps away from them, his yellow eyes full of loathing and a
little bit of joy. Just the sight of it invigorates Harry and he grins even wider. There’s energy
pulsing down the Black ring, making him feel more alive. Kreacher’s angry magic tastes like overbrewed coffee and resentment.

“Kreacher should have let Heir Black bleed out on the floor like the pitiful bastard brat he is,”
Kreacher seethes.

“I’m sure you’ll get another chance, elf Black, thanks mainly to you.” Harry grins, then coughs into
his hand. He looks down at it. Sees red. Sways. “Oh. Crap.”

His head swims again. He feels his energy drop like a stone and he flops forward. Theo catches
him softly, lowers him back down onto the bed. Harry winces when his bare back meets the sheets
but it’s not so bad now. Theo’s managed to knit his flayed skin back together, or at least that’s what
it feels like.

“You’re bleeding internally. Shit.” Theo wipes Harry’s hand quickly with the edge of his bedsheet.
“We need to get you out of here.”

“Can’t,” Harry mumbles. Why does it feel like everything in his body is made of iron, weighing
him down? “Have to stay. Remus is coming. In the morning.”

“You’ll be dead in the morning if I don’t get you somewhere I can brew and do magic,” Theo
snaps.

“I’ll survive. Promise.” Harry smiles weakly at Theo. “Always do.”

He remembers Vernon’s anger, his apoplectic rage. How he came to Harry’s room and locked the
door and Harry just knew. How Harry’s Prince ring whispered to him, over and over: Surive.
Survive. Survive.

“Not good enough,” Theo says. He places his hand on the side of Harry’s head, tugging a curl
gently. “You’re coming with me, Potter. No excuses.”

Harry can’t help it. The relief that floods him is too strong, too overwhelming to bear and a tear
slips down his cheek. Someone wants him. Someone wants to save him. Someone wants him to
live.

“How?” Harry draws a rattling, painful breath. “No … magic. Expelled. Not safe.”

He closes his eyes. He doesn’t have enough energy for all the words he wants to say. Don’t risk
your life for mine, Theo. It’s not worth it.

“We need a muggle way to get you far enough from Privet Drive that Kreacher can apparate us
somewhere without causing suspicion. Our wands have traces on them and any magic he does here
will be presumed to be yours, but it won’t be if we get far enough away,” Theo bites his lip, in an
uncharacteristic show of insecurity. This tells Harry one thing. Theo is worried out of his god
damned mind.

“The fat muggle has a carriage,” Kreacher says.

“A car,” Harry corrects, closing his eyes. God, he’s so dizzy.

“Let’s use that then,” Theo nods sharply. “How do we summon it?”

Is Theo really planning on stealing Vernon Dursley's car?

Harry never thought he’d hear a plan more absurd than the Weasley twins driving a flying car to
break him out, but here it is. Harry does what he does best with absurd plans and jumps on board.

“Don’t summon. Unlock. Drive.” Harry sighs heavily and closes his eyes. “Vernon’s room. Forget
it.”

It’s more than any of their lives worth to go sneaking into Vernon’s bedroom. Harry's alive right
now because Vernon is asleep. If he wakes up, game over.

“Kreacher has the keys.”

“What?” Harry's eyes fly open and he stares at the BMW keys in the little elf’s hand. “How?”

“Kreacher could not hurt big muggle,” Kreacher scowls. “Heir Black made him swear. So
Kreacher takes his precious things.”

“His things?” Harry asks weakly. Kreacher nods and pulls out of thin air a fat wallet a mobile
phone and a moustache comb. Harry stares. Vernon Dursley has been pickpocketed by a magical
creature. Then he starts to laugh, laughs until he coughs and then the coughing tastes like blood
again and Theo brushes his hair from his brow softly.

“We need to go,” Theo whispers. “You’re burning up.”

“My stuff,” Harry croaks weakly. “Hedwig…”

Theo nods and walks over to Hedwig’s cage, letting the beautiful snowy owl hop out. Then Theo
bends to whisper something to her and she, cocking her head up to him, ruffles her feathers and
takes to the sky.

“She’ll find her way,” Theo says. Kreacher is already moving around the room with surprising
efficiency, packing Harry’s trunk and slapping Theo’s hand when he tries to organise it. Sahara has
coiled herself softly around Harry’s wrist, the one with the old break rather than the new sprain,
and is still feeding him jolts of magic through her tongue.

“Quit it,” Harry hisses down at her.

“No. Not until you can send it back to me, Greenheart.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are not. You will die if the Grey One does not save you.”

“Don’t blame him if he cannot,” Harry lifts a heavy finger to stroke her head weakly. His eyes lids
feel like they are full of sand. “Will you stay with him, if he cannot?”

“I do not know.” Sahara brushes her nostrils against his thumb. “Perhaps I shall come here to kill
the nest-mates who hurt you.”

“I would be okay with that,” Harry feels like he’s drifting, anchored only by Sahara’s flickers of
magic and Theo and Kreacher’s soft bickering. “There’s a boy, Piers Polkiss. You could eat him
for me. If I’m dead, I mean.”

“It shall be done.”

Then Harry can die happy. If he can't take down Tom Riddle he can at least make sure all of Mrs
Figg's cats are spared the sadistic revelry of Piers Fucking Polkiss.

“Harry,” Theo kneels down beside him, Harry turns his head slowly. “I’m going to carry your
trunk but I need you to try and walk, okay?”

It seems impossible, but so did stabbing the basilisk. Or facing the dragon. Or living after Cedric.
Harry sighs and swings heavy legs over the edge of the bed, setting them on the floor. His head
feels like a fairground ride. He clutches the edge of the bed.

"Fuck," he whispers.

“Kreacher will help.”

The elf is suddenly grasping Harry’s hand, pulling him up with astonishing strength and then
clamping Harry’s trembling hand on his wrinkly head. Harry feels a surge of familiar energy.
Kreacher’s magic is holding him up. Bitter and resentful and proud and determined as fuck. He
stares at Kreacher for a moment and then nods. Theo opens the door as quietly as possible. They
make an odd procession, Theo carrying Harry’s trunk down the stairs (like it weighs fucking
nothing, Harry realises), Harry wobbling along with Kreacher moving beside him like a very angry
walking stick and Sahara coiling her way slowly up his arm. None of them dares to breathe or
speak until Theo has used his penknife to unlock the front door and they are all standing in the hot
darkness of an August night in Privet Drive. Theo unlocks the boot of the BMW, raising it slowly
and quietly whilst Harry and Kreacher stand and watch. Harry can feel every wrinkle on
Kreacher’s skull.

“You’ve got a weird head, elf Black,” Harry whispers.

“Heir Black is in no position to call Kreacher weird,” Kreacher mutters. “Heir Black is falling to
pieces.”

“At least I still have hair though. Why don’t house elves have hair?”

Kreacher stares at him like he’s insane and then opens the back doors, pushing Harry so that he
falls across the back seat with a groan.

“Don’t push him!” Theo hisses. “He’s dying!”

“He will be,” Kreacher mutters darkly and Harry chortles into the leather seats, Sahara hissing
angrily about how elves are particularly susceptible to boomslang venom.

“Do you even know how to drive?” Harry asks thickly, painfully rolling so he’s lying on his side
looking forward. Theo climbs into the front seat as Kreacher slides into the passenger one.

“No,” Theo runs a hand through his hair. “Do you?”

Well, fuck. Here we go.

Harry feels like his head might drop off his neck at any moment but if they've got any chance of
getting away from here in once piece, he has to do this one thing.

“Yeah, listen up,” Harry closes his eyes. “It’s like steering a boat, like the Durmstrang ship, right?
It’s an automatic so you don’t have to worry about gears —,”

“What the fuck are gears?” Theo's voice is a touch higher than usual. He might as well be
shrieking.

“Don’t panic, just listen,” Harry breathes quietly. Once Theo turns the key, Vernon will probably
wake up. They’ll only have a few minutes. “The wheel in front of you does all the steering, but the
power comes from the right foot pedal. It’s like leaning forward on a broom, yeah? The left one is
your brake, like pulling up on a broom.”

“So I’m supposed to steer and do shit with my feet at the same time?”

“You do the same with a broom,” Harry snaps.

“I don’t fly like you do, Harry!” Theo turns to glare at him. “I read books and brew potions! I'm
not a fucking quidditch star!”

“Yeah, because you’re a geek,” Harry smiles tiredly. “But even a geek can drive a car.”

“Kreacher can do foot things,” Kreacher says, clambering into the footwell as Theo stiffens to have
the elf so close to him. Harry smirks. He’s probably remembering Kreacher’s desire to kill him for
besmirching Harry’s virtue. “Heir Nott must just say stop or go.”

“Stop or go, I can do that,” Theo mutters. “How does it start?”

Harry takes a deep breath. He’s so glad that Vernon parked the car facing down the drive rather
than up it. At least this way they don’t have to contend with reversing.

“Put the key in the lock at the side of the wheel and twist it until it roars. Then press go, Kreacher,
okay? Theo, it’s gonna be fast so steer as hard as you can.”

Theo nods. Turns the key. The engine rumbles into life and Kreacher presses the acceleration with
what feels like his whole body. The back tyres screech. Light from the upstairs landing floods
down onto the drive but they're off. Harry rolls forward, hits his head on the back of Kreacher’s
seat and then jerks back as they are roaring down Privet Drive, screeching away.

“Fucking hell, it’s faster than a Nimbus!” Theo yells, but Harry isn’t listening. He lets his head fall
back against the leather and feels the tingling warmth of the seat warmers under his skin. He’s out
of Privet Drive. He’s with Theo. He's stolen Vernon Dursley's car. He lets himself smile before he
slips into unconsciousness.

________________

“Harry? Harry, wake up!”

Harry opens his eyes sluggishly. He looks up. Theo is crouched in the open car door, looking down

at Harry with concern in his eyes. It softens when Harry quirks a smile at him. There is a dark
forest behind Theo, and Harry turns to see Kreacher muttering in the front seat. He seems to have
found an AA map and is staring at it like he wants to burn it.

“What’s up?” Harry croaks.

“I should be asking you that,” Theo smiles. “I want to check your wounds before we go any
further.”

“Oh. Right.” Harry sits up, wincing. Theo holds his shoulder, guides Harry forward so he can
examine his back. He touches gently but Harry still shivers, pressing his forehead against the
leather seat.

“Where are we?” he mumbles.

“Further North. We’ve been going for three hours,” Theo says. Harry feels the cool tingle of the
Nott Ring as Theo presses a soft palm over the sorest spot. “Kreacher thinks we should travel as far
as we can the muggle way before he apparatus us inside the wards.”

“Are we safe?” Harry hisses in through his teeth as Theo’s hand moves to the middle of his spine.
He has a memory of a man’s boot crashing down on him again and again.

“The less magic we use, the safer we’ll be,” Theo touches his other hand to Harry’s bare waist,
stroking softly. Harry sighs. “It’s almost impossible to track a wizard who’s gone muggle. We just
need to get a bit further North.”

Harry nods against the leather, swallows hard. Being awake, he's aware suddenly of the tumbling
vortex of pain different parts of him are falling through. It's not been this bad in a long time. Not
since before Fawkes cried on him in the Chamber of Secrets. That can't be a good thing.

“Will I make it?” he croaks out. No use beating around the bush.

“I feel like I should ask you that,” Theo’s hand stills. “I … I don’t know how you’re still alive.”

“Neither do I,” Harry rubs his twinging scar against the seat and sighs. "Maybe the Riddler put a
spell on me so only he can finish me off."

“It's your magic,” Sahara hisses. “It sustains you, but not forever. You have until dawn.”

Harry nods. It’s better to know, he reckons, even if he has no fucking clue what it means.

“Sahara says I’ve got until morning before my magic stops keeping me alive,” Harry mutters. “Do
you understand that?”

“Yes,” Theo tugs Harry gently backwards so he's leaning back in the seat and Theo can look into
his eyes. “It means I’m going to drive this muggle carriage like you fly a broom after a snitch and
you are going to fucking live, Harry Potter-Black-Prince-Slytherin.”

“As you wish, Heir Nott.” Harry laughs hoarsely and then groans.

Theo nods and traces a thumb down Harry’s cheek. Harry’s smiles weakly. Theo closes the door
and walks back to the driver’s seat.

“Kreacher sees we must follow the road Mone,” Kreacher rustles the map angrily. “A big straight
road like the other one we flew down, many carriages.”

“What kind of a name is Mone?” Theo mutters, starting the car. Harry's glad they've worked out
the headlights, at least.

“M1,” Harry corrects, suddenly realising what the fuck Kreacher is on about. “The M1,
Kreacher.”

“Muggle runes are stupid and foolish and Kreacher hates them,” Kreacher grumbles.

Harry sighs and glances out of the window. The sun will rise in two or three hours. By which time
he will either be safe or dead. He suddenly, desperately wishes Hermione was with him. Or Ron.
Even Sirius, just to say goodbye, if it might in fact actually be goodbye. He always wishes for time
to say goodbye in those moments when he’s thought it’s about to be the end. This is the only

occasion where he might have the time to do so when he's not staring down a basilisk or dementors
or a Dark Lord. Just the slowly rising sun and an empty motorway. Then he has a sudden thought.

“Hey Kreacher, pass me that mobile phone.”

“What does Heir Black want?” Kreacher snarls.

“One of Vernon’s precious things, not the comb or the wallet.”

“The brick with buttons, Kreacher has it,” Kreacher tosses it back to Harry and then crawls into
Theo’s footwell. Theo glares down between his legs.

“Don’t pinch my ankles Kreacher, I mean it.”

“If Heir Nott does not want to be pinched he should give adequate instructions!”

Harry lets them bicker as the car moves forward, a lot smoother than it had been three hours ago,
and dials the only number he knows by heart, putting the phone to his ear to hear it ring.

“Hello, you’ve reached Doctor and Doctor Granger, we can’t take your call right now, but please
leave a message after the beep.”

Harry’s glad they didn’t answer, glad he hasn’t woken them up. It makes all of this easier to say.

“Hi, Dr and Dr Granger, I don’t know if you remember me but I’m Harry,” he swallows.
“Hermione’s friend from school. I don’t know what she’s told you about … everything that’s
going on right now, why she needs to be safe, but yeah. I need to get a message to her if you can, if
it’s not too much trouble…”

Harry sees Theo staring at him in the rearview mirror. When did Theo learn how to use a rearview
mirror?

“Anyway, I’ve - I’ve got a feeling Hermione might be worried about me in the next few days and I

can’t get a message to her so if you could just tell her …”

Harry’s voice dries up. Tell her what?

“Tell her I didn’t run. I … They made it impossible for me to … for me to stay. She’ll know what I
mean. She’ll know why.”

Harry winces. His ribs hurt. He takes a shaky breath.

“But I’m - I’m with someone who’s going to make it better and we’re going somewhere safe and if
we make it there, if I make it there…”

He doesn’t mean to but he coughs. He hates how it sounds, wet and unhealthy.

“Then I’ll - I’ll find a way to contact her again. I promise. And if I don’t, if she doesn’t hear from
me then just let her know that it … it wasn’t that.” Harry thinks of the astronomy tower. “She’ll
know. She’ll know what I mean. She - she always knows.”

Harry’s voice breaks. He wants to say he loves her but it feels too weird to say on your best friend’s
parents answering machine.

“And Dr and Dr Granger, thank you, thank you so fucking much, shit, sorry, so very much for
letting Hermione come to Hogwarts. She… she’s saved my life this year. Too many times. She’s
my best mate. So just … just thank you.”

Harry hangs up. He rolls down the window and tosses the phone out. Theo raises his eyebrow as he
jerks the car onto the motorway. Harry should have explained about indicating.

“You didn’t want to keep the … communication brick?” Theo asks.

“They can trace them,” Harry mumbles, pressing his warm forehead against the cold glass of the
window. “When Dumbledore looks for me, because he will, they’ll try to trace it.”

“Like a wand.”

“Yeah. Like a wand.” Harry watches the passing trees. He's not thought about Dumbledore yet. He
doesn't actually want to think about Dumbledore at all, but there is something that needs to be
asked. “Will he be able to find us?”

“No,” Theo speaks confidently. It gives Harry hope. “It’s unplottable, warded to fuck and nobody
knows about it.”

“What is it?”

“It was my mother’s house before she was married,” Theo stares straight ahead, hands gripping
tightly on the steering wheel. “Father gifted it to me when I took my heir ring.”

“Can he find us there?” Harry asks, lump in his throat.

“No. I’m the secret keeper. I’ve never given the location to my father.”

Harry nods. There’s a quiet pause. Harry notices that Kreacher has them plummeting along at
about a hundred miles an hour. He grins thinking of the speeding tickets Vernon is going to get.

“You know what the weirdest part of this is?” Harry says, lying back down on the backseat and
letting Sahara flick his neck with small shocks of magic to soothe him. The seat warmers are great
on his naked back. He thinks blearily that he should feel weird just lying around topless around
Theo, but he doesn't.

“What?”

“You’re not legally old enough to drive a car.”

Theo doesn’t speak. Harry grins into the silence. He knows exactly what kind of expression Theo is
wearing right now and it makes him happy.

“I don't think that's a weird thing," Theo's voice is unbelievably tight, the way it is when it's on the
verge of laughter or fury. "I think that is a one hundred percent Harry fucking Potter thing."

“If you say so, Nott,” Harry closes his eyes, grinning to himself. If he's going to die in a few hours,
he's glad it's going to happen with Theo, running away from the Dursley's. He's glad it's going to
happen when he's free. “If you say so.”
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Severus stares at Privet Drive in disgust.

“This is where Potter lives?” he sneers.

“With Lily’s sister, yes.”

Severus raises one eyebrow.

“With Petunia?”

That’s a name Severus hasn’t spoken in decades. Instantly in conjures memories of a dark-haired,
angry faced little girl, glaring at him across the park. Lupin looks at him curiously and nods.

“I believe so.”

Severus stares at the immaculate hedges, the dry lawn, the way each house is an exact replica of
the next. Of course Petunia lives in such a place. It is so intensely, desperately conformative. It’s as
if Petunia’s perfectly arranged marigolds are designed to scream: Nothing Like Lily. Oddly,
Severus feels a cramping longing for the Evans garden in Cokeworth. Wildflowers bursting forth in
summer, a meadow-like quality to the lawn and deeply scented roses that trailed over Mrs Evans
trellises. The heatwave finally broke in the night and the early morning is heavy with thunderous
clouds. All in all, alongside the eery repetitive quality of the houses and gardens, it has a repressive
feeling that Severus actively dislikes. This is the last place on earth he wants to be at eight in the
morning. Yet here he is, on Dumbledore’s fucking orders, picking up Potter as if he requires an

honour guard wherever he goes. Lupin leads the way up the door and mutters a spell over the lock.

“The family are out,” Lupin explains. “Distracted so we can collect Harry safely.”

“Obviously,” Severus drawls. “Because Dumbledore’s golden boy deserves no less.”

“Since he was attacked by Dementors, yes.”

Severus snorts. He has significant doubts about these fabled Dementors. Mundungus Fletcher
swears he saw them attack Potter and his muggle cousin, but Fletcher is a living piece of
excrement.

“You doubt Dumbledore’s word?” Lupin opens the door and steps inside.

“I doubt his ability to see past Potter’s antics,” Severus sneers. “Like father like son. So it has
always been.”

“Please do not bring up James in front of Harry.”

Lupin’s voice is quiet but Severus hears the canine gravel underneath. Severus feels a flush of
irritation that everyone feels the need to defend Potter from the truth of exactly how dreadful a
human James Potter was, but he nods all the same. Lupin can make rules here, but Severus has a
year of potions ahead to burst Potter’s comfortable allusions.

Children do not deserve lies about their parents.

It’s a fact that has been stinging Severus lately. But now is not the time to think of the Peverells
and whatever connection they may or may not have to his heir.

“Harry?” Lupin calls quietly.

The house is unexpectedly silent, the lights switched off and the hallway dark. Severus expected to
find Potter watching television or playing some hideous muggle video game, slouching as he

always is, a lounging tangle of gangly limbs that speak to an inherent athleticism that Severus
despises. James Potter and Black were just the same in their youth. Severus sees a living room
ahead of them, expects a child in front of the shining television but the room is cold and empty,
dull with the weak grey light. Lupin lights his wand. Severus rolls his eyes and turns on the light
switch. Pure bloods. He stares at the dresser next to the cupboard under the stairs. He notices
photographs and sniffs at Petunia’s hideous hairstyle. Lily would be horrified. He sees no evidence
of Potter, no black-haired green-eyed baby besides the rotund infant he assumes is Petunia’s
spawn.

Perhaps they have a hideous Boy-Who-Lived shrine somewhere.

“He’s probably upstairs,” Lupin whispers but Severus has a feeling. Perhaps it’s the years of
spying or the years of ducking his father’s fists, but he knows something is wrong. He casts a
wordless homenum revelio and shakes his head.

“There’s no one here,” Severus whispers.

“He has to be here.”

“And yet, once again, Potter displays his innate ability to be, at all times, a horrendous
inconvenience,” Severus snaps. “Maybe the boy-who-lived simply disobeyed all instruction and
went out of the house with his relatives.”

“Harry wouldn’t do that,” Lupin shakes his head. An absurd statement. The boy tried to smuggle a
dragon out of Hogwarts in his first year.

“Forgive me, Lupin, if I do not consider all the ways Potter has displayed his deliberate
disobedience to be a damning inditement of his character.”

“You do not see Harry as he accurately is,” Lupin snaps back. Severus raises one eyebrow.

“I see the boy perfectly well when I am literally standing between him and a feral wolf under the
full moon.”

Lupin flinches and Severus is victorious. He does not care that the night of Lupin’s feral
transformation is obviously a traumatic memory for him. He does not.

“He must be upstairs,” Lupin mutters.

Lupin takes the steps with a bounding gait, Severus sighing to trail after him.

“He’s not,” Severus grumbles, but he is too exhausted to do anything but follow Lupin around, like
some glorified wolf-tamer. Not only has he spent the night enduring Black’s raving and Molly
Weasley’s sobbing, but Dumbledore ordered him to send word of the Dementors to the Dark Lord
in his role as the eager spy. Severus had been tasked with ascertaining the Dark Lord’s
involvement, but judging from the malevolent temper tantrum of curses Severus had been forced to
endure, he doubts the Dark Lord had any knowledge of Potter’s escapades. Fucking typical.
Severus is making a tally of crucios he has endured in the name of James Potter’s son and in the
afterlife, Severus will take them all back. All he fucking wanted was to crawl into bed, take a nerve
replenisher and go over every Peverell name he had learned for clues. But here he was. On Potter
duty.

When Dumbledore took my oath I had no idea it would be a lifetime appointment.

“Harry?” Lupin is calling, opening and closing doors.

“He’s not here, Lupin,” Severus rolls his eyes. “No one is. He’s obviously gone off on some
reckless errand —,”

Severus stops. He finds Lupin standing at the entrance to one of the bedrooms. Lupin is staring
down at the bed, his hands curled into fists, his breathing frighteningly rapid. Severus follows his
gaze and his stomach drops.

God damn it.

There’s blood. A lot of blood, and broken furniture. The smell of stale sweat and vomit.

“Something happened,” Lupin rasped. “Something terrible.”

No shit, werewolf.

“Obviously,” Severus drawls, stepping past Lupin to cross to the bed. He waves his wand over the
area but nothing glows with signs of magic. If Potter was tortured by a wizard, it didn’t happen
here. Or it could not be Potter’s blood at all, perhaps a scene set by someone to trick them. He
pulls a vial out of his robes, uses his wand to slice a piece of bloodstained sheet, drops it into the
vial and seals it up.

“What are you doing?” Lupin snaps.

“It might not be Potter’s blood.”

“Of course it’s his blood!” Lupin snarls. “You think I don’t know what Harry’s blood smells
like?”

“I can’t imagine an occasion when you would gain that information,” Severus drawls.

“I know the scent and taste of all of my pack!” Lupin growls at him. The sound of it raises the hairs
at the back of Severus’ neck. “I could find you in a damp forest, Severus, I know this is Harry’s
blood!”

Severus raises his eyebrows and decides he does not have time to decipher what Lupin means by
that.

“It wasn’t wizards,” Snape mutters.

“Of course it fucking was! It was fucking death eaters and they got him because Dumbledore
wouldn’t let me come and collect him last night!”

Lupin punches his fist into the wall. It crumples easily, a huge hole bursting in the drywall.
Severus stares. He had been with the Dark Lord when the decision was made about Potter’s
removal from Privet Drive. It seems that Lupin was overruled and Petunia’s wall is suffering for it.
Severus takes delight in the scowl that will alight her face when she discovers it. But right now, he
has an incensed Lupin to deal with, which is his least favourite type of Lupin.

“Moving on from this overt display of werewolf bravado …” Severus pauses. Gives Remus time to

look a little chagrined. “If it was a death eater attack, it was not on the orders of the Dark Lord. I
was with him last night. He was …” Severus flexes his wrist. It still twitches. “Occupied.”

“Then what happened?” Lupin looks at him so bleakly that Severus feels a little uncomfortable.
Why should he be the one with answers? He knows nothing of Potter’s family, of his life, nor does
he care. Why isn’t Black here, providing insights?

“I do not know,” Severus muses. “But why would an enemy take all of his belongings?”

Severus stares around the room. It is not at all what he expected from Potter. It is sparse, barely
lived in. Meagre furniture and no decor. He frowns at the metal bars on the window, glances at the
many padlocks on the outside of the door. Perhaps Potter’s family use this room to house rabid
bulldogs during term time. Maybe it’s a kink thing, who knows? Though his whole mind shudders
at the thought of Petunia enjoying any kind of sexual deviance.

Or Potter frightens them. They lock him in because they’re afraid.

But then what is the sodding cat flap about?

“Do you … do you think he’s alive?”

Severus ignores the pleading undertone to that request. He assesses the amount of blood. At least a
pint.

“If he’s bleeding at this rate then not for much longer.”

Severus steps back. A floorboard creaks under his boot. He looks down, presses his heel at one
end. The other flips up. He bends down to look inside. Letters from Granger and Weasley, a toy
soldier and chunks of stale fruitcake, the kind Severus is sure they still serve on the Hogwarts
express, wrapped in tinfoil. What kind of odd character is Potter that he hides food under the
floorboards? It stirs something in Severus, something uncomfortable that he doesn’t want to think
about. Memories of his mother hiding away cans of beans from his father, just so they would have
enough to make it through the week. He shuts them down. This isn’t that.

“We need to go back,” Lupin swallows hard. “We have to tell them he … he’s not here.”

Severus nods.

The puzzle of Potter’s home life will have to wait, as will his warm bed and nerve replenishers.
They have a more unpleasant task to face. Someone has to tell Black his godson is missing.
Severus swears it shall not be him.

“He’s alive,” Lupin says firmly as they close the door to number four behind them. “I know he is.
He’s my cub. I would feel it if he was … gone.”

Severus snorts and Lupin looks hurt, but Severus doesn’t care. Lupin’s words are lunacy. He
shares no blood with Potter, just a saccharine emotional connection, and yet he believes he would
feel the death of the wretched boy? Severus has a living heir somewhere and, for an unknown
number of years, he never knew they were breathing at all.

“You’d feel nothing,” Severus snarls. “Just as you felt nothing last night when he was bleeding out
like a stuck pig. Don’t romanticise your pseudo parenthood, wolf. If you were as dedicated as you
pretend to be, Potter would not even have been here living in what, by all deduction, seems to be
some kind of mugglish hell!”

Lupin’s face is white but his eyes are full of repressed rage. Severus remembers the hole in
Petunia’s wall.

“Do not begin to talk to me about circumstances that led to Harry needing to live with his
relatives,” Lupin says. “Do not.”

It is not the snarling, sneering hatred of Black. It is chilling instead, a warning not to push too far.
Severus doesn’t know if the implicit threat is that Lupin would break the fragile, caustic peace the
two of them endure, where they can stomach a certain degree of honesty without turning to hexes,
or if Lupin is threatening to chew him to ribbons but Severus simply nods. Let Lupin think he is
being righteous by not saying it aloud. Severus hears the inference loud and clear, hears it every
day inside his head.

If not for you, Lily would be alive and raising her son herself.

“After you, Lupin,” Severus snaps and prepares to apparate back to London, to Grimmauld Place,
and unfortunately, to Black.

_________

“What do you mean he isn’t there?” Black roars, pacing around the kitchen. “I told him to stay
put!”

“I really do not know how to say it in smaller words for your mutt brain to comprehend, Black,”
Severus sneers. “The boy is gone. Not only gone but according to all the evidence, very close to
death. I would think that would be your concern rather than his blatant disobedience.”

As if Black even has a leg to stand on when it comes to blatant disobedience. Severus thinks of the
letter he found in the potions lab, the letter that should never have been sent, on top of every
fucking rule crushed in his school years.

“Don’t tell me how to care about my godson!” Black snarls back.

He really is looking more and more like his animagus with each passing day. Severus wonders idly
if that is true of all weak-minded individuals, that they come to resemble their animal counterparts.
To be sure, there has never been a human man more akin to a rodent than Peter Pettigrew.
Conversely, no one looks less like an adorable tabby cat than Minerva.

“Don’t, Padfoot, please, Harry is really hurt, we won’t find him by … by fighting.” Lupin pleads,
slipping his hand around the back of Black’s neck. Black growls in resistance but sits down again.
Severus raises his eyebrows. Who would have thought that Lupin had a little alpha dog in him?

You should have. Or have you forgotten how it feels to be pressed up against a wall by those
hands?

Severus shakes the inappropriate thought away and adopts his usual ‘Grimmauld Place’ face. It’s
the one he’s been using when encountering Gryffindors for twenty years. Disdain and boredom.

“Tell us what you have deduced, Severus,” Albus says quietly.

He’s sitting at the head of the table, Molly and Arthur Weasley on his left and Bill Weasley stood
behind his right shoulder. All of the Weasley’s have on their faces slightly different versions of the
same repressed anger. Molly’s is tempered with distress, Arthur’s with melancholy, Bill’s with
curiosity. Severus sneers at how much they all seem to care.

How delightful it must be for Potter, to have so many people so utterly focused on his wellbeing.

“The boy has sustained significant injuries, though if they were by magical means it did not happen
inside the house,” Severus speaks curtly, trying to ignore the way Molly’s lip trembles. “I have no
notions of what the injuries are but he left about no less than a pint of blood behind in his
bedroom.”

“Sweet Merlin,” Molly pressed her fingers over her mouth. Arthur rubs his wife’s back. Albus does
nothing, merely nods slightly.

“But if he was taken, it was by a kidnapper kind enough to remove all his possessions, and if he
was taken by a death eater —,”

“If he was taken? If?” Black barks out, glaring up at Severus. “Of course he was fucking taken,
Snivellus!”

Lupin grips Black’s hands tightly as he uses that repulsive name, but it’s not the same as a rebuke.
Severus’ lip curls upwards.

“If he was taken by a death eater then it was by someone not on the orders of the Dark Lord,”
Severus snaps back. “For he made no such plans.”

“Or maybe you’re just not as close to your Dark Lord as you reckon,” Black sneers. “Perhaps
you’re just shit at your job, Snape, ever thought of that?”

“Not recently,” Severus replies smoothly. "But then I actually have a job to do instead of laying
around a house."

He can do this all day. Let Black unravel with his taunts and guilt and pointless worry over his

infernal godson. Severus is made of stone. He will not waver.

"You fucking -,"

“Enough, Sirius,” Lupin snaps, jerking his lover’s hand. “Harry is hurt.”

“Indeed, and that should be the focus of this discussion,” Arthur says, his sad eyes darting between
Lupin, Black and Severus.

“Well said, Arthur,” Albus smiles, but his blue eyes are icy cold. “We shall have to send someone
back to Privet Drive to interview Harry’s family, perhaps they know of his whereabouts —,”

But before Albus can continue with his plans there is a clatter of many feet down the kitchen stairs.
Severus is blessed with keen hearing so he hears Granger muttering when the others in the room
are simply looking at the source of the noise.

“Just ask him if you can get it, don’t say anything else.”

“Alright, Hermione!” An older Weasley twin now, voice agitated. “We know what we’re doing.”

Then, said older Weasley’s pop their heads, one above the other in a classic display of supposed
physical comedy that everyone else on the planet somehow seems to find charming, around the
kitchen door.

“Sorry to interrupt,” says twin one (George, Severus presumes since he always tends to speak first
and swear up and down to be Fred).

“Dad, we were just wondering if we could floo home and pick something up?” says twin two
(Fred, confirmed by the way he always raises his eyebrow when asking a question).

“Yes, of course, boys, that’s fine,” Arthur responds, clearly too distracted by thoughts of a
potentially exsanguinated Potter to realise what is happening under his nose. The twins smile in
relief and make to withdraw.

“Stop,” Severus snaps. "Stay."

Both twins pause, slipping on their ‘innocent’ faces, but Severus has taught these miscreants for six
years. He can smell Marauder from a mile away. He points at them both with a glaring stare.

“You know something.”

“We don’t,” George retorts.

“Famously useless, us,” Fred adds.

“Silence,” Severus hisses. He can hear Granger sniffling on the stairs. “Miss Granger, please make
your presence known. At once.”

The other adults are glancing at each other and staring at him like he’s mad, except Lupin who (of
bloody course), can smell everyone in the damned house. Granger, Weasley, and the Weasley
daughter slink into the room, heads bowed, nervous glances flickering towards each other when
they think he will not notice. Pitiful.

“Miss Granger, what is it that you require Messers Weasley and Weasley to collect from the
Burrow for you?” Severus asks silkily. “And how does it relate to the disappearance of Mr
Potter?”

“Severus!” Molly Weasley gasps. “We had decided not to tell the children until we knew for
certain —,”

“That process would only be valuable if they did not already have the information,” Severus snaps.

He stares at Granger’s puffy red eyes, youngest Weasley’s tight jaw. He’s seen these signs before.
Potter in the hospital wing. Potter portkeyed away from the tournament. Potter, always fucking
Potter.

“But they do have it. Don’t you, Miss Granger?”

Granger stares at him for a moment, chin defiant, then nods. Molly gasps. Black stares. Lupin
stands slowly to try and move towards Granger.

“Hermione, please, you have to tell us —,”

But she steps back, both hands clenched behind her and like an odd wall of Weasley’s, the others
move in front of her, four sets of blazing brown eyes glaring at Lupin, at all of them. The adults
stare back in shock. Severus smirks. Do all of these supposed parental figures, all of these mothers
and fathers and godfathers, not yet understand the extreme lengths to which their children will go to
protect their precious hero-friend, beloved Potter? Only Albus does not look surprised. He merely
smiles with his customary twinkle.

“I think we can ascertain that Hermione has had a letter from her parents,” Albus says softly. “With
news of Harry, perhaps?”

Molly gasps. Black growls. Lupin's hand tightens on his shoulder. Severus watches.

“Boys,” Arthur looks at his children desperately, “Ginny, please. We do not want anything bad to
happen to Harry, you need to tell us what’s going on.”

“Ginny,” Molly whispers, eyes pleading with her youngest daughter, but the girl stares straight
ahead, catching her oldest brother’s eye. Bill Weasley raises an eyebrow.

“We need the tape player from Dad’s shed,” she says firmly. “If you get it, bring it here, we’ll
show you what we know. But we won’t be leaving the room. Especially Hermione. The message is
for her, not for you all.”

“What the fuck is —,” Black explodes but Lupin clamps a hand down on his shoulder, pushing him
back down in his seat and Black slams his lips shut, especially when he sees the way Molly is
glaring at him for daring to curse in front of her children.

“With the kindest hearts in the world, Ginny, that is not for you all to decide,” Lupin says shakily.
“ We’re the adults here, we’re responsible for Harry’s care.”

“But he didn’t send you the message, did he?” Ronald says gruffly. “If he trusted you, he would
have sent it to you. But he didn’t. So why should we?”

Not the most erudite of speeches but certainly effective, Severus muses, leaning back against the
wall as a hideous silence falls. Lupin gapes at Ronald like a fish out of water. Black stares at him
like he wishes he had done more than broken his leg a year ago.

“Ronnie!” Molly cries, standing up and staring at her son. “What a horrible thing to say! You don’t
trust us?”

“With Harry,” Fred Weasley puts in, correcting his mother carefully. “We don’t trust you with
Harry. That’s all he’s saying.”

“I find it remarkable that you are all under the impression you have a bargaining chip to play,”
Severus drawls. Watching children stand up to grown wizards like fawns is amusing but ultimately
boring. “Do you not think that we have the force among us to simply take this message from
you?”

“No.” Granger’s small voice echoes in the room. Ronald moves slightly so she can be seen by the
adults seated at the table. She is holding something in her hands. Severus stares at her. For the first
time since meeting the over-eager, insufferable muggle-born prodigy, Severus thinks the words
without contempt:

Clever girl.

“What is that?” Black demands.

“It is a cryptex,” Severus murmurs. “Or something like it.”

“What the fuck is a —?”

“Sirius!” Molly slams her hand down on the table and glares at Black. “They are children!
Enough!”

“I don't give a shit, just take it from her!” Black demands and Severus thinks this might be the only
time in existence when Black has agreed to a plan that came from his lips. “Who fucking cares?
Accio —,”

But Black falls silent. Albus tucks his wand away, face looking tired.

“A cryptex is a muggle invention that allows a secret message or, in this case, I assume a secret
item, to be kept safe. It will only open for a particular, complex code and if the cryptex is forced or
the code is incorrect, even just once, then the device releases acid that will destroy the secret,”
Albus smiles at Granger wearily. “Am I correct, Miss Granger?”

“Yes."

Granger nods tightly. Her face is both nervous and determined. Severus suddenly remembers his
potions riddle for the Philosophers Stone. Merlin, save us all from the wit and courage of
Hermione Granger.

“And my parents have destroyed the original. The only way you can hear Harry’s message is under
our terms. The twins will hold the tape player. I will play the tape. If anyone tries to cast on us, I
will destroy it. I learned a spell."

Of course, you fucking did. With our luck, it will be fiendfyre.

"We will listen once and then …” Granger gulps and Severus realises something. For some reason,
she thinks this is Potter’s last word. “… I will destroy it. Those are the terms.”

There is silence in the room as they all realise that they are being held hostage by a muggle-born
with a muggle magic trick. Then Bill Weasley begins to laugh softly.

“Bloody hell, Hermione,” he shakes his head. “If you don’t go into magical law after Hogwarts
then the wizarding world will be a poorer place.”

“I was thinking much the same thing,” Albus smiles softly. “Would you please go and fetch your
father’s tape cassette player, William?”

“Sure.” Bill Weasley, steps to the fireplace, throws a handful of floo into it and disappears, still
chortling.

Silence reigns in the kitchen. It is oddly peaceful. Severus is unsure why until he realises that
Albus’ silencing spell on Black has not been lifted. He sighs contentedly and closes his eyes for a
moment.

“Albus?” Lupin’s voice interrupts his peaceful reverie. “If you could … Sirius?”

Don’t do it, Albus.

“Only if he can restrain himself from verbally assaulting Miss Granger,” Albus’ voice is severe.
“She is not at fault here. She is only trying to protect Harry, as are we all.”

Yet she’s the only one who is currently holding his safety hostage under the absurd notion that she
and her little gang know so much better than their elders.

Albus lifts the silencing spell. With one eye open, Severus watches as Black twitches, glares at
Granger and the others.

“I expected better,” Black says in a wobbly voice. “I … expected more from you all.”

“Do not talk to us about expectations. We all hear things, Sirius.” The smallest Weasley smiles
sweetly at Black, but there is a wave of anger behind her eyes that Severus doesn’t expect. What
does she know?

“Ginny?” Molly asks nervously, clearly thinking the same thing as Severus. “What do you mean
by —?”

But the fireplace is flaring to life and Bill Weasley spins out, walking to the end of the table
occupied by the children and pressing the cassette player into Fred Weasley’s hands. They turn,
like a perfectly choreographed wall of silence to ensconce Granger and her cryptex. Severus almost
rolls his eyes at their absurd vigilance but also feels a prickle of justification.

Let them be vigilant. Let them be paranoid. There is worse out there for them to endure. Let them
deny their coddling parents with their helpful delusions. Let them prepare.

They turn around and Granger is slipping the tape into the player, holding herself stiff as a
broomstick. Severus sees the way she takes a shallow breath, Ginny Weasley squeezing her hand
like she needs the support. Severus feels another flash of irritation.

What do they know?

Then Potter’s voice fills the room.
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Potter sounds young. It’s the only thing Severus can think of as his words echo around the kitchen.
Without that defiant glare in his green eyes and that infuriating Potter hair to loathe, Severus can
only hear his voice for what it is. A fifteen-year-old. Black’s head has dropped into his hands at the
sound of his godson, Remus has flopped back into his seat with a frantic hunger in his eyes. The
Weasley parents cling to each other, Bill Weasley snakes a hand around his sister’s shoulder. Albus
tents his fingers together reflectively and Severus … Severus listens. Listens to the child speak.

“Hi Dr and Dr Granger, I don’t know if you remember me but I’m Harry, Hermione’s friend from
school.”

Granger has her hand pressed against her mouth, a sad choke of laughter barely swallowed down.
All of the collected Weasley children smirk fondly. Severus had assumed that Potter was being
droll, (of course, her parents remember Harry fucking Potter!) but his friends’ faces say
differently. They are amused by his humility, as if he does it all the time. If he does, Severus has
never seen it.

That doesn’t mean it does not exist.

“I don’t know what she’s told you about … everything that’s going on right now, why she needs to
be safe, but yeah.”

Severus begins to hear the inevitable pain that should be there. The boy has lost a pint of blood. He
should be dead. Yet Severus hears a pain in the boy’s voice that has nothing to do with his body.
Ginny Weasley is sniffing and gripping Granger’s hand and he realises what it is. Harry Potter
feels guilty that his friend’s life is in danger. As if Potter, in his lack of infinite wisdom, is
responsible for the ascent of a Dark Lord. The hubris of it makes Severus scoff.

“I need to get a message to her if you can, if it’s not too much trouble …”

There’s a pause. Potter is clearly distracted by whoever or whatever he is with. Severus remembers
that they still don’t know who took Potter and listens intently. He can hear a car, driving fast along
large roads. How the fuck did Potter get a car?

“Anyway, I’ve - I’ve got a feeling Hermione might be worried about me in the next few days and I
can’t get a message to her so if you could just tell her …”

Another pause. This one is clearly pain. Potter’s voice sounds tight with stress, a little breathless.
Severus watches Granger, noticed that her eyes are wet. Ronald’s hand is clenching her shoulder,
his jaw ticking.

“Tell her I didn’t run.”

Granger sobs. Severus stares.

“I … They made it impossible for me to … for me to stay. She’ll know what I mean. She’ll know
why.”

She clearly fucking does, Severus thinks, watching the way Granger is trembling from head to toe.
Fred Weasley has pressed his forehead against her shoulder. Why do they all look so desperately
agonised? He glances at the parents and god-parents and though they look sad and worried they
also look confused. This message is making as little sense to them as it is to Severus. But the
children look like they are being torn apart. Potter takes a shaky breath. Severus imagines seeping
wounds, broken ribs, flailed skin, any number of tortures that would create that kind of breathless
wincing in a child.

“But I’m - I’m with someone who’s going to make it better and we’re going somewhere safe and if
we make it there, if I make it there …”

Potter’s voice stops. He coughs. Severus thinks back to his healer training. Blood in the lungs.
Only a couple of hours to survive. Oddly, Potter sounds like he knows that.

“Then I’ll - I’ll find a way to contact her again. I promise. And if I don’t, if she doesn’t hear from
me then just let her know that it … it wasn’t that. She’ll know. She’ll know what I mean. She - she
always knows.”

Potter’s voice breaks. He really does sound like he’s saying goodbye. Incredibly cryptically.
Severus would be impressed by Potter vigilance, but Granger moans slightly, stifling her distress
by clamping a hand over her mouth and closing her eyes.

What does she know?

Severus stares at Lupin for an answer but Lupin is staring at him. Severus shakes his head slightly.
He has no idea what Potter and Granger mean and that suddenly worries him. This is the BoyWho-Lived, Albus’ golden prophecy child. The Order of the Phoenix knows everything about him.
Why does Severus feel like they suddenly know nothing?

“And Dr and Dr Granger, thank you, thank you so fucking much, shit, sorry …”

Black lets out a rough bark of laughter, but Severus notices how the children don’t crack a smile.
Black might not realise that they believe Potter isn’t coming back but Severus does.

“… so very much for letting Hermione come to Hogwarts. She … she’s saved my life this year.
Too many times.”

Severus looks at Granger again. The dragons, the black lake, the maze, all of them used spells that
Potter could not have learned on his own. Severus had thought Albus had a hand in his extra
education but now he sees it. Granger. There’s something else there, though, Severus can sense the
edge of it. Potter isn’t talking about the tournament. There’s something darker there. There is no
time to investigate.

“She’s my best mate. So just … just thank you.”

An odd statement, Severus thinks. If he was going to guess who Potter’s best ‘mate’ would be, it
would be Ronald. Not the odd girl who seemed to be clinging to their heels for the last four years,

but Ronald doesn’t look put out. He just bends his head to brush his lips against Granger’s black
curls. Aha. So Ronald’s lack of disappointment is due to the fact that he is comforted Potter is not a
threat to Granger’s affection. Granger sniffs and pulls out her wand, instantly melting the tape to
nothing as Lupin and Black cry out in distress. Severus rolls his eyes. The girl was clear on her
terms.

“Hermione!” Sirius shouts. “How could you?”

“It is of no matter,” Albus interrupts. “Severus and I shall be more than capable of recalling every
word of Harry’s message.”

“Every word, Snape?” Black glares at Severus who rolls his eyes.

“Not all of us have sieves for brains, Black.” Severus had an eidetic memory but that’s beside the
point.

“Oh Harry,” Lupin whispers. “What have you done?”

“What has he done?” Fred Weasley glares at his old professor. “Not what’s been done to him?”

“An interesting question, Mr Weasley,” Severus drawls. “You all seem to be under a specific
understanding of exactly what has been done to Potter. Care to elucidate?”

All of the children stare at him.

“He said he didn’t run,” Black growls. “Run from what?”

The children continue to stare. Severus notices the way they all shift slightly so they are physically
joined. Ginny Weasley has Granger’s hand, Ronald has her shoulder, Fred Weasley her other
shoulder and George Weasley has a hand on Ronald’s back. They are literally unifying against the
adults, a wall of red and black hair and defiant faces. Bloody Gryffindors.

“Why aren’t they speaking?” Black slams a hand down on the table. They all jump but they don’t
move. “Goddammit, Albus! They’re keeping things from us!”

“We’re Harry’s family,” Ronald says quietly. “We’re protecting him.”

“It was my understanding that Mr Potter already had a family, Mr Weasley,” Severus drawls. “Or
did I wander into some other muggle house this morning?”

It’s a strange phenomenon when five sets of eyes turn and glare at him with such unbending
ferocity that Severus is forced to take pause. Ah. That’s something. The family.

“Are we to infer,” Albus speaks slowly. “That Harry left his relatives home of his own accord? Not
due to an external pressure? For instance, a death eater attack?”

“Harry wouldn’t leave unless he had to!” Black yells, jumping to his feet. “It had to be a death
eater!”

“Calm down, Sirius, please,” Lupin has his head in his hands. He Sounds as weary as the night
after the full moon. “But I agree. Harry isn’t reckless like that. He wouldn’t leave the house after
he’d been warned not to. He takes his safety seriously. He’s not stupid.”

Severus snorts. It’s not how he would characterise Potter, but then his opinion is hardly going to be
well-received in this crowd.

“No,” George Weasley glares at Remus. “He is not stupid.”

Silence falls again. Severus counts it. Five, long seconds. Then, right on cue, Black explodes.

“WHY are you all keeping secrets? Why are you hiding my godson from me?”

He rips himself away from Lupin’s grip, glares at the children. The focus of his ire seems to be
Granger for some reason, and then Severus realises. Like an immature idiot, Black is actually
jealous of the fifteen-year-old girl who knows his godson better than he does.

“Don’t you know how crazy it has been making me, unable to see him, unable to speak to him?

Don't you realise what danger your STUPIDITY -?”

“That’s enough, Sirius.” Molly rises slowly. Lupin pulls Black back and Albus wordlessly restrains
him against his chair with a binding charm, watching carefully. Molly stands in front of her
children.

“You are all wonderful friends,” she whispers. “Harry is tremendously lucky. But you need to let
us in now. I don’t know why Harry didn’t trust us enough, but you are my children. Trust me to
help him.”

The Weasley children shuffle awkwardly under their mother’s gaze. Severus is quietly impressed.
Usually, Molly is such a screeching, worrisome matriarch but he’s seeing underneath that now.
There’s a flare of something there that he recognises. It reminds him of Narcissa.

“Hermione …” Ronald swallows.

Granger shakes her head.

“We promised,” she whispers.

“I didn’t,” Fred Weasley announces.

“Fred!” Granger rounds on him, eyes glittering.

“Well, I didn’t,” Fred lifts his chin. “I’ll answer questions.”

Severus sees the window of opportunity and steps into it.

“Why did Potter leave his relative's house?” he asks.

“Because he’s not stupid,” Fred’s lips quirk and Severus realises that this Weasley Marauder has an
agenda to follow. Black growls in irritation but Severus thinks it might be entertaining to roll along
with it. “Next question?”

“He said that ‘they’ made it impossible for him to stay. Who could he have meant?” Severus asks
quietly. Fred looks at him carefully, then stares around the room.

“He’s not stupid. He knows better than anyone what’s out there. So I think you all know the
answer to that,” he says, equally quietly. “Don’t you?”

Severus does not know, but Molly Weasley gasps.

“Oh Harry,” she whispers, closing her eyes. Then, astonishingly, she turns her blazing eyes to
Albus.

“I told you he looked thin,” she whispers. “I told you he asked me to send him food. You said he
was fine.”

Severus feels a slow, steady horror dawning in him. He closes his eyes and leans his head back
against the wall again.

Fuck. The fucking cake under the floorboards.

“Can someone please enlighten me?” Black yells, struggling against Albus’ invisible bonds. Lupin
is staring at Fred Weasley in shock, perhaps too much shock to understand what’s really going on.

“Yes,” Lupin whispers. “Can someone please …?”

“You still need enlightening?” Ginny Weasley snarls in a fine impression of Black. For a fourteenyear-old, she really is a vicious little thing. “Really? You’re the sodding Order of the Phoenix,
you’re the front line in the defence against You-Know-Who and you can’t bloody figure it out that
Harry Potter is being abused?”

There it is.

There is a cacophony of noise, of shouts and of Black trying to leap out of his chair but toppling

backwards like an upturned beetle. Severus doesn’t hear it, not really. He’s seeing Potter’s
bedroom. The blood. The locks. He’s seeing it as the bedroom of the sad-voiced boy who left the
phone message. He resists it, clenches his fists against the realisation but he knows.

God damn it all to fucking hell.

“Ginny!” Granger is yelling.

“What? I didn’t make a promise like you and Ron,” Ginny snaps back. “And they’re all being so
stupid.”

“Forgive us, Miss Weasley, if we do not equate being withheld food with being abused,” Severus
drawls. He's fighting the knowledge but somehow, he needs to hear it. Uncomfortably, Black is
nodding eagerly, which does not improve Severus' plummeting mood. Severus has not looked at
Albus and refuses to do so. Because if he looks at Albus, he will see if it is true or not. He does not
want it to be true.

“I think that probably says more about you than it does about Harry, Professor Snape,” Bill
Weasley shakes his head. Severus knows this is fair, but still scowls. “Tell them about second year,
Ron.”

“Why?” Ron glares at Sirius and Remus, twists his face to sneer at Severus. “They’ll just dismiss
it. It’s just like Harry always said. Nobody believes it could happen to him.”

That strikes Severus so firmly that for a moment, he cannot take a breath. Who am I going to tell,
Lily? Nobody will believe me. He is the head of Slytherin. He sees more abuse cases than any other
member of staff and he missed it. He missed Lily's son.

“Just tell us,” Remus leans forward desperately. “Please. Please, we have to know.”

“We broke Harry out of his house in the summer before second year,” George Weasley speaks
furiously, anger pulsing in every word. “With the flying car.”

“Ah yes, the flying car,” Severus murmurs with a glance at Arthur Weasley. He has not spoken a
word. All that happens now is the man’s jaw clenches.

“There were bars on his windows. They’d locked him in. They were feeding him through a cat
flap, one meal a day if he was lucky. They took all of his stuff, his books, his wand, everything and
locked it in the cupboard under the stairs.”

“He was so tiny,” Mrs Weasley whispers. “I - I thought he was just stressed, after everything with
the stone and Professor Quirrell, I thought he was too nervous to eat. I never thought he was … he
was starving.”

“Harry eats,” Black is unbound but is being physically restrained, Lupin’s arms wrapped tight
around him like a vice. He seems to be trembling. “Harry’s not starving, he eats.”

“He eats everything, Sirius.” Molly Weasley turns on Black with bleak, sad eyes. “He eats like it’s
not going to be there tomorrow. I feed him seconds and thirds and he still eats, even puts it in his
pocket for later.”

“Eat when you can, Sev, but always save something for later.”

The wisdom of Eileen Prince, guardian of abused children. Severus feels cold, claustrophobic, but
he can’t move.

Potter, it’s always fucking Potter.

“That — that doesn’t mean anything,” Sirius is shaking his head frantically. “I know, I would
know, I know abuse, okay?”

Severus tries not to wince. He hates to be reminded of Regulus’ childhood. Partly because he
knows the other side of Black’s tragic story, the story of an older brother who abandoned his
younger brother on the assumption that because he was Slytherin he would never feel his mother’s
wrath. He was wrong.

“There’s more,” Severus looks at Granger specifically. She won’t meet his eye. “Nearly a pint of
blood.”

“No,” Molly claps her hand over her mouth. “No, it can’t be.”

“But - but they’re muggles!” Black yells, struggling against his werewolf bonds. Lupin just presses
his forehead against Black’s shoulder. Severus thinks he might be sobbing.

“And he was a fucking child!” George Weasley explodes. “You think the fact they’re muggles
matters when he’s eleven years old and his uncle is the size of a fucking house?”

“Harry’s strong, Harry’s brave,” Sirius is muttering. “Harry would never let them —,”

“Let them?” Severus feels outrage at that, too, but it’s Ronald Weasley, with all the disgust Severus
could possibly muster, that speaks. “Let them?”

“He fought Voldemort!” Black yells. “He outflew a dragon, he’s - he’s —,”

“He asked to move in with you seconds after meeting you,” Lupin mumbles against Black’s
shoulder. When he lifts his head, Severus sees there the same kind of devastation he had felt
learning about Regulus’ childhood. It’s one thing to suffer yourself, another when someone you
love does. “Remember, Siri? You asked, he’d just met you, he had no idea who you were and still
—,”

“No!” Black shakes his head fervently. “We would have known. I would have known! Someone
would have known, someone would have told!” Black glares at Granger again. “Harry would have
told someone! Why didn’t you make him?”

Oddly, Granger doesn’t look at Black. She looks past him, to Albus.

“What do you want me to say?” Granger whispers.

Severus feels it. The white-hot fury inside every one of the adults, including himself, as they turn
to glare at the old man at the head of the table, who is holding Granger’s gaze with sorrowful eyes.

“You knew,” Severus says, flatly. Albus darts his eyes to Severus for a moment and Severus sends
words across the void of minds in the way only a skilled legillimens can: You promised you would
keep him safe. Albus flinches.

“What?” Lupin is staring at Albus and astonishingly, his eyes are turning to liquid amber. Oh, shit.
“She’s saying you knew? Did … Did Harry tell you?”

“He mentioned that he was not happy there,” Albus sighs slowly, closing his blue eyes. “He
mentioned there was a … a lack of love, perhaps.”

“Yes, well, apparently that lack of love was enough to draw a pint of blood out of his body,”
Severus snarls.

“No! No it can’t be true!” Black is free again and that’s a problem because that means Lupin is
free, with his glowing werewolf eyes. Lupin is clenching the table, leaving divets in the splintering
surface, leaning forward and snarling at Albus.

“You knew they were hurting him?”

“Lupin, no!” Severus has vaulted over the table before he realises what’s he’s doing and slammed
Lupin against the wall to keep him away from Albus.

“Keep your hands off him, Snivellus!” Black growls behind him, but thankfully Bill Weasley has
strength as well as the look of a rock-star boxer and has grabbed Black away from Severus’ back.

“Stop it, Sirius, calm down now.”

Bill is trying to calm Black with a gentle tone, which Severus thinks has probably never worked as
he is still ranting and raving like the lunatic he is. Severus concentrates on Lupin and presses his
arm under his throat. A slightly suffocating werewolf is far easier to subdue.

“Think what you’re doing Lupin, think!” Severus hisses in his ear as Lupin snarls, orange eyes
fixed on the old man with his head in his hands. “How does this help your so-called cub? How does
this save him?”

“ENOUGH!”

Funnily enough, the roar does not come from Albus. Arthur Weasley is standing between the
children and the fighting adults, his face a picture of thunder. Severus has never thought of Arthur
bloody Weasley as possibly threatening, but he is fast re-thinking that assumption. Weasley is a
Noble and Ancient house after all, if a minor impoverished one, and Arthur’s heir ring, a sky
bluestone, is glowing with yellow rage. His children stare, eyes wide. Black and Lupin both stop
growling and Bill looks at his father with frank admiration. Severus wonders, if he ever finds his
heir, if they will look at him like that one day.

“Enough of this,” Arthur continues his voice suddenly quiet. “However we might wish to deny it,
however we might wish we have not failed, it is clear we have.”

“It can’t be,” Black whimpers, sagging against Bill Weasley. “It can’t be.”

Lupin is trembling against Severus' arm. He imagines he can feel the beast inside him vibrating,
ready to crawl its way out. Severus tries not to recoil.

“I believe my children,” Arthur says simply. “I believe what Harry has told them. I believe Harry.
Do you?”

Arthur Weasley is a courageous man.

“Yes,” Lupin is loosening under Severus’ grip, speaking hoarsely. “Yes, I believe Harry.”

Severus stares. He is looking at him with eyes that are turning slowly back to brown. They are
filled with terrible sadness and hideously, it reminds him of that night, long ago. 1982. Severus
pulls away, avoiding Lupin’s gaze.

“I just …” Black is sliding down the wall until he crumples on the floor. “I just can’t believe I
didn’t know.”

Molly nods, tears streaming down her face. So does Lupin and Bill Weasley. Their faces are
pictures of guilt.

“We should have known,” Molly whispers.

I could not have known, Severus thinks, but then he catches sight of Granger’s face. She is staring
at him fiercely and he feels a tremor of guilt.

“You all knew,” Granger snaps, her voice suddenly harsh. The younger Weasleys nod sagely.
“You just didn’t see him. You never see him.”

In Severus’ mind, he sees Potter’s many flinches whenever he walks past his workbench, the way
he watches doors and faces punishment with defiance. He feels his own stomach turn. He did
know. Somewhere inside him, like recognised like. And if he didn’t know before, he had certainly
known the moment he entered Petunia's house. Severus sees Lily in his mind’s eye, rubbing arnica
into a bruise on his cheekbone.

“I’ll always look after you, Sev.”

But who has looked after Potter?

Severus clears his throat, looks around. Granger’s words are having the expected shattering effect
on Lupin who has slumped down next to Black, letting the mutt’s head rest against his shoulder.
Molly is weeping quietly and Arthur is staring at his hands. Severus will not look at Albus.

“None of this, unfortunately, tells us where Potter is right now,” he says quietly. Guilt is slippery,
Severus finds. Like a septic wound. It will rise up later, choking him desperately when he tries to
sleep. But it is no good to him now. It is no good to any of them, and Severus will not wallow. Not
like the rest of them.

“He says he is with someone who can care for him and keep him safe,” Albus whispers. “Do you
know who that might be, Miss Granger?”

Granger shakes her head but Severus narrows his eyes. There’s something there, not a lie, exactly,
but something.

“We’ve heard nothing from him since a few weeks ago,” Granger hesitates. “Because of the … the
wards thing. And then we were told not to write. And no one is getting letters through, so I don’t
know how … who he would trust.”

Her eyes flicker to Black. Aha. Granger’s suspicions. Black’s letter.

“I think it’s your turn for revealing Potter’s secrets, Black,” Severus speaks softly. “Miss Granger
is right, no one has been able to reach Potter or had a response from a letter. Except you, Black.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Black answers automatically, but Severus sees Albus’
eyes flicker dangerously.

“I’m talking about your communication with the boy, the errand you sent him on to Gringotts to
claim his Potter heirship, so you could have access to the … uh, Potter Grimoire, was it?” Severus
is enjoying this. He knows he should not but he is. “By house elf, I believe.”

“You shut your fucking mouth,” Black snarls from the floor but Albus is slowly rising, staring
down at Black with the type of rage Severus hasn’t seen since he first flung himself on Albus’
mercy. It is cold, like standing before a snowstorm made of blue fire.

“Sirius, did you send your godson to Gringotts with your house-elf?”

Albus asks it quietly but Severus feels the temperature of the room drop by several degrees. Black
looks up at Albus, white-faced. He swallows. He nods.

“Sirius!” Lupin explodes, pushing his lover away and leaping to his feet. “You put him in danger
like that?”

“No, of course not, he wasn’t in any danger,” Black babbles, looking at Lupin with desperation and
avoiding Albus’ icy blue stare. “I made Kreacher swear he wouldn’t hurt him and —,”

“Kreacher? You let that bigoted hideous monster who idolises death eaters near Harry Potter?”
Granger explodes. Severus raises his eyebrows. She is the last person he thought would object to a
house elf since she seems to be sappily obsessed with granting them suffrage.

“It was one trip!” Black argues, but Lupin is looking at him like he’s a stranger and Severus finds
pleasure in that too.

“Am I to understand that Harry not only went to Gringotts he is in possession of the Potter
Grimoire?” Albus' voice manages to be both light as air and sharp as broken glass. “That even after

I told you not to circumvent my instructions about communication because I heard reports that
someone I believed was impersonating Harry Potter had been spotted in Dragon Alley, you did not
inform me that your godson had been there and was in fact in possession of one of the most
coveted spell books in all of Wizard history?”

“Oh God, Sirius,” Lupin gasps, pressing his face into his hand.

“I didn’t … I didn’t mean …” Black gulps. He looks almost as bad as he did the night he was
almost kissed at Hogwarts. Good.

“And Harry responded to this letter?” Albus prompts.

“No,” Black whispers.

Severus raises his wand.

“Accio Harry Potter’s response to the question about the Grimoire,” Severus says.

It flies down the kitchen stairs, fluttering down onto the table. Black does not even try to halt its
progress. Albus stops it with his hand.

“The blood of the gryphon and Sleipnir …” Albus mutters, eyes running over the words. Then he
looks up at the assembled group.

“I believe this conversation is better had in a more intimate setting,” Albus looks at the assembled
group. “Molly, if you would be so kind as to take your children upstairs except —,”

Albus holds up his hand as a babble of teenage fury breaks out.

“— for the youngest Mr Weasley and Miss Granger.”

Granger nods firmly, Ronald looks relieved and remarkably, all of the other Weasleys are mollified
by that also. Molly glares at Black for a moment (Severus thinks gleefully of the hell she will make

Grimmauld Place for Black after this) and then looks at her husband. She gives him a gentle jerk of
her head.

“Bill can stay,” she whispers. “He’s in the order.”

Arthur nods and rises, tucking his daughter under his arm. He looks down at Black, across at
Lupin, and then at Severus. There’s a warning in those usually soft brown eyes. Behave. Severus
oddly feels a little chastised. Arthur clamps a hand on his eldest son’s shoulder and leaves the
room. Bill Weasley takes up a spot on the wall alongside Black, opposite Severus, in the
appropriate location to stop Black from fleeing and between Black and Granger. Severus nods
approvingly. Granger might be an insufferable know-it-all but she doesn't deserve Black
completely misaligned resentment.

Albus hands the letter to Lupin, who reads it hastily. Then Lupin hands it to Granger, perhaps in a
gesture of conciliation. She snaps it up, devours it, rage etched into her eyebrows.

“You were the only one speaking to him,” Granger says coldly, dark brown eyes fixed on Black.
“And all you could do was rebuke him.”

Black jerks, like her words are flies and begins to rock and curse. Of course, he plays the madman
now his reckoning is coming.

“Would it have been a lure for enemies?” Lupin asks quietly. “The Grimoire?”

“Possibly,” Albus says. “Did you respond to Harry’s response?”

“No,” Black mutters. “He seemed pissed. Such a short comment and so … pure blood sounding.”

Severus rolls his eyes. As if anyone in the universe is more pureblood than Lord fucking Black.

“Did you send Kreacher to him again?”

“No!” Black stares up. “I’m not insane!”

There is a heavy silence in which Severus finds himself locking eyes with Bill Weasley of all
people, both of them hiding dark laughter behind tight mouths.

Black is certifiably completely insane if he thinks that is an adequate justification.

“Where is the elf?” Severus asks quietly. “Perhaps he is the caring presence Potter refers to since
you pushed them together.”

“I did not!”

“Call him, Sirius,” Albus commands.

Sirius swallows hard.

“Kreacher!”

They wait. Nothing happens. Sirius curses under his breath and bellows.

“Kreacher!”

Still nothing. Albus frowns.

“You are no longer his Master. Interesting.” Albus taps his fingers against the table. “Sirius, is it
possible that another member of the House of Black has taken up the ownership of Kreacher?”

“They can’t, they couldn’t, unless…” Black pales.

“Things have been going missing,” Lupin whispers. “The library emptied, Black artefacts, Sirius
thought it was Severus —,”

“Because it is the kind of thing he would do!” Black scowls.

“Indeed it is, but it is also the kind of thing another member of the Black family might do,”
Severus sneers. “And if Kreacher has defected to another unknown Black, do you not think that an
elf who has access to the Boy Who Lived and the Potter Grimoire might be of interest to that new
master? And perhaps that Master's Master? Say, the Dark Lord?”

Black stares at him for a moment and then, in a move that is so hideously predictable that Severus
scoffs, Black transforms into the ugly mutt and flees the room, nails scratching against the stone
tiles.

“I’ll go after him,” Lupin stares around shakily. His eyes fix on Granger. “I’ll … I’ll make it better,
Hermione. I promise.”

“Tell it to Harry,” Ronald says gruffly, his arm tight around Granger’s waist. Lupin nods stiffly and
walks out. Severus feels like he can hear the way his shoulders slump as soon as he reaches the
stairs. How does it feel to know you have so utterly failed a child you should have cared for?

Severus should know, he realises, because he’s failed too.

“Harry’s smart,” Granger whispers, fixing her eyes on Dumbledore. “He’s survived. He wouldn’t
have gone off with someone who he thought would hurt him, no matter how hurt he was already.
He has good instincts. You have to trust them.”

Severus tries not to scoff. If Potter has good instincts then he has never seen him. But then
Granger's earlier comment strikes him in the sternum. You never see him.

“Thank you, Miss Granger,” Albus nods his head. “I fear that is all we may be able to do at the
moment. But … if Harry does reach out to you again, I hope you will trust us to share it.”

Granger stiffens, but nods. Severus sees something familiar flickering inside her eyes. She no
longer trusts Albus. Severus has an interesting thought. Perhaps Potter no longer trusts Albus.
Ronald is tugging her gently away before Severus can think that through, and then it is only
himself, Bill Weasley and Albus. The three men stand in silence. Severus realises that he and Bill
are the least emotionally involved which is why they are still there. Albus, despite all the
accusations thrown at him, all the trust broken, has work for them to do.

Albus fucking Dumbledore, always making plans.

“I spoke with Arabella Figg,” Albus says quietly. “She says that there was another boy at the
Dementor attack.”

“Not his cousin?” Bill asks.

“No,” Albus shakes his head, pauses. “It appears Harry, in the absence of his companions, has
made a new friend. A local boy, according to Arabella. Someone in his neighbourhood. A …
Scout, apparently.”

“Scout?” Bill Weasley frowns.

“A muggle organisation,” Severus nods. This is a task, a thread to be followed that can take him
away from the guilt. He has an heir he cannot take care of and Potter may be dying somewhere, but
this he can do. “On the voice recording, Potter was being driven in a muggle car. It is possible his
new muggle friend has taken him away somewhere. What do we know of this boy?”

“He is taller than Harry, but the same age. Stockier. Brown hair, white. Arabella says he has a pet
snake,” Albus shrugs. “A green one.”

“Odd,” Bill Weasley shakes his head. “Do muggles have snakes as pets?”

“I knew a muggle in my hometown who kept a tarantula,” Severus comments drily. “It is more
than possible. Especially among emotional teenagers.”

“I can go to Surrey,” Bill volunteers. “Ask around. Teenagers like me.”

Severus snorts. Of course they do. He looks like a cross between David Bowie and a dragon
tamer.

“Thank you, gentlemen, I appreciate your professionalism,” Albus sighs, takes off his glasses and
rubs his nose. “I shall return to Hogwarts. Please alert me if Miss Granger receives any word from
Harry.”

Then Dumbledore is gone, disappearing into the floo and leaving devastation in his wake. As he
always does.

"I'll go to Surrey this afternoon," Bill Weasley says. "Can I owl you?"

Severus nods. Bill Weasley heads upstairs to join his family in what, no doubt, is an entirely
unpalatable discussion with Black and Lupin. Severus wants no part of that. Instead, Severus stares
into the dying green light in the fireplace and tries not to think of the way Lily would bring him
cake from the Evans' kitchen on the days when his mother could not make the food stretch. He will
not think about it. He stares at the green powder. It reminds him of something. Green. Green. Dark
hair. Stocky build. Then it hits him and his stomach drops.

Holy fucking hell. Theodore Nott has a boomslang.

Liquefied Dinosaurs
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“It’s a service station.”

“What the fuck is a service station?”

Harry closes his eyes. He’s in a lot of pain. They’ve stopped a few times in the last few hours for
Theo to press his palm over various parts of Harry’s body, but the healing power of the Nott ring
seems to be lagging for some reason. Harry reckons Theo is tired. Probably because he hasn’t slept
but mostly because Kreacher has kept up a constant stream of heckling and pinching.

“It’s where we get fuel for the car,” Harry sighs, winces at the flares of pain in his back and
stomach. His voice is croaky. His throat is swollen. Is this better or worse than how he felt after the
cruciatus curse? He can’t tell. If he had to compare, it’s probably most like the time around
Dudley’s eighth birthday, when Harry accidentally made Dudley’s 29th birthday present, the new
model aeroplane, fly around the room. Vernon pushed him down the stairs. Dudley laughed.
Petunia threw paracetamol and splints into his cupboard and left him there for three days.

“The car needs fuel?” Theo frowns. “Like … coal? Like the Hogwarts express?”

“No, fuel is petrol, it’s … like charcoal from thousands of years ago, like dinosaur bones and shit,
and it’s high pressured and distilled for so long over thousands of years and then it burns in the
engine and produces … energy?” Harry flops a hand over his forehead. His scar is burning, too, on

top of every fucking else, and he is not a bloody mechanic.

“Are you asking me?” Theo twists in his seat to stare at Harry. “You’re asking me if muggle
carriages are really powered by liquified dinosaurs?”

“Fuck, I don’t know!” Harry groans. Man, his throat hurts. “They didn’t exactly cover it in primary
school. Look, the point is, we need to fill the car up with it in order for the car to keep running.”

“At the service station?”

“Yes.”

“Okay then,” Theo nods. “Go, please, Kreacher.”

“Of course it is ‘go’ Kreacher is not stupid.” A grumbling voice emerges from the footwell. “Heir
Nott is stupid when he cannot see the giant carriage in the middle lane and cannot hear the giant
carriage scream at him.”

“It’s a horn, Kreacher,” Harry mutters.

“It is loud and obnoxious and Heir Nott is obviously deaf as a naked mole-rat not to hear it,”
Kreacher snarks.

“Naked mole-rat,” Harry snorts. “Nice one, Kreacher.”

“Don’t indulge him,” Theo sighs and moves the car off the hard shoulder, flicking the indicator
(he’s learned the indicator now) to move up the exit. Harry exhales slowly and pulls himself up
into a sitting position to better guide Theo up next to the petrol pump. Luckily, he does it very
smoothly and Harry sighs gratefully. It is four in the morning and the place is deserted, but it
definitely won’t help their crazy non-magical escape if Theo crashes the car.

Although it would definitely piss of Vernon to find his mangled BMW somewhere up the M1.

“Right,” Harry winces. His back, which was feeling better five hours ago now feels like it’s on fire.
“Now you need to get out of the car, open the fuel cap, put the nozzle in the tank, press the lever,
fill the tank and then go to the booth inside the station and pay with Vernon’s cash without doing
anything wizard-y. Okay?”

Theo stares at him for a moment. Kreacher pops his bald, droopy head up from the footwell.

“Were all of those actual words?” Theo asks, blankly.

“Kreacher doesn't think so,” Kreacher mutters. "Kreacher thinks Heir Black has lost what little was
left of his mind."

“Of course. Wizards,” Harry rubs his forehead, glares down at Kreacher. “And Wizard’s house
elves. Fucking useless.”

“Kreacher does not see Heir Black driving the muggle carriage and saving Heir Black’s life,”
Kreacher folds his knobbly arms.

“Neither does Heir Nott,” Theo says lightly, quirking his mouth at Harry to show he doesn’t mean
it.

“Yes, yes, you’re both wonderful,” Harry rolls his eyes, even though it hurts his head to do so.
“Fine. I’ll just have to fill up the car.”

“You can barely stand,” Theo raises his eyebrows.

“I’ll be fine,” Harry winces, taking Theo’s jacket off the passenger seat and gingerly pulling it over
his naked torso.

“You look like you’ve fallen fifty feet and landed on your face,” Theo twists in his seat to stare
Harry in the eye. “You are not getting out of this car.”

“If I don’t refuel the car then I might never get out of it,” Harry snaps. His head is really starting to
ache. Sahara hisses from where she is coiled in the leather seat, enjoying its warmth.

“You only have an hour or two left,” she hisses.

“I know, don’t keep telling me.”

“You are weakening every moment,” Sahara’s dark, unfathomable eyes blink. “I taste your
death.”

“Well, that’s just rude.”

“What happens if a muggle takes one look at your bashed up face and tells the muggle Aurors?”
Theo demands.

“We’ve not got time,” Harry whispers, pressing his burning forehead against the leather of the
passenger seat. “I've not got time. Come on. You can hold me up.”

“Alright,” Theo says eventually. “But if you collapse or if a muggle gets shifty, I’m using my
wand.”

“Trace?" Harry reminds him.

“Fuck the trace,” Theo scowls. Harry can’t help but grin. Theo’s shown more expression in the last
five hours than he has in the last three weeks. Clearly, there’s something about muggle driving that
brings his emotions up to the surface of his face.

“Kreacher agrees with Heir Nott,” Kreacher mutters and Harry smirks.

“I’ll bet he does.” He opens the car door and climbs out. The world oozes away from him for a
second when his feet hit the concrete, but then Theo is there, his firm hand on Harry’s elbow, the
sharp scent of him (slightly sweaty but still full of thunderstorms) in Harry’s nostrils.

“Thanks,” Harry swallows back nausea, flipping open the fuel cap and reaching a shaking hand to
lift the nozzle. It’s heavy. Too heavy for Harry who’s own arms feel like they're filled with lead.

Harry almost drops it, but Theo’s warm hand clamps over his, the two of them guiding it together.
Harry sighs as the petrol fills the tank and leans back for a second, resting lightly against Theo’s
chest. He winces slightly with the pressure on his wounded back, but it feels too nice to and Harry
is too weak to pull away.

“How are you feeling? Really?” Theo speaks softly against Harry’s ear. With Theo’s breath on his
neck and his body encircling him, it’s more comforting than the seat warmers.

“Like shit,” Harry murmurs. Like I’m dying.

“You look like it.”

Harry snorts. Even when Harry’s imminent demise is careening towards them, Theo is still witty as
hell.

“Fucking prick.”

Harry feels Theo smile over his shoulder.

“Does your scar hurt?”

“Yeah,” Harry sighs. As if life isn’t bad enough with the ripped open back, the bruised throat and
the possible internal bleeding, there's Tom’s sodding prickling emotions to contend with. Theo
moves his hand from Harry’s elbow and presses it softly to his forehead. Harry stiffens, expecting
some of the fiery pain that usually comes with the magic of the Heir ring, but there’s none. Just the
fresh coolness of flowing water, quenching his headache. Harry almost gasps in relief.

“Jesus,” Harry lets his head flop back against Theo’s shoulder, appreciating for a moment how
fucking great it is that Theo is taller than him. “That feels amazing.”

“I’m glad,” Theo murmurs, brushing Harry’s fringe across his forehead. Harry sighs. He never did
this with Cedric. He needed to be strong last year, strong all the time, even with Cedric, especially
with Cedric who was older and smarter and cleverer in every way. It’s not like that with Theo.
Harry’s falling apart, fucking dying and Theo’s just here. Not that Theo and Cedric are the same.
Nothing like the same. Harry veers his thoughts away from that line of thinking.

“It’s full,” Theo says, glancing at the numbers on the monitor. Harry smiles. That’s one of the
things Harry likes so much about Theo — he’s a quick study. Even with muggle things.

“Let’s go and pay,” Harry pulls out a couple of crisp notes from Vernon’s wallet. Theo stares.

“What’s that?”

“It’s money.”

“It’s paper.”

“Yes.”

“Muggles think paper is valuable?” Theo fingers it curiously.

“No, muggles use paper as an alternate currency since there is hardly enough gold in the world for
billions of muggles,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Can we just go and pay?”

But he’s underestimated Theo’s thirst for knowledge, any kind of knowledge, and he is staring at
the paper with the same kind of hungry eyes he had when reading the disguising potion.

“Amazing, it's a symbol of credit, a system built on an assumption of gold which is never there,”
Theo mutters, stroking Queen Elizabeth’s face with awe. “Why don’t they teach this in muggle
studies?”

“Wait, you take muggle studies?”

“Of course I don’t,” Theo looks affronted. “I just read all the textbooks.”

“Of fucking course,” Harry tugs the notes back and grabs Theo by the elbow. “Now can you stop
being such a Ravenclaw for one second so we can get back to avoiding my death?”

“Right,” Theo’s face clears and Harry feels a strange pang of longing. He loves that look of intense,
almost fanatical excitement over learning that Theo has. It reminds him of Hermione. “Let’s do
it.”

“Let me do all the talking, okay?” Harry mutters as they walk into the station, but before they even
get inside, Theo has stopped in his tracks, staring at the automatic doors.

“Is it a charm?” Theo stares at it warily. What the fuck is in those muggle studies textbooks?

“Yes, a muggle charm called motiono detectiono,” Harry snaps. “Come on!”

Together, they walk down the empty aisle of sweets and crisps to the counter. Even though he
couldn’t stomach a thing, Harry grabs some snacks for Theo and Kreacher. They've been doing all
the work, after all. All Harry's done is sleep and try not to die. There’s a young girl with a lip
piercing wearing a lurid yellow uniform and staring at them from behind the till.

“Number four please,” Harry looks at the shelves behind her and has a sudden idea. “And some
aspirin, please.”

“Course,” the girl’s eyes flicker between Harry and Theo, then up to Harry’s face. “I saw you out
there. You … you guys are…?”

“No," Harry jerks, panic flooding through him as he tries to pull away from Theo, but Theo clamps
down on his arm.

“Yes.”

“Theo!” Harry hisses, staring at him. Theo shrugs. Before Harry has time to question what the fuck
he is thinking, the girl behind the counter is smiling at them.

“Thought so,” she whispers. “Don’t worry. I get it. My cousin, he’s … that way. Did someone see
you together? Is that why…?”

She gestures to Harry’s bloodied face.

“Why what?” Theo asks, nonplussed. Harry grits his teeth. Trust Theo to announce something like
this to a muggle without realising the fucking consequences.

“Yes,” Harry answers, pulling a sardonic smile. He hates this, but he might be able to use it to their
advantage. After all, many many different people will be looking for him. “They’re looking for us,
so please, don’t tell anyone, okay? If - If anyone comes asking …”

“You’re secret’s safe with me,” the girl winks, hands over his change. “Free love and all that.”

“Yeah,” Harry smiles weakly. “Thanks.”

He puts his hand on Theo’s arm and pushes the change into his hand.

“Come on,” Harry growls.

“So we paid in paper but we get gold and silver back?” Theo mutters, staring at the change in his
hand as he helps Harry limp back to the car. "Fascinating."

So it's not just me the sorting hat let slide.

Once inside the car, Harry slumped in the back seat and Theo closing the driver's door after him,
Harry rounds on Theo.

“What the actual fuck, Theo?” Harry tosses the snacks at Kreacher and fiddles with the aspirin
packet with shaking hands. “Why did you tell her… that?”

“Because I thought it would seem weirder if we weren’t,” Theo shrugs. “Since she’d already seen
us …”

Holding each other. Laughing together. Looking like a couple.

Harry brushes past that. He is not doing this again. Not after Cedric.

“Did you forget that boys aren’t supposed to do that in the muggle world?” Harry snaps, popping
the chalky pills out of the silver foil.

“What are these tiny sugared children?” Kreacher croaks, holding up a jelly baby between a finger
and thumb.

“Jelly babies,” Harry says. “They’re sweets. Like from Honeydukes.”

“Muggles eat their jellied young?” Kreacher’s eyes gleam with excitement. “Wizards have not done
this in hundreds of years.”

“They’re not real babies, Kreacher, don’t bite their heads off!”

“So they will not scream,” Kreacher’s lips are dusty with sugar as he continues to behead jelly
babies and drop them back into the packet.

“You’re twisted,” Harry rolls his eyes. “The red ones are the best ones.”

“The most bloody,” Kreacher nods.

“They’re not real babies!”

“Is that why she thought you’d been beaten up?” Theo buckles his seat belt (he’s worked that one
out too) and twists to look at the box in Harry’s hand. “What the hell are those?”

“Muggle painkillers,” Harry drops them onto his dry tongue, winces at the bitter taste, swallows
heavily. Theo snatches the packet and stares at the back. “And yes, that is why I fucking backpeddled after what you said.”

“So muggles beat men up for being with men?” Theo quirks his eyebrows then stares down at the
medical information notes he has pulled out of the packet. “Harry, these have salicylic acid in
them!”

“No, Theo, muggles kill men who are with other men,” Harry snaps. “So it’s not the kind of thing
you fucking just announce to strangers!”

“So muggles are bigoted shits, who cares? Salicylic acid, Harry!”

“I don’t know what that means,” Harry looks at Theo and shakes his head, “and as if muggles have
a monopoly of being bigoted.”

“Well, we don’t arrest or kill people for who they love,” Theo snaps. “Salicylic acid is willow
bark, Harry. Willow bark! Why did you take this?”

“Because I’m fucking dying and it hurts!” Harry yells. “And you’re telling me that blood
supremacy isn’t bigoted?”

“Well, now you’re dying quicker!” Theo yells back, which is extraordinary because usually Harry
yells and Theo stares. Now Harry is the one staring. “Because salix, the ingredient in willow bark,
is an anti-coagulant.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

Theo thumps his head against the steering wheel.

"Theo?"

“It means that you’ve taken a potion that will make your blood flow faster. You’re bleeding
internally, Harry. You’ll bleed quicker. We have an hour until we’re on the edge of the forest and
we can apparate. You might … we might not make it in time.”

Theo’s voice is tired. Harry feels a coldness settle on him. He stares at the packet of pills Theo has
dropped back on the passenger seat. No. He can’t die this way. Not from a fucking aspirin. He

can’t. If for no other reason than Hermione will absolutely perform a necromancy ritual to bring
him back to life and murder him all over again. The-Boy-Who-Lived, killed by a muggle drug.
That's a headline and a half. Harry will not give Rita Skeeter that satisfaction. Harry swallows
hard.

“Then … I guess we’ll have to drive faster,” Harry flops back down on the back seat. “And Sahara
and I will work out something to keep me alive until then.”

‘Work out something?” Theo lifts his head from the steering wheel and smiles at Harry softly. “Is
that the attitude that got you through the first task?”

“Pretty much,” Harry laughs. He might be dying but at least Theo is still funny. “Kreacher, stop
murdering jelly babies and get back on the pedals.”

“Only if Heir Nott feeds me jellied young.”

“Fine,” Theo says tiredly. Kreacher grins, his long teeth stuck with decimated gelatine bodies and
climbs back into the footwell.

“You should eat something too,” Harry says quietly. He reaches over, breaks off a piece of the
dairy milk bar and waves it under Theo’s nose. Theo stares at him like he is incredibly annoying
but reluctantly opens his mouth. Harry pops it in, his finger catching on Theo’s top lip. Theo chews
reflectively. Swallows.

“And?” Harry grins.

“Not bad,” Theo concedes. “Better than the fruity Italian bread, at least.”

Harry has chocolate crumbs on his thumb. He offers it to Sahara, who sleepily licks it off. Even
with the almost dizzying headache and the burning back, it’s nice. They could be back in the Scout
hut rather than at some crappy service station in the north of England, with Theo raising his
eyebrow at some new muggle thing Harry has brought him, drawling: “And what is this?” Those
are good memories. If Harry's gone in the next two hours, he's glad to have had them.

“We have an hour to go,” Theo says. “So stay alive until then, okay?”

“I’ll try,” Harry lifts Sahara onto his chest where she wakes, hissing softly. “If you admit that blood
purists are bigots.”

“I’ll admit that some of them are,” Theo starts the car, Kreacher mumbling as he presses the
acceleration. Theo drops his left hand to the sweet packet, flicking a headless jelly baby down
between his knees. “If you admit that muggles are backwards in their assessment of human
connections.”

“I will,” Harry counters, stroking Sahara’s scales. “If you swear you won’t out me in public
again.”

“Out you?” Theo snorts. “Wizard’s can’t be outed.”

“Muggles can. Muggleborns can, so can muggle raised wizards.”

"So?"

Harry swallows, closing his eyes tightly. He knows that he’s fine, he knows that being gay in the
wixen world isn’t even a thing and if Cedric hadn’t been who he was and Harry hadn’t been who
he is then their relationship wouldn’t have batted a single eye, but it doesn’t matter. He feels the
surge of panic, the shame of Dudley’s sneering taunts and the pain of Vernon’s fists that always
struck harder on the word “pansy.”

“So swear it.”

There is a long pause. Then Theo speaks in the softest voice he’s used since Harry regained
consciousness.

“Harry, I swear I will not out you in any way.” Harry feels like he can breathe again. “And I admit
purebloods can bigoted.”

“I admit muggles can be homophobic twats,” Harry says.

Theo snorts with laughter.

“More preserved younglings!” Kreacher barks from the footwell. Theo rolls his eyes and drops
another jelly baby onto Kreacher’s head.

Harry tries to relax as the car settles into faster acceleration and the sound of the passing motorway
buffets the windows. An hour. Harry has an hour to survive. Well, it’s more time than he had in the
graveyard.

“I have to stay alive, Sahara,” Harry hisses. “Can you help me?”

“I can feed you magic,” Sahara coils gently around Harry’s neck.

“You’ve been doing that all night.”

“I have more,” Sahara’s voice dry in Harry’s ear. “But it will make you hibernate.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It is not,” Sahara coils a little tighter. “But you will be cold for a while. Not speaking, except to
me.”

Harry considers. That might make Theo mad, but he thinks Theo would be madder if he dies. And
he doesn’t want Theo to be mad. A voice that sounds suspiciously like Hermione’s pops into his
head.

You don’t want him to be mad more than you don’t want to die?

Harry almost rolls his eyes before he realises he would be rolling his eyes at an imaginary voice.
He must be really starting to lose it if he’s doing that. And no matter what imaginary Hermione
says, how tired and sore and drifty he is feeling, he knows he’d risk a lot for Theo to be happy.

“Theo?”

“Yeah?”

“Sahara wants to try something to give me more time,” Harry swallows. “I’ll be sleeping,
hibernating, she says. I won’t be able to speak. I think it’s a good idea.”

Usually, Harry makes these decisions alone. Usually, it’s just him and his blood and his guts and
his impenetrable survival instinct, making the decisions to stay alive. But Theo’s here. Theo’s
driving him to his secret house. Theo’s trying to keep him alive too. Theo gets a vote.

“Do you?”

“No.” Harry keeps his eyes closed tight. He hears Theo swallow. “But I think we should do it
anyway.”

Harry’s heart swells when he hears Theo use the word ‘we.’ In the past, Hermione and Ron have
been his ‘we.’ He and Cedric never got a chance to get to ‘we.’

Theo and Cedric are different. It’s not the same. Not even slightly.

“Cool,” Harry swallows back all thoughts of Cedric. “Keep the seat warmers on.”

He settles himself as comfortably as he can lying down on a back that honestly, feels like it's full of
broken glass, and sighs.

“Let’s do it, Sahara.”

“I shall bite you.”

Harry jerks to stare at her.

“You failed to mention that.”

“I shall not release venom, only magic.”

“My magic? The magic I gave you?”

“No, deeper than that,” Sahara’s coil around his neck tightens like a rope. “Where all creatures’
souls are made with the magic of life and death, where all animals breathe and sleep and draw life
from. I can draw it up because I have your magic.”

“That makes no sense.”

“You do not make sense, Greenheart, not yet.” Sahara's nostrils push against the skin of Harry’s
neck, still sore from Dudley’s pressing fingers. “But you will.”

Then, sharp as needles, Sahara’s fangs press into his flesh. A sudden rush of numbing dark endless
night pulses into his bloodstream. Harry gasps as the world turns to black and all feeling slips away
from him.

“Harry!” he hears Theo shout. “Kreacher, is he okay?”

“Master is still, Master …” Kreacher takes a strangled gasp. “Master’s familiar bit him!”

“What? Sahara bit him? Harry! Harry!”

“Tell them not to worry,” Harry whispers into the darkness. His mouth does not move or if it does
he does not feel it. He speaks into the darkness and knows Sahara’s mind is there. He hears her
hissing.

“We must keep going,” Kreacher says. “Heir Nott! We must keep going. Master knows what he is
doing. Sometimes.”

Harry feels a floating sense of satisfaction that Kreacher would admit that sometimes Harry knows
what he’s doing. In this case, however, Harry’s not sure he does. He cannot see anything but

darkness, he cannot feel anything except a numbing coldness. It’s like being asleep but fully awake
and Harry is suddenly reminded horribly of being tied up in the graveyard. He tries to struggle, but
he can’t. He thinks he’d rather die than be trapped in endless darkness.

“Do not panic,” Sahara whispers. Somehow, in this place, her voice sounds less like hissing and
more like speaking.

“I’m trapped. I need to get out.”

“You are not trapped. You are resting. Be still. Listen.”

“I hear them speaking about me, worrying about me —,”

“Do not listen to the humans. Listen to the magic. It is time to learn, Greenheart.”

“What does that mean?”

Sahara doesn’t answer. It is quiet inside the darkness. All Harry hears is his own heart beat, rapid
and panicked. Then he hears something else. Humming maybe, or even singing. Different threads
of music, a ruby red song, a black thunder of drums, a slippery green tone of strings and then a
silence, rich and deep and so completely anticipatory of sound to come that it is a melody in itself.
Underneath, there’s something else. A buzz that’s a little irritating, the lime green colour of the
Avada Kedavra. Then, underneath, deeper and purer, there’s a light ringing, golden, like the sound
of sunlight.

“What is it?” Harry wonders.

“What do you think it is?” Sahara asks.

Harry listens. He does not know. Yet the not-knowing does not seem to worry him. He drifts in the
colours of the dark song as the numbness moves from the edges of his awareness slowly inwards.
Time passes and also does not. The music eats it, turns it into song. Minutes pass or maybe years
and Harry loses his memories of Voldemort or Dumbledore until they are only drumming beats in a
whispering hum. Then, somewhere in between a second or eternity, Harry hears another voice
speaking. A sweet voice that breaks through the songs but is just so delicious to hear. He
remembers the sound from a lifetime of cold music ago. It's perfect. It's Theo. Theo whispering in

his ear.

“The address of my mother’s house is Fabiola’s Cottage in the Forest of Kielder.”

Then Harry hears a new song, one of determination that smells of over-brewed coffee and feels a
small elf hand in his own. Then the songs disappear completely, along with the world.

Unicorn Hair
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Hello friends! Got my gig finished and MISSED YOU ALL SO MUCH. I know it's
only been two days but I'm still poorly and miserable and I felt lonely for all your
comments and excitement.
On the plus side, having two days not updating gave me two days to think about this
story and my dear friends, I have plans. So buckle in. It's a long one.
As for this chapter, Theo has feelings. I hope you enjoy his POV! Also, apologies for
my terrible Greek to any Greek speakers out there.

Theodore Nott is a healer, not a warrior. The Nott rings might have healing powers, but it is for
defensive reasons only.

Only so we can heal quickly in battle, Theodore.
They are warriors, as Apollonius is always telling him. Theo does not care about being a warrior.
Mother, who is dead, was a healer. She came from a lineage of ancient healers all the way back to
Fabiola, who muggles think of as some kind of saint. When Theo uses the Nott heir ring to heal
Harry, it is his mother that he thinks of.

“Harry? Harry?”

But it’s not working this time. Nor are the multiple blood replenishers and the clotting potions he’s
shoved down him.

“What is wrong with Master?” Kreacher snarls as Theo struggles to lift Harry to pour yet another
potion down his throat. Harry has been like dead weight since Sahara bit him. Fucking bit him.
Theo has not had time to process that properly because he had to learn how to drive a sodding car
(more complicated and exhilarating than he thought) and then hunt through mother’s supply of
potions at the cottage for something, anything that might bring Harry’s pulse back up to something
resembling a living human being.

Because if Harry fucking Potter dies in Theo’s house then Theo has even bigger problems to deal

with.

“The Master is a fool, that’s what's wrong,” Theo mumbles, ripping his jacket off Harry’s back.
Driving the last hour, seeing Harry laid out like a fucking corpse on the back seat with a meanlooking snake sat on his chest has not been good for Theo's blood pressure. Or his self-control.
Hibernation, Harry had said. Harry fucking Potter, king of understatement. The guy calls the
Darkest Lord since Mordred Tommy boy when he thinks Theo isn't listening. He's a reckless dick
and he absolutely must not die. “Master let a damn boomslang bite him —,”

Sahara hisses at Theo from where she is lying alongside Harry, cool and long, sparkling with
magic. Theo can’t think about that now. He glares at her.

“Yes, I’m talking about you, you traitor, we had a bloody deal! Neither of us was going to kill him,
remember?”

He shakes his head. It had been a one-sided deal, made before Sahara had bit into the portkey
before they travelled to Surrey the first time. Back when Harry was just Potter, an interesting
diversion in a summer filled with pain.

"You are a bad snake," Theo glares. "If you think I'm going around finding nice tarantulas for you
to chomp on after this, you've got another fucking thing coming."

Sahara hisses in what seems to be indignation. Theo rolls his eyes in his best impression of Harry,
who seems to think eye-rolling is the epitome of gestures to display displeasure. Theo knows
Sahara didn’t mean to put Harry into what seems to be, for all intents and purposes, some kind of
fucking coma, but he can’t help his annoyance. He’s annoyed. He’s spent the better part of ten
hours keeping Harry alive. If he dies, Theo will be annoyed.

He will also murder Harry’s despicable uncle. And his cousin. And that skinny evil kid that Theo
knows came up with the barbed wire whip. He will also hunt down and imperio Sirius Black, walk
him into the Ministry of Magic and have him thrown back in Azkaban again for his seemingly
endless fucking uselessness. He will burn Dumbledore's books, he will have Lucius Malfoy's head
on a platter, Theo might even take his rage to the Dark Lord since if anyone was likely to send
Dementors to Surrey, it seems to be him. A lot of people will die if Harry Potter dies and Theo will
not see it as fit revenge. He will not see it as fit revenge until the world has burned.

This is why Harry Potter will not die today.

“Hold his mouth open, Kreacher.”

The little elf does so, with obedience that surprises Theo until he remembers that Harry can soul
bind without even thinking about it. Of course, Kreacher obeys him. Theo pushes that thought
aside too along with the other things he has not really have time to process in favour of watching
Harry’s face carefully for signs of life. He’s given him a potion that is usually reserved for people
on the brink of death, facing multi-organ failure. Theo wants to be a healer but he is not a healer,
not yet, and he does not know if Harry is facing multi-organ failure. He does not know because he
is not a parselmouth.

Harry Potter might die because I’m not a parselmouth.

As Theo watches Harry’s dark eyelashes for signs of a flicker, he resolves that even if it has never
been done before, even if every piece of literature he’s ever read has said it is impossible, he will
learn to understand parseltongue.

“You’re going to teach me to understand you,” Theo glares at Sahara. She flickers her tongue and
blinks darkly. “I don’t care if you think it’s beneath you, or it’s a sacred language that only
Slytherin's spawn should have, I don’t give a fuck because this is never happening again. You are
going to teach me, understood?”

“Kreacher understands that Heir Nott is losing his mind if he thinks Master’s nasty familiar can
understand him,” Kreacher mutters, cradling Harry’s head. Just as he did when Theo arrived at
Privet Drive yesterday. He had crept through the sterile house, smelling blood at the foot of the
stairs. In the dark of Harry's room, there were two orbs of yellow light, Kreacher's eyes, wide and
desperate, as he held his bleeding Master in his tiny hands. Harry's skin, so pale and bloodless.
Harry's blood, black in the darkness and all around him. Everywhere.

No. I will not think about that right now.

“She’s not his familiar,” Theo replies staunchly. “She’s our pet. We have a timeshare.”

Kreacher looks at him piteously. “Heir Nott is not only a bad driver, he is an idiot.”

“You are rude.” Theo refuses to speak to the elf the way Harry does, falling into elf-speak when it
is entirely beneath him.

“Master did not make Kreacher vow to be nice to Heir Nott,” Kreacher grins in a way that makes
Theo remember every piece of elf-lore he has read about prehistoric elf uprisings. Early elves
sharpened their teeth better to bring down larger prey. “Only to protect him.”

“Kreacher, don’t threaten Theo,” Harry slurs.

“Master!”

“Harry?" Theo clamps his hands on either side of that thin face, rejoicing over every flicker of
muscle movement in his skin. "Are you with us?”

Harry’s eyes are moving sluggishly under his lids, long lashes fluttering softly. Why are his
eyelashes so long? Theo holds back the urge to stroke them. Harry nods reluctantly.

“We made it?” His voice still that hideous rasp, throat still purple with fat fingerprints. Dudley
Dursley must die.

“We did,” Theo swallows, brushes Harry’s fringe back from his forehead with shaking fingers.
Harry’s scar is red and inflamed against pale skin. He has a set of hideous bruises flowering over
his eyes and nose. Theo thinks he was probably stamped on. Harry's Uncle.

I will extract that man's teeth one by one. I will break each of his fingers and then stamp on them
until the bones are dust.

“But you’re … you’re not in a good way and I can’t …”

Theo takes a deep breath. He hates this, he hates not knowing. Knowledge is more than power.
Knowledge is hope.

“I can’t tell what’s wrong.”

Harry’s eyes flicker. Theo sees a flash of green. His eyes, which are grassy under the potion rather
than the shining emerald they are in his natural face, are hazy. He tries to lift a finger.

“Grimoire,” Harry croaks. “Page … two hundred.”

Theo nods to Kreacher who scampers quickly away to Harry’s trunk, pulling out the Grimoire and
dropping it on Harry’s chest. Harry groans.

“Kreacher,” Theo hisses. He’s put up with this malevolent demon masquerading as an elf for a
whole hellish, jelly-baby-eating ankle-pinching night and his patience is fucking stretched. “Do not
drop it on his chest.”

“ ’S fine,” Harry croaks.

He sets his left hand on the Grimoire and Theo watches the flare in the red Potter ring as it opens.
He’s amazed Harry has any power to do anything right now. Kreacher quickly flips the book to the
correct page and lifts Harry’s hand back onto the page.

“Say Heir Nott’s name,” Kreacher barks. Theo bristles. He can’t help it. Harry might be used to his
house elf commanding him but Theo is not.

“Theodore Nott,” Harry whispers, wincing.

Theo watches as the Potter ring glows and ink flows into the page, becoming visible. It’s not a
potion. It’s a diagnosis spell. One that’s alarmingly specific. Theo knows that usually, diagnostic
spells only relate problems they find in the basest terms. They are often bound to quills that
produce detailed reports. Theo recalls watching a six-foot scroll unrolling at Mother’s bedside.
The quiet whispers of the healers wrapping him in a hideous sense of helplessness. Do something!
Theo shakes the memory away. This spell is different. It will not only diagnose but it will reveal
emergent problems.

It will help me keep Harry alive.

“Wow, this is perfect.”

Even with no sleep and Harry’s ability to somehow make a dire situation worse, (Willow bark!)
he’s excited. This he can do. He can learn a new spell and perfect it. He grabs a spare piece of

parchment from Mother’s potions bench. It takes him a couple of tries, since he’s not excellent
with chants or Greek, but finally, he manages it.

“O Asklipiós apokalýptei symyoulí therapeftikís odigías O Asklipiós…”

He feels the spell in every part of his body, ancient words that the Potter’s have kept tucked away
for thousands of years. The Nott family is not as old as the Potter/Peverells (a name that Theo had
never heard before he read it at the top of the recipe in the Scout hut) and he feels almost jealous of
the secrets that must be hidden away in the Potter vault. Blue ink is appearing from nowhere, the
same colour as his heir ring, and spelling itself onto the parchment. Theo stares at it.

“Ah.” he tries to keep his voice calm. Swallows hard. “Slight problem.”

“What?” Harry’s voice is drowsy. Theo stares at the words on the parchment. It’s in fucking
Greek.

“Nothing,” Theo whispers, “Nothing a … translation spell can’t fix.”

Now I just need to learn one.

“Heir Nott is useless,” Kreacher snarls and clicks his fingers. Suddenly, the parchment is in English
and Theo breathes a small sigh of relief. He still puts learning a translation spell on his mental list.
A list that's only begun since he started hanging out with Harry. Research items include glamours,
defence spells, soul bonds, inheritances, Wizengamot seats, corporeal patronuses, parseltongue and
now, sodding translation spells. No wonder Hermione Granger spends so much time in the bloody
library.

“Read it aloud,” Harry rasps.

Theo nods. He notices that as he reads the first few lines, the parchment is actually growing,
becoming a roll. Luckily, it starts with the most immediate damage. Theo doesn’t think he has the
stomach or the self-control to read every brutal act Harry has been the victim of over the years.

“Magical bite from a boomslang,” Theo reads out, eyeing Sahara who hisses at him. “Nonthreatening.”

Sahara hisses, has the gall to look smug. Harry hisses back.

"Not her fault," he smiles at Theo in that lopsided way that he knows Theo can't refuse.

“But still fucking irresponsible,” Theo grumbles, moving on to the next line. “Fractured wrist, nonthreatening, bleeding into abdomen,” Theo swallows at this one. “Mildly Threatening - possibly
lethal in 12 hours if not resolved -,"

"Oh good, another twelve hours," Harry rolls his eyes. "Generous."

"I can give you a potion for that," Theo reassures, starting to feel like he might be in control of this
thing.

"Woo," Harry waves his hands weakly. "I'll try not to puke it back up."

"I've not finished," Theo looks back at the parchment. Takes a deep breath. "Broken ribs, nonthreatening, fractured collarbone, non-threatening, broken nose, non-threatening, fractured cheek
bone, non threatening, magical exhaustion from death-spirit exposure —,”

“Dementors,” Harry mutters. "We should call them death-spirits. More accurate."

“Shut up.” Theo frowns. “What's this? Energy burns and energy stings to heart tissue, threatening
— is the translation charm not working?”

“Heir Nott is offensive,” Kreacher snaps.

“No, it’s not,” Harry rolls his eyes tiredly. “There's just no ancient word for … taser.”

“What is a taser?” Theo asks tersely, his hands gripping the paper. The wounds are horrible but
they are map back in time, showing him what Harry’s uncle did when Theo went home, when
Harry made him go home and left him alone in Privet Drive. These ‘energy burns’ are something
Theo doesn’t understand.

“It’s a muggle device,” Harry whispers. He’s breathing heavily like it’s hard to do. Probably the
fucking broken ribs. “It puts electricity through your bones.”

“Electricity,” Theo echoes. He rifles through his mental library, finds a definition. Electricity is a
muggle energy that is channeled through precious metals rather than wands. "How can energy
hurt you?"

Harry raises his eyebrows. "Muggles are executed on electric devices in America. It can melt your
brain."

Theo stares. Harry is right. Muggle Studies textbooks are utter bollocks.

“What does it feel like?” Theo asks. There's no mention of a melted brain on the report so it can't
be that.

“Like a crucio,” Harry opens his green eyes. Maddeningly, they are apologetic. “A light one.”

Theo nods, hiding his rage. Dudley Dursley must die. Slowly. Painfully. Theo swallows it back. He
will not reveal the fury that is intended for that whale-sized muggle terror to Harry. No matter how
much he wants to rage, Theo will not let Harry bear the burden of his anger. He will save it,
treasure it, until it can be released upon its proper subjects. He looks back down at the parchment.

“Flayed back, exposed bone,” Theo swallows heavily. “Blood loss. Lethal. Death expectant due to
open wounds.” There it is. Theo stops reading, stares up at Harry. “Well. At least we know.”

"Yeah," Harry closes his eyes.

Theo watches him. Sees the conflict in his face. It’s his back. His sodding back. It's not Dementors
or even the fucking willow bark. It’s being whipped, repeatedly, by those disgusting hideous
muggles.

“So. My back,” Harry croaks, looking down at Theo’s heir ring. “Can you … ?”

“It’s not working,” Theo clenches his fist. “It’s a muggle wound so it … it doesn’t work as well.”

Harry raises his eyebrows. Theo sighs. Explains.

"The Nott ring is designed to fix magical wounds, to suck out the curse and discard it."

"Like snake venom," Harry whispers. Sahara curls around his arm.

"Yes, like that," Theo glares at the snake. She is not forgiven yet. " But with muggle wounds, it
does not even fix them, not really."

"But it did last time," Harry blurts out.

"Yeah, but last time they were fresh," Theo rubs the stone of his ring. These are secrets only passed
from Lords to Heirs. He can't imagine Apollonius’ reaction. But then, Theo's seen Harry do more
amazing things with his Heir rings than anyone he's ever heard of or read about. "It’s sort of like a
time turner, if the wound is fresh enough it can regenerate it to its past, healed state. But now..."

Harry nods, closing his eyes again. "That's why it's failing now," he whispers. "Because it's ... it's
the second time."

"Yes."

Because those muggle bastards laid into the barely healing back of a starved fifteen-year-old with a
barbed wire whip. There's no magic to suck out, no previously healed skin for the ring to
remember. There are only lashings cut into old lashings. Azkaban would be too good for these
shits.

“Is there … a potion?” Harry sighs.

Theo shakes his head. He wishes there was a potion. Theo is good at potions. Spells knit skin back
together and keep blood in the body, not potions, and Theo doesn't know those spells.

I have to learn something new.

“Harry, is there a healing spell in the Grimoire? A - a skin stitching one?” Theo asks.

Harry shakes his head weakly. “I’ve not read them all,” he coughs. If Harry has not read them he
cannot make them visible to Theo. Fuck.

“I … I don’t …”

I don’t know what to do. Theo swallows hard. He can feel sickness rising in his throat, swallows it
down. Helplessness. Brutal, unflinching helplessness is threatening to eat him from the inside out.
Mother’s last, gasping breath. The crushing smallness of himself, of his own childish limitations,
and Apollonius’ infuriating incapability. Do something!

“Hey,” Harry’s hand is sluggishly grabbing Theo’s pulling his attention to those green eyes. “It’s
okay.”

Theo can’t speak. This is Harry all over. Buying sweets in the service station whilst he bleeds to
death. Sending a message to Granger after being beaten. Offering comfort when he’s got almost
nothing left to give. Theo squeezes Harry's hand. He would know it anywhere now. Bruised on the
back, callouses on the palms, and the cold and hot metal of his rings on his fingers. Long fingers.
Impossibly elegant for a guy who pulls up weeds and catches snitches. Every time he’s touched
Harry’s hand he’s thought this odd thought: Graceful strength.

“It’s not okay,” Theo says, his voice trembling. If you die then nothing will ever be okay. “ I don’t
know how to heal you, Harry.”

“Then … then don’t heal me,” Harry squeezes his hand weakly. “Patch me up.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s … not a magic thing right?” Harry blinks slowly. Theo can see the exhaustion in the way his
eyelids are weighing down. The sheet under his back is wet with blood. He's still bleeding. The
bleeding, the infection, it's going to kill him, right in front of Theo. “Do a muggle fix.”

“How do muggles fix this?” Theo can’t imagine how muggles do these types of things. Mother’s
notes include ancient muggle recipes for poultices but they are used on sealed wounds. The only
way to seal wounds is by magic.

“Stitch it,” Harry winces, gingerly leaning forward set his arms on his knees, his head between
them. Raw back exposed. “Sew … sew it closed.”

“Sew it?” Theo stares. “You’re not serious?”

Harry nods weakly. Theo stares at Kreacher.

“Have you heard of this?” he demands. Kreacher nods slowly.

“House elves with mudblood masters speak of it,” Kreacher wrinkles his nose. “Mudblood spawn
coming home from muggle hospitals with stitches in their heads.”

“It works?” Theo asks in utter disbelief. Kreacher nods in disdain.

“It is primitive and disgusting,” Kreacher sniffs. “But muggle wounds can heal this way.”

“Okay then,” Theo nods. It's something and Theo has to do something. Even if it's the most
hyppogriff-shit crazy thing he's ever heard. “Kreacher, find a needle.”

“Can’t you do it?” Harry gasps, staring up at Theo. His face is sweaty. Theo hopes to all sorts of
gods, powers and mythic beings that this works because Harry does not look good.

“I can’t sew,” Theo admits. Fuck, why can’t I sew?

“Kreacher will stitch Master back together,” Kreacher croaks in a totally ominous way that Theo
thinks is completely unhelpful.

“Like fucking hell he will,” Harry growls and Theo thinks that is totally reasonable. “Theo, come
on…he'll stab me up like a voodoo doll.”

Kreacher’s grin says he would very much like to do that and Theo tries to think of something that
might mitigate Kreacher’s evil intent and, glancing at the herbs and ingredients hanging overhead,
has a moment of inspiration.

“Here!” He pulls down a skein of silvery hair. “Stitch it up with this, Kreacher.”

Kreacher curls his lip in disgust but takes hold of it anyway, rolling his bulbous eyes. It seems
Theo isn't the only one who's picked up Harry's habit.

“It’s unicorn hair,” Theo touches Harry’s shoulder in reassurance. “He can’t use malcontent with
unicorn hair, it's too pure. Will you let him … sew you up?”

Harry looks into Theo’s eyes in the way he sometimes does when he’s looking for lies. Or threats.
Or tells. Theo tries to do something that is hard for him. He tries to seep honesty into his gaze.
Harry nods, slowly.

“Okay then,” Theo nods to the house elf and sits on the bed in front of Harry, taking hold of his
sweaty hands. “Kreacher, start …" He shakes his head, not believing he's about to use this word in
this context. "Sewing.”

Kreacher climbs on the pillow behind Harry’s shoulders, threading a shiny needle with a long
string of unicorn hair.

“This will hurt Master,” Kreacher croaks. Harry snorts weakly.

“Then Kreacher will enjoy it,” Harry says, almost as croaky as Kreacher, before flopping his head
down onto his and Theo's joined hands. Theo resists a sudden, inexplicable urge to lean down and
press his lips to that mop of unruly, wavy hair. He kept it curly because I said I liked it. Then
Harry’s shoulders tense. Theo looks up, just in time to see Kreacher shoving a god damned sewing
needle into Harry Potter’s back.

“Fuck,” Harry mumbles, rubbing his cold, damp forehead over their clasped hands. “Fuck.”

This, Theo has realised, is how Harry deals with pain. He swears. He curls. He bears it. Often, he

presses his scar against something, as if the pain is coming from there instead.

“It’s okay,” Theo slips one hand free and presses it against Harry’s head, fingers automatically
combing through dark locks. Harry only squeezes his hand, neck as solid with tension as an oak
tree. Theo presses some will into his heir ring, letting loose a little of that healing power that Harry
seems to find so relaxing. Harry shudders but doesn’t scream.

Voldermort had all my screams.

It had been one of the most hideous things Harry had said whilst delirious. People like Harry and
Theo take their punishments silently. Theo knows how bad it must have been for Voldemort to
have made him scream. All three unforgiveables.

“It’s okay,” Theo whispers, trying to beat back the uselessness that he feels.

“It’s fucking not,” Harry mumbles back. Theo smiles. If someone had told him a month ago that
Harry Potter had a sarcastic, bloody dark sense of humour he would not have believed it. Now he
revels in it.

“It will be,” Theo trails his fingers against the nape of Harry’s neck, hearing him sigh with relief.
Hot skin. Cold fingertips. Harry breathes slower.

“Kreacher is done.”

The elf steps back from Harry’s back. Theo’s alarmed to see his little gnarly hands are covered in
blood.

“Thank fuck,” Harry sighs and flops forward, his forehead falling heavy on Theo’s shoulder.

“Thank you Kreacher,” Harry whispers. The elf doesn't answer, only looks surprised and
suspicious, like he does whenever Harry is kind. Theo holds Harry's neck and looks down at
Harry’s back. He swallows back a rise of bile. It’s hideous. The flayed skin was already raw and
weeping but now, stitched back together with unicorn hair, it reminds Theo of the darkest books in
his Apollonius’ library, made of human skin and stitched together with human hair. It will scar,
and scar nastily. Theo strokes his neck, presses his cheek against Harry’s head.

Mutilated. Mutilated but alive. His fingers lips brush absently against the inflamed lightning bolt.
That should be his moniker. Not this Boy-who-Lived crap.

"Master!" Suddenly, beside them, Kreacher is bent over double, bloody hands gripping his tea
towel.

“Kreacher?” Harry mumbles, twisting his face towards his elf.

“Kreacher … is … being … called,” Kreacher bites out between sharp, gritted teeth.

“Black’s calling him,” Theo realises. The panic that, for a few blessed moments had been quiet
whilst Harry rested against his chest, blooms back into terrifying life. “He can’t go to him, Black
could ask him anything.”

Could tell him anything. Could tell him about Harry's Prince ring. About the potion. About me.

“No, I bound him,” Harry croaks.

“That’s why he hasn’t disappeared already, the bonds must be stopping him but they're not strong
enough are they, Kreacher?” Theo shifts his hand around Harry’s waist, holding him up so he can
stare at Kreacher. The elf glares at the two of them, flinches horribly, and shakes his head.

“What can we do?” Harry flexes his hand with the Black ring on it slowly. He's got a lot of power
in it, Merlin knows Theo's aware, but not more than a Lord with a Lordship ring. At least, not yet.

“I don’t know,” Theo thinks rapidly through everything he knows about house-elf bonds: Masters
can be overruled by their own words, not the words of others. “What command did Black give you
about Harry, Kreacher?”

“Master Black bound me to protect Heir Black,” Kreacher twists his ears painfully. “Master is
calling … Master is calling …”

“But you can’t go to him, because that might not be safe for me,” Harry's finger taps on Theo’s
knee. It's a sign that he’s thinking rapidly.

“No, Master Black has his own binding. He is a godfather,” Kreacher growls.

“He can’t hurt you,” Theo realizes. Godfather bonds prevent all harm to the child. “Black can’t
hurt you so that can’t circumvent his calling of Kreacher because Kreacher knows he's not a threat
to your safety.”

“Kreacher must go, Kreacher must go!” Kreacher croaks even louder and begins to hit himself on
the head, leaving bloody handprints on his bald pate.

“No, No, wait!” Harry throws out a wobbly hand. “I bound you to protect Theo too! So … So you
can’t go to Sirius because Sirius will call him a death eater and — and kill him! Right, Kreacher?
You can’t go if Sirius might hurt him, right?”

Theo's impressed. Harry might not be Ravenclaw material but he certainly has enough Slytherin
cunning to be going on with, if being the literal Heir of Slytherin isn't enough to recommend
him. Kreacher stops hitting. He stares at Theo. Theo stares at Kreacher. He can feel the tingle of
the house elf’s magic around him, prickly, as if the elf is testing the bond. Theo feels Harry clench
his hand, knows he's preparing to draw up the Black magic if he needs to. Theo shakes his head,
places his hand on top of Harry's and the cold Black diamond. It's not worth it. Harry is barely
holding the breath in his lungs. He doesn't need to be throwing around whatever kind of insane
unique magic he has.

“Yes,” Kreacher whispers finally. His eyes snap from Theo’s to Harry’s. “Yes, Master. It is …
sufficient.”

Theo and Harry breathe deep sighs of relief and Harry turns his nose to huff into Theo's chest.

“He’s calling me Master again,” Harry chortles against Theo’s t-shirt. Theo tries not to enjoy the
feeling of it, of that warm breath on his collarbone. "Make him stop."

“Kreacher will never stop,” Kreacher grins nastily. “If Master does not provide more preserved
younglings.”

Harry laughs weakly against Theo.

“You have my permission to steal jelly babies from muggle shops, Kreacher,” Harry says. “As long
as you bring me back a curly wurly.”

Kreacher grins in that demonically cheerful that he seems to excel at and pops away. Theo spares a
thought for the muggle convenience store at the nearby sailing lake in the forest and for whatever
muggle stock boy who will suffer for the sudden disappearance of all of their jellied babies and
curly wurlies.

“Well, I probably should have expected that,” Harry sniggers. "He'll be beheading jelly babies for
days now. It'll be disembowelling gummy bears next."

“What’s a curly wurly?” Theo asks.

“Muggle chocolate,” Harry mumbles, eyes fluttering closed again. “Funny shapes. Toffee. Tasty.”

“You’re tired.” Theo smiles.

“No shit.” Harry hasn’t moved from resting against Theo’s chest. Theo doesn’t want him to.

“Come.”

Theo shifts so his back is against the wall. Harry follows him slightly, his thin legs are folded up
between them, jeans ripped and bloodstained. His chest is bruised and his slim, muscled arms are
scratched but despite this, his forehead rests on Theo’s shoulder and he sighs contentedly. This is
perhaps the most miraculous thing about Harry, the thing that makes Theo’s mind shimmer with
clarified excitement, like the pearly sheen on the draft of living death. Harry likes his touch. Theo
has watched Potter for years (a by-product of living with Draco Malfoy) and he’s noticed the way
Potter flinches and stiffens. Like recognises like. Theo had never imagined it could be muggles that
caused it, he had thought regular encounters with the Dark Lord were more than enough to make a
person twitchy. Now he’s no longer Potter, he's Harry and it’s more than one damaged person
sniffing out kin. Now Theo knows about the muggles and the taser and the Merlin forsaken, who
the fuck feeds a child this way cat flap, and it all makes the touches more precious. Perhaps it’s the
preciousness that makes it addictive because he’s starting to think it must be. It’s the only
explanation for why Theodore Nott, who hates to touch others and has held housemates at
knifepoint for daring to touch him, has Harry Potter leaning against him and is happily stroking his

raven hair.

“Hey,” Harry whispers. Warm breath on his cheek. Soft, sweat-smelling curls brushing his
cheek. Happy. This makes me happy. “I didn’t die. We made it.”

Theo smiles. He presses his face against the top of Harry’s head. He doesn’t kiss him, Theo
wouldn’t do that, not whilst Harry is exhausted and addled and definitely not whilst Diggory is
lingering like a ghost in Harry’s thoughts, but he lets his face and lips rest against the top of Harry's
head. He lets himself breathe in the scent of his hair, feels it against his lips and feels his own heart
rate slow down. Alive. Harry Potter is still alive and the world doesn’t have to burn.

“Yes, we did,” Theo whispers. "Now sleep."

Runes & Monster Munch
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Hello again friends! Glad to be back updating daily again.
Theo and Harry have talks and make plans and Kreacher ... well, Kreacher has snacks.
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be happy to hear I've sketched out the story up until the Christmas of 5th year. It shall
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When Harry dreams now, it is not all Voldemort. Now there is music. He dreams of the graveyard.
Voldemort’s scream is the same, high pitched and hideous and Harry feels himself being ripped
apart by his crucio but he can hear that too. The crucio sounds like an animal scream and smells
like burned flesh.

All magic has a scent, has taste, has sound and memory.

Sahara’s hisses are inside his head.

It has memory?

Harry sees the golden light of the priori incantatem bursting between his and Voldemort’s wands.
He feels the burn of its power in his hand and singing his hair but this time, he hears its voice too.
It’s like a choir, or maybe a chorus of melodic whispers. He thinks he tastes it, too. Like ashes and
honey and memory.

Of course. It is alive.

Then Cedric’s face. Cedric’s dead eyes. There is no song there. No voice. Only silence. Cedric is
not only dead, so is his magic.

“No!” Harry gasps awake.

He blinks in the sunlight. He’s lying on the grassy patch outside Fabiola’s cottage that sits on the
marshy edge of the lake. Behind him is the overgrown healers garden, and the cream front of the
cottage with its green painted door and leaded windows. It’s tiny. It’s one room with a low cot
against the back wall and a potions bench, it’s foggy with potions fumes and dense with the scent
of hanging herbs and Harry has never loved a house more.

“So do you want this mouse?”

Harry rolls onto gingerly onto his side (it’s been three days of mostly sleeping and his back is still
painful) and watches Theo. He’s sat in the grass nearby, holding a stunned mouse over Sahara’s
head and has a notebook rested on his knee and quill caught between ink-stained fingers.

“I will kill you if you do not give it to me.” Sahara hisses.

“Okay, that sounds like an affirmative hiss. Is it?” Theo jots a note down.

“I will eat your bones if you do not give it to me.”

“Definitely affirmative, then.” Theo’s voice is low, concentrated.

“She’s threatening to kill you, Theo,” Harry smiles lazily and closes his eyes. “It’s only an
affirmative if you’re asking her to murder you.”

“Interesting.”

Harry snorts. It’s Theo all over. More interested in the theory of parseltongue than the fact Sahara
wants to eat him from the inside out.

“Give her the mouse, Theo.”

Harry hears the tell-tale sounds of Sahara breaking tiny animal bones with her strong jaw. He hears
Theo’s quill scratching against his notebook. Then the soft sound of the lake waters lapping against

the reeds, a sound that he will forever associate with the Black Lake. Lying on its edge with
Cedric, the shadow of Hogwarts falling over them, dreaming of summer. Making plans.

Well, they all went to shit, didn’t they?

Inside his eyelids, in-between the red and gold gleam of sunshine, he sees Cedric’s dead eyes. He
draws in a shallow breath. Shivers.

“Bad dream?” Theo’s voice interrupts his thoughts.

“Yeah.”

Theo’s witnessed him lurching up from nightmares every time he’s laid his head down, except for
the times Theo has insisted he take a Dreamless Sleep potion.

“Wasn’t Diggory … with Chang?”

Harry’s eyes fly open and he glares at Theo but Theo’s looking back in that innocent, searching for
knowledge way that Harry can’t be mad at. Even though, this time, Harry’s pretty sure it’s a front.
Theo’s fishing. Or trying to distract him. Harry’s not in the mood for either.

“No,” Harry says flatly. “Unless you think I’m ‘with’ Patil because I took her to the Yule Ball.”

“Patil Gryffindor or Patil Ravenclaw?”

“Jesus, does it matter?” Harry sits up, wincing, so he can glare more effectively. “Who did you
take?”

“Greengrass.”

“And are you and Greengrass…?”

Harry stares at Theo. Maybe Theo lied before. Maybe it’s not only fucking Zabini Theo likes for
the company. He’s surprised that he’s struggling to breathe. Theo says his ribs are still healing.

“No,” Theo shakes his head. Harry breathes out slowly. He rubs his side, grimacing.

“Good,” he says. Theo raises his eyebrows, no doubt monitoring Harry’s condition, like always.

“But I don’t date girls. You do, right? Aside from Diggory, I mean.”

Harry’s mouth hangs open. Theo’s speaking absently, still writing parseltongue notes. Damn
multi-tasker. Harry decides to call his bluff.

“You know, if you have questions about Cedric, you can ask.”

“Fine.” Theo’s quill scratches away. “Did you fuck him?”

Should have seen that one coming.

“Theo, come on!” Harry groans and flops back onto the grass, ignoring the sharp sting of his
healing back and the completely unexpected tingle in his lower abdomen from Theo’s question.
What the fuck is that?

“What?” Theo still isn’t even looking at him, grey eyes scanning the notes he’s already made.

Harry sighs to himself. He should have known better. If he gives Theo a carte blanche to ask
questions, he should expect him to take it. He’s such a fucking bookworm. Worse than Hermione,
with that sodding mouth on him. Luckily, four years of managing Hermione’s voracious thirst for
knowledge has prepared him for Theo.

“No,” Harry sighs. One word answers are a classic Ron strategy. “Next question.”

“How long were you dating?”

“Seven months,” Harry snaps. “Next question.”

“Did you love him?”

Harry stares at Theo, who has stopped scribbling frantically and is staring back at him, grey eyes
flinty.

No. He will not let himself even think about it. Harry lets his rage build up behind his eyes, lets the
power swell in his heir rings and says nothing. He hears the pitch of the song around him grow and
Sahara rears up, her scales sparkling. She can feel it. Harry thinks Theo can feel it too. He is still,
the muscles in his wrists clenched on his notebook and quill, like an animal playing dead for a
predator. Harry doesn’t offer comfort. Theo needs to know it’s not okay. The rage inside him is a
complicated burning blend of things, the oily fury of Tom and something deeper, rawer, and made
of scorching light. Then Harry looks away, closing his eyes again and breathing out slowly.

“Next question,” he says quietly. The air around them softens, the song becoming a whisper, the
Heir rings reducing to their normal temperature. The creeping sense of self-loathing climbs up
Harry's limbs. He can almost feel Dumbledore's disappointed blue eyes, staring at him sadly from
miles away. It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are. Then more, deeper, inexplicable
rage.

“Harry.”

“Yes.” Harry doesn’t open his eyes. Who the fuck is Dumbledore to know who I am really am?

“I’m still here.”

Harry hears the unsaid words. Even though you threatened me. He sighs.

“I know.”

“I am … sorry.” Theo speaks cautiously and Harry hates that. It’s like how it was in the beginning.
Will you … let me heal you? Harry doesn’t know how to fix it. How to make a different choice.

Keeping his eyes closed, Harry crawls his hand across the dry grass to find Theo’s knee. Then,
miraculously, Theo takes his hand. His fingers are bony, strong, and smooth with beeswax to
protect them from potions ingredients. Harry sighs in relief, feeling a sting behind his eyes.

“Forgiven,” Harry swallows.

“You forgive too easily, Potter.” Theo’s aloof, sneering tone is back. It’s comforting.

“I’ve been told,” Harry smirks to himself. Theo squeezes his fingers. “I’m sorry, too . For being …
y’know.”

“A sparkly magic-wielding terror of cosmic fucking proportions?” Theo chuckles. The tight hold
he has on Harry’s hand softens the words.

“Yeah.” Harry swallows hard. He has more to do than just apologise. “I will tell you, one day. I just
…”

“Not yet.”

Harry trusts Theo. He does. Just not enough for that. He's not sure he even trusts himself for it.

“Yeah.” Harry takes a deep breath. “Next question.”

For a moment they only breathe together. The lake water drags against the silt and pebbles at the
water’s edge. Sahara hisses in the grass.

“He was a prefect …” Theo sounds like he’s thinking slowly. “Did he ever give you points for
sexual favours?”

“Theo!”

Harry laughs, rolls over towards him and smiles at him. Everything is okay again when Theo
makes a joke. Theo grins at him and squeezes his wrist, urging Harry to shuffle over and drop his
head into Theo’s lap. Harry sighs as he rests his cheek and chin against Theo’s thigh, the
comforting roughness of his wool trousers taking the tension out of his shoulders. His eyes flutter
closed as Theo tentatively threads his fingers through Harry’s hair. Comfort. Softness. Things he
has only ever had from Cedric or Hermione. Things he treasures with Theo.

“He was not afraid of you,” Sahara hisses in Harry’s ear, winding her body around his hand.

“Yes, he was.”

“Not as you are afraid of his sire. Or of your nest-mates.” Sahara’s tongue flickers against his
skin. He feels a little spark of her magic. He can taste it now, too. Dry, desert air. “He was afraid
of you as a man is afraid of a wolf. As a snake fears the thunderbird.”

Harry thinks about it. “A predator.”

“Power.”

Harry nods softly. He opens his eyes and looks up at Theo. He doesn’t want Theo to fear him.

“Theo.”

Theo looks up from his scribbling, pauses his fiddling with Harry’s hair. He raises one eyebrow in
curiosity. Harry lifts his hand to Theo’s face slowly. His expression never changes. Harry hovers
his thumb over Theo’s lip, thinks of the song of magic in his dreams. He remembers Theo's words
when he first met Sahara. Normal people can't feed magic to anything.

Well. I guess I'm certifiably not normal.

A spark leaps from the pad of his thumb to Theo's bottom lip. Theo’s eyes widen but he doesn’t
move. His gaze is fixed on Harry and Harry sees it in his silvery eyes. Awe. Fear. Hunger. All of it.
Sahara is right.

“Don’t be afraid of it,” Harry whispers. "Please."

He can’t say what he wants to say, but he thinks it, thinks it so hard that if he could, he would send
it across magic into Theo’s mind. Never be afraid of me. Whatever I become, never be afraid. Theo
watches him carefully then reaches up, takes hold of his hand, tangles their fingers together.
Harry’s heir rings whistle softly.

“I’m not,” Theo whispers back. Harry believes him.

__________

Harry is staring at his new scars in the little mirror hanging at the cupboard door. He glances
between the three, long slashes bound together with silver unicorn hair. Ugly. It reminds him of
Frankenstein’s monster, and even Theo had got that joke when Harry made it, because apparently,
Mary Shelley was a squib. Harry can’t wait to tell Hermione. He stares down at the rune book
resting on the stool beside him.

“Hey Theo,” he calls, looking over his shoulder.

“Yes?” Theo pops his head around one of the beams of the cottage. He’s brewing more blood
clotting potion for Harry. The internal bleeding has gotten better but Theo seems to think having a
backlog of potions will be helpful. He mumbles about 'frequent Quidditch disasters' and Harry
can't argue with that.

“Don’t you think these look like Ansus reversed?” Harry holds up the book.

“You think your scars look like the rune Ansus reversed?” Theo raises his eyebrow. “You don’t
even take runes.”

“I can read, Theo,” Harry rolls his eyes.

It’s been five days and all he can basically do right now is read. Especially since Kreacher barely
lets him help with the cooking because he believes Harry 'muggle talents are an insult to the House
of Black,' and Theo won’t let him weed the garden or fly. Consequently, Harry’s never read so
much in his life. He's read everything Theo has about current Wizengamot seat-holders (no House
of Prince) and old pureblood families, he's done all of his homework and re-read Quidditch

Through the Ages and now he needs to do something. Harry reaches a hand back to touch a
gleaming piece of unicorn hair bound into his skin, wincing at the way the stitches stretch.
Basilisk fang. Scar from Pettigrew's knife. The killing curse scar. Now this.

I'm a fucking catch, all right.

“But I'm right, aren't I? It does look like Ansus and I was thinking …”

“Oh no. Bad sign.” Theo leans against the beam and folds his arms. Harry glares and points to the
book.

“Well, with Ansus reversed you have this spell that focuses on miscommunication. It makes the
object untraceable. So I thought -,”

“I know what you thought, absolutely fucking not,” Theo comes and stands behind Harry, tilting
his head to stare at Harry’s scars. “Why do you want to be untraceable anyway? We’re unplottable
here and the wards are insane. Besides, you have an invisibility cloak.”

“Yes, but next week I’ve got to go to fucking London and I don’t want anyone to trace me back to
here, or back to you,” Harry snaps. Sometimes Theo’s smarts are not alluring, they’re just
annoying. “So I saw these ugly as fuck scars and thought I might at least use them for something.
Okay?”

Theo stares at him but before he can answer, Kreacher appears between them, face hidden behind a
mountain of stolen confectionary.

“Kreacher has news,” he croaks out.

“Where in God’s name did you get fizzing whiz bees?” Harry begins to un-pile plastic wrapped
items from Kreacher’s head. “And are those … kinder eggs?”

“Master asked for muggle eggs,” Kreacher’s voice is muffled. Harry thinks he might be snacking
under there.

“I meant chicken eggs, Kreacher!” Harry rolls his eyes and looks at Theo, who has grabbed the
fizzing whizz bees (apparently curly wurly's are 'disgusting') and a small paper package that is
being thrust towards him from a tiny hand emerging from underneath the sweet mountain.

“I sent him to Diagon,” Theo explains. “I needed more lacewings.”

“See?” Harry gestures to his naked back. “An untraceable rune would be helpful for things like
that!”

“Kreacher is already untraceable,” Kreacher crunches back. "He is not a useless wizard like
Master."

“Alright, what have you got under there?” Harry demands, scooping the packets and boxes out of
Kreacher’s arms and onto the potions bench, ignoring Theo’s disgruntled muttering.

Harry stares. Kreacher’s mouth is covered in orange dust. He smells like pickles. On each one of
his long fingers, he has a tiny, orange potato hand.

“Are those … monster munch?”

“Tiny creature hands are delicious,” Kreacher smacks his thin lips. “Like gnome hands.”

“Gnome hands?” Harry rubs a hand over his face. Kreacher’s culinary adventures were veering
towards disturbing if for no other reasons than what they reveal about elf-eating practices down
the centuries. “Did you at least get my pot noodle?”

Kreacher nods and hands it over (now covered in monster munch dust). Harry sighs happily. Pot
noodle is one of those foods that Harry craves when he’s at Hogwarts, the one food that was cheap
enough he could always buy as a child down at the corner shop with pennies pulled out of the
hoover or from behind the sofa cushions when cleaning. He could always manage to beg some
boiling water from Mrs Figg’s kettle and scoff it down behind the garden shed. It’s his safe food.

“Master can have his tiny cauldron of hideous muggle drugs.”

“It has muggle drugs in it?” Theo snatches it away, staring at the back of the packet whilst Harry
stares daggers at Kreacher. “Monosodium Glutamate?”

“It’s fine, muggles have it all the time,” Harry tries to snatch it back but Theo is taller and holds it
out of reach. “Please, Theo.”

“Considering the last time you took a muggle drug it nearly killed you —,”

“It was totally fine!”

“- I think the answer is gonna be no,” Theo drawls, handing the pot noodle off to Kreacher.

Harry eyes it predatorily. Harry narrows his gaze, glaring at Kreacher. He leans forward as Theo
turns back to his cauldron, opening the whizbees, clamps his hand on Kreacher's and forces him to
understand parseltongue. It's how Harry's been communicating with Kreacher without Theo
hearing.

"Do not eat my pot noodle," Harry growls. "I will turn you into a monster munch."

Sahara slithers across the floor towards Kreacher, intrigued.

"What is a monster munch?"

"A snack made of creature hands."

"Delicious."

Kreacher winces, pulls his hand away, rubbing it angrily. He hates when Harry does this and Harry
knows all of his curly wurly's are going to broken into tiny pieces inside their wrappers as payback.

“Kreacher has news,” Kreacher announces to Theo, darting his eyes away from Harry’s glare. “Of
Master’s hearing.”

Harry thinks of the hearing letter that Theo has hung up above their bed with some rosemary sprigs.
A hearing to decide whether he is expelled from Hogwarts. His heart constricts. Theo’s fingers
have stopped fiddling with the packet of lacewings. He stares at Kreacher.

“Tell us.”

“Word has spread among the house elves, rumours of Harry Potter,” Kreacher glances at Harry
again, grins nastily. “Since so many masters search for him.”

“I bet they fucking do,” Harry snorts. Dumbledore. Sirius. Lucius Malfoy. Voldemort. So many
masters out there, searching for Harry fucking Potter.

“From the elf of the House of Bones Kreacher hears news that Master’s hearing is actually a trial,”
Kreacher looks smug, crunches another crisp between yellow teeth. “A Wizengamot trial.”

Harry and Theo stare at Kreacher. Then they stare at one another. A Wizengamot Trial. Like Barty
Crouch Junior had. The steel chair placed before the tiers of seats, filled with angry, cold faces.
The gold chains locking him in place. Father, please! Harry flinches when he realises that now if
he cried that out, he wouldn't know who he was calling for.

“Well, fuck.” Harry says. Theo nods.

“I have an idea,” Theo’s eyes go distant like they always do when he’s rifling through his mental
library. “I think … I think I need to submit evidence to the Wizengamot. And … you need to claim
to be Lord Slytherin.”

Harry stares that Theo. How can one brain include so many books? He's a little terrified of what
will happen when Hermione and Theo inevitably meet. Should that much mental knowledge be in
the same room at the same time?

“I don’t understand how those two things fit together,” Harry shakes his head. “What?”

“We need to make sure they don’t find … find you guilty,” Theo seems to stumble over the words.
Harry swallows heavily. Guilty. Guilty of what? Being expelled? Of Cedric's death?

“How do we do that?” Harry stammers, thinking over and over, Not guilty. Not guilty. Not
guilty. Then that memory.

Cedric's sweet, sexy smile. Two hands reaching for the cup. Harry's voice: "Together."

“I’ll send them a memory of the Dementor attack,” Theo is mumbling, the way he does when he’s
thinking too fast to speak properly. “Irrefutable evidence.”

“They can’t know you were there, Theo!” Harry grabs his hands, trying to pull him back to his
senses. “What will Malfoy and Greengrass and your fucking father do when they see you, tugging
my muggle cousin around Privet Drive?”

“I’ll edit them, so I’m not in them.”

"Is that legal?"

"Sort of."

"Sort of?"

"Yes. For adults, not really but I'm a minor so it's a loophole," Theo nods decisively then turns to
Kreacher. “We need to drop them on someone’s desk, we need an elf to do that.”

“The Bones elf,” Kreacher croaks.

“Bones? Susan Bones?” Harry stares at Theo. “What …?”

“Her aunt is the head of the DMLE,” Theo nods. “That will work.”

“Okay, okay, hold up." Harry holds his hands up, staring between his friend and his elf, who both
know so much more about this than he does. "To clarify, you want to … to drop evidence to Susan

Bones’ Aunt to prove the Dementor attack happened?”

Theo nods. Harry pauses. Thinks. It’s tampering with the system but so is using a time turner to
free Sirius. He can get behind that.

"Okay," Harry shrugs. “But all this about me being Lord Slytherin …”

“Yeah, you can’t actually claim it because you’re not seventeen, but what if … what if we use your
heir ring to …" Theo wiggles his eyebrows. "Send a message?”

“Theo, speak English!” Harry barks. Theo should have been a Ravenclaw but he’s speaking
Slytherin now — subterfuge, underhandedness, implicit discussions — and that is not Harry’s
language.

“So every Dark Wizengamot seat-holder, Malfoy, and all of them, they think the Dar - The
‘Riddler’ - is the Heir of Slytherin,” Theo explains quickly. “So if I send a message to my father
suggesting that the Heir of Slytherin wants them to vote not guilty ..."

“You’re suggesting I pretend to be Vol - Tom Riddle?” Harry stares. "And command his followers
to vote not guilty?"

“No, I'm suggesting that you, as the Heir of Slytherin, suggest they do something that they will
want to do because of who they assume the Heir of Slytherin is.”

“It’s — it’s … fuck, I don’t know the word for it!” Harry runs his hands through his hair. He thinks
of Hermione. “Plagiarism! It's plagiarism! Isn’t there some kind of sentence in fucking Azkaban
attached to that?”

“For those who get caught, probably.” Theo wrinkles his nose. Harry laughs. Typical. Theo is a
boy who carries a knife wherever he goes. Theo doesn't get caught. Unlike Harry, who often gets
caught but does it anyway.

“Well, that might be something to think about, Theo,” Harry shakes his head, giggling. “After all,
no books in Azkaban.”

“Ah. Worth considering.” Theo’s lip quirks. “I still think it’s worth it.”

Harry stares at him, heart racing. He’s the smart one in this outfit. Harry is the one who finds
himself in impossible situations and fights his way out. Theo’s the one that brewed the potion and
thought of stitching him up with unicorn hair.

“You seriously want to do this? Tamper with my trial?” Harry swallows heavily. “For me?”

Theo nods decisively.

“Yes.”

Harry swallows hard. Tries to ignore the sound of Kreacher chomping down monster munch and
grumbling away to Sahara who has climbed him like a tree and is licking his head. He weighs his
options. A trial. An actual fucking trial. If he is expelled, then he will have nowhere to go. Except
the Dursley’s and he can’t go back there. He won’t. And Hermione and Ron will be at Hogwarts.
With Theo.

“Okay,” Harry nods. “You can do it. But only if you help me cast this spell.”

Harry gestures to his back, the scars he wants to make runes out of. He has to do something. Theo
sighs and rolls his eyes.

“Fine. Become untraceable. See if I care.” He smiles thinly.

Harry knows it’s a trade. Something Theo wants to think about and scheme about for something
Harry wants to do. They both need this, Harry realises, to feel in control in some sort of way.
Different ways. Harry looks at his scars in the mirror, catches Theo’s eyes and grins at him.

“Don’t worry,” he says. “Sahara will always find me.”

"Always, Greenheart."

Theo pulls his wand out and steps up behind Harry, glancing down at the book. He mutters the
words of the spell, taps his wand. Harry smells Theo’s magic, as fresh as summer thunderstorms.
Harry grits his teeth, presses his forehead against the mirror. He can feel the unicorn thread
glowing, reacting to the magic. It hurts, but not too bad because it feels like it means something.
Magic is being built into his flesh and it sings in an ancient nordic tone he can’t understand but is
what he imagines whale song to be like. It’s pain but it’s not useless pain. It’s something.

“Weird,” Harry mutters. “It actually feels better.”

Theo traces his finger down the scar now turned to a rune. It tingles. Harry shivers.

“I can always find you,” Theo whispers. “All I have to do is follow the chaos.”

Harry twists his head to look back at Theo's face. His smile is soft.

"You're one to talk," Harry grins. "Let's plan to infiltrate the Wizengamot."
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Theo is woken by tapping on the window. He’s a light sleeper, even lighter since he’s sharing a
bed with a wounded teenager who seems to have nightmares, night terrors or horrifying visions
every time he closes his eyes.

“Wassit?” Harry mumbles, shoulder jerking. Theo reaches out immediately to soothe him like he
always does. A soft touch across Harry’s forehead, brushing his fringe away from the scar which
always seems to be on the brink of bleeding.

“It’s fine,” Theo whispers. “Go back to sleep.”

Harry mumbles again, rolls onto his back. It’s been a week and he can sleep on his back now. The
runes seem to help. They are healing better too, healing silver. Kreacher has explained how
muggles often cut the stitches back out when the flesh is sealed but Theo knows they won’t be able
to do that now. The unicorn hair has reacted with the spell in a way they haven’t anticipated. Theo
knows there’s barely any point in researching it. He knows in his bones it’s something new. 100%
a Harry fucking Potter thing. The tapping continues. Theo looks up through the half-darkness of
early morning to the tiny leaded window. There’s an owl out there.

“Shit,” Theo mutters.

He eases himself over Harry to slide out from under the blanket. Harry can’t sleep against the wall
for reasons Theo doesn’t need explained. He’s a sprawler, something Theo had not expected from a
boy who grew up in a cupboard, but Theo likes that Harry can sleep like this with him. Paused with

both hands on either side of Harry’s sleeping face, Theo smiles. Harry’s got one thin arm flopped
recklessly above his head, the through-and-through white puckering of the basilisk fang scar
visible against the muscle. His head is turned to the side, curls damp with the slight sweat of
sleeping so close to another person, his dark brows furrowed. When he watches Harry like this,
Theo thinks he can see through the Glamour potion. He can see the honey, ash-wood colour of his
skin under the porcelain tone that mimics James Potter. He can see the way his hair is desperate to
spring back into those tighter, blacker natural curls. He can see the hidden sharpness of his
cheekbones under the yellow bruising of fractured bones, the longer length of his jaw, the wider set
of his eyes. He can always see Harry.

I'm the only one who really knows what he looks like.

There is a hoot outside the window. Kreacher sits up with a snort, banging his head on the
underside of the coffee table and snarling. Harry huffs and rolls, nearly taking Theo with him but
Theo quickly hops off the bed, pulling on his t-shirt. He only sleeps topless once Harry has gone to
sleep. Harry’s never said it, but he’s seen his sideways glances at Theo when Theo is treating
Harry’s wounds. The tightening of his jaw as he looks at his rune scars in the mirror. Though no
one would ever know it from the way he crashes through life, limbs flailing, Harry is selfconscious about his body. Theo won’t make it worse by letting him compare his dazzling, scar
riddled, survivors body to Theo’s clean, glamoured one.

“There is an owl,” Kreacher grumbles sleepily. “It is noisy. Heir Nott should kill it.”

Theo lifts his eyes heavenward and ignores the elf. If he had his way, Kreacher and his bed made
of confectionary packets and Dudley Dursley’s oldest, ugliest t-shirts would be tucked away in the
cupboard. Harry is against that, for obvious reasons. So the demon elf has built his nest under the
small, wonky table they put cups of tea on. It is not ideal, if for no other reason than Kreacher
seems to think anything left on the surface of the table is his by squatters rights. Theo has lost a lot
of potion ingredients. And snacks.

“All right, all right,” Theo mutters as the hooting bird flaps beyond the window. His stomach feels
like it’s beginning to twist into knots. There are only two people who are keyed into the wards for
communication purposes, if not visits. Theo doesn’t particularly want to hear from either of them.
He opens the window and takes the letter from the barn owl. Sahara hisses at its presence and
disappears under the blanket beside Harry, who hisses back in his sleep. That’s another weird
thing. The sleep parseltongue. Definitely one for the research list.

“Kreacher, feed the owl,” Theo whispers. Kreacher grumbles but rolls out from under the table, a
muggle crisp packet stuck on one ear. It was the worst decision Harry ever made, Theo thinks, to
allow his elf access to muggle junk food. Kreacher reluctantly offers the owl a strawberry shoelace
and Theo reads his letter.

Nephew,

I hope you are enjoying your annual visit to your mother’s hovel. I do not wish to intrude on your
self-imposed hermit holiday, only to let you know Professor Snape has arranged his regular ‘home
visit’ for later this afternoon. I trust you will infringe upon your self-reflection to present yourself,
healthy and happy, for his inspection.

Regards,
Your Aunt.

“Fuck,” Theo crumples the letter into his fist. “Fucking Merlin’s arse, fucking shit —,”

“Theo?” Harry is sitting up, wide awake with his wand in hand, Sahara coiled defensively over his
shoulders and green eyes filled with power. Theo has to admire his reflexes.

“It’s fine,” Theo soothes. It’s not fine but it’s not life-threatening, and that’s what this hyper-alert,
barely awake, curse happy Harry needs to hear. “It’s just a letter. From my Aunt.”

“Oh.” Harry relaxes, rubs the heel of his palm into his eyes. He needs to get used to wearing the
fake glasses before Hogwarts, even though he hates them. If he gets back to Hogwarts. Theo won't
think about that. He wordlessly summons the glasses into Harry’s hand with a raised eyebrow.
Harry sighs and puts them on. “What does she want?”

“It’s … not good.” Theo looks out of the window. The sky over the lake is still inky blue, the
August dawn won’t touch it for another hour. Everything is beautiful here, everything is easy.
Fabiola’s cottage is the only place in the world where Theo has ever felt he can truly be himself.
Now there is Harry too, but Harry comes with complications.

Worth it, Theo tells himself. It’s worth it, to not be alone.

“Tell me.” Harry is standing, pulling his own t-shirt on, one of those hideous muggle ones that are
about twenty sizes too big and makes Harry look tiny. Theo feels a small twinge of annoyance.
Harry is not tiny. Harry is a cyclone of chaos and breathtaking wild magic that carelessly rips
through the universe. Theo hates anything that makes Harry seem less than he is.

“Professor Snape is coming to visit me at home.”

“Holy fuck,” Harry takes the letter out of Theo’s hand and, in a movement that still astonishes
Theo even after everything they’ve been through, he lets him do it. “He does that? Visits the
Slytherins?”

“Welfare visit,” Theo’s voice is tight. “He does it with all of the Slytherin’s who…”

Theo doesn't need to finish his sentence. Harry gets it.

“Really?” Harry shakes his head, chuckling darkly. “The only wizard from school who ever visited
me was Hagrid.”

“Which tells you all you need to know about why Gryffindors make incompetent managers,” Theo
snarks. Inside, his mind is icy cold with the fury that McGonagall is so presumptive to assume she
has no abused children in her house.

“Good fighters though,” Harry shrugs lightly. Theo stares at him. In Theo’s experience,
Gryffindors are not good fighters because they are brash and reckless and uncalculating, but then
he’s never taken down a wraith of a Dark Lord with two eleven-year-old buddies. “What will
happen if you don’t show?”

“Pain,” Theo says it lightly but his wrist, broken and re-broken by her so many times he’s lost
count, twinges. “And a suspicious Professor Snape. The pain I can deal with but …”

“Yeah. The man is like a bloody bulldog.” Harry grimaces. Theo wonders what it is about
bulldogs, particularly, that Harry dislikes. Do I need to take revenge on all bulldogs?

“But if I go…” Theo sighs heavily. “He could get it out of me if he wanted. He’s a legilimens.”

“He’s a what a whatter?” Harry stares blankly.

“He can see thoughts and memories.”

“He’s a fucking mind reader?” Harry explodes, pacing backwards and forwards, Theo’s letter
scrunched in his hand. Theo knows Harry and Professor Snape do not have the most amicable of
relationships, but this is a fury Theo doesn’t understand. Yet. “That evil bastard!”

“It’s illegal to practise it on anyone outside of ministry approved situations, for education or
interrogation or as an act of war,” Theo says quickly. “Which is why there is such terror about …
The Riddler.”

Harry stops pacing. “Tom’s a mind reader? A … legilimens?”

“Famously,” Theo nods. Harry stares at the floor. There he goes. It’s that look when Harry is
drifting in memory, caught up in the past.

“Harry?” Theo calls softly. Come back to me.

“He knew,” Harry mutters. He looks up at Theo, green eyes darker than usual. “When I lied about
the stone, he knew.”

The Philosopher’s Stone. Fucking Dumbledore. Theo knows he must move the conversation along,
lest Harry get trapped there, in those awful memories of a child fighting desperately against a
megalomaniac.

“Professor Snape is no fool, he doesn’t use his gift on students,” Theo continues. “Though he can
sniff a lie from a mile away.”

“Tell me about it,” Harry mutters. “Fucking gillyweed.”

Theo raises his eyebrows. Something for another day. Stay on task. That’s the trouble with Harry
Potter. He’s a delicious library of memory and fantastical happenings, a tapestry of old and
unexpected magic come to life, better than a fairy story. Sometimes, it takes all of Theo’s selfcontrol not to force Harry down with a sticking spell and feed him veritaserum just to hear every
single tale. But Theo won’t. Not even at the Dark Lord’s wandpoint. He wants those stories, yes,
he will relish every single one, but he wants to earn them.

“And if he thinks I’m lying, then he might use it …” Theo swallows. The thought of suffering
through legilimency makes him fiercely nauseous. "Especially if he thinks I have you.”

“Why?” Harry stares at him, brows furrowed. “Of all the people on earth, Snape does not give a
shit about where I am or if I’m dead or alive, I fucking promise you.”

Theo doesn’t get it for a moment. Harry was in the graveyard, he’s the only witness outside of the
inner circle and their families of who exactly are the current death eaters in service of the Dark
Lord. Then Theo remembers. He was at Hogwarts.

“He’s a Death Eater, Harry,” Theo says softly, expecting exploding rage and more pacing and gets
neither.

“Oh. Yeah.” Harry scratches his shoulder, where the top of his rune itches. Theo clicks his teeth
impatiently and pulls the fingers away. Can’t he let anything heal properly? “But maybe… maybe
he’s also … not?”

Theo stares. What the fuck. Sometimes, Theo is completely assured in the knowledge that out of
the two of them, he is the one who actually understands this world they live in. Harry is just a
hurricane blowing through it. At other times, Theo has the unsettling feeling that he knows nothing
at all.

“Explain,” he demands.

“I can’t,” Harry shakes his head, looks abashed. That’s infuriating.

“You can,” Theo still has a hold of Harry’s fingers, squeezes them in a warning. Harry jerks them
away.

“I really can’t,” Harry averts his eyes. “I shouldn’t.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t,” Theo snaps, grabbing hold of Harry’s chin and pulling his gaze to face
him. He will not be shut out. Not now. “But you will.”

Theo tries to do what Harry sometimes does to him, feeds power into his eyes to show his
displeasure. He’s no good at it, he knows he isn’t because he's a wizard and not a wizarding
saviour, or whatever Harry truly is, but he also knows that if he stares long enough at Harry, he’ll
get the message.

You will tell me because we are in this together or we are not in it at all.

“Fine, I’ll fucking tell you,” Harry dips his head out of Theo’s grasp and actually nips the back of
Theo’s hand with his teeth. Theo snatches it away, watches Harry grin guilelessly, completely
happy with himself. Theo’s heart is thundering away inside his chest. He bit me. Theo knows
Harry doesn’t realise what he doing, that in this careful power play of leading and following, of
hiding and revealing, Harry always finds a way to come out on top.

Apollonius’ words from his childhood echo in Theo’s head. We are all followers, Theodore. Even
those who say they follow no one are following a version of themselves. All wizards follow. If you
have any strength of character, you will follow power, always.

“It’s like this,” Harry goes on, completely unaware of the turmoil that little nip of sharp teeth
against skin has caused in Theo’s mind and stomach. “When I was in the hospital wing after Riddle
returned, Snape was there. So was Sirius. They saw each other, Dumbledore told them they had to
work together.”

Harry raises his eyebrows. Theo nods. He has been told enough of the past ire between these two
men to understand the significance. Also to understand that Sirius Black is a douche bag of
astronomic proportions and Theo wishes Harry’s godfather had been nearly anybody else.

“Then Dumbledore sent him off somewhere, sent him …back. He trusts him. Expects him to work
for him.” Harry’s eyes become those faraway eyes again. “And he wasn’t … he wasn’t in the
graveyard. He wasn’t there.” Harry’s eyes turn to Theo. He sees the green in them lighten gently.
He’s on his way back now, on his way back from hell. “Riddle said there were two missing that
night. One who was his most loyal, one who he thought had left him forever.”

“Crouch and Professor Snape,” Theo breathes. His heart is pounding again but this time with
knowledge. These are the most words he thinks he’s heard from Harry’s conscious lips about the
graveyard. When he’s asleep Theo hears more, but most of it is too dreadful to listen to. Screams.
Sobs. Diggory’s name.

“Yeah,” Harry rubs his scar thoughtfully. “Dumbledore’s not my favourite person right now, but
he’s a wartime leader. He wouldn’t send Snape back if he didn’t trust him to return.”

“You think he’s a spy.” Theo can’t imagine it. He thinks of his dour Professor with the sharpest
tongue Hogwarts has ever seen. The person who makes sure certain Slytherin's have annual
checkups when they stop off the Express and leaves small, unlabelled pots of bruise cream on their
nightstands. What kind of man takes such a risk?

“Yeah. Maybe.” Harry shrugs. “Not that I know much. They all seem to be, like, a weird team.
Like the X-Men or something. They’re all together now, I know that much. The Weasley’s,
Hermione, Remus … Sirius.”

Theo hates the resentment in Harry’s voice, hates the longing. Theo has nowhere else to long for.
Only here. Only Harry. He swallows hard.

“Who are the ExMen?”

“Oh.” Harry grins. “Muggle superheroes. Dudley used to watch them on Saturday mornings.”

“What’s a superhero?” Theo frowns.

“I guess it’s like a really really powerful muggle,” Harry shrugs. “Like a superhero is like …
Merlin, right? But a supervillain is like Riddle. They fight each other. It’s fun.”

“It’s fun?” Theo stares at Harry. “No fucking wonder you went charging after the Philosophers
Stone. Do all muggle stories make light of war?”

“Muggle wars are much worse than one Dark Lord facing down a Light one,” Harry shakes his
head. “In the last big muggle war, seventy-five million people died.”

Theo stares. He feels suddenly quite lightheaded. That is such a big number, it is not even
understandable. That’s more wixen than are probably currently living. He wants to tell Harry he’s
wrong but Harry trilled off that number so quickly, so easily, that Theo knows it’s not a lie.

“What, in Merlin’s name, is Charity Burbage teaching in Muggle Studies?” Theo growls. “What
kind of education, what kind of understanding does Hogwarts expect its students to gain from
refusing to teach any muggle history after the fall of Charles the First? What kind of world are they
even preparing students for if they don’t understand —,”

“Okay, Theo, come back,” Harry’s got both hands on Theo’s shoulders, is grinning at him softly.
“Deep breaths. You can lead an educational coup when we get back to Hogwarts, I promise, we
just need to make sure Snape doesn’t melt your brain before that.”

Theo nods. Shoves his questions, his outrage, back down for later. Adds things to the research list.
Muggle Wars. Weapons that kill seventy-five million people.

“So Professor Snape,” Theo sighs. “You don’t think he’ll Imperio me into handing you over to The
Riddler?”

“Correct. Kreacher, no!” Harry has launched himself to the window and is wrestling a small purple
and white chocolate bar out of Kreacher’s fingers. “Do not feed the owl my curly curly!”

“Stop making Kreacher hear the hisses!”

“Stop being a little dick!”

“But you think he might Imperio me into handing you over to Dumbledore?” Theo speaks loudly
over the bickering. Harry snatches his precious disgusting misshapen chocolate away from
Kreacher and ducks as Kreacher throws a muggle egg at his head.

“Also correct.” Harry catches the egg with his irritating reflexes, unwraps it and smashes it,
chocolate and hideous plastic toy, onto Kreacher’s head. Theo rolls his eyes. Sometimes, it’s like
living with toddlers. Theo stares at the potions workbench, at the derivative skelegrow he is
brewing that will help heal the stubborn fracture of Harry’s collarbone. He needs a plan to get
Professor Snape, Dumbledore’s man, on their side. On Harry’s side. Theo’s good with plans.

“What if I ask him for help?” Theo wonders aloud.

“What, like, ’Sorry Snape, could you help me hide your least favourite student from the
headmaster for shits and giggles?’ Sounds perfect.” Harry snorts.

“Heir Nott is stupider than he looks,” Kreacher snorts back. Behind him, Theo can hear them
building the ugly toy from the muggle egg. How they go from brutally trying to murder one
another to snapping bits of plastic into useless trinkets together, Theo will never know. It is the
weirdest elf-Master relationship he has ever seen.

“No, I could show him this,” Theo lifts up the horribly long roll of parchment. Harry’s diagnostic
report, which had taken three fucking hours to complete. Neither of them has read it.

“What, so Snape can have a good old laugh at my expense? He does love that.”

Harry looks up from the minuscule muggle carriage he is building. Kreacher is licking muggle
chocolate off of his own head with a nastily long tongue. Sahara is hissing opinions (at least that’s
what it sounds like to Theo) but it’s hard to tell since the phrase ‘eat you’ seems to be Sahara’s
most prominent phrase.

Harry Potter and his murderous menagerie. I could sell tickets.

“No, so I can prove that you’re too fragile to move,” Theo explains. Harry frowns. “He’ll get it. If
he’s truly Dumbledore’s man and he truly hates Black, he’ll know the risk of sending you
somewhere else when you’re barely standing up.”

“Hey! I’m fine.”

“Alive is not fine.” Theo rolls his eyes. Harry’s inability to sit still and heal is still a subject of
contention between them. “He’s a healer, Harry, or he used to be. He’ll get it.”

“He’s a cunt,” Harry snaps.

Theo raises his eyebrows. This is about more than Professor Snape hating Harry's good-for-nothing
godfather, but he doesn’t know what it is. Until he knows, he has to work with his priorities.
Keeping Harry alive.

“People can be two things,” Theo drawls. “For example, you are both reckless and a mouthy
dickhead.”

Harry grins up at him, the way he always does when Theo insults him.

T hat grin has got me into so much trouble.

“You really think that will be enough?” Harry asks. “You’re the son of a death eater. He might
think Apollonius is in on it. That will only prove you’ve got access to me and that I’m hurt, not that
I trust you and I’m here willingly.”

Theo frowns. Harry’s insightfulness still catches him off guard, but he’s right. The plan needs
another layer.

“What if … what if I ask for his help writing to Granger?” Theo thinks aloud. “She’s got muggle
parents, I might be worried about where to send an owl …”

“Why would you write to Hermione?” Harry frowns.

“I wouldn’t.” Theo grins. “You would. And he’ll know that. He’ll know that the letter is from you.
He’ll read it, see that you trust me.”

“Huh,” Harry stops fiddling with plastic and considers him slowly. Theo watches the way he bites
his lower lip. He can’t stop himself from thinking of that jolt of magic Harry gave him in the
garden two days ago. His own lips sting. “Yeah, I guess that’ll work. And I did say I’d write to
Hermione again when I was safe. I better tell her I’ll be at the trial at least. It's a good plan.”

Harry tilts his head to one side, gives Theo his best, lopsided, sardonic smile. “Bit of a risk,
though.”

Theo smirks back. He has an edited memory stored in a vial ready for Kreacher to hand off to the
Bones house elf. He has falsified instructions from the Heir of Slytherin written with a dicta quill
and sealed with the magic of the Slytherin ring tucked in his notebook. He has a letter to his father,
the first he has written in years, sitting on the desk. He’s swimming in risk.

“What else is new?” Theo grins.

Harry shrugs and brushes off his chocolatey hands, moving around the coffee table to stand beside
Theo at the potions bench. He takes the scroll out of his hands and rips off everything from before
the summer.

“He doesn’t need to see all of this,” Harry says. “He gives me enough shit as it is.”

Harry moves to feed the rest into the blue flames under Theo’s cauldron.

“No, don’t!” Theo’s hand jerks out, stopping Harry.

“Why not?” Harry stares.

“For evidence,” Theo swallows. He thinks of the scars turned runes on Harry’s back that nearly
killed him. He thinks of finding Harry and Kreacher in the upstairs darkness of that tiny prison cell
bedroom, swimming in Harry’s blood. “For later.”

Harry stares at him and then pulls his hand slowly back and despite Theo’s slight gasp, he feeds the
history of his abuse into the flames.

“I don’t need evidence,” Harry says quietly. “They’re already guilty. When the time comes, I have
everything I need.”

Theo watches the parchment curl to grey ash, the soft orange flame eating up the words. This is not
the classic Gryffindor response Theo had imagined. But Harry is not a classic anything. Theo feels
an odd sense of peace fall on him at that thought. Of clarity. Harry doesn’t expect justice. He
doesn’t need it. Who else better to decide the fate of the Dursley’s than Harry himself? Theo nods.

“Write to Granger,” he says.

Harry nods, touches Theo’s note to his father that sits beside the cauldron. “Finish this and write
back to your Aunt. Tell her you’ll go. Take Sahara, too.”

Theo nods.

“Kreacher must go,” Kreacher croaks, face still smeared with brown and white chocolate. “Elf
Bones will be at the market early to meet Kreacher.”

Theo hands over the vial of memory with the note attached reading “For reference in the trial of
Harrison James Charlus Potter, Monday 14th of August 1995.” Kreacher takes it and cracks out of
sight.

“That’s that,” Harry murmurs. “Operation ‘don’t get expelled’ is a go.”

Theo smirks at him.

“Shouldn't you call it something more covert?” he jokes. Harry pulls a dicta quill and a piece of
parchment out of his trunk.

“Operation ‘Theodore flirts with an Azkaban sentence?’” Harry grins up at him. Theo’s heart flips.
Harry is the only person who Theo can bear to hear call him his full name. “Operation ‘fuck the
Minister?’”

“Very covert,” Theo smiles drily. “What about something shorter? ‘Operation Infiltration?’”

“Or the infiltration Operation,” Harry grins, opening the door to the cottage. “I like it.”

Theo knows he’s going to sit at the lakeshore, his favourite place at the cottage, to write to his best
friend. Theo is not Harry’s best friend. He doesn’t know what he is but he knows that Granger isn’t
here and he is. That has to be enough.

Theo takes his Aunt’s slightly crumpled note (One of Harry’s heir rings has singed the edges, but
Theo didn’t see which one) and scrawls: “I shall attend as expected,” at the bottom of the note.
Then he turns to his letter to his father. He re-reads it.

Dear Father,

If you bear any paternal tenderness towards me, you will follow my advice regarding the upcoming
Wizengamot trial of a minor. I am in possession of the following instructions from the Heir of
Slytherin and I suggest, for your own safety and for mine, you follow them.

Theo stares at the words. He has little else to add, but one thing settles in his mind. He sets his quill
to the paper.

I have found my power, Apollonius. I intend to follow it.
Your son,
Theodore
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Severus stands in the drawing-room at Nott Manor. Jezebel Nott sits in a high-backed chair by the
fireplace, smoking a horrible smelling cigarette. The whole Manor stinks with it. It reminds
Severus of his father’s cheap cigarettes. Of Black's hideous menthol's that he smoked all the way
Hogwarts in an attempt to prove himself less pure.

Obnoxious posing bastard.

“He’ll be along shortly,” Jezebel drawls. “He’s been away at his mother’s hideous house.”

Severus nods. He knows that for a few weeks of every summer, Theodore gains respite from
Jezebel’s appalling guardianship by returning not to the care of Apollonius but to an unplottable,
heavily warded piece of property that was owned by Medea Nott.

Which would be the perfect place for Apollonius to not only hide his son but also Potter.

Severus stares around the room in distaste. He hates visiting Nott Manor. Since Apollonius exiled
himself to Nott Chateau in Ireland after Medea’s death, Jezebel has exhibited her disgusting
obsession with French Nouveau Riche design. Severus does not understand why a daughter of the
House of Nott, an ancient Norse house and one of the utter absurdity that is the Sacred Twenty
Eight, should be so utterly dedicated to fashioning herself as Marie Antoinette. Not even Lucius,
the Lord of an actual aristocratic French house is so graceless.

Though the engraved diamond cane is borderline.

There is nothing in the manor to suggest a teenager lives here, which, Severus supposes is true.
Theodore Nott, the child, does not occupy this house. The Nott Heir, forged in steel at the hands of
his abhorrent aunt, lives here. The Nott Heir walks into the room, the bright green scales of the
boomslang around his neck.

“Theodore, I see you’ve brought your … pet.” Jezebel blows that hideous smoke into the room.
Severus coughs. Loudly, deliberately. Theodore looks at him with impassive grey eyes. Severus
has always admired the boy's poise which he seems to have learned despite his aunt's tuition. “Your
Professor is here for your annual interview. I trust you will be … concise.”

“He shall speak for as long as I deem necessary, Jezebel,” Severus sneers, folding his arms. “As
usual.”

For the last four years, they’ve performed this same dance. Jezebel offers what she probably
considers to be veiled and subtle threats to her nephew and Severus ignores them. Today he is
particularly impatient. Especially since he thinks Theodore knows where Potter is. Jezebel stares at
him with those dark, flinty eyes. Her nut-brown hair is pulled back in a sharp chignon. She puffs
more of that hideous smoke into the air.

“Very well,” she rises in what she probably thinks passes for elegance. Narcissa could quite
literally dance circles around her. “I shall leave you to it, Professor Snape.”

She leaves the room. Severus stares at Theodore. Usually, Severus’ stare alone is enough to render
teenagers whimpering and twitching, but Theodore is one of Severus’ more impressive Slytherin’s.
He and Daphne Greengrass are the two upcoming fifth years Severus believes most promising.
They are both piranhas, quiet, slow-moving until the moment of the kill. They are focused and
intelligent and, Severus had thought, exactly the kind of students who could keep their heads down,
stay out of the coming war and most do that most impossible of things: Survive. Severus’ feels an
irrational burden of irritation that Theodore has strayed from the path of safety.

If he’s somehow tangled up in Potter, he is as far away from safety as fucking possible.

“How has she been?” Severus asks, starting with their usual questions.

“The same.”

Severus nods. He reaches into his robes, pulls out a bone healing potion and a pot of extra-strength
bruise paste. He sets them on the table. This is all he can do for Theodore, all he can do for many
of his Slytherins. Their parents are too powerful and the bloody Sacred Twenty Eight closes ranks.
Theodore nods thankfully. He does not expect more.

“Your glamours are holding well,” Severus comments. Theodore looks remarkably well for a boy
who lives with a woman who likes to burn him with cigarettes.

“I’ve been practising.”

Severus nods. Theodore is excellent at Charms. He excels in all of his classes academically, but
practically, he is gifted in Charms and of course, Potions. It is an inheritance in some ways since
Medea was notoriously talented, but Theodore also applies himself. Severus would feel pride in his
student except that he is infuriated that Theodore has proved himself a God-damned fool and
caught himself up in something to do with Potter.

“You have a boomslang.” Severus nods to the snake wrapped around his neck.

“A present from Apollonius,” Theodore strokes the boomslang’s neck. It is affectionate. Severus
raises his eyebrows. Theodore Nott is categorically never affectionate. The boy carries a knife, for
Merlin's sake.

(Severus should not allow it but he does, because the knife is a beautifully crafted contraption that
can be used to chop potion ingredients. At least, that is the reasoning Severus gives himself.
Besides, Theodore has only ever stabbed Slytherins who deserved it. Severus understands standing
up in your own house. Proving you cannot be taken.)

“Have you travelled much, aside from your mother’s house?” Severus asks. Theodore raises an
eyebrow. This is not a usual question.

“I travelled to London to collect Sahara,” Theodore speaks calmly. Pets his snake.

Sahara? What an odd name. Nott's name their familiars after Norse Gods, typically. Sahara sounds
... almost mugglish.

“Aside from that, where might I go?”

Surrey. Did you go to Surrey?

“Have you spoken to your father?” Severus changes tack.

“I have written to him today,” Theodore answers calmly.

“No other communications?”

He did not ask you to befriend Harry Potter and kidnap him from his muggle relatives?

“None,” Theodore shakes his head. “Apollonius is not … talkative.”

It couldn’t be more true. Like all good heads of house, Severus monitors the incoming mail of his
students. Theodore receives none from either his father or his aunt during the school year and
spends every holiday in the castle or visiting fellow Slytherins. So why would Apollonius suddenly
invoke the service of his son on such a reckless mission? Severus knows he needs to put some
pressure on Theodore but it needs to be carefully done. As far as Apollonius, his Slytherins and
Theodore know, Severus is faithful to the Dark Lord.

“Theodore,” he begins quietly, bending his head down towards his Slytherin. “If Apollonius begins
to apply … pressure to you, you can speak to me. If you find that you require … assistance.”

“Thank you, Professor,” Theodore asks calmly. “I do require assistance.”

Severus stares. Thank fuck for that. He stares at Theodore and straightens up.

“Very well. How can I be of assistance?”

“I require potions to help a friend of mine.”

Theodore doesn’t hesitate. He pulls out a sheet of parchment and offers it to Severus. He reads it.

Stops breathing when he sees the words “magical exhaustion from death-spirit exposure.”

This is Potter’s diagnostic.

"Dementors," Severus mutters.

"Unfortunately." Theodore's voice is completely level. He knows that no one knows about the
Dementors in Little Whinging. He will be a masterful Lord Nott someday.

Severus puts several things together very quickly. Firstly, Theodore knows who has Potter.
Secondly, Theodore called Potter ‘a friend.’ Thirdly, this is the kind of information Apollonius
would never permit his son to share. Apollonius is not the kind of Death Eater that uses his
children to brag. If Apollonius is caught up in Potter’s kidnap, if he somehow believes he can use
the damn boy to leverage freedom or power, he will have done it to keep Theodore’s legacy secure.
So Theodore is putting himself in danger. Either to protect his father, Potter or himself. Maybe all
three.

Severus has to decide who he wants to protect. He is bound to save Potter, so logic dictates he take
Theodore to Albus. Prioritise The-Boy-Who-Lived. But Severus is not going to do that.

At least, not only that.

Maybe it is because Severus cannot forgive Albus for what he has allowed Lily's son to endure.
Maybe it is because he is already keeping so many secrets from his Masters that another is barely
the weight of a feather. Slowly, he reaches into his pockets. He pulls out a small vial of silvery
potion.

“Your friend is ingesting regular blood clotting potions for the injuries to his organs?” Severus
asks.

“Yes,” Theodore answers quietly. “Every two days.”

“This will help him. He will only need blood clotting potions once a week.” Severus jots a note on
a piece of parchment. He trusts Theodore can follow instructions. Unlike Potter. “He still
experiences pain in his fractures?”

“The collarbone and the cheekbone.”

Severus fists clench. Fucking muggles. Lack of love indeed. He adds a second vial of bone healing
potion to the table.“One for you, one for him.”

“Thank you, Professor.” Theodore puts all of them in his pocket. Severus thinks of Potter’s
bedroom, of the bloody sheets. No wonder Theodore developed a familiarity with the boy.

“He lost a lot of blood,” Severus says. “Has he been lethargic?”

The corners of Theodore’s lips quirk.

“Not since the third day. Not at all.”

Severus stares at him. This is more than the familiarity of abused children caught up in the games
of grown wizards. This is … affection? Theodore seems to realise that he’s given something away
because he steps closer to Severus, dropping his voice to little more than a breath.

“I hope you can see, Professor, that he is not healthy enough to be moved,” Theo pauses. “To
anywhere.”

He wants me to trust him. He wants me to trust he won’t hurt Potter and not to move him to
Grimmauld Place.

Severus feels an irrational flare of indignation. What is it about that sodding boy that he creates
protectors wherever he goes?

It is always, always, fucking Harry Potter.

Severus bites down the bitter resentment he feels. He looks into Theodore’s eyes. Grey. Clear.
Giving nothing away. At this moment, he hates Harry Potter. Hates Albus Dumbledore. Hates the
war, hates the Dark Lord, hates himself and the person tragedy has twisted him into. But Severus is

the Head of Slytherin house. He keeps his students’ secrets.

And why should I put Black out of his misery by delivering his precious godson back to him?

“Beef. Liver. Spinach.” Severus says quietly. “Prioritise foods with iron in them.”

“Yes, Professor.” Theodore steps back. “I was hoping you might help me with another matter.”

“Of course.”

I'm already lying to the Dark Lord and the Leader of the Light, why fucking not?

“I have a question for another student about our Arithmancy summer assignment but I am unsure
about how to deliver my letter to them,” Theodore offers a letter to Severus. “They are muggleborn, so I was unsure.”

Severus stares at the name on the front of the letter. Hermione Granger. Theodore Nott wants to
write to Hermione Granger.

“Miss Greengrass takes Arithmancy with you, does she not?” Severus asks slowly.

“Yes, Professor.”

“Yet you wish to speak … with Miss Granger?”

With Potter’s best friend?

“I do.” Theodore twitches the letter. “Do you have any suggestions for how I can get it to her?”

Severus understands, but cannot quite believe it. Theodore Nott might never be safe but if he is not
much mistaken, he will never be a death eater. Despite his frustration, Severus is proud.

“The Hogwarts post owls will be able to deliver your letter.”

Severus takes the letter. Subversively, he brushes the Prince ring over the parchment, checking for
hidden portkeys. The silver shadow of his magic tucks back inside his ring. He looks up at
Theodore, who is staring at his hand in astonishment.

“Can I help you, Mr Nott?” Severus snaps. Teenagers. He hates when someone notices his ring.

“No, Professor,” Theodore doesn’t stammer, he’s a Nott after all, but Severus sees discomfort and
lies as easily as hawks see prey. Something has unsettled the boy.

Could he have recognised the Prince ring?

Severus discards that thought since it is impossible and presses on. He has a letter to deliver to
Grimmauld Place.

“Anything else, Mr Nott?” Severus asks.

“Yes.”

Severus pauses in pulling his cloak back over his shoulders. He raises his eyebrows at his student.

“Was the headmaster aware?” Theodore’s eyes glance between the diagnostic report in Severus’
hand and Severus’ face. Severus knows that he should withhold this information from Theodore,
but he also knows Albus deserves a little censure. A piranha stalking him will be more than
appropriate.

“Yes,” Severus nods.

Theodore’s eyes blaze silver. Like fish scales. His snake hisses.

“Thank you, Professor,” Theodore nods. “I appreciate all your assistance.”

Theodore bows smartly, dipping a little lower than usual, then turns and leaves the manor. To
return to Potter, no doubt, to force-feed the damn boy some spinach. Severus smirks in approval. It
is only when he has stepped out of the floo at Grimmauld Place that he realises something a little
odd. Theodore’s lower bow. It was not a gesture of gratitude. It was the appropriate farewell for a
Lord.

How does Theodore Nott know that my ring is a Prince Lordship ring?

__________

“Where is Granger?” Severus demands, stalking into the bare Black library. His mind is abuzz
with questions and burdened with new secrets and all he really wants to do is go home and brew,
but there is the letter for Granger that must be delivered. No one told him that so much of spying
was mimicking a god-damned post owl. Lupin is sitting at the desk, examining Black’s last letter to
Potter, glasses set on his nose. An annoying memory buzzes through him.

Lupin pushing his glasses up onto his nose in Arithmancy class. Severus watching him, thinking
about how it would feel to take Lupin’s glasses off and stroke his cheek.

Severus feels another sting of irritation. The Lupin memories have become more frequent since
their discussion of 1982. They are always unwelcome. Not now.

“Lupin?” He snaps.

“She’s in her bedroom, I believe.” Lupin doesn’t take his eyes off the giant reference book he has
open aside him, the muggle biro in his hand.

“I need her,” Severus snarls. “Fetch her.”

“Fetch her yourself,” Lupin mutters. Severus raises his eyebrows. Lupin’s been like this all week.
Sharp as knives, the wolf too close to the surface for comfort. It’s no doubt due to Black’s
continuous unravelling, but Severus finds it both amusing and distracting and reminiscent of 1982.
It needs to stop.

“I have a letter for her,” Severus whips it out of his robes, slaps it on top of Black’s letter despite
Lupin’s growl. “Possibly from Potter.”

Lupin’s eyes dart up to his face. Unhelpfully, they are the colour of burnt amber and filled with
entirely predictable hope.

“Truly?”

“I suspect,” Severus nods tersely. “And since if I even set foot on the next floor I am likely to face
an irate mutt chomping for a fight, would you care to fetch her?”

“Of course, Severus, forgive me.”

Will not, Severus thinks mulishly.

Lupin rises quickly and leaves the room, all normal levels of deference restored, leaving Severus
staring around Black’s gutted library. With Albus’ assistance using the Black Lordship ring that he
deigns not to wear, (as if it's some fucking declaration of goodness not to wear a Lordship ring)
Black has managed to trace his books to Gringotts, but no amount of pressure from the Supreme
Mugwump will move the goblins. Severus should know. SteelClaw still parrots the same line
about goblin virtuosity and confidentiality whenever Severus asks about his heir’s Prince vault.

They better be as good at keeping secrets from Black as they are from me.

Severus turns to the clatter of teenage feet coming towards the library. He braces himself for the
inevitable onslaught of Gryffindor earnestness and winces when a loathed, rugged black-haired
mutt stumbles in.

“The letter,” Black croaks. He has not shaved, is looking as wild as when he first escaped
Azkaban's clutches. Stinks of whisky. Severus steps back, trying not to recoil. Memories of Tobias
Snape threaten to surface.

No. This man may be my bully, but he is not my father.

“It is not addressed to you, Black,” Severus sneers, twiddling the missive in his hands in what he
hopes is appropriately tantalising. He can't help but play with the errant hound. “It is for Miss
Granger.”

“He’s my godson!” Black growls.

“Sirius, please, go back upstairs.”

Severus looks over Black’s shoulder. Lupin is leaning against the doorframe, his head rested
against the door, eyes closed. He looks every inch as if he wishes he had never risen from his bed
today.

How can it be worth maintaining a lover when they make you so weary for all the wrong reasons?

Severus cannot imagine the pair are still fucking. He gives Black a sidelong look of utter distaste.
Greasy olive skin covered in garish tattoos, curly hair utterly unbrushed and unshaven, stinking to
high heaven. Who would wish to fuck that?

Lupin. Always. Which is the only reason he ever fucked you. You were as much a replacement
Black as he was a replacement Lily.

“Professor Snape?” Granger steps into the room, twisting a dark curl between her fingers
worriedly. Unsurprisingly, Ronald is her expected shadow, tall frame and red hair lingering
opposite Lupin in the doorway. “There’s a letter from Harry?”

“It was delivered to Hogwarts,” Severus lies easily and reaches around Black, ignoring the low
growl he emits, to hand Granger the letter.

She snatches it, rushes to the desk to sit down, spreading out the paper. Black jerks forward, face
hungry, but before Severus can draw his wand Ronald has moved, quick as a wraith to stand
between the grown man and the child, his jaw set.

“She’ll read it aloud, Sirius,” Ronald speaks softly.

Severus thinks that Black will explode at that, but he does no such thing. Miraculously, he slumps
back, shrinking from Ronald’s brown eyes and slumping into a dusty leather chair by the fireplace.
He waves his wand, a crystal decanter and glass appearing. He pours a drink but doesn’t look up at
any of them. Sulking but not raging.

Well, that’s new.

Severus raises his eyebrow at Lupin and moves to stand beside him in the doorframe.

“Arthur laid down some ground rules,” Lupin murmurs in explanation. “No raised voices, no
intimidation around the children.”

Severus stares at Lupin. Can he not see how unreasonable it is that his lover requires such rules?
Lupin closes his amber eyes again.

“I know,” he whispers, then speaks louder. “Could you read it to us, Hermione?”

“It’s only short,” Granger’s voice is tight, holding back tears of relief.

“Dear Bookworm,
I’m safe. I hope Padfoot and Moony and the Chess master are all well. You should know I plan to
honour my commitments. Don’t worry, we’ll all be together soon. Tell him not to worry about me
before then. He won’t find me. That’s the way I want it. Don’t worry, no edges. I love you.
Number Four.”

“It’s not even from him,” Black snorts, the decanter clinking against the crystal. “Someone playing
a stupid joke.”

“Must you drink more?” Severus snaps.

“It’s my fucking house,” Black grumbles into the lip of his glass. His dark eyes are full of loathing.
Oh, how Black wants to hex him, Severus can feel it, but joyously, he's not allowed. Thank fuck

for Arthur Weasley's ground rules.

“If you cannot discern the simple patterns in the language, perhaps you ought to reconsider,"
Severus sneers.

“Like you can!” Black scoffs.

“Bookworm is Granger, obviously, the Chess master is Mr Weasley, a barely veiled reference to
his mediocre performance in McGonagall's test for the philosophers Stone, Your own pathetic
Marauder monikers are clear as day and Number Four is a reference to Potter’s status as the fourth
Triwizard Champion,” Severus runs them off on his fingers, still glaring at Black. Granger nods
along. Ronald looks pale and a little annoyed.

“Mediocre?” he mutters under his breath.

“A Slytherin could have won that game without self-sacrifice,” Severus sneers.

“With three living pieces?” Ronald mutters back.

“The reference to ‘him,’ I don’t understand,” Lupin interrupts. “Does he mean Voldemort?”

“No,” Granger shakes her head.

“Potter would not pass up the opportunity to use an immature code name for the Dark Lord,”
Severus drawls. He raises his eyebrows at Ronald expectedly.

“Snakeface,” Ronald admits. Severus gestures to him, eyes fixed on Lupin.

“Then who…?”

“Dumbledore,” Granger’s hand curls into a fist. “He means the Headmaster.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Black smirks and shakes his head like they are all idiots. For cracking a code
you couldn't even recognise. “Harry doesn’t talk about Albus that way.”

“What way?” Severus drawls. "Like he left him in an abusive home for fourteen years?"

Lupin flinches. Ronald and Granger nod.

“Disrespectfully. Like you, Snape.” Black glares darkly at him, throwing whisky down his throat.
“That’s not how my Harry talks.”

His Harry. As if there is a version of Potter that only Black has access to. A version that is entirely
in his own head, Severus thinks.

“It’s not how he used to talk,” Granger mutters. "He's allowed to change."

Granger doesn’t turn to look at Black but her shoulders tense. It seems the dislike brewing in Black
towards Granger is not entirely one-sided. Ronald places a hand on her back, rubs it gently.
Severus sees all he needs to see. Granger does not trust Albus. She does not trust Black. Potter may
no longer trust either of them.

Well. This is either going to be interesting or we are all entirely fucked.

“What does ‘no edges’ mean?” Lupin asks. Granger looks up and Severus sees the lie dance across
her eyes.

“A quidditch thing,” she looks back down at the parchment. “Not important.”

Not a quidditch thing. Very important. Something to think about later.

“And the suggestion that he honours his commitments?” Severus drawls. He will not draw
attention to her lie in front of Black. How odd he finds this sensation, of existing in a wordless
collaboration of sorts with Hermione Granger, the heart of Gryffindor. Odd indeed. “Are we to
infer Potter will grace us with his presence at his hearing?”

“Yes. Hogwarts matters to Harry more than anything. He'll be there.” Granger stands up, folding
the letter neatly and looking at Severus as if he’s the adult in the room she should naturally defer
to. “May we go, Professor Snape?”

Severus glances at Lupin who looks even more tired. Apparently, Lupin has not yet done enough to
earn back the trust of Miss Granger.

“Yes, but I require the letter,” Severus holds his hand out for it. “The Headmaster will need to see
it.”

Granger’s face tenses. Lupin sighs.

“I can copy it for you, Hermione,” he says quietly. Granger glances at him and nods tensely.

“Please do.” She sweeps from the room with far too much dignity and disdain for a girl of fifteen.
Ronald winces at Lupin and shrugs.

“She just needs time, Remus,” he claps a hand on Lupin’s shoulder in a fair imitation of his father.
Though Ronald is a little too stiff to carry it off entirely. Idiot children, playing at adulthood. As if
that will save them. Then Ronald glances back towards Black. “Away from ... this.”

At that, Black jumps to his feet, throws his glass into the fireplace and glares at them, eyes wild.
Horribly, Black’s eyes are welling up with tears.

Oh dear Merlin, save me from the histronics.

“You think she’s the only one who needs time?” Black croaks. His hands are trembling. “That
she’s the only one who wants to fucking get away from all of this? She’s been stuck without Harry,
worrying about him every day, for what? Six weeks? I’ve been missing him, needing him back
with me, for thirteen years! Yet she's the one who gets the most of him, she's the one everyone's
treating like she's made of fucking glass! Thirteen years! She knows nothing, you all know nothing
of what it's like to lose him!”

“Sirius,” Lupin steps forward, shoulders slumped, but Black holds up a trembling hand. He’s

wearing his Lordship ring again, but Severus can tell just from looking at it that Black is resisting
it. Just like he’s resisting the truth. As fucking always.

“She’s also fifteen years old, Black,” Severus sneers. “Whereas you —,”

“Severus, please!” Lupin snaps, eyes blazing before turning back to his lover. “Sirius —,”

“None of this matters,” Black rubs a hand over his face. “None of this matters. Harry’s gone. He’s
gone again and I’m … I’m locked up.”

Before any of them can respond, Black has barged past them all, running up the stairs. They hear
the slam of the Hypogriff’s door, the scrape of his claws on the floorboards above. Ronald takes
out a slow, deep breath and shrugs, leaving the room. He looks at Severus shrewdly as he passes.
Severus has the strange sensation that he's on some kind of probation. That Weasley the 6th does
not trust him. Good.

“Shit,” Lupin whispers, knocking his head against the door frame again. "Shit, shit, shit."

Severus watches. He really does not look well. Is he getting thinner? Is it the wolfsbane? As
Severus considers alterations he could make to the wolfsbane that might counteract weight loss
around the full moon, Lupin slumps back to the desk, sighing as he tucks in his chair and turns back
to Potter’s letter.

“Why are you reading that?” Severus asks. He manages to keep his voice from snarling or
sneering. Maybe it’s thinking about potion ingredients, but Lupin notices, he looks up at him
curiously before smiling tentatively.

“Because I am trying to understand the Gryphon and Sleipnir reference,” Lupin shakes his head,
turns to the large book. “Gryphon is evident, after all. The Potter’s had Gryffindor descendants
….”

“Oh yes,” Severus snorts. “Potter did always enjoy trading on that historical tidbit.”

“Yes,” Lupin smirks. “It seems those of us with proper ancestry can’t help but trade on it.”

Severus knows he’s thinking of the Dark Lord. The Heir of Slytherin. Severus has a sudden
memory of the Dark Lord before his first ascendency. Red eyes. Dark hair. Handsome. Enigmatic.

Would I have stayed with him if he had not drifted so abruptly into madness?

No. He would not. Because even if the Dark Lord had kept his sanity, Lily would still be
muggleborn. Severus looks around the sparse library.

“No word on Black’s elf, then?” he asks, drifting behind Lupin.

“None,” Lupin sighs. “Andromeda is looking into the family tree, planning on using some runes
and all that to locate Kreacher but if he’s bound to a Master who can hide his identity, there’s no
hope.”

“And no chance that Black could have fathered some hideous spawn in his more rational days?”
Severus drawls, setting his hand lightly on the back of Lupin’s chair. Subtly, he can feel the firm
ridges of Lupin’s spine. Definitely malnourished.

“It's possible,” Lupin sighs. Severus is amazed that he does not sound more furiously jealous. If
Regulus had fathered a child with another person in the time they had been together, Severus would
have been murderous. “But even harder to trace since Sirius was drunk for most of the late
seventies and spent all of the eighties in Azkaban. And his lovely mother blasted him off the damn
tapestry so the magic of that can’t even help us.”

“Has he not named an Heir?” Severus asks.

“Harry,” Lupin nods. “But he doesn’t know about it yet. We want to wait until he turns seventeen.
Don’t want to burden him.”

Severus rolls his eyes. He hates the way they all coddle Potter, as if the public nature of his
tragedies somehow makes them worse. It doesn’t.

It is worse, by far, to suffer horribly for a cause and for no one to ever give a fuck.

" Yet he sent him to Gringotts to claim his Potter heirship," Severus mutters.

Lupin flinches. Doesn't answer.

You're going to have to do better than that, wolf.

“Black,” Severus says. He does not seem to need to say more. Just the man's name conjures up all
the problems he's causing.

“I know.” Lupin sighs and leans back, pressing his knobbly spine against Severus’ hand, trapping
it. Severus wants to pull his hand away but finds he can’t. He also wants to stop asking, stop saying
these things that suggest he cares about a fucking wolf but he can’t do that either.

“You need to be careful,” Severus finds himself lowering his head so he is parallel with Lupin’s.
His hanging hair brushes against Lupin’s shoulder. Lupin stiffens. Severus ignores this. Tension
based on childhood animosity, that’s all. “He is more unstable than before and children live here.”

“I know that, Severus.”

“Do you?” Severus spits, his hand clamping down on Lupin’s shoulder, needing him to
understand. “If you care about the return of Potter to Black’s care, you will try harder to have
Black stabilised!”

“Don’t pretend to care about Harry, Severus. Lies are unbecoming on you.” Lupin’s voice is chilly,
that sharp tongue that reminds him so much of their fourth year. When Lupin was more than Potter
and Black's lackey.

“It is not a lie to wish to see Dumbledore’s golden boy survive long enough to stand a chance at
facing the Dark Lord,” Severus squeezes his shoulder tightly. “Do you think Potter will survive if
Black becomes another adult who abuses him?”

“Sirius would never — !”

“He would. He would have killed me. He would have killed Pettigrew. He would.” Severus cuts

Lupin’s pathetic excuses off at the knee. Lupin stares at him, aghast. “All men are capable of
terrible acts. A man with little grip on his insanity, a man who feels like the child he apparently
loves is slipping away from him? He could do much worse.”

“You would know about worse, Severus.” Lupin’s voice has returned to its cold, unfeeling tone.
The one he uses when he is retreating into his anger, wrestling with the wolf. “Got anyone else
fired lately?”

Severus stands up straight. The conversation is very much over.

“As I said, my priority is the survival of the boy,” Severus keeps his voice flat, tidies his robes. “I
care not if Black terrorises him and then falls into a never-ending spasm of grief over it, but I
wonder how such a turn events would make you feel, Lupin. But then again,” Severus smirks.
“You always preferred to stand on the sidelines and watch a crime unfold.”

“Ah yes, your favourite accusation,” Lupin picks up his quill. Turns back to his work. “It has less
of an impact now we are both once again embroiled in covert warfare and committing crimes on a
daily basis, I have to say.”

Severus can do nothing with Lupin when he’s like this, when his insults bounce off Lupin’s cold,
scarred implacable face. When Lupin is riled, when his wolf is stirring near the surface, it is much
easier to drag the truth out of him. Like this, Lupin is little more than a shell. Severus wants to
blame it on Black, needs to blame it on Black, but he wonders if Lupin has been a shell just as long
as Severus has.

1982.

Severus tries to distract himself. Stares down at the letter Lupin is scrawling notes on.

“Sleipnir?” He asks.

“The eight-legged steed of Odin, often thought of as the Horse of Death —,”

“Yes, I do actually understand Norse mythology, thank you, Lupin!” Severus snaps. He notices
Lupin’s tight smile, hates himself for inadvertently cheering him up. “How does this relate to the
Potters?”

“I don’t yet know,” Lupin sighs. “I assume like the Gryphon it is an ancient symbol of one of the
houses from which the line derives, but I have struggled to find anything relevant. Albus leant me
this book of ancient titles and coat of arms —,” Lupin rests a scarred hand on the open page. “—
and the closest I can find is the suggestion that Sleipnir is the earliest Thestral, so perhaps a
Thestral coat of arms …”

Severus stares at where Lupin’s finger rests on an early carving of Sleipnir next to a drawing of a
Thestral. A Thestral. Part of his most recent communication with Narcissa bursts into his mind,
currently nestled in his pocket, making his hands shake:

The Peverell’s disappear in the 13 th Century. All that is left of them is their coat of arms, a
standing Thestral and a symbol that is not dissimilar to Grindelwald’s mark. These are still items
to trace, but it is my expectation that the male line of Peverell died out, only to be survived by an
unrecorded daughter. We will need to find the name of the individual the line mated with in order
to progress our search for your Heir.

The Thestral coat of arms. Theodore Nott recognises his Lordship Ring. Theodore Nott bows to
him like a Lord. Theodore Nott knows his Heir.

Hadrian Peverell. The child of the Gryphon and Sleipnir.

Harry fucking Potter.
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Severus has two thoughts simultaneously as he marches out of Grimmauld Place and apparates to
Malfoy Manor. Firstly, his child cannot be Harry Potter. Secondly, whoever his heir truly is, they
are playing a disturbing game.

This is all utterly intolerable.

He sweeps through the Manor, knowing every secret passageway to Narcissa’s own private
laboratory, house elves squeaking and scuttling as he passes. He knocks on the door, waits for
Narcissa’s musical ‘Enter’, and does so.

“Severus.”

Narcissa has her hair loose around her and is bent over her potions bench, writing notes. Something
is simmering in the cauldron. She looks up with slight annoyance in her eyes. Narcissa makes all of
her own bruise pastes, beauty tonics, and medicines and dislikes interruptions.

“Was I expecting you?”

Severus doesn’t bother answering since they both know she was not.

“Lucius?” he asks, closing the door tightly behind him.

“Little Hangleton.”

Narcissa looks back at her notes. Since the Dark Lord is relying heavily on the Minister’s frank
denial of Albus and Potter’s testimonies, he is keeping Little Hangleton as his center of operations.
Severus wonders what Lucius has been called for, is grateful that he hasn't been, and also worries
that he was not.

“Draco?” Severus discards his outer robe, pulling certain relevant pieces of parchment out of the
pockets. He approaches the potions bench.

“A date.” Narcissa wrinkles her nose. “With the Parkinson girl.”

“You dislike her?” Severus is surprised. He had thought Lucius was in marriage discussions with
Lord Parkinson.

“She is graceless,” Narcissa snorts. “I’d much prefer the Greengrass girl, but Daedalus is resistant.
He has plans for his … Severus?”

Severus has cast the harshest privacy wards he can and then laid a copy of the page of the book
Lupin was reading on top of Narcissa's brewing notes. Then, he places a copy of Potter’s letter on
top. Narcissa stares at them both, eyes shifting between them and her fingers tracing the word
“Sleipnir.” She looks up at Severus and, if possible, she looks even paler than usual.

“Your heir is Harry Potter?” she whispers. He sees in her eyes all of the fear of what it would
mean. All the pain they will both endure if this is somehow true.

It is not true.

“No,” Severus shakes his head. “He cannot be. It must be a tasteless joke or a hidden threat of
some kind. Perhaps my heir knows of my hatred of the Potter’s, perhaps they —,”

“The Potters are the Peverells," Narcissa looks infuriatingly like pieces are clicking into place
behind her eyes. "The boy claimed an heirship ring, your heir gave the name Hadrian Peverell —,”

“It is nothing more than a clue, a simple misdirection —,” Severus protests.

Dismiss it. Dismiss it all and send me away. Tell me it is impossible.

“Or it is an answer designed in a way that only a sincere seeker would find?” Narcissa’s blue eyes
are chips of ice. “Occam’s Razor, Severus.”

“William of Occam may have been an intelligent wizard but his principle cannot account for Harry
bloody Potter!” Severus explodes. “Need I remind you that in order to be his parent, I would need
to have seeded him?”

“Need I remind you that you spent all of your fifth year hiding in broom cupboards with Evans?”
Narcissa snaps back, voice consistently cool. She is perfect, she is unruffled and she knows far too
many of Severus’ secrets.

I could leave the country. I could go back to Paris, or to some city where no one knows who I
fucked in school.

“Unless Harry Potter is actually nineteen years old, I could not have sired him!” Severus snarled.
“Do the maths, please, Narcissa.”

The infuriating woman in front of him rolls her eyes like they are discussing an interesting potions
ingredient and not the insane possibility that Harry fucking Potter could be his heir.

“There are charms, Severus,” her voice is abominably light. “Uterine hibernation spells utilized by
the concubines of Czars in the Ottoman Empire —,”

“All of those charms would rely upon insemination!” Severus slams a hand on the potions bench.
His face feels horribly red. Narcissa stares at him.

“You and Evans …” she speaks softly. “I had always assumed she was your first.”

She should have been. She would have been. If not for James fucking Potter.

“Regulus,” Severus swallows hard. Even speaking his name is too much in this context. He closes
his eyes. Oh God, if only it could have been Regulus' child. If only.

Memories assault Severus. Words and images that are usually buried so deeply behind his
occlumency shields he can barely call them up at will swarm to the surface, sweet like pollen, bitter
as vermouth.

Kissing Lily’s neck in the broom cupboard.

“We could get a house in Cokeworth if we wanted,” Lily whispers. “Near Mum and Dad.”

Pushing Regulus up against the wall, his hands forced into his shiny, black hair.

"We could leave it all,” Regulus’ breathless gasp. “I know someone in New York. When you
graduate, take me with you. We’ll have a life together.”

All of the times Severus said no when he should have said yes. He grips the edge of the potions
bench, tipping his head forward and trying to breathe through it. Narcissa’s long fingers with firm
nails gently scratch the nape of his neck. It’s a tactic from when they were brewing for the Dark
Lord together, something she always did to calm him down. It works. He groans, drops his head
further forward. She was an excellent brewing partner but she is a better friend.

“For me, it was Antonin,” Narcissa speaks softly. Severus snorts. Narcissa was four years above
him at Hogwarts, Dolohov was her contemporary. Followed her around like a puppy dog, cursing
sixth years to impress her. She was starlight whilst he a mere firefly. Yet Severus can't imagine
Narcissa giving her first time to someone who wouldn't worship at her feet.

“I am sure that enraged Lucius,” Severus speaks drily. “You were always planets in one another’s
orbit, even at that age.”

“Like you and Evans.”

“No,” Severus shakes his head, bats Narcissa’s arm away. She is an excellent confidante, the only
one he really has, but no one can understand what he and Lily had.

“You are telling me you never went back after things ended between you?”

"I'm not telling you anything," he snarls. Lily belongs to him, and him alone. In death, he keeps her
more completely than he ever could in life.

"Severus," Narcissa tuts, brushes a piece of hair back from his shoulder. “Tie your hair up in the
laboratory, silly boy. How many times must I tell you?”

He both loves and hates it when she speaks to him like this, both proprietary and condescending.
Safety and confinement. Safety wins and he smirks.

“Obey your own rules, my lady,” Severus tugs a piece of her silver hair. Perhaps it is all this talk of
past dalliances, of times when Narcissa was a haughty prefect tidying him up with hair clips and
Severus was nervous and grateful, but he allows small fragments of honesty to breakthrough. “And
no, I never went back to her.”

“I don’t believe you,” Narcissa steps away, pulling a black ribbon out of her notebook and handing
it to him. He ties the front of his hair back and takes the shrivelfigs she has lined up, dicing them
effectively. This is how they should have begun this conversation, starting in a language that calms
them both down. Chopping. Dicing. Stirring. Counting. The pleasing rhythm of potion-making.

“You believe I would be incapable of resisting her?” Severus drawls, feeling a stab of pain.
Snivellus. Greasy git. Weirdo. Lily Evans, the Gryffindor Princess. His oldest friend. His
soulmate.

“I think war makes all of us do strange things,” Narcissa shrugs.

“It couldn’t be her, Cissa." Severus sighs, this time the words do not enrage him. Maybe it’s the
soft bubbling of Narcissa’s anti-nausea potion, but he only feels weary. He is too tired to not let the
painful thoughts of lives not lived eke into his mind.

How different would his life have been if he and Lily had taken that step in sixth year? If she had
got with child?

Would that have been enough to divert him from the Dark Lord’s path?

Would the promise of a life with her and a child be as much of a motivator as her death?

“I’ve seen your little list, Severus,” Narcissa wiggles her blonde eyebrows. Severus regrets the part
of their shared research that necessitates the sharing of that particular document. He tries not to
flush at the way Narcissa had laughed at him. De la Barre and Cadiere? Together? “You have a
significant gap in 1980.”

“Potter was born in July 1980." Severus rolls his eyes. "Unless he was as miraculous in utero as he
has appeared ex utero, he could not have been conceived that year.”

“Yes, he was born a month after Draco and yet you hurried to question if Draco was yours, why
was that?” Narcissa stops cutting boomslang skin and stares at him. “Was our dalliance the last that
you remember?”

“So what if it was?” Severus asks defensively. He is not proud of himself. He has never been
prudish or self-effacing, he has reveled in fucking who he wanted and being fucked when he liked,
but he is not proud of the hole of self-destruction he fell in after Regulus disappeared.

“You were a ruin that summer,” Narcissa shakes her head sadly. “Regulus’ death … “

“I know.” Severus bites out the word, sets down the knife. Flexes his hand to stop him from
gripping it too hard. “Too much absinthe and dark arts.”

“Do you not consider it a possibility that in all of that mess you may have stumbled back into her
bed?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I would remember it!” Severus can’t help the shout that comes out of his mouth. There is
a wrenching pain in his chest, he can feel a shield shattering inside his mind, the tinkling of broken
glass. “Because I would never forget her!”

Lily’s red hair. Lily’s soft lips. Lily asking him to live with her in Cokeworth after school.
Unforgettable.

“That’s very romantic Severus," Narcissa ignores his shout. Continues to chop her boomslang as
he has merely only commented on the consistency of the potion. "But it doesn’t account for a
reality in which a person might have lost memories, or even have been subjected to a memory
charm —,”

“Do you hear how foolish you sound?” Severus sneers.

“I don’t think it unreasonable for a woman like Lily Potter to forcibly remove the memory of an
adulterous dalliance with her husband's nemesis from your mind,” Narcissa scowls. “She was a
warrior, not a delicate flower. If the memories you carried posed a risk to her marriage, any
intelligent wife would extract them.”

“She wasn't like that, she was not like you, Narcissa!”

Severus’ voice is rising. Lily was shapes in clouds, flowers flying in the park. She was charms by
the Black Lake and a first kiss in the breeze of the whomping Willow. She was tastes of honey and
sunlight and hot tea on a cold day. She was nothing like Narcissa.

“She hid from the Dark Lord for two years, she was a woman of guile.” Narcissa’s voice is
dangerously low. Severus knows he will pay for the insult later. “There are occlumency procedures
we can perform to remove hidden memories, you know this, the only thing stopping you is your
own hubris.”

“And the fact that it is not, cannot be Potter!” Severus glares at her. “That boy is no child of mine!
He is James Potter in miniature, he’s a reckless, combative fool, he is the very reason that she is
dead! My heir is not Harry fucking Potter!”

Severus takes a few sharp breaths. He looks down at his hand. He has gripped the blade so tightly
he has caught the top of his index finger with the hilt of the knife. Blood drips onto the shrivelfigs.

“Shit,” Severus mutters. “Useless.”

He brushes the ruined shrivelfigs into the bin under the bench, pulls out a handkerchief to press to
the wound. The sting is pleasant. Comforting. Drawing some of the poison away from his heart.

Lily’s green, lifeless eyes as he pulls her cold body towards him, rocking her close in the
Halloween thunderstorm. The child wails behind him, forehead dripping with blood. Hideously,
unfairly, still alive.

“I hate that boy,” Severus mutters, shaking his head. “I have wished, and I do still wish, that he had
never been born.”

The silence fills the air between them. Severus lets it grow. In the course of their acquaintance,
Severus’ infatuation with Lucius followed by his adoration of Narcissa blending seamlessly from
lovers to friends and confidantes, Severus has heard all of Narcissa’s worst confessions in this
small, private potions lab. The wrenching grief of Draco's three siblings that never survived their
first weeks in this world. Narcissa’s scorching resentment that Lucius never suffered their loss as
she did. Her dearest sister’s incarceration and Narcissa’s horrible relief. Her other sister’s exile and
Narcissa’s hidden devastation. Severus has heard it all. Now Narcissa has heard his. He sighs and
looks up at her. He does not expect absolution. It’s not what they do for one another.

“Do you feel better?” Narcissa arches her eyebrows. “Now you’ve punished yourself?”

“Yes, thank you,” Severus responds, voice equally tart. Narcissa shakes her head.

“Foolish darling.”

“I thought you were no longer calling me that,” Severus comments lightly. Her endearments are
made up of memory, pity left over from the last time she pitied him when Regulus was dead and
she chose Lucius. He has no time for Narcissa’s pity.

“I thought you had grown out of lying to yourself. Tell me this, can it truly not be possible for
Harrison Potter to be your child, or do you wish for him not to be?” Narcissa’s blonde eyebrows
are sharp. “There were no promises in this quest, Severus.”

His true name is Harrison? Severus pushes the thought aside, all thoughts of ‘Harrison,’ of the
boy who left the sweet and stoic phone message, deep behind his shields.

“What does that mean?” Severus snaps. "No promises?"

“You do not get to deny your Heir just because you dislike them,” Narcissa shakes her head, begins
to tear up the copies that he brought, and feed them into her cauldron fire with short, angry
movements. “I swore an oath to protect your natural Heir. I will not risk my life for a false one.”

“You think I am simply in denial?” Severus can feel the rage building up under the surface of his
skin like he has not felt for many years. It is liquid, it is made of lava and nitrogen, freezing and
burning at the same time. His own words fly back to him from a year before.

How extraordinarily like your father you are Potter, he too was exceedingly arrogant…

No. It will not be bourne. He will not have Potter’s abused, doomed spawn handed off as his. He
will not accept it.

“You will not even consider a memory retrieval, you are snappish and judgemental —.”

“I am always snappish and judgemental.”

“I think you are so afraid of the truth you will not even consider the possibilities,” Narcissa's blue
eyes pierce him, her perception like a silver knife, but Severus only shrugs dismissively.

“What have I to be afraid of?” Severus sneers. “It is not as if I have an unnamed Heir running
around and a Master who will take an unnatural interest in them!”

“You fear to have forgotten her or to have been forced to forget her,” Narcissa stares at him plainly,
her silver hair catching in the light from the small, dim window. “And you fear the consequences
of this boy being yours.”

“He is not mine.”

“You do not know that.”

“How can I not know that?” Severus shouts, rage catching alight inside him. She speaks as if she
knows but how can she possibly know? Her son is safe, her son is on a date. Her son is not lost or
worse than lost, possibly an abused child who he has resented for fifteen years.

“How could I have taught a child, for four years, had him right under my nose, taunted and
belittled him and raged against him and hated him and not known? It is not possible! I would
know. I would know.”

He remembers his own words to Lupin when the wolf had waxed lyrical about he must have
known of Potter’s abuse because somehow, he would have felt it. You’d feel nothing.

Inside his mind, he sees his mother. Her body slumped over. The potion vial in her hand, white
foam at her mouth. The short letter left behind in her salt circle. How could I not have seen it
coming?

“What you did or did not know is of little matter,” Narcissa takes hold of his wounded hand, lifts
her wand, gently seals the cut flesh back together with orange light. “There is only one question of
any value here. Do you want to find your Heir?”

Severus stares at the Prince ring on his hand. There is a Prince Heir out there, someone to inherit
the Lordship when he is dead. A future to look forward to, after so long facing the past.

But Potter is part of the past. My worst memory, alive and breathing.

“Not if it is Potter,” Severus swallows.

“It is not Potter,” Narcissa snaps. “If Harrison is your son, he is not Potter.”

“He is still all that he is,” Severus closes his eyes. “And I still all that I am.”

A spy. A Death Eater. The man who caused Lily’s death. Not a father.

“You are not required to be different,” Narcissa squeezes his fingers, just tightly enough so the
freshly healed cut begins to sting. “You are only required to investigate. To find the truth. If he is
not yours then we are one step closer to finding your true Heir. It is only rational."

"Only rational," Severus echoes. No emotions here. Just rational decisions. Occam's Razor.

Except it's Harry fucking Potter.

"So," Narcissa raises one, blonde eyebrow. "Will you let me help you search for hidden
memories?”

“Will you still protect him?” Severus sneers. “If my child is ... the subject of the Dark Lord's
murderous obsession? Will you keep your vow then?”

“Yes.” Narcissa looks up at him calmly, a small serene smile dancing on her lips.

Severus stares at Narcissa for a moment. Her face is slightly sweaty in the potion steam. There are
creases at the corners of her eyes that were not there fifteen years ago. Her strength has changed.
Somewhere along the road, her motherhood and grief have made her a Fury. She has grown and
Severus simply feels old. Here they are, trying to survive another war, doing the same things over
again. Severus needs something to change.

“Then yes,” Severus nods. “I will let you help.”

But it does not matter, Severus thinks. Because it will not be Potter. It cannot be Potter.
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“Harry?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you hear me?”

“Yeah.”

Theo is staring at him. Harry is aware Theo is staring at him but he’s struggling to make any
connections in his brain because he thinks that Theo just told him that Severus fucking Snape is
Lord Prince and he’s honestly waiting to wake up. Sahara sends a flicker of sharp magic into his
wrist.

“What?” Harry hisses, rubbing it.

“Speak to your grey one, he is worried.”

“I’m fine,” Harry says automatically. Sahara twists closer, climbing the inside of his arm towards
his heart.

“Your magic tastes raw.”

Raw. Is that the best word for how he feels? He doesn’t know. His ears are ringing.

“You’re fine?” Theo stares at him. “I tell you that Professor Snape is a legilimens and you lose
your shit but I tell you he’s your father —,”

“I’m fine.”

Harry stands up. He was sitting on the grass by the lake with Sahara, drafting a letter to Griphook
about the different ways a wizard can invest basilisk parts and keeping an eye out for Hedwig.
She’s been in a mood because Sahara is around all of the time and she is not allowed to eat her.
Harry has been trying to encourage a friendship but both of his pets express distaste. Hedwig by
refusing to face Harry from the branch of the elm tree above them and Sahara by hissing vague
threats of disembowelment. Harry was having a nice time. He had found a quiet spot in the
universe where he was relatively safe and like a fucking idiot he had begun to hope that maybe he
would get through his trial in one piece and maybe it would be okay.

Idiot.

Harry swallows. Thoughts are starting to form, letters and shapes dragged out of the rawness inside
him.

The first is: maybe it would be better if it was Voldemort.

The second is: Sirius will never forgive me.

“Well, I guess I’m never gonna use this portkey,” Harry jokes, wiggling his Prince ring finger. “Is
Kreacher back? Shall we have lunch?”

“Harry.”

Theo catches his hand. It’s an odd movement. They touch in a million ways every day, grabbed
arms, stroked hair, wounds washed, nudges and shoves, bodies accidentally tangled together when
they sleep but they don’t hold hands, not so intentionally. There have been times when held wrists
turned to holding hands or they dragged one another along Privet Drive but this is different. Theo
cradles Harry’s hand gently, touches the black obsidian of the Prince ring with his other hand.
Unlike the other Heir rings, the stone is not cut perfectly into a regular shape. Its edges are raw.
The silver of the band bleeds up to catch them and holds the stone in a way that makes it look like
the gem is being scratched out of silver. Of all Harry’s rings, it’s the one that does the least. For
that reason, it's kind of Harry's favourite. Or at least, it used to be.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Theo strokes the obsidian gently. “You don’t have to be anything or
do anything but you are not fine.”

Harry swallows. Sahara has reached up and wrapped herself around his neck. Her magic is warm
like the dry grass around them.

“You are distressed.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“My true sire is my enemy.”

“I shall kill him.”

Harry bursts out laughing, unable to stop it as it bubbles out of him, the utter insanity of it. It’s too
fucking good, it’s too fucking typical that he can’t breathe.

“Harry?”

“Oh fuck!” Harry bends at the knees, not caring that his runes on his back stretch painfully as he
holds his knees, coughing slightly. “Oh man, it’s just … Sahara wants to kill Snape!”

Harry collapses into it, finally unable to stand up on his feet anymore. He flops back onto the dry
grass, staring up at Theo who is wearing what Harry thinks of as his ‘good Heir robes.’ They’re
made of dark blue velvet, entirely inappropriate for the scorching weather, and Theo is staring
down at him like a pureblood Lord surveying a measly muggle. The thought just makes Harry
laugh even harder.

“Oh, God, it’s too fucking funny!” Harry sighs, closing his eyes again. “I should just let her eat
him, that will solve all my problems!”

He imagines Sahara slowly dislocating her jaw to consume an immobilised Snape. He imagines
Snape glaring at him, half of his body inside Sahara's impossibly stretched body. Imagines Snape's
classic, sneering taunt that would accompany it: Typical Potter, using an animal to defeat me, your
father was just the same. The thought sends him into fits of giggles again. His eyes close, his hands
tangle in his hair and Sahara hisses in his ears as he roars with laughter, his stomach cramping with
the hilarity of it.

Of course, of fucking course it's Snape.

He feels Theo sit down on the grass beside him.

“You’re laughing,” Theo states.

“Because it’s a fucking riot,” Harry gasps, staring at the elm tree above them. Hedwig has twisted
her head towards the sound of his laughter. It’s her worried pose.

“Is it?” Theo asks airily.

“Of course it is! It’s fucking TYPICAL!” Harry yells at the sky. Hedwig reproaches him with her
amber eyes, Sahara hisses about murder, and Theo just sits beside him.

“Explain,” Theo says.

“It’s always like this!” Harry rubs his eyes with the heels of his palms. “‘Hey, Harry, guess what?
Turns out your parents weren’t shit drunks who abandoned you, but HA! They were fucking
murdered!’ Or ‘Hey Harry, have a godfather, but actually, no, don’t have him because he’s on the
run and a lunatic and everyone thinks he’s a sodding MURDERER!’”

“Breathe, Greenheart,” Sahara hisses.

Harry breathes, lets the molten rage inside of him settle back into his bones. Theo just sits. Harry
can smell his magic. Today, it’s the tingle in the air before thunderstorms that tastes like fresh
leaves. It’s comforting. Harry sighs.

“‘Hey Harry,” Harry keeps his eyes closed. Breathes. Then continues softly. “Guess what? Your
Dad isn’t your real Dad, have another one. But wait! It’s the man who hates you the most in the
fucking world.’" He lets out a rattling breath. "The Christmas when I was five, the Dursleys
pretended Father Christmas was coming. They let me hang a stocking next to Dudley's and
everything. Then, that night, I heard Vernon come downstairs to fill them and I saw him fill mine
with coal. It’s always, always been like this.”

“You’re used to disappointment,” Theo says.

“No shit."

Harry is tumbling through memories. The scratch of his quill against his paper, a strange professor
he’s never met before staring at him with a mean sneer that he does not understand.

“Mr Potter. Our new … celebrity.”

Snape glaring at him with clenched fists in his office in third year, cruelly unravelling Harry’s
opinion of James like it is cotton wool, just because he can. Just because it makes him happy.

“I would hate for you to run away with a false idea of your father. Have you been imagining some
act of glorious heroism? There was nothing brave about what he did.”

Dumbledore’s twinkling eyes as he delivers the bare bones of Snape and James’ familiarity like it
is a childish game, not something that’s going to mark Harry’s school life with humiliation and
degradation for the next four years.

“Your father did something Snape could never forgive. He saved his life.”

Harry thinks of unforgivable things he’s done to Snape. Being James Potter’s son is probably one.
Being Snape’s is probably another. Harry knows like he knows that the magic lurking inside him is
becoming something else, that Snape does not want him. Not in a million years.

“Speak to your grey one,” Sahara pushes her nose into his neck.

Harry opens his eyes and looks at Theo, who is watching him carefully. He has that slight crease
between his eyebrows that he has when he's worried. His outer robes pool around him and with the
high reeds behind him, he looks to Harry like a wizard from medieval times, or like an etching in
one of Hermione’s books. Powerful. Perfect. Harry reaches out for Theo’s hand, pulling it towards
him. If Theo can initiate hand-holding so can Harry. He strokes the gemstone on the Nott ring. It’s
smooth, a perfect round setting with gold, engraved with Nordic runes. So different to the Prince
ring.

“It’s labradorite,” Theo says softly, “dark blue. A rare stone. Norwegian. It’s been in my family
since we were still in Scandinavia in the 11th Century.”

“It’s beautiful,” Harry brushes it with his thumb. He can smell the magic of it, burnt parchments.
For a moment, a blue flare of magic glows under his thumb and, like a waking vision, Harry can
smell the salt of the Norse sea, feel the icy breeze of the towering waves. He gasps.

“What did you do?” Theo demands, staring between his ring and Harry’s finger.

“I think… I saw where the stone is from,” Harry shakes his head. “Weird.”

“Very.” Theo’s voice is so dry that Harry snorts. This is what he loves about Theo. He’s always so
unimpressed. Theo squeezes Harry’s fingers gently. Harry looks up into those grey eyes. Like the
cliffs of the Nordic Coast. Which I can now recognise for some reason.

“Tell me,” Theo whispers.

Harry can’t help but smile. It’s been a while since Theo’s said that. They haven’t needed it. Harry
realises that since they came to the cottage, he’s told Theo everything. So why is it suddenly hard
to speak about his malevolent potions teacher-cum-natural father? The last conversation they had
like this was on the roundabout. Harry sighs and tugs Theo’s hand a little, raising his own
eyebrows, glancing between the patch of grass beside him and Theo’s seated position. Some things
are easier said lying beside a person than looking at them. Theo rolls his eyes.

“Fine.”

He shucks off his outer robes revealing the dark shirt and black cravat underneath. He takes off his
cufflinks and rolls his sleeves up to his elbows. Now he reminds Harry of the romantic goth boys
he had seen in muggle London on the way to the Zoo with the Dursley’s. Harry remembers how he
had stared longingly at them, a strange, tumbling feeling in his stomach whilst Vernon had
muttered ‘bloody poofs,’ under his breath. Theo’s wrists are still glamoured, beautifully pale
against his dark clothing, but Harry sort of misses being able to see the bruises. Theo is most
admirable when he’s one hundred percent himself.

“There,” Theo huffs out, lying down beside Harry and abruptly wiggling his arm under Harry’s
neck. “Now tell me.”

They lie together, Harry’s head resting against Theo’s upper arm which smells of dusty herbs and
sweat, as Harry holds up their joined hands. The Prince, Slytherin and Nott rings bounce the bright
sunlight back to them. Harry takes a deep breath.

“The only person alive who hates me more than Snape is Riddle,” Harry whispers. “I’m not
exaggerating, it’s just the truth.”

“Why?”

“Because of James. He hates James. And because of Sirius and Remus, because they like me and
they're impossibly loyal to James. And because I’m a second-generation Marauder,” Harry closes
his eyes briefly. “Or I was a second-generation Marauder. He hates me too, I guess, for …
genetics.”

“They … bullied him?”

“They were little shits,” Harry snorts. “Everyone tells me they were awesome, and they were, but
they were also dicks. Like, on a Malfoy level of dick-ness.”

Theo snorts appreciatively. “Because of … the werewolf thing?”

“Yeah,” Harry sighs. He’s actually glad he’s told Theo this story. It makes it easier. “Sirius tried to
kill Snape when they were our age and then, in our third year, Snape … Snape would have killed
Sirius if I hadn’t stopped him.”

Harry remembers the frantic joy in Snape’s eyes that night, the pure delight of getting revenge on
someone who tormented him. Give me a reason. Harry knows how that feels. Yet knowing it
didn’t stop Harry from slamming Snape into a wall.

“I suppose he would not be thankful for that.”

“Thankful? He was bloody livid.” Harry laughs shortly. “Quirrell told me he never wanted me
dead, in first year. Can’t say that now."

"Harry."

"No, I mean it," Harry thinks of Snape's glee when he's punished, the excitement when he suffers in
detention. The fucker delights in his pain because to him, it's James' pain and he gets to inflict
delicious revenge, over and over. Harry sighs. Why are adults so exhausting?

"Even if he miraculously forgave me for being James’ son, or being a Gryffindor, or being famous,
or getting into trouble, or the house cup in first year, or being the youngest Seeker in a century
—,”

“You get away with so much shit, you know.”

“— He’ll never forgive me for Sirius.” Harry ignores Theo. Because Theo is correct and that is
annoying. “Not that it matters.”

“How can it possibly not matter?”

“Because nothing’s changed,” Harry sighs. Theo grips his fingers tightly. “An hour ago I was just
some idiot with dead parents and a father I didn’t really identify with that much. Still true.”

“But now you have a living father.”

“Do I?” Harry turns his head to look at Theo. He shaved this morning, the skin on his neck is
slightly pink with razor burn. Harry resists the urge to stroke it. “Do you know that there’s no word
for father in parseltongue?”

“No, why didn’t you tell me that?” Theo clicks his tongue in irritation, eyes darting back to the
cottage. Harry knows he’s wishing for his notebook.

“Sahara calls James my false sire. Mum is my nest-mother, the Dursley’s are nest-mates, friends
are familiars and Cedric is —,” Harry swallows, “was my mate.”

“Mate?” Theo’s eyes darken.

“You try explaining dating to a snake,” Harry rolls his eyes. “So Snape’s not my father. He’s my
sire. That’s all.”

Theo’s face takes on a strange combination of annoyance that Harry has been holding out on him
with parseltongue knowledge, and something that looks oddly tender.

“It is not all,” Theo rolls on his side, bringing their joined hands with him. He raises Harry’s hand
with the Prince ring up between their faces, tapping it significantly. “Heirs matter. I don’t think
you get what Heirs mean in our world, Harry.”

“No, I don’t, because even after four years, I’m not really in it,” Harry snaps. This is something he
doesn’t often say, rarely lets himself think, but this conversation is wrenching all of the worst
things out of him. “I’m a fucking mascot, Theo. I’m … I’m not real. Not to them.”

“You are very much real to me,” Theo pinches the back of his hand, raises his eyebrows. “And you
could be in it. That’s what being an Heir means. When you’re an Heir you have ownership of
traditions, you have a history that you are responsible for. For a parent to have lost an Heir and then

to have found them … that means something, Harry.”

“Hermione thinks it’s all pureblood elitist sexist bullshit,” Harry wrinkles his nose. It sounds like
pureblood elitist sexist bullshit.

“Well, forgive me for disagreeing with Granger,” Theo rolls his eyes. “But it is not. Look at
Greengrass. She’s as much an Heir as I am.”

“She’s pureblood.”

“Yes, but that counters your sexist argument,” Theo reasons. “And as for the others, look at you.
Or the oldest Weasley.”

“Bill? But he’s so …” Harry frowns. When he compares what he knows of being an Heir (which is
just Theo, really) to the leather-clad sex-god that Bill Weasley appears to be, he can’t see a lot of
similarities.

“So … what? Hot?” Theo’s fingers are tight on Harry’s hand but his smile is teasingly soft. “Does
your Weasley know you have a crush on his family’s Heir?”

“I do not,” Harry rolls his eyes. “He’s just … well. He doesn’t look like you.”

Theo stiffens. “Oh.”

“Not like that,” Harry stumbles. He doesn’t know why he feels the need to correct this but he does
and blunders ahead. “Nothing bad, nothing like … it’s just that he’s very rock and roll and you’re
very … Slytherin. Not in a bad way! Slytherin is hot in its own way, I mean, Slytherin is …
great.”

“Stop speaking,” Sahara hisses.

Harry winces, bites his lip. Closes his eyes tightly shut. That was worse than the time I told him I
like girls but 'not right now.'

Fuck.

"You are embarrassed." Sahara flickers her tongue. Even she sounds like she's laughing.

"You could be owl food."

“So I’m … great?”

Harry can hear the taunt in Theo’s tone, his very obvious smirk. Keeps his eyes closed, waiting for
the furious blush in his cheeks to subside.

“Yes, you’re fucking great, shut up now,” Harry grumbles. Theo laughs, pulling Harry’s hand until
he’s holding it on top of Theo’s chest. Harry can feel the beat of his heart, the whoosh of his blood.
It's intriguing and slightly dizzying. Harry thinks there might be magic there if he just stretches out
to feel it.

“No,” Sahara warns. “Do not try to taste the magic in his blood.”

“Why not?”

“You are not ready,” Sahara sends a warning flicker of a spark into the soft lobe of his ear where
she knows it will hurt the most. Harry winces. “Neither of you.”

“What I meant was,” Theo interrupts Sahara’s impromptu magic sensing lesson. “Heirs are really
important to us, no matter what's happened in the family. Just look at me.”

“You?” Harry opens his eyes, humiliation finally receding. Theo’s grey eyes are still shining with
amusement but his mouth is set in a serious line.

“Apollonius can’t stand to be in the same room as me, but he still acknowledges me. He will still
protect me.” Theo shrugs as if eight years of neglect can just be tipped off his shoulders. “Professor
Snape will likely value an Heir, especially one who has been lost so long. If you explain who you

are —,”

“He’ll lose his fucking mind,” Harry finishes flatly. “Look, I get it, okay? I get heirships are
important, but if Snape is looking for an Heir I can guarantee he isn’t looking for it to be me. He’d
rather turn himself into a turnip.”

Theo snorts. Harry smiles.

“Besides,” he continues in a quieter voice. “No one can protect me. Not really. No one should.
Snape’s already a fucking spy.”

“Are you shielding him?” Theo raises an eyebrow. “That’s surprising.”

“I just don’t want more people to die for me,” Harry scowls. “It fucking sucks.”

“But people die, Harry,” Theo pulls their joined hands up so they are resting directly over his heart.
Harry tries to keep Sahara’s hissing warning in his mind. Don’t taste blood magic. Not ready.
“They get to choose what they die for. Who they die for.”

“Nope, not for me,” Harry shakes his head staunchly. “Not anymore. I’m not accepting any more
positions for Very Important Dead People. I’ve got enough. Nobody gets to choose me to die for
anymore, okay? Can we all agree to that, at least?”

There is a long pause.

“I do not think I can agree to that.”

Those are the worst words Harry has heard today and that’s saying something.

Harry glares at Theo. This suddenly feels very important.

“I’m not joking, Theo. Swear you won’t choose me.” Harry demands. “Swear it.”

Theo breathes in sharply through his nose.

“You know you’re trying to do the thing, right?” Theo slowly twists his head to stare up at the
leaves above them. “The soul binding thing. I can feel it. Sort of like a tugging, like the beginning
of a portkey.”

“Don’t care,” Harry snaps. “Swear you won’t choose me.”

“Do you make all of your friends do this or just me?” Theo drawls.

“Only because I can’t keep them out of it.”

Harry leans over Theo so he can look directly into those grey eyes, pressing his hand down on his
heart. He’s obeying Sahara, he’s not trying to sense or taste the magic in Theo’s singing blood, but
he needs this not to happen. He needs Theo to understand.

“Hermione is muggleborn and Riddle knows about her, she’s had her choice made by him. Ron
and his family are blood traitors and their family was already fighting, their choice was made in the
last war. I can’t stop them from choosing to fight with me, believe me, I fucking tried in first year
but they wouldn’t …”

Harry takes a shuddering breath. Will it cover all three of us? They’d thrown on the invisibility
cloak, followed his stupid arse down the trap door and thrown their lot in with him at eleven years
old.

Harry won’t let Theo do the same thing. He stares into his eyes.

“But you’re the son of a Death Eater, you could find a way to stay out of it all rather than picking a
side.”

“I think Apollonius, the other Death Eater’s and he-who-would-have-been-Lord Slytherin would
disagree.”

“That’s not the point,” Harry whispers. “You don’t have to choose me, Theo. People die when they
choose me. You don’t have to. Please. Don’t choose me.”

Harry is trembling slightly from keeping his magic in his body. He wants to make Theo do it, make
him understand and the Slytherin ring is eager for commands. Harry has a feeling that if he was
ever to cast the imperius curse, his Slytherin ring would fucking love it. It's a ring that loves
knowledge and power and making things safe, come what may. It wants an army and it wants Theo
to be part of it. Theo stares at him. Harry sees the flicker of the same thing he’d seen in Theo’s eyes
when he’d let his magic surge to the surface and frighten him. It’s the same way Theo had looked
at Prongs.

Awe.

“Harry,” Theo takes a deep breath. “You don’t get it. I can’t. ‘You protect what protects me,’
remember?”

“Kreacher’s protection binding?” Harry frowns down at him. “I don’t understand.”

“I know,” Theo whispers. He places his hand on top of Harry’s, trapping it against his heart. It’s a
strange gesture, one that makes Harry think of the Egyptian sarcophagus he saw at the British
museum on a primary school trip. A king immortalised forever in a gesture of humble dignity. “I
told you at the time, remember? You didn’t get it and it’s … it’s a big deal. You bound the three of
us, not only him to protect me but you also …”

Theo swallows hard. He’s nervous. Harry watches his Adam's apple bob and feels dread coiling in
his gut.

What the fuck have I done?

“You also magically sealed our … friendship. It’s a fidelity bond.”

Harry thinks back to his words at the time, realises he can recall them easily. He feels a flicker of
ice in the Black ring, like the touch of a snowflake.

You will protect his life and protect his secrets, both implicit and explicit just as I protect his and
he protects mine.

“You told me it was rare,” Harry swallowed. “How rare?”

“I don’t think you want to know that.”

“I think I fucking do.”

“You don’t.”

“Nott.”

“Potter.”

Harry growls in irritation. Theo grins in that cheeky way that Harry can't help but smirk at. Some
of the tension flows out of Harry, Sahara licking away at the sparks dancing along his arm. It’s not
just his heir rings and fingers anymore. Sometimes he feels like a fucking Catherine wheel.

“Fine, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Theo sighs. “The last recorded fidelity bonds were between
Uther Pendragon and his militants.”

“Uther … you mean King fucking Arthur?” Harry stares. “Wait, King Arthur was a wizard?”

“Merlin, Harry! Don’t you pay any attention in History of Magic?”

“Nobody does!” Harry exclaims defensively. “So he was?”

“No. Merlin, Harry.” Theo widens his eyes significantly. “Merlin was the wizard who performed
the fidelity bonds.”

Harry stares for a moment. He thinks of Vernon laughing away at Monty Python’s Holy Grail.

Nope.

“Fuck,” Harry drops his head on Theo’s chest, hearing Theo let out an ‘oof’ of surprise before
extracting his hand from under Harry’s cheek. “Fuck. I’m … I’m so fucking sorry. You're right,
I'm ... I'm a reckless wanker."

Theo lets out a surprised gasp of dry laughter.

“Well, as good as it is to hear you say that," he sniggers. "It’s okay.”

It bloody is not. Harry won’t have it. He won’t have a person who is literally bound to protect him.
Especially when that person is a book-smart Slytherin who is likely to be literally turned into snake
food for Nagini just for being his friend let alone anything else. Harry's nightmares are filled with
Voldemort crucio-ing people that matter to him. Harry squeezes his eyes closed, fights back the
memories of Cedric’s dead eyes.

“Well, if I bound you I can unbind you,” he unconsciously rubs his nose against the fabric of
Theo’s shirt. Names the herbs he can smell there. Rosemary. Valerian. Thyme.

“I do not doubt you could, theoretically, Merlin certainly revoked certain bonds when needed,”
Theo muses, his hand naturally slipping into stroking Harry’s hair. He does this thing where he
slightly pulls on the curls at the nape of Harry’s neck and it makes Harry feel like Snuffles looks
when he gets scratched behind the ears. “But you won’t.”

“Why?” Harry answers drowsily. Why does he get the feeling Theo is lulling him into pliancy?

“Because to be unbound would require consent from my magic, and I don’t give it.”

Of course he doesn't.

“You prick,” Harry groans, thumping his face against Theo’s sternum. “Why the fuck not?”

“Because it is my choice.” Theo pats his hair in a conciliatory way. “Sorry.”

“You don’t seem sorry.”

“No. I’m fucking not.”

Harry twists his face so he can look up at Theo. His jaw is set. His eyes gleam with anger and
something else.

“Why not?”

“Because no one has cast a fidelity bond since Merlin, Harry.”

“That anyone knows of,” Harry counters. “Bet there are tons of people cracking them out all over
the place in secret.”

“Since Merlin, Harry! There’s really not a ton of people, as you put it. It’s magically unparalleled.”
Theo’s eyes dance with the same excitement that appears when he’s brewing and has a surprising
breakthrough. Or reads something fascinating he never knew before. Harry never ever expected to
be looked at by Theo with these eyes. He feels like it is completely undeserved.

"It's a freak accident," Harry snorts. Emphasis on the word 'freak.' "It's just like the Boy-WhoLived thing, don't mythologize some shit that just happened to me, Theo."

"Harry, you literally spark magic," Theo deadpans. "I don't think I'm being unrealistic in my
expectations of this."

"As long as you don't have expectations of me," Harry suddenly wants to pull away from Theo.
This is sounding dangerously close to the people who think he's special. "You've seen my back,
Theo. Nothing fucking magically unparalleled here."

"I don't care about that shit, I care about this." Theo holds onto Harry's hand tightly, as if he knows
he wants to pull away. Leans up on his elbows so they are closer together. "This just happened to
me too and I don't understand how you did it either, but it’s incredible and I am part of it. I will not
give it up.”

Harry can’t take it away from him. The joy in Theo’s eyes is too precious to be denied. It would be
like permanently banning Hermione from the library.

“Ugh, fine,” Harry twists his face away, surreptitiously rubbing his cheek against Theo’s chest as if
to remind himself that nothing bad has happened. Theo sinks his upper back down onto the grass
again and sighs. Theo’s alive. He’s here. He’s no worse off from being Harry’s friend.

Yet.

“So keeping secrets and protecting each other,” Harry sums up. “That’s kind of Hermione and
Ron’s deal. So I guess that’s okay.”

“Yes, I am overjoyed to be the third wheel in your reckless band of crusaders,” Theo snarks.

“Stop calling them that.”

“Stop running off on ill-advised missions based on moral beliefs.”

Harry snorts. He tells himself that it’s totally fine, that Theo is just like his other friends but there’s
a tingling in the Black ring, in his magic, that tells him it’s different.

"You are worried." Sahara hisses.

"It’s fine."

“You are lying,” Sahara hisses, sliding off his arm and into the grass.

“Everybody lies.”

Harry takes a deep breath. He still needs to ask this.

“If it’s at all possible in the moment, if you can avoid it, will you promise not to choose me? Like
my parents did, like … “ He won’t say Cedric’s name. “Will you promise?”

There is a long pause. He hears Theo’s steady breathing. He pulls lightly on Harry’s hair.

“No.”

Everybody lies except Theo.

“Will you make me?” Theo asks. His hand stills. Harry thinks that he probably could do it. The
Slytherin ring is eager and the Black magic loves to bind shit. He could probably do it and be as
careless in the doing as he was when he first bound Kreacher. Harry knows he’s capable of it.

“No.” Harry sighs. He’s tired. “It’s your choice.”

Another person to fight for. Another person to save.

“The grey one has saved you more than you have saved him,” Sahara hisses, in between munching
down a cricket. Harry considers. She’s not wrong.

“Perhaps it could be Lord Prince’s choice too,” Theo whispers. “Will you tell him?”

“No. I can’t. I won’t.”

He imagines people’s reactions. Ron’s horror, Hermione’s terror. He can easily picture the way
Remus’ face will crumple, Sirius’ smile will turn to rage. Dumbledore’s pity. Worst of all, he can
easily picture Snape. It’s the same face he’s seen for the last four years: sneering disgust. He can’t
tell anyone. He looks up at Theo.

“Will you?”

“No.” Theo begins to stroke his hair again. “Your life and your secrets, remember?”

“I protect what protects me,” Harry smiles slightly sardonically.

No one can protect him. Not Harry Potter. Dumbledore is busy, Harry assumes, gathering up
people who will fight under the banner of Harry’s testimony against Voldemort's rising army, who
will fight for The-Boy-Who-Lived. Harry’s grateful for them and very guilty. But Theo has brewed
his potion, healed his wounds, helped him escape from the Dursleys and even found his real father.
Theo doesn’t have blood status or an Azkaban trial or a family to fight Voldemort for. If Theo does
fight, Harry realises, he’ll be fighting for just Harry.

That might be nice, Harry thinks dreamily, listening to the song of Theo’s heartbeat.
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Harry is lying in bed when he really lets himself feel it. Tomorrow he has to go to the Ministry of
Magic and fight for his place at Hogwarts, and he has to do it alone. He takes a deep, shuddering
breath.

“Let’s go over the plan again.”

Theo sighs next to him in the darkness, Kreacher’s low, rattling snores echoing through the tiny
cottage. They’ve gone over the plan twenty times that evening and now it’s two in the morning and
Harry can’t sleep. So neither can Theo. Kreacher is not likewise afflicted.

“Kreacher will pop you to the muggle entrance of the Ministry then he will pop to Gringotts to
deliver your letters and ensure your belongings are protected,” Theo murmurs sleepily. “You will
go to Arthur Weasley’s office so he can assure the Headmaster you have arrived.”

“You’ll stay here instead of going home to your Aunt just in case I need to make a quick exit,”
Harry swallows. He doesn’t want to think about the circumstances that might precipitate that.
Being at the end of Lucius Malfoy’s wand would do it. “I’ll send Kreacher to tell you what
happens, one way or the other.”

Expelled or not.

“If you are returned to your relatives I will retrieve you and we will both retreat here until
Hogwarts,” Theo continues, mumbling it off and sounding like he’s drifting off. “If you are placed

in the care of your Godfather or the Weasley family, you will send Kreacher and I will remain at
my Aunt’s until Hogwarts.”

“And if I’m expelled …”

Harry can’t finish the sentence. If he’s expelled he’s dead meat. Beside him, in the darkness, he
can feel Theo has woken up properly. After many nights of sharing a bed, Harry can sense when
Theo is awake. He’s subtle, he doesn’t jerk awake like Harry does, thrust out of nightmares. He
often wakes and pretends to be asleep but Harry can hear his breathing. Theo is paying attention.

“You won’t be expelled.” Theo’s voice isn’t confident or placating, it’s just factual. “If the Dark
and Grey factions vote as I think they will, as Lord Slytherin has asked them to, there’s no way
they can condemn you.”

“But if I am,” Harry insists, “Because things that shouldn’t possibly happen are pretty much my
fucking normality —,”

“If you’re expelled you can come back here,” Theo rolls over to face him, face dipped in a shaft of
moonlight. They’ve not decided this. Harry feels like he’s cut loose, drowning in insecurity.

“Dumbledore would find me,” Harry whispers. “So would Voldemort. After a while.”

If they found me they would find you.

“The Headmaster probably has some kind of safe house in mind,” Theo yawns, “but since his idea
of a safe house is your relatives …”

“Exactly.”

Harry stares at the hanging herbs above him, tries to name them: Rosemary. Thyme. Valerian.
Mugwort. Harry thinks about his future if he doesn’t have a wand. If he can’t go home to Hogwarts
and learn magic. He’ll be vulnerable to Voldemort. Unable to protect people. But also unable to put
them in danger, if he’s no longer there.

“I could go away,” Harry whispers the words, barely believing he can speak them. “I could … just
leave. Fuck them. Fuck Voldemort. People do that, don’t they? Live as wizards without …
Hogwarts.”

It seems utterly impossible. Yet he somehow knows that the power in his heir rings wouldn’t
diminish with the breaking of a wand. He also knows the magic in his bones can’t be extracted.
He’d be untaught, sure, but he’d never be completely shut out.

“Your magic is as much a part of you as your blood,” Sahara hisses from where she is curled by
his pillow.

“I know.”

“You could,” Theo answers evenly. “People do it. Usually in another country.”

Another country. Harry can’t imagine it. To walk out of the Ministry of Magic tomorrow and just
… disappear. To leave Voldemort to Dumbledore and Snape to Sirius and Malfoy to Ron and leave
it behind. Let them all fight their own wars.

“You wouldn’t hate me for doing that?” Harry whispers. “For leaving?”

“No.” Theo pauses. “But … I think you might hate yourself.”

“Why?”

“Because of Ginny Weasley.”

“What?” Harry turns his head to stare at Theo. In the slightly blue darkness, Theo’s eyes are not
grey. They are full of stars and moonlight.

“You stormed into the Chamber of Secrets to rescue an annoying girl who had only ever
embarrassed you by making gnomes sing. Yet you went down there to save her. You are …
compassionate towards others’ suffering.”

“Am I?” Harry stares wonderingly back up at the herbs. Marjoram. Eucalyptus. Yarrow.
“Dumbledore thinks so."

"And you don't?"

"I think I just was terrified of going back to the Dursley’s.”

“I see.” Theo thinks. “Well, maybe you’re truly a selfish cock.”

“Yeah.” Harry snorts. “Reckon so.”

They lay in the silence, listening to Kreacher snore. The impossible, unknown future stretches out
between them.

“You take Sahara,” Harry whispers. “She’ll protect you.”

“You take Kreacher,” Theo whispers back. “He’ll probably kill you.”

Harry laughs. It’s a breathy, secret sound that somehow makes him more aware of the darkness
outside and the warmth between them. He leans forward and places a hand on Theo’s chest, feels
his heartbeat.

“Go to sleep,” Harry whispers.

Theo nods and rolls over, Harry’s hand moving to stroke his shoulder for a moment. Harry breathes
a deep sigh and reaches inside himself for the coldness of not-caring, slumbering, unused for the
last two weeks. The Prince ring tickles. It knows the not-caring. Harry doesn’t think about what
that means but lets the tingling turn to familiar numbness. He can hear Theo’s soft breathing falling
into a sleeping rhythm. He can smell his magic. For a small moment, he closes his eyes and allows
himself to taste it. When Theo’s sleeping it smells like heavy summer rain on the tarmac. Harry
takes a deep breath of it, trying to make himself remember it tomorrow.

“I shall protect your grey one, Greenheart.”

“Thank you.”

Harry will miss her. He will miss the cottage and the uncomfortable bed that he’s never slept better
in. Tomorrow he has to go back to being The-Boy-Who-Lived and that sucks. So he takes one deep
breath of Theo’s scent and pulls up the not-caring until he’s completely numb from head to toe.
He’s ready.

________________

Harry and Kreacher appear in the muggle entrance to the Ministry. It’s a phone booth. Harry rolls
his eyes.

“What the fuck is this shit?” Harry mutters. “Wizards are ridiculous.”

“Master must dial the number,” Kreacher croaks, punching in the numbers with a long finger.
“Master is the ridiculous one.”

Kreacher shoves the receiver against Harry’s voice, knocking his jaw painfully. There’s an
annoying woman’s voice, wanting him to state his business.

“Harry Potter, here for the fucking Wizengamot,” Harry snaps. “And Kreacher, here for shits and
giggles.”

Two badges appear and Harry snorts at them.

Harry Potter - Fucking Wizengamot

Kreacher - Toiletry and Hilarity

“Kreacher will not come in,” Kreacher croaks. “House elves cannot be invisible inside the
Ministry of Magic.”

“Fair play, Elf Black,” Harry pops his badge onto his shirt, tosses Kreacher his badge with a grin.
“How do I look?”

Harry spreads his arms as wide as he can in a phone booth. Kreacher looks him up and down, eyes
full of smirking.

“Heir Nott has excellent taste in robes.” Kreacher grins. “But Master is a slovenly wretch and not
even Heir Nott’s robe can save him.”

“Comforting words from Mr Toiletry and Hilarity,” Harry shifts uncomfortably in the borrowed
bottle-green robes over black trousers and shirt. Theo says he looks ‘powerful’ but Harry feels
weird and Kreacher knows it. “So if I end up wherever Sirius is after this, then you’ll have to lay
low, okay?”

“Kreacher knows where to hide in the Godfather's house,” Kreacher’s eyes glimmer. Harry knows
Kreacher is looking forward to returning to the Black seat if he can.

“Good stuff,” Harry twists the Black ring on his finger, thinks of the binding. “Do we need to do
this again before we part ways? Or are we good?”

“Does Master want to risk it?” Kreacher grins like a shark.

“Fine,” Harry rolls his eyes, draws up the Black magic which is frigid this morning, eager to act.
“Kreacher, you will not fuck about in ways that are going to make my life or Theo’s life or ….”
Harry considers including Sirius but decides against it. “Ron’s life or Hermione’s life a living hell
whilst I’m in my trial and you will not act in a way that fucks with my trial. Okay?”

The Black magic surges, prickly icicles passing between them and Kreacher shudders, eyes Harry
thoughtfully. “Master’s magic is stressed today.”

“You think?” Harry raises his eyebrows and sighs heavily. “Okay. Here I go.”

Kreacher nods, is about to press the button to send him underground (Harry was baffled when
Theo told him about that one) but Harry isn’t sure he’s ready yet. His stomach grumbles.

“You got snacks?”

“Kreacher does,” Kreacher stops his finger, glares at Harry with a greedy snark.

“Hand it over,” Harry holds out a hand. “I didn’t have breakfast.”

Kreacher slowly pops a curly wurly out of thin air but when Harry goes to grab it, it dances out of
reach.

“Kreacher will exchange it for the preserved younglings Master has been hiding from Kreacher,”
he hisses.

“Kreacher, no. You have an addiction —,”

“Master wants breakfast, Master will make the deal.” Kreacher’s droopy ears lift with malevolent
excitement.

“Fine!” Harry pulls the rumpled Jelly Baby packet out of his back pocket. He and Theo have been
moving them around the cottage for the last two days once they realised that Kreacher on a sugar
high is fucking terrifying. He slaps them into the elf’s hand. “Don’t tell Theo.”

“Kreacher will not swear,” Kreacher snarks and then he pushes the button and snaps away in a
cackle of rude laughter. Harry holds onto the edge of the phone as it sinks into the ground.

That’s not ominous at all.

_______________

“Harry!”

Arthur Weasley’s voice greets him the moment he steps off the lift, flapping irritatedly at the

stupid memos fluttering around his head. Harry barely manages to smile. He’s pissed off. Everyone
has stared at him so far, the wand-checking wizard was like a grown-up Colin Creevey and he
hates lifts. They remind him of portkeys and since Cedric, he’s no lover of portkeys.

“Hey, Mr Weasley.”

Harry thrusts his hands into the pockets of his trousers. Well, Theo’s trousers. Mr Weasley is
standing by a tall black man with excellent cheekbones and resplendent blue robes. Behind them
both is a small, gold sign that says: “Auror Department.”

“Harry, we’ve been so worried about you,” Arthur steps forward, offers his hand to Harry who
shakes it reluctantly. The last he heard from Arthur Weasley it was a curt note that did not quite
suit the theme of his evening. He's not feeling generous. “Where on earth have you been?”

“Oh, y’know.” Harry shrugs. “Around.”

“Around?” Mr Weasley looks flabbergasted, “Harry, I don’t think you understand —,”

Harry has no interest in this. He looks at the other man whom he assumes is an Auror, and reasons
that since he’s technically in trouble with the government and Aurors are basically policemen, it
wouldn’t hurt to make a good impression.

“I’m Harrison Potter, most people call me Potter,” Harry offers his hand since that’s what Mr
Weasley did. “Who are you?”

He hopes he’s not missing some kind of wizard etiquette. I need to ask Theo about wizard etiquette.
God, he’ll be fucking smug.

“Kingsley Shacklebolt,” Shacklebolt takes his hand looking somewhere between amused and
confused. “Head Auror.”

He glances at Harry’s hand and Harry’s heart jumps, but he’s only looking at the Potter ring. Harry
concentrated this morning and hid the others from everyone's sight again, but he can still see them.
It’s weird and his hands feel a bit too heavy. It’s another thing to be irritated about.

“Cool job,” Harry nods. He thinks of every episode of CSI he’s watched through the cupboard
door in his time. Scans it for something to say. “Get any good cases?”

“Um, yeah,” Shacklebolt is looking between Mr Weasley and Harry and Harry feels like he’s
missing something. “I work fugitive cases.”

Shacklebolt raises his eyebrows significantly. Harry gets it. He knows about Sirius.

“Right. Sounds cool. Must be knackering though, right? Chasing people around like a dog?”

Mr Weasley coughs and flushes but Shacklebolt grins.

“You bet it is.” Shacklebolt chortles. “Say, Potter, you need an escort down to the Hearing
Room?”

“Uh, not so much, no,” Harry stares down an Auror behind them who is staring at him with frank
fascination. What the fuck do you want you, ugly git? “Since it’s not a hearing, it’s a Wizengamot
trial.”

Harry taps his badge. Mr Weasley and Shacklebolt stare at him.

“What?” Mr Weasley whispers. “How do you know that?”

“I heard it,” Harry shrugs. He can feel Mr Weasley’s panic rolling off him in waves. “Mr Weasley,
do you need to send any messages?”

He raises his eyebrows significantly. Tell Dumbledore.

“No need, Potter,” Shacklebolt waves his wand and silver mist explodes, moving fast away from
them. Harry thinks it might be a Patronus but it doesn’t fully form. “So can I escort you to the
courtroom?”

Harry tries not to grimace at the word. Barty Crouch strapped to a chair. Crying for his father.

Instinctively, Harry flexes the finger wearing his Prince ring. I don’t care. I don’t.

“Sure,” he shrugs, turns back to the lift and resists the urge to send a mini lightning bolt of
Slytherin magic at the nosy faced Auror leaning back on his chair to stare at him. “See you, Mr
Weasley.”

“I’ll come along,” Mr Weasley stammers, stepping into the lift beside them. It’s empty, thank God,
and Harry lets the quiet fluttering of flying memos fill the silence.

“Kingsley,” Mr Weasley’s voice is sharp and out of the corner of his eye, Harry sees Shacklebolt
drawing his wand. The lift stops moving.

Shit.

Harry spins so he has his back to the door, his wand raised, his heir rings pulsing. He knows they
can’t see them but he can hear the Slytherin ring hissing and can’t help himself hissing softly back.
Shacklebolt has his wand drawn but Mr Weasley has his hands raised, staring at Harry like he’s
grown an extra head.

“Harry?” Mr Weasley asks cautiously. “Harry? What’s wrong?”

“He drew his wand,” Harry flicks his at Shacklebolt.

“Yes, I did,” Shacklebolt grins. “Excellent reflexes. Have you thought about what you want to do
after Hogwarts?”

The Slytherin ring wants to curse him and Harry is finding that to be too ironic.

Wait until Theo hears that it’s the Slytherin ring rather than the Gryffindor one that’s itching for a
fight.

“Survive, mostly,” Harry snaps back. He glares at Mr Weasley. “He drew his wand.”

“Yes, to cast a privacy ward,” Mr Weasley speaks slowly. “And to stop the lift from moving so we
can have a private discussion.”

“You know, Mad-Eye-Moody-Crouch would say that’s suspicious,” Harry raises his eyebrow.
“What did your sons do to my cousin last summer?”

“Mad-Eye-Moody-Crouch?” Shacklebolt raises his eyebrow. “Really?”

“What else do you call a professor Death Eater?” Harry stares at him pointedly then looks back to
Mr Weasley, whose mouth is hanging open. “Mr Weasley?”

“They fed your cousin one of their inventions a ... a ton-tongue toffee,” Mr Weasley looks at
Harry’s wand. “Anything else, Harry?”

Probably not lying. Harry lowers his wand and nods at Shacklebolt.

“Go ahead.”

Shacklebolt waves his wand to cast the privacy ward and then tucks it away, a deliberate show of
trust, but Harry notices the curiosity in his eyes.

“You know, you’re the one who has been missing for nearly three weeks,” Shacklebolt folds his
hand in front of him. “We should be questioning you.”

You fucking try.

“Your prerogative,” Harry shrugs. “Go ahead.”

“Harry,” Mr Weasley’s voice is tense. “Where have you been?”

“I told you, around.” Harry looks at Shacklebolt. “Do you know enough about me to question my
identity? We met, like, two minutes ago.”

“I am well versed in Harry Potter,” Shacklebolt smiles. “What happened to you after the third
task?”

Harry stares. He hates the idea that this story has got around. He doesn't know who exactly it
would get around to, (who are Dumbledore's mates, anyway?) but he feels a sudden, intense dislike
for Shacklebolt if he knows the details of the graveyard.

I don’t care. I don’t.

“Me? Oh, just a little sadistic tango with a resurrected supervillain,” Harry breezes. “Bit of a shit
question, though, Shacklebolt. Since there are twenty Death Eating bastards who saw me being
tortured there.”

“Harry,” Mr Weasley whispers. He’s looking at him like he’s going to cry and Harry doesn’t
understand why.

“I suppose that's true,” Shacklebolt laughs. “Alright. Little known Order business it is then. What
was in your last note to your godfather?”

Oh, Sirius. You shit.

Yet another private thing being spread around. Harry folds his arms, feels himself flushing red.

"What, are you part of a fan club?" Harry snarks.

"Just a group of people who know the truth, Potter," Shacklebolt shrugs. "There are no secrets
when your safety is concerned."

Except inside Number four, Privet Drive.

“I believe it was an angry exchange about a certain book he wanted from me,” Harry drawls, in his
best impression of Theo. “The children of Gryphon and Sleipnir.”

“Fair enough,” Shacklebolt lifted his wand slowly, “I’m going to start the lift now, Potter.”

“No, wait,” Mr Weasley holds up a hand, steps up to Harry and lowers his voice. “Harry, are you
okay? You seem …”

Mr Weasley’s voice trails away. Different. He’s going to say different.

Harry can almost imagine Sahara’s voice inside his head: It is because you are.

“I’m fine,” Harry looks at Shacklebolt. “What the hell is an Order?”

“I’ll happily tell you, but first —” Kingsley grins and points to Harry’s badge. “What’s going on
there?”

Harry thinks of Theo’s coup de tat, of the lie of Lord Slytherin and how, for the first time ever, he
feels like he’s going into a battle prepared. Harry Potter, Fucking the Wizengamot.

“Exactly what it says,” Harry grins.

______________

Harry hates Dolores Umbridge. He stares at her from the awful chair with the chains which he has
glared into submission and thinks of all the different ways he would like to choke her with ribbons.

“The evidence is so insubstantial,” Umbridge is mincing out. “A squib of all people —,”

Wasn’t that a fucking revelation? Old Figgy, a sodding squib. Harry wants to yell at her across the
courtroom, wants to demand to know why she didn’t try and help him in Muggle Hell but he sits
and he stares and he tries to look bored instead.

He does not look at Dumbledore whilst he mounts what seems to Harry to be a pretty flimsy

defence. He thinks if he does, his Slytherin ring might lose its shit. There’s something red and
coiling inside his brain that could be Tom or could just be his own intense sense of betrayal.

“There is actually more evidence for the existence of the Dementors,” Madame Bones voice
booms out. “Another witness, a Wixen child living close by, was there the night of the attack.”

“Alleged attack,” Fudge blusters. To Harry’s eye, he does not look good. He’s kind of sweaty
looking and pasty. Harry hopes he feels like shit. “And who is this child? Let them be presented
here and produce their own evidence!”

Harry closes his eyes as there is an outcry from the many tiers of black-clad wizards and witches,
shouting things about the rights of magical children. One voice is clear above them all, however.

“You cannot demand a child give evidence!” Neville’s gran actually bangs her handbag on the
bench like a gavel. “A wixen child is legally allowed to give anonymous evidence since it is
impossible for a child to be able to doctor their own memories!”

Unless they're a Slytherin prodigy, Harry snorts to himself.

“Something funny, Mr Potter?” Umbridge simpers. Harry’s gaze fixes on hers.

“No,” he smiles sardonically. “I just wonder at what point I stopped being a child in the eyes of a
Wizengamot. Let me guess… was it around Halloween? 1981?”

There’s outcry at that of course. Fudge blusters, Umbridge stares irritably, Percy fucking Weasley
looks apoplectic, Neville’s Gran shouts “A very good point!” and Harry can feel Dumbledore
smiling behind his tented fingers. Absurdly, Harry feels a familiar little glow of pride when that
happens. Followed abruptly by a flash of self-loathing.

He’s treated you like shit all summer and you’re still desperate to make him proud?

Harry quietly seethes away to himself as Theo's memory is viewed. He looks pale and thin and
that's embarrassing but thank God, Theo’s done a good job in the editing of the memories so no one
sees Dudley trying to strangle the life out of him. They're seamless. They show Dudley twitching
under a Dementor, then Harry falling to his knees, clutching his forehead. Harry notices how
Dumbledore leans forward slightly in his seat at that moment.

Of course, he’s most interested in my fucking scar.

The rest of the Wizengamot fixate on the moment Prongs appears, shouts echo up the gallery and
Fudge slams his gavel angrily.

“This is preposterous!” he spits. “Clearly these memories are false! What kind of fourteen-year-old
thinks they can get away with suggesting they can cast a corporeal Patronus?”

“Well, I can,” Harry mumbles. “And I’m fifteen.”

“This is utter madness!” Fudge shouts. “The boy thinks he can say anything and be believed!”

“There is surely an easy way to verify Harry’s claims, Cornelius.” When Dumbledore speaks, the
court falls silent. He sits in his nice armchair, merrily smiling at them all, and Harry just knows
what’s coming. “Ask Harry to perform the Patronus charm.”

“Ask him to perform?” Fudge blusters. “Why should I —?”

“I think the Minister is wondering why we should waste valuable Wizengamot time indulging the
lies of a clearly disturbed young man,” Umbridge leans forward and Harry honestly has to push
down the urge to hiss at her. “Headmaster Dumbledore.”

“It is Chief Warlock, in this context, Ms Umbridge,” Dumbledore replies lightly, but his voice is
filled with ice. Harry has to give credit where credit is due. Dumbledore has gravitas on his side
when he needs it.

“I do not find the suggestion unreasonable,” Madame Bones announces. She looks down at Harry
as if daring him to lie to her. Harry’s reminded that Susan Bones has a similar look when Harry
tries to pretend he knows what he’s doing in Herbology. “In order to verify the memory, Mr Potter
shall perform the Patronus charm.”

Harry sighs. Stares up at them all. Raises his eyebrows. They can demand shit from him, they can
treat him like a little boy, but if they don’t say please he doesn’t have to do anything.

“Mr Potter?” Madame Bones prompts.

No. I’m not your fucking performing monkey saviour.

“Harry?” Against his better judgement, Harry turns to look at Dumbledore. Icy blue eyes that
refuse to meet his, resting somewhere over his shoulder, but he does at least say the magic word.
“If you would. Please.”

Harry lifts his wand. Thinks of where he wishes he could be right now. Fabiola’s Cottage with the
breeze swishing through the high reeds, Sahara hissing to him about the different magic of all
living beings and Theo brewing quietly inside with the door open, smells of herbs and Kreacher
making sandwiches on the air. Theo calling him in for lunch, Harry forcing him to try muggle
sweets, Theo throwing the packets at his head when he hates them. Theo’s open, trusting smile that
he only has here, in the cottage, with Harry.

“Expecto Patronum,” Harry says flatly. He knows it's showy, he knows it’s dumb, but he wants it
to seem like he’s not trying. But deep inside, in the quiet place where only he and Sahara speak, he
whispers the truth: I await a fucking guardian, Prongs. Give them a show.

The stag that bursts forth from the end of his wand is rearing and stamping, tossing magnificent
silver antlers and flashing iridescent eyes of fire. A few of the Wizengamot shout in astonishment.
Madame Bones’ monocle falls off her face. Fudge goes pale. Dumbledore thoughtfully stares at
Harry’s Potter heir ring. Harry tries to bottle away his resentment at the man for making him do
this, making him be this.

Now I’m not just the Boy-Who-Lived, I’m the Boy-with-the-Fucking-Massive-Patronus.

Prongs trots in a circle across the empty stone floor and then turns to look at Harry, his head cocked
to one side in question.

“Yeah, no dementors, I know,” Harry smirks. “Blame them.”

Prongs turns to stare at Fudge.

“I think that’s enough Mr Potter,” a voice echoes down from above. Harry looks up, recognises the
strength of the jaw, the Norwegian blue stone. Apollonius Nott.

Hello, you neglectful fucker.

“I think we have seen all we need to see to make our judgement.”

Harry looks at Prongs who is standing beside him, like a sentinel.

“He’ll stay,” Harry shrugs.

“The Wizengamot shall not be intimidated, Mr Potter," a familiar voice sneers down on him,
making the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

Lucius fucking Malfoy. Of course.

“You think he’s intimidating?” Harry pretends to consider Prongs, who snorts. “Huh.”

“Is that even a bloody Patronus?” Somebody shouts down. “It looks real!”

“I heard the boy cast, Shafiq, don’t be a dunderhead!” A wizened old witch snaps, rolling her eyes.
Harry feels a flash of appreciation. “Now can we tie up this utter rubbish so I may go home to my
cauldron?”

“He cannot just continue to have a defensive guardian in the courtroom!” Fudge shouts. “It’s
totally against protocol!”

“Merlin knows how he’s even sustaining it,” someone mutters.

Wouldn’t you like to know. The truth is, Harry is feeding all of the cold light of the Black ring into
it, but even with that, he can feel sweat beginning to bead at the back of his neck. He remembers
what Ron always tells him about chess. An aggressive opening stays with people. Theo has
plagiarised Lord Voldemort, risked his relationship with his father and delivered false evidence for

him. The least Harry can do is show an aggressive opening.

“Get the boy under control, Albus!” Fudge barks.

Harry tries not to show his rage on his face. He is not some child to be managed, some weapon to
be controlled and he has to clench his fists to stop himself jumping up and saying that.

“Harry?” Harry and Prongs look at Dumbledore, who at least has the decency to bow to the
magnificent creature.

“Prongs, how lovely to see you,” Dumbledore speaks softly. Harry’s heart aches. “We no longer
have need of your services. Harry has a guardian here.”

Harry’s breath catches in his chest. He suddenly wants to cry. He flickers his gaze away from
Dumbledore’s soft, impossibly fond face and thinks: Do I, though?

Prongs glances back at Harry and he nods. The stag bows low, huffing gently as he raises his hand
and brushes it against Harry’s sleeve. People gasp.

“Is that thing fucking tangible?” Someone else yells.

Harry closes his eyes, releases Prongs. Feels depleted and lonely when he is gone. Sighs heavily. A
hush descends over the Wizengamot.

Harry fucking Potter. Stopping conversations wherever I go.

“I believe it is time to vote,” Madame Bones announces. “Those in favour of expulsion, raise your
wands.”

Harry watches. Sees Fudge, Umbridge, Malfoy, Crabbe, Goyle and many disinterested or
vindictive faces stand up and raise their wands. Harry sees Malfoy’s sneer and glares back.
Malfoy’s laugh is very distinctive. He always knew exactly where he was in the graveyard. He
won't forget it.

“Those not in favour of expulsion, raise your wands.”

Harry sees the expected light families shoot their wands up, sees Dumbledore nodding happily at
them, then sees the second, less expected wave of Grey and Dark Lords and Ladies standing.
Apollonius leads them, his blue eyes fixed on Harry. Dumbledore sits perfectly still in his chair as
the vote is counted, considering Apollonius.

“The accused is cleared of all charges and not expelled,” Fudge bites out, glaring at Harry.

Then, there is relief. Harry knows there must be relief deep down inside but the not-caring is so
strong, laced with rage and fury that he cannot quite feel it. Besides, as Dumbledore sweeps out
with a fucking backwards glance and all of the Wizengamot members file out, Harry knows he’s
not quite done. Apollonius is loitering. Percy Weasley brushes past him, actually bumping his
shoulder.

Next time he does that I’m going to spark him like Sahara, Harry glowers.

Finally, a tall man who looks a bit like Daphne Greengrass, (her Dad, he expects) nods at Harry as
he walks past and Harry is left standing two meters away from Theo’s father.

“Mr Potter,” Apollonius bows shortly, glances at Harry's hand. “Or Heir Potter, I should say.”

“Lord Nott.” Harry will not bow and Apollonius knows why. Bow to death, Harry. “We meet
again.”

Apollonius eyes widen slightly but he nods back. He’s nothing like Theo, Harry thinks, and yet it’s
like watching a ghost of Theo move. The same considered slowness in movement, the same
reflective gestures indicating deep thought. The comparisons make Harry angry because he wants
Theo to be here and he wants to punish Apollonius and neither of those things is happening.

“Thank you for your vote, Lord Nott," he manages to clip out.

“It seems I was well advised,” Apollonius stares at him for a long moment. Hesitates before
reopening his mouth. “You are … a powerful wizard, Heir Potter.”

“I’ve been reliably informed I’m getting by on nothing more than a …'lucky chance.” Harry
retorts. Apollonius doesn’t flinch when he quotes Voldemort, just taps his Lord ring against the
carved head of his cane.

“Perhaps,” Apollonius murmurs. “My advisor is not known for taking lucky chances.”

There’s a fuck tonne you don’t know about Theo.

Harry fights the rage back down.

“You want some advice, Lord Nott?” Harry’s voice is scathing and he doesn’t care. “Think
carefully about whose robes you kiss. You never know what kind of … inheritance you might be
leaving.”

Something flashes in Apollonius eyes. Harry feels a small curl of dread. Has he said the wrong
thing? Has he been a reckless wanker again? His fingers twitch against his wand and Apollonius’
blue eyes drift to it, smiling slightly.

“Be assured, Heir Potter,” he says softly. “My only concern for my remaining years is the status of
my … inheritance.”

Then he’s brushing past Harry, leaving the courtroom and it's finally, finally, over. Harry is alone.
He lets himself sigh into the big empty space and collapses slightly against the chair, the gold
chairs clinking.

"Fuck off," Harry hisses at them. He’s so tired. He’s so fucking tired of this.

“Harry?” A warm hand on his back, tentative and kind. A strong arm wraps around his shoulders,
and the familiar scent of home-cooked chicken and floo dust envelopes him. Summer at the
burrow, freshly washed bedsheets and dinner every night. Harry looks up into the face of Mr
Weasley. For a moment, Harry wants to shove him away, still mad, still full of not-caring, but he’s
too tired. He simply nods, wearily.

“Okay,” Mr Weasley’s face softens. “Let’s get you home.”

“Home?” Harry feels a heaviness in his limbs that has nothing to do with tiredness. Escape from
the Dursley’s round two might be a go, then.

“To Padfoot,” Mr Weasley whispers in his ear, guiding him out of the courtroom and into a shiny
black corridor that reminds Harry of something he can’t remember. “And Molly. And Hermione
and Ron. They’re all waiting for you.”

Harry nods numbly. He doesn’t expect Dumbledore to be there but he still feels that same, crushing
ache that he is not. He lets himself be guided down the empty corridor to the lift but when they
reach it, he steps away from Mr Weasley's supportive embrace. He squares his shoulders.

“It’s okay, Harry,” Mr Weasley murmurs. “You can lean on me if you’re tired.”

“No,” Harry shakes his head. He’s The-Boy-Who-Lived again. “I can’t.”

Mr Weasley looks for a moment like he’s going to cry again, but Harry doesn’t have brain space
for it because there are people on the lift and Harry has to drag the not-caring back up. He lets the
Prince ring numb him, and stares straight ahead.

I do not care. I do not fucking care.

When they reach the atrium, he holds onto the numbness all the way across the shiny floor and
past the gathered reporters and photographers shouting at him. He clenches his fists, the angry
magic sparking back into himself. He's relieved when he can finally step into the Floo with Mr
Weasley. He doesn't even care where he's going right now. He's so knackered. Then Mr Weasley
whispers in Harry’s ear: “The Headquarters to the Order of the Phoenix is at number Twelve,
Grimmauld Place.”

Secret keeping. Harry thinks of the address with all he has and a minute of nauseating twisting in
green flames later, he is spat out onto a stone wood floor.

“HARRY!”

But it’s not Hermione’s piercing shout that lifts his spirit as he coughs and vomits onto a threadbare

rug. It’s not the sudden lively sound of the twins and Ginny gabbling, or even Molly Weasley’s
fussing. It’s the magic.

“He’s shit at floo travel —,”

“Don’t say that, Ron!”

“Well, he is!”

Harry is grateful for familiar hands on his back, is grabbing thin air until he finally, finally catches
hold of Hermione’s hand with tears in his eyes, but something inside is sparkling like a snowstorm.
The Black ring is singing and all around him, the freezing medley of magic echoes its song.
Without opening his eyes, without looking up. Harry knows where he is. This is the Black home.
This is Sirius’ house. And Harry has stolen nearly everything out of it.
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Harry finally stops coughing and vomiting long enough to stand up. They are all looking at him in
total surprise.

“Blimey, mate,” Ron is staring at his robes. “You look …”

“Like a pureblood,” Ginny supplies, critical eye casting over his outfit. “I didn’t even know you
owned stuff like this.”

“He looks magnificently dark,” George grins cheekily.

“Oh yes, quite the unhinged potential Dark Lord,” Fred cackles.

“We bow before you, oh deranged Master of the Universe!”

“Stop it!” Hermione shoves them both. “Harry looks very handsome, doesn’t he, Mrs Weasley?”

Both Ginny and Ron shoot Hermione a glare but it’s Mrs Weasley that Harry’s watching. Again,
just like Mr Weasley, she looks like she’s about to burst into tears. She reaches out a hand and

tearfully tugs Theo’s green robes back onto Harry's shoulder.

“You look quite fetching, Harry love,” she smiles tremulously. “Are you hungry?”

Now there’s a normal Mrs Weasley reaction to the situation and there's only one answer.

“Yeah, thanks Mrs Weasley,” he smiles at her tentatively. Why is she looking at him like he’s
made of glass? He’s expected to be crushed inside a hug by now.

Where the fuck is my hug?

“I’ll be downstairs,” she practically whispers. Then she looks at her husband, at her
children.“When we’re all ready.”

Mr Weasley nods and follows her out of the drawing-room, squeezing Harry’s shoulder
affectionately as he passes. Then it’s just Harry and his friends and he feels both crushing relief and
awkwardness. He’s not seen them in weeks and in that time he’s nearly died twice, brewed a potion
illegally to conceal his appearance, accepted his heirships, befriended a Slytherin, a deadly snake
and sort of maybe a murderous house elf, and found out Severus Snape is his father. It feels like a
chasm filled with a million things, impossible to cross. That is until he looks at Hermione. Her
brown eyes are damp but her smile is a mile wide. Harry feels the same way he did when she
bolted down the great hall in second year, grinning at him like she thought she’d never see him
again.

Which, to be fair, she had reason to think.

Harry steps in front of his best friend.

“Hey you,” he grins. “Been alright?”

“You …” Hermione’s tears start to spill down her cheeks but she’s still smiling. “You absolute …
DICKFACE!”

“Hermione!” Ron and Ginny exclaim as the twins giggle but Hermione is too busy smacking every

part of Harry she can reach.

“You sent an effing VOICEMAIL to my parents? They think you’re dead and I'M NEXT!”

He can feel laughter bubbling up inside him. Of course, this is what Hermione’s mad about. The
predictability of her gives him so much unreasonable happiness that he doesn’t even wince when
some of her blows inevitably touch his sore back and shoulders.

“Have you ANY idea how much TROUBLE I’m in? They revoked my LIBRARY CARD!”

“Local or British Library?” Harry asks, catching her wrists and grinning at the combination of fury
and joy on her face.

“Both!” Hermione hisses in his face. “On the basis that I need lessons in ‘accountability in life or
death situations!’ Because you RATTED me out!”

“In all fairness, I genuinely did think I would be dead,” Harry laughs. “So I thought I was just
laying the groundwork for the explaining you’d have to do at my funeral.”

“Don’t!” Hermione’s lip trembles.

She wraps her arms around his waist and buries her head in his shoulder. Harry sighs happily,
cradling the back of her head and tucking his fingers into her tight curls, breathing in that familiar
coconut scent.

“You’re alive Harry Potter, and you’re staying alive, you hear me?" She sniffles into his chest.
"And you are buying me a new British Library membership under a pseudonym.”

“Course, Mi, anything for you.”

Over the top of her head, Harry winks at Ron who rolls his eyes indulgently. Harry can see the
slight doubt there too, the way his eyes flick between Harry and Hermione. Predictable Ron. The
comfort of Ron’s super-secret-not-secret-at-all crush on Hermione makes him smile even wider.
Harry stretches out for Ron, grabs his hand and pulls him stumbling into the hug, too.

“Oh good, we’re all doing it,” Ron mutters but Harry can see the softness in his friend’s eyes when
he awkwardly wraps his arms around Harry and Hermione.

“Yes, we are!” Fred exclaims.

“Me too!” Ginny cries, and suddenly, Harry and Hermione are engulfed in a pile of Weasley’s.
Harry wonders what the collective noun for Weasley’s is and then realises Hermione is right there.
He can just ask her. He grins against her curls.

“What’s the collective noun for a group of Weasleys?”

“A colony,” Hermione mutters damply into his shoulder. “That’s it for Weasels.”

“HEY!” Four angry voices yell.

“Yeah, but they’re not Weasels are they?” Harry grins. “I mean, look at their mum.”

“Watch what you say about our mother, Potty,” George warns.

“Yeah, littlest brother, we might be tempted to shove your head down Sirius’ least clean toilet,”
Fred adds.

Harry elbows Fred and flicks George in the forehead. Both, typically, fall to the floor, groaning.

“What’s the collective noun for dragons?” He asks.

“A Weyr,” Ginny says, grinning up from where she’s wriggled in between Ron and Harry to hug
Hermione tightly. “Are you saying we’re dragons, Harry?”

“I’m saying your mum is a Hungarian Horntail,” Harry ruffles her red hair. “You’re a dragonet.”

Ginny immediately tries to bite his hand and Harry laughs. It’s so easy with them. It’s what makes
Hogwarts home. But they’re not at Hogwarts. Harry looks around the drawing-room, noticing that
dilapidated wallpaper and dusty furniture. The Black ring, which has been quiet whilst the Potter
ring happily sings in the comfort of so many Gryffindors, starts to croon.

“So this is Sirius’ place?” Harry stares at the empty doorway. Where is he?

“Yeah, there was more stuff but Kreacher nicked it all,” Ginny waves her hand to the empty
bookshelves.

“Huh. Weird.” Harry keeps his voice light but Hermione jerks her head back from his shoulder and
narrows her eyes at him. Fuck. Sharper than Theo. He changes the subject. “What was your mum
talking about? Ready for what?”

A sudden silence descends. They all shift uncomfortably and look pointedly at Hermione.

“Don’t look at me, I didn’t tell them.” She glares back at Fred, particularly, and tucks her head
even firmer under Harry’s chin.

“Fine, I’m not ashamed of it,” Fred looks at Harry with blazing, orangey-brown eyes. “They know
about the Dursley’s.”

Harry’s body goes cold. He swallows hard.

“Who does?”

“The grown-ups,” Ginny stands next to Fred, folding her arms defiantly.

Oh, what did you do, Ginny Weasley?

Harry raises an eyebrow. Ginny shifts but doesn't stop glaring.

“They were being utter dicks so I told them.”

“Not the details,” Ron hurries to intercede. He’s watching Harry’s stiff grip across Hermione’s
shoulders. He and Hermione know better than everyone what the details are. “But after you left
Surrey, Snape and Remus went to your house. They saw your bedroom. The blood. The
floorboards.”

The cupboard. Harry closes his eyes. Snape knows about the Dursley’s.

Well, if he didn’t want me before he definitely won’t want me now.

“Right,” Harry breathes out slowly. “So … who … who exactly knows?”

“Snape, Remus, Mum, Dad, Bill, Sirius and Dumbledore,” Ron recounts quickly. Harry’s grateful
for him. He always rips the plaster right off, no bullshit.

“They haven’t like, told the other Order people?” Harry asks, thinking of Shacklebolt in the lift. I
am well versed in Harry Potter.

“We don’t know,” George’s eyes blaze angrily. “We’re not allowed in the Order meetings.”

So probably yes. Harry looks down at Ginny who glares forcefully back up at him. Harry knows
she won’t apologise, he understands why but he suddenly thinks of Theo. Your life and your
secrets. He was right. With Theo, it’s different.

“So what did your mum mean?” he asks.

“They want to talk to you,” Ron grips Harry’s forearm which is still tight across Hermione’s
shoulders. “About it all.”

“Huh,” Harry swallows down the rage. I don’t care. I don’t. “And here I thought the Wizengamot
trial was going to be the hardest part of my day.”

Hermione is gripping him even tighter than before, squeezing his ribs.

“Suffocating, Hermione,” he grunts.

“Yes, you are.” She looks up at him with a steady glare. Harry’s heart constricts. The Astronomy
tower.

“It’s fine,” he softly disentangles himself from her, patting her hair comfortingly. “No edges.”

At least, not right now.

“We won’t leave you alone with them,” Hermione whispers, grabbing his hand. “You don’t have to
answer anything you don’t want to. It’s your life, Harry.”

“That’s right, mate,” George nods ferociously. “Let them ask whatever they want, but you don’t
owe them shit.”

“This is your parents. They’ve fed me and housed me on and off for four years,” Harry rolls his
eyes. “I think I owe them something.”

“Not this,” Ron says. That’s a surprise. Harry stares at his friend and sees the same determination
there that he did in first year. I’m going to be a Knight. Harry nods slowly.

“Okay then,” Harry sighs. “Let’s get into the bullshit, people.”

“Lead on, Dark One,” Fred giggles.

“Uh, I can’t,” Harry raises his eyebrows. “I’ve never been here before.”

“They’re in the kitchen,” Ginny walks to the door. “Follow me.”

Harry does, but as soon as she says the word kitchen, the Black ring sparkles. Usually, the magic is
inside the ring pushing out into the universe but in this house, the Black ring is drawing magic
from the outside in. With it comes knowledge. Harry knows where the kitchen is.

Well. That’s something weird for Theo to add to his secret research list.

Harry feels shielded moving through the dark, mouldy hallways, with Ginny and the twins at his
front and Hermione and Ron at his back. He begins to think it might be okay. Then they step into
the kitchen. Mr and Mrs Weasley sit at one side of a large kitchen table, hands held. Opposite them
are Bill who smiles at Harry and Remus, who, on seeing Harry, rises out of his seat. A tattooed
hand on his shoulder pushes him down. Sirius is sat at the head of the table and he looks livid.

“Where the fuck have you been?” Sirius snarls.

It’s not going to be okay.

“The Wizengamot,” Harry answers, staring at his godfather. “And hello. Yes, I’m fine, thanks, not
expelled, a bit tired after all, on account of the fucking Wizengamot. How are you?”

Fred snorts. He and George have lined up on the wall behind Harry. Ginny has sat down at the
table next to Bill and has stolen his cup of tea. Ron and Hermione flank Harry, like they always
do.

“I’m fantastic, I’m fucking great. You see, my godson disappeared without so much as a word.
Fucking grand over here.” Sirius rocks back on his chair, totally unfazed by Harry's sarcasm. Harry
feels an unexpected flare of recognition and enjoyment that annoys him deeply right now.

We get each other, Sirius. So why is it so fucking hard?

“Could we please have a moratorium on the bad language?” Mrs Weasley hisses, eyes glaring
daggers at Sirius. “And what did Arthur say about raised voices around the children?”

“Around your children, Molly, and the ones under your care,” Sirius whirls his wand through his
fingers and glances at Hermione. Harry notices the dislike and stiffens, pressing his shoulder
against Hermione’s. Whatever that's about, Harry hates it. “Harry isn’t yours. He’s mine and
Remus’.”

“First I’m hearing of it,” Harry snorts. Remus looks hurt and Sirius’ eyes flash.

“As for the language, I’m afraid that’s a no can do,” Sirius snarks, “because the child who should
have been in my care from the beginning ran away without a bloody word. I’m pissed. So if you
don’t want your children exposed to that, Molly, they’re welcome to leave.”

“Nope,” Fred announces cheerfully. There’s a murmured consensus from George, Ginny and Ron.
Hermione just presses her shoulder back against Harry’s.

“Thought not,” Sirius stares at a point on the ceiling, his jaw ticking. “So what the hell do you have
to say for yourself, Harry?”

It’s so almost parental sounding Harry could laugh if it wasn’t so horribly ironic. He’s wished for
Sirius. He’s longed for him when he’s been crying in pain. He’s wanted to be parented. Now, it just
sounds like manipulation.

“You’re pissed I didn’t communicate properly with you?” Harry raises his eyebrows. “Where were
my communications after you fucking dumped me in Surrey? Where’s my birthday present?”

“This is about not getting a present?” Sirius slams the chair back onto all four feet and his tattooed
hands onto the table. “I never thought you were spoiled, Harry.”

Ginny hisses like the dragonet she is, Hermione grabs Harry’s hand. Harry pushes down a surge
from the Slytherin ring that feels like liquid vengeance.

“We don’t think that,” Remus jumps in, grasping Sirius' hand and squeezing it. “Sirius doesn’t
really think that, we recognise that you’re frustrated about no being able to receive letters and
that’s totally understandable. We know you didn’t … that you weren’t …”

“Spoiled,” Harry says flatly.

Harry stares at Sirius, trying to find hints of the careless, laughing man he still has a photograph of.
Sirius' eyes have the same black, empty recklessness that they did in the Shrieking Shack.
Hermione was right, Sirius is not okay and Harry doesn’t understand why. It’s more than being a

dick.

Or are you just afraid it’s not? A voice that sounds remarkably like Theo’s whispers inside his
mind. That he’s actually the type of man who can say that shit to you and not care?

He’s aware that everyone is staring at him, but Harry stares at the Black Lordship ring on Sirius’
finger. Even across the table, Harry can’t feel anything from it. He briefly remembers what Sahara
taught him about resistance. Somehow, he knows Sirius is resisting the Black magic.

No wonder he’s so fucking tense.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Harry whispers.

In context, Harry reflects that it was the wrong thing to say. Sirius leaps to his feet, staring wildly
down the table at Harry and everyone else in the room surges to their feet too, except Remus, who
puts his head in his hands.

“You disappeared!” Sirius roars. “I thought you were dead, that something terrible had happened
and you were silent —,”

“Well, now you know how it feels!” Harry yells back, flexing his fingers. He will not shoot the
Slytherin magic at Sirius however much he wants to. He will not.

“I was a fugitive, Harry!” Sirius screams.

“And whose fault was that?” Harry yells back.

Harry breathes heavily, staring at his godfather, simultaneously wishing he could pull the words
back into his mouth and that he could have said them years ago.

“You don’t forgive me for going after Peter,” Sirius whispers. He closes his eyes, swaying where
he stands. “I knew you never would. I don’t know why I even expected it. James would never have
forgiven me either.”

Harry feels an unreasonable level of rage break through him. His fingers spark into Hermione’s
palm. She jumps but thankfully, only gives him a quick, intense glance and says nothing. Around
him, the magic of the House of Black keens towards him. It feels like the walls are bending in on
him and Harry's had enough.

“Oh yes, please, let’s talk more about James,” Harry drawls, knowing full well that his best
impression of pure-blooded shit-talking Theodore Nott will drive Sirius over the edge. “Let’s talk
more about how my Dad was so fucking perfect like it’s relevant to my life.”

There’s a collective gasp and Harry knows that he’s not channelling Theo anymore. There’s
slippery darkness inside his mind that’s feeding him anger that does not belong to him but right
now, Harry doesn’t care. There’s a roaring ache, a pain like a splitting iceberg inside his chest and
he needs not to feel it right now. Just like he did with Dudley, he grabs onto the anger for dear life.

“He’s dead, Sirius. He’s been dead for fourteen years. Get the fuck over it.”

There is a deadly silence. Harry can hear ringing in his ears, the pounding in his chest, Hermione’s
hand like a vice on his but Harry doesn’t care. The anger is seething and breathing inside him and
he doesn't care that it feels like a sickly brain infection. Sirius walks towards them slowly.
Instinctively, Harry pulls his wand out of his sleeve. Remus gasps. Sirius stops in his tracks.

“You think I’d attack you, Harry?”

Sirius’ voice is broken, his eyes full of unshed tears. Close to, he smells of whisky. Part of Harry
wants to reassure his godfather, to jump into his arms and let the smelly, angry douchebag hug him
until he feels normal, but another part thinks anyone might attack him given the right motive. Sirius
isn't discounted.
Harry realises he has waited too long to answer. Sirius’ head droops down, his hands begin to
shake. When he looks up at Harry, tears are falling down his face. The splitting iceberg in Harry’s
chest groans and he feels his breath catch.

“I don’t even know who you are anymore,” Sirius whispers.

It’s the worst possible thing he could have said.

I don’t fucking either! My boyfriend died and my father is a man who hates me!
Harry wants to scream back at his godfather, pour all of his rage and fear out of his mouth but he
can’t, he won’t break down in front of them all. I don’t care. I don’t.

“Thanks, appreciate it,” Harry snorts. “Likewise.”

Sirius morphs into Snuffles and flees the room, four feet pounding on the stairs that take him up
away from Harry. The room is filled with cold awkwardness. Mrs Weasley is crying. Harry can
feel how astonished his friends are by his vehemence, he can even feel the beginnings of anguished
remorse bubbling in his chest, but he won’t look at them. Not right now. He lifts his chin and looks
at Bill Weasley, who is staring at Harry with shrewd eyes.

“Is there anything else?” Harry asks.

Remus and Mr Weasley both flinch at his politeness. Harry rolls his eyes.

“I’m not going to blow up,” Harry sighs. “That’s just … Sirius stuff. Okay? I’m fine.”

“Mate, you’re about as far from fine as I am from blonde,” Fred snarks.

Hermione has not let go of his hand.

“We do actually have things we have to discuss with you,” Bill leans back in his chair like it’s
totally normal conversation. “Maybe if you sat down? And told your …” Bill’s pierced eyebrows
quirk at his brothers. “… guards to stand down?”

“Hey! We are so much better than guards!” George exclaims.

“Knights or Lieutenants, definitely!” Fred nudges Ron.

“I’m a bloody general at least,” Ron mutters.

“Would you like a biscuit, Harry?”

Mrs Weasley pushes the plate towards him. He sits down at the opposite end of the table to where
Sirius was, takes a bourbon, fiddles with it. The others sit around him, Mrs Weasley pouring them
tea, Harry declining since he knows what’s coming and he’s not sure he can consume anything
right now and not trust it won't come back up.

“Harry,” Bill leans forward. “Dad’s explained that you are reticent about disclosing where you’ve
been since you left your relatives.”

“If that means I’m not gonna tell you, then yeah,” Harry snaps. “Pretty reticent.”

“That’s fine,” Bill holds up his hands in a pacifying motion. “I’m just going to put some facts to
you, see if they fly. In searching for you, we discovered that you had a muggle friend you were
spending time with at Little Whingeing.”

A muggle friend? Harry stares at Bill. He hopes to fuck he does not mean Piers Polkiss.

“A boy about your own age with a pet snake,” Bill continues. Theo. “Then, after your
disappearance, the friend you have often been seen in the company of also vanished.”

“People on the street assumed his family had gone on holiday,” Remus leans forward. “ But that
wasn’t quite true, was it?”

Harry sees the narrative they’ve woven together here. Poor sad Harry, desperate and alone, makes
a muggle friend. When his nasty family get too mean he’s far too ashamed to ask for help from his
wizard friends to deal with his very muggle problem so he hides away at his muggle friend’s house.
Poor sad Harry is ashamed of being abused by the nasty muggles. Harry swallows hard. It’s
sickening, but at least it’s not the truth.

“No,” Harry takes a deep breath as if he’s about to confess something awful. “It’s not.”

“We understand,” Remus nods. Mr Weasley nods. Mrs Weasley sniffles. Bill tilts his head up to
the ceiling as if considering slowly. “But if you’ve been treated by muggles for the last two weeks,
we need to know the truth.” Remus swallows hard. “Are you hurt, Harry?”

He looks like he really cares. Harry quirks the corner of his mouth into a smile.

“I’m fine, Remus,” he says, trying to sound reassuring.

Now I am.

“The car was stolen,” Bill looks back at Harry sharply. “Why would your muggle friend need to
steal your uncle’s car if he lived locally?”

So there’s the curse breaker. Bill Weasley is not to be fucked with, it seems. Harry can sense Ron
and Hermione tense beside him. They’re anticipating a lie, but Harry doesn’t need one. Not when
the truth serves so well.

“I couldn’t walk,” Harry shrugs. Remus pales. Mrs Weasley’s hand flies to cover her mouth. The
twins growl like jackals and Ginny is breaking her biscuit into pieces savagely. Bill looks angry but
undeterred.

“That explains the car but not the wallet or the mobile communication device,” Bill smirks, “or the
moustache comb. I had the great joy of interviewing your Uncle.”

Harry stares Bill up and down openly. With those tight dragon hide trousers, he’s surprised Vernon
didn’t drop-kick Bill Weasley into Mrs-Over-the-Road’s begonias.

“Under a different guise, of course,” Bill adds.

“Ah.” Harry nods. That explains it. “Well, I took the wallet for money and the mobile so I could
call Hermione,” he squeezes her hand. “And the moustache comb for revenge. He loves it.”

“Vain dick,” Ron mutters under his breath.

“Ronald,” Mrs Weasley chides, but she pushes the plate of biscuits towards her son anyway.

“So you stole from him?” Bill asserts. “And you didn’t use magic to get away?”

“Yes and yes.”

“No magical assistance of any kind?”

“No.” Theo didn’t use magic and neither did Kreacher. They did so much more. “But if you want
to know of other crimes I’m complicit in, it’s possible Vernon will get a couple of speeding tickets.
My mate isn’t such a great driver.”

“You didn’t call for help,” Remus whispers, staring at Harry. “Why?”

Because you all suck.

Again, however, the truth is more than enough.

“I couldn’t.”

“You couldn’t write us?” Bill asks.

“I couldn’t do anything,” Harry looks at Remus. “I thought you saw my bedroom.”

“I did, I …”

“Oh, for Merlin’s sake, he means he was too beat up to bloody move!” Ginny exclaims, thumping
her fist down on her biscuit to turn it to dust.

“Ginny!” Mrs Weasley waves her wand, magicking the mess away. “If you can’t stop the bad
language you can go upstairs!”

“Yet your friend helped you,” Bill presses. “How did he get in?”

“Okay, starting to sound like an interrogation there, brother of ours,” Fred says lightly.

“Yeah, cut it out,” George adds, eyes blazing.

“I’m just asking the questions that need to be asked,” Bill’s voice is level. Harry reckons he’s a
good curse breaker.

“The question that should be asked is why he was there in the first place,” Ron adds, stoutly.

“And it has been asked, multiple times by multiple people on many occasions since Harry left
home,” Mr Weasley’s voice is sharp. “Do not think there are not people investigating Harry’s
welfare.”

Heard that one before. Muggle primary school. The first broken arm, the scar on the elbow. The
meeting in the playroom with the red train. Petunia’s cooing voice.

“He’s just accident-prone, bless him, I think the crash when he was a baby affects his balance.”

“He picked the lock,” Harry answers flatly. “We do it all the time.”

“You pick locks?” Remus is aghast.

“You’re asking me that?” Harry raises his eyebrow. “Marauder?”

“No fucking way,” the twins gasp. Remus groans and puts his head in his hands.

“Point accepted,” he moans out, voice muffled, “Continue.”

Harry can’t help but smile at that. He likes Remus, he really does. He’s his other godfather and he
feels like he might be a good one right now.

Though it’s funny that no one ever told me that either.

“Any other questions?” Harry asks Bill. He’s starting to feel relaxed. He dips his bourbon in
Hermione’s cup of tea and bites into it. Mrs Weasley beams.

“Yes, the last one.” Bill looks at him. “How badly were you really hurt, Harry? Because you say
you couldn’t walk, couldn’t move and yet you’re sitting here. You’re moving. You’re not in a
coma in a muggle hospital. So how did you manage that without any magical assistance?”

I had my snake bite me and put me into magical hibernation.

Harry can’t show them the scars, they’ll see the unicorn hair and Remus might recognise his runes.
But he remembers something Sahara said at the cottage: Your magic has been healing you your
whole life. Bones that were never set in A&E got better after a few days on a splint. Cuts defied
infection. Internal bruising cleared up inexplicably. Harry’s childhood is littered with them.

“My magic can heal me when it needs to,” Harry shrugs. He lifts the front of his shirt, shows the
intense pattern of bruises across his stomach. Mrs Weasley gasps. “It’s needed to a lot at the
Dursley’s.”

Remus stares at him then stands up abruptly, bumping into Bill and spilling his tea. He walks
around the table and kneels down next to Harry. Over Remus' head, Hermione is staring at Harry.
He gives her a soft blink to let her know he’s fine. He looks down at Remus’ desperate amber
eyes.

“How long?” Remus whispers.

“Forever,” Harry shrugs. “Depends what you’re asking.”

“How long have they been hitting you?” Remus’ voice is close to a growl.

“With what?”

Remus looks like he’s been slapped. Mrs Weasley makes a choking sound and suddenly Fred and
George are on either side of her, holding her as she howls. Harry stares at Hermione.

“What the fuck?” he mouths softly.

“They’re surprised that anyone would hit you as a child,” Hermione speaks quietly. “They had not
imagined a world in which you could be beaten by objects.”

“Seriously?” Harry stares at the adults, stares at Remus. “You’ve seen Filch’s office though,
right?”

“That’s different, Harry,” Fred is rocking his mother from side to side as she weeps into his elbow.
“They don’t do that to kids anymore.”

“Sirius’ parents did it to him,” Harry looks at Remus. It’s one of the things Sirius alluded to in
letters last year. And Theo’s aunt does it to him.

“That’s different too,” Bill bites out. “They were pureblood supremacists.”

So is Theo’s Aunt. Harry feels an angry tightness in his chest that he doesn’t really understand.

“I don’t …” Harry turns to Ron. He feels like he’s missed a massive piece of the puzzle
somewhere. “How is it different?”

“It’s not,” Ron shakes his head, looks between his parents, Remus and Bill in annoyance. “It’s not
different, Harry. It’s still grown-ups hitting kids until they bleed. You’re not different.”

Harry understands then what they mean and why Ron is annoyed. It’s not inexplicable to them
because it’s hitting. It’s inexplicable because he’s Harry bloody Potter. Harry nods, slowly.

“Scar syndrome,” Ginny mutters.

“What is Scar Syndrome?” Remus asks quietly.

His hand is sat beside Harry’s on the table and Harry can feel that he’s practically as taut as
bowstring wanting to touch him, but Remus doesn’t. That means a lot right now. It’s a tiny
kindness but it matters. So Harry slowly, carefully, links his smallest finger with Remus’. The man
starts, stares down at their hands and then up at Harry, a face full of grateful sadness. Harry smiles
back.

Well, that’s got to make up for verbally eviscerating my other godfather.

“I came up with it,” Ginny grins at Harry. “Because I fell victim to it in the worst way.”

“His eyes are as green as a fresh pickled toad —,”

“Don’t!” Ginny throws a biscuit at George’s singing head then looks at Lupin. “Scar Syndrome is
when people assume Harry has things, does things or will be things based on his scar.”

“I see,” Remus frowns. “And you assumed Harry would …?”

“Be her Prince Charming and save her from a dragon,” George giggles.

“To be fair, I did sort of do that,” Harry shrugs.

“Yeah, thanks for that,” Ginny grins.

“You’re welcome.”

“So wait, you all think we are suffering from Scar Syndrome?” Bill leans forward again. He has an
excellent and annoying capacity to stay on topic. Harry can hear Theo in the back of his mind
teasing him about finding Bill Weasley ‘hot.’ Harry tries not to stare at the way Bill’s fang earring
swings.

“That we find Harry’s abuse disgusting because of his status in our world?”

“Could we not call it that?” Harry mumbles. He does not enjoy the 'A' word. He prefers Theo's
version: Shit relatives.

“Is that really what you all think?” Mrs Weasley demands, staring at her children.

“Well, yeah,” Ginny shrugs. “If Harry being beaten within an inch of his life by an effing fat
muggle —,”

“Thanks, Gin,” Harry stares at the ceiling.

“— is desperately sad and worth crying over, then Sirius being beaten, or any other kid being
beaten is terrible too,” Ginny licks a smear of bourbon chocolate off the inside of Bill’s cup of tea.
Bill wrinkles his nose.

“That,” Mrs Weasley stands up. “Is utter nonsense.”

“Why?” Ginny exclaims.

“Because when my children are hurt it is worse than when other children are hurt,” Mrs Weasley’s
hair seems to sparkle with angry, red magic. “When my children are hurt I have the right to burn
their tormentors to the ground because I am their mother. When other children hurt it is sad, yes,
and maybe I should care as much, but I don’t because they are not mine.”

Everyone stares at her, mouths hanging open. Only Hermione and Harry glance at one another.

“You should care,” Hermione says, simply. “Because you’re not Harry’s mother. Or mine. And
our mothers can’t protect us here. So … you should care.”

Mrs Weasley looks down at Hermione, eyes glittering with fierce tears. Then she swoops down
upon both of them and kisses them soundly on the foreheads.

“But I do,” she whispers softly so they can both hear her. “So I guess that tells you something,
doesn’t it?”

Mrs Weasley cups Harry’s face, she stares into his eyes with something warm that reminds him of
treacle tart and the humming song of the Potter ring. Harry swallows hard. She’s sad because he’s
hurt and it’s worse for her that he’s hurt because she thinks he belongs to her in some way. Harry
doesn’t understand the logic, the twists and turns of parenthood that make some children so much
better than other children, but he understands she thinks she loves him so he nods.

“Harry?” Remus looks at him quietly. “Do you understand?”

Harry hears what’s underneath that. Do you understand that you are loved here for more than your
scar? Do you understand people want to parent you, to show you love?

Harry thinks of Sirius and the turbulent combination of affection, grief and guilt inside them both.
He thinks of the Prince ring, its soft numbing comfort. He thinks of Snape, sneering at him and
encouraging Malfoy to cast Serpensortia. Lastly, he thinks of Theo.

I protect what protects me.

It’s nice having people say they love you. Having people who will protect you for who you are,
though, that’s better.

He glances at Hermione. Her dark eyes are calculating but she shrugs lightly. He knows what that
means.

We don’t trust them. But some protection is better than no protection, even if it’s stupid adults.

Harry nods and smiles at Remus.

“I can try,” he says.

______________

Harry isn’t left alone until after dinner. Sirius didn’t return and Harry tries not to be hurt by that and

then, when the others traipse into the drawing-room Harry goes upstairs, saying the goblins are
delivering his luggage. He closes the door to his and Ron’s room and stares around the grey draped
room. Like all the other rooms, it feels slightly stripped. Harry doesn’t have to wonder who’s
responsible for that.

“Kreacher?” Harry whispers.

Kreacher pops into the room in the quietest way that Harry has ever heard him appear. He’s got
yellow dust around his thin, saggy mouth.

“Master is free,” Kreacher snorts, licking yellow dust off his finger. “Kreacher lost a bet.”

“You bet on me?” Harry demands.

“With Elf Bones,” Kreacher nods, gritting his little teeth into a nasty smile. “Kreacher owes her a
curled wurlied.”

“Hey! Use your own snacks in your bets,” Harry shakes his head. “Can you pop my stuff in from
Gringotts?”

Kreacher does, snapping yellow fingers in between licking and Harry’s trunk and appears. There is
a note pinned to the top of it. Harry grabs at it, recognising Theo’s slender, elegant handwriting.

You were not expelled, as predicted.
I am writing this prior to your even leaving home, so assured am I in your success.
You are at your godfather’s. I know you entertained a hope that you may be sent to your relatives,
(though you would never frame it in that way) so that you could return here to the cottage. I know,
however, this will not be the case. Professor Dumbledore will not let you slip through his fingers
once again. Now you are there, we cannot see one another until the Hogwarts Express. We can
communicate through Kreacher if it is desperate and send a maximum of one owl a week, but I
shall also endeavour to create something that makes communication easier, like the muggle
speaking device you stole from your uncle. If your Granger has reading suggestions, perhaps you
can send them to me.
I shall return to my Aunt’s as soon as I hear you are safely ensconced but I require you to send a
summation of your interactions with your godfather as soon as possible. I expect that in a few days,
Apollonius shall call on me. No doubt the false Lord-Slytherin shall have expressed his distaste to
him. I know you will be concerned that I shall come to harm but I would like to remind you at this

point, our murderous snake is in my possession. I am as safe as it is possible for me to be.
I shall miss you. Like your Granger, I implore you to be mindful of your value to others.
But most importantly, I implore you to be mindful of your value to me.
My life and my secrets.

Harry swallows hard, heart lurching at the word 'home,' rage building at the thought of Apollonius
and stomach-churning at the final sentence. He reads the note again.

“He’s such a smart arse,” Harry shakes his head, smiling to himself. Then Harry hears someone
walking up the stairs.

“Tell him I’m safe,” Harry says quickly to Kreacher. “Tell him I’ll miss him too and I don’t care
what he says, I’ll send you to visit and check he’s safe as many times as I fucking want, okay?
Then return here and hide and don’t fuck about with Theo’s aunt, okay?”

Harry finds that here, in Grimmauld Place, he doesn’t need to concentrate to pull up the Black
magic. As soon as his mind flits to a binding, white light jumps between them, heart to heart.

Well, that’s new.

" And ..." Harry looks around for some kind of token to give Theo, something to send back. He
reaches into his trunk and pulls out the sneakoscope Ron gave him in third year. "Give him this.
Tell him I protect that which protects me. Got it?"

Kreacher stares with what Harry thinks is a cheerful glare and then nods smartly, taking hold of the
sneakoscope.

“It will be done, Master.”

“Wait —,” Harry grabs Kreacher’s fingers, gives them a sniff. “Is that … pot noodle seasoning?”

“No,” Kreacher snatches his hand back guiltily. “It is dusty soup made in the muggle cauldron.”

“You crushed up my pot noodle and ate it?”

“Kreacher drank it.” The elf’s face splits into a horrible, malevolent grin. "It was most delicious."

“You little dipshit it was my last one! —,”

“Harry?” He can hear Ron knocking through the door.

“We will finish this later,” Harry hisses, and Kreacher pops away. Harry tucks his letter from Theo
into his back pocket and bends over his trunk, acting like he is unpacking.

“Yeah?” he calls.

The door creaks open and Ron peers around it.

“You good, mate?”

“Yeah.”

Ron slips in, Hermione quickly following and they close the door. They look at him expectedly.
Harry says nothing, just starts digging for his pyjamas.

“So,” Ron begins, sitting down on his bed. Hermione sits on Harry’s. “You called your Dad
James.”

Harry closes his eyes. Fuck me for having such insightful friends. After four years of mystery
solving, he should have expected this.

“Yeah. I did.” Harry pulls his photo album out, sets it on the nightstand.

“You … flared magic into my hand,” Hermione continues softly. “You accepted your Potter

Heirship.”

“Yeah. I did.”

“So …” Ron flops back against his headboard. “What’s that all about then?”

Harry sighs. He stands up from his trunk and turns to face them, the invisibility cloak slipping over
in his hands. He needs to tell them the truth, or at least a version of the truth, but what he has to say
can’t go anywhere. He can’t risk Ginny, or the twins or God forbid, Sirius, overhearing them.

“Right, I’m gonna do something that’s gonna seem weird,” Harry starts. “But then I’ll explain,
okay? And these are next level secrets these are,” Harry swallows. “Dating Cedric, Harry’s a
parselmouth, my Mum’s protection in my blood level secrets, okay?”

Ron and Hermione glance at one another and then nod. Harry sighs, looks down at his left hand, at
the shine of the Black ring and thinks about two things. Visibility. Silence. There is a glow of white
light around the doorframe and Hermione gasps.

“What in Merlin’s saggy balls —?” Ron starts but stops when he looks at Harry’s hand.

“We can talk now,” Harry flexes his finger. The Black ring is happy to be seen, it’s magic
travelling joyfully in the light it reflects around the room.

“You’re Heir Black,” Ron whispers. “You’re Sirius’ heir and —,”

“Oh, Harry, you didn’t!” Hermione screeches, leaping to her feet. “Do you know how bored I’ve
been?”

“He was gonna get rid of them, Hermione!” Harry throws up his hands. He should have expected
this. “I thought you’d be grateful I saved them.”

“What in Hades are you talking about?” Ron demands, yelling between them both.

“The books!” Harry and Hermione yell back.

“Wait,” Ron holds up a hand, a slow grin spreading across his face. “You’re the one who stole the
books? It was you?”

“Out of necessity —,”

“Deliberately!”

“Inadvertently,” Harry pauses. “Yes. I did.”

Ron stares.

“Mate,” he grins. “That is sodding awesome.”

“Ron!” Hermione scolds.

“You’ve been stealing Sirius’ stuff?” Ron begins to laugh. “That’s hilarious!”

“It’s not hilarious, it’s a felony, it’s — it’s —,” Hermione protests, turning angry eyes on Harry.
Harry slowly bends down, with the same caution he might before a rabid cat, to pull something out
of his trunk with a hand behind his back. “It’s totally effing unreasonable to steal books, we have to
tell someone, or try and bring them back —,”

“Look! Book, Hermione.”

Harry drops Moste Ponte Potions into her hands. Hermione stops talking and stares. Ron snorts and
presses a hand over his mouth to stifle his laughter, regarding Hermione with such incredible
fondness Harry thinks that his not-so-secret-secret-crush might be moving into the not-so-secretat-all phase.

“I’ve read this one,” Hermione looks up at him with that hungry, defiant stare that reminds Harry
of Theo. “What else have you got?”

“Oh, so this is a negotiation?” Harry grins.

“Yes,” Hermione’s eyes are sharp but there is a slight sign of a dimple in her cheek. Harry knows
he's in the clear. “Hand it over, Potter.”

Harry sighs and drops the bloodstained, nameless Black book into her hands.

“Knock yourself out. Be careful on the bloody pages though. Still not sure where it’s from.”

Hermione sits back down, holding it gingerly but reverently. Then she looks up at Harry, concern
in her eyes.

“Why don’t they know that it’s you?” she asks softly. “How can Sirius or Dumbledore not know?”

“I have a very good account manager,” Harry shrugs. “He’s all about the confidentiality.”

“But you’re a minor,” Ron frowns. “Everything should still go through your magical guardian.”

“If I have a magical guardian, I’ve never met them.” Harry thinks of what Sirius said Harry
belonging to Remus and him. Harry didn't belong to anyone until Ron and Hermione claimed him
by not letting him get crushed by a troll. There’s a difference, Harry thinks, between saying you're
a godfather and being a godfather.

“Huh, I’ve never thought about that. It's kind of weird you don't. Other magical orphans do.” Ron
considers. “Maybe you don’t have one, and that's you could claim everything yourself.”

“But that doesn’t make sense,” Hermione shakes her head, her hair trembling around her face as
she bends over the Black book, finger running over a diagram. “Gringotts has to alert a Lord if an
Heirship has been taken, I read about it -,"

"So it must be true," Ron interjects with a mutter.

"- So why doesn’t Sirius know?”

“Fuck if I know,” Harry pulls out his toothbrush and toothpaste. When they got to the cottage,
Theo provided one blue and one green and made Harry take the green for irony. You are the Heir
of Slytherin, Harry, don't sulk. “But … there is someone I can ask.”

“Who? Your friend who you say is a muggle who isn’t a muggle?” Hermione looks up at him
sharply.

Should have been a Ravenclaw.

“Clever cat-face,” Harry throws a pair of socks at her face. “No, not them."

"Don't call me that," Hermione throws the socks back.

"I can ask this person about it," Harry muses, catching the socks in a way that makes Ron roll his
eyes and mutter "Damn seeker fingers."

"But if I do, you can’t freak out, okay?” Harry looks at both of them sternly.

“Is that your new motto?” Ron snarks.

“You have no idea,” Harry tosses the socks to Ron and then takes a sharp breath. “Kreacher!”

Kreacher pops into the room.

"Shit!" Ron yelps.

"Kreacher!" Hermione gasps. "You're back!"

Kreacher glares at Ron and flinches at Hermione.

"Kreacher was called?" He snarls. The way he stares at Harry lets him know that he’s running on
very little good grace with his elf, that Kreacher wants more than anything to rail at his friends
about their blood status and he is right on the edge of doing it.

“Okay,” Harry holds up his hand, points slowly at Kreacher. “Jelly babies. Pot noodles. Kinder
eggs. A new type of muggle sweet I've yet to introduce you to which will definitely not be
approved of.”

By Theo and his policing of muggle drugs in food.

Kreacher's eyebrows twitch in interest. His ears flicker.

“Unlimited, for a week.” Kreacher croaks. “The terms?"

“No insults," Harry gestures to Ron and Hermione, "Actually, let's keep it simple, just don’t speak
to them at all, okay? You do that, and we’ve got a deal. So?”

Harry lets the Black magic flicker softly between them, tries to follow what Sahara told him and
sense the edges of Kreacher’s magic. He’s not going to bind Kreacher to be nice, because a nice
Kreacher is something he will not inflict upon his best friends. Also, he’s not sure what will
happen if he performs a binding on a house elf in front of Hermione. She might just SPEW all over
him. He just listens for a quiet moment for the whisper of the song of Kreacher’s magic. It is not
malevolent, well, not unusually malevolent. Kreacher seems to know what he's doing as he tilts his
head at Harry, the magic bristling unheard and unseen by the others around them.

“Master has a deal.”

Kreacher’s fingers are already wiggling in anticipation of all the sugar he’s going to ingest, likely
on his quest to reach new demonic heights. Theo is going to be so pissed at me.

“Master?” Hermione shrieks.

“Stick with Heir Black, Elf Black,” Harry mutters, wincing slightly.

“What does Heir Black want?” Kreacher corrects, his eyes gleaming. Harry knows he’s noticed
Hermione’s outrage. He’s going to call me Master in front of her every time now, the little shit.

“Why doesn’t Sirius know I’m his heir?” Harry demands. “What did you do?”

“Why do you assume —,” Hermione begins but Harry’s having none of that.

“Trust me, Hermione, he did something,” Harry raises his eyebrow at Kreacher. “Well?”

“Gringotts sends letters to the Godfather,” Kreacher grins. “Kreacher stole them.”

“Course you did,” Harry sighs. “Okay, that’s all. Bugger off then.”

“Kreacher requires upfront payment,” Kreacher holds out a hand. Harry sighs.

“In the trunk.”

Kreacher nods and ignores Ron and Hermione to dig through Harry’s trunk whilst muttering about
“Master’s filthy habits.” As he digs, disappearing anything edible as he finds it, Harry’s
possessions also sail around the room, naturally finding places to rest and tidying themselves away.

"Wow," Ron watches it happen with a bemused expression. "House elves are cool."

"Just wait until he poisons you in your sleep," Harry snorts. Kreacher cackles unnervingly, head in
the trunk.

“So … does the Heir ring thing have anything to do with the calling your Dad ‘James’ thing?” Ron
asks.

“Yeah.” Harry takes a breath, checks the warding on the door. “James Potter isn’t my Dad. He
blood adopted me. I’m adopted.”

“Bollocks,” Ron stares at him. “You look just like him!”

That’s a whole kettle of fish that Harry can’t get into right now. He looks at Hermione pleadingly.
The book in her hands slips to the floor with a slam as she stares up into his face.

“Is your hair … different?” she whispers.

“Fuck, Hermione,” Harry shakes his head, laughing slightly. So much for keeping that part a
secret. “You’re so bloody perceptive! You know that right?”

“It is different,” Ron whispers. “Are you … are you changing because of the adoption? Like, when
you accepted the Potter ring, a glamour or something started expiring? Like polyjuice potion
does?”

Let’s go with that. Easier than explaining how I brewed a beyond NEWT level glamour potion on
my own.

“Yeah.” Harry sits down beside Hermione. She runs her fingers through his hair, staring at it
wondrously. Slowly, Harry takes off his glasses, thinking that since he has a million other things to
keep secret right now, he might as well not keep this one. “My eyesight’s better too.”

“Wow,” Ron stares at him from across the room. “I think you might be fitter this way, mate.”

“Ron!” Hermione throws a pair of Harry’s pants at Ron’s head. They land, like a pink snitchpatterned hat, clashing with Ron’s hair.

“What? It’s a compliment,” Ron chortles, leaving the pants on his head and grinning lopsidedly at
them both. Kreacher glares, snaps his fingers and Harry’s pants fly off Ron’s head and into a
drawer.

“Do you know who your real dad is then?” Ron asks, watching Kreacher’s levitations with
interest.

“No,” Harry swallows heavily. The concealed Slytherin and Prince rings on his hand feel heavy.
Bent over the trunk, Kreacher throws Harry a curious glare. Harry glares back.

“You can’t just ask him like that Ron —,”

“What? It was just a question!”

Harry lets them bicker, picks up the Black book from the floor and leans forward, dropping it back
into the trunk. As he does, he grabs Kreacher’s arm and hisses quickly in parseltongue:

“You will not tell them. Ever.”

The Black magic pulses between them and Kreacher jumps as the understanding of the words and
the binding flash between them so quickly it can barely be seen. Then Kreacher is snatching the
book up and slamming it down heavily onto the dresser to cover the sound of Harry’s hiss. Harry
nods.

“But if you don’t know who your new Dad is, why are you calling him James, not Dad?” Ron
asks. Harry straightens up, letting the Black magic settle, hoping they don't notice the abnormal
glitter in the dark diamond's surface.

“Because it’s his name,” Harry sighs, flopping back down onto his bed, resting his head in
Hermione’s lap. “It doesn’t mean I don’t love him as much as I always have, as a person who died
for me and someone who supposedly loved my Mum…”

“And that’s not enough to be your Dad?” Hermione brushes his hair gently. She’s not as good at it
as Theo, but it’s relaxing.

“I dunno,” Harry rolls his head to look at Ron. “What makes your Dad your Dad?”

“Blimey, Harry, I don’t bloody know,” Ron blows air out of his cheeks, staring at the ceiling. “I
guess… that he’s always there. He’s just my Dad, y’know? Always.”

“Yeah,” Harry looks at Kreacher out of the corner of his eye. He is sat in front of the trunk now,

munching Kinder egg pieces and building a tiny plastic carousel. “That’s kind of hard to assess
when the man’s dead. I’m not saying I don’t respect him, and I’ll still call him Dad around Remus
and Sirius not to piss them off, but … He’s James, now.”

“I get that,” Ron says sagely.

“Oh, you do?” Hermione chortles.

“Yeah,” Ron says defensively. “I mean, if you’ve got a potential other Dad out there you need to
have space for him, right? In your like, heart,” Ron blushes. Harry smirks. “So calling your
adopted Dad ‘James’ gives you that space. Right?”

Harry and Hermione stare at Ron for a moment, Hermione’s hand stilled in his hair.

“Wow,” Harry stares at his first friend in amazement.

“That was … shockingly insightful of you, Ronald,” Hermione says giggling.

“Oh come off it,” Ron blushes deeper, folds his arms.

“No, it was,” Harry laughs. “I feel like it was. In, y’know, my heart.”

“You prick —,” Ron throws his pillow at Harry’s face and Harry rolls, so the pillow hits
Hermione. He’s laughing and a pillow fight breaks out between the two, Harry heckling them both
until they turn and pummel him together. He’s feeling a lightness in his chest that he hasn’t felt
since before Theo told him about Snape. He’s here, here’s not expelled, and whilst Theo is far
away and that sucks Ron and Hermione are here and Kreacher is building plastic toys and it feels
okay. It actually feels like it might be okay.

“Hermione?” Ginny shouts through the door. “Bed!”

Kreacher instantly pops away. Harry glances down at his trunk. A whole fairground of tiny toys
and empty sweet wrappers are spread out across the base of it. He rolls his eyes.

“Oh, Jesus! So funny!” Hermione gasps, pushing back her headband that has fallen over her eyes.
Dark curls wisp around her forehead.

“I’m going to bed.” She reaches down and kisses Harry’s forehead, smiling at him warmly. “I
don’t care who your Dad is how many stupid Heir rings you have. I’m happy you're alive.”

“Yeah,” Harry grins at her. It’s not quite saying ‘me too’ but it’s close.

“And tomorrow, we will talk about why Kreacher calls you ‘Master!’”

She wiggles her eyebrows and stretches up, throwing one last pillow at Ron on her way out,
ruffling his ginger hair as she passes. Ron’s grinning from ear to ear as he looks at Harry, flopping
back onto his own bed with a sigh. Harry stares at the Black ring and thinks Hidden. Ron nods
affirmatively. Harry knows it's gone now.

“Glad you’re here, mate.”

“Thanks.” Harry feels a tiny pinprick of guilt. He’s happy he’s with them but he can’t be glad to be
here. Not when there is somewhere else he so badly wishes he could be.

“It’s been shit here without you,” Ron yawns. “And boring. It’s never boring when you’re
around.”

“You’re the only person who would say that,” Harry snorts.

“Why?” Ron asks sleepily.

“Because ‘not boring’ in my world usually means, ‘three seconds away from being murdered.”

“Yes, exactly,” Ron sounds like he’s dropping off where he sleeps. “Not boring.”

Harry can’t be bothered to argue with that. He can't even be bothered to change. The mattress is
soft and the sheets have been laundered by Mrs Weasley, he can tell because they smell like grass
and The Burrow. He’s too lazy and tired to turn off the light, so stretches out the Black magic,
draws it along the wallpaper. Darkness. He sighs heavily when it falls, listening to the familiar
sound of Ron’s snoring. In the darkness, he can hear the song of the Black Magic, feels it wrap
around him. It’s like the hum of a million monks, murmuring and droning together. Its eerie
softness sends him to sleep.

When he dreams, it’s not Cedric. It’s Ron and Hermione strangled by pillowcases strung together
whilst Lucius Malfoy calls out taunts. It’s Theo beaten to death by Apollonius’ cane, the carved
wood and gems splitting open his skull whilst Voldemort laughs. It’s Harry, strapped to the chair in
front of the Wizengamot whilst Voldemort marches towards him and Cedric dies, over and over in
front of his eyes. Then Sirius. Sirius throws himself in front of Voldemort’s wand even as
Voldemort sneers that Harry doesn’t even love him, will never love him, that he is unwanted and
Harry can’t speak, can't shout out that Voldemort is wrong and Harry was just so angry because his
mouth is gone completely. He tries to scream and nothing comes out and inside his head, a voice
echoes.
I can touch you now, Harry.
He jerks awake, gasping and sweating and realises he is not alone. There is a heavy, living weight
against his legs and when Harry blindly reaches down, he feels fur. Snuffles. His heart is pounding
so violently he feels like he might be sick, his scar itches and he feels so dizzy and all he really
wants right now is to be able to roll over and press his nose against the back of Theo's neck or into
Sahara's scales, but he can't do that. So he reaches for the dog beside him. Harry buries his gasps in
the fur at his collar, feeling Snuffles' warm, whisky smelling tongue lick the tears off his face.
Snuffles inches closer, whining softly and resting his shaggy head on Harry’s sternum with a huff
of dog breath. Harry scratches behind his ears and sighs. There’s nothing to say to make any of it
better. Harry’s not sure he even wants to take any of it back.
You forgive too easily, Potter.
Maybe Sirius is right. Maybe he doesn’t forgive him. That doesn’t mean Harry doesn’t want him.
“Missed you, Snuffles,” Harry breathes sleepily, feeling the dog’s ears twitch against his cheek.
“Missed you.”
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“He is not happy.”

No fucking kidding, Nott.

Severus did not realise that Apollonius had such a talent for stating the obvious. They are standing
in the small back garden of the Riddle Manor, whilst inside the Dark Lord rages. Screams echo
along the corridors. It sounds like Avery is taking the brunt of it. The Dark Lord has grown bored
and allowed Lucius to take over, who has that Malfoy aptitude for compulsion spells. He is making
Avery sear the skin off his own arms. Beside him, Apollonius is shaking head to toe from repeated
crucios.

“Here,” Severus pulls out the vial of nerve replenisher that he always carries with him and hands it
to Apollonius. “Drink that.”

Apollonius sucks it down. He is the colour of fresh parchment but he is lucky. He is alive. He is
old and frail and the Dark Lord finds him politically useful so does not torture him often and today,
when Apollonius could no longer stand, the Dark Lord tossed him from the room and told Severus
to patch him up

“I had forgotten the intensity of his ire,” Apollonius mutters shakily. Severus almost snorts with
derision. This is why Apollonius is lucky. Severus has no chance to ever forget. He takes nerve
replenisher almost daily. Severus presses his fingers to the pulse at Apollonius wrist. It is rapid and
uneven.

“One more round would have been enough. He could have killed you,” Severus murmurs.

“He still might.” Apollonius tone is light, indifferent. Severus realises that Apollonius is perhaps
no longer afraid to die. Severus thinks of handing bruise cream to Theodore Nott. He feels an
intense flash of rage for this man so ready to die and leave his child with his abuser.

“You have a son,” Severus snarls. It does not affect Apollonius. He merely nods softly.

“I do.”

He looks up at the stars above Little Hangleton. His slightly twitching face is unreadable.
Apollonius is one of the Dark Lord’s contemporaries. Severus has a bizarre imagining at that
moment, of the two of them, Nott and Riddle, as first years, fucking up Potions in Slughorn’s class.
Severus would put down every galleon he has if he could travel back in time and teach the Dark
Lord Potions.

I would make him skin flobberworms every night in detention and then drown him in a fucking
cauldron.

“I have a Canopic jar.”

Severus stares at Apollonius in utter astonishment. Takes a deep, steadying breath.

Why the fuck do people keep telling me their secrets?

Severus tells himself he will not respond. Let Apollonius share his secret, let it fester in the world.
How Severus wishes people would just shut up but Apollonius did just say he has a Canopic
jar so...

“Excuse me?” Severus whispers.

“A Canopic jar,” Apollonius says calmly. “They’re used for —,”

“I know what they are used for,” Severus spits. “Why?”

Of course Nott has got his hand on a deadly and priceless Dark Artefact. Of bloody course.

Severus is torn between shock and irritation because he has longed to see a Canopic for fifteen
years. They were used by Ancient Egyptians to store the organs of mummified pharaohs. Then
Dark Wizards in Egypt had the hideous but ingenious idea of using Canopic jars that had stored
ancient minds as memory vessels. They are not like pensives that draw a copy of the memory from
the mind. They splinter a memory out entirely and leave a memory of the death of the original
owner behind to be felt, over and over by the new user. If the wizard is not strong enough to
contain it, its use is often fatal. And very very illegal. Severus would be surprised but this is the
father of the boy who somehow kidnapped Harry Potter. The Nott's are descended from Viking
stock and it shows.

Wiley fucking pirates, the lot of them.

“Because not all of us are as proficient in the mental arts as you are, Severus,” Apollonius whispers
softly.

Severus clenches his fists. His Mastery in Occlumency is not widely known, but of course,
Apollonius was there at the beginning.

Lucius dragging Severus to meet the Dark Lord, his eyes already turning red, his skin becoming
bone white. The Dark Lord’s bared teeth. “And what can you offer us, little snake? What can you
bring to my ranks aside from a gift to brew and to survive?”

Of course, Apollonius remembers Severus' stuttering boasts. He is the only one of the old guard
still left alive or free to do so. Severus looks at the older man shrewdly.

What does Apollonius Nott need to forget so badly that he will willingly replace it with a death
memory?

“Why?” Severus asks. Why me? Sweet Circe, why must I always be the confessor to the ruined?

“You are the Slytherin Head of House,” Apollonius smiles wearily. “Will you protect my son?”

Severus’ mind is rifling through facts to try and put them in order. Apollonius is the one who
received the missive from the pretender Lord Slytherin. Apollonius has a Canopic jar. He has a
memory he needs to be sealed away from the Dark Lord. He cares for his son enough to protect
him, even if he cannot love him enough to remove him from the abusive clutches of his wretched
sister. It all slides into place in a satisfying if horrifying, way.

Holy fuck. Theodore Nott is pretending to be Lord Slytherin.

Severus seethes. The plan has “Potter” written all over it.

And this is the reckless fool Narcissa reckons to be my Heir.

“Yes,” Severus speaks softly. “He is a Slytherin. He is always under my care.”

Apollonius nods and pushes himself shakily off the wall they are leaning on, his eyes fixed far
away.

“Will you take this to him?” Apollonius reaches into his robes, pulls out a vial of memory. Severus
stares and then looks up at Apollonius intensely.

“Hogwarts does not offer courses in the mental arts,” he says slowly. “We do not stock pensives.”

Do not give Theodore a memory you do not trust yourself to keep secret. He does not have the
means to hide it from men like the Dark Lord. Or Dumbledore. Or me.

“It is of Potter’s trial,” Apollonius smiles and shakes the vial. “I thought he and his friends might
enjoy the show. It is quite something. It never hurts to know one’s enemy, does it?”

It’s a clever ruse. Let the boy see who he has thrown his lot in with. Let him consider the risks.

“Of course.”

Severus takes the vial and tucks it away. He’s already seen the memory of Potter’s trial and his

Patronus. Grandstanding little bastard. Severus hates that stag with every part of his being. He
also can’t deny the small, irritating piece of astonishment inside him: Potter is powerful. That is
annoying.

Is it less annoying if he turns out to be your Heir?

That voice sounds suspiciously like Narcissa and Severus pushes it away. She has been contacting
him, trying to set up an appointment for a memory extraction. He keeps deferring it.

“Do you have a message for him also?” Severus asks Apollonius.

“No,” Apollonius shakes his head. “He shall be returning to Hogwarts. I shall not see him for a
while now.”

Severus understands. Theodore Nott will never see his father again whilst the Dark Lord lives and
compels Apollonius into service. Apollonius will make it so. Severus stares at the man. Nearly
sixty years ago, Apollonius was sorted into Slytherin House at Hogwarts and sat down next to a
dark-haired small boy named Riddle. Now he is leaving his child untended for in the universe
because of a decision he made when he was eleven. Just as Theodore is losing his father forever for
a decision recklessly made aged fifteen.

Sweet Circe, do our decisions as teenagers really have to haunt us all our fucking lives long?

It's a hideous thought that punches Severus between the ribs. He saw a red-haired girl flying off the
swings when he was seven and told her about magic. Now her wonder-boy son who is the
obsession of a murderous psychopath might be his Heir. If the Fates exist, they have a cruel and
unusual sense of humour. Apollonius is as tied to the Dark Lord as Severus is to Potter, Black,
Lupin and Albus. Tethered by their worst choices.

Where does that leave Theodore?

“Change your will, Apollonius,” Severus blurts out.

Apollonius stares at him. “Why?”

“Jezebel,” Severus swallows, looks out over the graveyard of Little Hangleton. If the universe was
a little bit kind, children would not suffer for the sins of their parents. But then Severus would not
be haunted by Tobias' fists and Eileen's cold, stiff body against the icy floor of the basement.
Theodore has suffering careening towards him like Arthur's damned flying car and there is nothing
Severus can do to stop it. But there's this. “Just … change it.”

Apollonius watches him carefully for a moment and then nods.

“He shall be of age soon enough,” Apollonius whispers softly. “Until then, Hogwarts has always
been a suitable home.”

The convenient excuse for neglectful parents down the ages, Severus thinks scathingly. Theodore
and Potter are not the only children to find a haven in the castle. It's an uncomfortable thought for
Severus, because if Potter is his heir (he is not, he is absolutely not, there is no way in Hades that
he is) then Severus is just as neglectful a parent as Apollonius.

“To act in loco parentis until then,” Apollonius whispers slowly. "Who might you recommend? If
I am ... unable?"

If you are dead before Theodore reaches majority, which is becoming more likely every day you try
to keep secrets about the Dark Lord.

Severus knows why Apollonius does not ask him. He's Theodore's Head of House, it would make
the most sense, but Apollonius does not want a Death Eater. It's the clearest moment when Severus
sees how far Apollonius has turned already from his once Lord and Master on behalf of his son.

"Narcissa Black." The name has left his lips before he can properly consider it, but Narcissa is the
only person Severus trusts to survive all this bullshit. Besides, if Narcissa can drop him into
protecting Draco with an oath, Severus can drop Narcissa into caring for the reckless Nott boy.

"Lady Malfoy?" Apollonius looks at him curiously.

"No," Severus shakes his head. "The daughters of the House of Black retain their autonomy. If you
name her ..."

Lucius cannot interfere with that which is promised or offered to the daughters of the House of

Black. The Black magic, some of the strongest and oldest in the country, will protect Theodore
Nott.

Apollonius nods. He knows enough about inheritance law to understand.

"Her pedigree is unmatched," Apollonius murmurs. "But ... the Blacks..."

Andromeda, the blood traitor. Sirius, the convict. Bellatrix, the sadistic nightmare. And
Regulus. Sweet merlin, Regulus.

"Narcissa will ensure your son's survival," Severus says quietly. "If needed."

Apollonius nods thoughtfully.

"Thank you, Severus."

He turns and walks a few steps away, preparing to apparate.

"Apollonius," Severus calls. "Wait until you alter your will to excise this memory. Performing the
curse once for two instances will have less of an impact than performing it twice."

And pray the Canopic jar does not take your mind entirely, you fucking Scandanavian pirate.

Apollonius smiles and twists on the spot, disappearing into thin air. Despite his utter frustration to
see a Canopic jar, Severus knows he has no need for it. He breathes deeply and takes a moment to
tuck the conversation behind his occlumency shields. He has yet another master to hide things
from tonight.

___________________

Severus apparates to the gates of Hogwarts and walks briskly through the dark night into the castle.
He likes Hogwarts at this time of year. Empty and quiet, the magic in the castle deep and
slumbering in preparation for the super-charge of fresh, uncontrolled adolescent magic that is
coming in a few days. He can glide through the corridors up to the Headmasters office without fear
of molestation by brats and fireworks and fizzing whizbees. Speaking of …

“Fizzing whizbees,” Severus mutters to the gargoyle. There are a million things that irritate him
about Albus but the sweet-themed passwords are by far, one of the worst.

All Severus desires of this meeting is to give his usual report to Albus and then retreat to the
dungeons to complete his preparations for the coming term. He has a seventh-year curriculum to
finalise, a first-year inventory to assess, several missives from Narcissa to find reasons to avoid
answering and a nerve-replenisher to drink. Chased by a bottle of whisky. Unfortunately, life is
never kind. Albus is not alone.

“Ah, Severus, do come in,” Albus sits behind his desk, twinkling away in a set of frankly appalling
violet robes. Black sits in a chair opposite him, clad in black leather in one of his classic infantile
attempts to inhabit the spirit of Kurt Cobain. Lupin standing at Black’s shoulder like a guard.
Arthur and Bill Weasley loiter near the fire both looking exhausted, with Kingsley Shacklebolt
leaning against the window in his scarlet Auror robes.

Fucking typical.

“I did not realise it was an Order meeting,” Severus says curtly. He is aware of his bloody robes,
his shaking hands and his stretched as thin as cheese wire patience. "I shall come back later,
Albus."

Albus knows where he has been and knew he would be coming up. It strikes Severus as the height
of fucking rude to double book him.

“Nonsense,” Albus waves his concern away with a flighty hand. “We are just having a discussion
about Harry.”

Merlin. Must every conversation in my entire life at the moment be about Harry fucking Potter?

“He’s not himself,” Black mutters. “He’s … different.”

“I find I care very little about your failing relationship with your godson, Black,” Severus sneers
and turns to Albus, eyes flashing. “He is angry.”

“Voldemort's mad about the Dark and Grey Wizengamot seats voting for Harry?” Kingsley snorts.
“Not surprised.”

“Do you know why they did?” Lupin asks, stepping closer to Severus.

He's frowning as he takes in the blood on his robes. Severus takes offence at that. He might be
dirty but Lupin looks ragged.

Does the man not own one decent pair of robes?

Severus tries not to think of his hands slipping Lupin’s robes off his shoulders and curses how the
cruciatus curse makes him simultaneously lethargic and alert to every small nudge on his senses.
Even at this distance, he can smell Lupin. Woodfire and red wine. It is not helping him
concentrate.

“They received a missive from what they presumed to be the Dark Lord,” Severus refuses to look
at Lupin. I will not think about undressing Lupin in front of Black. I will not.He stares at Albus
instead. “It was signed Lord Slytherin. It had Slytherin magic in it, was easily verified. They
assumed it had come from the Dark Lord but it did not.”

“What?” Black stares. “But it had to if it came from Lord Slytherin -,”

“It claimed to come from Lord Slytherin, do listen, Black,” Severus sneers as Black bristles. “The
Dark Lord has never worn an Heirship or Lordship ring.” Severus stares down at Black’s useless
Lordship ring in disgust. There is something repulsive about any wixen resisting the call of their
family magic, something unnatural and dangerous. Just another thing to hate about Black.
“Something you two have in common.”

“Fuck you, Snape,” Black glares, but Albus holds up his hand, a gesture of peace. Behind him,
Fawkes wakes up and trills softly. Severus glares at him. He’s always pouring goodwill into bad
situations and it’s very annoying. He glares at the bird.

One day, I will have your beak for potion ingredients. Just you wait.

“Interesting,” Albus taps a finger against his desk. “Voldemort punished them?”

“Yes,” Severus’ hand twitches. He can’t help it. He scowls when Lupin’s brows furrow further.
“Now the Dark Lord is bending his will upon two goals - the retrieval of the prophecy, as we
know, and the discover of the identity of the pretender.”

“Well, having him focused on two goals at least makes it easier to distract him from the prophecy,”
Bill Weasley mutters.

“What does it mean for Harry?” Black demands and Severus rolls his eyes. Who fucking cares
what it means for Potter if there is a Dark Lord pretender in the midst?

Especially when the pretender seems to be a fifteen-year-old Slytherin influenced by the most
impetuous Gryffindor in a thousand years.

“It’s possible that this Lord Slytherin is a rival to Voldemort,” Lupin muses. “If so, he might want
to get Harry onside by making sure he wasn’t expelled.”

“Because a fifteen-year-old is such a relevant political asset,” Severus mutters, unable to help
himself. He closes his eyes as Lupin raises his eyebrows. Damn, he needs a nerve replenisher. He's
far too loquacious when he's in pain.

“Scar syndrome,” Arthur shakes his head. “My children are right far too often.”

Severus does not know or care what that means.

“Potter does do a good impression of an exceptional political asset,” Kingsley chuckles. “Did you
see the way his face looked when Amelia asked him to produce the Patronus?”

“Belligerent,” Severus snorts.

“Hardcore,” Bill Weasley nods.

“Fucking disturbing,” Black snarls.

“Fascinating,” Albus’ blue eyes are distant, his face set. “Do you know who sent the missive to the
Death Eaters, Severus?”

Theodore Nott. Severus keeps the name deep behind his shields as he answers. Thinks of Eileen
singing to him softly at night, teaching how to build his mental walls. When she was gone, they
turned to ice.

“I do not. Though Nott was the one who received it.”

And then excised the memory of how he did from his own mind. With a Canopic jar, not even
Albus could retrieve them.

“Nott and the Dark Lord were close at school,” Albus muses. "I am surprised that Apollonius was
taken in by a pretender."

“Best friends, were they?” Black snorts, as though he believes Slytherin’s incapable of things like
friendship.

“You’d be surprised how far a Slytherin will go for a friend, Black,” Severus snaps. He thinks of
Lily. Black stares back at him, dark eyes filled with rage.

“No, I don’t reckon I would be, Snivellus,” Black sneers. Severus knows he is thinking of Regulus,
imagining Severus and the other members of the ‘wrong crowd’ he believes his little brother was
corrupted by.

I was not the one who abandoned your brother, you Gryffindor-shit-eating bastard.

Severus shoves that thought far away from him and turns back to Albus.

“The Dark Lord has commanded this pretender be found. He believes them to be an offshoot of the

House of Gaunt, the Lordship of which he does hold.”

“I see,” Albus fingers a small silver instrument on his desk. The workings of the ancient, brilliant
mind are hidden away behind soft blue eyes. As fucking always, Severus sneers to himself. Albus
looks up at Kingsley. “Have the DMLE begun a Wizengamot investigation on the subject of the
unknown Lord Slytherin?”

“Nominally,” Kingsley winces. “On the grounds of voter corruption, but it is the thinnest file
you’ve ever seen. They have no interest in working it whilst a huge swath of lawmakers refuse to
comply. And Fudge is eager to keep it out of the press.”

"Skeeter would have a field day," Bill Weasley mutters.

“Work it quietly then,” Albus says softly. “Use Nymphadora only. Mad-Eye and Arthur can
prioritise the Department of Mysteries.”

“I can talk to the goblins,” Bill says. “See which way the wind is blowing. If there is a new Lord
Slytherin, someone will know about it.”

"Will they tell you? Goblins are known for their discretion." Severus sneers. If he finds out Bill
Weasley can get information out of goblins that he can't Severus will be fucking furious.

"Yes, towards wizards," Bill raises a pierced eyebrow. "I no longer completely fall into that
category as an Anzar."

"You are a steward of the Silver Halls?" Kinglsey stares at Bill in utter surprise. "Fuck, Weasley."

It is quite a feat to achieve in his twenties. For young Weasley to be so honoured by the goblins as
to wear the title of wizard steward of goblin secrets. For a mediocre student, Weasley has certainly
risen. Arthur looks quietly proud. Severus thinks of Steelclaw. Unbreakable confidentiality, my
arse.

"That shall cover all our bases," Lupin says quietly, turning to Severus. "Severus?"

He nods. All the bases are covered and he will be there, at the back door, slipping the secrets Albus
allows through so as to keep the Dark Lord sated.

“What about Harry?” Black demands, shifting in his chair. Severus hopes all that leather is making
him itch. “It’s no use putting up all these protections around the prophecy and hiding him from
whoever Lord Slytherin is if Voldemort is getting inside his fucking mind!”

Severus darts a look at Albus. This is not something they have discussed. Albus looks absurdly
calm and Severus feels a burst of unnecessary rage. His Prince ring flares with ice and fire. How
many secrets about Potter do you keep from me, old man?

“Peace, Sirius,” Albus hushes. “We do not know anything for certain.”

“He dreams, every night, nightmares about the graveyard —,”

“Sirius, I don’t think Harry would want you to share this,” Lupin whispers quietly, rubbing his
lover’s shoulder like Black is the one who’s plagued by night terrors. Behind him, Bill Weasley is
frowning, hard. It seems he disagrees with Black divulgences but Albus does not stop him. He
leans forward, chin rested on tented fingers.

“Go on, Sirius,” he says, kindly.

Severus feels a surge of dislike for this man who acts like a grandfather right up until the moment
it inconveniences his agenda. No doubt Potter would feel violated by this conversation. Black is
showing his deficiency once again. For surely no good Godfather would air their child’s grievances
so publicly.

No good father would allow it to happen either, Narcissa's voice speaks inside his mind. He has
been spending too much time with her, clearly. If he didn't have the best occlumency shields in the
room he would think she was sneaking into his mind from afar.

Well, it's a good thing I'm not his fucking father, Severus thinks back angrily.

“He speaks in other voices, and he hisses,” Black leans forward intently. “It’s parseltongue, I just
know it, and he’s different, he’s ..." Black swallow hards. He looks like he is truly in pain. "He’s
turning dark!”

There is a heavy silence. Severus wants to roll his eyes. Will this man ever grow out of being
governed by unequivocal notions of Light and Dark? Severus hears his mother's voice echoing in
the back of his mind:

Magic is not moral, Severus. This is why we need a Mage.

“Of course that’s what you think, Black,” Severus drawls. “Because every parseltongue on the
planet is, of course, a budding Dark Lord.”

“You shut your fucking mouth, Snape,” Black growls. “Don’t talk to me about Harry. Ever.”

Typical. Severus glares at Lupin, the man who calls this child his ‘cub’ and who claims he could
find him across a fucking ocean. He raises his eyebrows. Well? Lupin at least has the decency to
flush slightly, but he says nothing.

Always such a coward.

Severus says nothing either. He will not be the one to stand up for Harry fucking Potter, not when
he has so many champions in the room.

Is it not enough to have Albus bloody Dumbledore as your magical guardian?

“That is Utter. Bollocks,” Bill Weasley announces.

Everyone turns to look at him and he raises his red eyebrows, the metal bars in them bobbing
slightly.

“Well, It is.” Bill Weasley juts his chin out looking astonishingly like his youngest brother.
“Harry’s Dark just because he has bad dreams? Please.”

"It does seem irrational. Especially when the boy is fifteen years old and fought You-Know-Who
barely a month ago. In a conflict that would give grown Wixen nightmares."

Arthur speaks lightly but his eyes are blazing. The man is capable of mounting a better defense
than the boys' own godparents.

“You haven’t heard him, you haven’t seen him,” Black shakes his head. “He’s so different,
something’s wrong.”

“Have you tried actually talking to him?” Bill’s voice is growing colder. “Because I hear that the
two of you aren’t even speaking.”

“Who the fuck told you that?” Black, predictably, has jumped out of his chair, face flushed with
fury. “He's my godson! Of course, I’m talking to him!”

“What do Miss Granger and Mr Weasley say?” Severus drawls. “Since they are his dearest little
fan club, surely they would notice a difference in their boy-hero.”

“They don’t see it!” Black kicks at the chair. Lupin is there, trying to grab his hands and control
him. “Nobody sees it but me! I can feel it! It’s - it’s all around him, it’s like a cloud, it’s exactly
how my mother used to feel! He feels the same as her now, like them, and no one else can see it!”

This is madness talking, clear as day. The awkward silence following Black’s raving outburst just
proves it. Severus glances at Kingsley who is staring at Black like he is actually thinking it might
be a good idea to turn him in to the DMLE after all. Lupin looks like he might cry, Bill Weasley
looks annoyed and Arthur is quietly infuriated. Severus glances at Albus who examines Black
closely.

For all of our sakes, Albus, fucking bench the man. Have him committed, I beg you.

“Sirius, have you ever observed a change in Harry’s eye colour?” Albus asks carefully. “Either to
black or to red? Does he ever seem to not have known what he has said, or express dismay to have
said it?”

“No, he doesn’t,” Lupin has pushed Black into the chair and is finally looking like he’s ready to
speak up. About fucking time. “Never, and he behaves the same around Ron and Hermione.”

“He is only different around adults,” Arthur says quietly. “Because he no longer trusts us to ensure
his welfare.”

Arthur fucking Weasley. Who knew that the man was so undeniably incisive?

Albus looks like he’s about a thousand years old, suddenly. Severus wonders, not for the first time,
if guilt is what Albus uses to assuage his conscience so he can continue treating them all as sodding
pawns. A benevolent leader who regrets his sacrifices. Is that all we deserve? Black slumps into
his chair, covering his face with a tattooed hand.

“I’m trying, I’m trying, why won’t he tell me what’s made him different? Why won’t he tell me
what’s wrong?” Black blathers.

"Sirius, look at me. He's fine, okay? He's fine." Lupin kneels beside Black as he does his excellent
impression of a lunatic, stroking his hair softly in a way that makes Severus’ stomach curl with
bile. Pathetic.

“Errors have been made with regards to Harry,” Albus speaks slowly. “All we can do is learn from
them and do better.”

Severus tries not to snort. He knows that will not be enough for Potter. It would not be enough for
Severus at that age. It is not enough now.

“Thank you all for your time this evening,” Albus rises slowly. “I should like a moment with
Severus.”

The office empties, Lupin supporting Black to the floo whilst Severus glares daggers at him and
the others follow until, finally, Severus can flop into a chair in front of Albus’ desk and summon a
glass of bourbon from the old man’s cabinet. He takes a sip as Albus pets Fawkes.

“No need to mention to Tom that we suspect his presence in Harry’s mind, not until he makes it
clear that he himself is aware of it,” Albus murmurs quietly.

"If our suspicions become more urgent?" Severus lets the bourbon sting the cuts on his lips.

"Then you shall teach Harry how to shield his mind."

Severus winces, buries his nose into his glass. He can think of nothing worse than plundering
through the mind of the adolescent wizard saviour, especially one that may possibly turn out to be
his Heir. Severus slams that thought behind his shields. It is not wise to think about his heir in
Albus' presence.

“You may feed the news back that we are also interested in Lord Slytherin." Albus goes on.
"Perhaps suggest I am convinced it is Tom in guise, he shall believe that.”

Severus nods. When he first starting spying, being the one that Albus kept back, the one with the
private audiences and closed conversations made Severus feel valued. Now he feels like the cheap
secret at the end of the night.

“The Dark Lord wants me to search the Hogwarts archives for a hint of another Gaunt,” Severus
sips the bourbon, relishing the sharp, oaky taste on his tongue. The first taste on the step to
oblivion.

"Like father like son, Severus." Regulus taunting him when Severus, drunk and outraged after the
affair with Barty, threw Regulus into the wall of the Room of Requirement. Pleading apologies and
frantic kisses.

He is not Tobias. He is not. They just share a preferred method of self-annihilation. It's better than
his mother's.

“Well, Severus, this is a first,” Albus chuckles, smiling at him sardonically. “This will be exactly
what I require of you also.”

Severus nods, drains his glass and stands. The amusement is not in the both of them asking, he
thinks. It is in the fact that, for the first time, he shall be keeping the same secret from them both.
Because as much as he hates Potter, if Theodore Nott has thrown his lot in with the damn boy
Severus will keep their secrets. At least until he can get hold of them both in Hogwarts. Then there
shall be a reckoning.

I shall assign Theodore detention every night until he relinquishes interest in the boy. He shall skin
so many boomslangs his own snake will bite him.

“Yes indeed,” he says drily. “Quite a first.”
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“Harry?”

He turns to look at the attic window. Remus has poked his head out and is looking out at him with
a worried expression.

“Hey.”

Harry is sitting on the roof of Grimmauld Place, twirling one of Sirius’ cigarettes in his fingers. He
doesn’t try to hide it from Remus because what would be the point? Remus could probably smell it
from the attic.

“You should come back inside, Harry,” Remus’ voice is careful, just like Hermione’s was on the
astronomy tower. “It’s not safe.”

Harry shakes his head and flicks the cigarette over his rings that Remus can’t see. He can feel
Remus hesitating. Then the man pulls himself out of the window too, scrambling carefully along
the slate tiles to sit beside Harry. Remus’ magic is one of Harry’s favourite smells. It reminds him
of Bonfire night. Air that smells like sulfur, darkness, and November. It contrasts perfectly with the
smell of Remus himself, chocolate and books. Harry breathes deeply.

“What’s wrong, Harry?” Remus whispers after a moment of cold silence. The heatwave that has
held London and the South East in its grip for six weeks has broken. Harry feels like he can smell
September on the air already. Cold, leaves beginning to turn.

Harry stares up at the shining stars and shakes his head. The Not-Caring is back. For the first week,
it was okay. Harry told himself it was okay. He had Snuffles to comfort him at night and Hermione
and Ron bantering over the secret Black books in the day and doxy infestations to wage war with
Ginny and Order meetings to spy on with Fred and George. He had Theo’s letters, snarky and
funny and full of orders not to over-feed Kreacher on muggle confectionary. He even had the
comfort of the Black ring, opening secret doors and passageways for him to investigate all over
Grimmauld place, like the secret reading room off the drawing-room that Hermione has colonized
and the window to the roof that Harry has claimed. He had all that, so he didn’t have to think about
the not-sleeping every night or the not-speaking to Sirius or the constant vigilance he’s been
putting up to avoid Snape at all fucking costs. Or the missing. The gaping, aching missing of Theo
that makes him feel like he's left part of his arm somewhere else. But now it’s the second week and
he still has ten fucking days until the Hogwarts Express and he feels like he might not make it.

And he has no idea why.

“You ever smoke?” he gestures the cigarette towards Remus.

“Sirius has been my partner for twenty years,” Remus smiles next to him. “I’ve had one or two.”

“Twenty years,” Harry nods slowly. “You must love each other.”

Harry’s seen it. In the way Remus leans against Harry’s bedroom door in the middle of the night,
sleepily checking on Snuffles curled up against Harry’s back, smiling so softly in the half-light.
He’s seen it in passing when Sirius doesn’t realise Harry’s in the room. In the way Sirius will
sometimes reach for Remus on the couch like a blind man drowning, burying his head in his chest
and inhaling deeply whilst Remus smiles, kissing the mop of his hair and adjusting so he can
continue to read with Sirius draped across him. Their bodies moulding together like they are two
halves of an ancient sculpture.

Like I do with Theo.

Harry feels a numbing sting in his breastbone. Rubs it softly. His ribs must still be healing, after all
this time.

“We do, Harry, even when it's hard.” Remus carefully rests his hand on Harry’s knee. He always
moves slowly now, since finding out about the Dursleys. It annoys and comforts Harry in equal
parts. “And we love you too, we both do.”

It’s incomprehensible to him today. The Not-Caring is a wall of ice between him and the world. He
knows Hermione loves him because she believed him when his name came out of the goblet and
brought him toast the next morning. He knows Ron loves him because Ron always admits when
he’s wrong and when his leg was broken, still tried to send Harry and Hermione away out of
danger in the Shrieking shack. He thinks Remus loves him because he taught him the Patronus
charm. He thinks Sirius loves him because Sirius gave up killing Peter for him. But he doesn’t feel
any of it anymore. All he feels are edges. And Cedric. Cedric’s cold eyes, lifeless, watching him
from his nightmares wherever he goes.

“He’s just … so angry with me,” Harry whispers.

“He’s not well, Harry.” Remus’ voice sounds broken. “He … he needs help. We have a mindhealer lined up but … it’s very difficult for him.”

“I get it,” Harry nods. For Sirius, loving Harry again is not worth the hassle of being healed. He
gets it. The Not-Caring seeps in. He stares at the stars some more. There are a billion miles of cold
space between them. He wonders how it would feel to soar away. “I miss flying.”

“What do you miss about it?” Remus asks gently.

“The open sky. The freedom. The danger. The feeling that I’m in control of everything. My life.
My body. My death.” Hary lifts the cigarette to his nose and sniffs it. It smells like Sirius.

“You’ve not had much of that,” Remus whispers.

“Not much,” Harry looks at the Dogstar. “That’s Sirius’ star.”

“It is,” Remus smiles. “I’m surprised you know it.”

“I can always find it,” Harry nods. “I look for it from the Dursley’s, you know, when I’m locked

up. Watch for Hedwig. Find the stars.”

Remus takes in a deep breath. Harry knows he hates hearing about the Dursley’s but Harry also
senses his desperation to hear it all, too. Remus isn’t pushing though. Remus is good like that.

“I won’t let them take you back, Harry,” Remus whispers.

Harry swallows down rage and disappointment that tastes like a bottled scream. He shrugs.

“Don’t make promises, Moony,” he shakes his head. “Just … don’t.”

“Okay, Harry,” Remus whispers. “No promises.”

They sit in the silence of the night. Harry watches the cars in the street below, marveling that to
them, those tiny muggles going about their normal lives, they are invisible. Hedwig swoops around
the square, chasing bats. Harry wonders how the air would feel rushing past him if he jumped.
Harry tries to distract himself, thinks of a question he’s been meaning to ask. He swallows.

“Are you really my godfather too?”

“Me?” Remus looks at Harry in surprise. “Why would you say that?”

“Gringotts told me,” Harry lifts the finger with the Potter ring on. “When I took my Heirship. Sirius
… and you.”

“Me?” Remus takes on a strangled tone. “No, I … Siri and I always joked I might as well as be
because he and always talked about getting … getting married."

Harry can't help but smile at that thought. Imagining the careless face Sirius made in his parent's
wedding photo opposite Remus' soft, endearing smile.

"I'd like to have seen that," Harry whispers.

"James thought it was hilarious," Remus doesn't sound happy. He sounds like the words are being
dragged out of him over savage breaths. "He joked about being both of our best men, about us
being your 'fairy godfathers.' He … they must have made it official before they … God, Harry.”

“It’s okay,” Harry watches Hedwig catch a bat, take it up to a branch to devour it. At least it died
flying.

“I … I don’t know that it is, Harry.”

Remus puts his head in his hands. Harry can feel that he’s shaking, maybe crying, and tentatively
lifts a hand to rest on Remus’ arm. Remus grabs his hand, holding it tightly, the other covering his
face as he inhales and exhales rapidly. Harry rubs his thumb over the back of Remus’ scarred hand.
Remus is squeezing it so tightly that it actually hurts a bit but Harry doesn’t care. Finally, Remus
takes a deep, shaking breath.

“Thank you, Harry,” he whispers.

Harry nods. This is the nice thing about Remus right now. Harry knows Remus feels terrible, he
can sense it coming off him in waves and smell the fiery, wintery smell of his creature magic
bubbling to the surface in rage, but Remus doesn’t say it. He doesn’t say that he should have been
there. He doesn’t say that he could have done better. Maybe Remus is worried about what Harry
will do or say if he brings the horrible things to the surface, but maybe, hopefully, he knows that
saying those things will just make Harry cold.

“Well,” Harry links his fingers with Remus intuitively, clasping tightly for a moment. “I was glad.
When I found out. I was glad. I am glad.”

“Me too,” Remus whispers in a strangled voice.

They sit in silence, hands held. Harry's getting used to this with Remus. The small touches. He likes
it. It will never be like it is with Hermione or Ron or Theo, but it's something. Remus brings out his
wand and sets it to the tip of the cigarette between Harry’s fingers. It smolders into life. Remus
takes it from his hand and presses it to his lips, dragging on it deeply. Harry watches, fascinated. It
somehow seems weird watching Remus do this. Sirius holds a cigarette like it’s an extension of his
arm. Remus holds it in such a stilted manner as if his fingers know what they are doing is very very
wrong.

“Can I try?” Harry asks. Dudley smokes, Harry knows, but Harry’s never tried it. Sirius is the only
wizard he knows who smokes muggle cigarettes.

“Only because you’ve emotionally devastated me,” Remus murmurs, handing it over. “Don’t
inhale. And don’t tell Molly.”

“Obviously,” Harry drawls. He takes the cigarette and sets it to his lips. Breathes in the hot, acrid
air. It’s horrible. He coughs brutally, almost dropping it and Remus rubs his back, chuckling
softly.

“Fuck, that’s gross,” Harry coughs.

“There’s nothing like actually smoking a cigarette to disabuse you of notions that smoking is cool,”
Remus laughs.

“No, come on!” Harry feels a need to take one drag without coughing. If Dudley fucking Dursley
can do it. “Let me try again!”

“Moony.”

They both turn. Well, fuck. Sirius has his head poked out of the attic window. Harry feels Remus
stiffen beside him. Harry knows he doesn’t do that when he’s just around Sirius.

It’s me. It’s because of me, Harry bitterly sucks on the cigarette, determined not to cough. I’m
ruining their relationship. Twenty years, survived Azkaban, and its Harry fucking Potter that kills
it.

“Padfoot,” Remus tries to take the cigarette back from Harry, but Harry moves his hand out of the
way. He’s not hiding from Sirius. Not this, anyway. Sirius stares at Harry’s hand and then climbs
out of the window to stand recklessly close to the edge. Remus lets out a small, involuntary growl.
Sirius ignores him, pulls out his cigarette packet with one hand, notices the missing cigarette, and
looks pointedly at Harry.

I don’t care. I don’t. Harry looks at the cigarette in his hand and shrugs.

“I’ve got to say, Remus,” Sirius taps out a cigarette and sets it to his lips, fiddling in his leather
jacket for his muggle lighter. “I always thought I’d be the one corrupting my godson. But go ahead,
take a crack.”

Harry feels a flash of anger through the ice inside his mind. It’s one thing for Sirius to be a dick to
him. Remus is another thing entirely.

“I’m not just your godson,” Harry says quietly. “I’m his godson, too. I saw it. At Gringotts. So
don’t be shitty.”

Sirius stares at Harry. Then his eyes shift to Remus who is looking at Sirius with a pleading, yellow
gaze.

“Did you know?” Sirius asks quietly. “When you were fucking around Europe or whatever else
you were doing whilst I was Azkaban? Did you know whilst he was being beaten in that horrible
house?”

“No.” Remus’ voice is trembling. “I didn’t.”

Sirius, you absolute motherfucker.

Remus stands back up and Harry can smell that his wolf is too close for him to do this. Or maybe
he doesn’t want to fight in front of Harry. He looks down at Harry softly for a moment and touches
his shoulder. Harry leans into the touch deliberately, seeing the way Sirius tenses to see it.

Let him be mad. Let him be jealous. I don't care. I don't.

“Don’t sit out here too long.”

Then Remus climbs back in through the window without looking at his partner. Sirius' eyes watch
him go. Even when he's being an utter moron, his eyes still follow Remus wherever he goes.

Is this what love does to people? Makes them full of cruelty and desperation for one another?

Harry listens to the window clatter in the frame and sucks in more of the horrible smoke. It tastes
like shit but he doesn’t care.

“Why are you being a dick to him?” Harry asks conversationally. “He’s the only one who puts up
with you. I get this whole thing you’ve got towards me right now, but Remus —,”

“Don’t.” Sirius holds one hand. Harry senses magic seething in Sirius skin. Azkaban has left more
than one type of legacy on him. Harry wishes he had Sahara with him. S

ahara would understand it.

“Fine. Fuck up your relationship.” Harry shrugs. Blows out smoke. He tries to do what Remus says
and not inhale but he sort of likes the dizzy, hot feeling of it.

“I always imagined I’d give you your first cigarette,” Sirius whispers.

“You did.”

“You stole it.”

Harry shrugs. “So?”

Sirius stares at him for a moment and then shakes his head.

“What happened, Harry?”

It’s such an obnoxious question that Harry can barely bear it. He grits his teeth and takes a deep
inhale, enjoying the stinging burn at the back of his throat. The Prince ring, usually so quiet, pools
numbness into his hand. I don’t care. I don’t. The Slytherin hisses strange parselmagic curses to
him and he grits his teeth to hold them back.

Don't cast curses on your godfather you don't understand. That voice sounds like Theo inside his
head and Harry smirks to himself.

“Voldemort happened." Harry puffs out smoke. Pretends that he's a dragon, even though he knows
from firsthand experience dragons breathe fire. "The summer happened. Everything happened.”

Harry needs a distraction from the overwhelming need to scream at his godfather to Get a Fucking
Clue, so he whistles for Hedwig. She comes swooping up to him, her amber eyes glowing happily.
He strokes her feathers, the soft coldness of them calming him down.

“Is that why you said it?”

The thing about James. It’s always going to be about fucking James. Harry shrugs again. Strokes
Hedwig’s wing.

If Sirius is ever going to really love me, he has to love me for more than James. Because I am not
James’ anymore.

“I’ll never be over it,” Sirius inhales sharply, holding his breath. “You know I won’t. You said it to
hurt me.”

Harry takes a deep breath. Why lie? It’s already terrible, and maybe it’s better this way.

If Sirius hates me now, then when he eventually finds out about James it won’t hurt as much.

“Yes.” Harry sighs. “I did.”

They smoke silently. Hedwig narrows her eyes at Harry. She knows he shouldn’t be doing this.

Oh fuck. What if she tells Theo I'm smoking actual muggle drugs?

Theo can’t speak to owls yet but Harry would not put it past him to have learned the skill in a
week.

“I don’t know why,” Sirius whispers.

Spoiled. You said I was fucking spoiled. You kept secrets. You let me suffer. You used me.

“I know you don’t.”

Harry runs a hand through his hair. He notices the way Sirius’ eyes fix on his Potter ring with
something like longing. Harry catches his eye. Sirius sees him looking and lets out a low, rattling
sigh filled with smoke. His black eyes glisten in it like coals.

“I wanted to be a Potter so badly,” Sirius whispers.

He walks closer to Harry. He sits down beside him and holds out a tentative hand towards Harry’s
ring. Harry doesn’t move. I will not curse him. I will not. When Sirius touches the Potter ruby, it’s
the first time he’s touched Harry as a human since the night Cedric was killed.

What does it say that we like each other so much better right now when one of us isn't human?

“My family hated me so much for being sorted into Gryffindor, even my brother, Reggie, he…”
Sirius swallows, his adam's apple under his tattooed skin bobbing. “… he changed in Slytherin.
The people he met, the friends he made … I couldn’t explain it, I just knew he wasn’t … he wasn’t
on my side anymore. I felt so completely alone until I met James. All I wanted was to belong to his
family, not to be dark or bad anymore. To be light. To be good. That’s all I ever wanted.”

Harry wants to feel something. He wants to identify with him, to admit that he understands being so
completely alone because he was for eleven years. But Harry can’t. Because Sirius wants him to be
good.

I killed Quirrell with my bare hands. I killed the phantom of Riddle and a basilisk without thinking.
I killed Cedric just by being alive. I am not good.

“All I ever wanted was to be saved,” Harry pulls his hand away. “But no one came. No one ever
comes.”

He begged someone to come in the Graveyard but Riddle still rose. He wished for help in the
Chamber and got Fawkes and a sword to fight with. He slept under the stairs and longed for a
rescuer. He had them, he knows now, two godfathers out there, alive in the world. Two men who
claimed to love him as their own. It made not a shred of fucking difference.

Sirius sits beside him. He doesn’t offer promises like Remus does. He doesn’t offer anything.

“No,” Sirius says, finally, tossing the stub of cigarette off the roof of the house. “No one ever
does.”

He stands up and looks down at Harry. He slips off his leather jacket and drops it over Harry’s
shoulders. Harry smokes his cigarette, listens to Sirius go back inside, leaving him outside on the
edge of the house, staring over the brink. Harry knows he should call Hermione. He knows he
should tell someone. But he just does not care anymore. Here's the edge and he'll fucking stare off
it if he wants to. There is a soft pop and Kreacher appears beside him, staring at Hedwig in dislike.

“Master should come inside,” Kreacher croaks. “It's cold.”

“Will do, Kreacher.” Harry tosses his cigarette off the side of the building, watches it tumble, and
thinks of falling from the sky in third year. Hearing his mum scream. “In a minute.”

“Master is reckless,” Kreacher scolds, scooting along the tiles on his bottom and glaring at Harry
furiously. “Master is a foolish, reckless ignoble Heir who is undeserving of his blessings and must
go back inside.”

“You’re right, Kreacher,” Harry shakes his head, laughing darkly. “Too fucking right.”

Harry huffs out cold air and tugs Sirius’ leather coat around it. It smells like his godfather. Smoke
and liquor and suede. Harry feels a tightness in his chest, a sting behind his eyes that he chokes
back. He swallows once. Twice. It feels heavy, like a lump of half-eaten bread is trapped there.

Kreacher stares at him for a moment, then huffs an irritated sigh.

“If Master gives Kreacher the dizzy sweets, Kreacher will take a message to Heir Nott.”

Harry frowns. “It’s not the weekend.”

Theo has been very strict about his rules. Harry thinks they’re a total ball ache, but Kreacher seems
to think Theo is the one who sets the agenda here. At least where Harry’s schedule is concerned
and Harry keeps to it because above everything else, he wants Theo safe right now.

“Kreacher shall go if Master comes inside,” Kreacher nods. “And gives dizzy sweets.”

Harry stares at the Dogstar. He does not care. He does not.

“Fine,” Harry nods. “In a minute.”

They both stare over the edge of the drainpipe.

“Will you stop me if I fall?” Harry asks suddenly. Kreacher eyes him carefully.

“Would Master command Kreacher to save him?”

“Nope,” Harry shakes his head. “Would you?”

“If Master does not command it and is foolish enough to fall from the roof of his house then
Kreacher shall not be the one to save him from his stupid death,” Kreacher snorts.

“Good to know,” Harry nods thoughtfully. Some things in this life can be relied on. Murderous
house elves are one. Hedwig takes off, fluttering into the night as Kreacher hisses at her. Harry
watches her go. He wonders sometimes if she would be happier, safer if he set her free.

Harry knows from the snippets he overhears about Order meetings that people are dying. Dying in
a fight against a madman who wants to kill him. Dying to protect him.

How many people would have lived if they had never heard about me?

“What does Master want the message to Heir Nott to say?”

He could tell Hermione. She would tug him back from the ledge like she always does but she
would hover, and hovering in this house is like a spotlight on Harry’s dysfunctionality and he can't
have that.

T he Boy-Who-Lived isn't mentally fucked. That's bad for the manifesto.

He could tell Theo because Theo cannot come to Grimmauld place and babysit him. Then at least,
neither one of them can accuse him of keeping silent. Harry stares at the sky, at the endless stars,
and thinks about all the ways he has died this week in his dreams already. Would diving from
Grimmauld place head first really be the worst?

“Edges,” Harry whispers. “Tell him ‘Edges,’ Kreacher.”

______________________________

Theo has lost the fucking boomslang.

She was here, in the terrarium and now she is not and Theo is losing his shit because if he loses
Sahara then Harry will likely burn the world to find her.

“Sahara?” Theo stares at the empty terrarium. “Where the fuck have you gone? Hiss please!”

He hears a vague hiss, something that he thinks sounds like “foolish” but he can’t tell.
Parseltongue is fucking hard. He also thinks Sahara might be inventing new words just to throw
him off the trail. Theo goes over to his desk, feeling cautiously across the few letters he’s
exchanged with Harry in the last week and a half. Sahara seems drawn to them, as if she can sense
Harry’s presence from the paper. Theo wishes he could do that. He did not know when he walked
into the apocathary nearly two months ago that fifty-eight days later he would be longing for Harry
Potter’s scent. He can’t smell Heir magic like Harry can, can’t sense it or taste it in a way that
honestly, Theo finds unnerving, but Harry smells like magic to Theo.

I should not miss him so much.

Theo knows the pain of missing. When Mother died he felt as if his entrails were constantly be
pulled out of him whenever he thought of her. Now, he feels as if his skin is raw. He rolls over at
night, sleepily reaching for black curls and silver scars in lithely muscled shoulders, and finds
nothing. And he aches for it. Theo Nott hates Hermione Granger. He hates all of the Weasleys. He
hates everyone in that hideous Black house wherever they are because they can touch Harry
whenever they want. He especially hates Sirius motherfucking Black for sleeping in Harry’s bed
alongside him and offering comfort in the dark.

That’s my fucking job.

With a loud crack, Kreacher appears in the room. Theo scowls at him. He should not be here. He
and Harry have a deal that Harry is terrible at enforcing that they won’t use Kreacher too
frequently as to cause any suspicion.

“Kreacher, what did I tell you about — what are you eating?”

Kreacher is covered in some kind of sparkly dust and he seems to be twitching, wrinkly mouth
pursed tightly like a cat’s arse. Theo feels a sinking sense of dread.

“Oh no,” he holds out his hand. “What did he give you?”

Kreacher hands over the polymer packet which is bright orange. Theo takes it gingerly, seeing
gross, misshapen glittery lumps in lurid colours inside.

“And what exactly are … Tangfastics?”

“Fizzyfizzers,” Kreacher croaks out, sticking out a long tongue and shaking it wildly. “Dizzy
sweets. Fizzfizzfizz!”

“There are fifty grams of sugar in this,” Theo stares at Kreacher’s abnormally large pupils. Harry,
you absolute dick. “Okay, no. No, this is not a good idea.”

Theo vanishes the sweets and Kreacher is too strung out on fucking sugar to stop him, just
continuing to make a grabbing motion with jerking hands and grunting.

“What are you doing here?” Theo asks, handing Kreacher a small cup of water from his
nightstand. The elf gulps it greedily. Theo eyes his trembling ears and hopes he won’t go into
shock. “He better not have sent a letter. He’s not supposed to.”

“Master does not send a letter,” Kreacher’s eyes are becoming more focused. “Master sends only
one message.”

“Let’s have it,” Theo glares at the elf.

“Master says ‘Edges.’”

Theo stares.

No. No. Fuck. No.

“He said that?” Theo swallows hard. “That’s all? Nothing else?”

“Nothing.”

“What was he doing?” Theo’s mind is scrambling. Harry is living in that house with what sounds
like a billion other people. Can not one of them fucking notice that he might be on the brink of selfdestruction?

“Master was sat on the roof.”

“What?” Theo feels rage like he hasn’t felt in years slamming through his body. The glass of water
in Kreacher’s hand explodes. Theo hasn’t done accidental magic in ten years but he doesn’t care.
“How the fuck did he get on the roof and why did no one STOP HIM?”

“Master was not alone the whole time,” Kreacher is shaking water out of his ears. “The wolf was
with him teaching him to smoke —,”

“What the fuck?”

“— and then the godfather was there to make Master sad,” Kreacher stares up at Theo. “Then
Kreacher.”

“Holy fucking Merlin,” Theo clenches his fist. “Does ANYONE in that house know how to take
care of him?

Theo punches one of the posts of his four-poster bed, the raging sting of it superbly gratifying.

Theo should have never let Harry go to London. He should have taken him out of the country
when he had the chance. Theo could have enrolled them both in Ilvermorny. Harry is an Heir four
fucking times over. He could afford it.

Why the fuck didn’t I do that?

“Kreacher must go back,” Kreacher’s ears twitch towards Theo’s door. “Heir Nott has a guest
coming.”

“Go,” Theo nods. “Come back in an hour.”

Kreacher frowns but disappears. Theo hates this. He hates that he can’t just make Kreacher
apparate him right to Harry’s side where Theo can push him up against a wall and tell him, in no
uncertain terms, that if he jumps off any rooftops Theo will have very very strong opinions. Theo
needs to do something and do it now.

“Sahara!” Theo yells, slamming his hand down on his desk. “If you have fucked off without telling
me I will fucking skin you alive and —,”

“Theodore.”

Theo spins around. Professor Snape is standing in his doorway. Fuck.

“Professor Snape.” Theo looks around for signs of Harry that need hiding, but luckily he glamoured
Harry’s letters to look like potions notes. The man is looking at him with quiet amusement.

“Have you lost your snake, Theodore?”

“Yes,” Theo nods, glancing over to his bed. “She was in the terrarium but …”

Professor Snape waves his wand and frowns. There is a red glow inside the terrarium.

“It seems your snake is still inside.”

“Sahara?” Theo looks down into the terrarium and the red glow. “Oh, what have you done, you
stupid reptile?”

“I believe she has made herself invisible.” Theo sees Professor Snape’s lips quirk in the way he
sometimes does when he’s holding back his own mirth. All the Slytherin’s learn to read the subtle
signs of the Potions Master’s face by the end of their first week.

Sahara, You sly motherfucker. Theo glares at the red glow.

“Can you make her visible again, Professor?”

“Of course,” Professor Snape waves his wand again, muttering, and Sahara comes fades back into
vision, green scales glittering. She flickers her tongue in satisfaction.

Oh yeah, I bet you’re satisfied, you cocky demon.

“Thank you, sir,” Theo reaches in and pulls Sahara out. He’s not going to let her go now. Professor
Snape is staring at her with interest.

“I did not know you had purchased a magical boomslang, Mr Nott. They are extremely rare.”

“I wasn’t aware I had,” Theo answers honestly. He knows Sahara isn’t magical. Harry has made
her magical.

What does it mean that a fifteen-year-old can imbue a living creature with magical qualities?

Theo doesn’t have time to think about that now, because Harry is sitting on top of a building
somewhere, fucking smoking, and thinking about edges.

“Is there something I can do for you, Professor Snape?” Theo asks, stroking Sahara’s scales and
trying to tell her with his mind, the way Harry can, that he is so mad at her he might just feed her to
Hedwig the next time she comes round.

“I have come on your father’s behalf.”

“Apollonius?” Theo swallows hard. The Wizengamot Trial. The false letter. “What does he
want?”

“To give you this,” Professor Snape hands him a vial of memory. “Do you have access to a pensive
here?”

“Yes,” Theo watches the silver liquid flow inside of it. “Do you know the contents, sir?”

“Potter’s trial.”

“Ah.”

Theo stares at them. He will get to see Harry, even if it’s in memory form.

“Thank you, sir,” Theo looks up at his professor. “Did he send any messages?”

“No,” Professor Snape looks at him intensely. “He will not be sending any in the future.”

“Oh.”

Theo feels like he should understand, like he should have all the pieces together but perhaps it’s
because he has the word Edges swimming around in his mind, he feels like he can’t concentrate.

“Does he … does he wish any communication from me?” Theo asks, tentatively.

“No,” Professor leans down towards him. His eyes are black, without light, like the obsidian of
Harry’s Prince ring. For the first time, like a crashing wave, Theo realises that the man in front of
him is Harry’s father, Lord Prince. Theo averts his gaze, refusing to meet the Professor’s eyes. He
won’t allow Professor Snape to pluck Harry’s secrets from his mind.

Your life and your secrets.

“You made a choice, Theodore,” Professor speaks lowly. “Your father made his, years ago before
you were even born. Your choices take you on different paths now. You must not communicate
with your father any longer.”

Theo understands. His father chose the Dark Lord. Theo didn’t. Theo sees how, in his own way,
his father is protecting him. By pulling away. It is the only thing he knows how to do.

“Until when?” Theo asks hesitantly.

“Until it over,” Professor Snape says harshly. Until one of us or the Dark Lord is dead. Or
both. “This is the price of your choice, Theodore. I would suggest you consider it as critically as
you possibly can. Whilst you still have time to do so.”

Theo feels a slow burn of rage. The man in front of him is telling him not to choose Harry. Not to
choose his own son. Theo thinks of Harry's slow smile when Theo has a good idea, of him tugging
Theo's hand along Privet drive. Of him staggering, bleeding from a fucking curse scar, to cast a
Patronus and save Theo's life.

You do not deserve him. Not in a million years, not if you were Merlin reincarnate would you
deserve him.

“Thank you, sir,” Theo nods. “I shall consider it. Now, if you do not mind, I should like to view
Apollonius memory.”

“Of course.” Professor Snape straightens up, looking dissatisfied. Good. You shall not scare me off
your son so easily. “I shall see you at Hogwarts, Mr Nott.”

“Yes, sir.”

Theo watches him go and pulls the small pensive out from under his bed. It was a gift from his
father for his tenth birthday. Theo uses it to revisit memories of Mother but not often. His Aunt
despises it. Theo pours the silver tendrils of memory into the pearly surface, tucks his rage deep
down inside, and glares at the snake on his arm.

“We’re going into a memory now,” he warns. “Do not become invisible. If you do, I might not be
able to find you and then I will leave you here. Got it?”

Sahara hisses a death threat. Despite what Harry said, Theo thinks Sahara only replies in the
affirmation with death threats.

“Here we go.”

Inside the memory, Theo can only think a few things. One, Harry looks pissed as hell. Two, Harry
looks fucking hot in those robes. Three, Theo is so unbelievably proud of him.

Theo loves that he can walk close up to Harry, see the micro-expressions in his face, and learn
more about how is feeling than he could learn in twenty letters. Harry longs for Dumbledore’s
approval yet hates himself for wanting it. Harry sustains the frankly fucking mind-blowing
Patronus with sheer will and magic and feels safer in its presence. Harry hates Lucius Malfoy,
wishes him dead. When Dumbledore says Harry already has a guardian, Theo sees the brief
longing on his face. Then, Apollonius. Theo hears his father’s warning, thinks perhaps his father
even spoke those words to Harry about him being “powerful” to send a message to Theo.

Are you sure this is the power you wish to follow?

But Theo sees the many tiny references to a previous conversation that Harry has with Apollonius.
The way Harry refuses to bow. That he calls himself a ‘lucky chance.’ Theo doesn't know the full
story, is itching for the day Harry tells him about everything that happened the night Diggory died
but it doesn't matter. Harry never lets Apollonius forget he saw him in the graveyard. For once,
someone is holding Apollonius accountable for his choices.

Yes, Apollonius. I am sure.

Yet this dazzling, incredible being of pure chaos and magic that Theo feels thunderously grateful to
know, this is the boy who is thinking about edges.

No. I will not allow it to happen. Harry Potter will not die on my watch.

Theo thinks of Dumbledore’s words. Harry already has a guardian present. It is what Harry
needs. Someone who is not a homicidal house elf, an insane or guilt-ridden godfather, or a
hovering, hyper-intelligent muggleborn. Someone who will keep him alive until Theo can take up
the job again.

“He needs a guardian,” Theo mutters.

Sahara hisses. Tangled around his arm, she slowly fades invisible and then back to green. She
flickers her tongue in a way that can only be surprised as smug. Theo grins. He knows exactly what
he’s going to send back with Kreacher.

A murderous over-protective invisible magical boomslang should do the trick, nicely.

Hyde Park
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Hello friends,
Thank you all for your wonderful comments. We're winding up to the Hogwarts
Express now. In a few chapters, we'll be castle bound again!
Lots of people have commented on Sirius, that he seems out of character or mean or
whatever. I totally understand that, but for me, it's really important to write trauma
truthfully. Harry and Sirius are both just bottles of boiling trauma, walking around,
spilling all over the place, and they exhibit two very different reactions. Harry freezes,
pulls away, stops feeling. Sirius rages, bites and snarls, attacks. But PTSD is
thankfully not a static diagnosis. (She speaks for experience). How Sirius is now is not
how he necessarily always must be.
But trauma is not pretty. Sometimes, it's ruining your relationships. Sometimes, it's
ruining yourself. But these are the things that are happening TO Sirius. Yes, he's a
dick. Nothing changes is that. But hurt people, hurt people. I hope that in this story, I
show some of the truth of how helplessly painful it feels when you or someone you
loved seems to be pulled apart by their trauma.
I'm out for the weekend now. I have a hen party to attend and 10K to write. Pray and
cast charms for me! Love you all and I can't wait to hear what you think.

Theo,
Thanks for the gift. Sahara says that travelling by Kreacher’s magic ‘tastes bad’ compared to
yours and hers. Make of that what you will.
Harry

Harry
You are welcome. Please try to remember to take adequate parseltongue notes. If I am ever to
become proficient you must be vigilant. How are the Edges?
T.N.

———

Theo,
Still there. Less itchy. I don’t know what that means but there it is. Sahara says that your
understanding of our noble language is rudimentary at best and insulting at worst. Sorry.
Harry

Harry
Tell that snake of ours that she is a common boomslang with ideas above her station. How is your
godfather? Has anyone noticed your new houseguest?
T.N.

———

Theo,
I had to explain her to Ron because my hissing in bed was starting to freak him out. I said she just
came up and chatted to me in the garden here and has got attached. He says it was only a matter of
bloody time. Hermione has been ‘fascinated’ by her magic so Sahara wants to kill her pretty badly.
I’ve had to ward our bedroom door so Sirius can’t get in at night now. As a dog, he’d definitely
sniff her out. I think it upsets him. By the way, Hermione says that “all wizarding textbooks
concerning muggle communication devices are, at best, laughable,” but if you’re really interested
in learning, then you should try “Electronic communication for dummies.”
Harry

Harrison Potter-Black-Slytherin-Prince, did you tell Granger who I am?

Heir Nott,
Course I fucking didn’t. Your life and your secrets.
She just likes to tell people what to read. Even unnamed ‘new muggle friends’ she doesn’t believe

are really muggles.
H.P.B.S.P.
(Wow. That’s a fucking mouthful).

———

Harry,
Tell Granger that "Electronic communication for Dummies" was imminently informative.
I find myself caring very little if your godfather finds your need for privacy upsetting.
T.N.

Theo,
Why is that not surprising?
Kreacher wants me to ‘command’ you (his words not mine) to give him back the Dizzy Sweets.
H.

Harry,
House elves should consume a maximum of 5 grams of pure sugar a day.
You are killing your elf.
T.N.

T,
Why do you assume that wasn’t my plan all along?
H.

———

Theo,
I need to send the Grimoire back to Gringotts before Hogwarts. I don’t want to use Kreacher
because he has been ‘volunteering’ and I think that can only mean Very Bad Things. Mrs Weasley
has already done all our shopping at Diagon. You could do it for me, right? Meet me in Hyde Park
tomorrow by the bandstand.
H

Harry,
No.
T.N.

Theo,
Come on! I’m untraceable and I have a hundred-year-old invisibility cloak.
H

Harry,
Bully for you. I have neither.
T.N.

T,
So glad you asked.
H

Potter,
You DID NOT just send your HUNDREDS of years old invisibility cloak to me via your miscreant
of a house elf. You did not. I do not care what Kreacher tells me about “Master’s familiar being

able to invisible him as well as her scales.” I am NOT meeting you in Hyde Park tomorrow. You
are being hunted by what you quaintly call ‘a supervillain.’ Do not, I mean it, do NOT go to Hyde
Park.
Or I will hop your elf up on caffeine and sugar and set him on you.
Thousands of years ago, Kreacher's primitive ancestors were capable of biting through a man's
calf with one bite. Think about what he could do high on tang-fucking-fastics.
Theo.

Theo.
I miss you.
Seriously.
Harry

Harry,
Ten in the morning. Do not be late.
T.N.

___________

“Kreacher shall not take another message, Kreacher shall not,” Kreacher croaks, sitting on the
cistern of the toilet beside Harry and eating red skittles.

“You don’t have to,” Harry is bare-chested, looking at his runes over his shoulder in the bathroom
mirror. The rune book is laid out on the sink. Harry is about to recast to ensure they hold for his
trip out of Grimmauld Place. “We’re going to Hyde Park.”

“Ah, so Master truly is suicidal,” Kreacher cackles, dropping blue skittles down the toilet. Harry
frowns at him.

“What’s wrong with blue ones?”

“Gnome blood,” Kreacher smacks his dyed red lips.

“You know they are all the same flavour, right?” Harry raises his eyes. "It's just food colouring."

“Master lies,” Kreacher mumbles. “Just like he lied about the Dark Lord’s snake pants.”

Sahara twists on Harry’s wrist, flickering her tongue towards the elf who glares at her but stops
grumbling.

“Okay, here we go,” Harry takes a deep breath, presses his wand against the top of his Ansus rune
and mutters under his breath in Norse.

“ fróðleikr húð hylja leynask í brott fela …”

“Harry?” he spins around as the spell completes, wincing at the way it spirals brightly along the
scars and unicorn hair. Hermione and Ron are standing in the doorway, open-mouthed.

“Close the door!” Harry snaps. They do, squishing inside beside him.

“Is that a rune?”

“Is that unicorn hair?”

“Okay, okay, I know it looks bad —,” Harry tries to start but Hermione has him by the shoulders,
staring at the scars with flashing eyes.

“Looks bad? It doesn’t matter what it looks like, how did this happen?”

Harry swallows. He looks into both of their eyes in the mirror, one pair dark chocolate brown, the
other the fiery brown of oak. He can trust them with this.

“Dursleys,” he says.

“Those motherfuckers,” Ron snarls. “Those absolute shit-turds.”

“This is why you nearly died,” Hermione whispers. “The pint of blood.”

“Yeah,” Harry winces when he looks at his Franken-unicorn scars, as he's taken to naming them.
They still look hideous.

So I'm not just mental, but also disgusting to look at. Boy wonder in-fucking-deed.

He pulls his t-shirt back on.

“What’s up, mate?” Ron sits on the bath edge, looking at Harry shrewdly.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Why is it a rune, Harry?” Hermione is looking at him in a way that suggests that pretty soon she’s
going to have worked it all out in her head anyway. “You don’t take Runes, why would you make
it Ansus reversed and you were casting in Norse and —,” Hermione gasps, glares at Harry
accusingly. Here we go. “You’ve made yourself untraceable! Harry, how could you?”

“Why?” Ron gapes. Kreacher throws a blue skittle into his mouth. Ron jerks back, strangled and
gulping for a second and then swallows. He grins and gives Kreacher a thumbs up. Kreacher
growls, annoyed.

“Because I’m going out,” Harry blurts out.

Harry is past caring. He has to meet Theo in thirty minutes. He has to get the Grimoire to Gringotts
safely. Hermione and Ron can like it or fuck off. In the mirror, he sees Ron and Hermione glance
at one another. Hermione touches Harry’s shoulder softly, her eyes fixed on Sahara on his wrist.
They already know that Sahara is protective of him.

“Mate,” Ron holds Harry’s gaze in the mirror. “Why?”

“I have stuff to do,” Harry shrugs.

“What stuff?” Ron dips his head down to catch yet another skittle that Kreacher lobs at his head,
chewing with a surprised grin. “That one tastes different!”

“Kreacher told Master,” Kreacher grumbles. “Master is a big fat liar.”

“Stop it, Ron!” Hermione reaches out and slaps his arm. “What stuff, Harry?”

“Just stuff.”

“Don’t you trust us?” Hermione demands.

“I trust you with my secrets, but these aren’t just my secrets,” Harry closes his rune book, looks
down at the wrapped package of the Grimoire that he has shrunk to notebook size. The letter he’s
written to Griphook. “So that’s not really the question. Do you trust me?”

“Course,” Ron shrugs, clapping his hands towards Kreacher. The elf scowls and throws a handful
of rainbow pellets at Ron who ducks. “Hey!”

“Your friend,” Hermione’s dark eyes dawn with understanding. “You’re going to visit your nonmuggle friend?”

“Okay, if they’re not a muggle then why aren’t we calling them a Wixen?” Ron grumbles, picking
skittles out of the bath.

“Because they could be a squib,” Hermione snaps, her eyes quickly snatching back to Harry. “Are
you sure you have to do this, Harry? This seems … reckless.”

Reckless. My least favourite word.

“Yep. That’s me.” Harry pulls on his jacket, (Theo’s jacket) muttering to himself. “Harry fucking
Potter. Reckless idiot. Triwizard cup grabber. Hufflepuff prodigy killer.”

“Harry.” Hermione slips her arms around him from behind. She presses her face into his back.
Harry can smell her magic; squashed blackberries and sunshine. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Harry closes his eyes, takes a deep breath. Having Sahara makes the nightmares more bearable, but
he still sees Cedric every night. Green light. Kill the spare.

“Yeah,” Harry sighs.

It’s not quite the same as saying he knows it to be true, but it’s something.

“This is what you need to do?” Ron asks quietly behind them.

Even with his eyes closed, Harry hears the real question underneath Ron’s words. Is this what you
need to do to feel better? Harry knows Ron has noticed the Not-Caring. They don’t have words for
it, but Ron knows. Just like he knew when Harry had nightmares in the dorm room last year. He
makes jokes, he brings Harry up cups of coffee in the morning, he lets him nap in the drawingroom and makes the twins leave him alone. Ron knows.

“Yeah,” Harry sighs. “It is.”

“Will you be safe?” Hermione whispers against his spine.

“Safer than I’ve ever been at the Dursley’s,” Harry snorts. He opens his eyes, catches Ron’s glance
in the mirror. His brown eyes are firm, jaw set.

“You need to be fast,” Ron says flatly. “We can cover you for … half an hour?”

Hermione nods. “Is that enough time?”

“Yes,” Harry grabs the package, shoves it into his pocket.

“You’ve got your invisibility cloak?” Hermione’s are worried. She’s patting Harry’s arms,
brushing his hair out of his eyes like she needs to make sure he’s still alive.

“Yep.”

In the sense that I gave it to my Slytherin friend, who you know nothing about.

“I’ll be back soon,” Harry looks at Kreacher. “Do I need to do anything to get us through,
Kreacher? Something with the wards.”

Kreacher stops throwing skittles at Ron and his ears perk up. He’s listening to the Black wards,
Harry can tell. Kreacher shakes his head.

“Master must only wish to pass and the Black magic will make it so,” Kreacher licks his red lips.

“Wicked,” Ron comments, grinning. He has green skittle pieces in his teeth.

“Do you know how to do that, Harry?” Hermione asks, cautiously.

“Nope,” Harry shrugs, flexes the finger with his Black ring on it. “I’ll work it out.”

He listens to the hum of the Black magic, the ancient drone of a million bass voices and finds the
whisper in the edge of it. Someone else’s magic, layered on top. It sounds like phoenix song.
Dumbledore, maybe? Harry seeks the ice of the Black ring and thinks Passageway.

“We are ready,” Kreacher croaks, grabbing Harry’s arm. Then they are twisting away, Sahara
hissing that she is extending her invisibility to him and then the green grass of Hyde Park appears
in front of him. Soon, he will be with Theo. Harry smiles.

_______________

Theo is intelligent. He excels in all of his classes, especially Potions and Charms, and takes every
course available to him aside from Divination and Muggle Studies, and those he reads up on in his
own time. He is also an excellent dueller, speaks four languages and is the only person currently
living writing a parseltongue dictionary. He is intelligent by any measure. Yet here he sits,
shrouded in an archaic invisibility cloak sat on a bench in a muggle park, waiting for Harry Potter.

Very fucking smart. Well done, Nott.

Theo shifts inside the cloak. It is a work of astonishing beauty, the kind of artefact that Apollonius
would long to have in his collection, but of course, Harry is completely, adorably oblivious to its
singularity. Just as he is unaware of his own uniqueness. His wrists are hurting today. Jezebel must
have felt particularly irritated last night when she noticed that he’d been receiving more owl
correspondence than usual. Too drunk to throw glass or twist limbs she had resorted to her old
favourite - cigarette burns. He has not told Harry, because Harry would insist Sahara came back to
him and Theo won’t allow that. Not when Harry is still thinking of Edges.

“Theo.”

Suddenly, he feels someone sitting on the bench beside him. He can’t see Harry, he’s wrapped up
in Sahara’s invisibility, but Theo can feel him. The press of his knee, the jolt of his elbow and the
bone of his shoulder - this is Harry, all sharp edges and vibrating magical energy.

“Harry,” Theo swallows. “How do you know it’s me?”

“Smells like you.”

Theo snorts.

“That’s creepy. And not a very accurate way of assessing a person’s identity.”

“Creepy? Maybe. Inaccurate? Nope. Your magic. I can always tell it's you.”

Ah yes. Harry’s completely insane ability to smell magic. Theo finds it strange and oddly
magnificent that Harry can sense his magic. He tries to relax, tries to think about how good it is to
be sat here in Harry’s presence. Maybe it will make his magic feel and smell sweeter to Harry.

Not that I care about that.

“I don’t have long,” Harry whispers. Theo feels something invisibly moving between them and
then, under the cloak, he sees Sahara appear. She has a minimised package in her jaw with a small
note attached. She flickers her tongue over Theo’s wrist and then slips back into invisibility, sliding
out of the cloak and presumably, back over to Harry. Theo hears a hiss. Then Harry takes a sharp
breath.

“She says you’re hurt.”

Damn boomslang.

“It’s nothing,” Theo murmurs. There’s silence. Then Theo feels a soft, invisible hand touching his
leg, blindly tracing from his knee to his thigh, finding his fingers and stroking his wrist. He takes in
a sharp breath. This is not sexy. I will not find this sexy.

“She burned you,” Harry’s voice is tight and cold. Theo feels slight sparks of Harry’s magic
against his skin as fingers gently touch the raw flesh. Harry’s angry.

“It’s fine, Harry,” Theo hushes, catching hold of Harry’s hand in his. The callouses. The hot and
cold of his Heir rings. Theo finds his thumb rubbing over Harry’s hand looking for any clues of
physical changes.

Is his hand thinner? Has he been eating?

“You should take Sahara back,” Harry’s fingers are doing a similar dance across Theo’s hand,
finding the stone of his Nott ring and stroking it.

“No.”

“You will.”

Harry’s voice has power in it. Theo remembers the Patronus, the way Harry stood in front of
Apollonius with his blazing green eyes. He takes a shuddering breath. He can feel Harry’s magic
the most when he commands like this, it’s like a tingling stretching over his skin. He imagines that
for most people it would feel uncomfortable but it isn’t for Theo. It is decidedly not uncomfortable.
But it is very distracting.

“No, Harry,” Theo pinches the back of Harry’s hand. The sense of Harry’s magic pressing in on
him lessens slightly. Theo can breathe a little easier. “You keep Sahara. You need her.”

“Fine,” Harry sighs. His fingers twiddle Theo’s Heir ring. “I’ll send Kreacher.”

“My Aunt will not enjoy having a malevolent being in her house.”

“She already has you,” Harry flicks Theo’s hand. “What’s one more? Kreacher’s bound to protect
you. He can intervene.”

“Like he did with your Uncle?” Theo grabs Harry’s wrist, lifts his invisible sleeve. Theo strokes
the line of his bony wrist. It healed wrong and there was nothing Theo could do about that.

Perhaps Madame Pomfrey can re-set it. If Harry will let her.

“I told him not to stop it, Theo," Harry whispers back. "You know that.”

“I do,” Theo hates that he wasn’t there. Harry sent him away and Theo will never let him do that
again. “Which proves your judgement is not always the best.”

“He’ll protect you,” Harry weaves his fingers into Theo’s, clenches tightly. “Sahara will protect
me.”

Then, when we get back to Hogwarts, we will protect each other.

“Okay.”

Theo lets their joined invisible hands rest between their invisible legs. They sit there for a moment,
two invisible people, just listening to the wonder of each other’s breath. Theo can tell that Harry is
thinking, hard. If he could see his face, he would see the ticking of Harry’s mind in the slight
distance of his green eyes. Theo has an overwhelming urge to force him into visible reality just so
he can see it.

“Tell me,” Theo whispers. He is unspeakably proud of himself that he seems to be able to say
these words to Harry and receive from them, nuggets of truth. Since the first day in the
Apocathery, Harry has always responded. Often, miraculously, with the truth.

“Sirius spoke to me.”

“With words?” Theo is scathing. He has absolutely no respect for a man who can only love his
godson in the guise of a Grim. “Understandable in English?”

“Yes,” Harry’s hand is becoming colder. Theo thinks it might be the Black magic. “On the roof.”

“Ah.” The fucking roof. He and Harry have not had the opportunity to have a real conversation
about the sodding, bloody roof. “What had he to say for himself?"

“He loves the Potters,” Harry’s voice is nothing but a whisper. “They gave him something to hold
onto. Something to help him understand himself. He hated the Blacks. He wants to be … good.”

“Then perhaps he should refrain from chasing rats like a madman and ending up in Azkaban,”
Theo snorts.

“He wants me to be good,” Theo hears Harry swallow. “I’m not.”

“How could you be?” Theo is puzzled. Harry is lots of admirable things but 'good' is not one of the
words Theo would use to describe him. “They made you a hero.”

“Heroes are good, Theo.”

“No, good heroes are warriors,” Theo runs his hand up to Harry’s elbow. He finds the scar from
Dudley Dursley slamming it into a muggle car door when he was only a child “A good warrior
fights and protects others often by subduing their enemies with violence. Ergo, they cannot be
without sin. Or 'good' in the way you are considering.”

“Fuck, Theo,” Harry groans. “ I don't want to be a fucking hero.”

Theo feels Harry lean forward, pressing their joined hands to his forehead. Theo twists towards
him to make it more comfortable. It’s a bit weird, feeling Harry’s face and seeing nothing but it’s
better than not feeling him at all.

“Then don’t be,” Theo shrugs. He moves his thumb, brushes it against Harry’s scar. It feels raw
but not wet, thankfully. Is it still bleeding when he dreams of the Dark Lord? “I’m just saying
that's what they made you. It’s not what you have to be.”

“Fuck,” Harry sighs. Theo feels his warm breath on his wrist. There’s something he wants to say
but he doesn’t quite have the words.

You can be whatever you want, Harry. Whatever you want as long as you’re with me.

" Harry?"

"Yeah?"

“Whatever happens,” Theo swallows hard. “My life and my secrets.”

“I know,” Harry smiles. Theo feels it against his wrist, the whisper of lips. Theo knows he
shouldn’t but he can’t stop himself. There are still eight long, lonely days left until they are on the
Hogwarts Express. He disentangles his hand from Harry’s and pushes it into Harry’s hair. It’s
thankfully, wonderfully, the same. Soft and gently curly. Harry makes a slight clicking sound in
his throat. Theo knows it is joy.

“Have you been sleeping?” Theo asks. He can feel the way Harry sighs deep into his chest. Having
his hair stroked always relaxes him. Theo knows rationally that it is only because Harry has likely

had no one in his life who touches him as freely as Theo does, but it doesn’t stop Theo from feeling
it, whispering words in every core of his being, resoundingly true:

I will burn the world for you.

“No,” Harry sounds sleepy then. He flops his back against the bench, letting Theo’s hand continue
to caress Harry’s hair. “It was better … before.”

“I know.”

Theo hasn’t been sleeping as well either. He can feel Harry slumping towards him. Then, there’s a
firm head, hair that smells like smoke (the fucking cigarettes!) and a warm cheek sighing against
Theo’s shoulder. Harry must really be tired to be dropping off on Theo’s shoulder whilst invisible
on a park bench. If they had more time, Theo would have no problem sitting there all afternoon and
letting Harry sleep, but they do not have more time.

“Harry,” Theo nudges him gently. “You have to go back.”

“Don’t want to,” Harry grumbles. Theo smiles indulgently. He presses his face into the top of
Harry’s curls. Being invisible makes it easier, as easy as it was at Fabiola’s Cottage when he could
roll over in the night and sleepily tug at Harry’s hair, comforted by the feel of it between his first
and middle finger. Even with his hair a little tamer due to the Potter Glamour, Theo still thinks of
the tighter springy curls from Harry’s natural hair. Of all the secrets they keep between them it is
perhaps the smallest, but for some reason, knowing that he is the only one who knows the feel of
Harry's true hair matters greatly.

“I know, but you need to.” Theo reluctantly disentangles. “And I have to go to Gringotts.”

“Yeah.” Harry squeezes Theo’s hand one more time. “Time to go, Kreacher.”

In a crack as quick as the blink of an eye, Harry is gone. Harry is not one for lingering goodbyes.
Theo sighs. He still has Gringotts to visit. Looking down inside the invisibility cloak, he notices
Harry has not sealed the letter. He wants Theo to read it.

Dear Griphook,

Hi there! I hope your family and business are all good. I wish that you find your accounts are
overflowing with gold and jewels and goblin-made artefacts of great value for you to invest, exploit
and hoard.

Theo smiles. Harry at least has the spirit of goblin-greetings down, even if he is completely off
base with the wording.

As my account manager, I am entrusting you with the Potter Grimoire. I fear it will no longer be
entirely safe in the Potter vault. As you understand from our previous discussions, there may come
a time when my claim on it is questioned. There has already been outside interest in nicking it off
me. I won’t say who but if you’re as sharp as I think you are, you’ll get it. I don’t exactly know how
this works but I know goblins don’t do stuff for free, so in exchange for taking the Potter Grimoire
into your care I will give over all the rights to the Basilisk (which you said is mine by right of
conquest or something). You can also tell King Ragnok he’s very welcome to the head for his hall.
It’ll look awesome. It’s missing a tooth though. The one that ended up in my arm. Tell him I’m
sorry about that.
May your enemies be vanquished. Especially if they are basilisks.
(Did I do it right this time?)
Yours sincerely,
Harrison James Charlus Potter
Heir to the House of Potter

Theo shakes his head and folds up the note in amazement. As usual, Harry has no idea what he’s
done but it’s something that has not been done for hundreds of years and is going to have delicious
consequences.

Sirius fucking Black is going to hate this.

Theo laughs quietly to himself, stands up and prepares to utilise the muggle transport he has read
about named Underground travel. He hopes it is as fun as driving a car.

_____________

Harry lands in a stumble back at Grimmauld Place in his and Ron’s bathroom, flat on his back in
the bath.

“Fuck!” Harry rubs the back of his head and winces. He glares at Kreacher.

“You had to pop me back into the sodding bath?”

“Yes,” Kreacher is scrabbling behind the toilet looking for hidden snacks.

“It would not take much to consume him,” Sahara hisses around Harry’s wrist, sliding up to his
neck to assess his head. “When you no longer find him useful.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

There is a loud crashing in the bedroom, the sound of raised voices. Kreacher and Harry stare at
one another, not moving.

“Sirius, you can’t do this!”

“Get out of my way, Ron!”

“This is our room, it’s not your stuff —,”

“It’s my fucking house —,”

Shit.

“Go,” Harry whispers to Kreacher, scrambling out of the bath as Sahara disillusions herself
quickly. “Hide at Theo's. He’s on the warpath.”

Kreacher nods rapidly and vanishes. Harry opens the door to the bathroom quietly. Ron is standing
by his bed as Sirius tosses everything out of Harry’s drawers, from under his bed and out of his
trunk. Ron locks his eyes with Harry and widens his gaze.

He’s lost it.

Harry jerks his head to the door.

“Get Remus,” he whispers. Ron nods and walks to the door, leaving it open. Harry leans against
the bathroom door.

“Looking for something, Padfoot?”

Sirius whirls around, dark eyes wild. Sahara has coiled herself up around Harry’s neck and it’s
maybe her closeness that means her gentle hisses cannot be heard by Sirius.

“He is shrouded in darkness today. He sees predators everywhere.”

“Where is it?” Sirius stares frantically around.

“Where’s what?”

“You know what I mean!” Sirius lurches forward. Harry realises what’s happening. He stinks of
whisky and smoke and sour sweat. It all adds to one thing - a night spent drinking and wallowing in
memories of James. With a crushing feeling in his stomach, Harry knows what Sirius wants.

“Harry? Harry?” A sound of heavy footsteps then Remus is in the doorway, his cardigan swinging
open over an ink-stained shirt. Hermione is with him. “Oh! Thank Merlin!”

Remus stumbles into the room and pulls Harry into a tight hug that pushes the air out of his lungs.
Holy balls, Remus is strong. Werewolves are a bit terrifying even when they’re not in canine form.

“Harry!” Ginny appears beside Hermione, face flushed. “They found you!”

“Ummm…” Harry stares at Hermione over his Remus’ shoulder. What the fuck?

“You were longer than thirty minutes,” Hermione whispers, glancing at Remus.

“What were you thinking?” Remus pulls away from Harry, his eyes are hazel turning to amber. Uh
oh. “We’ve been going out of our minds looking for you!”

Shit. Time to divert.

“Sirius was looking for something else,” Harry gestures to his upturned bedroom.

“He was what?” Remus stares at the upturned books and broken quills and potion notes (which are
really glamoured letters from Theo). Harry is so glad Hermione has hidden the Black books in her
room and glamoured them too. “Sirius, what are you doing?”

“He’s got it,” Sirius runs a shaking hand through greasy hair. “He’s got it somewhere, I know he
has —,”

“What?” Remus is perplexed, turning a gentle grey colour.

“The Potter Grimoire,” Harry supplies. He folds his arms and leans against the wall, trying not to
show the agitated beating of his heart. This has been coming for a while but it doesn't mean Harry
feels ready for it. “Sirius wants the Potter Grimoire.”

“Fuck,” Remus mutters then his eyes jump to the two girls, holding hands in the doorway. “Ginny,
fetch your father.”

“He’s at work,” Ginny whispers back. She’s staring at Sirius like she’s never seen him before.
There’s something in her eyes that reminds Harry uncomfortably of her fear in the Chamber of
Secrets.

She’s not used to this. Her grown-ups aren’t fuck ups. They take care of her.

“Mi, take Ginny downstairs,” Harry glances at his best friend. “Send Fred and George up.”

“Harry,” Hermione whispers. She’s worried. Harry jerks his head and Hermione obeys. Harry
stares at his godfather, who is literally upturning Harry’s mattress.

“You should go too, Harry,” Remus catches Harry’s hand. It reminds him of Theo and that fills
him with longing. But Theo isn’t here, Sirius and Remus are and Remus is right. Sirius is drunk
and shitty and mouthy and all of those things Harry can live with, because even when he’s all of
those things, even on his worse day, Sirius still wouldn’t be rifling through Harry’s photo album
like it’s got some secret key inside. Remus is right. Sirius isn’t well.

“The man is plagued with darkness.” Sahara whispers. “He resists what will heal him.”

Harry does not doubt Sahara. He just doubts his ability to communicate that in a way to Sirius that
he will understand. Especially whilst keeping his Black heirship a secret. Then Harry has an idea.

"Your grey one would say that is not a good thing," Sahara hisses.

He probably would. But Theo's not here.

“No, it’s fine,” Harry looks at Sirius. “I’ll give it to you, Sirius.”

“Harry,” Remus’s hand clamps on Harry’s elbow. Sirius stares at him hungrily.

“You - You will?” Sirius licks his dry lips. “Where is it?”

“I’ll give you what you need from it,” Harry continues. He knows he can’t hand over the whole
grimoire without Griphook losing his shit. Harry does not want to see that. “I’ll give you access to
it, supervised—,” Harry glances at Remus who stares at Harry but nods tightly. “But you have to
do something for me.”

Sirius frowns. Steps forward, standing on Harry's framed photograph of Harry and Hagrid from
first year without even noticing. God, Sirius, you’re a fucking mess.

“What?” Sirius twists the many silver rings on his knuckles. Harry notices he does not touch the
Black one.

“See the mind healer,” Harry swallows. Remus sucks in his breath. “Every day. Until you’re
better.”

“No,” Sirius shakes his head. “No fucking way.” Sirius glares at Remus. “Did you put him up to
this?”

“He didn’t,” Harry steps forward. “This is all me.”

“None of this is you,” Sirius shakes his head, kicks Harry’s bedpost angrily. “You’ve not been
fucking you for months!”

“And neither have you!” Harry yells. “But at least I’m trying to do better!”

Talking about the Edges. Making plans for the future. Not fucking jumping from the roof.

“You taste angry,” Sahara hisses.

No shit, Harry thinks. Sirius has this way of knowing exactly how to make the liquid fury of the
Slytherin ring surge gleefully to the surface.

“How?” Sirius demands. “By being a dick? By keeping secrets and lying and acting like - like -,”

“Like what?”

“A fucking SLYTHERIN!” Sirius roars. To Harry, it feels suddenly like the room is too small and
filled with shifting shadows.

“There is a magical creature created when a wizard suppresses darkness,” Sahara hisses. “I do
not know the wizard name for it.”

Neither does Harry and it doesn’t help him right now. Remus’ grip on Harry’s elbow is deathly but

he’s staring between Sirius and Harry like he’s short-circuited. Think, Potter. But Harry’s own
mind is blank and so he does what he always does in these situations. Tells the truth.

“Well, I was meant to sort into Slytherin so that makes sense,” Harry snaps.

“You … you what?” Sirius stares at him. The room breathes again. Thank God for that.

“Yeah,” Harry shakes Remus off and folds his arms. “I’m your should-have-been Slytherin godson
and I’m not finished with my deal.”

He hears a clatter on the stairs and suddenly three red-heads are approaching the open bedroom
door cautiously. Of course, I have a motherfucking audience for this. Harry takes a deep breath.

“If you do the mind healing, you’ll get access to the Grimoire. If you don’t, you’ll never see me
again.”

Silence falls. Sirius glares at him. Remus looks on the edge of tears. In the hallway, the Weasley’s
watch, all of them slightly pale after Harry’s Slytherins confession. Imagine if they found out I’m
the fucking Heir of Slytherin, too.

I don’t care. I don’t.

“You do,” Sahara hisses.

“Harry, please,” Remus tries to touch him again but Harry ducks him.

“You … you don’t have anywhere else to go,” Sirius spluttered.

Out of the corner of his eye, Harry sees Ron shake his head in irritation.

“I think you’ll find I do,” Harry answers calmly. “Fucking try me.”

Sirius stares. The Weasley’s hold their breath. Harry doesn’t. He knows what’s coming.

“Why try and manipulate the dog-man into something you already know he is incapable of giving
you?” Sahara hisses.

“You’re giving me … a fucking ultimatum?” Sirius growls. “You’re holding your father’s
possessions, James’ Grimoire, hostage so I go and get all potioned up and loopy?”

“No, he’s holding himself hostage,” George mutters. “But of bloody course, you can’t see that.”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Sirius’ roar is accompanied by a hand flung towards the door. It slams
with such force that the door explodes. The Weasley’s swear and duck and downstairs, Harry can
hear Mrs Weasley’s raised yell.

“Please, Sirius,” Remus lurches forward, grabs his lover’s shoulders. “Please, just listen! Harry is
asking you to do this, to get better for us, for our family, please —,”

“There is no BETTER!” Sirius yells, gripping Remus’ arms to throw him off but Harry sees
Remus’ jaw tighten. The man’s arms do not move. “There is no FAMILY, James is DEAD and
now there is just THIS! And I won’t have my fucking mind held hostage by a fifteen-year-old! Not
for anything!”

Harry doesn’t blink. He’s not hurt that Sirius wants the Grimoire more than he wants Harry in his
life. He’s not even surprised.

“He is dying inside,” Sahara hisses. “His darkness is eating him.”

Harry understands. It does not make it better.

“Well, no Grimoire for you then,” Harry’s voice is obnoxiously light but he doesn’t care. He
pushes himself off the wall and walks out of the shattered door. “See you, Sirius.”

“Harry, please!” Remus is rushing behind him as Harry marches down the stairs, a trail of
Weasley’s in his wake. He doesn’t know where he’s going but he has one thought. Theo.

“Give me the Grimoire, Harry!” Sirius is suddenly grabbing Harry arm, a twisting pain that makes
Harry hiss out. Dudley, fracturing his wrist at the start of the summer. Theo, looking down at it,
frowning. “It won’t heal correctly. It may hurt.”

A wave of crushing fear shoots up through Harry, as nauseating and sudden as the portkey after the
third task.

“You fear him,” Sahara hisses, rears away from his neck. Harry can hear her invisibly, spitting
venom. “I shall destroy him.”

She's gonna bite him.

“Sahara, NO!” Harry yells back in a loud hiss and throws out his hand, the Black magic violently
pulsing and throwing Sirius down the stairs and out of the reach of Sahara's fangs.

“Sirius!” Remus yells.

“Shit!” Harry hisses, but before he can think or draw his wand, Sirius has rolled and is jumping to
his feet, dishevelled, and levelling his wand at Harry.

“No,” Remus pushes Harry behind him, a hand raised towards Sirius. “He didn’t mean it, Siri —,”

“Get out of the way, Moony,” Sirius growls. "You don't know what he is."

Harry stares at his godfather who is holding the stance of the trained hit-wizard he once was. Harry
doesn’t recognise the look in his eyes anymore.

Oh, fuck.

“Sirius, Harry,” A quiet but icy voice echoes across the hallway. Harry knows that voice. Wincing
slightly, Harry turns to look into the face of Albus Dumbledore. Beside him, stands Severus Snape,
looking at Harry with something that for once, is not a sneer.

It just gets better.

“I believe we need to have a conversation,” Dumbledore says lightly.

“Mate,” Ron whispers behind him. “What did you do?”

Harry doesn’t fucking know, but he knows one thing. It’s as familiar to him as the first time he
dropped a dessert dish in Petunia’s kitchen and saw crystal shards sparkling across the tiled floor.

I am in so much trouble.
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“What happened?”

“Nothing,” Harry and Sirius both say automatically. Dumbledore stares between them, sighs
heavily, like they are some kind of chronic disappointment. Even though he hates himself for it,
Harry feels a familiar squirm of shame. He looks down at his scuffed trainers and tries to keep at
the front of his mind Sirius standing on his photograph of Hagrid. Sirius grabbing him like Crouch
did after the third task, like Wormtail did when he took his blood.

For once, this is actually not my fucking fault.

Harry stands at one end of the drawing-room, Hermione and Ron sitting in the window seat
nearby. Remus is on the side of the fireplace closest to Harry, within easy arms grab, Harry
imagines. Sirius has taken up a stance opposite Harry, Dumbledore is between them like a
lingering referee. Snape is skulking in the background and Harry is determined that whatever he
does, he will not look the man in the fucking eye. Sahara lies quietly against his throat and Harry is
worried that Dumbledore’s keen blue eyes, which Harry has always suspected can see through an
invisibility cloak, can see Sahara.

“He cannot see me,” Sahara hisses so quietly against his throat that he does not really hear it, but
feel it through his skin. “If not even you can see me, and I am made of your weaving, then no one
can.”

I don’t know what that means, Harry thinks bitterly, determined not to hiss. Because that’s gone
down so fucking well so far. He is only a little surprised when Sahara answered.

“You shall, Greenheart.”

“Right, here’s the tea,” Mrs Weasley bustles into the room, her brown eyes flashing angrily at
Sirius. “And a Pepper up potion.”

Dumbledore conjures a small table out of the air with his usual flair of purple sleeves and Mrs
Weasley places the tea tray upon it, shifting the Pepper up towards Sirius with a scowl.

“Black coffee for Remus and Professor Snape,” Mrs Weasley hands over the mugs. Harry tries not
to watch the one she hands off to Snape, not to notice the ring on his finger. Lord Prince. My sire.

He will not think about that. He will not.

“Your enemy sire is here?” Sahara hisses. Ah. Fuck. Under the cover of taking a sip of his cup of
tea which Mrs Weasley has already made just how he likes it, black as tar with a touch of honey,
Harry allows himself the smallest firm hiss back.

“You will not eat him.”

Harry has already had quite enough of Sahara trying to murder people today.

“Thank you, Molly,” Dumbledore says cheerfully once all the cups of tea and coffee are
distributed. He looks like a man at a tea party, not a man who witnessed Harry throw Sirius down
the stairs. “I believe we can take it from here. If you could leave Harry with me, Remus, Sirius and
Professor Snape, I would be grateful.”

Mrs Weasley glares at Dumbledore and actually snorts. She turns to the twins and Ginny who are
loitering in the doorway, snaffling biscuits off the tray and dumping them into a shared cup of tea
like they're about to watch the World Cup.

“You three, downstairs with me,” Mrs Weasley turns abruptly to Hermione and Ron. “You two, up

here with Harry.”

Ron gulps on a chunk of disintegrating custard cream and nods obediently. So does Hermione, her
brown eyes blazing. Her face has that same set look she had when she’d started brewing Polyjuice
Potion. Harry feels sorry for Sirius briefly for whatever revenge Hermione is inevitably planning.
Mrs Weasley isn’t done. She turns soundly to Remus and gives him such a withering look that
Harry wonders how the man is still standing.

“You are this boy’s godparent,” she squeezes Harry’s shoulder affectionately. He can smell her
magic and, perhaps unsurprisingly, it is the scent of the Burrow. Open fields, roast chicken, soap
and coal. “His interests first and only. Do you understand me, Remus Plutarch?”

“Yes,” Remus nods tightly. Harry is sure he can see fucking Snape rolling his eyes in the corner.

Bastard. I can’t believe I’m related to such a fucking bastard.

But Harry will not think about Snape and his Prince ring. He will especially not think about the
little things, how he recognises some of the litheness of his new natural fingers in the shape of
Snape’s, or how Snape takes his coffee the same way Harry does. He will not think about that.

“I think we are all here first and foremost for Harry, Molly,” Dumbledore says softly.

“I wonder if we have different interpretations in the meaning, Albus,” Mrs Weasley looks
pointedly at Sirius and then sweeps from the room, shepherding out her other children.

Silence falls. He will not be the first one to speak. Harry sips his tea, staring at the dusty, moth
bitten carpet. The only people in the room he can bear to look at right now are sitting behind him.
Except one. Harry catches Remus’ eye, who is watching him with an intense gaze that is not quite
predatory. Maybe it’s what protective wolves look like.

“Plutarch?” Harry whispers. Behind him, Ron snorts into his tea.

“Yes, well,” Remus rolls his eyes. “You’re one to talk. James Charlus.”

“Yeah, but there’s not a dog symbol of a massive corporation that sounds like my name,” Harry
counters, eyebrows raised.

“What?” Ron asks stuffily, mouth still full of custard creams.

“Pluto, he’s a cartoon dog. He’s cute.” Hermione smiles fondly at Harry. “But I think Ron’s got
you beat. Bilius.”

“Oh yeah, that’s proper shit,” Harry laughs, turning to face them both and pretending there aren’t
three very angry very powerful wizards trying to stare him down across the room. “Did they just
want something that sounded like Bill?”

“Or a venereal disease?” Hermione mutters.

“I believe I have you all beat, actually, Miss Granger. What with Percival Wulfric Brian,”
Dumbledore interrupts lightly as if he is not in the slightest bit put out that the teenagers are
carrying on a conversation that excludes him. Harry finds it both annoying and amusing. “Oddly, it
is the Brian I have often found piques most people’s amusement.”

“Well yeah,” Ron mumbles. “Who in the Dumbledore line is called Brian?”

“He was my grandfather’s pet donkey. An amicable beast, much like myself.”

Dumbledore’s eyes twinkle and Harry can’t help himself, even though he hates it. He snorts with
laughter. Dumbledore’s greatest quality is he is so utterly un-embarrassable. Dumbledore pulling a
cracker with Christmas dinner in third year, enthusiastically donning the flowery bonnet. As if
reading his mind, Dumbledore smiles at Harry fondly.

“Thank you, Harry,” he says softly, though Harry does not understand what he is grateful for.
“Let’s sit, shall we gentlemen?”

Dumbledore waves his wand and a leather wingback, a chintz armchair and a mother fucking bean
bag appear. Harry stares down at it. He knows he’s terribly fond of Dumbledore in a way that
doesn’t seem to be vanishing overnight, but Dumbledore is frustratingly obtuse. Does he think I’m

still eleven?

“Yeah, I’ll stand, thanks,” Harry mutters.

Remus leans forward and, with a lazy tap of his wand, transfigures the beanbag into an identical
wingback to the one Sirius is lounging in, one leg over the arm and his wand twiddling through his
fingers. He had not drunk a drop of his Pepper up potion. He has not stopped staring at Harry.

“Thanks, Moony,” Harry smiles, noticing how Sirius bristles when he uses that nickname. Such a
fucking child.

“Too good for what the headmaster provides, Potter?” Snape sneers. Right on sodding time.

“Just not up for sitting on the floor in front of adults,” Harry shrugs, flopping back into the
wingback and staring at a spot next to Snape’s head. “Bad things always happen when grown men
make young boys kneel, sir.”

Hermione coughs behind him. Remus tightens his grip on the top of Harry’s chair so the leather
squeaks. Dumbledore looks old and Sirius’ wand stops turning for a second. Harry can see their
inferences running amok. Let them think what they’re going to think. If they don’t have the balls to
ask him if he was just whipped whilst kneeling or forced to do something they imagine to be
worse, let them panic over the answer. Only Hermione knows the truth and she’s not going to give
him away.

Harry wants to look at Snape’s face, wants to see how that comment has landed but of course, the
man says nothing. If Severus fucking Snape knows that he’s Harry’s natural father, he clearly
doesn’t give a damn if he was whipped or molested.

He probably hopes it was both and wishes it had all happened to James.

It’s the worst part of his childhood, Harry thinks, that he sometimes, perversely, dreadfully, wishes
that someone had done those things instead. Rather than being a freak or kneeling frozen and
naked on the bathroom floor whilst Petunia screeched at him that he was dirty and awful and made
him use bleach with bare hands until he was raw and stinging in all the worst places, he had wished
for something that was easier to categorise. At primary school, special people from the NSPCC
had come to talk about speaking up when bad people touched you in private places. But those
children were sad and brave with shadowy, drunk, drug-addicted people in their lives. They

weren’t dirty, horrible children who never did chores right and were pushed and kicked by Vernon,
leader of the Neighbourhood Watch and Petunia, secretary of the PTA.

They didn’t have a hotline for children who were just not fucking wanted.

“Your thoughts turn dark,” Sahara hisses so gently. “The terrible things that happened were
terrible enough for a hatchling.”

Her words should be comforting but Harry knows why they are not. He looks at Dumbledore, at
Sirius and briefly, at Snape who are all watching him with the same expression. Harry knows that
people don’t look at kids who’ve been abused like that. There’s something about him that makes
him different. Scar Syndrome.

“I believe we need to have a discussion, Harry,” Dumbledore coughs gently. “Can you explain
what happened with Sirius today?”

Harry feels a tight irritation coiling in his gut. It doesn’t feel like they’re asking for an explanation,
it feels like they’re asking for a confession.

“You saw what happened,” Harry rolls his own wand idly through his fingers, the same way
muggle magicians roll coins. He does it just because he knows Sirius won’t know how to do that
and it will piss him off. Instantly, he sees him frown. “He tried to grab me and I reacted. Case
closed.”

“It is not ‘case closed’ as you say, Potter,” Snape sneers. “Since you threw your godfather down
the stairs with your ‘reaction,’ as you call it.”

Harry swallows. He tries not to look at Snape’s sallow but honeyed face, a colour he sees reflected
in his new skin. Where are we from? Harry wonders, and then hates himself for using the word
‘we.’

Focus, Potter.

Harry has to give an explanation of some kind, but if he reveals it’s the Black magic then he’s in
the shit. Suddenly, he remembers flying onto the roof of his school.

“I don’t know what it was, okay?” Harry folds his arms, tries to go for looking somewhere in
between embarrassed and a bit cautious. “Sirius grabbed me and it was just instinct and I felt
pressure and then he was … just …”

“Like accidental magic,” Hermione supplies. Harry turns his head slightly and nods, with a look
that only Ron can see. This is what we’re going with. This is our story.

“Accidental magic?” Snape snorts. “Convenient, Potter.”

“That sounds about right for Harry though,” Ron jumps in.

“Yes, he regrew all his own hair when he was six and it was purple,” Hermione adds.

“Yeah,” Ron continues. “And he apparated when he was like, nine.”

“Thanks, guys,” Harry mumbles, trying to look embarrassed but is mentally sending a message.
Thank you, you gorgeous geniuses.

“Excuse me?” Remus says. “Apparated?”

“Yeah,” Harry shrugs, “running from my cousin. One minute, on the ground, next minute on top of
the school roof.”

“Well, you certainly have a thing for a roof,” Remus smiles down at him. Harry grins back. This is
good. Remus is, quite literally, on his side. He feels shit about it in terms of what it means for
Remus and Sirius’ relationship, but right now, he also feels a little bit gleeful. Like he won
something.

How fucked up is this sort of family of yours that you have to win the affection of one of your
godfathers from the other?

It’s the voice which Harry is coming to know as ‘inner-Theo.’

Shut up, inner-Theo. You’re worse than inner-Hermione.

“As, ah … advanced as such a childish display of magic would be, most children grow out of
accidental magic by the time they reach Hogwarts,” Snape’s voice is filled with liquid disdain.
“Am I to understand that your defence for your actions is that you are, once again, exceptional?”

Exceptionally fucked to have you as a father.

Harry can’t help himself. He glares at the man full in the face for a second, too quickly for him to
use his skill as a legillimens but quick enough for him to see Harry’s hatred.

“Why the fuck do you care?” Harry demands. “You’re trying to reprimand me when we all know
you wish he’d died of a broken neck? Please.”

Sirius snorts. For a moment, Harry thinks he’s going to grin at him but he doesn’t. He seems to be
fighting himself, torn between his rage towards Harry and his hatred towards Snape. Harry’s
stomach clenches with an increasingly familiar realisation.

When he knows who I really am, he’ll hate me too.

“Language, Potter,” Snape hisses.

“It’s my house,” Sirius growls as if it’s automatic.

“It is not Potter’s,” Snape sneers. “And I am still his Professor. He shall address me with the due
respect.”

It’s Harry’s turn to snort. If he’s supposed to be giving Snape the respect he’s due, then he should
be cursing the man to high heaven for abandoning him as an infant. Or whatever the fuck Snape
did. For the first time since he found out it was Snape, Harry hates that he doesn’t know the truth.
There’s a complicated riddle involving his mother and the man called Lord Prince who is standing
across from him right now and he does not even know where to begin to untangle it. He’s not even
sure he wants to. He already feels like he’s been severed from James. He doesn’t want to lose the
version of his Mum that he already has. Not yet.

But she was married when it happened. Whatever it was.

Harry stares into the fireplace and tries to fight down his urge to yell “Did you fuck my mother?” at
his least favourite person in the room.

“Harry, please,” Dumbledore asks softly. “Apologise to Professor Snape.”

Harry rolls his eyes.

“Sorry, Professor,” Harry says dully. “For implying, completely unfairly, that you are in the
middle what seems to be a blood feud with Sirius Black and would like to see him dead. That was
utterly out of line of me, especially given since you absolutely did not try to have him kissed by a
Dementor a year ago. Came out of nowhere, that did.”

Ron snorts with laughter behind him. Remus reaches down and squeezes his shoulder in a way that
Harry can feel is half reproaching, half encouragement.

Sirius is glaring at him like he wants to laugh, but will not let it happen. Harry gets it. With Snape
in the room, they finally have what they’ve been missing for weeks. A common enemy. It’s
always like this with Sirius. Harry constantly finds himself in a position where he either wants to
laugh at his jokes or kick him in the balls. Harry tries not to let his lip quirk in a smile. Thinks of
the roof. Of the silence. Of the Grimoire. Of the deal Sirius would not take.

He’s been a dick. I will not forgive him. Not yet.

“If it was accidental magic, why did he hiss?” Sirius demands. “You all heard him!”

“He’s right here,” Harry mutters. “If you want to accuse me of something, fucking do it.”

“Fine!” Sirius growls and leans forward. “Why did you hiss like bloody Voldemort when you tried
to kill me?”

Wow. That’s an accusation and a half.

Oddly, Lupin steps towards Sirius, a hand still clenched on Harry’s shoulder and a low rumble fills
the air. Animalistic. Defensive. The room falls silent. Sirius stares at Lupin and sits back in his
chair, but his eyes are still on guard. Harry often feels, with Sirius and Lupin, their animal parts are
having a whole different conversation.

“He is our godson,” Remus says quietly. "He did not try to kill you."

“He cast magic in parseltongue, Remus! Who else do you know who does that?” Sirius snarls.
“Don’t defend the indefensible!”

“Surely one’s child always deserves defending, Black,” Snape sneers and Harry has to reach up and
grip Remus’ hand with his own to stop him pulling his wand at that. He will not look at Snape.

“Your sire discounts you, your dog-familiar rejects the majesty of our tongue,” Sahara whispers to
him. “You are right to leave this hostile nest.”

Harry can’t think about Sahara’s wounded parseltongue pride right now. He’s tired, and he’s
pissed and he wants this over with.

“I’m a parselmouth, big fucking deal,” Harry snaps at Sirius. "I speak a different language, it's just
like French or something. Get over it.”

“Stop telling me to get over things,” Sirius leaps up, staring at Harry with so much darkness and
sadness Harry struggles not to recoil. “And it is nothing like French! And it is a massive deal when
you fucking writhe and hiss in your sleep -,”

“Harry have you spoken in parseltongue any other times, outside of your dreams?” Dumbledore
interrupts, shooting Sirius an irritated glance.

What was that?

Harry stares between them. Sirius looks chastened and with a hideous jolt of humiliation, Harry

realises why.

“You told them?” Harry stares at Sirius, rage starting to fill him up. "You ... you told them about
my dreams?"

Harry risks a glance at Snape. He is devastatingly unsurprised by this and is watching Harry, with
horribly indifferent curiosity, for a reaction.

He knows. Snape knows about the nightmares. My father who fucking hates me knows I have
nightmares about the graveyard and wake up crying for my ex-boyfriend.

“You utter shit,” Harry whispers, and he’s not really sure to whom he’s saying it.

“They had to know, Harry, they had to,” for the first time in weeks, Sirius is looking him in the
eye, desperately. Why is it only now he thinks he’s crossed the line? “You’ve been keeping secrets
from me, from all of us, and it was about the Order, it was about Voldemort —,”

“No, it was about ME!”

Harry is on his feet before he can think, clenching his fists so tightly that he can feel his nails cut
into his hands. The Slytherin ring is hissing at him. Vengeance. Punishment. Justice.

Don’t throw Slytherin magic at Sirius in front of Dumbledore, Inner-Theo seems to say, but Harry’s
words are flowing out of him before he even thinks about them.

“What did you tell them, huh?” He stares down at Sirius who is looking at Harry like he
recognises him for the first time since he arrived. “That you didn’t have the sodding balls to even
ask me about my dreams in the daytime but you watched me scream and cry every fucking night
and just reported it? Like I’m some fucking SCIENCE EXPERIMENT?”

There is a ringing in his ears he can’t control, he can hear Sahara hissing but can’t understand it
right now. All he can think of is the times he woke up sobbing Cedric’s name into Snuffles’ fur.
And he told Snape and Dumbledore.

“You BASTARD! You treacherous fucking BASTARD!”

“Harry, come on, Harry!”

Hermione and Ron are standing in front of him, shielding him from Dumbledore, Sirius and
Snape, even pulling him away from Lupin. Ron is blocking Sirius from Harry’s view, hands on
both of his shoulders whilst Hermione has covered both his hands with her own and is trying not to
wince as Harry sparks magic into them. He vaguely notices her tossing his wand to Lupin to keep it
out of the way, even though he knows that she knows he can do plenty of damage without it.
Always covering my arse.

“I had to do it, Harry, for your protection!” Sirius is yelling at him. Harry finds it oddly hilarious
that this is the thing that’s pushing Sirius to appease him, to apologise and give an explanation.

It's because he understands violence.

The thought that Sirius Black can only love him if he behaves and reacts exactly the way that
Sirius himself would react is too much for Harry to bear. He tries to pull up the Not-Caring, but the
Slytherin ring is actually aching. It’s pouring hot, liquid lightning into his veins and if Harry
doesn’t let it out, he feels like he might explode.

“You are too angry,” Sahara hisses violently in his ear, grabbing his attention. “You must find
calm, you must, or your venom may hurt one of them.”

“SHUT UP, Sahara!” Harry hisses violently. Then he stops. Hermione closes her eyes softly, right
in front of his face and he realises his mistake. He can’t pretend he’s just some casual
parseltongue, speaking it when he’s frightened. Dumbledore is looking at him with blatant sadness
in his eyes. Anger, Harry remembers, is the thing that Dumbledore seems to distrust the most in a
human.

Ah, fuck.

“Calm down,” Hermione whispers, clenching his wrists together with hers. “We’re here.”

“Yeah, mate,” Ron grabs either side of Harry’s head, staring into his eyes intensely. “I’ve heard
every one of your nightmares for four years and I’ve not told anyone, okay? Neither has Neville, or

Seamus, or Dean. You’re not alone.”

“Breathe, Greenheart.”

Sahara rubs her invisible nose against the jumping pulse at his throat. Then, before Harry can think
or stop her, she has gently sunk her fangs into his throat. He tries not to cry out or clap a hand to his
neck, to draw attention to the fucking boomslang that is currently biting him, but Harry feels the
pressure inside his veins reducing. Sahara is taking some of the Slytherin magic directly from his
blood since he can’t spark it to her through his fingers. It’s very weird and Harry knows Theo is
going to be beyond pissed, but it works and Harry doesn’t complain about things that work.

Harry nods. He breathes deeply. Hermione and Ron step aside. They are all bunched together by
the window seat and they stare at the adults. All of them are on their feet except for Dumbledore,
who considers Harry carefully.

“Who were you speaking to just then, Harry?” Dumbledore asks carefully. “When you spoke
parseltongue?”

“No one,” Harry swallows.

No one will believe that. He needs a reason. He knows they’re afraid it’s a Voldemort thing. That
he’s turning evil or weird, or he’s having awake visions or whatever, like the dreams he had last
year.

You did just let a toxic snake bite you, Inner-Theo reasons. Maybe you are weird.

Harry ignores it, sees two choices: He can come clean and say he has a pet invisible snake he
controls through Heir magic, or he can let them believe it’s Voldemort. Dumbledore is a Tom
Riddle expert, he might not buy it, but Snape can trace Sahara to Theo.

Easy fucking choice, then.

Harry thinks it's about bloody time there’s at least one benefit to having Tom’s ugly feelings
worming their way into his head.

“I … I don’t even know what I said,” Harry squeezes Ron and Hermione’s hands on either side of
him tightly. This is the new lie. Roll with it. “I just … I just felt so angry and then … I said it.
That’s … that’s all. I’m sorry.”

Harry looks at Sirius. He won’t give a full apology, but he’ll give what’s necessary to get out of
this with most of his secrets in tact. My life and my secrets.

“You’re a fucking dick and I meant everything I said and I’m still leaving,” Harry says coldly,
ignoring the way Sirius’ eyes have taken on their most normal look since he basically admitted to
having Voldemort in his head. He sees a slight flash out of the corner of his vision in
Dumbledore’s eye at the word ‘leaving.’

“But I didn’t mean to push you down the stairs. I didn’t even … I didn’t know.”

All of that is true. Harry meant to save Sirius from his invisible snake. Sirius’ face crumples, but
Harry sees the relief in it.

“It’s fine, Harry, you didn’t know,” Sirius smiles tentatively but Harry can’t smile back.

He can love me easier when he thinks everything he doesn’t like about me is because of
Voldemort.

" How touching," Snape drawls, pushing himself off the wall and setting down his mug, as if a
vaguely interesting show has come to a close. "May I return to Hogwarts, Headmaster?"

"In a moment," Dumbledore waves his hand and stares at Harry. Uh oh.

“Harry,” Dumbledore speaks carefully like he’s weighing his words. “Given this new
development, you are going to need some extra lessons this year at Hogwarts.”

Snape seems to stiffen. Sirius' jaw twitches but he doesn't say anything. Across the room, Remus
puts his head in his hand. This can't be good.

“Oh?” Hermione answers for him. “What will that be?”

“Nothing you’ll be included in, Miss Granger,” Snape sneers and Harry feels his stomach drop. Oh
no.

“Professor Snape will be teaching Harry Occlumency,” Dumbledore says kindly. “To help him
defend his mind. Of course, he will need your support.”

“Teaching Occlumency,” Harry looks at Snape for a second, sees the slightly hungry glint in his
eyes. “Does that involve him using Legilmency on me?”

Dumbledore’s eyes flash with interest.

“I didn’t realise you were aware of the mental arts, Harry,” he says quietly.

“I’m not,” Harry lifts his and Hermione’s joined hands, jerks his head towards her.

“This is your area of interest, Miss Granger?” Dumbledore smiles kindly.

“Everything’s her area of interest,” Ron says. “Will it include Legilmency?”

Harry’s surprised by Ron’s boldness in front of two teachers who have always made him stammer,
but then Harry remembers the fierce look Mrs Weasley gave him.

“Yes,” Snape snaps. “Not that I feel the need to run all of my lesson plans by you, Mr Weasley.”

Harry stares at Snape’s hands for a moment. Snape will be able to pluck anything out of his mind.
The Dursley’s. Cedric. The Slytherin ring. Theo. The truth about his lost Heir.

Nope.

He pinches the back of Hermione’s wrist to let her know he’s about to hang a left turn and applies
slight pressure to the point where his and Ron’s shoulders meet.

“It’s not Voldemort,” Harry announces, watching their faces change. Sirius looks worried, Remus
is thankful. Snape looks distrustful. Dumbledore doesn’t change. “It’s not Voldemort. I lied.”

“Good grief, Potter, are you so pitifully afraid of a lesson with me that you need to invent a
connection with the Dark Lord? Are you so like your arrogant father — ,”

If the shoe fits, you arrogant fucking wanker, Harry thinks but then Remus actually growls at
Snape and he shuts up promptly, which is new.

“Harry, what do you mean?” Remus’ voice is hoarse, his eyes reddish brown. Harry can tell he
desperately wants to touch Harry, to give his hand a squeeze or hug him like Harry is trying to get
used to. Harry can’t do that right now. He’s got a set of boomslang fangs in his carotid artery
sucking out magic and his best friends holding onto his limbs.

“It wasn’t Voldemort using me or - or controlling me or whatever, it wasn’t his voice in my head,
it was me, doing magic,” Harry sighs. Both Ron and Hermione stiffen.

Hold tight, guys.

“I’m gonna explain it, but let’s try and keep it civil, yeah?”

"Civility is earned, Potter," Snape drawls.

"Severus!" Remus growls but looks at Harry with kind eyes. "Please explain, Harry."

Harry catches Dumbledore’s eye. The man looks vaguely amused which worries Harry a little, then
Dumbledore nods. He sighs heavily.

“Kreacher!” Harry calls. The elf pops into being.

“What the absolute fuck?” Sirius roars, leaping back from his chair with his wand trained on the
little elf. Remus is staring between Harry and Kreacher in astonishment and Snape, Harry notices,

is tapping a finger against his coffee cup in what Harry knows is a thinking gesture.

I do that, too.

Harry pushes that thought away and watches Dumbledore instead.

“Ah,” Dumbledore says softly, leaning back in his chair to address the elf. “I see you have a new
Master, Kreacher?”

Kreacher looks around at the assembled group of wizards, sees Harry, Ron and Hermione standing
off from the side. His beady eyes flicker to Harry’s hand, noticing the still invisible rings, and then
fixes his gaze on a stunned looking Sirius. Kreacher grins, slowly, nastily, and Harry knows
exactly what he’s going to do. The elf turns to Harry and drops into the most deferential, respectful
bow Harry has ever seen him perform.

“Master Potter-Black calls Kreacher?” The elf croaks, smiling up at Harry with such a shit-eating
grin that Harry has to roll his eyes.

You little dick, Kreacher.

“What? You little demon fucker, you corrupted my godson! I’ll skin you alive!”

Sirius is on his feet in a moment, rushing towards Kreacher but Harry grabs ice from the Heir ring
and feeds it to Kreacher, whispering through it in the language of the Black magic that he’s not
even sure he knows: Protect thyself.

Kreacher shivers and glows for a moment before erecting a silver, shimmering shield between
Harry and Sirius.

“What the —?” Remus stares between the three of them and then focuses on Harry, Ron, Hermione
and Kreacher on the other side of the wall of luminescent energy. “Harry did you —?”

“Nope,” Harry looks at Kreacher pointedly who has an intensely satisfied grin. He knows what’s
up, just as fast as Hermione does, who is trying to cut off all the blood supply to his hand, it seems.

Weirdly, Kreacher looks sort of proud.

“Kreacher protects Master,” he croaks, bowing low again. He knows to hide Harry's magic.
Sometimes, having a house-elf with more cunning than Salazaar Slytherin comes in handy. When
he's not trying to commit homicide.

“Thanks, Elf Black.”

Harry turns to Hermione and looks between her wand and his finger where the Black ring sits,
raising his eyebrows at her. They’ve spent four years weaving lies together. She nods and taps his
ring, uttering the disillusionment spell at the same moment Harry wills the Black ring into
visibility. Kreacher nods approvingly and lowers the shield.

“Kreacher protects the Heir to the House of Black, and the magic of the House of Black protects
their Heir,” Kreacher booms out, in the loudest bullfrog croak possible. He claps his wrinkled
hands together and the house seems to tremble slightly. Remus and Sirius are staring at his Heir
Ring which is sparkling happily like a preening Veela under so many different pairs of eyes.

“Fucking show off,” Harry mutters to Kreacher but still pulls a slightly dusty jelly snake out of his
back pocket.

"Kreacher lives to serve," Kreacher snarks, before plonking himself down on the window seat,
little legs stuck out at a ninety-degree angle, and ripping the head off the jelly snake with his long
incisors. All of the adults in the room look slightly nauseated, except Dumbledore, who, of fucking
course, is eyeing the jelly snake with interest.

One guess as to what the password to his office will be this year.

“You’re the Heir?” Sirius flops into his chair like his strings have been cut. “I should have fucking
known, you feel like them and everything —,”

“And the parseltongue?” Snape drawls. “I wasn’t aware there were parselmouths in the Black
line.”

Harry glares at Snape, knowing that he’s baiting him. Snape knows about Theo. He knows Theo
has Sahara. He knows they lived together. Maybe Snape suspects Sahara is present, even if he

doesn’t think she’s currently latched onto Harry’s neck like a leech. Luckily, Sirius saves Harry
from answering.

"You've been stealing from me!" Sirius points at him angrily. "What the fuck?"

"I didn't steal," Harry counters, gesturing to Kreacher. "Kreacher stole. I just ... rehabilitated some
stuff."

"It's my stuff!"

"It's Black stuff," Harry glares. "It's our heritage, and you were bloody throwing it all away. Did
you even want to give me a chance to learn about it? I'm your Heir, for Christ's sake!"

“I only named you Heir so you'd get the fucking money when I cop it!" Sirius yells, thumping his
hand against the arm of his chair. "Not so you'd become a Black!"

"That makes no sense," Harry stares at him. "I'm a Potter and Black, don't you want me to be part
of your family?"

"No!" Sirius yells. Harry winces and so does Remus, who makes a desperate gesture for Harry, but
Kreacher snarls at him.

"He doesn't mean our family, Harry," Remus is trying to sound reassuring but Harry thinks
everyone in the room must be able to smell how angry he is. His creature magic is so potent. "He
means the Blacks."

"Because of course, every Black living apart from him was the devil incarnate," Snape snaps, and
to Harry, it sounds oddly fraught. Which Black did Snape know, then?

"How could you do this Harry?” Sirius leaps up out of his chair again, completely and, rather
deliberately, Harry thinks, ignoring Snape. Behind them, Kreacher clicks his fingers and the chair
Harry was sitting on screeches across the floor to position itself between Harry and Sirius. “How
could you take on their magic?”

“How could you not?” Harry demands. “Jesus, Sirius, suppressing your Black magic is fucking
with your mind.”

“What do you mean?” Remus snarls, face pale. He’s leaning against the fireplace, gripping it so
tightly he’s leaving dents in the marble.

“His wolf is close,” Sahara hisses, finally pulling out her teeth and leaving an uncomfortable slime
of snake saliva behind.

No shit. Harry wonders if he should go to Remus, but weirdly, Harry notices the way Snape shifts
on the other side of the room as if he’s preparing to stop Remus if he has to. Huh. Weird.

“Suppressing family magic can cause corruptions in a person’s magic,” Hermione answers Remus.
Trust her to have read up on it. Harry flexes his fingers to try and stroke the back of her hand where
it is grabbing his wrist like a manacle. “It can cause mood changes, it can lead to outbursts,
paranoia …” Hermione swallows hard. “Worse things.”

“Obscurials,” Snape mutters and Harry wonders what that word means.

“That is the wizard word for it,” Sahara licks Harry’s neck.

“This is not about me!” Sirius yells. Dumbledore is eyeing Sirius curiously as Sirius tries to duck
around the chair to get closer to Harry only to be smacked in the face by an upturned chaise longue.
It seems Kreacher is building a barricade out of old furniture.

“There is nothing worse on earth than the type of person my mother became,” Sirius’ eyes are full
darkness and pain. “I’d rather be dead or eaten from the inside by magic than fall into the vortex of
their power,” Sirius reaches a pleading hand through the barricade towards Harry, towards his hand
with the Black Heir ring on it, as if he wishes to pull it off. Hermione smacks it away.

“Don’t do this Harry, don’t fall for the lure of it,” Sirius pleads. “Please. Give it up. Give it back to
Gringotts. I never meant for you to have it now, whilst you're …”

“Young,” Remus supplies but Harry knows from Sirius’ eyes he didn’t mean that.

Whilst you're still fighting Voldemort, was what Sirius meant to say. Whilst we still need you to be
good.

“There’s such a thing as too much power, Harry,” Sirius whispers.

Something snaps inside Harry. He thinks of Sahara, leeching power out of him so he doesn’t hurt
the people who are meant to protect him. He thinks of his mother, stepping in front of the Killing
curse, not because it was best for her or for him, but because it was the only option. He thinks of
how he didn’t have the skills to defend Cedric, didn’t have the training, didn’t have the power,
didn’t have the choice. Just like with the Dursley’s. Make the best of it. Grin and bear it. Do what
you can with what you have.

I am so fucking sick of not having choices.

“Only people who have never been powerless say that,” Harry snorts. “It’s just power, Sirius. It’s
just magic! It’s not moral!”

Snape shifts against the wall, his eyes alight with sudden interest that Harry doesn’t understand but
still, he says nothing.

“You’re wrong, Harry,” Sirius eyes are black at coals and have no light in them at all. “Some
magic is inherently dark, some people are just bad! Not all power is good, not all power will help
you!”

That does not improve Harry’s mood one bit and he glances at Kreacher. Harry considers the
lampshade high above Sirius’ head and quickly pulls at the Black magic, thinking Fall, just as
Kreacher lazily clicks his finger. Sirius topples back from the barricade, a lampshade around his
neck, swearing.

No one is just bad. No one is just good. No one is anything until some adult comes along and either
loves them or hurts them.

Harry knows he cannot say that, but he thinks it, loudly.

“I’m not really in a position to be picky, am I?” Harry shouts, glaring at his godfather on the floor.
“Two months ago Voldemort tied me to a fucking headstone and he could do it because I have no

power at all! I’m not averse to a bit of power right now.”

Harry realises Dumbledore is staring at him hard and too late, Harry realises what he’s said wrong.
He remembers Voldemort’s words from first year. There is only power and those too weak to seek
it.

“I think Occlumency lessons will still be a good idea,” Dumbledore says softly.

Shit, shit, fucking fuck. Harry finds himself grabbing Ron’s hand because he can suddenly smell
overwhelming leather and long grass beside him. Ron’s magic is pissed.

“I’m not sure my Mum will agree,” Ron says tightly. “Or my Dad.”

“Or me,” Remus looks at Dumbledore, his eyes still shifting quickly between amber and brown.
“Perhaps we should consider a different option.”

“I think not.” Dumbledore’s voice is friendly but just like in the Wizengamot, Harry can tell he’s
finished taking opinions. He’s made his judgement and Harry failed.

And now I have to find a way to learn Occlumency before Snape can teach me Occlumency and
find out he's my fucking Dad.

Suddenly Harry feels very tired.

“Now then,” Dumbledore waves a hand and the furniture barricade falls. The lampshade stuck like
glue over Sirius’ face disappears. Harry feels the Black magic in the bones of the house bristle at
the intrusion. Grimmauld Place does not like Dumbledore.

“Now,” Dumbledore’s voice is suddenly icy and he stares between the newly released, red-faced
Sirius, Remus and Harry. “What is this about Harry leaving?”
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Severus doesn’t think he has enjoyed a visit to Grimmauld Place more. He has watched Black be
pushed down the stairs, he’s watched Potter squirm, he has seen Black be bullied by furniture and
even, delightfully, had a lampshade shoved on his head which shall be an image he carries with
him for all his days. For a visit of which the purpose was purely to discover the location of the
fabled Potter Grimoire for Albus, it’s been an unexpected fucking riot. He’s barely even noticed
the way Potter is striving desperately not to look at him and when he does, it is a face filled with
such unquestioning venom that it gives Severus pause.

Is it possible he hates me differently than he did before?

Severus supposes that is fair. He hates Potter differently, too. For corrupting Theodore, for causing
so much trouble, for being abused when he was meant to be spoiled, and above all, for the
worrying notion that he might actually be Severus’ own flesh and blood.

It’s impossible. He is James bloody Potter in miniature. Nothing that Narcissa finds in the recesses
of my mind can change that. He is nothing like me.

Yet Potter’s words from before still linger in his mind. It’s just magic. It isn’t moral, Sirius. It’s the
first time he has heard words spoken like that since his mother died.

That means nothing.

“I’m leaving because I offered Sirius a deal but he didn’t want it,” Potter is answering Albus’

question with a shrug. His two little Musketeers are stuck to him like glue and Severus is nearly
one hundred percent certain that Theodore’s invisible boomslang is in that tangle of earnest limbs
somewhere.

I hope it bites one of them.

“What deal was that?” Albus asks, quietly.

“He could have the Potter Grimoire, under supervision if he saw a mind-healer,” Potter’s eyes are
full of cold, green disappointment. Severus is unprepared for the reminder of Lily, staring at him
outside the Gryffindor common room as he pleads his case. You've chosen your way, I've chosen
mine. “And if he didn’t, he’d never see me again. Sirius made his choice.”

The boy is manipulative. It isn’t a word that Severus has ever previously had cause to assign to
Potter's reckless spawn but this, this so-called ‘deal’ is not only a chance to manipulate one of his
godfather’s but it seems to have given him the leverage to manipulate Lupin, too. For surely the
wolf would do anything to keep Potter by his side and the fact that Black obviously would not is
going to be a matter of contention.

Maybe Lupin will see sense and leave the goddamned mutt out in the cold, Severus thinks bitterly,
and then wonders why he cares.

“I see,” Albus’ voice is icy cold. “Where are you intending to go, Harry?”

To Theodore, Severus thinks scathingly. To a more intelligent, more powerful young man who can
prop him up further.

“He’ll come to the Burrow,” Ronald puts in stoutly.

“I’m afraid it’s impossible,” Albus shakes his head, kindly. He does not seem to realise that not one
of the teenagers in front of him trusts his judgment. Or if he does, Severus thinks, he believes he
can win it back by sheer persistence of will.

“Then he’ll come to my parents,” Granger is wrapped around Potter’s arm like a limpet.

“Your family is even less safe, I am afraid, Miss Granger.”

“Then Remus will take me away,” Harry looks at Lupin who, to Severus’ absolute astonishment,
actually nods.

“Moony, you can’t —,” Black begins but it seems, that for once in his fucking life, Lupin has
actually remembered he’s a werewolf and stops Black with a powerful amber glare.

“He’s our godson, Sirius,” Lupin snarls. “If he asks to leave, if he can’t be in the same house as you
because of your behavior, then that is what he will get.”

“Him first and always, is it?” Black drawls, in a nasty impression of Molly that makes Ronald
glare. “You know he’s manipulating you, right?”

Severus hates it when he accidentally agrees with Black, but though the man is crazy as Trelawney
on sherry he is correct in this instance. Potter is manipulating them and doing an almost Slytherin
job of it.

“Yes,” Lupin answers quietly. His eyes never leave Black’s face so he does not see his godson
raising one dark eyebrow in interest. He does not look guilty. “But he should not need to.”

“I am afraid I cannot facilitate or permit Harry to be released into your care, Remus,” Albus says
quietly. “For obvious reasons.”

Severus watches the way those words hit Lupin like a glancing blow. He barely winces. Severus
remembers his words from a week or two ago. My expectations for this life are high indeed. As
much as Severus hates thinking or caring about Lupin, it is only the stupidest of ministry officials
who would look at Remus Plutarch Lupin and find him to be an inappropriate caregiver.

The man wears cardigans willingly, for Circe's sake.

“Then I’ll go back to the Dursley’s,” Potter’s words echo in the room. Both of his friends hold him
a little tighter but do not deny him. “I won’t stay here.”

Merlin, Potter has them whipped. It’s almost as bad as Crabbe and Goyle.

“No, Harry,” Lupin’s voice is full of thick fury and Severus takes a quiet, subtle step along the
wall towards the fireplace. If Albus agrees to send Potter back to his abusers, then there is a chance
Lupin might defy the laws of Lycanthropy and transform under the waxing moon. “I promised.”

“No you didn’t,” Potter looks at Lupin calmly. “Remember? Besides, I go back to Hogwarts in a
week. I can do it for a week. I’m used to being there for ages.”

The boy is too calm. Severus sees this for what it is in a flash. Theodore managed to take Potter
from the grips of his relatives. No doubt Potter plans a similar escape this time.

“No, Harry,” Albus shakes his head sadly. “I fear that your return to Privet Drive would only be
followed by a rapid escape to alternate locations.”

Albus looks pointedly at Potter’s two sycophants. They don’t flush, just stare back at their
Headmaster defiantly. They won’t deny it, Severus realises, because they are entirely sure they
would be in the right. Which they would be.

“I don’t know how to be clearer, Professor,” Potter speaks slowly but Severus can sense magic
building inside the boy from across the room. Eileen Prince could sense magic, taught Severus the
basics on sunny days in the fields around Cokeworth. It was what drew him to Lily in the first
place, that feeling of tight air that he recognises around certain powerful Wixen. Potter’s is
turbulent, the same feeling one might get standing next to something vast and electrical. “Sirius
declined my deal. I will leave here and never see him again.”

“Did you swear to leave or swear to not see him?” Albus asks quietly.

Potter pauses. Severus thinks he sees a flash of green anger in the boy’s eyes but then it is gone.

“The second.”

“Then there is room for movement,” Albus nods thoughtfully. “Where is the Grimoire now,
Harry?”

Ah. The question Albus hoped never to have to ask the boy. Severus was supposed to just locate it
so Albus could have it quietly removed to the safety of Hogwarts. He sees the boy’s eyes narrow.
Perhaps it has been so much time in the company of Theodore, but Potter seems more attentive and
alert than ever before.

“Gringotts,” Potter says. That was not what Severus expected.

“And how did you get such a venerated tome to Gringotts, Potter?” Severus demands.

“Kreacher.”

The boy is lying, barely trying to hide it, but the trouble is Severus cannot imagine how Potter has
managed to get the book to Gringotts if he did not use his house elf. Surely he is not so foolish as to
send it by owl. It does seem like the kind of reckless, unthinking thing that Potter frequently
indulges in.

There is no chance in Hades that this foolhardy Gryffindor idiot is my Heir.

“I have some concerns, Harry, about the Potter Grimoire being in your care. It seems to bring out
the worst in those around you,” Albus glances at Black who slumps into his chair. Oddly, he’s
been much more docile since Potter has been compelled by Albus into Occlumency lessons. The
Black that Severus knows would be apoplectic at the idea of his godson being in Severus’ tender
care.

He must really believe Potter’s mind to be infected by the Dark Lord if he thinks exposing his Heir
to me will be good for him.

“Well, there’s no need to worry. It’s at Gringotts. No one can get it.” Potter’s voice is tight.
Severus thinks that he sees the ruby of the Potter Heir ring glowing. Odd. It never used to do that
when Potter Senior was flashing it around Hogwarts. Severus stares at the ruby in loathing.

“Forgive me, dear boy, if I do not have as much faith in the goblin security in the face of
Voldemort’s potential pressures" Albus smiles. "Also, it seems that if it is removed from your
guardianship then it can no longer stand between you and Sirius.”

Severus rolls his eyes. Trust Albus not to understand that Black has done something Potter cannot

and should not forgive.

“Wouldn’t that be better, Harry? If you and Sirius could patch it up?” Albus smiles indulgently.
Potter does not. The boy is clearly livid. Severus knows that familiar tick in his jaw, the repetitive
thrumming of his index finger against his wand. If there is one kind of Potter Severus knows, it’s
an enraged one. “Would you be so kind as to ask Kreacher to bring it back?”

Potter doesn’t respond. His eyes are fixed on a certain point on the wall and he will not look at any
of them. For a moment, Severus wonders if he’s had some kind of immature rage seizure but then
he recognizes the distant look, the tense limbs. He remembers it all too well on the evenings
Tobias would rage at him. The boy is disassociating. The silence continues. Of course, no one else
in the room notices. Only Granger, who is rubbing a hand up and down Potter's arm in what could
be an attempt at grounding.

In a room full of supposed educators, it would be the muggleborn prodigy who has the most
accurate understanding of child psychology.

“Very well,” Albus sighs. “As your magical guardian, I can, of course, act in your interest.”

“You’re his magical guardian?” Granger’s voice could strip paint. Well, it looks like someone has
got over their need to please every authority figure they come across.

“I am,” Albus answers pleasantly. Granger stares at Albus, and Severus only imagines what kind of
vile accusations about Potter’s welfare could be plucked from Granger's frontal lobe if he only
cared to look. Albus tosses some Floo powder into the fire. “Bill Weasley, Gringotts.”

“Professor Dumbledore?” Bill Weasley's voice comes through the fire.

“Will you step through, William?” Albus calls jovially. “I’m here with Harry. We have some
questions.”

“We do not,” Potter mutters so softly that Severus thinks only his physically attached friends and
Severus, with his piqued hearing, catch it. Severus also thinks he might hear a light hissing.

Oh, there is definitely a fucking snake over there.

Severus fingers the general antivenom vial he always carries in case of Nagini. Potter has a
venomous snake. Severus expects to be top of its list.

“Of course,” Bill Weasley answers finally, and soon he appears, stepping out of the fire in the
manner of a rock-God. Severus can’t help but sneer. A man should not be physically and mentally
blessed in equal amounts. It is unseemly.

“Harry,” Bill Weasley immediately turns to the Potter boy, as if he is the one in the room to whom
he must defer. “Are you well?”

Good God, has even William Weasley, a reportedly rational wizard, fallen foul of the inescapable
Potter charm?

“Fucking grand,” Potter mutters. The mouth on the boy. If Severus had his way, he’d been cleaning
cauldrons for a month. “Except that everyone keeps wanting stuff from my vaults and no one will
let me leave.”

Bill Weasley’s face takes on a tight expression. Severus sees the sky bluestone of his Heir ring
flicker.

“Can I clarify what’s going on for a moment,” Bill turns to look at Albus who has been patiently
waiting, hands folded and eyes burning with interest, for Bill’s attention. “Professor Dumbledore,
did you call me here for access to Harry’s vaults?”

“No, we simply wish to withdraw an item,” Albus watches Bill carefully. Something has shifted in
the young man and Severus can’t tell what it is. He doesn’t think Albus can either.

“But Harry doesn’t agree?” Bill pressed.

“As his magical guardian, I am afraid it is a decision beyond his jurisdiction and completely for his
own protection,” Albus’ smile is wintry.

“I see,” Bill looks towards the Potter boy. Then he throws a handful of floo back into the fireplace
and shouts for Gringotts. Then he gestures to the boy. “Come with me, Harry.”

Now that’s an interesting development, Severus thinks. He leans back against the wall and folds his
arms, almost wishing for a second cup of coffee. Very interesting indeed.

“Um … okay,” Potter releases himself from his friends, stepping towards the eldest Weasley. It
cannot be said that Potter is not adaptable.

“Woah, woah, woah!” Black shouts, jumping in between the two but Lupin seems to have finally
tucked his wolf back inside long enough to join the fray. With surprising speed, he yanks the boy
out of Black’s path, wrapping his arms around the Potter like he both wants to restrain him and
protect him at the same time.

“What the fuck is going on?" Black yells in Bill's cold face. "Where are you taking Harry?”

“Though Sirius expresses the sentiment crudely, I confess myself interested in the answer to the
question,” Albus waves his wand and the fire goes out. “Where do you think you are taking Harry,
William?”

William Weasley has some balls it seems because he turns to Albus with a completely calm
expression. Arthur has raised a fine Heir.

“Harry James Charlus Potter is under the protection of the Goblin Nation,” Bill says clearly. “He is
under the sanctuary of the Silver Hall.”

Silence falls.

"WHAT?" Ronald yells and Severus feels that for once, the youngest Weasley's outburst is
perfectly justified.

Well, fuck me over a barrel. Severus cannot believe it, and by looking at the faces of Lupin, Black,
and even Albus, it seems like neither can they.

“It’s impossible,” Black stammers. “A wizard can’t be protected by the Silver Hall.”

“Of course he can,” Severus snaps. Does Black know nothing about Goblin history? If his memory
of their History of Magic lessons is correct, the answer is definitely not. “There has just not been
one in hundreds of years.”

Of course, it would be Potter. Of fucking course.

“Oh, Harry,” Granger whispers, hands over her mouth in wonder. At least someone in the room
appreciates the historical enormity of the situation. “What did you do?”

“The protectee or the protectors are not at liberty to discuss it,” Bill says sharply, but smiles at
Granger kindly. She blushes and Severus thinks, absurdly, that for all Ronald sometimes eyes
Potter like he is competition for the muggleborn's affection, he should perhaps look closer to home.
“If his vaults are in danger and he is being held against his will, the protocol of the Anzar is to
return the protectee to sacred Goblin Ground.”

“To sacred goblin ground?” Black, typically, explodes. It is really quite tiring. Severus even sees
Ronald Weasley rolling his brown eyes. “To be with the goblins? How is that safer than living here
under Dumbledore's protection?" Black's dark eyes fix on Potter and Bill Weasley stiffens beside
him. "Harry, you need to cut this the fuck out!”

“Sirius, stop!” Remus’ voice is sharp. “You’re making it worse!”

Black seems to realise too late that if Bill Weasley sees Black as a threat, his Anzar oaths will force
him to remove the boy. Severus examines Potter's calm, watchful expression. It is a neat little plan
that’s been cooked up here. Idly, Severus wonders how much of it has Theodore’s fingerprints on
it.

“Harry,” Bill looks at the Potter boy whose eyes are gleaming softly. Scheming, like always. “Are
you being held against your will?”

“Yep, Bill, I reckon I am,” he replies with obnoxious cheerfulness, even having the gall to wave at
them all as he disentangles from a desperate-eyed Lupin. “So, I’ll write you all from Gringotts.
Sirius, think about the deal, Remus, I’ll visit.”

“Enough,” Albus’ voice is the softest and most dangerous Severus has heard it in a while. Not
since the night that Potter went missing. He can’t help but feel a shiver at the back of his neck as
he is reminded of the night he went to Albus to plead for Lily. You disgust me. You do not care,

then, about the deaths of her husband and child?

Severus stares at Potter. The very image of James, aside from hair which seemed more curly than
usual, with that same tenacious light of brewing trouble flashing in those stupid, hateful glasses.
Would he have cared more that night if he thought the boy he was saving might have been his
own? Or would he have sacrificed anyone for Lily, even a potential Heir?

“William, I am Harry’s magical guardian and only those who are orphaned without a guardian can
be taken into the care of the goblin nation. I require an audience with the goblin responsible for his
plea for sanctuary.” Albus waves his wand in the air and produces a slip of paper. “Deliver this to
them. Have them come through.”

Bill looks at the slip of paper and nods. He does not leave however, he merely relights the fire and
walks to it, muttering something in Gobbledegook (an impressive show of language skills, Severus
can only write it) and the piece of paper disappears. A moment later, a small figure appears in the
flames.

“Good morning,” the goblin says, climbing out of the fire and resting his eyes, yet again,
immediately on Potter. Severus feels a flare of frustration.

What is it about the boy that people feel the need to treat him like a bloody lighthouse?

“Mr Potter, how are we today?”

“What’s up, Griphook?” The teenager grins, “Oh! Um, may your coffers be super filled with gold
today!”

Severus snorts. A poor excuse for a goblin greeting but Griphook actually laughs. Lupin, Black,
Granger, and Ronald all jump. Bill hides a smile and Albus simply watches the interaction quietly.
Severus has heard a goblin laugh before, but it was because he had used a violent cutting curse that
had severed a man completely at the waist. To say the sound is unsettling is to undersell it entirely.
Yet Potter is undeterred, he merely grins wider.

“I’m getting better, aren’t I?”

“Yes, Heir Potter, you are,” Griphook chortles, sitting himself down in the wingback leather chair

and tenting his long fingers.

“Heir Potter-Black today,” Potter holds up his Heirship rings.

“Ah, Potter-Black,” Griphook nods, his eyes falling on Black and narrowing. “I see.”

“Yes, Black,” Black snarls. “Have you been the one helping him steal all my bloody stuff?”

Griphook’s smile is shark-like.

“I advise against accusing a goblin of larceny, Lord Black,” Griphook whispers.

He hates him, Severus realises. How delightful.

“Excellent to see you, Griphook,” Albus bows appropriately, and then issues a greeting in
Gobbledegook that Severus can vaguely translate to: May all of your enemies flinch at your name.

“They do, Headmaster,” Griphook grins nastily. “You have some questions about Heir PotterBlack’s position?”

“Yes,” Dumbledore folds his hands carefully, staring at the goblin. “How is it that a child with an
existing magical guardian has been taken in under the care of the Silver Hall?”

“They have not,” Griphook answers promptly. “That would obviously be a violation of our
accords.”

“Then I confess myself baffled,” Albus smiles softly. “Harry has a magical guardian.”

“He does not,” Griphook shakes his head, ears shaking. “Or he would not have been able to take up
his Heirships without the consent of his guardian.”

“How many has he taken?” Black interrupts, leaning forward, staring at Potter’s hand. Severus
feels his stomach flip. Yes, how many, and which houses?

“Two," Potter snaps.

Oddly, Potter looks at him defiantly. Severus does not need to be a legillimens to see the challenge
painted clear as day across Potter’s eyes. Tell them I’m lying if you dare.

Severus says nothing. It means nothing.

“Yes, two,” Griphook comments. I wonder if SteelClaw lies for me so easily. “And since Mr Potter
threw himself on the mercy of the Goblin nation for the protection of his property this morning, our
King took a personal interest.”

Severus thinks it is a dark day on planet earth when the ‘special interest’ in Harry fucking Potter
has extended from Wixen to other creatures too.

At least his ugly elf seems to hate him, Severus observes, looking at the Black house elf who seems
to be munching on ... is that a kinder egg? Severus has sudden, absurd memories of buying them at
the corner shop with Lily and Petunia, using their pocket money, and being absurdly grateful when
Lily bought him one, too.

Where did a house elf get muggle sweets?

“A personal interest?” Albus looks at Griphook severely. “Forgive me, Griphook, but I have
known King Ragnok for all of his reigns and he does not take an interest without considerable
motivation. What was the motivation on this occasion?”

Griphook glances at Potter, who shrugs one of those infuriating shrugs which Severus associates
with the start of utter chaos.

“The corpse of a thousand-year-old Basilisk,” Griphook says. “Heir Potter-Black has surrendered
his right of conquest to the Goblin Nation.”

Severus' mind goes blank for a moment.

Sweet Merlin above, I will kill Potter with my own hands.

“You did what?” Severus hisses, staring at the boy. Albus has promised him ingredients, has held
him off from gathering for two years, and now Potter has sold the magnificent beast to the fucking
goblins. “You ignorant, foolish, useless spoiled brat how could you possibly presume that the
corpse would be yours?”

“Severus!” Lupin exclaims, but Severus does not care. Basilisk tongue is used to brew the most
powerful speech potion in the world, one that can reverse terrible trauma to the vocal cords.
Basilisk plume, which he is sure is the rare, key ingredient in a cell shrinking potion that Severus
believes, if targeted, could be used to fight muggle cancer.

Harry Potter is standing between me and curing bloody cancer.

“Erm, because I killed it?” Potter stares back at him, defiant green eyes blazing.

“You got lucky!” Severus finds himself yelling.“With a bird and a sword and not enough sense to
fill an egg cup! And that is determined as a conquest?”

Two thousand pounds of basilisk scale, at least five pints of venom that will never be brewed into
the new and improved draught of living death he has been tinkering with. All because of Harry god
damned fucking Potter.

"If it's luck to defeat a nightmare snake with a sword then I don't want any of that luck," Ronald
mutters.

“I didn’t know you were so eager to fight a basilisk, sir," Potter speaks over his friend before
Severus can unleash his ire on the red-headed twit. "Next time I’ll make sure to bring you along.”

Potter’s tone is irritatingly unflappable and Severus can’t help himself, the thought flashes through
his mind like phoenix fire: If he is my child I shall punish him for the rest of his fucking life for
this.

“You arrogant, presumptive, ill-mannered —,”

“Peace, Severus,” Albus holds up his hand. Severus recognises that weary look. It’s the one before
Albus retreats to make plans, to re-set the board, so he can come back with new machinations in
play.

No. That boy stole my sodding basilisk carcass. It will not stand.

Severus begins to think of the worst detentions he possibly can. Bat entrails. Harvesting the
genitals of Blast-ended Skrewts. Working with Bubotuber pus. Without gloves. One thing is for
certain: Harry Potter will suffer.

“Explain to me how my guardianship of Harry was revoked,” Albus says wearily.

“Because Mr Potter was declared legally without a guardian by a powerful magical object last
year,” Griphook slides his small glasses up his nose, watching Severus vibrating with rage with a
slightly amused expression. Severus can't even look at the goblin without wanting
to Sectusempra the little beast.

Fuck you, Griphook. You helped this boy steal my basilisk.

“The Goblet of Fire,” Granger whispers, as always, putting things together at the speed of light and
then being utterly unable to stop telling everyone else about it.

“What does that mean?” Black sounds panicked, looking at Potter as if he might explode. “He’s not
legally entitled to the Black magic right now, is he? He’s not of age!”

Of course, that’s what Black is worried about. The legacy all Black’s inherit when they come of
age. Complete power over their ancestral homes. Severus remembers Regulus turning seventeen,
laughter in his face. “It’s like everything in mother’s house is alive, Severus, and I can command it
all!”

“No, the goblet only believed Mr Potter to be without a guardian since he was entered as a child,”
Griphook looks sharply at Albus. “A grave oversight that the Goblin Nation could not fail to
notice.”

“The goblins care that a child was entered into the tournament?” Lupin asks quietly.

“No, of course not,” Griphook rolls his eyes at Lupin.

“They care that a powerful magical object with manipulated by a wizard,” Severus drawls, glaring
at Griphook. “Goblin made, was it?”

Griphook smiles at him nastily.

“I’m sorry, Mr Griphook,” Granger interrupts politely with her usual simpering way. “But what
does this mean for Harry?”

Severus is struck by how this usual mode of address, Granger’s chronic sucking up, has been
astonishingly absent from all of her interactions with him and other members of the Order this
summer. He does not particularly care, I shall certainly survive without Granger’s groveling, but it
is insightful at the least.

“It means that no one can have access to Heir Potter-Black’s vaults,” Griphook’s eyes flash in a
predatory way as he glares at Black. He clearly knows about the Grimoire. “And he shall be
offered sanctuary at the Silver Hall if he requests it.”

“Cool, I accept,” Potter claps his hands, turns towards Bill Weasley. “Shall we go then?”

It is then that Severus notices it. Two small puncture marks on the boy’s neck, trailing a tiny fleck
of blood. Then it is gone, as if it had never been there. As if it has been covered by an invisible
snake. Severus looks at Albus but he is engrossed in staring at Griphook and has not noticed.

How has the foolish boy managed to be bitten by the beast and still be standing? Severus gives
him ten minutes at most.

“Harry cannot leave, Griphook,” Albus speaks clearly, but tiredly. “For reasons I am sure I do not
need to explain in detail.”

“And for reasons I do not need to explain, Dumbledore, the Goblin Nation will not yield,”
Griphook growled.

“Then a compromise,” Lupin jumps in. So typical. Lupin, always there to broker uneasy peace that
satisfies no one. “We must make a compromise. If the goblins want to protect Harry, can Bill be
relocated here until Harry goes to school? He can act as an Anzar here.”

“It is acceptable,” Griphook says slowly. “But only if the protectee is willing.”

“Harry please,” Lupin grabs his godson’s hand. Severus is surprised when the boy lets him, even
more surprised by the softness in his face. That boy forgives too readily. “Don’t leave, Albus is
right, it is dangerous, and there is a lot at stake and you know,” Lupin swallows hard. "We don't
want to lose you again."

“The terms are the same,” Potter pats Lupin’s hand in what Severus can only see as sickening pity.
“Sirius goes to see the mind healer. I stay. That’s it.”

The werewolf rounds on his lover, eyes blazing.

“Sirius, please, for me, please just do as he asks.” In a hideously humiliating display, Lupin
actually drops to his knees in front of Black’s chair, clutching the man’s robes. No dignity. A man
made of passion and pity. Severus tries not to think about how Lupin’s pity had led to mutual
passion in the past. Lupin pulls Black’s face towards him, hiding his lips in his hair.

“This is it, Padfoot,” Lupin whispers so low into Black’s hair that only Severus can make it out,
the only one standing close enough or with good enough hearing to catch it. “This is the moment
I’m walking away if you don’t fucking meet me somewhere in the middle. This is it.”

Do it, Lupin. Walk away.

Black looks at his partner in anger and his godson in resentment. To give Potter his due, the boy
never falters in front of Black. Not that Severus has ever seen. He only raises his eyebrow and
stares, along with Bill Weasley and Griphook.

“Fine, I will go to a bloody mind-healer,” Black grinds out. “If Harry stays.”

“I’ll stay then, if you promise to go,” Potter counters.

“Fine. I promise.” Black snaps. “But I won’t take pills and I won’t change, I won’t have my head
fucking shrunk. I’ll turn up to the sessions. I’ll listen. That’s it.”

“So you’ll do a shit job of it, is what you’re saying,” Ronald mutters behind Potter and Potter
glances over his shoulder, rolls his eyes at his friends, before facing his godfather again. He looks
calm, but Severus notices a slight tapping of his finger against his wand. He does it against his
cauldron, too, when he is thinking.

I do that, too.

It does not mean anything.

“Fine, if you’re gonna half-arse the mind-healing, I’ll half-arse living here,” Potter says finally.
“Bill will keep you away from me at all times. We won’t speak to each other. If you try anything
like you did today, Bill will remove me to the … the Silver Hall?” Potter looks at Griphook who
nods.

Bloody idiot child does not even know the advantages he’s been gifted.

But isn't that Potter in a nutshell? No child is as lucky as him. Severus remembers his own
childhood, the quiet obscurity of being another unwanted child in the wide, uncaring world. If
Potter was unwanted at his relatives' house, he cannot say he is unwanted now. The boy is every
abused child’s fantasy, that one day, an army of people will rise up to fight on their behalf.

Of course, the fantasy would come true only for him, Severus thought bitterly.

“Well, it seems that whilst we cannot expect miracles, we can just about manage civility,” Albus
sighs. Severus is reminded uncomfortably of the show of rapprochement that he and Black were
forced to endure in the hospital wing on the night of the Dark Lord’s return. Albus stands up
slowly. “Harry will stay in the house until Hogwarts. Sirius shall attend the mind-healer. At
Hogwarts, Harry shall start Occlumency. Griphook, I trust the goblins shall be in touch with me
about the basilisk corpse?”

“Yes, Professor Dumbledore,” Griphook stands up and bows to Albus, blessing him in
gobbledegook, to which Albus responds in kind, too fast for Severus to understand.

“I shall return to Hogwarts,” Albus’ face seems more lined than it did when he arrived. “Severus,
will you join me?”

“Momentarily,” Severus nods. There is the small matter of how Potter is still fucking standing
when he seems to have been bitten by a venomous reptile. And a magical one at that. “I shall
borrow Mr Potter for a moment to discuss our lessons.”

“I will join you,” Bill Weasley says promptly.

“It’s okay, Bill,” Potter steps away from his Anzar. “It’s only Sirius you have to manage.”

“I don’t need to be fucking managed,” Black growls.

“And I don’t need to live here,” Potter responds sharply. His elf looks up at Potter but all Potter
does is gesture to him and the elf vanishes, leaving Black scowling behind him. As he crosses the
room towards Severus, he notices the slightly sweaty pallor of the boy’s face. He’s probably dying
of poisoning and is too stubborn to say anything. Severus holds open the door and Potter steps out.
Then, he leads Potter down the stairs to the potions laboratory, flicking the door closed with his
wand. It is the first time he has been alone with Potter since he considered that the boy might
secretly be his Heir, but it makes no difference. Looking into that calm, wary face that the
wizarding world adores, he feels the same, familiar curl of dislike.

“You are an idiot,” Severus pulls the antivenom out of his robes and tosses it to Potter. “Here.”

“What is that?” Potter asks rudely, catching it with irritating Seeker instincts. Just like his fucking
father. Severus grits his teeth. He does not want to be alone with this boy. He does not want to
think about this boy. He does not want to prolong the conversation.

“Antivenom,” Severus snaps. “For the bite on your neck. From what I presume, is an invisible
boomslang.”

Potter stares at it, and then slowly sets it down on the table.

“I think you’re mistaken,” he shakes his head. “I don’t need that. I haven’t been poisoned.”

“But you have been bitten,” Severus clarifies.

“So?”

Part of Severus wants to curse the boy for one again being stubborn and unique, and another part is
annoyingly fascinated. Maybe I can drain Potter’s blood and use it for boomslang antivenom.

“Suit yourself,” Severus drawls. “Die, for all I care.”

Potter doesn’t respond. He merely jams his hands in his pockets.

“That’s what I thought,” the boy mutters.

Severus feels a twinge of discomfort.

He is not my Heir. He is nothing to me except the reason that the only woman I have ever wanted
to marry is dead.

“Anything else?” Potter asks, with that brusque rudeness that makes Severus want to smash
things.

“Yes,” Severus hisses. “Stay away from Theodore Nott.”

Potter stares at him for a moment, then shrugs in that completely infuriating manner. Severus will
not allow him to get away with it.

“A verbal confirmation is required, Mr Potter.”

“Of what?” Potter asks quietly.

For a delirious moment, Severus feels like they are having an entirely different conversation. It is
something that only really happens with his best Slytherins. Several answers pop into his head: A
verbal confirmation if you are my Heir or not. A verbal confirmation if you are my son. A verbal
confirmation if this is all some sodding cosmic joke designed to break my mind.

“Of agreeing to stay away from Mr Nott," Severus snarls.

“Oh, that.” Potter nods slowly. “No.”

A white light pulses on Potter’s hand, like a tiny star bursting from the Black diamond and Severus
feels the force of Potter’s denial like a stiff breeze. Then, before Severus even understands what
has happened, Potter turns and walks back up the stairs.

What the Merlin-cursed ever-loving fuck was that?

It was magic, Severus realises. The Black magic is being used by Potter in a way that Severus has
not seen since Regulus, a way that makes his chest ache with familiar longing. He leans back
against the potions table and rubs his forehead. If the Dark Lord is a mother-fucking son of a bitch
then Harry James Charlus Potter-Black is a demon sent out of hell to plague him. A demon with a
handle on the Black magic that is so natural it is uncanny. In a way that an average student like
Potter should not be able to achieve.

Who is the fuck is this boy?

The question pops into his mind accompanied by a line from one of Narcissa's incessant notes: If
you have questions about your Heir you only need to look inside your own mind to find them.
Severus makes a decision. He needs to know. He has hidden from the past long enough. He pulls
out the note that he has been carrying around and ignoring for days, scribbling a response at the
bottom of it.

Narcissa,
I am ready to investigate my memories further.
Severus
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Severus stares at Regulus.

“You … you and Barty?”

“Yeah,” Regulus shrugs. He is dishevelled, his lips bruised, as if he ran all the way from the
Ravenclaw dormitories to the Room of Requirement. From Crouch’s bed. Severus stares at him,
his body filled with warm bourbon that he was plied by the other seventh years, all riding high on
the end of their NEWTS. He’s set the room up with two glasses, a bottle of port that he knows
Regulus likes. Fine tastes for the son of the House of Black. Severus wanted to tell Regulus how his
examiner, renowned Potioneer, Arsenius Jigger, offered him a Mastery on the spot. That Severus is
moving to Paris and he will get a flat somewhere and Regulus can come to him during the school
holidays and never have to return to Grimmauld Place ever again. But Regulus has slept with
Barty Crouch. Severus stares at the glass of port and feels rage he hasn’t felt since Eileen’s death.

“You got off with him?” Severus sneered. “That little slut? Then, what, you come running back to

me, looking like a bloody whore?”

These words mean nothing, they are only keeping Severus from falling to the floor and howling
like a child. Something inside him that had been tentatively glued back together since Lily’s
rejection last year is shattering all over again.

“Yes, I did,” Regulus deliberately presses himself against Severus’ body. He smells of sweat and
sex. He knows Severus, with his sensitive nose, will smell it. Severus closes his eyes briefly,
arousal and outrage warring inside him. Damn you, Regulus. "Because you’re not the only one
who can run away from things, Sev.”

“I’m not the cheater here,” Severus growls, hating how much he wants to shove his tongue down
Regulus throat and eviscerate all traces of Bartemius Crouch.

“You’re the one who’s leaving!” Regulus shouts, hot breath on Severus’ face. “I asked you, I
begged you to take me away and you refused! Then you went and did THIS!”

Regulus grabs Severus’ arm, yanking up his sleeve. The freshly carved Dark Mark stands out
black and inflamed on his forearm. Severus stares at Regulus furious, disgusted eyes. He feels a pit
in his stomach. If this is the reason that Regulus has betrayed him then fate is cruel indeed.

“I only wanted to keep you safe,” Severus laughs harshly. “That before I knew you were capable
of such petty infidelity.”

“We could have been safe in New York!” Regulus yells. “I fucking told you, we could have run
away together, I even had a plan!”

“Are you stupid?” Severus snarls. He knows Regulus is not but says it anyway. “Where do you
think you could go that you could hide from him? He’ll rule the world one day, you think New York
won't be of interest to him?"

"Magnus is strong," Regulus' chin juts up and Severus is lit with insane irritation and jealousy
towards a man he has never met, despite his boyfriend clearly having just sucked a Ravenclaw off
not twenty minutes ago. Severus will not think about Barty's studious pout, his wicked, enticing
eyes.

"No one is as strong as HIM!" Severus yells. "Which side do you want to be on, Regulus? There is
no hiding from Tom Riddle!”

Regulus stares at the dark mark on Severus’ arm.

“Well, not for you, there isn’t,” Regulus says bluntly. His eyes are filled with tears. “I hope it
makes you happy. You’ve ruined everything. All I did is make it official.”

Severus snaps. The Prince magic, which he almost never uses, coils dark shadows around Regulus’
arms and throws him against the opposite wall, slamming his head against a bookshelf. Regulus
stares at him, dark eyes wide.

“I’m not the one who FUCKED someone else!” Severus roars, feeling shadows trembling out of
his fingertips. He holds Regulus in place with his magic as the younger boy struggles. “I was
trying to protect us, you threw us away for a quick fumble with Crouch —,”

“Oh, I assure you, it wasn’t quick,” Regulus gasps for breath, his eyes blazing angrily. He looks
so much like his brother that, for a second, Severus loses his mind. He throws the full glass of port
towards Regulus’ head. It shatters above him, Regulus crying out plaintively as glass and bloodred port spill over his head. It’s the sound that does it. The desperate cry blended with the smash of
shattered glass.

Tobias. Tears. Fists. Pain. Unfortunately, Regulus loves him too well not to see the train of his
thoughts.

“Like father like son, Severus,” Regulus whispers, eyes glinting cruelly as port drips from his
eyebrows like bloody tears.

Severus gasps, stumbling back, and the Prince bonds around Regulus fade to nothing. Regulus
doesn’t move. He stands, back pressed against the wall, breathing heavily. He has glass pieces
glittering in his hair like a broken diadem. Severus walks slowly towards him, dropping his wand
to the floor and holding his hands up desperately. He does not want to be Tobias. No matter what
Regulus does.

“Please,” Severus gasps. “I didn’t mean to, I didn’t —,”

Regulus has his hands in his hair and is kissing him frantically before Severus can breathe another
word. There are glass shards catching between their skin, cutting them both, but he doesn't care.
Severus pulls Regulus flush against him with a groan of desperation and thinks, don’t leave me,
please don’t leave me. Regulus hands drift to the button of his trousers.

“Enough!”

Severus evicts Narcissa from his mind with violent force. When he opens his eyes, he is where he
was when they started, lying on Narcissa’s chaise longue in her private drawing-room. Narcissa is
sat beside him, one hand on his and the other on his forehead where she has drawn specific runes
in their mingled blood.

“Yes, it seems a good place to take a short interlude.” Narcissa stands up, fetches two cups of tea
from the small coffee table. Severus sips his eagerly. It is Narcissa’s own brew, a blend of Earl
Grey with valerian that never ceases to calm him down. He knows it is only the runes, enhancing
his memories, but he can feel Regulus’ kisses against his skin. He can smell the salty, tangy scent
of him.

Merlin above, this was a supremely unwise idea.

“You took the mark to keep Regulus safe,” Narcissa sips her cup of tea, speaks in that enviously
level tone that she adopts when she is watching him unravel. It seems to be happening a lot lately.
“I did not know that.”

Severus snorts.

“I doubt any of us are truly honest with one another for our reasons,” Severus touches his head.
The rune tingles.

“What was in New York?”

“An old mentor of Regulus’, Magnus Bane.” Severus winces. And a path not taken, a future
together denied. Severus tries not to think about it because every time he does, he thinks that they
should have gone. That does not help.

“Your ancestral magic is powerful,” Narcissa comments. “The House of Snape overpowering the

House of Black like that.”

Severus almost smiles at her barely subtle attempts to dig for information.

“Regulus was not yet seventeen,” Severus sips his tea. “He had not come of age with the Black
magic yet.”

Neither has Potter, Severus reasons with himself. Yet it had not stopped Potter throwing Black
down the stairs. He smiles but pushes that thought from his mind. He has not yet shared with
Narcissa who the new Heir to the House of Black is.

“Let us go again,” Severus sets down his teacup.

“Very well. This time try to focus on your memories of Potter, of Evans, rather than the year or
date.”

Narcissa looks like a goddess of old today. She has bloody runes on the back of her hands and is
wearing a runic conduit band across her forehead. It is a giant moonstone set in goblin silver. Even
though he is by far the more proficient in the art of Mental Magics, Severus would never dare to
deny her advice when she looks like this. She whispers the runic chant as Severus lowers his
Occlumency shields, all but a tiny box that keeps locked in the very depth of his mind, too small
for her to notice. His treachery to the Dark Lord. The secrets of the House of Prince.

Severus is shouting the word “Mudblood!” at Lily by the Black Lake. He sees her after NEWTS,
after Regulus, once in Diagon Alley before he leaves for France. Their eyes meet at Flourish and
Blotts and he sees the ruby engagement ring on her finger, a mirror of the Potter Heir ring.

“You’re marrying him?” Severus spits out, unable to stop himself from speaking. His hand is
gripping his French language copy of Advanced Potion Making so hard it is tearing slightly at the
corner. They have not spoken alone in over a year, yet she is completely unsurprised. A red and
gold scarf around her throat. Hair cut short. Different.

“He asked,” Lily slips her hand into her pocket, hiding the ring. Her eyes meet his for a second.
“Black?”

She knows he and Regulus were together until graduation. Until Regulus had Barty and a very

drunk Edgar Bones and Severus were caught in the prefect's bathroom the night of graduation. He
has nothing against Edgar, he was sufficiently adequate, but Severus hates that his last tryst at
Hogwarts was with a Gryffindor. The wrong Gryffindor. Severus shakes his head, curling his lip.

“I think not.”

Lily nods, eyes drifting to the door.

"I heard you got Jigger," she shifts the books under her arms. Charms. He heard she was pursuing
a Mastery. Severus nods.

"I heard you're staying with Flitwick," Severus can't help his sneer. "Yet I heard you were offered a
place at Beauxbatons, under Perenelle Flamel."

"Yes, well," Lily flushes, looks down at her boots. "James is doing Auror training, so."

"So you defer your dreams for his?" Severus snarls.

"You don't know what my dreams are."

Lily's voice is not harsh, it is sad. The gaping loss of knowledge stretches between them and
Severus feels a million miles away from her, as if he is looking at her from across the universe.
Then suddenly, she grips his arm and he feels that familiar warmth of her body, of her magic, near
him again. He is filled with impossible yearning.

“Stay safe, Sev,” she whispers, before turning and leaving him inside the shop. Through the
window, he sees her tuck her chin into her scarf and walk down the alley. It is the last time he sees
her alive.

Now Severus is walking through the small garden at Godric Hollow, the garden destroyed by an
astonishing blast. The door hangs open. He steps over Potter at the foot of the stairs, his always
irritating glasses smashed horribly against his face. He climbs the ruined stairs into the nursery,
the windows are blown out and the thunderstorm outside raging, flinging rain and leaves across
the debris. The child is screaming, his little face bloody and raw but Severus cannot look at him
right now. Severus stares at Lily.

She is so beautiful.

She looks as young to him as she did the last time she had told him she loved him. (The end of fifth
year, by the Black lake. Lily smiling as she whispered it to him and shining with an inner light and
her red hair flying in the wind.) He drops to his knees among the debris of disaster, gathering her
close, pressing her cold body against his heart as he wails, the tears wrenched out of him in a way
they never have done before. Not when Eileen died. Not when Regulus died. At this moment,
Severus fears that he will die too, expire with her dead heart on the nursery floor. The child howls
so insistently, that Severus finally cannot bear it. Sobbing, he lifts the tiny boy from the cot and
wipes his bloody forehead, cleaning it softly. The child is alive, his eyes vivid green and exactly
like Lily’s. Severus touches the child’s cheek.

“Lily,” he sobs.

“No.”

Severus wrenches himself from Narcissa’s grip and leans forward, setting his feet on the floor and
breathing deeply, trying desperately not to vomit. Fuck. He tries to count backwards in Sanskrit but
it’s not working, he can feel the death chill on Lily’s skin, smell the burning in the house and the
blood on the baby’s face.

“Name the ingredients in Amortentia,” Narcissa says, softly stroking his back.

“Veela hair, crushed Antipodean eyes, pomegranate seeds…” Severus swallows hard, trying to
breathe in the scent of the valerian tea and get rid of the smell of burning. “Fuck.”

Severus grips his hair tightly, taking shuddering breaths.

“You were the first to see them afterwards,” Narcissa’s voice is so gentle, her soothing hands
petting his hair and stroking his spine just like she used to when he woke from nightmares in her
bed.

“Yes,” Severus tries to swallow down a rising feeling of panic that he wasn’t expecting to feel, but
he can’t. “If he is my Heir, how could I have left him there?”

How could I do any of it?

This was the drawback of having the best fucking Occlumency shields in Europe. These memories,
along with the emotions they carry, are usually too deep down to feel. He has thought about Lily’s
death every day since it happened, but he has not truly felt it since that night. The terror of it, the
horror of it, has been sunk down leaving behind it the only emotion Severus is truly comfortable
with. Anger.

“If it is true, and you could have known then, you still would have been better to leave him.”

“How?” Severus chokes.

“Because you were marked, Severus,” Narcissa pushes his hair behind his ear and glides slender
fingers over his cheek. “You could not claimed your Heir then. The world would have been in an
uproar if you did. A known Death Eater, raising the Boy-Who-Lived? He was better with his
family.”

He was not.

It is a mark of how deeply offended Severus feels about Petunia’s actions as a guardian that he
believes Potter would have been better off growing up with him, a marked Death Eater, than her.
The pain in his chest is starting to recede, the memory sinking back into the water of his mind like
a dead body.

None of it matters. He is not my Heir. He does not need my pity.

“Let us go again,” Severus lies back down, closing his eyes. He feels Narcissa touch his hand and
he opens his Occlumency gates, lets the memories well up between them and thinks Potter.

Severus is staring at the boy at eleven, looking urgently and hungrily for Lily’s eyes after eleven
bitter years but devastatingly, seeing only Potter standing before him.

It is always Harry fucking Potter.

Then memories of Potter through the years tumble through his mind. Severus is always watching
for a flash of green eyes and hating the boy-hero growing up before him. His panic as he watches
the child buck backwards and forward on the accursed broom, muttering frantically under his
breath. Desperately wishing to curse Quirinus to high heaven but being forced not to by Albus. The
horrifying scrape and crunch of Lupin's bones as they stretch in front of him, as fur grows and his
head brutally mutates. The terror inside him as Severus pushes the boy behind him, pushes Lily's
eyes behind him, and faces the wolf in the light of the moon.

Then he is looking at Potter in Grimmauld Place, throwing Black down the stairs with a blast of
white light. He is watching Potter calling Kreacher, Potter announcing himself as “Heir PotterBlack, today.” Then, Potter is following him into the dark of the potions lab and Severus is staring
at him the boy whose eyes somehow seem greener.

Somehow, Narcissa is slowing this moment. Severus is feeling and seeing it all again a few
seconds slower and with it, come revelations.

The boy is thin again, he notices. He recalls the malnourishment note on Theodore's infernal list.
He checks the boy for the injuries he knows about, the shadow of bruises across his cheekbone and
collarbone, the way he holds his back stiffly and favours his left wrist even though Severus knows
he is right-handed.

How could such a small, thin teenager survive such a brutal beating?

“Suit yourself,” Severus' voice is so much harder and vicious than he remembers. He does not
seem to be noticing how tired Potter looks, how he is almost swaying standing up. He might not
have been poisoned, but he was depleted.

“Die, for all I care.”

He sees the twitch in Potter’s face, the slide of a shadow behind his eyes. Severus notices how he
clenches his wand hand, the one with no rings as if something there has hurt him. Then he is
jamming it into his pocket, as if he wants to hide it. Then, Severus hears a mild, tiny hiss.

“That’s what I thought.” The boy does not sound belligerent, as Severus had first thought, he
sounds resigned. He looks up at Severus with bitter eyes. It is no longer the bitterness of a child
who feels like he has been unfairly treated by his teacher. It is the bitterness of a child he knows he
has been abandoned.

The boy knows.

This time, it is Narcissa who ends the memory by withdrawing her hand. Severus blinks and looks
up to find Narcissa standing over him, blue eyes blazing like unholy fire.

“Heir Potter-Black,” she hisses. “Something you neglected to mention.”

“Do not scold me,” Severus flops his head against the cushion and pinches the bridge of his nose.
“I intended to tell you today.”

“That the Heir to the House of Black is not my own son, as expected, but might be yours?”

“Do not call him that,” Severus snarls. "And as if you could reasonably assume that your estranged
cousin who declares his own hatred for your family would ever allow your son to be the next Heir
to the House of Black. I would bet on a Weasley inheriting before that happened."

Narcissa raises a silvery eyebrow.

“And how do you think cousin Sirius would take our current suspicions?” Narcissa smiles sweetly.
"If he knew his Heir might not be a Potter?"

Oh, Narcissa knows how to twist the knife. Severus winces just thinking about the inevitable Black
explosion. The man is worse than Seamus sodding Finnegan.

“I think Cousin Sirius, as you call him, would be more likely to name Bellatrix as his Heir than any
spawn of mine,” Severus sighs.

“Severus, if the child is your Heir, do you really think it appropriate to refer to him as ‘spawn’?”

“If it is Potter, then absolutely.”

Severus can feel a headache coming on. Working with Mind Runes is significantly depleting and
he still has a curriculum to complete. Term begins in two short days and then his reflective quiet
will be ripped away by chattering adolescents.

Circe, have mercy.

“You told him you wished he was dead,” Narcissa snaps. “Do you think you will wish you had
phrased it differently if we uncover he is your Heir?”

“I think if I found out a child of mine was fooling about with venom, as Potter was, I would
absolutely show my displeasure in that way,” Severus says curtly. “Children are not to be
coddled.”

“Toddlers are not to be coddled, but this boy is two years away from achieving his majority,”
Narcissa walks to the coffee table and sips a glass of water, her eyes flashing. “If you alienate him,
there is every chance he will not accept you.”

“Do not worry over that,” Severus digs his thumbs into his temples, laughing coarsely. “If Potter
should turn out to be of my blood, there is not a chance in this universe or any other that he would
accept me as his father.”

Nor should he.

“Oh, Severus,” Narcissa shakes her head. “So typical, my darling.”

“Do not call me that,” Severus is already raw and rubbed thin with memories pressing against his
subconscious. He can’t cope with any more. “Not today.”

Narcissa sits back down by his side and crosses her long limbs, leaning her hands on her knees and
considering him sweetly.

“This cowardice of yours, Severus, it has never been attractive. Not to anyone. Not even the wolf
that you say you feel nothing for but moan about constantly.”

Severus stares at Narcissa. She has a unique talent. She can sound as tender as a lover with words
as brutal as a thug’s right hook. It is, quite frankly, staggering.

“Cissa, I do not …” Severus swallows. How does she always reduce me to a stuttering first year?
“I am not moaning about Lupin.”

Narcissa waves her hand just like she used to do when he would come to her, sobbing, after a fight
with Regulus.

“You seem to be under some kind of allusion that this bristling self-sabotage is alluring in some
way, but it is not. You fear rejection from a child so you push the child away,” Narcissa examines
her nails. “You have used the same tactic with every lover who has ever broached your bed. Must I
really explain to you all the ways that paternal love is different from romantic?”

“No!”

“Yet here I sit, doing just that because you are proving yourself just as incapable of conceiving it
as you were at tying your own tie on your first day.”

Narcissa’s eyes are flinty pieces of sapphire, holding his heart and breath for a moment. She is a
prefect, tall and perfect, he is stumbling around Hogwarts like a ratty urchin.

“I learned, did I not?” Severus stammers out.

“You did. So learn now.” Narcissa leans forward. She does not blink. “A child does not have the
capacity to chase after you and persuade you, as if you were an infant, that you need not be afraid
or push them away. If you push this boy away from you and then decide that in fact, you wish him
by your side, you will find it is too late. Children do not lightly forgive and forget.”

“Potter does,” Severus thinks of the boy’s apology to Black, the way he smiles and jokes with
Lupin. It is something that Albus has always said about Potter: he has a tremendous capacity to
forgive. “All the time. It is obnoxious.”

“Hmm,” Narcissa raises her eyebrows. “I do not know the boy, of course, but consider this. He has
borne a grudge against my son for four years based on one conversation on the Hogwarts Express.
He holds anger against Lucius based on his actions towards, I believe, a house elf.”

And Ginny Weasley, Severus adds silently, but it seems beside the point.

“But Black and Lupin -,”

“Are essential to his survival,” Narcissa tosses her silvery hair back over her shoulder. “I believe
the boy forgives out of necessity. But when he does not find it necessary…” she shrugs lightly. “So
I suppose the question is, if you are is father -,”

“Still to be proved,” Severus can’t stop himself from adding. Narcissa frowns at him.

“If you are his father, will he deem you necessary?”

“No. Of course not,” Severus snaps. “He would never forgive me, and why should he? I
wouldn’t.”

“No, you would not,” Narcissa looks at him in frustration. “Which is why you push him away. Do
you never consider, that just because you have behaved unconscionably towards him in the past
and he shall, undoubtedly, struggle to forgive you, it does not mean that you must continue to
behave like an immature Marauder?”

She’s using that word just to fuck with him, Severus knows it and glares at her, crossing his hands
over his chest and feeling like he’s thirteen again.

“Any change in my behaviour towards Potter at this point would be ridiculously suspicious in the
eyes of our Master,” Severus mutters. “Besides being an overwhelmingly disingenuous gesture.”

“It is not disingenuous to change one’s mind, Severus,” Narcissa speaks lightly but he can feel the
irritation coming off her in waves. Narcissa, whilst certainly in possession of a forked tongue, is
not in the habit of lashing it about. Nor does she approve of the practice and often comments that
Severus' tendency to spit venom when tested is 'unseemly.'

If she could hear the way Draco talks at school, she would murder him.

“It is all potentially irrelevant,” Severus snaps. “Because Potter is unlikely to be my Heir.”

“I wonder how much evidence has to mount before you will consider it likely,” Narcissa snaps
back. “Speaking of, shall we continue?”

“Yes.”

Severus is eager to finish. His headache is getting worse and Narcissa has lit an uncomfortable,
squirming guilt in his gut. He does not care if Potter hates him. The boy cannot be his Heir, so it
matters not at all. He closes his eyes again as Narcissa slaps her hand against his forehead with
unnecessary force. He winces and then, this time, Narcissa does not wait for him to lower the
shields. She pierces them with a lance made of heat that makes Severus gasp and grip her hand
tightly but memory is drawn painfully from it, like poison leaking into his mind.

Lily is standing in his doorway, rain pouring outside. Severus is a mess. Regulus has been missing,
presumed dead for two weeks.

“What are you doing here?” he croaks. He has a whisky bottle in one hand and is holding himself
up against the doorframe with the other.

“Sirius told me,” she whispers, holding up a bag from the local Spar shop in Cokeworth. “I
brought fish fingers. I thought we could make sandwiches.”

Mrs Evans’ choice of comfort food. When Tobias was too rough and Severus was thrown out of the
house, this is what he would find placed on his lap on the back step of the Evans house.

“What are you doing here?” Severus repeats. He hasn’t slept in three days. He’s worried he’s
dreaming.

“Making sandwiches, hopefully,” Lily smiles tentatively. "Taking care of you."

He looks at her hand. She’s still married. He doesn’t understand.

“Go home, Mrs Potter,” he chokes out, starting to close the door.

“No, wait, Sev!” Her hand catches the edge of the door, traps his fingers underneath hers. “Let
me come in, you look terrible. Let me make you a sandwich, okay? I'll go straight after. I
promise.”

Warmth. Comfort. Regulus is dead and her hand is so alive against his. It’s dangerous and he
knows he should close the door, send her away, but he cannot. He cannot even speak. He just
nods.

“OUT!” Severus roars, flinging Narcissa’s hand off his and rolling over to vomit, hideously on the
opposite side of the chaise longue. He feels like she has inserted a red-hot poker between his eyes
and he can’t stop his stomach cramping as it tries to expel the pain.

No. No. No. It's not real. That didn't happen. I don't remember that happening.

“It’s alright, darling,” Narcissa rubs his back and pushes a small vial under his nose. He recognises
the peppermint scent of stomach soother and gulps it down as Narcissa vanishes his mess. “It
seems we’ve uncovered a blocked memory.”

No fucking shit.

Severus takes a deep breath, rubs his face with a shaking hand. If someone had asked him ten
minutes ago what his last memory of Lily Potter alive was, he would have said it was Flourish and
Blotts after graduation.

I saw her after Regulus. I saw her. She was at my house.

"Severus?" Narcissa hands him a glass of water and he drinks shakily, his teeth rattling against the
glass. "What are you thinking?"

“Holy Circe,” Severus rests his forehead against the soft velvet of her shoulder, shaking from head
to toe. “It’s actually possible.”

Then, he hisses through gritted teeth. His dark mark, with impeccable timing, begins to burn.

“We need to go back in, Severus,” Narcissa brushes his damp brow. “We need to uncover the
whole memory now, whilst we can.”

“I cannot,” Severus shakes his head. “I am being called.”

“Oh. Well then.” Narcissa quickly rises and crosses the room to her cupboard, pulling out a small
unmarked potion bottle. “This will help strengthen your mental faculties.”

“Illithid’s Bane?” Severus smiles weakly. “Why, Narcissa, where did you procure such
contraband?”

“A true brewer never reveals her sources,” Narcissa presses the bottle into his palm and it’s a sign
of Severus’ utter respect for her that he throws it back at once.

As if letting her plunder through my mind and tear me apart was not enough of a sign already.

He sighs in relief as the aniseed-tasting potion takes effect. He stops shaking. Severus’ mindscape
is freezing once more, cold descending and memories disappearing behind glaciers and snowdrifts.
He takes a deep breath. The emotions, the horrifying fear, the grief, the lust, the crushing,
complicated guilt are hardening too. They are now encased in frozen water, unable to touch him.

As it should be.

There is a knock on the door.

“Narcissa? Is Severus with you?” Lucius' voice calls through. Narcissa’s drawing-room is the one
space in the house that he will never enter. “We have been called.”

“I am coming, Lucius,” Severus stands up, letting Narcissa rearrange his shirt and robes into
something that looks less like he's just been wilfully submitting to what is usually subscribed to
mental torture. He presses a dry kiss absently to her cheek.

“Thank you.”

He does not know how he could manage any of this without her. He does not have friends but he
has Narcissa and it is not right to call her merely a friend.

Even when she was my lover she was still much more than those things.

“We are not finished,” Narcissa smiles faintly, “There is more to uncover.”

“Later,” Severus joins Lucius in the corridor carefully closing her door behind him. "Good
evening, Lucius. Thank you for waiting."

Lucius looks at him appraisingly, with a characteristic slowness that has always made Severus
uncomfortable. Then Lucius lifts a thumb and rubs it across his forehead. Severus tries not to
jump. Lucius never touches him any more.

“You look like a human sacrifice,” Lucius murmurs, showing Severus his bloody thumb.

“Apt,” Severus mutters, reaching up to tap his forehead with a cleansing charm but Lucius stops
him.

“Allow me.”

Severus stays tautly still as Lucius taps him gently with his wand. He has not been touched by
Lucius, by hand or wand, in a decade. Severus knows why he is doing it now. Lucius respects his
wife’s privacy and agency but he is proprietorial. It is why they could never align their three
desires into a web that satisfied them all. Although Severus doubts such an arrangement would
ever have made him happy, either.

It is no one’s first choice to be the least loved.

Lucius knows now that Severus and Narcissa’s association is made of deeper, stronger mettle than
any of them anticipated when Lucius started fucking Severus on the side. Lucius is content,
Severus knows, he came away with a wife and an Heir whilst Severus has a godson and a friend,

but he was always the jealous type. As Lucius lets his wand tip trail down Severus’ jaw, Severus
understands the message in those calculating grey eyes.

She may have your loyalty now but I had your heart first. You loved me more.

“Thank you, Lucius,” Severus steps back, throwing on his cloak. “Let us go to our Master.”

Lucius nods and they walk through Malfoy Manor, studiously avoiding the parts of the house
which Draco will be in.

“Whatever you and my wife are brewing up together…" Lucius pauses. "It’s not dangerous, is it?”

Dangerous. Severus feels like that meaning of the word has changed somewhat in the last two
months. Prior to the Dark Lord’s return, the danger was that which threatened Potter and heralded
his old Master’s coming. It was comparatively, blissfully simple because now, the danger is almost
unquantifiable. A memory he cannot find. A vow he should not have taken. A boy he does not
know. Now danger can be anything and Severus does not know where to look. His reality is a
house of cards based on a web of lies. One stray thread and his whole life will tumble down.

“Secrets, Severus,” his mother presses her cold finger against his lips. “The House of Prince is a
house of secrets.”

“No,” Severus lies to Lucius. “Not at all.”
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Harry has decided that everything is better when the goblins are in charge. Bill is required to report
every morning after breakfast to Griphook via firecall, the stoic goblin always requiring Harry to
show his face as proof of life.

“You are under our protection, Heir Potter-Black,” Griphook sneers through flames. “You will find
we are much more … attentive than your previous protectors.”

But Griphook isn’t just there to check Bill, scare Sirius and snark about Dumbledore. He has even
provided a unique goblin muffling charm for Mrs Black’s portrait so that she can now only speak
in gobbledegook, a language she finds so offensive that she has taken a vow of silence. Other
changes happen quickly. Firstly, Remus moves his and Sirius’ bedroom up to the fourth floor with
Buckbeak and Bill moves into the bedroom opposite Harry’s and Ron’s and Sirius is not allowed
near them.

“I’ve warded it to hell anyway,” Bill mutters to Harry the day after what is becoming known as
The Discussion.

The second thing that changes is that Mrs Weasley throws all of the booze out of the house.

“Children and alcoholics do not mix,” she says, as she pours what Harry assumes is very expensive
stuff down the toilet as Remus, Fred and George all watch mournfully.

Other daily rhythms emerge too. Kingsley Shacklebolt ‘walks’ Padfoot to St Mungo’s every
morning for his mind-healing and the whole house breathes easier when he is out. His mind-healer
has so far decreed that it would be “unwise” for him to be given access to the Grimoire which is
good because Harry honestly isn’t sure the goblins will ever let Sirius within twenty feet of it every
again. When Sirius returns from mind-healing he locks himself up with Buckbeak and won’t open
the door even for Remus. Yet he seems to be developing a tolerance for Kinglsey. Twice so far,
he’s let Kingsley talk him into running some Auror drills in the garden. Harry watches from the
upstairs window, sees Sirius duck and roll with eager eyes like a fucking pro, and wonders if it’s
worth Sirius hating him for the rest of his life if his godfather gets to have more days like these
ones. The best daily rhythm by far, however, is flying.

“Cool necklace, Harry,” Bill says, passing Harry a butterbeer.

Harry is sitting in the back garden of Grimmauld Place watching Ron take a turn running drills on
his Firebolt. Tomorrow they go to Kings Cross. Harry takes his chilled butterbeer and sips the cool
liquid and thinks: Everything is better when Bill's around.

Bill Weasley is not just an Anzar for Harry, he’s a breath of fresh fucking air for everyone. Remus
is happy to have someone to talk about ancient runes with and Hermione is overjoyed when Bill
reveals he has a collection of Ancient Egyptian Coptic texts for her to puzzle over. The Twins,
Ron, Ginny and Harry are in heaven because Bill is excellent with wards and has extended the
airspace ward in Grimmauld’s back garden. It’s not enough for a match, but it’s enough for two
players. Ron and George are up in the air whilst Harry, Fred and Bill watch from the patio. Sahara
is hunting in the long grass. Harry hears occasional hisses of “I will devour you” whispering in the
wind.

“Thanks, it was a gift.” Harry fiddles with Theo’s rune, leaning his bare back against the dusty
brickwork behind him. The sun is out again and sweaty with exertion, all of the boys are topless.
Harry had Hermione cast an excellent glamour over his back to hide his scars and runes, and now
she’s lying on the dry grass reading with Ginny, both of them with their tops and jeans rolled up to
expose as much skin as possible to the last dregs of summer. Harry is briefly distracted by the
smooth, pale hollow of Ginny’s stomach but not as distracted as he is by the freckles across Fred’s
broad shoulders.

I miss Theo’s shoulders.

It’s been a week. When Harry doesn’t wake up gasping from nightmares he wakes up reaching for
an invisible body, muscled arms and smooth shoulders in the moonlight.

“A gift? Really?” Bill’s pierced eyebrows raise. He’s wearing leather trousers and boots and a grey
tank top and Harry is struggling to keep his eyes off the hieroglyphic tattoo on his left arm and
shoulder.

Do I think tattoos are hot? Should I get a tattoo? Would Theo kill me if I got a tattoo?

“Yeah,” Harry presses his thumb against Theo’s silver rune as it hangs against his ribcage. He’s
self-conscious about his bones sticking out. Unfortunately, there’s no glamour to cover starving.
“Why are you surprised?”

“Because it’s ancient,” Bill leans forward and holds the rune on his fingertips. Harry tries not to
feel uncomfortable having someone so close to touching his chest. Especially a man who looks
like a bloody rock-God. Dudley has a poster of Van Halen on his bedroom wall and Bill would not
be out of place. “Norse magic, I think? By the feel of it, anyway.”

“Feel of it?” Harry’s heart leaps. He thinks of the heartbeat of the Black magic inside the house,
the soft bass resonance of it against his ears. “You can feel magic?”

“Everyone can, theoretically,” Bill shrugs, taking a sip of his butterbeer. “I mean, you can tell
when a spell has been cast, can’t you? You can feel the energy of it?”

“Yes,” Harry nods but he’s not thinking about the shift in the air when a curse whizzes past you.
He’s thinking of sound. Of smell.

“Well, curse breakers need to be attuned to that,” Bill shrugs his tattooed shoulder. “We get a sense
of it. We need to recognise it when we can’t see it. Egyptian curse magic feels different to Ancient
British and so on.”

“So it's kind of like a tingling not … any other senses?”

Harry knows enough about his own weirdness to know he shouldn’t be explicit. He hears Theo’s

voice inside his head.

It’s one hundred percent a Harry fucking Potter thing.

“I don’t know,” Bill frowns, clicking a tongue piercing against his teeth. “I’m not heard of other
senses. I have heard Dumbledore can sense magic but I don’t know how.”

“Right,” Harry touches the rune, tries to concentrate on if it feels like magic does in
Transfiguration or Charms when the air is alive with flying spells, but all he thinks is Friendly.

“Knock him off the thing, George!” Fred bellows up to the sky and Harry’s concentration is lost
completely.

“Well whoever gave it to you must like you,” Bill says. “It’s valuable. 10th Century at least. It’s
worth a lot of money.” Bill winks. “Friends in high places, Harry?”

“Something like that.”

Harry runs the rune along the silver chain. Theo has given him something that’s not only
personally valuable but monetarily valuable. Harry doesn’t have anything personally valuable to
give him aside from Sahara and he’s already kind of done that and Sahara technically belonged to
Theo first. Or Kreacher, who Harry would hesitate to think of as possession.

He’d probably break every single one of my fingers just for thinking it.

And that's not even counting what Hermione would think or say if she heard him referring to
another living thing as a possession. Still, Harry wants to give Theo something back and he’s not
lacking in items of monetary value. He grins to himself. Mrs Weasley has gone back to the Burrow
and Sirius is at St Mungo's. It's perfect timing.

“Say, Bill, fancy a trip to Gringotts today?”

_________

“Albus will think this is a terrible idea,” Remus mutters as he stumbles out of the Floo into
Griphook’s office behind Harry.

“Yeah, probably,” Harry smiles. He's at the point where doesn't much care what Dumbledore
thinks is a terrible idea. Not since he found out that a) he had a magical guardian all this time and
b) that magical guardian saw fit to dump him at the Dursely's like a sack of potatoes. He turns and
bows when he sees his account manager.

“Hey, Griphook! May all of your enemies make terrible investment decisions today.”

“Excellent choice, Heir Potter-Black,” Griphook chortles behind his desk. “And may all of yours
be devoured by basilisks.”

Harry isn’t sure, but he thinks Griphook might like him. If a goblin seeming to enjoy exchanging
unusual made-up goblin greetings with a clueless teenager is anything to go by.

“Man, if only,” Harry rolls his eyes. He imagines Voldemort being swallowed whole by a
humungous serpent, the way Kreacher does with Freddo chocolate bars.

“Anzar Weasley, what business have you today?” Griphook looks at Bill.

“Harry wants to look in the Potter vault,” Bill says, stuffing his hands in his leather jacket. “The
rest of us are just along for the ride.”

It’s not quite true. Remus is along because Harry knows he doesn’t want to be in the house when
Sirius gets back from mind-healing. Also because Remus still seems torn about what Dumbledore
will 'think' about things, so he's here to tell them it's a bad idea to leave the house and then do it
anyway.

I wonder if he was like this with all the Marauders plans.

“And the books,” Hermione adds. Hermione has been devouring the Black books Harry's given her
and wasn't to be turned. Ron’s stayed behind to play one-on-one with Ginny on the firebolt. Fred
and George said they had 'plans' which made Remus wince.

“And the books,” Bill smiles at her, shaking his head slightly.

It’s not the frustrated type of head-shake that people usually have on being exposed to Hermione’s
unrelenting book addiction. Is it … fond? Harry watches the way Hermione dips her head slightly,
and tucks a curl behind her ear, eyes darting away from Bill. Theo teased Harry for having a thing
for the eldest Weasley, but Harry reckons he’s not the only one in Grimmauld who finds Bill’s
tongue piercing intriguing.

Oh, Hermione. You’re so screwed.

“You okay?” Harry elbows her in the ribs.

“Fine,” she mutters, scowling at him.

“I’ll have Twistblade take you down,” Griphook rings a small bell. “You have no need of a key for
the family vault, Heir Potter-Black, your Heir ring will take care of it.”

Harry’s not sure what that means but nods. He’ll figure it out.

“I’ll meet you all at Flourish and Blotts, I think,” Remus brushes soot off his cardigan. “I have
some literature to pick up before we return.”

“You don’t want to come down?” Harry asks.

Remus shakes his head, smiles softly. Harry understands. It's too much James and Lily for a
passing errand. Too much to deal with alone. He feels a swell of tenderness and grabs Remus’
hand quickly, squeezing it softly. I wish Sirius was here for you.

Remus smiles and squeezes back. So do I.

“Is there anything you want?” Harry asks. “Like … I dunno, pictures or whatever?”

“It’s all yours, Harry,” Remus shakes his head. “I couldn’t.”

“No, it’s ours, right?” Harry’s stammering, hates himself for his awkwardness.“Since I’m kind of
like, yours? A bit?”

The words feel heavy and foreign on his tongue, nothing like how easy and right they feel when he
says “I love you” to Hermione or “Your life and your secrets” to Theo.

Fuck, this family stuff is so weird.

He’s getting used to this idea though, that part of him, even if it's only the tiny part of him he
doesn’t remember from being a baby, belongs to Remus. Getting used to the idea that if their
relationship survives, (if I survive) other parts of him might come to belong to Remus too. Because
Remus belongs to him too, just a bit. Harry can’t deny it. Remus said something to Sirius to make
him see the mind healer. Harry doesn’t know what it was, but he knows what it means. Remus is
on his side. Remus’ eyes go glassy for a moment and his grip on Harry’s hand is so tight that
Harry worries about broken fingers.

“Moony,” Harry grunts, trying to flex against werewolf strength.

“Sorry!” Remus releases him and looks away, blinking heavily. “Uh, yes, any photos of us
together, please. And your father had some excellent defence books I would appreciate taking a
look at.”

“Sure,” Harry nods and looks at Hermione. She’s giving him the same proud, dazzling smile she
gave him when he learned the summoning charm last year. “Shall we go?”

They meet Twistblade outside Griphook’s office and follow him down into the caverns below
Gringotts. Surprisingly, they don’t get in a little cart as Harry’s used to but climb into a ricketylooking gold lift. Harry groans. Fucking lifts. Hermione notices and reaches for his hand, capturing
the anxious flex of his fingers as the lift jerks.

A jerk around his navel. Pulled into darkness. Kill the spare.

“Not a fan?” Bill asks as Twistblade slides the filigree gates closed.

“Nope,” Harry watches as the dim light of the cavern disappears above them and is replaced by a
wall of descending solid rock. “They remind me of portkeys. Only my second least favourite way
to travel.”

“Oh?” Bill raises his eyebrows. "What's the first?"

“Floo,” Hermione and Harry answer as one.

“He’s always been a bad traveller,” Hermione squeezes his fingers comfortingly.

“It’s the spinning,” Harry explains.

“Yet I saw you do a barrel roll head first vertically downwards this morning,” Bill shakes his head.
“You’re an enigma, Potter. Most wizards can’t wait to ride the lift. It’s for our oldest vault holders
only, though.”

“Still rather take the cart,” Harry mumbles. The lift shudders to a stop and TwistClaw lets them
out.

“The cavern of the Ancient vaults,” he rumbles.

“Goodness!” Hermione gasps.

She’s not wrong. The cavern walls are swirling marble, the curved lines of the sediment looking
like the waves of the ocean. The lamps made of blue crystal are carved into the surface, casting an
eerie but beautiful light over them that reminds Harry of being under the Black Lake.

“Yeah, it’s quite something,” Bill looks around fondly. “The Potter’s are over here.”

“So is this a mineral deposit? Or did the goblins build it?” Hermione asks and they’re off, she and
Bill, nattering about goblin mining and Harry gives himself a moment to take a few deep breaths.
He’s still a Potter. His Mum was a Potter. James blood adopted him.

I still have the right to be here, even if he’s not my actual father.

Harry tries not to think of all the people he can imagine who might say otherwise.

Sirius. Rita Skeeter. Everyone else in the fucking world.

Twistblade shows him where to press the ruby of the Potter ring against the odd triangle, line and
circle symbol on the door. The doors open and Harry walks in. He’d imagined stacks of money,
mountains of it like in his own vault, but it’s nothing like that. It’s basically the wizard equivalent
of a very messy garage. A cave with bookshelves all around and furniture and belongings stacked
everywhere.

“Jesus,” Harry mutters, climbing over a giant set of travelling cases. “Are all wizard vaults like
this?”

“Some are more organised,” Bill muses. “But yes, basically.”

“Are you looking for something particular, Harry?” Hermione asks, instantly gravitating to the
bookshelves.

“I’ll know it when I see it,” Harry says, "find Remus' books, will you?"

"Only Remus'?"

Hermione's eyes gleam possessively. Bill laughs behind her.

"You can take what you can carry," Harry warns and when he sees Hermione's eyes shine with
victory adds: "With your own arms. Non magically."

Hermione genuinely looks like she is about to stamp her foot, first-year style, but she simply tosses
her dark curls and turns to the bookshelves, doing a good impression of Kreacher as she mutters
angrily about 'stupid boys, no understanding for the quest for knowledge.'

Harry grins and walks deeper into the vault, clambering towards a cabinet that seems to have
framed photographs arranged on top of it. He intends to grab some for Remus and continue on his
way but what he sees catches him off guard.

Oh.

He’s got a few photos of his parents but none of them together, as a family. The closest thing he’s
come is the Mirror of Erised, but now he’s looking at photos of them all together, of him and his
Mum curled up together in bed when he still looks like a tiny, froggy thing and she looks beautiful
but tired.

The middle of the night maybe? The day after I was born?

Then there's a photo of the three of them in what he presumes is their garden, Harry sitting up and
grinning at the camera whilst James puts his glasses on Harry’s laughing face.

Did they like the garden? Did Mum keep plants, did Dad mow the lawn?

Then other people, placed on this table reserved for family as a gesture, Harry knows immediately,
that they are the most important people in his parents' lives.

A picture of Sirius holding Harry’s arms above his head as he helps Harry walk on pudgy legs.
Harry's got on a tiny t-shirt that says 'Chaser in the making,' and Sirius is bowed down towards
him, his dark hair falling over his laughing face.

A picture of Remus lifting a toddler-aged Harry over his head. Harry is shrieking, wearing a baby
onesie with tiny wolves on it and the sunlight is dancing over their faces. Harry's face is round and
fat with contentment and love, and Remus' scarred face is broken into joy, brown hair longer and
eyes younger.

A picture of the four Marauders facing the camera formally, James holding Harry on his lap at the
front. Pettigrew stands behind the three of them seated and Harry feels a stab of hatred looking at
the man. Then in the magic of moving pictures, Sirius corpses into laughter and they all collapse
into one another, Peter toppling backwards which sends James into a roar of laughter that makes
him nearly drop his infant son. Remus, with his quick reflexes, steadies Harry with laughing eyes
as Sirius pulls Peter back to his feet. Harry can almost imagine his Mum taking the photo, scolding

them all for messing about. There’s so much love, so much hope in all of their eyes.

We would have been happy, all together. We would have been.

Then a photo of James. James and Harry. He thinks he can’t be more than a few months old, still
wrinkly at the edges and frankly, Harry thinks, pretty ugly, but he’s being cradled against James’
chest. James has his chin rested on Harry’s little head, standing over the cot. Night time. Did I keep
them awake? Then, as he sways, he turns and presses his cheek to Harry’s head, his eyes closing
and a smile playing over his lips. Harry wishes he could remember what it felt like to be soothed in
the night by a parent. He feels a stinging in his eyes that he can’t fight back.

James. Prongs. Dad.

“Harry? You okay?”

Hermione is standing beside him, slipping an arm around his waist as he grips the silver frame in
his hand. Harry swallows hard.

“James,” he whispers.

“Your Dad,” Hermione touches a finger to the man’s face. “He looks so young.”

“He was.” God, only fucking twenty years old. Harry hates that he’s already lived nearly as long as
they did.

“He really loved you,” Hermione whispers. Her brown eyes dance over the other photos, her lips
quirking as she sees baby Harry flying over Remus’ head, dragging Sirius along, giggling with the
Marauders.

“Yeah,” Harry clenches his fist against the silver frame. Just for a moment, he wants to smash it.

“Harry?” Hermione feels his tension, her arm around his waist tightens. Harry looks over his
shoulder, sees that Bill is chatting away in gobbledegook to Twistblade at the vault door. Harry
turns himself and Hermione so their lips cannot be read.

“Is it … is it wrong that I hate him for that, just a little?” Harry’s guilt at this thought is like a
noose, strangling his voice. It’s barely above a whisper. “Is it wrong that I wish … maybe he had
loved me less? Like, if they had both loved me less then they would still be alive? He would be
here, he could explain … all this to me.”

Harry swallows hard and stares at James’ soft contented smile. He doesn’t look turbulent to be
holding a child that is not his blood so close to him. Why?

“He knew, Hermione,” Harry whispers. “He knew I wasn’t his and he stayed and … Did she cheat
on him? What happened?"

How did Mum end up with Severus fucking Snape of all damn people?

The thought is frankly nauseating.

"I just … I don’t understand,” Harry takes a shaking breath, closes his eyes for a moment, “and it
makes me so … mad. Is it terrible? Does it make me a horrible person? That I hate him for - for
loving me and dying and leaving me with all this shit and not explaining anything?"

Harry looks into her large chocolatey eyes and sees only acceptance.

“You’re not wrong. You’re not terrible. You’re not horrible.” Hermione takes the photo out of his
hands and sets it on the cabinet again. “However you feel is allowed. As long as you know they
loved you. He knew he wasn't your biological father and he still wanted you. Just ... think about
that.”

As if I don't have enough to fucking think about, with the Heir stuff and the Sirius stuff and the Tom
sodding Riddle stuff.

“Yeah.”

Harry shrugs away from her slightly and reaches for a satchel hung on a hat stand nearby that has
L.E. stamped on the leather. He picks up the pictures of the marauders for Remus, one of the two
of them together and hesitates for a moment over the one of him and Sirius, but then drops it in the

bag anyway.

“This one?” Hermione points to the James photo. Harry shakes his head, but when she moves away
to look in a jewellery cabinet, he takes the frame, lifts the back, and slips out the picture. On the
back of the photograph, in slanted, chaotic scrawl it reads: “Me and my son, November 1980.”
Harry slides it into the satchel.

“What have you found?” he follows Hermione and looks down at the jewellery case.

“I think that’s your Mum’s engagement ring,” Hermione says quietly, touching a ruby ring. She
holds it up next to his Heir ring and Harry feels a tingle of friendly warmth between the two.

“Cool,” he says. "Try it on, I want to see something."

“What?” Hermione slips it onto her right hand. Her fingers are not as slim as his Mum's must have
been because it only fits on her little finger. “Oh!”

Hermione’s eyes widen. Harry feels a golden tingle as the Potter magic sings happily. Inexplicably,
even though Hermione is standing opposite him, standing stock-still in oddly frightened
anticipation, Harry feels like her warm arms are enveloping him, hugging him. There’s something
more, too, an older, softer feeling of someone else’s magic. It blends with Hermione’s blackberry
and coconut scent, and its warmth is the deepest comfort Harry has ever felt. It’s a memory of a
voice he has only ever heard screaming.

You are loved, Harry, you are so loved.

Sudden tears spill out of Harry's eyes.

Mum.

“Oh crap,” Hermione whispers. “What - what did I do?”

“Nothing,” Harry pulls her into a hug, crushing her against him and burying his damp face in her
curls. He takes a deep breath of her coconut scent. Safety. “You did nothing wrong, you’re just …

excellent, Mi.”

“I should take it off,” Hermione mumbles. Harry can feel her shaking as she hugs him back hard.
She’s not used to the Heir magic like Harry and Theo are.

“No,” Harry pulls away and looks down at the ring on Hermione’s hand. “No, I want you to wear
it.”

“Harry … it’s an engagement ring,” she warns. “You might want it for your partner one day.”

Like anyone will want this bloody mess once Voldemort’s finally finished with me.

“Yeah, not reckoning I need to think much about that,” Harry laughs sarcastically. “Besides, it’s
like a family thing, isn’t it? That’s … that’s what it felt like to me, just now. You know?”

Hermione nods, touching the ring reverently.

“I … I felt so protective of you,” she whispers. “I mean, I always do, but like …,”

“Like my Mum,” Harry finishes softly. Hermione nods, tears in her eyes.

“Like family.”

She squeezes his hand. The Potter rings chime together. Harry tastes tea and golden syrup. He
doesn’t know why, but it’s right. When he thinks of family, Hermione will always be at the top of
the list.

“Well then,” Harry nods. “Sorted. We’ll need something for Ron, probably. Or he’ll panic and
think he’s being left out.”

“Right!” Hermione laughs, wipes her eyes and looks through the jewellery case. “I’m not really
sure Ron’s much of a jewellery guy ... oh this is lovely!”

Hermione holds up a long chain, gold, with a tiny fleur-de-lis pendant on it.

“Yeah. It’s like a French thing, right?” Harry runs his fingers over it.

“Yes, but it’s based on a flower, Harry,” Hermione smiles. “A lily.”

“Oh.” Harry looks down at it.

Mum.

Harry touches Theo's mother's rune necklace, warm under his t-shirt.

“I’m taking this.”

“I don’t think Ron will wear it, Harry.”

“No, for me,” Harry tucks it into his pocket. “I’ll think about something else for Ron. Do you have
the books Remus wanted?”

“Yes, and some excellent Charms books!” Hermione shows him enthusiastically. "Look!"

She gestures to a pile that it is the same size as Kreacher. Damn closet Ravenclaw.

"And can you carry all those?" Harry folds his arms and stares at her expectantly.

"Of course!" she huffs. She slowly leans down and lifts the stack, wobbling precariously.

"See?" she calls from behind it, her face entirely obscured.

"I don't know why I doubted you."

"A deal's a deal, Potter." Dark curls and darker, fiercer eyes pop out of the side of the teetering
stack. "Or do I need to remind you about the library cards?"

She's going to punish me for that for the rest of my life.

"Fine!" Harry sighs. "Get Bill to put a shrinking charm on them, they won't all fit in here."

"Obviously, Harry, I'm not insane."

Harry watches her totter away, looking like a deranged librarian and snorts wryly. On his way back
to the door, he runs his hand over the bookcase. Suddenly, a brief tingling hiss emits from his
Slytherin ring. Harry pauses. Runs his hand backwards and finds the Slytherin ring hissing against
a slim volume. He pulls it out gingerly. It feels fragile and has a tarnished silver clasp that looks
like a snake head.

“Ready to go, Harry?" Hermione calls.

The book has no title but Harry drops it into the satchel too, just to make the ring happy. A mystery
for later. Maybe Sahara can help.

"Sure," Harry takes Hermione's hand for help as he climbs over a slightly precarious stack of
gilded dining chairs. Bill raises his eyebrows when he sees Hermione’s new ring.

“You two have something to tell me?”

“I told you!” Hermione’s hair is bristling as she rolls her eyes at Harry. “Everyone’s going to think
we’re courting or something!”

“Courting?” Harry stares at her blankly. “You mean, like, going out?”

“No, courting is a pureblood thing, it’s ritualistic and barbaric and Dark wizards love it.”

“Right… and this is something people think we’ll be doing?” Harry raises an eyebrow. “With our
big reputations for being pureblooded and Dark?”

“Shut up,” Hermione grumbles. “I’m going to glamour it when we get to school.”

“Sure,” Harry shrugs. “You don’t have to wear it.”

“I want to,” Hermione grabs his hand with hers. They both grin when the Potter rings flare softly
together. Family. “Because of that.”

As they take the lift back up, Harry fingers the fleur-de-lis necklace in his jacket pocket. He wants
to put power in it, somehow, a bit of his magic as he does with Sahara. Not the Potter ring, which
seems to enjoy familial protection or the Black ring, which loves to bind people. The Slytherin
ring, however, loves to bring justice. Violent justice.

Appropriate for Theo.

Also, if Theo’s going to be in danger, it’s likely to be from another Slytherin, in school or out of it.
So Harry holds the necklace tightly in his fist and draws up the raw, eager power of the ring. He
thinks of Sahara, hissing and spitting before she strikes. The necklace burns hot for a second and
then diminishes. When he looks at it, it doesn't look any different. He needs to check it's worked
somehow and he doesn't have Sahara with him. Hermione had advised against trying to sneak an
invisible, magical boomslang into Gringotts. Apparently the goblins might think that was sabotage.
Sahara said it didn't matter what goblins thought since she could break their little necks. Harry told
her to find some other animal's neck to break and left her in the garden.

“Hey Bill,” he says as they step out of Gringotts into Diagon Alley. “I found this necklace in the
vault. Does it have any protection on it, like my rune?”

“Huh,” Bill touches it gently, examines it carefully. “Yeah. Not sure what though. Remus will be
able to tell you, he’s good with runes.”

“Runes?”

“On the back.”

Harry turns it over. A rune that he doesn’t recognise and was not there five minutes ago is cut into
the metal.

Oh shit.

“Remus?” Bill calls as they enter Flourish and Blotts. Remus is sitting in the cafe area, drinking a
cup of coffee and reading “Living with Curse-Shock - Surviving Grindlewald’s War” which he puts
down quickly as they arrive. “Harry’s found a rune necklace.”

“No, it’s just a necklace,” Harry tries to shrug it off but Remus’ face lights up with recognition.

“This was your mother’s, she wore it all the time,” Remus smiles softly. “It was passed down
through the Evans family. I didn’t know it had a magical history.” Remus frowns. “This is a Celtic
rune, I think, but it’s for a snake God, Apep, maybe?”

“Apep?” Bill glanced at it again curiously. “Odd. To have an ancient British artefact with a rune
for the Egyptian snake God of Chaos.”

Not if it’s marked by the magic of an Ancient British crazy wizard with a penchant for massive
fucking snakes.

“Huh,” Harry tries to sound neutral. Hermione’s eyes narrow. Oh shit. “So … what does the rune
do?”

“It’s a general protection rune in this case,” Remus shrugs, handing it back to Harry. “Maybe Lily
found an obscure charm. She was always doing that.”

Hermione is still looking at him suspiciously so Harry pulls out his failsafe.

“Hermione, is there anything you want to pick up before we go back to Grimmauld?”

“Oh, yes!” Hermione turns to Bill, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Can you help me find a good
translation book for those ancient documents? I really want to give it a go tonight.”

“Sure,” Bill shakes his head and gives Hermione that same, slightly baffled smile. “You never stop
do you, Hermione?”

Hermione looks slightly chastened but Harry pushes her towards Bill before she can mumble
something self-deprecating.

“No, she does not,” he says, “it’s the best thing about her.”

“Agreed,” Bill says lightly, checking his watch. He doesn’t notice Hermione’s flush but Remus
does, giving Harry a bemused but amused expression.

“What?” Harry says as he sits down beside Remus and Bill and Hermione disappear into the
bookshelves.

“You realise he is ten years her senior,” Remus leans back in his chair, tapping his finger on the
cover of his book. “And unless I’ve completely misread the situation, isn’t your best mate … how
does Ginny put it … ‘crushing’ on her? Or is 'fancies'?”

“You know you sound like you’re about a million years old when you say that?” Harry grumbles.

“Naturally,” Remus grins. “So … Bill Weasley?”

“Oh come on,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Nothing's gonna happen."

"You'd be surprised," Remus muses, eyes sparkling with mischief. "I heard stories of Bill's time as
Head Boy. There were students who longed for him in first year who still pursue him today,
according to Charlie Weasley."

"Yeah, the twins call it the Bill Weasley effect," Harry rolls his eyes. "He's just fit, that's all."

"That's all? First years, Harry." Remus smirks. "People wait for him, you know, and Hermione's a
patient young woman."

"It's not like that, Remus," Harry takes a sip of Remus' coffee and winces. Too much sugar. "She
just thinks he's cool, everyone does. She’s allowed to think he’s cool.”

“That’s how it always starts,” Remus takes his coffee back.

“Is it? Always?” Harry plays with the biscuit on Remus’ saucer, breaking it into pieces. It was
certainly how it had been with him and Cedric.

If you can quantify ‘absolutely spine-tingling gorgeous’ as merely cool.

“Sometimes,” Remus smiles tenderly. “It was with Sirius.”

“Yeah, but everyone thinks Sirius is cool,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Do you always think people you
shag are cool?”

“Christ, Harry!" Remus nearly spits out his coffee. "Don't say things like that!"

"What?" Harry hands Remus a napkin. "I'm not seven, Remus, I'm fifteen I'm allowed to talk about
shagging -,"

"Please stop!" Remus holds up a hand, face scrunched up. "I'm glad that you are ... open and
comfortable with your ..."

"My what?" Harry grins. Now he knows why Sirius enjoys teasing Remus so much. Or used to
enjoy teasing him.

"Circe, have mercy, Harry," Remus groans. "Merlin, I never thought I’d be the one doing this
particular part of the pseudo-parenting,”

Remus leans back in his chair and stares at the ceiling. Harry snorts. Remus is right. If he bet on
which of the two of his godfather’s he would go to about this … stuff it would be Sirius. Every
time. But Sirius isn't here and Remus is and for whatever reason, the godfather who ignored him
for tweleve years is more committed right now than the one who spent twelve years in prison
obsessing over him.

There is no win in that sentence, Potter, Inner-Theo drawls. Harry pushes the thought away.
Remus is trying.

“So?” Harry pushes. "Do you always think the people you ... get with are 'cool?'"

For some reason, it matters to Harry if you always have to think someone is cool. He sees grey
eyes. What the fuck are you doing with my snake, Potter?

“No,” a wistful, hurt look brushes over Remus’ face. “No. Sometimes ... people are terrifying
instead.” Remus huffed slightly, folds his arms. “Terrifying and intriguing.”

Harry feels something coiling tightly in his gut.

"That happened ... to you?"

"Yes," Remus sighs heavily. "A long time ago. At school. Before Sirius and then ... later ..."
Remus' eyes take on a distant quality. "Sometimes people are so different and unsettling but
somehow familiar and that's ... compelling."

That. That’s what it is.

Harry nods.

“Cool.”

"May we stop talking about this now?" Remus cringes. "You can talk to me about anything, of
course, I'd just prefer not to elucidate every reason I've had for going to bed with someone."

"Sure."

Harry wonders how many reasons, how many people, Remus has taken to bed. Then reaches into
his bag and pulls out the photo of him and Remus.

"Better?" He sets it in his godfather’s hands.

“Oh.” Remus’ face is lighter, fifteen years younger, for a fleeting second. “Harry.”

“Yeah.” Harry swallows. “I want to keep this one. I got these others for you —,” he reaches into
his bag, lifts the other frames onto the table, and watches as Remus looks through them slowly,
reverently, his breath catching at the one of Sirius and Harry. “But I want to take this one with
me.”

“To Hogwarts?” Remus’ eyes are glassy but sharp. “You want to take the picture of … of us to
Hogwarts?”

“Yeah.” Harry’s throat is weirdly dry. “Can I?”

Remus stares at him for a moment and then hands the photo back to Harry.

“I would like a copy too,” Remus smiles, “but yes, you may.”

“Thanks.”

Harry doesn’t know what these feelings mean, the swirling combination of grief and pain and
complicated joy, so he just nods. Then he says something he doesn’t feel, something he isn’t sure
he means but for the first time since leaving Fabiola’s cottage, he wants to say it.

“Let’s go home.”

The look on Lupin’s face almost makes it worth it.

One day I might even mean it.

___________

“Kreacher!”

Harry is sitting in his bedroom at Grimmauld place, doing last-minute packing and avoiding Ron
and Hermione who have just been made prefects. Harry is feeling pissed about it. Not at them, or
Mrs Weasley who is overjoyed, or Bill who is proud or even Fred and George who are teasing
Harry relentlessly about taking the ‘more dishonourable route to glory.’ He’s pissed at
Dumbledore.

But psycho attention-seeking teenagers aren’t good prefect material.

Harry did not enjoy the general public today in Diagon Alley. He’s been avoiding the Prophet but
he can’t do that forever. He knows that tomorrow isn’t just Hogwarts. It isn’t just the castle and the
Black Lake and quidditch. It’s people again. People who have spent a whole summer reading crap
about him.

"The opinions of others matter not," Sahara hisses around his neck. "Only their actions affect you."

"Thanks, wise one."

It turns out 'yoda' does not translate sarcastically into parseltongue.

“Master calls?” Kreacher croaks. He’s been splitting time between Nott Manor and Grimmauld
Place. He won’t tell Harry exactly what’s been going on but Harry knows not to call Kreacher
between seven and eleven in the evening. Theo’s Aunt is worse then.

“Here,” Harry hands over six bags of jelly babies. He made a stop at the Spar shop on the muggle
side of the Leaky Cauldron. “Don’t tell Heir Nott.”

“Kreacher will not. Heir Nott is a miserable dictator who despises delicious treats,” Kreacher
grumbles.

“I’m going back to school tomorrow,” Harry says.

“Kreacher knows,” Kreacher rolls his eyes. “Master is an idiot. Who does Master think has rolled
all of his socks?”

“Oh,” Harry looks down at the balled socks in his trunk. He realises they are all deliberately balled
with opposite pairs. “Thanks, I guess. What happens to you when I'm at Hogwarts?”

“Kreacher will not go to stinking school, with mudbloods and traitors and tiny snotty children,”
Kreacher growls, “Kreacher will not.”

“Yeah, don’t reckon I want you terrorising the first years actually, Kreacher,” Harry wraps his
photo of Remus in a jumper and drops it in his trunk. “But I can call you, right? To check you’re
not killing people in my absence? Or, I dunno, progressing to eating actual babies.”

“Master can check,” Kreacher is feasting on jelly babies and clicking his fingers to turn Harry’s
pants all either green or grey with the Black crest on them. “Kreacher makes no promises.”

“I think you should stay here, with Remus,” Harry says, grabbing his pair of pink snitch pants that
Fred and George bought him before Kreacher can ruin them. “Make sure the house doesn’t fall
down and all that.”

“Kreacher will not serve the wolf,” Kreacher snarls.

“No, you serve me, remember?” Harry raises his eyebrows.

“Until Master is inevitably destroyed by the Dark Lord,” Kreacher snaps. “A day Kreacher longs
for.”

“Optimistic little shit, aren’t you?” Harry nicks a jelly baby whilst Kreacher growls. “But until that
day, you’re team Heir Potter-Black, right?”

“Kreacher is team Heir Black, yes,” Kreacher grins nastily. “Until godfather disowns you.”

“Wow, so many ways to get rid of me,” Harry chews his jelly baby thoughtfully.

You should destroy him before he destroys you," Sahara hisses.

"You are such a Slytherin."

Harry thinks. Maybe he needs to be a bit Slytherin about this.

“Okay, how about this," he looks down at Kreacher. "Stay here and spy on Sirius for me. And if
you happen to make sure that Remus and Sirius don’t um, defile the House of Black with their
filthy habits, that’ll just be a coincidence.”

Kreacher stares at him for a moment, slowly masticating on a red jelly baby.

“Kreacher will be supplied with as many muggle treats as possible,” he snaps. “Weekly.”

“You can have a stipend,” Harry holds up fingers. “Three muggle pounds a week. And no
Tangfastics.”

Kreacher growls.

“Don’t give me that,” Harry warns, “do you want Theo to find out?”

“Kreacher agrees,” Kreacher does a full-body shudder. “Heir Nott will be a terrible and powerful
Lord one day.”

“Yep,” Harry chortles. He remembers Theo sitting in the tall reeds, robes pooled around him.
Majestic. “How is he?”

“Heir Nott is well,” Kreacher looks at Harry carefully. “Aunt Nott is not fit to raise an Heir.”

Harry snorts. Given that Kreacher esteems Walburga Black, who Harry knows was a first-class
banshee, that’s saying something.

"Heir Nott is preparing," Kreacher continues. "The Aunt Nott is worse the night before Heir Nott
goes back to school."

"Worse?" Harry swallows, his hands stilling in the middle of folding a Weasley jumper. "What's
worse? Like, a pint of blood on the floor of a bedroom, worse?"

Kreacher looks at Harry steadily for a moment.

"No. Master's muggles are filthy, ghastly beasts of no breeding or morals," Kreacher's eyes flash,
the yellow in them looking like flames. "Aunt Nott is still a witch."

"Right," Harry rolls his eyes, partly irritated at Kreacher's perpetual blood prejudice and partly
relieved that Theo is not dying. Still, a plan is required. A plan that involves sabotaging Jezebel
Nott for the evening.

“Is there something we’ve got, at the bank maybe, that could … I dunno, keep her out of the way
tonight?”

Theo deserves one good night’s sleep. Theo deserves to be protected. Harry can't be there to lie
next to him or hold his Aunt at wand-point, so this will have to do.

“Oh yes,” Kreacher’s eyes gleam. “Mistress’ music box. It will send Aunt Nott into a deep
slumber. It is in the Prince vault.”

“Cool.”

Harry knows the drill. He pulls out paper, scribbles instructions for Griphook, and holds out his
arm for Kreacher’s click of the finger along Wormtail’s wound. It barely bothers him now, this
ritual cut that doesn't ever properly heal.

“Don’t leave him alone tonight, okay? And make sure he gets to the Express. Whatever happens.”

Harry flexes the black ring and thinks of the fidelity bond. Kreacher shivers.

“Kreacher remembers,” Kreacher throws a jelly baby at Harry’s head before disappearing. Harry
sighs. Not for the first time, he wishes he was going with Kreacher. Somewhere, Theo's preparing
to have a totally shit evening and Harry should be there.

"I want to fly," he hisses to Sahara. "Do you want to come?"

"Owls fly." Sahara slithers down Harry and curls herself up in a patch of sun on his pillow as if
that's explanation enough.

Harry shakes his head and grabs his firebolt. Mrs Weasley is planning a party and Harry is
decidedly not excited. Mundungus will be there and Mundungus always sneaks booze into the
house for Sirius so Harry has no doubt that he and Remus will be running point all night to keep
Sirius sober, who will not be at all thankful for it all.

A perfect evening. Throw in a Dark Lord and Vernon Dursley and it'll be in the top five.

When Harry gets to the top of the stairs, he sees Remus and Bill standing by the huge windows
looking down onto the garden. Out on the grass, he can see Kingsley and Sirius duelling rapidly.

“You don’t mind?” Bill is asking. Harry doesn’t understand that question but there is a delicate
tone in Bill’s voice that Harry has never heard before so he quickly steps back into the shadows,
instincts from four years of eavesdropping kicking in. Remus’ face is so sad.

“Kingsley is good for him,” Remus whispers. “That matters.”

Harry’s stomach contracts.

What the fuck.

He looks out at Sirius and Kingsley. They’ve stopped duelling. Sirius is pulling up the hem of his
t-shirt to wipe his face, revealing a tattooed, thin stomach. Kingsley is watching.

“That’s not an answer,” Bill squeezes Remus’ shoulder gently. Remus looks lost for words.

“I never used to mind,” Remus says slowly. “Werewolf mating is … complex. So we are …
monogamous most of the time.” Harry sees Remus swallow, his Adam's apple moves against his
scarred throat. “Sirius is … not. He never has been. He never lied to me, even at school he was …
clear, and it's always been ... But this is the first time since … ”

Azkaban.

Harry stares at Sirius on the grass with Kingsley. He’s smiling. Properly smiling. Harry hasn’t seen
him do that since before the third task.

“I heard from King Ragnok today,” Bill says softly. “Since Hogwarts is sacred Wizarding land, I
cannot go and act as an Anzar for Harry there, it's against the treaties. But I can visit, check in with
McGonagall, and if anything goes wrong I can consult.”

“That’s good.”

“So I’m staying in London,” Bill says. “I’ve got a flat. It’s just going to be the two of you here once
they all go back to Hogwarts. If you ever need to get away, for the night or whatever.” Bill shrugs.
“You could even move in if you wanted. I’m looking for a roommate.”

If Harry was hearing this without looking at Bill's face, he'd think Bill was making a move. But all
he sees in Bill's eyes is pity. Sirius and Remus, alone in Grimmauld Place. Sirius and Remus and
Kingsley.

“Sirius needs me,” Remus shakes his head. “Thank you, though. If … if things develop,” Remus

stares down at Kingsley. “I might … drop by.”

“You’re always welcome,” Bill nods politely. They stare down onto the grass. “Does Harry
know?”

Harry clenches his fists. Does he fuck.

“No,” Remus shakes his head. “Please don’t tell him. He’s … he’s very angry at Sirius right now,
with good reason, but he loves him. They love each other. We’re … a family. I don’t want to take
that from him.”

“Harry would understand that it’s complicated,” Bill whispers. “You shouldn’t lie to him.”

“There’s no lie,” Remus’ eyes are bleak. “I love Sirius. He loves me, the best he can. He’s always
loved me the best he can. We both love Harry.”

“Look, mate, all I’m saying is,” Bill sighs heavily and looks up at the sky for a moment. “Maybe
his best isn’t enough. For you or Harry.”

The words are a bludger to the chest. For Remus too, it looks like. He presses his head against the
glass. It's the first time Harry's noticing how tired he looks.

“He just needs time,” Remus murmurs. “Then we can be a family.”

Is that what all of this about? Some fantasy of a perfect family?

Harry feels a flash of numbness coming from the Prince ring.

I am no one's perfect anything.

Bill pats Remus’ back. “Just … think about it.”

“I will,” Remus straightens, tugs his cardigan into place. “If you’re looking for a flatmate though,
you should consider Nymphadora. I know she’s looking.”

“Thanks,” Bill smiles. “I’ll ask her tonight.”

Bill walks down the stairs, leaving Remus staring out of the window. He turns slightly as he walks
down to the next level, and stares up at Harry as if he expects to find him there, standing in the
shadows. Bill nods gently. Harry nods back.

He wants me to know.

Maybe Bill thinks Harry's old enough to deal with the truth and Harry agrees, he just hates the truth
a lot right now. Or maybe Bill thinks that Remus deserves more or needs loving better but Harry
doesn’t know how to do that. So he does the only thing he knows how to do. He shoves his rage
and confusion about Sirius and Remus down inside, deep underneath the Not-Caring, and walks
loudly down the stairs.

“Harry,” Remus smiles. He has a particular smile for Harry, fondness and sadness all wrapped
together, that always makes Harry either want to slap him or hug him. “All packed?”

“Yeah.” Harry looks down into the garden. Kingsley and Sirius are walking back to the house,
Kingsley’s hand is on Sirius’ shoulder.

Remus knows him best. Remus thinks this is what he needs. It doesn't matter how I feel about it. It
doesn't.

Harry reaches down and holds Remus’ hand.

“Come flying with me, Moony?” Harry asks.

Remus smiles wider. Harry can’t change Sirius. He can’t change the past. He can’t give Remus the
family he deserves.

He deserves so much better than us, Harry thinks desperately, much more than a damaged-as-fuck

godson and a non-monogamous batshit crazy boyfriend.

But Harry can’t do that. He can't be anything but a reckless, stupid, damaged-as-fuck, dead
boyfriend mourning, burning people with his bare hands, Voldemort-hunted, snake chatting, elfbinding Freak. But he can do this.

“Of course Harry,” Remus smiles. “Anything for you.”

The Hogwarts Express
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

In this chapter we are back with Theo and Theo ... does not like to share.
Next chapter we're with Harry and Severus and inside Hogwarts and ... oh yes, the
cliffhangers will return!
As I said, I'm away for the long weekend so I'm not sure of my schedule. But if I don't
get something out over the weekend I'll be back on Tuesday.

“Potter’s travelling with an entourage, I see.” Blaise drawls.

Theo stands in one of the doors to the Express, looking down the platform to where the Weasley’s
and Harry’s guard are loitering. Theo is deliberately not staring at Harry because he knows that as
soon as he does, he will feast on the green in his eyes. He is watching the others around him
instead.

“Cristo, is that Mad-Eye Moody? And Professor Lupin? Is Potter friendly with every Defense
teacher we’ve ever had?” Blaise leans against the doorframe.

“Probably not Lockhart,” Theo mutters. Or Quirrell. Who Harry murdered with his bare hands.

Theo stares at Lupin. The man has a scarred hand resting possessively on Harry’s shoulder,
steering him towards the train. Harry doesn’t like to be touched, especially in front of other people,
but Theo can see that he’s enduring it for Lupin.

So damn forgiving.

Theo cannot tell if it is admirable or exasperating.

“It seems everyone got pets this summer,” Blaise snorts with laughter. “That is a fucking massive
dog.”

No, it is a fucking massive dick parading as a fucking massive dog, Theo thinks, glaring at the
ragged beast being held on a leash by Mad-Eye. It is very hard for Theo to be within fifty feet of
Sirius Black without his fingers twitching on his wand. Especially since he knows Black will have
surely denied all of the advice of the Order of the Flaming Idiots by appearing in broad daylight, on
a platform occupied by children. And parents. Some of whom are Death Eaters.

It would be incredibly satisfying to run that dog over with a muggle car.

Theo knows that the minute Harry says he does not love his godfather anymore, Sirius Black will
find Theo’s knife against his throat.

“Merlin, who is that embracing Potter?” Blaise leans out of the door to stare down the platform
with gleaming dark eyes. “He is prestante!”

Bill Weasley has his leather-clad arms around Harry. Theo counts the seconds. When Weasley
pulls away, he is holding Harry’s shoulders and looking down, speaking to him intently. Theo
can’t see Harry’s face and he hates that. His hand clenches on the door frame.

Stop touching him. Stop touching him right now.

“Probably a Weasley,” Theo comments listlessly. “The hair.”

“Indeed,” Blaise clicks his tongue appreciatively. “He is the only one to make it bearable.”

Bill Weasley still has one hand on Harry’s shoulder whilst Lupin is actually holding Harry’s hand,
leaning in to whisper something in his ear. Theo watches the way Harry’s eyes dart across the
platform. He sees the smallest tightening in his jaw.

He’s had enough. Stop touching him now. Can’t you see it’s enough?

It is astonishing to Theo how many adults proclaim to love Harry and yet refuse to see or listen to
him. Theo’s relieved when Harry follows Granger and Weasley up onto the train, the door
swinging closed behind them. The train whistle sounds. Sirius Black in dog form barks and chases
the steam.

“So, we’ve got a minute.” Blaise rubs a hand down Theo’s spine. “Do you want to …?”

“No.” Theo moves away from Blaise’s touch. “Thank you.”

“Prego,” Blaise shrugs. “I’ll ask Daphne.”

This is the thing about Blaise that Theo appreciates. He is unflappable, a good friend, sexually
relentless and immune to rejection. They both duck their heads back inside the train as it begins to
move. They drop into the compartment the fifth year Slytherins often occupy. Draco Malfoy is
already there, who Theo can tolerate when he’s not being an insufferable child, and Daphne is
there also, reading a book.

"Daphne." Blaise puts a hand on the page she is reading and leans forward to whisper something in
Italian in her ear. Like a true pureblood daughter of society, her face never changes even though
Theo knows from experience that what Blaise is whispering is undoubtedly filthy. She merely nods
and stands up and then she and Blaise slip back out.

"Draco," Theo nods and sits down opposite Draco. He nods back absently but is watching
Greengrass disappear, frowning.

“Are they courting?”

“No.”

Theo rolls his eyes. Draco can be astonishingly dense about these things. An odd combination of
romantic and surprisingly innocent that Theo finds baffling. For a guy who considers himself the
top snake in his year, he is incredibly sheltered.

“My mother wanted me to have a marriage contract with her,” Draco pulls one knee up on the
bench, frowns at the closed door. “I thought your father was pursuing one on your behalf. I didn’t
realise Blaise was too.”

“You really think the Greengrass name is enough for the Contessa Zabini?” Theo raises an
eyebrow. “You think any British Lord would be?”

“Maybe a Lord twice over,” Draco ponders.

Or four times over, like Harry. Theo frowns to think of the courtship requests and gifts that will
descend if Harry ever reveals his true status. As if Harry would care.

“Did you hear about Potter?” Draco fiddles with his opal Heir ring. “It’s all over the train.”

“What now?”

Theo reaches for Daphne’s book and feigns boredom. Draco’s obsession with Harry is more than
just rivalry or a grudge and everyone in Slytherin knows it. On some level, Draco wants him.

He’s not the only one.

Theo thinks of Bill Weasley’s embrace. He frowns again.

“He’s courting Granger, apparently. She’s wearing a Potter ring. Pansy saw it.” Draco sneers. “A
bloody mudblood, can you believe it? He’s just taken up his Heirship and now he’s settled on
her.”

Theo says nothing. He’s not worried. He knows Harry, knows his ambivalence about being a
Potter right now. Where everyone else sees a courtship gift, Theo sees Harry trying to reconnect
with a family name he feels he might lose by solidifying it with the relationships that matter to him.
It is familial. It is not romantic. It is annoying.

“Hey, where’s your boomslang?” Draco asks.

“In there.”

Theo gestures to the empty sealed box on top of the compartment. It has air holes poked into it and
‘danger’ written across the side. He and Harry have already decided Sahara will ‘belong’ to Theo
at school but she will be free to roam invisibly to find Harry at any time. Theo will ‘house’ her in

one of Sprout’s greenhouses so none of the Slytherins notice her absence. It will be a good excuse
for them to see each other too, though neither of them has said that. Speaking of, Theo has a note
from Harry delivered by Kreacher early that morning.

Find me on the train. Wear my cloak.

Soon, Theo plans to do just that.

“Can I touch her?” Draco eyes the box hungrily.

“Not if you enjoy having two hands,” Theo murmurs.

“Fine,” Draco scowls at him. “I have to go for a prefects meeting anyway.”

He smirks and flicks the green and silver badge on his chest. Theo blinks at him. Theo has no
interest in being a prefect. Neither do Daphne or Blaise, the only other two people in their year
who would be at all qualified. Let Draco and Pansy run around after first years and dock points.
Theo wants all Outstanding OWLS and nothing less.

“Enjoy,” Theo mutters.

“I will,” Draco slams the compartment door for impact. He hates when Theo doesn’t rise to him
and it’s almost too easy to bait him. He and Blaise make a sport of it. Theo pulls the Potter
invisibility cloak out of his satchel and throws it over his shoulders. He grabs his gift for Harry and
slips out of the compartment. Getting used to being invisible is a challenge. He spends a lot of time
pressed up against the outside wall of the train or ducking into compartments to avoid accidentally
touching students. Finally, however, he sees the compartment with Harry in it. He’s sitting with the
youngest Weasley girl, Longbottom and Lovegood and seems to be covered in some kind of
disgusting plasma. Just as Theo’s about to make the sign they planned, he sees someone
approaching from the other direction.

Bloody Chang.

She slides the compartment door open.

“Um, Harry? …. Oh. I’ll — I’ll come back later then —,”

“No, it’s fine,” Harry is on his feet, whispering a quick scourgify and dipping out of his
compartment to join her in the hallway. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” Chang’s voice is low. “ I just wanted to check how you are.”

Why? Theo thinks rapidly, mentally drifting through all of their conversations over the summer for
references to this insipid, utterly uninteresting girl.

Chang. Harry played against Chang in third year. Diggory took Chang to the Ball. But did Harry
like her before?

“I’m … fine.” Harry’s voice is tight. Theo doesn’t understand why.

“Have you heard from his parents at all?” Chang asks quietly.

“No. No, I didn’t …” Harry breathes out quickly, hair falling in front of his face. “Have you? Are
they okay?”

“Not really,” Chang whispers. “Amos is … struggling, but Mrs Diggory, she - she wanted me to
thank you. Again.”

Diggory. This is about Diggory.

Theo's mind rifles through questions and assumptions. Who knew that Harry and Diggory were
together? Harry’s Granger and Weasley, surely, but who of Diggory’s friends knew? Perhaps the
only girl he felt comfortable enough asking to the ball. Theo doesn't like this. He does not enjoy
this secret that Harry and Chang seem to share, joined in some kind of grief that Granger and
Weasley are not part of. Or Theo, it seems. Harry is staring at his scruffy trainers.

“Okay,” he says quietly. “Okay. Well, if you write to her just tell her I … I think of her. Okay?”

“Sure.” Chang squeezes Harry’s arm, looks at him with soft, brown eyes.

Why is everybody so fucking intent on touching him?

“Are you okay, Harry?” she whispers. “He … he loved you, you know.”

Theo’s stomach clenches.

He thinks of the time he asked Harry the forbidden question: Did you love him? He remembers the
thrumming angry power Harry had let loose in the air between them, the first time he had felt the
compelling surging possibility of Harry as a danger to others. All of that, and it was because of
sodding Diggory.

“I’m fine, Cho,” Harry smiles. Cho? “Thanks for ... dropping by.”

“Anytime.” She smiles and removes her hand, which is good because Theo is thinking of breaking
every single one of her fingers. “I’ll see you around, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

Chang retreats.

Enough.

Theo grabs Harry’s arm and pulls him invisibly into the empty compartment next door, closing the
door quickly behind them.

“Theo!” Harry hisses, pulling the cloak off his head with unnerving accuracy. “What are you
doing?”

“Cho?” Theo asks, unable to stop himself as he shrugs the cloak off and drops it on one of the seat.
“Cho?”

“What? That’s her name,” Harry frowns and looks at the door. “Do you know a good concealment
charm?”

“Yeah.” Theo flicks the lock on the door and pulls down all the blinds that lead out into the
corridor. “There.”

“Oh, and that’s not suspicious at all,” Harry drawls, folding his arms. Sahara shimmers into
visibility around his neck, hissing softly. Harry’s lips quirk.

“No, I don’t know why he’s so angry,” Harry looks at Theo with maddening curiosity. “You want
to explain that one?”

You are the most adorably, frustratingly oblivious wizard who has ever lived.

“Why does she know about you and Diggory?” Theo demands.

“Because they were best friends,” Harry shrugs. “After the ball, they … Do we have to talk about
this?”

Harry’s face is suddenly pained. Theo feels regretful. He swore he would never be one of the
people demanding things of Harry. Besides, the last time they had discussed Diggory it had not
exactly gone well. He remembers Harry's strangled voice in the long grass. I will tell you, one day.
Harry doesn't say things he does not mean. Theo tries not to think of the liquid sweetness in
Chang's eyes that Theo suspects is desire. He takes a deep breath.

“No. Of course not. I apologise.”

He holds out his arm for Sahara to slide onto, but Harry simply grabs his hand and pulls him down
so they are sitting on the floor of the compartment facing one another, their knees bumping
together. Harry is looking up at the locked door as if he expects someone to burst through any
minute.

“Just in case,” he says, twisting his legs so one is pulled up towards him and the other is crooked
under Theo’s knees. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Theo raises his eyebrows. He has never minded. He has stopped being shocked by how little he
minds.

“Did you sleep okay?” Harry asks softly.

It’s such a sweet question that Theo feels like he’s been punched in the stomach. Harry bloody
Potter. Surprises at every turn.

“Yes,” Theo nods.

His Aunt slept and so did he. Admittedly, she was lulled into a nearly deathly slumber by a Black
music box that Kreacher produced, but Theo was able to drop a reviving potion down her throat
just before Kreacher popped him over to Kings Cross.

“Good.”

Harry takes hold of Theo's wrists, pushes up his sleeves then raises his eyebrows meaningfully.
Show me. Theo sighs and taps his arms with his wand, dropping his glamour. A smattering of red
and brown cigarette burns appear along his forearms. Theo feels Harry’s magic pulse quickly, like
a sudden stiff breeze on a hot day. Anger. It makes Theo's breath catch.

“I should have told Kreacher to keep her asleep,” Harry mutters. "Or kill her."

Theo smiles. Harry threatening to commit murder on his behalf is one of his favourite things.

“Show me your back,” Theo commands. "Since we're swapping scars."

“Really?” Harry groans. “What if someone comes in?”

“Well, didn’t curse breaker Weasley teach you any good warding charms?” Theo says
sarcastically, nodding to the door.

“No, but …” Harry mutters, completely oblivious to Theo's implications. Of course he is. Harry is
looking down at his hand, the one with the Black ring on it, now invisible, beside the Potter one. “I
did try this thing before …”

Harry bites his bottom lip and flexes his hand. White light illuminates around the doorframe and
windows and Theo feels a chill like standing in front of a frozen lake.

“Huh,” Harry looks at the door, grinning happily. “I wasn’t sure if it was only because I was in the
Black House that I could do it. Cool.”

Theo snorts at Harry’s chronic ability to undersell his own uniqueness. Theo won’t tell him that
most people don’t have that much control over their family magic until they reach their majority, or
that some have to wait even longer until the Lordship ring of their House is theirs. Theo can only
heal with the Nott ring and only because he has been taught to. Harry uses his rings as an extension
of himself.

Will he be able to do magic without a wand one day?

“Here you go.”

Harry turns around and pulls his t-shirt up his back, exposing the rune-scars. Theo traces them with
his fingers softly. They’ve healed well from what they were, open wounds exposing yellow muscle
and white bone. Theo feels pride, suddenly, that Harry is alive. Sahara looks down at him and
hisses. To Theo it sounds like: broken. A word he only knows in parseltongue because of Sahara’s
love of breaking bones.

“It looks good,” Theo says softly.

“It does not,” Harry snorts.

“It looks better.”

Theo puts both of his hands against Harry’s waist and tugs him, gently, giving him time to resist,
back against his chest. Harry doesn’t resist. He leans his head against Theo’s shoulder with a soft
sigh. Theo closes his eyes for a moment, lets the anxious tightness in his chest that has been there
ever since he saw Harry all the way down the platform relax slightly. Harry is here, with Theo, and

nobody can change that.

I will fucking kill anyone who tries.

“Don’t be pissed about Cho,” Harry says quietly. “She’s just grieving.”

I don’t care what she does as long as she doesn’t touch you.

“Draco’s talking about you,” Theo says. He turns his face towards Harry, lets the top of Harry's
curls brush against his lips. The smell of cigarettes (no doubt his hideous godfather) and wind and
coffee.

“Already?” Harry rolls his eyes and shifts slightly, grabbing Theo’s hand and allowing Sahara to
twist her way onto Theo’s arm. The snake flickers her dry tongue against his wounds, looks at him
reproachfully as if she blames him for not killing his Aunt himself. Or for stopping her from killing
her earlier. “Saying that I’m insane or something?”

“No, that you are courting Granger.”

“Oh, that?” Harry huffs. “It's such crap. It's just a ring! Purebloods are so weird about gifts.”

“Are we?” Theo mutters. “Then I guess you don’t want this.”

He pulls the notebook out of his back pocket. Harry sits up and twists to face him. Theo mourns
the feeling of his body against his chest but also wants to see his face when he receives his gift.
Harry holds the journal in his hand. It has a green dragonhide cover, HPBSP embossed in small
silver letters on the front bottom corner.

“Um, don’t you think that might be giving it away?” Harry says, pressing his fingertips to the
letters.

“Put your wand to it,” Theo commands. Harry does. The silver letters join together and reform into
“Harry Potter.” Harry’s eyes light up.

“Wicked,” he says. “You made this?”

“Yes.” It’s been hours of work and his biggest distraction from worrying about Harry in the last
two weeks. “Look.”

Theo pulls another notebook out of his pocket. This one is palm-sized, red dragonhide, with the
gold lettering T.N. on the front.

"Colour scheme, much?" Harry grins. "So I've got a piece of your Slytherin and you've got a piece
of my Gryffindor?"

“Write something in yours,” Theo says, the implications of Harry's words make him blush. So
bloody clueless.

Harry looks at him with a narrowed, curious gaze.

“I’m getting second-year flashbacks,” he warns.

“Yes, well, that’s what’s happens when you write in a possessed object instead of taking it to a
teacher, like a normal person. You get sucked inside it and then you get flashbacks.” Theo rolls his
eyes. “Just do it.”

“Fine.” Harry pulls out a muggle pen and scribbles something on the first page of his green journal.
Theo opens up his red book to the first page and holds it out so Harry can see the words form in
both of their notebooks.

I am not a normal person.

Theo snorts. He snatches the muggle pen and writes in his own book. He watches Harry’s face as
the words appear in his green book.

I like it.

“Wow, now I’m getting serious Tom RiddleWraith flashbacks,” Harry stares at Theo in
amazement. His green eyes are the colour of potions, of liquid dancing with magic. “You made
these? So we can talk to each other?”

“Yes, Granger’s Electronics for dummies was very inspiring,” Theo says drily. “It’s based on a
protean charm and muggle text-based communication. Like a facsimile machine.”

“Cool,” Harry touches the words reverently with one finger. His other hand has found Theo’s and
is gripping it gently. Theo doesn’t think he has even noticed he's doing it but Theo is glad. “I’ve
never heard of a protean charm.”

“It’s … it’s a NEWT level thing.”

Theo tries to wear his intelligence lightly around Harry, because what is intelligence compared to
Harry, who wears magic like it is his second skin? But Theo is nervous to admit this to Harry. That
he studied, that he spent hours borrowing books from Apollonius’ library and bent his mind and
his will to making this for Harry.

It is not a courting gift.

“You are so bloody smart,” Harry shakes his head, grinning that exceptional, trouble-making grin
that makes Theo's gut twist. “It’s amazing. Thank you.”

Take that, Bill Weasley.

“So you gave Granger a Potter ring?” Theo looks down at Harry’s fingers that are tangled with his.
The Prince and Slytherin rings are glamoured, yet Theo knows just where to touch to feel the
invisible stones.

“Yeah, but only because we were at the Potter vault and she found it,” Harry shrugs. "Doesn't
mean anything. Not like that."

Even though Theo knew this had to be true, it’s still a strange relief to hear it.

“You went to the Potter vault?”

“Yeah, Bill took us.”

Theo tries not to scowl.

“Weasley?”

“Yeah,” Harry doesn’t notice. He’s obliviously staring in wonder at the book Theo has created for
him. “I wanted to go and pick something up for you. Now I've seen this I'm even more glad I did.”

“For me?” Theo’s throat suddenly feels thick, his voice small.

“Yeah.” Harry puts down his book and digs into his pocket. He’s still holding Theo’s hand. He
pulls out a golden chain with a small charm on it. He pools it into the crease of Theo’s notebook.
Theo lets go of Harry’s hand to lift up the notebook. The necklace glints delicately against the
creamy parchment. Theo touches the gold fleur-de-lis with his index finger.

“A lily,” Theo whispers. His breath is being constricted by the meaning behind it, the symmetry
with Harry's birthday gift. Does he even know what he's done? “Your Mother’s?”

“Yeah, it was.”

He doesn't know. These are not courting gifts. Harry hasn't got a fucking clue about courting.

"But, uh ... I may have done a thing." Harry rubs the back of his neck and looks nervous.

“What?” Theo pauses before putting the necklace on. He's getting the same feeling he did right
before Harry became the first wizard to cast a fidelity bond in a thousand years.

“So I wanted to put some protection on it, like the protection on my rune..." Theo's heart skips a

little beat at hearing Harry call Mother's rune necklace his own. "So I used the Slytherin ring, and
….” Harry turns the fleur over. Theo stares at the rune. He runs through every rune alphabet he has
ever seen.

Celtic Runes. Egyptian meaning. What the fuck?

“This is … Apep?” Theo stares as Harry looks more and more guilty. “Why is there a rune for the
Egyptian Snake God on your mother’s necklace?”

“Well, I might have just thought of protecting you and then the Slytherin ring just ..." Harry waves
a hand in the air between them. "Zapped it.”

Harry looks so much like he did on the day Theo caught him whispering to Sahara in the
Apocathery, like he's been caught doing something he doesn't understand, that Theo can’t help but
snort with laughter.

“Zapped it? Merlin, Harry,” Theo he shakes his head. It's not enough to be the literal Heir of
Slytherin, now he's casting Slytherin protections from Slytherin's ring. “Do you ever do anything
intentionally?”

“Survive,” Harry grins. He leans forward and picks up the necklace and drops it over Theo’s head.
He feels it land gently against the back of his neck. “I intentionally survive things pretty
consistently.”

“You do,” Theo feels the tingling weight of the charm through his shirt. “Do we know what it
does?”

Sahara hisses on his arm and Harry looks relieved.

“She says it will warn against enemies,” Harry shakes his head. “Thank God for that.”

“Indeed.”

Theo doesn’t have words to describe the feeling of Harry once again breaking the rules of magic

for him.

“Ugh, I’m sore.”

Harry disentangles his legs from Theo’s and stretches sideways, lying on the floor of the
compartment. This is a very annoying thing about Harry that Theo blames angrily on the Dursley’s.
He will happily relax, lie down, sleep in any kind of squalor.

“I flew so much this week.”

It should make Harry happy yet it has not. Theo does not know why. He does not like that. There
have been letters this week, fewer than the weeks before since Jezebel decided to punish Theo for
having too many owls visits. Theo knows about Harry rightfully throwing Black down the stairs
and the Black Ring magic display and the Goblin Nation stepping in but he also knows some things
will have slipped through the cracks. Wincing, Theo gingerly lowers himself onto the wooden
floor beside Harry.

The things I do for you, Potter.

Still, he won’t let his head touch the dirty floor and instead rests it against Harry’s shoulder. Theo
knows that there is dirt on his robes and he cannot bear to think about all the crap that has been
trudged over this floor by hundreds of children’s shoes, but he does not care. It is an unbearable
relief to be lying down next to Harry again. It is a relief he feels in his bones.

“Tell me.” Theo turns his head slightly, sees the silver chain of his mother’s pendant lying against
Harry’s neck. We match now. “Tell me the things that weren’t in your letters.”

“Okay, if you do too.” Harry lets out a huge huff of air and twists his head towards Theo. He can
feel Harry’s nose pressed against the top of his hair. “You first?”

“Apollonius is distancing himself,” Theo stares at the ceiling. “He knows about us.”

Harry’s hand snakes under Theo’s body and grabs his elbow.

“You okay?”

Theo appreciates this. He can feel Harry vibrating with all of his automatic terrible self-blaming, all
of the things Harry said before at Fabiola’s Cottage. Promise you won’t choose me.

“Yes,” Theo nods firmly. “It is worth it.”

“You say that now,” Harry mutters, his words warm against the top of Theo’s head. “Wait until
you’re facing a three-headed dog named Fluffy.”

“A Cerberus?” Theo twists and shuffles to sit against the outside door of the train, staring down at
Harry as he lies on the floor. “What?”

“Yeah, ever wondered what was on the forbidden corridor? Fluffy.”

Theo’s brain short circuits for a moment. The stories of Harry’s life are a weaving of gold and
myth but they also bring out an astonishing rage in Theo that he has never felt before. Harry was
eleven. A Cerberus.

What in fucking Merlin’s hell is this bullshit?

“How on Persephone’s green earth,” Theo begins in a trembling voice, “did the Headmaster get
permission to house a deadly Cerberus in a school?”

“I’m not sure he did,” Harry shrugs sleepily. "You know old Dumbles ... does his own thing...
magical guardian my arse..."

Harry's head is lazing against Theo’s thigh and Theo can see he’s starting to drift towards sleep.

“Come on, you can’t nap on the floor.”

Theo pushes Harry off him and stands up, sitting on the end of one of the seats with his back to the
outer window and one leg up against the back of the seat. He taps the empty space in front of him,

feeling slightly self-conscious. They touch out of necessity usually, ending up sprawling together in
small spaces because they are ducking in a compartment to avoid being seen or sharing a bed in a
tiny cottage. The only other time has been on the bench in the muggle park and they were both
invisible. It was somehow easier. Yet Harry scrambles up, eagerly flopping down between Theo’s
legs, firm head and shoulders resting against his chest like it is the easiest and most natural thing in
the world. Sahara slithers down Theo’s arm to drape herself over both of them, willing them to stay
joined. Harry hisses at her softly and she hisses back, words Theo doesn't understand but one day,
he will.

“Thanks,” Harry huffs. “Didn’t sleep last night.”

“Why?” Theo takes a slow second to gently stroke Harry’s hair, fingertips almost trembling with
want. He has missed this, has dreamt of this, for nearly two weeks. Of having Harry falling asleep
in his arms again. Safe.

“Worried about you,” Harry mumbles, eyes drifting closed. “Dreams.”

“I am fine.” Theo feels a tightness in his throat. No one has worried about him since Mother died.
“What else? That wasn’t in the letters?”

“Dumbledore wants me to learn Occlumency from Snape,” Harry’s dark brows furrow. He lifts his
wrist and drops it across his face, grunting in displeasure. “Because life isn’t complicated enough
as it is.”

“I see,” Theo swallows hard. If Harry is subjected to legilimency by anyone at this point, it will be
catastrophic. The doctored evidence at the trial. The Slytherin ploy. Us. “Well, I think you should
refuse to do that.”

“Refuse?” Harry opens one green eye, stares up at him. Theo is irritated at himself for forgetting,
even for a few days, how dazzling they can be. “Just flat out refuse to do something that they
believe will stop me from being possessed by The Riddler?”

“Yes,” Theo strokes his hair again. Theo cares not for the agenda of the Order of the Awful
Choices. It is not an agenda that prioritises keeping Harry happy as well as alive, so Theo thinks
they may as well go hang. “They can only use legilimency legally with your consent. Don’t give it.
Let them defend you in other ways.”

“Huh,” Harry considers. “Never thought of that.”

Of course you didn’t. You’ve been raised to throw yourself in front of curses.

“Well,” Theo keeps his voice deliberately light. I hate Headmaster Dumbledore. “Think on it.”

“Yeah,” Harry closes his eye again. “And the only other thing is …personal. New family, 'I'm a
terrible godson,' stuff."

"Oh?"

Theo resents Harry's godfather's for their inability to put Harry first, as well as their ability to
maintain Harry's love even after all their crimes against him.

They do not understand what a miracle it is that he is still alive to love them at all.

"Yeah," Harry sighs. "Things are shit with Sirius and Remus. Some of it's my fault but then Sirius
is probably going to shag Kingsley. So that sucks.”

“Excuse me?”

“Kingsley Shacklebolt." Harry's face is strangely blank as if he has already decided to feel nothing
about this. "Sirius fancies him. Remus says it's okay for Sirius to ... you know, that they have like
... I guess, an open relationship?”

"Are you asking me?" Theo voice is thin. He desperately does and does not want to know how
Harry feels about these things.

"No, they do. They have an open relationship and sure, sounds wicked, except it seems kind of ...
one-sided?" Harry runs a hand through his hair, his elbow brushing against Theo's shoulder. "Like,
I don't think it's what Remus wants. How could it be? It would drive me crazy if Cedric had
shagged other people."

As unhappy as Theo is to hear Harry speaking of Diggory, he feels relief in hearing he has no
interest in open relationships.

Thank Merlin for that.

"Is it a wizard thing?" Harry looks up at Theo plaintively. "Am I being like, stupid and mugglish
for thinking that? I don't want to be like Remus, having a shit time because my partner is ...
whatever."

"Many wizards are polyamorous because it can fortify Houses and increase the possibility of
Heirs." Theo does what he does best when he is nervous. He spouts textbooks. "But it is certainly
not a requirement. Many are monogamous too because the bonding between two wixen can be
stronger than between three."

"So you don't think I'm like ... weird?" Harry bites his lip.

"Not unless I'm weird, too." Theo's mouth is dry as Harry twists his head to look at him.

"So you don't ...?"

"I do not share."

Theo swallows hard and looks away, staring at the silvery edges of the Invisibility Cloak.

“Isn’t Shacklebolt in charge of the fugitive task force?” Theo changes the subject. “As in the task
force assigned to catch your godfather?”

“Yes.”

What a pair of morons, Theo thinks, but he does not think that would go down well so instead he
says: “Our government is so fucking corrupt.”

“Yeah, less worried about that, more about the crushing devastating impact it will have upon my

other godfather, Theo.” Harry rolls his eyes fondly.

Of course, you are, because you are made of kindness.

Theo tries to think of something that will help.

“I know what it is like,” Theo begins tentatively, running a finger down Harry’s lightning bolt scar,
“to have a parent disappoint you. To have them put their own wellbeing before your own.”

“How could he disappoint me?” Harry mutters, eyes closed tightly again. “I’ve only had him for a
year. I didn’t have expectations.”

Theo knows this is a lie. Harry had so many meagre expectations unmet by his pathetic godfather
that he is staggering under the weight of bitter disappointment.

“You did,” Theo whispers. “Not high ones, granted, but they were there. And that he has been
unable to meet them makes it worse.”

“You are so fucking smart,” Harry smiles slightly, his eyes glinting. Then he smiles heavily,
nestling close and closing his eyes restfully. “I’m so lucky you’re on my side.”

The words are given so lightly, so quickly, but they pierce Theo underneath his ribs. Harry doesn’t
understand what’s happening, not really, but Theo knows he’s the lucky one because,
miraculously, this Gryffindor warrior is on his side.

“Yes, you are.”

Theo wraps his arms around Harry’s chest as Harry’s head starts to loll with oncoming sleep. He
stares at Harry’s eyes, the long dark eyelashes that flutter with the start of dozing. His hands reach
up to grip Theo’s arms, holding on like a drowning man as he sighs. Sahara curls in the crook of
Theo’s arm next to Harry’s face, a sure sign that they are both drifting into dreamland.

“Harry?” Theo whispers.

“Hmmm?”

He knows he shouldn’t, he knows he should be patient, but he can’t help it.

“Do you like Cho?”

“Mmm,” Harry’s face twitches. “Before.”

“Before…?” Theo considers slowly. Before me? “Before … Diggory?”

“Mm-hm,” Harry sighs, burrowing his face into Theo’s shirt. “Sleep, Theo.”

It’s enough and yet never enough. Theo’s mind is always full of a million questions and at this
moment they are all about bloody Cho Chang and damnable Diggory. Theo watches Harry’s
relaxing face and wishes Diggory had not died at the Dark Lord’s hand. Theo wishes he could duel
him, duel Chang too, duel Bill Weasley and Draco Malfoy and anyone else who looks at Harry like
they wish he was theirs.

But they are not here. I am.

It is not enough but it will have to be enough for now. Theo sighs and relaxes back against the
door, feeling a raw tension that has been vibrating in him since the morning Harry left Fabiola's
Cottage for his trial, wondrously falling away. Yes, there is a Dark Lord out there and yes, his
father is a Death Eater and true, he has to live with the children of Death Eaters for the next ten
months, but none of that matters right now. Harry is back, and Theo does not need to share.
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It’s the night before the third task. Harry and Cedric are sat in the astronomy tower, staring out
over the maze. Cedric’s fingers find his in the dark, squeezing softly.

“You’re going to be fine,” he says.

“Course I am,” Harry scoffs. “It’s not like it’s a maze built for seventeen-year-old super wizards
or anything.”

“That’s very flattering but you’re the one who is actually in the lead right now,” Cedric tousles
his hair affectionately.

“I’m not going to win, Cedric,” Harry shakes his head, looking at the dense mist that has settled
on the enormous, rusting hedges. There could be anything in there. “I just don’t want to get eaten
by a skrewt.”

“That’s handy, because I’m going to win,” Cedric grins and kisses his cheek. “Jealous?”

“Not even a tiny bit,” Harry laughs and leans against Cedric’s shoulder. “I’ve had enough
limelight for a lifetime. More than happy to share.”

“Good,” Cedric smiles against Harry’s hair. “Because I have got something to tell you.”

“So tell me.”

“Not yet,” Cedric kisses him lightly. “After the task. After I win.”

"Why?"

"It has to be the right moment." Cedric's eyes hold the promise of something special, something
unique that Harry knows he will never forget. Then his eyes darken, roll back in his head, filled
with death. There is a blast of green light and Cedric is gone. The graveyard is dark. Pain
explodes in his forehead. He’s sliding through dark corridors and he can't find Cedric anymore,
part of him no longer wants to. He is filled with an alien longing for something he doesn't
understand before a scream echoes inside his mind.

“Find the pretender Heir!”

The Cruciatus rips through his body, even as he sees himself casting it, even as he feels the delight
in letting the rage and power flow from his wand and long, white fingers. Beneath him, curled like
a beetle, is the battered face of Severus Snape.

“Has anyone seen Harry? Harry!”

He jerks awake when he hears his voice called. The body that is warm and wrapped around him is
scrambling away, cursing lightly. Harry opens his eyes just in time to see Theo and Sahara sliding
under the invisibility cloak as somebody raps hard on the compartment door.

“Coming!” Harry yells, stumbling to his feet and unlocking the door. Hermione is on the other side
of it, glaring at him, already perfectly dressed in her school robes with her prefect badge glinting on
her chest.

“Have you been in here the whole time?” she snaps.

“What? I needed to sleep and I didn’t want everyone bloody watching me!” Harry groans, rubbing
his forehead. It’s swollen, on the edge of bleeding.

“Here,” Hermione’s eyes are filled with concern and she pulls a handkerchief out of her pocket and
presses it to his forehead. It instantly cools.

“What’s on that?” Harry sighs, closing his eyes blissfully.

“It’s got murtlap essence on it,” she smiles softly. “I’m glad you slept, Harry, but you need to get
changed. We’re nearly there.”

“Sure, give me a second,” Harry gestures to his shoes that have somehow been removed (Theo
probably) and Hermione nods, dropping back into the compartment next door.

“Find him?” Harry hears Ron ask.

“Sleeping next door,” Hermione responds.

“Well, that’s something,” Ron’s voice is lost as their door closes. Harry pushes down the rising
nausea that often accompanies these sorts of dreams.

“Don’t take it off,” Harry mutters to an invisible Theo as he sits down and begins to pull his shoes
on. “You should go.”

“You were dreaming,” an invisible voice whispers. “You were saying crucio.”

Harry winces. Shit.

“Yeah, Riddle’s angry. He was torturing Snape.”

Harry starts to tie his laces.

“You see from inside his mind?”

Harry can hear the worry in Theo’s voice, the sensation that this is a bigger, worse conversation
than Harry has time for right now.

“Yes,” Harry snaps. “Yes, I fucking do. Can we do this later?”

Suddenly Theo’s warm hand is in his hair, strong and comforting, just in the way Theo knows will
always calm him down. Harry takes a shuddering breath.

“Of course,” Theo’s voice whispers above him. Softly. “Try not to get involved in anything
inexplicable before I see you again.”

“I’ll try.” Harry snorts.

“Good.”

Theo tugs his hair gently, somewhere between a warning and playful, in a way that always
produces an uncontrollable click in Harry’s throat.

Fuck, this should not feel as good as it does.

Then Theo is gone, a slight rustle against the compartment door as he brushes out. Harry swallows,
the skin on the back of his neck tingling. His body is tight from sleeping curled around Theo and
his mind aching from watching Voldemort torture Snape, he stumbles back into his compartment
and pulls on his robes, ducking conversation from Ron and Hermione as the train pulls into
Hogsmeade station. He presses Hermione’s handkerchief to his forehead and it comes away
bloody. Well, that's going to be a great look. He tries to pull his fringe down to cover it but from
the way Ginny is giving him a sympathetic look, it hasn’t worked. Everything is sore. He wants
nothing more than to call Kreacher and have him pop him straight to his bed in Gryffindor tower.

Hogwarts. Soon I will be at Hogwarts and everything will be okay.

As soon as Harry steps off the Express he knows everything will not be okay. There are stares.

There are glares. There are shoves and scoffs and shouts of “Liar!” Harry stares over their heads,
ignores the distrust in their eyes. He thinks of Cedric’s cold, empty eyes and clenches his fists.

Fuck them all.

“Ignore these dumb idiots, Harry. Come on,” Ginny snarls, grabbing his arm and pulling him
towards a carriage with Luna Lovegood. Harry stops in his tracks when he sees the creature pulling
it. A great, skeletal winged horse, silvery grey with opal white eyes that look at Harry with
uncanny familiarity. Without meaning to, he finds himself hissing.

“Do I know you?”

The horse does not hiss back, Harry doesn’t know why it would, being as it’s a sodding horse and
he is a moron, but the horse does look at him, tilting its dusty head and huffing out steam in the
cold air. Harry's getting that feeling he sometimes gets when even though he knows he shouldn't,
he wants to touch the strange magical thing. Reckless. Harry ignores the voice and reaches out to
touch its skin. His rings all flare to life and Harry takes a sharp breath in. The horse is made of
magic and Harry can hear its song echoing through his mind. Mournful. Longing. A sound of
memory that smells like something familiar… his invisibility cloak, perhaps?

“Get in, Harry!” Ginny calls.

Harry is pulled out of his reverie, stumbling back from the horse and into the carriage. Neville and
Ginny chat awkwardly about Herbology whilst glancing at Harry, clearly worried that he is
stewing in all the dark rude comments. Luna talks dreamily about the invisible horses like they've
always been there and seems not to notice everyone else's awkwardness. Harry says nothing
because he’s still hearing the song of the invisible horse as they trundle up the hill to Hogwarts.
He’s starting to feel strange. It's not his usual dream hangover, as he calls it. There’s an odd feeling
in his bones, sort of how he felt when he first took the glamour potion or when his Heir rings first
started to settle. As if inside his muscles and skin something is struggling to make room, bustling
its way in as if it always belonged there.

“You okay, Harry?” Neville asks as they climb out of the carriage. Harry doesn’t know how to
answer that. He can taste his own heartbeat and he doesn’t know how that is possible.

What the fuck is happening now?

“Dunno,” Harry mutters, falling into step beside Neville as they cross through the Hogwarts front
doors. Then it happens. The bustling feeling becomes a rushing through his blood, a song so deep
and loud it is like a resounding gong vibrating in his chest or standing too close to a jet engine
taking off.

“Shit, shit, shit, shit,” Harry hisses, slipping into parseltongue and stumbling sideways out of the
flow of students.

“Harry? Harry!” Neville’s eyes are wide as quaffles and Harry can’t say anything to reassure him
because he’s gritting his teeth, trying not to scream. “What can I do?”

Breathe, Greenheart.

Harry doesn’t know how Sahara is in his head - if she’s close by or if it’s just Harry’s memory - but
he does breathe. He breathes until the roaring is softened by fresh oxygen and then, on instinct, he
presses his hand against the stone wall of the castle. Instantly, the shuddering vibration stops, as if
the enormous song is channelled away somehow. Harry breathes slowly, carefully, and tries to
think. The song. The song of magical creatures, the smell of people’s magic.

Holy fuck. Was that Hogwarts?

“Nothing,” Harry chokes out, standing up slowly and smiling tightly at Neville. “I’m … I’m fine. I
was just overwhelmed.”

“You hissed,” Neville whispers, in his own fairly good impression of parseltongue. Harry sighs
and decides to brave it out. Either he's my friend or he's not.

“Yeah, parseltongue, I slip into it sometimes,” Harry rubs his forehead, sees blood on his fingers.
Damn. “Is that a problem?”

“No,” Neville shrugs and looks at him with concerned eyes. Harry is too tired and freaked out to be
grateful. He tentatively rubs Harry’s back. “Are you really okay?”

“Not really,” Harry emits a laughing bark reminiscent of Sirius. “But who cares about that? Let’s
go in.”

He wipes his forehead with Hermione’s handkerchief and then stuffs his hands into his pockets,
steeling himself before he marches into the Great Hall. It feels like the third task all over again.
He's tossed out in front of a thousand eyes, raw and vulnerable. He will not look at the top table. He
will not look at Dumbledore or Snape. Harry doesn’t look at any of them or listen to their
muttering. He sits at the Gryffindor table and pulls his fringe down over his forehead. He pulls up
the Not-Caring and breathes.

I don’t care. I do not.

“I care.”

Harry turns to stare at Neville. He’s sat down next to Harry with his gooey plant on the table
between them. He’s looking at Harry with those pale blue eyes that used to look permanently
anxious but have grown into their kindness.

“What?” Harry asks dumbly.

“I care if you are okay,” Neville says quietly. “And I won’t tell anyone about the parseltongue.”

Harry swallows hard. Neville’s simple belief in him cuts him deeply. He nods. Seems like he is my
friend.

“Thanks, Nev,” he whispers.

Then Ron and Hermione join them in a bluster of complaints about first years and Hermione’s
complaints about Ron, and Harry looks up to the top table. He sees a familiar toad-like face.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Harry moans, dropping his head into his hands. For fucks sake.

“What’s up?” Hermione asks, poking him across the table.

“That woman, Dolores Umbridge,” Harry mutters. “She was at my hearing. She hates me.”

“Is there a club?” Fred asks, dropping down on Harry’s other side and bumping his shoulder
familiarly. “Of people who hate you?”

“It would include … Malfoy,” George sits opposite Fred and grins. “And Malfoy senior.”

“Fudge…”

“Snape…”

“Aren’t you forgetting kind of a big player?” Harry snorts.

“Yeah, Old Snakeface has to be up there,” Ron grins.

“I wish you wouldn’t call him that,” Hermione smacks Ron with the back of her hand.

“Why?” Harry raises his eyebrows. “Worried it’s too accurate?”

“Too disrespectful?” Fred puts in.

“SnakeFace seems quite adequate to me,” Neville adds, in a dignified tone that makes Harry smirk.
“Complimentary, even.”

“There you go, Hermione, it’s complimentary,” Harry pokes her arm. “But if Snakeface offends
you we could always go with Voldeshorts.”

“Mouldywart,” Fred chortles.

“HairlessTort,” George snorts.

“Can you just concentrate on the First years?” Hermione demands, but the corners of her mouth tug
up in amusement. Harry reaches across the table and grabs her hand. His mother’s Potter ring
chimes against his and she grins widely as the flash of a feeling of warmth flows between them.
Harry feels a tiny bit of relief. Yes, he's had a shit nightmare and the magic of Hogwarts seems to
be trying to invade his skeleton, but this at least is the same.

“Don’t do that,” Ron snaps, pinching Harry’s hand. “Everyone already thinks you're bloody
engaged.”

Harry rolls his eyes and pulls back his hand, relieved in just how familiar Ron's scolding feels too.
Then Neville leans against him and whispers:

“Where’s Hagrid?”

Harry doesn’t know. He ponders the question and the unknown identity of the small, chubby
woman sitting in the Gamekeeper’s place all through the Sorting Hat’s stupid new song.

A warning. Thanks for that. Couldn’t have given a fucking warning before Cedric died, could
you?

Then the sorting begins. Tiny first years, trembling like leaves, stepping up to sit under the old hat.
Harry claps where he’s supposed to and when the first pipsqueak gets sorted into Slytherin, gives
himself the opportunity to look along towards Theo. He’s seated next to Zabini (fucking Blaise)
and Greengrass. He doesn’t look at Harry but Harry sees the way his hand drifts to briefly touch
the centre of his chest. The fleur-de-lis lying secretly underneath his shirt and tie. Harry feels
better.

“Thank Merlin,” Ron moans, glaring at the last student who scuttles off to Hufflepuff. “I’m bloody
starving.”

Harry doesn’t think he can eat anything. Maybe a piece of treacle tart. All he wants to do is sleep.
Preferably next to Theo, but since he can’t do that, then the comfort and safety of his delightful
four-poster bed in Gryffindor tower will do.

Hurry up, Harry thinks as Dumbledore stands up, spreads his arms wide. I’m exhausted.

Just as Dumbledore is about to speak, the rip at the front of the Sorting Hat opens again.

“I REQUIRE AN AUDIENCE WITH HARRISON POTTER!”

Silence falls, as sudden and complete as it did at the Halloween feast last year.

Harry gulps.

Well, shit.

“Harry Potter,” Dumbledore coughs. “Harry, could you come up here please?”

A thousand eyes twist to face him. Again. Harry will not look at any of them. He can't do this
again. He knows what this is about, he feels the Slytherin Heir ring hissing against its finger, happy
to be recognised.

I can't be a Slytherin.

Theo’s voice comes back to him from the train. Refuse.

“Nope.”

Harry shakes his head. He can’t look at Theo to tell him that he’s sorry, he promised that he would
try to stay out of this kind of thing but as always, it’s found him. Like fucking always.

“Don’t think so.”

__________________

Severus stares at Potter. Did the boy just … refuse?

There is a slight titter of the Gryffindors down the table as if Potter has made a terribly funny joke
but Severus does not think it can be a joke. Potter’s eyes are fixed on the cutlery in front of him and
even from this distance, Severus can see the panic in the slight tick of his jaw. His regular
defenders, the Weasleys brood and Granger, all glare up at Albus.

“Harry, join us,” Dumbledore calls louder, before looking down the top table. “Heads of houses, I
believe I shall require your assistance.”

A re-sort. A motherfucking re-sort.

Severus nods automatically, as do Minerva, Pomona and Filius, all rising from their seats to move
sedately towards the atrium. The problem, however, is Potter. He is shaking his head and staring at
his empty plate. A few seats down, Dolores Umbridge is leaning forward eagerly, staring at Potter
with such a desperate hunger that Severus almost feels sorry for the boy. Almost.

“Is he going to be re-sorted?” A Hufflepuff calls out.

“We don’t want him!” A Slytherin yells.

“He’s a bloody liar!” A Ravenclaw shouts and there is a loud grumble around the room.

How very interesting.

Here is a boy that this school has lauded for years, has obsessed over and fawned over in a way
that, quite frankly, has often made Severus sick to his stomach. Now, with only two months of
consistent bad publicity from a major newspaper, they have turned like vultures, flying on the
wings of their ill-informed parents.

Children, Severus sneers to himself. So bloody fickle.

“You shut your sodding mouths!” Ronald Weasley is on his feet, turning to yell at the three other
tables, his face as red as his hair. “He’s not going anywhere!”

Severus looks at Potter, expecting to see the commonly found rage and defensive fire flashing from
behind those loathed glasses, but he doesn’t. He sees only blankness. Coldness. Disassociating,
again. Someone really needs to notice how often this boy is on the edge of a trauma-based
psychological break.

It shall not be me.

“Yes, as well said as that might be, Mr Weasley, five points for language,” Minerva clips out, her
sharp eyes resting on Potter. Severus can see the concern etched into the lines of her face. “Come,
Mr Potter.”

“Now, Harry.”

Severus glances at Albus in surprise. That tone of command is usually only reserved for adults who
have displeased him. It is enough to put every staff member at the top table on edge, each of them
sitting a little straighter. Severus watches Potter, expecting any moment to see him buckle under
Albus’ cool but unrelenting gaze. Potter does not. Potter sighs, as if the entire production is merely
irritating to him, not as if the greatest Wizard of their time has given him an instruction he must
follow. Then Severus recalls the only words Potter said directly to Albus the last time they
interacted. I don’t know how to be clearer, Professor. That was not the voice of a boy desperate for
the Headmaster’s attention.

Albus has lost him. Or is losing him. He might not even realise it yet.

Potter still has not answered, has not moved, is staring down at his ringless right hand as if
epiphanies are falling out of his fingertips. Then the boy grabs Ronald by the arm, whispers
something to him, and Ronald sprints from the room, causing an outbreak of muttering among the
tables. Severus raises his eyebrows at Minerva but she looks utterly perplexed. Before she can open
her mouth to call Ronald back, Potter has stood up. The Weasley Twins stand too, one of them
whispers something to Granger who nods firmly but stays seated. They walk in step with Potter,
grim determination on their faces, flanking him like a guard. A hush descends. Severus feels a
twinge of irritation.

Why must the boy insist on making every movement a display of some kind?

Yet Potter is not doing that. He walks forward with head down, hands stuffed in his pockets. His
robes hang off his skinny frame, his shoulders are hunched. His face is pinched and his hair seems

curlier and wilder than the windswept flick that James Potter always sported. Severus has an
uncomfortable realisation. With his head ducked down, those infernal glasses hidden, the boy
looks nothing like James bloody Potter.

Severus risks a glance at Theodore. Like all of the Slytherins, like all of the students, his eyes are
fixed on Potter as he makes his reluctant way down the great hall but unlike the others, Theodore’s
eyes are not scornful. Any of the other Slytherins would not see it, for Theodore is a fairly
proficient Occlumens and veils his emotions neatly most of the time, but Severus recognises a
fervent gleam. Theodore is waiting. Theodore is ready to defend Potter if necessary. Severus vows
to take Theodore aside at his earliest possibility.

This has to stop.

Severus follows his colleagues into the antechamber, having a strong flashback to the Halloween
feast the year before. It’s always fucking Potter. As the Weasley Twins simply muscle their way in,
closing the door behind them, Severus hears the sound of uproar inside the hall and Professor
Sinistra commanding the feast begin.

As if that will distract the ravenous horde desperate to gossip over the latest Potter scandal.

“Your presence is not required, Messers Weasley,” Snape drawls, glaring at the troublemakers.
“Return to the feast.”

Neither moves.

Have all the bloody children in this infernal castle decided that teachers are not worth listening
to?

This is the Potter effect in full force. He refuses once and suddenly, it's a fucking trend.

“No can do,” Fred Weasley chirps in his abysmally cheerful tone.

“Harry doesn’t have a magical guardian,” George Weasley growls. “He’s underage. We’re of age
so we’re here, protecting his interests.”

Severus senses Albus wand hand tighten beside him.

“Because stuff tends to happen to him,” Fred smiles. The abuse. Who knew Fred Weasley could be
conniving as well as troublesome? “I’m sure you understand.”

Albus is silent, considering the two of them. It is rare, Severus realises, for Albus to be so
distrusted by those who usually follow carefully. He wonders if Albus does not quite know how to
handle dissent in his own ranks. He finds a perverse sense of satisfaction in it.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Minerva glares at them both, arms folded. Unlike under Albus’ gaze, the
two shuffle slightly, as if they are being berated by a favourite Aunt. “What on earth do you think
would happen to him?”

“Taking no chances,” Fred Weasley shrugs. His nonchalance is maddening. “Just for now.”

“For now?” Professor Sprout looks between them all, a crease between her eyebrows. “What are
you anticipating?”

Any number of things, Severus imagines. These young men stood in the kitchen of Grimmauld
Place and believed they had heard Potter’s last message. Severus does not want to think about the
plaintive voice of the dying boy on the answering machine. Especially when the boy in front of
him is very much alive and staring sullenly at the floor like a moody teenager.

“As fascinating as Potter’s choice of bodyguard is,” Severus snaps, enjoying the way Potter’s jaw
clenches at his words. “Might we refer to the matter at hand?”

“Well put, Severus,” Filius chirps, setting the hat back down on the table between them all. It
seems to glare at Potter. Potter does not move from his spot, leaning indolently against the wall and
everything about his manner is screaming the word No.

“Put me on!” the hat yells.

“No,” Potter folds his arms and glares. “I’ve already been sorted, thanks very much. I’m not up for
round two.”

“I REQUIRE AN AUDIENCE WITH HARRISON POTTER!”

The infernal thing screeches. Severus winces and tries not to rub his head. He went two rounds of
Crucio with the Dark Lord not three hours ago. All he wants is a nerve replenisher and some
supper followed by bed.

Yet once again, I find myself tangled up in a Potter-themed masquerade. Delightful.

“Merlin, it’s loud when you’re up close,” Fred Weasley winces.

“Harry, if you could just appease the hat …” Albus begins. Severus snorts. As if Potter has ever
been capable of appeasing anyone.“You have worn it before, after all.”

“Yeah, when my life was in danger,” Potter mutters. “And all it gave me was a bloody sword.”

It’s an uncharacteristic display of mulishness from the Boy-Who-Lived.

“Language, Mr Potter!” Minerva snaps but Severus can tell it’s more because of surprise than
actual rage. He notices the confusion behind those sharp eyes. Minerva is looking at Potter as if
she doesn’t recognise him. Like he is somehow suddenly different.

He is different.

“The sword of Gryffindor!” The hat snaps back. “A dignified weapon!”

For a basilisk? Severus snorts to himself.

“For a basilisk?” Potter snorts, unnervingly. “Sword, four foot long. Basilisk, over sixty!”

“Is this the basilisk that has been donated to the Silver Hall? A magnificent specimen.” Filius’ eyes
flash greedily and for a moment Severus is reminded of Filius’ part goblin heritage. Also, he is
reminded of how angry he is at Potter about the basilisk.

“It could have gone to good use in potions ingredients,” Severus sneers. Insolent, stupid boy. “If he
had maintained the foresight to even understand -,”

“Put me ON!” The hat screeches. Not for the first time, Severus wishes semi-sentient beings could
be subject to the unforgivable curses.

“No!” Potter glares at it. “I’ve been sorted, I’m in Gryffindor, I’m done.”

“I REQUIRE AN AUDIENCE WITH -,”

“That’s very annoying!” Fred Weasley shouts over the top of the hat and Severus has to agree.

“Mr Potter, just put the thing on,” Minerva straightens her glasses. “It will sort you into Gryffindor
and then we can all have dinner.”

Severus thinks it is an adequate suggestion but Potter doesn’t move. He stares at the ceiling. The
Weasley Twins shift almost guiltily behind him as if they know something.

What do they know?

George Weasley can't stop himself from glancing at Severus and then he understands. Potter fears
he will be sorted into Slytherin.

Coward.

“Ah,” Severus speaks silkily, watching the way Potter clenches his fists. “Perhaps Mr Potter
knows that the hat desires to put him somewhere else and, unsurprisingly, is trying to cheat the
system?”

“He talked me down last time,” the Hat snaps.

He talked it down?

Severus glances at Albus, but Albus is not surprised by this and Severus feels a flush of
resentment. He is a keeper of a million secrets but he doesn’t come close to the library of hidden
truths that Albus houses between his fluffy eyebrows.

“From where?” Severus asks softly. “Where could Mr Potter so ardently not desire to be?”

For the first time since the disastrous encounter at Grimmauld, Potter deliberately catches Severus’
eye and glares at him with a familiar, boiling hatred. Severus is almost relieved. It is so much
easier to not consider the possibility of Potter being his Heir when the wretched boy is leering at
him with unabashed loathing.

“None of your business,” Potter snarls.

Severus smirks. At least he’s not disassociating anymore.

“Mr Potter,” Minerva warns but Potter does not seem to care. Severus can sense the pull of Potter's
magic building, the feeling of a storm brewing. Potter stares at him with such violent hatred that
Severus is almost impressed, but then the boy meets his eyes. It is not such much an invitation to
legilimency as Potter has the thought scrawled across every millimetre of his irises and every inch
of his brain.

I wish you were dead. I wish he’d crucioed you to dust.

Severus reels. He does not physically move, he does not show for a moment the astonishing panic
which is thundering through his body but he feels it. It is as quick and as terrifying as the moment
the Dark Lord told him it was the Potter family who would be targeted sixteen years ago. Aside
from the vivid vehemence of Potter’s thought, there is the horrifying question of how.

How does Potter know the Dark Lord tortured me?

Severus does not look at Albus but he knows, without seeing the man’s eyes, that he has noticed
something too. Perhaps he too plucked the prepared thought out of Potter’s mind like ready fruit.

“Am I to understand,” Albus says softly. “That you require Mr Potter to be re-sorted?”

“Albus, there has never been a re-sort in the entirety of Hogwarts history!” Filius exclaims, ever
the resident historian, wringing his hands.“What kind of precedent would it set?”

Parents could petition for their children to be re-sorted. Severus thinks of all the misplaced sortings
over the years. How would history be different if Black had been forced to sort into Slytherin?
Severus shudders internally.

“It is not a re-sort!” The hat snaps. “It is a sorting! Mr Potter is not as he was!”

What in the name of Circe...

Almost as one, Severus and Minerva tighten their fingers on their wands. They look at one another
slightly furtively. Minerva’s face is taut. This is a castle that has only just survived a Polyjuice
imposter. They both watched Mad-Eye Moody transform before their eyes into Barty. Severus
remembers looking down at his drawn, pale face and still hating him. Not for the traitor he had
become, not even for the hideous crime that had sent him to Azkaban but still, always, for fucking
Regulus.

“A clarification, please,” Pomona bites out tersely, the only one of them not lost ruminating on the
tense possibility that somehow Harry bloody Potter has been replaced right under their noses.

“I sorted a boy,” the hat snaps. “This is an Heir.”

Severus notices how the hat gives Potter as much of a sideways glance as it is possible for a
damnable piece of felt to give. The Hat has obviously sorted plenty of boys who become Heirs in
their Hogwarts years without a second thought, so what is the meaning behind its obtuse words?
Severus does not know. It is irritating. However, Albus seems exhausted by the mere thought.

“Of course,” Albus rubs his eyebrows. “Harry has taken his Heirships.”

Does taking up a Black heirship make him somehow more likely to sort elsewhere?

No, it does not. But Potter has taken an Heirship (possibly, only possibly) that Albus knows
nothing about. Severus has a queasy feeling that floods the back of his throat.

My heir.

An heir to a teacher. An heir to a Head of House. The heir to the Head of Slytherin.

No. It is not possible.

“The Black’s were all notorious Slytherins,” Severus mutters, more to divert the train of his own
thought than anything else, because as Narcissa keeps reminding him in less and less delicately
worded notes, it is entirely possible.

Severus will not think about that right now.

“Not all of them!” Minerva’s eyes flash dangerously. “And if Harry Potter is not a Gryffindor then
no one is!”

The woman is so absurdly proud of the boy, Severus wonders how she will take the revelation that
he is no more than an abused teenager.

“Well said, Professor!” Fred Weasley says, grinning obnoxiously.

“Hear, hear,” George Weasley adds stupidly, but the Hat, it seems, is not in the mood to engage in
debate.

“I REQUIRE AN AUDIENCE WITH HARRISON POTTER!”

There are probably a hundred spells to unravel an odious hat at the seams.

Severus fingers his wand and tries not to think about fiendfyre.

“I’m right here!” Potter snaps. “And no, I will not put you on so you can toss me into Slytherin to
be cursed into eternity!”

Arrogant, cretinous child.

“Showing some unfounded house prejudice are we, Mr Potter?” Severus demands. “A child of the
House of Black should surely know that not only Slytherins are capable of underhanded tactics.”

It’s an underhanded shot, Severus knows, to needle a boy about how his godfather is a fucking
inept caretaker, but it is satisfying. However, the look Severus receives back from Potter is
murderous.

“Unfounded?” Potter laughs darkly. “There are at least four of your students whose fathers literally
watched me be tortured two months ago and did nothing to stop it. Unfounded?”

Four.

Potter says four without any hesitation, despite his association with Nott. Even though the boy is
clutching his wand like he wants to curse Severus into tomorrow, Severus can’t help a flicker of
interest at the boy’s self-control.

Albus does not know about Theodore.

Potter is keeping Theodore's secrets, just as Severus is.

“Watch your tone, Potter,” Severus snarls, but finds he actually means something else when he
says it. Watch what you say.

“PUT ME ON!” The hat screeches.

“I WILL NOT!” Potter yells back. Severus gets the same sensation that he did in Grimmauld place;
of standing next to a muggle car that has overheated, or dragon’s breath.

“I will roll you up and send you to OXFAM before I put you on and let you sort me into a house
where at least ten percent of the student population will deliver me up to a bloody MURDERER!”

“Harry, please calm down,” Albus intones.

It seems to have the opposite effect. The ferocity of Potter’s magic increases. His hands are
practically sparkling.

Fucking Merlin.

All of the staff look at each other sideways. It has been a long time since they have seen a student
show such a sudden rage of accidental magic. A name floats between them: Avaricus Ptolemy. Ten
years ago. A first-year Slytherin who was more Obscurus than Wizard. He was bullied mercilessly
by his peers and ended up blasting in all the windows in the Great Hall and nearly beheading a
prefect. Severus sees Filius erect a subtle shield around the Weasley Twins. Potter is breathing
heavily and his eyes are almost black with wide pupils. He is biting his lip until it bleeds.

“Albus,” Minerva whispers.

“Harry,” Albus’ voice is calm but Potter only twitches. He’s stopped hearing him, Severus
realises.

“He better get here soon,” Fred Weasley mutters.

“He’s gonna blow,” George nods.

Severus does not need to ask what they mean by that. The last time Potter’s magic got away from
him, he threw Black down the stairs. As enjoyable as that was, Severus does not want to be on the
receiving end. Besides, a child unleashing magic like a dying unicorn is more likely to unleash
secrets, too. He doesn't want to help Potter, but he does not want Albus to know about Theodore.

“Refrain from speaking if you cannot be helpful,” Severus hisses at the pair of redheads and then
turns to Potter. There is one surefire way he knows to bring Potter back.

Merlin, I can’t believe I’m doing this.

“Could you be less insufferable with your accusations, Potter?!” Severus growls.

Potter’s eyes flicker towards Severus’. He feels the heat of the boys magic become more directed.

Yes, come and get me, you powerful little shit.

“They are not accusations if they are true, sir,” Potter retorts.

“I am sure it makes you feel very self-important to imagine that every Slytherin in my house has a
personal investment in your demise -,”

“I don’t need it to be all of them, sir, just the ones with the really good aim,” Potter snaps.

Severus can feel the room softening around the edges. It is only now that he notices how strained
the air has been. This is what Potter needs, he realises, something he can do. Someone to fight,
someone to hate, not some amorphous problem like a re-sorting to tackle. It's so elementary, baiting
the child, like a fucking simpleton.

The sorting hat is an idiot. This dunderheaded boy is more Gryffindor than Godric.

“Tone, Potter!” Severus snaps, noticing Filius flicking his wand and collapsing his shields.

“It seems like he has a point,” Fred Weasley shrugs, his eyes flicking to Severus. Is it possible that
this red-headed menace has divined Severus’ intention in baiting Potter to calm him down?
“Everyone in this room knows what happened after the third task. Most of the school hates Harry
right now, no offence, mate -,”

“Oh, none taken,” Harry snaps back sarcastically. The air feels normal again.

“Tone!” Severus hisses for good measure and also because the boy’s tone is actually utterly
insufferable.

“- are you really going to make him literally live with people who might hurt him?”

“This is ridiculous!” The Hat yells and Severus wonders if it is possible to throttle it. “PUT ME
ON!”

“I’m not putting you on! I'm not going ANYWHERE!” Potter yells back. “I’m a Gryffindor! It’s
my HOME!”

That is telling. Potter does not consider Hogwarts home, not precisely. It is Gryffindor. Severus
remembers how Lily and Narcissa and Lucius and Regulus made Hogwarts home for him. Not that
he and Potter are at all the same.

I did not have an entourage, for one. The only people following me places wanted to flush my head
down the fucking toilet.

“You made your choice when you accepted the ring!” The Hat proclaims. Severus a damp sweat
start at the back of his neck.

Which ring? Which Heirship is dictating this change?

“I made my choice last time I put you on my sodding head!” Potter contradicts it.

“And you made it again, didn’t you?” The hat sounds gleeful.

Severus feels a churning sense of foreboding. He does not want Potter in his house, he does not
need Potter in his house. He will be harder to protect, harder to hate and utterly impossible to
ignore.

“There is nothing more to say,” the hat announces, as if it has heard Severus' silent objection.
“Except for…”

“Don’t you dare!”

Potter points at the Hat with a look on his face that is suddenly so purely Lily, Severus is forced
back in time.

Severus is hanging upside down from a tree branch over the river in Cokeworth. Lily's stern face
and small, angry finger: "Don't you dare!"

Severus' heart cramps.

Lily, your son may have your expression but he has none of your sense.

“Negotiations seem to be disintegrating,” Fred Weasley looks at his brother.

“Any second now,” George Weasley mutters, looking at the fireplace.

What are they waiting for?

Severus cannot consider it for too long because he is busy trying to force legilimency thoughts into
the teeny tiny false-brain of the tiresome piece of cloth in front of him.

I will turn you into socks for Hagrid. I will send you to Lockhart as a new hair accessory. I will
give you to Nagini as a chew toy if you even dare to put this infernal child into my house.

“Better be…” The Hat croaks.

“I said, DON’T you BLOODY DARE!” Potter bellows.

“TONE, POTTER!” Severus yells, wishing he could just push the boy out of the room, just stop
this from happening.

I don’t want you. I don’t want you. I don’t want you.

“SLYTHERIN!”

“NO!” Potter shouts.

“What?” Minerva shrieks.

“Fuck,” Fred Weasley curses just as his brother whispers: “Shit.”

Albus sighs.

Suddenly, the room is filled with the sound of the fireplace roaring into life. The Heads of houses
stare as a rugged form of Bill Weasley tumbles out, wand quickly out in a defensive stance,
surveying the room for threats.

“Thank Christ,” Potter looks at Bill and then points at the Hat. “I call on the Silver Hall or
whatever the hell I need to call on to protect me from this Hat. It’s trying to kill me.”

Filius squeaks with excitement. Minerva and Pomona look completely dumbfounded and Severus
merely closes his eyes. Harry fucking Potter. The first person to survive the killing curse. The first
underage TriWizard Champion. The first ever Hogwarts re-sort. And now, the first and only
wizard student under the protection of the Goblin Nation.

Severus slams his occlumency shields down on his feelings. One thought circles his mind.

Sweet Merlin and Circe, let this god-damned disaster not be my child.
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“The hat? The hat is trying to kill you?”

Bill Weasley stares between Harry and the hat who looks fucking delighted with itself.

“It wants to sort him into Slytherin,” Fred explains behind him.

“Which would be suicidal,” George adds.

“SLYTHERIN!” The Hat yells again as if it thinks it was not given enough attention. Harry glares
at it, hating every patch on it.

One day I will pull you apart by your stitches and have Hermione sew your fabric into tiny hats for
Dobby.

“What are you doing here, Mr Weasley?” McGonagall is staring at Bill. “How did you even - what

is -?”

It’s the first time in Harry’s life that he’s seen his Head of House stammer. It would be amusing if
he wasn’t assailed by the nasty thought that she might no longer be his Head of House.

“I am the Anzar of the Silver Halls assigned for Harry, as he is under the protection of the Goblin
Nation and the Silver Hall, and I was alerted to his need by an odd sort of Hogwarts elf called
Dobby.” Bill smiles. “It’s lovely to see you, Minerva.”

“Oh, Anzar Weasley, what a delight!” Flitwick is bobbing like a helium balloon. “Albus never
mentioned Mr Potter was under the protection of the Sovereign Nation!”

“Because whilst Harry is in Hogwarts, he is not,” Dumbledore says quietly. “Hogwarts is on sacred
Wizarding Land. He is under the protection of the Wizengamot.”

There is tension in the air. Harry’s nostrils are filled with the scent of fireworks and lemons. It’s
Dumbledore’s magic. Harry has the vague feeling that he’s stepped into political waters that are too
deep for him but he doesn’t care. He will not be a Slytherin. So he tells Bill.

“I will not go to Slytherin.”

“You WILL!” The hat yells.

“I will not!”

Harry clenches his fists and surreptitiously presses his Slytherin ring into the side of his thigh. It’s
been hissing constantly and angrily since he walked into the room and it’s beginning to reach a
pitch Harry can’t ignore. He’s starting to hear words in it. Legacy. Heirship. Destiny. The Potter
ring, on the other hand, is starting to warm with such an intensity that Harry has the impression
they are vying for his attention. Harry tries to ignore them and gestures to Bill.

“He won’t let me. He’s got to protect me. I don’t know if incidentally homicidal hats are in the fine
print of my deal with the Silver Hall, but you can bet your droopy hat-brim I’m going to check!”

“I am amazed by your hubris, Potter,” Snape sneers. “You presume that because the Goblin Nation
is sheltering you they will intervene in issues in which you do not get what you want? I do not
think King Ragnok will enjoy being at the beck and call of a teenager's whimsy.”

“The Sovereign is at no one’s beck and call.” It’s Professor Flitwick’s turn to sound flinty.

“And whilst Hogwarts is not subject to the laws of the Goblin Nation, matters of the safety of our
protectees fall under our jurisdiction,” Bill adds.

“Potter is not unsafe,” Snape snarls as if he’s somehow personally offended by that. For some
fucking reason.

“Says you,” Harry snaps. The man who had Draco Malfoy launch a fucking snake at me two years
ago. “I am not going to Slytherin.”

“YOU ARE!” The hat bellows.

“I WON’T!”

Harry can feel his magic ‘sparking’ as Theo calls it, into his palms, even as his nails cut into the
flesh to control it. He wishes Sahara was here to bite him again.

It’s probably not okay that I’m wishing that.

The Slytherin ring’s hissing is getting irritating and the Potter ring bubbling happily at his denial.
It’s like they’re having a fight and his body is the battleground. Harry tries subtly pressing both of
his hands against the wall behind him, just like he did in the entrance hall. It helps a little. He takes
a deep breath.

“Harry, you cannot refuse to be sorted,” Professor Sprout says softly. “Students can only attend
Hogwarts if they are sorted.”

“I was already sorted.” Harry winces. His scar is prickling again but he will not rub it, not in front
of Dumbledore. “I’m not doing it again, and it can’t sort me if I don’t put the damn thing on.”

“Tone, Potter,” Snape hisses, but Harry doesn’t care. He remembers Theo. I think you should
refuse to do that. He looks at Bill.

“What can you do?” he asks frankly. “What can we do?”

“The Sanctuary of the Silver Halls is open to you,” Bill’s hand is gripping his wand tightly but his
back is straight. He’s watching Harry intently but Harry notices how his bright, auburn eyes flick
towards Dumbledore. “I can remove you from Hogwarts.”

“Remove him?” Oddly, it’s Snape’s hissing voice echoing around the room. “You believe you can
provide him with adequate protection, Weasley?”

Bill’s eyes flash and Flitwick actually growls. Harry has never heard a half-goblin growl before but
it is very intense. Sprout and McGonagall look at the little Professor like he’s transforming into
someone else beside them. Snape looks about as taken aback as an ugly dungeon bat with no soul
can.

“I hope you are not suggesting that the defence provided by goblins would be somehow inferior,
Severus?” Flitwick seems like he is fizzing with fury.

“What about his education?” Snape deflects the inference deftly, glaring back at the Charms
Professor. “A wizard of Potter’s power cannot be sufficiently educated by the Goblin Nation and
you know it, Filius. It is not prejudiced, only fact.”

Does Snape think I’m powerful?

“Harry can be educated elsewhere,” Bill says quietly. “He can go to Ilvermorny or Beauxbatons -,”

Harry winces, imagining the baby blue uniforms Beauxbatons boys have to wear. He does not
know what or where Ilvermorny is.

“You want to place his education in the hands of Americans?” Snape hisses.

“Or the French?” McGonagall basically shrieks.

“Or Harry can be privately tutored,” Bill continues calmly. “He has more than enough funds, and
the Silver Halls can provide excellent tutors.”

“The best tutors,” Flitwick adds stoutly, puffing out his chest. Harry has a feeling Flitwick will be
volunteering.

“And will they give him what we can?” Snape snarls. He sounds angrier than Harry has heard in a
while. Probably not since the Gillyweed incident. “Will they lay down their lives to deter the rise
of a Dark Lord intent on this boy’s murder?”

“King Ragnok will consider anything with the right incentive,” Bill answers.

“And how much would a war on his behalf cost Potter?” Snape growls.

What do you care? It's not like I'm taking it out of your bloody vault, Harry thinks, glaring at Snape.
His Prince Heir vault has nothing of the House of Prince in it. As a matter of fact, it's full to the
brim with Black artefacts. Harry briefly wonders what size of war the goblins would be willing to
wage for all of the stuff in there.

“Enough,” Dumbledore’s voice cuts through everything, even Harry's thoughts, as sharp as it had
been in the Wizengamot. It feels like a cold breeze blowing through him. “As proficient warriors as
the Goblin Nation are, they are not prepared or even willing to mount a defence against Lord
Voldemort on Harry’s behalf.”

Bill doesn’t deny this. Harry doesn’t care if the goblins don’t think there is enough gold in the
world for them to go to war for him, because he doesn’t want anyone to go to war for him. Least of
all fucking Snape. Harry stares at the man’s greasy black hair and hates every part of him.

He says he’ll lay down his life in a war I apparently started but it won’t stop him from being an
absolute shitbag.

“Harry will need to move into Slytherin.” Dumbledore sighs as if it’s merely an inconvenience, not
as if it’s Harry’s fucking life.

“You cannot be serious, Albus!” Professor McGonagall exclaims.

“Oh, come on,” George growls angrily, but Harry barely hears the outrage from the twins behind
him. Harry is too busy pulling up the Not-Caring, clawing it up from deep inside him and trying to
ignore the hiss of the Slytherin which is now whispering something entirely different: Vengeance.
Justice. Suffering. The Potter ring is actually starting to heat his whole hand and feels like it’s
boiling like a cauldron with unspent rage.

I do not care. I do not.

“Whilst the concept is distasteful, it is better that Harry is here, and a Slytherin, than out there,
drawing Voldemort to the Silver Hall,” Dumbledore says gravely. “We cannot offer up the entire
Goblin Nation as a potential sacrifice.”

But you can offer up me.

Harry sucks in a tight breath. Harry looks at Dumbledore’s lined face, at the distant stare in his
eyes and imagines the millions of possibilities that Albus Dumbledore must weigh inside his mind
at any given moment. Harry feels the sudden smallness of his puny life in comparison to all that. If
Dumbledore cares about Harry’s suffering, he does not care about it as much as other things. Very
few people in the world do. Harry remembers Sahara’s words in Grimmauld Place.

You are right to leave this hostile nest.

“No,” Harry shakes his head, humiliated by the tears he suddenly feels stinging in the corners of
his eyes. He blinks them back furiously.

I don't care. I don't.

“No. I … I want to go.” He looks up at Bill. His brown eyes are gleaming with soft sympathy. “If I
can’t be a Gryffindor, I want to go.”

“Harry …” Fred’s hand is on his shoulder, squeezing softly. Then George’s hand is on his back,
protectively. It’s not a rebuke, Harry can feel it in their touch, the twin buzz of their magic, it’s just

supportive. Brothers. Family.

“Potter, you cannot leave Hogwarts,” McGonagall steps forward, looks down at him with intense
earnestness. “It’s not safe.”

It wasn’t safe at the Dursley’s either. Didn’t stop me from being dumped there.

“It’s not safe anywhere,” Harry swallows. “Least of all Slytherin. Either I’m not a Slytherin, or I’m
going.”

“Potter, how dare you hold the fate of a war hostage over your whims?” Snape snarls, but the NotCaring is too strong even for Snape’s cruel inflammatory words to pierce. Harry stares straight
ahead and doesn’t answer, not even when he sees Snape frowning at him from the corner of his
eye.

“Harry,” Dumbledore’s soft voice draws his attention. “Please think carefully.”

Harry shakes his head. I don't care. I can't care. I will not care.

“I had time to think, Professor,” he says quietly. “At Privet Drive.”

He feels Fred and George’s tension through their hands. He notices Snape actually raise his
eyebrows and McGonagall look between Harry and Dumbledore in utter confusion. Harry knows
it’s a risk, that if he meets Dumbledore’s gaze he might feel that terrible guilt he sometimes feels in
his presence, but Harry suddenly needs Dumbledore to know he is not doing this lightly. It’s not a
whim. So he meets Dumbledore’s ancient gaze and pushes one thought to the front of his mind.

You left me there.

Dumbledore’s eyes crease with sadness. Images of the things he will lose are slipping through his
mind; laughing with Ron and Hermione in the Common Room, practising Quidditch with the
twins, visiting Hagrid, lying by the Black lake, all of those things speed through his thoughts so
quickly that he’s not sure if he’s put them there or someone else has.

“Harry,” Dumbledore says quietly. “Please consider.”

Refuse.

Harry shakes his head. He doesn’t have words anyway. The Not-Caring has taken his throat. The
Black ring is flooding him with ice, his hand almost numb as it creeps up his arm and into his
chest. The Prince Ring is blanking out the edges of his vision, like an overexposed photograph. He
feels like he’s sinking into it, the Not-Caring is a liquid pool of icy darkness in which he can
descend his heart.

Survival. Just survival. That’s all that is left.

“Right then. That’s settled,” Bill says softly, looping his wand through his fingers and gently
taking Harry’s elbow. “We’ll be off then. Harry will be at the Silver Hall until an alternative
education plan can be found.”

“Albus you cannot possibly let the boy go!” Snape hisses. Somewhere deep inside, Harry flinches.
J

ust another grown-up who hates me calling me ' Boy.'

Harry realises that as hideous as the thought of leaving Hogwarts is, and the hideousness of it is so
vast he cannot even feel it yet, there is one small sliver of light: He’ll never have to see Snape
again.

Now I’m the one abandoning you. Not that you give a fuck.

“I shall inform King Ragnok of the decision,” Flitwick nods firmly at Bill. Harry thinks he actually
looks sort of proud, but Harry might be imagining it.

“Albus!” McGonagall seems to be rounding on Dumbledore with a fury that Harry has rarely seen.

“We’ll tell the others,” George mutters in Harry’s ear. “They’ll understand.”

“Good luck, mate,” Fred squeezes his hand quickly.

Harry nods dumbly as he lets Bill guide him towards the fireplace. He’s glad he has Theo’s
notebook in his pocket. At least he can write and explain.

How the fuck do I explain this?

“The Silver Hall,” Bill mutters, throwing floo powder into the grate.

“Wait.”

Dumbledore is staring at him. Harry can’t see it, he’s staring into the fire, but he can feel it. He is
very familiar with the sensation of Dumbledore staring at him.

“We need an alternative.”

Harry realises Dumbledore is not talking to him. Harry turns. Dumbledore is staring down at the
hat, his wand outstretched. Harry feels a tightening around his heart as he’s reminded of the
moment Dumbledore held Barty Crouch at wand point. Dumbledore’s magic, the scent of it, is
overpowering even the sulphur scent of the floo powder. Harry almost chokes on it.

“There isn’t one,” The hat croaks, trembling from brim to tip. “All Hogwarts students are sorted. It
is how it has always been done.”

“But does that mean they have to be?” Fred pipes up. “I mean, there’s got to be some wiggle room
in there, right?”

“Merlin, save us,” McGonagall rubs her forehead tiredly. “Mr Weasley, please spare us from your
flexible philosophy on rules.”

“But what if Harry stays but just isn’t sorted?” George adds, frowning thoughtfully. “I mean, not
everyone in this castle has a House association, right? Like Filch? I mean, he’s not rolling around

spouting off about being Slytherin.”

“Which he absolutely is,” Fred mutters.

“Five points from Gryffindor, Weasley,” Snape snaps. Harry thinks it’s pretty funny that of all the
things to take points for, Snape decides it’s suggesting Filch would be in his house that he finds
unacceptable.

“It is not possible!” The hat yells, seeming to gain some of its former confidence after surviving
being held at wand point by Albus Dumbledore. “Hogwarts students must be sorted!”

“Why?” Bill asks lightly. “What would happen if he wasn’t?”

“He would be Houseless!” The hat shouts.

“Where would he live?” Snape sneers. “Don’t tell me Potter would require his own quarters?”

“We can let him into Gryffindor,” Fred shrugs. “The Fat Lady loves him.”

“Students of different houses are not allowed in each other’s houses, Mr Weasley,” Snape snaps.

“Yeah, but there’s no magical barrier,” Harry says without thinking. “You can totally get in.”

Snape turns on him, eyes flashing dangerously. Bill’s hand tightens on Harry’s elbow.

“And how, pray, might you know that Mr Potter?”

For the first time this evening, Harry is glad when the hat interrupts.

“He can earn no points!” The hat proclaims.

“All that means is that the other houses might actually be in with a chance at the House Cup,”
George grins.

“Well, that’s a thought,” Sprout taps a finger against her mouth thoughtfully. “Is it not, Severus?”

“Whilst … compelling,” Snape sneers. Harry can almost see an emerald clad Great Hall
shimmering in the man’s eyes like a fever dream. What a dick. “I am more concerned by the
implication that if Potter cannot earn points he cannot have them taken, either. How are we to
discipline him?”

Harry rolls his eyes. As if Snape would have trouble coming up with ways to discipline him.

“Detentions, sir,” Fred raises his eyebrows. “Removing Hogsmead visits, curfews, being castlegrounded, revoking flying privileges … those are just some of the punishments we’ve enjoyed in
our time here. On your dictation, I might add.”

“It’s been suggested that we are not ‘points motivated,’” George says, making air quotes with his
fingers.

“No kidding,” Bill snorts with laughter then looks at Harry. “It’s your decision, Harry. What do
you think?”

Harry thinks it’s insane, but there’s no point in saying that. His life ceased to hold any semblance of
sanity after June.

“That’s not all!” The hat yells. “He cannot enter any inter-house Tournaments -,”

“I didn’t enter the first time!” Harry protests.

“He cannot receive special awards for services to the school -,”

“He has already has one,” McGonagall says tartly, though she throws Harry a fond smile. The Not-

Caring thaws a little.

“He cannot compete in any school games or take part in Inter-House competitions!” The hat
shouts.

“That means …” Harry’s heart sinks. Oh no.

“No Quidditch,” Snape finishes, eyes glittering venomously. Harry sees the victory in his Potions
Master’s eyes. He can practically hear Draco Malfoy crowing already.

“Absurd!” McGonagall snaps, sounding more outraged than she was by the suggestion of Harry
leaving Hogwarts.“There is no reason he can’t compete!"

"He can't! I say so!" The hat yells.

"You do not make the rules!" McGonagall rounds on the hat. "You sort students and that is all!
Now be quiet or I shall turn you into a tea-cosy!"

The hat looks like it's pursing its lips. Bill snorts behind Harry. Maybe he's forgotten how ferocious
she can get about Quidditch.

"It should simply be a rule that his contributions do not gain points for any house," McGonagall
suggests, "just like in his classwork."

“The boy is a Seeker, Minerva,” Snape snarls. “His contributions gain the most points!”

“Can I suggest that we simply say Mr Potter's team receive no House points from their victories?"
Flitwick stands between Snape and McGonagall. "If they win the Quidditch Cup, don’t gain any
points that contribute to that house and thus, the House Cup at the end of the year.” Flitwick looks
between his colleagues. “Could you endure that, Minerva? Severus?”

Part of Harry thinks it’s hilarious that, with one foot in the fire, his professors are arguing over
Quidditch but another part of him is just trying to keep breathing. Breathe, Greenheart. Only Bill
seems to have noticed he’s barely standing up because he's holding Harry's elbow in a vice grip and

keeps glancing at his face nervously.

My life is fucking falling apart and no one cares.

“I can live with anything that allows Mr Potter to stay at Hogwarts,” McGonagall says quickly.
Snape scowls angrily but then nods.

“Agreed.”

It’s a strange thing to say. Harry notices the way Snape’s eyes flicker to his face before dancing
away.

Does he want me to stay or does he want me to go?

Then Harry wonders why he even cares. If Snape knows that Harry is his Heir, he’s made it very
clear he couldn’t give less of a flying fuck.

He’s my sire and that’s it.

“As long as you deny your true self, you shall never be sorted,” The hat speaks coldly and Harry
wonders, with a flip of his stomach, if it has somehow managed to hear his thoughts even without
Harry putting it on. “So you shall be nothing until that day.”

Harry remembers a time, years ago, when he was still little enough and stupid enough to scream
when Vernon hit him. A neighbour had knocked on the door to complain about ask about the
noise.

“Oh, that?” Petunia had laughed lightly, standing in the doorway and blocking the view. “Just the
television. It’s nothing.”

I’m already nothing.

“I believe we have found … an alternative,” Dumbledore speaks quietly. “If Harry is amenable.”

Harry can tell he’s not happy, but then Harry doesn’t think he’s seen Dumbledore happy since
before his name came out of the goblet last year.

“Is this what you want, Harry?” Bill puts his hand across the back of Harry’s shoulders, twisting
him so he looks directly into his brown eyes. “I can still take you away.”

Harry’s reminded of staring out the barred window in Privet Drive, wishing for just this. Someone
to take him away. He swallows hard. It’s tempting, but Hermione is here, with Ron. Theo and
Sahara too. Even with no House and no Quidditch Cup, being nothing with them is still better than
being nothing without them.

Is this what you want, Harry?

Want has nothing to do with it. Harry wants are minimal. He wants to climb into a soft bed beside
Theo and let him stroke his hair. He wants to hold Hermione’s hand and feel the flood of his
mother’s affection through the Potter ring. He wants to see Remus’ gentle eyes soften when he
makes Harry laugh.

His wants are also impossible. He wants Sirius to be better and to love him for who he is. He wants
Voldemort to leave him alone. He wants to know what the fuck his mother was thinking with
Snape of all bloody people. He wants his parents to be alive. He wants Cedric to be alive. He wants
to be wanted.

I want to stay.

He finds himself reaching out to grab the stone fireplace built into the Hogwarts wall, Bill holding
him up on the other side. He closes his eyes and shakes his head.

“I’ll stay,” he swallows hard. He allows himself to listen to the ringing gong of the sound of the
Hogwarts magic.

I’m not a Gryffindor or a Slytherin. Do your worst. Make me nothing.

As soon as he thinks the words, he hears a long hiss from the Slytherin ring, as if it is being sucked

out of the emerald and into the wall itself. On his other hand, the Potter ring sings too, and he feels
heat running from its ruby down his leg and into the stone floor underneath him. Words are formed
inside his mind in a voice that doesn’t sound like his, or Tom’s, or even Sahara’s.

“Not nothing. Mine.”

Harry doesn’t have time to understand it because it feels like the stone of the fireplace is trying to
suck something out of his skin and Harry feels as tired as he did on the days' Aunt Petunia starved
him. Then the walls of Hogwarts seem to push back. Magic pulses into him, as quickly and as
violently as a twist of the cruciatus curse except without the pain. Just pressure. A pressure that
surges from his Slytherin and Potter rings into his bones and spreads like brain freeze behind his
scar. The world goes dark.

Oh, shit.

He sways violently, and he can hear surprised exclamations all around him.

“Harry! Harry!” Bill has his strong arms around one side of him as Harry feels McGonagall on his
other side, smells the familiar scent of her heathery magic.

“So tired,” Harry mutters, feeling his knees sag underneath him but suddenly there’s a chair behind
him

“It could be depletion,” Harry hears Flitwick saying nearby. “The exertion of denying a powerful
magical object -,”

“Don’t blame me!” The hat snaps.

Harry smells something familiar, like herbs and smoke, and then feels a vial pressed against his
mouth, a hard hand gripping the back of his head and tipping his neck back so a potion slips down
his throat. Peppermint. Eucalyptus. Harry coughs harshly as the sting begins, but his vision swarms
back, golden light and dark shadows and his heart is thundering in his ears.

“Fuck,” Harry hisses, leaning forward as Fred rubs circles on his upper back.

“Language, Potter,” Snape drawls nearby. “I would hate to assign a detention so soon.”

“Mate,” George mutters. “Who knew not being sorted was more intense than being sorted?”

“Well, we could hardly have known,” Harry hears a flustered Sprout talking above them. “Since no
one ever has been.”

Harry might be imagining it but he thinks he hears someone nearby muttering “Harry fucking
Potter,” and Harry snorts with laughter since it is so close to what he was thinking.

It’s always fucking me.

He sighs and opens his eyes. Dumbledore is looking down at him, blue eyes focused on his
uniform. There is something in his expression that Harry doesn’t recognise. Is it confusion, or
distrust? Harry looks down. Where the colour should be on his red and gold tie, it is now black and
silvery grey. The inside of his robes is silver, too. Where he usually wears the Gryffindor crest on
his robes he now has the Hogwarts crest, completely colourless, embroidered with silver. Even the
coloured lines on his school jumper which are usually maroon red, have become grey. For some
reason, it reminds Harry of the silver invisible horse that pulled his carriage up to the castle.

“Interesting,” Sprout smiles at him gently. “Mr Potter has been made a student of Hogwarts
alone.”

Not nothing. Mine.

Harry has too many other voices in his head to worry about where that one came from.

“Well,” Harry swallows. “I guess that’s all sorted then, I mean … All figured out.”

Fred snorts with restrained laughter behind him.

“Indeed,” Dumbledore looks at him sadly for a moment. “For now.”

Harry feels the way he did when Dumbledore spoke to Prongs. Nostalgic for a time when he truly
believed Dumbledore always knew what was best. For a time when he believed, when he really
believed, Dumbledore loved him. If Dumbledore loves him, it’s not in the same way that Hermione
does, where she will never leave his side. Or Theo, who says “my life and my secrets” like he
really means it.

Love isn’t as good as loyalty.

Harry tries to smile but merely nods back. He’s too tired to pretend this isn’t all fucking
exhausting.

“You should all return to the feast,” Dumbledore says softly. “William, I believe you and I will
need a discussion with King Ragnok as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Headmaster,” Bill nods and squeezes Harry’s shoulder, looking into his face carefully. “Will
you be alright?”

No, I fucking won’t.

Harry nods and smiles. “Tell Remus what happened for me, okay?”

Harry gives the older man a significant look that he hopes he understands. Make sure Remus is
okay. Bill smiles and ruffles Harry’s hair.

“Of course.” Bill turns to Dumbledore and gestures to the door. “After you, Headmaster.”

Dumbledore doesn’t look at Harry again. He levitates the sorting hat with a flick of his wand
(Harry glares at the hideous rag which is now, of fucking course, as silent as a normal hat) and
Dumbledore sweeps out of a side door with Bill in tow. Harry swallows back his disappointment.
Even whilst knowing it would have been an utter disaster, part of him still longs for the time not
too long ago when Dumbledore seemed to trust him. When they would talk alone together and
Harry could ask his hardest questions. Why was Voldemort after me in the first place?

Harry has so many questions. He wants to know why being the Heir of Slytherin means he has to
be a Slytherin. He wants to know why the walls are singing to him. He wants to know what the
invisible horses are, why he can smell magic and why, above all, Dumbledore seems to have

abandoned him entirely, but he can’t ask any of those questions. So he looks at his shoes. There is
an awkward silence.

“We need to explain …” McGonagall takes her glasses off for a moment and rubs her eyes. “Make
an announcement to the student body and the staff.”

“Let us make in-house announcements instead,” Sprout smiles at Harry kindly. “And we can brief
the other staff at the meeting tomorrow morning.”

“Well said!” Flitwick chirps. “We should minimise the stress on Mr Potter. Perhaps he can go to
the Hospital wing until the inevitable gossip dies down.”

Thank Christ, Harry thinks, imagining his soft bed in the hospital wing with intense longing. No
questions. No people. Perfect.

“Potter courts gossip wherever he goes so whilst a noble goal, it is entirely futile,” Snape sneers.
“Besides, the boy has no need of the hospital wing, just a magical boosting draught. I shall fetch
one.”

You just want to feed me to the Slytherins, Harry thinks darkly, shooting a glare at Snape, but
unfortunately, McGonagall nods.

“Thank you, Severus,” she says and Snape sweeps out like the sodding vampire he is. Sucking up
joy everywhere he goes. Like a bloody dementor.

“Harry,” McGonagall looks down at him sternly. He meets her fierce gaze and is surprised by the
glow he sees there. “You will live in Gryffindor Tower. You will keep your class schedule. You
will give us all no reason to punish you. Whilst you may be a student of no house, you are under all
of our protection.”

Harry glances at Flitwick and Sprout who nod kindly. Harry is betting Snape is not included in
this.

“But,” McGonagall leans closer and grips Harry’s shoulder firmly for a moment. “I care not a
jigger what that abysmal piece of botched transfiguration thinks. You are a Gryffindor, through and
through. Do not forget it.”

Harry knows he shouldn’t be so thoroughly touched by these words, especially given he is the Heir
of Slytherin and therefore it seems he is about as through-and-through a Gryffindor as Tom Riddle,
but he is. He nods, throat tight with emotion.

“Yes, Professor,” he croaks out.

“Good,” McGonagall nods and straightens up. “We shall return to the hall. Come back in when you
are ready.”

"Come and have some pudding Harry, it will make you feel better." Sprout gives him a soft smile
before following McGonagall out.

Flitwick steps up to him and actually bows.

“May your coffers overflow, Heir Potter,” he says smartly.

“May all your enemies be vanquished, Professor Flitwick,” Harry says automatically, but he
understands the meaning behind his Professor’s words. Flitwick is a part of the Goblin Nation first,
a Professor second. If the Silver Hall protects Harry, Flitwick will too.

Well, that’s something, I suppose.

Flitwick nods and smiles, looking very pleased, before leaving Harry alone with the Twins. As
soon as the door closes, Fred buckles over in hysterical laughter, dropping onto the floor in front of
Harry to giggle helplessly.

“That’s all sorted then!” Fred gasps. “Merlin, Harry, I almost pissed myself!”

“Good thing you’ve retained your sense of humour, if not your House colours,” George elbows
Harry in the ribs.

“I didn’t mean it like that!” Harry protests, “I was just … y’know, adjusting …”

“Yeah?” Fred wipes his eyes and rolls over to look up at Harry. “How are you? Adjusting, I
mean.”

“I’m not,” Harry snorts. “I just survive. It’s sort of my thing.”

Harry thinks of Theo’s words on the train, not hours ago. Don’t you ever do anything
intentionally?

“Well, survival is the name of the game for all of us right now, right?” George sighs. “We got
through it. You’re not wearing green. It’s something.”

“Yeah,” Harry looks at the silver lining of his robe. “Thanks for what you did, by the way. Quick
thinking.”

“We may or may not have had some pretty intense chats with Bill in the last week,” Fred shrugs.
“He’s really pissed off he can’t be your Anzar here all the time, and you know Goblins. They find a
way.”

“So you’re filling in?” Harry jokes.

“Just keeping an eye on our littlest brother, Harrikins,” George ruffles his hair fondly. “Couldn't let
the goblins have all the fun. You ready to face the masses?”

No. I will never be ready.

“Just give me a minute,” Harry takes a deep breath and stands up. “Do you mind waiting outside
the door?”

“Course not!” Fred jumps to his feet and mimes standing to attention. “Honour guard at your
service, SIR!”

“Come on,” George pushes his brother towards the door. “Time to stare down some snakes.”

“And badgers. And ravens …”

“And Cormac MacLaggen …”

The twins step out. For a second, Harry hears the roar of the Hall, the sound of hundreds of voices
gasping and twisting to stare before breaking into more whispers.

They’re waiting for me.

Harry sighs and stands unsteadily on shaking legs. He deliberately avoids touching the bare walls
of the castle. He looks at them with slight distrust.

“You’re alive, aren’t you?” he asks.

There is no response, not that Harry’s sure how a sodding castle would communicate, but there’s
no singing or gonging or ringing at all. Harry sighs.

“Aren’t you?” he hisses in parseltongue.

A soft gong sound echoes inside his mind. Harry doesn’t know how, but that feels like an
affirmative answer. He remembers what Sahara told him. All magic is alive.

Well, that’s something else for Theo’s research list.

Harry sighs and takes off his glasses, rubbing his face. He hates wearing them now, especially after
weeks over the summer of not needing them. There’s a flash of movement in the corner of his eye.
Harry turns. There’s a mirror with a dark-clad figure in it and a familiar, eerie air of magic about
them. It's him. Harry stares at himself in the mirror, unthinkingly dropping his glasses on the small
table in the middle of the room.

“Jesus fucking hell,” Harry breathes.

I look like Tom.

Not Tom Riddle as he is now, ancient and disfigured. He looks like the wraith of Tom Riddle he
met in the chamber two years ago, a teenager at Hogwarts. The green details on his robes had not
quite come into colour yet, still grey and silvery like a ghost. But it’s not just the colour. Without
his glasses, Harry sees how his eyes are almost violently, absurdly green against all the black and
silver of his uniform. Harry wonders if the glamour potion has failed, but he’s still got James’
white skin and James’ slightly rounder features. His hair still isn’t its natural curly mass of
madness. He checks his hand, holding it up to the mirror to examine if he sees any of Snape’s lithe,
bony fingers there but they’re still James’ hands. Blunt, Chaser fingers. Harry is still unsettled. He
doesn’t look like himself, not that he’s even sure what he truly looks like anymore, but without the
red and gold, he doesn’t recognise himself. Perhaps it’s what he’d look like if Lily Potter and a
sixteen-year-old Tom Riddle had hooked up.

No wonder Dumbledore looked so bothered.

Horribly, he has a memory of Cedric, that night on the astronomy tower before the third task.

"This is the last year people are going to look at you like you're just a famous name, Harry."
Cedric presses his lips against Harry's cheek softly.

"I don't think that's ever going to change, Ced," Harry grins, brushing his nose against Cedric's.
Nothing feels as bad when they can be like this together, soft and quiet and entirely alone.

"It is," Cedric whispers. "Next year, you'll have been a TriWizard Champion. You'll be Gryffindor's
champion. Nothing will be the same."

"I think you're being overly optimistic," Harry chuckles into Cedric's shoulder. "Especially since
you'll be the Hogwarts Champion and Head boy."

"Well, you'll always be my Gryffindor champion." Cedric kisses the top of his head and Harry
sighs, feeling relieved because tomorrow it will finally be over and things can go back to normal.

“Potter.”

Harry is pulled out of his memory, eyes glassy, and catches sight of Snape in the mirror. He is

standing in the secret doorway, a vial of potion in his hand, and staring at Harry like he’s never
seen him before. With a lurch, Harry realises he left his glasses on the table.

Damn.

Harry doesn’t turn around. He sniffs loudly and blinks heavily, drawing the tears back in because
he cannot, will not, wipe his eyes in front of Snape. He watches Snape approach slowly, picking up
Harry's glasses with one hand like they are a dirty napkin as he does. Snape offers the vial of potion
to Harry. Harry takes it and throws back something that takes like lemons and smells like lavender.
He feels instantly refreshed. Snape’s eyes never leave his face and he moves slowly, like he’s
worried about startling Harry, offering his glasses back to him. They hold one another’s gaze in
their reflections, green eyes fixed on black ones. Black as the obsidian in the Prince Ring. Harry
reaches for his glasses, his heart thundering.

What does he see in my face?

For a brief moment, Snape tugs back on Harry's glasses, as if he doesn’t want Harry to put them on.
Snape's eyes are fixed on Harry’s, a ravenous look on his face that Harry has never seen.

My eyes. My green eyes. My Mum’s eyes.

Harry needs Snape to stop staring at him. He needs him to stop right now.

“They say I have my mother’s eyes,” Harry blurts out, completely unsure what he’s doing. “Do I?
Professor?”

It works. Snape blinks and lessens his grip on the glasses. Harry snatches them and shoves them on
his face.

Stop looking at me like you see her. Look at me like you see him instead. Hate me.

Predictably, Snape’s lip curls up.

“We will begin Occlumency on Friday evening,” Snape snarls. “Seven pm. Do not be late.”

He walks to the door back to the Great Hall and throws it open with what Harry presumes is a
deliberately loud bang.

“Out, Potter!” Snape barks. Harry hears a hush descend in the Hall.

You bastard.

He sighs and slouches forward, preparing for what will inevitably be an absolute shitshow. Yet as
he slips through the door past Snape, who is holding the door open for him, Harry hears a quiet,
almost incomprehensible whisper.

“Yes. You have her eyes.”

Now Harry wishes he hadn’t asked, even to bait him, because Harry is not prepared for what he
hears in the bastard’s voice. It’s unmistakable, the same tone Remus and Sirius use when speaking
about James. It is longing. Realisation crashes down on Harry as he walks back into the crowded
hall. He knows they’re whispering but he doesn’t care. He is too busy thinking but also
simultaneously trying not to think one thought:

Did Snape really actually fancy my Mum?
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I would have protected you in Slytherin.

I know. But Malfoy would have told his father, who would have told his master, which would
have been bad.

I still would have done it.

I know.

———

What happened?

Seamus and I got into a fight. Ron punched him. Then Seamus punched Neville.

Gryffindors do a lot of muggle brawling for wizards with wands. And Heir rings, in your case.

Sometimes you’ve just got to hit a fucker in the face

I will take your word for it

How’s Slytherin?

Malfoy is very irritated he cannot take points from you as a Prefect

Silver lining then

———

Umbridge?

Yeah.

Are you okay?

Detention every night this week.

Ah. Sahara will be irritated not to see you.

Are you going to say I should have kept my mouth shut?

No.

Thank you.

You’re welcome.

———

Your Quidditch Captain seems to be disgruntled about something

Should we really be writing to each other in fucking Charms?

Better than Potions.

True. Angelina is pissed about the detentions.

How are they?

I don’t want to talk about it.

We are not talking, we are writing.

I still don’t want to.

I do. In person.

My last detention is Friday night.

Good. Greenhouse 3. 9 pm.

I don’t have my cloak.

I’ll get it to you.

I saw Kreacher. He’s discovered Wine Gums.

Are you telling me there is a muggle sweet that actually includes alcohol?

Yes?

Sweet Merlin

It will be fine.

Assuredly, it will not.

You adorable optimist

Adorable?

It's a figure of speech.

Of course.

———

Thanks for the cloak

You’re welcome

Could you have maybe not dropped something into my cauldron that made it nearly explode?

Not unless you wanted Professor Snape to notice the cloak

Fair enough

Tonight at 9 pm?

Yes

Are you okay?

Not really

Edges?

I miss you

Tonight

_________

“Behave, please,” Theo demands, trying to command Sahara down from the tree she has coiled
around to hiss at the terrifying giant Venus flytrap that Professor Sprout houses at the back of
Greenhouse three. “And come down, he’ll be here soon.”

Sahara hisses something that sounds like “destroy you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Theo rolls his eyes. “You miss him, I understand.”

Sahara hisses something Theo does not understand but she sparkles a bit. He raises his eyebrows. It
has been days since she has done that. Even exposed to all the magic floating around Hogwarts,
she’s still just a normal boomslang who has been infused with magic by a fifteen-year-old through

some method that Theo does not understand. She needs Harry, Theo knows this. He is struggling to
feel sympathetic because he needs Harry too.

“Come down!” Theo snaps, wishing again that he could speak fucking parseltongue.

Sahara hisses at him, something about “ignorant humans” and Theo has had enough. He has had
enough of watching the whole bloody student population torture Harry in a million different little
ways, he has had enough of Professor Snape’s snarkiness and barely subtle references to how Theo
should back off his unacknowledged son, he has had enough of Malfoy’s barely veiled obsession
with Harry and Blaise’s curious questions about his journal and he has had more than fucking
enough of not being able to even touch Harry. So Theo glares at Sahara and, not caring what it
means in parseltongue, hisses back. Loudly.

Do not be irritated with me, you demonic serpent. You are not the only one who is lonely.

“Theo?”

Theo turns. It is dark outside the greenhouse and inside, the gentle lights that Sprout uses for the
tropical plants cast a low, greenish glow. Slowly, Harry unfolds from invisibility, his cloak always
seeming to cover him better and more effortlessly than when Theo wears it. Theo has been trying
really very fucking hard not to stare at Harry all week, but now he stares. Harry is pulling off his
glasses and sliding them into his pocket, rubbing the bridge of his nose where the spectacles pinch.
He looks thin. He looks abominably tired. But he looks fucking amazing in his black and silver
robes. Theo has been trying not to think it all week but now, in the low green light of the
greenhouse with no need to look over his shoulder to check if Blaise or Professor Snape is
watching him, Theo lets himself think it. He thinks that Harry’s eyes are astonishing and that there
is no one else in the whole school who could make a black and silver uniform look so perfect.

“Are you and Sahara having a fight?” Harry smirks.

“I seem to be having a fight, Sahara seems to be ignoring me,” Theo says, stepping back from the
tree which Sahara is already eagerly slithering down, hissing happily at Harry who grins. It is the
first smile Theo has seen on his face since the Hogwarts Express.

“You realise you didn’t say anything in parseltongue, right?” Harry walks closer, within touching
distance and there is a sudden glow from his Slytherin Heir finger. Instantly, Sahara is around
Harry’s wrist.

“Did you … apparate her?” Theo asks, eyebrows raised.

“Not sure,” Harry looks down at Sahara curiously, flexes his Heir rings and shakes his head.
“They’ve been acting up.”

Theo does not know what ‘acting up’ Heir rings look like but before he can ask, he sees Harry’s
hand as he lifts it to stroke Sahara’s head and hisses at her softly. It is bloody.

What the fuck.

Theo grabs Harry’s hand, looks at it closer, his shoulders tensing with rage when he sees the words
carved into the skin. Theo stares into Harry’s face and raises his eyebrows. He will not demand
anything from him, he has promised he will never be that person but he hopes Harry still trusts him
enough to be honest.

“Umbridge,” Harry sighs, clenching his hand. “It doesn’t hurt that much, it’s just … fresh, right
now.”

Theo stops breathing for a moment but swallows his rage back down. Just like he did with Harry’s
wounds after Privet Drive. He will not inflict his anger and disbelief on Harry, but Dolores
Umbridge has made his list.

I will have her carve her own name into the flesh of her own heart.

“Have you taken anything for it?” Theo asks quietly, stroking the back of Harry’s hand around the
wound. She fucking disfigured him. Theo will kill her slowly and he will enjoy it.

“Hermione has some murtlap essence,” Harry flips his hand over and squeezes Theo’s hand.
“Don’t worry.”

Theo stares at Harry. Sometimes, he cannot tell if Harry is being deeply ironic or he is actually
adorably dense.

“I think I will, actually,” Theo answers drily, squeezing Harry’s hand back. “What can I do?”

“Can you glamour it for me? Hermione’s good at temporary ones but you’re the best.” Harry looks
down at his hand and scowls. “I don’t want her to think she’s like, branded me.”

Theo feels cold, detached rage pouring into his veins at the very notion. He thinks of Apollonius’
dark mark. Of Harry’s curse scar. This hideous troll woman will not leave a visible brand on
Harry.

Not whilst I’m alive.

“Of course,” Theo nods and pulls out his wand, muttering the incantation quickly. Harry’s hand
returns to its normal state. Theo brushes his thumb gently over it. He can still feel the wound
underneath. He scowls.

You would think the universe would think he was scarred enough.

“Thanks.” Harry looks around, sees the tall tree that Sahara was climbing and drops onto the mossy
floor, resting his back against it with a sigh and closing his eyes. “This year already sucks.”

Harry pats the patch beside him and Theo sits down but does not lean against the trunk. He looks
at Harry. He wants to spend this time looking at Harry, seeing the micro-changes in his face that
are impossible to interpret across the Great Hall or in small glances across classrooms. He wants to
notice the furious greenness in Harry’s eyes, the slight stubble on his jaw and the blueish bags
under his eyes. He wants to catalogue it all.

“Tell me why,” Theo says.

“You know why,” Harry snorts.

“Not all of it,” Theo grabs Harry’s fingers and taps the invisible rings. “What’s this about then?”

Harry sighs and flexes his fingers. The rings become visible. All of them except the Prince ring
seem either especially glowy or sparkly. Theo does not think he has ever seen them like this
before.

“Do you have your research list?” Harry asks.

“What research list?”

“Come on,” Harry grins lopsidedly and pokes Theo’s knee. Sahara hisses. “We all know about the
secret research list. Cough it up.”

Theo rolls his eyes and pulls it out, with the muggle pen he stole from Harry on the train and now
carries on his person since it is so bloody convenient. Harry takes it from him, looks it over and
raises an eyebrow.

“Apep? Really?”

“It does not hurt to know,” Theo shrugs, pulling out his charm necklace with one finger. Harry’s
smile is so warm Theo feels like he has been dipped in melted chocolate. Harry obliviously turns
back to the list, frowns, and then scribbles on it.

“There,” Harry hands it back.

Theo looks it over.

Silver skeleton horses
Magic sensing
Is Hogwarts sentient?
Dolores Umbridge - Death Eater?
Snape and Lily Potter

Theo breathes out through his nose sharply. He hates that he does not know what some of these
things mean. He draws in a deep breath. Harry cannot tell him everything through the journals.
Harry is not always good at knowing when he is feeling things that matter. Theo knows. He sees it
in Harry’s jaw and feels it in the energy around him.

I need to find a way to be around him more.

Well,” Theo looks up at Harry. “Let us begin with the obvious. Dolores Umbridge is not a Death
Eater.”

“That you know of.”

“That I know of,” Theo amends, “why do you think she is?”

“Because … my scar hurt. In Detention with her. It only ever hurts when I’m dreaming about him.
Or he’s near. Or … like with Quirrell.”

Theo does not understand that entirely. He doubts there are many people alive who can make sense
of the intricate hideous bonds between Harry and the Dark Lord. Albus Dumbledore, perhaps, but
because Theo is never going to consult Dumbledore on this, he nods and does what he always does
when he does not understand something important. He takes the pen off Harry and adds something
to the list.

Curse Scars.

“I thought you did not care to know about what happened with Professor Snape and your mother?”
Theo asks.

“I don’t,” Harry grumbles, pulling up a tuft of moss and glaring at it. “But I think he … I dunno, I
get the feeling he like, loved her or something? Like whatever happened didn’t come out of
nowhere.”

Theo knows he must tread carefully. Harry can easily shut down when it comes to the idea of
Professor Snape being his father. This is totally understandable, given the continuing abysmal
mistreatment Harry is receiving in Potions. There are times that Theo considers dropping
something toxic in his samples just to poison the man.

Something untraceable, like thallium or maitotoxin. I could probably get hold of some rotten
merperson fin.

“That might be a question to ask your godfather,” Theo suggests. “The sane one. Since you can
hardly make inquiries of Professor Snape.”

“No, don’t reckon I can,” Harry rolls his eyes. “I’m meant to be in an Occlumency lesson right
now. Can’t wait to see what he cooks up for me as a punishment for not being there.”

“At least he cannot take points,” Theo reasons. “The Gryffindor’s cannot be as irritating about it.”

“Oh, trust me, they can be plenty irritating,” Harry frowns darkly. Theo feels a tickling sense of
foreboding. Somehow, he just knows something is going on and it is something bad.

“What are they doing?”

“Nothing,” Harry snorts. “For Gryffindors, they’re being pretty fucking cowardly. I wouldn’t mind
so much if they were hexing me in the hallways like your lot, or even gossiping like the
Ravenclaws or freezing me out or yelling at me like the Hufflepuffs -,”

“What are they doing?” Theo can feel fury mounting again. Everyone in this school is such a
fucking arsehole.

“Tripping me out of the portrait hole, pushing me into walls, generally being passive-aggressive
dicks,” Harry shakes his head. “They’re just mad, I get it, but it’s annoying.”

Theo knows it is more than annoying. He can see there is a tightness in the way Harry is holding
his right shoulder. The collarbone that was broken by his uncle over the summer.

“Show me,” Theo demands, nodding to his shoulder significantly.

Harry sighs and undoes his tie, unbuttoning the collar of his shirt to pull it aside. Theo sees the
silver chain of his mother’s rune. Then he sees a blossoming blue and green bruise over Harry’s
collarbone.

Those fucking bastards.

“Is it broken?” Theo asks, reaching out to feel the bone softly. He thinks of the hours of care and
multiple bone healing potions that went into healing it the first time and his fingers tremble with
rage.

“Not according to Hermione,” Harry winces. “But that’s what happens when a ruddy massive
Gryffindor sixth year shoves you into a suit of armour.”

“Bloody ingrates,” Theo mutters, pulling bruise cream out of his pocket and smearing some over
Harry’s discoloured flesh. “Are your crusaders not supposed to be protecting you?”

And if they are, why are they doing such a shit job?

“They’re trying,” Harry smiles weakly. “Fred and George are doing the bulk of it and they are
taking the revenge part very seriously. Seriously, do not eat anything they offer you."

"As if I would be senseless enough to consume anything offered to me by a Weasley Twin," Theo
mutters.

"Ron can throw a good punch but McGonagall already has him in detention for hitting Seamus.
Neville’s trying, but he can only get punched on my behalf so much, you know?"
Harry grins sardonically. Theo does not smile. This is all absolutely, completely unacceptable.
"Ginny’s got a killer bat bogey hex but she can’t just whip that out all the time. Hermione’s great at
shields, so that helps, but you know me, Theo. I’m not easy to protect.”

“It does not matter if it is easy,” Theo snaps.

They should be doing better. Theo spent too many hours this summer worrying that Harry was
about to die on him. Too many terrifying hours driving a muggle fucking car up a motorway with a
demonic house elf whilst praying to every known deity and power that Harry would not bleed out
in the backseat. He has sewn unicorn hair into his skin. The least these sodding Gryffindor’s could
do is keep Harry alive at a fucking school.

“Theo, don't,” Harry moans as if he can see the progress of his thoughts, but Theo glares up at him,
silencing him.

“This will not do,” Theo says. “Call Kreacher.”

“What? No!” Harry exclaims. “I called him on Wednesday and he nearly bit Dean on the ear for
snoring!”

“Do it, or I will,” Theo scowls. He will not leave Harry’s protection up to chance and some
reckless Gryffindors. Not a chance in Hades.

“Fine,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Kreacher!”

The elf appears, face smeared in chocolate like a demonic Ēostre rabbit.

“Master calls Kreacher to nasty school?” Kreacher sees Sahara twisting up around Harry’s wrist
and wrinkles his chocolatey nose. “Master has retrieved his deadly familiar.”

“She is not his familiar,” Theo snaps.

“Yeah, we have a timeshare,” Harry grins at him. “Theo wants you, Kreacher.”

“What does Heir Nott require?” Kreacher shifts his yellow eyes to Theo greedily. “And what
payment shall he be offering?”

“Not bloody wine gums,” Theo mutters. He cannot believe that muggle children can buy
confectionary that includes alcohol at any shop in the country. It only affirms his understanding
that muggles, apart from being frighteningly advanced in ways that most wizards are completely
unaware of, are distinctly odd.

“Kreacher will accept the delicious muggle chicken eggs with gooey centres,” Kreacher licks his
droopy lips.

“What?” Theo looks at Harry blankly.

“He means cream eggs,” Harry rolls his eyes again and folds his arms. “They’re only available at
Easter, Kreacher.”

“Not if Kreacher is allowed to be wiley,” Kreacher flicks his eyes from Harry over to Theo. “And
is given resources.”

“Wow, he wants money,” Harry nods with a smirk. “That’s a first. And we say 'fucking wiley' in
this house, Kreacher.”

"Kreacher wants permission to be 'fucking wiley,'" Kreacher grins.

Theo rolls his eyes. It is bad enough that the elf seems to have an entirely independent agenda, now
Harry is teaching him to curse. Bloody excellent.

“So he wants to find a rare muggle delicacy and bribe his way into getting it,” Theo summarises.
“With my money.”

“Kreacher serves Master Black, he can use his money for Master's own gain, not Kreacher's.”
Kreacher grins. “Kreacher protects Heir Nott. He does not serve him.”

“You slimy bastard,” Harry says, conversationally. “What if I give you permission to steal them
instead?”

“Too risky,” Kreacher and Theo say together and then stare at one another in irritation. Kreacher
raises one silvery, chocolate dashed eyebrow. Theo knows that Kreacher knows he would not be
called here if Theo didn’t want something from him, and want it badly enough to pay through the
nose. Harry’s protection is more important to him than ten galleons.

More important than my entire vault.

“Fine,” Theo snaps, digging into his pocket and counting out coins. “Ten galleons.”

“Fifteen,” Kreacher croaks.

“Highway robbery,” Theo shakes his head. “Twelve.”

“Fourteen.”

“Guys, I could just pay for it,” Harry interrupts.

“No!” Theo and Kreacher growl at him. Harry raises his eyes skywards and hisses something to
Sahara who hisses back. Theo hears a word that he thinks is “protect.”

“Thirteen,” Theo says. “But you come back if you cannot procure one.”

“With thirteen galleons, he could buy about twenty,” Harry mutters.

“It is a deal,” Kreacher croaks, extending a chocolatey hand. Theo shakes it reluctantly and feels a
cold tingle in his fingertips. He twists and looks at Harry who is flexing his hand with the Black
ring on it, sneakily sealing their deal with the Black magic. Kreacher scowls. Harry winks
adorably. Theo has never seen him do that before.

I cannot imagine it will ever get old.

“What does Heir Nott require?” Kreacher asks.

“You are to stay in the castle and protect Heir Black from the Gryffindors who seek to hurt him.”

Kreacher’s eyes flash bright yellow for a moment and he turns to glare at his master.

“Master is hurt?” the elf growls.

“Not much,” Harry protests. “It’s nothing, they’re just pushing me around and stuff.”

“Master is a weakling and pathetic wizard to let meagre lions touch him,” Kreacher snarls. “It is an
affront to the House of Black. Kreacher shall not allow it.”

“You’re just mad they all got there first,” Harry says darkly, rolling his eyes.

“Kreacher is mad, yes,” Kreacher squeezes his tiny fists. “Kreacher will not have the joy of
Master’s demise taken from him by vile lions.”

“Don’t worry, Kreacher, the Slytherins want to kill me, too.”

Kreacher rounds on Theo with eyes blazing.

“I am handling it,” Theo says.

Kreacher nods.

“Then it shall be a noble death,” he turns back to Harry and actually hits him with his little hand
across the back of the head. “Master shall not die an ignoble death! Kreacher forbids it!”

“Ouch!” Harry glares. “Oh, right, so I can only die at your hands, or a Slytherin’s hands, or at the
end of fucking Tommy boy’s wand?”

“Precisely,” Kreacher nods firmly and snatches Theo’s galleons. “Kreacher shall be invisible in the
lions' den and report to Heir Nott.”

“Okay, but you’re not allowed to hurt Gryffindors who are being mean to me, okay, Kreacher?”
Harry looks at him firmly and Theo sees the silvery flinty edge in his eyes when he is drawing up
the Black magic. “You will not abuse, trick, steal from, hurt or make uncomfortable Gryffindors
who use or belittle me with their words, understand? You will follow Heir Nott’s instructions in
this matter as long as they do not lead to the death of a Gryffindor.”

Harry stares at Theo and Theo just looks back, face unmoving. He will not promise that he would
not do that. If a Gryffindor tries to kill Harry, Theo believes they have signed their own death
sentence.

“Agreed,” Kreacher grunts, shaking slightly and shimmering light as the Black magic settles into
his skin. Kreacher grins as if he has suddenly been given a job he will enjoy. Theo spares a thought
for the Gryffindors who will likely find themselves slipping over soap in the showers or falling
down staircases.

Serves them bloody right.

“How is Remus?” Harry asks Kreacher.

“The wolf is sad,” Kreacher shrugs. “The godfather is with the Auror often. The oldest Weasel
visits often. The house is quiet.”

Theo watches Harry’s face as Kreacher reports. He imagines the questions that Harry has likely
been asking Kreacher that have led to it. How’s Remus? How’s Sirius? Has Kingsley visited? Has
Bill? How’s the house magic? Harry does not look satisfied. Theo does not want Harry to be
saddened by thoughts of his family right now.

“Go, Kreacher,” Theo says quietly. “Report to me when I am alone.”

“Kreacher will do a much better job of protecting Master than his foolish mud blood and Weasel,”
Kreacher mutters before popping away, as Harry groans at the slurs. Theo cannot help but agree
with Kreacher's assessment. Granger is studious and Weasley is loyal but neither of them is
cunning or vengeful. There are times when an association with perhaps the most murderous houseelf who has ever lived comes in handy.

“Don’t be mad at them,” Harry places his hand over Theo’s as it goes back to rubbing bruise paste
into Harry's clavicle. Harry smiles. “They’re trying, and I’m alive.”

Theo swallows and looks into Harry’s relaxed green eyes.

That should not be enough for you. It is not enough for me.

“Yes, you are,” Theo looks back down at the list to distract himself from all the ways he wants to
make sure Harry always has everything he has ever wanted. “So the magical sensing I was already
researching -,”

“Look at you, always two steps ahead,” Harry grins.

“- But why do you think Hogwarts is sentient?”

“Well…” Harry rubs the back of his neck as he always does when he thinks he’s going to say
something strange. “Because it … talks?”

What. The. Fuck.

“Explain,” Theo says slowly.

“Hogwarts …” Harry takes a deep breath. Theo sees the way his bones gape away from his skin
around his collarbone. He’s not been eating enough. “Okay, this sounds crazy, I know it does, but
I’m just going to say it, okay?”

“Yes, just say it,” Theo agrees.

“When I refused to be sorted, the Heir rings were, like, going apeshit. The Slytherin ring wanted
me to be sorted Slytherin but also to kill Dumbledore and Snape and the Potter ring didn't want me
to be sorted and it was bubbling and … and I could hear Hogwarts too, the way I can hear my rings
and I kind of … told Hogwarts to do it’s worst?”

Harry winces. Theo holds his head very still and stares at him.

“So you baited a potentially powerful magical being you know nothing about?” Theo thinks about
Riddle’s diary. “Again?”

“The diary was totally different,” Harry leans his head back against the trunk of the tree and gives

Theo a cheeky grin.

Oh, no you don't, you adorable chaos hurricane.

“Was it?” Theo cocks his head to the side and tries to look stern. It is hard when he is staring at a
teenager who seems to be utterly made of chaos and magic, whirling through life like a hyper
Thunderbird. Theo is caught between amusement and frustration. He shakes his head.

“What on Persphone’s green earth am I going to do with you, Potter?”

“Uh, I dunno, Nott,” Harry grins. “But do you want to hear about the magic singing?”

“Merlin, Harry,” Theo leans forward and thumps his head against Harry’s knee with a groan as
Harry chuckles above him. “What the fuck is magic singing?”

“I hear magic. I smell it. Sometimes I taste it.”

Harry’s fingers are threading through Theo’s hair and Theo feels the tension he has been carrying
all week in the base of his head diminishing almost instantly. If it feels this good when he strokes
Harry’s hair, no wonder he seems to enjoy it so much.

“I knew about the smelling,” Theo mumbles, twisting his face so his cheek is resting on Harry’s
knee and he can look up into Harry’s face. “Explain the sound.”

“Hogwarts has a … a voice,” Harry’s eyes are focused on the Venus flytrap two yards away as if
he’s struggling to find the words.

This is the first time he has talked about this. To anyone.

Theo feels a flush of victory that spreads from his chest bone out through his ribs.

I am the person he is choosing to hear this. I am the person that he tells.

“Hogwarts kind of … chose me, I guess? It was strange and fucking confusing but it …” Harry
sighs and closes his eyes, as if irritated he cannot be more eloquent. Theo wraps an arm around his
knee. Any words Harry gives him are perfect as they are. “… It spoke to me, I mean, is ‘it’ even an
‘it’? I don’t know, I don’t know anything, just like fucking usual, Dumbledore isn't telling
me shit, just looking at me like I'm Tom fucking teenage Riddle come back to life —,”

Harry is panicking. Theo can feel it, the magic around Harry is the same feeling of walking into a
classroom with seventh years practising the Patronus charm. It is like heat and stinging air and
Theo fucking loves it.

“Harry.” Theo raises his head and presses a hand against Harry’s cheek, pushing some of the
healing of the Nott heir ring into Harry’s skin to calm his agitation. “It is okay.”

“Is it?” Harry is taking deep breaths with his eyes closed. He opens them with a pained expression
on his face. “I can taste the sea air in your Heir ring, Theo. I’ve never been to the seaside, not
properly, how could I know what that tastes like?”

Theo's first thought is that this is another reason to hate the Dursley's. His second thought is that
Theo has never considered the notion that Harry might be unsettled by his power. Theo was raised
by a man who nurtured power, who taught him to crave it, seek it and follow it. Harry is not like
that.

He is better. He is more.

“You just do,” Theo murmurs, brushing his thumb against Harry’s cheek. “It is okay. We will
work it out.”

“Yeah?” Harry smiles tremulously. There are tears in his eyes, green glassy pools swimming with
sparkling liquid.

He must be really bloody tired.

“Yes,” Theo nods firmly. “And I shall take you to the seaside. Then you will know.”

Harry snorts, his eyes drifting back to the list.

“The silver horses." Harry swallows hard and the fingers in Theo’s hair grip the back of Theo’s
neck tightly. He tries not to shiver. “This one’s weird.”

Well, here is one thing I can help with.

“It is actually not weird at all.” Theo lifts his head and shuffles to put his head down on the mossy
ground next to Harry, his fingers tracing the silver lining of his robes. “The ones that pull the
carriages?”

“Yeah, they ... you see them too?”

Harry’s fingers stop moving. Theo looks up into Harry’s eyes. There is something like amazement
there, perhaps a little bit of suspicion. He is a boy who is always expecting to be teased, to be made
fun of. Even now.

“Yes.” Theo runs his hand up Harry’s arm from the hand that is in his hair and pulls his rune
necklace out of his uniform. It sits, shimmering, against his black and silver tie. A perfect match.
Theo fiddles with it gently. “I’ve seen them the whole time I have been here.”

“The whole time?” Harry’s fingers start to move again, drifting from his hair to Theo’s neck,
pulling out the fleur-de-lis necklace. “I can only see them this year.”

“Right,” Theo nods. He is glad, suddenly, that they are both holding on to their mother’s tokens.
This is not an easy thing to explain to someone. “They are called Thestrals. They can only be seen
by people who have seen death.”

“Your mother,” Harry whispers, understanding dawning in his eyes. “You saw her … after? When
she was …?”

“Yes,” Theo nods. He stares at the silver of his mother’s rune, remembers it around her throat at
the end. How her father took it from around her neck before her pyre was lit and the boat pushed
out upon the ocean.

“I … I don’t think I did,” Harry frowns, shaking his head. “In my memory, the last thing I see is the
green flash…”

The Avada Kedavra. Theo sucks in his breath. He has only seen it once, in Defence last year, with
the Imposter Moody. The fact that Harry remembers it being cast on his own mother is despicable.

“Quirrell too, he just … he burned to dust, I didn’t see him after,” Harry whispers reflectively. “So
it must be Cedric.”

“Yes,” Theo nods, swallowing hard.

Harry looks at Lily Potter’s Fleur-de-lis. Theo looks at his mother’s rune. They sit in silence for a
moment.

“I’m relieved,” Harry says. Theo looks up into his face. He looks determined like he always does
when he’s steeling himself for something painful. “I thought I was even more fucked up than
usual, seeing invisible horses …I worried it was just one more thing people would use to say I was
crazy.”

Theo presses a hand to Harry’s chest. Stories and theories about Diggory’s last day have been
circulating the school like wildfire all this week, ever since Harry blew up in Umbridge's class. The
kindest theories are that there was a hideous accident inside the maze that the Ministry is trying to
cover up. The worst theory, by far, is that Harry killed Diggory to win the tournament and then
cooked up the story of the Dark Lord with Dumbledore. Theo would not care if Harry killed
someone, he would not care if Harry had killed all of the other champions to win, but he knows
these stories will be eating Harry alive. So he cares about that and blows off steam by finding inane
reasons to hold shit talking Slytherins at knifepoint as his own, covert revenge.

“It was worse than they think,” Harry says, jerking Theo out of his reverie.

Harry has slumped down the tree until he's lying on the moss beside Theo. This is what Harry does,
Theo realises. He finds a way to be moderately vulnerable and sticks with it. Since his birthday on
the roundabout, this is how they do it. Harry lies down and stares at the sky and pretends he is not
real and can finally speak. Theo lets it happen.

One day, he will be able to tell me things standing up and staring me in the eye. Until he is ready,
we will do this.

“What is worse?” Theo asks softly.

Harry sighs, takes a deep shuddering breath. His hand clenches around his mother’s fleur-de-lis.

“This is,” Harry whispers.

Harry tells him.

Theo holds his breath the entire time. He hears about Diggory’s sudden, violent death. He hears
about the hideous resurrection of the Dark Lord, of Harry’s torture and recalls one of the first days
he met Kreacher when Harry reopened a fresh cut for blood for a Gringotts letter.

“It never properly heals,” Harry shoves up his shirt sleeve to show the red line on his right bicep.

“Because it is a ritual wound,” Theo swallows hard. “It will only heal when the subject of the ritual
is … dead.”

“Well, that’s that, then,” Harry sighs.

For the first time, Theo feels genuine dread pool in the pit of his stomach.

Harry does not expect to outlive the Dark Lord.

It is a realisation too horrible to truly consider and before he can, Harry is describing the duel. A
fucking duel with the Dark Lord. Theo understands why Harry didn’t bow to Apollonius. He
understands everything. The screams, ripped out of Harry in front of a circle of laughing Death
Eaters. Theo can’t help it, he feels tears in his eyes.

Did my father laugh whilst a child was tortured by his master?

He blinks heavily, forcing the tears back behind his eyeballs. This is Harry’s sorrow. He will not

make it about him. He simply breathes and lifts a hand to stroke Sahara’s scales, hoping that
somehow, she knows that Harry is doing the hardest thing. He is telling the story that no one wants
to hear.

The story ends in typical Harry fucking Potter fashion. With something of mythic proportions
(Theo makes a mental note to add Priori Incantatem and twin wand cores to the research list) and
then a mad dash in a whirlwind of luck. Theo is breathless just thinking about what would have
happened if the portkey had been a second later or the Dark Lord had been a second faster.

All three Unforgivable curses.

“So that’s it,” Harry whispers. Yet he still sounds broken.

That is not it.

Theo turns on his side so he can lie facing Harry. Harry stares up at the starry night’s sky beyond
the greenhouse roof. Harry is gripping the fleur-de-lis around Theo’s neck so tightly that Theo can
see the whites of his knuckles. His Adam’s apple is bobbing furiously in his skinny throat. There is
more, Theo is sure of it.

“Tell me,” Theo breathes.

“I told him to take the cup with me,” Harry whispers. His words are jagged, like pieces of a
confession. His face is so raw, so broken, that Theo is fighting the urge to press his palm over
Harry’s lips and stop him speaking. To stop him from saying these words that are causing so much
pain. But he can’t.

He needs to do this.

“And he was going to tell me something after the third task,” Harry draws in a shaky breath. “I
think … I think he wanted to tell me that he loved me.”

Fuck.

They are so close to the forbidden question that Theo feels like he cannot breathe. Instinctively, he
reaches up a hand to stroke Harry’s hair, the one thing he knows that he can always do to comfort
him.

“Did you … did you want him to tell you that?” Theo asks.

Say no. Say you never loved him.

“I dunno,” Harry lets out a heavy breath, closes his eyes that are full of green agony. “I just … I
don’t know.”

It is better than saying yes. It is not better than Harry saying no. It is what it is.

“It is not your fault,” Theo swallows hard. “That Diggory died or ... that he did not say that. Or you
did not say that. It is not your fault.”

Theo is unsure sure why he needs to say this, but he says it anyway.

“You do not need to feel … guilty about this thing.”

Harry’s eyes fly open and he twists his head to stare at Theo. He is amazed by the tentative,
desperate relief he sees in Harry’s eyes. Somehow, Theo has landed on the exact thing Harry needs
to hear.

“You think?” Harry whispers, his voice tight and small.

He feels guilty that Diggory did not get to say he loved him. He feels guilty that he is relieved he
did not.

“Yes,” Theo nods firmly and pulls Harry’s shoulder so his head is resting against Theo’s chest. “I
know it.”

Harry sighs heavily, presses his nose into Theo’s school shirt in the way he always does when he is

trying to hide the fact he is inhaling Theo’s scent. Theo smiles. He bends his head down to press
his face into Harry’s unruly hair. He cannot help his rising happiness, even in the face of such
immense, horrible suffering and a truth about Apollonius that he never wanted to face. He cannot
help being happy because if Harry loved Diggory, if he still loves him in any way, it is woven up
in sadness and guilt that is slowly turning to memory.

And Harry did not say that he loved Diggory. That is something to be happy about.

“What will happen if we fall asleep here?” Harry murmurs and Theo strokes his hair. Theo smiles
into his hair, taking his own moment to softly breathe in Harry’s scent. Wind, always, still
cigarettes (Is Harry still smoking? That’s a question for tomorrow) and a rich, cinnamon spice scent
that Theo thinks must come from the Gryffindor common room.

“Nothing bad,” Theo mutters. “As long as we are not caught.”

“Not getting caught is my middle name,” Harry yawns.

"And here I thought it was James Charlus," Theo snickers.

"What's yours?"

"Asger."

"What?"

"It's Norse. It means spear of God."

"Appropriate," Harry chortles, patting the knife that Theo always carries in his pocket. Then he
yawns. “C’mere.”

He reaches down to their feet and plucks up the invisibility cloak, draping it over the two of them.
Harry rolls against Theo, easily slotting his head under Theo’s chin and his arm around Theo’s
waist as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. They never fell asleep like this at the cottage.
Granted, they occasionally woke up like this, their bodies twisting together in their sleep, but it had

never been intentional. It seems to Theo that after his stay with Black, Harry is done with
unintentional touches. Harry’s chest is pressed against his and Theo can feel the huff of his breath
against his collar.

Theo realises that this is what he has been wanting. This is the urgent need that has been
underlying his savage behaviour to the other Slytherins, his curtness to Blaise, his ravaging attitude
towards study and his fiery hatred of Professor Snape. He needs Harry to be sleeping next to him,
not napping on the train, but actually sleeping. In a place where Theo can stroke his hair through
nightmares and pull him close when he trembles. Where Theo can reach for Harry for his own
comfort when he wakes lonely and empty in the waking dawn hours, the fear of the Dark Lord and
Apollonius overtaking him. Harry is safe, that is what he has needed, but he needs Harry to make
him feel safe, too.

This is what I need.

The binding between them is like an itching on his skin when they are too long apart. Now it is
comfort. He imagines, for a moment, that like Harry he can hear the song of magic. That, if he
could hear it, perhaps the song of the fidelity bond would be happy and calm as their breath falls
into a familiar mutual rhythm. He wonders if he asks Harry what it sounds like if he would tell him
truthfully. Maybe there are no words for such a sound. Theo cannot help but hope there are not.

“Did I tell you,” Theo whispers, “that you look great in your new robes?”

“You look great all the time,” Harry huffs into his chest, rubbing his nose sleepily against Theo’s
tie. “All the fucking time.”

Theo smirks. He allows himself this one small thing. He presses his lips to Harry’s hair.

“You too,” he whispers.

He intends to wait until Harry is asleep. He intends to watch all night or to wake early, but Sahara’s
hissing breath is soothing and Harry’s body is so warm and close. The moss beneath them is soft
and bouncy and the Invisibility cloak is heavy and comforting above them. The stars shine down
and the dark, green light is like a dream. Theo closes his eyes for a moment and when he wakes, it
is to someone twisting his arm violently, ripping him away from a source of warmth that he
somehow knows is Harry. Before he can cry out or breathe or think, he finds himself face to face
with the black, furious eyes of his Potion’s master. Of Harry’s father.

“What in Merlin’s fucking name do you think you are doing?” Professor Snape snarls.
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Severus Snape likes to lie in on Saturday mornings. It is one meagre joy in a life of mediocrity, in
days of terrible children and waking up at five every morning to start potions brewing and Severus
tries to protect it. He never supervises Hogsmeade trips, he shuns breakfast in the Great Hall and if
any of his fellow staff members call for early morning staff meetings he growls at them so
viciously they subside. It is not just a petty indulgence, especially since so often the Dark Lord
seems to favour late-night Friday calls as if madmen must start their weekends with butchery and
mayhem. It is sacred. So he does not appreciate the alarm on the door of his private quarters
chiming at four fucking thirty in the morning.

“What?” Severus snarls, flinging open the door to glare down at whoever has dared to wake him.
God damned Blaise Zabini is waiting, perfectly dressed in weekend clothes. Unlike many of the
other students who lapse into casual clothing on the days they are not required to wear their
uniform under their school robes, Zabini is always the pinnacle of Italian couture. There is no
peace, there is no justice, there is nothing in Severus' life that is good when he is forced out of
his one weekly pleasure by a sodding student knocking on his bloody door.

“Mi scuse, Professor Snape,” Blaise says, hands folded formally behind his back like the Italian
prince that he is. “I did not wish to disturb you but Nott hasn’t returned to the dorm.”

“Excuse me?” Severus stares at the boy. “Are you telling me that Mr Nott is not in the
dormitory?”

“I am, sir.”

“And what, pray tell, could the reason possibly be for that?” Severus snarls darkly, stepping
forward to glare down at the boy. He thinks of delicious punishments he can inflict upon him.
Being woken at four-thirty every morning by a house elf slapping his perfect face might be
appropriate.

“I am unsure,” Blaise says diplomatically, utterly unfazed by Severus’ intimidation. Severus
reminds himself that the Zabini’s hold Italy like a fortress. Blaise is familiar with a little
intimidation. “But he went to visit his boomslang in greenhouse three last evening at nine pm.”

Oh, fuck.

Severus has visions of Theodore lying in a pool of his own vomit, boomslang venom flooding his
system. He curses and turns from the doorway, rushing back into his quarters and rattling his desk
drawer to find the vile of antivenom. He pulls his outer robes on over the shirt and trousers he fell
asleep in last night hating that he has no time to shower or change. He places his wand in its
holster. He walks out of his quarters, slamming the door behind him so that the portrait of Salazaar
trembles on the wall. Blaise steps back respectfully and Severus scowls at the boy's sartorial black
and silver patterned shirt and black and grey plaid trousers. A teenager should never be this
glamorous, not least at four-thirty in the morning.

Children continuously find new ways to be utterly insufferable.

“Go back to the common room,” Severus snaps, brushing past Zabini. He rushes through the
castle, silent and empty, aside from the ghosts who drift past him. He hurries out into the frigid air,
the dawn still an hour or two away, the sky turning from inky black to dark blue. The dew is heavy
and it soaks up the hem of his robes and his trouser legs, making him cold and wet and he hopes
Theodore is actually dying. Otherwise, he will have left his warm bed for absolutely nothing. He
strides into Greenhouse 3, the tropical one in which Pomona houses some of her more disturbing
specimens. At once, he sees the prone form of Theodore lying on the mossy ground under a huge
puzzle tree. His heart stops in terror. What will I tell Apollonius? Then he notices that the boy is not
alone. There appears to be half of a boy next to him, wrapped inside of his arms. The torso of a
dark-haired boy in silver and black robes.

Potter. Mother fucking Potter in his bloody invisibility cloak.

Theodore Nott is holding Severus' maybe possibly could-be Heir in his arms. Severus can’t stop
the growl inside of him that wrenches out as he grabs Theodore, dragging him away from Potter.

“What in Merlin’s fucking name do you think you are doing?” Severus snarls at the boy, but
something strange is happening to Theodore. There is a hissing. The boomslang. Severus doesn't
have time to look for it, however, the corners of his eyes seeking out green scales and yellow eyes,
because Potter is scrambling to his feet, flexing his fingers (for a second, Severus is sure he sees
more than two rings) and levelling his wand at Severus.

“Let him go,” Potter growls.

Before Severus can even think, he feels something cold at the side of his neck.

"Let go of me, please, Professor," Theodore says quietly.

Theodore, fucking Theodore, has his goddamn potions knife against his throat. I should never have
let him have it on his person. Severus stares between them, these two teenagers who suddenly have
him at wand and knifepoint at four fucking thirty in the morning. He can easily subdue them both,
but he’s just … surprised. Then there’s the goddamn hissing. It’s not coming from Theodore’s
boomslang which has revealed itself as draped around Potter’s neck, for some bloody reason. It’s
coming from the necklace Theodore is wearing. It’s hissing at him and making Theodore too warm
to hold onto, almost scalding Severus through his robes. Severus pushes the boy away, feeling the
stinging nick of Theodore’s blade against his jaw as he stumbles back against Potter. Severus stares
at the hissing necklace, recognises it instantly.

“Where did you get that?” Severus growls. His hands reach instinctively for Lily’s necklace, but
Potter has grabbed Theodore and pulled Severus' Slytherin behind his back like Theodore is one of
his pathetic lions who needs protecting. As if Theodore does not already have Severus risking his
life and mind to protect him. Damn Potter, thinking he is absolutely everyone's saviour.

“I gave it to him,” Potter snaps. He is not wearing his glasses again and Severus is forced to glare
into Lily’s eyes and that is incredibly distracting.

“You gave it to him?” Severus growls. “Do you have any idea how important it is?”

“My Mum gave it to me,” Lily says, lying in the meadow by the river in Cokeworth, holding the
fleur-de-lis between her small fingers. Severus touches it reverently. As a Prince, he knows the
value of family heirlooms. “It’s been passed down in our family for a long time.”

“I know that it was my mother’s and now it’s mine and I gave it to Theo,” Potter raises dark
eyebrows at him. His irritating wand is still pointed directly at Severus. “How do you know how
important it is, sir?”

Severus grits his teeth. The boy is baiting him, trying to trick him into telling him something about
Lily and their past and he will not fall for it. He stares down at Potter’s horrible black and silver
uniform that looks far too stately for such a brat and notices the silver rune around his neck. It’s a
Norse rune. The Nott’s are a Norse family. Severus stares between the two teenagers and feels a
terrible sense of recognition. This is a twist in his morning that he was completely un-fuckingprepared for.

Holy fucking Merlin, are these courting gifts?

His eyes drift to Theo, to the pendant that is still hissing for some god-damned reason. Severus’
heart is beating so fast and hard he can taste adrenalin in his throat. He stares at Theodore Asger
Nott, son of a Death Eater, who might be fucking courting the Circe-damned Boy-Who-soddingLived. Who may or may not be Severus’ son. Severus fixes his eyes on Theodore, on those grey
eyes that are so used to giving absolutely nothing away.

You are a fucking fool, Theodore.

“This,” Severus says slowly, keeping his eyes on Theodore’s as he points between their two
necklaces. Good God, exchanging their mother’s necklaces. How sickeningly quaint. “Is a terrible
idea.”

“Thank you for your opinion, sir,” Theodore inclines his head. “It is noted.”

He is all poise and gentility but his grey eyes burn with dissidence. In one hand he holds his silver
knife and the other is clamped in Potter’s hand. Severus feels an overwhelming wave of exhaustion
and disgust. Merlin, save me from teenage infatuation. Potter, miraculously, is saying nothing.
Severus wonders briefly if he has woken up in an alternate dimension. One where the son of a
Death Eater is obsessed with the Boy-who-Lived and Harry bloody Potter is suddenly able to hold
his tongue. The boy's jaw is ticking with frustration, his absurd hair looks less windswept and more
like it has been aggressively pulled backwards through a bush. His Black and Potter ring are both
glowing and his other hand, the one holding his wand which does not have any rings on it seems to
glow too.

Is the Prince ring under there? How is he glamouring it? There are too many questions that
Severus does not know the answers to so he switches to what he knows. He glares at Potter and

thinks, very hard, of every incensing thing Potter has done since he arrived at Hogwarts. The
mountain troll. The dragonet. The gillyweed. Mother-fucking-Sirius Black. An Order of Merlin,
horribly deferred. It is too easy, far too easy to slip back into.

“You were supposed to be Occlumency last night,” Severus points at him. “Is this what you were
doing instead? Fooling around in a greenhouse with one of my Slytherins?”

“Yes,” Potter’s lips barely move. Severus sees that his grip on Theodore’s hand tightens. “I’m not
coming to Occlumency.”

“Excuse me?” Severus steps closer. He is used to children quaking under him. Not these two. He is
reminded, suddenly, of the immovable wall of Weasleys guarding Hermione Granger at
Grimmauld Place. He wonders what it is that is making these students so fearless this year. Is it
that they are simply too innocent to recognise the danger, or are they already too aware of
it? Either way, Severus finds it intolerable.

“I’m not coming,” Potter swallows. His green eyes never rest completely on Severus’ as if he's
aware of how much Lily Severus sees in them. “I’ve decided it’s not a good idea.”

“Oh, you have decided?” Severus crows, crossing his arms angrily. “You have decided to overrule
Professor Dumbledore and make your own decision about your connection with the Dark Lord?
You have decided to put your faith in the son of a Death Eater? You have decided to trust him? To
pull him into your ridiculous fan club without a thought to the risk?"
Severus gestures to Theodore, feeling his rage and frustration mount. Theodore is trustworthy, of
course, he is, but Potter is a fool to trust anyone and that he still does not understand that makes
Severus crazy. He is a child set apart and that the boy does not see it, does not understand the
crucial role he still has to play and how his continuous deviations off-script jeopardise not only his
life but everybody else's including Severus' is utterly unacceptable.
"And you —,” Severus glares at Theodore. “You have thrown your lot in, your life in with this boy
tragedy for this?” He gestures between their necklaces, stares at Theodore significantly so he
understands.

You are sacrificing your father for him, of all people?

“Yes,” Theodore says simply. “I am.”

Severus wants to shake the boy, to rattle the surety out of him. Potter says nothing, but the green

fury in his eyes is almost violent.

“I’m not doing occlumency,” Potter says. His voice is emotionless and that just infuriates Severus
more. “You need my consent for it to be legal and I don’t consent.”

There is such power in those words that Severus is speechless for a moment. What happens when
the boy you plan a war around decides he doesn’t want to fight? It is staggering. Severus wonders,
just for a moment, if anyone has ever asked Potter if he wants to be a standard-bearer. Severus feels
an uncomfortable twinge inside his chest. He doesn't recognise it at first but then he wonders if
perhaps he is just a tiny bit impressed.

Merlin, impressed by Harry fucking Potter? What is the world coming to?

“And will you deny consent to Professor Dumbledore when he demands it?” Severus lowers his
voice to a whisper. “When he takes it from you anyway? Because he can, so softly and quietly that
you will not notice it is gone."

Severus is breathing heavily. It is more than he meant to say, but he saw the way Albus slipped
thoughts into Potter’s mind in the one moment the boy had met his eyes after the welcome feast.
Aside from the Dark Lord, Albus is the most proficient in the mental arts that Severus has ever
seen. The boy has absolutely no idea what he is dealing with.

If you cannot protect your mind from me, how do you expect to protect it from bigger sharks?

"Did he?" Theodore mutters quietly to Potter, tugging gently on the boy's hand. Potter doesn't look
at Theodore, he has his eyes fixed on the deadly devil's snare behind him.

"Yeah, I think so," Potter whispers quietly. "I think ... he showed me memories of all the things I
would miss if I left."

"Yes, Albus is very proficient in emotional manipulations," Severus snorts. He does not know why
he is doing this, why he suddenly needs Potter of all people to understand that Albus will likely
manipulate him if he has to, yet he finds himself desperate for the boy to know. See the world as it
really is, you foolish boy. " I may be … severe in my techniques, Potter, but at least you know my
assault has happened.”

Potter looks at him angrily, eyes the colour of boomslang venom. The snake around his neck hisses
violently.

"I am sure I would," Potter snarls. "Doesn't mean I'm going to let you do it."

"Then shall I leave you to Albus' ministrations?" Severus says, raising his eyebrows. Choose
wisely, you awful brat.

“You can tell Dumbledore if you want,” Potter says. He has still not lowered his fucking wand.
Severus is fighting the instinct to snap it in half. “But like you said, he’s good at this stuff. He’ll
see things. Things I don’t want him to see. Things you don’t want him to see.”

Potter lifts his chin with that hideous, classic Potter narcissism as if he’s just having a
conversation, not blackmailing his teacher. Severus clenches his fists into his arms as they are
folded against his body and thinks only one thought: If he is my son, I will kill him for this. The
trouble is, the terrible boy is right. Severus does have things to hide from Albus as much as Potter.
One of those things is Theodore Nott. He does not know how it has come to this, being held at
literal and metaphorical wand point by two teenagers and a bright green venomous snake.

This is what comes from being awake at four-thirty.

He glares at Potter, points at him angrily. If he is going to concede to Nott and Potter of all fucking
people, he is going to bring some hell down upon them both.

“You will be in detention every Sunday from now until Christmas for ‘Occlumency’ which shall
actually be the worst and longest detentions of your sad, little life,” he hisses. Oddly, Potter’s
mouth quirks as if in a smirk. Theodore squeezes his hand for some reason, his thumb brushes over
the back of it affectionately. Severus can’t help but roll his eyes. Insipid, lovestruck fool. He glares
at Theodore next.

“You will be mine every Thursday evening for monotomous tedious Potions prep for all of my first
year classes and very very long discussions about appropriate decision making for Slytherin
students,” he growls. He glares at Lily’s necklace, hating that Potter has it, that Potter has so lightly
gifted it away to someone else, completely unaware of its importance. He points at it angrily. “You
will hide that. There are too many people living in this castle who will recognise that very obvious
Potter heirloom. You will also hide this.”

Severus gestures between the two of them with a disgusted glare, hating their joined hands.

Holding hands with Regulus in the forbidden forest, under the table in Charms. Holding hands
with Lily by the Black Lake, watching the leaves fly on the whomping willow. Holding hands with
Lupin in the library.

Severus knows what comes of this type of relationship. He has loved two Gryffindors in his life
and both times it was utterly disastrous. Whatever they think they have, whatever adorable teenage
fantasy Severus is loathed to witness here, it will not survive the future. They will deform one
another, this Severus knows truly, and he will not let it happen.

“Yes, sir,” Theodore says, his voice suspiciously polite. Severus cannot stand the feeling that he is
being mollified like a trantruming child by a fucking teenager. He has had enough. He is tired, it is
barely dawn, and he has had enough of this drama. One lie in a week, is that too much to ask?

“Come, back to the castle.” Severus gestures to the door. “Hide that,” he points to the boomslang in
distaste. “And that.” He glares at Potter’s fucking invisibility cloak, the invisibility cloak that
Severus has been trying to get banned for the last four years. The two boys look at one another.
They are still infuriatingly connected by clasped hands and when they stare at one another, Severus
feels like he sees a thousand words and phrases dance between their eyes. Like Lily and I. It is
immensely irritating. Then they suddenly part. Theodore grabs the damned cloak and Potter lifts
his ring hand to pet his snake and the damned thing turns invisible. Severus scowls.

Does the boy have to be so infuriatingly, effortlessly powerful?

“Go, Potter,” Severus snarls. Potter cannot be seen with either himself or Theodore, even this early
in the morning not whilst there are ghosts and portraits who can report back to Headmasters. Potter
squeezes Theodore’s shoulder as he passes, and will not meet Severus’ eye. Severus feels the
absurd need to draw the boy's attention. “From next Sunday, you are mine.”

Potter pauses in the doorway and stares back to meet Severus’ eye. Severus instantly regrets his
words. The expression on Potter’s face is so plain, no one would need legilimency to read it.
I might already be yours and it's made no difference.
Severus swallows hard. Potter actually snorts with derision before he pulls open the greenhouse
door and disappears. Severus stares at Theodore who closes his knife and pockets it. Severus stares
at him. He is a piranha, dipped in silver, cold and waiting for his moment to strike. Theodore Nott
would have made a fearsome Lord. Now he has thrown his lot in with Potter, he will likely never
survive to become anything.

“It will not be worth it,” Severus says harshly. God knows it has never brought me any joy.

Theodore looks at him with such sudden, unexpected malice that Severus is taken aback.

“He is,” Theodore says quietly, but Severus can feel the bite of those teeth. His silver eyes are
liquid mercury. “When you finally realise that, sir, it will be too late. And I will still be here. With
him.”

Severus stares at him. It is one thing to have a possible chaos child wandering around, it is quite
another to have the Heir to the House of Nott know it and disparage him for potential parenting
failures. The boy is not my son. This is irrelevant. Still, Theodore's intensity burns him.

“Twenty points from Slytherin, Mr Nott,” Severus whispers. “For impertinence.”

“Of course, sir.” Theodore nods, the mask of his calm slipping back into place. A true Slytherin.
Severus leads the way up to the castle, Theodore’s words rattling around his head. He did not say it
may be too late. He said it will be too late. Narcissa’s words come back to him: Children do not
lightly forgive and forget. Severus wonders why on Circe's earth he cares since the boy is almost
certainly not his. When they reach the dungeons, Severus and Theodore are met by the sight of the
impeccable Zabini standing with arms folded by the Slytherin common room entrance.

“What the fuck, Theo?” Zabini snaps, glaring at his friend.

“Language, Zabini,” Severus says tiredly.

“Sorry, Professor,” Zabini says. “What the fuck, Mr Nott?”

Severus is too exhausted to hold back his snort of laughter.

“It is nothing,” Theodore drawls but Zabini is unimpressed, grabbing his friend’s arm and pulling
him down the corridor.

“It is not nothing,” Zabini snaps. “You will explain yourself or I will hide all of your books.
Professor, you have a visitor in your quarters,” Zabini calls over his shoulder.

Severus groans and presses his wand tip against his door. There are only a few people keyed into
the wards of his private rooms, fewer even who know the password to give the portrait for
entrance. Dumbledore is most likely, but McGonagall is also an option. Or the wolf. I want my
mother fucking lie in. Between Potter’s blackmail, Theodore’s amorous obsession and Zabini’s
early wake-up call, it seems distinctly unlikely.

“Severus,” an acrid, feminine voice announces. As soon as the door swings open, he is met with a
flurry of white-blonde hair and an ivory wand tip pointed in his face.

“Narcissa, what —?”

He doesn't have time to complete his sentence before he is pressed up against the back of the door
with the pressure of a holding spell and Narcissa, hair crackling with Black magic, is glaring at
him. Oh, shit. He knows that look well.

"Narcissa? Is something bothering you?" he asks, scowling at her darkly. His wand hand is pinned
against the wall.

"This," Narcissa flicks her wand again. She levitates a letter so it hovers right in front of his eyes.
Severus frantically reads it. It is a Gringotts notification. Narcissa’s eyes are full of silver fire, her
lips pursed tightly into a line of fury.

“Do you mind telling me why I have been named as loco-parentis for Theodore Nott?” Narcissa
asks, so sweetly that Severus knows he is in for a very, very long day.
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“In the event of his death, Narcissa, do not exaggerate,” Severus snaps, trying to buy for time. God
damn it, I am not awake enough for this.

“In the event of his death the responsibility for his son should pass to Jezebel, as she is his sister,”
Narcissa says, still not letting him down from where she has him pinned to the wall, eyes sharp.
She is another one of those infuriating people who look perfect whatever time of day it is. "Yet it
has not, and I think you can tell me why."

“Jezebel is incompetent,” Severus rolls his eyes. “Really, Narcissa, it is a compliment to be thought
of as capable to care for another’s child.”

“Apollonius has not spoken a word to me since the death of his wife,” Narcissa whispers angrily.
“Yet out of nowhere, I receive this,” she gestures to the Gringotts letter, “informing me that in the
event of his death, the responsibility of his only child, of his Heir shall defer to me. Why would he

do that? Is he dying?”

“No,” Severus snaps. "Let me down, Narcissa, and I shall explain."

Over a Circe-cursed cup of coffee, if you very much please.

“Then he only thinks he is dying.” Narcissa steps closer to him, her eyes blazing. Severus
understands the implication. Death Eaters who think they are dying are Death Eaters with
something to hide from the Dark Lord. The inevitable agony of his untamed wrath hangs over their
heads like the sword of Damocles. Severus is very familiar. “Why does Apollonius, who has
followed our Lord since the beginning, think that he is dying?”

Narcissa’s voice is icy cold. It is becoming more and more delicate, like satin flowing over skin
and Severus knows this won't be solved over a cup of coffee. It is her most dangerous voice and
Severus feels a chill down the back of his neck. If the Dark Lord were not so compelled by
Bellatrix he would see that he has overlooked the far more deadly Black sister.

“Tell me, Severus," Narcissa practically purrs. Unhelpfully, Severus has a memory of her
commanding him to tie her hands to a bedpost in exactly the same voice. "For I am absolutely sure
you know.”

Severus has to tell her the truth, or at least part of the truth so that Narcissa will not kill him. Which
she is utterly capable of doing.

“Theodore has decided that he would like to move in more … neutral circles,” Severus sighs
heavily. “Apollonius is retreating from his son to allow him the freedom to do that.”

“I see,” Narcissa whispers. “And the reason he named me as Narcissa Black and not Malfoy on this
document?”

“Narcissa Malfoy is not neutral,” Severus says, raising one dark eyebrow. Her husband is as close
to a right hand at the moment that a Death Eater gets without being Bellatrix Lestrange or Barty,
and since one of those is dead and the other incarcerated, it's pretty fucking close.

“Neither is Narcissa Black. Narcissa Black is under the ordinance of Lord Black and his Heir, who
is the Potter child, as you neglected to tell me,” Narcissa says softly. Severus groans and looks at

the ceiling. Narcissa can hold a grudge forever and clearly being too late to inform her that Draco
was no longer in the running for Heir to the House of Black has made him a candidate. “And you
know who Lord Black is. He is as far from neutral as his Heir. So tell me. Why would Apollonius
think this is the best choice for his son?”

Severus sighs. He does not have the presence of mind for this, when dawn has barely broken. He
already needed a cup of coffee before he was assaulted by two foolhardy teenagers in a greenhouse
but now he has Narcissa Black-Malfoy, the most intelligent woman he knows holding him
responsible for potentially putting her in danger. Yet he's been hiding the truth for nearly twenty
years and lying is as easy to him as breathing. He remembers Eileen, pressing her cold lips to his
ear as they waited in the Cokeworth police station for Tobias to be released. "First rule of lying,
Sev. Stick as closely to the truth as possible."

“Theodore Nott has struck up a … association with Potter.”

Severus will not be revealing that the nature of the association is that the two boys seem to be
involved in some kind of hideous teenage infatuation, but just these words seem to be enough for
Narcissa. Her slim, blonde eyebrows rise slowly. He sees the pieces fall into place behind her
eyes.

“Theodore Nott will be placed in my care after the death of his father because I have a connection
to the other side of the war that you or Apollonius do not.” Narcissa speaks slowly. She had no
idea of the depth of his connection to the other side of the war, as she puts it. She steps forwards,
her wand tip pressing gently against his chest. “It was suggested that as I act as this … this neutral
conduit by you because the reason for Theodore’s defection is that he has developed an association
of some sort with Harry Potter? The boy who is your Heir and who I am bond to protect?”

“My suspected Heir,” Severus says automatically. He tries not to think or even consider the fact
that for a moment in the greenhouse he was absolutely sure he had seen another ring on the boy's
wand hand.

“No. Enough.” Narcissa’s voice is no more than a mere breath. “I have bound my life to your child
and you are clearly manoeuvring me in a way to protect this boy’s interest, so I will know who that
child is.”

“What if I don’t want to know?” Severus snarls.

“Then that is regrettable,” Narcissa whispers. “But also not of importance.”

With a flash of her wand, Narcissa had drawn blood along her wrist. She dips her thumbs in her
own blood and draws a rune on Severus’ forehead, muttering in Gaelic as he is pinned against the
door. Severus doesn’t try to struggle. It would be a potential fucking disaster to do that, to mess
with a Rune Master in the middle of a sequence.

“Narcissa,” Severus gulps. He doesn’t try to fight but equally, he does not feel in control. It is his
least favourite thing and Narcissa is very aware of that. Never bound. Never restrained. Those had
been their rules. She looks up at his face and the taut lines of hers soften slightly.

“This is for your safety, darling boy,” Narcissa reaches down to unbutton his cuffs, spreading
bloody runes on his wrists with a light touch and a mutter. “It’s an aggressive memory. You might
fight it, you might fight me. I am not restraining you to hurt you or subdue you.”

He feels like a fool for feeling consoled by her words. He is not a child and yet he feels like one.
He can feel the tightness of rope against his wrists, the cold stone basement floor of Spinners End
against his knees. It is not happening. I am not there. Narcissa is not my mother.

“Yet you feel the need to force me into this knowledge that I don’t desire?” he snarls, swallowing
his bitter-tasting vulnerability back down.

“Yes,” Narcissa says quietly, brushing his hair from his face and resting her palm against his
forehead. “You are not the best judge of your own desires, Severus.”

“And you are?” Severus snorts, even though he knows the answer.

“I am,” Narcissa says softly. Then she lifts her wand to his chest. “I am not going into a war blind,
darling. Close your eyes.”

Severus does not have time to lower his shields, he does not have time to think of where she is
going. The place where the memory is held is a box with hinges made of magic and Narcissa
lances it open with agonizing molten heat. The memory is poison but this time, it does not leak out.
It floods him. In a second, Severus is no longer there.

“This is good,” Severus says, brushing fish finger crumbs off his shirt. They are sitting on the sofa
in the small lounge in Spinner’s End. Lily has already lit the fire, tidied up and thrown out all his
empty liquor bottles and some of his full ones. Severus is too tired and still baffled by her presence

to complain.

“I learned from the best,” Lily says, kicking off her shoes to pull her feet up on Severus’ couch.

“You did.”

They both stare in the fire sharing a moment of memory for Mrs Evans. An excellent mother who
died not two months ago.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t at the funeral,” Severus says quietly, and he genuinely is. Mrs Evans was a
woman who deserved all the respect Severus is capable of offering.

“It was probably for the best,” Lily says, mouth quirking into a small smile. “With Tuney and
everything.”

“Merlin, Petunia,” Severus mutters, rolling his eyes. Lily smiles at him indulgently but says
nothing. Severus is sober again, a combination of three fish finger sandwiches, about three pints of
water and an excellent sobering potion that Lily had the forethought to bring with her. Severus
feels cleaner than he has in two weeks since Lily forced him into the shower whilst the fish fingers
were cooking, and more alive than he has since he first heard the news. But being alive, clean and
sober comes with crushing pain. The overwhelming loss of Regulus is like a piece of his heart has
been cut off and he is now bleeding, slowly and dangerously, into his chest. Somehow, the impact
of this is that for the first time in years, he does not hate Lily. He sits in her presence and feels only
exhaustion. The world spins around him but he is a fixed point, made of lead and leaking heart
blood, immovable. He finds he cannot care about a world that continues on without Regulus. He
cannot even care that Potter’s wife is here. He only sits next to her, allowing himself to feel the
familiar edges of her comfort. She is here and it is okay. More than okay, it is pleasant. She carries
with her the sensations of his childhood; of crispy fish finger sandwiches, the flickering glow of the
fire, and the unmistakable sound of Lily brushing her fingers through her hair. Severus could sit
here absorbing these sensations forever, feeling safe and warm and not care a whit for the world
or the war.

“Do you ever wonder what it would have been like if we never went to Hogwarts?” Lily asks. Her
knees are pulled up against her chest and her thick, red socks are just barely touching his thigh.

“What would we have done instead?”

Severus is baffled by the notion. His mother was always a witch. He has always been wixen.
Unlike Lily, who had a whole future planned before another world came suddenly knocking in the
form of Severus in the local park.

“I could be at University right now,” Lily muses, resting her arm against the back of the sofa and
her head against her hand. “I could have been a doctor, like my Dad. Or a teacher, like Mum. I
could have been happy, I think.”

“Are you not happy?” Severus asks, taking a sip from the chamomile tea Lily has forced him to
drink. He winces. Her conviction that herbal teas actually have taste is no more appealing now
than it was when they were fifteen.

“Most of the time,” Lily frowns. Severus has a sudden, inexplicable wave of affection for her. He
has missed her frowns more than her smiles. Her frowns are what she does when she’s not hiding
her rage or her pain or her intelligence. It is a pleasure to watch her think.

“With him?” For the first time in his life, Severus hears himself ask about James Potter without
malice. He is just too damn tired for it.

“Yes,” Lily’s voice is barely a whisper and her face is full of sadness. “With James. We … we’re
trying to have a baby.”

Her whole face brightens for a moment and Severus feels a twinge of raw, exhausting jealousy.
Then her eyes cloud over with sadness again.

“When it’s just me and James it’s perfect,” she whispers. “But it is never just James.”

“I don’t understand,” Severus says quietly.

“Sirius,” Lily sighs, closing her eyes. “They are … I don’t know.”

“I thought Black and Lupin …?”

Severus is not surprised by the notion of Black fucking Potter but he is by the notion of them

betraying their other Marauder.

“They are,” Lily threads a hand through her hair. It is darker at the top, slightly greasy. It is
growing out now, more similar to the shoulder-length mane she had during their relationship at
school. “But Remus is away in Europe.”

Severus’ mild curiosity curdles to rage. He remembers Regulus. He remembers Barty.

“Merlin be damned,” Severus shakes his head angrily. “You cannot trust a Black to have any kind
of fidelity.”

“It’s not that type of relationship,” Lily reaches out and gently squeezes Severus’ shoulder. “Sirius
is not like you. Or like me. He’s … he doesn’t commit that way. Except to James.”

“Potter would do that to you?” Severus’ lip curls. Lily Evans grew up with only two parents in a
monogamous marriage. It has always been her ideal future. That James Potter would try and take
that dream for her is despicable.

“No,” Lily sighs, shaking her head. “No, James and I aren’t like that, he knows about my Mum
and Dad and he feels the same way. His parents were like that too.”

“Then what is it?” Severus asks blankly. If Black is not fucking Potter and Potter is loyal to Lily,
he doesn’t see the problem. Aside from the small problem that he hates them nearly as much as he
hates Barty Crouch for fucking Regulus, but that all feels very far away right now. Because
Regulus is dead and there is no space inside him for anything else. “I don’t understand.”

“Nobody does,” Lily pushes her face into her hands. “They don’t either. They have this … bond.”

“They are life bonded?”

Severus is surprised. Wixen life bonds are sacred and only breakable through death. It makes little
sense, however, for he is sure that he heard that Lily and Potter took life bonds at their wedding.
Lily would never have done it if she knew she was also binding to Black of all people.

“Not like that, God, sometimes I wish it was that,” Lily says, voice broken as she laughs softly.
“They never talk about it but I think it was a rune thing. A parabatai rune gone wrong, I think.
When they were thirteen and, well, you know how they get. Making a joke of everything."

“Parabatai runes? They haven’t been used effectively since Ancient Greece! They are basically
extinct. They might as well have tried a fucking fidelity bond!” Severus exclaims, staring at Lily.
He knows enough about runes from Narcissa and the idea of Black and Potter messing about with
them as children is beyond absurd.

Another ridiculous prank gone wrong. More lives destroyed. Black has form for that at least,
Severus thinks.

“I know,” Lily groans. “And thank God that it didn’t work completely, but Sirius … he feels it.
James doesn’t. For James, I’m enough.”

“That is good.” Severus means it. Maybe it’s the horrible emptiness of losing Regulus twice, but he
knows it is good to be enough for someone. It is good to feel completed by someone else. Even if
only for a little while.

“Yes,” Lily whispers, nodding tremulously. “It is. But he loves Sirius too, like a brother, and I love
James and Sirius loves us both, I think, but no one as much as he loves James and it’s just so much
and I’m so worried, Sev, about what will happen when we have a child. Will Sirius resent them if
James loves them? I just …”

Lily sighs. She tangles her fingers in her hair tightly. Severus can see tears forming in the corners
of her eyes.

“Lils,” Severus whispers. He knows what that pain feels like, of not being sure if love is enough.
He remembers Lupin, transformed and terrifying, at the end of the tunnel and the horrible
realisation that nothing could save them from a lie as terrible as this. He reaches up to pull her
hand from her hair.

“It’s fine, Sev,” she whispers, but she lets him hold her hand. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make
this all about me, I just …” she looks up at him with perfect, flawless green eyes filled with tears.
“Don’t you ever wish that everything could have been different?”

Severus reaches his other hand up to cup her cheek softly. It is the easiest question he has ever

been asked.

“All the fucking time,” he whispers.

Then her lips are on his and he is pulling her red-socked feet across his lap. He is kissing her as
frantically and madly as he did the last time they did this, in a Hogwarts broom cupboard. There’s
no sense to it, what they are doing, and Severus knows that. He can feel it in her magic, in the way
she grips his collar like she’s drowning. She is grieving too, for the person she thought she would
be, for the people she thought they would be. He can feel it and his own grief rises to meet it. Grief
over Regulus tangled up with everything he felt for her and before her, for Remus. That is all it is,
Severus realises, as Lily pushes his shirt off his shoulders and pulls her own striped jumper off
over her head. That is all Severus’ resentment, anger and hatred have ever been: grief so deep and
painful that he cannot feel it without dying. So he pushes up her skirt and lets her unbuckle his
trousers and loses himself in the scent of her which is still so achingly familiar. Warm magic on a
summers day, wildflowers in a meadow. Safety and Cokeworth in Spring and home. He hides in the
touch and kiss and love of his oldest, most precious friend and sees all of his grief for what it really
is. His mother. Dead on the floor of their basement. His mother, dead, always implacably dead and
leaving him alone in the world. Entirely, unbearably alone. He kisses Lily like he can change it all,
like he can turn back every bad mistake and every wrong turn. Her warm hand covers his Dark
Mark as he settles between her legs. He holds one of her hands over her head, covering the Potter
ring so he cannot see it as she wraps her legs around his hips.

It is quick and frantic and tender and tearful.

When it is over, Severus sobs as he pulls on his trousers. Lily weeps with a hand over her mouth as
she tugs her skirt back into place. Then they hold one another and whisper their sorry’s backwards
and forwards whilst the fire burns low. He rubs her socked feet and she strokes his hair.

“Make me forget,” Severus whispers into her red hair, kissing her forehead softly. “I need to
forget this.”

She doesn’t ask why. She knows that he cannot carry the grief of this too. She presses her nose into
his throat and sobs. Her eyes are dry. She has cried out all her tears against his chest already.

“I’ll need to hide it deeply,” she sniffs, her fingers tracing around his Dark mark so he winces.
“Where he won’t ever find it.”

Everyone on her side knows about the Dark Lord’s skills in the mental arts. It is one of his
Master’s greatest weapons, that his enemies fear ever meeting his eyes because of the secrets he

can pluck from them. The families he can find and murder no matter how obscurely you have
hidden them.

“Yes,” Severus swallows.

“I have a charm. I … made it.”

“Of course you did,” Severus whispers, kissing her head and cradling her close. “Because you,
Lily-Rose Evans, are a fucking miracle.”

“Sev,” she pulls her head up to look at him. Her eyes are fierce and she is frowning, and that is
exactly the last image he wants of her at this moment. “I am so sorry.”

He does not know what she is sorry for. Is it severing their relationship and friendship at
Hogwarts? Is it marrying Potter? Or is it this, admitting that she still loves him in some way but
cannot love him, not in this world? Horribly and beautifully, he completely understands.

“I meant it,” Severus whispers, tracing a finger over her perfect lips as she reaches for her wand.
“You … you are a miracle. I would not have survived without you, Tobias would have …” Severus
swallows hard. He feels as if he has lost several layers of his skin, like he has been flayed raw and
every nerve in his body is screaming with the grief of it. “You are the best friend I have ever had.”

“Everything should have been different,” Lily whispers. Her wand rests softly at his temple and
Severus sighs, slowly, remembering the day they went to Diagon Alley together to buy it. Lily’s joy.
Their hope. “We were meant to be happy, both of us. Not … this.”

Not a war. Not a Dark Lord. Not opposite sides. Not crushing grief and broken hearts and ruined
expectations.

“I know,” Severus whispers back. He can’t help himself from kissing her again, as softly and as
tenderly as the first time it happened. He presses his forehead against hers and takes a shuddering
breath with his eyes closed. “We could have gone to University. You could have been a teacher I
could have been a historian.”

“You think muggle history is tiresome,” Lily says, half a sob and half a giggle.

“Only modern history,” Severus chides gently. “We could have bought a house in Cokeworth near
your parents and have had children.”

“Ten children,” Lily teases, her lips brushing his.

“If you wanted,” Severus whispers. There was a time he would have burned the world for her and
he feels that again now or at least a shadow of it. “You're my soulmate, Lils. It's always been you."

It's brutal, but it's excruciatingly true. He misses Regulus like he would miss his wand hand, but if
Lily were not on this earth he would cease to breathe. He knows it.

"I know, Sev," she whispers, brokenly.

"In whatever world," he says, brushing his lips against her eyelids. "I don't care. I would have
done it for you, Lily. I would have given this all up.”

“Oh, Sev,” Lily whispers, pulling away gently, her bright green eyes shining just as they did the
first time they met. He begins to feel the tingle of her magic in the wand tip placed against his
temple. “No, you wouldn’t have.” She takes a deep breath. “Enkatéchō Pandora!”

"No! Oh, fuck, fuck, No!" Severus is falling, is sobbing, is vomiting and curling on the floor as
Narcissa casts spells above him.

“Try to breathe, darling,” Narcissa presses a potions vial against his lips and he smells spearmint
and sage - an antiemetic. He fights back his gorge and gulps it down. His mind is so full of the
scent of Lily, the taste of Lily, Holy Merlin, the feeling of Lily that he can’t stop the tears pouring
down his cheeks.

"Come, darling boy, you need to rest." Narcissa half pulls and half drags him to his green leather
sofa. He flops down on it with a groan as Narcissa unbuttons his collar, conjuring a cool cloth to
press against his throat and chest. "That spell she used ... By Circe, the talent of the woman!"

Severus nods painfully, swallowing hard and breathing as if he's forgotten how. Lily created an
inpenetratable pandora's box in his mind. It has never been done. Now it will never be done again,

because she, in all her wondrous inventive glory, is dead. Severus doesn't try to stop the tears. His
best friend and soulmate went to her death knowing that this memory of them, of their
reconciliation, of their love and their tenderness, was locked away somewhere inside of him. It is
too much to bear.

She is gone. Nothing will bring her back.

“That meeting was in the Autumn, wasn’t it?” Narcissa murmurs as Severus closes his eyes. He is
trying to force the memory behind his shields but it is impossible because it is everywhere. Warm
liquid seeping into the cracks in his icy mindscape, melting everything it touches. “Potter was born
at the end of July.”

“Yes,” Severus croaks. Oh God, Lily, why didn’t you tell me what we had made?

“He is your son then,” Narcissa says quietly. She presses the cold cloth against Severus’ forehead.
He opens his eyes and looks into her face. He expects to find victory and satisfaction but sees only
deep sympathy in those silvery eyes. “Harrison Potter is your Heir.”

“I …” Severus wants to deny it. He wants to say it is impossible but the boy he has seen in the last
few weeks is clearly not as completely Potter’s as he was last year. Only taking on Heirships could
precipitate such a change.

The boy is my son.

“I need … I need to know for sure,” Severus croaks.

“How sure do you expect to be, Severus?” Narcissa says, rolling her eyes gently. “The woman is
dead, as is her husband. You can hardly demand memories of them or interrogate them under
veritaserum."

"I need proof," Severus whispers desperately. He is falling apart, piece by piece, but one thing he
knows is he cannot do this.

"This is your proof." Narcissa presses a thumb against the rune on his forehead and suddenly all he
can taste is Lily's mouth. He gasps painfully. "Harrison Potter is the son of Lily Potter, who you
exchanged intimacies with without any contraceptive spells, I might add,” Narcissa frowns at him

scornfully and Severus at least has the presence of mind to appear a little chastened. “At a time
when she and her husband were already trying to conceive. Your Heir gave the name Hadrian
Peverell a name that can be traced to the Potters. What more could you possibly need?”

Severus thinks of the way the boy has been looking at him with a new hatred. The hatred of a child
who knows that he has been abandoned and unwanted. Severus recognises it. After all, is it not
exactly how Severus used to look at Tobias? He remembers Theodore’s words. It will be too late.

No. No, I will not do this.

“It’s not enough,” Severus groans, gulping back nausea and staring at the ceiling. “The child
despises me, Narcissa. I must be sure.”

“The only way to prove genealogy is an inheritance test, and for that, you would need his consent,”
Narcissa snaps. “You are being deliberately obtuse, Severus, and it is not in any way enchanting!
This child is your son, can you please stop denying it so we can at least begin to make a plan?”

“I am not being obtuse!” Severus pushes himself up on his elbows to glare at his friend. “You
underestimate the depth of his dislike for me. If I go into this with any kind of uncertainty he will
feast upon it like a carnivorous monkey! I have to be absolutely sure he is mine because without
sure proof he will absolutely deny me.”

He will deny me anyway.

“There is no surety available,” Narcissa says flatly. “You shall have to obtain his goodwill first and
the absolute facts later.”

“There must be another way.” Severus flops back, his head bouncing uncomfortably against the
arm of the sofa as he stares at the carved, black stone of the ceiling. He has not a hope in Hades of
obtaining Potter’s goodwill. Especially since the child clearly thinks he has been abandoned.

Has he not?

Severus closes his eyes again. He tries to comfort himself with his own lack of knowledge, but it is
bitter, curdled sour by the memory of his own words: I need to forget this.

“There could be …” Narcissa speaks slowly, tapping her wand reflectively against Severus’ knee.
She is crouched beside the sofa, her black gown pooled around her like tar. “There is an old Black
family potion to test inheritance. It is … complex, though, Severus. The ingredients list alone …”

Narcissa stares at him and Severus knows what “complex” means. It means fucking dark as shit.
The kind of corrupt, hideous magic that only the most Ancient House of Black with its lineage of
pioneers and potioneers would experiment in. The kind of magical brewing that could lose Severus
his job, maybe even his freedom. And that's before either of his Masters find out about it. Is it
worth it? Severus is assaulted by the feeling of Lily inside his arms, the fantasy of a muggle life
woven between them. Ten children. If you wanted. This is not just his child it is his and Lily’s
child. Was there anything he would not have done for her back then if she had told him?

“What does it require?” Severus asks. Narcissa raises a slim eyebrow in a gesture of happy
surprise.

“The blood of the child,” Narcissa says. “Can you find an excuse to make him bleed?”

“Always,” Severus snorts with laughter, “but I have no need of one. I have a sample of his blood
here.”

He thinks of the vial with a piece of bloody bedsheet stuffed inside of it. He has not turned it over
to Albus, has not even told him about it.

There is one more fucking secret he can crucify me with later, Severus thinks bitterly. The sword of
Damocles trembles above him.

“Good, because that is the easiest ingredient to acquire,” Narcissa sighs, shaking her silver head.
“It takes a full cycle to brew and it requires … unicorn blood.”

Unicorn blood. Grimmauld Place. Black’s outburst. Lupin’s fiery amber eyes across the table:
“My expectations for this life are high indeed.”

“Shit,” Severus sighs, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Merlin’s motherfucking bollocks.”

“Severus,” Narcissa chides, slapping him lightly on the shoulder. “What has precipitated such
terrible language?”

It is precipitated by the fucking notion that I am the father to the absolute chaotic monstrosity that
is none other than the motherfucking Boy-Who-Sodding-Lived!

“Nothing, Cissa,” Severus sighs, twisting his head to press an apologetic kiss to her fingers. “I
know where we can acquire unicorn blood.”

“Oh?” Narcissa’s eyebrows raise, withdrawing her hand to move the damp cloth to his forehead.

“Yes.”

"It is ... unsavoury?" Narcissa inquires gently.

"Very," Severus scowls, snatching the cloth from her and flopping it down across his face.

"How terrible for you," Narcissa drawls, standing up. "What can I do to help?"

"Well, now you've finished torturing me, you can make me a bloody cup of coffee," Severus
growls from under the damp cloth.

"We all know how well you suffer torture, darling, don't be a brat." He feels Narcissa flick his ear
with a perfectly manicured nail and winces. Then he hears the sound of the kettle being boiled.

Thank Merlin for that.

The promise of coffee is the first good thing to happen to him today, but it doesn't change a certain
fact, one that is buzzing around in his mind like an errant fly: Severus has to go back to Grimmauld
Place and steal unicorn blood from Sirius god-damned Black.

Chapter End Notes
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Blaise knows.

Knows what?

That I have a “paramour” (his words) in another house. He is certain they are a Gryffindor.

He thinks you have a secret Gryffindor boyfriend?

Yes.

Well, that’s kind of a good cover, right?

Theo?

Yes.

———

How was detention with Snape?

I marked first year essays. It was intolerable.

I think we have different definitions of intolerable.

Evidently. Basilisk boy.

You keep making fun of me but I’m the one Gringotts is sending two vials of basilisk venom to
as a thank you.

I … apologise.

You do not.

I do not. But I do want basilisk venom.

Well, it’s a good thing you’re so bloody endearing then.

Isn’t it?

———

Why is Seamus Finnegan green?

How should I know?

Kreacher has something to do with it and if Kreacher has something to do with it …

I did not give him that instruction. However, if Finnegan is green I can only assume he has been
making your life difficult.

Has he?

Harry?

Harrison?

A little.

Then he shall be green for the foreseeable future.

You two are a terrible combination

For the idiots in Gryffindor tower, yes.

He must have got his hand on a lot of cream eggs.

Yes. They are quite delicious.

THEO.

Yes?

I want one too.

Greenhouse 3. Tonight.

I have detention with the Hogwarts High Inquisitor again.

Tell Sahara to bite her.

You are the worst influence.

Coming from you, that’s something.

———

You didn’t eat dinner.

Don’t nag. It's creepy.

Don’t skip meals.

I spent ALL DAY pulling out the digestive tracts of flobberworms and mincing them into a paste
to add to Guano. You try eating after that.

He did say it would be your worst detention.

Not even close.

Umbridge?

Lockhart. Licking fan mail envelopes.

Of course you think that’s worse than being mutilated on a daily basis.

He told stories too. About how great he was. For HOURS.

Oh, well, forgive me. That is Utterly Torturous.

Shut up.

How was Lord Prince?

He didn’t say a word.

He is a coward.

No, he’s a cunt.

Agreed.

_________

The house system is such bollocks.

You are houseless. You would say that.

It’s not because of that.

What brings you to this conclusion?

It’s because Fred and George just pulled the most Slytherin move to avoid Hermione banning
their snack boxes.

That is one example. (But yes, I have long thought they were a mis-sort).

And Luna Lovegood is the kindest person I’ve ever met.

She is odd.

So are you.

True.

And you are smarter than anyone in Ravenclaw. Smarter than anyone else alive. Including
Hermione.

I feel like I have been promoted. What has Granger done to deserve such censure?

She wants me to teach people Defence.

You would be better than the current teacher.

Almost anyone would be.

Her petition was not well received?

They don’t understand.

Understand what?

What it’s like to nearly die. Over and over.

I do not understand either.

No. But you’re not asking me to fight.

I am not.

Do you think I should do it?

I don’t. But I will be there when you do.

Prat.

Hero-complex.

Fair.

I mean it, whatever Granger plans, I will be there.

You can’t.

I will.

__________________

“Hermione, I can’t be part of any inter-house group apart from Quidditch,” Harry sighs, fiddling
with his toast. “McGonagall was very very clear about it, and I’m barely hanging onto the
Quidditch team as it is with Umbitch around.”

“Is there any live meat today?” Sahara hisses. She is wrapped around his neck, invisible.

“There is never live meat,” Harry hisses back.

“Don’t hiss over breakfast, mate,” Ron groans, shovelling eggs into his mouth. “People are
looking.”

“People are always looking,” Hermione snaps. She’s right. They are already sitting right at the end
of the Gryffindor table, away from the rest of the house who have taken to leaving two or three
seats empty on either side of Harry. Neville and Ginny often join them, so do Fred and George and
Luna sometimes wanders over but other than that Harry is settling into being a pariah quite nicely.

At least we don’t have to worry about people overhearing us, Harry thinks, bitterly.

“I know you can't join a group, but you can be a group tutor!” Hermione says, thumping a large
book on the table between them, sending Harry’s toast scattering across the table in pieces. Harry
jumps and winces. “Look, I looked it up, and inter-house groups and teams can have assistance
from outside tutors as long as they are approved by a prefect, and I can totally approve you!”

“Hermione, I love you, I really do, but I am about to go into an eight-hour detention with Snape,”
Harry says tightly. “No doubt it will be the most disgusting shit he can think of so can I please eat
some breakfast? Please?”

“Here, eat this,” Hermione pushes her barely touched porridge towards him. Ron rolls his eyes and
hands over the honey which Harry drizzles plentifully on top before tucking in.

“I can’t believe you just told him ‘no,’” Ron shakes his head with a grin. “I would have paid ten
galleons to see that.”

“You don’t have ten galleons,” Harry says with a grin. Ron rolls his eyes. He’s told Ron and
Hermione about his flat out refusal to do occlumency and the resulting detentions but not about the
blackmail which Theo is calling ‘pressurised incentive.’

“I read something else here — look! Duelling clubs and defence clubs actually date back to the
16th Century at Hogwarts! So there’s absolutely no reason why they would deny us forming a club
like this, especially when Umbridge is such a total, utter incompetent —,”

“Breathe,” Harry says, popping a spoonful of porridge into Hermione’s mouth mid-rant so she
splutters.

“You need to calm down, Hermione,” Ron laughs across the table and shakes his head. Hermione
is chewing fast with a huge scowl on her face, glaring at Harry who smiles placidly back. Sahara
dips her invisible tongue to lick the spoon.

“It tastes like flowers.”

“It has honey on it.”

“Hissing, Harry,” Ron mutters, pushing a cup of coffee towards him. “Drink up, you’ll need your
head screwed on for Snape.”

“I hate her,” Hermione says in between chews, breathing heavily and glaring at Umbridge. “I hate
her more than I’ve ever hated anyone.”

Harry does not enjoy Dolores Umbridge at all, but she does not even break his top five of the most
hated people in Harry's life. Vernon. Voldemort. Snape. Dudley. Piers. Lucius Malfoy. Harry
doesn't want to think about what that probably says about how fucked up his life is right now.

“I wish she was dead,” Harry says, because wishing never hurt anyone, and takes a bite of
porridge.

“We could off her, or you could,” Ron says, nodding at Harry. “It’s not like you haven’t done it
before.”

“Quirrell was an accident,” Harry scowls, “and Mad-Eye-Moody-Crouch wasn’t my fault.”

“Still, you’ve got form,” Ron chuckles.

“You’ve got form, prat,” Harry snaps, “Focus on being a keeper rather than hatching plans to kill
off defence professors.”

He throws a roll at Ron’s head who catches it and grins.

“Why do one when you can do both?” he says, sniggering happily.

“Let’s hear it then,” Fred says, sliding into the bench next to him. “All murder plans must be
approved by us truly.”

Fred starts gathering up the scattered pieces of Harry’s toast and munching on them.

“Yeah, how would you do it, Harry?” George sits opposite them and grabs an apple.

“I would feed her to kittens. Very slowly.” Harry says conversationally. He doesn’t say the truth,
which is that he would have her carve “I will not be a bigoted bitch” into every inch of her skin
until she bled to death.

“Karma,” Fred grins. “I hate those fucking kitten plates.”

“Nice,” George nods, taking a big bite of his apple. “Ron?”

“Skrewt,” Ron says quickly. “I don’t know how they eat but I bet it’s nasty.”

“These are not good deaths,” Sahara hisses. “I shall bite her and then consume her whilst she
watches.”

“Oh, and that’s better than kittens?” Harry hisses. “You’re so sadistic.”

The twins don’t even blink. They don’t know about Sahara officially, but the things that the Twins
don’t know officially could have their own department at the Ministry of Magic.

“We were thinking a puking pastille,” George glares up at the top table thoughtfully. “An eternal
puking pastille.”

“Like an everlasting gobstopper,” Harry nods, thinking of the books he read in Primary school.

“A what?” Fred says, pausing in his toast.

“Like in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory,” Harry says. “Fizzy lifting drink? Gum that tastes like
a three-course meal? A gobstopper that lasts forever?”

“What is this insanity?” George asks, eyes wide.

“And how can we get in on it?” Fred adds, grinning.

“It’s not a wizard book, Harry,” Hermione says.

"Should be," Harry says and takes the opportunity to feed more porridge to her before she starts
spouting research again, brushing away a fleck of porridge from her chin with the back of his hand.
Hermione rolls her eyes fondly. Ron frowns.

“You don’t help the courting rumours when you do that, you know,” Ron mutters. Harry stares at
the ceiling as Hermione glares at Ron. They’ve been sniping at each other a lot recently. Harry
doesn’t think it’s because of the ‘Harry Potter and Hermione Granger are Courting’ rumours that
do not seem to be slowing down.

“I am not going to be courting anyone,” Hermione snaps, swallowing porridge hard and wincing.
“It’s an archaic tradition and I think it’s stupid.”

“You wouldn’t think that if you were doing it,” Ron mutters.

“Hermione’s right,” Ginny says, sitting down on Hermione’s other side and knocking her with her
shoulder. “Courting is utter bullshit.”

Hermione grins at Ginny, smiling from ear to ear and bumping her back with her own shoulder.
Harry recognises that excited glitter in Hermione’s smile, last sighted when Viktor Krum took her
to the Yule Ball. Ron scowls. It’s got more to do with that, Harry thinks.

“What are we talking about?” Ginny smiles.

“Fantasising about the best way to off Umbridge,” George says, chomping on his apple.

“Oh, battered to death with bludgers, definitely,” Ginny says quickly. Harry laughs. Maybe
Sahara’s idea wasn’t the most sadistic one.

“I wish I could turn her into a toad and then swap her with Trevor and give her to Snape to poison
and then replace all of his antivenoms with some of Harry’s basilisk venom so she dies slowly and
painfully as a measly amphibian and then Snape can cut her up for potion parts,” Hermione growls,
slamming her book shut so that the cutlery rattles.

They all stare at her.

“Bloody hell, Hermione,” Ron says.

“That is genius,” Fred chortles.

“Disturbing genius,” George grins.

“We could probably make that happen,” Ginny considers thoughtfully.

“Oh, she’s already thought about it,” Harry grins at Hermione and grabs her hand so the Potter
rings chime together in their friendly way. Hermione has been muttering about toads and basilisks
under her breath for days. “Mi always has a plan.”

“What’s stopping you?” Ginny demands.

“Common sense,” Hermione grumbles. “And Harry.”

“You’re stopping her?” Fred raises an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Not stopping exactly,” Harry rolls his eyes.

“He keeps telling me there aren’t any books in Azkaban,” Hermione grumbles.

Harry grins and ruffles her hair. What works on Theo nearly always works on Hermione. Harry
happily takes a bite of Hermione’s porridge and sits in the friendly buzz of his friends’ magic as
they chat about different ways to avoid life imprisonment. It is a good morning. No one has tried to
push him down the stairs or nicked his stuff and he has nearly forgotten that he has to spend the
whole day with his sire who does not want him. Probably disembowelling some disgusting creature
for an equally disgusting potion. Then, the Prophet arrives. Harry knows it’s bad right away. The
Great Hall becomes quiet, the way it did when the sorting hat shouted it for him. Then it bursts
into a flurry of whispers.

Here we fucking go.

Sahara begins to hiss around his neck, so loud that Ginny, Fred and George stare directly at his
throat. Down the table, Harry sees Seamus staring at him from under still green eyebrows. Harry
sits up straighter, feels the terror and unsettling coldness of something horrible coming right at him
with nothing he can do to stop it. Hermione’s copy of the paper lands in front of them and flops out
in the middle of the table. The headline sprawls out.

BOY-WHO-LIVED SEDUCED HOGWARTS CHAMPION TO WIN TRIWIZARD CUP GRIEVING FATHER, AMOS DIGGORY, TELLS ALL.

There is an enormous picture of Harry and Cedric. It's from after the second task, when Cedric took
him aside, both of them still dripping wet and freezing and kissed him behind a tree in what Harry
had thought was a private moment. Apparently not, because there it is, in a moving picture, for the
whole fucking world to see. Cedric grabbing Harry’s collar, angry at him for being a 'fucking hero',
and then Harry pushing himself up onto his tiptoes to kiss him.

“Well,” Fred says eventually. “That will stop the “Potter-Granger” rumours in their tracks.”

“Fred!” Hermione barks, slapping him across the back of the head.

“Fucking hell,” Ron breathes, staring at the photograph. “Where did they get that from?”

“Are you okay, Harry?” Ginny asks, trying to touch his arm but is greeted by such a violent hiss
from an invisible snake that she pulls back instantly.

No. Nothing is okay.

Everybody knows. A secret that died with Cedric, a secret Harry is has been forced to mourn
painfully alone for the last four months, has been brutally resurrected into a moving picture.
Apparently, it is the year for unwanted resurrections. Everyone will think I used him. No one will
believe he loved me. Harry swallows down a rise of vomit and almost gags.

“Breathe, Greenheart,” Sahara hisses.

“I can’t,” Harry hisses back, unable to hide his parseltongue. He sees a few Gryffindors down the
table shriek slightly.

“Fuck off,” George says pleasantly to them, throwing his apple core at their heads.

“Harry,” Hermione says urgently, she is grabbing his hands which have curled into fists and Sahara
is slithering down his wrists to lick at them, flicking the sparkling magic onto her tongue. “You
need to calm down.”

Harry can’t. He cannot calm down and he cannot breathe and there is magic inside him that
literally wants to hurt absolutely everyone in the room.

“My God, Potter,” Malfoy drawls loudly from the Slytherin table. The Hall descends into a hush.
“You fucked your way to first place?”

“Fifty points from Slytherin!” McGonagall shouts as laughter and jeering break out. Harry can see
Seamus smiling widely.

I will not care. I will not care. It's not working. Harry cannot pull up the Not-Caring because all he
can feel is raw, thrumming hate. He's felt it before. That time, he blew up Aunt Marge.

“Cedric would never have cheated! This is all Potter’s doing!” Zacharias Smith is on his feet,
glaring down Malfoy, an army of angry Hufflepuff faces behind him, all staring daggers at Harry.
He knows that he’s going to be dodging a lot of curses from now on.

“You don’t know anything about it!” Cho yells, tears in her eyes as she glares at Smith and looks
desperately at Harry. He cannot bear to look at her.

Please stop, he begs her silently. Please don’t make it worse.

“I knew Cedric Diggory!” Zacharias shouts at her. “He would never help a cheater! Just because
Potter went down on his bloody knees —,”

The four glass goblets on the table around Harry shatter into dust and liquid. In his mind, Harry
sees Cedric smiling in the prefect bathroom, perfect naked skin shining with soap. I will not think of
him. I will not.

“You wanna shut your fucking mouth, Smith?” Ron yells, pushing back from the bench and
rounding on the Hufflepuff as his brothers jump up to pull him back and Professor Sprout stands up
shouting: “My office, Mr Smith, NOW!”

Over the babble of shouting, Harry hears one voice above them all:

“Fifty points from Gryffindor, Mr Weasley,” Umbridge drawls gleefully. "For inappropriate
language."

"What about his mouth?" Ron retorts, struggling against Fred's hold.

"He said nothing that is against the rules," Umbridge giggles. "Profanity is."

Harry glares at Umbridge's hideous grin sharply and one word floods Harry’s mind with such
vehement fury it actually hurts inside his hands: Crucio.

“Leave,” Sahara hisses. “Now.”

He jumps to his feet, staggering away from the table.

Fuck, oh fuck, I tried to mentally curse Umbridge.

“Harry!” Hermione is reaching for him but he is shaking her off, not trusting himself to touch her
with these thoughts in his mind.

“Don’t follow me,” Harry hisses, realising that somehow, he’s lost his ability to speak English. He
takes a deep breath and presses his hand against Hermione’s, willing her through the Potter ring,
just like he can with the Black ring and Kreacher to understand him. Hermione jumps nearly out of
her seat but nods frantically. Harry runs. He sprints out the hall to the sound of gossip breaking like
waves behind him with shouts from teachers and Ron and Malfoy and Smith and Cho echoing after
him. He needs to get away from people because he wants to destroy them all and for the first time
in his life, he thinks he might actually be able to do it.

“Somewhere with no other humans,” Sahara hisses in her most urgent way. “Quickly.”

He skids in the Entrance Hall and tries to think of all the places he could go where no one can see
him, where whatever dreadful magic that is rising inside of him like a volcano can explode.

“The Forbidden Forest, Harry,” Luna Lovegood says, opening the front door as if she had been
waiting for him all day but also, strangely, just happened to be there.

Harry nods thankfully, not wanting to hiss at her for no reason and slips out of the door. He runs,
pushing all of the magic down inside him, burying every thought and feeling of Cedric deep down
inside, sinking them in freezing cold water until he reaches the edges of the forest and stumbles
inside, crashing through the trees until he’s finally hidden from view.

I need it to be safe, I need to protect people, I don’t know what’s happening, what can I do?

“Kreacher!” He yells, flexing the Black ring finger and willing Kreacher, despite the parseltongue,
to hear his call as he pulls Sahara from around his neck.

“I will stay with you,” Sahara hisses

“Not safe,” Harry hisses back.

“Master?” Kreacher pops up beside him, looking worriedly around. Harry bites his lip and grabs
Kreacher’s hand, forcing understanding into his mind and Sahara around his neck.

“Shield me. Hold Sahara. Stand back.”

Kreacher grunts in pain as the parseltongue assaults him, but nods, clicking his fingers to form a
giant shielded dome around Harry like the one he created in Grimmauld place, with himself and
Sahara on the other side. Harry nods tautly, flexes his fingers and stops pushing it all down. The
magic erupts. Harry drops to his knees.

“FUCK!” Harry screams, slamming his hands into the earth. The Heir rings pulse white, red, green
and black light outwards in waves. “FUCK! FUCK! FUCKING HELL!”

Burn. Destroy. Ruin. Corrupt. Take. End. Kill.

Harry digs his fingers into the soil, feels sharp stones push under his nail beds but does not care.
The runes on his back are burning, his scar is burning, even the words cut into his hand feel like
they are bleeding again but Harry does not care. He pushes his hands deeper, feeling the pull of
water and heat deep under the earth and has the sudden thought that he can feed it, he can take
from it, he can descend to the core of the world and then burn outwards from it like a fucking
exploding star and finish everyone right then and there.

No more war. No more Voldemort. No more lies and gossip and rumours. No more Boy-WhoFucking-Wouldn’t-Die.

“HARRY!”

Harry jolts his head up, gasping for breath. On the other side of Kreacher’s shimmering shield is
Theo, watching him carefully.

“Go away!” Harry hisses. “Not safe!”

But Harry can’t feed parseltongue to Theo. Luckily, Theo’s adventure in learning parseltongue has
not been for nothing.

“Safe?” Theo interprets, staring at him and then looking at Sahara around Kreacher’s neck. “You
… you’re worried about hurting me?”

“Go away!” Harry pushes his hands further into the earth. The ground trembles. Theo stumbles
slightly but doesn’t stop staring at him.

“Lower the shield, Kreacher,” Theo says.

“No!”

“Master says not,” Kreacher croaks. Harry realises that somehow, the tethers of the Black magic
are still allowing him to understand. Harry tries to flex them and release them but he can’t, his
hands are buried too tightly in the earth and soon, he feels like he might fall right inside it.

“I don’t care,” Theo’s voice is rigid. “He won’t hurt me.”

Harry does not think Theo is right. Harry does not know that he can stop it now, but looking at the
tightness of Theo’s jaw, he does not think he can stop Theo, either.

Damn you, Theo.

“Don’t,” Harry chokes out, but Sahara has slithered from Kreacher to the edge of the shield,
rearing up on the other side.

“Let me in before you cannot go back, Greenheart.”

“Lower it, Kreacher,” Theo commands and Harry feels a slight pull on the bond between them. “I
need to stop him.”

Kreacher snaps his fingers. The shield falls for a second and then is replaced, but this time with all
of them inside of it and the whole thing is opaque. Somehow, Harry knows no one can see them
and that terrifies him. Someone needs to see them if I hurt them. Who will come to help them?

“No! Go away!” Harry hisses, his rage still pouring into the earth but Sahara slithers up to his
Potter and Black ring hand and bites it, hard.

“Ouch!” Harry hisses, but he feels the edge of the magic soften. He can pull his hand out now.
There is fifty percent less magic with murderous intent hurtling to the centre of the earth. Theo
stares between Harry’s free left hand and Sahara and then grabs Harry’s right wrist.

“Don’t!” Harry warns, but Theo doesn’t listen.

“I’m not going to bite you,” Theo says calmly, “but you can … you can give it to me. Like you did
Sahara. It’s fine.”

“No!” Harry croaks. His hand is still trembling in the earth like a lightning rod and he is terrified
that if he does what Theo says, he will burn Theo from the inside out.

“Channel it through your bond, Greenheart.” Sahara hisses, winding up his free hand to flick her
tongue against the rivers of sweat pouring down his neck.

“I will hurt him.”

“Only a little.”

“A little is still too much.”

“It’s fine,” Theo looks at Harry with the calmest eyes in the world. “Do it. Trust me.”

Harry hisses in through his teeth and thinks of the Fidelity bond. Of what it feels like, the ache and
the wonder of it, of the softness of Theo’s hair on their pillow in Fabiola’s cottage and the rage in
Theo’s voice as he held Dudley at wandpoint for Harry. I protect what protects me. Harry lets it
go, just the sharpest, keenest edge of it and Theo gasps. He grips Harry’s wrist tightly as his Heir
ring glows and then wrenches Harry’s hand out of the earth, the Slytherin and Prince rings blazing
black and green. Harry withdraws quickly from Theo’s grasp. He instantly flops forward, bending
at the waist to press his aching forehead into the churned-up earth, feeling the roots of the
trembling trees in the ground beneath him finally relax.

It’s over. It’s over and I didn’t kill anyone.

“Harry?”

Theo is stroking his hair. Harry realises he is crying into the ground, his tears making slick mud
trails down his cheeks. He takes a deep, shuddering breath. He tastes dirt and ash.

“Yes?” He mumbles.

“Ah, English again,” Theo whispers. “That’s a good sign.”

“How did you find me?” Harry croaks out.

“I followed the chaos,” Theo says. Harry hears him smiling above him. Harry reaches a hand
forward and taps Theo’s knee where it rests in the dirt in front of him.

“Really.”

“Lovegood told me,” Theo’s fingers wind into Harry’s hair reassuringly. “Did you tell her? About
us?”

“No, but Luna sees everything,” Harry sighs and sits back on his knees, staring at the ground to the
edge of the shield. His rings seemingly understood his will to destroy. From the direction of the

Potter ring, the grass is scorched. The Black ring seems to have frozen everything in its path. The
Slytherin ring has danced lightening up the nearest tree, which is smouldering and ripped to pieces
as if it has suffered a hurricane. The Prince ring has caved the earth in as if it sucked all the life
right out of it and now all that is left is shadow and ash.

“Fuck,” Harry says, staring down at his rings and trembling hands. “Oh, shit.”

“It’s alright,” Theo immediately grabs both his hands, tugging them gently so Harry’s attention is
drawn up to his windy grey eyes. “It’s alright, Harry, no one was hurt.”

“This time!” Harry chokes, staring at Theo desperately. “How is this alright? What the fuck is
wrong with me? I mean, is it Tom? It doesn’t feel like him, but is it? Do I just not even recognise
him anymore?”

“Nothing is wrong with you,” Theo tries to soothe him, but Harry can see the bleeding cuts on the
back of his hand, the glamour that Theo had cast has been shattered.

“Fuck, Theo, is the glamour potion still working?” Harry asks desperately, touching his face.

“Yes, it’s fine,” Theo says, grabbing his shoulders. “Harry, it is fine.”

“It is not fucking fine!” Harry yells, jumping to his feet and stumbling back from Theo. “Don’t
touch me! You don’t understand! I wanted to kill everyone in that room, everyone who looked at
that picture! I almost cast an unforgivable fucking curse!”

“But you didn’t!” Theo is on his feet too now, and he has pushed Harry up against the only
surviving tree in the circle of the shield, the one behind Harry that has only merely lost all of its
leaves. “You didn’t, Harry.”

“I could have,” Harry snarls, gripping Theo’s collar so tightly he isn’t sure if he is doing it to hold
himself up or to push Theo away. He needs him to understand. “I could have killed you. This is
why, Theo, this is why I fucking told you not to choose me!”

“Stop,” Theo commands him. He presses his palm against Harry’s cheek and Harry feels the slight
coolness of his Heir ring. “Taste the magic. Smell it. Tell me what you taste and smell and see.”

Harry takes a shuddering breath as the cold magic of the Nott ring flows across his face. His eyes
flutter closed. A windswept cliff edge with scruffy grass. A turbulent grey sea that smells so fresh
and salty. The taste of the salt so bitter on his tongue, the coldness of the air so sweet to inhale.

“The ocean,” Harry whispers. “The cliffs where your stone is from. Smells like … like wind and
the cold air and tastes like salt.”

“Good,” Theo whispers. His thumb brushes away a tear under Harry’s eye. “And the magic, what
does it smell like? What does it taste like?”

“Burnt parchments, your Heir ring always smells burnt parchment,” Harry mutters. He’s actually
never thought of the taste of the Nott magic but there it is, on his tongue. Sweet and powerful.
“Tastes like … like … I dunno, it’s got this honey taste, I think? It’s so strong, but it’s alcoholic
too?”

“Could be Mead,” Theo whispers, his little finger stroking Harry’s jaw. “The Nott’s drink it at
Samhain to remind us of the old country. Honey wine.”

“Yes,” Harry exclaims softly, licks his lip and smiles. “Like honey and like wine, sort of.”

“And my magic?” Theo whispers.

Thunderstorms. Burnt sugar. Perfection.

“Tell him,” Sahara hisses. “Tell him he tastes right.”

Harry opens his eyes. Theo is very close. Harry’s hands are still gripping his collar and Theo has
one hand still resting on Harry’s cheek, the other cradling his neck. Harry can feel Theo’s
heartbeat, heavy and a little frantic, but wonderfully alive.

“I’m not telling you that,” Harry rebukes gruffly.

“You can’t blame me for trying,” Theo says, smiling his lopsided smile. “Do you feel less …
hurricane-y now?”

“Hurricane-y?” Harry stares at Theo. “Even I know that’s not a real word.”

“Yes, but it is what you are,” Theo shrugs and tilts his head to one side. “All the time but
especially at times like this. Very … hurricane-like.”

Harry stares at the pulse jumping in Theo’s vein at the side of his white throat and breathes in the
smell of thunderstorms and the taste of burnt sugar. He can feel his own heartbeat slowing down.
He imagines Theo’s blood, singing with honey wine and Scandinavian wind. He can see it, he
thinks, on Theo’s lips.

“Do not taste blood magic,” Sahara hisses, sparking magic into Harry’s bruised collarbone so he
winces. “Especially not now.”

I bet he tastes amazing.

“Do not!” Sahara’s hiss is so prominent Harry doesn’t realise immediately that she’s done that odd
thing where she hears his thoughts.

“That’s … that’s the worst compliment I have ever heard. Hurricane-like. It's basically an insult,”
Harry says, unclenching his hand on Theo’s collar and looking for a distraction from the singing in
Theo’s blood. He stares over Theo’s shoulder at Kreacher, who is standing by the ice track made
by the Black ring, staring down at it intently. “You alright there, Elf Black?”

“Kreacher has not seen any Master wield the Black magic so,” Kreacher mutters. “Kreacher has not
heard tell of a wizard ever doing so, not since the great Mages …”

“Mages,” Theo mutters, his eyes lighting upon the word. Harry knows what that means. Another
fucking thing for the research list.

“Christ, don’t let this be another ‘not-since-Merlin’ thing,” Harry rolls his eyes and thumps his
head back against the trunk of the tree. “It’s just magic, Kreacher. Don’t get freaked out on me
now.”

“Kreacher is not freaked,” the elf scowls up at Harry angrily. “Kreacher is proud of the devastation
wrought by the House of Black.”

“Yep, that’s more on-brand for you,” Harry sighs, shaking his head. He tries to step away from
Theo but finds his legs aren’t quite up for doing what he wants them to. He’s suddenly very, very
dizzy.

“Easy,” Theo says as Harry’s knees buckle, guiding him down to sit at the base of the trunk of the
tree, the pile of fallen leaves crunching delightfully under his weight. “Honestly, Potter, you can’t
just expect to exert huge amounts of magical energy and try and draw on the living essence of
everything around you and then simply walk it off!”

“How did you know I was doing that?” Harry asks as Theo grabs the back of his head and forces
him to put his head down between his knees to breathe.

“The words in your magic when you fed it into my hand,” Theo says quietly above him. “You were
trying to take everything. Take all the life.”

“What did that feel like?” Harry asks warily.

“Like being stung by a jellyfish,” Theo answers easily. “Deep breaths, please.”

“Jesus, I’m so sorry, Theo,” Harry gulps heavily, feeling nauseous as well as dizzy. “I’m terrible.”

“You are not,” Theo’s voice is sharp above him.

“I hurt you,” Harry moans, he feels himself trembling and he can’t stop it. Not to mention trying to
suck the life out of everything around me. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“Not as much as you have hurt yourself,” Theo snaps, grabbing Harry’s bleeding hand and digging
in his pocket for a vial of murtlap essence that he has taken to carrying around. He pours a little
onto Harry’s wounded hand and rubs it into the bloody words. Harry hisses through his teeth as the
essence stings but then calms the pain. “Is your back okay?”

“It’ll be fine,” Harry sighs, leaning back against the tree trunk and wincing slightly. “It’s not
bleeding, just burning.”

“That’s something,” Theo mutters, brushing Harry’s fringe out of the way so he can drip murtlap
essence on Harry’s scar, rubbing it in with his thumb. Harry groans with relief and closes his eyes
briefly. Behind his eyelids, the picture of him and Cedric flashes. Anger surges in the Slytherin
ring and it hisses green liquid curses into Harry’s mind that would burn every newspaper in the
castle. Harry grits his teeth.

“Don’t,” Theo whispers, pausing in rubbing in murtlap essence. “Take a deep breath. Tell me what
you smell.”

“Murtlap essence,” Harry says automatically, letting out a shaky breath. “Ash. Your magic. And …
chocolate?”

Harry opens his eyes. Sitting on the charred earth a few feet away is Kreacher, happily maintaining
the shield and sucking down whole cream eggs and making tiny origami birds out of the tin foil
wrapper. Harry is suddenly very hungry.

“Kreacher, give me one,” Harry demands, holding out a hand.

“No,” Kreacher snarls, “These are Kreacher’s creamy eggs.”

“They’re called cream eggs,” Harry rolls his eyes. “And I almost killed everyone. I need some
sugar.”

“Master and Heir Nott say that sugar is very bad,” Kreacher snaps, starting to build a small fort out
of rocks to form a barrier between them and his cream eggs. “Master should not have any.”

“Don’t be a dick,” Harry groans. “If you give me one, I’ll let you put itching powder on
MacLaggen’s broom like you’ve been wanting to.”

“MacLaggen is a vile and hideous lion,” Kreacher mutters, rolling his cream eggs backwards and
forwards along the ground, clearly weighing up the joys of punishing a Gryffindor against the

proprietary ownership of cream eggs. Finally, Kreacher rolls his big eyes and then throws a cream
egg at Harry, clearly aiming for his head. Harry catches it and Theo tuts.

“Such a seeker,” he mutters as Harry wrinkles the cream egg out of its foil.

“Such a bookworm,” Harry counters, taking a bite off the top of the egg and offering it to Theo.
Theo raises his eyebrows as if this is a new level of uncivilised, even for Harry, but then shuffles
himself to sit next to Harry against the large tree trunk. Theo hesitantly takes the cream egg and
nibbles off a tiny bit of the chocolate edge with such reserved delicacy that Harry grins. He’s never
seen a Pureblood eat a cream egg before and it's fucking adorable.

“What are people saying?” Harry asks, reaching over to break off a piece of the chocolate eggshell
and putting it in his mouth. Rich chocolate with sweet, sugary insides. It’s enough to calm him
down. Remus is right about chocolate and emotions, Harry thinks.

“You don’t want to know,” Theo says, licking liquid sugar out of the remains of the egg which
Harry does not find distracting at all.

“Just tell me,” Harry snaps, trying not to stare, and Theo raises his eyebrows.

“The usual,” Theo says, reaching into his pocket and withdrawing a slightly battered apple. “Eat
that. You can’t go to your detention with nothing in your stomach but chocolate.”

“You’re watching what I eat again?” Harry snatches the apple and glares at Theo. “It’s still
creepy.”

“If you actually were capable of maintaining a nutritious diet on your own I would not need to be
creepy,” Theo snaps, glaring back. “Eat the bloody apple.”

Harry sighs and bites down, crunching slowly. He thinks of the Great Hall, of Zacharias Smith and
of Cho looking like she’s about to cry.

“Did Cho cry?” Harry asks.

“Yes,” Theo says, his eyes are full of a glittering rage that Harry doesn’t quite understand. “Chang
did cry. Again. All that girl seems to does is cry.”

“I seem to cry a lot too,” Harry muses darkly.

“When you do it, it is both understandable and endearing,” Theo snaps. “Besides, anyone who
survives all three unforgivable curses is allowed to cry.”

Not me. Not in front of anyone but you.

“Tell me what people are saying,” Harry demands again, swallowing a bite of the apple. He
reaches out and grabs Theo’s hand, squeezing it. “I can take it.”

“You know what they are saying, Harry,” Theo sighs softly, leaning his own head back against the
tree tiredly. “That you cheated, that you lied, that you corrupted the flawless and virtuous Diggory
which is utter nonsense since anyone can see in that picture that he is so utterly besotted with you
it’s frankly lurid —,”

“Frankly lurid?” Harry chokes on a bite of apple. “Seriously?”

“And I’m not the only one who can see it,” Theo continues, looking at Harry sharply. “There are
others already saying that whatever Amos Diggory thought, the picture tells a thousand words.
That you clearly meant something to one another. So why would you lie about the death of a boy
you were clearly so in love with?”

Harry knows he should feel relieved people are thinking that but he doesn’t. He feels a coiling,
hideous sense of guilt underneath his skin.

“People are saying that you must have fallen for him,” Theo says softly. He sets Harry’s hand on
his knee and begins to trace gentle patterns on the back of Harry’s mutilated hand, soft and relaxing
so that Harry sighs. “That you loved him and pursued him even into the tournament and then you
lost him and that’s why you’ve gone mad.”

“Yes, of course, I must have fallen in love with him! He was handsome and awesome so of course,
I did!” Harry bites into his apple viciously, fury and distaste bubbling up inside him with curdling
disgust in himself. “It could never be that he chased me, couldn’t be that I would never have even

dared look at him if he hadn’t flirted with me first, couldn’t be that I was shy, no, no one would
believe that from the Boy-Who-Lived!” Harry snorts in derision. “I have to be the crazy fan-boy
driven mad by love, of fucking course I do, because who would believe the fucking truth?”

“I believe it,” Theo says softly, his thumb brushing over the Potter and Black rings. They sing of
fire and ice respectively. “I believe that he chased you. I believe he flirted with you first. I believe
you were shy.”

“Thank you,” Harry says, voice taut. He takes another bite of the sweet apple and lets Theo play
with his fingers.

“What I don’t understand is why you would not have dared look at him,” Theo says slowly,
watching Harry carefully. Harry considers for a moment and then swallows the final bite of his
apple, tossing the other half of it to Kreacher who catches it and swallows it whole, smacking his
lips.

"You are an elf-shaped dustbin," Harry comments, staring at Kreacher pointedly.

"Harry," Theo says quietly, pinching his knuckle softly to remind him the conversation is not over.

“I wouldn’t have looked at anyone, Theo,” Harry sighs heavily, leaning back against the tree. He is
too tired to lie about this anymore. He closes his eyes. He doesn’t want to see Theo’s face when he
says this. “Who the fuck would want me? You’ve seen my back. You’ve seen my sodding
relatives, you …” You have seen everything. Harry swallows hard, tasting sickly sugar and saliva.
“Who the fuck would want this, Theo? Cedric did, and that … that was enough, but I don’t exactly
have high expectations here.”

“Was it enough for you to love him?” Theo whispers softly. Harry can sense the hesitation around
him without opening his eyes, can smell it in his magic like the energy around heavy clouds on the
edge of bursting. Harry understands. The last time Theo asked this, Harry threatened him with
magic he didn’t even understand. Today, Harry is all magicked out and Theo has just spent all this
time talking Harry back from an edge so dangerous they don’t even have a proper name for it yet.
He deserves the truth.

If anyone deserves truth from me right now, it’s Theodore Nott.

“I wanted to love him,” Harry whispers, his voice so broken that he can barely get it past the solid

lump of fear in his throat. “I … I … maybe I could have if I … but I think I’m just…” Harry takes a
shuddering breath and grips Theo’s knee as tight as he can, telling himself that Theo won’t run
from this. Theo knows who he is. If anyone knows, it’s Theo. “I’m too broken for it, Theo.”

There is silence between them. Harry holds his breath, terror blossoming in his chest.

This is when he walks away. This is when he puts it together and sees the truth. Harry fucking
Potter is not special, he’s just too broken for real feelings.

Harry braces himself for it, begins to withdraw, lessening his grip on Theo’s knee, to inch his
shoulder away from where it is pressed against Theo’s. He is drawing up the Not-Caring even
though he knows that it will never be enough, that there isn’t an ocean deep enough to drown the
despair he will feel when Theo is gone from his life. Still, he has to try. He has to keep living. It’s
his thing, after all.

The-Boy-Who-Fucking-Lived-Through-Everything.

“No, you’re not.”

Theo’s whisper is so soft that at first Harry thinks he has misheard him or misunderstood, but then
Theo grips Harry’s retreating hand and links their fingers tightly together. Harry can smell Theo’s
magic soaring, damp and electric like a lightning storm.

“Look at me, Harry.”

Harry opens his eyes reluctantly and turns his head to his friend. Theo’s eyes are so silver today
they remind Harry of the invisibility cloak. So close that like this, his magic tastes like rain.

“Hear me when I say this,” Theo whispers, squeezing Harry’s hand tightly. “You are not.”

Harry sighs and nods wearily, dropping his head to rest on Theo’s shoulder.

“Are you sure?” Harry whispers back.

“If you are too broken then so am I,” Theo says, and Harry feels him twist his head to press his
face into Harry’s curls, the way he always does. It’s incredibly comforting. Even more comforting
than when Hermione kisses his forehead or Ron sits sleepily on Harry’s bed in the middle of the
night, rubbing his arm until he goes back to sleep after a nightmare.

“I guess we’re broken together then,” Harry snorts.

“Yes. We are,” Theo says.

Harry can hear the contentment in his voice. It’s baffling to Harry that Theodore Nott, Heir,
warrior, healer, secret keeper, potioneer and all-around motherfucking genius (not to mention
utterly beautiful with eyes like Threstral wings) can find contentment here with him. With just
Harry. It’s almost too much to comprehend so Harry decides not to try. Instead, he stretches,
pulling away from Theo and turning his mind to the next problem. Eight hours in the company of
his sire. De-fucking-lightful.

He looks over at Kreacher who has built a wall of stones and sticks high enough to hide him and
his cream eggs from the pair of teenagers. Harry snorts with laughter.

“Lower the shield, elf-Black,” Harry calls over the tiny wall. He hears a pause in munching and
swallowing and then a click of long, twisted fingers. The shield drops. Outside of the shield, it
looks like someone has been along with a gigantic leaf blower, brushing everything out of the
way.

“Time for detention,” Harry sighs, staring at the devastation around him. Going from one disaster
to another.

“Five more minutes,” Theo says, refusing to let go of Harry’s hand, tugging him back to nestle
against his side.

“I’ll be late,” Harry warns.

“I find I do not care,” Theo shrugs, pulling Harry’s head back down on his shoulder and resuming
stroking his hair as if he has nothing better to do with his day. Harry sighs and relaxes into it, lets
Theo’s strong body support him and his combing fingers send softness and comfort through his
body.

“It is better to be in a friendly nest, Greenheart,” Sahara hisses against Harry’s Adam’s apple.
“You taste happy.”

“Almost,” Harry hisses back. Happiness is an odd concept, Harry thinks. He doesn't know what
happiness looks like in this new world of his, where Cedric is dead and no one cares why, where
Voldemort is back but no one believes it, where Dumbledore does not love him as much as he
seemed to four years ago. Maybe it looks like this. For the next five minutes, he can just sit here
with Theo and be almost happy. Maybe that can be enough for a person living on a borrowed time.
Maybe.
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“You are late, Potter,” Snape snarls as Harry stumbles through the door to the Potions lab. Walking
through the dungeons is always a risk for Harry now, and today was no exception. Three tripping
jinxes and one furunculous curse that he was able to dodge by flinging himself behind a statue and
bruising his knee. Harry is decidedly not in the mood for Snape.

“Sorry, sir,” Harry snaps, flinging himself into a seat behind his usual potions bench, as far away
from the teacher's desk as possible. Snape looks up from whatever he is marking, black eyes
narrowed, lips pulled back in a sneer. He has his heavy black robes thrown over the back of his
chair and is working in his black waistcoat and white shirt. Even though he's still wearing more
clothes than any normal person, without his robes he looks oddly informal.

“And why,” Snape says, standing up slowly, his voice grating like a knife dragged across a granite
chopping board, “do you dare to appear in my classroom looking like a ragged vagabond orphan
who has just been dragged through a hedge backwards?”

“Maybe because I am,” Harry says, leaning back on his chair insolently. He does not have the
brain space to play coy. Harry has never had a hangover but if a real hangover is anything like his
scar hangovers or this extreme magic hangover, then Harry wants nothing to do with them. Every
fucking thing hurts and besides, Snape can’t do worse to him than he already is. Not unless he
actually decides to acknowledge that he’s Harry’s natural father just so he has the authority to
inflict new cruel and unusual punishments on him.

Probably the only bridge he won’t cross, Harry thinks darkly. The one where he has to admit he’s
my damned sire.

Harry doesn’t know that Snape knows but he knows that Snape knows something. It’s a confusing
whirl inside his brain and when he thinks about it too much his head hurts. Two things he is very
clear on, however: One: He knew my mum and he liked her. Two: He does not want me.

“Oh, you are, are you?” Snape drawls, walking towards Harry like a stalking beast. Harry can't
help but think of the way Vernon locked the bedroom door and moved his giant body slowly and
intimidatingly towards Harry. He tries not to reveal the rigidity in his bones, the urgent need
welling inside him to put as much space and maybe even a couple of walls between him and Snape.
“And you think that is an excuse for coming in here filthy and bloody and …”

Snape stops speaking. He is staring at Harry’s left hand.

Oh, fuck.

“And what, pray tell, is that?” Snape whispers. His voice is deadly. Harry swallows painfully and
decides to brazen it out.

“This?” Harry says lightly, lifting his hand up and pretending to examine it. “I was thinking about
getting a tattoo.”

Snape stares at him for a moment.

“This is self-mutilation?” Snape says softly.

“Of course, sir, what else could it be?” Harry rolls his eyes and folds his arms the other way so that
his left hand is buried under his armpit. He thanks all his stars that hiding his Heir rings with his
magic has become second nature to him now.

“It looks like the results of a blood quill,” Snape says quietly, eyes gleaming. “Tell me, Potter,
where you would acquire such a cursed item?”

“You know me, Professor,” Harry spits back. “I’m a disgrace. A terror. An ungrateful brat. I am
sure I could find a way, what with all that significant lack of intelligence that I possess. I probably
get it from my father.”

Harry did not mean to say that but now it’s out, like a dare that Snape can choose to answer to or
back down from, like the fucking coward he is. He stares at the Potions Master, breathing hard
through his nose.

Admit it, you fucking bat, admit it.

Snape stares at him for a moment and then grabs Harry’s arm, quick as a diving falcon. Sahara
hisses violently and shimmers into visibility, lurid green and rearing on Harry’s shoulder. Snape
stills his hand.

“Restrain your reptile,” Snape says softly.

“Your failed Sire is combative,” Sahara hisses. “He shall not harm you again.”

“He hasn’t harmed me,” Harry hisses back, not caring as Snape’s eyebrows rise into his dark hair.

“He failed to sire you properly, to provide a strong nest-mother and a safe nest,” Sahara hisses
back. “He has harmed you greatly.”

“I suppose,” Harry hisses, looking between Snape’s hand on his left elbow and Sahara’s spitting,
open mouth. “Maybe don’t bite him, though. That would be bad for me.”

“He must swear first.”

“Fine.” Harry rolls his eyes and looks up at Snape. “She wants you to swear you won’t harm me.”

“I do not swear for reptiles,” Snape’s eyes glint maliciously but he withdraws his hand. Then he
turns and walks away from Harry. “But if you want something to treat that hideous wound, you
will follow me.”

Harry watches Snape press his palm to a flat stone in the wall behind his desk, uttering a word
under his breath. The stones grind open to produce a tunnel. Snape stares at him expectantly,
raising his eyebrows in his own kind of challenge. Harry sighs and flexes his hand, feeling the
Slytherin ring hissing into his bones.

“You can protect yourself here,” Sahara hisses. “If you want to follow.”

Harry thinks he might as well. He follows Snape into the tunnel, brushing his hand against the cold
stone. He hears the soft ring of the Hogwarts song in his ears. He wonders if that’s what Sahara
meant by protection. The dark stone corridor only lasts a couple of feet and then Snape pushes
open another door, revealing a living room with dark green leather sofas, a kitchenette and walls
covered with bookshelves.

Holy fuck. Snape’s private quarters.

Harry instantly begins looking around for signs of creepy things, like the kind of pickled animal
parts in jars that Snape keeps in his office but doesn’t see any. It is horribly normal. Ron’s going to
be so disappointed.

“Sit, Potter,” Snape snaps and Harry obeys, partly because he feels suddenly very awkward and shy
seeing Snape’s coffee table, with its books piled upon it. It seems absurdly intimate and like he
shouldn’t try to read the spines or look at anything whilst he is in here because surely Snape would
hate it if he knew that Harry knew he liked to read James Joyce.

I wonder if Ulysses is any good. Maybe Hermione's read it.

“This is a pleasant nest,” Sahara hisses, slithering down Harry’s arm and onto the leather couch
seat beside him.

“No, it is not,” Harry snaps back.

“What have you been using to treat it?” Snape demands. He is standing in the kitchenette, and
somehow Harry just never imagined Snape as owning a kettle. It’s so baffling to him, (even if the
kettle is black) that he can’t stop himself from answering honestly.

“Hermione has murtlap essence.”

“Of course Miss Granger has a grasp of the basic solutions,” Snape drawls, turning away and
opening a cupboard. It’s a very ordinary kitchen, except the wooden cupboards and kitchen island
are painted grey. Harry has an absurd picture of in his mind of Snape at B&Q, frowning down at a
hundred different paint samples of grey, trying to choose between 'Merlin's cloak' and 'Dementor
Grey.' He snorts with laughter. Snape turns around and narrows his eyes and then tosses a small
black jar fast at Harry’s head. Shit! Harry barely catches it but does, on the tips of his fingers and
falling sideways into the sofa slightly.

“Put that on,” Snape snaps, looking thoroughly irritated at Harry's innate seeker skills. “Once you
are finished showing off your prowess.”

“What is it?” Harry asks, unscrewing the lid and sniffing it. It’s a thick, purple cream. It smells like
honey and flowers.

“Are you a Potions Master, Potter? Did I miss the newspaper announcement of that particular
novelty?” Snape growls and Harry flushes, staring daggers at the man for daring to bring up the
word ‘newspaper’ today.

“No,” Harry bites out, hand clenched on the pot.

“Then do not insult me,” Snape hisses. “It is the appropriate potion for the malady, so do as you
are told and put it on your wound.”

“Fine,” Harry snaps back. He is way too tired and way too pissed to be polite to Snape. He doesn’t
care if the man throws everything in his damn kitchen at him. “But if it poisons me Sahara will eat
you.”

“And I shall like it,” Sahara hisses, twisting her form to stare at Snape.

“And she’ll like it,” Harry adds.

“Noted,” Snape sneers. “And if she ever tries to, I shall cut her up for potion parts. Boomslang skin
is very well used in most recipes.”

“Like to see you fucking try,” Harry mutters in parseltongue, dipping his fingers into the purple
cream and spreading it over the wound. It stings brutally.

“Fuck!” Harry hisses through his teeth. It feels like the cream is burning through his flesh. So he is
trying to poison me. Wonderful.

“Are you entirely inept?” Snape demands, crossing the room quickly and seizing Harry’s hand,
ignoring Sahara’s hissing as he quickly waves his wand to remove the cream. He sits on the coffee
table opposite Harry, and Harry is very aware of the looming, strong presence of this powerful
wizard within grabbing, hitting and pushing distance of him. Shit. Shit. Shit. “One does not apply
the balm to raw flesh! Have you learned nothing about topical application of potions?”

“Whose fault would it be if I hadn’t?” Harry mutters.

Snape pulls on Harry’s fingers firmly and glares at him as if he knows Harry is talking back in
parseltongue. Then he dips a finger in the cream and spreads a thin layer around the cursed letters.
Harry’s whole body feels like it’s made of trembling elastic, stretched thin and ready to spring him
away at any minute because fucking Snape is touching his hand.

“I can eat him,” Sahara offers.

“Kindly take your reptile off my furniture, Potter,” Snape growls, his eyes fixed on Harry’s wound
as he carefully applies the second layer of cream.

“Come here please, Sahara,” Harry hisses, and she slithers past Snape, flickering her tongue
against his hand for a second. Snape’s fingers are still against Harry’s flesh and he glares up at
him.

“If that beast did not belong to Mr Nott I would have had her for venom already,” Snape says

darkly. “Do not let her touch me again.”

“Don’t taste him, he doesn’t like it,” Harry hisses as Sahara slowly winds herself up his arm.

“His magic tastes like healing.”

“Well, it would do right now, wouldn’t it?”

“I do not know if anyone has had the presence of mind to inform you of this, Potter, but displaying
your remarkable parseltongue abilities at every opportunity is not impressive, it is obnoxious,”
Snape drawls, spreading the third layer on Harry’s skin and glaring at him significantly. “Now pay
attention. Perhaps one lesson on topical potions might sink into your tiny skull.”

Harry rolls his eyes and looks at his hand, trying not to look at Snape’s long fingers which remind
him painfully of his own natural hands. Instead, he watches as the skin around the cut seems to
shine for a moment, and then it seems to push itself together as if the healthy skin on either side of
the cut is forcing its way through the mangled flesh to fuse together. It stings, but not too badly.
Then the skin is healed, a slim white scar reading “I must not tell lies,” is all that is left.

“Apt,” Snape mutters, letting go of Harry’s hand like it is diseased. “And clearly not selfinflicted.”

Harry says nothing. He looks at the carpet and realises, stupidly, that Snape closed the secret door
behind them when they entered. No doubt it has a password but Harry doesn’t have a way to get
out. Hogwarts might open it for him if he asks, but he would have to get to the wall-door first and
Snape is right in front of him, blocking his way. Well, shit.

“It happens that I have several students in my house that bear similar wounds,” Snape whispers
softly. “They are equally reticent about discussing their origin. You are going to tell me where they
are coming from.”

“Am I?” Harry answers dully, keeping his eyes fixed on the carpet. Snape can’t read his mind if he
can’t meet his eye.

“Yes. You are.”

“I think, Professor, you would have to make me,” Harry whispers, digging his fingers into the
leather. Suddenly, a black wand tip pokes him in the chin, forcing him to lift his eyes to meet that
black, obsidian gaze.

“Do you think I would baulk from such a task, Potter?” Snape whispers back, and Harry digs
desperately inside himself for the Not-Caring. He doesn’t care about Vernon, he doesn’t care about
Dudley, he doesn’t care about the stamping on his back, the breaks on his arms, the taser against
his skin or the strangling around his throat. He will not care about whatever Snape does here,
either.

Come on then, you fucking wanker. Be the kind of father I always knew you would be.

“I think you don’t know how much of a task it is to make me do anything, sir,” Harry snarls,
staring defiantly back into those black eyes, even pressing his chin forward, not caring one bit
when the wand tip digs painfully into the skin of his throat. “Not unless you want to go four or five
rounds of the cruciatus curse on me? Since three wasn’t quite enough to break me the last time
around.”

“Do you think that makes you strong? You are a pathetic child with nothing more than a lucky
streak,” Snape hisses, leaning forward with teeth bared. “You have no idea the tortures he can
inflict.”

“No, but I bet you do,” Harry snarls back, curling up his lip in his own best Snape impression.”I
bet he taught you to cast a crucio really well, didn’t he? Want to take it out for a little spin?”

Snape withdraws his wand, looking away from Harry in what seems to be a brief moment of
disgust and Harry knows he is right. My father is a torturer.

“You are insufferable!” Snape hisses, launching himself to his feet and marching around the coffee
table to stand by the fireplace. Snape’s hand is gripping his wand so tightly, Harry is waiting with
baited breath for the word ‘crucio’ to form on his lips.

“I might be,” Harry says, breathing heavily through his nose to keep calm. “But I’ve got a
venomous snake and a whole goblin army who will definitely enjoy some revenge, sir, so do your
worst.”

“Ah yes, precious Potter and his endless protectors,” Snape sneers, one hand gripping the fireplace
in what Harry can only assume is an attempt to control himself. “Where would you be without
them? How smart-mouthed might you be completely unarmed and unguarded, I wonder?”

“You can ask my relatives, sir,” Harry snaps back, folding his arms. “They say I’m still pretty
smart-mouthed.”

“Did it ever occur to you, you utterly useless Gryffindor, that if you kept your infernal mouth shut
then maybe they would not be overwhelmed with the desire to beat you senseless?” Snape growls.

“Oh yes, sir,” Harry laughs joylessly. “For about three weeks when I was five. And do you know
what they did?”

Harry stands up slowly, staring down his professor. He has Theo’s voice in his head. It is not your
fault. He has Remus’ voice, Hermione’s voice, Ron’s voice all saying that it is not his fault.

“Petunia starved me for being ‘insolent,’ and Vernon locked me outside for ‘plotting.’ In
December. I was too quiet, you see.” Harry shakes his head and then glares up at the man who
sired him. The man who, for whatever reason, left Harry with them. “Believe me, Professor, it
FUCKING OCCURRED TO ME!”

Harry doesn’t know where the fury came from, but it’s here. Flooding up over the Not-Caring and
bursting out of his fingers. He thought he had spent up all the magic inside him in the Forbidden
forest, but this rage from the past, it’s like a fire eternally burning inside him. The motherfucking
Durselys. Sahara hisses loudly around his throat and the glass on the coffee table explodes. Snape
does not move as glittering particles of glass fly into his robes, his hair, his fireplace. He just
stands there, looking at Harry with an utterly unreadable expression.

“I suggest an exchange of information,” Snape says, so abruptly that Harry actually takes a small
step back.

“What?” Harry stares at him.

“I have a question I want to be answered,” Snape says in a clipped tone. “I am sure that you also
have questions you desire answers to. If you answer one of my questions honestly I shall answer
one of yours.”

“You’ll lie,” Harry says immediately.

“I will not,” Snape’s eyes flash dangerously. “And neither will you.”

Harry considers. There is one question he really does want to know the honest answer to. Besides,
he can always dodge Snape’s question. The answer to the question ‘where did you get that scar?’
Could be ‘in a classroom,’ or ‘in the school’ just as easily as it could be ‘in an encounter with a
human toad.’ He reaches up and absently strokes Sahara’s scales.

"They are only answers," Sahara hisses. "You do not need to accept them."

“Fine,” Harry says, folding his arms. “Ask.”

“At what time and on which day did you receive this wounding?” Snape asks and Harry could
almost wince with his specificity. Snape’s eyes gleam as if he knew Harry was preparing to dodge.

Not so fast, you great fucking dungeon bat.

“Over multiple times,” Harry says, smiling sarcastically. “On multiple days.”

“I asked for a time,” Snape says softly. “And a day. Do not play around in obscurification.”

“And the honest answer is that there isn’t just one time. Or one day.” Harry retorts. “You didn’t ask
for days or for times.”

“Are you trying your hand at cunning, Potter?” Snape jeers. “And here I thought you shunned all
things Slytherin.”

You have no fucking idea.

“You can ask another,” Harry shrugs. “But then I get two questions.”

“Very well,” Snape whispers softly. “How many Heirships did you claim?”

Well, shit. Harry thinks rapidly and something strange pops into his head. It’s Theo, reminding him
that house-elves are only bound to the letter of their Master’s word, not the implications of it unless
specified. As if Harry didn’t know that, since with Kreacher he has always needed to be explicit
about the implicit to avoid certain death.

Kreacher, you’ve trained me damned well for this.

“More than one,” Harry answers with a grin.

“In total!” Snape hisses, eyes full of fury.

“Yeah, but you didn’t ask that,” Harry shrugs. “You asked ‘how many?’ And now I get two
questions.”

“Very well,” Snape whispers, and his eyes are full of the kind of shadows that remind Harry eerily
of the Prince magic. “Ask your questions, boy.”

Are you my father?

Are you Lord Prince?

Did you abandon me?

Harry feels like his tongue is stuck to the roof of his mouth. All of those questions suddenly seem
utterly impossible to ask. What if the answer is 'yes' to all of them? What then?

“How did you know my Mum?” he blurts out.

Snape stares at him with raised eyebrows, as if this was not the question he expected to receive.

Did he want me to ask about being a Prince?

“I knew her from Cokeworth,” Snape answers, his own sneer returning.

What the fuck is Cokeworth?

Harry realises that Snape is too smart for this game. He’s trapped Harry into using his second
question to add onto his first, without really giving an answer. He wants Harry to ask about
Cokeworth so Harry never hears about his Mum and Snape, but Harry has one question and he has
to make it count.

I don't know what it means to be a Prince, but in the House of Black, we're fucking wiley.

“Did you …” Harry thinks about the wording really carefully, because he needs to be explicit, he
needs Snape to not be able to claim that the word was slang and therefore the question was absurd,
he needs to catch the man with the bluntness of the question. But bluntness may well lead to
Harry’s head on a stake outside the Potions Lab. Reckless, dumb Gryffindor. Here I go.

“Did you have sexual-intercourse-the-kind-that-could-make-an-actual-baby with my mother, LilyRose Potter who was formally known as Lily Evans?” Harry says in a rush.

Snape stares at him. Actually drops his wand arm to his side, his hands uncharacteristically loose
and just ... stares.

Oh fuck, I think I broke him.

Then Harry sees the shock in Snape’s eyes curdle to absolute rage. This is third year - “THIS HAS
SOMETHING TO DO WITH POTTER!” - levels of rage.

“You absolute ingrate,” Snape growls, hand tightening on his wand. Shit. “You think that I will
answer such a question?”

“You said you wouldn’t lie!” Harry protests, shakily clambering over the back of the sofa to put it
between him and his irate sire. At least I didn’t ask if they fucked.

“And I am not lying when I say I ABSOLUTELY REFUSE TO ANSWER THE QUESTION!”
Snape roars and Harry does the only thing he can think of. He flings up his left hand and thinks:
Protection.

A shimmering, silver shield of the magic of the House of Black erects itself between them. Snape
stares at it, all of his momentum lost as he gazes at the shield.

“It wasn’t your elf,” he says slowly. “It was you. You didn’t throw Black down the stairs
accidentally.”

“It wasn’t deliberate,” Harry babbles, his hand trembling as his right-hand fumbles for his wand in
his pocket. “Sahara was going to bite him. I just pushed him out of the way.”

“You don’t just possess the Black magic,” Snape whispers. “You can wield it.”

Well, this is bad.

Before Harry can consider the implications of Snape knowing (Snape tells Dumbledore,
Dumbledore knows, what the fuck will I do if Dumbledore knows I have the Hurricane-y magic?)
there is the sound of the floo flaring into life. Snape curses and whirls around to glare at him.

“Lower it!” Snape demands. “Disappear!”

“What, like, leave?” Harry asks from behind his shield.

“No, imbecile, pull out that infernal cloak!” Snape hisses, spinning back to the fireplace. Harry
doesn’t have his invisibility cloak, Theo does, but Snape doesn’t need to know that. Behind
Snape’s back, Harry touches Sahara’s scales and hisses: “Unseen.”

Harry and his shield vanish. He keeps it up. Snape looks worried about whatever is coming out of
the floo. If Snape is worried, then a shield seems like a really fucking good idea. Harry watches as
a body spins out of the fireplace. He recognises the soft brown hair and shabby robes.

“Lupin!” Snape snarls, positioning himself between invisible Harry and Remus. “What on Gaia's
green earth do you think you are doing?”

“Did you see this?” Remus demands, flapping open a copy of the Daily Prophet. Harry winces
when he sees the picture of him and Cedric in his godfather's hand. Oh shit.

“I do not have a subscription to that rag,” Snape sneers, “but yes, I am … aware of it.”

Aware because fucking Malfoy started a fight with Ron and Smith about it in the Great Hall this
morning.

“I need to see Harry,” Remus says, pushing his hands into his hair. “I need to see if he is okay.”

“Potter is just fine,” Snape drawls. “You know how he thrives on attention.”

Harry glares at Snape’s back and even pushes the edge of his shield so it bumps against Snape’s
back. Snape doesn’t jump or move but Harry sees his shoulder’s tighten slightly. Harry hopes it
hurt.

“You don’t understand,” Remus looks frantic. His eyes are bright amber. “Cedric was seventeen,
he was legally an adult, Harry was fourteen.”

Harry sucks in a breath. He has had never had a parent-type care about who he was going out with.
It feels very weird. On the one hand, Harry’s pissed, because Remus is making it sound like Cedric
took some kind of creepy advantage of him, but on the other hand, the protective rage in Remus’
eyes is making him feel warm.

“Oh, spare me the speech about Potter’s virtue,” Snape drawls, rolling his eyes. “I remember your
obsession with the Prewett twins in second year. They were, as I recall, four years our senior?"

Harry snorts. The idea of Remus being obsessed with Ron’s uncles is fucking hilarious until he
reminds himself that he had the biggest crush on Fred Weasley in his second year. Wait, is that
creepy?

“This is not about me!” Remus hisses. “Sirius is absolutely livid! I had to lock him in one of the
bedrooms to stop him from coming here! I told him I would come and check on Harry but he —,”

The floo burst into life again and Harry stares as the form of none other than his fucking other
godfather spins out of the fireplace.

“Black!” Snape snarls, whipping his wand up into a defensive stance.

“Where’s Harry?” Sirius coughs, brushing his hair out of his face. He looks healthier than he has in
weeks. His dark hair is shiny, his skin isn’t sallow anymore. His dark eyes are not cloudy with
booze or his usual haze of darkness. Something is helping Sirius, the mind healer, maybe. Or
Kingsley. Harry knows he should feel happy but he doesn’t. All he thinks is Sirius can change. He
just can’t change for Harry.

“Are you out of your damned mind?” Snape hisses, never moving his wand from Sirius’ face.
“The floos are being watched by a Ministry official!”

“I don’t care, I’m here for my godson,” Sirius stands up straight, drawing his own wand rapidly.
“We’re taking him home with us.”

“Sirius, we can’t, I explained —,” Remus tries to say.

“I don’t care!” Sirius yells and Harry sees the familiar glint of anger there. Maybe not completely
better then. “He can’t stay here, having people saying this shit about him! Telling these lies - Harry
would have told me if he was seeing Diggory!”

“You believe Amos is lying about his dead son’s relationship status?” Snape says, in a voice that
actually conveys surprise.

“Of course he is!” Sirius growls, glaring at Snape. “Harry would have told me if he was going out
with his seventeen-year-old competitor! He saw me loads last year, he would have told me!”

Harry can’t stand it. He strokes Sahara’s scales and flickers into visibility behind Snape’s back,
dropping his shield.

“We were going to tell you,” Harry says and Remus and Sirius jump out of their skin. Snape’s
shoulders drop slightly and Harry can just tell that he’s rolling his eyes. He doesn’t move from his
position in front of Harry, only angling slightly and never letting his wand leave Sirius’ face. Harry
doesn't know why Snape is being so defensive, maybe he's just worried about being held
accountable to Dumbledore, but Harry doesn't care right now. “Cedric and I were going to tell you
in the summer.”

Harry swallows hard. This is not what he needs today. He has already had enough Cedric memories
today. The last thing he needs is Sirius, doing whatever the hell kind of version of protective
parenting that he thinks this is.

“Harry,” Sirius stares at him, eyes wide. “You … you were dating Cedric Diggory? He was much
too old for you!”

“We weren't just dating. We were together for six months. We were going to tell you that … that
we were boyfriends after he won,” Harry gulps his feelings back down. So many things were going
to be different after Cedric won. Just the thought of them tastes sour.

“He was seventeen! It wasn’t … Merlin, Harry!” Sirius runs his hand through his hair. “You
should have told me!”

“I was going to!” Harry yells. “But he DIED! So could you SHUT UP about it?”

“I think, Black, that we have all heard quite enough about Potter’s love life for one day,” Snape
snarls. “Including your godson.”

Harry won’t feel grateful. He glares at his godfather.

"Go home, Sirius," he snaps.

“No, no, this is crazy!” Sirius yells, snatching the paper from Remus’ hands and flinging it into the
fire. “You are coming home with us! We are your godparents! You are coming home!”

Sirius vaults over the sofa to make a grab for Harry, but Snape pushes his wand into Sirius’ chest.

“You are not taking this boy anywhere,” Snape growls.

“Who are you to stop me?” Sirius yells back.

Maybe my father, Harry thinks and almost smirks at the weirdness of that. Who knew my day could
get wierder?

“What do you think Dumbledore will say?” Snape demands. “If you whisk Potter out of Hogwarts
without his permission?”

“He’s in danger here!” Sirius roars, pushing Snape firmly in the shoulders so he stumbles slightly.
It is a gesture so desperate and muggle-like that Harry sees the edges of Sirius unravelling again.
Oh, fuck. “I can feel it! I know it! I just know it!”

“Do you know it?” Snape snarls, “Or is it your fucked up bond with Potter that’s making you think
you feel it? Your parabatai bond?”

"What?" Remus asks, looking utterly confused.

“How the fuck do know about that?” Sirius whispers. Harry sees the tension in his godfather’s
face. He knows something awful is happening but he does not know what it is.

“How do you think?” Snape whispers back furiously.

“She should never have told you,” Sirius hisses. He's talking about my Mum. Harry can feel
darkness wrapping around Sirius, he can hear the song of it, whirling and whistling like cold,
frozen air around him.

“He is being pulled into the darkness.” Sahara hisses, still invisible.

Harry knows it, he can see it, but does not know what he can do about it. The song around Sirius is
so screeching and dark it is almost drowning out everything else.

“It was none of Lily’s business!” Sirius begins to yell, his hands are stretching out towards Snape
and full of keening magic. “What happened with me and James has nothing to do with Harry!”

“What happened with you and James?” Remus shouts, clearly panicking.

“Are you sure?” Snape hisses softly. “Are you sure that your exceptionally bad decision making
that resulted in a corrupted parabatai bond with your best friend has not transferred an unhealthy
obsession to his child?”

“Fuck you, Snivellus!” Sirius yells and stretches out his hand, darkness leaping from his wand
towards Snape.

No.

Harry doesn’t think. A shield springs up. He, Snape and Remus are on one side. Sirius is on the
other. He’s been thrown back against Snape’s bookshelf and he is stumbling as books fall down on
his head.

"Harry," Remus whispers worriedly. "Take a breath."

“Answer Remus,” Harry demands, voice trembling as he stares at Sirius. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened,” Sirius says, his voice broken as he stares at Harry desperately. “Please,
Harry, just come home with me.”

“They attempted a parabatai bond when they were children,” Snape says to Remus, his voice both
scornful and slightly incredulous as if he can’t believe the words he’s saying. It sounds like news to
him. “It created an unusual bond between him and Potter. I assume he did not tell you?”

“No,” Remus whispers. “He didn’t. They … didn’t.”
What the fuck is a parabatai bond?
Harry doesn’t know but he can see the devastation on Remus' kind face. It’s clearly something
bloody terrible. He steps out from behind Snape, keeping his left hand flexed to maintain his shield

on the left of them against Sirius. Snape glares at him but keeps his wand trained on Sirius as if he
expects Harry’s shield to fail at any moment. Harry reaches for Remus’ hand, squeezing it softly.
It's not your fault, Moony. Remus looks down at Harry, his face crumpling with both relief and
despair and he wraps a warm arm around Harry’s shoulder, squeezing him close like he wants to
remember he's not alone. Remus looks back at Sirius. Harry feels him steeling himself.

“How does this … this affect Harry?” Remus asks softly. “Don’t lie to me, Sirius.”

Sirius swallows heavily. He walks up to Harry’s shield and touches it gently, pressing a palm
against it. He sighs, closes his eyes and Harry sees the Black Lordship ring on his finger flash. It
feeds white light into the shield and Harry gasps, feeling it in his bones and bends over wrapping
his hand around his stomach.

“Harry!” Remus cries. “Sirius, what’s happening?”

It’s a bond, Harry feels it, but it’s nothing like his fidelity bond with Theo. It feels like a pull,
dragging out of his stomach as if someone is needing something from him and he can’t provide it.

“The bond hurts,” Harry gasps out. Snape hisses through his teeth and moves in front of Harry
again, flicking the sofa out of the way with his wand to point his wand at Sirius through the
shield.

“Cease whatever you are doing to the boy,” Snape snarls.

“I’m not doing anything,” Sirius whispers brokenly. “It’s … it’s who I am. It’s who he is. Harry,
just … just touch the shield. Please.”

“Do not,” Snape snaps, but Harry takes a deep, heavy breath. He knows, in the way he knows that
this magic does not smell or taste of sound like the darkness that was spiralling out of Sirius
moments ago, that Sirius is telling the truth. Holding Remus’ hand with his right hand, letting the
intense forest song of Remus’ creature magic encase the Prince and Slytherin rings, keeping them
safe and protected, and then steps forward. He presses the Black and Potter rings against the shield,
against Sirius’ hand. Instantly, the pulling feeling inside him stops.

“You see?” Sirius smiles sadly. “It’s … it’s better when we’re together, Harry. I try not to pull on
it, I try so hard, all the fucking time, just like I did with James but it’s …” Sirius closes his eyes and
takes a shuddering breath. “It’s agony, Harry. It was better last year when I was nearby, but since

the third task … it’s like I can feel you pulling away from me. I know something is different and I
don’t know why and I was just trying to find a way that I could be with you all the time —,”

“It’s why you wanted the Grimoire,” Harry whispers. “The untraceable potion.”

“You absolute fool,” Snape growls.

“Your bond with James transferred to Harry?” Harry can feel Remus trembling.

“Do you want him?” Snape snarls out. Remus takes a sobbing breath in behind Harry, gripping his
hand so tightly as if he is two seconds from yanking Harry back. “Is this some perverted obsession
from your best friend that you have transferred to his fucking child?”

“No!” Sirius begins to sob. Harry can feel his desperation through the shield, throbbing through the
magic and presses his hand against it, taking a breath as the pain swells. “Not like that! Harry,
Merlin, Harry …” Sirius opens his streaming eyes. They glitter, like the Black diamonds. “When I
set eyes on you when you were first born, I just knew … “ Sirius’ eyes flutter closed. “It had
passed through your blood. The bond that James and I had, it was different, it was friendship and
brotherhood and this … you were mine, Harry. Our child, mine and James’. Whilst James was alive
the bond was … finally complete,” Sirius takes a shaking breath and his eyes are full of soft joy.
“Then he was gone and … and so were you and I … I was torn apart. Again.” Sirius presses his
hand against the shield. Harry feels the fear and loneliness of the bond. “I’ve been torn apart since
James and I did the bond, broken, and then you came along, and I finally have you back, Harry
—,”

“Sirius,” Harry whispers, feeling something ripping inside of him. This is worse, so much worse
than Sirius not being able to accept him for who is because he's not good, or nice, or Gryffindor
enough for him. It’s worse than Sirius thinking he’s dark or possessed or corrupted by the Black
magic. Harry wonders if it’s the worst thing he has ever felt. Because he is not James’ child.

I am not any of the things Sirius thinks I am.

“You never told me,” Remus gasps out. Harry can tell he’s on the edge of breaking down. “You
never told me you felt like this, Merlin, Sirius! It’s been twenty fucking years!”

“We didn’t tell you because it was too hard!” Sirius yells, but Harry can see the pain in his eyes.
“How could we explain we’d fucked up a parabatai bond and somehow pulled our child into it?”

“He is not yours,” Snape is hissing behind them. “Your bond has corrupted your mind.”

Harry feels a horrible sense of recognition. Snape knows. He understands that Harry literally
cannot be everything Sirius thinks he is, he cannot have a corrupt parabatai bond in his blood.

Because I’m a Prince, not a Potter.

“This will stop,” Snape growls. He steps forward with his wand trained on Sirius’ face. “I will
have all of your potion ingredients from Grimmauld Place, you cannot possibly entertain the idea
that an untraceable potion would be enough to keep you from the dark lord!”

Especially when you could just do it with some hideous scars, unicorn hair and some runes, Harry
thinks, and almost laughs with the maniacally hilarity of it.

“Severus is right,” Remus says tremulously, squeezing Harry’s hand in a vice like grip. “You …
you need to stop, Sirius. We - we should discuss it with the mind healer.”

Sirius doesn’t answer. He only has eyes for Harry.

“I’m sorry,” Sirius whispers. “I am so, so sorry.”

Harry feels the bond pull again and grits his teeth.

“Just come home with me, Harry,” Sirius whispers. “It … it doesn’t pull when we’re together.”

Harry knows that’s not right. It does pull when they are together, otherwise, it wouldn’t have
sucked so much at Grimmauld Place. It pulls because Harry doesn’t want it. It pulls because Sirius
does. He takes a shuddering breath. He looks at Sirius through the shivering light of a shield made
with the Black family magic. With their family magic. Harry is a Black, he knows it deep down,
but he does not belong to Sirius in the way he thinks he does.

I belong to Hermione. I belong to Ron. I belong to Remus a bit. I belong to Theo.

“No, Sirius,” he whispers.

“Please don’t fight it, Harry,” Sirius whispers. “Don’t you ever wonder why you wanted to live
with me so quickly?”

“Because the Dursley’s are shit, Sirius!” Harry hisses, feeding some of his own sadness back
through whatever fucking bond Sirius has transferred over to him. Sirius winces. “You - you’re
pulling on my magic! I don’t feel it like you do!”

“You can’t do this, Harry,” Sirius flexes his fingers against the shield.

But Harry knows he can. He can bind Kreacher. He created his fidelity bond with Theo. He drew
magic out of the centre of the earth this morning. He can’t break Sirius bond on him, not yet, but he
can push away the pulling feeling. He takes a deep breath and snatches his hand from Remus,
pressing it against the shield. He feels the anger of it, which right now feels like burning, angry
resentment spreading from the Prince ring, and feeds it into the shield.

The shield bursts.

“Shit!” Sirius steps back, his hand red and blistered, staring between his burnt skin and Harry.
“What did you do?”

“This is your thing, Sirius, it’s not mine,” Harry shakes his head. He will not cry right now, not
with fucking Snape in the room. He will not. “You … you need to talk to the mind-healer about it.
You need to fix it.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” Sirius chokes out. “It’s … it can’t be fixed. It’s in your blood, in our
blood.”

“It’s in your head,” Harry says harshly. “Bonds are - are reciprocal, Sirius! You and James’ chose
something, But I … I didn’t choose SHIT!”

The glass sconces around Snape’s lights all burst in a shimmering glitter of glass.

“Potter, control yourself!” Snape shouts, but Harry has had enough.

“I can’t,” Harry spins around and glares at him. He stares straight into Snape’s eyes and thinks one
thing, hard and intensely, daring Snape to pluck it out of his mind: If I stay here, I am going to tell
him the truth.

Snape flinches but waves his wand. A door opens behind him. Not the one leading back to the
Potions lab, but another.

“Dismissed, Potter,” he says and Harry turns and walks to the door. Despite rejecting the draw of
the bond, he can feel Sirius reaching out with the Black magic, trying to tug him back. Harry is so
tired. He's not sure he's strong enough to resist.

“Use the magic around you, Greenheart.” Sahara hisses.

Harry sighs in the doorway. He presses his left hand against the castle stone and listens to the song
of Hogwarts. It thrums in him like a gong and the tugging stops. The Black and Potter rings sing
and hiss happily. He turns back to look at Sirius.

“I’m not James,” Harry whispers. Snape’s head snaps around to stare at him. “I’m sorry. I wish I
could bring him back for you. Until you can deal with who I am, you need to stay the fuck away
from me.” Harry takes a deep breath. “If you don’t, I will tell the goblins to … to hand you over to
the Ministry.”

“Harry, please,” Sirius whispers. “You know that I love you —,”

“Stop, Sirius,” Remus snaps. He steps between them, looking at Harry softly. Behind him, Harry
sees Snape press Sirius up against the wall at wandpoint.

“Go back to the tower, Harry,” Remus steps towards him, amber eyes glinting and creature magic
so strong and protective. It wraps Harry in the scent of damp leaves and cold forests. Remus
cradles Harry’s face in his hands, staring into his eyes. “Whatever happens, whoever you want to
be, I’m here.”

It's as much as promise as Harry can allow right now. What about all the things I want to be but
have no choice in? He nods tremulously and lets Remus hug him close. Over his shoulder he sees
Sirius and Snape staring at them. Harry’s eyes flicker to Snape who gives him the smallest, almost
imperceptible nod.

What the fuck does that mean?

“Get out of my sight, Potter!” Snape snarls. “Go!”

Harry leaves. He slams the door behind him and runs deeper into the dungeons, down a rarely
frequented corridor and away from the distant sounds of laughing students. He thinks about
returning to the tower, to the noise and the stares and the gossip. He tries to think of somewhere he
can think, somewhere he can breathe, but the castle is full of people and everywhere he goes he
never stops being The-Boy-Who-Lived. There is nowhere I can go. He reaches up and strokes
Sahara’s scales.

“Make me disappear,” he whispers.

“Unseen?” Sahara hisses back.

“No,” Harry sways against the wall, presses both hands against the cold stone of the dungeons.
“Make me disappear.”

“I do not know this.”

“I’m not talking to you.” Harry takes a deep breath and thinks of the anger, the fury when he drove
his hands into the earth in the forest. He breathes out softly and leans his forehead, presses his scar
flush against the black stones of the dungeon. The warm hum of the Hogwarts song grows inside of
him, revving up like an engine to a thrumming, overwhelming pitch until Harry feels nausea
growing in his mouth.

“Be careful, Greenheart.” Sahara hisses, but Harry doesn’t want to be careful. He doesn’t want to
be smart. He doesn’t want to be the one pulling back and thinking and keeping things in control
whilst the adults around him seem to spin with madness. He pushes into the throbbing gong of the
Hogwarts song until he tastes blood. Then he hears it.

What do you need, child of mine?

The voice made of a thousand vibrations speaks.

To disappear from here, Harry thinks, and almost instantly he feels a tearing inside him as if he is
being slowly taken apart. It is what he imagines being dissolved in boiling liquid feels like. The
stone is cold and Harry slips through the pores in its mineral surface. He becomes nothing but
thought and memory and Sahara’s voice, just like he was when he was hibernating.

Focus on where you want to appear, Greenheart.

Harry doesn’t know what that means but it makes him think of one thing. Of Fabiola’s cottage, of
the softness of their tiny, cramped, perfect bed.

Theo.

He feels himself reforming, being put back together with a crunch of bones that fucking hurts
suddenly, and then he has eyes again and is opening them, staring around an empty dormitory with
green drapes and a window that looks out onto deep water.

“Harry?”

He turns his head. Theo is sitting on a bed cross-legged, several books spread out around him and
what looks like a hundred pages of notes. He has Harry’s biro pen in one hand and a look of utter
astonishment on his face.

“Hi,” Harry croaks, stumbling forward to sit down heavily on Theo’s bed. He clumsily sweeps
Theo’s papers and books onto the floor with a clatter and crawls up to flop his head down on
Theo’s lap. Everything hurts. Everything fucking hurts.

Make it stop. Please, Theo, just make it stop hurting.

“Harry?” Theo asks uncertainly, tracing his fingers through Harry’s hair. Harry holds his breath for
a second and lets himself feel the soft, comforting sensation of Theo tugging gently at his hair. He

lets himself feel the quiet hum of their bond, lets it settle in his bones, in his soul, knitting the
places where he was broken into dust and particles not moments ago back together.

This is what a bond should feel like, Sirius.

He lets out a slow, shuddering rattling breath. Then Harry cries. He presses his face into Theo’s
knee and weeps silently, reaching out to grip Theo’s waist tightly.

“Harry,” Theo whispers. “Tell me.”

Everything is so fucked up, Theo.

“Do you regret it?” Harry chokes out. “That I bound us? Do you … do you hate it?”

Does it pull on you, as Sirius does to me? Does it cause you pain?

“Harry,” Theo bends his head down and presses his face into Harry’s curls. Harry breathes in the
scent of his magic so close. Theo's worried. His magic smells more like a September storm today,
grumbling away softly with hidden heat inside it. “I could never hate it. I will never regret it.
Because it’s you.”

Me. As I am. Not as some weird corrupted version of James Potter. Just me.

Harry sighs deeply and closes his eyes.

“Good,” he swallows hard. “I’ve got so much to tell you.”

The Allies of Theodore Nott
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Hello friends.
This is a big chapter because I wrote most of it long hand whilst I was in the hospital
all day yesterday! :( Not a great day. Thank you so much to everyone on the discord
who was so kind to me last night when I finally made it home, your generous words
really lifted my spirit! Thank you friends.
So this chapter we are with Theo and time is passing. Remember, I am doing time
jumps so don't be surprised.
The next chapter won't be for a few days as I had to put off work because of the
hospital, (sigh) so I need to make that up. So it might only be one chapter next week,
but I will definitely make it a big one.
Any of my Italian readers, feel free to offer corrections to my Italian! Grazie! <3
insta: elphreads
Twitter: EmmaLouisePH
Discord: elphie#4157
Discord server: https://discord.gg/ePRpu7cY

See the end of the chapter for more notes

“Is it Thomas?” Blaise asks, sliding into a seat on the couch beside Theo.

“Dean Thomas? In Gryffindor?” Theo drawls slowly, looking up from his journal where he is
quietly chatting away to Harry.

“Of course,” Blaise rolls his eyes. “Is it?”

“No.”

He writes to Harry:

Blaise thinks my secret boyfriend is Dean Thomas.

I could see that. Dean is proper fit.

Theo hates how easily Harry gives out compliments to others. Particularly about their
attractiveness. He seems to do it so casually, mentioning that Katie Bell has a nice smile or that
Oliver Wood was the most good looking boy in his year. As if Harry is not aware that if any one of
those people ever heard him say these things, they would be flocking to his side, eager to respond
in kind. But Harry has no notion of how attractive he is to others. Theo sighs inwardly and thinks
about adding Dean Thomas to his list of people to duel.

“Why not? He is bello,” Blaise sighs, lounging against Theo is one leg draped casually across
Theo’s lap. “And we all know what excellent taste in boys you have.”

“Hmm,” Theo gives Blaise a look. Since uncovering the existence of what he believes is Theo’s
‘secret paramour,’ Blaise’s flirting has become even more covert. It’s just a game but Theo
understands the rules. Blaise is an excellent poker player. Theo knows when his bluff is being
called. Luckily, his own poker face is not too shabby.

Are you with Zabini now?

Yes.

Doing what?

Theo smiles slightly. Harry is many things but subtle is not one of them. His barely veiled jealousy
of Theo and Blaise’s friendship (whom Harry refers to almost exclusively as ‘fucking Zabini’) is
one of the small joys of Theo’s life. He bites the tip lid of his muggle pen and writes:

Blaise believes humans are adequate substitutes for furniture. I am being furniture.

Fucking Zabini.

Theo chuckles to himself. It is almost too easy to tease Harry but it is far too much fun to stop.
Theo doesn’t know if Harry even understands his own possessiveness, he doesn’t think Harry
comprehends or considers what their current association would look like to the Wizarding World

(Courting, one hundred percent courting) but Theo does not care. What Harry does know is worth
so much more. Harry accepts Theo’s loyalty without question. Harry will defend Theo’s life and
his secrets without impunity. Harry has bound Theo to him in a way no other Wixen can be. It is
more than enough. Everything else, Theo can wait for.

“What are you writing?” Blaise demands. "You've been scrawling in that thing for nearly two
months."

“Revision notes,” Theo says. He is especially proud of the charm he mastered that allows his
writing in his journal to look like class notes, even as he writes them. They have only been at
school six weeks but he and Harry have already filled half of their notebooks with their
conversation.

“Are you sure it’s not some dirty stories for your paramour?” Blaise chuckles. “We know you
excel in that area.”

“Quite certain,” Theo says, refusing to be drawn. As if he is somehow hearing Blaise’s flirting
through the ink on the page, Harry says:

I could come through. I’m done with Quidditch.

It’s not a good idea.

As much as Theo longs to see Harry, his bond itching for his touch and company, it is a Tuesday
night and Slytherin House is full to the brim. The dormitory upstairs is probably empty since most
of the students are downstairs celebrating the reformation of the Quidditch team after Umbridge’s
new decree, but it's risky. Draco is holding court in the centre of the room and Blaise and Theo are
lounging in the corner.

I’m getting better at it.

I told you not to practise until I had done more research.

It’s kind of fun.

Theo glares at the words. Of fucking course Harry thinks travelling in a completely unknown
magical way is ‘kind of fun.’ The last time Harry did it, he was only travelling from Snape’s office
to the dormitory, not all the way across the castle and Harry was still barely able to stand
afterwards. Harry hasn’t really been able to explain it, it is not like apparition that, according to
Theo’s research, uses leylines and portals. Harry described it as similar to something called
‘beaming up’ from a Muggle speculative fiction and Theo has since been plagued by nightmares of
Harry disintegrating on a molecular level and never being able to reform.

It is untested and dangerous

But I miss you

Theo sighs. Harry’s honesty is always almost too much for Theo to bear and nearly impossible to
say no to. Theo has never had a person in his life who was willing to admit to wanting him and
needing him in the way Harry so easily admits it.

It is unwise

I’m doing it anyway. I need to talk to you.

Greenhouse?

Dormitory?

“Shit,” Theo mutters, jumping to his feet.

“What?” Blaise asks, from where he has lazily begun to set fire to Draco’s homework with sparks
from the grate.

“Nothing,” Theo snaps, brushing past Draco’s gaggle and racing up the stairs, praying that there is
no one in the dorm. It’s thankfully empty and Theo slams the door, whispering "Colloportus!" at
the lock as Harry fades into vision in front of his eyes. It’s not like an apparition, where someone is
suddenly there, or like an invisibility cloak where someone peels back a layer of reality to reveal
themselves. It does look like fragments of Harry are pulling themselves together out of thin air.
Theo sees Harry wince and roll his shoulder.

“Didn’t hurt as much this time,” Harry grins. “I’m getting better!”

Theo growls and walks towards him, touching Harry’s shoulder carefully. When Harry described
this particular form of atomic travel as like having bones broken and reformed Theo had taken
issue on account of the fact that it had been so damned hard to heal Harry’s bones over the
summer. Theo can see just from looking that the shoulder is dislocated again. Harry hisses in
tightly through his teeth as Theo moves the joint slowly.

“Just pop it back in,” Harry grunts. “Come on, I do it all the - AH!”

Theo knows from his own experience that relocating a joint is better done quickly. Harry takes a
stuttering breath and drops his head forward onto Theo’s shoulder. Harry’s hair is wet and very
curly from the showers after Quidditch. He smells like wind and damp leaves.

Could you not keep yourself in one piece just for one week?

“Fuck,” Harry mumbles.

“I do not approve of this form of travel,” Theo snaps, still unable to stop himself from rubbing
comforting circles on Harry's back. “What was so important it could not wait until you could walk
to meet me?”

“This.”

Harry sits on Theo’s bed and holds out a list. Theo looks down at it. At the top of the parchment
are the words Dumbledore’s Army. There follows a list of names. No Slytherins, of course, but
several Ravenclaws Theo respects. He sees Chang’s name and tries not to scowl.

“These are the people Granger wants you to teach?” Theo asks.

On the weekend, Granger and Weasley met with interested students in Hogsmeade for a secret
meeting at the Hogshead which Theo thinks is the least covert venue he could imagine. Due to his
houseless status, Harry was forced to stay away from the meeting and was instead photographed
walking down the streets of Hogsmeade with his bodyguard, Bill Weasley, which did nothing to

improve Theo’s mood. Especially when Blaise proclaimed loudly all Sunday about how 'sexy'
Weasley's hair was.

“Yes!” Harry exclaims. “She said it would be a couple of people and it’s really, like, a million -,”

“Forty-two -,”

“Jesus!” Harry flops down on Theo’s bed and Theo tries not to think about how much he enjoys
the sight of Harry in it. “Did you see Smith was there? What the fuck is Smith going to say when
he realises the outside tutor is me? And the fucking name!”

“It is … odd,” Theo eyes the offending words. “I thought Granger bore no kindness towards the
Headmaster?”

“Apparently Ginny thought it was funny,” Harry rolls his eyes. “And if Ginny thinks it's funny …”

Theo raises his eyebrows. He had no idea that the youngest Weasley was held in such high opinion
by Granger.

“Hermione says we can call it the D.A. but …” Harry sighs, rubbing his eyes. “…They all think
it’s hilarious or rebellious or something.”

“Well, if they have settled on the moniker D.A. perhaps you can rename it,” Theo says as Harry
loosens his school tie and pulls it off over his head, casually making himself at home in a way that
makes Theo long desperately for Fabiola's cottage.

“Dumb arses Anonymous,” Harry grumbles, undoing his top button. Theo can see the silver glint
of his mother’s necklace.

“How flattering,” Theo says, sitting down beside Harry and staring at his angry green eyes. "And
these people are your friends?"

“What about … Dolores’ Avenging?” Harry muses. “Dolores’ Abolition?”

“I enjoy the first,” Theo snorts, taking hold of Harry’s hand to look at the scar left by Professor
Umbridge’s hideous ministrations. It looks a lot better since Snape healed it.

It was the very least he could fucking do.

“I don’t know if I can do this, Theo,” Harry sighs. “No one trusts me to be their teacher.”

“I do. Granger does. So do the Weasleys.” Theo brushes his thumb against the ink stains on
Harry’s fingers. “I’ll be there.”

“You shouldn’t be.”

“Fucking try to stop me,” Theo says lightly, squeezing Harry’s hand. It is a warning not to fight
him on this. Wherever this meeting happens, Theo will be there, under the invisibility cloak, ready
to curse Smith out of existence if necessary.

“How’s the research going?”

Theo knows what Harry’s asking about. The parabatai bond that his inept, dreadful godfather is
inflicting on Harry. Just the thought of it makes Theo want to kill Black. The idea of anyone
enforcing a bond on Harry makes Theo want to tear out Black’s heart so it can stop its horrible pull
on Harry’s.

He has no claim on him. I am the only one with a bond to claim on him.

“Well, everything I have learned tells me that it’s not your bond, Harry,” Theo says softly. “Since
it’s not yours I don’t think you can break it. Even with your …”

“Hurricane-y magic?” Harry’s lip quirks.

Theo smiles back. It has become Harry’s catch-all phrase for every strange, magical thing he can
do. Theo loves the feeling that they are slowly developing their own language.

“I don’t know for sure, I need to read more, but …”

Theo looks down at his quilt. He understands that it is possible to reach the limits of one’s
knowledge but it does not make it easier for Theo to bear. There is nothing in any books he has
read about how someone outside of a bond could break it because no one has been powerful
enough to ever do it. Except maybe Harry fucking Potter. Maybe. But Theo does not know how to
help Harry achieve that. Because there are no bloody books!

“It’s okay,” Harry sighs, staring at the ceiling above Theo’s bed. “Hermione’s been looking, too
but … it was a long shot. I just ... want him to get better.”

Theo does not care if Black gets better. He only cares that Harry never has to feel the horrible
pulling sensation he described when Black activated the bond. Yet Harry, he knows, will not
consider his own suffering worth consideration. Before Theo can tell Harry that he will keep
looking, and he will find a way for Harry to be free of his parasitic godfather, but he hears
something outside the door.

“Theo? Have you finished wanking over your own dirty stories?” Blaise calls through the door.
“Want to go to the library?”

“Go!” Theo hisses, pushing Harry off the bed. Harry frowns at the door.

“Is that fucking Zabini?” Harry scowls.

Theo feels a surge of joy at Harry’s fury but continues to push him off the bed.

“Go,” Theo urges him and Harry pushes his hands against the walls of the dormitory. He hisses
something in parseltongue and then flickers out of existence.

Please, Merlin, don’t let him have reformed in the fucking lake.

“Theo!” Blaise yells. “Why is our door locked?”

Theo flicks his wand, muttering 'alohamora,' and opening the door. Blaise saunters in, his eyes full
of mischief.

“How on earth did you ever get them up here, whoever they are?” Blaise asks, flipping back bedcurtains as if expecting to find an errant Gryffindor skulking somewhere. “And where did they go
so rapidly? Is there a secret passageway somewhere I don’t know about?”

“Don’t be foolish,” Theo drawls, rolling his eyes and picking up his journal from the bed. “Let's go
to the library.”

Blaise doesn’t move. He is staring at Theo’s bed. Too late Theo realises that Harry, in all of his
slovenly Gryffindor ease that Theo can’t help but find absolutely enchanting, has left his bloody tie
behind. Again. His incredibly distinctive black and silver tie that no one else in the whole school
wears.

Fucking hell, Harry. Even when you’re not in the room your lack of subtlety precedes you.

“Potter,” Blaise whispers, dark eyes fixed on Theo. “You’re … fucking Potter?”

Theo doesn’t bother to contradict and explain - (No, not fucking, not yet, just bound to him in a way
that no one has been bound to anyone since Uther Pendragon) - he simply sighs heavily. He whips
out his silver knife and grabs Blaise’s shoulder, pushing him against his bedpost and setting the
blade at his throat. Blaise lets it happen, looking at Theo with dark, chocolatey eyes that display no
fear, only burning interest.

“You saw nothing, you know nothing,” Theo whispers, the knife against Blaise’s carotid. “You
will say nothing.”

“My, my, Theodore,” Blaise whispers, even though he knows Theo hates being called that. “What
could Potter have done to incite such an enviable loyalty?” Blaise’s eyes glint with excitement.
“Who knew such a ragged, slight little thing like Potter could capture the admiration of so many
fine gentlemen?” Blaise clucks his tongue. “First the Prince of Hufflepuff and now the ice-cold
Theodore, Heir Nott, the immovable inimitable Slytherin Norse-Prince.” Blaise leans forward.
“What tricks he must have.”

Theo will not be drawn. He is ice cold. He is utterly unmoved. After all, if anyone is a ‘Slytherin
Prince’ it would be Harry, the actual Heir of Slytherin. He stares at his friend coldly.

“What he has done or not done is no business of yours,” Theo digs the tip of his knife against
Blaise’s ear. He sees Blaise’s eyes widen slightly. “You would do well to remember that.”

“Why, Theodore,” Blaise whispers, slipping into Italian. “Vuoi voltare le spalle al tuo amico?”

Will you turn your back on your friend?

Theo smiles widely. Never has a question been so easy to answer. He leans closer to the knife
spears Blaise’s skin delicately, leaving a dark trickle of blood, and then whispers so softly it could
be mistaken for the words of a lover.

“I swear on the honour of Medea Nott that I will slice you apart if you so much as think about
telling anyone about what you have inferred here today.”

Blaise’s eyes are as round as divination balls. Most wizards swear on their wands, but not the
Zabini’s. The Italian Congregation that governs southern Europe from Venice is lead by the
Contessa Zabini and they swear on the honour of their mothers and nothing else. No vow is more
sacred or more true than this, and there is only one proper response for a Wixen son raised by the
head of the Congregation. Blaise takes a deep breath and leans forward. He touches his wand tip
and then his lips to both of Theo’s cheeks.

“Io testimonio,” Blaise whispers.

I witness it.

It is a good vow. It is not as strong as his fidelity bond with Harry but nothing on earth is, not even
the life bonds between married Wixen. This is strong enough to protect Harry from Blaise, at least
for now. Theo nods and withdraws his knife. He flicks it away into his pocket, feeling Blaise’s
intense eyes resting on him.

“Yes?” Theo asks coldly.

“I have three things to say before we leave,” Blaise says abruptly, “and then the vow of silence will
be enacted.”

“Go on,” Theo says, crossing his arms.

“The Contessa is neutral in this English war,” Blaise begins, “because she does not believe either
side represents the grey factions with any true commitment. But a side that can enchant Heir Nott,
a child of the greyest magic I know,” Blaise’s lips quirk slightly. “Who knows? She may find that
… interesting.”

Theo stares at him, briefly astonished but ultimately not surprised by his friend's quick turn. Blaise
is, at heart, a political animal. He has his mother’s gift for seeing the vastness of the chessboard of
Europe, of the entire world in a way that Theo does not. In a way Harry could never even begin to
since his world is only about one thing: survival.

This could be useful.

“Noted,” Theo nods. “The second thing?"

“Whatever Potter has done to turn you from your father’s path ... I am grateful for it,” Blaise’s eyes
flicker with sudden, dark fire. “So I am also grateful to him. I will keep his secrets if he asks me.”

This is a big fucking deal. It is one thing for Blaise to contemplate the impact of a potentially grey
faction in the middle of a war. It’s another thing for the son of the House of Zabini to offer himself
as a potential ally to Harry fucking Potter.

“Why?” Theo whispers.

“Because we are friends,” Blaise shrugs lightly as if going to war is something easy, which, for the
son of the Contessa Zabini, is probably true. “You have chosen a side. I shall ensure that you
win.”

Theo says nothing. He wants to say he hasn’t chosen a side, he has only chosen Harry. Then he
wonders how it would feel if more people were with him, not on the side of Albus Dumbledore or
the Dark Lord, but on Harry’s side, on Harry’s side alone. It is compelling.

“I shall bear that in mind,” Theo nods. “And the third?”

Blaise breaks into a wide smile and suddenly, the austere machiavellian political beast is gone and
Theo’s lighthearted, gossipy friend has returned.

“Draco is going to be unbearably, hilariously jealous,” Blaise grins like a shark. “When the time
comes, can I be the one to tell him?”

“Come on,” Theo rolls his eyes. “Let's go to the library.”

_____________

Blaise knows.

Knows that he’s a dickhead?

No. He knows about you. I threatened him.

Good.

You are pleased that he knows or that I threatened him?

Both.

It’s your fault. You left your tie behind.

Maybe fucking Zabini needed to know he doesn’t get to treat you like furniture anymore.

Was this deliberate?

Nothing I do is deliberate.

Harry.

I found a place for the meeting tomorrow night.

What time should I get there?

6.15. See you there.

I’ll bring your tie.

______________

“The book says we need to use the pict paint to create the runes at the throat and the wrists,”
Granger says, leaning over the rune textbook. “Why the pict paint?”

“Because runes have to use specific materials as conduits,” Theo answers. “Pict paint is made from
the ashes of sacrificial pyres but blood works, too. Also, other bodily fluids.”

“Of course,” Granger’s eyebrows knit together and she shakes her head. “So much of Wixen life is
so … primitive. Why not synthesise a substance that has the necessary enzymes? Why not isolate it
and reproduce it without needing these complex ingredients?”

Theo smiles. This is what he likes about Ancient Runes. It is undoubtedly what is known as an “O”
class. Without the likes of Draco, MacMillan, Finnegan and the walking distraction that is Harry,
classes run smoother. Everyone puts aside house partisanship for the pursuit of knowledge and no
one ever takes a comment back to their common rooms. Greengrass is currently paired up with
muggleborn Dean ‘proper fit' Thomas so she will never tell tales in Slytherin of how Theo smiled
and happily partnered the most infamous mudblood in the school.

“I don’t know,” Theo says. Granger’s thirst for knowledge is only precedented by her prevailing
distaste for all the ways the Wixen world shuns scientific efficiency. “Shall I draw the runes on
you?”

“No, thank you, I’d like to try,” Granger says primly. “Your family are Scandanavian, right? I’m
sure you’ve had lots of practice with runes.”

Most recently, on your best friend’s back.

Theo tries not to think about Harry in Granger’s presence. He tries not to think of how angry he is
at her for not being violent enough or morally compromised enough to aggressively defend Harry
inside Gryffindor. If Theo could walk openly by Harry’s side, he would not be casting fucking
shields.

“Okay, begin the sequences with the words,” Theo instructs.

“I know!” Granger answers crossly, beginning to utter the opening sequence as she wrinkles her
nose and dips her fingers in the mossy green pict paint. Theo unbuttons his cuffs and his collar and
Granger, in her hurry to smear the paint in its runic shape onto his collarbone, pulls on the gold
chain around his neck. The fleur de Lis, the necklace belonging to Lily Potter flicks out to sit like a
golden affront, against Theo’s silver and green tie. The necklace Harry went to Gringotts to collect.
With Granger.

Shit.

They stare at one another. Theo can see a million questions in her eyes but she is too smart to ask
any one of them aloud. Her eyes dart from his face to the golden necklace and then she carefully
tucks it back inside his shirt. For a moment, Theo does not know what to do. He does not know
how to predict Granger. Then he remembers the covert letter she sent to Harry against every
instruction of Albus Dumbledore. The cryptex she made to protect his final message.

“How was your summer, Granger?” Theo asks conversationally. “I understand you stayed in
London.”

Granger’s eyes widen but she still doesn’t speak. He can see her running through a million
possibilities in her mind, quickly analysing and discarding different options and plans. Finally, she
nods carefully. Theo nods back, trying to encourage her with her eyes.

Act natural. Don’t draw attention. I’ll give you your answers if you are patient.

“Yes, I did,” Granger says slowly.

“Don’t forget my wrists,” Theo chides softly.

“Yes, I know!” Granger snaps, in a fairly good imitation of her usual irritability but her eyes are
sharp. “How was your summer, Nott?”

“I got a new pet,” Theo says, watching as she slowly paints the runes on his wrists. The paint is
cold and dries uncomfortably. “A gift from my father. Yet it was more than I bargained for. It
came with extras, you see, it’s a magical boomslang.”

“Fascinating,” Granger mutters but he can tell by the tension in her jaw that she is following along.

“Isn’t it?” Theo continues lightly. “At one point, I worried the boomslang might die but then I
realised it was in an unhealthy environment. Not suitable for boomslangs. So I moved it.”

“You moved it?” Granger’s voice is normal but the tightness with which she is gripping Theo’s
arm as she paints his wrists is extraordinary. “What did your father have to say about the gift?
Since it nearly died and then you had to save it?”

If you are the one who saved Harry, what about Apollonius? One of the Death Eaters who watched
him be tortured?

“Oh, he doesn’t know,” Theo laughs. He doesn’t know what I’ve done for Harry. He just knows
I’m not on his side anymore. “I live with my Aunt Jezebel and she has no interest in reptiles. So I
took the snake on a small holiday with me this summer.” He looks at Granger and thinks about
Harry’s wounds. Granger is no legilimens, but Theo hopes that somehow she feels the severity of
them through his gaze. “So it could get better and recover.”

“And is it better?” Granger asks softly, staring at Theo’s wrists. “Is it better now?”

Is he better? There are things he is keeping from me still. Is he telling you? Is he okay?

It is amazing the things Granger can communicate with one slightly desperate look. Theo

understands it all and for the first time since he met Granger, he does not begrudge her the
implacable trust that Harry places in her. She clearly loves him, would do anything for him. He
remembers Harry's words on the muggle roundabout on his birthday, back when Theo had
wondered if Harry was in love with her. She’s like my sister.

“It finds Hogwarts to be challenging,” Theo sighs quietly. “There are so many people here and
some people are prejudiced against reptiles. And the creatures in the Forbidden Forest sometimes
make it difficult for a snake to thrive, creatures like feral dogs, wolves -,” Granger’s eyebrows lift
up to her bushy hair. “They make things more complicated.”

“Yes,” Granger mutters, her eyes flashing angrily. “I fucking hate dogs.”

Theo snorts in laughter. It is good to know that there is someone in the world who despises Sirius
Black as much as he does.

“Me too,” Theo smiles. Granger smiles back, uncertainly and then flips the page of the book.

“This is an interesting sequence,” she says quietly. “I’ve been doing some research into ancient
runes recently. Have you heard of a parabatai rune sequence?”

Theo’s stomach jolts with excitement. Harry said Granger was looking into this, too. The idea that
someone else who despises Black is looking into how to destroy the hold he has on Harry is
thrilling.

“I think so,” Theo nods non-committally. “It creates a bond doesn’t it?”

“A strong one,” Granger puts in, eyes sparkling in fury. “Supposedly unbreakable.”

Will you help me find a way to break him free of this? Theo sees it so clearly in her face. They want
the same things, he realises. For Harry not to bound to anyone. With a flicker of self-doubt, Theo
wonders how Granger would react to the news of the Fidelity bond.

A problem for later.

“I’ve only come across it is passing, in my reading,” Theo shrugs.

“I would be interested to see where,” Granger says softly. “If you are interested in sharing reading
materials?”

It’s the second alliance Theo has been offered in two days. He feels a strange sense of portent.
Mother used to speak of it, not of Seeing exactly, but those of them from the land in which the
runestones were first carved had an innate sense of reckoning. Nott’s cannot see the future in glass
or read it from the stars like the Lovegood’s, but they can feel the turn of the universe. Theo feels
it. He felt it when he first stepped close to Harry Potter in an apothecary to hear him translate
parseltongue, his eyes as green as the boomslang around his wrist. Amazingly visible, where others
saw nothing. Theo saw him where others couldn’t he felt the portent in his blood.

“Very much,” Theo says, looking at the nearly set paint on his wrists. “Ready to cast?”

“Yes.” Granger casts the rune sequence and Theo feels the basic protection runes glow. It surely
won't hurt for the plans he has that evening. Professor Babbling stops by their desk to look down
on them with happy surprise.

“Excellent work, Mr Nott, Miss Granger!” She exclaims. “Five points each. Make sure to jot down
your findings.”

“Yes, Professor,” Granger replies, bending her head to her notebook. Theo does the same, then
hesitates.

“You have a mistake there,” he whispers, leaning over her notes. “Look, here -,”

He scribbles on the edge of her notes. I shall be able to deliver what you require tonight. Let me
know if you cannot see me. Do you need any other materials?

Granger stares at the note for a moment and Theo reminds himself that, according to Harry, she
broke Snape’s logic puzzle for the Philosophers Stone in their first year. Surely she can decode
this? I shall be in the Room of Requirement tonight. You will not be able to see me. Do you need me
to do anything? Then Granger sets her own pen down on her notes.

“Oh, I see the mistake now, thank you,” she mutters, as she jots down.

Perhaps you can take care of our research tonight.

Theo smiles softly. Granger is sometimes too passionate, too idealistic and far too eager but she is
undoubtedly the individual with the most raw intelligence in their year. He sees the message in her
words loud and clear. Take care of Harry tonight.

“You are quite welcome,” Theo says, tapping his wand against their written notes and whispers
“translātus hudjan” and the words become random Ancient Runes doodles. Granger looks
impressed.

“You’ll have to teach me that one,” she mutters, under the abrupt sound of the bell and the noise of
students scraping back chairs and packing their bags. “And thank you.”

Theo knows she is not thanking him for helping with Runes, or for partnering with her or agreeing
to help with parabatai bond research. He sees the way her eyes glimmer slightly with a mixture of
fierce protectiveness and pain. He remembers that of everyone in Harry’s life, Hermione Granger is
the one responsible for keeping him alive last year. Yet right now, she is thanking him for her best
friend’s life. Theo remembers Blaise’s words from yesterday. What could Potter have done to
incite such loyalty? Blaise has no idea the depths of loyalty Harry inspires. Not until he truly
understands Granger will he know and suddenly, Theo feels like he is in very good company.

“You’re welcome,” he whispers back.

________________

Hermione’s being weird.

She knows. She’s waiting for you to tell her.

What the fuck, Theo? You told her?

No. She saw my necklace in Runes. Your life and your secrets, Potter.

Sorry. She’s just … I didn’t want to hurt her.

You have not. She is your friend whatever happens. Don’t belittle her loyalty by suggesting you
keeping one secret would push her away.

Wow. What happened in Runes?

I became aware that it is much easier to mount an assault against your godfather if I have a
partner in crime.

First Kreacher and now Hermione? Poor Sirius.

He deserves none of your pity.

You’re building an army, Nott.

Funny. You’re the one leading an army in an hour.

Shut up.

You will be there though, right?

Try to stop me, Harrison.

With Hermione at your back? I wouldn’t dare.

Eat some dinner. See you soon.

Don’t nag.

Then eat more.

Thank you for giving Hermione a chance.

She is like your sister, so you say. It is only right.

Well, it means a lot.

How will you make it up to me?

I’m working on it. It’s your birthday next month right?

Should I be worried?

Always.

______________________

“You have got to be fucking kidding!” Smith is yelling, glaring at Harry where he is leaning
against the wall of the Room of Requirement. Theo is standing invisibly at his side. Sahara is
wrapped in her invisible form around Harry’s wrist and Theo can feel the flicker of her tongue
against his hand as if she is annoyed they are not closer together so she can slither across them as
she usually does.

“As I said, Harry is not going to be the leader of the group,” Granger says, folding her arms in
frustration. “Our leader will be democratically elected by a popular vote, Harry is just teaching us,
coaching us really —,”

“Why him?” Ravenclaw Patil asks, folding her arms and glaring back at Granger. Her sister,
Gryffindor Patil, standing next to her, says nothing. In fact, all of the Gryffindors seem remarkably

silent as they watch Smith lay into Harry. Bloody cowards.

“Because he’s the one with the most experience!” Granger says, struggling to keep the exasperated
tone out of her voice.

“He’s just a fifth-year like us!” Finch-Fletchley says.

“Who won the Triwizard Tournament, get your facts right, man.” Fred Weasley interjects, glaring
at Finch-Fletchley in a way that Theo knows means the Hufflepuff will be watching his food for
the next week and Theo is glad. At least some of the Gryffindors still understand house loyalty.

“By default!” Smith snarls. "He won by default!"

“I’m the first to admit that,” Harry says coldly. “Cedric should have won. You won’t hear me
saying differently.”

“No, we just hear you saying he died under suspicious circumstances,” Goldstein mutters under his
breath. Theo had not realised there were just so many people across the houses who were so
desperate to be cursed. There's a new nose hair growing curse that Greengrass has been
experimenting with. Theo has the sudden urge to provide her with test subjects.

“That’s Lord Voldemort for you,” Harry sneers and Theo tries not to flinch as several of the group
jump, squeal or curse. “Bertha Jorkins, Quirrell, Barty Crouch Senior, Moaning Myrtle ... He's the
King of suspicious deaths.”

Theo frowns at the reference to Moaning Mrytle. He files that away for later questioning.

“Oh, please,” Boot rolls his eyes. “Look at the facts. As if a fourteen-year-old could survive the
Dark Lord.”

It’s a pity, Theo thinks, that Boot has proven himself to be a literal idiot. He has quite enjoyed his
company in Arithmancy. Now it looks like Theo will have to use arithmetic equations to engineer
Boot’s crippling.

“Believe me, I’m as surprised as anyone,” Harry drawls. He is twirling his wand through his
fingertips in such a casual, irritating way that he is doing an excellent impression of an aloof,
uncaring Slytherin. Theo is a little proud of him and very annoyed that he cannot pull him close
and wrap an arm around his waist to stop the nervous jiggling of Harry's whole body. Theo can feel
it through the invisibility cloak. “Who’d have thought I’d get away a third time? Yet here I am.”

“Three times?” Creevey the oldest squeaks.

“That’s just stories,” Abbot says, her voice uncertain. Oddly, it’s Longbottom who throws her an
angry glare. “The philosopher’s stone, the Chamber of Secrets, it’s just all made up stuff —,”

“It is not!” Ginny and Ronald Weasley snarl.

“I almost died on McGonagall's fucking chessboard,” Ronald brushes away the sweep of his fringe
at his hairline to reveal a small scar next to his ear. “And I almost got blown up by Lockhart in
second year —,”

“And I almost died in the Chamber of Secrets,” Ginny Weasley hisses, in a fair impression of
parseltongue. “You wanna come closer and tell me it’s just a fucking story?”

Nobody would, Theo thinks. Ginny Weasley is undoubtedly fearsome. He is not surprised, in a
way, that it took the Dark Lord so long to drain all of her energy. She must have enough of it for
four people. Granger is reaching out to quickly grab Ginny’s shoulder, both a gesture of comfort
and of warning.

“You’re just backing him up,” Edgecombe says, glaring at Harry, and there is a grumble of assent
around the room.

Eyes flicker back to Harry, who stops twirling his wand for a moment. He looks a little bit
terrifying in all the best ways. He’s not wearing his school jumper, only his white shirt with the
tails pulled out and his tie loose. His black and silver robes hang off one shoulder and he looks so
deliciously … unkempt. His eyes are shockingly green against his black hair and silvery robes and
he looks like the perfect epitome of rebellion and danger. Harry sighs heavily and stuffs his hands
into his pockets, dark curls falling in front of his face. Theo longs to push them out of the way and
tell him that he is too good for this lot anyway.

“Listen, I really don’t give a fuck if you believe me or not, he’s back, and you’re disbelief isn’t

gonna change it. He’s coming.” Harry says, green eyes flashing venomously. “I’m just here
because Hermione convinced me that you lot deserve a fighting chance when the Death Eaters
come calling for the muggle-borns and the blood traitors and anyone who’s not willing to bear his
brand,” Theo sees the way Harry flexes his left hand, the one mutilated by Dolores Fucking
Umbridge. Harry, understandably, is a bit twitchy about brands at the moment. “But whatever.
Deal with it on your own. I’m out.”

Harry pushes himself off the wall and Theo instantly slips behind him, fingers brushing across
Harry’s lower back to let him know that wherever Harry goes, Theo goes too. He will always be at
his back.

“Watch out for his Crucio,” Harry says cheerfully and Theo nearly snorts with laughter and they
walk across the empty front of the room towards the door, every eye in the room watching Harry
and inadvertently, the invisible Theo who walks beside him. “It fucking sucks!”

“Wait, this is bullshit.” It’s Longbottom of all people who speaks. Theo tries not to fall over in
surprise. Longbottom glares around at his comrades. “I believe Harry, I know other people in here
do too. So I reckon that instead of him leaving, you lot who doubt him should get out.”

“I agree,” Lovegood chimes in her musical, dreamy voice. “I want to be taught by Harry.”

“Yeah, I have NEWTS starting this year,” Johnson says, smiling at Harry tightly. “I could use all
the help I can get.”

“And Harry can teach us all to hear the song of Hogwarts,” Lovegood smiles, her clear eyes like
stars. Theo feels Harry stiffen. He drifts one hand behind his back subtly where no one can see it
and Theo grabs it, holding it tight. Don’t worry. Everyone else is rolling their eyes at Loony
Lovegood but Theo considers her carefully. Harry has told no one but him about hearing the
magical singing, not even Granger.

What does Lovegood know?

“I think Neville’s got the right plan here,” George Weasley scowls. “Be taught by Harry or get
your arse out.”

“Well, what can he even teach us?” Smith demands a malicious glint in his eye and Theo fingers
his knife in his pocket. “Aside from how to fucking seduce a Champion —,”

There is instant uproar. Gryffindors yelling at Hufflepuffs and Ron Weasley needing to be held
back by his brothers as he yells: "You just fucking try me, mate!" Theo pulls out his knife but
Harry tightens his grip on Theo’s wrist, forcing him not to move. Theo feels Harry’s trembling
breath and knows that he is trying to swallow down a Hurricane. For the safety of everyone in the
room, Theo has to put his desire to decapitate Smith aside. Amidst all the shouting in the room,
Chang’s voice is annoyingly the loudest.

“You don’t know shit!” Chang yells, pushing Smith in the chest several times. “Cedric was my
best friend and Harry’s boyfriend! Yeah, you want the truth?” Chang rounds on them all with tears
in her eyes and Theo feels a flood of dislike as everyone hushes, eager to hear what she has to say.

This is not your truth, you stupid girl, so shut the hell up.

“Cedric asked me to the ball and I was so excited,” Chang chokes out. “But guess what? Cedric
takes me aside in the middle of the dance and says he likes me a lot but we can’t be anything more
than friends because he’s falling in love with Harry Potter and it has to be a secret.”

Theo can feel the powerful swell of Harry’s magic. He remembers Harry’s words in the
greenhouse. I wanted to love him. I tried to. Theo grips Harry’s hand back with equal tightness and
tries to tell him it’s okay to channel some of the magic into his skin. Theo winces as he feels Harry
let out a deep breath, tiny, sparking shocks passing through his skin into Theo's palm. Sahara is
there too, licking them up onto her dry tongue, both of them busy keeping Harry from exploding.
Theo hears Sahara hiss and knows it’s the word for “raw.” He is not surprised Harry tastes raw
right now. Chang is literally pulling his guts out and acting like it’s a favour.

“Cedric fancied Harry from last summer,” Chang says, tears in her eyes. “Before he even knew the
Tournament was happening, so you can all just shut up about it!”

Chang is staring at Harry with such tender affection that Theo wants to rip out her eyes. She might
have been excited to go to the ball with Diggory, but it’s Harry she wants. Theo sets his invisible
hands on either side of Harry’s waist, leaning his forehead against Harry’s shoulder. Partly because
Theo needs to be the one holding him right now, needs to mitigate the desire in Chang's gaze with
something, but partly because he knows it's what Harry needs right now.

I’m here. You are not alone. You are okay.

“That’s not what Amos said,” Smith mutters under his breath, looking frankly embarrassed after

Chang’s outburst.

“And how much does your Dad know about your fucking love life?” Fred Weasley sneers. It’s a
good point and a murmur travels around the group. The opinion is turning. Granger seems to sense
it because she steps up again.

“None of this is relevant,” she says coldly. “Harry is factually the best in defence in our year. He is
the only surviving Hogwarts Champion. If we want to pass our OWLS and our NEWTS and
survive whatever is coming, he’s our best chance. Or at least the best chance we can get inside this
school. Harry?” Granger turns and looks at him with pleading in her eyes. Theo knows what she
wants. She wants a show, something flashy to tip the balance. Harry, as always, hates to draw
attention to himself, but Theo feels like these motherfuckers deserve a little of the shock that comes
from standing in the presence of the most powerful Wixen of their generation. So Theo leans
forwards, presses his mouth against Harry’s hair and whispers in his ear:

“Show them who the fuck you are, Potter.”

Harry shivers slightly and Theo feels a rush of pride. Then Harry steps back, pushing Theo behind
him. Theo’s back is against the wall, Harry’s back is pressed against his chest and Theo’s hands
clutching Harry’s waist. Theo is taller and can’t resist a moment of taking invisible advantage. He
rests his chin on Harry’s shoulder and drifts his hands down to rest protectively on Harry’s hips.
Harry sighs heavily and he whips out his wand, whispering in what Theo knows is nothing more
than a ridiculous show of magical prowess:

“Expecto Patronum.”

The stag that bursts forth is more dazzling than the time at the Wizengamot. People scream, Smith
jumps about a foot in the air. The stag’s hooves clatter on the stone floor, leaving charred marks. It
turns its beautiful head to look at Harry and then its eyes rest on Theo.

It can see me.

It bows its magnificent head to both of them, its eyes never leaving Theo’s face. Theo feels a
warming tenderness inside him that is beyond anything he could ever imagine. Harry’s Patronus
knows who I am.

“Hey Prongs,” Harry whispers, holding out a hand so the creature can nuzzle him. Theo can feel

the warmth of its breath. It’s alive. It’s real. It’s a living, breathing Patronus. Theo has no idea
what it means.

“What the fuck!” Boot yells. “He can touch it? It’s real?”

The animal tosses its head and turns around to glare at the assembled group with fiery eyes. They
all take at least two steps back.

“Blimey, Harry,” Ron Weasley shakes his head. He and Granger are standing at the side of the
group looking on with mild amusement. Theo finds their lack of surprise utterly unsurprising.
These are the people who know Harry the best in the world. Aside from me. “Don’t do anything by
halves will you?”

Harry shoots his friend a wink and then looks back at the group.

“This is a Patronus,” Harry says in a bored tone. “If you guys aren’t shit, if you work hard, we
might get round to learning how to cast them this year.”

“They’re NEWT level!” Goldstein yells. “There’s no way!”

“I learnt when I was thirteen,” Harry shrugs. “And he’s only got stronger since then. So. Who
wants to learn?”

A sea of hands goes up. Prongs, seemingly satisfied that none of the students is about to charge
Harry, trots to stand at his left-hand side. Theo drops one of his hands from Harry’s hip to
tentatively stroke Prongs. He does not feel fur or skin, in the way he might with a real animal, in
the way he thinks Harry probably can, but what he does feel makes him suck in a sharp breath and
swallow hard. As his fingers meet Prongs’ glittering form, the bond inside him glows. The fidelity
bond feels so warm, so comforting, that Theo understands something about Prongs deep in his
bones, something that almost makes tears prick behind his eyes.

It’s made of us. He thinks of me when he casts it.

“Right, Harry,” Granger smiles tremulously, her eyes darting to Prongs. Theo remembers Granger
is the only one who saw Prongs charge down a hundred dementors. He wonders briefly what she
thinks and feels when she sees him, stronger and more powerful than he was even then. “What’s

first?”

“Disarming,” Harry says, “and dodging.”

As the words leave his mouth, the room changes. Gravestones grow out of the stone flags, popping
up in various sizes amongst the students. Granger shoots Harry a look of concern. Theo realises
with a jolt that the room has conjured the graveyard of Harry’s battle with the Dark Lord. With
hideous recognition, Theo sees the name T.M.Riddle carved on one of them. Harry stares at it for a
brief second, his jaw fixed, then he steps forward, facing the group.

"Smith," he says. "With me."

With a wave of his hand behind his back, so the others don’t see, Prongs moves his silvery golden
body so he is standing directly in front of Theo.

He’s protecting me.

Harry faces off against Smith. His eyes are far away and Theo knows he’s partly in the graveyard.
This is going to be a shit show.

“Disarm me,” Harry says, nodding at Smith.

“Expelliarmus!” Smith yells. Harry holds tight onto his wand. Smith growls at him but Harry’s
eyes are still distant.

“Expect to be disarmed,” Harry says softly. “Your spell is more than words, it’s will too. You have
to want it because otherwise, you’ll be dead. Hold on tight,” he nods at Smith’s wand and Smith
does. Harry raises his own wand. “Expelliarmus!”

Smith’s wand jerks violently out of his hand and flies into Harry’s, so Smith has to rub his shoulder
from the sudden movement. He is looking murderous. Theo shifts slightly against the wall but
Prongs turns his head and snorts at him, threateningly. Theo sees Granger looking at Prongs with a
frown and then her eyes widen and she looks away quickly. She knows I’m here. She knows Harry
is protecting me.

“Will,” Harry says quietly. “It’s about will. The will to live.”

The room is almost silent, the students watch Harry’s quiet, considered movements as if he’s a
deadly animal, completely unpredictable. Except for Ronald and Granger, Theo realises, who are
utterly relaxed in their body language, leaning against the bookshelves like overseers. Yet both
hold their wands tightly. Harry throws Smith his wand back.

“Curse me,” Harry says softly.

Fuck no.

Theo pushes himself off the wall preparing to intervene, but Prongs glares fiery eyes at him. Theo
realises that Harry has planned this not only to protect him but because Harry wants to do this
without him. Maybe he feels like he has something to prove. Show them who the fuck you are.
Theo tries to swallow down his irritation and curdling fear. He glares at the Patronus blocking his
way.

I will dismantle you piece by piece to get to him if I have to, you motherfucking shiny horse.

“Harry,” Ginny Weasley whispers, but Harry holds up a hand to silence her. Ginny Weasley looks
to Granger in pleading reassurance but she merely shakes her head.

“Come on, Smith,” Harry grins evilly, spreading his arms wide. “You’ve been taking potshots at
me from around corners since term started! At least do it honestly.”

The Gryffindors giggle nervously. The Weasley's snort, all of them have their arms folded in a
gesture that Theo is coming to think of "unimpressed Weasley."

“Too big for a duel, are you, Smith?” Fred Weasley taunts and Theo can’t help but think that is
unwise. Smith’s face has taken on a glittering fury. He has a score to settle and Theo does not trust
him to settle it fairly. Theo glares and Prongs and tells himself that if Smith hurts a hair on Harry’s
head, Theo will slit his throat.

“Fine, Potter, you asked for it,” Smith hisses. “Reducto!”

Harry drops so quickly Theo’s heart stops for a moment, thinking something has gone wrong but
Harry is only diving behind a headstone. Theo feels nauseous. He glances at Granger whose eyes
flicker over Prongs as if she is looking to meet his eyes. This is what it was like for Harry in the
graveyard. He’s showing us what happened and they don’t even realise. Theo feels the brief
camaraderie of the shared horror of it.

“You cheater!” Smith is yelling. “Only cowards hide!”

“Really?” Harry steps out from behind the headstone, twirling his wand indolently in his hand.
Even with the Peverell Glamour covering the length and strength of them, Theo still feels a prickle
of admiration. He has really fucking good hands.

“Bombarda!” Smith shouts, and Harry rolls, as easily as if he is on a broom, underneath the beam
of light and behind another headstone. The Weasley twins whoop and the Gryffindors are
beginning to clap like it’s a fucking sporting event. Not a reenactment of a murder and a torture
session.

“Impedimenta!” Harry calls lazily, and Smith barely has time to erect his shield with a shout of
“Protego!”

Smith looks pleased with himself, which Theo thinks is a sodding joke since Harry only channelled
a fraction of his power into his spell. Yet Smith’s smug smile falters as he sees Harry straightening
up and walking towards him slowly with his wand pointed at Smith on the other side of his shield.
The room is full of students calling “ooooh!” and giving Smith advice (“Drop the shield and stun
him!”) and Theo realises that none of them knows. Except maybe Granger, who is watching Harry
like a hawk. None of them knows Harry Potter is a volcano of untested, unprecedented magical
power about to explode.

You all have no fucking idea what he is.

“How strong is your shield, Smith?” Harry asks softly.

“Try me, Potter,” Smith snarls.

Bad idea.

“I don’t need to try,” Harry shakes his head and looks at the rest of the group. “What spells are
shields useless against?”

“Powerful ones,” Creevey the younger pipes up.

“Good guess,” Harry smiles, never dropping his wand from Smith’s face. “But even powerful
spells can be met with even more powerful shields.”

“The Unforgivable Curses,” Bell whispers. A mutter spreads around the room, and several of the
group look at Harry with absolute terror. Theo feels a surge of satisfaction and folds his arms under
the cloak, leaning back against the wall. Prongs softly nuzzles his knee. Be terrified. You have no
idea how wonderfully terrifying he can be.

“Exactly,” Harry nods, then tilts his head to the side, staring at Smith. “So how strong is your
shield, Smith?”

No one in the room breathes. Smith swallows on the other side of his shield, gulping hard.

“Look, Potter,” Smith croaks. “It’s … it’s not personal —,”

“‘Went down on his bloody knees?’” Harry hisses, quoting Smith's comment from the Great Hall
and raising his eyebrows, eyes blazing. “Sounds pretty fucking personal.”

“Look —,”

“No, you look.” Harry’s voice is hard and Theo hears the command inside it. One day, people
won’t be able to refuse him. The magic in his voice won’t allow it. “I’m sorry your friend is dead,
but you are a fucking dick and on the night your friend died I risked a fucking Avada Kedavra to
bring his body back to his family and friends. To you. To you all.” Harry glares around the room at
the people who were supposed to stand with him. Only Granger and the Weasleys and,
unsurprisingly, Lovegood look unabashed. “And hear this, Smith,” Harry lifts his wand tip and
pierces Smith’s shield without saying a word. The room gasps. Harry didn't even have to cast and
only Theo is unsurprised. Suddenly his wand tip is pressed against the boy’s chest. Theo watches,
wishing to be by his side. But Harry doesn't want him to be. So Theo sends the next best thing, a
defence guardian made of their memories. He locks eyes with Prongs.

Go to your Master, he thinks inside his mind and Progs, oddly, tosses his head as if he has heard
and trots over to glare at Smith. Harry’s eyes don’t leave Smith’s face but Theo sees his right hand
twitch, as if the Slytherin and Prince rings are seeking out Theo.

I'm right here. You're not alone. You are doing the right thing.

“I watched grown men kneel down before a resurrected fucking madman in June,” Harry speaks
slowly and clearly, so everyone can hear. “I do not kneel to anyone.”

The implications are so fucking outrageous that Theo has to stuff a hand over his mouth to stop
himself from snorting with laughter. The idea of the Death Eaters sucking off the Dark Lord is one
that makes him laugh but he gets the feeling from the room he is the only one who gets it. Apart
from Harry, who Theo sees make a little waving gesture of shut up back towards him. Theo sees
the tiniest twitch in the corner of his mouth, evidence of Harry's own hidden laughter. Everyone
else looks fucking intimidated and that is just how they want it. Harry lets the silence draw on.
Theo luxuriates in it.

“There isn’t a shield in the world strong enough to avoid the unforgivables,” Harry says eventually,
breaking the silence with his softest tone. Smith looks painfully tense with Harry’s wand tip at his
chest. But —,” Harry swings around so quickly that Smith does a full-body flinch, eyes squeezed
tightly shut as Harry points his wand at a gravestone, hisses something in parseltongue that Theo
somehow knows is a Cruciatus curse. The stone cracks and smokes. Several people scream. Theo
stares at the blistered rock. This is how Harry survived.

Smith is lucky Harry has more control than anyone else alive.

“You can dodge,” Harry says, dropping his wand hand to his side. “You can hide. You can stay
alive.”

Harry nods to Prongs who bends his front legs, bowing to Harry before glancing briefly at Theo
and then at Granger, before fading into nothingness. Granger smiles softly, inclining her head as
the others watch with frank curiosity. They don't get it. He knows us. We are Harry’s guardians
too.

“What … what are you, Potter?” Bones whispers into the silence, her eyes as round as dinner
plates.

“I’m a lucky bastard,” Harry smiles grimly. “I can’t teach you how to be lucky, but I can teach you
to disarm and dodge. So let's do that." He claps his hands together and they all flinch. Theo grins.
"Break into pairs. Practise dodging and disarming. Don’t cast anything you don’t want cast back.
Hermione and Ron will be walking around throwing spells to keep you on your toes.”

“Why them?” Boot demands.

“Because they trained with me for the third task,” Harry explains, eyebrows knitting together in
irritation.

“Granger, I get, fine,” Goldstein folds his arms in irritation, glaring at Ronald. “But him —,”

"Fine," Harry sighs, rubbing his forehead before turning and yelling “Impedimenta!” at Ronald.
Weasley drops and rolls, with none of the speed of and elegance of Harry but still with good
reflexes, behind a gravestone just as Granger yells “Protego!” to shield Ronald and give him time
to cast a jelly legs curse back at Harry, who shields even quicker, nodding at both of his friends.

They are a team, Theo realises with amazement and a hint of jealousy.

“Ronald seems more than capable,” Lovegood says dreamily, crouching down beside Ronald’s
gravestone to pull him back up. Ronald looks utterly surprised to be complimented and helped by
Lovegood but submits with a slightly baffled smile.

“He is,” Harry snaps tightly, glaring around at the group. “They’re fast. They’ll make you fast.
Any more problems?”

“That’s all well and good, but it’s hardly fair with random spells flying at us,” a sixth year
Ravenclaw says prissily. “It’s hardly sporting, is it?”

“Tell me about it,” Harry snorts, walking back to his spot on the wall to lean beside Theo. “Wait
until it’s fifteen Death Eaters on your tail and then talk to me. Find a partner. Begin!”

The room explodes into a babble of partners being made and spells starting to fly. Harry fumbles
along the wall until he finds Theo’s invisible hand and then presses the back of his hand against
Theo’s letting the invisible Sahara bind their wrists together like an elaborate bracelet. Theo can
feel the warmth of Harry’s magic. It’s not as good as holding hands but it's close.

“Do you think I showed them?” Harry murmurs. Theo hears the unspoken question. Did I make
you proud? Theo is full of a feeling he can’t describe. He is proud but he is also more than proud.
He is angry and defensive and full of adrenalin and want and still has a strong desire to grab Harry
and leave the country. Fuck them. Fuck them all. We could go somewhere and be safe and happy.

“Yes,” Theo whispers back. Harry did show himself, yet Theo knows that Harry also accidentally
did more. He showed them what he isn’t. He is not normal. He is not average. He is not the same
as them. He is more. There is not a word for it. Not that Theo’s ever heard. Except for that one
word at the bottom of Theo’s research list, written as a question: Mages???

“I’m going to wander around, throw some jinxes they won’t see coming,” Harry flexes his hand
and Theo knows Smith is going to feel the icy burn of the Black magic coming from nowhere. The
thought makes him happy. “You okay here?”

“Of course,” Theo mutters. "I'll be here, thinking about you implying that Death Eaters perform
fellatio on Tom Riddle."

"Caught that one, did you?" Harry grins, with such a wicked, delectable grin that it takes Theo's
breath away. "Glad someone got it, at least."

"Kreacher is right, you are quite depraved."

Harry snorts with laughter and covers it with a cough, taking a chance and squeezes Theo's
invisible hand under the cover of readjusting his robes. Then he is walking away, twirling his
wand in his hand like he’s ready to throw something, the silver lining of his robes catching the
light. Flawless.

“Do you know the prophecy, Theodore?” Theo jumps. He turns his head to see Luna Lovegood
leaning next to him, looking up as if she’s speaking to the lights in the ceiling. Theo doesn't know
whether to curse her or ignore her. He remembers Harry's words from weeks ago. Luna Lovegood
is the kindest person I know.

“You can see me?” He whispers, grateful for the racket that all of the other students are making
that covers his voice. Lovegood doesn’t have to worry about that, because no one would bat an eye
to see her talking to herself.

“No, silly,” she smiles serenely. “The Blubbering Humdingers told me Harry’s cloak was here.
Who else would he want to hide?”

Luna Lovegood is supremely odd, Theo thinks. Yet questioning that has never got anyone
anywhere.

“What prophecy?” Theo asks, because sometimes Lovegood seems to hide the truth inside
riddles. Ravenclaw to the bone.

“Myrrdin’s prophecy,” Lovegood says calmly, waving her hands like she is doing a little dance
with her fingers.

“No,” Theo shakes his head, feeling like he always does in Lovegood’s company. Like she is three
steps ahead on a different planet.

“That his power shall be released when England is in darkest need,” Lovegood answers softly.
“Myrrdin was the first of the Mages but not the last. His power came back at the breaking of the
ages, to protect the headless Queen,” Lovegood shakes her head as if it’s filled with buzzing bees.
“Now I think it comes again.”

“I don’t understand you,” Theo whispers, because he doesn’t, but he also feels like he almost
might. "What are mages?"

The word lights something inside his mind, like a shining golden thread that will connect
everything and lead him to places he doesn’t yet understand.

“Then do what you do best, Theodore,” Lovegood smiles at him beautifully. “Learn. Scheme.
Defend.”

“And what do you do?” Theo asks, even though he doesn’t know why he would ask that.
Lovegood’s eyes take on a dreamy, far away quality that reminds Theo of how Harry sometimes
dives into memories.

“What my kind have always done when faced with his kind,” Lovegood says softly, turning to
watch Harry with placid eyes. “Watch the path.”

“Your kind?” Theo whispers. He’s almost scared to ask. Holy fuck, is she really actually a
creature? It would explain a lot. Theo is running through his list of creatures that appear like
humans, wondering if someone could be a vampire but look like a nymph.

“I am of Nimue,” Lovegood bows her head softly. “As he is of Myrrdin.”

Nimue. It is a name that Theo knows and his mind snags onto it, trying desperately to find a place
for it in the library inside his mind. Yet no book falls open, no remembered page or passage to help
him on his way. Lovegood smiles at him dreamily and then wanders back to her partner. Granger
watches her go and then comes and leans against the wall, throwing a stinging jinx at Boot as she
walks.

“Nice shot,” Theo murmurs.

“Stop chatting to people!” Granger hisses. “You’re being too conspicuous.”

“Sorry,” Theo rolls his eyes and falls silent, watching as she casts casually whispered spells at
people around the room. Soon, he is muttering things like “Weasley Twin two, open on the left” so
she can direct particularly nasty hexes when they are least expecting it. Theo would be having fun
if he was not tangled up inside the words of Luna bloody Lovegood. His internal encyclopedia has
never failed him so abruptly. He glances at Granger, as her admirable cloud of dark curls that
sometimes seems full of information. If his encyclopedia comes up short, there is no reason he
cannot consult the second-best walking codex in the year.

“Hey, Granger,” he hisses as she looks at her watch, clearly thinking about calling time. “Do you
know the name Nimue?”

“Yes, Nimue is one of the names given to the Lady of the Lake in the Legend of Arthur,” Granger
recites quickly. Theo raises her eyebrows. She really is a lot like me. Granger ignores him and
pushes herself off the wall. “Alright, everyone! That’s enough for tonight!”

Theo feels his heartbeat pounding in his throat. The implications of Lovegood's words along with
Granger's is falling through him. He can taste bitter adrenalin at the back of his throat, as he always
does when an intellectual revelation spirals like a comet through his brain.

“I am of Nimue as he is of Myrrdin.”

Myrrdin is Welsh for Merlin. The first Mage.

Theo swallows hard and stares at Harry who is grinning with the Weasley twins, letting them
shove him around and engaged in a fight to ruffle one another’s hair. He feels a surge of
protectiveness for this person, this maybe-mage, who has stumbled into his life. Theo rolls his
shoulders and thinks of what Lovegood said. Learn. Scheme. Defend. These are the things Theo
knows how to do, the things he has been raised to do and the things he has learned to do to survive.
He can do them for Harry. One thought flits across his mind as he sees those emerald eyes dart
across to where he is hiding against the wall: I have so much reading to do.
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Banned from Quidditch?

Yeah.

Are you okay?

No. But Dean is gonna teach me to play football, so that’s something.

Dean Thomas?

Yeah.

I see.

Theo?

Can I come and watch you play?

Do you even like football?

I might like it. I can always bring a book.

Bookworm.

———

It’s your birthday soon

I am aware.

I’ve got you a great present.

You have told me. Repeatedly.

I can’t wait.

You have told me that also. So has Kreacher. Aren’t you in detention?

I am.

With Snape?

Yep.

That is a bold move.

He doesn’t care what I do anymore.

I am sure that is not true.

You are?

I am sure he would care if you set his laboratory on fire.

True.

It’s December. We need to think about re-brewing the glamour potion soon.

I’ve got it sorted.

I worry when you say that.

Shut up, you love it.

We need to start as soon as the holidays begin.

Can't wait.

-- -- --

“Potter!” Severus glares down at where the boy is scribbling in his notebook, completely
absorbed. It’s a green, leather thing with his name embossed on the front in silver letters. It looks
like it’s dragonhide, expensive. Potter, obviously, has spilt something on the cover, staining it and
the edges of the pages of notes inside are creased and dirtied, like it’s a book he takes everywhere.

“Potter! You are supposed to be taking notes on the draught of living death!”

It is the first Sunday in December. Severus has endured ten Sundays in Potter's presence and has

decided that since he has Potter in his power for eight unbearable hours a week, he may as well try
and correct the boy’s abysmal understanding of potions, especially since Potter seems immune to
the brewing tasks that usually make even the seventh years with the strongest stomachs gag. Yet
somehow, Severus has the distinct impression Potter is not doing as he is told and not taking notes
at all. It’s a gift, Severus thinks, to know when Potter is somehow casually breaking the rules.

“I am,” Potter says, rolling his eyes irritatingly. “See?”

He holds up his book and Severus does in fact see pages of notes on Potions, Care of Magical
Creatures, and … Arithmancy?

Potter does not take Arithmancy.

“You are lying,” Severus snarls, and quick as a jab reaches down to snatch the book away from
Potter’s hand. The boy lifts his right hand, flexing it, and a shield jumps up between them. The
invisible snake around his throat shimmers into being, hissing loudly. Potter doesn’t even look up.

“Not quick enough, sir,” Potter mutters, flipping the page of his book and setting his pen back to
the paper. Severus steps back, folding his arms in satisfaction. He’s been trying this in their
detentions since Potter revealed he can wield the Black magic. Severus has been testing the bounds
of Potter’s grasp on it, and annoyingly, like Potter’s frustratingly fast reflexes, it seems innate. It is
wandless and instinctive and utterly fascinating. Severus has never seen anything like it, not since
Magnus fucking Bane visited London in the summer of 1977. That thought alone puts Severus in a
bitter mood.

“Two choices,” Severus snaps, folding his arms above the desk. “You can pull the guts out of
eternal jellyfish and mince them together with flobberworm skins -,”

“Delightful,” Potter mutters, still refusing to look up like the insolent little bugger he is.

“Or,” Severus growls, continuing despite the boy’s ongoing disrespect. “We can engage in another
exchange of information.”

“The questions game?” Potter pauses in his writing, one eyebrow raising but his eyes never leaving
the paper in front of him. “I’d thought you’d had enough, sir.”

Severus scowls down at the child in front of him, trying to remind himself that there is a potion
brewing in Malfoy Manor that will, any day now, tell him if this child is his. Severus stares at a
spot over Potter’s head and hears Narcissa’s voice in his head.

You shall have to obtain his goodwill first and the absolute facts later.

Severus takes a deep breath and counts backwards in Sanskrit. He has no goodwill for Potter.
Nothing that has happened to him in the past months, not Black’s unfortunate parabatai bond, not
Potter being the punching bag for Dolores Umbridge, not Theodore Nott’s obsession with the boy
or even the revelation that Potter was somehow in a secret relationship with the dead Diggory has
produced goodwill. What Severus does have in spades is annoyance. He is annoyed that Black is
misusing the child in his care, he is annoyed that Umbridge seems to always find a way to
persecute the boy, he is annoyed that Nott continues to be so devoted and he is most annoyed that
Potter is walking the halls surrounded by gossip about Diggory that is evidently causing him such
pitiful, obvious suffering. Potter is thinner than ever, Severus notices bruises in strange places that
are clearly from tussles with students and still, the boy says nothing. He does not complain. He
names no names. Severus cannot decide if it is a foolish stab at being noble or if the boy is
genuinely so fucking traumatised that he cannot even consider talking about it and both options are
utterly, completely annoying. Potter is a walking time bomb and Severus is annoyed because the
boy is clearly filled to the brim with the type of astonishing magic that Severus has not seen in
decades and could possibly kill them all. And no one seems to notice.

If he is my child, he is more powerful than I was at his age. More powerful than his mother was,
too.

Severus does not want to think about Potter’s mother right now, the way Lily Evans danced
flowers up in the air in the field in Cokeworth, because Lily is not here. Instead, he has Lily’s
obtuse, insolent, braggart son sitting in his potion’s classroom with his black and silver robes
falling off his shoulders and one foot up on the stool beside him with an infuriatingly elegant
athleticism that Severus despises. The Potter ring sits regally on his hand, refracting red light and
casting it around the room whilst the easily maintains a shield with the Black magic as if it takes no
fucking effort at all. Yet Severus sees the way Potter’s hand trembles slightly with the exertion.

The boy is always fighting.

For the first time since he met the scrappy child aged eleven, Severus cannot tell if he finds it
impossibly antagonizing or galling.

“Three questions,” Severus bites out. “For three answers.”

“Same terms?” Potter asks, his pen paused on the page.

“Yes,” Severus snaps. “Honesty and no questions about sexual congress.”

“Well, that wasn’t a rule before,” Potter mutters and Severus has to resist the urge to slap the boy
on the back of the head.

“It is now,” Severus hisses. After you had the fucking nerve to ask about your bloody mother. “Do
you accept the terms?”

Potter stares up at him for a moment, green eyes flashing behind his silver shield. Severus glares at
the boy, forcing himself to count backwards, this time in Old Aramaic.

Come on, you powerful little twat. Meet me halfway.

“Yes,” Potter says, snapping his notebook closed and folding his arms, his shield slipping away.
He is leaning back on his chair in exactly the way his abysmal father (if Potter the elder is his
father) used to. Severus scowls and slams his boot down on the edge of Potter’s chair, so the legs
of it thud back down onto the floor. Potter jerks back from him and Severus sees the tension in the
boy’s shoulders, the rage in his green eyes. Potter’s fingers twitch as if he’s longing to throw up
another shield but Severus is too close for it to work. He can sense Potter’s magic, fierce heat,
rising off him in waves. The snake around his neck rears and hisses violently.

He thinks I will hit him.

Severus recalls the way he pressed his wand tip to the boy’s throat last month, the way the boy
looked at him with these exact same eyes then. “I bet he taught you to cast a crucio really well,
didn’t he? Want to take it out for a little spin?” Severus bites the inside of his cheek and takes a
slow step back. He may be a torturer, he may be a murderer but he does not curse children. Severus
reflects that his bar for morality has lowered significantly since he agreed to turn spy for Albus.
Potter seems to relax, the burn of his magic simmering down.

“Do you ask first or do I?” Potter asks, tapping his finger on the table. Just as I do, when I am
thinking or nervous. Severus pushes that thought aside. Their small similarities, the way Potter
drinks his coffee at the Gryffindor table in the morning, the way he folds the edges of pages, have
been buzzing in Severus' head in the small, dark hours of the morning.

“I ask first,” Severus folds his arms and glares down that the boy. “What is the meaning behind the
phrase ‘I must not tell lies?”

Severus looks significantly at the scars on the back of Potter's left hand. A month later, and he is
still trying to get Potter to admit that it is fucking Umbridge who is mutilating him and the other
students. Severus has worked it out through a few rounds of what Potter calls their 'game', but
Potter never says anything to incriminate the woman, and the other students won’t either.

“Well?” Severus demands. Severus sees the infernal snake that is supposedly Nott’s that actually
seems to be Potter’s is hissing at him and Potter has his ear cocked down towards it, listening
intently. Severus hates Potter’s parseltongue ability. Unlike the Dark Lord's parselspeech, it is
fluid and natural and utterly bewitching.

As if the boy needed something else to make him astonishing.

“It is something an enemy likes to tell me,” Potter smiles darkly. “Satisfied?”

Not at all, you devious little bastard.

“Proceed,” Severus nods at the boy curtly.

“How does a parabatai bond become corrupted?” Potter asks, his finger tapping on the desk in front
of him, dark eyebrows pulled down in a frown. Severus sighs in irritation. He does not want to talk
about Black.

“When the casters are inept,” he snarls. Potter doesn’t rise to the bait that his godfather is a fool,
merely nods with slow consideration.

“Or thirteen years old,” Potter mutters. “Why the hell would they even try?”

Severus does not know, nor does he care.

“Is that your second question, Potter?” He sneers. The boy’s eyes gleam angrily as he stares up at
him.

“No, Professor, it’s not,” the boy sneers back, tapping his muggle pen against his the parchment of
his book. “Next question.”

“How did you become so critically injured the night Theodore Nott kidnapped you from your
relatives?” Severus glares at the boy. “The specific wounds, Potter.”

Severus has been using these questions to piece together the parts of Potter’s summer that still
remain unexplained to the Order. Not that Severus is sharing any of it with the Order, but Potter’s
summer is like a knot he is still trying to untangle. The boy is different this year and is not just his
black and silver uniform and completely careless attitude. It’s something else.

Besides, if he is my son, I need to know what happened.

“He didn't kidnap me," Potter mutters.

"That is not an answer."

Potter scowls. If Severus has come to understand one thing about Potter over the course of nearly
three months of detention, he knows that the boy detests talking about his wounds. He glowers and
grimaces like an infant whenever Severus hands him the topical potion to heal the cuts on his hand.
Severus frowns down at the boy, daring him to find a way out of this question. Potter seems to
have developed a strong affinity with selective truth. Severus wonders how much of that is due to
Theodore’s influence.

"Flayed back,” Potter bites out, his hands gripping the edge of the potions bench.

Severus stares at him. Who knew two little words could conjure such horror? Severus instantly
imagines the flaying spell that the Dark Lord enjoys so much and Lucius has such masterful
proficiency in. He imagines skin flayed red that then heals instantly only to be flayed once
more. Not unlike the effects of a blood quill. But Potter was not hurt by wizards in the summer.

“How?” Severus hisses out. Potter only raises his eyebrows.

“Is that your third question, sir?” he asks levelly.

“No,” Severus snaps.

Severus knows how. He thinks of cat o’ nine tails, of the flail, of Assyrian searing knives and other
historical devices of torture that can flay a person alive, all of them muggle inventions. Yet he
cannot imagine Petunia allowing such devices in her house. So it is likely that Potter’s wounds
were caused by something incidental, by a homemade object. Severus can’t stop himself from
thinking of all the muggle objects a motivated abuser could turn into an effective tool for flaying
open a child’s back. Electrical wire, perhaps? Severus can’t help it. He winces. It is unacceptable.

“Show me the wounds,” Severus demands and Potter takes a sharp in-breath.

“Don’t believe me, sir?” Potter asks tightly.

“I am more concerned that your ineptitude in potions would pass over into your own healing,”
Severus snarls.

“Theo took care of it,” Potter says, keeping his eyes fixed on the table. “It’s fine.”

“Show me,” Severus demands again. He needs to see it. He needs the evidence. He imagines
ruined skin, inflamed and infected muscles festering under scabs. Potter’s eyes don’t move from
the grainy, marked surface of the potions bench. The boy shakes his head in denial. “Potter!”

“Not a chance in fucking hell, sir,” Potter’s voice is quiet, his eyes distant.

“Language, Potter,” Severus hisses, gritting his teeth. He wants to force the boy but he can’t. You
shall have to obtain his goodwill first and the absolute facts later. He imagines there would be
little else less likely to induce Potter’s goodwill than a physical check-up that he would no doubt
view as a personal and invasive assault. Severus knows he would.

Damn you for always being right, Narcissa.

Severus takes a deep breath. He starts counting backwards in Ancient Sumerian until he feels like
he can speak without yelling. The boy's frowning, defiant face makes it so bloody difficult.

If this child is mine, I shall teach him every ancient language I know as punishment for making me
count backwards so often.

“Ask your question, Potter,” Severus snaps.

“What are Mages?”

Severus is assaulted with a sudden memory so sharp he has to pinch the inside of his bicep under
the cover of folded arms to remain in this reality. He smells the sharp tang of salt and burning
incense, sees Eileen’s calling circle drawn in chalk and blood across the basement floor of
Spinner’s End. Her blood. His blood. Their mingled blood and Severus’ sobbing tears. Mages are
chosen, Sev. Potter sees or hears none of this. His eyes are busily flickering from the page of his
notebook to Severus’ face. Severus knows, suddenly, that this is not Potter’s question. This is
Theodore’s.

They are communicating through the books somehow, the sly devils.

“Mages are beings of extreme magical power,” Severus drawls. “They are the stuff of legend and
myth. Tell Mr Nott that unless he is Merlin or John Dee, he is not a Mage.”

Recognition flits across Potter’s eyes for a moment but he concedes nothing, merely nods.

“Your question,” Potter says quietly, but Severus is thinking about Theodore Nott. Theodore has no
reason to research Mages. He is an exceptional student but he is not unusual. There is only one
unusual student in the school and he is sitting right in front of Severus, tilting back on his infernal
chair again.

Oh, fucking Merlin’s balls.

Severus has the same appalling sensation of knowledge dropping through him that he had when he
realised ‘Hadrian Peverell’ was a moniker for “Harrison Potter.” It is like heavy stones tumbling
into the pit of his stomach.

Theodore Nott thinks Harry fucking Potter could be a Mage.

Severus considers the child, tries to see him without the disgusting Potter glasses and slovenly
habits. The magic that can shield, can throw grown men down the stairs and against bookshelves.
Can resist the sorting hat. Severus does not have all the pieces yet, just as he cannot see the
complete picture of the boy's summer, but he knows that Potter's extraordinary magic is the key to
understanding it.

“Your Heir magic,” Severus spits out, unable to form words into a coherent question yet. “You
only cast shields with the Black ring. Why not the Potter one?”

“The Potter ring doesn’t like shields,” Potter mutters, frowning down at his hand. Severus feels a
twinge in his gut. Potter is speaking about a magical item as if it is a breathing being. Eileen’s
words echo in his memory.

Magic is not moral, Sev, this is why we need a Mage. Magic is alive.

“Explain,” Severus says. He’s surprised by how calm his voice sounds. Potter looks surprised too.

“That’s not a question,” Potter says slowly.

“It’s a clarification,” Severus says, letting out a slow breath. “You are not … obliged to give it.”

Potter looks at him sharply. This is the only concession Severus is willing to give the boy, the only
goodwill he can produce. I will not force you to give me answers. Not today.

“Do I get one?” Potter asks, tapping his pen against his notepad. “A… clarification?”

“If needed,” Severus grits his teeth. Of course, the boy wants something in return. He’s always
bargaining, the little shit. Like a Slytherin.

“Fine,” Potter sets his pen down and twists the rings on his hand, frowning slightly. Severus
watches as the Black ring sparkles into existence. He looks at them both with slight distaste. A
shimmering black diamond and a blood-red ruby, Black and Potter, sat alongside one another, the
legacies of his most hated enemies. “The Black ring likes offensive shields. The Potter ring likes
defence, guarding stuff. It likes families. The Black ring likes bindings.”

“They like things?” Severus stares at the boy. It’s like he’s speaking another language but one that
Severus knows, one he has not spoken since Eileen died. “Clarify.”

“I dunno.” Potter grunts.“They just do.”

“How can you tell?” Severus demands evenly. “How can you tell that a non-sentient magical
object thinks or feels or likes anything?”

“I don’t fucking know!” Potter snaps and Severus growls at him softly. The boy seems utterly
unable to stop from cursing and it is fucking insufferable. “I just know what they like, the same
way I know what I like!”

“Can you possibly try to be a little more expressive?” Severus snarls, patience as thin as unicorn
hair. “Or is your tiny brain incapable of elucidating simple thoughts?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Potter’s eyes glare up at him like fiery emeralds. “Do you know why you
know you like black coffee? Do you know how you know you like it? Can you explain it to me?”

Severus cannot. He glares at the boy who does not realise what he has told Severus. Potter thinks
he does not understand it, that it is unfathomable, but he has inadvertently told Severus something
key. That for Potter, the magic is as alive to him as himself, as clear and sentient as his own wants
and needs. This is magic Severus has only read about. In Eileen’s books. On Mages.

I need much more information before I jump to that fucking conclusion.

“Your question, Potter,” Severus snaps.

“Did you love my mother?”

Severus stares at the boy, has once again that tripping feeling that he had when Potter had the
sodding gall to ask if Severus had fucked his mother. Once again, Severus is filled with the urge to
strangle the black-haired miscreant in front of him. Goodwill, Severus, he hears Narcissa say inside
his head. He knows that he cannot demand honesty of this child and not reciprocate. Not this
child.

If I deny him this and he is my true Heir, he shall never trust me.

Severus pushes aside the thought that it is quite possible Potter will never trust him anyway and
nods, shortly. He does not trust himself with words. Yes, I loved her. Yes, I loved her with my whole
self. Yes, I loved her more completely than I have ever loved anyone else.

“I would like a clarification,” Potter’s eyes are sharp. He does not blink. He speaks slowly and
deliberately and Severus hates the feeling he is being trapped by a fifteen-year-old. “You loved her
… as what?”

As much as one human being can possibly love another.

“We were … in a relationship,” Severus grits his teeth.

“When?” Potter’s voice is sharp. The boy is not surprised and that is distressing. “Was it before
they were … before they were married?”

Enough. Severus might owe the child answers but not these ones.

“I explained the rules of this particular game, Potter,” Severus sneers.

“Ew,” Potter’s face twists and too late, Severus realises what he had inadvertently implied. Severus
feels a rising flush climbing up his cheeks and suddenly, passionately, hates the boy with
everything he has inside him.

“Get out,” Severus snarls. “We are finished. Go!”

“Fine by me,” Potter mutters, flinging himself back from the desk and zooming from the room, a
whirlwind of loosely hanging robes and dark hair and magic like a scalding breeze. Severus groans
in relief when the boy is gone, flopping back against the potions bench. He thinks of Eileen’s
books at Spinner’s End that he will need to retrieve, rare books on Mages that he hoped never to
lay eyes on again. Severus rubs the bridge of his nose and feels exhausted.

Merlin, I shall never survive being a parent if this reckless boy is mine.

______________

“We need to talk about Dolores,” Minerva says. Severus sips his black coffee, and settles back in
his chair, watching Albus closely. It is the second Sunday in December, the last before the term
ends. He is in the only staff meeting that is barely tolerable anymore, the Heads of House meetings
with Albus that is held once a month. He and Minerva have been trying to do this in every meeting
since November when they both noticed students with irritated hands, blood and burn marks on
their skin. Potter is their biggest clue, the only clue they really have because he is the only one with
wounds deep enough to scar into actual words.

“Yes, we do,” Pomona says, setting her cup of tea down and glaring at Albus. “I have three of my
first years presenting with severe anxiety.”

“Direct them to Poppy,” Albus says softly. He is drinking coffee. He takes it with five sugars, so
abominably sweet that it sets Severus’ teeth on edge.

How the man is not a diabetic is beyond me.

“My seventh years are panicked about the Defense exam and their Care of Magical Creatures
exam,” Filius adds, sipping his tea and whisky. “Hagrid is struggling and Dolores is incompetent.”

“Hagrid will pull through,” Albus sighs, gesturing for the red fluff ball that is Fawkes to settle
smugly on his lap. Severus always thinks the bird looks far too pleased with himself. “As for the
seventh years, perhaps you should initiate a study group, Filius? Severus can help.” Albus throws
him a small smile. Severus does not smile back. Of course he fucking can.

“She needs to go, Albus,” Minerva snaps. She is dunking a piece of shortbread aggressively in her
tea as if she wishes to drown it. “She is doing something to the students and it is unacceptable.”

“What is she doing?” Pomona asks, soft face falling into an angry frown. Minerva looks pointedly
at Severus.

“We suspect a blood quill,” Severus says quietly. Pomona swears and Filius shakes his head in
disgust.

“You suspect?” Albus asks. His eyes are fiery even as his tone is ice cold. Severus can tell from
the way the old man has his fingers locked tightly together on his desk that he is absolutely fucking
furious at the suggestion. Albus may tolerate Dolores for the sake of the War, but he despises her.
Severus swallows his coffee hard and mentally builds up the ice around his memories, just in case.

“Students have been appearing with similar wounds on their hands, their non-dominate hands,”
Severus speaks slowly, offering these things like cold, uninteresting facts. “They will not explain
how they have got them. They seem afraid.”

“Even your Slytherins?” Albus raises a bushy eyebrow.

“Yes,” Severus bites out. Albus is one of the wisest people Severus’ knows but even he cannot
escape his own Gryffindor bias. Dolores Umbridge did not sort Slytherin, Severus has looked into
it. She was a Ravenclaw.

“A blood quill would leave words, when used long enough,” Albus mutters, his eyes glittering
dangerously. “I suppose that even Dolores is aware of that and does not over-use it.”

“There is one student,” Minerva looks at Severus who nods. “One student who has had high
enough exposure that … that he has clearly scarred.”

Filius growls in gobbledegook. Albus’ eyes flash dangerously. Severus sees the look of satisfaction
on Minerva’s face. They have been saving this, Severus has been needling Potter for two months to
get some kind of verbal confession, but the boy is proving much harder to crack than even he
anticipated. Unbidden, Eileen’s voice pops into his head. Princes know how to keep secrets, Sev.
It’s in our blood.

“If the poor child can be persuaded to speak up …” Pomona says thoughtfully, “if their parents can
be brought to bear on the situation, it might be enough to expel Dolores from the school.”

“Yes, I think that even the Minister for Magic would struggle to defend a member of staff
mutilating a wixen child,” Filius mutters. Minerva looks encouraged by this but Albus is staring at
Severus, eyes icy and full of sadness, as if he already knows.

“Who is the student, Severus?”

“Potter.”

Filius actually swears, in English, which is quite a surprise. Pomona looks desolate, shaking her
head so that a few dried leaves actually fall out.

“That poor child,” she whispers. “That poor boy.”

“So you see, Albus,” Minerva leans forward, setting her tea and scotch down on Albus’ desk. The
blasted phoenix immediately hops forward to dip its wretched beak in. “Something must be done
about her.”

“This is… complex,” Albus sighs, leaning back in his chair. “Filius is right, of course, the pressure
of a tortured wixen child with irate parents would be enough to sway public opinion against
Dolores but … not in this case.”

“What do you mean, not in this case?” Minerva explodes. “The boy has letters carved into his
damned hand, Albus!”

“It certainly seems compelling,” Pomona adds, nodding furiously. “He is the Boy-Who-Lived,
besides.”

“It is because he is the Boy-Who-Lived that it will not work,” Albus sighs, rubbing his forehead as
if it pains him. “Harry does not have parents to bear on the situation. Harry is in the care of the
goblin nation when he is out of school and in mine when he is in it. Any petition put forward under
Harry’s name, any claim of harassment will only be received as an underhanded attempt by myself
to wrestle back control of Hogwarts from the ministry. That is how Cornelius will see it.”

“So we do nothing,” Minerva spits, gripping the arms of her chair so tightly Severus can see the
whites of her knuckles.

“Not nothing.” Albus’ voice is firm and sharp, the warmth of his magic surging in a sudden wave.
“We do everything in our power to protect our students. You do everything in your powers to keep
your jobs, to stay in the castle so we can stand between our most vulnerable students and the
ministry.”

But we do nothing for Potter, Severus thinks. This is what Albus does best. He cares, so deeply, for
all involved. He cares for the future of the Wizarding World. He does not see the individual. He
does not see how refusing to stand up for the boy because he will undoubtedly be called a liar is
giving others leave to call him a liar as well.

“But a blood quill …” Pomona whispers, looking at Albus earnestly. “It’s barbaric.”

“Dolores’ control of her own punishments is absolute, where it does not become illegal,” Albus
answers wearily, his face lined. “Blood quills are, unfortunately, listed on the approved
disciplinary items for Hogwarts staff.”

“That list was approved in the 17 th Century!” Severus hisses. He has, of course, consulted the list,
mainly to verbally terrify first years. “Will we stand by if she manacles them? If she takes a whip
to them?”

Unbidden, he thinks of Potter's admission the week before. Flayed back.

“Filius’ theory is sound,” Albus sighs heavily, closing his eyes. “If another student testifies against
her, if another student’s parents take up arms against her, preferably a student who is …
uninvolved on either side, then there is no reason Cornelius would not remove her, just …”

“Not Potter,” Severus finishes for Albus. For once, the Boy-Who-Lived is not good enough for this
cause. Severus should be thrilled. He is not.

“It cannot be Harry,” Albus nods sadly. “I fear it would only bring him … more pain.”

For a moment, Severus believes him. He believes Albus does not want the boy to suffer. Then he
thinks of the boy’s bruises, of the way he flinches and tenses in the presence of those who threaten
him. Albus is notably the most powerful wizard alive. If he cannot make reality match his desires,
what is the point in being so powerful? Oddly, Severus recalls something Potter said in Grimmauld
Place. I’m not averse to a bit of power right now.

“So it must be another child,” Severus says.

The Heads of Houses look at one another. Severus shakes his head. It will not be one of his and
they all know it. Not even Lucius would go against Dolores for Draco’s sake at the moment, not

when Dolores has been so perfectly positioned against Albus. None of his snakes, not even the
most neutral ones, would risk the political danger in aligning with Albus Dumbledore right now.

“Surely it will be one of yours,” Severus says to Minerva. Brave, foolish lions. Minerva looks
thoughtful for a moment.

“Jordan, maybe, or a Creevey,” she muses aloud.

“Not a Creevey,” Albus shakes his head. “They are muggleborn.”

“And Jordan is very connected to the Weasleys,” Filius mutters.

Severus feels a lurch of disgust. They are bargaining off children’s suffering as if it is nothing.
Pomona looks equally dissatisfied, in fact, her expression is drifting towards enraged.

“So we do nothing because we cannot find an adequate poster child for this subject? A pureblood
child that the world will care about?” Pomona stands up, looking disgusted. “We must wait until a
child is as scarred as Potter to arrange justice for them?”

“We are not here to dispense justice,” Albus sighs heavily. “We are here to teach and protect our
students the best that we can.”

“Well then,” Pomona nods smartly. Her rage is shown in the tiny bowtruckles that climb out of her
hair to bare their teeth and shake their fists. “I have my orders. I can assure you, however, Albus,
that no Hufflepuff will sit detention with her.”

With that, Pomona nods smartly to her colleagues and exits, letting the door slam heavily. Albus
sighs.

“Pomona has a point,” Minerva clucks her tongue in irritation.

“I am aware,” Albus says softly. “I hope that you will all do your best to guard your students from
Dolores but we must remain vigilant. We can do nothing for them if we are not here.”

Severus realises this for what it is. It’s a fucking siege. Albus is fighting to hold onto his seat,
knowing that as soon as Dolores gets it, Potter will be easy prey not only for her but for the
ministry. He wonders if that is all this whole school is to Albus, one giant fortress in which he can
hide his most valuable and dangerous asset.

“I just imagine what Lily would say,” Filius shakes his head sadly. “She would have raised hell for
him.”

Severus feels an uncomfortable jolt of guilt, the true remembrance of another person who loved
Lily as fondly as a father or grandfather. Filius is completely right. Lily would have raised hell, but
she would have raised it because Severus had neglected to already.

If he is mine, will I raise hell for him?

Severus does not know the answer to that. The potion will be ready in two days. Then he will need
to find an answer.

“Remus is coming through,” Albus says, as the clock on the wall chimes eight and Albus looks
significantly at Severus. “He needs a meeting with Harry. Minerva, will you fetch him? Take him
down to Severus’ office?”

“Of course,” Minerva stands and leaves. Filius drops down out of his chair too, turning to face
Severus. He waves his wand and a piece of paper, folded into the shape of an origami bird, flies at
Severus.

“A list of the seventh years who would benefit from a Defense study group, Severus,” Filius winks.
“Your expertise could be useful.”

Severus nods and unfolds the paper. It is, indeed, a lift of Ravenclaw seventh years, but scrawled
at the top in Filius’ handwriting are the words: Inform the Anzar. Severus looks up to see Filius
disappearing down the staircase. Wiley fucking goblin. What would Bill Weasley have to say if he
knew Potter was being subjected to a blood quill?

“How are Harry’s Occlumency lessons going?” Albus asks softly.

“He is inept,” Severus snarls, easily slipping into it. All he has to think of is the way Potter
continually fails at potions and not how they haven't had a single Occlumency lesson since the
start of term. “It is virtually impossible, his mind is a tangled mess of useless memories, he has no
drive, no ambition —,”

“You consistently misjudge him, Severus,” Albus says, with his characteristic twinkle, as if this
familiar exchange with Severus revives him after yet another uncomfortable meeting with the staff.
“Have you seen any memories regarding the Potter Grimoire?”

“No,” Severus frowns. “It is at Gringotts, is it not? Safe from Black?”

“Gringotts may not be the safest place for it,” Albus murmurs, playing with a silver instrument on
his desk. “The secrets inside require protection.”

“Secrets, Albus?” Severus crosses his arms and leans back in his chair. “What spell or potion could
the Potter’s offer you that might be of value to you?”

“The Potter Grimoire is not only the secrets of the House of Potter,” Albus’ eyes take on a golden
gleam. “The House of Peverell, too.”

Harrison Peverell. Severus pushes his thoughts away from the secret moniker of his Heir and
wonders what Albus needs from the House of Peverell.

“And your research the House of Gaunt?” Albus asks, stroking Fawkes’ head slowly.

“Nothing,” Severus answers truthfully. He lies as easily as he breathes, but he cannot deny the
small measure of comfort he feels in providing answers that are not edged with false-truths. “It
appears no child of the line of Gaunt has ever attended Hogwarts, aside from the Dark Lord, of
course.”

“That we know of,” Albus says softly. Severus wishes he understood what was going on inside the
old man’s mind. “Keep looking, Severus. Anything else to report?”

Theodore Nott is pretending to be the Heir of Slytherin. Theodore Nott seems to be, for all intents
and purposes, courting your golden boy. Harry Potter could be a Mage. He may also be my son
and Heir. I have lied to you in so many ways I cannot even discern the truth.

Severus takes all of these thoughts and drowns them in the icy lake of his mind, so far away from
anything that Albus would ever see or touch if he dared to plunder Severus’ mind. Far beyond even
the agonising reach of the Dark Lord.

“The Dark Lord pesters Apollonius for more answers, but he has none to give,” Severus shakes his
head, thinking of the way Apollonius had suffered at the meeting yesterday. Severus' hands twitch
sympathetically just thinking about it. “So the Dark Lord turns his interest back to the Department
of Mysteries. He is thinking about using Nagini.”

Severus grimaces. It would be a horrible way to die. Albus nods slowly as if it is only interesting.

“Prioritise antivenoms, Severus,” he says softly. Severus knows what that means. Albus will not be
telling the Order. He is risking their deaths at Nagini’s fangs rather than compromising Severus’
cover. The sickening choices of war. The floo bursts into life and Severus is glad to see the
rumpled form of Lupin spinning in.

“Severus,” Albus says quietly, stroking Fawkes’ fluffy, young plumage. “Please do not mention
Harry’s detentions with Dolores to Remus.”

Don’t tell the person who might be enraged enough to help him. Severus hates it but nods. Besides,
if Potter turns out to be his son, Severus will decide what to do about Dolores Umbridge. It will be
subtle and painful and much worse than whatever Lupin with his brute strength and growls could
achieve. He rises as Lupin takes one step out of the grate and holds up his hand.

“Back in, Lupin,” he commands, stepping into the large grate beside him, tossing a handful of
powder at both of their feet. “Severus’ Snape’s office!”

The two of them jerk through the green fire, and Severus is surprised to find Lupin’s hand gripping
his sleeve. Severus’ grate is much smaller than Albus’ and in the cramped space, Severus stumbles
out.

“Careful, Severus!” Severus finds strong wolf hands grasping his waist, placing him back on his
feet with ease. He feels an undeniable swoop in his lower abdomen.

Absolutely not.

“Off,” Severus grunts, pushing Lupin away, forgetting momentarily that creatures like Lupin
cannot be pushed unless they want to be. Lupin raises his eyebrows and steps back, hands raised in
a gesture of peace. Lupin looks around the office, walking silently around the desk to sit in one of
the two chairs on the student side. Severus brushes ash off his robes and stands beside his chair,
trying to stop the tingling in his nerves.

It’s just a cruciatus hangover. It’s always a cruciatus hangover.

“What is this meeting about?” Severus demands abruptly. Lupin has his chin rested on his fist and
seems to be deep in thought. He blinks slowly.

“I’m … not living at the house anymore,” Lupin says slowly. Severus stares at the wolf.

He left him. Thank fuck for that.

“Where should I send the wolfsbane?” Severus asks, pulling out a piece of paper to write down a
new address.

“Care of Bill Weasley,” Lupin says quietly. Severus feels a nasty coil of distaste. Bill fucking
Weasley. Appealing to everyone on the Circe-Damned planet.

“That was fast,” he sneers, unable to help himself.

“No, it wasn’t,” Lupin snaps back, his eyes flashing orange. “Bill is happily enjoying the company
of Nymphadora and I am taking up space in his spare room. That is all.”

“You say that like I care you who fuck, Lupin,” Severus slaps the piece of paper back in the drawer
and slams it closed.

“Oh no, I am well aware of your lack of care,” Lupin mutters, shifting in his shabby robes. Severus
does not know what that means and does not dare to ask. At that moment, there is a knock on the
door.

“Enter!” Severus calls and Potter slouches in. He looks as happy to see Severus as Severus is to see
him after already enduring eight hours in one another’s company today. Then the boy's eyes fall
upon Lupin and Severus sees an uncommon light of pure excitement that the boy obviously never
shows around him.

“Remus!” Potter darts across the room in that impossibly fast way that he has when Severus
sometimes wonders if the boy might actually be flying, and suddenly Lupin has his arms full of an
unruly teenager.

“Hello, Harry,” Lupin murmurs, his face full of joy and happy surprise as he lifts his hands, one to
wrap around his godson’s waist and the other to pet his curly hair. Lupin looks thoroughly
delighted to be the subject of such unexpected affection, but Severus sees something else. He
notices the tension in Potter’s shoulder, the way he has buried his face hard into his godfather’s
shoulder. The boy is struggling. Severus wonders when he became so fluent in the body language
of Harry fucking Potter.

“What are you doing here?” Potter asks gruffly, pulling away.

“I need to talk to you,” Lupin smiles, pushing Potter’s hair away from his face, setting his glasses
properly on his face. It’s a smile that Severus doesn’t think he’s seen on Lupin’s face since their
third year. Lupin smiling at him across a library table, their fingers entangled underneath the
cover of a book.

“Is it bad?” Potter asks, sitting in the chair beside Lupin. He glances so quickly at Severus that he
almost misses it, but Severus also finds himself shaking his head, just a tiny amount. He does not
know when he developed this shorthand of reading Potter’s gestures and fucking answering them,
but he has.

“It’s about your Christmas holidays,” Lupin sighs, reaching across the distance between them to
grasp Potter’s hand.

“Oh?” Potter shifts.

“I’m sorry, Harry, but I’m … I’m not living with Sirius anymore,” Lupin said quietly.

“You’re not?” Potter stares at Lupin. “You broke up? Because of me?”

Because Black has an unnatural obsession with you.

“No, Harry,” Lupin lies easily, squeezing the boy’s hand. “We haven’t broken up, we’re …” Lupin
swallows hard. You’re just repulsed by the idea that your lover hid his obsessional bond with your
godchild from you. “We’re just not living together right now.”

“He’s alone?” Potter looks astonishingly worried about his utter failure of a godfather. “In
Grimmauld Place?”

“No, he’s not alone he’s …” Lupin looks at Severus as if he’s looking for answers. Severus raises
his eyebrows. What are you looking at me for?

“He’s with Kingsley, right?” Potter asks hollowly. Well, that’s a fucking surprise. Severus stares at
Lupin for confirmation. Has Lupin been letting Black run around with Kingsley fucking
Shacklebolt of all people? The man whose job it is to catch Black? It's a level of incompetence and
bad decision making that is baffling even for the disaster that is Sirius Black.

“Yes,” Lupin whispers, swallowing hard. “He is still seeing the mind healer every day, he and I are
still talking we’re just not … not living together.”

“That’s …” Potter is staring at their joined hands, his face utterly unreadable. “Are you okay,
Moony?”

The insipid nickname sounds childish, almost tender on Potter’s lips. Lupin looks like he’s about
to crumble into pieces. He takes several gulping breaths and Severus suddenly feels like he should
look away.

“I’m fine, Harry,” Lupin whispers. “Sirius … he would still like to see you on Christmas Day.”

“Is that wise?” Severus asks. He has seen the way Black looks at Potter, with a kind of desperate
desire that makes Severus want to murder Black in new and inventive ways. If Potter is my son,
Black will never be in his presence again.

“I’ll be there,” Lupin says softly, glancing up at Severus. “So will the Weasley’s. I’ve discussed it
with Molly. It’s one day and ... it could be good for us all.”

“Fine,” Potter nods. “One day. We can do one day, Moony.”

“Yes, we can,” Lupin looks absurdly happy, holding Potter’s hand so tightly that Severus thinks it
must hurt. Potter doesn’t flinch. Maybe he’s used to extreme werewolf strength. Lupin certainly
seems to like to keep one hand on Potter, as if he’s worried his godson is going to disappear at any
moment.

“But I’m staying with Bill and Tonks and their flat has nowhere near the security of Hogwarts.”
Lupin takes a deep breath. “So you need to stay here. I'm sorry, Harry,” Lupin whispers. “We’ll
floo you through for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day but …”

“It’s fine, Remus,” Potter interrupts. “I’m fine with staying here. Really.”

Why? Severus thinks.

“Thank you,” Lupin smiles tremulously. “Thank you for understanding.”

“Of course,” Potter looks a little contrite and Severus has a revelation. He never meant to go to
Grimmauld Place in the first place. “I should really go back to the tower.”

“Yes, I need to see Albus again,” Lupin stands up, pulling Potter close for a quick hug. “Go, Harry.
I’ll … I’ll see you on Christmas Eve.”

"Cool," Potter grins. "I've got you such a cool present. It's wicked."

"I look forward to it," Lupin chuckles softly, ruffling the boy's hair. "Write to me."

Lupin turns to the fireplace, gives Severus a brief, surprisingly grateful smile that Severus has no
idea what to do with, and steps into the floo. Severus stares at Potter, folding his arms to glare at
the boy expectantly.

“You never intended to leave Hogwarts for Christmas,” Severus says. Potter shoves his hands in

his pockets and shrugs.

“Christmas isn’t such a big deal to me,” Potter mutters. “Not a big a Yule person, either.”

That’s Theodore’s influence, Severus thinks, and Severus remembers that, of bloody course,
Theodore will be here over the holidays, too. All Severus' hopes that the two ill-fated boys would
separate seem to have been for nought. In fact, if Theo's sharp cutting glares in Potions are
anything to go by, his affection has only increased. Merlin, save me from an infatuated murderous
Theodore Nott.

“Well, do not think the two of you shall get away with any madness during the holidays,” Severus
snaps and Potter raises his eyebrows as if he’s surprised Severus has put that together. “I have no
interest in Yule either.”

“I would never have guessed,” Potter smiles nastily. Severus can see the word ‘Scrooge’ flit across
Potter’s eyes.

“My family are Turkish, Potter,” Severus glares. “With Arab ancestry. We have no interest in Yule.
Or Scrooges.”

“Turkish,” Potter’s voice is flat but his eyes dance with interest. Severus sees his thumb flicker
over a finger on his right hand as if touching a ring. An invisible ring. Severus feels a sudden surge
of panic. He has admitted this thing to Potter, this thing he has never told another living soul aside
from Lily, because when he said “we have no interest in Yule,” without meaning to, he was
including Potter.

I was talking to him like he is my son.

Severus stares at Lily’s eyes. He imagines a rebuke in the emerald irises.

Our son, Severus. Our Son.

“Get out,” Severus snaps. “Leave. I do not want you here. Out.”

Potter nods firmly as if he was expecting it. Severus does not have a moment to understand it. The
boy leaves without a backwards glance and Severus cannot get Lily’s eyes out of his head. Then, a
piece of paper is soaring through the floo, crispy and burnt on the edge and bearing Narcissa’s
distinct handwriting:

Preliminary results from the potion suggest our assumptions are incorrect. He is not your Heir.

Severus closes his eyes. To his dismay, he does not feel relief.

_______________

“What are you doing here?” Lucius demands.

Severus is exhausted. He stops in the entrance hall to Malfoy Manor, rubbing a hand over his face.
He has been tortured by Narcissa’s note for two days. It is Tuesday night, three days until the end
of term and he has just finished having the longest day of his life since every class he taught
seemed intent on either mischief or ineptitude. This is the first the moment he has had to respond to
Narcissa’s message and the last thing he wants to do is face Lucius.

“I’m here to see your wife,” Severus sneers, knowing it is the worst thing he can say. “She
requested me.”

“Did she,” Lucius says quietly, stalking towards Severus in a swish of dark green robes. Oh shit.
Severus swallows hard. In an instant, Lucius has whipped out the black, silver-headed wand and
pushed it into Severus’ throat, backing him against the door of his house. Severus has foolishly
forgotten that being designated as the Dark Lord's right hand has made Lucius high-strung and cutthroat. He is also casting unforgivable curses on a daily basis. It is not without its impact on the
mind.

“What are you doing with my wife, Severus?” Lucius says, conversationally. “All these secret
messages, all these deliveries of thoroughly illegal potions ingredients, what are you doing with my
wife, in my house?”

“Brewing,” Severus snaps. Even though he knows from experience that the last thing he should
display is a show of strength in front of Lucius, but he doesn’t care. He is tired. Tired into his
bones. Just because Lucius is all jumped up on a cruciatus high does not mean he has leeway to
demand answers from Severus that he would never dream of compelling from Narcissa. “What else

could we be doing, Lucius? Are you worried we are reliving Paris?”

Lucius' eyes flash and Severus knows he should not have mentioned Paris, the time Narcissa came
to Severus without her husband and for which Severus will never be forgiven. Lucius moves
quickly, a hand gripping Severus’ chin as he crashes his lips against Severus’. It is not lust. That
bruising, invasive mouth is as much a threat as the wand tip pressed against Severus’ throat.

“Never forget, dear one. You’re mine.” Lucius hisses.

Severus holds his breath. There's another term of endearment he has not heard in over a decade. He
was Narcissa’s darling boy, but he was Lucius’ dear one. Never forget that Lucius instigated their
affair. Never forget that Severus fell in love with Lucius first. He feels a rush of burning
annoyance.

Sweet Circe, what is wrong with the universe that they all think I am still the same man I was
fifteen years ago?

“Merlin, Lucius,” Severus drawls, raising an eyebrow. With Lucius, pushing back can only ever be
done with words. “What a trip down memory lane this has been, but I am no longer yours, Lucius,
I have not been for a long time and whilst this —,” Severus gestures slowly between them, “is
fascinating it no longer holds any draw on me.”

“Really?” Lucius raises a blonde eyebrow, stepping back from Severus slightly. There is grudging
respect on his face. Severus wonders if somewhere inside, Lucius has always expected that
Severus would come back to him if he ever asked him to. Of course Lucius fucking would. “Does
anyone hold a draw for you now, Severus?”

“No,” Severus snaps. Even as he says it, he thinks of Lupin’s hands on his waist as he stumbled out
of the floo two days ago. Absolutely not.

“Fine,” Lucius finally lowers his wand, but he doesn’t move from his position, crowding Severus
against his front door. “But I will have an answer here, Severus. Whatever you are doing with my
wife,” Lucius pauses, letting his eyes linger on Severus’ lips. Severus could almost roll his eyes at
the man’s presumption. He has no time for it. Somewhere in the manor, Narcissa is brewing a
potion that will tell him if Harry fucking Potter is his son. “Is it dangerous?”

Only to me. Only to my sanity.

“No, Lucius,” Severus sighs. “It is … personal in nature but it is not dangerous.”

“Does he know?” Lucius asks.

“How much does the Dark Lord know about your wife’s activities?” Severus counters.

“Nothing,” Lucius whispers, mouth set in a firm line. “I would like it to stay that way.”

“As would I,” Severus nods. Lucius stares at him for a moment then steps aside. “She is in her
laboratory. I will be out.”

“The Minister?” Severus asks as Lucius opens his own front door.

“No,” Lucius looks over his shoulder, eyes shuttering with cold danger. “Little Hangleton.”

“Go well,” Severus says, nodding. He does not care for Lucius anymore, he mostly despises him
for the political, conniving beast he has become, but he does not wish him death. If only because it
would cause Narcissa and Draco pain. With Lucius gone, he turns and walks swiftly through the
silent house to the basement laboratory. He opens the door to the sight of Narcissa, silver hair
pulled up and revealing the elegant nape of her neck. Her black robe sleeves are pushed up to the
elbows and there is a pearly sheen on her perfect face, her silver eyebrows knitted together.

“Narcissa,” Severus announces himself softly, closing the door behind him. She glances up from
the cauldron, takes in his face and then looks back into it, clicking her tongue.

“Lucius tried to kiss you,” Narcissa glances at the temperature gauge in the liquid. As always,
Utterly unflappable.

“Lucius tried to make a point,” Severus snorts, shedding his outer robes and rolling up his sleeves.

“Yes, he does that,” Narcissa’s grey eyes flicker back to the recipe she dug out of the Malfoy
library. “Was it effective?”

“No,” Severus snaps, “it has not been effective in fifteen years. What seems to be the problem?”

“The potion is not creating the expected results,” Narcissa is staring down at the potion. It’s the
most disturbing colour, as blood-red as it comes. “I am worried that we have brewed incorrectly
somewhere.”

“What do you mean?” Severus swallows hard. “You said in your note that he was not my Heir.”

“I thought that at first, but then I realised that the potion wasn’t producing a negative result, it
wasn’t producing any result.”

“Well, did you add the three drops of unicorn blood?” Severus scans the ingredient list, wincing at
the hideous contents. “The … Circe, the skin of the unborn merchild?”

“Yes, Severus!” Narcissa snaps, stirring the potion carefully. “I added every abominable ingredient
under the sun in precise order.”

“Then why do you think that it is not working?” Severus scans the instructions, three drops,
counterclockwise stir for three hours, skin added at the new moon ...

“Because even if he was not your Heir, the script should say ’no progeny,’ but look, there is no
change.”

Narcissa gestures to a pile of slips of paper, all stained blood-red with the name Severus Tobias
Snape - Lily-Rose Evans-Potter written on the parchment. Severus lets a low, hollow breath.

Fucking hell.

“Shit,” Severus sighs. “It’s not your brew, Cissa.”

“I know it is not my brew,” Narcissa glares at him as if he deserves punishment for merely
suggesting it. “So what is it?”

“This …” Severus picks up a piece of the paper. He swallows heavily, sees Eileen’s face inside his
head, writing his true name in the front of the Prince Grimoire. “This is not my name.”

“What? Of course it is,” Narcissa shakes her head crossly.

“No,” Severus sighs softly, sitting down on the stool. This was the last confession he expected to
be giving today. “It’s … it’s my muggle name.”

“You … you live under a muggle name?” Narcissa stares at him, her fingers still on the stirring
rod. Severus closes his eyes, nods slowly. This is a part of himself that he never faces. Princes
know how to keep secrets, Sev. It's in our blood.

“What is your true name?” Narcissa whispers.

Severus takes a deep breath, pulls a piece of paper towards him and writes it, falling into a script
that he has not written for over thirty years.

Severus Hüsrev Esfandiyār Šāhzādeh

“Are those ... Persian names?” Narcissa looks at him with eyes full of curiosity. “I don’t read it but
I …”

“Persian and Turkish,” Severus says quietly. He writes Lily’s name alongside it and dips it into the
potion. Šāhzādeh, meaning 'Prince' in English.

The names of the Princes. The names of the past.

“Who are you, Severus?” Narcissa whispers softly. He does not answer. Together, they stare at the
potion, waiting the ten seconds for it to cure. Severus thinks about whether this longest ten seconds
of his life. Longer than the ten seconds he waited before he kissed Remus Lupin for the first time
aged thirteen years old. Longer than the ten seconds he waited before Jigger announced he had
passed his Mastery. Longer than the ten seconds he waited before bursting out of the bushes in
Cokeworth to tell Lily Evans she was, in fact, a witch.

"It is time," Narcissa whispers, her hand reaching down to curl around his. Severus nods. He pulls
it out, dripping red and bloody as the black ink spills out of his name, swirling with magic. Severus
reads it, a strange memory assaulting him. The memory of the taste of Lily’s kiss - warm, honeyed,
chamomile tea.

Severus Hüsrev Esfandiyār Šāhzādeh — Lily Rose Evans Potter
|
|
Harrison James Charlus Potter

Severus swallows heavily. He recalls Eileen’s words before his blood hit the cold stones. Breathe,
Severus. It is Tuesday the 16th of December 1995 and Severus is fifteen years late for this news.
Yet here it is anyway, crashing through his reality like a tornado of chaos. One made of green eyes
and unruly dark hair and a defiant, angry glare.

“I am Harry Potter’s father,” he whispers.
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So I’m Turkish.

I’m sorry?

You said I looked like a Black, right? Before the glamour?

I did. I regret my words.

Well, it’s because I’m Turkish. Snape says we’re Turkish.

That’s interesting.

Yeah.

Did he say anything else?

Yeah. He told me that he doesn’t want to see me.

Ah.

Yep.

He may still not know.

He knows, Theo. He doesn’t want me. He said I could die for all he cares over the summer,
remember?

Believe me, I have not forgotten.

It doesn’t matter. He’s my sire. My Turkish, Yule/Christmas hating Scrooge Sire. Who cares? I
don’t.

What is a Scrooge?

It’s a muggle thing.

Like the red-coated paedophile.

I’m going to tell Hermione you’ve never read Charles Dickens.

Is that some kind of threat?

Just you wait.

Tonight? Before D.A?

I'll be there.

_______________

“And what is that?” Theo asks as Harry drops a wrapped present on the workbench beside their
cauldron.

“A birthday present,” Harry says, "Happy birthday for yesterday."

Harry is grinning up at him as he leans against the potions bench in a way that Theo finds both
endearing and a little bit worrying. It is the same look Harry had on his face when he met Theo
outside the Room of Requirement two Sundays ago and said: “Think of Fabiola’s cottage.”

“I thought manipulating the Room of Requirement into an exact replica on my mother’s cottage
was my birthday present,” Theo says, checking the temperature gauge on the glamour potion.
They’ve been brewing in here since the middle of December, perfectly timing the brew so that it
will complete on the first Saturday after term finishes. The notes are vague on whether they will
experience any diminishment in the current glamour as they come close to the expiry date but Theo
is confident he will be able to cover any discrepancies with a glamour charm if necessary. He is
also secretly hoping that Harry’s might slip a little before the date, just so he can see his true face
again. Honeyed skin. Sharp jaw. Eyes as green as peridot.

“I didn’t manipulate it,” Harry protests. “I just thought really, really hard and then asked really
really nicely.”

“Oh yeah?” Theo raises his eyebrows at him, glances down at Harry’s rings, all of them visible at
the moment. “You sure you didn’t go a little bit Hurricane-y on it?”

“No,” Harry rolls his eyes good naturedly, bumping Theo’s shoulder with his own. Theo pretends
to scowl, delicately holding the thestral hair over the cauldron.

“You do remember the crucial part of this process from last time, Potter?”

“Yes, Nott,” Harry grins wider, shuffling even closer and bumping Theo’s shoulder again. “Last
time you made me stand in the door so I didn’t fuck it up with my … ‘anti-potions presence,’
wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Theo is trying very hard not to grin, too. He has a sudden memory of Harry feeding a
muggle iced lolly to Sahara and giving Theo his first verbal confirmation that whatever they were
doing, it wasn’t a passing thing. We’ll still be together. “I won’t banish you this time.”

“Good,” Harry laughs, watching Theo’s hand closely as he drapes in the thestral hair in significant
rune shapes. “Will you open it?”

“In a second.”

Theo tries to concentrate but it is very difficult as Harry is practically vibrating with excitement
beside him.

“Go and sit down, read something,” Theo snaps, trying to force the corners of his mouth into a
frown and failing because it would be like trying to frown at a pygmy puff. “You’re acting like a
Krup puppy.”

“Why do they call it a Krup puppy?” Harry tilts his head to one side, disobeying Theo entirely and
leaning forward to look into the cauldron, pearly steam misting his face. “Surely they should call it
a Kruppy?”

“Go!” Theo demands, pushing Harry away and unable to stop himself from laughing. Harry lets
himself be pushed, grinning from ear to ear as he flicks his fingers and Sahara jumps up from the
workbench onto his arm. She's been doing that a lot recently, somewhere between apparition and
flying and Theo cannot work out if it's Sahara, the Heir rings or Harry that's doing it. Either way, it
is an obnoxious display of power and Theo rolls his eyes, watching as Harry sheds his school
robes, school jumper, school tie and glasses on his way to their bed, kicking off his shoes and
flopping down on the small mattress with a happy sigh. Theo smiles to see it. Harry is measurably
happier since he found a way to transform the Room of Requirement into Fabiola’s cottage at will.

When they are inside it together, with the herbs hanging from the ceiling and the small, rickety bed
in the corner and even Kreacher popping back in, overwhelmed with excitement that the Room has
managed to produce replicas of his tiny muggle toys, Harry is entirely different. He is relaxed. It’s
only in seeing how he is here, in this space, that Theo realises how fucking tense Harry is the rest
of his time. As Harry rolls up his sleeves and reaches for one of the books that the room has
produced, (books on ancient magic and healing, it seems) Theo sees new bruises that he knows
have come from curses and bullying around the school. The cowardly idiot bastards. Theo has
been keeping the Slytherin’s checked with tiny acts of revenge that they bewilderingly assign to
rogue Gryffindors, but he cannot fight the whole school, and he hates it.

“Fruit pastille please, Kreacher!” Harry commands lightly. From under the coffee table where
Kreacher is happily reconstructing his teeny tiny Ferris wheel, a small sugared pastille shoots into
the air which Harry catches with his unnerving reflexes, dropping it into his mouth and then
wincing.

“God, Kreacher, you always give me the lime ones.”

“They are sour, like the Master,” Kreacher cackles. The elf is happier too. Theo knows from his
weekly reports that Kreacher takes great delight in punishing Gryffindors in new and complicated
ways (Cormac MacLaggen was recently subject to a very stubborn hair growing potion that had
him resembling what Harry calls “a wookiee,”) but Gryffindor’s do not tire easily. Harry is their
favourite in-house punching bag, possibly because he never complains. Kreacher is only one elf.
Theo understands his limitations. It does not mean he likes them.

“You’re hogging all the good ones,” Harry frowns.

“There are good ones?” Theo mutters. He’s tasted Kreacher’s latest muggle obsession and they
taste like soap.

“The black ones,” Harry nods.

“Goblin blood,” Kreacher supplies. “Delicious.”

“They’re blackcurrant, Kreacher.”

“Are not.”

“Are too.”

“Stupid Master has no taste.”

“Idiot elf has no tastebuds.”

Theo tries to concentrate on the rune sequence in the potion, letting one long hair dissolve before
draping another into the swirling liquid, but Kreacher and Harry have devolved from exchanging
insults to throwing sweet wrappers at one another. Theo sighs and takes a deep breath, trying to
mimic the shape of Ansus reversed in the surface of the liquid. Out of the corner of his eye, he sees
that Harry has erected a Black shield as Kreacher pelts fruit pastilles at him at a surprising pace,
cackling madly. Theo swallows down his instinct to scold the elf, only because he can hear Harry’s
sniggering laughter, Sahara hissing away around his arm like a particularly animate bracelet. Harry
is happy right now. He is not thinking of his godfathers, of the bloody parabatai bond, of Lord
Prince or of Cedric fucking Diggory. Theo will not take it from him. Then he gets hit in the side of
the head with a fruit pastille.

“Ouch!”

“Sorry!”

Theo turns to glare at them both and realises that he is looking at them from behind a shield.
Harry’s hand is outstretched towards him, the shield that was protecting him from Kreacher’s
confectionery based attack has diverted to Theo and now Harry is cowering, as Kreacher jumps on
the bed beside him, madly raining sweets down on Harry’s head.

“Master is always distracted by Heir Nott!” Kreacher cackles in victory. “Master is a foolish
warrior with an obvious weakness!”

“Alright, alright!” Harry shouts, lifting his arms about his head. “I surrender! You can have all the
goblin blood sweets!”

“Enough, Kreacher,” Theo says and Kreacher stops bouncing, waving his hand so the scattered
sweets, which he has clearly multiplied into their hundreds, collect into a little mountain by the
coffee table.

“Master is a loser and no match for an Elf of the House of Black,” Kreacher smirks, climbing
down from the bed. “Master owes Kreacher twenty galleons.”

“Twenty galleons?” Theo stares at Harry who doesn’t even have the presence of mind to look
sheepish, he is too busy unsticking fruit pastilles from his hair. “You made a bet of twenty galleons
with your house elf?”

“What? It’s just money, what am I going to do with it?” Harry winces, his fingers tugging at his
fringe. “Jesus, Kreacher, what did you do to these? It’s like superglue.”

“True warriors never give away their weapons,” Kreacher grins nastily.

“You cannot give him twenty galleons, he’ll buy his own weight in sugar,” Theo snaps, tapping
his wand against the cauldron and muttering “subsisto,” before crossing over to the bed to sit next
to Harry, tentatively trying to pick gelatine sugar out of his hair.

“Kreacher, you cannot use all of the twenty galleons for the purchase of confectionary, only twenty
percent of it,” Harry mutters, wincing as Theo pulls at his hair and flexing his left hand, the Black
magic shining quickly as Harry bonds Kreacher as quickly and easily as if it is a mere lumos.
“Ouch!”

“Well, if you will get in a fight with a homicidal demon…” Theo mutters, dragging the sticky
substance away from Harry’s forehead.

“Am I the homicidal demon or is he?” Harry chuckles.

“Somedays, it’s hard to tell the difference,” Theo flicks the stickiness off his fingers in disgust as
Harry snorts with laughter.

“Well, can I make it up to you?” Harry shuffles back against the wall with a grin, pulls one leg
towards his body and props one knee up on the bed. Then he drops his gift into Theo’s lap. “Open
it.”

Theo looks at the gift with some trepidation. His birthday was yesterday. He received no gifts from
Apollonius or Jezebel, an interesting textbook from Daphne, a useless Qudditch manual that Draco
thinks is a somehow a fitting gift for everyone, and an utterly inappropriate gift from Blaise which

was presented with a wink and the comment “Even the Boy-Who-Lived needs one of these.” He
has not had a truly meaningful birthday present since Mother died. He carefully pulls off the
wrapping paper. It is a slim, black volume with a silver clasp that looks like a snake head. It is
clearly ancient, the binding hand-sewn and the leather looks like it was hand stretched. Just the
thought of such an object of antiquity makes Theo’s fingers itch. Theo tries to open it but can’t. He
looks up at Harry curiously, who is grinning. He puts his hand on the book so Sahara slithers down
onto it, hissing happily.

“Ask her to open it,” Harry says. Theo raises his eyebrows and looks at the boomslang, whose
tongue is flickering the clasp like it is a fellow reptile.

“Open it, please, Sahara,” Theo asks, warily. The snake hisses and the clasp springs open. Theo
stares. A book that opens with parseltongue? He carefully opens the front page. The language
written on the title page is not one that he has ever seen. It looks like something in between
hieroglyphics and ancient Sumerian.

“I can’t read it,” Theo mutters, tracing the letters. They are beautiful and instantly he wishes he
could read it, regrets he cannot because Harry clearly thought he would be able to, but when he
looks up into Harry’s face he can see no disappointment, only delight.

“You can’t read it yet,” Harry traces the letters happily, brushing his fringe out of his eyes. “Don’t
worry, no one can. No one but me. I didn’t even realise no one else could until I showed it to
Hermione. Then I knew it had to be your birthday present.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Theo admits. Harry grins even wider and then taps his wand
against the page, muttering “Revelio.” Theo watches in amazement as words written in English, in
Harry’s handwriting, appear underneath the strange cursive words.

The Lexicon of Apep and Nehebkau
By Willow Peverell-Gaunt

“Apep and Nehebkau,” Theo whispers, touching the names. “Ancient Egyptian snake God and
God of chaos …” his eyes widen and he stares up at Harry. A language only Harry can read. “It’s a
parseltongue lexicon?”

“It is,” Harry nods happily. “Or at least, the start of one. I don’t know who Willow was but clearly,
she was a Peverell if it ended up in the Potter vault, and a Parseltongue too. Hermione helped me
translate the title —,” Harry taps the page. “I have to read the words aloud in parseltongue and then

try and write the word, and it sort of comes out English when I write it, it’s not, like, a perfect
system but …” Harry shrugs as if what he is talking about is not revolutionary. “But I thought we
could do it. Together.”

“You and me?” Theo feels like his throat is closing. He thinks of the necklace he gave Harry which
then Harry reciprocated with almost perfect symmetry. He thinks of the journals he created for the
both of them, something they could share together and now Harry has done this. For a boy who
knows absolute shit about courting, Harry is surpassing all expectations. Especially since he does
not seem aware he is doing it.

“Well, who else do you know who is trying to write a parseltongue dictionary?” Harry teases,
poking Theo’s knee with his toe. “Yes, you and me." Harry looks down, his hair falling in front of
his eyes and for a moment, Theo sees a glimmer of uncertainty in his face. "So ... Do you like it?”

Theo stares at him. There have been a few moments recently when Theo has had to fight back his
instinct to kiss Harry fucking Potter utterly senseless. There was the time Harry told him the Nott
magic tastes like Mead. Then there was the time that Harry opened the Room of Requirement and
revealed, so pleased with himself, the inside of Fabiola’s cottage just for Theo. This is one of
them.

I will not. Not yet.

“Yes,” Theo swallows hard and places his hand against the first page of the bloody miraculous
book. It’s a piece of history, a segment of the past and a doorway into a completely unknown
language. To Theo’s knowledge, there are no other books on earth written in parseltongue, no one
even knows what it looks like, but now Theo does. “Yes, I do, Harry.”

He looks up at this impossible, beautiful boy sitting in front of him, his silver rune necklace sitting
against his white shirt, green eyes gleaming and swallows hard. Not yet. In the absence of what he
wants to do the most, Theo turns to the second-best thing. He turns the page of the dictionary, taps
the first word, pulling out his trusty muggle biro.

“What is it?”

“Let me read it …” Harry frowns down at the page. Then he hisses softly. Theo’s heart beats
furiously as he scrambles for a spare piece of parchment. Merlin, he can really read it.

“Write it,” Theo says tightly, barely believing this is happening. Harry clutches the pen carefully
and writes it down. Theo stares at it in amazement. It is half parselscript, half English. He looks up
at Harry.

“How … how do you know how to write it?” Theo asks, unable to stop himself thinking of Mages.
His research is still patchy, especially since the people who has been able to give him the most
coherent answers are either half in a daydream (Lovegood) or a spy with the best Occlumency
shields in England (Severus Fucking Snape).

“Dunno,” Harry shrugs lightly. “Just a thing I do, I guess.”

“A Harry Potter thing,” Theo mutters.

“One hundred percent?” Harry grins up at him. Theo remembers the horrifying exhilarating car
journey up the M1 and smiles back.

“Yes, one hundred percent a Harry fucking Potter thing,” Theo shakes his head, looking at the
word. “It has ‘God’ at the beginning and then … what’s this word?”

“It’s um…” Harry pauses and then hisses. Theo’s heart jumps in recognition when he hears it.

“I know that one!” he exclaims, leaning across to snatch the biro back, pressing the piece of
parchment against Harry’s thigh as he scribbles the English end of the word. “It’s fear! Sahara uses
it all the time.”

“God-fear,” Harry stares down at the word, his hand automatically catching Theo’s, linking their
fingers together as if it’s nothing. When they are in the pseudo-cottage created inside the Room of
Requirement, Harry's touches are like this. Easy, uncomplicated, familiar. It reminds Theo of the
summer and makes him long for the Yule holidays when they can stay in here for hours every day.

“What word means God-fear?" Harry looks up at Theo with a puzzled expression. "And comes at
the beginning of a dictionary?”

Theo stares at Harry. He knows exactly what the word is. It's what he feels when Harry's magic
tries to suck the life out of the centre of the earth. When Harry shields him with the Black Magic or
when Harry produces Prongs or when Harry holds his hand.

“Awe,” Theo swallows heavily. “The word is Awe.”

“Brilliant!” Harry grins, moving their joined hands so he can write the word on the parchment.
“Come on, you should get a proper quill, write it in next to Willow’s, it’s yours now —,”

“No,” Theo shakes his head, reaching his free hand forward to press his palm against Harry’s
cheek, stopping those sparkling green eyes from roving, pulling their focus back on Theo’s
face. Look at me. Understand the absolutely Awe-inspiring thing you have done. “It’s ours,
Harry.”

Harry’s eyes are wide, innocent, with a light curiosity glittering inside them. Harry is a person who
can smell magic. He can taste it and feel it and hear its song. Yet he cannot tell when someone is
sitting across from him, desperate to kiss him. Theo feels a typical swell of affection and
frustration but swallows it down when he remembers Harry's words in the Forbidden Forest. Harry
doesn't see it because of Diggory. Because he doesn’t believe he can be loved again. Theo
understands this but at the same time, is utterly baffled by it. He stares into Harry's eyes and tries,
as he does sometimes, to let as much honesty fill his gaze as possible.

I am here. You don't think it's possible but I want to try.

“We should…” Harry whispers, licks his lips, his eyes fixed on Theo’s. “Get ready for the last
D.A. meeting.”

“Yes,” Theo whispers, rubbing a thumb across Harry’s cheekbone and then withdrawing his hand.
“Let’s do that.”

Theo can wait. He has Harry here, touching Theo, letting himself be touched by Theo, a boy who
by all rights should shun the touch of every other person on the planet. Theo can wait for
everything else. Yet it does not stop him from wanting.

The wanting does not get better once Theo realises what the Weasley twins have planned for the
D.A. after-party, as they are calling it.

“Truth-Dare-Kiss-Tell-Spin!” Fred Weasley announces to the group who are milling around the
Room of Requirement with Butterbeers and Christmas chocolate boxes. The group is made up only
of those who are loyal or friendly to Harry. The Weasleys, most of the Gryffindors except for Patil

and Brown, Abbot and Bones from Hufflepuff, Chang and Goldstein from Ravenclaw. Theo has at
least been able to relax under the invisibility cloak since Smith left.

“What on earth is Truth-Dare-Kiss-Tell-Spin?” Bones asks. She’s proven herself to be quite a
fighter in the last month or two and Harry refers to her impedimenta jinx as ‘a magical fuck-off.’

“It’s our twist on a muggle game,” George Weasley grins nastily. “Everyone needs to sit down in a
circle!”

“Bloody hell,” Harry sighs under his breath. He is leaning against the wall next to Theo. Granger is
on his other side and Weasley is sat across the other side of the room in the company of Luna
Lovegood, who Weasley is watching talk in a sort of baffled admiration. As far as Theo knows,
Weasley still has not been informed about Theo and Harry. Harry says Granger believes it needs to
be the “right time.” Theo does not know what the best time to tell a Weasley, any Weasley for that
matter, that Harry Potter is being courted without really realising by a Nott of all people but
apparently Granger has a plan.

“Who the hell told those two about Truth or Dare?” Granger demands.

“Or Spin the bottle?” Harry counters.

“What is this madness?” Theo asks quietly.

“Muggle party games,” Harry grimaces. “They involve admitting secrets and doing dares.”

“And kissing,” Granger adds distastefully. “Usually under the influence of copious amounts of
alcohol.”

Theo’s stomach clenches at the words.

“That does not sound like an intelligent plan,” he comments neutrally.

“Nope,” Harry shakes his head and takes a sip of his Butterbeer before calling to the Twins. “How
does it work, Gred? Forge?”

“Mind compulsion charm,” Fred Weasley grins maniacally.

“Is that ethical?” Granger snaps and Theo has to agree.

“Only on the truth cards and the bottle spin!” George Weasley lifts his hands in a pacifying gesture.
“Mild compulsion to tell the truth and the bottle has a little charm so that it will naturally spin
towards an uh … interested party,” George winks at Alicia Spinnet who is sitting nearby. “But you
can choose! A truth card, a dare card, or a spin!”

“Magically harmless,” Granger comments.

“Potentially disastrous,” Harry adds, nodding towards Ginny Weasley so that Granger blushes red.

“Come on, you two!” Ginny Weasley calls out from her spot in the circle. “We can’t play without
our fearless leaders!”

“I’m not a leader,” Harry answers immediately.

“Fine, fearless tutor,” Ginny Weasley rolls her eyes. “Come on, don’t be chickens!”

Theo groans inwardly. He would commit many many crimes for Harry Potter but his inability to
back down from a challenge is one of his most frustrating qualities.

“Fine,” Granger snaps, taking Harry’s butterbeer and swigging it back. “But I’m not spinning the
bloody bottle. Come on, Harry.”

“Coming,” Harry murmurs, twisting his head towards Theo.

“This is a bad plan,” Theo comments quietly.

“I’m immune to compulsions, Theo,” Harry mutters, wiggling the finger with the Black ring on it.

“It’ll be fine.”

Until someone tries to fucking kiss you. Then I will slit their throat.

“You coming too?” Harry asks, under the pretence of finishing his butterbeer.

“I’ll be right behind you.”

Theo follows Harry as he sits down in the circle. Harry sits slightly back from the others on a large
cushion, leaving space for Theo to sit behind him, unseen under the cloak, his right knee lifted and
pressed against Harry’s side.

“I’ll go first,” Fred Weasley announces. “I’ll take ... Truth!”

“Excellent choice, brother mine,” George Weasley says, his fingers dancing over the pile of two
cards and one bright red mock butterbeer bottle hovering about a foot above the floor in the centre
of the circle. He turns over one of the purple cards and grins wickedly. “Who was your first
celebrity crush?”

Fred Weasley groans and claps a hand to his forehead as his brothers and sister begin to roll around
laughing.

"What on Persephone's ...?" Theo mutters softly so only Harry can hear him. Harry doesn't answer
but shrugs, opening another butterbeer and taking a swig. Theo watches the writhing and yelling
Weasleys.

“You have to say it!” Ginny Weasley screams. “You have to!”

“You picked this one deliberately!” Fred Weasley points a finger at his brother.

“You’re the one who created the charm,” George Weasley grinned. “It’s random, o-brother-mine!”

“You fucking shit -,”

“Who is it?” Johnson demands, staring between the Weasleys.

“Yeah, confess!” Jordan demands.

“Oh, fuck,” Fred Weasley stares up at the ceiling as silence falls. “Bear in mind that I was a child
and twelve years old and ..."

"Spit it out!" Goldstein yells. He's another one that Harry has been impressed with. He has a good
stupefy.

"Fine!" Fred Weasley throws up his hands in resignation. "Harry Potter.”

Screams of laughter erupt. In front of him, Theo feels Harry spit out a mouthful of butterbeer.

“What?” Harry chokes. “I’m not a celebrity!”

“You kinda are, mate,” Ronald chortles.

"Especially after last year," George Weasley chuckles. "That picture of you with the dragon -,"

"Seriously?" Harry grins at Fred Weasley and Theo pinches him in the back.

“Oh, come on, I am not the only one,” Fred Weasley tries to breeze past the moment, though the
tips of his ears are very red. “Ginny?”

“His eyes are as green as a fresh pickled toad -,” Johnson and Spinnet begin to sing until Ginny
Weasley throws a handful of chocolate at them with a scowl as Harry coughs on yet more
butterbeer.

“Let’s move on!” Harry shouts, waving a hand and coughing as Theo moves one hand to rub his
back sympathetically. “Luna, your turn.”

Lovegood spins and lands on Fred Weasley, who receives a kiss on the cheek with baffled surprise
and the announcement from Lovegood of “I didn’t want you to be embarrassed anymore.” Spinnett
dares and is forced consume a Bertie Bott’s bean of the worst colour (it turns out to be dog-vomit).
Ronald dares and has to fit as many chocolates in his mouth as he possibly can whilst saying the
words “Happy Hippogriffs” (an astonishing seventeen orange cremes), Dean 'proper fit' Thomas
spins and Theo holds his breath in so tightly he feels his lungs hurting, but it thankfully lands on
Jordan who is more than happy to blushingly receive a soft peck on the lips. Abbot dares and has
her hair turned blue by Bones and Longbottom truths, admitting that yes, surprisingly, he does
sleep naked sometimes to absolute uproar from all of his dorm mates and an admiring look from
Abbot and Lovegood. Then it’s Granger’s turn.

“Truth,” Granger says, as George Weasley turns the card for her.

“Name your first kiss,” George Weasley announces, “well, we all know that, don’t we?”

“Krum!” Several voices chorus out, but underneath it, Theo hears Granger whisper softly.

“Shit.”

Harry is oddly tense against Theo and he wonders why. Then he doesn’t, fascination flooding
through him.

“Oh, really?” Theo whispers over Harry’s shoulder, enjoying the moment to tease him. “Your
sister?”

“Shut up,” Harry hisses under the cover of drinking butterbeer. “It wasn’t like that.”

Theo is sure it wasn’t but he is filled with amusement that this is something Granger has somehow
been keeping from the school, especially during last year when everyone thought they were
together and this year when everyone thought they were courting. How Slytherin of her.

“She has to tell us!” Bell is shouting over the others. “She hasn’t said it! It might not be Krum!”

“What? Of course, it’s Krum,” Ronald scoffs, but everyone falls silent, staring at Granger.

“Well, I …” she splutters and then, like an absolute fool, she looks pleadingly at Harry.

“WHAT??”

Theo cannot tell who is more enraged by the revelation. Ronald Weasley looks irate, Chang looks
petulant and Ginny Weasley is murderous, fiery eyes flashing in Harry's direction.

“You said you didn’t feel like that!” Ginny Weasley is suddenly yelling. “You promised me!”

“Gin, it wasn’t like that,” Granger protests. The girls around the circle are nodding at one another
knowingly, eyes flittering between Harry and Ginny but Theo thinks they are all missing the big
picture. Ginny’s rage was not directed towards Granger at first. It was directed towards Harry.

“Okay, look,” Harry holds up his hands, and Theo can feel he’s about to lie for Granger. So damn
noble. Theo rubs his spine in solidarity. “It was my thing, alright? It wasn’t Hermione’s —,”

“What the fuck?” Ronald glares at Harry. “You fancied her?”

“Wow, golden trio my fucking arse,” Johnson mutters, munching on a chocolate.

“Golden triad more like,” Spinnet giggles.

“No, it wasn’t like that,” Harry shakes his head, not meeting Ronald’s eyes, “it wasn’t —,”

"Then what fucking was it?" Ronald bellows.

“IT WAS ME!" Granger yells, her hands tightened into fists. "I was nervous about kissing Viktor
so I asked Harry to kiss me just once as friends so I wouldn’t be nervous for the first time it
happened properly, OKAY?”

She is breathing very heavily and Harry rubs her back. There is silence across the group as they

stare at her. Theo is not surprised at all. The little he knows of Hermione bloody Granger is that she
is always, unfailingly prepared for every situation.

“So … it was a mates thing?” Thomas supplies slowly.

“Yes,” Granger and Harry say simultaneously.

“It wasn’t a … sex thing?” Jordan asks, unhelpfully. Theo grimaces.

“God, no!” Granger recoils as Harry shakes his head and adds: “Not even slightly.”

“Well, I think that’s very wise, Hermione,” Lovegood comments dreamily. “I just had my first kiss
with Fred just now and I think I shall be much better prepared to kiss someone who is more than a
friend in the future,” she nods at Fred Weasley formally. “Thank you very much, Fred.”

“You are … quite welcome, Lady Lovegood,” Fred Weasley says, standing up and bowing deeply.
A few people titter uncertainly. Ronald is staring at Harry and Theo has the feeling that a million
very angry words are being exchanged silently between the two of them. Ginny Weasley is looking
at Granger with wet eyes.

“Huh.” Creevey, the youngest of the group, looks around at them all curiously. “Can we … do
that? If we’re nervous? Just … ask a mate?”

It is astonishingly endearing. It also highlights for Theo the huge differences between Gryffindors
and Slytherins. He remembers his first kiss with Blaise and with Daphne. Slytherins do not ask or
test, they imply and deduce and then act. Only Gryffindors would engage in such blatant,
unflinching honesty.

“Yep!” say Fred Weasley, George Weasley, Spinnet and Johnson all together. It breaks the tension
and the room bursts into laughter. Granger gets up and moves around the circle to hug Ginny
Weasley from behind and the girl looks slightly placated.

“Harry’s turn,” George Weasley announces. “What will it be, Potter?”

“Truth,” Harry shrugs and Theo is relieved. George Weasley flicks over a card.

“Oh, interesting,” George Weasley’s eyes flash. “What are the top three things you look for in a
partner?”

“Christ, it’s like a Witch Weekly interview!” Granger explodes. “You can’t make him answer
that!”

“It’s fine, Mi,” Harry laughs. “If my answers end up in the papers you can hex everyone here.”

“Oh, I will,” Granger says, darkly, glaring at the group.

“So, what are they?” Chang asks, looking at Harry eagerly in a way that makes Theo want to
dismember her. “The three things.”

“Jesus, I don’t know,” Harry sighs. It’s something about him that Theo finds endearingly muggle,
his propensity to still curse using Judea-Christian deities. “Umm … Intelligence, definitely.
Cunning, absolutely —,” As he speaks, Harry’s hand which has been resting on the cushion behind
him, is tracing the edge of Theo’s bare wrist. Theo swallows hard. I will not find this sexy. “And …
loyalty.”

“So you just described a Ravenclaw, a Slytherin and a Hufflepuff,” Jordan says, ticking them off
on his fingers. “That’s an implicit insult, Potter.”

“Yeah, what the fuck is wrong with us?” Johnson demands, throwing up her hands.

“Maybe Harry’s enough Gryffindor for one relationship,” Thomas comments, winking at Harry in
a way that Theo hates.

“And it is pretty generic,” Bones says, looking at Harry shrewdly. “Can you be more specific?”

“Now it is really like a Witch Weekly interview,” Ginny Weasley growls, glaring at Bones.
Clearly, being in physical contact with Granger has mitigated her desire to murder Harry enough to
defend him again.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Harry says, waving his spare hand. “I can do this, look; intelligent enough to
teach me, cunning enough to keep up with me and loyal enough to protect me! There, done.”

“So … Hermione Granger,” Abbot comments and everyone else laughs.

Theo swallows hard. He lets Harry grip his wrist tightly and hears a soft hiss as Harry takes a sip of
his butterbeer. Then he hears or perhaps feels words spoken into his skull in Harry’s voice, almost
hissing: My life and my secrets. It takes Theo a moment to realise that Harry has just done what he
does to Kreacher when he’s desperate, what he did to Granger in the Great Hall on the day of the
newspaper article. He’s forced parseltongue into Theo’s brain for one reason only. To reassure
him. Somehow, in Harry Potter’s survival-twisted brain, there is the understanding that Theo
would need to be reassured.

Somewhere deep down, he knows what we are.

“My turn!” Chang declares, her brown eyes resting on Harry. “I’ll spin.”

Oh, no you don’t.

Theo instinctively grips Harry’s hand tightly, not caring that Lovegood is looking at it and has
probably noticed it drifting into invisibility. He watches the bottle spin and tries to stop it with his
mind. It does no good. The infernal thing stops on Harry. There is a chorus of whistles around the
room and Chang’s smile is so broad and hopeful that Theo has the urge to take out his knife, but
suddenly, Granger has sat back down beside Harry, pushing him up towards the middle of the
circle and detaching him from Theo.

“Stop it,” she hisses at Theo under the cover of shrieks and hollers. “Don’t be conspicuous.”

Theo swallows back his rage but keeps his knife open in his hand, just for his own comfort. Harry
leans towards Chang, clearly intending to kiss her on the cheek but Theo fucking sees the moment
when she decides to change the plan. She twists her face quickly, capturing Harry’s lips for a
moment and he jerks in surprise, only stopped from falling back by her hand on his shoulder,
holding him in place. She's kissing him and Theo feels a sudden wave of anguish through the
fidelity bond that is not coming from him. It’s the worst second of Theo’s life since the split second
when he found Harry on the floor of his bedroom in Privet Drive, bleeding to death.

How fucking dare she.
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“Take the cup, Ced!” Harry calls, leaning against the hedge with his wounded leg.

“No, you’re hurt,” Cedric backs away from the glow of the cup, his eyes full of pain and worry. He
kneels down in front of Harry and looks at his bloody, oozing leg. “Merlin, that thing really got
you.”

“Cedric, take the damned cup so I can go to the hospital wing,” Harry growls, reaching down to
clutch his boyfriend’s hair, tugging that perfect face up to look at him. “Please.”

Cedric stares up at him, eyes full of the reflection of the glowing cup. Then Cedric is on his feet,
lifting Harry against him, kissing him in the roughest, firmest way that Harry has ever been kissed.
Even injured, Harry can’t stop himself from wrapping his legs around Cedric’s hips and kissing
him back, the adrenalin of nearly being crushed by one of Aragog’s children coursing through his
body.

“I’m so proud of you,” Cedric whispers against Harry’s lips. “You did this. You won, despite
everything. It’s your victory. Take it.”

“What?” Harry stares at Cedric in disbelief. “No!”

“I’m not taking it,” Cedric shakes his head firmly, and Harry can see what it’s costing him. He can
almost hear Amos’ disappointment echoing back to them from the future. “I won’t. You deserve it.
You helped me --”

"We helped each other!"

"You got there first," Cedric's mouth twists in a rueful smile. "You went off course to help me, to
save me -,"

"Yeah, I know, hero complex," Harry brushes Cedric's hair from his face. "Just take the bloody
thing, Ced."

"No." Cedric's lips are firm. Harry knows he's decided. "It's you. It's got to be you."

Harry slides down Cedric’s body and stares between the cup and Cedric. Harry never wanted any
of this. All he wanted was to survive, but now he has something better. He has Cedric.

“Together,” Harry says.

Harry is being kissed by Cho Chang but he is not being kissed by Cho Chang. His mind is full of
Cedric and as Cho’s hand presses against his shoulder, he feels, tastes, and senses memories that
aren’t his.

Cedric and Cho are walking around the Black Lake. Cedric is animated, brown hair flicking in
front of his eyes as he talks.

“And he’s so funny too, way funnier than someone like him should be —,”

“Yes, I get it, Harry Potter’s perfect,” Cho smiles, nudging her friend in the shoulder and looking
up at him with wistful eyes. Harry feels her need. “Did you talk to him about … y’know?”

Cedric stares down at Cho for a moment and Harry feels her trepidation and excitement. Then
Cedric takes her hand, squeezing softly.

“You’re my best friend,” Cedric whispers. “And you’re beautiful, and you like him too and I
understand that but … he’s muggle raised.”

“Triads are part of the muggle world, too, Ced,” Cho whispers, looking up at Cedric hopefully.
“All you can do is ask.”

Cedric’s eyes are clouded over with confusion and then he shakes his head.

“Not yet,” Cedric pulls away from Cho and Harry feels her regret. “No, I’m … I’m not ready yet.
Neither is he.”

Harry pulls back from Cho, staring at her. She’s smiling up at him blissfully as people around them
whoop and catcall. She has no idea what has happened. Neither does Harry, not really, but he feels
like he might either die or kill something pretty soon. Sahara’s voice echoes inside his head.

This is why we do not taste blood magic. There are secrets in blood.

No-fucking-kidding, Harry answers back, for the first time speaking to her inside his head outside
of his dreams. He looks down at Cho.

“Can I talk to you?” he asks, abruptly. “Outside?”

There is the sound of a clamour of voices calling “oooooh!” and “Get it, Potter!” but Harry ignores
them. Cho flushes happily and nods, the two of them getting to their feet. Harry can’t meet
anyone’s gaze. He doesn’t dare look over to where Theo is invisible.

How the fuck do I explain this to Theo?

“Harry,” Hermione’s arm reaches out and grabs him as he passes. “You okay?”

Harry turns his back to the group and Cho and grips Hermione’s hand, touching her Potter ring as
he hisses quietly in parseltongue, unheard under the babble of noise and excitement.

"No. Don’t let Theo follow me. Send everyone away."

Hermione flinches, pales, but nods slightly.

"He alright?" Ron asks quietly behind him. Harry can feel his concern from here but keeps
walking, back straight, opening the door to the Room of Requirement for Cho and stepping
outside. Cho immediately turns to face him, her face glowing with anticipation. Harry leans against
the door heavily, feeling like all of his Heir rings are made of lead and weighing him down.
They want to hurt things, to cause pain and damage. He is careful not to flex his fingers.

“Why did you do that?” Harry asks simply.

“Why?” Cho flushes as if surprised by the question, twisting her fingers together nervously.
“Because I ... I like you, Harry.”

Harry shakes his head, seeing Cho and Cedric walking together in his mind’s eye and feeling Cho’s
lust for him, so recognisable because it’s the same admiration Harry felt for Cedric too. He feels
sickness rising in his stomach. He kept secrets from me. He kept them with her.

“I don’t think you do,” Harry swallows heavily. “I think you like Cedric.”

Cho stares at him, the pink flush in her cheeks draining away.

“Cedric’s dead,” she whispers.

“Yeah,” Harry snorts softly and folds his arms. “Doesn’t make it less true though, does it?”

“Harry, I don’t …” Cho looks at him helplessly and steps forward. “ Are you angry with me? Is it
because you still love him? I understand if you’re not ready, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pushed

—,”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” Harry says, dully. You shouldn’t have touched me. You’re lucky Theo
isn’t here, slitting your damn throat. Irrationally, that thought makes Harry feel a little better, but
he pushes it down. The very last thing he should do right now is have violent thoughts around Cho.

“I’m … sorry,” Cho’s eyes fill with tears. Theo is right, she does spend a lot of time crying. “I
thought you felt the same, I thought we had this connection …”

“Yeah, but our connection is that we both wanted him, isn’t it?” Harry can’t stop his voice from
being so harsh. “Otherwise you’d have never asked him for what you did.”

“He … he told you about that?” Cho pales considerably. Harry doesn’t feel the need to tell her that
she actually told him, two minutes ago, by leaving her blood magic so unguarded to him. Harry
nods. He doesn’t have the words for this yet. Better to pretend that Cedric did tell him, that they
actually discussed it, rather than admit that Cedric kept a secret from him. You’re my best friend
and you’re beautiful. That’s what Cedric had said. Had he wanted Cho on some level too? The
thought is so horrible Harry tries to bury it but he can't stop the anger rising.

I've been mourning you for fucking months, Cedric, and you kept stuff from me.

“Harry, I’m sorry,” Cho shakes her head, tears slipping down her cheeks. “You’re right, I did want
him but … but not on his own. I wanted you too, and it’s not unusual in our world and I just
thought it made sense since he felt something too —,”

“And did you think about what I would want?” Harry snaps, pushing himself off the door. Cedric
felt something too? “Before you decided that for yourself?”

“Cedric did, all he did was think about you!” Cho exclaims, and there is a flicker of confused
jealousy in her eyes. “He would never have done it unless you wanted it too, and I thought you did,
you - we ..." Her voice drops to a whisper. "We liked each other, in your third year, right? Cedric
said you did and I thought —,”

“You never asked me!” Harry explodes, digging his fingers into his palms. Cedric said. Cedric
said. “Neither of you ever asked me!”

Unfortunately, it is at this moment the doors behind them open and people start flowing out.

“Oh, sorry, guys,” Susan says awkwardly as Harry turns away, running his fingers through his hair.
“We’re finished playing.”

“It’s fine,” Harry says tautly. “Have a good holiday, everyone.”

The remaining D.A members follow after her, looking between Harry and Cho in frank confusion
or curiosity, until only Hermione, Ron and presumably somewhere, an invisible Theo, remain in
the doorway.

“Harry,” Cho begins, pleading softly but Harry shakes his head.

“You should go,” he says, voice as tight as piano wire. “Merry Christmas or Yule or whatever.”

“Harry, please -,” Cho takes a step forward but Hermione is there, standing in front of Harry and
glaring at Cho.

“He asked you to go,” she says, quietly, eyes flickering with brown flames.

“Have a nice holiday, Chang,” Ron says, clapping a hand on Harry’s shoulder. Cho looks between
the three of them, her eyes settling on Harry for a moment. Harry looks away. He doesn’t trust
himself to look at her right now. She wanted Cedric. She still wants him. They kept secrets from
me. They lied.

“You too, Weasley,” Cho says softly, turning away. “I’m … I’m really sorry, Harry.”

Then she’s gone. Harry watches her go, eyes fixed on the black wave of shimmering hair that
captured his attention so much in third year. Before Cedric.

“You okay?” Hermione asks, clasping his hand tightly so that their Potter rings chime together in a
familiar way.

“No,” Harry shakes his head. “I need a minute.”

“Go back in,” Hermione jerks her head to the door. Harry sees the implied words behind her eyes.
He’s waiting for you.

“Sure,” Harry nods. “See you later.”

Ron gives his shoulder a firm squeeze and Hermione hugs him quickly and fiercely and then Harry
slips back inside the Room of Requirement. Theo is standing in the middle of the room, eyes like
molten silver, flicking his penknife in and out of its casing.

“What did she do?” Theo says, his voice is deceptively calm. Harry knows the feeling, of being as
cold as ice on the surface and a raging river underneath. He reckons he has about thirty seconds
before the magic he has been pushing down inside him, stamping down really, comes bursting out.
He crosses to the terrarium that appeared after the first week of D.A meetings and holds out his
arm for Sahara, who coils up his wrist, her tongue flickering.

“You tasted blood magic.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“I warned you.”

“I know.”

“English, please, Harry,” Theo says in a taut tone, beginning to cross over to him but Harry holds
up his left hand and thinks: protect. Theo stops in his tracks, staring at the giant silver orb that
encases him. Then he looks back at Harry, slowly drawing out his wand. “Hurricane?” He asks,
simply.

Harry shakes his head, his hands feeling heavy with violence. The Slytherin ring is hissing at him
Burn, kill, destroy and for once, Harry is actually listening.

“No, I just need to blow up some shit,” Harry reaches through Theo’s shield, wincing as it burns

slightly and takes Theo’s hand. “So I need to change the room.”

“Harry, you can’t change the Room of Requirement whilst people are —,”

Harry takes a deep breath, presses a palm against the wall of the room and thinks: I need
somewhere I can destroy things. The room swirls around them and Harry is the fixed point, gritting
his teeth, holding Theo’s wrist so tightly he might even break it, just to keep them on this plane of
reality. Then the room stop spinning, churning, reforming and they are in a room full to the brim
with fucking mirrors. He drops Theo’s shield and looks at him.

“Shield yourself, please.”

“Can we talk about —?”

“Do it!” Harry demands and Theo sighs heavily, saying “protego.” A perfect shield forms and
Harry is finally satisfied. He turns his back on Theo, stares at the mirrors, at the million failures he
sees reflected back at him and then lifts his right hand, shifting his wand into his left.

“Bombarda,” he whispers, pointing his wand in his left hand at a mirror. It explodes into a
thousand shards of glass. Harry grins. He lifts his right hand, empty, but full of the Slytherin
magic. He’s never done this before, but he wants to. He wants to so much and he thinks that is
probably enough to make it happen.

“Fire Eater Sand breather!” Harry hisses, the parseltongue curse slipping onto his lips and
suddenly green firelight erupts from his right hand, hot and blistering, as it leaps out to consume
the mirrors, turning them back into flame and sand, melting them into their composite parts. He
holds the flame steady and wills it on with thought alone, continuing to cast with his right hand,
shouting “Bombarda! Impedimenta! Reducto!” Louder and louder as the green flame roars, eagerly
eating up glass shards and melting them down. A billion green eyes and scarred foreheads
dissolving to nothing. A million Harry’s disappearing forever.

The world would be better off.

“Enough,” A soft voice behind him whispers, and Harry feels a warm hand on the back of his neck,
the cold breeze of the Norse sea flowing from Theo’s Heir ring. “You’re burning up.”

Harry takes a shuddering breath and drops both his hands. He realises he is trembling from head to
toe. Theo wraps both arms around his waist, holding tightly and Sahara slithers off him, as if his
skin is for once, too hot to bear, coiling herself around Theo’s wrist instead.

“Take us home,” Theo says gently. “Change the room now.”

“Okay,” Harry chokes. His throat feels like it's full of ash. “Hold on.”

He presses both hands against the walls and listens for the song of the Room. It’s like the gong of
Hogwarts, but as if it is a merry tune played on many gongs. Right now, it sounds agitated and
Harry supposes that’s fair. He did just start blowing stuff up in here. And heating it up to what feels
like about a million degrees.

Sorry, he sighs to the room, drawing up some of the icy Black magic to feed into the stone wall.
Maybe that will help it cool down. I need to go back to our home now. To Fabiola’s cottage,
please. This time, the whirling doesn’t seem to be on the outside but coming from the inside, as if
the magic inside Harry is being dragged up and used to motor the spinning room. Harry grits his
teeth but does not let go, thankful Theo is holding on tightly to his waist, until finally, gratefully,
the room stops spinning and Harry can flop, groaning, down on their small bed.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Harry mumbles.

“Well, that’s what happens when you transform a magical space whilst you are still inside it,”
Theo chides softly, turning over Harry’s right palm. “We need burn paste.”

“It’s fine, Theo.” Harry props himself up on the wall and stares down at himself. His white shirt
now looks slightly burned and brown in certain places. His right hand is red and shiny, his left
covered in flecks of ash. He feels like he might have glass and sand in his hair. Sahara coils up on
the bed beside him, looking at him with something like irritation.

“You need better control of the snake magic, Greenheart.”

“I didn’t try and burn the world this time, did I?”

“You hurt yourself. That is worse.”

“Your priorities are fucked up.”

“It is not fine,” Theo snaps, sitting down beside Harry on the bed and tugging his burned hand
towards him, quickly applying a bright purple paste that instantly cools the taut, angry skin. “You
nearly burned yourself up with something that looked like fiendfyre.” Theo catches Harry’s gaze.
“It wasn’t, was it?”

“Nope,” Harry sighs, leaning his head against the wall and wincing as the cold paste seeps into his
skin. “It’s a parseltongue spell. Fire-Eater Sand-Breather.”

“Sounds so innocent,” Theo says, sarcastically, reaching under the bed for a roll of bandages. “No
wonder you were compelled to try it.”

“Hey, I thought it was a beach spell, what was I to know?” Harry jokes weakly. Theo smiles. It
does not reach his eyes.

“You cast with your left hand,” he says softly.

“Yeah?” Harry frowns.

“You are ambidextrous?”

“What’s that?”

“Do you write with both hands?”

“Uh, no I don’t,” Harry thinks carefully. “But I do lots of other things two-handed.”

“Like what?” Theo asks, beginning to unravel a white wrapping for Harry’s hand.

“Catch the snitch, water the garden, cook, hoover … any kind of chore really,” Harry shrugs. “I’m

two-footed in football too, or so Dean says.”

“Not many wixen can successfully cast with their other hand,” Theo says, ignoring the mention of
Dean. His eyes are flickering over Harry the same way they do whenever Theo brings up the
subject of Mages. Harry rolls his eyes.

“Yeah, well, not many Wixen are used to having their dominant hands out of action for huge
potions of their lives,” Harry says snarkily, “but the Dursley’s took care of that for me, didn’t
they?” Theo nods slowly. Harry feels bad for being so sarcastic. Theo understands it, has always
understood it.

“Sorry, I'm being a dick." Harry sighs. "Are you ambi-what-rous?”

“Ambidextrous,” Theo smiles gently, wrapping Harry’s hand tight enough so that he winces but
also tight enough so he can feel the cooling effect of the balm reaching deep down under his burnt
skin. “I can write with both but not cast.”

“Well then, you’ve got one up on me,” Harry jokes. “People can barely read my writing and that’s
with my good hand.”

“Oh yes, that is a significant achievement,” Theo drawls, lips quirking. “I shall have to inform
everyone of this single way in which I am significantly more impressive than the Boy-WhoLived.”

“You should.”

“You’re cooling down,” Theo presses his palm to Harry’s forehead and Harry tastes the bitter
ocean from a faraway coast, taking in a deep breath of salt air from the Nott ring.

“Thank you,” Harry murmurs, fluttering his eyes back open. Theo is staring at him, grey eyes
glinting dangerously. Harry can see the turmoil there, can smell it in the sharp, angry taste of
Theo’s magic. A lightning storm, electric and wet and absolutely furious. Yet Theo says nothing
cruel, nothing harsh, even though he just witnessed Harry kissing another person. Even as Harry
feels a coil of guilt in his gut that he doesn’t even really understand. He knows Theo has a right to
be angry. He feels like Theo has a right to be angry. Yet he just smiles softly, brushes a thumb
across Harry’s forehead scar and then turns his attention back to Harry’s injured hand. That is
when Harry realises something important: Theo never takes his anger out on Harry, not even at

times like this when Harry feels almost certain he deserves it. It is so incredible, so unexpected,
that Harry feels painful tears pricking in the corners of his eyes. He stares at Theo as he tenderly
wraps Harry’s hand, locks of brown hair falling down to cover his face as he concentrates carefully
on tying the knot on Harry’s wrist, and thinks of how miraculous Theodore Nott really is.

“Harry,” Theo says slowly, not taking his eyes off Harry’s hand. “Can we talk about it?”

Harry feels a lurch of panic and takes a painful gasp of breath. He’s not ready to be yelled at about
this, no matter how much he deserves it.

“I’m … I’m really sorry,” Harry whispers.

“What?” Theo looks up at him sharply. “Why?”

“I … I shouldn’t have let her —,” Harry mumbles, quailing a little under Theo’s stare.

“No, Harry,” Theo’s hands are suddenly around Harry’s face, looking into Harry’s eyes with such
an intense stare Harry feels like he’s under a spotlight. “It was not your fault. But she clearly … she
did something to you if you felt like you had to have a blazing row with her outside.”

“Crap,” Harry groans, closing his eyes. “Fucking balls, did everyone hear that?”

“No, just raised voices,” Theo shakes his head. “But … I felt something through the bond when
she …” Theo looks momentarily lost for words. Harry waits, holding his breath. “You were sad.”

Harry sighs, closing his eyes again. He does not understand the Fidelity bond but he is glad, right
now, that he does not have to explain this to Theo. It makes the rest of it so much easier. Although
he doesn’t think there’s ever going to be a good time to explain to Theo that, according to Sahara,
he’s not supposed to be kissing people. Just the thought of it leaves Harry’s stomach cramping with
anxiety.

“It’s … it’s complicated,” Harry mumbles, looking down at Sahara and stroking her head.

“The Grey One will understand,” Sahara hisses, sliding up onto Harry’s thigh. “And you are calm

now. Not hot and blazing anymore.”

“That’s okay,” Theo strokes the wrist of Harry’s injured hand, making him shiver slightly. “Take
your time.”

“I … saw stuff when she kissed me,” Harry swallows hard. “My memories and then … then hers.”

“Oh,” Theo’s fingers stop tracing the line of Harry’s ulna. “What happened?”

“I saw … my last kiss with Cedric,” Harry leans his head back against the wall and tries to stay
grounded. He names the herbs he can smell here at the replicated cottage. Rosemary. Thyme.
Mugwort. “Then I saw Cho and Cedric …” Harry’s hand clenches into a fist. You’re my best friend
and you’re beautiful. “…talking.”

“Talking?” Theo gently slips a finger under Harry’s clamped ones, prising his fists open. “Don’t
clench.”

“About me,” Harry closes his eyes and tries to pull up the Not-Caring. The Prince ring tingles with
cold. It doesn't quite work. The edges of everything still feel so very raw. “Cho fancied Cedric.
And me, apparently. They talked about … fuck.” Harry can’t stop himself from bringing his hands
up and pressing them into his face, the heels of his palms rubbing into his eye sockets until he sees
stars. “She wanted to … I dunno, join us?”

“Ah.” Theo’s voice is tense and Harry will not open his eyes. “And that … was out of the realm of
possibility?”

“For me, yes,” Harry snaps, but Theo is pulling one hand insistently back from his face, holding
his hand and calming him, the Black and Potter rings singing softly under Theo’s gentle stroking.
“But it’s not even that, it’s not like I’m against it, I know wixen do it, like you explained on the
Express it’s just …” Harry swallows heavily, the truth painful on his tongue. “He didn’t tell me.
They were talking about it and he said nothing. I just …” Harry shakes his head. “She just …”

“What she did was utterly unacceptable,” Theo’s voice is as sharp as a knife and even though it is
not directed at him, Harry winces. He opens one eye and stares at Theo.

“Do not hurt her.”

Theo stares back at him.

“I do not yet have an adequate reason not to.”

“Yes, you fucking do!” Harry exclaims, opening both eyes and squeezing Theo’s hand tightly. “I’m
telling you. Don’t.”

“I don’t understand,” Theo says slowly, watching Harry’s face. “Why you would try to protect her
after this?”

“I’m not protecting her, I just … Jesus, I don’t want to have to think about it anymore,” Harry leans
back, blinking back frustrating tears. “I don’t want to think about her, I don’t want to think about
him, I don’t want to dream of him every night, I don’t want to see him dead inside my head, so just
ignore her! Please.”

Theo looks at him for a long time, Harry’s grip on his hand is as tight as he can make it without
hurting Theo, mainly because he is stopping himself from compelling Theo to obey him. The Black
ring has had enough of today, with all those small magical compulsions flying around, and wants to
bind some shit so badly it’s actually causing a freezing ache down Harry’s knuckle.

“Fine,” Theo says, finally, looking down at Harry’s finger and stroking the Black ring, as if he can
tell it’s annoyed. “I’ll ignore her.”

“Thank you.” Harry closes his eyes and holds Theo’s hand, still trying to battle down the sadness
inside of him. He remembers the moment he kissed Hermione in preparation for the Yule Ball, a
chaste, familial kiss on the lips that had them both falling over laughing afterwards. He remembers
how the only thing he felt then was the comfort that she was his friend, no matter what. He
remembers his first kiss with Cedric, the snow on his cold nose and Cedric’s impossibly soft, warm
lips. The only thing he felt then was trembling, perfect anticipation. Now he’s an Heir four times
over, a completely fucked up ball of Hurricane-y magic and he can’t even kiss someone without
something mad happening.

“What is it?” Theo whispers, stroking the back of his hand softly. “You’re still upset.”

“It’s stupid,” Harry mumbles, keeping his eyes squeezed shut. “It’s just … I can’t even kiss people
now, Theo.”

There is a very long pause.

“Why?” Theo asks slowly.

"Sahara says so," Harry mutters. "She told me not to."

"Again, why?" Theo asks, this time with more force.

“Because of the blood magic,” Harry sighs. His wounded hand strokes Sahara on his thigh. “That’s
what it’s called when I can … see or experience the other person’s thoughts, I guess. Sahara’s told
me a couple of times that I’m not supposed to do it —,”

“When?” Theo’s voice is very quiet. His fingers stroking Harry’s hand are softer than feathers.
Harry opens his eyes. Theo is sitting very still and staring at Harry with that same, intense
predatory gaze he had when they first met in the Apocathery. “When has she told you?”

“Be truthful,” Sahara hisses.

Oh, hell.

“With you,” Harry swallows hard and suddenly finds it impossible to hold Theo’s eyes. He looks
down at Sahara instead. “A couple of times, when I’ve thought about … It doesn’t matter, does
it?” Harry shakes his head, trying to dislodge the feeling that he is saying things he can’t come
back from. “If I can’t do it without invading a person’s privacy? Who the fuck wants that?”

“I do.”

Harry stares at Sahara. He is too afraid to look up. Annoyingly, for some reason, Sahara is
completely silent. Got nothing to say now, have you? Harry thinks at her, frowning. Traitor.

“That’s … very Gryffindor of you,” Harry says, swallowing hard. “But I don’t really need a test
volunteer.”

“I’m not volunteering, I’m just answering the question,” Theo says simply. “I want that.”

Harry can’t stop himself. He looks up at Theo. Most of the time, Harry tries not to really see Theo,
because Theo is as bright and hard to look at as a dying star and Harry can’t stop how that makes
him feel. He can’t stop himself from wanting to dig fingers into his long, wavy hair, from wanting
to curl against his body and kiss his broad, pale shoulders in the middle of the night. So Harry
deliberately doesn’t see the Slytherin Prince, the incredibly gorgeous, kind, funny, cunning, elusive
and fucking hot Theodore Nott because why would that Theo, the Theo that holds the attention of
people like Blaise fucking Zabini, want anything to do with the disaster that Harry is? Now, he lets
himself see him. Takes a shuddering breath. The wanting rises up inside him like a wave of liquid
warmth.

Jesus fucking Christ I am so screwed.

“What if…” Harry swallows hard, aware that his knee is now pressed against Theo’s, as if they
following silent instructions and are moving toward one another gently, Theo twisting towards
Harry and placing a hand on his knee, Harry sliding his damaged hand up to Theo’s bicep. “What
if I … see stuff? What if there’s …?”

Other memories? Other people? What if I kiss you and I feel how much you want someone else?

“There will not be,” Theo’s eyes are flashing like steel, both hunted and hunting, but he doesn’t
move closer. Sahara hisses softly. Harry is so distracted by Theo’s eyes that he doesn’t quite hear
it, but he catches the end of it. “… is ready.”

“Yeah?” Harry croaks, his throat dry. He disentangles his left hand from Theo’s. He slips his
fingers around the back of Theo’s neck, pressing his thumb against Theo’s rapid, jumping pulse.
He feels Theo swallow and Harry's breath catches in his throat. Honey wine. Salty oceans.
Thunderous rain. “You promise?”

“My life and my secrets, Potter,” Theo mutters, as Harry leans closer, his nose brushing against
Theo’s. Still, Theo doesn’t move, even though Harry can feel the tension in his neck, the
excitement in his pulse. Harry realises why. He’s waiting for me. He’s been waiting for me. Harry
presses his lips tentatively against Theo’s, bracing himself for memories that aren’t his and
thoughts from Theo’s mind. Then, a surging pleasure echoes through the bond.

They are lying on the roundabout, staring at the sun. Theo is playing with the charm around

Harry’s neck. “Happy birthday, Harry.”
Harry is sore from the unicorn stitches in his back and tangled up against Theo in Fabiola’s
cottage as Theo holds him close and strokes his hair. “We made it.”
Theo is lying back in the grass and reeds in his beautiful robes with Harry resting his head on
Theo’s sternum, the song of their heartbeats drifting on the air. “I protect what protects me.”
Theo taps the bench in front of him on the Hogwarts Express and Harry scrambles up onto his lap,
Theo presses his lips against the top of his head.
Deep in the dark of the night, as they sleep in the Greenhouse, they both roll over, facing one
another with surprising open eyes for a sudden moment, and then they press their foreheads
together, Theo’s hand drifting up to tangle in Harry’s hair. “Sleep,” Theo whispers. “I’m here.”

“Wow,” Harry gasps, pulling away from Theo’s lips to rest his forehead against Theo’s, breathing
heavily. “Just … fucking wow.”

“I concur,” Theo whispers back. He has both hands around Harry’s waist and Harry is on his knees,
his hands in Theo’s hair, tilting Theo’s face up towards him. “What did you see?”

“Us,” Harry laughs breathily. “Just … us. Did you … I dunno, see anything?”

“No,” Theo tugs on Harry’s waist, gently pulling him to sit back down on the bed. Theo lies down,
pulling Harry with him so they are lying alongside one another, staring into each other’s faces on
the small bed. “I just felt it. Through the bond, I think.”

“How did it feel?” Harry asks. He can’t stop touching Theo’s hair, brushing it away from his face,
tangling his fingers into the long locks at the base of his skull. All Harry can smell is Theo’s magic,
which is at peak thunderstorm level, sweet and strong and tasting like treacle. Fucking addictive.

“Like you,” Theo shrugs, grinning slowly. “Are you going to tell me what my magic smells and
tastes like now?”

“Nope,” Harry grins back, leaning his lips in to meet Theo’s again. Treacle and Mead.
Thuderstorms and oceans and dark waters parting. Underneath, Harry can sense something else,
it’s deeper and stronger and more enticing and he grips Theo’s neck firmly, hearing him grunt in
surprise as Harry follows an innate instinct towards something lively, silver and beating. Then he
feels a sharp sting in his hand.

“Ouch!” Harry gasps, pulling away to see Sahara spitting at him angrily. “What?”

“Do not chase the blood magic!” Sahara hisses angrily. “You will hurt your mate!”

“He’s not my mate!”

“You will harm him like you harmed the earth in the forest!”

“What??”

“What’s that about?” Theo asks, gasping heavily.

Harry looks at him, realises he does look a little pale. Oh shit. I tried to literally suck the life out of
Theo. The thought is so embarrassing, Harry wants to curl up in a corner and die. Oddly, he has a
strange, sad thought: Sirius would find this hilarious. He does not know who he tells about these
things now. Remus probably, who will find it funny, but he will also be kind. He will not tease and
banter as Sirius would. Harry feels a flash of mourning for the version of his godfather he has lost.

“Ummm… I think it’s possible that I may have been doing something weird,” Harry answers
lamely, feeling himself flush dangerously red. “Sorry.”

“Is that why it felt like all of the air was vanishing from my lungs?” Theo raises his eyebrows.
“Harry, did you hurricane me?”

“Not deliberately!” Harry protests, dropping his forehead into the mattress with a groan of
embarrassment. “Sorry, Theo, I’m a mess.”

“Not a mess,” Harry hears Theo chuckle and press his lips to Harry’s hair, leaving a tingle. “A
chaos demon.”

“Hey!” Harry lifts up his head and glares at Theo. “A demon?”

“Yes, a demon,” Theo grins so broadly, so genuinely, that Harry’s heart actually hearts a little bit.

This is a smile that is pure Theo, unadulterated Theo when he has dropped all of his masks and the
weight of the world. My Theo.

“Well, I guess I need to get a handle on the whole … hurricane-y magic kissing thing,” Harry sighs
regretfully, sweeping a thumb across Theo’s cheekbone like he sometimes does for Harry. It always
makes Harry feel seen and wanted.

“We have time to practise,” Theo smiles. “All of Yule.”

“All of Christmas.” Harry wiggles his eyebrows. "Are you enjoying Great Expectations?"

"Yes, actually," Theo answers drily. "Though if Muggle Christmas is anything like it is depicted by
Mr Dickens, there is not just a paedophile on the loose, but the celebration of it amounts to culinary
child abuse."

"Of course you would say that," Harry rolls his eyes.

"I shall not be deferred by Granger's reading list," Theo's eyes glitter dangerously. "Besides, how
much could the muggle have written?"

"Oh, over twenty books," Harry grins.

"And all of them have no magic?" Theo looks astounded.

"There are ghosts in a Christmas Carol," Harry laughs. "But the real magic there is love."

"How insipid," Theo looks disgusted.

"I think it's quite important to the plot," Harry chuckles. "For old Scrooge."

“Harry.”

“Theo.”

“Can I kiss you, please?” Theo asks, so softly and kindly that Harry feels like his face might split
with the force of his smile. Harry realises he has never been asked like this. It's quite something.

“Yes,” Harry says and Theo does. Behind his eyelids, Harry sees the moment he grabbed Theo’s
hand and pulled him down Privet Drive, Harry feels Theo’s excitement and joy, his sparkling,
dawning affection. Even before the bond. Harry pulls away for a moment, staring up at the boy
above him, a perfect face framed by dark, flowing hair.

“You’ve been …. For a long time,” Harry whispers, realising it’s true as he says it. Theo looks
down at him hesitantly and nods slowly. Oh. Harry swallows hard. He’s still not sure if he’s ready
for whatever this is, he’s not sure what any of it means. All he knows is that when he kisses Theo
he doesn’t see Cedric. When he touches Theo he doesn’t feel alone. With Theo, everything feels
right.

“I don’t know if I can …” Harry feels like his throat is made of sandpaper. He doesn’t want to push
Theo away but he doesn’t want to lie or keep things from him either. Like Cedric did. He knows
now how much that can hurt. Especially if the person is dead and unable to give an account. “I
don’t know if I’m …”

“Harry, it’s fine,” Theo kisses his forehead gently. “I’m not going anywhere. We have time.”

Harry sighs and tries to make himself relax, but there’s something about Theo’s words that make
him feel that somewhere out there in the universe, a horrifying countdown clock has begun to tick.

———

I’m thinking about you.

Good.

Good?

I am always thinking about you.

Good.

Do you need to, like, have a name for what this is?

Do you?

Not really. I'm not sure I'm ready for that.

Then neither do I.

Just ... my life and my secrets. Yeah?

Yes. My life and my secrets.

———

He dreams of the snake and the door. There is pain in his scar, more pain than he has ever felt there
before. Then he is screaming and hissing and vomiting all over the dormitory floor.

“Ron, your Dad! Your Dad!”

“Holy Merlin, that’s a lot of blood!” Dean is yelling but Harry can’t see him, because he’s blinded
with pain.

“Fucking shitting hell!” Seamus screams. “He’s gone off his fucking rocker!”

“Dean, get Hermione, Neville, get McGonagall! Seamus, get the fuck OUT!” Ron is shouting,
trying to haul Harry back into bed from where he is vomiting and writhing on the floor. Harry feels
gripping hands as his stomach churns and rebels against his every attempt to hold onto his food.

“Mate, come on, it’s okay — oh, shit!” Ron takes in a quick breath. “Open your eyes for me,
Harry!”

Harry does, they are streaming with tears of pain and he sees Ron’s worried face above him.

“What?” he chokes out. “Your Dad’s hurt! He’s dying!” Ron’s face pales but he shakes his head,
rubbing Harry’s arm gently.

“I can’t understand you, mate,” Ron whispers. “Don’t worry, Hermione’s coming, she’ll — you
can do the thing with the ring with her, right? And she’ll — she’ll fix this,” Ron gestures to
Harry’s eyes and Harry stares at him, momentarily too astonished to feel sick. What the fuck is
wrong with my eyes?

“What’s wrong?” he hisses, choking on words, trying to force his tongue into English and unable
to make it comply.

“Harry!” Suddenly, Hermione is there, hair wrapped in her headscarf and eyes filled with worry.

“Harry, mate, you do not look good,” Dean says worriedly above him.

“Hermione,” Harry sobs in relief, grabbing her hand with the Potter ring on it and forcing
parseltongue into her mind. “Mr Weasley’s been bitten by Voldemort's snake. Somewhere in the
ministry.”

“What?” Hermione gasps, pulling her hand back and staring at Ron. “Ron, go and firecall Bill, or
your Mum, or Remus or anyone! Your Dad's been hurt!”

“They’ll tell Dumbledore!” Ron says, glancing down at Harry’s face but Harry shakes his head
vigorously.

“I don’t care! Save your Dad!”

“Your Dad’s been hurt!” Hermione shouts. “It doesn’t matter right now!”

“Right,” Ron nods frantically, pale as milk underneath his freckles. He turns to Dean. “Can you go
and wake up my brothers? And Ginny? Then get Dumbledore!”

“Okay!” Dean flees and Ron looks down on Harry and Hermione, now alone in the dormitory.
“You need to fix his eyes, ‘Mione.”

“What’s wrong with my eyes?” Harry coughs. Hermione winces but answers as Ron thunders out
of the room.

“They’re greener,” Hermione whispers, leaning close. “And a little … red? I think… I think your
glamour’s slipping Harry. I’m just going to cover it for now. Recoquo.”

Harry feels something settling over his eyes and Hermione looks satisfied.

“I don’t know what to do about the parseltongue,” Hermione whispers. “I think you just … you
need to calm down a bit. I think you do this when you’re agitated, your vocal cords get tight —,”

“How?” Harry hisses. He cannot speak only parseltongue and the last time this happened, he had
to try and dig down to the centre of the earth to get his English back.

“Think of something relaxing,” Hermione says, scrambling behind him and holding him close,
wrapping her arms tightly across his chest. “Think of your most comforting thing…”

Harry tries to think of Theo, of Fabiola’s cottage, of Hermione just like this, the way she sometimes
hums when she works. He feels an astonishing flare of angry pain in his scar and grits his teeth,
leaning forwards against Hermione’s clasped arms.

“Sing something,” Harry pleads.

“We can be heroes,” Hermione sings softly in his ear, vaguely melodic, voice trembling with
worry. “Just for one day…”

“Bowie?” Harry asks, distracted for a moment by her music taste.

“My Dad likes him,” Hermione protests, ruffling his hair in rebuke. Harry chuckles, but it is only a
hiss. He tries to let himself relax his back against her, letting himself be rocked gently as she sings
to him.

“We can beat them forever and ever, oh we can be heroes just for one day …”

“McGonagall’s getting Dumbledore,” Neville pants, running back into the room with Ron in tow.

“They want us in the common room,” Ron gasps. “The twins, Ginny and us.”

“Did you get through to anyone?” Hermione asks.

“No,” Ron shakes his head. “Dumbledore appeared when I tried to call Bill, he told me they’re …
dealing with it? He’s coming down.” Ron looks at Harry in concern. “I think they’re sending us
somewhere to wait for news about Dad.”

“I can’t!” Harry hisses frantically. He feels like he’s racing against an invisible clock somewhere.
His glamour is slipping. Voldemort is moving. Mr Weasley is dying. There is no time. “Sahara!”
He calls, hearing a hiss from behind his bed. She is in the habit of hiding from his dorm mates.
“Go to my Grey one, tell him they’re taking me.”

“I should come with you.”

“Go to him!”

Sahara’s hisses grow distant.

“They’re here,” Neville looks over at Harry from the doorway. “They want to talk to you.”

Harry turns to stare at Hermione desperately.

“What am I going to do?” He hisses softly. His t-shirt is stuck to his body with blood and sweat,
announcing his thinness to the world. His forehead is streaked and bloody and he is shaking so hard
he’s not sure he can stand. Also, he can’t stop speaking parseltongue. Hermione looks like she’s
about to cry but then holds him close for a moment, pressing her hand with the Potter ring on it
over his heart. Harry feels an unbelievably relieving swell of love. He takes a gasping sob.

“It will be fine,” Hermione whispers in a broken voice. “Don’t say anything. Ron and I will stay
with you. Come on.”

Harry needs both of them to stagger to his feet. Neville walks down the stairs in front of them,
preparing to catch Harry if he faints, which seems more and more likely with each step. By the
time they reach the common room, Harry is barely standing, practically collapsed against Ron’s
side.

“Holy Merlin!” McGonagall exclaims, and suddenly Harry has strong, cool hands on either side of
his face, a strong scent of Heathery magic surrounding him. He takes a deep, reviving breath.
“What on earth has happened to you, Potter?”

“He can’t talk right now, Professor,” Hermione says shortly, “Can we sit him down please?”

“He needs to go to the hospital wing, or St Mungo’s!” McGonagall turns to look over her shoulder
as between them, his Professor and his friends manoeuvre him to the sofa and Harry slumps into it,
Hermione sitting next to him and propping him up.

“Not looking so hot there, Harry,” Fred says, looking down on Harry from the back of the sofa.
George looks both worried and angry. Because his Dad is dying and it’s partly my fault. Harry
closes and opens his eyes slowly in agreement.

“Why isn’t he speaking?” Ginny asks, crouching on the floor and pressing her hand against Harry’s
forehead in a good impression of her mother. “And what’s this about Dad?”

“I believe Mr Potter is unable to speak at the moment.” Harry closes his eyes. Somehow he knows
it is a very bad idea to look at Dumbledore right now but he feels his presence, can smell his
magic, lemony and strong, in the middle of the room. “Is that right, Harry?”

Harry nods and squeezes Hermione’s hand. He doesn’t want Dumbledore to know he can feed
understanding into her mind.

“It’s just parseltongue right now,” Hermione says. “I think it’s when he’s agitated, his throat closes
up and parseltongue ….”

“Doesn’t need the vocal cords, yes, Miss Granger, well done,” Dumbledore speaks thoughtfully.
“It is quite possible. Do I have permission to cast a spell to help liberate your vocal cords, Mr
Potter?”

Half of Harry wants to deny him, but he nods shortly. He doesn’t have time. He needs to get well,
he needs to stay in Hogwarts and he needs to get to the Room of Requirement as soon as possible
so he can see Theo and sort out whatever is going on with the potion. He feels a sudden icy
coolness settle on his throat that makes him cough brutally, leaning forward as Hermione rubs his
back and Harry gags, almost vomiting on the rug.

“My apologies, Harry, it can be a little harsh,” Dumbledore says.

“No shit,” Harry coughs out.

“Language, Mr Potter,” McGonagall reprimands, but she sounds relieved.

“That’s English!” Ron exclaims, rubbing Harry’s shoulder from behind the sofa. “Well done,
mate!”

Harry nods, looking up with streaming eyes as he swallows his coughs painfully to look up at
Dumbledore. For a brief second, Harry meets the old man’s gaze and feels a flash of dislike that is
not entirely his own. Oh, fuck off, Tom. Harry looks away quickly.

“Thank you, Professor,” he croaks, striving for politeness. “How is Mr Weasley?”

“I’m afraid we cannot discuss it here,” Dumbledore says gravely. “Can you please clarify for me
how you saw this vision?"

Harry knows what he's asking, remembers his concern in Grimmauld over the summer when Sirius
was convinced he was possessed or something.

"I was the snake," Harry snaps. "I was Nagini. I bit him, I tasted the blood. Is he even alive?"

"Yes, is he?" George adds tensely.

"He is," Professor Dumbledore looks at Harry's hands carefully. Harry is thankful the Prince and
Slytherin rings are still hidden. "For now."

"For now?" Ginny's voice takes on a desperate tone. McGonagall stands behind her, wrapping an
arm around Ginny's shoulders comfortingly. "What do you mean, for now?"

"Your mother will have an update for you," McGonagall says kindly, then she looks up at
Dumbledore. "Professor Umbridge is already abroad."

"Yes," Dumbledore nods, taking his eyes off Harry's hands and looking at the Weasleys. "I must
ask you all to take this portkey to a safe location. Miss Granger and Mr Potter will accompany you,
of course.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Harry coughs, blinking back stinging tears. “I’m staying at Hogwarts
for the holidays.”

“The events of tonight make that impossible,” Dumbledore says quickly. “I must remove you all
from the school before Professor Umbridge begins to make inquiries on behalf of the Minister.”

Harry can see the sense in that but it doesn’t stop him panicking. The potion. I need to stay at
Hogwarts to brew the potion.

“Let them go,” Harry gestures to the Weasleys. “Hermione and I can stay here, we’re not related to
Mr Weasley —,”

“I am afraid, Harry, that your association with the Weasleys is very well known by the Minister
and those under him,” Dumbledore’s eyes flicker sympathetically over the four redheads. “Arthur

was carried bleeding through the Ministry tonight. We cannot hope it will have gone completely
unnoticed. Especially with an emergency visit to St Mungo’s —,”

“What the hell happened?” George explodes, glaring at Dumbledore. "Where was he?"

"Yeah, how did he get bitten by Moldywarts bloody snake?" Fred snarls.

“It will all be explained,” Dumbledore said patiently, reaching for an abandoned textbook and
tapping it so that it glowed blue. “Can everyone please take hold of the portkey?”

They all shuffle forward except Harry and Hermione, who stay sat on the sofa, Harry staring at his
feet and trying not to faint. I can’t go anywhere. I can’t go. I need to fix my glamour. I need to see
Theo.

“Harry, please join us,” Dumbledore says and there is a note of both pleading and finality in
Dumbledore’s tone that Harry cannot ignore. He tries to stop himself, but he looks up at the man
who he had once trusted with everything. The blue eyes are filled with worry and even worse, pity.

“I am just trying to protect you all,” Dumbledore whispers. Harry understands. It’s not just about
me. He sighs heavily, seeing no way out anyway, not with McGonagall and Dumbledore literally
blocking the portrait hole and him being unable to stand on his own feet. He squeezes Hermione’s
hand and she hauls him up. They stumble over to the portkey.

“Mrs Weasley will meet you all there,” Dumbledore says.

“Where are we going?” Ginny asks in a small voice, tucked under Fred's arm.

“Grimmauld Place.”

“Grimmauld -?” Hermione doesn’t get a chance to finish her sentence, because there is a jerking
around all of them and they are surging through time and space in a way that leaves Harry reeling
and trembling when they are spat out onto the floor of the Grimmauld Place drawing-room.

"We shouldn't be here!" Hermione wheezes. "Harry shouldn't be here without -,"

“Harry!”

He hears the voice of Sirius above him, feels his godfather’s warm arm gripping his as he pulls him
into a bone-crushing hug before he can even think about resisting. The corrupted parabatai bond is
knawing, dragging at his insides in a way that he is not prepared for even a little bit. Sirius has
twisted him away from the others, as if subconsciously pulling him out of their reach. Harry barely
has the energy to stand, let alone push Sirius away. He thinks he might be sick again, Sirius' grip is
so tight and the scent of cigarette smell is so strong it is overwhelming him.

“Shit!” Fred mutters behind him.

“Let him go, Sirius," Hermione is saying slowly, as if one would when speaking to a mad person.
"He's not feeling well, let's all sit down -,"

“You’re not allowed to touch him, you douchebag!” Ron shouts.

None of it does any good and Sirius seems not to hear a word.

“Merlin, I was so worried,” Sirius is muttering, his grip is impossibly tight and the bond inside him
seeming to tighten around Harry too. Harry gasps. “I was so worried when Dumbledore called, you
look awful! I tried to call Remus and Kingsley has gone to the Ministry, but I just didn't know! I
thought you were dead!" The pulsing need in the bond is making Harry's stomach churn. "What
happened, little one?”

Little one. It’s an endearment from another time, another age, that tugs on Harry’s memory in a
horrible way. He thought he had no memories from before the Halloween Voldemort came to
Godric’s Hollow, but he feels Sirius’ memory being pushed on him through the bond. Not again.
Harry groans, trying to push away from Sirius. He feels Sirius’ crushing love, his eager
desperation, feels his wanting, lonely memories of James and the child he thought they shared
together. Harry’s mind recoils away from it, he doesn’t want to feel anyone else’s feelings today
and instead finds himself reaching out for something else, anything else that can help him.

Fucking help me!

The magic in the House of Black keens towards him, brushing him with its great, white, raven
wings.

Child of Black we heed thy call.

Suddenly, Harry has strength, cold as burning ice, rushing through him.

“Get off, Sirius!” Harry yells, shoving Sirius with his left hand. White light explodes from his palm
in the shape of a bird and Sirius is thrown back, tumbling over the sofa. Harry is gasping and bent
over, gripping his knees. He’s absolutely going to faint and he feels like his skin is stretching and
shrinking. Like it did when the Glamour Potion was applied.

“Harry!” Hermione bends over in front of him and he looks up into her face. She gasps. “Oh,
shit!”

Harry knows it must be bad if Hermione's swearing. He gives her a look of pained resignation and
then lifts his palm. He throws another ball of blinding white light into the air so Sirius, the twins
and Ginny all turn away, swearing and shouting. Then Harry legs it, Hermione and Ron thundering
in his wake as he races up the stairs to his old bedroom, ignoring Sirius’ shouts.

“Harry! HARRY! What’s wrong with your FACE?”

The three of them scramble into the bedroom, utterly breathless, the sound of a dog running up the
stairs behind them.

“Lock it, lock it!” Hermione begs as Harry slams his palm against the door and desperately thinks:
Impregnable. White light spreads quickly around the doorframe and Harry stumbles drowsily into
the bathroom, gripping the edge of the sink as he gasps and stares at his reflection. His hair is
growing again curling tighter. His skin is darkening. His eyes becoming greener, his jaw sharper,
fingers longer and finer. As the glamour slips away, the cut he received over his eye and eyebrow
in the summer from Dudley's sodding whip reappears. When they drank the potion, the cut was
still healing. Harry hadn’t realised it’s healed into a scar through his left eyebrow. A white slice of
skin, catching the edge of his eyelid. Now he not only doesn't look like Harry Potter, he looks like
someone who beat up Harry Potter and stole his skin.

Well, shit.

“Blimey, Harry,” Ron says. Harry looks at them in the mirror. His two best friends stare at him in
amazement.

“You’re … you’re …” Hermione gulps and steps forward, touching Harry’s much tighter, curlier
hair. "Oh, Harry."

“You look like …” Ron whispers. “Like Sirius, maybe, but also like … “

“Like Professor Snape,” Hermione says, eyes widening dramatically.

“Well,” Harry laughs, slurring slightly, feeling himself sway. “Ten points to Gryffindor for you,
Miss Granger.”

“Harry!”

“Shit!”

Both of his friends swoop forward to catch him but Harry doesn’t care. The secret’s out. Soon
Sirius will know and then, Sirius will probably kill him. Harry buckles onto the bathroom floor,
knee slamming against the bath and Ron and Hermione swearing above him. He would very much
like to faint right now, if for no other reason than to avoid the hideous pain in his skull, but there is
something he has to do first. Someone to protect, even now.

“Kreacher,” he rasps, and suddenly the elf pops up between them, staring up at Harry’s face and
looking at his friends with watchful eyes. Then Kreacher bows low.

“Heir Potter Black Slytherin Prince calls?” The elf rasps.

“What the fuuuuuu —?” Ron begins above him and Hermione screeches "SLYTHERIN?" before
she begins to pepper the elf with questions. Harry merely closes his eyes wearily.

“Well played, Elf Black,” Harry mutters. "Can you get us out Kreacher?"

Kreacher cocks an ear, listening carefully and then he flinches, ears drooping.

"Master has locked the wards so only he can leave," Kreacher whispers, yellow eyes wide.
"Kreacher cannot take master or Master's horrible friends out."

"Can you get out?" Harry whispers. Kreacher listens again and nods slowly.

"Kreacher can," his big eyes fall onto Harry's ring. "With enough power."

Of bloody course. Harry feels like he's a battery about to be drained but it doesn't stop him from
reaching out his hand to grab Kreacher’s arm tight, pulling up every ounce of Black magic he can
possibly bear to contain, freezing his blood. Kreacher shudders but doesn’t retract himself, leaning
forward with something like eagerness in his eyes.

“Sirius is your Master,” Harry breathes heavily through his nose, not moving his hand from
Kreacher’s little arm. “But whatever happens, he’s my godfather. He’s bound to protect me, he
bound you to protect me and you know who protects me. So who are you going to protect,
Kreacher?”

“Heir Nott,” Kreacher twists uncomfortably under the pressure of the Black magic but he spits out
the words.

“Heir Nott? Theodore Nott?” Ron exclaims, his arm gripping Harry’s.

“Shut up, Ron!” Hermione hisses.

“You knew? What are they, friends?”

“No they’re … well, Theo is courting Harry —,”

“Courting?”

Is he? Harry thinks vaguely that it is the first he has heard of it, but he focuses back on Kreacher.

“Go to him,” Harry gasps in pain. There is a loud pounding on the door and he can feel that Sirius

is pulling on their bond, desperate to find him, desperate to know he’s well. But I’m not well,
because I’m not James’ anymore. “Tell Theo … about this. Tell him to get a message to someone.
Remus or Bill and ... ” Harry sighs, closes his eyes. He wants to ask Theo to rescue him but he
can’t do that. He remembers Privet Drive, how he sent Theo away. “Tell him not to come back this
time. Lastly," Harry takes an even deeper breath and thinks of the white-winged raven made of the
Black Magic. "Protect thyself, Elf Black."

Kreacher’s eyes flash with something like respect and then anger. He nods sharply and Harry feels
a rush of power jump from his ring into Kreacher's little chest. The elf stands taller as if the magic
is inflating him and energising him. Hermione gasps and Ron swears. Then the stream of light
stops. Harry slumps against his friends. His head is so dizzy, he has to close his eyes to keep from
throwing up.

"Go, Kreacher," he mumbles.

“The Dogfather is a failed Lord,” Kreacher snarls. “Kreacher will obey Master.”

Then Kreacher disappears with a loud crack. They all stare at the space he has vanished for a
moment as if they are all aware, suddenly, that they are very, very trapped.

“HARRY!” Sirius screams on the other side of the door and they all jump violently. “OPEN UP!”

Harry winces, hating the thought that he’s abandoned Fred and George and Ginny downstairs with
Sirius’ wrath loose in the house.

“My Mum will be here soon,” Ron whispers as if reading Harry’s mind. “They’ll be okay. Fred
and George are full of tricks.”

"Sirius better watch out," Harry mumbles drowsily. Ron laughs tautly.

“Remus will come,” Hermione nods firmly, stroking Harry's curly hair in a comforting gesture, her
fingers avoiding the new scar. “Don’t worry.”

"I hope he gets here before Padfoot kills me," Harry jokes weakly.

"We won't let that happen, mate," Ron says firmly, and Harry wishes he could be sure. He feels so
exhausted and all of his powerful allies are cut off from him. He sent Sahara and Kreacher away,
Theo is at Hogwarts, Remus and Bill are god knows where, Mrs Weasley is probably at the
hospital and Kingsley is at the Ministry. It's just Harry and his mates against an unravelling,
desperate Lord Black. I do not like those odds.

"We've had worse," Ron says, eyebrows raised, reading Harry's mind in that uncanny way that he
always does.

"Yeah," Harry chuckles pitifully. "Think I'd take recently escaped Sirius Black over this Sirius
Black right now."

"Or a Quirrell?"

"Even a Quirrell," Harry grins weakly.

"He loves you," Hermione whispers as if she is trying to reassure them all. "He really does love
you."

"That's the problem," Harry coughs, gripping her hand tightly.

"He loves you too fucking much," Ron mutters.

Suddenly, Harry feels a surge in the Black magic and hears the blast of the bedroom door rocking
off its hinges. Hermione screams, Ron swears and slams the bathroom door closed with a stamp of
his foot.

"Let me in, Harry," Sirius calls frantically through the door. "Something's wrong, I can sense it, I
just know it -,"

Sirius pushes against the door and Ron winces twisting his body to push his back against the door.
It won't be enough. Harry sighs heavily. He has no energy left but he tiredly presses his palm
against the bathroom floor. Hermione watches him and shakes her head.

"Don't -," she tries to grab his hand but he bats her away. "You're too tired!"

"It'll be fine," Harry whispers. He closes his eyes and listens for the bass song of the Black Magic,
seeping up like ice into his bones. He waits as he does with Hogwarts, for it to reach a fever pitch,
and then, when he starts to feel a tiny of trickle of blood out of his nose, its thick, low voice finally
forms.

What dost thou need, Child of Black?

Protect us, Harry thinks back, and feels like every ounce of his blood is turned to ice and is flowing
out of his body, the doorway suddenly encased in a cold, immovable shield. A huge sense of relief
fills Harry and with it, comes deep, welcoming darkness as the clicking tock inside him is silenced.
He feels the weight of resignation pressing down on him with unconsciousness, the resignation he
always feels when definite disaster is thundering towards him and he is utterly helpless to stop it.

Time’s up, Harry thinks, then he gratefully blacks out.
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“What’s this I hear about Potter and Chang?” Blaise asks, thumping down on the sofa beside Theo.
They are the last ones in the common room, the two night owls of Slytherin tower. Other
Slytherins in their sixth and seventh years have late-night study passes for the astronomy tower and
for the potions labs, to check on twenty-four-hour brews or to map stars, but they are often just
passing through. Blaise is like Theo, they share a distaste for too much sleep and a preference for
working into the small hours of the night when the Slytherin common room is finally, blessedly
clear of the lower years who get a bit giggly after nine pm.

“I don’t know, what do you hear about Potter and Chang?” Theo asks, watching as Harry writes
Just … my life and my secrets, yeah? Into Theo’s notebook. He fights back a grin.

“I heard they had a massive lovers tiff on the seventh floor,” Blaise lolls against him, twisting his
fingers around a Chinese puzzle box that his mother has sent him to improve ‘mental dexterity.’

“Fascinating,” Theo drawls, staring at the box in suspicion. “What does this one do?”

“Not sure,” Blaise replies cheerfully. “Mother says it will cost me my eyes if I fail.”

“So … poison? A charm?” Theo eyes the box warily. “An ocular consuming Bowtruckle?”

“Maybe,” Blaise says, twisting a piece of wood and pausing. Theo hears a slight click as if a tiny
being inside is scrabbling to get out.

“If you succeed, does whatever is inside perish?” Theo asks, watching the box in Blaise’s deft
fingers.

“Potentially,” Blaise carefully strokes a finger along the patterned side. “Maybe I can have it as a
pet. You can’t be the only one with a deadly beast at your beck and call.”

“Sahara is not at my beck and call.”

“I was talking about Potter.”

“Hilarious,” Theo rolls his eyes and kicks Blaise in the leg before scribbling back to Harry. Yes. My
life and my secrets.

“So you tired of him?” Blaise asks. “Is that why he’s screaming at Chang?”

“Your, vow, Blaise,” Theo says in a bored voice, flicking open his knife in a casual way, just to
remind his friend.

“I guess not then,” Blaise murmurs. “So then why do I hear that he and Chang kissed and it was,
according to my sources, full of feelings?”

Full of feelings is bloody right, Theo thinks bitterly, wishing he hadn't promised to ignore Chang
but he merely shakes his head at Blaise.

“I cannot explain your sources to you, Zabini, after all, they are your sources.” Theo looks at
Blaise carefully. He tries to imagine who in that room would spill secrets to Blaise. “You have
Arithmancy club with Goldstein, don’t you?”

“Who can say who has what club or who said what?” Blaise answers breezily, his voice leaning
into his Italian accent for a moment, his dark eyes resting on Theo’s knife. “Can I borrow that?”

Theo hands it over and watches as Blaise carefully pricks the tip of his thumb with Theo’s knife
and runs his blood over the corner of the box. The chattering inside it increases.

“Hmm,” Blaise stares at the box thoughtfully and sucks his thumb. “Not blood magic, then.”

“Which is good,” Theo comments. “Since it is highly illegal.”

He wonders briefly if the blood magic that Harry does when they are kissing is illegal. He highly

doubts it, since he cannot imagine that anyone else currently living on the planet is capable of
performing such magic, but the idea of Harry’s kisses being somehow illegal is somewhat
thrilling.

It is so fucking enchanting it should be illegal. For anyone but me.

“Not for the Contessa,” Blaise murmurs. “Diplomatic immunity, remember?”

“Yes, but the diplomatic immunity granted the head of the Congregation does not extend to her
son,” Theo warns. They have been through this before.

“Which is why she expects me either not to be caught or to know better.”

Theo rolls his eyes. The Contessa certainly has an interesting parenting style, but at least she is
devoted to Blaise’s development, even if that development is into a political mastermind of
unprecedented proportions. Sometimes, Theo looks at his oldest friend and realises that he is
staring into the face of the man who will govern Magical Europe one day. The Congregation might
not inherit positions, but the Contessa will die on a stake before she allows anyone but her only son
to succeed her.

“So we are still loyal?” Blaise comments lightly, now with his wand tip pressed against the box.
“To Potter?”

“No, you are loyal to me,” Theo snaps. “Who I am loyal to is my own business.”

“Santa Diana, Theodore,” Blaise chuckles, looking up at Theo with bright, amused eyes. “The
Contessa would be so proud.”

Blaise taps the box one more time with his wand and whispers “immobolis anima.” The sealed lid
of the box finally slides open. Theo peers forward to look inside as Blaise pulls out a tiny, frozen
blue creature by its little leg.

“That,” Theo says slowly. “Is a deadly Parvus pixie. It can kill a grown man with just one bite.”

"Are they fond of eyes?" Blaise asks, looking at the little creature in an entirely unworried fashion.

"Very," Theo says drily.

It’s much smaller than the pixies Lockhart set loose on their Defence class in second year. It is
about the length of Blaise’s thumb and a dark midnight blue, its wings are black and velvety and its
teeth are long and dripping with venom.

“They are also thought to be endangered, how the Contessa got a hold of one when they are
Peruvian is beyond me.” Theo looks up at Blaise. “What are you going to do with it?”

“Oh, I’ll send it back,” Blaise says, staring curiously at the immobilised pixie who glares back, its
red eyes flashing. “See if one of the Contessa’s minions is taking bribes to open her parcels.”

“Of course, what an efficient system.” Theo shakes his head. The Contessa is always twenty steps
ahead. He hears hissing suddenly and looks at the pixie warily. “I think it’s waking up.”

“They don’t hiss, they screech,” Blaise tucks the pixie back in its coffin and seals it, tapping his
wand to wake it back up. "I'll drop a beetle in there later or something." He looks down at the floor.
“Ah, I believe you have a visitor.”

Theo looks down to see Sahara shimmering into visibility on the rug in front of him.

“Is she shedding?” Blaise frowns. “Why is she brown?”

“She’s not,” Theo slips on the floor to run his fingers along Sahara’s scales. She is hissing at him
quite frantically, but too fast for Theo to understand any words. His fingers brush flakes of dried
blood off of her green skin. “Odin’s beard, Sahara, who did you kill?”

“It killed someone?” Blaise slips off the sofa to join him, his eyes are hungry. “Magnificent.”

Sahara is still hissing too rapidly for Theo to catch so he shakes his head.

“Slower,” he commands. “Slower.”

“You can understand her?” Blaise stares at him, suspicion in his eyes.

“I’m learning,” Theo says shortly, trying to listen to Sahara’s hisses. He hears Blood and Pain and
Green but he doesn’t know what it means.

“How? Oh, you lucky bastard,” Blaise exclaims. “Why can’t I have a paramour who can teach me
parseltongue?”

“Because he’s mine,” Theo snaps, not really listening to Blaise as he chuckles. “Again, Sahara.”

Theo listens carefully. Heart. Blood. Pain. Green. Heart.

“I don’t …” Theo stares at the snake, trying to understand. Green. Heart. Blood. Pain. Then the
word forms an almost sentence in his head. Greenheart blood and pain. “Oh, no.”

“What?” Blaise asks but Theo is scrambling up to his journal, setting his pen to it and scribbling
Where are you? Into the journal. He waits, agonising seconds, begging Harry wherever he is to
write back. Then he sees something else forming on the page of their notebook. A spreading, dark,
bloodstain.

Fuck no. Theo has a sudden memory of the cold darkness inside Privet Drive. The smell of blood.
The way it was sticky and dark as it soaked through the knees of his trousers on the floor of Harry's
bedroom. I will not let this happen again.

“Shit,” Theo slams the journal shut and pulls Sahara onto his shoulder where she leaves a bloody
dark brown smear across his white shirt.

“Where are you going?” Blaise asks, jumping to his feet.

“Gryffindor Tower.”

“Are you clinically insane?” Blaise seizes Theo’s shoulders, shaking him slightly. “You cannot
expect to storm into the lion’s den with no plan at all!”

Theo doesn’t have time for this. He flicks out his knife with one hand and presses Blaise against
the wall with the other.

“Don’t follow me,” Theo snarls.

“I am not an idiot,” Blaise snaps, “unlike you. What, do you think they shall just hand him over to
you? That you can slash your way through a hundred lions to rescue your dying paramour?”

“Yes,” Theo says simply.

“Well, who knew you were such a fucking romantic?” Blaise sneers, and quick as a true son of
Contessa Zabini, he whips out his wand and flexes the hand with his Heir ring on it. Suddenly
Theo is bound by invisible strings, struggling against the bookcase as Blaise levels his wand at
him. The Zabini heir ring is one that Blaise keeps glamoured most of the time, and Theo knows
why. It is a carnelian the size of a quails egg, beset with two rubies on either side and the motif of
the Goddess Diana carved into it. It’s powerful, on a level Theo thinks with Harry’s Black ring if
not more so. Theo wouldn’t have put it past the Contessa to have found a way to imbue Blaise’s
ring with more magic than was traditional or legal for a fifteen-year-old, but when you make the
rules you can break them. Theo knows there is no point in fighting. He glares down at his friend.

“I won’t let him die on me,” Theo says softly. “Not again.”

“Again?” Blaise raises an eyebrow. “He has before?”

“Your vow, Blaise!” Theo hisses angrily. Around his neck, Sahara is spitting venom. Blaise has the
good sense to stand well back.

“My loyalty is to you, and if you wish to save Potter from some unknown danger, then I will not let
you proceed without proper information,” Blaise shrugs. “Sorry.”

“I will kill you,” Theo says softly. “And I will not regret it. If I cannot save him in time because of
you, then you are who I shall come for.”

Once I’m done with Black and Dumbledore and whoever else has proceeded whatever this total
fuck up must be.

“Really?” Blaise raises a dark eyebrow. “You know the Contessa would not let you live.”

“I would count on it,” Theo shrugs, his hand firm on his knife but his wrist too tightly bound to his
side to throw it. He does not care about the risks, if Harry dies, Theo will not care about anything
ever again. I will burn the world. “I care not. I shall have had my revenge.”

“Oh, my,” Blaise stares at him for a moment, his wand dropping to his side even as his
outstretched hand holds Theo struggling in place. “He is your Lord, isn’t he?”

He is my everything, Theo thinks instantly but says nothing. Blaise will not understand the Fidelity
bond, will say it is fiction or coercion and Theo is not inclined to explain. Better then for Blaise to
think Theo has found an alternative to the Dark Lord to follow, a political position in which to
situate himself. Theo stares at Blaise, letting him think whatever he is going to think.

“Right,” Blaise nods slowly. The Contessa has followers all over Italy and Spain. Lordship is
something Blaise can understand. “I see. Let’s come up with a plan then.”

Blaise flexes his fingers. Instantly, Theo feels the bonds around him loosen and he can move. He
throws his knife at Blaise, pinning him to the wooden chair behind him by the sleeve of his robe.
Blaise winces and looks down at it.

“I suppose I deserved that,” Blaise smiles ruefully.

“You did,” Theo nods sharply. “Speak to me of a plan.”

Blaise opens his mouth but before words can be formed, a loud crack echoes around the common
room and Kreacher is standing next to Theo, glittering with white light and looking exhausted.
This cannot be good.

“Heir Nott,” Kreacher croaks, swaying gently. “Master sent me.”

“Where is he?” Theo crouches down in front of Kreacher, pressing his hand against Kreacher’s
head and willing some of the healing of the Nott magic into him. Kreacher blinks and his ears perk
up slightly. “Is he hurt?”

“Master is in trouble,” Kreacher’s eyes drift towards Blaise and the knife pinning him to the chair
and growls. “Is the Honourable Contessa’s son hurting Heir Nott?”

“No, elf, I rather think it is the other way around,” Blaise says drolly.

"Good," Kreacher snarls. "The Contessa's son must not touch Heir Nott."

"Well," Blaise folds his arms and looks down at Kreacher curiously. “This isn’t one of yours, is it,
Theo?”

“Thank Frigg no,” Theo mutters and Kreacher snorts, glaring at him. At least he looks a little more
lively now. Theo removes his hand from Kreacher’s head.

“Can you take me to him, Kreacher?”

“No,” Kreacher winces. “Master gave much of his power to help Kreacher through, but the failed
Lord has sealed the wards, Kreacher cannot get in. Now only wizards who keep the secrets can get
in.”

“Fuck,” Theo curses. Kreacher is doing a good job of keeping everything vague but he understands
the implication behind Kreacher’s words. There is only one place Harry could be with a ‘failed
Lord,’ protected by magic Harry can manipulate and the Fidelus charm. Grimmauld Place. Theo
clenches his hands tightly, pushing back his rage at whoever sent Harry there. That's a feud for
another day. “Is he hurt?”

“Yes,” Kreacher whispers and worryingly, Theo sees angry concern in those big elf eyes that he
has not seen since Privet Drive, when Theo and Kreacher worked together to save Harry for the
first time, his blood soaking through their clothes and staining their hands. Oh, shit. “And Master is
… becoming himself.”

“Becoming …?” Theo’s eyes widen. The glamour potion. It’s failing in Black’s house.
“Motherfuckering hell.”

“I take it from this riveting half conversation that this is an elf of the House of Potter?” Blaise
drawls, reaching down to tug on Theo’s knife but achieving nothing. “Gods, Theo, how hard did
you throw this?”

“Personal retrieval charm,” Theo snaps, leaning up to wrench the knife out with ease. He turns his
attention back to Kreacher. “What did he say?”

“Master asks for the wolf,” Kreacher whispers. “Or the goblins.”

“The goblins,” Theo nods rapidly. He imagines an army of them, with shiny teeth and bright
armour, swarming over Sirius Black. “They’re a good choice, I’ll send you to Gringotts.”

“Wait!” Blaise holds up a hand, looking quickly between Theo and the elf with a shrewd face.
“Wherever Potter finds himself hostage is under the Fidelus charm?”

Kreacher grimaces and twists his ears, obviously bound to silence so Theo jumps in.

“Yes.”

“Then the goblins can’t help you,” Blaise says. “The Treaty of 1940, they are not allowed to break
Fidelus charms using goblin magic without it being declared an act of war. They need to be invited,
just like everyone else.”

“Shit,” Theo whispers under his breath. He looks at Kreacher. “Do you know where the Wolf is?”

“No,” Kreacher shakes his head rapidly. “Kreacher could find him but —,”

“That will take time,” Blaise interrupts. “You need someone who knows the secret, who has been
told by the keeper already.”

“One goblin has,” Kreacher croaks. “Only one.”

Theo stares at him. Griphook.

“Okay, can you go to Gringotts, Kreacher?”

“No,” Kreacher shakes his head, grimacing slightly. “Cannot. Master bound me.”

“Bound you to what?”

“To protect Heir Nott,” Kreacher flinches as if the new bond is annoying and he longs to break it.
“To stop Heir Nott from coming back this time.”

Theo stares at Kreacher, feeling like ice is filling his veins. Ice and fury. He hears Harry’s words at
Fabiola’s cottage inside his head. Don’t choose me. He feels the incredible warmth of Harry’s lips
against his, of Harry kissing him and the sensation that every feeling he’s ever had has only been a
shadow compared to how it feels to be kissed by Harry Potter. Theo did not know it was possible to
want someone so desperately and also be so fiercely, violently angry with them.

“That little bastard,” Theo whispers. “He … he bound you to protect me, not him?”

Kreacher nods solemnly, his eyes filled with a disgust and rage that Theo recognises all too well.
Harry, you impossible shit, what the fuck have you done to yourself?

“Theo?” Blaise is grabbing his shoulder, shaking him. “What's wrong? You have that look, Theo.”

“What look?” Theo answers automatically, feeling like he is floating outside of his body, detached
by rage. Harry fucking Potter Black Slytherin Prince I shall murder you if you die. I shall follow
you into the afterlife and curse you for all eternity.

“The one you had before you stabbed Flint in the knee,” Blaise frowns, looking into Theo’s eyes.
“What can we do?”

“I … I don’t ….” Theo stares into space. He doesn’t know. This is not who he is. Harry is the one
who thinks on the cuff, Theo is the one who plans. Lovegood’s words suddenly pop into his head.
Learn. Scheme. Fight. He bites his lip and thinks. Loopholes. Harry always uses loopholes.

“You have to protect me, right?” He stares down at the elf who nods vigorously. “Well, you’re
going to protect me by protecting my interests, okay? So you’re going to go to Gringotts for me to
watch over my vault and, whilst you are there, protecting me you are going to tell Griphook that the
dog is on the loose, okay?”

Kreacher is grinning from ear to ear.

“Yes, Heir Nott! Kreacher shall!” He laughs, a mean, thrilling cackle and suddenly cracks away in
a burst of white light.

“The goblins …” Blaise looks at Theo thoughtfully. “You know, they might consider it worth an
act of war? It might be reasonable to approach them.”

“Professor Flitwick,” Theo blurts out, thinking of the way Harry described Flitwick’s excitement at
Harry having Bill bloody Weasley for an Anzar. “Blaise, can you go to Professor Flitwick and tell
him …” Theo takes a deep breath, wondering whether this is a secret he should share, but the
papers have been speculating for weeks about the reoccurring presence of Bill Weasley as a
chaperone for Harry. Besides, as long as Harry lives, what do I care about Dumbledore’s fucking
secrets? “Tell him that the safety of the ward of the Silver Hall has been compromised.”

Blaise raises an eyebrow. His eyes dance with the excitement of new information. His mother's son
through and through.

“Has it indeed?” Blaise mutters, rubbing his thumb over the huge Carnelian. “How fascinating.”
Blaise looks up at Theo, and Theo thinks he can see a hundred different plans running through the
Slytherin’s head. “I shall go to him, of course, but you should find a member of Dumbledore’s Old
Crowd to get you into wherever Potter is.”

"Oh, really?" Theo raises his eyebrows. He did not know Blaise knew about the ‘old crowd.’ Theo
shouldn’t even know about the old crowd.

“Please,” Blaise rolls his eyebrows drolly. “The Order of the Phoenix has been on the
Congregation's radar since 1979.”

Theo nods. He should have known better than to underestimate the reach of the Contessa’s
knowledge. So, it seems, should Dumbledore.

“Go,” Theo says, stroking Sahara’s scales to tell her to become invisible. She does so. “I shall deal
with everything else.”

They exit the common room into the dark dungeons, the silence of the deep underground suddenly
encasing them. It is the middle of the night and somewhere, Theo knows, Harry is running out of
time.

“Go well,” Blaise nods, gripping Theo’s arm at the elbow and kissing his cheek, in the manner of
Zabini’s going into battle, bloody or political. Then Blaise is gone, walking through the dungeons
as if he is taking a casual stroll. Theo sighs and steels his shoulders. There is only one member of
the Order of the Phoenix in the school to who Theo can go. Only one person knows about the
reason for Harry’s glamour. Whilst he is the only logical ally at this point, Theo still grips his
wand tightly in his pocket as he walks down the dark corridor to Professor Snape’s private quarters.
He knocks loudly and the portrait of Salazaar swings open to reveal a bloodied Professor Snape, his
outer robes discarded and waistcoat open, looking thoroughly harassed.

“What?” The man hisses, glaring down at him. Theo straightens his back. Even now, with
desperate adrenalin pumping into his throat and the feeling that every second, every millisecond,
Harry might be somewhere dying, even now he needs to be careful. The walls could have ears. The
walls do have ears. So he pulls himself up tall and thinks of Apollonius. A warrior's greatest asset
is their ability to show no fear.

“Good evening, Professor,” Theo bows cordially. “I need to speak with Lord Prince.”

__________________

Severus is having a terrible evening. Not only has he been utterly distracted by the thought that
Harry fucking Potter is his Heir, but Arthur Weasley has also been bitten by Nagini and Severus
has been running backwards and forwards between St Mungo’s and Hogwarts, trying to synthesise
the right dosage of antivenom. That was before Theodore Nott appeared in his doorway and added
to an already terrible evening with an outrageous request.

Merlin, save me from insightful teenagers.

“In!” Severus hisses, stepping aside to let the boy into his private quarters and then slamming the
door. “What in Hades do you mean by that comment?”

“You are Lord Prince,” Theodore says, shrugging lightly as if this is something he has known for a
long time. Which, theoretically, it could be. “I have come to tell you that your Heir is in need of
your protection.”

Severus stares at the boy, feeling the ticking time bomb that is the life of Arthur Weasley in his
hands. I do not have time for this.

“Get out,” Severus says shortly. “I am busy.”

“I see that,” Theodore’s eyes flicker over the blood on his shirt and Severus momentarily thinks he
sees a flash of fear in Theodore’s otherwise blank, silvery eyes. “Is your Heir hurt?”

“Why would you ask that?” Severus feels a tightness in his chest that he does not understand, then
he sees the way Theodore’s eyes are drawn back, again and again, to the blood on his shirt. “You
think this is his blood?”

“You are his sire, you tell me,” Theodore looks at Severus tensely but Severus can sense slight
relief in the tautness of his facial muscles. As if he has realised Severus doesn't know what he's
talking about and is relieved. Severus is not relieved, because Theodore is announcing that Severus
is the sire of Harry Potter to the world. The Nott Heir is not only sure of his hypothesis, but he is
also confident.

“How long have you known this?” Severus asks in a measured tone. How long has Potter known?
Theodore shakes his head as if this is an unimportant question.

“I do not know what has happened this evening, Professor,” Theodore begins slowly, gripping his
hands tightly behind his back in a way that reminds Severus uncomfortably of Apollonius. “But I
have received word that your Heir is in trouble. He requires immediate assistance.”

“Let Pomfrey take care of him,” Severus snarls, walking back to his potions bench where the brew
is letting off a disturbing whistling sound that does not bode well for Arthur Weasley. “Or
Professor McGonagall, or any other number of protectors —,”

“He is not here,” Theodore interrupts him in a manner Severus would never usually allow, but
Theodore’s eyes are flashing. “They took him away. To be with his godfather.”

Severus stares at the boy. Are they all out of their fucking tiny minds?

“Who took him?” Severus asks finally.

“I don’t know,” Theodore shakes his head and Severus actually sees the trembling rage running
through the boy. He would like to kill them all. “But I can take an educated guess.”

Albus. Severus sighs heavily. An hour ago, he was standing in Dumbledore’s office, being sent to
St Mungo’s. Albus mentioned Potter had a dream but nothing else. That man is worse than a
Sphynx. Yet even Albus would not send Potter to Grimmauld Place without proper supervision.
Unless Albus does not know about Lupin’s change of heart. Albus must know. Albus knows
everything, surely, and the longer he worries about Potter the less likely it is that the Weasley
children will have a father to come home to at the end of the night. He taps his wand against the
cauldron and vanishes the liquid. He pulls out another vial of Arthur’s blood and Nagini's venom
and sets to work again.

"Professor?" Theodore prompts him.

“If he has been sent there, then it will be safe,” Severus grits his teeth, speaking more to himself
than Theodore. “Lupin will be there, or another adult. I do not have time for your adolescent
worries, Theodore.”

“His glamour is dropping,” Theodore snaps.

“What glamour?” Severus snaps back. Does Potter wear a glamour?

“We brewed a glamour potion in the summer,” Theodore says quickly, “A long-lasting one, an
ancient recipe from the Potter Grimoire. It lasts until the weekend and we have more brewed ready
but something has happened and his has slipped —,”

“Silence,” Severus holds up his hand, glaring at the boy in front of him. “You brewed untested

potions from the Potter Grimoire without supervision? And then you did it again in the castle?”

“Yes,” Theodore juts his chin out, glaring at Severus fiercely. “And now it is failing.”

Why would Potter need a glamour? One thought jumps into Severus’ head. Flayed back.

“So Potter has a few more bumps and bruises on display,” Severus mutters, frowning down at his
potion as he tries to stir in a regular rhythm to encourage synthesis. He needs to do this before the
Dark Lord calls him, which will probably be in less than two hours. Otherwise, Arthur is
dead. “Why you should think to bother me with it —,”

“He looks like his father, professor,” Theodore says, cuttingly. “He looks like an Heir to the House
of Prince.”

Severus jerks his head up to stare at Theodore. This is something he has never considered. He has
never thought that there was a possibility that the boy in which he sees so much of James Potter
might be hiding a true face from the world.

“You’ve seen him?” Severus whispers.

“I have,” Theodore nods, stepping forward rigidly. “And soon, Black will see it.”

Severus curses and stares down at his brew, imagining Black’s rage at the boy. Then he thinks of
the Black magic, the shields Potter casts so carelessly, so freely around. Potter is more than
capable of protecting himself, Lupin or no Lupin. He looks at the brew and the life that is implied
within it, hanging in the balance.

“He will be fine,” Severus hisses slowly. “Black’s ire is one thing, but the boy’s magic —,”

“You won’t go to him?” Theodore glares at Severus as if he has performed an unforgivable curse.

“I will not,” Severus snaps. “Because every step I take away from this cauldron condemns a man
to death, Mr Nott, and whilst I find him a tad irritating, he is a very good man, and I know for a
fact that the boy you court so foolishly will not thank me if I leave him to die!”

Theodore stares at him for a moment then nods, stepping up to the workbench.

“Then I will brew,” Theodore says. “And you can go and get him out of there.”

“You will brew?” Severus sneers at the boy’s presumption. Theodore is undoubtedly talented but
he is not a Potions Master or even a NEWT level student. “You believe you can synthesise an
original antivenom?”

“I have brewed this successfully,” Theodore pulls a recipe out of his pocket, unfolds it and slaps it
on the workbench. “Twice. Yes, I believe I can brew your anti-venom.”

Severus stares down at one of the most complex potions he has ever seen. A twelve-day brew with
one of the most volatile ingredients in history, Thestral hair. Severus shakes his head.

“I cannot believe that you did this,” he whispers.

“I cannot believe many things,” Theodore’s voice is low but very, very sharp. “I told him,
Professor, I told him over the summer that Heirs mattered to Lords. That in our world, children
matter. I thought you would prove me right because you have always shown me kindness and
understood my life with Apollonius.” Theodore glares at Severus and Severus feels as if he is being
pinned through the heart by steel nails. “You told him to get out. You told him you wished him
dead. You told him you never wanted to see him. He believes those things. He thinks you do not
want your child.”

“This is not for you to discuss,” Severus hisses, his heart pounding wildly. In his head, he hears
Lily’s voice. Our child, Sev. Ours.

“It is,” Theodore says simply. “Because I have already made my choice about you, sir.”

“And what is that?” Severus whispers in a deadly tone, though it looks like it is having absolutely
no effect on Theodore. Have a lost the trust of this child, as Albus has lost Granger?

“That you do not now nor could you ever deserve him,” Theo says coldly. “He is astonishing. He
is powerful. Most fathers would kill to call him theirs. I know mine would,” Theo smiles bleakly.

“If I had any choice, I would not be standing in front of you right now, I would go anywhere else
for help, but there is nowhere else. So here I am.”

“The boy is not dying, Theodore —,” Severus snaps, trying to ignore the horrible twist of
familiarity at Theodore’s words. He knows, intimately, what it is like to not be seen or valued by a
father. I am not Tobias. I am not.

“He could be,” Theodore snaps.

“I am not throwing away Arthur Weasley’s life over a hunch!” Severus explodes. “A man, who, I
am sure, his children would sacrifice a great deal to have alive, even the discomfort of … of my
Heir.”

Severus stumbles at the end of his sentence. He cannot say Potter’s name aloud. Not in this
context. Theodore raises his eyebrows and, not for the first time, he thinks that Theodore Nott
might actually be a child murderer. He certainly looks capable of taking Severus apart. Perhaps
with that horrendously sharp paring knife of his.

"He was bloody when they left here," Theodore whispers softly. "His snake arrived at me hissing
about pain and blood. I know he is magically depleted. His elf also told me that he asked for help.
Black has closed his wards to anyone but the order. Harry’s glamour is dropping and soon,
everyone in that House will see his true face and they will know he is not James Potter’s son.”
Theodore looks at him carefully. Severus realises in a detached way that Theodore Nott, on some
level, comprehends parseltongue. Is Potter teaching him? Is it even possible to teach
Parseltongue?

“Tell me now, Professor, if you will not go." Theodore folds his arms angrily. "I need to know
what kind of parent you are going to be.”

The words seem to hit Severus in the solar plexus, stealing his breath. He remembers how he felt
leaving Dee's library, that he would hold back the tide, that he would reshape the stars to protect
his unknown child from the Dark Lord. I will find them and prove myself a worthy father. Severus
does not know how he can ever prove himself worthy of Harry fucking Potter.

“Why?” Severus asks, voice hoarse.

“So I can protect him,” Theodore shrugs, then twists the knife of his words. “I have had plenty of

practice with Apollonius.”

Horribly, it’s Regulus’ words that come back to Severus, standing in the Room of Requirement
dripping in port and glass: Like father like son, Severus.

I am not my father.

“Brew this perfectly,” Severus snaps, flinging his robe on from the back of his chair as Theodore’s
eyes light up with expectation. “Send it care of a house elf to St Mungo’s directly to Molly
Weasley, she will be waiting.”

“Yes, Professor,” Theodore says, all cordiality returned but Severus knows now how deeply
Theodore’s own venom goes. In Theodore’s eyes, he has done the unforgivable thing of casting off
his son. Isn’t it unforgivable to me, too?

Severus doesn’t have time to think about it. He steps into the floo and rushes through green fire to
the fireplace in the Hogs Head. Aberforth does not even look up from wiping glasses as Severus,
like all the staff needing to floo quickly to an apparition point, steps out of the flames and twists
through the darkness to the doorstep of Grimmauld Place, thinking hard on its name. He opens the
front door to the sounds of chaos. In the drawing-room, he sees the Weasley twins have erected
some kind of fort out of furniture and magic and are guarding their sister inside it, one of them
dodging behind the wall as Severus peers in. The house is shaking, blasts of white light coming
from the landing upstairs. Hades below, this is a motherfucking shitshow.

“Where is he?” Severus asks quietly, taking in the tear-streaked face of Ginny Weasley.

“Ron and Hermione have locked him in the bathroom,” George Weasley says from inside the fort.

“His glamour dropped,” Fred Weasley says, and Severus does not ask how the Weasley twins
know about the boy’s glamour. The amount that the Weasley twins know but pretend not to know
could fill a wing of the restricted section of the library.

“Sirius is up there,” Ginny Weasley whispers. “Remus arrived just now. A goblin, too. They’re
both up there. Sirius keeps… keeps making the house do things.”

Severus looks at the twins, the hard looks on both of their faces. They are expecting a fight, even

standing there in their pyjamas, but they are not of age and somewhere in St Mungo's, their father is
dying, relying on sodding Theodore Nott to save him.

“Stay here,” he says softly. “Your mother will surely be here as soon as your father is well enough
to leave.”

His words seem to give all of the children comfort. He taps his wand against the drawing-room
doorway, where the door is hanging from its hinges. A trembling blue-silver shield erects in the
empty space. Severus nods at the twins from the other side then makes his way quickly up the
stairs of the house, his wand out. The Prince ring on his hand feels hot, for the first time since
Eileen died. Severus clenches it, breaking the light glamour he places on it to make it less
impressive. It is a fierce chunk of obsidian, rising like a crooked mountain or a stalactite out of
silver. The shadows flow along with him, shadows that he hasn't seen since the last time he used
the Prince magic like this, to clothe himself in darkness as he slipped through the wreckage of
Godric's Hollow. The closer he reaches the floor Black must be on, the colder the house gets. The
tremblings in the floor become rumblings and he begins to hear Lupin’s voice shouting above it
all.

“SIRIUS STOP IT!”

“HE’S HURT, HE’S INSIDE AND HE’S HURT!”

“YOU ARE MAKING IT WORSE!”

“Lord Black, if you do not stop making attempts on the life of my client then —,”

“SHUT UP, GOBLIN!”

Severus rounds the corner of the stairs to almost slip on a landing coated with sheets of ice.

"Shit!" Severus curses. A flash of white magic and more shouts comes from the bedroom at the
end of the landing and Severus slides his way towards it. Griphook stands in the doorway. The
goblin has his hand outstretched into the room and Black is being blocked against the wall by
floorboards that the goblin has magically ripped up to hold him in place. Lupin has his wand
pressed against Black's throat and seems to be wrestling with him so strangely that for a moment
Severus thinks they are kissing, then he sees that Lupin is pinning one of Black’s hands in place,
trying to cover his Lord ring. Black’s eyes are fixed on the small door in the corner of the room

which has blast and ice marks around it but a persistent, familiar, shimmering shield.

“What has happened?” Severus asks Griphook softly. The goblin looks up at him, snarling as if he
does not know if he is an ally or an enemy, and then goes back to ripping up floorboards.

“The Lord has lost control of his magic,” Griphook sneers. No shit, goblin.

“Lupin!” Severus shouts and fiery, amber eyes fix on him in a way that makes him almost recoil.
Lupin is using nearly all of his Creature power to restrain Black, both remarkable and reviling.
“Where are they?”

“Inside!” Lupin yells as Black screams out in what appears to be agony, the walls tremble and the
shield flutters momentarily but does not weaken. “I don’t know if they’re okay, Sirius won’t stop
—,”

“HARRY!” Black screams. “LET ME IN!”

“Just stun him, Lupin!” Severus yells over the sound of every glass object in the house shattering.

“Tried that,” Griphook grunted. He flicks a finger and white light shoots at Black, only to be
rebounded by a shield so close to his body it is like a second skin. The Black Magic. It seems Sirius
Orion Black, Lord of the House of Black has finally chosen to embrace his family magic at the
worst possible time, and it is fucking terrifying. No wonder the children are hiding. Severus stares
at the shield and then walks to the door, as close as he can get. He can feel the familiar buzz of it,
knows it will feel like static burn as he presses his hand against it, wincing, and calls through the
door.

“Miss Granger? Can you hear me?”

“Yes!” A voice calls plaintively back. “Is it over?”

“Not yet,” Severus looks over his shoulder at Black who is staring at him like a wild animal, his
eyes greedy. Lupin is nodding at Severus, jaw tight. If Severus can get inside, then Lupin will hold
Black off long enough for him to shut the door again. “Can you get …” Severus swallows, feeling
strange saying the name aloud. “Mr Potter to lower the shield?”

“I can’t, Professor,” Granger shouts back, sounding desperate. “He’s unconscious, he’s bleeding,
he’s been bleeding for ages —,”

“AND EVERY TIME SIRIUS DOES SOMETHING IT GETS FUCKING WORSE!” screams the
voice of Ronald Weasley so loudly that Severus jerks back slightly.

“LET ME IN, RON!” Black responds behind him.

Severus sees how this might be a problem. The boy is anchoring the shield, powering it
unconsciously and now he cannot stop it. Severus needs to get inside and wake him but he has no
idea how to do that. He looks down at the Prince Ring. The Heir ring notoriously has a portkey
attached to it but his Heir would have to be conscious to achieve that. Then he remembers his
mother, on the day he received his Heir ring at an absurdly young nine years old. Heir and Lord
rings sing the same songs, Severus. Together, they can create strong weavings of magic.

“Miss Granger, can you please press Mr Potter’s right hand against the door, through the shield?”
Severus asks, feeling the white-hot burn of Black magic against his back and winces, turning to
glare at Black.

"Do you mind, Black?" he sneers.

“Stay away from him, Snivellus,” Black snarls, twitching his ring hand. Before another white-hot
burn can reach Severus, Lupin’s wand twitches, erecting a shield between them.

“Stop it, Sirius!” Lupin snaps, forcing a forearm up under his lover’s throat with predictable tears
in his eyes. It can only do so much with Black’s skin-like shield, but it seems to distract him. “Stop
it!”

“It’s there, sir!” Granger calls back. “He’s still unconscious though!”

Severus grits his teeth, slowly forcing his hand through the boy’s shield, feeling the fizzing burn of
it that he knows will need to be treated later until he reaches the firm wood of the door. Then he
closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and thinks one word, over and over: Šāhzādeh. Šāhzādeh.
Šāhzādeh. Slowly, the shadows take form, gently ripping apart the wood of the door as Granger,
Weasley and Black all yell until there is nothing but the shimmering shield remains. Then, Severus
grimaces. He knows what he has to do next. Šāhzādeh. He holds onto the word inside his head and

thinks of Eileen and the Prince Grimoire and grabs hold onto the Prince shadows as he steps
through the shield, letting them wrap around him like wraiths so that the violent burn of the
penetrating shield becomes merely the tingle of bee stings. Severus gasps as he falls through,
Weasley and Granger pulling the unconscious boy back from him with fear and distrust in his
eyes.

“It’s alright,” Severus grunts, looking down at the boy in Granger’s arms. Severus feels like his
knees are going to give out from underneath him. The boy is still fine limbed, thin as a waif,
bruised and scarred, but he is no longer a replica of James Potter. He looks nothing like James
Potter. His skin is honeyed like Severus’, his hair is darker and curlier, reminding Severus instantly
of Eileen’s hair. In the bones of his face, his stronger jaw, Severus’ sees himself. Holy Circe above,
this child is undoubtedly mine. The boy has blood coming out of his nose, from his scar, too. And
he looks like he's dying.

“What’s wrong with him?” Black yells behind him.

“Severus, is he alive?” Lupin shouts desperately.

Severus springs into action, dropping to his knees by the crumpled boy, pulling a reviving potion
from his inner pocket.

“Hold his head up, Granger,” Severus snaps and the girl does, twisting slightly to hold him in place
as Severus opens the boy’s mouth, noticing the soft cupid bow of Lily’s lips that wasn’t there
before. He tips it down, rubbing the boy’s throat, noticing how his ears are more like Lily’s too.
Then, he presses his wand tip against the boy’s chest. “Ennerverte,” Severus whispers.

The boy comes to, coughing and groaning, spitting blood onto the floor.

“Mi,” the boy moans, and Severus realises this must be some kind of endearment for Granger as
the girl is immediately there, brushing his hair out of his face and kissing his forehead. “Ron?”

“Here, mate,” Severus watched Weasley grab the boy’s hand, a look of crushed relief on his face.

Severus recognises that look. It was the look Lily wore whenever Severus came back from a
beating. It was the look Severus had for Regulus after every summer holiday when he survived his
mother, yet again. They truly are devoted to him.

“HARRY!” Black screams behind them, Weasley and Granger jump. “Talk to me! What is Snape
DOING to him?”

There is a surge of Black magic around them and when it meets the shield, the boy’s eyes roll back
into his head and he shudders.

“Shit,” Weasley grunts, pressing the boy’s shoulders into the floor.

“This has been happening every time,” Granger whispers, eyes full of tears as she holds the boy’s
head steady. “Every time Sirius tries to break the shield it makes it worse.”

“Even when we fucking TELL HIM!” Weasley yells through the shield. “CUT IT OUT, YOU
TWAT!”

“GIVE ME MY GODSON!”

“Desist!” Severus hisses at Weasley, no matter how much he agrees with Ronald’s sentiment. “Do
not engage him! Ennerverte!” Severus presses his wand against the boy’s sternum. His green eyes
jerk open, so much greener and vibrant than even Lily’s were, though Severus sees her in the shape
of them. The long lashes. The boy begins to hiss and Ronald groans.

“Not again,” he mutters.

“What is happening?” Severus demands, reaching for yet another potion, knowing with a sickly
feeling in his stomach, he cannot give the boy more than two. If he has another fit, Severus does
not know how to stop it without more invasive, powerful spells. It turns out Theodore was right
and his Heir might actually be dying.

“When he’s in pain he - he slips into parseltongue,” Granger whimpers. “He can feed it to me
through the Potter ring - wait!” Granger looks up at him, brown eyes sparkling with unshed tears.
“He could do it with your ring too, Professor!”

Severus swallows hard. Fucking genius Hermione bloody Granger. Of course, she has put it
together in under a few minutes. Of bloody course. He doesn’t have time to think about it right
now.

“Po - Look at me!” Severus demands, gripping the boy’s face. He can’t call him ‘Potter’ to his
face anymore, not when this child is wearing his skin and Lily’s eyes. Yet he will not call him by
the nickname Black is bellowing through the walls. “Harrison! Harrison, look at me!”

The boy’s eyes settle on him as he hisses frantically, eyelashes fluttering. Severus takes a breath
and seizes the boy’s hand. The Prince ring on his hand burns boiling hot for a moment and Potter’s
eyes drift down to his hand. There is only one ring there but Severus’ thinks he feels the edge of
another, hidden one on the boy’s middle finger. A token from Theodore, perhaps?

“Tell me what hurts,” Severus commands, squeezing the boy’s bony fingers. The boy nods and
closes his eyes, hissing in parseltongue. Severus feels a surge in his hand and then hissing words
forming inside his brain. It is like legilimency and occlumency all at once. Severus does not know
what it is. Perhaps it is new.

Chest. Head. Scar. Magic. Burn.

Severus nods and drops his head to the boy's chest, casting an amplification spell. Pressing his ear
to a protruding rib cage, he hears a telltale gurgling in the boy’s lungs.

“Shit,” Severus mutters. The boy is bleeding into his lungs and will continue to do so if he is being
drained and magically pummelled by Black’s magic. “Harrison, you need to drop the shield, it’s
draining you.”

The boy seizes his hand and hisses again. Protect. Safe. Attack.

Severus is overwhelmed by a sudden need to smack the boy around the head. Frustrating bloody
Gryffindor. Here he is, here they all are, trying to save his life and he’s worried about protecting
his friends. He is Lily's child, through and through.

“I am more than capable of protecting two fifteen-year-olds, you foolish child,” Severus sneers,
brushing the boy's hair back from his eyes so Severus can see them more clearly. “Drop the shield.
Now.”

The boy glares at him for a moment and Severus feels brief relief in the sensation of being back on
familiar footing. Then he flexes his trembling, bloodied hand and the shield at the door falls. There
is a great whooshing sound as if the house is exhaling and Potter begins to cough, spitting blood

onto the floor but at least he is not rolling back into a fit.

“HARRY!” There is a shout and clattered footsteps and then the sound of groaning floorboards
being reshaped.

“Stay where you are, Lord Black,” Griphook snarls from the other room. Severus casts a quick,
basic diagnostic spell and sees that the damage has not been repaired. The boy’s body is barely
holding itself together. Severus doesn’t actually know how it is physically possible. It shouldn’t be
possible. Yet Potter is miraculously still alive. Our child is alive, Lily. I will keep him alive.

“Jesus,” Potter gasps, pressing his hand to his chest. “What the fuck is happening now?”

“You’re dying,” Severus snaps, grabbing the boy’s arm and pulling him to his feet. “And you’re
coming with me.”

“Like fuck I am,” Potter snarls. He may look like my son but he still sounds like Harry bloody
Potter.

“You will if you want to live,” Severus growls back, wrapping an arm around his shoulder and
gesturing for Weasley and Granger to stand behind them. They look like a ragged pair, their
pyjamas covered with blood and vomit and both childishly barefoot. Because they are children,
Severus realises, and they have just endured a siege at the hands of an adult.

“It will be alright,” Severus looks at them both evenly. “He is only an angry, disturbed man. He is
not the Dark Lord. He is not Professor Dumbledore. Do not be afraid of him.”

The words seem to calm Weasley and steel Granger’s resolve, but Potter laughs weakly against his
side.

“What?” Severus snaps.

“Angry … disturbed man,” Potter chokes, blood dribbling down his chin. “The best description ....
of old Tommo I’ve ever heard.”

Severus scowls at the boy and looks at the open door. Insufferable.

“We are coming out!” Severus calls. “Keep your hound on its leash, Lupin!”

"We are ready!" Griphook calls back.

“You shut the fuck up, Snivellus!” Black snarls. "Harry! Fucking TALK to me!"

"STOP IT, Sirius!" Lupin bellows and Potter groans softly.

“This … going to be … nightmare,” he mumbles. Severus looks down at the boy whose bloody
hand is gripping his robe, trying to stand up under his own, meagre energy. He expects to do this
alone.

“No, it is not,” Severus says sharply. “Because you will say nothing and I will deal with it, do you
understand, Harrison?”

The boy’s name sounds utterly foreign to his ears and feels strange on his tongue. The boy’s eyes
flicker with dislike but then he nods, wearily. Severus tries not to be surprised at his lack of
backtalk. Maybe he's too tired to fight anymore. Severus thinks of Narcissa, taking her vow to fight
for his Heir. Severus can fight too. Taking a step out into the room, they are met with the sight of
Sirius Black practically encased in ripped up floorboards. Lupin has bound Black’s hands together,
sealed them in what looks like concrete from the walls to try and control the Black magic. He is
breathing heavily, standing next to Griphook as he points his wand at Black, brown hair ruffled and
amber eyes blazing. Black’s eyes fix on the boy, mouth open. His eyes are filling with tears,
streaming with what looks like intense, unsurpassable love.

"God, Harry," Black whispers. "Oh, God, Harry -,"

“I’m taking him,” Severus says simply, stopping Black in his tracks. “He requires medical
attention he cannot get here.”

“Good plan,” Lupin says, then he turns and sees Potter’s face. His jaw drops open too. “Merlin,
Harry, you look like …” Lupin’s eyes drift to Severus and Severus lifts his chin defiantly, even
though he can sense Lupin’s rage building up across the room. Severus realises that he has not
taken Lupin's sense of betrayal and protective instinct into account. I may have misjudged this.

“Like me. He looks just like me.” Black whispers, eyes full of greedy need. “It’s the bond, isn’t it?
It’s - it’s making you mine, mine and James’! You look like both of us, you're our baby, Harry -,”
Black leans forward, and Severus feels the way the air between him and Potter tightens like a
drum. Potter grunts next to him, doubling over, spitting up more blood, hissing through his teeth,
losing his words once again.

“Harry!” Lupin exclaims as Weasley and Granger swear behind them. “What’s wrong with him?”

Potter is scrambling for Severus’ hand, gripping his wand hand so that Severus feels the burn of
their rings and hears words inside his head. Parabatai bond.

“It’s the damn bond!” Severus shouts, trying to pull Potter’s body towards him to keep him
upright. To keep him alive. “Black, stop it! You are going to kill him!”

“Sirius, stop pulling on the bond!” Lupin cries out as Potter leans against Severus, hissing in pain
and gasping for breath. With this much magical drainage and overload, Severus doesn't understand
how his blood is still pumping.

“I can’t,” Black sobs out, straining against the restraints that seem to made out of everything in his
home. “I can’t because I love him and I need to protect him because he’s hurt and he’s mine!”

This has to stop. Severus thinks of the only things that might reduce Black's pull on his Heir.
Distraction and motherfucking silence.

“He is NOT!” Severus yells, pointing his wand at Black and thinking of a spell that Eileen taught
him to subdue enemies. One he should never cast outside of a war. Well, I've been fighting a war
for nearly twenty years now. Time to cast. Black gags, suddenly unable to speak, as if he is being
strangled slowly but insistently. Severus feels a deep, perverse sense of pleasure and feels Potter
breathing easier against him, his hands loosening on Severus' robes. “He is not yours, he is —,”

“No one’s,” Potter croaks out, standing up on wobbly feet. "I belong to no-one, thanks very
fucking much!"

“Harrison, say nothing,” Severus snarls, letting his wand drop and ending the curse on Black as he
glares at his Heir, still trying to prop him up. He surreptitiously pushes a hand to the boy’s throat,
finding the slow, erratic throat. We are running out of time to save him.

“You call him Harrison,” Black’s voice cracks through the air. Severus stares at Black, feels
Potter’s stillness as Black stares at them, his eyes darting between Severus and the boy he is
holding up, shielding with his body and wand.

"Oh, shit," Potter croaks out.

“Sirius -,” Lupin swallows. His eyes are flicking between Severus and Black and Severus can’t tell
who the werewolf is angrier with. There is a clatter on the stairs and suddenly Bill Weasley is in
the doorway, wand in hand, panting hard.

“BILL!” Ronald shouts, with such joyful relief in his voice that Severus is almost amused by the
almost mythic strength the oldest Weasley garners amongst the youngsters.

“Does someone want to tell me why King Ragnok pulled me away from my father’s fucking
bedside to tell me that the goblin nation is planning to go to war with the House of Black?” Bill
gasps.

“What?” Ronald demands behind them.

“Oh, Harry,” Granger gasps.

“About bloody time,” Griphook mutters.

Black does not seem to notice. The room is slowly softening as if the Black magic is pulling away
from him as he is distracted by what’s in front of him. That’s something at least, Severus thinks,
though it does have all the qualities of the calm before the storm.

"You shouldn't have said it," Potter is groaning beside him, swaying where he stands. "You idiot ,"

"Silence, you foolish child," Severus snarls, catching the boy as he sags at the knees. "Can you not
follow one simple instruction?"

“What’s wrong with Harry?” Bill asks, staring at the bloodied boy. “Professor is he —,”

“Why,” Black snaps, interrupting Weasley, his voice like the crack of a whip. He glares at him and
Severus is reminded of the way Black had looked at him when he found out about Severus and
Lupin in third year. The way he had looked at him when he sent him down the tunnel towards a
werewolf. It is pure, liquid hate. “...Do you call him Harrison, Snivellus?”

“Because it is his name,” Severus snaps back.

"WHY DON"T YOU CALL HIM POTTER?" Black roars.

"Sirius -," the boy croaks beside him. "It's because ... I'm not."

"Harry -," Lupin croaks, but the boy has more strength and more unfailing, foolish courage than
Severus has ever anticipated.

"I'm not a Potter, Sirius," the boy sighs heavily. "Not ... like that. James isn't my ... I'm not ..."

The boy seems to run out of words. Silence falls and Severus stands in it, struggling to hold up the
sagging, dying child beside him. They all stare at him. Bill Weasley is stunned, Lupin's eyes never
leaving Severus' face and Black, Black is staring at his godson like he is either going to break into
pieces or tear the boy in front of him apart.

"Then who," Black begins slowly, trembling from head to toe, "the fuck are you?"

Severus feels Potter stiffen beside him as if he is bracing himself for rejection on all sides. He
thinks of Theodore’s words. I need to know what kind of parent you are going to be.

"He is my son," Severus says, gripping the boy tightly and gritting his teeth, feeling like his words
are pushing him off the edge of a cliff. Yet he jumps. He has to. Our child, Lily. Our child. "And I
am taking him with me.”
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Standing up is fucking hard. Harry’s never thought about how hard it is before but now, leaning
against Snape with legs that feel like they’re made of jelly, he realises just how fucking hard
standing up is.

“No, no, he can’t be,” Sirius is looking at Harry with such despair, such utter disappointment that
Harry has to close his eyes. He can’t look at that right now, can’t bear the weight of Sirius’ agony.
“No, he CANNOT BE YOUR SON!”

“Yet he is,” Snape says sharply, holding Harry up with a vice-like grip under his elbow. Snape is
stronger than he looks under all those swoopy bat robes.

“You motherfucker,” Sirius whispers, “what have you done to him? What fucking lie have you told
him?”

Of course, Sirius thinks this is Snape’s fault. Harry would roll his eyes if they didn’t hurt so much.

“It’s true, Sirius,” Harry rasps out. “Griphook, tell him.”

“Your Heir is correct,” Griphook says. “He is not the natural son of James Potter. He is the natural
Heir to … Mr Snape.”

Harry notices vaguely how Griphook doesn’t use the moniker, Lord Prince. Somehow, he knows
it’s still a secret. One more secret to keep.

“What did you DO?” Sirius roars, and Harry hears the sound of the concrete around Sirius’ hands
starting to crack. Behind him, he feels Hermione’s cool hands stroking his back and feels Ron’s
firm presence. They know it all, Harry realises, and they do not care. “What THE FUCK did you
do to them, Snivellus? To Lily and James?”

Beside him, Harry feels Snape stiffen, the dark numbness of the Prince magic curling around their
feet like shadows. Shadows with songs in them, Harry thinks dreamily, listening to their
whispering, melodic voices.

“What did I do?” Snape hisses viciously, so intensely that for a moment Harry wonders if it’s
parseltongue. “I did nothing! She came to me! Because you made her marriage utterly
intolerable!”

Harry feels a wave of the dark shadows pulsing out from them and thinks, absently, I don’t want to
hear this about my parents.

“I LOVED them!” Sirius rages back.

“NO!” Snape roars. “YOU WERE OBSESSED WITH HIM! YOU CARED NOTHING FOR
HER!” The rage in Snape’s voice makes Harry want to pull away from him but he can’t because
standing is too hard. Opening his eyes is too hard. He feels like his whole body is propped up by
ice and fire and lightning and shadows and without the magic circling around his veins, he’ll cease
to exist.

“He’s not a Potter!” Sirius is shouting. “He shouldn’t have their rings, he shouldn’t have anything
of their’s if he’s fucking YOURS, Snivellus!”

“STOP, Sirius!” Remus yells suddenly. “DON’T!”

“No, IT’S NOT RIGHT!” Sirius is sobbing horribly, curling himself into a ball against the

floorboards that have moulded around him. “He was OURS! James is DEAD! That - that boy -,”
Harry feels his stomach dropping painfully. “- shouldn’t have ANYTHING of HIS!”

Harry is seven. Dudley has a new model train. Harry is playing with the discarded one in the
living room. Vernon sees him and smacks him away. Petunia tells Vernon it’s fine, that Harry can
have Dudley’s leftovers. Vernon crushes the discarded train with his foot. “That boy shouldn’t
have anything of Dudley’s.”

It’s too much. Harry wrenches open his eyes and glares at Sirius, pushing himself away from Snape
as he scrambles at his left hand, wrenching the Potter ring off and feeling the loss of it’s warm,
singing heat immediately. Hermione gasps behind him. He wonders if she feels the loss too.

“Here,” Harry rasps out, tossing the Potter ring across the floorboards to Sirius, who stares at it,
sobbing desperately. “Have it then. It’s what you’ve always wanted. I don’t want to take anything.
Have it. Have it fucking all.”

Griphook snaps his fingers and the Potter ring flies into his outstretched hand, his eyes glittering
dangerously.

“Lord Black has no right to the House of Potter,” Griphook snarls, glaring between all of the adults
as if they are insane.

“WELL, NEITHER DOES HE!” Sirius explodes and Harry flinches, suddenly Snape’s arm is
around him again and he finds he is grateful because standing up really is very hard. “SNAPE SET
JAMES AND LILY UP!”

“Yes, he does,” Griphook growls back. “Your Heir was blood adopted by James Potter four hours
after his birth. There was no coercion or deceit, except what was kept from the Heir and the true
father,” Harry sees Griphook’s eyes flitter to Snape for a moment. “Lord and Lady Potter were
aware.”

“Blood adopted?” Harry hears Remus whisper and looks up into the amber eyes of his godfather.
Please, Remus, please don’t fucking leave me, too. “Oh, Harry.”

“No,” Sirius is shaking his head and Harry feels despair pouring through the parabatai bond and
grunts, biting his lip. Everything tastes like blood. “No, no, James would have told me —,”

“Maybe he thought you’d do this,” Harry finds himself laughing, coughing up blood. “Maybe
that’s why he kept it a fucking secret, Padfoot.”

“DON’T TALK TO ME ABOUT JAMES!” Sirius roars and Harry sees cracks appearing in the
concrete around his fingers. He also can see the edges of Sirius beginning to blur, as if strips of him
are being peeled away and turned into smoke. Harry can feel it, too. He can feel it through the
Black magic, he can feel it through the bond, and it feels like Sirius is trying to rip something out
of him that Harry doesn’t understand and can’t give him. Either way, he wonders if it’s attached to
an organ because it feels like he’s coming apart inside. I need to stop this. I need to stop the pain.

“Too much,” Harry gasps through gritted teeth.

“We’re leaving,” Snape announces sharply, hands around Harry’s waist as if he’s prepared to lift
him.

“DON’T TOUCH HIM!”

The scream comes from Sirius but it is not Sirius, it is something worse and darker and twisting.
Snape is blown backwards and Harry drops to his knees without the support, pressing his hand into
the floor.

“Shit!” Bill Weasley shouts above him. “Griphook, call for back up —,”

“The Treaty —,”

“An Obscurial in the presence of a ward of the Silver Hall is about as close to an Act of War as we
get!”

“Sirius please!” Remus is shouting. “Stay with us, don’t do this!”

Harry doesn’t need to look up to know everyone else has been blown backwards with the force of
whatever Sirius is becoming. When he painfully lifts his head, he sees his godfather’s face,
wrought with agony, his dark eyes sparkling like the black diamond as he slowly becomes the
centre of his own dark tornado. Harry feels the tugging, so deep and painful it feels like Sirius’
dark magic is pulling on every string that connects them. Harry sees flashes in front of his eyes,
memories that aren’t his pushing down those strings like the golden beads of Priori Incantatem in

the graveyard.

Sirius sits next to James on the Hogwarts Express. James is laughing at Sirius’ jokes and Harry
feels a swell of Sirius’ amazement. “Will you actually be my friend if I sort Slytherin?” Sirius asks,
nervously.
“Of course,” James pushes him in the shoulder, grinning happily. “Everyone needs an evil friend,
after all.”

James and Sirius are sitting in their dorm in Gryffindor Tower and Sirius is topless, James is
rubbing the essence of murtlap over the lash marks on Sirius’ back. “She can’t do this to you,”
James’ says hotly, and Harry feels Sirius’ relief that he is back with people who care.
“Yes she can,” Sirius says, and Harry feels the enormity of his hopelessness, recognises it, knows
it intimately. “She can do whatever she wants to me. Especially now I’m a Gryffindor and I’m a
write-off.”
“Not if we become warriors,” James says, squeezing Sirius’ shoulder. “Not if we become like the
ancient warriors who can always tell when their partner is in peril. The parabatai warriors.”
“You’d do that for me?” Sirius asks, his eyes filled with tears and his heart is aching with raw
hope.
“Course I would,” James says, and Harry feels Sirius’ amazement.

Sirius and James sit in a rune circle in the Shrieking Shack, their arms linked at the elbow, their
wrists bloody, chanting together. There is a whoosh of blood-red magic around them and Sirius
opens his eyes wide, the irises suddenly crimson. Harry feels it with Sirius, the rushing
astonishment of the bond, glorious and fierce and unending.
“Mine,” Sirius gasps, pulling James towards him. James’ flops forward, falling unconscious
before the cycle is complete. “I will always protect you.”

“How could you send him down there?” James is yelling at Sirius in the Room of Requirement.
“You could have KILLED him! You don’t have to go to war over every little fucking thing!”
“I’m a WARRIOR!” Sirius roars. Harry feels his agitation at James’ disappointment. “That’s what
I do!”
“No, you’re only MY warrior!” James screams in his face, gripping the sides of Sirius’ face
tightly. “You don’t have to fight Snape, or fight for Moony or fight everybody on the planet! Just …
just stop it, Padfoot!”
Sirius rests his forehead against James’, grabbing his shirt tightly in his fists.
“I just … I just like it better when it’s only the four of us,” Sirius whispers, breathing heavily. “It
… hurts less.”

“I know,” James whispers, pressing a palm over Sirius' heart so Sirius breathes easier. Harry feels
the exquisite relief as the strain on the bond lessens, the pain in Sirius' chest easing just enough
that he can breathe and think. “But I’m here, okay? I’ll always be here. I promise.”

“He’s so little,” Sirius whispers, leaning over the crib to stare at the child, a green-eyed, fat
cheeked baby version of Harry with a thatch of dark brown hair. “Hello, little one.”
“He’s perfect,” James’ smiles down at the baby, rubbing his hand up and down Sirius’ back.
“Meet your godson, Padfoot.”
“He looks just like you,” Sirius whispers. Harry feels the soft waves of Sirius’ love flowing out of
him, the edges of the bond seeking new places to latch and connect. “Can I hold him?”
“Sure,” James lifts the baby out of the crib and passes him into Sirius’ arms. Sirius gasps. Harry
feels it, the softening relief in Sirius’ bond as if a constant, moaning screech has been quietened.
“He feels like you,” Sirius whispers, tears in his eyes as he holds the child close. “He feels just like
you in the bond, he’s … he’s our baby.”
“Yeah,” James laughs, shaking his head.“The Marauders first baby.”

Harry gasps, blinking out of memories to stare into the disintegrating depths of Sirius’ eyes. He
sees the desperation there, the mourning for James with every moment and loving and hating Harry
for his death at the same time. I’m so sorry, Sirius. I’m sorry he died for me.

“I’m sorry,” Harry whispers.

“HARRISON!” He hears Snape yell behind him, but Harry can’t look away from Sirius' face. He
feels like it might be the last thing he sees. I need to stop the pain. I need to stop Sirius’ pain.
Harry does the only thing he can think of, something that might sever one of the many connections
between him and the unravelling man in front of him. If he cares less maybe he will hurt less.
Maybe I will hurt less.

“Here,” Harry chokes out, pulling off the Black ring as if it is stuck on with heavy glue, feeling a
crumbling pain in his bones as he does so as if the ring resists its removal. “It’s fine, Sirius.” Harry
takes a deep, sluggish breath, preparing to toss the Black Heir ring back to him. “I … I reject the
House of Black. I … I disown myself. I’m not your godson, I’m not your son, I’m not your Heir,
I’m not …” Harry gasps, feeling tears pouring down his cheeks. The parabatai is aching within
him, resisting every word. “I’m not anything, Sirius, so just stop loving me now, just … stop. You
can do it. It’s … it’s okay.”

Harry drops the ring, expecting it to fall to the floorboards but it doesn’t. It hovers between them,
silver and black glittering in the air and then a flash of white light appears between them,

absorbing it into thin air and then forming into the shape of the enormous, white-winged raven.
Harry looks at it, eyes swimming with tears, as it watches him.

Why dost thou shun us, child of Black?

Harry feels a terrible deep well of mourning inside him and he’s not sure if it is Sirius’ sadness
over James or his own sadness for the Black magic.

For him, Harry weeps, pressing his hand with the Prince ring on it into the floorboards,
surprisingly, he feels the shadows instantly wrap around his wrist, as if someone is tethering him,
trying to pull him away from the magic. Just … save him.

The white-winged raven lets out a savage, angry caw that shudders through Harry like a freight
train as blinding white pain explodes behind his eyes. The Black song is a million voices, calling
out in rage and sadness. Dissolution. Disloyalty. Despair.

Sirius screams as the bird wraps its wings around him and Harry watches, eyes streaming, as he
feels every ounce of the Black magic pulling out of him, but Sirius is reforming inside those great,
soft wings. The tornado around him is slowing down. The Black magic is healing magic, Harry
realises, hearing it in the words of the song. It’s saving him. The room is suddenly more than the
vortex around Sirius and the hum of the Black magic. He can hear the others’ voices again, Remus
screaming his name and Snape uttering curses and Hermione sobbing. Goblin voices too, chanting
in rhythm, and Harry wonders if they have magic voices and are keeping the house held up. He
watches as Sirius’ face reforms above him, tear stricken and gaunt, and Harry knows, suddenly,
that he’s going to survive.

Good. Not another person dead because of me. That would fucking suck.

Suddenly, Harry feels cold. Dizzy.

“Just … I’m just gonna lay down now,” Harry mutters. Then he flops sideways onto the broken
floorboards. Everything goes dark.

“HARRY!”

He hears the voices calling but does not feel them. It’s like the time he hibernated with Sahara. He

feels for the edges of the cold darkness, looking for her voice.

Are you with me?

Nothing answers. Far away or very close by, Harry hears voices.

“He’s not breathing!” Hermione is yelling.

“Harry, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean it -,” Sirius gasps.

“Come with us, Lord Black,” sharp voices are saying. “You are in the custody of the Silver Hall
—,”

“Bill, no, I can’t —,”

“Sirius come on, don’t make it worse —,”

“Is he dead?” Remus is sobbing. “Severus, is he —?”

“Everyone SHUT UP!” A voice bellows. Snape. Severus fucking Snape. Harry’s Sire. Harry
would laugh if he had lungs to laugh with or lips to speak with, but he doesn’t. He is sound and air.
He is magic and whispers.

Listen.

Sahara?

No.

Harry feels a lingering panic.

Tom?

No.

Who?

Oldest. Deepest.

Harry listens anyway. He hears the songs around him, the chants of the goblins, the bass drone of
the Black magic, the screeching whirl of Sirius’ magic that reminds him of Dementors and has
been subdued, the whispers of the Prince magic which Harry thinks is full of secrets. Secret
melodies, secret messages, secret pasts. Harry listens, hears the lime green buzz that reminds him
of the Avada Kedavra and thinks I have been here before. There was a time, he thinks when he was
cold and alone and crying and he was here. He finds the trembling, golden song deep below and
clings to its fragile memory. Sounds like sunlight.

“I know how to do CPR!” Hermione's voice is half yelling, half crying. “I can do it!”

Her magic sounds like a rustle of a thousand pages, Harry thinks. Full of words.

“Stay back, it’s different on wixen —,” Remus sobs. Howling. Moonlight. Song of the moon.

It is interesting, to hear all of these different magics. Harry wonders how long he has to hibernate
this time. If Theo is coming. Theo. Silver eyes. Soft lips. Thunderstorms and Treacle. A faraway
coast with a grey ocean and big sky.

Do not think of the sky. Listen.

“One … two … three … four…” Harry can feel small amplifications in the Prince magic with each
word, as if something is pushing against the darkness, trying to breakthrough.

Harry tries, but it is hard. He tries to hold onto the trembling, golden tune of sunlight and warmth

and listen to the pulsing beat of the Prince song but it’s very, very hard. Far away, there is an
unexplored sky to fly in, an unplumbed ocean to dive in. There is a whole land to belong to there
and it is so very alluring.

“Oh Merlin, HARRY!”

Harry hears a different song and this one is loud, like the roar of a dragon or a lion and Harry
smells the scent of it, fresh meadows and open forest and warm, cosy nests under feathered wings.
He doesn’t know the name for it, or maybe he’s forgotten the name of it, but the words nest
mother spring into his mind.

“Severus, tilt his head up, keep pushing! Remus! Wand to sternum, SPIRITUS VITAE —,”

Suddenly, there is the sensation of wind blowing through him, of the roar of the dragon song,
filling up the darkness with air and its loud, blustery song.

“I am not doing this again, I am not losing you too!” The nest-mother commands and Harry feels
air being poured past his lips, pushed into its lungs. The nest-mother’s words are so close and
precious, full of promises kept and warm hugs and tea. Harry obeys. The golden, thready tune deep
inside him is no longer fragile but burning, shining, singing its quivering notes. He can grab it, he
can find it and follow it back until he hears a familiar voice.

Breathe, Greenheart.

So Harry does. He breathes in magic and breathes out pain. Coughing, spluttering, gasping with the
feeling of firm hands that have broken his ribs and he has blood under his tongue.

“He’s alive, he’s alive!” Hermione’s voice is suddenly so loud, so near, and he winces, trying to
curl away but unable to move. The floorboards are so hard and he opens his eyes to see a confusing
tangle of knees and feet. He tries to sit up but he can’t. He can’t do anything.

Oh God, I can’t move. Why can’t I move?

“Oh, Merlin,” he hears Rob sob and feels a clumsy hand raking through his hair. “Oh, fucking

Merlin, Harry!”

“He could have deficits,” Snape mutters above him. “He was down for nearly twenty minutes —,”

“Okay, he’s breathing,” Bill snaps from a little further away. “Take him away now, Sharptooth.”

“Can he hear me?” A voice whispers. Harry recognises it. It sounds like Sirius when he was first
released from Azkaban. Sirius when he still loved me. “Moony, please tell him I’m sorry? Please?
Moony?”

“Go!” Remus snarls and Harry flinches against the gnashing of teeth inside that voice. “Just go!”

“You don’t understand, he - he saved me -,”

“He sacrificed his life for you, Sirius, don’t think I don’t understand —,”

“Mr Weasley, please relocate Lord Black’s arrest to a more suitable place,” Snape snaps, and
Harry realises how close the man is. He has one hand over Harry’s heart, the other against his
throat, as if checking his pulse in two places is not enough.

Why can’t I move?

“Eminently suitable,” Griphook announces, and Harry wonders why his voice is so shaky. Harry
feels the thunder of many feet in the floorboards and the sounds of people moving away.
Downstairs, maybe? He watches empty space where a forest of feet and corrupted floorboards had
stood moments ago appear in front of his eyes. Get up. Get up. Get the fuck up. Nothing moves.
Harry groans and blinks slowly as voices gasp above him. Suddenly a face drops into view. A redheaded, freckled face, lying down next to him and smiling at him softly.

“Hey mate,” Ron whispers, his nose almost touching Harry’s. “Alright?”

“Been… Better…” Harry croaks. Ron’s eyes crinkle with laughter and fill with tears.

“You saved Sirius though,” Ron whispers, his fingers clumsily brushing Harry’s fringe out of his
eyes. “The goblins were doing this chanting thing to, like, wrap him in magic, but he was too big
and strong. He’d have killed us all. Brought the house down. You fixed it. Saved us all.”

“Not … me …” Harry shakes his head. At least he can move his head, even if it hurts. God, his
head hurts. So fucking much. “The … magic …”

“Ask him if he can move anything,” Snape’s voice asks above him and Harry sees Ron’s eyes
flicker upwards and nod. Harry’s distantly surprised by two things. One is the lack of distrust in
Ron’s eyes and the other is the lack of anger in Snape’s voice.

“Can you move anything, mate?” Ron whispers. “Try to wiggle something, like, a finger, or a
toe?”

Harry tries, keeping his eyes fixed on Ron, the way those brown eyes drop to his fingers. He
already knows he can’t. He’s in this body, it hurts and is full of pain, but it’s like he’s floating
inside it, not quite able to move it. He hears Snape swear above him, Remus emit a choked sob and
feels Hermione’s lips, lips he probably would know anywhere, press against the top of his head.
Harry sees Ron’s eyes fill with tears but his friend nods firmly and presses a palm against Harry’s
cheek.

“You can feel me touching, though, right?” Ron asks tremulously. “Can you feel me touch your
hand?”

Harry looks down at his hand, crumpled between them. The hand that held the Potter and Black
rings is now twisted and broken. He watches Ron touch it, feels the featherlight skin of his finger
against Harry’s crumpled bones. Feels the far off sting of pain. He winces and nods slowly. Am I
trapped in here? I can feel pain but I can’t move? Harry swallows a swell of panic, unable to stop
himself thinking of all the horrific fun Voldemort or Vernon or Lucius Malfoy could have with
that. Suddenly, he can’t breathe.

I am dead. I am so dead. This is worse than being tied to a headstone. So much fucking worse.

“He’s panicking,” Snape says softly above him, deft fingers finding his throat.

“Harry, darling,” Harry feels a swell of warmth as he recognises that voice. He closes his eyes
against sudden tears. Nest-mother. “Try to breathe, sweetheart, I know it’s scary, come here —,”

He feels himself being turned over, feels his painful, aching limbs dragging behind him and then
feels himself propped against someone’s lap. Smells herbs and smoke and something minty and
then feels the curl of whispers around his head. My head is in fucking Snape’s lap. Harry has never
wished for the ability to move more, but no matter how much he wills power into his hands, his
back, his spine, nothing happens. All he feels is magic sparking along his fingertips.

“Stop, Harry,” Hermione whispers softly, holding his limp hand against his thigh. “You can’t make
it come back. You’re in shock.”

“Hermione is right, love,” Harry opens his eyes to look into the face of Mrs Weasley, her red hair
tangled around her face and her skin blotchy with tears. He recognises the fire in her eyes,
remembers it from the song in the darkness. “Don’t try and force your magic to make you better,
it’s very tired right now.”

Harry nods painfully. His head seems to be the only part of him that he can move and even that is
fucking awful to do. Jesus fucking Christ what am I going to do if I can’t move?

“How’s… Mr Weasley …?” Harry croaks out. Mrs Weasley looks down at him with a tremulous
smile but her eyes are full of sadness.

“Don’t you worry about that now,” Mrs Weasley says, brushing his forehead affectionately. “Let’s
get you into bed.”

“No … bed …” Harry whispers, his eyes darting around at the broken furniture scattered around
the room.

“My room,” Hermione says, “You can use my room.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Snape says smoothly. “The bed in the potions laboratory will be best
for now.”

“Good idea, Severus,” Mrs Weasley pets Harry’s face affectionately. “Let’s get you set up
downstairs, love.” She looks up at Remus, eyes flashing with anger. “Have they left yet?”

“Yes,” Remus says in a clipped tone. Harry won’t look at him. He closes his eyes against the
disappointment he hears in his voice. I’m sorry, Remus. I’m sorry I’m not James’ son. I’m sorry I
let the goblins take Sirius away. I’m sorry for ruining your fucking life, but it’s sort of my brand
now.

“Then let us get you moved,” Mrs Weasley whispers gently. “Then everyone can finally get
themselves some sleep, I think.”

Harry nods, closing his eyes. Sleep would be amazing. If it could be in a bed with Theo it would be
even better. Oh Jesus, what the fuck am I going to tell Theo?

“Let me take him,” Remus says gruffly, and suddenly Harry can feel his body being manoeuvred
by incredibly strong arms and Harry can’t stop himself from hissing, his eyes squeezed tightly
shut: Don’t touch me.

“Don’t do that! Don’t touch him without asking first!” Hermione snaps. Harry isn’t sure if she can
understand him without the Potter ring or if she is just fluent in all the ways he’s fucked up, but
he’s grateful.

“Yeah, Remus mate, we’re not big on that,” Ron says in a measured tone, and Harry feels Ron
gently bat Remus’ hands away. “Can I pick you up, Harry? I’m just going to carry you
downstairs.”

Harry nods wearily.

“Mr Weasley, I am not sure you are strong enough to carry a fifteen-year-old down three flights of
stairs,” Snape sneers.

“In case you’d not noticed, sir, Harry’s glamour doesn’t just cover the colour of his skin,”
Hermione snaps, the fiercest Harry’s ever heard her. Is she this mad because she knows he’s my
Sire? “It covers his malnutrition too. Harry is the thinnest he has ever been.”

“Please don’t talk to me about my Heir, Miss Granger,” Snape snarls.

“Your Heir or not, Professor, I think Ron is more than capable,” Mrs Weasley says. Harry’s heart
jumps and he looks up into her fiery brown eyes.

“You … knew …?” He croaks out. Mrs Weasley pets his face softly, her own face tremulous.

“Harry, darling, it’s not hard to put together with your …” she strokes his black curls fondly.She
doesn't hate me for this. Harry feels a surge of pleasure. “New face. Come on, Ron, let’s get Harry
downstairs.”

Ron’s warm arms encase him and soon they are moving through the house. Harry closes his eyes
against the pain of his shifting body. His bones feel broken and loose, his muscles torn and ripped.
The last time it was this bad, he was lying in the back of a BMW, speeding down the M1. With
Theo.

I want Theo.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck -,” he whispers under his breath.

“What hurts?” Snape asks, walking beside them. Harry can hear the whisper of the Prince magic
close by. He wonders if Snape is using the shadows to keep Harry aloft in Ron’s arms, not trusting
that Ron will hold him up. Harry feels a wave of dislike.

“Everything,” Harry hisses in parseltongue. “Obviously. You fucking moron.”

“Parseltongue does not hide tone, you insolent brat,” Snape snarls beside him and Ron huffs with
laughter.

“Fuck you.”

“Even I could tell you were being a dick, mate.” Ron chuckles. The clamour of voices announces
their arrival onto the ground floor, and Harry feels the anxiety of the twins and Ginny pressing
around him.

“What’s happened to Harry?”

“Bloody hell, what happened to his hand?”

“He looks like he died!”

He groans. Everything feels loud and bright compared to the floating darkness of the songs. He
wonders that if he sleeps he will float back there.

“Don’t say that, Ginny!” Hermione snaps.

“Why?” Fred asks.

“Because ... I sorta ... did,” Harry croaks.

“Silence, Harrison!” Snape snaps and they all fall silent. Fucking dick. Ron continues the journey
downstairs to the cool air of the potions lab. Harry can hear Mrs Weasley talking to her children,
calming and reprimanding and comforting them. Harry sees the vaulted stone ceiling of the
basement, the low window casting no light. Then his body is lowered onto a slightly creaking, low
bed that smells like smoke and crushed herbs.

“Ronald, Miss Granger, you can go up to bed,” Snape says and Harry sighs heavily. This is not
going to be fun.

“We’d rather stay, sir,” Hermione whispers and Harry feels her hand stroking his hair.

“I understand, Miss Granger, but you all require rest,” Snape replies, politely but definitively. “If
you disagree, feel free to go and argue at length with Molly about it.”

Harry looks up into Hermione’s worried face, sees the bloodstains on her headscarf and pyjamas.
She looks like she’s been through a war. I’m enough trouble with sleep, let alone without.

“Go sleep, Mi,” he sighs softly. “It’s ... fine.”

“If you’re sure,” Hermione whispers, rubbing the back of her hand against his cheek. Harry feels

the sudden, familiar flare of the Potter ring and gasps, wishing he had the strength in his hand to
hold onto hers, to feel that warm sensation of tea and phoenix flame. I don’t have the Potter ring
anymore. How can I still feel it? “We’ll only be upstairs, Harry. Okay?”

“Sure,” Harry whispers and feels her pull away, taking the warmth of his mother’s ring with her.
He tries not to cry.

“Sleep well, mate,” Ron whispers, ruffling his hair. Harry smiles tightly and then he’s left alone
with Snape and Remus. Harry takes a shuddering breath. He longs to run after them, longs to run
out of the house and fly away but he can’t even move a finger. Holy fucking God, will I ever fly
again?

Don’t think about it. Harry tries to pull up the Not-Caring and feels it right there, cold and numb,
spreading from the Prince ring. Harry tries not to look at his godfather, tries not to feel the
disappointment he knows must be there. Then he feels someone sit down on the bed beside him.

“Harry,” Remus says softly. Harry flinches. “Why won’t you look at me?”

Harry keeps his eyes closed and twists his head, the only part of him he can move, away from
Remus. Because I don’t want to lose you. I know I’ve lost you and I don’t want to see it.

“Are you angry at me?” Remus whispers. Harry grimaces and opens his eyes, stares at the grey
stone wall beside the bed. He can hear Snape moving around the potions lab, lighting fires and
moving cauldrons. Harry hates that he is witnessing this.

“No,” Harry swallows hard. He stares at a mineral deposit in the stone.

“It’s alright if you are,” Remus says quietly. “I would understand. I wasn’t there and I should have
been, I’m your godfather —,”

“Are you?” Harry holds his breath, stares at the slight flickers of silver in the wall. “Still? Do you
…?”

“Harry, look at me,” Remus says sharply, and Harry can’t help but turn his face slowly, wincing, to
look at Remus. His eyes are astonishingly amber, like flickering fire and Harry can smell the
woodfire scent of his creature magic. “I am your godfather. Lily and James chose me, even if they

never … never got around to telling me,” Remus takes a sharp breath. “It doesn’t matter. They
chose me, and you’re their son.”

“I’m her son,” Harry whispers, staring at Remus desperately. He wishes he could hold Remus’
hand. He will not look at Snape. “I’m not his.”

“You might have not been his alone,” Remus’ eyes drift towards Snape and Harry thinks he sees a
flash of anger towards the potions master’s back, but then Remus’ eyes fix back on Harry’s face
and he smiles, softly. “But you were his. He loved you, he blood adopted you, he wanted you —,”

“Okay,” Harry whispers, closing his eyes and feeling tears slipping down his face. He hates that he
can’t roll away from Remus’ words. The father who wanted him is dead. The father who doesn’t is
here. I do not care. I do not. “You can … stop.”

“What do you need, Harry?” Remus whispers. Harry can smell his magic, parchment and
chocolate, and remembers third year, the lessons in casting a Patronus. Remus always asks what he
needs. He’s here, at least. It must be something.

I want Theo. Harry wants Theo's hand in his hair, wants Theo's lips on his cheekbone, wants the
soft comforting relief of the Fidelity bond. I want Theo so fucking much. But he cannot have Theo
and he does not want Theo to be here, in this bloody mess. Safe. Theo's safe. That matters.

“Can you just … can you hold my hand?” Harry swallows, not trusting himself to open his eyes.

“Of course,” Remus’ touch is firm and familiar on his right hand. Harry feels him touching the
large, obsidian stone of the Prince ring cautiously. Harry wishes he could grip his fingers back.
“I’m still here, Harry, I’m … I’m not going anywhere.”

Harry nods, still refusing to open his eyes. Then he feels the flash of cold magic sweeping into the
room. He opens his eyes to see a silvery phoenix Patronus floating in the air.

“I am meeting with King Ragnok,” Dumbledore’s voice issues from the Patronus. “I shall be at
Grimmauld Place in the morning.”

Oh shit, no. Harry’s eyes flicker over to Snape’s. He sees something familiar there, something that
he understands. Neither of them wants to be here when Dumbledore arrives.

“I should go and tell Molly, and … talk about Arthur,” Remus says squeezing Harry’s hand and
standing up. Harry feels a flash of pain. He remembers Mrs Weasley’s words. I am not losing you
too. Mr Weasley. Harry fights back tears. If Mr Weasley is dead, it’s my fault. Harry can’t bear to
ask. “Will you be alright?”

“I’m fine,” Harry says shortly, wanting Remus to leave. He needs to pull up new depths of NotCaring if he is going to get through this and there is only one person who can help him do that.
Who knows as much about Not-Caring as he does. I will not care. I will not. Harry watches Remus
go, listens to his heavy footsteps up the stone steps. Then Harry looks at Snape.

“Will I ever move again?” Harry asks simply.

“I do not know,” Snape answers levelly. For once, Harry is grateful for his Sire's utter coldness. It
makes this whole conversation easier. “You can feel pain so … it seems likely.”

“Have you seen this happen before?” Harry asks.

“No,” Snape shakes his head slowly. “I do not believe that anyone has.”

“So you can’t tell for sure if it’s going to come back?” Harry pushes.

“I … cannot,” Snape admits. Harry nods, thinking carefully. I will not care. I will not.

“Can we get out of here?” Harry asks.

“Black has sealed the wards,” Snape says, folding his arms. “If we can get out of the front door, I
can apparate you, but …” Snape looks Harry up and down. “I cannot side apparate you and levitate
you at the same time, so unless you …”

“Unless I can perform magic,” Harry nods. He cannot even pull his own wand right now. “Or I can
stand.”

“Yes,” Snape says. “Our options are … limited.”

Harry stares at him. But there are options, Harry thinks. A man like Snape always have an out in
his back pocket, Harry knows it. He's a Slytherin, through and through. Harry just knows they will
not be pleasant.

“What are the options?”

“We stay here,” Snape begins, his black eyes flickering. “Face what comes.”

“Not loving that,” Harry shakes his head painfully. “Or?”

“I give you a powerful, illegal stimulus that will make it possible for you to stagger out of this,”
Snape says slowly. “But it might kill you in an hour.”

Harry stares at him. Well, if this isn’t a fucking edge and a half. In his head he sees the graveyard,
he feels the heat of the cruciatus curse wrecking through him and hears Voldemort’s laughter. How
much worse would it be if Harry can’t even stand and fucking face him? I'd rather be dead.

“Yep, let’s do that,” Harry nods vigorously. “I choose that.”

“As … unsurprising as that opinion is,” Snape sneers. “It is not your decision. It is mine. And
having spent twenty minutes breaking your ribs to keep your heart pounding, I am disinclined to
potentially murder you. There is no logical, medical reason why you are still alive. I do not wish to
tempt the Fates to justify it.”

“Since when is it your decision?” Harry demands.

“Since I am the one administering the potion,” Snape looks at him levelly, gripping the edge of the
potions bench tightly. “And the one with motor function.”

“Can you get me standing on two feet before Dumbledore gets here?” Harry snaps. "Coz if you
can't, then I choose the bloody potion."

“What do you believe the Headmaster will do to you, foolish child?” Snape glares and Harry
snaps.

“I don’t know!” Harry shouts. “Read my mind? See my secrets? Don’t you think we’ve got enough
to fucking deal with right now without him in our heads, too? Have you any idea what he'll think,
what he can do?” Harry breathes heavily, staring at his Sire. "You've not had much practise being
the Sire of the Boy-Who-fucking-Lived but let me tell you, Albus Dumbledore does not take other
people's fucking opinions into account when it comes to MY LIFE!"

“Do not speak to me like that!” Snape steps towards him, glowering down at him and Harry hates
that he can’t stand up and face him. He feels a fearful tingle in his right hand. I will not let this man
bully me anymore. The Slytherin ring hisses and despite Mrs Weasley’s warning, Harry tries to
push the magic into his fingers thinking Help, help, help, fucking help me. Suddenly, a green
serpent emerges from his immovable hand, made of light and fire and then, perfectly, reforming
into a familiar hissing form on Harry’s chest.

“Sahara!” Harry chokes out a hiss as she slides up to his face, hissing fiercely.

“I should bite you, you foolish hatchling!” She licks his face. "Why do you smell like you are
dying?"

“I’m sorry,” Harry hisses, letting her rub against his face and feeling the first tingle of happiness he
has felt since he left Theo’s side so many hours ago. "Because I am."

"Shall I hibernate you again?"

"Let me think." He looks up at Snape, an idea forming in his mind. “Give me the stimulant, get me
out of here, or I’ll let Sahara bite me and put me into a magical coma.”

“Excuse me?” Snape stares at him.

"She does that," Harry rubs his cheek against Sahara's cool scales, feels the tingle of her magic as
she sparks it back into his skin. It burns and Harry is glad. "And I'll let her if you don't give me the
stimulus, and I won't tell you how to bring me out of the coma, so!" Harry looks up at his Sire,
feeling a tiny flicker of power for the first time since he woke up screaming. Bargaining. This I
can do. "You can either maybe kill me with a stimulus or you can almost definitely kill me from a

magical coma. What will it be?"

"You are holding yourself hostage," Snape says slowly, looking at him carefully. "As you did with
Black over the summer. With the Grimoire and the Mind-healer."

Story of my bloody life. The only thing I've got to bargain with is me.

"I'm a hostage anyway," Harry tries to shrug but nothing happens. "So might as well do It on my
terms."

Snape looks down at him, eyes burning furiously and Harry is overwhelmingly happy that Sahara
is with him. I'm not alone.

"You have magic, Greenheart," Sahara hisses. "You are never alone."

"The stimulus then," Snape whispers, reaching into the pocket of his robes and stepping towards
Harry. Sahara hisses defensively and Harry feels unbelievably relieved she is here. "But we will go
where I say and you shall not argue about it, understood?" Snape's voice is low and hard and
straining with intensity. "We will stay there, hidden, until you can move again."

"But we don't know how long -,"

"Until you can move again," Snape hisses, dark eyes glittering like his obsidian Prince ring. Harry
understands the implications of the words. Until you can face the Dark Lord and Albus
Dumbledore or Umbridge or anyone on your feet. "We will go where I say, we will tell no
one, understood?"

Harry stares at Snape and understands what's happening. It's the same look Theo had when they
left Privet Drive. Harry understands. Snape is risking everything, Voldemort and Dumbledore. If
we are running then we are running and we are telling no one.

"Fair terms," Harry nods.

"Will you call off your attack reptile?" Snape sneers.

"Let him come close, Sahara," Harry hisses.

"He is your enemy sire."

"He will help us."

"If he betrays you I will kill him."

"Deal."

Sahara winds her way down to Harry's wrist and Snape steps closer, gently placing a hand behind
Harry's head and setting the dark purple vial to his lips.

"It will burn," Snape warns and Harry nods. Snape tips his head back with surprising tenderness
and Harry feels the petrol-like scorch of horrible liquid pouring down his throat. It is like being
hooked up to a thousand tasers. Harry has not missed tasers.

"Fuck," Harry hisses. "Pain, fuck, shit, burn."

"Come," Snape's voice is tight as he pulls Harry's arm around his shoulder and lifts him to his feet.
Amazingly, Harry can stand, even if his legs feel like they are made of molten metal slowing
hardening in a fiery burn. Sahara winds himself around Harry's right wrist as she is pulled along for
the ride. "I will disillusion us. Say nothing. Tell the reptile to say nothing."

"Be silent, Sahara," Harry hisses, between gritted teeth.

"This magic water will take a toll," Sahara hisses back and Harry knows she's right. The ticking
clock begins to sound inside of him again. He knows they don't have much time. He feels the tap
of Snape's wand on his head and the feeling of cold egg-like invisibility dripping down his head.
Slowly, they make their way up the stone steps. Harry hears voices drifting up from the kitchen Bill and Remus.

"How is he?"

"He's locked up in one of the cells of the Silver Halls. King Ragnok has asked for the Dangerous
Creatures healer to be called in for him."

"Yes, but how is he?"

"He's ... he's asking about Harry."

Harry longs to hear the rest of the conversation, feels the agonising lingering of Sirius' desperate
bond still inside of him, but Snape is moving them soundlessly towards the entrance hall. Upstairs,
Harry can hear the sound of Ginny sobbing, and Mrs Weasley's soft voice.

"But why would he hurt Harry like that, Mum?"

"He's very sick, darling, he's ... he's very poorly."

"I want Daddy ..."

Harry stares up the stairs for a moment, thinking of Ron and Hermione upstairs, in bed, with no
idea that he is letting Severus fucking Snape kidnap him. I'm sorry. I'm so fucking sorry.

"Shit," Snape hisses, twisting the doorknob. "Bloody Black and his fucking wards. He even locked
the motherfucking door."

It's quite something to her Severus Snape, Potions Master extraordinaire, swearing like Dudley
Dursley and his mates. Trapped again. Harry stares at the door, thinks he can smell the magic in it,
the cold flurry of the wings of the Black raven. Listen. He doesn't have the Black ring anymore, he
feels the emptiness of it on his broken hand so deeply that he could sob, but he can still hear their
voices.

"Put my hand on the door," Harry whispers. "The broken one. Quick!"

Snape swears, grasps it and manoeuvres it gently so that the twisted knuckle barely touches the
wooden door. Harry sighs and closes his eyes, listens for the mournful song.

I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Can you let me through?

The rumbling voices grow and Harry feels the flutter of wings, feels the piercing eyes of the raven
inside his mind, judgemental and sorrowful.

We mourn you, child of Black.

He feels tears pricking in his eyes and takes a shaky breath.

Me too. Please help me. Don't make anyone a prisoner in this house.

There is a tingle of white light around his hand and Harry winces as it burns cold through his
crippled fingers. Then the door clicks open. Snape hisses in surprise but quickly pull the door and
manoeuvres Harry outside, closing the door behind him. Harry feels a hole inside him as he steps
out of Grimmauld Place. The Black magic is inside and he is leaving it behind.

"I do not know how you did that," Snape is muttering, "How on earth can you wield the Black
magic without a ring or a wand -?"

"I don't wield anything," Harry snaps at him. "It's magic! It wields itself! Wait -," Harry can't grip
Snape but he can refuse to be dragged by not moving his feet, so he does. He lets his body fall
against the door slightly and presses his forehead against the cold wood, closing his eyes quickly.
He takes a deep breath and listens to the song inside the house, the mournful song of Magic
sorrowing for its Lost Lord and Heir.

I honour you. Thank you.

He feels a flood of cold ice, like falling into a bank of snow, yet filled with love and knowing. Our
child.

"Come," Snape grasps Harry's shoulder, propping him against his side on legs that Harry feels are

hardening into stone, rigid and painful, but at least he can stand. Standing is so fucking hard. Then
the world twists away from them and Harry loses sight of Number twelve, Grimmauld Place, and
he has no idea where he is going. The Prince ring on his hand is numbing, spreading thunder and
darkness. Survive. We survive.
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Harry stumbles and stares around the inside of the small house. He can smell the sea and the forest
and the air is thick with the Prince magic.

“This is a strong house, a strong forest, a magic island,” Sahara flickers her tongue into the air.
“We are safe in his lair.”

His lair. Oh my fucking God, Snape has a lair. Harry has a sudden, desperate need to tell Ron, but
Ron is far away, left behind in Grimmauld Place. Then Harry realises it's a literal Batcave and
starts to laugh then nearly vomits.

“Where are we?” Harry chokes out. He is struggling to breathe. It feels like the stimulus might be
wearing off. Snape is gripping his arm tightly as he guides Harry through the slightly shambolic
living room and kitchen, stacked high with potions ingredients and books, to the corridor. He
pushes open a side door and they are in a small bedroom. It is cluttered, stacked high with books
and discarded cauldrons with a slim, zedbed under the window.

“A place where I go when I do not wish to be disturbed,” Snape grunts, lowering Harry carefully
onto the bed. “No one can get in unless I bring them specifically, not house elves, not even Albus.
Nothing can get out, either,” Snape looks at him sharply, “So do not even think about trying to send
messages to your little friends.”

“I understand,” Harry gasps, feeling a horribly familiar sharp pain as Snape lowers his right arm
beside him. Broken. Something is definitely broken. “What about your other Master?”

Snape looks at him for a long time and then shakes his head. “Unless he calls me, we shall not be
disturbed. By anyone.”

Harry knows that he agreed to this but he does not find the notion of being completely unreachable
and alone with fucking Snape of all people comforting. Especially as Snape is looking him over
with almost disinterested clinical eyes and reaching to lift Harry’s pyjamas shirt. No fucking way.
Sahara hisses angrily, rearing off Harry’s wrist to spit at Snape. The man pauses and looks at him
slowly, eyes glittering as he removes his hands.

“No touching without permission,” Snape nods carefully. “I remember.”

“Yeah,” Harry whispers hoarsely. “And I don’t give it.”

“It is likely that your paralysis will return with intensity when the stimulus wears off,” Snape says
slowly as if he is worried that Harry will not understand him. “You will need assistance.”

“Yeah,” Harry groans, swallowing hard. His legs fucking hurt. “So you can ask.”

“And if you fall unconscious again?” Snape demands softly. “If you are asleep and in need of
assistance to save your life?”

“I won’t,” Harry shakes his head slightly. He will not be unconscious in Snape’s house with only
fucking Snape for company. The man might have brought him back from near death once already
today but that doesn’t mean Harry trusts him. Snape looks at him with an unfamiliar, considered
expression. Harry has never seen him look at Harry like this before.

“You will heal much better if I administer a dreamless sleep potion,” Snape says softly, in that
dangerous voice that Harry knows only means Very Bad Things. “You are likely to be in extreme
pain for the next six hours at least. That is if you do not die first.”

“Optimistic,” Harry snorts.

“It is not pessimism, you are already racing against the odds,” Snape folds his arms, frowning at
Harry as if he’s some kind of curious potion that’s behaving unexpectedly.

“Yeah, I remember, no logical reason for living,” Harry rolls his eyes. “But since I am, could we
try and keep it that way and keep me awake?”

“You do not understand the kind of treatment involved,” Snape hisses, eyes heavy with portent. “I
need to give you skelegrow, you have broken ribs, a broken tibia, a broken collarbone and a
fractured wrist.”

“Where’s a tibia?” Harry asks, frowning down at his body.

“In your leg, imbecile,” Snape snaps.

“Ah,” Harry looks at his legs. One of them does look a bit weird, now he thinks about it. “Well,
only the leg is new. All of the others broke over the summer. That’ll be fine.”

If there is one pain Harry knows, it’s bone-healing pain.

“It will not be fine,” Snape says darkly. “You need a spell to dispel the blood in your lungs and a
potion to strengthen your heart, both are painful. That is without the pain of the stimulus wearing
off. It will be … agonising.”

Harry swallows hard. He knows agonising. Agonising is having your whole body stamped on by a
human walrus whilst you bleed out on your bedroom floor. He remembers his words to Theo from
what feels like aeons ago. “Survive. I survive pretty consistently.” He takes a deep breath,
swallowing hard, trying to hold onto his words. The panic is threatening to overtake him and when
it does, Harry thinks he’ll lose his voice to parseltongue.

“Better … or worse … than Cruciatus?” Harry croaks. Snape raises his eyebrow.

“That depends entirely on the capability of the caster,” Snape says drolly.

“Motherfucking Tom, who do you think?”

“Language,” Snape hisses, but Harry swears that for a second, he sees a flicker of amusement in
those coal-black irises.

“Just tell me,” Harry breathes out heavily. The burning feeling in his legs is getting stronger, like
the feeling when he wakes up with a cramp in his leg in the middle of the night.

“It is hard to assess, but …with the Dark Lord … maybe five rounds? Or four,” Snape muses, his
eyes fixed on Harry’s face as if watching for a reaction. “On his most vicious day.”

“Oh, I … I know his most vicious day,” Harry closes his eyes heavily. It’s just pain. I know pain.
I’ve been in pain my whole life. “It’s fine. It’ll be fine.”

“It will not be fine.”

“Just fucking do it!” Harry snaps, opening his eyes to glare at Snape. He’s spent his whole life
waiting to torture me and now I’m giving him the chance he won’t do it? What the fuck? “Just …
just do what you have to, let’s get it done. What’s first?”

“You are a child, you do not make these decisions,” Snape hisses.

“Yeah? Well, I’m the child with deadly snake and I say, get on with it!” Harry snarls. Sahara hisses
at Snape convincingly, coiling herself protectively on Harry’s chest. “So what’s first?”

Snape stares at him for a long moment and Harry refuses to look away from his gaze. He pulls one
thought to the front of his mind and thinks it intensely: Do not fucking go soft on me now. I can
take it. Finally, Snape looks away, his eyes drifting over Harry’s unmoving body.

“Heart and lung first,” Snape determines, tilting his head to one side. “Since you can survive
broken bones but not heart failure.”

“Delightful,” Harry snorts. “Let’s do that first.”

“And then the Dreamless sleep,” Snape prompts, eyes sharp. “It is non-negotiable.”

“Not a … fucking chance,” Harry snaps, breathing heavily. He will not be unconscious with Snape.

He will not, and who is Snape to say what’s non-negotiable? Harry could almost laugh. Theodore
Nott is almost my boyfriend. With Slytherins, everything is negotiable. “If you try to make me, I’ll
have Sahara bite you.”

Sahara hisses convincingly and Snape watches carefully, arms folded. He seems too large, too
imposing for this tiny room.

“Pain relief potions at least, then,” Snape says softly. “It will make you drowsy, but not …
unaware.”

“I don’t want to be drowsy,” Harry shakes his head.

“And I do not want to watch a child writhing in unimaginable pain,” Snape hisses angrily.

“Why? Is that the only unforgivable bridge you won’t cross?” Harry snarks back, almost instantly
regretting it as Snape’s eyes darken just like they did before he exploded at Harry for asking if he’d
have sex with his mum, but this time, Snape doesn’t move.

“Yes,” Snape says very quietly. “It is. So you will take the pain relief.”

Harry looks at the man’s eyes. All Harry can think is that’s a lot of fucking terrible bridges he will
cross. He has a feeling that if he denies this, Snape might just do it anyway. Harry nods wearily.

“Good,” Snape inclines his head. “I shall be right back, in the meantime —,” Snape pulls
something small and silver out of his robes and holds it up in front of Harry’s face. “You shall
wear this. It shall alert me if you are dying.”

Harry sees it is a small, silver bracelet. He nods warily and hisses for Sahara to back off for a
moment. Snape slips it over his not deformed hand and Harry feels it warm and then cool. He feels
shadows wrapping around it, sneaking up into his veins to monitor his blood and down into the
Prince ring like a twitching tether under his skin. Wincing, it reminds him of a time when Dudley
pushed him down the stairs at school and he was admitted to hospital for half a day. They put a
canular in his arm then and it felt just like this. Snape looks up at Harry’s face sharply.

“It is uncomfortable?”

“No,” Harry grimaces. “I can just … feel the shadows …”

“The shadows?” Snape frowns and touches the Prince ring on Harry’s hand softly. Harry wishes he
could pull his hand away, wishes it so hard a tiny spark of magic jumps into Snape’s fingers. If
Snape is startled he doesn’t show it, withdrawing his fingers thoughtfully. “Šāhzādeh.”

“What?” Harry asks.

Snape shakes his head and Harry knows he does not intend to answer. “I shall fetch your potions.
Wait here.”

“Not exactly going anywhere, you fucking moron,” Harry hisses at the man’s back as he exits the
room.

“Tone, you insolent whelp,” Snape replies in a bored tone, and then Harry is alone with his pain.
He tries to take a deep, steadying breath and doesn’t let himself think about how much skelegrow
is going to suck.

“How’s the Grey One?” Harry hisses. He tries to hiss Theo’s name but it’s impossible. It is much
easier to hiss Sahara’s name for him instead.

“Anxious. He thinks you are dying.”

“I might be,” Harry takes a deep breath. He remembers Snape’s words. No one can get in or out.
He can’t send messages to Hermione or Ron or Theo. He can’t tell Remus. He can’t call Kreacher,
even if he was still Heir to the House of Black which he isn’t. Harry feels a raw, gaping hole inside
of him when he thinks about the Black Magic. He closes his eyes tightly and pulls up the NotCaring. Vernon stamps on his fingers. Dudley holds the barbed wire whip in his hand. Snape looks
at him venomously: “Die, for all I care.” He will not care. He will not.

“What are you doing?” Snape’s voice says, and Harry opens his eyes to see the man standing
above him, looking down in vague curiosity with a blood-red glass potion vial in his hand and his
wand in the other. Harry scowls up at him. He hates that he can’t even hear him coming. Sly
dickhead.

“Thinking,” Harry snaps shortly.

“That was not thinking,” Snape sneers. “That was magic. I could feel it.”

“I can’t do magic,” Harry answers automatically, his eyes darting down to his crumpled and numb
hands respectively. “No wand holding, remember?”

“And yet I saw you break through Black’s wards and summon your familiar without moving a
finger,” Snape drawls. “So perhaps we need to rethink the bounds of the can and cannot when it
comes to magic and you.”

“Maybe you could spend less time thinking about my magic and more time thinking about my
fucking lungs?” Harry snaps, breathing heavily. The tight, wheezing feeling he’s been battling
since he came around in a pool of blood in the bathroom at Grimmauld Place is quite annoying.

“Very well,” Snape’s eyes flitter down to his chest, the way his ribcage is rapidly rising and
falling. “But we shall discuss it later.”

Harry’s stomach clenches at the idea that if Snape wants to discuss something, there is very little
Harry can do to stop him, what with not being able to move a fucking inch. The idea makes him
feel like he wants to fly out of his skin and he feels hot panic pouring down his throat. I don’t care.
I don’t care. I don’t care.

“Can’t wait,” Harry spits viciously, rolling his eyes as hard as he possibly can. “What horrible
pain-inducing medical magic do we do first?”

“The spell,” Snape kneels beside the bed and Harry catches a whiff of his robes - smoke - and his
magic - burnt rosemary and mint. It’s not unpleasant but it is still unsettling not being able to
shuffle away from him. “I will place my wand between the fourth and fifth intercostal space and
you will feel a sudden pressure, a lot of pain, and then you will breathe easier.”

“Promises, promises,” Harry gasps, staring up at the ceiling so he doesn’t have to look at Snape’s
face and notice the way his jaw looks just like Harry’s now. “Less medicine talk and more doing,
please.”

Snape’s eyes flicker darkly and Harry has the worrying sensation that the man is actively trying

not to enjoy this. Fucking sadist.

“Aerus Inflamus.”

It’s like being stabbed in the ribs. With a blunt knife that’s blowing air. Harry is coughing, unable
to move or struggle, just coughing with his eyes streaming as Snape’s wand pours magic into his
chest.

“Fuck,” Harry hisses between coughs. “Fuck, pain, burn, air.”

“You can breathe better now,” Sahara hisses, flicking magic against his cheek. “Breathe,
Greenheart.”

Harry does, swallowing great gulps of air and realises how little air he had before. He’s breathing
properly again and he doesn’t feel like he’s been able to do that for hours. Snape watches him,
impassively, fingers twitching.

“I need to reassess your breathing,” Snape bites out. “Do I have your permission to remove your
shirt to listen to your heart and lungs? I will need to press my ear against your chest bone.”

Not a fucking chance.

“No!” Harry hisses, then coughs hard until he thinks he can speak again. “No, do it now.”

“It is much easier to assess the injury without the barrier of your clothing,” Snape says through
gritted teeth.

“I don’t care, I am not taking it off,” Harry growls, breathing heavily and glaring at Snape. The
runes. The protruding ribs. The bruises from Cormac Maclaggen two days ago. Harry will not let
him be so pitiful in front of this man. “You did it earlier, didn’t you? Using magic? Do it again!”

Snape sighs, mutters something that sounds like “insufferable,” before pointing his wand at
Harry’s chest.

“Amplificare,” Snape mutters and then lowers his ear to Harry’s sternum. Harry hates the feeling
of his dark, lank hair against Harry’s chin. He hates how the smell of Snape’s magic is actually a
little comforting, burnt rosemary and sage that makes him think of Fabiola’s cottage.

“His magic tastes like healing, I told you.” Sahara hisses.

Harry ignores her and ignores Snape’s level breathing against his chest. Instead, he thinks about
hair. Snape’s hair is straight and greasy, at least Harry has always thought so, but up close, he sees
how it has a slight wave. Not nearly as curly as Harry’s but the same colour and thickness. I
wonder where I get my curls from then? Harry thinks of Theo, slipping his hand into Harry’s hair
for the first time on the roundabout, Harry feeling like a fox caught in a trap as Theo smiles and
says I like your curls. I'm going to miss them. Harry closes his eyes. He cannot think about Theo
right now. If he thinks about Theo, how Theo looks at him like he is a blue moon when he casts
Prongs or binds Kreacher, he will fall apart.

I’m nothing now. Why would he still want me when I’m nothing?

“Breathing sounds are good and equal on both sides,” Snape mutters, lifting his head to look at
Harry. He reaches for the red vial. “But your heartbeat is slow, irregular. Your blood pressure is
not good. This will help.”

“And hurt?” Harry croaks out.

“Inevitably,” Snape raises an eyebrow. “It will likely feel like you have run very fast or are having
a panic attack —,”

“I don’t have panic attacks,” Harry snaps.

“Of course not, how foolish of me, the Boy-Who-Lived does not struggle with his mental health,”
Snape drawls and Harry wishes he could kick him in the face.

“Just do it,” Harry snarls, opening his mouth wide. Snape gives him an exasperated look, one that
Harry has never seen on the man’s face before, and then tips the liquid down Harry’s throat. Harry
chokes. It doesn’t feel like he’s run very fast. It feels like he’s gone ten rounds with Voldemort and
fallen out of an aeroplane. Shit. Shit. Shit. He doesn't know where he is suddenly, who he is, why
he is even here. He stares at Snape, struggling for breath, wishing he could grab the man’s robes

and shake his senseless. Oddly, Snape seems to know the feeling.

“It is alright,” Snape murmurs, and he presses a hand on Harry’s chest as if to prove to him that his
heart is not going to explode out of it and run away. “It will stabilise in a moment. Try to breathe. It
is alright. You are in my house, on the Isle of Skye. We are safe. We are protected. None can harm
you here. He cannot find you.”

It is almost comforting, with a soft tone and warm, firm hands. Harry catches his own train of
thought and closes his eyes tightly, twisting his face away. I do not care. I will not care. I do not.

“You are doing it again,” Snape says, voice low with something like suspicion, but when Harry
opens his eyes to look at the man he sees only frank amazement in his eyes. “What are you
doing?”

“Thinking,” Harry whispers back. “Only thinking.”

“Well … proceed.” Snape nods slowly. “It is calming your heart rate.”

Harry feels the edges of the shadows of the Prince ring in his right arm, in his veins and blood. He
takes a deep breath and closes his eyes and reaches for the Not-Caring, to where it lives inside of
him, numb and waiting. I do not care that I am alone. I do not care that he is my Sire. I do not care
that he is powerful and can heal me and comfort me and has taken me away. I do not care that he
seems to care. I will not care. I will not.

“Better,” Snape whispers, sounding fascinated above him. “Better, perhaps it is some kind of
meditation technique that —,”

Snape stops speaking, his voice turning into a hiss and Harry sees his arm jerk. Oh, shit.

“He’s calling,” Harry whispers, his eyes resting on the place where the Dark Mark is hidden under
Snape’s robes. Snape nods stiffly but goes back to looking Harry over, reaching inside his cloak for
another vial, this one bright blue.

“Pain reliever,” Snape says sharply. Harry can tell from the way his jaw is ticking that he is in
pain. “We shall take this now and then proceed with the skelegrow.”

“You have to go,” Harry says dumbly. “Why aren’t you going?”

“Because you are still potentially dying,” Snape hisses, eyes flashing dangerously. “Did I not make
it clear when I said that no one can get in or out? I cannot hand your care over to someone else!”

“Then leave me!” Harry exclaims. “I’m alive, I’m fine!”

“You are far from fine and I have made my choice!” Snape growls.

Harry stares at the man, understands what he’s planning and what he’s done.

“You’re … you’re going to ignore him?” Harry gapes at Snape in astonishment. “You can’t do
that!”

“What I cannot do is leave a child alone to withstand the effects of a stimulus and skelegrow,”
Snape glares down at him. “Do not try and discuss this with me.”

“I bloody will!” Harry retorts hotly. If he doesn’t go now, Voldemort will know and Voldemort will
kill him. Then I’ll be really fucking stuck. “You can’t just ignore him like a sodding voicemail
message! What happens if he keeps calling?”

“What do you think?” Snape hisses furiously. “I told you, boy, I have made my choice!”

Boy.

“Do NOT call me that!” Harry yells, wishing he could sit up and suddenly, a burst of green light
forms around his body like a shield. Snape jumps back, staring down at Harry’s hand with the
Prince ring on it.

“That is not Prince magic,” Snape says slowly. Harry gulps. He doesn’t want Snape finding out
about the Slytherin Ring, not yet, but at the same time, if he’s trying to convince the most stubborn
man on the planet to go and kiss Voldemort’s robes again, it might be a helpful reason. If

maintaining a cover is not worth risking Harry’s life maybe protecting his son from being
discovered as the Heir of Slytherin is? Theo would know how to deal with this, Harry thinks, but
Theo is not here. Harry is alone. Again.

“Yeah, it’s mine,” Harry says, throwing caution to the wind. Reckless Gryffindor, here I go. He
hisses in parseltongue to the Slytherin ring and it reveals itself, hissing into life on his middle
finger. Snape’s wand drops to his side and the man stares, mouth slightly open. It’s an expression
Harry has only seen twice so far. Both times when Harry asked questions about his mother.

“You?” Snape stares at him. “You’re the Heir of Slytherin?”

“Sort of,” Harry winces. He still has flashbacks to second-year whenever anyone calls him that.

“This is why the hat wanted to resort you, this is why Apollonius’ letter was so convincing because
it came from you not from —,” Snape stops speaking rapidly, his dark eyes pausing to fix on Harry
with a glare. “You’ve been posing as the Dark Lord?”

“Oh come on, it was one letter,” Harry rolls his eyes, getting the distinct feeling he is in trouble for
all the wrong reasons.

“Have you any idea how dangerous that is?” Snape begins, his voice ascending loudly. “How
could you be so bloody FOOLISH?”

“It wasn’t my idea!” Harry yells back. Snape stares at him, breathing heavily.

“Of course not,” he shakes his head, smirking nastily. “This has Nott written all over it —,”

“It doesn’t matter,” Harry says quickly, hoping he can defer Snape from landing the blame
squarely with Theo. Sorry, Theo. “What matters is, I’m the Heir, and he’s looking for me, right?
Right?”

Snape nods tensely, jaw ticking.

“Then we need to know how close he’s getting, and we can't exactly do that if you suddenly retire

or go rogue,” Harry says reasonably, glaring at Snape behind his green shield. Sahara is slithering
along the edges of it, brushing her scales against the Slytherin magic like it’s a familiar animal she
has scented. “You’re doing this because you want to keep me alive, right?” Snape nods again as if
he does not trust himself to speak. “Well, it’s no good standing over me like Madame Pomfrey and
making sure I don’t die now only for him to slaughter me in a week because he finds out I'm the
Heir of Slytherin. Or for any reason, really,” Harry adds, since he doesn't think Voldemort is super
fussy about reasons to kill Harry. He's like Vernon in that regard. "We need someone on the
inside."

“I’ve been a spy for twenty years, you foolish child,” Snape sneers. “So please, do regale me more
with exactly what we need to achieve from a covert operation to infiltrate the Dark Lord.”

He stares at Snape and tries to bury his loathing. Harry takes a deep breath and looks at his Sire,
feels the strength of the Prince magic all around them. The Prince magic is made of secrets, Harry
knows that now. If anyone can turn and go back to Voldemort, hiding absolutely everything, it’s
the man in front of him. He might hate the man, but he’s fucking qualified. Even Harry can see
that, even if he hates it.

“Does he know?” Harry asks frankly, changing tactics. “That you have an Heir?”

“No,” Snape says softly, eyes blank.

“Then you’re fine to go back, and you'd be stupid not to. You should keep spying." Harry says,
wishing he could shrug. "We have nothing to lose and everything to gain,”

“Except your life,” Snape curls his lip in fury. “And mine.”

“We’re already gambling with those, aren’t we?” Harry quips back, eyebrows raised. For a
moment, Snape looks utterly taken aback. Harry ploughs ahead. “Look, I’ve got the magic
bracelet, I’ve got Sahara, I’m stuck in the most impenetrable fucking house in the country, what’s
going to happen to me?”

“Given that you very nearly brought Grimmauld Place down with the force of your magic -,"

"That was Sirius being an obsfucus or whatever," Harry interrupts, "not me!"

"- I do not want to find out,” Snape whispers angrily.

“And I don’t want to find out what happens when Tommo realises that you’re a fucking traitor!”
Harry retorts, equally angrily. “Weigh the risks, Snape! Do your bloody job!”

“My job?” Snape’s voice is delicate and Harry knows he’s in real trouble. He feels like he's
probably been in trouble since he blackmailed Snape to take him out of Grimmauld Place with his
own life. “Weigh the risks?”

“Yeah, Boy-Who-Lived against an entire damn war,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Pull a Spock, won’t
you?”

Dudley likes that film. Vernon thinks that Kirk should have a different sidekick. Harry remembers
watching it through the grate in the cupboard and wondering who got the ships so clean.

“My, my, hasn’t Dumbledore trained you well?” Snape’s voice is soft like velvet and Harry feels
the fury pouring off him in waves. Snape's rage is made of shadows that flicker against the
Slytherin shield threateningly. “So ready to fight for his noble cause. You're a perfect little martyr,
aren’t you?”

I'm no one's anything. Harry’s own fury is rising. The stacks of cauldrons began to rattle as the
shield around him sparks magic outwards. Snape stares at it, like a panther watching its prey. Harry
really, really does not want to talk about Dumbledore right now. He thinks of Theo’s words on
Harry’s birthday. Kill Diggory. I choose you.

“No,” Harry snarls, feeling the rage of four years of all this bullshit piling up on him, “But if are
serious about keeping me alive then you will fucking do your part and go kiss his filthy robes like
you are supposed to! What’s the point of you otherwise? What’s the point of twenty years of
spying if you throw it all away to be someone’s fucking Daddy? Do you think I need a parent? I
don’t.” Harry is breathing heavily and knows he should stop speaking, Snape is so still and looks
so dangerous, but Harry cannot stop. He hates this man for being comforting, for trying to fix him
and defend him. Where were you fifteen years ago? “The last fucking thing I need is someone who
pretends to care about me. What I need is someone who is going to make the hard choices, without
letting feelings get in the way, I need a cold as ice, motherfucking Slytherin SPY!” Harry breathes
hard, watching Snape’s thoroughly inscrutable face. “So just fucking GO!”

Snape stares at him for a moment. Then he sets the blue potion down on the bed at the edge of the
shield, removing the stopper.

“Have your reptile administer this,” Snape says quietly. “We will do the skelegrow when I return.”

“Can’t wait,” Harry spits, watching Snape cross to the door and pause in the entrance. Harry is both
dismayed and grateful that he is leaving.

“I understand the muggle reference,” Snape says quietly, gripping the doorframe. “But the doctrine
is entirely flawed. I did not become a spy for the many, Harrison.” Harry feels a lurching in his
stomach as Snape uses his name. The only other person to use it is Theo and it sounds entirely
different on Theo’s lips. Snape is looking at him coldly, his expression icy. “I am not leaving now
because it is asked of me. You are the child, I am the adult, and though you are used to fighting
adults’ wars for them, it stops here.”

Harry feels his chest tighten at those words. What the fuck does that mean?

“Oh really? You’re going to convince him I’m not the one he wants to kill the most in the universe?
You can’t stop it.” Harry croaks out. “Besides, let’s see what happens when he finds out about us.
Pretty sure I’ll be fighting then.”

“That is why I am going and you are staying,” Snape says silkily, eyes alight with victory.
“Because I shall ensure that he shall never know. You shall not have my fight, Harrison, and you
will live.” Snape taps a finger against the doorframe, looking at him reflectively. Harry says
nothing and swallows hard. He feels like he’s lost every word he could possibly be capable of
speaking. “I shall not be more than an hour. If your bracelet rings, I shall be back. If the wards are
breached, I shall know. Do not try to move.”

“Just go,” Harry says, turning his head to the wall and wishing he could turn his whole body. He
hears Snape leave, hears the doors close and lowers the Slytherin magic. It falls back into his body
like green rain. Then the pain returns. Blistering, aching pain, flooding through him.

“Do you want your magic water?” Sahara hisses, flickering her lips against the glass of the bottle.

“No,” Harry hisses, swallowing down the pain in his legs and arms. “I don’t want to be drowsy.”

He thinks of Theo, sighing heavily. He tries to imagine how it feels when Theo tangles his hands in
his hair, that light tugging that makes Harry fall apart a little at the seams and fills his limbs with
melting chocolate. He can’t. All he hears is Snape's words. Though you are used to fighting adults’

wars for them, it stops here. Harry cannot tell if it is a promise or a threat. He doesn’t care. He does
not. He grabs at the Not-Caring, pulling it close like a numbing blanket. Let Severus fucking Snape
promise whatever he wants, let him dangle the possibility of Harry getting out of this war in front
of him like a tantalising hope just out of reach. Let him go to the Dark Lord and leave Harry alone.
This is what I wanted. He’s going to keep his cover. He’s going to keep me safe. He thinks of
Snape’s words, lets them rattle around his brain like a confusing puzzle he can’t untangle. You
shall not have my fight, Harrison, and you will live.

Harry is not sure that he wants to. He is so tired.

The-Boy-Who-Lived. There is only one place in the world where he has ever thought that maybe,
he doesn’t have to be that, and it was on a bench, in Hyde Park, with Theo whispering beside him:
whatever happens … my life and my secrets. Harry will live, for now. He will pull up the NotCaring and he will let the pain fill him and he will refuse to fall asleep and he will be vigilant and
then, maybe, at the end of it, he’ll have one more moment with Theo. Maybe he can convince
Theo’s he’s still worth wanting, even paralysed and broken down and two heirships short. He’ll
live, for now, on this perilous edge and not think about how many potions Snape must have here,
deadly potions that a clever boomslang could no doubt find for him. Constant fucking vigilance.

“Your mate worries,” Sahara hisses.

“He is not my mate.”

“He worries.”

“I can’t help him.” Harry swallows hard. “I cannot see him.”

“You can tell him,” Sahara hisses, nestling her face close to his ear so he feels the dry flicker of her
tongue against his cheek. “Use your bond. Listen. Send words.”

“He will hear them?” Harry’s heart jumps hopefully.

“He will feel them.”

Harry ponders on that. What does he want Theo to feel? What would give him comfort to feel from
Theo right now? That he’s safe. Harry nods, tightens his jaw and closes his eyes, listening inside

him for the Fidelity bond. It’s there, the most perfect song in the universe, thunderstorms and rain
and iridescent light. And perhaps a little worried. Harry takes a deep breath, and holds onto the
bond in his mind, imagining it like a rope made of light held between his fingers.

I am alive. I am alive. I am alive.

Harry sends the feeling of his beating heart, of his wanting and thinking and hoping for Theo into
the magic. He hopes that across time and space, wherever Theo is, he can feel it. Until then, Harry
will wait. He’ll live, for now, on this impossible edge. He’ll try to live.

_______________

It’s been two days and the boy will not sleep. It’s been the longest forty-eight hours of Severus’ life
and that is fucking saying something. He came back from a hideous meeting with the Dark Lord,
trembling and desperate for sleep and a nerve replenisher. He expected to find the boy asleep
inside his green shield of Slytherin magic (something Severus has not had the chance to even deal
with yet because he has been too busy fighting with the wretched child to make him take his
bloody pain relief potions) and instead was met with a teenager staring at the ceiling blankly, with
beads of sweat forming on his forehead.

“You haven’t taken it,” Severus had snapped. “Why?”

“Waiting,” the boy had grunted. “For the skelegrow.”

Severus had sighed, fetched the skelegrow and administered it. Then began a long, impossible day
of watching a teenager struggle hideously and refuse the Dreamless Sleep potion over and over
again until the boy stopped speaking entirely, reverting only to parseltongue in which Severus is
one hundred percent sure he is cursing. Insolent brat. Severus is tired and exhausted and necks
nerve potion like it is coffee. He cannot take his eyes off the enchantment he is using to monitor
the boy's heart rate, frantically checking it every other second. Throughout the day, he receives a
myriad of owls.

Severus, please return to Hogwarts at your earliest convenience - A.D.

Severus, WHERE ARE YOU? WHERE IS HARRY? - Remus.

Dear Severus.
My son reports that you have not appeared at Potions class this morning, nor do you appear to be
in your quarters when I called through. He also notes that Harry Potter is absent from class. I also
hear that the Head of the House of Weasley is dying. If you require my assistance, you know where
I am.
Yours, as ever, Narcissa Black-Malfoy.

Lord Prince,
I have been in communication with the account manager of your heir, who, for obvious reasons, I
shall not disclose the title or name of. The account manager expresses concern over the
whereabouts of the said heir. I should also like to discuss any provision you envision for the said
heir.
May your enemies be vanquished. (Be advised, Lord Prince, that as of 4:30 on the morning of the
Thursday 19 th of December 1995, when you absconded with the Ward of the Silver Hall, that your
enemies are indeed, many.)
SteelClaw.

Severus ignores them all. He has to reset nearly all the bones in the boy’s left hand which has been
crumpled and mangled by the extrication of the Black magic. Severus has seen nothing like it in all
his time fighting, torturing and being fought or tortured. The boy hisses in parseltongue but does
not cry, faint or scream. Severus cannot shake the feeling, as he carefully realigns finger bones, that
he is witnessing the same way his child has survived every hour of his abuse. By the time they are
finished and the hand is scarred and trembling, as is the boy, from head to foot, and for the first
time since they arrived he does not scowl or shake his head when Severus offers him a pain relief
potion. He drinks more coffee, wishes for whisky, and wonders how this child has survived.
Survive, dear Gods, survive. By the evening, Severus had been sure the child would sleep, how
could he not sleep? Yet he didn’t. He dozed, gasping awake every twenty minutes from nightmares
or pain. Severus, who had tried to fall asleep on the sofa in the living room, was woken up every
time too, the ward he had set on the boy’s room jerking him out of slumber. Severus knew from
the persistent charm he had cast to monitor the boy’s vitals that he never entered REM sleep. His
vitals are miraculously, trending upwards towards normal. Severus does not know how in Hades
the boy is alive but he is, and he survives another night, Severus watching the charm drowsily like
a hawk, owls piling up at the window in the moonlight. The letters continue to flow in.

Professor Snape,
I know that you would never place Harry in danger. I know that if you’ve taken him, it’s because
Harry asked you to. It is the type of thing he would ask. I want you to know that Professor
Dumbledore seems very angry. Please make Harry get better. He needs to be able to move and fly.
Without it, he’ll give up. You should know that.
Kind Regards,

Hermione Granger

Professor Snape. I brewed your antivenom. I understand it was mostly successful. I am in
communication with Hermione Granger. She implies that Dumbledore’s old Crowd have lost track
of my snake, and the boy attached to her. Please alert me to their wellbeing. T.N.

Severus. I believe we have much to discuss. Please return to Hogwarts immediately. With your
child. A.D.

That one, Severus stares at for a moment, chilled with the realisation that Albus knows and then he
feeds it into the fire. He still cannot sleep, cannot stop listening to his child's breathing. Keep
breathing, you impossible whirlwind of a demon child. Keep bloody breathing.
When dawn breaks on the second day, Severus stands on the open doorstep with a very strong cup
of coffee and wonders how long they can exist like this with no sleep. He wonders how long before
he goes mad. He stands, for a few moments, looking down the small garden where he and Lily
used to play and does some calculations. The boy probably only had a couple of hours sleep on
Wednesday night, before his vision from the Dark Lord. He did not sleep all of Thursday and has
barely rested his eyes on Thursday night. Severus has not slept properly since Monday night. We
may both go mad before he dies. Now it is Friday morning, and Severus has had enough. He stands
in the doorway, staring down at the boy who has his eyes fixed on the window. There is something
of magic about him when he says that he is thinking and Severus can feel the slight brush of
shadows around him. It is something like the Prince magic but not quite and utterly fascinating.
Severus can almost drift off watching it, he is leaning against the door, so incredibly, bone weary.
Then Severus notices that the boy's fingers on his right hand are flickering slightly, different from
his left which has a persistent tremor since yesterday.

What in Hades fucking hell.

“Your hand,” Severus steps forward. It seems to break the boy’s concentration and the sensation of
gathering power disappears into the air. “You have some movement.”

He checks himself before coming too close, as the offensive reptile hisses angrily at him.

“May I examine it?” Severus asks through gritted teeth. The boy nods warily. Severus touches the
hand, lifting it gently, trying not to think of the ways that the boy’s hand looks exactly like his
own, notices the way the silver and emerald Slytherin ring hisses. “Try to flex a finger for me.”

The boy does, trembling as he flexes the finger with his Prince ring on, and his Slytherin ring.

Severus stares at it, amazed. How?? He expected the boy to be paralysed for weeks, maybe
months. Must the child continue to be astonishing at every turn?

“You are improving,” Severus says, unable to keep the relief out of his tone. He will move. He will
walk. He will be able to defend himself again. The boy rolls his eyes as if the improvement is
nothing like what he was looking for. Impatient whelp.

“Are you hungry?” Severus asks, and. The boy shakes his head, hissing under his breath.

“Are you in pain?” The boy hisses again, this time with a glare. Severus sees words flash in the
boy's eyes, the way he sometimes does when the child is especially furious. Of course, I’m in
fucking pain, you moron. Severus has never known a person who utilises their ability to be so
easily read so blatantly.

“Language,” Severus says, drily. The boy rolls his eyes and stares at the window again. Severus
wishes desperately that the boy would speak. He hasn’t spoken since yesterday except in fucking
parseltongue which he neglecting to allow Severus to understand through their family rings.
Severus wishes, desperately, that he could just command the child to speak English but he doesn’t
know if he can no longer speak English because he is agitated, or because he simply doesn’t want
to. He will not force the child to do something that will traumatise him. Severus sighs, and tries to
count backwards in Sanskrit, staring at the ceiling. He sees the marks in the moulding from when
he and Lily threw pennies at it. Lily, how the fuck do I get him to eat? To sleep? To talk?

“Your mother and I came here,” Severus says softly. The boy's eyes flicker towards him. “Your
grandparents liked to holiday here. They … they used to bring me too, in the summers.”

Still, the boy says nothing. Is it not enough? What does he need?

“Then, about … fifteen years ago,” Severus swallows hard (when she was dead and I was
searching for anything to hold onto her), “I approached the owner here. Asked if I could buy them
out. They agreed.”

The boy’s eyes have fixed on his face, eyes so much brighter and greener than Lily’s. They remind
Severus of how the ocean here can sometimes be on a summer day, how peridot gemstones
sometimes are.

“When you are better,” Severus stumbles on the words but forces them through his lips. “When

you are … healed, I can show you where she liked to swim. Liked to play.”

Again, the words flit across the boy's eyes, so easy to read, like ripe, plucked fruit. If I get better. If
I survive.

“You shall,” Severus snarls at the boy, who rolls his eyes so sullenly and goes back to looking out
the window. “You will heal. You already have movement in your fingers.”

The boy rolls his eyes again and Severus thinks of all the ways one can remove a person’s eyes,
just to stop them rolling. Then there is a loud hammering at the door. Shit. Severus jumps, the boy
hisses in fear and instantly, a lurid green shield jumps up between them. Severus stares into the
boy’s eyes, sees the panic there, and why should he not be panicked? The boy is paralysed and
only able to move two fingers. Severus is not clumsy enough in his language to command the boy
to ‘stay there’ or ‘don’t panic,’ because someone is knocking on the door of their unplottable
house.

“Do not make a sound,” Severus whispers. “I will defend you with my life, but if necessary, use
every single ounce of that seemingly bizarre magic you have to save yourself, bring the house
down, if necessary, do you understand me?”

The boy nods at him and Severus turns, closing the door to the boy’s room and sealing it with a
charm before walking to the front door of the cottage, wand out, in response to the hammering and
thumping on the other side. As he gets nearer, he hears a voice.

“Severus! Sev! OPEN UP!”

“Lupin,” Severus snarls, flinging open the door and staring at the bedraggled, fiery-eyed form of
the werewolf. “How did you find us?”

Lupin is completely undeterred by the wand pointed at his chest and forces his way into the
cottage with a growl, spinning Severus around and shoving him up against the door with that
incredible werewolf strength so that Severus does not have time to cast or even think.

“I hunted,” Lupin snarls. His pupils are wide and pulsing, a rim of orange-gold around each one.
His face is raw with stubble, his clothes dirty and his hair wild. Severus feels the full force of the
man, the creature, in front of him. “I found a pack and I took Harry’s hoodie and your cloak and
we hunted all night!”

Lupin’s voice is a low, rumbling growl that emits from his chest, from the animal inside him and it
makes the hair on Severus’ body stand up on end. Severus had not anticipated this. He made this
place unplottable to muggles, he tells no one about it. He has made it untraceable to wizards. The
wards are as tight as anything possibly produced by wizardkind. It’s also under the Fidelus and he
has never given its name away but perhaps he has misunderstood, perhaps there is nothing to stop a
werewolf with a scent.

“There’s a Fidelus,” Severus whispers, staring at the wolf. “How did you …?”

“You are not the only one that Lily Evans brought on holiday,” Lupin growls, his fists tight on the
lapels of his shirt. “I told you, didn’t I? That could find you in a damp forest? Well, I fucking did.”

“Lupin —,” Severus swallows hard, aware that the man is literally lifting him off his feet and is
completely unaware of it. I will not let him go near my child like this.

“How could you do it?” Lupin snarls, his face so close to Severus’ that he feels the warm tang of
the werewolves breath on his lips. “How could you just take him? From safety? From me?”

“He is not yours!” Severus snaps back, rage overcoming fear enough for him to push back, trying
to shove his hands against Lupin’s shoulder only to be met with the unmovable force of the
werewolf’s strength. “He is my son, he is my heir and he fucking blackmailed me into taking him
away so I did —,”

“YOU SHOULD HAVE TOLD ME!” Lupin roars, snarling animalistically, his face millimetres
from Severus’ and, absurdly, Severus thinks of the last time they were this close - frantic kisses and
angry, filthy words. Absolutely not. “You should have told me you were leaving, you should have
told me he was yours!”

“I didn’t know!” Severus hisses, managing to grip Lupin’s face, hoping that the tight pull on the
man’s hair and digging in of fingernails will shove the wolf back down. Calm the fuck down, you
animal.

“Yes, you did!” Lupin growls as Severus tugs on his hair sharply, the pain seems to make no
difference. The growl is deeper, stronger and edging towards a desperate howl. “I saw it in your
fucking face, Severus! I saw it when you called him Harrison, you were used to the idea! You told
me you were looking for your Heir months ago!”

“I didn’t know for sure until Tuesday!”

Severus sees that Lupin is not calming down, nothing is calming him down and force is doing
nothing. He sees the desperation in Lupin’s face, knows it intimately. It is how he felt when he
first found out he had an Heir, a child somewhere in the world who was existing without him.
Helpless, adrift at sea. Severus switches to another option. He does something he’s not done with
Lupin since 1982. Since they were young boys. He presses his thumbs over the planes of Lupins
face, stroking in an upward motion. Lupin bares his teeth, snarling and growling and purring all at
once. Severus takes a deep breath.

“I didn’t know, Lupin. Control yourself. Please.”

Severus strokes the wolf’s eye sockets, brushing the soft eyebrows that Severus can still imagine
perfectly when he closes his eyes for sleep. He has not done this in fifteen years and yet it is still
there - muscle memory. How to calm a wolf. Even before Severus knew Lupin was a beast, when
he was still a child and thirteen years old, Severus would stroke him like this, to ease his anxiety
over the end of year exams or his stress over hiding their budding relationship from Black and
Potter. Thank Gods above, it still works. Lupin’s eyes flutter closed and Severus is relieved that he
no longer needs to look into the eyes of the wolf. Calm down. Come back. Calm down.

“I thought you were gone,” Lupin whispers, his voice less of a growl and more of a choked whine.
A shuddering breath floods through his body and Severus feels a rush of familiarity. He's coming
back. “I thought you’d … you’d taken him and gone. I thought you were both … Merlin, Sev.”

“I know,” Severus whispers, suddenly overcome with exactly how it felt, how terrifyingly final it
had felt when his son’s heart had stopped beating on the floor of Grimmauld Place. Severus is too
tired to rebuke the man for the affectionate nickname, he is too grateful to hear the man coming
back into his voice to argue. He is also unreasonably, strangely utterly relieved that Lupin is here.
Maybe now I can get some fucking sleep.

“I’m staying,” Lupin says, opening his eyes and breathing heavily. They are at least, amber again,
still fiery with the creature inside him but not wide and pulsing anymore. “I’m staying with you
both.”

“And if I don’t want you here?” Severus tries to snarl but it is half-hearted. There is a boy in the
other room who is not sleeping or eating or speaking and Severus has no fucking idea what to do.
He is too fucking tired. He is beyond tired, he is verging into chronic exhaustion. He has not been
to sleep since Monday night. Since then he has taught and brewed, found out his son is Harry
Potter, tried to save Arthur Weasley, brought his son out of a cardiac arrest, kidnapped his Heir,

been tortured by the Dark Lord and worried more than he has ever worried in his life. He wants to
lie down and sleep without one eye open. He needs someone else here who will fight for the boy,
who will hunt across the country for him. Any fool can see Remus Lupin is it. The man hunted the
boy down whilst wearing a cardigan, for Circe’s sake.

“I don’t care,” Lupin says sharply, finally stepping back from Severus whose feet can finally touch
the floor. “Harry doesn’t know you. I’m his godfather. He knows me. I promised I would be here
for him. So I’m here.”

“Well, maybe you can get him to eat. Or speak. Or fucking sleep,” Severus snaps. He knows that
Lupin’s words are totally reasonable, absolutely correct, yet he despises him for saying them. Yes,
Lupin, I am well aware of all the ways I am failing as a Lord and father already. Thank you for
telling me.

“He’s not sleeping?” Lupin’s eyes crease with familiar worry. He definitely looks more like the
book-reading, chocolate-eating coward he usually is. Oddly, this only makes Severus’ disgust and
anger at him increase. The wolf he can respect, the wolf he fears, but Lupin he only feels gnawing
distaste for. Lupin turns and looks around the house, taking in the cluttered space, the rumpled
sofa, the many empty coffee cups and Severus’ ongoing diagnostic spells. “Where is he?”

“The other room,” Severus gestures. Lupin turns and walks to the door, looking back at Severus
who waves his wand, lowering the shields.

“He can’t move still,” Severus says quietly. “He’s in a lot of pain. His left hand, particularly. He
has some movement back in his right, but it’s slow.”

“Thank you, Severus,” Lupin says, and knocks on the door, walking in. “Harry? It’s me.”

Severus turns away, beginning to pick up empty coffee cups and dropping them into the sink. He
does not want to see this heartfelt reunion, the way the boy’s eyes will light up to see his bloody
godfather, the man he trusts, the way he will relax and calm in the wolf’s presence. Even if
Severus is the boy’s father, he will never be the bleeding heart ball of walking kindness and
empathy that is Remus motherfucking Lupin, the only man on earth capable of both tearing a
person apart and boring them to death. I will never be as good a father as Lupin is a godfather. Yet
Lupin’s voice still carries.

“Hi, Harry, how are you?”

No answer.

“Can you talk to me? Can you look at me? Harry?”

No answer. Not even hissing. Severus stops running the water, listening carefully.

“Harry? Can I … can I sit with you? Please?” No hissing, not even the hissing from the despised
reptile. Severus can easily tell the difference between them. The boy’s voice is softer, more lyrical
in its hisses. “Could you … lower the shield?”

He hasn’t even lowered the shield? Severus wipes his hand on a tea towel and walks slowly
towards the small bedroom, careful not to make a sound. Standing at the edge of the doorway, he
sees Lupin looking down on the boy who still has his Slytherin shield up. Lupin turns because he,
of course, with that uncannily good sense of hearing, heard him coming.

“Can you …?” Lupin gestures helplessly to the shield around the boy and Severus looks at his son.
The boy’s jaw is tight, rigid, and Severus knows that he is not just in pain, he is irritated. Severus
is not sure entirely why but he has the feeling that the boy had hoped, perhaps desperately, that the
person knocking at the door would be someone else. Who else would he love or want so badly but
Lupin? Not Black, surely not. The boy’s expectations could not be so unreasonable.

“Lower the shield, Harrison,” Severus says softly. The boy shoots him a glare and hisses
something that Severus just knows is belligerent.

“Tone,” he rebukes him, glaring back.

“You understand him?” Lupin stares at Severus in amazement.

“I comprehend when my Heir is being truculent,” Severus drawls. “I could hear him cursing in any
language.”

The boy glares at him furiously and then stares out of the window, refusing to meet their gaze.
Severus just knows that if the boy could move his body properly, he would be crossing his arms
and huffing angrily.

“Harry?” Lupin asks quietly and receives no response. It is surprising. Severus lifts his eyebrows.
He was not expecting the child to be so reticent. Lupin looks at him and jerks his head and he and
Severus move just outside the door, Lupin whispering in a low voice.

“He’s still in his pyjamas, he’s not washed or showered -,”

“I’ve been trying to keep him alive, Lupin, and he barely lets me touch him!” Severus snaps. “If
you can touch him long enough to wash him, be my guest!”

Lupin sighs and stares at his godson.

“How long has been non-verbal?”

“Since yesterday,” Severus shrugs.

“How long has he not been sleeping?”

“Since Monday night, I think.”

“Severus!” Lupin hisses angrily. “This cannot possibly continue!”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Severus hisses back, enraged by the audacity of the man. Does he
not think that Severus is painfully aware that the boy in his care has barely slept and is keeping
himself alive through magical means that Severus does not understand at all? Does he not think
Severus has been driving himself to the edge of madness, trying to keep his child alive? “I cannot
make him sleep, Lupin, I cannot make him eat or speak either! I can barely make him take pain
relief!”

“He’s not taking pain relief?” Lupin looks back at the boy, an urgent, worried look in his eyes.

“He is,” Severus admits. “He … he doesn’t want to sleep.”

“Why?”

“I assume because he does not feel safe,” Severus snarls, wanting to hit the foolish wolf over the
head. “Because three days ago he was an active fifteen year old with a war to fight and now he is a
fifteen-year-old with a war to fight who cannot move!”

“And tomorrow he will be a fifteen-year-old with a war to fight who is dying if he doesn’t eat or
sleep!” Lupin exclaims.

“I know that!” Severus yells, unable to contain his fury. “I have been doing everything I can!”

Suddenly, a blast of green light jumps between them and Severus turns to stare at his son, who has
actually managed to raise his fucking hand enough to shoot a beam of Slytherin light between
Lupin and Severus and leave a hole in Severus’ wall. The boy’s head is turned to them and he is
glaring, fiercely at them with such intensity that Lupin actually takes a step back.

“What - what magic is that?” Lupin mutters, staring at the burning hole in the wallpaper.

“Do you require our attention?” Severus drawls, raising his eyebrows at his son. The boy raises his
eyebrows back, an invitation to read his thoughts. The thought is a ripe fruit, falling from the tree
and Severus catches it with his legilimency, tumbling through his mind.

If you want me to eat, if you want me to sleep, get Theo.

“No,” Severus says immediately, shaking his head. “Absolutely not.”

“What?” Lupin demands, looking between them. “What does he want?”

“Nothing he can have,” Severus says angrily. He watches, feeling a strange tug in his chest as the
boy’s eyes become empty again and he looks away out of the window like he wishes to fly far
away. He may never fly again. Severus recalls Granger's words: Without it, he'll give up.

“Can you get it for him?” Lupin says urgently, turning on Severus. “Is it in your power to provide
it? Our power?”

“Technically, yes —,”

“Then get it,” Lupin snarls, grabbing Severus’ hand like he has not done in twenty years with a grip
so strong Severus thinks he might break a finger. “He has lost a godfather and nearly died and now
he cannot move! If it will help him, if it’s what he wants, get it!”

Severus stares at the ferocity in Lupin’s eyes, in the eyes of the wolf who tracked his cub across
the country. Severus feels a small echo of it inside his tired heart. He is exhausted, he is nearly
delirious, but a part of him still says the words think, think, think, very loudly. Lupin is rational.
Lupin is a good man. Lupin knows how to parent. Severus does not. Not yet. He can, however, do
this.

“Stay here,” Severus says sharply. “Watch him. Give him pain relief in three hours. I will be
back.”

“Where are you going?”

“To Hogwarts,” Severus says sharply. “To get my heir what he needs.”

The boy’s eyes snap over to him, green eyes suspicious and then, suddenly, the most lively he has
ever looked in days. Severus feels a soaring sense of success that he never expected. I did that. He
recognises it, the faint thunderbird cry he had felt when he took his vow with Narcissa. The feeling
inside him that he would fight, he would kill, he would do anything to protect his child. If Harrison
needs Theodore Nott to survive, no matter how hard or dangerous it is, then that is what he will
get.

The Orphan with the Knife
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

WARNING: References to Depression/suicidal feelings
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Harry?

Harry?

Are you alive?

———

Kreacher is with me, he says the Black Magic feels strange but he can stay, because of the soul
binding you did so casually with him that has bonded him to me, for which I will destroy you when
I next see you.

———

I have brewed an antivenom for Mr Weasley. I am hopeful of his survival. I am hopeful of yours. I
do not know why I keep writing here when you do not respond, but I am hopeful you will. Soon. I
am reassured at least that if you are with Granger, she will never let you perish.

———

Sahara has gone. I fell asleep for an hour after I finished brewing and she’s gone. Is she with you?
Harry?

———

There are rumours over the school that you and the Weasleys are at St Mungo’s because their
father is dying. I am hoping this is not true, but also hoping it is. Because at least in St Mungo’s,
you cannot be in too much danger. Are you safe?

———

Malfoy said at lunch that the Weasley patriarch is dead. If you are not talking to me because you
hold me responsible, I understand. But please, just tell me that you are alive. You still have my life
and my secrets, whatever happens, I am yours.

———

Harry, please.

Harry?

———

Blaise has heard this evening through his mother’s network that the Weasley father is not dead,
only comatose. I promise, Harry, I promise you that I brewed as carefully and quickly as I possibly
could. Only Professor Snape could have done it better. Please talk to me. Please tell me you are
alive.

Theodore?

Theodore Nott?

I found Harry’s journal when his stuff arrived this evening. I was flicking through it and I saw
notes appearing. Arithmancy notes, which Harry doesn’t take.

I know it’s you. I recognised a theory you posited in class three weeks ago. It’s Hermione
Granger, by the way.

Is he alive?

I think so.

Do you only think?

He’s gone. I hoped he was with you, that’s why I was looking through his things.

He is not.

I didn’t mean to invade your privacy. I can’t see the past notes, I’m just translating what we’re
writing now as I go.

Using what?

That spell you used to disguise my notes that time in Runes. I remembered and reversed it.

Clever.

How is Hogwarts? Can you tell me if Professor Snape is there?

He is not. Chambers is teaching Potions. The professors say he is ‘away on business.’ I presumed
he was helping with Weasley’s father.

He’s not.

Does he have him?

We think so.

The godfather?

Arrested by the goblins.

Good.

Yes. He nearly killed us all.

What happened?

Harry.

What did he do?

I don’t think he would want me to tell you.

You will tell me immediately.

He used the Black magic, he … gave it up, I think. So that it could completely control Sirius. It
was like they were battling in it before then, it was really hurting Harry to do that, and then
Harry just … surrendered.

Why would he do such a thing?

Sirius was becoming an Obscurus and the goblins couldn’t stop it - did you send the goblins?

Indirectly.

Thank you.

What did Harry do?

I don’t really know. From the outside, it looked like all of the magic was drained out of him and
it became this big bird and Harry seemed to speak to it, and then the bird wrapped Sirius up and
stopped him from changing and then we could all move and breathe again.

What aren’t you telling me?

His heart stopped. For a bit. We brought him back. And last time I saw him, he was paralysed.
From the neck down.

When was the last time you saw him?

About four o’clock this morning.

That is over twelve hours ago.

I know.

Have they been trying to find Professor Snape?

I think so. Professor Lupin vanished at about lunchtime. He and Professor Dumbledore had a
massive fight and he left. I don’t know what’s going on. I’ve written to Professor Snape, of
course.

I will write also.

———

Are Harry’s possessions safe?

I can’t find his cloak.

I have it. Is Sahara with you?

No, I think he took her. We’re at the Burrow. We’ve all been … locked out of Sirius’ house, I
guess? That’s why the Headmaster is so angry, I think. One of the reasons, at least. He knows
about Harry and Professor Snape.

I find I care little for his anger.

Harry will be okay. He is always okay.

I am concerned that you people do not understand exactly how much pain and suffering are
involved in him being ‘okay,’ as you call it.

I accept that you’re angry, but if you ever imply again that I am unaware of my best friend’s
pain and suffering, I will hurt you in ways that you cannot imagine.

Understood.

I will let you know if anything happens.

Understood.

———

By the way, Ron knows now. That you’re courting Harry.

Does Harry know?

What does that mean?

Nothing. You have heard nothing?

No. But Professor Lupin didn’t come back.

Can you give me more details of his paralysis?

He could move his neck and face. He could breathe on his own, and … he can feel pain.

Where?

Everywhere.

I see.

Where did you say the dog was being kept?

I’m not telling you that.

I would like to know.

Listen, Harry risked his own life for Sirius. Whatever Sirius has done, Harry wanted Sirius to
live. He believed it was worth it.

He was wrong.

Maybe. We have to respect his wishes.

I do not.

______________

“THEO!” Draco yells on the other side of the dormitory door. “Your elf is threatening me again!”

“Then maybe you should fuck off,” Theo mutters, flipping a page of his book. “Here, maybe …”

“No, that’s about complete magical paralysis,” Blaise says, thumping an older, heavier book on top
of Theo’s one. “This doesn’t sound like complete magical paralysis, it sounds like magical
depletion, as if he needs to be re-charged —,”

“THEO!” Draco screams. “I need to PACK!”

“Little Malfoy Lord will not interrupt Heir Nott and the Honourable Contessa’s son!” Kreacher’s
bullfrog voice echoes through the door. “Not if Little Malfoy Lord wants to keep his nose!”

“Re-charged,” Theo taps his biro against the page of the book, thinking hard. “So a powerful
magical object? Or a powerful magical place?”

“A rune circle, or a stone circle,” Blaise says, shrugging. Kreacher pops up beside the bed,
growling angrily. “It says here: 'Powerful magical conduits or objects can either enhance the
magic of the being they touch or siphon it for their own gain.'”

“The Little Malfoy Lord has gone to fetch the bigheaded Boy,” Kreacher snarls.

“The Head boy,” Theo corrects.

“The bighead foolish ugly boy,” Kreacher snarls, twiddling his little fingers eagerly. “Shall

Kreacher disable him?”

“No, I’ll handle it,” Theo mutters, staring down at the list of powerful objects. Would exposure to
one of these give Harry back his movement? Theo begins to write a list, trying not to keep Harry’s
name in his mind. It’s too painful right now.

“Don’t you think he’s disabled enough students in the last twenty four hours?” Blaise raises a dark
eyebrow significantly. “MacLaggen is still in the hospital wing.”

“He deserved it,” Theo says offhandedly.

“And Finnegan?”

“Also deserving,” Theo snaps as Kreacher snarls and nods violently beside him. There is a rattling
of the door handle.

“Nott! Zabini!” The voice of the Head Boy, the only student to be accepted for a Mastery under
Severus Snape in six years and the Slytherin on track for the best-recorded NEWT results this year
echoes through the door. “Open up! Other students need to pack! The Express leaves in two
hours!”

“We are busy, come back later,” Theo calls in a bored voice, looking down at the book. "Magical
recharge is the process of extracting natural magic from the earth via a powerful spell." Theo
remembers Harry plunging his hands into the earth, drawing power from the water and fire in its
depths. Could he be powered without a spell?

“I think it might be this,” Theo whispers. "I think it could work."

“Really?” Blaise examines the page. “The Contessa might have an object that could help —,”

“Anything about goblin prisoners?” Theo prompts, shifting to his other notebook write a quick
note to Granger to try and assess Harry’s magical depletion. Could he do any magic?

We don’t know, but they broke the Black wards to get out.

Theo stares at the words and nods, knowing that even a Wizard as powerful as Snape would be
able to do that. Harry still has some of his magic.

“They keep some at Gringotts, but high profile prisoners go to the Silver Hall,” Blaise is frowning,
leafing through a pile of correspondence. “I think the Contessa mentioned something about a
meeting at the Silver Hall once …”

“Find it,” Theo commands shortly. If he cannot help Harry, if Harry dies, then Black is a dead
man. Theo will cut his heart out because that is what Black has done to him. Theo will have
retribution. I will murder the whole, sorry lot of them.

“Still can’t feel him?” Theo asked Kreacher, eyebrows raised. Sahara, Theo thinks, was able to find
her way back to Harry but for some reason, Kreacher can’t.

“No,” Kreacher growls, clenching his tiny fists. “Master is hidden from Kreacher.”

Damn untraceable runes. Theo has never regretted doing something Harry asked him more. Why
didn’t I think someone would take him from me?

“He still calls him Master,” Blaise comments lightly. “Why’s that? If the Black Magic has kicked
him out?”

“Focus,” Theo mutters. He has been compelled to reveal secrets to Blaise in the last two days that
he would have preferred not to in order to research most effectively, but it does not mean Blaise
needs to know everything.

“Because Master is not a mere fragile wizard!” Kreacher snarls, eyes glittering with the rogue
Black magic. “Master is more powerful than the silly son of the Honourable Contessa can
imagine!”

“Silence, Kreacher,” Theo says sharply. He doesn’t want Blaise, and by extension, the Contessa, to
know just how rare Harry is. Not yet anyway.

“But you don’t belong to him anymore,” Blaise presses, undeterred by the fierce house elf in front

of him. Blaise is rarely deterred by anything, except his own mother. “You are not his property.”

“Kreacher is no one’s,” Kreacher actually sounds tremulous when he says that, but he straightens
his small back. “Creatures of the House of Black have no Lord or Heir.”

“Then you should be looking for a new one,” Blaise retorts reasonably. “Yet you’re still calling
him your Master and I want to know why.”

“Shut up, Blaise,” Theo mutters quietly, shooting a sharp look at Kreacher who understands and
presses his lips tightly together. Theo and Kreacher know the answer to Blaise's question. It’s
because Harry did not just bind us with our family magic, he bound our souls. Because he can do
that. Because he’s the first mage in three hundred years and now he might be dying somewhere
without me. It is the only thing keeping Theo sane; this knowledge that if Kreacher is still here,
then Harry’s bonding is still valid. He is still alive. Besides, Theo has a persistent feeling (along
with the agony inside his Fidelity bond, the terrible, aching loneliness) that Harry is alive.
Somewhere, Harry is trying to live.

“I’m coming in,” Chambers’ calls and Blaise swears softly. Theo is still staring at the words on the
page, trying to frantically take in all the information and file it away in his internal library when the
door swings open. “Why on earth have you decided to lock yourselves away like this? With a
homicidal house elf, no less? You know personal elves are not for use inside the castle!”

Theo has not slept properly since Tuesday night and he does not have the patience for this bullshit.
Leave me alone, you motherfuckers. He does not even turn to look, just throws his knife towards
the door, knowing with the awareness of a lifetime of throwing weapons, where it will land.

“Shit!” he hears Chambers’ mutter as Draco shrieks and Kreacher cackles. Theo stares down at the
book, taking frantic notes. Rune circles can be created by wizards or created by nature in the
contours of the earth. Stone circles emerge in nature regularly, in the shape of tide lines, forest
circles, the geological creation of islands - circles echo in nature and Wixen have reinforced them
with the placement of stones.

“Heir Nott is an excellent shot!” Kreacher laughs evilly.

"Thank you," Theo mutters absenly. Rune circles. Circles in nature. Circles in the earth.

“Theo,” Blaise reaches down to try and take Theo’s biro out of his hand, the biro that Harry

absently handed over months ago still with small indents of his teeth marks in the top of
it. "Chewing on quills is only acceptable when they are made of sugar, Potter," Theo drawled.
Harry grinned back and then said, in a light breezy tone that Theo had not been able to get out of
his head for days afterwards: "Force of habit, Nott. I like to bite things when I'm thinking."

“Don’t!” Theo hisses, tapping the back of Blaise’ hand with his wand as a warning. Being
ambidextrous is certainly helpful in times like this. Theo hears Apollonius’ voice in his head. All
the best warriors fight with two hands.

“You knifed the head boy,” Blaise whispers emphatically. “You have to deal with that.”

Theo rolls his eyes and turns to glare at Chambers, who is pinned to the doorframe by the sleeve of
his wand arm, eyes glittering with anger. Theo is not worried. Chambers is a Potioneer, not a
warrior and even though Chambers looks furious, he knows what Theo is. Everyone in Slytherin
does. The Notts: Pirates. Warriors. Assassins. Not to be fucked with.

“Apologies,” Theo says coldly, rising off the bed and stalking over to the Head boy, wrenching his
knife out of the wood doorframe. Behind Chambers, Draco is glaring at him with his arms folded
over his prefect badge. He has been particularly irritating since Theo stopped sleeping. “I thought
you were Malfoy.”

“You’re such a dick, Nott —,” Draco starts, but Chambers holds up his wand, pointing between the
two of them.

“Enough, both of you,” Chambers snaps. “I am not interested in your squabbles. I still have all of
Professor Snape’s paperwork to mark.”

Theo’s stomach clenches with rage at the mention of the man who has taken Harry away from
him. I will have his greasy head on a pike if he lets Harry die. I will feed him to Sahara.

“Lucky you,” Theo sneers softly. “Don’t let us keep you.”

Kreacher raises a hand and magic pulses out of his hand, slamming the door in Draco’s face.

“Hey!” Draco throws the door open again, face flushed. “You can’t keep using your elf like this!”

“If you don’t like what he’s doing, take it up with him,” Theo shrugs. Kreacher grins like a shark
next to him, face full of eagerness.

“Kreacher would be happy to discuss it with the Malfoy Heir,” Kreacher mutters greedily. “He has
none of his mother’s wit or strength, he is a weak boy, Kreacher will eat his face —,”

“See?” Draco shouts, gesturing to Kreacher. “It’s not only violent, it’s rude! It shouldn’t talk about
my mother like that!”

Draco, of course has no idea that Kreacher is the elf of the House of Black and more than familiar
with his mother, and Theo has no intention of enlightening him.

“He can say what he likes,” Theo glares at Draco, hating this well-rested, pompous arsehole. I
hope Kreacher eats your fucking toes.

“That thing has been eating all my sweets, too!” Draco complains to Chambers. “I just know it!”

“Prove it,” Theo snaps coldly, even though he has no need of proof. Kreacher licks his lips
ominously. He is hopped up on sugar and for the first time in their acquaintance, Theo has had no
interest in preventing it. High as a kite and without Harry to keep him tethered to some kind of
rational kindness, Kreacher has gone what Blaise is calling ‘full-Black’ and raining horror down
upon his enemies. The Gryffindors have particularly suffered, along with those who have
publically humiliated Harry so far this term. Zacharias Smith was sent to St Mungo’s after a flying
accident. Cormac MacLaggen broke his back slipping on a piece of soap in the shower. Finnegan's
accident was actually Theo, who shot him with a stupefy whilst Kreacher tipped a wardrobe full of
armour on top of him. Apparently Madame Pomfrey has had to regrow all of the bones in his legs
and Theo could not care less. His patience is as thin as spider silk and his anger alights as
frequently as Kreacher's. Most students believe it is Peeves going on a Yule rampage and so do the
Professors, but the Slytherins know differently. In the last two days, the word has spread: Theodore
Nott is in a Bad Mood. Theo knows what they’re saying. They’ve put together the attack on the
Weasley patriarch and Apollonius’ reputation and come to the conclusion that Apollonius was
supposed to kill him in the service of the Dark Lord and has failed, and so Theodore Nott is
understandably and terrifyingly pissed off. Theo does not disabuse them of the notion. For all I
know, it could be true.

“He is your property, Nott,” Chambers says softly and Kreacher snarls at him like an angry dog.
“You are responsible for him.”

“Then make me responsible,” Theo says softly, tilting his head towards Chambers. “I’m at your
disposal, sir.”

Theo flips his knife in his hand and contemplates forcing it through Chambers’ eye socket. It would
make me feel better. I know it would. He remembers learning to wield knives with Apollonius
when he was a child. An artery for immediate death, somewhere with lots of nerve endings for
torture. Chambers watches him warily, then looks away.

“Malfoy, come in and pack,” Chambers jerks his head towards the blonde-haired prefect. “Don’t
bother these two.”

“Don’t bother them?” Draco huffs, pushing his way past Chambers and over to his bed and trunk,
half-packed on his bed. Theo gives a sharp, angry glare. Don’t push me, you whiny bastard.

“We are grateful, Chambers,” Blaise says smoothly. “I am sure we will all be ready on time. Just
some last minute revision, you understand.”

“Revision, yeah, right.” Chambers snorts and rolls his eyes. He pulls a folded note out of his pocket
and hands it to Theo. “This arrived through Professor Snape’s floo for you.”

Theo looks at the name on the front, Mr Nott, and recognises the spidery scrawl of his Head of
House. About bloody time you kidnapping bastard. He flips it open and reads the short note:

You are going to Apollonius in Ireland for Yule. Take the carriages to Hogsmeade with the
intention of travelling on the Knight Bus. You shall have an escort waiting. S.S.

“Thank you, Chambers,” Theo says, refolding the note calmly. “It seems my father requires my
presence.”

“I bet he does,” Draco mutters and Theo flips the knife in his hand, thinking about all the arteries
pulsing under the pale skin of the Malfoy Heir’s throat.

“Well, hurry up,” Chambers comments, examining the rip from Theo’s knife in his sleeve. “The
carriages leave in an hour.”

Theo nods disinterestedly, and pulls his trunk out from under the bed, beginning to drop books into
it. He tosses the note to Blaise who opens it and looks it at it, eyebrows raised.

“Interesting,” Blaise says softly.

“What’s interesting?” Draco demands.

“None of your fucking business,” Theo mutters, bending down to scribble a message in his journal
to Granger. I think I've found a way to get to him. Can't say more for obvious reasons. He watches
the ink sink into the page and just as quickly, sees letters forming back. Keep him safe.

“We may not be able to communicate,” Blaise says softly, as Draco huffs and slams his trunk.

“No,” Theo whispers back. “But I think letters sent care of him,” Theo nods to the folded note in
Blaise’s hand, “will reach me.”

“Do you trust him?” Blaise mutters, helping Theo throw library books that he definitely does not
have permission to take outside of Hogwarts into his trunk.

“No,” Theo says frankly. He looks down at Kreacher who is scowling at the note and then, slowly,
begins to eat it. “But I’m not going alone.”

“Oh, are you taking the hideous elf with you?” Draco demands, “Could you leave it with Lord
Nott? It’s vile.”

“Heir Malfoy is vile,” Kreacher mutters, quickly magicking Theo’s clothes out of his dresser and
into his trunk with a click of his fingers. “Heir Malfoy is so vile he could not even be made into
jellied young because he would be disgusting to eat, worse…” Kreacher glares at Draco with his
yellow eyes, “ …than lime.”

“See?” Draco explodes. “Servants should not talk to Heirs that way!”

“Heirs should be clever and cunning and powerful,” Kreacher snarls back, his ears flattening
against his head like a violent wolf. “The Malfoy boy is none of those things.”

“Are you really going to let it talk to me like that?” Draco glares at Theo.

“I do not see that he said anything untrue,” Theo closes his journal and tucks it into the pocket of
his robes. Blaise snorts with laughter, biting his lip. Theo allows himself one, small smirk. For all
Draco’s parents are two of the most formidable Wixen in the United Kingdom, they have not
trained their son for anything other than comfort and ornamental aristocracy. Perhaps, Theo thinks,
they want to protect their child and keep him safe, perhaps they are parents who believe children
should be children, but the consequence is that Draco has not been bred for war, like Theo, or
power, like Blaise. Today, of all days, Draco’s concerns seem especially petty and childish.

“Do you not?” Draco’s blue eyes flash with sudden rage, his lip curling into an angry sneer. “I
suppose I should just indulge you, Nott, since your father is likely on his way out of our Lord’s
favour whilst my father stands secure. You can throw your weight around now, but just you wait.
When our Lord ascends, my father will be the one standing by his side and you will be nothing but
an orphan with a knife.”

Blaise sucks in a sharp breath and then steps away from Theo, deliberately turning his back to pack
his own trunk. Kreacher does the same, turning his body to face the dresser. Draco’s eyes flicker
between the two of them and then widen. Theo flicks his knife open and closed as he stares at
Draco, his head tilted slightly to the side.

“You misunderstand the situation, Malfoy,” Theo whispers softly. “I am already an orphan with a
knife and I am struggling to find one good reason not to kill you right now.”

“You - you can’t,” Draco swallows hard, standing as still as a rabbit caught in a predatory gaze. His
frantic eyes drift to Blaise. “They’ll see.”

“And they will do nothing,” Theo says pleasantly. “Because they are loyal to me, not to you.”

“My father will hear —,”

“Oh, don’t start that,” Blaise swings back to glare at Draco with all the venom of four and a half
years of being thought of as second fiddle to a mere aristocrat's son. “Your father is a madman’s
sidekick, nothing more.”

“Better than whatever creature your mother is,” Draco spits, face flushing dark red. “Do you think

anyone believes she holds her power on her own merit? She’s a half-breed, everyone knows —,”

“Enough,” Theo hisses, kicking Draco’s knees from underneath him and standing over him, knife
and wand pointed at his throat and heart. “Silence your tongue, or lose it.”

Draco does not understand that Theo is not the worse thing that could happen to him today. The
Heir to the Contessa Zabini, the leader of the Congregation and the only person halting Tom
Riddle’s assault into Europe, is the worse thing. Blaise glares down at Draco and folds his arms,
casually.

“You throw those words out as if they will harm me?” Blaise smiles gently. Theo feels a tingle of
anticipation run through him. When Blaise is soft, when Blaise is sweet, he is at his most deadly.
Like a burnet moth, or a golden poison dart frog. His beauty and his honeyed tones signify more
than good breeding. “As if I have not heard it? Dear Draconis,” Blaise clucks his tongue
affectionately, his brown eyes hard as marbles. “Piccolo Drago, The Contessa’s power has its own
rumour mill, it’s own myth. I told you the truth about your father’s Master and you repeated a lie
back to me. A slur.” Blaise shakes his head as if Draco is a tiny child. “Only one of us is ashamed
of our parent here, Draco.”

“I am not ashamed!” Draco yells, scrambling to his feet and glaring at his dorm mates with bright,
wet eyes.

“Are you not?” Blaise looks at Draco thoughtfully, eyes glinting nastily. There is an instant of a
held breath where Theo knows Blaise is holding back his punch, waiting for the most painful
moment to strike. “I would be.”

Blaise turns away, leaving Draco with his mouth open, staring at the Zabini Heir as if he is really
noticing him for the first time.

"You - you -," Draco blusters, staring at Theo. "You can't -,"

“Did you forget?” Theo chides softly. “Did you forget who he is? Because you should be assured,
Malfoy, he will not forget. Neither will I.”

Theo steps back from a flushed, gasping Draco as the boy stares between his two dorm
mates. Alliances, Draco, Theo thinks coldly. You need to learn how to make them. Blaise slams the
lid of his trunk and Draco winces. Kreacher does the same for Theo’s and lets out a cackle when he

receives the same response. Theo grins at the elf.

“Shall we?” Blaise says politely, levitating both his and Theo trunks with a muttered "Wingardium
leviosa."

“Let's,” Theo nods. “Kreacher, make yourself less conspicuous.”

Kreacher nods, glaring at Draco before disappearing into thin air with a crack of his fingers that
makes Draco wince. Kreacher cackles again, this time invisibly, making Draco's eyes dart around
the room in fear.

“Professor Snape is going to put you in so many detentions next term,” Draco blurts out, pressing
his back against his dresser and glaring at Theo and Blaise. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Theo snorts with laughter as Blaise rolls his eyes. If it wasn’t possible that Severus Snape might be
murdered by either the Dark Lord, the goblins, Remus Lupin or Albus Dumbledore before
Yuletide, it might have been a convincing threat.

“I look forward to it,” Theo smiles at Draco, flipping his knife closed and following Blaise out of
the door. “Happy Yule, Malfoy.”

“Fuck off, Nott,” Draco snarls behind them. Blaise chuckles as they walk down the stairs.

“I would be,” Theo snorts a little with laughter. “Perfect.”

“Did you forget who he is?” Blaise grins widely. “Also perfect.” He reaches into his pocket and
pulls out a thick, cream-coloured envelope, unaddressed with the seal of the Contessa on it. “Please
deliver this to your paramour.”

Theo looks down at it and then raises his eyebrows. “Really?”

“She has questions,” Blaise shrugs easily. Holy Odin, she has questions.

“What have you told her?” Theo asks sharply. “You took a vow.”

“I did,” Blaise’s eyes flash dangerously for a moment. “But no vow on earth takes precedent over
the bond between the Contessa and her Heir. I am loyal to you, Theodore, but not at the cost of my
loyalty to the Contessa’s interests.”

“And the Contessa has interests here?” Theo snaps.

“She has interests everywhere,” Blaise rubs Theo’s arm sympathetically and Theo knows his
argument is like pushing against the tide. He remembers something Daphne told him a year ago
about the political force of Europe. Nothing escapes the Congregation's notice for long. “You
know this.”

“I do,” Theo sighs and rubs his forehead. Now he has the interests of the Contessa to consider, on
top of everything else. “Apologies.”

Daphne is at the bottom of the stairs, leaning against the wall and reading a book. Her dark hair is
falling in front of her face, her creamy light brown skin glowing softly in the cold light of the
common room. Her eyes, as always, are rapidly flickering over words. Theo has always been
jealous of her reading rate.

“Daphne, il mio tesoro, are you ready to go?” Blaise purrs and Daphne rolls her beautiful, almondshaped eyes. Theo smirks. She does not enjoy flirting. Daphne is not romantic in any sense of the
word. She likes affection, but only tolerates Blaise’s elaborate teasing because of his superior
talents.

“You’re coming?” Daphne raises a thin eyebrow at Theo. “I thought you were staying.”

“Apollonius calls, I go,” Theo says simply and Daphne nods.

The three of them walk through the Slytherins gathered in the common room. Theo doesn’t know
if it's his reputation this week, the number of owls Blaise has been receiving from the Contessa in
the last two days, or the fact that Daphne cut her hair so that it perfectly flatters her perfect rounded
cheeks and strong jaw, but the students part for them like the ocean. Chambers’ is rolling his eyes
and some of the other seventh years look livid but Theo does not care. He wears his fury in his eyes
for all to see. Do not push me today. They don’t speak as they walk out of the common room, the
castle, and find a carriage to share with MacMillan and Dean ‘proper fit’ Thomas, who Blaise flirts

with almost obscenely and of whom Theo tries not to think of all the ways he could kill. When the
carriages arrive at the Express, Theo says his goodbyes.

"Go well," Blaise says, seizing his elbow and kissing him on the cheek in his Zabini manner.
Daphne, on seeing it, raises a slim eyebrow and then leans up to kiss Theo’s cheek also, which she
has not done in over a year.

"If you have need of assistance, Lord Greengrass will always help a Grey child," she whispers
softly in his ear. Allies and enemies, Theo thinks but doesn’t have time to process as Daphne climbs
onto the train. He turns to walk through the village with a few of the Scottish Slytherins who are
meeting family members at apparition points until he reaches the edge of the village. He takes a
deep breath.

“Stay close, Kreacher,” he mutters, and instantly feels the elf grab his cloak. Theo steels himself
and then sticks out an arm for the Knight Bus. As the purple vehicle bursts into reality in front of
him, Theo feels an arm grasp his elbow.

“With me,” the voice of Severus Snape hisses and suddenly, Theo feels the world twist away from
him in a blur of apparition, Kreacher wrapped around his leg.

_________________________

Theo gasps out a breath as he stumbles outside of a blue front door, the paint of which is peeling.
He smells the ocean and the fresh, damp leaves of a forest.

“In!” Snape hisses and Theo obeys, stepping into the small cottage which is unbelievably cluttered
and smells like pain relief potion and blood. The combination makes Theo’s stomach churn.

“Who did you bring with you?” Snape demands, glaring down at Theo. He has never seen the
Potions master looking so terrible. He looks like he hasn’t slept in a week and his white shirt is
smeared brown with dried blood.

“Kreacher,” Theo says, and the small elf appears beside him, scowling up at the Professor with
unconcealed loathing. Snape stares down at the elf with his eyebrows raised.

“What is he doing here?” Snape asks and Kreacher growls angrily, flexing his tiny hands so that
Theo’s trunk trembles in the air. Theo knows the elf is considering beating the Professor around
the head with it.

“He’s with me,” Theo says sharply. “Where is Harry?”

“He’s a Black elf, the boy disowned the Black magic, why would he still —?” Luckily Snape’s
intense muttering whilst staring down Kreacher is interrupted by the werewolf standing in the
hallway, his wand levelled at Theo.

“Nott’s son?” The wolf snarls, and Theo takes in the way his robes are ragged and he stinks of
sweat and dirt. Did he hunt them here? Kreacher growls back, shiny, yellow teeth bared and Theo
feels a tiny bit safer. “Are you bloody insane?”

Theo notices that both men seem to be drifting towards the edges of delirium. All their tight
buttoned rationality and carefully constructed affability have utterly dissolved. Odin’s beard, what
has Harry done to them?

“Stop, Lupin!” Snape barks behind him. “Did he take his pain relief?”

“No,” Lupin looks desperate for a moment and Theo sees a flash of bright orange in his irises.
Werewolf. “He put up the shield as soon as you left.”

Theo’s heart is cramping with urgency and excitement. Harry can cast a shield. Harry still has
some magic. Harry is alive and he is nearby.

“Where is he?” Theo demands sharply, fingers twitching for his wand. Kreacher is growling in
agreement beside him, and Snape gestures to the hallway that Lupin seems to be guarding.

“Back there,” Snape says, eyes flashing with derision. “He has … requested your presence. Or
rather, he has bribed us for it, since he will not sleep, eat or talk.”

Theo does not know whether to be exasperated with Harry’s lack of care for himself or proud of his
deviousness.

“Why would he do that?” Lupin snaps, eyes fixed on Theo in a way that makes Theo feel like prey.
“Why would he request a Nott?”

"You do not need to make it sound like it is a filthy name, wolf," Theo says coldly. The wolf grits
his teeth.

“They’re … involved,” Snape says, looking like he’s been forced to drink polyjuice potion.

“What?”

For a second, the wolf’s pupils widen and pulse erratically and Theo resists the urge to step back
from him. Apollonius’ lessons are loud inside his mind: Nott warriors show no weakness. Instead,
Theo pulls up all the derision he feels for this insufficient godfather. You have no right to judge me
for wanting him. Don’t play the role of the aggrieved parent. You abandoned him.

“You heard him. Now let me see him,” Theo demands, ignoring Lupin’s question, but the wolf’s
eyes have slid back to the Professor.

“What did you do, Severus?” Lupin demands. “Was being accused of kidnapping one teenager not
enough for you? Did you just waltz into Hogwarts and floo him out? You think Albus won’t be
able to trace that?”

“No, I did not!” Snape snaps back, giving Theo a push between the shoulder blades so he stumbles
forward towards the hallway. “I am capable of subtlety, in case you have forgotten.”

Theo understands about sixty percent of this conversation, but one thing is very clear. They are not
only hiding from the Dark Lord. Snape brushes Lupin aside and knocks on a closed door with firm
knuckles.

“Harrison!” Snape calls in a bored voice. Theo stares at the man. The last time he saw him, the
Professor could not even say Harry’s name. To hear it on his lips now is both strange and oddly
proprietary. As if Snape has claimed him, that the name Harrison which no one uses but Theo is
suddenly his. Theo feels his jaw tighten. It is unacceptable. “Fair warning, Theodore," Snape
drawls, pushing a hand through lanky hair. "He doesn’t like to be touched.”

Snape pushes open the door. Theo stares at the thin, bloodied body lying immovable on the small
bed.

What the fuck have they done to him?

“Master,” Kreacher growls and Theo feels Snape raising his eyebrows behind them. “What have
terrible wizards done to Master?”

“Good question,” Theo mutters. Through the flickering green shield, Harry’s eyes flash with anger
and suddenly a blast of green light darts between Theo and Snape, nearly catching Snape’s
shoulder and making a fizzing burn mark in the wall of the hallway. Theo sees another, deeper
burn beside it. Snape dodges and scowls at Harry.

“You will cease from communicating this way,” Snape growls, glaring at his heir before glancing
at Theo. “The pain relief potion is in the purple vial. Make him take it.”

“I will not make him do anything,” Theo says coldly, looking away from the man whom he cannot
help but hate. “I shall call you if we have need of anything.”

Another blast of green light slams the door in Snape’s face. Kreacher chuckles. Harry isn’t looking
at Theo and that’s worrying, but he does lower the shield, at least. Theo moves slowly to the bed
and sits on the floor beside him. It’s uncanny, Theo realises, seeing Harry unable to move. He had
taken for granted how fluid, how kinetic Harry is. His fingers are always tapping, his knee always
bobbing with unspent energy. Now the only part of Harry moving is his jaw, which seems to be
ticking with tension as Harry stares out of the window. Why won’t he look at me? Theo feels all the
fear he has gone through in the last few days, his terror at thinking Harry was angry at him, that he
was responsible for the death of Weasley’s father, rattles through him like a train. Is he angry with
me for not saving him? Theo steels himself. Whatever happens, however Harry feels, Theo will
find a way to talk to him.

“Right,” Theo says softly. “Kreacher, come here. Harry, Kreacher’s going to touch your head,
okay? Like he did in Privet Drive? You’re going to feed parseltongue to him.”

Harry closes his eyes and nods wearily. Theo doesn’t see any fight there. Only tiredness. It’s as if
the fury he displayed when faced with Snape has been sucked out of Harry, leaving him a husk of
himself. What has Snape done to receive such ire and how do I make him pay for it? Kreacher
stands by Harry’s head and threads his long fingers through Harry’s hair with surprising
tenderness, his eyes glowing with rage as he stares down at Harry’s bloodied, thin face. Theo has
not seen Kreacher looking at his young Master like this since Privet Drive and the bedroom filled

with blood. Theo recognises the anger he sees there. We should have been there. We would have
stopped this.

“So,” Theo shifts slightly, looking at Harry who still stares out of the window. Look at me, please,
for Merlin’s sake, look at me. “Can’t speak or won’t speak?”

Harry hisses lightly. Kreacher winces.

“Can’t,” Kreacher chokes out.

“Okay,” Theo whispers. He swallows hard, remembering Harry’s words at Privet Drive. Voldemort
had all my screams. There will be nothing that Harry will hate more than not being able to speak or
defend himself. This is more torturous for him than being tied up in a graveyard. Theo feels a
flash of fury towards the two men in the other room. How can they try to have a claim on him if
they don’t understand how deeply he is suffering right now? “You’re angry.”

Harry’s jaw ticks again and he hisses back. Theo hears the word “death” and his stomach drops.

“Yes,” Kreacher whispers, shuddering lightly. “Master is … the angriest and … he has … violent
thoughts.”

“Right.” Theo breathes in sharply through his nose. He doesn’t want to say this, feels like
something is twisting and ripping inside him to say it, but he needs to do it. For Harry’s sake, he
needs to say it. “This is the edge, isn’t it? The Astronomy tower? The roof? You’ve … you want to
jump?”

He watches Harry stiffen slightly and for a second, he is sure that Harry is going to look at him but
he doesn’t. He merely gives the smallest nod, staring up at the sky out of the window. The sky.
Flying. Freedom. Theo breathes in sharply and tries to fight back tears. He feels a sudden tug on
his Fidelity bond that nearly takes his breath away. The feeling he’s been having for two days, the
feeling that Harry is alive, is suddenly gone and replaced with something else: I want to die.

Holy Odin, don’t let this be happening.

The Fidelity bond is made of a magic that Theo doesn’t understand, but what he feels in it then is a
need, a desire, to stop Harry’s pain. With horror, Theo realises something about the bond. It wants

to help him do this. Theo tries to breathe but it is suddenly very difficult to get air into his lungs.

“You’d rather be dead than live like this?” Theo whispers. Harry’s eyes are fixed on the passing,
thin clouds. Then he hisses slowly. Death. Murder. Snake Lord. Kreacher lets out a low, angry
growl.

“No!” Kreacher snaps. “Master will not ask this of Heir Nott! Master will not surrender! If Master
gives up then Kreacher will - will eat his eyes! Kreacher will chop his body into pieces and bake it
into a casserole to serve to all his mudblood friends!”

Harry’s eyes roll up to glare up at Kreacher and Theo feels absurd relief to see the frustrated,
directed rage there. It’s better than hopelessness. Harry hisses furiously but Kreacher continues to
shake his head.

“Kreacher does not care what Failed Lord says!” Kreacher snarls. “Black Magic follows those who
honour it! Master is the child of the House of Black and surrender is not only cowardly, but it is
also dishonourable! Kreacher does not care if Master cannot move a finger! He shall face the Dark
Lord with honour as is his duty as the child of Black or Kreacher will - Kreacher will -,”
Kreacher’s eyes gleam with sudden mischief. “Kreacher will tell the Weasels that Master had torrid
rutting with the mudblood and will say it over and over again until the youngest Weasel’s heads
explode!”

Theo sees sparks in Kreacher’s fingers where they touch Harry’s head, sees the flickering of light
around Harry’s right hand, where the Slytherin ring sits visible. He sees the gold flecks of air
around Sahara where she is coiled around Harry’s wrist. The snake looks up at him with her
unfathomable eyes and hisses. Theo hears the words; magic food. He recalls what Blaise said that
morning: Powerful magical conduits or objects can either enhance the magic of the being they
touch or siphon it for their own gain. Theo suddenly knows how to give Harry some hope back.

“Okay,” Theo whispers softly, kneeling up at Harry’s bedside and looking down on the broken,
flawless boy who he desperately does not want to commit suicide. “Harry, we’re going to get you
to speak.”

Harry rolls his eyes and Theo could almost cry with relief. At least that’s the same.

“You’re magically drained,” Theo says quietly. “You need to siphon some magic off something,
Sahara and Kreacher aren’t quite enough. You need magic food. Remember? Like you said to me
about Sahara in the Apocothery?”

Harry nods slowly, his eyes still fixed on the sky. Theo wishes he had Harry’s ability to send words
through minds. It is alright if you can’t bear to look at me. It is alright if you wish it was over.
Anything you feel is alright.

“So, we’re going to do that,” Theo whispers, softly placing his hand on Harry’s heart. Harry’s eyes
close tightly like he can’t bear it, but Theo persists. He needs to do this. Harry can’t survive if he
can’t defend himself and no matter how desperately the Fidelity bond is filled with Harry’s
suffering and Theo’s need to assuage it, Theo will not help Harry die. “I’m going to kiss you.”

Harry’s eyes jerk open and he rolls his eyes up to glare at Kreacher, hissing angrily.

“Master says he can’t, that he cannot stop the blood magic like this,” Kreacher mutters. “Master is
worried about hurting Heir Nott.”

“I know, I know,” Theo nods, rubbing a circle over Harry’s heart. “Kreacher, go and unpack my
stuff.”

Kreacher grunts, happy to be disconnected from them and potters over to Theo’s trunk, throwing
the lid open with a loud clunk. Theo does not need an audience for this and he feels like Harry
doesn’t need one either. Harry is hissing angrily, staring at the ceiling and Theo hears the word:
Fear. Danger. Power. Theo presses his hand over Harry’s heart, shushing him softly.

“That’s okay, don’t stop it. Don’t even try. Just … follow the blood magic.” Theo lowers his face
towards Harry’s, who will not even turn his face towards him. Theo knows, suddenly, that if Harry
could move, he would have his hands in Theo’s hair, clutching him close and pushing him away
just as he did in the Forbidden Forest: This is why I told you not to choose me! Theo is undeterred.
He will do this for Harry. He will risk having the earth of his body turned inside out. He lowers his
lips to Harry’s and whispers against them. “Hurricane me, Harry.”

As soon as their lips meet, Harry turns his head to Theo’s and kisses him back so frantically, so
savagely that Theo understands, deeply, how desperately Harry has wanted to touch him since he
walked in the door. How Harry has not been looking at him, not daring to meet his eye because he
has been afraid to show Theo how much he wants him. There is a surge in the bond and Theo’s
chest is filled with the despairing, inconsolable yearning of Harry. Yearning to be touched, to
touch, to be kissed, to speak, to die and to murder, it seems, absolutely everyone. Then, as Harry’s
tongue flickers against Theo’s for the first time, there is another surge in the bond, this time, in
Theo’s mind and he sees things. He feels like all of the air is being sucked out of him, that his
bones are being drained, but he does not care. He grips the side of Harry’s head, tangles his fingers
into Harry’s hair, and lets memories that are not his tumble through his mind.

Harry is watching his glamour fail in a small bathroom mirror, watching aghast as he sees the
new scar form in his eyebrow. Harry is falling to the floor, sealing the door with Black Magic.

Harry is staring up at the face of Professor Snape who is forcing potions between his lips and
dragging him back out into a room that looks like a tornado has torn through it.

Black is crying, howling, loving Harry, hating Harry, disowning Harry and then turning into a
black, smoky obscurus, a tornado sucking the life out of the room. Harry is ripping off his Potter
ring and then the Black ring, his hand crumpling like a dead flower.

Harry is on the floor, coughing up blood and unable to move as people turn him and pet him and
reassure him as his limbs hang from his body, useless.

Harry is placing his forehead against the door of Grimmauld Place, desperate longing in his face,
his crumpled hand emitting the softest glow of white light.

Harry is coughing, choking desperately, as Snape’s wand is pushed into his ribs. He is breathing
frantically, eyes rolling in his head as a potion works through his system. He is sweating and
shaking as Snape resets the bones in his fingers. He is crying softly, staring at the dawn light
through the window, alone with Sahara licking salty tears off his cheeks.

Harry is listening eagerly to voices in the other room underneath his green shield and then the
bedroom door flies open and it is Lupin and Harry turns away, full of bitterness and hatred
because it is not Theo.

“That’s enough, Theo,” Harry rasps in English against Theo’s lips. “Stop, you need to stop.”

Theo gasps, sucking in sweet, sweet oxygen as he pants and sways, then suddenly, miraculously,
he feels Harry’s hand pressing his elbow, trying and failing to hold him upright, but trying. Theo
stares down at the right hand which seems to have some movement from the elbow.

“You can move it,” Theo pants, staring at the arm.

“I could move the hand before,” Harry says softly. “Just the hand. It’s … it’s a bit stronger now.”

Theo closes his eyes and fights the stinging tears of relief building up behind his eyes. It worked.
Thank Merlin, it worked.

“Hey.”

Theo feels a stuttering, jerking hand attempting to stroke his arm and opens his eyes. Harry is
looking at him. Finally, thankfully, perfectly, Harry is looking at him. With his incredible, true
green eyes, his Prince eyes, his real eyes that Theo has missed so much. It’s enough for Theo to
take a shuddering breath and a gasp of laughter, leaning up to press his lips against Harry’s again,
his heart singing when Harry kisses him back. He still wants me. Thank fucking Gods above.

“Hey,” Theo whispers back, stroking his thumb across Harry’s cheek bone and seeing the way
Harry’s eyes flicker with insecurity. He’s afraid I don’t want him anymore. “Did I ever tell you
how much I’ve missed your real face?”

“Yeah?” The corner of Harry’s mouth quirks in an unsure smile. “You’re the only one.”

“This was the whip? Your cousins?” Theo murmurs, brushing his finger against the white scar in
Harry’s left eyebrow. Theo can’t help it. He loves it.

“Yeah,” Harry swallows. “Because I didn’t have enough fucked up with my face.”

“There’s that old muggle adage, is there not? About scars,” Theo says quietly, softly touching
Harry’s lightning bolt scar which is swollen and raw in his perfect, darker skin. He's so beautiful.

“What? That they’re sexy?” Harry snorts rolling his green eyes. “Please. No one has ever said that
about me.”

“Just because no one has said it does not mean nobody has ever thought it, Harry,” Theo tangles
his fingers in the hair behind Harry’s ear, pulling it slightly in the way that always produces a soft
click in Harry’s throat. Theo’s stomach clenches to hear it again, watching Harry press his skull
into Theo’s hand eagerly. You’re alive, you fucking miracle. I am keeping you alive.

“I missed you,” Harry whispers, his eyes closed, dark lashes fluttering against his cheeks. “I'm

sorry, I tried to tell you I was alive, I … I tried.”

“I know,” Theo swallows hard and presses his forehead to Harry’s, breathing in the scent of him;
tangy blood and stale sweat but still perfect. “I felt it. I’m sorry I wasn’t …” Theo takes a
shuddering breath. I am sorry I was not there. I am sorry I did not kill him for you. “I’m here
now.”

“They won’t let you stay,” Theo feels Harry’s throat bobbing. “I know what they’re like, and I
can’t … I can’t stop them. I can’t do anything.”

Theo knows Harry is close to panicking. This is the heart of his sorrow right now, Theo knows it
intimately. He remembers the first time Apollonius taught him to fight hand to hand combat, and
Theo felt the weight of a grown man’s fist against his stomach. I can’t stop him.

“They can fucking try me,” Theo says fiercely. Warrior. Pirate. Assassin. Harry needs a defender
right now, a person with who he can be afraid. Theo knows he is it because Harry is the only
person with whom Theo can be afraid. “I’m staying, Harry.”

“Okay.”

He feels Harry take a deep, shuddering breath. Theo smiles. Harry is smelling his magic, breathing
and tasting it and just the feeling of him doing that, breathing against him again, is everything.
Theo can feel a soft, settling feeling inside the bond. Home.

"You okay on the floor there?" Harry whispers gently. Theo smiles.

“Let me just …” Theo whispers, tucking his arm under Harry’s slim frame, so much slimmer than
it had felt in the hours before the glamour fails and he sees Harry wince, sees the blush rising in his
cheeks. He’s embarrassed. As if there was anything in the universe that would stop Theo from
being by his side.

“Come on,” Theo says softly, lifting Harry slightly and then sliding onto the small bed beside him,
letting Harry’s head rest against his shoulder. Harry sighs and instantly turns his cheek against
Theo’s shoulder, rubbing it against Theo’s robes. Suddenly, there is the sound of clicking fingers
and Harry’s filthy, bloodstained pyjamas are replaced with a soft, cotton pair of Theo’s.

“Thanks, Kreacher,” Harry sighs deeply, nestling his head closer to Theo, who glances over at the
elf. Kreacher glances back, nods, as Theo nods back in reserved gratitude. Who would ever think
that my closest fucking ally would be a murderous house elf?

“Have you been letting him murder people?” Harry mumbles.

“Hardly anyone,” Theo presses his face into Harry’s curls, which are once again tight and springy
and kisses his head softly. Nobody who didn't deserve it.

“This bed is a lot smaller than our bed,” Harry grumbles quietly against Theo’s robes and Theo
smiles, he can hear the sleepiness in Harry’s voice and his heart has softened to hear Harry say ‘our
bed.’

“It is,” Theo rubs his hand down Harry’s arm, sees the damaged left hand. It is trembling like a
leaf, has pink scars along each bone, each tendon, and is swollen up. Harry notices him looking
clicks his tongue.

“It’s been trembling like that since Snape untwisted it,” Harry mutters. “Jesus, Theo, I … I don’t
know if I can do this.”

“It will get better,” Theo swallows and looks at the hand that, three days ago, he saw Harry cast
ambidextrously with. It’s unlikely he’ll ever hold a wand in it again. Or fly a broom. Or catch a
snitch. Theo gulps.

“That’s what Snape says,” Harry snorts in disgust. “He says we’ll stay here until I can move but …
but he doesn’t get it. He just wants to … to wait. He doesn’t …” Harry sighs, pressing his nose
against Theo’s neck. There is something else, another reason. Theo can feel it, something older and
harder and worse than being tied to a tombstone by a Dark Lord.

“Tell me,” Theo brushes his lips against Harry’s curls. They smell like blood and sweat and
underneath, that powerful, deep scent of Harry which always smells like magic to Theo.

“I just … I … there was this one time,” Harry swallows against him, Theo feels fear moving down
his throat and brings up a hand to stroke his hair, feeling the way the muscles in his face relax
gently when he does. You can tell me anything. “My … fifth birthday, I think. I don’t know what I
did, but …”

The motherfucking Dursleys.

“It’s okay,” Theo whispers. “Was it bad?”

“The worst,” Harry snorts. “He left me in the cupboard which was fine, it was normal, I just … I
couldn’t move.” Harry takes a heavy rattling breath. “I just lay there. Petunia fed me but …”

“How long?” Theo manages to rasp out. How long did your disgusting relatives leave you alone
and unable to move?

“A few days, maybe a week.” Theo knows that if Harry could, he would be shrugging. “I couldn’t
move. Snape doesn’t get it, Remus won’t get it, they think as long as I’m breathing I’m alive, they
think I can wait but … I remember.”

Theo can only imagine. He’s seen the fucking cupboard. He’s seen the grate that Harry watched
television through, he’s seen the tiny crib mattress that Harry slept on until he was eleven. Theo is
not a Healer, not yet, but he's read the books and he knows Harry. Waiting might be the safest
medical option, but it's not a good enough option for Harry.

“We’re not going to wait,” Theo says, stroking the back of Harry’s trembling hand softly. Harry is
with him, Harry is lying in his arms, but Harry is in a cupboard inside his mind. They are in a
cupboard together. Theo won’t let Harry stay in it. “We’re going to make it better.”

"How?" Harry asks drowsily. Snape said he hasn't been sleeping. Theo knows he will now.

"Same way we just did," Theo whispers back. "Just on a larger scale."

“Theo, I am not kissing you until I can walk,” Harry huffs against Theo’s neck.

“As fun as that would be,” Theo drawls, tugging Harry’s hair softly. “I have another plan.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Always,” Theo grins, rubbing his lips across Harry’s forehead, feeling the swell of his lightning
scar.

"That's my line," Harry grumbles, tilting his nose up to catch Theo’s lips with his, softly. Theo feels
a gentle surge of teasing pleasure through the bond. He grips Harry’s hair tightly and a little moan
catches in Harry's throat. Theo smiles. "Are you going to tell me the plan?"

“I might,” Theo teases softly. “Do you know where we are right now?”

“The Isle of Skye,” Harry growls gently as Theo strokes his neck, surging his lips forward to catch
Theo’s bottom lip with his teeth. Theo stutters for breath. Fucking hell, he’s still the sexiest person
on the planet. “Remus says it’s called Scalpay, a little island off the mainland.”

“Good,” Theo kisses him again, the library in his mind throwing books at him and opening pages.
"Stone circles emerge in nature regularly, in the shape of tide lines, forest circles, the geological
creation of islands." As Harry’s lips move against his, Theo looks at an encyclopaedia of Scotland
inside his mind, sees a map of Scalpay. A round island with a lake in its centre and a small island
in the centre of the lake. Circles in nature. “We are going to find a way to re-charge you, Potter.”

“Without draining you?” Harry laughs softly against his lips. “Because it’s sorta important to me
that you’re alive, Nott.”

Likewise, you idiotic whirlwind.

“To me, too,” Theo mutters. Theo will make this happen. He will make it work. He will give
Harry what he cannot wait for. He will give Harry back his movement. “You trust me?”

“My life and my secrets,” Harry’s lips brush his nose. Theo feels a warm thrill of tenderness.
Whatever happens, this is where he’s meant to be; defending Harry. This is who he is supposed to
be. “What do you need?”

"First, I need you to sleep for about four hours," Theo whispers, "or at least until it's dark. Fair?"

"Only if you sleep too," Harry yawns drowsily. "I can tell ... you've not been sleeping."

Theo smiles down at Harry softly, watching the way his lips curl up in a warm, content smile.
Theo kisses him and then settles back against the lumpy pillow and eyeing Kreacher.

"Guard the door. Don't let them in, but if you can pop out there and make a treacle tart, that would
probably go a long way."

"Treacle ... yum," Harry murmurs, rubbing his nose sleepily against the collar of Theo's shirt. His
spasming right hand fluttering against Theo's side. "Tastes like ... magic..."

Theo doesn't know what or whose magic he is talking about but it's adorable.

"Master shall have sugar tart," Kreacher nods firmly and clicks his fingers, white light appearing
around the doorframe. "The bat and wolf shall not come in."

"Bat and Wolf ..." Harry giggles softly. "Excellent."

Kreacher grins and pops away and Harry and Theo are alone. Sahara winds her way up Harry's arm
to nestle between their bodies, hissing happily. Harry hisses back absently.

"What did she say?" Theo whispers against Harry's forehead.

"Says ... good to be ... with mate ..." Harry mutters. "She's right."

Mate? It was the word Harry had used for Cedric when they were talking during the summer. You
try explaining dating to a snake. It is the closest Harry has ever come to giving what is going on
between them a name. It's not the word 'courting' but it is pretty close. Theo smiles and kisses
Harry's scarred eyebrow.

"Yes it is," he says.

"After ... sleep ..." Harry mutters. "What ... then?"

Then we take a massive risk, Theo thinks. Then I try and supercharge you with magic from the

earth. Then I gamble on what I think is true - that you're a Mage and you can do this.

"Then I sneak you out," Theo whispers, grinning softly. "Wanna see the sea?"

Harry snorts with soft laughter but only snuggles his face closer. Theo strokes his hair softly. He's
not afraid.

"Knew I'd ... been a bad ... influence," Harry yawns. "Reckless sodding Gryffindor."

"Sly little Slytherin," Theo chuckles. "Do you need any pain relief?"

"No," Harry lets out a heavy sigh, his lips gently pressing against Theo's neck, half a kiss and half a
gentle exhalation of breath, warm on Theo's neck, like a brand. "Better ... since you're here."

Harry is right, Theo realises. His sliver of patience, his temper so raw and frayed since Harry
disappeared from Hogwarts, it is all soothed now. The bond inside him is calmed and Theo
imagines its song, effervescent and jubilant.

"For me too," Theo holds Harry close, pulling a soft quilt over the two of them, tucking it around
Harry's shoulder. Home, Theo thinks. Home.

"You're right," Harry whispers back, and Theo suddenly realises that Harry, somehow, can hear his
thoughts, but the extraordinary possibilities of this are not the most amazing thing. It's the words
coming out of Harry's mouth that are making Theo's heart turn over with a piercing warmth he has
never felt before. "It's home now. When you're here."

Theo has lived with Apollonius and Jezebel his whole life. He has not had a home since his mother
died. Now, miraculously, he has found one with this whirlwind of chaos magic sleeping in his
arms. Theo takes a shuddering breath and lets one, small tear of relief trickle down his face. No
matter what happens, I will never let this be taken away from me.

"Don't worry," Harry murmurs back into his neck. Theo feels the words in the thump of his pulse,
the rush of his blood and with it, the tingling of a familiar bond. Harry's words have power. "I
won't either."
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Hey, Mi.

Harry? It doesn’t look like your handwriting

Dicta quill. Still can’t use my hands properly.

God, Harry. That sounds bad.

It’s alright. Kreacher’s been feeding me treacle tart and Theo’s been reading to me.

What is he reading you?

Oliver Twist. He says I am a ‘Dodger.’ I think that’s unfair.

I think that’s a very fair assessment actually. Dodger.

———

Will you tell me something?

Of course.

Is Mr Weasley okay? Theo says he thinks he’s alive but he’s not sure. Remus and Snape don’t
know.

He’s alive. He’s still in a coma. We’ve been going up to visit him nearly every day. St Mungo’s is
really weird and I’m still not entirely sure how the Wixen health system works yet. Did you know
purebloods can’t get cancer? It’s a muggle disease, which explains why wixen don't give a shit
about it. But by the same reasoning, muggleborns can’t get dragon pox, so that's something.

I’m so glad he’s not dead. Also, dragon pox sounds gross, I’m glad I can’t get it.

Me too. Mrs Weasley nearly blew her top because the Healer was trying stitches on Mr Weasley
and it wasn’t working.

They should have tried sewing him up with unicorn hair. Works a treat.

———

How are things wherever you are?

Remus and Snape are either circling each other, snapping, or circling me and Theo and snapping,
so I’ve stopped talking to them. Remus is sad and tries to bribe me with stories and Snape is mad
and threatens me with detentions until I shoot magic at him. It’s honestly like the worst hostage
movie of all time.

I imagine neither of them was expecting Theodore.

Snape’s known for ages. Since, like, the first week of term.

I can’t believe you told a Professor you hate about your courtship before you told me.

I don’t really get what courtship is.

Ask Theodore. He’s the one you’re doing it with.

I’m not sure I am.

———

Granger, desist from speaking about courtship with Harry. He asks questions.

You could just explain that you’re courting him and what that means, Nott.

You could enlighten me as to the exact date of the winter solstice instead.

I looked it up, the sun sets at 3:43pm on 22 nd of December, winter solstice.

Thank you.

Is Operation Battery a go then?

That is a thoroughly daft name. Tell Weasley I said so.

Tell him yourself and pray to your various Norse Gods he doesn’t punch you in the face for
courting his best mate without his permission.

I will. And let him try.

No wonder Harry’s so obsessed with you.

Excuse me?

You are the only person I know who is as stubborn and violent as he is.

Then you have not spent enough time with his elf.

———

Hey mate.

Hey Ron. Sorry about your Dad.

It’s not your fault.

Sorta is.

Sorta isn’t. He’s only alive because of you. Mum knitted you a new jumper.

I don’t deserve it.

Tough. You’re getting it. It’s got a massive snake on it.

You’re joking.

Course I am. It’s got snitches on it instead. So Operation Battery is on today, right?

Theo says not to call it that.

Tell Nott he can kiss my fucking arse.

You know he has a knife, right?

And I have five brothers.

Alright then.

— ——

Do you have everything? The map? The rune sequences? The blood?

Hi there, Mi, feeling tense there, by any chance?

Don’t fuck with me today, Harry Potter. You’re about to run away from your father,
breakthrough his bloody wards, (which you’re not sure you can even DO anymore) cross a
magical island and try a completely untested magical procedure. Whilst paralysed. With a
Slytherin.

Yeah, but it’s no escape from Dursley’s in a flying car, is it?

Answer the damned questions.

Kreacher has the map, Theo has the runes, and I, as always, have the blood.

Are you sure about this? He may be the most intelligent boy in our year but he’s still a boy.

Yeah but he’s made a plan with the smartest girl in our year so … it’ll be fine!

You said that before you pulled up the Black Magic. Then you passed out and had lots of fits
and it was HORRIBLE.

But … you didn’t die, right? So … I was kinda right. It was fine.

You’re such a dick.

And you’re a know-it-all.

Idiot, reckless Gryffindor.

Cat-face should-have-been Ravenclaw.

Don’t die.

Wouldn’t dare.

_____________________

“I just don’t understand how,” Lupin says for the hundredth time in the last twenty-four hours.
“How did they even -?”

“Lupin!” Severus barks angrily. “Stop! For the love of Merlin, do not make me have another
conversation about this.”

The boy and Theodore are outside in the small garden with the elf, who has conjured some kind of
deckchair for his Master. Lupin and Severus are sharing the sofa and the opposite coffee table as
the only available workspace (Severus’ desk is piled high with books and potions samples) and
apparently, taking the opportunity to fucking gossip. Lupin is eating a cold piece of the sixth
treacle tart that Kreacher has made in three days whilst Severus writes a letter to Narcissa and tries
to ignore the man beside him. This is Severus’ third draft and it is not getting any easier.

Narcissa,
I am hiding from Dumbledore because I acknowledged my son in front of your cousin. I do not
understand what has happened with the Black Magic but from what I can tell, my Heir is some kind
of extreme magical conduit and I am terrified that he may literally explode. I have not slept in my
own bed all week and I find myself craving things that it is irresponsible to want. I do not know
how to be a parent. Has Draco ever had a boyfriend? How do you not murder his suitors?

“But it makes no sense,” Lupin mutters, tart crumbs falling onto his cardigan. “Harry Potter and
Theodore Nott?”

The werewolf at least looks a little less manic than he did on Friday. The presence of Theodore
and the frankly horrible house elf has improved things in one way. The child has slept which means
that thankfully, miraculously, so have Severus and Lupin. Unfortunately, the side effect of actually
being cognisant again is that Severus is thoroughly irritated at having so many people in his house.
When he purchased the two-bedroom cottage in honour of the Evans family fourteen years ago, he
had never anticipated he would one day be spending every other night on the lumpy sofa so a
werewolf could sleep in his bed whilst his son and his boyfriend occupied the other bedroom with a
snake and a deadly house elf. At least the house elf cooks.

“I am not talking to you about this,” Severus mutters, crumpling up the draft of the letter and
throwing it into the fire. “I will never talk about this.”

“Harry is our responsibility, you have to talk about his relationships!” Lupin exclaims, licking the
treacle from his lips in a way that Severus tries very hard not to find distracting. He sets his quill to
the paper again.

“Severus, are you listening to me?”

“I am trying not to,” Severus growls, glancing at the diagnostic scan that is always floating
between them, monitoring his son’s blood pressure and vitals. The boy has undeniably benefitted
since Theodore’s arrival, even if the only thing he will eat is treacle tart and he will only speak to
Lupin and Severus in single-word sentences if that. Severus is using the phrase “Tone, Harrison,”
more than he ever imagined possible. Merlin save me, I’m the parent of a teenager.

“This is important!" Lupin exclaims with irritating enthusiasm. "Harry only just got out of what
appears to be a very serious relationship and his boyfriend died, and now he’s leaping into
something with the son of Lord Nott?”

Lupin sets the plate of pie back down and brushes flakes of pastry off his cardigan. Severus tries
not to look at his scarred fingers. In the last two days, he has spent a lot of time noticing those
fingers. The way they hold a cup of tea, the way they brush against his when they hand off potions
or brewing ingredients, the way Remus pulls the old, ratty blanket over him when Severus naps
lightly on the sofa when Harrison and Theodore are outside in the garden or sleeping in their
bedroom. (Their bedroom, their bloody bedroom). Severus tries not to think about how, in those
times when he pretends to be sleeping and Lupin tucks the blanket around his shoulders, Lupin
often brushes the hair back from his face with those scarred fingers and Severus does not feel
anything. Absolutely not.

“It’s hardly leaping,” Severus mutters, scribbling on parchment. “Diggory died in June. That was
six months ago.”

Narcissa. I am thinking about either fucking or killing the werewolf. Possibly both. Please advise.

“I cannot believe you are calm about this,” Lupin shakes his head in amazement.

“I am not,” Severus snarls, crumpling the paper and feeding it into the fire. He remembers how he
felt seeing the Nott boy with his arms wrapped around Harrison in greenhouse three. A split second
of mind-numbing rage that felt like the moment before Severus casts the cruciatus curse. He
remembers pushing the Nott boy against a tree and a cold knife against his throat. “I have been
trying to deter Theodore from this course of action for months but I do not involve myself in the
romantic roundabouts of teenagers!”

“You say that like you don’t think it will last,” Lupin frowns, leaning against the arm of the sofa
behind him and bringing one knee up to his chest, just as he used to do when he was a teenager.
Severus has not sat with someone who is this physically comfortable around him in over a decade.
Narcissa is not exactly a relaxed person to sit beside. She tends to reward slovenly body language
with stinging hexes.

“You act as if an adolescent fantasy is destined for anything but utter destruction,” Severus snorts,
pulling out yet another piece of parchment: Narcissa, how illegal is it to slowly poison a child who
is sharing a bed with my child in a degree of clothing I am yet to determine? And if I am to brew
Prometheus’ bane, can you send me a bushel of eagle talons?

“And yet nearly every couple we know met at Hogwarts,” Lupin counters easily. “You have a
selective view of the situation.”

“Oh, do I?” Severus pauses in writing, looks up at Lupin with raised eyebrows. “I should look to

you and Black as a shining example?”

Lupin eyes him with amber, glittering irises, the warning of his pain evidenced for Severus to see.
He knows he should not mention Black’s name but it is too easy when Lupin carries the spectre of
the man around inside him like live ammunition.

“Or Lucius and Narcissa,” Lupin says, raising an eyebrow archly. “Or Molly and Arthur. Or
Minerva and Poppy.”

In additional news, Narcissa, the wolf believes you are happy. As if having a Dark Lord preying on
your husband’s arrogance is not sucking the lifeblood out of your family.

“Poppy attended Beauxbatons, Arthur is nearly dead and do not even mention the Malfoys to me,”
Severus snarks, shaking his head. “Really, Lupin, chronic romanticism has made you blind.”

“I see happy families, Severus, anyone who is not you would see that,” Lupin drawls, brushing his
hair out of his eyes. It is longer than when they spoke earlier in December, long enough to see the
reddish tint in it that Severus recalls. Even as a werewolf, his fur is almost red, like burnished
wood. Severus turns his mind from that thought.

“And I see families that are unhappy in a myriad of ways,” Severus snaps back.

“Every unhappy family?” Lupin quotes, raising his eyebrows. Severus curses inwardly. They both
read Anna Karenina the year they were together at school. The reminder of it is like a small blade,
perhaps a needle, through Severus' heart. Lupin's young voice travelling through his body as Lupin
leans against Severus in a library window seat, reading Tolstoy aloud. Vengeance is mine, I will
repay.

“Precisely,” Severus turns quickly back to his parchment, clutching his quill a little too hard. “So I
see no need to fret over circumstances that will certainly never come to be. If Theodore makes him
sleep and eat and talk right now, what do I care if the two break their hearts over their own
foolishness in the future? Perhaps they will learn something from it.” Severus thinks of how he
wept after ending it with Lupin, how it propelled him, later, into Lily’s arms and then Regulus’. I
should have known better. “Suitability and discernment cannot always be taught.”

“Suitability and discernment?” Lupin repeats softly, almost dangerously. The man is too
intelligent not to catch Severus’ meaning. Severus’ chest constricts slightly but he will not look up

into the eyes of the werewolf he once, in his own foolish adolescence, thought was his future.

“What lesson would you have them learn, Professor Snape?”

Severus remembers seeing Lupin's smile in Astronomy and longing to smile back and knowing that
he could not. He remembers staring at Lupin as he sat with Black and Potter and Lily and hating
them all, feeling so far away. He remembers the tunnel under the shrieking shack. You never told
me! He glares up at Lupin, suddenly enraged.

“That some differences can never be overcome,” he snarls, stabbing the quill through the
parchment as he scratches at it. Lupin sits silently, looking at him with careful consideration.
Severus notices the way he has one arm casually rested against his raised knee, sees the scratches
on his arms, two scars across his wrist much deeper than the others. They were not there in 1982.

“And what if Harry is braver than you?” Lupin asks gently, but his eyes are like hard, amber
marbles, full of quiet rage. “What if Harry chooses the future Lord Nott?”

Rage snaps through Severus and the quill in his hand breaks.

“We are not talking about this!” Severus hisses, launching himself up from the sofa to open the
window for a tapping owl. He tosses the note into the fire as he passes, watches it be eaten up in
flame, just like all the others. Severus does not care what his son chooses, Severus does not see a
future. Not for him, not for Harrison, certainly not for the traitorous son of Apollonius Nott. He
only sees a fight and a promise. I will keep him alive, Lily. For as long as I can, I will keep him
alive. He will not discuss it with Lupin, despite the oh-so-despairing sigh he hears behind him. So
he gives attention to the baleful looking barn owl on the ledge, taking the note held in its beak.

Severus. I presume Remus has found you. Whilst your reticence to speak to me is understandable, it
cannot continue. Not if you value your son’s life. Or your own. Tom Riddle does not wait. A.D.

“Fuck,” Severus mutters, clenching the note in his hand.

“What is it?” Lupin asks, standing behind Severus so that he smells the werewolf’s scent, much
more pleasant since Lupin has had a chance to wash. He smells like Severus’ homemade mint soap.
It is such a relief after days of smelling blood and pain relief potion and hideously sweet treacle
tart. Severus lets himself feel relieved. “Ah. Albus.”

“He knows you are here,” Severus says.

“Yes, we … had a fight,” Lupin says. “He was under the impression that you would bring Harry
back within a day or two.”

“You didn’t share that belief?” Severus sneers. He doesn’t want to turn and look at Lupin because
then Lupin will not be standing, reading over his shoulder, and Severus will not be able to keep
breathing in the scent of mint soap mixed with the smell of Lupin. Chocolate. Books. Mint.

“I had trouble imagining a world in which you would bring your son back to London,” Lupin
snorts. “After what happened.”

Severus has a strange moment where he feels oddly seen, but then cold resentment boils over as he
remembers that ‘what happened' would never have happened at all if Lupin had been at Grimmauld
Place to stand between his godson and his lover. Which he wasn’t, because Lupin always puts his
own damaged heart before anyone else. Before Severus’ rage can get the better of him, a beautiful
bird of prey sweeps in through the open window, staring at him majestically, a small package
attached to its scaled foot.

“Merlin, Severus, that’s friends in high places,” Lupin comments. “Isn’t it a … Bonnelli’s eagle?”

“It is,” Severus holds the bird's yellow eye as he carefully removes the package. He stares at the
small, black wrapped box addressed to Theodore Nott c/o Professor Severus Snape. Severus
immediately unwraps the black paper.

“Bonnelli’s eagles are not native to Great Britain - wait, you’re going to open it?” Lupin asks in
surprise behind him, but Severus ignores him. It could be from Apollonius. It could be from Draco,
playing an insipid prank. Or, it could be from darker, less kind enemies. Either way, Severus will
not hand it over to Theodore and, by extension, his son without checking it first. As soon as he
opens the corner of the wooden box, something tiny and blue zooms towards his face, screeching.

“Immobulus!” Remus exclaims, and Severus stares at the tiny, frozen midnight blue thing
hovering in midair inches away from his face. “That,” Remus says slowly, circling out from behind
Severus to tilt his head sideways and stare at the tiny creature with furious, angry eyes. “Is a
Peruvian Parvus Pixie.”

“As in parvus venom?” Severus stares at the creature. Its venom is one of the most restricted

substances in the world, usually sold on the black market. Severus has only seen it once, during his
Mastery, and the victim died in minutes.

“Yes,” Remus nods, reaching out to pick up the pixie by its velvety wings. “Don’t worry, they
are only venomous when they bite.”

“Only?” Severus stares as Remus places the pixie in a glass and sets a book on top of it. “Only?”

Severus looks down at the small note that falls out of the box, a thicker letter inside it.

Just in case someone is checking your mail too, Nott.

“Now, Severus,” Lupin says in a calming tone, “let’s not —,”

“THEODORE!” Severus roars, slamming his way out into the garden, rage coursing through his
body. There is a deadly pixie in my home because of Theodore Nott. I will kill him. “WHO in
Merlin’s name is sending you DEADLY CREATURES —,”

Severus stops in his tracks because he cannot see Theodore. He cannot see his Heir or the wretched
snake or the accursed elf, only an empty deckchair on the lawn.

“Harrison?” Severus calls. “Theodore?”

He knows there is no point in calling. He knows, deep in his bones, that his Heir, his reckless
unthinking child is no longer in the garden. Severus takes a deep, steadying breath. Of fucking
course.

“Those little shits,” Severus mutters under his breath. “LUPIN!” he yells, flicking out his wand and
checking the diagnostic charm that is linked to the boy’s bracelet. Wherever the fuck he is, he is
still alive. Severus feels stuttering in his own heartbeat: Thank Merlin.

“What’s the matter?” Lupin says, running out the door to stand beside Severus. “Where are the
boys?”

“Exactly,” Severus snarls. “Precisely.”

Severus marches down to the edge of the wards with Lupin trailing in his wake, thinking of all the
illegal tethering charms he could use to ensure the boy is never more than twenty feet away from
him at all times. That is if I do not kill him when I find him. Severus snarls and throws up his wand,
casting silently to illuminate the wards, scanning for gaps or edges, places he might have missed,
that a child could wander through. Even though he knows, he fucking knows, as he casts that he has
not made a mistake. The boy, his magical whirlwind of a fucking child, has broken them.

“How did they get through?” Lupin gasps beside him.

“There,” Severus snaps. He sees what looks like a golden tear in a shadowy shield. “That is how
they did it, or rather how the sodding boy did it —,”

“Don’t call him that,” Lupin frowns, drawing his wand. “All the readings show he’s stable?”

“He’s fine, he’s just not here,” Severus growls, “of all the selfish, unthinking, bloody stupid things
to do —,”

“We don’t know what happened, Severus, let’s not assume —,”

“It is not assumption when it’s based on FACT!” Severus roars, slamming his hand with the Prince
ring on it against the shadowy ward shield, black shreds of shadows pulsing out from his touch.
His child has been in his care for five days, only five fucking days before he ran away. Severus
feels five days of exhaustion, five days of hard work ensuring the child lives building up inside
him, burning with resentment. “The boy has consistently flaunted guidelines, he has consistently
broken rules and barriers and things designed to keep him safe —,”

“You are the one who had him break through the Black wards!” Lupin interrupts, eyes flashing
angrily.

“TO KEEP HIM SAFE!” The Prince magic is a tangle of fluttering shadows, wrapping around
Severus and filled with the memories of all the people he could not keep safe: Lily, Regulus,
Eileen.

“Severus, stop!” Lupin has his hands around Severus’ waist suddenly, holding him in place and
Severus feels the power and strength in those werewolf hands. “Breathe!”

Despite resisting every minute of the werewolf’s advice, Severus does breathe, great gulping
breaths of air that, close to Lupin, smells of chocolate and minty soap. It is almost decadent, but
Severus pushes that thought away, sinks it in the ice behind his shields and glares at the wolf,
pushing him firmly away.

“All I have ever done, All I have ever done is try to protect the insolent brat!” Severus snarls.
Lupin allows himself to be pushed back, Severus is not so vain or stupid to believe that he is
capable of physically subduing him and notices it, almost unwillingly, that Lupin allows this
physical rejection. “For years I have risked my own life on his account, I saved his life less than a
week ago and this is my repayment for saving his life?”

“He is your child, there is no payment owed for protection,” Lupin snaps, clenching his hands into
fists. Severus wonders if he’s longing to grab him again. Absolutely not. “Let’s just find him and
bring him back.”

“How?” Severus sneers. “The boy is untraceable for some reason, no doubt a canny charm of
Albus’, and the bracelet he wears is not a locator device, nor is his ring!”

“The same way I found you,” Lupin says, and he gives Severus a slightly feral grin. Hunting,
Severus realises, with a horrible jolt of his heart. “Lower the wards.”

_______________

“Okay, that’s the last one!” Theo huffs, pushing a final stone into position. Harry nods from where
he is sat, propped up against a tree in a clearing on the tiny island in the middle of a lake. He is
practising holding his wand in his one working hand. Kreacher is sat beside him, munching on
jelly snakes with one hand held lazily underneath Harry’s for when he inevitably drops his wand.

“Nearly there,” Harry mutters, willing his thumb to lower down in its jumpy, spasming way to
clench against the wand laid trembling on his fingers. “Nearly - motherfucker!”

The wand tips out of his hand and Kreacher catches it.

“Twelve,” Kreacher shakes his head, looking at Harry with an evil grin. “If Master cannot hold for
more than ten seconds in twenty tries, Kreacher wins.”

“Yeah, I know, don’t keep reminding me,” Harry grumbles.

“Wins what?” Theo drawls, stripping off his jumper and wiping sweat off his brow. Harry tries not
to look at his broad shoulders, or to notice the strength and vitality of Theo because it is absolutely
crushing. I can’t even hold a wand, why does someone like him even want someone like me?

“Nothing,” Harry and Kreacher mutter together and Theo raises his eyebrows but turns back to the
journal, where he is scribbling something to Hermione again about stone placement and protection
runes. They've picked the blood ones, which is technically illegal, but Harry isn't so worried about
that as he is worried about dying again. Harry looks up at the sky, the orange sun setting low over
the ocean in the distance, bouncing golden light off the lake’s surface. Soon, it will be officially
sunset, but until then, Harry has the pretty much useless task of sitting and watching Theo do all
the work. Waiting to maybe die, all over again.

I hate this. I fucking hate this.

“Double it,” Harry says quietly to Kreacher, whose ears prick up with excitement. “One in forty
tries and I’ll give you thirty galleons with a thirty percent confectionary expenditure.”

“Fifty percent,” Kreacher croaks.

“If you spend fifteen galleons on muggle sweets you will die.”

“Elves cannot be slain by mere sugar,” Kreacher sniffs in derision. “Fifty.”

“I can’t go fifty,” Harry looks at Theo out of the corner of his eye. “He’ll kill me.”

“Then at least Master shall be ensured a noble death!” Kreacher hisses back, eyes flashing. He's
still mad about Harry asking Theo to help him die. He thinks he's being subtle about it, but Harry's
noticed the way Kreacher is moving dangerous objects out of the reach of his one working hand.
Also, he keeps finding ways to slap Harry around the back of the head with things whilst
grumbling: "Surrender is ignoble."

“Thirty-five percent.”

“Sixty.”

“That’s not how bartering works!” Harry glares at Kreacher, wondering, again how this whole
bloody soul-bonding works and how it has enabled the most devilish house elf to ever live to
remain somehow attached to him despite his separation from the House of Black.

“Master only says that because he is the one without the power,” Kreacher shrugs, yellow eyes
glittering meanly. Cocky little shit.

“Fine!” Harry snaps. “I’ll get it in under twenty tries and then you’ll have nothing, and you’ll be
sorry because you’ve not even tried a tunnocks tea cake yet.” Harry drops his voice to a low
whisper. “Little cakes in gold wrappers with a whole ball of gooey marshmallow covered in
chocolate, the size of your fist!”

Kreacher’s eyes widen at the mention of a new muggle confectionary and then they narrow.

“Master has been keeping delicious treats back from Kreacher,” he snarls. “Kreacher should have
seventy per cent!”

“You’ll have forty and you’ll like it!” Harry says, then quickly lowers his voice when Theo’s head
jerks up from his notebook to stare at them suspiciously. “Deal?”

“Master is a dirty dealer,” Kreacher grumbles, but they shake hands, Kreacher grasping Harry’s
jerky hand that can’t yet close into a fist. Harry can’t pull up the Black magic as he used to in order
to seal their deals, so instead, he concentrates on the magic between him and Kreacher. It’s prickly
and electric and smells like burnt coffee. Trust, Harry thinks. Kreacher shivers slightly and looks at
Harry in surprise.

“Master’s magic is changing,” he mutters shaking his head. “Kreacher does not understand it.”

“Not my magic, elf-Black,” Harry gestures for Kreacher to place his wand back in his hand and
strains to close it into a fist. “Just magic, y’know, hanging around. The stuff between us.

Dammit!”

Harry drops the wand again and Kreacher grabs it, looking at Harry shrewdly out of the corner of
his eye.

“The Child of Black talks about magic like no wizard Kreacher has ever known,” Kreacher shakes
his bat-like ears.

“I’m not a Black Heir anymore, Kreacher,” Harry snaps, feeling the gaping hole inside him where
the Black magic used to be. His constantly trembling left hand spasms, as if it knows what it is
missing.

“Kreacher has told you, Black magic follows its honour,” Kreacher’s eyes are misty for a moment
as if he is seeing things far away in those yellow, translucent orbs. “Master will always be a Child
of Black.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Harry says frankly, and he does not have the energy to find out.
Walk and move first, everything else later. He concentrates on the wand in his hand. “There …
there … four, five …Fuck it sideways!”

“Not ten!” the elf cackles happily, catching Harry’s wand again. “Kreacher shall have so many of
the marshmallow fist cakes and he shall give none of them to Master!”

“You're a fucking little sadist, you know that?” Harry says, holding his palm out for the wand
again. No matter how many galleons and tunnocks tea cakes it takes, he will hold a wand again.

“How many tries?” Theo asks, setting the notebook down by the middle of the circle and walking
over to Harry and Kreacher, looking down on them with indulgent interest.

“Fifteen,” Kreacher smiles nastily. “Master is failing.”

“I am not,” Harry growls, pressing his trembling thumb against the wood of his wand. Six, seven,
eight … “Fuck!”

“Sixteen!” Kreacher snickers, catching Harry’s wand and twirling it through his fingers with
frustrating ease, like a taunt. "Master has failed sixteen times!"

"Master has tried sixteen times," Harry says stubbornly, gesturing jerkily for his wand.

“Well, it’s enough tries for now,” Theo says softly, crouching down in front of Harry, his silver
eyes glowing in the dim light of the sunset. “It’s nearly time.”

“Kreacher shall levitate Master,” Kreacher stands up, brushing pieces of the masticated jelly snake
off his tea towel.

“Kreacher shall not,” Harry glares at the elf. “You hit my head against a tree three times on the
walk over here!”

“If Master does not want to be hit in the head Master must not be stupid!” Kreacher snarls.
"Surrender. Is. Ignoble!"

"Kreacher. Is. A dick!"

“It’s fine, I’ll carry you over, Harry,” Theo interrupts. Harry’s heart leaps but also simultaneously
sinks. I'm so fucking useless.

“Oh, you don’t need to -,” he begins awkwardly, but then Theo is gently threading one arm behind
Harry’s neck and one under his knees and Harry can smell the heavy scent of his magic, mingled
with sweat and worry. Harry swallows hard. I will not find this sexy.

“I’m going to lift you up now,” Theo whispers softly, his eyes fixed on Harry’s. Harry doesn’t trust
himself to speak right now, not without crashing his lips against Theo’s, so he merely nods, gritting
his teeth as Theo pulls his useless body upwards. Harry can’t help the sudden flash of admiration
because even though he’s annoyingly skinny, Theo is still strong. His chest is broader than Harry’s
and when he's pressed against it Harry is reminded how firm, how solid, how comforting Theo’s
body is. How whole. Unlike me.

“Here we go,” Theo says softly, lowering himself to his knees in the centre of the circle and setting
Harry down so he is leaning against Theo’s chest. Theo props his knees up on either side of Harry,
keeping him in place. Sahara, who has been checking the perimeter for intruders, slithers up

between them, settling around Harry’s neck with a low hiss.

“We are alone.”

“Good.”

“Now,” Theo huffs gently, pulling his penknife out of his pocket. “I need a little blood for the
protection runes.”

“Well, you know where to get it.” Harry lifts his right wrist, trembling with the exertion. Theo
grabs his hand and rolls up the sleeve to find Wormtail’s cut that never fully heals.

“I’ll be quick,” Theo mutters, and efficiently twists his penknife so that, in a flash of magic, it is no
longer a blade and is instead a sharp needle that Theo uses to puncture the scab. Harry winces as
blood trickles down his bicep. A bubbling cauldron. A severed arm. Red eyes.

“Well, that was better than Wormtail,” Harry says, but Theo doesn’t respond. He is already
muttering the rune sequence and dipping his thumb in Harry’s blood, brushing it into runes at
Harry’s wrists and his collarbone. Harry tries not to shiver as the magic settles, a light chill on his
skin.

“You okay?” Theo asks once he’s finished chanting.

“Yeah,” Harry nods firmly, trying to stop his teeth from chattering. “Just ... the last time I was part
of a ritual I brought a megalomaniac back from the dead.”

“I know,” Theo kisses Harry’s cheek softly. “It’s going to be fine.”

“Don’t worry,” Sahara hisses. “I will bite you if I need to.”

“It’s weird that it’s become normal to hear you say that.”

“What’s strange?” Theo asks. Harry smiles. It’s more fun than he thought having someone

understand a few words of parseltongue here and there, even if they can’t speak it. It’s something
he shares with Theo and that’s special.

“That when she says she’s going to bite me it’s become a strangely comforting thing,” Harry
jokes.

“Good,” Theo smiles, setting the open journal beside them and holding his wand in his hand.
“Because if it goes too far, I’m going to bite you too.”

“You what?” Harry twists his neck as far as he can to stare at Theo. What the fuck?

“Granger and I discussed a circuit breaker, do you know what that is?”

“I know what that is, how do you know what that is?” Harry demands.

“Because of Granger,” Theo shrugs, brushing his lips against Harry’s ear as if he didn’t suggest
something so outrageous that Harry’s stomach is flipping somersaults inside him. “She explained
the concept to me and I realised that Sahara is your circuit breaker, but she was not powerful
enough alone last time. So this time, if necessary, I will be your circuit breaker, too.”

“You can’t do that!” Harry exclaims, trying not to think about Theo biting him. He thinks instead
about the time in the Forbidden Forest and how Theo said absorbing magic from him felt like he
was being stung by a jellyfish. “It will hurt you!”

“I don’t want to be the one to point this out, Harry, but I literally can,” Theo says drily. Harry stares
at the insufferable boy who is holding him up, in more than one way. Then Theo smiles that
playful, sardonic smile that reminds Harry of brewing in the Scout hut and he can't be mad
anymore, because he's thinking about the taste of mead on Theo's lips. "Harry?"

“You're such a dick, Nott,” Harry grumbles, looking away. "Fine."

"Fine?"

"Yes, fine," Harry snorts, thinking in his head that he will stop pulling magic out of the centre of

the earth, even if it means he never walks again before he lets Theo bite him and absorb magic
from him again. “Let’s do this.”

“Wait,” Theo looks at the final dregs of orange light in the dark sky. “Kreacher?”

“Three forty,” Kreacher mutters. “Three minutes to go.”

Three minutes until almost dying again.

“Hey,” Harry swallows hard, keeping his eyes on the darkening sky.

“Yeah?” Theo asks, his eyes flickering down to his notebook. Harry feels him scrawling something
with his left hand. Ambi-what-rous, so damn impressive all the time.

“Will you kiss me? Quickly?” Harry breathes in sharply through his nose. “Just in case.”

Theo sets down the biro and cups Harry’s head, turning his face away from the sky. He strokes his
thumb down Harry’s cheek, grey eyes turning silvery orange in the low sunlight.

“Nothing bad is happening,” Theo whispers. "You are not dying here. That would be a stupid
death. I will not permit it."

“You know that is not a comforting thing to say to someone like me? I'm the fucking Master of
Stupid Deaths,” Harry twists his lips into a sardonic smile. “I’m a freaking lightning rod for
unexpected bad things, you know that, right?”

“Hush,” Theo presses his lips against Harry’s for a moment, and Harry tastes honey and
thunderstorms and is briefly calmed, which he knows is Theo's intention. He sighs against Theo's
lips and feels Theo taking his useless left hand and setting it against the earth. “I’m here. We just
need to do this and you’ll feel so much better. You’ll be able to walk and stand and …”

Theo trails off but Harry knows what he means. The edges will soften. Harry knows why Theo
wants this, he knows why Hermione wants it too, he’s just not sure it will work. He closes his eyes
and thinks of the sea. The sea is truly excellent. He’s never stood in the sea and he’s been watching

it, glittering and expansive, from the garden at Snape’s cottage, longing to stand in it, or better still,
fly above it and trails his toes against the surf. Spray in his face. Toes in the surf. Even if the edges
are still there, that is something good to think of. That's reason enough to keep going.

“Now,” Kreacher says. Harry feels Theo’s shoulders tense behind him.

“It is time, Greenheart,” Sahara hisses.

“Let’s do it,” Harry sighs and leans his head back against Theo’s chest. He feels Theo pressing the
fingers on his left hand into the earth for him, and Harry sets his right one into the grass, digging
his fingernails into the roots. As soon as they break the surface, Harry feels the magic but he’s not
sure. Sirius spinning into becoming an Obscurus. The Black magic draining out of him. The dark,
sorrowful eyes of the Raven of the Black Magic. We mourn you, Child of Black.

“It’s okay, Harry,” Theo whispers in his ear, kissing his hair softly. “Time to Hurricane. Come on,
please, it’s going to be okay, just ... trust me.”

Harry hears the desperation in Theo’s voice. Theo is trying to save him, again. The least Harry can
do is try. He takes a deep breath.

Follow the magic, Greenheart, Sahara whispers into his mind.

He reaches down through the Slytherin ring searching for sparkling minerals and air and gas and
toxic fumes. With the Prince ring, he reaches for the shadows in between things, the earth as it falls
and covers and builds mountains. With his left hand that will not stop trembling, he thinks of the
Black magic, of finding water and ice to freeze and of the Potter magic, seeking heat and flames
and the raw, burning centre of the world. He stops being Harry. He stops being in his body. He
doesn’t feel Theo against him, he ceases to feel the earth under his fingers, he doesn’t feel
anything. He is diving, he is plummeting, it’s like flying through fire or flying through ice and
Harry feels like he does when he’s hibernating. He’s floating through the dark place that’s full of
song and he hears four, distinct melodies, blending and weaving around him, green, white, red and
black, ribbons of music wrapping him up and threading through his bones. The voice that speaks,
Oldest and Deepest, is soft. It does not sound like Sahara.

It is time, Green hearted child.

Time for what?

This.

The golden song that was so frail before, when he nearly died on the floor of Grimmauld Place, is
surging with strength, sunshine spilling through Harry’s veins. Life. Life. Life.

Harry feels a sharp bite of fangs against his wrist but he doesn’t care. He even feels the soft
warmth of a human mouth against his neck, the pleasurable, painful bite of teeth but he doesn’t
care about that, either. The golden song is so bright, so vibrant, that he cannot stop listening to it,
like the sound a Patronus makes when it is cast or the sound of Hermione’s laugh or Theo’s
heartbeat. Harry is dazed by the taste of it, the smell of it, of the beating heart of all creation.

What magic is it?

Yours. Ours. All.

Then something changes. The buzzing green song that reminds Harry of the killing curse floods
through him and Harry is tumbling suddenly through pieces of his memory, but he knows,
somehow, that he should not see these things because he knows he is not alone in seeing them.

Hello, Harry.

He’s standing in front of the Mirror of Erised. Let me speak to him, face to face. He’s in the
Chamber of Secrets, watching Tom Riddle become less opaque. Voldemort is my past, present and
future. He’s standing over a wincing, trembling Wormtail. Harry … you look just like your father,
just like him. He’s watching Lord Voldemort surge out of the cauldron. Bow to death, Harry. Then
Harry feels a pressure as if someone is searching for something and he knows, as he knows the
Deepest and Oldest must be trusted, that whoever they are they must not find it. It is sudden,
inexplicable agony, pain coming from inside his mind, hot with rage and liquid with hate and
pouring through his brain. He knows who that is.

I can touch you now, Harry.

Tom’s voice is a cold hiss in parseltongue. There are too many things to hide, too many things to
keep back untouched from Lord Voldemort’s sly, horrible fingers that are somehow groping their
way through his mind. He doesn’t know occlumency, he can’t even feel the earth and he doesn’t
know if Theo is still there, so he does the only thing he can. He reaches for the cold, numbness of

the Prince ring and drags it up like an invisibility cloak, I don't care, I do not, and tugs it over him,
covering the secrets that he holds closest, most desperately, to him. Theo. Snape. The Slytherin
Ring. Snape. Lord Prince. Snape. He wraps them in the Not-Caring, shields them with ice and
defends them with fire and they will not be touched. Yet one memory dances in the front of his
mind.

Sirius, face taut with grief and darkness, flecks of him peeling away into the tornado, his voice
jagged with desperation. “- Mine, mine and James’! You look like both of us, you’re our baby,
Harry -“

Harry feels a sense of victory flood through him that is not his, a laughing, hateful curiosity.

How interesting.

Harry feels his own anger rise against it and it is powered by the heat of the earth and the ice of the
clouds and he pushes back.

You don’t get to touch anymore.

Suddenly, Harry is lying on his back on the grass and earth, gasping for air and staring at the dark
blue sky above him. Theo’s face. Theo's face, leaning above him, silver eyes frantic and dark.
Harry sees his mouth move, knows that there is sound but Harry’s ears are ringing with the song of
the earth behind his head. Voldemort saw Sirius. Voldemort is happy. Why is Voldemort happy?
Theo is leaning so close that his dark hair is brushing Harry’s nose and making it tickle.

“Harry! Harry!”

“Loud, Theo,” Harry whispers, reaching up to brush Theo’s hair away from his nose.

“Holy Merlin, you moved your left hand! You moved your arm! You did it!” Theo’s voice
explodes above him. Harry winces again as Theo’s body falls against his and Harry lifts his arms to
hug him close. He can hug him. The miracle of that is numbed slightly by the way his hands
continue to shake and he feels like his bones are trembling. Theo’s heavy, rattling breath is pressed
against his collarbone, which suddenly feels tender and bruised. The biting.

“Jesus, Theo,” Harry groans, “How many times did you bite me?”

“If you didn’t want to be bitten, you should have stopped doing whatever Hurricane thing you were
doing when your eyes went red and you started hissing,” Theo snorts, rubbing his nose against
Harry’s bitten flesh. Harry thinks his voice sounds sort of wet, but Theo wouldn’t be crying over
this. Harry hasn’t ever seen Theo cry. Before Harry has a chance to ask him about it, he feels
something in the earth and the air. Everything around him feels more alive somehow, and he hears
a distant flare of phoenix song. The faint smell of lemons. Dumbledore.

“Shit, shit,” Harry pushes Theo off him and Theo looks at him wide-eyed, as Harry scrambles to
his feet. “Kreacher, the invisibility cloak!”

“You can walk!” Theo stares up at him in amazement. “You - you can walk!”

“Yeah, I can but Dumbledore’s coming, so get the fuck up!” Harry shouts, stumbling slightly on
legs that feel oddly bouncy. Probably no running then. Kreacher tosses him the cloak but it slips
through his fingers. Still can’t grip. “Shit! Kreacher, give Theo the cloak, hide Theo!”

“I’m not leaving you alone —,”

The scent is getting stronger, rising out of the earth and Harry knows Dumbledore is moving across
the water. Harry is finished having this discussion.

"No, Theo!" Harry throws out a hand towards Theo and Sahara flies from his wrist to wind around
Theo’s and Harry thinks: Conceal, protect, obscure. The magic that leaves his hand is shadowy
and silver and Theo’s eyes widen as Kreacher drapes the cloak over Theo’s shoulder. Theo tries to
speak but he is silent as if trapped in a glass box. Harry shakes his head ruefully. You are not doing
this with me.

“Sahara, become hidden with my Grey one.”

“I shall protect him.”

“Kreacher, cover them up,” Harry says and Kreacher nods, flipping the cloak over Theo’s head
who glares at Harry with such venomous anger that Harry flinches. He's going to fucking kill me.
"You should hide, Kreacher."

“Kreacher shall stay,” Kreacher says firmly, looking up at Harry with something like excitement in
his eyes. He clicks his fingers and a silvery shield made of the Black magic surrounds them both.
Despite the thumping of Harry’s heart and the feeling that his legs are made of jelly, Harry can’t
stop himself from reaching out a hand to touch it softly. It doesn’t burn like he knows it would burn
others, it just feels like snow and a melancholy familiarity inside his heart He hears the whisper of
its song and feels tears prick in his eyes. Child of Black. Harry lets out a shuddering breath and
thinks of the great raven inside of his mind. I miss you. He hears its distant, mournful call, but there
is recognition in it, too. He feels the softness of feathers under his trembling hand.

“Harry.”

He opens his eyes. Albus Dumbledore is standing on the other side of the shield. The Scottish
twilight makes the air blue with no sunlight left and no risen moon. Dumbledore is almost
glittering, Harry thinks, with the edge of white and blue flame. Here we go. Harry swallows hard.

“Hello,” he whispers.

“Harry,” Dumbledore is wearing purple robes with silver stars on them. The glow from Kreacher’s
shield makes them gleam, catches the bright blue of his eyes and the silver of his eyebrows. Those
sharp eyes flicker over the stone circle, the runes at Harry’s wrists and throat. “What did you do?”

“I … made myself walk again,” Harry croaks out.

“Blood runes,” Dumbledore says softly. “They are ... unorthodox. Some of Tom’s favourites.”
Dumbledore pauses, his hands folded in front of him. His thumbs twitch slightly and Harry
wonders where he's keeping his wand. Maybe wizards as powerful as Dumbledore don't need
wands. "Of course, I think you might know that, Harry."

Dumbledore's eyes rest briefly against his. Harry knows why. His eyes must still be a little red like
they were after Nagini. He thinks I'm possessed.

“He’s not here,” Harry whispers in a broken tone, already knowing it's useless. “I promise.”

“I want to believe you, Harry,” Dumbledore’s voice is regretful, quiet, and for a moment, Harry
feels a sudden jolt of panicky dread. He has no doubt that his shield won’t hold against
Dumbledore. He could kill me easily. Oddly, that's not the scariest thing to Harry. The scariest
thing is what will happen to Theo if Dumbledore does kill him. Something else, I have to convince

Dumbledore with something else.

“You can check,” Harry blurts out. “Use … legilimency.”

Dumbledore considers him carefully. Harry draws the Not-Caring up, thinks of the way he
shrouded his important memories in the cloak of shadows and green. He also pushes what
happened with Voldemort most recently to the front of his mind. This is what Dumbledore wants to
know, after all. This is what he cares about most.

“Very well, Harry,” Dumbledore says gently, lifting his wand. Harry taps Kreacher’s head, who
scowls but drops the shield. Harry can't help but keeping his hand on the elf's head, tasting a surge
of over-cooked coffee bean in Kreacher’s magic. It gives him strength. Harry nods firmly and takes
a deep breath. “This may feel … strange.”

It is not strange, it is painful. Not as painful as Voldemort plundering his mind and saying I can
touch you now, Harry, but it is sharp and horrible and makes Harry feel brutally nauseous but he
bites his lip and sways, feeling Kreacher's hand clutching his wrist to keep him upright. Harry
pushes the memory to the front of his mind. This is what you’re looking for. He was looking but he
didn’t find the secrets. Sirius’ face. Sirius saying ‘you’re our baby, Harry.” Voldemort’s victorious
emotions. How interesting.

“ALBUS!”

Snape and Remus are running through the woods, Remus bounding to throw himself against Harry,
pulling him to the ground.

"Did he hurt you?" Remus snarls, his pupils almost as wide as when he's transformed. Harry shakes
his head, twisting his head face away as he vomits pitifully, head still spinning from the
legilimency. Remus rubs his back gently and Harry can't help cuddling against him for a moment.
Legilimency is fucking shit.

"Legilimency," Harry spits out, coughing hard.

"What?" Remus growls, snarling as he forces Harry behind him and glares at Dumbledore.

"It's illegal!" Snape bellows. He is standing between them and Dumbledore, the angriest look

Harry has ever seen on the Potions Master’s face. His Prince ring looks like it is made of shadows.
He is actually fucking terrifying, Harry realises. He’s surprised by how relieving it feels. “How
dare you touch my child’s mind?”

“Oh, Harry.” Dumbledore isn’t looking at Snape. He doesn’t even seem to notice Snape’s shadows
but maybe, Harry thinks wildly, he doesn’t see them. Maybe only I see them. Dumbledore is staring
at Harry as though Remus isn’t pushing him back, inch by inch, growling angrily with a wand held
out. As if his spy is not holding him at wandpoint and wreathed in shades of night. Dumbledore’s
voice is sad but his blue eyes are calculating. “Why did you tell Lord Voldemort that Sirius is your
father?"
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“I didn’t!” Harry exclaims, scrambling to his feet only to crumple down again, Remus barely
catching him. It seems that his legs, whilst working again, are not entirely game for standing up
right now. Shit. He glares at Dumbledore from where he is sagging against Remus, trying to ignore
the persistent growl in Remus’ throat and the way the scent of moonlight and dark forests is
coming off him in waves. “He just saw Sirius in my memory and he assumed —,”

“I am less concerned about what the Dark Lord saw and more concerned with the fact you took it
from my son’s mind, Albus!” Snape snaps. He doesn’t turn in his stance, he still stands directly
between him and Dumbledore, but Harry can somehow feel that Snape’s attention is fixed on him.
It’s agitated, searching for wounds. Harry wonders if he’s running diagnostic spells under his
breath or if the bracelet is giving off signals only Snape can hear. Harry feels the smallest smidgen
of guilt. Snape has been keeping him alive all week. He can at least tell the man he’s unhurt.

“He didn’t take it,” Harry says. “I … I told him he could, I’m … I’m fine. Really.”

He sees a slight twitch in Snape’s shoulders but the man does not look around at him. Remus,
however, squeezes Harry close for a moment. Harry can’t help but feel like Remus is saying thank
you on Snape’s behalf, which is weird, because if the last two days have shown him anything, it’s
that Snape hates no one nearly as much as he hates Remus.

“An invitation for an invasion is still an invasion!” Snape snarls, glaring at Dumbledore who still
has his eyes fixed thoughtfully on Harry. “The child did not know what he was asking!”

“Severus, are you indignant that he trusts me enough to allow it, or concerned that he may reveal
something you wished kept hidden?” Dumbledore asks softly, and Harry feels another curl of guilt.
He doesn’t trust Dumbledore at all and he feels like he should. I used to. When did I stop? “Does
the House of Snape have so much to hide?”

He doesn’t know that we are Princes, Harry realises. He sees a tiny modicum of tension release in
the Potion Master’s shoulders, but only a tiny bit.

“Whether he trusts you or not is immaterial!’ Snape growls. “Because he is my child and he is still

a child and what you just did constitutes abuse!”

Harry jolts at the ‘a’ word. Dumbledore is many things, but he is not like the Dursleys.

“I consented!” Harry says, lurching forward to stand beside Snape, Remus supporting him but also,
perhaps, trying to hold him back. It's as if he is worried about what will happen if Harry gets too
close to Snape right now. “I suggested it because he …” Harry doesn’t think it’s a good idea to
mention the whole Dumbledore looked like he might kill me thing, so Harry diverts, but it's too late.
Snape’s lips have taken on the curl that they do when they know Harry is lying, or hiding a lie. “I
suggested it, I consented!”

“Consent whilst held at wandpoint is not consent!” Snape shouts, and a dark, shadowy shield
erupts between them and Dumbledore out of the end of Snape’s wand. Dumbledore looks at it with
mild interest. Harry’s heart jolts. He’s aware, suddenly, that the place where Theo is hidden is on
the other side of the shield. Fuck. Harry looks down at Kreacher and widens his eyes. The elf nods
curtly and pops away, so quietly Harry doesn’t think any of the others have even noticed, but Harry
knows. He’s protecting Theo and that’s all that matters right now.

“I must say, it is a pleasure to see the magic of the House of Snape in action, but I have to point out
that I was not holding Harry at wandpoint,” Dumbledore’s eyes flicker over to Harry again. “Only
Tom.”

“Tom?” Remus snaps, and his grip on Harry’s shoulders tightens. “Voldemort was here?”

“Only in my head,” Harry says quickly, in a way he had hoped would be reassuring, but if the
horrified look in Remus’ eyes is anything to go by, it is not.

“Which is as much here as anywhere else,” Dumbledore says softly, his eyes resting on Harry’s
wrists. “I see his magic has left a mark again.”

Harry glances down at his wrists. The blood runes that had been drawn on his skin by Theo
seemed to have somehow sunk into his flesh and dribbled, in a strange way, so that they no longer
looked like runes but brown roots of a tree, surging down his wrists from the joint of his hand.
Harry rubs at it, slightly ineffectually with his still trembling left hand, and realises the blood won’t
wipe off. It’s like the brown marks have gone under the skin, like tattoo ink.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Harry mutters, rubbing at them and thinking of what people at school will say.

Then he remembers the one at his throat and touches it, staring at Remus with questioning,
desperate eyes. Remus gently rips the neck of Harry’s t-shirt to examine the flesh and touches a
spot just below his throat.

“It’s a rune,” Remus says in a strangled voice, nodding at Harry. “It’s Skuld’s net or —,”

“The Web of Wyrd,” Snape says, his eyes leaving Dumbledore for a moment to look at Harry’s
throat. He reaches out a long finger, eyes fixed on the brown marking. “A symbol of fate.”

Snape looks up at Harry quickly and Harry sees the question in his eyes. The one good thing,
perhaps the only good thing about Snape (aside from the fact he’s a powerful motherfucker) is that
he never touches Harry without asking now. Harry nods, jerkily, and tries not to flinch as his Sire’s
finger touches the rune on his sternum. Snape’s black eyes bore into it and Harry feels like he sees
the million different possibilities that Snape is trying to reason out behind his eyes. Being that
smart must be bloody exhausting. Snape looks up at him sharply and Harry braces for the
inevitable tirade.

“Why would you do this to yourself?” Snape asks softly. Harry flinches at the gentleness of it,
which is so entirely unexpected he feels a painful lump in his throat. He finds he cannot meet the
man’s eyes so instead, even though he doesn’t want to, he looks at Dumbledore.

“To walk,” Harry croaks out. “I didn’t know.”

“Magic has a price,” Dumbledore nods sadly. “Undoubtedly Tom did not make you aware of it
before he invaded your mind. I am sorry that this happened to you, Harry.”

That’s unbearable too, so he looks back to Snape, who is looking at Harry with a calculating gaze.
Snape knows Tom did no such thing. Harry sees it in the way Snape’s jaw tightens. His eyes
glance around the clearing and Harry knows that Snape is blaming Theo. Harry grimaces slightly.
We are going to be in so much fucking trouble.

“Tom did this?” Remus says, and he pulls Harry against him warmly under one arm. Harry realises
that despite their slightly relaxed stances, neither Snape nor Remus has stopped holding
Dumbledore at wandpoint. They are all still looking at Dumbledore through a shadowy shield.
They don’t trust him anymore either.

“Lord Voldemort must have given Harry access to his magic to allow him to walk again,”

Dumbledore says softly. “It is clear the Occlumency has not been effective.”

Harry can’t hold back his guilty look this time and Dumbledore’s eyes flash with sudden realisation
and then, frightening irritation. Harry risks a regretful glance at Snape who is busy staring down
Dumbledore. Harry imagines the thousands of words and images that could be spilling out between
these two Masters of the Mental Arts. Finally, Dumbledore looks up at the sky, sighing heavily.

“I see,” Dumbledore shakes his head. “In that case, Harry will need to come with me.”

“No,” Remus snarls, and suddenly Harry finds himself pushed behind the werewolf, stumbling
slightly and forced to grab onto Remus’ hips.

“Albus, have I given you any impression that I would be turning my child back over to your tender
care?” Snape’s voice is caustic, and Harry tries not to wince. It’s sort of strange having that tone of
voice directed at anyone but him.

“I would never ask you to,” Dumbledore says calmly. “If I had known of Harry’s parentage, he
would have never have been in anyone’s care but yours.”

Surprise surges through Harry and he stares at the Potions Master in astonishment. A whole other
future is unravelling inside his head, a world where he had a father, a father who perhaps might
have loved him, because what reason would Snape have had to hate him in that world? Harry
would never have been James', he would never have looked like him, he'd have grown up
somewhere else. Even being raised by Snape would have been better than the Dursleys.

“You’d have … you’d have let me live with him? Instead of the Dursleys?” Harry asks in
amazement, feeling the same tightness in his chest he felt the first time he found out he had a
godfather.

“Of course, Harry,” Dumbledore smiles at him sadly. “He is your father. But I did not know. I was
not … told.”

Dumbledore’s eyes flick back to Snape and Harry feels an angry burst of dislike for the man whose
shield he stands behind.

“Did you?” Harry demands of Snape. “Did you know?"

"Do not listen to him, Harrison," Snape says coldly.

"Just TELL ME!" Harry yells, violent dislike pouring out of him, his hands flickering with golden
sparks. "Did you leave me with them?”

“No, Harry, no he didn’t,” Remus spins around and pulls Harry into a tight hug, as if he’s worried
Harry will launch himself at Snape and Harry feels Remus' hands clamping over his own, just like
Hermione did in Grimmauld Place. “He only knew that you existed a few months ago —,”

“Lupin!” Snape snarls and Harry knows Remus has said too much. Harry tries to take deep breaths.
There are two many secrets at stake to lose his temper. I don't care. I don't care. Peeking out from
the warm circle of Remus’ arms, Harry sees Dumbledore’s eyes flash with disappointment.

“It is as I said, I did not know,” Dumbledore says quietly. “I do not intend to be caught so
unguarded again.”

“If you wish to discuss things being unguarded, what was the logic in sending the boy to
Grimmauld Place?” Snape says tightly and Harry rolls his eyes at the word ‘boy.’ Remus frowns at
Snape.

“It is yet another example of my own assumptions,” Dumbledore says, and this time those
disappointed eyes rest on Remus. “I had trusted I would be told of any changes at Grimmauld
Place. It seems I was wrong.” Then the eyes dart back to Snape. “Choices made on incomplete
information can be catastrophic in war.”

“I protected my child,” Snape says shortly.

“Yes, you did,” Dumbledore inclines his head respectfully. “But at what cost is that protection
afforded? At the cost of the protection of countless others? Or of yourself? Or even of your child,
further down the road? Harry needs to return to a place where he can be accessed by others —,”

“Absolutely not,” Snape’s voice is silky and Harry has flashbacks to Potions. That is a venomous
voice and Harry associates it with Very Bad Things. “He died, Albus, on the floor of Grimmauld
Place, his heart stopped for two minutes. He is protected here —,”

“This, wherever you are, Severus, is a bolthole, not a stronghold,” Dumbledore interrupts. “Your
wards are impenetrable, it is unplottable, your floo is gated and you have made Harry untraceable
—,” Harry’s heart lurches at that and he sees Snape’s eyes flicker towards him. Harry’s heart
sinks. Snape knows I’ve made myself untraceable. “ — what if something happens? What if, forbid
it from being so, Riddle breaks your mind and uncovers your secrets? Harry would be stranded,
indefensible.”

“I would never leave my child undefended! Not whilst I drew breath.” Snape hisses angrily.

“In this scenario, you would not be doing so,” Dumbledore says sharply. “It is the world we live in
that it is not unlikely. You cannot defend Harry alone, Severus. Not against Riddle.”

Harry feels a horrible tightening in his chest. He’s right, no one can, and Hary has Theo to think of,
Theo who is still very much a secret from Dumbledore and who Harry wants to keep hidden. My
life and my secrets. Harry made a promise.

“Where would I go?” Harry asks quietly.

“Quiet, Harrison!” Snape snaps at him, but Harry sees Dumbledore smile ruefully at Harry. He
knows what that means. It's as if he and Harry are the only ones who truly understand who
Voldemort is. You don’t beat him. You just delay him and run from him and hide from him, again
and again.

“I need you to come with me first, Harry,” Dumbledore says quietly. “There are things to be
discussed regarding your Heirships —,”

“No,” Snape says, shaking his head.

“— and then you could go to Spinners End with Severus and Remus, the Order is need of a new
Headquarters —,”

“Spinners End?” Snape drawls. “You believe Spinners End is a better defensive position than a
house even you cannot find?”

“How did you find us?” Remus demands.

“Not unlike yourself, Remus and your own uncanny abilities, I have an ability to sense out Higher
Magics. It is very useful for finding wizards of extraordinary power,” Dumbledore says, sadly.

“It is how you found Grindlewald,” Remus mutters. Dumbledore nods.

“And in this case, Tom,” he adds, his eyes drawn back to Harry’s wrists and throat. Harry feels
suddenly very on display. He can feel the tension in Remus beside him, can see the tightness in
Snape’s wand hand. None of them wants Dumbledore to find out about Harry’s hurricane-y
magic.

I just need to get out of this. I need to get Theo out of this. I need to get Dumbledore away from
him.

“I’ll go with you,” Harry blurts out abruptly. Remus growls and Snape rounds on him, eyes
flashing lividly. “I’ll go with you to talk about the heirships, Snape can come with me and Remus
and Kreacher can go to … Springer’s End?”

“Spinner’s End,” Remus says automatically. “Harry, Severus is right, you are safer here —,”

“No, it’s fine,” Harry nods rapidly, interrupting him. “I’ll go with Professor Dumbledore, and then
we can all go to Spinner’s End and - and the Order will be there, right?” He stares at Remus
significantly. Remus’ nostrils flare as if he can sense Harry’s intensity and then his amber eyes
flash, for a millisecond towards the spot Theo is hidden in. Thank God for werewolf senses. “I’ll
see Ron and Hermione again?”

“Of course, Harry,” Dumbledore says softly, that grandfatherly look that makes Harry feel both
like the worst and best person on earth in his eyes. Snape stares down at Harry with intense, coalblack eyes.

“You,” he whispers softly, “will do as you are told.”

He looks into the man’s eyes, making sure Remus’ body is shielding them from Dumbledore for a
moment and lets words form in his mind, then thinks them, very very hard, at Snape’s dangerous
black irises: We are hostages anyway.

“I’ll do what I bloody like,” Harry says aloud. “Are you coming or staying?”

Snape looks at him appraisingly and Harry knows he’s understood his meaning, remembered
exactly how Harry manipulated him into taking him out of Grimmauld Place. I’m a hostage
anyway so might as well do it on my terms. Snape is a fool if he doesn’t look at Dumbledore and
see an immovable object. Or an unstoppable force. Or whatever it is that Hermione says Harry is
when he's being stubborn. The darkest fucking madman on earth is looking for him. Harry doesn’t
need Dumbledore on his back, too.

“I am coming, naturally,” Snape says, and with a quick movement of his hand, the shield between
them falls. “Remus, take the elf and our luggage —,” Snape’s eyes flicker to Harry and Harry just
knows Theo will never forgive Snape for inferring that he is luggage. “— to Spinner’s End, we
will meet you there.”

“Fine,” Remus’ jaw ticks as he squeezes Harry’s hand tightly. “Behave yourselves.”

“Always,” Harry tries to joke, but Remus’ face only crumples slightly. Harry hasn't ever tried to
feed words to Remus' mind and he thinks it's because he's a werewolf, there's something there that
he knows is a bit resistant, but Harry holds onto Remus' hand and feels very strongly. He feels
every protective thought he has about Theo and hopes that somehow, with Remus' excellent
werewolf senses, he will taste or feel it. Remus' nostrils flare again and he nods.

"Everything will be fine," Remus says.

“Hold onto me, Harry. We shall side apparate to Hogwarts.” Dumbledore offers his arm in a
courtly manner. Harry could almost forget that mere minutes ago, he was entertaining the
possibility that the man who has been the most like a parent to him in his pathetic life might
actually kill him.

“Absolutely not,” Snape growls. “Take my arm, Harrison.”

“Severus, you have already absconded with the boy once,” Dumbledore says quietly, “you
understand my reticence —,”

“I do not need your permission to take my child anywhere!”

“Hey, look!” Harry says, clamping a hand on both of their arms simultaneously. “There. You both
side apparate me, and if one of you is lying about where you want to take me, I get ripped across
the leylines and turned to jelly!” Harry glares at them both. “Happy?”

“No,” Snape says abruptly just as Dumbledore says: “I would prefer an alternative method.”

“Solomon’s quandary,” Remus snorts, folding his arms and shaking his head in wry, dark
amusement. It seems enough to jerk both Snape and Dumbledore out of their mutual dislike
because Snape scowls and clamps his hand on top of Harry’s.

“You will desist from using yourself as a bargaining chip,” Snape mutters darkly.

“Everyone else does it, why shouldn’t I?” Harry snaps back.

Snape glares at him but then turns his head to Dumbledore.

“Aberforth’s?” Snape asks and Dumbledore nods his head.

“On three,” Dumbledore raises his wand. “One … two …”

Harry concentrates on the magic that conceals Theo. Harry wants to stretch his trembling left hand,
the one that’s still injured from losing the Black Magic and covered by Snape’s hand, and throw it
towards Theo to release him, but he knows he can’t risk Dumbledore noticing. So he takes a deep
breath and stares at the spot where Theo is and remembers how it felt to throw that magic at him.
The heavy, electric desire to protect. He tries to remember the scent of that magic, thinks that
maybe it smelled like solder and tastes like iron? He thinks: Freedom. Almost immediately, he
hears Sahara’s hissing, even thinks, though it should not be possible, that he sees the shimmer of
the invisibility cloak. Snape looks down at Harry sharply, his fingers twitching against Harry’s as
if he felt the warmth.

“Three!”

The world jerks away from Harry in a twist, but, in the moment of the spin, before darkness
encases him, the last thing he sees is a flash of Theo’s furiously angry face, becoming visible again
in the night.

________________________

The first thing Harry sees after being jolted through the floo at the Hogshead and landing in
Dumbledore’s office is Sirius. Well-groomed and clear-eyed and sitting on a chair by the window
with shackles on, but Sirius nonetheless. Harry falters, feeling like all the air has been knocked out
of his lungs.

Sirius’ swirling face. The mournful cry of the raven of the House of Black. Why dost thou shun us,
child of Black?

Harry tries to breathe but it is suddenly, utterly impossible. There is a ringing in his ears that he
doesn’t understand and he’s vaguely aware that all the lights in the room have burst. Dumbledore
is waving his wand, saying soothingly "Accidental magic! Just accidental magic!" whilst a stout,
wrinkly goblin is yelling at him but Harry doesn’t care because he can’t breathe. He hears Theo’s
voice inside his head. Refuse. He spins around, puts one foot in the fireplace and is met by the firm
body and presence of Snape.

“Harrison! Harrison! Look at me!”

Despite every instinct screaming Get the fuck out, get the fuck out he manages to look up into the
raw, black eyes of Snape. He sees something there, something familiar, and one lean, weathered
hand presses softly and deliberately over his heart. Snape doesn’t feed words into Harry’s mind, at
least not the way Harry seems to be able to do it to others, but he feeds a memory behind Harry’s
eyes. It's made of shadows and forms nimbly inside Harry's mind.

“It is alright.” Snape’s hand over his heart, proving to him that it won’t explode, that it’s staying
inside his chest. Safe. “You are in my house. We are safe. We are protected. He cannot find you.”
A soft tone, so unlike Snape, and warm, firm hands that can hold a heart inside a chest. “Try to
breathe.”

Harry breathes, stuttering oxygen into his lungs. There is a flicker of something like gratitude,
perhaps even satisfaction in the Potions Master’s eyes, but he nods firmly, his voice a low hiss.

“Think, Harrison,” Snape says. “Think.”

Harry knows what he means. “You are doing it again. What are you doing?” Snape’s curious gaze

and Harry’s frail whisper: “Thinking. Only thinking.” Harry nods and closes his eyes briefly,
reaching down inside him to where the memories from the Dursleys and the graveyard are usually
drowned under the Not-Caring and pulls it up.
Sirius tried to kill me. I don’t care. Sirius disowned me. I don’t care. Saving Sirius crippled me. I
don’t care. Dumbledore brought me here to face him. I do not, will not care.
When Harry opens his eyes again, the frantic, scrabbling feeling inside him has subsided. He looks
up at Snape who still has one hand over Harry’s heart as if taking his pulse and the other on his
shoulder.

“I’m fine,” Harry mutters, trying to force away the vaguely grateful feeling he has. Snape nods and
removes both of his hands, stepping past Harry so that Harry is standing behind his left shoulder,
between the fireplace and Snape. Harry sees him take out his wand and face the room, feels the
shadows between them. Can anyone else feel the shadows? Is it a Prince thing? Or just a Harry
fucking Potter thing?

“I am hoping to be given a good reason why anyone thought it was acceptable to allow this man to
be here.” Snape flicks his wand towards Sirius who doesn’t move. Only his eyes flicker in
recognition. Harry notices there is no hatred there. It makes him uneasy.

“He’s magically inert, the handcuffs act as a magical neutraliser,” Dumbledore says, his eyes
resting on Harry with what looks like pity. “He cannot harm you, Harry, not that he ever meant
to.”

“And if we could win wars on good intentions then Tom Riddle would be dead!” Snape hisses.

Harry stares at the glowing cuffs around Sirius’ tattooed wrists. They look like they’re made of
crystal. Sirius’ eyes rest on Harry’s for a moment and Harry flinches, but only feels the faintest tug
of the parabatai bond.

“It’s okay,” Harry says quietly to Snape. “He's not pulling on the bond.”

“That does not matter!” Snape insists, glaring at Dumbledore. “What on earth possessed you to
presume that it would be suitable to allow him to be in the same room as the child he effectively
tried to murder five days ago?”

“Sorry,” Sirius says. Harry grimaces. He doesn’t sound like Sirius. His voice is distant, detached.
With a horrible lurching feeling, Harry wonders if this is what Sirius would have been like if he

had been kissed by the Dementors. Or worse?

“I shall call for Lupin,” Snape mutters, his hand briefly twitching out to the side as if he is worried
that Harry will crumple or be pulled forward by Sirius once again. Harry’s heart tightens at the
thought of both.

“No,” Harry says abruptly, thinking of how much it would hurt Remus to see Sirius’ dead,
unfeeling eyes. “Don’t. He shouldn’t have to see him like this.” Harry swallows hard. “Why is he
like this?”

“Because goblins do not take chances in moving their prisoners around,” Dumbledore says.

“If you do not like the methods, wizard, then you should not demand a prisoner be presented
anywhere other than at trial!” the stout, wrinkly goblin with what looks like a crown on his head
snarls. “But the treaties of 1940 were not my idea either!”

“Your Majesty was more than willing to sign at the time,” Dumbledore says lightly, crossing
around his desk to sit down in his chair. It’s then that Harry realises a second, throne-like chair has
been set across from the desk, two smaller chairs beside it. In one of them is a goblin he doesn’t
know, and in the other, one he does. The unknown nods briefly to Snape who mutters “SteelClaw,”
under his breath. Harry looks at the other, familiar face.

“Hey Griphook,” Harry says, waving awkwardly at his account manager. Griphook looks
unusually tense and instead of his usual address merely inclines his head gently, eyes darting back
to the wrinkly, snarling goblin in the crown.

“He won’t speak to you without my permission, Ward,” the goblin cackles, striding across the
room to stand in front of Harry and Snape. It’s the first time Harry thinks he’s ever seen a goblin
really stride. He saw Griphook rip up Sirius’ floor and that was awesome, but this goblin is unlike
any goblin Harry has ever seen. He’s got a gold crown made of sharp, diamond spikes on his head.
Every goblin Harry has ever met has been dressed like a banker, but this goblin is wearing golden
armour that spikes away from his shoulders like stalactites and is encrusted with jewels.

“I’m your ward?” Harry asks dumbly.

“You are,” the goblin smirks.

“Harry, this is King Ragnok,” Dumbledore says softly. “Your Majesty, this is Harry Potter.”

Harry stares at the King of the Goblins and tries to think of what Hermione would do, then what
Theo would do. When he comes up with nothing, he decides to wing it.

“May your coffers overflow with …” Harry thinks of rare stuff, things kings might like. “…
jewelled swords and old books and carcasses of terrible beasts, and may all of your enemies have
their eyes ripped out by your hand,” Harry nods his head and catches a glimpse of Griphook
grinning whilst the other goblin looks on, astonished. “I am honoured to be your ward, Your
Majesty, and I hope you liked the basilisk. Also, I slew an acromantula in the third task last year,”
Harry adds as an afterthought. “As a thank you for your protection, I guess you can have that too.
For your hall. Did the head get mounted alright? It wasn’t too mangled? That was where I stabbed
it. Sorry about that.”

Everyone in the room stares at King Ragnok as Harry finishes rambling. Then the goblin King
begins to laugh. Harry didn’t think it was possible, but it is more unsettling than hearing Griphook
laugh. This is a dark, bloody rumble that makes Harry think of the deep places of the world where
goblins must mine and murder and wage war.

“What an odd thing you are!” King Ragnok looks Harry up and down with a wide, feral grin. “But
I can see I was well advised, yes, very well advised in accepting your wardship. You’ll do nicely.”

“Does that mean you want the spider?” Harry asks nervously. “Because I don’t have it, I don’t
actually know what happened to it —,”

“Severus had it for potions ingredients,” Dumbledore says helpfully. Harry looks up at the Potions
Master shrewdly.

“Was it yours to have, or was this like the basilisk thing?” Harry asks.

“Divine right of Conquest does not exist in a school competition,” Snape says, eyes flashing at
what Harry has worked out, in the last few days, is a sore spot.

“Do not worry, Ward, I have no need of another beast,” King Ragnok clicks his fingers and
Griphook jumps forward, holding a silver box inlaid with rubies. “Speaking of beasts slain by your
hand, this belongs to you.”

Griphook opens the box. Harry stares at what’s inside. Holy crap.

“Is that …?” Snape murmurs beside him.

“Yeah,” Harry swallows hard. “That’s … that’s my basilisk fang.”

“Your basilisk fang?” Snape twists his head to glare at Harry.

“The one that Ward was stabbed with, that he defeated the shade of the Pretender Lord,” King
Ragnok says, grinning with something that looks like vicious pride. “Wards of the Silver Hall
deserve the proper installations for their weapons.”

“You were stabbed?” Snape’s voice is dangerously soft. “By a basilisk fang?”

“When did that happen?” Sirius says dully. Harry cannot look at him, this Sirius who is drained of
all his normal life and ferocity.

“In Harry’s second year,” Dumbledore says quietly, his eyes resting on Harry fondly. The memory
of that night flows between them suddenly. Harry, damp and bloody, Dumbledore, silvery and
wise. “And so you met Tom Riddle. I imagine he was most interested in you …” Harry feels a
sudden flush of pride, again, at the way Dumbledore had spoken to him that night. Like a warrior.
Like he was pleased with him. Like a parent would.

How long has it been since he spoke to me like that?

“Yeah,” Harry says, breaking eye contact with Dumbledore and trying to swallow the mournful
resentment bubbling in his throat. Griphook lifts the fang out of the box. It has been polished and
embossed with silver at the root that forms a beautiful handle. It is attached to some kind of black
leather holster. “How do I wear it?”

“It is designed to cover the wound, a sign of your prowess as a warrior to overcome your certain
death,” King Ragnok says, gesturing long fingers covered with gold rings to Harry’s sleeve.

“Certain death,” Snape repeats, his voice flat. Harry doesn’t look at him either. He rolls up his

sleeve and feels Snape’s eyes resting on the white, puckered mark of the basilisk fang. “And yet
you are not dead.”

“Yeah,” Harry watches as Griphook attaches the holster to his arm, feels the cool sheath of the
leather against his skin. It’s tight, but lightweight. He knows it won’t fall. This is so fucking cool,
the Twins are gonna go mental. He looks up, searching for familiar beady black eyes and red
plumage. He finds it, sitting on the bookshelf behind Dumbledore. “Fawkes.”

The phoenix lets out a soft trill and fluffs its magnificent feathers. Harry thinks he hears Snape
muttering “bloody bird” under his breath, but his attention is drawn back to King Ragnok, who is
looking at Harry’s trembling hand with interest.

“War wounds,” the King nods approvingly, looking Harry up and down. “We are pleased to call
you our Ward. That being said —,” King Ragnok’s eyes flash angrily towards Dumbledore. “We
do not appreciate being summoned or commanded by treaties made decades ago, Chief Warlock.”

“There is much to be discussed,” Dumbledore gestures to the chairs on either side of King
Ragnok’s throne. “Harry, Severus, please take a seat.”

Harry obeys, gratefully sitting down in the chair that Griphook has vacated and stretching out his
sore legs, but Snape doesn’t. Instead, he takes up a sentinel position behind Harry’s chair, one hand
resting on the back of it.

“Speak quickly, Albus,” Snape says tensely. Harry can feel the tension in the man’s fingers as they
drum against the back of Harry’s chair. “The child needs rest.”

“The child or your child?” King Ragnok snorts, sitting in his regal throne, one hand rested on a
wooden staff with a golden head.

“I am not sure that is any of your business, Your Majesty,” Snape says softly and Harry winces. It’s
a dangerous tone, the kind before Snape holds someone at wand point.

“When it comes to Ward, it is all my business,” King Ragnok wiggles his bushy eyebrows. Harry
finds it a bit weird being called 'ward' like it's his name, but he's not sure there's a suitable way to
correct a Goblin King. “Besides, Ward is also the Heir to my client.”

The leader of the goblin nation gestures to Sirius, who is still sitting, quietly bound. Harry quickly
looks away, avoiding eye contact with his godfather. In his mind, he hears Sirius’ voice. He was
ours, James is dead, that boy shouldn’t have anything of his. He clenches his hands into fists
against his jeans. His legs are still shaking. He pretends it's the lack of movement for the last week
and not the presence of the man who cast him off for not being James’ biological son. Just
physical. I don't care. I do not.

“Your Majesty represents the House of Black?” Snape asks, his voice revealing a hint of surprise.

“As long as there have been Black’s there have been goblins,” King Ragnok grunts, leaning back in
his seat. “And Kings can only have their accounts managed by other Kings, Mr Snape.”

Harry sees the flicker of dislike in King Ragnok’s eyes, but he also catches the way the other
goblin, the one Snape called “SteelClaw,” is darting his eyes up to Snape in a significant way.
Harry will bet all the Black artefacts in his Prince vault that SteelClaw is Snape’s account
manager. The King doesn’t know about the House of Prince. Harry sees SteelClaw looking at him
with narrowed eyes and he looks away. He knows better than to mess with a goblin who is keeping
a secret.

“Kings?” Harry asks, just to have something to say. “What Kings?”

“The Black Prince,” Sirius mutters, eyes glazed over. “Faked his death. Ruled Magical Britain and
the Head of the Wizards Council under a different name. Pardoned Nicholas Malfoy in 1340. Cissa
shouldn’t marry into such a foolish family.”

Harry feels like he’s hearing a child reciting history they’ve been taught over and over. He wonders
who Cissa is.

“Edward of Woodstock?” Snape demands. “The son of the Muggle King?”

“Know your Muggle history, do you?” King Ragnok looks over Snape with vague disapproval.
“Well, since Ward is your Heir too, you may as well know. Griphook!”

“The Black Prince was the first of the House of Black, the first Noble and Most Ancient House to
be established by Gringott himself,” Griphook says quietly.

“Although some might argue other families hold the title of the first ancient House,” Dumbledore
says, folding his fingers together and his eyes blazing with an unusual blue fire. “The Peverells, for
example.”

Harry feels Snape’s fingers stop drumming on the back of the chair. He doesn’t need to look at
Snape to know what’s on his mind. Hadrian Peverell. Harry tries to look anywhere but at
Dumbledore, but neither does he want to look at Snape, Griphook or Sirius. So he looks at his
wrists, at the strange, blood red-brown tattoos now emerging under his skin. Is this how wizards
get tattoos? Through magic? Is this how Bill and Sirius did it?

“Necromancers cannot be Noble Houses!” King Ragnok snaps. Snape tenses behind Harry. He can
feel Griphook’s eyes on him but he won’t look up. He’s remembering some of the spells in the
Potter Grimoire, the dangerous ingredients in the Peverell Glamour. He’s not sure what a
Necromancer is, but it sounds pretty bad.

“One man’s Necromancer is another man’s Saint, Your Majesty,” Dumbledore replies easily.

“And Goblin law is Goblin law,” King Ragnok’s throne creaks as he leans backwards. “And have
we not got other matters to discuss?”

“Yes,” Dumbledore reaches under his desk and Harry sees a copy of the Daily Prophet flop into his
field of vision. Harry stares at the title of it as it sits on Dumbledore’s desk.

SIRIUS BLACK PRISONER OF THE GOBLINS - TRIAL IMMINENT! MINISTER SWEARS HE
WILL BE KISSED

“What?” Harry grabs the paper and stares down at it. “How do they know?”

“I am afraid it has to do with your position as the ward of the Silver Hall, Harry,” Dumbledore
sighs, leaning back in his chair. “His Majesty is bound by law to alert the Minister for Magic in the
event that he takes a Wizard as a prisoner. It is considered an act of war.”

“So is unleashing an Obscurus!” King Ragnok leans forward, bushy eyebrows low and deadly.
“An adult one at that! Even Scamander wasn’t foolish enough to keep one that old as a pet!”

“It cannot be an act of war if we had no notion that he was an Obscurus,” Dumbledore says

calmly.

“Ward’s Anzar tells me that the notion was presented in a discussion as early as the summer,” King
Ragnok leans forward. “I think you keep secrets, Chief Warlock.”

Dumbledore spreads his hands affably as if it is not an accusation. Harry hears Snape snort softly
behind him.

“I protect my own,” Dumbledore says, eyes drifting to Harry who can’t help himself from mentally
adding: when it suits you.

“What’s wrong with Sirius?” Harry asks. “He’s … he’s a pet now?” Harry wonders if it has
something to do with Snuffles.

“He is part Obscurus,” King Ragnok corrects Harry with sudden gentleness, something Harry
wasn’t expecting after the blazing tone he used on Dumbledore. “The only reason he has lived this
long is due to the Dementors. Azkaban was sucking it out of him.”

“Can you make it better?” Harry risks looking at Sirius desperately. He sees a flash of recognition
in those eyes for a second, one that gives him a leap of hope and fear but then it is gone.

“We can, Ward,” King Ragnok reaches a slim, scarred hand and pats Harry’s arm. “If he is not
kissed before then.”

King Ragnok taps the paper in front of him with a long-nailed finger. Harry sees how they are
sharpened and tipped with silver. Harry thinks they could probably do some serious damage. Theo
would probably be into that, having knife hands.

“And why would we be avoiding that?” Snape asks, voice lethally quiet. “Since he has now
attempted murder twice, it seems fitting.”

“Because he’s my godfather!” Harry exclaims, turning his head to glare up at his Sire. “And I don’t
want him dead! Especially if it’s my fault!”

“It is not your fault that he suppressed his magic,” Snape says, placing both hands on the back of
the chair and staring down at Harry with such lethal intensity Harry knows he should back away,
but he won’t. “It is not your fault he entered into a corrupt parabatai bond without thinking, it is not
your fault that he pursued revenge when he could have cared for you, it is not your fault that he is a
grown man acting like a child!”

“You don’t know what really happened!” Harry jumps unsteadily to his feet, one knee on his chair
to hold his balance as he glares at Snape. He thinks of Sirius’ memories, of the painful, dreadful
love he felt for James and then Harry. “You don’t know how much he was hurting!”

“I do not care.” Snape’s voice, unlike Harry’s, is getting softer and softer. “His sob story has
always been pathetic —,”

“You just can’t let go of a grudge!” Harry yells.

“You will let me finish, Harrison.”

Harry knows that tone, both supremely civilised and utterly menacing, and so he shuts up, folding
his arms and glaring up at this man. He wants so badly to storm out of Dumbledore’s office, to run
to Gryffindor tower and just feel warm and safe, but the castle isn’t safe anymore. Umbridge is
here and Theo is with Remus and he needs Snape to get back to him.

“I do not care because there can be no earthly reason that justifies what has happened to you,”
Snape whispers. Where his hands are clamped on the back of the chair, Harry can see shadows
unfurling. He wonders if Snape sees them, if he even knows they are there. “I had to resuscitate
you. I will wish him dead for that for the rest of his pitiful existence.”

“And I did that so he would live!” Harry shouts back, feeling the liquid rage of the Slytherin ring
heating up under its hidden charm. Harry can’t help it when he slips into parseltongue. “I want him
to live!”

“English, please,” Snape says, his tone frustratingly bored. “You are not a reptile.”

“You are a fucking wanker who never grew up!”

King Ragnok looks highly amused, leaning one arm on the side of his chair and his chin on his

hand. “Did you know he was a serpent speaker?” he asks Griphook, who nods. “Fascinating.”

“Tone, Harrison,” Snape snaps.

“Fuck your tone!”

“Harry, if you wouldn’t mind switching back to English for our benefit,” Dumbledore says, his
voice soothing. “Try calming down. Would you like me to cast the throat-clearing spell?”

Snape looks at Harry as if he longs to tell Dumbledore that he knows Harry is not reverting to
parseltongue because of fear but because he’s being a dick, but the man simply raises his
eyebrows. Harry knows that look. Your move, Potter. Harry stares up at the ceiling and pulls up the
Not-Caring, soft tendrils of it wrapping around the invisible Slytherin ring and soothing its
hisses. Don't care. Won't care.

“I want him to live,” Harry speaks slowly to the ceiling, not trusting himself to look at any of them
right now. “Despite what he did and what it cost me, I want him to live. Or it was all for nothing.”

Sirius’ rage. The loss of the Black magic which is still like an open wound inside him, always
weeping. The horrible sensation that Sirius’ love is tempered just as equally by Sirius’ hatred that
James died. James and not Harry. All of that will be for nothing if he dies.

“I’m sorry.”

Sirius’ voice is neutral, quiet, and Harry can’t help but turn to it. The face is blank, like a mask of
Sirius, but the eyes have something in them. A little flicker, perhaps, of something Harry
recognises with a painful swoop of his belly. The crystal cuffs on Sirius’ hands begin to glow and
Harry, without thinking, takes a step backwards. He remembers how the concrete block around
Sirius' hands splintered in Grimmauld Place. Snape has a hand on his shoulder in a moment,
shifting with his wand pointed at Sirius.

“Black,” Snape says in a warning tone. King Ragnok looks at them both with interest.

“He cannot harm you, Ward,” King Ragnok looks at Sirius’ cuffs. “The crystals glow and absorb
the magic and calm his spirit. That is all.”

“Yeah, well, you didn’t see what it took to calm him down the last time,” Harry rasps out, eyes
fixed on Sirius' hands. The Black magic drawing everything out of him, wrapping Sirius in light.
Feeling tired, so tired.

“I saw Griphook’s memory, Ward,” King Ragnok doesn’t even look slightly offended at Harry’s
tone. “And your Anzar’s. You fought most bravely. We are honoured by it.”

“Honoured Ward,” SteelClaw and Griphook echo, and in a strange movement, both stand and clap
their fists in a crossed arm movement over their chests, bowing stiffly. Harry stares. Dumbledore
raises his eyebrows. What the fuck was that?

“Right,” Harry says, crossing his own arms and bowing back, a bit awkwardly. “Thanks for ... that.
I still want him to live, though.”

“Harry is right, of course, we must find a way to defer Cornelius from his current course of action,”
Dumbledore says, speaking gently. “Sirius cannot go to trial in front of the Wizengamot with a
hope of survival, not without Peter Pettigrew.”

“But I cannot hold onto a Wizard prisoner who is wanted by the Wizengamot,” King Ragnok sighs
in irritation. “Not without actually going to war, which I am told is too expensive at the moment.”
He looks at SteelClaw who nods silently and King Ragnok rolls his eyes. “So what do you propose
instead, Chief Warlock?”

“Well, I had a new possibility presented to me this evening,” Dumbledore’s eyes rest for a moment
on the new rune tattoo that’s just visible under the rip of Harry’s t-shirt. Harry shifts
uncomfortably. He's nearly one hundred percent sure he won't like where this is going. “Under the
decree of 1539, any ward of the Silver Hall is subject to a protection that also benefits their blood
relatives, that’s correct, is it not, Your Majesty?”

“The Headless Queen, her child who became the First Ward of the Hall in an attempt to save her
life from vicious muggles,” Sirius intones quietly, and Harry once again gets the sensation of a
child reciting history. It’s a little creepy and makes Harry feel nauseous, especially the 'vicious
muggles' part. He cannot imagine Sirius was ever so studious or prejudiced in real life. Where is he
inside his head right now?

“It is,” King Ragnok looks between Harry and Snape. “I do not see how that shall benefit my
client.”

“Because an interesting suggestion was made this evening,” Dumbledore tents his fingers and
looks over them at Harry. “What if Sirius was Harry’s father?”

Harry feels a tug in the parabatai bond and tries not to wince. He doesn’t want Snape to see.
Surreptitiously, he looks across the room at Sirius. He sees the way those black eyes are fixed on
his left hand, where the Black ring should be.

“But he is not,” Snape says, his hand still firm on Harry’s shoulder. “And the protection is only for
family of the blood.”

“Harry and Sirius are of blood,” Dumbledore says, his eyes flicking towards Sirius. “Harry’s
grandmother was Dorea Black.”

“She was?” Harry stares at Sirius, daring himself to address him for the first time. “Why didn’t you
tell me that?”

“Didn’t matter,” Sirius stares at a spot behind Harry’s head. “Dorea rejected us, rejected the
Black’s. Dorea was a good woman.” Sirius’s eyes dance back across Harry’s face and Harry thinks
he sees a small flicker of a frown. “James looked like her. You used to look like her too.”

“The Silver Hall originally tried to protect a mother through the bond of her child, and now you
want to try and use that same decree to protect a second cousin twice removed?” Snape sneers at
Dumbledore.

“It is not as ludicrous as it sounds,” Dumbledore smiles in the infuriating way he always does when
he’s being a bit ineffable. “We will tell Cornelius that Sirius cannot be handed over because Harry
is his son. Cornelius, even at the moment in time, will struggle to execute the father of the BoyWho-Lived —,”

“This is insane!” Snape says.

“— and we use the legality of the language of the protection to allow the goblins the right to
protect Sirius,” Dumbledore bows his head to King Ragnok. “Because he is of blood to your Ward,
and whilst it might not be a parent-child blood bond, it is enough to satisfy the terms.”

“You wish for me to lie to the Minister of Magic?” King Ragnok says slowly, twisting the head of
his staff slowly. “To forge documents saying Ward is the Son of the House of Black?”

“Of course not, Your Majesty,” Dumbledore shakes his head, smiling gently. “No documentation
will be needed. Sirius has already named Harry as his Heir —,”

“He disowned me,” Harry blurts out, still feeling the sting of it. “I’m not an Heir anymore.”

“There is no way to verify that,” Dumbledore says. “Since the Black magic seems to have gone
into disruption since your disownment. Has the paperwork changed, Your Majesty?”

“No,” King Ragnok snorts and looks at Harry appreciatively. “I don’t know what you did, Ward,
but the magic has gone rogue. Things won't be put right until someone wields it again, and Lord
Black is in no state to do so.”

“So I’m … I’m what?” Harry gulps and looks between Dumbledore and King Ragnok nervously.
The King gestures to Griphook.

“We don’t know,” Griphook says, his eyes flitting down to Harry’s crippled left hand. “The
paperwork at the bank still names you an Heir but until Lord Black returns to his right mind or the
magic settles itself, we won’t know for sure. With your Heir ring gone …”

“It’s not gone, the magic has it,” Harry frowns. Everyone else is looking particularly nonplussed.
“The magic took it back because it's sad, you all saw ... Where else would it be?”

Everyone stares at Harry like he’s said something bizarre.

“Magic does not … take things, Harrison, nor is it sad,” Snape says, squeezing his shoulder. Harry
feels an implicit warning in his tone. Don’t talk about your weird magic here.

“Oh,” Harry says dumbly. King Ragnok chuckles, shaking his head.

“You are an odd thing, Ward,” he claps a hand on the arm of his throne and looks at Dumbledore.
“So you only wish me to lie to the Minister of Magic?”

“More that you allow a lie to be told since I shall be the one telling it.” Dumbledore’s eyes flicker
with mischief and Harry remembers the Bertie Botts every flavour beans on his bed in the hospital
wing in first year. Alas, earwax. “You will only need to present Sirius’ heirship declaration. I will
tell the story of the convict turned madman by the loss of his true love —,”

Harry’s eyes drift to Sirius. He sees the pain there, he remembers how Sirius felt when he held
James’ after the parabatai bonding ritual: Mine.

“— and how love turned to paranoia. No one shall be surprised since there is a passing
resemblance between Sirius and Harry.”

“Passing resemblance?” Snape sneers. “You mean that they are both brown and therefore easily
indistinguishable from one another?”

Harry snorts, imagining how Hermione would roll her eyes appreciatively at that comment.

“Severus, please,” Dumbledore waves a hand dismissively. “Most of the wixen public will accept
what they are led to believe, what they see in photos. Harry does have something of a Black about
him and when people see him at Hogwarts —,”

“Wait, you don’t want me to re-glamour for Hogwarts?” Harry feels suddenly a little weak at the
thought and sways slightly against Snape, who instantly pushes him back down into the chair,
cursing under his breath. “You want me to wear, like, my real face? Back to school?”

He can’t be serious. He can’t think this is a good idea.

“Yes,” Dumbledore says calmly. “And you will be Harry Potter-Black when you return.”

“Heir Potter-Black,” Griphook corrects quietly, his eyes gleaming proprietorially.

“Potter-Black?” Snape growls. Harry can feel the chair he’s sitting on creaking under the strain of
Snape’s tight grip. “You want to pass my child off as a Black?”

“I know that this might be personally … tiresome for you, Severus,” Dumbledore says. “But given
what happened this evening …” Dumbledore’s eyes land on Harry’s again and Harry realises he’s
talking about Voldemort now. “This seems like the most prudent way to protect everyone.”

Harry feels dizzy. It’s not the concept of it so much as the speed of it. Dumbledore thinks fast,
Harry realises, wondering suddenly if it’s being a wartime General that does it or being a genius.
How did he get to a point where he can so easily twist my life in a whole other direction without a
second of doubt?

“Everyone will see,” Harry says, trying to keep his voice even. He thinks of the stares, the
whispers, the looks. It’s bad enough that everyone in school already thinks he’s mad, how much
madder will they think he is when they hear his father is Sirius? In his head, he imagines Smith’s
voice: It’s bad blood, it’s hereditary. No wonder he’s a psycho. “Everyone will know.”

“They will know this,” Dumbledore corrects him, folding his hands tightly and leaning forward.
“However, there is a myriad of things they will not know. Those are the things we are more
interested in protecting right now.”

Harry closes his eyes. He knows what that means. If Voldemort thinks Sirius is his Dad, he won’t
come looking for Snape. Dumbledore gets to keep his spy, Sirius gets to live, Snape gets to risk his
life again and Harry gets to deal with it. Harry tugs up the Not-Caring for a moment, allows it to
numb the part of him that is raging and furious at what is being asked of him. You will desist from
using yourself as a bargaining chip. Not today, it seems.

“Fine,” Harry breathes out slowly and looks at Dumbledore. “Let’s do it.”

“Absolutely not.” Snape’s voice is quiet, but trembling with fury. The man swoops down to kneel
beside Harry's chair, staring up at him, black eyes boring into his. “You will not do this.”

Harry feels a memory pressed into his consciousness. Snape standing in the doorway of the cottage
in Skye, eyes blazing as he tells Harry he did not become a spy for the needs of the many. “You
shall not have my fight, Harrison.”

“It’s not your decision,” Harry says sharply, and thinks, very hard and very clearly as he stares into
Snape’s eyes: Let me keep our secrets.

Snape stares at him for a long time. Harry wonders, briefly, when it became second nature to talk to

Snape like this, saying one thing on the surface and another underneath. Then he thinks they've
probably been doing it for the last four years, but the thing said underneath was always the
same. We hate each other so fucking much. Snape stands up abruptly, staring at Dumbledore.

“How long?” He snaps.

“As long as it takes,” Dumbledore answers, his eyes oddly flickering to Harry’s scar. Does he mean
as long as it takes us to defeat Voldemort or as long as it takes me to die? If it is the second, Harry
worries that it won’t be very fucking long at all at the right Harry’s going all on his own, what with
Obscuruses and hurricane magic and the way Kreacher keeps hitting him over the head with stuff.
That’s not even including how low his life expectancy will go once the Slytherins find out he’s a
Black. Malfoy will be a bloody nightmare. Harry has a sudden feeling of panic, like that dream
where he turned up to class naked. Everyone will see. He’ll only have a few people beside him,
fewer than he has now. Harry’s not Theo when it comes to planning or allies or any of that
pureblood stuff that sounds like a muggle fantasy book to him, but he knows he’s going to need
everyone he has just to make it through the school year. Including Snape.

“We’ll do it,” Harry says, grabbing Snape’s wrist, and thinking of what the Prince ring always says
to him when he might die. Survive, just survive. Snape’s arm jerks and he looks down at Harry’s
hand on his wrist in frank surprise. Maybe it’s because it's the first time Harry’s been able to
vaguely grab at anything, even something as thick and bulky as the robe of Severus Snape, in days.
Or maybe it’s because it’s the first time Harry’s willingly touched him without being in pain or
dying. Either way, Harry thinks he gets the message.

“The terms are … acceptable,” Snape says carefully, looking back at Dumbledore. “What is
needed?”

“Nothing from either of you,” Dumbledore says, nodding. For the first time since Harry came
through the floo, he looks properly relaxed. Actually, it’s the first time since Harry saw him in
Grimmauld that he’s looked like this. Maybe it’s because it’s the first time you are doing as you
are told, a voice that sounds like Theo’s whispers inside Harry’s head. “I shall be in contact with
the Minister, Sirius shall be safe in the Silver Hall and Harry can go to the Burrow.”

Anger spikes through Harry’s blood. He knows it makes no sense, but Harry feels like Dumbledore
has taken James away from him, or whatever Harry had left of James. It might have just been an
illusion on his face and a last name, but it was something and next term he won't even have that.
He has barely anything in the way of a father right now, but Snape and Remus are doing
something, at least. He won’t have that taken from him, too.

“No,” Harry shakes his head. “Our deal was for Spinners End. You said Spinner's End.”

“Surely, Harry, you can see why it might be … prudent if you are known to be spending the
holidays with a significant Light family,” Dumbledore says softly. "Especially after the decisions
made here."

“Then tell people I am,” Harry shrugs, standing up and nodding to Snape who steps back, waving
his wand towards the floor. Harry is done. He can feel the anger like slime crawling down up his
throat and down his veins. “Tell them whatever you want. I don’t care.”

“Harry, I know that it’s difficult —,”

“You don’t,” Harry presses his hand against the chair, resisting the urge to fling his right hand and
all the Slytherin magic inside it against Dumbledore’s bookcase. “No one does.”

Dumbledore stares at him softly and Harry tries not to meet his gaze. He knows that he’s looking
for Tom. He’s always looking for Tom.

“Harry,” Dumbledore speaks gently. “I am very grateful for your patience and bravery. I only
require it for a little while longer.”

Harry remembers the night of the third task. After the Graveyard, after Amos, after Barty. Bleeding
and exhausted, longing to fall into Sirius’ arms and howl. “I ask you to demonstrate your courage
one more time.” The chair underneath Harry’s hands' splinters with lightning, smoking softly.
Harry breathes heavily, feeling the burn of it against his palms. He doesn't care. He wants to burn
the world. Fire erupts around his fingertips. The goblins pull back, hissing, except King Ragnok,
who leans forward with interest. Dumbledore simply looks at him sadly.

“Harrison.”

A wand tip appears, casting a gentle flow of water over his hands, dousing the flames. Harry feels
Snape’s heavy hand on his shoulder and is actually grateful for it this time. There are shadows in
the Prince ring and they feel like tethers to this world, to the here and now. Harry takes another
steadying breath and looks up at Dumbledore. King Ragnok is watching him carefully.

“It’s always one more time,” Harry shakes his head in disgust. “And I’ll always give it, you know
I will because I don’t have a choice, do I? Not if I want to survive Tom?”

Dumbledore looks at him intensely for a moment and then shakes his head.

“I am afraid not,” he says. He at least looks a little saddened by it, but mainly hardened. He's got
used to the idea of asking too much of me. Harry nods and takes a deep breath.

“Then there’s nothing to say right now,” Harry says, trying to keep his voice even. “Tell them I’m
a Black. Do what you need to do to keep everyone safe. I’ll give you all the fucking the patience
and bravery I’ve got, but I’m doing it from Spinner’s End.”

You have to give me something too, Harry thinks, eyes resting on the face of the man who was
once his safest place. Please.

“Ward’s terms seem more than adequate,” King Ragnok turns to Dumbledore. “If they are not
accepted then we shall revoke our part of the bargain and reveal the parentage of our Ward.”

Snape takes a sharp breath behind him but says nothing, only twitches the hand on Harry's
shoulder. Harry says nothing too, just stares at the blackened wood under his hands.

“Pulled from both sides, I see,” Dumbledore says thoughtfully. Harry tries not to flinch. He looks
up at Dumbledore and wonders if the great wizard in front of him realises that this is what Harry
feels all the time. Pulled from all motherfucking sides, is more like it. “I find the terms fair. I shall
seek Harry out at Spinners End, Severus.”

“That is your prerogative,” Snape says tightly. “If you would do us the kindness of writing or
calling first.”

“Naturally,” Dumbledore inclines his head gently. “Now, His Majesty and I have a deal to
discuss.”

Harry could roll his eyes at this, Dumbledore’s classic dismissal when a person is already one foot
into the floo, but nods. It doesn't feel like a win. He feels empty, as if his bones are hollow, but he
turns unsteadily towards King Ragnok and bows.

“Thank you for the fang, Your Majesty,” Harry says, too tired to think of an appropriate farewell.

“May all your enemies run from the sound of your laugh and piss themselves when you speak.”

King Ragnok bursts out into laughter, almost doubling over with it. Harry sees Dumbledore
smirking fondly and tries to ignore the rise of joy he feels at seeing that familiar smile. I don’t
care. I do not. He hears Snape muttering “Sweet Merlin,” behind him.

“Excellent choice, Ward!” King Ragnok chortles, wiping tears from his eyes as he gasps for breath.
“Griphook was right. May all your enemies drop dead in your sleep. That is your preferred
farewell, is it not?”

“It is, Your Majesty,” Harry grins at Griphook who inclines his head gently. “It would make my
life a lot easier.”

“But victory would be less sweet,” King Ragnok winks at Harry. “Correspond with me, Ward. I
should like to see you fight. Do you know how to use an axe?”

"Sweet Circe, no," Snape mutters.

“For what?” Harry asks blankly, thinking of being taken to chop down a Christmas tree for the
Dursleys.

“That answers my question,” The King of the Goblin holds up a finger with a knowing look. “You
shall learn.”

Harry can hear Snape cursing softly behind him and doesn’t really understand why but nods,
warily.

“I’d be honoured, Your Majesty.” Harry wonders if goblins are just really into cutting wood.

“Come,” Snape says quietly, nodding towards the floo. Harry follows on shaky legs. He can feel
the adrenalin bleeding out of him now and knows he hasn’t got long before they give out. He grips
the edge of the mantlepiece, watching as Snape throws green powder into the flames. Theo. Soon
I'll be with Theo and it will be okay.

“Harry.” Sirius’ voice calls him back. Harry wishes he could ignore it, but he turns to look at his
godfather. The eyes are dull again, the tone flat, and all of it makes Harry feel vacant inside.
Something is missing. “You asked me, you told me to stop loving you. I just want you to know …”
Sirius' eyes spark like diamonds and Harry feels a sense of fear and joy, because he knows
suddenly that Sirius is still in there. Oh hell, Sirius is still in there. “ I didn’t stop. I will never
stop.”

Then Harry feels it, like a blaze of molten liquid in his stomach, love and pain all at once and Harry
sees himself in Sirius memory. Thirteen years old and glaring up at Sirius with all the hatred in the
world, eyes full of emerald fire. “Your father would have done the same for me,” Sirius whispers
and Harry feels Sirius’ love, feels Sirius’ desperation, hears the words inside his head. “I cannot
save you James, but I can save our child.”

“Shit,” Snape hisses, pulling Harry against him as they step into the flames. “Spinner’s End!”

The pain does not stop as Harry twists inside the flames, it only travels, moving to his scar and
burning bright and red and bloody as Tom’s triumphant laugh licks against the side of his mind.

Your father thinks he can save you, Harry, but no one can save him from me.

As quickly as Tom speaks, he is suddenly gone, and Harry is retching and heaving on a dusty floor,
hearing Remus’ frantic voice above him. Harry can’t stand up, he is vomiting up bile and his head
is spinning, but then he feels dry scales tangling up his arm.

“What’s happening?” Harry hisses.

“There is trouble,” Sahara hisses back.

“What are you talking about?” Snape yells above him.

“I can’t find Theodore anywhere!” Remus shouts back. “He came with us, he definitely came with
us, but he’s disappeared!”

Harry’s heart lurches and for the first time since he pulled his hands out of the earth in Skye, he is
genuinely afraid. Theo. Where the fuck is Theo?
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Theo wants to murder Albus Dumbledore. It is a thought that consumes him as he stumbles
through the air and into a dusty room in what he presumes is Spinners End. He wants to rip
through his mind and torture him with his darkest memories and even that, Theo thinks, would be
too kind a death.

“Where are we?” Theo snaps, pulling his arm out of the grip of the wolf. He’s feeling sharp as if
he’s made of knives and wants to make people bleed. He saw Harry having his mind invaded by
the most powerful wizard alive, watched him put himself on the line and leave Theo behind again
and now Theo has no spare patience or civility to offer the world’s most irritating werewolf in a
cardigan.

“This is Severus’ family home,” Lupin looks around at the clutter, the dust and the suspiciouslooking grime around the edges of the windows and the sink. “He has not utilised it properly in
many years.”

“Clearly,” Theo mutters, holding onto the cup that has been magically sealed, with air holes, to
contain the Parvus Pixie. He hasn’t read Blaise’s letter yet and is looking for a quiet place to do it,
as well as to update Granger. Sahara slithers from his shoulders, already mad at Harry for leaving
her behind. That makes two of us. She hisses furiously as she slides across the dirty floorboards, her
body leaving a clean path through the dust, heading for one of the broken windows. Theo thinks he
hears the words “eat” and “destroy” in there.

“Where is she going?” Lupin asks, warily.

“Hunting.” It is either that or, like Theo, she is plotting the ways she will destroy Dumbledore and
punish Harry when he returns. She will have to get in line. Theo hears Harry’s stern shout of
“Theo, no!” over and over inside his head. He sees the hand flung out towards him, the grey wisps
of silver coming straight towards his face, settling around him like a cage that he cannot be heard
or seen inside. He remembers the regret in Harry’s eyes but also the terrible, undeniable resolve.
Harry is more powerful than Theo. If Harry wants to shut him out, he can. It is unbearable.

“This is no house for a child of Black,” Kreacher snarls. Theo looks down at the elf who is
standing beside him, staring around at the small, dirty house with very obvious disgust.

“It’s what we have,” Lupin snaps. “At least until we can get back into Grimmauld Place.”

“Harry will not go back,” Theo says quietly, factually and Lupin throws him an irritated glance as
if annoyed by Theo’s constant protective stance when it comes to Harry. Lupin loves Harry, any
fool can see that, but Lupin has also spent a lifetime being forced to live under other people’s rules.
Sometimes, Theo can see him bending towards the will of others in a way that will not do for any
adult who considers themselves a guardian of Harry Potter. That is the only good thing that can be
said about Dumbledore, Theo thinks, that he was and is utterly unbendable. Theo recognises it
because when it comes to Harry, he is unbendable, too.

Harry will be happy. Harry will be safe. Harry will live. Theo does not think these are lofty goals
but he is coming to realise just how little the adults in Harry’s life know about his unhappiness,
lack of safety and nearness to death. Not a single one of them is to be trusted and as Theo stares
Lupin down, he thinks that Lupin can probably see that.

“I suppose Kreacher shall … clean,” Kreacher growls, eyeing the grey, filthy windows with
dislike.

“That might be helpful,” Lupin says. He crosses to the fireplace and taps it with his wand,
muttering. Then he stands back, looking at the empty grate intensely as if waiting for Harry and
Snape to suddenly appear. Theo wants to roll his eyes. Pathetic.

“Where can I put our stuff?” Theo says, gesturing to his trunk which has essentially become his
and Harry’s trunk since he arrived in Skye. Harry has been wearing Theo’s clothes which are too
big, but that he looks absolutely adorable in. Seeing Harry wrapped up in one of Theo’s cashmere
sweaters which fall down over his hands has been one of the highlights of the last few days. It turns
out when Harry is dressed in something other than ragged hand-me-downs from the Weasleys or,
worse, his hideous cousin, he is even more beautiful than is reasonable. Theo has never been so
glad to share his wardrobe with another person.

“There are two guest bedrooms and the attic room,” Lupin says, still staring into the fireplace.
“You and Harry can take a bedroom each, I’ll have the attic.”

Theo looks at the man and then snorts.

“We will have the attic room,” he says, muttering ‘Wingardium Leviosa” to the trunk and walking
towards the stairs. “You can have whatever bedroom you like.”

“Theodore.” Theo turns to see Lupin looking at him sharply, amber irises pulsing. Theo tries to
swallow the immediate and visceral urge to run that floods his system. Warriors show no fear.
Instead, Theo flicks out his penknife and looks at the werewolf with raised eyebrows.

“If you hurt Harry I will struggle to control myself,” Lupin says, voice a soft whisper. Theo grins
nastily. He is full of fury at Harry, rage towards Dumbledore and overwhelming hatred towards the
universe that continually seeks to harm the boy he is trying so hard to protect, he is more than
ready for this fight with a man he barely respects.

“You already did hurt him,” Theo sneers. “Imagine how much self-control I am utilising right
now.”

“I have never hurt Harry,” Lupin’s fists clench.

“So he had another godfather who stranded him with abusive muggle relatives?”

“Intentionally,” Lupin growls. “I have never hurt him intentionally.”

“That would perhaps mean more if frightened seven-year-olds could understand intention,” Theo
shrugs. "Let me tell you from experience. We cannot."

“I didn’t know I was his godfather back then!” Lupin snaps. “And it is none of your business,
Theodore.”

“I am merely pointing out that only one of us has a history of abandoning him,” Theo says lightly.
“So I am surprised by your eagerness to cast aspersions on my loyalty.”

“I am not saying you’re not loyal, I am saying that you are fifteen -,”

“Sixteen,” Theo crosses his arms.

“- and sixteen-year-olds can be reckless!" Lupin exclaims, staring at Theo intensely. Theo doesn't
think he's thinking about Harry and Theo. Perhaps the certifiably reckless so-called Marauders?
"They can be ... unthinking! I am cautioning you not to be those things around Harry, he has had
enough turbulence in his life already.”

“Ah, interesting,” Theo says softly. “So Hermione granger, who created a cryptex by hand, is
reckless? And Ronald Weasley, who intimated from only a few letters that Harry was in trouble
and persuaded his brothers to rescue him from Privet Drive when he was only twelve, is
unthinking? Meanwhile, his godfather abandoned him when he was an infant, you abandoned him
after our third year and the Headmaster abandoned him over the summer. Yet we, the fifteen and
sixteen-year-olds, we are the ones responsible for the turbulence in his life?”

Lupin sighs and rests one hand on the fireplace, closing his eyes as if he is in pain.

“I am not criticising,” he says, slowly. “I am … being protective.”

Theo is enraged by this man's retreat. His attempt to disappear when it becomes too painful. This is
what he did with Harry.

“I do not think that you are,” Theodore says coldly, even though he feels rage bubbling inside his
chest and he squeezes the handle of his knife so tightly it hurts. “I think you are afraid that you
have lost the chance to be protective.”

Because now Harry does not trust you.

“Theodore, I understand your feelings for Harry —,” No, you really do not, Theo thinks, wishing
he could spit venom like Sahara. “But it’s not healthy for either of you to be so dependent on one
another. He wasn’t eating, Theodore,” Lupin’s voice is earnest. Theo hates the way he uses his
first name even though he hasn’t earned the right. “That is a dangerous level of co-dependency.”

Co-dependency. Theo has read about it, (because Theo has read about everything to do with
muggle trauma since becoming friends with Harry) and he understands it. He nods slowly.

“I have a question, then,” Theo says.

“Yes, Theodore,” Lupin looks relieved, as if he is falling back into the role of teacher and finally
comfortable in Theo’s presence.

“Co-dependency is a learned behaviour, is it not?”

“Yes,” Lupin nods eagerly. “It can be unlearned.”

“Developed because a child, for whatever reason, is unable to depend on the adults in their life on
whom they are supposed to depend?" Theo reads of the textbook inside his mind, one that he found
in a backstreet second-hand bookshop off Diagon Alley. "Therefore they develop emotionally
codependent relationships with others?”

“Which is understandable,” Lupin says softly. “Of course it is, but it does not make it healthy.”

“And what would be healthy, would be if the child had dependable adults?” Theo muses slowly,
trying to bury his loathing for this man who knows nothing, nothing, about what he and Harry are
to one another. “Adults who could provide adequate care and emotional support?”

“Yes, exactly,” Lupin smiles. “You have a fine mind, Theodore.”

“I do,” Theo nods. You sicken me. “What I do not have, what Harry does not have, are any adults
who will do that.”

Lupin’s face crumples and Theo knows that he has hurt him. Good. Suffer, you arrogant, useless
wolf.

“I know it feels that way,” Lupin whispers. “I remember what it felt like, when my friend, when
my boyfriend was the centre of my universe, but it’s not healthy and it … it never turns out well.”

Theo wants to yell at the man, wants to sneer at his stupidity in comparing his ridiculous affair
with Black to the purity of the Fidelity bond that Theo can feel thrumming with lively joy inside his
chest. What we have is not like yours. Nothing on earth is like ours.

“You remember?” Theo raises his eyebrows. “You remember when your secret boyfriend was
murdered by a Dark Lord whose resurrection you witnessed? You remember when you duelled a
madman, when you endured all three unforgivables at his hand? You remember being sent back to
your muggle relatives who beat you and starved you whilst you were ignored by those who
professed to love and cherish you? When those adults who had promised to protect you did nothing
to help you grieve? To stop your pain? You remember those times?”

Lupin’s face has grown steadily paler, his grip on the fireplace tightening. Theo watches him,
waits for the man to speak but he doesn’t. Theo doesn’t know if it is because he is speechless, or
too afraid to say something to Theo that he will regret but Theo waits. Then, when he feels the
message must have settled in, he continues on, in a much softer voice.

“You do not know who I am. You don’t know who Harry is either.”

“I know my godson,” Lupin answers, eyes closed tightly as if he is in pain or desperately trying to
reassure himself. “I taught him, I know him.”

“That was before. Before Cedric, before the graveyard.” Theo shrugs his shoulders. It amazes him
the persistence with which all of the adults in Harry’s life believe he should be unchanged by the
Dark Lord’s resurrection. “Maybe you could have known him before and maybe you will, Merlin
knows he is forgiving enough, but you do not know us.”

“I know grief is overwhelming, I know grief is all-consuming,” Lupin opens his eyes and looks at
Theo with eyes full of tremendous pain. “What you feel now, whatever Harry feels is built on that
grief. In five years time, you’ll look back —,”

“Can you promise us five years?” Theo interrupts, finally starting to lose his temper. “Can you
promise us two? One?”

Harry is living his life as if it will be snuffed out at any minute and Theo is doing all he can to try
and help Harry see the possibility of a future, but Theodore Nott is not naive. He has made a choice
and it is a choice that may well kill him. Oddly, Lupin looks relieved to hear him speak this way.

“Theodore, I know the prospect of war can seem … terrifying, it can seem like you don’t have
enough time but I promise that you do. People are fighting for your safety, people much older and
wiser than you, it is not on your shoulders…”

Lupin’s voice is placating, as if he has finally landed on something he understands. Theo wonders
what Albus Dumbledore has been telling these members of the Order of Utter Foolishness that they
somehow believe the Dark Lord will not kill teenagers. Have they forgotten Ginny Weasley?
Petrified Granger? And Harry, over and over again?

“…Merlin knows, in the first war people were proposing left, right and centre but —,”

“When did you become aware that the Dark Lord knew your name?” Theo asks, abruptly. Lupin
looks stunned, his hand falling from the fireplace in astonishment.

“It was … the year before Harry was born,” Lupin stutters. “Dumbledore sent me away to Europe
as an … emissary.” To the werewolf packs, Theo surmises. “Greyback followed me. He had been
… sent.” Lupin’s eyes take on a faraway look. “That’s when I knew.”

“How old were you?” Theo asks.

“Twenty,” Lupin swallows. “Too young.”

“Or you were lucky,” Theo says, his voice hard. Lupin’s eyes flash and Theo sees a hint of the
wolf but keeps going. This man who proclaims to love Harry doesn’t even really see him, and Theo
has had enough. “You were emancipated. You had three years of life outside Hogwarts under your
belt. Three years of fighting and training. You were lucky.” Theo holds Lupin’s gaze. “Apollonius
told me once that those who committed treachery towards the Dark Lord or those who defied him
lived upon a knife edge. Is that true?”

“Yes,” Lupin whispers hoarsely. “He … your father was right.”

Theo nods thoughtfully.

“You had twenty years living off the knife edge,” Theo says quietly. “I’ve had fifteen. Harry has

had none.” Theo lets his words sink in, watches the way the wolf swallows heavily as if he is
hearing something he hates but can’t run away from. “Do not tell me not to hurt him. Do not
caution me about being reckless around him. Do not tell me to take away whatever safety we have
together from him, all in the name of being healthy because I won’t and if you tell him to, it will
only push him away.”

“Are you threatening me, Theodore?” Lupin asks wearily. “Really?”

“I am telling you the truth,” Theodore shrugs. “He is a boy living on the knife edge. You tell me
what he will do.”

“You are a clever young man,” Lupin sighs. “Clever enough to see that this kind of devotion, this
kind of obsession that Harry has with you of all people must be tempered with some kind of
rationality.”

Of all people. Theo tucks that implicit insult away, saves for later. He tells himself, firmly, that
Harry loves his godfather and that he deserves a living, sane one, even if the man is a fucking idiot
as well as a coward. So Theo will not stab him, however much he wants to.

“What is rational when a child has faced a Dark Lord four times by the time he turns fifteen?”
Theo shrugs. “What is rational when a child has been tortured and left to die? You weren’t there,
you didn’t see the blood, I did.” Theo can see it before his eyes, the seemingly endless red ocean of
it around that horrible little bed. “Unless you are proposing that you will remove him from here
altogether, that you will take him away and give him a new name and face and let him live happily
in another country, I don’t think you can try to temper Harry’s reality with anything.” Theo raises
his eyebrows at his old professor. “Will you do that?”

Lupin stares at him for a long time and flexes his fingers, staring at the empty fireplace.

“Harry would never go,” Lupin mutters. “And it is not my place. I am not his …” Theo can see
Lupin swallowing down the word ‘father.’

Theo knows Harry would never go, but he also knows that Lupin is limited in his love. Perhaps the
wolf doesn’t realise it, perhaps it is because he thinks he is undeserving but Theo sees a man who
naturally veers from the most painful path. Theo can muster no sympathy for this ridiculous self
aggrieving act. He thinks of the way Snape pushed himself between Harry and Dumbledore, of the
way he said, so firmly, Consent held at wandpoint is not consent! If Theo presented these same
facts to Professor Snape, he has the feeling that Snape would take Harry and run, just as he did
from Grimmauld Place. Lupin is not his father indeed.

“Then do not lecture me on my place,” Theo says abruptly. “Harry wants me here. I will stay.”

Theo turns and walks to the stairs, trying to keep his rage and frustration inside as he levitates his
trunk up two flights of stairs to the attic room, Kreacher following in his wake and muttering
angrily about ‘nasty wolf’ and ‘Master’s honourable Heir Nott.’ Theo looks around the room. It is
all exposed floorboards, a few hanging muggle light bulbs that he clicks on. There is a large round
window at one end that looks out over what seems to be a normal muggle village, a derelict mill
standing over the thin rows of houses like a spectre. It is dusty, full of trunks and boxes and some
lopsided looking bookshelves filled with tomes with tattered spines. There is a wrought iron bed,
somewhere between a single and a double, with a relatively clean mattress left at an awkward angle
in the middle of the room. Theo sizes it up critically.

“Think you could move that under the window?” Theo looks down at Kreacher who has his head
stuck in a small cupboard under the eaves. “And if you want that cupboard for sleeping, you know
he’ll want you to take off the door.”

“Kreacher likes privacy!” The elf snarls.

“Put up a little curtain then,” Theo says, unlocking the stiff window with a creak of the hinges. The
night air is cold and smells faintly of coal and manure. A rural village, it seems. It is perhaps the
last place he imagined someone called Lord Prince to grow up, but then he never imagined the
Boy-Who-Lived would grow up in a cupboard either. He sets the Parvus pixie in its glass container
down on the windowsill, where it folds its tiny arms and sits down, glaring angrily around and
baring its teeth. Theo turns his attention to the bed.

“Help me, Kreacher.”

Kreacher looks across at Theo who is tugging and the metal bars of the headboard, screeching the
iron frame across the floorboards and snorts, flicks his fingers, and suddenly Theo is trapped
between the window and the bed.

“So solicitous of you,” Theo eyes Kreacher nastily and then clambers back over the mattress,
rubbing his bruised knees. “Any linen under there?”

“Heir Nott must not make the bed,” Kreacher snaps, and pulls out a bundle of sheets that is nearly
the size of him. Kreacher has this thing where he does not like being caught doing housework.
Alternatively, he certainly enjoys an audience for crime and punishment of any kind. “Heir Nott

must go away!”

“Fine,” Theo sighs, pulling his journal and the letter from Blaise out of his pocket. “But don’t tease
the pixie. He can kill you with one bite.”

“Not if Kreacher swallows him first,” Kreacher mutters, clicking his fingers so that sheets fly onto
the bed and staring at the pixie with a mixture of loathing and fury. Theo sighs and leaves them to
it, walking quietly down the two flights of stairs. On the bottom step, he can peer around the wall
into the living room and kitchen. Lupin is collapsed on the sofa, head in his hands. Theo has no
desire to face the man a second time and spies a door directly opposite him standing slightly ajar.
He ducks inside it and down a dark flight of stairs. He mutters a “lumos” and sees a muggle light
switch on the wall. Clicking it on, he realises he is in a basement potions lab. One that does not
look like it has been used in a few months. There is a potions bench against the wall that has the
small, high, basement window in it, perhaps to catch the little ventilation that might be possible.
There is a bookcase full of pickled and dry supplies, the bottom shelf full of great, leather-bound
and gilded tomes. The other half of the basement is curiously blank, though as Theo looks closer
he thinks he sees something on the stone floor. Burn marks. Salt residue. Dark, almost black stains
that look like blood. He walks around the edge of it carefully, eyeing it with suspicion. It looks, for
all intents and purposes like a conjuring circle. Something he has only read about in his very illegal
copy of ’The Darkest Arts.” He gingerly pulls back the chair at the potions bench and pulls out his
letter from Blaise, which is very brief.

Theo,
I hope the pixie bit him. The Contessa is in London for Christmas, if your paramour wishes to
reply to her missive in person. The tides are changing, Son of the House of Nott. Let us change with
them.
May Santa Diana bless you,
Your ally and friend,
Blaise

Theo wishes he had made Harry open the letter from the Contessa already, but Harry has been
putting it off. Whenever Theo brings it up Harry scowls and mutters “fucking Zabini” under his
breath before changing the subject. Putting it at the top of his mental to-do list for when Harry gets
back (after thoroughly berating Harry for daring to bind him with magic so he couldn’t liberally
punish Albus Dumbledore), Theo opens the journal. Granger’s last message is still on the page:
Did it work?

Yes.

He can walk?

Yes.

Where is he?

The headmaster found us.

Shit.

Precisely. He is with Snape and the Headmaster now.

Where are you?

Elsewhere.

Will we see him soon?

It is possible.

Good.

Theo closes the book. He does not share Granger’s excitement. He had counted on a whole Yule
sequestered away on the Isle of Skye with Harry, many days in which to help him adjust to walking
and holding a wand again, but if Dumbledore is serious about making Spinners End the new order
headquarters, Theo knows he will not have any of that. He will not be just mine anymore. They will
all want to claim him again. That is if Snape and Lupin and Dumbledore do not send him back to
school. Theo tries to distract himself from the thought, mindlessly reaching down to pull a book off
the bottom bookshelf. It is large and unnamed and falls open on a particular page, as if it had been
opened there many times before. It is a large diagram, Theo sees queasily that the page is smeared
with drops of blood. Then he sees the title: Magus Convocatio. Theo runs his fingers over it in
trepidation. A summoning spell for Mages. He flicks back over a page, sees paragraphs of dense
text in a language he doesn’t know, and some names handwritten into the margins that he
recognises:

Merlin
|
|
John Dee =
|
Magnus Bane?

Theo remembers how Snape answered the question that Harry put to him in detention. “Tell Mr
Nott that unless he is Merlin or John Dee, he is not a Mage.” Theo can hear his heartbeat
resounding in his ears. He is looking at a list of potential mages throughout British history. It is
more knowledge than he has been able to glean through months of futile research and halfunderstood conversations with Luna Lovegood. He stares at the name Magnus Bane. Inside his
head, an encyclopaedia falls out to a relevant page:
“Magnus Bane is a notorious name in creature magic. Thought to be a half-breed, he practices the
Dark Arts in Brooklyn New York and is rumoured to have created a philosophers stone, since he
does not seem to age.”
Holy fucking Merlin. Theo drops the book to the floor, pulls out another and sees it is handwritten,
pages and pages of writing in Sanskrit of all things. Another is written in ancient Italian and is older
than almost any book Theo has seen in the restricted section of the library. All of them are about
Mages. All of them are about Harry. Theo feels like his head is fizzing with too much information,
but he knows that whoever wrote the note in the margin thought Magnus Bane was more than a
half-breed. Magnus Bane could be a Mage and that means there is someone out in the world who
could help Harry with his magic. Someone who could teach him. Then he realises that this is
knowledge gained in Professor Snape’s house. Theo knows it is not his Potions Master’s
handwriting but someone in Snape’s family researched Mages more deeply than any scholar alive
and Lord Prince has been keeping it from him.

“That motherfucker,” Theo mutters under his breath. “Kreacher!”

With a crack, the little elf appears by his side.

“Heir Nott calls Kreacher to the shabby cellar?” Kreacher sniffs, looking around in disdain.

“Yes, take these books, all of them, up to our room and hide them,” Theo commands. Kreacher’s
ears prick up as they always do when Theo asks him to commit assault or larceny.

“We are stealing books from Lord Prince?” Kreacher eyes take on a devious glint.

“Yes,” Theo says without compunction. “They will keep your Master alive, I hope.”

Kreacher grins and takes the book, looks like he is prepared to pop away and then … doesn’t. The
elf’s smile droops.

“Kreacher can’t,” he snarls. “Nasty Lord Prince has a charm on the books so they cannot leave the
room.”

“Of course he has,” Theo mutters, staring down at the book in his hand. Devious fucker. He’ll have
to do it the old fashioned way. “Right, then we copy. Get a pen, Kreacher. Can you write
Sanskrit?”

“Of course,” Kreacher looks at Theo like he is insane. “Elves know all the ancient magical
languages.”

“Great, you take this one,” Theo hands over the handwritten book and settles down with the first
book he looked at on the floor of the basement, pulling out his personal study journal, the one full
of endless lists, and sets to work copying what he sees. Theo works fast. Kreacher is sat beside him
and munching on dolly mixtures (another vile muggle sweet that Theo honestly thinks could be
used as a punishment for wixen children) and for an hour, all Theo hears is the sound of an elf
chewing and quills scribbling on the page. He doesn’t write to understand, only to copy and come
back to later, letting interesting phrases and words brush past him, refusing to stop and meditate on
them even as they snag him and lure him back, and pressing on, trying to steal away as much
information as possible. It is only when he gets to the picture of the summoning spell and is
copying it down that he stops, his eyes drifting to a burnt spot on the stone near his knee. Holy
Merlin. He looks up slowly, staring between the diagram on the page and the markings on the
empty stone floor.

"Heir Nott is done?" Kreacher asks.

“No. They tried it,” Theo whispers, getting unsteadily to his feet. “They tried to conjure a Mage.”

“What is Heir Nott speaking of now?” Kreacher mutters, his nimble hand flying fast along with the
page as he copies at remarkable speed.

“Whoever did all this research, whoever was so interested in Mages, they tried to conjure one. It’s
dormant now, I think.” Theo steps closer to the edge of where the circle would be, seeing the
pentagram points in the singe marks. He leans down, looking at what he thinks might be a rune
inside the scorch.

“Heir Nott is an idiot if he tries to touch the magic circle,” Kreacher mutters, his lips black with
liquorice.

“I’m not touching, I’m just looking,” Theo murmurs, crouching low. “It’s … it’s designed to trap
one, I think, to sense the magic of them and —,”

The book tumbles from Theo’s hand and he tries to catch it before it touches the floor inside the
magic circle, but Theo feels the moment his arm crosses the airspace over the circle line that he has
gravely misjudged this magic. It is not dormant at all, it is just only contained within the circle, like
a hole cut out of the universe and in a moment, Theo is sucked inside it, staring out at Kreacher
from within shiny, flickering bars of gold fire.

“Heir Nott is an idiot!” Kreacher snarls. “Kreacher told him not to touch the magic circle!”

“Yes, well, Kreacher has the satisfaction of being right,” Theo swallows hard, looking at the fiery
prison around him. The bars go from floor to ceiling and Theo has the sense that if the floor and
ceiling were removed, the bars would continue, on and on, through space and time. “Go and get
the wolf.”

Kreacher clenches his fists and then frowns deeply.

“Kreacher cannot,” he snarls. “Things can get in, but no things can get out.”

“Try the door!”

Kreacher patters away up the dark stairs and Theo can hear him pulling at the doorknob. Then
banging on the door. Then calling: “Wolf! Foolish Wolf! Horrible Half-breed, we are trapped!”
Theo rolls his eyes at that. If Lupin does hear it, he might be inclined to leave us down here. Then
slow footsteps come back down the stairs. Kreacher glares at Theo angrily.

“Heir Nott is an idiot of the highest order since he has triggered very, very strong defensive

magic!” Kreacher growls, sitting down on the bottom step and narrowing his eyes at Theo. “Now
Kreacher will die in stupid Wizard’s cave with stupid Heir Nott!”

“How strong?” Theo asks, feeling his heart racing.

“No thing, no sound, no light, no smell, no life shall go out,” Kreacher croaks.

“And come in?” Theo asks.

“If the wizard who cast it comes,” Kreacher shrugs and reaches for his packet of dolly mixture,
munching unconcernedly. “Or Master.”

“Or Master,” Theo lets out a slow breath, staring down at the book in his hand. It’s a cage designed
to trap Mages and somehow, Theo has triggered it. How did I trigger it?

“Master is here,” Kreacher says suddenly, cocking one ear up towards the door.

“You can hear him?” Theo’s heart is in his throat suddenly and he is inexplicably very annoyed.
It’s going to be hard to berate Harry for being reckless when he’s stuck in a magic box and Harry
utterly deserves berating. Theo can’t help but feel like he has somehow conceded the higher
ground.

“Yes. There is yelling.” Kreacher rolls his yellow eyes. “The wolf and the bat are fighting.”

“Unsurprising,” Theo mutters. “And Harry?”

Kreacher is saved from answering by the sound of a loud voice on the other side of the door.

“Theo? Theo?” Harry shouts through the wood. “Open the bloody door!”

“It shouldn’t be locked,” the voice of Snape says. “He won’t be in there!”

“Sahara says he is,” Harry yells. “Open it!”

Theo hears angry mutters and the sound of the door slamming open, then clattering footsteps on
the staircase. Harry rushes down and stops in his tracks, staring at Theo inside the golden, fiery
cage.

“What was it you said that time on the Express?” Harry says, his green eyes flickering between
Theo, the books and Kreacher. “Try not to get involved in anything inexplicable before I see you
again?”

“Hilarious,” Theo rolls his eyes and then looks at Snape, who is staring at the cage and looking
unusually pale. “Can you get me out now, please?”

“It works, it - it works,” Snape is muttering, staring at the flaming bars. He looks like he might
faint. “Sweet Circe, it works.”

“What on earth is it?” Lupin asks.

“It’s meant to catch Mages,” Theo says. Harry is tilting his head, staring at the bars curiously as if
he’s listening to something. He looks a little wobbly, Theo thinks, and his scar is bleeding, which
is never a good sign.

“What? Mages?” Lupin practically goggles, staring at Snape. “Why would you have a Mage-trap
in your basement, and why is Theodore in it?” Lupin’s gaze swings back around to land on Theo.
“He’s a Mage?”

“Of course he bloody isn’t!” Snape snarls but his eyes flick towards Harry and Theo knows, at that
moment, that Snape suspects the same thing he does. Harry is a Mage. “He just has something of
… of a powerful wizard attached to him, something that triggered the …” Snape swallows hard,
looking down at the circle that the flames erupt from. His gaze jumps back up to Theo and Theo
can see the anger in his eyes. “The necklace.”

“What?” Lupin asks. “What necklace?”

“Later!” Snape snarls and Theo knows that tone. His head of House is at the end of his rope and
Theo tries not to flinch as Snape fixes those coal-black eyes on him. “Theodore, put the necklace

on the floor and step towards the bars. You should be able to exit safely.”

Theo looks at Harry, raising an eyebrow. Harry is biting his bottom lip and has a hand rested
against the wall. He looks like he’s about to fall over. Theo is glad Kreacher made the bed.
Kreacher shuffles over to his Master and offers up a handful of dolly mixture. Harry takes it and
chews down, grimacing slightly. Theo knows he is not a fan of liquorice but the sugar seems to
give him a little boost. He catches Theo's eye and nods wearily. Do it. Theo starts to unbutton his
shirt, noticing the way Harry’s eyes follow his fingers eagerly. Interesting. Theo catches Harry’s
eye and smirks as Harry blushes gently. It’s not how he imagined this moment to be, but it’s
something.

“Today, Theodore!” Snape growls, looking as if he wants to kill Theo.

“What necklace are you talking about? What —,” Lupin stops speaking when he sees the necklace
Theo is pulling over his head. “That’s Lily’s,” Lupin whispers and he turns to Harry. “You gave
that to him?”

“Yeah, so?” Harry’s eyes are fixed on the necklace as it’s held in Theo’s hand. Kreacher is handing
him more sweets which he takes, obediently. “He gave me one, his mother’s, it only seemed fair.”

“He gave you —?” Lupin rounds on Theo, mouth open. Theo simply raises his eyebrows, waiting
for the inevitable question. “You’re courting him? Officially?”

“Why does everyone keep talking about this?” Harry mutters between mouthfuls of pink and purple
sweets, watching as Theo places the necklace on the ground. Theo could almost roll his eyes. Trust
Harry to not understand why him being officially courted by anyone, let alone the son of a Death
Eater, would be a big deal.

“James would be horrified at the idea of his son being traditionally courted by the son of
Apollonius Nott —,” Lupin is exploding, but Theo sees a warning twitch in Harry's jaw and knows
what's coming.

“Well it’s a good thing I’m not his son,” Harry turns on Lupin, green eyes flashing. “Don’t talk
about Theo, okay? Just don’t.”

Theo feels a surge of happiness at these words and how astonished Lupin looks to hear them. Theo
raises his eyebrows at the shocked wolf. I tried to tell you.

“Can you all please be silent?” Snape hisses, watching Theo like a hawk. For someone who has a
Mage-trap in his basement, he looks incredibly wary of it. “Approach the cage, Theodore.”

Theo does, but as he steps within arms reach of the bars he feels the power of them, the warning in
the heat of it.

“Theo, don’t,” Harry’s voice is sharp. “It didn’t work.”

Theo steps back and looks at Harry, whose green eyes have fixed on the bars like they will tell him
a secret. Sahara is hissing in his ear but Theo is too far away to hear it.

“It’s not the necklace,” Harry says quietly. “It’s you. It’s ... in you.”

Harry catches Theo’s eye and Theo feels words pressed softly into his mind, as gentle as a kiss.
Fidelity. Theo inhales sharply through his nose. He had not thought, he had not even considered
that the part of Harry that the circle has recognised is the magic between them.

“Shit,” Theo whispers. Harry quirks his lips in a sardonic smile.

“Yeah,” he whispers back and the words are uttered with such soft, sweet affection that Theo feels
the bond inside him ring with tenderness. To Theo, it feels and sounds like the words: My life and
my secrets.

“What...” Snape’s voice is dangerously quiet, “...did the two of you do?”

“What do you mean, what did they do?” Lupin’s voice is sounding more and more desperate. He
looks like he is finally realising Theo is right. You don’t know who I am. You don’t know who
Harry is either.

“Undoubtedly, something foolish,” Snape steps forward to glare at Theo. “Have you … Are you
… magically enjoined?”

Lupin makes an angry, low sound in his throat that makes the hair on the back of Theo's arms stand
up on end. Apollonius lessons leap into his mind: Show no weakness.

“What the hell does that mean?” Harry asks, brows furrowed. Snape does not stop staring at Theo.
Theo does not drop his gaze, he will not let this man stare him down. Not over this.

“There are two ways Wixen can become magically enjoined, Harry,” Lupin whispers.

Two known ways, Theo adds silently, since he knows the answer to Snape’s question is yes, just
not in the way that the Potions Master is implying.

“They can be life-bonded, often through marriage, or they can be heart-bonded through …” Lupin
swallows hard. “Certain types of … sexual intimacy.”

“I believe Lord Prince is only asking about the second,” Theo sneers, folding his arms.

“You’re seriously asking if we’re shagging?” Harry explodes, which Theo could have predicted,
what he couldn’t have predicted is the way Snape rolls his eyes in a fair imitation of Harry. It's such
an unlikely gesture for the dour man that it is almost comical.

“Tone, Harrison,” Snape says, still keeping his eyes fixed on Theo. “Well?”

“Do not answer him!” Harry exclaims, pushing himself forward off the wall with a slight stagger.
Lupin tries to steady him and Harry bats him away, leaning his hand on Kreacher's head, who
scowls but permits it, folding his arms in irritation.

“I wasn’t going to,” Theo drawls.

“You will,” Snape growls. “Are you magically enjoined?”

“Yes, I would like to know the answer to that, too,” Lupin snarls, his eyes gleaming with an amber
flare.

“Stop!” Harry says. His voice is not loud, but it is sharp, and it echoes with magic. Theo feels the
bond tingle inside him, his skin feeling tight the way it always does when Harry commands. Lupin
and Snape both stare at Harry, who has his eyes fixed on the golden bars. “I am trying to listen.”

“Listen?” Lupin stares between Harry and the cage, his face taking on a tense, watchful look as if
he is trying to hear what Harry is listening for with those werewolf senses of his. Harry bites his lip
and steps forward, handing Sahara to Snape and gesturing for Kreacher to stay behind. The elf
growls at Lupin, who actually growls back. Bloody animals.

“Hold her please,” Harry says and Theo tries not to laugh when he sees the tension in his
Professor’s face.

“Am I holding her or am I being restrained by her?” Snape asks archly.

“Well, you’re a multitasker, right?” Harry snaps, and suddenly Sahara is wrapped around Snape's
arm and the man has his black eyes fixed on her green head. Then Harry steps in front of Snape,
facing Theo through the bars.

“Hi,” Harry smiles shortly. "Having fun?"

“Hi,” Theo tries to smile but can't. He hates that he can't touch Harry right now. “Get me out.”

“How can Harry get you out when he —?” Lupin starts.

“Please shut up,” Harry whispers and remarkably, Lupin does. Harry closes his eyes, taking a deep
breath. Theo knows he is listening, tasting, smelling, sensing out the magic that’s surrounding
Theo. When Harry is like this, Theo cannot have eyes for anyone else. It’s impossible. How can he
focus on anything else when an impossible whirlwind of magic, a fucking Mage, is standing so
close to him, living and breathing and giving him his life and his secrets?

There is nothing else in the world when he is like this. He is everything.

“Tell me,” Theo whispers.

Harry hisses back in parseltongue with his eyes still closed, but Theo catches a few words. Gold.
Ash. Blood.

“Got it,” Harry mutters, eyes opening and resting on Theo. “Cut your hand.”

“Harry, what are you -,” Lupin begins but Theo is ignoring him, quickly flicking open his penknife
and pulling it quickly across his palm. It doesn’t even hurt, he’s too focused on Harry who is
rolling up his sleeve with his shaking left hand to reveal the long, never healed cut on his right
arm.

“Kreacher,” Harry mutters, and in an instant the elf is beside him, drawing a finger across the scar
so blood spurts to the surface. Harry clamps his hand over it, wetting it with blood as Snape hisses
beside him, eyes full of irritation as they are fixated on Harry's blood.

“Harrison,” Snape warns. “It is designed to keep you in.”

“That’s not what it wants,” Harry shakes his head, raising his bloody hand to the bars. “It just
wants … to know me.” Harry’s eyes flit up to Theo’s. “Put your hand on the bars, same time as me,
okay?”

“Harry, should you be -?”

“Silence, Lupin!” Snape hisses. “This is not something that needs interruptions!”

Theo is absurdly grateful right now for the Potions Master's ability to stop all conversation in its
tracks.

“Harry,” Theo whispers. “Now?”

“Wait, let me just …” Harry closes his eyes, hand hovering above the bars, biting his lip. Theo
watches for a second, marvelling at the trembling magnificence of this person across from him who
he knows is somehow communicating with a magical force. “Touch it,” Harry nods, opening his
eyes. They are astonishingly green and, Theo notices, a little gold. “It’s okay. Trust me.”

“Always,” Theo mutters, ignoring Snape flinching nearby. He presses his hand against the fiery
bars, expecting to feel heat and burning, but it’s as if the blood on his hand is acting as a barrier
and he watches in amazement as Harry actually grips one of the bars. What should just resist him,
what should just repel him and be made of light and fire and magic, is being made solid by Harry.

“Sweet Circe,” Snape whispers as Lupin gasps and babbles behind them.

"Lord Prince tells the wolf-man to be silent!" Kreacher snarls.

“Jesus,” Harry hisses in through his teeth.

“Hurts?” Theo croaks out. He doesn't want Harry to hurt but he also can't move. He feels like his
hand has been tied in place by invisible ribbons made of fire.

“No, like … pulling,” Harry grimaces. “So strong, but I think I can …” Harry bites hard down on
his lip and tugs his hand to one side and remarkably, the bar of the cage bends. Just as if it is made
of molten metal. Then Harry thrusts his hand through and grabs Theo’s. Theo takes a sharp breath.
He’s used to feeling the jellyfish sting of Harry’s magic when he is Hurricane-y but this is
different. This is a hot, intense vibration spreading through Theo’s fingers. This is new and it is
amazing. He is amazing.

“Gotcha!” Harry grins, eyes flashing adorably, as if all he’s done is pull Theo out of a lake or down
from a tree and not from a cage drilled into the centre of the earth. “Come on, then.”

Harry gives him a tug and suddenly Theo is falling the fiery bars like they are nothing more than a
hot shower and then, possibly even more miraculously, Harry does something he’s never, ever
done. He hugs Theo. Harry has slept beside Theo, has let Theo hold him and has held Theo, they
have kissed and held hands and Theo feels as if he knows Harry’s scarred torso as well as his own,
but Harry has never hugged him. Theo is too amazed by the sensation of Harry’s thin, trembling
arms around his waist and Harry’s face pressing into his neck, to consider how strange it is to be
doing this in front of Harry’s father and godfather.

"I'm sorry," Harry mumbles, breathing heavily. "I'm so fucking sorry I left you behind. I'm sorry."

“Hey,” Theo murmurs, cradling Harry close for a second and kissing his curls, all of his rage and
frustration melting away with the feeling of Harry clinging to him. “I’m fine. You did it. You
okay?”

“Tired,” Harry mumbles, huffing against Theo’s collar.

“I bet,” Theo tightens his grip around Harry’s shoulders, staring at Lupin over Harry’s shoulder.
“Upstairs.”

“No,” Lupin growls. It’s then that Theo notices Lupin has been backed against the wall by an irate,
snarling house-elf.

"Bad wolf will not be wolfy in front of Master and Heir Nott!" Kreacher growls. "Kreacher will eat
his ears!"

"It's okay, Kreacher," Harry whispers but Kreacher only gives him a snarl tossed over his shoulder,
and recommences growling at the wolf.

“No, what?” Theo asks, calmly.

“No, you are not sharing a bedroom and a bed if you are … if you’ve been …” Lupin swallows
hard and looks at Snape. “Severus?”

Theo glances at Snape, who still looks uncomfortable with Sahara wrapped around his wrist.

“Harrison, take back your damned reptile,” he says.

"Fine." Harry doesn’t move from where he has buried his head in Theo’s shoulder but he sticks out
one arm towards Snape and Sahara flies or apparates onto Harry’s arm. Lupin stares whereas
Snape, in his usual unruffled manner, merely raises a dark eyebrow before tugging at his robes and
giving Theo a piercing glance.

“You didn’t answer my earlier question,” Snape says. “Are you magically enjoined?”

"For fucks sake," Harry grumbles into Theo's shoulder. Snape merely folds his arms angrily,
glaring at Theo expectantly.

“Not like that,” Theo says, feeling Harry’s arm with Sahara wrapped around it curl back around his
waist.

“Not that it’s anyone’s fucking business,” Harry murmurs. Theo can feel he’s too tired for this
conversation. That’s he’s been too tired for it since he pulled his hands out of the earth in the rune
circle in Skye.

“Then like what?” Snape asks softly. “Tell me, Theodore, how have you enjoined with my heir?”

A fool would mistake this tone for calm interest but Theo is not a fool. If Lupin is like a raging fire
when angry, Snape is like the eye of the storm. Eerily calm.

“It’s not like that,” Somehow, Harry has found the energy to twist around so Theo is suddenly
behind him, hands rested on Harry’s waist he glares at his Sire. Theo is not sure how it has
happened but suddenly, he is being defended. It's Harry all over, to go from barely walking to
fighting in a moment. “Theo didn’t do anything! It was me!”

“You barely know your own power, your own possibilities,” Snape hisses, clenching his fists.
“You didn’t know the meaning of the word ‘enjoined’ until two minutes ago! How could you
possibly understand what he has done to you?”

“Don’t talk about Theo!” Harry's voice echoes with power and the lightbulbs above them flicker.
Theo feels the warmth of it rising off his skin, like sunburn. “He’s mine! Okay? He’s mine!”

Yes. Theo feels it resonating through their bond, angry and true. He gulps slightly and squeezes
Harry softly, hoping he feels Theo's assent and gratitude in his touch. Yes, I fucking am. Snape
looks for a moment, utterly stunned. Theo doesn’t think he’s ever seen it before. Harry, however,
does not look surprised by it.

“Severus,” Lupin whispers from where he is standing against the wall.

“I know,” Snape’s voice is a little above a whisper.

The two adults stare at them, and Theo can feel Harry breathing heavily, looking between them.

Theo doesn’t understand what’s happening, why Snape is slowly slipping his wand down into his
hand and why Lupin’s eyes are growing more and more amber, but Harry suddenly laughs,
flopping his head back against Theo’s shoulder, chuckling bitterly.

“What?” Theo mutters.

“Oh, Christ on a broom,” Harry sighs. “Jesus, it’s so fucking typical, they - they think I’m Tom.”

“What?” Theo stares at the two men in disbelief. “Why?”

“Because the Dark Lord is the only person who speaks about others as if they are possessions,”
Snape says softly. Theo thinks that is utter bollocks and discounts the way that many pureblood
parents talk about their children, but Snape looks entirely serious and very menacing suddenly, so
Theo doesn't think it's the time to bring it up.

“And Harry has a connection to Voldemort,” Lupin says, amber eyes fixed on Harry in a way that
makes Theo want to pull his knife back out. He can feel Harry's exhaustion, his sadness that these
two people who are claiming to be his protectors do not trust him. No. You will not do this to him.

“Harry is completely himself,” Theo says, gripping Harry’s waist tightly. “I am his. He’s right.
Completely.”

“So what is it? Is that you have taken him as your Lord?” Snape sneers. “This is the choice you
made, that Apollonius is throwing his life away over? To turn from bondage under one Lord to
another?”

“It’s not bondage, what the fuck is wrong with you both?” Harry glares at them both, and Theo can
sense his confusion. For Harry, the fidelity bond is not extraordinary. Theo remembers what Harry
said when he created it. I just … said what I felt. I hope that’s okay. “It’s just a bond, we’re just …”
Harry twists his head to look at Theo in utter bafflement.

“You are just what?” Snape’s voice is quiet and angry. “You are clearly magically enjoined, and
this goes beyond a normal teenage infatuation -,"

"Rude," Harry mutters.

"You are possessive of Theodore in a way that’s unusual," Snape continues eyes flickering over
Theo who meets his gaze steadily. "And he is alarmingly loyal towards you compared to your other
friends—,”

“That’s an understatement,” Lupin mutters.

“You think Ron and Hermione aren’t loyal?” Harry glowers. That was a stupid move, Lupin.

“It is clearly different!” Lupin exclaims. “You never talk about Ron and Hermione as if they are
yours!”

“That’s because I’m not bonded to them!” Harry shouts, even as Theo squeezes his hip in a
warning. It is too late. Snape tenses like a falcon about to fall on its prey.

“I knew it,” Snape whispers dangerously, his eyes fixed on Theo like he wants to kill him. “You
are heart-bonded.”

“We are not having sex!” Harry yells, his cheeks flushing softly pink as he reaches to grab Theo’s
hand. He’s tired, Theo can tell, and probably embarrassed and Theo wants to kill both of his socalled guardians for putting him through this. “It’s a soul bond! It’s a fucking soul bond, okay?”

“A soul bond?” Lupin slumps against the wall looking like his worst fears have just hit him in the
face. “A soul bond? Like … like James and … " Theo can almost see the words Parabatai bond
flickering through Lupin's eyes. "Sweet Merlin, Harry!”

“What kind of bond?” Snape asks quietly, standing very still as he looks at the pair of them. Theo
can feel the impending rage. The eye of the storm is closing neatly around them and he can feel
Harry’s hand trembling in his. We are about to be in significant trouble. “What kind of soul bond is
it?”

Theo squeezes Harry’s hand. I’m here. It’s okay. You’re not alone. Harry squeezes back and Theo
hears a soft hiss and then feels the gentle words forming like shadows inside his mind. My life and
my secrets.

“It’s a Fidelity bond,” Theo says, with the feeling that they are stepping off the edge of a cliff that
they can’t come back from, but Harry is holding his hand and as long as he does that, Theo knows
it will be okay. “Harry can soul bond. He’s a Mage.”

“I am?” Harry looks at him with a slightly quizzical brow. “Huh.”

“Nothing else to add?” Theo can’t help it. He smiles at this ridiculous, unique,
fucking marvellous wizard that he belongs to. Mine.

“Not really,” Harry shrugs. “It’s no weirder than a giant turning up and telling me I’m a wizard.”

Theo feels it then and cannot deny it. It roars through his heart and his mind like a meteorite and he
is dazzled. The truth sears through him until the knowledge of it is burned into every cell of his
being: He is hopelessly in love with Harry Potter.
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Sev is eight years old. Tobias is passed out in the bedroom, snoring again and Sev is being Very
Quiet. Lily is at school because Lily is allowed to go to school but Sev isn’t allowed to go anymore.
Not since the magic became stranger and the kind-eyed teacher started asking questions. Tobias
said no more school and Sev is sad that he can’t play with Lily but also glad that no one will tease
him about his lack of lunchbox, or his dirty clothes. Sev is reading a book about Merlin like Mother
told him to and admiring the picture of Morgan le Fey, who is wearing long robes that flow with
her hair and has green eyes like Lily. Sev is hungry. He patters softly into the kitchen (it’s best not
to wear shoes in the house when Tobias is sleeping, no matter how cold the floorboards are) to
look for some food. The fridge is warm and only contains cans of beer and a lump of cheese, going
mouldy. Sev opens the cupboard and finds a lone can of baked beans which he opens, very
carefully, and rummages for a clean fork in the sink. He doesn’t bother trying to turn on the gas,
Sev knows it won’t be there. It’s the hard, horrible, middle of the month when Mother’s sneakily
bought supplies run low and Sev relies on Mrs Evans and her fish fingers sandwiches to quiet the
cramping of his stomach. Mother just … keeps going. Gets thinner. Sev thinks that sometimes, she
seems to survive on air and magic alone. After a few cold bites of beans, he decides to take the rest
down to her. He hesitates at the top of the basement steps, tries to swallow down the crawling,
creeping fear he feels whenever he enters it.

“Annem?” he calls softly, using the Turkish endearment that she prefers when they are alone. The
one Tobias hates.

“Come, Sev,” she whispers softly back and he carries his tin of beans down into the basement,
watching the edge of the steps carefully. He has a nightmare about tumbling these stairs and
cracking open his head, blood spilling out over the cold stone. In the nightmare, Mother does
nothing, just looks at the blood with something like joy.

“I brought you some food,” Sev puts the can of beans with the fork stuck in it on the edge of the
potions bench. On good days, she brews. On bad days, she reads and writes for hours without
sleep and on very bad days, she stares into space, muttering at nothing. Sev is not sure what today
is.

“You have it, Sev,” she says, not turning around. She is sitting in the middle of the stone floor, legs
crossed and her books spread out around her. Oddly, she holds a box of salt in her hand. Sev
doesn’t know what this day is, but he doesn’t think it’s good.

“What are you doing, Annem?” Sev asks cautiously. Sometimes, she does not like to be asked.

“Did you read your book, Sev?” She asks, pushing her dark curls out of her face. Sev admires them
enviously. He has always wished for curls as tight and thick as hers instead of Tobias’ straighter,
heavier locks.

“Yes,” Sev nods eagerly. When she wants to talk about his books and learning, it’s a good sign. He
quickly recites the facts he has learned. “Merlin was a powerful wizard. He had a best friend,
Morgan le Fey, who helped him.”

Just like I have Lily, Sev thinks.

“Just like your flower, yes, Sev,” she shakes her head softly. “Guard your thoughts if you want to
protect your friend, little Prince.”

“Yes, Annem,” Sev whispers. He clenches his fists and imagines the mindscape she has taught him,
finds the deep lake and imagines Lily sinking down inside of it. Mind magic is hard and hurts
sometimes, but she is always diligent. Always listening and reading thoughts from his mind and
sometimes, Sev wants to keep things from her. Just sometimes. So he practises.

“Well done,” she nods approvingly. “It shall get easier. Now, of Merlin.”

“Yes, Annem, the most powerful of his age.”

“Morgan le Fey and Nimue of the Lake were powerful too, what made Merlin more special?”

Sev swallows hard. He knows what she is looking for. It’s the word that is on the spine of every
book she reads, every book she has written. Apart from his father’s name, it is perhaps the word he
hates most in the world.

“Mages,” Sev gulps. “Merlin was a mage?”

“Very good, Sev,” she smiles up at him. Sev feels the warmth of her coal-black eyes, flecked with
green. When she smiles at him, the world is perfect again. He can almost forget his fears. “Merlin
brought peace, Merlin brought goodness to a broken world. That’s what we need. We need a Mage
again, little Prince.”

“How?” Sev whispers, looking at the box of salt.

“You will help me,” she smiles serenely. “We will draw one here and then we will do what Princes
do. What do Princes do, Sev?”

Sev feels cold again, and it’s not just his bare feet on the floor. He knows, in the way that he knows
just by hearing the tread of Tobias’ footsteps on the front step if he’s going to be feeling the sting
of his belt, that her plan is not a good one. Not good for him anyway. He swallows hard.

“We guard,” he whispers. “We … guard the ancient magics of the world.”

“Yes,” she nods happily. “I’m going to find us a Mage to guard.” She reaches out to hold his hand.
It’s cold. He can feel the bones in her fingers. She’s too thin, like Mrs Evans says. He wishes she
would eat the beans.

“How?” Sev asks.

“You will help me when you are a little older, a little more powerful. I am making a spell that will
hold one,” she gestures down to her notebook. Sev’s stomach flips to see the strange, ugly diagram
in it. “Then we’ll be real Princes again,” she whispers. “Wouldn’t you like that, Sev?”

He remembers the stories she’s told him about Dede Prince, his Grandfather who cast her out,
about the lineage of great warriors and protectors that spans throughout history. It seems too

grand a story for Sev from Cokeworth, who had half a tin of old cold beans for breakfast. Sev is
scared and he wishes he could stop the burning feeling in his belly, but then he thinks about Tobias
lying asleep upstairs. Anything, he thinks, is better than being a Snape.

“Yes, Annem,” Sev squeezes her cold hand. “I would like that very much.”

Severus stares at the two boys in front of him, feeling sickness and bile creeping up his throat.
Mages. Soul Bonds. Fidelity bond. He’s mine. It is all far, far too much for a rational conversation.

“May we …,” Severus begins, swallowing back vomit and memories, “adjourn to the sitting room
for this conversation?”

The boys look astonished by his reasonable response and nod, Harrison in relief and Theodore
warily. Lupin is glaring at him as if he thinks Severus is giving an unreasonable reprieve. Severus
can’t think about Lupin right now. All he can think about is getting out of this fucking basement
and sealing it tight, so the cage of Eileen’s creation, made of sacrifice and tears, can never be
touched by another living soul. Made of my blood. Made of my tears.

“Upstairs,” Severus steps aside, gesturing for the boys to go past him. Harrison looks back at the
lily necklace which still sits within the cage. Clearly, it has some of his magic in it, because the
cage has remained. Severus has no earthly idea how to retrieve it, but Harrison just turns to
Theodore.

“Accio it,” he says quietly. “I can’t.”

He holds up his still shaking hands. It seems that whatever bizarre ritual Theodore dragged up
from the depths of magical history, it has not completely restored the boy’s ability to grip. Severus
feels a twinge of anxiety. If he cannot hold a wand, how will he complete his fifth year? Hogwarts,
like most of the other Western magical schools, does not permit wandless magic on account of the
danger to the caster. Will I have to send him to Mahoutokoro? Severus does not want to begin to
contemplate the insanity of trying to explain to the Dark Lord why his favourite chew toy of a
teenager has suddenly relocated to Japan.

“Will it let me?” Theodore asks the boy, who nods and stares at the bars contemplatively.

“I think so, it seems … happier now,” the boy muses, as if this is a completely normal sentence to
utter. “Let me ask it?”

Severus turns to look at Lupin who is mouthing the words “Ask it?” and watching Harrison with
terrified, predatory eyes. Severus watches too, feels the heat of his son’s magic just in the way that
Eileen taught him to. A Mage. My son could be a Mage. Severus slams the door on that thought. He
can’t deal with it right now.

“Yeah, give it a go,” Harrison shrugs. Theodore raises his eyebrows but lifts his wand, pointing it
at the cage.

“Accio necklace!”

The necklace whizzes into Theodore’s outstretched palm and the cage instantly disappears into the
earth. Severus lets out a breath he didn’t realise he had been holding. Thank Circe for that. He
notices the way Theodore’s eyes rest hungrily on Eileen’s books and Severus feels a surge of
anger.

“No,” he says, pointing up the stairs. “Go. Now.”

“Harry deserves to know what he is,” Theodore says softly. “He’s a Mage, he needs to be taught,
those books are his best chance —,”

“I said, no,” Severus snarls. The thought of exposing these children, in particular these children, to
Eileen’s ramblings and ravings and illegal experiments makes his whole body shake. He feels so
cold without his blood, the floor underneath him making him shiver. “Just a little more, Sev,” she
whispers, stroking his head. “You’re doing so well.”

“Upstairs,” Severus commands, and the boys go, Theodore helping Harrison climb and the infernal
house-elf walking behind, palms raised as if he expects to catch the boy if he falls. Lupin stares at
him, eyes wide.

“How did you do it?” Lupin whispers. “How … how did you create a conjuring circle?”

“I didn’t,” Severus says automatically, crossing the room to put Eileen’s books back on the shelves
where they belong. Not for the first time in his life, he’s tempted to burn them. He would do if they
were not the only thing he has left of her.

“Don’t lie to me!” Lupin says. “My doctorate is in ancient magical runes —,”

“Well, it’s hardly a Mastery,” Severus sneers, just because it's easier than admitting what Eileen
did.

“Severus! It’s drilled through the centre of the earth, a conjuring circle like this has not been seen
in Britain since Marlowe conjured Mephistophilis! It’s definitely a conjuring circle!”

“I did not say it wasn’t I merely said I was not the one who did it!” Severus snaps, rounding on
Lupin with a scowl. He walks back around the circle, his skin feeling like it is prickling and
burning just to be near it and climbs the stairs.

“You mean your mother did this?” Lupin gasps, clambering up the stairs after him. “Why?”

“Why do you think?” Severus spits, slamming the door and conjuring chains out of thin air to bind
it. As he does, he draws on the Prince magic, weaving shadows between the links as he moves his
wand and utters the spell.

“She wanted a Mage, didn’t she?” Theodore asks from the living room. He and Harrison are sitting
on the sofa. Harrison has his head leaned back, bright eyes closed wearily. The elf is in the kitchen
and Severus can smell golden syrup. Treacle tart, a-fucking-gain. Theodore has Harrison’s hand
clasped tightly in his own and Severus fights his urge to pull them apart. Lupin growls softly
beside him and Severus does what he has been longing to do since Lupin first lost his shit in the
basement. He shoves the man into the wall with the point of his wand and leans forward to
whisper fiercely in his ear.

“You will not antagonise them, do you fucking understand?” Severus hisses. Lupin is an idiot if he
doesn’t consider the type of magic Harrison has just performed as an innate threat. The boy is a
walking time bomb of untested, unverified, fucking impossibly mythic magic. Severus will not take
any risks. Lupin stares at Severus for a moment, their noses so close they are practically touching
and Severus sees something golden, something familiar, flash in Lupin’s eyes. He feels an
unhelpful tug in his abdomen but ignores it. This is not about me. Lupin nods, and Severus steps
back, watching the wolf carefully as he moves towards the boys.

“I am less interested in fairytales and more interested in this soul bond,” Lupin says, sitting down
in the armchair and leaning towards Harrison as if he is hoping the boy will turn and leap into his
arms, professing his regret. Severus almost snorts with laughter at the idea. The one thing this child
does not have is regret.

“None of your fucking business, Remus,” Harrison mutters, refusing to open his eyes. It could be
mistaken for petulance if Severus could not see the way Theodore is gripping Harrison’s hand like
he expects him to make a run for it.

“It is my business,” Lupin says softly. At least he’s controlling his anger. “I am your godfather and
I am concerned. We have both seen first hand how a corrupted bond —,”

“But it’s not corrupted,” Harrison snaps, still refusing to open his eyes. Severus has the feeling that
he is seconds away from switching into parseltongue. “So that’s that. Nothing more to talk about.”

“Harry —,”

“No.”

Severus sees Lupin flinch at the sharpness of the boy’s tone. Severus only knows three other
people who have such command of their voice and the magic inside it: Albus, Narcissa, and the
Dark Lord. Oddly, Severus feels an absurd flicker of pride: my child is magically extraordinary.

“Harry, soul-bonding attempts are not only rare they are dangerous,” Lupin tries again, “I don’t
think you understand —,”

Lupin is interrupted by a vicious hiss and a pair of green eyes glaring at him. Severus could all
almost roll his eyes at the boy’s impertinent insolence. He just knows the boy is cursing in
parseltongue and it is the most fucking annoying thing on the planet. He wants to strangle the
child. A voice that sounds suspiciously like Narcissa’s jumps into his head: Goodwill, Severus.

Severus is not sure he has any goodwill left. A runaway child, holding Albus at wandpoint, an
encounter with Black, a fucking magically viable Mage trap and the revelation that his son can soul
bond has taken it all away. He takes one, deep, steadying breath.

“Do you know why the Dark Lord uses the Dark mark?” Severus asks quietly. Harrison shakes his
head but the way his neck stiffens tells Severus he is listening. Severus waits for a moment, to see
if the hook is baited. Talk to me, you insolent magic tornado.

“I assumed it was just good branding,” the boy drawls, his voice such a sudden flashback to James
Potter that Severus grimaces.

“No,” he snaps, unable to stop himself. “It is because the Dark Lord cannot cast Fidelity bonds.
Because no one can.”

“Except Merlin,” Theodore mutters.

“Allegedly,” Lupin puts in. “It is a part of magical history that is made more of story than fact.”

“Why would Voldemort want to soul bond?” Harrison asks, opening his eyes to look at Severus.
Aha, I have your interest.

“Because it is the utmost level of devotion,” Severus says softly. “The bonded is utterly beholden
to the bonder. They cannot turn against them.”

“But a mark does that, right?” The boy looks quizzically at Theodore, the unfortunate bonded in
this situation who is glaring at Severus like he wants to kill him. Of course, the boy dislikes me
characterising his bond like this. The bond will see it is as disloyalty.

“No,” Severus shakes his head, raising his eyebrows at Theodore.

“ Marking and branding are what Roman wizards did to their serfs, to their slaves,” Theodore says,
reluctantly. “It is a bond of body, not soul. It’s … not as deep.”

“But still detrimental to the marked,” Lupin explains softly, glancing at Severus who ignores him.
“When a wizard is known to have betrayed their brander, their Master, then they can be tortured
through the mark.”

Harrison stares at Lupin and then looks up at Severus.

“That’s what will happen to you,” he says slowly, “if he ever finds out.”

The boy does not sound frightened or concerned, just bleakly factual. Severus doesn’t know if he
expected sympathy, but he is quite glad not to receive it.

“Yes,” Severus nods. “It is nothing, however, compared to what happens to Theodore if he breaks
the bond you have cast on him.”

“What do you mean?” Harrison’s eyes flicker to Theodore who looks at Severus angrily. Severus
simply stares back. You have tried to protect him from the truth. It does not work.

“Fidelity bonds are only broken with death,” Lupin whispers. “And breakers of Fidelity bonds
die.”

Harrison stares at Theodore who looks stiff. Harrison raises his eyebrows significantly and
Theodore nods tightly. Severus waits for the explosion. If there is one thing he knows about his
Heir, he does not tolerate others suffering for him. He will not allow Theodore to carry the burden
of possible death now that he knows about it.

“Well,” Harrison swallows hard and then, absurdly, quirks a smile at Theodore. “At least I know
one way I won’t be dying then.”

Theodore’s face splits into a wide grin that Severus does not think he has ever, ever seen on the
boy’s face. It is dazzling. It is young.

“Me either,” Theodore says, and Severus doesn’t understand, stares at Lupin who looks equally
baffled by this muted reaction, and feels his own brain actually whistling with the effort of trying to
work it out. I know one way I won’t be dying then. Then the knowledge drops down like a penny
through water. Oh, you foolish, reckless boy.

“Why would you do this?” Severus hisses. “Why would you create a reciprocal Fidelity bond?”

“I don’t know what that means,” Harrison says blankly.

“He means why would you bind yourself to me as well as bind me to you,” Theodore prompts.

“Oh,” Harrison frowns and looks at Severus in utter puzzlement. “I mean, why wouldn’t I? It’s not
like it’s fair either way. If I did the other way, I’d be just like Voldemort, wouldn’t I? Binding
people to me like slaves?”

“So instead you’ve made yourself a slave!” Severus snaps. Holy fucking Merlin, my son’s life is
tied to the fate of Theodore Nott. Severus has never felt less prepared to be a parent.

“This makes no sense,” Lupin rubs his face, looking exhausted. “Fidelity bonds can’t be
reciprocal.”

“I thought you said it was more story than fact,” Theodore sneers.

“I just mean that maybe Harry thinks it’s reciprocal, but it’s just not magically possible because no
magic is truly reciprocal,” Lupin continues, flopping back in the armchair. “There is always a
caster, there is always a bonder, there is always a Lord or a Mage, there is always an instigator,
that’s just the law of magical transitional properties —,”

“It’s reciprocal,” Theodore says shortly. “I can feel it.”

“You would say that,” Severus snaps. “Being the bonded.”

“Well, I say it too,” Harry glares at Severus.

“Which you would say since you don’t want to have bonded him!” Severus glares back.

“I can prove it!” Harrison snaps, jutting out his chin. “Theo, stand over there.”

Theodore raises an eyebrow but crosses over to the window.

“Remus, hold my wand in my hand,” Harrison commands. Lupin shakes his head.

“I can’t, Harry, there’s a reason why wixen don’t swap wands. If you cast with me holding then
—,”

“Fine!” Harrison hisses something at the snake around his wrist and she slithers down, nudging his
wand out of his pocket and into his palm, then binding herself around the hand and wand together.
Harrison takes a deep breath.

“Expecto Patronum.”

The stag erupts, hooves clattering on the dusty floorboards. Lupin scrambles out of his chair in
shock, wheeling backwards towards Severus who catches his arms, holding him steady.

“For Merlin’s sake, Lupin, it’s only a Patronus,” he mutters, though it is unlike any Patronus he has
ever seen. The stag seems to have grown extra tines on his antlers since the last time Severus saw
him, and Severus isn’t sure, but the magic above its strong back seems to move rhythmically,
almost as if it is made of wings. It is like no stag he has ever seen.

“Hey Prongs,” Harrison says. If he is surprised by the change in the beast he doesn't show it. “No
Dementors, sorry.”

The stag huffs in irritation but presses its nose against Harrison’s jeans. Lupin whimpers beside
him and Severus feels the man sagging as if he’s about to faint. Circe help us. Severus puts an arm
around Lupin’s waist, holding him up, thinking that a pile of unconscious werewolf is the last thing
they need right now.

“As fascinating as this is, Harrison, it is not proof,” Severus says, wishing his voice didn’t sound
so shaky.

“I’m not done,” Harrison reaches up a hand and strokes the stag. Severus can see the way his
fingers dig into the fur. Holy Merlin, it’s corporeal. It’s tangible. It’s alive. “Prongs, go to your
other Master.”

Prongs tosses his head and walks nimbly across the floorboards to stand beside Theodore, who
reaches out to touch the animal. It presses its nose into his hand but Severus can tell, it is not the
same tangible fur that Harrison touched. It is something else. Theodore’s eyes are shining in a way
Severus has never seen before. He is smiling with recognition, eyes alight with the purest joy.

“Prongs, go back to Harry please,” Theodore whispers and Severus stares, his heart beating loudly
in his throat, as the Patronus, the emblem of his son’s soul, obeys Theodore Asger Nott. Lupin

gasps and sags against him.

“Holy fuck, holy Merlin fucking Hades,” Lupin is muttering. “It’s real, it’s reciprocal, he’s a
fucking Mage —,”

“I think that’s quite enough Harrison,” Severus looks at his son, at the stag that somehow has fire
in its eyes and looks less and less like a stag and more and more like a mythical beast no one has
ever heard of. The boy shrugs, softly petting the animals flank but Lupin surges forwards.

“Wait!” Lupin croaks, gazing at the creature with raw desperation on his face. “Prongs?”

The animal turns its blazing eyes on Lupin and huffs, tossing his head as he turns his eyes back to
Theodore. Lupin looks dejected, crumpling inwards with the rejection. Harrison, astonishingly,
looks at his godfather with soft pity. So damn forgiving.

“He’s not James’ Prongs, Remus,” the boy says quietly. “He’s mine.”

Severus does not think it makes it better. The implication behind those words is that whilst an
imprint of James Potter is not rejecting Lupin, a part of Harry’s soul is. Harrison pushes his face
against the beasts, the great animal turning snuffing at the boy's cheeks and bloodied forehead.
Then the creature's eyes find Severus’. He feels a sense of judgement, but also recognition.
Severus doesn't know why, but he finds himself inclining his head a tiny amount towards the
proud, marvellous beast. I will not let him die. Then the animal is gone and Lupin sags again,
stumbling slightly against the sofa and Severus is catching him, feeling his slim, malnourished
frame through his ragged cardigan.

“We are done for now,” Severus says, hoisting one of Lupin’s arms around his neck. He needs to
get Lupin out of the house before he either vomits or faints. “Go.”

“Upstairs?”

Harrison’s voice is quiet. Severus stops in his tracks. This is the first time, he realises, that his son
and heir has asked him something. The child commands, demands, manipulates or simply
announces what he is doing, to hell with the consequence, he does not ask. Severus might have a
swooning werewolf clamped to his side but he recognises the importance of this. The boy’s eyes
are green and intense, his brow slightly sweaty. Behind him, Theodore is watching him intensely,
frowning at the boy’s trembling hands. Severus doesn’t know enough about the Fidelity bond

between them yet. He hates, hates whatever it is that is binding the child that he swore, even
before he knew their name, would never be bound as he is to the Dark Lord and Albus but he
knows one thing for certain: Theodore has enough expertise to ensure the boy’s immediate
physical wellbeing and looks like he would throw himself in front of a curse for his son.

There could be worse things, Severus thinks bitterly.

“Yes, fine, upstairs,” Severus looks away, but not before he sees the raised eyebrows of Theodore
and the look of relieved surprise on Harrison’s face. Goodwill, Severus, Narcissa's voice intones
inside his head. He opens the door and hauls Lupin out onto the step where he drops, like a stone,
to sit on the dark stoop with his head in his hands. As he turns to look back into the house, he sees
Theodore helping Harrison up the stairs. Perhaps this small concession will accrue him some
goodwill.

“Whisky or tea?” Severus asks the wolf abruptly.

“Whisky,” Lupin groans.

Severus walks back into the living room and is surprised to see two glasses and a dusty crystal
decanter filled with amber liquid beside it sitting on the coffee table. He has not brought spirits into
this house in years. He has no idea where this has come from. Then he looks into the kitchen is met
with the glare of a floury, frowning house-elf wearing a yellowed paisley apron.

“Malted liquor for the foolish wolf,” Kreacher grunts. The kitchen is already beginning to smell of
baked pastry and, against his own angry disdain, he can feel his stomach cramping eagerly. Even
accursed treacle tart sounds acceptable right now. The night is already dwindling away. The boys
should eat and sleep. They should all eat and sleep, but first, there is an emotionally broken
werewolf on the stoop of Spinner’s End that must be dealt with.

“Make sure the boys eat,” Severus commands the elf. He picks up the two glasses and walks back
to the door.

“Kreacher does not answer to Lord Prince,” Kreacher mutters behind him and Severus ignores the
bad-tempered elf that has somehow become part of his child’s life. He had anticipated the
Weasleys and Miss Granger, but not this. How could any of this be anticipated? Severus steps back
out into the cold, night time air to find Lupin doing something he has not seen him do since their
Hogwarts days. He is smoking. Severus kicks the door closed with a bang and glares at the wolf,
who at least has the presence of mind to look a tiny bit guilty.

“A less dangerous vice,” Severus says, handing Lupin a glass.

“Only slightly,” Lupin snorts, but he takes the glass with his right hand, transferring the cigarette to
his left, the red tip glowing in the darkness. Severus leans against the front door and takes a sip of
whisky that Kreacher has somehow magicked into his house. He wonders if he is drinking Black’s
liquor. There is something perversely joyful about that.

“He’s … he’s so powerful, he’s a …. Mage?” Lupin gulps down whisky, his nails tapping shakily
against the glass.

“I do not know,” Severus isn’t ready to make this assumption yet. Mages are chosen, Sev. He
slams the door on his memory. He will not, he cannot, deal with Eileen tonight. “But he is …
extraordinary.”

“Extraordinary!” Lupin coughs on his liquor, staring around at Severus with wild, wide eyes.
“Extraordinary! He can produce a tangible Patronus! He can break a conjuring circle! He can
fucking soul bond!”

“I know,” Severus growls and leans his head back against the wood of the door.

“He’s a Mage,” Lupin whispers in wonderment. “Like Dumbledore.”

“Dumbledore is not a Mage,” Severus snorts. Not for the first time, he wonders who started that
rumour. Rita fucking Skeeter, probably. “There hasn’t been a Mage since …” Severus sighs and
closes his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. It’s completely unverifiable.”

“Wasn’t the bloody cage in your basement proof enough?” Lupin takes a drag on his cigarette.

“You called Mages a fairytale, yet one glance at an extraordinary Patronus and you’ve changed
your tune,” Severus says tiredly. “Let me assure you, Eileen’s magical interpretations and
experiments were in no way certifiable.”

“But it worked,” Lupin whispers. "It caught a Mage."

“Define worked,” Severus snaps. “It identified a particularly strong magical signature.”

“A Mage signature, that’s what your mother intended —,”

“It is astonishing to me that you are aware of what she intended,” Severus interrupts, voice laced
with sarcasm and tongue loosened by scotch. “I’m her son, I was there, I watched what she did to
herself, what she did to —,” Severus bites his lip to stop more secrets spilling out. “I saw all of it,
and I still don’t have a single fucking notion what she intended.”

“Was it bad?” Lupin looks up at him, eyes always absurdly readable, and right now, they are full of
disgusting pity. Severus snorts angrily.

“She was obsessed with Mage lore, in an abusive marriage and an undiagnosed schizophrenic
besides,” Severus shakes his head in distaste. “What do you think?”

Lupin doesn’t answer. Severus doesn’t prompt him, doesn’t want to say anything else. His nose is
full of the scent of blood, his own blood, spilt over twenty years ago in the basement. It is a stain in
his mind that will never come out.

“Despite that,” Lupin begins slowly, “you know that he could be a Mage. It is possible, Sev.”

Severus flinches at the familiar nickname. He can hear it on Eileen’s tongue, the soft cadence of
her father’s accent that Tobias could never quite sneer out of her. Lupin’s eyes soften in a kind
recognition.

“Severus,” he corrects himself gently. Severus tries very hard not to be grateful. Lupin shifts over
slightly on the stoop. It is not quite an invitation but it is as much of one as Severus can bear. It is
both relieving and annoying that Lupin knows how intolerable he finds kindness. Severus lowers
himself down beside Lupin, feeling the icy coldness of the stone step seeping through his body.
Lupin offers him the cigarette. Tobias blowing smoke in his face and slapping him when he
coughed. Black smoking behind the greenhouses with Regulus, sneering “What do you want,
Snivellus?” Ainslin setting a cigarette to his lips as he lies wrapped around Michelle with Ainslin
stroking his back in Paris in that hellish year before Lily’s death. “You need to relax, Severus.”
Severus takes the cigarette and sets it to his lips. Lupin sips his whisky, swallows, and then
speaks.

“You must see that it is at least possible,” he whispers. Severus holds the smoke in his lungs for a
moment, thinking of Ainslin’s beautiful mouth and how he had, absurdly, longed for Regulus. I
have been mourning the dead for so long.

“Many things are possible,” Severus sighs eventually. “He might just be exceptionally powerful.
He is also more intimately connected to the Dark Lord than anyone else alive, who knows what
kind of power that might give him?”

“And that seems more likely than him being a Mage?” Lupin asks gently, taking back the cigarette.

“Almost anything seems more likely than Eileen being right,” Severus snarks. Severus has had to
accept many losses in his life, but the loss of the idea that Eileen was delusional is not one he will
concede. Too much was done. Too much that will hurt to bear if she was rational.

“It wasn’t her fault, Severus,” Lupin whispers.

This is so close to what Severus has been telling himself since he was fourteen years old that
Severus laughs dryly, shaking his head.

“You are mistaken,” Severus looks down at the amber liquid in his glass. “It was entirely her
fault.”

Lupin says nothing but passes Severus back the cigarette. Lupin’s hands are warm, the scars
shining in the glow from the lit windows. The smoke burns gently in his mouth, furls out on the
cold air. Then he hands it back, fingers brushing Lupin’s. Hot hands, hot smoke, cold air.

“Albus can’t find out,” Lupin says. “Mage or not. Albus can’t know about … this.”

The astonishing magic. The bond with Theodore. The Slytherin heritage.

“I know,” Severus sighs under the weight of yet more secrets. Was it not enough to simply have an
unknown Heir who happened to be the Boy-who-bloody-Lived?

“You’ll have to teach him Occlumency.”

“I know.”

Severus remembers his son’s response the last time he was supposed to learn occlumency. I’ve
decided it’s not a good idea. Severus does not relish the conversation that will need to be endured.
If his heir cannot see the need for it, he can at least be assured that Theodore will. The last thing
the son of Apollonius Nott will want is to have his secrets laid bare to Albus Dumbledore.

“He also needs to learn to control himself,” Lupin puffs smoke out into the cold air. Severus tries
not to look at his lips. “He’s too powerful for his own good right now.”

“I know,” Severus says, feeling a rise of irritation.

“Anything to add?” Lupin snaps, turning vivid amber eyes to face Severus.

“No,” Severus snaps back. “He’s my son, Lupin, not yours. I do not have to run every decision by
you.”

Lupin stares at him and then takes a deep breath. He sips his whisky and Severus sees his hand
shaking slightly. When he finally speaks, the wolf’s voice is trembling, as if he is holding all of his
anger in his throat.

“He may be your son but he is our child,” Lupin says. “Sirius might not be well enough —,”

“Or adept enough,” Severus snarls, hands gripping his glass tightly.

“That too,” Lupin voice catches. He inhales quickly. “The point is, you are not doing this alone.”

Severus knows it is a threat, or at the very least, a warning, but he can’t help but hear comfort in it.
He has no idea how to parent, let alone how to parent this particular writhing anomaly of a child.
Merlin help me, a Mage child. He cannot help but think about Eileen’s excitement, remembers her
joy when he received his heir ring: This is just the beginning, Sev. This is the start of who you are
meant to be. He pinches the bridge of his nose. He cannot think about it so he does what he does
best. He thinks. He plans.

“I will teach him occlumency,” Severus mutters, staring down at the stones of the path, the weeds
growing unchecked between them. “You will … you will rehabilitate his hand. He cannot return to
Hogwarts unable to hold a wand.”

Even if he doesn’t need one, Severus adds silently. The boy cannot walk around Hogwarts blasting
wandless and wordless untamed magic all over the place. Dumbledore would sense it
immediately.

“Me?” Lupin asks in surprise, which Severus finds completely obnoxious.

“I surely do not have the patience for it,” Severus snaps and then sighs at Lupin’s quiet
disappointment. “You are … gifted in patience.”

“I can look up some techniques,” Lupin says, taking another drag on the cigarette. There are only a
few more left. “I’ve seen some interesting studies on nerve regeneration therapies …” His voice
trails off, eyes taking on a thoughtful glow that Severus recognises from school. This is the
werewolf up and down, already considering a million possibilities, fumbling through an extensive
mental library. Severus has an eidetic memory but he is not as voracious a student and reader as
Lupin. Nobody is. He feels a rare flash of something that he has not felt since he was thirteen, that
he is utterly unprepared to feel right now: admiration.

“… but I can’t teach him to harness that amount of raw power,” Lupin clenches his fist suddenly.
“Creature magic, it’s … it’s different.”

Severus does not want to think about Lupin’s creaturedom. He does not want to think about the
burnished coloured wolf standing at the end of the tunnel, terrible and powerful in the moonlight.

“I have an alternate plan for who will teach him control,” Severus says.

“Who?”

“The most magically controlled person I know,” Severus replies, muttering wryly. Later, he will
write to Narcissa. Narcissa, my son is untameable. Please come and make it better. He tries not to
roll his eyes imagining her response: Of course, he is, darling boy, he is your son after all.

“Can we trust her?” Lupin asks, looking up at him shrewdly. Lupin knows how Severus feels
about Narcissa. Severus feels a strange cramping in his chest, a sense of being known and
recognised. It’s familiar. For the longest time, he always had a strange awareness of what Lupin
was doing with his life, even when they settled on opposite sides of a violent war. It is partly
inevitable, Severus thinks, when wizarding society in Britain is still entirely formed at Hogwarts,
but he also knows it is that unique quality reserved only to significant, adversarial lovers. It was
only after 1982, after the death of Potter and Lily, that Lupin disappeared onto the continent and
Severus could no longer find any hint of him. A bond he hadn’t even known existed still was
severed. Severus feels a ghost of it now, but it is only a ghost.

“I can,” Severus shrugs, taking Lupin’s cigarette and finishing it with a final, slow drag. Lupin
raises his eyebrows at the implication and sips his whisky.

“I meant, can you trust her with Harry?”

Severus stares up at the stars above him that are never as bright in Cokeworth as they are in
Hogwarts. As a child, before he understood light pollution, he thought it was simply that the world
around Tobias could never be as bright. That was back when he thought Tobias was the dark centre
of the universe. How horrible it is, Severus thinks, to grow up and realise that the man who ruined
your childhood is only a pale imitation compared to the horror of a being that will ruin your
adulthood. The Dark Lord really is a motherfucking son of a bitch.

“I have to,” Severus sighs heavily. “As much as it is possible to do so.”

As much as it is possible for a person like me to trust anyone, Severus thinks, watching as Lupin
stubs the cigarette out on the pathway. All the people I trusted are dead.

“Trust me,” Lupin murmurs.
Severus waits. He expects more to be said but Lupin is silent and Severus realises that Lupin is not
asking, not even suggesting Severus could maybe, possibly trust him. It is a command. Severus
doesn’t say anything because there is nothing to say. He cannot say no, because at the moment,
Severus is weighed down by the secret of Harrison and Lupin is the only person who can share the
burden. He would not have been Severus’ choice but he is the only one who knows that Severus’
son could be, maybe, possibly, improbably a fucking Mage. Yet Severus cannot say yes, either. So
he sips his whisky.

“We can do this,” Lupin says quietly. “We can protect him.”

Severus hopes that he is right because they do not have another option. So Severus only nods. He
sits in silence with the wolf who holds all his secrets and simply lets himself sit with him. He lets
himself breathe and empty his mind, lets the memories of Eileen sink back into the ice until he is
nothing more than cold resolve. He will do this. He will stand against both of his Masters if needs
be. For now, however, he lets himself sit quietly with the boy he fell in love with twenty-two years
ago, under the cold light of Tobias’ dull stars.
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“Show me,” Theo commands Harry as he sits, swaying slightly, on the edge of their new bed.
Kreacher is grumpily pulling off Harry’s shoes and it’s a measure of how tired Harry is that he is
not making comments about Kreacher trying to eat his toes.

“It’s not that bad,” Harry mutters. Theo raises his eyebrows. Tonight Harry has met with the
Headmaster, broken Theo out of a Mage cage, stood up to his sire and godfather, admitted their
Fidelity bond and produced Prongs, who is looking even more and more mythical every time Theo
encounters him. Harry looks like he is barely sitting upright. This is impressive, because five
hours, he couldn’t even do that.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Theo says. “What hurts?”

“Almost everything, I’m so fucking tired,” Harry sighs heavily and closes his peridot green eyes.
Sahara slithers off Harry’s wrist and winds herself around the bedpost, watching them both with a
flickering tongue. “But mainly … my back. My legs feel sore too.”

“Your back,” Theo swallows down his worry. “Your runes?”

“Yeah. Since I … touched the cage,” Harry nods wearily. Theo thinks that is probably not a good
sign.

“Show me?”

“Okay,” Harry mutters, eyes fluttering open to look down at his elf. “Kreacher?”

The elf, who is pulling off Harry’s socks, clicks his fingers and Harry’s dirty t-shirt has vanished.
Harry looks over to the windowsill.

“Hey,” he murmurs quietly. “Hedwig’s here.”

The bird is indeed sitting on the windowsill, orange eyes fixed on the pixie in the jar who is
glaring back, but even the threat of one of Harry’s pets being poisoned is not enough to hold Theo’s
attention right now. Theo cannot stop staring at the rune just below the notch of Harry’s throat.
The lines are a dark brown, darker than Harry’s skin, still holding the reddish tint of the stain of
Harry’s blood. He can’t stop himself, he reaches out and rubs a thumb against the line.

“It won’t come off, will it?” Harry asks tiredly.

“I … I don’t know,” Theo swallows hard. In all of his research, this hasn’t come up. He can ask
Granger but he feels like he already knows the truth. This will be a one hundred percent Harry
Potter thing. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine, Theo,” Harry sighs, looking down at his wrists which are now adorned with tree rootlike markings. “How does my back look?”

“Let’s see,” Theo sits down beside Harry, the lumpy mattress creaking underneath his weight. He
touches Harry lightly on the shoulder, encouraging him to lean forwards so Theo can look at the
runes. Harry snakes a hand up to try and grab Theo’s, his fingers fluttering haphazardly. He’s
nervous. Theo holds Harry’s hand softly and squeezes it, trying to say without words that
everything will be alright. He looks at the runes. The silver stitching that Kreacher did over the
summer, stitching that had left silver marks across the slashes like a glittering thread across the
skin, has changed. Now, the silver is different. It’s somehow sunk into the scars, creating a
marbling effect with the darker and lighter skin, flashes of silver flickering through. Theo doesn’t
know to explain it, but it’s like the unicorn hair has been absorbed into the skin. Holy Merlin. Theo
has no idea what to do about it.

“How does it feel?” He asks. At least he can treat the symptoms if not the cause.

“They ache,” Harry’s brows knit together. “When I touched the cage I felt this … this pulling thing
and they burned a little and I felt them changing.” Harry looks back over his shoulder. “Are they
different?”

“Yes,” Theo whispers, catching Kreacher’s eye. The elf is looking at the marbled silver scars with
narrowed eyes but he doesn’t look like he has any ideas either. “Kreacher, get the salve out of the
trunk.”

It’s nothing more than a basic pain relief salve, doubtless, Snape could brew something more

accurate but that would involve revealing Harry’s back to the man, something Theo knows that
Harry will not endure. The elf hands Theo the small pot and then mumbles something about treacle
tart before popping away again. Theo dips his fingers into the purple, waxy balm and begins to
spread it softly down Harry’s silvery scars. Harry groans and Theo squeezes his hand again.

“I’m sorry,” Theo whispers.

“No, it’s good,” Harry lets out a shuddering sigh. “It’s … better.”

When they have finished Harry flops back on the bed, his bare ribs, collarbones and hips all
pronounced and shadowy from the light of the hanging bulb. His eyes are closed, those black
lashes long and fluttering against his skin. Theo tries not to think about how much he wants to kiss
him. Later. They have other things to talk through first.

“What’s this?” Theo asks, touching the strange curved weapons sheath on Harry’s upper arm. He’s
seen Harry topless many times but there is something about an armed Harry that is completely
different. Theo tries not to find it sexy but it is very, very difficult.

“A gift from King Ragnok,” Harry mutters, obviously unaware. “It’s my basilisk fang. The one
from the chamber.”

There is too much there to unpack but Theo briefly runs through everything he knows about Goblin
right of weapons conquest and reads between the lines. Harry is being honoured as a Goblin
warrior and there is absolutely nothing sexy about it. Or so Theo commands himself, very firmly.

“You met the Goblin King?” Theo asks, trying not to be surprised and also to change the subject.
Of course, Harry has met the Goblin King.

“Yeah,” Harry yawns, tugging sluggishly at Theo’s sleeve, a wordless invitation to join him. Theo
unlaces his boots and twists on the bed until he is lying beside Harry, watching Hedwig tap her
beak against the lid of the pixie’s glass. The pixie inside is shaking its little fists up at the great
bird in agitation. “I think he likes me. He’s going to teach me to chop wood.”

“What?” Theo asks, blankly.

“Axes,” Harry’s brow furrows. “He’s … something about axes.”

“Goblins fight with axes, Harry.” Harry is very tired and sometimes struggles with coherence in a
way that is adorable but also hard to follow.

“Oh.” Harry yawns widely. “I guess he’s just teaching me to fight, then. Good. I hate chopping
wood.”

“Only just,” Theo twists his head to smile at Harry. He’s too endearing for words when he’s like
this, perfectly and blissfully unfazed by the strange twists and turns of his life. He adds researching
Goblin combat disciplines to his list. Theo reaches down and takes Harry’s twitching right hand,
his fingers tracing over the dark new marks on the inside of his wrist.

“Do you mind them?” Harry whispers.

Theo jerks his head up to stare at Harry. A pair of green eyes are fixed down on him with wary
caution. He still worries that I won’t want him. Theo lifts Harry’s wrist towards his face, presses a
small kiss against the root pattern there. He feels Harry shiver.

“Of course not,” Theo murmurs against the skin. He has the sensation that it’s probably not the
time to tell Harry that Norse warriors traditionally adorn themselves with runes for battle and for
sex. “Do you?”

“It’s just one more thing,” Harry sighs. “Like this Mage stuff. Like … what does it mean? Do I
have to go to, like, a special school for Mages now?”

Theo is once again reminded of the depths of Harry’s ignorance about wixen culture.

“No, Harry,” Theo strokes the inside of Harry’s arm, enjoying the way the dark hair of his forearm
rises with goosebumps. “You don’t. There are no other Mages.”

“In the UK?” Harry asks, turning his head to Theo and frowning.

“No … everywhere, Harry.” Theo pulls out his list notebook and shows Harry the copied list that
apparently, was made by Snape’s mother, the Mage scholar.

“There’s only been … three?” Harry stares at the names. “I know Merlin but who are the others?”

“John Dee was a notorious alchemist,” Theo says. “He served your muggle Queen, Elizabeth.”

“Which one?” Harry frowns. “The first one or the second?”

“There was another?” Theo is not as aware of muggle history as he could be. He makes a mental
note: Memorise English monarchs.

“There is another.” Harry raises his eyebrows. “The current Queen Elizabeth the second.”

“Oh,” Theo flushes. He doesn’t like being caught out without knowledge, but Harry seems
unfazed, his eyes moving rapidly and forehead furrowed.

“So you’re telling me there hasn’t been a Mage since Tudor times?”

“Not quite, there is Magnus Bane,” Theo taps the name on the page. “He’s alive and … I think
he’s our best bet.”

“Best bet at what?” Harry stares at the book that Theo is holding up above their heads.

“At getting you some help,” Theo thinks about Snape slamming and locking the door to the
basement with all of those books left down there, untouchable. “You’re a Mage, Harry. You need
someone who will teach you what that means.”

“And you can’t do that?” Harry asks, stuttering thumb brushing against the back of Theo’s hand.

“No.” Theo hates the idea that there is something out there he cannot research and learn and then
teach to Harry, but as long as Snape is refusing them access to his mother’s books, they are in
trouble. “There is so little Mage knowledge out there and if Snape won’t let you learn …”

“But … how do we find him?” Harry asks. “Magnus Bane?”

“I don’t know yet,” Theo sighs, flopping the book down by his side. The letter from the Contessa
flutters out, alongside the open letter from Blaise. Harry frowns at it.

“Fucking Zabini?” Harry asks.

“I do not think he will appreciate that nickname in the long term,” Theo says drily.

“It’s not changing,” Harry mutters and rolls his eyes. “That’s from his Mum?”

It is unaccountably strange to hear the Contessa Zabini referred to as anyone’s ‘Mum’ but Theo
nods.

“The Contessa, yes.” Theo holds up the envelope with the seal on it. “Can I?”

Harry rolls his eyes in irritation but Theo feels the ghost of a tiny squeeze or as much of one as
Harry’s damaged hand can manage.

“Might as well get it over with,” Harry sighs. Theo is grateful for this at least. He doesn’t know
what their next move is but he feels, as always, that more knowledge is better than less. As long as
he doesn’t know what the Contessa’s missive is then it is unsorted information that he cannot
process or manage. Even in the unlikely event the Contessa has decided to join the Dark Lord, it
would still be better to know. Theo opens the envelope. The Contessa’s handwriting is some of the
most elegant script Theo has ever seen and though it is familiar to him from Blaise’s letters, it’s
quite something else to see For the eyes of Heir Potter written in her fine penmanship.

Greetings, Heir Potter, on behalf of the House of Zabini, the Zabini Clan, and the wixen of the
Congregation of Europe.

“The wixen of the Congregation?” Harry asks. “As opposed to?”

“Vampires and Daemons,” Theo says quickly. “The wizarding governance of Europe has a much
more … relaxed attitude towards creatures. They include them in their politics in a way the
Wizengamot does not.”

“Oh. Cool.” Harry looks thoughtful. “Is that why Remus spent so much time there?”

“Perhaps.” Theo’s heart breaks a little for Harry that his first instinct is not to ask his godfather
himself. “He would certainly experience a better quality of life there.”

Harry nods and they read on.

I hear rumours of you, Heir Potter. I should like the opportunity to form my own opinion. My son
and I are celebrating Yule at Giardino di Aradia in London. I would like to extend an invitation for
you to join us for an Aperitivo at your earliest convenience. I understand you are a much sought
after young man. Be assured that no one can be found inside Giardino di Aradia if they do not wish
to be.

May Santa Diosa bring you wisdom,
The Honourable Contessa Zambini, Head of the Congregation and High Priestess of the Zambini
Clan of Benevento

“So … why is your ex-boyfriend’s Mum inviting me for tea?” Harry mutters darkly. Theo ignores
the flush of excitement he feels when Harry is stupidly, adorably jealous, no matter how much he
enjoys it.

“I do not characterise my association with Blaise in that manner,” Theo says lightly. “And it is
drinks, not tea.”

“Course you don’t. Slytherin,” Harry snorts. “Do you think she’ll give us booze?”

“Obviously that is what interests you,” Theo rolls his eyes. “We should respond. I can write it for
you.”

“Do I have to?” Harry moans. “I mean, she’s your friend’s mum, why does she care who I am?”

“You are not seriously asking that question,” Theo says drily, nudging Harry with his shoulder and
then gently pressing a kiss to Harry’s forehead scar.

“Even more reason not to write back,” Harry groans, flopping his head against Theo’s shoulder.

“You have to write back, Harry,” Theo explains gently. “She is the head of Magical Europe.”

“So she’s like Dumbledore?” Harry snorts. “I do not need another Dumbledore.”

“No, she’s like …” Theo struggles to find a comparison Harry will understand. His muggle
childhood and significant lack of wixen knowledge make it difficult. Theo fumbles through his
pitiful muggle references and remembers his limited exposure to Harry’s favourite muggle film.
“The Princess in your life-force glowing wands story.”

“Star Wars? Really?” Harry smiles against Theo’s shoulder. “Well, that’s cool. She’s that
powerful?”

Theo finds it funny that Harry can understand power in reference to a piece of muggle culture but
not in reference to wixen. And this is the Boy-Who-Lived.

“Yes. She is powerful. She knows everyone, knows everything,” Theo shakes his head softly. It is
strange to imagine that Harry can exist in a reality where he doesn’t know about the Contessa
Zabini. “She is the only reason Tom Riddle hasn’t advanced across the channel.”

“Huh,” Harry stares up at the ceiling, frowning lightly. “I’ve never really thought that he’d be
interested in other countries. I just … always thought he wanted me dead.”

“I could understand that,” Theo says softly, lifting his hand to stroke Harry’s curls sympathetically.
“He has been very fixated on you.”

Maniacally, stupidly, annoyingly fixated.

“So she wants to meet me,” Harry leans into Theo’s touch and Theo can feel him thinking. Even
when Harry can’t tap his fingers like he usually does, Theo can still feel him thinking. “Do you
think she wants something from me?”

“You are … a potentially valuable asset,” Theo says reluctantly. He knows Harry hates to be talked
about in these terms. “I cannot predict what she will want, but I know that she will not offer her
acquaintance or alliance freely.”

“Jesus,” Harry sighs, rubbing his nose against Theo’s shoulder. “It all sounds so … formal and
shit.”

“Well, it is rather ‘formal and shit,’ she’s essentially a Head of State,” Theo smiles wryly, leaning
down to nuzzle Harry’s curls. They smell like burning, the slightly scorched scent of the magic
cage. “And it turns out you’re a bit important too, Potter.”

“Whoop-de-fucking-doo,” Harry snorts. “I have a question, then, Nott.”

“Oh?”

“Do you think she …” Harry jabs a shaking finger at the letter, “…could help with that?” He
points at the journal in Theo’s hand. “You said she knows everything, right? Maybe she knows
how to find Magnus Bane?”

It’s such a smart idea that Theo is a little annoyed he didn’t think of it first. He looks into Harry’s
green eyes with admiration.

“Hello, Heir of Slytherin,” Theo nudges Harry’s ear with his nose. “How nice of you to join us.”

“Shut up,” Harry grumbles, pulling away slightly but Theo can tell he is pleased with the implied
praise. “Do you think it would work?”

“It might. We could visit her tomorrow,” Theo thinks hard. “We need an excuse to go to London.”

“Easy,” Harry shrugs. “Christmas shopping.”

“And we need an appropriate chaperone,” Theo muses. “Since Lord Prince can hardly come with
us without exposing himself and he will likely not let us leave the house without an escort …”

And he will kill us both if he finds out we are meeting with the Contessa, Theo adds silently.

“And Lupin would never take us to her if he knew, he’s weird about Slytherins,” Harry rolls his
eyes, sighing heavily. Theo doesn’t point out that the Contessa Zabini was never a Slytherin since
she was educated by her Clan, like all witches of Benevento and just watches the way Harry’s
thumb flutters against the back of Theo’s hand. “What about Bill?”

“Weasley?” Theo feels a flicker of dislike. If Blaise can be ‘fucking Zabini’ then Weasley can be
‘sodding Weasley.’

“Yeah,” Harry twists his face to look up at Theo. “He’s my Anzar so he has to protect me and I
think if I write to King Ragnok and explain I want to do it secretly, he’ll be okay with it.”

“You believe you could write to the Goblin King?” Theo asks in surprise.

“Oh yeah, he told me to,” Harry shrugs easily as if it is not utterly and completely strange for a
wizard to have such unfettered access to the King of the Goblins. “I think he’d be cool with it. He
calls me ‘Ward.’”

“He what?” Theo chokes, staring at Harry.

“Yeah, it’s a bit odd,” Harry nestles closer.

“It’s more than odd,” Theo shakes his head, caught somewhere between frustration and
amazement, “Ward is a term of familial endearment for Goblin apprentices taken into the care of
their Masters.”

“So I’m a … goblin apprentice?” Harry frowns. “Is that why he wants to teach me to fight?”

“More than that, you are a Goblin King’s apprentice,” Theo tugs Harry’s hair gently, eliciting that
perfect little click in Harry’s throat. “I don’t know if a wizard or witch has ever been called ‘Ward’
by a Goblin King.”

“But I am his ward, aren’t I?” Harry lifts his head slightly. “Sirius said there’s not been one since
—,”

“Sirius said?” Theo’s heart lurches and he raises himself up on his elbows and twists to stare down
at Harry. “Black was there?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Harry at least has the presence of mind to look guilty as Theo instinctively scans
Harry’s face for signs of undue trauma. Fucking Black. “Forgot to mention that.”

“Oh, did you?” Theo drawls, stroking his hand down Harry’s neck, over the livid red bite marks
from their adventure in Skye. He thinks of Dumbledore inside the magic circle, taking Harry away
to talk about his ‘heirships’ giving not a word of warning that Black would be there too. That
bastard. “How was it?”

“Fine,” Harry rolls his eyes and Theo knows it was bad. He instantly feels a surge of anger towards
the Headmaster. Magical guardian my fucking arse.

“Theo? You okay?” Harry lifts a hand to stroke an uncertain, juddering line down his cheek.

“Yes,” Theo smiles tightly. Just thinking of all the ways I could secretly do away with Albus
Dumbledore. “I’m fine. Shall I write letters for you?”

“Yeah,” Harry sighs, staring at Hedwig who has her head tilted to one side as she has a staring
match with the pixie, who seems to be attempting some kind of hypnotic dance to distract her. “Do
Blaise’s mum first.”

“You will have to call her the Contessa when we meet.”

“Not fucking Zabini’s Mum?” Harry grins. Theo leans down and nips the top of his ear, enjoying
the way Harry’s eyes widen in shock and delight.

“No, you twat.”

Theo writes a response on the back of the letter she sent, following Harry’s dictation of ‘myself and
Heir Nott will join you tomorrow afternoon. We appreciate your discretion,’ but drawing the line at
Harry’s closing lines of ‘thanks very much and see you soon,’ for a more appropriate conclusion.

“She signs her letters with a blessing from her Goddess,” Theo explains. “Or a curse, if
appropriate.”

“I don’t speak pureblood,” Harry grumbles. “And I don’t have any Gods.”

“Good thing you have me then,” Theo comments lightly. “Agnostic wixen tend to put ‘Magic bless
your endeavours.’”

“Which magic?” Harry frowns. “And how can you be sure it will bless anyone without asking it?”

“I’ll pretend that wasn’t a total mindfuck in a sentence,” Theo says, pen paused above the paper.
“People generally assume it’s all magic, I suppose, and they do not think the magic will really hear
them or bless them.”

“Then why put it?” Harry throws up a shaking hand. “Okay, let’s just … let’s just do it like the
goblins. May all of your endeavours be fruitful and your family be strong.”

“Good enough,” Theo writes it in, still thinking about what Harry had said. Are there different
types of magic? Are they all as sentient as the ones Harry has interacted with? Theo doesn’t even
know how to phrase that on his mental list, so he just thinks: philosophy of magic and leaves it at
that. Moving on, there is little point in correcting Harry’s slightly haphazard dictated letter to the
King of the Goblins including the phrasing: ‘may all of your enemies have their throats ripped out
by your terrifying claws,’ as a suitable farewell. If King Ragnok likes Harry as he is, then he will
certainly enjoy the letter. Hedwig takes both letters in her beak and disappears off into the night,
her white wings reflecting the light of the moon for a moment before she vanishes behind a cloud.
The pixie slumps gratefully against the glass, instantly covering its head with its wings and falling
asleep. Theo thinks it’s about time Harry was sleeping too. He is drifting off against the pillow,
Sahara hanging from the bedpost and hissing softly.

“Come on,” Theo says, lifting the covers so Harry can crawl under and handing him a pair of tartan
pyjama bottoms so Harry can change, a slight flush on his cheeks as he awkwardly twists under the

duvet. Harry doesn’t seem to mind being topless around Theo but seems particularly self-conscious
about his legs for reasons Theo cannot fathom. Theo picks up his wand, lays out his own pyjamas
and prepares to mutter the switching spell. He remembers Harry’s eyes eagerly following his finger
as he unbuttoned his shirt in the basement and almost doesn’t cast, wondering what it would feel
like to have Harry’s eyes on him as he unbuttons his trousers. Then he sees the way Harry is
staring at the wall, his eyes fixed on his continuously trembling left hand. Theo casts, feels the soft
jersey material of his pyjamas settle on his body and then climbs into the bed beside Harry,
pointing his wand to the ceiling light bulb and muttering “Nox.” Sahara slithers across them, her
head resting near Harry’s shoulder and Theo could almost be convinced they were at home.
Almost.

The room is not dark like their room in Skye, or Fabiola’s cottage. There is the persistent glow of
the streetlight outside through the window. Theo realises this is the first time he’s slept in a muggle
house. He had not accounted for the light, or the sound of muggle cars and rowdy voices further up
on the high street. Sounds he doesn’t understand. He can’t help clutching his wand tightly in his
hand.

“You okay?” Harry whispers. “You smell tense.”

Theo knows that he is talking about his magic, but it is still unnerving to hear it and to imagine. He
tries to take a slow, steadying breath, feeling Harry shuffle onto his side to face him in the dark.

“Yeah,” Theo whispers back. “It’s just … loud. And bright.”

“Is it?” Harry places his trembling left hand on Theo’s chest. Theo can feel its light vibrations
against the rapid beat of his own heart.

“Yes,” Theo nods. “Most Wixen deliberately live in secluded areas. We do not have … muggle
sounds.”

“Ah,” Harry says, voice lightening in understanding. “You’re anxious.”

“I am … uncomfortable,” Theo says.

“Well, come here then,” Harry nudges Theo onto his side and soon, Harry’s arms are wrapped
tightly around Theo, holding him close to his chest so that Theo feels the raw, vibrating energy of
Harry’s thin, wiry body pressed against every part of him. If it was possible to be encased by magic

then this is what it would feel like. It is delicious. It is not exactly calming.

“You’re only anxious because you don’t know what the sounds are,” Harry whispers against the
back of Theo’s neck. Theo closes his eyes, trying to let his muscles relax inside the tight wrap of
Harry’s arms. “That’s what makes it scary. When I was in the cupboard, it was the sounds I
couldn’t place that were the worrying ones.”

Theo can’t help the low rumble of an annoyed growl inside his chest at the thought of Harry locked
up like an animal, but then he’s squeezed by tough little seeker arms and the growl becomes a
sigh.

“So that …” Harry whispers, “you hear the annoying beeping kind of sound?” Theo nods, enjoying
the warmth of Harry’s breath against his ear. “That’s a car alarm. They get set off sometimes by
cats or people breaking in, I guess, and that …” Theo listens to a faraway sound that sounds like a
strange bird call. “That’s a police car, quite far away, they run these sirens on the top of their cars
to let people know they’re coming.”

“That makes no sense,” Theo grumbles. “Why would muggle Aurors want to alert the criminals of
their presence?”

“It’s for the other people,” Harry chuckles, nestling his legs against the back of Theo’s. A perfect
fit. “And that one there? Those voices? Those are people outside the pub up the high street,
probably smoking or drinking …”

“Don’t talk to me about smoking,” Theo mutters, but he can feel himself getting sleepy inside the
cocoon of Harry’s thin but strong arms. “You’re still in trouble about that.”

“I know, I know,” Theo can hear Harry rolling his eyes. “And that one there? That thumping and
scrabbling? That’s foxes tipping over a wheelie bin.”

Theo doesn’t know what that means but he likes foxes. He thinks of their sharp faces and sleek red
bodies running through the streets of Cokeworth. Somehow, it’s comforting. He feels himself
drifting off.

“You asleep yet?” Harry whispers in his ear.

“Mmm-hmm.” Theo can hear Harry’s hesitation and tries to sharpen his attention, to draw himself
back from the lull of sleep but Harry’s arms are so warm.

“I’m … I’m so sorry about the bond,” Harry’s voice is muffled slightly as he presses his face into
Theo’s hair. Theo can hear the choke of tears in his throat. Theo lets himself drift on a wave of
almost unconsciousness, aware that if he wakes Harry will sense it and then Harry will stop
talking. “I never meant … but it’s going to be okay. I promise.” Harry takes a shuddering breath
against the back of his neck and Theo feels a horrible sense of portent. “When I’m gone, when he
finally gets me, you’ll be free. You can ... you can go anywhere, you can have anyone, the bond
will be broken and … and it’ll be okay. I know it’s not good enough, everything they said was true,
I know it’s not fair but …”

Harry’s voice trails off. It is full of heavy resignation and despair. Theo has the sensation he has
drifted into a nightmare. Can it be called suicidal when a person is convinced of their own future
murder? This is not an edge, this is worse than an edge. It’s not surrendering it is acceptance and it
is intolerable.

“… I don’t regret it, being soul bonded to you,” Harry’s voice flutters through the back of Theo’s
hair. “I know that makes me a selfish dick, I know that makes me as bad as Voldemort or
whatever, but … I don’t.”

Theo lies there, feeling Harry’s arms soften around him as he slips into sleep. Theo allows himself
a small, gasping breath. A tear drips down his cheek. Harry thinks he will die. Harry is sure he will
die. Harry is so sure he has planned Theo’s recovery from it, as if Harry will simply become like
Theo’s Diggory, that he will turn into a memory that Theo will grieve for and, one day, cease to
feel. Harry only plans to be a small chapter in Theo’s story and it is utterly, inexpressibly, violently
unacceptable. Theo will not imagine it, will not accept a reality where the boy who has upended
his reality with his impossible, wondrous, beautiful self dies at the hand of the Dark Lord. Theo
has no desire for freedom from his bond and least of all in that way. So he simply swears that it
will not come to pass. He will find Magnus Bane, he will teach Harry everything he needs to know,
he will amass allies in every corner, he will enlist Granger as a lieutenant and even the Weasley’s
if he must, (hell, he will even attempt a rapprochement with Smith if it benefitted them) he will
wage war with the Dark Lord on Harry’s behalf and he will not, not ever let Harry’s prediction
come to pass. In the darkness, with the Boy-Who-Lived’s breath on his neck, Theodore Nott does
something that has been done by Nott’s since they were marauding Nordic pirates and assassins.
He holds his wand to the tip of his finger and mutters a cutting spell so a small papercut appears,
welling with blood. He presses the bloody finger against his Heir ring and swears to himself and
the powers above that Notts still hold dear, that he will not allow Harrison James Charlus Potter
Black Slytherin Prince to perish at the hand or wand of the Dark Lord. Whispering under his
breath, he utters the sacred words: Með odin ek svarði. By Odin, I swear. He feels the oath settle
into his Heir ring, the cool tingle of the magic as it accepts the words. It is done, as it has been
done by Notts since the days the giants walked and fealty was sworn to living half-Gods amongst
the ice. Like those gone before him, his life is forfeit but Theo does not care. He simply cuddles
closer inside Harry’s arms. If Harry dies, Theo feels like his life would be forfeit anyway.

I will not let you leave me behind. Never again.

With that thought to comfort him and the tingle of the Heir ring magic to reassure him, he falls
asleep inside Harry’s arms.

————————

Hey Mi.

Bill says he’s taking you Christmas shopping today.

Yeah.

I did all your Christmas shopping for you.

Secret meeting with Blaise’s Mum.

The Contessa?? What will you wear?

Does it matter?

Yes! She’s the head of Magical Europe, I read all about her last summer when we were in
France! She's AMAZING.

I’ll borrow something of Theo’s.

His stuff will drown you. I’ll bring you a shirt and some of Fred’s trousers.

You’ll bring me?

I’m visiting tomorrow.

Why?

You’ll see.

“Christmas shopping?” Snape stares at Harry and Theo closely, looking between them and Bill
Weasley who is standing in the fireplace with none other than Hermione who, Harry thinks, looks
like she is two seconds from exploding if she doesn't get to hug him soon.

“Yep,” Harry says lightly. “Thought I’d have more time.”

“You thought you’d have more time to shop … whilst at Hogwarts for the Christmas break?”
Snape asks slowly and Harry knows he’s on thin ice. He does what he always does in these
situations; brazen things out.

“Course,” Harry says breezily. “Hogsmeade.”

“I see,” Snape looks at Bill with suspicious eyes. “And you volunteered?”

“No,” Bill’s eyes rest on Harry briefly and Harry knows King Ragnok has let Bill into the ‘secret’
aspect of the trip to London today. “King Ragnok informed me that Harry had requested a goblin
escort.”

“Why did you do that, Harry?” Remus asks in confusion from where he is standing at the kitchen
counter with his fork in the treacle tart they all ate for breakfast. Remus, Harry has come to realise,
has a powerful sweet tooth to rival even Kreacher’s. The elf is in the middle of making more pastry
with floury elbows and staring at Remus with a significant glower.

“Because he can’t be seen with me,” Harry nods at Snape who raises an eyebrow as if he’s
surprised Harry is capable of such levels of thinking. “And I need to buy you a present.”

“Oh,” Remus frowns, brushing crumbs off his cardigan. “I thought you already got me one.”

“It wasn’t quite right,” Harry lies easily. “I’m exchanging it.”

Remus looks satisfied and goes to take another bite of the treacle tart only to find his fork has
vanished. Kreacher looks satisfied until Remus begins to use a finger to scrape up the pastry and
then he begins to growl. Remus grins and growls back. Harry's noticed that since yesterday, Remus
and Kreacher only communicate through growls. He doesn't know if it is a good thing or a bad
thing. Snape is ignoring them and staring at Harry as if he knows there’s a lie in here somewhere
and he will get to it. Harry thinks distraction is probably the best way forward.

“Hey Mi,” Harry grins. “Gonna tell me what you're doing here?”

“Checking you’re not dead, obviously,” Hermione snaps, pulling him roughly into a hug that feels
briefly wonderful before glaring at him with such intensity he feels like he’s looking at Mrs
Weasley. “And because something weird has happened.”

“Unsurprising,” Theo mutters beside him, nodding to Hermione with something like familiarity.
She raises her eyebrows back. Harry thinks it could almost, almost be friendly.

“What happened now?” Remus exclaims, in between licking pastry off his fingers.

“Explain,” Snape demands, in a quiet voice. He's taken up position against the bookcase. He seems
to like being on the edge of things, and always within sight of the doors. It doesn't make him any
less threatening, in Harry's opinion.

“Griphook asked me to bring this back to you,” Bill says, pulling a small black box out of his robe.
He opens it and Harry is staring at the Potter ring again. The red ruby, the gold setting, the magic
that, even from a distance, feels homely. “Hermione has to be here to witness if the magic will retake to you or if it will … not.”

“Why?” Harry stares at them nonplussed. “It didn’t need that the first time.”

“Hermione wasn’t of the House of Potter the first time,” Bill says curtly.

“What?” Harry stares at Bill and then looks around. Remus has one hand on the edge of the pie
dish and his face is a picture of confusion. He doesn’t even realise that Kreacher is trying with all
his might to pull the pie away from him, but Remus’ werewolf strength is keeping it in place.
Snape is tapping his finger against his morning cup of coffee, a sure sign that he is piqued. Theo
has one hand pressed over his eyes. “Since when?”

“Exactly, Harry Potter!” Hermione slaps his arm angrily. It’s a little hard to take her seriously
when she’s wearing a Christmas jumper with a dancing penguin on it, but the fury in her eyes is
real. “Since when? What did you do?”

“Me? Nothing! What did you do?” Harry exclaims. “What are you like, I dunno, my long lost
cousin?”

“Show him,” Bill says gently, holding out a piece of paper to Hermione. She grimaces and pricks
her finger with a needle Bill offers. Harry recognises the process as the same inheritance test he
took at Gringotts. He looks at the outcome.

Mother: Alice Jean Granger (muggle)
Father: Rupert Bertram Granger (muggle)

Hermione Jean Granger
Protectee of the House of Potter

"Jesus fucking Christ," Harry stares up at Hermione, feeling the same worrying guilt that settled on
him when Snape explained Fidelity bonds wrapping around him again. "I didn't ... like, adopt you,
did I?"

"Language," Snape mutters.

"Bite me," Harry hisses.

"Tone, Harrison!" Snape snarls back.

"No," Hermione says, then tilts her head thoughtfully. "Well ... sort of."

"Sort of?" Harry stares at her. "Sort of?"

“The ring,” Theo mutters, reading over Harry’s shoulder. “When you gave her your mother’s ring
you somehow triggered some kind of protection magic —,”

“I don’t remember doing that,” Harry frowns.

"Of course you bloody don't," Theo murmers under his breath and Harry elbows him in the ribs.
Harry looks up at Bill.

“Does this always happen when people give out heirlooms? The objects just ...” Harry gestures
between the ring in the box and Hermione's Potter ring. "Adopt the people?"

“That is … hard to say,” Bill says slowly. “Heirlooms are not often given out, Harry. Wixen
protect their family artefacts and family magic. Objects are usually only acquired by people outside
the family in the circumstances of conquest or …” Bill’s eyes dart over Theo and the lily pendant
he is wearing at his throat. “Courtship.”

It's that word, courtship, that Harry still has no fucking idea what to do with. Not yet. He doesn't
dare look properly at Theo but out of the corner of his eye he sees the way Theo raises his
eyebrows at Bill and puts a hand on Harry’s shoulder. Harry rolls his eyes. He has no idea what
Theo has against Bill but it seems a bit unnecessary.

“Basically, wizards are greedy bastards so no one ever gives magical objects away so no one
knows what happens if they do,” Hermione huffs, shaking her head. “Honestly, hasn’t anyone ever
heard of doing something for research purposes?”

“Yes,” answer Snape, Remus and Theo very, very curtly and Harry thinks it’s time to move
Hermione on from being unintentionally insulting to all of the stupidly smart wizards in the room.

“So what happens if the magic doesn’t take me back?” Harry asks. “Will Hermione get it?”

“Yes,” Bill says, looking down the ring as if it had better not even think about doing such a thing.

“Oh. Cool,” Harry shrugs, not really understanding the big deal. “That’s all right then.”

“It isn’t, Harry, that’s why Hermione is here,” Bill says patiently. “If the magic rejects you, she’s
going to name you her Heir so you can retain your status.”

“What?” Harry stares blankly at Hermione who rolls her eyes. “That’s crazy! If the magic rejects
me I don’t want to, like, bluff my way back in." He doesn't know much about magic, not really, but
he knows that the Potter magic, which feels so fiercely loyal, will not appreciate being
manipulated. "Besides, if the magic chooses Hermione she should be the Heir!”

“Heirships are stupid, Harry,” Hermione shakes her head is disgust, folding her arms over her
chest. “I don’t care about this ridiculous wixen aristocracy that corrupts the democratic process.”

“And the muggle system of democracy is, of course, completely flawless,” Theo murmurs, tugging
at his cuffs softly. Harry hears Snape snorting into his coffee.

“Theodore,” Lupin warns as if that will make any difference. Theo is looking pleasantly at
Hermione as she glares daggers at him. Harry tries to change the subject.

“Yeah, but you’d get everything in the vault,” Harry wiggles his eyebrows significantly. “Think of
the books, Mi.”

“Oh.” Hermione stops glaring at Theo and her eyes take on a far off look. “I hadn’t thought of
that.”

“The books are beside the point, Hermione can’t be Heir Potter,” Bill says, carefully unfolding a
copy of the Daily Prophet to drop down on the coffee table. “Because of this.”

"Oh, sweet Merlin," Remus groans, slumping onto one of the stools at the breakfast counter, his
head in his hands. Kreacher pushes the pie tray back towards him. Harry stares down at the
newspaper.

There's a picture of Sirius and his Dad, James, at school, laughing. Then there is a picture of Harry,
that one that was all over the prophet last year of him outflying the dragon. The headline reads:
BOY WHO LIVED SON OF THE HOUSE OF BLACK - MADMAN PROTECTED BY GOBLIN
LAW. Bill drops another onto the table. It’s a copy of Witch Weekly and the cover is again, a
picture of young Sirius and James, this time in the seventh year of Hogwarts and looking handsome
together. The headline reads: THE GREATEST LOVE STORY NEVER TOLD - Harry PotterBLACK The true identity of the Boy-Who-Lived!

“Perfect,” Snape mutters, sipping his coffee in a way that can only be identified as aggressive.

“Huh,” Harry stares at the picture of himself dodging dragon fire. “At least they’re not saying I’m
mad."

"Maybe it’s a Christmas present," Theo murmers and Harry grins at him. Theo can always be relied
upon to find the joke.

“You have to be Heir Potter,” Bill says, tapping his wand against the newspapers. “You are still his
child in their eyes.”

“Wait,” Harry looks up, confused. “I thought Dumbledore was going to tell everyone I was Mum’s
and Sirius’ baby? How can I be … I mean, with two men …?”

A sharp, awkward silence falls. Harry looks around the room in utter confusion, feeling like he’s
stepped out of time for a moment. Bill, Snape and Remus all look at him like they’ve been caught
in headlights.

“You don’t …,” Remus seems oddly pale. “You’ve never been told …?”

“Master was raised by foolish muggles,” Kreacher snarls, slapping pastry down on the counter.
“He is a thoroughly uneducated brat.”

“Classic,” Harry mutters, but he notices how Kreacher is speaking directly to Snape and Remus as
if these words should insult them and not Harry. Snape actually looks stricken for a moment.

“Sweet Merlin,” Remus groans, putting his face in his hands. “Oh, James would laugh at this!”

“If you could kindly keep his name out of this conversation?” Snape snarls with venom.

“What is happening?” Harry demands and everyone falls silent, staring at him in trepidation. The
silence stretches and every grown man in the room seems to be avoiding holding one another's
gaze.

“Oh, for god’s sake,” Hermione throws up her hands and twists Harry’s shoulders to look at her,
frustration and sweetness in her eyes. “Wizards can get pregnant, Harry. You …” Her eyes drift to
Theo standing behind Harry and she scowls angrily. “Can get pregnant.”

Harry stares at her for a moment and then looks around at the older wizards trying to avoid his eye.
He feels unaccountably stupid. He cannot help the flush of absolute embarrassment whirling up
inside him, but it’s accompanied with rage, because how the hell was he supposed to know? He
eyes Remus furiously.

“Couldn’t have mentioned that when we had our chat in Flourish and Blotts?” Harry demands
angrily. “Don’t you think that would have been a good time to be like, ‘hey, Harry, just so you
know, you could theoretically get yourself knocked up if you’re not careful?’”

“What chat was this?” Snape growls, frowning at Remus who looks frazzled before glaring at
Harry. “And why would you not be careful?”

"Theoretically," Harry snaps, feeling his cheek flush and Theo tense behind him, scenting the
bright, thunderous smell of his angry magic. "Theoretically."

"Heir Nott swore to protect Master's virtue," Kreacher snarls from the kitchen counter. Snape looks
surprised but slightly mollified to hear this.

"Heir Nott was coerced," Theo mutters and Harry flushes even darker, hating every second of this
conversation, because whilst it is fun to imagine Theo thinking about his virtue it is not fun to do it
in front of Snape.

"Well?" Harry demands Remus, hoping to turn the conversation away from him and Theo.

“I thought you knew, Harry,” Remus stammers. “I thought your friends would have told you, or
you’d learn at Hogwarts —,”

“Are you joking?” Hermione snorts, folding her arms. “Muggleborns get a pamphlet in first year
and that’s it.”

“I didn’t get a pamphlet!” Harry says, feeling outraged.

“Because you are not muggleborn,” Theo says softly.

“No, I’m not!” Harry glares at Remus. “What about in third year, in Dementor lessons? Or couldn’t
you and Sirius have written when the Yule ball happened?”

“You let him go to the Yule ball with a girl without even checking?” Snape says, glowering at
Remus too. "Do you know how many couples I had to blast apart that night?"

“I thought someone would have told him!” Remus says defensively. “So did Sirius! We suspected
the twins would have —,”

“You were happy to permit the boy to have sexual education from Junior Marauders?” Snape
hisses.

"Oh, that would be a terrible assumption to make," Bill shakes his head. "Just ask Ron."

“Or even Arthur —,” Remus tries to say, but Harry’s had enough.

“Arthur’s not my godfather! You are!” Harry yells, feeling enraged. “And who else was gonna tell
me? Vernon? He thinks gays should be fucking murdered!”

The wizards in the room look astounded and Hermione holds his hand gently. Harry can her
Vernon's voice in his head: Freak. Worthless Queers. Should be hanged.

“Language, Harrison,” Snape intones quickly but Harry shoots a vile glare at him and feeds the

words he’s feeling right into his eyes, daring Snape to read them from his mind: this is all your
fault. Snape stares at him for a moment and then sets his coffee cup slowly down on the counter.

“It is not your fault you did not know,” Snape says slowly. “Hogwarts is woefully lax in education
in this area, particularly for muggle-born or muggle raised students. As staff, we have been …
remiss.”

Harry stares at the man. It’s as close to an apology as he’s likely to get and what’s the point in
wanting more? Snape can’t apologise for not being his father, for not being there when Harry
needed a defender and an educator and an advocate, because he didn’t know. No matter how much
Harry wishes he could rail at the man for it, demand apologies for it all, he knows he’ll never get
it. Harry is still getting a handle on his sire, but he understands the small things now: Snape wants
him to live. Snape will stand between him and Dumbledore if needs be. Snape does not apologise.
Harry feels Theo’s hand on his shoulder and Hermione’s hand around his twitching left hand and
takes a deep steadying breath, swallowing back the urge to burn things and the sudden instinct to
cry. He stares down at the headline, looking at Sirius and James together.

“Can someone tell me how this works?” Harry asks loudly, swallowing down his misery. “I mean,
people saw my Mum pregnant, right? Are we saying it was like a test tube baby thing?”

“Test tube baby?” Bill looks on blankly.

“Artificial insemination,” Hermione says quickly, and all of the men in the room suddenly look
queasy, apart from Snape who is merely staring down at the picture of his two childhood enemies
with unveiled loathing. He must be fucking hating this. Harry is caught between annoyance and
bitter glee that someone else is suffering as much as him.

“Muggles do that?” Theo asks in amazement.

“Well, muggle men cannot bear children, Theodore, so yes, they do,” Hermione snaps.
“Problem?”

“Only several,” Theo retorts. “How?”

“Not the time,” Remus says quickly, pushing the pie tray away from him and looking pale. Harry
thinks this must be hard for Remus too. He glances down at the picture. Sirius is staring at James
with complete adoration.

“The theory at the moment is that Lily and James polyjuiced as one another to hide Sirius’
parentage and James’ pregnancy,” Bill says shortly, bringing them back on topic.

“So ... they’re writing my Mum out of the picture?” Harry says flatly, feeling a twinge of raw anger
like a dull blade between his ribs.

“Yes,” Snape’s sneer is acidic and bitter all at once. “They are. Making you the perfect, pureblood
child. A Black and A Potter."

"It's an intelligent plan," Remus says dully, as if he hates himself for saying it. He is still staring at
the picture of Sirius. "It protects you, it protects Harry."

"Oh yes," Snape sneers, sipping his coffee with something that looks like nonchalance but Harry
knows is studiously managed rage. "Albus has truly outdone himself this time.”

Harry stares at his Sire, seeing the same anger he is feeling in the man’s eyes. Harry remembers his
Mum’s screams, not Harry, please not Harry. It’s been bad enough coming to terms with not being
James Potter’s natural son, but pretending not to be Lily’s feels worse. It feels like a betrayal.

“Well,” Harry says, swallowing the bile at the back of his throat. “That fucking sucks.”

"Language," Snape looks at him sharply as if checking for sarcasm and on finding none, Harry sees
him give the tiniest nod. Then, faster than Harry can blink, Snape is flicking his eyes to Bill
Weasley. “Can we get on with this business, Weasley?”

“All Harry has to do is take the ring,” Bill says. “If the magic rejects him, Hermione will sign a
magical document naming Harry as her Heir and forgoing all future Heir of her body’s claims —,”

“Wait, that means Hermione’s kids won’t inherit?” Harry frowns. “That’s not right, they should
inherit after me. She'll still be a protected of the House even once I'm the Heir again, won't she?”

“Why wouldn’t you want your own children to inherit?” Hermione squeezes his wrist.

“Please, as if I need to worry about that,” Harry rolls his eyes. The idea of him living long enough
to produce a family is absurd. Theo’s grip on his upper arm is suddenly like a vice.

“But men can have children, Harry,” Hermione presses, “it’s not like the muggle world —,”

“Yeah, still probably not something future me needs to concern himself with,” Harry says
sarcastically. “What with Tom planning to murder me and all.”

“Do not joke about your demise in my presence,” Snape suddenly hisses, his voice furious. Harry
is a little taken aback by that, even with Theo’s arm reaching around his waist to hold him tightly.
He remembers the summer at Grimmauld Place. Die, for all I care.

“I didn’t know you cared, sir,” Harry drawls and watches Snape’s eyes darken angrily. Remus is
looking between them, a worryingly thoughtful expression on his face. Shit. What does that mean?
What has he worked out? Harry doesn’t want to stick around to find out. The sooner they get to
London, the better. He turns back to Bill. “Well, let's get it over with.”

Harry reaches out and slots the Potter ring back onto his finger. He doesn’t feel anything. Bill’s
frown deepens.

“Shit,” Remus mutters.

“Hermione, do the test again,” Bill says quickly, “we need to see --,”

“No, wait,” Harry holds up his hand, looks at his Heir ring. Sahara, who has been quietly invisible
around his neck shimmers into being. Bill takes a step back but his face is unmoving.

“What do you think?” Harry hisses to her.

“Not dead, not gone,” Sahara hisses, sliding down his arm to flick her tongue over the Potter stone.
“Only … hiding.”

“I think I can ask it,” Harry mutters.

“You can ask magic anything.”

“Ask what?” Bill’s eyes dart between Harry and the heir ring. “The snake?”

“Perhaps Harry could have some privacy for this,” Theo says smoothly, and Harry hears the
undercurrent of Theo’s words. Don’t show people the Hurricane-y magic. “Harry, why don’t you
and Granger go in the hall?”

Hermione nods but Bill frowns.

“The Heir ring should really be accompanied by an adult wizard until it is settled,” Bill says. “Or a
goblin.”

“Allow me,” Snape says, picking up his cup of coffee and holding the hall door open. He has
obviously worked out the subtext between Theo and Harry and Remus’ eyes are following them
sharply too. It’s odd. Since last night, it feels like Snape and Remus have joined forces on
something. It’s me. They’ve joined forces on me. Harry holds Hermione’s hand and manoeuvres
them into the small space under the stairs and between the basement door. Snape closes the door to
the kitchen and living room and leans against the door, sipping his coffee. “Get on with it.”

“Fine,” Harry rolls his eyes and turns to face Hermione. “Can you press your ring against mine?
I’m going to try and … talk to the magic.”

“Talk to the magic?” Hermione frowns but Harry sees a familiar glitter of studious excitement in
her eyes. “Like the magical theory of sentient energy?”

“Action now, philosophy later, Miss Granger,” Snape says in a bored tone and Hermione
obediently presses her Potter ring against Harry’s. Harry sighs, tasting the faint flavour of tea and
sugar and smelling warm flame. He closes his eyes and tries to draw it through the heir ring but it’s
hard, almost as if the magic doesn’t want to be pulled. Maybe it’s mad with me like the Black
magic is. Harry tries listening for it, hearing the hum of the song which to him, sounds like Fawkes
singing. He listens for a while, lets it build into a swell and feels Hermione’s hand get hot against
his and then, when his mind is full of it, tries to ask a question:

Will you come back to me?

He feels warmth trickling into his blood, spreading down his hand.

If you will put us back together.

Harry doesn’t know what that means, but he feels the longing desire of the Potter magic.
Something is missing from it, something important, in his mind's eye he sees a fiery triangle with
two dark corners. Two parts of the magic are lost or gone or mourned for. He feels the want there,
that has been present for so long. He's not sure what it means, but he feels like he can at least try.

I will.

Heat floods into his blood and he hears Hermione gasp. Harry opens his eyes and looks down. A
miniature, fiery phoenix is blossoming out of Harry’s ring as a fiery griffin moulds itself out of fire
above hers. Then the fire is sucked back down, into both rings and Harry feels a tingly, happy
warmth back in his left hand. It doesn’t stop trembling, but it feels more like his hand than it has in
a week.

“It’s back with you,” Hermione whispers, “I can feel it, but I can still feel it in me too, I’m still
House of Potter, I think."

"Cool," Harry grins. "Now Theo can really call you my sister."

"You ... you ..." Hermione stares at him with a gaping, open mouth and then grasps him to her in a
rush of blackberry scented magic and coconut hair.

"Mi," Harry grunts, catching Snape rolling his eyes behind her back.

"How did you do that?” Hermione pulls away from the hug and punches him hard in the arm.
“Magic doesn’t take tangible forms unless it is elemental!”

“Hey, I didn’t do anything!” Harry protests, rubbing his arm.

“Not knowingly,” Snape corrects him quietly. “Not yet, anyway.”

Harry glares at his Sire. He doesn’t like the way Snape looks at him sometimes now, like he’s a
fascinating puzzle to be solved. Being looked at like he’s dog shit is much better, Harry thinks.

“I’m going shopping now,” Harry says.

“You are not going anywhere,” Snape sips his coffee. “Without my permission.”

Harry grits his teeth. On second thought, maybe being a puzzle is not so bad.

“Please may I have your permission to go shopping with my Anzar?” Harry drawls, hiding his
frustration as he lounges deliberately indolently against the bannister in a way he knows that Snape
hates. “You know, the one King Ragnok gave me? Since I’m his ward?”

Snape scowls and pushes open the door behind him, dislike etched into his dark features. Just
because he’s technically my father doesn’t mean he likes me.

“You may,” he says through gritted teeth.

“Here,” Hermione hands him a tote bag. “These are the smallest trousers Fred had and the smartest
shirt I have.”

“Thanks,” Harry flushes, feeling foolish for needing help.

“Why would you require a change of clothes?” Snape asks in his dangerously silky tone. “For
shopping?”

“Gotta look the part, haven’t I?” Harry snaps, raising his eyebrows in a deliberately baiting way.
“Since I’m a Potter-Black. Perfect, pureblood heir and all.”

Snape’s nostrils flare and Harry knows his words have done their job.

“Go,” Snape says angrily. “And bring back something other than treacle tart since you are a
wealthy Heir once more.”

Harry glowers at him but doesn’t respond. Instead he gives Hermione a hug goodbye, since she is
going to floo back to the Burrow and steps up to stand beside Bill and Theo by the grate. Kreacher
gives him angry eyes from the kitchen, ears twitching and Harry rolls his back.

“Don’t kill anyone,” Harry says, reaching out to feel the bond between him and Kreacher, smells
strong, burnt coffee. “Don’t poison Remus and don’t eat the pixie.”

“Kreacher will not eat it,” Kreacher mutters, cutting out pastry. Snape is looking at the pastry in
disgust and weariness whilst Remus is quietly picking the crust off the treacle tart. Harry isn't sure
they'll have time to find food, but if Snape is forced to eat treacle tart another night then Harry
worries for all their safety. Then he has a brainwave.

“Hey, I like chicken pie too,” Harry says. “If you make a chicken pie, I’ll let you kill the
chicken.”

"Kreacher will find and kill bird." Kreacher's fingers pause in pastry making and his eyes take on a
delicious gleam. "Kreacher will make delicious savoury pie."

“Thank God, “ Snape mutters, just as Remus says: “Is that really a good idea?”

Kreacher’s grin is so wide that Theo shakes his head.

“This is not going to end well,” Theo says as Bill tosses in the floo powder and shouts for Diagon
Alley.

“Can’t be worse than wine gums,” Harry answers.

"Go well," Snape mutters and Harry looks up to catch his Sire's eyes. He has the momentary,
fleeting impression that Snape knows exactly what they are planning and where they are going.
We're going to be in trouble later. Harry can't think about that now. He grabs Theo’s hand and the
two of them twist through the green flame, towards London.

Chapter End Notes

Hello! There is another chapter coming, which sort of feels like part 2 of this chapter,
tomorrow or earlier. I hope you enjoy!

Giardino di Aradia
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes

“I’m not going to ask why we are here,” Bill says slowly, looking up at the white stone of the
beautiful house on the edge of Hampstead Heath. “But I am going to ask if you are sure about
this.”

“This is Giardino di Aradia? Isn’t this Kenwood Palace?” Harry frowns, staring up with a churning
stomach. He definitely came to Hampstead Heath on a primary school visit and there was no
mention made of the country house being a magical fortress.

“That is what it seems to be,” Bill says. “To muggles. To us, it is the seat of the Congregation in
Britain.”

“So … it’s like an embassy?” Harry surmises and Theo nods. “And fucking Zab — I mean,
Blaise,” Harry corrects, noticing Bill’s raised eyebrow. “Lives here?”

“When the Contessa lives here, Blaise does too,” Theo says, not looking at all like Theo. As soon
as they stepped out of the floo in the Leaky Cauldron, Bill had wordlessly tapped Theo on the head
with his wand and draped Theo in a goblin glamour that makes him look like his own distant
cousin. Harry hates it. “We should go in. She will not like to be kept waiting.”

“How can she be kept waiting?” Harry grumbles, feeling suddenly nervous. “We didn’t say what
time we’d be here.”

“She knows we’re here,” Bill says quietly. “We crossed their wards as soon as we entered the
Heath.”

“They’re aware of every wixen on the Heath?” Theo asks. Harry can feel him tensing beside him,
his hand gripping his wand tightly. Harry has Sahara wrapped invisibly around his wrist, holding
his own wand in place. He feels like he might need it.

“Not just wixen, all creatures,” Bill mutters. He looks the same as always, unflustered, but Harry
notices the one hand inside his leather jacket is clenched into a fist around his wand. If even Bill is

on edge, he knows this is some serious shit. “Nott is right, we should go inside, so I am asking; are
you sure about this?”

“I’m not sure what an aperitivo is but I’m sure we were invited,” Harry says, deliberately missing
Bill’s meaning. His Anzar frowns down at him.

“I mean, are you sure you want to meet with the Contessa?” Bill asks. “She’s … a difficult woman.
She does not suffer fools.”

“Good thing we are not fools then,” Theo mutters, pulling at his cuffs. He looks particularly
wonderful today in his pureblood finest. When Theo is in a shirt with cufflinks and his dark blue
robes he looks like an ancient Prince of legend. Harry, on the other hand, feels like he’s playing
dress-up in Hermione’s borrowed black silk shirt which is a little too open with a chiffon tie collar
and reveals his rune mark. Fred’s trousers are oddly, a little too short so Theo had to cuff them over
his trainers and Theo’s borrowed robes which are definitely too big and slouch off his shoulders. If
he looks like royalty I look like the scruffy kid who lives in the basement, Harry thinks bitterly.

“I understand that Dumbledore doesn’t know about this meeting,” Bill says quietly. “But does
Remus, Harry? Does your Dad?”

Harry’s stomach clenches and Theo actually grabs his hand, squeezing tight. Harry thinks of the
portrait photo of him and James he nicked from the Potter vault. It’s folded in his wallet right now.
Me and my son - 1980.

“My Dad is dead,” Harry says shortly. “My Sire has probably worked something out but that’s for
later and you’ve got my fake father/godfather locked up at the Silver Hall so … I’m not sure who
you’re talking about.” Harry shakes his head in irritation. Now is not the time to think about how,
overnight, Sirius has gone from dangerous godfather to dangerous actual father. “You know. Theo
knows. Hermione knows. That’s everyone who needs to.”

“I’m sorry, Harry,” Bill says solemnly, inclining his head. “I didn’t … it was just a slip of the
tongue.”

Harry nods. He understands where Bill is coming from, of course, any child of Arthur Weasley
would expect a natural father to be a “Dad.”

“Let’s just get it over with,” Harry sighs.

They nod and move toward the door between the huge white marble pillars. Harry tries not to stare.
The biggest buildings he has been in are Hogwarts and the Ministry of Magic and he feels very,
very small. Before they reach the door it is opened by a servant in a blood-red uniform and Harry is
confronted by Blaise fucking Zabini, looking annoyingly handsome in a black suit with his hands in
his pockets and his classic shit-eating grin, staring at Theo.

“Is that you under all that magic, Theodore?” Zabini calls. “It makes you more handsome if it were
possible.”

Harry glares as they step inside and Bill taps Theo on the head with his wand removing his
glamour and then Zabini is moving forward, touching Theo’s collar. Harry pushes away the desire
to swat Zabini’s hand away.

“Much better,” Zabini smiles. “Blue has always been your colour.”

Fucking tool.

“Shall I kill him?” Sahara hisses on his wrist.

“Maybe,” Harry hisses back without thinking. “I’ll let you know.”

Zabini’s eyebrows shoot up and he stares at Harry, his grin widening.

“Was that a formal greeting in parseltongue, Potter?” Zabini drawls, eyes dancing with excitement.
“I’m not familiar.”

“Fuck off,” Harry hisses and Theo grabs his free hand again, squeezing it tightly. Harry is a little
mollified by the way Zabini’s eyes fix on their joined hands, but then Theo lets go.

“And Mr Weasley,” Zabini smiles up at Bill with a slightly predatory, delicious grin. Bill looks
back, unmoved. Harry is impressed. Nearly everyone in the school would fall over themselves for
Blaise fucking Zabini’s grins, but then, people fall over themselves for Bill, too. “In what capacity
are you joining us today?”

“He’s my Anzar,” Harry says, smiling tightly at Bill, who nods back.

“I am here at King Ragnok’s request,” Bill says, looking impressively out of place amongst all this
finery with his clunky boots, leather trousers and nose piercing. "And his Ward’s disposal.”

“Ah yes, the fabled Ward of the Silver Hall,” Zabini shakes his head in amusement, looking Harry
up and down with slow, dark eyes. Harry flushes when his eyes fix on the open silk collar and the
rune mark there. He’s really very thankful, suddenly, that Theo glamoured the bite marks this
morning. “Full of surprises, aren’t you, Potter? Or should I call you Potter-Black?”

“Call me what you want, Zabini,” Harry snaps. Theo’s stance stiffen beside him. Bill smirks. Harry
gets the impression that he does not enjoy Zabini and Harry feels vindicated, because he's a
fucking tool.

“Oh really?” Zabini steps forward, eyes sparkling with mischief. “And if I was to call you …
amore?”

“Sweet Merlin,” Bill mutters tiredly.

“Then I would kill you,” Theo says pleasantly.

“Ah, my friend, I do not doubt but I am not asking you, I am asking Heir Potter,” Zabini says
sharply, eyes bright, and Harry realises what this is. Zabini is testing him. Just as Hermione has
been testing Theo, in her own way, with plans and research and loyalty. Clearly, Zabini is going to
do it by being very, very annoying. Harry sighs inwardly. If all he has to do is prove that he’s not
going to fall prey to Zabini’s charms to pass this test, then it’ll be a breeze. The Slytherin ring is
full of lightning and fury, wanting to burn Zabini’s pretty grin off his face. He hears Hermione’s
voice inside his head: No brooms in Azkaban.

“Are you coming onto me?” Harry cocks his head to the side. “You’re not very good at it.”

Bill snorts with laughter beside him and Zabini smiles wider.

“I’ve been told by reputable sources …” Zabini’s eyes flicker to Theo. “That I am.”

Harry feels a flash of anger and sparks gather in his fingertips. He does not need to be reminded of
Theo and Zabini. He’s spent days wondering about them, his mind playing a cruel comparison
game. Having Zabini here, right in front of him, so well built and well-dressed with two working
hands and no hideous facial scars to speak of is only adding fuel to the fire. Harry doesn’t need to
be reminded that Zabini is so much better than him. I already fucking know.

“Yeah, well, they told me that Voldemort wouldn’t come back, yet here we are,” Harry snaps. “So
are you just gonna be a dick in the hallway, or do you have other rooms here to be a dick in too?”

“My, my, Mr Potter-Black, you do like to make an … adversarial first impression.”

Harry looks towards the shadowed doorway and the low, melodic voice that speaks. A woman
steps out of the shadows, dark skin glowing, her hair a halo around her head and her blood-red
robes puddling on the floor. She has eyes fixed upon Harry that, Harry notices with a jolt of
dismay, are also, blood red.

"Welcome to Giardino di Aradia," she says, her tongue rolling with her accent. "The Congregation
welcomes you."

She bows her head, eyes never leaving Harry. He can't help but feel a little hunted. Sahara hisses
on his wrist.

“Potter, Theodore, Weasley, allow me to formally introduce my mother,” Zabini says softly,
crossing to the woman’s side. “The Honourable Contessa Zabini.”

Harry nods, unable to speak. It’s the red eyes. He can’t stop staring at them, can’t stop thinking
about the only other person he knows with red eyes. Red eyes. Green light. A high pitched laugh.

“How delightful,” she says, nodding her head at them all in turn. When her eyes meet Harry’s
again, he tries not to flinch. “Will you come through to the library?”

They follow but at the threshold, they are stopped by a servant with a wooden box.

“Weapons,” Zabini says lightly, dropping his wand into it. “Theodore?”

Harry watches as Theo drops his wand and his knife into the box then nods at Harry.

“No,” Bill holds out a hand, stopping Harry from moving. His face is taut and he looks at the
Contessa distrustfully. “You do not hand over weapons to others.”

“Then he can’t come in,” Zabini drawls, cocking his head to one side. “There’s a treaty, Weasley.”

“Goblin law, Zabini,” Bill says coldly. “Give your weapons to me, Harry.”

“Then you cannot come in, which would be a shame,” Zabini says, looking Bill up and down with
what Harry can only describe as 'hungry eyes.'

“That won’t be a problem,” Bill smiles sharply. “Anzar’s are not permitted to walk unarmed. So I
will be waiting outside anyway.”

Harry nudges Sahara off his hand with his thumb and drops his wand into Theo’s hand, who
catches it expectantly and hands it to Bill. Harry turns to Theo, offering his right sleeve.

“Can you?” He whispers, gesturing to the small puffed sleeve and the button cuff. Theo nods and
Zabini looks on as Theo carefully rolls Harry’s sleeve up for him to reveal the basilisk fang
sheath.

“Interesting choice of weapon, Potter,” Zabini says, his eyes fixed on it as Bill steps forward to
remove it for him and tuck it safely away inside his robes. “How much does a basilisk fang cost,
pray tell?”

“Nothing, if you kill the basilisk,” Harry shrugs. Zabini’s eyes widen slightly but his smile stays
the same.

“Ah, the rumour from second year, yes,” Zabini nods. “All of Slytherin have heard it. I must say,
you really have committed to the part of the adventurous slayer of monsters.”

“Yeah,” Harry rolls his eyes and twists his shoulder so Zabini can see the mark of the basilisk fang
on his upper arm. “I’m all about spreading rumours. It’s what I live for.”

Theo reaches out and pulls Harry’s shirt sleeve back down for him, his silver eyes glittering with
something Harry doesn’t quite understand.

“Ah,” Zabini says quietly, watching the way Theo carefully rebuttons Harry’s cuff. “I think dear
Theodore objects to you so freely showing the scars of your prowess to others.” Zabini lowers his
voice to a stagey whisper. “Norse warriors, you know, they have their traditions.”

“Enough, Blaise,” Theo says quietly, squeezing Harry’s wrist for a moment before looking at Bill.
“All right, Weasley?”

“I will be fine,” Bill says, tautly looking over their heads to where the Contessa is waiting in a chair
by the fire, watching their exchange with interested eyes over tented fingers. “I am obliged to
inform you, Honourable Contessa, that this child is a ward of the Silver Hall and thus, if I believe
that for any reason he is in danger or subject to threat from you, I will bring arms to bear inside
your home, regardless of the treaties between our governments.”

“Understood, Anzar,” The Contessa inclines her head gently, a small smile playing on her lips.
“The Congregation respects and values the laws of King Ragnok of the British Isles. We thank you
for your service in arranging this meeting with his ward.”

Harry thinks that she sounds like Zabini, but a less smug more sincere version, but Bill does not
look mollified.

“I’ll wait out here, Harry,” Bill says, squeezing his shoulder briefly and then his eyes rest on Theo.
“Watch him.”

"I don't need to be watched," Harry mutters, but Theo nods and takes Harry’s elbow, guiding him
into the room only to be stopped, abruptly, by the servant.

“He has another weapon,” the servant announces and the Contessa raises her eyebrows. “A
serpent.”

“Sahara?” Harry frowns and touches her softly. She shimmers into visibility.

"Shall I devour this pointless beast?" Sahara hisses, her eyes resting on the servant who gulps,
fearfully. Behind them, Harry notices the Contessa rising up from her chair to move towards them
with interest.

“Why does Potter have your snake?” Zabini asks.

“It’s not his snake,” Harry snaps, stroking Sahara’s scales, “and she’s not a weapon.”

“We have an arrangement,” Theo mutters to Zabini.

“Convenient,” Zabini says, folding his arms. “This is where you’ve been running off to when
you’re ‘feeding the snake’?”

“Shall I kill him now?” Sahara asks.

“Not yet.” Harry hisses back.

“She is a deadly boomslang,” the servant says nervously. “She cannot be brought into the
Contessa's presence.”

“I shall not leave you, Greenheart.”

“She won’t go,” Harry raises his eyebrows at the servant. “Do you want to convince her
otherwise?”

“It is alright,” the Contessa says softly, her eyes fixed on Sahara. “She can come in.”

There is something uncanny about that for Harry, the combination of red eyes set adoringly on a
serpent and it puts him on edge.

“Sahara, come up here, please,” Harry hisses and Sahara slithers up his arm to drape herself

around his neck and Harry hisses: “Hidden.” She flickers into invisibility.

“Fascinating,” the Contessa murmurs. “You do not hide your parseltongue abilities? My son had
given me to understand you did not use it as a primary language.”

“I didn’t,” Harry says shortly. “Until I met Sahara.”

“Of course,” the Contessa nods. “A familiar bond is instrumental.”

“She’s not his familiar,” Theo mutters.

“We have a timeshare,” Harry explains and Theo pinches the back of Harry’s hand. Harry can feel
Zabini rolling his eyes at the pair of them and tries not to blush.

“How interesting,” the Contessa gestures towards the red velvet chairs by the fire. Harry feels
awkwardly exposed walking across the shiny floorboards of the grand library. The ceiling, which
feels very far away, is light blue with white crown moulding that makes Harry think of Christmas
cake. The Contessa gestures for them to sit in front of the roaring fire, the cold light from the Heath
pouring in through the tall windows. It's very impressive, but not cosy. Harry finds himself thinking
longingly of the warm, snug lounge of the Burrow. Harry sits opposite the Contessa, whilst Zabini
and Theo sit together on the small, red sofa that looks about one hundred years old. Harry tries not
to frown as Zabini lounges, spreading an arm across the back of the sofa and behind Theo. Harry
remembers Theo telling him how Zabini sometimes uses Theo as furniture. He can't help his hands
clenching into trembling fists.

“Now?” Sahara hisses. “I could bite him if you do not want me to eat him.”

“I think his nest-mother would kill me.”

“I could kill her too.”

“I don’t think you want to try.”

“It’s quite hypnotic, isn’t it?” Zabini remarks, tilting his head to the side to stare at Harry. “No

wonder you don’t speak it much at school, Potter. You’d have every Slytherin falling at your
feet.”

Theo glares at Zabini but Harry merely snorts.

“That’s not been my experience of Slytherins,” Harry says snidely.

“I’m sure that will change,” Zabini says easily, wiggling his eyebrows. “Now you’re a
Potter-Black. You will have courting gifts being sent left and right.”

“Blaise,” Theo hisses under his breath and Harry sees his fists clenched in irritation.

“I don’t open mail from people I don’t recognise,” Harry says blandly, “and Slytherins don’t like
me much.”

“On the contrary, I think Slytherins like you very much,” Zabini says, his accent stronger and his
eyes flicking up and down Harry’s body, resting on his rune mark. Theo, Harry senses, is getting
pissed off. Harry can smell thunderstorms and burnt parchment and can feel hints of fury through
the bond. Irritation. Anger. Possession. Harry can’t stop himself from reaching over and pressing
his hand to Theo’s knee, feeding the heat of his magic into Theo’s skin and parseltongue into his
mind.

“My life and my secrets,” Harry hisses. Theo looks at him in utter astonishment, but then Harry
sees a tiny modicum of tension leave Theo’s shoulders and he nods. Harry pulls his hand back and
shoots Zabini a cold look.

“I like the Slytherin I have, thanks,” Harry says cooly.

“I’m sure you do,” Zabini says, his eyes flickering to the spot on Theo’s knee where Harry’s hand
had just been.

“Enough, my darling,” the Contessa says in a bored tone and just like that, Zabini withdraws,
silently fixing Harry with a curious and mildly threatening glare. Fucking dick.

“Vin Brule, please help yourselves.” The Contessa gestures for them to help themselves to drinks.

"Thank you," Harry murmers. There are glass mugs filled with hot, red liquid that smells like
Christmas. Harry takes one, knowing that Theo is watching him carefully as he cups it between his
two shaking hands, unable to grip with just one. Wordlessly, the Contessa points her wand and
vanishes the handle so it is easier for him to hold. He nods his thanks, trying not to meet her eyes.

“I imagine that there is quite significant prejudice amongst Hogwarts students against serpentspeakers,” the Contessa says.

“Yes, there is,” Harry says shortly, lifting a glass to his lips. It tastes a bit like Mrs Weasley’s
mulled wine, but stronger and more fragrant. He finds it very difficult to hold the Contessa’s gaze
and focuses on the taste of cinnamon instead. Sahara dips her invisible head down towards the
cup.

“Smells like spice trees and old fruit.”

“Basically.”

“You struggle with my eyes,” the Contessa says softly.

“Yes,” Harry says simply. He sees no point in lying.

“I didn’t have you pegged as one for blind prejudice, Potter,” Zabini says sharply. “The people
who comment on the Contessa’s eyes are bigoted fools, prejudiced against the Doñas de fuera.”

“The what?” Harry asks, blankly.

“Peace, mio figlio amato,” the Contessa holds up her hand towards Zabini who is glaring daggers
at Harry. It doesn’t exactly surprise him, but he is a bit bemused as to the topic. He can understand
that Zabini might be pissed off that Theo chose Harry (As much as a soul bonded person can
choose, says a voice that sounds like Remus) but he doesn’t know what that has to do with the
Contessa. “I do not believe Heir Potter-Black’s discomfort is not based on prejudice. You have not
heard of the Doñas de fuera, have you, Heir Potter?”

“No,” Harry takes another sip of his warm, spicy wine. “What is it?”

“Ignorant,” Zabini mutters.

“Muggle raised,” Theo snaps, glaring such daggers at Zabini that he rolls his eyes.

“The Doñas de fuera is the name the muggles gave my Clan,” the Contessa said softly. “They
persecuted us and the other witches were jealous of our … power. Our red eyes which can be
associated with ... evil magics." For a moment, her eyes linger on Harry's scar. "They let us suffer.
Exiled us. Let my ancestor, Vicencia la Rosa, be driven from the island that was our home.”

“Prejudice and superstition,” Zabini huffs, still glaring at Harry as if all of this is his fault. “That
some wixen still hold to today.”

“Well, I didn’t know any of that,” Harry says awkwardly.

“What then, just don’t like red?” Zabini snipes.

“Not when it’s on Lord Voldemort, not so much,” Harry snaps back, Sahara hissing on his
shoulder. Zabini raises his eyebrow in interest and Theo looks at him sharply. The Contessa merely
nods, leaning back in her chair and her red eyes glittering with interest.

“I wondered if he would retain his eyes in this reincarnation of himself,” she muses. “Is he much
changed?”

Harry notices the way Zabini leans forward eagerly and feels a twitch of annoyance. He’s not going
to gossip about Voldemort, not even with someone as supposedly important as Zabini’s mum.

“Dunno really,” Harry says blandly. “I’ve only met him twice before that, that I remember. Once in
the back of Quirrell's head and once as a sixteen-year-old wraith of himself, so I can’t really say.”

“Quirrell’s head?” Zabini stares.

“Quirinus Quirrell mysteriously perished after your first year, Blaise,” the Contessa sips her drink,
continuing to unnervingly study Harry. “I suppose the one who calls himself the Dark Lord found a
way to possess him.”

“Yep,” Harry swallows the cinnamon drink and sets his cup down before his hands shake too
much. The Contessa watches his tremor with light interest but Zabini seems caught up in the
Quirrell thing. Theo has moved forward, so his knee and Harry’s are lightly touching at
perpendicular angles. It’s a little piece of comfort in a conversation Harry already wishes was
over.

“The Dark Lord possessed our Defence teacher?” Zabini stares at Theo. “Did you know this?”

“Yes,” Theo says easily, shooting Harry a small smile. My life and my secrets, Harry thinks, even
the ones where I burn people's faces off.

“What happened?” Zabini asks.

“He was killed,” Theo says carefully, glancing at Harry, but Zabini will not drop it.

“By whom?”

“Me,” Harry snaps. The Contessa raises a dark eyebrow. Theo slowly sets his own glass down,
eyes fixed on Harry. Theo can’t push words into Harry’s mind but Harry knows the little twitch of
his eyebrows, sees the slight tension in his jaw. He can almost hear Theo’s voice saying: Calm
down. He takes a short breath, unclenches his fingers.

“Calm, Greenheart,” Sahara hisses. Harry breathes in the warm, dry scent of her scales so close to
his face and feels the sparks recede as they are drawn back up his hands again.

“You were eleven,” the Contessa says softly. “The Headmaster allowed this?”

“He didn’t have much choice,” Harry snorts. “He wasn’t there.”

And I was so proud to have been able to do it for him, Harry thinks, feeling a twinge of sadness. He

remembers Dumbledore's words at the closing feast: for pure nerve and outstanding courage ...

“You faced him alone?” Zabini scoffs. “Unlikely.”

“Yet true,” Theo says. His voice is sharp.

“And the second time,” the Contessa urges. “You were alone then too?”

“Sort of,” Harry says. “There was the sorting hat. And Fawkes. He’s a phoenix.”

“This is when you slew the basilisk that King Ragnok has so proudly displayed in the Silver Hall?”
The Contessa asks.

“Yes,” Harry says, not asking how the Contessa knows this. If she’s as connected as Theo says,
she probably knows more about Goblins than he does. “The King likes it.”

“How are you alive?” Zabini demands.

“Why should I tell you?” Harry snaps. He doesn’t quite fancy telling the story of how he was
stupidly stabbed and almost died from poison until Fawkes showed up.

“And this summer past, when the Death Eaters assembled and began regularly meeting again, you
were alone when he was revived?” The Contessa presses.

“No,” Harry’s voice is terse. He can feel himself losing his temper. Sahara is winding her way
down his shoulder, flickering into visibility to sense out the sparks at his wrist. They seem
particularly congregated at his new rune marks.“Cedric Diggory was there, but if you’re looking
for a witness —,”

“I am not. I have heard enough.” The Contessa nods and holds up her hand as Zabini opens his
mouth to speak. “Not now, mio figlio amato.”

Zabini clamps his mouth shut. Harry’s surprised by his obedience. Zabini is such a suave, polished

Slytherin, always ready with a witticism, that it's strange to see him this way, yet he defers to his
mother, lounging back with one hand resting against his jaw. Yet his eyes never leave Harry’s
face.

“I was led to understand that the Headmaster held you in … particular regard,” The Contessa
speaks slowly. “That you had a significant relationship. I do not see evidence of that.”

Harry shrugs. He doesn’t have to explain to this complete stranger how whatever particular regard
Dumbledore has for him and Harry has for the old man has been tainted or tarnished by
Voldemort’s return. How do you explain realising someone doesn't love you the way you thought
they did?

“I have one question for you,” the Contessa leans forward. “What has the Headmaster done to lose
your particular devotion?”

Harry can tell that he shouldn’t lie to her, but he doesn’t want to answer either. Then he thinks of
Snape, the way they played the question game at Hogwarts and ducked around truths with halftruths.

“It is not what he has done,” Harry says slowly, thinking of the seemingly endless summer. The
Dursley’s. The loneliness. “It’s what he didn’t do.”

“I see,” The Contessa leans back again, her heavy gold earrings catching the firelight and reflecting
it back. “You are an interesting young man, Heir Potter-Black. Made more interesting by your new
status as a twice-named heir.”

Harry simply blinks at her, trying to keep the truth that he’s actually an Heir four times over out of
his eyes. She's probably not a legillimens, but after living with Snape, he doesn't like to take the
chance.

“Is that weird?” He asks blandly.

“Ignorant,” Zabini snorts again and this time, Harry sees Theo shuffle the heel of his dragon hide
boot to press against Zabini’s toe.

“It is unusual,” the Contessa replies, ignoring the two boys on the sofa. “With multiple heirships

comes … more power.”

“Does that interest you?” Harry asks baldly. “If I’m powerful?”

“It’s of significant relevance,” the Contessa murmurs, twirling her wand through her fingers. Harry
sees the carnelian ring on her middle finger, tries to sense it out. She sees him looking. “I think you
have a request for me, Heir Potter-Black. If you did not, you would not have scheduled this
meeting. If you grant something of me, I shall do whatever it is in my power to honour your
request in turn.”

Here we go, Harry thinks and glances at Theo, who nods softly. This is what they came for. They
talked through various options last night. They need to find Magnus Bane. Harry looks at the
Contessa and nods.

“Okay,” he says. “What do you want?”

“It is simple,” the Contessa says, gently placing her wand down on the table in front of her. Then,
in a slow deliberate movement, she reaches the hand with the carnelian ring on it towards the fire.
Harry smells her magic, sharp and zesty like lemon trees and bitter like blood orange, coming off
her in waves. Then the fire sputters low, and Harry hears the song of her magic suppressing it,
which sounds like the voice of a hundred women singing. The song of the magic of her Clan. Harry
has not seen grown-ups use wandless magic like this, with such control and power. When Sirius did
it with the Black magic, it was like being in the middle of a volcano exploding with ice.

“Relight it,” the Contessa says, clenching her fist so the fire is no more than smoking ashes.

“He doesn’t have his wand,” Zabini says.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Contessa says gently. “Does it, Heir Potter-Black?”

Harry looks at Theo who has a complex, thinking look on his face. Harry can see that he is
weighing their options; the risk of showing some of his power versus the benefit of finding
Magnus Bane. Theo nods his head tightly.

“No,” Harry swallows and holds out his trembling left hand with the Potter ring on it. He feels like
this would definitely be easier to do through his right hand since the Slytherin ring loves lightning

and power and ferocity, but he has a feeling it would be too suspicious to do wandless magic with
the hand with no heir rings on it. Harry takes a deep breath and listens to the song of the Contessa’s
magic. It is strong and brave and Harry somehow knows that it is not going to be pulled or pushed
out of the way.

“Magic is a song,” Sahara hisses to him. “Join it.”

Harry sighs and thinks of the Potter ring, thinks of James’ picture folded in his wallet, thinks of the
scent of tea and golden syrup and the feeling of Hermione’s brutally tight hugs. He thinks of the
flame that burned Sirius’ letter in the summer and the fire of the phoenix and the Griffin in the
Potter rings earlier that day.

“Flame,” Harry hisses, “Sing.”

He can hear the song of the Potter ring, the phoenix song, as it overlaps and melds with the song of
the Contessa’s magic. A balance, not a fight, Harry thinks. The logs in the fireplace stay smoking,
but a fire erupts above them, the griffin’s head tossing and turning inside the flames.

“Holy fuck!” Zabini exclaims from the sofa. “Santa Diana, how the hell did he do that?”

“The same way I did,” the Contessa says softly and Harry, whose hand is beginning to ache and
tremble even more violently, closes his fist just as the Contessa waves her hand. The fire returns to
normal. “The same way you will be able to one day, mio figlio amato, when your power has grown
as his has.”

Theo catches Harry’s eye and Harry sees relief hidden in those grey eyes. They’ve managed to
cross that delicate boundary, it seems, where Harry has passed himself off as just a regular,
powerful twice-Heir rather than the bizarre, Hurricane-y Mage that he is. That’s me, Harry thinks
bitterly, always hiding my freakishness.

“Enough of a demonstration of power?” Harry can’t stop his voice from getting a little sarcastic.
He feels like he did in the Wizengamot, when Madame Bones had him produce Prongs. I am not
bloody performing monkey. “Or do you need a Patronus too?”

“I’d like to see it,” Zabini mutters.

“It won’t be necessary, Heir Potter-Black,” the Contessa said softly. “I saw your Patronus at the
Wizengamot.”

“I didn’t know you had a Wizengamot seat, Contessa,” Theo says.

“I do not,” the Contessa gives him a wintry smile. “I have many valuable acquaintances.”

“So?” Harry looks at the Contessa expectantly and can feel Theo internally berating Harry for his
lack of tact.

“Yes, Heir Potter-Black,” the Contessa nods. “You have a request to make of me?”

“We’re looking for someone,” Theo says and the Contessa fixes her red eyes upon him. “A wizard
or … perhaps a creature. We need to correspond with him, or perhaps meet with him.”

“The name of the individual?” The Contessa asks.

“Magnus Bane,” Harry says.

The Contessa looks between them carefully and leans back in her chair, her red eyes fixed on
Harry.

“Magnus Bane has not been seen in the British Isles in twenty years, and officially, he should not
step foot on English soil,” the Contessa muses.

“Are you saying you can’t do it?” Harry asks.

“The Contessa can do anything,” Zabini growls.

“Do not make unnecessary exaggerations, Blaise,” the Contessa says, her eyes not moving from
Harry’s face. “I am not saying I cannot, I am merely making sure you are aware … it may cost you
in more ways than you are ready to pay.”

“What will you want?” Harry sighs tiredly, unable to stop himself from rubbing his forehead. “I
don’t have another basilisk and I’m shit at politics. Theo’s good though,” Harry looks at Theo who
smiles back in a way that makes Harry think he is both pleased with Harry and overwhelmingly
infuriated by him.

“I shall not ask more of you than your skills allow, Heir Potter-Black,” the Contessa says, looking
at his forehead. “Not for now, at least, but if I bring Magnus into the country on your request, then
this is no mere transaction, this is … an alliance.” The Contessa looks down at Harry’s Potter ring.
“Are you prepared for that?”

“Dunno,” Harry’s head is a little fuzzy and he sees Theo move his glass of mulled wine away from
his hand. “Depends what it means, I guess.”

“Honestly, Potter, were you dragged up in a barn?” Blaise drawls, sipping his own mulled wine
with irritating charm.

“Basically,” Harry says baldly and Zabini’s eyes shoot up. Theo looks like he is two seconds away
from putting his head in his hands. Harry looks back at the Contessa. “So what does it mean?”

“Alliances mean families support one another politically,” Theo explains. “They go to war
together, if asked.”

“Really?” Harry looks at the Contessa, feeling his stomach churn with something in between fear
and excitement. “You’d go to war with us? Because I’ve kind of been at war for the last four years.
Sort of. I think.” Harry rubs his scar. It’s starting to prickle. Tom better not show up. The last thing
he wants is to be rolling and hissing and screaming in front of Blaise fucking Zabini. “I dunno.”

“You have not been at war,” The Contessa says factually. “You have been in a blood feud with the
so-called Dark Lord all of your young life. Until he began to militarise again. Now, I suppose it
depends if you are fighting for Dumbledore or not. He is, most certainly at war. If the Ministry of
Magic joins him then, yes, there will be a civil war in the British Isles once again,” the Contessa
sighs. “I do not relish the prospect. Civil war is bloody work.”

“That … sounds like you wouldn’t go to war for us,” Harry frowns. "Or wouldn't want to. Not
really."

“You say ‘us,’” Zabini leans forward. “Who do you mean by ‘us’?”

Harry looks at Theo who shuffles slightly.

“I'm with him,” Theo says softly. “I have no hope of survival in a world where the Dark Lord
reigns.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much my thing,” Harry adds. “The war is a big deal and all, but mainly, we’re
just trying to stay alive over here.”

“I can see that,” the Contessa says, looking between the two of them with consideration. “Your
Clans have failed you both.”

“What?” Harry says blankly, just as Theo says tightly, “Excuse me?”

“Clans protect their Heirs,” Zabini says, looking at his mother with deep appreciation. “They fight
alongside them but they never abandon them. The Contessa believes you’ve been abandoned.”

“No shit,” Harry hisses, “Tell me news that isn’t fourteen years old.”

“That sounded rude,” Zabini tilts his head and grins at Harry. “It was rude, wasn’t it?”

“I cannot commit all of myself to your war when it comes,” the Contessa says, her red eyes
glinting in the firelight. “I am responsible for too many lives across the continent to wage war for
one boy.”

“Understood,” Harry nods, because why wouldn’t this be the case?

“It does not anger you to hear that?” The Contessa tilts her head to the side and Harry sees where
Zabini gets it from.

“No,” Harry shrugs. “No one goes to war for me, Contessa.”

“Untrue,” Theo says quietly, and Harry is surprised to feel Theo’s hand grasping his wrist. He also
remembers Snape’s words the first night at the cottage in Skye. I did not become a spy for the
many, Harrison.

“Okay, fine,” Harry rolls his eyes but flickers his fingers against Theo’s grip. “Not many people go
to war for me. I’ve got … a handful, maybe, and some of them are maybe going to war for
Dumbledore. So, no, it doesn’t make me angry.”

“I see,” the Contessa nods slowly. “Then I shall give you this, Heir Potter-Black. I shall put all my
efforts behind ensuring that you live in any way I can.”

“Sounds good,” Harry shrugs. He doesn’t feel grateful. After all, she’s going to want something
from him in this alliance then she’ll want him alive. “What do want in return?”

“It’s quite simple, really,” the Contessa smiles. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “I wish for you to
… continue to find your own path.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Harry says blankly.

“You are the least subtle Gryffindor alive, Potter,” Zabini chortles.

“I’ve been called worse things,” Harry looks back to the Contessa. “So can you explain it to me in
a … less subtle way?”

“I can,” the Contessa rubs her Carnelian ring thoughtfully. “You have … potential. I can see why
Albus has kept you hidden away, but perhaps even he is not aware of how far you could rise. There
will come a time, young Heir, when they will tell you that you have too much power.” The
Contessa pauses and looks deeply into Harry’s eyes. He sees in those red irises the flicker of deep
orange that lives inside her ring. “At that point, I want you to promise me something. That you will
not listen. Do you understand me?”

Harry stares at her. He thinks of his own words that disturbed Dumbledore in Grimmauld Place.
I’m not averse to a bit of power right now. He remembers Voldemort’s words in the mirror in first
year. There is only power, and those too weak to seek it. Harry thinks about plunging his hands
into the earth, feeling the power of the magic that is Deepest and Oldest. It’s not bad or good,
Harry thinks, it’s just there. Can there be too much of something that simply exists?

“Okay,” Harry nods and he feels Theo let out a small breath beside him. The tight grip Theo has on
his hand loosens slightly. “I promise.”

“In the Clan, we swear on our mother’s,” the Contessa says. “You do not have one, so you must
swear on the life of the woman who has mothered you the best in your life. Who shall it be?”

“Lily Potter,” Harry says, swallowing hard. “She died for me. That’s pretty good mothering.”

“You have had no better mother since?” The Contessa asks and for the first time, Harry hears
genuine sympathy in her voice.

“Nope,” Harry shakes his head. He loves Mrs Weasley, but no one tops his Mum. Especially since
she is still actually my mother. “So I just need to swear on her… what? Memory?”

“Yes,” Theo says gently. “On her honour and memory.”

“Cool,” Harry nods and looks at the Contessa. “I swear on the honour and memory of Lily Potter
that I will keep my promise to the Contessa.”

He doesn’t try to bond, he thinks that would probably be a bad thing to do to the most powerful
woman in Europe, but he does feel out the edges of her magic around the carnelian ring, senses the
song inside it and thinks: Honest. The carnelian ring glows suddenly and the Contessa looks down
at it.

“Interesting,” the Contessa says, flexing her hand. “Ne sono testimone. I swear on the honour and
memory of Janara Zabini that I will do what is in my power to keep the child of Lily Potter alive.”

“Repeat the words,” Theo whispers beside Harry. “Ne sono testimone.”

“Neo sono testimone.” Harry stumbles over the Italian. There is a flare of magic, Harry feels it in
his Potter ring, which glows red and happy and warm with a promise that feels like a hug from Mrs
Weasley. Motherhood.

“Very well then,” The Contessa stands up, reaching forward to Harry. She presses her wand tip
against both of his cheeks in turn and Harry flinches ever so slightly before he sees the slight
compassion in her eyes. She knows, he thinks. He steels himself as she lowers her cheek to press
her lips against his. Close to, her magic doesn’t only smell of lemon trees but there’s actually a tang
to it, blood and oregano.

“You need to do it back,” Theo murmurs.

“I don’t have my wand,” Harry stutters.

“I have the feeling, Heir Potter-Black, that you have even less need of it than I do,” The Contessa
whispers in his ear. Oh, shit. Harry tries not to look worried as he takes a deep breath, and presses a
shaking finger against each of her cheeks and then pecks the dark, velvety skin quickly, feeling a
flush growing in his cheeks.

“Ne sono testimone!” Zabini announces, lifting his mulled wine in an ironic toast.

“Ne sono testimone,” Theo says quietly, watching Harry carefully. Harry tries to squeeze his hand
to let him know it’s okay, even if he feels the edge of fear that he has somehow given away more
than he meant to. They’ve done it. They’ve got what they need. They can go home now. Hopefully,
Kreacher has not eaten the pixie and only killed one chicken.

“I shall find you Magnus Bane,” the Contessa says, finishing her drink and then setting it on the
table, nodding at them both in turn. “It was remarkable to make your acquaintance, Heir PotterBlack. Theodore, my dear,” the Contessa leans over and kisses Theo softly on the cheek. “You are
always welcome here, child of the house of Nott.”

“Thank you, my lady,” Theo murmurs, and Harry sees the gratitude in Theo’s eyes. He likes her,
Harry thinks. She likes him. Maybe she wanted him for her son. Maybe she resents me for it.

Harry tries to push those thoughts away as the Contessa leaves them, stroking her son’s head as she
passes in a surprisingly maternal gesture. Once she is gone, Harry and Theo immediately slump
back into their seats in relief, Harry groaning softly as Sahara slithers down to transfer herself onto
Theo’s wrist.

“Drink up,” Zabini chortles, pushing a fresh glass towards Theo. “This is not an uncommon
reaction to a meeting with the Contessa.”

“Question, Zabini,” Harry asks, his head flopped back against the headrest of the chair. “Do you
ever call her Mum?”

“No, Potter, I do not,” Zabini scoffs. “Oh, sorry, Potter-Black, isn’t it?”

“You’re a shit,” Harry hisses. “And one day I will let Sahara eat you.”

“Now?” Sahara flickers her tongue towards Zabini who eyes her warily.

“No,” Theo says, looking indulgently between Harry and Sahara.

“It’s not insulting parseltongue, is it?” Zabini grins. “It’s dirty, isn’t it? You’re talking dirty to me
in parseltongue?”

“Yeah, sure,” Harry rolls his eyes. “That’s totally what’s happening.”

“Well, you don’t have to save it all for Theodore,” Zabini says smoothly. “Surely you’ve had
proposals to join your arrangement?”

Harry sees Cho crying, feels his own bitterness rising up again. Our connection is we both wanted
him, isn’t it? He remembers his own turbulence, pressing his hands into his eyes in the Room of
Requirement, the words being dragged painfully out of him: She wanted to ... join us, I guess?
Harry clenches his fists and suddenly, the electric lights in the room all explode, leaving them
sitting in the cold light of the windows and the warm light of the fire.

“Ah,” Theo mutters. “Shit.”

“Harry?” He hears Bill calling from the hallway. “What happened?”

“Nothing!” Harry, Theo and Zabini all call back.

“Well,” Zabini says, brushing shattered glass off his robes and staring at Harry in amusement. “I
take it that is a no.”

“Yes,” Theo says emphatically. “And if you don’t stop, I will remove your eyelids.”

“How? Your knife is outside,” Zabini says, looking at his nails.

“Oh, I’ll find a way,” Theo smiles like a fox.

“No,” Harry says sharply, glaring at Zabini. He’s had enough of being tested by Zabinis today. It’s
time to do this the Gryffindor way. Reckless Harry, here I go. “Zabini, can I speak to you?
Alone?”

“That,” Theo says sharply. “Is not a good idea.”

“I think it’s a flawless plan,” Zabini rises smoothly and gestures to the French doors. “Shall we
step outside, Potter-Black?”

“Harry,” Theo says in a warning voice, grabbing his sleeve as he rises to follow. “This is not a
good idea.”

“You got to talk to Hermione,” Harry says in a low tone. “It’s only fair.”

“Granger did not have enough Heir magic to blast you into a wall!” Theo hisses.

“And I don’t?” Harry raises his eyebrows. “What happened to ‘show them who the fuck you are,
Potter?’ with the D.A?”

“That was Gryffindors!” Theo protests. “And Hufflepuffs and Ravenclaws, Slytherins are
different.”

“You don’t say,” Harry drawls. “It’s a good thing I sorted Slytherin then, isn’t it?”

“You refused to, actually.”

“Still counts.”

“Does it fuck.”

“Tell that to the sorting hat,” Harry grins.

“Please, you are the most Gryffindorish Gryffindor that ever walked the planet,” Theo scoffs,
folding his arms angrily.

“And I’m doing this the Gryffindor way,” Harry says stubbornly.

“You haven’t even told me what you are doing!” Theo hisses, Sahara wrapping angrily around his
neck.

“Coming, Potter-Black?” Zabini calls from where he is standing by the open French door.

"No, he is not!" Theo glares daggers at Zabini who merely smiles serenely back.

“Five minutes,” Harry says soothingly. “Then you and Bill can join us, weapons and all.”

Harry wishes his hands had the strength to grip Theo’s tightly in reassurance but they don’t, so he
simply presses his trembling palm over Theo’s heart and does something he’s never done in public
before. He leans forward and kisses Theo quickly, drily, on the cheek. Zabini coughs behind him
and Theo looks absolutely stunned. It is beautiful.

“You … you …” Theo takes a steadying breath. “Are such a prick, Potter.”

“Fair assessment, Nott,” Harry grins. “You hold onto Sahara. She wants to eat him. Be right back.”

Harry leaves Theo standing there and crosses over to Zabini, his hands stuffed in his pockets as he
walks through the open door out onto a small balcony. It looks down onto the heath and Harry can
see people walking their dogs and jogging.

“They can’t see us?” He asks.

“Obviously,” Zabini drawls, closing the door behind them. “Honestly, there is muggle raised and
then there is just ignorant.”

“What do you call it when you don’t know magic exists until the day you pick up your wand?”
Harry says, raising his eyebrows. “On your eleventh birthday?”

“I call that child abuse,” Zabini says, staring at Harry. “Seriously?”

Harry shrugs, watching a mum pushing her baby in a stroller down the path, completely oblivious
of the two wizards standing forty feet away from her.

“So,” Harry says, deciding to get to the point. “You and Theo.”

“Ah,” Zabini folds his arms and looks annoyingly smug. “Are you to warn me off, Potter-Black?
You know your new name and your association with a criminal does not make you more
frightening.”

“No, I’m not stupid,” Harry rolls his eyes. “Theo makes his own choices and I get it I mean,” Harry
tries to shrug nonchalantly. “You’re you and I’m … me. I would get it.”

That doesn’t mean I would fucking like it, Harry adds internally. He remembers the sorrow of
seeing Cedric’s life snuffed out, right in front of him. He imagines watching Theo choose someone
like Zabini would feel similar. But I’ll let him choose, Harry thinks fiercely, fuck the bond. I’m not
tying him up.

“I am not sure you do,” Zabini says, looking at Harry with intense consideration. “I am not sure
you see who I am and … who you are." Zabini smiles slowly with amusement. "How …
charmingly self-effacing you are, Potter.”

“Thanks … I think,” Harry mutters, shrugging off that and moving on. “Theo said you would think
about keeping my secrets if I asked you. That it was kind of … an allyship thing?”

“You use those words so heavily, as if you do not understand them,” Zabini shakes his head in
annoyance. “We shall have to change that if I swear an alliance with you.”

“I don’t want your alliance,” Harry snaps sharply, “I want something else.”

“Oh really?” For the first time, Zabini looks particularly surprised. “Enlighten me.”

“I want you to swear the same thing your Mum did,” Harry says. Zabini flinches at the word
“Mum.”

“You want me to swear to keep you alive?” Zabini raises his eyebrows. “I am implied in the
Contessa’s vow, Potter. What she swears is mine to keep. I am her hand and her wand and her heart
in all things.”

“Well, that’s creepy,” Harry says, frowning down at Zabini’s hands. He doesn't know where
Zabini and Blaise get this thing where they sound like they are grown-ups a lot of the time, but
Harry feels so completely inadequate. I don't speak pureblood. “But I don’t mean that. I want you
to swear what she swore to me, but I want you to swear it about Theo.”

“Theodore?” Zabini stares, folding his arms. “You want me to swear to you that I will …?”

“Keep Theo alive, yes,” Harry nods.

“You understand that if I am earnest in the vow, likely the first thing I would do is remove him
from your presence,” Zabini drawls, leaning against the white pillars that make up the low balcony
wall.

“He has his own vows,” Harry says, staring out over the trees of the heath, thinking of the Fidelity
bond. “He won’t leave me now, but … if there is ever a time …” Harry feels the cold seep of the
graveyard around him. Feels the icy floor of the Chamber of Secrets under his back. Bow to death,
Harry. Harry might have accidentally bound Theo for life, but he’ll be damned if he doesn’t make

sure Theo survives it. He’ll survive, he’ll thrive, even when Harry is gone. He looks at Zabini
significantly. “You’re a good friend to him, right? You like him? You value him?”

“Gryffindors, so bloody obvious,” Zabini mutters, rolling his eyes. “Yes, on all counts.”

“Then you’ll keep him safe,” Harry presses. “Whatever happens to me.”

“What is going to happen to you?” Zabini says sharply.

“Oh, who fucking knows?” Harry scowls. “Tied to a gravestone, bitten by a basilisk, attacked by a
werewolf, I’ve got form, Zabini. I want someone whose job isn’t to keep me alive, I want someone
who will keep him alive. Okay?”

“Ah,” Zabini’s eyes widen slightly. “A consort Shield.”

“A what?”

“Magical Lords traditionally have warriors who act as consort Shields, to only protect their
amore.” Zabini is looking at Harry with something that Harry thinks might be grudging respect. “In
the heat of battle, whilst warriors protect their Lord, the consort Shield protects only the consort.
Even if it looks as if the Lord shall fall, the Shield protects the consort. I do not believe there has
been a sworn consort Shield since … medieval times.” Zabini’s eyes are alight with excitement and
Harry realises, with an internal groan, that perhaps one of the reasons Theo and Zabini are friends
is because they enjoy a shared delight of ancient magic. Not another one.

“Why not?” Harry shrugs. “It sounds smart.”

“Because the price of such vows is high,” Zabini says quietly. “What would I gain?”

“What do you want?” Harry glowers at him. “I am not going to shag you.”

“Santa Diana!” Zabini bursts out laughing, tossing his face up to the sun and revealing perfect
white teeth. “Good Goddess, Potter, you are … quite something. No, I do not wish to ravish you,”
Zabini brushes tears out of his eyes. “Theodore would definitely remove my eyelids. No, I want

something else.”

“What?” Harry asks warily.

“I want you to accept the neutrality oaths of Slytherin students, should they choose to give it,”
Zabini says, eyes calculating. Harry suddenly wishes Theo was here to explain things to him. He
hates looking stupid in front of Zabini.

“Explain,” he says curtly.

“There are Slytherins who do not want to join Riddle’s ranks,” Zabini says softly, “but their
parents hold political positions that deny them the possibility of protection from Dumbledore’s
ranks. They are helpless and will, likely, end up in Riddle’s service if they do not find ways to
leave the country.”

“Why?” Harry frowns. “Why can’t their parents just explain to Dumbledore and join his side?”

“Because they do not wish to,” Zabini shrugs. “Because they hold political positions of opposition
and that Dumbledore would assuredly ask them to change, or because they simply do not want to
join a war. They wish to be … uninvolved.”

“Yeah, well, so do I,” Harry snorts, folding his arms angrily. “They sound like Umbridge,
pretending nothing is going on. It’s bullshit.”

“It is not,” Zabini says fiercely. “The Contessa is right, this is not a civil war … yet. It is
Dumbledore’s war right now, and people have the right to refuse.”

“Where’s my right to refuse?” Harry snaps, unable to stop himself from thinking of Cedric. Where
was Cedric's right to refuse? “No, Zabini, I’m not giving out free fucking passes.”

“You want other people to suffer?” Zabini raises his eyebrows. “To justify your suffering?”

“I can’t win on my own!” Harry yells, feeling magic spark down his fingertips. Cedric, dead on the
ground. Cedric's lifeless eyes. Cedric smiling down at Harry with his sexy smile and saying:

Together. “I’m on my own! I need help! So no, I’m not giving people an out of a war that’s
probably going to fucking kill me! Not if having them onside might keep me alive!”

Zabini stares at him for a moment, head tilted to the side in a way that reminds Harry of the
Contessa.

“You would want them … onside, as you say?” Zabini says, slowly. “You would accept the oaths
of Slytherins? If they gave them?”

“I dunno what the oaths mean but if you’re asking me if I want Slytherins fighting with me not
against me then that’s a fucking no brainer,” Harry snorts.

“Fascinating,” Zabini murmurs, fixing him with a dark, scheming gaze. “I didn’t expect …”

“I have enough Slytherins to fight.” Harry snaps, thinking of Lucius Malfoy. Of Voldemort. He’s
enough Slytherin for a lifetime. “ I don’t need more if I can possibly help it.”

“Could you protect them?” Zabini asks sharply. “If they swore to fight for you when the time
came, could you protect them?”

“With what?” Harry asks blandly, spreading his fingers. He's a fifteen-year-old with nothing but
some bizarre magic and broken hands. “I don’t want anyone to fight for me. I’m just … me.”

“Exactly,” Zabini’s eyes glitter dangerously. Harry feels like Zabini's understood something from
his words that Harry didn't intend. “Could you?”

“I don’t want to promise a protection I don’t know how to provide,” Harry frowns. For some
reason, he thinks of his cupboard. People shouldn't pretend to be protectors when they're not. “But
… what if they swear not to join Voldemort?”

“That’s a non-aggression pact between Houses,” Zabini muses, tapping long fingers against the
balcony wall. “A no wands treaty. They swear not to raise wands against you, which means they
cannot, implicitly, fight for your enemy.”

“Sounds good,” Harry nods, feeling like his head is beginning to spin with all this politics. “Let's
do that.”

“I am sure Theodore would want me to explain that these would be pacts between your House, the
House of Potter, and Houses that are often considered ‘Dark,’ or ‘Grey,’” Zabini explains slowly.
“These pacts would not be with Dumbledore … or the Order of the Phoenix.”

“Huh,” Harry raises his eyebrows. He didn’t expect Zabini to know about the Order but he’s not
really surprised. He’s a bit confused about the words he’s using. Having spent quite a bit of time
smelling, tasting and hearing magic, he’s not sure it makes sense. “Hey, is the House of Black a
‘dark’ house?”

“Certainly,” Zabini nods.

“Well, that makes no fucking sense,” Harry shakes his head. “Their magic is white.”

“It’s an implied moral scale, Potter,” Zabini drawls.

“That makes even less sense,” Harry scoffs. “Their magic isn’t evil, it’s just grumpy sometimes.”

Zabini stares at him and then shakes his head.

“Theodore was right,” he mutters. “You are … something else.”

Harry shrugs. He doesn’t really want to dwell on all the ways he is different from everyone else
right now. He wants to go shopping and then go back to Spinner's End and lie on his bed with Theo
and watch him study and pretend he's completely, utterly normal.

“So are we good?” He demands. “I’ll take pacts or oaths or whatever from Slytherins who really
mean it and the ones I want to take,” Harry frowns, “I’m not taking anyone who’s an utter dick and
is going to betray me or Theo or you.”

“Or me?” Zabini raises his eyebrows.

“Well, yeah,” Harry shuffles awkwardly. “I mean, the Contessa and I, we’ve got that thing now,
right? That alliance? So … I can’t like, do pacts with people that want to kill her or anything,
right?”

“That …would be your choice,” Zabini says slowly. “An interesting one.”

“Well, it’s just easier,” Harry sighs, rubbing his forehead. Scheming makes his scar itch. “I’m not
great at this shit.”

“Evidently,” Zabini drawls.

“And you’ll take care of Theo?” Harry presses, ignoring the insult.

“Agreed,” Zabini nods. “How do you want to swear? The way of my Clan?”

“I … kinda have my own thing,” Harry offers Zabini his right hand to take, a little awkwardly. He
has a feeling in the Slytherin ring, a ring that Harry knows is made for war and building armies,
that it can swear Zabini into this role in a way that is stronger than the vows that the Zabini Clan
usually do. Zabini takes his hand a little warily and Harry feels the flare of the magic in his
carnelian ring. Zabini’s magic smells like his mothers, but his has a sweet, nutty undercurrent that
tastes like almonds. It reminds Harry of summer and warm places.

“Do you swear to protect the life of Theodore Asger Nott?” Harry asks. He realises he is speaking
parseltongue and as Zabini’s eyes widen, realises he is understanding it through their touch. Harry
feels the Slytherin magic, slippery and green, sliding through his fingers and into Zabini. Harry
feels Zabini's hand twitch and knows that he’s probably feeling the twinges of magic, little stinging
sparks of the Slytherin lightning against his skin.

“I swear to be your Consort-Shield,” Zabini whispers. In his dark eyes, Harry sees a slight swirl of
red and orange, as if his eyes are taking on the colour of his mother’s. Zabini begins to recite and
Harry knows that he is speaking an ancient vow, bringing words that he and Theo have likely read
in books into life again. The Slytherin magic hisses happily in recognition, green tongues of fire
erupting from the rune marks on Harry’s wrist to wrap around Zabini’s. “I shall protect the life of
Theodore Nott, on the field of battle I shall be his shield and wand and when his Lord is gone, I
shall guard his life.”

The magic in the Slytherin ring hisses to Harry, whispering the words to this ancient vow into his
mind so he knows what he is supposed to say next.

“We accept your shield and wand,” Harry hisses, and Zabini looks like he is breathing very hard.
“Blaise Zabini, son of the House of Zabini, child of the Doñas de fuera.”

There is a tightening feeling around both of their joined hands, and then the green magic sinks into
their skin. Blaise steps back, looking at his hand and the glowing carnelian ring in what could be
wonderment, Harry isn't sure.

“Your eyes are bit red,” Harry comments, shaking his hand. It feels like it’s full of sparks. “Is that
because of your Mum?”

“Really?” Blaise touches his eyes. “My Clan come into their eyes when they come into their power
— hey!” Blaise scowls. “Do not call her that!”

“Well, she is, isn’t she?” Harry rolls his eyes. “Don’t be a pretentious dick, Blaise.”

Blaise raises his eyebrows.

“Blaise, is it?” he says quietly. “Usually, pureblood ask permission before switching to familiar
names.”

“Huh,” Harry looks down at his hand, thinks about the words of the vow and how now, it would
feel absurdly formal to call Blaise by his last name. “I guess it’s the vow. Feels weird to call you
anything else.”

“Strange,” Blaise tilts his head to the side. “I feel similarly … Harrison.”

“Harry,” Harry winces. “Only … certain people call me Harrison.”

Theo, when I’m in trouble. Snape, all the fucking time.

“Harry then,” Blaise nods. “I assume you do not wish Theo to know I am his shield?”

“Yeah, if you tell him, he’ll find a way out of it,” Harry grimaces. He might also murder me for it.
“He’s good at that.”

“I am aware,” Blaise inclines his head in what looks almost like a bow of sorts, though why Blaise
fucking Zabini would want to bow to Harry is anyone's guess. “I shall be in touch about the
Slytherins. We will, of course, move with the utmost discretion. I imagine you do not wish the
Headmaster to become aware of this.”

“Yeah, I can’t see that going well,” Harry flinches when he imagines Dumbledore’s mournful
disappointment.

“Very well,” Blaise says, then he looks at Harry sharply, glancing down at his hand and his still
glowing ring. “You have more than two heirships don’t you?”

“Who fucking knows?” Harry grins cheerfully, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “Right, thanks for
this. I’m going Christmas shopping.”

Blaise laughs, shaking his head. “Why do I get the unnerving feeling you could kill me without a
wand or a word, Potter-Black?”

“Maybe you’re paranoid, Zabini,” Harry winks, pulling open the French door to head back inside.
“Tell your Mum thanks for the drinks, they were great.”

“Don’t call her that!” Blaise calls after him as Harry chortles to himself, feeling like he's won
something. He walks back across the library to where Theo is leaning against the doorway,
watching him come, twirling his knife in his fingers.

“No bloodshed,” Theo comments drily, his eyes running over Harry just to check. “Imagine that.”

“Nope, no bloodshed,” Harry grins, as Theo slips his wand back into his pocket for him and rolls
up his sleeve to reattach his basilisk fang. His fingers are soft and Harry gets a whiff of that
thunderstorm magic, breathing it in deeply and letting treacle settle on his tongue. “Just politics.”

“Merlin, help us all,” Theo mutters, a small quirk of a proud smile on the corner of his lips. Harry
grins widely.

He really does feel like he has won something. They are their way to finding Magnus Bane, Harry
didn’t murder Blaise and best of all, Theo is going to be protected. For the first time since Harry
was paralysed, something inside him softens in relief. He may have bonded Theo without realising,
he may have weakened himself terribly by helping Sirius, he may have pulled Snape and Remus
into the vortex of his dangerous secrets, but at least he has done this one thing, this one good thing
to make it better: Theo will be safe. Right now, that feels like all that matters.
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Did Snape found out where you went?

We can’t tell. Theo thinks no but I have a feeling …

He can’t prove it.

Couldn’t prove the Gillyweed either and that was a shitshow.

How was the chicken pie?

Good! Although Remus thinks it was a pigeon from the garden. How are things there?

Mrs Weasley is baking about a million mince pies and fretting about Percy. The twins blew up
the shed this afternoon and Ginny misses her dad.

How’s Ron?

Charlie came home yesterday and they’ve been flying a lot. Bill’s been keeping me company,
we’re working on an Egyptian cursed manuscript together.

Of course you are.

It’s weird having Christmas without you.

I’ll see you tomorrow though, for a bit.

We’ve spent Christmas Eve together at Hogwarts for the last four years. I’m allowed to miss
you.

Fine. I miss you too.

No, you don’t. You’re just looking forward to sleeping with Theodore.

I am not ‘sleeping’ with him I’m just sleeping with him.

Mrs Weasley will not see the difference.

Do not tell her.

That depends.

On what?

On how many books you got me for Christmas.

You’re a monster.

Happy Christmas Eve, Harry.

Happy Christmas Eve, cat-face.

—————

“Wake up.”

“Why?” Theo moans, rolling over and pressing his face into the warm pillow.

“Because it’s Christmas.”

“Yule, Harry.”

“No, right now, it’s Christmas. Look.”

Theo reluctantly opens his eyes. Harry is sitting crossed legged in the bed wearing one of Theo’s
jumpers, a dark green wool one that makes him look so adorably, perfectly Slytherin that Theo
can’t help but smile. There is a weak, chilled light coming in through the round window and
Hedwig is asleep with her head under her wing, as is the pixie in its jar.

“What time is it?” Theo yawns, sitting up gingerly.

“Six,” Harry says softly, his green eyes fixed on Theo’s chest. Theo usually tries to keep himself
covered up in bed with Harry, but last night they had an extra blanket on their bed and it got too
warm.

“Why?” Theo groans, flopping back against his pillow and subtly pulling the blanket up to cover
his bare chest but Harry seizes it, eyes alight with mischief.

“No, come on, sit up,” Harry demands, wrenching the blanket away as Theo pulls himself up,
glaring at the very awake Gryffindor sitting on his bed, bouncing slightly. Excited. He’s excited.
He’s done something.

“What did you do?” Theo asks slowly.

“I made Christmas,” Harry grins.

Harry twists his head towards the foot of the bed. Theo stares. He sees three slightly misshapen
wool socks hung on the end of the bed rail. There is a red and gold one with a ’T’ on it and a green

and silver one with an ‘H’ on it and a black and silver one with a ‘K’ on it. Theo recalls having
muggle Christmas traditions explained to him in the summer. Then he recalls one horrible nugget
of his history that Harry shared when Theo revealed Snape was his father. The Christmas when I
was five, the Dursley’s pretended Father Christmas was coming. They let me hang a stocking next
to Dudley’s … then I heard Vernon come downstairs … I saw him fill mine with coal. Theo stares
at the knitted stockings and understands. Harry is making what he never had and he’s choosing to
have it with Theo.

“How did you do this?” Theo asks gently, shuffling along the bed to touch the red sock. It looks
hand-knitted.

“Well, you know my elf-friend Dobby?”

“The maniacal free elf that is inordinately attached to you?” Theo remembers Dobby. He tends to
cry whenever Harry does anything nice.

“Dobby is an idiot elf with no self-respect!” Kreacher snarls from inside his cupboard. He has the
curtain drawn across and Theo cannot see him.

“He’s sulking,” Harry rolls his eyes but cannot seem to stop grinning. “He’s annoyed I got him a
stocking too, he thinks it’s clothes.”

“It is a SOCK!” Kreacher bellows through the curtain.

“Have you accidentally dismissed your elf, Potter?” Theo asks, raising his eyebrows.

“Master shall not be rid of Kreacher so easily,” Kreacher sticks his head out of the curtain with an
angry glare. “But Master is an insulting brat and Kreacher will not wish him a Merry Yule!”

“Oh come on,” Harry calls as the elf snaps the curtain closed again. “It’s not clothes! Yours is just
full of sweets!”

“Master cannot bribe Kreacher!” Kreacher shouts back.

“I literally can, I’ve been doing it for months,” Harry sighs. “This was going to be a surprise but …
there’s a Tunnocks tea cake in the toe.”

There is stillness in the little cupboard and then, with a snap of elf fingers, the black and silver sock
disappears from the end of the bed and Theo can hear an ominous crunching behind the curtain.

“Not too insulted then,” Harry snorts, and brushes his wayward curls away from his face. Theo
can’t keep his eyes from the way his over-large jumper sits on Harry’s collarbone, how, when he
turns, Theo can see the edges of his silver rune marks at the top of his shoulders and how those bite
marks that Theo gave him (too terrified Harry was going to die to enjoy it at the time) are turning
into slightly yellow bruises. “Here. This one’s yours.”

Theo takes the lumpy stocking in his hands and looks down at it. Muggle traditions are strange and
unusual but something inside his heart is warmed by this rough, wool sock in its obnoxious
Gryffindor colours. He is reminded suddenly, of finding the almond in his julegrøt on the day of
Yule and his mother’s smiling face. “You have won, my darling Theodore. God Jul!” He
unexpectedly feels tears sharpen painfully in the corner of his eyes. He has not thought about his
mother, her Norwegian accent and traditions, in such a long time.

“Theo?” Suddenly, Harry’s hand is gripping his as best it can, and Harry at him with worried green
eyes. “You okay? I know you don’t like Christmas but it’s not a big deal, it’s just filled with stupid
little things. I sent Kreacher to a muggle toy shop and to Honeydukes, it’s just a dumb tradition but
we don’t have to do it —,”

“I like it,” Theo says abruptly, blinking back his tears. “I was only … thinking of the last time I
celebrated Yule. Properly. I’ve … not had many.”

“I get it,” Harry whispers softly. Theo can feel his trembling fingers trying to squeeze Theo’s wrist.
Theo loves him for this, for the way he’s always trying. “I didn’t have many proper Christmases
either, not til Hogwarts but … maybe this one?”

Theo looks into the face of Harry Potter. In a week, the whole of Hogwarts will see this new face,
the dark skin, the sharp jaw, the enchanting peridot green eyes and the scar through his eyebrow.
With only the lightning bolt scar to guide them, they’ll see him differently. Things will change,
inevitably. Theo, however, sees the only Harry he has truly ever known. His Harry. The boy who,
without knowing the rules of courtship, has once again given him a perfect gift. The third gift shall
recognise the past that has been endured and the future to be learned together.

“Yes. This one,” Theo swallows hard, slipping his fingers between Harry’s shaking ones, holding

them firm. “I … have a Yule tradition to share with you, too.”

“Oh yeah?” Harry grins. Theo nods and reaches under the bed for the small bottle that he had sent
from Nott Manor, sneaked out by Kreacher whilst Jezebel was away. He places it in Harry’s open
hand.

“It’s Nott mead,” Theo says, feeling nervousness creep into his voice. “My mother used to have it
sent from her father in Norway. She would spice it and lay it down for future years. This is one of
the few bottles left.”

“You drink it?” Harry tips the bottle in his shaking hands, staring at the golden liquid.

“We drink it between Yuletide and New year, yes,” Theo nods. Harry’s eyes are fixed on the liquid
in interest.

“I wonder …” he whispers. Then Harry offers the bottle to Theo. “Can you open it for me?”

Theo does, popping the cork that requires a grip Harry’s can’t quite muster yet. Harry can just
about hold the open bottle shakily in his hands. He raises it to his lips.

“It’s very strong,” Theo warns, but Harry just gives him a quick smile.

“Shh, I’m testing a theory,” Harry takes a quick swig of the mead, winces and then smiles. “Yep.
Thought so.”

“Thought what?” Theo asks, carefully taking the mead from his shaking hand.

“This is what your heir magic tastes like,” Harry says, licking his lips in a completely distracting
way. He nods to the bottle. “You want to taste?”

Very, very much so.

“Yes."

Before Theo can rationalise his way out of it, he leans forward, grips Harry’s neck and kisses him,
tasting Nott mead on his lips as Harry huffs in surprise. Cloudberries, honey, plums. Then Harry
seems to catch up to what is happening, to Theo’s arm slipping around his waist and suddenly both
of Harry’s fluttering hands are stroking along Theo’s naked shoulders and Theo feels a surge in the
bond.

He sees himself, standing in the mage cage, unbuttoning his shirt. He feels Harry’s focus, the voice
inside Harry’s head adorably whispering: “Oh shit.”

He feels his own touch against Harry’s rune mark, feels Harry’s sudden pleasure at the warmth of
his thumb rubbing against the bare skin. He feels his own hands rubbing the healing balm into
Harry’s back and feels Harry’s desire for him not to stop.

He sees himself two days ago, standing in the hallway opposite Blaise as Blaise says “I have been
told by reputable sources that I am.” He feels Harry’s painful inadequacy, feels his longing to be
whole and strong and better. Theo hears the thought: “I already know he’s better than me.”

“No,” Theo gasps, pulling his lips back and grabbing handfuls of Harry’s curls, forcing those green
eyes which are rapidly trying to avoid his gaze to look at him. “Not him. Not anyone. Do you
understand me?”

He will not let Harry think this about him, about Blaise. For the first time, he understands Harry's
worry about kissing him for the first time, that he would see someone else in Theo's thoughts. Theo
had not been able to fathom who Harry imagined it would be, but now he knows and he fixes Harry
with a forceful stare.

“Blaise is … alright, really,” Harry stammers out, still trying to avoid Theo's gaze.

“Blaise?” Theo stares at Harry, feeling like the stars have suddenly shifted and the patterns of the
universe have changed entirely. What on earth happened to ‘fucking Zabini?’

“Yeah,” Harry winces like he’s been caught out, which he absolutely has. “We came to an
understanding.”

“What understanding is that?” Theo knows he is gripping Harry’s hair a little too tightly but he is
thinking of all the things Blaise, in his infinite political savvy, could have got Harry to trade away. I

should never have let them be alone together. I am a fucking idiot.

“Just … to be kind of allies, I guess,” Harry sighs. “Because of his mum and … because of you.”

“Me?” Theo stares at Harry. He doesn’t feel this very often anymore, but when he first started
brewing at the Scout hut over six months ago, he had the sensation that there were a thousand
different tales and secrets bubbling away behind Harry’s eyes. He used to find it exciting. Now it’s
a little terrifying. What has he done?

“Look, he’s a good guy,” Harry sighs but then rolls his eyes suddenly. “No, actually, he’s not, he’s
an utter fucking dick and I nearly let Sahara eat him but he’s your … whatever, you know?”

“I do not know,” Theo says, straining to keep his voice calm. Blaise is not my anything. You are
my everything.

“He was your … company. He … still could be, probably.” Harry diverts his gaze and Theo feels
his stomach drop. He remembers the first time he asked about Diggory whilst they were brewing. I
liked him for the company. “If you wanted him. You … should be allowed to want him.”

“I do not,” Theo feels like his mouth is suddenly dry. He feels like the shelves of his mental library
are empty. Theo does not want to be allowed to want anyone else.

“You … you might do,” Harry still won’t look at him and that is both infuriating and frightening. “I
would get it if you did —,”

“Get what?” Theo can’t stop a small twinge of icy rage creeping into his voice. Harry’s cheeks
begin to flush red. “I told you, Harrison, I don’t share. Not myself, not anyone else.”

“Look, I bonded you,” Harry says, finally meeting his gaze with those bright green eyes. “I don’t
know how to undo it, but I did and I don’t want to be like Sirius and James! So I want you to …”

Harry trails off and Theo feels a dreadful tightening in his stomach. The bond, this is about what
Remus fucking Lupin said.

“Want me to fuck Blaise?” Theo asks coldly. "How considerate. Have you thought about what I
want?"

“I want you to choose what you want!” Harry says fiercely, his trembling palms pressed against
Theo’s collarbones. Theo can feel the warmth of his magic, the slightly static spark of it against his
skin. “I’ve had choices taken from me all my life, Theo! I don’t want to do that to you! Especially
when … especially when the choice is …” Harry swallows hard, eyes sliding down to the
bedcovers. “Just me.”

“I made choices before the bond, Harry,” Theo tries to keep his voice as gentle as possible but it so
hard, so very hard, not to push Harry back down onto the bed and kiss him so hard that he feels,
through the bond, just how fucking much he means to Theo. “I chose to talk to you in Diagon
Alley. I chose to come and find you. I chose to help you with your absurd criminal breaking and
entering—,”

“It was one lock,” Harry mutters. Theo brushes a curl away from Harry’s eyebrow scar and
continues.

“I chose to help you. I chose to come back every day, to heal you, to not lie. To eat your disgusting
muggle pizza —”

“Seriously, not all pizzas are as bad as Hawaiian ones,” Harry rolls his eyes.

“— as soon as I chose to come and find you in Surrey, I chose to step off the path Apollonius had
prepared, that the Dark - that Tom Riddle had prepared for me,” Theo stares at Harry, trying to get
him to understand that in a way, as soon as Theo engaged Harry in the apocathary, he had sealed
his own fate. Especially in the eyes of the Dark Lord. There is no going back. Not for me.

“It’s not the same,” Harry shakes his head, eyes tightly closed as if it hurts him to look at Theo. He
feels guilty for wanting me to stay, for having bonded me. Theo wants to rip off Remus Lupin’s
arms. He wants to boil Severus Snape in this own cauldron. He hates them both for tormenting
Harry over something that they cannot possibly understand. “The bond is … I took something
away from you and I … I shouldn’t have.”

“You did not take it, I gave it!” Theo says fiercely and he kisses Harry hard, brutally even, his
fingers pulling so tightly on Harry’s hair he feels him gasp against him. Theo thinks of the moment
Harry bonded him, remembers it as it was, lets it fill his mind and hopes, desperately wills, that
Harry will feel it through the bond.

Harry is staring down at Kreacher, the white magic in the Black ring on his finger pulsing in a way
that Theo has never seen before. There is something about Harry’s words as he speaks, something
that rings inside Theo’s bones. It is more than words. It feels like magic and Theo can feel it
against his skin, a combination of a warm breeze and sudden, tightening cold.
“You will protect his life and his secrets, both implicit and explicit, just as I protect his, and he
protects mine,” Harry says.
Theo feels the magic like a tug inside of him. It's new. It's remarkable. It makes him think of ancient
stories, of the legends of his heritage, of the bedtime tales his mother used to whisper in his ears at
night. The only thing that has ever felt similar is when he accepted his Heir ring and the Nott
magic ran through him and he felt, very briefly, at home. This magic is like a questioning inside
him, a gentle pull that Theo knows, somehow, requires an answer, a confirmation of intent. Just as,
in the same way, that when the Heir magic settled upon him, he felt an overwhelming sense of
welcoming.
This, Theo realises, is something being offered to him. To protect and be protected, for the first
time in his life.
Yes , Theo thinks. Please.
Cold magic surrounds him but it warms his core, just at the moment that Harry is saying: “You
will protect what protects me. Understood?” Theo watches the elf accept, feels the twinge of the
tug of the new bond inside him and knows that it is now as part of him as his own heir magic. A
soul-bond.
Theo realises what he has done and is glad.

“You knew,” Harry whispers, pulling back from their kiss with bruised lips and staring at Theo.
“You … you knew what it meant?”

“I’ve always known,” Theo can’t help himself from pressing his lips against Harry’s once more.
Not only did I know, but I also chose this.

“And you … agreed?” Harry’s eyes are taking on a fiery quality that Theo knows can only mean
one thing: rage. “Why the fuck would you do that? Why would you let me do that? You heard what
they said, it’s worse than what Tom does!”

“They are wrong,” Theo says, clearly. “It’s not worse, it is better. It is not bondage, it is safety.”

“You let me do this to you?” Harry exclaims. “Why didn’t you stop me?”

“Harry, none of what you have learned in the last three days has been news to me,” Theo tries to
keep his voice level but it is so very, very hard. “You asked me not to choose you at my mother’s
cottage and I explained. I told you that I wouldn’t take the bond away, even if you were able to do
it.”

“I will be able to do it,” Harry says fiercely and Theo feels a sense of dread. He probably could.
Lupin is wrong, death is not the only way out of a soul-bond when the creator is as powerful as
Harry. “One day, I will, and then you won’t be tied to me anymore!”

“I will be, because I will never, never accept to be unbound,” Theo says, trying to keep his voice
calm. It is difficult because Harry is getting slowly too warm to touch, the magic inside him boiling
up with anger, just like it did in the Room of Requirement. I need to make sure he doesn't harm
himself.

“You won’t get a fucking choice!” Harry explodes, shoving Theo onto his back and glaring down
at him, trembling palms pressed into Theo’s chest. “I bound you, I can unbind you!”

“That is where you and Snape and Lupin are all wrong,” Theo snaps back, feeling his own rage
starting to rise. He had promised himself, he had sworn to himself he would not get angry at Harry
the way that others have done but this is very difficult. “Our bond is truly reciprocal. You chose to
protect me and I chose to accept, you cannot undo it without my consent.”

“What if you’re wrong?” Harry’s eyes flash dangerously. Despite his shaking hands, Theo can feel
how his magic in enhancing his strength. Theo’s not sure he can push him off right now. By Odin,
he’s beautiful. “What if they’re right and you’re wrong? What if I’ve fucked everything up and
locked us in something that you’re going to regret for the rest of your life?”

“You’re not concerned with regretting it for the rest of your life?” Theo snaps back. Harry gives
him a hard look and Theo knows what it means. He’s not planning to have the rest of his life. For a
second, Theo’s throat closes with desperation. He wants to yell at Harry, he wants to force him to
stop planning Theo’s life without him, but he cannot get the words out.

“I’m just trying to give you your freedom back,” Harry growls.

“Freedom? Really?” Theo sneers. “You want to leave me undefended and unprotected? Do you
want to leave me with Apollonius? You wish we had never met in the summer?”

“No!” Harry’s face is taut with pain. “I just want you to have a choice!”

“I did!” Theo emphasises. “Stop trying to take my choice away from me! I chose you!”

“No, you chose a bond!” Harry yells, and suddenly, Theo feels like he finally understands. “You
chose my magic, Theo, you didn’t choose …”

“You’re an idiot,” Theo snaps, but he pulls Harry’s face closer, so their lips are tantalisingly close.
He drops his voice to a whisper, brushing his nose against Harry’s. “You are your magic. You are
more your magic than anyone else alive. To choose your magic was to choose you.”

“And what if you change your mind?” Harry snaps.

“I won’t,” Theo glares. He doesn't want to say this, he is sure Harry will not understand, but the
words slip out anyway. “I am a Norse warrior.”

“So?” Harry looks entirely baffled. "What does that have to do with anything?"

“Because ... warriors used to bond this way,” Theo whispers, trying to speak clearly as he shares
the long-kept secrets of his past. Of his family’s past. He hears Apollonius’ voice, in the days
before his mother’s death when he would still tell stories of the old country, echoing in his mind.
“Before Merlin, before the world was without Gods, legend tells us that Odin’s warriors bonded
this way. They fought and bled and died together. These bonds were the highest honour. Cherished
beyond measure. They were … sacred.” Theo swallows hard and runs a thumb across Harry’s
cheekbone. “Notts are warriors, Harry, so this doesn’t feel like bondage, not to me. It feels like …”
Theo’s eyes rest on Harry’s rune at his throat, the web of Wyrd. It is the holiest of things. It is the
most precious. It is a gift I shall never squander nor allow anyone to take from me. “Fate.”

“I’m sorry, you’re using fucking myths and fairy stories to explain why you won’t turn around in
two years when you’ve done your NEWTS and you’re doing a Mastery somewhere and you find a
fucking hot potioneer and hate me for binding you up?” Harry sneers. “You sure you won’t just
think; ‘fucking Harry, I should have known better, Blaise has got a sodding castle!”

I’m in love with a total fucking idiot, Theo thinks. Harry is the only wizard alive who could
compare his untamed, raw magical prowess to Blaise’s material wealth and find himself wanting.

“You are a myth!” Theo growls, unable to stop himself from biting Harry’s bottom lip, partly in
revenge for letting his fear dismiss Theo's heritage and partly because Theo just can't stop himself.
“You’re a fucking Mage, Harry! You’re a Mage who can soul bond and use magic without a
conduit and I’m a warrior who is soul bonded to you! That’s who we are!”

“No!” Harry pulls away, straddling Theo and kneeling up above him, glaring down as he breathes
hard, Sahara hissing at him from the bedpost. Theo thinks he hears the word: calm. “No! You’re a
Slytherin and I’m a Gryffindor and we’re together and we’re happy and we don’t need this shit!”

Theo feels torn between the desire to shake Harry for his wilful stubbornness and kiss him
senseless with delight: we’re together and we’re happy. It is the most real statement that what they
have is a partnership, a courtship, that Harry has ever made and Theo thinks it might be the best
Yuletide gift he has ever received. He feels his anger draining away to be replaced by fondness.

“Come,” Theo says gently, slipping his hand around Harry’s neck and hugging him close. “Come
here, it’s alright.”

Harry is reluctant, Theo can see the fear and worry in his face. Theo pulls ever so slightly on the
back of Harry’s hair, in the way he knows always calms Harry and the boy lets out a click of
irritation and flops down against Theo, pressing his warm face to Theo’s bare chest. Theo imagines
this is what it feels like to hold an infant lion - too much heat, a roaring heart, the sensation of
dangerous energy impossibly close to bare skin.

“We are together,” Theo whispers, pressing his lips to Harry’s curls, “and we are happy, but we are
these things, too. You are a Mage, Harry, and I am a warrior and we …”

Belong together, Theo thinks but he swallows it down. Harry will not like the implied possession
behind the word.

“You need to accept it,” Theo finishes finally.

“Well, I don’t,” Harry chokes up. He looks up at him with eyes full of shining tears and pulls away.
“I want you and you’re mine but I don’t accept all of this. I want us to be normal, Theo. That’s
what I want.”

Then Harry is out of Theo’s arms and walking towards the attic door, his bare feet making the
floorboards creak. Theo immediately feels cold. Harry is out of the door and Theo hears him

clattering downstairs to the bathroom before Theo even gets a chance to speak. Theo flops back
against the pillow and stares up into the cobwebs in the rafters. I want you and you’re mine. Those
words should make him feel comforted but they don’t, not right now. Harry wants to be normal. As
much as Theo will do anything for him, this is one thing he feels sure that he cannot provide.

————————

“Harry, is that Hermione’s shirt?” Ronald is looking at Harry as he sits by the fireplace, drinking a
cup of tea. It’s been a strangely quiet, tense Yule. Lupin made pancakes which incensed Kreacher
who spent the rest of the morning cleaning the kitchen and growling at anyone who tried to make a
cup of tea. Snape ordered Christmas dinner to be delivered from the local pub by a cheery woman
in a strange hat with mock elf ears on that Theo did not understand at all. They ate in silence whilst
Harry passed Brussel sprouts off under the table to Kreacher and Theo ran through all the ways a
Dickensian Christmas feast was so much worse than a Jul feast. Then they ate yet another treacle
tart made by Kreacher which everyone except Harry struggled to drum up any enthusiasm for. The
afternoon had been as equally quiet. Harry had slept, which Theo was unsurprised by since it is the
first day that has felt really quiet since they left Skye, and it feels like Harry has probably been
running on magic and adrenalin since they did the ritual. Theo had laid alongside him and read but
struggled to concentrate. It feels like there’s a fight they still need to have. Harry is slightly
guarded and Theo can feel it. By the time the sun had set, Ronald, Granger and Weasley had
arrived as the only members of the extended Weasley clan that know about Theo, and they have
begun an awkward, stilted exchange of gifts.

“Yeah,” Theo watches as Harry twitches the slightly puffed sleeves. “You like it?”

“Um, yeah,” Ronald is staring at Harry’s collar, the way it is more open than most wizards would
ever wear. Ronald, however, is wearing a hideous maroon jumper with a large ‘R’ on it so Theo
does not feel like he is in the position to comment on anyone else's fashion sense. “You look …
fine.”

It’s an understatement, Theo feels. Harry is wearing his usual scruffy jeans and muggle trainers but
Granger’s shirt somehow makes him look dangerous and beautiful all at once. The cuffs don’t
quite reach his wrists, showing his rune marks, and the collar with the chiffon tie reveals the rune
mark at his throat. It is slightly sheers and feminine in a way that has Snape raising his eyebrows
and unconventional in a way that has Lupin glancing at him worriedly all the time. Theo wonders
if they fear the fact, as Theo does slightly, that as Potter-Black, he will be the subject to even more
attention than usual. Theo is already mentally preparing for the amount of extra effort he will need
to put in back at Hogwarts to protecting his secret courtship.

“You look more than fine, Harry, you look lovely,” Granger shoves Ronald hard in the shoulder
and then ruffles Harry’s curls. “You can keep it. It’s a good fit on you, I have others you can try
too!”

“Yeah sure,” Harry says, distractedly opening a present from Ronald. Theo enjoys the way that
both of his pseudo parental figures look slightly disconcerted.

“You’re … gonna wear muggle girl’s clothes?” Ronald asks as Harry pulls the paper off a history
book about the Chudley Cannons which Theo would not read if it were the last book on earth.

“Yeah, they’re just clothes, Mi’s shirts fit me the best right now,” Harry says, too distracted to see
the nod from Bill Weasley, who looks like he’s wearing an outfit entirely made of dragonhide, or
the slightly saddened look from Lupin, who is eyeing Harry’s skinny wrists. “This is great, Ron,
thanks!”

“Oh, Harry, these are wonderful,” Granger gushes, looking at the stack of books on obscure spells
that Theo helped him choose from the Black Library. They are certainly interesting, but Theo made
sure not to give away the truly exceptional ones, leaving them in the vault where Theo can access
them. No reason Granger should have all the fun.

“You’re welcome,” Harry grins at her softly. “Is it enough?”

“Enough for what?” Weasley asks, swirling his own glass of wine.

“Nothing,” Harry and Granger say together, and Granger gives Harry a sweet wink. Theo knows
it’s something between them but he hates he doesn’t know what it is. It’s a small thing, but he
knows that if things were not awkward between him and Harry today, he would probably
understand it. I want to be normal, Theo. Is this the normality Harry’s talking about? To just sit
here, exchanging gifts with his friends? Theo wants to understand, but he does not understand how
this is preferable to discussing and investigating ancient Mage lore. So far, Harry has unwrapped a
horrible jumper from Mrs Weasley with snitches on it, a book from Granger on Heir magic which
Theo thinks will probably be very helpful, a wand holster from Lupin which will help Harry hold
his wand until he can grip properly again, and now the obnoxious book from Ronald. Theo has a
small selection of slightly awkward gifts, too. He has a book from Lupin on bonds, which Theo can
only describe as ‘pointed’ in tone, an actually interesting book on Ancient Arithmetic practises
from Granger and a tub of honeydukes chocolates from Ronald which Kreacher has already
squirrelled away. Snape has not given or received any gifts, not that anyone would want to, since
he is standing against the bookcase, drinking wine, and looking as if he wishes they were all dead.

“This one’s from his Majesty,” Weasley says, handing Harry a black box.

“From the Goblin King?” Ronald leans forward. “This’ll be good. Maybe he’s killed something
and stuffed it for you, Harry.”

“Did they stuff the basilisk?” Harry asks, opening the box. Theo notices Snape wincing behind
him. The basilisk is still a very sore subject.

“Magically preserved,” Weasley comments, leaning back and folding one ankle over his knee.
“King Ragnok picked this himself.”

Harry opens it carefully and stares down.

“Woah,” Harry says slowly, lifting an axe out of the box. It is brass handled and double-headed,
carved with runes. Oh no.

“Oh Jesus,” Granger sighs, putting her head in her hands and Theo has to agree because it’s a literal
axe.

“The Goblin King sent you a deadly weapon?” Lupin says, eyes lifting from his book for the first
time in an hour. His eyes have been roving over the impossible-to-find ancient runes book that
Harry gave him as a gift for the last hour. Theo is feeling very covetous of it but is trying not to let
it show.

“Of course he did,” Snape mutters, rubbing his temple tiredly.

“That … is … so fucking cool,” Ronald says in awe, standing over Harry and running a finger
along the silver blade. “Is it for, like, ceremonies and stuff?”

“No, that is an apprentice axe,” Weasley says, smiling broadly, seemingly unperturbed. “It’s for
combat.”

“Cool!” Ronald and Harry exclaim together, just as Theo and Granger both simultaneously groan.
Theo catches her eye and a look of complete understanding flashes between them: this is going to
be a disaster.

“Can you use one, Bill?” Ronald asks, eagerly taking hold of the axe and waving it in a haphazard
manner.

"Careful, Ron!" Granger hisses.

“Of course,” Weasley stands up languidly and takes the axe from Ronald, twirling it effortlessly
through his hands like it weighs little more than a wand. Theo watches Harry’s green eyes get
wider and hates Bill Weasley just a little bit more. Even Granger is looking up at the leather-clad
redhead with the shining weapon like he’s some kind of godlike being.

“If you could refrain from axe waving inside my property, William, I would be grateful,” Snape
sneers and Theo couldn't be more grateful. Snape glares at Harry. “You will not use that thing
without proper supervision.”

“What counts as supervision?” Harry asks, eagerly following the axe with his eyes. This is going to
be a problem, Theo thinks.

“A goblin,” Lupin says quickly, and then catching Weasley’s eyes adds, “or your Anzar.”

“King Ragnok hopes I will train you,” Weasley grins, and Theo has a horrible image of Weasley,
axe twirling whilst Harry watches, enthralled. “He wants to fight you.”

"Over my dead body," Snape mutters.

“Cool!” Ronald exclaims. “Can I train too?”

“‘Fraid not, Ron,” Weasley claps his youngest brother on the shoulder affectionately. “Goblin
thing.”

“Harry’s not a goblin!” Ronald frowns.

“He is a ward,” Theo says. “It’s enough.”

“What do you know about it?” Ronald mutters, and Theo feels the very thin ice that he and Ronald
are temporarily existing on before they return to Hogwarts creaking slightly.

“Nott is right,” Weasley nods at Theo briefly but he is hardly mollified. Ronald doesn’t like him
and Theo doesn’t care, but he could do without the suggestions that he does not know about
Harry’s wardship. Aside from Weasley, he has made himself the best-educated human on the
subject in the last week. “A ward of the Silver Hall is privy to certain secrets other wixen aren’t.”

“Don’t worry about it, Ron,” Harry interrupts. “You’ll be too busy to join axe fighting classes.”

“Axe fighting classes, God help us,” Granger mutters and Theo can’t help himself from nodding
slightly.

“With what?” Ronald asks, nonplussed.

“With this!” Harry passes him a long package that can only be one thing.

“Harry, you didn’t buy me a broom,” Ronald looks likes his eyes are about to jump out of his
head.

“Merlin, save us,” Snape mutters into his glass of wine. Theo gets the impression that Quidditch
fervour may be the last straw for the dour man.

“Open it!” Harry is bouncing up and down, grinning from ear to ear. Theo tries not to smile
indulgently. He is frankly adorable when he’s like this.

“Harry, brooms are expensive,” Lupin mutters, as if it matters to a boy with four heirships.

“Not this one,” Harry grins gleefully. Ronald rips off the packaging and the broom rolls out into
his lap, the boy gasping in astonishment. Theo doesn’t understand, since one broom looks very
much like another to him, but he sees the word Firebolt emblazoned on the side.

“That’s …” Lupin says, his eyes fixed on the broom.

“This is …” Ronald gasps.

“Harry’s broom,” Granger looks up at her best friend, eyes full of questions. “You’re … giving
Ron your broom?”

The broom that your godfather who you are currently estranged from gave you as a gift, Theo
thinks. A gift that almost ruined your friendship with Granger. Theo has the sudden sensation that
this is not going to go well.

“Well, yeah, banned from Quidditch, remember? It's not like I'm using it,” Harry smiles and leans
forward, grinning at Ronald. “You can get the house cup on this, I know you can! And you can’t
be mad at me for spending too much money, because I didn’t!”

“But … but you’re not banned forever,” Ronald stammers, “you’ll want it back —,”

“I’ll buy something new.”

Theo sees Snape’s fingers twitch. They are beating a rapid tattoo against the side of his wine glass
which Theo does not think is a good sign. Weasley is also watching Lupin like he thinks he might
explode. Black, Theo realises. This is about Black.

“Why, Harry?” Granger whispers. Harry, of course, is being deliberately obtuse. Granger is
sniffing slightly and actually reaches up to squeeze one of Harry’s hands. Harry looks down at it,
bemused by her emotional display and seemingly unaware of the potential storm brewing in his
godfather. Lupin’s jaw is ticking slightly.

“It just made sense,” Harry shrugs. He smiles at Ronald who looks like he's just been made
Minister for Magic: filled with terror and excitement. “Hermione got my Mum’s ring, I wanted you
to have something too, something everyone knows is mine.”

It is a clear sign of friendship, Theo concedes, even if it is only a broom. Everyone at Hogwarts
knows that Potter flies the only firebolt in the school. Giving it Weasley is something nobody can
deny - Harry Potter loves his friend.

“Harry, this is … amazing,” Ronald looks like he’s about to cry with joy. He is also looking
nervously at Lupin, who has said nothing and is staring at the broom like he has seen a ghost. “But
you - you don’t have to.”

“I want to,” Harry claps his friend on the shoulder.

“But Sirius —,”

“It’s just a broom,” Harry says, cutting Ronald off with a tight grin. “It’s mine. I want you to have
it. I want you to use it. I can’t use it, can I?” Harry flexes his shaking hands, hands that cannot grip
anything, let alone a broom handle. Lupin flinches. Snape’s tinny tapping of his ink-stained
fingernail against his glass pauses.

“Harry,” Lupin says, looking down at his clasped hands, clamped so tightly together Theo can see
the whites of his knuckles. “Your hands will get better, and Sirius gave it to you —”

“My hands might get better,” Harry says tightly. “And Sirius knows why I don’t need a broom
anymore.”

Harry stares at Lupin. The implications behind his words hang heavy in the room. Black gave
Harry the broom. Black is responsible for the crippling of Harry’s hands.

“Harry, please,” Lupin whispers. “He’s your godfather —,”

"No, he isn't," Harry says sharply. "He disowned me, remember?"

"You told him to, Harry -,"

Theo knows that is the wrong thing to say. Harry misses the Black magic dearly, Theo often sees
him staring at his broken left hand with mournful regret, and will not take kindly to be told he lost
it through his own choice, even if it's true. Before Theo can jump in, Snape does.

“It seems to me that if Harrison wishes to give his friend a gift of his own belongings, he is within
his rights to do so,” Snape says sharply. “That is his choice, Lupin.”

“I know that, I just ….” Lupin clenches and unclenches his fingers. His eyes are slightly red, and
Theo wonders how many glasses of wine he has drunk this evening. “Sirius loves you, Harry, you
have to know that.”

“He loves me because of a fucked up bond, Remus, a bond I never asked for,” Harry snaps. “It’s
not love if it's compelled.”

Theo feels his stomach drop and catches Harry’s eye. This is about us. He sees the pain there, feels
the strain of it through the bond for a second, and then Harry looks away. Lupin looks devastated.

“Harry, he - he really — he doesn’t —,” Lupin stammers.

“Enough, Lupin,” Snape hisses, setting his wine glass down and moving towards the werewolf.

“Perhaps some coffee,” Weasley mutters, rising to his feet.

“No, no,” Lupin’s voice sounds frail with tears. “He - he doesn’t want to lose you, he doesn’t mean
to —,”

“If you’re going to tell me he doesn’t mean to hurt me, I already know that,” Harry’s voice is hard
and trembling. It reminds Theo of the way he spoke after his fight with Cho. “It doesn’t make it
better.”

“Harry, please —,”

“No.”

It’s a parseltongue hiss and everyone except Theo and Snape wince slightly with surprise to hear it.
Theo knows he is the only one to understand that it is a simple refusal and not a threat, but Lupin
looks like he has been knocked back by it, dropping his head into his hands. Harry’s green eyes
avoid them all. He walks out of the front door, letting it slam behind him with a thunderous clap
that sounds like it has been enhanced by Harry’s magic. They all jump except Granger, who rolls
her eyes.

“Well, that went well,” she mutters, picking up her gifts and looking at Weasley and Ronald. “We
should go back to the Burrow.”

“I’m sorry,” Lupin mumbles into his hands. “I’m sorry, Severus —,”

“You should be,” Snape says curtly, sweeping up Lupin’s wine glass and moving to the kitchen. “I
will make you some coffee and then you will apologise.” Snape catches Theo’s eye. “Go and check
on him, please.”

Theo doesn’t need telling twice. He grabs a ratty tartan blanket from the back of the sofa and opens
the front door stepping out into the cold, dark December air. For a moment, he can’t see Harry in
the blackness of the garden. Then he sees a slightly green glow amongst the tall, weed-filled lawn.
Harry is lying down, staring at the sky, his Slytherin ring letting off a glow that Theo has only ever
seen when Harry goes full-on hurricane. He walks through the damp grass, tall weeds brushing
against his trousers, until he is standing next to Harry's elbow, looking down at the boy who is
staring at the distant stars.

“I am not compelled,” Theo says.

Harry sighs and the green glow around his ring diminishes. Theo waits. He hears the sound of
raucous laughter from the pub on the high street, the distant murmur of cars on the bigger roads
outside Cokeworth.

“Come here,” Harry murmurs. Theo lays the blanket down and lies down on it, lifting his arm and
Harry shuffles over to press himself against Theo’s side. He’s already cold. Theo is absurdly
grateful when he snuggles closer. Thank Merlin for that.

“I am not compelled to want you by the bond,” Theo whispered. “Do you understand? I’m not
compelled to ...” To love you, Theo adds, but doesn't say it aloud. Far away, he can hear the sound
of Christmas music drifting out of an open window. And may all your Christmases ... be white
...Theo stares up at the stars above them, the slight glimmer of the waxing crescent moon casting a
surprising amount of light, even despite the orange street lamp down the hill.

“What if ...” Harry’s voice is so small, so hesitant. Theo knows that this is something that has been
bothering Harry deeply, perhaps so deeply that he hasn’t been able to articulate it to himself yet.
“What if you stop like, fancying me,” Harry flushes adorably and Theo resists the urge to kiss him.
“What if the bond ever calms down and you stop fancying me so much? Will you tell me? If you

start to … like other people?”

He thinks I am only attracted to him because of the bond, Theo realises. Harry believes Theo is
compelled as Black is compelled, that Theo’s attraction, his devotion, is moulded only out of
magic. Harry understands his own attractiveness so little, that he truly believes Theo could only
want him because of the bond. The foolish, adorable, perfect boy. Theo has never been so relieved
because this is the easiest thing in the world to disprove. All he has to do is be honest.

“Harry,” Theo cups Harry’s face in his hands, “Harrison James Charlus Potter-Black-SlytherinPrince, it’s not the bond that makes me want you. I wanted you from the moment I saw you feeding
magic to Sahara and speaking parseltongue like it was normal.”

“God, could you be anymore Slytherin?” Harry grumbles, but Theo feels his shoulders relaxing.

“Has it only been since the bond for you?” Theo presses, already knowing the answer. Harry is not
subtle in his attraction. Theo had already been subject to lingering gazes before he ever step foot in
number four, Privet Drive.

“No,” Harry frowns, clearly examining his memories. “Before the bond.”

“Well then,” Theo pulls Harry down and kisses him softly, feeling like they are enveloped in
darkness and the scent of grass. “You know it’s real, don’t you?”

Harry kisses him, kisses him hungrily and desperately and Theo feels a surge of possessiveness and
relief that he knows isn’t his own. Then, before he can think, Harry climbs on top of him,
straddling him and tangling his fingers in his hair and Theo feels like his breath is being sucked out
of him. There is desire, there is need, there is something so strong and boundless Theo thinks it
could be love. He holds on until he feels like he absolutely might faint before pulling his lips away
with a gasp.

“Hurricane!” Theo gasps, his lungs feeling like they are on fire.

“Sorry,” Harry says breathlessly, rubbing his nose against Theo’s. He feels a tiny spark where they
meet, like static, as if Harry’s magic is looking for other places to jump out. “You’re right, I know
you’re right, but …”

“No buts,” Theo gasps, trying to catch his breath.

“But I … I should have asked before I did it, right?” Harry continues, rubbing small circles on
Theo’s chest as if he wants to encourage him to breathe. It would be easier, Theo realises, if Harry
wasn’t still straddling him and looking down on him with eyes that glint like emeralds in the
moonlight. Holy fucking hell, he’s so fucking gorgeous. “That’s what Snape and Remus were
saying? That I’m like … I’m like him.”

“Like who?” Theo threads his hands through Harry’s hair, trying to concentrate. “Like …?”

“Like Tom. It’s what Dumbledore’s worried about. And … I am. Sometimes.” Harry frowns
deeper, and Theo feels his worry. He stills his hands and tries his best to listen. He does a couple of
arithmatic equations to take his mind off the weight of Harry's lithe, strong body against his hips.
“I take away people’s choices just like he does. I’m … I’m bad that way. I drag people into stuff.
Hermione, Ron ... Cedric,” Harry swallows hard and Theo sees the pain in his eyes and
understands. It seeps into him like the dampness of the grass, rising up through the blanket.

This is what it is, Theo thinks. This is what matters and I have to deal with it. Right now.

“You think I will die, like Diggory,” Theo says softly, stroking Harry’s cheek, “and you think that
because we are bonded, it will be your fault.”

“It will be,” Harry closes his eyes and takes a shaking breath. “It’s all my fault really, isn’t it? He
only came back because of me, because of my stupid blood, I …” Harry shakes his head, and Theo
can feel that he’s starting to tremble all over, not just in his hands. “I let it happen. I let him come
back. Right in front of me. It’s all my fault.”

“Were you, or were you not tied to a headstone, wandless, at the time?” Theo demands. He could
comfort Harry, he could be soft and sweet with him but Theo knows that will not work. What
Harry needs right now is cold, brutal logic.

“I should have done something,” Harry protests. “Cedric is dead because I …”

“Because you what?” Theo says sharply. “Because you didn’t stand in front of a killing curse when
it came?”

“Yes,” Harry says dully. “I should have. I would have if I could have stood properly, but my leg
…”

Theo doesn’t want to think about Harry jumping in front of killing curses for Diggory. Stay on
task. Logic. Just logic.

“But you couldn’t have,” Theo reasons, “your leg was broken. So what should you have done? Not
faced the acromantula? Let it consume Diggory in the maze?”

“No, I couldn’t, I should have, I just …” Harry stutters, stammering over words, sitting up in the
faint moonlight. Half his face is shrouded in darkness. “He didn’t see it! Why didn’t he see it? It’s a
fucking great spider coming out of the maze and he was just staring at the fucking cup!” Harry’s
voice is rising to a shout. “How could he not see it? All he had to do was pay a little bit of fucking
attention, he was so focused on winning — ”

Yes, Theo thinks. Say the worst things you are feeling. Now we are getting somewhere.

“So really, it is Diggory’s fault he came back,” Theo says quietly, watching Harry breathing
heavily like he has run a marathon. “It is Diggory’s fault because if he had seen the spider your leg
would not have been hurt. When you took the cup, you could have jumped in front of the killing
curse for him. You would be dead and the Dark Lord could not have used your blood to resurrect
himself. It is all Diggory’s fault.”

“No, no!” Harry shakes his head violently, closing his eyes tight. Theo can see small tears
gathering in his lashes and wants to comfort him but he won’t, not yet, not until Harry untangles
himself from this mess of corrupted logic he has caught himself in. “No, it’s not … it’s not Cedric’s
fault, he was just doing the task, he was just living …” A small sobbing breath catches in Harry’s
throat. Theo reaches up and grips Harry’s waist tightly. You’re okay. I’m here. “He was just living
his life and then Voldemort,” Harry’s eyes fly open, green and glittering wet and full of hatred,
“Voldemort fucking ruined it!”

“Exactly,” Theo whispers, squeezing Harry’s waist. “If anything happens to me, it will not be
because we are bonded. It will be because of him. Not you. Fuck him.”

“Yeah,” Harry chokes out a laugh, collapsing softly down against Theo and pressing his wet face
against Theo’s neck. “Fuck that noseless motherfucker.”

“Precisely,” Theo murmurs, wrapping his arms tightly around Harry. He is so small, so light,
chronically underfed but almost whistling with vibrant, seething energy. It is, Theo often thinks,
like trying to hold onto a firework whilst it is lit, but Harry has done it. He has untangled himself,
and Theo feels a creeping sense of relief inside the smaller boy's shoulders. He blames himself a
little less now.

“You aren’t like him." Theo kisses his forehead gently. "He planned to hurt you, didn’t he? You
didn’t plan to hurt me.”

“No,” Harry mumbles, his hot lips seeking out the skin under the collar of his shirt, a cold nose
pushing back fabric to find his collarbone. It makes Theo shiver. “Never.”

“And you didn’t,” Theo whispers. “If you gave me this choice again, I would choose the same.”
Because I love you, Theo thinks but swallows that down. He is not ready and he is absolutely sure
that Harry is not ready. “Would you choose it again? For yourself?”

Harry draws in a breath, holds it tightly, and Theo wonders how he will feel if Harry says no. If
Harry would take it back if he could. Would it change anything for Theo? I would still hold his
secrets. I would still protect his life.

“Yeah,” Harry sighs softly. “That’s the problem, though, right? I did it for me? Because it was
what I wanted? To keep you safe, to keep us both safe, no matter what?”

“Or it can be the solution,” Theo reasons softly, feeling his heart rejoice. “Because you chose,
Harry.”

In a lifetime of having no choices, Theo thinks, you chose me.

“It’s just … all this Mage stuff,” Harry sighs. “I just … I don’t want to be a freak anymore.”

The word is spat out, a vicious snarl which Theo knows is not Harry’s own voice. The
motherfucking Dursley’s.

“That is an ugly word for someone who is, quite categorically, extraordinary,” Theo says drily, and
Harry snorts with laughter, nestling his head under Theo’s chin.

“Yeah, well, it’s one I’ve heard a lot,” Harry mutters. I do not doubt it.

“You want to be normal,” Theo whispers, brushing his lips against Harry’s curls. “But the truth is,
Harry, this is normal for you. After the revelation of your parentage, your Heir rings, your sorting,
you being a Mage is the least surprising thing to happen this year.”

“Theo!” Harry laughs, twisting his adorable face up to grin at him. “You’re saying because I’m a
lightning rod for crazy shit, my normality is just crazy shit?”

“Our normality,” Theo corrects, kissing his nose. “Ours.”

“Fine,” Harry grumbles, huffing his face against Theo's shirt. “That was some very Ravenclaw
reasoning for a Slytherin.”

“You imply there that Slytherins are incapable of reasoning?”

“Not without cunning,” Harry snorts.

“Well, perhaps it was cunning,” Theo whispers, gripping Harry’s chin softly and tipping his face
up. “Perhaps I have other gains in mind for lightening your mood.”

“Huh,” Harry grins and slides up Theo’s body in a way that, quite frankly, is made a million times
more delicious by the way they are enveloped in darkness, the high grass sheltering them from the
eyes inside the house. When Harry kisses him, Theo can’t help himself from moving his hands
ever so slightly, slipping them under the silk edge of his shirt so he can run his thumbs over the
ridges of Harry’s spine. Harry pulls away and smiles again. “That was very sneaky, Nott. Very
Slytherin.”

“Why, thank you.”

“What will Kreacher say about this assault on my virtue?” Harry chuckles against Theo’s lips in a
way that makes the hair on his arms rise up.

“You are the one currently pinning me to the ground, Potter,” Theo raises an eyebrow, fighting the
urge to grin back.

“Heir of Slytherin,” Harry grins. “I can be sneaky, too.”

“Well, well, well,” A voice announces from a few meters away. “This is not what I expected to
find at Severus’ Yule gathering. And by the way, I would suggest that this display of proposed
cunning is somewhat mitigated by the fact it is taking place on Severus’ front lawn.”

“Shit!” Harry mutters above him. Before Theo can pull his wand, Harry has thrown out his hand
and a green shield has erupted around them. Theo stares through it to the stranger standing on the
other side. The green light illuminates his sharp face, his kohl-rimmed eyes and his shining black
hair which is spiked up from his head and glittering. He is wearing a gold and black leather jacket,
an outfit composed of more fabrics than Theo would ever consider putting together, and about ten
rings on his fingers. He is young, Theo thinks he looks to be in his early thirties, but his eyes are
intriguing. Golden cat eyes. He certainly doesn’t look like any Death Eater Theo has ever seen, but
he doesn’t look like the kind of person Dumbledore would let in the Order of the Phoenix either.

“My My, how … intriguing,” the man says, eyes fixed on Harry’s shield. He does not look
surprised, rather entertained. He waves his hand in a flowery, twisting gesture and a blue flame
erupts from his fingertips. He smiles widely and throws his hand out and suddenly, he is encased in
a blue shield. “Now we match!”

“Who are you?” Theo asks, pointing his wand at him. The man doesn’t have a wand. He doesn’t
have a wand. The only person who Theo knows who can cast so entirely wandlessly is Harry.
Harry, who is a Mage. Another Mage? “Wait, did … did the Contessa …?”

“Ah, you are as intelligent as your grandmother, Theodore,” the man smiles fondly then his eyes
flick to Harry. “And you, my dear boy, look nothing like either of your reported fathers or your
grandfathers, or your great grandfathers, come to that,” the man sighs dramatically. “but I shall not
hold it against you. Do you prefer Harry or Harrison?”

“I prefer to know the names of the people who show up unannounced,” Harry says tautly, his green
eyes narrowed.

“Oh, forgive me, of course,” the man rolls his eyes and flicks his fingers. His shield disappears and
he steps forward, pressing his hand against Harry’s shield. Theo watches him, waiting for him to
retract it with a hiss of burned fingers. He does not. Smirking lightly at Theo’s astonished
expression, he gently slips his hand through the shield like it is water to grasp Harry’s trembling

fingers between his own. “My name is Magnus Bane. I was a childhood friend of your ancestor,
Phineas Nigellus.”

“You … you’re …” Harry lets him shake his hand, staring at him in amazement. Theo does some
calculations. Phineas Nigellus was born in 1847. Give or take a few years, Magnus Bane is
implying he is over a hundred years old. What the fuck. “Are you … are you with Tom?”

Theo is not surprised by this question. Of course, it is Harry’s priority, to establish an enemy or a
friend, and it does not seem to bother Magnus, who merely smiles and drops Harry’s hand, shaking
his head softly.

“Ah, Tom,” Magnus sighs heavily. “No, little Mage, I am not with the Riddle-Lord. I am here for
you.”

Theo feels his heartbeat thundering in his throat and grabs Harry’s spare hand. Little Mage. It is
what they wanted, it is what Theo knows that they need, for Harry to have someone who
understands what it means to be a Mage, but now that the man is standing in front of him, Theo
feels nothing but trepidation.

“You … you can tell?” Harry asks in a strangled voice. The hand holding his shield is trembling
frighteningly wildly but Theo knows there is no point in asking him to drop it. Even if Magnus can
pierce it. Harry needs to feel safe.

“Of course,” Magnus smiles, tipping his head to one side. “Like recognises like, after all.”

“You too?” Harry’s voice becomes eager and he drops his shield rapidly. Theo can feel him
rumbling with excitement beside him. He suddenly wishes Sahara was with them and not asleep
curled up in their bed, just in case Harry needs to be bitten. Theo does not fancy doing it in front of
Magnus fucking Bane.

“Almost, little Mage,” Magnus looks at Harry with something that appears to be nostalgia or
sadness. “Enough to teach you, at least. That is what you wish, is it not? To be taught?”

“Yes,” Theo says, swallowing hard. “He needs to learn.”

“What does that mean?” Harry asks, frowning quizzically. “How can you be ‘almost’ a Mage?”

Before Magnus can answer, the door to the house slams open behind them. Theo turns to see the
glowering, towering form of Professor Snape in the doorway, his wand pointed directly at
Magnus.

“What,” Snape hisses, his chest rising and falling with unspent anger, “in holy hell are you doing
here?”
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It is the summer of 1977. Severus is attending the famed Malfoy summer solstice ball with Regulus
for the first time ever. Lucius is courting Narcissa openly now, and they both look radiant. Lucius
is twenty-three years old and establishing himself as the new young, vibrant Lord Malfoy. He is
dancing a careful line with the new Minister and Lord Gaunt and Severus watches in admiration
as Lucius entertains Minister Minchum with one turn and the Dark Lord with the other. Lord
Gaunt is wearing impressive black and green robes and his tell-tale bloody eyes are hidden by a
glamour. Severus can’t stop his eyes from following the man, sensing in the way that Eileen taught
him to, that power radiates from him. The kind of power Severus has always longed for.

“Oh, of course, he’s here,” Regulus mutters into his drink, rolling his dark eyes.

“Who?” Severus asks, eyes still following the Dark Lord. It’s a strange gathering, he thinks, to
have the Minister for Magic, who is opposed to the actions of the so-called Lord Voldemort,
sipping champagne in the sunshine not ten feet from the man responsible for them. This is why
Lucius is made for politics and Severus is not. He doesn’t understand how war works on the grand
scale, in the way that lets two heads of armies smile at each other over summer pudding and send
Aurors and Death Eaters to fight behind their backs. Yet Lucius says the Dark Lord wants him and
Severus wants to win for once. He has lost Lily to Potter. He has lost Remus to Black. He has lost
his mother and now all he has in the world is a father who he wishes was dead. All he has is
Regulus and he will not lose him.

“My brother,” Regulus grumbles. Severus follows Regulus’ gaze and scowls when he sees Black
with none other than Potter, chatting away with a famous Auror, Rufus Scrimgeour and a
beautiful, blue-haired Asian man that Severus does not know.

“Schmoozing with the Aurors, of course,” Severus mutters. “Just like Potter.”

“Yes, well, my brother doesn’t plan his life,” Regulus takes a strong sip of champagne. “He just
follows Potter wherever he goes.”

“And it brought them here?” Severus mutters. “I can’t imagine Lucius invited them.”

“It’s because Magnus is visiting my father,” Regulus snorts into his glass. “He can’t resist
Magnus Bane.”

“Who is that?” Severus asks.

“The man they’re talking to,” Regulus sighs with something that Severus thinks, jealously, might
be longing. “He’s a family friend. Sirius has fancied him since he was twelve.”

“Really?” Severus looks at the face of Magnus Bane, the way he furrows his brow in a slightly
quizzical way, his absurd clothing that would rival the Headmaster. “Why?”

“Why?” Regulus repeats, raising a dark eyebrow. “Just look at him.”

Severus stares at the finely boned handsome man who Black is looking at like he is a delicious
treat and who Regulus is looking at with the same, irritating admiration he looks at Barty Crouch.
Severus decides, then and there, that he hates Magnus Bane.

“Severus,” Magnus says, jaunting forward in that irritatingly fey way that he does with his
annoying smirk permanently in place. “How lovely to see you again. It’s been, what? Twenty
years?”

“Eighteen,” Severus growls, holding his wand firmly in his hand and glaring at the two boys who
seemed to think it was appropriate to chat to a perfect stranger on the lawn. “Did you not think to
alert me to an intruder?”

“Oh, I am hardly an intruder,” Magnus scoffs gently, in a way that makes Severus want to strangle
him. “I was invited, after all.”

“Invited,” Severus looks between Magnus and the boys. Theodore’s face reveals nothing, as
always but Harrison predictably looks guilty and embattled. You little shit. “What did you do?”
Severus hisses at him.

“Nothing,” the boy protests, green eyes flicking. “I didn’t invite him here.”

The boy has become a master of deflection through technicalities.

“Here?” Severus prompts with a sneer. “You invited him elsewhere? And you,” he glares at
Magnus. “You are not even legally allowed in this country!”

“Ah, not true, dear Severus,” Magnus chirps and Severus winces. He’d forgotten the incessant
endearments. Circe help me, it’s worse than Dumbledore. “I am here in my official capacity.”

“Official capacity?” Severus feels Lupin standing in the doorway behind his shoulder, can smell
the coffee in his mug and the sober-up potion Severus forced down him on his breath. “You’re the
Magnus Bane?”

“That I am,” Magnus says pleasantly and performs an obnoxious little bow. “I am officially here as
the Congregation’s Creature Ambassador to the British Isles.”

“The Congregation?” Severus echoes dully. He thinks of the falcon in Skye. The parvus pixie that
is unquestionably one of the most restricted magical animals in the world. Harrison’s smart shirt
and Theodore’s clever eyes and his best companion in Slytherin House, Blaise Zabini, son of the
Contessa. He stares at the teenagers in the darkness. He knew they were up to something, the same
way he has always known when the Boy-Who-Lived is up to something. Bloody teenagers.
Severus glares at Theodore, knowing that if he baits him, Harrison will surely be lured. “What did
you do, Theodore?”

“Theo didn’t do anything,” Harrison says, so predictably that Severus actually sees Theodore roll
his grey eyes. “It was me. I have an alliance with the Contessa.”

“You what?” Lupin chokes on a mouthful of coffee behind him. “Harry!”

“She asked!” Harrison snaps, eyes flashing as he glares at his godfather. Severus knows Lupin is
not forgiven yet for the argument with the broomstick.

“I don’t mean to intrude, but perhaps we could have this conversation inside?” Magnus interrupts,
waving his many ringed fingers. “Perhaps with a martini?”

“No,” Severus snarls, fingers tightening on his wand. “Absolutely not.”

“But I want to talk to him,” Harrison glares at Severus. “He’s a Mage, like me. He’s going to teach
me.”

Severus hears Regulus’ voices inside his head. Magnus is strong. He feels a familiar flood of
resentment, something he thought was long dormant, dead with Regulus.

“He will not teach you anything,” Severus growls. “Get inside, Harrison, Theodore, now.”

“Really, Severus, is that any way to speak to your son?” Magnus tuts gently. When everyone
freezes, stops breathing, stops moving, Magnus presses his fingers playfully over his lips like it is
all a tremendous joke. “Apologies, I wasn’t aware it was a secret. The boy has not a whiff of Potter
about him, Severus, you can hardly blame me for putting it together —,”

“Get in,” Severus snarls, pushing Lupin back and standing aside, ushering the boys in and Magnus
follows, levitating a small, purple trunk with him. Severus slams the door behind them so that the
frame rattles. He can feel his hands trembling. In his mind, he swears he can hear Regulus
laughing. I will not think of him. I will not.

“Mister Bane!” They all stare in surprise as Kreacher rushes like an elf shaped bullet to wrap his
arms around Magnus’ legs. “Mister Bane has returned to help Master Black! Mister Bane will do
as he always does!”

“Well, hello, Kreacher,” Magnus holds pats the elf’s head awkwardly.

“Kreacher?” Harrison is staring at his elf as if he grew an extra head. “Are you … hugging?”

“It can’t be,” Theodore mutters, looking equally as staggered.

“No,” the elf sniffles, pulling away from Magnus and glaring at his teenage master in irritation.
“Master is a foolish brat who does not understand the legacy of the House of Black and Mister
Bane! Mister Bane has helped the House of Black for six generations!”

“Yes, yes, we go back aways,” Magnus defers, patting Kreacher on the head and fixing his cat eyes
on the empty wine glasses on the counter. “Might I trouble you for a martini, Kreacher?”

“I don’t have gin in the house,” Severus snaps. “Or vermouth.”

“Yes, Mister Bane,” Kreacher nods avidly, and two bottles that Severus did not buy appear on the
counter. Severus is nearly one hundred percent sure Kreacher has stolen them from Grimmauld
Place somehow and Lupin is looking at them with slow recognition. Thieving little elf.

“Six generations?” Theodore comments, looking like he is doing equations in his head. “You said
you were a childhood friend of Phineas Nigellus.”

“Ah, yes, I should have been more specific,” Magnus sighs, waltzing slowly around the room and
lowering himself into Severus’ chair, crossing his legs and twiddling his fingers in that specifically
irritating Magnus Bane way. “I was a childhood friend of his. I myself have not enjoyed a
childhood in … quite a while.”

“You’re here as a Creature Ambassador?” Lupin asks, wincing slightly as he sits on a stool at the
kitchen counter. Severus imagines that the sober-up potion is giving him quite a headache. Of
course, Severus could provide him with a hangover cure, but the wolf deserves to suffer. He does
not get to make my son feel guilty for not loving Black.

“Yes,” Magnus says pleasantly, taking the martini glass Kreacher hands to him. It’s even furnished
with an olive, which Severus has no idea where he got from. “I am not a werewolf, Mr Lupin, do
not get territorial.”

“Then what are you?” Severus snaps. “Or is this just a ploy by the Contessa to get you back into
the country as part of her new alliance?”

Severus glares at his heir, letting his displeasure show on his face. Do not think you have got away
with this. Harrison glares back, green eyes flashing, chin jutting forward in a classic show of
stubbornness.

“I needed to learn,” Harrison says coldly. “I need a teacher so I got one. Problem?”

So, so many, Severus thinks but he cannot think of a single thing to say that will not be
inflammatory and since finding out that his son is capable of the kind of dangerous, uncontrollable
magic that has not been seen in England since the 15th Century, he has been trying as hard as
possible to maintain a veneer of calm. Harrison’s magic is untested. He could bring the house
down on them, make a crater in the earth, perhaps even drill a hole in the universe and expand
other dimensions. No one understands, because no one knows as much about Mages as Severus
does, but Harrison is a greater threat to the safety of everyone in the United Kingdom than Lord
Voldemort.

“Nothing that can be elucidated at present,” Severus says slowly. He needs to talk to Narcissa. If
this is how my son deals with problems, grabbing wild solutions and making haphazard alliances,
we are all in more trouble than I realised.

“To answer your question, Severus, I represent the daemon section of the Congregation in my new
position,” Magnus says lightly, his cat-eyes glowing. “I am, in part, a daemon.”

“That’s why you don’t age,” Theodore mutters, with the particular greedy expression on his face
that he had when he looked at Eileen’s books. “And you … you came after John Dee?”

“John Dee?” Severus says sharply. Merlin. John Dee. Those were the names he grew up with, the
names of the Mages, and they are etched into his memory. He hates this feeling that Eileen's
ramblings, the disorienting swirl of the myths of her mind, are coming true.

“Ah, someone did their research,” Magnus looks pleased and takes a sip of his martini. “But it is
not my daemon blood that makes me … eternally youthful, shall we say,” Magnus rolls his eyes in
a self-effacing, irritating way. “That is the Mage part of me.”

“So you are a Mage? Like me? Your power is like mine?” Harrison asks eagerly, sitting down on
the sofa and staring at Magnus with something like desperation. He is afraid, Severus realises, a
knawing sensation starting in his gut. He is afraid of his power. Over Harrison’s head, Magnus
catches Severus’ eye. Severus can’t help swallowing hard, nodding slightly. He doesn’t know if it
is too many glasses of wine or the fact that his first Christmas with his son has been mostly an
unmitigated disaster, but he will allow Magnus to do this. To give Harrison comfort, if he can, or
the truth. Hades knows that he will not hear the truth from me.

“No, little Mage,” Magnus says softly, reaching out and pressing his hand against Harrison’s
shoulder. He moves very slowly as if he already sees the boy’s twitchiness when it comes to touch.
“No one’s power is like yours.”

Severus catches Lupin’s tired eyes. He thinks of what happened in Grimmauld Place, he thinks of
the mage Cage and the terrifying rune sequence Theodore came up with on Skye. He thinks of the
bond between the boys and the extraordinary Patronus. Severus does not want to put his son’s
name in the same sentence as the word ‘mage,’ but he does agree with Magnus’ statement. His
child is unique. It is the most daunting thing to ever happen to him.

“But … but you said you were almost a Mage,” Harrison presses desperately. Theodore sits beside
him, gently rubbing circles on his back and Severus tries his best not to frown. Lupin’s eyes follow
the movement of Theodore’s hand like a predator watching prey. “What does that mean?”

“My parentage, you might say, was mixed,” Magnus says, slowly, twisting one of the rings on his
hand. It is a huge jade stone, set in gold and looks to be about five hundred years old. “This is the
Dee ring,” Magnus says softly, showing his ring hand to Harrison who touches it, reverently. “It
belonged to my father.”

“Your father was a descendent of John Dee?” Lupin blurts out, his eyes switching from Theodore’s
hands on his godson’s back to Magnus’ ring. “That is an extinct magical line!”

“How flattering,” Magnus smiles at Theodore, who is looking at him with the kind of pointed
interest Severus has come to recognise as associated with deep thought. “You have an alternate
theory, do you not, young Nott?”

“Not ancestor,” Theodore whispers. “Father. John Dee … was your father.”

“What?” Lupin spills coffee on his hand and doesn’t even notice, he’s staring at Magnus with a
familiar, intense desire, the same way the young wolf used to look at the Restricted Section of the
Hogwarts Library. “There is no record of you being a child of John Dee!”

“I was … a love child,” Magnus says slowly, his eyes flitting between Harrison and Severus.
Severus will not blush. “A love child and … an experiment.”

“Experiment?” Severus asks, tersely. He thinks of Eileen, of the secrets he has locked away in the
cold basement.

“Yes, the alchemical child of three, extraordinary people,” Magnus says softly, his eyes taking on
both a haunted and a loving look. “My father was a Mage. He wanted to find a way to create more
Mages. My other … parents, for want of a better word, were the best alchemists of their days, a

witch and a daemon.”

“A witch and a daemon, alchemists,” Lupin mutters as if he is trying to put it all together.

“Mary Sidney,” Theodore says softly. “She was the witch.”

“Five points to Slytherin,” Magnus says, toasting Theodore with a gentle smile.

“Daemon alchemists,” Lupin runs a hand through his hair, closing his eyes. “Contemporaries of
Sidney and Dee… not Edward Kelly?”

“Well, Professor Lupin, your reputation precedes you as one of the great scholars of the day,”
Magnus chuckles. “Exactly correct. I am the child of a Mage, a Daemon and a Witch.”

“How is that possible?” Harrison asks, looking utterly nonplussed. “I only just found out that men
can get pregnant, but three people —,”

“It was a complex magical ritual of their own invention, Harry, do not trouble yourself with trying
to imagine it,” Magnus says, shivering theatrically. “I know I don’t.”

“Wait, that means …” Theodore says slowly. “You’re … you’re nearly five hundred years old!”

“Give or take a decade,” Magnus winces, rolling his eyes at Lupin who looks just as staggered as
Theodore. “Teenagers. Anyone over the age of thirty would never shout out a gentleman’s age.”

“You’re so old! You don’t look old, but you’re so old!” Harrison exclaims. “You’re even older
than Dumbledore!”

“Thank you, Young Snape,” Magnus sighs, rolling his eyes. “Much appreciated.”

“Mister Bane has taken care of the Black’s for generations,” Kreacher croaks, placing a plate of
god-damn mini treacle tarts on the coffee table. Severus eyes them with dislike and watches in
amazement as Harrison proceeds to stuff three into his face. How can he possibly not be sick of

these yet? “Mister Bane always cares for the children of the House of Black. He will care for
Master, just as he cared for my Mistress’ young Heir.”

“Sirius?” Harrison asks, frowning.

“No,” Kreacher snarls at the name, and Lupin can’t seem to stop himself from growling back, as if
something inside him has to rise up to protect the name of his former lover. Pathetic.

“Kreacher refers to the second son,” Magnus explains, popping a mini treacle tart into his mouth
and smiling happily. “With whom I was briefly acquainted.”

Severus stares at Magnus Bane, unable to stop the steady boiling of unprecedented rage. Regulus.
Magnus, who is over four hundred years old. Briefly acquainted. Severus stares at Magnus Bane
and feels hatred that has had eighteen years old to fester and curdle to poison, bubbling up.

“Briefly acquainted? Is that what you call it?” Severus hisses, trying to keep the words to the
killing curse out of his mouth. “He was seventeen years old!”

“Ah,” Magnus sips his martini and winces. “I had wondered if this might come up.”

“If what might come up?” Harrison asks blankly.

Severus cannot answer him, cannot even look at his child who reminds him so much of Lily, not
when his mind is full to the brim of Regulus. Regulus and Magnus. He cannot stop it from spilling
out, cannot stop the words pouring out of his mouth of the way the Prince magic twists in the
shadows to tether Magnus to the seat he sits in.

“He was barely an adult when he came to you and you were over four hundred and fifty years his
senior?” Severus growls. “What in the hell were you thinking?”

“Okay, Severus,” Lupin says, standing rapidly and cross over to stand between Severus’ wand and
Magnus, sloshing his coffee on his cardigan as he does. “Let’s calm down.”

“What is he talking about?” Harrison presses.

“Severus, my dear, do you really wish me to discuss my relationship with Star?” Magnus gestures
to the teenagers around him, “in this context?”

“His name was Regulus,” Severus snarls, hating Magnus and his insipid, stupid nicknames for
everyone. In the kitchen, Severus hears the sound of Kreacher dropping a plate, no doubt just to
drawn attention to himself. “And you took advantage —,”

“Be careful in your accusations, my dear,” Magnus holds up a finger and his eyes are suddenly
angry, full of fire. “I am an ancient being with Mage blood who cannot die a natural death. I am
everybody’s senior. How I conduct my intimacies are my own business.”

“Then you should not have included my lover in them!” Severus snaps without thinking.

“Severus!” Lupin hisses, grabbing Severus’ wand arm and pushing it against the side of his body
with that surprising werewolf strength.

“Your lover? You slept with Sirius’ brother?” Harrison exclaims, twisting around on the sofa to
stare at Severus. “Fuck, no wonder he hates you so much.”

“I will not tolerate lewdness, Harrison!” Severus barks, unable to look at his son and trying
desperately not to blush.

“You’re the one who fucked Sirius’ brother,” Harrison mutters, slumping down on the sofa.

“Language!” Severus snaps but feels redness rising in his cheeks. He wants to object, to tell the
boy that he did not just fuck Regulus, that he loved him, that he had planned to marry him but none
of those things is appropriate or helpful so he swallows them down.

“That’s enough, Harry,” Lupin says. Lupin is frowning at him, questions in his amber eyes. They
have never, ever spoken of Regulus. Not even on that night of tears and desperation in 1982.

“Wait, wait,” Theodore interrupts, staring at Magnus with those slippery, silver eyes. “Are you
saying that … that Harry can’t die a natural death?”

“Like that’s a problem,” Harrison rolls his eyes mulishly.

“Stop it,” Theodore says quietly before Severus can berate him, and Severus sees the boy wince as
Theodore pinches the back of his hand. Severus can’t stop himself from catching Lupin’s eye.
There is worry there, too. We need to talk about this.

“Is that accurate?” Lupin turns to Magnus. “Is Harry’s life expectancy similar to yours?”

“I couldn’t say,” Magnus says, his eyes flickering up to Severus who feels a pool of dread in his
stomach. What’s going to happen to him? How will my child bear the weight of immortality? How
can I prepare him for that? “But Mage’s do not die if they are not killed.”

“Which is not going to be a problem!” Harrison says crossly. “Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?”

“Perhaps because we don’t want to entertain the possibility of your murder!” Severus snaps back.

“Really?” Harrison’s eyes gleam brutally green, as bright as the killing curse. “Because you’ve
seemed alright with it for the last four years.”

“You were not my heir then,” Severus hisses back.

“I was, actually,” Harrison rolls his eyes.

“So we are all aware, then, that this child is yours?” Magnus interrupts, looking between all of
them with interest. “How then, do we explain this?”

He drops a newspaper onto the table and Severus looks in disgust at the picture on the front page.
They have somehow dragged up a portrait of Black, Potter and Harrison as a baby, all looking
happy and laughing into the camera. The headline is particularly odious: A YULETIDE MIRACLE Harry Potter an ORPHAN no more!

“Dumbledore,” Harrison says, lifting the plate of treacle tarts and slamming it down heavily on the

front page. Severus can’t help but approve.

“Ah,” Magnus looks at Severus, nodding slowly. “He has plans for you, I presume?”

“He has plans for all of us,” Severus sneers.

Suddenly, as if summoned, a piece of parchment appears in midair, a phoenix feather drifting
through the air.

“Shit!” Harrison exclaims, jumping back from it. “Is he watching us?”

“He is not like Beetlejuice, Harrison,” Severus says tiredly, opening the piece of paper. “And
language.”

“You know Beetlejuice?” The boy looks at him in amazement as Theodore catches the feather,
running his fingers up it thoughtfully.

“Yes. You will not use that in potions,” Severus says sharply and Theodore nods in pretend
submission, what Severus has come to recognise as a classic Harrison gesture. That wily child is
rubbing off on Apollonius’ son.

“What does he say?” Lupin asks warily. Severus gives the brief note his attention:

The goblins and I will accompany Harry to the Silver Hall on Sunday morning for a meeting with
Sirius and the Minister of Magic. You will not be able to accompany us, but Remus is more than
welcome. I shall arrive at Spinner’s End at 9 am. A.D.

“Damn,” Severus mutters, handing the note to Lupin and looking at his child. “Your presence is
required at the Silver Hall on the weekend. You need to meet with your godfather and the minister
for Magic. The Headmaster will accompany you. Obviously, myself and Theodore will not be able
to join.”

“Great,” the boy moans, flopping his forehead against Theodore’s shoulder. “Just effing great.”

“Must I continuously remind you about your language?” Severus snaps, watching Lupin’s face
drain of colour as he reads the note. Clearly, the notion of facing his former lover after he killed his
godson is daunting. Severus would quite like the opportunity to stand in front of Black in shackles
and taunt him about his own failings, but Severus is distracted from this pleasant thought by
Harrison giving him a gimlet green glare and hissing furiously in parseltongue.

“This is a bad idea,” Lupin sighs, handing the note to Harrison who immediately hands it to
Theodore, without even looking at his godfather. Lupin is still not forgiven. Lupin notices and
stiffens slightly but continues to speak to Severus. “Harry still can’t manage all of his power and he
is not a competent occlumens, he can’t protect himself against Albus and I can’t either.”

“Harry is right here,” Harrison mumbles, face still pressed against Theodore’s shoulder, who is
stroking his hair in such an absent, casual way that Severus actually feels a twinge of envy. Am I
really envying my child’s boyfriend for the easy affection that they share? Really? “Harry can take
care of his fucking self.”

“Not without flinging untested Heir or Mage magic around,” Severus snaps, “and if you curse one
more time in front of me I’ll …”

“What?” Harrison’s head shoots up and his eyes glitter dangerously. “You’ll parent me?”

Severus is reminded of their angry exchange the first night in the cottage in Skye. The last fucking
thing I need is someone who pretends to care about me. Severus is starting to believe that the
opposite is true. This is a child who would not know real adult care if it hit him in the face with a
cauldron.

“I will … withhold my permission for you to learn any axe combat from the goblins or from your
Anzar,” Severus says, raising his eyebrows. His son glares at him, his mouth open slightly as if he
did not expect Severus to find something he could take away from him. Your choice, you insolent,
stubborn guarded brat. You are not the only one who can be wily.

“What about me?” Magnus asks, suddenly, twirling his martini glass in his fingers. “I can protect
you, Harry.”

“What?” Severus snarls, just as Lupin says: “How?”

“I have certain … abilities,” Magnus sips his drink slowly. “If I accompany Harry to the Silver
Hall, I can shield his mind from intruders. It will also give me a few days to give Harry a little
more insight into his abilities.”

“I thought you said you weren’t like him,” Theodore asks quietly. Severus notices he is clasping
Harrison’s hand tightly.

“My father was a Mage, a true one, just like Harry is,” Magnus looks at Theodore softly. “I can
help him learn. I promise.”

It seems to mollify Theodore but not Severus, because Magnus has implied he is staying and
Severus does not enjoy that implication.

“A few days?” Severus comments, feeling like his stomach is full of lead.

“If you don’t mind the company, Severus,” Magnus says, smirking irritably.

“That sounds like a good idea,” Lupin says slowly.

“It sounds like a terrible idea,” Severus snarls. The house is already full of people he dislikes, one
more might just push him over the edge.

“I think it sounds good,” Harrison shrugs. “I’ve only got a week before school starts again. Seems
like I should learn some sh — some stuff whilst I have the chance.” Harrison grimaces slightly and
Severus feels a thrill of triumph. He must really want to learn to wield an axe. The thought is only
mildly horrifying.

“That’s reasonable logic,” Lupin grips Severus’ arm, drawing his attention. Severus looks into the
man’s face. It bears the classic signs of protective wolf and Severus groans internally. He knows
he doesn’t have a chance in hell of talking down Lupin when he’s like this. “It’s only a few days,
Severus. We can do it for a few days.”

“We?” Severus hisses, wrenching his arm away and lowering his voice to a whisper so the
teenagers and Magnus cannot hear him. “We? How would you feel if it was bloody Shacklebolt?”

“I would feel terrible,” Lupin answers quickly, his voice a biting whisper. “But it would be better
than how I feel right now, having let Harry down this evening. Don’t do it, Severus.”

Severus stares at Lupin, letting all his resentment and frustration bubble up inside him for Lupin to
read on his face. Lupin stares back, eyebrows raised. His mind has always been impossible for
Severus to read, werewolves all are, but his face is as legible to Severus as words on a page. Do it
for your son.

“Fine,” Severus bites out, ignoring the way the elf in the kitchen does a little skip of joy to hear his
assent before re-filling Magnus' martini glass. The elf even shuffles over with a wine glass for
Severus, which he has never, ever done before. Severus takes it but is not consoled. He glares at
Magnus, pouring as much hate and threat into his voice and eyes as physically possible. “But you
will not train him alone, understand? Either I or Lupin shall always be with you and not a word, and
I mean a word, about Regulus.”

“Agreed,” Magnus says quickly, toasting him with his martini with an obnoxious grin on his face.
“Very fair terms, Severus.”

Sweet Merlin and Circe, I’m stuck in a house I hate with two men I despise and two teenagers who
despise me, Severus thinks bleakly. That’s even without the deadly pixie, the maniacal house-elf
and the bloody snake. Lupin seems equally galled. They look at one another with a briefly stunned
expression and Severus feels an immediately recognisable sensation of how equally out of their
depth they both feel. You are not doing this alone, Severus.

“Can’t that be a general rule?” Harrison pipes up, from where he is now lolling completely against
Theodore like he is a part of the sofa. Theodore has taken up Lupin’s book that Harrison got him
for Christmas and is reading it whilst absently stroking the other boy’s hair. “That we don’t
mention our exes? Dead or otherwise?”

“That would not be possible, I’m afraid,” Magnus says cheerily. “Nearly everyone I know has been
my sexual partner at some point.”

“Circe, could you not?” Severus snarls and then glares at Harrison and the way he is sprawled
against Theodore’s body. “Must you treat him like furniture?”

“He’s fine where he is, thank you,” Theodore mutters quietly, not removing his eyes from the book
or his arm from around Harrison.

“Really?” Harrison asks Magnus with interest. “Are any of your exes dead?”

“Oh, hundreds,” Magnus answers, with an indulgent grin. “And you?”

“Only one,” Harrison answers, abominably cheerfully, with a shrug of his shoulders. “But I only
have one ex, and …”

“And I’m not going anywhere,” Theodore supplies easily but his eyes slip up to glare pointedly at
Lupin, who growls ever so softly under the cover of taking a gulp of his coffee.

“Oh really?” Magnus twists the Dee ring on his finger and looks between the teenagers
thoughtfully like he is reading words written in the air between them. Severus feels a slight
warmth, the power of Magnus’ magic radiating gently over towards him. It is not as fierce as
Harrison’s, as violent or as sudden. It is more like a warm breeze against the skin. “You are … not
courting, exactly, you are …” he waves his fingers in the air as if trying to pick something out of it.
“Bonded? Somehow … unusually.” Magnus’ eyes flicker with excitement. “Aha. Fidelity.
Interesting. Very interesting.”

“Oh Sweet Merlin,” Severus mutters to Lupin, who has actually gripped Severus’ arm in surprise
or worry, Severus isn’t sure which. “I am sure that I don’t need to explain why that is absolutely
confidential.”

As if we didn’t have enough secrets to manage, now we have more people to manage them, too. It
goes against every rule of spying that Severus has ever been taught. Trust no-one, tell no-one. Yet
there is something about Harrison, about his infernal spinning top of a magical child, that defies
every rule. Harrison gathers people and Severus has never disliked anything more. However, it
does remind him, sweetly and painfully, like a playful bite from a kitten, of Lily.

“Oh yeah,” Harrison nods eagerly. “You can’t tell people this shi — stuff,” he looks up at Severus
guiltily. Severus rolls his eyes, nodding slightly. He will allow a pass, for a moment.

“Of course,” Magnus nods gently. “You last paramour died, Harry?”

“Yep, Voldyshorts got him,” Harrison nods quickly. Severus sees the tension in his shoulders,
despite his glib wording. He feels Lupin pause in his noisy sipping of coffee. The child does not
talk about Diggory in front of them, not since the confrontation in his quarters with Black, and
wasn't that a fucking disaster.

“Terrible nickname,” Theodore mutters, stroking Harrison’s hair as he reads. Severus stares at the
gentle movement of it, the way Theodore gives his son comfort so effortlessly. Can parents ever
learn to do that?

“Ah. Tom,” Magnus’ face darkens and the martini glass that he has been twirling between his
fingers stops moving. “He has crossed his final bridge then. He has killed a child.”

“Cedric wasn’t a child,” Harrison’s voice is suddenly sharp. Perhaps it is the mournful tone in
Magnus’ voice when he speaks about the Dark Lord as if he was a person who was once a long
way away from madness and sociopathy, but Harrison’s eyes have taken on a familiar green
darkness that Severus has come to associate with a unique type of rage. “He was seventeen, and
besides, it’s not a bridge he just crossed. He tried to kill me when I was a baby, when I was eleven,
when I was twelve, last summer…”

“Intention matters, of course, you are right,” Magnus says, nodding gently at the boy. “But action
matters in magic, Harry. There are laws of the universe, laws that those who came before us laid
down. The sacrificial murder of children … it carries its own weight,” Magnus’ eyes are bleak
suddenly. “Upon a soul.”

“No,” Harrison shakes his head. “Tom didn’t kill Cedric. Not personally. So it’s not his soul. I’m
… I’m the one who will be on his soul.”

“Will be?” Magnus asks it lightly but his eyes flicker to Severus in a silent question. Severus waits
with bated breath. His son jokes about this and makes sarcastic comments endlessly, but this will
be the first time he has heard the words spoken without the guise of humour.

“Eventually,” the green-eyed boy shrugs his thin shoulders carelessly. “One day. It’ll be him.”

Lupin is gripping Severus’ arm so tightly he can barely feel it. Theodore has not turned a page and
his eyes have stopped moving over the words. His hand is still stroking Harrison’s hair
rhythmically and Severus wonders, with a distant appreciation, if Theodore is trying to keep
Harrison calm, hoping not to alert him to how everyone in the room is holding their breath,
listening to a teenager admit he is suicidal.

“Him?” Magnus asks, voice perfectly light and unaffected, smile genuine. Severus feels a swell of
unwanted gratitude for this man’s unflappable veneer, that he is allowing his child space to speak
without scaring him. “You are sure it shall be Tom?”

“Pretty sure,” Harrison sighs as if this is all merely tiresome and smiles at Magnus ruefully. “Have
you ever had anyone who really wants to kill you? Like, wants to kill you so much they would
probably save your life just so they could kill you?”

“Oh yes,” Magnus nods fervently. “An ex of mine, come to think of it. Camille is … vindictive but
immortal beings often are. Vampire!” Magnus adds in a theatrical whisper when Harrison looks
confused. Harrison giggles, actually giggles like a real child and Severus feels a twist of something
in his chest. Beside him, Lupin lets out the smallest of whines. Severus suddenly wants to ask him
if he’s ever heard that laugh before. Theodore smirks indulgently and Severus knows that he has.
There is so much to this boy that we don’t see.

“Well, like, when someone wants to kill you that much, you just … you know they’re weirdly
going to protect you,” Harrison says, swallowing his giggles. “Like, on my birthday, right? I got no
presents or letters or anything, except from Theo,” Harrison briefly grins up at Theodore who
continues to pretend to be reading. Severus briefly admires his self-control and then realises that
Theodore has had the practice. He knows how to talk to my child better than anyone else alive.
“But then, I got this note from Tom.”

“Oh, God,” Lupin whispers, so softly only Severus can hear. He takes hold of where Lupin is
grabbing and pulls him back so they are further away from Harrison, behind him where he cannot
see them and still in the line of Magnus’ eyes.

“Say nothing,” Severus breathes.

“What if he says —?” Lupin whimpers.

“We have to know,” Severus hisses gently.

Whatever it is, we have to know.

“From Tom? My, my, what was it?” Magnus asks jokily. “A two-page monologue about his
enduring power and skill? He loved to talk of his own accomplishments.”

“He totally does that!” Harrison exclaims happily. “In first year, he told me how weak I was and
then I totally burned his face off, and then, in second year, he told me I was going to die, all alone,
and there was nothing special about me and then I like, stabbed him,” Harrison’s face scrunches up

suddenly. “It’s hard to explain.”

“I imagine he had much to say to you in the summer,” Magnus rolls his eyes stagily. “Freshly
resurrected, I imagine he couldn’t shut up.”

“You have no idea, he’s such a whiny dick,” Harrison rolls his eyes back and Severus feels like his
breath is caught in his lungs. He knows the story of his son’s encounter in the graveyard second
hand, but he has never imagined that he would hear these words from the child’s own lips. Not
without veritaserum. “I was tied to this gravestone and that was shit, but the thing that made it
worse was he kept talking about himself! I kept thinking, ‘God, shut up and fucking kill me
already!’”

Harrison laughs and so does Magnus. Severus thinks that Lupin might be trying not to sob.
Theodore is smiling gently, and still stroking Harrison’s hair. In his own mind, Severus says:
language. His son curses fluently, easily, but Severus does not think it would be fair to punish him
for words about the Dark Lord that are nothing but true.

“Whiny dick might be the best moniker you have come up with,” Theodore says softly, kissing
Severus’ son’s hair with such tenderness that Severus can’t help a flicker of thankfulness that, in
this awful recounting of a near-death experience, his child has comfort.

“Tom was always one for words,” Magnus shakes his head, sighing theatrically. “And
performances.”

“Oh yeah,” Harrison rolls his eyes. “He couldn’t just kill me, he had to fucking play.”

A little bit of creeping disgust seeps into Harrison’s tone and for a moment, Severus thinks that
Harrison will realise what he’s talking about and stop, fall silent and bury it like Severus believes
he usually does, but Magnus’ eyes are sharp.

“Oh, Tom, the endless theatrics,” Magnus waves his hands in a flowery way, rolling his head as if
it is the drollest thing he has heard. “I imagine he had a whole little show set up for you?”

“Yep,” Harrison grins, his ease returning. “Death Eater’s in the front row, cruciatus curses, the
imperius curse, and the whole time, he was pretending like he was teaching me to duel. Like,
what’s the fucking point? Does he think I’m stupid? Like, I don’t know he’s about to fucking kill
me?”

“Tom does not have the sharpest observation skills,” Magnus sighs as if it’s not worth commenting
on the fact that Harrison has admitted to curses a child should never endure and horrible, public
torture.

“He’s arrogant,” Harrison comments sharply. “Malfoy would have had me,” Harrison says
emphatically, “he was behind me, I was in his wand range, there was no way he would have
missed, but Tom was screaming that I was his and they weren’t allowed to and I …” Harrison
shrugs. “Got away.”

Lucius, Severus realises dazedly. Lucius tried to kill my child. I am sworn to protect the life of his.

“And now you are subject to pesky notes on your birthday!” Magnus exclaims. “It’s just so typical.
What did he have to say for himself?”

Harrison’s face shrouds slightly and he looks at Theodore briefly. The other boy merely stares
back. He knows, Severus realises.

“Not much,” Harrison shrugs tensely. Severus thinks this is something even Magnus Bane, with
his sly, relaxed demeanour will not be able to prise from the boy. “But the thing is, I kept it.”

“You value his words?”

“No,” Harrison scoffs. “But he … he’s got a plan, right? I’m living on his plan, that’s all.”

Harrison flops back down against Theodore, letting the other boy hold him close. Severus feels like
his heart has stopped. All of Albus’ planning, all of Albus’ secret meetings and long discussions
about how the child must not know about the Department of Mysteries, about the secrets within it
and the implications of his birth have ultimately been for nothing. The child knows what’s
happening to him, even if he does not have the correct words. He knows, Severus realises, because
he is the one living it.

“Tom did always have a way of making everything about him,” Magnus sighs dramatically. “So
selfish.”

“Yeah! Pretty much,” Harrison laughs. “I mean, he’s scary, he’s fucking awful but … like, I know
him? Weirdly? He’s … he’s been around a long time. Do you get like that, with your friend?
They’re a total dick but also, they’re kind of how you measure your life?”

“Yes,” Magnus smiles fondly and sadly. “Exactly. Though I have to say, as my ex and a vampire, I
got considerably more out of the good times of my relationship with Camille than I think you get
out of your acquaintance with Tom.”

“Too fucking right,” Harrison grumbles. “He’s so annoying.”

Severus stares at his son. No one, he is absolutely certain, no one on the planet has referred to the
Dark Lord as ‘so annoying.’ It is too familiar, it is too intimate. To be annoyed by someone a
person must first be bored. To be bored, a person must spend time with the source of their
boredom. The connection between them, Severus realises with a horrible jolt of clarity. He can hear
Lupin breathing heavily beside him, as if he too, is coming to a nasty realisation. How much time is
my child spending with the Dark Lord’s mind?

“Oh yes, he could be, even as a young man,” Magnus says, sighing heavily.

“I remember,” Harrison nods. “The wraith, in second year, it was a sixteen-year-old Tom. He was a
prefect, and sort of flawless, and a lot like me.”

“Like you?” Magnus says softly. “I don’t think so, but my memory might be patchy.”

“Just in essentials, he was like us, really.” Harrison reaches up and pokes Theodore in the neck,
who grabs his finger and holds onto it. Theodore’s eyes lift briefly to meet Severus’ eyes. Severus
feels the ferocity of Theodore’s protectiveness there, the criticism inside it. You told him he was
like the Dark Lord for bonding me. You have no idea how much he sees himself in this maniac. You
made it worse, not better.

“No family, no home, just Hogwarts. That’s what I thought when I first met him and then … well,”
Harrison shrugs. “He proved me wrong.”

“Again and again, Tom proves all of us wrong and all of us right,” Magnus says, sipping his drink.
“You think he will prove you right and do away with you soon?”

It’s such a blunt question that Severus feels Lupin flinch beside him, he sees Theodore tense and
the poor boy cannot seem to stop himself from pausing in his stroking of Harrison’s hair.

“It doesn’t matter when,” Harrison huffs out. “Not really, because as long as he’s around he’ll want
to kill me, and as long as I’m around, he’ll want to kill me. It’s not like, destiny, it’s worse.”
Harrison crinkles his nose. “We’re stuck, basically. He’s stuck with me being alive and I’m stuck
with him wanting me dead.”

Severus feels icy cold and he feels Lupin stiffen beside him. He knows, horribly and definitely,
that they are thinking of the same thing. The mother fucking prophecy.

“Well, that’s quite a conundrum,” Magnus says easily. “What do you say I help you with getting
out of it?”

“Dunno how you can do that, but if you could arrange for Tom to fall off a cliff or something, or
get your vampire ex to drain all his blood, that would be awesome,” Harrison says, grinning from
ear to ear. “Before he gets to me, preferably, though I’m not above a little revenge killing. Or at
least, in this instance, Theo and Hermione won’t be.”

Does he presume that only Theodore and Granger would avenge him? Severus feels a coldness
settle inside his bones, an unexpected resolve that reminds him of the day he found Eileen’s body. I
will make sure my child knows that I will avenge his death if nothing else.

“Well, if it must be him or you, then I shall endeavour to put my efforts behind ensuring his
demise,” Magnus nods formally and drains his glass. “Does that suit?”

“Yep,” Harrison grins up at Theo. “Could be worse, yeah?”

“Oh yes, much worse,” Theodore says drily. “We could all be dead already.”

“What are you talking about?” Harrison punches Theodore lightly on the shoulder. “That would be
better, idiot. Peace and quiet, no wars to fight. I bet they have a shit ton of books in the afterlife.”

“Oh really?” Theodore drawls. “What if it's all brooms and Quidditch? You’ll be happy and I will
be miserable.”

“You’d have forever to learn!” Harrison exclaims. “You’d like it eventually.”

“I would honestly rather face the Dark Lord here than learn Quidditch for all eternity,” Theodore
says, pulling a face that Severus completely agrees with.

“I have it on good source that the great beyond is a world full of its own adventures,” Magnus
laughs quietly. “A far green country under a swift sunrise.”

“Yes! Yes, like that!” Harrison gestures wildly to Theodore. “That’s what I saw! In the magic!
When I was, y’know —,”

“When you were what?” Magnus asks pleasantly.

“Well, when I was a bit dead,” Harrison looks at Magnus a little sheepishly. “I was a bit dead last
week. I did see something like that, then.”

“Sweet fucking Merlin,” Lupin whispers beside him.

“Shut up,” Severus hisses back. My child did not see the land beyond. It did not happen. I shall not
accept it.

“I thought you didn’t see anything,” Theodore says in a bored tone that Severus doesn’t entirely
buy. “On account of your heart not beating.”

“You just don’t like things you can’t find in books,” Harrison rolls his eyes at Magnus.

“Near-death experiences of the afterlife are speculative at best,” Theodore scowls. “Your brain was
dying and it produced something entertaining —,”

“Like a TV?” Harrison quips. “You’re saying my dying brain is a TV?”

“You’re dying brain is probably an enigma, idiot,” Theodore says, flicking Harrison in the
forehead. “Speaking of dying brains, time to sleep.”

“I’m not tired,” Harrison frowns.

"Heir Nott is right," Kreacher croaks from the kitchen, where he is holding out a glass of water.
"Master must sleep if he is to defeat the snake-nosed Lord and maintain the honour of the House of
Black."

"Priorities," Harrison mutters and rolls his eyes at Magnus but obeys his elf. Severus holds Lupin
completely still. He suddenly has a distinct impression that Harrison has forgotten they are there.
He watches as his son reaches down and scoops up a handful of mini treacle tarts. He watches as
he crosses to the kitchen, taking the glass of water from Kreacher who is there, looking oddly redeyed, to chivvy his Master into the corridor. My child, my son, best cared for by a sodding houseelf.
Oddly, it is Regulus' voice that fills his mind. Like father like son, Severus.
Severus finds his feet moving after him, can hear Lupin behind him whispering to Theodore:
“Give them a moment.” He feels Lupin on the other side of the door, pushing it closed gently,
giving him privacy for this moment. Damn you and your thoughtfulness, Lupin.

“Harrison,” Severus says, his throat tight as he stands at the foot of the stairs, looking up at his son
and his elf, who seems to have an armful of the Quality Street chocolates that the lady from the
pub left as a gift with Harrison’s treacle tarts resting on top.

“Yeah?” Harrison’s eyes are sleepy, slightly shuttered. Severus wonders if Magnus performed
some type of unrecognisable spell to make his son more loquacious.

“You … you …” Severus falters. The million things he wants to say are suddenly impossible to
form into proper sentences. You believe death is a better alternative to your life. You are not
seeking death actively but you will walk into it because you believe it is your destiny. You are a
Mage who could live for a thousand years yet you do not believe you will live to see your
adulthood.

“Yeah?” Harrison prompts again, his eyes getting sharper.

“You did not receive a gift from me today,” Severus says slowly, thinking of his past, of Eileen. Of
what it means to be a Prince. “In … our family, we have traditions.”

“Oh?” Harrison takes a sip of his glass of water, reaching down to take an unwrapped quality street
out of the outstretched hand of his elf. They move like this, Severus has noticed, with an innate
awareness he has never seen between a human and elf that is frankly uncanny. “I thought you
didn’t do Yule or Christmas.”

“We do not,” Severus swallows. “This is more for … birthdays, and you had a birthday recently.”

“In July,” Harrison frowns.

“Yes, well, in July your birthdays were irrelevant to me,” Severus says, unable to stop himself
from snapping. Oddly, it seems to put Harrison at ease and he rolls his eyes, huffing softly.

“Fine, fine, what’s the tradition?” He grumbles.

“We gift … secrets,” Severus says cautiously. “We gift secrets that the other person asks of us.”

“You want to give me a secret for Christmas?” Harrison furrows his brow. “Now?”

“No,” Severus swallows hard. “You … can decide on the secret, or the nature of the truth you wish
known. You can ask it of me, any time before next Yule.”

“Just one?” Harrison stares at Snape, tilting his head to the side in a way that reminds Severus
painfully, somehow, of Eileen. Goodwill, Severus.

“If you wish it, I could give you … three,” Severus says, thinking of the last time they played what
Harrison calls ‘the question game.’

“Three,” Harrison nods. “Do I have to do it in return?”

“No,” Severus shakes his head. “It is a gift.”

“Oh. Okay,” Harrison eats his chocolate slowly. He takes a sip of water. “But it’s … a family
thing, right?”

“It is a tradition of my family,” Severus says softly. “It is my way of honouring it to gift it to you as
my … Heir.”

Harrison nods slowly, looks down into his glass thoughtfully.

“Can you take points for things that happened in past academic years?” He asks, abruptly.

“No,” Severus responds slowly, wondering what he is up to.

“Dobby stole the gillyweed for me for the second task, Mad-Eye-Moody-Crouch told him how to
get it,” Harrison says firmly.

“What?” Severus asks blankly.

“Hermione stole the boomslang skin in second year, we brewed polyjuice potion to break into the
Slytherin common room. We pretended to be Crabbe and Goyle to spy on Malfoy.”

“You pretended to be —?” Severus looks at his child in astonishment, but the boy is not finished.

“I was in Hogsmeade in third year and I did throw snowballs at Malfoy’s head,” Harrison sips his
water. “I snuck in under the invisibility cloak. Ron and Remus covered for me.”

Severus stares at his son. Holy merlin, if I could have proven any of this Slytherin would have won
the house cup every year since his arrival.

“Why?” Severus asks, finally.

“Three secrets I’ve kept from you over the years,” Harrison shrugs, turning to walk up the stairs,
the elf giving Severus a strange nod before following him. “Happy Christmas-Yule or whatever.”

“Happy Christmas-Yule, Harrison,” Severus says absently, watching his impossible rule-breaking
child climb up the stairs. Even if it’s not in his genetics, he’s a Marauder through and bloody
through. He hears the door opening behind him and suddenly Theodore is brushing past him to
climb the stairs.

“Theodore,” Severus says quietly. The boy stops on the stairs, facing the other way. Severus can
feel his anger. Harrison revealed his self-destructive impulses and Severus said nothing. From the
way Theodore acted, he has clearly been carrying this alone. Severus does not know what he can
say to make it better, to change the fact that these two teenagers feel abandoned. They are clinging
to each other, as I clung to Lily. Can I blame him for hating me for suggesting they should not? “I
… shall not speak to Harrison about the bond anymore. Not until you are both ready to speak about
it.”

Theodore doesn’t turn to look at him, but Severus sees a slight lessening of the tension in the
sixteen-year-old shoulders. So young to be carrying so fucking much.

“Good,” Theodore says curtly, then he disappears upstairs. Severus turns and walks back into the
living room on shaky legs. Magnus has moved and is sitting on the sofa, one hand rubbing Lupin’s
back as he is hunched over and sobbing. Magnus looks up at Severus as he closes the door quietly,
waving his hand so that a bottle of fresh whisky and three tumblers appear on the table. Severus
nods and sits in Magnus’ vacated chair, pouring them all drinks. Lupin looks up with red eyes.

“Severus,” he whispers. “We failed him. The most consistent adult in his life is
Lord-fucking-Voldemort.”

“That is not precisely accurate,” Severus sighs, taking a huge gulp of whisky and praising every
deity he knows of for the miracle that is malted liquor. “He merely finds consistency in his …
attentions.”

“Because he has had no positive consistent attention!” Lupin growls, and Magnus pushes a tumbler
into his hand as if he believes alcohol will subdue the wolf. On the contrary, Severus thinks,
remembering 1982.

“The past is the past,” Magnus says, waving his hand and swirling the scotch in his glass. “You
cannot mourn it and be helpful. Harry must mourn it, certainly, but we must be productive in how
we move forward.”

“We?” Severus asks, drolly.

“Yes,” Magnus fixes his cat-like stare on Severus’ face and Severus feels his ferocity. “I have
guarded and guided the Heirs to the House of Black since one of the Black daughters got with child
on Robert bloody Dudley of all people in the 1570’s. I will not stop now.”

Severus stares at him and feels the ancient pressure of his legacy. Magnus Bane, friend of the
House of Black and now, a guardian to his son. This is what it means to parent the Boy-who-Lived.
Severus nods stiffly.

“Good,” Magnus lifts his glass and presses it gently against Severus’ in a quiet acknowledgement
of this small pact, this small concession of goodwill. “Then we have plans to make.”

“Plans?” Lupin says brokenly, taking a long glug of whisky. He will be in pain tomorrow.

“Yes,” Magnus looks at them both solemnly. “We are going to help that child live and more
importantly, we are going to find a way for him to believe that he can live.”

Severus feels the first swell of relief. It is not quite hope, Severus does not know if he can even feel
hope, but it is enough. It is possibility.

“Yes,” Lupin whispers, closing his eyes. “Yes, please, Gods.”

“In my experience, it does not help to ask of those above that which we are not prepared to do for
ourselves,” Magnus says sharply. “So, wizard, wolf,” he looks pointedly at Severus and Lupin in
turn. “Tell me everything there is to know about Harry Potter-Black-Snape and the Dark Lord.
They are connected, that much is clear. Tell me how.”

He shares a look with Lupin and knows that it is time to share the worst thing he has ever done. He
is mildly relieved that the person he is forced to confess to Magnus Bane, a man whose good
opinion he does not care a whit for, and that Lupin is here. Lupin, who the last time he heard about
Severus’ involvement in Potter and Lily’s untimely demise in 1982, had pressed Severus against
the wall and fucked him senseless. So even though it causes him pain, even though he feels an
ancient dragging of self-disgust inside him as he pulls the words out of him, he speaks. Here we go
again.

“There was a prophecy made in 1980 …”
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“Are you ready for this?” Lupin asks, standing on the path outside the front of the house and
watching Harry throw a spongey rubber ball, the size of the quaffle but easier to catch, to Kreacher.

“Sure. Are you?” Harry frowns as Kreacher catches the ball and throws it back deliberately too
hard so Harry barely catches it in his shaking fingers. “Hey! You don’t get a point for that.”

“If Master expects to catch tiny snitches again, Master must catch stupid muggle ball,” Kreacher
growls, scrunching his fingers and staring at Harry with avid eyes. He has taken to joining in with
Harry’s physical therapy over the last few days, mainly, Harry thinks, because it gives him
opportunities to have a genuine reason to throw things at Harry’s head or watch him suffer.

“You catch the stupid muggle ball,” Harry mutters, throwing it back at Kreacher with all the
strength he can muster. Kreacher catches it, but falls on his bottom in the grass, glaring at Harry.

“Master gets minus two points for that,” Kreacher snaps. “Cheater.”

“I don’t cheat I’m just better — ouch!” Harry rubs his knee, which Kreacher has pelted with the
ball glaring at the elf who is staring back with a sadistic grin.

“Point to Kreacher,” the elf cackles.

“Enough of that for now,” Remus says, “practice grip strength for a while.”

Remus waves his wand and the ball is suddenly the size of Harry’s palm and Harry picks it up,
squeezing and releasing the squidgy surface with effort, straining with each clench and eyeballing
Kreacher, who is counting silently, eyes fixed on Harry’s hand. Harry grits his teeth. Any less than
twenty clenches and Harry will owe Kreacher twenty galleons with an extortionate fifty percent
confectionary expenditure. Harry is determined that he won’t get it. Theo will fucking kill me if
Kreacher buys ten galleons worth of tangfastics.

“You’re getting better,” Remus comments, as Harry finally stops at twenty, taking a shuddering
breath and grinning at Kreacher, who is rolling his eyes muttering about how Harry is a ‘dirty
trickster.’ “What do you mean, am I ready?”

“I’ve already seen Sirius since Grimmauld Place,” Harry shrugs, tossing the stress ball back to
Remus. Kreacher brushes past Harry on his way to the kitchen, grumbling about Master’s need to
hydrate. “You haven’t.”

“And?” Remus smiles at him softly, but his eyes stay tense. Harry sits down on the doorstep and
tries to choose his words carefully. They haven’t had a proper conversation about the firebolt yet.
Harry’s been putting it off. Harry’s been surprisingly busy, between daily physical therapy sessions
with Remus and Magic theory lessons with Magnus that are basically odd, long conversations
where they occasionally throw magic at one another just to test the sounds of it and follow the
song. Theo often sits in on these lessons, reading in the corner, and either Remus sits in and
comments occasionally or Snape stands on the edge, observing and saying nothing. Bill has come
to the house a couple of times to get Harry used to handling his axe, at the moment just learning
how to throw it at the stump in the garden. It’s a weird pattern, these days that revolve around
Harry in every sense, but Harry is grudgingly grateful. They’re both trying. Remus is trying. Harry
takes a deep breath as Kreacher wanders back out with a glass of water, offering it to Harry with a
glare that dares him to refuse.

“It’s weird,” Harry explains stiffly, taking the glass from the elf. “he’s kind of, less like himself, I
guess? So I just wanna know …Are you gonna be okay?”

“I’ll be fine, Harry,” Remus reaches out and squeezes his shoulder. It doesn’t quite feel natural and
he tenses against Remus’ touch. Remus pretends not to notice, withdrawing his hand gently.

“Did you do the exercises Magnus set you before he left this morning?” Remus asks quietly.

“Yep,” Harry nods, sipping his water. Magnus is meeting them at the Silver Hall so Dumbledore
doesn’t realise he’s been staying in Spinner’s End. Having one less person in the house seems to be
helping, there seems to be a little more air to breathe. Theo has retreated upstairs to read with
Sahara and hide from Dumbledore and Severus is brewing in the basement. This is the calmest
Spinner’s End has been since Christmas. To Harry, everyone seems permanently pissed off for
reasons no one is explaining. Theo is silently mad at Severus and Remus, Severus is mad at
Magnus because of Sirius’ brother, Remus is mad at Severus for something Harry doesn’t
understand, Magnus doesn’t seem to be mad at anyone whilst simultaneously infuriating Remus
and Severus in different ways and Kreacher is mad at everyone for eating the Quality Streets.
Harry, honestly, is struggling with it. It’s too close to how it felt to live at the Dursley’s, walking
on eggshells, unsure when the next blow or harsh word was coming. The lessons and the structure

helps somewhat, and when it gets too much, Theo has taken to dragging him outside and making
him lie down and look at the stars. When he is looking up at the stars, Harry is not thinking about
how it feels like he is being prepared for something he doesn’t understand. Something is coming,
but I don’t know what it is.

“Do you have your bracelet on?” Snape says, standing above Harry. He is leaning against the
doorway with a cup of coffee dressed surprisingly casually, his black shirt rolled up to the sleeves,
his dark mark on display. Harry averts his eyes from it but sees Remus looking at it with a strange,
intense glare. Harry lifts his wrist to reveal the bracelet Snape gave him in Skye still affixed.
Harry’s got used to the tethering feeling of it now.

“Your axe?” Bill told him not to go to the Silver Hall without displaying his Goblin weapons, so
Harry currently has his axe its holster around his waist along with his fang, which he is wearing
over his shirt today. Another of Hermione’s, this time a burgundy leather t-shirt that Hermione said
he looked ‘beautiful’ in and Ron said made him look ‘muggle hot’. Theo, Snape and Lupin have all
said nothing but Theo gave Harry a very intense stare this morning when he put it on before tossing
Hary his favourite black and emerald outer robes to borrow.

“Put those on,” Theo had muttered, climbing back onto their bed with a book. “And don’t take
them off until you come back.”

“Yep,” Harry gestures to the axe at his waist and Snape nods, sipping his coffee before fixing his
eyes on Lupin.

“You will keep your head about you?” Snape says, and Harry thinks it’s less of a question and
more of a demand. Remus nods tightly.

“Do not worry, Severus,” Remus says lightly. “We will be fine.”

Harry sips his water and sits in the awkwardness between his Sire and his godfather. It’s almost as
bad as the angry tension between Snape and Magnus. Harry wonders, briefly, who Remus screwed
that has made Snape so furious.

“Remember head down, no eye contact,” Snape murmurs, his lips still against the rim of his coffee
cup. “Until you are with Magnus.”

Harry nods. He’s been briefed, over and over, on how important it is not to reveal his thoughts to

Dumbledore by giving him a chance for legilimency again.

“Trust in your rational thought, not your feelings,” Snape says quietly, his eyes fixed on the garden
fence, the limit of the wards, as if he can sense Dumbledore’s imminent arrival. “Albus’ speciality
in the mental arts is accessing and delivering emotional insight, particularly through memory
manipulation.”

“I know,” Harry swallows, feeling queasy with the thought. They have gone over this multiple
times now. It does not get easier to bear. How many of our past interactions have been controlled
by him?

“Repeat it to me,” Snape says deliberately, black eyes glittering.

“Head down, no eye contact, rational thought,” Harry parrots back.

“Is Weasley meeting you there?” Snape asks.

“No, the Goblin King has no need of him as Anzar today,” Remus says, carefully adjusting Harry’s
wand holster for him. It’s black dragonhide and he loves it, especially the mechanism that shoots
the wand into his hand and holds it in place for him, but it’s taking some getting used to. “Bill and
Tonks are visiting Arthur today.”

“Any news?” Harry asks lightly. He’s been invited many times to visit Mr Weasley but can’t bring
himself to do it. He knows that if he stares down at the comatose man, he will feel nothing but
crippling guilt. It’s my fault, it’s all my fault.

“The same,” Remus says gently as if he knows what a blow it is to Harry every time he’s told this.
Harry nods and averts his eyes, pulling up the Not Caring. He can feel Snape watching him
curiously as he does so but Harry ignores him. Don’t care. Won’t care.

“So, Bill and Tonks, huh?” Harry grins at Remus, elbowing his godfather in the ribs. “Kinda
seemed to me like he had a crush elsewhere, y’know?”

“Oh, don’t, Harry,” Remus moans, rolling his eyes, but Harry sees the slight delight in his face. He
likes it when I tease him, just like Sirius used to. “Bill is over ten years my junior.”

“Is that the only thing stopping you?” Snape drawls nastily from the doorway.

“Doesn’t stop Magnus,” Harry shrugs. “Magnus says that as long as everyone is legal and
consenting and making their choices without compulsion and that you respect yourself —”

“Stop speaking,” Snape holds up his hand, eyes glittering dangerously and Harry knows he has
veered too close to what he and Theo are referring to as ‘Regulus territory.’ “When have you and
Magnus been discussing relationships?”

“Here and there,” Harry says cagily. In fact, it’s one of his most common topics of conversation
with Magnus, because Magnus is the only person who actually seems interested in how things are
going with Theo.

“I should have never let him in the house,” Snape shakes his head bitterly.

“What’s wrong with legal and consenting and uncompelled and respectful?” Harry demands.

“It doesn’t account for unparalleled magical beings of undetermined age who cannot keep their
trousers on!” Snape growls back.

“Magnus has great trousers,” Harry counters, raising an eyebrow. “I like the leather ones.”

“Merlin save us,” Snape mutters, rubbing his brow, something he only does when he is finding
Harry utterly tiresome.

“Come on, Severus, you enjoyed a pair of leather trousers in your misspent youth,” Remus laughs.

“What?” Harry stares at his Sire in amazement. It is almost impossible to imagine Severus Snape,
Dungeon bat and dour Potions Master in a pair of cool leather trousers like Magnus or Bill. Ron
would have a bloody embolism.

“My clothing choices are none of your concern,” Snape scowls.

“Wanker,” Harry hisses. It’s the only way he can swear at Snape since he instituted his axe rule.

“Tone,” Snape growls.

“Fuck your tone,” Harry hisses, then adds in English, “maybe Magnus will give me a pair of his
trousers.”

“You can wear what you want, Harry, but please don’t take courtship advice from Magnus,”
Remus laughs. “He has a reputation.”

“In which century?” Harry jokes back. He loves that Magnus is so old. He loves asking him
questions about muggle history, and because Magnus has lived through it all he can answer them
better than most wixen who are woefully ignorant, and Magnus has no fear of the muggle world.
Theo likes to learn about the reigns of monarchs and political intrigue. Harry likes it when Magnus
tells him which homophobic muggle Prime Minister’s eagerly took Magnus to bed. He likes to
imagine scandalising the Dursley's with it. Take that, Vernon.

“In all of them,” Snape mutters venomously. Just as he speaks, there is the crack of an apparition at
the gate. Dumbledore is standing on the edge of the wards, wearing sky blue robes and a smile. For
a brief second, Harry feels the old familiar feeling of relief and comfort in Dumbledore’s presence,
but then it is swamped by the sensation of worry. Head down, no eye contact, rational thought.

“Good morning all,” Dumbledore says in his usual cheery voice. “Harry, Remus, are we ready to
go?”

“Yes,” Remus says, offering a hand to Harry, helping him to his feet. Harry turns and hands his
empty glass of water to Snape. Their Prince rings briefly touch and Harry feels a slight chime in
his, a dark shadow curling around his finger. It’s a reminder, Harry feels suddenly, of the portkey
inside it and the secret escape that no one but Theo knows about. Harry looks into his Sire’s dark
eyes and sees the intense look he is being given. Harry nods curtly. I understand. I will use it if I
have to.

“We shall apparate to the Silver Hall,” Dumbledore says as Snape waves his wand, letting
Dumbledore into the wards. He opens the small gate and steps inside and just that small act,
Dumbledore’s silver shoes on Snape’s property, put a fear and urgency in Harry’s blood that
wasn’t there before. Dumbledore is inside the wards. So is Theo.

“Great,” Harry moves confidently towards the Headmaster, eager to get him as far away from the
house where Theo is hiding as possible. “Perfect. Let’s go.”

“Simultaneous side along apparition please,” Snape says quietly from the door. He is holding his
wand loosely in his hand and his eyes are fixed on Dumbledore.

“Severus,” Dumbledore sighs heavily, tucking both of his hands inside the arms of his robes.
“Must we go through this every time I am to accompany Harry somewhere?”

“As long as you try to insist he lives elsewhere ...,” Snape says, sipping his coffee, "then yes."

“It’s easily done, Albus,” Remus says, lifting his hand and with a small glance at Harry, setting it
down on Harry’s forearm. “Shall we?”

The Headmaster nods and Harry feels his hand, lively and full of magic, resting gently on Harry’s
other sleeve. Harry tries to follow Magnus’ instructions, to listen to the song of magic around him
when certain spells are cast. One day, if you hear the song of magic truly, you shall not need to cast
spells the way others do. Harry listens to the songs of the magic around him as Dumbledore and
Remus cast simultaneously. Dumbledore’s sounds like phoenix song, a shrill, soft call. Remus’ is
the whistling of moonlight against treetops. He listens to them both as he is sucked into the black
tunnel that is an apparition. Listening to the songs helps. When they appear back in reality, Harry
feels much less sick than he did the last couple of times he apparated.

“Welcome to the Silver Hall, Harry,” Dumbledore says softly. Harry feels him squeeze his arm
gently as he pulls away. With it, Harry feels a slight tingle of familiarity, of something that he
might have called love, once upon a time. Harry wonders, not for the first time, if it is real or if it is
something the Headmaster is somehow feeding to him through the mental arts. Or maybe I’m just
hoping that he loves me, somewhere, deep down.

“Dear Merlin,” Remus mutters, looking around them with the kind of avid gaze Harry associates
with Remus’ researching expression. “I never thought I’d see this.”

Harry stares around in amazement. He knows that they are underground, the air feels the same as it
does in the Ministry but the oppressive darkness of the ministry, of all the black shining stone of
the walls, is nothing like the space here. The natural cave walls are polished silver, there is the
sound of falling water everywhere and green trees growing out of sparkling pools and mossy
verges. There are goblins everywhere. Some are dressed like bankers at Gringotts, but there are

smiths in hessian robes, there are healers in green ones, there are shop vendors and Goblin children
and every single one of them wears a weapon and some armour as they move easily around the
graceful hall that is filled with laughter and song. For an underground space, it had the most
remarkable sensation of life and light and Harry instantly likes it.

“Ward!” The voice of King Ragnok booms off the rocky surfaces and Harry turns to see the Goblin
King marching across the silver floor, his red cape billowing behind him and flanked by goblin
warriors in golden armour. “Excellent, you have come. You have your axe?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Harry pulls back his borrowed robe to reveal the axe at his waist and tries to
think of a cool Goblin greeting. “May your axes never be dull and your aim always be true. I’m …
I’m learning how to axe-throw,” he adds sheepishly, catching the eye of one of the Goblin guards
with bronze earrings who is smirking behind the King.

“Good, good!” the Goblin King claps his hands together, grinning in delight. “The Minister is here
and is brimming with desperation to see you again, Ward, and you too, Supreme Mugwump,” his
eyes flick over to Dumbledore. "Your daemon representative from your blasted Congregation is
already here too, ruddy Magnus Bane,” the King grumbles.

Harry spares a glance for Dumbledore, trying to notice any tiny changes in his fluffy eyebrows at
the mention of Magnus but there is nothing. Dumbledore is still smiling the same harmless smile,
nodding as if nothing that has been said surprises him.

“Well, let us join Mr Bane and Cornelius then,” Dumbledore says, gesturing for King Ragnok to
lead the way. So far, so good, Harry thinks. The King smiles a nasty grin and grabs Harry’s arm,
dragging him along.

“You’ve got a curious set of friends, Ward,” the King mutters. Harry watches the way his dark,
lively eyes drift towards Remus, who is walking behind them in step with Dumbledore. “Creatures
all around, is it? A daemon, a wolf … what are you, I wonder?”

Harry thinks this is a bit close to all the Mage stuff for comfort, so he does what he does best and
blags it.

“Most of the time, I’m just getting dragged into weird stuff, Your Majesty,” Harry shrugs. “And
what do I care if people are daemons or wolves or goblins or whatever? As long as they’re not
gonna help Tom kill me, I’m good with it.”

The King throws back his head and laughs loudly, his golden and crystal crown catching the light.

“You are an odd thing!” King Ragnok eyes him thoughtfully, sharp teeth grinning. “I look forward
to finding out exactly what you are at another time, Ward. First, we must deal with your enemies.”

“My enemies?” Harry asks blankly. “Tom?”

“No, no,” the King raises one long finger and grins slyly. “Any good warrior has multiple enemies,
Ward, and just as your friends are fascinating, so are your enemies. Come, she is waiting.”

Harry feels a pit forming in his gut. The Goblin King is right, he has a long list of enemies, Tom,
Vernon, Dudley, Piers, Malfoy, but only one who could be called a ‘she.’

“Shit,” Harry mutters under his breath.

“What’s the matter?” Remus says, instantly at his elbow as they cross the threshold into a
beautiful, cavernous room with a triangle-shaped table that seems to be hewn out of the very stone
at their feet. Fudge is already sitting at the table, his plum bowler hat twiddling in hands as Magnus
lounges in the seat opposite him, which is very impressive, Harry thinks, since the chair looks like
it’s made of granite.

“You’re about to get a shit tonne of werewolf bigotry,” Harry mutters to Remus, seeing a pink
sleeve on the table from the seat behind Fudge’s. “I’m sorry.”

" ... and I just find modern millinery so restrictive," Magnus is saying, gesturing affably, "give me
a good old cavalier hat any day, the bigger feather the better!"

He glances over and winks at Harry, subtly waving the finger with his Dee ring on it. Harry feels
something settle on him, soft and a little fuzzy like a glamour, and he knows his mind is protected.
Thank fuck for Magnus.

“From whom?” Remus asks, and then the seated occupants of the room rise to greet the Goblin
King and her face comes into view. “Ah.”

“Yep,” Harry seethes, glaring at Dolores fucking Umbridge, who is wearing pink robes with
ruffles. Harry quite likes pink, really, or at least he used to. The scar on the back of his hand, the
one that Theo has so effectively glamoured because Harry doesn’t want to scare Remus, twinges
with pain.

“Now, now, boys,” Dumbledore says under his breath before smiling benignly at Umbridge.
“Dolores, what a pleasant surprise! I wasn’t aware that the Hogwarts High Inquisitor would be
joining us.”

“I am not here in my Ministry capacity, Dumbledore,” Umbridge simpers, her eyes resting on
Harry greedily. He tries not to shudder. “I am here in my capacity as a member of staff of
Hogwarts.”

“I was not aware you had another capacity at Hogwarts,” Dumbledore replies genially.

“Someone needs to ensure the wellbeing of the students of Hogwarts, Headmaster,” Umbridge
giggles. “Why else would I be here?”

“Well that’s an interesting question, Dolores,” Dumbledore says. “As Headmaster, surely ensuring
the wellbeing of my students falls under my remit.”

Though his words are perfectly reasonable, Harry cannot deny the ice in Dumbledore’s voice. He
has a way of dropping the temperature of any room with just a single word. Probably very fucking
useful.

“Enemies all round then,” King Ragnok snorts, before striding around to the head of the table at
the point of the triangle, to the chair that seems to be moulded out of gold. “Well, we’re all here.
Please do proceed to fight,” King Ragnok leans back and rests one finger against his chin in
amusement. “Axes can be provided, Ward already has his.”

Harry lays a hand on the axe at his hip and receives ugly looks from both Fudge and Umbridge.
Dumbledore just looks gently surprised.

“Christmas present, was it, Harry?” he asks, drifting around to Magnus’ side of the table.

“Yep,” Harry nods and glares at Umbridge, imagining hacking off her limbs with it one by one.

“Inappropriate,” Umbridge mutters under her breath.

“Or useful,” Dumbledore says lightly.

“Yes, well, of course, you think your students should be armed, Albus,” Fudge says, snidely. Harry
thinks that’s probably a reference to what Hermione was saying last term about Dumbledore
raising an army. For some reason, he thinks of his meeting with the Contessa and what she said:
that depends on whether you are fighting for Dumbledore.

“I’m sure that’s not the reason for Dolores’ presence, after all, who are we to say what is an
appropriate gift for a King to give?” Dumbledore says, bowing to King Ragnok who merely looks
back at him in amusement.

“No, she is here because a child of Hogwarts needs adequate representation on all counts,
Dumbledore,” Fudge says tightly. “More than one staff member is required when the child doesn’t
have living or fit parents, especially on any matter involving guardianship law.”

“Guardianship law? I understood this meeting was about Sirius Black,” Dumbledore says, standing
behind the seat next to Magnus without turning his head to look at him. “Good morning, Mr
Bane.”

“It’s Counsellor Bane, under these circumstances,” Magnus smiles up at Albus. “Congregation
representative and all that. I am the new Creature Ambassador.”

“And your relevance here is what?” Umbridge presses, leaning forward. “Unless I am
misunderstanding and you are suggesting that the Minister cannot govern inter-species
relationships in the United Kingdom?”

“Oh Dolores, what fun you are,” Magnus smiles in a way that Harry knows is dangerous. He
thinks of the way Magnus carefully and precisely sliced a tree in half with his magic two days
ago. She doesn't know who she is fucking dealing with. “No, I am here for the interest of Lord
Black. Requested by the Black family.”

“I wasn’t aware that Lord Black was sane enough to request anything,” Fudge says quickly, eyes
darting to the Goblin King. “Or is he, in fact, sane enough for trial?”

“I requested him,” Remus says quietly, jumping in. Harry tries not to raise his eyebrows. “I am a
creature, he represents my interests. Sirius is an … Obscurus. He is a creature too. He represents
his interests.”

“Obscurus’ are not defined as sentient creatures under the new law,” Umbridge says sweetly, and
Harry sees the way she refuses to meet Remus’ eyes. Harry wonders, suddenly, how many other
creatures she tried to have stripped of their rights and feels a fresh wave of rage. If she found out I
was a Mage, what would she think about me?

“Your new law, Ms Umbridge, is quite factually, obscene,” Magnus says breezily. King Ragnok
barks out a laugh and slams his fist down on the arm of his chair, which is instantly echoed by the
sound of guards clanging their axes against their shields. Harry enjoys how red Fudge’s face
goes. “But that’s a discussion for another day.”

“Another day, Counsellor Bane, that you may not be on English soil for, if I have my way,” Fudge
stammers out, almost puce with rage.

“That’s quite alright, I hear Edinburgh is quite lovely this time of year,” Magnus says, admiring
his fingernails.

“I wasn’t aware the Congregation felt that a Creature Ambassador was necessary,” Dumbledore
looks at Fudge with a hard expression on his face, suddenly. “But I suppose if the Wizengamot
will continue to pass such penalising legislation under their new leadership…”

“That legislation would have passed even if you kept your seat, Albus,” Fudge snarls, “and I have
no control over what Contessa Zabini believes is necessary for her embassy.”

“Well then, on behalf of the ICW, a position I do still hold, you are well met, Counsellor Bane,”
Dumbledore inclines his head slightly to Magnus and Harry watches Fudge turn nearly the same
colour as his purple bowler hat.“I only wish it were under better circumstances.”

“We always seem to meet under poor circumstances, Albus,” Magnus says lightly, tapping his
many ringed fingers on the table. “How is Gellert?”

Harry feels Remus take a sharp breath beside him whilst King Ragnok snorts with laughter.

“Incarcerated, Magnus, as I am sure you know,” Dumbledore says lightly, but Harry feels the chill
in his voice. Dumbledore and Magnus are not friends. For some reason, Harry finds that
comforting, though he has no idea who Gellert is.

“Forgive me, when one has lived as long as I, one forgets details,” Magnus replies, completely
undeterred by Dumbledore’s tone.

“Move it along,” King Ragnok growls in a bored tone. “The initial blows have been exchanged,
continue to the meat of the fight! Ward, at this point, one would be taking offensive swings,” he
adds, winking at Harry.

“Yeah, why am I here?” Harry puts in, stuffing his hands into his pockets. If he has to see Sirius,
he would rather get it over and done with sooner rather than later.

“Given the circumstances of his revealed parenthood, the boy needs a magical guardian,”
Umbridge spits out, glaring at the Goblin King with such unadulterated loathing Harry wonders
how she’s not finding herself pinned to the floor by some goblin spears. That would be fun. I hope
they do that.

“Harry doesn’t require a magical guardian anymore,” Remus says quietly. Both he and Harry have
not moved to sit and join the others and they stand at the end of the roughly hewn table, opposite
the Goblin King, Magnus and Dumbledore on one side, Umbridge and Fudge on the other. Harry
will not sit at a table with Umbridge, not for a hundred galleons, and he gets the feeling that
Remus won’t either. “He has a living father.”

It’s so weird for Harry to hear Remus say that and know that he is referring to Sirius and not to
Snape, his very real living Sire who is, at this moment, waiting at Spinner’s End. Probably
seething that he can’t be here to glower at everyone, Harry thinks to himself.

“Hem hem, but I am unsure of Mr Lupin’s purpose here,” Umbridge says sweetly, her eyes resting
meanly on Remus like he’s dirt on the bottom of her pink shoes. “Especially given his …
condition.”

Harry feels a sudden, vicious flash of utter dislike and the Slytherin ring on his hand hisses. He
thinks of vicious teeth biting down, clawing the pink bows from around her neck and dragging out
her arteries. It’s the first time he’s ever wished to be a snake like Sahara so he could do it himself.

“He’s my godfather,” Harry says angrily, grabbing Remus’ hands and linking their fingers. Remus
looks at him in surprise but Harry merely lifts his chin and glares down Umbridge. All of his anger
at Remus, his disappointment from Christmas and the firebolt dissolving. She does not get to talk
about my family that way. “And since Sirius is my Dad,” Harry tries to not stumble over the word,
“he’s basically my stepfather, too.”

“Well, then I suppose this makes our meeting even more urgent,” Umbridge sniffs, her eyes sliding
over Remus’ threadbare cardigan. Harry feels a horrible sense of foreboding.

“Why is that?” Remus asks softly, squeezing Harry’s hand back. Harry can smell Remus’ magic,
deep and foresty, rising up. Sometimes it’s a wonder to Harry that Remus maintains such a strong
facade of calm. His magic is wild and roaring and desperate for vengeance, the song of it as vicious
and mournful as wolf song.

“Mr Potter’s legal status is in question, since the revelation that his true parent is unfit,” Fudge’s
eyes dart between Dumbledore and the Goblin King, “since his parent is a criminal due to for
execution.”

“Lord Black cannot be executed by the Wizengamot, he is a prisoner of the Goblin state and
specifically of the Silver Hall, under the terms of the wardship of the Silver Hall of 1536 which
protects not only the ward but the ward’s blood,” King Ragnok snarls, tapping his silver-tipped
fingernails against the arm of his throne which is producing a chilling clink that echoes in the
cavern. “We have discussed this, Minister.”

“The fact that he cannot be executed does not change his status as a wanted criminal, murderer and
madman!” Fudge snaps. “He is unfit to be a parent and thus the boy’s status is in question.”

“What does that mean?” Harry asks, his heart in his throat. He feels like it can only mean very,
very bad things.

“It means, Mr Potter, that suitable magical guardians need to be found for you,” Umbridge says,
her eyes glittering with the same fervour they do when she watches Harry pick up the blood quill.
This is going to be very, very bad. “Ones who can provide adequate … guidance.”

Harry knows what that means. Umbridge and Fudge are trying to wiggle their way into being his
guardian. I’m so fucking screwed. He stares desperately at Dumbledore, feeling his heartbeat racing
in his neck. Help me. Dumbledore is not looking at him, however, his eyes are fixed on Umbridge.

“It seems you might have suggestions for who that might be,” Dumbledore says softly.

"You have clearly failed in the role," Umbridge says in her sugary voice.

“Forgive me my ignorance, I have only just taken up my position with the Congregation,” Magnus
says lightly. “But surely it does not matter if Lord Black is unfit since the Potter’s assigned
godfathers at Harry’s birth, who are magically bound to provide guardianship in their absence. The
matter, it seems was settled fifteen years ago.”

Harry is suddenly absurdly grateful Magnus is here.

“Yeah and I have a godfather,” Harry says loudly as Remus tenses beside him. Harry glares at
Umbridge, hating every bow on her head. “A bloody good one, too, thanks!”

“A creature cannot be considered an appropriate magical guardian,” Umbridge sneers at Harry.
Magnus’ fingers stop tapping on the table and his golden eyes flash dangerously. Remus is stock
still, staring straight ahead.

“Is that the law?” Harry says loudly, glaring at Umbridge and Fudge. “Do you strip werewolves of
their rights to have children? Do you do it for daemons, too? For Goblins?”

A growl begins, echoing around the room. It starts with the King of the Goblins, seated in his
chair, and is picked up by the other goblins surrounding him. Many pairs of angry eyes settle on
Umbridge, including Magnus’ and Remus’.

“I am very interested in the answer to that,” Magnus says softly. "The other members of the
Congregation, those who represent Wixen and Vampires..." Magnus lets his word hang for a
moment, glaring at Umbridge with a tight smile. "...Will also be interested to know."

“Do not worry, Counsellor,” Fudge says sharply. “Our laws are non-discriminatory to daemons or
goblins.”

“Except for wand legislation,” Dumbledore says quietly, staring up at the ceiling.

“What about werewolves?” Harry says stubbornly, folding his arms.

“Harry, don’t,” Remus whispers, tugging his sleeve. “It’s not worth it.”

“It is,” Harry turns and looks at Remus’ amber eyes, eyes that Harry feels are suddenly full of hurt
and shame. Harry doesn’t know what it’s like to be a werewolf but he does know what it’s like to
think you’re not worth caring about. “You are. You’re my family. You deserve to be recognised as
that.”

Remus stares at him with an open mouth for a moment then shuts it, nodding firmly and turning
back to look at the others around the table. He is holding Harry’s hand even tighter and Harry lets
him.

“Your opinion is frankly irrelevant, Mr Potter,” Fudge snaps. “Since you are a minor and
technically a ward of the state.”

“Not of your state, Cornelius,” Dumbledore says, pulling out his chair and sitting regally beside
Magnus. “Harry is a ward of the Silver Hall.”

“The Supreme Mugwump is correct,” King Ragnok cackles, leaning back in his chair. “Ward is my
concern, Minister, not yours.”

“Hem hem,” Umbridge leans forwards, face alight with glee. Oh, shit, Harry thinks, she’s got
something on me. “But a child can only be considered a Ward of the Silver Hall if they are without
a magical guardian. Mr Potter has one." Umbridge's white teeth flash in a way that makes Harry
feel like he is going to be sick on his shoes. "Sirius Black. Ergo, he can no longer be considered a
Ward of the Silver Hall.”

“Harry had no guardian at the time his wardship was accepted,” Magnus counters.

“That doesn’t matter,” Umbridge smiles, looking smug. “Even if the guardian was unknown, he
did have a living parent, ergo his status was never as an unclaimed orphan. His wardship,” her
beady eyes dance on Harry’s axe, “was always invalid in the eyes of the Wizengamot.”

“Hippogriff balls,” King Ragnok snarls, glaring at Umbridge.

“Excuse me?” Umbridge squeaks.

“Oh, this will be entertaining,” Magnus chortles, leaning back in his seat.

“I think what his Majesty is trying to say is —,” Dumbledore begins.

“No, Dumbledore, you do not speak for me,” the King says, holding up one finger and standing
slowly from his throne. “This witch dares to come onto sacred goblin land and presume to find a
loophole in our ancient treatise? Do wixen think that we are without honour? Do wixen think we
do not see the spirit of the law in which it was made?” King Ragnok’s eyes are like fire as they
glare down at Umbridge, who looks utterly enraged at being spoken to this way. “The wardship of
the Silver Hall was offered to protect the life of a Wixen child, a Princess, no less!” He slams his
hand down on the table. Around the room, the sound of axe handles being beaten against shields
echoes. “When you could no longer protect your own, Minister, when your government was a
Gaia-forsaken shambles, the Goblin throne protected the child of the headless Queen! A child who
was not an orphan, witch,” King Ragnok spits out the word. “The terms in Khuzdul specify a child
who is ‘without guidance and seeks protection who magic ordains.’ Something you might know if
wixen did not keep up their insulting insistence at learning paraphrases and calling our language
gobbledegook.”

“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Umbridge says in a tremulous voice, which Harry doesn’t think
sounds sorry at all, more trembling with rage. “But one has to wonder then how it is that Harry
Potter of all children came under your care,” her eyes fix on Harry’s and he knows that somehow,
this is all his fault. “Since he can hardly be considered …” her eyes flicker to Dumbledore.
“Without guidance.”

King Ragnok shouts something vile in a rasping, angry language and suddenly the goblins around
the walls take a step closer, slamming their axes against their shields in a volley of furious sound.

“Oh, well done, Dolores,” Magnus mutters, glaring at Umbridge as Dumbledore stares at the
ceiling and Fudge looks terrified.

“Your Majesty, I don’t think —,” Fudge starts to ramble, but is silenced by King Ragnok’s fist
slamming down so hard on the table that it quakes. The two goblins on either side of his throne
take up defensive stances, axes out and raised. Harry catches the eye of the one who smirked at
him earlier with the bronze earrings and sees him nod, softly. Harry knows this is something he
should be doing too, some Goblin etiquette as King Ragnok’s ward, so before he can think about it

too much, he pulls out his own axe, doing a one-handed half-twist with it, just like Bill taught him.
It’s a simple thing that Bill says ‘just looks cool as fuck,’ but it seems to be working on everyone
who is not a goblin. Fudge stares at him, Dumbledore looks a bit baffled and Magnus is biting his
lip to keep from laughing. Remus has stiffened and Harry thinks he hears him mutter, “Severus will
murder me,” under his breath. Harry isn’t sure of the protocol here, but he thinks it’s about time to
dive in.

“I asked for sanctuary,” Harry announces, gripping the axe as well as he can and trying not to show
how much it hurts him to do it. “His Majesty, King Ragnok of the Silver Hall, granted it because I
was without ...” he stumbles for the correct word, the most truthful one to describe how it felt to
have no adults to trust and a madman trying to kill him who had just murdered his boyfriend in
front of him. “… counsel in the ways of magic.”

“Harry,” Dumbledore says, and Harry can see the slight sadness in his eyes. Harry allows himself a
moment to catch that blue stare. You left me with them. You left me behind. Dumbledore closes his
eyes briefly and looks away.

“So I … I stand with King Ragnok, I guess,” Harry shrugs, wishing he knew the proper words to
say at this point. The guard with the bronze earrings standing at Ragnok’s shoulder catches his eye
again and raises an eyebrow. It seems like an offer of some kind so Harry nods, nonplussed.

“The Ward asks me to speak for him since his tongue is not yet fit,” the Guard announces loudly,
and Umbridge jumps as he proceeds to speak in a language Harry doesn’t understand but
Dumbledore clearly does and so does Magnus because Dumbledore looks suddenly very tired and
Magnus looks quite gleeful.

“What? What was that?” Fudge says, in panicked tones.

“The Ward offers the King of the Silver Hall and Goblin Nation his axe,” Magnus says softly.

“Yep, yes I do,” Harry nods vigorously, hoping against hope he’s saying these things right. Jesus, I
wish Theo was here. “I offer him my axe and my hand and my wand and I’ll … I’ll fight for him.”
Harry hears Remus let out a soft groan beside him and just knows that he’s thinking about
explaining this all to Snape when they get home.

“You will fight for the Goblin King?” Fudge slumps back in his chair. “You’re … you’re declaring
an alliance?”

“Yes,” Harry nods uncertainly, and then seeing Umbridge’s greedy eyes flash thinks of Kreacher
staring at Theo the first time they met and saying on what does Heir Nott swear? “As Heir
presumptive to the House of Potter and as …” Harry swallows hard, and hopes the Black magic
will forgive him for saying this when he’s not even sure it’s really true anymore. “Heir to the
House of Black and ward of the Silver Hall, I declare allegiance with the Goblin Nation. If … if
they’re game, I guess.”

Harry sees several of the guards behind King Ragnok snort with suppressed laughter, including the
bronze earringed goblin who winks at him. He sees Magnus covering his mouth with his hand,
pretending to cough. Dumbledore is staring at his tented fingers with something that looks like a
mix of weariness and amusement. Umbridge looks livid and Fudge shellshocked.

“Very good, Ward. We are delighted to accept your allegiance as our ward and ... friend,” King
Ragnok looks at him funnily. Harry wonders if it’s affection or just confusion. “You may stand
down now.”

Harry nods, relieved and tucks his axe back into its holster, his hands fumbling a little and he
almost drops it. Remus moves in front of him to catch it, blocking him from the view of the others
and helping him strap it back in, but Harry already regrets this display of weakness. He can feel
Umbridge’s eyes on his hands when Remus moves back beside him and has an unsettling feeling in
his stomach. She's going to use that against me, I just know it.

“We understand the nature of your ward,” Fudge says, finally taking his eyes off Harry to look
back at King Ragnok, “but the nature of the ward’s family can still be contested.”

“Do you deny they are blood?” Magnus says softly. “Look at them, it’s clear as day.”

For a man whose first words to Harry were practically a denial of this, Harry struggles not to laugh
as Magnus says this but he bites his lip and stares straight ahead. Do not laugh.

“The blood bond only works if it is acknowledged by Lord Black, doesn’t it?” Fudge says, with a
political glimmer in his eye. “And it must be acknowledged verbally, must it not?”

“Yes,” King Ragnok nods, “which Black has done.”

“Not in front of me,” Fudge huffs. “Not in front of proper witnesses, I demand he be brought forth
and declare this boy is his son.”

“Very good, Minister,” Umbridge says, nodding fervently. “He must do that for the treaty to be
assured. If he does not acknowledge Mr Potter as his blood,” Umbridge’s face twists with horrible
delight, “then there is no reason he cannot be removed to Azkaban and executed as soon as
possible.”

You'd like that, you fucking hag, Harry thinks.

“Very well,” King Ragnok clicks his fingers. “Bring in the prisoner.”

Two guards disappear, sliding through a door in the cave wall. Harry looks nervously at
Dumbledore and Magnus. He isn’t sure this is a good idea. Remus is standing very stiffly beside
him and Harry can feel his heavy reticence. There’s a good chance, Harry thinks, that Sirius will
deny him. Then he’ll be dead and that will be my fault too.

“Padfoot,” Remus whispers, grabbing Harry’s wrist tightly. His eyes are fixed on the entrance of
the cave door and Harry knows he can hear and smell Sirius before the rest of them can. Then
Sirius is there, well shaven and clean looking, the crystal handcuffs still on and walking between
two goblin soldiers. Remus suddenly slumps slightly, Harry reaches up to hold him steady, one
hand around his waist and one on his chest.

“It’s okay, Remus,” Harry whispers. “It’s okay.”

“He looks so well,” Remus whimpers. “God, he looks …”

“I know.”

Harry does know. He looks like he did before Halloween of 1981. Or at least, as much like him as
Harry can tell from the pictures he has. The sleek hair, the clean, supple skin, the jaw that is no
longer emaciated but simply sharp and handsome. His grey eyes fix on Remus and Harry holds the
werewolf even tighter. Weirdly, he finds himself trying to imagine what Snape would do,
remembering the way Snape held Remus up on Christmas. Snape would be strong, Snape would be
immovable, untouchable, icy and controlled. I can do that. Harry drags up the Not Caring and
steels himself for it. I can do this for Remus.

“Moony,” Sirius says, in that remote, vaguely-Sirius voice. “Hello.”

Remus chokes in Harry’s arm and straightens up, looking away from Sirius with partly closed eyes.
Harry wonders, suddenly, that he’s going to faint.

“Breathe,” Harry whispers urgently. “Breathe, Remus, he’s alive. He’s here. He’s fine. It’s okay.”

“Yes,” Remus takes some quick, fierce breaths and opens his eyes, gripping Harry’s hand tightly.
“I’m alright, Harry, don’t worry.”

“Black, you are to acknowledge —,” Umbridge begins.

“Lord Black,” Magnus corrects, waving a hand with his eyes fixed on Sirius. “Hello there, Sirius.”

Harry sees something flash in Sirius’ eyes, some kind of recognition, and then his face is alight
with childlike joy.

“Magnus,” Sirius says softly, grinning. Remus huffs quietly as if the sight of Sirius’ familiar
troublesome grin is too much to bear. “Hey there.”

“Lord Black,” Umbridge grinds out, teeth gritted in anger. “You are to acknowledge this boy as
your child to retain the right of protection of the Silver Hall and you are to do it,” she reaches into
her pink sleeve and pulls out a small vial, shaking it for everyone to see, “under veritaserum.”

Well, fuck.

“Veritaserum?” Harry stares at Dumbledore and Magnus desperately as Remus stiffens beside him.
“Is that legal?”

“No,” Remus snarls and Harry catches the scent of firewood and moonlight. Being close to Sirius
always brings Remus’ creature magic up. “No, it bloody isn’t.”

“Lord Black is a criminal and therefore he is not afforded the same legal rights as free wixen,”
Umbridge says, almost giggling at Remus' pain. Harry has a horrible memory from last year and

hears Snape’s voice in his ears. A truth potion so powerful that three drops would have you spilling
your innermost secrets for this entire class to hear.

“So you can ask him anything?” Harry swallows heavily, catching Magnus’ eye desperately.
Dumbledore seems to be thinking, running one finger down his beard.

“Yes,” Umbridge shakes the bottle teasingly at Harry, her eyes absolutely gleeful. “Including who
has been communicating with him in the past year and a half, who has been …” her eyes linger on
Dumbledore, who is watching her, motionless. “Harbouring him from the Aurors.”

“Shit,” Harry hisses under his breath. “Fucking shitting hell.”

“English, Harry,” Remus mutters, even though he is speaking too quietly for anyone around the
table to hear.

“Whilst this might be legal, I might suggest that it is not appropriate for the Minister, or his
employees,” Magnus says, smiling coldly at Umbridge, “to question the prisoner. He has too much
to gain from the prisoner’s execution.”

“The Minister is not biased,” Umbridge says stiffly.

“Nor would he want to appear to be,” Magnus says lightly. “Especially in light of how poorly his
recent Creature legislation has been received on the continent and how Lord Black is technically a
Creature now.”

“Might I suggest —,” Dumbledore interrupts before Umbridge can open her mouth, “— that His
Majesty asks the questions?”

“His Majesty is not impartial,” Fudge grumbles furiously. "Not if I'm not."

“His Majesty, however, is the one currently in the seat of power,” Dumbledore says, smiling as if
this is merely a fact and not something that is going to make Fudge crazy. “We are guests in the
Silver Hall and he, ultimately, decides how his prisoner is treated. So, your Majesty?”

“I shall ask the questions,” King Ragnok says, nodding for a goblin guard to take the veritaserum
from Umbridge who flinches. “Administer it.”

The goblin does so, Sirius obediently bending down when asked and poking out his tongue with a
docility that Harry finds repulsive in Sirius. Sirius is not docile. Harry watches him swallow and
feels Remus press his shoulder against Harry’s tightly. Sirius could say anything about anything.
There are too many secrets to imagine right now (Sirius helped him with the first task, Sirius
signed his form in third year, Hermione's time turner, Sirius is an animagus) but for Harry, the
worst one by far is Snape. Sirius could tell them Snape is my father. Then not only would Sirius be
dead, but Snape probably will be too. Harry is pretty sure that Umbridge would find a way to hand
Snape over to Lucius Malfoy himself, probably with a rosy pink note.

“What is your name?” King Ragnok asks Sirius.

“Sirius Orion Black,” Sirius says softly. His eyes settle on Magnus and his lips quirk upwards.
“The third.”

“The third?” Fudge snorts.

“He’s the third Sirius Black,” Magnus says, smiling gently. “There aren’t that many good
constellation names, after all.”

“When were you born?” King Ragnok asks.

“3rd of November, 1959,” Sirius says softly.

“It snowed,” Magnus says. Dumbledore smiles softly as if in memory.

“A cold snap,” Dumbledore sighs happily. "A white Christmas."

“If you don’t mind, gentlemen,” Fudge says, his voice dripping with sarcasm. "Could we continue
with the relevant questions?"

“Ward, come here to me,” King Ragnok says sharply, gesturing for him to move closer to Sirius.

Harry winces slightly. He knows King Ragnok is hoping that putting him right in front of Sirius
will make him say what they need him to, but the last thing Sirius said to Harry was that he
couldn't stop loving him, before pulling painfully on the bond. Harry is not happy to try it again.

“Harry,” Remus hisses so softly that no one else can hear him. “You … you don’t have to.”

Harry feels a flush of gratitude for Remus. He knows what it costs him to say it, to say that Harry
doesn’t have to step forward and play the convincing role of son to his godfather who accidentally
killed him two weeks ago. Especially when, if Harry fails and Sirius fails, then the price is Sirius’
death.

“None of this is on you, Harry,” Remus whispers, cupping Harry’s cheek with his rough hand. He
does it slowly, so Harry can back away, and when those scarred fingers touch Harry’s face, Harry
feels something. It’s sort of like the song of magic, or blood magic when he kisses Theo, or how he
felt Sirius' memories through the bond. This time he feels the animal, raw surge of Remus’ love.
He loves me more than anyone else. Harry takes a stuttering breath. Remus might be a dick
sometimes, especially when it comes to Sirius, but this is something. This matters.

“I know,” Harry mutters back. “I’m okay.”

Harry moves his face slightly to press a dry kiss to the pad of Remus’ thumb. He pulls up all the
complicated things he feels for his godfather; gratitude, frustration, disappointment, joy, comfort,
safety, familiarity. He pushes it into the moment his lips brush against Remus’ skin and thinks:
protect. Remus looks at him with utter bafflement and Harry just shrugs softly. He’s not sure he
can love properly, not really, but he protects people he cares about. It’s what he does. So he’ll
make sure that Sirius doesn’t die. For himself, but also for Remus.

“The boy seems surprisingly reticent to reunite with his so-called father,” Umbridge sneers and
Harry glares at her.

“Not reticent,” Harry frowns at Umbridge nastily, “just haven’t seen him as my father since I was a
baby.”

“Understandable to be unsettled,” Magnus says immediately.

“Utterly fathomable,” Dumbledore adds, nodding smartly, and Fudge rolls his eyebrows.

“Just get on with it,” he snaps.

Harry carefully walks around the edge of the table, past Magnus who gives him an encouraging
wink and Dumbledore who nods kindly, to stand at the foot of the throne, facing Sirius. King
Ragnok stands above him, with one hand on Harry’s shoulder.

“Sirius Black,” King Ragnok says slowly. “Do you know who this boy is?”

Sirius looks into Harry’s eyes and Harry pulls up the Not-Caring. Sirius accidentally killed me. I
don’t care.

“Yes,” Sirius says quietly. “Harry James Charlus Potter.”

“Not Potter-Black?” Umbridge presses.

“Who is this boy to you?” King Ragnok says, ignoring Umbridge. Harry feels a swell of fear. He
hears Sirius’ words inside his head when he was becoming an Obscurus. He was ours, James is
dead! That boy shouldn’t have anything of his!

“Mine,” Sirius whispers, and Harry feels a gentle tug in the bond. He tries not to wince. He
remembers what he saw inside Sirius memories, fed to him through the bond. “He feels like you,”
Sirius whispers, tears in his eyes as he holds baby Harry close. “He feels just like you in the bond,
he’s … he’s our baby.”

“Too vague!” Umbridge barks behind him. “He is his godfather, after all.”

“Padfoot,” Harry swallows hard and tries to clench his left hand, the one that is crippled with the
loss of the black ring. “It’s … it’s okay. They know. They know who you are, who we are. You
can ... tell them.”

I can do this, Harry thinks, trying to push queasy fear to the back of his throat, I can do this for
Remus. I can do this for them. I can keep him alive.

Sirius’ grey eyes are hesitant and Harry feels him tugging softly on the bond. It’s cold, like the

Black magic was cold and perfect, and painful, like an icicle stabbing in his gut. He stiffens
slightly, but he lets it happen, he forces himself to relax, even as he can see Remus out of the corner
of his eye, moving towards him, shaking off Magnus and Dumbledore. He closes his eyes briefly
and tries to think of the times he has most loved, completely and utterly loved Sirius. The first time,
when Sirius stood over Pettigrew and shouted “You should have died rather than give them up!”
and Harry knew there was an adult in the universe who would die for him. The second time, when
Sirius turned up in the cave last year because he needed to be ‘near’ to Harry and he knew Harry
would need him. When Sirius held him after the third task and he felt safe, finally safe in his
godfather’s arms. Sirius’ tug lessens, it feels more like warmth wrapping around him. Magic that
smells like leather and smoke and his godfather's arms. When I loved him back the way he wanted
me to, the bond didn’t hurt as much.

“Harry,” he opens his eyes to see Sirius looking at him with wet eyes. “Harry is James’ child …
and mine.”

Harry sees Fudge slumping in his stone chair in irritation. Umbridge is glaring at him with furious
menace and Harry knows that his next term is going to be, as Ron would say, ‘proper shit.’

“Excellent!” Magnus says, clapping his hands and gesturing with a flick of his hands so Harry is
suddenly pulled back away from Sirius and Remus has both arms wrapped around him, in some
combination of magic and werewolf strength. Harry is relieved because as soon as he moves,
emotion surges through the bond so that he almost stumbles. Well, fuck.

“Are you alright?” Remus is muttering in his ear.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Harry mumbles back because Fudge is there and he has to be but he does not feel
fine. He feels sore and sad and impossibly lonely because James is dead, dead, and everything has
fallen apart. “James is … James is dead, Remus.”

“I know, I know,” Remus envelopes him in a warm hug and Harry leans into it, burying his head in
Remus' shoulder and soaking up the scent of damp forests and burning fire that is the smell of
Remus’ magic. Comfort, Harry thinks, it tastes like comfort.

“Well, Minister, I think that ends our meeting,” King Ragnok says with a sharp voice, “Ward has
earned five minutes with his father before he goes back down to his cell.”

Harry clings to Remus and closes his eyes, not wanting to see the face of Umbridge or Fudge when
he's so pathetically weak. He tries to drag up the Not Caring past the horrible grief that is
spreading out of the bond. I don’t care that they’re seeing me like this. I don’t care that this

probably makes me look crazier in their eyes. I don’t fucking care.

"They're gone," Magnus whispers. Harry lifts his head. Magnus is sitting on the edge of the table,
looking at Sirius, who is watching Harry and Remus closely. Dumbledore is still sitting in his
chair, his fingers tented under his chin as he watches them all carefully. Steeling himself, Harry
looks into Sirius' grey eyes.

“You love Remus more,” Sirius says quietly, factually, as if it means nothing, but Harry feels
another twist of grief in his gut and groans, clenching his barely working hand.

“Remus didn’t disown and kill me, Padfoot,” Harry spits, feeling rage rising back up. Rage is
easier, Harry realises. Rage, unlike the Not Caring, can drown out any grief he has in the bond.

“Remus loves you more,” Sirius says as if he hasn’t heard Harry. Remus grips Harry’s shoulder
tightly, holding him close.

“Yes,” Remus says gruffly. “I do, Sirius, and you love Harry more, too. That’s … that’s okay.”

“No, it isn’t,” Sirius shakes his head sadly. “No one loves me the most.”

Harry turns and thumps his head against Remus’ shoulder, partly out of frustration and partly
because, even though Sirius isn’t showing any emotion, Harry is feeling it in the bond. It’s grief
again, horrible, drowning grief, the kind he hasn’t felt until right after the first task. Not since
Cedric. It makes him think of the Astronomy tower. Of the roof of Grimmauld Place. Of staring at
the sky, paralysed in the cottage, longing for the distant shore inside magic that he could almost
touch when his heart stopped beating. Edges. Sirius' grief has so many edges.

“I do,” Magnus says simply, pulling on one of his necklaces before standing up in front of Sirius.
“Remember this, my puppy? Remember when you gave this to me?”

Harry can feel Remus growling, the low rumble of it in his chest and looks up to see Remus is
biting down on his lip, hard, as if he is refusing to let the noise escape. No matter what Sirius does,
he feels still like Sirius belongs to him.

“Yes,” Sirius smiles. It is a silver pendant on a long, black ribbon. “I was ten. Mother was being
mean to me and made me cry. She said she couldn’t love me, since I was a stupid, little thing."

Sirius takes a rattling breath and Harry's heart clenches. He's so much like me. Why is it so fucking
hard? "You promised to love me more than any other Black child alive.” Sirius looks up at
Magnus with a sweet, almost childish expression. “Is it true? Do you love me more than any other
child of the House of Black?”

“Of course, puppy,” Magnus smiles gently, and Harry doesn’t begrudge it, especially when he
begins to feel soft relief. Love, Harry realises, love makes the bond hurt less for Sirius. Harry can
only imagine what Theo would think of that. So insipid. But Harry is glad of it if it softens Sirius'
edges.

“I love you too, Mags,” Sirius says, and Magnus stands up, reaching up a hand to brush Sirius’
hair back from his face. Then he slips the necklace around Sirius' neck and Sirius’ face is a picture
of childlike delight. “I’ve always loved you.”

Remus' throat makes a clicking noise and his hands are digging into Harry’s shoulders but he
doesn’t say anything. Harry swallows down his own despair. What could Harry say, anyway, that
would make it better? Sirius is still broken, still twisted up with grief and torn apart by magic Harry
doesn’t really understand and neither of them can fix him, no matter what they do. Maybe Magnus
can help him get better. Maybe it will be worth it if the edges get better. Magnus turns to look at
them both.

“I think you can go now, Harry,” he says gently and Harry realises he is right. The grief he was
drowning in has retreated and now he feels empty and tired. “I will care for Sirius from now on. I’ll
see if I can talk His Majesty and the Contessa and see if I can arrange some leniency in how his
incarceration is played out.”

“We need Grimmauld Place back,” Dumbledore says quietly. “If you could manage his house
arrest …”

“I’ll look into it,” Magnus nods curtly. “You should leave now.”

Dumbledore sighs and stands up.

“Very well,” Dumbledore turns his gaze to Harry and Remus. “Harry, I really think you should
return to the Burrow for a short time, just until term starts, Fudge will undoubtedly be keeping a
close eye —,”

“No,” Remus says, taking Harry’s hand and moving them towards the door. As they all walk away,
Harry risks one last look at Sirius. He is grinning at Magnus in a way that reminds Harry of the
way he used to grin at Harry out of the fireplace last year. When he was happy. When I could love
him in the way he needed to be loved. “Absolutely not.”

“Remus, you need to think about what’s best for Harry —,”

“I am,” Remus growls, with a more feral tone than Harry has ever heard him use in Dumbledore’s
presence. Harry stares at his slightly shadowed face as they walk down a darkened cave tunnel.
“Don’t push me, not today, Albus, I mean it, or I swear I will leave Harry here with the goblins and
not allow him back to Hogwarts at all.”

Harry wants to protest but he would not dare argue with this tone Remus has, this tone, that for
some reason, reminds him so much of Snape.

“That would not be wise, Remus,” Dumbledore’s voice is soft and pitying, but his blue eyes are
sharp. “Especially since you are not technically in the position to make those decisions on Harry's
behalf.”

“And you think his father would want him out of his sight?” Remus hisses, holding Harry close.
“You believe His Majesty won’t be on my side when I tell him? That he won’t grant Harry
permission as his ward to be educated here, far away from where anyone can touch him?
Especially since Harry just became the youngest Anzar in history?”

“What now?” Harry blurts out staring at Remus, but Remus is staring at Dumbledore, holding
Harry’s hand so tightly it feels like he might break it. Dumbledore stares back for a moment, and
then sighs.

“Very well, my boy,” he shakes his head as if deeply disappointed. Classic Dumbledore, Harry
thinks, feeling a red surge of bitterness inside him that is bundled up with liquid hate and fury and
does not belong to him.

He’s always so infuriatingly disappointed, a slick voice whispers, seething with cold delight.

Fuck off, Tom, Harry thinks without thinking.

So rude.

Harry doesn’t realise what’s happened until it’s happened and Dumbledore is fixing him with a
curious stare. Shit. Harry looks down at his shoes, worried that his eyes might be red because
motherfucking Tom is in Harry’s head and Harry just spoke to him like it was normal to have a
maniac creeping around in his skull. He grabs at the Not Caring, pulling it close, wrapping himself
in it. I don't care that Tom can get to me, I don't care, I don't, I don't.

“I will see you at Hogwarts, Harry,” Dumbledore says softly and Harry nods, refusing to look up
until he hears the tell-tale sound of Dumbledore’s blue slippered feet walking ahead.

“Harry, are you alright?” Remus asks, bending his head down to catch Harry’s eyes. He doesn't
look frightened and so Harry takes a small breath. Eyes are probably not red. “Shall we go
home?”

“Yes,” Harry nods eagerly, thinking of his bed and Theo laying on it and the fact that he’s nearly
one hundred percent sure Theo likes his leather shirt and might even like it enough to do that thing
where he pushes his hands up Harry's back and drags his nails down slowly. “What did you mean,
I’m an Anzar?”

“That’s what it means, Harry,” Remus says, taking Harry by the arm and guiding him out into the
wider hall, resplendent with the sound of falling water. “You vowed your axe and your hand and
your wand, and the King of the Goblins declared you a friend. That’s what an Anzar is. You're the
youngest one to ever be accepted. Didn't you know when you said it?”

“Oh. No, I didn't." Harry swallows hard. "Do you think Snape's gonna be mad about that?"

"Not at you," Remus mutters.

No, but Theo will be, Harry thinks as Remus twists his wand and Harry feels the pull of apparition
around him. I am in so much fucking trouble.

Chapter End Notes

Oh Harry, what trouble you get yourself in by making stuff up! Next chapter we are
with Severus and Theo and oh, what's that? There's drama? Who's shocked?

Also ATTENTION TO ALL! I have listened to your requests for a Writing Seminar
and HERE IT IS! https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/creative-writing-developing-yourpractice-tickets-194577294927
Upcoming on November 21st! I cannot wait to meet you guys and talk about writing
with you all!
In other news, this week I have plotted all the way to the end of this story! I am excited
to share it all with you. I hope you are buckled in :)
Insta: elphreads
twitter: EmmaLouisePH
Discord: elphie#4157

Endure the Mørketid
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes

“You have … disappointed me, Severus!”

Severus falls flat on his face, spasming in pain at the feet of the Dark Lord. This is not how he
anticipated the last day of the year going for him. An hour ago, he was happily brewing in his
home, enjoying a moment of Circe-forsaken peace in a house that is frankly too small to be housing
a wizard, a daemon, a werewolf, a teenage Slytherin, a fifteen-year-old Mage and a house elf. He
was actually foolish enough, as he settled comfortably into a complex brew of the Draught of
Tranquility for Poppy, to consider that he might possibly have an enjoyable day. He dared to
foolishly assume that Remus and Harrison would return from the Silver Hall in one piece, that he
could get at least two hours of blessed solitary quiet but the Dark Lord always has impeccably
cruel timing. As soon as his mark had begun to burn, Severus had been forced to run up the stairs
to Harrison and Theodore’s room and inform the son of Apollonius of where he was going.
Theodore was lying casually on their bed (their bed, the fucking bed Theodore bloody Nott shares
with his son), reading Lupin's on Ancient Runes with a snake wrapped around his wrist and raising
a quizzical eyebrow as Severus warned him sharply and rudely to not leave the house under any
circumstances and gave very explicit threats about what would happen if he did. Now, instead of
adding passionflower in concentric circles with a three/four timing, Severus is trying not to bite
through his tongue at the Dark Lord’s displeasure and ensuing torture. As he writhes, staring at
Lucius’ shoes, enduring a punishment inflicted for no logical reason at all, he thinks only one
thing: The Dark Lord really is a motherfucking son of a bitch.

“Yes, my Lord,” Severus gasps as the cruciatus curse subsides and his knee begins to twitch. He
pushes himself onto all fours, ungainly as a beetle but knowing that no one is coming to help him,
and then stands, spitting blood and staggering to his feet. He stares into the ugly face that was once
Tom Riddle. The Dark Lord is twisting his bone-white wand through his fingers and cocking his
head towards Severus with cruel amusement. He is as still as a hunting beast, as he always is after
casting the cruciatus curse. Most others are dizzy on power afterwards, raised heart-rate and
rushing for breath, but not the Dark Lord. He is relaxed. Torture always calms him down.

“Broderick Bode lives and you cannot tell me where Harry Potter is,” the Dark Lord shakes his
head regretfully. “I begin to wonder what the point of you is, Severus.”

Those words might be threatening, even terrifying to someone else but Severus does not even feel
them. He does not feel or think anything, least of all the truth because it is far too dangerous to
think about the truth in the Dark Lord’s presence. Occlumency, Severus knows, is not only about
strong shields, not really. It’s about self-belief. So he believes that he loathes Dumbledore, he hates
Potter, he is so full of resentment and broken emptiness that all he desires is revenge. Everything

else, his son, Lupin, Theodore, Narcissa, Lily, Regulus, he suffocates and buries in the recesses of
his mind. He murders them, over and over, so their living breath does not infect his thoughts. He is
emptied out, without moral or care, merely a vessel of fury and logic. He has a job to do, that is all.
The job is simple: Survive.

“Dumbledore hides Potter’s location from everyone, my Lord, especially with the revelation of his
dubious parentage,” Severus says. “I cannot poison Bode without Dumbledore noticing, but that
does not mean we cannot use other methods to silence him forever.”

“I have some Devil’s Snare, my Lord,” Apollonius adds in a quiet voice. “Perhaps a nice gift
basket …”

Severus nods. Devil’s Snare would be effective. He will take this information back to Dumbledore
but he already knows it will make no difference. Albus will let Bode die this horrible death rather
than compromise Severus’ cover, just as he left Arthur Weasley undefended. These are the costs of
war.

“I do come bearing news, my Lord,” Severus says. “I have found Black. He is being held at the
Silver Hall by the goblins, not Gringotts.”

“Interesting,” the Dark Lord muses. “This is a fascinating tidbit. Clearly, Potter’s status as a ward
of the Silver Hall protects his father, but not forever, correct, Lucius?”

“Yes, my Lord,” Lucius says. “I continue to work with the Minister to find a way to extract him.
We shall have Harry Potter’s father, mark my words.”

It is a bold phrasing to use since the Dark Lord will certainly, undeniably force Lucius to mark
them in the most painful way if he is not correct, but Lucius is standing at the Dark Lord’s right
hand, his eyes already misty with a cruciatus haze. He has taken to being the Dark Lord’s torturer
and executioner beautifully. Severus knows, deep in his bones, that Lucius longs to have him
writhing at the end of his wand but in both a blessing and a curse, the Dark Lord always takes
Severus’ punishment in hand. Severus never screams. The Dark Lord likes that.

“We shall have more than Potter’s father,” the Dark Lord grins maniacally. “The boy’s mind is
weak. His anger, it is …” the Dark Lord licks his lips in a way that turns Severus’ stomach.
“Delicious.”

Severus does not think about what this means. The Dark Lord has been curious about Potter’s mind
since the incident with Nagini. That is all this is. He keeps his mind blank and icy as the Dark Lord
turns his attention to Avery, lets Lucius rip the screams from him for about twenty minutes for his
failures in the Department of Mysteries, and then keeps them all standing for hours, hearing reports
and watching Lucius rain pain down upon others. Severus feels nothing, only the ache in his knees
and the twinge in his shoulders. Finally, the Dark Lord is sated and they are all hiding wheezing,
tortured breath under their masks. Their Lord turns abruptly, the great slithering snake carving the
dusty floor beside him, both of them disappearing into the dark corridors of Riddle Manor,
Wormtail scurrying at his heels. The assembled followers breathe a collective sigh of relief. Masks
are removed, pleasantries exchanged, business taken care of. Apollonius and Avery discuss the
Devil's Snare, Crabbe and Goyle speak of their children.

“Severus,” Lucius catches Severus’ attention by sticking his wand against his carotid. Too much
exposure to the cruciatus curse is making him impatient. “Our Lord has no new information about
this imposter Slytherin Heir that has emerged. What does the old man say?”

“The old man has no new information either,” Severus sneers, glaring at his former lover and
wondering why on Circe’s green earth he ever found Lucius so compelling. “There has never been
a Gaunt at Hogwarts. They either homeschooled their spawn or were educated elsewhere. Perhaps,
Lucius, with your enviable political connections, you could check the archives at Beauxbatons or at
Durmstrang?”

“I shall consider it,” Lucius snarls, sweeping away, robes billowing in which, Severus is sure, he
thinks is an impressive way. Severus glares at his retreating back, his silvery hair in the low
firelight. Lucius is becoming something else entirely and Severus does not enjoy the
transformation at all. Better a werewolf than whatever that is.

“Professor Snape,” Apollonius says, falling into step beside Severus as he walks stiffly out of the
Manor, grateful for the fresh lungfuls of air he can breathe. He looks over the small graveyard
where his son was tortured. In the daylight, it is absurdly quaint. “Might I have a word?”

“Of course, Nott,” Severus says, sighing slightly as he leans against the chilled wall, his eyes
squinting as they adjust to the cold December sunlight after the darkness and firelight of the
Manor. He allows himself a few slow breaths to reawaken his mind, to allow attachments and
thoughts other than survival to resurrect behind his shields. He gives them air, he gives them life
and they breathe again.
Broderick Bode will die from Devil’s Snare, Albus must decide. I gave Black’s whereabouts over,
Albus and Magnus will need to tread carefully with Cornelius. The Dark Lord says my son’s anger
is ‘delicious’.
The last thought causes a low ache in Severus’ stomach. He must write to Narcissa. His Heir must
learn to control himself. It is no good Severus instructing him in occlumency and strengthening his
shields if the Dark Lord can somehow taste his anger. He and Narcissa are yet to have a proper

conversation about his son becoming Heir to the House of Black not just by inheritance but
according to the Prophet, by blood also. Severus presses his head back against the stones. She will
be utterly insufferable about it. Apollonius stands against the wall with Severus, where their voices
will not travel back inside the house.

“I have a belated Christmas gift for my Heir,” Apollonius says, pulling an envelope out of his
pocket. “It is not the kind of gift one sends by owl and I assume you can pass it on at Hogwarts?”

Or in my home, Severus thinks, where he is currently residing, sharing my son’s bed.

“Of course,” Severus nods, taking the envelope. It is slightly weighty. There is something inside
besides paper. “I shall pass it along.”

“Thank you,” Apollonius nods stiffly. He does not look well. He is thinner than the last time they
had a conversation, his cheeks are sallow and his eyes sunken. Severus has heard of the effects of
the Canopic jars but it is quite something to see in real life. If he dies and Narcissa has to take
custody of Theodore, I shall never hear the end of it.

“You seem unwell, Nott,” Severus says lightly. “Understandable of course, with the time of year. I
have a modified Pepper-Up potion that I think might suit you. May I be permitted to send it to
you?”

“Thank you,” Apollonius nods stiffly. Severus does not have a potion that reverses the effects of a
Canopic jar, but he does have access to one of the foremost experts on them. William sodding
Weasley, Severus thinks, bitterly. He may be able to buy Apollonius some time, but there will be
no recovery. If the Dark Lord does not lower the Sword of Damocles upon him in the next six
months, the Canopic curse will take him. Severus is not sure which would be worse. “You might
also send something to my sister. She has been struggling with her sleep.”

“Oh?” Severus asks mildly, wondering if the guilt of abusing a child for ten years is finally
catching up with Jezebel Nott. He will send her nothing except ill wishes.

“She sleeps too much and struggles to wake and to eat. She is ... fading away.” Apollonius says
quietly. “She blames my son, of course, so it is likely best that he finds an alternative place to stay
for next summer.”

Because she might kill him, Severus intuits. He finds himself filled with disgust for this man who is

knowingly allowing his sister to torture his heir. Yeah, ‘cause that’s so much worse than actually
torturing him himself for the last four years, says an incorrigible voice in Severus’ head that
sounds remarkably like Harrison.

“It can be arranged,” Severus nods as if this is something he has to contemplate, and not a fact he
had already resigned himself to. After all, one cannot force two soul-bonded teenagers to spend an
entire summer apart. Sweet Merlin, I’m going to have to watch them loll all over each other in
Spinner’s End for two whole fucking months. Apollonius nods thoughtfully and stares out over the
graveyard, watching the squirrels scamper amongst the headstones.

“It is New Year's Eve,” Apollonius says abruptly.

“I am aware,” Severus says slowly.

“Do Snapes put much stock in the celebration?” Apollonius asks.

“We do not,” Severus shakes his head, although he is hardly an authority on what Snapes do.
Princes, just about, but not Snapes.

“Notts do,” Apollonius says quietly. “It is a great celebration for us. The end of the winter solstice
celebrations. Fireworks and gifts and … promises.” Apollonius’ eyes drift to the envelope in
Severus’ hands. Severus knows he is holding the gifts and promises part. I hope he does not expect
me to provide the fireworks. “I have not had a traditional celebration since …” Apollonius falters
and Severus understands. Since the death of his wife.

“Albus is very fond of fireworks,” Severus says, thinking of the New Year display the old man
often puts on at Hogwarts but also, of the way the sky around Cokeworth will be alive with muggle
fireworks tonight. “Enough for a Nott, I am sure.”

“Good,” Apollonius nods smartly. “Well then. Tell him … Endure the Mørketid.”

“Endure the … Mørketid?” Severus repeats slowly.

“Yes,” Apollonius nods. “He shall know.”

Apollonius turns and leaves. Severus takes a steadying breath as he holds the envelope in his
hands. He knows it goes against all propriety but he does not trust Apollonius enough to allow gifts
from him to come under Severus’ roof unchecked. Besides, Apollonius has left it unsealed. He
clearly anticipates Severus opening it. Inside there is a letter and a key. He stares at the long,
skeleton key which is a skeleton key in the most accurate sense of the word since it seems to be
made of human bone. Notts, bloody pirates the lot of them. The letter is more of a note, really,
written in old English, but Severus translates it.

Mind must be stronger, heart the bolder,
Courage must be the greater, as our might lessens.

Trust Apollonius to communicate with his son through ancient poetry. Severus examines the key,
discovers it is not a portkey or some other magical device and slips it back into the envelope along
with the note. He knows what it is. This is as close to a heartfelt goodbye as Theodore can possibly
hope to receive from Apollonius. A couplet from an Old English poem in which the Vikings
prevail and the key to the Nott kingdom. It is Apollonius’ farewell and Severus is the one who
must bear and deliver it to his only son. An orphan creating orphans, he thinks bitterly. Severus
sighs and twists to apparate to the Hogshead, the key and message weighing heavily inside his
pocket. Before he takes the news of a father's coming death to a son, he must take the news of a
soldier's coming death to his general. He relishes neither one.

__________________

“You did what?”

Severus is tired. His debrief with Albus took hours and then there was an impromptu Order
meeting with Shacklebolt, Tonks and Vance in Albus’ office that only added time. By the time he
could stagger into the floo and call weakly for Spinners End, the sun had already set. All he wanted
was to rest, but now he is staring at his son, his bloody insufferable infuriating heir who, unless
Severus is going deaf as a result of prolonged exposure to the cruciatus, just admitted that he has
somehow accidentally made himself the youngest Anzar in living history.

“Nothing!” Harrison protests. He’s sitting on the sofa, leg jiggling whilst Theodore stares down at
him with arms crossed and a furious expression that Severus has utter sympathy with. “I just …
like, all the other goblins were showing their support! I was just trying to, you know, do the
etiquette thing right.” Harrison looks pleadingly up at Theodore. “That’s all, I swear.”

Severus sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. I cannot leave the child alone for five minutes
without him doing something fucking extraordinary. For the first time in his whole life, Severus
briefly and perversely considers the value of the Mage cage.

“That’s all,” Theodore says drolly, his frown immovable. “You only swore your axe and your
wand and your hand to the Goblin King and had it accepted!”

“All the other goblins were doing it!”

“You are not a goblin!” Severus snaps irritably, watching as the boy slumps further into the sofa
with a sullen expression on his face.

“I was just trying to be nice,” Harrison grumbles, kicking his trainers against the coffee table in an
insufferable manner. “King Ragnok’s been good to me and Umbridge is such a bitch —,”

“That’s one,” Severus holds up a finger warningly at Harrison. “Two more and no axe privileges
for the week.”

“It would be worth it,” Harrison mutters mutinously. “She’s a toad, she’s slime, I’d like to murder
her and then resurrect her just to murder her again —,”

“Enough,” Severus says, holding up his hand. He cannot help but feel a sense of unease at hearing
this. Not because it is not utterly justified, but because the Dark Lord’s words are still so fresh
inside Severus’ mind. His anger, it is … delicious. He must write to Narcissa as soon as possible.

“She was awful to Remus,” Harrison adds, “she said he was an unfit guardian and some such utter
bull —,” Severus holds up a warning finger and Harrison corrects himself. “bull-crap. She said it
about daemons and goblins too, which is what got King Ragnok so pissed off.”

“Yes, she does seem to hate us all equally, so that’s something,” Lupin sighs. He is leaning against
the bookcase looking decidedly worse for the wear. His face is pale and drawn and he looks
defeated, as if he expects Severus to rain verbal fire down upon him at any moment. Severus would
like to, he really would, but he barely has the energy to stand. What he needs are a nerve
replenisher and a nice lie-down, and for my child not to keep making magical alliances with
incredibly powerful beings behind my back.

“So your answer to that situation was to throw yourself into it?” Theodore says sharply. “You can
barely even hold your axe! What were you doing to do, throw it at her?”

“Hey! I gripped it for a good minute!” Harrison protests, lifting up his right hand as evidence
before pointing at his elf. "You owe me!"

The right hand is definitely healing quicker, Severus notices. It twitches still, but the boy does
seem to be developing good grip strength in it. Unlike the left, which tremors persistently and
Severus is not sure will ever heal to full capacity. All because of Black and his foolishness, Severus
thinks with a scowl.

“Master is a liar,” the elf croaks. “Master has no proof.”

The elf is in the kitchen and Severus stares for a second in astonished horror. His whole kitchen
seems to be covered in chocolate. I hate living with other people.

“Remus is my proof!” Harrison declares, pointing at his godfather. “You lose, elf Black!”

“If Master cannot perform it in front of Kreacher then Master has not done it!” The elf snarls,
thumping down a box of icing sugar so it blows powder into his scrunched up face.

“Oh, I’ll do it again,” Harrison grins. “Loser!”

“Brat!”

“Lose what?” Theodore asks sharply.

“Nothing,” both Harrison and the elf chorus, and then the elf is pulling something out of the oven
and it is enough to make Lupin push slightly off the bookcase, his nose practically twitching as the
overwhelming scent of cocoa and sugar floods the house. It will be in the curtains for
weeks, Severus bemoans silently.

“What horrifying sweet creation will we be enduring this time?” Severus scowls wondering why
his son couldn’t magically bond to an elf who made wine. Or cheese.

“Smells like chocolate cake,” Harrison sighs happily. “Is it chocolate cake?”

“Chocolate cake for Master and his wolf,” Kreacher mutters, lifting a cake the size of a birdcage
onto the counter. Lupin licks his lips predictably. “Like the one from Master’s foolish muggle
children’s book. Boggytrotty’s cake.”

“You baked me Bruce Bogtrotter's chocolate cake? Like from Matilda?” Harrison twists to admire
the frankly beastly confection. It is the size of Kreacher's own head and he disappears behind it.
“That’s wicked, Kreacher.”

Severus feels a twinge of familiarity. He recalls Mrs Evans reading Charlie and the Chocolate
Factory to him and Lily before they fell asleep in the cottage on the Isle of Skye. For the first time,
Severus feels an aching, roaring sense of regret for those years of childhood gone. Not his own, but
his son’s. We would have read to him, Lily. I know we would have.

“Yes,” Kreacher grins nastily, climbing up a small set of steps with a bursting icing bag. “And
Master and wolfy must eat it all.”

“Of course you want that,” Harrison moans, flopping his head back on the sofa and rolling his
eyes. “Of course you identify with Truchabull, of all people.”

“Her enemies quake in fear!” Kreacher snarls. “Most impressive.”

“This is the oddest conversation I’ve ever had,” Lupin says conversationally, moving towards the
counter to dip his finger into stray icing powder. This isn’t even the oddest conversation I’ve had
today, Severus thinks bitterly.

“Is this the muggle fairytale where children are tortured in cupboards and force-fed cake?”
Theodore demands, shaking his head. “Explain to me again how that is nicer than being eaten by
Fenris-wulf.”

"Fenris-wulf?" Lupin asks. "Your father told you fairytales about Loki's maneating child wolf?"

Severus is not even slightly surprised.

“Wolfy must wait!” Kreacher snarls, slapping away Lupin’s fingers with a wooden spoon. “Wolf

must wait for the chocolate to fix his moping!”

“I am not moping, Kreacher, but thank you for the concern,” Lupin says with a tired smile. It’s one
that Severus recognises from the summer at Grimmauld Place. Black.

“You saw your godfather?” Severus demands, turning to stare at Harrison. It seems unfair to make
Lupin speak of it right now, not that Severus cares about what is fair for Lupin.

“Yeah,” Harrison scrunches up his face and looks suddenly, about twelve years old.

“And?” Severus presses. Talk to me, you impossibly unpredictable whirlwind of a child.

“Nothing,” Harrison shrugs sullenly, with a brief glance up at Theodore. Clearly, Theodore will be
getting a proper answer when they are alone. Severus resists the urge to shake his son and turns to
Lupin.

“Well?”

“They brought Sirius out to verify his connection to Harry,” Lupin says quietly. “They used
Veritaserum but Harry … I don’t know what Harry did exactly —,”

“New catchphrase,” Theodore mutters and Harrison shoots him a glare.

“But Sirius said Harry was his child,” Lupin shrugs helplessly. “He’s safe, for now. Magnus is …”
Lupin swallows heavily. “Magnus is with him, he’s going to try and get him to Grimmauld Place.”

Severus nods and tries not to wince. Black will be both harder and easier for the Dark Lord to
access there. On the one hand, the Black wards are unparalleled and it is probably the most secure
place outside of the Silver Hall but it will give Black an opportunity to have access to Harrison.
Albus, with his infernal need to wheedle forgiveness out of everyone, would certainly encourage
it.

“I just let him open the bond,” Harrison shrugs. “I just listened to the magic song and then it didn’t
hurt as much.”

“He harmed you?” Severus growls, skipping over the parts he simply does not understand in his
son’s discourse - opening and closing bonds at will, listening to magic song, these are things he
cannot fathom, not without extensive reading in magical theory that he is sure, somewhere, Miss
Granger is already doing, but this he knows: He hates the parabatai bond, he hates with every
ounce of his blood. Harrison merely shrugs, fiddling with his rune from Theodore on its chain
around his neck. Severus looks at the rune mark revealed at his throat and tries not to think about
having a child marked for fate.

“No more than usual,” he says quietly. Then he looks up at Lupin with sad, blank eyes. “Magnus
makes him happy.”

“Yes,” Lupin’s voice is rough. “It is not your job to make him happy, Harry.”

“Not anymore,” Harrison says quietly. This seems to be enough to break Theodore’s irritation with
him because he rolls his eyes and drops down on the sofa beside Harrison, lifting his arm so the
smaller boy can rest his head against Theodore’s shoulder. Severus watches curiously. The two
boys accept comfort so readily from each other. Painfully, nastily, it reminds him sometimes of
him and Lupin, aeons ago. I should not think about that.

“Eat cake,” Kreacher snarls, and suddenly plates with huge slabs of chocolate cake and forks
appear on the coffee table. Severus does not know what to say. When has it ever been the boy’s job
to make Black happy? Before Severus can consider how to address this chronically misplaced
attitude, there is a familiar, jaunty knock and the door opens.

“Hello,” Bill Weasley steps in, grinning when he spies Harrison reaching for a slice of cake.
“Celebrating already, Anzar in training?”

“Hey,” Harrison says, in between a mouthful of cake. “Wanf some cafe?”

“Etiquette, you said,” Theodore mutters under his breath, stabbing a fork into his piece of cake.
“Yet you cannot even eat a cake appropriately —,”

Theodore is silenced by a mouthful of cake, pressed between his lips on the end of Harrison’s fork.

"More eating, less commenting," Harrison grins. Theodore is looking at Harrison with such
unbelievable, frustrated rage that Severus actually feels a little bit sorry for the boy who is

Harrison’s paramour.

“No thanks,” Weasley grins and sits down in one of the leather chairs, pulling a sheaf of parchment
out of his leather jacket. “We’ve actually got some paperwork to go over in relation to you
becoming the youngest Anzar in history,” Weasley shakes his head with an affable smile.
“Honestly, I always thought Ron was whining when he went on about you being good at
everything but this takes the pumpkin juice.”

“Sorry,” Harrison shrugs. “Just happened.”

“Just happened,” Theodore mimics, only to get a nudge on the shoulder from Harrison. Theodore
glares up at Weasley. “Can you keep him safe?”

“I second that question,” Severus says.

“Thirded,” Lupin says from the counter, taking slow forkfuls of cake with none of his regular
exuberance. Kreacher is eyeing him with suspicion, nudging his plate a little closer to Lupin as if
worried he cannot smell it.

“Yes,” Weasley says simply, looking around the room. “Harry cannot be an Anzar until he turns
seventeen.”

“Then why was he accepted?” Theodore asks sharply. “Why did the Goblin King take on an Anzar
who is still two years too young for the role?” The boy is clearly looking for someone to blame.
Severus gets the impression from Lupin’s slumped posture that he has borne the brunt of it since he
and Harry returned from their outing.

“Because he’s his Ward,” Weasley smiles. “He admits to feeling … indulgent.”

“So indulgence on the part of the Goblin King is to ordain a child soldier?” Severus sneers. Why
did it have to be my child?

“An Anzar is not a soldier,” Weasley says sharply, frowning at Severus. “The Goblin King has an
army, he has no need of soldiers. An Anzar is a steward of the secrets of the Silver Hall and is at
the King’s disposal.”

“Disposal for what?” Lupin asks, equally sharply.

“There are some things that I am not permitted to share, even with the family of an Anzar,”
Weasley says quietly. “Even with my own family, but an Anzar is a trusted wixen or creature who
is brought into the secrets of the Silver Hall and sworn to defend them. That is all I can say.”

Severus thinks that there is an absurd amount of wiggle room in that statement, but before he can
say anything, Theodore leans forward, silver eyes harsh with criticism and questions.

“So Harry’s locked in now?” Theodore asks. “He has to be an Anzar? For the rest of his life? He
can’t be anything else?”

“No, I am a cursebreaker and an Anzar,” Weasley shakes his head. “Wixen and creatures take on
other roles but yes, it is a lifetime appointment.”

Another one, Severus thinks bitterly, considering the soul bonds, the heirships and the Circedamned motherfucking prophecy.

“So we’re like … personal wixen?” Harrison asks, sucking on his fork and looking absurdly
unbothered by the notion of being eternally at the service of the Goblin King. He is too used to
people making decisions for him. “That’s cool. So what do I need to sign?”

“These are agreements I’ve drawn up with his Majesty,” Weasley says, laying them down on the
coffee table. Severus sees the blood-red seal of the Goblin King on every single one. “First is the
most important, the agreement of sacred secrets. You won’t be given many until you are of age, but
the few you are gifted with are sacrosanct. You cannot share them, not with family, not with lovers
not with … partners.”

Weasley drops his gaze to Theodore who glares back stoically. Severus gets the impression that
Theodore does not think much of Weasley. It comforts him that not everyone on earth has fallen
prey to the redhead's charm, however, the idea that Theodore has anything to fear from Weasley is
laughable. Severus may not have the strongest measure of his son but any fool can see Harrison is
utterly, hopelessly besotted with the Heir to the House of Nott.

“Second is about weapons,” Weasley moves another parchment in front of the first. “An Anzar is
not permitted to walk unarmed and his Majesty was particularly intent you begin that part of your

training immediately.”

“Does a wand count?” Lupin asks curiously.

“Yes,” Weasley nods, “so it should be fine for school, but his Majesty has put in a clause here that
Ward should carry a second weapon.”

“Don’t you start calling me Ward,” Harrison rolls his eyes. “It’s weird.”

“Sorry, no can do,” Weasley says cheerfully. “You were submitted as an Anzar under the title of
Ward so that’s your name now! You’ll be Anzar Ward when you come of age.”

“Great,” Harrison mutters. “Hilarious. One more sodding name to remember. As if I didn’t have
enough.”

“Harrison Potter-Black-Snape-Ward not appealing to you?” Weasley grins.

“Not really,” Harrison mumbles. Severus thinks the boy probably has a right to be irritated.
Harrison Potter-Black-Slytherin-Prince-Ward is far, far too many names.

“He cannot bear an axe at school,” Severus snaps, changing the subject before Weasley, who is far
too astute for his own good, finds the boy’s reticence noteworthy.

“Theo has a knife,” Harrison counters with a scowl.

“Yes, and he nearly killed the head boy with it,” Severus glares at Theodore who has the gall to
look unimpressed. “Yes, Chambers was kind enough to send me that missive.”

“Pathetic,” Theodore mutters, rolling his eyes.

“No blades,” Severus snaps.

“Okay, well, I’ve got my fang,” Harrison points to the holster on his right arm. “I can wear it under
my uniform.”

“Great, an even better solution,” Weasley claps his hands, “and you can wear it comfortably in bed,
so that’s good.”

Severus is not sure that is a better solution, given the fang is infused with deadly venom, but he
doesn’t have time to say anything.

“I have to sleep in it?” Harrison asks, eyes wide.

“It’s not specified but the Anzar do typically sleep armed, yes,” Weasley says, moving the next
parchment forward. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“No,” says Theodore, just as Harrison says “I dunno,” and then Theodore actually blushes pink.
Severus rolls and then averts his eyes. I do not want to think about that.

“Moving on,” Lupin coughs.

“These are the agreements to work with me on your weapons and combat training …” Severus
almost groans when he sees the way his son’s eyes light up at the prospect. “This is your
agreement to learn Khuzdul with Professor Flitwick …”

“I have to learn to speak Goblin?” Harrison asks.

“Gobbledegook,” Severus says. “Or Khuzdul, in the Goblin tongue.”

“Yeah, King Ragnok does not like it being called the other thing,” Harrison shakes his head. “I’ll
try to learn Khuzdul,” he speaks the word slowly like it doesn’t fit on his tongue, “but I can’t
promise I'll be any good at it.”

“Hardly any wixen are,” Lupin says quietly, still picking at his cake in a way that is making
Kreacher frown darkly.

"Yeah, but I'm shit at this stuff," Harrison mumbles, fiddling with a hole in his jeans.

“I’ll help you,” Theodore says quietly, and Harrison nods, for the first time in the conversation
actually looking young and frightened. Severus finds it odd that of all the new challenges presented
here tonight, it is the academic one that fills his son with trepidation. Academics scare him. If he
had grown up with Lily and me, he would not be like that.

“And this is a standard Anzar commitment to never deny a duel,” Weasley says, pushing the final
piece of parchment forward.

“Excuse me?” Theodore leans forward.

“Goblins never refuse duels,” Weasley says as if it is the most obvious thing in the world. “ Anzar
commitments typically go further, they are not permitted to lose duels either.”

“You’re not allowed to lose?” Lupin stares at Weasley as if he’s impressed. It is on the tip of
Severus’ tongue to say that he has never lost a duel either, as long as you do not count the bullying
skirmishes inflicted upon him by Black and Potter.

“For a goblin, losing a duel is a painful demotion in social standing,” Weasley shrugs. “They are a
warrior culture.”

“Stone Age culture,” Lupin mutters.

“He cannot agree not to refuse duels,” Theodore snaps, silver eyes flashing at Weasley. He looks
like he would quite like to duel Weasley right here.

“Why not?” Harrison demands, jutting his chin out in a way that reminds Severus purely of Lily
when she was feeling stubborn.

“Imagine if that got out, Harry Potter can’t refuse to duel?” Theodore drawls. “You already have
enough people cursing you and bullying you as it is!”

“They don’t bully me, I’m not bullied,” Harrison scowls, folding his arms and, oddly, glancing at
Severus. Strangely, Severus does understand this reticence to accept the word. The idea of being
bullied by such idiots as Potter and Black makes his stomach churn to this day.

“Targeted, then,” Theodore rolls his eyes. “Whatever word you use, if the Hufflepuffs find out, if
the Slytherins find out, it will be a blood bath.”

“You don’t like my chances?” Harrison raises his eyebrows. “Supportive.”

“I don’t like theirs,” Theodore snaps back. “Kreacher will murder half the school before you even
lift your wand.”

“It clearly won’t work,” Severus says, watching his son open his mouth to protest. He can just
imagine the corridors of Hogwarts full of angry students, lined up to take a shot at the son of Sirius
Black. “He cannot go back to school with a target painted on his back.”

“Well … we could be creative with our understanding of the words,” Weasley says, pierced lip
pursed. “It says ‘shall not refuse an official challenge to duel’ but we can interpret that as official
goblin challenge to duel. Then Ward is only compelled to fight in duels declared to him in the
traditional goblin manner.”

“How is that done?” Lupin asks.

“By stabbing, mostly,” Weasley shrugs.

“Expectedly violent,” Severus says wryly.

“Does that mean any time someone stabs me they declare a duel?” Harrison asks, eyebrows
furrowed.

“Are people in the habit of stabbing you?” Severus asks drily.

“You’d be surprised,” Theodore mutters and Severus closes his eyes briefly to swallow his
annoyance. Who the hell is stabbing the boy and why have I heard nothing about it?

“There are words, too,” Weasley says, looking unsurprised by the notion of a fifteen-year-old who
is familiar with a stabbing. He has been around goblins far too long. “It’s unlikely any of your
schoolmates will know them.”

“Okay, seems fair,” the boy looks at Theodore who briefly nods. “I’ll sign.” Harrison pauses and
then, miraculously, unexpectedly, looks over and Lupin and then up at Severus. “Yeah?”

Severus stares at Lupin and Lupin stares back. For an impossible moment it seems as if they are
one mind sharing one thought: Holy shit, he’s asking for permission to do something. It is almost
inconceivable. Severus wonders if he is ascending to some kind of momentous moment of
parenting or having a stroke.

“Um, if Bill has read it through and thinks it is fair and suitable I don’t have a problem with you
signing, Harry,” Lupin says slowly, looking like he’s struggling to make words form himself. He
looks at Severus with a slightly stunned expression. “Severus?”

Severus finds he cannot speak. Instead, he gestures for Weasley to hand him the documents. He
peruses them carefully, his logical mind checking the language, translating the khuzdul runes in his
mind and checking the translation provided, questioning Weasley on a few keywords. All the time
he is doing so, however, he is thinking about a possible life, a possible world, where he did this
regularly for his child. Where he signed school forms, where he checked documents, where he
didn’t live in a reality where he lay squirming at the feet of a madman. He is reminded, horribly, of
his own words that came back to him in the memory that Lily had magically buried: I would have
done it for you, Lily. I would have given this all up. He swallows hard. He feels as if he is
drowning in his own hubris, the horrible ironies of his own past. If we had given it up then, how
much would we have gained together? His son’s childhood, Lily’s future. He could have restored
them both. He knows he could have. He says none of this, however, instead he merely nods and
hands the forms back to his Heir. Harrison nods and drops his black and green robes off his right
shoulder, exposing the long cut under his fang holster and offering his arm to Theodore who
produces a knife quicker and faster than Severus can react and dips the tip into Harrison’s cursed
wound.

"Theodore!" Lupin exclaims.

"It's fine," Harrison grunts as he flexes his arm to make the blood flow. "This is always how I do
it."

Severus says nothing. His eyes fix on his son's red blood as it drips down his bicep. Harrison
presses his shaking left thumb into it before stamping it repeatedly on the signature line of each

document.

“Unorthodox,” Weasley comments drily.

“I can’t do my signature,” Harrison shrugs, ignoring the quill in Weasley’s hand and pulling out
one of the thick, therapy quills he and Lupin are using in their sessions from a drawer of the coffee
table. “I can probably do an initial for you though?”

“Harry’s good at letters,” Lupin says, nodding encouragingly at his godson. “He’s made excellent
progress.”

“I’m not five,” Harrison rolls his eyes but Severus notices the slightly pleased flush on his cheeks
as he clamps the large quill between shaking fingers and sets it to the parchment, slowly producing
a wobbly 'H'. “There!”

“Very good,” Weasley says approvingly. “Think you can do the others?”

“Yep!” Harrison grins and Theodore smirks indulgently, squeezing Harrison’s other hand, the
basically useless left hand, with a look of such impossible tenderness it is almost too much to look
at. Severus feels an odd sensation in his chest as he watches his child stick his tongue between his
teeth and painstakingly create a shuddering two lines and a wobbly one between them. The only
thing it feels similar to is when he first saw Lily making daisies dance in the park. Not pride, not
exactly, because he has nothing to do with it, but something like it. Contentment at least. “Done!”

Harrison looks so pleased and Lupin looks so kindly and Theodore looks so honestly proud that it’s
almost too much to bear. It’s heady, this improbably fleeting satisfaction, and Severus suddenly
feels exhausted.

“Great,” Weasley says, packing up the parchments efficiently and sliding them inside his leather
jacket. “I shall get these to His Majesty immediately. Congratulations, Ward.”

“Thanks,” Harrison looks happy as he leans against Theodore, who looks relieved. At that moment
they both look so much like children, all gangling limbs and awkward angles. So bloody young.

“King Ragnok sends his regards, Remus,” Weasley stands and nods Lupin. “He overheard you
denied Dumbledore’s attempt to remove Harry. He was impressed.”

“Excuse me?” Severus asks, his stomach churning as he glares at Lupin. He’s sure it is merely that
he is in desperate need of a nerve replenisher and to be horizontal for thirty minutes, but he is
actually a little panicky at the thought. He spent the largest portion of his day in Albus’ company
and not once did he mention that he had, once again, tried to take his son away. How much does
Albus trust me, if at all?

“It was nothing,” Lupin averts his eyes and seems to tense up.

“Remus told him to shove it,” Harrison says gleefully, shovelling cake into his mouth at an
alarming rate.

“To shove it?” Severus drawls, folding his arms and glaring at the werewolf.

“Not quite that,” Lupin mutters, “but in that spirit …”

“Merlin, Lupin,” Severus sighs and rolls his eyes. “What happened to keeping your head about
you?”

“He was trying to take him again, Severus,” Lupin snaps, his eyes flaring with amber life
suddenly. Severus realises he has been preparing this defence since he came back from the Silver
Hall. “I had just listened to that awful woman call me, call us unfit and he had the bloody audacity
—,”

“Alright!” Severus holds up a hand to stem the tide of the angry werewolf. “Alright, let’s … let’s
speak about it later.”

Lupin looks astonished that Severus is not pushing back, but Severus is too tired to push. His knees
are killing him, his son is an Anzar and Broderick Bode will soon be dead. Cursing Lupin’s
recklessness is not on his agenda for the evening.

“I’ll leave you all to it,” Weasley says awkwardly, walking out to the garden to apparatus away.
“Happy New Year.”

“Oh yeah!” Harrison exclaims, nudging Theodore in the shoulder. “It’s New Year. Shall we go to

the pub?”

“No,” Severus, Lupin and the elf all say simultaneously.

“Is that what muggles do?” Theodore asks, pulling Harrison’s knees across his lap in a way that
makes Severus clench his fists with irrational anger. “Go to a drinking house?”

“Pretty much,” Harrison shrugs. “I dunno, really. What do wixen do?”

“Depends on their religious traditions,” Lupin says quietly. He is still staring at Severus, but now it
is with suspicion rather than surprise.

“Oh,” Harrison frowns and then pokes Theodore with a socked foot. “What do your Gods do?”

“My Gods don’t do anything,” Theodore drawls, rolling his eyes. “My people celebrate the end of
the winter solstice. Gifts and … fireworks.”

Theodore’s eyes are wistful and Severus feels the weight of the key and the note in his pocket. He
knows he must give it now, but he feels hesitation. Is it cruel to do this now? Or would the truth be
cruel whenever it came?

“Apollonius sent something,” Severus says reluctantly, offering Theodore the envelope. “He says
… ‘Endure the Mørketid.'”

“The what?” Harrison asks as Theodore slowly opens the envelope, staring at the skeleton key in
his hand and the words of the note.

“Mørketid,” Theodore swallows hard, clenching the key in his fist. “Winter solstice. Artic night in
the homeland.”

“The homeland?” Lupin frowns. “I thought Notts were old English.”

“Norwegian, too,” Harrison murmurs, his eyes fixed on Theodore’s face with such an intense,

steady stare of concentration. “You okay?”

“Yes,” Theodore says thickly, staring at the note and nodding. “Of course.”

Severus does not have to be an occlumens to know that Theodore is lying. The boy’s eyes are fixed
on his father’s words. Endure, Apollonius has said. His final goodbye to his son is nothing about
his child, but his legacy. Theodore must be bolder and stronger and smarter and above all, endure.
Not for himself but for the Notts. It is a heavy burden to lay on any child. An unfair one. An
unbearable one.

“There will be fireworks tonight, all over Cokeworth. The muggles, they set them off at midnight.”
Severus says abruptly, Lupin stares at him again like he’s lost his head. Theodore and Harrison
look up at him warily. “If you are … careful, I shall permit you to climb out of your bedroom
window to sit carefully on the roof and … watch.”

The teenagers stare at him for so long in perfect silence that Severus wonders, for a moment, if the
world has stopped.

“You … you’re going to let us watch fireworks?” Harrison asks slowly. “On the roof?”

“And there are … sparklers,” Severus can’t stop himself from rolling his eyes at himself as he
speaks. “In the box in the attic. You may light them … cautiously.”

“You’re going to let us watch fireworks on the roof and have sparklers?” Harrison’s voice takes on
an even more incredulous tone. “And light them?”

“I shall allow none of it if you insist on repeating every word I say!” Severus snaps. Holy Merlin,
kindness is utterly tiresome. He stalks over to the kitchen, glaring at the elf who has his head
shoved inside a clear mixing bowl and is licking it clean with an absurd, oddly long tongue.
Severus opens a cupboard and pulls out a nerve replenisher along with a bottle of whisky, hearing
Harrison muttering “Don’t question it, go, go!” behind him and then the sound of teenage footsteps
thundering up the stairs. His son is smart enough not to look a gift Hippogriff in the mouth, at least.
The kitchen is quiet aside from the elf's horrible slurping tongue and Lupin's noisy,
questioning, silent presence.

“Sparklers?” Lupin asks, resting his elbows on the kitchen counter, raising his eyebrows as
Severus turns around.

“Yes, sparklers,” Severus snarls, slamming the cupboard door closed. “Leave me the fuck alone.”

Severus cannot stand to be in the same room with Lupin’s slightly sad, sympathetic expression so
he slams his way back out into the dark night. It is only when he slumps down on the slightly
broken garden bench that he realises it must be later, much later in the evening than he thought.
Distant pops and bangs are already beginning to echo across the night and there is a smell of
sulphur in the air. He has spent his whole day either with the Dark Lord or talking about the Dark
Lord. What a fucking waste of twelve hours. Severus pops the cork on the nerve replenisher and
knocks it back, just as Lupin opens the door and steps out. In the smoky haze of the night air turned
cloudy orange in the distant streetlight, Lupin’s scars glow. The werewolf’s eyes rest on the potion
bottle and he nods, sharply.

“He was bad, then?” Lupin lopes across the lawn, his hands pushed into his pockets, fringe flicking
in front of his eyes.

“He was himself,” Severus shakes his head bitterly, unscrewing the lid of the bottle and pressing it
to his lips. The taste of whisky is a balm and a tonic. It softens the edges of the world but also,
miraculously, revives him. He takes a shuddering breath, feeling the nerve replenishes dull the pain
but not the sensitivity. It is some sort of relief, at least. “Broderick Bode is dead.”

“Really?” Lupin’s eyebrows crease together. “I’d not heard.”

“Not yet, he will be, for whatever difference it makes,” Severus shrugs impassively, letting the
whisky settle in his belly. Warm spirits. Cold air. Smoke in the streetlights. Three things that will
always bring memories of Tobias, no matter how deep he buries them. “The Dark Lord wants him
dead. Albus will let it happen. It’s what he does.”

“Art of War, I suppose,” Lupin sits heavily on the bench beside him. “All war is based on
deception.”

“Really? You're quote Sun Tzu to me?” Severus shakes his head and takes another sip. He recalls
the Hogwarts Library in his second year, Lupin across the table with shining eyes as Severus
tentatively hands him a much-beloved copy of The Art of War. “What happened to Treat your men
as you would your beloved sons?”

“Albus has no children,” Lupin says.

“It shows,” Severus mutters. Far away, a firework shrieks and bangs. They see the golden edges of
it between the houses.

“I’ve never seen him like this before,” Lupin speaks slowly, as if each word is costly. “I always
knew he was a wartime general but I never … I never saw it.”

“Some of us never had the luxury to see him any other way,” Severus snaps. He has always been
Albus’ man and before that he was the Dark Lord’s. Before that, he was still a Prince and
according to Eileen, still enlisted to an unmet cause. I have always been a soldier.

“You drink too much,” Lupin says softly, taking the bottle from Severus’ hand with a firm tug that
can’t be denied. Bloody werewolf strength.

“The Dark Lord has an unnatural interest in my son. So does Albus, and I play spy for both of
them,” Severus shakes his head with a bitter laugh. “I think I drink just enough.”

Lupin takes a sip of the bottle and looks down at it between his hands, sloshing the liquid inside
gently.

“So, the sparklers?” Lupin presses.

“Merlin, the boy has just effectively been made an orphan, Lupin!” Severus sighs, dropping his
head backwards and staring up at the smoke-veiled stars. “Apollonius will be dead within the year,
whether by the Dark Lord's hand or his own. A few sparklers does no harm.”

“I know that, I’m just surprised you know that,” Lupin says, his voice full of humour.

“Oh really? You’re surprised I know something about losing a despised father? You're surprised I
can find sympathy in that particular predicament?” Severus scowls at the werewolf, snatching back
the bottle and pressing it to his lips. Tobias. All of his thoughts lead back to Tobias tonight. Lupin
watches him levelly, the scars on his face picking up shadows and looking as if they are gouged
into his skin.

“No,” Lupin says softly. “I’m not surprised by that.”

Severus rolls his eyes at Lupin’s inevitable softness, his endless forgiving nature. He watches the
werewolf’s hand as he takes the bottle back, sees the strange, horizontal scars on his left wrist that
look too perfect for a transformation scar. He watches his lips as he drinks, feeling that familiar,
slightly woozy sensation when he is coming down from the cruciatus curse, as if all of his nerve
endings are raw and needy. These were the days, the most common days, when he used to end up
in bed with Lucius, desperate for touch and release and pain and sweetness, both of them drunk on
the heady rush of coming down and back into their painful bodies. It is not a good mood to catch
himself alone with the werewolf. Mentally, he composes the letter he must write to Narcissa.

Narcissa, you must come and teach my son self-control. And me too, apparently, since all I can
think about is taking the wolf to bed.

“It was … kind,” Lupin says slowly. “The sparklers, the fireworks … it is the way Scandinavians
celebrate New Year, isn’t it?”

“Who doesn’t celebrate New Year with fireworks?” Severus rolls his eyes. “Everyone does.”

“Yes, but you suggested it because it was what he did. Not because it is what everyone does,”
Lupin says. Severus sees a flash of his smile and finds himself overwhelmingly irritated by it. “It
was kind.”

“Oh yes, perfectly kind,” Severus sneers, snatching the bottle back and taking an angry swig. “An
absolutely adequate consolation prize after being brutally abandoned by a father.”

“Harry noticed,” Lupin says softly, patting Severus’ knee. “It makes a difference. It does.”

One uncertain step to repairing an utterly shattered relationship between a Lord and his Heir,
Severus thinks bitterly. He pretends not to notice that Lupin has not moved his hand. He stares at it
as he passes the werewolf back the scotch. He once knew every scar on those hands. Now they are
an unknown territory he has no map for. Severus is overwhelmed by a nagging desire to pull back
Lupin's sleeve, to see the scars as they scatter like shooting stars up his freckled skin. Maps of skin,
cartography of scars.

“Did you really say it?” Severus asks softly. “You told Albus you would not stand for him
intervening?”

Severus’ eyes fixed on the starlit scars. Silver skin. Worn flesh. He has not realised that his
fingertips are tracing the back of Lupin’s hand until he feels strong fingers squeezing his knee and
takes a shuddering breath. The touch is both painful and perfect and necessary and his screaming
nerves are begging for more. He hears Narcissa's voice inside his head. Although chronically
predictable, this is a very, very poor idea.

“Yes,” Lupin whispers. “You … you don’t get everything right, Severus, but you are trying. That
matters.”

It is just enough truth and kindness, perfectly balanced, that Severus can tolerate it. I can tolerate
him. He takes a slow, steadying breath and closes his eyes. It may be the whisky or the nerve
replenisher or his desperate, overwhelming tiredness, but Severus says something that he does not
think he has said to Lupin since the summer of 1974.

“Thank you.”

His voice is just air and smoke, just words made of a tiny bit of gratitude, but Lupin’s grip on his
knee is suddenly so sharp and strong that Severus cannot possibly, in any universe, stop the slight,
raw, exhale of desperate breath from his lips. It is not a word, it is not a sound, but somehow, they
both know it is assent. It is a wish made of the thought Yes. Lupin no longer has a voice, only a
growl, and then those ridiculously strong hands are in Severus’ hair, tipping his face back as those
achingly familiar lips crash against his. Lupin’s strength, Remus’ Circe-damned holy fucking God
strength, is pushing him down on the bench, straddling him and tugging and pinching and pulling
in all the right ways.

All the wrong ways, my son’s favourite and only sane godfather, very very wrong, terrible plan —

“Sev,” Lupin gasps above him, his hands gripping Severus’ hair too tightly, so tightly it hurts
perfectly, but it’s the name, it’s the bloody name. Regulus, pushing him against the door. “I love
you, Sev.” Lily, about to bury his memory. “Oh Sev. No, you wouldn’t have.” Severus’ very bones
ache for this, his blood boils for it and how easy would it be, how endlessly, deliciously sweet to
fall into biting and thrusting and pain and pleasure when his nerves are shredded and his mind is
foggy?
Too easy. It's too easy to pull things apart when they are barely holding together.
Severus pushes Lupin back. It takes all of his strength since Lupin is so fucking strong and intent,
his perfect mouth currently biting along Severus’ jaw, but he manages it, gripping the wolf’s neck
as tightly as he can, utterly secure in the knowledge he cannot possibly hurt him.

“What?” Lupin gasps for breath, his black pupils wide and blown, his hair tousled and arousingly

perfect. “Don’t you want —?”

“To be your perfectly adequate consolation prize after Black?” Severus sneers, breathing heavily.
“I think not, Lupin.”

Lupin stares at him for a moment then climbs off him, the sudden lack of warmth actually painful
for Severus who watches helplessly as Lupin readjusted his cardigan and refuses to meet his eye.
This is better, this is surely better, Severus assures himself. Harrison will never forgive me if I hurt
him.

“You know, you have some gall to speak of consolation prizes to me,” Lupin’s voice shakes with
rage and his eyes flash amber but his gaze is steady, piercing. “To me. I was your consolation prize
from the beginning, Severus. Don’t you think I knew it, even at thirteen? You were hers, heart and
fucking soul and I never minded,” Lupin sounds so bitter suddenly that Severus cannot move. “Not
for a minute. I was just happy to … to be yours.” Lupin rubs his face with his hand and shakes his
head, laughing heartlessly. “But I never was, was I?”

Lupin turns and walks back inside. The door slams. Severus feels as if he is pinned in place, the
sky beginning to fill with pops and whizzes above him. He hears a clatter on the other side of the
house, the sound of the boys clambering out, giggling over sparklers. The sound of his son, happy
and laughing under the stars. Severus sighs and leans back, tasting Lupin’s tongue on his lips and
watching gold and red sparks fill the smoky sky. Inside his mind, he answers Lupin’s question,
over and over again. Yes, you were mine and I was yours. You were mine, you were mine, you were
mine.
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“ Master will be bitten and die,” Kreacher growls.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Harry rolls his eyes, keeping his eyes fixed on the Parvus pixie
who is thumping its tiny fists against the glass and glaring up at Harry. “Hold the glass still.”

“Master cannot play with the pixie,” Kreacher stares at the pixie as if daring it to try something.
“Heir Nott was specific.”

“Well, Heir Nott isn’t here,” Harry says, flexing his fingers as he stares at the pixie. “And I’m not
going to open the lid all the way.”

Theo is out today with Magnus, who is taking a trip to the British Library and for Theo, who has
been told endless tales of the library by Hermione, it is too tempting an offer to miss. Remus is
away for the moon. Sahara is hunting in the garden, the Weasleys are at St Mungo’s, Hedwig is off
on a trip to London for Theo and Bill is at the Silver Hall. Harry is alone in the house with Snape
for the first time since they were alone in Skye. Harry has been keeping out of the man's way and it
has been relatively peaceful. Even without Theo to amuse him, Harry has been content lying on his
bed and practicing listening to the song of things. He’s been trying to discern what the magic of the
Parvus pixie sounds like, Harry is sure if he can get the sound down he might be able to get the
pixie ‘on-side.’ Theo thinks he is out of his mind to try and ‘gain the allegiance of an eyeball eating
insect,’ and has absolutely forbidden him from taking the pixie out of the jar. No matter how much
the pixie falls to its tiny spindly knees and pretends to be running out of air, but it’s hard to hear the
sound of the pixie magic from inside the jar. Magnus did say Harry needs to practice on living
magical beings and Harry can’t imagine Snape, with his herby smelling magic, being happy to
endure Harry trying to discover the song of his magic whilst he's brewing downstairs.

“Heir Nott says I can’t take the pixie out, ” Harry stares at the pixie’s tiny black eyes. “And I’m not
going to. Just unscrew it slightly, I want to hear its song.”

“Pixie’s do not sing, they screech,” Kreacher snaps, frowning as he carefully unscrews the lid. The
pixie inside is fluttering its wings, small eyes darting between Harry and up at the lid of the jar in
eager anticipation of freedom.

“Its magic, Kreacher, I’m talking about the pixie's magic song,” Harry says.

“Master is an odd sort of wizard that he talks of singing magic,” Kreacher grumbles.

“Gently, gently,” Harry whispers, twiddling his fingers and staring at the pixie. The Slytherin
magic, magic that loves to compel things, is flickering little bolts of lightning from his fingertips.

“Kreacher knows what he is doing,” Kreacher snarls, his fingers sliding the lid back a millimetre.
“This is not Kreacher’s first time with evil pixies.”

Harry doesn’t have time to think about that. He catches the scent of the pixie’s magic, earthy and
sharp. Magic is ten percent power and ninety percent intent, Harry, says Magnus’ voice inside his
mind. He thinks of what he wants and flexes his spasming fingers.

“Harmless,” Harry hisses, “ Mine.”

The Slytherin magic flies from his finger tips, filling the jar with sparkling lightning. The pixie’s
intent little face suddenly becomes dazed, its eyes filled with gold and green. Its little fists drop and
it looks suddenly flaccid, as if waiting for instructions. Harry grins.

“Master has compelled the pixie,” Kreacher mutters, his yellow eyes darting between Harry and
the little blue thing. “Master has compelled the foul pixie without a word or a wand or proper
hands —,”

“My hands still work, Kreacher,” Harry rolls his eyes. “I think you can lift the lid off now.”

“Master is sure?” Kreacher glares at him sharply.

“Look,” Harry focuses on the song of Slytherin magic, a hissing melody like the whistle of wind
through trees and hisses to the pixie. “ Sit. Do not move.”

The pixie sits on the floor of the jar, its little hands loose at its side. Kreacher cackles with joyous
laughter.

“Master has made the pixie a slave!” Kreacher croons, glaring covetously at the little thing.
“Master is a true child of the House of Black! Master has bound a slave —,”

“It’s not bound ,” Harry frowns, looking down at the pixie, trying to hear the song of its magic
where it is interwoven with the Slytherin magic. It sounds like a beeping almost, Harry thinks,
sometimes soft and sometimes loud. Fighting, Harry realises, its magic is fighting mine. “It’s
compelled, that’s all, just to do what I say, look —,”

Harry hisses “ Fly,” to the pixie and it flutters up, its wings moving lazily. Harry is a bit concerned
when it just continuously bumps into the glass like a blind goldfish.

“Just to do what you say,” a drawling voice cuts through the air from the door behind them. “You
are left unsupervised for an hour and I find you practicing the imperius curse?”

“It’s not the imperius curse,” Harry scowls at Snape, gripping the pixie in the jar defensively.

“Will it do your bidding without dissent or protest whether it wills it or not?” Snape asks, folding
his arms in Harry’s doorway. More and more, he is dressing more casually around them, perhaps a
product of living in a small house for two weeks, and today he’s got his starched back shirtsleeves
rolled up, revealing his dark mark on his right forearm. Harry tries not to scowl at it, unable to stop
himself seeing Voldemort’s long white finger pressed against Wormtail’s.

“I dunno,” Harry mumbles, shrugging.

“You make a habit of casting without knowledge?” Snape asks, his eyes glittering dangerously.
Harry knows that if his answer is not ‘no, of course not,’ he is in big, big trouble.

“No,” Harry says defensively, trying not to think of the time with the smashed liquid mirrors in the
Room of Requirement and the burned hand. “I just made it so it won’t harm me!”

“Ah, so it is a compulsion spell,” Snape sneers. “Which is also very illegal and morally
reprehensible to cast on another living thing without very strong cause or lack of care for others.”

“I bet you know all about that,” Harry mutters, looking at the fluttering pixie. “Be Still,” he hisses,
and the pixie slumps back down inside the jar.

“Yes, I would,” Snape says, dangerously quietly. “Compulsion spells were and are a favourite of
the Dark Lord. Those who are capable of casting them proficiently are often considered dark by
association.”

“Just because he uses a spell to be a dick that doesn’t make the magic bad,” Harry says
defensively, glaring at his Sire. He hates the phrase ‘dark by association.’ He knows all about what
being too closely associated with Voldemort does for your public image. “It’s not the bloody
magic’s fault, is it?”

“Language,” Snape says lightly, but Harry doesn’t think he really cares this time. He’s fixing Harry
with that odd, curious look that Harry still struggles to be comfortable with. He never thought he
would long for the simple days when Snape looked at him with unavoidable loathing. At least it
was simple. “You have used this type of phrasing about magic several times before. You truly
believe that magic is without moral?”

“How would I know?” Harry grunts, looking down at the pixie, tapping his Slytherin ring against
the glass and trying to feel the edges of the pixie’s magic, where it is pushing back and where it is
yielding. It doesn’t quite have a taste yet, but Harry feels like it might be quite sharp.

“Because you know your own mind and are certainly capable of expressing thoughts when you
wish to,” Snape says silkily and Harry just knows a command is coming. “Speak.”

“I don’t know about morals and stuff,” Harry mutters under his breath. “I only know what I know.”

He feels like he’s being asked something in class the Hermione would absolutely know the answer
to, bobbing up and down beside him with her hand straining up into the air. He knows, suddenly,
that she is the kind of child a man like Snape would expect. Not a dumb Gryffindor like me.

“Do not mumble like a first year, an Heir who can negotiate two family alliances in two weeks is
more than capable of answering my question,” Snape says sarcastically and Harry rolls his eyes.
He’s still not forgiven for the Contessa or the Goblin King and he knows it. Snape’s going to make
me pay for it for the rest of my fucking life. “Speak up. ”

“I said, I only know what I know,” Harry says loudly, glaring up at the man with flushed cheeks. “I
don’t know about all magic. I only know about the magic I’ve met.”

Snape looks at him like he’s absolutely insane and Harry rolls his eyes, staring down at the pixie in
the jar, noticing the slight twitch in its foot. It might be fighting his spell, he thinks, like Harry
fought the imperius curse. Does it feel soft and dreamy for the pixie or painful? The thought makes
Harry uncomfortable.

“Elucidate,” Snape says shortly.

“On what?” Harry looks up at him blankly.

“On how you can only characterise the morals of certain magic,” Snape’s voice sounds strangely
tense. Harry doesn’t understand why.

“Well, because they’re different,” Harry shrugs. He really feels like if Hermione was here she’d do
a better job of this. She's been reading all about magical theory and writing about it to Theo. They
could both have this conversation better than him.

“You spoke previously of how the Potter ring does not like bindings but the Black ring did,” Snape
says softly. “You were not speaking only of the objects but of the magic too?”

“Course,” Harry looks at Kreacher with eyebrows raised who merely shrugs back at him. “Why
would they be different?”

“Not all wixen with magic rings can wield the magic inside them,” Snape leans against the door
and watches as Harry tries to feed nice thoughts through the Slytherin magic to the pixie. Calm.
Unafraid. Safe. “ You seem to suggest that objects of a family naturally contain the family magic
as a conduit.”

“Well, yeah,” Harry looks up at Snape. “How else would it work?”

“Foolish witches and wizards think they capture the magic and lock it away inside the rings,”
Kreacher snarls, seeming to forget about the pixie and angrily shaking the jar so it flops around
inside. “Like with wands that they hoard and think are only their own.”

“Don’t shake it!” Harry snatches the jar back and hisses ‘ freedom’ to the pixie as he puts the lid
back on the jar. The pixie begins to zoom inside the jar, chattering loudly at Kreacher who glares
back. Harry stares at Snape. Harry has never ever thought about where magic is kept or lives but

that theory Kreacher is very annoyed about seems supremely dumb to him. “Wixen really think
that?”

“You have an alternate theory?” Snape asks. His voice is odd, Harry thinks, like he’s interested but
maybe trying to sound disinterested, or maybe even fascinated, but Harry thinks he must have
misunderstood that. He’s still talking to me, after all.

“Well, yeah, obviously,” Harry frowns, feeling like Snape is laying traps for him to look stupid by
stating the obvious. “Magic is everywhere, all around us, all different and we channel it. It’s not,
like, boxed up somewhere or inside things.”

“What about living things?” Snape asks quietly. “The magic inside myself, or you, or indeed, your
unfortunate pixie slave?”

“I dunno,” Harry says cautiously. This is definitely a trap. We are not really having a
conversation. “I only know what I —,”

“What you know, yes, I am aware of the stated conditions of your knowledge,” Snape snaps,
waving a hand impatiently. “I want to know what you think.”

Harry stares. That is the strangest sentence to come out of Snape's mouth. Including the sentence;
“he is my son.” Harry does not believe, cannot believe for one second the man in front of him truly
wants to hear his thoughts. Not without some kind of ulterior motive and since Harry can’t work
out what that is right now, he decides to proceed cautiously.

“I don’t think anything,” Harry says, trying to listen for the song of the pixie’s magic. It is stronger
now, more musical than it was with the compulsion, like a singing buzz that reminds Harry of
crickets. “I know that this pixie has magic inside it but when the Slytherin magic is mixed with it, it
doesn’t stop its magic, they blend together. I know that the magic it has sounds like crickets and
smells like … like forest and the earth, so maybe its magic comes from the forest and the earth?
The Black magic doesn’t live in me, does it? It runs through me, like the other magics do. That’s
why I don’t know if they are all moral,” Harry shrugs. “What does it even mean to be moral?”

“It means something is inherently good or bad,” Harry doesn’t expect Snape to answer but he does,
quite quietly, as if he’s actually listening. There is no sneer either, he is simply stating the words.
It's the first time ever that Snape has taught him something without venom. Harry's not sure how to
take it. “It means if something has a sense of principle and right or wrong behaviour.”

“No, that’s bollocks,” Harry shakes his head and is astonished when Snape doesn’t berate him,
only tilts his head to the side.

“Explain,” Snape says, softly.

“Because magic is … is ... ,” Harry gives a frustrated sigh, knowing he’ll never be able to say it in
a way that satisfies Snape. Theo could do it, but Theo is out. Theo and Hermione, they are both the
type of children a man like Snape would crave. Terrifyingly smart and brave and cunning. Harry is
just ... Harry. The only thing he does exceptionally is fly and he can't even do that anymore and
even if he could, Snape doesn't seem to value that. Harry doesn't have the qualities he values. Oh
well, might as well just sound stupid and get it over with. Harry takes a deep breath. “Magic is just
power, it’s energy, it’s alive and yeah, it has feelings sometimes but it’s like …” Harry thinks about
Sahara. “It’s like an animal. It knows what’s good or bad for it to survive. The Slytherin magic
likes to compel things because that’s what it is, like a snake is a predator, not because it’s trying to
take over the universe.”

“I think possibly every Slytherin scholar would disagree with you,” Snape sneers, but he looks
oddly pleased.

“Well, they’re idiots,” Harry snorts. “Voldemort’s not a madman because he could have had the
Slytherin magic, he’s a bloody madman because he does mad things!”

“Your precis seems to be that absolute power does not corrupt absolutely,” Snape chuckles,
actually chuckles and Harry does not know what to do with that. He stares at the man who is
looking back at him with something like ... an amused smile? Harry feels more baffled than he did
when he found out Snape was his father. I literally don't know what to do with this. Harry just
brushes it off as something he’s said that must have sounded stupid and he’s obviously being
mocked. Like that’s a big surprise.

“I don’t know what that means,” Harry says curtly, looking away. “but if you’re trying to say
power makes you evil, that’s stupid, because then less powerful people would all be nice and
they’re not. Voldemort might be more powerful than Petunia, but it doesn’t make her nicer.”

“Petunia is your equivalent for the Dark Lord?” Snape’s eyebrow rises slowly. Harry turns away,
handing the pixie jar back to Kreacher. Snape, Harry knows, is smart enough to know Harry will
not talk about the Dursleys with him. Not now, not ever.

“Give it a few beetles and don’t shake it,” he commands the elf. Kreacher rolls his eyes but nods.

“Master must remember to do his exercises for the wolf,” Kreacher growls back softly. Harry’s
found it odd that of everyone in the household, Kreacher is the one who is most vigilant about
Harry’s lessons and physical therapy. Harry has described Kreacher as a ‘walking timetable’ to
Hermione and it couldn’t be more true. Kreacher is the one betting Harry he can't hold his pen for
twenty more seconds, Kreacher is the one bringing snails in from the garden and commanding
Harry to 'listen to magic voices.' Kreacher is the one intermittently smacking Harry around the
head with books and shouting: 'Master must close his mind!' Harry imagines it's what it is like to
have a personal trainer, if personal trainers could be tiny, horrible elves.

“I’ll do it now,” Harry says.

“Later, if you please,” Snape says softly. “I have need of your presence downstairs.”

“What for?” Harry says nervously. He doesn’t like the sound of that. The only things Snape could
need him for are for potions (which is undoubtedly be a disaster) or to tell him something he
doesn't want to hear. Harry has had quite enough of things he doesn't want to hear.

“You shall see,” Snape folds his fingers in front of him and looks at Harry steadily. “I will,
however, ask you to keep an open mind and be patient.”

Oh, fuck. Harry’s throat is beginning to close and he is thinking about every time, every single
fucking time someone has said something like that and then something truly shit has happened. Be
patient about knowing why Voldemort wanted to kill him as a baby, be patient about Sirius in third
year, be patient with Ron last year, be patient with Dudley in school. Be patient with every fucking
student in Hogwarts that they can’t bloody accept who killed Cedric.

“No,” Harry says, immediately shaking his head and stepping back, actually flexing his hand so
that a shimmering, Slytherin shield erects between them. Snape looks at him in complete surprise.

“You … feel unsafe,” he states slowly.

“People who ask me to be patient ask for bad things,” Harry snarls. “I am done being patient.”

Snape’s eyebrows lift even higher.

“You feel so unsafe you are unable to speak English,” he says. “That is … not ideal.”

“No shit.”

“Tone,” Snape sighs, rubbing his face. “You require assurances from me of your safety?”

Harry raises his eyebrows and meets Snape’s eyes, feeding words behind them in a way he knows
Snape sort of hates, but always seems to understand: I require more information. Snape raises his
eyebrows but nods.
“I have a guest downstairs,” Snape says carefully. “They are known to you under … less than ideal
circumstances. You do not have to speak to them. You do not have to engage with them but I would
be grateful if you came down to meet them and let them speak for themselves. You may …”
Severus looks at Harry’s shield, “...Maintain that, if you wish but I assure you,” Snape’s eyes are
suddenly black as coals and Harry sees the curls of the shadows from the Prince ring reaching out
towards him. He listens to their song, the soft flickering of whispered tunes, and feels a slight
loosening in his throat. “I shall not allow you to be harmed or coerced into a course of action you
do not relish.”

It is not a vow, but Harry feels the truth of Snape’s words in his Prince ring, sees it in the way the
shadows seem to knot together when he speaks. Harry looks at the drifting knot and lifts his index
finger with the Prince ring on, beckoning it slowly. It drifts towards him and Snape’s hand
twitches. He stares at it in astonishment.

“What have you done?” Snape demands.

“Taken you at your word,” Harry rasps out, his voice returning as the knotted Prince shadows
settle into his hand. They don’t feel icy, like the Black ring, but they are chilled, like the deep cold
of a cave underneath a mountain. “Let’s meet your guest, then.”

“No, speak the reality as you saw it,” Snape steps forward and his eyes, Harry thinks, are oddly
hungry as he looks at the Prince rings. This is odd too, Harry thinks, that someone asking him for
this. People didn’t do it for fifteen years and now suddenly Theo is asking him about magic smells
and tastes and Magnus is asking him about magic song. Perversely, he thinks of the first time a
teacher saw Dudley beating Harry up and listened to Petunia explain it away. He feels a twinge of
bitterness. Where were the people wanting the truth of my reality then?

“Your shadows, there, knotted together when you spoke,” Harry says shortly, pointing at Snape’s

ring. “I told them to come over here and they did.”

“You … you moved magic between the Prince rings,” Snape says and his voice sounds hollow.
“Without a word.”

“Why would the Prince magic need words?” Harry frowns. “It’s full of secrets.”

Snape’s arm jerks out and he looks like he is about grab Harry for a moment and Harry jumps, but
then Snape seems to remember their ‘no touching without warning’ rule and stops himself,
clenching his hand into a fist.

“Who told you that?” he asks lowly, his eyes fixed on Harry’s ring. “Who told you that the
Prince’s were a house of secrets?”

“Oh. No one did,” Harry shrugs carelessly looking down at his Prince ring. “The magic is just …
full of secrets.”

“The magic is …?” Snape stares at him, looking truly baffled. Not for the first time, Harry wonders
if he’s broken him.

“Is that, like, a thing we say?” Harry asks awkwardly. “As Princes? That our House is full of
secrets? I mean, I know about the secret gifting thing …”

“We keep secrets,” Snape says quietly. “Our name is a secret. We are a secret.”

“The Goblin King doesn’t know our name,” Harry says, remembering their meeting in
Dumbledore’s office. “Does Dumbledore?”

“No,” Snape says sharply. “Neither does Magnus Bane or any of the Order of the Phoenix or the
Death Eaters or even the Dark Lord. Mr Nott Junior and Lupin are two of only three people aware
of this secret, not including our personal bankers.”

“And Kreacher,” Harry adds, pointing to the elf who has climbed up into the rafters above them to
catch beetles for the pixie.

“And I suppose you must have told your Miss Granger,” Snape sneers, wrinkling his nose.

“I haven’t,” Harry says coldly, feeling irritated that Snape thinks he can’t keep a secret. “But I can’t
guarantee she won’t work it out.”

“Of course,” Snape says drolly.

“You said two of three,” Harry frowns. “Who’s the third?”

“They are downstairs,” Snape steps aside and holds open the door. “Do you wish to meet them?”

Harry understands the implications. This is a person that Snape trusts, even as he fully expects
Harry not to like them, and this is a person who Snape does not believe will hurt Harry. It’s not
much, but it counts for something. Harry looks up at Kreacher and sees the beady eyed elf looking
down on him, and then the elf gives Harry the smallest of nods. Kreacher can be by his side in
second, armed to the teeth with the supercharged Black magic Harry gifted him before he
abandoned the Black magic in Grimmauld Place. Even if a rescue costs Harry a hundred curly
wurly’s, Kreacher will be there.

“Fine,” Harry shrugs. “I’ll meet them.”

He follows Snape downstairs, running through his imaginary list of people who both fill the
category of people Harry might have to be patient with and also are not Order of the Phoenix or
Death Eaters. Harry realises he does not know many people who aren’t soldiers in some capacity.
He also has no idea who Snape hangs around with. Potions, after all, is a solitary endeavour and
Snape doesn’t really seem like a hobbies guy. He remembers seeing the James Joyce book on his
coffee table in Hogwarts. Maybe Snape has a reading hobby, maybe he has reading friends. Oh
God, was Snape a Hermione at school?

“Does Hogwarts run a book club?” Harry asks at the turn of the stairs. “You know, for teachers?”

He’s imagining McGonagall and Flitwick sitting around discussing Great Expectations. Harry
thinks that if Snape’s surprise guest is Trelawney he might actually have to assume he’s gone
mad.

“No,” Snape frowns, giving Harry an odd look. “Why?”

“No reason,” Harry mumbles, then he stops dead in his tracks midway down the stairs, staring as
Snape's guest rises to their feet to meet them. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Harry stares at the woman standing in the living room by the fireplace, her white blonde hair
brushed off her face but flowing down her back like a river of silver. Mrs Malfoy. He cannot help
it. Almost instantly, he feels the headstone against his back, then rough hands pushing him back
into the circle to face Voldemort. A cruel, elegant, musical laugh.
Harry decides, then and there, that he will not endure this. Theo's voice is inside his head: Refuse.

“Ah,” Mrs Malfoy says softly, her blue eyes fixed on Harry. “Severus, I believe your child is
struggling.”

“What?” Snape turns to look at him and then notices Harry’s expression. He seems to be steeling
himself, stepping back towards the stairs with hands outstretched placatingly. “Harrison, please
come downstairs before you --”

“Before I what?” Harry demands, glaring at Snape in absolute fury. “Before I what?”

“Before you jump to conclusions,” Snape says sharply. “I am merely asking you to try and
maintain a minute level of composure before you throw yourself headlong into a dangerous and
unnecessary assumption.”

Harry’s blood boils at those words. Reckless Gryffindor. He knows what Snape thinks, he knows
what Snape has always thought. How like your father you are, he was arrogant, headstrong … Four
years of those insults, Harry could sling them at himself all night without any bother. He might
have been meant to sort Slytherin twice, but Harry knows how his Sire sees him. The business with
the Contessa and the Anzar stuff hasn’t helped matters but Harry doesn’t care. He doesn’t care
about anything right now. He just sees Lucius Malfoys eyes laughing at him from behind a death
eater mask.

“Okay, how’s this for jumping to conclusions? You planned this, didn’t you? Theo and Remus and
Magnus are all out and you knew I would hate this so you wanted to gang up on me,” Harry says
tightly, folding his arms and gripping his own body fiercely so he does not accidentally spark
magic in front of Mrs Malfoy.

“Harrison -,” Snape begins, but Harry isn’t having it. He may be a reckless damn Gryffindor, that’s
true, that will always be true, but he is not wary of this woman without a good fucking reason and
for Snape to suggest otherwise is such infinite bullshit that Harry questions if he should even be in
the house with him. Am I safe here? Is Theo safe here? Was Dumbledore right?

“And how’s this for maintaining a level of composure? Her husband,” Harry cannot even look at
her, cannot even take in her silver hair without thinking of Lucius Malfoy, “Her actual husband
helped torture me last year. So my assumption is, Professor,” Harry says, voice laced with acid,
“that when he got home from his fun night out of torture with Lord fucking Voldemort his wife
poured him a drink and asked about his day and he told her, I’m just guessing, that he had a
brilliant time laughing his god-damn arse off whilst his master tortured a LITERAL FUCKING
CHILD!”

Harry is breathing hard now, unable to stop the rage from eking out of him, exploding Snape’s
light fittings and cracking the windows. Mrs Malfoy looks at them with a clever, curious gaze that
Harry cannot stand but when he looks at Snape it’s not much better. The Slytherin ring is pouring
hatred into his blood, longing to curse and maim and enact justice for what was done to him, what
was taken from him that night in July. Snape’s face is hard but his eyes are very alert and oddly, he
says nothing about Harry’s swearing.

“Breathe, Harrison,” he says, a voice that is impossibly soft and utterly, bewilderingly infuriating.
"You are safe. No one is going to hurt you. Breathe."

Harry can't breathe, because memories of the cruciatus curse are rocketing through his body and
Lucius Malfoy's laugh is echoing in his ears. I want Theo, Harry realises suddenly. I want Remus. I
want anybody, anybody but Snape.

“No,” Harry chokes out, realising suddenly that his eyes are wet. “He laughed. You know he tried
to kill me, you know he did and you brought her here and …” He will not cry in front of this
woman, he will not, so he digs his fingernails into his palms, feeling them cut the flesh, feeling the
magic flowing back around like a circuit. He glares at Snape, not even trying to hide the feeling of
betrayal inside his mind, daring his Sire to pluck it out. “You’re the one who made a dangerous
fucking assumption when you assumed I’d ever trust you with anything after this!”

Harry sees Snape’s mouth move but he doesn’t hear it. There is a ringing in his ears, persistent and
loud, like the time he blew up Aunt Marge. The Potter magic is flickering defensive spells into his
mind like little bursts of flame but it’s the Prince ring, it’s the Prince magic that is feeling suddenly
unwieldy. The shadows are dense and are spooling out from him, fast and thick, finding light and
eating it up as they go. It wants to hide him and Harry is going to let it, because he wants to be
hidden. He feels like his hands are getting cooler and his mind is getting darker, the edges of his

vision blotting and Harry gets the same sensation he does right before he falls asleep except this
time, he’s not sure where he’ll wake up. He’s not sure he cares. When people ask me to be patient
bad things happen. He thinks of Dumbledore asking for the same thing, courage and patience. I
don’t have any left to give.

“Severus,” Mrs Malfoy says softly. "You are losing him. If he -,"

“I know,” Snape answers so quickly that Harry realises, with some uninterested part of his brain
that they must have a kind of short hand, a kind of language of their own that suggests an intimacy
like he has with Theo and Hermione and Ron. Friendship? Snape moves towards him, his hand
with his wand and Prince ring held up as he mutters softly under his breath in a language Harry
does not understand but he feels like there is a dark, swallowed up empty space he is drifting
happily into and as Snape speaks, he’s following Harry into it. It’s like the space in dreams where
there is no light, no nothing, where the emptiness is so complete it stops being empty. It’s like the
place where Harry hibernates, it’s a place that is the absence of place, the utter darkness of a secret.
Of not-seeing, of not-saying, of not-being. This, Harry realises, must be the gift of the Princes. To
be utterly and completely hidden and alone. Except he’s not alone, because he’s staring into a pair
of fire-lit coal eyes.

“I could live in here,” Harry says to the eyes. “No one could find me.”

“I could,” the eyes say back. “This is the first danger Princes are taught about our ancient magic of
darkness. It consumes. It can consume you, if you let it.”

“Okay,” Harry doesn’t nod because he does not have a head anymore but he agrees. “I let it.”

“You wish you be consumed by magic because Narcissa married Lucius?” the eyes say softly. “Or
because you are unsure of my loyalty to you?”

“Because I wish to be somewhere else,” Harry can’t shrug without shoulders but he thinks his point
will get across. “Here is not there.”

“Here is nowhere.”

“Still better than there.”

“I cannot agree.”

“You said I would not be coerced.”

“You have not been.”

“It wasn’t honest, though,” Harry tells the coal-black eyes. “You didn’t warn me because you
knew I would hate it.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“You didn’t before,” the eyes say factually.

“I was starting to,” Harry says, since there seems no damage in saying the truth of this, especially
since it is no longer true. “I’m not anymore.”

The eyes are quiet. Harry thinks they might be sorrowful for a moment but then it vanishes.

“Then I have made an error in judgement,” the eyes say.

“Maybe,” Harry is feeling a little less of everything now. Less anger, less rage, more and more
cold and quiet and very much not here. It’s like when he is in-between spaces at Hogwarts, when
he is just mind and magic and floating parts. “Maybe it doesn’t matter.”

“I believe it does,” the eyes are fierce suddenly. “I wish you to return now.”

“I don’t want to,” Harry says simply. “I don’t think I have to. I don’t think you can make me
either.”

“I could,” the eyes are darker for a moment and Harry sees how full of secrets they are. They
could, Harry realises, make him return. “But I will not. I wish you to listen first.”

“Okay.”

“The woman who is married to a man you hate, her name is not just Malfoy. She is Narcissa
Black,” the eyes say softly. “She has magic like yours and I believe she can help you control it.
You need someone to help you control it.”

“Why her?” Harry asks. “After everything he did?”

“Because she is the strongest person I know,” the eyes say simply. “And she is no more
responsible for his actions that night than Theodore is for his father’s.”

“It’s different,” Harry says. “Theo’s sixteen.”

“It is different,” the eyes say reasonably. “But it is not as different as you think it is.”

Harry thinks, or he does what might have been thinking in the place where there was being and
sound and light.

“Will you let me be consumed by the darkness if I choose to?” he asks.

“Yes,” the eyes say. “But I will not stop looking for you until I find you again and I shall not stop
talking until you return.”

“What if I never trust you enough again to return?”

“Then that would be my penance.” The eyes hesitate. “It is time, frazand, to return to the walk
under the sun and stars to where the seasons move and mountains crumble.”

Harry feels the magic tugging on him, and then, suddenly, he has hands and they are being held by
other hands and he has a ring, one that is singing softly in whispering voices to the other ring.

“There is magic in those words,” Harry says.

“Yes,” the eyes agree. “It shall not compel you, only guide you if you choose to be guided.”

“If I come back you cannot make me trust her.”

“I understand.”

“Or you.”

“I know.”

Harry stares at the fierce eyes, full of secrets and darkness but oddly, also so much light. Like stars
winking in the blackness of the sky. There is not trust but there is knowing. We are of secrets and
darkness, this thing and I.

“Okay.”

As soon as Harry assents, he feels the world returning around him. Or is it rather that he is
returning? It is not like being pieced back together in Hogwarts, it is more like there is a hole in the
universe, a secret pocket of time and space that he was in before and now he is not in. The shadows
are drawing back into their rings and Harry realises he is still holding Snape’s hand and that it is
strong and firm and the Prince ring on his finger is very, very content. Still, he pulls his hand away,
averting his eyes from Snape’s. Embarrassing.

“You are back,” Mrs Malfoy says, looking between the both of them. “You … disappeared.”

“Slight dimensional shift,” Snape says curtly and Mrs Malfoy raises her blonde eyebrow, just like
Snape does when he is thinking. Harry has the strange feeling that he is looking at the source of
Snape’s behaviour. Holy shit, how long have they been friends? Because that’s the word for it,
Harry realises. It’s maybe something to do with the nothing-place, or the other dimension as Snape
called it, but Harry feels like he knows a bit of the warmth, and it is warmth, that Snape feels for
Draco’s Mum. God, this is so fucking weird.

“I see,” Mrs Malfoy looks at him and Harry tries not to flinch. “And your son is capable of
triggering it?”

“Wait, she knows?” Harry stares at Snape.

“Narcissa brewed the potion that proved your parentage,” Snape says quietly.

“You are having some trust issues, Mr Potter-Black-Prince ” Mrs Malfoy says abruptly. “I believe
I have a solution.”

“Oh?” Harry asks warily.

“Yes,” Mrs Malfoy tucks a silvery blonde strand behind her ear and then, completely
unexpectedly, lowers herself onto one knee in front of Harry, taking his broken left hand in both of
hers. What the hell. Harry sees a Black diamond on the first finger of her left hand and feels a
familiar icy chime. “I, Narcissa Druella Black, daughter of the House of Black, do swear my fealty
to this child of the House of Black, to keep his secrets and his life as sacred or my own life shall be
forfeit.”

Harry feels it then, a sudden rush of joy, of excitement, of eagerness and reunion as a ghostly tingle
of the Black magic rushes through him. In his mind he sees the white feathers of the Black raven
and hears a whisper of it’s voice: loyalty.

“There. It is done. I am yours to command, child of Black.” Harry stares down at Narcissa, because
now she is Narcissa to him, just as Zabini became Blaise. Oh, shit. “What would you have me
do?”
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"What?" the boy asks, staring at Narcissa in astonishment then up at Severus, who can't help but
stare back, himself utterly astonished. It is one thing for Narcissa to swear to him that she will
protect his child's life with her own, it is quite another to swear the the child. " What just
happened?"
"It is as it sounds like," Severus swallows hard and then reaches down to pull Narcissa to her feet,
squeezing her fingers hard and glaring at her. We shall discuss this later. "Narcissa has used her
Black magic to swear fealty to you."
Not to me, Severus realises sharply. Not to the House of Prince. To a him as a Child of the House
of Black. Severus could admire the dexterity of Narcissa's subtle mind at this point in time if he
was not himself already mentally reeling. His son disappeared into the legendary ﻏﺎر ﺗﺎرﯾﮏ, the
Ghaar Tareqi and Severus had used every ounce of his own Prince magic not only to follow him
there into that place of Darkness where thought is without form but also to guide him back.
Severus feels like he needs to lie down in a quiet room for a minute, or perhaps spend a couple of
days holed up in the basement with Eileen's books, trying to understand exactly how the Ghaar
Tareqi works so he can mount a rescue to find his child if he decides to pull the same kind of
dimensional shift again.
"What does that mean?" the boy asks, frowning at Narcissa.
"Fealty is loyalty given to … to a Lord," Severus stumbles over the word, because it is insane,
utterly insane to live in the reality where his child has a follower.
"A Lord ?" The boy stares at Narcissa in utter panic. "I don't want to be anyone's Lord!"
"That is only the traditional use of the word," Narcissa folds her elegant hands as if none of this
bothers her and sits down in Severus' seat, smiling up at the boy with a pleasant expression on her
face. "You are not my Lord as, say, the Dark Lord has vassals. What has just happened between us
is a family fealty. I have expressed my loyalty to you in the family of Black," Narcissa smiles
pleasantly.

"Wait," Harrison's ever-twitching right fingers flicker slightly. "Me only? Not … not Sirius?"
Severus has to admire his child for a moment, as this is an unexpected insight that Severus in his
slightly stupefied state had not noticed. What with my child trying to leave this plane of existence.
On top of all that, there was the raw shouting of uncomfortable truths that means Severus has such
utter hatred boiling in his blood for Lucius right now, the near-crying, the exploding windows and
the absolutely unexpected truthfulness from the boy inside the Ghaar Tareqi that has not only left
Severus feeling hollow but feeling mildly desperate. Any rational person, any sane man would
struggle to not see what just happened as, if not a suicide attempt than a frantic cry for help.
"Not cousin Sirius, no," Narcissa nods as if she too, is mildly impressed by his cognizance. "Only
you."
"But you know ... I mean do you know?" Harrison looks up at Severus with insecurity in his eyes.
"About Sirius?"
Severus cannot answer right now. His mind is full of that quiet, determined but fully childish voice
whispering to him inside the void. Will you let me be consumed by the darkness if I choose to? It is
not the fact that his child so readily walks towards darkness that has Severus feeling like he's gone
a round of crucio with the Dark Lord, it that the child came back so quickly. He's now looking up
at Severus expecting answers to practical questions as if none of it happened. This is his reality,
Severus realises horribly. He is so used to skirting so close to death he does not realise when it is
self-inflicted.
"I know that there is no practical way on earth that my cousin can be your natural-born father, no
matter what Dumbledore should like the public to believe," Narcissa wrinkles her nose as if the
whole thing is distasteful. "I know that there has been turbulence in the Black magic and that we
are, at the moment, without a true Lord."
"How do you know that?" Severus asks, drawn out of his troubling introspection by Narcissa's
ever-intriguing insights.
"I feel it," Narcissa says simply. She flexes her hand with the Black ring on it and there is a small
pulse of white light. "Others will feel it, too."
Severus stares at her, suddenly understanding the reasoning behind her fealty. There is a void in the
House of Black. If the mutt has been ousted by the magic, then magic will be seeking to fill the
void. The Black magic is searching for a new Lord.
"Andromeda cannot take it," Severus says softly. "She was disowned."
"It matters not to the magic," Narcissa shrugs. "My mother's words were her own and now she is
dead they bear no weight on her daughter, but I doubt my ... unorthodox sister will take the mantle
of the House of Black."
Severus knows Narcissa is right. The Lordship of the House of Black carries dark myths and
legends and unwieldy magic that is beyond Andromeda's desires. Narcissa or Regulus would be the
natural choices, both born with the kind of astonishing magical control that others envy, but
Regulus is dead and Narcissa has pledged her fealty elsewhere. To his son.
"You expect my child to take up the mantle instead?" Severus hisses. "He is too young!"
"Wait, you want me to be Lord Black? " Harrison stares at her and then sits, with a heavy flump
down on the sofa. He seems to be becoming slightly more comfortable around Narcissa, otherwise

Severus knows he would refuse to sit. Perhaps there is something in the vow that is endearing her
to him. Severus hopes it is true. "But Sirius is Lord Black!"
"At the moment, only in name. Only on paper. Only to the outside world," Narcissa crosses her
legs and leans back, watching Severus' son closely. "We in the family know better. You have felt
it, I assume more keenly than all of us, the void in the magic."
Harrison winces and nods. He looks, for a moment, utterly, desolately miserable and Severus is
reminded keenly of the night they left Grimmauld place. The way the boy had rested his broken
hand and forehead against the door, as saying goodbye to a dying friend.
"Yes," Harrison says shortly. "It's... disappointed. No, it's more than that it's … disillusioned."
"Is it?" Narcissa speaks softly. "I do not think anyone else has that insight. We only feel how it is
… unsettled. It is rather like being on a ship and experiencing high seas."
"Not for me," Harrison says shortly, folding his arms.
"Could you tell me a little more?" Narcissa says gently. Harrison looks at her sharply, as if
expecting to find ridicule there (the child is always, always looking for ridicule).
"It hurts," Harrison says simply, shrugging. His eyes catch Severus' and he is reminded of his son's
death on the floor of Grimmauld Place and Severus' own, frantic internal bargaining. Send him
back, Lily, I will do better I promise I shall do better. The boy holds up his useless left hand that no
amount of physical therapy seems to be improving either the grip strength or the tremors. "It did
this. It's hurting, it's … wounded right now." Harrison blinks and looks away from them both. "I
miss it."
Severus did not need the child to say these words since they are so evident to everyone living in
Spinner's End. Harrison is often caught staring down at his left hand, not in anger or frustration
with it's lack of ability but with an expression of utter mournfulness. Severus also caught him, a
couple of times, in the mornings when it has been icy, outside in the garden with his left hand
pushed firmly against the frozen ground, as if he is searching for the coldness of the Black magic.
Narcissa however, looks surprised.
"You do?" she asks, leaning forwards slightly. "Why? You are clearly a person of great magical
prowess, what need have you of the power of the Black magic?"
If Severus had the chance, he could have told Narcissa that was exactly the wrong thing to say. His
son has very particular and often contradictory views on power that he has yet to untangle, but
Severus is utterly unsurprised when Harrison leans forward with a mild hiss, green eyes flashing
angrily.
"It's not about power, " he says, voice seething with disgust. "I don't want to *possess it or keep it,
God! What is it about wixen and this stupid theory that magic has to be kept? " Harrison glares up
at Severus as if he is the proponent of this theory, and not merely the one who shared it with him.
"I just miss it, okay? I miss having it with me, the same way I would miss Sahara if she wasn't
here, or Hedwig, or the Potter magic or Remus or -," the boy is on the edge of speaking of
Theodore but manages to pull himself back, jutting his jaw out and staring out of the cracked
window. "I just miss its company," he continues softly. "I miss its voice."
"I see," Narcissa whispers. She glances up at Severus. He sees a avid excitement in her eyes. It is
the same look she gets when faced with an intriguing brew, or an unfathomable rune sequence. For
the first time ever, Severus feels both jealous of his child and prideful. He both wants to hide his

child's remarkable abilities away from the world and also display them to his oldest friend, to have
her see the magnificence of the boy's skill, even though they are skills Severus has no right to take
joy in. It is the oddest combination of feelings he has ever experienced.
"You ... are no wizard, Mr Potter-Black-Prince," Narcissa says, leaning back and tilting her head to
one side, looking at the boy. Severus feels his stomach drop. He should have known when he
invited Narcissa to meet Harrison properly that it would take her less than five minutes to realise
his comparative strangeness. One only needs to hear the boy talking about sentient magic to realise
that he has a once in a generation understanding of magical theory. My son could change the way
we understand magic forever. Severus tucks that thought away to concentrate on the task at hand.
"This fealty vow thing … you have to keep my secrets, right?" Harrison is staring at Narcissa with
a shrewdness that always surprises Severus, until he remembers this is the boy who somehow
infiltrated his House's common room under his nose in second year. "What happens if you don't?"
"I perish," Narcissa says calmly, looking down at her nails.
"What if Riddle tortures you?" Harrison asks brutally.
"Then he would torture me until I gave up your secrets and consequently died, or he would torture
me until I died," Narcissa says, blankly. "Though I do not anticipate either happening."
"It's not the kind of thing you anticipate," Harrison says, rudely.
"I anticipate everything," Narcissa shrugs as if the boy's tone means nothing to him, even though
she has slapped Severus upside the head for the same in the past. "And I have a contingency in
place for such an event."
"How can you have a contingency?" Harrison asks blankly, looking at Severus. Narcissa catches
his eye and he recalls a dark night, a few days after Draco was born. Narcissa, holding her newborn as she stands over a cauldron. "You should be resting," Severus pulling her gently away from
the steam. "Take the little dragon upstairs." Narcissa shaking her head, refusing to move. "I need
to finish, just in case." Severus examining the recipe. Socrates Bane.
"Poison," Severus says quietly. Harrison looks at him sharply. Severus sees the thought behind his
eyes, as he so often does these days, in this unique way of communicating that Harrison has that is
almost like the opposite of legilimency and occlumency. Instead of taking or reading, it is giving or
speaking. Instead of shielding, it is revealing. The words are clear: You? Severus shakes his head
softly. He does not have a contingency in place. If the Dark Lord plucks secrets from his mind, he
will have no time for self-destruction. Likely, the act of having the truth removed from him will be
enough to end his life.
"So you're willing to die to keep my secrets," Harrison sums up, looking back to Narcissa. "Seems
sort of the opposite of what your husband's up to right now, no offence."
"I do not take offense, but I cannot speak to Lord Malfoy's actions," Narcissa says quietly. "I am a
daughter of the House of Black first."
"Yeah, but he's your family," Harrison urges, "and you have a son, too, he's a Malfoy and he hates
me by the way, so how is that going to work?"
"Draco does not hate you," Narcissa smiles a wintry smile. "He envies you."
"Yeah, right," Harrison rolls his eyes and shakes his head. "What does he find particularly
appealing? Being raised by people who lied to me and treated me like dirt, or not knowing anything

about magic until I showed up on the Hogwarts Express?"
Narcissa raises her eyebrows and then stares at Severus. There is such fury there, the likes he has
not seen since Lucius took a six year old Draco to visit a local vampire Lord and Narcissa almost
ripped his throat out when they returned.
"Is this true?" She says quietly. "Your child has been so neglected?"
Severus swallows, unable to speak. He thinks of the clues that have been given to him, the half
truths from the child's lips and his friends. The flayed back. That horrible, bloody bedroom in Privet
Drive. He nods wordlessly.
"Neglected is a bit much," Harrison scoffs, folding his arms. "They just weren't very nice."
"Hmm," Narcissa tilts her head and looks at him shrewdly. "Would you tell me the truth of it if I
asked?"
"No," Harrison answers immediately and Severus feels his stomach drop, because of course, clever
Narcissa has just proven that there is a deeper truth to it. A truth where Petunia is comparable to
the Dark Lord.
"Even though I am within your power entirely?" Narcissa prompts. "What would I need to do to
inspire confidence?"
"You could be honest," Harrison says quickly. "You have a husband who wants me dead, probably
needs me to be dead to stop Voldemort from killing him. You have a son who has tried to curse me
so bloody much this last term he's like a living, breathing bludger." Severus can't help the small
smirk at the corner of his mouth. How Draco would hate to be referred so. "So you could tell me
the truth. How is this going to work?"
Narcissa looks at him with a soft smile for a moment, tapping her long fingers against the arm of
her chair.
"You are so like alike," she says quietly. "You and Sirius. An inquiring nature. I am not surprised
Albus is finding it so easy to convince us all you are father and child."
Harrison winces and looks away. Severus sees him flex his left hand. He says nothing, but Severus
can tell that the boy no longer enjoys comparisons to his godfather. Perversely, Severus feels glad
of it.
"You didn't answer my question," Harrison says, tautly.
"I did not," Narcissa says, calmly. "I am sworn to keep your secrets, young man, but I do not owe
you mine."
"Fine," Harrison shrugs, eyes glittering. "But then you won't get answers. Quid pro quo or
nothing."
"Interesting," Narcissa's eyes flicker up to Severus. "I can't imagine where you learned such a
fascinating bargaining technique."
"Yeah, well, we don't give secrets away for free here," Harrison says harshly, and Severus is oddly
proud. Even with Narcissa, whom he trusts, Severus does not want his child to be loose lipped.
They are Princes, after all. They have much to hide and guard, even from those they love.

"I see that." Narcissa considers him slowly. "What do you propose?"
"The questions game," Harrison says instantly sitting up. "You ask one and I ask one and you have
to answer truthfully and honestly."
"Ah, I remember it well," Narcissa looks at Severus and he knows she is remembering how he and
Regulus used to play this game together at school. "How many questions?"
"Two," Severus says abruptly. He doesn't want this going on too long. Who knows what his terrible
whirlwind of a Mage-child will ask?
"Very well," Narcissa nods serenely. "I take it your first question is about my husband and son?"
"No," Harrison leans forward and flicks his eyes between Narcissa and Severus. He knows,
suddenly, what's coming. "What is the exact and precise nature of your relationship with Professor
Snape including any past incarnations or variants?"
The little shit.
"Absolutely not," Severus growls, glaring down at his green eyed son. "We already discussed the
parameters of this particular game -,"
" What? " Harrison stares between them, eyes wide and Severus realises his mistake, yet again.
Stop confessing your sexual relationships to your child, you absolute moron. "You - and her - with
Malfoy's Mum? Holy sh --,"
"Language!" Severus barks, trying to ignore the way Narcissa is clearly trying not laugh. Harrison
actually looks a little outraged, and glares up at Severus.
"I can't believe you and Remus gave Theo and me such shit about sharing a bedroom!" Harrison
scoffs. "Especially since you shagged Sirius' brother and -,"
"I will advise you to think hard and fast about whether you want to finish that sentence," Severus
growls, ignoring the flush in his cheeks. Harrison flops back into his seat, arms folded and glaring,
hissing under his breath in parseltongue and for the first time, Severus is thankful because at least
then he does not have to hear his child speculating on his sex life. Sweet Merlin, Lily, how am I
supposed to parent a teenager?
"I still need to answer the question," Narcissa says delicately. "I believe I can do so without
provoking such … distaste."
"Please do," Severus says sharply, glaring at her. This is all your fault. Never play this game with a
child with all the manners of an untamed dragonet.
"I met Severus at school, I mentored him as a child, assured he got to class with his uniform all in
one place," Narcissa says, smiling fondly at Severus in a way that has Harrison gaping and staring
up at him like he's a Hippogriff. He cannot imagine that I was once a child. "As adults our
association took on many different forms, including, briefly the iteration that has been so uncouthly
alluded to --," Harrison shudders dramatically and Severus rolls his eyes. "But above all, we have
been friends. He is currently the godfather to my child and what I would consider … family."
Narcissa's eyes rest on his and Severus feels an unusual tightness in his throat. He nods shortly.
"You're Malfoy's godfather? " Harrison glares up at Severus. "No wonder he gets away with so
much."

"We are not going to discuss how I deal with discipline in my own House," Severus snaps.
"Yeah, because you don't," Harrison mumbles back.
"I believe I am due a question," Narcissa says delicately.
"Please do," Severus says.
"So unfair," Harrison mutters, disappearing into hisses and grumbled words.
"I wish to know the total of information you were provided with about magic prior to your visit
from a Hogwarts ambassador at eleven years old," Narcissa says slowly. "The exact words, if
possible."
"Oh, easy, none." Harrison says glibly, fiddling with a hole in his jeans. "I didn't know magic was
real before Hagrid found me."
"You misunderstand me," Narcissa says quietly, even though Severus notices the rigidity of her
spine that denotes outrage. "I wish to know all the information you were given about magic by
those around you who raised you even if that information was incorrect."
"Oh," Harrison looks entirely puzzled by this but shrugs anyway. "Well, I guess Vernon always
said people were 'freaks' if they did cool stuff or interesting stuff. Magicians were freaks, circus
performers were freaks, even people in theatre were freaks. Or queers, or poofters," Harrison adds,
as an afterthought. "And Petunia hated anything vaguely odd or out there. She said Mum and Dad
were drunks who died in a car crash, she told all the neighbours they were 'odd.'" Severus clenches
his hands into fists at Petunia's disgusting lie. Well done, Tuney. What a way to earn your sister's
hatred from beyond the grave. "And I guess when I did accidental magic, they lost it."
"Can you define that for me?" Narcissa asks. "What 'losing it' looked like?" Harrison's eyes
become sharp and focused.
"You asked about the information I was given," Harrison says tightly, "not that."
"Very well," Narcissa voice is as soft and comforting as it gets. "What information did you receive
from the punishments you were given when you performed accidental magic?"
"That I was in trouble, obviously," Harrison drawls, leaning back on the sofa and stretching out.
Severus is not fooled by this studiously relaxed body language. He knows it well. He used it too, at
school, when Narcissa tried to ask him similar questions.
"Let me refer you to the terms of this particular question," Narcissa says. "I would like to know the
precise words that were spoken to you."
Harrison scowls and shifts and Severus holds his breath. He recalls, painfully, when Narcissa
pulled a similar confession out of him after Eileen's death. What did he say to you, darling boy? It
was perhaps the worst thing to have to confess, to speak aloud the words that lived perpetually
inside his mind. He wonders if it is the same for his child. History is repeating itself, Lily, and I
have no one to blame but myself.
"A freak," Harrison spits out the word, glowering down at the carpet. "Worthless. Useless.
Ungrateful."
"Ungrateful," Narcissa says softly. "An interesting word."

Severus sees the moment his son's wall comes up behind his eyes, sees the change in those green
eyes when Harrison says he is 'thinking,' when his body becomes still and his breathing softens and
Severus can sense the whisper of magic around him.
"It's my turn, isn't it?" Harrison says sharply.
"It is." Severus knows he should not be amazed by Narcissa's gentle composure but he is. She is
always remarkable but she is especially remarkable right now, when she is handling his son with
such delicacy. "Go ahead."
"You say Sirius isn't Lord Black, not really," Harrison says, leaning forward. "You want me to
have it next, but why me? You could have it, clearly, and if not you then Draco, right? Why don't
you want that?"
It's an insightful questions and Severus is mildly impressed. He already has an instinct about
Narcissa's position, but it will help to hear it clarified.
"If I take the Lordship of the House of Black, I shall garner the attention of the Dark Lord,"
Narcissa says softly. "I think it is best that the House of Black does not fall into his jurisdiction in
any way." Narcissa's eyes flicker up to Severus and he understands, suddenly, what she means.
Bellatrix . For some reason, for a reason that Severus has not been made privy to by the Dark Lord,
Narcissa has reason to fear that Bellatrix may be able to claim the Lordship of the House of Black.
Severus swallows hard. He has been kept away from this plan and there can only one reason why:
The Dark Lord is aware there might be a leak in his ranks. Severus must tread carefully with this
information.
"And Draco?" Harrison prompts, unaware of everything passing between Narcissa and Severus. He
is not even sure Harrison knows who Bellatrix is. I hope to Merlin they never have occasion to
meet.
"Draco does not have an affinity with the Black magic," Narcissa says, shaking her head
regretfully. She's right, of course. Draco is more Malfoy than Black and Narcissa has not raised
him for power. Deliberately, Severus thinks, since she saw what power did to her sister and
cousins. "He would not be ready for that kind of power and I believe he would be ripe for …
outside influence."
"You think Voldemort would use him," Harrison says flatly. There is no sympathy in his voice, but
Severus does not know why they should expect any. His son has been used by the Dark Lord
horribly. Why should other children be sheltered?
"I think it is possible," Narcissa says quietly. "It is better, I believe that the Black magic is wielded
by someone who opposes the Dark Lord at present, lest he have access to its secrets. The Black
library, for example."
"Oh, I've got that," Harrison looks up at Severus. "In your vault, actually."
"You put Black's stolen library in your Prince vault?" Severus asks, in astonishment. That's what
the deposit was.
"Well, it would hardly fit in my trunk, would it?" Harrison snorts. "And I thought he could get into
the Potter vault."
"My cousin may have wished to be a Potter but unless Charlus Potter actually adopted him, he
cannot access your vaults," Narcissa looks at the boy sharply. "Has no one taught you these

things?"
"Who was going to teach me?" Harrison asks blankly. He seems to be deliberately not looking at
Severus and Severus is actually glad of it. Narcissa looks like she is thinking of all the other
possible things his son has not been taught. Severus tries not to feel guilty. I did not know. I did not
know.
"Your magical guardian should have," Narcissa frowns.
"Well, Dumbledore was my magical guardian before the Goblin King," Harrison frowns. "Not that
I knew it."
"Then who educated you about your entry into our world?" Narcissa asks, and her voice is
shimmering with rage.
"Hagrid," Harry answers blankly. "He took me to Diagon Alley for an afternoon before I got on the
Express."
"I see," Narcissa nods. "He taught you about wizarding customs and so on."
"He took me shopping," Harrison frowns. "Was he supposed to do all the other stuff?"
"Yes," Severus swallows hard. It is clear, cruelly clear, that the Boy-Who-Lived was no more than
the Boy-Who-Arrived that first night at Hogwarts. The wide-eyed waif of a child that Severus had
seen and despised, that he had hated for what he had seen as overflowing with innocent excitement
was actually a child thrust helplessly into a world they barely understood or knew. Dear God,
Albus barely prepared him and still expected him to go to war.
"May I ask my last question?" Narcissa asks, folding her hands in front of her and looking at his
son with gentle eyes.
"Yes," Harrison says, eyeing her nervously.
"How many courting gifts have you exchanged with Theodore Nott?"
"Excuse me?" Harrison looks utterly baffled and stares up at Severus, who is struggling to
understand how Narcissa put all of that together so quickly, but then Narcissa could always tell
who was secretly courting whom at school. She knew about Remus practically before Severus did
in second year. "Why?"
"Because it is relevant to me," Narcissa says softly, and Severus knows she is referring to her
inevitable guardianship of Theodore. "How many?"
"They're not courting gifts they're just presents," Harrison huffs, sliding down in the sofa. "And
three, two birthdays and one Christmas."
"Three," Narcissa says softly. "Do you understand the implications of this?"
"No and I don't care ," Harrison growls, glaring at Narcissa with some of that familiar ferocity.
Severus notices the sparks around his son's fingers, the glow around his wrist from his runes and
pulsing at his throat. Narcissa's eyes fix on the rune mark there. "Theo is none of your damn
business and I'm not obliged to answer that question."
"You are not, and I thank you for answering what you did," Narcissa says, inclining her head with
such regal politeness that Severus can see his son's complete confusion. He is not used to this kind

of treatment and Severus feels suddenly mournful because he felt the same way at his age. This is
not the inheritance I imagined passing on to my child. Narcissa looks up at Severus. "Now is the
time when you tell me, Severus. What is your child?"
Severus glances at his son who is looking very sullen and a little luminescent around the edges.
Harrison is especially tense about anyone questioning him about Theodore. Harrison shrugs
angrily.
"Harrison … is a Mage," Severus swallows on the word, hating everything about it, yet it is the
only word that is entirely suitable to describe his son. Yet he cannot stop himself from qualifying
it. "A being of extraordinary power, whether we call that a Mage or not …,"
"You just don't like that word," Harrison mumbles. "Because of your mum."
"Harrison," Severus snaps, even though it makes no difference. If there is one person alive who
knows the reality of his life with Eileen, it is Narcissa, who saw it played out first hand. Narcissa
looks up at Severus with an expression that seems to him to be both sorrowful and fond.
"Oh Severus," she says softly. "The past never leaves us."
"So it would seem," Severus says drily before looking down at his son. "Will you consent to
allowing Narcissa to teach you magical control?"
"Sure," Harrison sighs heavily and rubs his face. "I mean I don't know what I can learn that I'm not
learning from Bill or Remus or Magnus -,"
"Stand, child," Narcissa says softly. Harrison does warily, and Narcissa also rises to her feet. She
lifts her hand, raises her eyebrow and without a word, clenches her fist. White light bursts forth, the
astonishing sign of the black magic, in a pulsating glow that would blind if Harrison did not
instantly, without thought or word, lift his right hand and seemingly pull up darkness like a cloak
to create a veil between Severus and Harrison, with Narcissa and her white light on the other side.
Severus looks down at his own right hand, sees the shadows spooling out from them and feels
something in his chest that he cannot explain. This is the first time he has ever seen Harrison use
the Prince magic defensively, as intuitively as he uses the Slytherin magic or the Potter magic or as
he used to use the Black magic. Our magic, he's using our magic. It is, quite frankly, the most
astonishing thing Severus has experienced.
" Jesus! " Harrison stares at Narcissa, watching as, with a small gentle opening of her fist, the light
blowing outwards from Narcissa, robed in silver, begins to diminish with excellent, remarkable
control until it is nothing more than a precise beam shooting out of her ring, piercing a hole in
Severus' window. He sighs internally. My poor sodding windows.
"You have raw power," Narcissa says simply. "Perhaps more power than anyone else, but it means
nothing, nothing if you cannot control it. I can teach you control."
"Yeah," Harrison's eyes are fixed hungrily on the Black magic. "Sirius has so much power but he
can't … he can't help anyone with it, protect anyone." Severus sees a familiar ferocity in Harrison's
face. He's thinking about Theodore
"Indeed, cousin Sirius has long suffered with self-control," Narcissa speaks softly, twitching her
fingers and drawing the light back in until it is simply a glow around her ring. "What use is power
if you cannot protect what is yours?"
"Yeah," Harrison nods firmly. It is the most agreeable Severus has ever seen his son in his

presence. This is what he wants, Severus realises. Not power for powers sake, but power for the
sake of freedom. Severus is a little frightened by how much he recognises that sentiment. "Teach
me now."
Narcissa raises her eyebrow at the command in Harrison's tone and her eyes meet Severus' briefly.
Harrison is not aware of the magic in his voice, the way it implicitly carries something which
seems like a mild compulsion. It is a gift that others learn and Harrison seems to have simply
garnered. He needs to be taught how to wield it.
"When you thought of what you needed to produce this," Narcissa gestures to the swirling veil of
shadows made of darkness between them. "You did not think of a spell, did you?"
"No," Harrison frowns and looks at his hand with the Prince ring on it. The Slytherin ring,
thankfully, is still hidden and Severus is glad. He trusts Narcissa, but he knows Lucius is eagerly
seeking the pretender Heir of Slytherin. He does not want her to have to lie to her husband. Or at
least, have to tell that particular lie. "The Prince magic wanted to help, it ... it loves shadows and
darkness and hiding so I just … asked it for what I needed." Harrison hisses and looks at them
expectedly.
"English, please," Severus says, realising with a thrill of amazement that his son must cast
predominantly in parseltongue.
"Oh, right," Harrison pauses and Severus realises he must be trying to translate his own words. His
parseltongue is innate. "Um … protection? No, it's like … shelter, but … specifically shading?
Like a shade from the sun, I guess, from light."
"To shadow," Severus says quietly. "To cast a shadow over us."
"Yes!" Harrison grins at him briefly and Severus can't help but stare. He's seen this smile before, of
course, but it has never been offered to him in response to something Severus has done. Freely, in
gratitude of acknowledgement. It feels a little like the look Harrison gave him in Skye when
Severus went to collect Theodore. I did that. "It's different in parseltongue, it's a bit of a strange
language like that and it just gives me the right word I need at the time," Harrison shrugs and looks
back at Narcissa. "I asked it to cast a shadow over us and our Prince magic loves that shit."
"Language," Severus chides, but he is too full of an unexpected softness to say it with any firmness.
Our Prince magic.
"Well it does," Harrison rolls his eyes. "It likes hiding stuff."
"You comprehend the magical consciousness of all magic, not just the Black Magic or Magic of
your House?"
"Well, the ones that I know personally, yeah," Harrison shrugs. "Like Hogwarts and some …
houses."
Severus knows he is thinking of Grimmauld Place. Narcissa, for a glorious moment, looks baffled.
Or as baffled as a flawlessly controlled person of magical prowess and lineage can look. It is a
moment Severus wants to remember. He has half a mind to tease her about it later. She glances at
Severus for an explanation.
"It's ... a new take on magical theory," Severus says stiffly, trying not to reveal how little he
understands of it. "Bane has it under control."
"Of course," Narcissa rolls her eyes softly. "I imagine he is a delightful house guest." She looks

back at Harrison. "You're understanding of magic is different to mine, perhaps, but I think the
essentials shall be the same. Your power, child, is not focused. You produced a general shadow
because you did not ask for the power and strength you required."
"I can't just demand stuff of the magic," Harrison frowns. "It doesn't like that."
"I understand," Narcissa nods, "You must visualize."
"You understand?" Severus queries, because he doesn't know how anyone can understand
Harrison's obscure comments about magic's preferences.
"Not as consciously as your son does, but I do feel … restriction in the Black Magic. Not
displeasure as Harrison characterizes it, but resistance, at least." Narcissa says. It is the most
Severus has ever heard her speak on the Black magic and the control it has taken her to wield it
with the success she does, control that neither Bellatrix or the mutt are capable of. That is the
trouble with the Black magic, Severus thinks, if one cannot control it properly, it will drive you
mad. I will not let my son be driven mad by it.
"Harry, please," Harrison rolls his eyes. "Only … certain people call me Harrison."
Myself, Severus realises, and Theodore. It is strange to be part of this select group, even though
Severus knows that for himself, it is not privilege. It is necessity. He cannot imagine ever referring
to his son by that stupid moniker he goes by, a name, that for him, is synonymous with James
Potter.
"Harry it is," Narcissa says easily. Severus half expected her to refuse, since she is such a stickler
for formality, but she merely smiles softly at his son. "You must visualize the exact limits of the
magic you expect and then invite the magic to honour your visualization. It is not a demand, as you
say, it is ... an offer. So!" Narcissa gestures to the shadowy shield in front of them. "If my attack
became more targeted ..."
She flickers a finger and the beam of light returns, this time a burning stream directed at Severus
behind the shield. Severus half expects for his child to merely laugh and step back, leaving Severus
to fend for himself but the boy frown and his right hand spasms. The shadows knit together tighter
in front of Severus' forming a slightly denser wall.
"Visualize," Narcissa prompts carefully. "Think of a shape or a creature that suits your purpose."
"A creature?" Harrison asks.
"Magic enjoys animal forms," Severus says quietly. "Think of the griffin in phoenix that came
from the Potter rings."
Harrison nods and behind the shield, Severus sees Narcissa smiling at him slightly, with perhaps a
modicum of pride. Severus feels warmth in his stomach for the first time since Narcissa arrived in
Spinner's End. She is pleased that he is teaching his son and Severus feels a flash of satisfaction. I
am doing one thing right, at least. Harrison flexes his fingers and Severus seems them trembling
violently. The boy is nearly at his limit, Severus can tell, but he at least wants to allow him to try.
Then, in front of Severus' face, the shadows begin to knit together into a solid form, a bird made of
darkness with feathered wings. A kingfisher. The bird caws, breathing out shadows that swallow
some of Narcissa's light, protecting them, protecting Severus, from the invasive beam. Harrison's
green eyes gleam with satisfaction, his hand violently shaking with the effort and his jaw ticking.
"Enough," Severus says softly, and he stretches out his own hand with the Prince ring on,

muttering " Šāhzādeh. " and drawing the Prince shadows back into himself as Narcissa draws the
light back in. Harrison sways and Severus extends his hand slowly, where his son can see it clearly
and back away if he needs to, to steady him carefully. "You have been sufficient."
"It was a bird," Harrison stares at where the shades pulled together. "It wasn't strong, but it was
there."
"It was an excellent first attempt," Narcissa nods.
"It was a white-headed kingfisher," Severus says quietly. "A Turkish bird."
"Turkish?" Harrison's head jerks up and he looks at Severus sharply. "Like the Princes?"
"Yes," Severus nods.
"That makes sense," Harrison nods slowly. "I was thinking of the Black raven, but .. but I don't
think the magic liked that form. I tried wings then." Harrison rubs his face with a shaking hand. He
is pale. He is working hard, he is exhausted, Severus can tell, and they have not yet even had their
first Occlumency lesson. So far, Severus has just been passing books onto Theodore and instructing
him to make sure Harrison reads them. Late at night, Severus hears Theodore reading them aloud
to his son.
"It is enough," Severus says. "Call your elf, please."
"Okay," Harrison says tiredly. "Kreacher!"
There is a crack of apparition and the grumpy elf appears, looking at his Master with worried,
bulbous eyes. He frowns darkly.
"Master has been doing too much magic again!" Kreacher snarls, grabbing Harrison's hand and
plonking it down on his head. Severus does not understand this process that his son and his elf had
developed, but he sees odd sparks around the elf's droopy pate and his son seems revitalised. It is a
kind of sharing of magic that Severus has never seen between a wizard and his elf. Another way
that my child is breaking the laws of everything I know to be true.
"I'm fine, Kreacher," Harrison says wearily, rubbing his face. "I just need a minute."
"Master needs to reserve his energy if he is going to to defeat the Darkest Lord and bring honour to
the House of Black!" Kreacher scowls, actually slapping Harrison around the knees. "Master shall
go to bed right away and not get up until Heir Nott is home to berate him properly."
"Wow, fun prospect," Harrison rolls his eyes. He is drenched with sweat, the back of his t-shirt
dark with it. It has taken more out of it than Severus realised. He needs to rest.
"Master will go willingly or Kreacher will bind him to the bed," Kreacher growls.
"Fine," Harrison mutters, slouching towards the stairs. He pauses at the bottom at the stairs and
looks back to them. "Thank you for helping me. I am … glad to have your fealty..." Harrison
swallows hard, looks like he is momentarily uncomfortable. "Narcissa."
"You are most welcome, Harry," Narcissa says, inclining her head gently. "I look forward to our
next lesson. Practice your visualisation."
"I will, however …" Harrison nods and hesitates. "If you betray me and Theo, I won't forgive it."
Severus sees a flash of something in his eyes, a brighter green and the twinkle of lightning sparks

down his right arms. "Ever."
Severus feels the magic in his son's words. He feels the strength of them, the promise of violence.
He knows that it comes from the Slytherin ring, a ring that Harrison had mentioned loves
compulsions and loyalty, but it is still unnerving. He feels a prickle of tiny hairs standing up on the
back of his neck.
"Of course," Narcissa says, utterly unflappable as always. "Rest well, child."
Harrison nods and walks upstairs. Kreacher lingers at the foot of the stairs, his eyes resting
suspiciously on Narcissa. She looks down at the elf and then inclines her head slightly.
"Well met again, elf Black," she says softly. "I am surprised to see you in service here."
"Kreacher is a faithful servant of the House of Black," Kreacher says in a deep voice. "Kreacher
serves the Master, the child of the House of Black."
"Of course," Narcissa nods firmly, eyes glittering intensely. "As do I."
Kreacher stares at Narcissa and Severus has the feeling that he has often had around the elf, that
the small thing is angrily assessing whether or not he will murder him at a later date. Narcissa, as
always, seems supremely unconcerned.
"The creatures of the House of Black welcome the fealty of Lady Narcissa," Kreacher says sharply.
He claps his hands together and Severus sees a white burst of light, echoed in Narcissa's ring.
Narcissa nods in response and then the elf turns and climbs the stairs, following his teenage
Master. Perhaps the future Lord Black, Severus thinks bitterly. Not if I have anything to do with it.
"You do not wish your child to take the Lordship of his House," Narcissa says quietly.
"It is not his only House," Severus says sharply. "And Lord Black will be a natural target for the
Dark Lord. I would much prefer it be your cousin rather than my child, Cissa."
"As would I," Narcissa says mildly, "but Sirius has failed in his duty. The Black Magic seeks a new
Lord and if your child does not take the role, I fear who will."
"Why?" Severus says sharply, looking at Narcissa keenly. "What have you heard?"
"Rumours only," Narcissa says, tucking a blonde strand of hair behind her ear. "A message too,
from Azkaban."
"What was it?" Severus asks, feeling a tightness in his throat.
"She wanted to know if I still had her vault key," Narcissa says, face a placid mask but Severus
sees the lingering concern in those blue eyes. Narcissa does not worry without cause. Somewhere,
out on that bleak, terrifying island, the Dark Lord's incarcerated followers believe they will be
released soon. Severus closes his eyes briefly. Rudolpho. Bellatrix. Alecto. Antonin. Augustus. All
people who will hate Severus for avoiding Azkaban.
"Does Lucius know?" Severus asks. Narcissa looks at him slowly, carefully, as if considering how
to answer.
"I think, darling boy, we are at the stage where we must be cautious of information we share," she
looks at him sorrowfully. "Lines have been drawn. I must protect my son, as you must protect
yours. As we must protect one another's."

Severus understands. Narcissa and Lucius are playing both sides, one of them preparing to die on
the wrong side of the war so that Draco and the other survives. Narcissa does not know who
Severus truly serves, he has never told her or let her see the truth of his allegiance to Dumbledore
but it barely matters now. She knows the truth as it is. Severus has no loyalty anymore that is not
loyalty to his son's survival. He will kill Dumbledore himself, he will murder the Dark Lord, he
will do whatever he must to allow Harrison to live. Narcissa will not tell him too much that might
harm Lucius and Severus will not tell her too much that might harm the Order, because with
Lucius' victories come Draco's safety and with the Order's successes come Harrison's survival. She
is right, the lines have been drawn and they are dangerous. We have sworn to protect our children,
but not one another.
"Thank you," Severus says. "For agreeing to teach him."
"He needs it," Narcissa sighs, twisting her Black ring on her hand. "I shall come to Hogwarts to
have meetings with him. Discreetly, of course, I shall include it with a visit to the Hogwarts High
Inquisitor or little Dragon."
"Thank you," Severus nods. "I shall let you get back to Lucius."
He gestures to the floo powder on the mantlepiece. He has not even thought about how he shall
organise all of Harrison's lessons discreetly whilst maintaining the ruse that he hates the boy as the
son of Potter and Black. Harrison will be enduring a lot of remedial potions and detentions this
year.
"There is something, however, we must discuss before I leave," Narcissa says, picking up the floo
powder pot and moving it slowly between her elegant hands. "Your son is a Mage?"
"Possibly," Severus sighs and rubs a hand over his face. "If one believes in such things."
"Even if one does not, his exceptional power cannot be denied," Narcissa shrugs, cutting through
the myth with her usual, irrepressible practicality. "He is more powerful than I anticipated. Than
you, or anyone anticipated."
"Yes," Severus swallows hard. "It shall be a … challenge to protect him."
"In this matter, Severus, I fear that you have spent too long in the presence of Albus Dumbledore,"
Narcissa shakes her head softly. "When I look at your son, I do not see a young man who needs
protecting."
"Explain," Severus says curtly. It is all he sees. He sees a waif of a child, all thin face and Lily's
green eyes, a whirlwind of power and untamed energy with no direction. All he wants is to lock the
child up until he can hold his own, or until every threat in the universe is diminished. Or a Mage
cage, possibly.
"He has the makings of a Lord of unprecedented strength," Narcissa says flatly.
"Which is why he must be protected," Severus says sharply. "The Dark Lord will not endure
another competitor beside Albus, and Albus has the strength to withstand him."
"There is a possibility that has not yet been entertained," Narcissa says quietly. "The Dark Lord
covets raw power. It is what made my sister so attractive to him. What made you so very
compelling in your youth."
Severus winces. He remembers the way the Dark Lord caressed his hair at their first meeting,
tipped his head back to look into his eyes with such hunger. What rage you have, little Brewer.

What use I shall have for that.
"The Dark Lord will never seek to groom the Boy-Who-Lived," Severus shakes his head against
the possibility, even as his mind begins to reason out that Narcissa is right, because of course she
is, there is nothing that the Dark Lord loves more than power. "And even if, if he learned of the
boy's power and sought to make him ally, Harrison would never consent."
"Because consent has been so important to him in the past," Narcissa rolls her eyes. "Do not be
naïve, darling. Your child is wounded, I can feel his wounding radiating from his runes. He is held
together by magic and will and his will could not withstand the Dark Lord's."
"Well, the Dark Lord shall not have him," Severus snarls. "Not in this life or the next."
Narcissa looks at him softly, pride in her eyes.
"You are on your way, my darling," she says, reaching out and squeezing his forearm where the
dark mark sits. "I am glad of it, but never forget."
"Forget what?" Severus asks coarsely.
"That you were once an unwanted child in need of power," Narcissa says quietly. "You found it, at
your own cost. Your son will find it too."
"My son is not unwanted," Severus snaps.
"Does he know that?" Narcissa asks gently, and presses her palm against Severus' cheek for a
moment, her blue eyes full of unexpected kindness. "Never forget the value of things said as well
as unsaid."
She tosses floo into the fireplace and the green fires erupt in the grate. She turns back to Severus,
the green glow of the fire turning her blue eyes aqua, like a potion changing colour.
"And the cost," she says quietly. "Never forget the cost."
Severus watches her go, saying nothing as she spins away through green flames. He remembers
Lily, rejecting him for spending time with Lucius and the others. He remembers Regulus, sleeping
with Crouch and hating him for being marked. He remembers the night in Godric's Hollow, the
body of his soulmate cold on the nursery floor and his child, his child that he did not know was his,
screaming for his dead mother. The twisting web of the past has caught him unawares, parenting a
supercharged whirlwind of a wounded teenager. A child who needs love an assurance but cannot
stand to receive it from a father who does not know how to give it. Severus never thought that his
most impossible challenge would be simply this: telling his child that he is wanted. Yet he knows,
if he does not, there is a chance the Dark Lord might.
I shall not let him have him, Severus swears angrily, turning and thumping his way up the stairs.
Best to do it now, since it is so distasteful. Even if it kills me, I shall not let him have him.
"Harrison," Severus announces, marching up the attic stairs. "I need to speak to you."
I need to tell you that you are wanted so you do not fall prey to the Dark Lord's charms, apparently.
His son is lying on the bed, staring at his pixie in the glass jar whilst the elf tidies around him. He
is without a shirt, wearing only his basilisk fang and Theodore's necklace, and of course, his runes.
Severus stares. The boy is bloody emaciated. His ribs protrude, his torso is littered with small scars
and Severus has seen enough to know why Petunia is as bad to this boy as the Dark Lord. She's

starved him. She's stunted his growth.
"Shit," Harrison hisses, sitting quickly up and twisting to pull on a t-shirt. It is then that Severus
sees it. Flayed back. It is more than flayed, however. It is scars that have healed light brown and
silver, gouges that have formed dips in the skin. It was not a beating like Tobias would sometimes
give him with his belt, as Severus had imagined, it is so much worse. It is skin that has been torn
away by steel or iron, it is flesh that has been hacked out and distorted, it is the stuff of nightmares
and more, because it is marbled with silver, and the largest scars have formed into something else.
Symbols. Runes. Holy fuck, boy, what have you done to yourself?
"Stop," Severus snarls, not daring to move, not even thinking about touching this child right now.
Miraculously, his child does stop, half way with his t-shirt on, looking at Severus out of wary
green eyes. Wounded, Narcissa's voice whispers in his mind. Held together by magic and will.
Severus takes a deep breath and stares at the child's thin, broken flesh. He swallows his anger. The
cost of things unsaid.
" Frazand, " he whispers, falling into Eileen's tongue and words without meaning to. " What have
they done to you?"
Severus sees his child's eyes widen. He is surprised, suddenly, by the fear he sees there and knows
that if he had spoken harshly his child would not be so afraid. It is this, above anything else that
makes Severus feel the depths of his child's abuse in his bones. He is more familiar with cruelty
than kindness, just as I am. Severus hates it, hates himself, even slightly hates the boy for this
horrible repeating of history.
I will not allow it to continue, Lily. I shall do better.
Feeling like the weight of all wixen is on his shoulders suddenly, Severus swallows hard and
prepares to speak the words he wishes had been said to him, twenty years ago. The words that
maybe, maybe, can stop his son from becoming prey to the Dark Lord's offers of power when they
inevitably come, as Narcissa predicts.
"You are … not at fault for this," Severus' voice is quiet, harsh, raw as a blunt knife. He has none
of the softness of Lupin and if Lily were here, surely she would have better words. If Lily were
here, none of this would be necessary. "What has been done to you, the words the spoke to you of
your worthlessness and ingratitude, they are incorrect."
"You don't know that," Harrison says blankly. His voice is distant, drifting, and Severus can feel
the edges of his 'thinking' magic, that is drifting him away from this reality. Severus does not know
how he once considered it purely to be disassociation. This child does not even experience trauma
normally.
"Even if they were correct," Severus says sharply. "This …," he gestures to the boy's, to his son's
brutalised back. "Would not be your fault. Nothing they did to you was your fault."
Harrison stares at him so blankly that Severus is worried what it means. He remembers the boy's
words in the Ghaar Tareqi, the desire to hide and be to consumed. The boy lives in the balance of
fight or flight. Then, suddenly, the boy throws out a hand, hissing in parseltongue, and Severus is
knocked back with the force of the Slytherin magic, green light blasting him backwards through
the door and tripping down the small attic stairs. Fight it is, then, Severus thinks, scrambling back
up to his feet. When he looks up, his son is standing at the top of the small staircase, glowing with
an eerie green light that makes his peridot eyes glitter dangerously. The rune mark at his bare neck
is glowing and burnt red and Severus sees a flash of silver on his naked shoulder - his other rune
marks are also shining in with magic. A teenage motherfucking tornado, a junior Mage with the

power to collapse the house. Severus has to fight every instinct not to pull out his wand.
"You don't know shit about me. I told you, I don't need a parent and I don't trust you." Harrison
hisses, and Severus can tell he is struggling not to slip into parseltongue. He is shaking head to foot
with what can only be fear and rage. The boy's voice is dripping with magical compulsion, it is so
heady and overwhelming Severus erects quick occlumency shields, diving behind them to protect
his mind. "Do not speak to me about this. Ever."
With a flash of horrifying green eyes, the boy slams the door shut with a hiss. Severus is left,
leaning against the wall, breathing as if he has just run a marathon. Dumbledore has no idea what
Harry Potter, the bloody Boy-Who-Lived truly is.
Narcissa is right. The Dark Lord will definitely, assuredly, unavoidably covet his child. His anger,
the Dark Lord said, it is delicious. Harrison's rage is limitless and supercharged and capable of
terrible destruction without thought or wand or word. Albus only sees Tom Riddle there, but
Harrison is not Tom Riddle over again, he is what Tom Riddle wished he could have been. And
that, Severus realises bitterly, is so, so much more complicated.
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Something is wrong with Harry
I am aware.
Do you know what it is?
Not yet.
When did it start?
The day I came back from the Library.
I can't believe you went to the British library without me. And that was DAYS ago.
I am aware.
Are you just not speaking?
What I am not doing is speaking to you about my relationship with him, Granger.
He's withdrawing. That's a bad sign.
A sign of what?
He withdrew with the Chamber of Secrets. He withdrew when he decided he wanted to kill Sirius
in third year. He withdrew after Cedric. You have to find a way to pull him back.
He has to make his own decisions. I shall not take them away from him.
You're an odd kind of boyfriend, Nott.

I am not his boyfriend.
Yeah, right.
You will keep an eye on him in the Tower. The Gryffindors will not enjoy the news of his new
parentage.
Are you asking or telling?
Telling. Learn some offensive curses, Granger, or do you gain nothing from your Defence club?
Have you ever considered that Harry told me I wasn't allowed to curse anyone in Gryffindor?
I shall discuss it with him.
He won't change his mind. He's stubborn. He doesn't want people in the Tower to be afraid of
him. They already were before, in second year.
Then you need to learn more subtle curses.

"Are you boys packed?"
Theo looks up from his notebook to see Lupin standing hesitantly in the doorway to their attic
bedroom, dressed in his usual scruffy cardigan. His amber eyes drift briefly over Harry who is
lying on the bed beside Theo in his pyjamas, his right hand outstretched, trying to encourage the
Prince and Slytherin magics to take different forms in the air. Harry doesn't even look at the
werewolf, he just frowns at the green, shimmering form of a serpent vaguely forming in the air.
From where she is coiled on the bedpost, Sahara hisses angrily.
"Yes," Theo answers, when it becomes obvious that Harry will not. He's been doing it a lot
recently. Harry is, there is no other phrase for it, in a fucking terrible mood. He's been in one since
Theo came back from the British library with Magnus to find the house utterly silent, Snape
quietly sat at the table spread out with his marking and Harry lying on the bed in their bedroom
staring at the wall. Something happened, Theo knows it did, because even though Harry explained
his lesson with Narcissa Malfoy and described the 'nothing-place' or the Gaar Tareqi as Snape
refers to it, something has still been left unsaid. Theo won't press as he is sure Granger would like
him to. He promised himself long ago he would not be a person that demanded things of Harry, and
so he watches and waits and pays close attention. Harry has been practically mute around Snape
and curt with Lupin. Snape and Lupin seem to be alternating between hissed angry words muttered
in hallways or on stairs where they think they will not be heard and tense, feigned politeness.
Magnus has been spending most of his time in the Silver Hall with Black, a fact that only seems to
increase the tension, especially when he started spending the nights there too. The werewolf has
been a combination of angry and moping and this seems to have only incensed Professor Snape.
Theo had never considered the political landscape of the Slytherin House to be particularly
peaceful but it is a comically tranquil environment compared to tinderbox of unsaid bitterness that
is Spinner's End.
"Good," Lupin nods, his eyes still fixed on his mute godson. "Severus has gone back to Hogwarts
already to prepare. I am going to take Harry to catch the Express tomorrow. Theodore, you will
floo to Hogwarts from here directly."
"Why can't we go together?" Harry mutters, shaking his hand so the snake made of magic

dissipates into the air. He nestles closer to Theo's side. Harry's barely simmering bad mood has had
an odd effect: he has barely left Theo's side in days. They are nearly constantly physically
touching, in a way that seems to leave Snape irritated and Lupin disappointed. Theo doesn't know
for sure, because Harry hasn't said it, but he feels like he is acting like an anchor for Harry. When
he first heard Snape explain the nothing-place to Lupin, Theo's heart had almost stopped. Since
then, his nightmares have been full of losing Harry in an alternate dimension. So even if having
Harry close when he is this particular shade of angry makes Theo's skin feel tight and hot with
tingling magic, Theo will hold onto it. It's even worse than the bloody atomic dispersal travelling
through Hogwarts.
"Because Theodore is supposedly in Ireland with Lord Nott, or depending on who is asking, has
been in Hogwarts since the end of the solstice celebrations. Both ruses must be delicately balanced,
especially if we are to avoid Albus putting two and two together," Lupin says evenly. "And you are
supposedly with the Weasley children at the Burrow."
"So?" Harry mutters darkly. He flexes his hand again and this time, it is shadows that form. Theo
thinks he sees sharp teeth forming, can feel the cool air of them knitting together out of the Prince
magic.
"You know the answer to that, Harry," Lupin says tiredly, glancing at Theo. "Theodore needs to be
kept a secret from Albus as long as possible. Besides, it will be nice for you to be on the train with
Hermione and Ron, won't it?"
"Yeah, it'll be fucking great," Harry drawls sarcastically, twisting his fingers. Theo thinks he sees
yellow eyes forming, perhaps feline. He is half-curious to know what kind of predator the Prince
magic would take form as. He is also half-wary of having such a beast in his bed. "Everyone
staring at the son of Sirius bloody Black, that'll be a sodding riot."
"I know, I know," Lupin rubs his face and Theo imagines that for Lupin, too, who is perhaps
Harry's least damaging parent, this whole scenario is just as distasteful. Theo doesn't like Lupin
very much but he doesn't dislike him as much as he dislikes Snape right now. Snape, Theo is sure,
is responsible for whatever dangerous, dark mood Harry finds himself in. "But you both have to get
used to it again. You can't be seen together at school."
"We know what we're doing," Harry snarls. The lightbulb above them flickers. There is the distant
echo of a roar from a yet unformed jaw inside the Prince magic. Lupin watches warily. Harry's
magic has been particularly violent since the day of the library. I will find out why. Theo reaches
out and squeezes Harry's wrist tightly.
"Control," Theo says calmly as Harry fixes him with that strong, green stare. When Harry is like
this, he feels exactly as he did the day at Fabiola's Cottage when Theo asked the unacceptable
Diggory question and Harry pierced him with the power of his magic. A furious tension in the air,
burning with the possibility of heat and rage. Theo was amazed by it then and now he knows it for
what it is. Harry is hurt. "Visualise."
Harry clicks his tongue impatiently and then pulls his wrist away from Theo, the shadowy shapes
vanish back into the Prince ring and Sahara slithers down the bed to wind herself around Harry's
wrist, lapping up shadows with her thin tongue.
"I know you know, Harry," Lupin says gently. "I am just reminding you."
"Well, thanks," Harry says, voice dripping with sarcasm. The werewolf does not look crushed like
he often does. The last few days of enduring Harry's volatile, abrasive mood has hardened him. He
merely looks exhausted by it. Theo looks at Lupin and nods softly.

"Thank you," he says, since it does no harm. The man has to accompany Harry alone to Kings
Cross tomorrow, he might as well enjoy a little goodwill whilst he can. Lupin nods back.
"I'll send Kreacher up with a snack," Lupin says.
"We had dinner already," Harry mumbles.
"Six meals a day, Harry," Lupin says sharply and Harry throws an arm over his head, hissing in
parseltongue. This is the other thing that has come out of nowhere. At dinner on the evening Theo
came back from the library, Snape just announced an eating plan for Harry by slapping a piece of
paper down in front of Kreacher. Harry had glared at it as the elf pinned it onto the fridge and
stabbed a roast potato with a little too much vehemence but said nothing. Theo is glad someone has
finally noticed Harry's malnourished, but he doesn't understand why it is happening now. Harry has
offered no explanation but resists the regular, healthy, vegetable-filled mini-meals at every turn
with grumbling, hissing in parseltongue and sometimes, just simply refusing to eat, resulting in
some of the most unpleasant staring matches between him and Professor Snape that Theo has ever
witnessed. It's been, quite frankly, horrible.
"I'll have something," Theo says quietly, nodding to Lupin who looks mildly relieved. If Theo is
eating, often Harry will too.
"I have to pop out for a meeting with Kingsley," Lupin says, unable to stop the slight twitch in his
eye when he speaks the man's name. Theodore thinks it must be utterly exhausting having Sirius
Black for a mate. "I'm going to close the floo and lock the doors and Kreacher is going to watch
the wards for me."
"We can look after ourselves," Harry mutters from under his arm. "We lived alone together all
summer."
"Yes, and you got attacked by Dementors, nearly expelled, almost died, stole a car and disappeared
for a month," Lupin says sharply.
"Only two of those things happened by choice," Theo says lightly. Harry smirks at him, elbowing
him in the ribs. Harry only smiles for him in the last few days, or Kreacher, when they throw
sweets at one another.
"Well the other three are reason enough," Lupin sighs, rubbing his face. "You'll be asleep before
I'm back. I'm locking the wards."
Harry rolls his eyes as Lupin walks back down the stairs.
"Like I couldn't break them anyway," Harry mutters, flexing his finger. The Slytherin ring hisses
furiously. This is another change Theo has noticed. Harry's rage allows him to wear his power
more confidently. Theo cannot help but find it incredibly sexy.
"I would prefer it if you didn't," Theo says drily. "I don't fancy a Death Eater battle tonight."
"Really?" Harry stretches his shaking hand. The spasms are always worse when he's been doing
wandless Heir magic. "I think I'd be quite up for it."
That does not surprise Theo but it does worry him. It encapsulates for him the rigid, vibrating rage
that is eking out of Harry every moment of the day. He is itching for a fight. Theo would feel sorry
for those foolish Gryffindors who are going to unwittingly bear the brunt of the rage of a Mage
when they return to Hogwarts if they did not so completely deserve it. He briefly wonders if he can
get Kreacher to recount the engagements to him after they happen, then focuses on the seething,

frowning Mage in front of him.
"You wish to do harm," Theo says softly. Harry looks up at him sharply then nods tightly.
"Yes," he says. "There are spells ... curses ... all around my head."
"In the Slytherin magic?" Theo prompts, thinking of the way Harry turned a room full of mirrors to
burning liquid and sand.
"Yes," Harry's voice is tight. "I just ... I just ..."
Theo waits patiently. He runs his fingers slowly over the rune marks on Harry's right wrist. Harry
has to find the words for this himself.
"I just hate everything right now," Harry whispers.
"Everything?" Theo raises his eyebrows and brings Harry's bare wrist to his lips, kissing the rune
marks softly, gratified when Harry sighs and closes his eyes.
"Not you," Harry says hoarsely, huffing air out of his nose. "Never you, not us or Kreacher or
Hermione, I ... I think our bonds sort of ... protect us, I guess?"
"From?" Theo prompts gently. He kisses the crease of Harry's elbow and Harry shudders softly.
Theo can feel the magic around him, the magic that has kept the air around Harry tight and electric
for days softening. Harry drops his forehead against Theo's shoulder and Theo feels him inhaling.
It's a good sign. It feels like he hasn't been breathing for days.
"From Tom," Harry whispers, rubbing his nose against Theo's collarbone. "He's there. When I'm
angry. He's ... he's such a dick."
"You have been ... arguing with the Dark Lord?" Theo swallows hard. "That's why ...?"
"Why I've been such a dick?" Harry snorts. "Yeah. Pretty much."
"For how long?" Theo asks.
"Since my lesson with Narcissa," Harry sighs. "I got ... I got so fucking angry, Theo, and then
afterwards he was just ... there . Mocking me, being a general shit. I tell him to fuck off, I try the
shield stuff from the occlumency books but he's ... he's wily."
He's a master legilimens who is obsessed with you, Theo thinks and mentally adds 'curse scar
connections' to his never-ending research list.
"What did your Sire do?" Theo asks, as gently as he can possibly manage. "To provoke such
anger."
Harry is silent for a long time, gently breathing against Theo's shoulder. He is quiet for so long that
Theo thinks he has simply refused to answer the question.
"He saw me," Harry's voice is little more than the barest wisp of sound when he does speak. "My
back."
"Ah." Theo cannot imagine a situation where that revelation and conversation would ever proceed
smoothly. It also explains the new diet regimen. Trust Snape to tackle such an issue by trying to
enforce structure onto a chaotic whirlwind. "He was … judgemental?"

"No," Harry shakes his head and actually softly bites the fabric of Theo's shirt, like a nervous
puppy worrying a toy. "He was … kind. "
Harry's voice sounds utterly broken. Theo understands. Kindness, he has found, is so much worse
than condemnation. Especially, as it is in this case, when it comes far, far, too late to be of any
practical value. Theo presses his lips to Harry's head, gently brushing them against Harry's curls.
"One day soon you will have you last day with your relatives," Theo says quietly. "Maybe it has
happened already. Maybe now you have one true father and one counterfeit one, you shall never
have to return to Muggle hell. Maybe you have had your last day with them and it doesn't matter,
anymore what they think or say or do. They can't touch you." Theo kisses him gently. "You don't
need anyone's kindness to survive it. You survived."
"So did you," Harry says, lifting his head to look at Theo with those dazzling eyes, full of
fierceness and anger and joy. "Soon you'll have your last day with her and she'll pay for every last
scar she gave you."
It should not be so sexy, Theo thinks, to have a young man courting him with death threats and
punishment, but it really, really is.
"As will they," Theo says. "I shall ensure their demise is painful."
No," Harry shakes his head, eyes furious. "I don't want them to die. I don't want them to suffer, not
like I did. I want them to …" Harry's eyes take on a distant quality, something that seems to happen
only when he's thinking about different magic and what it sounds or tastes like. "To never flourish.
All they ever wanted was to be the best at being perfectly god-damned ordinary ," Harry spits out
the words like poison. "I want them to be less than average. I want her garden to be the worst on
the street, I want her neighbours to call her common , I want them to talk behind her back. I want
Dudley to follow Vernon into a job he hates and never get enough holiday and have his colleagues
talk shit about how he doesn't have any friends. I want Vernon ," Harry's voice darkens. Theo can
see the shadows of the Prince magic drifting slowly around Harry's hand, as if searching for ways
out into the world to fulfil their Master's desires. "To never be promoted. To never be respected. To
become frustrated and lonely and unhappy because he never amounts to anything more than
slightly less than average. They didn't want anything remarkable in their house, so that's what I
want for them. Unremarkable lives. "
Harry is breathing hard, his face tight and the air around him practically crackling with magic.
Theo can sense the power in his voice, just like he could hear the power in Apollonius' when he
used to demonstrate artefacts from his collection. They were like his pets and bent to the will in his
words. Harry's words are filled with magical will. With a tingling feeling, Theo is reminded of the
Ancient curses. Made of anger and magic and spite. He could make these things happen, if he
wanted.
"You are more forgiving than I," Theo says quietly. "I want them dead."
There is no point in lying about it. He wants Vernon Dursley dead and he wants to be the one to do
it.
"I don't want them dead," Harry shakes his head. "Deaths fall on other people's consciousness.
They don't deserve that kind of legacy."
"I would bear the weight on my consciousness," Theo says, squeezing Harry's hand tightly.
"And I wouldn't want that," Harry says sharply. "And that matters, doesn't it? It still matters, what I

think?"
Theo looks at Harry for a long second. He knows from the way Harry is still holding his hand fast,
the way that the bond feels like it is almost desperate, that this comment is not really about him. It
is about his godfather, it is about his Sire, it is about Albus fucking Dumbledore and becoming a
Mage. It is about Harry feeling like no one in the world truly hears him.
"I don't know, Potter," Theo drawls sarcastically, pinching the back of Harry's hand, trying to wake
him up. Of course what you think matters to me, you idiot hurricane. "Has what you thought ever
really mattered?"
It's the right thing to say. Harry snorts with laughter and grins at him, rolling his eyes.
"I guess not," he chortles.
"Well then, I suppose this shall have to be the first," Theo smiles back and bends down to kiss
Harry on the nose. "I swear I shall not murder your relatives, no matter how deserving, unless it is
immediately necessary to save your life."
"Good!" Harry laughs. "But you can sabotage Petunia's begonia's as much as you want."
"I'll make it my top priority," Theo says drily. "Right after making sure Kreacher does not overdose
on sugar under your lordship."
Harry laughs and everything is okay again, everything eases and the compressed feeling of the air
around him lessens. Theo moves slightly to allow him to rest against him as Harry continues to
practice his magic and Theo reads. Then, when Kreacher arrives with a tray of boiled eggs, Theo
lets Harry make fun of him for never having 'dippy eggs' and even endures having a yolk covered
stick of toast shoved into his mouth whilst Kreacher and Harry flick eggshells at one another. It is
calm. It is normal. When Harry begins to loll against the wall, eyes drooping and Sahara has
slithered off outside to hunt,Theo whispers 'nox'' at the lightbulb and pulls the duvets over them
both. He is woken, gently, maybe an hour or two later, by the sensation of soft fingers tracing the
back of his neck, the slight electric crackle of magic warming his skin.
Harry.
Theo hums softly and shuffles backwards into Harry's touch, rolling over and reaching out a hand,
expecting to feel the worn cotton of Harry's pyjamas and instead, meeting warm skin. Harry's skin.
Theo opens his eyes, heart racing. Harry definitely went to sleep in his pyjamas and he never sleeps
without a t-shirt since the runes healed, but here he is, topless, in bed, wearing his bare skin, his
basilisk fang, the rune necklace Theo gave him, looking utterly perfect with his green eyes fixed on
Theo. Theo's hand is still against Harry's bare collarbone, worried about caressing where he is not
wanted. He anticipates that Harry will shuffle out of reach since he is so distasteful about his
weight, about his scars, yet he doesn't. Theo watches, still as a serpent in the grass as Harry lifts his
own hand, the left one that can no longer grip or stop trembling, and rests it against Theo's hand.
Theo feels light pressure. Not a rejection but an encouragement. He holds his breath.
(Holy fucking Odin.)
He gently traces the line of Harry's bare collarbone. Harry's gasp is soft and perfect.
(Holy fucking Merlin.)
He continues down Harry's sternum, follows the line of Harry's ribs. Harry lets him. Theo realises,
with a crashing knowledge that rockets through him, that Harry wants to be touched. By him.

(Holy fuck. Holy fuck. Holy fuck.)
Theo still cannot breathe. His fingers find a small, knobbly scar under one of Harry's ribs.
"Pellet gun," Harry whispers. "Dudley. We were nine."
"A gun?" Theo breathes out harshly. He has read about muggle guns, how they can kill a man in a
second. "Your cousin shot you?"
"It's like a toy gun, used for shooting squirrels, or cousins, apparently." Even in the darkness, Theo
can see Harry roll his eyes. "I think the pellet's still in there."
Theo cannot process that horrible thought so let's his hand drift across Harry's concave stomach, to
his jutting hip bone. Theo longs, suddenly, to bend down and bite that barely veiled bone, or to
adorn it with rune paint and kiss it reverently. Or both.
"You're beautiful," Theo murmurs, slipping his hand around to Harry's back, tracing the line of his
spine, sometimes rougher with scars, sometimes smooth and unblemished. Harry closes his eyes,
swallowing hard, and Theo knows he is trying, trying very hard to accept the compliment. When he
opens his eyes, they are full of green fire. Harry's trembling hand moves to Theo's shirt, clumsily
pushing at the hem.
"Your turn," he whispers.
Theo can't help from pausing slightly, checking Harry's face for signs that this okay, that the boy
who has been so nervous of seeing Theo without his shirt is really truly asking for this, but Harry's
face is full of that flawless determination Theo loves. He wants this. Breathing heavily, Theo
reaches down and pulls his own t-shirt over his head, lying back down opposite Harry, tucking an
arm around Harry's waist to pull his bare skin against his own. Dark and pale skin meeting, scarred
arms finding scarred arms. Harry's trembling hand dances across his shoulder, fingers fluttering
against a small scar against Theo's collarbone.
"Knife throwing. I was eight." Theo's voice is hoarse. "Apollonius."
"Shit, that's … kinda hot," Harry mutters and then, astonishingly, he ducks his head down and
presses his mouth over the scar.
Theo cannot help it. He curses. In Norse. He has not done that since he was learning to fight with
Apollonius, and Apollonius would not accept tears or English curses as acceptable responses to
wounding or extreme feelings, but it just happens. The feeling of Harry's lips, Harry's impossible
warm and soft mouth gently biting his scar with a tongue that actually seems to be pushing magic
through Theo's skin is much, much, much too much. Theo finds himself gripping both of Harry's
wrists, as if his hands are the ones responsible and Harry, bloody Harry fucking Potter, looks up at
him with a sudden, delicious grin. "Just because my hands don't work …"
Before Theo can think he is pushed onto his back, possibly, he thinks vaguely, by actual magic,
and he has the lithe, slightly glowing body of a Seeker straddling him and perfect lips kissing their
way very thoroughly, very intently across his collarbone with tingles of magic. Theo curses again.
In Norse, again.
"Are those good words?" Harry mutters. Theo feels like little sparks are dancing on Harry's tongue
and fizzing into his bones. Theo cannot help the thought that leaps into his brain: Holy Merlin, he
will be amazing at this.
"Very," Theo gasps. "Fuck, Harry, oh, fuck --"

"Those kind of words," Harry giggles softly into Theo's neck, and then, those tantalizing lips have
caught Theo's and it's a hurricane, but it's different than before. Theo's mind is not full of memories
and he does not feel like all the air is being pressed out of his lungs, it's just pleasure. It's Harry's
pleasure and it is absolutely delectable.
(Holy fuck. Holy fuck. Holy fucking fuck).
Theo is not a sheltered child. He is a rational one. At twelve years old, he figured out that the most
rational way to explore his sexuality would be with someone in his House, someone that he trusted.
Two people, preferably as different as possible, so he could adequately discern his leanings. In
third year, he rationally approached Daphne for an engagement and found it interesting,
informative and ultimately unfulfilling. In fourth year, he and Blaise came to a mutual agreement
as an extension of their friendship. Theo found it exciting, vastly educational and very satisfying.
Both encounters armed him with knowledge, knowledge that he had felt sure was enough to guide
his future liaisons with whomever he chose next.
Nothing he has learned can prepare him for Harry.
There is no preparation, Theo realises, for Harry's strong but fragile body, for his thin wrists that
burn with rune marks and his scarred skin that actually glows softly with magic. There is no way to
anticipate a boy who cannot grip Theo's hair or arms but can hold him in place with magic and
whose tongue is full of lightning. There is no preparation to be had for the possibility of making
love to a Mage, to a creature-God, to a being of pure power and rage and loyalty. Harry twists his
hands softly, releasing them from Theo's grip and then those hands are actually fluttering gently to
Theo's hips, stroking in a jagged, spasming way. As Harry kisses him, hard, and the pleasure
surges, Theo feels one word inside his mind, a word fed from Harry's consciousness directly into
his: more. The fidelity bond inside him is filling Theo with utter contentment but rational Theo,
sensible Theo, pulls back from Harry's lips with a gasp.
"Harry," he whispers hoarsely.
Harry pauses, looks down at him, green eyes glinting and rune marks glowing slightly.
"You ... want to stop?" Harry asks hesitantly.
"No," Theo swallows hard. Fuck no, stop talking Theodore you absolute fool. "But ... do you?"
Harry stares down at him. Theo reaches up and cups Harry's jaw, his other hand resting on Harry's
thin waist. Harry has been angry, fiercely, dangerously angry for days. Harry has been arguing with
the Dark Lord. Harry had an awful fight with his Sire. All of these things feel relevant enough to
take pause but most importantly, Harry's last paramour died. These are the facts, as cold and angry
as they make him, and Theo is a person who cannot ignore facts as they are presented to him.
Harry wants him, Theo knows Harry wants him, but something else is going on here. Harry's eyes
are starting to fill making them glitter with green light and his jaw is ticking with anger. His hands,
Theo notices are glowing. This could go one of two ways. Theo gently rubs his thumb against
Harry's cheekbone. Harry's been hurting for days. Theo doesn't know why. Not yet.
"Tell me," Theo whispers.
"It's just … " Harry gulps and takes a shuddering breath. "This is our last night."
"Yes?" Theo says, puzzled.
"We're going back and we'll be in separate dorms and we can't share a bed and you're my one place,

Theo, the one place where I'm just me and I'm …" Harry closes his eyes tightly. Happy, Theo
thinks joyfully. I am where he is happy. "It's our last night."
"It's not our last night ever," Theo says quietly. He stares at Harry intently, looking for clues. "Is
it?"
Harry sighs wearily and hisses something under his breath.
"English, Harry," Theo says, unable to stop the tension creeping into his voice. He does not know
why Harry believes something is ending and it is causing a disturbing tumbling in his stomach.
"Why do you think it's our last night?"
"We don't know what's going to happen," Harry mutters, keeping his eyes tightly closed. "We don't
know . What I do know is ... this is the first time I'm not looking forward to going back. It feels …
bad. Like … like we're going back to bad things." Harry opens his eyes and stares down at Theo
desperately. "This is our last night."
Theo understands. Harry fears what might be taken. What they might miss together if the world
turns against them, as it often does for Harry, and they do not have another opportunity. This is the
first time he has feared returning to Hogwarts.
"Come here," Theo grips Harry's neck and pulls him down so the smaller boy's head is tucked
under his chin. Harry sighs softly, nuzzling Theo's neck and his working right hand fiddling with
Theo's lily necklace. "This is not our last night. There are other nights, I will make sure of it."
"Oh you will?" Harry mutters sarcastically.
"You have given me very good incentive," Theo strokes the scars on Harry's back. "There is no
need to … to press something."
"Magnus says that as long as everyone is legal and consenting --," Harry huffs.
"We may be consenting but we are, neither of us legal," Theo says drily.
"Theo!" Harry sticks his head up to glare at him. "I wasn't meaning for us to … God!"
"What were you meaning?" Theo says, catching Harry's chin and raising his eyebrows.
"I dunno," Harry groans, thumping his forehead against Theo's sternum. "I just wanted … I just
needed … Jesus, I'm such a fucked up worthless mess !"
The sudden violence of those words catches Theo off guard. He says nothing. He holds Harry's
head gently and strokes his hair, in a way he knows will calm Harry down. It was the middle word
that was the worst, a word that Harry never uses. Harry never calls anyone worthless, not even
those who, in Theo's book, utterly deserve it. It is a word that he has heard a lot. It is a label they
gave him. Suddenly, Theo is very annoyed with himself for promising not to kill the Dursleys.
"Why?" Theo demands quietly.
"Because I want you," Harry groans, muttering into Theo's chest. "I want you so fucking badly, but
I also … I can't do this without … without … " Harry looks up with sudden desperation in his eyes.
The words rush out of him like a torrent, feelings that Theo can see he is disappointed in himself
for having. "It's only been with him, y'know? I've only … I've only done stuff with him and he's
fucking dead and it's all mixed up and the night before …" Harry's voice stammers. "The night
before he died we almost …"

Harry drops his face back down with another groan. Theo understands. He does not like it, but he
understands it. He wishes, not for the first time, that Diggory was alive for the sole purpose that
Theo could duel him and win.
"You almost … heart bonded?" Theo says, as delicately as he can without sounding jealous.
"Jesus fucking Christ on a firebolt , why am I talking about this?" Harry mutters, his nose rubbing
against Theo's chest in a worried fashion. "You're stunning, you're so fucking fit and you're in bed
with me and you're mine and I'm talking about this? " Harry looks up at Theo with a frankly
baffled expression on his face. Theo is trying to calm himself down because hearing the phrases
'you're so fucking fit' and 'you're mine' in the same sentence has necessitated the need for Theo to
count backwards, rapidly, in French. "So why am I talking about this?"
"Because I am yours," Theo says firmly, gripping Harry's hair tightly mainly to stop himself from
flipping them over and kissing him senseless. "And because you need to talk about it. And because
I shall listen."
"You don't … hate me?" Harry whispers, green eyes full of uncertainty. "You're not, like, put off?"
"No," Theo says softly, brushing Harry's hair back from his face. He does not see how utterly
compelling he is. "I am not. I … resent him, perhaps similarly to how you resent Blaise --"
"Fucking Blaise," Harry mutters darkly.
"Oh really?" Theo asks, amused at the sudden return of this moniker. Oddly, it pleases him.
"Well, he can't be fucking Zabini anymore, can he?" Harry grumbles, leaning his head into Theo's
caress like a kitten.
"I'm sure he will be gratified," Theo smirks. Harry rolls his eyes, quirking his lips into a grin,
before resting his head on Theo's sternum and looking up at him with a ponderous expression.
"I didn't even know," Harry says softly, "about the heart bonding stuff. Cedric didn't tell me."
"Not all wixen hold stock in it," Theo says, falling back on textbook knowledge. "Magical
enjoining has been known to happen between those who are not … "
"Fucking?" Harry supplies, helpfully.
"Sexually involved," Theo says, rolling his eyes. "It's largely an untested area of magic and so
some wixen simply view sex as that. Just sex. It's really a matter of … of personal experience and
belief."
"And you?" Harry asks sharply. "Have you … heart bonded before?"
Theo swallows hard and thinks of Blaise. There was comfort there, lust and loyalty, but their
connection is forged out of friendship and comradery, not their brief moments of intimacy.
"No," Theo says, feeling himself flush and he actually has to look away. He may have more
experience than Harry, but he knows in his bones that whatever Harry and Diggory did would have
magically enjoined them. Harry would have been heart bonded because that is who Harry is.
Instead, Theo thinks, he is fidelity bonded to me.
"So it would be new," Harry says softly, and Theo feels a tender kiss pressed against his jaw. He
looks down at Harry's face, the silver scar catching the light through his eyebrow, the glowing,

almost luminescent green eyes. "For both of us."
The fifth courtship gift shall be something that neither has ever had before, an experience new and
true for both.
"Yes," Theo says, his voice feeling raw. "Yes, it would be."
Harry nods, looking at him with unblinking, almost animal eyes. Theo feels hunted. He is surprised
by how much he likes it.
"It will be," Harry says quietly. "One day."
Theo feels the offer in the words. His mouth is dry. Words from his childhood, from tedious
etiquette lessons with his Aunt come back to him. The fifth courtship gift is from whence the
courters shall take the hands of no others, a demonstration of fidelity, a promise of the future.
Harry has said they will reach that point. A point of no others, a point, for many wixen, of no
turning back. I passed that point long ago, Theo thinks.
"One day," Theo says. Harry nods. He slowly presses his trembling left hand against Theo's heart,
the hand with which he cast their bond. Harry takes a deep breath.
"My life and my secrets," he breathes out, looking down at his own hand as if trying hard to
visualise. Amazingly, Theo sees a trembling glow of white light around Harry's hand. Theo feels,
again, the lively rush of their bond when it was first cast, flowing between them happily.
"The Black magic," Theo stammers in shock. "You have the Black magic?"
"No," Harry shakes his head, still holding his hand to Theo's heart. It seems like the soft light
around it is changing colour, a soft, moving hue of blue and gold. "The Black magic helped me
make it but this …" Harry frowns, biting down on his lip as he stares at his hand. The blue and
gold intensifies around it. Theo feels like he recognises the blue. "This is us," Harry says quietly.
"Our bond?" Theo stares at it, at the blue which he now sees is the colour of his Heir ring and the
gold that he realises, with a jerk of admiration, must be Harry. Theo swallows hard, feels a lump in
his throat and a warmth in his chest, spreading from Harry's hand. "It's … it's beautiful."
" You are," Harry looks up at him intensely, eyes full of green flame. "Your magic is the most
beautiful thing I've ever seen."
Theo stares at him. He says nothing. He says nothing because there is only one thing he could
possibly say and he will not say it, not yet, not yet, he will not say it, he will not say it, he will not
say it.
I love you. I love you. I love you.
"My life and my secrets," Theo whispers back. He lets Harry rest his head on Theo's chest and they
stare together at the blue and gold magic whirling softly around them, safe in the bond. Harry sighs
deeply, his breathing evening out as he falls towards sleep. Theo closes his eyes and thinks it, over
and over again, since he cannot say it. I love you. I love you. I love you. Then Harry speaks, a
whisper, a breath on air that causes Theo's heart to stutter. It is like the time in Skye when Harry
read his thoughts, answering questions and responding to things Theo had not even said aloud, but
this time it is much, much better.
"Me too," Harry whispers.
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"Did you see him get on the train?"
"He looks so different! "
"He looks like his bloody father --,"
"I can't believe Potter and Black had an affair! "
"What do you expect? That's what happens when Purebloods marry mudbloods --,"
" Shut the fuck up, " Harry hisses under his breath, not caring about the people close by him who
jump out of the way, staring at him in curiosity and outrage for speaking parseltongue. Remus
merely rolls his eyes, back straight, as he guides Harry to the door of the Express.
"Don't pay any attention," Remus breathes. Harry wants to hiss at him for letting them say this
stuff, for being so kind and gentle instead of vengeful and angry, part of him even wants to bite
him, but then Harry overhears an adults voice whispering as he passes.
"...Must be devastated, I hear that Lupin and Black were actually together when Potter was
conceived, then they had the gall to name him a godfather! It's a bloody wonder he can even look
at the boy …"
"Shut the fuck up!" Harry growls loudly, a few people around him gasping and turning to stare on
the platform. Harry rounds on them, glaring furiously at a sea of eager and nosy eyes. "What the
hell are you looking at? What gives you all the right to talk such utter shit --,"
"In!" Remus snaps, wrenching open the nearest door of the train and bundling Harry inside as
someone behind him declares loudly:

"That's Blacks for you!"
Despite how complicated things are with Sirius, Harry feels an inexplicable surge of defensiveness.
Utter, fucking wankers. Harry sullenly slouches into the corner of the vestibule, glaring at the
ogling faces on the platform.
"Harry, you have to calm down," Remus says firmly, closing the train door behind them and
closing the one into the body of the train, too. They are in a little cocoon of quiet, the distant sound
of students boarding and moving along the train on one side and the ruckus of the platform on the
other. Harry can hear a dull ringing in his ears. He suddenly, very definitely, does not want to go
back to Hogwarts. "I know that it's unsavoury --"
"Unsavoury? How can you let them talk about you like that?" Harry snarls, feeling the green
violence of the Slytherin magic welling up inside him. "They're spreading lies! Sirius didn't cheat
on you!"
"No, he didn't, not technically, but … he did betray me, Harry."
"He didn't mean to --," Harry protests, even though he doesn't know why he feels the need to, but
Remus cuts him off.
"I know, but he did. He was bonded with your Dad and he didn't tell me, for years and years,"
Harry sees a flash of fury in Remus' face, suddenly buried under grief.
"That doesn't make it okay for them to say it!" Harry snaps. "It makes it worse! It's none of their
fucking business!"
"No, it isn't." Remus' voice is quiet. He is never disturbed by Harry swearing. Harry finds that
oddly relieving. "This is what it's going to be like now, Harry. You're Harry Potter-Black and
people are going to talk --,"
"I don't give a shit if they talk about me," Harry interrupts, shrugging angrily. "They've been
talking shit about me since I was twelve, Remus, they can say what they want about me, but when
they're saying shit about you --"
"You don't need to defend me," Remus smiles tiredly. "I'm a werewolf, believe me, I have heard
worse."
"But it's hurting you!" Harry says, harshly.
"Yes," Remus says simply. "Sometimes people get hurt, Harry, and it is not your job to stop it."
"It is when it's my fucking fault," Harry snaps, hating Remus' gentle acceptance of pain. He has put
up with such much crap and no one seems to try and stop it. Families, Harry thinks, shouldn't let
this kind of thing happen to one another. "They're saying it because of me, because Dumbledore's
got this dumb plan to keep me safe --,"
"It is not dumb, it will keep you safe, and I would endure much more than people's gossip to
achieve that," Lupin says, his eyes glowing amber. His voice is perfectly level and Harry can't help
but despise that, that Remus can be so calm when he is literally full of seething rage.
Rage is underrated as a magical component, a sly voice whispers into his mind.
Harry feels a surge of angry pain in temple and squeezes his eyes shut for a second, sinking
everything he loves down under the not-caring. He has to do this nearly all the time now, it feels

like, bury all of his tenderness and those he loves far away where Voldemort, who slides so easily
in and out of his mind these days, cannot sense them.
Fuck off, Tom.
"It's stupid, people always putting themselves on the line for me," Harry says conversationally,
coldness descending. When he is cold, Tom is quieter. "You need to stop doing that, please."
"It is not stupid," Remus says. Harry can smell the strength of his creature magic rearing up, forests
and cold, wild skies. "You are my child, Harry, it is my job to put myself on the line for you and I
will not stop."
"You're not my Dad, Remus," Harry says. He doesn't want to say it, not really, but all of his
kindness is floating deep behind the not-caring away from where fucking Tom and his ability to
somehow hear Harry's anger will find it. You don't want to be my Dad, Remus, my Dads die or go
mad.
"No, I'm not," Remus says, his voice still abominably calm even though Harry can sense the
fierceness of his creature magic, the scent of pine and frozen air so strong around him, "but I am
your parent, Harry."
"You don't get to decide that," Harry says flatly. His heart is pounding so heavily he feels like he
can't breathe. Parent. Harry has always had a dead Mum and a dead Dad but a parent is alien to
him. A parent somehow seems like a living word. Parents send you out to de-gnome the garden,
they come to school to bully the governors when you are hurt, they buy your school uniform and
coo over you in it, even when it's a dumb boater hat and cane. Harry has never had a parent.
"I do," Remus says, placidly, amber eyes burning. "Your mum and Dad made me your godparent,
it comes with responsibility."
"Fat lot of good that did," Harry says dully. He's raw and fierce and cold and he knows it, because
it's the only way to protect his mind from Tom. To protect Remus. Harry is sure that Tom can't see
through his eyes, only feel flashes of his most angry, violent thoughts. I don't care. I will not care.
"I know, and I can't forgive myself for it." Remus says, the words cutting Harry with how quickly
and easily they are said, as if Remus has told them to himself over and over before. "I have
fourteen years to make up for but I'm here now and I am your parent and I love you and you can be
angry, you can hate me, it's fine, but those things won't ever change." Remus eyes glow brightly,
his voice low and serious. "But think about if this is what you want, Harry. To be angry all the
time. At me, at Severus for caring --,"
"He doesn't care, he was being nosy," Harry says sharply, fighting against the tide of rage that
threatens to swallow him when he thinks about Snape. Don't care, won't care. "It's not of his
business."
"He cares," Remus says simply. "I care. I love you. We are trying, Harry, and I know it doesn't
make up for the past, but we're not going anywhere."
Harry hears Theo's thoughts from last night, weaving in and out of the blue and gold magic that
contained and ran through them. I love you. Harry doesn't want to think about that now. Theo
thought it but didn't say it. Remus says it so easily. I can't even think it, let alone say it.
"You say that now," Harry blurts out, trying to hold the Prince magic inside his hand. It's two
seconds from opening the nothing-place. He doesn't feel livid anymore, the slick anger of Tom is

slipping away and now he just feels like he's been skinned alive. Tender and bruised and wanting
to hide.
"Test us, Harry," Remus says, tiredly. "Test us all you want and yes, we will probably fail you, just
as I did on Christmas, but we'll still be here. But please, just … just think if this is what you really
want. "
"Remus, I --," Harry swallows hard, looks at the ragged man who has lost the love of his life,
moved in with an old enemy, his ex-lover's friend, two teenagers and a menagerie of dangerous
creatures, and dedicated all of his time to teaching Harry how to get movement in his right hand
back. His anger disappears, his headache begins and he feels the kindness rising up from under the
not-caring. "I don't know how to stop being angry."
"Oh, Cub," Remus growls, the endearment so soft that Harry feels a tingle in his blood. It feels
strangely similar to the way in which Snape sometimes calls him "Farzand," a word he doesn't
understand. Cub. Suddenly, he's wrapping his arms around Remus' waist and burying his face in
his godfather's chest. He's not sure how he got there, maybe partly magic, maybe Remus moves,
but Remus' creature magic wraps around him and he feels safe. Comfort. Remus hugs him tightly,
swaying slightly from side to side in a way that's absurdly reassuring.
"Feel angry, Harry," Remus whispers into his hair. "Feel sad, feel disappointed, feel what you need
to just don't let it eat you alive. Remember, like with the Dementors? Turn it into something."
"You helped me do that," Harry mumbles against Remus' soft cardigan. It always smells like
chocolate and parchment. "You're not going to be there."
It's the first time he's allowed himself to think about how nervous he is to be leaving Remus. How
will I know if he's okay? Sometimes he's pissed at Remus, sometimes he hates him, but he wants
him to be okay so much and he's got used to him. To the way Remus puts too much sugar in his
coffee and Harry teases him, the way Remus softly squeezes his shoulder and says "well done"
when Harry makes progress in his lessons, and the way Remus moves so quietly around the house
in his werewolf way and eats all the chocolate.
"I can come up whenever you need me to," Remus says firmly. "You can owl me day or night and
…" Remus hesitates slightly. "If you need to leave, then we'll go."
"What?" Harry looks up, staring into Remus' face.
"You said, in Grimmauld Place in the summer, that I would take you away from there and I said I
would," Remus brushes Harry's curls back from his face fondly. "I still would, if that is what we
decide you need."
"We?" Harry asks hoarsely.
"Me, you and Severus," Remus clarifies and Harry senses a strange feeling in the rune burned onto
his chest, an odd tingling in the web of fate. "We will decide together. As a …" Remus swallows
hard. "As a family of sorts, I suppose."
Harry remembers Remus' hopes in the summer, staring at Sirius and Kingsley from the window of
Grimmuald Place. Then we'll be a family. Remus could never have anticipated Snape, probably
hates him for not being Sirius in this odd equation, but he's still here. For Harry. A family of sorts.
"Okay," Harry swallows hard. "Okay. I should find Hermione and Ron."
"You should," Remus smiles gently. "I'll be a Spinners End."

"Thanks Moony," Harry's voice is muffled as he hugs Remus close one more time. He thinks of
Remus' words when they found out about Sirius' parabatai bond. "Whatever happens, whoever you
want to be, I'm here." Harry can't say that he loves Remus, just like last night with Theo he can't
quite form the words on his tongue and hates himself for it, but he can say this, at least: "I'm glad
we're a kind-of, sort-of family, Remus."
Even if I have to put up with bloody Snape.
"Me too, Harry," Remus kisses his head and then pushes him, gently, towards the door into the
corridor. "Go and find your friends."
Harry does, without looking back. He doesn't have a goodbye in him. He tries not to feel the
strange, howling mournfulness inside him at leaving Remus behind. My sort of parent. My sort of
Dad. My godfather. Not right now, however. Right now, he has to be the son of Sirius Black and
James Potter. He pushes all thoughts of his Mum, of Remus, of Snape away, holds his chin up and
stalks down the train, glancing in compartments to look for Ron and Hermione. Gaping faces stare
back. It's like being in a fishbowl as people goggle at him, rushing to the windows as he passes for
a good ogle, or even open compartment doors to whisper or call his name. Finally, about half way
down the train, he looks into a compartment and sees a familiar fluff of bushy, black hair. Except
the owner of said hair is wrapped in an intense embrace with a redhead. Harry grins, suddenly
cheered up. This will be so much fun.
"Okay, why wasn't I informed of this?" Harry demands, banging the compartment open
deliberately loudly so that Hermione and Ginny jump apart, both squeaking, Ginny flushing a
brilliant red that clashes with her hair. He pierces Ginny with what Theo calls his 'seriously
dangerous stare.' "Ginerva bloody Weasley, what are you doing with my sister?"
"Sister? Excuse me?" Ginny splutters, pulling her skirt back into place.
"Oh fuck off, Harry," Hermione moans, gathering her hair up off her face as Ginny grabs Harry's
hand, pulling him into the compartment and closing the door behind them, scowling at the
onlookers who are walking with exaggerated slowness past the window.
"Yeah, Hermione's under the protection of the House of Potter so I'm like, her protector, or
whatever." Harry grins, winking at Hermione who rolls her eyes. She ceased to find this endearing
about five days ago and is now just annoyed that Theo keeps calling her Harry's 'responsibility.'
"Like I need one," Hermione mutters, waving her wand and whispering a spell so the blinds on the
doors unroll and block them all from view.
"Hang on, I thought you were sort of my adopted big brother," Ginny frowns. "What happened to
that?"
"Oh yeah," Harry laughs, reaching out and ruffling Ginny's hair. "I guess this is really weird for me
then!"
"Have they stopped?" a voice says as the door opens again. Ron is looking plaintively into the
compartment, Luna and Neville behind him. "Is it safe to enter?"
"Yes, Ronald, don't be such an idiot," Hermione huffs primly, grabbing Harry's wrist and pulling
him down between her and Ginny, as if trying to prove something.
"Hey Nev," Harry smiles. Neville looks at him a little cautiously, staring at Harry's face as if
searching for hints of something, his eyes particularly lingering on Harry's blacker, curlier hair, but

then Neville smiles and sits down opposite them.
"Hey," he says shyly. "You do look different."
"I think he's fitter like this," Ron says, flopping down besides Neville, holding an armful of snacks
he has apparently been able to get from the trolley in advance.
"Thanks mate," Harry says, running his hand through his hair nervously.
"Your true face is lovely, Harry," Luna says dreamily. "The Nargles say you've settled into
yourself..." Luna performs a tiny, curtsy that has the others looking at her quizzically. "...Harry of
Merlin."
Harry feels a swooping feeling in his stomach that has nothing to do with the sudden lurch of the
train moving forward. He and Theo have spoken about this, about Luna's strange association with
Merlin as a Mage and Nimue as … well, they're not really sure, but one thing Harry is certain of.
Luna is the only other student who knows he's a Mage.
"You look nice too, Luna," Harry says, swallowing hard. Luna's magic, Harry decides, is
interesting. The song of it is buzzy and a bit irritating, like a quick little tune he can't follow, but
the smell of it is strong and pure. It is cold water on a fresh lake. It is the spray of cold waves.
Harry feels like he could sit next to Luna's magic all day. As he thinks this, words are leaving his
mouth without him realising them: "Luna of Nimue."
"Nimue?" Hermione says sharply, staring between Harry and Luna.
"Thank you!" The smile on Luna's face is so broad and sweet that Harry is pulled back from the
scent of her magic and into the room. She nods her head happily and sits down on Ginny's lap,
completely ignoring Hermione's frown.
"Luna of what?" Ron mutters, sitting down opposite Harry and, seeing the gawping faces out on
the platform, scowls and thumps his fist against the glass, frightening a group of squealing first
years. "Piss off!"
"Nothing," Harry says, standing up and sitting next to Ron and Neville, allowing Ginny the space
to shuffle Luna onto the bench beside her, who is already fiddling with her carrot necklace.
Hermione takes Ginny's hand, smiling at her widely. Harry lowers his voice and bends his head
towards Ron, looking significantly and Hermione and Ginny's held hands.
"So when did this start?"
"Christmas Day," Ron says, glumly.
"Are you … okay?" Harry asks. He is worried, suddenly, that this will be a repeat of third year all
over again. Harry has no doubts, this time. He's on Hermione's side, no matter what. She has his
loyalty. Preparing for facing a dragon together does that. Ron sighs heavily, closes his eyes and
opens them again.
"Do you know how many books there are about wixen relationships? Or witch/witch relationships?
Or muggle lesbian relationships?" Ron asks plaintively. "Because I do. Since Christmas, Hermione
has read them all. Aloud. To me."
"Oh man," Harry grins, trying not to laugh. "Sounds rough."
"It was the Christmas bloody holidays! It's like I'm taking an OWL in lesbians! Honestly, when

they starting snogging everywhere it was a bloody relief," Ron shakes his head, "because at least
she stopped reading. "
Harry bursts out laughing. It is so typically Ron that he's not bothered by his sister hooking up with
the girl he has possibly fancied for the last year, only bothered by the fact he's been forced to learn
over the holidays.
"So you're not bothered?" Neville asks quietly, on the other side of him. "I sort of thought you
maybe fancied Hermione?"
"Not really," Ron shrugs, his face slightly puzzled as if his apathy about it has confused him too. "I
might have if it was you, mate, or, I dunno, fucking Malfoy but... nah. I just … I don't care as much
about kissing and stuff as I thought …Maybe it's just because it's, like, 'Mione, y'know? She's not
really... whatever. It's fine."
Ron shakes himself lightly and Harry feels a surge of affection for him. With Ron, he always
knows where he is.
"What about you, mate?" Ron says, slapping Harry's knee and looking his outfit up and down.
Hermione's old black jeans and Theo's large, cashmere green jumper. "Not Hermione's shirt
today?"
"Nope," Harry grins. "Just trousers."
"You can borrow some of my clothes, Harry," Luna says lightly. "I have some lovely purple
leggings that will fit you."
"Thanks Luna," Harry says. "Might take you up on that."
"If you walk around in leggings people will literally mount you on the staircases," Ginny snorts.
"Merlin's balls," Ron groans. "Not you too."
"On the staircase?" Harry grins, raising his eyebrows at Hermione who blushes and scowls. "And
you, a prefect."
"Shut up," Hermione grumbles as Ginny kisses her cheek and Ron rolls his eyes.
"You do look nice, Harry," Neville says kindly. "Is that an axe?"
"Yes, Potter-Black, is that an axe?" A drawling voice calls, sliding open the door. Blaise Zabini,
wearing a dark green blazer that makes him look positively regal, is standing in the doorway,
twisting his carnelian ring on his finger. His eyes, Harry notices, are slightly different than the last
time they met. At the beginning of their meeting, they had been chocolate brown. Now they are
more ruddy, not as red as his mother's yet, but almost as if the flash of red that had appeared in his
irises after he vowed to Harry has dispersed, making his previously brown eyes now the colour of
conkers, or turning leaves. If anything, Harry thinks irritably, it makes him more handsome.
"Fuck off, Zabini," Ginny scowls, staring up at Blaise's perfect, suave face.
"Delightful, bella," Blaise says easily, his eyes flicking over Ginny and Hermione, who are holding
hands. "My my, young love! Is this new?"
"None of your business," Hermione says, tautly.

"Everything is my business," Blaise smiles languidly down at her, blinking softly. "Adore il tuo
sorriso. "
"I don't know how you can love a smile you cannot see," Hermione snaps back, and Harry sees
Blaise's eyebrows go up. His smile widens. Harry rolls his eyes. Oh here we go.
"You speak italiano, Granger?" Blaise asks softly. "Full of surprises."
"Fuck off, Zabini," Ginny growls, looking at Blaise like she might turn into a dragon at any
moment and eat him.
"Hello, Zabini," Harry says. He knows, instinctively, he should definitely not call him Blaise in
front of this crowd. He stands up heavily. "I suppose you want me?"
"Ideally in private, Potter-Black," Blaise says smoothly. "Though I am happy …" Blaise's eyes
drift to Hermione mutters something in Italian under her breath that sounds very, very rude.
Hermione, however, hasn't spent enough time with Blaise to know that is precisely the wrong thing
to do. Blaise's grin only widens. "...To stay here," he practically purrs.
"Wait, why would Harry want anything to do with you?" Ginny demands, glaring up at Blaise.
"Politics," Hermione mutters.
"Allegiances," Blaise says.
"For no bloody good reason," Ron growls, eyeing Blaise with distaste.
"Outside then," Harry says, rolling his eyes again and strolling out into the corridor, leaning his
back against the closed door. "Problem?"
"None. Just affirming our allegiance, as we decided," Blaise says, casually leaning against the
opposite wall as he looks Harry up and down slowly, eyes resting on Theo's jumper. "You look
very mugglish today, Potter-Black, although I think I recognise that sweater."
"Did we decide that?" Harry raises his eyebrows, noticing the way people are leaning out of their
compartments to stare at the sight of Harry Potter-Black and Blaise Zabini talking. "Don't you think
this might go a bit shit for you? A Slytherin chatting with the Boy-Who-Bloody-Lived?"
"Hanging out with Slytherins, are you Potter-Black ?" MacLaggen calls down from his
compartment, leering out of the door. "Like father like fucking son, eh?"
"MacLaggen," Blaise says pleasantly, turning his gaze on the beefy Gryffindor. "Fuck off."
MacLaggen blusters but pulls his head back into his compartment, muttering angrily about 'bloody
snakes.' Blaise turns back to Harry.
"I think you are the one who is going to struggle. You are no longer just a Potter, you are a Black
too," Blaise says quietly. "Reminding people of your association with the Contessa can only help
you stay alive this term."
"And that's the Contessa's priority," Harry murmurs sarcastically.
"Indeed, she requires you in one piece if you are to be of any use to us at all," Blaise grins, tipping
his head to one side in the way that is completely reminiscent of his Mum. "And you do look so
delicious in one piece."

"Yeah, yeah," Harry rolls his eyes. Now that Blaise is his consort-shield, he doesn't find Blaise's
flirting threatening, just annoying. "So we're … what? Friends?"
"No," Blaise shakes his head. "We are acquaintances due to your allegiance with the Contessa. We
can speak politely in public and personally in private. Last names only. No defending one another
from duels or assaults."
"And no duels or assaults between us, right?" Harry says drily.
" Prego," Blaise nods.
Harry hesitates. He needs to say words no one else can hear. He presses the button on his wand
holster so it shoots into his palm. He waves it pointlessly, just for show, meanwhile channelling
the Prince magic through his fingers to create a shield made of secrets. Silence. Blaise looks
around, interested.
"This is the Black magic, I presume? The magic you call … grumpy?"
"Something like that," Harry mutters. The Prince magic shield looks like nothing more than a
wispy bubble. He thinks there are only a handful or people who will be able to recognize that it's
not the Black magic and none of them will reveal it. "You'll keep an eye on Theo?"
"Of course," Blaise is eyeing the shield with fascination. "Is there a particular reason for your
concern?"
"Well, let's see, I'm going back to a place where a ton of people are going to want to hurt me,"
Harry says sarcastically, "and Theo is … trigger happy."
"Trigger happy?" Blaise frowns. "Is it an English phrase? I don't know it."
"It means … curse happy? Like, he sees I'm in trouble and he wants to kill people," Harry waves
his hands in annoyance. "He throws knives and I'd rather he didn't throw them on my account."
"You want me to ensure he does not jump to your defence?" Blaise's voice is sharp. "Surely
Theodore knows the risks of such behaviour."
Theo does know, usually, but Harry's thinking of Sirius, the paralysis, the ritual in Skye and the
nothing-place that have all got Theo on edge.
"It's been a bit of a … complicated Christmas," Harry sighs, rubbing his face. "He might be … I
dunno, particularly worried about me dying, or something."
"I see," Blaise's face is blank. "He has justified cause to worry?"
"Let's just say it's not exactly paranoia," Harry says sarcastically. "Will you watch him?"
"I am your consort-shield," Blaise nods. "I will perform my duty."
"Good," Harry breathes out slowly. This feels like something, a relief from the odd sense of
trepidation that has been hounding Harry since he woke up that morning. Hogwarts might not be
safe, but Theo will be. Harry waves his wand and hand, concentrating on pulling the Prince
shadows back into his hand and the hidden ring.
"So," Blaise is looking into the compartment behind Harry, with a slow grin. "Granger speaks
Italian?"

"Yes," Harry sighs, rolls his eyes. "French too, a bit."
"Really?" Blaise murmurs. "Fascinating."
"Is there anyone you don't fancy?" Harry asks, annoyed.
"Malfoy," Blaise says quickly, with a cheeky grin. "But mainly just to irritate him."
Harry can't help laughing. Blaise might be a dick but he is utterly unflappable. A useful quality, a
voice that sounds like Theo reminds him.
"Potter-Black?"
They both turn. A tall girl with dark skin and hair in a Ravenclaw robe is looking at them, eyes
flickering between Harry and Blaise. Harry thinks she might be a sixth year. Harry has never
spoken to her in his life.
"Yeah?" Harry asks warily.
"Shafiq," Blaise nods at the girl curtly. "May we help you?"
"Shafiq," Harry says, thinking suddenly of his trial. "Does your Dad have a Wizengamot seat?"
"Yeah," Shafiq nods. She looks mildly uncomfortable. "My father was at your trial."
"Yeah, he was sort of bothered by my Patronus," Harry says. Shafiq winces.
"No, he was impressed, Potter-Black, anyone would be by a corporeal, tangible Patronus," Shafiq
snorts. "He's asked me to give you this."
Shafiq holds out a small box. Harry stares at it. He thinks of the Triwizard Cup, of portkeys.
"What is it?" Harry asks frankly.
Shafiq sighs heavily and opens the box. Inside Harry sees a small pin in the shape of a golden owl.
"Oh," Harry looks at the innocuous-looking gift in puzzlement. "Thanks, I guess. It's nice."
"Really?" Shafiq's eyes take on a sharp, hopeful quality that Harry does not understand even a little
bit. "You're accepting the gift?"
"No," Blaise says sharply. "He will not be accepting the gift, Shafiq."
"I don't think that's for you to decide, Zabini," Shafiq says tightly. "Potter-Black?"
"Huh?" Harry jerks his head around to stare at Blaise. He grabs Blaise's wrist and thinks of the
consort-shield bond between them, of the Slytherin magic that made it and hisses words into
Blaise's mind. "What the hell is going on?"
Shafiq flinches but Blaise actually looks vaguely pleased. Harry remembers his fascination with
Harry's ability to speak parseltongue.
"You're right, I should explain more clearly," Blaise says, patting Harry's wrist in a conciliatory
way. Harry just knows he is loving giving the impression that he can understand parseltongue. Sly
git. Harry removes his hand, glaring at Blaise. "Shafiq, Heir Potter-Black is not going to accept
your courting gift because he already has a suitor ."

Harry stares at Blaise and then at the small owl pin in Shafiq's hand, feeling like he's missing
something very, very important.
"You?" Shafiq looks at Blaise is something like disgust then turns to Harry in amazement. "Him?"
"What's wrong with him?" Harry asks blankly, surprised by Shafiq's sudden vehemence.
"Yes, Shafiq, what is wrong with me?" Blaise says pleasantly. "Is it my impeccable lineage or my
connection to the Contessa that makes me an unlikely suitor for the only British twice-Heir?"
What the fuck . Harry glares at Blaise as Shafiq gapes at Blaise, open mouthed, and then closes the
box with the pin in and walks back down the train. Harry grabs Blaise's arm and drags him back
into the compartment.
"Careful, Potter-Black, this is silk," Blaise drawls, smoothing down his blazer.
"What happened?" Ron asks, looking up from where he is throwing chocolate frogs at Ginny's
head whilst she sits in Hermione's lap.
"Ginny, Luna, Neville, can you give us a second?" Harry snaps curtly, grateful when his friends
nod and slide out of the compartment. Blaise nods to them all pleasantly as they leave and then
leans against the closed door. Outside the other window, the green fields outside London rush by.
"What's going on?" Hermione asks, frowning.
"Good fucking question," Harry glares at Blaise. "Why did you tell Shafiq that you and I are
courting? "
" What? " Hermione glares up at Blaise. "Why did you do that?"
"I fail to see how it's any of your business, Bella, " Blaise says pleasantly.
"Blaise Zabini, meet Hermione Granger, protectee and sister of the House of Potter," Harry says,
gesturing between them.
"Does this not make you an Heiress, Granger?" Zabini grins, white teeth flashing. "And quite an
eligible one at that?"
"Don't flirt," Harry snaps. "Explain."
"I explained over Yule," Blaise says calmly. "Shafiq is on the first of many offers of courtship you
are going to receive and you are already in a courtship, so you cannot accept others, honestly,
Potter! Do I have to do all the work in this arrangement?"
"How was I supposed to know it was an offer of courtship?" Harry demands.
"It was very obvious," Blaise drawls, "The first gift shall be that which represents the House that
has made them. The Shafiq's totem is an owl."
"Is that supposed to mean something to me?" Harry says blankly.
"It's the guidance for the first courting gift," Ron says. "How can you not know that?"
"An excellent question," Blaise says, looking at Harry with a sharp glance. Harry glowers at him
and deflects.

"What's Theo going to say when he finds out you've claimed that we're courting?" Harry demands.
"Probably dismember him," Ron mutters. He looks quite pleased by the prospect.
"I did not claim anything," Blaise wiggles his eyebrows. "I merely inferred …"
"Oh, he's going to bury you in the Forbidden Forest," Ron snorts, taking a bite out of a cauldron
cake.
"Theodore will approve of any scheme that discourages other suitors," Blaise rolls his liquid,
chestnut brown eyes, "and since Theodore cannot dissuade them personally …"
"I'm sorry, Zabini," Hermione pinches the bridge of her nose in what Harry thinks is quite a good
impression of Snape, "but it sounds like you're trying to say you've started a rumour that you are
courting Harry so other people won't court Harry and you expect Theodore Nott to be happy with
this plan?"
"Ha! He's going to burn your corpse!" Ron laughs, coughing on his cake and then chewing loudly,
grinning up at Blaise who stares down at him with mild disgust. "Aren't you supposed to be smart
or something?"
"Supposedly," Blaise says slowly, looking at Hermione with an intense gaze. "Tell me, Granger.
Have you considered the sort of attention your so-called brother will receive from the student body
now he is an Heir twice over? Given that one of those Heirships is to the legendary house of Black,
how much attention do you think he shall gain from Slytherins? Have you not considered that
protection from someone on the inside, so to speak, might be of value?"
Blaise's voice is even and low, and Harry notices the way Hermione is watching him carefully,
listening intensely. They don't really know Blaise, Harry realises, not the political beast that Theo
is always describing.
"Of course I have," Hermione says tightly, her eyes glowing angrily as she glares at Blaise. "But
protection is not valued if it is not given by someone trustworthy!"
"Besides, he's got knife-wielding Nott, hasn't he?" Ron says, munching the end of his cake and
licking his fingers.
"And he can take care of himself," Harry says, rolling his eyes.
"You cannot even identify a courting gift when you see one," Blaise snarks, leaning against the
compartment door. "The House of Potter and the House of Zabini have a formal alliance, I am
expected to be seen in public with him whereas Theodore cannot be. I am a neutral Slytherin
without association to the Dark Lord so I am not likely to put the wind up Dumbledore," Harry
doesn't think that's accurate but lets Blaise continue. "I am also politically powerful, so am unlikely
to be threatened by Slytherins for courting a Potter-Black, if the spawn of Death Eaters take
particular offense."
"What about the Contessa?" Harry demands.
"Where do you think the idea originated?" Blaise smiles sharply. Harry rolls his eyes. Of bloody
course.
"So you're gonna be a fake boyfriend?" Ron sniggers and looks up at Harry. "You're going to have
a secret boyfriend and a fake boyfriend? Don't do anything by halves, Harry."

"He's not my boyfriend," Harry says automatically, ignoring the way that they all roll their eyes at
him. Cedric was his boyfriend. Theo is not his boyfriend. Even if Harry is pretty sure, maybe,
possibly (definitely, he definitely did hear it) that Theo loves him. Even if Harry is too pathetic to
be able to say it back.
"Talk to Theo," Harry sighs, rubbing his forehead. It's hurting. It's been hurting, on and off, for
days. Jesus, Tom, could you be less annoying? He's relieved when no voice answers. "If Theo's
okay with it, then … fine. We can … " Harry gestures between him and Blaise. "Do a faking
thing."
I'm faking a father, why not a boyfriend too?
"Harry," Hermione says in a worried voice. "Life is already hard enough in the Tower and he's a
very prominent Slytherin --,"
"Thank you," Blaise says, straightening his cuffs. "Though I sense it was not intended to be
complimentary."
"Look, Hermione, it's fine," Harry says tiredly. "He will discourage people from approaching me
and we can deal with the Tower. Just … just don't let me open any presents."
Hermione stares at Zabini for a long time and then squares her shoulders and speaks in Italian, her
eyes full of fire. Harry doesn't understand but Zabini seems to, standing up straighter and fixing
Hermione with a riveted stare.
"You speak Italian beautifully," he smirks.
"I threatened you," Hermione snarls.
"And you did it beautifully," Blaise beams, looking endlessly pleased with himself.
"Don't encourage him, Mi," Harry sighs. He really needs a headache potion, and possibly a lie
down. Maybe he can get Kreacher to bring him some treacle tart in bed when he gets to Hogwarts.
"I'm not!" Hermione protests, eyeing Blaise up and down distastefully.
"Your eyes are all the encouragement I need," Blaise murmurs.
"Does this stuff really work for you?" Ron sniggers.
"So often," Blaise smiles.
"Well, thanks for that," Harry pulls Blaise away from the compartment door and opens it. "Later,
Zabini."
"Of course," Blaise says in a slightly projected voice. Harry notices the way he is subtly looking up
and down the train and Harry can see faces pressed against windows. "Until later, Potter-Black."
Blaise reaches up and squeezes Harry's arm. Harry knows it will be enough for the frantic audience
around him. Not enough for people to be talking about Sirius, they're going to be talking about this
too. Harry glares at him and hisses, feeding parseltongue into Blaise's mind through the moment of
contact.
"Do not touch me without asking," Harry hisses. Blaise, unflappable as ever, only raises an
eyebrow.

"Of course," he says, inclining his head in the same way he did after Blaise was sworn in as Harry's
consort-shield, a strange kind of bow that Harry doesn't understand at all. So he ignores it, turns
and goes back into the compartment to find Hermione glaring after Blaise, her angry magic filling
the air with the scent of blackberries.
"He's despicable," Hermione mutters.
"He's an acquired taste," Harry sighs, closing his eyes against his headache and flopping down onto
the bench beside Hermione, twisting to put his head in her lap and tasting blackberries.
"Yeah, like Bertie Botts," Ron says. "The dog vomit ones."
Harry snorts with laughter and sighs as Hermione runs her fingers through his curls.
"You look tired," Hermione says softly.
"Well, I'm Harry Potter-Black now. He's a bloody menace." Harry says sarcastically. "He's got a
fugitive father and he's being courted by Blaise fucking Zabini. Harry Potter-sodding-Black is
always tired."
"Come here," Hermione says, rubbing her fingers against his temples so that Harry groans softly,
feeling some of the tension leaving the space between his eyebrows.
"Thanks," Harry mutters, swallowing hard. The softness of her touch, the easing feeling behind his
eyes makes him feel like, suddenly, he is on the verge of tears. Theo thinks he loves me, and I've
just agreed to fake-court his ex-boyfriend.
"So you're going to fake date a Slytherin? In public?" Ron shakes his head. "It's going to be a hell
of a term."
"Yeah," Harry snorts. "Just like normal."

_____________________

Did Blaise talk to you?
We have discussed it.
Are you okay with it?
Are you?

Not really. But it seems like the only way to avoid being chased around the place with courting
gifts.
The owl of Shafiq did not appeal to you?
I prefer my necklace.
Good.
I miss you.
Me too.

------------------

"No fucking way!" Seamus glares at Harry, standing in the doorway to the fifth year dormitory.
"He's not coming in here! He's not even a proper Gryffindor anymore!"
"Says who?" Ron demands, folding his arms angrily. "He slept here all last term --,"
"He was still a Potter then," Seamus scowls. "He doesn't even look like a Potter anymore!"
"Seamus, mate, don't say shit like that," Dean frowns at his friend angrily. "Just because Harry's not
white --,"
"It's not that!" Seamus exclaims, swinging round to stare at Dean. "You know wixen don't care
about that --,"
"Bollocks," Harry and Dean say at the same time, and Seamus flushes darkly but continues on.
"It's about who his fucking Dad is!" Seamus steps forward, glowering down at Harry. "Your father
betrayed good people --,"
"Don't talk about my family, Finnegan," Harry says softly. Behind Seamus' back, Dean raises his
eyebrows but doesn't say anything. Dean, Harry understands, is probably having a shit night.
Seamus is his best mate but Dean and Harry get on. Harry doesn't blame him for not picking his
side.
"Why not?" Seamus sneers. "Because they're all traitors? Murderers? Fucking psychopaths? "
"Okay, back off, mate," Ron says, stepping up to Seamus. He is much taller but Seamus doesn't
seem daunted. "This is Harry's room too, it's been Harry's room for five years. He's coming in."

"That was before his fucking Auntie tortured Neville's Mum and Dad!" Seamus yells, his face pink
and blotchy and eyes wild. Harry feels his stomach twist. Sirius doesn't have an sisters. Seamus
must be talking about one of Sirius' cousins. Oh Jesus, I really hope it's not Narcissa. "Yeah, bet
you didn't want people remembering that, hey, Potter-Black? Your Auntie Bellatrix totally fucked
them up! Tortured them into bloody insanity! Your family are the reason he doesn't have any!"
"SHUT UP!" Neville yells. Seamus turns in the doorway to look back into the dorm. Neville is
standing in the middle of the room in pyjamas that are an inch too short in the arm and the legs.
He's staring at Seamus with fury, two pink circles high in his cheekbones. "Just … just … shut it!"
Someone related to Sirius hurt Neville's parents. It's too much for Harry to deal with. He points his
wand into the room.
" Accio bed linen, " Harry snaps, and Dean ducks as Harry's duvet and pillows flies through the air
and Harry grabs them, bundling them against his body. "If you're going to talk shit about other
people's families, I don't want to sleep here anyway."
Before Seamus can respond, Harry turns and stomps back down the stairs into the dark, empty
common room, throwing his hand out to the staircase entrance and pulling up the Slytherin magic
thinking: Shield. Enemies. A green shield flickers there, which he knows will not allow anyone
down the stairs he doesn't like and will not permit his voice to travel. The song of Hogwarts chimes
around him, the walls happy to be touching the Slytherin magic. Harry glares at the walls
distrustfully.
"No funny stuff," he says warningly.
He hears a friendly chime in the song and nods approvingly. Magnus would be proud. Harry
throws his duvet and pillows down on the sofa and glares at it's lumpy shape. It will not be fun to
sleep on.
"Kreacher!" Harry calls and the elf pops into being beside him, frowning up at Harry angrily.
"Master should be in bed," he snarls, kicking Harry's shins in a way Harry is sure he thinks is a
helpful incentive.
"Master doesn't have a bed," Harry counters, dodging Kreacher's surprisingly bony feet. "Can you
make me something here, Kreacher?"
"Master is not sleeping upstairs with the lions?" Kreacher says, pausing in his attempt to hobble
Harry, eyes suddenly focused.
"Master is no longer welcome," Harry rolls his eyes and drops down onto the floor, lying down on
the vast, fluffy bear-skin rug, pulling his duvet on top of him and staring the high beams that Harry
can just about make out in the weak light from the still glowing embers. Better than the ceiling of a
cupboard, at least.
"Harry?"
He turns his head to see Hermione and Ron standing uncertainly on the other side of the shield,
their duvets and pillows in their arms. Both are in their pyjamas, Ron with his ugly Weasley jumper
on top and Hermione already in her silk bed hair-scarf, and their concerned faces lit by the green
glow of the shield. Harry smiles reluctantly.
"It's fine," he reassures them, sitting up on his elbows. "It's only for enemies. Just walk through."

"Cool," Ron shrugs, plunging through with typical relentlessness, flinching slightly at the
sensation and then shaking his head on the other side. "Feels like water in my ears."
"What's it made of?" Hermione says wonderingly, inserting one finger through the shield
curiously. "You're not powering from your wand, is it powered from your ring?"
"Come on, Mi," Harry calls, not in the mood for magical theory right now. Once Hermione has
slowly passed through, shivering slightly and describing the shield as like 'static electricity,' Harry
is joined on the floor by Hermione and Ron, their heads next to his, their bodies angles out like the
spokes of a wheel.
"Merlin's taint, this rug is itchy," Ron grumbles, shuffling in irritation.
"Weasel must stay still!" Kreacher snarls from next to the sofa.
"For what?" Ron asks worriedly, but Kreacher snaps his fingers. Suddenly, in a whoosh of moving
furniture and blankets, soft walls and coverings appear around them, encasing them in warm
darkness.
"A fort," Hermione whispers in amazement.
"I've not had one of these since I was little," Ron says happily. "Fred and George used to make
them. This is better, though. Thanks, Kreacher."
Kreacher huffs and mutters something unintelligible, but then the space between their heads and
the top of the suspended blankets, held in the air as if by invisible tent poles, is lit by a few, gentle
glowing firelights in different colours.
" Wow, " Hermione whispers. "This is better than the forts I remember."
"I never had a fort," Harry says, staring up at the drifting soft lights. "This is cool, Kreacher."
"Master must sleep if he is to bring honour to the House of Black and defeat the gutless lions,"
Kreacher snaps. "Master must drop his magic and sleep. Kreacher shall ward little blanket house."
"Okay," Harry says, looking at the Slytherin ring and thinking: release. Around him, he feels the
tingle of magic wards erecting, the song of Kreacher's magic which is full of the hum of the Black
magic but with it's own, particular tone, surrounding and protecting them. Harry sighs, feeling
relaxed for the first time since he woke up that morning.
"Good," Kreacher's voice drifts in from outside the fort near Harry's feet. "Kreacher shall guard.
Master will sleep."
"He's so bossy," Ron says sleepily. "Like my Mum."
"Kreacher is not my Mum," Harry says. "Or like your mum, not unless you can bribe your mum
with sweets."
"Sherry maybe," Ron yawns.
"What did Nott say?" Hermione whispers, turning her face towards Harry. He can smell toothpaste
on her breath in the small space. She had returned his notebook to him on the train and Harry is
relieved to finally have it back, even though the bloodstain on the pages still makes him queasy to
look at.

"Nothing really," Harry sighs and watches the firelights. "I think … I think he's disappointed."
"Because of Zabini?"
"No, because …" Harry swallows hard. "I think he … I think he loves me."
There is a short silence. Harry holds his breath. This is when they tell me there is no chance he
feels that way. Why would he? Why would anyone?
"Well, duh," Ron says blankly. "What do you mean, you think?"
"Oh, Harry," He can hear Hermione smiling in the dark. "Of course he loves you."
"What?" Harry twists his face towards her, watching the way a blue firelight makes her dark skin
glow softly. "Did he tell you?"
"Of course he didn't," Ron snorts. "But you've done three courting gifts, right?"
"Three presents," Harry corrects. "Two birthdays and one Christmas! What does that have to do
with it?"
"Harry, didn't Nott talk to you about this?" Hermione asks cautiously.
"About what?" Harry demands, frustrated.
"Courting, mate," Ron says sleepily. "First gift is an offer of intention, second present is a
confirmation of mutual affection, third is statement of commitment for the future …,"
Ron is clearly repeating common lore, words that he's learned in childhood, that all wixen probably
learn. Except me, Harry thinks bitterly. He swallows hard. The necklaces. The notebooks. The
parseltongue dictionary. The Christmas presents. He knows it all fits. It doesn't shock him, not
really, but the love stuff, that's the stuff that makes him feel like he's going to throw up.
"Fourth is for overcoming trials together, fifth is a new experience for both, sixth is for solidifying
a new family and seventh is a bond of some kind," Ron says, holding up his fingers as he
demonstrates. "Like a marriage, a life-bond."
Or a fidelity bond, Harry thinks dazedly. Which we did first.
"It's all so antiquated," Hermione rolls her eyes scornfully.
"It's not," Ron says, a little sharply. "Look, Hermione, I don't piss all over your muggle traditions -,"
"Muggle traditions don't emphasize the notion of a couple being a political alliance!" Hermione
responds, hotly.
"Can we come back to the love thing?" Harry says desperately.
"Wixen traditionally don't say those words before gift three," Hermione says, barely veiled disgust
in her voice. "So they can get out of it, if they find a better alliance."
"Or to give people a good chance to get to know one another without pressure," Ron says,
annoyed.
"So I … I have to say it?" Harry's mouth feels very dry. "Now we're past the third?"

"No, Harry," Hermione grabs his hand and squeezes it softly. "You don't have to do anything you
don't feel comfortable with."
"Some wixen wait," Ron says reasonably. "Heart bonding usually happens around gift five or six.
Some people wait until then."
Harry says nothing. He feels like his heart is beating too fast to speak, maybe too fast to breathe. Is
this why Theo wanted to stop last night? It was too soon?
"Harry?" Hermione asks gently. "You … you haven't … with Theodore?"
"No," Harry shakes his head quickly. "Nearly. With … with Cedric. Last year. But I didn't know
that's what it was. I just thought it was …" Harry groans and rolls his face to the side, pressing his
nose into his pillow. "It's so confusing!"
"I know. Wixen traditions are really confusing," Hermione holds his hand gently, stroking her
thumb over Umbridge's scar. "If Cedric didn't talk about heart bonding, though, it's possible he
didn't value it. Maybe he just thought of what you did together as just … y'know."
"Shagging?" Harry says, drily.
"You didn't do that, did you?" Hermione asks quickly, her thumb pausing in stroking. "Because
there are some books you should read --,"
"Jesus, Hermione, no books!" Harry rolls his eyes. "And no, we didn't! We weren't … it was just .."
Harry feels a flush creeping into his cheeks. "Just … touching."
"Oh," Hermione frowns. "I'm not sure if that would count as heart bonding."
"Heart bonding doesn't have to be sex, y'know, it's about the feelings between the people," Ron
says sharply. "Some people just aren't into that stuff. It doesn't mean they can't, like, bond and
have relationships. Like Charlie, he doesn't like kissing and touching … he isn't …" Ron's voice
sounds suddenly wistful. "He told me that some people just feel …. Different."
Harry feels Hermione squeeze his hand tightly, can feel how she is holding her breath, desperate to
say something but also, Harry thinks, worried to speak. It's a delicate thing, Harry thinks. Ron is
still working it out and the last thing he needs is a recommendation of a book from Hermione.
Harry squeezes her hand back and hopes she knows to keep her mouth shut, just this once.
"You know, Ron," Harry says carefully. "I think that's fine. To be a different."
Ron is quiet. Hermione squeezes Harry's hand so tightly that he winces, but he thinks it's an
encouragement.
"Yeah?" Ron says, suddenly sounding like he's eleven all over again.
"Yeah," Harry shrugs. "I mean, I think I like that stuff, kissing and touching stuff. Not right now,
because the Cedric stuff is, like, really messed up in my head --,"
"And that's okay," Hermione whispers. "It's okay to take your time. To wait until you're ready."
"She's right," Ron says, voice firm. "About lots of things but yeah, this too."
"I know," Harry sighs. "But I meant to say, just because I like that stuff and Hermione likes that
stuff --," Hermione nods, "that doesn't mean that … everyone has to like it." Harry pauses. "It's

okay for you to be different too, Ron."
There is a long silence and Harry hopes he hasn't fucked this up.
"Yeah," Ron sighs heavily. "Maybe."
They watch the firelights. The scents of their magic mingle in the air; Hermione's sharp
blackberries with Ron's strong leather and freshly chopped wood. It's the smell of comfort, Harry
thinks, of home.
"Do you love him back?" Ron asks quietly. "Nott?"
"I …" Harry thinks of what he felt when he heard those words, echoing inside the magic last night,
so sweet and full of awe and tenderness. It had felt right, then, and he had wanted to say it back, to
echo it with his heart and words and actions, but they had stuck in his throat. Me too. It was not
enough. Theo had given up so much for Harry and Harry couldn't even say it. "Maybe."
"It's okay if it's hard," Hermione whispers. "We're still young. I know wixen do everything young,
but we don't have to do things just because wixen have always done it."
"Yeah," Harry says non-committedly.
"People think that just because we're muggle raised we're ignorant, but some things we can choose
not to do, some muggle traditions are worth keeping," Hermione continues. "With muggles, not
every serious relationship has to have love in it, and not everything has to be geared towards a
whole life together, it's perfectly reasonable to have worries about saying those words --,"
"I don't think it's that," Ron says in a contemplative voice. "Have you ever said it, Harry?"
"Course he has," Hermione scoffs. "He's said it to me, haven't you?"
"Yeah," Harry presses his Potter ring against hers. "To you."
"Just … just to me?" Hermione's voice is full of dismay.
"That's what I thought," Ron says sagely. "Who else would he say it to?"
"Well, to - to …" Hermione struggles. "To you, or - or to Sirius …"
"Has anyone said it to you?" Ron asks. He reaches his hand around to take Harry's other hand, with
the Slytherin and Prince ring on. "Apart from 'Mione?"
"Remus did," Harry holds his best friends' hands and stares at a green light as it drifts past his eyes.
"Today."
"Today was the first time?" Hermione whispers. "That someone other than me …?"
"Sirius said it, at Grimmauld Place, when we were fighting and stuff," Harry winces, his stomach
aching with the parabatai bond suddenly. "But I don't feel like it counts. People might have said it,
like in jokey ways or casual ways, but not seriously. Not like Remus did." Or how Theo did, inside
the bond. "When Remus said it, it was like … like it was a promise."
"Harry," Hermione's voice is trembling with sudden emotion. "The first time …?"
"You," Harry tugs her hand. "After the Chamber of Secrets."

"No one said it before then, did they?" Ron whispers, entwining his fingers with Harry's. His
hands, Harry realises are strong with very long fingers. Natural keeper.
"No," Harry blinks and looks up. "Never."
Behind his eyes, he sees his childhood stretching out like a long length of wire. Hearing those
words on the TV, hearing Petunia say how much she loved her Diddykins and thinking, wondering,
how it would feel to hear it.
"That's proper crap, mate," Ron says in a gruff voice.
"It's … It's …" Hermione sniffs hard. "I really hate your relatives."
"Get in line," Harry snorts softly. "Theo wants to kill them."
"Good," Hermione and Ron say together, firmly. Harry can smell and taste their rising magic.
When Ron is indignant or protective, his magic smells like trees, strong and sturdy, in the forest.
When Hermione is focusing on justice, her magic smells like thousands of pages of a million angry
words. Harry feels the need to explain, even though really, he knows no explanation is good
enough.
"I always knew I'd been loved," Harry said slowly. "I guess something of my Mum and Dad, of
James, it must have stayed with me somehow because I did know they had loved me, even when
Petunia called them names and stuff. I just … I don't remember them ever saying it." Harry sighs
heavily, watching a blue light dance up at the top of the fort. "And there was no one else to say it,
was there?"
"There should have been," Hermione's voice trembles with rage.
"There is now," Ron says solemnly. "I love you, Harry."
Harry would laugh at the sobriety in his friend's voice, but it's impossible. He can't speak.
"I love you, Harry," Hermione whispers, pressing her lips against his cheek. Harry smells the
coconut in her hair, feels the brush of her silk scarf. Harry swallows hard. In twenty-four hours,
he's heard these words from four people. It doesn't get easier, it seems, but whilst the words will
not come with Theo or with Remus, here, in this warm, soft space they seem easy.
"Love you, Mi," Harry mumbles, his chest hurting with so much love. "Love you, Ron."
The firelights above them begin to flutter, dimming their light and suddenly, two angry glowing
eyes of a stubborn house-elf emerge at Harry's feet.
"Master must sleep! " Kreacher snarls, and they are all suddenly hit in the face with cushions.
"Oof!" Ron coughs. "Maybe you should tell Kreacher you love him, Harry, might soften him up a
bit."
"Are you kidding?" Harry says. "If I did that he would eat my toes."
"And ears," Kreacher snarls outside.
Harry smiles, listening as Hermione mumbles about SPEW and Ron chuckles softly. He closes his
eyes and breathes in deeply: blackberry and oak. Scents of safety and home. Hogwarts might have
changed, Gryffindor might have changed, even Harry has changed, his father, his house, even his

face, but this is wondrously, thankfully, unchanged. He drifts to sleep.
He is moving through dark corridors, seeing dark glittering walls. He is flying on a broom with a
handle he can't find or grip. Sirius is pulling him through a vortex that feels like the Black magic,
so proud and joyous that Harry feels like he is breaking in half. Then, brutally, suddenly, violent
searing happiness floods him. It is liquid rage and superiority, excitement and vengeance, it is like
needles pushing into his brain. Green light and high, piercing laughter, victorious and sickening.
Harry is screaming on the floor of the graveyard, he's dying on the floor of Grimmauld Place, he's
happy and hating that he is happy at the same time.
"Harry! HARRY!"
"Master must wake! Mudblood must slap Master!"
Harry feels small, knobbly hands smacking him about the face and he wakes up in the pitch
darkness, rolling in pain, feeling damp blood on his forehead.
"Are you gonna puke, mate?" Ron asks worriedly.
"No," Harry gasps, wishing and willing that he doesn't.
"Mudblood must mop Master's brow," Kreacher snarls. Harry feels Hermione pressing a blessedly
cool, damp cloth to his forehead.
"Don't call her that …" Harry gasps, pressing his face into Hermione's hand and the coolness he
finds there.
"What was it?" Ron asks hoarsely. "You - you were writhing and stuff but you weren't speaking,
not even hissing."
"He's happy," Harry mumbles. "Voldemort. So happy."
"Well, that doesn't bode well," Ron groans, moving his warm body closer to Harry's in the dark and
rubbing his back gently.
"No," Harry groans.
"It's tomorrows problem," Hermione says firmly, wiping Harry's forehead and kissing it softly.
"You need to sleep, Harry."
Harry obeys, closing his eyes and focusing firmly, on the feelings around him. Ron's warm body
against his, his strong hands rubbing comforting patterns on Harry's back. The sensation of
Hermione pressing the cloth to his forehead and lying back down beside him, the feeling of her
breath warm on his cheek. It's enough, Harry finds, to just about drown out the glee of Lord
Voldemort. At least for now.

--------------

"Piss off, Black! " someone yells as they leave the common room.
"It's Potter-Black, actually," Hermione snaps.

"Your Dad's a right cunt, you know that, right Potter?" A voice echoes down the stairs.
"You have no idea," Ron mutters.
"Black's don't belong in Gryffindor, everyone knows that!" A Gryffindor snarls, pushing Harry into
the doors of the Great Hall as they enter.
"This," Harry says quietly as he, Ron and Hermione take their usual pariah spot at the very end of
the Gryffindor table. "Is going to be an unbearable year."
The Gryffindors who, in the past, have treated Harry with either grudging acceptance, disdain or (in
the case of McLaggen and Seamus) casual abuse, have seemed to unite upon this single point:
Harry's living father was responsible for the death of the great James Potter, one of Gryffindor's
best Quidditch stars, and that is, it seems, a bridge too far. Harry, Hermione and Ron woke early to
Kreacher dismantling the fort and encouraging them, forcefully, to go and shower and dress. Harry
was grateful to find that when he came out of the shower, Kreacher had already laid out his black
and silver uniform. Clearly, Kreacher had managed to get his trunk out of the dormitory and has
secreted it away somewhere. Harry dressed, staring at himself in the mirror and reluctantly putting
on his fake glasses that Dumbledore has suggested he continues to wear to at least give the vague
suggestion he is at least half James Potter. It was only when he went back down to the common
room and was met with disgusted faces in red and yellow ties that he realised the glasses were not
enough. A son of the House of Black, walking around in black and silver seems to be a screaming
advert of his parentage that the Gryffindors will not abide. Harry has never wished that he sorted
differently, but he reckons that Ravenclaws would at least have the sense to realise that a child has
more than one parent and Hufflepuffs would at least maintain a level of loyalty for their old
housemate. Only Gryffindors, Harry thinks bitterly, would maintain a loyalty to a quidditch captain
from twenty years ago over a living, breathing Gryffindor who had never lost a Quidditch match
whilst conscious.
"Cheer up, mate," Ron says, reaching for a croissant and buttering it eagerly. "Silver lining: With
everyone hating you, maybe Umbridge will let up. You're hardly the hero she has to take down a
peg now."
"That's not a silver lining, Ron, that's like a rainstorm after a flood," Harry says, taking the cup of
tea Hermione has made for him, black and sweetened with honey, just as he likes.
"People will get over it," Hermione says, uncertainly, just as Parvati and Lavender walk down the
Great Hall past them.
"You should be ashamed," Parvati hisses. "Your Aunt ruined Neville's life!"
"Does everyone know about Neville's parents but me?" Harry mutters sipping his tea and ignoring
their glares.
"We didn't know," Ron says quietly back. "Not until the holidays. They're in St Mungo's. We saw
them when we visited Dad."
"They're … they're really insane?" Harry asks, feeling a pit in his stomach and knowing that,
whatever Theo and Snape say, he won't be eating breakfast this morning.
"It's not scary, it's just sad," Hermione says softly, dropping jam on her porridge. "It's like they're
not there. It happens, sometimes, apparently, with the cruciatus curse."
"Yeah," Harry swallows a gulp of tea. He remembers the sensation of the curse ripping through his

body, wishing for death, wishing for anything to get him away from the pain. "I know."
He tries not to look around the Great Hall, feeling the eyes of hundreds of students pinned on him.
The goldfish bowl feeling he had climbing onto the train has not left him. In addition to that, the
Slytherin magic is nearly keening to break out and subdue every person within a ten meter radius.
Harry's right hand actually aches with it.
"What are you going to do?" Hermione asks quietly. "You can't sleep in the common room ever
night."
"I reckon I can," Harry shrugs. He's actually quite taken with the idea, since his night under the
firelights in a custom made elf tent was so cosy.
"You can't just be exiled from your dorm!" Hermione hisses. "What would McGonagall think?
What would Remus say? What would …" Hermione drops her voice even lower. "What would
your Sire say?"
Harry has a sudden vision of Snape, standing over Kreacher's adorable blanket fort with a sneer on
his face. I would expect nothing less from someone dragged up in a barn, imaginary Snape scorns,
in a voice that sounds a lot like Blaise.
"I dunno, but I don't want to find out," Harry says. "Which is why we won't be telling him. Or
Remus."
Remus, Harry thinks, has enough to be worrying about with the whole country speculating about
his relationship with Sirius and James.
"Harry …" Hermione says in a worried tone, staring at him in consternation.
"Look, it's fine," Harry says with finality. "Kreacher can protect me at night and keep my stuff safe.
It's not a big deal."
"He's like a tiny butler," Ron says thoughtfully, glugging down pumpkin juice. "A tiny butler that
wants to kill you in violent ways."
"As long as I keep feeding him sweets I reckon I'll survive," Harry says drily. "At least long
enough for Tom to off me."
Hermione stares at him, opens her mouth no doubt to insist that he tell someone about being kicked
out of the dormitory, but she is cut off by the sudden appearance of Fred and George at the head of
the table beside them, grinning ear to ear.
" What are you wearing?" Hermione chokes, staring at them. They have both customised their
Hogwarts jumpers with huge, silver crest of the House of Black. All along the table, Gryffindors
are gasping and muttering and Harry thinks he can see, out of the corner of his eye, Umbridge
looking down at them with sour vindictiveness.
"Our new uniform," Fred says, puffing out his chest to display the silver ravens more clearly. "We
are the appointed Guardsmen to the Heir to the House of Black."
"Appointed by whom?" Hermione demands.
"Mostly by ourselves," George grins wickedly. "But Kreacher helped with costumes."
Harry can only imagine how much joy Kreacher took in dressing Weasleys up in the livery of

servants of the House of Black. Before Harry can explain to the twins that they have, quite
thoroughly, been played, they instantly drop to their knees at the end of the table. Harry can hear
the other tables laughing and feel the Gryffindors collective rage.
"Oh future Lord Black, most terrifying and dreadful, scorn of the weak and bane of the mighty!"
Fred intones loudly. "Will you accept our humble and excellent service as your guardsmen?"
"Oh excellent Lord Black, We will serve your dark and terrible person faithfully!" George drones
in what Harry imagines is supposed to be a low and serious voice. "We will assure your enemies
are met with much pain and suffering," George's eyes flash devilishly as he glares down the table
at the other Gryffindors. "And pranks. "
"Many, many pranks! Pranks most terrible and demonic!" Fred calls, glancing around the room.
"For those wearing all colours !"
"Especially red! " George snarls at the Gryffindors, who actually have the sense to look a little
cowed, but Umbridge is going as pink as her brand new fluffy bow atop her head, and Harry thinks
the twins only have about twenty seconds before a detention is coming their way.
"Alright, alright, you've made your point," Harry hisses, "get up!"
"Not until you accept us!" Fred shouts. "Oh terrible and mighty Lord!"
"Oh Jesus, yes, yes, accepted!" Harry rushes rolling his eyes and slapping them both on the
shoulders, hurrying them to stand back up.- Suddenly, a glow of green magic reaches out of Harry's
right hand and flickers into Fred and George, sparking so quickly that no one but they and Ron and
Hermione see it.
"Aw, shit," Ron shakes his head, biting his croissant. "You've done it now, Gred, Forge."
"Fuck," Harry hisses. He looks down at his hand and feels the smugness of the Slytherin magic,
the powerful, prideful joy it has in taking of followers. More bloody followers. The twins both stare
at Harry and then sit down heavily on next to him on the bench.
"What have we done?" George asks curiously, looking down at his arm where the Slytherin magic
dove into him like a spark of green lightning. "It feels sort of tingly and …" George looks at Harry
curiously. "Protective."
"Oh, Harry," Hermione groans, thumping her head down against her Arithmancy book. "What have
you done?"
"Nothing!" Harry exclaims, promptly tucking his hand under the table and sitting on it. He can half
swear he can hear the chiming chuckle of the Hogwarts magic all around him. "They said what
they said and then I just …," Accepted their guardianship. Like I accepted Blaise's shielding.
Harry closes his eyes and tries not to think about how pissed Snape is going to be if he finds out
Harry has been accidentally binding or accepting vows from other people. He opens his eyes, takes
a deep breath and looks at the twins who are watching him without malice, only curiosity. "I'm
sorry, I just wanted you to shut up and I just … accepted. My magic kind of takes people at their
word."
"Huh, so we're officially your guardsmen? We're really sworn to protect you and prank your
enemies?" Fred looks at George and grins widely. "That's awesome."
"What an epic excuse," George chortles. "Sorry Mum! Magic made me do it!"

"Magic will actually make you do it, though," Hermione says sharply. "Harry can … well, his
magic, it …"
Hermione looks at Harry closely, as if unsure how much to say. They've not really talked about the
Mage stuff, but Harry knows and Theo knows that Hermione is doing her own research. She's
working it out.
"Having more than one Heirship, it makes me more powerful," Harry says quietly. "I can do stuff
other people find hard, like …" he swallows and looks at the Black crests on the twins chests.
"Bonding and vows and stuff."
"You can't tell anyone," Hermione hisses quickly.
"Don't worry, Hermione, we have a whole mental vault for all things Harry," Fred grins, tapping
his temple.
"This is impressive, though," George says, looking at Harry with new found respect. "So, to clarify,
you're not just an Anzar in training and Voldemort's menace, you actually are potentially a
terrifying and mighty Lord?"
"No, of course not," Hermione says sharply, just as Harry says: "sort of."
"Mate," Ron chokes down a piece of his second croissant. "You can't go announcing you're a
potential Dark Lord."
"That's not what I meant," Harry rubs his head. His headache is coming back. His headache is
always coming back. "I just … Magic isn't Dark or Light, guys, it's just there. Voldemort isn't bad
because he's powerful, he's bad because he's bad."
"That's just a variation on Foucault's theory of power," Hermione says, sounding like Theo.
"It sounds like a damn good theory to us," Fred says, nodding firmly. "And we're happy to be
bound to protect you, we sort of are anyway."
"What?" Harry asks, blankly.
"Bill asked us to keep an eye," George shrugs. "This is just more formal. And easier."
"Should we call you my Lord?" Fred chuckles.
"God, no," Harry winces, remembering what Narcissa told him about vows and Lordship. Looking
up, he sees Blaise, Theo and Greengrass enter with Malfoy, making their way to the Slytherin
table. Blaise looks over and Harry and nods curtly, which gives Harry a moment, an opening to
catch Theo's eye. They are, as usual, completely unreadable, but as the Slytherins sit down Harry
sees Theo fiddle with his tie and knows he is touching his necklace. Their first courting gift. Harry
swallows. It's a little gesture but it's something, something to tell Harry that even though everything
is mad right now, Theo still cares. Still loves him, maybe, if what Harry felt in the bond was real.
"Are you really courting him?" Fred says, learning forward and jerking his head towards Blaise. "Is
he off limits?"
"For what?" Ron asks through a mouthful of his third croissant. "For pranks or for courting?"
"Both," George grins sharply.

"Yes," Harry sighs, drinking his tea. Theo still needs to be a secret, even from the twins. Even from
Ginny. He sees the tiny glance thrown between Ron and Hermione. They know how to keep
Harry's secrets. They've kept bigger ones than this. Admittedly, Harry thinks, never as many as this
all at once. Before Fred and George can ask more questions, the post arrives. Harry stares as two
unfamiliar owls drop parcels into in front of him.
"Don't open presents," Hermione says sharply, slapping Harry's hand with the rolled up newspaper
as he moves to open them. "They could be courtship gifts, which you shouldn't really touch --,"
"Because it's me and they might have compulsions on them," Harry sighs, missing the Black ring
suddenly.
"Allow us," Fred says, taking one gift as George takes the other. "This is from … Ah, Gabrielle
Delacour."
"Fleur's little sister?" Harry winces, thinking of the adorable blonde girl he plucked from the lake
with Ron. He really doesn't want to be responsible for hurting a little girl's feelings.
"You can write and decline," Hermione says gently. "I'll help you, we'll be nice."
"This one …," George reads out. "Is from someone called Adrik Vusoyev? Apparently, he's a
distant Black cousin and he went to Durmstrang and admired you last year and oh wow …"
George's eyes widen as he stares at a photograph. "He is fit -,"
Harry is distracted as he watches the Daily Prophet delivery. Noticing the way a ripple begins, he
senses a shift in the air around him. He watches in trepidation as Hermione unwraps her copy. Here
we go again.
"Is it about me?" He asks, wearily.
"No," Hermione whispers. "It's … it's worse."
She flips the front page down so Harry can see it. MASS OUTBREAK FROM AZKABAN PRISON CONNECTION WITH SIRIUS BLACK SUSPECTED. That, Harry thinks bitterly, would be enough
to make any evil overlord maniacally happy. Suddenly, Harry's violent nightmare makes a lot of
sense.
"Well," Harry swallows hard and looks up at Hermione and Ron, knowing they are thinking the
exact same thing. "That'll do it."
"Yep," Ron says grimly, looking down at the portrait of Bellatrix Lestrange. "That will."
"Is your Dad having his old cellmates round, Potter-Black?" Zacharias Smith calls from the
Hufflepuff table. "How does it feel, having a traitor father?"
"How does it feel being a dick?" Ron mutters under his breath, but it's Neville who stands up,
glaring at Smith. He says nothing, even as the Gryffindor table descends into a hush. He walks
down towards Harry and, eyes filled with fury, and for a second, Harry wonders if this is the
moment when Neville is going to turn on him and steels himself for it, but Neville sits down
quietly beside him.
"People don't get it," Neville says forcefully, his eyes fixed on the picture of Bellatrix Lestrange.
Sirius' cousin. Narcissa's sister. My family. "We didn't have a choice in what happened to our
parents." Neville looks up at Harry, his sweet eyes blazing with pain and resolve. "I meant what I
said at the start of the year. You're my friend, Harry."

Harry is absurdly touched. He can see Smith rolling his eyes over Neville's shoulder, but he also
sees the way Dean looks happy, further down the Gryffindor table, and Seamus looks pensive.
"Thanks, Nev," Harry says softly. "Me too."
Neville nods firmly and then stands up, sending one last angry glare across at Smith, before
stalking out of the Great Hall. Harry sees Professor Sprout rising to her feet to follow him, and
notices how Hannah Abbot's eyes follow him tearfully. There are several people crying around the
hall, families who were likewise victimised by the Azkaban prisoners, Harry imagines.
Voldemort, Harry thinks darkly. It all comes back to fucking Voldemort. It's all his fault.
"I reckon Nev's gonna partner with Smith this week at D.A," Fred says. "Don't you think, Forge?"
"Yeah, maybe stunning spells for this week's lesson, Harry?" George suggests, glaring daggers
across the room at the Smith. Before Harry can answer, a black shape is billowing down the Great
Hall and glaring at him furiously.
"Up!" Snape snarls to Harry, who gets the sense that it is actually beyond Snape to now address
him as Potter-Black. One name of a person he hated was enough before, a reminder of both Sirius
and James is likely just to much. "With me!"
Harry rolls his eyes, mutters "detention," for any listening Gryffindors and slouches out of the
Great Hall after Snape, only partly feigning reluctance. All he needs right now, Harry thinks
miserably, is a dressing down from his Sire. He follows Snape up the stairs, hands stuffed in his
pockets, and it isn't until they are walking along the corridor that Harry realises they are headed for
Dumbledore's office.
"Jelly babies," Snape snaps at the gargoyle and it jumps aside. Harry follows him into the staircase
and waits as the wall grinds closed behind him. Snape turns to look down on him, frowning
angrily. "Blaise Zabini?"
"Yes?" Harry says, leaning against the wall and frowning back. "So?"
"You are engaging in some kind of ruse with him?" Snape glowers. "Have you given no thought to
what the Heir to the Contessa Zabini might do when he discovers he is being used as a cover for
his friend?"
"Oh, you really think I'm stupid enough to even consider this without Zabini's go-ahead?" Harry
snorts. "I'm not an idiot."
Harry expects a comeback, something along the lines of ''all evidence to the contrary," but Snape
says nothing of the kind. He looks down at Harry with a strange expression that Harry can't place.
"This arrangement with Zabini," Snape says abruptly. "It is to discourage courtship offers?"
"Yes," Harry rolls his eyes.
"You have received them?"
"Yes."
"From whom?"
"Shafiq, Delacour, and some Russian," Harry shakes his head. "Vuso-something."

"Vusoyev," Snape scowls. "One of Karkaroff's protegees. Unsuitable."
"Yeah, that was the real problem with him," Harry says dryly, rolling his eyes.
"Older Delacour or younger Delacour?" Snape demands, ignoring him.
"Younger," Harry says. "I rescued her last year."
Snape nods again, something like a flutter of relief in his eyes. Harry wonders if he knows the
Delacour's.
"And older Shafiq or younger?" Snape asks.
"The sixth year one," Harry says, "there's a younger one?"
"He is not at Hogwarts yet," Snape says. "He is about nine years old. They are a neutral family."
"I could receive courting gifts from children?" Harry stares in amazement. "Isn't that illegal?"
"Pureblood courtships are sometimes arranged at birth," Snape says softly. "If you had grown up
with your parents, or the parents that have been suggested..." Snape sniffs with dislike. "It is likely
that they would have organised this for you."
"That doesn't sound like something Mum would have been into," Harry shifts uncomfortably. He
stares up at his Sire. "Right?"
"I cannot speak for your mother's beliefs in later life but certainly, in her youth, she decried such
practices," Snape says slowly. He pauses carefully. "As did I."
Harry understands the subtext. Snape and his Mum would not have acted like pureblood parents. I
wouldn't have been raised like Malfoy if they had raised me. Which, Harry realises, they never
would have done. Clearly, his Mum and James planned to raise him together. Would they ever have
told me? It's too much to think about right now, so Harry nods curtly.
"Is this what you wanted to talk to me about?" Harry asks, glancing at Dumbledore's staircase. "We
couldn't have done this in your office?"
"No. You did not eat breakfast and you did not consume an adequate amount yesterday evening at
dinner," Snape says, eyes flickering dangerously. Harry groans inwardly. "Why not?"
"Because I didn't feel like it," Harry folds his arms defensively. It's bad enough having Theo
constantly on his case, let alone fucking Snape.
"That is not a reason not to eat," Snape snarls. "If you cannot take care of yourself effectively, I
shall have to engage Madam Pomfrey."
"You can engage whoever you want, I'll eat what I want," Harry glares mulishly. Snape stares at
him and Harry refuses to look away. When Snape does this, which he's been doing at practically
every meal time since Snape saw his mutilated back, Harry lets all his swirling thoughts about food
and the Dursleys float in his mind, there for Snape to pick if he wants. He usually tries to pick
something he thinks could possibly make Snape feel guilty, like eating stale birthday cake from
under the floorboards. You weren't there. You don't get to tell me how to eat.
"I believe a compromise must be found …" Snape says tautly. "I shall brew a nutrition potion. It
shall appear discreetly at every meal you consume."

"No," Harry shakes his head. "Nothing that happens around me is discreet."
"You will consume it," Snape says softly. "Even if I have to compel you to appear at my door every
night to do so."
Harry glares at Snape. He knows he would do it, too. It's on the tip of his tongue to yell at the man,
to throw back some angry retort about how Snape would know how to perform compulsions, since
he's a motherfucking Death Eater, but Remus' voice inside Harry's head stops him. He cares. We're
trying, Harry.
"What if … what if you brew it and give it to Kreacher?" Harry sighs, rubbing his sore forehead.
"I'll drink it every day but only if you stop bugging me about food. Deal?"
"I cannot be more emphatic, Harrison, you will not use your health and wellbeing as a bargaining
chip," Snape's voice is deadly.
"And I can't explain any more clearly, as long as everyone else does it, why shouldn't I?" Harry
retorts sharply. "I'll drink the bloody potion, I'll drink it three times a day if you stop bothering me
about food."
"Language," Snaps snarls and then looks at Harry for a long moment, arms folded. Harry watches
him think, eyebrows raised. "I will only accept your terms under the precis that if I am concerned
about your health, you will listen to proposed interventions," Snape says quietly. "You do not have
to accept them, but I do require your goodwill that you shall at least listen."
Harry stares at Snape. His face is no different, his expressions still scowling and dark and
brooding, but Harry knows them better now. Sees the intensity that's not just scorn, not anymore,
but veiled mildly with concern. I wouldn't have been able to notice that three weeks ago. He
remembers Remus' description: a family, of sorts.
"I'll only listen if it comes from Remus, too," Harry says abruptly. "You both have to agree. If you
both agree then … I'll listen. And I'll drink the nutrition potions."
"Under those terms, I shall cease regularly checking with you about your daily consumption,"
Snape nods. "We are in agreement."
Harry stares at him. Is that what Snape has been doing? With the scowling and the glowering and
the staring competitions over the dinner table? All of that hounding, that was Snape 'checking' with
Harry?
"What does Dumbledore want?" Harry asks, too baffled to understand it.
"To take you to Grimmauld Place," Snape says, eyes hard. Harry can already tell how much Snape
dislikes this plan.
"Why?" Harry asks, trying not to think about dying on the floor.
"Because Bellatrix Lestrange is free," Snape's voice is very low. "She could, theoretically, make a
claim on the Black magic. Professor Dumbledore is against such a development."
"Yeah," Harry swallows, thinking of Neville's angry, hurt face. "I think I am too."
"Professor Dumbledore intends for you to take Lordship of it," Snape says quietly. "It is my strong
recommendation that you do not."

"You want me to say no to Dumbledore?" Harry asks bluntly.
"No. The Headmaster expects that your presence in the Grimmauld Place will prompt the Black
Magic to latch onto you, as it were, to claim you as its Lord," Snape says, his eyes glowing
intensely. "You have mentioned to me, several times, that you are able to communicate with the
Black Magic. What I want is for you to tell it to re-take your godfather as its Lord."
"You … you want to help Sirius become Lord Black again?" Harry stares at Snape in amazement,
wondering, briefly, if he's been polyjuiced. "Why?"
"Because the Black magic is unwieldy and dangerous, as Narcissa has demonstrated to you," Snape
says lowly. "Because you are my child and you are already, by my count, powerful enough as an
Heir. You already struggle to maintain control. The power of a Lordship will possibly do more
damage than help. I want you to direct that power to your godfather."
Unbidden, Harry remembers his promise to the Contessa. There will come a time when they will
tell you that you have too much power. Do not listen.
"I'll try," Harry says. Snape's eyes glitter dangerously.
"That is not a commitment," Snape says.
"No," Harry shrugs, "but it's what you're getting."
Snape stares at him for a long moment. When Harry looks into Snape's eyes now, he sees the dark
embers of the nothing-place. The Gaar Tareqi, where Snape's voice was around him and beside
him and part of him. There is a word for Snape, Harry realises, that came from the nothing-place, a
word that whispers from the Prince magic into his mind. Šāhzādeh.
"Very well," Snape says, stepping aside. "Proceed. We are expected."
"We?" Harry asks, raising his eyebrows.
"I have no intention of allowing you to meet with the Headmaster without an escort," Snape shakes
his head in fury, following Harry up the stairs towards Dumbledore.
"So you're escorting me?" Harry asks pointedly as they round the curve of the staircase. "As my
potions Master or ...?"
"As what I always am," Snape says sharply. "It is my gift that I can wear many faces at once."
"Must be a family thing," Harry mutters, thinking of how he is Harry Prince, Harry Potter, Harry
Black, the Heir of Slytherin, Harry the freak, the Boy-Who-Lived and Just Harry, all at once and
all the time. "House of Secrets."
Snape looks down at him with something that Harry thinks could almost, possibly, be construed as
satisfaction.
"Raaz Pasban," he says softly.
"What does it mean?" Harry asks quietly.
"It is our motto," Snape says, voice barely a whisper. "Guard secrets."
"Raaz Pasban," Harry whispers. "Šāhzādeh."

Snape's eyes have soft surprise inside them.
"The magic," Harry lifts his right hand, looks at Snape's. Feels the shadows of their invisible rings
binding them together. "It gave me that word."
"A name," Snape says, looking at his own hand then at Harry, eyes glowing fiercely. "Our name."
Harry cannot speak. Harrison Šāhzādeh sounds strange to him, but he doesn't hate it. He also
knows he will never speak it aloud. Raaz Pasban. Guard secrets. He nods sharply, squaring his
shoulders and looking at Dumbledore's door. Snape nods firmly and knocks on Dumbledore's
door.
"Enter," Dumbledore calls, jovially. Snape looks down at him sharply, his hand on the door
handle.
"Head down …" Snape prompts.
"No eye contact, rational thought," Harry parrots back Snape's rules for meeting with Dumbledore.
When the door opens, however, all rational thought flees. Standing in the room are Sirius and
Magnus with a goblin escort, Narcissa and god-damn Lucius Malfoy, and even worse, a woman
who looks exactly like Bellatrix Lestrange with Tonks. Snape, who obviously did not expect this,
curses so quietly behind him under the sound of the closing door that Harry knows he is the only
one to have heard it.
"Wotcha, Harry," Tonks says, her voice sharp. Harry notices that her hair is black today, and curly,
perhaps closer to her natural colour. Like mine, Harry realises. Tonk's eyes are blue and sharp and
the message in them is very clear. Be careful. "Welcome to the family reunion."

The Black Family Reunion
Chapter by elph13

This is going to be an utter shitshow.
Severus watches his son step into the room, notices the cowed slouch in his slim shoulders.
Severus glares at Albus, feeling the same sudden urge to curse his old mentor that he had when he
and Lupin landed on the small island in Skye to find Harrison at Albus' wandpoint, shuddering in
pain. This man is testing my absolute last nerve. He would not put it past Albus to somehow have
been aware that he and Harrison have had a rocky week. Perhaps he is hoping to test us further,
that one of us will confide in him. Severus knows there is more chance of Harrison confiding in
Lucius than Albus at this point.
"What's going on?" Harrison says warily. Severus knows he must do something about the
vulnerability in the child's voice. He is easy prey like this, unguarded.
"Stand up, properly, idiot boy," Severus snarls at Harrison, fixing him with a significant glare.
"Auror Tonks has addressed you, the least you can do is respond adequately if you would only
think and use a modicum of your brain!"
He sees Lucius smirk out of the corner of his eye, Nymphadora rolling her eyes at her mother and
Black, god-damned fucking Black, scowling darkly. Harrison looks at him and Severus, quickly,
can pluck a memory from Harrison, drawing it up between them with Occlumency.
Harrison is hyperventilating in Dumbledore's office, his magic wild and bursting light fixtures
when faced with his godfather again. Severus has hold of his arm, reminding him of how to control
his emotions."Think, Harrison!"
Severus sees Harrison scowl at him, roll his eyes in that way that infuriates Severus so bloody
much, but he also sees the change in his face, the blankness that tells Severus without words that
Harrison is thinking. Harrison is using that particular, singular brand of magic that he has that
Severus does not understand that seems to calm him, level him, allow him to bury his emotions.
Like occlumency. That is a thought for later.
"Hey, Tonks," the boy says hesitantly.
Severus notices how he does not dare meet Lucius' gaze. Lucius, who Severus realises, is gazing at
his child like he is an interesting piece of prey. Severus thinks of Harrison's tearful tirade in
Spinners End upon being faced with Narcissa. He laughed. It is almost beyond impossible for
Severus to maintain even a modicum of gentility towards Lucius after hearing his heir, his child,
recount the trauma of being tortured in front of grown men who did nothing to save him. Still, he
remembers his words to Harrison not moments ago. It is my gift that I can wear many faces at
once. Severus leans against the door and scowls, knowing that in order to maintain his many faces,
he must let Harrison stand alone. Nymphadora, Andromeda and Lucius are unaware that Harrison's
Black parentage is a lie. Inside his head, he suddenly hears the voice of Eileen, echoing down the
ages: Guard the secrets, Sev. When we don't, people die.
"Harry," Andromeda steps forward, smiling broadly in a way that thankfully, dramatically reduces
her similarity to her psychopathic sister. "My name is Healer Andromeda Tonks, I'm
Nymphadora's mother."

"Hi," Harrison says awkwardly, nodding at Andromeda. Then the boy's eyes flicker to the mutt. He
is not wearing shackles today, which makes Severus' sense of trepidation only increase, but instead
two crystal bracelets that seem to have the same impact without the restriction. He is wearing an
outfit that can only have come from the wardrobe of Magnus Bane, as it is all leather, and
annoyingly, makes him look about twenty-two. "Hey, Sirius."
"Hello, little one," Black says. Severus notices Harrison flinch slightly at the soft, affectionate
tone. Or perhaps it is the nickname. Black stretches out his arms and Severus tries not to grimace.
"Got a hug for me?"
No, he fucking doesn't, Severus wants to snarl, but he cannot say anything. He glares at Albus, who
is only looking benignly between Black and Harrison with a slightly fond expression. Of course
Albus views this as an opportunity for some kind of insipid reconciliation. Narcissa, Severus can
see, is frowning behind her husband. Severus' eyes flicker to Magnus as Harrison takes an
uncertain step forward, clearly knowing that he too, has a face to maintain as Black's supposed
child. Magnus nods at Severus ever so slightly, blending it with a typical flick of his hair so no one
else will notice. As Black embraces Severus' son and Severus counts the seconds, telling himself
that if it reaches five he will, quite literally, make something explode as a diversion, Magnus steps
up.
"Enough, puppy," Magnus says, running a hand gently down Black's back and subtly pulling him
away. "Remember the rules."
"Rules?" Andromeda inquires, eyebrows raised.
"Sirius is still recovering," Magnus says smoothly. "Emotions need to be kept ... level."
"Recovering from what, pray tell?" Lucius says, voice low and slippery. "I wasn't aware one could
recover from being an obscurus."
Severus buries a surge of discomfort. He remembers Lucius' promise to the Dark Lord, to bring
him not only Harrison but Black, too. He cannot imagine what kind of havoc the Dark Lord would
wreak with an obscurus in his power.
"What?" Andromeda gasps, reaching out for Black to stroke his arm. He looks surprisingly calm.
Severus wonders how much of this is the goblin magic or if perhaps Magnus Bane is having an
influence on more than Black's wardrobe.
"Family business," Magnus says, waving his hand and deflecting easily, just as he gently tugs
Harrison to his side, a proprietorial, many ringed hand sat on Harrison's shoulder. Severus never
thought he'd be living in a reality where he would be relieved to see Magnus fucking Bane touching
a child of his, but he is, because he can tell that Harrison is relieved. That in itself, is a brief marvel.
"Then how is it business of yours?" Lucius asks quietly, blonde eyebrows raised. "Magnus Bane. "
"Because the current Lord Black has included me," Magnus answers swiftly, smiling deftly.
"Yet I thought the reason we are all here is because the House of Black has no Lord," Lucius says
quickly, sharp eyes flickering to Dumbledore. "Or have I been misled?"
"Of course not, Lucius," Albus says quietly, taking a seat behind his desk.
"Forgive me, a slip of the tongue, I referred to the natural Lord Black, as he is in the lineage,"
Magnus sighs theatrically. "It gets so complicated, I have been so long acquainted with the family,
I am mixing up my Lord Black's. "

"Yes, I am sure," Lucius murmurs. "Since you have been acquainted with such a great number of
them."
"Not that it's your business," Nymphadora scowls. " Malfoy. "
"One could say the same of you, Auror Tonks," Lucius' eyes glitter dangerously. "Unless the
House of Black has changed their name to something other than Toujours Pur. "
"My child is as much a Black as any other," Andromeda snarls, her beautiful face transformed into
a picture of rage. Severus can't help but feel a thrill of dislike at the likeness between the two
sisters. It is a good thing, Severus thinks, that Edward Tonks is a muggle. No wixen but Rodolphus
Lestrange could look at that face without fear or loathing.
"And you are hardly one to talk of blood purity, Lucius," Magnus tuts, shaking his head. "From
what I recall, the first of your name had many muggle wenches in the Court of Elizabeth, not to
mention the monarch herself, on occasion."
Severus sees Harrison snort and smirk. The boy loves to hear of Magnus' sexual exploits and court
gossip down the years. Severus himself, finds this tidbit particularly amusing and he sees a similar
expression on Albus' face as he twiddles his thumbs.
"Nothing was proven," Lucius hisses, twisting his cane in his hand and glaring at Magnus.
"Come, gentlemen, I am sure it does us no good to dwell on the past," Albus says tartly. "Let us
remember our common goal here, to adequately and appropriately designate the Black magic to a
member of the family."
"Then why is he here?" Harrison says rudely, staring at Lucius with what, Severus is sure, is the
livid green fury of the Slytherin magic. "He's not a Black, is he? And if we're talking about
adequate and appropriate designations, maybe the magic shouldn't be going to a bloody Death
Eater -,"
"Careful of your accusations, Potter, " Lucius says sweetly, his eyes fixed on Harrison's crippled
hand. Severus feels quiet rage and swallows it down. "Who knows what trouble you'll get into."
"It's Potter-Black, Malfoy," the mutt grunts. He hasn't properly taken his eyes off Harrison which
Severus finds very disturbing. "His name is Harry Potter-Black."
"Is it? Because I am not convinced that this is all not some ruse on your part, Dumbledore, to
ensure the Black magic lands in your control," Lucius announces, sneering eyes drifting from the
furious looking boy in front of him to Albus. "A Black and a Potter, you say? Those eyes are pure
Evans."
Severus tries not to wince. Narcissa raises her eyebrows at him and he does not move.
"It is an interesting effect, isn't it?" Albus says smoothly. "I am still researching, of course, but my
current diagnosis is that this is the impact of the Killing curse, which manifests in a unqiue green.
Of course, Harry is the only known survivor."
A neat explanation. Severus cannot help but admire the dexterity of Albus' mind.
"Convenient," Lucius sneers.
"Oh yeah," Harrison drawls. " Super convenient for me, being almost killed."

"Might I suggest that you move on from Potter's so-called magical prowess?" Severus drawls,
easily slipping into familiar rhetoric he has used in the past to disparage Potter's child. When he
was still Potter's child and not mine. "The boy hardly needs his head inflated further."
"I concur," Narcissa says, looking at her nails. "I have an appointment this morning I would sooner
not miss."
"Of course you do," Andromeda mutters, rolling her eyes and glaring at her sister who stares
impassively back. Severus knows Narcissa misses her sister, but no one would ever guess it from
the blank stare in her blue eyes. I am not the only one wearing many faces.
"Very well," Albus claps his hand together and suddenly the fireplace in the office is expanding,
pushing out of the walls to create a mighty gateway, licking with green flames and rippling silver
that looks like a shield of some sort. "This is an expanded floo portal to the internal wards at one of
the Black properties."
"Which one?" Lucius asks sharply, and Severus knows he wants to find out which of the Black
houses the Order of the Phoenix has been utilising.
"That is not relevant," Albus says smoothly. "As you can see, the wards on all Black properties
have been closed to outsiders. Those who the magic permits through will be eligible to enter the
property and lay claim on the magic."
"Not me," Nymphadora instantly says, holding up her hands and backing away, shaking her head.
"I'm an Auror. I don't need the hassle of the Black magic." As she speaks, her hair changes from
her natural, curly black to her bright, obnoxiously pink locks. "Besides," she looks at the shielded
doorway with distaste. "Since Grandma Black felt the need to kick out Mum I'm not exactly
rushing to re-join the clan."
"What an interesting re-telling of history," Narcissa says softly.
"It's what happened, Cissa," Andromeda snaps.
"Is it? I must have invented the memory of you sneaking off in the night and denouncing your
family," Narcissa says coldly.
"A family who doesn't accept one another's partners, regardless of their blood status, is no family at
all," Andromeda growls.
"Interesting, because I don't recall ever being made particularly welcome by you, Mrs Tonks,"
Lucius sneers.
"That's simple, Lucius," Andromeda sneers back. "I don't make murderers welcome in my home."
"Oh really?" Lucius casts a glance at Nymphadora and then at Black respectively. The two Aurors,
Severus realises. "Unlike others in this room, I have whenever had cause to end someone's life in
the line of my work ."
"Tell that to Arthur Weasley," Andromeda snaps.
"What happened to Mr Weasley?" Harrison demands, face paling dramatically. Severus curses
internally. On the insistence of Molly Weasley, the Order of the Phoenix have been deliberately
keeping the status of the Weasley Patriarch from all of the children and their friends, excluding the
two eldest, William and Charles. Andromeda at least has the self awareness to look slightly
bashful. So much for Healer-Patient confidentiality.

"Nothing's happened, Harry," Nymphadora says soothingly, her hair turning a soft purple colour
Severus imagines she considers soothing.
"Don't lie to me," Harrison's eyes narrow. "Tell the truth!"
There is a slight intake of breath from the collective. Severus stiffens slightly, trying not to show
his dismay in his face or body. Harrison's voice magic, which carries with it a light compulsion at
times, is becoming more and more evident. Severus sees the troubled look in Albus' eyes and
knows the old man is searching Harrison's face for hints of the Dark Lord. By the satisfied look on
Lucius' face, he has also come to the same conclusion. The others, aside from Black who is still
looking at the boy with an irritating green, are staring at Harrison who, Severus notices with
concern is trembling lightly. The last thing we need is a Mage whirlwind demonstration.
"Tone, Potter!" He snaps, drawing the boys attention to him. For the first time ever, Severus
wishes the boy was a legilimens, so he might pluck the thought from out of Severus' mind. Calm
the fuck down, you foolish child. Harrison's eyes are full of fire, but Severus sees it flicker with
recognition. Then Severus worries, suddenly, that the boy has done the impossible and heard his
thoughts, because the child takes a deep breath, scowls and turns back to Andromeda.
"Please," Harrison says curtly. "Please, he's … he's important to me and …"
Harrison bites his lip and for a fleeting moment, looks truly fifteen. Severus has a sudden urge to
drag the boy out of the room, to take him straight back to Spinners End, to Lupin and his gentle
eyes and command the damned elf to make a fucking treacle tart. He wonders, briefly, if this is
what parenting feels like.
"It is quite alright," Magnus murmurs, squeezing Harrison's shoulder. "I am sure Healer Tonks is
about to explain everything, correct, Albus? It wouldn't do to keep Mr Potter-Black in the dark on
this matter, would it?"
"No," Albus says slowly, as if he is considering how to phrase it. Severus wonders why. It is
hardly information they need to keep from the Dark Lord, since he is quite aware of the damage
Nagini's venom has wrought. Then he realises. Albus Dumbledore, the man who has tried to raise
Severus' own child for war, genuinely wishes to protect Harrison from this news. It is utterly
baffling to Severus and he stares at Albus in wonder. What kind of mind can mould a child into
dangerous recklessness and yet still try to shield him from bad news? "But this is Molly's news, it
is a family matter. It would seem presumptive --,"
"Is he dead?" Harrison asks coldly.
"No!" Andromeda exclaims. "Of course, Molly would never keep that from her children but … he
won't get better. He's got a few months, at most." Andromeda's eyes fill with compassion and
Severus sees the famous St Mungo's healer emerging in front of him. "I'm sorry, Harry."
Harrison nods curtly. Magnus moves a hand down to squeeze Harrison's wrist, gently. No one
speaks.
"So he's … he's going to die?" Harrison speaks slowly, his eyes fixed, for some reason on
Dumbledore. "Definitely?"
"You cannot tell the Weasley children, Harry," Albus says softly. "I am sure you understand why."
"Yeah," Harrison swallows. Severus sees him clench his right hand on his wand, or as much as he
can with his still limited movement. Lucius is watching it curiously and Severus curses internally.

News of Harrison's disability will certainly please the Dark Lord. Severus will, no doubt, have to
go a round of Crucio for not sharing it more promptly. Lucius will enjoy that, Severus thinks
bitterly.
"Such a tragedy," Lucius sighs meaninglessly. Andromeda rounds on him, her dark hair crackling
with sudden magic.
" You don't get to speak of this!" she snarls, glaring at her brother-in-law. "A good man, a good
father, is going to die and you were part of making that happen!"
"Such calumny," Lucius mutters, meeting Severus' eye. "I wonder where they get such lies from."
"'Tis a mystery," Severus says drily, making Lucius snort. No matter what suspicions his wife has,
Lucius clearly has no doubt of Severus' loyalty.
"Thank you, Severus," Albus says shortly, and Severus knows he has done his part. Andromeda
looks outraged, as does Nymphadora. As much as Albus constantly reassures the Order that
Severus is trustworthy, he still prefers Severus maintain the image of the reluctant spy. It is much
easier to send a man back to the Dark Lord's torture again and again if everyone secretly wishes
him dead.
"I will not take it either," Andromeda says angrily, stepping back and putting an arm around her
daughter. "I have all I need of the Black magic."
"You speak as if it were tainted," Narcissa says pointedly. "But how much of the Black healing
magic goes into your work, dear sister?"
Andromeda taking the magic would not be the worst thing, Severus considers. Then at least it
would not be available to Bellatrix and Harrison would be free of the burden of Lordship. As if
Albus would allow such a possibility.
"If you are it's great defender then you take it," Andromeda says bluntly. "See how long until it
poisons you, just as power as poisoned your husband."
"Charming, Meda, as always," Lucius says placidly.
"I shall offer myself to it, certainly," Narcissa says, matching her husband's tone and moving
towards the shield. Severus' jaw clenches slightly. Narcissa cannot be accepted by the magic as she
is bound to serve Harrison, but Severus has no idea how that will manifest. He hopes, desperately,
that the connection between his son and Lucius' wife will not be illuminated. He watches Harrison
closely, noticing how the child has his eyes fixed on Narcissa's Black ring. Not for the first time
when Severus has caught Harrison staring at something, he has wondered if he is somehow
communicating with it. Narcissa lifts her delicate hand and presses it against the swirl of silver
magic and green flames. Severus holds his breath sharply. The magic becomes solid, the green
flames disappearing and a wall of white magic emerging, pulsing, exactly the same as the shield
that had barricaded Harrison, Weasley and Granger in the little bathroom on the day Severus went
to Grimmauld Place.
"It does not accept me," Narcissa shakes her head, stepping backwards. She looks towards her
husband. "I believe we are finished here."
"Not quite," Lucius' eyes gleam dangerously. "I wish to see who is accepted."
So the Dark Lord can be informed who has the most likely ruling of the House of Black.

"Come, Sirius," Magnus smiles at Sirius.
"It won't accept me," Black looks at the magic with absolute loathing. "I'm glad. I don't want it. I
never wanted it."
"Exactly," Andromeda nods firmly, smiling at her cousin. "It's poison. It poisoned our parents."
"Yeah right," Harrison mutters mulishly, "blame the magic for shit parenting. No wonder it's
disappointed in you all."
"Language, Potter!" Severus snarls, hoping that the boy understands the rebuke. Harrison must not
talk about his theories about sentient magic in front of Albus. "Just because points cannot be taken
does not mean you are immune from punishment."
"You must try, Sirius," Magnus says softly. "You are Lord Black. You have your son to think of."
"Alleged son," Lucius comments mulishly.
"I'll do it for Harry," Black's eyes fall on Harrison and Severus notices the subtle tension in his
son's shoulder blades. "Together?"
Black takes Harrison's left hand, the one that is now utterly useless thanks to Black and Severus
grips the wall behind him to keep himself in place. The urge to curse Black, to release the Prince
magic to swallow him whole and dissolve him into the Gaar Tareqi for touching a wound that he
is the cause of. One day, I shall have my reckoning with that man for killing my child.
"Sure, Sirius," the boy swallows heavily. "Together."
All of them watch, held breath as the false father and false son, present themselves to the Black
magic. Despite knowing the risks, Severus can't help himself from hoping, suddenly, that the Black
magic will reject them both. The silver of the shield ducks away, the green flames flash to allow
them entrance. Well, shit.
"Excellent," Albus smiles at them both as if this is a great celebration and not potentially a fifteen
year old inheriting some terrifying magic. Narcissa rolls her eyes. "So, Sirius and Harry will go
through and determine with the magic who shall retain Lordship."
Harrison will not go anywhere alone with him.
"You trust a boy who constantly flaunts rule-breaking and a man who is a literal fugitive alone
with the unruly Black magic?" Severus sneers furiously, glaring at Black. It is easy, always easy, to
pull up his malice for the man.
"I agree," Lucius says swiftly, grey eyes fixed on Black. "They should be escorted."
"Well, of course they will!" Magnus scoffs, waving one of his hands in a flowery way towards the
silent goblins who have been standing behind Black the entire time. "Sirius can go nowhere alone,
or even without me outside the Silver Hall, so I am the perfect escort. Correct, Albus?"
"You are … suitable," Albus looks as if he never thought he would be saying such words about
Magnus Bane. "If the magic will permit it."
"There is not a Black house on earth that has ever been warded against me," Magnus smiles.
"Of course not," Narcissa rolls her blue eyes.

"Why would there be when you sneak your way into all of them anyway?" Andromeda mutters,
glaring at the man who, it seems, all the daughters of the House of Black find insufferable. For the
first time, Severus feels an unexpected wave of affinity with Andromeda Black-Tonks. Magnus,
however, is smiling in a deliberately obtuse way and presses his hand against the wards, which,
unsurprisingly, Severus thinks, for a half-Mage, dissolve under his touch.
"There!" Magnus says. "An easy solution."
"I disagree," Lucius says, voice cutting like a knife. "You have a vested interest in the fugitive
maintaining his title. Another escort should be provided."
"Vested interest?" Magnus' smile is wintry. "Do enlighten me."
"Oh, I apologise, perhaps my informant misrepresented themselves, I was under the impression you
were … intimately acquainted," Lucius purrs. "Of course, my informant was the Minister for
Magic, so he is unlikely to be wrong."
"My relationship with Sirius has nothing to do with the legacy of the Black magic," Magnus says
coldly. Severus watches Harrison's eyes flicker between Black and Magnus, a slight look of
betrayal in his face as he glares at Black. It is clearly about Lupin. Unbidden and unhelpfully,
Severus recalls the press of Lupin's lips against his under a firework lit sky. I shall not think about
that.
"I am not sure why I should believe you, or trust your motivations or the Congregation you
represent, and I think the Minister will be interested to hear that," Lucius says sharply, and Severus
sees the political beast awakening. "He also will be interested to hear of this potential coercion the
magic of one of our oldest and greatest houses by the hands of a …" Lucius flickers his eyes up
and down Magnus, taking in his tight, muggle jeans, his flowing blue and gold painted shirt that is
open at the neck, his miles of necklaces and piles of piercings. " Creature. "
" What ?" Harrison snarls defensively, and Magnus quickly grips the boy's arm, holding him in
place as Lucius looks at him in amusement.
"Oh, I see," Magnus eyes flash gold and with a twist of his finger, he is holding a ball of orange
magic in his hand, pulsing threateningly. "You have a dislike of creatures, do you, Lucius?
Fascinating to hear, since so many of your ancestors had such a fondness for Veela."
Andromeda and Nymphadora both snort with laughter at the same time. Albus deliberately stares
up at the ceiling, a slight twinkle in his blue eyes.
"How dare you suggest such filth," Lucius hisses and Severus knows this is a dangerous accusation
for Lucius to have floating around now the Dark Lord is returned, even if it has been the common
gossip of wixen drawing rooms for hundreds of years.
"Well, I wouldn't call it filth," Magnus says airily. "If I recall, her name was Fiamma, it was 1865,
and Lord Malfoy built her a delightful apiary for when she transformed. There was, I am sure,
filthy things done but one does not like to speculate on the ins and outs of a Malfoy's relationship."
Magnus' smile becomes distinctly chilly. "From what I recall, it simply is not done."
Lucius' grip on his cane is so tight that Severus is sure he will draw his wand, but Narcissa places a
calming hand on his arm.
"Oh Magnus," she says softly. "You could live a thousand years and still have no manners."
"Forgive me, fleur blanche, " Magnus inclines his head. Lucius seems to be gritting his teeth at

hearing Narcissa called such a familiar name by a man he hates. Severus quite enjoys it. Perhaps I
should revive a pet name for Narcissa, just to see him squirm. "I have clearly lived in the Americas
too long."
"Are we going or what?" Harrison demands. Severus can see the tension in the boy's jaw, small
signs of agitation that seem to be hidden from the others by a mask of general bored, insolence.
How many times in the past did I think him arrogant and he was really distressed?
"Not without an additional escort," Lucius snaps. "I am, of course, happy to volunteer."
Black laughs, a slow, disturbing laugh that has none of quickness and vibrancy of his usual laugh.
This Black, the one that is somehow neutered but still disturbingly present, makes the hair on the
back of Severus' neck stand up. The only thing to give him a similar feeling, is the one horrible
time he witnessed the Dementor's kiss. Is it somehow unnatural and unnerving, this Black who is
not quite his violent, seething self.
"Something funny, Black?" Lucius sneers.
"You really think the Black magic would make allowances for a Malfoy? " Black shakes his head
slowly, a tight grin stretching over his face. "Nicholas Malfoy. 1340. They never forgave your lot
or Cissa for marrying into your lot. In fact, Malfoy, if you try, I reckon you'll avail yourself of
some nice little gifts left by my mother." Black's eyes fall on his blonde-haired cousin. "You
always were her favourite niece, Cissy."
"I wonder why," Andromeda mutters, glaring at her sister.
"Then I nominate Professor Snape," Lucius says abruptly, gesturing towards Severus with his cane.
"He will, I am certain, ensure no foul play is enacted."
And will report back to you and the Dark Lord, Severus adds bitterly. He glances at Albus, who is
clearly thinking the same thing, weighing up how much he should allow Severus to know on the
understanding that at least some of it will need to be relayed. Severus feels the tug of it inside
himself, the pull of information dragged out of him between two masters.
"Yes," Albus nods gently. "I imagine Severus can be additional suitable escort."
"According to who?" Harrison scowls, glaring at them both. A month ago, Severus would not have
been sure if it was an act. Now he knows it is, sees it in the way his jaw ticks slightly and the way
he turns his body away from Severus. A month ago, he would never have even slightly turned his
back to me. Severus sees it for what it is, a sign of trust. With so many enemies massing, we need
some trust.
"According to the Headmaster, clearly, Potter," Severus sneers, folding his arms. "Do I not meet
your high standards? Should I inform the Prophet?"
"Enough," Albus says, gesturing his hand towards the fireplace. "It is time for the Blacks to return
and claim the magic. Magnus, Severus, are you ready to accompany them?"
Severus and Magnus nod.
"Very well," Narcissa brushes her hair over her shoulder. "If that is all, I do not wish to be late. Will
you escort me, dear?"
She turns to Lucius who nods and takes her arm. They elegantly stride across the room to the door,
Narcissa not sparing a glance for her estranged sister or niece.

"Until later, Severus," Lucius mutters as he passes him and Severus nods. He will be expected in
Little Hangleton tonight, that he knows for sure. He must ensure he has adequate nerve
replenishers brewed. The Malfoy's leave but Andromeda stays put, glaring at Severus with
complete dislike. She does not trust me, Severus thinks. Good.
"How will he get through?" Andromeda asks.
"The magic will take him," Magnus says easily. "If those are permitted to pass ask for it."
"Harry?" Albus prompts politely.
"Why me?" The boy grouches, shoving his hands in his pockets in a way that makes Severus want
to shake him, even if it is a performance of disagreement. It is still convincing.
"Because it won't be bloody me," Black chuckles hollowly. Severus doesn't meet his eye.
Somehow, seeing the hollowness there is worse than whatever rage and disgust lived there before.
"If you would please, Harrison," Magnus says quietly. The boy puts on an excellent show of
rolling his eyes and slouching forward to place his hand against the Black shield. Once it is there,
Severus lifts his hand slowly to meet the shield. He expects to feel resistance, but instead he hears
words. Harrison's words, speaking rapidly inside his mind. He does not have time to consider that
this is the first time Harrison has relayed whole sentences, rather than a word or a short phrase. His
power is growing every day.
" Think of Grimmauld Place and say the Prince words inside your head, the travelling words
Hermione says you used to pass last time. "
Severus knows he is referring to the Black shield he passed through when Black succumbed to his
Obscurial. He quickly pulls up the Prince magic, allows it to numb him and repeats the word inside
his head. Šāhzādeh. Šāhzādeh. Šāhzādeh.
They are sucked through the shield and appear in the hallway of Grimmauld Place, the portal
closing sharply behind them. The house is cold and dark and smells of dust. Black walks slowly
forward into the space, looking around with eyes that are beginning to light up in a familiar
way. He is coming back to himself.
"This is where I was standing when my mother kicked me out." Black says softly, before gesturing
to the drab drawing room. "That's where I first saw Magnus. That --," Black points up the stairs. "Is
where Harry pushed me downstairs with the Black magic." Black's eyes fix upon his godson. "I
was so sure you were going to kill me. I wanted you to be possessed. It was better than this."
"Than what?" Harrison's voice is hoarse.
"Than you being a Black, like them. Like me. Doomed." Severus feels a swift jolt of fury as he
sees Harrison wince. The last thing the child needs is further suggestions that he will not survive.
"More doomed than you are already, I mean."
"Black, a word," Severus says sharply, jerking his head to the drawing room. "Harrison, wait here a
moment."
"Listen for the magic, Harry," Magnus says as he guides Black into the room. "You will be able to
sense where it wants to be met."
Harrison nods and sits on the dusty stairs, rubbing his forehead. Severus closes the drawing room
door quietly and rounds on his son's inept, impossible, impudent godfather.

"You are taking this magic back," Severus snarls. "You are doing it, or I swear to Hades, Black, I
will murder you."
"Do it," Black flings himself into an armchair with his goblin escort on either side, twisting his
fingers. "What do I have to lose? You've already taken everything, haven't you, Snivellus?"
This accusation is so ludicrous, so far from the truth that Severus cannot possibly contain his
anger.
"I took nothing, " Severus hisses. "He was always my child, you are the one who have concocted
this absurd connection --,"
"None of that matters," Black shrugs, staring at the mouldy curtains. "What matters is that six
months ago, Harry was mine. Now he's yours. You're always taking things that are mine."
"Sweet circe if this is about Lupin --,"
"He was my friend," Black says churlishly. Severus remembers that expression from school. Fuck
off, Snivellus, you're not wanted here.
"We were thirteen, Black!" Severus snarls. "And he was your mate for twenty years after!"
"Is my mate," Black says coldly. "Or don't you understand how werewolves bond?"
Severus stares at Black. This is the man who has fucked not only Shacklebolt but Magnus Bane
and yet he maintains a claim on Lupin? Severus tries to deny the flicker of resentment, of
possessiveness when he thinks about the soft growl in Lupin's throat when their lips met, of the
roughness of his hands forced into Severus' hair. This helps nothing. He looks briefly at Magnus
for an explanation.
"I think it's being here," Magnus says thoughtfully. "This is where his obscurus was created, it's
where it is most active. It's possibly the only place he could get rid of it for good --,"
"I care not," Severus says. Black's healing process interests him not a whit and he glares at the
man. "I do not care for your childish obsession that you have somehow been wronged by me either,
but you will not speak to my child like any of this is his fault!"
"It's always been like this," Black says, as if he has not heard him. Or does not care. "Lupin first,
then Regulus --,"
"I do not think we should discuss Star," Magnus puts in quickly. "Perhaps if we focus on the
magic, you need to spend some time with it, puppy, it's healing magic --,"
Given what happened to Harrison's hand, Severus doubts it could ever be considered such, but
Black does not deny it.
"I don't care," Black says firmly. His eyes are suddenly, disturbingly clear. This is the face of the
man who Severus knew and loathed and when he set his mind to something, nothing on earth
could deter him. Fucking Merlin's balls. "I don't want it back. I won't have it back. I came for
Harry, he gave it up for me, he deserves it back, maybe it will heal him or fix something for him,
maybe it will make it worse, but I'm not taking it back."
"You only think of yourself," Severus snarls.
"Really?" Black looks at Snape again. "Is Regulus how you could get out of the wards after they

closed before Christmas? Did he leave an opening for you whilst you were fucking so you could
sneak in?"
"Your brother's actions ceased to be your business after you abandoned him," Severus says harshly.
He will not think of Regulus right now. He will not feel the furious pit of grief opening up in his
gut to hear Regulus' brother cast his name around so easily.
"Boys, let's not rake over the past," Magnus tries to say but Black speaks over him.
"I didn't abandon him," Black's eyes flash dangerously. "I tried to keep away from him, so she
wouldn't hurt him! And you, you led him right into trouble! You corrupted him, you got him killed,
you used him --,"
" Enough, " Severus clenches his fists, desperately holding every curse inside him, trembling from
head to foot. "I loved him, I protected him, I sheltered him, I took the Mark to keep him safe, I
would have married him had he lived and when he died I perished so do not ," Severus hisses,
perilously low, breath coming in heaving gasps. He hates this man, this man who survived when
Regulus did not. The wrong Black brother. "Do not speak to me about your brother."
"You're a liar," Black shakes his head coldly. "If you felt like that, if you were really so loyal to
him, how the fuck did Harry happen?"
"I do not have to explain my grief to you!" Severus snarls, his wand in his hand, pointing at Black.
"And you dare speak to me about loyalty after what you've done to Lupin?"
"Severus," Magnus says quietly. Severus turns to see Harrison standing in the doorway, eyes fixed
coldly on Sirius. Then they flicker to Severus and his stomach drops. He has no idea how his child
will respond and that is terrifying.
"I need to go upstairs," Harrison says abruptly. "Coming?"
Severus is surprised by this but tries not to show it. Instead he nods silently and walks out of the
room, leaving Black and Magnus alone in the drawing room, hearing Magnus' voice behind him:
"You should not push him about Star, puppy, you know he loved him ..."
"Regulus was like me, Mags, he couldn't love anyone ..."
Severus resists the urge to walk back down and tell Black how fucking wrong he is. He focuses on
the present, on the breath in the lungs, on the living child beside him. My child. They climbs the
stairs without speaking, the only sound the creaking of the floorboards, but Severus can feel his
child's mind turning.
"I have some questions," Harrison says, one flight up. "Fair exchange, the question game, just for a
minute?"
Here we go. Part of Severus doesn't want to have this conversation. He wishes to snarl at the child
to Be silent, he wishes to return to Hogwarts and bury himself in brewing and mentally prepare for
the pain that awaits him tonight in Little Hangleton. He wants to forget Regulus again, he wants to
bury the memory of Lupin's lips, he wants to lose himself entirely in a brew so that he is no longer
a Death Eater, a father, or a spy, nothing more than a mind with a puzzle. Yet he cannot. With so
many enemies massing, we must find a way to trust one another.
"Three," Severus says. "You ask yours. I shall reserve mine until you are done. Adequate?"

"Yes."
"Proceed then."
"Why did you become a Death Eater for Regulus Black?" Harrison asks. It is not the question
Severus expected, he was sure the child would ask about Lily, but it is easy to answer.
"I did not," Severus says shortly. Answering feels like turning frozen soil in his mind. It aches. It
will be worth it, however, for the answers he may glean from his child. If I can win back some of
the trust lost before the Gaar Tareqi and the incident with his back. "I took the Dark Mark for his
sake, but the choice to follow the Dark Lord belongs to none but myself."
Harrison nods. Severus does not expect pity and does not receive it. Pity would be intolerable.
Especially from this child, who has suffered in ways he does not even know from Severus'
choice. The motherfucking prophecy.
"You said … you perished," Harrison hesitates. "Like, a part of you was gone when he was dead."
It is not a question, it does not require an answer but Severus gives on anyway.
"Yes."
Harrison nods firmly, as if that confirms something for him. He looks up at Severus with fierce,
green eyes that are suddenly nothing like Lily's. They are all, completely, Harrison. The boy made
of magic and trauma and seemingly pure strength of will. Sweet Merlin, how did you come to be?
"Sirius was wrong to say that shi -- stuff," Harrison says quietly. "He was wrong."
Severus stares at him as they climb, wondering what it was in his confession about Regulus that
somehow, wondrously, has endeared him to Harrison. As they step onto the third set of stairs,
Severus realises what it is, knowledge rocketing through him so that he gives a sharp intake of
breath. Harrison knows what it is to lose a love. Diggory. He could ask questions, but he no longer
wants to. Instead, Severus speaks. Trust. We must find ways to trust.
"When a person that is cherished is no longer with us, some people say they continue to exist in the
feelings we have for others," Severus says slowly, his steps suddenly matching his speech. He has
nothing to offer the child but honesty so that is what he will give. Harrison slows too. "That has not
been my experience of loss."
"Me either," Harrison mutters. "There's just a … hole. He's just gone."
"Yes," Severus nods. "He will always be gone."
"That's not very comforting," Harrison frowns.
"No," Severus admits. "It is not."
"I have another question."
"You are entitled to two more."
"Does it get better?" Harrison asks tautly. "Do you … miss him as much as you did when he was
first …?"
"Yes," Severus swallows hard. The loss of Regulus is just as Harrison described, a gaping hole
inside of him that can never be filled. Yet the hole is not the same as it was thirteen years ago. "As

much but not identically."
"I don't understand," Harrison frowns.
"You will," Severus says. "Facts are not changed by time. People die. We mourn. They are still
dead."
Eileen. Tobias. Lily. Regulus. All dead. All always, always dead.
"Still dead," Harrison murmurs softly. Then his eyes fix on Severus. "Last question?"
"Proceed."
"How do …" Harrison swallows. "How do you survive?"
I do not fucking know.
Yet here he is, alive. Surviving. With a child who also, miraculously, still persists in living.
"The world … changes," Severus looks down at the Prince ring and thinks of Eileen. Princes
survive, Sev. That is our gift. "It … continues to turn. We continue to exist. The mere fact of
surviving enables survival."
"Jesus," Harrison mutters and Severus wonders if his honesty has veered into what Lupin might
call 'traumatic pragmatism,' but then he realises Harrison is standing stock still at the entrance to
his old bedroom, eyes slowly taking in the ruined floorboards, twisted into strange shapes, the
holes in the walls. He is staring into the room where Black killed him.
"How did you do it?" Severus cannot stop himself from asking. "How did you … stop it all from
happening?"
"I didn't," Harrison shakes his head. "It was the magic."
"Elucidate," Severus prompts.
"I knew I could save him if he loved me less," Harrison frowns, staring at the spot on the floor
where his heart stopped beating. "I knew he would love me less if we were less bonded. I hoped he
would. I asked … I asked the magic to save him."
"At the expense of yourself?" Severus' voice is hoarse. He cannot stop thinking about the eight and
a half minutes of chest compressions, the feeling of ribs breaking under his touch.
"Yes," Harrison answers quietly. His eyes have taken on a distant quality that unsettles Severus. "I
knew what might happen. I was ready."
I was not. Severus swallows hard. The idea that his son, his child, his farzand could have died and
died and been ready to do so on that day is too much to bear.
"You embrace the possibility of your death too readily," Severus says.
"I know," Harrison shrugs. "It makes Theo mad."
An understatement, Severus thinks drily, it makes Theodore homicidal.
"I am not overly fond of it either," Severus looks at the spot on the floor, remembering the
darkness of his thoughts at that moment. That Harrison would die believing that Severus had no

interest in his child. Even if Severus did not like the child, did not know him them, he was not
disinterested. I hope I have at least proved that since then. "You will live, Harrison."
"Maybe," Harrison sighs. "You can't promise it."
"Yet I am," Severus says sharply. "My second question, Harrison."
"Yeah?" Harrison looks at him warily.
"Why do you consider it inevitable that you will perish?" Severus asks sharply. Lupin and Magnus
believe these things should be addressed cautiously, gently, but Severus is suddenly not of that
opinion. Tell the truth! Harrison clearly values openness. If there is one thing Severus is gifted in,
it is blunt delivery.
"I don't have an answer to that," Harrison whispers. "Not a good one, anyway."
"Give me the bad one, then," Severus demands.
Harrison stares at him for a moment as if truly considering the question and then walks a little
closer to the spot on the floor, seeing the dark red patches of blood from where the boy had bled
from his various scars.
"Some people seem to think they've got ages to live," Harrison speaks so quietly Severus isn't sure
if he is really even aware he is speaking aloud. "Some people just assume they'll grow old. It's like
death isn't … I dunno, close for them. It's just …" Harrison shrugs. "It's always been close."
Most people, Severus realises would assume that Harrison is talking about his encounter with Dark
Lord. Somehow, Severus knows he is not. He recalls Harrison fiery, liquid rage when he saw his
son's mutilated back. He recalls the danger in his eyes. Do not speak to me about this. Ever.
Severus knows he cannot hold himself to Harrison's words, no matter how obviously Harrison had
laced those words with an unintentional compulsion. Someone must speak to the child about his
past. If no one else shall do it, it must be me.
"My third question can be as vague in its answer as you prefer," Severus says softly. "But I should
like to know, aside from your infant encounter with the Dark Lord, when the first instance was that
death came … close to you."
Harrison looks at him steadily. Severus knows he is deciding whether or not to answer.
"I was five, I think," Harrison stares back down at the twisted floorboards. He offers no other
explanation. Five. Five. The first time Tobias raised a belt to him, Severus was six. Merlin, Lily,
what did your goddamned sister do to our child? "I've never really understood how people just
assume they'll grow old."
Severus understands. His own childhood was the same, the threat that one day Tobias' violence
would reach a certain, irretrievable level hung over his head every day until the bastard's death.
Then, the Dark Lord took his place. Severus remembers how the possibility of his own, violent,
young death seemed as predictable as Black and Potter's horrible taunts. Just an inevitable,
distasteful part of life.
Albus has a lot to answer for. Allowing the boy to grow up like this.
"Do you really think it's possible?" Harrison muses, stuffing his hands in his pockets, eyes glazed.
"That I'll survive him?"

I hope so. Sweet Merlin, I am using every ounce of my own will and magic to make it so. Lily, let it
be so.
"I have seen more impossible things happen," Severus says slowly.
"Like what?" Harrison scoffs.
"Like a child who can produce a tangible patronus. Who can fidelity bond. Who can open the Gaar
Tareqi. Who can make himself walk through runes, who can talk to magic and who can contain an
obscurial and save a man from being consumed by it," Severus says bluntly.
"You hate those things," Harrison scorns, eyes flashing. "You hate Prongs, you hate that I saved
Sirius, you don't understand the magic stuff, you worry about the nothing-place and you hate that
Theo and I are bonded."
"I do not," Severus says firmly, "hate all of those things."
"Right," the boy scoffs infuriatingly.
"I do not enjoy the stag," Severus admits, "nor am I pleased that you endured such pain at the cost
of your godfather's survival. I admit, I do not understand the complexities of your relationship to
magic yet and I am more than correct to be concerned about the Gaar Tareqi , it is a void
dimension outside space and time." Severus hesitates. "I do not hate your bond."
Harrison opens his mouth and then closes it.
"You wish I hadn't done it," he mumbles in an irritated voice, kicking a piece of discarded
floorboard.
"I wish that I had raised you," Severus says swiftly and Harrison stares up at him surprise and
looks away, oddly, blushing.
"It's not a yes," Harrison hedges. changing the subject. "In answer to my question, it's not a yes."
"It is not a no," Severus says sharply. "And assurances are for those with the luxury of less
dangerous paths. Yet against all the rules of probability, you are alive when all logic suggests you
should not be."
"Not a no," Harrison wonders softly, tilting his head like a bird. "I suppose that will have to do."
"For what?" Severus asks warily. He can feel Harrison's resolve growing, watches the way he
kneels down and holds his crippled hand over the spot of his own blood. He has become used to
this, the sensations in the air that he associates with his son's untamed Mage magic. He wishes,
suddenly, that Narcissa was here. Or even, oddly, Lupin.
"I'm going to have a chat with the Black Magic," Harrison says, "and do what Prince's do."
Survive. Severus swallows. He knows that perhaps this is the best he can hope for with such rogue,
untameable House magic that has lived on the British Isles for thousands of years, but he cannot
stop himself from asking a question.
"Do you intend to reclaim it?" he asks hoarsely. Say no. Say no. Please, Circe, say no you absolute
tornado of a child.
"I've got something else in mind," Harrison mutters. Severus has never known a time when that has

gone well.
"What?" Severus tries to keep the panic out of his voice.
"The Black magic is healing magic, Magnus said." Harrison looks up at him and then presses his
hand to the blood spot. Severus is astonished when a flash of silver emerges around the boy, like a
conjuring circle. A great shape appears in a swirl of white, in a shape Severus cannot discern and a
rushing, ringing sound fills his ears. Harrison looks up at with determination in his face. The kind
of determination that makes Severus' blood run cold, because it is the expression Harrison wears
before he bargains for something. Harrison's only bargaining chip is, infuriatingly, himself. Oh
shit. "I want it to heal Mr Weasley."

The Steward
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Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes

Harry kneels before the great white raven of the House of Black as it unfurls above him. Its eyes
are fierce, full of ice and loyalty. He listens to its song, the rumble of a thousand voices down the
ages in their low, magnetic baritone and bass, until it forms words.
You are returned to us with requests not re-joining, Child of Black.
Harry swallows hard. His left hand is aching horribly but he keeps it pressed against the bloodstain.
Somehow, he knows that this is the barrier and the connection between him and the Black magic,
just like Magnus said he would, he can sense it. He can feel its longing, its mourning. It is so heavy
he can't help but feel tears build in his eyes. When he wishes to speak, he does not need to move his
lips. As always, the Black magic speaks like a song in his mind, as familiar as his own voice.
Yes, I have.
You mourn us as we mourn you.
Always. Harry blinks tears away fiercely and stares into the bright, raven's eyes. I will always
mourn you.
The song of the House of Black cries out around him, rejoicing and remorseful at once.
Speak your request, child of our heart .
Healing, Harry takes a shuddering breath. Outside of the ring of white light, on the other side of
the vaguely transparent shield the raven has cast outwards from its great wings dripping with
icicles, Harry can sense Snape. His right hand is heavy with shadows. Snape is tethering him to the
world and he is not sure if he is glad or not. You can heal what is broken.
You wish you be healed, child?
Harry gasps as the Black magic surges into his left hand, upwards through the floorboards and the
bloodstain and Harry can move his fingers again. He stretches the muscles experimentally. In the
corner of the room, he hears Snape's gasp.
No, Harry grimaces, closing his eyes. Not for me. For another.
For the dissolute Lord?
Sirius. The Black magic must mean Sirius. Harry feels a tremor of excitement and fear as an image
is fed into his mind by the Black magic. He sees something being pulled out of Sirius, vanished
forever, the darkness of his magic, heavy with the taint of Dementors, gone. Sirius could be free.
Harry swallows hard.
For another.
He thinks of Mr Weasley. He pulls up every memory he has of feeling cared for or protected by
that man. He recalls fondly explaining radio waves and seeing the wonder on Mr Weasley's face.

He recalls overhearing Mr Weasley's raging argument with Mrs Weasley in the Leaky Cauldron
about Sirius, when Harry heard for the first time an adult disobeying Dumbledore in order to
protect him. Feeling seen and known and wanted. He remembers Mr Weasley trying to prompt the
Dursleys into giving him a proper goodbye before the Quidditch World Cup, outraged they could
cast Harry off so carelessly. He remembers teaching Mr Weasley to use matches, to cook on a
camping stove. He recalls the strong touch of the man's hand on his shoulder, comforting and …
proud.
This man has fathered you.
Harry can't stop the tears as they fall down his cheeks. In some ways, yes, Mr Weasley has
fathered him. As much as he could bear to be fathered. Gently, consistently, and sweetly. Harry
gulps heavily.
Can you save him?
The Black magic considers Harry carefully, as if the great bird is thinking.
He is of blood but not ours entirely, the bird looks down on Harry with savage pride. Not as you
are.
Will you save him?
There will be a price.
Harry feels the fresh movement in his hand retreating away from him, the useless trembling
returning. He knows then, that he shall never be healed. Not if he wants Mr Weasley to live. He
nods curtly.
Name the price.
His blood shall be tethered to the seat of Black until the new Lord comes. The birds wings stretch
around to embrace Harry. He feels their sharp cold feathers against his back and Harry knows what
is coming. This is what Dumbledore has probably counted on, what Snape warned him against.
You shall wear our mantle.
What happens to Sirius? Harry thinks desperately. If I wear the mantle?
Dissolution. Despair. Destruction.
No. Harry shakes his head and glares at the great bird. He will live.
You are the only Lord we shall bow to again, the great bird caws loudly, its beak as sharp as
knives. No other. No other.
Harry grits his teeth and thinks of Mr Weasley ruffling Ron's hair, yelling at the twins, hugging
Ginny, his jaw twitching when he sees Percy, him rolling his eyes fondly when he reads a letter
from Charlie, his obvious, bursting pride when he looks at Bill, his Heir, his Anzar child. Is Harry
losing his godfather who has abandoned him so many times worth it, if seven other children keep
the father who has done nothing but love them? Harry can't help but think of Theo. What would
Theo do? He remembers Theo and Magnus talking about politics over Christmas. Everything is
negotiable.
Heal Mr Weasley. Let Sirius live. I'll be yours forever. Harry looks down at his broken hand. He
thinks of Snape telling him not to take the magic. He swallows hard again, wondering if there is

some way to make all of this more palatable to his Sire. When I come of age. I'll be yours forever
when I come of age. If Sirius lives.
There must be only one living Lord of the blood, the great bird ruffles its feathers as if the words
are a tether placed on it long ago. Only one Black Lord.
The horrible knowledge rockets through Harry making him gasp in pain. The Black magic needs
Sirius to die so Harry can inherit when he comes of age. Even after everything Harry has done to
keep him alive, even if Harry does what the magic wants, this is the cost that is still being asked of
him. Despite everything, despite Sirius' hateful words in the vortex of the obscurus, despite "you
love Remus more" Harry's throat constricts at the thought of losing Sirius. Not now. Not after
everything I've done.
Harry knows he's not smart. He's not a thinker, like Hermione or Theo, or a politician like Blaise,
or even a tactician like Ron, who sometimes sees the heart of things like he sees moves on a
chessboard. Harry knows his skills; flying, almost dying, surviving. What he needs now, is to be
less himself. So he thinks. He rummages through his memories of Theo's endless lists and
Hermione's portable library in her bag. He thinks of Kreacher. Loopholes. Harry doesn't know
much about wixen culture, but that one thing did stick in his head after weeks of reading,
recovering from his back in the summer. In the case of no living Lord, the Lordship comes to the
Heir when they reach the age of majority. Then, a thought pops into his head, a little comment
Theo made when he was reading. Unless the Lord is disrobed and denounced. Harry smiles
inwardly. Thanks, Theo.
I shall denounce him when I come of age, Harry swallows hard, strip him of his family honour. He
shall be a Black no longer. He shall be dead to you. Then you can have me.
Then we shall be without a Lord until then for we shall not take him back, the Black magic stares
down at him sternly. But t he right of conquest is not yours alone, Child of Black.
Harry thinks of Bellatrix. The magic cannot be without a Lord and she could take it if he leaves it
undefended. Unclaimed.
Can you swear to take no other Lord? Harry thinks.
You bargain, child of Black. The bird's eyes flash with danger. Speak your desires.
Harry takes a deep breath. Maybe being a thinker is overrated. Maybe sometimes, he just has to tell
the truth.
I want Mr Weasley to live. I want Sirius to live. I want this house to be safe and protected for those
inside it. I want you to not be held by another hand until I am of age. Then I want you back. Harry
feels tears on his face again. I want you back so badly.
Yet you shun us still.
Harry feels its cold mournfulness, feels the ache of it spreading from his useless hand up to his
elbow. He understands the offer. If Sirius is dead, then Harry can have the Black magic now. He
grits his teeth. It has never been harder to choose to save Sirius but still he does it. He has to do it.
Not forever. This is what I want. Please?
The magic caws dangerously. Harry feels its frozen breath on his face, feels the burn of air so cold
that he knows it will have blistered. He does not wince.

You ask much, child of Black.
Ask anything of me in return, Harry meets its gaze, his cheeks scalded and painful. Ask anything. I
shall give it.
The raven swoops eagerly closer as if it has been waiting for these exact words and suddenly, its
eyes are drawing Harry in. There is a snowscape inside them, Harry can feel the cold, dampness of
it seeping through his clothes but he will not look away.
You will never shun us again, a voice speaks, a clearer, darker baritone. Harry feels a chill. The
voice of the first Black, the Black Prince as Sirius calls him, echoes in Harry's mind. You shall bear
our mantle all of your eternal life. You shall take it upon your shoulders when it passes to you. You
shall give us your heart and your mind as no Lord has done since we were made. We shall be your
ravens and you shall bear us forth as of old.
Inside Harry's mind, he sees the Black Prince, the son of the King of England, sees the ravens of
the House of Black upon his shoulders, sees the magic in his eyes and bearing. He sees a ring that
looks nothing like Sirius' Lordship ring, a black diamond that seems to be set into the bone of the
hand itself. Contentment. Truth. Being. Then Harry sees a flood of images, the years rolling past
him, the skeleton of the Black Prince being hewn apart and the diamond shattered to make smaller
diamonds, worn on the hands of the Lords of the House of Black down the ages. Dissolution.
Despair. Neglect. He feels its rage, its sadness, its fury, its mourning. Incomplete. He thinks of the
Potter magic, suddenly, also seeking repair, also only returning to Harry on condition of its
completion. Harry wonders, absently, how many family magic's feel this way. The Slytherin and
Potter magic both roar with need for something whilst in Hogwarts, as if they know there is more
to their power inside the walls to be found. He has never thought that they too, might be missing
something, but now it seems obvious. He can't stop himself from looking down at the Prince ring,
the only family magic that to him, feels as if nothing is lacking. Or maybe just hidden. Injustice
burns in his bones, injustice that for once, is not about the Dursleys, or Umbridge, or Sirius or
Cedric or Voldemort, but about something deeper, something he's never felt before:
Magic has been wronged.
Light is spilling out of Harry's hands, the swirling shades of the Prince magic, the bursting fire of
the Potter magic, the carving lightning of the Slytherin magic, just as it did in the Forbidden Forest
in front of Theo. They create a cavern of blinding light and Harry and the Black raven are hidden
inside it. From there, the song of the magic reaches its deepest pitch and Harry hears a voice he has
never heard whilst conscious.
You will bring us justice.
It is Oldest and Deepest, Harry knows it. He suddenly does not care if he shall never grip a broom
again, never play seeker or hold his wand ambidextrously. He does not care about the cost the
Black magic warns him of, of the diamond he knows will be carved into his flesh for the rest of his
long, long days. What he cares about, the only thing he cares about, is healing. Magic has been
hurt.
Yes. Harry pushes both of his hands into the floor, the wood suddenly molten carbon beneath his
fingers. His magic zooms back inside of him and the voice of Oldest and Deepest, the golden hum
of it that reminds him so much of Priori Incantatem, is gone. He can see Snape on the edge of his
field of vision, seeming to struggle against someone who is holding him back but Harry doesn't
have time for that right now. He stares up into the raven's face.
Save them. Use me. Heal thyself, Magic of the House of Black. I agree to thy terms.

The great bird caws with triumph and dives its enormous beak to Harry's left hand. Harry cries out
as the beak pierces him, blood and diamond mixing with flesh. He looks down at the trembling
fingers. On the knuckle of his middle finger is a sparkling shard of diamond, jutting out of his flesh
and bone, like a piece of his Black heir ring fused to his skeleton. Harry knows, queasily, that the
only way to take it off now is if he is dead and when the magic is finally his, it will grow.
A promise, child of Black, the white wings of the raven brush away the tears on his cheeks. The
raven's eyes are full of wild love. No compassion for pain, only victory. It carries not the trickery
of your kind, only the truth of our blood.
Harry nods painfully, taking a shuddering breath. He knows it's not a complete ring, it won't
protect him with compulsion spells like the Heir ring did, there is nothing of wixen hand about it. It
is a fragment of the magic to come and Harry will have to look at it, every day, and long for the
future.
There will be pain, the Black magic cautions. Until we are complete.
Harry sets his jaw firm. Sirius will live. Mr Weasley will live. Harry can manage pain if those
things are true.
I know.
The great bird bows its head towards Harry, not a gesture of submission, Harry realises, but a
chance to honour their pact. Harry bows too and then, because the ache in his bloody hand is
unbelievable, pulls his hands away from the floorboards. The raven vanishes with a caw into the
air, its song leaving Harry's heart heavy and empty. The familiar coldness of the Black magic is
wrenched slowly away and all that is left, Harry realises, is the diamond fused to his bone. He
closes his eyes wearily and flops sideways, grateful for the cold floor against his sweaty back. This
is the pain, Harry realises dully. To know I could have it now, to be complete with it, if only I had
let Sirius die.
"Harrison!"
Harry opens his eyes to see Snape and Magnus staring down at him. Snape's face is a picture of
furious concern and Harry rolls his eyes.
"Not dead," he sighs.
"Jesus fucking Merlin," Snape mutters under his breath.
"Language," Harry snorts and Snape reaches down, very slowly, to press his fingers against Harry's
neck for a pulse. It's a measure of how stressed the potions master is that he doesn't rise to the bait
and just stares at Harry's throat as if counting the pulse visually. Harry rolls his eyes.
"It's all sorted, by the way," Harry says drily. "Go tell Dumbledore they can have Grimmauld Place
back."
"As if I am interested in such things at this precise moment!" Snape snarls, crouching down beside
Harry and pulling out his wand, waving it over him whilst muttering under his breath. Magnus
looks at Harry, smiling softly.
"You did a wondrous thing, little Mage," he reaches out to brush Harry's curls off his damp
forehead.
"I just tried to fix it for everyone," Harry says, wincing as Snape begins to carefully examine his

hand.
"For everyone but yourself, clearly," Snape mutters, obsidian eyes glaring up at Harry. "What, pray
tell, is this? "
"Well, I thought I'd go for a new look," Harry drawls, way too exhausted to even consider
explaining. "Why have all these scars and not take advantage? A diamond here, a diamond there,
why not?"
"I do not know what gave you the impression any of this was funny, " Snape growls.
"I don't care if its funny, I care if it worked," Harry looks at Magnus. "Did it work? Can someone
go to St Mungo's?"
"Sit still," Snape grumbles.
"I think you should come downstairs, Harry," Magnus says, then his eyes dart to Snape. "If you are
content for him to move?"
"There's nothing wrong with me," Harry rolls his eyes.
"Except for the diamond that is fused to your bones and cutting through raw flesh and what seems
to be potent magical exhaustion, yes, you are the picture of health," Snape snarls.
"Only one of those things is new," Harry quips, grabbing Magnus' arm and using it to haul himself
to his feet. Snape watches him cautiously, standing up slowly too. "You coming?"
"Obviously," Snape mutters. He looks down at Harry's freshly mutilated hand in disgust and waves
his wand. Suddenly the arm is in a black cloth sling, the left hand held up against the right
shoulder. "That should stop the bleeding."
"Excellent," Harry says glibly, holding onto Magnus' arm as they move out of the room and down
the stairs. Harry can hear a clamour of voices down on the ground floor and steels himself.
"How did they get in?" Snape says mulishly as they walk down the second staircase.
"The wards have reopened to the Order," Magnus says, "thanks to Harry."
They reach the turn of the stairs and look down into the hall. Sirius is standing there with
Dumbledore. Two pairs of eyes, one grey, one blue, look sharply up at him.
"Harry," Sirius says quietly. Snape hisses behind him and Harry feels a sudden hand on his
shoulder, holding him in place. Harry understands. Sirius' eyes, which are usually slightly fazed
and blurry are sharp as dark, shining pins. He's himself.
"It is alright," Magnus says calmly. "Sirius is still under the guard of the Silver Hall. He cannot
perform magic like this. It is only that he has separated from his obscurus."
" What? " Snape hisses behind them. He doesn't remove his hand from Harry's shoulder. "That is
impossible."
"And yet, that is where we find ourselves," Dumbledore says quietly. Harry deliberately doesn't
meet his eye. Snape's rules have been drilled into his head and echo around his skull: head down,
no eye contact, rational thought. Instead, he turns to Magnus. "Has anyone been to St Mungo's?"
"Harry! Thank MERLIN!"

He turns his head to see a barrage of red hair running up the stairs towards him and then he is
engulfed with the scent of cooked chicken, clean linen and open meadows. Warm, tight arms
embrace him, and he thinks nest mother.
"Is he okay?" Harry chokes out, his one working arm grabbing the back of Mrs Weasley's rainbow
cardigan.
"He's awake, he's talking, he's moving, he said it was you as soon as he woke and I was so scared,
so worried something had happened!" Mrs Weasley whispers into his Harry's hair. She pulls back,
brown eyes bright with love. " Thank you, darling, but how did you do this?"
"I am interested to know this myself," Dumbledore says softly. "Perhaps in the drawing room?"
Dumbledore gestures and Harry, wrapped in Mrs Weasley's arms, is led down the stairs and into
the drawing room. Sirius and Magnus walk hand in hand behind them, which Harry tries not to
hate. He's instantly distracted by the cloud of shadows over by the window. It is encased inside a
silver cube and guarded by the two goblins, who keep eyeing it shiftily and growling softly, as if
not trusting it to stay put. Harry stops in his tracks, Snape stills at his back, a presence smelling of
herbs and made of shadows. It is weird, Harry thinks, how Snape's presence no longer makes him
want to whip out his wand and put his back against the nearest wall. It's not trust, not exactly, but
it's not distrust either.
"Is that …?" Harry asks haltingly.
"An Obscurus," Snape mutters, stepping forward to stand at Harry's side. Harry can see his dark
eyes glowing with covetous interest. He probably wants it for potions ingredients, like the Basilisk.
"Usually the host is consumed by it or the host dissolves it, they never separate …"
"Yet Sirius has," Magnus says, walking around to sit on the sofa, pulling Sirius down beside him.
Dumbledore walks over to look at the cage around the obscurus curiously, pulling of his wand to
poke it lightly.
"An interesting container," Dumbledore says. "Of your invention, I suppose, Magnus?"
"Yes. It became necessary when the obscurus separated," Magnus waves his hand and Harry sees a
flash of silver magic dancing there and the cube glows. Harry watches enviously. Magnus has such
an easy handling of his wordless, wandless magic. Unlike me, clumsy as shit. "The goblins and I
came up with something to house it until it is moved to the Silver Hall."
"It is most uncommon," Dumbledore muses, waving his wand over the cage in interest.
"Can we kill it?" Snape asks, eyeing it nastily.
"No," Magnus and Dumbledore say at the same time.
"It is part of Sirius," Magnus explains, stroking Sirius' black hair. "To destroy it would be to
destroy Sirius."
"Good to know," Snape mutters and Harry rolls his eyes. Typical Snape.
"On the other hand, it is possible the obscurus might survive Sirius' demise," Dumbledore says
thoughtfully, and Harry sees his eyes sparkling with curious interest. Something tugs in Harry's
insides and he remembers Dumbledore chatting away to Percy Weasley about the Room of
Requirement and chamber pots with the same almost joyful curiosity. If there wasn't a Dark Lord
to defeat, he'd probably just be a cheery, odd professor. That thought makes Harry sad. "Sirius,

you may be the only person to survive such a separation with a complete obscurus in tact.
Remarkable!"
"Lucky fucking me," Sirius is staring at the obscurus with loathing. "It just … pulled out of me,"
Sirius shakes his head and looks up at Harry. "What the hell did you do, pup?"
Pup. Harry has not heard Sirius call him that since before the third task. He swallows hard. Harry
feels a tightening in his chest. Mr Weasley is alive. He's alive. Now Harry has to explain the cost of
it. He doesn't even know how to begin. As he opens his mouth, there is another flash of green light
and the floo opens and Harry sees two figures moving through it, Harry stares at the living,
breathing form of Mr Weasley, thinner than Harry has ever seen him, smiling warmly as he is
supported by Bill.
"Oh Arthur! I thought they were giving you a wheelchair," Mrs Weasley bustles to the fireplace to
help her husband over the hearth.
"I wanted to see Harry before he goes back to school," Mr Weasley smiles.
Harry tries to smile back tightly, but as soon as Mr Weasley's feet touch the floor of Grimmauld
Place, the Black magic roars into life around them all. Sirius flinches. Magnus smiles. Snape
swears, Mrs Weasley looks at Harry worriedly and Dumbledore just looks at the walls around him
in mild fascination. Harry hears the raven caw in the bones of the house. The word Steward
echoing around his mind. The others don't seem to hear it, but a sudden piece of paper floats floats
into being right in front of Mr Weasley as he sits heavily into an armchair. Bill catches it and reads
it, frowning.
"Steward to the house of Black?" Bill looks up at Sirius. Harry tries to look inconspicuous but
Snape turns his head slowly around to glare at him. Harry winces. I am in so much fucking trouble.
"Don't look at me," Sirius snorts, gesturing to Harry. Seven pairs of eyes turn to fix on him. Harry
swallows hard.
"Harry?" Mr Weasley looks between the parchment and Harry, his thin eyebrows raised, looking
utterly nonplussed.
"I … I needed to - to trade some stuff for … for your life," Harry stammers at Mr Weasley. He
realises suddenly, that he is trembling from head to toe. He clenches his right hand as much as he
can and forces himself to look at Sirius. There will be pain. The magic said there would be pain. I
can do this pain. "Yours too."
"Mine?" Sirius raises his dark eyebrows. "I just assumed you'd taken the Lordship. I don't feel as
connected anymore, I feel …" Sirius looks at the Black Lordship ring on his finger. It is, Harry
realises when looking at it, horribly inert. It's just a rock, Harry realises, there is no life in it
anymore. "...a bit more distant, I guess, but that might be parting from that."
Sirius jerks his head towards the Obscurus. One of his hands is playing with the rings on Magnus'
fingers. He looks the most at ease he has in a year. Harry tries not to resent it. Remus and I couldn't
make him happy. It's not his fault if we couldn't.
"No," Harry says quietly. "It's … not that."
"Clarify for us, please Harry, what the status is of the magic of the House of Black," Dumbledore
says politely.
"It's safe to be here," Harry says quickly. "The Order will be safe here and no one else can take the

Lordship," he looks at Snape and thinks the word: Bellatrix. Snape nods shortly. "I made sure of
that."
"Yet you are not Lord Black," Dumbledore prompts, glancing at Harry's left hand. "You wear no
ring."
"No," Harry looks at Snape, sees the glint of relief hidden in his black eyes. "Not yet."
"The trades," Snape says sharply. "What was traded for the wellbeing of others? Again? "
"It says here that Dad is the Steward to the House of Black," Bill reads aloud. "That he shall serve
and protect the magic until such time as the Lordship is retaken and that he is … Merlin ," Bill's
eyes widen. "Tethered to this house to ensure its protection."
He, or one of his blood is tethered until your ascension, child Black.
Harry winces as the words echo inside his head, especially the word 'ascension' which Harry
cannot possibly accept as a good sounding word, and literally everyone notices. Magnus smiles at
him fondly.
"Continue please, Harry," Dumbledore says.
"Basically, I …well, you see, it's like this …,"
"Today, Harrison," Snape snarls.
"Alright!" Harry growls back. He turns to Mr Weasley, who looks so pale and thin-haired after his
coma. "You're alive and you're going to stay alive, but the cost is that … you or one of your
blood," Harry's eyes linger on Bill, "have to stay in Grimmauld Place at all times."
"At all times?" Mr Weasley looks stunned. "But … how …?"
"Me," Mrs Weasley says softly, standing behind her husband and stroking his bony shoulders. "It
will have to be me. We … we'll have to leave the Burrow." She looks up at Harry and Harry is still
so grateful that her eyes hold absolutely no condemnation. They might, after she's been holed up in
this horrible place for three years. "Will that work, Harry?"
"I …" Harry closes his eyes for a second, listening for the song of the Black magic that is always
so close in Grimmauld Place. It hums deeply, satisfied, in his ears.
Does she count?
She will meet the need.
"Yes," Harry breathes out and looks at Mrs Weasley. "I'm … I'm sorry."
I'm so sorry this is the only way I could save him.
"It says here that Dad will have the Black magic for as long as he resides here," Bill stares at his
father, looks at his ring hand. "How would that even work without a ring?"
What has been given of us can be given to others, Child of Black.
"Here," Harry steps forward towards Mr Weasley, struggling to meet the eye of the man he has
unfortunately tied to Grimmauld Place. To me. Again. Everyone's fucking stuck with me. "Just …
just put your hand on … on my left hand."

"Harry, what -?" Bill asks.
"Harry is a conduit for the Black magic," Magnus says lightly. "It is normal."
"It is not … commonly found," Dumbledore says slowly, and Harry knows he is veering close to
revealing the strength of his magic. Head down, no eye contact, rational thought. Behind him, he
can feel Snape's tension, his desire to snatch Harry back, just as he did in Skye, away from standing
so close to Dumbledore.
"Forgive me, it is normal in the Black magic," Magnus corrects deftly. "You will of course not be
familiar with the intricacies of the Black magic since it so closed off to outsiders."
"Just like this?" Mr Weasley asks quietly as he presses his almost skeletal hand, very gently, to
Harry's. He gasps as there is a flash of white light and a silver ring appears on his hand, engraved
with a raven. Steward.
"How do we know it's really happened?" Bill asks warily.
"Kreacher!" Harry calls. The elf pops into being beside him, growling at Sirius, muttering about
the 'failed Lord' and then eyeing Harry's sling and frowning.
"Master has been an idiot, as usual," he mutters.
"Thanks elf Black," Harry rolls his eyes and then points at Mr Weasley. "Who's that?"
"Master's Weasel's Sire," Kreacher spits, looking at Harry in utter annoyance.
"And?" Harry prompts. Kreacher snarls and shuffles closer to Harry, actually gripping Harry's knee
and pinching it as if to assure himself that Harry is still there and will not leave him behind, but
also to punish Harry for making him say it aloud.
"And is Master's Steward," Kreacher grits his teeth as if he doesn't want to say it. "Most honourable
Steward … Weasley."
There is silence in the room. Bill, Mrs Weasley and Mr Weasley stare at the elf. Behind him, Harry
hears Snape snort with what might be derisive laughter.
"Well, well, well," Sirius says flatly. "My mother would turn in her bloody grave."
Kreacher groans and thumps his little head against Harry's knee.
"Come on, its not so bad," Harry reaches into his pocket and pulls out his emergency curly wurly,
handing it off to Kreacher with a tentative pat on the head. "Here."
Kreacher snatches it and glares at Harry as Harry has made him do something that he greatly,
greatly dislikes. Harry has a feeling all of his socks are going to have holes in for the rest of the
term.
"First of many," Kreacher growls, glaring up at Harry and he knows that he's going to lose all of
his curly wurlys.
"Sure," Harry rolls his eyes. "You can go now."
Kreacher pops away.
"Are you two … friends? " Sirius asks in amazement.

"Course not, don't be insane," Harry mutters.
"In my experience of Black elves, one does not befriend them, so much as endure their attentions,"
Magnus says, smiling at Harry.
"Well," Dumbledore says quietly. "It seems you are a Steward indeed, Arthur."
Harry winces, stepping back and flexing his damaged hand. It aches. It aches more after helping
the Black magic deliver a ring to Mr Weasley. Snape looks at him sharply and Harry knows he's
thinking about getting Harry to a pain reliever soon.
"So a Weasley must be in place at all times for the protection of Grimmauld Place to be assured,
and for the Black magic to not affix itself to another family member?" Magnus sums up. He is
rubbing his hand up and down Sirius' back. As if he's the one who needs comforting. Harry tries not
to hate that.
"Obviously," Snape drawls.
"For how long?" Sirius asks, staring his and Magnus' joined hands.
"Until the Lordship is retaken," Bill recites, looking at the piece of parchment.
"When will that be?" Snape sneers, glaring at Sirius. "Would you proceed apace, Black, and free
everyone from your accursed family?"
"No," Harry's throat is dry and he can't stop trembling. There are still terrible things he has to say.
"It can't be Sirius. It … it will be me. When I'm of age."
"Why is that, Harry?" Dumbledore asks pleasantly. "Sirius is, quite clearly alive, and family magic
does not take a new Lord unless the old one is dead or -,"
"Denounced. I'm going to denounce him." Harry whispers. Sirius' eyebrows shoot up.
"Excuse me?" he says coldly.
"Why would you be made unhappy by that, Black?" Snape sneers.
"It wanted you dead," Harry takes a deep breath. "There can only be one Black Lord living, so I - I
persuaded it that I would … cast you off."
"Cast me off?" Sirius barks out a joyless laugh, shaking his head. Magnus squeezes his hand.
"Merlin, history repeats itself again and again, doesn't it?"
Sirius' voice is drenched in bitterness. Harry feels a surge of rage, everything he has given,
everything he has given up, is like a toxin inside him, burning his blood. The Slytherin magic is
liquid fury and he bites down on the inside of his cheek. Don't say it. Don't say it. Then the words
burst out of him anyway.
"Yeah, it does," Harry snaps. "Because here you are, without an obscurus, finally disconnected
from the Black magic, like you fucking wanted and you're still a total dick."
"Tone, Harrison," Snape says behind him, and Harry notices that he doesn't say 'language.' Maybe
he thinks the language is appropriate.
"I think it is time we return to the Silver Hall, Sirius," Magnus says quietly, standing up and
gesturing to the goblins who move towards the fireplace. Sirius, however, stares at Harry.

"I've been shit, I know that," Sirius says lowly, his eyes drift towards the obscurus. "When I look at
it, I feel it all, the rage and the resentment but … distantly, now." Sirius' eyes drift back to Harry.
"You don't have a thing like that in you, Harry, tearing up your insides, making your decisions."
No, I have Tom Riddle popping into my head when I'm mad.
"So?" Harry says coldly.
"So?" Sirius repeats desperately. He feels the ache of the parabatai bond pulling inside him. At the
same time, Harry feels like the Black magic is growling possessively around him. Our child. Our
child. "You're becoming like my family, like dark wizards, all on your own."
"How dare you?" Snape hisses, stepping forward and pushing Harry behind him gently with one
hand. Harry lets himself be pushed. Nothing I do will ever make me enough for Sirius. He
suddenly, inexplicably, wishes that Remus was here. Remus always makes him feel like he's
enough. "Did you not hear him say that it was to save you?"
"Severus, I don't think this is helping matters -," Dumbledore begins but Snape is having none of it.
"I do not know why I should be endeared towards helping this man at all!" Snape snarls. Harry can
feel the tendrils of the Prince magic closing around his body, as if he's being wrapped up safely
against danger. Snape is glaring at Sirius like he wants to kill him and that, Harry decides, is the
last thing he needs.
"I need to go back to school," Harry announces, and he flicks his invisible Prince ring, visualising
one of the shadows connecting him to Snape and pulling, hard. Snape jerks around to stare at him
angrily. "Can we go?"
Snape grits his teeth, as if he is furious to be stopped in his tirade but nods curtly, gesturing his arm
towards the floo. Harry steps forward, turning his body away from Sirius. He can't look at him like
this, knowing what he knows about what Sirius feels. He looks at me and only sees memories of
people he hates.
"Harry wait -,"
He feels a thin hand on his back and turns to look into the hollowed face of Mr Weasley. Harry
tries not to flinch. Very slowly, Mr Weasley lifts his hands to Harry's shoulders and then pulls him
into a gentle hug.
"Thank you. I am happy to steward the magic to the House of Black until you come of age and can
take it yourself."
Harry's eyes sting with tears and he gulps hard. He can't stop himself from briefly pressing his face
against Mr Weasley's shoulder, breathing in the scent of his magic. Underneath the residual stink
of hospital sheets and herbal scented potions, is the earthy scent of Mr Weasley's magic, like a
forest floor in autumn.
"Thank you," Harry mutters hoarsely. "I'm so sorry. I … I tried."
"I know," Mr Weasley pulls back and holds Harry's shoulders, his blue eyes the same colour as his
Lordship ring. Bright, summer skies. "You did more than enough, Harry. Those who expect more
…" Mr Weasley's eyes flicker around the room. Harry sees them harden when they land on faces
behind him. Sirius. Dumbledore. "Are wrong."
"I'm not asking for more," Sirius says sharply.

Harry turns his head slightly and thinks he can see the edges of Sirius' grief etched into his face. He
remembers what Magnus said, that Sirius' obscurus had been made here, in Grimmauld Place.
Trauma and extreme abuse make an obscurus, Harry's inner Theo parrots.
"If anything, I'm asking for less. Harry doesn't need all this power, he needs to be safe. Andromeda
was right," Sirius' eyes fix on him. Harry feels the inevitable tug in the bond and winces, feels
Snape stiffen beside him. "The Black magic is poison. It will poison you."
Harry feels the fury of hundreds of years of brokenness from the magic, feels it all around him in
the walls and in the floors. He longs, suddenly, to scream and plunge his hands through wood and
concrete and find the foundations of this earth on which the Black magic is built and let it take him
entirely. Completion. Harry glares at Sirius and clenches his fist with the hidden Slytherin ring on
it. I could have let him die and we could be happy all together. Luckily, however, Mr Weasley's
frail hand finds his, patting it gently, pulling Harry back to himself.
"I'm alive, thanks to the Black magic," Mr Weasley says flatly. "I can feel the edges of it as
Steward and I have to say, it does not feel like poison. It feels like healing."
"You're a steward, Arthur," Sirius says gently. It is the most reasonable he has sounded in half a
year and Harry wants to murder him for it. How can he be so reasonable and still so fucking blind?
"It's not the same for children of the blood."
"He is of the blood," Harry blurts out.
"Through his mother, Cedrella Black," Dumbledore nods slightly. "Harry is correct."
"Not that my mother particularly owned it, I must say," Mr Weasley winks softly at Harry. "But I
think she'd be grateful that her Black heritage had at least saved her son."
"Black magic does not save people without cause," Sirius shakes his head. His leg is starting to
jiggle slightly, even as Magnus clamps a knee down upon it. In the corner of the room, the
obscurus is swirling darker and the goblins shift uncomfortably beside it.
"Careful, puppy," Magnus says melodiously, flicking his fingers and erecting a quick shield
between all of them and Sirius. "Remember the rules."
"No, no, no one understands!" Sirius looks up at them all with a familiar wildness in his eyes.
Harry's heart sinks. Sirius is not better. Even with his obscurus gone and the Black magic the most
distant from him that it has ever been. Sirius is not better because he is still Sirius. Harry recalls
their starlit chat on the roof over the summer. No one comes to rescue you. "There is always a cost
with this magic! The Black magic always comes with a cost!"
"Which I'm paying!" Harry yells. He's had enough. He holds up his broken hand, the one he knows
will never heal. "I'm paying it six hundred different fucking ways, Sirius, just so you're alive so can
you please, just lay off the damn Black magic?"
"But it shouldn't make you pay! That's all Blacks do, they make you pay and pay and pay! Magic
should give things for free!" Sirius exclaims, jumping up. The obscurus in the box thrums angrily.
"Why should it?" Harry demands. "Why do you get to take what you like from it without any
thought for what it wants? Why do you get to make all the fucking decisions?"
"Me?" Sirius yells back. "I'm the one in the cuffs, Harry! Where are my choices? I'm the one in the
prison!"

"Yeah, because you fucking killed me!" Harry screams.
"What?" Mr Weasley asks, voice deadly. It is surprising really, how much power the Lord of the
House of Weasley and the Steward of the House of Black can have in his voice but it seems like
the Black magic is enjoying it's new servant because Mr Weasley, though frail, is suddenly staring
at Sirius with a slightly silver glare that Harry only associates with Kreacher.
"How delightful," Harry actually hears Snape say under his breath, before addressing the room at
large. "As compelling as this recounting shall be, I am sorry to say we shall have to miss it. I have
relived the death of my Heir already today."
"I'm sorry, your heir?" Mr Weasley whips his head around to stare at Snape. "I thought … Sirius?"
"Because one brown man looks so much like another," Snape rolls his eyes snidely.
"We have much to discuss," Dumbledore says smoothly. "But it is nearly lunchtime and Harry
should avoid missing his afternoon classes."
Harry nods and tears his eyes away from Sirius, who is engaged in a staring match with Mr
Weasley. Bill smiles next to his Dad and claps Harry on the arm.
"I'll come to Hogwarts on the weekend," Bill says. "Can't let that axe training go to waste now, can
we?"
"Axe training?" Mrs Weasley shrieks and Bill grimaces.
"Best go," Bill mutters to Snape, who throws powder on the fire and mutters for his private
quarters under his breath.
"I shall receive your report this evening, Severus," Dumbledore calls softly and Harry sees his
Sire's head jerk in affirmative. He knows where Snape will be tonight. With Voldemort. To lie and
be tortured and to risk death. Harry pauses on the hearth, turning back to look at Sirius who has
slumped back into the sofa, is holding Magnus' hand and staring at Mr Weasley, his face slightly
crumpled. He doesn't want to, but the parabatai bond is full of yearning. No matter what, he can't
just leave.
"I know you didn't mean it," Harry says hesitantly. "But it happened and ... and I am paying to
keep you alive, Padfoot." He thinks of Snape, heading back to Voldemort. He thinks of Remus,
giving up so much. He thinks of Magnus, facing down the Minister for Magic and of King
Ragnok, lying on his behalf. "A lot of people are paying for it."
Harry turns and disappears into the flames before Sirius can answer, but he feels a corresponding
tug in the parabatai bond, a desperate sorrow.

-----------------

"Tell me the cost you are paying," Snape says.
They are standing at the counter in Snape's black little kitchen in his private quarters. Harry has his

hand flat on the black granite countertop and Snape is healing the raw broken skin around the
emerging diamond. He has a pot of salve next and a very thin brush that he is brushing gently
against the bloodied skin, encouraging it to heal.
"Are we playing the questions game?" Harry asks, wincing slightly.
"No," Snape's voice is hard. "You are telling me because I am trying to keep you alive seemingly
despite yourself, and I would like to know what damage has been done."
"I didn't take it," Harry scowls at his Sire, wishing he had Sahara with him to hiss at the man. "The
magic wanted me to take it right away, and I didn't --,"
"Because a more calamitous option appeared?" Snape sneers. Even though his words are sharp, his
touch is incredibly delicate. Still, Harry can't help hissing through his teeth. For some reason, the
raw, bloody skin nearest the surface is the most painful to heal.
"No, because you asked me not to!" Harry snaps back, resisting his tremor. Snape cast a stasis
charm on his hand so he could treat it without the wobble, but Harry's tremor is so persistent that
it's already fighting back. "You asked me not to, so I negotiated that I wouldn't take it until I was
seventeen, okay?"
Snape stares at him for a moment and then looks back down at Harry's slightly trembling finger.
"Was that the only cost inferred?" Snape says, voice devoid of sneer. "The taking of the magic and
the lack of healing in your hand?"
"Yes," Harry swallows. Sort of.
"Do not lie if you cannot do it proficiently," Snape mutters.
"I'm not lying," Harry rolls his eyes.
"Then you are obfuscating," Snape's eyes glitter dangerously. "That also, should not be undertaken
without finesse."
"So I'm a bad liar," Harry snaps, "So what?"
"If that were true, you would not have been able to share the secrets you did at Yule," Snape dips
his brush in the balm and wipes it around the edge of the diamond. Harry hisses softly in pain. That
almost sounded like a compliment, he's not sure, and he's not in the mood to play conversational
quidditch with Snape.
"Can I go?" Harry asks tiredly.
"Once you have told me whatever it is you are concealing," Snape says softly. He puts down his
small brush and looks at Harry's hand closely. "Why does it appear as if … the diamond has grown
out of your bone rather than affixed to it?"
"Because it is?" Harry grimaces.
"It is, not it has?" Snape looks up at him sharply. "It shall continue to do this?"
"I … maybe," Harry hedges. "When I … when I take the Black Lordship, definitely."
"I see," Snape dips a long finger into the jar of balm and then touches it lightly to Harry's hand,
rubbing the balm in with soft, soothing motions. Harry tries not to jerk away because the balm is

cooling, and the tremors lighten slightly, but it's still fucking weird, having Snape touch him like
this. "Is there a reason the Black magic decided to adorn you like this when traditional rings have
suited all other Black Lords down the centuries?"
"Not all of them," Harry protests. "Not the first one."
"You refer to Edward the Black Prince of Cornwall?" Snape says slowly. "Do you even know his
legacy?"
"I know he faked his death," Harry shrugged, remembering the titbits of information gleaned from
Sirius and King Ragnok.
"In the muggle world, yes," Snape's fingers continue to rub slow, relaxing circles on his hand. Long
fingers. Like mine, Harry thinks absently. "In our world, he was the strongest political Lord for a
century. His power was unparalleled."
"What was he like?" Harry winces as the broken skin around the diamond begins to heal, stretching
towards the shard of black stone. It looks, Harry thinks, like one of Bill's lip piercings.
"Medieval scholars were not much concerned with his personality," Snape snorts. Harry wonders,
suddenly, just how much Snape has read. Even more than Hermione? More than Theo? "They
wrote instead of how he connected to magic in odd ways, how he used spirits to do his bidding -,"
"Spirits?"
"Two spirit birds, ghost birds, if you will."
Harry swallows hard. We shall be your ravens.
"He secured the connection with the goblins, he forged many of our initial alliances with other
creatures and governed the Wizard's Council for his whole life."
"Those sound like good things."
"That depends, are you particularly devoted to the idea of democracy?" Snape sneers, and Harry
scowls. Snape might protect him, he might keep him alive, but it doesn't stop him being a know-itall git. "Many scholars consider him the first Dark Lord."
"Well," Harry flexes his hand gently. It aches and the skin around the diamond is puffy and pink,
but at least it's not bloody any more. "I don't want to be a Dark Lord. I just want to survive."
"That is what I thought at your age." Snape withdraws his hand, wipes them on a towel. "Then I
became a Death Eater."
Harry stands up. Somewhere, deep down, he knows that Snape is trying to protect him, Remus says
that they are both trying, but this is too much right now. Why does everyone think I'm bloody Tom?
"I've got Care of Magical Creatures," Harry mutters.
"Of course," Snape puts the lid on the jar of salve, acting as if he hasn't just basically accused
Harry of wanting to be Voldemort. "Occlumency lessons begin on Friday."
"Can't fucking wait," Harry hisses, striding to the door and flinging it open.
"Tone!" He hears Snape call behind him in a bored voice but Harry does care. He stalks up through
the castle, ignoring students who pass and stare and comment.

"Fuck you, Black!" A tiny, brave Gryffindor calls.
"Language," Harry hisses back and the Gryffindor squeaks.
Harry rolls his eyes. He had forgotten, quite blissfully, that whilst he was negotiating healing for
Mr Weasley and Sirius' survival with the Black magic, the student body were quite busy hating
him for a mass break out at Azkaban. Harry endures a couple of stinging hexes and ducks behind a
few tapestries to avoid Cormac MacLaggen, but finally makes it to the Entrance Hall and the open
front doors. He steps outside, grateful for the sudden rush of cold, January air. He breathes it in
deeply, pulling up the not-caring. Sirius still loves and hates me. I don't care. I don't have the Black
magic. I don't care. Snape thinks I could be a Dark Lord. I do not, shall not care.
"Hello, Harry."
Luna Lovegood is sitting on the corner of the front steps, holding what looks to be a white ferret in
her hands.
"Oh," she holds the ferret up, the animal hanging floppily between her hands, happily munching on
what looks like a bit of boiled egg.
"Luna," Harry looks at it warily. "That's not Malfoy, is it?"
"No. Ferrets live in the forest. They're very friendly." Luna smiles dreamily. "I did think about
calling him Draco, but it's a lady ferret."
"Oh," Harry sits down on the step beside her. "So what's she called?"
"Cedrella," Luna tickles the ferret behind it's ears. Harry's heart races slightly. Cedrella Black. Mr
Weasley's mother. "It just seemed like the right name for today."
"Did it?" Harry watches as the ferret clambers over onto his knee. He tentatively strokes its pink
nose. It's quite cute, really. "A different name for a different day?"
"Yes," Luna feeds the ferret another piece of egg. "When you left school this morning, you were
very much Harry Black. Now, you are more Harry of Merlin."
"Am I?" Harry sits and smells Luna's magic, the freshness of it, the cold mist that comes off deep
lakes in the morning. He thinks of Oldest and Deepest. He has the sensation, suddenly, that Luna
might know more about Oldest and Deepest than he does. Yet talking about things with Luna is
often like having a conversation with a bowtruckle. All gestures and very few understandable
words.
"You are always Luna." Harry says hesitantly. "Luna of Nimue."
"Yes!" Luna's whole face lights up, which considering the paleness of her skin and hair, makes her
look suddenly like she's glowing. The song of her magic scatters happily through his ears. "Yes, I
am. My kind cannot lie. We are always ourselves."
"Your kind?" Harry looks down at his freshly cut diamond finger. "Are … are you like me, Luna?
Are you … not a wixen?"
Are you a mage, too?
"I am and I am not," Luna smiles, stroking the ferret with her pale hands. "My kind protects your
kind."

"What are your kind?" Harry whispers.
"Here," Luna takes his broken hand, links fingers with him. He sees, astonishingly, under the white
fragility of the skin on her hands, green shoots of something coming to the surface, like leaves
floating to the top of a lake. Something inside Harry recognises it. "I am Fae," Luna whispers back.
"you are …"
Mage.
"Yes," Harry swallows. "But we don't say it."
"Of course," Luna's silvery pink eyes swirl with blue. "I meant it Harry, my kind protects your
kind."
"Thanks, Luna," Harry squeezes their joined hands. "I know you can't lie but …"
"It doesn't matter, people don't believe a word I say anyway," Luna says breezily. "They all think
I'm mad."
"Me too," Harry snorts with laughter, watching the green shoots under Luna's delicate skin sink
back into invisibility.
"Potter-Black?"
Harry looks up. Blaise and Theo are standing on the stairs, Malfoy and Greengrass standing behind
them. Harry deliberately avoids looking at Theo, even as something inside him resists a visceral,
urgent need to jump to his feet and bury his face in Theo's Slytherin jumper.
"Sweet Merlin, Potter, " Malfoy sneers. "Courting Zabini isn't enough for you? You need Loony as
well?"
Harry sees, out of the corner of his eye, the green shoots rising up under Luna's skin again and he
understands. Luna hears everything. Luna gets mad. Harry is reminded of himself as a child,
stubbornly holding his head down as Dudley and his friends pelted him with paper aeroplanes in
primary school.
"Fuck off, Malfoy," Harry rolls his eyes but doesn't stop holding Luna's hand, even as she strokes
the ferret and looks supremely unconcerned. He looks up at Blaise. "You need something,
Zabini?"
"A moment of your time, if you please," Blaise smiles and looks back at his Slytherins. Harry sees
the way that Theo's eyes are fixed on his left hand, eyebrows furrowed. "Nott only."
"I'm not your servant, Zabini," Malfoy sulks, folding his arms and glaring at Harry, like this is all
his fault.
"Evidently, my servants are much better mannered," Blaise rolls his eyes.
"Just because your mother is a -,"
"Watch it, Malfoy," Harry snarls. "The houses of Potter and Black defend the Contessa Zabini."
"You're not even a proper Black!" Malfoy snaps back, his eyes full of jealousy as they look down
at Harry's hands. "My father says your parentage is a lie- ,"
"And my father says your Dad is a shithead," Harry retorts, thinking it might not actually be untrue.

Snape hardly seems happy with Lucius Malfoy right now.
"Your so-called father is a fugitive and a scoundrel --,"
"So?" Harry raises his eyebrows. "Your Dad's a Death Eating bastard. Question; why are they
called Death Eaters ? Is it like, a sex thing?"
"According to Daddy, Lord Voldemort enjoys sex rituals," Luna says absently, lifting the ferret up
towards Malfoy, who flinches and steps back. All of the other Slytherin's cough slightly at their
words. Harry can't tell if it's her use of Voldemort's name, or the mention of the aforementioned
Lord having sex. Gross. "Lots of people do."
"Does your father?" Harry quips to Malfoy, enjoying watching him squirm. "I hear Malfoy's are
particularly fond of keeping Veela in sex cages, so fucking for Lord Snakeface can't be too far
behind."
Harry is absolutely sure he sees Theo smirk slightly. Blaise shoots his eyes up to the sky, as if
despairing of the whole lot of them.
"There's actually a measurable difference between enjoying sex with a creature and engaging in
sexual blood rituals for a Dark Lord," Greengrass examines her perfect nails, looking utterly bored
by the whole charade.
"Interesting," Harry folds him arms and tilts his head at her. He knows nothing about Greengrass
except that her family is 'neutral,' which Harry sort of resents, and Theo calls her intelligent, which
is high fucking praise indeed. "And at what point does a man with a snake face become a creature?
Maybe then we could determine the likelihood of Lord Malfoy building him a snake house to fuck
him in?"
"You are an uncouth boy," Greengrass wrinkles her nose. "But the man would at least need to be
over 60% reptile. And snakes are housed in a vivarium."
"Thank you, Daphne," Blaise murmurs. "As always."
"A vivarium," Harry grins at Malfoy. "Got one of those at home, do you Malfoy?"
Malfoy is glaring at Harry like he wants to kill him. Harry actually sort of hopes he pulls his wand.
I could do with a fight.
"How dare you," Malfoy steps forward, but Blaise shoots out a hand, holding Malfoy back with a
slow roll of his eyes, as if all of this is too droll for words. "You're a blood traitor with two blood
traitor fathers --,"
" Better than having a Dad who tortures children, " Harry hisses in parseltongue and he sees Theo
frown. He's caught a few of those words, Harry knows, and he's worried.
"Well, I think that's quite enough to be going on with," Blaise says brightly, turning to Greengrass.
"If you would?"
"Come, Draco," Greengrass says, tossing her beautiful dark hair and linking her arm through
Draco's. "We should not like to be late when the High Inquisitor is at class."
Draco slouches away, allowing himself to be dragged by Greengrass down over the cold, frozen
grass. The winter Scottish sun is low and casts long shadows across the Hogwarts grounds. Harry
looks up at Blaise.

"Privacy?" Blaise's eyes flick towards Luna.
"Luna's fine," Harry tries not to look at Theo. "If you can have an escort, I can, Zabini."
"Of course," Blaise inclines his head gently. "Shall we walk?"
They naturally fall into a line with Harry and Blaise in the centre, Theo on the side next to Harry
and Luna on Blaise's other side.
"So," Blaise says to Luna. "Nice ferret."
"Are you okay?" Theo says quietly. "What happened to your hand?"
"Black magic," Harry whispers back.
"You're Lord Black?"
"No," Harry shakes his head. "Not yet."
"But soon?"
"When I'm seventeen."
"Okay." Harry can feel the wheels inside Theo's mind turning next to him. "But the diamond, how
-?"
They approach the edge of the Forbidden forest and Harry sees an opportunity. He glances around
them, sees that no one is following and none of their classmates ahead of them have noticed them
coming. He grabs Blaise's arm and hisses parseltongue into Blaise's mind.
"Cover for us."
Blaise, Harry is starting to appreciate, is basically completely unflappable and he merely nods,
taking Luna's arm and turning her back around so they face the castle, blocking Harry and Theo
from view of their classmates up ahead.
"Did you ever hear of the ancient Italian custom whereby you hold a ferret up towards the sun to
determine it's magical properties?" Blaise says, and Harry almost snorts with laughter at the
ridiculous diversion but takes Theo's hand, and pulls him behind Hagrid's hut.
"Harry, we can't -," Theo hisses.
"It's fine," Harry flicks his fingers and hisses " unseen, unheard, " and a Slytherin shield erects
quickly around them. "See? No one will see."
"They will notice, however, that we are both not there," Theo says sharply. "Could you not just
explain it to me subtly?"
"Yeah, because I'm known for subtle," Harry rolls his eyes. "Come here."
Harry leans forward and slips his hand behind Theo's head, pressing him against Hagrid's hut and
kissing him. It's perfect, it's delicious, and Harry doesn't know if it's because he's spent the morning
bargaining with magic or had a chat with Oldest and Deepest, but the bond between them flares
into life. It's easy and wondrous to fall into the blue and gold magic of it, and Harry lets all of his
memories of what happened to him at Gimmauld Place swim up into his mind, feeds them into
gold and blue threads, knots them into pictures and thought to give Theo the answers he needs. He

follows the blood magic, loses himself in the taste of thunderstorms and sweet mead, until Theo's
firm hands push Harry away, his long fingers tangled in Harry's hair.
"Hurricane!" Theo gasps.
"Sorry," Harry mutters, taking a few deep breaths. It would be easy, way too easy to give himself
over to hunting blood magic like this, and that's what it feels like today. Like hunting, following a
warm, sweet trail of scent and taste to somewhere secret and safe.
"It's fine," Theo murmurs, pressing his forehead against Harry's and then reaching down to cradle
Harry's left hand between both of his. "Does it hurt?"
"A bit," Harry admits, enjoying the soft trace of Theo's fingertips over his slightly swollen joint.
"And … it will enlarge? When you take on the mantle of Lordship?"
"Yes," Harry winces at the thought, remembering how the first Lord Black looked with the
diamond bursting from his knuckle. That's gonna fucking hurt.
"And you thought this was the best way to convey this information?" Theo raises his eyebrows.
Harry stares into his grey eyes. Silver, like a wolf.
"Not the best but definitely the fastest," Harry jokes. "And the most fun."
"I agree with that," Theo brushes his nose against Harry's and Harry shivers. It's been over twenty
four hours since they last touched, since they last kissed. Harry has felt every single one of those
hours, felt them in his bones.
"God, I missed you," Harry breathes, the thumb on his good hand tracing Theo's jawbone.
"I missed you too," Theo murmurs. "It is … harder this time. After everything."
Harry knows what he means. After his sort of death, after the paralysis, the time in Skye and
Christmas in Spinners End, it is harder to not be able to touch Theo when he sees him, harder to
know that at the end of the day, he will not climb into bed beside him and allow everything to fall
away and simply be held in Theo's firm, safe arms. Harry knows, at least, that he has Ron and
Hermione, who will climb under a blanket fort with him and hold him close when he wakes up
bleeding and screaming in the night. When I'm not there, Theo's alone. Harry does not want Theo
to be alone.
"Yeah, it is," Harry looks at him steadily. "So let's … let's make it easier."
"Unless you will consent to run away with me, I do not see how this gets easier," Theo whispers
softly.
"I do," Harry swallows. "Trust Blaise. Trust Hermione. Trust Ron."
"That is a lot of people to trust," Theo kisses his cheek and runs his lips over Harry's cheekbone so
that he shudders. "Especially when I only trust you."
"Do you?" Harry asks softly. He thinks of the bond, touches Theo's chest gently and lets the colour
of blue and gold sing between them. "Or do you trust this? Because I can't betray you, can I?"
"No," Theo growls and kisses Harry hard, teeth catching Harry's bottom lip. "That is not true. I
trust us."

"I do, too," Harry whispers, sensing Theo's disturbance in his magic. It tastes like a sudden,
summer thunderstorm. He's afraid, Harry realises. "And you have me, always, but … we need
help, Theo. We needed Magnus, we need Ron and Hermione, we need … " Harry scowls. "
Fucking Blaise."
"And these are the people I am supposed to trust to keep you alive?" Theo raises his eyebrows
angrily. "They couldn't even stop you from practically killing yourself in your godfather's house
last year."
"You blame them?" Harry stares. "Theo, Sirius was dying, he was going to hurt everyone. No one
could have fucking stopped me."
"That's the problem!" Theo takes hold of Harry's hands and spins him around, so his head meets the
back of Hagrid's hut. Harry gasps for breath and tries not to find it sexy as Theo glares at him,
furiously, seemingly unaware he is gently pinning Harry to the side of the hut by both of his wrists.
"No one can stop you. You're more powerful than anyone alive --,"
"Not Tom. Not Dumbledore. Not Magnus. Probably not even Snape, since the Prince magic can
literally suck people into other dimensions, and Narcissa has some serious game, and Blaise's
Mum --,"
"That is not helpful!" Theo snaps. "The only people more powerful than you are people who are
monsters, or warriors, or creatures of unknown danger! The idea that for someone to stop you they
would probably have to kill you --,"
"Or you could just trust that I'm not always doing something stupid," Harry counters with a frown.
"You could trust that I don't need stopping."
"Really? Could I?" Theo looks pointedly down at Harry's hand. "Tell me, Harrison, when you told
the Black magic that you would give it literally anything in exchange for your godfather's life, did
you ever think about the things it could have asked for? What it if it had asked for our bond? Or
for your life?"
"But it didn't," Harry frowns at Theo in puzzlement. "Wait, are you pissed off about this?"
Theo steps back from him, shaking his head and biting his lip.
"Theo?"
"You miss the magic," Theo bites out slowly. "I see what it's doing to you, not having it. Yet when
given the choice, when given the option to have it back, to heal yourself, you turned it down for
other people. For him. " Theo shakes his head and stares at Harry. "What more does Sirius Black
have to do for you to hate him?"
"I do hate him," Harry's stomach cramps painfully at the thought. "I just love him, too."
"I know," a muscle in Theo's jaw ticks. "I only wish that you cared as much for his wellbeing as
you do your own."
First Snape, now Theo. Harry feels anger and discomfort rising up in him that he doesn't
understand. Why does no one understand that my life is already a fucking write off?
"So you wish I'd let him be killed by it, is that it?" Harry demands.
"Yes," Theo speaks quickly, nodding firmly. "I do."

"Even though I would be responsible for that? I would have killed him?"
"Even then," Theo bites the words out. "Because all he does is hurt you, and hurt those around him.
Lupin, Snape, your parents, he is broken, Harry, and he's broken in a way that only breaks other
people."
"Like I was broken?" Harry snarls. "Like you were?"
" We are not broken anymore," Theo's voice is as raised as Harry has ever heard it, and he feels a
swell in the bond between them. Complete. Harry shakes his head, looks at the green shield over
Theo's shoulder.
"I am still broken," Harry says quietly. "You've no idea how much, and if Sirius is broken it's
because of a bond, it's not his fault it's corrupted --,"
"Black is not corrupted by a bond," Theo says angrily. "Black corrupts things."
"You sound like Snape," Harry sneers.
"A man who is not unfamiliar with the way in which Black is capable of causing destruction,"
Theo's voice is dangerously quiet.
"Why is it that when fucking everyone, Sirius, Dumbledore, even Snape, are worried about me
turning dark, or something, you're standing here telling me I've disappointed you by not letting him
die?" Harry demands. "Because killing someone so I could use my fucking hand sounds pretty
Dark Lord-ish to me!"
Harry remembers the cauldron in the graveyard. Wormtail's flesh, Cedric's life, Riddle's bones,
Harry's blood, all taken away to bring Voldemort back. I'm not like that. I don't throw people's lives
away to get what I need.
"I am not disappointed that you didn't kill him," Theo whispers. "I am disappointed that you didn't
stop."
"Stop what?" Harry demands.
"Stop trying to fucking save him, Harry," Theo's hands are clenched into fists. "He doesn't want to
be saved."
Harry suddenly wants to tell Theo how much he regrets it, how, even when he gave up his hand
again and sacrificed the Black magic, Sirius still couldn't trust him, but the pain of it is too raw.
Agonisingly raw, and Harry will not stand to look at Theo and see just how much Theo expected it
to happen. I am the only one who still thinks Sirius is worth trying to save.
Harry thinks of the cupboard under the stairs, the darkness of it. He thinks of the spiders making
their webs and wishing, even as a child, that they would save him. He remembers thinking, maybe
nobody knows what I want. Maybe they think I like it here.
"Well, I guess it's lucky for Sirius that I didn't listen to you," Harry says quietly, pushing himself
off the wall. "Sorry to be such a fucking disappointment."
Harry flicks his fingers. Blaise and Luna appear on the other side of the glittering shield. Blaise has
the ferret wrapped around his neck and looks very disgruntled about it.
"Harry -," Theo tries to catch his hand but Harry cannot bear it.

" No, " Harry hisses.
For the first time in their relationship, he steps out of the way of Theo's touch. He does not even
look in Theo's face, knowing the swallowed-down pain he will see, knows because he feels it
inside himself. This is the boy who said he thinks he loves me. This is the boy I think I could
love. Still, he marches past Blaise, away from Theo, grabbing Luna's hand and heading back up the
hill to the castle. He takes deep breaths, inhaling the scent of cold water as she walks beside him,
the ferret clambering up onto her shoulder to hold on tightly as they walk.
"Don't you have class, Harry?" Luna asks dreamily.
"Not today," Harry shakes his head. He realises suddenly, that what he wants is to fly. To be high
above everything and forget about the world. But I can't fly. I'll never fly again. He's filled with
horrible, aching sadness and he almost chokes, stumbling on his steps. He wants to fly. He wants
Hermione to stroke away his headache. More than anything, he wants to go back down to Theo and
kiss him senseless but he can't because he's so mad at him right now, he thinks maybe he'd
accidentally kill him with blood magic.
"It's alright, Harry," Luna whispers dreamily, squeezing his hand tight. "Everything will be
alright."
"Yeah," Harry says, but facts are tumbling through his mind at remarkable speed. Theo doesn't
trust me to look after myself. Everyone thinks I'm becoming a Dark Lord. Sirius is alive but doesn't
love me.
For everything he has given today, nothing is fixed. Everything, it seems, is still broken. Like
Sirius. Like me. Harry walks back up to the castle and feels the edges all around him.
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Harry?

Yeah?

Can we talk about it?

About what?

That answers my question.

Forget about it, Theo.

Do you have Occlumency tonight?

Yeah.

Are you okay?

I will be.

I want us to talk.

I know.

When?

I don't know.

----------

"Harry, it's nearly seven," Hermione squeezes Harry's shoulder in the common room. She's sitting
on the sofa with her legs across Ginny's lap, whilst Harry sits on the floor where she can easily play
with his hair. She's been doing this all week, making it easy for Harry to be touched, and he's very
grateful.

"What are you writing?" Ginny asks. She is wrapping bandages around her hands in preparation for
Quidditch practice. She's playing Seeker and Harry is trying, desperately hard, not to be jealous.
Fred and George, sitting on the sofa opposite them, have the same look in their eyes as Harry. They
share the same mournful, bitter glance. We wish we were flying. We hate motherfucking
Umbridge.

"Nothing," Harry mutters, "just some revision notes. How's your Mum doing?"

"She says the house hasn't got better since the summer," Fred clicks his teeth. "Silver lining
though, we might get our hands on some more doxies."

"She's fine, she's getting Dad settled in," Ginny grins at Harry widely. "He says he's getting a
handle on the Black Magic too!"

"Good," Harry swallows back his jealousy about that too, flexing the hand with the Black diamond
embedded in it.

"So your Dad's really the Steward to the House of Black?" Dean asks. He's sitting on the floor
opposite Harry and sketching, as well as playing hangman on a piece of paper with Harry. Wixen,
it turns out, don't play hangman. Dean's been seeking him out quite a bit this week, especially since
Harry is no longer sleeping upstairs. Harry's getting used to this nomadic Gryffindor life. Kreacher
gibes him the nutrition potions every morning when he wakes up and is clearly keeping his trunk
somewhere safe. Apart from his photo of Remus which he's transferred to his wallet and the
Marauders Map and his journal which he carries with him everywhere, Harry's realised he doesn't
actually have that much stuff and he doesn't miss his bed upstairs. Not really. Not as much as he
misses his bed at Spinner's End. And Theo in it. Harry tries to push that thought away.

"Wait," Dean frowns at the piece of paper. "Tottenham Hotspur?"

"Yep," Harry nods, crossing it out and twisting the paper around to face Dean. "Your turn, and yes.
Mr Weasley is our Steward."

"And the twins are your … your guardsmen?" Dean makes a series of dashes and then twists the
paper back around to Harry.

"Yeah," Harry counts the letters. "West Ham."

"Show off," Dean mutters, scribbling it out.

"Well, come on, Dean, I could have guessed that," Hermione snorts.

"Does Dad have to Guard you as well as the magic?" George asks, looking up from what looks like
a mailing list for their joke shop.

"Explicitly, no, implicitly, yes," Hermione says, gently stroking Harry's hair. He closes his eyes
briefly. He misses Theo's touch so much.

"So Dad, Bill, Fred and George," Ginny counts off on her fingers. "That's every Weasley currently
engaged in protecting Harry."

"Wow, it's like an honour guard of Weasleys," George grins.

"That's basically half a football team," Dean says.

"Weasley United," Harry smirks.

"Cool," Fred grins. "Should we change our family name to 'Potter-guard?' or 'Potter-watch?'"

"Please don't," Harry gives them a dark look.

"Our wish is yours to command, evil overlord!"

Harry crumples up one of the old pieces of paper with hangman on it and throws it as best he can at
George with his right hand.

"Pretty good, Harry!" George uncrumples the paper, tilting it to the side. "Cockermouth FC? Come
on, that can't be real!"

"Cumberland Premier League," Dean quips, glancing at Harry's right hand. "How did you hurt
your hands, Harry?"

All of the Weasleys and Hermione tense up around him. Hermione's hand stills in his hair. Harry
flexes his hand. It does pretty well, most of the time, with his wand holster. He's seen people
staring at his hands, particularly the lifeless left one since he came back, noticing how he uses
charmed quills to take notes and write in class. Nobody has asked about it until now.

"It's uh … a cruciatus curse thing," Harry swallows. He can feel Hermione stiffen behind him.
"From the summer. With Voldemort. It's … uh …"

"Long term nerve damage," Hermione adds. "Magical damage."

"Shit," Dean stares at Harry's hands. "You realise that's proof, right, Harry?"

"I didn't need more proof," Harry grunts, but he catches Hermione's eye. It serves a dual purpose,
the cruciatus curse rumour, both as a cover and also as a fuck you to Umbridge. He can tell, even
without asking her that she approves. "I've got detention."

"Snape again?" Fred frowns. "Do we need to cause an explosion in Potions?"

"Nah, just take it out on Umbridge," Harry stands up and looks down at Hermione. "Walk me
down?"

"Sure," she leans forward and kisses Ginny softly. "Be nice to Ron tonight. He's nervous."

Ron's upstairs having a nap. He and Hermione have been taking turns having sleepovers with him
in the blanket fort. Ron's not adapting to it as well as Hermione, but Hermione went on a lot of
camping holidays. Harry's just slept on a lot of floors.

"He's always nervous," Ginny grunts.

Harry and Hermione walk through the common room, ignoring nasty looks and mutters as they
pass. When they reach the portrait hole, MacLaggen steps in front of it. Harry rolls his eyes.
Kreacher has been Cormac MacLaggen's own personal demon this week - he has swapped out
shampoo for piss, he has shrunk his shoes, he has even been begging Harry to let him put the
Parvus Pixie in the large Gryffindor's bed, but Harry is keeping him on a tight reign, no matter how
much Kreacher complains that Heir Nott was much more lenient. If anything, that makes Harry
sharper. I will not be the dark, evil thing they all seem to think I could be. Yet no matter what
Kreacher does, MacLaggen is undeterred.

"Hey, Potter-Black," MacLaggen sneers. "Bloody Zabini not enough for you? You need to court
Granger too?"

"That'd be fucking weird, MacLaggen, since she's a protectee of the House of Potter," Harry steps
out of the way. "Unless you think courting your sister is normal. I dunno, maybe you do that in
House Mac-sodding-Laggen."

"Harry," Hermione whispers, but the warning comes to late and MacLaggen has shoved Harry up
against the wall, his elbow underneath Harry's chin. Harry smirks nastily, glaring up at him.

"Come on, MacLaggen," Fred says easily. "Don't be a dick."

Both he and George are on their feet, wands pointed directly at the huge Gryffindor.

"Yeah, don't make us make an example of you," George mutters darkly. Harry raises his eyebrows
at them both and shakes his head, slightly. The Slytherin magic is roaring inside him and he doesn't
want to be defended. He wants to fight.

"Come on then," Harry whispers, blood pounding in his ears. "Got something to say?"

"Only that it's funny you'd make that kind of comment, Black," MacLaggen spits, ignoring the
multiple wands pointed at him. "Your family tree so fucking inbred, you're like a bunch of pygmy
puffs! Your fathers were practically brothers , it's no wonder you're such a goddamn freak--,"

Anger lights up in Harry's mind and in a flash, there's Tom, just for a moment. It happens so quick
Harry would doubt it was real, if not for the two words seared onto his brain: Kill him.

"Get off," Harry hisses, and he pushes the button on his holster, shooting his wand into his hand
and shoving it against MacLaggen's jugular. "Or I swear to fucking God I will burn you alive."

He doesn't mean to, but the Slytherin magic seems to embrace his words, and MacLaggen stumbles
back, clutching his throat, a red burn spreading under his fingers, skin splitting and bloody. Oh shit.

"Frigus," Hermione whispers, pointing her wand at MacLaggen's throat. "Consano impleo."

The burn is suddenly gone. MacLaggen looks between his bloody fingers and scrabbles at his
throat, feeling nothing.

"He - he cursed me!" MacLaggen splutters. "In fucking parseltongue! You all heard it!"

"They didn't hear anything," Fred says pleasantly, clapping MacLaggen on the shoulder. The
common room is unusually silent.

"He burned me!" Maclaggen yells. "You saw it!"

"There's nothing there, there's nothing wrong with you," Hermione says. She grabs Harry's hand
and pushes him out of the portrait hole. "Come on."

"You're - you're all fucking mental!" MacLaggen gasps behind them, but Hermione lets the portrait
slam closed behind them.

"Gently!" The Fat Lady huffs.

"You've been learning healing spells?" Harry asks as they walk downstairs. "That's cool, Mi."

"It seems imperative," Hermione tucks a curl behind her ear. "Besides, Nott's been trying to get me
to learn more spells."

"Hmm."

They walk past some scuttling third years who give them pointed stares and then begin whispering
behind their hands. Harry scowls, Hermione nobly ignores them.

"Just talk to him, Harry."

"I am talking to him."

"You are not," Hermione scowls. "If you were, you'd be happier. You're miserable."

"I'm not miserable."

"What did he do, Harry?" she demands, stopping him in an alcove and pulling him aside.

"Nothing."

"Harry Potter," Hermione folds her arms angrily. "Do not lie to me."

"Oh come on, Mi, it's not a lie, it's just …" Harry groans, leaning against the wall. Inside it,
Hogwarts hums to him. "Behave," Harry hisses at it.

"English explanations only," Hermione nudges him. "Come on."

"Look, we just …" Harry waits until a bunch of seventh years have passed, most just glancing at
him with vague disdain. Then he lowers his voice. "He thinks I should give up on Sirius."

"Oh Harry," Hermione takes his hand. Their Potter rings chime and Harry tastes sweet tea. "Only
you can decide how you feel about Sirius."

"I know," Harry swallows. "That's not as big a thing as the … the trust thing."

"The trust thing?"

"He … he doesn't trust me to look after myself," Harry mumbles. "He thinks I'm always going to do
something stupid or dangerous."

"Well, it's hard, Harry," Hermione squeezes his hand. "You can look after yourself, of course you
can, but sometimes you make choices that put yourself in danger and … and you've … you've
wanted to …"

Her eyes are full of bright fear and furious protectiveness. He's seen that combination once before.
The Astronomy Tower.

"The edges," Harry sighs. He leans his head back against the wall. "Yeah."

"Yeah."

They stand quietly for a moment, holding hands. Harry listens to the hum of Hogwarts around him,
enwrapping them. Witnessing.

"Do you … do you think that makes it harder? To trust me, to …" To love me? Harry swallows.
"That I … have edges?"

"No, Harry," Hermione whispers. "It does not make you harder to trust, but it is hard to … to accept
that you want to hurt yourself sometimes."

"I don't do that, Hermione," Harry says automatically.

"I know," Hermione strokes his hand gently. "But you want to, sometimes. You wanted to fight
MacLaggen back there, and you know, I wasn't afraid you'd hurt him. I was worried you'd let him
hurt you. You … let people hurt you sometimes, I think. Just to … to make the edges …"

"Softer," Harry mutters, thumping his head lightly against the wall. The pain is dull, relaxing.
"Yeah."

Hermione cups his face tenderly, holding his head away from the wall.

"Do you know what I thought, Harry, when I found you on the tower?" She whispers.

"No," he closes his eyes. Behind his eyelids he sees the view over the starlit forest. He feels the
sweet, cold breeze against his robes. The wonderful feeling of height, of the depth of the fall
beneath him. "What?"

"I thought it would be the hardest thing I ever did, to persuade you not to jump," Harry opens his
eyes. Hermione's eyes are glassy. It is the first time she has ever said the word, 'jump.' "Because
you're not afraid of pain. You … you don't fear death, either, and … and I had nothing to promise
you. I couldn't promise it would get better."

"You did good, Mi," Harry smiles painfully. "You … you did good. I'm alive, right? That's all that
matters. To everyone."

"No," Hermione kisses him fiercely on the forehead. "It matters if you are happy, Harry."

"Are any of us?" Harry shakes his head. "I mean, there's a bloody war on."

"Yes," Hermione says sadly. "We're sometimes scared and we're sometimes worried but we are
happy."

Whereas I'm always scared and always worried and sometimes happy.

"I'm happy here," Harry stares at the walls of Hogwarts behind her head. "I've been the happiest
I've ever been here."

"I know," Hermione smiles. "I remember."

They stand there. Harry lets the truth of it sink in. Hogwarts isn't happy for me anymore. If
Hogwarts isn't, where is? Around him, the hum of the castle intensifies. Mine. If there was no one
else in the castle, it would be fine.

"Not your fault," Harry hisses quietly, tipping his head back against the wall. He hears a contented,
slightly relieved tone in the hum.

"Talk to Nott, Harry," Hermione says gently. "He makes you happy and he loves you -,"

"He might not, not anymore," Harry chokes.

"I'm convinced nothing on earth could stop him, actually," Hermione rolls her eyes. "Look, people
have fights, they don't have to be these terrible, irreversible things --,"

"Hermione, every fight we've ever had, every fight me and Ron have ever had, has been bloody
disastrous --,"

"I know, I know," Hermione sighs tightly. "But even then, we never stopped loving you, Harry,
you know that, right?"

He stares at her for a long moment. He remembers Ron leaving him last year. Forever. It had felt
like forever. Comprehension dawns on Hermione's face and she swallows hard, her eyes full of
determination.

"You listen to me, Harry Potter-however-many-names-you-have --,"

"Nice, I'll keep that one."

"You don't know this because your relatives are frog slime but people can fight and still love one
another, like ... Mrs Weasley and the twins!" Hermione smiles. "She obviously loves them, right?"

"Yeah," Harry nods. "Course."

"Nothing you do can make me stop loving you, Harry Potter," Hermione says solemnly.

"Even if I became a dark Lord, like everyone is so damn worried about?" Harry says
sullenly. Fucking Snape.

A flash of confusion followed by understanding darts across Hermione's face.

"I would still love you," she says, eyes blazing. "I might just also have to lock you up somewhere
until you got your head on straight."

Harry snorts with laughter.

"I suppose 'putting my head on straight' would include lots of reading in that scenario?"

"Yep," Hermione grins evilly. "A book a day on moral philosophy until you stopped wanting to
murder people."

"Thanks, Mi," Harry laughs, kissing her on the cheek. "You're fucking wicked."

"You're not a dark wizard, Harry," Hermione pulls him into a sharp hug, the cloud of her dark hair
whispering around his face with her words. "You're something else. I don't know what it is, but it's
not bad."

Harry swallows and pulls away.

"Thanks," he smiles tightly and holds Hermione's hand. "We should go. Don't want to piss off
Snape."

They walk down to the dungeon hand in hand, in silence. He is still keeping secrets from
Hermione and Ron: the true name of Snape's family, his fidelity bond with Theo, and the fact that
he's a Mage. The odd thing is, it doesn't feel strange. I keep secrets from everybody, Harry thinks of
Snape's words: Raaz Pasban. Guard the secrets.

----------------------

"What are they doing here?"

Harry stares at Narcissa and Magnus. Narcissa is standing with all of her usual poise and elegance,
and Magnus is lounging in Snape's desk chair, drinking something that Harry assumes is alcoholic.

"Learning occlumency is a branch of the mental arts that requires trust between the mentor and the
mentee," Magnus says, smiling at Harry. "We are here to help that process."

Harry stares at Snape for an explanation. Seriously?

"I am … aware of your guardedness around me," Snape's voice is curt. "And the effect that
circumspection can have on your magic."

Harry thinks of accidentally pushing Snape down the stairs and tries not to blush.

"Okay," he says levelly, glancing warily at Narcissa and Magnus. "So they're … what? Going to
like, control me?"

"We will help you feel safe," Narcissa's voice is soft. "My vow disallows me from harming you or
sharing your information --,"

"And I promised to help you, and I will," Magnus says simply. Harry looks at Snape who is staring
stiffly back. He hates having to ask them for help. Harry reckons that if it's important enough for
Snape to rope in Magnus of all people, then it's important enough for Harry to agree to. Here we
fucking go.

"Okay," Harry swallows hard and shifts slightly, looking at Magnus. "How does it work?"

"Fleur blanche and I shall shield your mind so you can get used to the sensation of legilimency,"
Magnus stands up and walks around the table. Narcissa has pulled a small pot out of her pocket and
is using the bloody red substance inside to smear runes delicately on her wrists and forehead.

"I know what legilimency feels like."
"Who?" Magnus frowns.

"the Headmaster," Snape grunts.

"What?" Narcissa growls.

"I told him he could."

"That does not make it better, you are a child," Narcissa's blue eyes flash dangerously.

"Then let us teach him how to defend himself, fleur blanche," Magnus slips a hand onto Harry's
shoulder. Inside his mind, he feels the numbness of Magnus' protection settle on him.

"Please refrain from indulging in insipid nicknames," Narcissa rolls her eyes, then she crosses to

Harry's other side and smiles at him, softly. "May I hold your hand please, Harry?"

Harry nods. Narcissa's smiles are so infrequent, Harry has noticed, yet when she gives him one
they seem filled with care. When Narcissa touches his hand, he feels the swirl of her magic, cold
like the Black magic but also soft, like snow. He can also feel the tingle of her vow. It's reassuring.
Inside his mind, he feels Narcissa's touch.

"Will you see what I see?" Harry watches as Snape takes up a position against them, a wand in his
hand. He can feel horrible tension in his bones. Despite Snape's slightly reluctant demeanour,
Harry can't stop the panic rising up from his feet to his head. He might be his Sire, he might
technically be his father, he might be Lord Prince and his protector and about a billion other things
Harry never expected but he's still Snape, with a wand. Snape with a wand pointed at him.

Oh, fuck.

"We will experience flashes," Magnus squeezes his shoulder. "I will help you resist until you work
out how to do it yourself."

"I will be making sure your magic doesn't cause any damage," Narcissa says. "You must
remember, child, that Severus does not want to harm you."

"Yeah," Harry stares at Snape, meeting his dark eyes and seeing only the intense blackness of the
Gaar Tareqi. He does not look like a man who wants to do no harm. Harry pushes a single thought
to the front of his mind, knowing in the way that he does that Snape will see it. Just get it fucking
over with.

"Language," Snape mutters, lifting his wand. "Legilimens!"

It doesn't hurt the way Dumbledore's did, it's not the same agony as when Voldemort leafed
through his memories to find Sirius, fingers as sharp as knives. It's quick and brutal, a swirl of
memories he's being plunged through before he even realises what's happened.

He's five, watching Dudley ride a red bicycle, still hurting after his birthday … He's nine, and
Ripper is chasing him up a tree, jaws catching his ankles painfully … He's crashing to his knees in
the Forbidden Forest beside Sirius, a hundred dementors swarming above them, watching a tiny
ball of light, Sirius' soul, floating out of his mouth …

No, no, not Sirius.

There's burning in Harry's hands, so sharp and stinging it reminds him of the piercing cold of the
Dementors, but then Harry feels something cooling the burning down, directing it towards the
whirl of memories, burning the Dementors up instead. Harry feels pressure then, something
pushing back against the flood of memories. It's blue and tastes like rain. He latches onto it, tries to
mimic it, pushing back against it in the same way he does the imperius curse --

"Enough," a soft voice says. Harry opens his eyes. His hands are red raw and blistered, Snape is
looking at him with furious eyes.

"Did I hurt you?" Harry gasps.

"No," Snape bites out, he glances at Harry's hands. "You hurt yourself, which is not a suitable
defence against an aggressor. You are merely giving them an extra level by which to torture you!"

"Great, thanks," Harry glares at his Sire as Narcissa waves her wand over his hands, healing the
blisters.

"When you feel a physical sensation of pain, you must draw it back in," Narcissa says quietly. "It is
your magic misdirecting. You must turn it towards the memories, not away."

"Like you burned it," Harry nods.

"No, you did," Narcissa draws her wand tip over each of his blistered fingers. "Quite easily, once
you saw what to do."

"He cannot simply re-direct magic after he has done himself damage!" Snape scowls. "It wastes
precious energy and leaves him compromised for a battle he will inevitably have to endure!"

"Yeah, I'm crap, I get it," Harry rolls his eyes. Narcissa pokes him with her wand.

"Language," she says and Harry stares up at Snape, who smirks. Now I know where he gets it.

"Harry did well," Magnus says. "He noticed my shield and tried to mimic it."

"That was you?" Harry asks. "The blue rain?"

"If that's how it appeared to you, then yes, blue rain," Magnus smiles. "You did well, you were
trying to push Severus out."

"Not well enough," Snape frowns. "I could have gone further if Narcissa had not stopped us, his
mind is entirely driven by emotion."

"His mind is right here," Harry snorts. "Attached to his body."

"You must strive for some emotional distance from the memories," Snape says slowly. "Otherwise,
you shall never have the capacity to repel me."

"You saw rain, right Harry?" Magnus asks. "Focus on the rain this time."

"And not the emotions you felt at the time of the memory," Narcissa examines Harry's palms
carefully. "Speaking of, who on earth would keep such an untrained animal?"

"What?" Harry frowns.

"The dog," Snape's voice is cold. "The dog that chased you."

"Oh," Harry blushes and looks down at his red hands. He imagines how much derision Snape must
hold for him being chased down by a sodding dog. "My Uncle's sister's, and it's not untrained."

"It seemed rabid," Narcissa frowns at him.

"Only around me," Harry says wryly.

"Your relatives set a dog on you?" Snape's voice is dark.

"More like didn't call him off," Harry rubs a hand over his face, shakes himself. He has no desire to
relive any of these memories, and doesn't want to linger so they get to Sirius. The cold, the
sensation of fear as a soul threatens to leave. "Let's go again."

"This time, Narcissa will step away," Magnus says. "So you can try directing your magic yourself."

"I shall still stop you from harming yourself," Narcissa assures him, stepping back from him. "This
time, before Severus begins, close your eyes. When Magnus brings up his shield, focus on it."

Harry does. Inside his mind, he feels the cool beat of the rain, the softness of the drops, tastes the
freshness of it.

"Legilimens!"

Rain, Harry thinks, rain.

The horntail rears up in front of him but the fear is distant, shrouded in drizzling rain … His Mum
and James look at him from out of the Mirror of Erised and there's a sting in his fingers … Pull it
up, pull it up … he pulls it away from his fingers, directing it towards the Mirror, burning it to dust
and then, suddenly mourning it as it dissolves … then Cedric -Oh fuck, not Cedric, please not
Cedric - blown back from Harry in green light, a hand ripped away from his, lifeless hazel eyes
staring up at him.

"NO!"

Harry stumbles back, leg suddenly aching and his stares down as blood appears on it, scrambling to
put it up, staring at the old injury reappearing. What the fuck.

"What the -?" Snape mutters, rushing forwards but Harry flexes his right hand, a green shield
erecting between them. Snape stops abruptly. He and Narcissa and Magnus stare at Harry as he
breathes heavily behind it. He cannot explain it, but he cannot be touched, cannot be approached
right now.

"That is your injury from the third task, is it not?" Snape asks slowly. "You were treated for an
acromantula wound."

"His magic is so powerful that when forced to relive the memory, the magic recreates the moment
in his body," Narcissa looks at Harry piteously. "We shall have to work on reducing that."

"You think?" Harry spits. He's weak, he's so fucking weak and he hates it. He glares at Snape.
"Why are we doing it like this?"

"Like what?" Snape asks levelly.

"Like this! I can shield," Harry gestures in front of him angrily. "Why can't I just shield against
legilimency?"

"Because there are no known shields."

"Mine aren't exactly known!" Harry tries to put weight on his leg but it wobbles and he grimaces.
"Only Magnus can break mine."

"And what if there comes a time when you cannot use your shields?" Snape says quietly. "What if
the Dark Lord breaks them?"

"And what if he can't?" Harry demands. "What if I'm stronger than you think?"

"Even if that is the case, preparedness is still a necessity," Snape's eyes glimmer dangerously. "Do
not fight me on this, Harrison."

"Why? Because you're worried I might be too powerful? Too dark? Just test them!" Harry
demands, standing on his quivering leg. He flexes his hand again and thinks the word: repel. The
green intensifies. "Fucking test them!"

"Do not make commands of me, you insolent whelp!" Snape snarls back.

"Well, now we know where he gets his mouth from," Narcissa mutters, glaring at Snape.

"I don't think that's a good idea," Magnus says, stepping between Harry and Snape. "Perhaps a rest?
And a drink?"

"I think it is a good idea and it's my fucking mind!" Harry yells. "Just test the bloody shields! Give
your worst! I don't care!"

I don't care. I don't care. Rip me apart. Cedric is dead. I don't care.

"Severus, do not," Narcissa says warningly.

"If the child wants to be tested, he shall be tested," Snape says, raising his wand at Harry's shield.
Harry sees the gathering shadows around his feet and for a moment, thinks that maybe this isn't
such a good idea. "Legilimens!"

The shield does not buckle so much as it absorbs and suddenly, the air inside the shield is thick
with memory that only he and Snape can see and Harry drowns in them.

He's staring at Remus on the Hogwarts Express. "Me, you and Severus," Remus clarifies and
Harry senses a strange feeling in the rune burned onto his chest, an odd tingling in the web of fate.
"We will decide together. As a …" Remus swallows hard. "As a family of sorts, I suppose."

Harry tries to find the rain, tries to sense it but he can't. Snape is a good legilimens, Harry realises
that too late. Before, Snape was holding back a bit, now he is not simply rifling through Harry's
mind like its a library but he's pulling down books, studying them carefully, holding Harry's
memories in careful suspension that Harry can do nothing about, nothing to stop them from being
seen and heard and observed. There's no pain either. He's stopping me from hurting myself.

He's talking about love with Ron and Hermione.
"Harry," Hermione's voice is trembling with sudden emotion. "The first time …?"
"You," Harry tugs her hand. "After the Chamber of Secrets."
"No one said it before then, did they?" Ron whispers, entwining his fingers with Harry's. His

hands, Harry realises are strong with very long fingers. Natural keeper.
"No," Harry blinks and looks up. "Never."

Harry cannot see or feel the rain. He cannot pull on his magic. He is trapped inside a bubble of his
memories whilst they are searched, whilst they are plundered and it is just like it was with
Voldemort but without the pain. The pain would make me harder to control. Is Snape better at this
than Voldemort?

He sees the view over the starlit forest. He feels the sweet, cold breeze against his robes. The
wonderful feeling of height, of the depth of the fall beneath him from the Astronomy tower.

No, Harry thinks, No, not this. Don't look at this.

Harry does the only thing that makes sense, the same thing he did when Voldemort poked around
in his mind. He grabs at the Not-Caring like an invisibility cloak and drags it over his memories,
sinking them under it, letting them drown. I don't care. I don't care. I tried to kill myself and I don't
care. The rage he feels towards Snape for seeing this is too much so Harry grabs onto it, liquefies
that hatred into memory and lays it out, like cards from his life. I don't care what you do to me, you
bastard. But he's not quick enough. Hermione's voice whispers up to him from the water, and he
knows Snape hears it, too.

"I thought it would be the hardest thing I ever did, to persuade you not to jump."

"Enough!"

Snape's voice cuts through the memory and Harry opens his eyes, wheezing. His shield is gone,
Narcissa has her wand out, pointed at Snape, her face filled with anger. Magnus has a hand up and
Harry sees that he's wrapped Harry up in blue light, to keep him from toppling over.

"What," Snape's voice is deadly as he stares at Harry. "Was that?"

Nope, Harry thinks. Not doing that.

"Nothing," he croaks out, stumbling on his feet. "So shields don't work. Good to know."

"What were you thinking?" Narcissa's voice is deadly. "Does your child really need to experience
the full force of your skill?"

"Harry has to learn," Magnus says gently. "Fleur blanche, we knew it would be difficult to
witness."

"I am not concerned about the discomfort of witnessing as I am about the discomfort to the
participant!" Narcissa's eyes flash like ice blue chips as she looks at Harry. "Are you well?"

"Fine. Still not as bad as Dumbledore," Harry groans, rubbing his head, feeling a wave of nausea
rising up through him. "Might be sick, though."

Snape stares at him, as if astonished and for a brief second, Harry thinks he might get away with
not having to talk about this. Then Snape points his wand at the fireplace and the floo bursts into
life.

"Thank you for your time, Bane, Narcissa. I shall be in touch." He turns to scowl at Harry. "My
quarters. Now."

---------------

My child tried to kill himself. My child tried to kill himself. My child tried to kill himself.

The words are a tattoo inside his mind, a consistent, terrible drumbeat that he cannot drown out.
Severus will never be able to drown it out, not with all the scotch in the nation. Lily, I failed before
I even started.

"Lupin!" Severus snarls, throwing powder into the fireplace as soon as the boy slouches reluctantly
into his quarters.

"Yes?" Lupin's voice calls through fire. "Severus?"

"Step through, please," Severus says, slamming open a cupboard and pulling out an antiemetic
potion and a abrasion healing potion. This is one thing he can do.

"One minute!" Lupin calls. Severus marches over to the coffee table and glares at his son, who is
leaning against the bookcase and scowling. As if he didn't just reveal to me that he tried to kill
himself.

"Sit," Severus points to the sofa and Harrison slumps forward, throwing himself down into the
cushions with that typical, teenage slovenliness that Severus finds so irksome. "Drink," Severus
slams the blue vial down, popping the cork. "Leg," he unscrews the lid of the healing potion and
sets that down too.

"What's this about?" Harrison asks, throwing the antiemetic down his throat and wincing. "Why
did you call Remus?"

"That was the stipulation, was it not?" Severus raises an eyebrow. "If there is some concern about
your wellbeing, Lupin and I must bring it together in order for it to be seriously considered?"

"Yeah," Harrison looks wary as he sticks his fingers in the purple paste and applies it clumsily with
twitching fingers. "What am I considering?"

"We … " Severus hesitates as Lupin appears through the floo, frowning at Harry's leg.

"What happened in Occlumency?" Lupin asks, glaring up at Severus, which, Severus feels, is quite
unfair.

"Harrison's magic revealed itself to be ever changing," Severus sneers. "But that is not why I called
you through."

"Why then?" Lupin asks, brushing soot off his cardigan and running a hand through his rumpled
hair. He looks as if he may have been asleep. Severus tries not to imagine the wolf, lying out prone
on his sofa in Spinners End.

"We need to discuss what I saw in Harrison's memories," Severus says curtly.

"It's only a dog," Harrison rolls his eyes churlishly.

"Not the dog," Severus hisses, gripping the back of the leather armchair. He will not lose his
temper but by Merlin does the child make it an uphill struggle. "The Tower."

"Oh," Harrison arranges his face in a carefully blank expression that reminds Severus of Theodore.
"Yeah, I'm not going to talk about that."

"You are."

"Nope."

"Do not disrespect me."

"Likewise."

"Alright, enough of that," Lupin snaps, glaring at Severus with amber eyes that hold a warning.
Behave. Harrison is staring distantly at the fire, and Severus can almost imagine from here the
almost violent apathy that Severus felt inside his mind. Disassociation. "Severus, please explain."

"Some information came to light in our lesson," Severus looks at Lupin significantly. "About
Harrison's mental wellbeing."

"Ah." Lupin swallows, Severus sees a flash of recognition in those orange irises. The conversation
between them and Magnus flows between them. We are going to help that child live.

"Wait," Harrison sits up, looking between them with an angry, betrayed expression on his face.
"You've been talking about my - my mind and stuff?"

"We are the ones parenting you, whether you like it or not," Severus says coldly, and the boy
glares at him. He knows they are both remembering the first conversation in Skye. Do you think I
need a parent? Harrison had shouted. Yes, Severus thinks, staring at the boy. You need a parent
more than any child I've ever fucking met, you demonic Mage-tornado.

"I don't like," Harrison says emphatically, "I don't fucking like at all."

"Language," Severus says sharply. The boy rolls his eyes and begins to hiss. Severus just knows
it's swearing, if one can swear in parseltongue. One day, I will learn how to understand that
language and then he will be fucking sorry. "Yes, we have conversed on this issue and now we
must converse upon it all together, as a ...," Severus swallows hard. No matter what Lupin said
inside Harrison's memory, he cannot bring himself to use the word family. "A unit."

"A unit? Wow," Harrison says sarcastically. "Well, thanks for that, but I already have a unit to talk
about this stuff with."

"Miss Granger?" Severus pounces. "Will you explain to Lupin what she said to you?"

Harrison's eyes flash with dangerous power but Severus will not back down, not now. Not after he
has heard that awful, terrible word: jump.

"No, I won't," Harrison glares up at him and hisses maddeningly.

"Would you prefer I treat you like a serpent and put you under a calming spell?" Severus raises his
eyebrows at his child. "Speak to your godfather, because I shall inform him if you do not."

"Inform me of what?" Lupin's voice is impossibly gentle. Harrison almost winces, as if the softness
is too much to bear. "Just tell me what happened, Harry."

"Nothing happened," Harrison says emphatically, staring at the flagstones underneath his feet.
"Nothing happened, that's why this isn't important."

"Then explain for us what almost occurred," Severus corrects. "Explain the memory of the tower."

"Oh, for Christ's sake, it's not a big deal!" Harrison exclaims, throwing himself back against the
leather cushions and folding his arms tight across his chest. Severus can see the tautness in the
child's limbs, the vibrating muscles, the blood rushing to the surface of his blushing cheeks. All of
it could have been lost. A broken body, at the bottom of a tower. No.

"What's not?" Lupin says delicately and Harrison twitches with barely concealed annoyance and
Severus makes a decision. The child cannot bear tenderness right now, which is good. No one can
ever accuse Severus of tenderness.

"You went to the Tower," Severus begins. "With the intention of ending your life?"

Lupin's breath catches, somewhere between a growl and a gasp.

"No, it wasn't like that!" Harrison glares at Severus with sudden ferocity and he knows he's made
the right choice. Hate me all you want, you worrisome beast, but talk to me.

"Then correct me," Severus says smoothly, holding the boy's gaze. "Give me a better explanation
for why your memory includes Miss Granger despairing that she did not know how to persuade
you not to jump."

"Jesus, you make it sound - it wasn't like that!" Harrison yells, flopping his head back and hissing
violently at the ceiling for a second.

"Then tell us," Lupin takes Harrison's hand firmly, and this time, Harrison doesn't flinch. Severus
sees the determination on Lupin's normally weak face. He only ever sees it, Severus realises,
around the child he parents. The child we parent. "Tell us what it was like."

"I was having a shit time!" Harrison yells at the ceiling again, but Severus' sees him gripping
Lupin's hand back. "Cedric was dead, Voldemort was back, I felt like crap all the time with a
bloody cruciatus hangover, the whole school was being total dicks, I had a meeting with - with Mr
Diggory ..." Harrison swallows, shaking his head, as if fighting back tears, and falls silent, biting
his lip. Severus considers what he can say to keep the boy talking.

"Amos has proven that his grief has taken on an unusual and unfortunate shape," Severus says
slowly. "It is possible that without being able to truly comprehend the Dark Lord's ascension and
role in his son's murder, he began to look for other suspects."

"If you're suggesting that he blamed me, of course he did," Harrison snorts, glaring at Severus with
those violent, green eyes.

"And that was why you ended up there?" Lupin asks quietly.

"I was up there because I couldn't sleep!" Harrison exclaims. "And what's wrong with that? It - it
was impossible, my whole body hurt, I just needed some fresh air -,"

"So you'd walk up there every night?" Severus' throat is suddenly dry. So many opportunities, so
many moments he could have been lost and I would never have known my child. "How long would
you stay there?"

"A while," Harrison says defensively. "Until I was tired."

"But you could not sleep," Severus says softly, reading between the lines. "So you would stay there
all night. On the edge."

In his mind's eye, Severus can see it. He can picture his child, standing on the edge of the tower,
the long fall beneath him, curly hair ruffling in the wind whilst the whole castle slept. Whilst
Severus slept.

"So?" Harrison shrugs carelessly.

"Miss Granger believes you would have jumped," Severus' throat is dry, yet inferences and truths
fit together in his mind like puzzle pieces, he cannot help it. He sees the awful story laid out in his
mind. "I am inclined to believe that if she had not found you, you would have jumped before you
were forced to return to your relatives."

"So what?" Harrison yells, jumping to his feet suddenly, eyes blazing. All of the lights in Severus'
quarters flicker and buzz. Not again. "I didn't do it! So it doesn't matter, does it?"

"It does," Severus says simply. "If the only reason you did not is because Miss Granger stopped
you."

Harrison stares at him, clenching and unclenching his right fist. the glass around the torch sconces
explode and Severus does not move. He only has two thoughts. Firstly, that Lupin has done an
excellent job working on Harrison's grip strength, secondly, that he needs to have less glass in his
places of occupation.

"Harry, listen please," Lupin reaches up and tugs the boys hand softly. "I know what it's like."
Severus stares at the man who will not catch his eye. "I know what it feels like to jump."

"What?" Harrison turns to look at Lupin in astonishment. "What do you mean?"

"Sit down," Lupin tugs Harrison's hand again and he does, dropping into the sofa like a sack of
potatoes, staring at Lupin, who looks at Severus with resigned eyes. He jerks his head towards the
armchair. "Please."

Severus knows what the god-damned wolf means. He feels as if he is rooted to the spot. I do not
want to hear this story. Yet he forces himself to move rigidly around and lower himself onto the
very edge of the leather armchair. He nods at Lupin to continue.

"Here," Lupin pulls back the sleeve of his cardigan. Severus stares at the four horizontal scars on
his left wrist, healed pure white against Lupin's already pale skin. Severus stares at the blue veins
running so close to the skin. Dangerously close. Four cuts, he could have bled out in minutes.

"You … you did this?" Harrison touches the scars reverently and looks up at Lupin with distress
and compassion in his green eyes. "To yourself? When?"

Yes, when?

"1982."

Severus feels his heart stop. Merlin, please no.

"Why?" Harrison whispers.

"Similar reasons to you," Lupin's mouth quirks into a sad smile. "I had lost someone very
important, several very important people. I was under a lot of suspicion in a place that was meant to
be my home. I felt as if my life had no value and my death was … inevitable."

Severus recalls Lupin's sardonic, wry smile in Grimmauld Place. I expect to bleed out alone in a
forest, to be found naked days later by people who don’t know me, to be buried in a shallow grave
without remembrance. That’s if it’s good. Severus feels rage against this man for giving up and
then disgust at himself for completely understanding why he did.

"But it isn't," Harrison whispers, tracing the scars with his fingers. "I don't want you to die."

"I don't want you to die either," Lupin gives the boy a broken-hearted smile. "Neither of us do.
Severus?"

"I am not amenable to it, no," Severus says tautly. Harrison rolls his eyes but Lupin gives a small,
joyful smirk and Severus finds himself absurdly grateful for it, because Severus is utterly out of his
depth. He is a spy, he is a warrior, he is a murderer, he is a potioneer, he can protect his child with
his life and his skill but this he cannot do. Severus' life is lived on a knife-edge, he is too familiar
with the possibility of his death to talk Harrison away from his. I walk into death every time I enter
the Dark Lord's presence. Who am I to tell anyone not to jump?

"It's okay to feel this way," Lupin says, even though Severus feels certain that it absolutely is not
'okay' for any child of his to feel like this. "It's okay to feel like life is full of … of …"

"Edges," Harrison murmurs. "So many fucking edges."

Severus tries not to flinch at the similarity in their thoughts. He cannot rebuke him for his
language, he cannot even speak. He feels like he cannot move. How is it possible that I child I
never raised somehow reflects all the worst parts of myself?

"Yes, edges," Lupin reaches up and strokes Harrison's hair. Amazingly, the boy leans into him,
burying his face in Lupin's shoulder with a shuddering breath. "Terrible things happen and they
make us feel terrible, but it's like I said before, Harry, you can't bottle it up. It will eat you alive and
then," Lupin swallows, meeting Severus' eyes. "The edges become even sharper."

"That's what happened?" Harrison mutters. "Your edges got too sharp?"

"Yes, Harry," Lupin whispers. "So you've got to talk to people. Let them know about the edges.
Will you do that? Will you … tell us?"

The boy says nothing. Severus knows, suddenly, that he is the problem in this equation. The child
trusts Lupin, sweet, gentle, Lupin, the wolf who can tell him that he is loved so easily. He does not
trust Severus', the father who has seen his memories and spoken with him soul to soul inside the
Gaar Tareqi. Severus can be jealous and exasperated, or he can be resigned. The child has no need
of my jealousy or exasperation.

"Here," Severus says abruptly, pulling a small black velvet bag off the mantlepiece and tossing it
into his son's lap. "This is a specialised floo powder. You can throw it into any fire in Hogwarts
and it shall bring you here."

"What?" Harrison looks up at him blankly.

"The floo in my quarters is always open and connected to Spinners End." Lupin is looking at
Severus in astonishment but Severus will not look at him. Do not make this harder, wolf. "You can
use it, at any time, to communicate with Lupin."

"At any time?" Harrison says slowly, squeezing the velvet bag in his hand. He looks up at Severus
with eyes narrowed. "During classes? In the middle of the night?"

"Yes, that is the standard definition of the words 'any' and 'time'," Severus says drily.

"And I won't get in trouble for it?" Harrison demands.

"No," Severus narrows his eyes. "Not unless you are abusing it in some way which, be assured, I
shall find out about if you do."

Harrison stares down at the bag, eyebrows furrowed deeply.

"What do you say, Harry?" Lupin prompts, rubbing the boy's back tenderly. "Will you tell me the
next time the edges are sharp?"

Severus holds his breath. This is the moment, suddenly upon them, when the boy decides whether
or not he will trust them. It should not feel as much like panic as it does. Severus resists the urge to
reach up and rub his chest, to encourage oxygen into his lungs.

"Yes," Harrison stands up abruptly, shoving the bag into his pocket. "I will. I - I have to go now.
Homework."

Holy fucking Merlin we did it.

Severus cannot help collapsing back into the chair in relief, waving his wand to open the door as
his son rushes out, Lupin following behind.

"Harry, wait, are you okay? Harry!" Severus hears Lupin take a few steps into the corridor. Then
the wolf sticks his head back around the door, looking puzzled. "He's gone. Can … can he
apparate?"

"You cannot apparate inside the Hogwarts grounds, Lupin," Severus rubs his face wearily.
"Anyone who has taught Miss Granger should be well aware of that fact."

"And Hogwarts a History made explicit mention of Mages, did it?" Lupin raises his eyebrows as he
closes the door. Oh fuck. What if my child can apparate?

"That is a thought that is going to fester," Severus sighs.

"Indeed," Lupin replies pleasantly, sitting on the arm of the sofa, his knees close to Severus. "Is
there anything else I should know about Harry? From the memories?"

"Petunia's sister-in-law has a dog I would very much enjoy destroying," Severus drops his head
into his hands. It is somehow physically painful to recall the scattered, untamed litany of desolate
memories in his child's mind. I witnessed only a fraction of what was there. "Black's soul was
actually in the process of vacating his body when Harrison saved him two years ago, his paramour
was literally murdered in front of him and ..." Severus swallows hard. "He has never been told he
was loved."

Even I had better than that, Severus thinks bleakly. Eileen told me she loved me, even as she tried
to kill me.

"That's not true," Lupin grabs Severus' wrist as if he can't stop himself. "I have."

"Yes, you have," Severus can't stop the bitterness in his voice. "Miss Granger also, I believe, but
before her ..."

"Never before that?" Lupin's voice is strangled, his grip on Severus tightening. "He didn't meet her
until he was eleven."

"No," Severus takes Lupin's hand, just to stop the damn wolf from digging his fingernails into
Severus' arm. He holds Lupin's gaze. "No, he didn't, but … he has you now."

Lupin stares at him for a long moment.

"And you," Lupin's fingers intertwine with his. Severus does not know if it because he is
exhausted, or because he is full to the brim of glimpses of his own child's pain, but he lets it
happen. "Thank you for calling me. Why … why did you?"

"We struck a deal, Harrison and I," Severus rolls his eyes, rubbing his forehead with his free hand.
"Any proposed interventions or concerns about his health must be presented by the both of us in
order to be considered."

"Merlin," Lupin chuckles. "No wonder he almost sorted Slytherin."

"Twice," Severus mutters, closing his eyes. Circe above, he is tired, and he still has a meeting with
Albus to endure.

"Twice," Lupin repeats softly. "I forgot."

"It is a fact that seems permanently lodged in my cerebellum," Severus mutters. Could have been in
my House. Those could have been my House Cups. I could have caught his abuse. I would have
seen it, I know I would have.

"Severus." He looks up. Lupin has, for some reason, crouched in front of him, holding his one
hand with both of his own. "Thank you for calling me, for … including me."

"Yes, well," Severus swallows hard. Narcissa's voice resounds in his head. One is foolish, twice is

a pattern of self-indulgence quite beneath you. "You included us both. As a ..."

"Unit?" Lupin smiles, raising a scarred eyebrow. Family.

"Yes, a unit," Severus whispers. The wolf is too close, too close, and smells of books and
chocolate. Think of something else to say, you fool. "1982."

"Yes," Lupin's face shutters but he does not move out of reach, something Severus' should not be as
grateful for as he is.

"Was it … Did I …?" Severus clicks his tongue, annoyed with his sudden lack of eloquence. "I am
… interested in the timing of the occurrence."

"Before you," Lupin's eyes are shrouded but he smiles tightly. "You … you helped, actually. At the
time."

"I do not recall ever being helpful."

"You wouldn't," Lupin smirks, shaking his head. Inadvertently, or perhaps not, he squeezes
Severus' hands. "But you were. You …" Lupin looks up at him with eyes full of golden fire. "You
kept me alive."

It may be the most fantastic and absurd thing anyone has ever said to him. One thing I do not do is
keep people alive. It is too much thought for one heartbeat, so Severus does what he always used to
do when Lupin's lunacy overwhelmed him. He surges forward, presses his lips against the wolf's.
Lupin gasps softly, fingers digging into Severus' hair and pressing him back into the chair,
straddling him easily and deliciously and for several, long, glorious moments, it is 1982 and they
are indeed, absolutely, wondrously keeping one another alive.

"Severus!" the floo bursts into life in front of them with the familiar voice of Albus and Severus
slams his hand over Lupin's mouth, eliciting a distracting growl.

"Albus?" Severus calls back, breathing heavily to control his breathlessness. Lupin bites the inside
of his palm and Severus' glares at him, just as he did when they were reckless teenagers.

"Will you step through?" Albus calls.

"One minute. Let me set this potion in stasis."

The floo dies down and Severus removes his hand, looking at Lupin's lips.

"I could come back later," Lupin murmurs. Yes, dear Hades, fucking yes, do come back later.
Severus bites his lip angrily. Things that he does not want to say, things that will drag them out of
1982 and into the present, are heavy on his tongue.

"He calls you his 'mate,'" Severus blurts out.

"What?" Lupin frowns. He has both hands pressed on the back of the chair, either side of Severus'
head. Severus fights the urge to bite the scarred, exposed neck.

"The mutt," Severus can't keep the sneer out of his voice. "He calls you his 'mate.'"

"Why are we talking about this?" the pulse in Lupin's throat begins to race.

"Just organising your allegiances, Lupin."

Just assessing how much of you will be forever his.

"Still?" Lupin raises an eyebrow and stands up. He sighs heavily and shakes his head. "Merlin,
Severus."

"Are you his mate?" Severus demands.

"Yes," Lupin's eyes flash dangerously.

"Then we are understood," Severus nods.

"I don't think we are," Lupin swoops down, places his hands on either side of Severus' head again,
one knee slipping firmly between Severus' as he pushes Severus back. "I think you chronically
misunderstand werewolves, and how much our bonds rely upon loyalty, because you have always
been prejudiced."

"Then educate me," Severus snarls. "Are you his mate?"

"The question is not whether I am his mate," Lupin growls, his eyes the bright, pulsing colour of
honeycomb. "The question is, is he mine?"

"Is he?" Severus growls back.

Lupin kisses him fiercely, with too much teeth and Severus fights against the urge to bite him.

"Not anymore," Lupin says. "My allegiance is to Harry, Severus. Just like you."

Then Lupin is gone, disappearing into the floo without repeating his offer and Severus is alone.
Again.
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"Kreacher!" Theo calls. He's sitting on his bed in the dorm, staring at the last page of notes
between him and Harry. I don't know.

"Come on, Harry," Theo mutters under his breath, but Harry writes nothing else. It's been like this
all week. Harry has been virtually monosyllabic and even when he and Blaise have exchanged curt
pleasantries outside classes, Harry has been avoiding Theo's eye. It has been unbearable. Theo
knows he could apologise for saying he wished Harry had let Black die and that might make it
better but something is stopping him. He hated their fight, but he also knows, deep down, these are
things they have to be able to discuss. I have to be able to tell him I am worried about him. He has
to listen to me.

"Heir Nott calls?" Kreacher pops into existence, his eyes filled with malice.

"Report," Theo says, pulling out his knife and playing with it. Harry might barely be talking to him
but that doesn't mean Theo is going to let Harry's safety go neglected. Even with the Twin terrors
now in the service of the House of Black.

"Master and nasty MacLaggen boy had a fight."

"A fight?" Theo's stomach drops. Harry, what the fuck have you done? "Explain."

"Nasty MacLaggen pushed Master against the wall," Kreacher snarls, eyes glittering dangerously.
"Called Master an inbred and insulted the House of Black and Lord Potter and called Master a
freak."

Theo winces. Both he and Kreacher know, from listening to Harry's nightmares, that the word
'freak' is something of a trigger. Well, Theo thinks. That would have done it.

"What did he do?"

"Master cursed nasty boy," Kreacher grins madly. "Master cursed him with hisses and burned him
alive."

"Burned him alive?" Theo thinks of Harry inside the Room of Requirement, powerfully
ambidextrous, wand flinging out curses with his left hand whilst his right poured liquid fire into the
air, turning glass to dust.

"The mudblood fixes it," Kreacher rolls his eyes in disgust. "Nasty boy rages and yells but there is
nothing to show."

"Not yet," Theo flips his knife in his hand. He has promised not to kill one set of Harry's
tormentors. He has made no such promises about McLaggen and he would really like to kill
someone tonight. "Where is he?"

"Nasty boy goes flying," Kreacher chuckles darkly. "Easy prey."

"Indeed."

"Master shall not permit Kreacher to curse his broom," Kreacher snarls in annoyance.

"No matter," Theo stands up and slips his knife into his his pocket, walking towards the dorm
door. "I have something a little more ... direct in mind."

"Oh, do tell."

The door opens as he reaches it and Blaise and Daphne appear on the other side, from where they
have clearly been listening. Downstairs, Theo can hear the bustle and of people in the common
room below. It is less than a month until the Valentines Day Hogsmeade visit and the courtship
games have begun all over the school. Ravenclaws enjoy some sort of complex, inter house riddle

system for asking out partners that no one can fathom. Hufflepuffs leave notes. Gryffindors seem to
just yell offers at each other across the Great Hall in the manner made so popular by Fred Weasley
last year at the Yule Ball and no one outside of Slytherin house knows what they do, assuming
with their usual prejudice that it all some kind of pureblood arrangement. Whilst that does have its
part, Theodore relishes the Slytherin approach to such occasions. Members of his House typically
engage in elaborate shows of prowess amongst themselves in the privacy of the common room
before the victor is permitted to quietly ask the impressed partner to accompany them. There have
been many duels, many sharp-witted tongue lashings, and less-than subtle displays of intellectual
worth with study sessions that descend into brutal quizzes. Theo resents not being able to duel for
Harry, he doesn't even know if Harry would accept his invitation at the moment, so he pushes that
thought aside and smiles tightly at his friend.

"I take it your appeal was well received?" Theo asks Blaise, even though he can tell from the way
that Daphne is standing closer to Blaise than usual that she has indeed, accepted his invitation after
watching him eviscerate Adrian Pucey. Neither answer his question. Both step inside, Daphne
closing the door behind her and leaning against it casually, whilst Blaise steps forward, holding his
hand out.

"Give me the knife, Theodore," Blaise's eyes flicker over Kreacher. "You and your elf have
wrought enough damage upon the Gryffindors already."

Kreacher growls in distaste. Theo looks at Kreacher. He knows the elf cannot disobey Harry and
inflict the kind of ruinous beating he had planned on McLaggen, but he can certainly enact his own
kind of revenge, at least until Theo ducks away from Blaise and Daphne.

"Go, Kreacher," he says quietly and the elf smiles nastily before popping away.

"Excuse me," Theo says pleasantly. "I have a book to collect at the library."

Daphne shakes her head, clicking her tongue, as if the simplicity of Theodore's lie irritates her.
Blaise, however, just stares at Theo.

"Will you give it to me?" Blaise asks.

Blaise knows Theo's knife cannot be taken, only given. Theo simply raises his eyebrows. He does
not move. Neither does Blaise. Then, with a flick of his carnelian ring, Theo's hands are bound in
front of him by glowing, orange ropes of light. Theo looks at them curiously, with interest.

"Do you suppose this shall be enough?" He asks lightly. He has fought and won with more
restrictive bindings.

"You are not going to go lion hunting tonight," Blaise says quietly. "No matter how heartsick you
are."

Daphne snorts.

"Blaise," Theo glares at him furiously, darting his eyes towards Daphne. "Your vow."

"Do you think I am concerned with your self-indulgent intrigue with the Black heir?" Daphne rolls
her eyes and looks at her perfectly manicured nails. "Please."

Theo glares at Blaise, telling him without words that if Blaise has broken his vow and told Daphne
Greengrass about Harry, nothing will stop Theo from destroying him. Not the Contessa, not the
Congregation, not five years of precious friendship.

"Obviously not," Blaise drawls, raising his eyebrows as if Theo's thoughts are not only insulting
but absurd. "Daphne?"

"It was obvious," Daphne sighs.

"Obvious?" Theo echoes hollowly. If Draco Malfoy has worked it out too then Theo is as good as
dead. Lucius Malfoy would likely relish the chance to deliver that information to the Dark Lord.
"To whom?"

"Only to me," Daphne smiles softly and tilts her head, her dark hair falling like a silky black
waterfall. "It has been a long time since you have had someone to protect, Theodore."

"Have you told anyone?" Theo asks, refusing to respond to her comment because it causes a
tightening in his stomach. Memories of his mother.

"What would be the benefit of that?" Daphne frowns. "I am trying to accrue goodwill with the
Potter heir, not damage it."

"Why?" Theo doesn't understand why Daphne would need the goodwill of Harry, but Blaise
merely waves his hand in a dismissive gesture that Theo recognises from his mother.

"Nothing of import," Blaise smiles at Theo with a politician's smile. "Are you going to explain
yourself or must I keep you bound all night?"

"You'd like that," Daphne quips, grinning at Theo.

"I would, tesoro mio, if I was not certain a particular twice-Heir would have my head," Blaise
smirks back at Daphne. "So you have a fight with your boyfriend --,"

"Not my boyfriend," Theo snaps. Possibly not even my suitor anymore, Theo thinks sadly, if he
does not forgive me.

"Santa Diana, not you too," Blaise mutters, rolling his eyes. "You have a fight with your
paramour, then, and you believe you can fix it with mutilated Gryffindors?"

Theo shrugs, scowling at his friend. Daphne shakes her head at him.

"You are not a cat, Theodore," she scorns, "do not drag home trophies."

"I am not doing that," Theo protests, struggling fruitlessly against his bonds. They cannot be
undone but he is sure that if Blaise was close enough, he could get in a well placed kick. Of
course, neither Blaise nor Daphne are foolish enough to approach.

"Oh, that is precisely what you are doing," Daphne pushes herself off the door and walks around
Theo, giving him a wide berth, to settle down on Blaise's bed, pulling a book out from underneath
his pillow with unnerving foreknowledge. It is one of Daphne's books, and reinforces Theo's
suspicion that Blaise has been 'entertaining' behind the privacy of his bed curtains again. "The
more interesting question is: what do you feel you have done wrong that warrants such grand
demonstrations of apology?"

"Bravo!" Blaise grins at Daphne as she leans against his pillows and opens the book on advanced
Charms. "What she said."

"I have done nothing," Theo says flatly. Nothing that is any business of yours.

"Then we shall wait," Blaise moves slowly around Theo in a wide circle until he can lean against
his bedpost, glancing at Daphne. "Read to us."

"Of course," Daphne clears her throat and then begins to read in a pleasant, unaffected tone: "The
concept of the undetectable extension charm, a variation on the standard 'Capacious extremis'
extension charm is a complex combination of magical theory --,"

"This hardly seems necessary," Theo mutters, eyeing Blaise's carnelian ring and wondering what
the longest time Blaise has sustained this magic is.

"I disagree," Blaise says.

"It is rude to interrupt," Daphne says airily before continuing. "-- It is based not only on the
standard marriage of magical language and kinetic movement that forms the base of all Charms,
but on the arithmatic rune sequences needed to render objects, persons or places undetectable --,"

"You know you shall tire eventually," Theo says, frowning at Blaise's ring.

"You first," Blaise grins. "Forgive me, amore, continue."

"Due to the complexity of the magic and it's virtue as an undetectable spell, it is heavily regulated
by wixen Law, but due to its reliance on a caster who is both arithmatically gifted and adept at
Charmwork, it is assumed this charm would not be commonly practised amongst the wixen
communities --,"

"So the author presumes that because it is difficult people would not attempt it?" Theo snorts,
caught up in the text.

"Absurd," Daphne comments. "You can perform a protean charm, can you not, Theodore?"

"Yes."

"One would think that a person capable of such delicate Charm work could avoid getting himself
tied up," Daphne says, eyes filled with scorn, "but perhaps I expect too much from boys."

Blaise grins and stares at Theo who glares back.

"You know I could kill you," he says, drily.

"You could try," Daphne mutters and turns the page. Blaise shrugs happily.

"Tell us, Theodore," Blaise wiggles his finger with the carnelian ring on tantalizingly.

"Why should I?"

"Because the sooner you do, the sooner we can talk about something else," Daphne's beautiful
almond shaped eyes are full of disdain. "Like the undetectable extension Charm, or OWLS, or
anything else pertinent."

"Or because you trust us and we are loyal to you," Blaise folds his arms, raising a dark eyebrow.
"The Grey alleanza stands, does it not?"

Daphne closes the book and looks up at Theo expectedly. He sighs, closing his eyes for a moment,
remembering the evening they had all sat down at the Slytherin table after their sorting, back when
Theo was just 'the Nott boy."

"Zabini," the boy said abruptly, as the food appeared and they looked at one another curiously.
Theo had nodded.

"Nott."

"I know," Zabini smiled. Theo believed that he did. He had heard a lot about the Contessa. He
expected Zabini to turn away at this point, having established that he is the son of Apollonius, one

of the defeated Dark Lord's right hands, but he doesn't. Instead he gestures to the pretty girl sat
beside him.

"This is Greengrass," Blaise nodded towards the girl who had given him a curt nod in between sips
of pumpkin juice. "My mother has an alliance with her father."

"A Grey alliance," Theo nodded. "I know."

It is the type of alliance he will not be privy to. His father had come to his Aunt's house the day
before to instruct Theo on what to expect. He has told him, coldly, that he will likely be feared and
that fear is to be welcomed. He has instructed him to keep his weapons close and blades sharp. He
has warned him against connections. Theo knows it was on a night like this one that Apollonius
made the acquaintance of the Dark Lord. It is the closest Theo has ever heard Apollonius come to
voicing regret.

"Does that interest you?" Zabini asks, tipping his head to one side like an inquisitive animal.

"Why do you ask?"

"We are seeking out allies," Zabini shrugs, speaking as if it is the easiest thing in the world.
"Would you be interested?"

Greengrass blinks at him a little owlishly, her beautiful creamy skin glowing in the candlelight. She
does not look surprised.

"Your mother is the Head of the Congregation," Theo smiles sardonically then glances at
Greengrass. "Your father governs a Grey powerbase in the Wizengamot. What use have they for an
alliance with the child of Apollonius Nott?"

With the child of a former Death Eater who bet on the wrong wizard? Theo thinks.

"None," Blaise says simply. Greengrass shakes her head. "But we do not speak of an alliance of
our parents. An alleanza of ourselves is what we propose."

"Of yourselves?" Theo looks between them with curiosity. There is something in Zabini's gaze that
intrigues him. For an eleven year old surrounded by bigger, stronger Slytherins, he looks
remarkably well at ease. "To what end?"

"Until this point, the political power base of Slytherin House at this school has been swayed
towards a Darker faction," Zabini's brown eyes glitter with intrigue. "We have decided to correct
that."

"You believe that I would be a suitable fit for that arrangement?" Theo drawls.

"Do you want to be?" Zabini says.

Theo stares at him for a moment, checking for insincerity. He glances at Greengrass and sees only
determination. He imagines they have corresponded, that perhaps their parents have given them
the idea, but perhaps they also, like him, desire power. The power to be more than their names.
Theo looks into their faces and sees opportunity.

"Yes, he says. "I do."

"Yes," Theo swallows drily. "It does."

"Then speak," Blaise says gently.

Trust.

"I ...," Theo begins, breathing out heavily. "He … Harry thinks I am disappointed in him."

"Because of his grades?" Daphne asks.

"No!" Theo scowls.

Blaise and Daphne glance at one another, then Blaise flicks his finger and Theo is free.

"Why would he think that?" Blaise sits down on his bed, gesturing for Theo to sit on his, opposite
the two of them.

"Because …" Theo sits down slowly, rotating his sore wrists. "Because I criticised him for … not
killing his father."

Daphne and Blaise stare at him for a moment, unblinking.

"Well. That seems like an absurdly clear case of transference," Daphne says.

"Have you been reading my muggle psychology books again?" Theo asks drily.

"Well, they are interesting," Daphne pulls her knees up under her legs, arranging her skirt over her
knees. Blaise eyes them appreciatively. "Transference is defined as a phenomenon in which one
seems to direct feelings or desires related to an important figure in one’s life—such as a parent—
toward someone who is not that person."

"You memorised it?" Theo smiles despite himself. Of course she did.

"Well, I think I could make quite an adept muggle psychologist," Daphne muses. "It is a pity,
really, that our mind-healing practices are so behind compared to muggle insights. Were you aware
that they have had other prominent voices since Healer Freud?"

"It's not transference," Theo says, before Daphne can expand.

"It sounds like transference," Blaise says, raising an eyebrow. "You hate Apollonius but you
cannot harm him so you wish Lord Black harm instead."

"I wish to harm Lord Black on his own account," Theo says, not denying anything Blaise has said
for what would be the point? "His incompetence knows no bounds."

"Yet you did not express to Heir Black that you wished you could harm his father, instead you

expressed a desire that he harm him of his own accord," Daphne corrects. "For your own
satisfaction, presumably."

"There would have been great benefits to be had from his father's suffering beyond my
satisfaction," Theo scowls, "benefits to his own wellbeing."

Like the movement of a hand. Or the release from a corrupted bond. Or even, just freedom from
the crushing expectations of a person who continues to wilfully misunderstand him.

"As would have been the case for you, if you were still under the care of your father," Blaise stares
at the bone key that Theo has taken to wearing on a long chain underneath his robes. "Tell us,
Theodore, when did he inform you of his upcoming demise?"

Theo swallows. He slowly fingers the skeleton key, the clue that Blaise and Daphne could not fail
to miss. They do not need to know that the reason Apollonius will inevitably die is because he has
betrayed the Dark Lord in allowing Theo to align himself with Harry. They don't need to know that
Apollonius' death is coming on swift wings and all because of Theo, and he does not know whether
to be resentful or joyful about that.

"At the New Year," Theo takes the key from around his neck and hands it to Blaise. "With a note."

"What did it say?"

"Mind must be stronger, heart the bolder ..."

"Courage must be quicker," Blaise takes up the poem.

"As our might lessens," Daphne nods, finishing the verse. "The Battle of Maldon."

Theo nods too, thankful, at that moment, for his truly intelligent friends.

"Did he say anything else?" Blaise asks.

"Yes," Theo swallows. "Endure the Mørketid."

"Polar night," Daphne's face flickers with recognition. "Your father believes darkness is coming.
Presumably, he is not so naive as to assume you would be plunged into emotional darkness by his
death?"

"No," Theo snorts mirthlessly. "He is not."

They all look at one another, understanding flickering between brown, amber and grey eyes.
Darkness is coming.

"Father struggles against Lucius Malfoy at present," Daphne says quietly. "He presses for
legislation that prioritises the free movement of restricted substances and creatures across borders."

"The Contessa has noticed a revival in the werewolf packs in France," Blaise adds. "They are
massing near Calais."

"Creature restriction laws will make it harder for werewolves to move in and out of the country,"
Theo mutters. "Malfoy is preparing for the packs to cross the channel."

Daphne nods seriously and then she and Blaise look at him expectantly. Theo hesitates. Harry's
voice echoes in his head. Let's make it easier. Trust Blaise. We need help, Theo.

"I know nothing of the plans of the Dark Lord but for Apollonius to send it now indicates his
surety of either his own demise or the Dark Lord's plans involve his possible death…,"

Theo takes his key back from Blaise, closing it inside his fist. Trust. He tries to remember the
moment he trusted Harry, at least a little, at first.

They are standing in the apocathery and Theo is standing closer than anyone in his dorm has ever
been to the legendary Harry Potter, the bane of Draco Malfoy, Quidditch star and Boy-Who-Lived.
The boy is hissing in parseltongue in the most melodic, astonishing way and then looks up sharply,
with those famous green eyes. They are darker and harder than Theo remembers from school last
year, like emeralds set in coal.
"She asks if you’re my enemy,” Potter whispers. "Are you?"

Theo looks into those eyes and feels the unfurling of something. The beginning of trust.
“It remains to be seen, Potter,” Theo whispers. “But at the moment … I think not.”

Let's make it easier. Trust. We need help.

He cannot talk about the Order in front of Daphne, he has no idea what kind of knowledge Lord
Greengrass has. He cannot share why he hates Black so much, he cannot share why he is so
worried about Harry, how he fears, painfully, that every time he is out of his sight he might be
fighting or dying or, worse, making his way to the accursed Astronomy tower. He cannot explain
the hurt he feels that Harry thinks he is disappointed in him. He is not. He is disappointed in
himself because once again, Harry is hurting and he did nothing to stop it. There are so many
things he cannot say.

"There have been rumblings from Dumbledore's quarter," Theo begins cautiously, "that the Dark
Lord has an interest in Lord Black."

"Of course," Blaise nods, eyes filled with comprehension. "It is one thing to prey on an orphan,
another to prey on the son of the oldest Noble and Most Ancient House."

"He presumes to bring Lord Black into the fold?" Daphne says softly. "Lord Black has a powerful
seat currently un-utilised, Lord Malfoy could make great strides with it."

"I think he has more bloody intentions," Theo says wryly. It is perhaps the only thing he and the
Dark Lord might possibly see eye to eye on: a desire to wipe Sirius Black off the face of the earth.

"If Lord Black perishes then his seat shall defer to his Heir," Daphne frowns. "It shall only
strengthen Dumbledore's faction. That is not a rational decision on the Dark Lord's part."

Theo snorts with laughter at Daphne's disdain for the Dark Lord's lack of forethought.

"Yes, well, I have unfortunately seen first hand how irrational he can be when it comes to Harry,"
Theo mutters, rubbing his forehead. He feels as if he has had a headache all week.

"What is that?" Daphne is staring over into the middle of the dorm room, her eyebrows arched.
Theo and Blaise turn to see form collecting out of thin air, the slightly nauseating crunch of bones

re-setting and skin resolving. Oh shit. Harry. Before Theo can move or speak, Harry has appeared,
wincing and rolling his shoulders, green eyes blinking and looking around. He sets eyes on Daphne
and Blaise and freezes, then looks at Theo.

"Ah." Harry swallows. It looks like it hurts. "I should have checked."

"Yeah," Theo nods. "That would have been best."

Harry's eyes flash with something that Theo knows is in between anger and pain but he nods,
firmly. He seems to be refusing to look at Daphne or Blaise, as if he can't even process facing the
fact that they are present. Something is very wrong.

"Okay," he cradles his left arm. Even from here, Theo can see it's dislocated. Again. Harry looks
around and moves towards a spare patch of wall, reaching out for it. "I'll just go then …"

Not bloody likely.

"No!" Theo scrambles up, rushing to his side and catching him gently around the waist to pull him
away from the wall. Harry hisses at him, something like No, and danger, but Theo doesn't care.
"No, you can't! Your arm -,"

"It's fine, Theo," Harry winces, cradling his bent arm against his chest. "I can reset it in the tower."

"And what if you pull it even further out of its socket in your accursed transport?" Theo demands,
taking hold of Harry's arm gently, moving it into position as Harry huffs and hisses, holding his
breath.

"You can apparate, Potter?" Blaise asks.

"What? No," Harry frowns, and Theo is grateful for the distraction as he expertly jerks the arm
back into place. "Ah Fuck!"

"There," Theo rubs the shoulder softly, pressing some of his Heir magic through into the skin,
watching Harry's knitted brows loosen. "Better?"

"Yeah, thanks," Harry murmurs, not moving away from Theo's touch. Theo feels a faint, warm
satisfaction inside the bond and could, in that instant, laugh with relief. I still make him happy, at
least. Then Harry opens his eyes. "I should go."

"That was not apparition," Daphne says before Harry can move away from Theo's gentle hand.
"Apparition relies upon portals and leylines, it is an instantaneous disappearance and reappearance
process of the whole body, that was …"

"Something else, yes," Blaise is looking Harry up and down with the kind of frank admiration that
makes Theo want to hold Harry closer. "What is it?"

Theo tenses, suddenly at a loss to explain this demonstration of extraordinary magic that Theo feels
is one of the firmest examples of Harry's Mage power that he can perform.

"It's … I don't have a House, right?" Harry says tiredly, his right arm supporting his left elbow
gingerly. Theo is not sure how many times this arm can suffer a dislocation before it incurs
permanent damage. "Not being properly sorted it … it gives me special powers, I guess."

It's a good excuse and difficult to refute as no one has ever been unsorted as Harry has. Yet Theo
still sees Blaise's eyes narrow slightly and groans inwardly. He knows Blaise will be watching,
thinking and conversing with his mother. Harry will need to be careful.

"You reassembled at a molecular level," Daphne is staring at him wondrously, like he is a new text
book she cannot wait to read. "You dispersed and then reformed atomically and you are still alive."

"Yes," Harry says shortly, trying to pull away from Theo as his eyes flitter over Daphne. Theo
knows what he's doing, that he's worried about an appearance of looking like he belongs to Theo
instead of Blaise. Enough of that. Theo puts an arm around his waist. Harry jerks his head around
to stare at him, eyes darting to Daphne but Theo only smiles softly.

"She knows?" Harry hisses through the bond. Theo can feel Blaise and Daphne watching them
closely but nods.

"She worked it out."

"How?" Harry glares at Daphne, moving slightly in front of Theo in a way that is both exasperating
and perhaps the most delightfully exhilarating thing to happen to him all week. I still matter to
him.

"By being of above average intelligence," Daphne says simply, and humbly, Theo thinks, since her
mind is exceptional. "And one of the foremost experts in Theodore Nott."

"Ah," Harry's frown clears slightly and he glances at Theo with a smirk that makes his heart sing.
"She's your Hermione?"

"No, I am Theodore's Granger," Blaise says sharply, and Theo can't help the small smile that tugs
at the corners of his lips.

"I shall not be called anyone's Weasley," Daphne says, voice equally sharp before standing up and
moving across to Theo and Harry. She pulls out her wand and Harry stiffens slightly, but does not
back away. Daphne looks at his shoulder critically. "This is a repeated dislocation?"

"Yes," Harry says tightly.

"Hmm," Daphne nods and sucks her lower lip, a sure sign of a forming theory. "Did you dislocate
it prior to the transporting reassembly?"

"Several times," Theo answers. Harry gives him a dark look, even though there is no way for
Daphne to infer that all of those injuries were consequence of his terrible relatives.

"Yes," Daphne sets her wand tip to Harry's shoulder. "I posit that it continues to dislocate in the
dispersion process because the joint is unstable due to the repetitive injury. Do I have your
permission to cast a spell which will strengthen it? It could be uncomfortable, depending on the
damage accrued."

"Suppose," Harry shrugs and winces. Daphne nods and straightens her arm.

"Confirma ossa."

Beside him, Harry takes a sharp breath in but of course, does not make a sound. He never does.
Theo feels a surge of protectiveness and holds him tighter, pressing his heir ring against Harry's
back, willing the healing magic into his system.

"You're okay," Theo rubs his back softly. Harry lets out the breath slowly, experimentally
stretching his left arm and shoulder, flinching but looking surprised and pleased with the results.

"Cool," Harry looks at Daphne in surprise. "Are you some kind of junior healer or whatever?"

"No," Daphne puts her wand away and offers Harry her hand to shake. "I am neither a junior healer
nor a Weasley equivalent. My name is Daphne Nurul Hijau Greengrass, Heir to the Noble and
Most Ancient House of Greengrass. I would like to accept your no wands treaty."

"What?" Theo asks sharply. What the fuck. He stares at Harry, who is looking at Daphne's
extended hand with an unusually shrewd expression.

"I'm offering no wands treaties to Slytherins," Harry mutters in a distracted explanation, rolling his
shoulder.

What the absolute fuck.

"You're what?" Theo's mind works quickly, fitting pieces together, and he knows, almost instantly,
that there is no way on earth Harry would know about no wands treaties. He turns and glares at
Blaise. You wily motherfucker, what did you get out of him for this? Blaise just smiles back
benignly, giving nothing away. Theo turns back to Harry, speaks softly. "This is what you meant
by 'just politics?'"

"You don't agree that Slytherin students with parents who have taken up political positions that
they do not appreciate or approve of should be offered the right to refuse to bear wands in the Dark
Lord's service?" Blaise raises his eyebrows irritatingly. "Bit hypocritical, do you not think?"

"I think this is what your countrymen call an inciucio, Blaise," Theo says sharply. Do not talk to
me about Apollonius, you shit.

"Nothing underhanded," Blaise leans back on his elbows on the bed, grinning. "Harry and I merely
came to an understanding of how to move forward in our alliance. This was one of my terms."

"And yours?" Theo stares round at Harry. What did you give away?

"That the Slytherins not be Malfoy," Harry rolls his eyes. "Or dicks. You're not a dick, are you
Greengrass?"

"Not typically," Daphne says wryly. "Do we have an accord?"

"Wait," Theo looks between Daphne and Blaise angrily. You did this without me. I trusted you. "Is
this between Daphne and Harry, or the House of Greengrass and the Houses of Potter and Black? Is
your father offering a no wands treaty?"

"No," Daphne looks at Harry with slightly pity in her eyes. "He cannot do that. I am sorry."

"It's fine," Harry shrugs. "I'm the one offering treaties for Slytherins. It's between us, not our
houses. Hermione and Sirius can curse you all they want."

"Granger?" Daphne raises her eyebrows.

"My sister," Harry accepts her hand. "We have an accord but only …" his eyes take on a glittery,
dangerous quality. "If you swear to protect this secret, between Theo and I."

Theo can't help rubbing his face in vexation, even as the bond within them warms with joy at this
public display of attentiveness. Of course.

"That wasn't stipulated," Blaise sits up sharply.

"Yeah, well, I didn't anticipate the Slytherins I'd be accepting would know about Theo," Harry
snaps back. "She will swear."

Theo draws in a sharp breath. The air has taken on the quality that it first did when Harry first
found out that Theo was bonded to him at Fabiola's cottage. The way the breath in his lungs felt
tight as he looked at Harry. “You know you’re trying to do the thing, right? The soul binding thing.

I can feel it. Sort of like a tugging, like the beginning of a portkey.” Harry's words have more
magic in them than they did on that day. Theo sees the way Daphne straightens, eyeing Harry
carefully, the way Blaise is watching her with studious disinterest, yet twisting his heir ring with
tell-tale tension, as if he is ready to leap up and defend her. They can feel it too.

"If I do not swear this, what happens?" she asks softly.

"Dunno," Harry shrugs. He shifts slightly, still holding Daphne's hand, and once more, Theo finds
himself behind Harry. He understands the message very clearly. If you will not swear to protect him
then I will protect him from you. He places his hands on Harry's waist. Trust. We need people,
Theo. Harry is good at trusting people who he knows well, Granger, Weasley, Lupin. He does not
know Daphne. But I do.

"Harry," he says softly. "I...I trust Daphne."

The words are enough. Harry turns to look at Theo in astonishment and the tense, hot feeling in the
air diminishes. Theo thinks he sees Blaise relax infinitesimally and Daphne sigh slightly. Harry
stares at him and then looks back at Daphne.

"Yeah?" Harry's voice is tight. "Are you sure she won't do something stupid?"

"It it statistically unlikely," Daphne says drolly, but Theo knows that question is not about her.
Harry's words from their fight drift back to him: Or you could trust that I'm not always doing
something stupid. Theo realises now why Harry has been so upset. It has not been about Black at
all.

"I trust her to make her own decisions," Theo swallows hard. "Daphne can handle herself."

Harry doesn't turn to look at him again, but Theo feels Harry's lifeless right hand fumbling against
his. Theo takes it and squeezes it softly, his thumb tracing over the Black diamond. Harry hisses
gently and the words flicker gently against his mind, like the softest of kisses: my life and my
secrets. Theo can't help leaning forward momentarily, pressing his forehead against the silver hood
of Harry's robes in utter relief, his thoughts rejoicing thankfully. Yes. My life and my secrets.
Always. He should not be surprised when he feels the word echo back without any parseltongue
being spoken. Always.

"Okay, we'll trust you," Harry looks at Blaise. "What words do we need?"

"Usually, upon the honour of magic I do so swear not to raise arms or wands or powers against my
honourable friend," Blaise stands up, pulling out his wand. "I can be your witness."

"Right, well, which magic are we swearing on?" Harry frowns. Theo almost groans. And we were
doing so well with only minimal Mage references.

"Magic in general?" Blaise frowns.

"I'm not swearing on that, too vague," Harry shakes his head, looking down at their held hands.
Theo knows he is thinking of the Black magic that loves to bind, or the Slytherin magic that loves
to create armies.

"Then what?"

"Potter," Harry says quietly. "I'll swear on the Potter magic. It likes friendships."

"A friendship? Is that being proposed?" Daphne asks.

"Trust me, tesoro mio, when you swear you'll see what he means," Blaise grins and winks at Harry.
Theo rolls his eyes. He is still getting used to the fact that Harry and Blaise are merrily calling one
another by their first names. I shall not find it irritating.

"We'll have to swap hands, if you don't mind," Harry says. "You'll have to hold mine, it doesn't
hold things anymore."

"Of course," Daphne says with excellent decorum, delicately avoiding staring at Harry's hand and
the emerging diamond, gripping it firmly and ignoring the persistent tremor.

"Will you swear on your family magic?" Harry asks politely. "Greengrass magic? It's nice. Not
green, but yeah, nice."

"Excuse me?" Daphne raises a sharp eyebrow. Oh, hell.

"Harry," Theo warns, rushing to cover. Not a Mage. Absolutely not a Mage. "Remember how I said
not all Heirs experience Heir magic like you do? Because they usually only have one, and not two
as powerful as yours?"

"Oh," Harry at least has the presence of mind to look bashful. "Right. Sorry."

"What does he mean by not green?" Daphne demands and Theo just knows, the way he knows that
Daphne has set her mind on achieving the top marks on their homework assignment, that she will
not let it go.

"For that, you would have to swear to keep Harry's secrets," Theo sighs heavily, glancing at Blaise.
"As Blaise has done."

"And for that, I shall have my answer?" Daphne's eyes have taken on the same glimmer she gets
when she learns something new. "About my heir magic and also about the atomic reduction of a
human being?"

"You shall have an answer," Harry says slowly. "It might not be the one you want, but you'll have
one."

"Merlin, Potter!" Blaise laughs, shaking his head. "Should have been a Slytherin."

"You have no idea," Harry mumbles. "Shall we do this, Blaise?"

"Blaise is it?" Daphne says lightly.

"You have no idea," Blaise grins, touching his wand to their hands. Theo moves to step back, after
all, treaties are bonded between individuals and magic is tricky, but Harry grabs Theo's hand with
his right one, gripping much tighter than he could a week ago. He's been practicing. So Theo stays
and holds Harry's slightly twitching hand and pressing another hand against his back. I am here. I
am with you. "Begin."

"Upon the honour of the House of Greengrass I do so swear not to raise arms or wands or powers
against my honourable friend, Harrison James Charlus Potter-Black, and to guard the secrets given

to me," Daphne says. Theo notices Blaise is watching Harry's hand critically, as if he's waiting for
something. As if he has seen it before. Theo feels a trickle of discomfort at the back of his neck.
What did Blaise and Harry swear?

Suddenly, bands of red light dance out of Harry's Potter ring like tongues of fire, binding their
hands together like the illustrations of the Unbreakable Vow that Theo has seen. Daphne's
shoulders stiffen but her eyes alight. Blaise's face is mildly triumphant. When Harry speaks, his
voice has all the power it had before, the resonance of it that seems to echo when there is no reason
to. The voice of a Mage.

"Upon the honour of the House of Potter I do so swear not to raise arms or wands or powers against
my honourable friend, Daphne Nurul Hijau Greengrass," Harry says, "I swear to guard her secrets
as they are given to me."

They all watch as the magic sinks into Daphne and Harry's flesh, red light and flame vanishing to
nothing. The Potter ring glows and Harry nods.

"Cool," he shrugs. "Sorted."

Blaise and Daphne stare at him in incredulity for a moment and Theo can't help it. He snorts with
laughter. Harry squeezes his hand, grins beautifully and winks and Theo thinks his heart might
burst. I love him completely.

"So, my Heir magic?" Daphne asks, dropping Harry's hand and briefly examining her own,
curiously, as if trying to comprehend how Harry did it. "Not green?"

"No, it's um … zesty?" Harry says, tilting his head to one side and Theo knows he is smelling and
tasting Daphne's magic on the air. "Blaise's is a bit zesty too, but yours is … warmer, I guess?"

"My heir magic is zesty?" Blaise grins and folds his arms. "How delightful."

"You experience heir magic as … colour?" Daphne asks slowly.

"Um, yeah," Harry says. Theo knows he is probably thinking that colour sounds less weird than
smell and taste. He doesn't have any way to tell him that it is not. "Yours would be … orange."

"You have synaesthesia?" Daphne asks.

"Sure, why not," Harry shrugs. Daphne opens her mouth to ask another question but Theo can feel
Harry's tiredness. Something was wrong when he arrived. He was tired then, he is exhausted now.

"Would you mind giving us some privacy?" Theo asks, rubbing a hand slowly up and down
Harry's back as he sways slightly.

"Of course," Blaise says, offering his hand to Daphne. "Come?"

"Certainly," Daphne tosses her hair, but gives Harry a shrewd look. "I shall trouble you for an
answer on the question of your molecular dissembling later, Potter-Black."

"Harry," Harry says. "If … that feels right to you."

Daphne looks at him strangely for a moment and then nods.

"Oddly, it does. Harry." She inclines her head gently towards him which seems to baffle Harry,
before taking Blaise's hand and following him to bed. Harry watches in amazement as they climb in
and close the curtains with a muttered silencing spell and Blaise gives them a roguish wink.

"Merlin," Theo mutters.

"Are they -?" Harry blusters. "Are they really -?"

"Blaise is nothing if not discreet," Theo rolls his eyes. "Come on, you need to lie down before you
… 'beam out,' was it?"

"Beam up, Theo, they beam up," Harry groans, letting Theo guide him to flop down onto his bed.
"So Daphne's alright, isn't she?"

"Daphne, is it?" Theo murmurs, copying Blaise and pulling the curtains close. Before he can erect
a silencing spell, Harry has twitched his finger and a shadowy shield surrounds them.

"Yeah, something about vows and shit, makes first names inevitable," Harry sighs, looking up at
Theo with bright green eyes. "I missed you."

Theo sucks in a breath. He forgets, sometimes, the utter charm of having a Gryffindor. The
disarming, delightful candour. You stupefy me at every turn, you fucking wonder.

"I … am relieved to hear that," Theo whispers, taking Harry's hand and stroking the Black diamond
softly. "I was worried …"

"That I'd leave you?" Harry raises his scarred eyebrow. He looks down at their joined hands, bites
his lip as if concentrating and suddenly, the golden threads and blue ribbons of magic, the
sensation of the gentleness of their bonds, wraps around them. It nudges him gently, a feeling of
being warmed and cooled simultaneously, or touched in a dream and waking and missing it. "Can't
do that, Theo. Don't want to do that."

"You were displeased." Theo does not yet understand what has taken Harry from the bubbling,
seething rage that had him hissing at Theo dangerously parseltongue and stalking away from him
with Lovegood like a whirlwind of magic and fury, to this quieter, more understanding being but
he wants to.

"Yeah, I was pissed," Harry frowns, "but I … I talked to Mi and … I know it's hard. To trust me, to
…" Harry swallows hard and Theo's heart leaps. He does not know if it is the bond, so alive and
flickering gold between them, but he feels the words: to love me, floating between them. "When I
… when I …" Harry winces and stares at the bed hangings above him. "When I have so many
edges. When I … when I … with the tower … that time."

It is not what Theodore expected but here it is. Now. I must be honest now. It has cost him so much
to be honest with me. Theo looks at the light of the bond still floating around their hands and is
grateful for it. It's presence makes words easier.

"It is not that you are untrustworthy or … unlovable," Theo swallows hard, noticing Harry's face
twitching and then pretending as if he has not heard the word. Not ready yet. "I only worry." Theo's
voice drifts to less than a whisper and he feels a stinging burn behind his eyes. "I worry all the
fucking time."

It is a horrible confession to make, this type of weakness that would have him beaten brutally by
Apollonius. We are men of war. We do not fret or dither. We strike.

"I know," Harry strokes Theo's arm gently. "You're not alone, if that helps. Snape saw it, the
astronomy tower in occlumency, and he and Remus gave me a … chat."

Harry snorts with disdain but Theo says nothing. He feels a strange fluttering in his chest. Hope.

"Anyway, Remus says I can tell him, y'know, if the edges are sharp again."

"Did you mention the roof?" Theo asks softly. "The cottage?" When you asked me, when the bond
begged me, to help you end your life?

"No," Harry looks at him. Theo allows his face, his eyes, to bear the galling, haunting fear that he
has been carrying around since that moment. What if I had done what was asked of me, which the
bond wanted me to do? Harry closes his eyes wearily. "Shit. Fuck. I'm … I'm sorry."

"Don't," Theo leans closer, kissing Harry's slightly stubbled cheek, relishing in the sensation.
"Don't be sorry for feeling what you feel."

"No, I mean …" Harry sighs. "I'm sorry it's just been you. Remus he … he's smart about this stuff.
He gets it, he … he made it make sense. Talking to him, it didn't make it better, exactly, but it at
least … it didn't make it worse."

"Good," Theo whispers. It seems the wolf has finally start to prove his worth. And I shall not be the
only one watching anymore. "It's good, that he knows. That … that someone else does."

"We're … we're shit at this trust stuff, aren't we?" Harry says miserably, slipping his hand into
Theo's hair. It feels so wonderful, Theo resists the urge to groan.

"We'll get better," Theo shuffles to lie down next to Harry on his bed, marvelling at the feeling of
having him close again. He's here. He's alive. "Your Sire and godfather trust people less than
anyone I've ever seen. We can at least do better than them."

"Yeah," Harry snorts. "We can do better."

"So," Theo plays gently with Harry's left hand, his finger circling the Black diamond, a spot of
sharp coldness jutting out of warm flesh. "What does Daphne's magic smell like?"

"Ginger," Harry says immediately. "Not green, you see."

"What's a green smell?" Theo asks, amused.

"Well, Sahara says my magic smells green, like it smells fresh," Harry frowns. "Maybe ... grass?
Apples?"

"Sometimes, you're extraordinary because you're a Mage," Theo smiles wryly. "Sometimes you're
just an odd boy."

"Rude," Harry turns his face and captures Theo's lips. Theo melts. Merlin, I missed you, Holy Odin
above, I missed you so very, very dearly. "Very, very rude."

Theo stares into his green eyes, so much brighter and more vibrant than they where when they first
met, the colour of his true eyes sharper and yellower, like the boomslang's vivid skin. Grass.
Apples. Peridot. Theo wishes that he could do as Sahara does, and taste Harry's magic. Suddenly,
Theo has an urgent question he must ask.

"Will you come to Hogsmeade with me on Valentines Day?" He blurts out.

"Huh?" Harry stares at him, frowning slightly. "There's a Hogsmeade visit on Valentines day?"

You utterly oblivious moron.

"Yes, Harry," Theo rolls his eyes and pinches Harry's nose. "Can we go together?"

"You're … you're asking me out?" Harry's eyes widen. "To Hogsmeade? On Valentines Day? Like
… like a proper date?"

It should not be so surprising, Theo thinks, since they have already exchanged three courtship gifts,
but he understands why this milestone would be of import to Harry. He is muggle-raised. He has
not grown up hearing tales of courting gifts and reading books about it, fairy stories filled with
those moments of exchanges of significant jewellery. He's watched the muggle television. He
knows the concept of a 'first date.'

"About time, isn't it?" Theo whispers, kissing him softly. If this is the milestone Harry will
treasure, he will ensure he does it right. "Harry Potter-Black-Slytherin-Prince, will you go on a
date to Hogsmeade with me?"

Theo is rewarded with the most perfect, beautiful blush along Harry's cheekbones. Oh. That's
… that's something. Theo decides then and there to consult Granger on all muggle courtship rituals
surrounding a first date.

"Um, yeah," Harry stutters, then begins to grin widely. His eyes light up perfectly, his cheeks
dimpling. "Yeah, I will! I mean, I don't know how we can do that but -,"

"Let me worry about it," Theo smiles. He will consult Granger. He will discuss it with Daphne.
The pain in his head is slowly receding. It is joyous, he realises, to have something pleasurable to
plan. Harry is still blushing and grinning to himself, pushing his face into Theo's shoulder and it is,
quite frankly, adorable. Yet Theo can still feel a tug of insecurity deep inside him, the need to
assure himself that Harry is safe. That he is well.

"Harry?"

"Yeah?"

"What did you swear to Blaise?"

Harry sighs heavily and shifts his head to look at Theo thoughtfully.

"Similar to Daphne," Harry says quietly.

"But not exactly the same?"

"Not precisely."

"And … you won't tell me?" Theo swallows heavily.

"Not today," Harry leans in and kisses Theo. The glow of the bond settles into their skin and Theo
falls softly through Harry's memories of their last night at Spinner's End, Harry's pleasure as he
kisses Theo's neck, how his skin tingles beautifully under Theo's touch. Harry pulls away gasping,
pressing his forehead against Theo's. "Okay?"

Theo understands. Trust. Theo closes his eyes and breathes deeply. He will try, he will try to trust.
He will try until he can and hope that Harry will still be here, here and alive when he does.

"Okay," Theo whispers. "Okay."

Chapter End Notes

I hope you enjoyed my darling Theodore, Blaise and Daphne!
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Next chapter, we're with Theo and he is mad. He made so many plans! But when your
boyfriends fake father shows up and ruins it, that's a unique level of outrage.

Harry,

Remus said I can't see you and I understand why but things are a bit different now. The Silver Hall
isn't so bad and Magnus is arranging for me to move back to Grimmauld with Molly and Arthur.
The Ministry doesn't know where, but Magnus can have me placed under house arrest due to some
new legislation he's pushing through from the Congregation. I have more rights as a European
creature than I do as a British Wizard! Even if my obscurus isn't technically inside me anymore.
It's better now that it isn't. I've been thinking about what you said that people are paying for me to
be here, to be alive. I've talked about it with the Mind Healer the Silver Hall has. Goblin Mind
Healers don't take bullshit, it seems. She says I've been a right 'Rukhs' which is some kind of
demonic creature the goblins fought thousands of years ago who destroyed everything in their
path. I get that, I'm just not used to people suffering for me to live. Azkaban doesn't exactly give
you high self-esteem.
Magnus and I have been talking and I would like it if you would write to me. Magnus says you like
to ask questions, that it helps you when you're learning and understanding. He doesn't tell me what
he's been teaching you (even though I ask all the time! Mags has always been like a bloody
Gringotts vault with information)You can ask me anything. My head is a bit clearer now. I know I
made mistakes and Magnus keeps telling me we should just try and get to know one another.
Again. Bill said he would drop this off to you. He says he's teaching you to axe-fight. How is that
going?
You're my child, even if all of this stuff in the newspapers is fake, even if Snape is your real father.

I love you. I will always love you. Even when I screw up and you hate me.
Ask me anything, Harry. Let me try.
Padfoot

Sirius

I had axe-training with Bill and he said you've moved into Grimmauld. With Magnus.
Why do you keep hurting Remus?
You were right. I do love him more.
Harry

-- -- -- -- -- --

Sirius has been writing to me.

Oh dear.

Yeah.

Are you writing back?

Yeah.

Are you mad?

No. Just … be careful.

Tell Blaise to stop sending me dirty notes in the Great Hall. It's annoying.

There is a ruse at play here. This is how he courts.

I don't know how Daphne puts up with him.

It is a mystery.

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Harry,
I don't mean to hurt Moony. I've never meant to hurt him but something the Obscurus does is make
everything dark and paranoid. Me and my brother didn't have much love growing up, not the kind
of love Remus can give you. I think that has always made me believe that I am unlovable. I'm sorry
if I've ever made you feel like that.
I love you, I never stopped loving you, even when I was angry.
Padfoot

Sirius,
Having an obscurus or a shit family isn't an excuse for being a dick.
If you never meant to hurt Remus, why did you ever even go out with him when you were bonded to
my Dad?
There's a difference, Pads, between saying you love someone and acting like it.
Harry

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Nott,
As requested, I discussed with Harry the different films or television series (or examples of muggle
culture as you called them) that he has seen. It is not many and you will know why he had no
choice in the content he observed. He admits he enjoyed the Jane Austen adaptations his Aunt was
fond of. He can describe the ball scene from memory in every single one, so take from that what
you will. (I have outlined the plots of Pride and Prejudice, Sense and Sensibility and Mansfield
Park in the following scrolls). Harry mentioned that his uncle watched Sherlock Holmes, which he
liked. (I have outlined the plot of this also). He confessed his cousin liked to listen to Doctor Who
on the radio but Harry was afraid of liking it, worrying that it veered too close to magic. (Luckily,
this was one of my favourite shows so I have outlined the best episodes for you.)
Lastly, he confessed that he enjoyed Brideshead Revisited, (which, quite frankly, explains you),
even though this was also where he first learned of his Uncle's hatred for gay people. Can you
explain to me what you are hoping to glean from this insight?
Granger

Granger,
I am searching for insights into muggle courtship practises. What I have learned from this is the
following:
1. Balls are of significant cultural importance. As are glances and being invited to dine at
people's houses. This is much more akin to Pureblood wixen culture than I anticipated.
2. Gentlemen being clearly heart-bonded and soul bonded is more acceptable in the muggle
world than I had been led to believe. If Holmes and Watson can happily dedicate themselves
to Auror work all over London without being horribly discriminated against for being lovers,
then it must be. Their affectionate practice seems to be restricted to rescuing one another
from danger, again, more akin to Pureblood culture than I was expecting.
3. There is no romantic notion to be gleaned from the adventures of this-so-called Doctor who
resembles a Healer not in the slightest. I enjoyed the daleks.
Nott.

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Do you have Sahara?

Yeah, we're hanging out in the Forbidden Forest.

Why?

Luna wanted to show me the Thestrals. They're fun.

Thestrals are heralds of Death. They are not fun.

You're only saying that because you haven't ridden one.

Harry, do not tell me you have been riding invisible beasts.

Course not.

What did Sahara think?

She doesn't like them. She calls them 'dragon birds' and wants to eat them.

Shocking.

What are you and Hermione passing notes about all the time?

Arithmancy.

Lies.

Perhaps. How is your godfather?

He says he's getting better.

Do you perceive a difference?

Not in the ways that count.

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Harry,
I know there is a difference. I'm sorry. I will keep saying it because no matter what happens, I don't
want to lose you. Magnus is right, nothing is worth that.
I will try and explain Remus to you. Remus is my mate, he has been since we were fifteen and I first
took my Grim form, but your Dad was my other half. My better half. The part that kept me sane,
made me whole. He was my heart. When so much of your heart is dedicated to a person like that,
you can only offer others what is left. I could only give Moony what was left and when your Dad
died, I couldn't even give that.
I know it's not an excuse but its a reason.
For a while, when you were born and James was happy and safe with Lily, it felt like everything in
the world was right. Like I had my place in the universe, to protect you and your father and love
you both forever. I always will.
Padfoot

Sirius,
You should have left Remus alone.
It's not a good enough reason. I had a shit family too.
He's not my father.
Harry

Harry,
Maybe I would have, if I'd known what would happen. I didn't know then, Harry, what the impact
of the bond would be and how it would hurt the people around me, hurt me, when James wasn't
there. I was fifteen and dumb as shit. I made a mistake. I don't expect to be forgiven for what I've
done in the last year, or even in the last fourteen, but I hope you can forgive me for being young
once. I want you to know that I do love Remus. As much as I can. But it is hard to love with half a
heart.
I know he's not your father but I need you to know that he loved you as his son. He adored you.
James was your Dad. Whatever goes on with me or with Snape, don't shut him out of that. Please.
Magnus and the mind healer say that my clarity now is going to be hard for you to hear or listen to
so I shouldn't push stuff, but I need you to know that he loved you. We both did.
Padfoot.

Sirius
I'm fifteen. I make mistakes and people die. No one forgives me.
Remus deserves more than half a heart. More than you. So do I.
Harry

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Nott,
You should have made that clear from the outset. Whilst wixen courtship practises have not
evolved in hundreds of years, muggles have. Please refer to outlines of Dudley Dursleys favourite
television show, Grange Hill, set in a muggle school which will give you a clear concept of modern
courtship practises amongst muggles of our age group. Harry watched it almost every day from the
god-damned cupboard. Also, Sherlock and Watson weren't lovers. At least, I didn't think they were.
Granger

Granger,
This is, quite frankly, anarchic. Please clarify the following points.
1. Muggles do not appear to announce courtships in any other way apart from vocally. Is there
no gift exchange of any kind? Drugs do not count.
2. Muggle relationships seem to be organised by the following milestones: a initial kiss, an
initial heart bonding, some declaration of exclusivity, possible proposal of co-habitation or
life-bond. Am I missing any? Excluding pregnancy, which seems to happen at the most
inopportune time.
3. If this is modern muggle courtship, I do not know why you neglected the traditions of Darcy
and Bennett. It is comparatively primitive and completely unsatisfactory.
4. Is this really what Harry expects?
Are there more stories featuring Mr Darcy?
As for Holmes and Watson, you were clearly not paying adequate attention.
Nott

Nott,
1. Gifts are not exchanged. Sometimes flowers are offered on a first date. Single roses are
considered romantic.
2. First date of some kind comes before a kiss, usually. Pizza and a film is common. Meeting
the parents comes before a proposal. Pregnancy is avoided before the age of majority, if
possible.
3. On this point, we firmly agree.
4. Harry has never expected anything. That's the problem.

I have hidden my copy of the complete works of Austen in your bag. Enjoy. Do not fold down the
corners of the pages.
Granger.

Granger,
Thank you. As for the page corners, I am not a barbarian.
Nott.

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Harry,
You are not to blame for the deaths of others. I am sorry if I have ever made you feel like James'
death was your fault.
I know you deserve more. I can only give what I have.
I love you Harry. I still love you the most of anyone on this planet. Whatever you want, whatever
you need, I will give it.
Padfoot

Sirius
What I want and what I need is for you to think about this: Do you really love me, or do you just
love the bond?
Because you don't know me.
Harry

Harry
I know you hated your relatives.
I know you hide how much they hurt you.
I know you lie about it all the time.
I know that you keep secrets to protect people.
I know you love Remus because he's kind, not because he's strong.
I know you trust Hermione more than anybody.
I know you loved flying because it connected you to James at first.
Now you love it because it gives you freedom.
I know that you love the Weasleys because it feels like what home should be.
I know you feel like you don't fit with them, even when you want to.
I know you're the funniest person I know.
I know you get all my jokes.
I know that we were family the moment we walked out of the shack.
I know you were running away when I saw you in third year.
I know what you hear when the Dementors come near.
I know that you feel broken inside in a way that makes no sense.
I know that you see the darkness in me and you recognise it.
I don't know everything, but I know the core of you.
No matter what your name is or who your father is.
Love you, pup,
Padfoot

Sirius

That sounds like the bond.
Don't send me letters anymore.
Harry

Harry
I love you always.
I am sorry I hurt you.
I will not give you up, not again.
I can wait.
Padfoot

Harry
I will always love you,
I will find a way to fix it.
Padfoot

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

Sirius and I aren't talking anymore.

What happened?

What always happens.

I'm sorry.

It's fine.

Is he still writing to you?

Yeah. I asked him to stop. I've talked to Remus about it.

You look tired. Are you sleeping?

Some. I have weird dreams.

About him?

Nah. Corridors and shit. Gonna tell me what's happening on Saturday?

I have it on good sources that surprise is a key element of a good first date.

Should I be worried?

Always.

Can't wait.

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

"Explain to me why I am chaperoning this charade?" Severus demands, glaring around the staff
meeting. Filius averts his eyes, Pomona smiles and Minerva, unsurprisingly, scowls.

"Because there have been five Hogsmeade visits all requiring staff escort since the start of the year
and you have attended exactly none of them," Minerva puts down her scotch-laced cup of tea with
a loud clink.

"Have you not considered that might be by design?" Severus drawls. Minerva rolls her eyes.

"Think, Severus, you are perhaps the most qualified to dissuade our students from engaging in
reckless behaviour whilst in the village," Pomona says. Severus notices that her bowtruckles all
seem to be wearing tiny cupid wings. How on earth did she manage that? "I imagine that all the
Hogsmeade proprietors will be very grateful to have you prowling around today!"

"That would concern me more if my chosen occupation was watchman of Hogsmeade but since it
is Potions Master, I think my time would be better served brewing, as usual. Besides," Severus
gives Pomona a withering look. "I do not prowl."

"Much," Minerva mutters. Severus glares at her. They have been more at odds than usual since
Harrison returned to school. Minerva has become Harrison's loud advocate in staff meetings,
furious that he has not been reinstated to Quidditch and finding Severus' typical barbs disagreeable
rather than simply annoying. It is understandable. Severus should not be irked by it, but every time
he and Minerva clash over Harrison, one rebuke is on the tip of his tongue and one rebuke only:
You left him there.

"You're going," she says, her voice becoming a hard, Scottish brogue as she looks at Albus.
"Anything else we need to know before we wrap up, Albus?"

"Eager to get away, Minerva?" Pomona jokes, winking slyly. "Valentines day plans with the wife?"

"There may be … a lunch," Minerva scowls. "Lot of old nonsense."

"You married a Frenchwoman, what did you expect?" Albus chortles. "No, I don't believe I have
anything else on the agenda to keep Severus from enjoying Valentines day in the village." Severus
scowls. Even if he were the kind to enjoy such celebrations, his idea of a romantic day does not
include hundreds of screaming children with unfettered access to a joke and sweet shop. Sweet
Merlin, it shall be hell. "Filius?"

"One item only. Dolores has become … irritating about young Ward's language lessons," Filius
sips his tea with marvellous restraint.

"Ward?" Pomona asks with a frown.

"The ridiculous name given to Potter by the Goblin King," Severus sniffs. As if the boy doesn't
have enough names to be going on with.

"Potter-Black," Minerva says, as if she is compelled to remind Severus that the boy is a Gryffindor
twice over. "Why do you call him Ward, Filius?"

"Because my King has named him so," Filius sips his tea as his eyes flash. Something Severus
never knew about Filius is ferociously coming to light this year. Filius may look like half a wizard
but he is not, not in all the ways that count. His loyalty, heart and patriotism beat for the Goblin
Nation. Severus wonders, suddenly, if Filius calls his son 'Mr. Ward' in class. The idea is quietly
humorous.

"What is the problem, Filius?" Albus asks.

"Ward must complete language training," Filius says, ignoring Minerva's slight eye-roll. "Dolores
says that giving him additional time with his Charms teacher is an unfair advantage to the child."

"Can Harry self-study?" Pomona asks, "and you could perhaps keep him after class for additional
help on the pretence of follow up notes from the lesson? He does need assistance checking his
dicta-quill notes sometimes."

Severus sips his coffee and stares at Albus. He would recommend throwing the boy in detention,
but he cannot without possibly revealing his own cover for time spent with Harrison, which has
been working perfectly. It is how they continue to get away with weekly Occlumency lessons
followed by 'Remedial potions' on Sunday which provide a healthy cover for visits from Harrison's

other lessons in everything from physical therapy to Circe-cursed blasted axe-wielding. Draco
enjoys taunting the boy about the extra classes loudly in Potions, but whenever Severus catches
Harrison glaring back, there is always only one word to be plucked out of his mind. Axe. He
imagines that if he and Lupin had not expressly forbidden the carrying of the weapon in the castle,
(it is safely locked up in Severus quarters) Draco would be facing quite a reckoning.

"Harry is an intelligent boy," Albus says softly, looking away from Severus. He knows that Albus
has understood. There must be no inkling, even among these trusted staff members that he feels
anything other than resentful hate for the child. "He can manage a self-study program."

"You mean Granger can manage a self-study program," Severus sneers, even as he knows that
Harrison's likely tutor in this shall be Theodore. Or, quite possibly, from the way things have been
going, Zabini.

"We encourage our students to form study groups, Severus," Albus says breezily, sipping a hot
chocolate which looks like it is adorned with heart-shaped marshmallows. Disgusting. "Does it suit,
Filius?"

"It shall have to, shall it not?" Filius mutters angrily. "That woman …" He then descends into a
rasping surge of khuzdul that Severus cannot follow. Albus, however, smiles cheekily.

"Quite right, Filius, quite right! Now," he claps his hands merrily. "Happy Valentines Day! Enjoy
your Saturday! Severus, a moment if you please."

Severus groans inwardly. He knows what is coming. It's a conversation that's been waiting to
happen since the unfortunate interruption after Harrison's first lesson. If Albus had not called, if
Lupin had stayed … Severus pushes the thought from his mind, sinks it behind his icy shields, as
Albus turns and smiles at him, rising to cross to his pensive.

"How is Harry's occlumency progressing?"

Severus nods shortly.

"Have you reconsidered whether you will allow me to see the memories of your encounters?"
Albus asks quietly, tapping his wand against the side of the pensive.

Severus shakes his head. Albus stares at him. The memory of that first meeting settles between
them, the terse, uncomfortable conversation:

"What do you need, Albus?" Severus says, slightly breathless as he steps out of the floo. Lupin just
left and he needed a moment to compose himself. More than a moment. The words "he is not" in
reference to Black chase unhelpfully around his brain. Albus doesn't look up from what he is
writing. Severus imagines that the Dark Lord has struck somewhere, that Albus is going to hastily
deliver a pre-warning of some kind before the inevitable burn of the mark on his arm. He imagines
deaths, he cannot help it. Broderick Bode has been dead little less than a week, he would not be
surprised if others have fallen. Severus steels himself, expecting to be sent into battle yet again.

"How did Harry perform in Occlumency?" Albus asks. Severus stares at him, suddenly filled with
irritation.

"This is why you called me through so urgently?" Severus' skin is tight. He could have had Lupin,
he would have had Lupin if the meddlesome old man had not appeared in his Circe-damned
fucking fireplace. "To enquire after a lesson?"

"Yes," Albus puts down his quill and frowns, "and to receive your memories from the lesson, of
course."

Severus feels anger that he hasn't felt since he discovered Albus had plundered his child's mind. He
clenches his fists and tries to drown the emotion in cold water, building ice inside his mind, but it
is almost impossible. He recalls running up the hill of the small island, following the snarling,
racing werewolf to see his Heir, his fucking son, twitching at the end of Albus' wand. The
impossible rage. The unfathomable betrayal. He has buried it, he has murdered that moment in his
mind and lowered its coffin into ice, but here it is, resurrected and raw and Severus has had
enough.

"No," Severus snaps.

"No?" Albus raises his eyebrow in puzzlement. An endless stream of 'no's' thunder through
Severus' mind: No, I will not bow to you in this. No, I will not give you carte blanche to all my
parenting decisions. No, he is no longer yours to guide and save and raise for battle. No more. No.

"You may have sold the wixen world on the notion that the boy is Black's, but he is mine," Severus
hisses. "You shall not have access to his mind again. The answer is no."

Severus turns and leaves, before Albus can answer and Severus can regret what he has done.

Now Severus is looking at his mentor, the man who has kept all of his secrets for the past fifteen
years, and wondering at what point he begun to think of him not only as one not to be trusted, but
one to be defended against. Perhaps it was the moment Albus held his son at wand point. Perhaps
it was the moment Severus heard the broken voice of the child on the voicemail in Grimmauld
Place. Perhaps it was when Lily died and I trusted him to save her.

"You know that I do not wish Harry harm, Severus," Albus says, his voice light but his eyes
pained. "I did not violate his privacy with any delight, I believed him to be possessed at the time -,"

"And would that have made it better?" Severus demands. "His mind would have become your
battleground, Albus."

"It already is, Severus," Albus shakes his head sadly. Severus swallows. He has been fighting for
so long he does not see how disturbing that is.

"Which is precisely why I shall not change my mind," Severus says, glancing at one of Albus'
many intricate clocks. "I must go and assume my chaperone responsibilities."

"Has Harry revealed any dreams about Voldemort?" Albus asks, as if Severus has not spoken.

"No," Severus says shortly, even though he does not know for sure the answer is truthful. Of the
memories he has seen of Harrison's he has been most distracted and dedicated to insights into the
boy's past abuse. Not only is there the dog, but the cousin who seems to be quite frankly
psychopathic in his love of violence and the lack of food which appears to have been chronic. Yet
Severus still feels like Harrison is somehow keeping back the worst of it, probably using a method
that the boy himself does not even understand. Or perhaps he is truly so completely traumatised he
has repressed them too deeply to even recall. None of that is to be shared with Albus.

"And Voldemort has still not called you this month?"

"No," Severus swallows. The last time was bad enough. Severus had struggled to make it back to
Hogwarts after the Dark Lord's wrath in hearing the news that the Black Magic had retained its
loyalty to Harrison. Lucius had watched, smugly, enjoying every minute. "If you will excuse me
…"

"One last thing," Albus says quietly, swirling his wand softly through the memories of the pensive.
"Does Harry still have the Potter Grimoire?"

"I presume so," Severus frowns. Albus has not mentioned the Grimoire in months. "What is your
interest in that particular tome?"

"Nothing to be concerned about," Albus smiles benignly. Severus narrows his eyes. No you fucking
don't.

"I disagree," Severus raises an eyebrow and stares at his old mentor. I have kept every one of your
secrets. I have gone to war for you. You will tell me. They stare at one another and Severus holds
memories of the past in his mind, easily accessible for Albus to collect. Albus and Severus are
standing in Albus' office over the summer, preparing to go to Grimmauld Place so Severus can
search for the Grimoire. "What need have you of it, Albus?" "Answers, Severus. Answers that may
help us all."

"I did not lie," Albus sighs. "The Potter Grimoire contains some of the oldest magic written down.
There is information that might benefit us, benefit Harry."

"What sort of information?"

"Bonds, Severus," Albus says quietly. "Ancient ways that wixen were bound and perhaps … could
be unbound."

The parabatai bond. Perhaps Harrison has had the answer to unravelling Black's bond right under
Severus' nose.

"Could you inquire after it?" Albus places his wand tip to his temple and pulls out a silver thread of
memory, letting it float into the pensive. Severus wonders what it contains. Harrison could be free
of Black. The idea of it, the tempting possibility is too hopeful and delicious to let be thrown away
due to his distrust of Albus. He nods. Albus looks satisfied.

"A member of the Order will be in Hogsmeade today also, for additional protection. I understand
Harry is going?"

"With Zabini, yes."

"An unexpected choice," Albus murmurs, looking into the pensive.

"What would be an expected choice, Albus?" Severus sneers. "A Gryffindor? A girl?"

"I merely meant that I was not aware Harry had any familiarity with young Mr Zabini," Albus says
lightly. "How did they become acquainted?"

Severus knows a trap when he hears it. In Albus' eyes, there is an unknown link between Harrison
and Zabini. It is Theodore. Albus must not know that. Severus buries him, murders the inquiring
Mr Nott and lays him down behind his occlumency shields.

"Acquainted? You forget, Albus, teenage boys do not need to be acquainted to express their
interest," Severus rolls his eyes and does not hesitate from casting aspersions on his child's
character. He would do more to protect him from the meddling of Albus. "No doubt Zabini saw an
opportunity to advance himself politically and Harrison saw what all other teenagers see when they
look at the Zabini heir. A pretty face."

"I didn't think Harry was so driven by looks," Albus cocks his head to one side. "He has always
been more concerned with the heart of a person."

"Has he always been a fifteen year old boy?" Severus raises his eyebrow. "Why should you be
surprised that you are not intimately involved in his love life?"

"Are you?" Albus asks quickly. Severus thinks of the many fights in Spinners End, of Theodore
lolling on Harrison's bed, of hearing the two of them upstairs laughing as they clean their teeth.
You have no fucking idea.

"Of course not," Severus sneers. "He's fifteen. What fifteen year old confides in a parent they trust?
Let alone a --,"

Severus bites his sentence off, sets his jaw tightly and focuses on the bookcases above Albus. It is
an adequate enough performance of a regretful parent, it seems, as Albus' eyes soften at the
corners.

"Harry is the most forgiving child I have ever known," Albus says gently. "Give him time,
Severus."

He will never forgive you for leaving him with Petunia, Severus thinks but nods stiffly. He turns
and exits the office, satisfied that he has appeased Albus' need to see conflict between him and the
boy. He pulls his cloak over his shoulders and stalks swiftly through the castle, waving his wand to
separate canoodling couples when he sees them. He has squirmed at the feet of the Dark Lord and
yet Severus does not know if there is anything he despises more on the planet than this particular,
insipid holiday. Unbidden and unwanted, Lily's voice pops into his head, fifteen years old and
grinning: Come on Sev, it's supposed to be fun!

As he steps out into the slight drizzle of the mild, February air, he pulls his cloak over his head. As
he walks past students giggling and laughing, he glowers and them all. Being the member of staff
'on duty' in Hogsmeade amounts to little more than patrolling the streets, ensuring that he is there in
case of disaster. Notable past 'disasters' include students getting drunk on firewhisky and needing
escorts to the hospital wing. Severus is not looking forward to it, least of all because he might have
to witness Harrison engaging in some kind of faux courtship with the overly flirtatious Zabini. He
has not had enough sleep or drunk enough scotch to bear that. As he rounds the corner of the
village he spies Lupin and Weasley standing outside Honeydukes overcrammed establishment.
Damn. This is the very last thing he wants today. He has exchanged short missives with the wolf
since their discussion after Harrison's first occlumency lesson but he has not laid eyes on him. He
is, of course, typically shambolic looking, but is looking at Weasley with an open kind of
earnestness that makes Severus scowl. Must he look at everyone with such deferential kindness?

"Lupin," he snaps, approaching rapidly and nodding at Weasley. "Order business, is it?"

"That's me," Weasley raises his hand, grinning in that lopsided way that everyone on the fucking
planet seems to find enchanting. He claps Lupin on the shoulder. "I'll do a round. Catch you later,
Rem. See you tomorrow, Severus, for Harry's lesson?"

"Naturally," Severus drawls, watching as Lupin smiles at Weasley as he walks away. Severus
cannot stop himself from sneering out: "Rem?"

Lupin only rolls his eyes, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his muggle coat, the collar turned
up against the drizzling rain.

"Minnie finally caught you, did she?" Lupin smirks. "Hogsmeade duty?"

Severus nods, glaring at a Hufflepuff couple who are kissing avidly outside of the Three

Broomsticks until the taller girl wilts with embarrassment and pulls the younger away.

"You?"

"I came to meet Bill," Lupin says. Severus stares.

"You came to meet Weasley?" his voice is too acerbic for the topic but he cannot help it. "On
Valentine's day?"

"Yes?" Lupin looks puzzled in a most vexatious way.

"Well," Severus sneers. "I wasn't aware you were angling to play third in a pair, Lupin."

"Firstly, Bill and Tonks are not an exclusive couple," Lupin says lightly, supremely unbothered by
Severus' childish comment. "Secondly, werewolves classically struggle with triads, as you would
know if you actually spent any real time understanding my culture rather than making wild
assumptions about it --,"

"Can a biological urge every 29.5 days truly be considered a culture?" Severus sneers.

"And thirdly, I was here to have a conversation with Bill about Harry," Lupin continues as if
Severus has not spoken, talking over him as easily as they had once done when they were first
friends at school. Before Black. "So perhaps you should rethink your entire statement, Severus. It is
so incorrect as to verge on the absurd."

Severus cannot deny the lightness of Lupin's tone, the way he catches the eye of old students as
they pass and smiles affably, yet he knows the wolf well enough to sense out the edges underneath.
Lupin is irritated. By which part of his statement, Severus is not entirely sure, but it reminds him of
Lupin's face last time Severus questioned his allegiances. Still? Merlin, Severus.

"What about Harrison needed discussion?" Severus asks.

"Sirius was writing to him," Lupin says. "Harry asked him to stop but he hasn't. Bill had been
delivering the letters and I don't think Sirius told Bill Harry had asked him to stop. I've sorted it

now."

"By firmly enlightening Black as to how unwelcome his letters are and what the consequences of
ignoring his godson's wishes will be?" Severus asks, feeling annoyance lighting inside him. He
didn't know about this, and why should he expect to? Of course Harrison would refer to his other
parent, the parent he trusts and likes, rather than Severus.

"By telling Bill not to take any more letters," Lupin looks at him sharply. "Leave it, Severus."

"He is my son."

"Really? This is, of course, new information I had not even slightly considered," Lupin says with a
level of taut disdain that causes Severus to stare at him with sharp amazement. This is a Lupin he
has not seen in years, decades even. Not since Lupin was still Remus to him, Remus the shouldhave-been Ravenclaw, the most fiercely academically gifted boy in their year who was prone to
snappish, sarcastic comments when the pace of conversation did not move swift enough or warrant
his intelligence. It is a side of the wolf that Severus thought long dead, or buried. Or maybe it is
only supressed, too close to other swift and ferocious instincts.

"Moon soon?" he asks tightly. Lupin snorts.

"Severus, it is the height of hubris to presume that the only reason I would have to mock you would
be raging hormones before a transformation," Lupin sneers. Severus actually feels himself
flushing. He turns his face into the drizzling rain. Hades below, I shall not find this attractive. He
does some quick calculations.

"Be that as it may, Lupin, by my reckoning you are about thirty six hours away from being awash
with raging hormones," Severus snaps back. "Tomorrow night, isn't it?"

Lupin stares at him for a moment, as if biting back a hideous retort and Severus can't help but feel
slightly mournful when the wolf nods, sagging slightly against the side of the building and rubbing
a hand brusquely over his face. Supressed again. The tension in his hands and face is evident and
Severus notices, suddenly the slight tremor in them, the thinness of Lupin's scarred wrists. Has he
eaten today? Has he lost weight?

"Sirius wants to come with me," he says dully. "I don't know how to say no."

Never were truer words spoken. Severus stares him with avid dislike. Nothing is less likely to
engage his pity than the notion that Black is still too charming to be rebuffed.

"If you do not know how to form sentences then there is little to be done for you."

"You don't understand," Lupin's eyes flash darkly. "It's better … it's less painful with company."

Severus stares at him. It is something that he has never considered, never thought to imagine the
possibility that for Lupin, the pain of the transformation could be alleviated by the comfort of
another's presence. Black, not only the former lover but the former animal companion, another
warm body to run in the night with. He has never imagined it because he only knows one living
werewolf and that wolf would never share such things with him. In fact, Lupin is pulling himself
up straight, averting his gaze, as if aware he has shared much more than he anticipated. Lupin
coughs, looks like he is about to take his leave, and Severus finds himself speaking.

"Where shall you go?" he asks quietly.

"I … I … still come here," Lupin flushes and frowns, as if he does not understand his own
embarrassment. "The shack is convenient, it's quiet, I'm not a danger to anyone."

Severus swallows, thinking of the peeling paint, the creaking floorboards, the abominable feeling
of it being a place where people were abandoned. Left to suffer and rot and haunt. Pitiful.

"You could go to Skye," Severus says abruptly. "You are keyed into the wards. It would be
impossible for you to hurt anyone there."

And a warm bed would be waiting for you at the end of it, rather than the abysmal dirty mattress
surrounded by discarded butterbeer bottles.

"He couldn't come with me then," Lupin says slowly, eyeing Severus carefully.

"No," Severus says shortly. "He fucking could not."

They do not say if this is a bad thing or a good thing. Severus does not feel inclined to inquire. He

blinks rain out of his eyelashes and changes the subject.

"I have been experimenting with the components of Wolfsbane, I have been looking for longevity
but a side effect is a type of euphoria that lessens pain symptoms," Severus says. It would be a lie
to say that he has been trying to make a painless Wolfsbane. He has been attempting to brew the
perfect Wolfsbane, and if perfect is painless then so be it. It has nothing to do with Lupin and his
suffering.

"Oh?" Lupin raises an eyebrow. Severus nods.

"I could send it to Skye."

Severus looks down the high street, watching as students stream out of Zonko's. He thinks he sees
the Weasley twins shaking hands with the manager inside. He cannot stop himself from growling
slightly, imagining the sheer influx of terrifying and unstoppable joke products that shall flood the
school for aeons if the Weasleys have their products on Zonko's shelves. Lupin sees where he is
looking and smiles.

"This is how the world ends..." Lupin whispers.

"Not with a bang but with a Weasley," Severus snorts, unable to stop himself. Lupin laughs. He
throws back his head, scars catching the meagre, grey light and laughs. Severus cannot remember
the last time anyone laughed like that in his company. Regulus. It must have been Regulus. Severus
feels heavy sorrow settle on his chest. Sixteen years ago.

"And here we are, so worried about Voldemort," Lupin smiles. "What fools we are."

Fools indeed.

Lupin shivers slightly, looks up at the gathering clouds which threaten harder rain. He is about to
say that he should be going. Severus should let him do that, resume his dull, tiresome chaperoning
of the happy, cheerful students filling buying heart-shaped marshmallows the size of their fists and
urgently smashing their bodies together down alleys. Severus should let him go.

"A drink?" Lupin asks.

Severus stares at him, trying to make sense of the words as they have fallen from the wolf's lips.
Lupin jerks his head towards Scrivenshaft's. The bookstore is undoubtedly Severus' favourite
establishment on the street, an open fire at the back behind the Divination section, armchairs for
reading, and a small tea service available for customers. Given its literary and academic nature, it
is rarely favoured by students on the weekend outside of quick stops for supplies and reading
material. Since he is forbidden from returning to his lab and his brewing, it seems like an adequate
second best scenario for how to spend a portion of his Saturday. The fact that Lupin might be there
also is completely and utterly incidental. Anything shall be better than standing in the rain all
afternoon.

"For a moment," Severus inclines his head, gesturing for Lupin to lead the way. They set off down
the street and Severus tries hard not to think about the last time they walked this street together on
Valentines Day. Thirteen years old. Blushing and bumbling and buying too many sweets.
Desperate but not daring enough to hold his hand. As they reach the awning of the bookstore
Lupin stops to shake the rain out of his hair. Severus lowers his hood and brushes damp tendrils of
hair back out of his eyes. It always curls more in the rain. He catches Lupin's gaze, his eyes
snagging on it. Amber fire.

"Yes?" Severus asks, archly.

"Nothing," Lupin says quietly. "I'll go to Skye."

Severus nods. Swallows hard. Skye, with his wolfsbane instead of the shack with Black's grim.

"Suit yourself," he says.

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

"Are you sure about this?" Hermione asks, twisting in front of the mirror Kreacher is holding up in
the prefect's bathroom. In lieu of Harry no longer having a dorm room to occupy and chat in,
Hermione has removed them to the prefect's bathroom to try on outfits for Valentine's Day. Ron
refused to come on the basis that trying on clothes is 'girly,' and Hermione wants to keep her outfit
a secret from Ginny.

"I think you look great," Harry says. Sahara is coiled on the tiled bench, enjoying the warmth.

"Mudblood Potter should wear the red skirt instead," Kreacher grumbles. "It is better on her
mudblood skin."

"Don't call her that," Harry growls at Kreacher. "It's disrespectful."

"I could eat him," Sahara offers sleepily.

"Not today," Harry hisses back.

"Kreacher calls her Mudblood Potter," Kreacher rolls his big eyes, as if affixing the title of Potter
to such a slur somehow makes it okay. Pureblood stuff is so fucking weird.

"You can't expect him to change all at once, Harry," Hermione says, supremely unaffected as she
turns and strips off the blue dress and pulls on a red and black tartan skirt. "He's been indoctrinated
his whole life."

"No, Hermione, he's just a prick," Harry glares at Kreacher who grins maniacally back. "What will
it cost me for you to stop using that word?"

"All of the curly wurlys," Kreacher says.

"In my trunk?" Harry frowns.

"All of the curly wurlys," Kreacher repeats, eyes glittering nastily.

"In the world?" Harry snorts with laughter. "No can do, Elf Black. What's the cost for stopping
saying it to Hermione?"

Kreacher glares at him, clearly irritated to have been found out in a negotiable loophole.

"Kreacher does not know," he mutters.

"You can call me Muggle Potter, Kreacher," Hermione says lightly, tucking a black roll neck into
the waistband of her skirt.

"That is worse," Kreacher splutters, the mirror trembling as he stares at her in shock. "To call
Master's mudblood sister a muggle when she wields a wand --,"

"I prefer it," Hermione twists around to look at her back of herself in the mirror. "I'm a muggle
culturally, anyway. I have muggle parents. Maybe I'm just a muggle who does magic."

"Yeah, or maybe muggles are just wixen who can't do magic," Harry grins.

"Exactly!" Hermione laughs. He smells a sudden flare of Hermione's blackberry scented magic as
she grins back at him, feels a flare of love and dedication inside his Potter ring.

"Your sister's magic has strength," Sahara hisses. "Tastes like a fight."

"I know," Harry hisses back.

"Master's Muggle sister is odd," Kreacher snarls, eyeing her skirt and black tights. "But she does
look better in the red."

She does look great, Harry thinks, and very muggle. So does he. He's borrowed one of Hermione's
shirts again, a white shirt with voluminous sleeves that finish at the elbow. It has a wide sailor
collar with black trim and ribbon, set on a square neckline. He's also nicked a pair of Dean's old
jeans, grey ones with ink stains on the knees. Kreacher keeps looking at him in irritation and
muttering about 'shame on the house of Black' but Harry doesn't care. The shirt shows his runes.
He knows Theo will like it.

"Call her that, Kreacher," Harry commands, "and you can have all the curly wurlys in my trunk."

"Kreacher wants all the curly wurly's," Kreacher snaps.

"Yeah, yeah, well when I've taken over the world and become the new dark lord they're all pissing
themselves about, I'll arrange that for you," Harry snorts.

"Harry," Hermione warns, shooting him a glare.

"Master swears?" Kreacher grins.

"Yeah, sure," Harry rolls his eyes. "If I ever have complete control of the universe, you can have all
the curly wurlys."

"Kreacher will agree," Kreacher's eyes sparkle furiously. "And Master will be the next Dark Lord."

"Master will not," Hermione scowls, turning and throwing Harry a grey black and grey herringbone
blazer. "Put that on until we get to Hogsmeade. Cover your runes."

"Okay," Harry pulls it on, instantly drowned. "It's massive on me."

"Master looks like a child," Kreacher cackles.

"It's oversized," Hermione frowns. "It's my Mum's, it's inspired by Princess Di."

"Master does not look like a Princess," Kreacher snorts. "Master looks like a muggle idiot."

"Master doesn't care," Harry rolls his eyes and holds his hand out for Sahara. "Are you coming?"

"I shall take the water," Sahara hisses and slithers off the bench towards the draining bath.

"Find me if you need me."

"I can always find you Greenheart."

"I hope she doesn't appear in a toilet somewhere," Hermione frowns, watching Sahara slide down

the great plughole.

"I'm more worried about losing her in the Chamber of Secrets," Harry says. "Kreacher, can you
pop all this stuff back to Hermione's dorm room?"

Kreacher nods, but there is a slightly sinister glint in his eye that gives Harry pause.

"Do not fuck about with Mi's stuff, Kreacher," Harry says warningly. "Or her elf Spew hats."

"Elves do not want horrible muggle hats!" Kreacher snarls, stamping his tiny foot. "It. Is. Ignoble!"

"Feel free to tell them that," Harry runs a hand through his hair and takes one more look in the
mirror. He looks alright, he reckons, at least by his standards. Everything mostly fits and he's put
on a tiny bit of weight with Snape's annoying nutrition potions so the trousers aren't clinging
desperately to his hip bones in quite the same way. "But leave the hats alone or I will order you to
wear one."

Kreacher's eye twitches and then he nods. Harry and Hermione exit the prefect's bathroom, leaving
Kreacher gathering up Hermione's clothes and muttering about 'cruelest Master, horrible dark
Lord." They pull their winter robes on and walk down to the entrance Hall, running into Ginny and
Ron on the second floor stairs.

"Fuck, 'Mione," Ron says, staring at Hermione's knees. "You've got legs!"

"You see my legs every day, Ron," Hermione rolls her eyes as Harry snorts with laughter.

"Not like this," Ginny mutters. Her eyes are fixed on the hem of Hermione's skirt.

"I think Ginny likes it," Harry grins, elbowing Hermione in the ribs. Hermione rolls her eyes and
scoops up Ginny's hand, leaning in to kiss her quickly on the cheek. Ron looks Harry up and down
curiously.

"Is that one of Hermione's shirts?" Ron frowns at it, tilting his head to one side. "Why does it look
like a muggle sailor?"

"It's inspired by Princess Di!" Hermione hisses.

"Who's that?" Ron asks blankly, and Hermione looks like she may actually explode.

"I like your shirt, Harry, you look very pretty," Luna says, appearing as they reach the bottom of
the second set of stairs. As always, she is wearing an absurdly brightly coloured yellow dress and
pink leggings, and even despite the lack of sun, holding a parasol to protect her pale skin. "Hello,
Ronald."

"Hey, Luna," Ron grins at the yellow necklace she's wearing which loudly features ceramic bees.
"Cool outfit. Ready?"

"Yes," Luna smiles brightly, falling into step beside Ron as they walk down the stairs. "I'm
excited, thank you for inviting me."

"They're going together?" Harry asks Ginny quietly, catching Hermione's eye.

"As friends," Ginny smiles fondly. "They're meeting up with Neville and Susan. I think it's cute."

Harry catches sight of Blaise, Theo and Daphne at the bottom of the staircase, all looking like
pureblood royalty. Blaise is wearing a black and red patterned robes, Daphne is wearing dark blue
and Theo, Harry can't quite look at because he knows he will stare. Out of the corner of his eye he
sees the 'pureblood prince' robes that Theo wore in the summer and gulps. Harry tries not to flush
as he notices the way Daphne's eyes rake over his muggle attire.

"Are you sure about the shirt?" he whispers to Hermione.

"You look beautiful," she kisses his cheek briefly. "Go."

"Catch you guys later," Harry mutters, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his robes and strolling
over to the group of Slytherins with a confidence he doesn't feel. He won't look at Theo, not yet.
Not until it's safe. Theo doesn't care. Theo likes my ugly runes and stupid body and borrowed
muggle clothes. He likes me. "Morning!"

"Potter-Black," Daphne says immediately, her eyes fixed on Harry's too-big blazer. "Where did you
get that?"

"It's Hermione's," Harry can't stop the blush climbing into his cheeks. "It's … it's inspired by
Princess Di."

He winces as they all stare at him. I'm a fucking idiot.

"It is rather," Blaise says, tilting his head to one side and then offering Harry his arm. "Very '83.
Shall we?"

"Who knew Granger had such good taste," Daphne mutters, taking Theo's offered arm too. Her
eyes drift across the entrance hall to fix on Hermione as she walks out of the door with Ginny.

"Wait, you know about Muggle stuff?" Harry asks Blaise dumbly.

"Royalty are some of the few muggles privy to the reality of our world, the Contessa does business
with them frequently," Blaise says easily, guiding Harry out and onto the road to Hogsmeade.
"She's lovely."

"You've - you've met …?" Harry stammers.

"Of course," Blaise says easily, his eyes flickering over Hermione as she walks ahead of them.
Harry stares. An absurd thought pops into his mind. Petunia would be so fucking jealous.

"What's the plan?" Harry says, mainly to distract himself.

"Lunch for the four of us," Blaise says, holding Harry's elbow tightly as he jumps over a puddle. "I
have hired a private dining room in the Three Broomsticks."

"Jesus," Harry mutters. He knows Theo has some kind of 'date' planned but he still had no idea
how it can possibly be made a reality when everyone they pass on the road stares at Harry and

Blaise like they're some kind of bizarre zoo exhibit. The pureblood and the Freak - get your tickets
now!

"It will be fine," Blaise says softly, his eyes not leaving the back of Hermione's head. "So …
Granger and Weasley? Still?"

"Yes, still," Harry rolls his eyes. "Even if they weren't, she can't stand you."

"Neither could you at first, yet here we are," Blaise grins.

"At first?" Harry raises an arch eyebrow and glares at him.

"Do not pretend you do not find me endlessly entertaining," Blaise squeezes Harry's arm a little
tighter. "And attractive …"

"Fuck off, Zabini," Harry hisses, feeding parseltongue through their linked arms. It does nothing to
deter Blaise, who grins even wider.

"I knew you could curse in parseltongue," he chuckles, shaking his head. "You must know that it is
deeply compelling?"

"Christ on a fucking broom," Harry mutters under his breath. "Do you ever stop?"

"No," Blaise's reddish-brown eyes twinkle deviously. "If I did, people might actually consider me
threatening."

"Slytherins," Harry rolls his eyes.

"Indeed," Blaise smiles. "Speaking of, I have had some … interest in the no-wands treaties from
certain parties."

"Names?" Harry says quietly. "I won't take any children from ... Death Eaters," Harry hisses. "It's
too dangerous."

"Really?" Blaise's eyes drift towards Theo, who is walking a couple of feet away with Daphne,
speaking quietly and no doubt listening intently.

"I can protect that one," Harry says, raising his eyebrow at Blaise. Or rather, you can protect
him. Blaise nods curtly and Harry knows his shield-Consort has understood. "I can't guarantee
others."

"Let us not discuss it here," Blaise's smile takes on a slightly fixed quality as a group of seventh
year Slytherins pass, glaring at Harry like he's dirt on their shoes. Harry glares back. "I shall send a
note."

"As long as it's not a dirty sonnet again," Harry grumbles. The notes have definitely gotten out of
hand, no matter how much delirious joy they bring Ron who nearly choked on his cereal when he
read the last one.

"How dare you? That was some of my finest work."

"Just because Potter rhymes with otter does not mean it should be used in a sexy poem," Harry
scowls. He used to like otters.

"Who said that line was for you?" Blaise wiggles his eyebrows then glances up towards Hermione.
Whose Patronus is an otter. This ludicrous wanker.

"How -? What -?" Harry splutters. "Jesus, Blaise! Where did you find that out?"

"I hear everything," Blaise shrugs effortlessly. "I play every card, in its time."

"You're such a dick," Harry shakes his head. "She has a girlfriend!"

"I've never found that to be constricting," Blaise muses. "The delightful thing about being the third
party in a duet is your arrival is always greeted with pleasure."

"Ew," Harry winces and closes his eyes. The last thing he needs is an image of fucking Blaise with
the two girls he considers to be sisters. "Shut up."

"Make me," Blaise winks. Harry glares at him. He pulls up a little of the Slytherin magic, the
magic that bound Blaise, and squeezes it tightly around Blaise's wrist. Blaise looks at it in mild
interest, as the way the green band of magic cuts into his skin, muting the blood supply.

"Don't tempt me," Harry hisses.

"Such a tease," Blaise chuckles and Harry groans in irritation. The trouble with Blaise, Harry is
realising, is that there is literally nothing he will not turn into a flirt or a joke. Utterly impossible to
intimidate. They have reached the Three Broomsticks and slip inside the noisy pub. Harry is very
annoyed but also not surprised when all eyes turn and fix on him.

"Oh, fuck off," he hisses under his breath. He separates from Blaise who walks to the bar, smiling
flirtatiously at Madam Rosmerta. The students sitting and drinking closest to him shrink away but
Harry only rolls his eyes. Daphne steps beside him as Theo moves forward to stand with Blaise at
the bar.

"You use parseltongue to intimidate people and then you wonder why they fear you," she says
quietly. Harry glares at her.

"I use parseltongue to say what I think, actually, and they fear me because they find it
intimidating," Harry corrects with a scowl. "I don't wonder why people fear me. I wonder why they
believe lies so easily."

"They believe you violent, truculent, keeping secrets and dangerous," Daphne says quietly. "Which
part of that is a lie?"

"The part where they all think I want to kill them," Harry says shortly. "I don't enjoy killing
people."

"You say that as if it is something you have done before," Daphne mutters. Harry doesn't answer,
just stares at her. He wonders why people think all these terrible things about him, yet don't look at
him and see a murderer. Are they just scared to be right? Blaise and Theo gesture for them to join
them and Madam Rosmerta leads the way upstairs. Harry hears a couple of people muttering
'bloody Slytherins' and 'he's more Black than Potter, that's for damn sure,' but he ignores them.

Soon, hopefully very soon, he'll be alone with Theo. That's all he's wanted from today, to be alone
with Theo, just for a little bit. To feel normal. He stares straight ahead as they walk up the staircase
to a line of private rooms. Madam Rosmerta unlocks a door with a golden key and ushers them into
a private dining room, the table laid for four and the room decorated with horrible pink balloons
that Daphne wrinkles her nose at.

"For your use, sweeties," Madam Rosmerta simpers, looking at all of them with a sickly cloying
gaze. "And the additional room, as discussed for, ah, private times." She winks at Blaise who,
unsurprisingly, winks back. Harry stares. Did Blaise really order a private dining room with a
bedroom attached?

"You ordered a sex room?" Harry demands of Blaise, as soon as the door closes and Daphne begins
popping the pink balloons one by one with her wand.

"Naturally," Blaise wiggles his eyebrows. "It is Valentine's day."

"Are you insane?" Harry scowls. "You want to start a rumour that we're - y'know -,"

"No, do tell me, Harry, and tell me slowly so I can really pay attention."

"Oh, fuck off, Blaise -,"

"As little as I care for Valentine's day, this is not how I intend to spend it," Daphne drawls, glaring
that them both.

"Come on," Theo mutters, grabbing Harry's hand and moving towards the 'additional room.' Holy
shit.

"Wait, what?" Harry splutters, turning to stare at Blaise who merely grins evilly back at him, arms
already encircling Daphne's waist as she taps her wand against the tablecloth, turning it from lurid
pink to black. As Theo opens the door and drags Harry through, Harry feels like his heart might
stop. Holy shit, what is happening? "Theo, I don't --,"

Harry stops speaking. He looks around the room. It is not what he imagined. He'd been having
frantic thoughts of huge double beds covered with love hearts. It is simply another room, with a
nice looking chaise lounge by a roaring fire and lots of empty space and what looks like an old

gramophone.

"Calmed down?" Theo smiles, leaning against the closed door. Harry nods dumbly. There's a small
table by the fire with bottles of butterbeer on it. A single rose. Harry feels something painful and
lovely clench through his chest.

"For me?" he asks hoarsely.

Theo raises one eyebrow but inclines his head gently. Harry stares as Theo walks to the
gramophone and sets the needle to the groove. A familiar tune fills the air, something that Harry
hasn't heard since his childhood filtering through his memories, music and words drifting through
the cupboard grate.

“Is this the music from … from Pride and Prejudice?” Harry stares at Theo as he carefully removes
his damp outer robe and sets it over the Chaise Lounge.

“I am unable to provide you with pizza and a film,” Theo says quietly, slowly undoing his
cufflinks and rolling back the cuffs. “But I can provide something more traditional.”

“What?” Harry swallows. Theo looks beautiful. He's wearing his dark green shirt, so close to green
it is almost black, with a black velvet waistcoat, cravat and runic silver pin. Harry's pretty sure that
when wearing that outfit, Theo could get him to do anything. He steps into the middle of the empty
space, a space, Harry realises, that he has specifically cleared for a purpose.

“I’m going to teach you to dance.”

Harry stares. Flashes of childhood memories of watching from the cupboard as beautifully dressed
people dance on the TV speed through his mind. Not going to happen, Freak. Dudley's laugh
echoes inside his skull.

“What?” Harry laughs nervously. “I can’t dance, Theo, you saw me at the Yule ball, it was a
fucking disaster.”

“Hence the teaching,” Theo looks significantly at Harry’s robe and jacket. “Take it off.”

Harry tries to ignore the twinge of excitement at those words. He reluctantly shrugs off his robe
and blazer, suddenly anxious about the shirt. What seemed like an excellent idea in the prefects
bathroom now seems potentially a terrible one. His exposed collarbone, the runes at his throat and
wrists. He turns to look at Theo, half resigned to the idea that Theo's eyes might take on a baffled
edge, as if he doesn't understand why Harry looks so odd. They don't. His grey eyes are fixed on
Harry’s arms, the rune marks that splinter their way up his forearms from his wrists like lightning.
Harry swallows hard.

“Drop your glamours,” Theo whispers. Oh. Harry does, drawing back the Prince magic which
shields most things and the Slytherin magic which hides his ring. The Prince and Slytherin rings
fluttering into being as does his hidden bracelet from Snape that monitors his heart. The scar
carved into his right hand, I must not tell lies. He feels unaccountably bare.

“Yours too,” Harry whispers back. Theo waves his wand. On his exposed forearms the burns from
the summer, now brown marks on his pale skin, emerge. Harry wants to kiss every single one. He
coughs gently, casting his eyes on the gramophone. “So… dancing. I’m warning you, I step on
toes.”

“The benefit of regency dancing is that it is essentially timed walking," Theo says drolly. "I have it
on good account that you can walk."

“This is what you and Hermione have been talking about all this time?” Harry raises an eyebrow.
“Regency dancing? Wait, has she been coaching you?”

“I wanted to provide an adequate muggle first date. You like the stories do you not? You enjoyed
them on the television?” Theo tilts his head. “I thought you might like this. If I am wrong, do tell
me.”

“You’re not wrong, I …” Harry flushes and folds his arms. It feels absurd, it feels decadent to have
his secret fantasies catered to in this way. It feels selfish and indulgent and like someone is going to
whip it away from him at any moment. But they are not. There is just Theo, looking at him and
smiling quietly.

Oh, I'm so fucking screwed.

“No lifts?” Harry asks tightly. Hadn’t that been a fucking surprise at the Yule ball.

“None,” Theo shakes his head smiling. “Besides, if there were, I would definitely be lifting you.”

“Rude,” Harry mutters, rolling his shoulders and cracking his neck like he does before a quidditch
match. “Okay. Let’s go.”

“Don’t panic,” Theo says softly. “Two steps forward, take my hand …”

It’s not complicated, Harry realises. There’s a bit of a shuffle to be worked out when they have to
hold hands crossed in front of each others bodies and Harry doesn't know his left from right but
they work it out and then they are dancing. Dancing. Harry listens and learns and lets time slip
away from him as Theo teaches him one dance and then another and another. There is something
soothing about it, the rhythmic movement, that reminds him of flying. Theo, obviously, is a good
dancer, and confident as he moves, quietly speaking the steps to Harry in such a calming way,
Harry almost stops hearing it, just obeying. Soon, Harry's confident enough to comment on the
difference between them, to talk to Theo about the films he watched and how, as a child, he liked
that no one ever shouted in Jane Austen. How the gentlemen were kind and didn't hit and when
Elizabeth was smart and sarcastic she was praised, not slapped around the back of the head and told
children were seen and not heard (unless they were Dudley). Soon, Harry's chatting and laughing
and lightly sweating, letting 30 minutes and then an hour pass, not caring about anything but
putting one foot in front of the other.

"When did you learn?" Harry asks.

"This dance? Two weeks ago from Granger," Theo says, smiling at Harry as they link hands over
one their heads and turns. "But my mother taught me to dance. Pureblood culture involves a lot of
it."

"She did a good job," Harry murmurs. Theo's face lights up. There is a slightly sweaty tendril of
hair stuck against his forehead and for some absurd reason, Harry wants to kiss it. "I can't believe
you and Hermione have been meeting secretly to learn dances."

"One time," Theo rolls his eyes. "It is not complex."

"It is to me," Harry protests, accidently offering Theo the wrong hand and having to switch at the
last minute. "Muggle romantic dancing is way less organised now."

"Oh really?" Theodore raises his eyebrow as they step towards one another and then step back. "Do

enlighten me."

"Well, I'm no expert but …" Harry catches Theo's hand, reaches for the other one, and places them
softly on his hips. "These go here and then I just …"

Harry winds his fingers into the back of Theo's hair, pulling him closer as he wraps his arms around
his shoulders. Theo's eyes widen.

"Muggles dance this close?" he mutters, eyes darting between Harry's eyes and lips.

"They dance closer," Harry smirks, encouraging Theo to sway slightly with the music and for once,
feeling like he's got the upper hand. "This is good though."

"Agreed," Theo whispers, his hands moving around to span Harry's back. At that moment, Harry
feels a flash of something. Words are stuck in his mouth but he feels them. I love you. He can't say
it. He can't look at Theo's lips and not say it but he can't say it, either. It might not be true. I might
be too broken. I'll hurt him. Harry tries to put his head on Theo's shoulder, tries to relax into the
movement of it but it all feels suddenly ridiculous, suddenly impossible. He's here, thinking about
telling Theo he loves him and fucking dancing, whilst Voldemort is out there somewhere, killing
people. Like Cedric. Cedric is dead. Cedric is dead. Suddenly, his mind is full of watching Cedric
dance with Cho at the Yule ball, throwing her up into the air with a wide, sexy grin and feeling a
stab of jealousy that it wasn't him. Thinking to himself: next time he dances, he'll dance with me.

"I'm sorry," Harry says abruptly, pulling back and shaking his head. Cedric's eyes. Cedric's laugh.
Cedric's smile. "This ... this is weird."

"Weird?" Theo frowns. The crushing disappointment behind his eyes is unbearable to look at. "I
don't think it's meant to be weird."

"I know that!" Harry snaps, stepping back and dropping down onto the chaise lounge, putting his
head in his hands. Shut up. Shut the fuck up. Don't ruin it. Don't think about it. Don't think about
the past.

"Harry," Theo sits down beside him, placing a hand on his back and stroking gently. Harry
supresses a shiver but can't stop the goosebumps rising on his skin. "What's wrong?"

I think I'm falling in love with you and Voldemort kills all my boyfriends. It's impossible to say.

"I just … I don't think I'm very good at going on dates," Harry mumbles, refusing to open his eyes
and pressing them into the heels of his palms. "I can't stop thinking."

"Thinking about what?"

That all of this is some fucking Mirror of Erised bullshit and I'm going to wake up in the graveyard.

"That I shouldn't be here," Harry breathes, "that I don't deserve ..." Petunia's voice is suddenly loud
in his head: Undeserving brat. Harry swallows. "It's just dating and stuff, it's not for me, really, is
it? It's for happy, normal people."

"It's okay to have this," Theo whispers, stroking Harry's curls gently. "It's okay to be ... a happy,
normal person."

"I'm not though, am I?" Harry chokes out bitterly. "Why get used to it when I'm ...?"

He bites off the sentence, shaking his head.

"I can't promise anything," Harry feels like the words are made of glass. They cut his lips on the
way out. "I can't ... I can't promise ..."

"Harry," Theo interrupts soothingly. "My life and my secrets."

Harry takes a deep breath, lets the words sink into him. Then he thinks of the bond, the gold and
blue magic of it. When he looks up, he can see it in Theo's eyes.

"My life and my secrets," Harry says. As soon as the words leave his lips, his hands begin to glow
with gold light. Theo takes hold of his left hand and blue joins it, interweaving with the gold,
threads of magic becoming skeins becoming the warp and weft of their bond.

"We have our promises," Theo holds his left hand, runs a thumb over the black diamond in his

skin. "I just want to spend time with you. That's all this is. So ... how do you want to spend time?"

Harry looks at his slightly concerned face, his steely grey eyes, his long, thoughtful potioneers
hands. I love him. I think I do. I probably do. I love him.

"I want you to kiss me," Harry swallows. "Like, a lot. I want you to kiss me a lot, please."

"I can do that," Theo murmurs and then his lips are pressed against Harry's and images and
thoughts pour through the bond with a surge of pleasure.

Harry is watching himself come down the staircase, seeing his own slight nervousness, and feeling
Theo's pleasure to be near him. Harry is watching himself take off the blazer, is feeling Theo's
heart and breath stop for a second when he sees Harry's exposed wrists. Is feeling Theo's longing
to touch him there, to kiss him. Harry is watching himself dance, watching his own bright,
laughing eyes as he steps in time to Theo, is feeling Theo's complete contentment and pride that he
has done something good. He has made him happy.

"You do," Harry gasps, pulling away and pressing his forehead against Theo's. "I loved the
dancing, I just ... You do, Theo. Make me happy."

"Can I make you more happy?" Theo whispers against Harry's jaw, his fingers raking gently up
Harry's sides, making Harry groan. Actually groan. Oh shit. He's so embarrassed for a moment that
he stops breathing, stops thinking except for one, furious, irritated word: IDIOT. He wonders
horribly for a moment if Theo will laugh or tease him but that doesn't happen. Instead, Theo surges
towards Harry, capturing his mouth and kissing him deeply, gathering Hermione's beautiful shirt in
fistfuls as he pulls it off over Harry's head.

"You don't like it?" Harry asks breathlessly.

"It's lovely," Theo mutters, "I just want …"

Theo swears in a language Harry doesn't understand as he drops Harry's shirt to the floor, Harry
thinks it might be Norse, but then Theo lowers his lips to Harry's rune mark and bites.

Oh Jesus.

Harry stops thinking. The blue and gold light engulfs them, sinking into bare flesh, lips and
tongues. It's the best feeling there's ever been, possibly better than catching snitches, but he can't be
sure because his brain is melting. There are no longer words or images. There is fire like molten
lava and hisses because Harry has forgotten English and annoyance that he can't undo Theo's
waistcoat buttons with his sodding hands but then there's a sizzle of lightning bursting from his
right hand and the buttons are burned away and it doesn't seem like Theo cares, because he's
literally kissing and biting and licking Harry's rune mark and cursing in Norse and Harry doesn't
care because this is fucking brilliant, this is better than kissing, better than what comes after
kissing, better than Cedric --

"HARRY!"

The door flies open and they jerk up, the magic of the bond quickly dispersing with their fear.
Theo whips out his knife.

"Stay down," he hisses.

"Shit," Harry whispers, grabbing the shirt from the floor and throwing it back on, unbuttoned,
before looking over the arm of the chaise. Magnus is standing in the doorway, eyes wild for some
reason. Then, before Harry can think what's happening, Magnus has drawn his wand and is
growling: "Get away from my Godson!"

Magnus doesn't have a wand.

It's not Magnus.

"Sirius, NO!" Harry yells, but Sirius' spell has jerked Theo away from Harry before he can move.
Harry watches as Theo sprawls across the floor, hears his nose catch the corner of the fireplace
with a sickening crunch. Sirius is advancing on Theo, wand out, screaming at him.

"You don't touch him! You don't TOUCH him you Slytherin piece of shit!"

Harry lifts his right hand and hisses loudly: Protect. A green shield erupts and encases Theo, who
is stirring weakly on the floor, pulling himself to his knees. Harry is horrified to see red blood
dripping onto the flagstones. Theo is bleeding. Theo is hurt. Something desperate and angry
explodes inside Harry, the bond singing with it: Mine. The magic that wheels and screeches out of

his hands is not Potter fire, Slytherin power or Prince shadows. It is golden and dancing and it
shoves Sirius/Magnus against the door, peeling the polyjuice off him like skin. Sirius roars and
bucks, but the magic won't be moved until, shaking and breathing heavily, Sirius is there. Sirius is
there, and Harry feels nothing but fury.

"Give me one good reason I shouldn't march you downstairs and offer you up to the nearest
Auror," Harry snarls, shooting his wand down into palm from his holster and levelling it Sirius.

"I thought he was attacking you, Harry!" Sirius rasps. "I thought he was taking advantage of you ,"

"We're on a fucking date!" Harry yells. The golden magic retreats and Sirius slumps to the base of
the door. He looks very odd, dressed as he is in Magnus' feminine and extravagant clothes. "That
you're interrupting, you wanker!"

"What?" Sirius' eyes are as wide as saucers but before he can reply, the other door jumps open and
Blaise is there, Daphne too, both wands at the ready.

"Ah, Mr Black," Blaise says politely. "I had a feeling this might be a father-son argument." He
looks at Harry, holding Sirius at wand point. "Are you winning?"

"If I was, he wouldn't fucking be here," Harry growls, staring at his godfather. "What are you doing
here?"

"Besides from being a fucking nuisance," Theo mutters thickly from behind the Slytherin shield.
Harry is relieved to hear him speaking.

"I'm here for you, Harry," Sirius says desperately. "I know how we can make it right. You're
powerful enough to do it, I know you can break it."

Harry has no idea what's happening but Sirius looks crazed, suddenly, sitting as still as a dog that
has caught a whiff of a scent and the whisper of a sound. Then Harry hears footsteps on the stairs.

"Magnus?" A familiar voice calls. Remus. "Did I see you come up here?"

Sirius curses and stares at Harry with uncanny and worrying determination. Oh shit.

"Harry, no!" Theo yells but he's not quick enough. Neither is Harry, not for a Sirius transforming
into a dog and launching himself at him. He hits the ground hard under pressing paws and hot fur
and then, just as quickly, Sirius is a man again, holding Harry tightly. Then Harry feels the
sickening feeling of being pressed through a rubber tube, dragging him through time and space,
away from Blaise and Daphne, from Remus' incoming footsteps and Theo. He's being apparated
away and he does not know to where, but a split second later he is on his back on a damp floor,
staring at a familiar dusty ceiling with creaking wood walls. The Shrieking shack.

"What the actual fuck, Sirius?" Harry coughs, rolling away from Sirius and scrambling until his
back is against the wall. Maybe it's not really Sirius. Maybe it's a Death Eater. Sirius is kneeling a
few feet away from him, eyes fixed on Harry, on the open shirt and his bare chest beneath it.

"Merlin you're so thin," Sirius whispers tearfully. "Gods, how didn't I see it?"

"I dunno, too busy being a selfish dick?" Harry scorns, holding his wand out in front of him
shakily. "Prove it's you!"

"What?" Sirius frowns.

"Prove you're you!" Harry yells. "And not a fucking Death Eater! Tell ... tell me what you thought
about me when James died! Tell me - tell me who you blamed!"

Sirius pales suddenly but then flushes brightly.

"Shouldn't I be asking you?" Sirius sneers. "You're the one I just caught almost shagging the son of
a Death Eater!"

"If you knew me at all you wouldn't find that weird!" Harry screams, wishing he could cast a Black
shield. Just as he wishes, the Potter ring springs forth not a glowing orb of a shield like the
Slytherin magic or a wall of ice and power like the Black magic, but a literal shield made of fire,
bound on Harry's left forearm. Well, that's new. Sirius stares at him, stares and the shield and then
begins to laugh. Loud, baffling laughter that actually sounds like joy, the kind of laugh Sirius had
when he thought he would be free. Real laughter. Harry cannot understand it. It frightens him.

"What is so fucking funny?" He snarls, pulling his legs into a crouch and wishing he had his axe.
Damn you, Snape.

"Nothing, Harry, nothing, it's just … it's gonna work!" Sirius says joyfully. "You're so powerful, I
knew you must be, if Magnus was teaching you but I wasn't sure and now I see it - it's gonna
work!"

Sirius tries to approach but Harry mutters "protego" and a shield erupts. It still doesn't feel like
enough. Sahara, he thinks suddenly, I want Sahara.

"Harry, it's me," Sirius whispers.

"Answer my bloody question!" Harry demands. "Tell me what you thought!"

"I ... I blamed you," Sirius swallows hard. "I blamed you, little one. I'm sorry. I hated you for
living. I'm sorry."

Harry takes a shuddering breath, feels tears in his eyes. It's really Sirius and Harry doesn't know if
that is better or worse.

"I want you to know that I love you, Harry, that I love you, not the bond," Sirius says earnestly,
eyes dancing with excitement. "So let's get rid of it."

"Get rid of ..." Harry stares. Sirius gestures behind him. With a sickening realisation, Harry
recognises the rune casting circle from Sirius' memories. The red candles, the black salt.

"It smells like death."

A hiss emerges from ground level. A familiar feeling settles on his leg and Harry realises Sahara is
here, winding her way up his body.

"Where the fuck have you been?" Harry demands, not realising until after he has spoken that no
words, in English or parseltongue have left his lips.

"Hunting. I smelled dog." Sahara's voice echoes inside his mind as she settles close to his throat.
"If he returns the bond, it shall eat him alive."

Harry swallows hard. "You want me to ...?" He remembers the blood on James' wrist, the way he
slumped against Sirius with the exertion when the parabatai bond was formed.

"Break the parabatai bond, yes," Sirius nods eagerly. "Set me free, Harry."

Harry stares at the circle. He can't help but hear the song of it, the remnants of it. Broken,
discordant, unsatisfied. Jesus fucking hell. If Harry wasn't sure that Sirius was capable of this kind
of utter bullshit all on his own, Harry might think all of this was Voldemort. First the obscurus,
then the Black magic, and now this. Why does everything want Sirius dead?
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Theo sees the moment Black transforms happen in slow motion, sees the human man shift to
animal and back again, tumbling Harry to the ground with a sickening thud before disapparating
into thin air. Shit, no. Theo stares as the spot where Harry was tangled in with Black, his right hand
holding his wand, thankfully re-glamoured as soon as the door had burst open. Theo doesn't know
how Harry does it, how his Heir magic will innately respond to his needs, but when Harry held his
godfather at wand point, his Prince and Slytherin rings had hidden themselves away. So at least
there's that, Theo thinks bleakly. One secret still kept, for all the fucking good it does him,
kidnapped by his insane godfather.

"Did … did Lord Black just kidnap his own son?" Daphne says blankly.

Yes, and it is not surprising in the slightest.

"Are you alright?" Blaise kneels at Theo's side, pulling him up gingerly. "Your nose …"

"It's fine," Theo brushes the blood away with the back of his hand. "I need to find Harry -,"

"Theodore?" Lupin opens the door, his wand raised, face tense. "What's going on? I thought I saw
Magnus but he smelled different and - what happened to your nose?"

"Black," Theo snaps, glaring at the man who is, once again, too late to save his godchild. "Black
happened!"

"He was here?" Lupin's nostrils flares.

"Yes, he was here, he was polyjuiced as Magnus -,"

"Magnus Bane was here?" Daphne says brightly. "He's one of the foremost scholars on magical
portal travel!"

"Not the time, Daphne," Theo mutters, pinching the bridge of his nose.

"He polyjuiced as Bane?" Blaise's eyes narrow. "Then where's Bane?"

"Where's Harry?" Lupin's eyes flicker over Blaise and Daphne, as if he's not really sure why they
are here.

"He took him," Theo says. "We need to find him."

"What? Sirius took Harry?" Lupin curses fluently in a language Theo does not understand, but he is
completely aware of the feeling. Harry is gone and Theo has no idea how to get him back. Fucking
untraceable runes, why in Odin's name did I let him talk me into that? "Did he say anything?
Anything at all?"

"He said 'I'm here for you, Harry, I know how we can make it right, you're powerful enough to do
it, I know you can break it," Daphne repeats quickly. They all stare at her. She shrugs. "Eidetic
memory."

That explains the near perfect exam record, Theo thinks. He's surprised how he can still feel
envious of that at a time like this.

"You're sure he said that?" Lupin looks at Theo for confirmation, "that he knew he could 'break
it?'"

"Yes, why?" Theo asks.

"I know where they've gone," Lupin says grimly. "I'll go, you go back to the castle."

"I'm coming," Theo commands. Even if he has to put a leash on the damn wolf, he will go with
him.

"It's too dangerous --," Lupin starts to say, but Theo does not have time for it. He can feel nothing
through the bond, not like he could when Harry was away with Snape, which means Harry is
unable to send the feeling of safety, the assurance of life, that he sent last time. Unable, or dead, a
dark voice that sounds like Apollonius whispers into Theo's mind. He pushes it away. Not yet.

"I will come with you or Blaise will get the Contessa involved," Theo glances at his friend and
sees a firm nod, then feels a rush of gratitude that Blaise is there, by his side and at his back. The
Grey Alleanza, indeed. Lupin seems to notice Blaise for the first time, his eyes sharpening. Then he
looks at Theo as if to check his resolve. Theo raises his eyebrows. Fucking try me, wolf.
Lupin makes a clicking sound in his throat, almost like a growl of frustration.

"Fine," Lupin snaps. "Take my arm."

Theo looks at Blaise and Daphne, who seem mildly surprised by the events but not put out. Blaise
looks at Theo with an eyebrow raised. A question. What would you have me do?

"Find out if Bane is alive," Theo says softly. "The Contessa shall want to know."

"Sirius won't have hurt him," Lupin says automatically, but Theo only snorts disparagingly. He has
no such conviction.

"I am sure she will be most fascinated," Blaise says quietly. Theo knows from that tone that the
Contessa will be more than fascinated. If her Ambassador has been harmed, she will be fucking
enraged. "Go well."

"Mind must the stronger …" Daphne quotes softly, tapping Theo's nose with her wand and
whispering a healing spell. It warms suddenly and crunches slightly. Theo winces.

"Heart the bolder …" Theo quotes back with a tight nod. Then he turns to Lupin, who is staring
between them with a frown, as if trying to work out why they are communicating in 1st Century
poetry. Theo puts a hand on Lupin's arm. "Let's go."

Lupin raises his wand and they are squeezing through space and time, appearing through pressure
and darkness in front of a familiar structure. The Shrieking Shack.

"Why are we here?" Theo asks as Lupin vaults over the moulding stile and Theo clambers after
him. The wolf can move fast when he wants to and Theo taps into the years of training he had,
duelling Apollonius until he couldn't breathe or stand and moves fast to grab Lupin's arm,
undeterred when the wolf actually snarls at him. Nott warriors do not show fear. "How do you
know Harry's here?"

"This is where James and Sirius made their parabatai bond, besides," Lupin's nostrils flare and he
turns towards the ragged building. "I can smell Harry. We must go softly."

"Why would they be here?" Theo asks, too urgent to disguise his confusion.

"Because any magical change done to a parabatai binding must be attempted inside the rune circle
in which it was cast," Lupin says, showing his doctorate in Runic magic. Theo raises his eyebrows.
A Defence Mastery and a Runic doctorate is impressive, but he can hear Snape inside his mind
throughout the years of having him as Head of House: Why pursue a doctorate when one can
simply have two Masteries? A Potions Master and a Defence Master certainly beats a Defence
Master and a Runes doctorate, in Theo's book.

Apollonius' voice drifts into his memory: Focus on the fight not the theory, Theodore.

"You believe Black wants to reverse the corruption in the bond?" Theodore swallows drily. He
cannot imagine, cannot stand the idea of Harry being bound to Black in this way. That he might not
only endure but encourage Black's obsessive feelings is unbearable.

It shall not happen. Over my dead body.

"No," Lupin shakes his head gruffly, beginning to walk slowly up the wet grass. "Sirius has been
thinking about Harry's power and its potential …"

"He knows?" Theo glares at Lupin, stopping in his tracks, glaring at Lupin. This is completely the
worst thing that Black could know about Harry. "He knows Harry's a mage?"

"No, but he's got it into his head that Harry can break his bond."

"He's been obsessed with the bond why would he want it broken?" Theo frowns.

"I am not sure, Theodore, but I want to be very clear about this." Lupin looks at his with eyes that
are becoming steadily more amber. The wolf. "You are only with me here for one reason and one
reason only. You will get Harry out of the situation, you will leave and go straight to find Professor
Snape and tell him what is happening. You will leave Sirius to me."

There is no softness to Lupin's voice now, no hint of the old professor who taught them all so
gently with such an affable demeanour. This is the creature Theo saw running faster than any
normal man up the crest of the hill on the island in Skye to pull Harry down out of the line of
Dumbledore's wand, without thought or fear for the wizard behind him. Theo nods shortly. Whilst
he has no care for what the man says, Theo will not cross the creature. He follows Lupin to the
door of the shack, obliges when Remus gestures for Theo to move behind him. The door creaks
gently and they move slowly down the corridor, Lupin with his wand in one hand and one arm
held out to keep Theo back. Theo remembers the stories Harry has told him about meeting Black in
this shack for the first time. The sunken eyes, the wild hair, Pettigrew grotesquely taking human
form on the floor. A nightmare. His heart pounds in his throat, that sweet and bitter taste of
adrenalin in the moment of calm before the fight. This is where our gods are, Theodore. In blood
and glory. He hears raised voices.

"Sirius, this is a truly shit idea -,"

Harry. Theo can't help lurching forward slightly, only to meet the first force of Lupin's arm
holding him back.

"This is the only way, the only way for you to know for sure that I do love you, me and not the
bond, just - just come into the circle!"

Black's voice is pleading, desperate.

"Are you fucking kidding me? No!"

Theo loves Harry so much for the surly and also incredulous tone of his voice. He can see Harry's
eyebrow lifting inside his mind, his lip curling, his green eyes rolling. I can paint a picture of his
face from just his words.

"Harry, I don't want to make you -,"

"Then stop pointing your bloody wand at me!"

Theo's heart lurches. How did Black get hold of a wand?

"I need you to break the bond!"

"I can't, it will hurt you -,"

"I can bear the pain, do it, Harry, for us -,"

"I CAN'T!" Harry yells desperately. "It will KILL you!"

Theo feels a sudden twist in their bond, a flicker of agony like it was with Cho. Black must be
pulling on their parabatai bond. Black is hurting Harry.

"Do it!" Theo yells back, unable to stop himself. "Just fucking DO IT, Harry!"

"Theodore!" Lupin twists around to glare at him but the door ahead is flung open and Black is
there, a wand levelled at them, black eyes wild. This is the first opportunity Theo has had to really
examine Sirius Orion Black, Lord of the House of Black, notorious criminal and blood traitor. He's
heard of him, the man is still used as a famous example of a failure to pureblood children (When
you betray your family, you end up in Azkaban). He's seen him in the papers, of course, but the man
in the flesh is quite different. He is more handsome and younger than Theo imagined. He has an
energy that immediately sets Theo on edge and Theo flicks his knife open inside his pocket. Black
reminds him of a caged panther that Apollonius once had the miserable thought to train for combat.
Theo had never met a beast he was more sure wanted to kill him.

"Moony, I didn't know you were joining us," Black says softly.

"Where did you get the wand?" Lupin asks, eyes focused on the chestnut wand. "It looks like
Arthur's. Did you hurt him?"

"Sleeping draught," Black says as if this is not an assault on a friend that is totally unacceptable.
From the little Theo knows of the Weasley matriarch, Black shall never ben forgiven. Black's eyes
flicker towards Theo. "You brought company."

"Harry?" Theo calls, trying to ascertain if he is okay.

"I'm fine!" Harry calls back from the other side of Black from what sounds like the middle of the
room, but his voice is shaky. He did hit his head horribly when Black pushed him down. Theo
glares at Black.

"If you've hurt him...," Theo snarls.

Black bursts into laughter. His wand arm is steady. Lupin watches it like a cat watches a bird,
waiting for the right moment.

"You'll do what, baby Death Eater?" Black says, drolly, raising an eyebrow invitingly. "Did your
Daddy teach you all the best torture tricks like a proper pureblood son?"

"Why?" Theo drawls, raising his own eyebrows. If he can bait Black then Lupin has a chance, and
he knows how to bait a man like Black. "Did yours?"

Black's face is a picture of outrage and for a second, his wand arm lags. It's enough. Lupin springs
forward with a growl, seizing Black's wand arm and spinning him back into the room, pinning him
to the wall by his wand arm.

"Fuck off, Moony," Black growls, but Lupin, it seems, is a wall of werewolf muscle.

"Get Harry and go, Theodore!" Lupin calls firmly. Theo rushes past the two men who are
struggling and grunting and cursing at one another and sees Harry crouched with his back against

the wall on the other side of what looks like a rune circle. Theo stops abruptly and stares. Harry has
his wand out and a shield made of literal fire on his arm. It even has a fiery crest, for Odin's sake.
The Gryffindor crest. That's something to think about later.

"Go, boys!" Lupin shouts behind them.

"Okay," Theo looks at the shield, completely unsure how to proceed. "Well... that's new."

Harry quirks his lips.

"Yeah," he snorts drily. "Theo, meet the Potter shield. Potter shield, meet Theodore Nott. We like
him."

The Potter shield suddenly flares into life and tongues of fire leap out of it, and Theo sees a similar
shield forming on his own right forearm. He automatically switches his wand to his left hand,
thinking it is lucky he has been practicing ambidextrous casting recently. Theo stares at this
wondrous, astonishing magic that responded to Harry. Holy fuck. Holy fucking fuck it's real. He
feels nothing, the flames are air to him but so real. It seems bizarre to talk to magic, but Harry
spoke and the magic listened. Theo licks his lips and stares at the flames.

"Thank you," he murmurs. He feels nothing but Harry grins suddenly and nods happily.

"It likes you," he grins, standing to his feet, admiring Theo's smaller shield which bears a fiery
griffin. "Looks good on you too."

"Thanks," Theo stares at Harry, really seeing him for a second. Bare chest revealing his rune
marks, shirt rucked up showing his basilisk holster on his arm, wand and wand holster engaged
and a fucking shield of fire in front of him. Theo always wondered if his obsession with the tattooed
and armed illustrations of Norse warriors from his history books would impact his ability to find a
partner. After all, who in the modern age could compare to those ancient, mythic beings? Harry
can. Theo swallows hard. He is suddenly utterly and completely enraged that Black stopped them
in the middle of their date. Bastard. Bloody, Odin-cursed bastard.

"You see?" Black explodes behind them, and Harry winces. "Look at the power he has! He can
break my bond and keep me alive, I am sure he can!"

Theo has had enough. He throws his knife without looking, knowing where it will land. There is a
canine sort of yelp and when Theo looks up, Black is speared to the wall by his other arm, the
knife pinning him in place, pierced through fabric and muscle and sinew.

"Theodore!" Lupin glares at him. "Severus was clear about knife throwing!"

"Against students," Theo says drolly as Harry snorts beside him. Harry reaches down and takes
Theo's left hand. Their bond chimes gently. Fidelity. They both automatically bring their shields in
front of their bodies, a wall of fire between them and Black. Lupin is staring at them in wonder,
Black in amazement.

"He stabbed me!" Black glares at Theo then his eyes flick to Harry. "Your boyfriend stabbed me!"

"Not my boyfriend," Harry snaps.

"Not your boyfriend? Then what the fuck were you doing in the pub?" Black demands, eyes
settling furiously on Theo. He sees a darkness unravelling there that he does not like. I would not
want to duel this bastard.

"Theo's mine," Harry green eyes flash and Theo feels a pulse in his magic through the Slytherin
ring. The bond inside him sings. "That's all you need to know."

"Yours? He's yours?" Black struggles against the knife and Theo grins maliciously. The more
Black struggles, the more it will hurt. Circe bless personal retrieval charms. "You're heart
bonded?"

"Sirius, don't -," Lupin grunts, throwing his whole weight against Black's other arm.

"That is none of your business," Theo says sharply.

"It fucking IS!" Black yells, still struggling pitifully. "I'm his godfather, I'm his parabatai, you can't
HAVE HIM!"

A fire lights in Theo. It's unlike anything he's felt before. It's dark and rushing and Theo knows it,

suddenly, for what it is. Óðr. Apollonius' voice echoes in his mind. Óðr, the fury. It beats in the
heart of every warrior. You shall know it when it has come, Theodore. You shall know who your
Óðr flames for.

"Can't have him?" Theo steps forward, nudging Harry gently behind him. "He is not yours, Black,
and I do not have him, I am his! Entirely."

"You're trying to say you're loyal to a Potter?" Black sneers back. "A Nott? Will you die for him,
little Death Eater?"

"Try me," Theo raises his shield and points his wand. He feels Harry grabbing his hand, hissing
quickly, and parseltongue falls into Theo's mind.

"Live for me instead, Theo."

"Sirius, STOP!" Lupin snaps. "Silencio!"

Black's shouts become nothing on the air and Theo feels a distant sense of relief.

"Theo," Harry's voice is soft. "Stand down. Please."

It's the please that does it. The ringing in Theo's ears dulls. The sharp edges of his vision,
tightening to him and only his opponent, soften. The Óðr quietens but Theo knows it is there. The
gift of the Norse warrior. The fury to slay and smite and lay waste to his enemies. For Harry. Theo
steps back to Harry's side, lowering his wand slightly but keeping his eyes fixed on Black. Harry is
staring at Black with distaste and sadness all mixed together.

"You're not, Sirius," Harry swallows hard. "You're not my parabatai, you were James' parabatai and
James is dead. He's dead, Sirius. I'm not him."

Black visibly flinches at the words about James Potter and Theo wonders if it is the corrupted bond
that keeps the wound so fresh. Would I mourn Harry the same? Suddenly, Theo hears Daphne's
voice inside his head, quoting a muggle textbook at him: The co-dependent person feels worthless
unless they are needed by or making extreme sacrifices for their partner. Theo feels a small chill of
dread. Lupin has stepped back from Black, no longer physically restraining him but still holding
him at wand point.

"You are afraid," Lupin says softly, his voice cold, "and fear has made you irrational. You do not
own Harry, your bond with him is entirely one-sided, just as …. just as mine once was with you."
Lupin swallows briefly and then continues. "I endured your lack of constancy because you had
chosen me as a mate and I had chosen you, and I honoured that with my life. My bond was
faithfulness, yours was not. I respected that, because our bonds were not the same. You must
respect Harry. He can make his own bonds," Lupin's eyes flicker over Theo and he knows,
suddenly, that whilst Lupin will never approve of the fidelity bond, he does not loathe their
connection as he once seemed to do. Lupin continues. "He doesn't have your bond and your bonded
is dead, Sirius," Lupin's voice becomes grating and harsh. "Harry is right. James is dead. Harry can
give his heart to whomever he wishes. Now," Lupin raises his wand. Black is staring at him with
wet eyes. "Will you be reasonable?"

Black nods, jaw tight. Lupin waves his wand. Black stares up at the wolf.

"'I had chosen you,' that's what you said. Past tense." Black whispers. There is blood on the arm of
his shirt, creating a dark stain on the dusty floorboards. The man stares at Lupin. Harry squeezes
Theo's hand tightly, as if he's preparing for something he knows is coming. "Moony, did you leave
me?"

Theo tries not to snort. The idea that Lupin would be the one leaving after Black has clearly strayed
elsewhere and strayed repeatedly is absurd to him, but from the way the two are looking at one
another, he sees it is not. Lupin clearly took Black as he was. It was not Black's many other
partners that eroded Lupin's loyalty. The wolf looks at his former lover with more tenderness than
Theo thinks is necessary.

"Yes," Lupin says gently. "I did."

"Why?" Black whispers, eyes round and full of tears.

"Half a fucking heart, Sirius!" Harry growls next to Theo and Theo does not understand but Black
clearly does. His eyes fall on Harry once again and Theo feels Harry tense up beside him.

"Don't you see, Harry?" Black whispers. "This is why I need you to break the bond. So I can give
Remus what he needs. A whole heart."

"Breaking the bond will kill you," Harry shakes his head. Theo hears hissing nearby. He eyes
Harry's neck closely. He has a feeling Sahara is wrapped around there and is very glad of it. Harry

wasn't alone.

"You don't know that!" Black's face contorts with pain as he pulls against the knife. Theo feels a
stab of vengefulness that he will not allow himself to regret. I hope it scars you, you bastard. "You
don't know! No one has done it before --,"

"Yeah, and I won't do it now!" Harry's eyes flash dangerously. "Don't ask me to risk your life -,"

"It could set me free, Harry, set you free too!" Black's eyes glitter with hope and despair. "You'll
know I love you, you'll trust it without the bond, it's worth the risk! All you have to do is try --,"

“I WONT KILL ANOTHER PERSON!” Harry roars, his thin chest heaving as he glared at his
godfather. Theo feels sparks gathering in his hand where they are joined and tries not to wince. He
relaxes his hand instead, letting the sparks of Harry's hurricane magic fall into him like sharp rain.
"I killed Quirrell, I killed Tom Riddle's shade, I'm the reason Cedric is dead, I will NOT be your
REASON!"

"Harry," Black stares at his godson as if astonished by this outburst. How can anyone be astonished
that Harry would be wounded by all he has been asked to do already? "I'm not asking you to kill
me, I'm asking you to stop killing me. This is killing me, Harry. Please, please --,"

"Killing you?" Harry chokes. The head around his hand is becoming almost too intense for Theo to
hold. He remembers the Room of Requirements.

"Enough, it is not happening, Sirius," Lupin says firmly, levelling his wand at Black's head.
"Theodore, retrieve your knife and take Harry."

"Harry please -,"

"Stop!" Lupin snarls, a vibrating growl echoing around the room, silencing Black who cowers
slightly, like a dog before a larger, stronger animal. He stares at Theo with amber eyes. "Now,
Theodore."

Theo reluctantly lets go of Harry's hand and reaches for his knife. "Accio," he mutters softly. As
the knife leaves his arm, Black moves. At first, Theo thinks he has lunged at Lupin but then he
sees that Black has grabbed Theo knife and dropped to his knees, holding it at his own throat and

staring up at Harry with desperate eyes.

"Break the bond or I'll do it myself," Black whispers. "The only way I can."

"Sirius, put it down!" Lupin shouts and Theo hears panic in his voice. He is not looking at Black.
He is looking at Harry. The edges, Theo thinks with a lurch of nausea, Lupin is worried about
Harry's edges. Harry is looking at Black with an expression Theo doesn't understand. It's not rage
or sorrow but something different. What is it?

"Do it then," Harry breathes.

Theo stares at the boy he loves. It is what he would say to Black, without conscience or regret, but
hearing it from Harry's lips makes him feel suddenly sick. This is not Harry.

"Harry," Theo murmurs. Harry won't look at him. Not a good sign.

"It's fine, Theo," Harry waves his left hand and the Potter shields disappear. Theo does not think it
is fine. Harry stands unprotected in front of his godfather, eyes cold. "Do it, Sirius. Abandon me.
Again."

"I don't want to," Black's adam's apple bobs against Theo's knife. "I need this bond to be broken,
Harry."

"And I need not to be a fucking murderer. Again." Harry flexes his right hand. Theo knows it is full
of sparks.

"You are not a murderer, Harry. Professor Quirrell was murdered by Voldemort and the shade of
Riddle was not alive. Cedric Diggory's death is not your fault. Sirius' choices are not your
responsibility."

Lupin's voice has gone from panicked to reasonable in a millisecond and when Theo looks at his
face, he feels a lurch of dread. Lupin has a calmness about him that speaks to only one thing talking someone off a ledge.

What happens when two highly self-destructive individuals face off against one another?

That is the face Theo recognises, he realises. He's seen it before, when Harry walked down the
Great Hall to the sorting hat the second time. When Harry sent Theo away from Privet Drive, sure
of the abuse that was coming to him. This, Theo remembers, is the face Harry wore in Diagon
Alley when they first met. Cold. Hard. Indifferent. It is the face of a boy who feels like he has
nothing to lose. A boy who has stopped caring.

"Aren't they?" Harry demands coldly. When he looks up at Lupin, his eyes are hard as shards of
glass. "This is why he's doing this, isn't it? Giving me no choice? Then it's my fault either way,
right? My fault if he dies breaking the bond and my fault if he kills himself? This is what he wants,
isn't it?"

"I want to be free!" Black sobs out. Theo sees the silver edge of the blade press against the man's
thin throat and goosebumps appear on his arms. He could really do it. Theodore is suddenly
reminded of the first beast he killed, the way it shuddered when its throat was cut, blood spurting
into the air. "I don't want to be in pain anymore!"

"Good for you," Harry snarls. "You want my blessing? You've got it. Take your one way ticket out
of this shit show, you lucky fucking bastard, go and be with James and be happy and I'll stay here
and fighting a motherfucking psychopath by myself. Excellent plan."

"Harry, please," Black weeps, staring up at his godson who is frighteningly unmoved. Frightening,
Theo realises, is the word for it. He has a small tingle of dread crawling slowly up his spine. If
Harry were different, if Harry were the Dark Lord-in-Waiting that the Daily Prophet seems to style
him as, this is where it would start. This moment.

"Harry," Lupin says softly. "It's okay."

"I know it's okay," Harry's eyes don't leave Black's face. The coldness there is palpable. "What's
James gonna say though, if, like, the beyond is real and he's there? How's precious James gonna
feel when you rock up and tell him 'hey James, missed you so much that I topped myself in front of
your son and made it all his fault, but don't worry, he's probably gonna get murdered by Voldemort,
just like you did! So who fucking cares about him?'"

"Stop, Harry," Lupin's hand reaches for Harry's shoulder, touching him gently. "Feel it, remember,
but don't let it consume you --,"

"Tell Sirius," Harry says coldly. It's like he doesn't even feel Lupin's touch.

"It's not your fault!" Black gasps for breath, rocking back and forth, the knife at his neck. "It's not
your fault, it's not your fault, but you have to help me! Harry! Please, just - just break the bond, just
break it and it will all be okay --,"

"I can't help you, Sirius, don't you get it?" Harry hisses furiously. "I've got Voldemort to deal with
and fucking Umbridge and a whole school hating me and this bloody scar and my Dad who isn't
even my stupid Dad and shitting Snape as my Sire and all the sodding edges all over the place! I
don't have anything left! I cannot help you! Besides," Harry glares at his godfather coldly. "You're
supposed to help me."

"I'm trying," Black's whole body trembles as sobs rack through him. "I'm trying but I FAILED!"
Black's sobs become a howl, so haunting and disturbing that Theo is suddenly chilled to the bone.
"He's DEAD!"

Harry, however, seems utterly unmoved. Theo doesn't know how he's doing it, but it's like Harry is
turning to stone. His right hand is glowing dimly. Theo thinks that either the Prince or Slytherin
magic is doing something. What is it doing to Harry?

"Yeah." Harry shrugs blankly. "You did fail. He is dead. Facts don't change with time. He'll always
be dead."

"You make it sound so … " Black clenches his eyes and shakes his head. "I can't live in a world
without him, at least in Azkaban I was no longer really alive, I didn't have to endure this … you
make it sound so easy."

"Sirius, stop -," Lupin says quietly.

"Easy?" Harry's voice is hollow, his laugh a short, painful bark. "I'll always have outlived them.
It'll always be my fault. Ever since I found out I've wondered why I lived if they were so good and
brave and I'm so …" Theo sees Harry swallow and he hates Black, hates him, for reinforcing
Harry's horrible instinct that he is worthless. "It's my fault and I will always wish I had died instead
of them, just like you do, Sirius, but I can't make it right for you. I'm just here." Harry spreads his
arms wide and then flops them to the side. "I'm just the boy who fucking lived when he should
have died."

Theo glares Black, wishing he had thrown the knife at his throat. When did Black tell Harry he
wished Harry had died in Potter's place?

"No," Theo says abruptly, tugging Harry to face him and placing both hands on either side of his
face, trying to pull him back to himself. Away from the edge. "No, you shouldn't have died. They
shouldn't have died either. No one should have died." Harry has closed his eyes. The tautness in his
face, the ticking jaw, reminds Theo suddenly of Skye. the way he was staring at the clouds, with
eyes longing to freedom. He's been carrying this guilt for too long. "They did and it's sad but it is
not your fault." Theo brushes his thumbs against Harry's cheekbones and feels him take a
shuddering breath. "You were a baby."

"Theodore is right," Lupin says quietly. He is still watching Black, whose limbs have gone slack,
staring at Harry, holding the knife in his hand. "They loved you, Harry. They would be heartsick to
hear you speak like this." Lupin drops his gaze to Black and his face crumples, his breath catching
in his throat in a stuttering gasp. "James would be heartsick to hear this, Sirius. To hear any of it."

It is only a few words, but it's enough to cripple Black, it seems. The man crumples into sobs, the
knife landing on the floor. Theo reaches out his wand, whispering a spell and the knife returns to
him, along with Black's stolen wand. Theo almost sags with the relief that he is finally, thankfully
disarmed. He keeps one hand on Harry's face and neck, stroking softly. He wishes he could do
something to pull Harry back to him, to make him less distant, but he doesn't know what that
is. How do I pull him back from this cold, bleak edge? How did Granger do it, at the Astronomy
tower? I should have asked her. I should have asked.

"I don't know how to do this," Black sobs, his face wrenched with agony. "I want to make James
proud, I want to do what's right but … but I don't know how to live with this broken bond, with you
pulling away, Harry, without Remus," Black stares desperately up at his oldest friend. "I can't do
this without you loving me, Moony, I don't know how to survive with ... with half a heart!"

Black sobs. Harry does not move. His eyes are still closed, as if he doesn't want to look at his
godfather's anymore. Theo continues to brush his cheekbones gently. None of this is your fault.

"Sirius," Lupin crouches down beside his old lover. Lupin brushes Black's hair gently back from
his forehead. It's such a familiar gesture, something that they've done a thousand times, that Theo
feels a lump in his throat, despite himself. He has often thought Lupin weak, abominably weak, for
not leaving Black. But even half a heart is still half of your heart. "I will probably always love you,
but you stopped being my mate the moment Harry stopped breathing in Grimmauld Place." Lupin's
voice is soft but his eyes are vivid amber. He grips Black's neck tightly, pulling the man's forehead
against his. "Our best friends died to keep him alive and you made their sacrifices worthless, I just
...," Lupin growls tightly. "He's my cub. He's my child. I can't. I can't."

Black weeps. Harry's eyes are tightened closed in a grimace. Theo can feel the heat in Harry's skin
building and then retreating. He looks like he's in pain, Theo wonders if it is' Black's parabatai
bond pulling on Harry's magic again but he can't do anything if Harry won't look at him.

"I know, I know, I know," Black gasps, rocking backwards and forwards. "I don't know ... I don't
know ... how - how can I do it?"

Above him, Lupin's eyes are glassy. There is no sound but tears and heaving breath. Harry
suddenly opens his eyes. They are distant and cold. Theo tenses when Harry steps forward and
looks down on his godfather. Theo is reminded suddenly of the moment in the DA meeting when
Harry held his wand to Smith's throat. He had not known what Harry would cast or say or do.

"We continue to exist without them, Padfoot," Harry says. His voice is not gentle. It is harsh but no
longer cruel. Cold and factual. "Me, Remus, Snape, everyone. We continue to exist. We survive
and the mere fact of surviving enables our survival."

That does not sound like something Harry would say, but before Theo can question it, Black is
looking up at Harry with sparkling, damp eyes.

"Will you believe I love you?" Black gasps. "If I … if I live, will you believe it?"

"Don't," Lupin says sharply. "You can't bargain your life for Harry's love, it's not fucking fair."

Black stares at the wolf, sniffling hard, on his knees. He nods tremulously.

"I can do better, Harry, for James, for you, I can do better!" Black gulps, "Do … do I have a
chance?"

Tell him no. If Harry's bond with Black cannot be broken, Theo wants Harry to be far away from
him.

"If you don't make me kill you, or kill yourself and make it my fault, then ... maybe," Harry says,
grabbing Theo's hand. "But you need to go now. Go back to Grimmauld. Go. I … don't want to see
you anymore."

"Forever?" Black whispers.

"For a while," Harry squeezes Theo's hand. Theo feels relieved. This is partly for him, he realises, a
reassurance.

"Come on, Padfoot," Lupin mutters. "Let's get you back. Sort out this mess."

He pulls Black to his feet and begins to walk him steadily out of the shack. Thank Odin for that.
Theo turns to Harry, stroking his hair softly. Harry drops his head against Theo's shoulder with a
groan. Sahara shimmers into bright visibility around Harry's throat, hissing softly. Harry hisses
back, something that Theo doesn't understand. Something about "not care."

"the mere fact of our survival enables our survival?" Theo murmurs gently. "Who told you that?"

"Snape," Harry mutters against Theo's collarbone. Theo gently begins to rebutton Harry's shirt,
brushing his fingers against Harry's chilled flesh. Harry makes a soft clicking noise in his throat.
He has gone from boiling, unbearably hot to frozen in minutes.

"You're freezing," Theo frowns. He doesn't know why Harry feels so cold. Sahara hisses gently at
Theo. He understands the word: "bond."

"Does the bond with your godfather pain you?" Theo rubs Harry's arms, hoping to warm him up.

"Not anymore," Harry snorts, rubbing his nose against Theo's shirt. "I drowned it. Cold, cold,
water. Deep, deep under. Don't care. Won't care. I do not fucking care."

Theo tries not to show how disturbing these rambled words are, instead, he softly kisses Harry's
forehead. There is magic in those words, Theo feels a flicker of it but does not understand it.

"Shall we go back to the Three Broomsticks?" he whispers, gently wrapping his arms around
Harry, trying to envelop him in warmth. "We can sit by the fire, warm up."

"Sounds good," Harry mutters. "I Just … I need some time with you. Some … normal time."

It breaks Theo's heart that this is what Harry covets. Tenderness and sweetness and normality.
Normal. I shall give him that.

"Come on," Theo holds Harry close as they move to the door. Harry is shivering. Something about
the magic he's been doing, whatever he's done to keep himself from feeling his bond to Black has
chilled him to the bone. We need to get him warmed up.

"What the fuck," Harry whispers as the step out of the shack. A few feet away in the light drizzling
rain, a man in blood red robes wearing the crest of the House of Zabini on his arm is placing
obsidian handcuffs on Black. Lupin looks devastated. Black is trembling from head to toe. Behind
him, Bill Weasley looks on with a goblin soldier by his side and a grim expression. Standing
beside them, overlooking the proceedings, dressed head to toe in black and crimson, her eyes
flashing scarlet in the grey, February light, is the Contessa Zabini.

"What's happening?" Theo asks. The Contessa's gaze flickers on the two of them, lingering on
Harry, and then, with some sort of satisfaction or resolve in her eye, she turns to Black.

"Sirius Black, on the authority of the Congregation of Europe and the Creature Council, you are
under arrest and shall be henceforth taken into custody in Venice."

"For what?" Harry croaks out. He is leaning against Theo as if he might tumble to the ground at
any moment. The Contessa's eyes are full of pity and fire but also unbending determination.
Whatever is happening here, Theo knows not even Harry, with his Mage-power and political
weight as the Boy-Who-Lived, can undo it.

"For the attempted murder of Magnus Bane."
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"I didn't!" Sirius stares at Lupin wildly. Harry feels nothing, not Theo's hand in his, not even Sahara
invisible around his neck. Cold. So fucking cold. "I swear I didn't, Moony, I just - I just stunned
him!"

"At the top of the stairs," Bill says angrily. "He fell three flights!"

"I didn't know!"

Harry closes his eyes. Bury it under icy water. Drown it. Sirius tried to kill himself. I don't care.
Sirius tried to get me to kill him. I don't care. Sirius is breaking apart and it's my fault. I don't care.
Sirius tried to kill Magnus. I do not, shall not, will not care.

"Where's Magnus?" Harry asks quietly, leaning into Theo's warm body. He will not look at Sirius'
face. He keeps the bond buried, he pushes the anger down with it. Rage is an underrated magical
component.

"In St Mungo's," Bill says tautly. "The goblins have signed a treaty with the Contessa releasing

Sirius to the Congregation. He is no longer protected by the right of wardship that covers you,
Harry."

He could be taken by the Ministry. He could be kissed. I spent all this time keeping him a-fuckinglive and it's been for nothing.

"Where will he go?" Harry swallows hard. Theo is holding him close, an arm wrapped tightly
around his shoulders as if he wants to push all of his warmth into Harry's body. "Will the ... will the
Ministry take him? Will he be ...?"

Harry can't say the words. In his minds eye, he sees the moment the silver ball of light, the curling,
wispy thread of Sirius' soul that had lifted out of his mouth in the Forbidden Forest in third year,
fragile and impossibly small. I cannot watch that again.

"The Congregation does not exact capital punishment," The Contessa says, her eyes hard. "He will
likely be stripped of his magic at trial and sent into the muggle world."

"Voldemort will kill him," Harry whispers. Happily. He will enjoy it. He will send me his head.

"Not if he cannot find him," the Contessa says brusquely, "and the Vampire Court hide people
better than anyone on earth. Now, Anzar Weasley will see Lord Black through to Venice on behalf
of the Goblin Nation," she looks at Harry pointedly, red eyes flashing. "Do you wish to say
goodbye to your father?"

"No," I don't care. I will not care. "I want to see Magnus."

"I can take you there," the Contessa nods firmly, eyes drifting to Remus. "I imagine you will have a
report to make."

"Yes," Remus' voice is tight and when Harry looks at him, he thinks that every scar on his face is
etched in pain. "I shall meet you in St Mungo's."

"Harry," Sirius' voice is sharp and sad. I will not care. I will not. Harry reluctantly looks at his
godfather. "I love you. I'm sorry."

An echo of the parabatai bond flickers. Harry winces and clenches his eyes closed. Drowning.
Drowning. Drowning. Cold. So cold. Can't feel it. Won't feel it. Do not care.

"Harry, stop," Theo whispers gently beside him. "You're freezing."

"You are drowning a part of yourself," Sahara hisses. "You must be cautious."

Harry can't think about how the cold inside his mind is eking into his bones. He can't think about
anything.

"Go with my grey one," Harry hisses to the invisible snake. "Protect him."

"I shall protect your mate, Greenheart." He feels her slide down his arm and onto Theo's, whose
face does not move a muscle. He is so good at hiding things.

"I'm fine," Harry separates from Theo, trying not to tremble from head to toe with the cold. He
stares at the Contessa. He will not look at Sirius. If he does, there is a real chance he will feel the
sudden, liquid burning rage and despair again and then there might be Tom. As soon as Sirius had
put Theo's knife to his throat, Harry had been angry. It had not been anger like he had known
before. It was a feverish delirium that roared like a forest fire through his mind and with it, a
slippery, gleeful voice. Such a murderous heart. So Harry drowned it. He's still drowning it, and as
long as he doesn't look at Sirius, Tom won't speak. "Can we go now please?"

"Of course," the Contessa inclines her head and holds out her arm to Harry. "Let us go."

Harry squeezes Theo's hand and moves over to the Contessa. He can't meet Theo's eye right now,
can't face the regret that their perfect date has been well and truly ruined. So much for some fucking
normal time. He glances at Remus, who looks like he is barely holding it together. Harry gives him
a short, pained smile. They can both hold it together, just for now. Fall apart later, with Hermione.
Harry wonders briefly who Remus will fall apart on. "See you there, Remus?"

Remus nods tightly. "I'll be there right away. I just need to ..." Remus' eyes drift towards Sirius.
Harry will not follow them. I will not look. I will not feel it. I will not care. "Speak to Dumbledore."

And say goodbye. Harry feels it in Remus' magic, the howling loss that is a raw cry to the moon.
Harry nods. Harry will not say goodbye. The last time I see Sirius cannot be this. I can't live with

that.

"Harry," Sirius whispers. Harry ignores him, ignores Bill, ignores Theo, ignores them all and
focuses on the Contessa. He places a hand on her arm, breathes in the sharp scent of her magic;
citrus and blood. In the second before they twist through space and time, Harry allows himself a
glance at Sirius. Grey eyes pierce his and Harry feels the sudden raw ache of the parabatai bond,
filled with longing. And love. Harry closes his eyes. I will not feel it. I will not. When he opens his
eyes, they are in a warm, bright hospital wing. The air all around them smells and tastes like
eucalyptus.

"This is St Mungo's?" Harry asks, staring at the light which to him, seems to be humming a soft,
blue song that reminds him of Snape's healing smell.

"This is the private wing, for important political figures," the Contessa says gently. "Will you tell
me what Lord Black was doing in that shack with you?"

"Not important," Harry says, looking around. He's decided he won't tell anyone. He'll make sure
Theo says nothing and Remus too. The last thing he needs is Snape of all people finding out. He
would have wanted me to kill Sirius. "Where's Magnus?"

"This way," the Contessa glides along the floor to a door on the left marked VIW, and knocks
gently. "Bane? I have a visitor for you."

"Come in," calls a weak voice. The Contessa opens the door. Magnus is lying in bed, looking the
palest and least like Magnus Harry has ever seen him. He is wearing soft teal pyjamas, a colour that
makes Harry realise how much of Magnus' wardrobe is made of bold colours, striking patterns,
leather, velvet and sequin. He has his rings on his fingers but his endless reams of necklaces have
been removed. He looks gaunt and thin without them, the kohl eyeliner around his eyes smudged
and his usually perfectly coiffed hair dishevelled. On a chair beside the bed, Harry sees a pile of
Magnus' clothes, bloody and ripped. He swallows hard, imagining Magnus tumbling over the
bannister on the fourth floor, unconscious and hitting his on wood and eventually landing in a pile
of bloody limbs and broken bones.

"Hello, Mr Potter-Black," Magnus smiles softly. "Have you had an adventure without me?"

"Something like that," Harry can't smile. Magnus looks over his head to the Contessa.

"Would you give us a moment?"

"Of course," the Contessa squeezes Harry's shoulder. "I shall be at the Healers station if you
require me."

Harry nods, not taking his eyes off Magnus. He hears the click of the door behind him.

"Are you okay?" Harry gestures to Magnus' clothes. "I mean ... you look okay?"

"A touch of gilt only," Magnus rolls his eyes. "They are preparing for my procedure. They've set
the breaks in stasis until they can sort them all out. Lovely pain potion, I have to say."

Magnus gestures to his legs which, even under the cover of the blanket, look twisted and ruined.
Harry feels queasy. How could Sirius leave him like this?

"Oh," Harry whispers. "Can I get you anything? Like, a cup of tea or - or I dunno, a book? or a bit
of chocolate?"

Those were the things that made Harry feel better when he was ill in the cupboard, but Magnus has
never lived in a cupboard. It's likely that he has better tastes in things that make you feel better.
Magnus shuffles slightly on his bed, making space and patting it weakly.

"Come here, little Mage."

Harry moves over to the bed hesitantly, worried about hurting this frailer, weaker version of the
great half-Mage who has lived hundreds of years who he thought was invincible. He sits down on
the edge of the bed. Magnus lifts a hand and tweaks the sailor collar of his shirt.

"Did it meet with Theodore's approval then?" Magnus wiggles his eyebrows and taps a finger
against Harry's exposed rune mark. "I am sure he enjoyed this. Did you know that Norse warriors
adorn themselves with ink before battle or sex?"

"Mags," Harry whispers, taking the nickname he's heard Sirius use before. "How did it happen?"

"How did what happen?"

"How did he ..." Harry struggles for words. Magnus' warm hand settles on Harry's on the cream,
woollen hospital blanket, squeezing it encouragingly. "I mean, you're you and Sirius ... he's ..."
Harry begins to feel tears gathering in the corners of his eyes, a lump as hard as a frozen snowball
in his throat. He's so cold, he's just so fucking cold with it all. "You're half a Mage, Magnus and I
don't ... you're meant to be ..." Invincible. Harry blinks rapidly, staring at Magnus' many ringed
hand. "Just how?"

"Oh, little Mage," Magnus tugs Harry's hand and shuffles over, inviting Harry to lean against him.
It is too much kindness for the depth of cold despair inside Harry right now. He feels himself
break, like ice, splintering down the middle. So cold. Harry flops down on the pillow beside
Magnus, burying a brief sob into cotton and feathers as Magnus shushes him gently in a language
he doesn't understand. He touches Harry's cheek with the back of his hand. "You've chilled
yourself right down, haven't you?"

Harry nods into the pillow, hiding his red and sticky cheeks in the black darkness there. Then he
feels Magnus' hand on his shoulder and a gentle warmth spreading through him. The ice inside
begins to melt, but Harry's anger is not there waiting to emerge. Neither is Tom. There is just
warmth and sadness and a worrying loneliness. I don't know how to survive an edge that's actually
an iceberg in my heart. He looks up. Magnus looks worn and tired, but his hand is glowing softly
orange and Harry feels like he's been sitting out in the sun.

"Should you be doing that?" Harry rubs his face with the back of his hand. "Do you have enough ...
I dunno, magic for that right now?"

"Enough," Magnus smiles. "Besides, I shall have plenty of time for rest in New York."

"New York?" Harry's stomach drops. "You're leaving."

"I have to," Magnus says wearily. "I am only allowed on English soil as long as I am a
Congregation's representative and the Contessa needs a Creature Ambassador who is not trying to
regrow every bone in his body. Whilst the St Mungo's healers are skilled I would prefer to engage
such ... painful recuperation from the comfort of my own bed."

A flash of anger. This is Sirius' fault. Harry swallows hard, trying to drown it. He won't let Tom in,
not now. He presses his face against Magnus' shoulder briefly and breathes in the smell of his

magic. Magnus' magic smells like ancient things to Harry - frankincense and orange flower water.
It makes him think of the dark, wood panelled rooms he's seen in text books, of crushed velvet
sleeves and beeswax candles and the rich, bloody world Magnus was born into, so long ago.
Magnus could have died. Magnus, who has lived hundreds of years.

"How did it happen?" Harry whispers. He is on his side, tucked in beside Magnus, staring at his
ringed hands. "How did he …?"

"There is a grand lesson here, little Mage," Magnus smiles wanly. "Magic is 10 percent power and
90 percent what?"

"Will and intent," Harry parrots back. Magnus nods, satisfied.

"When you cannot access your will or your intent, you are just a bag of bones and flesh, falling
three flights of stairs onto stone," Magnus sighs.

"But you must have felt him," Harry blurts out. He's worked with Magnus too long not to know that
Magnus must have definitely felt Sirius approach. "You must have realised before he ..."

"I did," Magnus nods.

"So how?"

"Because in a split second, there is only room for one choice," Magnus says quietly. "When you
see the stunner coming towards you and you know it shall hit you faster than you can deflect and
you shall no longer be conscious, when you know you have a millisecond of magical will and
intent left, how will you use it?" Magnus raises an eyebrow. "I decided, perhaps wrongly, that it
was better to send a warning to Anzar Weasley than cushion my inevitable fall."

"And you couldn't do both?" Harry asks, frowning.

"Not with the time given," Magnus chuckles weakly. "We have access to magic in ways other do
not. Other wixen would not have time to speak or lift a wand, but you and I, we are blessed that we
only need a thought."

"And there was only space for one thought," Harry mutters.

"I'm afraid so," Magnus taps his nose affectionately with a weak, trembling finger. "There are
things in this world, Little Mage, that cannot be controlled even by one with such an innate
relationship to magic as you. Time is one. Death is the other. When we seek to master them, they
find us even faster. Just look at Mr Riddle."

Harry will not think about Tom right now. He scrunches his face up, wincing against it.

"Mr Riddle bothers you?" Magnus whispers gently.

"Only when I'm angry," Harry shakes his head and looks up at Magnus. "Sirius was arrested. They
might ... make him muggle."

To Harry's surprise, Magnus does not look saddened by this, only pensive.

"Poor Puppy," he shakes his head gently. "Perhaps it is better. For him the wixen world holds only
grief."

And me, Harry thinks bitterly. I'm grief for him. Since James died, I've always been grief.

"They'll have to hide him away," Harry swallows. "Blaise's mum said the vampires will do it."

"Then he will surely never be found," Magnus quirks his lips. "Whenever Camille and I had a row,
she would disappear for decades just to infuriate me."

"Decades," Harry swallows hard. He imagines the years stretching out in front of him. Years
without seeing Sirius again. Harry could be murdered by Voldemort before then. Or Sirius could
live out his whole life, all one hundred and fifty or sixty years of it and Harry might never see him.
Then Harry would be left alive, alive for as long as his Mage blood allows, without Sirius. He
looks at Magnus golden eyes. He can tell Magnus this. Magnus is leaving and Harry might never
see him again. "I don't ... I don't want to live forever."

"Oh, little Mage," Magnus pets his hair weakly. "No one wants to, and very few do."

"You do. I mean ... you sort of are. Right now at least."

"Yes," Magnus sighs heavily. "I will teach you how to also. I promise, Harry," Magnus sets those
golden flecked eyes upon him. "You will not be alone."

"I'm not worried about that, I mean, I am," Harry winces. The idea of living forever is horrifying
(Outlive Remus. Outlive Hermione. Outlive Theo) but it seems very distant. Right now, mortality is
more worrying than immortality. He doesn't think Magnus will have to worry too much about
teaching him to live past sixteen at this rate. He looks at Magnus twisted legs under the blanket. "I
mean, if this could happen to you how … how can … how can I even ...?"

Harry closes his eyes, tries to take deep breaths. How will I survive Voldemort?

"We are none of us invincible, little Mage," Magnus whispers sharply. "This is the lesson that must
be learned by any warrior. You can learn, you can be fast, you can have a relationship with magic
that is reciprocal and equal so that it knows you deeply as you do, but there may always be a lucky,
fast chap with a wand or a vampire or a werewolf or even, dear Harry, a muggle bus on a fast
street."

"Is this meant to be comforting?" Harry snorts into the pillow.

"Is there comfort in knowing that even the most powerful could be slain by an accident? I think
there could be," Magnus muses, patting Harry's shoulder. "None could slay Achilles and then, one
stray arrow found him."

"What, so you think Tom might just, what? Get a microwave dropped on his head one day?"

"I will hope for it," Magnus laughs softly. "But I think I mean that just as your survival is not
guaranteed, neither is his invincibility."

"I'll carry a microwave around then." Harry huffs. "Just lob it at him whenever he turns up."

"That was, of course, precisely my point." Magnus rolls his eyes gently. "As a great friend of mine
once said, it is not the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves."

"That's nice," Harry mumbles, absentmindedly playing with Magnus' rings. Now that he's warmer,
he feels sleepy and safe here with Magnus. Like everyone would go on living and dying around
them and they will just be here. Alive. Safe and alive. "Your friend sounds like Theo a bit."

"Yes, I suppose Will and Theo might have got along, if Theo could have endured his tendency to
pontificate," Magnus says. "Do you understand me, little Mage?"

"No one is invincible, not even dicks who seem invincible like Tom, and even Mages who can live
forever, like you and me." Harry sighs heavily. "War sucks."

"I have said so since the Armada sailed," Magnus smiles tiredly. "Learn this, if you can bear it.
War sucks but it is also indifferent."

"I don't know what that means," Harry says.

"You will," Magnus leans his head against Harry's gently. The scent of Magnus frankincense
magic is sharp and sweet in his nostrils. "There is no way to halt the knowledge, but it comes to us
all. Especially those of us who live long."

"Sometimes, Mags, I think you just make shit up."

"Sometimes, Harry, I do."

"Am I interrupting?" Harry looks up to see Remus standing in the doorway, smiling gently, the
Contessa behind him. Harry jerks slightly, feeling caught out in a moment of weakness. Magnus
always has a way of making Harry feel like he can just talk about anything. Theo and kissing,
Hermione and friendship, Ron and grades and Malfoy and quidditch and which British muggle
prime minister had the smallest dick, they've talked about it all. Harry doesn't have a big brother,
but he imagines Magnus is what a three hundred year old big brother might be like. I am going to
miss it so fucking much.

"Come in, Lupin," Magnus touches his hand softly to Harry's head as Harry makes a movement to
rise from the bed, allowing him to relax back down at his side. "All well?"

"Yes, only I should get Harry back to Hogwarts before his absence is noted."

Harry feels a tightness in his chest at the idea of leaving Magnus. He glances at the tired looking
man who smiles back, wearily.

"I'll be fine, Harry," he ruffles Harry's hair weakly. "The pain potion is wearing off. I should rest."

"I won't see you before you go."

"It's alright," Magnus smiles. "Trust me, I shall be back to re-join the Congregation as soon as I am
able. Whomever the Contessa chooses to replace me shall only be temporary."

"On that topic, Mr Lupin, I have a proposition for you," the Contessa says quietly, from where she
stands quietly by the wall, twirling her wand slowly through her elegant hands. "I would like you
to take over Mr Bane's role as the Creature Ambassador to the Congregation?"

"Me?" Remus stares at the Contessa in shock. "You ... are inviting me to fill Magnus' role?"

"I am," the Contessa smiles shortly. "I believe you would be suitable and a strong addition to the
Creature Council. Besides, you shall easily step into Mr Bane's shoes as someone who can suitably
advocate for Lord Black with the Congregation. He will no doubt need ... supervision until trial."

"Supervision?" Remus' eyes drift to Harry. "In Venice?"

Fucking Venice, Harry thinks bleakly. Losing two godfathers for the price of one.

"Naturally," the Contessa looks at Harry and then back at Remus. "Think on it, Mr Lupin. You
shall, of course, be handsomely compensated and accommodated. Give me an answer on the
morrow."

"Yes, thank you," Remus blusters, holding the door open. "Come on, Harry."

"Okay."

Harry looks at Magnus. Then he leans over and does something that Remus has done to him when
he's felt bad, and Mrs Weasley did when he was in the hospital wing last year. He kisses Magnus
briefly on the forehead, blushing sharply.

"Get well soon, Mags," he mumbles, darting embarrassed eyes up to the Contessa. "See you later,
Mrs Zabini, thanks for everything."

"Contessa, Harry," Remus hisses.

"It is quite alright," the Contessa looks at him in amusement. "Signora Zabini is appropriate in
informal settings, Harry."

"Sorry, I'll remember," Harry nods, cheeks scorching red. "You need me to tell anything to Blaise?"

"Thank you, no," the Contessa smiles. "Remember what I have told you in the past."

"I will," Harry waves awkwardly to them both as he leaves the room, Lupin closing the door
behind them. "Shall we go back to school?"

"In a minute," Lupin gently pulls Harry down the corridor away from the Healers station. "Are you
okay?"

"Yeah," Harry fixes his eyes on a window that is looking out onto a green garden, which seems
odd, in February. Harry wonders if it is a magic garden. "Will you go to Venice?"

"I don't know," Remus rubs his face. "Dumbledore might make me. It might be safer."

"Why?" Harry's stomach feels tight again. He has no idea how he will possibly eat dinner. Not with
everyone leaving or getting arrested or nearly fucking dying.

"Because Fudge is already throwing fifty fits that Sirius is leaving the country, Dumbledore is
trying to talk him down but he's already convening an emergency Wizengamot." Remus looks

suddenly ancient. "He's looking for people to blame. I'm a creature, I'm known to be his partner ...
it's possible I'm come into the line of fire." Remus winces. "For collaboration with a criminal."

"They could ... what? Accuse you of something?" Harry swallows back nausea.

"Possibly," Remus looks bleak. "We don't know yet. An Azkaban sentence, maybe."

It's too much. Harry cannot have two convict godfathers. Having one is enough drama to be going
on with.

"You should go," Harry blurts out. "To Venice. Do it. I'll be fine."

Remus smiles at him gently.

"I understand why you're saying that, Harry, but it's not your decision to make. Of course I want to
hear your opinion but it's mine and … well, Severus'." Remus blushes slightly. Harry gets it. It
must be fucking weird to be an odd sort of co-parent with Severus bloody Snape. Or a 'unit' as he
calls it. A unit that might soon be stretched across a continent. Fucking Venice.

"Okay, well, whatever Snape says you should still go. Stay safe."

"We'll discuss it," Remus nods firmly. "Let's get you back."

"Okay." Harry looks at the man who has been trying, so desperately, to keep him alive and to keep
him from the edges and feels like there is something more he should add here. Remus might be
leaving, just like Magnus, and a kiss on the forehead won't do it. It's not enough for this man, this
sort-of-parent who Harry feels like he would maybe possibly go to war for. Sirius threatened to kill
himself and Remus didn't once tell Harry to shut up when he yelled at him or was cold to him, even
though Harry could see the pain in his eyes when he looked at Sirius on the floor with Theo's knife
to his throat. Sirius was someone he loved. Someone he grew up with. Someone who was his mate,
like Theo is mine. Harry remembers what Remus said in the shack. He's my cub. He's my child.
Remus picked Harry. That fact feels like it's made of liquid bronze in Harry's chest, brilliant and
awful all at once. "Remus?"

"Yes, Harry?" Remus tilts his head to one side, pushing his hands into his patched cardigan
pockets. Just that open, friendly gesture that reminds Harry so much of their Dementor lessons in

third year, makes the words so much easier to say.

"I love you," Harry blurts out. Hermione. Ron. Remus. It's not a bad group of people to say he
loves. Theo too, Theo maybe. Theo differently and perfectly and not quite ready yet. "I mean, like,
if I'm your child then you're my parent and if I'm your cub then you're my ...." Harry frowns. "I
don't know what parent wolves are called."

Remus snorts with laughter, covering his smiling mouth, amber eyes full of joy.

"It doesn't necessarily translate," Remus says softly. His eyes are slightly wet. "But the sentiment is
well received. I love you too."

"Okay. Cool." Harry shrugs, feeling like his entire skin is tickling and yet there is a warmth in his
chest that he can't account for. "Good."

Remus laughs softly, shakes his head and pulls Harry into a hug.

"Thank you, cub," he chuckles into the top of Harry's head. Harry takes a deep breath. Remus'
creature magic is overwhelming his normal magic scent of chocolate and parchment. When Harry
closes his eyes, he sees tall trees and smells bright, sharp firs in the snow. I will miss this so much.
It's cruel, Harry thinks, to have not had this for so fucking long and to lose it now. Not forever. Not
like Sirius. If I lose him for a few months, it'll keep him safe. "Let's go and see Severus."

"We can't tell him," Harry says, looking up at Remus. "About Sirius asking me to break the bond."

"Severus will want to know," Remus frowns. "He should know, especially if anyone else finds out ,"

"They won't," Harry's voice is sharp. "We're not telling anyone. Theo won't, I know Sirius won't -,"

"Even if we don't tell anyone else, Severus should know -,"

"He'll tell me I should have done it," Harry sighs wearily. "He'll say I should have killed him. Or let
him kill himself. You know he will."

"I ... yes, he probably will," Remus pinches the bridge of nose. "Fine, but if it becomes necessary ,"

"Fine, if it becomes necessary," Harry rolls his eyes. He can't imagine a universe in which it would
be necessary to tell Snape he had the opportunity to kill his greatest rival and didn't take it, but it
seems to calm Lupin down. "Let's go."

Harry grips Remus tightly around the waist as Remus disapparates them. It is better, so much
better, he realises, to travel by apparition wrapped in the smell and magic of someone you care
about. Maybe this how families do things all the time. When they appear in the Hogshead pub,
Remus doesn't push him away, merely guides him into the floo and then they are swirling through
green flames and stepping out into grate of Snape's office. An angry, pacing man greets them,
black obsidian eyes flashing.

"What did Black want?" Snape demands.

--------------

Severus hates fucking Valentine's Day.

He hated it before Black attacked Magnus Bane and caused a continental political crisis of
monumental proportions, he hated it before he found out his child was somehow swept up in this
madness and kidnapped, if Lupin's sparse report was anything to go by. He hated it before Albus
forbade him and anyone but Lupin from going to St Mungo's to retrieve the boy, he hated it before
Albus reminded him sternly that he has a cover to maintain, as if he didn't fucking know, and
commanded him to stay in Hogwarts until news came. Like a child. Severus has never hated
Valentines Day more. Then he sees Lupin and the boy twisting through the floo, Harrison held
close under Lupin's arms looking small and vulnerable and exhausted, as he always does after any
encounter with his godfather, when Severus knows that the child should be returning to the castle
joyful and smiling, hands held with Theodore and then Severus hates Valentines Day even more,
because it has disappointed the child.

Is this what parenting is? Carrying not only your own revenge but the revenge you must take on

that which hurts your children?

"Well?" Severus demands, folding his arms as the child immediately slumps onto his sofa with the
same slovenly attitude as usual and Lupin, in a surprising move, walks over to Severus' liquor
cabinet.

"What he always wants," Harrison groans. "To cause havoc."

"That was not specific," Severus snarls.

"Come on, you know what he wants," Harrison rolls his eyes. "To make up for everything, to make
it better, to swear it will be different and it never is..." the boy sighs plaintively. A little too
plaintively. Severus narrows his eyes.

"And this incited Black to kidnap you?" Severus stares at his son. "From the three broomsticks?"

"Yeah, I guess he was mad I wasn't answering his letters," Harrison shrugs indolently.

"And this enraged him enough to kidnap you?" Severus can feel the edges of a lie, just slightly, but
can't quite catch it. He is keeping something back.

"Remus has been offered a new job," Harrison says, nodding towards the wolf who is pouring
himself a large measure whisky in a crystal tumbler. "With the Congregation."

"Oh?" Severus stares at the wolf as he takes a hefty gulp.

"Magnus' position," Lupin winces, licking his lips. "The Contessa Zabini has offered it to me."

Severus can think of nothing to say. It is likely the best offer of work that the wolf will ever receive
in his lifetime. The Congregation pays their ambassadors frankly extortionate salaries and houses
them in some of the most luxurious accommodation in the best cities in Europe. For a British
creature, who can only look forward to misery and discrimination in the United Kingdom, it is the
best possible situation. It would be madness for Lupin not to take the job. Severus hates himself for
hoping he doesn't.

"Congratulations," Severus says coldly. "When will you start?"

"I am not sure I am taking it yet," Lupin rubs his face wearily.

"You should," Harrison folds his arms. "You'll be safer."

"I know your feelings on the topic, Harry," Lupin smiles indulgently. "There are other factors to
consider."

"If I'm a factor, stop considering me," Harrison growls, kicking Severus' table like an ingrate. "I've
said you should go, so go."

"Desist," Severus hisses, reaching to tug the coffee table away from Harrison's feet. "You have
already ruined one of my tables."

"I'm just saying that if the choice is between being here in Azkaban and being free in Venice, I
vote free." Harrison raises green eyes to Severus, who had not until that moment considered until
that moment that Lupin's fate might somehow, in some twisted political aerobics, be linked to
Black's. "What's your vote?"

My vote is Lupin stays here and Black is executed. Severus looks away from his son, hoping he
cannot see his answer in his eyes.

"Explain to me how you could be implicated in this," Severus turns to Lupin. "Albus has said
nothing."

"Fudge is convening a Wizengamot," Lupin takes another, longer sip. "Albus suspects they will
bring forward the suggestion that someone, namely me, helped Sirius escape goblin custody. Albus
does not have enough seats to sway it in our favour, so whatever they decide, it will likely pass."

"They could condemn you," Severus says slowly. Lucius sways a large portion of the
Wizengamot, especially at the moment. The notion of a Creature helping another technical
Creature as well as a convicted felon escape British justice on the continent would not even need
Lucius' influence. The anti-Creature legislation has been so well supported. The thought of Remus

mother-fucking cardigan-wearing chocolate-devouring Lupin in Azkaban is utterly absurd. It is
immoral.

"Question," Harrison announces, staring up at the ceiling from where he is lolling back against the
sofa. "The Black family has a seat, right?"

"Unused, yes," Lupin frowns. "Why?"

"Something Greengrass said to Theo," Harrison frowns. Severus raises his eyebrows. It seems that
the boy has gathered up the notoriously unimpressed Greengrass into his odd collection of
students. Sweet Merlin it will be Draco next. "The Black seat has more voting power or
something?"

"Yes, though it matters little since the Lord cannot take it," Severus snaps. "Relevance, Harrison?"

"Because there's a steward," Harrison glares at him. The word 'wanker' is barely veiled behind his
eyes and Severus can't help but grip his teeth. Rude little tyrant. "Remember?"

"Arthur," Lupin blurts out, staring at Severus as if astonished he had not thought of it. "A Steward
carries voting power for the seat."

Severus stares back. It has not been done in maybe a hundred years, but there is certainly
precedent. He can see the library books flying off shelves inside of Lupin's mind as he rummages
for just cause and procedure. It could save Lupin. Keep him here. With us.

"It might work," Severus says slowly, glancing at his son in suspicion. Either Harrison is becoming
more wiley, or Severus simply never noticed it before. Or I mistook it for frankly irritating
behaviour, when that cunning was directed at deceiving me. "If so, you would be less endangered."

"I still vote go," just to be safe," Harrison says abruptly. He glares up at Severus again. "You?"

"I do not have a vote," Severus snaps. He despises it when the child is ill-mannered, even though
no one has ever called Severus charming. Perhaps I can enlist Narcissa to educate him. Severus
imagines her reply almost instantly. Such education never altered your attitude, Severus, why
should your son be different?

"Uh, yeah, you do. In the 'unit' remember?" Harrison makes air quotes around the word. I will
regret using that word for the rest of my sodding life. "Doesn't he have a vote?"

"Severus may share an opinion," Lupin says with typically diplomacy. That means no.

"Well?" Harrison demands, scowling up at Severus. "Opinion?"

"Tone," Severus snaps. "Speak in proper sentences or do not speak at all,"

"Fine!" Harrison rolls his eyes. "Could you please fucking reveal your bloody opinion on whether
or not you think Remus should stay here and potentially go to fucking Azkaban or take a job where
he will survive and be paid what he's actually worth for once in his shitting life?"

Severus stares at his child. Fucking insolent toerag brat. He will not look at Lupin, who is is sure
is actually bloody smiling into his glass. Traitor.

"You," Severus points at the teenager, "are not having access to your damned axe for three weeks."

"Big fucking surprise," Harrison mumbles.

"Four weeks."

The floo bursts into life behind them and Albus voice echoes into the room.

"Severus? Remus? Might you step through?"

"Yes, Albus," Severus calls back. The floo quietens.

"I'm going," Harrison says abruptly. He stands up and crosses to the wolf, squeezing his arm as he
passes.

"I'll write," Lupin says, catching the boy's hand and tugging it gently. "I'll let you know."

"Going free is better than staying caged, Moony," Harrison says sharply, before slamming his way
out of the door, the magic in his hands making it splinter. Severus winces. Must the boy try and
destroy literally everything I own?

"Tone!" Severus calls after him then looks at Lupin for an explanation. Harrison is not usually so
terse.

"It's been a long day," Lupin throws back the whisky and gestures to the fireplace, grimacing.
"Shall we?"

Severus nods. His son might be an impudent little fucker sometimes, but he has a point. Lupin
should go to Venice. He will be safer. Severus should tell him to. He doesn't. He just follows him
through the floo to Albus' office.

"Gentlemen," Albus says. He is leaning back in his chair and looking exhausted. "How is Harry?"

Severus and Remus both bristle.

"Fine," Severus says curtly. Not that it is your business, Albus.

"Cornelius' Wizengamot shall meet in the morning," Albus reaches for a small cup. Severus smells
coffee. A bad sign. Albus usually drinks tea, so sweet it could send a hippogriff into a sugar coma.
Coffee means politics. Severus lets out an internal groan. "Remus, you shall accept the Contessa's
position and leave the country tonight."

"They ... they're bringing it to the floor then?" Lupin's voice wavers slightly. "Naming me?"

"Amongst others," Albus sips his coffee. "Myself included and ..." Albus hesitates. "The Goblin
King."

"What?" Lupin blurts out.

"Yes," Albus nods tiredly. "I've already received Filius' conditional resignation if the Wizengamot
presumes to find him guilty. I must say, I have never felt so relieved to not be Chief Warlock."

Severus says nothing. It is beyond hubris, it is insulting and dangerous for the Minister for Magic
to bring accusations against such a powerful sovereign. Fudge will never survive. This has Lucius
written all over it.

"It is well planned," Severus says softly, catching Albus' eye. "You and the Minister dealt with in
one fell swoop. Lucius will be perfectly positioned for an ascension."

"Lucius Malfoy? Minister for Magic?" Lupin looks at Severus bleakly. "The voters will never
stand for it."

"Which would matter more if Wixen votes carried more weight than Wizengamot seats, but since
they do not …," Severus drawls. Lupin's political optimism astounds him.

"We have to stop him," Lupin's eyes are turning amber. "His Creature legislation has been
abominable, his attitude towards Muggleborns will only be worse."

"We don't have the votes to curb the ascent of Lord Malfoy," Albus sighs, reaching into his desk
for a flask and conjuring three small tumblers. He fills them and then, with a flick of his wand,
sends two floating across the air to both of them. Severus wrinkles his nose. Kings Ginger. It says a
lot about Albus that this is his hard liquor. "All we can do is strengthen our position with the
Congregation, who are still too powerful for even a Minister in the pocket of Lord Voldemort to
cross. The Contessa will protect Sirius and you, Remus. We will simply weather the storm."

A pretty big fucking storm, Severus thinks bitterly. He's read Lucius' manifesto, winces to
remember it being once read to him in a post-coital haze. There are many who will not weather
it. My son included.

"Unless we utilise the Black seat," Lupin throws back the liquid in his glass and coughs, clearly not
expecting the hit of ginger at the back of his throat. "Arthur can vote."

"Hmm. That is ... quite a consideration." Albus looks between them. "Your idea, Severus?"

"Yes," Severus will not let Albus know that Harrison thought of it. What Albus might infer about
the child's knowledge and power from a small drop of information could be astronomical and
potentially devastation. "It could protect Lupin. Allow him to remain here. Strengthen the neutral
base and disrupt Lucius' votership."

"I see." Albus swirls his glass thoughtfully and then tips it into his cup of coffee. Severus winces.
He cannot imagine a more vile combination. Albus sips and then directs his wand towards the
fireplace. "Arthur Weasley!"

The floo bursts into life and Arthur's face appears.

"Yes, Albus?"

"Tomorrow you will go and sit on the Wizengamot and vote in Lord Black's stead, as according to
Charter 15 of the Wizengamot pertaining to the roles of Stewards, Guardians and Chamberlains,"
Albus says sharply. "You will go early and meet with Griselda Marchbanks to ensure your claim as
Steward is sponsored and witnessed prior to session. You will write tonight to those Houses that
have long-lasting no-wands treaties with the House of Black, they would be ..."

"Shafiq, Greengrass, Hawkworth and ..." Lupin's eyes widen in the middle of his recitation which
he is pulling out of some far corner of knowledge that Severus cannot fathom. "Malfoy! The House
of Malfoy has a no wands treaty with the House of Black because of their intermarriage!"

"Excellent," Albus says softly. "You shall write, Arthur, and tell them that you understand a vote
against Lord Black's interest as a vote against the House of Black and a violation of their treatise.
We shall see if they will honour them."

Severus already knows Lucius will not, but it does not matter. Greengrass leads the neutral block.
His vote will be crucial.

"Right. Right." For a moment, Arthur's face in the fireplace looks utterly baffled, then
determination sets in. "This is to protect Remus? And Harry?"

"Adjunctly, yes," Severus comments drily. "But you shall likely also be deferring a Creature war."

"Right. Goodo," Arthur says brightly. "I'll have Molly iron my new robes. Kreacher pulled up a
lovely pair with a crest on."

"I'm sure," Severus sneers, catching Lupin's eye. That elf would put the Black crest on everything
that moved, including every item in his son's trunk, if he had his own damned way.

"Thank you, Arthur," Albus says, and Arthur disappears. Severus can't help for a moment staring
into the place where his face had been. He should be dead. He is not. Because of Harrison. He
shares a brief look with Lupin, sees a flicker of relief in the wolf's eyes. He does not want to go to
Venice.

"I am afraid, Remus, that I must still recommend you leave," Albus says quietly. "For the
Wizengamot, only having my face or the face of the goblin King to prosecute makes their position
much harder. You on the other hand …"

Albus lets the sentence dangle. Severus understands. Lupin is an easy target. A Creature with
nothing, a dangerous werewolf, too tempting to make an example of. Unlike Albus and King
Ragnok, he has not armies nor hefty political weight to bring to bear upon the situation. Unless he
is the Creature Ambassador to the Congregation.

"When does the Contessa expect an answer?" Severus asks abruptly. He needs more time, a little
more time, to come up with a better plan.

"Tomorrow," Lupin looks at him. Severus can see the library books inside his mind being pulled
off the shelves, looking for another way, another reason to stay. A reason that is not just Harrison.
And me. "I wanted to think."

"She will take you tonight," Albus says sipping his laced coffee. "She is expecting you."

Severus heart skips the smallest beat. It is Albus' greatest skill, this ability to yank the rug out from
under your feet in the gentlest way, so you do not realise you are falling until your head slams
against the floor. Dizzying. Shocking. Terrifyingly polite.

"You spoke?" Lupin asks tautly. This is it, Severus realises. They fooled themselves that there
were choices, but there are no choices with Albus. Only commands. He hates himself suddenly, for
even for a second wondering if it might possibly be different.

"We did," Albus inclines his head. "I thought you might appreciate the evening to explain to
Harry."

Severus watches Lupin's hand tighten on the glass. Peversely, he feels a strange thrill of victory.
This is what it is like, he thinks nastily, to be the fly caught in the web, the pawn caught on the
board. Now you know.

"That is generous," Lupin sets his glass down on the desk. Severus hears the sound of it cracking
under the pressure of Lupin's firm fingers. "If you'll excuse me. Severus?"

Severus nods and sets down his own untouched glass. Albus meets his gaze with sad, blue eyes.

"Tom will call tonight," he says softly. "When you are finished ..."

"I shall be here," Severus follows Lupin into the fireplace. "As always."

In the few seconds of spinning, Severus adjusts. He is leaving. I shall be alone. He despises
himself for how quickly he has adjusted to Lupin's input and hates the aching worry inside him at
the thought of Harrison's edges. How the fuck can I do this? How can I parent without Lupin's
insipid tenderness? By the time he steps out of the floo onto his hearth his self-hatred is boiling
over into annoyance towards the wolf who, Severus decides, if he tries to have a gentle heart-toheart, Severus will immediately expel. Yet surprisingly, Lupin is not sat on the sofa in a classic
display of resignation. He is already at the drinks cabinet again, pressing the bottle against his lips
and tipping it back. Severus leans over and yanks it away, glaring as it spills down his cardigan.

"Unsanitary," Severus growls. "Should you not be going to the Contessa?"

"No, I should fucking not." The surprise of Lupin swearing so violently is only mitigated by the
secondary surprise of Lupin's lips crashing against his. They taste of fiery ginger and peaty whisky
and Severus can't help the soft huff of desire that exhales from him. "I should be staying here, with
my bloody child, who is barely holding it together --,"

"Harrison is not alone," Severus interrupts, trying to speak through Lupin mouthing his way down
his neck. "You will only be in Venice --,"

"I should be here, and Albus knows it," Lupin growls. His hands are unbuttoning every part of

Severus' robes they can reach, pulling away cuffs and collars as Severus barely holds on, gripping
the wolf's hair to keep from stumbling as Lupin manouvers him against the drinks cabinet. "Harry
is fucking struggling, for Merlin's sake, he only just managed to tell me he loves me and I should
be here for him and for you --,"

"I do not require your presence," Severus snarls. Of course the boy loves Lupin. Why would he
not? Severus will feel nothing about that. He does not crave Harrison's love, he does not crave
anything from the child except that he not walk arms wide open to his own death. Lupin ignores
both Severus' anger and his inner seething. There is a growl as Lupin finally finds bare skin
underneath Severus' cravat and then there are burning soft lips against Severus' collarbones, against
the rune marks carved there by Eileen so long ago that still sting in the cold weather. Severus gasps
as warm tongue finds magically marked, very sensitive skin.

"You fuckin' do," Lupin snarls back, his rougher, endearing accent that he had first carried when he
arrived at Hogwarts slipping onto his tongue. Severus wants to lick it off. "We're a team, Sev,
we're a unit, I'm meant to be here."

Lupin's hands have shoved the robes off Severus' shoulders and he is cold, suddenly, cold because
he is half naked in his quarters with a floo that could burst into life at any moment and a teenage
Mage Hurricane child roaming free somewhere in the school, already enraged at the world, and an
unlocked fucking door. Sweet fucking Merlin this is a terrible, terrible idea.

"Lupin," Severus gasps, yanking the wolf's head back. "You have to leave."

"Tell me not to," Lupin's voice is full of growl and bite, all of his usual softness diminished. The
Moon. The Moon is tomorrow night.

"Do not be a bloody fool, it doesn't suit you," Severus sneers.

"That might be the best compliment you've ever given me," Lupin's teeth dig into the skin of
Severus' collarbone, worrying the clavicle like a beast. Severus tries not to moan. Terrible idea.
Terrible idea. Tomorrow is the moon. Tonight Lupin is as close to the wolf as he can be whilst
remaining in his human skin. To fuck him now would be unconscionable. It is all Severus wants to
do.

"You have to leave," Severus repeats, trying to push the wolf away and only meeting firm shoulder
muscles littered with scars. Lupin has lost a cardigan. And a shirt. Severus does not remember
removing them but he is currently holding the sleeve of a ripped shirt which he drops, dazedly,
lowering his lips to brush against a large, puckered wound across his bicep. Terrible idea. Best

fucking idea I have ever had.

"Then tell me to," Lupin has a fist full of Severus' hair and yanks his face up. Lupin's pupils are
blown wide, dark moons with a ring of amber. There is no regret there. And tomorrow he shall be
gone.

"I will." Severus pushes the half naked wolf away and brushes past him, grabbing his wrist at the
last minute to pull him along to the bedroom. Lupin's thin torso is robed in wounds and marks like
an ancient tree with names carved into the bark. Cartography of scars. I shall map every single
fucking one. "Later."

The Cruellest Month
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Notes

Short chapter for you! Reminding you once again that I have very little interest in rehashing canon, so there will be time jumps etc. Next chapter - Headmistress Umbridge
and she is taking things to her own next level.
Thanks to everyone who inquired after my health! I am okay! Headaches are abating
and wound is slowly healing.
This chapter is dedicated to an old friend of mine who, when I was fifteen and
struggling with feeling suicidal, would send me poetry in notes in class. We spent all
of 2006 communicating through the words of William Blake. Because sometimes
when you do not have the words for your pain, other people's will have to do.

Dear Harry,
Venice is very wet. The other Creatures on the Council are a Selkie Queen from Norway and a
Jinn scholar from Bulgaria. The Selkie Queen likes tea, so we get along well with that, and the
Jinn scholar has a very interesting perspective on eastern European creature cultural practices
compared to Britain so at least we have something to talk about in session breaks. The Vampires on
the Council generally steer clear of me on account of my Lycanthropy, but the Wixen contingent
are very interesting. Traditionally, a Vampire takes the seat of Head of the Congregation, but the
Contessa is the exception that proves the rule, it seems. I enjoy her company more and more. She
has invited us to Sicily in the summer, to the Seat of her Clan. Maybe we can discuss it over Easter
break?
The other Wixen on the council are fascinating. There is Judah ben Elijah, who is descended from
the first Wixen who created a Golem (write to Magnus about that one) and is on very good terms
with the Congregation librarian, which I have found endlessly useful. The other is Janet Gowdie,
who is Glaswegian, knitting me a sweater and knows more about Vampire/wixen relations than
anyone I've ever met. Whilst all of this is to say that my time in Venice is proving interesting, I miss
you horribly. I hear that life under the Hogwarts High Inquisitor continues to bring unexpected
changes. I have been told old Trelawny has been fired and Firenze brought in. He's very intelligent,
cub. Listen to him.
Lord Black is the same. I see him regularly. His trial date is set for July.
Look out for edges.
How is Remedial Potions?

I love you,
Remus.

Dear Remus,
Hogwarts gets less fun every term. I wish I was in fucking Venice with you. Or Sicily. Or anywhere,
basically, that's not here. The Hogwarts High Inquisitor is making her presence very, very known.
Bill's been banned from coming to the castle to give me Anzar training (something dumb about
goblin warriors on wizard soil being an act of War right now?) which sucks, but luckily Professor
Flitwick has taken over. He can do insane things with an axe.
Remedial Potions sucks.
Sorry I can't say more, but there's been a lot of mail coming through looking kinda rumpled, if you
get my gist. Hermione had a package of stationery from her Mum come through and someone had
opened all of the pens and left the lids off. They were all dried out and she's very, very pissed. I
told her it's probably just some poor ministry official who doesn't know about pen lids but she's
taking it as a personal declaration of war.
I miss you,
Harry.

Dear Harry,
I am sorry about that. Rest assured, my letters to you cannot be read, the Contessa makes sure of
that, but it does not hurt to keep some things veiled. She mentioned the Parvus Pixie to me and that
it didn't return to her custody when the Hogwarts term resumed. Would you know anything about
that Harry? If you do, I might suggest that you make the most of it.
I am glad that Arthur's influence on the Wizengamot has managed to avoid a War. You realise,
cub, that if that were the case you would be fighting for the goblins? You swore your wand and
your axe, if you recall. (I don't believe we have yet had a discussion about how young Heirs should
consult with their parents before they decide to swear fealty to other nations, but they definitely
should). Also, you are right, the Minister's logic for keeping Anzar Weasley from you is utterly
flawed, since the Goblin Nation is a warrior culture so in a time of war, all goblins are warriors.
So Professor Flitwick and yourself are both soldiers until the issue is resolved. Which, between
you, me, and the rest of the Creature Council, does not look to be soon. If King Ragnok's royal
accountants can justify the cost, King Ragnok will be sharpening his axe and eyeing Cornelius'
neck quite gleefully. Luckily, you are protected by the Silver Hall, something for which I have never
been more grateful.
I am sorry that Remedial potions is so difficult for you. I would suggest that practicing the
techniques taught in your lessons at the end of each day would be of extreme benefit to you.
I love you,
Remus

Dear Remus,
Don't worry, the Parvus Pixie won't bite you. It's not under a compulsion or anything, (don't worry,
I've had that particular conversation with a parent-ish-person already) we just came to an
understanding. It goes in my letters to protect them from anyone who isn't me or you and I give it a
tarantula to bite. If you don't have a tarantula to hand then it also likes stag beetles. It's amazing
how many things can be bribed with treats. Just send it back, please. It will get in the package if
you put a woodlouse or two in.
It's so shit here, Moony.
I'm not going to watch Qudditch matches anymore, it's too fucking depressing. I love Ron and he's
a good keeper but Malfoy is such a little shit. They've got this chant that is just such a dick thing to
do. I've asked Blaise if he could do anything about it and he keeps saying that he 'does not get
involved in petty sporting quarrels,' which is the worst thing about dating smart Slytherins. Firenze
is cool but he keeps giving me vague warnings about the stars and I can't deal with that shit. Since
Wormtail scampered off, I've had an aversion to prophecies. Magnus says destinies aren't in the
stars anyway, but in ourselves. If that's the case, I'm destined to be really fucking pissed off for the
rest of my stupid life.
I can't wait to see you in the holidays. Only a week to go! There's a muggle saying, right, about
April being the cruellest month? Hope not, because March has been pretty fucking cruel. Remedial
potions and Educational decrees and Slytherins giving me shit. Still … no edges. Not really. Luna
helps. You help.
Miss you, Moony.
Harry.

Dear Harry,
I fed your Parvus pixie a tarantula. That is a sight I shall not forget quickly. I must know, how does
one reach an agreement with a murderous ocular consuming being?
I am sorry that you are having a hard time, but I am glad to hear how you are really feeling.
Talking is always good, Harry. If you cannot talk to me, you know that you can always talk to your
father? No matter how unpalatable the prospect might seem. He will try.
The quote about April being the cruellest month is from a poem by a muggle writer called Thomas
Stearns Eliot and it is from his most famous poem, 'The Wasteland.' Since I know it by heart, I have
copied it out for you. Here is a passage that always reminds me of your father.
And I will show you something different from either
Your shadow at morning striding behind you
Or your shadow at evening rising to meet you;
I will show you fear in a handful of dust.
I hope the poem helps.
I love you,

Remus.

Dear Remus
We should call him the shadow man. I can hear the pixies magic, so it's easy. Also, it likes me
better since I made Kreacher swear not to eat it or pull its wings off.
I liked the poem more than I thought I would. I've been reading it before I go to sleep. It helps with
nightmares, I think. I want to learn it by heart, like you. Hermione says that T.S Eliot was actually
a dick in real life, but she's in a mood with me. I told her the thing Magnus told me his mate told
him about the stars and she realised it was Shakespeare and now she's pissed she didn't get to meet
Magnus and ask him questions about 'the father of English literature'. I told him that Magnus and
Will probably didn't talk that much about fathering literature, just shagging, (because it's Magnus)
and now she's in a huff because she didn't know Shakespeare was gay. I tried to explain that it's
just Magnus and people tend not to be gay or straight around him, just, y'know ... consenting and
legal, but it didn't help.
This bit of the poem sounds like Tom:
But in my back at a cold blast I hear
The rattle of the bones, and chuckle spread from ear to ear.
I always dream of his laugh first.
Harry

Dear Harry,
I had a chat with the shadow man, and we think your poetry idea is a good one. It could help with
nightmares. So I've sent you a selection of some of my favourite works. Judah ben Elijah has also
recommended some ancient magical verse which I have borrowed from the Congregation library.
For the love of Merlin, do not let anyone spill anything on them. Or, knowing you as I do, let one of
your many deadly creatures devour them.
I cannot imagine that your commentary about Magnus' sexual history helped Hermione at all,
Harry. I would go so far as to suggest that you do not continue to enlighten people as to the
number of people Magnus has taken to bed. For no other reason that it utterly counterproductive.
When it comes to significant figures of British history, the shadow man assures me it is easier to
note the ones he did not sleep with.
Start with the Rosetti. There is a passage that makes me think of you.
Thy fast was long, feast now thy spirit’s fill.
Yea, take thy fill of love, because thy will
Chose love not in the shallows but the deep.
I love you.

Dear Remus
This line made me think of you. Of that night when we learned about Sirius and James, and the
thing you said about whatever I choose to be.
I loved and guessed at you, you construed me
And loved me for what might or might not be Thanks for doing that, for loving me that way. Thank you for the books.
Remedial Potions still sucks. You know what else sucks? the Shadow man loaned me a copy of
Ulysses.
Harry

-- -- -- -- --

Lupin,
Why have several of my books gone missing?
S.S.

Severus,
Call it emotional education.
Remus.

Lupin,
Rossetti is not emotional education, not unless one's intent is to become absurdly sentimental. I
shall correct your mistake.
S.S.

Severus,
I am not the only one who loathes James Joyce, it seems.
Remus.

Lupin,

The benefit of sending missives by secure floo is that you luckily shall not have to endure your
embarrassing low taste being exposed.
S.S.

Severus,
The benefit of sending missives by secure floo is I can tell you your child hates Ulysess and he is
right to do so.
Remus.

Lupin,
Well, he has had a terrible literature instructor.
S.S.

Severus,
I have been informed I shall not be welcome back in the country for some time, depending on the
outcome of the extended Wizengamot trial. Your child shall have to stay at school.
Regretfully,
Remus.

Lupin.
Professors are expected to stay in the castle over the Ēostre break, to be available for seventh and
fifth years who are engaging in study for the upcoming exams. Perhaps a day trip to the Floating
City would be appropriate.
S.S.

Severus,
Yes. I would like to see you both.
Remus

Lupin,
Would my presence be necessary?
S.S.

Severus,
No. It would, however, be enjoyed.
Remus

Lupin,
I shall take the matter under consideration.
S.S.

-- --- -- --

"What is wrong with your boyfriend?" Blaise mutters, folding the note in his hand and shaking his
head.

"Not my boyfriend," Theo mutters automatically. Only three courting gifts. He's not sure at which
point Harry might become comfortable with the term boyfriend, but for Theo's mind, the word is
too insipid and not deep or strong or broad enough to encompass what Harry is to him. Fidelity
cannot be held in a word drawn from a twentieth century Americanism. "What do you mean?"

"He's in a frankly foul mood and he keeps writing back to my missives in cryptic verse," Blaise
hands the note over to Theo who sighs and takes a look.
But I, being poor, have only my dreams;
I have spread my dreams under your feet;
Tread softly because you tread on my dreams.

"Yeats, a Muggle poet who may or may not have been half Daemon," Theo says.

"I recognise the lyric's origin, I want to know what he means by it."

"It's about Quidditch," Theo sighs. He's read a lot of Muggle poetry in the last three weeks and has
become surprisingly adept at understanding Harry's usage. "He's telling you that he's annoyed that
you're not doing something to help the Gryffindor Quidditch team by dealing with Malfoy."

"And why, pray tell, could he not write that?" Blaise demands, staring at the verse.

"This coming from the man who communicates mainly through dirty limericks. In Italian," Daphne
murmurs beside them, not taking her eyes off her book. They are sitting in the Slytherin common
room. It is a Monday night, and like always, they are trying to get ahead on their homework. The
OWLS draw ever closer, and the Slytherin common room is becoming carefully quieter and
quieter. Except for Malfoy, who is holding court by the fireplace. Theo scowls at him darkly. I
hope he fails every single one of his exams.

"His godfather has been sending him poetry books," Theo mutters. Theo can't decide if it's a good
thing. Theo opens his journal and scribbles to Harry.

Blaise doesn't understand your notes.

I don't understand dirty Italian so we're even.

You could both consider writing plainly?

I can't handle half my mail being coded and the other half not. Everyone gets vague or no one
gets anything.

And me?

You're special.

On the one hand, it's very sexy to have Harry carrying a poetry book in his back pocket and
catching sight of him reading it by the lake or over breakfast in the morning. On the other hand,
since Black's arrest and Lupin moved to Venice, Harry has been communicating about anything not

directly practical exclusively through verse or quotes. Theo does not think he has heard Harry say
what he feels in his own words since February. It's been six weeks and Theo does not know what to
about it. Granger is likewise stumped, so they have resorted to the only thing they can do in the
situation. Learn. Granger owled her mother and three weeks ago, a fuck-tonne of muggle poetry
arrived. On the bright side, Granger is looking into the possibility of them both taking a muggle
literature qualification in the summer, since they could surely pass it. There is also the fact that due
to the new Educational Decrees and their stricter curfews, he and Harry have not had a proper
moment alone since Valentines Day. The last time they kissed was two weeks ago. They had both
found themselves alone in the Potions cupboard for thirty seconds in the middle of a lesson and
Harry had leaned in, quicker than Theo could breathe, and kissed him roughly before disappearing
back out into the classroom. Theo had not known whether to be elated or hate him for being so
reckless and also not giving him the chance to reciprocate.

"Could you tell him to stop?" Blaise says plaintively. "I would rather not have to read this so-called
Hamlet that keeps appearing."

"It's good, you'd like it," Theo says absently, turning the page of his transfiguration textbook.
"Everybody dies at the end."

"Well, that's ruined," Daphne scowls up at him in irritation. "I'm only half way through!"

"You're reading Hamlet?" Theo raises an eyebrow.

"I like to be informed," Daphne says primly. "And as long as the Weasley twins keep marching up
to Umbridge and saying 'take me you for a sponge...?'"

"I know, I know," Theo rubs the space between his eyebrows painfully. This is the trouble with
Harry. His smallest move causes an avalanche. Granger is reading poetry because of Harry which
means everyone in Gryffindor is getting a linguistic education and now the Weasley twins are
spreading it with peculiar Elizabethan insults, which is only fuelling interest. Professor
Dumbledore seems overjoyed and has taken to announcing meals with quotes from the Muggle
Bard, making Umbridge's eyes twitch every time she sits down at the high table. Harry fucking
Potter, trendsetting even when he's desperately repressing his feelings.

"Could you have not encouraged an interest in Italian wixen literature?" Blaise moans, glaring as
Daphne pulls out a copy of the Complete Works of Shakespeare and makes a mark in a margin. "Or
at least Marlowe, if it had to be an Elizabethan? He was an extraordinary runes scholar-,"

"No," Theo says shortly. The truth is, he had no choice to encourage it or not. Harry simply began

reading and learning. He can't help the feeling that since the shack a part of Harry has closed off,
gone cold, and Theo cannot get to it. It's a thought that keeps him up at night. Harry lost his
teacher, his estranged godfather and the closest thing to an actual father he has in one twenty four
hour period and he is walking around the school like he is missing something vital. The part that
was so raw before has frozen over and now he speaks only in others words. Theo knows, rationally,
that this is some kind of coping mechanism and that Lupin is using it as a way to get Harry moving
towards some kind of self-expression, he and Daphne have discussed the muggle psychiatric angle
of it at length, but it does not stop the loneliness. Theo is lonely for Harry. He never thought it
would be possible that he would wish for, would long for those long, cramped days in Spinners
End over Yule. Harry was broken then, yes, but he was all there. Now, Theo doesn't know where
he is. So he reads.

"Hey Zabini!" Draco calls, swaggering up to the table. Behind him, Parkinson, Crabbe and Goyle
are lolling around the on the sofas by the fireplace looking very pleased with themselves, which is
always worrying. "You're going to have to find a new boyfriend after tonight! I have it on good
authority that Potter-Black will be out of this school by morning. I'm going to take great pleasure in
witnessing it personally."

"Oh?" Blaise smiles mildly. "Care you share?"

"I'm not dumb, Zabini," Draco rolls his eyes. "I'm just going to tell you I'll enjoy having your
boyfriend at the end of my wand."

He's not wrong, Theo thinks. Draco is not, in essentials, a stupid person. He gets good grades in
almost everything that he applies his mind to, and he is a quick thinker. He is, however, as subtle as
a blast-ended-skrewt and does not understand the essentials of cunning. Otherwise he would not be
telling Harry's public courtship partner that Harry is in danger.

"Well, thank you, I shall get myself another paramour, if necessary," Blaise says sweetly.
"Although I have to say, if Potter-Black is expelled and is then taken for education at Durmstrang,
it shall not mitigate my interest in courting him. Nor anyone else's, I would wager." Blaise's
amused eyes flicker over Draco. "After all, I can only imagine how much you would enjoy, uh,
how did you put it? having him at the end of your wand."

"Fuck off, Zabini, no one wants to be associated with a mongrel like Potter-Black," Draco sneers,
though his blue eyes betray his fury and embarrassment. Draco loves to publicly humiliate, yet he
rarely chooses the right people to target. He's wanted Harry since first year and everyone knows it
and Blaise is powerful enough to tease him for it.

"Mongrel? Why, is being a twice named Heir not enough for you?" Blaise smiles. "Son of the
House of Malfoy and …. ?"

"The Black heirship was supposed to be mine!" Draco hisses, looking like he's two seconds away
from stamping his foot, first-year style. Not bloody likely. From what Theo knows of the Black
magic, it would never take Draco as an Heir or Lord, not when it had a taste of a Mage Master like
Harry.

"And I was supposed to be revising, Draco!" Daphne snarls, glaring up at Draco. Her patience with
the Heir to the House of Malfoy has thinned considerably since he spouted off last week about how
grades are not as important as 'who you know.' Daphne, whose father holds academic prowess in
highest regard, was not amused. "So either test me on the most likely ingredients in a bafflement
brew or go away."

"So touchy, Greengrass," Draco sneers but Theo sees a slight panic in his eyes. Draco turns and
heads back to the sofas, pulling his potions notebook out of his bag.

"Bafflement brew isn't on the fifth year curriculum, is it?" Theo says quietly.

"No," Daphne mutters, rolling her eyes. "But he doesn't know that."

"Do you know what he refers to?" Blaise murmurs gently. "About Potter-Black?"

"No," Theo shakes his head tersely, keeping his eyes fixed on the pages of his textbook so as not to
draw attention to himself.

"Well, clearly Draco believes Potter-Black will be in trouble for something," Daphne says absently.
"Is it possible he is engaged in something he should not be this evening?"

Theo thinks. Monday night. Granger's insipid defence club. Theo does not know how Draco could
know. Granger assured him of the competency of her charm work on the piece of paper that holds
the names of all the participants, and Theo knows her well enough to trust it. So how? He stares at
Draco and his little band of average students who think too highly of themselves, trying to decipher
it out of their movements. Parkinson looks particularly smug tonight. Draco is almost deferential
with her, as if she has achieved something. They are also all practising the wand work for offensive
spells, as if they anticipate a battle of some kind. Draco has a particular almost orgasmically selfaggrandized expression that he only wears he is planning a duel or ambush against Harry. They
definitely know.

"Daphne," he whispers softly. "Tell me about Parkinson."

"Irritating," Daphne underlines something in her revision notes with a firm stroke. "Won't shut up
at the moment about her new 'secret' boyfriend." Daphne rolls her eyes. "One has to wonder how
secret he can be if she's always talking about him."

"You've inferred his identity?" Theo asks quietly.

Daphne nods, because of course she has.

"Zacharias Smith."

Smith. Theo curses softly under his breath. He is brash enough and Parkinson is just cunning
enough that if she was even moderately aware of her new partner's comings and goings then the
secret of a defence club could be noticed. Fucking Smith. Fucking Parkinson. Theo rises slowly
from his seat, trying not to draw attention to himself.

"Turning in?" Blaise asks neutrally, lifting his reddish-brown eyes to look at Theo.

"I will finish studying upstairs," Theo gathers up his books. "Where it is quieter."

Blaise and Daphne both nod quietly.

"I shall come and join you in an hour," Blaise says casually, and Theo understands the warning. If
he's not back in an hour, Blaise will come looking for him. Theo nods and moves up the stairs to
the empty dormitory, pulling out Harry's invisibility cloak and throwing it around his shoulders. He
negotiates the common room easily, waiting until a group of seventh years comes in to slip out
through the doorway and makes his way to the seventh floor. He passes Umbridge and sees her
checking her watch and looking gleefully constipated. Waiting for something. Theo knows then
what is happening. She knows about the group, she knows when they are finishing. An ambush.
No doubt utilising Draco and his cronies so she does not physically raise her wand to a student in
public, even though Theo knows that she does not have a single qualm about submitting them to
cursed torture devices. That is a person I should like to take apart, limb by limb. Theodore stands
in the corridor. He needs to get into the room but he does not know how to do it. He walks up and
down outside thinking hard: I need a way to get in to see Harry without anyone noticing. I need a
way to get in to see Harry without anyone noticing. I need a way to get in to see Harry without
anyone noticing. Suddenly, the door opens. Lovegood pokes her head and stares straight at Theo as

if she can see him. What in Odin's name?

"Close the door, Luna, you're letting in a draft!" Harry's voice calls from inside.

"Sorry, Harry, I heard knocking," Lovegood smiles at Theo broadly, jerking her head gently. Theo
does not know how Lovegood knows he is there, but he quickly shifts, ducking under Lovegood's
arm and into the room. It is full of silvery mists of students producing patronuses. Harry is standing
in the middle of the fray, Prongs glittering strangely beside him. Harry's patronus looks less and
less like a traditional stag whenever Theo sees him. His antlers have grown again, taller and
sharper with numerous silver tines, and there is a flicker of something over his shoulders, as if he is
wearing a mantle. Or growing wings. As soon as Luna closes the door, Prongs huffs and trots
between the students, fixing Theo with a piercing stare before standing protectively in front of him.
Luckily, Lovegood stays with him so it only looks like Harry's patronus has a sudden interest in
either the door or the strange Fae girl that everyone calls Loony. Harry glances over, eyes scanning
and narrowing. Theo swallows. It's amazing, the sudden questioning feeling inside the bond, as if
he can feel Harry reaching out his magic to search for him.

"Prongs is guarding the door," Lovegood says easily, smiling at the stag. Lovegood's own
patronus, a silvery hare, bumbles elegantly around Prongs' legs.

"How could you tell?" Theo mutters quietly.

"I really did hear knocking, and the blubbering humdingers always fly close to you, Theodore,"
Lovegood says dreamily, looking down at her Hare. "I am thinking of calling her Freyja."

Theo's heart contracts.

"Freyja," he watches as the Hare jumps up onto Prongs back, only to receive a surly glare from
those fiery eyes. "The mother-God."

"Yes," Lovegood nods happily. "My Mother is dead, you know, just like Harry's Dad. It's nice."

Theo does not think nice is the proper word for memorialising dead parents with spirit beings, but
Lovegood has her own definition of many things.

"It is," Theo looks up and catches Harry walking across to them, his green eyes fixed on Prongs

with a frown.

"Luna," Harry says, petting Prongs absentmindedly and Theo's stomach tightens when he sees the
way his fingers dig into the fur that only Harry can feel. "Theo?" Harry adds in a quieter tone.

"Yes," Theo whispers back.

"What are you doing here?"

"You've been compromised, Umbridge knows what time you finish and what you are finishing.
She's coming for you." Theo swallows. "With Malfoy and some others, who will doubtless enjoy
cursing you all."

"Shit," Harry curses under his breath, looking around the room. "If we all rush out of here, she's
gonna catch us, right?"

"I imagine so."

Theo sees Weasley and Granger frowning, otter and terrier patronuses vanishing as they walk over
to stand near Lovegood.

"Nott, I presume," Weasley grunts, smiling at Lovegood's hare. "Hey, Freyja!"

"What's the matter?" Granger frowns at Harry.

"Umbridge is waiting for us," Harry glares at the door behind Lovegood's head. "We're fucked."

"We could leg it," Weasley says unhelpfully. "Finish five minutes early?"

"She's anticipating that," Theo says sharply.

"We need another door, Harry," Lovegood says quietly.

"You can't transform the room whilst it is in use," Hermione rolls her eyes at Lovegood, which
Theo thinks is uncalled for, because Lovegood is proving herself to one of the most insightful
people he has come across, on top of being a god-damned Fae, according to Harry. Fae are some of
the rarest Creatures in the United Kingdom, having been hunted near extinction in the 12th
Century, in fact most scholars posit that the idea of British Fae is now the stuff of myth. Which is
what they would say about Harry. So Theo has to respect Lovegood, even if he only understands
about two thirds of what comes out of her mouth.

"I can," Harry says equally quietly. "I mean, I've done it. Once."

"You what?" Granger hisses.

"Everyone needs to shield," Theo says. "Then Harry can transform it."

"But how?"

"What about Nott?" Weasley says abruptly. Theo thinks that they must just be familiar with talking
to Harry when he's invisible. He and Granger act like he's there and he struggles to maintain his
own awareness that, to everyone else, he is very much not. It's frankly, a little disconcerting. "If he
shields, everyone will see him."

"It's fine, you and Hermione can do a double," Harry mutters. Theo does not have a chance to
assess what that means as Harry is nodding firmly at Granger before turning to the group. "Alright!
Everyone, shield yourself and if you can't hold your shield yet, get a partner!"

Prongs nods at Theo and snorts to Harry before disappearing. The room is instantly colder and
darker.

"Why?" Smith calls drolly.

"Because you fucked up," Theo mutters under his breath. Granger gives him a sharp look.

"It was Smith?" She demands. "How?"

"Because he has a Slytherin girlfriend who can track her partner's movements effectively," Theo
rolls his eyes. Trust Granger to only anticipate an explicit betrayal. Smith has said nothing. He has
only been indiscreet.

"That sloppy motherfucker," Granger growls under her breath. "I'm going to curse him so bad -,"

"Because I'm telling you to," Harry says loudly. "And because Umbridge is coming to catch us or
some such shit, so can you just do as your fucking asked?"

"Yeah, Smith, could you?" A Weasley twin jeers. They are already standing behind shields with
the Creevey boys. Ginny Weasley is also shielded with Thomas under hers, and Longbottom is
shielding Abbot. Other shields pop up around the room until Smith is the only one not shielded.

"Come on, Luna," Weasley mutters, darting his eyes at Theo so he knows to join them. Luna stands
behind Weasley and Theo follows, standing invisibly behind Granger.

"Ready?" Granger asks Weasley, who nods back.

"Harry?" Weasley asks quietly. Theo does not understand what is happening.

"Harry," Granger nods. They hold their wand hands so close they look as if they are touching and
then call out in unison: "Protego!"

The shield that erupts around them is truly doubled, one sphere inside another, like a two-fold
bubble. Everyone in the room gasps and stares at them. Theo feels like it is totally justified.

"How are you doing this?" Theo hisses into Granger's ear.

"Magic is 90% will and intention," Granger hisses back, doing a very good impression of Magnus
Bane and Harry all in one. "We can produce it when we both think about protecting the same thing
at the same time."

"What do you think of?"

"What do you think?" Granger growls, staring as her best friend presses his hand against the wall
of the Room of Requirement, an intent look on his face. "Does this really work?"

"Yes," Theo whispers back. "Just ... just hold on."

"To what?"

Before Theo can answer, the world jerks around them, the air suddenly tense and pressing against
the shield. Granger stumbles back and Theo catches her, safe in the knowledge that literally no one
in the room would be watching them, knowing that they will all be struggling to stay on their feet
as the Room of Requirement lurches around them, reforming air and space to create whatever it
was that Harry is thinking of. Theo keeps his eyes on Harry, a bright spot of glowing power and
green Slytherin light, his face screwed up in pain. It hurts him, I know it hurts him. When the world
stops stretching and twisting, Theo has to resist the urge to run straight at Harry and pull him into a
hug. The shields are dropped. They all stare at a door that has appeared beside the main one,
smaller and metal. Harry is gasping and tugs the handle slowly, looking out of it.

"Second floor landing," he slumps against the wall, gesturing to the others. "Go."

No one moves. Theo looks around and realises only the Weasley's and Granger have dropped their
shields. The others are staring at Harry with awe and a little terror.

"What did you do?" Bones asks shakily.

"I found another way out," Harry leans his head back against the bricks. "Go."

"You - you can't do that!" Boot exclaims. "It goes against all the laws of magical theory -,"

"Umbridge is coming," Weasley shouts at them suddenly, pointing his wand towards the main
door. "So can you all stop fucking quizzing Harry and just go?"

That gets people moving, Ginny Weasley starts off, holding out her hand for Lovegood who
squeezes Weasley's hand before joining her and walking through the door. The others flow quickly
after them, leaving the Weasley twins as the last to go.

"Want us to take this one?" Twin one asks, raising an eyebrow at Harry. He shakes his head.

"We've got it," Harry glances at Ronald and Granger, who both nod firmly. Got what?

"We'll give you a distraction," Twin one grins, winking at Harry before disappearing through the
door.

"Screw your courage to the sticking place!" Twin two declares, slapping Ronald on the shoulder.
Theo realises that Harry does not intend to leave or escape Umbridge and the coming Slytherins.
Neither do Weasley and Granger. What the fuck?

"Macbeth," Ronald grimaces and glares at Harry. "I hate that I know that."

As soon as the Twins have disappeared through the door, Theo pulls the invisibility cloak off and
glares at Harry.

"Why?" he bites out, knowing Harry will understand. He's surprised when it's Weasley who
answers.

"They need to catch someone," Ronald shrugs.

"Otherwise she'll know someone told," Granger says quietly. "We can't link it back to you or to
Zabini, because whoever told you what's happening, they're a Slytherin, right?"

"Malfoy," Theo stares at Harry. "You're going to let her catch you? And punish you?"

"We can't let her know there's a leak in the dungeons, so to speak, and it's better us than anyone
else," Harry shrugs, he reaches for Ronald's wrist to check the time. "Seven minutes."

"I do not agree," Theo says sharply.

"Umbridge hates my Dad already," Ronald says merrily. "Because he fucked up Fudge's vote."

"And she has a Wixen's usual prejudice against muggleborns," Granger says tautly. "She's got no
love for me."

"And she'll think it's my fault no matter what happens here," Harry rolls his green eyes. "It's not a
big deal."

"Again, I disagree."

"God's is the quarrel," Harry mutters, quoting something again in a furiously irritating way as he
clenches his right hand like it hurts him. "Mi, Ron, only stunners, we don't want her to know what
we're capable of."

"Got it," Ronald says cheerfully, twirling his wand and smiling at Granger. "You fancy a petrificus
totalus just for old times sake?"

"Yeah? You wanna ride a giant stone horse too?" Granger snaps back.

Theo stares at these two people who seem utterly unfazed by the prospect of fighting with
Umbridge and whatever students she has pulled under her thrall. Aurors, maybe. Ministry
representatives. They are utterly unafraid. It is very, very annoying.

"Can you give us a minute?" Theo demands, glaring at them both. Motherfucking enablers.

"Literally," Ronald lifts his watch. Harry raises his eyebrows, face set, as if he doesn't know what
Theo is thinking. Enough. Theo grabs Harry and pushes him against the wall, hearing Ronald
mutter, "Bloody hell," behind him.

"What?" Harry frowns. He's been frowning for six weeks. Theo doesn't know the last time he saw
him really smile.

"I know you miss Lupin, I know you miss Magnus, I know you are mourning your godfather but
the last thing, the last thing you should be doing right now is looking for a fucking fight," Theo
breathes, one hand gripping Harry's hair, the other pressing against his chest. Listen to me. See me.
Come back to me.

"Absence, hear thou my protestation against thy strength, distance and length," Harry mutters,
closing his eyes and letting his head slam dully back against the wall.

"No," Theo snaps, "don't give me fucking quotes, Harrison! Talk to me."

"Holy fucking Merlin," Theo hears Ronald muttering a meter or so away. "He said it."

Harry's eyes fly open, peridot green flashing furiously and then Harry hisses. Theo feels
parseltongue slipping into his mind.

"I can't," Harry hisses. "I don't have words."

Theo hesitates. He's never done this before, he's been practicing with Sahara who is utterly
displeased by it, but Theo knows it is more a gesture than anything else. A gift. The fourth courting
gift, maybe. It's not quite ready, but Harry needs this now. Theo takes a deep breath and thinks of
the sibilance, of this one sound he has been trying to perfect.

"Speak," Theo hisses. Harry's eyebrows disappear under his curly fringe and he slumps slightly
against the wall, mouth open.

"Holy fuck," Ronald gasps. "He didn't -,"

"Shut up, Ron, they're clearly having a moment!"

Theo doesn't care what Granger and Weasley think. He's holding his breath, staring at Harry. I'm
trying. Meet me half way, please. Harry's green eyes widen and then, suddenly, he lurches forward
catching Theo's lips with his own. Soft. Warm. Insistent. There are flickers of feelings in the bond,
sadness, perhaps, but they seem dulled, as if Harry is somehow holding back. No. Do not hold back
with me. Theo grips Harry's hair tightly and bites Harry's bottom lip, hard, something he knows

Harry can't resist. Harry pulls back, growling slightly and breathing heavily.

"Hurricane please," Theo whispers, trying the parseltongue again. "Speak."

Share it with me. Whatever it is. I promised not to be afraid. Do not shut me out.

"Never," Harry hisses back, pressing his forehead against Theo's. He closes his eyes, swallowing
hard, relieved that Harry can hear his thoughts when they're like this. Something that seemed
terrifying at first is now comforting. Then Harry's lips are crushed against his again and the bond
glows with it, and Theo knows from the way the air is disappearing from his lungs and emotion is
flooding through the bond that Harry is following the blood magic. Finally. Theo's relief is
tempered by sudden, horrible despair. It is crushing. It is harder and more brutal that Theo could
have ever imagined, the bare, scalding sorrow that is eating Harry from the inside out. He sees
Black's tear stained face: I blamed you, little one. I hated you for living. I'm sorry. He sees Harry
being held by Lupin on the Hogwarts Express, hears Lupin say: Feel angry, Harry, feel sad, feel
disappointed, feel what you need to just don't let it eat you alive. Theo sees flashes of Black's face,
of a million moments with Black, with Lupin, with Magnus, sobbing on a hospital bed and feels
Harry's desperate, broken question: How?

"We'll find out," Theo gasps, pulling away when the darkness ekes into his brain and he knows he
might pass out. He takes deep breaths, brushing his nose against Harry's, kissing his cheek softly.
"We'll work it out. Just ... keep talking to me."

"Theo," Harry's voice is so tiny, so broken, that Theo barely hears it. Then his voice drops to soft
hisses that filter into Theo's brain through the bond. "I need to fight something."

Theo stares at Harry. It's the most real thing that Harry has said in his own words in weeks. It isn't
what Theo wants to hear, but it's true, at least. Theo cannot bring himself to rebuke it. He sighs
heavily, presses his forehead against Harry's.

"Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting ..." Theo whispers.

"Oh, Merlin's tits, not you too," Ronald moans behind him. "Fucking Hamlet."

Harry smirks slightly against Theo's lips. His right hand is gripping the collar of Theo's jumper
tightly.

"That would not let me sleep," Harry finishes, nodding softly. "Yes."

Harry needs to fight something to prove he can. He cannot fight his godfather. He cannot fight the
Wizengamot for Lupin. He cannot fight for the Goblin King right now. This is the only fight he
can have.

"I'm staying," Theo says, pulling back. "I'll wear the cloak, but I'm staying."

Harry stares at him for a moment, considering him slowly. Theo feels the tendrils of the bond
reaching out towards him, wrapping him in blue and gold. Theo holds Harry's gaze and thinks
softly, deliberately, My life and my secrets, Potter. Harry smirks.

"Right back at you, Nott," Harry grins. He doesn't realise, Theo knows he doesn't, that he can hear
Theo's thoughts as easily as if he had spoken, he does not realise the majestic proportions of his
magic, but it doesn't matter because Harry is smiling. "Don't cast anything okay? And once they've
got us, don't follow."

"I understand," Theo says, deliberately making no promises. He will curse Draco when his back is
turned, make no mistake.

"Okay then," Harry nods for Theo to slip on the cloak and he does, watching as Harry takes up a
position between his two friends. Ronald is flipping his wand in his hand with a determined
energy. Granger is muttering lightly under her breath. Theo stands behind them, making sure Harry
can feel him at his back. Harry lifts his wand and hisses at the doors. Theo thinks it might be the
word for 'open' because the doors to the Room of Requirement swing back. Umbridge is on the
other side, surrounded by a group of Slytherins.

"Mr Potter-Black," Umbridge jeers. "You have been caught breaking Educational Decree 68 and in
accordance with Educational Decree 82 you will come with me and submit to questioning
concerning any illicit activities. Will you come quietly?"

Ronald huffs derisively. Theo feels Harry's joy in the bond and can't help his own rising. This is
what they know how to do. Since they met, they have been standing against adults trying to make
them do things they don't want to do. Fight and survive. Survive and fight. If there is one thing
Theo has learned from knowing Harry, it is much, much better to do those things with people you
love.

"No, Professor Umbridge," Harry says sweetly. "Don't reckon I will."
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"What is going on here?" McGonagall shrieks, hurrying down the corridor towards the flying
spells.

"Exactly what it looks like, Professor!" Harry yells. He ducks under Malfoy's poorly aimed
bombarda and shoots a shield around Hermione. The fight is proceeding exactly as Harry expects.
Umbridge watching smugly from the wall as he and Hermione and Ron dodge Slytherins. What he
doesn't expect is how little he cares about it all. Spells fly and he moves, he casts, uses words for
spells instead of parseltongue and feels fucking empty. He's not even pulling up the Not-Caring but
it's there. Since Sirius put the knife to his throat, the centre of Harry's being is frozen. Pain. Just
cold, never-ending, pain. His head hurts from transforming the room of Requirement. His hands
ache. His right hand wants to throw the Slytherin magic and just be done, to slam a palm against
the stone floor of the castle and just draw the green fire up from underneath the earth but he
doesn't. Don't kill everyone. Do not kill everyone.

"Mr Potter-Black and his friends have broken Educational Decrees and need to be taken for
discipline," Umbridge says snidely. "They have an appointment in the Headmaster's office with the
Aurors and the Minister, no less, and they are refusing to come quietly."

"That is incorrect!" Hermione announces, before throwing a leg-locker curse at Crabbe,

"Locomotor Mortis! We are refusing to go with her and 'submit for questioning concerning any
illicit activities!' Which is a violation of our human rights!"

"The charter for Human Rights is not relevant for Wixen!" Umbridge snarls. Malfoy is annoying
Harry by trying and failing to catch him with a disarming spell (how can he not fucking realise that
a magical holster makes you basically impossible to disarm?)

"The charter for the Human Rights of Children protects ALL children EVERYWHERE!"
Hermione bellows, stunning two seventh years at once. Harry waits until they are knocked out
before turning to stun Goyle and Parkinson and realising that they're already on the floor. Theo.
Somewhere. Malfoy literally throws himself at Harry, knocking him to the floor to try and wrestle
the wand out of his holster.

"Oh, come on," Harry grunts. "Seriously?"

"Just because you're a Merlin-damned cripple doesn't mean you can't fight me properly!" Malfoy
shouts, blonde hair flicking in front of his red face.

"Cripple, huh?" Harry raises his eyebrows and hisses. "You're lucky I don't have my fucking axe.
Bind!"

Green light wraps Malfoy up in a cocoon and slams him into the wall, knocking him unconscious.
Harry feels a flicker of something, something creeping through the ice inside that thawed slightly
under Theo's kiss. Enjoyment. Harry knows that if he unleashes the Slytherin magic right now, he
will feel more than just a flicker of something. He will fucking enjoy burning Malfoy from the
inside out with green fire and rain. There's rage then, a delightful surge of it. Do not kill everyone.
Do not. A gleeful, familiar voice slips into his mind:

You want to, though.

Fuck off, Tom.

Harry rolls back over with enough time to see Adrian Pucey advancing on a still-yelling Hermione.
Don't care. I don't care. He coldly shoots a stunner and the sixth year crumples. Harry feels
nothing except cold. Hears nothing, except ringing in his ears. Better than Tom.

"Article 40! All children have the right to legal representation when facing law enforcement!"
Hermione yells at Umbridge, her black hair crackling with magic. The air smells like justice to
Harry. "Which you have NOT OFFERED TO PROVIDE!"

"FUCK YEAH!" Ron shouts, pulling Hermione down to the ground as Umbridge raises her wand
to point at them.

"Twenty points from Gryffindor, Mr Weasley!" McGonagall shouts and a huge shield jumps up,
flickering with golden light, between the three of them and the crumpled Slytherins. Harry hopes
that Theo under the cloak is on their side of it, not the other. Umbridge looks enraged but
McGonagall frowns instead at Hermione. "Miss Granger, with the situation as it is, I can provide
legal representation for you when presented with law enforcement who, as it happens, Dolores ..."
McGonagall's gaze shifts to Umbridge and her tone becomes deadly. "Should never be allowed
access to students without explicit parental consent or a Head of House present! Also, Dolores,"
McGonagall's eyes flash dangerously behind her glasses. "We do not use students to discipline
other students!"

"Not at the moment," Umbridge says softly, pointing her wand at the stunned Parkinson and
muttering a reviving spell. Parkinson gasps awake and glares at Hermione as if she was the one
who did it. "Go and fetch any evidence of rule breaking."

Parkinson scampers into the Room of Requirement. Harry pulls himself up to his feet and moves
over to Ron and Hermione. The shield moves with them. He realises then, that McGonagall's shield
is not designed to protect an area of space, but to protect them. It will guard them through the
castle. He catches her eye and nods slightly. She smiles at him, her eyes fixed on Umbridge.
Parkinson scampers back out with a piece of paper gripped in her hand. Hermione swears softly
under her breath. Hermione's register. He hears her gasp beside him.

"Don't," Harry mutters to her. It's the only thing that they brought into the Room, they shouldn't be
surprised that the Room couldn't vanish it.

"I know," Hermione's eyes are bright with self-censure. "I should have remembered!"

"Remembered what, Miss Granger?" Umbridge snaps.

Harry pushes his left hand against hers, encouraging her to grip it, which she does. He thinks of all
the love he feels for her, all the gratitude that she is alive and in his life and so bloody excellent.
The Potter rings sing of tea and warmth and cosy fireplaces.

"If you can keep your head ..." Harry whispers. Hermione's eyes widen but she nods.

Everyone thinks he's nuts for reading so much (a fact which Harry is trying not to be insulted by,
reminding himself that no one saw him locked in his cupboard, squinting and trying to understand
his reading book so he could stop thinking about the long, dark hours before he was let out in the
morning) but it's not just a way to get rid of nightmares and talk to Remus. He knows Hermione
can fill in the rest of the Rudyard Kipling verse in her head and his message is clear. Don't blame
yourself. Since the first letter of Harry's came through rumpled, Harry's been thinking about codes.
Raaz Pasban. Guard secrets.

"Dumbledore's Army," Umbridge stares at McGonagall gleefully, showing her the piece of paper
with the list of names on it. "We shall what changes are brought with this, Minerva. After all, more
than fifty percent of this list are your Gryffindors."

"Really?" McGonagall turns to Hermione. "Sixty points to Gryffindor, Miss Granger."

"For rule breaking?" Umbridge sneers. "I doubt that will be recognised by the Hogwarts charter."

"For excellent knowledge of Muggle International Law," McGonagall says crisply. "It is NEWT
level Muggle Studies. Now come along, Weasley, Granger, Potter-Black, let me escort you to the
Headmaster's office."

"We'll be along shortly," Umbridge says with dangerous sweetness. "Once we have gathered more,
uh, evidence, about this so called Army."

McGonagall gestures for them to walk together and they follow her, the golden bubble of
McGonagall's shield surrounding them all the way. Harry hopes Theo has gone, as he promised. He
presses his thoughts through the bond, feeling the golden edges of it. Go to safety. Go now. Go.
Go.

"We're fucked," Ron whispers. "We're so fucked. She's going to expel us all. My Mum is going to
murder me."

"Don't count your dragons before they are hatched, Mr Weasley," McGonagall says firmly. "And
please refrain from swearing, unless you want me to take back all of Miss Granger's points."

"I'm telling you now, if I get expelled, I'm going to Beauxbatons," Hermione growls. "British
wixen culture is insane!"

"What tipped you off? The crazy people trying to kill us all the time?" Harry smirks. Hermione's
hilarious when she's truly pissed.

"So much for 'or worse, expelled," Ron mutters. "What happened to that?"

"Worse happened," Harry says quietly, flooding warmth through their joined hands as he looks at
Hermione. She nods grimly. Ron stares at them both blankly and shakes his head. Harry loves Ron,
but there are some things he simply cannot understand. That there is a whole other world beyond
this one, where psychopath potential political dictators don't target teenagers, is something Ron
never considers. Harry does. So does Hermione. Or at least they used to, before Voldemort came
back and took away all Harry's fucking choices.

"IR at Oxford," Hermione raises her eyebrow at him in a challenge. "You?"

It's a game they used to play last year. What in the Muggle world would they be doing rather than
this. Hermione's always involve academic aspirations. Harry's are always about being somewhere
other than here, because when he was a kid, the only academic aspirations he had were to survive
school with Dudley.

"Venice." Harry says. "Then a big beach somewhere. Paddle in the sea."

Hermione smiles quickly and squeezes his hand, and Harry feels a memory of last year flow
between them.

"Don't you ever think this is crazy?" Hermione huffs, as they stagger back to their table in the
corner of the library with yet more books on dragons. "If we'd never got our letters we'd be
studying for our GCSE's and getting ready for Bonfire night!"

"Not me, I'd be trying to avoid getting my head shoved down a toilet at Stonewall bloody high,"
Harry snorts. "Which actually, might be better than facing a dragon."

"You think?" Hermione snaps, slamming down books. Her eyes have a frantic, panicking quality.
"I'm telling you now, OFSTED would not put up with this nonsense."

"Hey, you just say the word, Mi," Harry grunts, burying his head in his hands. Dragons.
Motherfucking god-damned dragons. "In or out, wherever you go, I go."

"Good to know," Hermione says grimly. "If we don't find a solution by tomorrow its out and I'm
taking you home to Clapham. My Mum and Dad can adopt you and you'll be Harry Granger. Got
it?"

"Got it." Harry laughs, nudging his shoulder against hers. "Harry Granger sounds alright to me as
long he doesn't have to fuck with dragons."

"In or out?" Harry jokes, giving her a lopsided grin. He knows it doesn't hold now. It's from the
before-time. Before Cedric congratulated him after the first task and invited him for a walk by the
lake. Before Cedric loved him, Ron came back to them and they had two more reasons not to
leave. Before the third task. Before the graveyard and the cauldron and the scar on his arm. A time
when Voldemort was still a vague, sinister possibility rather than a Dark future, creeping ever
closer, impossible to hide from.

"Still in, idiot," Hermione huffs, swinging their hands together. "Couldn't go without you, could I?"

"What's Eye-Arr?" Ron demands. "And go where?"

"This is not how I imagined our Careers consultations going," McGonagall says tartly. "IR is
'International Relations," and whilst Miss Granger would certainly excel in that Muggle department
of Oxford University, however I would be most distressed to lose her from our own political
sphere."

"Is it mine?" Hermione scowls at her favourite Professor. "Because it doesn't feel like it."

"It doesn't feel like it today, Miss Granger," McGonagall corrects her with a stern glare.
"Tomorrow however, belongs to you all. Make of it what you will."

Tomorrow only belongs to us if we live to see it, Harry thinks bleakly. Then he steps onto the steps
behind Dumbledore's gargoyle. Head down, no eye contact, rational thought. He climbs the

staircase and thinks that with every step, he is moving closer to expulsion from Hogwarts,
something that he has feared more than anything else since he was eleven years old. Yet now, he
cannot summon the will to care. The ice is too deep. There's a ringing in his ears. Harry can't help
it, sometimes he wonders if he and Hermione had just disappeared into the muggle world as soon
as his name came out of the Goblet, could Tom have ever come back? Did I doom the Wixen world
to another war by wanting to stay in it, for Cedric, for quidditch and for feeling like I belonged?

Harry hears Sirius' voice echoing inside his head. I blamed you. I hated you for living.

Harry's not sure, but he thinks he might hate him too.

-- -- -- -- -- --

"So, what? He's just gone?" Fred asks, staring up at the top table in the Great Hall, at Umbridge
smugly sat in Dumbledore's chair. "He just legged it?"

"Yep," Harry sips his tea and winces. He couldn't sleep last night. Kreacher sat with him under the
twinkly lights in the blanket fort and poked him when he got recitations of The Wasteland wrong,
but not even the now familiar words could not stop the whirring of Harry's mind. Not even writing
in the journal to Theo and assuring himself that he was alive and safe was enough to calm him
down. Fudge's words ran around in his mind, his derisive dismissive tone, Percy's gleeful voice,
Umbridge's almost disgusting delight in the whole proceedings. No one had cared that Harry hadn't
been at the Hogshead meeting (the only thing Umbridge could provide evidence for), no one cared
that Harry's name wasn't even on Hermione's damned list. They wanted him. Fudge wanted him
out, Umbridge wanted him in prison and if they couldn't have Harry then they wanted Dumbledore.
Harry lay under the twinkling lights with Kreacher and felt dread uncurling in his stomach,
especially when he remembered how Dumbledore had grabbed his hand after stunning everyone in
the room but him and McGonagall.

Harry stares at an unconscious Hermione, the song of Fawkes trilling painfully in his ears.
Dumbledore is speaking words that Harry can't fathom, can't process because Hermione is
unconscious and he can't stop seeing Cedric lying on the floor just the same way. Then
Dumbledore grabs him, whispering quickly about occlumency of all bloody things, when
Hermione, his Hermione, his best friend, is unconscious on the floor, and Harry has had enough.
When Dumbledore touches him, he feels the violent rage surging up, irritation and sadness
because Dumbledore is fucking leaving him, just like everyone else. He feels the stinging pain in
his scar but doesn't care, he forgets every one of Snape's rules. His head snaps up, he looks
Dumbledore straight in the eyes and lets rage spill out of his mind like boiling water.
"Get off!" Harry hisses. He sees the lingering pity and distrust in Dumbledore's eyes.
"Stop looking at me like I'm Tom!" Harry says, forcing himself to speak English. "These are my
feelings, not his!"

"I wish that were true, Harry," Dumbledore says quietly, "but we both know that has never been
the case."

Harry does not know how anyone expects him to ever sleep or eat again after fucking that. The
only good thing about today is he is too tired to feel horribly depressed. That's probably not a good
thing. Luckily, everyone is too worried about Umbridge's coup to notice.

"He took the fall for us," Ron says miserably, pushing a piece of croissant around his plate with an
uncharacteristic lack of enthusiasm. Luna, who has taken to sitting next to Ron for most meals,
picks a bit off it and nibbles it whilst absentmindedly feeding some to the ferret which today is
called Eileen, for some reason.

"For me," Harry swallows hard, trying not to look at the staff table where Umbridge is fixing him
with a frankly nasty stare.

"That's nuts," George frowns. "They couldn't have imprisoned you or expelled you, trust us, we
know the kind of evidence you need to expel someone -,"

"So why did he go?" Fred pushes a small bowl of yoghurt towards Harry with an expectant face.
"When he could have stayed and fought it?"

"The Headmaster is well-known for potentially being cursed," Luna says brightly. "Maybe he did
not want to bring his curse upon Harry."

"He said he's not going into hiding," Harry dips a spoon into the yogurt but can't bring himself to
put it to his lips. "That Fudge is going to regret dislodging him from Hogwarts."

"Not before we are!" Hermione says sharply, setting her mug down on the table sharply so she
spills tea over her hand. Ginny quietly reaches forward to mop it up, the rubbing Hermione's back
comfortingly. "He can have his private war with the Ministry, we have to live with that bigot in a
bow -,"

"Breathe, Hermione," Ginny says softly. "It wasn't your fault."

"It really wasn't," Harry takes her hand, rubbing his thumb over her Potter ring. "She had a plan."

"I know that," Hermione takes a few deep breaths and glares at Umbridge. "I just hate her. I hate
the Inquisitorial Squad, I hate that Dumbledore's let her take over, I hate those bloody pink robes ,"

"That hat is awful," Ginny agrees, glaring at the towering puce hat that is adorned with hideous
baby pink bows.

"Don't worry, we're on it," George bites an apple, a glimmer in his eye. "We've got a deal with the
house elves. They manage all the laundry."

"Don't tell me," Hermione groans, pressing her forehead into her hands. "I'm still a prefect!"

"Tell me, I'm a prefect but I don't care," Ron grins.

"Ronald!" Hermione growls, throwing a croissant at his head.

"Potter-Black."

Harry turns to see Blaise, without Theo, standing by the door. He jerks his head towards the
Entrance Hall, eyebrows raised.

"Catch you guys in Potions," Harry says, gratefully pushing away the yogurt and swinging his bag
over his shoulder.

"Maybe not," Fred winks at him slightly. "With what we've got planned, the morning might be
somewhat ... disrupted."

"Stop," Hermione moans, covering her ears. "I am trying to be a good prefect."

"Why?" Ron says blandly, munching on his croissant. "Like, for who? Umbitch?"

"For me!" Hermione growls. Harry rolls his eyes, knowing exactly how this argument will go, and
follows Blaise out into the Entrance Hall and out onto the main steps. It's drizzling again, and the
warm rain brushes against Harry's glasses. He pulls them off impatiently, shoving them in his
pockets. Blaise stares.

"You don't require them?" He asks quietly, flicking his wand easily through his fingers
thoughtfully.

"Dumbledore wants me to wear them," Harry rolls his eyes. "To look less ... Black."

Blaise snorts at the implication. Harry smirks.

"Yes, you do look less Potter this way," Blaise's reddish eyes rake over Harry's face. "Your second
scar is more prominent."

"Yeah," Harry pulls his fringe down self-consciously. "What's up?"

Blaise stares at him for a moment.

"Are you well?" he asks in a voice utterly without scorn or flirtation. Harry frowns.

"Yeah, I'm fucking great," Harry rolls his eyes. "Can we get to it? We have Potions."

"I am glad to see you this morning," Blaise says, with a surprising bluntness that Harry is suddenly
grateful for. "There was a concern you may have been gone. Besides, I am thoroughly exhausted
by your notes." Blaise sighs dramatically and Harry smirks. "How many plays did this Shakespeare
write?"

"At least thirty eight, and there was an attempt to get rid of me," Harry says drolly, crossing his
arms against the damp air.

"It was obviously unsuccessful."

"Obviously."

"If the situation occurs again, you know the Contessa will shelter you," Blaise says sharply. "Or
provide legal support."

"Yeah, thanks," Harry glances back inside, but the passing students are only glancing at them with
the same level of dislike and curiosity they had yesterday. Harry Potter's dating a Slytherin, let's
stare. Harry sighs and looks at Blaise who is watching him carefully. "It's going to get rough."

"That was the other reason for my approach," Blaise lowers his voice and takes Harry's hand,
pulling him closer. Harry raises an eyebrow but Blaise winks slowly. A front. Harry rolls his eyes
and moves closer, letting Blaise lean down to breathe the words close to his face. "My vows still
stand, but we shall have to consider enlightening Theodore."

"What? Why?" Harry frowns.

"He came to your assistance last night," Blaise's voice is barely above a whisper and he actually
reaches up to put a hand on the side of Harry's head, his eyes quirking for permission. Harry nods,
knowing that with one hand up, to the students passing in the entrance hall, it will look like they
are kissing.

"Not my favourite cover, but okay," Harry mutters, standing a little closer. Blaise's magic smells
like citrus and almonds and is fresh, almost invigorating in the morning.

"Nor mine, can you imagine Theodore's face?" Blaise snarks back softly. His hand is barely
touching Harry's hair. It makes Harry miss Theo's firm, fierce touch. "I am his shield, I need to be
able to follow him into battle but I cannot protect him in the heat of a fight if he does not know. He
may try to protect me, which would, of course, utterly defeat the purpose."

"I know, I know," Harry grumbles. The very last thing he wants to do is explain to Theo that he's
been keeping something from him. He remembers Theo words inside the bond yesterday. Share it
with me. Do not shut me out. "I'll think about it, okay?"

"Hem hem."

"Fuck," Harry breathes.

"In my language we say cazzo," Blaise mutters back. They both turn to look at Umbridge, who is
standing in the Entrance Hall, smiling sweetly.

"Twenty points from Slytherin, Mr Zabini," she says. "For breaking Educational Decree Number
Twenty Six."

"Forgive me if I'm incorrect, Headmistress Umbridge, but Educational Decree Number Twenty Six
only forbids boys and girls from being within six inches of each other," Blaise says smoothly.
Harry smirks and bites his lip. Sly bastard. Umbridge's face is furious for a moment, then quickly
sickly sweet again.

"You have your mother's intellect, I see," Umbridge's eyes focus on Blaise's, which are redder than
they were before Christmas. "What else of hers do you have, I wonder? You are ... half-blooded in
a curious way, Mr Zabini." Umbridge looks at her nails, a satisfied smirk on her face. "I shall have
to discuss with the Minister if Hogwarts is really the best educational structure for, uh, creaturechildren."

"Motherfucking bitch," Harry hisses under his breath, but Blaise merely smiles tightly.

"Oh, I am the Contessa's child in all the ways that matter, Headmistress," Blaise says. Harry senses
a change in his magic, tastes a slight coppery tang in the air, like he does around the Contessa.
Blood. "I am sure that the Congregation of Europe shall be very interested in the outcome of your
discussion, Headmistress. The Wixen council in particular. Do you know of Janet Gowdie,
Headmistress?" Blaise cocks his head to one side. "Who also sits on the Congregation and the
bana-bhuidseach court in Edinburgh? She might reconsider the ancient treatise between the
Wizengamot and the Scottish Wixen if she felt Hogwarts was … uh, discriminatory."

Umbridge's face is the best thing Harry's seen today. It's somewhere between furious and terrified
and for a moment, Harry is so fucking glad that he has a treaty with Blaise's Mum. Slytherins. They
don't fuck about with threats.

"Well, Mr Zabini, you clearly have a very high opinion of yourself," Umbridge splutters. Her eyes
fix on Harry. Here we go. "You might want to consider your associations. They may drag you
down."

"You are beyond considerate, Headmistress," Blaise inclines his head gently. "I shall let the
Contessa know."

Umbridge blanches and glares at Harry. "Come along, Mr Potter-Black, we have an appointment."

"I have Potions," Harry says.

"You have Potions when I say so," Umbridge smiles in a way that tells him he's going to have a
really terrible morning. "Come along now."

"Tell him," Harry mutters to Blaise as he passes. He puts his glasses back on and makes a show of
touching Blaise's arm, giving him a wink, just to piss Umbridge off. Blaise's face is a picture of
hilarity.

"La Diosa, Potter-Black, who knew you could be so filthy?" Blaise purrs. Harry laughs, watching
as Umbridge scowls brutally and jerks her head.

"Now, Potter!"

He follows her miserably up the stairs, knowing that Snape will be furious that he is late for
Potions and Theo will be worried. Maybe he can make whatever this meeting is as short as
possible. Umbridge opens the door to her dreaded office and Harry glares at the blue eyed kittens.
Fucking creepy. His stomach clenches when he sees a familiar desk, a blank piece of paper, but an
unfamiliar quill. Harry just knows it's going to be awful. He sits down heavily at the desk and
stares at Umbridge as she sits down behind her absurd desk, decorated with pink pens and ceramic
kittens. Not even Petunia would buy this shit.

"Mr Potter-Black, you have had quite an adventurous week and it's only Tuesday," Umbridge says
quietly. "I have an offer you might want to consider."

"I don't think I will," Harry mutters. Umbridge's smile is sharp. Harry thinks he's seen smiles like
those before. Piers. Vernon. Tom Riddle, in the Chamber.

Well, fuck.

"This is a new quill," It looks like the old one, except the shaft of the feather is blood red. Harry
feels the scar on his left hand twitch. Better get it over with. He sighs tiredly, picks it up and sets it

to the paper, preparing for jagged cuts to appear on the back of his hand, yet again.

"Not yet," Umbridge says softly. "This is a copy of your lines from last term." She waves her wand
again and they appear on the desk in front of him. Harry stares at his own words queasily, the dark
brown ink of them. My blood. "You will write lines with this quill and produce them, exactly at you
did last term. Failure to do so will result in ... unpleasant consequences."

Umbridge's eyes flicker down to Harry's right hand. He remembers the focused excitement he saw
in those eyes at the Silver Hall, when she realised he was disabled. Remus' physical therapy has
helped, but Harry is still relying on dicta quills to produce all of his written work. He can just about
write his own name, a series of short lines that resemble his writing in year one. There is no way
on the god-damned earth that he can reproduce his own spidery cursive from four months ago. No
fucking chance. Harry's throat closes up. His vision begins to tunnel. This is going to hurt.

"Or you could answer questions about your father, the convict Sirius Black, your godfather, the
accused Remus Lupin, or your mentor, the fugitive Albus Dumbledore. Be assured," Umbridge
leans forward. "If you submit for questioning and refrain from your silly little lies, the Minister
shall be very, very pleased with you."

Harry doesn't think he can speak. Trying to ignore the twitch in his hand, he clenches his hand on
the quill. The Slytherin magic wants to burn it to a cinder, the Prince magic wants to open the
nothing-place and pull him in, but Harry resists. He has to resist. Raaz Pasban. Guard the secrets.
He begins the shaky start of the words 'I must not tell lies." Harry gasps. The cuts don't appear on
his hand, like they did last time. The short, unjointed lines he creates are being carved into his
flesh. He feels the 'I' on his side, by his fourth rib. He feels his shaky curve of the start of the 'm'
scratched into his lower back. Still, he stares at the words forming in his own blood, blood pulled
from his back and his arms and his legs and his thighs. He does not ask how long. He knows the
answer.

"At any time you wish to change your mind, Mr Potter-Black, I shall be here," Umbridge says
softly above him. He can hear her making tea, listens to the soft mewling of the fucking cats across
the god-damned plates but says nothing. He sets his teeth and thinks, oddly, of his cupboard. He
thinks of the darkness. The grain in the naked wood of the staircase, counting the knots in wood
and the number of threads in the spiders webs, one, two, three, four, the way that soft counting
makes the big pain little. Small enough to breathe through. It's only pain.

If there is one thing I know, it's pain.

The cuts, Harry is quickly realising, are not operating the way that the cuts on the back of his hand
did. They are not closing over to be reopened over and over again. A new cut is forming, deep and
sharp, with every scratch of the quill and Harry can feel them bleeding through his shirt, his

trousers, can feel the ones on his wrists dripping blood through onto the paper, leaving bloody
smudges. The edges of his vision start to blur and the cuts on the back of his thighs, pressed against
the chair, are fucking agony.

The cupboard. The darkness. one, two, three, four, five, once I caught a fish alive ... six, seven,
eight, nine, ten, then I let it go again ...

Vernon's voice is outside the cupboard door. "Where's the boy?"

"In the cupboard, he and Dudley were playing," Petunia's voice echoes from the kitchen. "I don't
want that nosy Mrs Figg seeing him."

"A few bruises will do him good," Vernon grunts. "All boys play."

"He's bleeding."

"Let him bleed."

"That is enough for now, Mr Potter-Black," a voice says somewhere nearby. Harry watches the
scramble of bloody pages disappear from the desk, along with the quill. Harry stares at his bloody
hands. "Let me help you out of these robes, you shan't be needing them anymore ..."

Do not touch me, you fucking bitch.

Harry is too weak suddenly, too fucking weak to stop her from pulling his black and silver robes
off his shoulders with her forceful, hateful hands and tapping her wand against his back. Harry
feels his jumper vanish. Dazedly, Harry looks down. His school shirt is spotted all over with blood.
Harry does not know what he will do if she tries to remove his shirt. He feels himself drifting out of
his skin. I do not care. I do not care. The Prince ring draws cold silence from the air and feeds it up
his fingers. Survive. Survive. Whatever comes, survive.

"Perfect," Umbridge says quietly. "Just one more thing ..."

Harry stares groggily as something grey and floppy is dropped on the desk in front of him. A broad,

set mouth made of felt. The Sorting Hat.

"Jesus Christ, not you," Harry burbles, throat too tight to produce more than a hiss.

"I am less than pleased to see you too, child of Hogwarts," the hat huffs. "She has been giving me
such a difficult time over you!"

"Shut up!" Umbridge snarls and Harry snorts. "Sort him into Slytherin."

"I told you, I cannot, you idiot woman," the hat sighs dramatically. "He has to want to go, don't ask
me why! My charms don't extend that far!"

"Just do it!"

"Are you deaf as well as consummately the ugliest Head Hogwarts has ever had?"

"Ha!" Harry snorts, woozily swaying in his seat. How much blood am I losing? As much as the
night Vernon tried to stomp me to death? "Funny hat!"

Umbridge kneels down so she is on eye level with Harry, one horrible hand with an ugly ring pink
ring on it. Not an Heir ring. This close, Harry can taste her magic. It reminds him of a terrible,
supposedly-cherry out-of-date cough medicine that Aunt Petunia would force down him whenever
she thought he was 'bringing a cold into the house.' It tastes like foul, bitter syrup and always made
him sick. Harry tries not to gag. I won't be sick in front of her. I won't give her the satisfaction.

"I may not be able to sort you into Slytherin, but you will go there. You are banned from other
common rooms, you shall not step foot in them. You are not permitted to seek out other
accommodation, you are not permitted to leave the castle for it, either," Umbridge says quietly.
"You will report there every evening and stay there through the night and if the Inquisitorial Squad
tell me you have not been there, then we will do this over and over again, every day if we must,
until you learn to obey. Still, if that is not enough ..." Umbridge slowly rolls back one of his
sleeves. Through hazy vision, Harry looks at the bloodstained arm. "I will remind you that your
godfather, the man you described as practically your stepfather, will likely soon be within Ministry
grasp. I shall be sure to push for the harshest measures against the beast, if you do not learn your
lessons."

I am going to get Remus to eat you.

Harry nods groggily.

"I am glad we understand one another, Mr Potter-Black," Umbridge stands up. "Now, I think I will
leave you to get yourself to Potions."

Harry stares at himself. He looks like a fucking nightmare. He looks up at her in amazement. Why
would she want people to see what she's done?

"Oh, Mr Potter-Black, you greatly underestimate your volatile reputation," Umbridge smirks
disgustingly. "People shall think you have done this to yourself. After all, it is not a lie, is it?" She
leans over him and breathes softly. "Who did this to you?"

Harry feels the soft tendrils of a compulsion wrapping around him, the drifting moment where he
deliciously, feels no pain. Bow to death, Harry. This is how she's been doing it, Harry realises, how
none of the other students have come forward. They can't say it. Harry has never felt it, perhaps
because she relied on his pride and never felt the need to compel him. She knew I wouldn't admit it
to anyone. She knew I wouldn't want her to win. He feels suddenly furious with himself for not
listening to Hermione when she told him to tell Remus about it. I played into her fucking hand.
Only now, that she's left me like this, does she even bother to try to cover her tracks.

"Me," Harry croaks out, trying to affect the dreamy tone of someone under a compulsion. He may
not be compelled, but shame floods him all the same. He's six. Petunia is staring down at him on
the walk to school, holding Harry's hand too tightly as she glares down at him and his barely
concealed black eye. "Who did it to you?" she demands. "Me," Harry whispers. "I fell."

It's always me. It's always me eventually. It's always fucking me.

"Very well, then!" Umbridge raps her wand against the desk and dregs of Harry's blood vanishes,
like he was never there. "I'll leave you to get yourself out, don't keep Professor Snape waiting!"

Before she leaves she casts a charm, and Harry just knows that she's protecting her desk, Fred and
George's locked up brooms, and her Jesus-fucking-Christ cat plates. He hears the door close behind
him. She's left him no way to go except out the damned door. Harry tries to think through the
pain. One... two... three... four... Kreacher. But no. He knows she's got a sodding charm on her
door, Fred and George have told him about it, if anyone comes in and out of the room, if he calls

Kreacher she'll know. Fuck. The Prince ring is pulsing silence through his veins. Survive. Survive.
He can stay here, with the fucking mewling kittens, or he can walk through the school, bloodied up
and looking mad, to Potions. To Snape. Snape. The kittens on the plates have all gathered on a
large, willow patterned plate and are mewing loudly, staring at his bloody arms.

"Oh, fuck off," Harry hisses at the kitten plates, and they all hiss back. He reaches down into his
bag, pulling out the small velvet pouch Snape gave him weeks ago. It's not ideal, it's not Remus or
Hermione or even Madame Pomfrey, but it's not walking through the castle with everyone thinking
he's more insane than he is already. It's better than being the fucked up one, the ruined one, all
over again. He stumbles forwards, grips the fireplace with one, slippery hand. His vision is dipping
again and the pain of the cuts on the underside of his biceps is so fucking sharp. One, two, three,
four, five ... Harry throws the powder into the fire. It burns red. I hope to fuck this works. Harry
flops forward into the fireplace. The red flames burn the blood on his arms. If I turn up in the
Potions classroom like this, I'm just gonna bleed out and be done with it. When his knees hit the
hearth, he opens his eyes. He sees Snape's leather sofa, the new dark wooden coffee table that
Snape bought to replace the one that broke.

"Don't get blood on the rug," Harry mumbles, flopping forward onto the cold stones of the
dungeon floor and closes his eyes. It's a relief against his burning, bleeding flesh. "Kreacher!"

There is a pop and a snarl above him.

"What stupid ridiculous thing has foolish Master done now?" Kreacher's long fingered hands are
digging into his skull, pulling up his eyelids. Harry winces against the glare of the light above him.

"Jesus, Kreacher, loud," Harry tries to weakly swat at the elf. "Get Snape."

"House elves are not permitted to enter classes," Kreacher snaps. "Master must wait until the end
of class."

"Ugh," Harry moans. "How long?"

"Five minutes."

Five minutes. He was carving into his skin for an hour. He doesn't know how much blood he's lost.
Not again.

"Can you heal me?" Harry croaks.

"No," Kreacher sounds furious. "Master has cursed wounds. Professor Snape must heal them."

"Cursed wounds," Harry swallows heavily. "Scars then?"

"Yes," Kreacher snarls. "The monster who did this to the child of Black shall be punished."

"She's all yours, Elf Black," Harry drawls sloppily, flopping his had to the side. He stares at
Snape's new wooden table. I'm going to have so many more fucking scars. He thinks briefly, sadly,
of Theo. If I was ruined before ...

"One ... two... three..."

"What is Master doing?" Kreacher demands.

"Counting the grain ..." Harry whispers. "Counting ... helps ..."

"Master does not want poetry?"

"Can't," Harry closes his eyes against tears. If he recites poetry, he will feel the pain. It will roar
back into him, the fury, the sadness, the shame, the fucking shame, because here he is, just the
same, broken down and bleeding in a dark place with no one to save him. "Four ... five..."

Harry notices a bright spark dancing across his field of vision. It almost looks like a tiny snitch.
Harry watches it dazedly as it swoops around the room, sees others with different colours join it.

"Master must count the colours," Kreacher says quietly.

"Okay," Harry sighs deeply. "One red ... two red ... one blue ... two blue ..."

Harry counts softly, his words slipping away from him, seconds seeming to be endlessly long
inside the minutes of waiting. When he loses his words and drifts into parseltongue, Kreacher
pokes his cheek, gentler than usual but firm enough to keep Harry from slipping away into dozy
darkness.

"Six pink ... Four purple ..." Harry feels Kreacher patting the floor around him, can feel cloths
being laid against him. Bleeding. Bleeding still. "Am I ... am I bleeding on the rug? He'll be so
pissed with me."

"I am not."

Harry is surprised by the sudden, rushing relief he feels when he hears that familiar, drawling,
deadly soft voice. Thank fucking Christ for that. Light footsteps, then a dark, frowning face,
glowering down over him.

"Not dead," Harry croaks.

"I do not enjoy this as a theme," Snape snarls.

"Me either," Harry rolls his eyes slowly and winces, because even that hurts. "Got ... got a surprise
for you."

"How much blood has he lost?" Snape asks Kreacher, his eyes raking over Harry's bloody shirt.

"Kreacher does not know. The cursed wounds will not close."

"Sorry, sorry bout ... bout the rug ..." Harry burbles. Now Snape's here, the world is spinning. The
lights spiral around like he is in a barrel roll on his broom. Flying would be so good right now.
"And ... the coffee table ... and the .... the door ... Sorry, sorry ..."

"Hush, farzand," Snape says quietly. There is a cool but firm hand brushing his hair out of his eyes.
"Who did this to you?"

"Me," Harry huffs, rolling his eyes up to follow the tiny coloured snitches. Petunia's face. Her

hard, tight hand. The promise of Vernon's fist at home. "That's what we say ... who did it to you? I
did .... Three green ..."

"Harrison! Harrison, look at me!" Harry rolls his eyes back up to Snape. His dark, worried eyes.
"Don't fall asleep."

"Sorry," Harry mumbles. The darkness is closing in and he's safe now, or as safe he can be in
Umbridge's Hogwarts, and his body feels heavy. So, so tired. "Can't."

"Harrison! Do as you are told! Or I - I shall be forced to - to put you in detention!"

"Ha!" Harry mutters as the darkness takes him. "Can't punish me now - you have to give me
special ... special Malfoy treatment ..."

"Harrison! What do you mean? Speak to me, tell me what you mean?"

"I'm ... I'm a Slytherin."

"What?"

Harry cracks an eye open to look up at his Sire, whose eyes are full of dark puzzlement. He's my
Head of House now, too. This is going to be a disaster.

"I'm one of yours now," Harry sighs and lets his head fall against Snape's warm knees where he is
kneeling beside Harry. Rosemary. Burnt sage. Harry remembers what Sahara said. His magic tastes
like healing. Harry hopes she's right. "She made me ... a Slytherin. Surprise."

The First Secret
Chapter by elph13

"I am going to lift you," Severus says quietly, trying not to let his voice shake. Harrison nods
tremulously, evidently too weary to protest. A bad sign. Severus slips one arm under his child's
head, the other under his legs. The boy is so light. Severus looks down at the elf. "I need the blood
replenishing potion from the storeroom, and the potion marked 'Αραι.' I shall be in the bedroom."

"Yes, Lord Prince," Severus tries not to wince at the title as the elf pops away.

"Shouldn't ... let Kreacher ... storeroom ...," Harrison mumbles, his white face rested against
Severus' chest. That he is not able to hold himself rigid and guarded anymore is more troubling to
Severus than anything else. Even in Skye and Grimmauld Place he could manage that. "Dobby ...
Gillyweed ..."

"I think your elf is more concerned with your survival that stealing from me," Severus says drily.

"What ... bout ... class?" Harrison slurs.

"Class has been cancelled for the morning," Severus explains, pushing his back against the door to
his bedroom. "Thanks to your latest ... bonded. You neglected to tell me you had taken the
Weasley Marauders as your Guardsmen."

"Shit," Harrison mumbles. "Weren't ... supposed ... to know..."

"I gathered."

Severus lowers his son down onto his bed, takes in his pale, blanched face, the set jaw, is
reminded, vividly of those first days in Skye before Lupin came, before Theodore arrived. Bury
that. Severus will not think about the rage he has inside that someone has hurt Harrison, yet again,
right under his fucking nose, he will not let it deter him from what needs to happen. Survival.
Always survival first. Revenge later. "I need to remove your shirt."

"Fine," Harrison rolls his eyes. Severus tries not to think about how much Harrison must be
suffering if he is allowing this, the very thing he forced Severus out of his bedroom at Spinner's
End for. Severus reaches down and gently unbuttons the boy's shirt. A thin torso that reminds him
too much of himself at fifteen, protruding ribs that speak to stunted growth and years of starvation,
and blood. Little cuts all over the boy's torso and arms and from the way he is wincing, Severus
realising with a jerk that they must litter his back, too. His legs as well?

"Legs?" Severus asks shortly. He does not dare show sympathy. Harrison nods, hissing through his
teeth as Severus' eases the shirt out from under Harrison's back. It is soaked with blood. Severus
looks at the rune marks on his child, the leather wand holster and fang sheath he wears. Both are
flecked with blood. "I need to vanish your trousers."

Harrison sighs deeply, his eyes screwed tight shut as he nods. Severus can feel the boy's particular
'thinking' magic twisting around him, can feel some kind of distance pulling between them. He
remembers the violent apathy of Harrison's mind. Do not care. It is not, Severus' realises, only
reserved for memories. He tells himself he does not care about the past. He tells himself he does
not care how he is hurt. That is how he survives.

"I am going to perform a vanishing spell," Severus says evenly. He thinks that speaking clearly and
carefully might be the only thing that stops his child from completely disassociating and opening
the Gaar Tareqi. Severus is not sure he could pull him back like this. "You will feel your trousers
leave you, but your underwear, your socks will remain. You are not harmed in those locations?"

"Socks," Harrison voice is slurry. Severus wonders how much magical power he has exerted to
survive this. "Not the other."

Thank fuck for utterly miniscule mercies.

"I understand," Severus says. "Then I shall vanish the socks also. I shall apply a warming charm to
you so you do not feel chilled, it will feel like a warm bath. Then, when the elf returns, I shall
begin healing you."

"Kreacher is here," a gruff voice sounds beside him and Severus' potions float in front of him. The
elf climbs up onto the bed to sit behind his boy-Master, crossing his spindly legs on the pillow and
pulling Harrison's head into his lap. The elf feeds his long fingers into Harrison's hair with a
tenderness Severus could not have imagined possible from such a chronically homicidal being.

"Don't ... don't ... pull out my hair," Harrison opens his eyes to glare up at his elf. Severus is
surprised when he sees sparks of tiny magic dancing between the elf's fingers and Harrison's black

hair. Interesting.

"Kreacher shall," the elf sneers. "If Master insists on losing all of his battles so horribly."

"I didn't lose," Harrison snarls, sounding more energised by the moment. The sparks in his hair
seem to flow quicker, Kreacher wincing slightly. Is the elf giving him magic? Severus wonders if
he will ever understand the connection between his son and the Black elf. "I just chose to not
engage on that particular battle."

"And we shall be discussing why in a moment," Severus presses the blood replenishing potion to
Harrison's lips. "Drink."

The boy does without hesitation. It is a tiny measure of trust that gives Severus a small modicum of
relief. We might make it through this without him exploding and destroying my bedroom. Severus
raises his wand and the boy watches warily.

"Vanishing spell," Severus says quietly, choosing to vocalise. "Evanesco."

The boy winces. His legs are skinny and covered in smeared blood. Severus tries not to notice the
absurd boxers with the Black crest on them and opens the black pot of ointment he created
specifically for cursed wounds, namely to ease the burn of the mark. I never imagined I would
need to use it on a child, let alone my own.

"Warming spell," Severus warns gently, resting his wand against Harrison's wrist. " Calor."

Harrison's breathing eases slightly but he does not open his eyes. Severus sees nothing else to do
but plough ahead. Here we go.

"I am going to apply this ointment to each wound individually," Severus says. "It requires wand
work, so I shall trace it over the wound with the tip of my wand. It shall seal them."

"And heal them?" Harrison's voice takes on a desperate tone. "I won't be scarred?"

"This ointment does not have that capability," Severus tries to keep the rage out of his voice.

Because no one has envisioned a reality where schoolchildren would be inflicted with cursed
wounds a punishment. He dips his wand into the ointment and mutters the spell. The ointment
glows purple. "I shall begin now. It shall be uncomfortable -,"

"Story of my life," Harrison snorts weakly.

"- but afterwards, they shall not cause you pain. You shall feel a little burning ..."

Harrison hisses through his teeth as Severus traces his wand over a small line at Harrison's hip
bone. It heals with a little smoke into an angry red line. Sealed, at least, and the boy has not
exploded with furious whirlwind magic.

"So ... I'm going to be a walking scar?" Harrison mutters. "Forever?"

"No." Severus can't help the sharpness in his voice. His wand traces another line at the top of
Harrison's boxers, a sharp stab in amongst the small tuft of dark, teenage body hair that is just
beginning to grow there. Still so fucking young. "Believe me when I say, I shall find a method to
eliminate every one of these marks from your flesh." Severus meets Harrison's green eyes, pauses
in his work, allows Harrison to test his eyes for sincerity. A moment later, Harrison nods. Severus
returns to his work. He has questions, but he is unsure how to approach them without holding a
match to the boys livid magic. He decides to go with direct.

"It would help to know what created such wounds," he says carefully.

"Same as before," Harrison murmurs lifting his right hand into a fist and pressing it against his
forehead. Severus wand stutters against Harrison's rib and the odd shaped cut there and finally
realises what he is looking at. The letter 'e'. A motherfucking blood quill.

She carved words into his body with his own hand. Severus takes a deep breath, counts backwards
in Hebrew. Bury the rage. Survive first, Revenge later.

"How do you do that?"

Severus looks up. Harrison is watching him closely, green eyes narrowed.

"It is a combination of a defence spell and a runic sequence I created with Narcissa," Severus says,
drawing the ointment over the Hades-damned 'e.' To help with Lucius' pain. And mine. Now yours.

"Not that, you … you were angry just then," Harrison frowns. "I saw it, the Prince magic, the
shadows reaching out like they did to Dumbledore, wanting to shield or hurt or defend but you did
something. You stopped the rage."

"Occlumency," Severus says. "I erected my shields."

"No, no you didn't," Harrison shakes his head in weary irritation. "It might be occlumency, but you
didn't bring anything up you … you pushed something down. You …"

Harrison's words are cut off as Severus begins healing the wounds at the top of his thighs, which
seem to give him the most pain. He begins to hiss extensively, eyes fixed on the ceiling. Severus
wants to keep him talking, if for no other reason than it will distract him from the pain. However,
Severus cannot deny his interest in the boy's remarkable insights. How does he see the Prince
magic? Severus does not see the shadows unless he calls them into being. Harrison sees them all
the time, all around us. It is more knowledge of the Prince magic than Eileen ever had, could ever
have dreamed of.

Keep the boy talking, Severus, a voice that sounds like Narcissa's echoes in his mind. Goodwill,
remember.

"Ask for a secret," Severus says abruptly.

"What?"

"You have three to ask for, from Yule," Severus moves onto the 's' carved into Harrison's knee.
"Ask one."

"I ... yeah, I ask for a secret," Harrison says in a slightly puzzled voice. "Is this about what you did
to your anger?"

"Yes," Severus swallows hard, focused on the 'u' on Harrison's calf. "I killed it."

"You what?"

"All mindscape's are different, all Mind-Masters manage their skill in different ways," Severus
speaks slowly. It is hard to form the words of these secrets long kept. I have not spoken of it to
anyone, not since Eileen. "For my occlumency to be truly effective, especially in the presence of
such a profound Legillimens as the Dark Lord, I must achieve a level of mental detachment from
the secrets that I carry. So I kill them." Severus dips his wand in the ointment again, presses his
wand tip to Harrison's bloody foot. "I murder and bury them."

"You … you murdered and buried your anger?" Harrison asks slowly. "Inside your mind?"

"Yes," Severus nods, moving to the other leg. "Dead things are easier to hide."

"Huh. Weird." Harrison looks down at his one healed leg in mild interest. "I drown stuff."

Severus pauses. What in Circe's fucking name …?

"Excuse me?"

"In my mind," Harrison looks up at him with eyes as green as the northern lights. "Like the
parabatai bond. I can drown it. Then it hurts … less."

"This is … this is your 'thinking' magic?" Severus asks slowly, his mind racing. Every Prince finds
their own way to utilise their own mental landscape, he just never expected that his child could
have found it alone, with no training. But then, I never anticipated that Lily and I would produce a
child, let alone a Circe-Damned Mage.

"Yeah, I guess," Harrison frowns up at the ceiling as the elf silently rubs small circles on his
temples. "I think of … of drowning stuff in cold water and I … I can kind of pull the Not-Caring
out of the water, I guess."

"The Not-Caring?" Severus asks, his heart thundering as he recalls the violent apathy inside his
child's mind. He had thought it a lingering effect of trauma, a deep rooted instinct to disassociate
but this sounds like magic. It has form, it has narrative. It is the first step to building a mindscape.

"Yeah, it just … makes it colder," Harrison sighs. "Whenever Vernon … it made it easier."

"Easier?" Severus tries not to think of how he used his own growing shields as a child to survive
Tobias.

"Not less painful," Harrison says bluntly. "Just … I care less."

Severus stares at the boy. They've been having occlumency lessons for fucking months and now
this, this sudden revelation that is like a lightning bolt through his bloody mind. Holy fuck. He's a
natural occlumens. He just doesn't know how to utilise it.

"It is … not dissimilar," Severus says carefully. Holy Circe. He really truly is a Prince. Severus is
filled with a haunting dread. He remembers the cold of the floor of the basement of Spinners End.
We need a Mage, Sev. I am going to find one.

"Why were you angry?" Harrison looks at him warily. "Because I fucked up?"

"No," Severus stares at the boy. Such cripplingly low self-esteem. "Because you are hurt."

"Oh," Harrison looks at him in puzzlement. "You … you're angry at Umbridge?"

Severus is glad, at least, that the boy have moved beyond refusing to name his abuser. I shall
destroy her.

"I am," Severus says curtly. "She will suffer."

"Kreacher will ensure it," the elf snarls above him.

"I think Kreacher's got it covered," Harrison rolls his eyes weakly. "He's good at suffering."

"As long as he does not divert to murder," Severus eyes the elf sternly. "You understand, elf, that
the sudden disappearance or death of Dolores Umbridge would only result in further suffering for
your Master?"

"The honour of the House of Black must be sated!" the elf growls, his body beginning to glow with
white magic. The Black Magic.

"Sated honour is worth nothing if he dies later," Severus says coldly.

"Delightful," Harrison mutters.

"Master Black is stronger than any Wixen alive!" Kreacher glares at Severus. "None shall stand
against him!"

"He is not," Severus tries to keep his voice calm. He could be, one day he will be, if he lives long
enough to grow. "There are many stronger and many of them have more power and more
connections than your Master does. We must survive before we can fight."

"It. Is. Ignoble!"

"He's right, Kreacher," Harrison says wearily as Severus moves his wand against Harrison's left
ribs. "Dumbledore's on the fucking run. Remus is only safe when he's out of the country. He can
only help us if he's alive, and he's only alive if Voldemort doesn't realise who he really is,"
Harrison nods pointedly at Severus. "I've got heir rings and magic but Fudge has got a whole
ministry, a ton of fucking Aurors, Dementors, and Azkaban. Voldemort's got, well, himself, which
is more than enough, and a bunch of crazy as shit Death Eaters. My chances are shit."

"Language," Severus mutters. The child quirks his lips slightly. Relief. Perhaps it is the familiar
things that comfort the boy now, including being told off about swearing. And listening to his
murderous house elf plan to kill his new Headmistress.

"Master can tunnel to the centre of the earth!" Kreacher growls angrily, slapping Harrison on the
head with his palm. "Master can rain destruction and fire down upon them all!"

"Yeah, I could," Harrison sighs and Severus' stomach contracts. Holy Merlin, he could? "But I'd
kill everyone."

"In the moment of their deaths, they would be sorry they ever crossed Master," Kreacher says

staunchly. "With their last breath, they would know the House of Black!"

"Yeah, but Master doesn't care if they're sorry!" Harrison scowls up at Kreacher in irritation.
"Master wants to survive, thanks, Kreacher."

"Revenge deferred is not revenge abandoned, elf," Severus says softly. "Dolores shall have her
reckoning, mark my words, but it shall be ... subtle." And deadly.

"Kreacher's revenge shall not be subtle," the elf growls back. "Kreacher shall eat her toes."

"You don't want to do that," Harrison shakes his head queasily. "No one should suffer that, not
even for revenge, Kreacher."

"Kreacher does not mind."

"I mind!" Harrison glares at his elf furiously. "I don't want people to suffer, I don't want to kill
anyone, I'm not the next Dark Lord, okay?"

"Not yet," Kreacher mutters churlishly.

"Jesus fucking Christ," Harrison flops his head back heavily into the elf's lap, scowling at the
ceiling as Severus heals an 's' shaped cut on his shoulder near his wand holster. Severus knows
they must talk about this, but the last time he tried, Harrison walked out. I must try again. He can't
go on like this.

"Is this why you did not fight back?" Severus asks quietly. "Because you do not want to be
considered dark? Even though you yourself do not subscribe to the notion of dark or light magic?"

"No, course not," Harrison looks at him utterly nonplussed. "I had to guard the secrets."

Severus stares at his child. Inside his head, Eileen's voice rings. Guard the secrets, Sev. When we
don't, people die. Severus does not know how this has had happened to him. He does not know
how this child has dropped into his life, but here is a battered fifteen year old, staring at him with
innocent eyes that hold secrets, prepared to be tortured in order to keep them safe. A Prince. He's a

motherfucking Prince through and bloody through and I have no idea how it has happened.
Harrison has hidden too much, at too high a cost, for so long that he clearly never considered there
was a way out of Umbridge's grasp that did not involve brutal torture. He only knows how to
survive. Severus knows, suddenly, that his challenge is not to keep the boy alive. It is to teach the
boy how to fight for himself.

"Have you ever heard of fight or flight?" Severus asks, as softly as he can. The cut in the shape of a
't' on Harrison's bicep seems particularly sore and he winces.

"Are you kidding?" Harrison snorts. "Hermione says it's my whole life."

"That does not surprise me," Severus mutters. "And yet, when faced with your Professor this
morning, you neither fought nor fled."

"So?" Harrison's voice is taut.

"It is not a criticism," Severus says evenly. He keeps his eyes fixed on the boy's arm, knowing that
meeting his gaze right now might be too much. He is vulnerable. He is terrified. I must not lose
him right now. "I am merely mentioning that you may have engaged the third option available to
you at the time."

"Third option?"

"Freeze." Severus has finished healing the front of Harrison's body, and now they must do the
other side of his body. Severus knows how difficult this will be. He braces himself for the
possibility of a magical outburst. A shame. I really like this bedframe. "I need you to lay on your
stomach."

"Really?" Harrison's voice is surprisingly plaintive. Severus does not dare meet his eyes. I must not
scare or threaten him. Severus returns back to what got them through their interactions in
Grimmauld Place, right after Harrison's paralysis. He is direct. He is medical. He does not show
emotion.

"Yes," he says, dipping his wand in the paste and keeping his eyes focused on it. He will not
demand anything of him. Either he trusts Severus enough to do it, or he does not. "Would you be
interested in learning more about the freeze response?"

"Yes," Harrison's voice is slightly muffled as he rolls over onto his stomach, burying his face in
Severus' pillow. The elf shuffles slightly, stroking the back of his Master's curly hair and glaring up
at Severus as if daring him to hurt the boy. As if I would betray this small trust when it has been so
hard earned. Severus tries not to stare at the lash marks in his back, marbled with silver which
Severus can only assume is some kind of magical healing that only Harrison's body could provide.
He does not want to ask how such deep grooves were achieved in such thin skin, how the muscle
must have been ripped open and the bone exposed. Thank Merlin for bloody Theodore Nott.

"It is a biological response, a mammalian one," Severus says slowly, tracing his wand over the
fresh cuts at the top of Harrison's shoulder blades. "When a creature is hunted, when it is caught in
the jaws of a predator, it shall go limp. It is called petrification."

"It plays dead," Harrison mumbles.

"Precisely," Severus nods, glad the boy is following along. "Humans have a similar response to
potential traumatic situations. A person might, when assaulted, have the sensation that they cannot
move or are … immobile. A sensation of being outside of one's body is notably common."

"That sounds like something Hermione would say," Harrison says tightly. "Like it's out of a book."

"It is," Severus hesitates, looks at his child's mutilated body. "I can attest to it's truth."

Harrison's head twists in the pillow. Severus sees vivid, green eyes staring back at him.

"Is this another of my secrets?" he demands. "Only one left?"

"No," Severus keeps his voice calm. It is freely given. Let me give this to you. Let yourself trust me,
just an inch. "You still have two until Yule."

Harrison stares but then nods slowly.

"So … Someone hurt you?"

He can't help it, it is on the tip of his tongue to say " many people, many times," but he pushes it

down. He is not Lupin, he cannot keep at bay the edges that threaten his child, but he knows about
freezing in the face of an abuser. He knows the reality of a life lived between fight and flight. I
shall do this for him. I shall do this for him, Lily.

"Yes," Severus nods, swallowing hard. He reaches for his collar and unbuttons it slowly. Harrison
watches with guarded eyes, widening slightly when Severus pulls his collar aside to reveal one of
his rune marks. A cold floor. A pool of blood. "Just a bit more, Sev."

"They cut you," Harrison says flatly.

Severus nods.

"Who?"

"My mother, Eileen."

"Your Mum's called Eileen?" Harrison's head shoots up from the pillow. "Weird. So's Luna's
ferret."

Severus does know what to say to that, but Harrison is already moving on.

"Why?" he asks, tilting his head to one side.

"Because," Severus places his wand against a cut in the hollow of Harrison's back, tracing it gently.
Harrison lowers his head back down with a soft hiss through his teeth, keeps his green eyes fixed
on Severus' rune mark. "She needed my blood to create the Mage trap."

"That's mad."

"She was," Severus says.

"Oh."

There is silence for a moment, only the slight sound of smoke and sealing skin.

"Why yours?" Harrison whispers. "Why not hers? Why … why not a pig, or -?"

"It needed to be a Prince," Severus traces a deep cut above Harrison's hip bone. "She had tried, with
her own blood but it was not … potent enough."

"Did you die?"

The ease with which Harrison asks that, as if all people must frequently die and come back from
the dead is utterly disturbing. Perhaps more disturbing is that Severus does not know the answer.

"I do not know," Severus confesses quietly. "I remember I knew that it was coming and I …"
Severus swallows hard. He must put it into words. How can he expect his child to do it, if he
cannot model it? Why is it so hard to just fucking admit that she was ready to kill me? "She cut me
and I left myself." The blood. The freezing cold. The ropes on wrists and Eileen's soft voice. "I saw
it happening from above. As an adult, I realised I could have run, or fought her, yet I did not. I
could not."

"You were frozen," Harrison says quietly.

"I had learned to freeze," Severus wand moves to the cuts on the back of Harrison's thighs, that
look bloodied and rough from the fabric of his trousers. "There was a man in my house."

"You had a … a Vernon?" Harrison asks, his eyes are full of dark understanding.

"Tobias," Severus nods. As hard it is to speak of Eileen, how much harder is it to speak of Tobias?
Of dark nights and hiding and sharp blows at the end of a belt? Infinitely. At least Eileen loved him
before. Severus traces a 'e' marked in dark blood on the back of Harrison's thigh. "He beat me.
Here. Often."

"What happened?"

"He died," Severus swallows heavily. I killed him. That is a secret he is not prepared to give today.
"But before that, I learned not to freeze."

"How?"

"I learned to fight," Severus says quietly. "In my own way."

"Fighting never works," Harrison grumbles, pressing his face into the pillow as Severus heals a cut
on the back of his knee.

"Only because Master refuses to kill those who hurt him!" Kreacher snarls. "Kreacher wishes that
Master had been made a full Anzar by the Goblin King and then he could not lose duels!"

"If I fought back, I'd be dead!" Harrison scowls at the elf. "He'd have fucking killed me when I was
five!"

Five. Five years old. It is too young for any child to die. Let alone Lily's, at the hand of her sister's
husband.

"How?" Severus asks as neutrally as he can manage. Harrison gives him a sharp look and Severus
knows he is not yet trusted enough for a complete answer to that question.

"I don't remember," Harrison's voice is flippant. "But I can't fight. When I fight …"

"You get hurt," Severus finishes for him. "Or you hurt others."

Harrison nods tightly, wincing as Severus heals a cut on his ankle. Severus wonders which
outcome Harrison considers worse. The second, in all likelihood.

"I understand," Severus slowly. "But there is an alternative to physical fighting."

"What?" Harrison scoffs.

"Fear," Severus stares into Harrison's face. I cannot keep him safe. I cannot save him from the past.
I can give him this. "This is a lesson that Slytherins learn early on, that I learned in order to fight
my father. He did not raise a hand to me when he feared me. You, Harrison, have a great capacity
to inspire fear."

"I don't want people to fear me," Harrison scowls, but his voice is desperate.

"But they do," Severus says quietly. The truth will help him here. Severus cannot offer sugarcoating, he cannot offer gentle words, but he can offer tools to survive. "They fear you already, and
if the choices are only this, to fight and lose, to run and be caught, to freeze and be hurt, or to
inspire fear and survive, what will you choose?"

Harrison stares at him. Severus quietly heals the last wound on Harrison's left leg and then gestures
for the elf to fetch his master new clothes. Kreacher nods and pops away as Harrison rolls back
over, leaning his skinny back against Severus' headboard.

"Those are my choices?" He isn't asking a question, not really. Severus watches the exhausted
comprehension dawning on his face. "Those … those have always been my choices."

"Until they are not," Severus puts the lid back on the ointment pot and looks steadily at his child,
his Heir, his son, and wishes with all of his twisted being that this is not a conversation he must
have. "Until you can fight and win."

"Fight and win," Harrison whispers, crossing his thin arms over his emaciated chest. His green
eyes meet Severus' desperately. "And until then I can … inspire fear?"

"Rather than freezing," Severus nods, looks down at the red marks on Harrison's skin. "If she fears
you, farzand, she will not touch you. And she does have reason to fear you, does she not?"

Severus holds out his hand with his Prince ring on it. Harrison hesitantly lifts his right hand with
the hidden rings on.

"Šāhzādeh." Severus whispers. Shadows pool out from the place where their fingertips touch.
Harrison's green eyes become dark as a cave, lit with emerald light and something more. Not quite
hope. Resolve.

"Šāhzādeh." Harrison whispers back. "Raaz Pasban."

The shadows explode out from the moment of their joining, and they are cocooned inside a dark
roar, the black of a serpent's eye, the place in deep ocean where light cannot reach. It is not the
Gaar Tareqi, it is Harrison, Severus realises, the Prince magic in the hands of a Mage. More and
beyond anything Eileen ever told me of. Legends and stories and shadowed pasts.

"Yes," Harrison says quietly, withdrawing his fingertips. "But I can't show her this, can I?"

"I have found that rumours of power are more impactful than overt displays." The elf pops back in
and hands Harrison a shirt, which he carefully pulls on over his shoulders. "And we have more than
enough capability to start rumours."

"We do?" Harrison looks at him blankly.

"Do you ever wonder why she never gives Mr Zabini a detention?" Severus' raises his eyebrows at
his child significantly. "Imagine how much more fear the Contessa can inspire on your behalf."

"I … I don't want to ask that of her," Harrison frowns. He has removed his fang holster and is
putting it back on over his shirt. A statement at least.

"Good," Severus says sharply, "because you shall not be."

"Then how -?"

"This part of your survival shall belong to others, Harrison," Severus catches the eye of the elf who
nods. Severus knows that between him, Remus, the Contessa Zabini and the most murderous
house-elf Severus has ever known, Dolores Umbridge shall never dare put his child in detention
again. "Be assured, she shall not touch you again."

"But she'll still be here," Harrison says glumly. "Hurting people. You can't stand up to her, she'll
realise you're on team Dumbledore -,"

"Excuse me?" Severus arches his eyebrows. "I am not on a team."

"- and the Contessa can't exactly make Fudge fire her -," Harrison continues, ignoring him.

"Just because we cannot dislodge her, does not mean we are without options," Severus says. "The
Contessa can be very … persuasive."

Severus almost cannot wait to hear of the discussion Remus shall have with her. Severus, of
course, shall not be involved, since the Contessa knows nothing of his relation to Harrison, but the
vindictive delight in watching the wolf and the head of the Congregation pull Umbridge apart from
afar will be enough to satisfy him.

"So … who am I inspiring fear in?" Harrison frowns. "If you're gonna deal with Umbitch -,"

"Language, Harrison," Severus rolls his eyes. The name is not inaccurate.

"- who am I frightening?"

Severus smiles tightly. Harrison looks a little horrified to see it.

"Everyone else, of course," Severus says softly. He stands and reaches down under the bed for a
charmed locker. He waves his wand, opens it and pulls out Harrison's axe, setting it on the bed
between them. "She sorted you into my house?"

"Yes," Harrison nods, then grimaces. "Well, sort of. I'm still … I'm still unsorted but she says I
won't be let back into the Gryffindor common room and I have to go there every night and stay
there all night or she'll put me back in detention." Harrison touches one of his new, freshly healed
cuts. "Again."

"She is a fool," Severus shakes his head gently.

"How?" Harrison asks tensely. "I'm fucked, they're going to eat me a-fucking-live -,"

"Do you want this back?" Severus demands, placing his hand on the axe.

"Sorry!" Harrison mutters, rolling his eyes. "But they will."

"They will not," Severus says softly. "Dolores does not believe the Dark Lord has returned. The
students of my house are under no such illusions. They know your importance to him. She hopes,
foolishly, they might make short work of you. She is delusional. The Slytherin students know there
are greater things to fear than her if they take away the Dark Lord's opportunity to kill you."

"That won't stop them from cursing me," Harrison mumbles.

"It will not," Severus pushes the axe closer to his child. "But you are who you are, Harrison."

"What?" Harrison asks blankly. "I can't show that I'm a Mage, right?"

This idiot child does not understand his truly remarkable nature.

"You are more than a Mage," Severus says impatiently. "You are a parselmouth. You are an
Anzar. You are a twice-named Heir. You are the potential next Dark Lord."

"Rude," Harrison mutters.

"To them," Severus emphasises. "And their view is what matters. People fear that you will follow
in the Dark Lord's footsteps? Good. Do not correct them. Slytherins understand one thing truly:
power." Severus looks down at the bronze handled axe on the bed between them. "Show them only
the smallest measure of your power, Harrison, and fear will spread. You will more than survive in
my house if you do."

Severus feels a rush of something like vindication inside him. The whispers will echo back to the
Malfoys and the Greengrasses and the Hawksworths and the Lestranges. Their children and
cousins and young protegees shall mutter of it. Harrison Potter-Black will not be bowed.

"You shall thrive."

Harrison stares at him steadily. Kreacher's eyes are full of delight as he hands his young Master his
trousers. Harrison stands up, pulling them on. Severus sits on the bed and watches his son fumble
with the button of his trousers, determinedly sticking out his tongue just as he done when signing
his Anzar paperwork. Severus does not feel such things as tenderness, but there is something
painful in his chest. So powerful and yet so vulnerable, all at once.

"So this is our plan?" Harrison says finally. "Politics and Kreacher to manage Umbridge -,"

"And terrible guardsmen of the House of Black," Kreacher rolls his giant eyes in disgust. Severus
nods. The twin terrors Weasley are more than welcome to unleash terror upon Umbridge. It shall
perhaps deter them from corrupting my classes.

"I scare the shit out of the Slytherins and … what? We just … hope it gets better and Dumbledore
comes back?"

It shall not get better, not until the Dark Lord is gone, and I may not live to see that. Severus takes
a breath and looks at the axe on the bed. Fight, flight or freeze.

"This is a war, Harrison, it shall not improve until it is over, and even then, there will be cost."
Severus picks up the axe, runs a finger along its sharp edge. "My plan, my only plan, is your
survival."

"You think this is it?" Harrison folds his arms. He seems leaner than he did at Spinners End. He is
growing, Severus thinks. He still has so much growing to do. "This is how to survive?"

"I do," Severus nods, deciding to speak as plainly as he can. "Circumstances have changed since
yesterday. The new Headmistress has set monitoring Charms on all the floos, including mine,"
Severus scowls. "I can still send secure letters by floo, but there are no private calls or visits.
Otherwise I might suggest sending you to Venice."

"What would happen if I went now?" Harrison asks tersely. His body is very stiff. As if he does not
want to admit he has thought about running.

"They would know I had sent you," Severus says frankly. "I would struggle to justify that action as
anything other than a betrayal of both the Ministry and the Dark Lord. That being said …" Severus
hesitates, looks down at the axe. "I am not against the notion of flight at this point."

"What?" Harrison stares at him. "You … you want to leave? He'll know! He'll kill you!"

"If he catches me, yes," Severus says honestly.

"You think you can outrun him?" Harrison stares at Severus' arm, where his mark is. "He'll torture
you through it!"

"Yes," Severus nods curtly. "But I do believe that I can effectively hide you somewhere in the
world before it causes my death."

"Hide me." Harrison swallows hard. "I'd … I'd hide? Forever?"

"Or until the Dark Lord is defeated," Severus says. Which may not be possible without you.
Motherfucking prophecy. Severus does not care. He does not care if the Dark Lord reigns for a
thousand years as long as Harrison is never touched by him, but Severus is no fool. The child in
front of him has earned the right to his own decisions, with all of the information, or as much of it
as Severus can bear to share. Not the prophecy.

"So, forever," Harrison mutters, staring at the floor. "Can I take Theo? Hermione?"

"No," Severus shakes his head. He can hide one teenager and a werewolf, he cannot hide a host of
them. "Lupin only."

Because when the Dark Lord has tortured me into insanity, Lupin will kill me and take care of you
for as long as he lives. Or as long as you live.

"Jesus," Harrison closes his eyes and clenches his right hand into a fist. Severus suddenly wishes
that he had better, kinder words, but there is no kindness in half-truth. Better he knows and knows
now. Harrison lets out a long sigh.

"It doesn't matter," he says dully. "He'd find me."

"I do not think he would."

"You don't understand," Harrison opens his eyes, they flash bright green suddenly, as bright as an
Avada Kedavra. "We're … connected. He can get in my head, you know he can."

"You need to practise occlumency," Severus snaps, unable to hold it back, his fear of the Dark
Lord's delight in his child's mind viscerally resurfacing. I cannot protect him inside his own head.
"You have a natural aptitude, if you would only concentrate -,"

"It doesn't matter," Harrison snaps. "He'd find me. There's … there's no way out of this."

"That is not true," Severus says sharply, fighting against his desire to scowl and rage against the
boy's despair. He swallows back his own selfish anger. Do not give up! Do not fucking dare! So
much has been given to keep you alive! "There is no way out but there is a way through."

"Yeah?" Harrison looks at him despondently. "How?"

"Survive," Severus says simply. He holds up Harrison's axe. "Inspire fear and survive."

"Until I can fight and win," Harrison mutters, his eyes taking on a steely quality. His eyes meet
Severus'. "Will I get to fight? One day?"

Undoubtedly.

"I hope not," Severus says, not blinking as he stares into the eyes of his child. Lily's child. The
child Lily died for. Our child. "Lords should not have to prepare Heirs for the battlefield."

"War sucks," Harrison picks up the axe. Severus grudgingly admires the way the boy spins it
easily through his hand. Those lessons with Weasley have really paid off. At least he's moved on
from throwing it at my bloody fence. "It's also indifferent."

"To my concerns, certainly," Severus says drily. He actually sees Harrison smirk, feels a flicker of
something akin to the moment of pride when a new potion completes well. I did that.

"So we stay," Harrison says softly, looking at the edge of his axe. "We survive here, for now, until
what? The end of the year? Then what?"

We stay. We survive. Our plan. Severus did not know how powerful such small words could be.

"Then Skye," Severus says firmly. "We can decide then if we return to Hogwarts for your sixth
year, depending on the … climate."

"On Dumbledore and Fudge," Harrison rolls his eyes. He takes a fresh robe from the elf's hand.
Severus sees that it is indeed, still silver. Whatever Dolores thinks she is going to achieve, there is
no way that her meagre commandments will overwhelm the will of Hogwarts. Harrison is still
unsorted in all the ways that count. And in all the other ways, he shall be one of my Slytherins and
he shall learn to unfreeze. "Okay. It's a plan. I just have one question."

"Go on."

"Who's telling Remus?" Harrison raises his eyebrow.

Oh shit. The wolf will want to tear her limb from bloody limb.

"Merlin," Severus pinches the bridge of his noise. "I shall. Leave it with me."

"Good luck," Harrison smirks. He rolls his axe in his wrist. He is so much more at ease holding a
physical weapon. "How am I going to carry this then?"

"Here," Severus reaches into the locker under the bed for the item that Weasley sent two weeks
ago with a simple, less than cryptic note: An Anzar never walks unarmed. Severus lifts out the axe
holster.

"How do I use it?" Harrison asks eagerly.

"Like this," Severus raises the holster slowly over Harrison's head, so he can take it from him and

place it how he wants. Harrison does not reach up for it. He merely looks down at the axe in his
hand and at the strip of leather across his chest.

"It's a bit loose," Harrison frowns. He does not mind me touching him, he does not even notice that
I am. The realisation almost dizzying. Severus is suddenly reminded of those sparkling Black
shields that Harrison would erect with a flick of his fingers in detention, whenever Severus got just
a little bit too close. Goodwill, Severus.

"Here," Severus murmurs, tentatively reaching out to adjust the buckle of the strap where it sits
across Harrison's chest. Harrison does not flinch or seem to care, just watches with interest.

"Better," he says, lifting his axe over his shoulder and grinning when it slips easily into the holster,
disappearing from view. "It's invisible? Wicked!"

"It is," Severus nods. "But remember; a show of power only."

"So … don't behead any of your students?" Harrison snorts. Severus stares at him. An hour ago, the
child was barely conscious and bleeding half to death. Now he is joking and merrily preparing to
stand up to a host of hostile students. Extraordinary.

"I am going to take you to Slytherin common room," Severus says, looking at his watch. "It will be
busy, since class has been cancelled. It will be a good time …" Severus' flickers his eyes over his
child. He is no longer bloody, but with his wand holster and his fang holster, his silver robes and
his hidden axe against his back, Harrison looks dangerous. Good. Let them think he is dangerous.
"To make a statement."

"Power," Harrison mutters, nodding fiercely. "Okay."

"We shall continue with Remedial Potions," Severus says, "but I shall maintain my public
position."

"Yeah, yeah, you hate me, got it," Harrison rolls his eyes but then quirks an eyebrow up. "Many
faces, right?"

Severus feels a tightness in his chest. It is a rare thing, Severus knows, to be understood. And
trusted, even if it is only an inch or two. It is not forgiveness but Severus has never wanted or

needed it. It is a start.

"Elf," Severus turns to Kreacher. He sets his wand to temple, thinks of encapsulating everything
that has happened since he came into his quarters to find his son bleeding on his rug into a crystal
drop of water, and extracts a silver thread of memory. The elf produces a vial and holds it up for
Severus to drop it into. "Take that to the wolf but under no circumstances and I mean no
circumstances allow him to come to the castle, or leave Venice. Tell him his child is alive and is
…." Severus eyes Harrison, who shrugs. Remarkably even-mannered, at this point. "Recuperating.
I shall be in touch."

"Kreacher will," the elf eyes his young Master. "Then Kreacher shall come to Slytherin," the elf
grins nastily. "Master must not start without Kreacher."

"You little sadist," Harrison rolls his eyes. The elf cackles and pops away. "Okay. I'm ready."

Harrison squares his shoulders and clicks his neck from one side then to the other. As he does
before he flies. Severus knows Harrison has been frozen for a long time, lying floppy in the hands
of his abusers, hoping to make death hurt less. Yet now, when Severus stares at him, he wonders if
in fact, Harrison has really been waiting for permission. Permission to use his power to protect
himself, not just others.

"What?" Harrison raises his eyebrows.

"Dumbledore says that your tendency for forgiveness is your greatest asset," Severus says
abruptly.

"Yeah," Harrison grumbles, glowering down at his left hand. Which he shall never forgive Black
for. "I know."

"He is wrong." Severus looks into his child's eyes. "Remember this, farzand. You have many
assets, but forgiveness is by no means your greatest."

"Oh yeah?" Harrison looks at him questioning. What is it?

"I am a kind of burr: I shall stick," Severus quotes softly. "You know it?"

"Yeah, it's uh … Measure for Measure," Harrison frowns. "You're saying I'm … sticky?"

"Of a sort." You are more, much more than Albus has ever realised, and I shall ensure you survive
to explore the greatness of your potential. "Resilience is your gift, farzand."

Severus opens the bedroom door.

"Well, it should be," Harrison mutters walking through it and rolling his eyes. "We're Princes,
aren't we?"

Aren't we? Severus' stomach turns painfully. We. Severus has not had another Prince to guard with
and keep secrets with in twenty-two years. He did not know he had missed it. Severus hears
Eileen's voice in his head. "The legacy of our kind, little Prince. We guard the secrets. The ancient
magics. The Mages, Sev."

"Indeed," Severus says, and follows his Mage-son out into Hogwarts. "Let us go and make use of
it."

A Mage and his ....
Chapter by elph13

"Is the password still pureblood?" Harry asks as he and Snape walk along the empty dungeons.

"Of course, your second year adventure," Snape mutters, rolling his eyes. "The year I mistakenly
instigated a democratic poll for passwords."

"And they chose pureblood?" Harry smirks. "I thought Slytherins were meant to be subtle."

"Which is why democracy is overrated," Snape stands beside the blank expanse of dungeon wall.
He gives Harry a sharp look that is easy to read. Ready? Harry nods firmly. The weight of the axe
is comforting across his shoulders. Inspire fear and survive. It's got to be better than being cut up
by a blood quill. "The password is Nehebkau."

"Nehebkau? Really?" Harry grins. The Lexicon of Apep and Nehebkau. "Great."

"Go ahead then," Snape says, raising his eyebrow curiously. Harry smirks and puts his right hand
on the wall. The Slytherin magic flares into life in his fingers. Joy. There is Slytherin magic in the
stone, magic that guards the students that have been chosen into its house, to protect them and
encase them. These are mine, the magic hisses, fizzing out of the stone to meet the magic in his
hand. I am the guardian.

"I see you," Harry hisses. The magic ripples through him, overjoyed to be seen and met. "Will you
guard me also?"

Always, child of Hogwarts, the magic hisses back. Enter freely.

The door grinds open. Snape sweeps past him, mask already fully in place, but Harry feels a brief
but sure squeeze of a sharp hand on his shoulder, covered by the flurry of a billowing black cloak
as he passes. A flicker of the Prince magic from their hidden rings. Survive. There is a light chatter
in the Slytherin common room. It is brighter than the time Harry entered it in second year, the
torches in the sconces burning fierce and gold, the room full of students reading and talking and
enjoying their unexpected morning off. The Gryffindor common room will be absolute carnage
right now. Silence falls as soon as Snape enters. Mutters begin when Harry steps in behind him.

"Mr Potter-Black has been sorted into Slytherin," Snape says in a bored voice. "I expect you all to
treat him appropriately."

There is a low, eager chuckle around the room. Harry eyes sweep across hostile faces. Then he
sees Blaise and Daphne sitting at a table by the window that looks out onto the green water of the
lake, their faces carefully neutral. Then Theo. He is rising slowly from his chair, eyes fixed on
Harry with that same predatory gaze that he had in the Apothecary. Any of the other Slytherins
might read it as intense dislike, may assume that the son of Apollonius Nott has nothing for hate
for Harry fucking Potter, but Harry can see the truth in those steady grey eyes. Fear and a fight.
Harry flicks his eyes to Blaise and sees the way Blaise blinks, slowly, like a cat. Consort-shield.
Harry knows he will keep Theo back. This is something Harry is going to have to do alone if he is
going to be successful and he has the sensation that an Heir like Zabini knows what needs to be
done if he's going to survive in Slytherin. Show them only the smallest measure of your power,
Harrison, and fear will spread.

"I also know that none of you shall be so foolish as to forget who Mr Potter-Black's ... uh,
acquaintances are outside of this castle," Snape's voice is low and sharp. It's clever, Harry thinks,
to talk to them this way. Those Slytherins who believe he's really Dumbledore's will be comforted
to be reminded of that. Those that know he's Voldemort's will have their fury curbed by the threat
of him. "I expect you to make your families proud."

With that, Snape leaves. The door closes behind him. Harry shoves his hands into his pockets and
swallows, tilting his head to one side as he meets the eyes of a few Slytherins, standing slowly with
their eyes fixed on him like hunting wolves. Around the room, he hears softly hissing voices, feels
the pull of the Slytherin magic and those serpents created by it to guard its students. They come.

"Did the Gryffindors finally get sick of you, mongrel?"

Harry rolls his eyes when he hears Malfoy's jeer come up from the sofas. He doesn't answer. A
larger Slytherin, one Harry remembers from the fight with Umbridge yesterday, Adrian Pucey. A
chaser. Fast reflexes. Not fast enough for him, Ron and Hermione yesterday. Harry smiles at him
slowly. This might actually be fun.

"Didn't get enough yesterday, Pucey?" Harry asks quietly. Pucey grins nastily.

"Oh, not by far," Pucey pulls out his wand. "I owe you a bloody stunner."

"Soon, Pucey," a couple of seventh years smirk and stand up, wands outstretched towards Harry.

"You belong to the Dark Lord," one of the seventh years says. The common room is deadly quiet,
except for the soft hissing. We are coming. "It does not mean we cannot send you back to him in
pieces."

"Nice threat," Harry says conversationally, trying to ignore the piercing glare of Theo's eyes."Who
are you?"

"Cornelius Tremblay," the boy says. His eyes glint.

"A branch of the House of Rosier, Potter-Black," Malfoy jeers. "Since you are so uneducated -,"

"Shut up, Malfoy," Tremblay says easily. Malfoy shuts up. There's a hierarchy, Harry realises.
Tremblay must be at the top. Harry sees Blaise rising slowly from his seat, eyeing Tremblay with
studied cautiousness but Harry knows, suddenly, that it isn't for concern for Harry. He wants to
block Theo if he has to. Content knowing his Consort-Shield will keep Theo safe, Harry focuses on
the tall seventh year, his dark hair and eyes and sees something familiar. Rosiers and Lestranges.
Lestranges and Blacks.

"Huh," Harry smiles tightly. "Are we ... related?"

There is a hiss of disgust around the room and Tremblay's eyes darken further.

"Don't insult me, Potter-Black," Tremblay snarls. "You are the mistaken progeny of two blood
traitors, you are a stain on the Noble and Most Ancient Houses and I shall enjoy teaching you your
place."

"Oh, fun," Harry catches a glimmer out of the corner of his eye. Vibrant green scales, twisting
towards him. Sahara. "Voldemort's had a go four times, but sure, yeah, take a crack."

"Bollocks," Pucey snorts. "Dumbledore's lies, as usual."

"Dumbledore's not here, is he?" Harry raises his eyebrows at Tremblay.

"No, he is not," Tremblay whips out his wand. "Bombarda maxima!"

"Shield," Harry hisses, and two things happen at once. Green, Slytherin magic rushes out of the
walls and the floor to encase Harry and Sahara appears on Harry's shoulders, rearing back and
spitting. People shout, Tremblay swears as his spell ricochets off the Slytherin shield and
obliterates a chair.

"Merlin, Nott, is that your snake?" Someone shouts.

"She's always been good with people," Theo mutters. Harry can see that Blaise has a hold of the
hand Theo usually uses to knife throw and has it pinned against the wall. Harry knows Theo wants
to stand beside him. Harry won't let that happen. Not today.

"She tried to bite me yesterday!" Malfoy exclaims. "Yet she lets Potter touch her?"

"Maybe I've got something you haven't, Malfoy," Harry sneers. He turns to Sahara. "You tried to
bite him?"

"He is a foolish hatchling."

"I know, but you don't want to put your fangs in that, Sahara, you don't know where its been."

"So you're just hiding behind Heir magic?" Tremblay jeers, having recovered from his stumble,
lifting his wand to Harry.

"Oh, this isn't Heir magic, did you want to fight with Heir magic?" Harry lies easily. He reaches out

his hand with the Potter ring on and hisses. "Alight."

The griffin of fire spirals out of his Potter ring, delighted to defend and be present, cawing flames.
Tremblay's wand arm droops as he stares at the emblem of the House of Potter, fiery and burning,
in the Slytherin common room.

"He casts in parseltongue," a first year Slytherin whispers, staring up at Harry with wide, amazed
eyes. "Like the Dark Lord. He's really the Heir of Slytherin!"

"He doesn't own the whole language, y'know," Harry grins at the little first year. Maybe power can
inspire more than fear.

"Don't listen to him, you little idiot!" Tremblay snarls. "He is not the Heir of Slytherin and no one
is like the Dark Lord!"

"Huh," Harry shrugs. "Tell that to them."

He jerks his head towards the floor. Tremblay looks down. Several people scream, Slytherins start
clambering up onto the furniture, Draco Malfoy is apoplectically trying to climb Goyle like a tree
as they stare at the serpents rearing and hissing at them all, particularly Tremblay.

"Holy fucking Merlin!" A student Harry thinks is called Viola Richmond yells. "Why are they
doing that?"

"Silence!" Harry hisses. The snakes all quiet, their heads turning to his. The Slytherins all stare at
him in astonishment and fear. Harry won't look at Theo. He can see from the corner of his eye that
Daphne is standing too now, no doubt pinning Theo's other hand to the wall. He's going to hate me
for this.

"Your mate fears he will lose you."

"He needs to know I can fight alone."

"Not alone. I am always with you, Greenheart."

The Slytherin magic chimes up through Harry's hand, the voice of the guardian echoing in his
mind. We shall guard you, child of Hogwarts.

"This is your plan then?" Tremblay sneers, "to hide behind cheap tricks and reptiles? Creatures
who are easily ... disposed of!"

Tremblay casts a beam of fire at the snake nearest Harry's knee. Harry doesn't think. He draws his
axe, remembering Bill's teaching. A goblin axe is infused with magical properties. A defensive
weapon from afar, an offensive weapon in close contact. He twists it in front of the snake, the fire
bounces back towards Tremblay, who staggers and Harry pushes his axe up Tremblay's throat.
Time for some close contact. The snakes on the floor hiss madly at the Slytherins who try to stand,
the fiery Griffin caws fire at Pucey, there's a crack of loud magic, a white light, and Kreacher is
there, snatching Tremblay's wand and glaring up at Harry.

"Master promised he would not start without Kreacher!" he snarls.

"He's got an axe!" the first year Slytherin bellows. "A real goblin axe!"

"He's a fucking Anzar," Tracey Davis spits. "It's true."

"That's Nott's elf!" Malfoy screeches. "Why do you have Nott's elf?"

Oh shit. Harry does not look at Theo.

"Won him in a duel," Harry says flippantly, grinning at Malfoy. "Which is more than I can say of
your Dad, Malfoy. I just tricked him out of his elf."

"You shut up, Potter!"

"No. Shan't." Harry looks down at Kreacher who glares back at him in irritation.

"What is Master's pitiful excuse?" Kreacher snaps.

"Sorry, elf Black," Harry says breezily, the shining edge of his axe catching the light as Tremblay
swallows, very, very carefully. "Heir Tremblay here thought to get things started without you."

"Nasty boy is no Heir," Kreacher sniffs, eyeing Tremblay with derision. "He is dirty bastard child.
He shall never wear a ring for the House of Tremblay."

There are gasps around the room, and Harry thinks he sees Daphne smirking.

"How dare it?" Tremblay whispers. "You will pay for your servant's iniquity, Potter-Black."

"The Tremblay boy will not threaten the Heir to the House of Black!" Kreacher growls, and
shimmering bonds of the Black magic encases Tremblay in glittering ropes. "And the Heir to the
House of Potter," Kreacher adds as an afterthought.

"Nearly forgot one, did you?" Harry quirks his eyebrow at him.

"So many to forget," Kreacher's eyes glitter dangerously and Harry just knows that he's planting
seeds of gossip that Harry might have more than two heirships. Sly little fucker.

"You've got quite a little troupe, Potter-Black," Tremblay's eyes are lit with loathing. "I wonder
how capable you are without it all."

Harry grins broadly. This is so much easier than I thought it would be.

"Your precious Dark Lord knows." Harry presses the axe up under Tremblay's chin and the boy's
eyes widen in fear. "You want to find out?"

"He let you go," Tremblay hisses. "You're a blood traitor and a coward and a fucking liar!"

"Fighting words for someone at the end of an axe," Harry laughs softly. It's beyond easy to wind up
purebloods. "Does it insult you, Tremblay? To have your life held at the end of a goblin weapon?
By a blood traitor?"

"If you were an honourable wizard, you'd fight me like one!"

Harry really laughs at that, laughs so hard he bends at the waist slightly, still holding the axe
steady, whilst Kreacher glares at Tremblay, the magical bindings around him tightening. The
silence around the room is deafening, but he doesn't care. Harry has the vague feeling that he
should be tiring right now, that the exertion of magic from the Potter Griffin should be draining
him but it isn't. He's invigorated. Alive. He's done pretending and wishing it was different. There
may not be a way out but there is a way through. Snape was right. This is a good plan, if for no
other reason than for the first time in what feels like fucking ages, this feels like being in control.

"Oh, sweet Jesus on a firebolt, are you kidding?" Harry wipes his eyes. Sahara hisses around his
throat. "You think he gives a shit about honour? Fucking hell, that's at least one thing we have in
common."

And rage, Harry thinks, but pushes that thought away. Now is not the time for Tom. Harry presses
the corner of the axe against Tremblay's flesh and pulls it back. Tremblay's breath shudders as a
bright cut, seeping fresh blood appears in a line. There are gasps around the room. Harry notices
the tiny first year's eyes fixed on him eagerly. Bill told him that goblin weapons always leave
scars, because goblins like to bear the marks of all their duels. Tremblay will bear this scar his
whole life. Something they'll see and remember, that all the Slytherins will see. Harry's pretty sure
that whilst Snape told him not to resort to physical violence, he'd approve of this.

"I think you owe me an apology, Tremblay," Harry says softly.

"Unlikely," Tremblay snorts.

"Good," Harry grins darkly. It's easy, too easy to scare Slytherins. All he has to do is imagine
exactly what he would say to Vernon if he could have the chance. "Then you've got a nice little
choice ahead of you. I can cut you through with my lovely goblin-made axe," Harry twitches it
against his neck. "Alternatively, I can order this magical boomslang to bite you -,"

"I shall eat him," Sahara hisses.

"Let's see what he chooses," Harry hisses back and sees Tremblay wince. "She'd like to eat you so
that's an option, or I can ask my elf to strangle you with the Black magic -,"

"The House of Tremblay is ancient rival of House of Black," Kreacher grins maniacally. "Kreacher
will preserve the honour of his house."

"Nice, or I can let the fire-Griffin eat you -," Pucey's eyes go wide as he stares at the Potter bird
made of fire that's eyeing him meanly, "- or I could, I mean, if I really had to, use my wand."

"You would never do any of it," Tremblay says shakily. "You are Dumbledore's puppet! You do as
he says!"

"You're an idiot," the little first year mutters. "He's got an axe!"

Harry says nothing. He draws the Slytherin magic up through his ring and sends it up through his
axe. It joyfully hisses along his veins. A warning. He sees Tremblay's eyes widen as lightning
dances off the edge of the blade and pricks his skin. There's real fear there, Harry sees it. There's
more fear when I say nothing but do something.

"I am no one's puppet," Harry looks him up and down slowly. Tremblay's eyes follow his,
fearfully. The Slytherin magic is still sparking into his skin and Tremblay is trying to hide his
winces from the Slytherins around him. "What will it be, Tremblay?"

Tremblay swallows. There is rage in his eyes. Harry knows that whatever happens, it won't be over
between him and this Slytherin. But they'll know I won't take it lying down, and anything else I can
deal with. The word Snape used pops into his head: Resilient.

"My apologies," Tremblay says shortly.

"Address Master properly!" Kreacher snarls tightening the black bindings. "He is Heir to two
Noble and Most Ancient Houses and Tremblay boy is heir to none!"

"My apologies, Heir Potter-Black," Tremblay scowls.

Out of the corner of his eyes, Harry sees the first year grinning.

"You should still let me eat him," Sahara hisses.

"I'll keep it in mind," Harry hisses back. Tremblay shivers. Harry looks down at Kreacher and nods.
He scowls and snaps his fingers, releasing the Black Magic and Tremblay looks like he would sag
in relief but Harry holds his axe in place. Tremblay eyes him resentfully.

"Accepted," Harry pulls his axe away. Tremblay clamps his hand over his bleeding neck, glaring at
Harry with humiliation and hatred. But he'll think twice before raising a wand to me again. The
sound of the secret door way opening interrupts them. Harry doesn't turn, not stupid enough to
show Temblay his back.

"Big headed boy," Kreacher grunts.

"What is going on here?" Chambers says sharply.

"Nothing," Tremblay says shortly. Slytherins, Harry is realising quickly, are not whiners. With the
exclusion of Malfoy, they seem to like to keep their battles private.

"Then why does that elf have a wand?" Chambers demands.

"Give it back, Kreacher," Harry says quietly. Kreacher growls but does so, slapping it into
Tremblay's palm with a vicious spark of the Black magic.

"And why are the snakes all awake?"

"Because Heir Potter-Black is a parselmouth," Blaise says smoothly. He is walking carefully
through the Slytherins, stepping over snakes as if he knows they will not hurt him. It's more
confidence than Harry has. He hasn't communicated with any of the snakes, not really, except that
they are an extension of the Slytherin magic that guards the students here. Theo and Daphne
follow behind. "Now introductions have been made, shall we go to lunch caro mio?"

Harry frowns at the new endearment but nods, knowing Blaise is using it to assert his connection
with Harry. He turns to the Potter-Griffin that twists to look at him out of fiery pupils and nods
gently. The creature shrieks and disappears in a shimmer of flame, sending Pucey flinching behind
an armchair. Harry throws his axe back into its holster, lifts Sahara gently and offers her formally
to Theo.

"Here, we must pretend you are my Grey One's." Harry hisses gently.

"I belong to no one."

"I know, that's why we pretend."

Theo nods tightly and places Sahara down on the floor so she can slither away. He won't meet
Harry's eye. I'm in trouble. Harry looks at Kreacher instead.

"Watch your back, elf Black," Harry mutters. Kreacher grins sharply and pops away. Harry has a
feeling that he's got plans for Umbridge. Good.

"Potter-Black, was that an axe?" Chambers demands. Harry ignores him, following Blaise to the
secret door.

"What about the snakes?" Parkinson shrieks behind him.

"They like tarantulas," Harry calls back. "Or rats. So watch out, Parkinson!"

He leaves the Slytherin common room with the sound of Parkinson's shrieks, the door closing
behind him with a rumble, but before he can speak or think or move, Theo has grabbed him, hand
tight around his wrist as he pulls him down the corridor to a small alcove, Blaise and Daphne
following with serious expressions.

"Shield and hide us, Harry," Theo snaps.

"Theodore," Blaise says warningly, but Theo's eyes are silver and raging and Harry knows nothing
will stop him.

"Shield and hide us now, Harrison!"

Harry sighs and flicks his right hand, hisses "unseen, unheard," and a green, flickering shield
surrounds the four of them.

"That is not Potter or Black magic," Daphne stares at Harry's right hand suspiciously. "Do you have
a third ring?"

"It's a Hogwarts thing," Harry says dismissively. "An ... an unsorted thing."

"If you are going to be a Slytherin you need to be a better liar," Daphne mutters.

"Enough," Theo snarls and rounds on Blaise, eyes flashing. Here we go. "You held me back,"
Theo's grey eyes land on Harry, burning furiously, "and you let him."

Harry glances at Blaise who gives him the tiniest of nods. Tell him.

"Yeah, I did," Harry sighs, rubbing his face. He is not looking forward to this. He doesn't want to
see the hurt look of betrayal in Theo's eyes, but there it is. He is as still as a statue, staring at Harry,
waiting for whatever comes next and Harry suddenly hates himself for doing this to him. But it
could keep him alive and wouldn't that make it worth it?

"You will tell me the contents of this vow that was sworn," Theo says lowly, clenching and
unclenching his fists. "Now."

"He's my …" Harry swallows, hating how Theo's eyebrows clench together on the word 'my.' "Or
your … I'm not really …"

Harry looks at Blaise for guidance.

"I have assumed the role of Consort-Shield to Heir Potter-Black," Blaise says formally, leaning
against the wall. Theo stares. Daphne raises her eyebrows.

"Consort-shield?" Daphne stares between Harry and Theo. "You … you're his? He's your …?"

"You chose this?" Theo's eyes are boring into Harry's and he shuffles with slight discomfort. You
did this without telling me?

"I asked him to protect you and only you," Harry says stiffly, folding his arms. "This was the best
solution."

"Tell me the vows," Theo spits furiously, glaring at Blaise. "Tell me the words that were said!"

"I don't remember," Harry mumbles, even though he does, because the magic recalls every vow he
has ever taken. Theo glares at him. He knows I'm lying.

"I swore to be his Consort-Shield," Blaise says, then his eyes rest on Theo and Harry sees a fierce
kind of devotion there. "I swore to protect your life, on the field of battle I shall be your shield and
wand and when your Lord is gone, I shall guard your life.”

"Holy Merlin," Daphne breathes, excitement in her eyes. Theo's eyes are locked with Blaise's, and
Harry doesn't know what angry defiance is passing between them. "You accepted that vow, PotterBlack?"

"Yeah, obviously," Harry shrugs. "I accepted his shield and wand."

"You accepted his -? This is unprecedented," Daphne stares at Harry, her face alight with
something that Harry thinks might be joy, but it's hard to tell. Daphne is so frequently just utterly
displeased with the world around her. She stares between Harry and Blaise and Theo. "So … you're
their Lord."

"No," Harry winces. "Course not."

"It's not a question, it's a fact, Potter-Black," Daphne rolls her eyes. "These are Lordship vows,
Blaise is inside your service until death and Theodore is your consort --,"

"Look, I don't know about that shit," Harry interrupts, "that doesn't matter, what matters is Theo
has someone watching his back whilst he's watching my back, okay?"

"when your Lord is gone, I shall guard your life?" Theo glares at Blaise with rage etched into his
face. "You allowed him to accept this vow from you?"

"This is what he asked for, Theodore," Blaise's voice is almost apologetic.

"You could not vow to guard his life?" Theo yells suddenly, slamming a fist against the wall. Shit.
Harry moves quickly, slipping between Theo and the wall, cradling his suddenly bloody knuckles
between his hands.

"I didn't ask him for that," Harry whispers, bending his head to kiss Theo's knuckles, watching as
the hand unconsciously clenches into a fist. Theo's eyes are tightly closed, as if he can't bear to
look at him. "I don't need someone else guarding me, Theo, I have that. I needed someone to guard
you."

"After you are gone?" Theo's jaw ticks. Harry presses his palm against Theo's cheek, trying to
smooth it away.

"Theo," Harry brushes a thumb under Theo's eye softly and hisses gently in parseltongue, passing it
through the bond. "My life and my secrets."

Theos eyes fly open, the silver inside them burning and molten with sadness and rage. He says
nothing but Harry feels his thoughts, swirling and accusatory. You kept a secret from me. Harry
swallows hard and pulls his hand back, feeling crushing dejection spreading through his chest.

I always fuck stuff up. Of course I fucked this up.

"I know," Harry whispers wearily and moves away from Theo, feeling those silver eyes follow
him. He knows better than to apologise, because Theo will know he's not sorry. He knows better
than to ask for forgiveness for something he would do again, but the pain inside fucking sucks. I
would put up with worse for his safety.

"This cannot be done now," Daphne says quietly. "We must make an appearance at lunch."

"Yes," Blaise says tautly, eyes fixed on Theo, swirling with a slight red mist. Harry thinks it might
be anger but he doesn't know why.

"Okay." Harry tears his eyes away from Theo and swallows hard. Inspire fear. Survive. "Let's go."

He drops the shields and walks alongside Blaise through the dungeon. Harry follows almost
blindly, hyper aware of Theo walking on the other side of him, not even brushing Harry slightly,
their bond full of confusion and hurt. Harry fights back the urge to spin on the spot, to push Theo
into the wall and to explain, to kiss Theo senseless and pour his own anxiety and worry into the
bond so Theo hears, so Theo understands, how fucking scared he is to lose him. He fights back the
instinct of the Slytherin magic, to compel Theo to simply understand. To wrap him in magic so
tightly that he has no choice but to believe him. Harry bites his tongue, tasting blood. He
will not force Theo to do anything, and there is nothing else to be said. It's a relief when he
reaches the Great Hall. They move with all of the students trying to avid the damage in the
Entrance Hall that seems to have been caused by rogue fireworks and has required all of the
teachers to get under control. Harry doesn't dare say anything to Theo as he quietly separates from
them to go and sit at the Gryffindor table. If he's going to forgive me, then he has to do it on his
terms.

"Where have you been?" Hermione hisses as he sits down beside her.

"Um, detention, then somewhere I could recover from the fucking detention, then sorted into
Slytherin, then the Slytherin common room," Harry reaches for a glass of pumpkin juice and takes
a long sip as Ron almost chokes on his ham sandwich.

"You sorted Slytherin? Again?" Ron coughs. "Merlin, mate, how did you ever get into Gryffindor
in the first place?"

"Your robes are the same," Hermione frowns.

"I'm not really re-sorted," Harry says quietly. "It's just Umbridge trying to murder me, but don't
worry, got it under control."

"Oh yeah?" Fred asks quietly, sitting down on Harry's other side, George opposite him. "Do tell."

"I got my axe back," Harry grins over the rim of his glass.

"That'll do it!" George says cheerfully.

"What do you mean, recovering from detention?" Hermione is looking Harry up and down
carefully.

"She got a new quill," Harry mutters. Fred and George wince, eyes dangerously bright.

"Wish we could tell Bill," Fred rolls his eyes. "But you know she'd read the damn letter and make
it worse."

"Don't worry," Harry mutters. "Lupin will handle it."

Hermione's eyes are fixed on Harry's left hand with her brow furrowed. Then she gently pulls back
his shirt sleeve.

"Holy shit, mate," Ron drops his sandwich and leans forward, staring at the red marks littering his
arms.

"Is it everywhere?" Hermione asks quietly.

"Yeah," Harry pulls his sleeve down, scowling.

"Do you need essence of Murtlap?" Hermione rubs her fingers softly over the back of his hand.

"No," Harry hesitates. It's beyond risky to mention Snape in any public context. Luckily, the
endless reams of poetry have provided excellent code-names. "Iago helped."

"I hate that I know what that means," Ron drops his head onto the table. "Fucking Othello."

"Hem hem."

"Oh Merlin's saggy balls what now?" Ron groans, thumping his head against his plate. Harry glares
daggers up at Umbridge who doesn't look nearly as pleased as Harry expects her to.

"Oh yeah," Fred mutters. "We've given her quite the morning."

"If we'd known what she was doing to you, we'd have given her hell on fucking earth," George
scowls at her.

"Afternoon classes will resume as normal, and if anyone has information about the perpetrators of
the damage caused to the Entrance Hall, I expect you to come forward and reveal yourself or face
severe consequences -," Umbridge's beady eyes rake over the students eagerly, but no one says
anything. The only threat worse in this school than Umbridge or Snape is telling on the Weasley
twins. Harry snorts. It's a mistake. Umbridge's toady eyes fix on him and she smiles sweetly. Oh
shit. "Mr Potter-Black, please sit with your house, like everyone else."

"Excuse me?" McGonagall snaps. "Mr Potter-Black is precisely where he is meant to be."

"Not anymore, Professor McGonagall," Umbridge's eyes glitter with happy victory. "As of this
morning, Mr Potter-Black is a Slytherin."

-- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- -- --

"You need to let this go, Theodore," Blaise says quietly as they sit down.

"You accepted a vow to protect me after his death, you allowed him to anticipate his demise,"
Theo mutters equally quietly. "I do not think I shall let it go."

"I would be more concerned by the fact he named you as a consort without telling you," Daphne
says smoothly, hiding her words behind a sip of pumpkin juice. "You only appear to have
exchanged two courting gifts, at most four, and the label of consort is a seventh gift, at least -,"

"That does not concern me." Especially when a fidelity bond is worth more than the word consort
ever could be. Theo glares at Blaise. "Your oath concerns me."

Blaise rolls his eyes, pours himself a coffee and glares at Theo in frank irritation.

"You do not consider it relevant that he took sincere and ancient oaths -," Blaise begins.

"Vows no one has taken or achieved in over five hundred years -," Daphne mutters.

"- and he did it entirely to protect you?"

Not if he kept it a secret from me. Before Theo can answer, Umbridge is standing up and making
her announcement and every head in the hall spin to stare at Harry, who glowers back. Theo's fury,
Theo's sadness is like a grey mist inside his mind, rage that he doesn't understand completely but it
is numbing him from head to toe. Harry kept a secret. Harry kept a secret with Blaise. Blaise, who
let Harry plan for his own death and swore to guard Theo after it. Theo, who knows that he will die
if Harry dies, because he vowed to Odin on his own blood that Harry shall not fall at the Dark
Lord's wand. Harry kept a secret because he thinks he will. Theo cannot live in that world and he
cannot bear that Harry and fucking Blaise are making preparations for him to do so. Með odin ek
svarði. Theo uttered the sacred words. He will not let this world come to pass, whatever Blaise and
Harry plan.

"Professor Snape," Umbridge is calling, looking down the table towards him. "You do not usually
permit Slytherins to sit at other tables, do you?"

There is a silence as every eye in the hall turns to Snape. He fixes his eyes on Harry with a look
others might see as loathing.

"Move," Snape says quietly.

Something in Snape's tone, which everyone else in the hall is clearly seeing as deadly and
terrifying, makes the grey mist of rage inside Theo's mind lift slightly. Snape usually uses more
words towards Harry in public, indulges in horrible phrases as an effective cover, but he has none
of that today. This is when the Professor is at his most deadly, most frightening, when his voice is
low and his words are few. The students think that his fury is directed towards Harry, but Theo
knows better. Something has happened to make Professor Snape dangerously angry and from
Theo's experience, that means only one thing: someone has done something to Harry. Questions
suddenly spiral through Theo's mind as Harry rolls his eyes and gets to his feet. Harry wasn't in
Potions, why wasn't Harry in Potions? Professor Snape brought Harry to the common room, why
did Snape bring Harry to the common room? They were probably together, why were they
together? Harry would only go to Snape if he couldn't bear to go anywhere else, what would have
him in such bad shape -

"Mr and Mr Weasley, where do you think you're going?" Umbridge demands, cutting into Theo's
train of thought. The Weasley twins are shadowing Harry across the hall, twin one twirling his
wand happily and twin two merrily eating an apple.

"Sorry, Professor, we're not operating under those names at the moment," Twin one chirps.

"Yeah," Twin two taps his wand against both of their robes. Their red colouring disappears and
their jumpers take on the emblem of the house of Black. "We are Guardsmen of the House of
Black, and we go where our Lord goes."

"Mr Potter-Black is not Lord Black!" Umbridge spits.

"We know, so disappointing," Twin one sighs. "But sometimes you have to wait for a devious
upcoming Dark Lord to grow into his power, don't you?"

"And it doesn't matter," Twin two's eyes glitter dangerously. "Since the Hogwarts Charter is
explicit that Heirs of Noble and Ancient Houses are allowed to have Guardsmen in school."

"Yeah," Twin one grins. "So ... we'll be moving into Slytherin too."

"WHAT?" Draco bellows, climbing out of his seat to glare at the twins.

"Morgana preserve us," Daphne mutters, rolling her eyes behind her pumpkin juice.

"You can't let them!" Draco screeches. "They are Weasleys!"

"No grace, no poise, no breeding," Daphne throws Draco a disgusted look.

"Santa Diana," Blaise mutters. "As the Contessa always says, there is a child who might as well
have been adopted."

"That is of no matter," Professor Flitwick's voice is surprisingly loud as he stands on his chair and
glares down at all of the students. He waves his wand and glittering words appear in the air above

him, a quote from the Hogwarts Charter. "If ye heirs have unto their service guardsmen or
shieldsmen or protectors of their body, then let these and others be in service at Hogwarts and let
ye vows and oaths be honoured and none shall stand against ye." Professor Flitwick stares sternly
at Umbridge from behind his glasses. "The Charter is clear, Headmistress. Ward is allowed his
Guardsmen."

Umbridge stares at the twins, malice lighting in her eyes.

"Let them go," she says softly, her eyes settling on the Slytherins. "If it is in the charter."

Harry nods and keeps moving towards the Slytherin table. Theo starts looking him over, trying to
work out if something looks different. What happened? What did I miss? How is he hurt? Who
hurt him? Blaise stands up and glares at Davies and the other three Slytherins opposite them so
they get up and walk to the end of the table, making space for Harry and the twins.

"Thanks," Harry mutters, sitting down opposite Blaise, a Weasley on either side.

"So," twin one says loudly, glancing up and down the table as he sits opposite Theo. "You guys
like snakes, huh?"

"Jesus, Fred, I like snakes too," Harry grumbles, rolling his eyes. He won't look at Theo, but Theo
doesn't care. Is he paler? Did he faint? Was it his scar?

"You can talk to snakes, milord, that's different," Fred Weasley grins.

"Don't call me that," Harry elbows him.

"Greengrass right?" George Weasley leans forward, grinning at Daphne. "Can I call you Daphne?"

"I do not know why I should allow you to," Daphne rolls her eyes.

"Because of this," George Weasley pulls out a blue quill and sets it in front of Daphne, wiggling
his eyebrows.

"And what, pray tell, is this, Weasley?" Daphne drawls, poking it with her wand. "It looks like one
of your dreaded spell-check quills."

"It looks like it, but it's not. This is an advanced study aid quill, it will not only check your work for
grammatical errors but also check historical citations."

"And you're giving it to me?" Daphne snorts. "You believe I have use of it?"

"No," George Weasley's eyes gleam as he leans forward. "But you're gonna want to know the
spellwork that went into it. So? Can I call you Daphne? Or maybe ... beautiful?"

Blaise chokes on his coffee.

"Does that ever work for you?" Blaise smirks at George Weasley with something like amusement
and respect.

"You have no idea," Fred Weasley rolls his eyes and nudges Harry who is tentatively drinking a
cup of tea and pushing baked beans around his plate. Theo tries not to frown. He's struggling to eat
again. "Pays to be the smart twin in the outfit, right?"

Daphne considers George Weasley slowly and then picks up the quill.

"Show me the work and I'll consider it," she snaps, beginning to wave her wand over it.

"Letting me call you beautiful?"

"I cannot halt an individual from stating facts, Weasley," Daphne drawls.

Blaise smirks and rolls his eyes, then turns his eyes to Harry.

"So this was quite a change, Potter-Black," Blaise says in a low voice, so only the six of them can

hear. "Do I need to contact the Contessa?"

"It's in hand," Harry mutters, sipping his tea. "My godfather will speak with her."

What has happened to Harry that needs Lupin to contact the Contessa? Harry's eyes slide to Theo
for a moment as if he's heard his question and then away. Theo's heart contracts to see the
insecurity in those eyes. He thinks I will not forgive him. He does not realise how impossible that
would be.

"Yeah, it better be," Fred Weasley mutters darkly, glancing down at Harry's arm. Harry scowls and
tugs at his sleeve. Theo fixes his gaze there. Something on his arm, what's wrong with his arm?

"Excuse me, Heir Potter-Black?" a little voice chirps up from beside George Weasley.

"Well, what a polite little snake!" George Weasley exclaims, turning to the small student that Theo
doesn't know. "You have a question for milord?"

"Don't call me that," Harry snarls and looks at the little first year. "What's up?"

"Do you know the names of all the snakes in the common room?" he asks.

"No, I guess I could find out," Harry frowns. "What's your name?"

"Nathaniel," the little first year scowls. "Nathaniel FitzTremblay."

"FitzTremblay," Harry repeats thoughtfully.

"the 'Fitz' affix usually refers to bastard children," Theo explains quietly, glancing at FitzTremblay
who flushes lightly.

"Didn't Kreacher say Tremblay was a bastard?" Harry's brows furrow quizzically.

"He is," FitzTremblay growls, his little pink cheeks flushing bright red. "But just because our father
kept him, paid off his mother and kept him a secret and didn't keep me …"

FitzTremblay bites off his words, glowering down at his baked potato. Theo sees the spasm of
grief and empathy that flashes across Harry's face. He leans across George Weasley, lowering his
voice.

"Hey. Don't worry," Harry says, "People call me a bastard too, mainly my fucking elf -,"

"Harry, do not swear in front of the child," Daphne growls, pointing her wand tip at Harry and
glaring at him furiously.

"Sorry, sorry," Harry mutters, rolling his eyes, and Daphne goes back to inspecting the Weasley
quill. "I just mean, like, don't worry about your family, Fitz. If they're dicks then they're dicks, so
be it."

"Cornelius is the biggest dick," FitzTremblay rolls his little eyes in a fair imitation of Harry. Dear
Odin, it's catching on. "I'm glad you almost fed him to Nott's snake."

"You did?" Fred Weasley grins at Harry. "Wicked."

"It was wicked!" FitzTremblay enthuses. "He used an axe and a Griffin and the snakes were all
hissing -,"

"Enough," Daphne says quietly, her eyes darkening as she gives FitzTremblay a warning stare.
"Things in House stay where?"

"In House," FitzTremblay repeats obediently, then his eyes fix on Harry and his grin widens. "But
Heir Potter-Black is in house now, isn't he?"

"Sort of," Harry says. "I'm unsorted, Umbridge is just being a bitch - ouch!" Harry glares at
Daphne, rubbing his cheek and the spot where her stinging hex landed. "Piss off, Greengrass!"

"You are the most uncouth twice-named Heir to ever come into this school," Daphne scowls. "We

do not swear in front of the first years."

"I'm glad," FitzTremblay says firmly. "You're scary. I like it."

"Huh," Harry tilts his head at FitzTremblay, his eyes glittering in a way that indeed, would look
scary to anyone else. "You interested in a no wands treaty, Fitz?"

"Um, what?" Fred Weasley says blankly. Blaise coughs into his coffee cup and Theo, Theo can't
help it, he smirks at Harry who, even though he's not looking at him, Theo feels a sudden thrill of
warmth through the bond. Relief. George Weasley chokes on his apple.

"Merlin," Daphne rolls her eyes and shoots a unblocking spell at his throat.

"That is not how we are going about it, cara mio," Blaise wipes his lips. Theo tries not to frown,
but he hates the new endearment. He doesn't have an endearment for Harry. Why don't we have
words for one another?

"It's how I'm going about it," Harry shrugs. "He hates his brother, chances are his Mum hates his
Dad, am I right?"

"So much," FitzTremblay's eyes are as wide as saucers. He glances between Harry and Blaise.
"Should … should I get my mother to write to you?"

"To me," Blaise says, before Harry can say anything else completely out of the blue.

"Wait, wait," Fred Weasley lowers his voice so only Theo and Blaise can really hear opposite
them. "You're offering no wands treaties?"

"To Slytherins, yeah," Harry nods at Blaise. "To keep them from joining Voldemort."

"I get that, but what about people who want the opposite?" Fred Weasley stares shrewdly at Blaise.
"You've got a treaty, right? The House of Zabini?"

"Of a sort," Blaise says mildly. Theo knows he will never reveal the contents of his mother's vow
to Harry.

"Well, if you're offering no wands have you thought about offering treaties to those who will bear
wands?" Fred Weasley raises an eyebrow.

Fred Weasley, Theo realises, might not call himself the brains on his duo but he is certainly the
cunning of it.

"What's a bear wands treaty?" Harry mutters.

"They'll fight if you ask them," Theo answers quietly. Harry's eyes fix on his and a sudden memory
flows between them. Harry, pushed up against a tree in the forbidden forest, trembling with spent
magic and rage. This is why I told you not to fucking choose me, Theo! Theo stares back into
Harry's eyes, making sure that he does not show any feeling in his face. There is chance, he thinks,
that even without them touching and the vivid blue and gold of their bond flowing around them,
that Harry can take the thoughts from his mind.

There is safety for them in choosing to fight for you, Theo thinks desperately hard. Then they
cannot be coerced to fight elsewhere. There is a flash of gold in Harry's eyes and Theo knows that
he's heard him. Theo tries not to let the wonder of the moment show inside him.

"Fine," Harry whispers, pushing baked beans around with his fork. "But who would even swear
that?"

"By my count, there's at least ten families who will swear a bear wands treaty to the House of
Potter," Weasley says quietly.

"And some for House of Black," Blaise finishes in a low voice. He stares at Fred Weasley. "You
can make this happen?"

"Yep," Fred Weasley nods. "Keep it as an option open for the Slytherins too," his eyes dart towards
Daphne. "You never know."

"I've got Transfiguration," Harry says abruptly, standing up from the bench. Theo can feel that its
too much for him right now. He needs to be alone. He needs to be with me. The Weasleys

promptly stand, George Weasley pushing a piece of paper with what looks like complex
Arithmancy on it towards Daphne with a wink.

"We'll walk you," Fred Weasley says easily, frowning down at Harry's barely touched plate and
then grabs an apple off the table, shoving it in Harry's pocket. At least someone else is noticing he's
stopped fucking eating. "Later, Zabini."

Theo watches him go with a tight desperation in his chest. He wants to go with him, yet he cannot.
Blaise nudges him gently.

"Questa sera," Blaise mutters.

Tonight. Theo nods tightly. He will see Harry tonight. It has to be better than before, when he
barely saw Harry at all, but somehow it does not feel like it. Seeing Harry walk out of the hall
flanked by the Weasley twins, them guarding his back as Theo should be, or watching him walk
the halls with Blaise, being spoken to in a low voice when Theo should be the one at his side, is
painful. Harry is walking away from him and there are things Theo does not know. He does not
know how Harry is hurt. He does not know why Harry kept a secret. He hates that he does not
know. Tonight, Theo thinks to himself. Only until tonight.

-- -- -- -- --- -- -- -- -- --

"Do you really think I'm going to sleep in here with him?" Draco huffs, glaring at Harry as he lolls
against the door of the fifth year Slytherin dormitory. From the outside, Theo imagines that people
would think he looks bored. Theo knows better. Harry is holding his whole body taut with tension.
Always ready for a fight.

"I really don't care much where you sleep, Draco," Blaise drawls, fluffing pillows and passing
them to Theo, who is obediently setting them down on the floor on top of the mattress that the
Weasley twins cheerfully turned up with an hour ago. They, from what Theo can tell, have been set
up in the common room by Kreacher who seems to have built some kind of tent for them by the
fire. Not a single Slytherin has dared bother them and the first years are worshipping them because
they handed out joke wands for free. Chambers merely shook his head wearily and said nothing,
proving to Theo that whilst Slytherins might have the reputation for ill-doing and cunning they
have nothing on the Weasley twins who are just as troublesome and sly but seem to combine it
with the ability to be effortlessly liked by everyone. It is, in Theo's opinion, frankly obnoxious.

"You just want an opportunity to share a room with your boyfriend," Draco spits. "What courting
gift are you on, Zabini? Four? Heart bonding, by any chance?"

"Jesus, you're a nosy little dick, aren't you Malfoy?" Harry scorns coldly from the door.

"He fancies you," Goyle mutters, taking off his dressing gown to reveal childish striped pyjamas.

"Greg!" Draco rounds on his friend, two seconds from stamping his foot by the looks of it, "How
dare you?"

"Huh?" Harry stares between them, utterly nonplussed. Theo and Blaise smirk at one another. He'd
anticipated that having Harry and Draco in the same dorm would be a chore, but this is actually
quite hilarious.

"I'm tired," Goyle complains, climbing into his bed.

"Shut up, everyone!" Crabbe groans from behind his curtains. "Draco, just curse him in the bloody
morning!"

"It's insulting!" Draco explodes. "To have to share a room with him, to have to -," Draco's voice
stutters as Harry slips off his robes. Theo's hands clench into fists as he watches Draco's eyes snag
on the fang holster over Harry's bicep. I will fucking duel him. Harry holds out his hand and
Kreacher appears to take the black and silver robe. The elf scowls at Draco.

"Is the Malfoy brat stopping Master from sleeping?" Kreacher growls at him. "Kreacher will bite
off his head like jellied young and suck out his blood!"

"This is what I mean!" Draco yells, backing away from Kreacher until his back lands against his
bedpost. "I shouldn't have to live like this! It's inhumane!"

"Ironic," Harry mutters. "Considering how many people you treat as less than human."

"This is my bedchamber, Potter-Black!" Draco sneers. "I can talk about mudbloods and blood
traitors however I want."

"You can," Harry's eyes flash. "But if you say shit about me or my friends, I'm going to let
Kreacher bite you."

"This is a bedchamber!" Draco snaps. "Elves are not supposed to be in here! This is where we
sleep, it's inappropriate! How am I supposed to rest?"

"I would suggest getting into bed and going to sleep," Blaise says drolly, gesturing for Harry to
come further into the room. He does, walking stiffly and sitting on the mattress. Kreacher follows,
muttering and conjuring a quilt that Theo realises, with a pang, is from their bedroom in Spinners
End. When Harry tries to pull off his tie in a slovenly way, Kreacher slaps him on the wrist and
unties it, revealing the rune mark at his throat. Theo sees Draco staring and, quite frankly, thinks he
might kill him.

"Yeah, do that," Goyle nods eagerly. "Let's all go to sleep."

"I don't care what you do as long as you shut the fuck up," Crabbe groans behind his curtains.

Draco glares around at them, seeming to sense that the dormitory is turning against them, and then
flounces into his bed, dragging the curtains closed around him and muttering something about
writing to his father. Goyle breathes a sigh of relief, flops down on his bed and draws the curtains
closed with a sleepy "G'night."

Blaise, Harry and Theo all stare at one another. Theo gets the feeling that all of them were
expecting more of a fight.

"Well," Blaise says quietly, sitting down on his own bed in his Italian silk pyjamas. "Goodnight
cara mio."

"Night," Harry mutters back as Blaise closes his bedcurtains. Then he flops back onto the mattress
with his school clothes still on. He glances at Theo briefly. "Night, Nott."

"Good night," Theo murmurs. He climbs into his bed, closing the curtains around him, sitting
against the headboard and waiting.

"Kreacher shall guard master through the night," Kreacher mutters gruffly on the other side of the
curtain.

"Thanks, Kreacher," Harry says back. He sounds so tired. "You know where I'll be."

There is the sound of Kreacher popping away, the dormitory is plunged into utter darkness and
then Theo is sitting in the dark of his curtained bed, waiting. Theo expects the twitch of the
curtains, the slither of socked feet on the floor. What he does not expect is what happens. The slow
formation of a human being in the air above the mattress, a face coming together, legs and arms,
and then Harry, fully formed and kneeling on the bed in front of him, rolling his shoulder and
wincing. Suddenly, all around them, a sparkling Black shield emerges, little dancing dots of
coloured light floating above them.

"Still in," Harry says in relief, testing his shoulder. "Bit sore."

"They can't hear us?" Theo asks tersely. He feels like a coiled spring, or a mouth too full of words
to speak.

"No," Harry looks up at the swirling lights. "Kreacher's been doing this for me since Yule in the
common room."

"You've ... you've been sleeping in the Gryffindor Common room?" Theo stares.

"Yeah," Harry blinks slowly at the coloured lights. "They wouldn't let me in the dormitory.
Kreacher made me a blanket fort."

Theo hates that he didn't know this, but Theo doesn't have the space in his brain to think about that
right now.

"Harry," he murmurs, and he lurches forward, grabbing Harry's neck and kissing him, tasting him,
relieved when Harry huffs in that delightful way he does, relieved that this at least, is still the same.
He luxuriates in the feeling of the bond, the relief that Harry is feeling too. We are still us. We are
still here.

"Theo," Harry whispers, pressing his forehead against Theo's and breathing deeply. Theo can sense
he is trying not to hurricane him, trying to respect some kind of boundary he is afraid of crossing.
He remembers the look in Harry's eyes when Harry felt his words through the bond: you kept a
secret from me. Theo knows that Harry has taken it as a rebuke, because how could he fucking
not? He sees potential rejection everywhere.

"It's okay," Theo swallows hard. He cannot say he is happy about it, because Harry would feel his
lie, just as he knows Harry cannot say he regrets it truthfully, because he knows he does not.
Besides, there are other things to focus on right now. "You're hurt."

"Um … yeah," Harry winces. "I mean, I was, it's fine now, Snape healed me …"

"Show me."

"Okay," Harry's voice is heavy, as if he expects Theo to be disappointed. He carefully removes the
fucking axe holster, which becomes visible as soon as it is away from his body. As enthralling as it
had been to watch Harry wield a motherfucking axe in the common room with such ease, it is even
more astonishing to watch him take it off. Harry begins to unbutton his shirt with his one working
hand. He's getting good at that, Theo thinks absently, but all thoughts stop when he sees Harry's
chest. Cuts. Cuts everywhere. Then Harry's pulling the shirt off his shoulder and the cuts just keep
going, down over his shoulders, over his arms and wrists. He sees the ones at the tops of hips, and
just knows they cover his legs as well. Harry kneels back, his eyes tightly closed, breathing
heavily. He thinks I'll reject him or find him ugly. Theo moves closer, touches Harry's shoulder
softly. He rubs his thumb against an 's' shaped scar on his collarbone. He doesn't need to ask how
this happened. He knows. Blood quill. Fucking Umbridge. I will tear her apart. Abstractly, Theo
remembers the spell Apollonius told him that strips flesh from the bones. Apt.

"They - they won't go away," Harry whispers brokenly. "Snape says he'll find something but … but
Theo, I …,"

Theo knows he will try to apologise and can't stand to hear it, so he presses his lips against the
scar, tasting the slightly bloody residue there, a scent of some kind of healing oil, and hearing
Harry gasp above him. Do not apologise for what was done to you.

"Okay," Harry murmurs. "I won't."

"Come here," Theo whispers. He lays back and pulls Harry close, wrapping his arms around him.
Harry breathes a deep sigh of relief as he nuzzles his nose against Theo's chest and Theo knows
that he is smelling his magic, basking in the familiar scent and taste of it.

"I missed you," Harry whispers gently. "I missed you so much."

Theo kisses the top his head. I missed you too.

"Good."

"Harry," Theo begins softly. "Do you … do you realise you can hear my thoughts?"

"Yeah, only sometimes, when you're feeling something really strong and when you're close, or
touching," Harry pushes himself up to look down at Theo's face, frowning. "You don't mind, do
you?"

Do I mind having someone who can take the thoughts out of my mind because they are magically
enjoined to me in a way no one else on earth can be?

"No, I do not." Theo kisses his cheek, strokes his hair back from his face. "How do you hear it?"

"The same way I hear other voices," Harry says sleepily, pushing his nose up under Theo's chin,
huffing softly. "Hogwarts or Sahara or the Black magic or the Slytherin Guardians or … or Snape
in the nothing-place …"

Theo thinks it is his fault, really. He asked an extraordinary question, he should have expected an
extraordinary answer.

"You were extraordinary today," Theo says. He remembers Harry yelling at him about showing too
much power outside Hagrid's hut on the day he didn't take back the Black Magic, he remembers
Harry's fear of being 'dark.' That fear seems to be gone and Theo isn't sure why. "I was surprised."

"Yeah," Harry snorts. "Snape's idea. Inspire fear. No way out, but a way through."

"And you agreed?"

"Choices," Harry sighs heavily. "Inspire fear and survive, until I can fight and win."

Theo considers the words carefully. Snape believes Harry can fight and win. It's something. Theo
remembers Harry holding Smith at wandpoint in the first meeting of Hermione's Defence
Association. He knows Harry is more than capable of inspiring fear. I just wish I could stand at his
side whilst he does it.

"Blaise has taken to calling you 'my dear'," Theo whispers against Harry's hair. He's not ready to
talk about the Consort-Shield, but he wants to talk about this.

"Is that what it means?" Harry snorts softly. "Jesus, you must be pissed off."

"Quite," Theo says drily, but his heart is warm, because Harry knows him better than anyone alive
and that is a kind of magic in itself. "What do we call one another?"

"What do you mean?" Harry murmurs.

"I mean … he calls you 'my dear.'" Theo swallows. "We don't have …"

He stops speaking. It's the closest he has come to asking Harry to put a word on their relationship
and he will not push, even now.

"Well, I guess … I don't think about that," Harry frowns and blinks up at him owlishly. "I think of
you as …." Harry slips into parseltongue and Theo raises an eyebrow.

"What word is that?"

"Mine," Harry says sheepishly and Theo feels a slow cramp of desire in the pit of his stomach.
Yours. Yours entirely. "Blaise and I refer to you as 'consort,' but Daphne seems to think that's weird
…"

Because it is the same as calling someone a husband, Theo thinks drily, but of course Harry is not
even slightly aware of that.

"...I mean, I call you other stuff," Harry blushes. "In parseltongue."

"Oh?" Theo raises an eyebrow.

"I …" Harry looks adorable when he is embarrassed. "Sahara and I call you 'my grey one.'"

"You do?" Theo raises his eyebrows. It is not a nickname he has ever heard, yet it isn't the first
time anyone has accused him of being 'Grey,' magically or morally. "She and I call you Greenheart.
Why grey?"

"I dunno, I guess your eyes, but we also call you … my mate?" Harry's voice drifts off and he
buries his head in Theo's shoulder. "This is really fucking embarrassing, Theo."

"Why?" Theo grins, feeling like there is a ball of gold light inside his chest. Mate is what Harry
first referred to Diggory as. Theo remembers the taut jealousy he felt then.

"Because these are parseltongue words!" Harry exclaims. "They sound really fucking dumb in
English! I mean, the only reason she uses the word 'mate' is because there isn't a word for 'soul
bonded to the extreme to someone you're falling in love with,' for snakes!"

Someone you're falling in love with. Theo swallows hard, trying resist the urge to flip Harry down
onto the bed and kiss him until Harry has hurricaned him into passing out. I will not scare him off.

"Yes, I can see how that might be difficult to translate," he whispers. He strokes Harry's hair, feels
small crackles of magic catching the edges of his fingers. A whirlwind, always a whirlwind of
legend and myth and maybe falling in love with me. "If it is strange to say in English, teach me to
use it in parseltongue."

"Huh?" Harry stares up at him, green eyes glowing. "Really?"

"I know I'll never be able to be fluent, I think it's something in the vocal chords, but depending on
the word, I think I can manage it," Theo says gently, kissing Harry softly on the lips. It might count
as a fourth courting gift.

"Yeah, it might," Harry hisses back, parseltongue falling gently into Theo's brain. "If I teach you
this one, can it be my gift back? After you learned the other word for me."

Theo nods. It is a perfect fourth gift. Something to overcome adversity together. Theo's fourth gift
helped Harry speak. Harry's fourth gift will do the same for Theo. Until they can speak it in
English, or until better words come along. 'Consort' is one that keeps snagging on Theo's brain, like
a burr stuck in cloth. He thinks of the way Weasley called Harry 'milord' and how Theo felt a
twinge of something, not jealousy exactly, but something more akin to irritation. As if the word
should have been his first. A Lord and his consort. A King and his Knights. A God and his
Warriors. Those are the relationships that birthed fidelity bonds. A mage and his ... what? Theo
isn't sure, not yet, but just like the moment before Luna told him about Merlin and Nimue, he feels
as if it is on the tip of his tongue. He will find it, he knows he will.

"Sorcerer," Harry says sleepily, yawning widely. "Mages have Sorcerers."

"What?" Theo whispers. "Harry?"

"Mmm hmm?"

"What did you say?"

"Mmm … sleeping, Theo," Harry sighs, nestling closer, and Theo knows that this is one of those
things, one of those innate Mage things that will require so much fucking research to understand.
Harry's magic is greater than his conscious knowledge of it. He knows things he doesn't
understand yet. Theo knows he will have to be the one to understand them for him.

"This isn't where I thought I'd be at the beginning of the day," Harry whispers, "but I'm fucking
glad I am."

"Me too," Theo whispers, pressing a kiss to the top of Harry's head and closing his eyes. So very
fucking glad.

"I gave Hermione my journal," Harry mutters. "So she can talk to us, like at Yule. I hope that's
okay."

Talk to us. Theo smiles. It is more than okay, because after three months of feeling like he and
Harry are being pulled apart, they are finally a team again.

"We always are," Harry mutters, uncannily hearing Theo's thoughts. "Wherever I am … you're
mine and I'm yours, right?"

"Always," Theo squeezes Harry close, feeling Harry's thin limbs soften as he gives into sleep.
There are still so many questions that need answers, and Theo doesn't know how to feel about
Blaise being his Consort-Shield, but this feels like sweet, blessed relief from a stinging agony Theo
didn't know he was feeling. A pain that hadn't softened since their date on Valentine's day. Theo
sighs into the sensation of the bond, gold and blue, shimmering around them. Fidelity.

"Good night, grey one," Harry hisses, the parseltongue gentle and perfect in his mind. Theo thinks
he could listen to it all day. There is the sound of slithering and Theo feels an invisible Sahara
sliding across them to lie next to Harry's face on Theo's chest, hissing gently. For the first time
since Spinners End, Theo knows he will sleep well. They are all where they are meant to be together.

"Good night," Theo whispers back, and in his mind, adds the endearment he will one day call
Harry without fear. One day, when they have fought and won and they are both and out and
through all of the danger and the pain and the sadness. This is what Theo will hope on, this is what
he will dream of, a future where he can say these words freely and sweetly and not fear the choices
of those who might listen in the darkness: Good night, love.
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“Give me one good reason I shouldn’t come up to the castle and break that hideous woman apart
with my bare hands," Lupin snarls, pressing his scarred fingers into the pub table so that he leaves
dents.

"Because it would be physically impossible?" Weasley says wryly.

"Not for me," Lupin mutters. Severus gives him a sideways glance, remembers the overwhelming
strength and ease with which Lupin held him against the wall of Severus' bedroom as they fucked
before Lupin left for Venice. This is the first time they have seen one another face to face and it is
almost the end of the month. Too bloody long. Lupin gives him a sharp, angry look back. Severus
knows he is not forgiven for commanding Kreacher to stop Lupin from leaving Venice three weeks
ago. Letters since then have been even terser than usual. Oddly, it does not make Severus want to
drag Lupin into the smelly muggle toilets and screw him senseless any less.

"Well, because a dead High Inquisitor would be very bad for werewolves, for the Order and for
Harry," Arthur says quietly, leaning back in the booth and sipping his beer. They are in a horrible
little muggle establishment in Calais, waiting for Albus. It is a carefully curated group of the Order
of the Phoenix, the people, Severus realises, who know Harrison's true parentage. Weasley looks
entirely appropriate and dangerous, in his usual head to toe leather. Arthur seems to be taking the
French angle of muggle clothing a little too literally and is looking uncomfortable in a heavy,
striped sweater that looks like a Molly Weasley creation. Lupin looks the same as usual, since he
always wears muggle clothes, unhelpfully attractive. Severus, of course, is wearing his only
muggle attire, an all black ensemble which he notices Lupin's eyes seem to snag on more
frequently than they should. No subtlety at all. "How is Harry coping in Slytherin?"

"He does well," Severus says quietly. In truth, Harrison has coped better than Severus could ever
have imagined. He is rarely seen out of the company of the Weasley twins or Zabini's trio, and he
has even noticed Nott, Zabini and Greengrass studying with Harrison, Weasley and Granger in the
library, a fact which seemed to be the only reason behind Dolores instigating an Educational
Decree to ban study inter-house study groups two weeks ago. A move which only prompted Filius

and Minerva to begin putting said students in detention together so they could study for their
OWLS in peace. Harrison also seems brighter and more content than before, which Severus can
only assume is due to one, irritating fact: sleeping in a bed with Theodore. I will not think about
how much that aggravates me. "As do your twins, Arthur."

"Yes, I heard about that," Arthur's eyes twinkle playfully. If anyone imagined that the Weasley
patriarch would shun a Slytherin child, they would be sorely disappointed, Severus realises. "I
hope they're not too much trouble for you, Severus."

"Their attentions have been focused elsewhere."

Namely, launching a campaign of guerrilla warfare against the new Headmistress. When they have
not been stealthily setting their products off around Hogwarts and working with the House Elves to
make life significantly unpleasant for the new Headmistress, they have been spending time with
Severus' first years. Something that he hopes will not have hideous implications in the next
academic year.

"On Umbridge, I presume," Weasley nods, satisfied. "How is Ward managing with her now?"

"Well enough," Severus catches Weasley's eye. Severus noticed the red raw slice that Filius
informed him, quite merrily, could only be made by a goblin axe across Tremblay's throat. He did
nothing about it. Matters in Slytherin House stay in House even when it comes to the Head of it
and Severus isn't about to upend years of tradition, not when his son is making such good use of it.
"Your gift was appreciated."

"Good," Weasley nods seriously. "I'm glad he's making the best of it."

Weasley, Severus knows, is simply itching for an opportunity to dual Dolores, with or without an
axe.

"He wouldn't have to make the best of it if we took him out of Hogwarts," Lupin growls. Arthur
chokes on his sip of beer, looking between Lupin and Severus.

"Excuse me?" He coughs.

"We've discussed it," Lupin says curtly. Discussion is really a strong word, since they have not had

a face to face conversation in nearly a month. They have been corresponding about it in shorter
and shorter worded notes for the last three weeks but this is the first opportunity either of them
have had yet to consider it in person. Clearly, Lupin has his ideas and expects Severus to go along
with it. Severus holds his gaze and inclines his head, shortly. For now.

"You realise you can't do that without letting his Majesty know." Weasley leans forward, his
earring glinting in the firelight.

"Yes, the goblin King must be made aware of every single one of my parenting decisions," Severus
rolls his eyes.

"Perhaps not, Severus, but I would like to be kept aware."

Severus tries not to flinch at the familiar, friendly voice. Albus sits down in the booth, wearing a
ridiculous purple beret and promptly orders Moules Mariniere, a dish that Severus utterly detests.
He folds his hands in his obnoxious lavender muggle gloves and looks at Severus over his glasses.
He looks, Severus thinks distastefully, absurdly well for a man supposedly on the run from his
government. "Of course you cannot remove Harry from Hogwarts."

"I think you'll find we can," Lupin does not even attempt a tone of civility. His eyes are bright
amber. "He's our child, Albus."

"I understand the sentiment, of course, Remus, it is admirable," Albus nods gently, "but he is not, if
fact, your child."

"Severus and I are co-parenting," Lupin leans forward angrily. It's the first time Severus has heard
it spoken so explicitly and winces slightly at the indelicateness of it. Typical bloody Gryffindor.
Weasley raises his eyebrows and smirks but says nothing. The Anzar is, of course, acutely aware of
the turbulent reality of his and Lupin's so called 'co-parenting.' Severus tries not to look even
remotely abashed.

"Very good," Arthur murmurs, his blue eyes sparkling fondly as he sips his beer. "That's good for
Harry."

"Severus?" Albus looks at him significantly. Severus feels the light brush of legilimency against
his mind and freezes all of his encounters with Lupin behind his shields. Instead, he offers
memories of Lupin on the first day in Skye telling him that his son does not know him or trust him

and Lupin will not leave him. Better, Severus thinks, that Albus sees Lupin as forcing himself into
the situation for the boy's sake than anything else. Not that it is anything else.

"Because of the circumstances surrounding Black, it seems prudent," Severus says mildly. "We are
sharing responsibilities."

"Legally?" Albus asks quietly, eyebrows raised.

"Of course," he says smoothly. Severus has not thought of that but it does not matter. He can feel
Albus looking for a loophole. Besides, as soon as it was revealed he had an Heir, Steelclaw took
care of all the legalities. He is mine in the eyes of Gringotts, even if no one shall ever know it.

"Not that it matters," Weasley looks at Albus curiously. "Ward is under the legal protection of the
Silver Hall. If anything happens to his parent or godparent, he is always protected."

Severus nods, adds "have SteelClaw write to the Goblin King" to his mental list. Of course
parenting Harrison would require him to enter into negotiations with a head of state. Of bloody
course.

"You left him at Hogwarts, Albus," Lupin says, in a tone much sharper than Severus ever
imagined the wolf could offer his oldest mentor. "You left Harry with her, of all bloody people. We
get to decide how to deal with it."

"If I had been there, Remus, there likely would have been nothing I could have done to halt the
abuse Dolores has most recently afflicted upon him," Albus shakes his head gently then looks at
Severus. "We discussed this."

"Excuse me, you discussed it?" Lupin's voice is deadly.

Severus winces. Of course, of course, this is Albus' play. Whenever he sees opposition, he reminds
everyone of their past loyalties and everyone, inevitably, at some point has been loyal to him.
Severus does not look at Lupin. He will not divert his attention as Albus hopes. He simply stares
back, eyebrows raised, trusting Lupin will listen before giving into his god-damn inevitable
werewolf protectiveness.

"What we discussed, with all of the Hogwarts head of Houses, was your reluctance to put forward a

complaint about Dolores on the basis of student abuse," Severus says quietly. "Because, quite
fairly, you pointed out that any complaint put forward on Harrison's behalf could only be made by
you since he was without advocate."

"When?" Lupin demands.

"Before Yule," Severus says, glancing at Lupin. Before the revelations at Grimmauld Place.
Before he died on the floor. Before we knew he was a Mage. Before we agreed to do ay of this
together and keep it a secret from Albus. Lupin nods shortly. Severus turns back to Albus.

"That is no longer the case," Severus says. "Now he is equipped with myself privately and Lupin
publicly and even Black, for all the good that can do anyone."

"He was not without an advocate before," Weasley frowns. "His Majesty advocates for Ward. He
should have been told."

"And if he had been and had stepped forward as advocate in that particular circumstance, we would
have been even quicker in the place we find ourselves, on the edge of a goblin war, where none of
us desire to be," Albus sighs heavily. "The nature of Harry's entire being and reputation is that he is
and has always been, a powder keg. He must be employed in political situations as minimally as
possible."

"Harry is a child," Lupin's voice is low and gravelly. Severus knows he is a moment away from
that rumbling growl that emanates from him when he is truly, ferociously angry. "He was abused
before and we did nothing. I am not letting it happen again."

Severus enjoys that Lupin's self flagellation does at least include all in the company, because he is
right. The burden of Harrison's past abuses do not fall upon one person. But if they did, Severus
thinks darkly, I can think of no better candidate than Albus.

"Remus, I am not indifferent to the sorrow you must be feeling but it is untenable to remove Harry
from Hogwarts," Albus says wearily. "Whilst Dolores undoubtedly makes the situation difficult -,"

"Difficult! It's torture!" Lupin stands abruptly, his hands gripping the edge of the table. Severus
resists the urge to grab his sleeve and pull him back down, but the wolf in Lupin would likely not
appreciate such sudden physical rebuke, which is surely why both Weasley men have taken on a
studiously still composure.

"- Harry is protected inside the Hogwarts grounds," Albus eyes take on a significant gleam.
"Ultimately, Voldemort has no way to remove him from there without completely exposing
himself and Voldemort's desire to stay hidden from Fudge in order to allow Lucius to climb in the
Ministry is our biggest asset at the moment."

"You misunderstand me, Albus," the wood splinters under Lupin's fingers. Bill Weasley eyes them
carefully. "Severus and I are taking him out of Hogwarts. He's coming to Venice with me until the
Contessa's laws are passed in the Wizengamot and Dolores is fired. That's that."

Severus has not agreed to this entirely. He appreciates that the wolf says 'Severus and I' when
really, it would not be the case. Lupin will take Harrison and Severus will remain behind, bound to
his twin Masters at Hogwarts, praying to whomever hears him that the wolf and child are safe
under the arms of the Congregation. It is not his most ideal situation, which would be the three of
them safely locked up in Skye easily protected and defended, but neither is it is his worst and so
what if Severus suffers more when his child is out of his daily sight? I have suffered more for
lesser people.

"You have spoken to the Contessa of this?" Albus looks at Lupin carefully.

"Yes. Although not explicitly," Lupin glances at Severus, who the Contessa knows nothing about.
"She is introducing a bill for all nations the Congregation trades with. All teachers of career
qualifying subjects must have a Mastery in that subject, which is, of course, the law in Britain but
the Minister is circumventing it for Umbridge. It is a way to get him to enforce it."

"Well, that seems a bit … toothless as far as revenges go," Weasley mutters, tapping his finger on
the table. Easy to say coming from a man with an axe, Severus thinks. Severus is surprised to see
Arthur nod fervently, then remembers that the Weasley twins have both sat detentions with
Dolores.

"Fudge will not be scared away by one threat of reduced trade," Albus says quietly.

"No, but he will with many," Lupin's eyes take on a feral glint. "A bill for the registration of the
practical use of cursed objects, a bill to track the sale of blood quills, the Contessa is a very
efficient woman."

"It doesn't oust her," Weasley says bluntly. "Just stops her teaching Defence. She can still be
Headmistress."

"The Hogwarts Bill number 32 of the Wizards Council 1233," Lupin snaps. "It's ancient, preWizengamot, but it's there. It stipulates that any Headmaster or Headmistress must have previous
experience in an educational establishment, duelling arena or scholarly field of note. It will be
brought to the Wizengamot floor for review and since Dolores Umbridge barely even passed her
NEWTS, has never won a duel and has all the scholarly credentials of a infant mandrake -,"

"You have put this on the agenda?" Albus asks quietly, his blue eyes fixed on Lupin.

"Yes," Lupin doesn't blink. "I have."

"Well, Remus," Albus says softly. "How you have risen."

Severus feels a swell of pleasure as he watches Lupin stare down Albus. This is clearly something
Albus did not anticipate when he forced Lupin into the position of Creature Ambassador three
weeks ago. The most infuriatingly intelligent boy in his year, the most academic man in any
situation he finds himself. Why anyone would be surprised that Remus bloody Lupin should exceed
expectations is beyond Severus entirely.

"Oh, this is the bill you asked me to prepare for?" Arthur leans forward brightly. "Next week?"

"Yes," Lupin looks up at Severus with bright, furious eyes. He knows that Severus has been
looking forward to hearing this plan and it is, he has to admit, very pleasing to hear Dolores'
political demise laid out so perfectly. After she is ousted, then her physical demise can begin.
Severus has been occupying much of his time with research into the most obscure of poisons.
Perhaps Harrison shall lend me his damned pixie. "We will have her by the end of the month."

"You will not," Albus says quietly. "You underestimate how long it shall take the Wizengamot to
vote on these issues."

"I do not," Lupin snarls. "Which is why Harry needs to be in Venice, with me, whilst they do."

"I cannot permit it," Albus says gently. "I do not think you can either, Remus. Aside from the
complete disruption to his education at a key moment, he is to sit his OWLS imminently -,"

"I am more than capable of organising a study schedule and arranging write in exams, Albus,"
Lupin says coldly.

"- how would you physically remove Harry from Hogwarts at present?" Albus presses on. "As I
understand it, Dolores has all of the floos closed except staff floos which she is monitoring. If you
made use of Severus' floo, you would undoubtedly put him in unnecessary danger."

Remus' eyes flicker over Severus. They have discussed this. Albus does not know what they know.
That the boy can potentially apparate inside the castle. Who is to say that he cannot apparate out of
it with proper tutelage? Even if that does not work out, Albus does not anticipate exactly how many
avenues of possibilities Severus has considered. Unnecessary danger hardly comes into it when he
and Lupin have already discussed at length how they would manage Severus' inevitable torture
through the mark if it comes to that.

"There is nothing to stop someone coming and walking him out of the damn castle," Weasley says
firmly.

"Only a few people have that authority," Albus says flatly. "Or have an authority that Dolores will
recognise. You or Sirius have the prevailing legal right, Remus, but neither of you may set foot on
Wizengamot soil at the moment and Hogwarts remains sacred Wizengamot ground."

"The goblins can remove their Anzar," Weasley leans forward. "Or Flitwick can take him out on
behalf of his Majesty."

"And both would be considered an invasion of a enemy onto Wixen soil, and no matter how His
Majesty feels, a war between goblins and Wixen in Britain right now would only benefit
Voldemort," Albus sighs, as if all of this is merely regretful and not proving his point.

"I think it is naïve to assume that goblins would be the only one opposing Wixen in that scenario,
Albus," Lupin says sharply. Severus stomach clenches. Being the Creature Ambassador has
changed Lupin. He no longer skulks, afraid of being called a werewolf. Why would he, when he
spends his days in the company of equally dangerous, intelligent and political beasts? He knows
Lupin's allegiances are changing. Harrison, of fucking course, has already allied himself with
Creatures as an Anzar. They would both go to war for them. Severus, however, would be stuck on
the other side, caught between the two most powerful Wixen in the country, as always. Just my
fucking luck.

"Be that as it may, Remus, the only safe way to remove Harry from Hogwarts without starting a
war or endangering someone's life is to wait until the end of the term."

"You presume, of course, that I care about those things," Lupin says angrily.

"I do, Remus," Albus smiles affectionately. "Parenthood does not change the essentials of a man."

"I am afraid that in that you are wrong, Albus," Arthur says, putting his hand on Lupin's clenched
fist comfortingly. "But he is right, Remus. We must do right by Harry for the future, not just for the
moment."

"Ward will not suffer her attentions again," Weasley says shortly. "King Ragnok has made that
privately very clear to the Minister. Fudge knows that if Umbridge physically harms Ward again, it
will mean war."

Severus remembers the way Albus spoke in Grimmauld Place. “As proficient warriors as the
Goblin Nation are, they are not prepared or even willing to mount a defence against Lord
Voldemort on Harry’s behalf.” The Goblin King will exchange threats with the Minister on the
behalf of Severus' son, but the stakes are too high for immediate intervention. Severus does not
envy the job of SteelClaw and the other account managers, who must try and convince their
Sovereign not to start a war with their customers.

"Of course, none of that can be said publicly," Arthur says regretfully. "Or we might have Fudge."

Severus rolls his eyes. It is typical of the corrupted political landscape that people like Lucius
navigate so flawlessly that whilst the machinations of politics grind in the Ministry, a Headmistress
can carve words into a students skin. Despicable.

"I will not leave him in a place he could be harmed," Lupin says tersely. "Never again."

"It's necessary, Remus," Albus says gently, looking happily down at the mound of mussels that
arrive in front of him. It stinks. "He will be safe until he can be safely removed."

Severus stares at the steaming pile of shellfish - who eats seafood in a third rate establishment like
this? - and realises something slowly, as he recalls Harrison's short, angry but factual account of
Albus' disappearance from Hogwarts. The damned phoenix.

"You could remove him safely," Severus stares at Albus as he uses an empty mussel to pinch
wrinkled flesh from their shells. "You removed yourself safely. You could remove the boy, but you
will not."

Albus takes a bite and swallows. Severus does not know why he is dragging it out. The truth has
already been spoken and one thing can always be said for Albus - he does not actively lie.

"No," Albus says gently, "I won't."

Lupin sits down heavily. Arthur pauses in sipping his beer, eyes flashing a brighter blue for a
moment. Weasley is very still, and Severus sees his hand flicker against a knife at his belt.

"You won't." Lupin's voice is flat. Severus knows the cold disappointment of realising Albus'
limits. He sees it in Lupin's eyes.

"No," Albus pats Lupin's hand softly, as if that is enough of a consolation. "I have been protecting
Harry his whole life, Remus. Believe me when I say that Harry is safe at Hogwarts. He has his
friends, his protectors -," Albus' eyes linger on Severus for a moment. Of course. I've been his
'protector' for fourteen years. "He cannot be kidnapped. He cannot be broken beyond repair. He
cannot be killed there. Harry is in the best place."

Severus' mind is lingering on a few words, filled with dread. He cannot be kidnapped. He cannot
be killed there. What has Albus done to achieve this type of effect?

"That can't be true or the portkey would never have activated last year," Lupin says tightly. "And
he would not have nearly died three times on school grounds!"

"I implemented these protections after the outcome of the third task," Albus says quietly, his blue
eyes steely. "When it became apparent that I could be manipulated."

Barty Crouch Junior. Severus is not surprised that Albus would perform some kind of elaborate
magic to ensure the life of the Boy-who-Lived, but that he has done it to Severus' son, to Harrison
whose body is currently littered with barely healed cuts, is disturbing.

"What did you do?" Severus asks quietly.

"What was necessary," Albus says.

Severus feels a flash of sudden rage at these words. Only what was necessary, no more. Was that
the logic that left him abandoned with Petunia for ten years?

"And that was the best you could do?" Severus says softly. "That he cannot be broken beyond
repair?"

"He will not die there, Severus," Albus answers, blue eyes full of pain. Severus wonders at what
point the consolation that Albus at least felt pain in his decisions to sacrifice others became not
enough for him. "Which is more than can be said for anywhere else on earth at the moment."

There is a sudden sharp burn on Severus' arm. He stands up abruptly. It is good, this pain radiating
through his blood, because it dulls the sudden anger he is feeling at Albus' presumption. Who are
you to say where he shall live and shall die?

"Excuse me," he says, eyes flickering to Albus for a moment, even though he is absolutely the last
person on earth that Severus wants to look at. Albus nods, instantly understanding.

"Make your report to Arthur," Albus says, reaching for the mussels again. "He shall make sure I
receive it."

Severus nods. There is nothing else to say. At least, nothing that he can say without pointing his
wand at Albus. What the fuck did you do to my son to protect him? Why do you not care that he
thrives instead of only survives?

"I'll walk you out," Lupin mutters, standing and following Severus out into the drizzling rain on the
back of the Calais street.

"He's done something," Severus warns the wolf softly. "He's done something to Harrison."

"I know," Lupin's pupils are blown wide with anger. "He won't help us. What are we going to do?"

Severus leans against the damp wall for a second and takes a few deep breaths, swallowing his
rage. He tries to tell himself that Albus did not know Harrison had a living parent when he
performed whatever god-damn charm he did to keep the boy safe and that if he had, he would
surely not have taken such heavy decisions without including Severus but he knows it is a lie. This
is the man who sent Harrison to Petunia, hid him from Lupin, whom no one on earth could deem
an unsuitable parental option. This is the man who sent two twenty-one year olds with a newborn
away under the Fidelius despite the risk that they would be unable to call for help if they were
betrayed. This is the man who recruited Lily and Potter and Lupin and Black out of school, just as
the Dark Lord recruited Barty and Regulus and Severus. Despite the new swirling anger of
parenthood inside him, Severus does not have it in him to be disappointed or even surprised by
Albus' antics, the soldier in him is too weary to permit it. Albus is fighting a war. Albus does not
care about these things, the small sacrifices of people's lives. He cares about winning. Severus used
to care only about winning too. Now he has a son.

"We will be cautious," Severus murmurs, closing his eyes against the soft, chilled rain. "Move
slowly. Wait for our moment."

And survive. That is what Prince's do, as Harrison has taken to reminding him so frequently. Wear
many faces. Survive.

"We can't wait long," Lupin leans against the wall next to him, their arms pressed together.
"Something is coming."

"Explain," Severus looks at the wolf beside him, at the long scar on his throat illuminated in the
yellow drizzle pouring down from the street lamp.

"I can't really," Lupin whispers, eyes closed as he leans his head back against the shining wet wall.
"Wolves have a sense of these things. Even from miles away, we can tell when the packs are
moving."

"So?"

"Something is coming," Lupin turns his eyes towards Severus who catches his breath. In the glow
of the lamplight, Lupin's eyes are golden. Severus swallows hard. Lupin would not make a terrible
prophet, but it is hard not to pour scorn on such words.

"There is a reason most humans have evolved past their animal instincts, Lupin."

"Not werewolves, they evolve with theirs," Lupin's glowing eyes are setting Severus' hair at the
beck of his neck on end. "I know it like I know the cycle of the moon, Severus. Enemies are
coming. I …" Lupin's eyes drop down to Severus' lips for a moment before lifting up to the hidden
stars. "I need to protect what's mine."

He is talking Harrison. Of course he is talking about Harrison.

"I am protecting him," Severus says slowly. He must go, he knows he must, his mark is burning,
but he also does not want to leave the wolf like this. He fumbles awkwardly with his cold fingers,
finds Lupin's sleeve and then his hand, grasps it briefly. Do not despair. Lupin turns his face
towards Severus' quicker than should be physically possible and is kissing him, tasting of cheap
beer and smoke. Severus squeezes his hand tight in a warning. Not safe. He pulls away, breathless.
Three weeks is a fucking long time, Venice is very far away and the Dark Lord is calling. He
allows himself ten seconds of a slow breath, in and out, his forehead pressed against the wolf's and
Lupin's warm, yeasty breath on his lips, before he pulls away entirely.

"We will be vigilant," he mutters. "I must go."

"Go," Lupin sighs and leans against the wall, his eyes glowing ferociously. He is not the same man
he was three weeks. Now he is a man to be reckoned with. Severus should not find the vibrating
danger of the wolf so close to the surface so arousing. "Watch him like a hawk, Severus."

The words concern Harrison but could refer to any number of people. The Dark Lord. Albus.
Lucius. Their many, many enemies.

"I will," Severus promises. He turns on the spot and apparates to Malfoy Manor, the taste of the
wolf on his lips.

-- -- -- -- -- -- --

"I am severely disappointed in you, Severus!"

Severus tries to breathe through the pain but it's like asking someone to breathe when there is no
oxygen. Lucius' cruciatus curse rockets through his insides, seeming to know all the weakest spots,
which since it is Lucius, is probably true. His knees are on fucking fire.

"Forgive me, my Lord," he grunts, keeping his face pressed into the marble floor of the ballroom at
Malfoy Manor. "Dumbledore made no mention of where he was staying -,"

"Show me," the Dark Lord hisses, and Severus raises his eyes. It's easy for him to give the Dark
Lord the parts of the conversation in Calais that he wants. Severus is an adept editor of his own
memories now. He shows Dumbledore's resistance to Lupin removing Harrison from Hogwarts, he
gives the Dark Lord part of Lupin's plan to remove Dolores but not the most key parts. He gives
just enough to keep himself and everyone else, hopefully, alive.

"The wolf," the Dark Lord snarls. "He becomes even more of a nuisance. I shall have to deal with
him."

"Lupin is embedded with the Congregation, my Lord," Severus says quietly, burying Lupin in his
mind. He heaps earth over his prone form and feels nothing as he gives the Dark Lord this
information about his son's only other parent, the man he kissed not hours ago. "He is no longer on
English soil."

"Then I shall need a more European solution," the Dark Lord's red eyes flash dangerously.
"MacNair!"

Severus feels the huge man shuffle forward behind him, bowing before Lucius best wingback
chair, which is close to the fire. Walden MacNair. The Creature killer.

"My Lord?" Macnair mutters. He is still hooded and masked, unlike Severus, who is bloody and
bedraggled on the floor. He shifts onto his knees, even though they burn like hell, and keeps his
head low.

"Contact Greyback," the Dark Lord's voice is full of glee. "He will know how to deal with his
wayward pup."

Severus infers something from this he never knew before: that Fenrir Greyback, the legendarily
awful and depraved werewolf, sired none other than the cardigan wearing chocolate obsessive
known as Remus Lupin, who sleeps on Severus' sofa and reads all of his books. He keeps his eyes
fixed on the marble as it rockets through him. For some reason, it feels more violent than the
cruciatus curse, the idea that Lupin, with his soft smile and even softer lips, who irritatingly writes
in the margins of Severus' textbooks and hugs their child with such impossible gentleness, would
suffer a turning from a moral beast like Greyback makes Severus quake with unspent violence. The
only solace, Severus thinks, is that if Greyback should get across the English channel and make it
to Malfoy Manor, all of the tableware inside it is made of pure silver. I will make sure he burns.

"My Lord," Bellatrix purrs hideously. Severus has not missed it. Just as he has not missed
Rookwood's sneers and veiled threats about Severus' lack of incarceration, or Dolohov's nasty habit
of collecting bones of his victims and turning them into jewellery, or the way the Lestrange
brothers delight in capturing animals and torturing them for practise, like they are still violent
teenagers. Only this cruel world would allow the only Death Eater to succumb to the Dementors to
be a polyjuiced Mrs Crouch. "I have something for you, my Lord, it is about Harry Potter, it is
special, you shall have him, I swear -,"

"Silence, Bella!" the Dark Lord hisses, and Nagini rears beside him, her hiss more like growl than
anything else. "Inside!"

Severus stares at the marble, hoping, begging various deities that he will be asked to join them,
(what the fuck have you planned for my son, you utter insane melodrama of a human?) but he
hears footsteps beside him, the sound of many many pounds of cold, slithering snake flesh moving
with deadly speed across the floor and the door slamming shut. The air in the room becomes
instantly less thin.

"We are finished," Lucius drawls. Severus sees his dragonhide boots step into Severus' small field
of vision. The green leather is flecked with shining spots of blood. My blood. "Go."

A hand appears, long fingers with the Malfoy ring adorning, in front of Severus' face. He takes it,
(because how else will be pull himself up on these fucking ruined knees?) and stands up facing
Lucius, who looks him up and down slowly.

"You never scream," Lucius says softly. "Not in all these years."

"What of it?" Severus pulls out his wand, runs it over his wrist, which he is sure Lucius took the
time to break at one point.

"It is why he enjoys it," Lucius' grey eyes glitter. He speaks so softly that Severus is sure the others
exiting the ballroom cannot overhear him. "I begin to understand the challenge."

"Only now?" Severus quirks his eyebrow. "Why, I'm insulted, Lucius."

He is not, even slightly, of course, but it never hurts to remind Lucius that he was and always has
been, a very selfish lover.

"I could make up for it," Lucius still has not let go of his hand and pulls him closer. Severus can
see the hazy shadow of a cruciatus comedown flickering in his irises. Lucius always was pitifully
susceptible to the intoxication of compulsion and torture spells. "Come upstairs. I should like to
hear you scream again."

When Severus was young and callow, Lucius' presumption had seemed breathlessly attractive, a
confidence that just flowed out of him, impossible to resist. Now Severus only sees blind
entitlement.

"Think back, if you can," Severus whispers. "I do not think you will ever recall a time you could
achieve such a feat."

"Is that so?" Lucius' eyes narrow. Severus does not blink. It is true, after all. Lucius always came
first in every circumstance and then Narcissa and after meeting his wife's needs, Lucius often lost
interest. Severus doubts he even remembers. Narcissa is the only one who truly cared for Severus,
and they both know it.

"Speaking of, I have an appointment with your wife," Severus continues. "Good night, Lucius."

He tries to move away, but Lucius' grip on his wrist is tighter than ever. He abruptly waves his
wand and a door opens in the book case. Severus does not have time to think before Lucius has
pushed him through it, into a small monks cloister behind it. The air is tight inside, almost thick,
and Severus knows he is in one of the most heavily warded spaces in Malfoy Manor. Not even the
Dark Lord could penetrate here.

"Shall you betray me?" Lucius says abruptly. Severus raises his eyebrows. It is the most forthright
he thinks Lucius has ever been, not counting the first night he took Severus to bed. Slow eyes,
unblinkingly silver. "May I fuck you?"

"What is there to betray?" Severus drawls.

"Your vow, Severus," Lucius presses. "1980."

Severus swallows. He made many vows that year, more than Lucius knows. The year that
Harrison was born, the year that the prophecy was made, the year that Severus told Albus he
would do 'anything' to protect Lily. There is only one, however, Lucius can be referring to.

It is June. A warm summer is coming and Severus is staring down at his tiny infant godson. Lucius
is standing beside him, looking at the child with a steady, unblinking intensity. It is as close to love
as Severus has ever seen in those eyes.

"Draconis," Severus whispers. "A good name."

"We shall call him Draco, for short," Lucius says quietly. "It shall suit for school, I think. He can
always reclaim the longer form of his name later, if he needs to. When he takes his seat, perhaps,
or gains his Mastery."

Severus smirks. He can only imagine the lofty heights to which Lucius' first surviving child will
ascend inside Lucius' mind.

"In what?" Severus teases softly.

"In as many things as possible, like his godfather," Lucius says, as if it were obvious. Lucius has
always adored the fact Severus has two Masteries on record, and three in practise, since Masteries
in the Mental Arts are no longer practised.

"Ah," Severus nods sagely, "and here I thought he might follow his mother and become a Runes
Master."

"Perhaps," Lucius shrugs lightly. "Maybe he shall follow his father into the Ministry."

"Both adequate," Severus sniffs. "But you are only called a 'Master' in one."

Lucius eyes crease with unspoken laughter. He reaches out and lays a finger against his son's
perfect, unblemished cheek.

"I shall guard him from everything, as long as I live," Lucius whispers. "He shall want for nothing.
He shall always have power. This will be my gift to him."

It is more, much more than any parent ever offered Severus. He nods.

"He shall be grateful."

"No gratitude. He shall have no less than he deserves and he shall know all of his life how
deserving he is." Lucius fixes his grey eyes on Severus. "If necessary, will you honour my wishes
for my son's life?"

"I don't understand," Severus frowns.

"If I should perish, Severus, will you do this for me?" Lucius strokes his son's hair. At one day old,
he is already as fair as the snow.

"But we are winning," Severus whispers, though it does not feel like it. Nothing feels like winning
since Regulus died.

"Even so," Lucius says calmly. "Will you vow to do it? To care for my family, if needed?"

Severus looks up into the face of the man who has been his mentor, his friend, his lover and his
comrade in arms. He cannot imagine a world where Lucius Actaeus Malfoy does not live and
thrive. But then, neither had he ever imagined a world without Regulus.

"Yes," Severus looks down at the tiny infant, his skin as pale as cream. "I will."

"No, Lucius," Severus wrenches his arm out of Lucius' grip. "I shall not betray you."

Severus cannot. He is bound thrice over to protect Draco, once by his godfather vows, once by
Lucius and once by Narcissa. Never was a child so wrapped up in protective vows.

"Thank you," Lucius voice is suddenly very quiet. Severus wonders, ever so briefly, if Lucius
asking him to bed was merely a ploy to have this conversation. Severus would not put it past him.
"My wife is in her drawing room."

Severus nods curtly and Lucius taps the stones behind him. A corridor opens up, drafty and
unadorned. Severus looks at it curiously.

"I never knew about this," he looks at Lucius narrowly. "A family secret?"

Lucius gives him a wintry smile. For a moment, he looks tired. Lucius might like to think of
himself as the Dark Lord's second in command, but Severus has seen how flexible the position can
be. Now Bellatrix is back, Lucius will have to fight tooth and nail to maintain it, and the Dark Lord
has only space for one of them in his bed.

"One of many you could have access to again, dear one." Lucius says, his eyes taking on the dark
glitter again as he speaks the endearment that he used only with Severus. Perhaps not a ploy.

Severus shakes his head. Despite the blood in his mouth he can still taste the wolf. Yeast and
chocolate. Longing and relief.

"A term for the past only, I think, Lord Malfoy," Severus says. Lucius' eyes immediately shutter
and he nods curtly.

"Of course, Professor Snape."

Severus nods and turns abruptly, walking down the draughty corridor without looking back. He
rarely mourns Lucius, but for a fleeting second, he allows himself to feel the regret at the path his
old friend has taken. He knows Lucius would not want it, this pity, so Severus tucks it away. He
knocks on Narcissa's door.

"Narcissa?" he calls quietly.

"Enter," a hoarse voice calls back.

Severus does. He stands in the doorway, staring at Narcissa who is, astonishingly, sat on the floor.
She is kneeling, her black gown a puddle around her, her silver hair loose and floating slightly with
magic. Spread around her are runes drawn in blood and her Black ring on her hand glitters
strangely. Her face is unusually flushed and her eyes too bright. Something is very wrong. In the
centre of the rune circle in front of her is a vial of blood. Human blood.

Well, shit.

"Cissa," Severus closes the door softly behind him, making sure to flick the lock. "To whom does
the blood belong?"

"She's worse, she's so much worse than before," Narcissa mutters, pressing her fingers against the
runes in sequence, muttering under her breath. "This will help. It helped last time. It will help
again."

Bellatrix. Severus approaches carefully. He has not seen Narcissa like this since the last time she
lost a child. The infant who died thirteen months before Draco was born. She lived five and a half
sweet and sorrowful days. When she breathed her last and Lucius left the Manor, Severus was
there, watching Narcissa paint herself in Runes in a daze, drawing swirls of Black magic around her
to draw all of her memories of the child into a crystal tear jar, to preserve them perfectly. She had
been frantic, still feverish and sore from a bad birth, and completely unstoppable. All Severus
could do was watch her vitals, catch her when she inevitably collapsed and hold her in bed as she
wept for another five and a half days. Then she climbed out of bed and Severus went home and
Lucius came back and four months later she announced she was with child again.

"What is it?" Severus asks softly, sitting on the chaise lounge behind her, easily within reach.

"A containment sequence," Narcissa shakes the vial of blood and looks at it studiously before
clicking her tongue and repeating the sequence again, pressing bloody fingers to each rune, her
Black ring flashing white light with each one. "My mother and I used it when Bella turned
seventeen, it helped keep her more level more realistic and - damn!"

It is as close to a curse as Severus has ever heard come out of Narcissa's mouth. The blood in the
vial bubbles slightly, but only turns a darker colour, swirling ominously. Narcissa sets the vial
down with a sharp clink and presses her eyes into her bloody palms. Severus reaches out a tentative
hand and presses it softly against her shoulder. Narcissa draws in a shaking breath but does not
move. Severus cautiously lowers himself onto the floor beside her, wincing at his god-damned
fucking knees, and just sits, one hand on her shoulder, one of his knees pressed against hers. He
stares at the Runes that kept Bellatrix Black-Lestrange sane for thirteen years before Azkaban. He
does not think there is a Rune sequence in the world that could correct the madness now running
through the blood of Narcissa's oldest sister. Severus thinks that since it was a relatively sane
Bellatrix that tortured the Longbottom's into insanity, it seems that the very last thing anyone
would want is a more mentally stable Bellatrix back, yet it does not stop him from offering.

"Can I do anything?" he asks quietly.

"No," Narcissa whispers. She drops her hands and leans back against the chaise lounge. Her bloody
palms have left rust coloured rings around her eyes. "She is too far gone for this, at least. The only
way for her to return would be to seek mind healing."

Both of them know that Bellatrix will never do such a thing. She enjoys her madness, revels in
being untethered from society and its rules, she adores the Dark Lord and adores even more that
she no longer cares about anyone else. Severus hates Bellatrix with every ounce of his being
because true madness is horribly unpredictable and he despises being reminded of Eileen, but he
knows how unbearable this must be for Narcissa.

"I am sorry for your loss," he whispers. Narcissa closes her eyes, as if she cannot bear to see the
source of sympathetic words. She nods after a moment and opens her eyes again.

"I wish … I wish she had died there," Narcissa runs her hands through her hair, staining it. Severus
catches them softly with one of his own, reaching up to brush bloody flakes out of silvery strands.
"She's gone and I can do nothing. Her husband cares not, and the Dark Lord …" Narcissa bites her
lip, shaking her head. Even in this private space, she will not say it. The Dark Lord abuses her
madness for his own pleasure and gain.

"Before her inheritance, how was she?" Severus asks softly. Before her mind was laid bare by the
power of the Black magic. There are nine years between himself and Bellatrix. By the time he
entered Hogwarts, she was already a mind in flight.

"Stubborn," Narcissa's mouth quirks softly. "Quick to anger. Her accidental magic was always
violent. Her power was astonishing. She was … funny."

Severus can see why such a child as she would have been at Hogwarts would have been so
appealing to the Dark Lord. Just as I was.

"When did you begin this?" Severus gestures to the runes.

"The week she turned seventeen," Narcissa entwines one bloody hand with Severus', her fingers
abruptly cold. The Black magic. "When I was in my second year."

Severus marvels, for a moment, at the capability both of Narcissa at such a young age and of
Druella Black, who must have been a formidable mother and teacher to push her daughter to such

feats at only twelve.

"You were destined for Runes," he says, squeezing her hand.

"Yes," Narcissa's voice is hoarse. "What is she destined for, I wonder?"

Death and madness.

Neither of them needs to say it. Severus reaches his other arm around Narcissa's shoulder and pulls
her to him. They have not embraced this way in a long time, perhaps since Bellatrix was sentenced
and Narcissa was a boiling pot of magic, rage and relief. Lucius has never known how to manage a
daughter of the House of Black. Severus has been here, every time, at her worse moments. Just as
she has been for me.

"The Dark Lord wants Lupin dead," Severus says, not really sure why he is speaking, only that his
chest is heavy with the worry of it.

"He wants to kill your wolf?" Narcissa huffs softly against Severus' shoulder. "How unfortunate."

"He is not my wolf."

"Really?" Narcissa lifts sharp blue eyes to meet his. "I suppose you mean to tell me you did not
also take him to bed recently?"

Severus does not ask her how she knows, just clicks his tongue and rolls his eyes. Narcissa smiles a
sharp smirk of satisfaction and sets her silver head back down against his shoulder.

"Lucius wants you again," she says quietly. It is half a warning and half a confession.

"I care little what Lucius wants," Severus mutters. He is well beyond fucking Lucius out of some
kind of awe or gratitude. Unbidden he thinks of Lupin's teeth clamped on his neck, growling softly
as he comes.

"I find myself echoing a similar sentiment," Narcissa whispers. "The way they fight, the two of
them …"

Severus knows to what she is referring. Lucius and Bellatrix are battling for the Dark Lord's
attention. It is often nauseating to observe.

"I cannot imagine worse house guests," Severus says drily. "And I endured the company of
Magnus Bane."

"How you suffered," Narcissa chuckles quietly, then her voice becomes hard. "I shall not have
Draco come here."

"What shall you do?"

"I shall send him away," Severus feels her sigh into his shoulder. "Perhaps to France, perhaps with
the Contessa, he is friendly enough with Zabini."

Narcissa doesn't know how the political winds have shifted at Hogwarts.

"Zabini will not do for your son any longer," Severus murmurs. "He is courting the Boy-WhoLived."

"I thought Nott …?"

"It is a ruse, cooked up by teenagers and a political European mastermind," Severus rolls his eyes
in spite of himself. "Either way, the Contessa is positioning herself as no longer neutral."

"She stands with Dumbledore?" Narcissa asks sceptically.

"With Harrison, potentially." Severus does not want to think about the political waves his son is
possibly causing across Europe. "So Draco should stay away."

"Or maybe not," Narcissa says wearily. "Perhaps aligning him elsewhere would be better than …

this."

Severus feels like he cannot breathe. He knows it must be the magical exhaustion but something
has happened, he thinks, something that has brought Narcissa so much closer to moving her child
towards the other side of the war.

"How is it here?" he asks carefully.

"Insupportable," Narcissa's voice is full of loathing. "He has taken the Master suite with Bellatrix,
the Lestrange boys have killed nearly all of my peacocks and Antonin …"

"Antonin?" Severus prompts as Narcissa's voice slips away.

"Is making his desires known," Narcissa scorns. "Repeatedly."

Antonin, with whom Narcissa had a brief fling before marrying Lucius. Antonin was always
resentful. Severus tries not to be surprised that his focus has sharpened by years in Azkaban, but he
is. It is disturbing. She is more than capable of handling Antonin's unwanted attentions but it does
nothing to comfort Severus. Before he can consider all the ways he could secretly poison Dolohov,
Narcissa is moving the topic on.

"Apollonius does not look well," Narcissa looks up at him.

"No." The man is drawn in the face. The use of the Canopic jar is killing him quicker than Severus
expected.

"I think it may be time that I meet Theodore."

"Oh?" Apollonius is dying but he is not dying immediately. Not that Severus knows. Unless there
is something planned by the Dark Lord that Severus knows nothing about.

"Yes," Narcissa says softly. "Sooner rather than later, I think."

Severus feels a slight clench in his gut. First, Bellatrix admits she has a plan. Then, Lucius reminds
him of his vow. Now, Narcissa wants to meet Theodore. Severus does not believe in prophecy, he
has seen too well their self-fulfilling capacity and has read Macbeth too many times, but he has a
strange and horrible tingle down his spine that is almost theatrical. He hears Lupin's voice echoing
in his ears. Something is coming.

"By the pricking of my thumb …?" Severus asks quietly. She does not look at him. She stares at
the vial of her sister's blood and the inert rune circle. Then she nods.

"Something wicked."

It is a mild, silly code they used in the old days, a sign that trouble was coming. Now it twists in his
heart. He does not ask if she knows what it is or if she will tell him, because if the answer to the
second is yes, she would have already. They are both bound, tied up with their vows to their
children, to husbands, to Dark Lords and Light leaders. They have reached the point where there is
nothing to say. It is unstoppable and inevitable and Severus cannot fight what he does not know,
but he cannot know what he does not know. Vigilance. Survival. Always and only survival. So he
holds her close and takes a shallow breath. Narcissa, his precious Narcissa, the person who has
been as much family to him since Lily and Regulus died that he could possibly bear to have.
Something terrible is coming and he does not know how it will change them. They have chosen
their children first, to protect one another's Heirs. They have not sworn to protect one another.
Perhaps family does not need to. Words are stuck in his throat, but Severus says something he has
not said since Paris, since he was pursuing his Mastery. She came to him then, raw from a fight
with Lucius. It was the last time she ever did. Nearly twenty years ago.

"I'm here, love, it'll … it'll be l'right."

He mutters it gruffly into her hair, his voice taking on that same rough Cokeworth accent that he
had arrived at Hogwarts with. The voice he met Narcissa with. The voice that sounds like Tobias.
The voice he fought to lose. How easily it comes back to him now, the voice of the past still
lingering. That is what my life is now, the past resurrecting from dark corners all around me.

"My darling," Narcissa sighs heavily, pressing her flushed forehead against his shoulder. Her voice
is slightly choked. "Perhaps … perhaps we should have stayed in Paris."

Severus feels a tight fist around his heart. He didn't ask her to stay, even though he had longed to.
What would have happened if I did? He does not feel as bitter with this thought as he thought he
might, because whatever future they lost together, there is Draco. There is Harrison. There have
been secrets shared and trust earned.

"If you can look into the seeds of time, speak then, " Severus whispers roughly, having to forcibly
stop himself from rolling his eyes at his own sentimentality. Using a Shakespeare quote, sweet
Merlin, Lupin would laugh. But Narcissa huffs gently in recognition and looks at him fondly for a
moment. Honestly flickers between them. Then she sighs gently, presses a bloody hand against his
face for a moment, just as she used to do when he was worried at school.

"Darling boy," she whispers.

Their friendship, Severus realises, is held in this moment where past love, mentorship, sisterhood,
collide with present gratitude, companionship and parenthood. They are in this together. Severus
listens to the tick of the carriage clock on the mantlepiece and thinks of the time falling away from
him. Not enough time, never enough time. Still he does not move. He sits with his oldest friend
since Lily dies and hopes that they both survive.
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Harry is watching Bellatrix close a door behind her, crossing the room towards him, her eyes full
of rapture.

"I can do it, my Lord, I have a plan to reclaim the House of Black," Bellatrix presses her wet lips
against Harry's hand. He smiles coldly.

"Do you, Bella? Have you be keeping it from me only to pull it out in front of the others and
impress me? Well, I am ... less than impressed. CRUCIO!"

Harry watches her squirm on the floor, writhing in pain, lips pulled in a wretched smile. Bella
loves to scream.

"No, my Lord, never!" she screams. He relents, lets her breathe pitifully, spitting blood on the
floor. "I know how to control my blood traitor cousin, I know a weakness, all I need from you -,"

"Need from me?" Harry hisses. "Need from ... me?"

This time his rage is so sharp he does not even need to cast the Crucio, it flows out of him, this pain
spell of his own making so delicious and overwhelming that when it hits Bella, she cannot move.
She is frozen a fitting and frothing at the mouth. It is delightful. When he releases her she falls like
a pitiful rag doll.

Human bodies are so disgustingly frail.

"What more can you need of me Bella?" Harry asks pleasantly. "I have freed you from Azkaban, I
have given you a place at my side and my bed, are you so ungrateful as to presume to want more?"

"No, my Lord," Bellatrix scrambles forward, kissing the hem of his robes. "Potter's mind, my Lord,
that is all - you have access - I can bring you the Black magic, my Lord, I promise."

She looks up at him with eyes full of pain and desire, fear and wanting. Stupidly passionate,
idiotically corruptible. Laughably weak.

"Excellent work, Bella," Harry smiles tightly. "Now scream for me. Crucio!"

The crucio rockets through Bellatrix but now Harry can feel it too, as if he is standing at
Voldemort's feet, writhing and biting his tongue and trying desperately, ardently, not to scream -

"Wake up, Harry!"

Harry coughs and rolls over, tasting blood in his mouth and feeling Theo's hand rubbing his back
firmly. Bad day for Bellatrix Lestrange, Harry thinks, spitting weakly into the pillowcase. His
forehead is on fire and he takes a few deep breaths, trying to control his rolling stomach.

"Are you going to be sick?" Theo asks softly, kissing the back of Harry's head.

"No," Harry swallows hard. There have been times in the last three weeks when he has thrown up
because of the intensity of Tom Riddle's hatred towards his followers and on those occasions Harry
has been utterly mortified, Theo unflappable and Kreacher oddly lacking in comment as he cleaned
up and handed Harry a glass of water.

"They are getting worse," Theo says, stroking Harry's sweaty back in comforting circles. In truth,
Harry can't really tell. He's gotten used to either Hermione or Ron waking him up when he's
screaming or yelling or throwing up and taking care of him but those are not things he has
mentioned to Theo before. If I say it now, it will only worry him.

"I guess," Harry mumbles, rolling over and looking at Theo who frowns and reaches under the
pillow for a handkerchief. He wipes Harry's forehead. Harry sees dark blood on it in the dim
morning light inside the bed curtains.

"Does it hurt?"

"Yeah."

"Here." Theo presses his fingers against Harry's scar, the cool, fresh feeling of his Heir ring and the
magic inside it pulsing softly through Harry's skull and scar. Harry sighs, closing his eyes again,
revelling in the burnt parchment smell of the Nott magic, the taste of sea salt as he hears crashing
oceans and in his minds eye, sees that wild and beautiful coast.

"Thanks," Harry whispers. He thinks about the word he might affix to his gratitude, a word for
Theo. Since their conversation on his first night in Slytherin, Harry has been thinking about words
people use for the people who matter. Mrs Weasley would add 'dear'. Ron calls him 'mate,' but not
in the same way Sahara refers to Theo. Remus would say 'cub.' He thinks about what other couples
use. Blaise calls Daphne 'treasure,' if you can call Blaise and Daphne's occasional secret hook ups a
relationship, and Hermione sometimes calls Ginny 'Gin' but then so does everyone else. It seems
complicated. Especially complicated, when your maybe-sort-of-boyfriend is a secret and the best
endearments you have for him are in a snake language.

"What was it this time?" Theo asks quietly, stroking his finger along Harry's scar, imbuing it with a
cooling sensation.

"He tortured Bellatrix," Harry sighs.

"I suppose it would be indelicate to ask if she deserved it?"

"Who the fuck knows," Harry snorts. "She wants the Black magic."

"Ah."

Harry hears the tension in Theo's voice. He opens his eyes and looks into Theo's face, the grey
worry he sees in his eyes. Best not to tell him she's planning something that involves getting into
my mind somehow, then.

"Hey," Harry grips Theo's hand gently. "She can't get it."

"That would be more comforting if she were not certifiably insane and you were not the most likely

target of her schemes," Theo says drily. Harry agrees but he also knows there is no point in
worrying. He could drive himself mad fretting about Tom climbing into his skull but in Harry's
experience, that only seems to make it more likely that he will.

"I'm the likely target of everyone's schemes," Harry rolls his eyes and sighs, groaning as he sits up
and looks at the clock on Theo's bedside table. 5:30 am. "I'm going to have a shower."

"Wait," Theo pulls Harry's shoulder gently so he flops back onto the pillows. His grey eyes sparkle
suddenly with something like mischief. Most of the time, Harry concentrates very hard on the fact
that although Theo is obviously the fittest boy in the school and they sleep together every night,
they are not sleeping together and Harry is fine with that, totally fine, it's what he needs for right
now after all, but sometimes, when Theo looks at him like that, Harry forgets.

"Oh?" Harry swallows heavily as Theo slowly climbs on top of him, brushing damp, slightly
bloody curls away from Harry's forehead.

"We haven't said good morning yet," Theo mutters, tilting his face down towards Harry's as his
fingers slip up under Harry's pyjama t-shirt. Warm, soft fingers, finding the brown, still healing
scars all over Harry's sides and back.

"Oh," Harry breathes, lifting his lips to Theo's. "Good morning."

They are kissing more regularly now, and Harry's managed to get more of a handle on the
hurricane thing. When Theo kisses him like this, if Harry focuses only on the physical sensations
(Theo's warm thighs around his hips, Theo's fingers tracing soft shapes along his ribs) and not the
compelling deep, rich taste of blood magic on Theo's tongue that Harry could easily lose himself
in, then they don't tend to be flooded with memories or thoughts or feelings through the bond. Just
pleasure. Which, Harry is quickly realising, has it's own consequences, because now he is
scrambling to pull Theo's t-shirt off his head so fast that he actually vanishes it with a touch of the
Slytherin magic. Theo's breath is heavy and rasping against Harry's sensitive rune mark and Harry
is thinking of all the reasons why it is insane that they are sleeping together but not sleeping
together when Theo is basically a fucking Norse warrior and the sexiest thing on the planet. After
all, Blaise is fucking Daphne and Hermione is probably already heart bonded with Ginny and why
not - ?

"Ouch!" Harry twists away from Theo, staring down the bed to see Kreacher, knobbly fingers
outstretched by Harry's ankles which, in all fairness, are twisted around Theo's calves. "You
pinched me, you little dick!"

Kreacher, however, does not seem at all focused on Harry, beady, angry eyes fixed on Theo.

"Heir Nott swore!" Kreacher snarls, pinching Theo's calf so that he curses and scrambles up the
bed away from Kreacher's fingers. "Heir Nott swore he would not make an attempt on the virtue of
Master!"

"Heir Nott remembers," Theo flops back onto the pillows with a sigh. "Vividly."

"And what if I want to make an attempt on his virtue?" Harry demands, flushing deeply when he
sees Theo raise his eyebrows and grin.

"Master. Will. Behave!" Kreacher snarls, slapping Harry emphatically in the kneecaps with each
word. "The child of the House of Black will respect the courting traditions of the Noble and Most
Ancient Houses!"

"What, so that's like, what courting gift?" Harry glances at Theo. He's trying to keep track of the
courting malarkey but since it seems so very much like nonsense, it is very hard to keep straight.
"Five?"

"Six!" Kreacher growls, pinching the top of Harry's foot where he knows it will be most painful.
"And only when seven has been proposed! Master will proceed respectfully!"

"Six," Theo mutters, rubbing his forehead. "Really?"

Harry swallows down the curling, desperate feelings that accompany the sight of Theo's weariness.
Is he disappointed? That thought comes with its own tangle of comparisons. Fucking Blaise. Of
course Theo's disappointed when he had an Italian sex machine as his last boyfriend.

"I'm going in the shower," Harry looks at Kreacher. "Pop me through please."

Kreacher nods, glaring at Theo before grabbing Harry's forearm and squeezing them through space
and time with the sour taste of over-brewed coffee. Harry stares around the empty bathroom,
swallowing hard. Is Theo annoyed that we're not having sex already?

"Thanks," Harry says shortly as Kreacher holds out a black towel for him with a small embroidered
silver crest of the House of Black on it. Kreacher looks at him with eyes that are oddly removed of
the standard bile and irritation. "What?"

"Master must complete his mourning before heart bonding," Kreacher says quietly, looking up at
Harry steadily.

"Mourning?" Harry frowns and pulls his t-shirt off over his head, unstrapping his holsters and
handing them to Kreacher. Then it hits him, a sharp pain between his ribs. Cedric. "You mean
…?"

"Master is not finished," Kreacher nods solemnly. "Master must wash."

Harry nods dazedly and opens the shower stall, turning on the hot water and forcing his face under
the spray with a gasp. It is too hot, burning, but Harry doesn't care. He rubs soap aggressively into
his hair. He pulls up the not-caring, pulls sensitivity away from the surface of his skin so the
burning water becomes only a pleasant tingle and breathes through the edges of his thoughts. I am
not mourning Cedric. I am not. I am fine. I have Theo. I'm falling in love with Theo. I'm fine.

"Harry?" Theo's voice echoes in the empty bathroom.

"Yeah?" Harry calls over the falling water, rinsing his hair quickly.

"You okay?"

"Fine," Harry shuts the water off and wipes his face on his towel. He quickly pulls on his boxers
and school trousers that Kreacher always makes sure are hanging on the back of the shower stall
door and emerges, rubbing his hair with his towel. "You?"

Theo looks him up and down with a frown. He's carrying his own towel and uniform.

"Your water was too hot," Theo mutters stepping forward and pressing his palm against Harry's
bare, warm chest. He looks up into Harry's face, concern in his silvery eyes, made more silver by
the mist from the shower. "Harry, I don't care about sex."

"Don't lie," Harry shakes his head, smiling wryly. "Your last boyfriend was fucking Blaise, of
course you care about heart bonding."

"I do not characterise my previous encounters with him that way for a reason, Harry," Theo's eyes
shimmer sharply. "You're right, I care about heart bonding, not sex, and I only care about it with
you, and I only care when you are ready."

"Okay," Harry swallows and looks over Theo's head at their reflections in the mirrors above the
sinks. In their misted surfaces, they are only shadows. Shadows. Šāhzādeh. Secrets. Harry cannot
put words to it, whatever this is, this feeling that has been stirred up inside of him at the
combination of Theo's want and Kreacher's words. Cedric. Is this what it might have felt like if I
had ever cheated on him? Theo frowns, opens his mouth as if he is about to say something but the
door opens. Theo steps back. Harry clenches his right hand, thinks of the shadows he so often
wears to cloak his scars and in a flash of cold, knows his glamours have instantaneously settled, the
Slytherin ring fizzing to hide itself.

"Buongiorno," Blaise says sleepily, wandering to the shower and turning it on. Harry sees his silk
robe flutter carelessly over the top the stall and rolls his eyes.

"Fucking Blaise," he mutters and Theo's mouth quirks uncertainly.

"I can hear you," Blaise calls over the sound of water falling. Theo rolls his eyes and quickly kisses
Harry's bare shoulder before entering a shower stall himself. Harry watches him go. He knows that
this is the end of their private time, the brief moments at the beginnings and ends of the day when
they are freely themselves. It is too risky, even with Blaise, even with Ron and Hermione, to allow
themselves the smallest modicum of relaxation. Someone could always be watching. As of this
second, Harry has Blaise and Theo can show only tolerance towards him. Harry sighs and stares at
himself in the mirror. Harry Potter-Black stares back, son of Sirius Black and James Potter. And
what a fucking riot he is.

"I have good news for you, Potter-Black," Blaise voice drifts over the sound of water hitting
marble. Harry wipes off the condensation on the mirror and rummages through the washbag which
Kreacher has been presenting him with whenever he showers. Harry's not sure where he's got most
of the stuff in it, Harry thinks it might have been stolen, but it beats the cheap muggle stuff Harry
has always had to pick up in the summers. The aftershave smells suspiciously like Sirius and Harry
does not touch it.

"Are you getting resorted?" Harry calls back. "Have the Hufflepuffs finally realised what they're
missing?"

"Don't flirt, Harry, you are abysmal at it," Blaise laughs musically.

"One to fucking talk," Harry mutters, raking a comb uselessly through his hair as Kreacher watches
critically. Harry catches the elf's eyes in the bottom of the mirror, glaring at him over the rim of the
sink. "I'm trying!"

"Master must comb better!"

"You know, for someone with no hair you've got a lot of opinions, ouch!" Harry glares at
Kreacher, who has stabbed him with a pair of tweezers.

"Do not make Kreacher climb Master and do it himself," Kreacher threatens.

"Is your elf abusing you?" Blaise chuckles.

"Back off and I'll give you a twix," Harry holds up a hand between him and Kreacher's tweezers.

"Two and Master must drink this," Kreacher holds out the nutrition potion and Harry rolls his eyes.

"Fine," he jerks his head at Kreacher and bends at the waist, gesturing to his holsters. Kreacher sets
down the potion on the sink and quickly helps Harry strap his holsters back on. Harry has
straightened up and is locking his wand into place when Blaise walks out of the shower, wrapped
only in a towel from the waist down. Kreacher pops away.

"You know it is unbearably erotic, do you not, Potter?" Blaise drawls, folding his arms and leaning
against the shower stall. "The sight of a man shirtless in nothing but holsters?"

Harry hears Theo's shower shut off suddenly.

"Well, that answers my question," Harry scowls, snatching his shirt up from Kreacher's grasp and
throwing it over his shoulders.

"What question?"

"As to whether you wake up an absolute knob," Harry unsteadily uncorks the nutrition potion.
"You clearly do."

"Well, well, well, someone's grumpy," Blaise chuckles, swanning over to the sink beside Harry and
leaning against it, completely lacking in self-consciousness. Blaise, Harry realises, is not built of
muscle for a fight like Theo. His ebony dark skin is smooth and unblemished, rounded in the right
places that show a life of good diet and the type of luxurious living Harry can't even imagine. He is
utterly comfortable in it, looking between Harry and his potion bottle completely content in his
shameless semi-nudity. Harry averts his eyes and throws back his potion. Harry wonders how
many nutrition potions it would take for him to feel that way. Maybe if I wasn't such a bag of
fucking bones wrapped in scars …

"That is a nutrition potion," Blaise states. Harry can hear Theo dressing in the shower stall.

"Nothing gets by you," Harry grimaces, swallowing heavily. It would be beyond Snape, of course,
to make a health potion that doesn't taste like absolute shit.

"Any reason why?" Blaise's dark eyes dart over Harry's thin torso.

"I dunno, Blaise, eleven years of muggle dinners?" Harry says sarcastically. "What's my good
news?"

"I have a name for you," Blaise says with a grin. "Two, actually."

"Okay."

Harry pulls out his toothbrush. The no wands treaties with the Slytherins have been going slowly.
Blaise has kept him apprised of the delicate negotiations that have been taking place, but the actual
swearing of any treaties has yet to happen. The surprising name that Blaise mentioned at
Valentines Day recently emerged as being none other than Goyle, with whom Harry had a very
quiet meeting in the dormitory when Malfoy was at Quidditch practise. It turns out that Mrs Goyle,
whoever she is, doesn't think much of her husband's plans to go back to kissing Voldemort's robes.
Goyle explained, quite plaintively, that his Mum had told him to talk to Blaise and he'd swear
whatever Blaise told him to. Blaise is still negotiating the terms with Mrs Goyle, very secretively
and occasionally, and is in the midst of a similar discussion with Fitz' Mum. Harry did not expect
that so much of the no wands treaties with Slytherins would be wives of Death Eaters or total dicks
using their children to subvert their husbands.

"Who?" Theo asks, walking out of the cubicle in his trousers and shirt, buttoning his cuffs. His wet
hair is straight and hanging around his sharp jaw and Harry definitely does not want to sniff it.

"First is easy, Viola Richmond," Blaise says. Harry knows nothing about Richmond except she is
in Ginny's year and apparently knew that he was an Anzar before the first night in Slytherin.

"The Richmond's have a Grey seat on the Wizengamot," Theo frowns. "Does she think her father
might be swayed?"

"No, her father will likely flee the country in a couple of months, a combination of debts and fear
of the rising Dark Lord," Blaise rolls his eyes as if such fear is ridiculous. Harry smirks. Blaise is a
fucking wanker most of the time but this is one thing Harry really, really likes about him. He is not
even slightly scared of Voldemort. "Viola wants to stay with her mother when that happens but her
mother's latest paramour is Walden MacNair."

"Ew," Harry unrolls his toothpaste, which Kreacher seems to like to twist into stupid shapes.

"She thinks so too," Blaise smirks. "So?"

"Fine. I guess it'll be easy, since she probably doesn't want either of her parents knowing?" Harry
asks. "Less paperwork for you?"

"Precisely," Blaise nods. "The second is less easy, but if you can possibly approach it with an open
mind -,"

"Christ, it's not Pucey is it?" Harry groans.

"No, not a Slytherin, actually," Blaise's eyes glint. "But a member of a powerful family,
nonetheless, who approached me personally -,"

"Who?" Theo asks, rubbing a cream onto his hands and then running it through his hair. The scent
of familiar lavender floats over to Harry and he breathes it in gently.

"Smith."

"Are you fucking kidding me?"

"Morning all!" The door to the bathroom bangs open and Fred grins at them all, leaning in the door
way. Behind him, on the other side of the door to the dormitory, Harry can hear Malfoy's angry
whine of: "This is the fifth year dormitory! Get the fuck out, Weasley!"

"Make me, ferret face!" Weasley calls back over his shoulder and then his eyes settle on half-naked
Blaise. "Well, happy morning to me!"

"Jesus, Fred, what?" Harry demands, glaring at his guardsman who, in the last three weeks, have
proven that there is nowhere in Harry's life that he and his twin will not appear at the worst time.
He and Theo have only managed to keep the true nature of their relationship secret because of
Kreacher but it is getting harder every day. I'm going to have to tell them soon.

"Two things," Fred holds up three fingers which is never a good sign. "One, George is starting a
petition for Greengrass to be named the smartest witch of her age - on a scale of one to ten how
pissed do you think Hermione will be?"

"Thirty five," Blaise snorts.

"Zero, as long as there are no spelling errors in the document," Theo mutters.

"Ask Mi yourself, coward," Harry frowns. "Second?"

"Fitz may or may not have kidnapped a snake in an attempt to learn parseltongue, not a biggie,"
Fred holds up his hands defensively as Harry glares at him, "we just need you to come and hiss
around his school bag a bit in case he's hidden a deadly viper in there."

"Oh, is that all?" Harry mutters darkly.

"And you're the Lord in this arrangement, are you, Potter-Black?" Blaise chortles.

"Not all," Fred grins. "I've also got names."

"You, fuck off," Harry points his toothbrush at Blaise and then turns it on Fred. "You - Names?"

Fred has been accruing a list of students who are willing to swear a bear wands treaty in the last
three weeks. Unlike Blaise, Fred has provided no updates and Harry has left him to it. Now he is
grinning and pulling out a list from his black robes, which, in the last week have taken on silver
tinge next to the red stitching. Kreacher, Harry thinks darkly as he begins to brush his teeth. The
elf has been doing everything he can to present Fred and George as less and less Gryffindor and
more and more Black every day.

"Oh yes," Fred unrolls his piece of paper. "Abbot will swear to Potter, Longbottom to Potter,
Fawley to Potter and Black, MacMillan to Potter, Creevey to Potter, Spinnet to Potter, Johnson to
Potter, Bones to Potter and Black, Thomas to Black, Jordan to Black, Wolpert to Potter," Fred flips
the paper over. "Also, no wands treaties from Shafiq to Black, Travers to Black and ... Selwyn to
Potter and Black."

Harry stares at Fred mid brush. So do Blaise and Theo.

"Jesus," Harry spits out his toothpaste and sticks his mouth under the faucet, trying to rinse away
the sudden nausea. He doesn't even know all of these people.

"Abbot, Longbottom, Fawley, Macmillan, Bones, Shafiq, Travers, that's all of the Light heirs in the
Sacred Twenty Eight," Blaise's eyes glowing at he stares at Fred with something that seems half
way between annoyance and attraction. "That's a a significant proportion of the Light
Wizengamot."

"Which would mean more if Heirs could vote," Theo mutters.

"Treaties are binding for life, Heir Nott, unless otherwise stipulated," Fred grins, rolling up his
papers. "Heirs become Lords eventually."

"Are you telling me you've planned a political coup sixty years in advance of it happening?" Theo
raises an eyebrow in between shaving.

"There's a war on, Nott, I doubt we'll wait sixty years," Fred quips, cheerfully.

"Did you do that deliberately?" Blaise demands, staring at Fred with eager amazement. "And
Selwyn is a Dark seat, there is no way her Heir will swear to Black and Potter."

"A dark seat with a second year Hufflepuff daughter," Fred grins. "Can't fight the sorting hat, hey
Harry?"

"Piss off," Harry grumbles.

"And of course I did it on purpose," Fred's brown eyes flicker with something deeper than
mischief. "Voldeshorts likes kids, everyone knows that, just look at ferret face," Fred jerks his head
back towards the dorm, "there's a junior Death muncher if ever I saw one. If we can get as many
students as possible magically bound to Harry in some way, those are kids he can't mark."

"He can," Nott says quietly. "He would probably just not bother and prefer to kill them."

"Right, which would be better for them anyway," Fred shrugs, as if the notion of dying rather than
refusing the mark is not at all unrealistic. Harry notices the way Blaise and Theo exchange a
significant look and roll their eyes. Slytherins, Harry thinks, are very different beasts. For a long
time he'd just seen the coldness, the machinations, but now he understands them a little better.
Survival is their most prominent goal. It's no wonder Snape does so well as their Head of House.

"Better to change and live, surely, Weasley," Blaise says sardonically.

"Some things you can't change, Zabini," Fred's voice is cheerful but his eyes are cold. "Heritage is
one. I'm a Weasley blood-traitor, through and through. You think Snakeface has got anything but a
shallow grave planned for me?"

"Oh, so these are petitions for quick deaths," Theo says drolly. "The Dark Lord won't waste time
torturing me if he knows I've got a bear wands treaty?"

"Better, Nott," Fred's eyes glint dangerously. "The Dark Lord can bite the end of my fucking
stunner, thanks very much."

"So it is an army," Blaise rolls his eyes. "After all of that business with the Minister, they just got
the name wrong. Potter's militia, is it?"

"We go by Potter United, actually, Zabini," Fred grins.

"Sweet fucking Jesus on a broom, can we not?" Harry hisses, slamming his hands down on the
sink and glaring at them all. "It's not an army, I'm not a Dark Lord, we're all just trying to bloody
survive this shit and that's all! Got it?"

Fred and Blaise stare significantly at the sink. Harry looks down. It is cracked with green flicks of
magic and there is a slight hissing in the air.

"Shit," Harry mumbles, pressing his right hand against the cracks and hissing "Repair." It does,
with a green glow. He looks bashfully up at Blaise and Fred who are wearing almost identical
grins.

"Got it. Totally understood," Fred winks. "Milord Heir of Slytherin."

"Don't resurrect that one," Harry warns him sharply, noticing Theo's minute pause in shaving. "Had
enough of that in second year."

"You are, in the words of the Contessa, baffling," Blaise shakes his head. "You understand that
most wixen on earth cannot produce magic through Heir rings alone?"

"Your Mum can," Harry frowns.

"Do not call her that," Blaise rolls his eyes. "And yes, she can, but she is not entirely Wixen."

Neither am I, Harry thinks. He will not look at Theo.

"Why can't most wixen?" he asks, smoothing the edge of the sink, catching up sparks of magic that
still linger there.

"Because Wixen require a conduit to cast spells effectively," Theo says softly, staring at his own
reflection as he moves the straight razor gently across his sharp jaw. Harry does not want to kiss it.
Not at all. "Their accidental magic is dangerous and unformed, it needs a wand to channel it and
not cause damage to the user. Which is why most Lords and Heirs can only use their rings to
produce specific effects and attempts to wield family magic otherwise produce... painful results."

All of them look down at Harry's unblemished right hand, no worse for having split a sink open
and repaired it.

"Well," Harry swallows awkwardly. "Guess I'm not like everyone else."

"Never were truer words said, littlest, weirdest brother," Fred says solemnly, clapping him on the
shoulder with a concealed grin. "So! Ready to show the newest members of Potter United your
totally not Dark Lord-like prowess later?"

"Yeah, about that," Harry looks down at his constantly trembling left hand, remembering his vow
with Daphne. "Does each vow have to be …?"

Harry does know the word and feels like 'glowy' or 'super magicky' wouldn't quite cut it.

"Handfast?" Theo supplies, watching Harry's hand too.

"No, handfasting is really rare, mate," Fred grins. "How many people have you handfasted?"

"I mean …," Harry looks uncomfortably at Theo. Way, way too many to be considered normal. "A
few?"

"Well, most no wands treaties are written out, like I am doing for you, with formal contracts,"
Blaise says quietly. "You only have to sign in blood. That might be preferable, if your goal is to
avoid … ah, overt displays of power."

"Like bonding people by slapping them in the Great Hall," Fred chuckles. "Trying to play down
your power to your army, milord?"

"It's not a fucking army, don't say that," Harry groans, knocking his forehead against the mirror.
"And yes, actually."

"Power can be useful," Theo says quietly. Harry glances at him. He knows he's thinking of what
Snape told Harry. Show them only the smallest modicum of your power, Harrison. Even when it
makes Harry feel like he's being watched by a thousand eyes, the way he did walking out of the
tent for the first task.

"Fine," Harry straightens up, stares at his red, slightly inflamed scar in the mirror. "We'll handfast
the people we really really trust or the people we want to scare a bit."

"Excellent," Blaise grins. "So Richmond? Goyle?"

"Shafiq," Theo mutters. Harry knows he hasn't forgiven her for trying to court Harry after
Christmas.

"Just Goyle," Harry shoots a scathing look at Theo who stares back, completely neutrally.

"That takes care of the scaring," Fred muses. "Who do you want to handfast from our lot?"

Harry knows he's talking about the Gryffindors. Harry sighs heavily. There are lot of names on that
list of people he really likes, but he knows the way he bonds people should really be kept a secret,
unless utterly necessary to share. They can know he's powerful, but no one can know he's a Mage.
Raaz Pasban. Guard the secrets.

"Just Neville," Harry says quietly.

"You should consider Bones too," Blaise says. "She's a triple threat family."

"A what?"

"Sacred Twenty Eight, Wizengamot, and a high ranking Ministry employee family, her Aunt is the
head of the -,"

"DMLE, yeah I remember," Harry casts a quick glance at Theo, remembering how they planted
evidence on her desk in the summer for Harry's trial. "So that's one to scare?"

"Not scare, just … inform," Blaise muses. "It helps if powerful people know what you are capable
of."

"But she's not powerful, her Aunt is," Harry frowns, "and her Aunt has seen my Patronus."

"Handfasting is better than a Patronus, mate," Fred rolls his eyes.

"And how do you think gossip moves in our society?" Blaise raises his eyebrows. "Yappy students
writing home."

"Fine, Bones too," Harry sighs and rubs his forehead. Theo frowns and wordlessly passes him
some salve that he used for his own burns over the summer. Harry spreads it on. It helps a bit.

"Cool. I'll get stuff set up with Neville and Susan," Fred grins eagerly. "Oh, also, Luna says she'll
swear to you, Harry, but not to a House."

"Seers," Blaise rolls his eyes. "Always unpredictable."

"Right," Harry sighs. It's not even seven o'clock yet and he's exhausted. Dream torture and politics.
The worst way to start a day. "I'll talk to her."

"Righto!" Fred grins and opens the door, "I'll be off then, people to see, mischief to manage..."

Fred looks Blaise up and down slowly, letting his words linger. Blaise stares, that warm, sexy
smile spreading across his face. In the mirror, Harry sees Theo rolling his eyes.

"Like something you see, Weasley?" Blaise drawls.

"So what if I do, little Snake Prince?" Fred wiggles his eyebrows.

"Well," Blaise cocks his head to one side, looking Fred up and down appraisingly. "How quickly
can you grow your hair? Your eldest brother …"

"Oh really?" Fred laughs, tapping a finger against the door thoughtfully. "Well, you know, I do
have a fang earring …"

"Can someone get Weasley the FUCK out of our bathroom?" Malfoy's piercing screech echoes
through the other door. "I need to shower!"

"Okay, thanks Fred!" Harry gives him a shove and slams the door loudly, hearing Fred chuckle as
he walks away. Harry rounds on Blaise. "Please, for the love of fucking Christ, decide which of my
friends you're going to shag and get it over with."

"Why choose one?" Blaise grins lasciviously.

Harry, too tired and annoyed by the morning to answer, points a finger and shoots a tongue of
green Slytherin flame at Blaise's chest who jumps and looks at Harry in mild curiosity.

"Twice named Heir indeed," Blaise rubs the spot on his chest, grinning. "Or is it thrice?"

"None of your fucking business," Harry hisses, brushing past Blaise on his way out of the
bathroom.

"And Smith?" Blaise calls after him.

"I'd rather have bloody Tremblay lick my balls!" Harry yells back. He runs almost directly into
Malfoy, who is hovering outside the bathroom with a towel in his arms and a sullen glower.

"Took you long enough," Malfoy snarls. "What were you doing, having the worlds most unpleasant
foursome?"

"Why? Jealous?" Harry raises his eyebrows and leaves Malfoy spluttering before heading
downstairs. It's already a long day without Malfoy in the mix. He has treaties to swear,
Occlumency to endure that evening and all of his feelings about Cedric to ignore. Annoyingly,
Remus' voice pops into his head. Talk about it, Harry. He sighs as he slouches down the spiral
staircase. Who would even talk about this with? It's an easy answer, when he really thinks about it,
but getting time alone to talk with Hermione at the moment is a challenge and a half. My whole life
is a challenge and a half. Harry thinks one more added to the list can't hurt. So maybe, on top of
building some kind of bloody army and trying to survive in Slytherin and Hogwarts, he might find
time to talk to his best friend about sex but first, Harry has to go and find Fitz and make sure he's
not setting himself up for viper poisoning. Honestly, Harry thinks bitterly, being a potential Dark
Lord is more work than people think.

"Alright, Fitz!" Harry looks down at the defiant but slightly red faced first year. "Give me your
bag."

-- -- -- -- -- --

The handfasting with Goyle happens quicker than Harry expected, before breakfast whilst Malfoy
and Crabbe are in the bathroom. Goyle's magic is muddy and almost tasteless and Harry realises
then part of his mother's reason for urging him into this treaty: Gregory Goyle is almost a squib.
Goyle's eyes are as wide as saucers as the Slytherin magic settles into his skin and he swears not to
raise arms and wands and powers against Harry, and Harry in return, swears only to honour the life
of Goyle as long as his vow is true.

"This is different wording," Harry comments quietly to Theo. "To what I said to Daphne."

"This is standard," Theo looks at him significantly. "Your vow with Daphne was … unusually
reciprocal."

Because I just followed the magic, Harry realises, watching as Goyle nods fervently when Blaise
outlines, very clearly, how he cannot say anything about this to Malfoy or his father and the only
thing he needs to do differently is never raise a wand to Harry.

"If you absolutely have to do something to avoid Malfoy finding out, just punch me in the face,"
Harry says with a shrug. "Okay?"

Goyle nods eagerly and seems very relieved to have clear instructions. Harry's handfasting with
Bones is done in morning break, in the kitchens of all places, surrounded by house elves who
watch with wide bulbous eyes as the fiery ribbons of the Potter magic settle into Susan's skin as she
swears upon the honour of the House of Bones to raise arms and wands and powers when so called
on by Harry, and Harry realises then that the no wands treaty he swore with Daphne and his
Consort-Shield vow with Blaise are both more equal than any standard treaties being offered to
him now. Harry doesn't swear to defend the House of Bones or the House of Goyle. In the
language drafted by Fred and Blaise, he only swears to honour their lives as long as their vows
stand. Harry knows what it means and he's not sure he likes it. A hierarchy. An inner circle. Harry
feels the slight discomfort of it, the sensation of something tightening around him that he cannot
avoid.

"Ours wasn't red," George comments casually as Susan flexes her fingers in amazement.

"No, yours wasn't sworn by Potter magic," Harry says lightly.

"Black magic?" Fred stares at Harry closely who nods and averts his eyes. Slytherin, actually,
Slytherin that loves to bind.

"Huh," George looks at his arm as if remembering. "It was green."

Oh shit.

When Susan leaves the kitchen and the twins offer to walk Harry to Care of Magical Creatures,
they waste no time pulling him behind a tapestry and folding their arms to stare at him.

"What?" Harry demands, though he knows what's coming. Having the twins as Guardsmen is like
having twin mad-Eye-Moody's crossed with Zonko's joke shop following him everywhere. Secrets
don't stay secret for long.

"Some secrets are fine," George says abruptly, as if he has heard Harry's thoughts. "Like the secret
of why you don't sleep in your bed every night and Kreacher only guards Nott's bed when we try to
sneak in -,"

"George -,"

"We quite like that secret, actually," Fred grins, "because Zabini is growing on me and I would
hate to be third wheel to my littlest brother -,"

"But big secrets can be problems, Harrikins, so let's have it straight," George stares at Harry's right
hand. "What you got?"

Harry stares at them. He's not surprised, really, that they've worked Theo out, he's quite relieved,
actually, though he can't imagine Theo will be pleased. He just doesn't know what to do. They
know, like all the Weasley's, that Snape is Harry's father, but they don't know about the Princes.
Raaz Pasban. But he has to give them something. Harry swallows hard and pulls up the fizzing
glamour of the Slytherin ring, leaving the Prince ring hidden. Fred's eyes take on a delighted
gleam.

"My my, Harry Potter-Black, that looks like a third heir ring, doesn't it. dearest brother?"

"Why yes, it does indeed, most observant brother," George grins, looking satisfied. Harry breathes
a quiet sigh of relief. Neither twin looks like they were expecting a fourth. He can guard his secret
still. "And so snakelike, that ring, magic that likes to hiss, I wonder, it's truly baffling, what that last
Heirship could be?"

"Alright -," Harry starts to say, only to be spoken over by Fred.

"I couldn't possibly guess, Gred," Fred says in a snooty voice, covering a smirk. "Except perhaps to
say we could ourselves be considered Seers of the highest quality. After all, what did we say in
Harrikins second year?"

"Good Merlin in the sky with diamonds, I do think you are correct, Forge!" George grins at Harry.
"Enemies of the Heir beware, eh?"

"Okay, are you going to be cool about this?" Harry asks cautiously. "Or totally insane?"

"Cool, of course we'll be cool!" Fred exclaims. "What else could be be when faced with such a
seriously evil wizard?"

"Right, so totally insane, fine," Harry rolls his eyes. "I've got class."

"One thing," Fred holds up a finger and points at the ring. "How'd you get it?"

"Conquest," Harry says grudgingly. "Chamber of Secrets."

"Yes," Fred closes his eyes happily. "That is truly divine. Old Mouldywart tries to kill our sister
and loses an Heirship. That, milord, is karmic justice."

"Do wizards believe in karma?" Harry frowns.

"We do," George's eyes gleam. "Everything comes around, Harry."

"And we're the ones who bring it around," Fred's grin is almost devilish.

"I believe that," Harry says drily. "See you at lunch."

He meets Luna on the way out to Care of Magical Creatures, in her usual spot on the front step,
feeding apple slices to her ferret. Sometimes, Harry can't help but wonder if she waits for him
there.

"Hey," Harry stops on the step and sits beside her. Hagrid and his flobberworms can certainly wait
five minutes. The ferret clambers into Harry's lap. "What's her name today?"

"Bella."

"Jesus, Luna," Harry groans, rubbing his scar. Always fucking on the money. "Anything else
terrifying you want to drop on me today?"

"I do not know if it counts, but you will not find your name for Theodore here," Luna says
dreamily, taking a bite of an apple slice before offering the rest to the pink nosed ferret.

"Oh?" Harry tries not to let his discomfort show. Luna, Harry knows, is a secret keeper in the most

honest way. Fae can't lie but they are excellent obscurers of truth. He takes a deep breath of the
scent of her magic, the taste of frozen water, lets it calm down the slightly exposed feeling inside
him.

"How would you name part of your soul?" Luna says with a soft tilt of her head. "There is a name
and a word, but not yet."

"Hmm," Harry kicks his shoes against the sandstone steps. "What about us, Luna? You told Fred
you wanted to swear but … but you don't need a treaty or a promise do you?"

"No," Luna smiles widely. "We are as we are, Harry, as Merlin and Nimue, two of three."

He looks into her wide blue eyes, eyes that remind him of spring water pouring from icy
mountains. As Mage and Fae, he thinks and Luna nods happily.

"Huh," Harry frowns. He feels like he had a conversation about the people around Mages when he
was half asleep, but he does not remember it now. Who was it? "Two of three?"

"A wixen. The sorcerer of Morgana, " Luna places three apple slices into a triangle shape. "They
will emerge in their time, Harry. Don't worry."

"Okay," Harry stands up heavily, not feeling particularly comforted or understanding what she
means. Harry has no idea who a third would be if he's the Mage and she's the Fae, because there
are literally thousands of wixen. It's all too much to think about when he still has a treaty to swear
with Neville and Occlumency tonight. "So, we don't need a treaty?"

"No, Harry," Luna smiles at him softly. "I swear to watch your path."

Harry feels the coldness of her magic sweep him and he tastes it, his eyes fluttering closed as the
fresh taste of minerals and water floods him. He sighs and takes her hand briefly, words falling into
his mind that he knows he must speak. Something about Luna does this to him, words which feel
like they come from the silent place where the music sings, where Oldest and Deepest speaks, rise
to his consciousness.

"I shall honour the secrets of your walk," he says quietly. Luna sighs happily and closes her eyes.

"Golden," she says gently. "Like music and sunlight."

Harry realises she's talking about his magic.

"Cold," Harry swallows hard. "Like lakes and mountain rivers."

"Yes," Luna nods happily. "His is … lightning?"

Theo, Harry realises. Theo is the third.

"Thunderstorms," Harry whispers, and treacle and mead, he thinks, but won't add that because he
doesn't think Luna needs to know about the taste of Theo's magic.

"Yes," Luna's eyes shine happily. "Thunderstorms. The name will come, Harry of Merlin. Give it
time."

"Okay," Harry nods and kisses her hand. He doesn't know why he does it, it just feels right, but
when his lips brush the skin on the back of her hand, the green leaves underneath it rise up to, her
hand suddenly full of the veins of a plant.

"My magic and your magic will work together one day," Luna says softly as Harry looks at her in
surprise. "Good luck with your treaties."

"Thanks, Luna of Nimue," Harry nods at her and walks to Care of Magical Creatures down the
wide lawn, the wind rustling in his hair, thinking that the very last thing he wants to call Theo is his
Sorcerer. Harry has had all of the weird he can cope with this year. Yet 'boyfriend' sounds
ridiculous to him. Boyfriends aren't able to command your Patronus. He wants to talk to Hermione
at lunch but he's pulled away by Fred and George and Blaise to swear his treaty to Neville. So
Harry finds himself pulled along to Greenhouse two as part of a mini entourage that has Umbridge
glaring daggers at them from the top table. Harry walks in the middle with Blaise, Fred and George
on either side of them and then Daphne and Theo on one side, Hermione and Ron on the other.
People stare. Harry doesn't care.

"Care to explain this?" Hermione waves a copy of George's petition in front of his face, taking a

sausage sandwich from Ron as she does.

"Oh come on, Mi, there's room at the top for more than one great witch!" George exclaims,
gesturing to Daphne.

"She is not incensed by that, Weasley," Daphne rolls her eyes.

"Of course I'm not," Hermione growls. "I just can't believe you're peddling this sexist nonsense,
smartest witch of her age? Do you know a wizard who gets better marks than me? And no,"
Hermione holds up a finger at Blaise as he opens his mouth. "Nott does not count because we do
not take all the same subjects!"

"Of course not," Theo mutters at the end of the line and Harry smirks at him, sending affection
through the bond.

"She is correct, of course," Daphne says lightly, looking at Hermione from soft brown eyes. "It is
sexist."

"Thank you," Hermione says tersely, but she looks at Daphne with a lingering curiosity. They don't
get on as such, not that Harry can tell, but there seems to be a mutual respect thing going on when
they all study together. He's seen them silently swapping notes with wary faces on occasion.

"Well, this one was a swing and a miss," George sighs dramatically, then points at Daphne.
"Prepare for adjustments!"

"With breath that is baited," Daphne says drolly.

"Gred, a word," Fred grins, pulling his twin ahead, a pair of bright red heads in black and silver and
red trimmed robes leaning together.

"Troublesome," Blaise shakes his head fondly, eyes fixed on the back of Fred's robes.

"That's one word for it," Hermione breathes, narrowing her eyes. "You just wait until they're
testing their product on your first years."

"All good research must include live subjects," Blaise wiggles his eyebrows.

"Despicable," Hermione snaps and looks at Daphne. "I doubt your prefects will do anything to stop
them, but if you threaten to write to their mother it is usually effective," her eyes linger on Blaise.
"As it is with all boys who have powerful mothers."

"Dove sei stato tutta la mia vita?" Blaise chuckles.

"Hiding from you," Hermione snarls and Harry rolls his eyes. No matter how many times Harry
explains that responding to Blaise's flirting only encourages him, Hermione cannot seem to stop
herself.

"Wait," Ron swallows a mouthful of sausage sandwich. "Has George really been giving you
courting gifts, Greengrass?"

"He has given me many things," Daphne drawls. "I do not think any one of them could be
considered a gift."

"Come on," Harry mutters, following Fred and George into Greenhouse two, which smells like soil
and damp. "Let's get this done."

Neville is standing by a freshly turned bed, slightly smeared with dirt and looking a little
uncomfortable as he eyes the Slytherins by Harry's side.

"The House of Zabini has a treaty with me, Nev," Harry says quietly. "And Greengrass has a no
wands treaty with me."

"And him?" Neville gestures his muddy trowel towards Theo.

"Nott has a treaty with me," Blaise says. "You need not worry about him."

"I've not heard that," Neville mutters quietly, darting his eyes worriedly to Harry. Harry knows he's

thinking of the rumoured names of the Death Eaters Harry fought last summer.

"Don't worry about him," Harry says sharply. Harry can't help it, he feels a possessive flicker in the
bond towards Theo, feels the sudden need to stand in front of Theo and hiss vividly that Theo is his
and his alone, but he doesn't do those things. He doesn't even allow himself to turn his head to
Theo, but he feels Theo's silver eyes resting on him, burning into the back of his head.

"Harry is right," Blaise says easily. "We have nothing to fear from Nott."

Harry feels Theo move behind him, hears the subtlest of rough hisses that can easily be passed off
as annoyance, but Harry knows what it is. It's Theo's attempt at the word "mine." He swallows
hard, allows himself a moment to breathe in the scent of Theo's magic in the air behind him. He
presses thought through the bond, knowing that if Theo is close enough to almost touching him, he
will understand the parseltongue.

"Only yours," Harry hisses under his breath. Blaise and Hermione, the only other two people Harry
feeds parseltongue to occasionally, look at him with raised eyebrows, as if wondering why he is not
letting them understand it. He catches the scent of a sudden overwhelming surge of damp air and
heavy rainclouds. Theo is pleased.

"How do we do this?" Neville asks nervously.

"Well, we've got the words here," Fred unrolls a piece of parchment, hands it to Blaise who double
checks it and nods. He hands it over to Neville. George hands Harry an apple which he munches
down. Between Fred and George, who are seeking to overcome Harry's dislike of eating at the
Slytherin table by stuffing pieces of fruit and pastries in his pockets and school bag, Harry has been
eating more.

"Ah," Neville looks up, flushing slightly. "I … uh, I can't do this one."

"Why?" Fred takes back the paper, frowning over it with Blaise who leans against him, also
frowning.

"It's quite standard," Blaise mutters.

"Let me see," Hermione snatches it away and Daphne leans close to her shoulder to peruse it.

"He's right," Daphne says quietly, brushing a curl away from Hermione's shoulder so she can see.
Harry sees Hermione's cheeks blush slightly. He raises his eyebrows. Interesting.

"I know, I'm sorry," Neville reddens further, twisting his slightly dirty fingers together. "I should
have been more specific …"

"What's up, Nev?" Harry swallows his bite of apple down. Neville's magic, which usually is
unremarkable, is flaring a strong green scent that reminds Harry of the depths of the Forbidden
Forest. Something is up.

"I … I don't want a bear wands treaty, not between me and Harry," Neville swallows. "I want a …
a House in Arms treaty."

"A what?" Harry asks blankly.

"It's a political alliance in a time of war," Blaise is staring at Neville like he just grew out of the
mandrake patch.

"It's between two houses who declare friendship," Daphne continues, frowning at Neville. "There
is usually a precedent."

"There is," Hermione looks at Neville with heartbroken eyes. "Isn't there, Neville?"

"Yes. The House of Potter and Longbottom had one in the last war," Neville looks at Harry with
blazing, serious eyes. "My Dad and your Dad, James, swore it before they … before what
happened."

"Blimey mate," Ron leans against a large weeping willow and pulls a pork pie out of Harry's other
pocket, biting down. "I never knew that."

"It is not widely known," Hermione says quietly.

"How do you know?" Blaise and Daphne ask simultaneously, frowning at Hermione.

"I have … certain research avenues available to me," Hermione stammers, going slowly red, eyes
flickering over to Harry. The Black Library, he thinks, and snorts quietly. Unseen, Theo prods him
in the back.

"Nev, you can't offer that," George says gently. "It can only be offered between Lords."

"Or Lords apparent," Neville swallows hard and looks down at his left hand. Harry knows what's
coming. Neville whispers 'Revelio' and a Lordship ring shimmers into life on his hand. It's a large,
oval stone with a pattern inside of crystal, purple and gold, as if the stone has been cut on the
diagonal revealing the layers of its structure.

"Woah!" Ron spits out a lump of pork pie and nearly chokes, Daphne rolling her eyes and shooting
a throat clearing charm at him with utter disdain. "Nev's a Lord?"

"Not a Lord," Harry touches Neville's ring clumsily with his left trembling hand, the Potter ring
chimes happily, a flare of red light glowing out of his hand. "Not yet."

"Your Dad … even though he's alive the Lordship has deferred to you?" Fred asks behind them.
Neville nods solemnly, keeping his eyes fixed on Harry.

"Oh Neville," Hermione whispers in a broken voice. "I'm so sorry."

Harry strokes the ring as gently as he can with fingers that don't really obey him anymore. It sings
distantly. The magic tastes like bay leaves. Harry can feel the sorrow in it. It's one thing, Harry
thinks, to have a Dad who is dead. Harry can't imagine how hard it is to have a father still living
but to know through magic that he will never return to him again.

"How does it even work?" Fred asks quietly.

"I've heard of it," Blaise mutters. "Longbottom will be Lord Longbottom when he comes of age,
but Lords apparent are enabled with the power to make treaties on behalf of their House. It's an
allowance made for time of war."

"Which we're in, I guess," Harry adds quietly.

"Can they vote if they have a seat?" Daphne mutters back to Blaise and Harry can feel Theo's
interest inside the bond. Hears the faint words of Theo's thoughts in the bond. Heirs can't vote but
if Lords apparent can ... Harry thinks of the vote that will come soon on the war with the Goblin
King.

"Lords apparent can vote in their Wizengamot seats, given their stewards permission," Hermione
answers, keeping her eyes on Harry for some reason. Then Harry gets it. James is dead and he's the
Potter Heir. Or am I?

"My Gran is our steward," Neville says quietly. "She agrees with me. She told me to give you this
letter."

Neville hands it to George even though it's clearly addressed to Harry, and Harry snorts to see
Blaise, Daphne, and Hermione all cluster over the twins shoulders with intense, studious looks.
Except Theo, who obviously knows he can read the letter until his hearts content tonight. Harry
catches Ron's eye.

"More Hermiones," Ron shakes his head and brushes pasty off his robes. "Don't know how you did
it, mate."

"You have no idea," Harry mutters.

Theo snorts behind him.

"Yeah, but is Harry the Potter Heir or the Potter Lord apparent?" Fred demands, spinning his head
to glare at Blaise who is over his left shoulder as if they are all in the middle of a silent
conversation Harry, Neville, Ron and Theo are exempt from.

"I am not sure," Blaise says quietly, glancing at Daphne and Hermione. Daphne raises her
eyebrows. Hermione shrugs helplessly.

"Some brain squad you lot are," Ron laughs, only to met by five pairs of angry eyes glaring back at
him. Harry snorts, covering his mouth. Ron's right. It's very funny.

"Are you the Potter Lord apparent?" Theo repeats the question quietly behind Harry. He's close
enough that Harry can smell the soft rain inside his magic.

"Easy way to find out," Harry says, catching Hermione's eyes. "Can I borrow your ring?"

She nods and steps up to his left shoulder, putting her hand with her Potter ring on his elbow. Harry
feels the warmth of Theo's presence at his back too, where he is leaning against the nursery beds,
close enough so their robes touch. Harry hears the strength of his thought. I am here with you. He
looks down at the Potter ring, thinks of his family, of the coconut smell of Hermione's hair, of the
taste of hot tea in the Potter magic, of his mother's voice from his memories with the dementors,
the way she said his name, the picture of James that he has folded in his wallet and James' tender
smile and sloping handwriting on the back of it. Me and my son. He waits until the magic has
reached a strong, lovely pitch, a dancing hum like the flicker of flames and his hand is glowing
brightly with red light and Neville is looking at him nervously. Then he closes his eyes and speaks
into the fire. Come.

"Holy shit!" George exclaims behind them.

"Oh man," Ron sighs. "Well, that's new."

Harry opens his eyes. The Potter griffin is floating in the air beside Harry and Neville, made of
flames and looking down on them with beady, fiery eyes. Blaise is not even trying to contain his
satisfied smirk and Daphne, as always, looks mildly bored but her eyes flicker over the Griffin with
an academic interest.

"Is it … it is going to hurt us?" Neville whispers.

"No," Hermione says gently. Her Potter ring is sending tingles down his arm. The Griffin looks at
her with fiery tenderness. "It's Harry's."

"Harry's?" Neville says, unsure.

"Yeah." Harry looks at it without fear, feeling warmth tingling up his arm from his Heir ring when
the Griffin fixes its gaze on him. "Am I the Potter Lord apparent?"

"Harry, you can't talk to magic like that -," Fred begins.

"Yes he can," Blaise and Hermione say at the same time.

The Griffin cocks its great feathered head at Harry and nods slowly. It's words taste like burnt
biscuits and something ancient reminds Harry of the scent of Magnus. You are.

"I am, cool," Harry breathes in sharply and nods firmly. Then he looks at Neville, who's eyes are
very round and is breathing quite rapidly but still he hasn't pulled his hand back from Harry. He
turns back to the Potter griffin. "Can I do this then?"

The Griffin lowers his head in a soft bow. You are the child of Gryphon and Sleipnir. We shall
follow where you lead.

"You can make the treaty?" Hermione murmurs.

"Yeah, just … just put your hand on my wrist when I do it," Harry rolls his shoulders and clicks
his neck. He reckons he'll need as much of the Potter of magic as he can get. Behind him, he feels
Theo shuffle in concern. He looks at Neville. "You ready to take my lead on this Nev?"

"I mean what I said at the start of the year,Harry," Neville's eyes take on a strange, determined
shine. "You're my friend."

"Do you need wording?" Blaise calls from behind them.

"6th Century or 13th?" Daphne asks.

"You are literally the most gorgeous girl on the planet," George says.

"Facts are not compliments, Weasley," Daphne snaps back.

"I don't need anything," Harry swallows. He knows the magic will give him what he needs. This
will be like his alliance with Blaise, the right words will come. "Ready?"

"Yeah," Neville nods defiantly. Hermione guides Harry's weaker hand to be grasped by Neville's,
then sets her own hand tightly on his wrist. Harry nods firmly. He catches the eye of the Griffin. I
will do this for us. Instantly, Neville's ring takes on a vibrant purple glow. The Griffin spreads its
golden wings and wraps them around the three of them and before Harry has time to think about
what it means, words are falling through his consciousness and he is speaking them aloud.

"Votum meum do tibi, mi amice, mi frater, et sta in domo tua domum, et confirma pugnare tua
parte tibi."

"What does it mean?" Fred whispers.

"I give you my vow, my friend, my brother, my house shall stand with your house, fight by your
side and strengthen you," Blaise whispers back.

"I … should I swear in English or Latin?" Neville asks nervously. His grip on Harry's hand is hard
as he fixes his eyes on their joined hand, the fire of Harry's magic and the glow of his own, the
shine of Hermione's Potter ring feeding a yellow fire into Harry's. Hermione is breathing heavily
beside him. He doesn't know what she's feeling but he knows it must be something.

"Here," Harry looks at the Griffin to help Neville, who swoops his curved beak low to Neville's ear
and breathes softly. Neville stiffens but doesn't flinch.

"Votum meum do tibi, mi amice, mi frater, et sta in domo tua domum, et confirma pugnare tua
parte tibi." Neville whispers, his eyes fixed on Harry's. The scent of the Longbottom Heir magic is
vibrant and herbaceous and makes Harry think of morning walks in a wood. "So mote it be."

"So mote it be," Harry echoes. The Griffin caws loudly, and Harry hears a distant roar from inside
Neville's ring. He tilts his head curiously, wondering what kind of animal the Longbottom magic
might have. Then Harry sees it, a flash inside his mind, like a window to a pensive opening up and
he is falling through it.

James. James standing opposite a shorter, curly haired white man who looks like Neville. This,
Harry knows, can only be Frank Longbottom. Their hands are joined. Lily stands at James'
shoulder and a pretty, smiling brunette lady stands at Frank's. Both are pregnant, Lily looking
surprisingly small whereas Neville's mum is blown up like a beachball. Both look unspeakably
content. Frank and James are both repeating the words in Latin, the same words Neville has just
said. When they complete, their wives step forward, witnessing their bond with smiles and in Lily's

case, tears.

"For ours sons," Frank says, pulling James into a firm hug. Harry watches with a sharp pain in
his heart as he notices the way James' cheeks dimple when he smiles.

"For our sons," James repeats, softly. When the two men pull apart, Harry sees Neville, Neville as
he is now, standing on the opposite side, watching with an open mouth. Harry realises something
very abruptly. Neville knows that Sirius and James can't be Harry's real parents.

Sister and brother
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Summary

Chapters each day until 23rd
YULE BREAK 23rd Dec - 1st Jan 2022

"Harry! Neville! Hermione!"

"Can they hear us?"

"Granger! Granger, talk to us!"

Harry feels a sharp pinch in his lower back, the press of a thought almost anxiously scrabbling at
his consciousness, pulling him away from his parents, from Neville's parents, from the warmth in
their eyes. Come back, Harry. Theo's voice. Harry follows it, follows the gold and blue threads
pulling him out of memory. Theo. Theo. Theo.

Harry gasps and opens his eyes, feeling Hermione stagger beside him and watching Neville sway
violently across from him. Theo has a hand pressed firmly against Harry's back, which Harry
absently thinks is not smart, but then he smells the sharp ginger of Daphne's magic behind him.

"Allow me," she says quietly, and Harry knows she's shielding Theo's touch from view. Thank fuck
for that.

He smells a pleasant scent of citrus and liquorice blending with blackberries beside him and
blearily realises that Fred and Blaise have stepped in to stop Hermione from tumbling to the
ground.

"Got you," Fred grunts, one arm around Hermione's waist as Blaise holds her hand in place on
Harry's wrist. Harry dazedly smells fennel scented magic and sees George holding up Neville,
whose eyes are taking on a distinct amethyst tone, with Ron assisting.

"Might want to get on with it, Zabini," Ron grunts, nodding at their clasped hands.

"Granger, bella, I think it is waiting for you," Blaise says softly. Harry feels Hermione's arm
shaking. He hopes he hasn't frightened her, but he doesn't really have the space to care. The only
thing holding him in the vow for the moment is the gold and blue threads of his bond with Theo,
which is tightening like a rope from the gentle press of Theo's fingertips right up his ribcage to his
throat.

"Do not call me beautiful," Hermione snarls, her eyes flashing furiously at Blaise.

"Smartest wixen of your age, then," Fred snorts. Harry can feel Fred squeezing Hermione a little
tighter in support. "You're up, Hermione."

"I … okay," Harry hears Hermione lick her lips. She takes a deep breath. "So … so mote it be."

There is a flash from her Potter ring, a miniature phoenix that soars out of her stone and into
Harry's. Harry feels it, hears his mother's whispered voice again. Loved. Loved. Loved. He hears
Hermione's sob as tongues of flame erupt around Harry's hand, tangling around his and Neville's
joined wrists. Neville gasps, wide eyed, as the flames sink into his skin. It is done, the ancient
voice of the Griffin cries inside Harry's mind and he winces. Let them bear witness. He's getting a
fucking horrible headache but he stays on his feet, letting the sweet, sharp scent of Daphne's magic
revive him as the Griffin swirls into a small whirlwind of fire, descending into Harry's Potter ring
and sparking into Hermione's, who gasps.

"Now, Zabini," Fred says quickly. Blaise whips out his wand and presses it against Harry and
Neville's joined, glowing hands.

"Ne sono testimone," Blaise says.

Complete, a distant voice echoes in Harry's mind. It sounds a bit like Oldest and Deepest, but
Harry doesn't have the brain space to consider that right now.

"Enough," Harry says abruptly, more to himself and the keening magic inside his skull, but it
seems to do the trick. The tightness in the air around them all that has them all wincing and
sweating (even ever-poised Daphne beside him has a pearly sheen across her brow) snaps away, as
sharp as the crack of a whip or a sudden, biting silence. It is violent and has an immediate impact.
Hermione sinks quickly, Fred and Blaise muttering and stumbling to ease her down onto the floor.

Harry's hand sparks violently, because why not? Harry thinks bitterly, and he pulls it away from
Neville's, attempting shaking out the small fireworks. Neville stumbles back as if he's been pushed,
collapsing into George and Ron.

"Shit," Ron mutters, as Neville turns and vomits into a flower pot. He looks up at Harry with a
shrug. "Probably just nerves. Everyone throws up after their first Harry-cane."

"Excuse me, a Harry-cane?" Harry can't help but twist to glare at Theo, who most frequently refers
to him as a hurricane. Was this you? Theo shrugs with a small grin.

"Come on, mate, you know, your whole glowy, many heir rings thing," Ron gestures to Neville,
who George is patting on the back sympathetically and Hermione, who is being handed a conjured
glass of water by Fred whilst Blaise frowns down at her, worriedly. Daphne pulls Harry's left hand
towards her, examining for marks.

"You seem remarkably well in comparison," she says appraisingly.

"It is easy to emerge unscathed from chaos when you are the cause of it," Theo says quietly. Harry
shoots him a dark look. Prick. He feels a single finger secretly stroking the line of the 'e' scar on
the back of his hip and the slight cooling sensation Theo's heir magic trickling into his skin. It is
comfort.

"Well, Potter-Black," Blaise says, looking at Harry with fiery red eyes. Harry wonders if it's the
treaty which, in Harry's mind feels more like a bond than anything else, that's flaring up Blaise's
magic. "If all your treaties are sworn this way, no one on earth will stand against you."

"I still think Voldemort might," Harry snorts, shaking his hand lightly. It feels full of static. Harry
looks at it with suspicion and then presses it casually against the wooden edge of the nursery bed,
just to see what happens. It scorches.

"Shit," Harry mutters, trying to dust away freshly made black embers whilst Theo puts his head in
his hand and Daphne snorts, gesturing her wand and whispering a spell to drench the smoking
wood in water.

"Just had to know, did you?" Theo mutters.

"Fuck off," Harry grumbles back.

"Harry."

Harry looks up to see Neville looking down at his own Lordship ring wondrously, his fingers
shaking.

"Yeah, Nev?"

Harry feels a flood affection when he looks at him. He's always liked Neville, but this is the first
time he's felt like this around him. What he feels around Hermione and Remus and Theo. That he
would kill for him, if needed. From the bright, intense and slightly violet look reflecting the colour
of his Lordship ring that Neville is giving him, he feels it too.

"It's never done that before," Neville whispers, looking up at Harry with amazement. "Never. I've
had my Lordship ring my whole life."

"Your whole life? Jesus, Nev," George shakes his head. "It's no bloody wonder your magic is all
over the place."

"It's not now," Harry looks down at Neville's ring critically. The herby scent, which Harry thinks
might be tarragon, is calmer now and very comforting. Healing. Growing. To Harry, it feels
stronger and more pleasant than before, when he could sense its sorrow so clearly. "It's … it's
happy now."

Everyone stares at Harry silently for a moment. He looks up at them all cautiously.

"What?" he asks warily.

"Does he ever stop?" George asks conversationally.

"An immutable force cannot be stopped aside from an immovable object," Blaise comments with a
wry smile at Hermione. She snorts into her glass of water.

"So no, then," Fred huffs and shakes his head. "Harry-cane indeed."

"What?" Harry demands.

"Nothing mate," Ron sighs, shaking his head wearily. "Everyone's just basking in your oddness."

"Odd is only one word for it," Daphne mutters, tilting her head at Harry with quizzical eyes. "What
are you, Potter-Black?"

"Now there's a question," Blaise murmurs.

"Umm … tired?" Harry says blankly. Harry can practically feel Theo smirking behind him. Smug
git.

"You, come with me, now," Hermione growls, lurching herself onto her feet and grabbing Harry's
arm.

"What did I do?" Harry glances at the nursery flower bed. "Daphne put it out!"

"This is not about that," Hermione snarls. "We need to talk."

"Oop, she's finally blown," Ron mutters, wincing at Harry. "Sorry, mate."

"Best of luck!" Fred grins. Theo raises his eyebrows quizzically. Harry shrugs helplessly. I have no
idea.

"See you later, I guess?" Harry calls over his shoulder as he's dragged out of the greenhouses
towards the Black lake, stumbling slightly on weak legs.

"I've been patient, I've been giving you your space, " Hermione snarls, her grip on his wrist a little
too tight. "I've not even stolen Nott's notes to find out what the fuck you're getting up to, but this

about more than four bloody heirships -,"

"Ow, Mi, ow, wait, wait!"

"Harry! Hermione!" They turn to see Neville running towards them a little unsteadily a determined
look on his face.

"Oh shit," Harry mutters.

"He knows," Hermione says quietly. Harry realises that she too, saw the vision (was it a vision? Or
a memory?) of their fathers together.

"Yeah."

Harry waits tensely for Neville to reach them and is completely surprised when Neville throws his
arms around Harry's neck, hugging him close in a wave of herb scented magic. Harry's amazed by
how comfortable it feels, since the group of people who are allowed to instigate embraces with him
is a grand old list of only five, two best friends, a sort-of-maybe-boyfriend, a kind-of werewolf Dad
and Mrs Weasley, who's hugs are undeniable.

"It's okay," Neville says breathily. "I won't tell anyone."

"Won't tell anyone what, Nev?" Harry croaks, catching Hermione's eye over Neville's shoulder. She
shrugs helplessly.

"That your mum and Sirius Black ...," Harry feels Neville swallow heavily. "I know you can't look
how you look without ..."

"Look like what?" Hermione says, probably sharper than she intended.

"Not that," Neville winces, "I just want you to know that it doesn't matter, Harry."

"What doesn't?" Harry asks.

Neville pulls away, grasping Harry's shoulders tight. The slightly lilac glow of his magic has
softened inside his blue eyes but Harry can still see flecks of it.

"I saw how much James Potter loved you." Neville smiles sadly. "It doesn't matter who your
biological Dad is, he's your real father whatever happens. I promise. I won't tell anyone."

My real father is Severus fucking Snape, but okay.

"Thanks, Nev," Harry says awkwardly. Neville nods and pulls away, looking down at his Lordship
ring.

"I wondered if I wasn't a good fit for it," Neville says quietly. "That I'd failed them in some way but
now … It's about friendships, isn't it?"

Neville looks up at Harry quizzically, as if he knows that Harry knows the answer. Harry does. He
nods. The Longbottom magic likes friendships, that much is obvious, the cheery scent of it so
vibrant now that the House in Arms treaty has been confirmed.

"Yeah," Harry licks his lips. "It likes it."

"I get it," Neville nods sagely. "Did you know that your Mum was my godmother?"

"No," Harry breathes, staring at Neville feeling a sudden greed rush through him. He knows things
about me, about us, about the lives we were supposed to have. "Were they ...?"

"Yeah, they were mates," Neville twists his Heir ring and smiles regretfully. "My Gran says Lily
would have spoiled me."

"She would have," Hermione puts in shakily.

Harry doesn't know how Hermione knows this but he's grateful she's speaking. Harry doesn't have
any words. He's never heard someone his age call his Mum by her first name, like she was a real

person who would have been in his life. Aunt Lily. Just like I would have had Uncle Sirius and
Remus.

"It's nice, this feeling," Neville says quietly, looking up at Harry with strong, blazing eyes. "I'm
honoured to be your brother in arms."

With that, Neville turns and trots back to the greenhouse.

"He thinks your Mum and Sirius...?" Hermione asks quietly, taking Harry's hand again.

"Yeah," Harry swallows hard and blinks back tears. Would I have grown up with Neville as a mate,
if Mum and James raised me? Would we have gone to school together, shared birthday parties?
Would I have had birthday parties? It's unbearable, this thought, a sudden fleeting dream of a tiny
Harry and a tiny Neville, laughing in a garden somewhere whilst living parents and godparents
drink tea and watch indulgently.

"Come on, Harry," Hermione says softly, pulling him down the small path by the Lake. They don't
speak, quickly falling into the familiar path they trod so many times last year, talking about
Cedric, about dragons, about Rita Skeeter and Sirius. Harry never thought he'd look back on his
fourth year and think: simpler times. They reach the large, smooth rock on the edge of the lake and
clamber up onto it. "Look at this."

Hermione opens her diary, a light blue notebook covered in stickers that most wixen do not
understand. Harry looks fondly at the ACT UP stickers, the "Rest is for the weary, sleep for the
dead" quote written on a striped scarf, the drawing of the hand raised with the fingers clamped into
a V and the words "Live Long and Prosper" scrawled beside it. He loves that Hermione is
unapologetically muggle. She holds it open on a particular page and hands it to him. Harry looks
down at it. It's long and using different pens, like it's been made over a long time.

Tangible patronus.
Black magic silencing spells
Kreacher
Parselmagic
The Silver Hall?
The Potter rings
Hearing parseltongue? Legilimency?

Theodore Nott??????????
Sirius down the stairs
sparking fingers
like accidental magic, but not?
wordless shields - Black magic?
The Snape magic?
SORTING - Hogwarts magic?
Prongs is different - Harry and Nott?
Green shields - Slytherin magic?
the parabatai bond, feeling it?
The thing with Cho and Nott - what the f?
THE FUCKING OBSCURUS
paralysis - magical resurrection?
The runes re-charge
Magnus Bane - Creature?
The dreams -Voldemort?
Bonding. Zabini?
The Slytherin protection?
Mr Weasley - healing - Stewardship?
Future Lord Black?
Parselcurses - McLaggen
Compulsions in voice?
The poetry
Luna -Nimue and Merlin?
The Room of Requirement
The treaties - the Potter magic?

"What's this?" Harry asks quietly, swallowing hard.

"It's everything weird that started to happen around you this year," Hermione says quietly. "Turn it
over."

Harry does. On the other side, another list emerges.

Possession? Voldemort?
Multiple heirships? A Lordship? Potter Lord?
The Runes?
Some kind of magical surge curse/charm - Dumbledore?
Hercules Potion - Snape?
Connection to Voldemort from curse scar - curse scar legacy?
Some kind of reverse trauma obscurus thing - trauma makes power?
Creature inheritance?
Vampire
Fae
Siren
Witcher
Orochimaru
Shadowhunter inheritance?
Whatever creature Magnus Bane is
Magnus Bane - John Dee - Merlin: exceptional powers?

"And this?" Harry swallows, looking at it.

"This is all the options I came up for where these powers could be coming from," Hermione sighs
heavily.

"What's an Oro … Orochimaru?" Harry frowns at the paper.

"It's a creature with serpent magic," Hermione says quietly. "Mostly found in Japan. They can
become snakes."

"Huh," Harry nods slowly. "The Hercules Potion?"

"It's a very dangerous Potion that basically boosts your magical signature to its peak," Hermione
scowls. "If he'd given it to you, you'd be dead right now."

"Ah," Harry looks back at the page, his eyes snagging on the last words, on the things not crossed
out. She's so close. She's painfully, agonisingly close. I am going to have to tell her. "You're nearly
there, Mi."

"I am?" Hermione's eyebrows shoot up. "The son of a bitch, he brewed that potion for you?"

"What? No, not that one," Harry shakes his head and taps the last line, then turns the page over and
taps the line that reads: Luna: Nimue and Merlin? "This one."

"Oh," Hermione looks at it closely, brows furrowed. "Are you going to tell me?"

Harry swallows hard. He doesn't know why it feels so difficult to share this. There are other secrets
he has to keep, the secret of the fidelity bond, the secret of the Prince magic, the secret of
Voldemort sneaking around inside his mind. To give up this one, this one that is already known to
a select group, is nothing. Especially because it's Hermione, who has kept all of his oldest, worst
secrets. The cupboard. The first time Vernon nearly killed me. Harry hunting. Harry realises why.
His secrets are dangerous. This one most of all.

"Do you have a pen?"

Harry takes her purple fountain pen from her and shakily writes one word underneath Magnus'
name: Mages? Hermione looks up at him in astonishment, recognition fluttering in her brown
eyes.

"Is that the answer?" she whispers.

Harry doesn't allow himself to nod. He takes her hand, looks at the Potter ring and hisses: "Yes."
Her eyes widen. Harry lets her go. He takes Hermione's pen and crosses the word out, followed by
her thoughts on Magnus and John Dee and Merlin, before ripping the page out of the book.
Hermione makes a little noise of despair but Harry holds it between his fingers and hisses "afire."
Green light consumes it in to dust. Hermione gasps.

"It was a dangerous list to have," Harry says softly. "We don't say it. We don't write it. We don't
…"

Harry wants to say that they don't think it, but it's impossible to suggest to Hermione she should
stop thinking something. Brain like a motherfucking merry-go-round.

"Who's we?" Hermione asks hoarsely.

Harry looks around them. Lunch has finished and they have a revision period. They would usually
be studying in the library, but as the May weather comes in and warmer afternoons come with it,
people are beginning to study outside. He flexes his fingers and hisses: "unheard." The air around
them glitters slightly green, but not enough to be noticeable.

"Kreacher knows, but I think Theo worked it out first," Harry said quietly. "Snape's Mum, she …
she was actually some kind of Mage expert, I guess? She figured out Magnus was -,"

"Magnus Bane is a Mage?" Hermione hisses.

"Half," Harry says quickly. "Well, a third, I guess? It's - it's hard to explain, he has three parents
and well, it doesn't matter, we thought he'd be a good teacher so we …" Harry shrugs. "Got him
onboard. Snape found out then."

"Does Remus know?"

"Yes, and the last one is …" Harry winces. This is something he has not discussed properly with
Hermione, with anyone outside Spinners End. "Narcissa Black."

"Malfoy's Mum?" Hermione stares at him. "Are you insane?"

"Maybe," Harry sighs, rubbing his hand. "But it doesn't matter, she can't tell my secrets. She swore
fealty to me."

"Fealty?! She ... she ..." Hermione splutters, staring at him. "Her husband is a Death Eater!"

"But she's not, at least she doesn't seem it. Fuck!" Harry groans and lies back on the stone, staring
at the troubled clouds. "It's all so confusing, Mi!"

"Yeah, it is," Hermione looks at him with a mix of scorn and fondness. "It's always confusing with
you."

"Harry Granger would have had simple life," Harry grins at her lopsidedly. "Wish you'd picked
differently?"

Hermione's smile falters. Her eyes start to glitter softly.

"Sometimes," she sniffs. "Sorry."

"Don't be," Harry takes her hand and pulls her down next to him, her head nestling against his
chest. "I do too."

Mostly when people are trying really hard to kill me. Which feels like all the time.

"It's just …it's magic." Hermione whispers softly. "It should be all these great things, we should be
celebrating that you can do so many wonderful things, but as soon as you said it, I felt horrible."

"Why?" Harry brushes her curls back from her cheek.

"Because I could feel how dangerous it is," she whispers sadly. "I can just imagine what the
Ministry would do. Dragging you off somewhere for experiments and stuff. It would be like if the
muggles suddenly discovered the tooth fairy or Father Christmas was real, I just know MI6 would
be locking them up somewhere and leeching their powers -,"

"Mi, serious question," Harry frowns. "Are we sure that they aren't real? Are they a secret Wixen
thing?"

"I checked, they're not," Hermione sighs sadly. "That's the thing, Harry, that's the thing that bothers

me. When I heard about Hogwarts I thought that it would be this world where things were better
but … but it's just not."

"Yeah, I've never really had that impression," Harry snorts. "My first trip to Diagon Alley about six
different people reminded me about Voldemort."

"It's not just that," Hermione looks up at him, resting her chin on his chest. "It's the other stuff too.
I just … I really thought that with something as cool as magic in the mix the other stuff would
matter less? It's only better for gay people here and gay doesn't even really seem to be a thing
anyway."

"Yeah," Harry thinks of driving up the M1, of the girl in the muggle service station who 'kept their
secret.' "That is better."

"It is, but it doesn't nearly make up for the bigotry towards different species, and the blood
prejudice, and a whole society that seems to be built on corruption," Hermione says, the scent of
her magic growing stronger. "And yes, the fact that in a magical world where it seems like there
would be so many other things to be judgy about, people still look at my skin and sneer."

"Yeah," Harry sighs, thinks of the comments of people at platform 9 3/4 after Christmas. "Being
the mixed-race mongrel of the House of Black has kind of put some perspective on that."

"Yeah." Hermione is quiet for a moment. They watch the clouds buffer above them on the breeze.
"We've not really talked about it."

"About what?"

"The fact that you woke up one morning not-white," Hermione snorts. "Do you feel different?"

"No," Harry says frankly. "I've always been this, haven't I? Underneath the glamours and the
potions. People have always treated me shitty, too."

"It's different though," Hermione says softly. Harry thinks about the sneer people get in their voice
when they look up and down and refer to him as a 'Black' like it's the worst thing to be. Was the
sneer in their faces different when he looked like James Potter? Yes.

"It is," Harry sighs heavily. "It is different, but only different from how it's been the last five years,
here at Hogwarts. Before that, Petunia always treated me like I was dirty."

"What do you mean?"

"Dudley's blonde, right?" Harry says, raising his eyebrows. "Even when I was … well, whiter, I
still wasn't clean, not according to her. She used to make me scrub," Harry winces. "With bleach.
Took all the hair off my arms."

"That's sick, Harry," Hermione's voice is trembling, "that's like … God! That's like something from
a horror film."

"She is," Harry snorts. "If I have to deal with racist shit here or at Privet Drive, I still choose here."

"I choose here too," Hermione hugs him fiercely. "Because at least here I can learn spells to shoot
at people who hurt us."

"Ah, yes, violence, the elegant solution," Harry teases, earning him a poke with a sharp finger.

"If we survive it, I want to make it better," Hermione says gruffly, her face in Harry's school
jumper. "No bloody Nazi laws, no locking people away without trial, no leaving orphans with
abusive relatives, no bigotry against really cool magical creatures just because wizards have an
inferiority complex. None of it."

"Now, that's a list," Harry smiles. "Course, we could just move. It's got to be better other places,
right? Like, Europe is better? Or America?"

"Parts are," Hermione frowns, "and it depends on who is the Head of the Congregation. In America
they don't have any integration with muggles at all, muggleborn children are taken from their
parents."

"Well, that would have been better for me," Harry says. "Worse for you. But Blaise is going to be
the Head of the Congregation so …"

"It's not an inherited position!" Hermione exclaims, poking him hard. "See? Nepotism! This is part
of the bloody problem!"

"Hey, it's not my fault!" Harry exclaims, defending himself with counter-pokes. "Besides, Blaise is
alright."

"Zabini is obscene."

"C'mon," Harry rolls his eyes. Hermione dislikes Blaise, that much is very, very clear but she
doesn't hate him. If she hated him, she would not speak to him and employ her 'just ignore them'
strategy that she's been using with enemies for as long as Harry as known her. Hermione flushes
lightly and fiddles with the cuff of her robe.

"Are they ... going out? Courting, whatever?" she asks quietly. "Zabini and Greengrass?"

"No," Harry doesn't know the term for two best friends who climb into bed together when they
fancy it, so he doesn't try to explain it. "They just shag sometimes, I think."

"Huh," Hermione's finger worries a hole in the woollen fabric. "You'd think … they're both so
formal, I mean, that they'd only go in for that pureblood crap."

"When they're serious about something, they probably will," Harry hadn't realised how much he
had absorbed about Blaise and Daphne just by simply watching them circle one another. "They
both have very important families, I think that's a factor."

"Yeah, families that aren't looking for someone like me," Hermione scowls, her thumb poking
through her cuff with force as the fabric rips. Harry feels a flicker of warm affection for her. Even
within structures she wants nothing to do with, Hermione cannot stand the idea of prejudice going
unchecked. Some things never change. Harry lets her drift into silence for a moment, then asks his
question, the one that has been lingering since he saw the way Hermione was in the greenhouse
with Blaise. The way her eyes had drifted over Daphne in an abstractly curious way.

"What's this about anyway?" he says. "You don't want Ginny anymore?"

Hermione sucks in a sharp breath. Harry watches her face carefully, sees her bite a trembling lip.

"Of course I do," Hermione whispers. "I love Gin, I really do -,"

Harry's heart stomach clenches. Must be nice to just say it.

"- but I just don't ... I don't know if I'm in love with her."

"Ah," Harry swallows hard. He knows that feeling, he feels it like a punch in ribs. I wanted to love
him. "Yeah."

"How do people know when they're in love?" Hermione's sighs in exasperation.

"Beats me," Harry snorts. He thinks about the way words stick in his throat around Theo, how
every word he thinks of feels less than what he is, but the words 'I love you' makes his tongue feel
like he's eaten one of the Twins Ton-Tongue-Toffees. "Does Ginny love you?"

Hermione holds her breath for a moment.

"I don't think so," Hermione whispers. "But … I don't know if it matters to her, and there's other
things too."

"Like what?"

Harry finds this very strange, discussing things that a person could do that might make them less
appealing, but he guesses this is what normal dating must be like. There is nothing Theo could do
to lose me.

"She's less serious than I am."

"Everyone is," Harry kisses the top of Hermione's head fondly.

"Not everyone, not you and I," Hermione twists around to look at him, her eyes wet. "I mean, we
talk about the hard stuff, about surviving, we talk about it like it's really happening -,"

"Because it is."

"Not for everyone," Hermione shakes her head. "I think … I think Ginny doesn't want to think
about it yet. She was really scared by what happened at Grimmauld with Sirius and then we were
at the Burrow and we started just …,"

"Snogging on staircases?" Harry grins.

"Shut up," Hermione grumbles, slapping his arm. "It was like it was a good distraction, but now it
feels like she's … hiding, maybe? She just wants kissing and brooms and quidditch and I …"

Hermione's voice trails off.

"You can't hide from it," Harry says quietly, "because of me, because of who I am."

"Yes, but because of who I am, too, Harry," Hermione sighs, rubs her nose tearfully against her
sleeve. "Everything is different for Ginny, like, she has so many people standing between her and
… and everything that's happening. I don't have that."

Hermione looks up at him, eyes watery. Harry knows what she means. Ginny has so many
brothers, all of them wizards, all of them powerful in their own ways, and two living, strong,
parents. Hermione has two dentist, muggle parents. There is no House of Granger in the Wixen
world. Not yet.

"You have me, Mi," Harry pushes her hand against his, their Potter rings chiming together. "I'm
standing for you."

"You're standing for everyone, Harry," Hermione's eyes glow ferociously and Harry smells
thousands of pages of old books fluttering past them. "No one is standing for you."

They're trying, Harry thinks. Snape and Remus and Magnus are trying.

"It's not their fault," Harry sighs. "When Voldemort picks you, it's hard to stand in the way of that."

"I dunno," Hermione's eyes have not lost their fearsome gleam. "I'm starting to think there might be
someone to blame for it all being up to you all the time."

It's an uncomfortable train of thought for Harry. He doesn't want to think about how it could have
been different. Someone else's job to deal with Voldemort, wouldn't that be something?

"Will you break up with her?" Harry asks tentatively. "With Ginny?"

He feels like whilst Ginny could probably bounce back quickly, she's one of the most sought after
people in fourth year, after all, the whole concept will go down like a lead balloon with Mrs
Weasley.

"I don't know," Hermione sniffs. "What will people say if I do?"

"Why does that matter?" Harry asks, thoroughly puzzled.

"Because Wixen make everything so serious!" Hermione groans, thumping her head against
Harry's shoulder. "And I'm a muggleborn!"

"So?" Harry exclaims, giving her a little shake. He won't let her get dragged into this was of
thinking. Over my dead body. "You're a fucking catch, Mi! Remember Derek from your Dad's
work?"

"Derek is a dentistry intern who says things are 'spiffy,'" Hermione says.

"Still, I think you've got options," Harry says doggedly. "That's not including fucking Blaise, and
his limericks -,"

"It's not that, it's the whole courting thing, the whole stupid system! I just don't want to think about
marriage when I'm sixteen!" Hermione exclaims, though Harry thinks she might be blushing a little

bit. "It's barbaric, it's creepy, it makes me feel like a child bride!"

"Who's asking you to get married?" Harry frowns. "I thought Ginny didn't care about courting
gifts."

"She doesn't," Hermione says. "She said she didn't."

"But ...?" Harry prompts. He can tell that there is something else. Hermione looks at him slightly
desperately.

"Over Christmas Mrs Weasley made us hers and hers jumpers and Ginny wanted us to wear them
all the time," Hermione blurts out.

"Well, that's, like, a girlfriend thing, right?" Harry frowns. "Not a marriage thing. It's not like you
exchanged gifts, right?"

Hermione fiddles with Theo's rune around Harry's throat.

"Right?" Harry prompts.

"I didn't mean to!" Hermione explodes. "But I got her a few gifts, and she got me some and then
Mrs Weasley just assumed -,"

"Oh yeah, been there," Harry rolls his eyes. Christmas presents hijacked as courting gifts.
"Someone should write a book, warning muggleborns."

"Someone has, Harry, you're just chronically uneducated on all aspects of Wixen culture,"
Hermione rolls her eyes.

"Rude," Harry pokes her in the cheek. Hermione nestles close to him. After a moment, he realises
that she is crying softly into his jumper. Harry doesn't say anything. Hermione doesn't love it when
people draw attention to her crying. Instead, he just presses a soft kiss to her forehead.

"I don't know if it's because of everything that's happened, if she changed her mind or if she likes
that it makes her Mum happy, but she likes to joke about it, about getting married and playing
Quidditch like it's all a fairy-tale but we ...," Hermione swallows a small sob. "I don't know if she's
just pretending the war isn't coming to feel better, but I can't pretend. I can't pretend it's a
fairytale."

"I know," Harry mutters. No guarantees of a happy ending for The-Boy-Who-Just-About-Lived and
his muggleborn best friend.

"Maybe If I could have something a bit less ...," Hermione says uncertainly. "I mean, something
like what Zabini and Greengrass have -,"

"Trust me, what they have does not seem any less complicated," Harry adds and Hermione laughs
wetly against his collar.

"What should I do?" She asks plaintively.

"I dunno." Harry swallows heavily. "Have you … did you two … heart bond?"

Hermione shakes her head. Harry feels weirdly relieved. Theo and I are not the only couple not
having sex.

"Why?" Harry whispers.

"I don't want to do that yet," Hermione murmurs back, closing her eyes and twisting her face to the
sun. "I promised my Mum I'd focus on school, get what I needed for University or a Mastery. I
don't want to be distracted."

"You think heart bonding - ?"

"I think normal sex is distracting," Hermione snorts. "I think heart bonding sounds even more
distracting. I mean, just look at you and Theodore."

"We're not."

"You're not?" Hermione's eyes fly open in amazement.

"It's not that weird!" Harry grumbles, sitting up and hugging his knees. "You said when we came
back that I could take my time!"

"No, I didn't mean it was weird and of course you can, I just meant -," Hermione exclaims,
scrambling to sit beside him. "I just thought since you've been sharing a bed again -,"

"No," Harry shakes his head, blushing. "No we … he wants to but … No."

"Well, that's fine," Hermione sits up and strokes his back, eyes full of concern. "Why are you
mad?"

"I'm not," Harry says tersely, staring out over the rippling water. He thinks of that morning, of the
turbulent feelings. Of Cedric. "Kreacher says I can't yet. That I'm still mourning so I can't."

"Ah."

Hermione's voice carries everything in it for a second, understanding, comfort, sorrow, empathy,
and Harry screws up his eyes to stare straight into the sun as it is beginning its journey across the
afternoon sky. Breathe. Don't think about him.

"Do you think you're mourning?"

"How can I be?" Harry keeps his eyes closed. "I have Theo."

"Yes, you do," Hermione says softly. "He won't go away if you're mourning. I'm pretty sure
nothing will make him go away."

"I've been with Theo for …," Harry shakes his head, too impatient to do the sums. "It's too long
now. I like Theo."

I might even love him.

"How long?"

"What?" Harry looks at her. He can't quite make her out. She is dark and hazy, with his eyes full of
sun, but warm.

"When do you count from?" she asks. "Is it the exchange of gifts?"

"First exchange, where I gave one and he did too was … September 1st." The fleur de lis necklace.
The journal.

"Eight months, Harry," Hermione says gently. "You and Cedric were going out for just about
seven months."

"Six," Harry corrects automatically. The kiss by the lake before the Yule Ball.

"Yes, officially six, but you were circling each other since the first task," Hermione rolls her eyes
kindly. "Don't you think there's something in that?"

"In what?"

"That now you've been with Theodore longer than you were with Cedric?" Hermione leans her
head against his shoulder. "Mum always says mourning comes up in the strangest ways."

"You think this is a strange way?" Harry asks hoarsely.

"Maybe."

"That makes no sense," Harry stares at the afternoon light as it bounces on the water. "Surely that
would make me happy, that Theo's survived longer as my - my whatever."

"It's not really about Theodore," Hermione holds his left hand gently, stroking the Potter ring. "It's
about Cedric, because he loved you and you might have loved him one day, but … he's dead."

"Yeah, I know, Hermione," Harry's voice is sharper than he meant it.

"I know you know," she pets his hand soothingly. "But sometimes I think you don't let yourself
know it in the right places. Like you know he's gone, but you don't know what that means."

"Of course I do," Harry says hoarsely. "It means that he died horribly. That his parents lost their
son. That his friends lost a loyal, kind friend. That the Hufflepuffs lost their champion. That his
whole lovely, honourable life was fucking snatched away because of me. That I'm the reason for
all that sadness, because Voldemort needed my blood. I know what it means."

"No, Harry, you don't," Hermione has grabbed his face and has a fierce expression as she strokes
her fingers through his hair. "Because half of those things are irrelevant and half of those things
aren't true! You're not the reason, it is not your fault, and the other things are true but they're not
what it means for you."

"What it means for me is that I'm a murderer by proxy, Mi," Harry jokes darkly.

"Again, untrue," Hermione's hair crackles with blackberry scented magic. "What it means for you,
Harry, is something else."

"What does it mean?"

"It means that Cedric is not your longest relationship anymore," Hermione says sadly. "It means
that he won't be the first person you have sex with. It means he won't be your first one-year
anniversary."

Harry swallows hard. Hermione knows as only she could that these are things Cedric valued. They
didn't talk about sex as heart bonding, Cedric spoke about it in terms of wanting to make sure
Harry had a nice time, when he was ready. They joked about their secret relationship getting longer
and longer and less secret, talking about it in terms of months.

"It's half a year."

"It's six months, Cedric." Harry rolls his eyes. "Sounds better."

"Does it?"

"Yes, obviously."

"Well, fine," Cedric hugs him from behind. "But when we get to twelve, we're switching to years.
One year anniversary."

"Hmm, sounds less impressive though, right?" Harry grins. "What sounds better? We've been
together one measly year and a half or eighteen mega months?"

"That's mad!" Cedric laughs. "That's like saying fifty-eight sickles sounds better than two
galleons!"

"Because it does sound better!"

"Fair enough," Cedric chuckles, kissing Harry's hair. "But I'm telling you now, Potter, if we get to
thirty-six months, I'm just going to give up counting and propose."

"Lazy bastard."

"Shit," Harry whispers, pressing his face into his knees whilst Hermione rubs his back. "Eight
months."

"Yeah. Eight months." Hermione wraps her arms tightly around Harry, hugging him from behind.
He leans into it, feeling tears threatening behind his eyelashes. "Let that mean what it means,
Harry."

Harry breathes slowly and deeply, taking in the scent of Hermione's magic. Breathe, Greenheart.
Cedric is dead, Harry knows that, but oddly, this is the first time he has realised that Cedric will
always, always be dead. Even with Snape, his soft voice as sharp and smooth as Theo's knife,

telling him 'people die. We mourn. They are still dead.,' It has not sunk in like this. The things he
had with Cedric will never change now. No more time. No more months.

"He's gone," Harry whispers in a broken voice.

"Yeah," Hermione whispers back tremulously. She is so warm, Harry wonders if part of it is the
Potter magic, but it's like being held inside a blanket that has laid next to the fire. "It's okay to still
be mourning."

Unbidden, it's Snape's voice that comes into his head, when Harry asked him if he still missed
Sirius' brother. Yes. I miss him just as much but not identically. This, Harry realises, is a different
pain to the summer. Then, it was everything Cedric was that haunted him. His smile, his laugh, the
taste of him, the way he kissed Harry slowly and softly, like he was something delicate and
precious that Cedric was going to treasure forever. Now, the sharpness stabbing Harry between the
ribs is for what Cedric won't be. What he won't be with Harry. Yet Snape's voice is so persistent, so
undeniable inside his head. We survive. Harry nods. He sniffs and turns his head to the side, resting
it on his knees. Hermione sits behind him, head tilted and smiling as she strokes his back in slow
circles. She is always there when he falls apart. Thank fucking God for that.

"Love you, Mi," he mumbles.

"Love you too, Harry," she grins softly. "You are so loved."

Harry's breath stutters. You are so loved, Harry.

"My Mum," he whispers.

"I heard her," Hermione's eyes are glossy. "The Potter magic has these memories, I think. I think
you remember her saying it, somehow, from when you were a baby. It must have been an
important moment."

"It was," Harry swallows down tears. "It was Halloween."

Hermione's eyes widen.

"You can't remember that," she whispers.

"Dementors," Harry swallows again.

"Oh Harry," Hermione has swept him into one of her tightest, bone-breaking hugs, as tight as the
night on the Astronomy tower, as strong and unyielding and loving. "She did love you so much, I
can feel it in the Potter ring, it's like I feel what she feels, sometimes, or a reflection of it, and it's
just so much love and pride and joy -,"

"Can't breathe," Harry gasps.

"Don't care," Hermione says, but she pulls back anyway to stare at him with teary eyes. "You're my
family, Harry whatever-your-name is. Whatever happens, I'm here."

Harry looks at her for a long time, blinking rapidly. There she sits, the first person to hug him, the
first person to love him, the first family he remembers having. Hermione fucking Granger, utter
miracle.

"Mi, whatever happens with Ginny, whatever happens, I'm here too." he lifts his trembling left
hand to rest on hers, feeling the gentle tea-flavoured chime of the Potter rings. There don't seem to
be adequate words, but Harry can try. "As whatever. Even Harry Granger from Clapham."

Hermione snorts with laughter and tears.

"What about Theodore?"

"He'll come," Harry shrugs. "He likes muggle things, like driving. He could be our chauffeur. You
wanna travel, right?"

"Perfect," Hermione wipes her eyes. "I'll third wheel my friend and his boyfriend around the
muggle continent."

"Best friend and not my boyfriend," Harry presses his palm against her hand.

"I don't think Harry Granger is such an option anymore," Hermione sighs. "We're a bit beyond it
now."

Harry nods, throat tight. He knows it. With each new treaty, each new bond, he feels it tightening
around him. The web of gathering power, the sensation of prickly skin, like electricity in the air
before a storm. Not an army, not that, but something I can't come back from.

"Well, maybe I don't get to be Harry Granger, but you get to be Hermione of the House of Potter,"
Harry swallows hard. "That's something, right, being someone's … sister?"

He tries to sound casual, tries not to sound too hopeful. They've obviously joked about it over and
over, but Harry isn't sure, not really, if Hermione wants this. After all, she has a Mum and Dad who
love her, they are a family, and no matter how much she says she wishes she'd had siblings, she
doesn't need them like Harry does. She's not like him, running around gathering up the scraps of
family offered to him, pulling it into something vaguely resembling what other people has. She
doesn't need me like I need her. Yet Hermione squeezes his hard tight. The Potter magic flares up
between them, for the first time, Harry realises, at Hermione's bidding. Harry smells fire, tastes tea,
but this time it tastes of blackberries and Hermione's eyes are bright, almost as bright suddenly as
Blaise's were after the treaty. It's love, Harry feels it, a love that will protect him and fight for him
and always tell him when he is being an arse.

"Well," he swallows hard. "I guess you don't mind."

Hermione smiles at him softly, her eyes teary once again. My sister. He's had a cousin and an Aunt
and an Uncle and dead parents and a fake Dad and a live Sire but none of them, Harry thinks, are
anywhere as awesome as having Hermione bloody Granger as his family.

"It'll have to do," Hermione grins, rolling her eyes. Harry snorts, feels the sincerity in their rings
despite her light words. Hermione stares up at the castle, a familiar dedicated look appearing on hr
face. "We should go and do revision."

"Priorities," Harry pokes her affectionately. "C'mon then."

"Okay," Hermione sniffs and allows Harry to pull her to her feet. "Do you think you can get a hold
Nott's arithmancy notes for me?"

"Oh, I see, sneaky play," Harry snorts, throwing his arm around her shoulders as they walk back
along the lake. "Can't ask him yourself, huh?"

"I'm not asking him anything, Harry, and neither are you. I want you to steal them."

"And you, a prefect! Excuse me whilst I find some pearls to clutch."

"Don't be a dick -," Hermione reaches up to ruffle his curls into an absurd mess and Harry ducks
away from her, laughing as she chases him back up the path towards the school. He might still be
mourning, it might still be confusing, like Hermione says everything to do with him always is, but
there is this. There is a brief fluttering of sunshine, there is the scent of Hermione's blackberry
magic, there is laughter. It doesn't stop the mourning for Cedric, which today Harry feels like a
stone in his chest, but it is something and he can bear the rest. At least he thinks he can until he
gets to Occlumency.

"You have not been practicing."

Twenty minutes in, Harry finds himself flat on his back, wincing like he's fallen fifty feet, which
his body thinks it has, because the memory Snape has just made him re-live was the dementors and
his broom in third year.

"If I tell you that I have, actually, will it make any difference or do you just want to tell me I'm
useless?" Harry tiredly pushes himself up onto his knees. Snape looks at him in irritation, twirling
his wand ferociously. They've not been spending hardly any time together since Harry moved into
Slytherin. His lessons with Bill and Magnus and Narcissa have all inevitably stopped so now it's
just Occlumency, where Harry tries to defend his mind against Snape and Snape tries to guide him
through it. Unfortunately, he has none of the patience of either Magnus or Narcissa. Neither does
Harry.

"You can tell me all you wish," Snape says smoothly. "But if you show no improvement then your
words mean nothing."

"Well, I have," Harry snaps, rubbing his forehead and pulling himself up onto his feet. He's been
trying to close his mind most nights before he sleeps but its been weeks and he's not sure he knows
what it means. "Let's go again."

"Let's," Snape mutters, lifting his wand. Before Harry has a moment to think, Snape has cast.

"Legilimens!"

Harry is watching Bellatrix writhe and scream, feeling joy and delight curdle in his stomach and
then pain, abrupt hideous pain as the crucio rocks through him. He can feel it, he is feeling it
shoot through his wrists and throat. Bellatrix's gasping, desperate voice echoes in his head.

"Potter's mind, that is all - you have access - I can bring you the Black magic!"

Harry gasps again, rolling on the floor are trying to breathe through the memory of Bellatrix's
torture in his bones. Worse a second time.

"What was that?" Snape demands above him.

"You know what it was," Harry closes his eyes and breathes slowly. "You were probably there for
most of it."

"I was not," Snape's voice is cold.

"Huh," Harry sighs and stares at the ceiling. "Not part of the popular crowd, are we?"

"If the popular crowd means climbing into the Dark Lord's bed -,"

"Ew, no!" Harry groans. He opens his eyes and twists his head to stare at Snape. "That's
disgusting."

"What did you see?" Snape presses.

"What does it matter?" Harry rolls his eyes. "He didn't know I was there."

"He wants Lupin."

Harry stares at Snape slowly, feeling nausea that has nothing to do with the residual torture
radiating through his elbows.

"What?" Harry swallows.

"He wants to kill your godfather," Snape repeats slowly, looking at Harry with those black obsidian
eyes that echo all of the secrets and truth of the Prince ring. He does not lie to me outright
anymore.

"Why?" Harry whispers, unable to keep the desperation out of his voice.

"Because Lupin has become impressive and effective in his role. He defends you more actively
than Albus has done in years. The Dark Lord desires him gone. I do not know how." Snape's eyes
are very sharp. "Do you?"

Harry stares at him. Dumbledore has never spoken so frankly with him about Voldemort's plans.
When he looks in Snape's dark eyes, he only sees the same ferocity he saw when Umbridge cut
him to pieces as he said: you are more than a Mage. Harry realises something sharply. He trusts
me enough to give me the secrets.

"No," Harry swallows. "She told him she had a plan, he got angry, he tortured her, she told him
that she …,"

Harry's voice dies in his throat.

"Yes?" Snape demands curtly.

"Knew a weakness," Harrys breathes in sharply. "She mentioned … me."

"You." Snape stares at him. Be specific.

"My mind," Harry whispers.

Harry stares at Snape. He knows what the man is thinking. If Remus' life is held on the basis of
Harry's ability to shield his mind effectively, then he is as good as dead. I cannot lose Remus.
Anything but that.

"Teach me then," Harry staggers to his feet. "Teach me better. Teach me how to keep him out."

Harry does not know if it is possible, but for the first time in his life, he is determined to learn
something from Professor Snape.
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"I was under the impression that was what we had been doing for the last four months," Snape says
coldly.

"I mean, teach me to fight back!" Harry demands. Everything that has happened today, his
conversations with Kreacher and Hermione and Theo and the Twins, the three treaties he has
sworn, the dream of Bellatrix, none of it matters compared to this horrible new prospect. He might
lose Remus. He could lose Remus. If I lose Remus it will be my fault. "Teach me how to keep him
out!"

"I have explained," Snape says, teeth gritted. "Clear your mind, visualise your mindscape -,"

"No, that's not -," Harry sighs impatiently and rubs his head. It's been aching since the morning.
Since fucking Bellatrix. Since the House in Arms treaty. Since I realised Cedric will be dead
forever. He hates this, he really, really hates this, but if it's what he needs to do to protect Remus,
he'll throw anything at it. Even humiliating myself in front of fucking Snape. "Those things are
passive, give me something active to do!"

"Are you an infant?" Snape demands. "Can you not simply process the concept and implement it as
instructed? Must you be constantly entertained?"

"Yeah, okay, I'm hopeless, I'm a hyperactive child, there we go," Harry rolls his eyes. For Remus.
I can do it for Remus. "Can you give me something?"

"Have you been tested?" Snape asks abruptly.

"For what?"

"For Hyperactivity Disorder, were you tested as a child?"

"Are you kidding?" Harry snorts. "Petunia barely tested my eyes. She got my glasses from the
bargain bin at Oxfam."

"Any other significant health checks that were overlooked?" Snape's voice has taken on a distinct
silky quality which Harry has started to understand as his 'wanting to poison Petunia' voice. "Aside
from eye tests? Did your school at least weigh and measure you? Petunia did not withhold
vaccinations, did she?"

"Who knows?" Harry rolls his shoulder self consciously. The one that has been repeatedly
dislocating.

"You should know."

"Well, I've not died of anything yet, have I?" Harry frowns. Diseases that you might vaccinate
against feel like the least of his problems.

"Yes, you have, recently," Snape grits his teeth and glowers. "I would like to avoid a repeat
occurrence and the possibility of the Dark Lord being able to utilise you as a weapon against Lupin
so close your mind."

"You know that command literally makes no sense?" Harry itches his scar, fingernails coming
away bloody. I have to get this right. I have to get it right now. For Remus.

"What word causes you such trouble?" Snape can't seem to help it, he slips into a sneer. "Is it
'mind', 'close' or 'you'?"

"It's the fact that it's not an action!" Harry snaps back. "It's not doing something! Like … like what
do you do? When he's, like, doing legilimency on you?"

"I close my mind," Snape's eyes glitter dangerously. Harry knows it is foolish to ask about these

things, it's like prodding a very nasty bear, but he's sick of feeling like he's failing at this. So Harry
presses on. For Remus.

"How?" Harry presses. "Do you, like, visualise a big door slamming in his noseless face?"

"You are the most literal of children," Snape snorts in what seems to be half amusement and half
derision.

"Just tell me!"

"There is no conceivable advantage of doing so," Snape's voice is curt. "My practice is uniquely
my own, each Occlumens must develop their own skill in order to be successful."

"Yeah but we both kill stuff, right?" Harry says, trying not to let all the ways he wishes Snape
would quite literally drop dead not show up behind his eyes. "You bury stuff, I drown stuff, so
maybe what you do will help me, maybe you can tell me how you hide stuff away so he can't see
anything at all -,"

"I do not 'hide stuff' or 'bury stuff' from the Dark Lord," Snape scowls. "Not exclusively. A
proficient Occlumens knows that a mind void of all thought is suspicious."

"Then what the fuck does 'close your mind' mean?" Harry demands. Tell me, help me do this, you
obnoxiously clever dungeon bat.

"Language," Snape hisses. "It refers to the practise of mental compartmentalising, which would
know if you had listened to any of the books Mr Nott read you over Yule -,"

"I listened! I didn't memorize it -,"

"You don't need to memorize something to learn the tenets of it -,"

"I don't learn that way!" Harry throws up his hands in irritation, his Slytherin sparking green light
and a hiss that almost sounds like:out of time. Harry groans and pushes the heels of his palms into
his eyes. He takes a deep, shuddering breath. Breathe, Greenheart. There is a panic inside him that

he can't place. He feels like he did before the Christmas holidays. Like somewhere a clock has
began ticking and he can't avoid it.

"Clarify," Snape demands.

"I'm not …" Harry struggles for a moment, thinking of homework hastily scribbled under the
bedsheets in Privet Drive, of learning the Patronus from Lupin, of how hard it is for him to listen
when people lecture because his mind is distracted by doors closing in distant corridors, by taps on
windows and by whatever those noises might mean. Basilisks in the pipes. Curses around corners.
How it's hard for him to read because the words dance away sometimes and he begins to feel like
his back is made of static electricity, like someone is watching him from behind, making a study of
him. Mad-Eye-Moody-Crouch. Quirrell. Even Sirius, in third year. Try as he might, Harry knows
he's not clever and he hates that he has to say that to Snape. The man who would have longed for an
intelligent child. "Look, I'm not like Theo, or Hermione, or Blaise, my brain isn't like their brains, it
doesn't settle -,"

"Being prone to procrastination is not an excuse -,"

"I'm not procrastinating!" Harry exclaims. "Like I have the time to procrastinate! It's just that I'm
not smart -,"

"You can produce a corporeal, tangible Patronus at fifteen years old!" Snape's eyes flash
dangerously. "You completed Lupin's third year practical defence exam with full marks when it
was OWL level!"

"Yeah, because it was practical!" Harry yells in frustration. "I don't remember shit -,"

"Language -,"

"I don't remember stuff when I've just read it or heard it - look!"

He flexes his fingers and thinks: Šāhzādeh. The shadows spill out from him and he thinks about
what Narcissa had been teaching him about focus and visualisation. He thinks about rage, about
protection and the words that come into his mind in a hiss of parseltongue are: teeth and snarl. A
shadow erupts from the ring, almost like a Patronus, a dark beast with shadowed jaw and obsidian
eyes that glitter. Snape stares at it as it roars shadows.

"Last time you could not achieve form," he says slowly.

"No."

Harry's voice is stiff, his mind focusing on teeth that could rip, the shadows knitting tighter
together, trying to make a creature that could truly pull lungs from a body. Snape eyes it, watching
the teeth lengthen, the roar become audible, a rumble in the air. I need him to understand this. Even
if it makes him think I'm dumb. I need him to know so we can protect Remus. Then Harry can no
longer sustain it and with a shuddering breath, he clenches his fist.

"I couldn't, but Narcissa showed me and I practised and now I can do it because I have to do
something to learn it, and yeah -" Harry runs a shaking hand through his hair, swallowing back his
own disgust. Stupid, useless freak. "-Maybe that makes me a shit student or stupid or something but
-,"

"It does not," Snape says sharply, his voice quietly slicing through the air. "It means you are a
kinaesthetic learner."

"A what?"

"You move all the time," Snape stares at Harry's hands. "Your hands, they constantly move."

"Yeah, it's a tremor -,"

"No, before that," Snape waves his hand dismissively. "You tap on cauldrons, your knees always
jiggle, you used to constantly twirl your wand like ridiculous muggle magician -,"

"So what? I'm fiddly," Harry snaps, folding his arms and feeling offended. You do it, too.

"You have too much energy," Snape mutters, eyes darting as if he is thinking something over.
"Anyone who has seen you fly can see that, with your daredevil whirlwind antics, you have nearly
no patience and never listen or follow written or verbal instructions."

"Rude," Harry mutters. Bastard. You try learning Potions when people keep lobbing shit in your

cauldron. "I'm just highly strung, alright?"

"You are, but you are also a classic example of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder," Snape
rubs a hand over his face and stares at Harry with a mixture of frustration and a bleakness that
Harry doesn't understand. Harry raises his eyebrows.

"So … you're saying I am a hyperactive child?"

"Did no one test you?" Snape demands, his eyes taking on a slightly frantic edge. "No teacher in
your childhood, no doctor, no school administrator?"

Harry shakes his head. Assessments from his primary school teachers fill his head: easily
distracted, jumpy, bursts of energy, goes off in his own little world, struggles to follow
instructions...

"They just said I was a bad student," Harry mutters, scuffing his toe against the floor. "That I
should listen. Try harder. Whatever."

"Yet you are not a bad student here," Snape says quietly and Harry jerks his head up, scouring the
man's face for signs of derision or laughter. He finds none.

"It's a bit better here," Harry shrugs, scowling back down at the floor. "Or it was, for a bit in first
and second year."

"Why is that?" Snape's voice is so soft, Harry barely notices it.

"More practical," Harry says gruffly. "Muggle schools have a lot of writing and I didn't play as
much sport," not unless you count running for my fucking life from Dudleys gang all the
time. "Quidditch helps. Or it used to help."

"We still have practical classes in upper years," Snape says. "What changed?"

"Um, I dunno, maybe realising there could be sodding great monsters inside the castle who might
kill me or my friends or my friends sister and I would have to fight them?" Harry glares at him.

"Also dementors."

"I see," Snape nods thoughtfully. "A combination then of a neurodevelopmental disorder and
ongoing external pressures."

Jesus fucking Christ. The-Boy-Who-Lived has a neurodevelopmental disorder. That's a headline he
doesn't want to see in the Daily Prophet. Harry pushes those thoughts away, reminds himself that
this about Remus, that he's doing this for Remus and so Snape can call him whatever the fuck he
likes as long as Remus lives.

"So what does it mean?" Harry swallows hard, looking at Snape's whirling wand as it loops slowly
through his fingers, anxiety mounting. "My brain is broken and I can't learn or … you can't teach
me?"

I have to learn. I have to do better. I have to keep Remus safe.

"Neither. I must simply … adjust." Snape takes a slow breath and rubs his face. Harry thinks that
he looks more tired then he did before Remus left for Venice. There is literally no chance that
Snape could miss Remus, but maybe not having someone to growl at makes him grumpy. "It is
impossible to present a negative mindscape. You cannot reveal your true one, so you have to
present a false narrative."

"Okay," Harry nods slowly.

"Do you understand me?" Snape asks wearily. Harry tries not to flinch. Having Snape speak to him
without frustration, as if he is merely dull and useless is somehow worse than his angry, frustrated
hisses and snide comments.

It's because I'm stupid, Harry thinks bitterly. Stupid, stupid freak with a neurodevelopmental
disorder.

"Yes," Harry says shortly.

"I require honesty."

"I require you don't treat me like an idiot!" Harry snaps. Snape raises one eyebrow.

"Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder does not make a person idiotic," Snape says slowly. "The
famous muggle, Albert Einstein likely had a similar neurological make up."

"Yeah?" Harry glares at him. "How many Wixen?"

"Several, though Wixen psychological study and journals are much further behind," Snape says
curtly. "My Potions Master, Arsenius Jigger, was one."

"Really." Harry tries to keep the interest out of his voice. He won't let himself have the hope that
maybe, maybe, this isn't something bad he has to deal with.

"Yes," Snape's eyes are dark. "Wixen with this disorder can often excel in Potions, given its
practical nature."

"Is that why you're mad?" Harry scoffs. "Because I don't?"

"If I am displeased it is because I should have known better," Snape says sharply. "I shall not make
mistake your disorder for insolence in the future. So tell me; do you understand what I have
explained about false narratives?"

Harry stares. Is that what has been happening his whole life? That people have been looking at how
he behaves, his twitchiness, his jiggling toes and thrumming hands, and thinking he's insolent? For
a moment, it's like the sky is clearing on every one of Harry's memories of primary school teachers
and the way they would look around the classroom, see him tapping a pencil and frown. They were
annoyed at me. He looks at Snape, waiting for him to speak. Snape looks annoyed, but not at him. I
should have known better. Harry thinks that if Snape's promising not to treat him like just an
annoying boy who twitches then Harry can at least answer his question.

"I … I can't, like, imagine it,” Harry swallows. He's never talked about this with anyone.
Hermione's picked up on it, she always uses metaphors to help him, but they've never discussed it.
The words stick in his throat. “It’s better for me if … I dunno, there's an image? Like, it helped
when you told me, that time, that magic likes animal forms -,"

“You respond best to visualisation, very well," Snape eyes flicker brightly for a moment. "When I

perform legilimency upon you, how do you perceive it?"

"Images, like, I'm in the memories -,"

"Yes, yes, I understand," Snape says impatiently. "How do you perceive my actions? How might
you explain them?"

"I don't …" Harry stares at him, wishing fervently he was just a tiny bit god-damned smarter.
Jesus, Hermione, what I wouldn't fucking give for your mind right now. "It's legilimency, isn't it?
So I perceive you … doing that?"

"Let me be clearer," Snape says slowly. "I am asking you to speak the reality of the experience as
you experience it. As a child raised muggle, you do not connect with explanations based in our
language. Explain how you understand the experience to me, as if I were …" Snape's teeth grit. "A
muggle."

God, that was hard for him to say. Harry knows Snape doesn't hate muggles like Lucius Malfoy
does, but it's very clear he does not like them. Harry wonders, suddenly, if Snape's Vernon, the man
called Tobias, was a muggle.

"Right," Harry says cautiously. "Well, it's like mind reading, right? Like … like the Ood on Doctor
Who -,"

"Let's presume, for the sake of this interaction, I have no knowledge of muggle popular culture
references," Snape says drily. It makes Harry wonder, suddenly, does Snape like Doctor Who?

"Right," Harry thinks for a moment and then tries again. "It's like … all your memories are - are
always in your head, yeah? All stored away there, like … like a library!" Harry looks sharply at
Snape to see if that counts as a muggle reference, but Snape nods and he goes on. "And when
someone reads your mind, they're … they're … well, it depends," Harry swallows. "When
Voldemort does it, it's like everything is one book and the pages are flicking so fast you can't stop
it and it bloody hurts -,"

"And when I perform the same charm?" Snape asks quietly.

"It's like being pinned to the wall in your own mind," Harry says frankly. "And you're there, and

you're, like, looking at each book, taking them down, reading the bits you want, putting them back
-,"

"That is enough," Snape's voice is so soft that Harry thinks he might be in trouble, but Snape only
nods, considering, and begins to speak, waving his wand in the air. A picture appears, made of
shadows. Harry recognises it instantly. The Hogwarts Library. "You are correct in your
metaphorical understanding. Your mind is like a book with a hundred stories in it. A proficient
legilimens can search your mind like a library, the Dark Lord can." Snape waves his wand again.
The shapes change so that only a section of the library is showing, the Potions section.
"Occlumency is not the attempt to present a library full of books but rather to … curate the library.”

Well that makes a lot more sense than close your fucking mind, Harry thinks angrily, but swallows
it down. He's getting somewhere, and he has Remus' voice in his head saying: He's trying. Remus
is the reason to keep trying.

“So you … you don't hide everything.” Harry looks at the shadowy shelves, thinking hard. “What
about the things you do kill, where … where do they go in the library? Your restricted section?”

“Some things do,” Snape eyes glitter. “The things we kill or drown, Harrison, those are the books
we burn.”

Snape waves his wand, and in the corner of the shadow library, a fire made of smoky flames
erupts. Harry nods. Makes sense, typically violent. Harry thinks about a library with a trap door.
Underneath, is the Black lake. That is where he will drown things.

“Okay,” Harry swallows hard. He hates having to ask questions like this, having to learn things
from Snape, not knowing if Snape will turn at any moment and laugh or call him stupid. He won't.
Remus said he's trying. “So how do I … what books do I let them see?”

“Let me consider how I can adequately explain this within the established metaphor,” Snape tents
his fingers gently. “Part of being a successful Occlumens is knowing the intention of your attacker.
The Dark Lord comes to your library and what does he search for?”

“Umm… the time he did it on Skye, it was …” Harry frowns, thinking. “I drowned you and Theo
and being Heir of Slytherin but … he's not like you, he doesn't look for through all the books."

"Why?" Snape asks softly.

"Because …" Harry feels like he did that first ever day in Potions class, like if he gets the answer
wrong there is a really good chance Snape might swoop down like a vampire and eat him.
"Because he knows what he's looking for already?"

"So what book did he search for?"

"It was … about me, I guess," Harry remembers the slick fingers, pawing through the pages of his
mind, searching. "He was looking for … for Sirius. For secrets. For … for who I was.”

“He does not search without reason."

"But you do?" Harry asks sharply.

"I have a different approach," Snape says stiffly. "I consider all information learned from a mind
potentially useful. The Dark Lord does not. Since he believes most minds to be inferior, he assumes
that all will buckle and deliver the information he requires the moment he begins to look."

"Arrogant," Harry mutters.

"Whilst that assessment is not inaccurate, it would be beyond foolish to not consider the fact that,
for most Wixen, that is exactly how their minds will behave in the presence of the Dark Lord,"
Snape's voice is harsh. "Including yours."

"Not mine," Harry snorts and rubs his scar. "Mine is worse, it's like his fucking playground."

And if I don't sort it out, Remus might die.

"Language!" Snape holds up two fingers in warning, his eyes flicking to Harry's hidden axe. "There
is an advantage, Harrison."

"To having Tom Riddle sliding around in my brain? I doubt it."

"He thinks he knows what he will find," Snape says quietly. “Information, or pain. So he will
search your library for what he needs. You must give him books that will satisfy him.”

Snape waves his wand. In the shadow library, books fly of the shelves in a deliberate pattern,
hovering in the air in front of Harry.

"Like … like a decoy?" Harry asks uncertainly.

"Yes," Snape nods shortly. "It is your library. Give him the book he thinks he wants, fill it with the
stories that will satisfy him and -,"

"and drown the things that matter. Okay." Harry nods. It’s active. He can do that. "Let's try it."

“Very well,” Snape nods, stands back and points his wand. “In this instance, I will treat you as if
you were a suspect I were given to interrogate on the Dark Lord's behalf. What is your assessment
of what I will search for?"

Harry tries not to shudder at the thought of Snape conducting interrogations, because he's been
pinned to the wall, he knows the helpless feeling as the terrifying wizard in front of him calmly and
easily pulls his secrets down from the shelves. Not this time. Harry bites his lip and thinks about
what Snape would be looking for if this was last year, if Snape was still the kind of man who
would love nothing more than to pluck secrets from him without permission in order to dock points
and humiliate him. Snape will search for secrets, clues to life in Slytherin. Harry nods.

“This time, when I enter your mind, do not try to empty the library," Snape says quietly. "Direct
me. Distract me, if you can.”

If you can. Harry doesn't know if it's even possible, but he's got to try. For Remus.

“Okay,” Harry nods firmly at the end of Snape's African blackwood wand. “Okay.”

"Legilimens!"

Snape will search for secrets, Harry knows, so the first thing he does thinks about Tremblay, about

the axe at his throat. "I am no one's puppet." It's not enough, the book is not interesting enough,
because Harry can sense the edges of that memory blurring, as if someone is tugging it away.
Trying to turn the page, Harry realises, so he lets it happen, pulls up another memory for the next
page, something else from Slytherin that might distract him. FitzTremblay and the snake …

"I don't have a snake in my bag, I promise Harry."
"Then why is your homework hissing?"

It’s not right, it doesn't seem to be enough because the memory is gone and Harry is standing in the
mirror of the bathroom of the Slytherin dorm. A different book, Harry realises, knowing that he's
failing as he's helpless to stop Snape seeing what comes next. "It's not an army, I'm not a dark Lord
..." He's making the sink split with his magic and then Fred is pulling out his list and Harry can see
the names beginning to trip off his tongue and feels genuine terror because Snape can’t know
about the vows. No. No. No. Harry tries to throw other memories at it, feeling like he's lobbing
books at the memory but none of them will open up and flourish into memories. Harry's failing, he
can't stop the words falling out of Fred's mouth. He thinks desperately, what distracts Snape?

When I’m hurt.

It's easy, really, Harry has so many memories of that, so he grabs the first one, the earliest one he
has, the one that is always right there, playing on a quiet loop in the back of his mind. Harry grabs
at it, the memory of Vernon’s tight hand on his small wrist, pulling open the French doors and the
biting cold air outside.

“Stay out here until you’ve learned manners, boy!”

He feels Snape falter. He thinks it’s enough to stop him but Snape doesn’t. He focuses. The book
Harry’s offering, the shard of a memory expands. Harry feels a brief flush of victory because he's
fucking done it, even with being hyperactive and stupid, he's distracted Snape, but then he can't
think anything because …

Harry is five and old and whimpering, socks already soaking wet from standing on the damp patio.
He’s shouted himself hoarse, cried all of his tears out. His nose is running and hurting so much
and his breath has steamed a thousand little marks on the French doors. They're not letting him in.
They won't let him back in. All he did was try to be quiet, to stay out of the way, but they called him
sneaky and rude and said he was plotting and now he's outside and it's so, so cold. He presses his
bright red fingers against the glass whilst Dudley blows wet raspberries from the other side,
laughing. Aunt Petunia watches the television with Uncle Vernon. They don't look at him. Their
show finishes. They take Dudley to bed. It is past cupboard time, Harry knows that, but he's still
here, his socks going hard in the cold. They don’t let him in. Aunt Petunia goes into the kitchen, he

can hear her doing the clearing up and longs for his cupboard, where the pipes are so hot and
warm they burn him sometimes. Uncle Vernon watches the news. They don't let him in. He can't
cry anymore, his eyes are too cold and heavy. He can't speak or plead, he's too shivery, too, too
shivery. Harry’s insides hurt. The news finishes. Uncle Vernon crosses to the doors. Harry thinks
he might open them, that Harry might get a cuff around the ear or a smack to the back of the head
but it will be okay, because he'll be inside and he'll be warm at least, and it'll be over soon. Then
his cupboard and the warm pipes he can dry his socks on. Uncle Vernon closes the curtains. Harry
stares at the purple and pink flowery fabric. He hears the television be turned off. Sees the light
under the curtains disappear. He hears them go upstairs and Harry's lips too cold to scream. He
lowers himself stiffly into a ball, clutching his shaking knees and thinking maybe, just maybe, he
can sleep even out here where the air is frozen. He's very tired after all, so tired. The cold stars
above him spin and Harry closes his eyes because at least, inside his mind, there is a warm place.
Deep down, where everything is very quiet and lonely but peaceful, and a little golden voice sings.
Warm there. So warm. So tired. So very, very tired.

"Harrison! Holy Merlin, fucking shit balls damned Mage powers, fucking God-damned Harrison, wake up!"

Harry doesn't understand who is swearing so fluently and elegantly right next to his ear in the cold,
but it's very, very impressive. Much better than Uncle Vernon. Then he feels a sharp pain in his ribs
and he's gasping, he's coughing, and he rolls onto the floor, not the patio, and sees stone flags of a
castle, not the frosted garden of Privet Drive, and he remembers.

Snape. Legilimency. Just a memory.

"Language," Harry coughs, rubbing his ribs. "Not -,"

"Do not say 'not dead' because that remains to be seen, you absolute fool of a child," Snape snarls,
grabbing Harry's shoulders and sitting him upright against the wall. Snape's face is taut with fury as
he waves his wand over Harry in a familiar pattern of the diagnostic spells he cast all the time in
Skye. Oh shit.

"Did I do it wrong?" Harry asks wearily. His fingers are so fucking cold, it's like they're burning in
the warmth of the dungeon. How am I going to protect Remus if I can't get it right?

"You tell me. Considering what we know about how your powers cause you to re-live physical
pain, why you would think it a good idea to re-live a memory of your relatives killing you?" Snape
growls.

"They - they didn't," Harry frowns blearily at Snape. "I was fine."

"Your heart stopped!" Snape hisses, grabbing Harrison's wrist where the monitoring bracelet
always sits. "It stopped because it remembered to! They left a five year old outside on a Hades
forsaken winter night and you contracted hypothermia!"

"That makes no sense," Harry shakes his head slowly. He still feels a bit drowsy. "They brought
me in the next day. My hands and feet hurt for a few days but that was it."

"You are lucky you did not lose them!" Snape waves his wand over Harry's red fingertips.
"Foolish, reckless child!"

"Hey, I didn't choose it," Harry snatches his hands back, glaring at Snape. "I told you, didn't I? I
tried once, to just stay quiet? Well, this is what happened!"

"I am not angered by the memory, I am angry that you chose to utilise it as a distraction when it is
clearly a memory that should be buried!" Snape scowls. "I am angry that once again, you did not
consider your own physical wellbeing over keeping secrets, or fighting the Dark Lord or -," Snape
stops abruptly, his eyes fixing on Harry. "This is the memory you mentioned in my quarters?"

"Yeah, so?" Harry folds his arms angrily. "And you're one to talk, you literally put your life on the
line for secrets every day!"

"The first time death came close, you were five, you said that," Snape mutters. He doesn't seem to
be listening. His eyes snap up to Harry. "This is what happened? They killed you when you were
only five years old?"

"What does it matter?" Harry answers stiffly. His heart is racing inside his chest. Snape is kneeling
in front of him with a look, a certain puzzling out look, that Harry has come to associate with very
unpleasant conversations.

"It matters, Harrison, because it is murder."

"It can't be murder if I'm alive, can it?" Harry snorts.

"If you were not a Wixen child, no, I must be precise, if you were not a Mage child with
unprecedented magical resources, it would be," Snape growls. "It is catastrophic child abuse, it is
downright villainy, to intentionally murder a child."

The a word. The one word Harry can't stand.

"The one bridge you won't cross?" Harry snarls, glaring at him. "You'd know all about catastrophic
child abuse, with your Death Eater pals? Is leaving a five year old outside worse than chasing a
fourteen year old down in a graveyard, because that's what your mate Malfoy loves!"

"I will not be distracted," Snape responds, which is a little bit surprising and devastating, because
usually alluding to the fact that he is, in fact, a torturer/murderer/spy does a good job of enraging
Snape. Not today.

"I told you before, we're not doing this," Harry laces his voice with disdain. Focus on here, focus
on Remus. "And if you've got concerns about my health, take it to Remus. Two majority rule,
remember?"

"I do not need to ask the werewolf if he is similarly concerned that our child was murdered by
muggles when he was an infant!" Snape explodes.

There are two words there that Harry stumbles over. Our child. He does not know what to do with
it. Drown it. Snape doesn't care. Not really. Snape spent four years being a total dick. What does
Snape care if Harry died a bit when he was five?

"Is it because they're muggles?" Harry asks coldly. "I should have done better, right? Been a better,
more powerful child? More remarkable? A more suitable Heir? Should have killed them or
something?"

"You should never have been there in the first place!" Snape black eyes glitter dangerously.

"Well, who's fault is that?" Harry snarls back, pushing Snape roughly out of the way and
scrambling to his feet. He glares at Snape angrily, letting his pain and rage flow visibly behind his
eyes, daring Snape to pick it up. You abandoned me.

"You do not have enough information to make comments about the circumstances of your birth

and your mother's death," Snape's voice is deadly cold as he rises to his feet but Harry doesn't care
anymore. "So do not comment."

"Then give me the bloody information," Harry demands. He's trying hard not to lose his temper,
(I'm doing this for Remus, this is all for Remus) but it's fucking hard when Snape's like this. "It's
not fair! It's not right that you get to know everything about me -,"

"If I knew everything, I would surely have known that your pathetic excuse for guardians
murdered you when you were five years old," Snape voice is barely above a whisper. "I would also
know what exactly you are trying to hide from me concerning Fred Weasley -,"

"You don't get to know everything!" Harry explodes. "Just because you're my - you're whatever,
you don't get to just take stuff -,"

"You have two secrets," Snape says abruptly. "You can ask them whenever you wish."

"I'd have to know what I was fucking asking for!" Harry bellows. Snape doesn't move. Does not
tell him off for swearing. Says nothing. Harry kicks the wall, his toes still burning hot and cold
from the memory and swears in parseltongue. He's has had enough. Enough of remembering years
of being mis-taught and misunderstood, enough of thinking about that cold, cold night and the
warm quiet place, enough of Snape being angry and concerned all at once. Our child. No. She's
dead. You left me with them.

"What do you want?" Snape's voice holds no hint of a sneer and that's a bit worrying. "You know
we must train, you know we must do this if you are to survive, to protect you and your godfather,
you know that I will fight for your survival, that your war is my war, so elucidate for me what you
want."

Harry knows that Snape is right, that there are more important things to focus on but he can't stop
the angry, seething thoughts circling in his head like crows. I want it to be equal. I want it to be
fair. I want not to feel like I'm being skinned alive and then judged for what's inside me.

"I want to do legilimency on you," Harry faces Snape, who raises his eyebrows. "Fair's fair. It's my
turn."

"What is the value of this?" Snape cocks his head to the side. "You cannot possibly hope to

penetrate mindscape in any real way."

I can fucking try, you secretive cunt.

"Because it's fair," Harry growls. He wants to know how it feels, he wants to know how to
understand it and maybe, just maybe it will give him a clue to what Snape can't explain in words.
And maybe I'll find out about my Mum. “I want it to be fair, at least.”

“It is nothing but a fruitless gesture.”

“Not to me," Harry glares. He has a feeling, a feeling that he's keeping hidden far away, that once
he gets into Snape's mind, he can find what he wants. If he can just get in. "Will you let me try?"

Snape looks at him for a long second, then nods slowly.

"If it is important to you, then I shall allow it," Snape drops his wand arm. "But you have never
performed this charm, you have no idea how to wield it, I do not think it shall provide any of the
so-called fairness you seek."

"Fine," Harry nods firmly, he holds up his wand and points it at Snape. The man raises his eyebrow
lazily, almost curiously. Harry knows he is interested, at least from an academic perspective to see
how deeply Harry manages to penetrate. Let's fucking find out. Harry thinks of the Prince magic,
pulls it's coldness up his arm from his ring. Secrets. I want secrets. Show me where the secrets are
kept.

"Legilimens!"

Snape's eyes widen as he casts and Harry realises that he's cast in parseltongue a second before he
tumbles into Snape's mind. It's an odd feeling. He knows he is standing, that he is casting, he can
see Snape, see his closed eyes and fluttering eyeballs behind his eyelids, but it's like he's watching
television on two screens. Inside his mind, he sees a cold, frozen landscape. Like the Forbidden
Forest in the dead of winter. When Harry looks between the trees, he catches glimpses of
memories, as if they are fluttering by.

This is my mindscape, a voice inside Harry's head whispers. It is Snape's. What do you hope to find
here?

Harry doesn't know. He stares down at the frozen ground beneath his feet. The snow and what is
buried under it.

You cannot dig them out, the voice says in soft amusement. And even if you could, they are dead.
That is why we kill things.

Harry knows that, but at the same time, he has an idea. He bends down, presses a hand to the
frozen earth. What can you do for dead things, after all? He presses his fingers sharply into the
snow inside Snape's mind and pushes his power through it. I want the truth, Harry thinks. He opens
his mouth and hisses the first thing he can think of: "ALIVE!"

-- -- -- -- -- -- --

Tobias has Severus by the scruff of his neck, is hurling him from the house as Eileen shrieks behind
him. He hears the door slam on them both, the sound of her wails and his fists. Severus takes a
heaving sob and turns. Lily is standing by the gate, green eyes wide with hate and shock. Then
she's wrapped him in a hug so tight he cannot breath. "Next year," she whispers. "Next year our
Hogwarts letters will come and you won't have to live here any more."
"I won't make it," Severus mutters.
"You will," Lily's eyes take on a ferocity he's never seen. "I'm not going without you."

Severus is falling from the air in a crumpled heap in front of the Whomping Willow. Potter and
Black are jeering down at him, Lupin looking uncomfortable and sad. He sees Lily's fiery red hair,
the word 'Mudblood' is horribly sharp on the air between them and Severus knows that their
relationship is over, that she will not ever, ever truly forgive him.

Severus is holding Lily in his arms in Spinners End, his eyes damp with tears as they whisper their
apologies back and forth. They are both rumpled and flushed, lips swollen and bee-stung and hair
wild. Severus' hands are shaking and Lily is brushing tears from the end of her nose.
"Make me forget," Severus whispers against her red hair. "I need to forget this."
They are kissing, whispering their last words to one another, and Lily is raising her wand to his
temple. Severus does not stop her.
"Enkatéchō Pandora!”

Severus is kneeling at Albus' feet, taunting him. "Could you not ask for mercy for the mother, in
exchange for the son?"
"I have -- I have asked him --," Severus confesses desperately, needing him to save her, needing
him to do anything in his power to save his Lily, his soulmate, his best friend, even if that means
killing her son.

Severus is holding Lily's body on the floor of the nursery in Godric's Hollow. He is weeping, he is
wailing, he is raging. Finally, when he cannot breathe or stand the sound of the child's cries any
longer, he picks the infant up. He brushes blood from his forehead.
"Lily," he gasps. "Lily, oh, my sweetheart -,"
He holds the child close for a moment, cradling the infant as screams become snuffles. When the
child is quiet, Severus wipes his eyes and sets the infant back in his scorched cot, and disappears
into the night with his grief.

Severus is evicted from his own memories with the violent lightning of the Slytherin magic, he
feels it like sparks exploding inside his head, the world's most sudden and worst hangover. He
stumbles horribly, knocking his knees against his desk but does not care.

My son. My son saw.

He looks up at the boy. He is standing exactly where he was when he cast, when he remarkably
began to enter Severus' mindscape and then casually used Severus' own Occlumency shields
against him to resurrect his deepest secrets. That is what happens, apparently, when a Mage sets
his mind to Occlumency. The boy is remarkable. He could change the field of Mind Magics. This
boy, with his undiagnosed condition and his survival instinct honed since one year old, who has
survived too many deaths for Severus' liking and can create audible sound, a roar in the jaw of a
great beast from a magic full of secrets, is astonishing. He is also the child who just found out my
worst secrets. Harrison is staring at the floor in front of him, wand hanging in his hand. Severus
feels nothing but fear.

He knows. Holy fucking Merlin above he knows.

"You left me there," he says simply. Severus' heart clenches.

"Harrison," he hates how much his voice is trembling, how afraid he is of what might come next.
"I did not know."

"Because you chose not to," Harrison's voice is terrifyingly bland. Severus tries not to wince as he
imagines the frightening disassociation that must be taking place inside Harrison's mind, the
violent wrenching of Harrison's feelings away from himself. He is tearing himself apart rather
than feel the truth of what I have done.

"I did not know you existed," Severus tries to keep his voice as level as possible to match him, but
it is difficult. He wants to grab the child, to blather desperately about how he is sorry, how his
whole life is a tapestry of regret but he does not. He will not.

I deserve this. I brought this upon myself. I must endure it.

"You asked her to forget," Harrison doesn't look at him. "You told her to make you forget."

"I was concerned that the Dark Lord would use any memory of us together to hurt her -,"

"Yeah, you were," Harrison doesn't blink. "So concerned you asked him to kill me and James but
save her."

"I didn't know!" Severus can't stop the desperation in his voice now, the flecks of it shining
through.

"You called her a mudblood," Harrison continues on, as if Severus has said nothing. "After the way
she loved you."

"You do not understand," Severus' voice trembles. He will not defend himself, because what he did
was indefensible, but he will also not endure the concept that he was ever ungrateful for Lily's
love. It was the beacon of my life.

"No," Harrison shakes his head. "I don't. I don't understand how you left ...," Harrison takes a deep
breath. Severus knows he is on the verge of saying 'me.' He does not. "I don't understand how you
left a child behind in that."

"I did not know who you were to me."

"I was a baby," Harrison shrugs impassively, like it all means nothing, but Severus can see the
sparks gathering in his fingers. These are the two ways Harrison deals with things, Severus
realises. Cold detachment or burning fury. Severus cannot help but wish for the rage. "Who leaves
a baby behind?"

Who indeed? Severus does not know how to explain hating the child Lily had with Potter because
he was not the child she had with Severus. Especially when it turns out he was mine after all.

"You were - we were on opposite sides," Severus swallows hard. "The Dark Lord had fallen, I had
no idea what was coming next …"

"I was one," Harrison's voice sharpens slightly. "How could I be on a side?"

The prophecy. Severus is ashamed of himself, hates himself, but he doesn't have the will or the
courage to disclose it now. The child will hate him more now than before and for some reason,
that is utterly agonizing. No matter how much he calls himself a coward, Severus cannot make it
worse.

"Your parents," Severus whispered. "Their position -,"

"They were dead," Harrison cuts him off savagely. "You had me. You had me in your arms, you
could have taken me anywhere, you had me, I'm your -,"

Harrison bites down on the words. Severus sees blood welling up on his lip. Harrison shakes his
head, a bitter smile twisting on his lips.

"You're my son," Severus whispers. "I am sorry."

"Yeah." Harrison's eyes are flashing a haunting, terrifying green. "I'm sorry I am too."

The words are vicious in their detachment, whipping the air out of Severus' lungs before he can
breathe or think. It's the first time the child has acknowledged him this way and Severus has not
longed for it because he had not thought to long for it, but now that it is happening like this, it is
devastating. His hand finds the edge of the desk behind him to steady himself. He had expected

rage from the boy, he had expected violence. This is so much worse. Severus is reminded, bleakly,
of his child's voice inside the Gaar Tareqi.

"Harrison," Severus begins steadily. He must try to find words for something which has none.
"Your mother -,"

"No," Harrison shakes his head tersely. "No."

"There are things you should know -,"

"I said, no." The child's voice rings with worrying command. His eyes fix on Severus in a way that
makes him feel as if he is being pinned to the desk. "If they were really things I should know to
keep me alive, you'd have told me. So whatever this is, these things are about you. You want to
make yourself feel better."

"There is context," Severus croaks. "That will help you understand -,"

"No," Harrison repeats. "I don't care. It doesn't change the facts."

"What are the facts?" Severus barely dares ask.

"You called her a mudblood. You wanted to forget her, to forget me. You asked Tom to kill me.
You left me behind," Harrison shrugs like these things mean nothing and are not the worst
decisions of Severus' life, decisions that he lives in the wreckage of every moment of his existence.
"Tobias beat you up, that's sad, I get that, but you chose everything else."

His eyes are full of rage but his voice is empty. It is alarming but Severus cannot move. Whatever
'thinking' magic Harrison does to drown his thoughts is in full force. Distantly, Severus imagines it
would make a very interesting study if Severus was not trembling from head to toe with fear and
pitiful resignation.

"You could have chosen differently," the boy says softly.

"Yes." Severus doesn't try to deny it, because how could he? His choices have haunted him every

day of his life. "I chose."

Harrison nods tightly, but does not move. Severus starts to wonder if he can. That is worrying. I
must try and get him to speak, to engage.

"Will you let me … explain?" Severus asks quietly. Harrison snorts derisively.

"Why?" he says, scorn creeping into his flat voice. Scorn is better than coldness, Severus thinks
distantly, but then the thought is swallowed up in his own despair as the boy keeps speaking. "It's
not going to change your choices, is it? It won't bring Mum back, it won't stop you leaving me in
that fucking house -,"

"Harrison, I didn't know!" Severus' voice becomes even more strained. "I didn't remember!"

"Lucky you," Harrison's eyes are boring into Severus', as deadly as a snake's and just as hollow. "I
do."

What fucking fresh hell is this?

"What?" Severus swallows. He was too young, surely far too young, to remember it.

"The Dementors," Harrison shrugs. "That's what I hear. Mum screaming, dying, James dying,
Voldemort asking her to step aside because you fucking asked him -,"

"Harrison, please -," Severus whispers, almost to stop him speaking because the notion that his son
remembers the Dark Lord preparing for his death, that he remembers the wand turning on him and
the Dark Lord telling Lily to move at Severus' request, is too much. Lily knew, Severus realises in
a daze, that only Severus would have asked to save her. Before she died, Lily knew I had pleaded
for her life but not the life of our child. It is the most unbearable thought Severus has ever had in
his mind. He can't help pinching the bridge of his nose. There are no tears, there have not been
tears in years, but there is a stinging dizziness that he tries to breathe through.

"What?" Harrison asks fiercely, his voice becoming more and more of a hiss. Severus knows that
soon he will slip into parseltongue. "What do you want?"

Severus stares at the child. He wants forgiveness but will not ask for it. He wants to know he has
not damaged their tentative relationship beyond repair but he can see that he has. He wants a chance
to explain but knows no explanation would be worthy. With all options closed to him, he at least
wants Harrison to have what he wants.

"I want to you to do what you need to," Severus whispers. "I want to to do what is best for you. I
will … accept what comes to me."

"What comes to you?" Harrison repeats dully.

"You were wronged by me," Severus keeps his voice low. Wronged in ways you do not even know.
Yet. "You can decide the penalty as you see fit."

He expects Harrison to rage, to declare he will never see him again, to want confessions and
Veritaserum and penance after penance. He does not expect Harrison to laugh.

"You'd like that wouldn't you?" Harrison chuckles harshly. Severus feels the very walls around him
keen with magic. Suddenly, it feels like they are standing in a sauna. Severus struggles for breath.
"For me to hate you? To punish you? Because then you can say you've paid the price and done
your best and everyone can move on? Well, no."

"No?" Severus whispers. His heart hammers against his ribs. The child could kill him. Severus
does not know if he would blame him.

"No to it all. No talking, no explanations, no context, no punishment," Harrison glares at him and
Severus feels the exposed skin on his face and hands tightening, as if Harrison's magic is flickering
across it in hot waves. "If I punish you then it's over, isn't it? Well, it's not over."

Merlin save me from such a vindictive, astringent child. But there is no salvation from a child you
have made.

"Not over?" Severus croaks.

"No." Harrison's eyes gleam and flash and Severus thinks that maybe the walls are hissing. "You
want to feel better about everything you did? Do it your fucking self. I will not end your pain for
you."

It is cruel. It is insightful. If the words were not directed at him, Severus might be proud.

"I do not want …" Severus takes a deep breath. He doesn't want an end to his pain, he would never
ask for that because how could Harrison give it? Only Lily can, and she is dead. Severus
remembers Narcissa's words when they first began searching his memories, so long ago. If you
push this boy away from you and then decide that in fact, you wish him by your side, you will find it
is too late. He knows he will lose nothing with his honesty. "What I want is … I still wish to be
your father."

It's the first time the word has been spoken between them. Harrison twitches slightly, like it's a
mosquito or a fly that he wishes he could slap away.

"Tough." Harrison's voice is horribly light. "My father was James Potter and he's dead. You're just
the man who fucked my mother."

Harrison shrugs and walks to the door. Severus does not want him to leave but does not know what
he can say to make him say. A small voice whispers in his mind, a voice he stopped hearing a long
time ago. Lily. The truth, Severus.

"Harrison," he whispers. "I shall never abandon you again."

The boy stands with his hand on the door knob, looking down at it. For the first time, Severus sees
a flash of some kind of torment on his face. A second later it is gone. The boy looks up at him with
vicious sharpness in his features. It is the worst time for it, but Severus cannot help it. He is
reminded of the face of Lord Gaunt, when he still wore his face and bore that name. Power and
horror and awe all in one.

"You were right about James Potter. He was a bully and arrogant and a shithead in so many ways,
but still," Harrison's hand on the metal doorknob. The Slytherin magic flashes and the doorknob
burns bright orange, molten metal dripping onto the stone floor and hissing cold again. "If there
was any justice in the fucking universe which there obviously isn't, you'd have died that night
instead of him."

Severus swallows. It is not cruel, this assessment, just coldly accurate. James Potter was a terrible
boy but he was a good man. Severus is not a good man. The wrong father to this boy survived.

"You are correct," Severus nods curtly. "There is no justice."

Harrison flings the door open, rushing out into the corridor. Instantly, Severus stumbles against his
desk as if a great pressure has been lifted off of him and it has, because Harrison's magic has been
like living in a reality where gravity is suddenly heavier and pressing down upon his lungs. Oh
Circe. Sweet Hades below, what have I done? What have I done to my child? As soon as he can
breathe and stand, Severus lurches out of his classroom, walking swiftly up the stairs to the
Entrance Hall. He needs to get out, he needs to breathe air, he needs not to feel like his arms are
heavy with the weight of his dead best friend.

I cannot do this. I cannot do this alone.

"Going out, Professor Snape?"

He turns towards the tight, irritating voice of Dolores Umbridge. She is standing on the bottom
step of the Great stairs looking distinctly worse for wear. Her robes, which Severus is sure should
be baby pink, look as if they have been tie-dyed in mud and blood. She has developed a permanent
twitch in her right eye from persistent fireworks that seem to follow her and explode whenever she
approaches a modicum of relaxation. Circe bless the Weasley twins.

"Yes," Severus shortly.

"There have been many trips out to Hogsmeade recently, have there not?" Dolores approaches
stiffly, eyes flicking up above her. This is a new feature of interactions with Dolores. She will also
no longer stand underneath fixtures; chandeliers, portraits, suits of armour and statues are all
avoided. Peeves.

"Have there?"

"Yes," Dolores' eyes gleam maliciously. She does not touch or bother him at Lucius' request, but
that does not mean she likes Severus. "I notice that before I took on the mantle of Headmistress,
you only ventured into the village once. Now, it is every weekend, even multiple times."

"I was not aware it was anyone's business what I do with my free time," Severus says sharply.

"It isn't." Filius is coming out of the Great Hall with a scowl on his face. Relations between the

Hogwarts High Inquisitor and the half-Goblin Charms Master have practically disintegrated. "Staff
are not required to share personal information with the Head of School without inciting documents
from the board of governors."

"Thank you, Flitwick," Dolores snaps, "but I am asking in my capacity as a Ministry employee."

Severus sees Filius flinch at the completely disrespectful address.

"Then you have even less cause," Filius' voice is sharp as knives. "Unless you have recently taken a
job at the Department for Magical Law Enforcement, you cannot compel Professor Snape to
answer any personal questions, not without just cause."

"Some would say being accused of being a Death Eater and only pardoned on the account of a now
known criminal is just cause enough," Dolores snipes back. Severus clenches his fists inside his
robes. He despises how casually this woman can throw around the concept of his freedom. This is
what it means to be in Albus' pocket, my fortunes twist and flail with his.

"No one who works at the DMLE would," Filius growls back.

"The DMLE performs as the Minister desires!" Dolores squeezes her hands in front of her body
tightly.

"As the Wizengamot desires," Filius corrects sharply.

"Whichever it is, it is definitely not as King Ragnok desires," Dolores snaps. "So I am not sure
why you believe your opinion to be pertinent."

Filius will rip her apart.

"Excuse me, but if I am not being arrested, I shall take my leave," Severus sneers. "I have an
appointment with Aberforth."

"Yes, go, Severus," Filius says, glaring at Dolores as if he wishes he was carrying an axe. Severus
does think twice and walks quickly out in the cool night air. The evenings are already lighter,

drifting towards those endless blue nights that are so beautiful in Scotland. With a jolt, Severus
realises he has been looking forward to seeing Harrison's reactions to the long bright nights in
Skye, where the vistas blend in blues and greens the whole night long. Will he even speak to me?
Will he ask Lupin to take him elsewhere? How could I deny him that if he wanted?

As soon as Severus crosses the boundaries of the school ground, he twists and apparates to the
Hogshead, not looking at Aberforth as he strolls to the fire, like all Hogwarts staff who blow
through. Harrison's words echo inside his mind as he tosses floo powder into the grate, muttering:
"Castello delle Creature."

You're just the man who fucked my mother.

It is not true, Severus realises as he steps into the green flames. It is worse. I am the reason she is
dead. I am the reason he chose her son. Staggering nausea rockets through Severus as these
thoughts reach their inevitable conclusion. If he dies at the Dark Lord's hand, I will have killed
both my child and his mother.

"Severus!" A voice calls in surprise as he stumbles out of the fire and against the marble fireplace.
Severus feels strong arms holding him up, smells that familiarly comforting scent of chocolate and
books. Lupin. "What's wrong?"

Severus can't help it. He leans against the wolf and takes a stuttering breath, clutching at Lupin's
robes as the words rip out of him.

"I've ruined it," Severus whispers. "It's all my fault."
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Venice.

"What happened, Severus?" Severus staggers in Lupin's arms, his vision darkening. Why do I feel
like I'm going to faint? Severus has not fainted in a long time. Repeated exposure to the cruciatus
curse has made him sharp to pain. Not this pain. Not the feeling of wounds from the past
reopening, filled with poison, choking the life out of him. Severus feels the wolf guiding him to a
soft surface, a velvet sofa, and then scarred hands gripping his tightly. Around him, Severus can
sense the grandeur of the space he has entered, the luxurious furnishings and warm, lavish smells
of Lupin's affluent apartments in the Congregation's castle. Severus vaguely notices that despite
this, the arms guiding him are still wrapped in that same old battered cardigan.

"Talk to me, please," Lupin urges, kneeling in front of Severus, hands gripping Severus' wrists as
he puts his head in his hands and grips his hair. Despite Severus' rolling stomach and teeming
mind, he still feels an inch of scornful resistance to this gentleness, this softness of the wolf. I do
not have the option to alienate him now. My son despises me and I must keep him safe. So Severus
grits his teeth and speaks through it.

"He knows," Severus mutters. "Harrison knows about Lily."

"What about Lily?" Lupin's voice is close as he effortlessly pulls Severus' reluctant hands away
from his face. Severus can smell his chocolate scented breath as it brushes Severus' forehead,
strong fingers brushing Severus' hair out of his face, making him look dazedly into those bright
amber eyes. Oddly, Severus finds himself absently thinking of potions ingredients that match the
colour of Lupin's eyes. Honeycomb. Maple resin. Marigold petals. "The prophecy?"

"Not the prophecy. Everything but the prophecy. Oh God -," Severus tips his head back into his
hands, slippery nausea building in his mouth. He breathes sharply through his nose, trying to
swallow it down. He feels Lupin moving away briefly, stares down at the red and gold lush carpet
under his boots, hears the sound of glasses clinking and blessed liquid pouring. Holy Hades, thank
Christ for that.

"Here, drink this," Lupin nudges a chilled crystal highball against his wrist. Severus puts the glass
blindly to his lips, tasting the sharp, vibrancy of grappa. It makes his eyes sting but at least takes
the taste of bile off his tongue. When in Venice. Lupin stands beside him. Severus can see the ink
stains on his ridiculous faded red trousers. Gryffindor traits, even in such mediocre fashion choices.
Why are we all still so wedded to colours we were forced to wear as adolescents?

"Tell me what happened," Lupin says.

"He knows," Severus says dully.

"Knows what?"

"Everything," Severus laughs bitterly, remembering Harrison's utter refusal to hear explanations or
context. "And nothing."

"Severus," Lupin sits beside him. He lifts one hand and tangles it in the back of Severus' hair,
gripping his neck, shaking him ever so gently so Severus lifts his reluctant eyes to meet the serious,
uneasy face of the wolf. "I need you to explain. Is Harry okay?"

No. He is a vindictive whirlwind of Mage power who knows my darkest secrets.

"It is unlikely," Severus swallows. God knows what he will do.

"What happened?"

"He broke through my occlumency shields." The ridiculousness of the statement is not lost on him
as he sees Lupin's mouth drop open. Severus takes a gulp of grappa, thankful for the sour, fruity
taste. "He saw Lily and I."

"Oh, Merlin, he didn't see -?" Lupin exclaims, face twisted in distress.

"No, no," Severus shakes his head. Thank Merlin for small mercies. "But he saw enough."

"What did he see?"

Severus closes his eyes. He knows has to recount this but it does not make it easier. Lupin presses
three fingers firmly against the top vertebrae of his spine. Severus doesn't know if Lupin is
subconsciously urging him on, but the pressure helps. Severus takes a long breath and lets the
words come out on the exhale.

"He saw Lily and I as children, with Tobias, then he saw the day we … our relationship ended."

"The day in fifth year after the OWLS," Severus sees the spasm of grief on Lupin's face as he
speaks. "The Levicorpus."

Severus nods. Of course Lupin remembers. How delightful to know everyone remembers one of
the most humiliating, distressing days of my life. Once again, Severus recalls Lupin’s sad,
conflicted, regretful face as he looked down on Severus underneath the tree. Severus has hated
Lupin for many things but never for not stepping in once he said that word. Mudblood. Severus
knows an unforgivable thing when it passes his lips.

"I should have stopped them," Lupin whispers.

"You could not have," Severus snorts, rolling his eyes. The idea that Lupin as he was, chronically
weak and crippled with low self esteem, could have stood up to Potter is painfully laughable.

"I could have said something."

"You were not the man you are now," Severus sips his grappa, wondering how much of it he will
have to drink to sleep tonight. "There is nothing on earth that could have compelled you to defy
James fucking Potter and Black."

Not even the sight of them torturing the boy you once professed to love, Severus thinks, allowing a
little bitterness to creep back into his mind. He wasn't the only one who made choices Harrison
would find shameful.

"What else?" Lupin prompts. Severus closes his eyes again. These things will be easier to say
without seeing Lupin's face.

"How Lily hid the truth of Harrison's conception -,"

"How did she -?" Lupin asks curiously.

"An extraordinary memory charm of her own making."

“Really?” Lupin seems unable to contain his academic astonishment.

“She cut out the memory and boxed it away in the deepest part of my mind. I was unaware of its
presence.”

Lupin knows the significance of this. That Severus, the Master Occlumens, would have no
awareness of a part of his mind is absurd.

"She would never cast that unless you asked," Lupin's eyes are wide as he whispers.

"She didn't and I did," Severus snaps. "That is what Harrison saw. Me asking … to forget him."

Lupin stiffens beside him.

"Anything else?" he breathes softly. Severus nods wearily. He needs to know. Even if he turns
away from me too.

"I begged Dumbledore for Lily's life," Severus whispers. "I told him I had begged the Dark Lord
too, but … only for her."

"Not for James," Lupin's hand is like a vice on the back of his neck. "Or Harry."

Severus nods again.

"Is that it?" Lupin asks, sounding like he wishes that it is.

"No," Severus croaks. "I was there. That night. Godric's Hollow. I … held him. Before Black and
Hagrid came, I held him and then I …"

"You left him."

Lupin's voice is like broken glass. Severus takes a shuddering breath, feeling agony in his chest and
throat. His hands start to shake and grappa spills over his hands, stinging against tiny cuts he still
has from de-thorning pricklebush berries that day. He has not felt like this since Eileen died, when
he found her on the floor of the basement in her accursed Mage trap, finally dead in her last, awful
attempt to pull a Mage through space and time. Then, the Prince magic had spiralled out from him
in shadows so dense and thick he had felt as if he were the dark heart of the world.

"I did," Severus gasps. "I did, on my soul, I did, I left him, mine and Lily’s child, I left my fucking
son behind -,"

"Severus, stop, you need to breathe!" Lupin's other hand is clamped on his face, pulling Severus'
around so all he can see amongst the shadows are glowing amber eyes. He feels the strength in the
wolf's hands as they hold him, gripping his hair and skin and holding him in place in the midst of
the shadows. Severus can't help it. The glass drops from his hands, spills grappa on the fine carpet,
and Severus is clutching at Lupin, digging fingernails into Lupin's arms and grabbing handfuls of
his robes. Anything to stay here, to stay with Lupin rather than be drawn into the orb of shadows
that always lives at the centre of his being and always threatens to swallow him whole.

"Breathe, Sev."

Lupin presses his forehead against Severus' and does something he has not done since they were
teenagers. He rubs his nose and cheek roughly against Severus', breathing deeply and slowly just as
they used to do when they were adolescents and Lupin was anxious or Severus too angry to speak.
Back then Severus found it a little peculiar and profoundly comforting, not understanding the
animal instinct of the restless wolf it came from. A need to give solace beyond words. It is still
keenly effective. Severus is overwhelmed by the soft scent of chocolate, of the mint soap that
Severus' makes that he suspects Lupin of stealing from Spinners End and something more raw and
spicy, the smell of Remus that never changes.

"You didn't know. You didn't remember."

"You cannot possibly forgive me," Severus is ashamed of how broken his voice is. No one can.

"You don't need me to forgive you," Lupin presses his cheek against Severus' damp eyes. "What
did Harry do?"

"I … I can't …" Severus takes a shuddering breath as Lupin's fingers knot in the back of his hair.
He has only enough strength to hold onto this, to his breath and Lupin's scent and not fall away in
shadows. "He is angry."

"Understandably."

"He says he will not punish me," Severus resists the urge to flop his forehead onto the wolf's
shoulder but doesn't resist when Lupin takes hold of the crook of his knee and pulls them closer,
leaving one hand rubbing soothing circles on Severus' thigh whilst the other still grips his hair.

"He's kind."

"No," Severus snorts and clenches his eyes tightly. "No. No, he is not."

"I don't understand."

"You wouldn't," Severus sighs. Despite the horror of his life, Lupin is not embittered. Not like
Harrison and I, who have bitterness in our blood.
Weariness is pouring into Severus’ bones. He does not know how he is sitting up, he is sure he
would be crumpled in a heap without Lupin's immovable hands. "He won't let me explain or give
context, he says he shall not … end my pain for me."

"That's … very Slytherin," Lupin whispers softly. Then, in a surprise, he ghosts the softest of kisses
against Severus' jaw. "He really is your son."

Severus' eyes fly open. He stares at the wolf, who at a time like this, when Severus is fucking
falling apart, can make a sarcastic comment. Who the hell are you?

"You were in doubt?" Severus croaks. Lupin shrugs, an uncertain smile quirking the edge of his
lips.

"He really is an exceptional flyer," Lupin says. "Neither you or Lily cared much for brooms."

"Children can present with talents that are not inherited, Lupin," Severus tries to sneer but he is too
exhausted.

"Evidently." Lupin smiles gently but Severus cannot smile back. He doesn't want to keep speaking
but it is like purging himself, he must say it or die with the poison of it.

"He said that if there was any justice in the world, Potter would have lived and I would have died
in his place."

"Did he?" Lupin watches Severus carefully. "What did you say?"

"I agreed."

Lupin sighs heavily and shakes his head.

"Did either of you consider that if there were truly any justice both of you may have lived and

Harry could have known both of his fathers?"

No. Not even for a millisecond. Lupin watches his face as if this confirms something for him and
nods, wearily.

"You and Harry are both afflicted with tremendously low expectations," Lupin strokes Severus'
neck. "You both act as if moments of tragedy are fixed points in the universe."

"This from the man who expects to die in a shallow grave?" Severus whispers. He cannot stop
himself from tracing the visible scars on Lupin's arms. This from the man who had such low
expectations for his life he tried to end it prematurely?

"I am realistic about the social, economic and physical afflictions associated with being a Creature
in Britain," Lupin's voice is gentle but Severus hears the change in it. A month ago, Lupin would
have called his lycanthropy a 'condition,' would not have so boldly identified as a Creature. Then
there is the mention of location. Before, Lupin did not imagine he could live longer and better
elsewhere. "You and Harry lose someone and immediately assume you should have died in their
place, as if there is some tremendous cosmic balance happening."

"That's absurd," Severus says, even though his chest is tightening with the sharpness of Lupin's
words.

"Is it?" Lupin raises his eyebrows. He pushes up Severus' sleeve and brushes a thumb over his
raised, livid dark mark. "Harry believes he should have died instead of Cedric Diggory. You
believe it should have been you who disappeared in Voldemort's service, not Regulus Black, and
you both believe that you should have died instead of Lily and James, so tell me how it is absurd."

"Why would he think that?" Severus closes his eyes again, drowsily enjoying the comforting rub of
Lupin's thumb over the edges of the inflamed, itchy skin.

"The same reason you do, cariad," Lupin whispers, an endearment Severus has never heard before,
in Welsh of all things. That's Remus Lupin for you, walking lexicon of all things obscure. "So you
tell me."

"You have a theory," Severus mumbles. "You always have a theory."

"My theory is that you were both raised to believe that your pain was your fault, even when it came
from someone else's fists," Lupin's voice is soft but not even slightly apologetic. This is something
he's been thinking for a while. "When you experience emotional pain, you feel responsible for that,
even a person's death. Even if you had no control over it."

Harrison's voice fills his head. You could have chosen differently. Lupin's theory might hold for
Harrison but not for Severus. He had control and it haunts him.

"That theory would be a lot more compelling if I was not the one who sent the Dark Lord to kill
my son, Lupin," Severus chokes out. "But I was."

"Would you have done it if you had known?" Lupin demands, moving his hands to grab Severus'
face firmly, dragging his eyes up to meet him. Violently amber. The heart of a fire. "As soon as you
knew it was Lily and James, you turned, Severus. On Voldemort!"

"Out of guilt," Severus croaks. "Out of grief. I set the wheels in motion, I was the reason -,"

"You didn't make the prophecy," Lupin says firmly. "If you had known it was your child,
everything would have been different."

"You don't know that," Severus whispers his darkest, worst thoughts. "Maybe I would have left
them."

Maybe I would still have been a coward. Maybe I would have stayed in the Dark Lord's ranks and
watched him chase my child and love from a distance and done nothing to save them. Maybe
Severus is exactly the type of person Tobias always said he would be. Like father like son, Severus.

"No," Lupin is emphatic. "Do you hear me? No. If you and Lily hadn't cast that charm, there is no
way on Merlin's fucking green earth you would have put your child in danger."

"You can't know that," Severus blinks. You don't know the worst of me.

"But I do," Lupin glares at him, amber eyes flashing. "I see you with Harry. I know, cariad, I
know."

Severus cannot look into those earnest, believing eyes for one more moment. He drops his
forehead onto Lupin's shoulder, feeling the wolf's firm thumbs in the back of his neck, rubbing
against the muscles as firm as stone. Severus moans and chokes all at once.

"You've always been too optimistic for your own good," Severus snorts.

"No fucking shit, Snivellus."

Severus lifts his head, sees none other than Sirius motherfucking Black standing in the doorway of
what, he realises suddenly, is a beautiful sitting room with a solid oak desk by the window. Lupin's
study.

"Perfect," Severus mumbles, slumping back into the sofa cushions and slurping his grappa. As if
this night could not get any worse.

"What are you doing here?" Remus frowns, standing up from the sofa but oddly, he does not stop
touching Severus. His hand lingers on Severus' shoulder. Black's eyes linger on Lupin's hand. Yes,
what? Severus wonders, before he remembers that, of course, part of Lupin's position as Creature
Ambassador involves a distastefully inevitable amount of dog-sitting. He had not realised, looking
at Black's casual attire, the ripped t-shirt and scratched leather trousers and the goblin made
magical suppression bracelets around his wrists, that this would basically amount to Lupin and
Black living together once more. Severus feels a distant surge of humiliation. I am an idiot. Of
course he would go back to him.

"I heard someone floo in. I was worried." Black's eyes flicker over Severus derisively. Severus
wishes he has the energy to stand. "Business, is it, Moony?"

The insipid nickname is enough to make Severus want to stumble over the coffee table and throw
himself in the fireplace and go home, but Lupin's grip on his shoulder is surprisingly firm. He is
keeping Severus in place, as if he knows Severus would run if he could.

"Sirius, I have told you this countless times, you are a prisoner, this is not your house, you are not
free to roam it at will," Lupin's voice is blissfully devoid of any affection. It's like a balm to
Severus' frayed soul. "Where's your guard?"

"Having a cigarette," Black shrugs. "He's a good lad, Bertolio."

"You can't keep giving your guardsmen the slip!" Lupin snaps. "It will look terrible at trial!"

"Not as bad as this looks," Sirius stares pointedly at Lupin's hand on Severus' shoulder. "How
long?"

"How long what?" Lupin answers. Black does not look at him, focusing on Severus' face with
twisted derision.

"How long have you been fucking my bonded mate?" Black demands. Severus cannot help the
laugh that snorts out of him and wonders if the grappa is having a stronger effect than he expected.

"Given that the man you have been most bonded to in your life is James fucking Potter, Black, then
never," Severus sneers.

"Do you think this is funny?" Black's eyes sparkle dangerously.

"I think it's fucking hilarious that you think I would even feel slightly accountable to you in any
way."

"Listen, Snivellus -,"

"Sirius, we're no longer bonded, you're not my mate anymore," Lupin says in a voice that is much
gentler than Severus thinks is preferable yet the content of his words falls through Severus like a
stone. When did this officially happen?

"I didn't say I was," Black's voice is taut. He seems unable to meet Lupin's eyes. "But you're still
mine, Moony."

Oddly, Severus finds these words enraging.

"He is not," Severus mutters into his glass. Black's eyes flicker with rage and his crystal cuffs glow
ominously. Severus ignores them.

"We've talked about this," Lupin says quietly. "I care for you. I will defend your freedom. I will
always love you -," Severus tries not to flinch, even though it matters not to him whom Lupin
loves. Not a whit. "- but we are no longer bonded mates."

Severus remembers Lupin in his quarters at Hogwarts, telling him that Black was not his mate. He
wonders when Lupin and Black had this discussion. Black's eyes finally find Lupin and Severus
sees a complex range of dark emotions surging through his eyes. Sadness. Rage. Disappointment.
Love. Confusion. It is no wonder to Severus that Black turned into an obscurus with all of that
trapped inside him.

"Whatever we are, Moony, I'm still Harry's godfather and so are you," Black says quietly. "He
needs us."

"He does not need you," Severus snarls. Black glares and leans irritatingly against the fireplace.

"So, Harry knows the truth? That Snivellus is a fucking wanker, does he?" Black smirks. "Good."

Severus says nothing, because what would he say? He could get into an argument with Black about
what makes a better parent, a man who sent a Dark Lord after you and your family or a man who
killed you with his family magic, but there would be no joy in it. Besides, I would lose. Black only
killed my son once. I killed Lily and her husband.

"This is a private conversation, Sirius," Lupin gestures to the door. "Please leave."

Black lopes further into the room, his hands stuffed in his pockets.

"What, so you two have private conversations about Harry?" Black's eyes glitter like coals.

"Parents tend to talk about their children, Black," Severus mutters.

"That's what you're doing, parenting?" Black stares at Lupin with a look of deep betrayal. He stares
between them. "The two of you?"

"Since he is my son, I can parent him however I choose," Severus snaps, setting down his empty

glass on the coffee table with a sharp clink.

"Your son? Don't make me laugh," Black snorts and shakes his head. "You might have provided
genetic material, Snivellus, but you're not his father."

You're just the man who fucked my mother.

"Sirius, Severus is Harry's father," Lupin says firmly. "You and the mind healer have spoken about
this -,"

"No, this is bullshit," Black interrupts. His crystal cuffs are glowing brightly. "He doesn't love
Harry! He never will! And Harry will never love him, not after what he's learned, not when he
hears about the prophecy -,"

"That is not your story to tell," Severus snarls.

"How do you figure that?" Black eyes are full of haunting shadows. "You're the reason his real
Dad is dead, Snivellus. You're the reason Voldemort's chasing him. You took everything away
from me -,"

"Tell me, Black, what does your mind healer say about your need to blame everyone else for your
actions rather than yourself?" Severus demands, hearing a slur in his speech. "Because my
decisions sixteen years ago had absolutely nothing to do with you."

"James is dead!" Black's wrists glow as his fury increases. "You stole our son!"

"James Potter planned to raise my child as his own, and I'm the one accused of stealing the boy?"
Severus sneers. Black launches towards him and grabbing him by the scruff of his robes and
screaming at him.

"DON'T TALK ABOUT JAMES!"

"Sirius, NO!"

Severus is vaguely aware of the strong arms of Lupin, pulling Severus up and away from Black,
shoving Severus behind him and holding a palm up against Black.

"Calm down, Sirius! What's the point of this? What's even the POINT?" Lupin is yelling so loud
that Severus' ears ring, but then that might be the grappa flooding warmly through his system.
"Severus is his father, if you ever want to have a relationship with Harry -,"

"I have a relationship with him!" Black exclaims, breathing hard.

"You have a corrupt bond," Severus snaps. "Why would I ever let you near my child when you
literally killed him and have made no attempt to unbind yourself -,"

"I did!" Black yells. "In the Shrieking Shack, I asked him to break it -,"

"Quiet, Padfoot!" Lupin growls, with such an intense ferocity that Black cowers, but Severus hears
it. The shack. The kidnapping. This was the lie he felt around the edges of Harrison when he
returned from St Mungo's. The lie Lupin knew about.

"What happened?" Severus jerks Lupin's elbow, pulling him around.

"He doesn't know?" Black sneers.

"Harry didn't want to tell you," Lupin says. "Not unless it became essential."

"It has become essential," Severus snarls. Lupin raises his eyebrows.

"I don't think this is the best time," Lupin says quietly. He looks at Black sternly. "Time to leave,
Sirius."

"No!" Severus lifts his wand and levels it at Black. "Tell me!"

"Why should I?" Black jeers. "Harry didn't want to tell you, Harry kept something from you, Harry
clearly doesn't trust you, and why should he? You betrayed him before he was even born!"

"You should tell me because otherwise I shall make you," Severus snaps.

"Oh yeah?" Black's face is full of eager vengeance. "Got your favourite in mind? A quick
Sectusempra, isn't it?"

"Why would I torture when I can take?" Severus hisses. "Legilimens!"

He doesn't care that it's illegal or that Remus is shouting. He doesn't care that Black has quite
formidable shields, he does what Harrison says and pins the mutt against the wall of his mind,
breaks his arm and chokes him, and sees what he needs unfolding behind his eyelids. Black,
confessing to his child that he wished Harrison dead. Harrison, afraid and trembling behind a
fiery Potter shield. Black dropping to his knees with Theodore's knife to his throat. Harrison
withdrawing, the coldness spreading from him like ice as he tells Black to kill himself. As he tells
Black he wishes he had died himself, only a child, instead of Lily and Potter. Listens as he repeats
Severus' own words to Black, "we continue to exist."

Severus is forced out, or rather he is pulled out. Lupin has dangerously grabbed Severus' wand arm
and placed himself in front of the charm, utterly ridiculous since, as Severus has long suspected,
Lupin's lycanthropy makes him immune to such charms. Severus is staring into the glowing eyes of
an irate wolf, Black crumpled on the floor behind him, vomiting and coughing like an imbecile.

"It's illegal!" Lupin is hissing, clearly trying as hard as he can to keep the growl out of his voice.
"He's magically supressed! What kind of fair fight is that?"

"You are deluding yourself if you think I hold a torch for the notion of justified acts of war,"
Severus sneers.

"See?" Black coughs. "He's a fucking murderer!"

"Oh please!" Severus can't help but laugh, keeping his wand trained on Black and so, by
consequence of Lupin's decisions, upon the wolf. "Caratacus Beale? Amyus Luckdraw? Felix
Rosier?"

"They were Death Eaters!" Black bellows. "It was a war!"

"Those facts do not make the second less true!" Snape finds himself yelling back, all of his hatred
for Black, for his pretention, for his notion that his pain is somehow more vivid and burning than
everyone else's, spilling out. "If he kills a fellow creature, he is a murderer, by Tolstoy's standards
and any other reasonable person's, you are as much a murderer as I! The fact that you won does not
make your victims less dead!"

"Who the fuck is Tolstoy?" Black scrambles to his knees. "And who the fuck are you to tell me
what I am?"

For some reason, it is Black's pureblood snobbery, his lack of care or interest for the muggle
literary genius, that pushes Severus over the edge. Enough. Finally, it is enough.

"I'm the murderer, but more importantly, mutt, I am the father of the boy you have been
emotionally abusing," Severus levels his wand at Black's heart breathing sharply in and out through
his nose. "I am the one trying to pull him back from the edge of self-destruction because you told
him that the death of his mother and stepfather were his own burden to bear. I am the one trying to
teach him mind magic that does not involve him bloody sacrificing himself every two seconds
because you have taught him the only thing he can bargain with when it comes to you is his own
body and happiness! I am the one teaching him to mourn and survive and you are the one asking
him to kill you! If you are so against murderers, Black, WHY ARE YOU TRYING TO MAKE
HIM ONE?"

Severus' isn't aware of how loud his voice has become, how it might carry through the grand
palace, not aware of the shadows spooling out of his fingers and wand to tether Black to the floor
like an animal until Lupin is standing with Severus' wand tip pressed into his sternum, gripping
Severus' elbows tightly, pulling his attention away from the stunned looking man on the floor.
Severus cannot help but be caught in those bright amber eyes.

"Severus, please, think," Lupin snaps. "You need to go now. I need to deal with this."

"You lied to me," Severus snarls, trying to pull away but Lupin's infernal grip is too strong.

"I did not," Lupin says firmly, eyes wide and void of deception. "I upheld the wishes of our child
for privacy -,"

"Over a matter concerning his life!"

"Over a matter concerning Sirius' life," Lupin corrects, "a matter of which you have never been
able to maintain clear judgement -,"

"He's my son!" Severus finds himself bellowing.

"Yes, and he thought you would want him to kill Sirius," Lupin says, face taut with worry. He
looks pointedly at Severus' wand, at the man anchored to the floor by ropes made of shadows,
barely daring to breathe. "Was he wrong?"

Severus stares at Lupin. Harrison thought I would want to make him a murderer. Tonight is not a
night when Severus wants to be the worst man. Harrison's words echo in his mind. You could have
chosen differently. Severus whips his wand away. Black slumps down face first, breathing heavily
and coughing.

"Go back," Lupin says quietly. "I will call you."

"We are not done," Severus warns him, because they are not. Lupin has betrayed him and Severus
has to deal with that.

"I know." Lupin does not, perhaps for the first time Severus has ever noticed, look cowed by the
prospect of this discussion. He does not look ashamed or resigned, just stoic. Back straight inside
that infernal cardigan, eyes bright and thoughtful. He is finished being Albus' man of straw. The
realisation is both irritating and vaguely compelling. Severus nods curtly, steps over Black and
throws floo powder in fireplace, muttering the address of the Hogshead into the flames.

"He won't ever acknowledge you." Severus turns to see Black pulling himself up, coal black eyes
staring up at Severus with fury.

"Excuse me?" Severus says, his wand hand itching to cast, shadows trying to tug away from his
skin and strangle the man.

"You can wish it away all you want, Snivellus, but Harry knows the truth. You're a bad person.
He'll never call you his father, not in a million years."

Severus knows this is meant to sting. He swallows it down. Thinks of the worst thing he could say
and realises, just as Harrison often does, that he can achieve his ends by simply telling the truth.

"I care not," Severus shrugs. "Because he has a good man he shall call father one day soon,"
Severus nods at Lupin whose mouth drops open in surprise, "and most importantly, because it shall
never, ever be you, Black."

Black looks like someone has struck him with a mallet. It reminds Severus, quite absurdly, as the
comic strips he and Lily sometimes read at the muggle library when they were children.

"He calls you that?" Black whispers to Lupin who is still staring at Severus.

"Lupin is his parent, why should he not?" Severus turns to the fire. "Excuse me."

"You're not made for parenting, Snape," Black's voice is harsh, full of iron filings and Severus
reluctantly looks into those dark, sparkling eyes once more. "I've seen what happens to the people
you love. You ruined Regulus, you broke Lily. If you care about Harry at all, you'll leave him the
fuck alone."

Severus has nothing to say to that, to the truths that Black throws so casually around. He steps into
the flames and swirls through the the pub, stumbling out to see Aberforth catching his eye in the
middle of drying a glass.

"Some kind of malarkey going on up there tonight," Aberforth mutters. Severus' heart lurches. He
crosses to the window, staring up at the castle. Emblazoned on the dark sky above it in letters made
of fireworks are the words: Umbridge uses blood quills. Severus notices that the streets of
Hogwarts look like they are covered in something, absurdly he thinks it must be snow, despite the
time of year, then Aberforth slaps something down on the bar. Severus stares down at it. It is a
sheaf of photographs. Photographs of students bloody hands, of emerging scars, of red raw skin. On
the back of each one are scrawled three phrases, one in particular achingly familiar. I shall not play
pranks. I shall not be a smart Aleck. I must not tell lies. Severus looks out of the window as the
sound of a canon boom emerges and suddenly, fluttering through the air of Hogsmeade, are more
photographs, falling like snow.

"Been like that for the last forty minutes," Aberforth grunts. "All of the press have been coming in.
Headmistress has got 'em all shut out at the gates. Best go back by floo, lad."

Severus nods dazedly. All of Lupin's planning, all of the Contessa's manoeuvring and no one
accounted for one, rogue element. The bloody Weasley Twins.

Severus throws floo into the fire and calls his private address, wondering what kind of uproar
awaits. He emerges from the floo, expecting to find the cold darkness of his office but instead, he
finds warm light and several familiar faces. He stares at Granger, Weasley, Zabini and Theodore,
who is holding his snake like he is worried about it. Sweet Merlin, I am too intoxicated for
teenagers. He glares at Theodore.

"I thought I was clear about the uses of that knife of yours," he says. "Breaking into my office was
not one of them."

"We needed to see you, sir -," Granger begins but Severus holds up his hand.

Without speaking, he marches to his desk and pulls out the small, unlabelled vial of sobering
potion he keeps in a draw. He knocks it back whilst the students watch. He sees Nott's eyebrows
raise and wonders if the boy can recognise the potion just from the scent. The world tightens
around Severus, vision sharpens, headache intensifies and then he reaches for a common pain
reliever, rubbing it on his temples. Still the students are silent. Weasley is standing puzzled by the
door, Zabini is lolling against Severus' book case, indolently reading the spines, and Theodore and
Granger have moved to stand right in front of Severus' desk, Granger clearly itching to burst with
the need to ask him about the potions he's taking. Theodore merely watches, cradling his arm with
the snake coiled around it to his chest. Severus gestures to the snake.

"Explain."

"She just appeared in the library," Theodore says quietly. "She never does that, not for me."

Only for Harrison, when he is in danger. Severus feels a horrible cold finger of premonition draw
down his spine. Lupin's words from Calais echo back to him. Something is coming.

"What has happened?" Severus demands.

"Is Lupin still in the Castello?" Zabini asks quietly. "Did he leave at any tonight?"

"He is with Black," Severus snaps, glaring at Granger and Weasley. This is the kind of shenanigan
that has Gryffindor written all over it. "Is there a reason why you have circumvented a locked and
private office to ask me questions about the Creature Ambassador?"

"Because the Twins told us Harry sent Kreacher to Venice and Kreacher came back and said
Remus was waiting for Harry at the shack," Weasley says bluntly.

Severus' stomach flips. Calm down, he's probably just off on some ill-advised adventure.

"The elf did not come," Severus sighs shortly. What the holy hell has my son got himself into now?
"Where is he?"

He notices with apprehension the small glance Zabini throws to Granger.

"He had a vision," Granger whispers, her eyes full of fear and portent. Severus clenches his fists
painfully. Sweet Merlin, not now. Not tonight. "About Remus."

Severus does not need to ask questions. He turns to Theodore.

"You did not let him go alone?"

You, who have not left him alone for months? The unsaid words follow. Theodore's face twists
with fury.

"I did not know he was gone! Not until Sahara turned up!" Theodore spits. "You were the last one
with him!"

You, who have turned back up drunk and guilty looking, Theodore's eyes seem to say. It seems
Severus is not the only one adept at conveying unsaid words with merely a disparaging glance.

"Where is he?" Severus demands.

Theodore looks up at him with a familiar fear in his eyes. The night of Grimmauld Place. The day

that Theodore came and demanded I claim my Heir. Severus knows, perhaps in the way parents
do know before the words are said, that something terrible has happened to his child.

"He's gone."

_________________________

Hogwarts.

Snape loved my mum.

Don't care.

Snape asked my mum to forget me.

Don't care.

Snape called my mum a mudblood, James was bullying him, Remus was watching, Sirius was
laughing and no one did anything just like no one does anything when Smith and Malfoy and
MacLaggen pick on me.

Don't care.

Snape was there. Snape saw my Mum dead. Snape left me behind. My sire left me behind. My
father left me behind.

Do not care. Will not care. No.

Harry walks briskly down the dungeon corridor, deliberately not thinking, not hearing Snape's
words as they echo around his head. I shall never abandon you again. As soon as he rounds the
corner, he presses both hands against the stone cold wall and thinks hard, thinks bitterly, thinks

with all the fury of the Slytherin magic, I want somewhere I can destroy things. When the magic
takes him apart, he welcomes it. It's almost as good as the nothing-place for this and Harry briefly
wonders, when he is just mind and matter and without worry, if he can stay here, dissembled,
inside the magic of Hogwarts.

Breathe, Greenhearted child.

The voice of Hogwarts spits him out and puts him back together and Harry is in the oddest place.
The Room of Requirement but it's full of junk. Harry does care. His fingers are twitching with
Slytherin magic, it's piling up in his blood like poison and he needs to get it out, has to get it out or
he will definitely die. He drops to his knees and presses his right hand against the stone floors.

"FUCK!" Harry screams. "FUCK FUCK FUCKING HELL!"

His roar of parseltongue is a mighty hissing in the air, the Slytherin magic pouring into the stones
like vibrant green liquid, plunging into the cracks between the flags, drawing up gold and light and
forming into a great serpent that rises above Harry, swaying with gimlet green eyes.

What do you wish? The great beast asks.

Harry sees the plume on its head with vague recognition. He's made a basilisk out of the Slytherin
magic and all he can think is that it's going to be very very handy because there is hatred in his
blood like nothing he's ever felt. His mum is dead, so is James. His Sire is at fault but also Harry
remembers the tear stained boy shoved out of his front door and into the childish arms of Lily
Evans. Tobias beat him up, just like Vernon beats me. Harry wants to hate Snape, he wants to hate
him like he hated him before he knew him, before he ever heard him say the word 'farzand' with
such softness, before he stood in front of Dumbledore's wand for Harry, before he kidnapped him
from Grimmauld Place and took him to Spinners End and healed his wounds and gave him secrets.
Harry wants the before-Snape to hate but he can't have him, because before-Snape is now-Snape
and Snape asked Voldemort to save Mum and not Harry and Harry can't hate him for not knowing
but he has to hate someone and who else is he going to hate?

Voldemort.

Harry hates Voldemort. Feels like the air he is breathing in and out is just particles of hate, droplets
of loathing, dispersing into the world. Harry hates him for Cedric, hates him for Snape, hates him
for his Mum and for James and for Regulus Black who Snape loved, for Remus and Sirius and
everyone they loved and lost and Harry hates him most of all, violently of all, for himself. For
making Harry a killer too, for making Harry the person who made choices that have led to people's

deaths, just like Snape. Hates him for every person who Voldemort has killed or tried to kill
because of Harry.

Destruction, Harry hisses back to the beast, his back drenched with sweat and his teeth aching.
Burn him. Lay waste.

The serpent's hiss is loud and long and it dives amongst the mountains of hidden objects, of things
that Harry could choose to destroy and then it brings forth something strange, blasting it towards
Harry in fire that doesn't quench, singeing Harry's hair and eyebrows. It's like a crown. The song of
it, Harry realises as he listens, is eerily familiar.

"It sings of death." There is a gentle hissing nearby, and Sahara emerges from underneath a stack of
odd socks.

"What are you doing here?" Harry croaks. The great fire serpent hisses down at Sahara, who puffs
herself up and hisses back, as if it is not a ten foot basilisk made of green flame and Slytherin
magic.

"I felt your need," Sahara hisses. She winds herself up his right arm, his Slytherin ring burning a
little less under the dry pressure of her scales. "It sings of death."

"I know." Harry stares at it. It reminds him, oddly, of two things. One is Riddle's diary, which had a
same, innocuous waiting feeling around it, and the other is the buzzing magic that he hears when
he hibernates, like a whistling of the Avada Kedavra before it hits. He looks up at the serpent
above him, whose flaming tongue licks out happily. "Is it his?"

It is of your enemy. It is of you. It is not of us.

Harry doesn't know if the magic means the item is not of Slytherin or not of Hogwarts but he
doesn't care as long as he gets to burn something up.

"It sings of death," Sahara hisses. "You cannot slay it with magic that lives. Only things that sing or
smell of death too."

"This isn't my first time with something of Tom's," Harry hisses back. He instinctively unbuckles
his basilisk fang and holds it up to Sahara and then to the great Slytherin serpent who bows his

great head towards it. "Does this sing of death?"

Both snakes nod.

"Perfect," Harry positions the fang over the strange crown, and glances up at the great serpent.
"Blast it with fire after I stab it, okay?"

I shall consume it. It is not of us.

Harry fixes the thing that belongs to Tom with a stare and thinks of all his hatred, feels the great
serpent's magic sliding into his brain, it's glittering scales wrapping around and nursing his fury,
stoking the fire of it until it is green and lively and desperate for vengeance. Kill. Destroy. Avenge.
Harry stabs. First, there is a rush as the serpent dives, seems to absorb back into Harry's skin and
steam into the crown and Harry can feel it, the thrill of its chase, the victory as its flaming jaws
grasp something alive and wriggling and stinking of death, Harry feels the keening delight, feels
himself roaring and breathing flame as the Slytherin basilisk bites down, hard and whatever the
thing is inside that is fighting for life succumbs under teeth and venom and Harry feels such relief,
such exquisite joy and marvellous excitement that he has done it, they have done it, something is
dead, something has paid, his pain has been avenged and it is wonderful.

Then there is pain. It bursts from behind his scar, as sharp and as sickly as when Voldemort
pressed a long finger to Harry's forehead and laughed as he screamed and writhed. Harry feels
himself buck back violently, feels the floor against his back and hears Sahara hissing but then, a
moment later, he is gone.

A man is kneeling on the floor, bare back exposed as a litany of scars, red slash marks bleeding
across his shoulders. Harry stares down at the bent back with loathing and then locks eyes with
the man standing behind him, nails dripping with blood and licking his lips.

"Again," Harry hisses, twirling his white wand through his fingers.

Bloody nails slash down. The kneeling man grunts and gasps, falling forward onto his hands and
coughing.

"Where is Sirius Black?" Harry hisses. "I may not be able to break your mind, wolf, but there are
other ways to make you talk."

The kneeling man raises his bloodied face. Lupin looks up at Harry with fierce determination in his
amber eyes.

"Where you can never have him," Lupin whispers. "You won't use him against Harry, I'll never let
you."

"We'll see," Harry smiles and points his wand at the bloodied wolf. "CRUCIO!"

"Harry! Harry wake up!"

Harry opens his eyes and promptly vomits on the floor, which is scattered with ash and scorched
book pages, his basilisk fang innocently lying on the blackened stone, dripping with dark goo. He
rolls over, gasping, and sees the Twins above him, frowning down with worried expressions.
Kreacher stands behind them, looking at the burned floor with a dazed expression.

"How did you get in here?" Harry gasps. "You can't when the room is -,"

"Kreacher can," Fred jerks his head over his shoulder.

"Kreacher had to find Master," Kreacher says, staring at the scorched marks.

"You were screaming," George frowns, rubbing Harry's back supportively. "What -?"

"Voldemort," Harry gasps, gripping his hair. "Voldemort's got Remus."

The twins' silence fills the air.

"Are you sure, Harry?" Fred says quietly. "Your secrets are your secrets but Snape's not giving you
'detention' every week just to skin shrivelfigs, is he?"

"Course I'm not sure," Harry snorts. "That's why I need to find out if he's okay."

"Kreacher can go to wolf," Kreacher says sharply, and pops away. Fred raises his eyebrows.

"Well, that's that then," Fred shrugs, sitting down on the floor beside Harry and brushing his hair
out of his eyes. "We might as well wait here."

Harry sees the words I shall not play pranks carved into the back of Fred's hand. He catches Fred's
eye and glances at it significantly.

"Oh, yeah," Fred rolls his eyes up at George who glowers at his own hand, which is even bloodier,
if possible, with the words I shall not be a smart Aleck. "We're not sure we're going to stick around
much longer to be honest."

"At least you don't have the name 'Aleck' carved into your hand," George grumbles. "I look like a
fucking idiot. Harry, what did you do to the floor?"

"Oh, I burned up some stuff," Harry glances at the residue of Tom's crown on the floor. He
wonders if it had anything to do with the stunning pain and vision that followed. Sahara winds her
way up his arm to lick his face.

"You destroyed the thing that smelled like death."

"Yeah."

"You are a victorious hunter."

"Dunno about that but I feel better."

"Burned up what?" George asks, eyes narrowed.

"Doesn't matter," Harry looks back at Fred. "Why are you putting up with her? You're of age,
you've got the Triwizard winnings, you've got a great business plan, the Peruvian darkness powder
you got is awesome, why not cut and run?"

The twins look at each other and then at Harry.

"We're your guardsmen," Fred says softly.

"Sort of implied we'll be close," George adds.

Harry's about to tell them that it's mad, them hanging around and suffering because of him, but
before he can, Kreacher pops back in.

"Wolf is alive," Kreacher says sharply. "At Shrieking shack, waiting for Master."

"He's there?" Harry scrambles to his feet.

"Wolf cannot come in," Kreacher's eye twitches. Harry thinks he might be resisting the urge to call
him Remus 'nasty wolf' again. "Wolf will meet Master at the shack to reassure him."

"At the shack?" George frowns. "You shouldn't go alone."

"I won't be alone," Harry gestures to Kreacher and to Sahara. "I've got my team."

"Wolf says must be quick," Kreacher urges. "Must not be caught."

"Do you have your cloak?" George asks.

"Don't need it," Harry strokes Sahara and she flickers into invisibility. "She can cover me."

"Even invisible you'll struggle," Fred looks at his watch with a frown. "It's nearly nine. You won't
get out of the doors without a distraction at this time."

"I'll take the tunnel," Harry says.

"No can do," George shakes his head. "McGonagall knows about it. We think Dumbledore told
her. She's got a charm on it."

"Then a distraction it is," Fred claps his hands. "You leave it to us, Harry. Be in the entrance hall in
five minutes."

"What will be the distraction?"

"You'll know," Fred winks and then looks at George. "Supernova?"

"Supernova," George confirms, a furious glint in his eye.

"Wait," Harry says as they move to the door. "If Umbridge goes crazy, I want you guys to hop it.
Okay? Go to Grimmauld Place, you're Dad's there, right?"

"Yeah, Mum's gone home for a bit, Dad's hanging out there," Fred looks at his brother. "You sure,
Harry? Bill wouldn't like the idea of us leaving you."

"He might if he knew Umbridge had a quill that can cut you to ribbons," Harry rolls his eyes.

"He does know," George says. "Why do you think he's so eager we stay and keep an eye?"

"I've got a million people keeping an eye on me," Harry snaps. He's had enough of people getting
hurt to protect him. "You wanna do this the other way? Fine, I'm ordering you to go if she turns on
you, got it?"

"Can you order us?" George grins, tipping his head to the side.

"Dunno, but I'm doing it," Harry shrugs, stroking Sahara's scales so he slips into invisibility.
"Kreacher, meet me at the whomping willow in ten minutes."

Kreacher nods and pops away.

"Well, well, upcoming Dark Lord, command us at your pleasure," Fred chuckles. "We're on it. Get
up to no good but don't get caught."

"I solemnly swear," Harry says, watching them walk to the door. He waits thirty seconds and then
follows out, sparing one glance over his shoulder for the scorched stones where the crown had
been. Why did Tom want a crown? The Slytherin ring tingles happily on his finger. Harry knows it
is pleased. He shrugs and turns his back on the room, walking quietly down the corridor to the
stairs. He sees Umbridge standing on them, watching the front doors as if she expects to catch
someone coming in or out. Me, probably. Harry waits twitchily, holding his breath.

"I could bite her," Sahara hisses.

"Not a good time."

Suddenly, a sound like a great boom echoes through the castle, coming from outside.

"Bleeding banshees, what now?" Umbridge snarls, throwing open the main doors with a wave of
her wand and scuttling down the stairs and outside. "Filch! FILCH!"

Harry rushes after her, sliding through the doors and slipping past her into the dark, hurrying away
down the grounds and turning when he is far enough away to see the words, sparkling in Weasley
Wizard Wheezes firecrackers across the sky to be seen from Hogsmeade, to be seen by all for miles
around: Umbridge uses blood quills. As he looks up at the exploding, red fiery words, they change
to something else. I must not tell lies. Harry grins and turns, pressing on to the Whomping Willow,
very glad that he ordered the twins to leave. She will try to kill them. He reaches the Whomping
Willow and sees that it is still, Kreacher's vague, elf-like outline standing in the tunnel entrance.
Harry wordlessly slips down after him, following him through the darkness, only hearing the slight
snuffles of Kreacher's breathing. It's very quiet. Harry realises that perhaps, for the first time ever,
Kreacher isn't muttering.

"Why so quiet, elf Black?" Harry whispers as they crawl along.

"Master must be stealthy," Kreacher mutters. That makes sense. After all, I'm only sneaking out of
school to meet up with my godfather who isn't technically allowed in Britain at the moment. Harry
shuffles along after him in the darkness and tries not to think about Snape's memories. About how

his Mum had the same lips as Harry, that when they frown, they both look the same. About how
teenage Snape looks a lot like teenage Harry, limbs too long and too thin for his frame. About how
his Mum had cried so hard on Snape after they had clearly just had sex (God no, don't think about
that, Jesus Christ no) that Harry can't help but think she regretted it, regretted him. The worst thing
that he won't think about, however, the thing he is pushing back down with the not-thinking and
trying to drown, is the way that Snape had looked so fucking young when he picked Harry up out
of his blasted crib. He looked younger than Bill is now. How he had held Harry so tenderly and
naturally, in a way Harry had never been held by Petunia or Vernon. He was my last hug before
Hermione in second year. Severus fucking Snape was the last person to hold me before I came to
Hogwarts.

"Master must go up," Kreacher says, prodding Harry. His eyes are strangely dim as he looks up to
the trap door above them. "Kreacher shall guard."

Harry nods and pushes open the trap door, his eyes adjusting to the dark. He slips his wand into its
holster and mutters "Lumos." Around his neck, Sahara writhes tighter but doesn't hiss, which Harry
finds surprising. Instead, words drop into his mind.

Someone is here.

Remus, Harry answers.

I cannot smell them.

Harry's heart begins to thump.

Maybe it's a charm.

It's the kind of thing Remus would do, obscure his scent to make sure he wasn't found. Harry
uneasily pulls himself out of the trap door, but as soon as his head raises, someone grabs him by the
scruff of his neck. His potter ring flares but before Harry can think what it means he feels a sharp
sting of something in his neck, something that reminds him horribly of a vaccine needle, and his
body is limp. The Potter ring glows in warning and he knows what's happening. Poison. Not
Remus. A trap. Harry slumps and someone catches him under the arms, hauling him out of the
trapdoor. Harry's body might not be working, but his voice still is.

"Kreacher," Harry gasps. "Kreacher go -,"

A hand is clamped over his mouth. Harry bites it but that only elicits a noise of disgust. The owner
is wearing dragonhide gloves.

"Your elf no longer obeys you, a little retribution for the last time we met over elves," a familiar
voice drawls in his ear.

Lucius fucking Malfoy.

Pieces fall into like a succession of bludgers to the chest. Kreacher seemed dazed. Kreacher didn't
mutter. Harry realises with horrible clarity that he was not the only weakness Bellatrix mentioned
in her bloody plan, that the trap sprung on him is not entirely of his own making. Absurdly, Harry
thinks of Mad-Eye-Moody-Crouch, teaching him the signs of the imperius curse. Constant fucking
vigilance indeed. I'm an idiot.

"And soon, neither shall your body."

Venom, Sahara hisses. I will bite them.

No, Harry hisses, his vocal chords already succumbing to whatever potion Malfoy has given him.
Malfoy knows Theo has a boomslang. If Sahara reveals herself then he'll know his connection to
Harry and he can't have that. He needs to protect Theo.

Go to Theo, Sahara, Harry tries to hiss but nothing comes out. It seems it doesn't matter to Sahara,
her hisses fall into his mind easily.

I must protect you.

No.

Harry pushes his own certainty onto her, thinks of what connects them, of the Slytherin ring that he
can call her through, that he could call her through even when paralysed. He thinks of Magnus in
the hospital. In a split second there is only room for one choice. His hands are no longer working
and Malfoy is touching him. He can't activate his Prince portkey without dragging Malfoy through
and that would give Snape away and as much as he hates Snape right now, he doesn't want that.

Two options then. Harry can hurt Malfoy, or he can warn Theo. Harry can feel the paralysis
spreading, it might make him unconscious or kill him. If he asks Sahara to hurt Malfoy she'll have
to kill him outright and hope he doesn't have someone else hiding around the corner. That's quite a
gamble. Harry thinks of Magnus, of his broken bones, his words echoing in Harry's head: when you
know you have a millisecond of magical will and intent left, how will you use it? Magnus is ancient
and he chose to warn.

Harry makes his choice. Green light erupts around him and Harry feels Sahara vanishing through
time and space, pushed through it by his will just as she was pulled by his need before.

Go, go and warn them. Go.

"What the -?" Malfoy exclaims, dropping Harry on the floor so that he lies, like a twisted fish, half
in and half out of the trapdoor. It should hurt, Harry knows it should hurt but it doesn't. He
remembers the floor of Grimmauld Place, of the terror when he imagined just this situation:
Paralysed with Lucius Malfoy.

Well, fuck.

For a moment, there's just despair. A hideous resignation that of course, of fucking course, this is
how it's going to go for him, because why not? It's May, after all, and some bullshit always finds
him at this time of year. Then, a remembered voice fills his ears: my plan, my only plan, is your
survival.
Harry is so mad at Snape, but the brokenness in his voice and dark glow in his obsidian eyes when
he said the words is etched into Harry's mind: I shall never abandon you again. Harry doesn't
know why, but he believes him. Snape will fight until his last breath to have Harry back in the
same room as him, if only to yell at him about what an idiot he's been. Harry feels a distant resolve
click into place inside of him, like the moment before he walked out from behind the head stone,
wand out, to face Voldemort. I will survive this. So he takes stock, quickly, of the secrets he must
drown. Theo. Snape. The House of Prince. The Heir of Slytherin. He closes his eyes and lifts the
trap door of the library inside his mind, makes them iron clad books wrapped in chains and thrown
them down, watches the sink. Inside his mind, he takes of his Prince heir ring and throws it down
too. Drown. Raaz Pasban. He will not think of them whilst he is captured. They are dead to him
now. I kill and bury them. Harry drowns them.

"It's heir magic!" Another voice snarls. It's feminine but thank God, sounds nothing like Narcissa.
"Check his hands!"

Harry closes his eyes and wills the Slytherin ring into hiding again but with a jolt of worry, he
realises he doesn't need to hide the Prince ring. It is gone. He stares at his hands as Malfoy twists

them towards his wand tip to examine them. Gone. Yet Harry can still feel the tether from his ring
finger to his bracelet. Still there, just hidden where even I can't find it. Oddly, Harry thinks of the
nothing-place. Maybe his ring has gone there? Harry has no idea how it has happened but at least
it's safe, although the downside, Harry thinks dully, is that he is one heir ring down. Not that it
helps when I can't fucking move or speak.

"Just the Potter one," Malfoy drawls.

"He doesn't have a Black ring? Let me see. Levicorpus!"

Suddenly, Harry is hanging upside down. His wand slips from his holster and rolls into the
trapdoor, his glasses fall off his face and Malfoy deliberately steps on them. Harry's glad, at least,
that Malfoy doesn't know Harry sees just fine without them. Harry closes his eyes, trying to fight
the rising sense of the dull ache and numbness spreading up his body. A woman steps out of the
shadows and even upside down and lit by wand tip, Harry would know her anywhere. Bellatrix
Lestrange.

Well, this shit show just got a lot worse.

"Hello, cousin," Bellatrix smiles widely. "You do look like my blood-traitor cousin, don't you?"

Not as much as you do, Harry thinks.

"Barely," Malfoy mutters.

Harry stares at her with a mixture of disgust and curiosity. She has Sirius' eyes, Sirius' hair that
Andromeda and Tonks have too. She looks like she would be beautiful if she ate properly and
didn't have the crazed, haunted look of a woman who went mad long before Azkaban. Harry
remembers her from the Pensive, her rounder facer and softer skin, but the intense fire in her eyes
was the same. It reminds Harry of the Hungarian Horntail. You can't reason with that kind of mind.

"Elf, up here!" she demands. Harry hears Kreacher scrambling out of the hole. Kreacher doesn't
look at Harry, his eyes glowing distantly. Harry's surprised by how painful it to him, the dull,
searing ache of it to have been betrayed like this by someone who always promised he would do
this, but then Harry realises what it is. Kreacher didn't choose this, he isn't handing Harry over with
a gleeful cackle and a smug smile. He's trapped, just like me. Bellatrix looks at Kreacher with a
wide, evil smile.

"Oh, he's a good elf of the House of Black, couldn't bear to betray his Master, but you left him
vulnerable, Potter, when you didn't take the Lordship. Lords can protect their elves minds from
compulsions, but you -," Bellatrix shakes her head, smiling nastily as she grabs Harry's left hand,
fingering the black diamond in a way that makes him flinch inside. "You are no fit Lord of the
House of Black and soon, I shall have it from you. After all, you left a loophole, did you not?"
Bellatrix leans closer so that her breath whispers across his face. "The steward."

Harry closes his eyes again, the words of the raven of the House of Black echo inside his mind
from when he refused the Black magic after Yule: There will be pain, until we are complete. The
right of conquest is not yours alone, child of Black. He made a choice to save Sirius. He made a
choice to save Mr Weasley and now it seems like all the choices have come back on him, because
Bellatrix knows that the Black magic will only not take another Lord if the steward is in place.
This is going to be really bad for Arthur. His eyes feel heavy. Harry tries to fight it.

"He shall be unconscious soon," Malfoy mutters.

"When he is, we can apparate with him," Bellatrix twirls a wand between her fingers, eyeing Harry
with eyes that remind him horribly of Sirius. "Check his back. My godson Cornelius tells me that
he has goblin-damned axe hidden there, and a fang sheathed on his arm. He's the one who told me
of the strange familiarity between you and your elf, little Potter. That should teach you not to
humiliate a genuine pureblood."

Fucking Tremblay, Harry thinks wearily as Malfoy pats him down, pulls the goblin axe from
Harry's back and then drops it on the floor with a loud clatter and a curse.

"Shit!" Malfoy hisses. "It burns."

"Goblin curse," Bellatrix rolls her eyes. Harry watches her from heavy lidded eyes, her form
swaying in front of him. Think, Harrison. He knows he needs to leave a clue, but if they're waiting
for him to fall unconscious, then he needs that extra moment of time to do it. A decoy, he thinks
suddenly, like occlumency, show them what they want to see. He very deliberately closes his eyes,
as if he's falling asleep. "Leave it, he's under now. The fang?"

"Not there," Malfoy snaps. Left behind, on the floor of the Room of Requirement, Harry thinks
through a foggy mind. "Let's go."

"We need to all go together," Bellatrix moves to Harry's other side. Harry tries not to gag on the

scent of her magic. It is like fruit that has been left out too long, that sickly sweetness that tastes of
rot.

"Tell us the address," Bellatrix whispers and Harry feels a surge in Kreacher's magic nearby, would
recognise the bitter coffee taste of it anywhere. Kreacher is fighting it.

"Kreacher cannot," Kreacher snarls.

"I should have you beat yourself blue, you hideous thing," Bellatrix snarls. Harry feels a surge of
rage similar to what he felt when the Slytherin basilisk grew out of green magic and fire. He's my
hideous thing, you utter dick, back the fuck off.

"Don't be irritating, Bella," Malfoy says in a bored tone. "You know the Black houses, just ask him
which one it is."

Harry's stomach wrenches. He remembers Malfoy's face at the impromptu Black family reunion,
the eagerness with which he wanted to know the name of the Black house they were testing the
magic in. Of course.

"That's almost a creative solution, Lucius," Bellatrix sneers. "Very well, elf. Where is the steward?
Ludlow Castle? The Chateaux at Angouleme? The London House? Aha!"

Harry knows Kreacher has given it away and feels a heaviness settle on him. Fucking Gods above,
let everyone be out.

"Are you ready?" Bellatrix demands.

"Of course."

He hears the sound of wands being raised. Harry knows he only has a second to do this. Magnus'
words fill his head: We are blessed that we only need a thought. Magic is ninety percent will and
intent. As he feels himself begin to twist through space and apparate, he thinks one word with all
the force of his magic, thinks of it scrawling into the earth and the trees, thinks of scratching into
the wall of the shack. The magic rushes out of him and he hopes it has worked because now,
suddenly, in the midst of the twisting tunnel of apparition, unconsciousness finally takes him.

-------------------

Grimmauld Place.

"How did you get in?"

"Oh, this is the famous steward of the House of Black is it? I understand that in order to reclaim my
family magic, I must do away with you so, shall we begin?"

"Harry! What did you fucking do to him?"

"Nothing that concerns you, steward. Crucio!"

Harry is struggling to open his eyes, struggling to smell or taste something but there is nothing, just
darkness and familiar voices and a sense that he should be panicked. So he panics. Open. Open.
Open.

"You left a back door in your guard, Weasley," a sneering voice says. Harry knows that voice. His
stomach cramps with dislike. Hates that person. "The wounded Heir clause, he can enter with
anyone who is keeping him alive. At the moment, that would be me."

Lucius Malfoy. Mr Weasley and ...

"That shield is made of Black Magic!" A woman screams. "Magic that you stole, magic you and
your filthy blood traitor children should never be able to touch!"

Bellatrix.

In a rush of horrible clarity, it comes back to Harry.
The shack. Kreacher under the imperious curse. The injected potion.

Harry's sure that Malfoy has no idea that Harry can hear them, no concept that Harry might be
slowly fighting the potion, if that's what he is doing. It might just be killing him quicker. He can
hear the sound of spells flying close by but cannot feel anything, cannot smell anything, cannot
taste anything. Weirdly, it's Snape's voice in his head. Think, Harrison. Harry can't take poison out
of his blood with just his mind, but Harry remembers his magic in the fireplace with Blaise's
Mum's. The song woven together. He stops his panicking, tries to listen to the magic inside of him.
He hears the phoenix song of the Potter magic, the whispered secrets of the Prince magic, the
delighted hiss of the Slytherin magic, the hum of the Black magic and it's thousands of voices, and
that odd, buzzy tone of the killing curse that Tom's weird crown had. Then he hears it, a dark,
sluggish gurgle that he's never heard before. Push back, he thinks desperately, push it back.

Smell comes first and it's overwhelming. Bellatrix's magic, which has an even stronger rotting
scent now she's clearly throwing curses, but Harry also smells Mr Weasley's magic, fighting back,
smelling like open meadows and burning toast. Harry can still smell Kreacher's magic, but it's
coming in waves, stronger and fainter, like a heartbeat. The imperious curse. Harry knows he's
fighting it. Malfoy's magic is the closest and smells like sweet liquor.

"Get it over with, please, Bella," Malfoy says in a bored tone. He is standing right beside Harry
from the sounds of it, maybe even holding him up. Harry wishes he could pull away but he can't
even feel it. "We've wasted enough time on this diversion, I promised our Lord I would have Potter
safely away within the hour."

"You could help and join in!" Bellatrix yells.

"If this a duel for the conquest of the House of Black, I can hardly be involved," Malfoy says.
Harry can hear Mr Weasley throwing curses from what sounds like far away. "If it helps at all, I
believe he was dying earlier in the year until the Black magic healed him. Nagini's venom, no
less."

"Really? How interesting," Bellatrix says. Harry can hear danger in her voice. Can smell a petrol
fire. "Negare Rescindere Revocet Medela Nigreos!"

There is a sound that, to Harry's blind ears, sounds like a horrible vaccum cleaner and he can hear
Mr Weasley coughing and stuttering in the worst way, dying in the worst way. No. No. No. Harry
reaches for the gurgling magic inside him again, tries to do what Snape did with him in Occlumecy
and visualises the poison like tar in his blood, imagines the Slytherin magic zapping through it, the
Black magic freezing it. Push it back, push it back. Harry can taste again, suddenly, and what he
tastes makes his heart drop. Blood on the air.

"You could have told me that when we started duelling," Bellatrix is huffing nearby.

"Who knew Weasley of all men would be such a talented duellist?" Malfoy sneers. Harry can taste
the man's cologne nearby. Gross.

"He is not," Bellatrix growls. "The Black magic can find a diamond in any shit and look at him
now I have his ring! This is what comes of interbreeding."

"So you have the ring, can we go?" Malfoy asks.

"Not yet," Harry hears Bellatrix's footsteps receding, the smell and taste of her astringent, awful
magic diminishing. "There's a ritual for claiming the magic by conquest. I need to get something
out of the library."

"Be quick."

"Help me and I shall be quicker!" Bellatrix snarls. "Leave the boy! He's unconscious and can do
nothing without a wand."

That's what you fucking think.

Harry hears Malfoy leave him, hears Bellatrix screeching upstairs "what the hell have they done to
the books?" and knows it has to be now, he has to see. He visualises the sluggish poison in his
blood, he imagines the Prince magic taking it to pieces, he imagines the Potter magic burning it to
dust. He thinks of the buzz of the magic inside him which is like the killing curse and thinks of its
green light, shredding the poison to nothing.

He opens his eyes.

He's crumpled on the floor, leaning against the wall, though he can feel none of it, like a puppet
with its strings cut. His rings are still hidden, he sees, From the twist of his ankle he thinks it looks
broken but none of that matters because two feet away, lying in a great pool of blood and white as a
sheet is Arthur Weasley. The wound on his leg has reopened, his hair thinned again, his arms
looking wasted. Bellatrix has, Harry realises, taken back the magic that made Arthur well. He is
dying. Again. Harry hears a small snuffling sound beside him. He cannot turn his head or even
move his eyes much, so he imagines what Hermione told him once about peripheral vision. Most of
our visual field is just on the edges, we just take it for granted. Harry closes his eyes briefly and
then focuses, as hard as he can, on cataloguing what is just on the periphery of his left eye. It's

Kreacher. It's Kreacher stuck in place, the scent of his magic rising and falling, tears dripping
down the end of his long nose. Just like the pixie. Harry waits, just as he has done with the pixie
and its compulsions. He waits for a moment when Kreacher's magic rises and then he closes his
eyes and thinks about their bond, about the coffee smelling magic of the little elf beside him. Harry
listens for it, like the song of the Contessa's magic in the fireplace, and finds it. It is nothing like he
expected, thinking the song of Kreacher's magic would be jittery and snappish, but it isn't. It is
mournful, as the Black magic's song is mournful. Harry listens to it carefully and tries to speak to it
inside his mind.

Did she tell you not to help or touch me?

In the corner of his vision, Harry sees Kreacher shaking from head to toe, his fingers twitching
violently. It reminds him horribly of the pixie's toe.

Yes.

Harry doesn't want him to hurt himself, doesn't want him to be in pain, so tries to pour reassurance
down the bond like he's done in the past with Theo, listening to the mournful song.

It's okay. Do what she says. We'll work on it. But I need to you to get Mr Weasley to touch me.

Harry sees the elf vibrating slowly, as if he's about to take off and smells burning coffee, but then
he sees the elf shape in the corner of his eye slump regretfully.

Kreacher must not move from this spot.

Harry looks at Arthur. One outstretched hand is close to Kreacher's foot and therefore, close to
Harry's possibly broken ankle.

You don't need to, Harry thinks desperately at Kreacher. It makes his head hurt but he doesn't care.
You don't need to move from that spot, don't move your feet, just pick up his hand and put in on my
ankle.

Kreacher must not help Master.

It's not to help me, Harry thinks of the twins, fleeing Hogwarts and Umbridge, probably on their
way here. It's to help the guardsmen of the House of Black. Did she say you could not help the
House of Black?

No.

Loopholes, elf Black.

Harry watches, wishing and hoping and praying and internally screaming, as Kreacher lifts a jerky
hand, advances it towards Arthur, pulls it back again, pushes it out again, and finally, picks it up
and places it on Harry's ankle. For a moment, they are all connected and a moment is all Harry
needs.

Hurricane.

Harry pushes with all his will and might and reaches for the roaring pitch of the Black magic that
lives inside Kreacher, for the fading moan of it inside Arthur, for the mild promise of it singing in
Harry's own blood and whatever he can grasp at through Kreacher's feet that has lived on this spot
in London for nearly seven hundred years and is bursting at the seams of this house. It comes to
him in a rush like the magic came up from the earth in Skye, a thousand ancient voices clamouring,
confused and dazed by the presence of Bellatrix, this strange new wielder of the magic of the
House of Black and this turmoil in their steward. They come with questions and fury and songs and
madness and Harry tries to hear them all into his head until it feels like it is about to burst and then
takes, snatching, grabbing, pulling, stuffing, he forces it into Arthur chanting over and over inside
his head:

More life. Just a little more life. Keep him alive for just a little bit more.

Arthur gasps brutally, thin chest heaving as he stares at the ceiling. His sluggish eyes roll in his
head to see Harry. They are milky as the old wound drains him of everything he has. Harry cannot
speak parseltongue and feed it to him right now, but the Black magic is white and flowing between
them. Harry knows his words will travel, just like they do with Hogwarts or with Theo.

The twins are coming, Harry thinks desperately. Warn them. I can help.

Arthur shudders. A bloody hand raises an unsteady wand.

"Expecto Patronum," Arthur breathes.

Harry can feel Arthur's magic leaving his body. He closes his eyes and chases it with his own.
Expecto Patronum. He thinks of Theo, of his broad, irreplaceable, just-for-Harry smile that he
gives when he is just surprised by the joy of them. He thinks of Hermione, of her touch and her
laugh and her fighting magic which smells like justice. He thinks of Remus and his hugs that smell
like woodsmoke and the way he calls Harry 'his child.' We await a fucking guardian. Harry hears
Arthur gasps wetly and Kreacher emit a soft moan. When Harry opens his eyes, a host of
patronuses have filled the room. A score of silvery, darting weasels, shimmering and scurrying
everywhere.

"Grimmauld Place breached," Arthur's voice is barely above a whisper. "Bellatrix. Malfoy. Harry.
Danger."

The weasels scamper away and the room is suddenly less bright, except one. It lingers. It looks up
at Arthur with the softest of eyes and Harry knows with a clench of his heart, where it is going.

"Molly," Arthur croaks. "First ... and last."

Harry doesn't know what that means but the weasel slips away and Arthur gasps a rattling breath
twisting his body in a way that causes more blood to sickeningly spill onto the floor, using every
ounce of strength to pull himself across Harry's leg, lifting a sluggish, bloody hand to press against
Harry's immovable face.

"Harry ... sorry ...," Arthur's head flops against Harry's knee, his milky blue eyes full of utter
anguish. "Can't."

Harry's eyes sting, so he knows he must be crying, even though he can't feel Arthur's weight
against him or the tears on his cheeks. Beside them, Kreacher emits tiny moans and Harry knows
that if he could, he would be wailing. Harry knows this is it. Arthur is dying and Harry cannot
gather him close and hold him like Harry would like to be held if he was dying. He thinks painfully
of the Weasleys, of the twins causing a diversion and Ron in the library with Hermione and Ginny.
Arthur is going to die on the floor in Grimmauld Place, without any of them. Arthur's slovenly
bloody hand slides against Harry's cheek, his thumb catching Harry's lip. Harry cannot lick his lips
or feel it but he can taste it: Blood. Just like that, Harry knows what he can do. He closes his eyes
again and this time, follows the song of Arthur's blood magic. Fresh and loving, a heartbeat for
every child he has ever loved and slowly decaying in death. Harry draws up into his mind
memories of the Weasleys, just as he did the day at the Silver Hall with Sirius. He pulls them up
and gives them to Arthur, hoping against hope it will work, knowing it does when he Arthur lets
out a soft sob of joy.

Ron clambering into Harry's bed sleepily in the middle of the night after Harry's had another
nightmare, tucking him into his arms and saying "It's alright, mate, You-know-who won't get in
when I'm here." Ron, holding Harry's hand under Kreacher's tent. "I love you, Harry."

Fred and George getting up out of their seats, following Harry down the length of the Great Hall
like the true guardsmen they are. Fred and George standing up when Harry was resorted, grinning
so casually and fearlessly up at Umbridge, eating apples and twirling wands. "So ... we'll be
moving into Slytherin."

Percy, losing his shit when they won the Quidditch world cup in third year, jumping up and down
like an absolute maniac. Percy, letting Harry sit next to him on his very first night at Hogwarts.
"Potatoes, Harry?"

Charlie, meeting Harry for the first time and instantly making him feel included: "How you doing,
Harry?" Charlie, hugging him so tightly Harry was lifted off his feet after the first task. "You did
so well, you're the only one who didn't try to harm the dragon, I'm so proud of you!"

Bill, teaching Harry to wield an axe, the blade spinning so elegantly and professionally through
his hand. Bill, holding Harry up and defending him when the sorting Hat tried to put him in
Slytherin, looking into his face with earnest brown eyes. "Is this what you want, Harry? I can still
take you away."

Ginny, glaring around the Room of Requirement with eyes full of fire as she defends Harry to a
room full of students."I almost died in the Chamber of Secrets, you want to tell me how it's a
fucking story?" Ginny, wriggling herself in between Harry and Hermione and Ron's hug, shouting
"Me too!" biting Harry playfully when she calls him a dragonet.

Molly, smiling down at him in Kings Cross Station. "Run straight at it!" Molly, bringing him back
from the dead on the floor of Grimmauld Place, the roaring nest mother breathing life into his
lungs. "I am not losing you too!" Molly, holding him close after the third task, "It wasn't your
fault, Harry," holding him as he had never been held: by a mother. Embracing him so warmly, her
gentle flower scent and the scent of the Burrow; of chicken feed and fresh laundry and tall grassy
meadows. The smell of home. Then a deeper fragrance, so strong and soft and fierce and tender:
the scent and taste of the magic of Molly Weasley.

"Thank ... you," Arthur croaks. Harry opens his eyes just in time to see the last light leaving
Arthur's blue eyes, to see his last word form on his lips. "Molly."

It is strange, Harry thinks, how you know that someone is dead and not sleeping. Harry doesn't
understand the science of it, how a body still and quiet is so clearly no longer living, but then it hits
him. He cannot smell or taste Arthur's magic anymore.

It is too much, suddenly, too much to bear.

As Arthur's hand slides from Harry's face, it knocks Harry's left hand from his lap to the floor. It is
all Harry needs. He thinks of the magic inside Grimmauld Place left defenceless against Bellatrix,
of the hatred and rage she will harness with it, how she will turn the magic's search for justice and
freedom into a search for fury and revenge. He doesn't know how to stop the law of magical
conquest, but he just thinks hard, wills himself to remember every moment of love and longing he
has ever felt for the Black magic. How, if he dies today, the Black magic is the magic he shall miss
the most because it has always understood him so dearly and perfectly. Icy coldness rushes into his
blood and he hears its many voices united inside his mind.

The steward is dead in conquest. We mourn him.

The steward was betrayed, not conquest. Harry lets his rage climb. We are betrayed.

What dost thou need, child of Black?

Harry knows what it wants. To be taken and wielded by him, to re-join with whatever is inside
Harry that it recognises and loves. Harry longs to take it, to let it use him to avenge Arthur and
exact a revenge upon Bellatrix that is worthy of his friends who have lost a good and loving father,
but he can't.

Why not, child of Black?

She has my body. If I die at her hand, you will be hers.

Harry won't risk that, even if Bellatrix rips him apart. The magic warned him when he did not take
it last time, that the right of conquest was not his alone. If Bellatrix is the Lord to the House of
Black, Harry knows Voldemort will be unbeatable.

Then what dost thou need, child of Black?

Flee, Harry tells it desperately. Depart from this place and she who would bind you. Seek out the
others.

Others?

Other children of the House of Black, Harry thinks their names rapidly, like an incantation:
Daughters of the House of Black, Narcissa, Andromeda, Nymphadora. Guardsmen of the House of
Black, Fred and George Weasley.

The house begins to shake. Several floors up, Harry can hear Bellatrix and Malfoy cursing. There is
a distant caw of the great raven, a war cry on the air.

We shall find and equip our guardsmen, it calls. We shall find and strengthen our great daughters.

Yes, go, Harry urges, even as he can hear Kreacher sobbing beside him and sees his own tears
dripping onto Arthur's bloody face in his lap. Leave nothing here, nothing of you in the stones and
mortar. Be free of this place and flee.

It shall fall.

Let it. Harry thinks fiercely of the wings of the raven, imagines tethers being cut and severed. If
this is what comes of trapping magic then Wixen have been tethering magic for far too fucking
long. You will never be caged again.

Never. The voice is so close and Harry feels its cold breath upon his cheek. He opens his eyes. The
great raven looks down on him, it's wings made of snow, stretching and ready to fly. Beside him,
Kreacher weeps. But we shall be together as we swore, child of our heart. We shall take you to
war. The Black Prince shall ride.

Harry can feel that despite the imperius curse, Kreacher is shuffling closer and closer to Harry, as if
with each moment of lucid fighting he is using it to inch towards him. Now they are close enough
that Kreacher is pressed against him. Even though Harry cannot feel it, he can taste the smell the
burn of coffee, the resistance inside Kreacher's magic. He can also hear the change in its song. It is
not only mournful, but resolute. He remembers Kreacher's words when Umbridge tore him apart
with blood quill. With their last breath they shall know the House of Black. Even if Kreacher
mourns Grimmauld Place, he doesn't hate Harry to taking this vengeance or making this choice.

One member of the Order of the Phoenix has already died in this house. Harry will not allow there
to be another, whatever it costs him, and he will not let Bellatrix cage the Black magic. Harry
wishes he could nod but he blinks slowly.

I shall ride anywhere with you, he looks into the starlit eyes of the raven, feels the promise of it
and everything that will come in the future wrapping tightly around him. If I survive.

That is what your kind do, child, the raven caws loudly. Survive.

Harry looks at Arthur. He wishes he could feel the weight of him, the pain of him pressing against
him, even if he can't move.

Protect his body, Harry closes his eyes and breathes deeply in the scent of the icy magic. If it is the
last thing he smells and tastes then that will be enough. But flee. Bring the rest down on us.

The caw of the raven turns into a roar, into a screech of a thousand voices at fever pitch and magic
is drawn out of him, out of Arthur, who glows, out of Kreacher who slumps against him. Harry
sees his Slytherin ring come into being again, hears it hiss weakly. It is taking too much to free the
Black magic, it cannot hide itself anymore. The Prince ring does not appear. Harry hopes it is safe,
wherever it is. Then, suddenly, the voices are gone. The ice in the air has vanished. All is left is the
ominous creaking, the growing rumbling, the picture frames slamming down off the wall and the
smell of mothballs. It doesn't smell right anymore. The magic is gone.

Harry sees Kreacher pressing tight against him.

"Mas ... ter..." Kreacher croaks.

Can you go with it? Harry asks, his words fizzing through their bond. Beside him, Harry can hear
Kreacher gulping weakly.

No, Kreacher will stay with Master.

Harry closes his eyes wearily. He cannot push back the poison in his blood anymore, he has
nothing to do that with, but he's glad, weirdly, that Kreacher is here.

Master will stay with Kreacher too.

The rumble in the walls begins to reach a pitch that can't be ignored. Harry can hear Malfoy and
Bellatrix rushing down the stairs.

"You did something wrong!" Malfoy is bellowing.

"I did nothing of the sort!" Bellatrix screams back. "It's the boy, it must be the boy -,"

She skids into the room, shielding herself rapidly as the doorframe falls down. Her wild eyes find
Harry and Arthur, her eyes fix on his rings.

"He's taken it!" She screeches, scrabbling over the Harry to shake his lifeless body. "What have
you done to the Black magic you little mongrel? WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?"

He's glad he can't feel it, because she's slamming his head against the wall so much little stars are
appearing in front of his eyes. Maybe this is how I die, Harry thinks dazedly, brains bashed out by
Bellatrix. Now there's a stupid death.

"Stop, STOP!" Malfoy bellows, grabbing her back. The chandelier falls, barely missing her head.
Damn. So close. "We need to take Potter and go, Bella, we cannot fuck this up -,"

"Leave the elf," Bellatrix snarls, her hungry, livid eyes fixed on Kreacher and where he is pressed
close against Harry's side. "Let him rot."

"Elves have a habit of surviving under Potter's influence," Malfoy snarls. He is levitating Harry
upwards. Harry can smell gas. It's going to explode soon. "The elf comes with us."

Harry hears the stairs fall, feels Malfoy's spell shake, hopes against hope it all tumbles down on
their heads and it will all be over, but as chunks of ceiling whizz through his field of vision, he feels
the twist of apparition once more. He fixes his eyes on Arthur's body. He's never been told what to
do or say when someone dies. He thinks of the land beyond he saw when he was a bit dead upstairs
and some of Magnus' words fly back to him when they were talking about death in Spinners End
on Christmas day. A far green country, under a swift sunrise.

Cross safely, Arthur Weasley, steward of the House of Black.

Grief threatens to consume Harry. Blackness encases him once again and Harry is disappearing out
of Grimmauld Place, away from Arthur and towards what he knows with dread is coming next.
Survive, Harry thinks. Survive.

-----------------

The Shrieking Shack

Severus stares at the word which is cast and carved and burned into every inch of the shrieking
shack. Fealty. His son was definitely here, and not long ago, if the scent of burning wood is
anything to go by. Severus turns in a slow circle, observing everything in the room.

Bury the pain. Bury the fear. Focus. Forget nothing.

Severus casts a charm that mimics floodlights he has seen at muggle crime scenes on the roads
outside Cokeworth. He sees the footprints in the dust, two pairs and one much smaller. The elf. He
waves his wand and mutters a spell that demonstrates past spells cast. He sees a levicorpus, which
makes Severus seethe, and two apparition spells. No defensive spells. Why didn't he fight? At that
moment, Severus hears a shuffling under the trap door. He pulls out his wand and flings it open to
find himself staring down at the face of none other than Theodore Nott.

"I told you all to go to bed!" Severus hisses, pulling Theodore out by the scruff of his neck and
casting light down into the tunnel, fully expecting to see Granger and a hoard of Weasleys on his
tail. "Where are the rest hiding?"

"They went to the library," Theodore shakes Severus off, staring at the words around room.
"Sahara wanted to come back."

Severus stares at the snake around Theodore's neck and then down at the wand in Theodore's hand.

"It's Harry's," Theodore says unnecessarily. "I found it down there. He's unarmed."

Even though Severus' already knew this to be true, it is a blow.

"In more ways than one," Severus gestures to the axe where it lies. Theodore moves to pick it up
and Severus flings out his arm. "Do not. Its holster has a charm upon it. It will burn any who try to
wield it, save its master. We shall have to get Weasley to collect it."

Theodore isn't paying attention. He's looking at the remnants of Severus' charm.

"Why didn't he defend himself?" he whispers.

"Because he didn't have his wand," Severus says bluntly. "He may have used other means."

"Heir magic," Theodore nods enthusiastically. "His magic is so strong, he must have -,"

"Please be quiet and let me concentrate," Severus says softly, closing his eyes. "Or I shall send you
back to school."

"Why didn't he use his portkey?" Theodore says sharply.

Possibly because he had no desire to ever be near me again, Severus thinks, utterly unsurprised
that his child shared the secret of the portkey in the Prince ring with Theodore. Severus does not
open his eyes. He swallows down the pain, the desolate ache of knowing that his child might have
shunned a vital mode of escape because of what he saw in Severus' memories, the frankly
abominable prospect of taking this news to Lupin, and concentrates in a way he has not done since
he was learning the shape of magic in Eileen's basement. He lets the shadows spool from his hand,
encourages them with words Eileen taught him, to find the resonant spaces in the air where magic
was cast. Theodore gasps. When Severus opens his eyes shadows have collected into shapes, into
inversions of form. One, over the trapdoor, is the shape of a snake and Theodore's reptile raises
herself and hisses.

"This is how he sent her to you," Severus recalls the way the serpent had appeared on Harrison's
chest in Grimmauld Place, emerging out of the power of the Slytherin ring. Theodore had
described something similar that happened in the library. Severus looks at the other collection of
shadows.

"This is how he wrote the word," Theodore whispers. "But why didn't he ...?"

Use more of his power, Severus finishes for him inside his head, staring at the shadows. The word
'fealty' is rushing outwards in a spiral, it's magic as green and vivid as the shadow snake. Slytherin
magic. The only magic Harrison could still use whilst paralysed.

Holy fucking Merlin, not again.

"Because he could not." Severus pinches the bridge of his nose. "He was ... unable to function
normally."

Theodore pales. Severus sees Harrison's actions clearly now. With limited power, he assessed his
own situation too dire to resolve immediately and had settled on warning through his snake and
leaving clues for Severus. If Severus wasn't currently burying all of his feeling under snow in his
mindscape, he might feel proud of his child for displaying such rational thought.

"There's no spell, so it had to be ... what?" Theodore mutters, staring at the floor as if it will give
him answers. He reaches down to pick up Harrison's broken pair of Potter glasses, holding them
almost reverently in his hands.

"A potion," Severus stares at the word around the room. A potion that could completely inhibit a
Mage child's ability to cause disaster. Fealty. There is only one other brewer who could make such
a concoction living in the United Kingdom. Severus knows where he needs to go. He reopens the
trapdoor with his wand and gestures Theodore inside of it, taking the broken glasses back from
Theodore and slipping them into his own pocket.

"Go back to school," Severus says and holds up his hand with Theodore opens his mouth to protest.
"You can do nothing helpful here. Stay in the school. Undoubtedly, if Harrison is able to escape or
return, you are the person and the place he shall be fleeing to."

"Then send me to Spinners End," Theodore counters. "It's easier for him to access in and out."

"No," Severus shakes his head. "Stay with Mr Zabini. His presence can offer more protection than
the wards of Spinner's End can at the moment."

Theodore climbs reluctantly back down into the trapdoor, staring up at him.

"People think he forgives stuff easily, but he doesn't, it's not that," Theodore says abruptly. "It's that
he notices people more. He sees when they change. He's always watching what people do, not
what they say."

Severus doesn't need to ask the meaning of this. My son will judge me by my actions. It would be
more comforting if Harrison had not spent the evening judging him by the worst actions of his past
and finding him more than wanting. Still, he understands Theodore's message. Harrison will value
my actions if I can save him. He nods firmly at Theodore and closes the trap door, hearing the
snake's hisses receding as Theodore walks down the tunnel. Severus waits twenty more seconds
and then pulls out his wand, waving a patronus into being, thinking of Lupin.

"Make sure he is alone," Severus whispers into the doe's eyes. Eyes that no longer remind of him
of Lily, but Harrison. "The boy has been taken. I go to Fleur Blanche to begin with." Severus
hesitates but then adds the worst part. "He is unarmed."

The doe disappears and Severus is alone in a house scrawled with his son's last words to him.
Circe, don't let it be so. Let there be more. Severus breathes for five seconds, in and out, and digs
behind his mindscape. Bury it. Bury it. Then he opens his eyes and apparates to Malfoy Manor.

-- -- --

He arrives to relative quiet. He had expected to find a flurry of activity, perhaps even have to
endure the sight of his son at the Dark Lord's feet, squirming under the cruciatus curse, but the
great ballroom is cold and empty. He stares around, listening carefully, waiting to hear tell-tale
sounds of Nagini slithering across cold tiles or the distant screams of an unfortunate Death Eater.
Nothing. Severus' sense of terror grows and once again, he swallows it, pushing it under the snow.
Now is not the time. Bury it.

"Severus?"

He turns. Narcissa is standing in the doorway, her wand held aloft and the light pooling down over
her silver hair and oyster coloured night robe.

"Where is he?" Severus demands, not sure who he asking of.

"Gone," Narcissa frowns in puzzlement, clearly believing Severus is asking about the Dark Lord.
"He has relocated to one of the Lestrange properties, I assume. No one told me."

Severus closes his eyes. The Dark Lord has moved without telling him, either. No doubt, Severus
expects, so he does not have to manage what information Severus has to drip feed back to
Dumbledore to maintain his cover as spy. What is the use of being a spy to two masters when they
both keep things from me?

"Harrison is missing," he says.

"Is he?" Narcissa's voice is level but Severus feels the tightness in the air. If she did not know
before hand, then she suspects Lucius.

"Did you brew Medusa's Ire recently?" he asks, keeping his eyes closed. " Something wicked,
Narcissa?"

"Careful, darling. These are lines once crossed we cannot return." Narcissa's voice is so soft that
Severus would not hear it, were it not for the marble, bouncing the sound gently towards him from
all around.

"Tell me!" Severus hisses. "Someone has used Medusa's Ire on my child and if it was not you -,"

"Of course it was not," Narcissa's voice is sharp. "Severus, I took a vow."

"Look!" Severus throws out the Prince magic, the shadows dancing together to replicate the image
of the Shrieking Shack, of the word 'fealty' carved into every surface. Narcissa looks at it with
wide eyes. "His last act was to send me to you, Cissa. Why?"

"I brewed several items," Narcissa whispers. "Prometheus' Bane, Medusa's Ire, the draught of
Living Death -,"

"For whom?" Severus demands, though he knows for whom.

"For Lucius," Narcissa's blue eyes are scanning over the word 'fealty'.

"Do you know where he is?" Severus asks flatly. Narcissa shakes her head. Severus doesn't know
if it is that she does not know or she will not say. She is right, lines have been drawn.

"They all left, quite abruptly, by dinner time this evening," Narcissa scans the ballroom. "I was
preparing for the usual dining arrangement, the Lestranges and the Dark Lord and ourselves, but
only Lucius and Bella came to the table."

Lucius and Bella. A pair fighting for supremacy in the Dark Lord's favour. Now Harrison is caught
in the middle of it. Severus sees the field of battle so clearly now, staring down at the black and
white marble tiles of the ballroom floor as if they were chess pieces. Bellatrix is the Dark Lord's
queen, roving and wild, and Lucius is a knight slowly moving into position. The Dark Lord is
retreating from the Manor to prepare for Lucius' advancement. No Minister for Magic can survive
losing Sirius Black, Albus Dumbledore and the Boy-Who-Lived.

"The Dark Lord won't return here," Severus says quietly. "If Lucius survives this night, he shall be
the new Minister for Magic."

Narcissa inhales sharply, but she nods curtly.

"I understand," she says quietly.

Severus sees her resolve click into place. If Severus is right, then Narcissa will not send Draco
away after all. She will let Lucius keep him safe with the power of the Ministry and will stay in
Malfoy Manor as the Minister's wife and maintain her fealty to Harrison. If he survives this night.
He wants to tell her then and there that there is no glory, no satisfaction, no honour found amongst
those who play both sides, he would know, he has been doing it for so long, but he cannot. He sees
the shadows settle in her blue eyes, the steel in her jaw. She has decided what she needs to do to
protect her son. Nothing on earth will stop her.

"Lines crossed indeed," Severus murmurs. Narcissa blinks quickly but does not nod. Before she can
respond, a silvery patronus appears beside Severus. Arthur's voice speak out of it's mouth, weaker
and more frail than Severus has ever heard it.

"Grimmauld Place breached. Bellatrix. Malfoy. Harry. Danger."

"How did they get in?" Narcissa whispers. "The wards -,"

"The elf," Snape snarls, thinking rapidly. Arthur would never send his last patronus just to Severus
- Severus has a cover to maintain and cannot simply drop everything and run, even if he wants to.
Even if it is what I am doing right now, coming to Narcissa, on Harrison's behalf. So Arthur must
have sent another. More than one. There is only one person who Severus knows with enough raw
magic to power multiple patronuses. Harrison. "I must go."

"Kreacher is the most loyal to your son that any elf has been to anyone," Narcissa frowns.

"And your sister is well known for her talent with compulsions," Severus snaps back.

Narcissa looks at him with level, blue eyes.

"I did not take him," she says steadily. "I did not know that they would take him."

"And would you have warned me if you did?" Severus can't help the sharpness of his tone. The
lines are blurring, becoming more difficult to navigate and somewhere, Arthur is dying and
possibly Harrison with him.

"You ask that? I am fealty bonded to your son," Narcissa's eyes flash brightly for a moment,
shining like stars. "To keep his secrets and his life as sacred or my own life shall be forfeit. I would
not cannot knowingly allow him to come to harm without perishing, which is more than can be
said for - Ah!"

Narcissa is suddenly doubled over, clutching her wand in her hand, arms wrapping across her
stomach as if she is in pain. Severus' heart stops. He has only seen her like this two other times and
both times preceded a dead child.

"What is it?" Severus rushes to her side, trying to gather her close. "Are you hurt? Are you -?"

Severus is thrown back with the force of white, vivid magic, brighter than sunlight, illuminating
Narcissa. Her arms are thrown wide as if she is being crucified on it, her eyes are dark, shimmering
black marbles and her hair a floating halo of silver. Her mouth is open wide in a scream and then,
as suddenly as it begun, it has stopped. Narcissa slumps to her knees, cradling her hand, the Black
diamond upon it shimmering with white light. The Black magic. Grimmauld Place.

"What happened?" Severus crawls towards her, instinctively sliding his hand to her wrist to check

her pulse, which is thankfully strong.

"The Black Magic," Narcissa gasps, looking up at Severus. Her black eyes are lightening,
becoming more blue again. "It has been set free."

"What does that mean?" Severus swallows hard. Harrison, what have you done?

"It's no longer contained in any of our houses," Narcissa whispers, her eyes are wide and sparkling
with unshed tears. "He sent it to us, the magic called us."

"What did it say?"

"It said ..." Narcissa takes a shaking breath. "That the Black Prince had sent it to strengthen the
daughters of the House of Black."

Severus' heart contracts. The Black Prince. The first Lord of the House of Black but also, Severus
thinks with a horrid jolt, a possible alternate name for his son. The Half-blood Prince and the Black
Prince, what a pair we make.

"I must go," Severus stands abruptly.

"Severus," Narcissa looks at him with sympathetic eyes. "It will have brought the house down."

I could be walking into a grave site. Severus nods curtly.

"If that is the case, I shall ensure your husband's remains are returned to you."

Severus does not mention Bellatrix. He knows, from Harrison's vision revealed to him in
Occlumency lesson, this was a plan of her making. She deliberately took my child from me.
Severus will leave her to rot.

"If he is not there, I shall alert you to his return," Narcissa says quietly, not moving from her spot
on the floor. Severus hesitates and then, bends down briefly and kisses her forehead. He cannot say

he is sorry, but it is close enough. He twists on the spot and apparates to Grimmauld Place.

-- -- --

Severus stares at the rubble between number eleven and number thirteen, Grimmauld Place. It is
the oddest thing. Since the Fidelius charm still seems to be in effect, Severus stands on the step and
looks at the ruins of the fallen house whilst the cars with their lights on drive without stopping
around Grimmauld Place, utterly unaware of the remains of the blown up house on their square.
Severus flicks his wand, casting a glow above the ragged remains, looking for bodies. A horror
fills him as he crosses over the threshold, stepping over the torn, silent portrait of Regulus' mother.
This is the second time he has walked into a destroyed house expecting to find the body of the
child. His eyes fix upon one sparse patch of floor, remarkably uncluttered, as if it has been
protected. Severus' breath stops when he sees a body lying there. He stumbles rapidly over bricks,
catching his robes on glass and twisted pipes and dodging small fires. Then Severus sees the red
hair.

Arthur.

Severus drops to his knees beside the body, fruitlessly pressing his fingers to Arthur's bloody neck
even though he knows he will find no pulse. He stares at the face of this man that he has long
quietly admired. A good father. Severus cannot help the soft words that fall from his lips, words
that his mother, veiled and tear-stained, whispered over her father's grave.

"Travel safely to the places where the mountains never fall and the sun never sets, my friend,"
Severus whispers, pressing his hand to Arthur's no longer beating heart. "I shall watch your
children."

"Professor."

Severus spins, wand pointed at the two figures emerging out of the darkness. Fred and George
Weasley step over the threshold of bricks and rubble that has created a ring of empty space around
Arthur's body.

"We got the patronus," George Weasley says blankly to Severus. Fred Weasley's eyes are fixed on
his father. "They're all at the Burrow. They sent us because of the Black magic."

George Weasley holds up his hand. A silver signet ring with the crest of the House of Black sits on

his smallest finger.

"You have the Black magic?" Severus knows his voice sounds incredulous but he can't help it.
How could he not? That the Black magic would take willingly to two Weasley's is unprecedented.
But then, anything to do with Harrison is unprecedented.

"It was Harry," George nods blankly. "He ... The Magic said he told it to come and ... equip us."

Fred Weasley lurches forward, stumbling to kneel at his father's head, dragging the man's face
towards his own, pressing tear-stained cheeks against his father's pale and bloody forehead.

"It's okay, Dad," the boy whispers brokenly. "We've got you."

"Is Harry here?" George Weasley swallows, ripping his eyes away from his twin. "Did he ... is
he...?"

Severus raises his wand and casts his least favourite spell. Cadaver Revelio. The only light that
emerges with a faint glow is from Arthur's body. Something that had been holding back inside
Severus releases. Rationally, he knows his son is not dead because the bracelet that that Severus
placed around his wrist all those months ago has not sent him a warning of a heart stopped beating,
yet the relief he feels is not rational but physical, as if he can suddenly take deep breaths again. Not
dead. Not dead here, at least.

"Maybe he's alive and buried," George Weasley glances over the piles of rubble helplessly. Severus
knows that can't be true, he knows that if there was even the tiniest breath in his son's body, Lucius
and Bellatrix will have taken him. Still, he raises his wand and casts again. Homenum Revelio.
Nothing glows in the wreckage. He looks up into George Weasley's desolate eyes.

"There is nothing here for anyone," Severus looks softly down at the other twin. "Take your father
home."

Fred Weasley nods, pursing his lips together to stem weeping. He looks up at George Weasley.

"We should ... wrap up his body ..." Fred Weasley croaks.

"I shall search for something suitable," Severus says. "Excuse me."

Severus clambers over the churned up insides of the house, odd items exposed like broken limbs.
A cracked teapot. A tattered Gryffindor poster. Finally, the edge of some dark fabric, which
Severus pulls loose. A wooden plaque is dislodged, marked with an elegant scrawl, tumbling out at
his feet.

R.A.B. Regulus Artacus Black.

Severus stares at it as it sits innocently on the scorched brick. It is a sharp knife to the chest, seeing
Regulus' name here in this context. Severus realises with broken hearted clarity that he recognises
the dark green velvet he has pulled. It is Regulus' bed curtains. Severus takes a sharp breath in
through his nose and picks up the plaque with his dead lover's name on it, tucking it safely inside
his robes. He pulls out the green, heavy fabric, resisting the urge to bring it to his nose and sniff it,
knowing there is no way on earth that they could ever retain any of Regulus scent, bundles it into
his arms and walks back to the twins. Severus wordlessly hands Fred Weasley the curtains and the
sniffing young man begins to wrap up his father's corpse.

"Do you know how?" George Weasley asks him. "Bill will want to know."

"I want to know," Fred Weasley says in a rasping voice. Severus nods. He raises his wand and
casts as he did in the shack. A sea of complex curses emerges, their shape and incantations dancing
on the air. This much is obvious. Arthur Weasley fought like a lion.

"No killing curse," George Weasley whispers.

"Here," Severus taps a curse of it, the shape of it like a dark spider web surging out, a curse he
knows can only have come from one person. Holy Merlin, she ripped the healing out of him.

"Who did it?" Fred Weasley asks.

"Bellatrix, no doubt," Severus says.

"No doubt," Fred Weasley snarls. His brown eyes flash diamond black for a moment and the silver
ring on his finger glows dimly. It reminds Severus of Regulus. Of Harrison. Child, what have you
done?

"There's no Expecto Patronum," George Weasley whispers. "How -?"

Severus doesn't answer. After doing it in the shack earlier, he realises how easy it comes to him
now, this faction of the Prince magic that Eileen taught him so long ago. All he must do is close his
eyes momentarily, and think of the feeling of when his son used the Prince magic to protect him
from Narcissa's attack during their first lesson at Spinner's End. The surprise of Harrison's
automatic choice to defend him. Farzand.

"Harry," George Weasley says. Severus opens his eyes and sees the static glow of a green light in
relief, the shadows around it dusting it into being, the way powdered horn finds out fingerprints on
a potions workbench. All around them are the shades of about twenty weasel patronuses.

Child, what did you do?

"Dad," Fred Weasley whispers, reaching out a hand for the nearest weasel, his hand brushing
through empty air and his eyes filling with tears. Severus swallows and, just for a moment, allows
himself to absorb the marvel of it. A superpowered charm that no one has ever seen before. He
hopes he gets the opportunity to tell the boy how absurdly impressed he is.

"We must go," Severus looks down at Arthur's wrapped body. "I am afraid we cannot apparate
someone without a magical signature."

"How will get him home then?" George asks.

Severus kneels down beside Fred and places his hand on Arthur's wrapped chest. He gestures for
George to join them and he does, frowning at Severus in curiosity. George Weasley was always the
more academically curious of the two. This shall be hard on him.

"Forgive me," Severus says quietly, setting his wand tip against Arthur's sternum and thinking of
the Burrow. "Portus."

He looks up at the twins. Fred Weasley's face is scrunched in pain and his brother looks
crestfallen.

"Objects," he whispers. "Portkey's have to be objects -,"

"They must be items without magical signatures," Severus taps his wand against Arthur's body and
it glows blue. "Three, two, one -,"

There is a jerk behind Severus' navel and he is thrown through space, gripping Arthur's body. They
land abruptly in the field behind the Burrow. In the distance, Severus sees that the lights in the
house are all on, despite the late hour. Beside him, George Weasley has thrown himself away from
his father, crawling a couple of feet on his knees and vomiting. Fred Weasley groans softly and
drags his father's wrapped head into his lap, face screwed tight in pain. Severus pulls an antiemetic
out of his robes and stands quickly, walking to George Weasley and holding the open vial under
his nose.

"We used him as a portkey," George gasps.

"Drink," Severus commands and rubs the boy's back firmly as he does. Interacting with one's first
dead body is always hard, made even harder when it is a parent. Coldly, Severus realises that he
had buried both of his parents corpses by hand before he was George Weasley's age. "You brought
him home. That is what matters. Nothing else."

There is the distant sound of a door being flung open, of voices carrying on the wind.

"ARTHUR?" A weeping voice wrenches through the air, shaking Severus to his core. He knows
how those sobs feel when they are ripped out of your heart. He remembers. Lily's dull green eyes.
Her cold flesh.

"Mum," George Weasley gasps, staring wildly at his brother, at his wrapped father. "We can't, not
yet, he's not ready!"

"Go," Severus pushes him gently in the direction of his home. He kneels down beside Fred
Weasley and carefully manoeuvres Arthur's head into his own lap, shoving the boy aside. "Go to
your mother. I shall prepare your father. Send William."

George Weasley nods, pulling his twin to his feet and the boys set off at a run towards the house to
intercept their mother. Severus moves quickly. He sends a hurried patronus to Narcissa with the
words 'He lives' knowing that she will understand its double meaning. Your husband and my son
are alive and together. You must find out where. Then he carefully lifts a flap of fabric off Arthur's

face and casts a quick cleaning spell, getting rid of the smeared blood before replacing the fabric.

"Severus!"

He lifts his head to see three shapes separating from the distant clump of bodies in the porch light,
running fast over the grass. One pulls away, sprinting faster than anyone could possibly move.
Lupin. In the blink of an eye he is there, in front of Severus, barely breathing hard and wearing the
same rumpled cardigan he was wearing an hour ago. Sweet Merlin, has it really only been an hour?

"Arthur," the wolf stutters, staring down at the body before flicking his eyes up to Severus.
"Harry?"

Severus shakes his head and the wolf deflates, stumbling back with his head in his hands.

"Then he has him," Lupin looks at Severus bleakly. Severus nods again, not trusting himself to
speak. I promised to watch him like a hawk. I am beyond regretful for my actions this night.

"Snape!" Shacklebolt breathlessly appears, Bill Weasley beside him. "Report!"

"Not now," Severus says. He leans forward and gently unwraps Arthur's face. William staggers
and in a second Lupin is there, holding William upwards, whispering "I've got you, I've got you,"
as the Weasley Heir gulps for breath.

"How?" William demands harshly.

"He fought valiantly against Bellatrix," Severus says. "I do not believe Lucius cast at all. In the end
it was a specific ancient curse."

"Speak the words, to me" William's eyes flash darkly.

"Negare Rescindere Revocet Medela," Severus says quietly. Lupin draws in a sharp breath and
Shacklebolt frowns.

"I do not know it," Shacklebolt says.

"It's known as Dido's Lament, it is Roman in origin," Lupin says quietly as William closes his eyes
and sways against him. "They used it for disowning members of their households. A terrible
punishment."

"It rips the magic out of a body," William's eyes gleam brightly. "I know it."

Severus is not surprised that William, in his work as both an Anzar and a Gringotts curse breaker,
can perform the Dido's Lament, and even less surprised that he looks as if he is ready to perform it
on Bellatrix at this moment.

"Then you know what comes next, Heir Weasley," Severus gently draws Arthur's hand, still
bloody, out of Regulus' bed curtains. William's expression is pained but he takes a deep breath,
dropping to his knees beside his father's hand.

"Bill!" They all look up to see Charles Weasley rushing to join them, wearing only jeans and a tshirt and bare feet, skidding on his knees to bump next to his brother breathlessly, his red-rimmed
eyes full of determination. "You shouldn't do it alone."

William nods. With a shuddering breath, he removes his Heir ring and hands it to Charles. Charles
takes it with a stoic expression and clamps his hand on his brother's shoulder with a firm nod.
William takes hold of his father's cold hand, face twisted in agony as he presses his forehead to the
inert flesh.

"We in the clan of Weasley honour our fallen Tiarna," William says in a broken voice. With
shaking fingers, he slips Arthur's lordship ring from his finger. "Go raibh an ghaoth go brách ag
do chúl."

Severus recognises the traditional Gaelic blessing, had no idea that the Weasley's were an Irish
clan, but curiosity is pushed away when William slips the ring onto the third finger of his right
hand. His eyes shine suddenly and he gasps and stares up at the stars, irises changing rapidly from
brown to blue. Severus has always wondered how none of the Weasley children had their father's
eyes. Now he knows - it's in the magic. Charles takes a ragged sigh in between tears and, wiping
his cheeks with the back of his hand, slides the Weasley Heir ring onto his finger where it glows
softly blue for a moment.

"We in the clan of Weasley witness our risen Tiarna," Charles says, gripping his brother's hand
firmly. The two Weasley rings glow together, a yellow hue emerging from the Lord's ring. "We
witness you."

"We in the clan of Lupin witness the new Weasley Arglwydd," Lupin says abruptly. He presses his
wand to William and Charles' clasped hands. "We witness you."

Severus and Shacklebolt share a slightly bemused expression, until Severus realises what they are
witnessing. There is no House of Lupin, but there is a clan, a Welsh clan as old as the Romans.
What he is seeing now is ancient British wixen clan ritual, older than the formation of the Ancient
and Noble houses. He catches Shacklebolt's eye, who nods firmly.

"We of the House of Shacklebolt witness your new Lord, in the customs of our way," Shacklebolt
crosses one arm across his chest and bows shortly. "A jẹri rẹ."

Severus recognises the tongue, Yoruba, and is relieved. He wants to honour Arthur, but he cannot
reveal the secrets of his House. He doubts, however, than any of the current assembly have much
knowledge of the languages of his forefathers.

"We who keep the Gaar Tareqi witness your new Kral in the customs of our way," Severus
whispers, surprised when it is his mother's native tongue that trips from his lips. He remembers
what his mother did, when he became Lord Prince when he was still a child, and hesitantly reaches
over to touch his wand tip to William's heart. "Sana tanık oluyoruz."

William nods, eyes closed, eyes streaming down his cheeks.

"We in the House of Prewett recognise the new Lord." Severus looks up and William and Charles
both twist with painful sounds in their throat. Molly Weasley stands between her two middle sons in
her nightgown, her red hair flowing around her shoulders, her eyes fiery and her cheeks damp with
tears.

"Mum," William croaks, stumbling to his feet. Molly Weasley holds out her hand. Severus sees the
simple gold band and the tiny blue stone set in its centre. William hesitantly takes his mother's
hand. Molly's ring begins to glow.

"We witness you, son of my heart and child of my breast, Lord of Clan Weasley," Molly's voice is
tremulous but there is crackling magic in her hair and her eyes glitter like flames. "We are proud of

our son and Lord."

William gasps as his Lordship ring flashes with yellow light and for a moment, in the dance of the
glow, Severus swears that he sees a weasel made of light leaping upward toward the stars. Molly
sobs drily as the twins hold her up. Her eyes find Severus'.

"I am sorry for your loss," Severus says stiffly.

Molly smiles, a quirk of lips that are not sure they should smile again.

"Thank you for helping them bring him home, Severus," she says quietly, walking around and
places her hand on Severus' shoulder. "I'll take care of him now."

Severus nods and slides awkwardly out of place, allowing her to kneel in the grass, her floral
nightdress pooling around her as she takes her husbands head in her lap.

"Hello, love," she whispers, brushing her fingers through his thinned hair. Then she presses her
crumpled face against his forehead and a great howl comes out of her, inhumane but at the same
time, uniquely and terrifyingly human. Her sons cluster around her, holding one another with
broken expressions and Severus can watch no more.

Eileen is dead on the basement floor. Lily is still and wide eyed in the destruction of the nursery.

He strides blindly away into the long grass, marching away from this moment, feeling like his heart
is being ripped from his chest with every distraught, animal sob he hears on the air. Severus thinks
of Harrison. Will I have to see my son laid out so? To weep over his body as I wept over his
mother?

"Severus! Sev!" Lupin's hand grabs his arm from behind, pulling him around to face him. "You
have to come in, you have to give a report -,"

"How can I?" Severus hisses, trying to wrench his arm away and having no success. "My son is
missing and I must go into that house with those people who think I hate him and pretend that I do
not care?"

"Yes, yes, you have to," Lupin says firmly, eyes desperate, "because we need to find him and we
cannot do it alone -,"

"You underestimate me," Severus snarls. "I shall have Rudolphus Lestrange at my feet until he
begs for death, I shall rip the truth from his petty mind, I will find my son!"

"And not be alive to see him," Lupin snarls back, grabbing handfuls of Severus' robes and shaking
him violently. "We said we would do this together, you can't go running off and getting yourself
killed, I need you -,"

"You have Black," Severus sneers. "You'll survive."

"We're a unit, aren't we?" Lupin's eyes are flashing dangerously amber. "We're in this together,
Harry needs us, not just me, so please, for the love of holy Merlin, think, Severus!"

It is so close to what Severus always says to Harrison that he takes pause. The wolf is right. He
swore never to abandon Harrison again, and Harrison is the type of child who would take Severus'
vicious murder at the hands of the Dark Lord as abandonment. He nods stiffly, sets his sight on the
Burrow and walks stiffly beside Lupin, not saying a word. He steels himself, drags up his
Grimmauld Place face, one of disdain and boredom, and slathers it on his face like badly made
plaster cast. He thinks of Harrison's voice in his head: many faces, right? Blinking in the warm
light he enters, seeing a few faces. It is not a full meeting. Andromeda is there with her daughter,
who today looks like the very spit of her. So are Moody and Shacklebolt. Severus is relieved it is
not everyone and even more glad Albus isn't there.

"Still stuck in France," Moody grunts, his eye rolling with either distaste or just habit. Severus
wonders how he knew. "Need to wait for a good moment to get him back into the UK unseen."

"I can't stay long," Lupin says beside him. "The charm covering me outside of Giardino di Aradia
only lasts an hour and Severus needs to return to Hogwarts."

"Let's make it quick then," Moody fixes his eye on Severus as if he is the one to blame. "Where's
Potter?"

"We don't know," Lupin answers which is good, because Severus was about to threaten to take
Moody's head off his shoulders. "He was lured out of the school grounds at about nine -,"

"How?" Nymphadora asks. "I thought Dumbledore had a charm -,"

"That was dependent on Harry staying in grounds," Lupin says quickly. "He cannot be taken from
Hogwarts but nothing stops him leaving it ... willingly."

He cannot be kidnapped there. He cannot be killed. Not for the first time, Severus mentally scorns
Albus' grand misjudgement of Harrison's character. The boy has never once stayed where he was
asked to in his life.

"Why would he leave?" Shacklebolt asks. "Even with a vision of Remus dying -," Severus feels
Lupin flinch beside him. Of course he will blame himself for this. "He had to know there was a
chance of it being a trap."

Severus feels unreasonably insulted on behalf of the child. He was betrayed, not reckless.

"Bellatrix got to his elf," Severus says tautly. "There was clearly a plan in motion."

"A plan you knew nothing of before tonight?" Moody asks sharply.

Yes, you paranoid fucker.

"Any knowledge I had was shared immediately with Albus," Severus says coldly. Let them think
Albus knew. Let them blame him. He deserves it. Lupin could have taken Harrison out of
Hogwarts, could have had him with him in Venice and none of this would have happened.

"So they took him to Grimmauld, why would they do that?" Shacklebolt asks, leaning against the
countertop. "Surely better to cut and run rather than head straight into the headquarters of the
Order."

"It's not the headquarters of the Order to my sister," Andromeda says quietly. "It's the ancestral
home of the Black magic. Bella is obsessed with taking Lordship and to do that she would need to
displace Arthur and now ..." Andromeda's eyes linger on Lupin. "Harry too, I'm sorry, Remus."

Of course, Severus realises. In this situation the Order will think of Lupin as the grieving parent.

"Why?" Moody frowns. "Sirius is still Lord Black."

"Only on paper," Andromeda's face is full of anxiety. "The Black magic doesn't hold to it, it seems
... well, it's more conscious then I've ever known it, when it came to us ..."

"It was clear it came from Harry," Nymphadora finishes. Severus understands. Like Narcissa, the
daughters of the House of Black have been strengthened. Oddly, they do not say and neither did the
Weasley twins that the magic had come from 'the Black Prince.' Why did Narcissa hear that when
the others did not? "He's our Lord."

"Our?" Severus repeats critically, trying to hide his dismay. More followers. Fucking Hades, no.
Andromeda sighs but nods painfully.

"I wanted no more to do with the Black magic but now I have it and ...," she closes her eyes tightly.
"There is such fierce loyalty in it."

"Harry's our Lord," Nymphadora shrugs helplessly. "The twins feel it, too. It feels like ..."

"Fealty," Andromeda finishes quietly. There is a rustle around the room. Severus focuses very hard
on neither moving nor appearing like he is stiff with panic. Fealty. Narcissa's oath. The word in the
shack.

"There have not been fealty vows taken to a Lord in centuries," Shacklebolt says quietly. It is not
true, Severus realises, since Narcissa swore one to his son not six months ago, but the sentiment
carries. Harrison is Lord Black without ever taking the Lordship, Severus thinks dazedly. He feels
Lupin's hand fumbling for his own under the cover of the chair they are standing behind. Severus
lets him squeeze it tight. They are right to be afraid. Bellatrix will fight viciously to take it from
him.

"How did he do it?" Moody asks, eyeing Lupin critically. Before Lupin can answer, a peregrine
falcon soars through the window, dropping an envelope in Severus' hands. He opens it and reads
quickly.

Professor Snape,
As requested, I can inform you that Heir Potter-Black is reported to be firmly in House this

evening. He shall likely not move until morning.
May Santa Diana bless your quest,
The Heir to the House of Zabini

He passes it to Lupin, knowing he will understand. Zabini and Theodore, no doubt, are stopping
the Slytherin prefects from reporting Harrison's disappearance to Dolores. He takes a second to
admire the ingenuity of Blaise Zabini.

"Dolores does not know the boy is missing," Severus says in a bored voice. "We have until
morning."

"Then let's get to it," Moody claps his hands together. "Where would they take him? Back to
headquarters at Malfoy Manor?"

"The Dark Lord is no longer ensconced there," Severus says reluctantly.

"What?" Lupin exclaims. "Where has he gone?"

"I have not been called," Severus says. I don't fucking know and I don't know why I don't know.

"One of the Black properties, then," Moody looks at Andromeda. "Can you help us, Andy?"

"There's three," Andromeda nods firmly. "You'll need a Black to get in."

"Or a Guardsman of the House of Black."

They all turn to see William standing in the doorway, face pale, his new blue eyes standing out
against his white, freckled skin. Nymphadora immediately crosses over to him, taking his hand
with the Heir ring on gently. Severus remembers Lupin's comment that they are a couple. He
considers how this night has made the liaison much stranger. A daughter of the House of Black and
Lord Weasley, who would have thought it possible?

"Nice eyes," she murmurs.

"Nice hair," William quirks his lips into a smile.

"Is it okay?" Nymphadora flinches and touches her hair. "I'm sorry, I can't change it back right
now, the Black magic ... Does it bother you?"

Everyone in the room can understand the hidden content of that comment: does it bother you that I
am the spitting image of the woman who killed your father?

William pulls her into a one armed hug and kisses the top of her black curls.

"I don't think I'm going to mix you up with your Auntie, Tonks," he says gruffly.

"Oh, Bill," Andromeda eyes are damp. "I am so sorry."

"Thanks," William's eyes fix on Moody. "I'll take George and do one location. You and Andy can
do another, Tonks and Kingsley the last."

"Bill, are you sure?" Lupin asks tentatively. "Severus and I can -,"

"No," William cuts him off. "Your charm will wear off and you need to get back on Congregation
ground. Severus should be heading to Hogwarts, besides, Remus," Even though he is speaking to
the wolf William's eyes drift to Severus' face, "He's your child. You won't be any good in the field
tonight."

"Don't you want to stay with your mum?" Andromeda asks gently. William shakes his head. Oddly,
it's Severus' face his eyes seem to seek out, as if in this crowd of people who love him and care for
him, the eldest Weasley only wants to speak to Severus.

"Dad died defending Harry. I need to honour that," William swallows hard. "He'd look for Harry."

It sounds definite, but Severus sees the flash of insecurity in the young man's eye. Am I doing the
right thing? Severus nods briefly. Arthur has many sons but only one Heir. The other children can

gather and mourn. William must rise. Conviction crosses across William's face and he stands a
little straighter.

"Well said," Moody says, gruff voiced. "Patronus communication only from here on out then.
Snape -," Severus raises his eyes at the man who would have quite happily thrown him into an
Azkaban cell fifteen years ago. "I know you made your reports to Arthur to pass on to Dumbledore
but -,"

"I'll do it," William says sharply.

"There's no need, lad -,"

"It should be me. Dad told me what to do." William's blue eyes flash as he glares at Moody. Then
he looks at Severus. "Come to me."

Severus nods. Moody cannot receive Severus' reports, since he has no idea who Severus truly is.
Outside Lupin, only Arthur did. Severus looks at William with quiet appreciation. He knows the
secrets of his father. He is a good Heir. Severus is stopped in his train of thought by Harrison's
words, flooding back to him from earlier in the evening. I'd have to know what I was fucking
asking for! With cold dread, Severus realises he has missed an opportunity to share secrets with his
child willingly.

Possibly forever.

"We should go, Severus," Lupin says quietly, looking around the room. "You can find me in
London. Go well, everyone."

"Go well," Severus mutters, flicking his eyes over William Weasley one more time, receiving a
flicker of those blue eyes that remind him so much of Arthur, before following Lupin through the
house and out to the front door. Severus trips over some discarded wellies on his way out but it is
worth it, worth it so that he does not have to lay eyes on Arthur's body and his grieving family
again. As they march down the garden path, Lupin's hand grips Severus' wrist.

"Come with me, please," he whispers softly and soon Severus is being sucked through air on a
side-along apparition, stumbling against Lupin in a dark room. He glances over the empty
fireplace, the wide four poster bed with it's untouched throw pillows, the blank desk and the large,
bay windows looking over the darkness of the heath and assumes they are in Giardino di Aradia, in

quarters Lupin has clearly barely had a chance to use.

"Will the Contessa not find it odd that I am here?" Severus says, stepping away from Lupin's
touch.

"The Contessa is busy, putting pressure on certain connections to reveal information about Harry
and preparing for Fudge's inevitable push-back," Lupin sits down on the edge of the bed and flops
backwards, lying sideways on the bed, staring desolately at the ceiling. "He will likely try and say
that Harry has been kidnapped by Albus. Or that he's willingly defected, whatever that means."

Whatever that means indeed. Severus is too tired for politics.

"Why did you bring me here?" Severus asks wearily.

"Because neither of us shall sleep tonight and we may as well not sleep together," Lupin doesn't
stop staring at the ceiling. "What else are you going to do, Severus? Go back to Hogwarts and pace
whilst Harry's friends try to accost you for information you don't have?"

It's a vivid, horrible picture. Severus looks at the dim face of the gold carriage clock over the
mantlepiece. It is not even midnight.

"Sweet Merlin," Severus mutters, rubbing his face. He has no desire to return to Hogwarts before
he needs to, but at the same time, there is the issue of Theodore. The boy might well find a way to
come to London and wring answers out of me if I do not provide them. Severus looks at Lupin. "Do
you have an elf here?"

"No, why?" Lupin twists his head to look at Severus.

"I have need of one," Severus rolls his eyes. "As I can no longer make use of Harrison's elf."

"As if Kreacher was ever good natured enough to listen to you," Lupin sighs and looks back at the
ceiling. "Isn't there a Hogwarts elf that adores Harry? One that stole gillyweed for him last year?"

"Dobby," Severus scowls. Of all of the things he has been forced to do this evening, somehow this

is his least favourite. He sighs heavily and then raises his voice, adopting the tone that all
Hogwarts Professors use to call specific elves. "Dobby!"

There is a crack and the oddest looking elf appears in front of him, wearing what looks like a tower
of ugly knitted hats on his head.

"Professor Snape calls Dobby, sir?" Dobby squeaks.

"Hello Dobby," Lupin sits up on his elbows and smiles at the elf. "Are those hats all Hermione's?"

"Yes, Professor Moony, sir!" Dobby chirps.

"Granger knits?" Severus eyes them distastefully. "It is a good thing she is so academically gifted."

"What can Dobby be doings for Professors, sir?"

"I need you to take this note to Theodore Nott," Severus crosses to the desk, pulls forward a piece
of drafting paper and lifts the admirable quill made of a falcon feather from it's ink pot. He writes a
quick missive, cryptic enough to be useless if intercepted. "Put it directly in his hands and say
nothing to him or to anyone else."

"It's for Harry," Lupin puts in and the elf lights up, bobbing and bowing and gushing about Harry
Potter and how wonderful he is before popping away. Lupin sighs heavily. Severus walks to the
window and stares out over Hampstead Heath. Somewhere, out in the darkness, his son is in
Bellatrix's hands. His son, who's last words to him may well be "if there was any justice, you'd
have died that night instead of him." Severus cannot endure that.

"We should be out there," Severus says through gritted teeth after a few excruciating minutes of
silence. "It is senseless, it is madness that we are simply waiting -,"

"What would you have us do?" Lupin snaps. "I'm not supposed to be in the country, I can only stay
here because Giardino di Aradia is technically Congregation soil, not British, and you have a cover
to maintain, Severus!"

"There are ways of finding information that do not break my cover," Severus scowls as he watches
one late-night dog walker crossing the path.

"Really? And what more will you learn by badgering Narcissa tonight?" Lupin demands. "Does she
know where Voldemort has gone? Or where her sister is?"

"No," Severus mutters sullenly.

"Come here." Lupin is still leaning up on his elbows, looking at Severus with eyebrows raised from
the bed.

"If you think I am in the mood for that, you have utterly misread the situation," Severus sneers,
folding his arms in irritation. "Especially in light of the fact that you and Black conspired to keep
secrets from me."

"If anyone conspired it was Harry and I, and we did not conspire," Lupin frowns, looking at
Severus as if he is merely being childish. "I wasn't lying earlier. I would have told you the minute
it became dangerous to Harry, but he asked me to keep a secret and he has prominent enough trust
issues without me taking away the meagre control he has over his own secrets."

Severus scowls at the wolf for his insight. Harrison's voice echoes in his head. It's not fair that you
get to know everything about me.

"None of that inclines me to climb into bed with you, wolf," he jeers, but Lupin only rolls his eyes
and pats the bed beside him.

"You're the one who has utterly misread the situation," Lupin lays back down, shuffling over to
make space for Severus. "Just come and sit, you irritating man."

Severus raises his eyebrows. Lupin rarely ever speaks to him like this. The last time was when
Lupin was so sarcastic with him in Hogsmeade on Valentines Day. Severus wonders what is more
likely to reduce Lupin's affability and reveal his true, ferociously satirical nature; the full moon or
the disappearance of his child? Yet he finds himself crossing to the bed on the opposite side, sitting
down and then, at the same time as wolf, leaning back so they lie with their heads parallel, both
staring up at the crown moulding in the dark room.

"How is his heart?" Lupin asks quietly.

"Normal for him," Severus sighs. "I took into account his abnormal lifestyle when I set the bounds
of what was an elevated heart rate for him. I should not have."

"But if you hadn't, you would be chasing him around every minute of the day," Lupin snorts softly.
"In between underground defence associations and being sorted Slytherin his resting heart rate can
hardly be normal, and that's even without playing Quidditch."

"If he ever returns to playing Quidditch I shall have to alter it," Severus muses at the ceiling. The
smell of Lupin, of chocolate and books and whatever it is that means he could identify the wolf
with his eyes closed, is relaxing him.

"He will," Lupin says softly. He turns to look at Severus and Severus can't resist the urge to do the
same. The wolf's eyes are glowing softly, and Lupin's lifts a hand to brush a piece of Severus' hair
away from his forehead. "I meant what I said earlier. I do need you."

"That is very foolish and fundamentally untrue," Severus whispers back. "You do not need me to
survive, as you have proven."

"Very well, Severus, if we must be explicitly precise, I do not need you," Lupin rolls his eyes, "but
I want you."

Severus refuses to notice the way a tightness creeps into his abdomen at those words. Severus
swallows hard.

"You have only become accustomed to me and you do not wish to parent alone."

Because you miss Black, Severus adds silently, and if you could have him instead, you would.

"You're wrong," Lupin whispers, turning his eyes back up to the ceiling. "But believe what you
wish."

"I shall."

Severus stares back up at the ceiling too. Lupin does not want him, not aside from the occasional
stress relieving fuck, Lupin is so soft-hearted his own empathy deludes him. Severus sees things
for what they are. He is a war-time fling for Lupin and nothing will convince him otherwise. Not
even the stoic surety of the creature lying beside him. He remembers with a pang of quiet despair,
the sparkling look in Arthur's eyes when he had heard Lupin describe himself and Severus as coparents. That's good. That's good for Harry.

"I have things to tell you about Harrison, things you should know if your capacity as ... co-parent,"
Severus winces over the word and can feel Lupin smirking beside him. "Before he breached my
shields this evening and ...,"

"And everything went to shit?" Lupin murmurs.

"Quite," Severus can't help smirking slightly to himself. Lupin is one of the few people on the
planet whom he actually finds occasionally amusing. The other, Severus realises, with a painful
jerk, is his son. "Harrison has Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder."

"Didn't you know that?" Lupin twists his face to look at Severus.

"Since he did not know himself I am not sure how I should know," Severus stares at Lupin. "You
knew?"

"I hate to be patronising, Severus, but it was painfully obvious," Lupin looks back up at the ceiling.
"I adjusted my whole syllabus when I was teaching to accommodate Harry's ADHD."

"Doesn't that strike you as indulgent?" Severus can't help himself from asking.

"Studies show that practical lessons are not only helpful for children with neuro-divergent needs
but for all young learners with forming minds," Lupin says sharply. "How on earth do you think I
managed to teach him the patronus charm? We operated on exclusively practical terms, I didn't
teach him any theory before he tried to cast."

"None?" Severus is amazed. He knows nothing about these fabled lessons, but trainee Aurors
learning the patronus charm do reams of personal preparation and theoretical questioning before
casting.

"Harry is not a theoretical mind," Lupin shakes his head. "He's been surviving for so long."

"Speaking of survival, I gleaned something very uncomfortable during our lesson," Severus keeps
his eyes fixed on Lupin's jaw. It is strange, he thinks, that on a night like tonight this feels like the
worst news he has to deliver. "His relatives left him outside to freeze to death in winter when he
was five years old."

Severus watches the slow turn of the wolf's eyes towards his, sees the pupils widen into black
holes. Severus lifts his left arm and presses it across Lupin's chest, a futile gesture really, but just to
remind the wolf he cannot decide to leap up and go on a crusade to Privet Drive.

"You say that like they succeeded," Lupin's voice is deadly soft. It makes the hairs on the back of
Severus' arms stand up.

"They did," Severus says flatly. "Harrison's heart remembered to stop. I think he died."

"Then how -?"

"His power," Severus closes his eyes. "His power saved him."

There is a terse, vibrating silence whilst Severus feels Lupin shoving the wolf back down inside.
There is a low rumble in Lupin's throat that Severus can hear, like a growl he will not let out.

"I will tear them apart," Lupin says factually. Something inside Severus rejoices to hear that, but he
swallows it down. He thinks of Tobias.

"You will do nothing to them that Harrison does not want," Severus says fiercely. "It is his abuse,
it is his to decide."

"How many times?" Lupin demands. "How many times in his life has his heart stopped? How
many times has his magic saved him? Do we even know?"

"We do not," Severus swallows but then lifts his Prince ring, pointing his wand at it so shadowy
numbers appear, showing Harrison's heart rate. "But we'll know from now on."

They watch. The heart rate is slow, and regular. The boy is asleep. Or unconscious.

"Voldemort used me to manipulate him," Lupin asks, his voice hoarse. "We should have taken him
away, Severus."

Severus won't deny that. There is no way Lupin would ever believe he is without regret. Instead, he
lifts his left hand to touch Lupin cheek, fumbling up to clumsily stroke the emerging stubble, trying
to calm the wolf and the sadness inside him.

"The boy was sensible. He knew it could be a ruse and he took precautions. We could not have
suspected the elf," Severus says quietly, even though Severus reprimands himself over and over for
not having done so. "It was not your fault."

Lupin sighs heavily.

"It was not yours either," he whispers back. Severus does not believe him, knows that Lupin does
not believe Severus either, so they both lie here together in their blame and worry and fear,
because, Severus thinks bitterly, what else is there to do?

"He's alive," Lupin whispers. Severus feels the question mark at the end of the word, senses the
need for affirmation.

"He's alive," Severus confirms, ignoring the phrase that follows inside him mind, insistent and
sharp as a knife.

For now.

Together, they watch their child's heart beat from afar and pray that it does not stop.

Chapter End Notes

Tiarna - Lord (Gaelic)
"Go raibh an ghaoth go brách ag do chúl." - May the wind be always at your back.
(Gaelic)
Arglwydd - Lord (Welsh)
Cariad - dear (Welsh)
A jẹri rẹ - We witness you (Yoruba)
Kral - Lord (Turkish)
Sana tanık oluyoruz - We witness you (Turkish)

The Worst Dawn
Chapter by elph13
Chapter Summary

I once again repeat, If you cannot cope with 12 or so hours between updates, I suggest
you wait until the updates stop and then read. I will let you know when we are at the
end.
Please read these warnings:
- Torture, gore and body horror
- vivid descriptions of grief and suffering
- cliffhangers
I will not be engaging in comments and comments are moderated by my delightful
@Ada_Lovelaced.

Harry.

Harry.

There is a voice inside his head. It is very annoying.

Fuck off, Harry thinks.

My, my, such a mouth on the boy saviour.

Tom. Tom inside his head again, which right now, feels sooty and tired. Harry just wants to go
back to sleep, he's sick of nightmares, and he knows he has something unpleasant to do in the
morning. Potions, probably.

"Piss off, Tom," Harry groans, rolling over onto his side.

"I don't think I will, Harry."

The voice is not inside Harry's head, it's nearby and it's in parseltongue. Fuck. Harry jerks open his
eyes and throws out his right hand without thinking, hissing the word "protect" and ... nothing
happens. He swallow hard and looks down at his naked hands. His Potter and Slytherin rings are
gone. His Prince ring still hasn't come back. A meter away, sitting in a wing back chair, is Lord
Voldemort, red eyes alight with mischief.

"Looking for these?" Voldemort twirls the two rings on one long finger. Harry says nothing, he
tries to reach out for the Slytherin ring, tries to hear its song, to command it back but feels nothing.
Voldemort's smile widens.

"Fascinating isn't it?" Voldemort points his wand lazily at Harry, who flinches, but all that
happens is a silvery wall shimmers into existence between them and around Harry, cutting off half
of the windowless cellar with Harry and Kreacher on one side, Voldemort on the other. With the
door. A cage. A prison.

"A goblin design, built to contain an Obscurus," Voldemort hisses softly. "But you know all about
that, Harry."

Harry says nothing. He's relieved. He may be locked in but by that very same measure, Voldemort
is locked out. Voldemort smiles, as if he can see the progress of Harry's thoughts.

"Not quite, Harry," Voldemort lifts his wand lazily. " Crucio!"

Harry realises, as he bucks backwards with pain rocketing through him, that Voldemort doesn't
need to say the incantation. He does it so I know pain is coming, Harry thinks dazedly, in between
biting his lips bloody to stop himself screaming. Fucking sadist. Then its over, and Harry is panting
with his face pressed against slimy stones, his broken ankle aching underneath him, his head
swimming with sharp agony. He sees Voldemort is now crouched down on the floor on the other
side of the shimmering barrier better to see Harry writhe, his long neck stretched in curiosity, his
eyes alive with wicked delight. Absurdly, Harry thinks of Magnus. We are none of us invincible.

"Drop a microwave on his fucking head," Harry mutters.

"What was that, Harry?" Voldemort hisses softly.

"I said, I should have brought a microwave," Harry groans, rolling onto his back to stare at the
ceiling. At least the slimy floor is cold against his burning skin. "What you want, Tom?"

"You and Dumbledore, both insistent on calling me names from the past," Voldemort clicks his
forked tongue and continues to watch Harry with a creepily tilted head. It reminds Harry uncannily
of a snake and a bird all at once. "But you know all about the power of a name, don't you? Harry
Potter-Black? Or should I say, Harry Potter-Black-Slytherin?"

Harry finds it strange when Voldemort slips into English. His voice much higher and unusual than
how it sounds in parseltongue. Harry rolls his eyes and doesn't answer.

"You call yourself by this name, but you do not even wield the tongue," Voldemort says softly.
"What heir of Slytherin does not speak our tongue?"

He gets the sense that whilst Voldemort can cast through the shield, Legilimency would be another
matter. Harry pulls up the not-caring. He might kill me here. I do not care.

"This fucking one," Harry hisses tiredly. It is actually easier to speak parseltongue right now than to
speak English, his throat is so tight and sore from pain and fear. Then he sees Voldemort's eyes
widen with excitement and instantly regrets it. Won't be doing that again, not if it makes him so
happy.

"How did you come by this ring? You are not the Heir of Slytherin," Voldemort eyes linger on
Harry's right hand. "I am."

"Yeah, but I defeated you," Harry rolls his eyes. There's something about the not-caring, about
having Tom throwing comments inside his head all year, that means Harry's not afraid of the
monster on the other side of the bubble. He's just tired. "Twice, remember?"

"You did no such thing. You were a blessing, Harry, because without you, where would I be now?"
Voldemort grins widely. "But it is good to know Gringotts policy is based on such flimsy
definitions."

"Glad to help," Harry mutters, staring back up at the ceiling. He wants it to be done. He wants to
sleep. He wants the far green country. Magnus' words pop into his head. Tom was always one for
words and performances. "Can we move on to the killing part now?"

"Oh, I'm not going to kill you, Harry," Voldemort sits back in his chair, looking idly around the
room as he too, switches back into English. "Not yet, anyway. This is all for Bella's entertainment
until I have need of you. She has her theories. I simply have a lesson to impart to you."

"I'm not the biggest fan of your lessons, Tom," Harry thinks nauseously of the duel in the
graveyard.

"Hmm, we shall see," Voldemort holds both of Harry's heir rings in his white palm. "I could have
been an excellent Defence teacher."

"Not if the teachers you've sent in your place have been anything to go by," Harry watches the
Potter ring in Voldemort's hand. Whilst the Slytherin ring does, Harry has to admit, look quite
natural there the Potter ring looks dull and cold. It hates him. It knows, Harry realises, that he is
the one who killed the Potters.

"Take your complaints to Dumbledore, dear Harry," Voldemort chuckles darkly. Harry's stomach
clenches. He hates this. This is his least favourite version of Voldemort, when Harry is locked up
or tied to a headstone and Voldemort treats him like some kind of pet or toy to be played with
before destruction. "Now, let's learn our lesson."

"Sorry," Harry swallows. "I've got OWLS coming up. Don't need any unnecessary information
floating around in there."

"Do not worry, this will serve you well for the rest of your life, however short it shall be,"
Voldemort smiles, bloody gums exposed. He sets both rings on the floor at his feet. Harry looks at
them and despite knowing nothing will come of it, tries to reach for them again. They do not move
and he cannot feel them. He swallows back down the wave of grief in his heart.

"They represent us, do they not?" Voldemort hisses quietly. "Our pasts, where we were forged.
The House of Potter and the House of Slytherin. My lesson to you, Harry Potter-Black-Slytherin, is
none of it matters. Fiendfyre!"

Fire in the shape of a serpent erupts from Voldemort's white wand, consuming the rings in flames
so hot they burn blue.

"No!" Harry hisses back, throwing out his hand and pressing it against the shimmering wall, only to

be knocked back bodily by what feels like an electric charge, rolling over on himself and hissing in
pain as Voldemort laughs merrily. Harry looks back desperately to see the Griffin leaping out of
the fire. Through the shimmering wall, its eyes find Harry.

My sister, Hermione Granger, is the Heir to the House of Potter, Harry thinks rapidly, and hopes
against hope that somehow, even through the cube of magic, the Griffin can hear him. It caws and
vanishes, disappearing into nothing. Harry can't feel its absence through the cube, but mourns the
taste of tea, the sensation of warm hugs. He hopes it helps Hermione, if it can. If it survives. The
Slytherin ring is taking longer to burn and it does not rise up, it merely hisses unintelligibly,
sinking into the floor, taking the form of a serpent that twists in Voldemort's cursed fire. Harry
stares at it desperately, watching it writhe in pain as it burns and with a hideous spasm of his heart,
hopes against hope it is not somehow Sahara.

Go, Harry thinks firmly. Go. Go anywhere. I'll find you, I promise.

The burning serpent melts, along with the silver band. Voldemort pulls his wand away. All that is
left on the scorched stones are some ruby chips and two tiny emeralds. The Potter ring, which gave
him his mother's voice and the Slytherin ring, which transported Sahara not hours ago. Will she be
able to get through now? Will she be safe? What if the death of the ring effects her? Harry prays to
whatever is listening that she is okay. Please let her live. Voldemort looks down with satisfaction.

"You thought I would take it, did you not?" Voldemort says quietly. "Thought I would long to
restore my glorious claim on this Noble and Most Ancient House? That is the lesson here, Harry. I
have no need of Slytherin's great power."

"Really?" Harry chokes. "Then why do you care so much about purebloods? Not exactly
broadcasting the fact you're a half blood, are you Tom?"

"A second lesson then," Voldemort hisses, red eyes gleaming. "Care for nothing, Harry Potter.
What you are beholden to weakens you. Remember that."

Harry remembers Voldemort's twisted face in the mirror of Erised. There is only power, and those
too weak to seek it.

"I'll remember you're insane," Harry says bluntly. "You're just as insane as you were five years
ago."

Voldemort's eyes flash brightly but then he smiles softly, with a tilt of his head.

"We will see," he hisses softly. "Perhaps some time with Bellatrix will soften you."

Harry's stomach drops. Voldemort has not talked of softening Harry, of inviting him to his side
since the philosopher's stone in first year. What's changed?

"Unlikely," Harry snorts.

"Is it?" Voldemort whispers. "I have seen your heart, Harry, and it is mine. You despise weakness
maybe more than I do. We are fruit fallen from the same tree." Voldemort leans forward. "If you
had more power, that hideous muggle could never touch you again."

Harry is assaulted with a sudden memory of Snape healing his hand when the Black diamond first
affixed to his finger. His voice cold and detached but the meaning behind his words clear. "That is
what I thought at your age. Then I became a Death Eater."

Harry realises, with a burn of hatred, that this is what Voldemort does. People are objects to either
be ignored, done away with or collected. Harry is handing in the balance between collected or done
away with and he knows which he would prefer. I will not be like Regulus Black or Snape. I won't
be collected.

"I am not like you!" Harry hisses back, glaring at Voldemort. "I don't want power, I don't hate
weakness, my heart isn't yours and neither is any other part of me, so just fuck off, Tom!"

Harry realises his mistake as soon as he finishes. Voldemort is staring at him widely, a satisfied
glint in his eyes. I spoke parseltongue. Shit. Harry groans in annoyance and rolls over with his back
to Voldemort, closing his eyes tightly.

"Dear Harry," Voldemort hisses. "We both know that has never been the case."

Harry hears footsteps and flinches but all that follows is the sound of a door slamming, a heavy
bolt sliding across a door. Harry keeps his eyes clenched shut. In a moment of fear, all of his worry,
his panic, his anger at Snape and his desire to be rescued by him and above all, his need for Theo
surfaces. Books wrapped in iron floating to the surface. No. Drown it. Drown every single one.
Harry does, wrapping his thoughts in chains and watching them sink. Harry breathes deeply.

Listens to the sounds around him. Apart from Kreacher's slightly snuffled breaths, there is nothing.
No clue to where he is, in which horrible basement of which building he finds himself. It could be
on the other side of the world, for all Harry knows. Survive. Raaz Pasban. That's all that's on the
agenda, since he doubts he can sleep or that Tom will be trotting back down with some
paracetamol and a cup of tea for him. Guard the secrets and survive. Righto, Harry thinks, feeling a
twinge of sadness when he thinks of Mr Weasley. Now is not the time for that. He swallows hard
and opens his eyes, looking at Kreacher.

"Are you still bound?" Harry asks quietly. Kreacher twitches violently. He nods his head and then
shakes it at the same time. Harry drags himself across the floor to where Kreacher is sitting his
wounded ankle dragging behind.

"What does that mean?" Harry asks tiredly.

"Kreacher is not under nasty spell," Kreacher whispers softly, "but Kreacher has commands from
Mistress Bellatrix. Kreacher must follow them. Master never told Kreacher he must not follow
mistress Bellatrix, like he did with false master. Kreacher cannot disobey her."

"Right," Harry leans against the wall next to Kreacher, letting his head rest back tiredly. "What did
she command?"

"Kreacher must stay with Master until Kreacher starves to death," Kreacher whispers. "Kreacher
cannot tell Master anything about Mistress or the Dark Lord."

"Huh," Harry licks his dry lips. "Well. I see some loopholes there, Kreacher."

"Master does?" Kreacher's eyes take on a violently happy glow.

"Yep," Harry shuffles his shoulders against the wall. His ankle is agony and the runes on his back
ache. He thinks it's from all of the magic at Grimmauld Place. "Firstly, she said you have to stay
with me, right? So if I get out of here, you have to come with me. Also, she didn't say you could
talk to me, you just can't tell me about her. Fine. Just tell me about how your day went, Kreacher."

"How was Kreacher's day?" Kreacher whispers.

"Yeah," Harry shrugs, "and if you have to skip some names, that's okay. I don't need to know those

bits, do I?"

Kreacher nods slowly, eyes rekindling with something like his usual level of resentment and
distaste.

"Kreacher was putting pixie in nasty toad lady's office and Kreacher was called," Kreacher's voice
is filled with sudden loathing. "Kreacher could not disobey because Master had not given him a
reason so Kreacher went and then - then it is a blur."

"What do you remember next?" Harry rests his weary head against the wall. If I had taken the
Black magic after Yule, none of this could have happened.

"When Master prodded at Kreacher's magic in the shack," Kreacher whispers. "Woke Kreacher up.
Then ..."

Kreacher's eyes fill with tears.

"Grimmauld," Harry mutters, closing his eyes as he thinks of Arthur's body, of the Black magic's
despair and its flight. "How does it feel, the magic?"

"Master cannot feel it?" Kreacher looks at him curiously.

"Master can't feel anything," Harry snorts, gesturing the shimmering wall. "It's got some kind of
magical dampening thing going on. I couldn't even feel ... when he ..." Harry takes a deep breath.
He doesn't want to think about the loss of his Heir rings right now.

"The magic is in turmoil, it is wild and raging," Kreacher says quietly. "It waits for Master."

"If you can feel it, can you get us out of here?"

Kreacher shakes his head.

"Magic box traps all," he whispers. "Like father's basement. Not even father's ring could get

through."

It takes Harry a second to realise he's talking about Snape and the portkey on the Prince ring. It's
smart, Harry thinks distantly. Raaz Pasban. There are still secrets to be guarded. He nods wearily.

"Can you still obey me?" Harry asks quietly.

Kreacher shakes his head but then nods it again. The elf looks at him pleadingly, and it seems to
Harry that he's asking for Harry to dive into his thoughts. Harry takes a deep breath, closes his
eyes, and grips Kreacher's long fingers. He listens for the song of Kreacher's magic, mournful
again, the bitter smell of the coffee and thinks, very hard.

What do you mean?

Kreacher shudders a little, like it is painful, but his words form inside Harry's head.

Kreacher must obey Mistress Bellatrix, so he shall. Kreacher wants to serve Master, so he shall.

"That makes no sense," Harry blurts out loud, staring at the elf.

"It is Master's fault!" Kreacher snarls, snatching his hand away. "Black Magic is free! It chooses
for itself!"

"Wait, Kreacher, are you free?" Harry's heart thumps loudly.

"Kreacher is not free," Kreacher looks horrified by the very notion. "Kreacher is only choosing
what he wants."

"How is that not freedom?" Harry stares. "And why obey Bellatrix if you don't want to?"

"Because Master is stupid boy who knows nothing of Magic or elf Magic!" Kreacher growls.
"Master cannot even brush his ugly hair!"

"Hey, I know something!" Harry protests. "And you don't even have hair, so -,"

Kreacher grabs Harry's hand and plonks it on his head, muttering about stupid muggles and rude
heirs and then glares at Harry.

"Go inside," Kreacher demands.

"Go inside where?" Harry stares at him blankly.

"Inside Master!" Kreacher says impatiently. "Where Master goes where magic sings!"

"Okay, Okay!" Harry closes his eyes and reaches down inside his mind, thinking of the library he
and Snape built inside his mind.

"Master finds Kreacher?" Kreacher asks croakily.

"Fine," Harry huffs, listening to the song of Kreacher's magic, smelling the coffee toasted fragrance
of it.

"Master can see it?" Kreacher asks tentatively.

"No, I don't see magic, Kreacher," Harry scoffs, though that is not actually true, because he sees the
bond between him and Theo, can make it alive and bright so they can both see it, but Harry has not
thought about Theo once since he left the shack and he's not going to start now. Drown that. "I
smell it and hear it, I'm not insane - wow!"

Harry feels a fizzing sensation in his hand, as if Kreacher is pushing his magic through Harry and
in his minds eye, dark purple shadowy threads appear, twisting along his book shelves.

"Is house elf bond to House of Black," Kreacher says gruffly. Harry feels another surge and a
bright, orange rope of light appears in the library, darting happily amongst the books. "Is Kreacher
and Master."

Harry opens his eyes and stares at the elf.

"It's different," he whispers. "It's not - I thought it was the house elf thing, but it's - did I bind you,
Kreacher?"

"Kreacher does not know," Kreacher looks at Harry steadily. "Kreacher had choice. Kreacher
chose this."

"What's is this?" In his minds eye, Harry sees the lively orange bond merrily tripping through the
library.

"Kreacher chose Master to be his Liege." Kreacher blinks slowly. "Kreacher serves Mistress
Bellatrix as elf Black. Serves Master too, since he is Heir Black, but also serves master differently
because Master is Liege."

"So … so you have to serve both me and Bellatrix because its ... its different parts of yourself?"
Harry asks, rubbing his sore scar.

"Kreacher would not have to," Kreacher says sharply. "If Master had become Lord Black."

"I know," Harry sighs heavily and knocks his head against the wall. "I'm sorry. Not sorry I saved
Arthur but sorry I couldn't save you from this."

Harry turns his head and sees Kreacher looking at him with what appears to be a mixture of
frustration and disgust.

"What?" Harry asks warily.

"Master. Is. A. Fool!" Kreacher hisses, slapping Harry with tiny hands so that he shrinks away.
"Despair is ignoble! Master must focus on saving Master!"

"How am I going to do that?" Harry demands.

"Master will think of something," Kreacher narrows his eyes in warning. "Or Kreacher will pull out
Master's long and pretty eyelashes that Master's suitor likes so much!"

"He likes my eyelashes?" Harry raises his eyebrows. Harry won't say Theo's name, just like he and
Kreacher both know that they won't say Snape's name, or mention the House of Prince or Harry
being a Mage. Those are the books we burn, Harrison. "Huh. It doesn't matter how much I think, I
don't have a wand or my axe or my rings and even if I did have those things, I'm inside a fucking
magic cage. I can't do anything."

Kreacher scowls at Harry and reaches up to pinch his ear.

"Ouch!" Harry exclaims, "what the fuck?"

"All Wixen are dull and stupid but Master is the dullest and stupidest on earth!" Kreacher growls.
"How does Master think that elves hear the calls of Masters? How does Master think elves can
travel so fast and far?"

"I don't know!" Harry rubs his sore ear, glaring at the elf. "How?"

"Kreacher feels it," Kreacher pokes Harry in the chest. "Master pulls on bond."

"I do?" Harry stares. "Like ... like the parabatai bond?"

Kreacher nods vigorously.

"Master must pull on his bonds," he says quietly.

"Bonds ... not vows?" Harry says cautiously.

"Soul bonds, heart bonds, fealty bonds, service bonds," Kreacher counts them off his fingers.
"These are bonds most like elf bonds. Vows are not as strong."

"But ... if even you can't pop out of here, if even elf magic can't get through, even if I, like, pull on
the bonds how would anyone ever feel anything?" Harry whispers, gesturing to the walls. "How do
you know that my ... that whatever I do would get through? I can't feel my heir magic, how do you
even know I can feel my bonds in here?"

"Because Master has many bonds and is very strong and can reach the places where magic sings,"
Kreacher says quietly. "Master will do it."

Harry remembers something Sahara said: You have magic, Greenheart. You are never alone.

"Do or do not, there is no try, right?" Harry snorts, flopping his head back against the wall. He
thinks of his room at Privet Drive, of the painfully endless summer days with only Kreacher for
company. "Jesus. The more things change ..."

"Kreacher is not happy to be trapped with Master again either," Kreacher scowls. "But Kreacher is
not moping!"

"I'm not moping!"

"Master is a mopey as mopey wolf," Kreacher scowls. "Master must stop! Mistress Bellatrix will
come soon, Master must do it now."

Because after Bellatrix, I might not be able to do anything.

"Fine," Harry sighs, slumping down the wall so that he's lying on the floor again. "I need to, like,
concentrate."

"Kreacher will endeavour not to be distracting," Kreacher snorts. "In the empty cage."

"Shut up, smart mouth," Harry grumbles.

He closes his eyes again and thinks about bonds. He's got Kreacher, obviously, but he thinks about
the other people he has bonded, tries to reach down to the dark, hibernating place inside of him
where magic is song and light. He's never done it before, Sahara has always guided him down, and

it's not like occlumency, when he's imagining his mind as a place. It's more like a memory. Of
being cold in the night outside on the patio when he was five years old. Of drifting towards the
open sky and green land whilst lying between dead and alive in Grimmauld Place. Of diving
through water and light and stars during the rune ritual on Skye, of hearing the voice of Oldest and
Deepest. Soon, he does not feel the floor or the pain in his ankle and scar. He feels the hum of
Kreacher's magic, of the tetchy, vibrant bond between them. Then he hears it.

Green hearted child.

The voice of Oldest and Deepest is warm and comforting, the most relaxing thing to happen to him
since he went to sleep in Theo's arms the night before.

Where are my bonds?

Harry asks it drowsily, enjoying the song of Kreacher's magic and his own blending gently
together.

Where you left them.

Harry thinks blearily about what that means. Who has he bonded and where did he leave them? He
thinks of his bond with Theo, of where he feels it in his body. He remembers how, when the bond
was still fresh and they were at Fabiola's Cottage, his ribs had hurt. It was the bond, we were
tugging on it, testing it. He thinks of the feeling of it, of pain which then grew into comfort and
pleasure, and can feel the echo of it as blue and gold threads sing gently in front of his eyes. What
does he want Theo to know? When he was in Skye, Sahara said he could send feelings, rather than
thought. Despite how much worse everything is know, Harry thinks the feeling he wants to send is
probably the same. I'm alive. I'm alive. I'm alive.

Theo, it turns out, is easy to find. The strongest and most vibrant bond, as if it was just waiting to
be called.

Soul bonds are as blood in veins. The voice of Oldest and Deepest sings from the darkness.

The next bond Harry thinks of is family bonds. Oddly, it's Narcissa who is there, the silver thread
of her fealty bond, threading through his mind with a song that whistles like falling snow. It's
strange, because to Harry it almost feels like this bond was expecting to be looked for, that it had
been waiting. What do I want Narcissa to feel? Harry thinks a clue would be best, since he's not

bonded with Remus or Snape, so he thinks the word family, family, family, over and over, braiding
it into the silver thread inside his mind, hoping that Narcissa will understand he's with her sister, if
he doesn't already know.

Service bonds.

They flicker into life around him. There are more than he thought. He thinks of the way Fred and
George shadow him around Hogwarts and how their magic smells so familiar to him now, as
familiar as Ron and Hermione's. Liquorice and fennel. He thinks of the way the Slytherin magic
leapt into them, claimed them, so eagerly and easily and their bond is a fresh blue stream, aniseed
tasting song that reminds Harry of laughter. He thinks about what he wants them to know. Then he
thinks of Arthur.

Sorry, Harry drops the thought into the trickling brook of their guardsmen bond, pushes his
anxiety, his regret, his shame, his heart-cramping desolation that he could not save Arthur. I'm
sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry.

The next bond he feels tastes like bay leaves and green places, is leafy and soft. Neville. Harry's
surprised, because Kreacher says bonds are stronger than vows, but clearly what he has with
Neville is not a vow anymore. Harry thinks of Neville in Hogwarts, thinks of Umbridge, thinks of
everything he will have to go through and then, absurdly, thinks of Ron and Hermione. Help them.

Blaise's consort-shield bond is easy to find, sparkling orange and looking as if it is made of a
yellow satin ribbon, flowing through his mind with a song that sounds like waves. Harry thinks
about where he feels that bond, realises for the first time that it is a service bond after all, that
Daphne was right about that, and that he feels it between his shoulder blades, like the weight of his
axe. Watching my back. What he wants Blaise to feel is easy.

Protect, Harry breathes it into the crash of the waves. Protect him. Don't leave him. Don't let him
chase me.

The very last thing he wants in the world is for Theo to be stuck in here too. It is also the only thing
in the world that he wants, to not have to bear all of this alone. Harry thinks he is done, thinks
about what he needs to withdraw, but Oldest and Deepest's voice echoes through the dark place,
dancing with light and song.

There is another bond.

Where?

A silver bond, twisted with blood like barbed wire. Harry feels it in his stomach, a screwing,
tugging sensation that takes his breath away.

Sirius.

Harry hesitates. He hates touching this bond, hates when he feels it, but here it is, almost as strong
as his bond with Theo. Inextinguishable. Sirius has been tugging on me all year. Maybe it's my
turn to tug back. So Harry does. He feels the edges of it, thinks of Padfoot curled on his bed in
Grimmauld Place, whining softly and pressing his wet nose against Harry's chin when he had a
nightmare. Of Padfoot, transforming in Azkaban, swimming the sea and crossing the country,
literally dogged and relentless to find Harry. Harry doesn't know what he will feed through it until
the words catch on the bloody edges of the bond and he hears it.

Help me. Find me again.

"Master must wake up!" Kreacher's voice interrupts him. Harry gasps back into the room, just in
time to see Bellatrix coming in through the door. Harry sits up against the wall, watches her pass
effortlessly through the shimmering wall, sees the grin on her face and knows, just like he knows
with Vernon, that it's going to be bad.

"Elf, sit over there!" Bellatrix demands and Kreacher shuffles to his feet and over to the other wall,
or as far as the manacle on his ankle will reach. Harry waits, sitting impassively, as Bellatrix
considers him slowly.

"You took the Black magic," she says softly. "I could not complete the ritual. The Magic is
disappeared from the Black houses. You took it, didn't you?"

"I freed it," Harry croaks. His voice is dry. He doesn't know how long he was drifting in that
hibernating space, pulling on his bonds, but his throat is very sore and he's more tired and hungry
than before.

"Impossible," Bellatrix snorts, folding her arms. "The Black magic has been tied to sons and
daughters of the Black Lords since the 1300's. You are a liar."

"Reputably," Harry closes his eyes wearily. "What do you want?"

Bellatrix doesn't answer. After a few seconds, Harry warily opens his eyes to see her staring at him
curiously.

"You are not what I imagined," Bellatrix says quietly. "The son of my cousin and James Potter?
The child who brought down the Dark Lord? You are nothing more than a broken boy."

"So?" Harry croaks.

"I expected more," Bellatrix whispers.

Rude.

"Yeah, well me too," Harry rolls his eyes painfully. "I expected to have a less bat-shit crazy
relative but here we are, Auntie Bellatrix."

Bellatrix's face darkens.

"You are none of my kin," she snarls, pulling a black handled knife from her black robes. It's a
wicked looking thing. The blade reminds him of the spears he's seen in textbooks, but it is etched
all over with runes. "My cousin was disinherited and once that diamond is out of your hand, you'll
be nothing to those true to the House of Black."

Absurdly, Harry thinks of when Hogwarts claimed him. Not nothing. Mine. Bellatrix raises her
wand and Harry is suddenly seated on stone formed out of the wall. Stone rises up between him
and Bellatrix into a rocky table and iron shackles emerge from both, holding him in place against
the wall and his hand in place on the makeshift stone table. a chain around his waist, manacles
around his ankle, and a metal collar pressing against his throat. Harry grits his teeth. Whatever is
coming next, he is sure it's going to really fucking suck.

Survive. All I have to do is survive.

"Now, I'm sure you understand that since this is a ritual removal, we cannot administer pain

potions," Bellatrix giggles.

She pricks her thumb on the tip of her knife and leans forward, smearing blood across Harry's
forehead. He wants to pull back but he can't so he merely thrashes his head in protest as Bellatrix
coos and chuckles above him. She stands back, waving her wand in a complex sequence and
instantly, Harry feels the pressure and rage of her magic. However much of a terror this woman is,
there is no denying that she is powerful. Harry feels a flash of fear in his stomach, tries to swallow
it down as purple ribbons fly through the air, creating rune shapes all around them as Bellatrix
prepares. Magnus' voice from the hospital pops into his head: there is comfort in knowing even the
most powerful can be slain by accident. Not invincible, Harry thinks desperately, just really
fucking scary. Could be killed by a microwave. Could slip and fall on her own knife. Could trip
down the stairs on those stupid robes. These thoughts are distracting but they don't stop what is
coming. Bellatrix finishes chanting and flourishing and holds the knife over his hand.

"Don't worry, little boy," she coos softly, her voice full of malice. "Once the diamond is out, you'll
be all ready for the Dark Lord."

Harry's mind snags on five words: once the diamond is out. Harry thinks of his vision inside the
Black magic when he begged for Arthur's life he first time. He remembers the first Black Prince,
with bones of Black diamond. The trouble with this plan of Bellatrix's is that the diamond won't
come out. Holy shit, it's just going to grow back.

Snape's voice pops into his head: Resilience is your gift, farzand.

Harry thinks it had better be because he is in for a really shitty night.

-----------------------------------

Hogwarts

What happened in the shack?

He was paralysed. By a potion, I think.

What could that be?

Blaise has written to his mother to ask. I suspect the Possum's Drowse Brew.

I'll research. Does anyone in Slytherin know he's missing? We're worried Umbridge will find
out.

We have it under control, Granger.

-- -- --

"I do not know how to explain it to you more clearly," Daphne says in a bored tone, standing
against the common room door. "Professor Snape has made it very clear that no one is to leave
House tonight due to the uproar."

"But I have to get out!" Draco complains loudly. He gave up on trying to get out of the common
room to tell Umbridge about Harry hours ago. Now it is long past midnight, the common room is
empty except for Blaise, Theo and Daphne who are taking turns guarding the door and Draco is
back down from the dormitory in his pyjamas, clutching an envelope in his hand and glowering. "I
have to post a letter!"

"Do it in the morning, Draco," Daphne rolls her eyes.

"No, I need an explanation," Draco says stoutly. "I need to send a fast owl to my father. I received
two letters, one from my mother and one from my father and they make little sense."

"Why?" Daphne looks uninterestedly at her nails.

"Because my father writes to tell me that I should align myself with Umbridge and my mother
writes to tell me that I should align myself with him," Draco glares at Blaise. "I do not know who
to listen to! They are never usually like this!"

"Who says I would have you, Draconis?" Blaise drawls from the sofa where he is lounging,
pretending to read a Transfiguration textbook.

"Shut up," Draco scowls.

"Draco, please at least try to be your mother's son," Daphne rubs her perfectly shaped eyebrows in
irritation. "If you receive conflicting instructions from two parents, every Heir knows that both
parents wish that you do nothing at all."

"What?" Draco glances down at his envelope then speaks in a smaller, more confused voice.
"Really?"

"Go to bed, Draco," Blaise calls, flipping a page of his book. "Don't worry, I'm sure Professor
Snape will have lifted the curfew in the morning with plenty of time to pester both of your parents,
Santa Diana bless them."

"In the morning, I'll be busy ensuring your boyfriend never returns to Hogwarts," Draco snaps,
cheeks flushing pink. It's too close to the truth of what is happening tonight for Theo to bear. He
flips out his knife and glares at Draco who steps back with wary eyes. Theo notices Blaise's hand as
it stills on the page, notices Daphne's back stiffen but Theo does not fucking care.

"Go to bed," Theo echoes quietly. Draco's eyes dart between Theo's face and his knife.

"Or what?" Draco sneers. Behind him, Daphne shakes her head.

"Typical," she mutters. Theo doesn't answer Draco. He just raises his eyebrows and slowly pushes
his knife into the leather arm of the chair. Draco pales.

"Theodore," Blaise says quietly. "It's enough."

"Is it?" Theo snaps, glaring at Blaise and rising slowly to his feet and moving towards Draco. "Go
the fuck upstairs."

"Who are you to tell me what to do? Your father is dying, he's nothing!" Draco jeers. Theo's had
enough. In two quick steps, he has a fistful of blonde hair and his knife against Draco's throat.

"Theodore," Daphne warns.

"I am the orphan with the knife, Draco." Theo grins widely, thinking of their conversation at Yule.
He would really very much like to cut Draco open like his first kill for Apollonius. A sharp slash
across an open throat once Apollonius had hit them with a spell that stops a heart. Tonight, Theo
would really like to kill someone. Draco seems to see it because he wrenches his hair from Theo's
grip and backs away, shaking his head.

"You're mad, Nott," he says quietly, before turning tail and running upstairs. I feel mad, Theo
thinks blankly, looking down at the few long blonde hairs trapped in between his fingers. Harry's
gone. I feel mad. Facts churn endlessly around his head, chased by questions. Harry had
occlumency. Harry didn't come back to me, something upset him. Harry went to the Room of
Requirement with the twins. Harry did something that George Weasley said looked like Fiendfyre.
Harry had a vision. Harry went with Kreacher to see Lupin. Harry didn't come back. Why did
Kreacher betray Harry? Who took Harry? How did they poison him? What was strong enough to
overcome Harry?

"That was unnecessary," Blaise says behind him.

"Not to mention artless," Daphne mutters.

"I find I do not care," Theo snaps, sitting back down in his armchair by the fire. Blaise turns a page
of his Transfiguration textbook. Daphne sits back down at the table by the door with her revision,
slipping her shoes off and pulling her socked feet up underneath her. Theo knows they will both
watch out the night with him, waiting for news. Waiting for something. Theo knows there is no
point in trying to sleep. Instead, he looks down at his open journal and the note sitting upon it. He
re-reads it. The note arrived about two hours ago via Dobby the overly enthusiastic house elf.
Three lines from Snape.

Your diligence in your assignment is appreciated. With regards to hard-to-find potion ingredients,
I would suggest that night harvesting is not the most fruitful process as young brewers can fall foul
of misidentified ingredients. Instead, I shall keep you apprised of what my own harvests have
gleaned.

Theo understands the meaning perfectly and resents every word. Professor Snape is telling him to
stay put, warning him that to rush off out of Hogwarts on his own quest to find Harry would be
dangerous and that Snape will tell him what's going on, when he can. It's not enough. Ever since
Sahara appeared in the library, hissing about "Heart Green gone," Theo feels like part of his brain
has stopped working. But even if he wanted to flee the school, he can't. Blaise has been stuck to his
side since he clambered out at the foot of the Whomping Willow to find the Heir to the House of
Zabini glowering down at him.

"Granger told me where you went," Blaise growled, grabbing Theo's hand and pulling him to his
feet. "Are you a fucking idiot?"

"Do not push me," Theo warned, shaking him off. "Not tonight."

"I could say the same," Blaise grabbed Theo's shoulder and pushed him back up towards the
school, his burnished coloured eyes glowing under the lingering light of the Weasley Twins' final
message above the castle. "Consort-shield, Nott."

"Your Lord is missing, Nott," Theo had thought Blaise would avidly deny this being the case, Theo
knows Harry would bluster violently at the idea of being anyone's Lord, but Blaise had only
nodded tightly and pressed a hand into Theo's back, manoeuvring him out of sightline of the press
reporters who are lingering outside the Great gates with camera flashes.

"Which only makes my role more relevant," Blaise scowled. "Do not try to slip by me again, I
mean it."

Theo had seen the promise in those eyes and said nothing. He's barely spoken to Blaise since then,
too angry at him for binding himself in service to Harry in a way that protects the consort and not
the Lord. Theo hates it.

I am a consort without a Lord. I am without my mate. I am a Grey One missing a Greenheart. I am
alone.

He scowls at the note in his hand and feeds the note into the fire, watching the flames consume it.
He will find out whatever Snape did to Harry in Occlumency that sent him angry and violent to the
Room of Requirement and sent Snape guiltily to Venice and the wolf's liquor cabinet. If Harry
dies, I will poison him with his own brews.

"What are you still doing up?" the common room door opens and Chambers walks in, arms full of
books, clearly coming from the library and a late-night NEWT study sessions. Theo sees that
Tremblay is with him and rolls his eyes.

"Revision," Daphne says.

"Late night contemplation," Blaise smiles.

"None of your fucking business," Theo mutters. Chambers rolls his eyes and walks over to the
stairs.

"I can't deal with you tonight, Nott, Professor Snape can deal with you in the morning."

Tremblay eyes Theo with mild interest but then they settle on Blaise.

"Waiting on your boyfriend, Zabini?" Tremblay walks slowly to the stairs, hands in his pockets.
His scar from Harry's axe is still livid against the pale skin of his throat. "You'll be waiting a long
time."

Theo stares at him.

"What do you mean by that, Cornelius?" Blaise asks, setting his book down upon his chest and
smiling up at Tremblay politely. "Do you have information you would like to share?"

Tremblay seems took between Blaise's bright Heir ring, tapping on top of the cover of his book and
Blaise's calm, expectant face before scowling angrily. Something is happening to Blaise this
evening. His eyes are swirling somewhere between red and brown and his face is sharper, his Heir
ring un-glamoured and revealed for all to see. It is almost as if he has decided to no longer wear his
power lightly. Theo does not understand it but doesn't care. All he cares about is Harry.

"You'll wish you had never courted him, Zabini," Tremblay growls.

"That may be so, but I doubt anything on earth shall make me wish that I had accepted your offer
of courtship, Cornelius," Blaise answers quietly. Tremblay pales.

"Regret might," Tremblay hisses. Daphne stops writing and stares up at him, her beautiful eyes
flashing furiously.

"I suggest you go to bed, Tremblay," she says. "You have NEWTS upcoming. You shall surely
need your rest if your predicted grades are anything to go by."

Tremblay glares at Daphne and then stalks upstairs. Theo relaxes his grip on his knife, staring at
Tremblay's back.

"He knows something," Theo mutters.

"That does not mean you can follow him and slit him open," Daphne says drily.

"He is not worth it," Blaise says. Theo looks at his face, trying to judge the expression there.

"He offered you a courting gift? When?"

"Last summer, and offered is not the right word," Blaise snorts, picking up his book again. "He was
... insistent."

"He is what my grandmother calls 'a bounder,'" Daphne snorts. "No decorum or honour."

"And you still think slitting him open is such a bad idea?" Theo counters.

Suddenly, Theo sees words appearing on the page of his journal and for one horrible moment, he
thinks it is Harry, forgetting that he gave his journal to Granger when he sorted into Slytherin. It's
crushing and Theo has to fight the urge to throw the journal against the wall. Trembling, he pulls it
closer and checks the text.

I need to see you. Astronomy Tower. Five minutes.

Very well.

Theo sets aside his trusty biro pen (the pen Harry gave him, the pen Harry chewed the top of) and
stands to his feet. Blaise looks up at him with questioning eyebrows.

"Where are we going?" he asks.

Theo sees no point in trying to dissuade him.

"The astronomy tower," Theo closes his journal and slips it into his robes. "I have an appointment
with Granger."

"How will you get there?" Daphne asks quietly. "You'll be caught."

"We will not be," Theo has the Invisibility cloak in his school bag. He looks down at the fireplace,
where Sahara is curled on the hot hearth. "Will you come?"

Sahara uncurls and blinks up at him. Theo stares at her worriedly. Since Harry sent her, she's been
strange. She seems less green, if that is possible, and lethargic. She hisses quietly, something that
Theo thinks might be "tired." He's never known her to be like this. Is she losing her magic because
Harry is gone? The thought makes his stomach cramp painfully. I cannot lose them both.

"Stay here," Theo tells her gently and then looks around at Daphne. "Will you make sure the fire
stays lit? She shouldn't get cold and if she ... if she gets worse," Theo swallows hard. "Will you
take her down to Hagrid?"

"Of course," Daphne underlines something and tucks some hair behind her ear. "I shall care for
Potter-Black's reptile."

"She's not his, we have a time share."

"You have a pet together and yet you will not even call him your boyfriend," Daphne rolls her eyes

without even looking up at him, frowning down at her notes.

"He's not my boyfriend."

"Of course not, Consort of Heir Potter-Black," Daphne smiles at him with deliberate sweetness.
"Go well."

"Go well, mio tesoro," Blaise mutters, walking to Daphne and kissing the top of her head before
opening the common room door and gesturing for Theo to walk through. On the other side, Theo
quickly whips out the invisibility cloak and throws it over both Blaise and himself. Blaise looks up
at it with interest. "To whom does this belong?"

"To me, at the moment," Theo whispers. "Don't speak. It is not sound proof."

They walk up through the castle, standing at the top of the dungeon staircase to watch the
Professors fight in the entrance hall. McGonagall is in her tartan dressing down, Flitwick in his
robes with his wand out, Professor Sprout's hair is braided back from her head and the sleepy
bowtruckles in her hair are hissing. Professor Vector is wearing a hair scarf and a displeased
expression, Professor Burbage looks tired whilst Professor Sinistra looks obviously unbothered by
the late hour, Professor Babbling is twirling her wand through her fingers in irritation and Firenze
stands on the edge, arms folded, glaring down at Umbridge who is looking the worst that Theo has
ever seen her.

"It has to come down!" Umbridge is screaming, her fists clenched tightly around her wand. "What
kind of professors are you if you cannot undo a simple piece of charm work?"

"The kind who have taught excellent students who are capable of not only magical theory but
magical creation," Professor Vector snaps.

"It's bound by truth runes," Professor Babbling glares at Umbridge. "It will not come down until it
is no longer true."

"Which rather puts the onus upon you, Dolores," Professor Sprout snarls angrily. "The truth will
out."

"Vicious lies! Accusations!" Umbridge shrieks. Sparks fly out of the end of her wand and all of the

Professors roll their eyes. "I am telling you, I am ordering you to bring it down!"

"Ordering us?" Professor Flitwick's voice is full of rage. "I am an employee of Hogwarts and the
board of Governors, as are we all. I do not take orders from anyone but my Sovereign."

"Nor I, from anyone but our Chiron," Firenze says in his deep voice. Umbridge flinches when he
speaks but does not look at him.

"I am the Headmistress!" Umbridge yells, stamping her feet like a child. "You must do as I say!"

"No, we must not," Professor McGonagall rubs her face tiredly. "The writing will not come down
until you halt your abuses of the children, Dolores, and we shall stand between you and them, if we
must. Your secrets are known and until the Minister or the Board of Governors instructs us
explicitly to do otherwise, we will not permit it to continue."

"Well said," Professor Sinistra says quietly. "Until Professor Snape returns, I shall stand for the
Slytherins."

"Where is he?" Umbridge demands. "Has he fled, like Dumbledore?"

"He is on business, overseeing a Mastery exam, as world-renowned Potioneers are want to do,"
Professor McGonagall snaps back. Theo wonders if the lie was concocted by Snape in advance or
if McGonagall is just doing an excellent job on her feet. "He will be back in the morning, of course,
if he can get through the reporters."

"They are scum!" Umbridge snarls. "The Minister will deal with them!"

"Will he?" Flitwick's eyes flash dangerously. "If the Minister knows what's good for him, Dolores,
he shall leave you out to dry."

"You forget yourself, half breed!" she shrieks, pulling out wand but faster than she can draw, the
Professors move. A suit of armour jumps between Professor Flitwick and Umbridge, no doubt
transfigured by McGonagall. Firenze paws the floor angrily. Professor Babbling moves her wand
in a smooth arc and the floor around Umbridge lights with runes, and Professor Vector is flicking
her fingers in a complicated twisting motion so that letters and symbols dancing over the runes in a
way that Theo has never seen Arithmancy used in his life. Professor Sprout, Professor Sinistra and

Professor Burbage have all pulled their wands, not to mention Flitwick, who has actually drawn a
small axe from under his robes with a growl in 4khuzdul that sounds terrifying.

"In case you have not noticed, Dolores, we will not permit you to threaten us," Professor
McGonagall says tightly, her irises flashing cat-like for a moment. "The board of Governors will be
here in the morning. No doubt they will have questions for you. I suggest you put your energy
towards preparing for them."

Umbridge glares at them all, fingers twitching on her wand, as if she somehow thinks she could
face them all, these masters of their craft, and be victorious. Then she lowers it, turns on her heel
and stalks up the staircase. The teachers all watch her go, faces dark.

"Thank you, friends," Flitwick says, his voice gruff as it seems to fight it's natural urge to drift into
his own language.

"Will your Ministry permit her to be fired?" Firenze asks abruptly, glowering up at where
Umbridge has disappeared.

"It depends on many things," Professor McGonagall sighs. "I am going to share with you all
something Dolores is unaware of that will come into play. Harry Potter-Black is missing."

Under the sounds of the teachers' distress and questions, Blaise elbows Theo gently. They must go
if they are to meet Granger. Quietly, the slip around the edges of the Entrance Hall, the teachers
are all too focused on their conversation to notice. If Snape was here, he would notice us. Then
they climb the stairs to the astronomy tower, their breath coming fast as they rush up the many
stairs. They quietly open the door and peer in. Granger turns to face them, face tear-stained, her
hair pulled up in a brightly patterned silk scarf. She is holding a letter in her hands.

"What is it?" Theo pulls the invisibility cloak off them. "Do you have news? Where's Weasley?"

"He's ... he's with Ginny," Granger swallows hard. "Their Dad ... he was murdered."

Theodore's stomach swoops. He never met Mr Weasley but he knows how much he means to
Harry. He will be distraught.

"By whom?" Theo asks.

"By Bellatrix Lestrange," Granger whispers. She's swaying slightly where she stands, as if the
news has left her floating slightly. "We think she has Harry."

Bellatrix fucking Lestrange. He remembers Harry's words yesterday morning (sweet Odin, was it
only yesterday morning? ) when he said "Bellatrix wants the Black magic." Theo's mind goes
blank for a moment then jerks back to life, thinking through a million options.

"You only think?" Theo looks at her sharply. "You don't know?"

"Fred's letter wasn't clear," Granger closes her eyes. "He said 'they were gone by the time we got to
Grimmauld Place. We took Dad home.' I think ... If she killed Mr Weasley, she probably has Harry,
right?"

And if she has Harry then she probably killed Mr Weasley in front of him, Theo thinks bitterly.

"That's great," Theo spits. "That's fucking perfect, as if he wasn't traumatised enough already!"

"Are you alright, Granger?" Blaise moves forward, taking hold of her arm and guiding her to sit
down on one of the raised stone steps.

"No," Granger looks up at Theo with eyes full of anguish. She holds out the letter to him. "This
came twenty minutes ago."

Theo unfolds it and stares down at the Gringotts seal.

Dear Miss Granger

As of 00:45 on the morning of Friday 3rd of May 1996, you have been declared the Heir to the
House of Potter. I do not know the whereabouts of Heir Potter-Black, I do not know the
circumstances concerning this transference of Heirship, but if you desire any more information,
please do not hesitate to contact me. I am your account manager, Griphook, and I am also bid to
tell you by his Majesty, King Ragnok that since your brother, Heir Harrison Potter-Black, is or
was a Ward of the Silver Hall, the protection of it extends to you, as it did for Lord Black before his
imprisonment. If you find that your own life is endangered as your brother's clearly must have

been, we ask that you come to Gringotts and engage our protection. King Ragnok is concerned to
ensure that the House of Potter does not fail.

May your enemies fall and your brother be avenged,
Griphook

He stares up at Blaise, unable to speak. Blaise is sitting beside Granger, staring at Theo and
rubbing the back of Granger's satin navy blue pyjamas absentmindedly and she seems to be
absentmindedly allowing it. Theo wordlessly hands the letter over. Your brother will be avenged.
The words chant around his head painfully.

"Is he dead?" Granger asks him bleakly, her eyes swimming in tears.

"No," Theo says immediately. He just knows. It's something inside him, it's thrumming faintly like
a heartbeat, the surety of the knowledge that Harry is alive. He's alive. He's alive. He's alive.

"It doesn't sound like it," Blaise frowns down at the paper. "He doesn't speak of your coming into
the Heirship as an inheritance, only a transference."

"Why would that happen?" Granger asks plaintively, leaning against Blaise to look at the letter
again.

"Its unusual," Blaise muses. "If a person has been disowned or if the Lord chooses to change their
Heir or ... conquest of Heir rings."

"But I didn't take the ring by conquest," Granger chokes. "What does that mean?"

"That someone slese has taken his Potter ring," Blaise folds the letter and hands it back to her, "and
for some reason, rather than the conquest passing to them, it's passed to you."

"Why?" Granger drops her head into her hands.

"Because he will have tried to protect the magic," Theo can't stop the harshness of his voice. He

knows Harry. He doesn't just know and speak to and smell magic, he cares about it more deeply
than anyone Theo has ever met or read about. He would never let the magic fall into Voldemort's
hands, not if he could help it. Even at the expense of himself. "This was Harry."

"If he can do that, why can't he get away?" Granger asks bleakly. It's not a question she's really
thought about, Theo can tell, because if there is one thing Hermione Granger would never do it is
blame her best friend for his kidnap. She's afraid he won't come back.

"They've done something to him," Theo swallows hard. Your brother be avenged. Does Griphook
believe that Harry has suffered something that must be avenged already, or that he will not come
back?

"What could they have done?" Granger says desperately.

"They could have poisoned him, they could have sedated him, they could have given him a sleep
potion, they could bound him with runes or put him under the imperius curse," Blaise lists quickly.
"There are any number of ways his magic could be suppressed."

"That's - that's horrible!" Granger glares at Blaise. "Why would you tell me that? Why are you even
here anyway?"

"I'm Theodore's consort-shield," Blaise says.

"Blaise," Theo snaps.

"She's his best friend, she probably knows."

"She does not know, is this true?" Granger whips around to glare at Theo.

"Yes." Theo doesn't look at Granger and frowns at Blaise. "Harry's immune to the imperius curse.
Everyone knows that."

"Everyone also knows that imperius curse is not standardized," Blaise counters. "A more efficient
caster -,"

"You would think that if he can withstand it cast from the Dark Lord -,"

"Excuse me!" Granger interrupts, glaring at Theo with supreme dislike. "You're Harry's consort?"

"So what?" Theo says levelly. He does not want to get into this with Hermione bloody Granger of
all people.

"So what?" Granger shrieks. "You proposed? To Harry? How could you fucking do that?"

"Traditionally in the Donas de Fuera, we can be engaged from the age of eleven," Blaise says
conversationally.

"That is barbaric, all Wixen are stupidly barbaric!"

"And are all muggles ignorant?" Blaise raises his eyebrows. "Should I conclude so because you are
demonstrating ignorant generalisations of my culture?"

"Suggesting that culture that oppresses children is barbaric is not ignorance," Granger's eyes flash
towards Theo. "Besides, it's not Harry's culture! You know he's still mourning Cedric and besides
that, he's too young!"

"I did no such thing," Theo feels his cheeks reddening. "But I'm not sure what business of yours it
would be if I had."

That was the wrong thing to say.

"He's my brother!"

Quick as flash, Granger is on her feet and Theo finds himself staring down the wand of a wild eyed
girl with a ruby ring that is glowing in a surprisingly familiar way but then, just as quickly, the
glow stops. Granger frowns, staring down at the ring and then back up at Theo. "Why does it ...
like you?"

Harry, crouching in the shrieking shack with a shield made of fire and an impossibly cheeky grin.
"Potter shield, meet Theodore Nott. We like him."

"Oh." All of the rage leeches out of Theo in a moment. "We are acquainted."

With heart in his mouth, Theo reaches a trembling hand out and touches Granger's Potter ring. The
stone glows softly and Theo swallows back a sudden tightness in his throat. It is a wicked type of
joy, this familiarity. On the one hand, he wants to feel this gentle recognition of a magic that is or
was Harry's but on the other hand, he resents it for being out of place. You don't belong here. You
belong in Harry's ring, on Harry's hand and Harry belongs with me.

"Santa Diana, Theodore," Blaise shakes his head where he is sitting. "You are becoming nearly as
extraordinary as your suitor."

Theo doesn't have a moment to process that thought because at that moment he's hit with a sudden,
inscrutable wave of pain. It surges through his bond, an alien hand grabbing through his chest and
twisting and he knows, suddenly, the way he knows arithmantic properties and the proper method
for brewing a sleep draught, that Harry is in pain.

"Fucking Odin, no," Theo doubles over, swaying slightly. In a daze, he almost hears Harry's voice:
It hurts. It hurts. It hurts.

"What's the matter?" Blaise is by his side in a moment.

"He's hurt," Theo says through gritted teeth. "She's hurting him."

"How can you know that?" Granger asks.

Because I'm soul bonded to the boy you call your brother.

"Because he's telling me!" Theo snarls. Something snaps inside Theo. I cannot do this anymore. He
straightens up and pushes Blaise off and starts blindly towards the door. "Enough, I'm going."

"You are not," Blaise has grabbed his shoulder, trying to pull him back. "You don't know where he
is, you can't go -,"

Apollonius' words flare like Weasley rockets through Theo's mind. We are men of war, we do not
fret or dither, we strike. You shall know who your Óðr flames for.

Harry. Always Harry. Theo knows it is time to go to war.

"I can!" Theo snarls, twisting against Blaise and realising that he is tethered to his friend, strings of
the Zabini magic making it impossible for him to move. "I have to! Someone is HURTING HIM!"

"I know, I know," Blaise's voice is unreasonably calm and it infuriates Theo because Blaise won't
fucking move.

"You don't know!" Theo screams in his face. "I am a warrior! A beadorinc! What am I if I cannot
defend him?"

"I know what you are." A soft voice echoes behind them. Theodore is aware that there is
something moving by his foot. He looks down into the inquisitive face of a pure white and pink
nosed ferret. Luna Lovegood. He stops struggling and looks up. In the door, Lovegood is standing
in a yellow night dress over purple leggings, her long white hair in plaits. She has an infuriatingly
soft smile on he face but it stops Theo, all the same. Lovegood walks over to him slowly and
scoops up her ferret. "Silly little Bella, causing such trouble tonight!"

"Jesus, she called the ferret Bella," Granger moans.

"Lovegood," Theo whispers.

"You won't find him," Lovegood lets the ferret climb onto her shoulder, its nose pressing against
her ear. "He is not to be found yet."

"I have to defend him." Theo swallows hard.

"You cannot," Lovegood's blue eyes glow with an eerie quality. "It is not for you, not this time."

"How do you know?" Blaise asks quietly. He's still holding Theo in place and Theo can feel his
rapid heartbeat. Blaise thinks that Lovegood is Seer. He doesn't know the much rarer, odder truth
that she is Fae. Theo doesn't know if Fae can see, but he knows that Lovegood often speaks the
truth, mostly when it's unwanted.

"I watch his path," Lovegood shrugs, then her eyes move back to Theo. "We are three, are we
not?"

"Three what?" Granger asks.

Carefully, Lovegood holds her hands into a triangle shape, and then presses the shape over Theo's
heart.

"You are both looking for your names," she says, blue eyes piercing Theo's. "He has yours. For if
not a consort, what does he have, Theodore?"

Theo remembers holding Harry in bed on his first night in Slytherin, hearing the word 'Sorcerer' on
his lips for the very first time. Sorcerer. Luna smiles, and presses a finger to Theo's forehead.

"There you are," she says fondly. "One of three."

A Mage. A Fae. A Sorcerer. Merlin, Nimue and Morgana. It's interesting, he knows it is probably
important, but Theo is exhausted. He just wants Harry back. He doesn't care what Harry is, what he
is or Lovegood is, only wants Harry to be safe. None of this matters if he's dead.

"I don't know what it means -," Theo whispers.

"That makes two of us," Blaise mutters.

"Three," Granger adds hoarsely behind them.

"- I just need to know what to do," Theo finishes.

"What you always do, Theodore," Lovegood smiles. "When you cannot defend or scheme, then it
is time to learn."

"Learn what?"

"How to send this back," Lovegood whispers, rubbing a hand against Theo's sternum gently. It is
precisely where the pain of Harry's hurt resides. "He needs to know he can survive. We need to tell
him."

"How do we do that?" Granger's voice is croaky.

"I will teach and Theodore will learn, because it is not yet time to go to war," Lovegood says
brightly. "You won't run now, will you Theodore?"

"Yeah, will you?" Blaise mutters. Theo gives him a sharp look, notices that Blaise's eyes are even
more red than before. He has one arm across Theo's upper body, the other holding Theo's wand
hand against his leg, bound together. Theo gives Blaise a curt nod and he feels the bonds of the
Zabini Heir ring loosening around him. He steps away and Blaise turns to sit back down beside
Granger, watching Theo closely. Theo doesn't think he even notices the way his arm rests behind
Granger and she doesn't seem to notice either or care when, as tears slip down her cheeks again,
Blaise starts to rub circles on her back again.

"Come," Lovegood says quietly. "Let's all sit on the steps and tell Harry to survive."

She takes Theodore's hand and he sits down beside Blaise.

"What do you mean, Luna?" Granger says, some of her usual snap returning to her voice. Maybe
having her back rubbed by Blaise is edging her back to her usual levels of criticism.

"Magic is like the wind or like a river that runs free," Lovegood says dreamily. "Harry sends
thoughts on it, feelings too, we just need to find the places inside us where Harry is and send them
back."

It makes perfect sense, which for words coming out of Lovegood's mouth is really something.

Theo closes his eyes and feels Lovegood squeeze his hand. He tries to find the place inside him
where the bond lives, where it flares with feeling and desire and memory whenever Harry kisses
him.

"That's insane," Granger mutters. "There's no magical practise involved in simply manifesting, we
might as well be at my Mum's fucking yoga class."

"Don't be rude to the Seer, Granger," Blaise says playfully.

"Don't call her a Seer, you only encourage her!"

"Can you both please shut up?" Theo says through gritted teeth. "I'm trying to concentrate."

"On what?" Granger says derisively. "Wishing that he'll hear you? He can't!"

Theo opens his eyes and glares at Granger.

"I can feel that he's in pain, Granger," he says sharply. "That's real. He's making that happen. If he
can make me feel his pain then maybe, just fucking maybe, I can make him feel something that's
not pain and that seems like something that's actually worth my time."

Granger holds Theo's gaze for a long time, brown eyes full of dislike and pain and sadness then she
looks away, swallowing hard.

"I can't feel anything," she says quietly. "Except rage."

"You are angry with him," Theo doesn't ask the question because he knows the answer. He
remembers Granger's fury when he asked her what she and Weasley thought of to protect in order
to create the double shield. What do you think?

"I'm furious," Granger chokes out, pressing her face into her knees. "It's been five years of this.
Trolls and three headed dogs and devil's snare and chess sets and flying keys and riddles and
basilisks and hippogriffs and werewolves and dragons -"

"Santa Diana, breathe, Granger," Blaise mutters but she doesn't.

"-and being shoved under water and merpeople and portkeys and fucking Voldemort and then you ,"

Granger turns on Theo, her eyes glassy. He sees the blame there. He's been waiting for it for nine
months.

"Me," he says flatly.

"The Dementors," she whispers. "Him disappearing, his trial that I know you fucked with, the
snake, the potion, his dying in Grimmauld place and getting fucking paralysed -,"

"None of that was my fault," Theo says.

"He died? Actually?" Blaise looks between them and then looks down, because Luna's ferret has
clambered onto his lap. "Um, hello furetto."

"I didn't say it was," Granger says.

"Might as well have."

"Where were you?" Granger snaps. "This year he has the most people he's ever had watching his
every bloody move, for years it's just been me and Ron and it's been bloody hard but we never lost
him -,"

"Except for the third task," Theo snaps back and Granger leans closer, brown eyes flashing.

"You barely leave his side, it's basically obsessive and unhealthy and I told myself, I told myself it
was okay if it kept him safe," Granger hisses brutally. "Then, somehow, he was alone when they
took him! Why? Why weren't you there?"

"Because Harry is his own person," Theo bites down his urge to shout at her because she doesn't
get to blame him for things that are quite frankly, just 100% Harry Potter things, but he swallows it
down. "I can't make him do anything and you don't get to blame me for that!"

"I know! He's just ... impossible!" Granger wails, pressing her face into her knees again. "I'm so
angry with him! I'm so fucking angry, I can't ... He might be dying now and I can't even ..."

Granger's voice disappears into sobs. Blaise looks awkwardly at Theo and then begins to gently pet
Granger's head scarf. They sit in silence, the only sound of Granger's snuffled cries and the wind
around the tower.

"It is hard," Lovegood says thoughtfully. "To be a part of someone's heart. To be their love and to
love them and fear that if you should stop beating, they will too."

It's harder when your heart just up and disappears on a Friday night, Theo thinks dazedly.

"Yeah," Granger sniffles, wiping her eyes on her pyjamas. "It is. Especially when they keep almost
getting murdered on you."

"Oh, Granger, bellissima, you have been keeping him alive for so long," Blaise murmurs. "It is
alright to be angry about the burden of it."

Granger, surprisingly, doesn't rebuke Blaise for his words. She actually turns and presses her damp
face against his shoulder as he reaches up, slightly baffled to hold her.

"I am angry at my mother for dying sometimes," Lovegood says gently. "I know Harry is angry at
his father for doing the same. For Cedric Diggory, too. But being angry doesn't mean there is no
love. Harry understands that."

Theo swallows hard and closes his eyes. Harry does understand and if he was here right now, he
would say something to comfort his very annoying sister, but he's not, he's surviving somewhere so
Theo will just have do it for him. Even if he'd quite like to yell hurtful things at her right now. I
could tell her that her understanding of the arithmantic sequence for gematria is shallow at best.
That would probably make her cry.

"He loves you," Theo breathes, refusing to open his eyes. "When he got your letter on his birthday

it was ... he was alive for the first time I'd seen. He'd hated you, Granger, because he'd not heard
from you and then, with just one letter ..."

Theo opens his eyes and sees Granger's wet, brown eyes staring at him from where her face is
tucked up under Blaise's chin.

"He'd understand," Theo whispers. "He'd understand that you hate him a bit right now. He loves
you. You're his family, he always says it, and ... he only came back for you." Theo takes a deep
breath and looks significantly out over the edge of the Astronomy tower and then back into
Granger's eyes. The night you thought he was going to jump. He only didn't because you were here,
loving him, giving him someone to love. "He'll do it again, Hermione. He'll try."

It is the first time he has ever used her first name. Her eyes widen and then Granger sniffles and
nods, tearfully.

"Thank you, Theodore," she says quietly.

"We should try for Harry," Lovegood says. "Theodore, hold Mr Zabini's hand."

Theo obeys. They are all connected now, Luna's hand in his, his in Blaise's and Blaise's arm
holding Granger so close she's practically sitting in his lap.

"And the furetto?" Blaise asks politely, looking down at Luna's ferret which has curled up in his
lap and gone to sleep.

"Bella is content," Luna says.

"Wonderful," Blaise mutters, eyeing it suspiciously. "Perfetto."

"Ha!" Granger snorts wetly. "Perfetto furetto."

"That is the dumbest thing you've ever said," Theo mutters, but Blaise is looking down at Granger
like she's just admitted she is secretly a veela, eyes wide and grin broadening.

"Don't listen to him, Granger," he chortles, holding her closer. "I think you are very, very funny."

Well, shit. Theo thinks. This has all the hallmarks of an oncoming disaster.

"Find the place inside you, Theodore, where Harry speaks," Lovegood whispers. "Speak back. The
rest of us, we will concentrate all of our will on sending your words to him, so he will know he can
survive."

"All of our will?" Granger says, still unable to stop the scepticism in her voice. "What kind of
magic is that?"

"Magic is ninety percent what, Granger?" Theo drawls, quirking an eyebrow in an impression of
Magnus Bane and Harry combined.

"Flair?" Blaise supplies, grinning.

"Will and intention," Granger parrots back grumpily.

"That's what Daddy says!" Luna exclaims. "He heard it from a travelling salesman wearing a
dress."

"Definitely Bane," Theo mutters and he sees Granger smile, ever so slightly.

"Go on then," she sighs, leaning her head back down on Blaise's shoulder. Theo sees Blaise look
quietly pleased with himself and bite his lip, but say nothing. "Ninety percent it is."

"Then what's the ten percent?" Blaise asks.

"Harry," Lovegood says simply, squeezing Theo's hand. "Search and learn, Theodore."

Theo takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. He focuses on the ache in his chest, the pain in the

bond and lets his breathing settle. In and out, breathe through the pain. He does that for a few
moments, waiting for quietness to settle in his bones and it does. He feels Luna's hand in his, the
pressure of Blaise's warm fingers and hears Granger's soft breath, slightly sticky from crying. He
thinks of what he wants Harry to know. It's easy really.

I love you.

Other thoughts follow his, chasing the tale of it and forming words.

We love you.

You are so loved.

Stay alive.

The words become a mantra in his mind, stacking upon one another like bricks against the pain.
When Harry is close, Harry can hear his thoughts. Theo hopes that Magnus Bane is right, and that
the magical will and intent of four teenagers is enough for Harry to hear him when he is far away.

"I feel it," Granger says softly. "In my ring."

"Mine too," Blaise whispers.

"I have no ring," Luna's voice is like a gentle breeze. "I feel it in my soul."

Mine too, Theo thinks.

"Keep going," Granger says.

Theo opens his eyes and fixes them on the horizon. Nobody moves and soon their breathing
becomes like the push and pull of ocean and Theo imagines that through their touch and breath,
those around him gift him energy, gift him magic, to keep going. They sit in silence together and
watch the sky lighten, willing the same words, over and over. I love you. We love you. You are so

loved. Stay alive.

----------------------

The Cellar

Harry is in his cupboard. He's sore, but he's always sore so that's nothing new. He's drawing. He's
got some crayons that Dudley broke and a notebook from school that the teacher says is just for
drawing and colouring. Drawing is nice. He's drawn a tall man with red eyes who Harry thinks is
probably a baddie. He's drawn a boy with a grey heart who he thinks is nice and a girl with curly
hair full of sparks and smart thoughts who he thinks is the nicest person he's ever drawn. He's
drawn a forest of people with red hair but he can't help but feel like one person is missing. He's
drawn a wolf with orange eyes and a dog with silver eyes and a snake with black eyes and a man
made of shadows. Harry isn't sure if the man made of shadows is good or bad. Harry tries to draw
himself, but it's impossible. He just seems to draw green. Pages of green light. He knows what it
sounds like too. A piercing laugh. Harry draws, trying to remember what he looks like. If he has a
face, what colour is it? Does he have eyes? What do they look like? For some odd reason, there's a
man's voice in his head saying softly, lovingly: you have her eyes. Harry wonders who she is.
Harry tries to imagine but his hands are covered in blood.

"Wake up! Wake up, boy!"

Harry's surprised to hear that. It doesn't sound like Petunia's voice, but it's definitely a voice he
doesn't like. It's sharp and mean and he knows there is pain promised in that voice. Also, it's
strange because he's not asleep, he's drawing in his cupboard, so why would anyone ask him to
wake up?

"Ennerverte."

Harry gasps awake. Grey stone wall, holding him in place, hugged around him so he does not
move. Someone is pointing a white stick in his face, which is really very fucking odd, when he
thinks about it. He's so cold.

"What did you do to him, Bella?" A high pitched voice asks. It feels like knives made of icicles

against his skin.

"I need to remove the Black diamond to bring the magic to you, my Lord, you are all I think of -,"

"You're a liar," the voice says coldly. "You have a covetous heart. You do not desire it for me, but
for yourself."

"No, Master! If I want it for me it is only to serve you!"

"And yet I was clear the boy should not die. He is for me. You disobeyed me."

"No, Master, he is not dead, only unconscious -,"

"Crucio!"

There are screams. Harry remembers hearing screams like this before. He remembers tasting them.
Did he scream like this once? He winces, drowsily. Perhaps this is a dream and soon, he'll wake up
in his cupboard. Thankfully, the screaming halts.

"Go, Bella," the hard voice says. "You can have him back later on today to continue with your
riddiculous quest."

"Thank you my Lord, you are merciful, shall I wake him for you?"

Harry doesn't understand why she would ask that. Clearly he's awake, he can hear her, or perhaps
this really is a dream and he'll wake up to Petunia shaking him, angry that he's using Dudley's
broken crayons.

"Wake up!" someone is knocking on the cupboard door. No, not knocking, someone is slapping
his face and it hurts. "Wake up, Potter!"

Potter. Harry Potter. The-Boy-Who-Lived. The Boy chased by Voldemort, who has survived him
four times. The boy who was taken from the Shrieking Shack and poisoned.

Oh shit, Harry realises wearily, he's me.

He opens his eyes. Bellatrix is looking at him, hair wilder and eyes bloodshot.

"You've kept hold of your diamond, Potter," she whispers. "But I'll take it from you. No matter
how deep I have to cut. You are undone, boy."

"And you," Harry hisses. His throat is dry and tastes bloody. "Are a fucking bitch."

"Don't you speak the language of the Dark Lord! You are not worthy to have it on your tongue -,"

"Enough, Bella." Harry can't turn his head, but he can feel Voldemort's presence just to the left of
him. It's like his wand is giving off heat, Harry can feel it. "Leave him with me."

Harry sees Bellatrix leave, notices that her arms are covered in blood. It comes back to him in
memories of red pain. Her digging with the knife, her becoming frustrated when she could not cut
the diamond out, not with the knife, not with her wand, not even, Harry remembers with a gag, with
her teeth. The last thing he remembers is her saying that the skin would have to come off. Then
there was blissful darkness and the cupboard and now, now there is Voldemort, sitting down in the
chair across the blood drenched stone table, tilting his head to one side and looking at Harry with
intense satisfaction. Even dazed, Harry knows that cannot be good.

"You are pathetic," Voldemort hisses softly. "Even before Bellatrix set her knife to you. You are
falling apart."

"So?" Harry hisses back. Voldemort raises his wand. Harry's arm is still pinned to the table, but
there is a dirty, bloody rag thrown over it. Harry flinches, but nothing happens. His body is stuck in
place. I must have thrashed too much.

"What do so many scarred letters create, I wonder?" he hisses. Harry's aware then, that there is a
reason he is cold. He's not wearing his shirt. Shit. As Voldemort casts, it's like fiery impressions of
the letters carved into his skin float up into the air around Voldemort's head. It's like the time in the
Chamber of Secrets.

Except now he has no hair.

"Ha!" Harry mumbles. "Bald-a-mort."

Voldemort is not listening or watching Harry, but staring as the fiery letters twist into various
options. Like Countdown, Harry thinks dazedly.

"Ten points, Carol!" Harry hisses when it reaches the correct one. Voldemort looks at the words
thoughtfully.

"I must not tell lies," Voldemort hisses. "Who did this to you?"

"Umbridge," Harry closes his eyes. "I think you'd get on."

"Your weakness sickens me."

"Maybe you should let me go then."

"Alternatively, dear Harry, I could make you strong," Harry opens his eyes to see Voldemort
leaning across the table towards him. "They have let you be beaten, they have let dirty muggles and
unworthy wixen lay wands and weapons upon you. If you were mine, then you would be ...
unblemished."

"I'd be dead."

"Maybe not," Voldemort hisses, red eyes gleaming. "Just because you might have power to
vanquish me, it does not mean I must destroy you. I like to keep such things close."

"Or dead." Harry has no idea what Voldemort is talking about. He doesn't feel powerful. He feels
cold and sore.

"Perhaps." Voldemort's hisses sound like laughter."In a few days, I shall know if it is necessary."

"You don't know if killing me is necessary?" Harry shakes his head as much as he can, which is not
much, and spits out blood. "Tom, you made me the fucking standard bearer."

"I could remake you," Tom's eyes flash dangerously. "When you are mine, you will never have to
go to war again. I shall tuck the little weapon away somewhere safe. Dumbledore will never use
you again."

But you will, Harry thinks wearily. He knows what a false promise sounds like. Petunia's been
giving them for years. Clean the living room and I'll give you dinner, and when everyone else gets
toad-in-the-hole, Harry gets given half a sausage.

"Yeah, right," Harry sighs. Inside him, the bond that is connected to Theo thrums gently. I love
you. I love you. I love you. Voldemort can say Harry belongs to him as many times as he likes but it
doesn't make it true. Harry has already been claimed. "Fuck off, Tom."

Voldemort eyes him steadily and then, in a moment, has leaned over the bloody table, a white hand
caressing Harry's hair. Harry wishes, more than anything, that he still had the protection that would
burn Voldemort upon touch. Those were the good old days. He then, very deliberately, touches
Harry's scar. It's white hot, keening pain, it's the buzz of something lime green and screeching
inside of him. Harry can't scream, only bite his lip clean through and gasp for air.

"I feel the violence inside you," Voldemort whispers, tracing his finger down Harry's jaw and
looking at him with a mix of loathing and triumph. "How can you not be mine?"

"Like this," Harry snarls, spitting blood in Voldemort's white face. It lands of his cheek in a pink
splatter and Voldemort doesn't move. He just smiles a wintry smile before standing up and leaving
the shimmering cube.

"If it is revealed that I can keep you, I shall require suitable deference," Voldemort hisses at the
door with a nasty grin. "But I suppose I can always have Bellatrix teach you. If you survive."

He leaves. Harry is left there, pinned under rock and iron. They've left me here to die, Harry thinks
bleakly, feeling his chest begin to rise and fall rapidly.

"Master must not panic," croaks a small voice beside him. Harry sees Kreacher, splattered with
blood climb onto the table. The elf reaches up to Harry's face with a ripped piece of his pillowcase

and begins to wipe Harry's face.

"What did she do?" Harry hisses. Kreacher winces as the parseltongue fizzes through him.

"Mistress tried many things," Kreacher whispers. "Cut Master at bones to see if diamond all over."

Harry flinches. That must be why every single one of his ribs hurt. And his elbows.

"To my hand?"

Kreacher doesn't answer. He just pulls back the dirty cloth.

"Mistress tried to dig out diamond," Kreacher's voice is shaking. "When she could not, she took
Master's finger."

She's made such a mess of it and that's saying something, Harry thinks blearily, because it was
already a fucking disaster. Harry stares at the bleeding stump, dizzily noticing the raw bone of his
knuckle and how, even now, he can see the sparkle of the diamond growing back. It will always
grow back, Harry thinks, his mind reeling towards despair. Whatever she cuts, the Black diamond
will grow back.

"Master must not panic!" Kreacher whispers desperately.

"It will always grow back," Harry hisses and sees Kreacher's eyes fill with tears. "I need to get out,
help me get free!"

"Kreacher cannot," Kreacher's face twists into a pained expression. "Master must try to calm
down."

"Get me out of this chair!" Harry hisses ferociously, trying to thrash but he can't, because Bellatrix
has got him under some kind of hideous tethering spell and he's stuck in place, bleeding like a
caught rabbit in one of Hagrid's traps, unable to move, unable to fight. "I have to get out, I have to
get out!"

"Kreacher cannot free Master, it is too strong," Kreacher whimpers. "Calm down, Master, think of
the voices!"

There have been voices in Harry's head throughout the torture. Hermione and his mother's voice
chanting you are so loved, a voice that sounds like a cold waterfall singing we love you, Blaise's
voice, of all fucking people, muttering stay alive, and Theo. I love you. I love you. I love you. Harry
can't hear any of them now. All he knows is he is trapped here, he is buried alive in this basement,
encased inside rock, and he is going to be ripped to pieces. No, not like this. I need to get out. He
doesn't have the Prince ring anymore but suddenly, the cellar is darker, the shadows becoming
black pools he could fall into. With relief, Harry realises what it is. The Nothing-Place.

"No!" Kreacher grasps his face firmly between little hands, climbing into Harry's lap. "Master must
not go to the other place!"

Harry doesn't care. Anything to not be here.

"Sorry," Harry hisses and lets himself drift, vanishing happily into the Gaar Tareqi.

Emptiness.

Nothingness that is so still, so silent that it becomes its own movement and sound.

Then a pair of coal black eyes, blinking at Harry.

"You brought me here," the eyes say. Harry thinks they sound disbelieving. Harry is not sure they
are correct, since he did not bring anyone anywhere, he just fell through silence and shadows and
now be barely remembers how or why. "I do not know how you did that."

"I don't know either," Harry relaxes into the emptiness. No pain. No tiredness. The nothing-place
makes the other place, the vibrant, hard place with screams and blood seem far flung.

"Why are you here, farzand?" the eyes whisper.

Farzand. Harry knows that word. There are other words that come with it.

Šāhzādeh. Raaz Pasban. Sire.

This is the voice of someone who is powerful and secretive, but somehow still safe. Snape. He
wonders what the answer to their question is. Very distantly, he remembers the pain in the cellar.
Here in the nothing-place, with no hands or ankles to hurt, it feels far away.

"Because she's cutting me to pieces," if Harry had a mouth he would sigh. "It hurts."

"Can you staunch your wounds?" the eyes ask. They seem to be made of dark fires, full of promises
of justice.

"Not really," Harry thinks of the chair made of stone. "I could stay here."

"You cannot stay here, farzand," the eyes look slightly frantic. "You will be lost."

"But I won't be dead."

"You will be lost," the eyes are sooty with shadows. "Tell me what I can do."

Harry wonders if there is anything to do in the nothing-place. There is no one thing that feels
urgent or pressing, but in the back of his mind he remembers Voldemort's words. In a few days, we
shall know if it's necessary.

"He's got something planned for me, right? A reason that he would need me?" Harry thinks of
Voldemort's gaze, how he's annoyed at Bella for hurting Harry. For ruining him before time.

"He does."

"He said a few days."

"A few days?"

"Can you ... move it up somehow?" Harry looks into the dark eyes. "Before she takes me apart."

"I shall,"

"It might be risky for you."

"That does not matter," the eyes glow with secrets, shadows and fury. "Now, farzand, It is time -,"

"Not yet," Harry interrupts, recognising the slight pull of magic in the voice. "Please. A little more
time before I go back."

"Only a little."

They float then, in the nothingness. It is blissful, Harry thinks to just feel less. The terror and panic
are distant now, they float beside of him in this place where he is just mind and magic, without
form or body or pain. He has a feeling that there is also anger against the eyes and the voice, back
in the other place, but here there is none. Therefore it is easy, here, to be honest.

"I'm scared."

"Why?" the eyes ask softly. Harry considers it remotely, as if his fear can be examined like a
diamond.

"Because it hurts," Harry looks at the eyes. "And I am alone."

"I know, farzand." The eyes glow with a fierce tenderness. "But you will survive."

It is not a question, it is a promise. Harry feels the magic in it surround him. Raaz Pasban. Survive.
Survive until you can fight and win. It is nearly time to go back.

"It wasn't Kreacher's fault," Harry sees the ferocity in the eyes increase. He remembers seeing
ferocity like that in another pair of eyes. The raven of the House of Black. "Use the Black magic, if
you can. It will help."

"I shall," the eyes whisper. "Wrap your wounds tightly to staunch any bleeding. When the moment
for freedom comes, be ready. Plan, farzand. Use what you have. Plan and survive."

"Okay."

For a moment, Harry sees reluctance in the eyes, as if they too, do not wish to return to the sky and
the air. We could stay here, together, and everyone would leave us alone.

"Not today," the eyes say. "It is time to return to the walk under the sun and stars to where the
seasons move and mountains crumble.”

Harry feels himself being reluctantly pulled away, forced back by shadows and the sensation of
firm hands pushing him into reality, a wave of a familiar scent. Sage. Rosemary. Mint. Harry opens
his eyes to the darkness of the cell, lit only by the shimmering magical cube.

Well. Back to this bullshit.

"Master is back!" Kreacher gasps, holding Harry's head and stroking his hair in a positively
affectionate manner. "Master did not die in vast uncharted dimension of secret magic!"

"No, Master did not," Harry moans, happy at least that his English has returned. "Am I still
bleeding? We need to wrap it. He told me to wrap it tight. Use ... use my stuff."

"Yes, Master."

Harry closes his eyes, hears the sound of fabric ripping then feels the scorching, horrible, agonising
pain of fabric being strapped as tightly as the elf can pull around his bloody finger and hand.

"Shit," Harry hisses, pressing his throat against the metal collar. "Shit, shit, shit, shit -,"

"Do not be uncouth, Master," Kreacher sniffs.

"It fucking hurts, Kreacher!"

Harry is rewarded by Kreacher pulling the strips of Harry's shirt extra tight with a small growl so
that Harry groans.

"Master has suffered worse, Master has survived worse," Kreacher snaps. "Master must not give
into despair, must not surrender. It is -,"

"Ignoble, yeah, Master remembers," Harry rolls his eyes but even if that is painful. The metal collar
is digging into his throat, the iron chains around his waist are pressing and even though Bellatrix's
charm to hold him in place has lessened, no matter how much he strains against the manacles
around his ankles, he can't move. He can feel the edges of panic rising up again, almost like the
feeling he had before the first task. Plan, farzand, plan and survive.

"We need a plan," Harry takes a slow breath out. In and out, a voice inside his head gently coaches
him, breathe through the pain. It's been there, this voice, all the way through. Theo. Theo
whispering that he loves him.

I love you. I love you. I love you.

If I survive this, I'm going to say it back, Harry thinks.

"What is master's plan?" Kreacher croaks.

"You, Kreacher," Harry swallows hard. Use what you have. "You're my plan."

"Kreacher is?"

"Yep," Harry tries to take his mind off the rub of metal against sensitive skin on his neck. "I'm
gonna teach you to throw off the imperius curse."

---------------------

Giardino di Aradia

Severus gasps, feeling himself dragging back into reality in the hideous way that he does from the
Gaar Tareqi. It feels like the lurch when falling in sleep, it feels like clawing his way back to
consciousness unsure if he will ever breathe again. This is why the Princes always use the words to
cross, why the fact that his son can cross the barrier between dimensions so easily, can even pull
Severus with him is utterly terrifying. Šāhzādeh. Šāhzādeh. Šāhzādeh. The chant helps, Severus
can hear voices in the world coming back to him.

"Sirius, you shouldn't be here!"

"I had to come, Harry's pulling on our bond-,"

"You could be arrested if the ministry finds out that you're here -,"

"But he's never done this, not even after the third task when he was the closest to me in the bond
he's ever been, he's never pulled before and he wants me to help him! I can hear it!"

"Severus!"

Severus is aware of his body once more, of warm hands grabbing him and pulling him up to a soft
surface.

"Where the fuck did he come from?"

Severus can smell someone close to him, the scent of chocolate and books overwhelming him. My
mint soap. It can only be Lupin.

"You disappeared!" Lupin is muttering, his hands holding Severus' face firmly as Severus blinks
back the darkness, dragging the familiar face into view. Motherfucking Black is there too, for
some utterly baffling reason. "I was sleeping beside you and you bloody vanished -,"

"She's torturing him," Severus gasps, grateful to be drawing in air. He feels Lupin stiffen beside
him.

"Who? Is he talking about Harry?" Black demands irritatingly. What the fuck is he doing here?

"We need to see Albus," Severus grips Lupin's wrist tightly, trying to focus on the room, on the
reality of this dimension. He is in Giardino di Aradia, with Lupin and Black. Not with his son in the
pocket of another universe without space or time. "Now."

"I'll come," Black jumps forward, "I can help -,"

"You are on trial for attempted murder," Severus snarls.

"I can help!" Black's eyes are wild by earnest. "Harry wants me to! He's pulling on my bond!"

"What does that mean?" Severus demands, staring at Lupin.

"Harry's said it in the past," Lupin frowns. "That it is how the bond feels for him when Sirius is
nearby, that he's tugging on it -,"

"Is it not just a metaphor?" Severus stares as Black grimaces, bending over looking to be genuinely
in pain.

"Apparently not," Lupin says drily and Severus sees the unsaid words behind his eyes. Metaphors
come to life around our child.

"Is it not possible Black is simply exaggerating?" Severus asks.

"No," Black grunts through his pain, his dark hair flicking forward over his face. "No it fucking
isn't. I have to find him otherwise he'll keep pulling!"

"Now you know how it feels," Severus says coldly.

"He's desperate," Lupin says quietly. "If he's pulling on Sirius' bond -,"

"Which is why we need to see Albus!" Severus interrupts. I know why he is desperate. Bellatrix is
cutting my child to pieces. "At once!"

There is a loud knock at the door. Lupin gestures for all of them to be silent and Severus quickly
whips out his wand and casts a silencing spell on Black, just in case, receiving a dirty glare back.

"Yes?" Lupin calls.

"Ambassador, sir, there's a guest here for you," a strained voice comes from the other side of the
door, "and the Contessa called through."

"And?"

"She said that ... that if Sirius Black is with you it is imperative that he does not leave the
Giardino." There is the sound of the servant swallowing. "Is ... Is Sirius Black in there with you,
sir?"

"Open up!" A loud roaring voice, rasping and full of humour, demands. Severus can hear the sound
of a thumping staff against wooden floors. "I care not if Black is in there!"

"Your Majesty, I can't -," the servant protests.

"Majesty?"

Lupin flies to the doors, wrenching them open. A startled looking servant in scarlet red robes
scrambles back. The Goblin King is standing there, his crown shining in dawn light as it falls in

shafts across his face, flanked by two soldiers with shields and unimpressed expressions. The
Goblin King, on the other hand, looks merrily smug.

"Indeed, Ambassador," King Ragnok cracks a smile and his eyes drift to Severus and Black.
Severus grudgingly removes his silencing spell, though he thinks it is probably a bad idea. "Mr
Snape, Lord Black. Do not be distressed, I shall not turn you in to your ministry."

"And what will that cost me?" Black snarls, instantly proving Severus right.

"Sirius!" Lupin growls at him. "Behave!"

"Oh, I think Lord Black has a little understandable resentment toward me, after all, I did surrender
him to your Congregation," King Ragnok snorts, striding into the room and sitting in Lupin's desk
chair as if it is a throne, his soldiers standing on either side. The grey, wintry light pours through
the window. Severus glances at the carriage clock. It is barely five in the morning. Sweet Merlin it
has not even been twelve hours.

"More than a little so I'll ask again, what will freedom cost me this time?" Black raises his
eyebrows. "Since you're my bank manager, can you take off ten percent?"

"Ha! I knew I didn't let Fudge kill you for a reason," King Ragnok strikes a fist against the arm of
the chair. "The enemy of mine enemy, after all."

"How can I serve you, your Majesty?" Lupin says, inclining his head and doing a very convincing
impression of a calm and collected individual, which Severus thinks is quietly astonishing since he
feels like his own brain is moving at the speed of a Demiguise.

"In a strange turn, Ambassador, today it is how I can serve you," King Ragnok clicks his silver
nailed fingers and one of his soldiers steps forward, producing a roll of parchment to give to the
Goblin King, who holds it out to Lupin. Lupin steps forward and takes it, eyes widening.

"Lestrange properties," he whispers. "You know where Harry is?"

"Ambassador, if I knew where Ward was no doubt I would have sent my army to retrieve him,
treaties and cost of war be damned," the Goblin King scowls. Severus spares a piteous thought for
whomever in the Goblin nation is responsible for stopping King Ragnok from declaring war on all

wixen.

"Thank you," Lupin murmurs.

"It seems I come to serve you too, Mr Snape, though God's below know why," King Ragnok looks
at Severus. "I have Albus Dumbledore. and I hear you have need of him."

"Overhear, more like," Black mutters.

"I cannot help my many blessings, Lord Black," King Ragnok chuckles, wiggling his long pointed
ears.

"You have Albus?" Lupin asks blankly.

"Harbouring him is more like," King Ragnok grins nastily. "This is the delightful thing about
Fudge making so many powerful enemies, my list of allies has significantly grown."

"I can't imagine that you'll keep them," Black mutters and the Goblin King laughs darkly.

"Allies are not for keeping, Lord Black, and unsurprisingly, I have no need of your good opinion,"
King Ragnok's eyes glitter before resting on Severus. "Will you come?"

"Yes," Severus says.

"Severus, you have to go back to school," Lupin hisses urgently.

"I do not care," Severus looks at Lupin tautly. I told my son he would survive. I will make it so.
"Albus and I are overdue a conversation."

Lupin holds his gaze for a moment, sees that he shall not be moved and sighs, waving his wand
and a wisp of a Patronus lopes away.

"So Minerva knows, at least," he mutters before turning to the servant. "Lord Black is confined to
this room. You shall bolt the floo and seal the doors."

"Keeping me a prisoner, Moony?" Black arches an eyebrow.

"Keeping you out of prison, hopefully," Lupin shoots back before turning to the Goblin King.
"May we press upon your hospitality, your Majesty, for a meeting with Albus Dumbledore?"

"A more polite Ambassador I never did see," King Ragnok grins. "Very well, Ambassador Lupin.
Let us go."

-- -- --

Albus is seated in a pleasant garden off the atrium of the Silver Hall, looking infuriatingly relaxed.
The gentle music of the falling water in pools around him, the scent of the mossy earth and its
fragrant succulent plants is more irksome to Severus than charming. Especially when he considers
that the placid man in periwinkle blue robes is the person who did not imagine a scenario where
his son would willingly leave a castle in which he was being consummately abused by a teacher.
Albus' hands are moving across a board, and for a moment Severus thinks it is chess, but he sees
on closer inspection it is not.

"Good game, Albus?" Lupin calls as they stride towards him. Albus moves a black stone across the
Weiqi board. Severus did not know that Albus played Go, but he is horribly unsurprised.

"I merely dabble," Albus smiles. "His Majesty is truly gifted."

"Hmph!" King Ragnok looks down on the board, eyeing Albus' last move. "I see you play as you
govern. An emphasis on sacrifice."

"What can I do for you, gentlemen?" Albus asks lightly, watching the Goblin King take up a white
stone and move it.

"Your kingdom is in chaos," King Ragnok grunts. "Time to rejoin the fray."

"It is not my kingdom, as well you know, your Majesty."

"If that were true, then your leaving the seat of power would not have precipitated utter disaster,
would it?" King Ragnok sneers.

"We have a democracy, your Majesty," Albus' blue eyes twinkle. "Sometimes seats of power fall."

"Hippogriff balls to your democracy, it's a popularity contest!" King Ragnok points a silver nail at
Albus. "One that you were afraid of winning."

"Oh yes, I have quite the horror of being well-liked," Albus chuckles. It's suddenly too much for
Severus.

"A child is missing," he interrupts abruptly. "So if we might proceed with some urgency -,"

"A child? I think not, Mr Snape," King Ragnok bares his teeth. "So let us speak as we find."

"I shall speak as I like, especially in regards to my Heir," Severus says bluntly.

"Yes, yes, precious Heirships, how Wixen dote on the notion of inheritance," King Ragnok rolls
his eyes. "As if the most scandalous thing about Ward should be that he is yours."

"For most of the world, it would be," Severus says bluntly.

"Not for me, or those I rule," King Ragnok's smile widens. "For he is more than he looks, is he
not? And he looks to be more to begin with."

Severus understands the hint in those dark, cryptic eyes. The Goblin King suspects Harrison is
more than just Wixen. Beside him, Severus can almost feel Lupin's heartbeat skip.

"I have no time for riddles, your Majesty," Severus looks at Albus who is examining the board
carefully. "We have news."

"Of course," Albus looks at the Goblin King. "Might we use your garden here for a private
meeting?"

"Only Wixen can produce polite ways of kicking a creature out of their own garden," King Ragnok
scowls. "Or house, or wood, or mountain or country."

"You are thoroughly persecuted," Albus says gravely.

"And yet you still want the garden," King Rangnok snorts with laughter, rising to his feet. "I shall
lend it to you for but a moment, on the condition that you do not cheat. I have something for you
Mr Snape," King Ragnok stamps over to him, producing a thin package.

"Your Majesty?" Severus asks.

"Something for Ward, when he is returned," King Ragnok winks. "I always find that family affairs
should be dealt with in a family way."

Severus does not have the time or the space in his mind to muddle this out, so merely tucks the
package in his robes and turns to Albus, once the Goblin King has left the garden.

"I presume you are here to recommend my next move, gentlemen," Albus says quietly, his finger
hovering over a black stone.

"The Dark Lord will send Harrison to the Department of Mysteries," Severus says bluntly. "It has
always been his end goal, to have access to the prophecy. So let us limit his access to the Hall of
Prophecy, let us force him to make a move and bring the child out into the open."

"You want to bring the fight to him?" Lupin asks.

"Harrison needs to be freed immediately," Severus says sharply. "He cannot endure much longer."

"How do you know this?" Albus asks, moving his fingers slowly as they hover.

"I feel it," Severus says frankly. Raaz Pasban, Eileen's voice whispers inside his head. Guard the
secrets. There is no possible scenario where he will reveal the Gaar Tareqi to Albus.

"As a father does?" Albus smiles softly. "Why, Severus, I am touched."

Severus tries not to blush. Albus has this way of making him feel as if he is suddenly thirteen and
confessing a dirty secret. Severus pushes the feeling away. I will not allow him to dismiss me.

"As a father and as a rational being," Severus says sharply. "I am the most aware of my son's
capabilities."

"Are you not sure you do not underestimate him?" Albus asks gently.

"I see him accurately," Severus snaps.

"Sirius feels something too," Lupin adds. "He says Harry is pulling on the bond, telling him to find
him -,"

"It is possible that what Sirius feels is an elucidation of a need he has to be wanted," Albus says
sadly. "And for your plan to work, Severus, we would need a guarantee that Voldemort would
produce Harry and move his forces. We don't have that."

"Then create it," Severus says. "Put the Order in there. I shall report it to the Dark Lord, encourage
him to see a great opportunity for victory. He will not miss such a chance to humiliate you."

"Yes, Tom does delight in such prospects," Albus sighs. "But how would you tell him, Severus?
You do not know where he is."

"We have a list of Lestrange properties," Lupin hands them over. Albus peruses them with eyes that
gleam with sudden interest. "It is likely he is at one. Severus can do a sweep, he'll likely find one
warded to the Dark Mark."

"In such a scenario, maybe Severus would also find Harry," Albus muses thoughtfully. "Better
then, that we send covert groups to assess the properties and ascertain what is inside, if Harry is
there and the size of the force gathered. Then we can make a considered strike in a day or two."
Albus looks up at them both with a smile. "This is well done. It will help us significantly."

Severus has to clench his hands into fists to stop his rage erupting. It is classic Albus, to listen to a
plan, ignore it, create a new one and then congratulate the diminshed party on their ingenuity.
Whatever he says, he would have been an excellent politician.

"Harrison needs to be freed now, not in a day or two," Severus says flatly. "Why waste time
looking for where they might have hidden him when we can easily draw them out to where we
know they shall be?"

"In order to take such bait, Voldemort would need to be assured of victorious odds," Albus tents his
fingers and examines the Go board. "To bait him efficiently without breaking your cover would
require accurate numbers. Thus, the Order would be overwhelmed with possibly catastrophic
losses."

"Possibly," Lupin says. "Or Severus could lie."

"As I do regularly," Severus adds drily.

"It is not a plan without merit," Albus sighs, "but if there is a possibility we can find Harry in the
next few days and then break him out in a covert mission, we will likely stand better odds for
future skirmishes."

"Not if he is dead," Severus' voice is harsher, "and he is dying."

Albus looks at him with a steady, blue gaze.

"No," Albus says softly. "He is suffering."

"And you do not feel the urgency in ending that?" Severus sneers.

"Of course I do," Albus says gravely, "but we do not know where he is."

"Because you trusted in the concept that he would remain so enamoured with Hogwarts that he
would never want to leave it!" Severus hisses.

"Severus, first you despised me for casting the charm and now you despise me for not having cast
it differently?" Albus shakes his head. "Is all the blame to be put at my door? After all, Harry is
untraceable and that is no decision of mine."

"Nor mine!" Severus snaps back.

"Harry made himself untraceable," Lupin says flatly, crossing his arms.

"You know this for certain?" Albus says quickly.

"I can smell it," Lupin shrugs. "He's had it all year. He had it before he came to Grimmauld Place
in the summer."

"Because he wanted to hide from his Merlin-cursed relatives," Severus sneers, glaring at Albus.
"Who gave him reason to fear being returned to his abusers?"

Albus takes off his glasses and rubs a red raw spot on the bridge of his nose for a moment, then
replaces them, looking up at Severus and Lupin.

"I understand, Severus, that you are adjusting to the cares of parenthood but I cannot afford the
luxury of care," Albus says quietly. "Not when a member of the Order was murdered and our
Headquarters was brought down."

"Severus' plan is good," Lupin says, his hand reaching out to slightly pinch Severus' wrist in
warning. "You should consider it, Albus."

"It is good, but it is not enough," Albus says sadly. "If the proposal guaranteed Harry's rescue, I
would consider it valid but it does not. In fact, we might lose half the Order in an open lure not to
mention your cover and still not have him back."

"I marvel at the notion you think I am concerned about my cover," Severus says, leaning his hands
down on the board. "It is of the least importance at this time."

"Dear Severus, your ability to devalue yourself astounds me," Albus looks up at him with those
unflinching blue eyes. "Without a man in Voldemort's ranks, we are lost."

Severus understands then exactly what is being balanced in the scales of Albus' mind, how they are
each being weighed and measured. Severus life and intact cover versus Harrison's torturous
suffering. My value against my sons pain.

"Do you expect gratitude from me?" Severus hisses through gritted teeth. "Do you expect me to
feel blessed that you value your spy more than my own child's wellbeing?"

"Of course not," Albus' lined face is full of regret but Severus sees cold resolve in those eyes. "All I
expect, Severus, all I have ever expected, is that you keep your word."

Severus wonders, briefly, if it is his destiny to kill Albus Dumbledore. The rage that lights in him
is a cold flame that will never die, the desire to break the man in front of him for daring to bring up
the circumstances of his damned vow now is livid and seething and Severus is aware of a chill
descending around him. He knows, distantly, what this is. It happened once before, right before he
decided on that windy hilltop to put himself in Albus' hands for Lily's sake. It is the sensation of
detaching, of the final, weak threads of loyalty being cast off in favour of a more determined
devotion. If Albus means to pull on Severus' vow for his obedience, he could not have picked a
worst time.

I shall not endure this any longer.

"I will keep mine, will you keep yours?" Severus asks outright.

"Of course I will," Albus says gently. "I have dedicated my life for the past sixteen to keeping
Harry alive."

"Alive only? Alive but not happy? Broken but alive?" Severus sneers. "Your influence has made
him a ready martyr."

Severus feels Lupin flinch beside him, knows he is remembering their many troubling
conversations with Harrison. He has been raised to anticipate his own death and no one can say that
it has been either Severus or Lupin's limited influence.

"Is this a fruitful arm of discussion, Severus?" Albus raises his eyebrows.

"One question then," Severus looks down at the Go board and sees a move for King Ragnok that
will devastate part of Albus' attack. "How is it possible for you, Albus, to swear to me that you
shall keep the child safe if you will compromise his safety in order for me to maintain my vow?"

Albus stares at him from that aged face and Severus thinks he sees every decision, every time that
Albus has chosen one life over another, laid out in those blue eyes.

"Harry will be safe," Albus whispers. "He is strong. I must ask for your trust, Severus."

Severus thinks of his son standing in front of Albus whilst he asks the child for more courage. He
recalls his son's flashing eyes, disgusted, wearied tone. It's always one more time, and I'll always
give it, you know I will, because I don't have a choice, do I? Severus has a choice.

"You do not have it," Severus picks up a white stone and moves it. "You will no longer use my son
in your strategy of sacrifice."

Oddly, Albus flinches, as if this is more painful than anything else that has been said but recovers
quickly.

"Severus, if you do not follow the plan I lay out for the Order, I cannot protect you," Albus says.

"I understand, Albus, my soul is yours, I made my bargain sixteen years ago," Severus turns away.
"You will not have Harrison."

"Mr Snape, this arrived for you," a voice announces behind them. Severus turns to see a goblin
absurdly holding out a white rose towards him. Fleur blanche.

"Interesting," Albus looks at it curiously. "Meaning innocence or purity? Does someone wish to

proclaim their innocence to you, Severus?"

"Perhaps he simply has an admirer," Lupin mutters.

"We shall see," Severus takes the rose and nods sharply at Albus. "I must take my leave."

"Severus, wait -," Lupin runs to catch up with him as he leaves the garden, crossing the quiet
atrium of the Silver Hall. "Narcissa?"

"Yes."

"Severus, we need to talk about Albus -,"

"We do not," Severus says sharply. "His meaning is perfectly clear. I am his to make or destroy,
just like I am the Dark Lord's."

"No," Lupin grabs the lapels of Severus' robes forcefully, his amber eyes flashing. "You are not.
Do not give him that, not now."

"Let me be," Severus hisses, shrugging Lupin off. Lupin backs away, hands raised. Severus has
work to do and it cannot involve Lupin. Or more accurately it cannot involve the Creature
Ambassador.

"I'm going to organise a scout of the Lestrange properties," Lupin says quietly. "After Fleur
blanche will you meet me?"

"No, I shall return to Hogwarts until I am called," Severus lies easily. He will do what he must. "By
either master."

"Very well," Lupin nods and then hesitates. "Go cautiously."

"Don't I always?" Severus sneers and Lupin rolls his eyes, striding back into the garden. Severus
takes a moment, breathes deeply, and then digs the package given to him by the Goblin King out of

his robes. I always find that family affairs should be dealt with in a family way. There are two
items inside and despite what King Ragnok said, Severus knows that neither is for Harrison. One is
a square piece of parchment with a scribble of khuzdul. The other is a wand that is gallingly
familiar. After all, Severus had it pointed at him regularly throughout his school days. Severus
leans against the mossy wall and rests his head back for a moment. His son's words from the Gaar
Tareqi fill his mind. Use the Black magic. Severus knows precisely how he will do that. He has no
intention of following Albus' orders. He has moved beyond that now. He knows there will be
consequences but he finds that he no longer cares. Perhaps it is consequence already paid in full by
Lily's blood and Severus must honour it.

I will do what I need to do to get him back alive, Lily. I swear.

He spares a second, a brief flicker of thought, for the path of obedience he is deviating from. Albus
thinks that he has the measure of Severus as a man who has nothing to lose. He does not realise, as
Severus does now, the freedom of power that comes with finally having something vital,
something treasured to lose instead. Harrison told him that in his past, Severus could have chosen
differently. Now, he shall. Severus raises his wand and apparates to Malfoy Manor.

-- -- -- --

"Lucius has returned?" Severus asks, stepping through the door as Narcissa opens it.

"No," Narcissa turns her head before Severus can even see her face and begins to set a quick pace
across the hall, wrenching open a small door that Severus has never been through and leading him
down cold stone steps. "I do not know if he shall now."

"What do you mean?" Severus asks, feeling the compression of air around him as he is once again,
led through a magically concealed space in the Malfoy Manor. Narcissa keeps walking down, her
back to him as the stone walls of the spiral staircase becomes narrower. There is something strange
about her tonight, about the heavy cloak with the low hood hiding her eyes and only revealing her
pale lips. Severus cannot help clenching his wand in his fist inside the pocket of his robe. At the
bottom of the stairs, in the darkness only lit by the tip of her wand, Narcissa slots a heavy key into
an iron door. "What is this place?"

"The Malfoys had a fondness for Creature lovers," Narcissa says, twisting the handle. "Veela can
be vicious when transformed."

Fuck Magnus Bane for always being right, Severus thinks as the heavy prison door creaks open
and he follows Narcissa inside. It is most certainly a cell, judging by the manacles on the wall, but

Narcissa seems to have found an alternate use. The cell is lit with candles and a silver bowl, full of
water, sits in the centre of the room. It does not look like a setting for any rune sequence he has
ever seen.

"What are you doing?" Severus asks warily as Narcissa walks around the edges of the candles and
lowers herself onto her knees in front of the bowl. Then she tosses back the hood of her cloak and
Severus sees her eyes for the first time. Milky white. All of the hairs at the back of his neck stand
on end and he resists the urge to step back.

Holy fucking Hades what has she done?

"I am scrying for your son," Narcissa says quietly.

"Scrying?" Severus hisses, closing the door with a heavy clank behind him and feeling the seal of
magic settle on the room. "Are you insane? Not only is it completely illegal it's dangerous -,"

"Not to me," Narcissa says, staring down at the water. "Or my kind."

"Your kind?" Severus swallows hard. He's known Narcissa to be terrifying and cold and powerful
and regal but he has not known her to ever talk of herself this way. It is unnerving.

"There is always one daughter, one daughter of the House of Black with this gift, or that is how it
used to be for many, many generations." Narcissa's blonde eyebrows frown softly. "It came direct
to us from the Black Prince and his ravens. My mother and her mother thought it was lost, or that
perhaps it was what caused the madness -,"

"Undoubtedly," Severus says. There is a reason Scrying has such a dangerous reputation. Its
practitioners often go mad. "But this is just stories, Narcissa, the legend of the Black Prince's
ravens is historically disputed widely."

"Perhaps," Narcissa muses, "but I always wondered ... I had these dreams. From girlhood, in those
dreams, I saw things not as they appeared, but as they were." Her hands stroke the silver rim of the
bowl. "Great Aunt Belvina gave this to me. She told me that if it was truly my gift to have, I would
feel the need to look and See. She said I could not look so different from my sisters for nothing."

Severus looks at her, this Daughter of the House of Black, the silver-haired anomaly that had led

rumours to circulate around the Wixen world that her mother had had an affair with Abraxas
Malfoy. It had been cruel Gryffindor gossip when they were still at school, that Abraxas only
allowed Lucius to court Narcissa in order to bring her back into the Malfoys. It seems to Severus
that those rumours seem more based in the reality he understands than this possibility - that his
oldest friend is not merely a surprising genetic offshoot in a inbred pureblood system but could be
altogether magically different from what he had ever expected her to be.

"You cannot be a Seer," Severus feels like he's choking. "You've never been even remotely
interested in Divination -,"

"Scrying is not so vague or incomplete," Narcissa whispers. "When the Black magic returned to
me, I felt it, the need to look and I felt and saw things that were true." Narcissa looks up at him
sharply, a terrible uncanny in her face. "Your child will be the Black Prince."

Severus sucks in his breath. This is why Narcissa was the only one who heard that name.

"And then what did you ... see?" Severus whispers.

"Nothing," Narcissa frowns. "Then your son kept calling me -,"

"Calling you how?" Severus snaps.

"Here," Narcissa closes her eyes and touches her chest with a pained expression, just like Black.
Severus feels a twist in his gut. It seems Harrison is pulling on all of his bonds tonight. "He
reminded me of family, over and over, and I knew what I could do to help him. But I need you."

When she jerks her head up to look at him out of white eyes, Severus tries not to flinch.

"What do you need?" he asks, trying to keep his voice level.

"Your blood," she whispers back. Severus closes his eyes. Of course. Blood. Severus refuses to
think of Eileen and his blood spilling out on the floor of Spinner's End. He will do worse than this
to retrieve Harrison.

"We need to know where he is," Severus says, lowering himself to his knees on the other side of
her silver bowl. She hands him a silver blade and he draws it across his palm, holding his breath as
he squeezes and releases drops of blood into the water. It swirls as if in a current and Narcissa sighs
a rattling breath, leaning forward over the pink liquid, trails of her silver hair catching in its pull.

"He is untraceable," her silver eyebrows frown. Severus tries not to rear back in excitement and
terror. Holy fucking Hades over a cauldron, it's real.

"You can't find him?"

"No, it is just ... Hidden," she whispers. "Hidden so deep. Bella has him all wrapped up in strings
of her magic, hiding him from everyone. From magic too."

Uncanny gooseflesh breaks out along Severus' arms.

"Where?" Severus urges, gathering himself.

"Hmm," Narcissa flinches, her eyes narrowing. "So tied up, so tied up, no threads to follow, the
blood is not strong enough -,"

"Wait -," Severus fumbles in his pocket and pulls out Harrison's glasses. There is a curl of
Harrison's dark hair caught in the joint of one of the arms. He remembers Eileen holding her
hairbrush over the toilet, picking out the hair and flushing it down, recalls clipping his fingernails
and washing them away down the sink. "Don't leave parts of yourself behind, Sev. Not if you don't
want to be caught." Severus drops the hair into the water. It turns the water a murky, mossy colour
and Narcissa groans.

"A castle," she whispers. "I've seen it before. He's there."

"Harrison?"

"The other," Narcissa bites her lip and stares harder. "I know it, I have seen its figure before, by a
lake.... Urquhart Castle."

Narcissa sits back pressing her heels against her palms and Severus, who remembers what is
needed from Eileen's remembrances of her Grandmother scrying, hurriedly reaches for the silver
lid, covering the bowl. The candles gutter around them and then settle, the shadows in the room no
longer keening forward towards the bowl.

"Urquhart Castle?" Severus asks.

"It's in the Highlands," Narcissa mutters, rubbing her eyes. Severus is relieved to see the blue
slowly coming back. "It belongs to MacNair. The Dark Lord is there."

"Not Harrison?" Severus' heart sinks.

"No," Narcissa looks at him wearily. "Bella has him too well concealed, she has ... boxed him up,
somehow. No magic can reach him and no magic can get out."

Aside from the Gaar Tareqi, Severus thinks.

"If you want your son you will have to persuade Bella to take you to him," Narcissa shrugs
helplessly.

"Unless I can persuade her to bring him to me," Severus thinks of the wand and the charm, of the
location of the Dark Lord. He has all he needs to move forward. He feels his tethers to Albus
fraying. If our Light leader cannot make decisions to save Harrison then I shall make them in the
dark. "How did you find the Dark Lord from Harrison's hair?"

"I do not know," Narcissa looks at him with fear in her eyes. "But they are more connected than
perhaps even Albus Dumbledore knows. The depth of it is ... disconcerting."

"An understatement," Severus quirks his lips into a grimace. It is a horrifying concept, but not one
to dwell on this instant. "I must go."

"I saw." Narcissa stares at him for a long moment. "This is not freedom, Severus, but it is the
beginning of it."

Severus feels his throat closing up. Did Narcissa see my true connection to Albus? He has no time
to worry on it now, because dawn is rising and Harrison has been missing for a whole night and
Severus will not allow him to endure another.

"Will you tell Lucius of this gift?" Severus asks shortly.

"I cannot," Narcissa closes her eyes with exhaustion. "This room was built to hold more than
transforming Veela's, Severus."

"If he should ever turn on you -,"

"Then he would be dead," Narcissa opens her eyes, blue chips of ice flashing cruelly. "But there is
Draco."

"I know." Severus knows only too well now what a person may do to protect a child.

"Go well," Narcissa says softly. "Darling boy."

Severus swallows hard and remembers the blessing for wise women in the old country that his
mother taught him. He rises to his feet and bows shortly.

"May your glass be as the waxing moon, revelation unbound," he says. Narcissa smiles tightly and
looks away. As he walks out of the door and begins to climb the steps, he thinks he hears her voice.

"... farewell to my cousin."

Severus doesn't stop to ponder how she knows where he is going.

-- -- -- -- -- --

Severus walks into Giardino di Aradia as sunshine is beginning to warm the grass of the Heath. He
knows a magical signature will be noticed crossing the wards, but he stretches his fingers and
thinks "iikhfa" like Eileen taught him, the shadows obscuring him from unwanted eyes. The Prince

ring chills his hand as he makes his way to Lupin's office where he finds no guard at the door but a
persistent smell of cigarettes. It is not a complicated locking ward, one that requires a little heavy
lifting from the Prince magic so that he can stretch it, just enough to allow Severus to squeeze
through before they jump back into place.

"Snivellus?"

Black is lying on the bed, a cigarette hung from his lip unsmoked.

"Did you give a cigarette to your guard?" Severus asks.

"Terrance? Yeah, he's a good bloke," Black says absentmindedly but then frowns and glares at
Severus. "What's it to you, huh? Do you know anything about Harry?"

"I do," Severus says.

"And?" Black sits up, staring at him with wide, sparkling eyes.

"It depends on how intent you are about helping find and free my son," Severus says softly.

"Are you questioning my loyalty, Snivellus?" Black growls.

"No," Severus bites down his irritation at that horrible nickname. "I am asking if you are all bark
and no bite."

"Put down the wand and we'll see," Black growls.

"I do not have time for posturing," Severus stares at Black, trying not to blink. "Albus wants to
leave Harrison where he is."

Black sits up.

"You have a plan to get him out of wherever he is?"

Severus nods.

"So what is it?" Black prompts.

Severus considers the man for a moment, but only a moment. When it comes down to it, it seems
that he cannot turn away any ally in the chance to retrieve his child. Lily died for our son. I can put
up with Black for him.

"Does anyone know about the mutt?" he asks abruptly. "Anyone at the Congregation?"

"Only Remus," Black frowns. "Why?"

Severus pulls out the piece of paper with the khuzdul written on it. Translates it and points his own
wand at Black's wrists.

"Khalaf buzra ma rakaron mi makallul," Severus croaks. His khuzdul is not perfect but it seems to
be enough. Light fragments out of the end of his wand in a rainbow of colour, refracting through
Black's crystal cuffs so that they vibrate and whine and then shatter. Black jumps, stares at the
crystal dust spread over his knees and shakily spreads his hands out in front of him.

"You are to transform into that canine beast and meet me at the Royal Cafe in Cokeworth, near
Birmingham. It is muggle so try to blend in." Severus hands Black his wand. Black takes it with a
look of bemusement and also forming determination.

"This is for Harry, right?" Black asks, keen eyes full of venom. "Because I still want you dead."

"And I dream of your demise daily," Severus hisses, "but the enemy of mine enemy -,"

"Fine," Black shoves his wand into his back pocket and runs a hand through his hair. "Is it just
us?"

"No," Severus crosses to the desk and writes three notes, all the same. The address and time and
the only words that will matter. For this, strengthened and equipped. "This shall be my very least
favourite type of gathering."

"What is that?" Black sneers. Severus raises an eyebrow. Black rolls his eyes and transforms into a
dog, looking at Severus with an expectant expression.

"Dobby!" Severus calls loudly. The elf pops into being, this time only wearing half of the hats and
a tortured expression.

"Oh, sir!" Dobby exclaims. "At the castle Mr Malfoy be saying that Harry Potter is lost or dead!"

"I should encourage you not to put stock in what is said by young Mr Malfoy," Severus says,
cutting off Dobby before he can cry. "I have a task for you. Take these notes, one to Andromeda
Tonks, one to Nymphadora Tonks, and one to Fred and George Weasley. Approach them alone and
say nothing about it."

"Yes sir," Dobby nods ferociously and then hesitates. "This is for Harry Potter too, sir?"

"Yes," Severus says through gritted teeth. "Go now, please."

"Yes, sir," Dobby looks curiously at Black, elf ears twitching. "Sir has a pet dog?"

"Not a pet," Severus glowers darkly. "Potions ingredients."

The elf makes a loud peeping sound and disappears. The mutt behind him growls in irritation and
transforms back into a man, glowering at Severus.

"You know it won't make up for it," he says abruptly. "It won't make up for the prophecy. It won't
make you his Dad."

Severus is under no such illusions. He only has one priority: Harrison alive. He will break bonds,
he will turn loyalties, he will free Black and disobey two masters to achieve it. Harrison's words
from their first proper conversation in Skye, Harrison wearing Severus' skin and his own true face

in front of him for the first time, come back to his mind. What I need is someone who is going to
make the hard choices, without letting feelings get in the way, I need a cold as ice, motherfucking
Slytherin spy. Severus will be what Harrison needs.

"Just go," Severus lifts his wand and stretches the wards again, just enough so he can open the
door. He lets the dog out of the door and quickly opens a window that opens onto the patio of the
Heath. The dog scrambles up and out of it with his usual lack of grace and Severus soon sees his
black shape galloping over the heath. Severus closes the window, re-locks the door and strides
back through the Giardino, wrapped in shadows.

-- -- -- -- -- --

"Why are you here?" Andromeda frowns over something that claims to be a cappuchino but looks
like foamy dishwater.

"He's helping," Black says through mouthfuls of greasy bacon and eggs. Severus gives him a dirty
look. He certainly looks very at home in this filthy muggle establishment so beloved of Tobias.

"Why?" Nymphadora's hair is pink again, she's clearly regained her ability to change form, which
is good. She will need it if this is to be successful.

"Does it matter?" Severus asks.

"Yes," Andromeda frowns. "You're not a Black. We're all here because we're ... well -,"

"Harry's our Lord," George Weasley says quietly. "Someone's got him and if there's a plan to get
him back, we're there."

"That cannot be said of you, Snape," Andromeda takes a sip of her coffee and winces, then glares
at it like it has personally offended her. For a moment, she looks so much like her sister that
Severus has to look away. "Like my daughter said, you're no Black."

"Or Black adjacent," Fred Weasley puts in. His voice is muffled as he leans his head on his hands,
eyes puffy. The Twins, Severus thinks absently, are doing a very good job of acting like they do
not trust him or know that he, more than anyone has cause to hunt for the boy. Arthur would be
proud of the secrets they are keeping for him.

"No, I am not, thank God," Severus rolls his eyes. "I am here because I do not agree with the
Headmaster's plan. Waiting is foolishness. The boy is weak. He shall likely break the longer he is
with the Dark Lord."

"Watching your own neck, Snivellus?" Black snorts, in between mouthfuls of soggy toast and egg.

"Someone must," Severus stares at him dirtily. "Forgive me if I do not expect members of the
Order of the Phoenix to watch it for me."

"So the plan is to casually break into the Ministry and intercept Voldyshorts when he takes Harry
to the Department of Mysteries," Nymphadora says, fiddling with her piece of toast with jam. "Do
we have a when?"

"That is for you to decide," Severus sips his black coffee and tries not to flinch. It is violently over
stewed. "Since I shall inform the Dark Lord of whatever time you choose."

Nymphadora drops her piece of toast. Fred looks up from his hands. George raises his eyebrows
and Andromeda pauses in persisting with her terrible coffee. Only Black continues eating as if
Severus has said nothing of note.

"What?" Andromeda asks politely.

"Not just a rescue mission," Black says, coughing on too many beans. "Bait, too."

"What Black is trying and failing to elucidate because he is a primate is that, for the Dark Lord, the
suggestion not only that the Order might tamper with his prophecy but that Black might be the one
to do it will be too tempting to ignore," Severus rolls his eyes. "And particularly inciting to
Bellatrix."

"So ... we're bait?" George Weasley asks.

"Not you. Black." Severus nods at the man who, lifts a greasy hand whilst shovelling shrivelled
mushrooms into his mouth.

"But you're going to tell him that we're there?" Fred Weasley frowns.

"Yes," Severus says simply.

"Why would he send Harry?" Fred asks. "He's got him, he wants to keep him -,"

"He has him for one purpose only," Severus interrupts, because thinking about the Dark Lord
wanting to 'keep' his son is too alarming to consider. "For retrieval of the prophecy. If he thinks the
prophecy is under threat, the Dark Lord must send the boy or go himself."

"Which if he was going to do, he would have done already," Black wipes his hand on a greasy
paper napkin.

"He won't send Harry alone," Nymphadora says sharply. "We'll be outnumbered."

"Only for a very short amount of time," Severus says calmly. "As soon as you and the Dark Lord
descend on the Department of Mysteries, Albus will be aware. One of you shall call for help. Since
the boy will be there, the prophecy will be at risk. Albus shall be forced to comply."

"This is what we have come to?" Andromeda mutters. "Forcing Albus to comply in the rescue of a
child?"

"Albus doesn't have our priorities," Black says, ripping the tops off three sugars and pouring them
into his tea. "He wants to win a war. We want Harry back."

"And to win a war," Nymphadora leans on her elbows and digs her fingers into her hair. "What if
this makes things worse?"

"What's worse?" Fred Weasley snorts harshly. He looks up at them all with eyes that sparkle with
tears and rage. "I've seen Harry's power. Dumbledore says the prophecy will be a weapon? Harry's
worse. If he has Harry, that's worse for us. We need him back if we're going to win."

"And back in one piece," George adds quietly. "He's being tortured."

"How do you know that?" Severus can't stop himself from asking.

"We can tell," Fred's voice is harsh. "We can feel it."

"He says he's sorry about Dad," George closes his eyes against the sadness. "He's ... saying
goodbyes."

Severus can say nothing, though questions are painfully trying to escape his lips. He holds them in.
Bury it. Bury it.

"He will be injured, likely," he tries to keep his voice disinterested. "Mrs Tonks, I shall send you
some of my stock."

"Yeah, Andy, you'll be in charge of getting him stable and getting him out," Black says gulping his
tea. "Tonks and I will handle the Death Eaters until the cavalry arrive."

"We'll handle the devices and distractions," George says.

"And we can't tell anyone?" Nymphadora looks pained as she stares down at her toast. Severus
knows she is thinking of Weasley.

"You can," Severus says simply. "If you want to risk Albus finding out and his consequential
intervention which could likely lead to the boy becoming entirely irretrievable -,"

"Yes, we understand," Andromeda snaps, placing a hand on her daughter's shoulder.

"I am not sure you do," Severus looks at Nymphadora seriously. "William is an Anzar. In the
political climate, any movement he makes can be potentially seen as an act of war. His work for the
Order is protected by Albus. Anything outside of Albus' remit will fall at Weasley's own door, if
Albus chooses to allow it."

"Dumbledore wouldn't do that," Nymphadora says. Oddly, it's Black who snorts.

"He told me to stay put on Halloween fourteen years ago," Black shakes his head. "I didn't and I
went to Azkaban for fourteen years."

"Yes, because everyone believed you had murdered twelve muggles," George Weasley snaps. "It's
not the same."

"The point is that you are the House of Black and you are moving outside of Albus and the
Ministry's definitions," Severus says quietly. "There may be repercussions and you must be
aware."

"But we get Harry back," Black finishes his tea and sets it on the table. "I'm already going to trial.
I'm gonna lose, no matter what Remus says, I'm going to lose my wand and be hidden somewhere
where I can do nothing to help. Harry's calling for me and I'm going."

"Not of all of us have made terrible life choices, Siri," Andromeda snaps. "Some of us have
children to think of."

"Some of our children are being tortured by your sister," Black snaps back, leaning forward to
glare at his cousin. Severus grudgingly admits it is very convincing. "Is he your Lord or not,
Andy?"

"He is the Lord of my family magic and I honour that and I wish to help him, but that does not
mean I follow blindly," Andromeda scowls.

"Then I suggest you open your eyes," Severus says quietly. "The boy is dying. You are a healer."

"Severus do not pretend your interest is anything other than personal preservation," Andromeda
snaps. My interest is my son. Severus bites his tongue and merely inclines his head. Andromeda
looks fiercely at her cousin, holding a vice grip on her daughter's shoulder. Nymphadora looks up
at Black, eyes flinty.

"We're in," she says quietly. "But if we survive, you're not going to slip out. You're going straight
back to the Congregation. You tried to kill Magnus Bane. You have to stand for that."

"Totally respectable," Black claps his hands. "So we're all in?"

The twins glance at one another, their expressions completely indecipherable.

"We're in for Harry and we won't tell Bill," Fred says, eyes flinty. "What needs to be done?"

"Before you involve yourselves in planning a heist, a time is needed," Severus says quietly.

"I'm on shift for the Order at eleven tonight," Nymphadora says. "Then."

"I shall tell him the time of your shift," Severus says quietly.

"What will happen to you?" George Weasley asks him. "When they realise we're prepared? That
it's not a surprise? What will You-know-who do?"

"Torture," Severus says simply. Or a sudden, horrible death.

"And Dumbledore?" Fred Weasley adds.

"If he's fair, fourteen years in Azkaban," Black snorts. Severus glares at Black but just looks back
at Fred Weasley.

"I suggest you focus on the task in hand, Mr Weasley," Severus says quietly. He does not know
what Albus will do. He finds he does not care. Potentially, it could be the same as the Dark Lord. It
does not matter, if Harrison lives.

"We'll be ready," Black's eyes are full of promise and excitement in vengeance. Severus loathes
him completely for a full second, so completely he must not breathe because if he does, he will kill
this man for once again valuing the thrill of the chase more than the child. I shall not kill him. I
shall not kill him now. When he can, Severus nods and stands up.

"Very well then," he drops a muggle five pound note on the table. "I have an appointment."

"Go well," Fred Weasley says quietly. Andromeda and Nymphadora nod. Black's eyes meet
Severus'. They have no good wishes between them, nothing to exchange. Black reaches into the
pocket of his leather jacket and pulls out a packet of cigarettes. He pulls one out, sets it to his lips
and lights it.

"Make him believe it, Snivellus," Black says, puffing out a cloud of smoke. The scent of it
combined with the aroma of bacon fat and the sweaty truck drivers tucking into full English
breakfasts behind them transports Severus immediately.

He's seven. Tobias is smoking and glaring at him. Severus wants to be anywhere else. "What do
you want, freak?" Tobias snorts. The other men he's sitting with laugh. It is then and there Severus
decides that one day, he will see his father dead.

"Keep him alive, Mutt," Severus says. He turns and walks out of the Royal cafe, the scent of
Tobias in his nostrils. He apparates to Urquhart Castle, ready to lie to his Master.
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Hogwarts.

Have you heard the rumours about Harry? That he's eloped with Dumbledore?

Yes.

Is that why Malfoy has a bloody nose?

Harry once told me that sometimes you just have to punch a fucker in the face.

Is that what happened?

Who knows. Ask Daphne.

Greengrass?

She gets quite tense around exams.

It wasn't you?

If it were me, Draco would be dead.

Have you heard anything?

Nothing. You?

Ginny and Ron were asked to go home by Bill. Ginny's gone but Ron's stayed.

Because of their father?

Maybe. Maybe because of the Twins, in case of Umbridge.

Weasley the elder thinks she might raise wands against them?

I think she'd raise wands against anyone if she thought she'd keep her job.

How is Weasley?

He's not talking much. Playing a lot of chess with Dean. Have you felt anything from Harry?

Nothing.

Is he still alive?

I don't know.

I wish we knew what was happening.

Yes.

He needs help. If I get a chance, I'm taking it.

Not without me.

Fair.

-----------------------

Urquhart Castle, Scotland.

Severus writhes at the feet of the Dark Lord and swallows his screams.

"Black dares to presume to take my prophecy?" the Dark Lord snarls above him. It is not every
Death Eater meeting that Severus has to endure torture at the Dark Lord's wand but apparently
appearing unannounced at a secret location and bearing bad news is enough to warrant his most
virile cruciatus curse. Severus has not felt such pain since the night he returned with only half a
prophecy.

"This is fiction, my Lord," Bellatrix sneers nearby. It is a closed meeting of the Death Eaters, the
Dark Lord's current favourites the only ones in attendance. Today, that is Lucius, Bellatrix and

Dolohov. "Black knows he cannot take the prophecy, he is not idiotic -,"

The Dark Lord screams in irritation and pain rockets through Severus' body. There is something
about the Dark Lord's cruciatus curse that is particular vicious, the pain seems to leak into Severus'
very thoughts and turn them into knives, thrusting into nerve endings over and over.

"What say you, Severus?" the Dark Lord mocks. Severus takes two, deep steadying breaths and
gulps back vomit.

"I can only give my Lord the information I have gleaned," he gasps. "Black is missing from the
Congregation's clutches and I heard rumours of this ranted and raved plan of his that Dumbledore
dismissed -,"

"It is not on Dumbledore's orders?" Lucius' voice floats out from some dark corner.

"It must be," Bellatrix scoffs.

"No, my Lord," Severus says.

"The old man knows nothing?" the Dark Lord stops pacing above Severus and bends down to look
at him, dropping his voice to a whisper. "You have not reported it?"

Severus knows better than to meet the Dark Lord's eyes and lowers his gaze.

"I came directly to you, my Lord," Severus swallows heavily and bows his head down to the stone,
which is slick with his own blood. "For guidance."

He hears a dark chuckle. Feels a hand that is cold and dry like a corpse against his face. Horribly, it
reminds him of the sensation of Arthur's dead hand. He doesn't dare look up.

"Very good, Severus," says the Dark Lord. "You can be forgiven for your impetuousness of
coming before you were called."

Forgiven after an hour of punishment. Severus' saliva tastes like pain.

"Thank you, my Lord."

The Dark Lord presses his sharp thumbnail against Severus' cheekbone. Severus holds his breath,
eyes on the floor.

"You always were a clever one," the Dark Lord whispers. Severus does not move. He can feel
Lucius shifting and Bellatrix twitching furiously nearby, exactly the way she does whenever the
Dark Lord plays with her affections, playing her off against Lucius. I am merely a warm body in
this demonstration, Severus thinks wearily.

"My cousin is insane, my Lord," Bellatrix declares boldly, which Severus thinks is actually unfair
to Black, coming from a woman like Bellatrix. "He shall never even make it to the Department of
Mysteries."

"He is not alone," Severus says quietly.

"Oh, really?" the Dark Lord stands up and once again, Severus is staring at the hem of his
bloodstained robes. "Who stands with the Lord of the House of Black? The wolf?"

Bellatrix bristles, as the Dark Lord no doubt intended.

"No, my Lord, they have parted ways," Severus swallows. Distance Lupin from Black. He knows
that Lupin is already in danger. Severus will try his best to deter interest. "It is a motley collection
of those who have an association with Black. Andromeda and Nymphadora Tonks -,"

"Traitorous bitches," Bellatrix snarls.

You should hear what they say about you, Severus thinks.

"- and two Weasleys."

Severus will not willingly name them. When the Dark Lord knows a person's name, their chance of
dying under his wand only increases.

"Which?" the Dark Lord demands.

Welcome to the Order of the Phoenix, gentlemen, Severus thinks bitterly. It does not stop him from
answering.

"Fred and George Weasley. The twins."

"The twins." The Dark Lord muses with a horrible, stretched grin. "Antonin, you remember the
first set of twins, do you not?"

Fabian and Gideon Prewett. Molly Weasley's brothers. Severus' heart clenches when he recollects
the horrid sound of Molly's screams over Arthur's body.

"I do, my Lord," Dolohov's hoarse voice echoes slightly from where he is lingering deep in the
shadows by the fireplace.

"Should you like the complete set, Dolohov?"

"Definitely, my Lord," Dolohov steps into the limited circle of Severus' vision from his position on
the floor. The sharp gouge of an old scar across his face catches the light. A dying gift from Fabian
Prewett. Undoubtedly, he wants payback.

If they survive the night, I will teach Fred and George Weasley how to duel a man like Antonin
Dolohov.

"And with these mongrels they plan to infiltrate the ministry?" Bellatrix scorns. "It is a failure
waiting to happen, my Lord!"

"A failure to be used to our advantage," Dolohov says.

"I should focus my energy on retrieving my Black magic from the boy!" Bellatrix snaps. Severus
feels fury coiling in his chest. Focus your energy on mutilating my child, actually. He sinks the
thought behind the snowy landscape of his Occlumency shields. Buries it.

"Your energy, Bella?" the Dark Lord's voice is dangerously silky. "Is not everything of yours
mine? Is it not my magic to be retrieved, my energy to be allocated?"

"Of course, my Lord, I did not mean -,"

"Crucio!"

Severus sees Bellatrix tumble to the floor beside him, twitching, her eyes rolled back in her head
and her mouth twisted in a maniacal grin. Severus has to look away. Finally, the Dark Lord is
finished and Bellatrix is panting, face down on the stone floor.

"If I might speak," Lucius drawls, stepping forward.

"Do so!" the Dark Lord barks. Torturing Bellatrix never seems to give him the same satisfaction as
torturing Severus. Because I do not enjoy it, Severus thinks scathingly.

"There is great opportunity here, my Lord. Fudge is hanging by the smallest thread. Being unable
to bring Dumbledore and Black to account and now losing the Boy-Who-Lived is nearly
catastrophic for his administration."

"Nearly?" the Dark Lord's eyes flash dangerously.

"We have an opportunity to provide the Dementor's kiss in this situation," Lucius' voice is
confident. "If another politician were to enter the ring having recaptured Black, to present him to
the Wizengamot where Cornelius has failed -,"

"And this politician is to be you, is it Lucius?" Bellatrix gasps, struggling up to her feet. He sees
the Dark Lord grasp Bellatrix by the hair and force her to kneel directly by his ankles, like a dog.
He has no desire to be so subjugated. Severus does not move.

"I speak only of possible exploitations of the situation," Lucius taps his cane on the floor. "The
alternative being that Black is caught by the Aurors and inadvertently, we have allowed a boon for
Fudge. I do not put myself forward, only suggest a compelling future narrative."

Severus scoffs inwardly at Lucius' false humility. He is so desperate to be Minister for Magic he
would suck Cornelius dry if he was asked.

"It is compelling," the Dark Lord muses. "But it does require me to allow my little pet out of its
cage, which I am loathed to do."

Severus is sure that he is speaking of Nagini but then Lucius answers.

"Bella reports that the boy is weak, my Lord, unable to stand or produce magic. We can easily
transport him to the Ministry of Magic unconscious. We do not require him to be physically
capable to retrieve the prophecy."

My son. The realisation is like being hit with a stunner and waking up in a new reality. The Dark
Lord has made a pet of my son.

"He must come back in one piece," the Dark Lord twirls his wand through his fingers thoughtfully.
"He is ... full of rage. I should like the chance to make use of it."

Severus realises that he has made a grave misjudgement. He recalls then, how when Regulus first
took the mark he had stood on the sidelines with the other Death Eaters and wished to high heaven
that none of it was happening. The Dark Lord had held Regulus' face in both hands, eyes greedy
and whispered: "You hold such promise, young Black. So much bitterness. It shall serve."

The Dark Lord does not want to destroy his son, as Severus has always been led to believe. Or at
least, does not want to destroy him entirely. He wants to make use of him first. For so long, he has
existed in a reality where his only task, his only goal, was to save the Boy-Who-Lived from death.
Now there is something worse. He recalls Narcissa's prediction back over Yuletide when she first
encountered Harrison's power; that the Dark Lord covets raw power like his. His stomach churns,
brutally, when he recalls the Dark Lord's first ever words when he searched through Severus' own
young mind.

What rage you have, little brewer. What use I shall have for that.

Harrison's words from their conversation in Skye shoot through his mind like a bolt of lightning: if
you are serious about keeping me alive then you will fucking do your part.

Severus knows his part. He left the Royal Diner in Cokeworth willing to die at the Dark Lord's feet
for his son, but now he sees the futility of it. What I need is someone who is going to make the
hard choices, Harrison once said. Let no one say that Severus cannot do it. He thinks he has been
making hard choices for years, thinks with pride that he swims in them and breathes them as air,
but now he sees the truth and the hard choice rockets through him like a freight train: The hard
choice is to remain here, on his knees, before this madman, tethered between two wildfires inching
closer. Prometheus chained to the rock, dying with every sunrise. The Dark Lord covets his son.
Harrison needs someone who will stay in his ranks, keep the back door open, keep his cover right
up until the exact moment it is no longer needed.

When Harrison is too powerful to be denied, hurt, broken or taken ever again. Until then, I shall
willing chain myself.

Severus decides, then and there, that if Albus should cut him loose for what happens tonight, if
Albus leaves him out to dry and vulnerable to the hands of the ministry, he shall come back to the
Dark Lord. For Harrison.

He shall not make use of my son. Not while I live.

"Then you shall, my Lord," Lucius is saying pleasantly. "Let me do this for you, let me bring you
Black and the prophecy. I should be honoured to do it."

"No, it should be me," Bellatrix snaps. "Black is the traitor to my family name, I should be the one
to deliver him to the Dark Lord!"

"And you, Severus?" the Dark Lord cackles with amusement. "Do you not rush to throw your hat
into the ring?"

"I only wish to serve, my Lord," Severus bows low once more. "As my Lord wishes."

"Very good, dear Severus," the Dark Lord pats him on the shoulder and finally, after hours,
Severus can slowly and painfully, rise to his feet. "I wish you to return to your post at Hogwarts. I
should not want my little secret snake in Dumbledore's nest to be disturbed." The Dark Lord gives
him a wide, beaming smile, bloody gums exposed and Severus nods, curtly.

"As you wish it, my Lord."

"Go then," the Dark Lord gestures before turning to Lucius. Severus is dismissed and turns,
walking out of the castle to apparate. He does not think of the many hours that stretch away before
Harrison's return. He does not think of the suffering Bellatrix will inflict on his child before then.
He buries it all, heaping cold earth upon the bodies of all those things. Harrison needs a cold as ice
motherfucking Slytherin spy and that is what Severus is.

Šāhzādeh, Severus thinks, recalling the words inscribed upon his grandfather's tombstone, feels
them settle into his blood: Do not look for me, for I am made of shadows. You shall not see my
footsteps.

Silently, Severus apparates back to Hogwarts.

_____________________

The cellar.

"That's it, Kreacher," Harry sighs heavily, surfacing up from the dark space inside him. "Well
done."

"Master patronising Kreacher does not help," Kreacher growls.

"I'm not patronising, I'm praising, it's a thing people do when they teach," Harry yawns. "Remus
does it, it's good."

"Black's do not praise, they punish," Kreacher scowls. "And would Master do everything the
mopey wolf does? Wear silly cardigans and eat too much chocolate?"

"I quite like cardigans, actually."

Kreacher scowls and kicks him.

"Kreacher must change Master's dressing again."

"It's bled through?" Harry asks weakly. "Again?"

"Mistress Bellatrix likes to keep her prisoners feeble," Kreacher grunts, peeling the sticky fabric
off Harry's hand. Harry only winces. He's used to the pain now, a heavy, dull ache that spreads up
through his arm and makes him feel so, so tired. He doesn't know if it has been a long day or a long
night, but whatever it's been, it's been cold and exhausting and painful. He's been strapped in the
stone chair the entire time. In between dozing through the agony and Kreacher slowly ripping his
shirt to pieces to change the sodden bloody wrap around his hand, Harry's finally got Kreacher to a
point where he can follow the thread of Harry's magic out of the imperius curse. Harry just has to
pull hard, almost painfully hard, on their bond and Kreacher can break through. Harry doesn't
know how they will use it yet, but he'll work it out, when the time comes. If I survive until then.

I love you. We love you. You are so loved. Stay Alive. Their voices are a chant in his mind, in his
blood. It's not as strong as it was hours ago, but it's there. Harry closes his eyes and hisses through
his teeth as Kreacher pulls the new bandage tight.

"Fucking fuck shit," Harry hisses.

"Master has a filthy mouth," Kreacher mutters.

"You can't understand parseltongue."

"Kreacher can always tell when Master is being uncouth," Kreacher scowls. "Master must maintain
his dignity."

"Dignity?" Harry croaks hoarsely. "I'm half naked and tied up in a basement, I'm a bit beyond
fucking dignity."

The door clams open before Kreacher can answer. Bellatrix's expression is thunderous and she
flings the door closed with a clattering bang. Harry tries not to flinch because the metal collar is
still digging into his throat.

"Riddiculous," Bellatrix mutters. "Listens to his plan, the two of them together, always
undermining me -,"

He watches Bellatrix storms into the glittering cube in a swirl of flickering magic. Then the door
swings open and none other than Lucius fucking Malfoy swans in. Well, what a fucking delight.

"Bella, don't be so defensive about this," Malfoy drawls with a smug expression. "Our Lord values
your input, that he chose my plan over your suggestion is nothing to be - Sweet Merlin, Bella, what
have you done to him?"

Malfoy is staring at Harry in horror.

"Fuck you," Harry hisses under his breath. "You look like Veela wank."

Kreacher, who is sitting close enough to Harry to hear the parseltongue through their bond, snorts
quietly.

"I did what needed to be done," Bellatrix scowls at Malfoy on the other side of the shimmering
wall of magic. "He's hiding the Black magic from me."

"Hiding it? Where?" Malfoy looks queasily at Harry's hand. "Morgana below, Bella. He looks
deathly. If the Dark Lord sees him like this -,"

"Well, he won't, will he?" Bellatrix snarls. "He won't see Potter defeated and me, triumphant with
the Black magic because instead of spending my time retrieving the magic from Potter's body, I
have to endure Snape's riddiculous intel -,"

"Severus is a valuable asset," Malfoy rolls his eyes.

Snape. What has Snape told him? Harry remembers Snape's voice inside the nothing-place. Plan

and survive. Is this the moment?

"I would not trust him as far as I can throw him!" Bellatrix snaps. "You are a fool to do so, my
sister also!"

"I trust that the Dark Lord finds him useful," Malfoy raises an eyebrow. "Do you not?"

"How did he even find the castle?" Bellatrix shouts. "He was not supposed to know! For specific
reasons!"

"Perhaps you did not hide the Dark Lord as effectively as you supposed you did," Malfoy sneers.
Bellatrix throws her knife through the shimmering wall and Malfoy ducks, smirking.

"We should stay!" Bellatrix yells. "If I can retrieve the Black magic from the boy -,"

"If, if, if!" Malfoy interrupts drolly. "I am giving you a chance to bring the Dark Lord what he
dearly wants -,"

"You mean a chance to chase my cousin around London, what a fucking delight!"

Sirius. What has Sirius done?

"And here I thought you wanted the Lordship," Malfoy drawls, leaning against the wall. "Black has
the Lordship ring, does he not? Would not a duel be most suitable?"

"I wished to face him with magic on my side!" Bellatrix screams at Malfoy, summoning back her
knife and jabbing it through the air haphazardly. "I want him to crawl on his belly, I want to rip the
magic out of him and have the raven eyes of my forefathers destroy his soul! I shall wield the
Black magic for my Lord and none shall stand against him!"

No, you really won't, Harry thinks dazedly.

"That is a very pretty picture, Bella," Malfoy sneers slowly, "but it does not compare to the facts.

Our Lord wants the prophecy retrieved. Our Lord wants Potter in one piece. Our Lord wants
control of the Ministry. All that matters is what our Lord wants -,"

What prophecy? Harry thinks blankly of Trelawney. Holy shit, if I've been kidnapped over some
fucking tea leaves I'm gonna kill myself.

"And you are the one to bring it to him?" Bellatrix spits, eyes like fire. "You think you know his
needs? His desires?"

"I have a fair notion."

Harry remembers vaguely what Snape said about the Death Eaters climbing into Voldemort's bed
and is accosted by a horrible, unwanted image.

"Ew," he whispers, closing his eyes. "Gross."

"Shut up, you blood traitor brat!" Bellatrix snarls at him. "I will rip out your father's heart and show
it to you!"

"You'd have to find it first," Harry croaks. Reputably, Severus Snape has no heart.

"You disgusting, filthy -,"

"Enough, Bella," Malfoy sounds bored. Harry opens his eyes to see the man reaching into his coat
and pulling out a vial of potion and syringe. Harry's heart drops. Oh no, not again. "We can't risk
him being able to move in transport. Imperio the elf."

"Leave it here to rot," Bellatrix glares at Kreacher who stares dumbly at the floor.

"I told you, where elves and Potter are concerned, leave not a single one unattended," Malfoy looks
sick as he looks Harry up and down. "At least put a shirt on the brat, Bella, he looks like he's been
shut up in Azkaban."

Bellatrix grumbles but taps her wand firmly against Harry's chest and Harry's ripped and bloody
school jumper is on his body. Harry follows Malfoy's hand like a hawk as he loads the syringe and
then gestures for Bellatrix to let him through the shimmering wall. She does with a wave of her
wand in a complicated pattern and there is a rush of air, like standing too close to a waterfall, and
then Malfoy is in front of Harry, leaning down with the syringe outstretched.

"You're a wanker," Harry hisses violently. "You're a fucking wanker and your son is a shit seeker."

"Does he always speak parseltongue?" Malfoy says, gripping Harry's chin tightly.

"Yes, the little bastard runt -,"

"And you're even worse than Sirius' ugly Mum, she's a fucking breeze compared to you, we should
chop off your head and mount it on the bloody walls -,"

"Fascinating," Malfoy murmurs. "Hold still, little serpent tongue."

As much as he doesn't want to, as much as he wants to appear strong, Harry can't help it. He
struggles, he wriggles even though it hurts everywhere and is utterly fruitless. The needle still
pierces his neck, right above the spot where Sahara usually bites him. Coldness floods his bones
again. This time, Harry knows he doesn't have the energy to fight it back.

"There we go," Malfoy says softly as darkness whirls around him. "Do not worry, Potter, once you
are of use to our Lord this will all be over."

Harry doesn't need Malfoy's false platitudes. He lets his eyes close and holds on to the beating
heart of darkness inside him.Plan and survive. He floats into unconsciousness with the shadowed
words from the nothing-place inside his mind. You will survive.

Harry opens his eyes.

He's floating, so that's weird, or maybe he's flying.

He looks down. His legs are beneath him but they're not touching the floor, or wrapped around a
broomstick, yet he's definitely flying. Cool.

He sees people in front of him, shapes in black cloaks with masked faces. Death Eaters.

He sees dark polished floorboards, long and shining, black, shining bricks and then flashes of gold.
He can hear boots echoing, can sense that familiar feeling that he knows so well from many nights
under his cloak at Hogwarts: the feeling of sneaking into a place in the dead of night. Harry blinks
slowly. He notices a blonde ponytail down below him and the glow of a wand pointed upward,
sees an odd, slightly adoring golden house-elf go past him. Recognises it's moronic face. I'm being
levitated through the ministry of magic.

He hears the patter of small, bare feet. Glances down and sees Kreacher. Plan and survive,
farzand. Use what you have. Distantly, Harry remembers that they had a plan. He tries to flex his
fingers, feels nothing. Paralysed, a-fucking-gain.

He remembers Magnus' voice in his head. In a split second, there is only room for one choice. He
knows it has to be now. Harry closes his eyes again and sinks inside his mind, looking for the
threads of Kreacher's magic. They shimmer. The purple thread is bulging with magic and Harry
knows it is Bellatrix's spell - the imperius curse. His and Kreacher's bond is orange and fizzing and
Harry just within his grasps. He thinks one thing very hard: Go to Hermione. Go to Hermione and
stay away from Bellatrix. Protect thyself, elf Black.

Kreacher gasps, stops in his tracks, doubling over.

"What is the problem, elf?" Bellatrix kicks Kreacher and he grunts, stumbling onto all fours.

"We do not have time for this," Malfoy whispers angrily.

Go to Hermione. Stay away from Bellatrix. Go to Hermione. Protect thyself, elf Black. Harry
presses against the orange light in his mind, a thread that is less solid and more like electricity,
sparking and growing. It hurts, it feels like brain freeze getting stronger and stronger, but Harry
presses harder. This is his split second, his one choice, he has no heir rings and no wand and he
can't move but he has his mind and this moment. Go. Go. Go.

"Go," Kreacher mutters. "Go, go, go."

He pops away. Harry smiles to himself.

"Where did he go?" Malfoy demands.

"Shit!" Bellatrix snarls, looking around, her dark eyes roving behind her white mask. "He was
under the imperius curse, how did he -?" Her eyes find Harry's. He twitches his lips into a smirk.
"Him!"

"Shut up, Bella!" Malfoy hisses.

"He's awake! He's doing something!"

"I'll take care of it."

Harry feels a sharp pinch as a needle enters his ankle. Then there is darkness again.

Then, maybe an hour later, maybe days, there are voices.

"Give him the antidote. Let's get the prophecy, get Potter out and then wait for them."

A stabbing pain again and suddenly Harry can feel.

It is horrible.

"Shit," Harry tries to bend but he can't, he's being held up by strong arms, a person who's magic

smells like rotten flowers and there is something cold and sharp against his throat. Bellatrix and her
knife. "Shit, shit, fucking fuck."

"If you defile the Dark Lord's precious language with your disgusting blood-traitor tongue I'll cut it
out," Bellatrix breathes in his ear.

Harry doesn't care because of the fucking pain he can feel. It's not just his hand again, or his ankles
or stomach or throat from being bound in place for however long. It's inside him. His heir rings
have gone, their magic with them and Harry is brokenly empty. He's hollowed out, fire and
lightning have been ripped out of him and now he can feel it outside of Bellatrix's bloody cage, it's
horrifying.

They're gone. I let Voldemort take them. They're gone and I'm alone.

"Pick up the orb, Potter," Malfoy says quietly.

Harry blearily follows the glowing tip of Malfoy's wand stares at it. It's an odd thing in a hall of
odd things. Made odder by the fact it has his name on, and not just his.

Sybil Patricia Trelawny to Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore and Severus Snape about the
Dark Lord and (?) Harry Potter.

"Whassizit?" Harry mumbles, trying not to sway against Bellatrix but can't help himself. If she
stops gripping him like this, he'll fall flat on his face. His broken ankle from yesterday or the day
before or how ever many days it was is swollen right up.

"Your prophecy, Potter."

"Oh, Jesus," Harry groans. "Not fucking tea leaves."

"No, Potter, you foolish boy, did you not wonder why you have been so tempted to come here?"
Malfoy jeers behind him. Harry thinks blearily of his dreams, of long dark corridors. It was Tom,
wanting to come here. Harry stares at it, vaguely hearing Malfoy drone on about how
Dumbledore's been keeping it a secret and this is the reason Harry has a scar and how the prophecy
chose him and Tom together, but Harry just looks at the second name.

Severus Snape.

He remembers young Snape from his own memory. Kneeling at Dumbledore's feet, admitting that
he has asked for mercy for Harry's mum, face wrenched with guilt, torn with shame. Somehow,
Harry just knows.

He told Tom and Tom wanted to kill me. It's his fault.

The man who fathered him sent Voldemort after him and his Mum and didn't even know at the
time what he had done. Harry closes his eyes against the pain of it, deeper and sharper than he
expected. Jesus fucking Christ, I really hope this is the worst thing he's ever done to me.

"Pick it up, Potter," Bellatrix whispers, pressing the knife against Harry's already sore throat. "Or I
will kill you."

Harry nods wearily and takes it in his hand. It's warm and it glows. Mine, Harry thinks blearily.
Snape's voice is in his mind. Use what you have.

"Excellent," Bellatrix whispers. "Now give it to me."

Bellatrix is an idiot, Harry thinks, because in asking for it she's told him what she wants. I've got
what she wants for fucking once.

"You," Harry whispers, "can go fuck yourself."

"You little shit," Bellatrix growls, her breath hot in his ear. "I will kill you."

"Careful!" Malfoy hisses, his eyes fixed on the prophecy. Huh. Doesn't want to hurt the glass ball
of doom and gloom.

"You can't kill me," Harry croaks back. "Tom wants me back."

"Who is Tom?" Malfoy demands.

"Tom Riddle, Lord Voldemort, Dark Lord, he's got a few names," Harry whispers hoarsely,
looking blearily around. Familiar eyes look at him from out of white masks. He'd remember their
eyes anywhere and it's no different, really. Masked men in a graveyard look the same as masked
men in a prophecy room. "Oh, hey, look - gangs all here. Nott knows about Tom Riddle, he
remembers, right? Cause he's fucking old -,"

"Silence, child," Apollonius rumbles.

"Fuck you, literally so so much," Harry whispers, some of his rage returning like a dying flame.
This is the man who abandoned Theo and Harry has never wanted anyone dead so immediately and
viscerally before. "You knew old Tom, don't deny it, back when he was just a half-blood prefect
with a real nose!"

"How dare you?" Bellatrix shrieks, shaking Harry violently. He feels sick. He hopes he throws up
on her face. "How dare you presume to know the true name of our Lord, How dare you speak of
him?"

"Stop it, Bella!" Malfoy shouts, wrenching Harry away from her. Stay on your feet, Potter, Harry
thinks, but that's a challenge and a half when one of his ankles won't bear his weight. He lurches
away, his back stumbling against the prophecies and they fall, smashing, figures rising and
speaking in the chaos and Harry holds the prophecy orb above his head like a threat.

"Don't touch me!" Harry yells, "don't touch me or it's dust!"

"Come here, you brat!" Bellatrix grabs him, but weirdly, Bellatrix is also looking at him.
Suddenly, somehow, in the chaos, there are two Bellatrix's.

"Oh Jesus, not two," Harry moans.

"An imposter!" Bellatrix is screaming, holding Harry tight against her and walking backwards from
the group. "An imposter!"

But the Bellatrix who has Harry doesn't have magic that smells like rot. This Bellatrix's magic
smells sweet and fruity. Like bubblegum. It reminds him of something, but he doesn't know what.

Still, not-Bellatrix is probably better than real-Bellatrix, Harry reckons, so he's dizzily happy to go
along.

"What?" Malfoy is shouting as not-Bellatrix grabs Harry and is pulling him backwards, a wand
trained on real-Bellatrix. Malfoy's wand switches between the two Bellatrix's in utter confusion.

"Take her!" Not-Bellatrix shouts.

"Not violent enough," Harry mutters drowsily, hopping on his one working ankle.

"Kill her! String her up by her insides! This is clearly some kind of ploy!" Not-Bellatrix shrieks. "I
will return the boy to our Master, you deal with the others! Leave none left alive!"

"Better," Harry mumbles, clasping the prophecy against his chest, trying to hold it in place with his
still unreliable right hand.

"Stop you fools!" Bellatrix screeches, pointing a finger at not-Bellatrix who has nearly dragged
Harry the length of the prophecy hall to the open door. "Look! Look at the wand! She obviously
does not have my wand, you imbeciles!"

Malfoy glances between the two wands, faltering for a second, and out of the shadows, a giant
black dog leaps towards his face. Harry feels a familiar cramping in his stomach but this time, it is
mixed with relief and joy because for the first time since before the third task, Harry called and
finally, he answered.

Sirius.

_________________________

Hogwarts, the Dungeons.

"Severus!"

Severus jerks his head up from his cauldron to the sound of the wolf's voice blasting out of his
fireplace. He has been brewing all day, in between classes and avidly avoiding Dolores, sending
potions to Andromeda and making sure his supplies are fully stocked for tonight. For the coming
battle that no one else in the Order, aside from the Blacks, knows about. If he feels any disquiet
about sending them into a fight underprepared, it is diminished with every hour that stretches until
Harrison's safe return. These are hours Albus could have been using to prepare. Hours Harrison is
suffering. This is his choice as much as mine. He's exhausted, has swallowed back countless nerve
replenishers after his meeting with the Dark Lord, and still he brews. Narcissa has been sending
him potion ingredients and he has been doing the same for her. Healers in wars cannot afford to be
judgemental. At eleven, he received a letter with a phoenix feather in Albus' slanted writing
instructing all Order members who are teachers to stay in the school. There is no reference to
disappointment or suspicion, but Severus knows that the similarity of Black's actions and his own
plan shall not have gone unnoticed. There is nothing to do but wait. He waits to see if his mark will
burn, if the Dark Lord will change his mind and risk Severus' cover by sending him into the fray. It
does not. So he stays and brews and feels the sting of his Masters' hold on him, of the rock
underneath his back where he is chained, the noose around his neck.

Both of them may wish me dead by the time the night is out.

"Lupin?" Severus glances at the small clock on his work bench. It is ten past eleven. "What's the
matter?"

"I'm coming through."

"You should not, Dolores is watching -,"

Severus is cut off by the man spinning through the fireplace, stumbling out with brown hair messy
and amber eyes glowing.

"What did you do?" Lupin demands, crossing to Severus' workbench and leaning over his cauldron,
expression stony.

"I taught, I brewed, I have not slept or eaten," Severus drawls slowly. "Why? What have you been
doing whilst our child has been tortured and Albus does nothing?"

"If that's the case, why are the Order scrambling to get to the Department of Mysteries because
Sirius has broken in?"

"I assume because Black is unable to follow orders even when his own life is at stake," Severus
says coldly. "Did you lose him from the Giardino?"

"I did not lose him, he escaped and he didn't do it alone, did he?" Lupin's eyes flash dangerously.

"How should I know?"

"Severus!" The wolf slams his hands down on the work bench. Severus looks up at him with raised
eyebrows. "What did you do?"

Severus stares at him and sees no point in lying. At least, not outright.

"What needed to be done," Severus looks back down at his cauldron.

"You planned all this, did all this, and you did not think to tell me?" Lupin asks, voice full of fury.

"I did not think it was the kind of thing the Creature Ambassador of the Congregation would like to
hear," Severus carefully adds some lavender to his sleeping draught.

"And the other parent of your son?" Lupin snaps. "Did he deserve to know?"

"He does," Severus snaps back, glaring at him. "Now."

"Now," Lupin sneers, shaking his head. "Merlin, Severus. What will it take for you to trust me?"

"If you will trust me to have handled the organisation of his rescue, I will trust you to implement
it," Severus says flatly. "Go. Now."

"You're not coming?" Lupin's voice is laced with incredulity.

"I am not," Severus tosses chopped rosemary into the cauldron, sees it turn a soft lavender colour.

"Why? This morning you were itching to get into the fight -,"

"I have a cover to maintain in case you have forgotten," Severus bites out. "The Dark Lord
instructed me to stay here, as did Albus."

"And? This morning you told Albus you could care less about it so what has changed?"

"Nothing except my perspective."

"Something you are, of course, notable for being able to do!" Lupin exclaims, voice dripping in
sarcasm. "Severus Snape, a man known for entertaining a diverse collection of perspectives!"

"Perhaps I am trying to do what is right by Harrison for the future!" Severus snaps, hearing
Arthur's voice in his head as he glares up at Lupin. The wolf just watches him. The spectre of
Arthur's twinkling smile and knowing glances lingers between them. Severus sighs and sets his
hands on the table. A modicum of truth perhaps.

"The Dark Lord ... desires Harrison," he says hesitantly.

"Desires? What do you mean, desires?" Lupin's growl is so fierce, so sudden, Severus cannot stop
himself from gripping the edge of the workbench in fear. Lupin's irises have shrunk, the veins on
his neck are livid and standing out and there are divets where his fingers are pressed into Severus'
table. Honestly, between Harrison and Lupin I shall have to refurnish my entire flat, Severus thinks
distantly.

"Calm down, Lupin," he says automatically.

"Calm down? You just told me Voldemort wants Harry -,"

"He wants to keep him," Severus finishes for him in a level tone, trying to encourage something
similar in Lupin. "He covets his power. Would make use of it, as he did with Bellatrix and Regulus
and ... myself."

Severus closes his eyes. He and the wolf have never discussed how he became a Death Eater. It is
embarrassing, Severus thinks, to admit that he was groomed by a much older and powerful man. It
is even more galling to imagine that the same man might do the same to my son.

"This is why you're not breaking cover," Lupin whispers. "In case it doesn't work tonight? So you
can go back in and get him out?"

"Yes," Severus opens his eyes, "and for the future. If Harrison is freed tonight I do not imagine the
Dark Lord's interest will ... wane."

"What if Albus turns you into the Ministry?" Lupin asks harshly. "You've disobeyed him, if I can
see that, he can."

"Then I shall throw myself on the Dark Lord's mercy and hope he still has use of me," Severus says
frankly.

"Because without a man in Voldemort's ranks, we are lost?" Lupin raises his eyebrows.

Severus winces to have Albus' words used against him but nods stiffly.

"Because I will not lose another person to the Dark Lord," Severus looks down at his potion. "I
will not lose Harrison."

There is silence. Severus picks tiny leaves off sprigs of thyme with shaking hands. This is the
moment when he sees me without his infuriatingly empathetic gaze, this is the moment when he
sees me for the weak man and weak boy I was, too stupid and wounded and desperate to see when
I was being used.

"You are the most remarkable person I have ever met," Lupin whispers.

"What?" Severus' head jerks up. The corners of Lupin's mouth quirk upward into a sarcastic smile.

"Eidetic memory, wasn't it, Severus?" he shrugs. "I know you heard me."

Severus stares at the wolf for a long minute, taking a short catalogue of his scarred face, his
rumpled hair, his amber eyes. He may not return. Severus leans over the cauldron and places a
hand on Lupin's chest. Feels his heartbeat. And you have more unexpected forbearance than
anyone I have ever seen.

"Go and find our child, Lupin," he says quietly.

Lupin looks at Severus with an odd expression and for the first time in his life, Severus wishes that
the wolf was able to be subject to legillimency. Lupin slowly takes hold of Severus' hand, lifts it
and kisses his palm. Warm lips, damp saliva and slight, warning nip of teeth. It is a kiss that
Severus feels travel the length of his arm and settle in the centre of his chest. Then Lupin seizes
Severus' hand tightly, pulls him roughly forward, grabbing the back of Severus' neck and pressing
their foreheads together.

"I will, cariad," Lupin breathes in a sharp breath, as if memorising Severus' scent. Then, before
Severus can speak, he is disappearing into the floo, shouting "Ministry of Magic!" and vanishing
from sight. Severus is alone. He stares as the green flames die down and grips the edge of the
workbench. He forces down his need to follow. Breathes. In and out. Bury it. Bury it all.

Lupin will bring him back. The man is a terrible liar, after all. Lupin will not fail in this. Before
Severus can even get back to brewing, there is a thunderous knock on his door.

"Professor Snape!" Dolores' voice shouts through the wood. "Professor Snape, open up at once!"

Delightful, Severus thinks bitterly. He sets his potion in stasis and throws his outer robes back on,
marching to the door.

"Good evening, Headmistress," Severus sneers, flinging open the door. "It is still Headmistress,
isn't it?"

Severus hears from Flitwick that Dolores has spent all day shut up with members of the Board of
Governors and the Minister. She looks terrible, red-faced, paunchy and baggy, with eyes full of
spite.

"Your floo was accessed from outside!" Dolores spits. "I demand to know who came into the
castle!"

"You may demand, Dolores, but there is nothing to say I must tell you," Severus grips the door
frame angrily.

"You will tell me," Dolores grits her teeth. "Was it Albus Dumbledore? Was it Remus Lupin? Was
it Sirius Black?"

"We can do this all night but I can promise you, with absolute certainty, Black would never be
allowed admission through any floo of mine," Severus sneers.

"Oh really?" Dolores sneers.

"If you are concerned about my opinions on Black's incarceration, do consult the Minister for
Magic," Severus thinks of Black's escape two years ago and his outburst in the hospital wing.
Vengeance deferred, yet again, and curdled, spiteful rage. "He will recall my feelings vividly."

"And of Potter, who has also, miraculously disappeared?" Dolores sneers. "One would expect he
had help from inside the castle, would you know anything about that, Snape?"

"If you are under the impression I would help that insolent boy do anything, you are again,
mistaken," Severus says coldly. "I should like to return to brewing -,"

"You left the castle," Dolores spits, stopping Severus from closing the door. "You were gone all
night and Potter mysteriously disappears -,"

"I have absolutely no interest in that boy," Severus snaps.

"- yet you fit the timeline," Dolores' eyes gleam eagerly. "The Minister will thank me for bringing

him Dumbledore's collaborators, he will see past all this nonsense -,"

"Ah," Severus closes his eyes briefly. "What do you think might happen, Dolores, when I
emphatically deny any involvement?"

"I don't think it will be a problem," Dolores smiles and pulls out her wand. Severus raises his
eyebrow. Of all the things to happen in the last forty-eight hours, this is one he did not, in any
version of reality, expect. "I am ... quite adept at compulsions."

In his mind, Severus sees the letters cut in blood all over his son's body. I should kill her. I should
kill her now. The firm grip he has on the doorframe is the only thing keeping the Prince shadows
from spilling out and strangling her where she stands.

"Have you forgotten that I was almost convicted for being a Death Eater?" Severus says quietly,
staring at Dolores darkly.

"I am rather counting on it," Dolores' chuckles. "You are a liar, Severus Snape. Who trusts the
word of a liar?"

Severus' mind rings with those words, imagines Albus handing him over to the Ministry with those
very words. I thought I could trust him, but who can trust a liar? After tonight, will there be a cell
in Azkaban waiting for him? Bury that. Bury it now.

"I defer to your superiority in such matters," Severus tilts his head to one side and grips his wand
inside his robes.

"I don't know what you mean."

"Oh?" Severus pauses. "Blood quills, Dolores?"

She glares at him. He sees the twitch in her wand. Any moment now. He is ready. Yet the spell
never comes. Instead, a shout echoes down the corridor.

"Headmistress!"

They both turn to see Filch, the old fool, hobbling towards them.

"The alarm's gone off on your office door, Headmistress," Filch wheezes. "Someone's broken in."

"I knew it!" Dolores bares her teeth and sweeps away, Filch bustling after her. Severus waits until
they turn the corner to close his door and lean against it. He allows himself one long, shaking
breath. This is nothing, a small interaction with a sadistic bureaucrat, but it is the start of
something, Severus can feel it. The start of many more moments when he will have to be ready to
kill to protect his secrets. He fought in a war in his youth, made those decisions easily as a angry,
bitter young man with an axe to grind but since the Dark Lord returned, he has not yet had cause to
cast a killing curse. He knows now, that the gap is closing. He has cut loyalties with Albus, he has
tested the weight of his worth to the Dark Lord, he has taken risks he may struggle to justify and
has made choices. It is inevitable. The moment is coming again when I shall have to cast. He feels
the heaviness of it settle on his soul. As he leans against the door and breathes, he glances at the
clock. Twenty past eleven. Nothing to do but wait and hope. He moves back to brewing, allows the
relieving settling feeling of the potion under his stirrer and the ingredients through his fingers to
calm his mind. Then, as he is chopping valerian root, Filch's words filter into his mind: Someone
has broken into Dolores' office. The only office with unmonitored floo access.

Who would desire to get out of the castle unmonitored at this time of night?

On any other occasion Severus would think it was Harrison, but it cannot be Harrison. So there is
only one other option.

"Shit!" Severus leaves his potion, pulls open the door and runs.

________________________

Hogwarts, Umbridge's Office.

"What are we doing here?" Theo asks, staring at Granger, Weasley and Longbottom outside
Umbridge's office door. He has Blaise at his side and Sahara around his neck. He's had her there or

wrapped around his sleeve under his robes in class all day. She's quiet and barely hissing. When
Theo tries to ask her what's wrong, she hisses about "no magic." Daphne has been incredibly
attentive, providing Theo with a pair of satin ballgown gloves that she has cut the hands off and
applied an eternal warming charm for him to wear under his shirt sleeves. Sahara can comfortably
nestle against the soft fabric and stay warm. Daphne has been researching and says it could be a
rare type of hormonal hibernation, but Theo knows what it is. Perhaps if Sahara had never met
Harry, if he hadn't fed her magic in the Apothecary that day, then she wouldn't be diminishing now,
but she is. Harry turned her into a magical being and without his magic, she is dying. This fact has
its own horrible implications, because if Sahara is dying without Harry's magic, then what is
happening to Harry's magic?

Nothing good.

"Kreacher came back," Granger whispers.

"What?" Theo snaps. He has sworn, up and down, that he will kill the elf. Stealing snacks and
potions ingredients is one thing, but betraying Harry is quite another.

"He was under the imperius curse," Granger says. "He told us where Harry is."

Finally. Theo feels a lurch of sickness in his throat, a mixture of trepidation and adrenalin.

"Did you tell the wolf?" Theo asks.

"He knows, he sent a Patronus, told me to stay put," Granger takes on a determined expression.
"We're going to use Umbridge's floo to get there. We need you to cover for us."

"I'm coming," Theo says, not caring that Longbottom is standing right there.

"You are not," Blaise says quietly beside him.

"You cannot stop me," Theo glares at him.

"I will," Blaise says simply. "With my wand and my heart and my bond."

"Do not be absurd."

"You guys can fight about this later," Weasley interrupts, his brown eyes puffy but full of ferocity.
Theo imagines that losing his father has had an astonishing impact. It is not something Theo can
empathise with, but he understands that other children love their fathers. "We're going, and you're
going to stay here and cover us when Umbridge arrives."

"I'm going to stay and help," Longbottom says. His eyes flash slightly lilac for a moment.

"You'll fight with us?" Theo raises his eyebrow. The last time he saw Longbottom, he looked
utterly distrustful of Theo. Longbottom eyes him carefully.

"I don't know what you are to Harry, but you're clearly something," Longbottom says quietly. "I
will fight with you."

"Good enough," Granger says smartly. "Theodore, your knife, if you please."

Theo kneels before the keyhole and hesitates, looking up at Granger.

"Her alarm system is likely instantaneous, you need to floo through together, as quickly as possible,
do you have powder with you?"

"Yes," Weasley pulls a small bag out of his pocket. Theo hesitates and then hands over his
schoolbag to Weasley. Harry would want his two best friends to have his invisibility cloak.

"It has Harry's inheritance in it," he says quietly.

Weasley takes it, eyes flashing with understanding and nods. He hands the bag to Granger who
throws it across her body with a determined expression.

"Let's go," she says, glancing at Blaise. "Keep Theodore alive, Zabini."

"I do not need him to keep me alive," Theo mutters, tapping the back of his knife until it turns into
the particular lock-pick he is imagining.

"Keep my Lord alive, Granger," Blaise responds.

"This is where Harry would say he's not your Lord and he doesn't need Hermione to keep him
alive," Weasley snorts. "So let's all agree to try and stay alive on our own, okay?"

"Good idea," Longbottom nods eagerly. "Excellent plan."

Theo inserts the blade and twists, feeling the locks resist and give at different points. The others
are silent, watching him and the corridor tensely.

"Did you really slap Malfoy?" Weasley asks Daphne.

"Slapping is for people who do not know how to fight," Daphne sniffs.

"She punched him," Blaise answers.

"Well, Granger could not be the only girl to do so," Daphne mutters. "It makes pureblooded girls
look significantly unenlightened."

"That's what I was going for," Granger whispers sardonically. "Feminist unity. Not 'Draco, you're
being a dick to Hagrid and I fucking hate you.'"

"It is the height of efficiency to achieve two ends with one means, Granger," Daphne answers. “I
will go back to common room and deter Chambers. Go well, all.”
“Go well,” Blaise replies and Weasley and Longbottom say the same. Theo hears Daphne’s
footsteps retreating away. Theo twists the knife one more time. The door opens and there is a
rushing sound, a ward being broken.

"Go!" Theo rushes in and opens the door for Granger and Weasley who, with intent expressions,

rush to the fireplace. Longbottom and Blaise follow, Longbottom slamming the door and Blaise
muttering a quick locking spell behind them. Weasley throws the powder as they climb in and yells
"Ministry of Magic!" and they disappear in green flames. Theo stares for a second (Why would they
be at the Ministry of Magic?) and then moves towards the fireplace.

"No," Blaise grips his wrist tightly, pulling him around. "You will not."

Theo shakes him off, rage rising. He has Lovegood's voice inside his head, telling him it is not yet
time to go to war, but he doesn't care. Harry is out there, within his grasp. Theo cannot stay behind.

"He might be your Lord but he's my -,"

"Your what?" Blaise asks politely. "Because there is nothing that you can say that will defer me. I
am your shield."

"Then come with me!"

"What about when Umbridge follows you?" Longbottom asks quietly. "What will she see? What
will she find? Will it be bad?"

Remus Lupin and Dumbledore and Death Eaters and Harry, all in one package. All thrown in
Azkaban together, to murder one another slowly.

"Undoubtedly," Blaise nods firmly. "So we stay here, Theodore, and we defend the pass. Thereby,
we defend the Lord."

"Oh, do not try to talk about Viking war practises with me!"

"How about the practise of my people then?" Blaise presses his wand against Theo's chest. "If you
do not behave, I shall hit you with a curse designed for prisoners we want to put to sleep for long
voyages out on the ocean."

"Why would you take prisoners on long voyages out to sea?" Longbottom asks, frowning.

"For the vistas," Blaise raises his eyebrows at Theo, who knows exactly why the Contessa takes
people she does not want to hear from again out to sea. Theo glares at Blaise. Learn, scheme and
defend. If Blaise won't let him defend Harry, he'll stay here and defend as he can. And scheme,
too.

"Fine," Theo twists his knife in his hand and pulls out his wand. "But I mean it, don't talk about
Norse precepts of war with me."

"Why, does it make you horny?" Blaise grins.

"Fuck off, Blaise."

"And you too are friends?" Longbottom looks at them curiously. "Really?"

"On occasion," Blaise says, winking at Longbottom who blushes. "Possibly not this evening."

"Definitely not this evening," Theo glares at him. Theo cannot help it, he resents Blaise for
standing between him and Harry, even if it is to defend Theo's life. I defend Harry, I do not need
defending.

"I have a question," Blaise looks down at his hand. "I understand that in the United Kingdom,
Heirs are discouraged from fighting with their Heir rings before they reach majority, but we have
no such qualms in my culture."

"You don't say," Theo mutters, thinking of the ribbons of magic that Blaise has been using to keep
him close for the last twenty four hours.

"So, are we using Heir magic in this fight?" Blaise continues, looking at them both.

"The Nott magic is healing magic," Theo says, flipping his wand in one hand and his knife in the
other. "I shall be using tools."

And enjoying it.

"The Longbottom magic has, um, some defensive properties," Longbottom says awkwardly. "I
know how to use it."

"Good," Blaise says pleasantly. "Zabini magic is offensive, so I think we shall be well matched."

"You both talk like you've done this a lot," Longbottom asks quietly, gripping his wand tightly.
"Have you?"

"Yes," Theo says shortly. With Apollonius, many many times.

"And you think she's going to - to try and hurt us?" Longbottom swallows.

"Yes," Theo repeats. He thinks he hears distant footsteps coming closer and moves into a defensive
stance in front of the fire.

"Do not worry, Heir Longbottom," Blaise squeezes his shoulder and moves him gently to the side.
"Harry speaks very highly of you."

"He says that you're an arse," Longbottom takes on a worried expression. "Maybe it's a joke?"

"It's definitely not," Theo says.

"Hurtful, Nott."

"Truthful, Zabini."

The footsteps grow to a clatter and someone tries the door handle. Blaise spreads his hand up so
his carnelian ring glows brightly. Theo sees a tension around the doorknob and knows Blaise is
tethering the door closed.

"Open this door!" Umbridge screams from the other side. Blaise pulls his hand back, holding the
tension tight with a flash of red fury inside his eyes.

"How long can you hold it?" Longbottom asks nervously.

"Until she blasts the door open," Blaise mutters. As soon as he speaks, the door explodes and
Umbridge is there, breaking the tethering and whirling into the room in a flurry of hideous pink.

"You!" she points her wand at Blaise, spitting with anger. "You half-breed foreign upstart!"

Theo knows then that Dolores Umbridge is a being made of bitter rage and she will kill Blaise, out
of jealousy and fury of his power. Before she can cast, Longbottom has stretched out his hand, a
purple shield appearing between them all and Umbridge. It grows out of the floor like devil's snare
made of lilac light and Longbottom's eyes are bright violet with determination. Umbridge glares at
him and snarls. Umbridge, Theo realises, does not fight like Apollonius. He always fought with
dignity, he taught Theo to do the same, to be fast and quick and ruthless, but Umbridge fights with
urgent, wild cruelty. She's not only fast, she's vicious. She slashes her wand at Longbottom and he
crumples with a cry, clutching his arm.

"Help him!" Blaise shouts, already throwing spiralling orange ribbons out of his Heir ring to tether
Umbridge in place. Theo scrambles quickly to Longbottom, knocking the desk over onto its side so
they can shelter behind it.

"Let me see," Theo grabs Longbottom's wand arm, pushes up the sleeve of his robe and sees the
deep red slash bleeding up through his shirt. "Here."

Theo presses his heir ring along the wound. Longbottom sucks air through his teeth as the wound
seals and Blaise shouts 'Stupefy! Reducto!' and various other spells in Italian above them. Then
Theo hears it.

"CRUCIO!"

"Blaise!" Theo jumps to his feet, Longbottom scrambling up beside him. On the other side of the
upturned table, Blaise is on the floor twitching. Umbridge is standing over him, chest rising and
falling with excitement.

"Stupefy!" Longbottom yells, inadvisably, Theo thinks because Umbridge breaks her hold on
Blaise to quickly deflect the spell back to him and Longbottom crumbles beside him, utterly
knocked out.

"Confringo!" Theo yells. He knows it's a dangerous spell but he doesn't care. A blast of explosive
fire is thrown out of the end of his wand and Umbridge shields, the flame sending a series of kitten
plates clattering to the floor to smash, giving Blaise enough time to struggle to his feet, but
Umbridge has recovered.

"OMNES OS PRAEVARICATOR!" She roars, pointing her wand at Theo but Blaise is pushing him
down, throwing him out of the way. Shielding me.

"Blaise!" Theo scrambles to catch him as the curse hits, lighting his body up and lifting it a few
feet in the air before he slumps down, heavy and coughing blood, into Theo's arms.

"Well, well, well, was that too much for the Contessa's son?" Umbridge sneers. Theo drags Blaise
behind the table, frantically pressing his heir ring against Blaise's chest. Latin is just one of the
many languages Theo can understand and he knows Umbridge's curse has broken every single one
of Blaise's bones. Blaise's eyes are wide with the pain, blood catching at the corner of his lips. No.
No. No.

"I'm just healing your ribs," Theo whispers. "To protect your heart, it's okay - you're going to be
okay -,"

The desk bursts into flames. Theo turns in a defensive crouch, the words of Apollonius favourite
skin shearing spell on his lips.

"Flagell -"

"Expelliarmus!"

Theo's wand jerks out of his hand before he can finish speaking. He throws his knife, seeing it
pierce Umbridge's shoulder but she grits her teeth and levels her wand at him, eyes flinty.

"Nott, isn't it?" she says, gasping. "You could have made better choices in your friends, Nott."

"So could you," Theo says quietly, standing over Blaise's body. Umbridge smiles and raises levels
her wand at Theo's heart.

"Zabini smuggled his boyfriend out of Hogwarts, in direct violation of Ministry accords with the
Congregation," Umbridge says. "I apprehended him and you, and I stopped his escape. We will put
the son of that half-breed whore on trial and the Minister will thank me."

Sahara hisses at his wrist. Something about "bite."

"You're not strong enough," Theo whispers back before glaring up at Umbridge and raising his
voice. "Why should I care?"

"Because you are going to testify," Umbridge steps closer. Theo's knife in her shoulder is bleeding
heavily on those pink robes but she doesn't seem to notice. "I'm quite adept at compulsions."

"Good for you," Theo waves his wand. " Protego."

His shield erupts around him, just as he remembers Harry's first lesson in the Defense club. There
isn’t a shield in the world strong enough to avoid the unforgivables.

"Or perhaps, you were helping him," Umbridge whispers. "Perhaps I had to kill you. Avada -,"

"Toad woman will NOT harm Heir Nott!"

There is a pop and Kreacher appears in front of Theo, holding one of Umbridge's teapots with a
bemused kitten on it. Suddenly he is pulling the lid off and throwing the contents towards her face.
Theo expects tea or scalding water. What he does not expect is a buzzing, hissing Parvus pixie,
zooming straight at Umbridge's face to bite her firmly on the nose. She shrieks wildly for a
moment, aiming her own wand at her nose but the pixie bites deeper, beginning to suck blood with
its vicious little eyes glowing and then Umbridge sways, slumping onto her knees as the venom
takes effect. Then it crawls up her face, towards her eyes.

Harry will be so proud, Theo thinks dazedly.

"Nott!" The door bursts open and Snape is there, swooping in to press his fingers against
Umbridge's throat. Theo points his wand and whispers a summoning charm, his knife flying back
into his hand, red with blood. Snape glares at him. "What happened?"

""Is she dead?" Theo swallows, bending down next to Blaise and doing the same. His pulse is
thready, unsteady. No. No. No. Blaise's eyes flicker open.

"Theodore," Blaise whispers. "Mi dispiace."

"Don't be sorry, you're going to be fine, Professor Snape's here." Theo tremulously presses his palm
against his friends face and then looks over at Snape.

"Not yet," Snape mutters, his eyes drifting over Blaise and Longbottom. "What happened?"

"Longbottom got a stunning spell," Theo can't stop his voice from shaking. "She broke all of
Blaise's bones, I tried to heal his ribs to protect his heart but -,"

"Shit," Snape breathes, swooping down upon Blaise, instantly waving his wand over his body and
chanting under his breath. "Stand back, Theodore, he has major internal damage -,"

Snape waves his wand and Patronus shoots out, no doubt going to Madam Pomphrey. Theo does as
he's told and stands against the wall, bloody and trembling, as he looks down at Blaise. His friend
and shield, coughing weakly under Snape's ministrations, struggling to breathe. He took that curse
for me. His vow. Harry. He took the curse for me. Theo is lost in his thoughts. For a moment, he
sees his mother's dying face, feels that same desperation, as fresh and raw as that day nine years
ago. Do something! Save her! A cold settles upon Theo. As hard as this is, to watch his best friend
fight for life on the floor of Umbridge's office, it is nothing compared to how it would feel to watch
Harry do the same. I will not let him die. I need to make sure he is not dying.

"Kreacher," Theo whispers. "Take me to Harry."

"Master said to stay away," Kreacher mutters back, his eyes fixed on Snape who has not noticed.
There is the sound of running footsteps and then Madam Pomphrey rushes into the room.

"Sweet Merlin, what happened?" she exclaims, stepping right over Umbridge and descending upon
Longbottom.

"She tried to kill them, apparently," Snape mutters back, still waving his wand up and down
Blaise's body, chanting solemnly in a language Theo doesn't know.

"Take me and then come back here to stay, stay here with Blaise and Snape and help them here,"
Theo whispers fiercely to Kreacher. "Take me, Kreacher, I mean it."

Kreacher glares up at him and Theo feels the same sensation he did when they first arrived at
Fabiola's cottage and Kreacher was called by Black. He can feel Kreacher testing the bond between
them.

"On Heir Nott's head be it," Kreacher snarls, grabbing his hand.

"Theodore, NO!" Snape yells but it doesn't matter. Theo is being sucked through space with
Kreacher and Sahara, away from Hogwarts and towards Harry.

---------------------------------

The Department of Mysteries.

"Stay down, Harry!" Not-Bellatrix yells as Padfoot sinks his teeth into Malfoy's leg. Harry feels
something roll past him along the floor and then there is sudden, impenetrable darkness. Peruvian
darkness powder. The twins. Harry is being half dragged and half pulled out of the door and thrust
into someone else's arms. Dark curly hair and dark eyes.

"Oh shit," Harry burbles. "Another Bellatrix."

"Harry, it's Andromeda," she says. She pulls Harry behind a table covered in vials and jars full of
floating organs and he slumps to the floor. "Your Auntie Andromeda."

"I've got an Aunt Petunia," Harry mutters, fixing his eyes on what looks like fleshy ropes in a
bottle. Andromeda is waving her wand over him and cursing fluently, in a way that reminds him of
Sirius.

Where's Sirius? Harry wonders blearily. I hope he's eaten Malfoy's face.

"Merlin, dehydrated and low blood pressure and hypothermia not to mention the effects of
Medusa's Ire, how are you still standing up?"

"Not," Harry drowsily drops his head forward onto her shoulders. "Sitting down."

"Here, Harry," Andromeda uncorks a vial and presses it to his lips.

"No, no, no more Potions," Harry groans, twisting his face away.

"It's okay, Harry, it won't hurt you, it will give you some energy to get out of here -,"

"Just ... apparate?"

"We can't apparate or portkey into or out of the Department of Mysteries," Andromeda pressed his
lips open. "Swallow, Harry."

Harry groans but opens his mouth and swallows a bitter liquid that reminds him of cranberries.
Suddenly, his head is a lot less fuzzy. He gasps, and it's like the time in Grimmauld Place when
Snape made his body work to escape. Sudden vitality in his bones, a cold, dark energy pulsing
through his veins.

"They're in here!" There is a pounding sound against the door, the sound of crackling air and
fizzing spells.

"Shit! There's only four of us and twenty of them," Andromeda curses, glancing over Harry and
down at the prophecy orb clutched against his chest. "We need to hide it -,"

The door bursts open with huge smashing of glass and liquid flies all over them, slippery flopping
flesh tumbling down over their heads.

"Run, Harry!" Andromeda grabs him and pushes him towards another door. Harry doesn't know if
it is the potion she's given him or adrenalin, but he can walk again. "Through there!"

Harry stumbles under smashing glass as it whips through his hair, cutting his cheek, his trainers
sliding in goo as his brain tries to catch up to what is actually happening. They want the prophecy.
We need to hide the prophecy. What's a place no one can find it? It comes to Harry in a flash. The
nothing-place. He holds the prophecy tight against his chest and breathes for a moment, breathes in
darkness and shadows and then, because it feels like magic is telling him to, throws it in the air.

"No, Harry!" Andromeda gasps, pulling him down behind a vast glass tank of floating jellyfish
things. The prophecy vanishes. Harry feels the cold weight of his Prince ring settle back on his
finger. Huh. Only space for one hidden thing, then.

"Hidden," Harry whispers hoarsely.

"How did you -?"

"Behind the tank!" An angry voice yells.

"YOU!" Bellatrix screams, seeing Andromeda behind the glass. "You TRAITOR!"

"I'm not the daughter who betrayed the Black magic, sister!" Andromeda stands up with Harry
behind her, she spreads her hand with her Black ring on it wide and white light gathers in her
fingers, spiralling out into a magnificent shield. The Black magic heals and defends for
Andromeda, Harry realises in a daze.

"KILL HER!" Bellatrix screams.

"NO!" There's a sudden blur of movement, of pink hair that becomes a bird pecking in Bellatrix's
hair which becomes a dog snapping at her ankles then a snake biting her arm and then a pink haired
woman, shooting spells with her wand, a determined expression and a white glow of Black magic
in her skin.

Metamorphing, Harry thinks in amazement. The magic is making Tonks stronger.

"The door, Harry!" Andromeda shoves him towards it, just as the glass above them splinters and
cracks, keening and groaning under the weight of spell fire. "Go, go, NOW!"

Harry's fingers find the door handle just as the glass breaks. It is a shattering behind him, a rush of
water and air pushing him through it and in a second, he's ripped under in a flood.

Drowning.

Through quiet water, he sees Andromeda fall behind him, tentacles reaching out for her, thinks he
sees Tonks dragging her out but he can't swim back to them. He doesn't even have the energy to
pull his head up above water. He's being swept along and down, tumbling and rolling down marble
stairs, knees and elbows hitting painfully and still, he can't fucking breathe.

Drowned in a puddle, Harry thinks, now that's a fucking stupid death.

Then, teeth and a firm grip on the back of his neck. Harry is being dragged, coughing and
spluttering up goo that tastes like ground up paracetamol, by a large jaw and rough, animal breath,
pulling him up onto a stone platform in the middle of a vast space. Padfoot.

"I see him!" He hears Bellatrix shout. "In the Room of Judgement!"

Fuck. Harry lies flat, winded, staring at a fluttering piece of fabric above his head and the dog
transforming into a very wet man, erecting a shield in front of them.

"Can you not just fuck off, Bella?" Sirius yells, his hair slick in front of his face. "You are my worst
cousin!"

"You blood traitor scum!" Bellatrix screams back, slashing her wand fiercely through the air so that
the water flooding the floor around the dais ripples and parts. Her spell breaks Sirius' shield. Harry
sees another Death Eater casting from up high, aiming for Sirius head. No. Harry clumsily kicks
Sirius' legs out from under him, toppling him to the ground and then throws out his hand with the
Prince ring on.

"To shadow," Harry hisses, thinking of wings and a long beak and sparking eyes. The shadow
Kingfisher he created with Narcissa erupts between them and the Death Eaters, its shadows making
the water choppy.

"What the hell, pup?" Sirius coughs, rolling to face him.

"It was easier than shouting duck," Harry groans, his teeth chattering with a chill.

"What is this thing?" Harry hears Malfoy shouting. Spells rain against the shadow birds impervious
wings but Harry can feel his strength wilting already. With every hit he flinches, his hand shaking
like a leaf.

"I can't ... much longer ..." Harry grunts.

"It's okay," Sirius scrambles to his feet and then pulls Harry up, his hand still trembling as he holds
the bird in place. "I won't let her take you back."

"Doesn't mean much if you're dead," Harry gasps. Think, Harrison, an urgent, fervent voice
mutters in his head. Plan and survive. Harry closes his eyes, wishes for one second that Theo was
here and then drowns it, drowns the thought because Theo isn't here and Harry needs to be the
smart one and think of something. I need a rune circle, like on Skye. I need to be recharged. Harry
looks into Sirius' eyes, sees the depths of magic swirling there and has a horrible but also maybe
good idea. "I need some of your blood."

"Why?" Sirius shouts over sounds of loud booms. Harry winces when the spells reach the
Kingfisher. If he doesn't do something soon, they'll rip through. Beyond the shadows, he can see
the Weasley twins out of the corner of his eye, disappearing and reappearing to shoot spells whilst
seemingly taking off and putting on hats. A death Eater falls in the water and George climbs onto
his body, holding him under.

"FUCK YOU, DOLOHOV!" George is screaming.

"Because it'd be fucking weird to kiss you!" Harry shouts back. "Just cut your hand and - and put it
against my mouth!"

"Merlin's fucking shit balls," Sirius mutters, drawing his wand across his palm and then standing
behind Harry, clamping it over his mouth. "Fucking weird child."

"Fuck you," Harry mumbles into Sirius' hand and then, wincing with the weirdness of it, licks
Sirius' bloody palm.

It's instantaneous. Not like with Arthur, where Harry had to follow the blood magic down, it's like
a fire in Harry's mind. Sirius' blood is filled with the power of the Black magic and it tastes like
snow on his tongue, perfect and freezing and ice rushes into his bones. Yes, fucking yes, finally.
Harry takes a deep rattling breath and stretches his hand wider, remembers Narcissa's words inside
his head: Visualise. The Prince ring pulses out darkness and the Kingfisher transforms into a beast
with gnashing teeth and prowling eyes.

A wolf.

"Shadow us," Harry hisses.

"Fucking hell!" Sirius screams as the Death Eaters panic, ducking behind pillars and shooting
spells wildly at it. The wolf only snarls and swallows them all. "You're - you're a fucking
Necromancer!"

"I don't know what the fuck that is!" Harry shouts, his voice muffled behind Sirius grip. He
breathes heavily through his nose. He can't do this for very long, not if he doesn't want to drain
Sirius dry of magic and Sirius seems to know it too, because he's leaning against Harry, swaying
slightly, his own grip on his wand shaky.

"Hold on, Harry," Sirius whispers. "They'll be here soon, they'll be -,"

"HARRY!"

He'd recognise that voice anywhere. Remus is standing at the top of the stairs, staring at the wolf
made of Prince magic like he's caught in headlights for a second before he's twisting away, fighting
fiercely with someone and Harry sees Kingsley and Bill and a host of other people and knows with
crushing relief that it is finally a fair fight, as long as Tom doesn't show up. Which is good,
because he can't stand up any more.

Harry drops to his knees.

"Sorry," Harry mumbles. The wolf vanishes. For a second, Harry thinks it's going to be okay. Then
he sees her. Waiting on the other side of where the shadow wolf was towering, Bellatrix is there,
standing on dry ground with the water rushing away from her feet, like an absurd repellent, with
her wand pointed directly at Harry's head.

"The end of a diseased line," Bellatrix sneers, slashing her wand in a horribly familiar lightning
bolt shape.

"NO!"

Sirius shoves Harry behind him. Harry sees the beam of green light hit Sirius, sees him stumble
backwards in surprise through the archway.

"Sirius!"

Harry doesn't stop to think. He doesn't notice Remus flying down the stairs with werewolf speed
and actually colliding with Bellatrix, knocking her out of the way and sideways into the water with
a rumbling snarl. He doesn't listen to a voice screaming his name high up by the door, people
telling him to stay still, because why would he stay still? Sirius was hit and he's just fallen down
through the archway. Harry can hear voices on the other side of it, after all, can hear their whispers
and muttered words, and it's just an archway with a piece of fabric, it can't hurt anyone. Harry
doesn't hesitate. He just scrambles to his feet and ducks under the veil after his godfather.
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"Sirius!" Harry shouts, stumbling through the veil. "Are you okay? Oh - sorry."

Sirius is standing up, not wounded at all, but he's not alone. There's a man with him, a man with a
rugged beard who looks oddly familiar and a woman Harry doesn't know with very strange eyes.
They all stare at him. Sirius has an weirdly fond expression on his face, as does the man.

"Hi," Harry says slowly, cradling his wounded hand against his chest. The blood seems to have
stopped dripping down his arm for a moment. "I'm Harry."

"Hello, Master," the woman says quietly. Harry raises his eyebrows because that's sort of creepy,
but definitely not the creepiest thing that's happened to him in the last two days, so he turns to
Sirius.

"Sirius, we need to go," Harry jerks his head back to the veil. "Bellatrix - the fight -,"

"Is he alive?" Sirius asks abruptly, his sparkling eyes fixed on Harry.

"Of course I am," Harry scoffs.

"As alive as he ever has been and ever will be," the woman says.

"Well said, my Lady," the bearded man says with a smile. Harry catches his gaze and something
snags inside his mind.

"I know you," Harry says slowly. The hairs on his arms begin to rise, just like they do around the
Black magic. A sense of snow falling on his skin.

"And I know you," the bearded man tilts his head to one side. "Or I will, or you will, at some
point."

Harry recognises that voice. A swirl of cold inside the Black magic, the echoing voice of the first
Black. You will never shun us again, you shall bear our mantle all of your eternal life ...

"You're the Black Prince," Harry stares at the man who inclines his head with a quirk of his lips.

"Well met again, honoured Mage," he says.

"How did you know that?" Harry glances at Sirius, expecting him to look surprised but he doesn't,
he just smiles. Harry looks back at the Black Prince. "You were alive ages ago! How is this -?"

"I'm dead, pup," Sirius says softly.

"You are?" Harry gulps. The green light from Bellatrix's wand, hitting Sirius straight in the chest.
He knows it makes sense but everything fights against it. Sirius is here, right here in front of him
so ... "Am I dead? I - I don't feel dead and I can still hear the fighting, it's right there!" Harry
gestures to the veil, to the sounds of shouting and yelling and someone vaguely screaming his
name beyond it. "Can't you hear it?"

"No, I can't," Sirius smiles sadly. "But you're different, Harry."

Harry swallows hard and looks at them all. They watch him. It might have been a moment, it might

have been decades.

"I'm a Mage," Harry whispers.

"I know," Sirius takes his hand. Harry can feel it. It's real, it's there. How can he be dead? "It's
okay."

"How?" Harry says brokenly.

"Because I'm dead," Sirius grins, "and all dead things know you, Harry."

"They do?"

"They do, they always have and they always shall," the woman says quietly.

"Why?" Harry demands, gripping Sirius' hand tightly. He's right here. Harry could just pull him
back through, maybe wake up from whatever crazy fucking dream this is. "Who are you,
anyway?"

"I am the one who greets all things, I am the end of all of the pathways." She bows her head
towards him. Her hair is long, made of shadows maybe, or the space between things. "I am your
servant, Master."

"I already have a house elf," Harry winces. "He's a bit of a dick, but we have this bond thing
going."

"Harry's pretty literal," Sirius says with a smirk, patting Harry's shoulder. Harry feels it. It's real.
He's real. Not dead.

"That is alright." The woman steps forward and takes Harry's hand. He looks into her eyes and
realises why they are unnerving. They are empty and full, all at once. Full of nothing. "You know
me, Mage. I am the quiet in the cold garden under the stars. I am the stillness after the flash of
green light. I am the wings that fly you to the far green country under -,"

"The swift sunrise," Harry can feel his heart thundering with denial but the whisper slips out
anyway. "Death?"

"At your service, Master," Death smiles. I do know you, Harry realises. I've always known you.

"Why do you keep calling me that?" Harry whispers, still holding her hand. It feels weird, as if he
has been holding it forever. His words to Snape in Grimmauld Place pop into his head. Death's
always been close.

"It is what you are, have been and shall always be," she shrugs simply.

"But I'm not -," Harry looks helplessly at Sirius and the Black Prince, as if they will understand it
better but they are both smiling gently like it makes complete sense. "Is this a Mage thing? Are all
Mages -?"

Harry doesn't know how to finish the sentence. Connected to Death?

"Not all, but you are. Or will be. Or have always been, sorry," Sirius winces. "Time gets a bit funny
after death. and Necromancy is a strange subject to begin with."

"I don't understand," Harry stares at Sirius desperately. What the fuck is Necromancy? "You're still
here."

"He is not, but you are, because you are still linear," the Black Prince says quietly. "One day in
your life you shall cease to be."

"When the Hallows are rejoined, as they have always been," Death holds up her fingers up in the
shape of a triangle, presses them over Harry's heart. In his mind's eye, he sees three burning points.
It reminds him of when he took the Potter ring back in Spinners End. For some reason, he longs for
them.

"I ... I'm not smart enough for this conversation," Harry rubs his forehead and looks at Sirius
plaintively. "You're really dead? Really?"

"Yes," Sirius smiles. The most genuine smile Harry has received from him all year. He looks
happy too, relaxed, as if a weight has been lifted. He never looked like that before, before he was ...
Harry stares, feeling like someone has hollowed him out.

"That sucks," Harry swallows hard. He cannot let go of Sirius' hand. "I ... I tried really hard to keep
you alive."

"Indeed," Death says drily. "There was terrible inbalance."

"You gave up too much, honoured Mage," the Black Prince's eyes gleam darkly. "Things that
should never have been relinquished."

My heir ring. The Black magic. The Lordship when it was offered to me.

"I didn't care," Harry looks at Sirius, sees the love there but for the first time in a long time he
doesn't feel the pull of the parabatai bond. Sirius can't be dead. It can't be this. Not after
everything. "I know it's been shit, Padfoot, I know that but I didn't - I never wanted -,"

"I know," Sirius grabs Harry, hugs him close. Harry lets him because now it doesn't hurt. The
parabatai bond is silent, painless. Horribly, this is how Harry knows it's all real. The bond would
only stop hurting if it was broken. It would only be broken if ...

"Sirius," Harry grips him around the waist tightly, buries his face in Sirius chest, trying to breathe
in the scent of him. It's faint now. The distant flavour of cigarettes but Harry squeezes his eyes shut
and tries to memorise it. He's hated this man and longed for this man and wished him dead and
wished he could be loved by him properly, without compulsions. This is what that feels like, Sirius
loving me without the bond. "Don't be dead, Sirius, just - just don't be dead -,"

"You have to go back, Harry," Sirius strokes his hair. "Someone needs to deal with Bellatrix."

"She has taken what was not hers to take," the Black Prince says darkly. "There must be a
reckoning."

"Not without you," Harry stares into his eyes desperately. "I can't do it without you."

"It was my time," Sirius whispers, kissing his head. "I'm sorry I wasn't better, I'm sorry for
everything but I made my choice and I died standing in front of you, I couldn't ask for more -,"

"I could!" Harry is fierce. "I didn't want more people to die for me!"

"Many may," Death says. "Their destinies are their own."

"Yeah? Well, my mate Magnus says that destinies are not in the stars but in ourselves," Harry says
indignantly.

"That is an appropriate belief for the Master who brings destinies," she nods approvingly. "Tell
Magnus Bane he has done right by me."

"I will not," Harry scowls. "I'm not telling anyone about this!"

"You might not believe in destinies, honoured Mage, but there are things here begun and
unbreakable," the Black Prince says. He looks at Harry's hand significantly. Harry feels the pull of
him, this first wielder of the Black magic. Remembers the voice of the raven at Grimmauld Place.
We shall be together as we swore, child of our heart.

"I promised you, I know that," Harry's throat is dry. "I promised the magic I would ride to war."

Not that I know how to fucking ride, unless I can ride a firebolt to a battle. The Black Prince nods,
eyes shining.

"Your vow drew me here, to where I was always going to be drawn," the Black Prince offers his
hand to Harry. He sees the original Black diamond jutting out of his bone and longs to touch it but
doesn't. Harry takes the Black Prince's hand. It is rough and strong and feels very real and very
right. "Our words have power. Your words empowered me to be here and mine shall empower you
to honour your vow and begin your journey."

"To what you are and what you have always been," Death says.

"Yeah, I get it, non linear, whatever that fucking means," Harry shakes his head, leaning against
Sirius' body. It's still warm to him. He's real. He's here. Alive.

"It means this is it, kid," Sirius whispers. "An eternal moment."

"A what now?"

"Something that always has happened," the Black Prince says.

"Is always happening," Sirius says.

"And will always happen," Death says.

"Dead people all speak really bloody weird," Harry says.

The Black Prince looks at Sirius and nods proudly.

"It is time, true Heir."

"How is Sirius your true Heir?" Harry asks, his throat tightening. "I ... you asked me to reject him."

"He is true because he is the last true heir of my blood, the last Black Lord. He is true because he
brought you, as you were always meant to be brought, honoured Mage and heir to my heart."

The Black Prince nods to Sirius. He lifts his arm from around Harry's shoulder and removes his
Lordship ring. It comes away easily. Lordship rings can only be removed when the Lord is dead,
Theo's voice echoes in Harry's head. He swallows hard.

"Here you go," Sirius holds it out to Harry with a quirk of his lips. "It was always meant to be
yours."

"I don't want -," Harry takes a shuddering breath and closes his eyes. A part of him is desperate for
this moment, can feel the pull of the Black ring like an urgency in his skin, but another part is
scared shitless. "If I take it, you'll die."

"I'm already dead," Sirius chuckles.

"But you'll really be -,"

"Harry," Sirius starts to slowly unwrap Harry's bloody hand. "It was my time. You'll understand
that soon better than any being ever created."

Magnus' words echo inside Harry's mind. There are things in this world, Little Mage, that cannot
be controlled even by you. Time is one. Death is the other. Harry looks at Death and she smiles
slowly.

"I am hard to control," she whispers. "But we always find a way, Master."

"Oh Harry," Sirius strokes Harry's mutilated hand, looks at his missing middle finger. "I'm sorry
she did this. I'm sorry for what I did."

Harry can't look at him. He knows he has to forgive Sirius, the man is fucking dead for Christ's
sake, but he can't. Not yet.

"There is no rush," Death whispers. "All things in their own time, Master."

Oddly, that's comforting.

"I know you are," Harry says to Sirius with a quirk of a smile. Maybe not forgiveness, not yet, but
he can at least say this. "I survived."

"Yes you did," Sirius smiles, tears in his eyes, pressing a hand to Harry's cheek. "I guess Snape's
good for something, right?"

"Don't be shitty," Harry chokes out a laugh. "You're dead. Try for some dignity."

"No. Shan't." Sirius winks and hands the Lordship ring to the Black Prince. He takes it with a smile
and then reaches for Harry's bloody fingers. Harry winces but lets him. Underneath the blood and
gore, there is still a hint of the Black Diamond in the knuckle of his middle finger.

"This wound shall close," the Black Prince murmurs, stroking the hint of the diamond next to the
bone. It doesn't hurt, like Harry expects it to. The Black Prince's touch is surprisingly soft. Harry's
whole arm tingles. "Though scars will remain."

The Black Prince hovers the ring over Harry's first finger on his left hand, a mirror of the Prince
ring on the first finger of his right hand.

"Always welcome," the Black Prince whispers, slipping the Lordship ring onto Harry's finger.
Weirdly, Harry feels like he has heard these words before. "Always loved."

Harry gasps as the ring morphs, the stone sinking as the flesh parts, the silver moulding into skin,
the diamond stretching and growing into the bone. Harry feels it all, just as he did in Grimmauld
Place, the dissolution and the despair and the rage and the fury in the Black Magic, the rough cry
of a million deserted voices and then, majestically, completion. One song, one voice, one heart. In
his minds eye the raven of the House of Black caws with delight, spreads its snowy rings around
his heart. Ours. We are complete. Harry grips the hand of the Black Prince, lets Sirius hold him
tightly and stares into the eyes of Death. The voice of Oldest and Deepest echoes inside him but it
is closer and softer and more intimate than it has ever been. A whisper against his soul. Magic has
been wronged. You will bring justice.

I will. I promise.

He does not know how long they stand there, eyes held together and Harry's hand held by the first
and last Black Lord. Hours. Maybe years. Maybe nothing at all. Harry is held and still and loved
and known. The Black magic flows softly through his body, making itself at home, seeing the
places he is broken and mourning them. It feels out the hollow loss of the Potter and Slytherin
magic, its soft voices call for them. It senses the ache in his heart and mind, how his bonds chime
and twang for their bonded and whispers with them. Harry's body welcomes it, as if it is merely
coming home after a long absence. He knows, somehow, that he has been here before or has
always been here, like a dream he can't quite remember. The Black magic flies through his bones,
sparkling as diamonds and Harry knows that its right, the same way he felt the warmth of his first
wand. It's not healing, not quite, Harry is not healed. He stands in his pain. Yet he is no longer
incomplete.

"Thank you," Harry finally whispers, pulling his eyes away from Death's to smile at the Black
Prince. "Thank you for ... for taking me back, or making me again, or ... whatever."

"Our magic loves you," the Black Prince smiles. "It has waited a long time for you and I shall keep
my promises. My ravens shall come, when needed."

"Okay."

Harry doesn't know what that means but he trusts the man in front of him, trusts his sparkling
black eyes and soft voice as if he has spent fifty years in his company. The Black Prince takes
Harry's hand, bends and presses his lips against Harry's new diamond. The Black magic sings for a
moment. Harry feels love then, for this man who allowed the magic to flourish and be free so long
ago and has freed it in Harry. This is who I was always meant to be, somehow, and he's always
meant to have been part of it.

"Well met indeed, honoured Mage," the Black Prince whispers. Then he is gone. Neither Death nor
Sirius look surprised.

"I guess we're starting the goodbyes," Sirius jokes. Harry stares at Sirius. He knows, somehow,
everything will hurt more on the other side, including this.

"You're a dick, Sirius," he says croakily.

"And you're a nightmare teenage whirlwind," Sirius grins, stuffing his hands in his pockets. "Love
you."

"Yeah." Harry feels tears. He lets them fall. "Why was it so fucking hard?"

"I was long overdue being here, pup," Sirius smiles sadly. "People don't survive becoming an
Obscurus and a failed parabatai bond and fourteen years in Azkaban. Not really."

"Not unless they are destined to be loved by a Mage," Death puts in.

"It was my fault?" Harry croaks.

"No, of course not," Sirius shakes his head. "I just ... you're a lynchpin in the universe, Harry."

"I don't know what that means," Harry whispers.

"You will," Sirius smiles. "It might have been hard but loving you, loving James, loving you both it was worth every fucking second."

"You can't come back?" Harry pleads.

"No," Sirius shakes his head and looks at Death. "I ... I don't know where I go."

"The Gate of Charon was pulled out of place to be seated in your Room of Judgement, long ago.
Thus, you are between dimensions and cannot move on as others do," Death says. "You will
traverse with me."

Harry sees the whisper of a frown on Sirius' face and understands it instantly.

"He wants to see James," Harry looks at Death. "Can't you arrange that?"

"I cannot for the veil is a portal not a true death," Death thinks carefully, tapping long fingers
against her smooth face. "I could arrange something different."

"What?"

"An exchange," Death smiles thinly. "He takes up the mantle of my Grim and walks with me in the
shadows and fights for my Master when he is called."

"To be your Grim? To be Harry's Grim?" Sirius looks dumbfounded and then stares at Harry,
beginning to smile softly. "Huh. No such thing as a coincidence. Just like your third year, right?"

"You ... you want to shadow me around again?" Harry asks slowly. "Creep on my quidditch

matches and scare my friends?"

"Might be fun," Sirius grins.

"You wanker."

"Yeah."

He would still be with me.

"And what does Sirius get?" Harry demands. "How does he get James?"

"When not called or needed, his soul shall pass to the far green land and there find in what his soul
seeks. Or whom it seeks."

"Like a timeshare," Harry says. "Me and my ... my Theo have a timeshare snake."

"His boyfriend," Sirius rolls his eyes.

"Not my boyfriend."

"I know of the Sorcerer," Death looks thoroughly bored by it. "Will you take the ... timeshare?"

"Should I?" Sirius counters. "Destines and what-not, right? That's your area of expertise?"

Lady Death hesitates as she looks Sirius up and down.

"Your path is unclear to me, Sirius Orion, and has been unclear since my Master first saved you."
Death looks mildly irritated by that but seems to shake it off with a flick of shadowed hair. "Your
choice is your own."

Harry thinks of Snape. You could have chosen differently. Dumbledore told Harry it was choices
that made people but Harry thinks that might have been bollocks. Maybe it's not choices. Maybe it's
how you live in the choices that you've made. Like Snape. Like me. Maybe like Sirius.

"Not in the stars but in ourselves, hey Harry?" Sirius grins. Harry feels a wave of grief that actually
makes him laugh, he doesn't know why. Sirius is choosing me.

"Fuck yeah," Harry smiles tremulously.

"I'll be his Grim," Sirius nods.

"But you have to choose for yourself, Padfoot, not for me, think about it properly before you
decide." Sirius just stares at him, tilting his head gently and grinning.

"When I first met you and you were one day old I just knew, I just knew I was meant to protect
you. I thought it was the bond but ...I think it was this." Sirius' face is suddenly full of longing that
lights him up like a fire. "And ... I need the chance to see him again."

James.

Harry can't begrudge it, can't regret it or argue with it. For Sirius, it has always been James. He
can't be surprised that death has done nothing to diminish it. Do you think the dead we love ever
truly leave us? Maybe Dumbledore is right about some things, Harry thinks.

"Okay," he whispers. "Your stars are yours, Pads."

Sirius grins, as broadly and as perfectly as Harry has ever seen and transforms into his Animagus,
except it is different now. Larger, and more shadowed, eyes sparkling with darkness, the edges of
him shifting and fading. Death's Grim in form beside him. Harry pets his head, still feels fur. At
least that is still the same.

"Tell James hi from me, yeah?" Harry swallows. "When you see him. Be happy together. I ...
yeah."

He does not know what he would say James Potter if he saw him. Sorry, maybe. If the universe
was a kind and just place, maybe Harry could have been raised by his Mum and Snape and James
and Sirius could have been his really cool uncles. Mum could have lived and hugged me. James
could have taught me to fly, Sirius could have taught me to smoke and Snape could have hated
every minute of it and told me off for bad language. We could have all been happy.

"You will know what to say when you see him," Death says quietly, running a hand along Sirius'
back. "The Grim will cross back with you, exist between worlds."

"Right," Harry looks down at the Grim and thinks he sees a familiar twinkle in its eyes. He looks
up at Death. She's got a very odd face. It's not kind or mean, it's dangerous but not hostile, wary but
not unpleasant. There is future in her eyes, Harry sees it. He doesn't know how, but he does, so he
knows what he needs to ask. "It's going to get rough, isn't it? On the other side? People are going to
die?"

"People always die," Death shrugs. "That is what they do."

"They live too," Harry says.

"That interests me less."

"Right. You're probably not the best person to have this conversation with," Harry sighs. Death
cocks her head and smiles at him. It's the fondest smile he's seen on her face and is weirdly familiar
to him. This whole thing is Doctor Who levels of weird, Harry thinks. Hermione would be all over
this.

"We will talk more, Master," Death says. "As we used to."

"If you say so," Harry touches the Grim's head. Smells a faint whisper of tobacco. "Any last words
of wisdom?"

"Only know this," she steps closer and whispers in his ear. "I will come when called. When you
are ready to embrace your true name."

"I've got enough names, thanks very much," Harry looks into those empty, never-ending eyes and
then looks down at the Grim. "Come on, pup."

"Expect to be changed, Master," Death calls after him.

"I thought I was becoming what I always was-have-will-have-been?" Harry raises an eyebrow.
"How can I change if I always have been?"

"Exactly," Death says quietly.

Harry rolls his eyes and walks back through the veil.

-- -- -- --

"HARRY NO, DON'T GO THROUGH!" Theo screams from the top of the room, staring down at
the archway, the fucking Veil of Charon, (why does the Ministry of Magic have a fucking Death
portal hiding in their basements?) but Harry doesn't hear.

"NO, HARRY! STOP!" Theo bellows but his voice is lost over the sound of fighting and Harry,
obliviously, stumbles through it after his Godfather.

Gone.

Theo stares, tripping down a stone step suddenly unable to breath or think. No. No, no, no, no, this
can't be real. Sahara is hissing around his neck but he can't understand it. Then, his brain restarts. I
have to go after him.

"HARRY!" Theo yells, standing up and trying to move down the stairs, to chase after Harry
through the door to death, but a firm body grabs hold of him, dragging him up and away. Theo
kicks and screams, fighting tooth and nail. "No, let me go! HARRY!"

"Enough!" A familiar voice hisses, slamming Theo against the wall behind a pillar. Underneath the
white mask, Theo sees familiar grey, flinty eyes. "He is gone, Theodore! There is no return from
Charon's gate!"

Apollonius.

"You don't know that!" Theo snarls, struggling against Apollonius' firm grip. "You don't know
Harry, you don't know us, HARRY!"

"He is dead!" Apollonius whispers harshly, his breath warm on Theo's face as he struggles. "Now
we move and on and we fight and endure!"

"I WILL NOT MOVE ON!" Theo roars, bucking and twisting. He can still feel the bond, it's there,
it's inside of him, Harry is still there so how can he be dead? He's still with me, I know it. "I can
still feel him! He's not dead, he's not -,"

"Our bonds do not disappear in death, Theodore!" Apollonius snarls. "They become our mourning,
our grief, our burden!"

"HE'S NOT DEAD!" Theo screams, even though he knows, horribly, that Apollonius is right. As
hard as he pushes the books back onto the shelves inside his mind, he cannot stop learned
knowledge spilling out of them, infecting his hope with their facts. Charon's Gate is a mystery of
the wixen universe. Said to have been used in ancient times as a tool of execution, it disappeared
from records after the death of the Black Prince of Wales. Theo has never hated his own brain so
much. I don't want to be smart, I don't want to know. But Theo has been taught that knowledge is
power and his mind will not stop now just because the knowledge is painful.

There is no return from Charon's gate. Harry is dead.

"Your son seems awfully fond of the boy, Nott," A voice sneers behind them. Apollonius turns to
face the other Death Eater, the voice of whom Theo does not recognise.

"It is no business of yours, Lestrange," Apollonius says quietly. "This is a family matter. Move
along."

"I think it does matter," Lestrange grins and raises his wand. "Because if the boy turned traitor for
Potter, why wouldn't the father?"

It's quick, the slash through the air of Lestrange's wand, and Apollonius stumbles. Theo sees a
horrible gash appear across his chest and stomach but still, Apollonius manages to cast back.
Lestrange is lifted off his feet in a spinning motion and slammed to the ground. Apollonius shoots
ropes out of his wand, tethering the man in place and then leans over him, kicking his wand away
and slamming a hand over his mouth.

"Now, Theodore," Apollonius says hoarsely.

Theo automatically does what he was trained to do. He sits on the wrapped man's chest and slits his
throat. The blood splashes all over him, just like it did when he was eight. Instinctively, he rubs his
fingers against Lestrange's gurgling wound and marks his wrists, as he was always taught to do.
For the last warrior to die, we mark ourselves and take a life to honour theirs.

"For Harry," Theo whispers. Around his neck, Sahara unwinds slightly, hissing and licking up
blood. It seems to revive her a little.

"Good, Theodore," Apollonius gasps, slumping to the floor against the wall behind the a pillar.
Theo hesitates then climbs off Lestrange, scrambling over to where the man has collapsed, hands
pressed against his stomach. Theo quickly examines the wound (deadly) checks his pulse
(sluggish) and then looks into his face. Apollonius eyes are already cloudy.

"I am dying," Apollonius whispers.

"Yes."

Apollonius shakes his head wearily.

"To bleed out on the floor like an animal," Apollonius mutters. "It is not as I hoped."

It's more than you deserve, you fucker. Theo keeps his mouth closed and presses his heir ring
against the wound but it is a futile gesture. Nothing will save Apollonius now. He is too weak. His
face is thinner, so much thinner than the last time Theo saw him. Sahara wriggles down Theo's
arm, coiling herself on Apollonius' chest, hissing sharply, fangs beared. Theo hears the word
"Quick."

"This is your pet, is it not?" Apollonius' eyes are drooping. "Your ... your early birthday gift?"

"Yes," Theo swallows. "She can bit you. Pour venom into your heart. It shall be quicker."

"You can understand her?"

"He taught me." The words are broken on Theo's lips. Harry taught me. Harry is gone.

"Theodore," Apollonius grips a handful of Theo's robes, feeling out the skeleton key kept
underneath them. "Ireland ... your mother's room ..."

"I will go," Theo nods.

"Also, my study," Apollonius' eyes droop. "A Canopic jar."

Theo almost recoils with the shock of it. No wonder you're dying, you fool.

"I will break it," Theo says, hating the man for making him do this. The rites of the warrior for a
man who never fought for me a day in his life.

"Your guardian is ... Narcissa Black."

Theo stares at him. For a moment, he does not understand. He has a living relative, so why would
Apollonius name an alternate guardian? So it is not Jezebel. It is more mercy Theo ever expected
from the man who raised him for war and murder. So he can at least do this one thing. He looks
down at Sahara and pulls Apollonius' robes aside, ripping the fabric of his shirt to expose his bare
chest. Pale, puckered skin that Theo has never seen before. Despite the shout and rage of battle
around them, Theo stares at the faded runes carved into the skin over Apollonius' heart. Medea.

"It was ... the Dark Lord," Apollonius croaks. "Poisoned your mother."

And yet you still served him and went back to him and let her die. Theo stares at the man for a long
a moment and then nods firmly. These are too heavy secrets to process and none of it matters, not
really, because Theo is going to burn the world down because Harry is gone.

"She will be avenged." Theo looks down at Sahara. A little mercy in return. "Bite him."

The snake does. Apollonius jerks briefly as venom enters his heart, gasps, and then wilts. Sahara
curls back around Theo's arm sluggishly. That may be the last thing she does.

"A good ... birthday gift," he whispers, eyes closing.

"The best," Theo swallows hard. She brought me to Harry and now she has brought me your death.
I could not ask for more.

"Heart be the bolder ..." Apollonius murmurs. Theo does not respond. He presses his fingers
against Apollonius wrinkled throat and waits for his pulse to stop. It does. Theodore stares at his
father's corpse and feels nothing. There is nothing to feel. He slips the Nott Lordship ring from his
father's finger without word or ceremony. He is the last of the Notts. There is no one to honour the
moment with him. Apollonius is dead. Blaise might be dying. Sahara is fading. Harry is gone. The
world can burn. I care not.

"HARRY!" Lupin yells.

Theo spins and stares down the vaulted steps, seeing Lupin blasted backwards by Bellatrix, who he
has been fiercely and magnificently duelling since she shot the killing curse at Sirius Black. The
veil of Charon is rippling. Someone is stepping out of it.

Harry.

Theo staggers back, falling down with his back against the wall. Harry. Theo stares as Harry sees
Lupin sprawled on the floor with Bellatrix laughing and advancing on him, bends down and picks
up Black's discarded wand and points it at Bellatrix.

"EXPECTO PATRONUM!" Harry shouts.

It is not Prongs. Not as Theo has ever seen him. The beast that erupts is a creature he has never
seen, never imagined. It is huge, taller than Harry, as tall as the arch. The antlers upon its head are
so large and with so many tines, they criss-cross into a spidery shape above his head like branches

of a tree, the negative space creating a triangle of light. Its face is no longer the same, skeletal and
drawn, and as its wings made of light and fire unfurl, (sweet Merlin it has wings!) Theo realises
that it is like a thestral. If a thestral could also be a stag with too many legs and too much iridescent
flame in its eyes. Bellatrix is reeling back in astonishment, shooting magic at the beast but it merely
tosses it's head and snorts furiously.

"Take her!" Harry says and Prongs tosses his head, charging. Bellatrix throws a fellow Death Eater
into his path and Theodore stares, amazed as a human being is speared through on antlers made of
light and magic, screaming and writhing, bleeding as if they were skewered by iron. More than
corporeal, more than tangible. Magically capable. Dangerous. Bellatrix has turned tail, running
faster than anyone should naturally be able to and Theo suspects some kind of potion, perhaps the
Hercules potion, but it doesn't seem to bother Harry who runs after her, Prongs cantering ahead.

"Harry, DON'T!" Theo yells, clambering to his feet and running after them, spinning into a room
with rotating doors, staring around it desperately, unsure where to go.

"Kreacher!" Theo bellows.

The elf appears, glowering at him.

"What does Heir Nott want?" he scowls around at the spinning doors, shaking his head when his
eyes begin to follow them rapidly.

"Take me to Harry!"

"Kreacher already did that!"

"Do it again!" Theo yells, grabbing the elf's hand. "Now!"

Kreacher growls irritably but does it, and Theo staggers sideways as they land in the Atrium to the
Ministry of Magic.

"Evil lady is there, Kreacher must go!" Kreacher snarls, popping away. Theo can hear see spells
firing down the end by the fountain as Prongs chases Bellatrix and Harry chases Prongs. Queasily,
Theo sees blood splattered across the floor. Harry's blood. He might have somehow survived
Death's gate only to bleed out in the Ministry of Magic. Theo won't let that happen.

"Harry, STOP!" Theo shouts.

"Shut up, Nott!" A pair of hands grabs him and pulls him into one of the many entrances to the
floos. Two heads appear, floating in thin air. Granger and Weasley.

"How did you get down there?" Weasley demands. "We've been trying for fucking ages! They
warded the bloody lifts!"

"Kreacher," Theo looks back up the chamber to where Bellatrix is casting rapidly against Prongs
who seems to be stuttering slightly. Harry must be tiring. "We need to get closer."

"Carefully!" Granger hisses. "We can't help Harry if she notices us."

She pulls him under the invisibility cloak so he's wedged between them and together, they
awkwardly edge their way out of one floo and into another, Harry and Bellatrix's voices echoing
down the empty, hollowed atrium towards them.

"You've done wrong by the Black magic," Harry is saying. His voice sounds different to Theo.
Oddly calm and very arresting. The air is full of the power of it and Theo remembers, suddenly, the
way Harry first held him in place with the power of magic in his voice. The tall reeds by Fabiola's
cottage. Vibrant, warm air that singes the skin. "You are to be held to account."

"You have no right to talk to me about the Black magic!" Bellatrix screams, though Theo can see,
leaning foward that she has been held still in place by the power in Harry's voice. She still has her
wand though. "I will rip it from you! Negare Rescindere Revocet Medela Nigreos!"

"Dido's Lament," Granger whispers, "That's - that's what -,"

"That's what killed my Dad," Weasley's voice is filled with fury, clenching his fists.

"Don't even think about it, Ron, we talked about it -,"

Theo sees Prongs disappear as Harry is hit by the horrendous spell, lifted off his feet, twisting and
writhing in purple light. Bellatrix is trying to rip the magic out of Harry. Theo knows it will never
work (No one can rip the magic out of him) but Harry screams and Theo's rationality goes to shit.
He tries to run froward but is held back by Weasley.

"Don't be an idiot, if I can stand it, you can stand it," Weasley hisses fiercely, his brown eyes
flashing and his grip exceedingly tight. "Listen to Hermione, we can't help him until we're closer."

"We need the element of surprise," Granger whispers croakily, wincing with every scream that
echoes across the wooden floors.

"Are you insane?" Theo hisses. "He needs help!"

"This is not our first fucking time, Nott," Weasley snarls. That might be true but Theo realises
something. They do not know that Harry went through the Veil of Charon. They don't know that he
was lost, never to be returned. They don't know how precious and miraculous it is to have him
back. They don't understand what's happened to him. Theo's heart beat is in his mouth, full of
vomit, and he twitches against Weasley's arms until finally, blessedly, Harry stops screaming.

Sweet Odin, why has he stopped screaming?

"Is he alive?" Granger sobs through desperate breaths.

"He's moving," Weasley whispers hoarsely, craning his neck to see.

Alive, still alive, thank fucking Odin, still alive.

"We need to move," Theo whispers.

"Give me the prophecy!" Bellatrix screams.

"It's gone!" Harry yells back. "I dropped it! It burst! It's gone!"

"You lie! CRUCIO!"

"No," Theo snarls. Weasley snarls back and holds him in place. Worse than fucking Blaise. Harry
doesn't scream this time and Theo thinks that somehow this is worse, because his mind is just full
of Harry on the bloody bedsheets at Privet drive, hissing in parseltongue and muttering "Voldemort
had all my screams." He might have the raw power to produce some kind of patronus demon but
Theo knows Bellatrix is fierce and conniving duellist and Harry is barely standing up as it is.

"This might kill him, she's going to kill him -," Theo whispers. Back into the veil but this time there
will be no way for me to follow.

"Come on," Granger whispers and they all shuffle forwards, under the invisibilty cloak, into the
next floo. "If we can just get a bit closer, we can shield him -,"

"We need to do it now!" Theo says, fighting against Weasley who still has his arm locked across
Theo's chest from behind, stopping him from jerking forward. Weasley, it turns out, is stronger
than he looks. Harry is bucking and thrashing on the floor and Theo will not watch it.

"We've got one chance!" Granger's voice is fierce. "As soon as we cast, she'll know where we are!
We need to be sure!"

"He knows!" Harry is yelling at Bellatrix. As they inch closer, Theo can see that Harry's scar is
bleeding, like it does when he is inside Voldemort's mind in his dreams and with a lurch of his
stomach, Theo knows who Harry is referring to.

"YOU'RE LYING, GIVE IT TO ME! CRUCIO!"

Theo flinches, straining against Weasley. Twice. He's been put under twice. This time, however, is
blissedly brief.

"It's okay, it was short," Granger mutters. "Soon, soon, soon -,"

"He's so pissed, Bella!" Harry shouts, coughing violently. "He's coming for you!"

"No!" Bellatrix screams. "NO, MASTER, NO!"

Then, a different voice. Theo sucks in a breath.

"Why do you not think I am not coming for you, dear Harry?"

It's a high, cold voice.

"Oh shit, oh fucking shit," Weasley whispers in his ear. "Is that -?"

"Voldemort," Granger audibly gulps.

Theo stares at the Dark Lord, at his tall, thin, hooded frame and white gaunt face. His eyes are
exactly has Harry has described, furiously red and staring and he does, indeed, not have a nose.

"Master, I'm sorry! Forgive me!" Bellatrix drops to her knees, grabbing at the Dark Lord's robes in
desperation. He does not even acknowledge her, waves his wand and she's bound and gagged,
silenced and unable to move her wand arm. With a swoop of sickness in his stomach, Theo realises
that the Dark Lord only has eyes for Harry. Those slit-like irises are fixed on Harry's wan,
exhausted face.

"Answer me, Harry," the Dark Lord demands. Don't do it, Theo begs, don't talk to him.

"Because you always have-been-are-will-be coming for me, Tom," Harry coughs. "Non linear time
and all that shit."

Theo stares at Harry, not understanding a word out of his mouth. Where's the fight? But Harry is
continuing to lie on the floor as if he cannot even be bothered to stand up. Theo sags against
Weasley. Harry is talking to the Dark Lord as if this is normal, not horrifying and worrying. How
much time have they spent together in the last two days?

"Come on," Granger whispers, and they shuffle forward again. "One more and we're close
enough."

Stand up, Theo begs Harry, hoping that they are close enough that he can hear him. Stand up and
fight, don't give up, stand up -

"Without the prophecy I shall never know if I should kill you, but I suppose it barely matters," the
Dark Lord toys with his wand and eyes Harry greedily.

"We need to do this now," Granger grabs Theo's hand putting it alongside hers and Weasley's wand
hands. "He's going to cast, as soon as he lifts his wand -,"

"Barely," Harry chuckles darkly.

"You are broken, you pathetic thing," the Dark Lord whispers. Theo feels all of the hairs on the
back of his neck stand up on end. Theodore Nott has many reasons to hate the Dark Lord but it is
this fondly affectionate tone that the monster has towards Harry that alights something dark and
purely malign inside him. Óðr. The flame of the furies. Stronger and worse than any other time
before. "One chance, dear Harry, a chance at the life you've always wanted. Power and freedom.
Come with me and be remade."

Holy Odin, he doesn't want to kill him. He wants him.

"Say no," Granger mutters under her breath. "Say no, say no, say no -,"

"Of course he's going to say no!" Weasley hisses, but Theo is suddenly not sure. Not sure if Harry
has been hurt enough and broken enough that any offer of not being hunted like an animal is a
good one. Theo finds the bond inside of him and clutches at it desperately. Don't go. Don't go. I'm
here. I want you. He thinks of Harry in the grass at Fabiola's cottage, concerned Theo will be put
off by his power and darkness whispering, "don't be afraid of it, please." I

'm not afraid of the darkness, Harry, don't go with him, stay with me.

"Sorry Tom," Harry rolls onto his stomach and pushes himself onto his feet. Theo sees his knees
wobbling. "I've had a better offer."

"Any second -," Granger lifts her wand.

"Think of Harry," Weasley whispers suddenly in Theo's ear. "Think about how much you want to
protect him, how much you want to rush over there, just keep it in your mind, feel it in your chest
and then cast a shield, don't stop thinking about it, about how much you love him -,"

Theo's brain stutters. Weasley knows that I love Harry?

"Well then, dear Harry, we are at an impasse," the Dark Lord grins sharply. "For I do not take
kindly to no. Come along now, little weapon."

Theo's stomach churns, sick at the perversely affectionate tone that reminds him of the way
Apollonius used to pet the wild cat kittens before training them to fight and then hunting them
down. I will not let that happen to Harry. The Dark Lord lifts his wand.

"Now!" Granger hisses.

"PROTEGO!" Theo, Granger and Weasley all roar together, pointing their wands, their hands
touching, at Harry. It erupts like a huge, glowing blue bubble, sparking with gold. Harry is trapped
inside it.

"Move him, move him, move him -," Granger mutters and her hand nudges against Theo's and they
are dragging the shield, Harry is stumbling with it too. The Dark Lord hisses violently, twisting in
their direction, wand seeking out their hiding place but before he can cast, the statues of the
fountain have sprung to life. There's a gold wizard in front of Harry and a golden witch squeezing
Bellatrix tight and a purple robed blur beside the fountain.

"Dumbledore!" the Dark Lord snarls.

"Tom," Dumbledore says calmly, his eyes darting between Harry's shield and where they are
hidden. "I see you've been busy."

They fight. It is epic, the kind of battle Theo devoured in books as a child but now Theo does not
care. He concentrates on shielding Harry, who is staring at the spot in which they are hidden,
green eyes searching, trying to find them. I am here. I am with you. He has never appreciated, in all
the times Harry has maintained a shield, how much it takes to do it. Sweat builds up at the back of
his neck. Beside him, he can feel Granger trembling.

Got to be taken, got to be taken -," Weasley is muttering under his breath. Theo thinks he might be
going mad and then, with a flash of understanding, realises what Weasley is talking about. The
chessboard in first year. Weasley is remembering the moment he sacrificed himself on the
chessboard so Harry could move on. Magic is 90% will and intent, Theo, Harry's voice whispers in
the back of his head. So Theo fills his mind with the first moment he felt violently protective of
Harry. Privet Drive. Harry on the floor being strangled by his horrible cousin. The desperate need
to curse, to kill the boy who had hurt Harry so badly, he dared to stomp down on someone so
precious and kind and funny and lovely. The shield suddenly flickers with blue light, holding
steady. Harry stares up at it for a moment in amazement, eyes wide in recognition. Theo feels a
desperate ache in his chest: I love you, I love you, I love you.

"He's done it!" Weasley says triumphantly. Theo looks away from Harry and towards
Dumbledore's duel to see the Dark Lord drowning in a waterfall of Dumbledore's making and then
the pool is empty, the Dark Lord disappeared, Bellatrix too. "It's over!"

"It's not!" Granger gasps, staring at the shield. "Look!"

Theo looks back at Harry. Oh no. Harry has dropped to the floor, he is writhing and twisting and
even from here, Theo can hear that his voice has gone, replaced by something high and sinister that
echoes around the walls, ringing off the gold statues, making them whine.

The boy is mine, Dumbledore, he always has been ... Kill him, if you really desire my absence ...

"He's possessed!" Granger sobs. "Oh, Harry, no!"

Theo suddenly remembers Harry, pressed against him half naked in the dark of their bedroom in
Spinners End, talking about how the Dark Lord's anger made him angry. Never at you, I ... I think
our bonds sort of ... protect us, I guess? Theo knows what he can do.

"Drop the shield," Theo grabs the cloak from around both of them, pushes them back so they are
hidden by the chimney and tosses the cloak over his shoulders. "Drop it now!"

They drop their wands and Theo runs towards Harry, sliding over the wet floorboards, slipping and
falling until he is right beside Harry, hearing the Dark Lord's horrible voice sliding out of Harry's
beautiful lips.

Sacrifice him ... kill the boy, Dumbledore ...

"Harry, no, Harry, come on -," Theo babbles, taking Harry's face in his hands, feeling Dumbledore
walking towards them with a frown on his face, wand outstretched.

I am not losing you again.

Theo thinks about Lovegood, about the place inside of his where Harry's pain was, right in the
centre of his chest and he presses his hands against Harry's sternum, trying to imagine their bond
flowering out of there, the way Harry can make it do. Blue and gold. Gold and blue. I love you, I
love you, I love you. Theo's not aware that he's crying, he's not even aware of the words he is
speaking as he tries to talk to Harry, pulling the shaking, jerking body into his arms, desperate to
keep him here, hoping against hope that Harry can hear it, feel it -

I love you, I love you, I love you, come back to me -

"Let Harry go, Tom!"

Dumbledore is walking closer and Theo does not know what he will do, how he will stop
Dumbledore hurting Harry but he has to do something -

"No, stay back!" Theo cries out, pulling the invisibility cloak off his head, revealing his face and
his wand arm to Dumbledore, ready to protect Harry and even the Dark Lord currently taking over
his body if necessary. He sees Dumbledore's shocked expression, the blue eyes widening, but then,
miraculously -

"Theo," Harry groans.

-- -- -- --

Having Tom inside his head is one thing. Having Voldemort wrapping him up in coils made of fire
and agony is something very different. He's in pain and memories of pain are flying through his
head.

Dudley shuts his elbow in the car, dislocates it for the first time, a burst of agony.

He deserves our fury, does he not, Harry?

Vernon pushes him down the stairs head first and his skull bounces against the bannister. Hurts for
days.

Let us throw him into pits of fire, watch him scream. Look at what you are capable of, little
weapon.

Quirrell flies at him and touches Harry and his scar explodes with the pain of it, fire behind his
eyes.

I shall take every moment of pain and turn it into fury.

Vernon stamps on his back in his bedroom, screams at him for hurting Dudley, breaks his nose in a
smash of stars and despair.

His arm is broken by the bludger, splintered to pieces.

The basilisk fang pierces his skin, agony, hot, white poison pouring through his blood.

The Black magic is pulled out of his hand, crumpling, every bone breaking horribly.

Petunia smashes the frying pan against the back of his head for the first and he's knocked out, cold
blackness taking him.

What would be justice, Harry?

Harry doesn't know but his mind is too sore, too sickeningly, blindingly painful to answer. The
voice of the creature wrapped around him fills his mind like hot liquid, burning everything it

touches.

You've always been broken, Harry, and now you are mine.

Harry's mouth is not his own. His body is not his own. He's drowned his books in iron and his
library is on fire, the creature is writhing through it, eating books and making Harry shudder with
pain. It's over, Harry knows it, Voldemort has him and Harry can do nothing. So Harry goes where
he always goes when he's being used and can do nothing. A small, familiar door appears
underneath the stairs, a gentle song in his mind.

One, two, three, four, five, once I caught a fish alive -

Harry climbs in, closes the cupboard door, reaches for his colouring crayons and draws. Red eyes.
Red blood. A red snake wrapping him up in pain and killing him slowly. He draws it and doesn't
feel it, just like when Vernon hits him and Petunia starves him.

Six, seven, eight, nine, ten, then I let him go again -

The creature is breaking Harry's jaw to open it, making him speak so Harry burrows away from it.
Draws. More blood. More red crayons. No pain here, no pain, because this is his cupboard and he's
in control here.

Harry, I'm here, Harry, listen to me -

There's a voice inside him. It's not outside the cupboard, speaking like the creature voice as he
drags Harry's tongue into shapes he doesn't want. It's inside Harry's chest and it's made of gold.
Harry likes how it feels. The voice is urgent and furtive and Harry obeys it. Listens.

You can break it, okay? You can break out of this -

Harry doesn't know what that means, because he's safe inside his cupboard and outside there is a
creature full of pain who is slowly killing him and there is nothing he can do about that. There are
no monsters under the bed, Harry doesn't have a bed for them to hide under and he knows where
the monsters are. They're in the lounge in front of the TV, they're in the kitchen with the frying
pan, they are inside his head, full of green light and buzzing anger. There's no out for Harry. The
monsters live inside him.

I love you, Harry, I love you, I love you, I love you -

Harry feels it then, roaring through him like every sweet thing he's ever tasted, like cherry drops
and honeyed tea and something stronger and brighter. Mead. Mead and honey and thunderstorms.
Harry doesn't remember who it is but he loves them, loves them so much that now he's drawing
gold, he's turning the paper in his hands into birds with just a magical twist of his hand and
watching them fly. When he touches them he gives them flowing wings of liquid gold and they
become birds of metal, delicate and bright and fierce, with eyes the colour of blue stones. The
colour of someone's eyes. The bird wings beat with Harry's heart and what flows inside them - I
want to see those eyes again, I want to see that person again - and suddenly the birds of gold are
taking the door of the cupboard off of its hinges. The peck at the scales of the monster wrapped
around the cupboard, violent green, scales made of bone and blood, and the beast is recoiling away
from their sharp beaks as they drip with gold -

Still the voice speaks inside Harry's chest: I love you, I love you, I love you -

I love you too. Harry's voice is birdsong, made of gold thread and unravelling on the wings of the
birds. I love you too, I love you too -

Then he's free, he's awake, he's gasping on the freezing cold floor, in horrible pain, and there are
invisible hands cradling his head. A familiar stroking motion, a gentle, perfect tug on the hair at the
back of his neck that he would recognise anywhere. Theodore Asger Nott, you motherfucking
marvel.

"I love you too," Harry gasps, shivers rocketing through his body, making his teeth chatter. "I love
you so fucking much, I love you -,"

"I know," Theo's voice sounds choked above him. "I know, Harry, it's okay -,"

"I really mean it, I'm sorry I didn't say it earlier, I wanted to, I wanted to, But I love you, I've loved
you for ages, I love you so much -,"

"I know, Harry, I heard you, it's okay -,"

"He was there! I saw him!"

Harry rolls his head to the side, dazedly sees Ministry officials pouring in, sees Dumbledore
walking towards Fudge and sees Ron and Hermione hiding in one of the floo points. Then he sees
a camera flash.

"Not this," Harry groans. "Jesus, no."

He feels something slither onto his arm. Sahara.

"You're alive," Harry croaks.

"So are you, Greenheart," Sahara hisses back. "You should flee."

"I can't stand."

"Your Sire's tunnel."

"My what?" Harry hisses in puzzlement, then understands. He's out of the Department of Mysteries
now. Portkeys work. "Theo, my Prince ring - the portkey -,"

"Okay," Theo's voice is quiet above him and Harry feels his left hand being lifted and his finger
pressed against his Prince ring. "I'm covered but they're going to see you being lifted - ,"

"Let them," Harry closes his eyes and breathes in Theo's scent. Thunderstorms.

"Here we go," Theo whispers, and Harry feels himself being suddenly lifted into familiar warm,
strong arms.

"WHAT IS THAT BOY DOING?" He hears Fudge yell.

"Harry!" Dumbledore calls, but Harry feels a familiar sickening tug in his belly and he's been
dragged away, through space and time, but this time it's okay. This time, everything is fine. Theo is

with him.
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"Professor Snape!"

Severus turns from Zabini's bedside to see the Contessa Zabini marching down the ward towards
him, black robes flying and red eyes flashing brutally.

"He is alive, for now," Severus says, wiping his slightly bloody hands on a cloth handed to him by
Kreacher. "He was hit with a bone breaking curse, he has consequently sustained a few internal
injuries."

"Is he conscious?"

"Yes, but under significant pain potions."

The Contessa swoops down upon her son, pressing a hand to his head with more tenderness than
Severus has ever seen from such an intimidating woman. Zabini's eyelids flicker open. His eyes are
as red as his mother's.

"Madre," the boy whispers and then, even under the weight of pain potions, swallows and adds.
"Contessa, perdonami, ti prego."

"There is nothing to forgive, mio filglio amato," she whispers, pressing a kiss to her son's brow.
Zabini's eyes flutter closed and Severus sees the solace there. She has given him exactly what he
needs. "You have honoured our people."

Severus looks away. He does not know if he has missed his opportunity to show his son such
affection. Bury it. Bury everything. Feel nothing. Harrison needs his strength, not his
vulnerability.The Contessa stands up straight, looking at Severus with blazing eyes. "What do you
need to keep him alive?"

Severus knows from the look in her eyes she will give him anything. The Contessa has a fearsome
reputation but it is made more fearsome by her son. For him, Severus is sure, she would upturn the
Congregation and the Wizengamot.

"I have all I need, Contessa," he says quietly, inclining his head respectfully. This woman has a
treaty with his son, he does not know the nature of it, but he will not alienate her. "All I need is
time to treat his bones and he needs the space to recover quickly and quietly."

"What is the treatment? Similar to Bane's?"

"Quicker, hopefully," Severus looks at Zabini thoughtfully. If he is honest, Zabini's condition has
been such an interesting puzzle it has kept his mind focused for the last two hours instead of
panicking about Lupin and Harrison. This is the type of combat healing he has not had to do since
his training. "Bane's bones were broken naturally, unfortunately many were smashed in his fall,
some almost obliterated. That requires very complicated potions and spell work. The curse cast on
your son was much more precise."

"Explain," the Contessa's ring on her right hand glows softly. Though her voice is delicate, Severus
feels the swooping power of her rage.

"It sharply severs every bone," Severus says frankly. "It immobilises the victim. Usually, they
perish within seconds, but Mr Nott was there."

"Young Nott?" The Contessa smiles shortly. "What did he do?"

"He is a gifted young healer," Severus says grudgingly. Theodore may not have a Mastery, but he
had the essential quickness of mind to stop Zabini from suffering a puncture to his heart. Severus
remembers his tutor in Paris back in the late 70's, who had ingrained upon him that good healers
were good thinkers first. Theodore would do well at Vellefaux. "He healed your son's ribs within
seconds of the curse, which protected his heart and lungs, and then I was able to begin the rune
sequence."

"You use a rune sequence to heal him?" the Contessa raises her eyebrows. "Is that legal?"

"Not strictly," Severus does not think she will care He has had much less care for what is legal and
what is not since Harrison was taken. "Not here, anyway."

"I was not aware you were a qualified healer, Professor Snape."

"Not here," Severus says shortly. "I qualified at Vellefaux."

"You are an Envouter?"

"I am." No one has called him an Envouter in years. Not since he was living in Paris and taking
strangers to bed to forget Narcissa and Regulus. Our past lives resurrect themselves at the worst
times.

Graduates of Vellefaux are much coveted on the continent." the Contessa eyes flicker over him
quickly and Severus sees her reassessment taking place behind her red eyes. "Your qualification is
not a widely known fact, is it?"

No, because it is training I received on the Dark Lord's order and pay. Severus swallows hard and
looks away.

"It is not," Severus looks back over Zabini. "Would you like to hear your son's treatment plan?"

"Please," the Contessa's eyes linger on him. Severus has the uncomfortable feeling that he has just
become interesting to her.

"The rune sequence slowed his blood to minimise bleeding, and the spell work to repair each bone
is relatively simple," Severus gently pulls down the blanket around Zabini's collar to show the
slightly inflamed pink area around his most recently collarbone. "The swelling will reduce in a few
hours. The area of concern are the sharp severed ends of bones. They can do terrible damage to
soft tissue."

"How are you treating that?" she asks, her hand resting against her son's cheek.

"I have him on several pain potions but also a potion which is managing the damage done to some
of his internal organs," Severus gestures to the nightstand and the several vials placed upon it. "I
have repaired the bones in his torso and his hips, but legs and arms are still to be repaired. The
hands and feet will obviously be the most complex."

Severus is reminded of realigning and reforming every bone in Harrison's hand in Skye. What if he
is in worse shape after Bellatrix?

"Thank you for your work. I am sure Envouter Archambeau would be pleased with your work," the
Contessa says.

"Thank you," Severus says quietly. He imagines the Archambeau would curse Severus' name for
the many threats made against the Archambeau family by the Dark Lord that allowed Severus into
Vellefaux in the first place.

"Who cast the spell on my son?" The Contessa asks softly.

Severus wordlessly gestures to Dolores, lying in bed under a coma shield. The Contessa raises her
eyebrows and then sweeps over to Dolores' side, Severus following quickly, anxiously holding his
wand tightly in case the Contessa decides to murder Dolores which Severus would find
understandable but may be forced to prevent, just so he does not have to endure Poppy's shrieking
about it. Yet she does not. She simply stands over Dolores, looking down on her with a fierce
intensity.

"What happened?" she asks quietly.

"Parvus pixie venom."

The corner of the Contessa's lips quirk ever so slightly, in a way perhaps no one would notice if
they were not Severus and looking for it.

"I hear the venom of that particular creature is deadly," she says neutrally.

"Usually, but I have been working on an anti-venom."

"A strange side project, Professor Snape," the Contessa says. "Is it not enough to be a Defence and
Potions Master as well as a secret Combat Healer?"

Not since your son sent a Parvus pixie to my home.

"I am easily diverted," Severus says drily.

"I am sure." The Contessa's tone is light but Severus wonders if she knows which student has been
harbouring her pixie. Does she know about Harrison? "Will she live?"

"Probably."

"Good," the Contessa whispers softly and leans over Dolores' face. "Live. Then I shall bring the
full fury of the Doñas de fuera down upon your head and see the life ripped out of you. You do not
touch my son."

Before Severus can comment, his Prince ring shimmers suddenly with dark shadows. Severus
stares at it. It has never done this before, not unless Harrison is near. The Contessa looks at it
curiously but does not speak, because suddenly, at the end of Zabini's bed, Theodore appears
holding something in his arms.

Harrison.

"Master lives!" Kreacher exclaims, throwing the towels he is carrying up into the air and rushing to
clamp himself against Theodore's leg, who stumbles.

"Theodore!" Severus exclaims, rushing forward. The young boy winces and sags and Harrison
tumbles against Severus, legs barely holding him up as Severus catches him in his arms.

"Not dead," Harrison mumbles, green eyes cloudy as he stares up at Severus. "Hello."

"Hello," Severus whispers hoarsely. Harrison. Alive. Harrison is alive.

"I did it," Harrison flops his forehead against Severus' chest and Severus cannot stop one of his
hands from lifting to caress the boy's hair. Soaking wet, for some reason, and freezing cold.
"Survived."

"You did," Severus swallows hard. Alive. Broken but furiously and wondrously alive. "Thank you."

"Good gracious!" Poppy rushes forward from Longbottom's bedside. Theodore, who looks stricken
and white as a sheet, steps in front of Harrison and Severus with his wand out. "Mr Nott, put your
wand away this instant!"

"A private room, I think, Poppy," Severus barks, pulling Harrison up against him. He is unable to
put weight on his right ankle by the looks of it. He gestures to the door by Poppy's office to
Theodore and the boy is marching forward, flinging open the door and holding it open for Severus
and Harrison to stumble through. Severus can feel the Contessa watching him carefully but does
not have time or the inclination to care. A problem for later, once Harrison is safe. "Curtains too,
Theodore."

"Not ... usual bed," Harrison mumbles as Severus lifts him up onto the starched white sheets.
Behind them, Theodore is closing the curtains rapidly.

"The fact that you have a usual bed in the hospital wing is worrying," Theodore answers, folding
Harrison's invisibility cloak and shoving it under Harrison's pillows before clambering up into the
bed beside Harrison. Severus does not even think to stop him. There is something in Theodore's
eyes that speaks of a haunting he cannot place.

"Any bed ... good ..." Harrisons' voice becomes faint and he leans his head on Theodore's shoulder.
Severus casts a diagnostic spell; sees magical exhaustion, hypothermia and a litany of confusing
data but needs more information.

"What happened?" he asks Theodore.

"The Dark Lord possessed him," Theodore tangles his fingers in Harrison's hair. He seems to be
trying to get get as close as possible to Severus' son. "Bellatrix put him under the cruciatus curse,
there was Dido's Lament and ..."

Theodore is unable to speak. He simply stares at Severus and shakes his head. Dido's Lament. The
spell that killed Arthur.

"I can't," Theodore whispers brokenly, burying his face in Harrison's shoulder. Harrison lifts a
bloody hand to pet Theodore's hair.

"Is okay," Harrison closes his eyes wearily. "Not dead."

Severus stares at the hand.

"May I?" he asks, as softly as possible. He is aware that Harrison has possibly been manhandled in
countless terrible ways in the last twenty four hours. He will not touch without permission.
Harrison nods wearily. Severus gently takes it and looks at the raw, bloody stump of Harrison's
third finger and the exploded, melted diamond emerging from the knuckle of his first finger. This
is what Bellatrix was doing. This was her retrieval technique. Why did she not put him through a
meat grinder and be done with it? Severus feels absurd amounts of rage, so much that shadows
begin to creep out of his ring, tethering Harrison's hands to his as if the magic wants to ensure he
does not vanish again.

"I lost two rings and got one back," Harrison snorts weakly. "And I gave her the finger! Do you do you get it?"

"You idiot," Theodore raises a hand and pinches Harrisons' nose gently. Severus gets the
impression that normally he would slap the boy but there is no part of Harrison he can touch
without causing pain. Severus breathes in sharply through his nose, buries his fury. Harrison does
not need my fury. Harrison needs my skill.

"This can be healed," Severus says quietly, turning to Kreacher. "Blood replenishers, more blankets
with warming charms, a nerve replenisher, pain potion, sleep potion and ..." Severus stares at the
ripped and bloody Hogwarts jumper barely hanging on his son's frame. "What else did she do to
you?"

"Everything," Harrison closes his eyes painfully. Severus' heart lurches and he manages to stop
himself from gripping Harrison's hand tighter.

"Everything?" Severus repeats, levelly. If she raped my child and still lives I will rip her heart out
of her body and show it to her. Harrison seems to hear this thought because he opens his eyes and

looks at Severus, his thoughts scrawled on the inside of his eyes for Severus to retrieve.

Not that.

"Kreacher knows," Kreacher answers gruffly. "Master need not say. Kreacher will fetch what is
needed."

Harrison nods faintly and the elf pops away. Severus pulls out his wand and whispers a cleaning
spell, tracing it over Harrison's hand. He summons an anti-infection balm from the other room, the
door opening and closing with a snap, and begins to smooth it onto the raw stump, his strong
stomach churning with disgust when he sees ripped tissue and roughly cut bone. Holy Hades below
are those teeth marks?

"Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck -," Harrison mutters.

"Language," Severus whispers, remembering how the normality of this, of Severus scolding him,
had helped after the blood quill. Harrison slowly rolls his eyes and Severus' heart clenches to see it.
He is still himself.

"Crap, crap, crap, crap -,"

"Better."

Theodore snorts, either with laughter and derision but keeps his face pressed into Harrison's
shoulder. Harrison sighs heavily as Severus takes a fresh bandage and wraps Harrison's hand as
carefully as he can.

"Bellatrix took your rings?" he asked quietly.

"No," Harrison shakes his head. "Tom. He ... he melted them. The magic, it's ... it's gone."

Harrison's face is screwed up in pain.

"Granger is the Heir to the House of Potter now," Theodore says quietly. "I don't know if she has
the magic, but you did it, Harry. Voldemort didn't get the Potter magic."

"The Slytherin magic though," Harrison swallows hard and stares down at the snake wrapped
around his wrist, looking less vibrant green and more brown every time Severus sees him.
"Sahara's magic ..."

"You did your best."

"Yeah," Harrison twists his face away for a moment. Severus knows he will mourn the loss of
those rings and their magic, but Severus cannot heal that. Instead he concentrates on the mark of
the manacle around his son's wrist. Kreacher reappears and, seeing what Severus is doing, hands
him a purple cream.

"Master has marks from bindings on ankles, stomach and throat. Master's ankle is broken. The
Dark Lord did many crucios. Master was very cold for a long time." Kreacher says quietly. "Evil
Lady cut at his ribs and elbows too, to check for diamonds."

"For diamonds," Severus repeats, rubbing the purple cream on Harrison's wrist. I will cut her to
shreds.

"Evil Lady tried to cut the magic of the House of Black out of him," Kreacher's face twists with
dislike. "It doesn't matter. Master is Black Lord now."

"This is true?" Severus looks at Harrison. He felt sure that this would be the case, given that the
Black magic followed Harrison's instructions to disperse but he could not be sure. Harrison nods
tiredly and keeps his eyes closed.

"Sirius is dead," he says.

Severus pauses in his ministrations. Oddly, it is Narcissa he thinks of, her words as he left the
dungeon cellar at Malfoy Manor. "Say farewell to my cousin." She had known. Then, he
remembers what else she said. Your son shall be the Black Prince.

Well. It seems Narcissa Black is indeed a Seer. The fact has terrifying implication that Severus
cannot focus on right now, not when his son is broken apart in front of him. Held together by

magic and willpower alone.

"I am sorry," Severus says stiffly.

"You're not." Harrison's voice is flat.

"I will not mourn him, for he would sneer at me if I did so, but I am sorry for your suffering."
Severus finishes with Harrison's wrists and shakes out a warm blanket to cover the boy's legs. "You
should know that he understood the risks of the plan we had made. He made his choice."

"Yeah, yeah," Harrison mutters. "He already told me."

Severus raises his eyebrows. He does not understand how Harrison can have spoken to Black about
this, given that he is apparently dead, but he does not try to consider it.

"May I?" Severus asks. He gestures his wand over Severus' legs and the boy nods wearily. Severus
taps Harrison's knee with some quiet whispered words and his damp school trousers are gone. He
is relieved to see Harrison's lower body relax under the warm heat. His legs stop trembling at least.

"The jumper needs to come off," Severus says quietly. "Is that possible?"

Harrison nods heavily.

"Theo," he murmurs. Theodore lifts his head. Severus sees that, astonishingly, his face is wet with
tears. He has never seen Theodore cry. He doubts that anyone ever has. Theodore rubs his face,
leaving brown streaks across his cheeks from where his hands are stained with Harrison's blood,
and helps Harrison remove his soiled jumper. Severus swallows hard. It takes a whole snowdrift,
the cap of a mountain, to bury the screaming rage inside him. Skills, Severus, skills and not grief.
So he slips into his training as a Combat Healer, examines the body without prejudice, noting what
treatments are required. Harrison has red welts across his stomach, the vague shapes of chains, and
a horrible, raised welt across his throat. (Pain potions, spell work and balms). Raw slices at each
rib and elbow can be easily healed. (Minor spellwork). None of it is as important as the fact that
boy is shivering and magically depleted, not doubt from surviving a possession and Dido's Lament,
which Severus is not sure anyone has ever done before.

"We can heal these later," Severus shakes out another warmed blanket and places it over his son. "I

am most concerned about the hypothermia and magical exhaustion. If we do not warm you and
give you rest, you could go into shock or a coma."

"Okay," Harrison sighs and leans his head back. "Did Bellatrix get away?"

"Don't think about that now," Theodore shrugs off his robes and kicks of his boots, sliding under
Harrison's blankets and shuffling as close as possible, as if determined to warm Harrison up with
his own blood. Severus moves to the end of the bed and, after catching Harrison's eye and
receiving a weary nod, is carefully removing one of Harrison's bloody trainers. When he moves to
the right one, he proceeds cautiously. Harrison's ankle is swollen and black and blue, the skin
mottled and very unhealthy. Holy Merlin, let it be salvageable. Severus hopes he does not have to
vanish the bones and regrow them, as he had to do with several of Harrison's wrist bones on Skye.

"I have to think about it," Harrison's voice takes on an unexpected edge. "She has to be held to
account, she killed my steward, she killed a son of the House of Black -,"

"Let the Aurors deal with it," Theodore says soothingly, "or the Order of Idiots or Dumbledore -,"

"I'm her Lord," Harrison snaps. Severus pauses in the process of severing Harrison's laces on his
trainer. Somehow, he feels that this is not the same boy who flung his way out of Severus' quarters
yesterday. There was a boy who hated the idea of being anyone's Lord. Now he wears the title on
his tongue with ease. "I'm the one to deal with it."

"You are fifteen years old and you are staying in bed until you are well enough to stand up on your
own," Severus says drily.

"On whose orders?" Harrison says, his green eyes glittering with a flash of black. Unexpected.

"Mine," Severus says simply. He looks at Theodore, who has honestly never looked more like a
lost fifteen year old. "Who else did they lose?"

"I don't know, I saw Lupin go down -," Severus' heart clenches violently and for a millisecond, he
cannot breathe. Harrison's face is tight with grief. "- but I don't know if he's dead. Apollonius is
dead."

Severus is not surprised. The last time he saw Apollonius' face, he would not have anticipated he

had more than a few weeks to live.

"He is?" Harrison twists his head to look at Theodore. Severus watches as Theodore pulls the Nott
heir ring out of his pocket to look at it plaintively.

"What the fuck do I do with this?" Theodore whispers. Severus feels cold pity settle in his belly.
He knows something about witnessing the death of a hated father.

"Nothing," Severus turns to Kreacher. "Can you please take Mr Nott's Lordship ring to Gringotts?
It will wait there for him until he takes his majority."

"Kreacher shall." Kreacher nods and steps forward, holding out his hand in front of Theodore who
hesitates, but drops the ring into the elf's palm, then he's gone. Theodore looks down at his bloody
wrists. Severus thinks it is a rudimentary norse rune, but he could not be sure.

"Lestrange is dead," he says quietly. "I did it."

Harrison presses his face into Theo's chest, muttering something Severus cannot hear.

"Which Lestrange?" Severus asks.

"Rudolpho, I think."

If Bellatrix lives, she will be murderous.

"Did anyone see you do it?" Severus asks quietly. If anyone saw and Bellatrix finds out, Theodore
will be in a very, very dangerous situation.

"I don't know," Theodore says. "He killed Apollonius so I killed him."

The ease with which the boy says this, the simplicity of his tone is eerie. What is more eerie
perhaps is the way Harrison nods as if it's perfectly reasonable.

"That's fine. I think I killed someone with Prongs. It's fine." Harrison leans his head against
Theodore's shoulder and looks at Severus. "Isn't it?"

No, it is not fucking fine you teenage murderers, and how did you kill someone with a Patronus?

"It is ... understandable," Severus says slowly.

"It's fine," Harrison continues. "It has to be fine. I mean, they were trying to kill us, Bellatrix tried
to rip me apart for fucks sake and Sirius chose to come and get me, I didn't make him, so it has to
be fine? Right?"

Severus doesn't answer.

"Dumbledore saw me," Theodore says quietly. Severus pauses and looks up. Theodore looks
nervous. Harrison looks resigned.

"Well, shit," Harrison sighs. Severus finishes slicing through the laces on Harrison's shoe. Again,
he says nothing and just thinks about how much harder it shall be to navigate Albus now that he
knows Theodore Nott is involved in Harrison's life.

"It'll be fine," Harrison says, his voice shaking. "It's none of his business, right? It doesn't matter,
we'll be okay - DON'T!"

Severus had been about to ease off Harrison's trainer but Harrison jerks forward, hissing in
parseltongue, teeth gritted and suddenly, white light erupts, pushing both Theodore and Severus'
back from the bed. The Black magic.

"Harry? Harry, talk to us, use English!" Theodore demands frantically, but Severus can see from
the look in his son's eyes that his English is not returning any time soon. Perhaps it is the pain, or
Black's death, or perhaps it is the trauma of readily admitting he has killed someone tonight but
Severus sees this for what it is. Harrison's feelings are catching up with him. Theodore is becoming
more panicked, his eyes wet with tears. He is past the point of breaking. "Harry, come on, please,
PLEASE!"

"Enough, Theodore," Severus says sharply. The boy stops speaking, taking great heaving sobs.
Harrison is curled forward, his arms wrapped around his legs with his head on his knees, unmoving
as the white light diminishes until it is only a pearly sheen on his brown, scarred skin. It means a
lot, Severus thinks, that Theodore was pushed away too. Perhaps Theodore is not the only one who
has reached his limit. "Go and wash yourself. You are covered in blood."

"I can't leave him," Theodore says ferociously.

"You can leave him in my care," Severus corrects firmly, gesturing to the door. "Go, Theodore.
Wash. Check on Zabini."

"Did he survive?" Theodore whispers, eyes haunted.

"Yes," Severus takes hold of Theodore gently and guides him to the door. "Give Harrison a
moment."

"I need to be with him," Theodore whispers.

"Not right now." Severus knows that in Theodore's eyes, he has not a leg to stand on as far as
parental authority goes, but Severus decides it is time to exercise the little he has. "You are a
proficient junior healer, young Nott, but I am an Envouter and a Potions Master and I know what
my patient needs. Please comply."

It seems to be the mention of his time at Vellefaux that does it. Theodore's hazy eyes suddenly
focus and he nods uncertainly, reaching onto the bedcovers to retrieve the snake that was dislodged
by the Black magic. It hisses plaintively and curls around Theodore's bloody wrist, licking the
brown stains.

"I'm just ... I'll be right back, Harry, okay?" Theodore says brokenly, opening the door. Harrison
nods, head still buried in his knees. Theodore swallows hard and pulls open the door, closing it
quietly behind him. Then it is just Severus and Harrison. Severus raises his wand and wards the
door and windows as securely as he can, wrapping them in shadows.

"It is alright." Severus turns back to his son. "You are alone. No one can enter or hear you. Let it
out."

Harrison begins to hiss violently. Harrison begins to shake. Severus sees the white magic building
up again and quickly steps forward, sitting on the bed in front of his son and gently placing a hand
on his shoulder. Harrison flinches but Severus does not move. Severus does not want to lose
Harrison to the Gaar Tareqi and as he touches him, he sees shadows spool out of the Prince ring,
tethering around Harrison to hold him place. Harrison shakes violently, the silver waves of the
Black magic pulsing off of him like gusts of snow and Severus sits in it, feeling like he is at the
centre of a storm. Then he feels something else. He looks down. Shadows are reaching out of
Harrison's Prince ring, inching their way towards Severus as if looking for something to hold onto.
Something to hold. Holding his breath, Severus moves his hand from his son's shoulder and
tentatively touches his left hand against Harrison's hand with the Prince ring on. Without lifting his
head from his knees or stopping shaking, Harrison's hand grips Severus'. The shadows that were
seeking touch instantly settle, wrapping around Severus' hand and wrist like a bandage, as if he
needs to know he will not be pulled away.

My son is holding my hand.

Then, miraculously, Harrison is lifting his other hand, the hand with the Black diamond on and
Severus automatically reaches his right hand out to take it, his own Prince shadows wrapping
around Harrison's wrist, tethering them together. The Black ring is icy to the touch, the diamond so
cold it burns Severus' skin but he does not care.

My son is holding my hands.

"You are not going anywhere, farzand," Severus whispers. Harrison lets out a shaking breath, a
sigh made of magic and the Black magic ripples out of him again, this time softer, like the snow
that falls at the end of the blizzard, lace-like flakes that are a cold kiss upon the cheek. Then the
boy drops his knees back down, crossing his legs awkwardly and, with eyes clenched tightly shut,
drops his head forward so his face rests against Severus' shoulder. The damp curls on the top his
head smell like formaldehyde and gunpowder. He is trembling like a leaf.

"I'm still mad at you," Harrison hisses into Severus' robes. The parseltongue slithers through the
Prince shadows and into Severus' skin, travelling up to his mind. Harrison has not spoken to him
like this since he day he died in Grimmauld Place. Severus swallows hard.

"I understand," Severus whispers back. Harrison doesn't move. Neither does Severus. Harrison
needs my strength, not my apologies.

"Tom wants me," Harrison hisses.

"Yes," Severus says heavily. He is not a good father but since he and Harrison began the questions
game six months ago, he has not lied outright to the boy. I cannot offer him anything but the truth.
"He does."

"Like he wanted Regulus Black and you."

"Yes."

"He won't stop."

"No." What good would a lie be here? The child deserves to know what kind of monster pursues
him, a man who seeks not just destroy other powers but make cages for them too. Harrison sighs
softly, his breath sour smelling under Severus' chin.

"You tricked Tom into taking me out of the cage."

Severus can infer what the cage is, remembers what Narcissa said when she was scrying about
Bellatrix boxing Harrison away.

"I did."

"You kept your promise."

Severus swallows heavily.

"Yes," he whispers, in a broken voice. It is not enough, it is not enough to make up for any of it, but
Merlin help me, I did keep my promise.

"Dumbledore will be mad."

"Undoubtedly."

Harrison snorts, rubbing his nose against Severus' robes. He sighs heavily. Severus feels his
shoulders drop slightly, but he has not stopped shaking. His hand that isn't wrapped in bandages is
clammy. Severus worries that he is running a fever and needs to lie down, but does not want to
move his son away from his arms.

"I killed someone again," Harrison's hiss is so quiet Severus barely hears it. Severus takes a deep
breath.

"Yes."

"So did Theo."

"So it seems."

"Sirius is dead."

Severus feels a tightness in his chest. The boy will mourn and it shall be complex and brutal. There
is nothing Severus can do to deter it.

"Yes."

"He said it wasn't my fault but -,"

"He was right." Severus twists his face so his words fall from his lips directly into Harrison's ears,
those soft dark curls brushing against Severus' mouth. "It was not your fault. Nothing they did to
you was your fault."

The last time Severus spoke these words to his son, Harrison threw him down the stairs with the
Slytherin magic. This time, Harrison just takes a long, hissing breath and thumps his forehead
against Severus shoulder repeatedly. Not his forehead, his scar.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid useless freak," Harrison hisses, small bursts of magic pulsing out of him
with every word. He has worn this label for far too long. Narcissa's words from Yule drift into his
mind. Never forget the value of things said as well as unsaid.

"Shh," Severus whispers, letting go of one of Harrison's hand to gently catch his son's neck and
hold it in place, refusing to let him hurt himself any more. "You demonstrated great resourcefulness
and ability. You are neither anomalous, disgusting or unwanted. You are safe here, farzand."

Harrison lets out a dry sob, his breath ragged, relaxing entirely against Severus. The pulsing light
of the Black magic sinks back into his skin and Severus sits, tethered beside him as Harrison's
breathing begins to stabilise. It is quite something, Severus muses distantly, this new, unfailing
devotion. This sensation of tethering that he does not despise, after a lifetime of resentment against
the bonds that have held him helpless. It is not happiness, not exactly, perhaps he is too weary for
it and his heart is too heavy and worn, but it is something close. Contentment, perhaps, or
contentment of purpose. For the first time ever, Severus has no doubts that he is precisely where he
is meant to be.

"Harry! Where's Harry? HARRY?!"

A familiar voice rips through the air, startling Harrison who jerks against him, his heartbeat
jumping violently, and then furious pounding on the warded door.

"SEVERUS!"

Lupin. Severus waves his wand and the door swings open and Lupin is there, a bedraggled force to
be reckoned with. He looks a wreck, held up between William Weasley and George Weasley on a
leg that looks like it is broken with blood spattered across his face, but his eyes are bright amber
and his face screwed up in determination.

"Remus!" Harrison hisses, and only Severus can hear because of the tethered shadows that only he
and his son can see. Then Lupin is stumbling to the bed, faster than William and George can
accommodate, scooping Harrison into his arms with impossible ease for a man clearly dangerously
wounded.

"Careful, Remus!" William exclaims but Lupin does not seem to hear or care.

"You're alive, you're alive, you're alive," Lupin chants as the boy, as if completely unaware of his
own injuries has his face buried in Lupin's chest, hissing like an infant snake, sobbing desperately.
Severus thinks he hears faint hisses of "Sorry," and "Sirius." Severus is surprised to look down and
feel the tethers of Harrisons' Prince magic still around his wrist. He still wants me close by.

"Lupin, let Harrison lie down properly!" Severus barks, grabbing Lupin's shoulder and pulling him
back so his head is resting against the headboard, Harrison clinging to him like a limpet in just his
ridiculous Gryffindor boxers, socks and one remaining trainer. Lupin's eyes are closed tightly as
tears pour down his face, arms wrapped around Harrison's torso so tightly that it looks like it could
hurt.

"Wasn't your fault," Lupin whispers. "It's okay, I love you so much, he loved you, it wasn't your
fault."

Harrison sobs harder. Even though Severus is sure Lupin cannot understand a word of
parseltongue, he seems to have understood what Harrison needed to hear. Severus raises his wand
and summons the warmed blankets back over to cocoon his son, quickly charming them so they
won't fall off. Lupin lifts his arms to accommodate it but doesn't move. Severus is fairly sure that
the Dark Lord himself could enter the room and Lupin would not let go of his child.

"Is he okay?" George Weasley asks hoarsely. His throat looks swollen, as if he may have withstood
a strangling curse.

"He is alive. Go and get that throat seen to," Severus says curtly.

"Thanks, George," Harrison hisses.

"He thanks you," Severus adds.

"Couldn't miss out on the action, could we?" George Weasley smiles tightly at Harrison. "Did you
see that Umbridge is nearly dead?"

"Really?"

"Thank you, Mr Weasley," Severus gives him a short push out of the door, rolling his eyes. He
doesn't need to discuss Dolores with Harrison right now.

"Go, George," William clapping his brother on the shoulder as he does. "We can't stay long."

Severus looks at Weasley, who unsurprisingly, looks remarkably well together apart from the
bloody axe hanging at his belt.

"Numbers?" Severus asks.

"Hestia and Sirius," William says, his new blue eyes flashing. "Fred got hit by Dolohov, nonverbal but nasty. Doge got a severing charm in the arm and Andy was nearly drowned, but she's
okay. They're all at St Mungo's with Mum and Tonks. Dumbledore arrived in time to round up a
few of them. He's still at the Ministry now."

"Bellatrix?" Harrison hisses urgently.

"Harry?" Lupin's voice is concerned.

"Only parseltongue at the moment," Severus says quickly, then turns to William. "Names?"

"Avery, Rookwood, Jugson, Crabbe are all unhurt and going to Azkaban," Weasley counts on his
fingers. "I got Travers with the axe, I don't know if he'll survive, and someone killed Mulciber and
Rodolphus Lestrange and Nott but we don't know who."

The teenagers, that's who.

"Who's Mulciber?" Harrison hisses.

"Large man, square shaped-head, dark skinned," Severus answers, raising his eyebrows with a
silent question. Was it you?

"Yeah, I killed him." Harrison's eyes are bright. "Bellatrix?"

"What about Bellatrix?" Severus asks Weasley.

"Wait, you can understand parseltongue?" Lupin asks incredulously.

"At the moment," Severus presses Weasley. "Bellatrix?"

"Gone," Weasley's eyes are dark. "So are MacNair, Dolohov, Malfoy and Rabastan Lestrange,
although Remus did get him before the other Aurors arrived so he may or may not survive -,"

"Depends if he can live without a spine," Lupin growls. Another one for Bellatrix to throw a fit
over, Severus thinks nastily. He sincerely hopes the Dark Lord does not call him tonight. No one
will walk out of the castle unscathed. He also tries to bury how intensely satisfying it is to think of
Lupin ripping out a man's spine with his bare hands.

"She got away?" Harrison's eyes flash with black for a second. It is quite unnerving. That will take
some getting used to.

"Do not even think about trying to get out of that bed," Severus points a finger at him angrily. "Or I
will call your elf back and have him sit on you."

"Fuck you."

"Did you forget that I can understand you?" Severus raises his eyebrows and Harrison blushes
before burying his face in Lupin's chest. Severus turns back to Weasley. "Would you go to the
Silver Hall? I have a message for his Majesty."

"I was actually on my way there," Weasley fixes his blue eyes on Severus' face. "What is needed?"

"Tell him that the family affairs are dealt with," Severus looks at Harrison who turns his head for a
moment and hisses.

"I lost my axe."

"Oh yes," Severus turns back to Weasley. "Would you take a moment to stop by the Shrieking
Shack and retrieve Harrison's axe? It was left there by an enemy."

"Of course. I'll check on George and then be on the way," Weasley opens the door and turns back,
beckoning Severus closer, lowering his voice. "I understand why you did not tell me about tonight,
Tonks explained -,"

"I am sure I don't know what you're talking about," Severus mutters back. The more people who
believe that the plan was Black's, the better. Curse Nymphadora Tonks and her lack of discretion.

"Just listen, Severus," William says urgently. It is the first time, Severus thinks, that William has
used his first name. "You were right, I'm an Anzar first and it's because I'm an Anzar that I'm
telling you this - my loyalty lies with my Sovereign and with Harry."

Not with Albus. Severus is not sure what it feels like when the winds of politics shift, when a
person finally feels that they are sailing with the breeze behind them, but he senses something. A
change.

"That is a risk," Severus mutters. "You are a Lord now. You have a family to lead."

"I am an Anzar and a Lord," William says staunchly. "I won't be unprotected. Next time, count on
me."

Severus is dizzy for a second with the notion that there will be a next time and moreover, that he
will be leading from the shadows once again. I do not know if I can do this again. Oddly, it is
Albus he thinks of, made a leader by those gathered around him. Harrison gathers people.
Someone must make a use of them and I shall not allow it to be Albus or the Dark Lord. And
nature abhors a vaccum. He says none of this to William, merely nods tautly and gestures to the
door. Then it's just Harrison, Lupin and Severus. Together. Alone. Harrison seems to be having the
same thought because he glances at Severus and Severus feels a slight tug on the shadows around
his wrist.

"May I treat your ankle?" Severus asks quietly, approaching the bed.

"What's wrong with his ankle?" Lupin asks. Close to, he looks very pale. I will need to treat him,
too.

"I need to remove the shoe and then set it in stasis," Severus says, setting his hands on the bed
frame and hold Harrison's gaze. "Afterwards, I am going to administer a sleeping potion and a pain

reliever because you are in dire need of rest. Will you allow me to do this?"

Severus will not force it on him, but Harrison seems on the edge of exhaustion now that Lupin is
here, holding him close. His body is beyond relaxed, slumping towards unconsciousness.

"Just do it quick," Harrison hisses, nestling closer to Lupin and wiping his tear-stained face against
the wolf's bloody cardigan.

"I will be as rapid as I can," Severus says levelly. "It will be painful."

Harrison nods and presses his face into Lupin's chest. Lupin grips him tightly and nods to confirm.
Severus sets his hands on Harrison's ankle, feels the boy flinch, and then, as quickly as his can,
eases the shoe off Harrison's swollen foot. Harrison gasps and hisses unintelligibly, his foot
trembling violently.

"You're okay, you're okay," Lupin says, stroking the back of Harrison's head tenderly as Harrison
groans.

"There we go," Severus says, tossing the ruined trainer aside and tapping Harrison's foot gently,
setting the stasis spell. The boy shudders in relief but does not stop shaking. A bad sign. "Time for
pain relief."

"Want Theo," Harrison mumbles in a broken hiss. "Theo first."

Severus does not care as long as Harrison is treated.

"Very well," Severus waves his wand and two potions appear on Harrison's bedside. "I shall take
Lupin to be treated."

"I'll stay with Harry," Lupin says, eyes pale and chest rising heavily.

"You will not," Severus folds his arms irritably. "Harrison needs to rest and I need to heal you and
it will likely not be a calm experience, so come along."

"It's fine," Harrison mumbles, nestled against Lupin's chest. "Send Theo."

"He says it is fine," Severus opens the door and sees Theodore standing by Zabini's bed talking to
Granger and Weasley with the Contessa sitting nearby. George Weasley is in a bed beside
Longbottom and there is no one in the room, Severus assesses, who does not know about Theodore
and Harrison. Except Poppy, who could not care less. "Theodore!"

Theodore immediately walks over. Now that he is clean, face scrubbed of blood and shirt changed,
he looks even younger than his sixteen years.

"Harrison needs to take a pain potion and a dreamless sleep potion," Severus says quietly, standing
in the doorway. "He's asking for you, but he still cannot speak English. Will you be able to manage
that?"

"Yes," Theodore nods firmly. His eyes are red-rimmed but no longer cloudy with grief and fear.
"He can talk to me if he needs to."

"He needs to sleep."

"I understand."

"Good," Severus lets Theodore into the room, closing the door behind them. Harrison is drifting
towards sleep, nodding off against Lupin who also looks like he is moments away from slumber.
Severus crosses to the bed and takes Lupin's arm, pulling him gently upwards. "Lean on me."

Lupin groans and allows himself to be pulled off the bed, briefly kissing Harrison's head before he
does. Theodore is there, sliding into Lupin's spot, letting Harrison rest against him, a sudden
contentment spreading across Theodore's face.

"Hey Theo," Harrison hisses sleepily. Severus sees Theodore's face split into a relieving smile.
Somehow, Theodore can understand him. Fidelity bond. Now is not the time to think about that.
Severus catches Theodore's eye and looks over at the pain and sleep potions. Theodore nods and
picks up the pain reliever, popping the cork.

"Drink this, Harry," Theo whispers, pressing the vial to Harrison's lips. "It's a pain reliever."

Severus sees Harrison drink down the potion and is satisfied. He will keep his promises not to
judge or despise the bond between the two teenagers. Especially when it brings them both such
comfort.

"Come," he mutters to Lupin, helping him hop and stumble out of the room. He guides Lupin, who
is cursing fluently in Welsh, into the nearest bed beside Harrison's room. He is not surprised when
Granger and Weasley rush forward, both looking tense and wan but luckily, unhurt.

"We want to see him," Weasley blurts out. Granger nods, eyes puffy with tears.

"Let them, Sev," Lupin groans in a tired voice. "They saw Bellatrix and Voldemort with Harry."

They saw him being tortured.

"Give Theodore five minutes," Severus says, pulling Lupin's cardigans off his shoulders to
examine any wounds. "Then you may go in, but go quietly. Harrison must sleep."

"Thank you," Granger squeaks softly. Severus nods and pulls the privacy curtain around him and
Lupin, shutting them out.

"What have you done to yourself?" Severus mutters, running a quick scan over Lupin's body with
his wand and seeing a horribly broken leg, the muscles twisted, and a nasty open wound across the
thigh.

"Bellatrix killed Sirius," Lupin leans his head back against his pillow. With his face against the
white pillowcase, he looks extraordinarily pale. "We duelled."

"And she determined to rip of your leg?"

"I think she was trying to rip me apart actually," Lupin mutters, eyes closed tightly. "Luckily,
werewolves are pretty familiar with being ripped apart and put back together."

Severus doesn't comment. He vanishes Lupin's horrible faded red trousers with a tap of his wand
and the man is in his boxers, scarred pale legs stretched out on the pale yellow hospital blankets.

"Undressing me, Severus?" Lupin whispers softly, eyes still closed.

"Oh yes, I am entirely filled with lustful thoughts at the sight of mutilated flesh and mottled blood,"
Severus says flatly. Lupin snorts. His right thigh is a horrible mess. The knee is shattered, Severus
can see that, the slash through the flesh of the thigh has destroyed the muscle and ligaments and
swerves dangerously close to the artery. He could have bled out in minutes. "I can heal this with
runes."

"Is that legal?" Lupin opens his eyes to stare at Severus' shrewdly.

"No," gestures around the wound with his wand, falling into the patterns taught in his past, runes
of red light settling into Lupin's thigh as Severus is beginning to chant softly in ancient Sumerian.
Lupin gasps in pain, his bloody hands gripping the blanket underneath him as the wound begins to
knit together, muscles reaching for one another and ligaments stretching and pulling to grow.

"What the fuck are you doing?" Lupin hisses, eyes wide with astonishment.

"Healing you," Severus snaps.

"Oh, sweet fucking Merlin," Lupin is sweating profusely, eyes clenched tightly shut again, turning
the colour of palest parchment. He begins his own chant, the same words over and over. "He's
alive, he's alive, he's alive -,"

"He will be fine, Lupin," Severus says. "I will keep an eye on him."

"He went through the veil, Severus," Lupin's amber eyes find his. "The veil of Charon. It's in the
Department of Mysteries."

"Excuse me?" Severus tries not to pause in the waving of his wand, even though his brain has
stuttered. The veil of Charon has been lost for centuries. No.

"Sirius fell through after Bellatrix hit him," Lupin whispers. "Harry just ... walked after him."

It takes all of Severus' muscle memory and instinct from his training as a Combat Healer to keep
sustaining Lupin's healing. He wants to deny it, but everything he knows about Harrison means he
cannot. Of course my son, the teenage monstrosity, decided to just walk through the fucking veil of
Charon. Of course he did.

"Explain," Severus says tersely.

"I can't!" Lupin's eyes are desperate. "He was gone, he went through and then he just came back."

"You must be wrong," Severus says flatly. "The veil of Charon is a an execution. It is not
survivable."

Yet he lives, and Lupin does not lie.

"I know!" Lupin groans, swallowing hard. "Sirius is gone, there's - there's no body, nothing but
Harry ... he came back and he's different, he -,"

"Different how?"

"I don't - I wish I could -," Lupin sighs a rattling breath. "Can you just - can you use legillimency?"

Severus stares at the wolf. A day ago, he was screaming at Severus about the illegality of Severus
taking memories from Black's mind.

"I cannot, it is a illegal, you are a Congregation representative," Severus looks at him. "Besides
that, you are a werewolf. Your minds are impervious."

"Oh, I can - I can open my mind for you," Lupin says distractedly, staring down at his wound.

"What?" Severus can't help it, his wand arm drops in surprise. He is lucky that Lupin's wound is
all but healed. He stares at the wolf in astonishment. Granted, Severus has never tried to access the
mind of any other wolf but Lupin, but the sudden knowledge that werewolves can be subject to the
mental arts is a revelation. "How?"

"Werewolves can ... we have lower inhibitions for ... it's hard to explain, but for certain people I can
...," Lupin blushes deeply and Severus has no idea what is happening. He had always assumed that
werewolves were impervious to legillimency but perhaps not, and that is incredulous.

"How?" Severus repeats.

"We can't be forced," Lupin seems to be averting his eyes, somehow embarrassed which is
confusing Severus no end. "You're right, our minds can't be broken into by anyone, not even
someone like you or Voldemort but a werewolf can ... for a person who ... there's just one person,
only one for a lifetime and ..."

"Only for a singular person? A person you chose?" Severus' mind is reeling. Can it be possible that
a creature can have naturally in-built occlumency defences that can be selectively lowered but
otherwise impenetrable? "How do you select them? Why is it me?"

"Jesus and Merlin help me," Lupin groans, pressing a blood-stained hand over his face.

"What?" Severus demands.

"It's mates, Severus," Lupin snaps, wincing in pain, cheeks suddenly flushed bright red.
"Werewolves can open their minds to their mate."

Severus stares.

"That," he says slowly, "is supremely unwise of you."

Lupin's lips quirk into a smile.

"I know," he whispers.

Severus stares some more, taking in the man in the bloodstained t-shirt and boxers, leg bloody and
twisted, eyes full of fire.

"How ... how?" Severus cannot form words. How can it be me? "Not Black?"

Lupin sighs and flops his head back, staring at the ceiling, swallowing hard.

"You were the first occlumens I ever met, Sev, the first legillimens, at thirteen. I loved you, I
wanted you to ... to be able to know me." Lupin shrugs helplessly. "I was coming into my
adulthood as a wolf, we do that much sooner than Wixen, and biology took care of the rest."

Severus' can taste his heartbeat on his tongue, rapid and desperate.

"But we weren't - we were children, we never -,"

"I told you, you've never understood how werewolves bond and mate," Lupin smirks sadly. "I was
yours, Severus. Even then."

You were mine.

Severus can't stand up any more. He sits heavily on the bed beside Lupin, the wolf wincing slightly
to move his leg to accommodate him.

"But I've never been able to ..." Severus whispers. "I didn't even know about ..."

Severus gestures to Lupin's body. The night under the Shrieking Shack blossoms into life in their
shared memory. Black's smugness, Lupin's burnished, stunning form, his fur shining in the
moonlight in the tunnel. Severus raging, screaming reaction. You never told me!

"You were my childhood mate, once I chose you, I couldn't change it." Lupin closes his eyes in
pain. "I knew I could open my mind to you if I needed to, I had planned to but then ... we parted."

The summer Eileen died. Black and the Shrieking Shack. I was his childhood mate. He was mine.

Severus swallows hard and reaches a hand tentatively for the wolf's. Lupin's fingers grip his so
tightly they could break bone.

"Tell me," Severus whispers. "How werewolf mating works."

Lupin lets out a rattling breath but does not open his eyes or tilt his head down towards Severus.
Just holds his hand ferociously.

"Werewolf bonds are based on loyalty. They are as fragile as they are unbreakable, when they
depend on the devotion of the other. Sirius hurt Harry, he broke the loyalty and trust of our bond so
I was no longer mated with him," Lupin whispers. "All werewolf bonds are based on loyalty, but
the notion of disloyalty varies from wolf to wolf. I am unable to disloyal to those I mate with."

"Bollocks. You lied to me," Severus whispers back. "You never told me that you had lycanthropy,"

"That wasn't a lie," Lupin's eyes open in a flash of amber. "You were my mate but you had not
expressed the same measure of devotion to me, I didn't know if I could trust you with it -,"

"So I was the disloyal one?" Severus hisses.

"No," Lupin looks at him with sudden, broken-hearted eyes. "You were not. That is why I say we
simply ... parted."

Severus stares at the wolf.

"If I was not disloyal and you were not ..." he says slowly. Knowledge falls through Severus' mind
with his same, typical rapidity but this year it feels like it is knowledge that is many, many years
late. We were still mated in your eyes, all these years, even when you took another mate in Black.

"Yes." Lupin closes his eyes again and leans his head back in resignation. "I am sorry."

Severus knows why. Lupin is sorry that his werewolf heart has carried a claim for Severus all these
years. He is sorry that he cannot unlock the tethering of it, even now, of choices that are made of
creature biology and circumstance nearly thirty years ago. Severus swallows hard, looks down at
the wolf's scarred hands, the horizontal slashes across his wrists. He thinks of Eileen's death, of
calling Lily a mudblood in fifth year, of burying Tobias down by Cokeworth river, of taking the
mark at seventeen. Are we all not living with the damage of the choices we made in adolescence?
And if Severus is to judge Lupin by his choices, can he not judge him by the one that made him so
loyal to Harrison and also to Severus in the past year? The choice to chase us to Skye, to move into
Spinners End, to sleep on my couch and answer my floos and steal my books and kiss me so
fiercely?

"Do it then," Severus whispers hoarsely. "Allow to see into your mind."

Lupin opens his orange eyes and looks at Severus with wary surprise. Severus stares back.

"Really?" Lupin croaks.

"Yes," Severus nods and unconsciously brushes his thumb across the back of the wolf's hand. "We
are still a ... unit."

Even if you have been secretly mated to me since you were twelve years old. Even if I am too
broken to ever give you the tenderness you deserve. Even if the Dark Lord kills us tomorrow.

"A unit," Lupin chokes out a half laugh, shaking his head with eyes filled with unshed tears. "Yes.
Alright."

Lupin sits up slightly, squeezes Severus' hand and blinks slowly, just once. His eyes become, if
possible, more amber and Severus only need hold his wand and whisper the charm, he is slipping
into Lupin's mind. It is absurdly easy. The only thing it can compare to is how Harrison simply
etches his thoughts onto the his mind and leaves them there behind his eyes for Severus to clearly
see and pluck out. Severus sees Harrison walk through the veil of Charon. He sees him return. He
sees the unbelievable insanity of the Patronus he produces, sees how it slays Mulciber. Severus
prepares to retreat but Lupin grips Severus' wrist.

"Wait," he whispers. "You need to see this."

Severus watches his son wield the Prince magic as if he were the Prince's of legend, watches the
snarling, twisting creature form and sees it's shape. A wolf. the guardian his son made is a wolf.
The guardian made of the Prince magic is a wolf. Harrison perhaps did not see the eyes of the wolf
he had made, the burnished oaky shine of those amber eyes.

Remus' eyes.

Severus lurches forward then, capturing Lupin's lips with his own, tasting blood, feeling Lupin's
hand instantly grip his hair so tightly it stings and Severus does not care. The taste of him is sheer
relief and Severus lets it sink into his bones and skin and soul. Harrison survived. Remus survived.
Today we are alive.

"This means nothing, Remus," Severus whispers against his lips.

"I know."

"Whatever your accursed werewolf biology suggests, I will not be taking a mate, especially not
you."

"I know," Lupin chuckles, pressing his forehead against Severus' with a shuddering breath. "But
you called me Remus."

"Do not become sentimental, wolf."

"I shall try, cariad."

There is a loud pop beside the bed and Kreacher appears, glaring at Severus and Lupin before
rolling his eyes.

"Kreacher knew it," he mutters. "Dopey bat and mopey wolf."

"What is it?" Severus demands, standing up and waving for a blanket to cover Lupin's lower half.

"Old Headmaster is made new Headmaster, Kreacher hears it at goblin bank, on his way back,"
Kreacher scowls. "Old Minister to be cast out and new Minister Malfoy brought in."

Well done, Lucius. You always get what you want. Severus knows that his moment of relief is over.
It is time to move again.

"We need to get Harrison away from Hogwarts," Severus says, pulling back the curtain and
gesturing for Kreacher to go into Harrison's room. "Prepare him please, Kreacher. His ankle needs
to be splinted before we move."

"Where?" Lupin asks incredulously.

"Away," Severus says sharply, waving his wand to summon a fresh pair of trousers for the wolf
from his own quarters. Then he taps Lupin's wounded leg and a wrapping and split appear. "He is
too vulnerable here, to both Albus and the new Minister. Take him to the Silver Hall."

"I can help," George Weasley rasps, standing to his feet. His throat looks better so Severus nods.

"Thank you," the trousers appear through the door of the hospital wing, soaring past the Contessa
who watches Severus with interested eyes. Severus throws the trousers at Lupin and pulls the
curtains closed. "Get dressed, Lupin."

"You care for Harrison greatly, do you not, Professor Snape?" The Contessa says, standing slowly
to her feet. Severus had forgotten, for a moment, that unlike everyone else currently conscious in
the hospital wing, she has no notion of who Harrison is to him.

"I cared for his mother," Severus says abruptly.

"He did not have one."

"Lily Evans-Potter died so that he could live," Severus spits sharply. He does not have the time or
the patience for someone denying Lily right now. "I do not know a better definition of a mother.
Do you?"

The Contessa looks at him slowly, red eyes lingering and Severus' tries not to think of the Dark
Lord.

"Would you permit me to help you?" she asks quietly. "As his Head of House and ... friend of his
mother's?"

Severus' stomach clenches at her words but he swallows down his concerns. Later. First I must get
Harrison to safety.

"You have a treaty with him," Severus says casually. "What power have I to deny your help to
those with whom you have taken vows?"

"What indeed," the Contessa says, her voice above a whisper. Severus does not ask her what she
means and she lifts her voice and looks back towards her son. "Do not take the boy to the Silver
Hall. If Lord Malfoy is the next Minister, he will certainly be starting a Goblin war in order to
retrieve him from there. Bring him to the Giardino, with my son and Ambassador Lupin. They can
recover there safely."

"The Giardino?" Lupin pulls open the curtain. He looks absurd in a pair of Severus' black dress
trousers, no shoes and a bloody t-shirt but Severus tries not to find it endearing.

"The Ministry cannot penetrate it without starting an international incident, neither can Professor
Dumbledore," the Contessa says simply, her eyes moving back to Severus. "I understand you have
other commitments, Professor Snape, but if you are willing to spare some time, I should like you to
be my son's primary healer. We do not come across many Envouter's in Great Britain."

"You're an Envouter?" Lupin raises his eyebrows. Severus nods jerkily. Still so many secrets.

"Perhaps you can take a leave of absence from Hogwarts for this purpose," the Contessa says
quietly. "Perhaps the acting Headmistress can approve it before she reassumes her former duties."

It is a neat plan, Severus sees it as it forms in her mind. Myself, Harrison and Lupin all safe at the
Giardino. It is a good cover, too. The Dark Lord will be interested in the idea that Severus is
potentially an ear into the Contessa's business. He will be safe from Albus and so will Harrison and
Lupin. Then he thinks of the fly in the ointment. Albus knows about Theodore. Luckily, Severus
realises, Apollonius had a modicum of forethought. He spares a thought for the man whose best
friend became a psychopathic Dark Lord and could not get away.

Thank you for doing this one thing for your son, Apollonius.

"I should be grateful to accept, provided Minerva is amenable," Severus nods. "I will follow on,
however, there is someone I need to meet first."

"Very well," the Contessa nods. "Ambassador Lupin and I shall proceed to London with the
children. I imagine floo shall be best. We will await you there."

The Contessa walks towards Poppy's office, no doubt to gain access to the floo. George Weasley
stands up, drifting past Dolores' bed with a sneaky wave of her wand that turns her robes bright red
with the words Torturer emblazoned across the chest, before following the Contessa into the
office.

"I suppose you cannot take points from him now that he's left," Lupin muses beside Severus.

"You assume I would want to." Severus looks at Lupin, and then waves his wand, producing a
crutch for the wolf to lean on.

"Thank you," Lupin adjusts it slightly. "Who do you need to meet?"

Severus whispers his Patronus into being and Harrison's eyes look up at him from the eyes of the
doe.

"To Fleur blanche," Severus says quietly. "Tell her to come and claim her new ward."

"We are running then?" Lupin says quietly. "From Albus?"

"And Lucius," Severus rubs a hand over his face. "In all hope, only momentarily."

"You think Albus will be persuaded to see our point of view?"

"I think limited access to Harrison will force him to," Severus says frankly. "Especially with a new
Minister for Magic."

"Do you have a plan?" he asks quietly.

"I shall communicate with his Majesty. If we are not safe at the Giardino you can take him to
Venice, or we can send him to Bane in New York," Severus looks down at his Prince ring, at the
shadows that still tether him to his son. He will do any number of things to keep Harrison in this
world, to keep him on this side of the bloody veil. That is something I cannot think of right now.
"The plan is as it always has been. Keep the boy alive."

"We can do it," Lupin nods and squeezes Severus arm lightly. "We are not alone."

Severus thinks of Narcissa, scrying for his son and at this moment, taking up the position as
Minister's wife and spy. He thinks of Weasley and his loyalty to Harrison as an Anzar and a Lord.
He thinks of the Weasley twins and Nymphadora and Andromeda, going to battle for his son. He
thinks of the Goblin King and the Contessa and the sensation of the winds of changes blowing
through it. Do not look for me for I am made of shadows. You shall not see my footsteps.

He thinks of Remus Lupin, standing beside him, with his warm hand on his arm and Harrison,
remarkably and joyously, still alive. A unit.

"No," Severus says. "We are not."
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Harry thinks he might be awake but he's not sure.
There is darkness everywhere, but he can feel something. A creature made of shadows lies beside
him. A dog.
"Hey Padfoot," Harry murmurs. There is a weight next to him, the scent of woodsmoke around
him.
"It's not Padfoot, Harry, it's Moony," the voice whispers gently. There is maybe a hand, stroking
Harry's face but he's not sure. Harry can't see them, but he can see Padfoot. The dog made of
shadows with lovely, sparkling eyes.
"Padfoot," Harry mutters. "Go back. James."
"Padfoot's not here, I'm sorry," the voice is broken with sadness. "He's dead, Harry, he's gone."
"Yes, no," Harry reaches out a hand, finds the shadows, feels their coldness. Here and not here.
"Dead not gone."
The Grim smiles at him, as much as a dog can smile. Another voice nearby, a smell of mint and
herbs.
"What's the matter?"
"I think he's hallucinating."
"His pulse is high."
Harry thinks he might be awake but he's not sure. Padfoot smiles at him and shuffles closer,
pressing a shadowy nose against Harry's neck. But then again, maybe it's somebody pressing
fingers against his throat.
"Harry? Can you hear us?"
"Yes," Harry blinks at Padfoot who blinks back, slowly and sweetly. He pets his soft head, wraps
shadowed fur around his fingertips.
"Can you see me?"
Harry sees nothing but the eyes of the Grim.

"Padfoot," Harry whispers.
"He's running a fever," the voice says. Harry knows that voice from the nothing-place. The
shadowman. "I should place him into a coma."
"Can he cope with that?" the woodsmoke smelling voice is worried. Harry wants to tell him not to.
He's okay. he's with Padfoot.
"It may be for the best," the shadowman says. That's a voice Harry could follow through the air
and the past and the future, it's like a shadowed rope he could pull, hand over hand, back to
wherever the voice came from.
"Then why are you worried?"
"I am unsure he will come out of it. Yet if we do not put him in it, he may not survive the fever. He
is so weak."
He feels long fingers in his hair. Smells coffee.
"Kreacher," he whispers.
"Yes, Master," Kreacher's voice is gruff.
"Theo, Kreacher."
"Kreacher will go if Master wishes," Kreacher sniffs.
"Yes, please."
Harry hears a crack of magic. Knows he's gone. Theo is safe. Harry breathes out slowly. The Grim
whines and inches closer, sitting on Harry's chest. He knows why.
"Don't worry," Harry whispers. "I'll stay here."
"Harry? Harry what do you mean?"
"Padfoot," Harry's voice floats away. "Keeping me here."
"That is not comforting," the shadowman says sarcastically. Harry tugs on the shadowed rope
coming from his words.
"I'll stay," Harry whispers.
"Alright, farzand," the voice whispers back. "Sleep now."
-----"Why isn't he awake? It's been four days!"
"He is recovering, Theodore, he has sustained torture injuries, he has survived curses that no one
has ever done before and he has been in a magical coma -,"
"You brought him out three days ago!"
"You shall demonstrate some decorum, Theodore, or I shall take you back to school."
Harry knows that voice, it's made of glass and white light, strong and sharp with magic braided

with snow. He likes it, it's shiny like mirror fragments. A mirror made of the present and the
future. Scrying, Harry hears, though he doesn't know what that means.
"You may technically be my guardian, Lady Malfoy, but you are not in a position to dictate how I
protect Harry."
That's a voice that is warm in Harry chest, a flowering of love, a blue-eyed bird that settles its
golden wings across his heart. A blue voice, Harry thinks.
"Harrison does not need your protection here, Theodore. He has Lupin. He has my medical
expertise. He has the guardians of the Contessa, he has everything he needs," the shadowman says.
"He doesn't have me," the blue voice said.
"You have exams to sit," the snow voice says. "You will return to Hogwarts now."
Harry smells something delicious close by, something perfect that he wants to breathe in for the
rest of his life. Thunderstorms and something sweet and heady. Honey and stewed plums and
something intoxicating.
"I have to go back to school, we have the charms practical exam this afternoon," the blue voice
whispers softly. "I don't know when I can come back, but Granger has left your journal here. When
you wake up, write to me. I'll be there."
He can't feel anything but somehow he knows that he has been kissed because there are threads,
ribbons of gold and blues, spinning from his lips down to his heart.
"I love you," the blue voice whispers.
I love you too, Harry thinks. He senses a gasp.
"Is everything alright, Mr Nott?"
"Fine," the blue voice mutters. It's closer now, so close that Padfoot has to whine and move off
Harry's chest to accommodate it. When the voice speaks, it whispers to Harry's heart, the bird that
rests there cocking its head to listen. "I know you can hear me, I know you can, I love you so
much. I've got Kreacher, he says that you'd want him to protect me right now so I'm leaving Sahara
with you, she's … she's a bit poorly but I think she'll feel better with you. You can talk to her."
Padfoot huffs happily. He's not moved from Harry's chest, keeping Harry here, keeping him from
drifting. Now the bird in Harry's heart has woken and its beating differently. Beating with the
magic of the blue voice.
Gold. Harry thinks. Gold and blue. Me and him. I am a Greenheart with a Grey One. My Grey
One.
"Love you," the blue voice whispers. "Come back to us soon."
I love you too. Don't worry. I'm still here.
He feels the blue voice leaving. Another voice takes it place, a voice Harry doesn't here but he
feels, dropping quietly into his consciousness.
Greenheart
That's a voice Harry can always name.

Sahara
I am weak.
Me too, Harry thinks. Can I help? Can I feed you magic?
Not magic. Blood.
Help yourself. Harry thinks that the blue voice and the nothing-place voice will not like it if Sahara
drinks all of his blood. Don't let them see.
You will hibernate for longer.
It's okay. Harry feels Padfoot push his nose into Harry's chin, wet and soft. I won't go anywhere.
He doesn't feel the bite, just the sensation of falling deeper and further away from the place where
the voices are. The snow-voice and the nothing-place voice are talking.
"How are you keeping your guardianship of Nott from Lucius?" the nothing-place voice asks.
"Lord Greengrass has agreed to assume public guardianship for Mr Nott," the snow-voice says
quietly.
"In exchange for what?"
"For information," the snow-voice is full of steel. "The Minister's wife is a valuable asset for a
Wizengamot member."
Harry sinks down, sinks further away until he can no longer hear them. Where it is quiet and dark
and only one voice sings.
Green hearted child.
Hello, Harry says to Oldest and Deepest.
You are tired, child. You are raw.
I am.
Then listen.
Harry does. The songs of magic float around him, the ringing, royal song of the snow-voice's
magic, and the whispered melody of the nothing-place song. Then the golden thread, it's sunlight
rhythm and flow, as pulsing and living as Harry's blood. He listens without fear, because his Grim
will keep him in this realm and the shadowman will keep him alive in the other.
Harry listens.
-------"Can he hear us?"
"Nott says he can."
"Well, what does Nott know?"
"Don't be a dick, Ron."

"I'm not being a dick I'm just saying it's not like he knows Harry better -,"
"It's not a competition!"
There are two voices, Harry drifts away from Oldest and Deepest to listen to them. One smells like
blackberries, the other like polished wood. The blackberry voice is closest, it tastes sharp and
sweet and Harry loves it. Loves its sincerity and intensity.
"Nott says you can hear us, Harry, so I'm just going to talk to you. We have our practical Charms
exam yesterday, I think it went really well, though my egg cups cartwheels were more like round
offs -,"
"At least you didn't turn a dinner plate into a mushroom," the voice that smells like oak trees in the
rain becomes closer. Harry can taste the freshness of it. "Fucking disaster."
"We've had our Charms written the day before and tomorrow we've got Transfiguration -,"
"He doesn't need to hear about all of our exams, 'Mione, come on, we're trying to wake him up not
put him back in a coma!"
"Ron!"
"Mate, you've got to hurry up and wake up, I can't do the Divination exam on my own, I can't think
of any good ways to bump myself off."
"Don't say that, Ron!"
"What? We always do it together! It's been three years of stupid deaths and Harry's the master of it,
aren't you, Harry? Remember, being eaten by a giant marshmallow? That was a good one."
"I liked trampled by a rampaging hippogriff."
"Course you did, because that's the death you wanted for Malfoy in third year."
"Was not!"
"Was too! Let me talk to him."
The oaky voice edges closer.
"I'm letting Ginny ride your firebolt, I hope that's okay. It cheers her up. She wants to be a chaser
next year," the voice whispers. "The twins are working on their joke shop, so we'll be able to go
and see it together when it opens. Mum is … Mum's okay." The oaky voice is so close. A voice of
safety. There is a tiny crack in it, the emotion leaking through. "If you're staying asleep because
you're sad about Dad or - or you feel bad, don't, okay? It wasn't your fault."
There is a soft quiet surrounding the voice and Harry waits, Padfoot keeping him gentle and warm
until he can sink back down to where Oldest and Deepest lingers.
"The funeral's on Sunday. Snape says that even if you were awake you probably couldn't come. I
think that's okay. Mum said that because of the patronuses, you probably said goodbye to Dad
already. So don't worry."
Harry knows someone has stroked his hair, can feel the ruddy burgundy wool threads that make up
the magic of the voice tangling through him. Warmth. Safety. Brother.

"My turn." The scent of fresh oak is replaced by the scent of blackberry close by, sharp and
delightful. The magic surrounding that scent and voice is strong and thrumming and wakes a fiery
red fluttering inside his blood. Love. Family. Sister. "I've got the Potter Heirship, Harry. I don't
have the magic like you do, I don't … I don't know what happened to it or how to get it back but …
but I just want you to know that the Heirship is safe. It's all going to be okay."
"Ron, Hermione, I need to take you back to school," a warm voice calls.
Harry knows this voice, but this voice has changed since Harry last heard it. It's spicy and woody
and has grown stronger. More powerful. The song of it lilts and lifts differently now.
"Okay, Bill," the oaky voice says. "Love you, Harry."
"Come back soon," the blackberry voice whispers. "Love you so much."
Love you too. They don't hear it. He can feel them moving away, can feel the spicy, woody magic
coming closer. Cinnamon.
"Hey Ward," the cinnamon voice whispers. "Just saying hi. We're all here. You're going to be fine.
His Majesty has given me permission to teach you more than Goblin combat. So we're going to
have some fun this summer. You take your time."
Harry thinks he will. He's sleepy again and Padfoot is whining, telling him it's time to rest, to fall
softly back into the place where voices are just songs, flying softly around his ears.
You need more time, Greenhearted child.
Okay.
So Harry listens some more, Sahara nearby and the Grim guarding him.
--------"Has he asked anything about Harry?"
"Lucius has already told the Dark Lord that you and Harrison are under the protection of the
Congregation."
"Are we in danger?"
"Not here." The shadowman sighs. Harry thinks he sounds endlessly weary. "Later, maybe."
"He knows you are treating Zabini?"
"Yes, he is pleased. He encourages me to spend as much time here as possible."
"Chambers is covering your classes?"
"No, he is sitting his NEWTS, the Contessa sent for some young Potioneer from Rome. He's
invented some spin on the Draught of Living Death that all of Europe must gush about,
apparently."
"You sound envious, Severus."
"And you sound absurd, wolf."

It's affection, Harry realises. That's what he can hear in these voices as they speak so quickly to one
another. It's hidden under layers of things, threaded beneath the complimentary songs and scents of
their magic. Affection.
"Has Albus said anything?"
"Not yet. I think he is waiting."
"Waiting for what?"
"To see if he lives."
"He will live."
"I know, Remus."
That's interesting, Harry thinks. He has never heard the shadowman use that name. He feels
something cold and soft. He opens his eyes, expecting his Grim but instead sees a gentle hand
pressed against his cheek. He looks up into dark, fathomless eyes.
"Hello," Harry whispers.
"Hello, Master," Death smiles at him.
"Dead then?"
"Oh no, just checking in," Death strokes his hair. Her fingers are uncommonly long. "Your Grim is
running with his parabatai."
"James? They're okay?"
"Of course." Death smiles with something that looks like fondness. Harry's not surprised. Sirius
could win anyone over eventually, even Death.
"Is it time to wake up?"
"What is time for beings like us?" Death twists her fingers into his hair, almost looking mesmerised
by the texture of it. "Rest, Master. All things in their time."
"Will I see you again?" Harry says, drifting back towards Oldest and Deepest. He likes Death.
She's quite nice, really. Comforting.
"All things in their time," Death strokes his face. "Rest."
In the dark place of hibernation, where the songs of magic dance and weave their grand and terrible
patterns, Harry finds a golden thread, feels it strengthen like spun gold. He listens to the songs of
magic and learns their timbre and tempo and taste and runs the gold through his fingers. Alive,
Harry thinks. Alive.
You will be ready soon, Oldest and Deepest whispers.
For what?
For yourself.
----------

Harry opens his eyes.
Bright light, shining, the morning.
He squints, looking around. There is a warm pressure beside him, against his left side. He looks
down, expecting to see Padfoot and sees brown, reddish hair, smells rich, woodsmoke magic.
Lupin, looking a bit shit, if Harry's being honest. He's got a rough sort of beard growing in, gingery
and brown, and he has dark blueish bags under his eyes. He's curled against Harry, his leg looking
much better than when Harry saw it yesterday. Was it yesterday? Harry's not sure anymore. Harry
swallows hard, his mouth tastes fluffy and bitter. He needs a drink. He looks down. His left hand is
being hugged close by Remus and is still bandaged up from last night, though it looks less bloody.
There are shadows around his right hand. He follows them with his gaze.
Snape is sitting in a chair beside his bed, writing in a journal, eyes moving rapidly across the page.
Harry sees strange, shadowy selection of numbers above Snape's Prince ring. He sees them change
as Harry blinks at it, trying to read them, and Snape looks down at his ring with a frown and then
up at Harry. Astonishment followed by something that Harry thinks might be delight, chased by
relief. It's covered quickly by a mask, an intense, observing glance that Harry remembers.
Umbridge. The blood quill. Snape leans forward quickly, lifting a glass of water from the bedside
table. He raises his eyebrows and Harry nods, wearily. His head is heavy. The glass presses against
his lips and Snape tilts it gently. The water tastes wonderful. Harry drinks until it is empty. Snape
sets the glass back down and carefully presses two long fingers against Harry's throat, testing his
pulse. Harry watches his dark eyes, sees the quickness of the calculations happening there.
"Not dead," Harry says. His voice is thin, a croaky whistle. He doesn't know how long he's been
asleep. Or not awake. Or wherever he's been.
"I can see that," Snape says softly. The corner of his mouth quirks slightly. Harry wonders blearily
if it's a smile.
"How long?" Harry croaks.
"This is the sixth day," Snape looks at Remus, who looks to Harry like he hasn't moved in six days.
"It was … unexpected."
"Sorry."
Snape shakes his head. "Do not apologise for rest that you urgently required."
Harry nods wearily. He's still so sleepy.
"Do you remember anything?" Snape asks carefully.
Harry closes his eyes. Inside his head he sees the Shrieking Shack, the walls of the cellar, the chair
made of stone that wrapped around him, the shelves full of prophecies, the water, the arch, Sirius,
Death, the Black Prince, the wood floor of the ministry atrium. Voldemort. Voldemort inside his
mind. The images flick past and Harry watches impassively.
"Yeah, I do, but it's like … like it's on TV or something," Harry sighs heavily.
"That is not unusual for a traumatic experience," Snape's voice is quiet.
"Is that what we call being kidnapped and ripped up by a psychopath and turned into some
motherfucker's pet?" Harry snorts.

"Yes. It is."
Harry swallows hard and looks up at the ceiling. Sees leafy crown moulding against sky blue paint.
It doesn't look like the hospital wing.
"Where are we?"
"London, in the seat of the Contessa Zabini."
"Oh," Harry frowns. Something is missing. "Where's Theo?"
"Safe. At Hogwarts. Dolores is gone."
Harry finds he does not really care where.
"What about Dumbledore?" Harry coughs. Dumbledore knows about Theo. Hogwarts can't be safe.
"Hush," Snape's voice is impossibly soft. He refills Harry's glass and presses it to his lips. Harry
drinks thirstily. "Theodore is under the care of Lord Greegrass, who has been very explicit that
Theodore is to have no private audiences with Albus."
Harry breathes heavily in relief, fogging the inside of the glass, drinking slowly until the glass is
empty again.
"Hermione? Ron?" He croaks. "They were there, I remember -,"
"They are fine. Miss Granger is predictably obsessed with her OWL outcomes and Mr Weasley is
coping admirably with his father's death."
Arthur. Harry closes his eyes against that, the memory of Arthur's milky eyes and final words.
"Is Dumbledore …?"
Asking for me? Does he even care?
"Yes," Snape nods, as if he has heard both questions. "He wants to speak to you. As soon as you
wake."
Snape looks particularly distasteful at the concept.
"You don't want me to?"
"I do not," Snape says flatly. "Albus and I are not on the best of terms at the moment."
"Because of me?" Harry asks. "Because you … moved stuff up? Rescued me?"
"Yes."
Harry can only imagine Dumbledore's annoyance at what Snape did. What he did for me.
"What does he want to talk to me about?"
"He has … concerns."
Looking into those obsidian eyes, Harry just knows what Snape means. The prophecy. He nods
wearily. He looks down at his right hand, the one with the Prince ring and wonders if he has
enough energy to lift it. He breathes out slowly and tries, closing his eyes as he does.

"Harrison, don't strain yourself -,"
"It's fine," Harry whispers. It's easy, Harry realises, to find the shadowed song inside his mind, he
knows the sense of it and the root of it where it has so softly woven itself into his being, and all he
need do is think of the hiding place. The safe emptiness of the nothing-place. Return. He hears
Snape suck in a short breath, as close to a gasp as a man like Snape is capable. Harry opens his eyes
to see the orb unfurling out of shadows above Harry's shaking hand. It drops into his hand,
surprisingly warm.
"This is yours," Harry says. Snape stares at it. Harry recognises his expression. It is the same
desolate, pained self-loathing he saw in Snape's memory, as Snape knelt in the dirt at Dumbledore's
feet.
"No," Snape's voice is raw. "It is yours."
"Don't reckon so," Harry grips the orb of the prophecy tightly for a moment. "Prophecy are 'given'
to people, right? I've had a prophecy given to me already, Trelawney did it in third year. This might
be about me but it was given to you and Dumbledore. Its got your name on it."
"It has," Snape swallows hard. His eyes are fixed on the misty orb. Then he lifts them to meet
Harry's eyes, dark irises full of dread. Harry knows that look, he feels it right in the centre of his
chest. It's the look of a worst fear. "I understand if my words hold no meaning for you and I assure
you, they hold no obligation or expectation but …" Snape looks back down at the orb. "My sorrow
for witnessing this, for what my witness of it precipitated, for the actions I took … is boundless."
Harry believes him. He's glad Snape's not asking for forgiveness. He doesn't know if he has that in
him. All things in their time, Death's voice whispers in his memory.
"Is it … is it the worst thing you've ever done?" Harry asks hesitantly. "To me?"
"No, Harrison," Snape's voice is raw. "The worst thing I have ever done to you was to leave you
behind."
Harry's heart clenches. He thinks of Snape's memory, of a young man with a broken hearted scream
holding him close in a shattered room and then leaving him alone. The darkness. The green light.
"You didn't know," Harry whispers.
"No, I did not," Snape closes his eyes painfully. "But even if I did not know you were my child,
you were the child of my childhood friend and you were vulnerable. I am beyond regretful."
It is not an apology and Harry is grateful. There is not a word big enough for this. He believes
Snape's regret, even if it's only been brought about by Harry seeing his memories. Maybe that is
okay. Maybe it's okay for people to change.
"Okay," Harry whispers and looks back down at the orb. "Do you know the whole thing?"
"No," Snape shakes his head sharply and looks at the orb with dislike.
"Do you want to?"
"I have no desire to ever hear any of those words again." Snape looks at him. His face looks
suddenly much older. "However, my declination should not govern your decision to hear it."
Harry looks down at the mist inside it. It reminds him of Trelawney's foggy crystal ball.

"Fucking divination," Harry mutters.
"Language," Snape says drily, his face softening.
"Do you think it's real?" Harry demands. "Prophecy and all that?"
"I have made a habit of believing only in that which can be touched and sensed or proven by a
considered metric," Snape says slowly. "Then I encountered you."
"Yeah," Harry snorts. Theo's voice pops into his head. This is one hundred percent a Harryfucking-Potter thing. "Does Tom think it's true? Prophecy?"
"The Dark Lord is fascinated by all of the Dark arts, including the prophetic ones, but I do not
believe he holds belief in anything truly besides his own power," Snape says quietly. That tracks
with everything Harry knows about Tom. There is only power, and those too weak to seek it.
"Divination is a Dark art? Really?" Harry raises his eyebrows. It's the first he's hearing of it.
"Divination is a sister art of Prophecy and Scrying, both considered Dark because of their
association with Dark wixen in the past," Snape slips into his scholar voice. "Particularly Ursula
Shipton in the 15th Century."
"Did she do bad things with it?" Harry asks, looking down at the orb.
"No, actually, she merely made prophecies about very important people which came true," Snape
says. "Since then, scrying has been illegal."
"What? So she actually was a Seer and because she was actually good at it they called it a Dark Art
and banned it?" Harry shakes his head. "Wixen are crazy."
"Well, perhaps we can defer a discussion of how different branches of magic are differentiated as
Light or Dark for another time," Snape's voice is dryly humorous. "I know how you feel about
assigning morality to magic."
"Well, it's bollocks," Harry mutters. Snape snorts derisively but Harry feels like he might approve.
"Narcissa scrys, doesn't she?"
Snape stills.
"How would you know that?" Snape asks softly.
"Dunno," Harry shrugs. "Heard it in the deep place."
"The deep place?"
"Where magic lives," Harry strokes the surface of the orb, watches the way the fog gathers against
his finger tip. "Like the nothing-place but deeper. The deep place."
"I shall not even pretend to comprehend that," Snape rubs his forehead.
"Probably for the best."
"Indeed," Snape quirks his lips softly and then looks up at Harry and where his finger draws
patterns on the orb's surface. "What is your wish regarding your prophecy?"
"Your prophecy, not mine," Harry taps his nail against it, feels the ring of inside the glass. "If you

don't want it then I don't need it. It's not going to make a difference."
"What do you mean?"
"Tom's still coming, whatever this says. He still killed Mum. Lots of other people too." Harry
swallows. He thinks of his Mum's scream, of James' shouts. He thinks of the Dursleys and Theo's
life and Sirius and Regulus Black and Arthur and everything that Voldemort has instigated to ruin
peoples lives. "Don't you want him dead for all of that?"
"What I want, Harrison, is your survival," Snape leans forward, eyes glittering dangerously. "That
is one thing I can be undeniably sure your mother wanted too."
This is why, Harry thinks, Snape is a good person to have in his corner. Snape's like Harry, focused
on survival. Harry thinks of the boy in Snape's memories who was thrown out of his house, into the
arms of Lily Evans, of his young, tear-streaked face. Snape survived that. Survived Voldemort.
Perhaps there's something miraculous in that, Harry thinks.
"I'm glad he didn't kill you," Harry blurts out. "I know I said that thing, about James, but …" Harry
swallows. He can't take it back. He meant it. He's also not entirely sure he wasn't right. After all, if
there was any justice, wouldn't Harry have died too? "but you survived and … now you can teach
me to survive."
Severus stares at him for a long moment. Harry notices that his hands are gripping the wooden
arms of his chair very tightly.
"I … would be quite pleased to have the opportunity to do so," Snape whispers. "If you would trust
me to."
"I would."
Snape stares at him in frank astonishment.
"How?" he whispers.
"Dunno," Harry shrugs uncomfortably. For a man that Harry would not have believed a word out of
a year ago, he's finding trusting Snape weirdly easy. Maybe it's the nothing-place or having seen
Snape's memories or knowing about the prophecy, but he trusts the dark eyes in front of him.
Trusts them to keep him alive. "I guess … I know all the shitty stuff you've done to me now. But
you kept me alive, in the cellar. I drowned my books, I - I planned, I survived …"
Harry shrugs helplessly. Snape promised to keep him alive and he did. That matters. Harry's not
sure why but it does.
"Yes," Snape whispers. "You did."
"Besides, we're still a … unit, sort of, right?" Harry bites his lip nervously, his nail tapping against
the glass rapidly. "So, like, as long as I don't have to forgive you, or stop being mad at you, or like
you all the time -,"
"Harrison." Snape's rests his hand lightly against Harry's on top of the orb, stilling his restless
ringers. "I require nothing from you except that you value your own life."
Oddly, it's Tom's voice that pops into his head. You are broken, you pathetic thing.
"It's hard," Harry swallows.

"Then I do not require anything except that you attempt it," Snape's voice is quiet but firm. "Can
you do that?"
The chant of his friends' voice inside his head. I love you. We love you. You are so loved. Stay
alive.
"Yeah," Harry whispers. "I can try."
He looks down at the prophecy.
He wants more than this. Than being the Boy-Who-Lived, the Boy-Who-was Prophesied, the BoyWho-was-kidnapped, the Boy-Who-lied.
Boy-who-survives, maybe.
Whatever it is, he won't find it in the orb. Harry thinks of the shadows, lets them build, thinks of
the darkness of the nothing-place that sucks things away to places with no air or space. He doesn't
want that for the prophecy. He's never used the Prince magic to be destructive but he feels that the
promise of it in the shadows. They won't burn things like the Slytherin magic and Potter magic
used to and Harry feels a twinge of mourning for that. He remembers how the Prince magic tore up
the ground in the Forbidden Forest that one time, how it seemed to hollow the life out of the earth.
Snape stares at the shadows.
"What are you doing?" Snape whispers.
"Trying," Harry frowns at the shadows. "I need a word for devouring. For … kind of eating and
destroying at the same time?"
"Consumption," Snape says quietly.
"Yes," Harry nods. "Consume," Harry hisses in parseltongue. Shadows stretch out, like long deadly
fingers. Snape takes a short breath.
"Tastahlik," Snape whispers.
The shadows are strengthened suddenly, surging up and gripping the prophecy with a violence and
dislike that doesn't come from Harry. The shadows break the glass and dive inside it, consuming
the contents from the inside out in a rushing, sighing sound. Then sprinkles of shattered glass fall
over Harry and Snape's joined hands. Remus jerks awake beside them.
"Harry?" Remus grunts, his arm stretching out across Harry's chest blearily, as if to assure himself
Harry's still there.
"Hey, Moony."
Harry's voice seems to jerk Remus awake and he sits up, hair ruffled and stood up on end, beard
rough and unkempt but eyes bright and wide and hopeful.
"Harry?"
"Uh huh." Harry grins at him softly, pulling his hand away from Snape to scratch Remus' beard.
"You're looking very wolfy, Rems. Is this a protest beard?"
"Merlin, I hope not," Snape mutters.
It's Snape's voice that seems to wake Remus up and suddenly he blinks, grabbing Harry's hand and

pulling him into a tight, squeezing hug.
"You're awake, you're alive, you're awake, Merlin, I love you, you ridiculous child, we need to
have a talk about engaging with ancient magical objects and why you shouldn't walk through
completely unknown archways," Remus pulls back and glances down at the bed. "Why is there
glass on the bed?"
"Breathe, Moony!" Harry laughs.
"Or just babble your way into a faint, that would suit," Snape drawls. He's leaning back in his chair
to pick up his notebook, but Harry can see and feel the tethering of the Prince magic binding their
wrists. Snape hasn't broken it. Harry doesn't want to. So he just leans back, listens to Remus tell
him all about the Arch of Chiron and how teenagers shouldn't walk through it whilst stroking
Harry's hair, and thinks that if this is a unit-sort-of-family, it isn't so bad. In a faint twist of an
unseen shadow, Harry sees a dusty outline of a dog curled up at the foot of the bed.
-- -- -- -"I want to go to the funeral."
"I have already said that you may not."
"But I want to."
"And yet I am unmoved."
"Come on!"
"Mi scuse," Harry looks past Snape where he is treating and re-wrapping Harry's hand and sees a
Blaise, sitting in a wheelchair by the door. "May I come in?"
"You may."
"Oh, so I'm allowed guests but not to go to a funeral?" Harry grouches, glaring up at Snape.
"You have been awake for three hours and cannot stand up," Snape drawls, finishing rubbing a
purple goo on Harry's stump of a finger before wrapping fresh bandages around it.
"I could borrow Blaise's wheelchair!"
"Don't you have to ask me first, Potter-Black?" Blaise jeers lightly, the wheelchair propelling
forward with a tap of his wand.
"Not much you can do about it if I don't, is there?"
"I am walking away from this line of enquiry," Snape says drily, tapping his wand against the
clock on Harry's bedside table and setting a timer. "I shall return in two hours."
"Okay," Harry says. "Go and check Remus hasn't drowned in the shower, will you?"
"It takes time for a wolf to shed a pelt, Harrison," Snape swoops away towards the door. Harry
watches him go with mild amusement. Snape kind of likes Remus now. Harry doesn't know what it
means, if Snape and Remus just kind of got used to each other or if him being kidnapped had an
impact, but the ice between them has definitely thawed. Blaise watches Harry's expression with a
interested look.

"What?" Harry demands.
"You have this knack, Potter, of gathering allies," Blaise muses. "Not even allies, more like …
protectors. If you ever decided to turn your hand to politics, I have the feeling you might be
unstoppable."
"No thanks," Harry shakes his head.
"That's what I thought," Blaise eyes him thoughtfully. Harry looks down at the wheelchair. Remus
already told him about Blaise's injury. Harry feels bad about it but weirdly not too bad. The bond
that seems to settle between his shoulder blades, where his axe usually sits, seems to be of the
opinion that what happened to Blaise was unfortunate, but also kind of expected. Consort shield.
"Your eyes are different again," Harry says, gesturing to Blaise's red irises. They are not vivid
scarlet, like Voldemort's, or blood red like the Contessa's. They are almost orange and remind
Harry of red autumn leaves.
"Yes, the Contessa thinks the act of shielding has brought me into my power," Blaise swallows
hard and for the first time in their friendship, Harry thinks Blaise looks nervous.
"What did you do?" Harry asks warily. "God, you didn't sleep with Fred did you?"
"No, Potter -,"
"Oh, Jesus, it wasn't Hermione, was it? Because she will destroy you and I won't stop her -,"
"No!" Blaise uncharacteristically flushes. "I only … You must permit me to fall upon your mercy,
my Lord."
"What?" Harry blinks and stares.
"I am your Consort Shield and your Consort went into battle without me at his side," Blaise closes
his eyes and Harry feels regret flooding the bond between them. He can feel it in his back, an ache
that actually hurts his heart. "I failed in my vow."
"Blaise, mate, you were literally dying," Blaise doesn't open his eyes and Harry can feel his
torment. He can't stand it. "Look at me."
Blaise does. Harry reaches his right hand out and takes one of Blaise's. Snape's told him about the
curse, and how Blaise's ankles are taking the longest to heal. Harry doesn't have the Slytherin
magic any more, he mourns it, his right hand aches without it, but he thinks of everything Blaise's
bond means to him, that Blaise protects Theo and watches Harry's back politically and in Slytherin
and how it was Blaise's voice (Stay alive) that chanted inside his mind in the darkness of the cellar.
Harry's hand is suddenly filled with gold light and Blaise stares at their joined hands as his own
carnelian ring alights in response.
"That isn't coming from an Heir ring, that's - that's you," Blaise swallows hard and stares at where
Harry is touching him. Harry twists his hand awkwardly to grip Blaise's wrist and Blaise does the
same. The magic glows between them.
"You're still my Consort Shield, see?" Harry says quietly. "So you can't have failed, right? Besides,
you vowed to protect Theo with your life and you did that. You nearly died."
"But I didn't," Blaise whispers. His face is unusually vulnerable. "And he went to battle without
me."

"Yeah, because he's a stubborn dick and you can't stop that, can you?"
Blaise snorts with laughter and shakes his head, looking at Harry almost shyly.
"You will not accept my apology, my Lord?"
"Nope," Harry frowns. He wants to tell Blaise to stop calling him that but for some reason, with
their hands bound as they are and the bond lively and glowing between them, he cannot get the
words past his lips. Shit, am I actually his Lord like Daphne said? "You can't have my mercy,
either. You can have my thanks only."
Blaise actually rears back for a second, face a picture of puzzlement. So that's what that looks like.
"i tuoi ringraziamenti?" Blaise whispers, which Harry infers from context to be disbelief, or
something like that.
"Yep," Harry grins. "Take it or leave it, Zabini, it's all you're getting."
Blaise stares. He stares so long Harry starts to count, one, two, three, four - before Blaise seems to
shake himself out of it.
"I shall take it, gratefully," Blaise whispers.
"Good," Harry smiles and nods. The magic flares up between them and Blaise stares as the
carnelian ring sprouts a spark of orange light. He pulls his hand back in surprise and stares at it.
"It's been … unsettled," Blaise mutters.
"Yeah, they can act up."
"Well, you would know," Blaise smiles but then his smile falls, looking at Harry's bandaged hand.
"You lost some, yes?"
"Some," Harry nods.
"You will not say how many?" Blaise grins. "You tease, Potter-Black."
Harry knows he doesn't expect it, but Harry feels somewhere inside, that it's time Blaise had a little
bit more of the truth.
"Two," Harry says. Blaise's eyes sharpen.
"You had two publically before," he says. "How many do you have left?"
"Two."
"Quatrro?" Blaise stares at Harry, a slow grin breaking out across his handsome face. "You are a
four-times named Heir? No wonder Theo is so violently possessive, I'm surprised he ever lets you
leave the bedroom."
"Don't be a knob."
"I cannot possibly help it, I am dazzled by your power and prowess!" Blaise laughs.
"You're not dazzled, you're a dick," Harry grumbles, looking down at his wrapped hand. As usual,
his Prince ring has hidden itself quietly away. "And I'm not four-times named anymore.

Hermione's Heir to the House of Potter now and I'm Lord Black, so I guess I'm just a once-named
Heir now. I don't know what happened to the last one."
Harry swallows hard and tries not to think about how much he misses the Slytherin magic. Sahara,
who has been snoozing around his neck all day, her scales conveniently hiding the place she's been
secretly taking blood from him, stirs awake.
"You cannot miss what you are made of, Greenheart."
"What would you know? You're mainly made of my blood."
That's something Harry is definitely not going to be telling Theo. Or Remus. Definitely not Snape.
"You are Lord Black?" Blaise leans back in his chair, eyes glittering with excitement. "Well, how
unusual. I would expect you to be Lord presumptive -,"
"That's probably what we'll tell people," Harry winces, feeling very shit at politics again, suddenly.
"The Black magic is … well, it's very direct. When it knows what it wants, it tends to get it." Harry
feels a shiver of ice in the Black diamond underneath his wrapping and glares down at it. "Yes, I'm
talking about you, you tricky bastard."
Harry swears he hears the dry, deep chuckle of the Black Prince inside his mind and smiles fondly.
When he looks up, Blaise is staring at him again.
"What now?" Harry demands.
"You talk about magic in the strangest way," Blaise says quietly. "Stranger than anyone I have ever
met or read about. The Contessa agrees with me."
"You and your Mum have little chats about how strange I am?" Harry raises his eyebrows. "Seems
rude."
"Says the boy whose first words to me were to call me a penis in front of the Contessa."
"I did not call you a penis! I called you a dick."
"The same thing!"
"It's really not," Harry tries not to grin. "Also, the first thing I said to you was 'fuck off' in
parseltongue."
"I knew you could curse in it, you filthy mouthed creature," Blaise tilts his head to the side looking
excessively pleased with himself. "The Contessa and I have questions."
"Okay."
"Do you believe magic to be sentient?" Blaise leans forward eagerly, but his voice is barely above
a whisper, as if such things are not to be talked about.
"Like, is magic alive, is that what you're asking?" Blaise nods. "Yeah, course it is. Obviously."
Blaise's eyes shine an even deeper red for a moment.
"Not just alive in the sense that it has form and can be directed by a magical will, but has its own
being separate from a Creature or a Wixen, its own sentience," Blaise clarifies. "Do you believe
that?"

"Yeah, obviously," Harry frowns. "Why do you talk about it like it's a matter of belief?"
"Because for most Wixen, it is," Blaise says quietly.
"That's bollocks," Harry says flatly. "That's like saying you can believe in air or the ground or the
sky. It's just there."
"Can you prove it?"
"Why do I need to prove that the sky is real?"
"Santa Diana above, Harry, you have no idea." Blaise shakes his head in amazement. "People who
espouse this theory, this ideology or even theology, if you wish to call it, they do not do it in a
vaccum. They create followers."
"Like Voldemort?" But even as Harry says it, he knows it's nothing like Voldemort. Tom only
believes in power and how he can use it. If he thought magic was alive he wouldn't care anyway.
He'd just build a bigger cage.
"No, like you, Potter-Black whatever your other names are."
"Potter-Black is fine, having a million names is a pain in the arse," Harry looks down at his hand.
"I don't want followers."
"If you keep talking about sentient magic, you will have them and everything that comes with
them," Blaise says flatly. "If you want me to protect your Consort, you must know these things."
"What things?" Harry frowns. "What comes with them?"
"Notoriety and often death," Blaise lowers his voice again. "Necromancy is illegal in most
countries, Harry. You cannot follow the path of the Necromancer and not expect danger and
trouble."
That word again. Necromancer. It sends a chill down Harry's spine and he does not understand it
but he doesn't want Blaise to know that. I'm not a Necromancer, I'm a Mage and that's more than
enough to be going on with.
"You are yourself, Greenheart, what people call you matters not," Sahara hisses to him softly.
"It matters a little if they're going to try and kill me," Harry hisses back.
"Then I shall eat them."
"That can't be the solution to everything."
"Harry?" Blaise prompts.
"Look, I don't know about that, I just know what's real. Your Heir Magic has as much will as the
Black magic." Harry says brashly. "Okay, maybe not as much, because the Black magic is fucking
wily, but a lot of will, just look at your Mum."
"But you believe there is a difference between her own will and the will of the Zabini magic?"
Blaise presses, belabouring a point that Harry thinks is, quite frankly, utterly obvious, necromancy
or not.
"Well, yeah. It's a different song."

"A different song?"
"Harry."
Harry looks up. Theo is standing in the doorway, his school bag in his hand and, completely
adorably, a yellow rose in his hand along with what looks to be a whole host of get-well-soon
cards. He's staring at Harry like he's a boggart. Harry's heart soars.
"Alright there, Nott?" Harry grins.
Theo drops everything. His bag slips off his shoulder to the floor, books spilling out. The cards
flutter down through the air. The rose falls. Theo runs. Harry feels the bond between them tighten
and he pulls on it and suddenly, Theo's there, hugging Harry harder than he's been hugged in his
life. Harry closes his eyes and breathes in the scent of him. Thunderstorms at their peak, tearing the
sky with thunder and lightening, electricity on his tongue, then softening to heavy rain, sweet and
earthy.
"Did you just make Theodore fly?" Blaise stares at them.
"Alright now," Theo murmurs, pressing his nose into Harry's hair, Sahara hissing happily about
mates and happy nests. As Theo's lips brush against Harry's hair, he hears Theo's thoughts, fierce
and trembling with fear. Do not leave me again.
"Okay," Harry shuffles slightly and makes space for Theo so he can hold Harry close, arms
wrapped around his chest. "I will try my very best not to get kidnapped again."
"Wanker," Theo snorts into Harry's hair and then looks up at Blaise accusingly. "You didn't floo
me to let you know."
"How was I to do that?" Blaise raises an eyebrow. "My Lord only woke up two hours ago and
Professor Snape is here."
"Don't call me that," Harry groans, closing his eyes and leaning back against Theo's chest. Now he
and Blaise aren't talking bonds, the words pass his lips easily. "It's fucking weird."
"You'll adjust," Blaise says breezily, tapping his wheelchair to reverse. "I will leave you now, my
Lord."
"What did I just say?"
"When will you be able to walk?" Theo asks.
"Professor Snape assures me it shall be Monday," Blaise smiles at Theo. "Thank you for the books
and the chess set, they have been most diverting."
"You're welcome," Theo waits until Blaise has wheeled out of the room to turn Harry's face
towards him.
"Hey," Harry whispers.
"Hey," Theo whispers back. Harry sees him swallow, sees the way his silver eyes dart to Harry's
lips. "Can I …can I kiss you?"
"Reckon so," Harry smiles.
When Theo kisses him, it is uncharacteristically soft. Almost tentative. Harry is not having it. He

flickers his tongue against Theo's, not caring that Snape will be back soon and likely bringing
Remus who has a tense relationship with Theo at best, and lifts his undamaged hand to tangle it in
Theo's brown locks. Theo grunts and Harry feels him try to pull back.
"Harry, don't - I don't want to hurt you -,"
"You won't," Harry bites Theo's bottom lip softly. "Just … show me."
Theo whimpers gently and shoves his hands into Harry's hair, pressing him back into the pillow,
kissing him deeply. Harry hears his thought, two words: Hurricane, please. Harry's not sure if it's
because Sahara's been taking sips of his blood every day, or because of the veil and Death and all
of that, but it's absurdly easy to follow the blood magic.
Because blood magic is your magic, Greenheart
Harry isn't listening to Sahara's voice. He's seeing Theo watch him fall through the veil, he's
watching Apollonius die, he's watching himself walk back out, he's feeling Theo's turbulence,
roaring despair followed by terrifying relief. He's seeing Theo run to him, slipping down next to
him on the ministry floor, facing Dumbledore, lying next to him in the hospital wing full of fear
and joy and terror. You were gone, Theo's voice whispers in his mind. I couldn't get to you.
Harry kisses him back. Harry thinks of the cupboard inside his mind, of Theo's words that became
birds made of love and magic that broke the bonds of Voldemort's hold on him. You got to me. I'm
here.
"Harry," Theo gasps, pressing damp cheeks against Harry's. He's crying. Harry remembers Theo
crying in the hospital wing, sees it like a dream. I've never seen him cry. "I love you."
"I love you too," Harry kisses Theo's cheeks and nose, tasting salt. "I really fucking do."
Theo takes a long, shuddering breath and grips Harry's hair so tightly it hurts. Harry doesn't stop
him.
"What was on the other side?" Theo whispers. "Of the veil?"
It's not something Harry has words for. He's not sure that even if he had them, he would give them
to anyone. Out of the corner of his eye, he thinks he catches a glimpse of Death's long hair and
steady eyes.
"A lady, a Prince and a dog," Harry sighs.
"I don't understand."
"Neither do I."
"Harry."
"Theo." Harry fumbles at Theo's neck, pulls out his mother's necklace and strokes it gently between
thumb and finger. "Not now, okay? I want to, just ... not now."
Harry knows that he hasn't said that to Theo since Fabiola's Cottage when Theo asked about Cedric
for the first time.
"There are new parts of you that your mate must learn," Sahara hisses.
Harry thinks he hears Death's voice in his ear. All things in their time.

"Okay," Theo whispers.
Harry presses his hand against Theo's chest and thinks of their bond. Theo breathes out heavily as it
bursts into gold and blue life around them, threads of the song wrapping through the air between
them. Harry sees relief in his face.
"Did you think it was gone?" Harry asks quietly.
"No. I could feel you at first, telling me you were alive, I could - I felt your pain," Theo closes his
eyes tightly. "Then … I couldn't."
"I could hear you," Harry whispers, stroking Theo's cheek with his bandaged hand. "When she was
… I could hear you and the others. Saying you loved me."
Theo's face crumples but he nods firmly.
"Good," he whispers. "I just … I saw you go through. I could still feel you, but I couldn't …
Apollonius said bonds exist after death, that they - they become grief -,"
"You thought I was your grief?" Harry asks gently.
"I killed someone and wore their blood to honour your death," Theo still hasn't opened his eyes.
Harry's stomach cramps.
"I'm sorry," Harry whispers. "I didn't know it was … I could hear them talking, Theo, it just looked
like a curtain -,"
"Did it hurt you?" Theo opens his eyes. They are glassy but keen with worry. "Whatever
happened? Did you - was it like the last time you died, the far green country?"
"No, Theo, it's okay," Harry strokes away tears. "I … I'm okay."
"Good," Theo sighs and closes his eyes again. There is a quiet pause. Harry isn't sure how to make
any of this better so he just focuses on the glow of the bond, trying to breathe into it, pour love into
it, knowing this is what is comforting him. Having Theo near and the bond alive and happy
between them. "You were just … you went to Occlumency and you didn't come back, Harry."
You didn't take me with you. Harry hears his words through the bond. Harry knows saying sorry
would be useless.
"I won't leave you behind again," Harry promises. "My life and my secrets."
"My life and my secrets," Theo whispers back and settles down against Harry with a heavy breath,
his eyes drooping. Harry strokes his hair.
"You've not been sleeping?" Harry brushes his thumb against Theo's eyebrow.
"Not … without you …" Theo murmurs.
"Okay," Harry kisses his nose and nestles closer beside Theo, closing his eyes and enjoying the
scent of warm rain of Theo's magic and the cocoon of their bond.
Your mate needs rest, Sahara's voice slips into his mind. Like you.
We can rest together.

It might be five minutes or hours later, Harry is woken by the feeling of a wand touching the
wound on his neck. Harry flinches and opens his eyes. Snape is looking down at him through a veil
of blue and gold.
"I was unsure if I could touch you through it," Snape's voice is barely above a whisper. Harry nods
sleepily, Theo's nose pressed against Sahara's scales and one of Theo's legs thrown over his. He
hisses at Sahara to move and she does, allowing Snape to run his wand against Harry's throat and
then his bare wrists, the manacle marks there. Snape looks at the cocoon of light and down at
Theo's sleeping form.
"Does he have to go back to school?" Harry whispers.
"Not yet," Snape hesitates and then stretches his hand through the glow to touch Harry's shoulder,
taking a short intake of breath through his nose. Harry wonders what their bond feels like to him.
"Sleep, farzand."
Harry does.
-- -- -- -- -- -Harry leans against Remus and watches Arthur's coffin be lowered into the ground in the forest
behind the Burrow. Mrs Weasley wanted him to be closer with the other Weasleys but Harry
doesn't feel quite right about it. If Harry moves closer, people will expect him to cry. Harry can't
cry.
Harry watches Mrs Weasley drop flower petals onto the coffin and feels nothing. Feeling has been
particularly hard today. He thinks Snape can tell because he keeps giving Harry sharp looks,
directly into his eyes, as if to check if Harry's pushing any thoughts at him. Harry's not. He's cold.
Arthur is dead. Harry doesn't want to feel anything. It's not like the not-caring, not really, because
Harry knows he does care. It's more like he's watching it happen from above, like when he thinks
about the cellar.
It's happening. I just can't feel it.
So Harry stays at the back with Remus and feels nothing but his godfather's warm arm around him.
It's a small funeral. Bill wanted to keep it family apart from Harry, Remus, Hermione and Luna
who lives so close she basically wandered in. Hermione is down by the coffin with Ginny, holding
her close whilst Ginny weeps into Hermione's jumper. Luna is standing with Ron, holding his
hand. Ron is crying silently, his lips pressed firmly together and trembling. Fred and George are on
either side of their Mum, holding her up. Bill and Charlie have been the ones running the thing,
saying the words in Gaelic and performing the charms, both pale faced but stoic. Percy isn't there.
It's a picture of a grieving family and Harry feels like he can only observe.
Is this what Cedric's funeral would have been like if I'd been allowed to go? Is this what Mum and
James' funeral was like? If I had died with them that night, would people have done this for me?
Tonks is here, she's down by the coffin with Bill, his arm wrapped around her waist. Snape is
lingering in the shadows of the trees with Kingsley, they seem to be the security for the event.
Snape only allowed Harry to come because Remus talked him into it and Remus swore that he
would not leave Harry's side and Harry had to promise to walk with a cane for the day. Kreacher
surprised everyone by turning up with a silver badge of the House of Black which he insisted
placing on top of the coffin before popping back to Hogwarts to keep an eye on Theo. Harry doesn't
trust Dumbledore or Lord Greengrass to keep Theo safe, not whilst Blaise is still out of school.

Kreacher, however, is being bribed with a family pack of haribo and is enjoying exacting petty
revenges upon Tremblay with the help of FitzTremblay, apparently. Theo has to revise but he's
making Harry carry his journal everywhere, just in case and seems to write a check in message
every few hours. Harry knows it's hard for him. It's hard for everyone right now. Harry shifts his
weight uncomfortably against Remus and tries to care more. According to Snape, having a broken
ankle that you walk on and get tortured on for twenty four hours before it is set is really, really
bad. Harry can feel the invisible tethers made of shadows between them across the glade. Neither
Harry or Snape have broken them since yesterday. When Snape is away from the Giardino, Harry
feels them stretch and Harry knows, somehow, that if he was hurting or scared he could tug on
them and Snape would feel it.
"Would you like one of these for Sirius, Harry?" Remus asks quietly as they both lean against a tall
tree, Harry resting against Remus' side. Bill and Charlie have begun digging and the sound of metal
shovels in earth has broken the quietness, people talking softly together and moving away from the
grave site.
"Not really," Harry shrugs. Every night when the darkness covers him Harry feels Padfoot's weight
against him. It's not the same, Harry still feels himself looking for Sirius' chiselled jaw in every
face he sees, but it's something. "Do you?"
"The Blacks historically have resplendent funerals, Sirius never wanted that," Remus holds Harry
closer. Harry breathes in the chocolatey scent of him. It's been a hard day and Remus is three hot
chocolates in already. "And there's no body so ..."
Harry hates the idea of standing beside a grave and watching an empty coffin being lowered into
the ground. An empty box for Sirius Black. It's disgusting.
"... there's also the fact that if we hold a funeral, there's a chance the Ministry will intervene."
"They might arrest you," Harry closes his eyes. Lucius Malfoy having seen Sirius die has done
nothing to reduce the number of articles in the Daily Prophet about how Sirius Black has been
disappeared by the Congregation. Harry reckons Malfoy is using it to make life difficult for the
Contessa, and Remus by extension. It's fucking exhausting.
"It's a possibility."
"Well, that's the last thing Sirius would have wanted," Harry rests his head against Remus'
shoulder, too tired to care more. Tiredness is Harry's largest feeling right now, since he feel asleep
yesterday with Theo and woke up alone. "We can do something, if you want, something to honour
him but nothing that gets you in trouble. Maybe something just the two of us."
"Maybe ..." Remus hesitates. "Would you like to come to your parents graves with me? If Sirius
was to be buried anywhere, I know he would want to be with James, so it might be fitting."
He already is with James, but Harry doesn't think it's right to mention that to Remus.
"Yeah, he would," Harry sighs. "We can do that, Moony. Just us."
Harry can't summon any enthusiasm but Remus seems to understand. He holds Harry closer and
kisses the top of his head.
"Hello, Harry of Merlin."
Harry smiles at Luna, who has appeared at his other side. Her ferret is perched on her shoulder and
sniffing at Harry curiously and she's holding a bright yellow parasol over her head to protect her

fair skin from the sun. Luna is exactly what Harry wants right now. Luna will not care that he
cannot cry or feel at the funeral of the man who was most like a father to him for the last five
years.
"Hey, Luna of Nimue," he says and then looks at Remus. "You can leave me with Luna, Rems."
"I'm not sure ..." Remus looks over at Snape who is having a quiet discussion with Fred and
George.
"I'll be fine," Harry gives him a slightly playful shove. "Go and check on Bill."
Remus nods and then walks towards Bill and Tonks, putting his hand on Bill's back and speaking
softly to him. Oddly, Harry sees Snape's eyes following Remus' hand with an almost irritated
gaze. Grown ups are weird.
"Come with me, Harry." Luna takes hold of Harry's hand, guiding him a few trees back to a felled
tree, lying on its side. They sit on it and Harry can see Snape looking over at them, making sure
they are still in his eyeline. Harry gives him a short nod. I'm fine.
"What's her name today?" Harry says, taking a piece of apple slice from Luna and offering it to the
ferret to nibble.
"Lilliana."
"Lilliana," Harry smiles and strokes the ferrets soft head. "Lily."
"Could be."
"Huh," Harry watches the ferret crunch down on the apple. "I guess I am missing her today."
"Yes," Luna nods sagely. "On a day we honour lost fathers our minds turn to lost mothers,
especially when others still have theirs."
"Yeah." Harry looks at Mrs Weasley, the way her children have flocked around her, each one
touching some part of her like she is a talisman to give them hope and strength. No Arthur. No
Sirius. No James. Yet today, he misses Lily Evans-Potter the most of all.
"There was no body for my mother, either." Luna looks mistily towards where Bill and Charlie are
heaping earth upon the coffin.
"Did you have a funeral?"
Luna shakes her head.
"My kind do not do this," she tucks a piece of white hair behind her ear. "We do not leave remains.
We return to that which made us, the earth, the air, the water, the flame."
"That sounds good," Harry thinks of Apollonius' pyre which will be lit in Ireland next week.
Returned to flame. He thinks of Sirius who, by the end, seemed only to be holding onto life by
magic alone. Now returned to magic. The Grim, Harry's Grim, for all time.
"You are changed, Harry."
Harry meets Luna's blue, dreamy gaze. She looks down at his hand and touches it with hers,
slowly. Where their fingertips meet, green follicles of plants erupt underneath Luna's skin like the
always do, but now, when Harry looks at his own skin, he thinks he can see through it to what is

underneath. Bones. Shadows. Gold. Diamonds. It does not astonish him, only wearies him.
He hears Death's voice in his head. Expect to be changed, Master.
"Yeah," Harry whispers. "Guess I am."
"She was glad to see you, I imagine," Luna strokes the back of Harry's hand, illuminating the bones
under the skin and the gold woven through them. "Lady Death."
Harry's not surprised Luna knows this.
"Yeah, she's alright," Harry takes a shallow breath. He thinks about the word that has been chasing
around his consciousness since Sirius spoke it in the Department of Mysteries. Necromancer. "I
don't know what I'm doing, Luna."
"You are becoming yourself, Harry of Merlin," Luna squeezes his hand softly. "That is all you
have to do."
"What if ...?" Harry stares at the Weasleys. "What if people die?"
"They live too," Luna smiles at him. "Do we love them less for their deaths?"
Harry thinks of Sirius. If anything, Harry loves him more for his death.
"No," he whispers. "I just ... I don't want people I love to die."
"Everyone you love will die and you will see it," Luna says sadly. "Wixen lives can be long or
short, but the lives of our kind are much longer."
Fae and Mages. Harry remembers his talk with Magnus in St Mungo's. I don't want to live forever.
"I wish I could stop it," Harry whispers.
"You've met her. Do you think you could stop her?" Luna smiles.
"No." In his mind's eye he sees Death's dangerous face, her smart and wily and indifferent face.
"Probably not."
"Which is why you will suit her so well," Luna whispers. "You have known her so long. Others
would seek to bind her or control her. You won't."
I am hard to control, but we always find a way, Master.
"What if I become someone I don't like?" Harry swallows hard. Mage. Necromancer. Tom's pet
weapon. Dumbledore's army. Lord Black. The Heir to the House of Prince. Death's ... whatever.
"Hmm," Luna looks down at their hands and her white eyebrows pull into a frown. "Do you hate
any of the magics that have come to you, Harry? The Black Prince's magic? Ignotus' magic?
Morgana's magic? the Magic of the Mage guardians? The Oldest and Deepest magic of your
heart?"
Black. Potter. Slytherin. Prince. Me. Somehow, Harry knows which magics she is referring to,
even if he doesn't understand the words.
"No," Harry shakes his head. "I love them all."

"So how can you become that which you despise?" Luna reaches up a finger and taps his nose.
"When what you are becoming is borne of that which you love?"
"But some of them are gone," Harry stretches his right hand, looks at his middle finger which still
aches for the Slytherin ring and tastes the faint flavour of hot tea. The Potter magic.
"They are on their way back to you," Luna laughs musically. "Just as you are on your way back to
yourself."
"I hope so." Harry stares up at the sky, the drifting clouds and thinks how nice it would be to fly
today. He closes his eyes and breathes in the scent of Luna's magic. Cold waterfalls. Refreshing.
Healing. He holds Luna's hand and pets the ferret with his bandaged one and feels, suddenly, like
he might cry. Then Harry smells lemons.
"Hello, Harry."
Harry opens his eyes and looks up, eyes blinded by the sunshine suddenly. Luna carefully moves
her parasol over his head but Harry doesn't need to see to know who's there.
"Hello, sir." Harry feels the shadows on his wrists. Tugs hard. Looks up into the face of Albus
Dumbledore and, in what seems like a massive surprise, a very red-eyed Percy Weasley. Harry
stares at the third Weasley son. "I thought you weren't coming."
Percy flinches at Harry's words and oddly, looks plaintively at Luna.
"I was fired and then I heard, and I don't know what to do, I just ..." Percy swallows. "I wanted to
come home."
"Albus." Snape is there, wand in hand, marching up to stand beside Harry, his right hand with the
Prince ring on resting on Harry's shoulder. Harry feels the tethers between them tighten and
something hum in his right hand. It's his Prince ring. The portkey. Harry knows what Snape is
doing. He's making sure Harry knows they might have to run. "I thought I was clear about your
interest in an audience with Harrison."
"Come with me, Percy," Luna stands up and takes Percy's hand. "Come and say goodbye to your
Dad."
Percy's face crumples but he lets himself be dragged away towards the Weasleys. Dumbledore
watches him go, a sad expression on his face.
"It is hard to lose a loved one with things unsaid," he says quietly.
"Arthur didn't care that Percy had been an idiot," Harry says. "Arthur loved him, especially at the
end."
"I do not doubt it," Dumbledore sighs. "I hope young Percival knows it."
"Why are you here, Albus?" Snape's voice is sharp.
"To see you, gentlemen," Dumbledore looks between Snape and Harry with twinkling blue eyes.
"To see you both. Might I sit with you, Harry?"
Harry can feel Snape's hand tense on his shoulder but Harry shrugs.
"Okay."

Out of the corner of his eye, Harry can see Remus lingering a few feet away in the trees. In case
Snape needs to fight Dumbledore so Remus can take me away. Harry realises then how deeply his
godfather and his Sire distrust Albus Dumbledore.
"Thank you," Dumbledore spreads his vibrant blue robes around him and sits down on the log
beside Harry, looking at the Weasleys. Mrs Weasley seems to have Percy in a vice-grip of a hug as
Percy howls, Fred is being held back and loudly talked down by Bill and George, Ginny and Ron
are yelling insults at the back of Percy's head whilst Charlie stands between them. "Family. Such a
blessing."
"Why are you here?" Harry repeats.
Dumbledore looks at him with blue eyes that are like chips of ice.
"You crossed the Veil of Chiron, Harry," he says quietly. "Lucius knows this. Voldemort
undoubtedly knows it."
"Tom doesn't care about stuff like that," Harry shakes his head. "He hates Death. He just wants to
keep me in a cage."
"He wants your death," Dumbledore's voice is full of regret. "Perhaps he would keep you for a
while but eventually ..."
"So what?" Harry sighs. If Dumbledore's hoping to scare him, it's profoundly not working. He
knows what Tom wants. Come with me and be remade. Tom wants to break him apart and put him
back together. Today, when Harry is cold and defiantly not feeling, it doesn't seem like a bad
option.
"Do you have the prophecy, Harry?"
"No," Harry feels Snape stiffen beside him. "It was destroyed."
Dumbledore closes his eyes wearily.
"I am afraid, dear boy, that I must be the one to place this burden upon you," when Dumbledore
opens his eyes, Harry's bemused to see them shiny and tearful. "Do you recall that you asked me,
so long ago, why Voldemort sought you out in the first place?"
"Yeah, hospital wing, original stay, 1992," Harry says. "But I know why."
Dumbledore looks up at Snape.
"I did not expect this, Severus," he smiles slightly tremulously. "I am proud of you."
"No, he didn't tell me, I worked it out, I'm not stupid, it had your name on and his, and Lucius
Malfoy is a gobby wanker," Harry says irritably.
"Of course you are not stupid," Dumbledore says softly. "I must enlighten you as to the full
contents of the prophecy. I fear that I have waited too long as it is but I only ... I wanted you to have
your childhood, Harry."
"Could have fooled me," Snape mutters above him. Harry quietly agrees.
"Well, that's nice, but I don't want to know it," Harry says.
Dumbledore smiles regretfully.

"I know it is a terrible burden to place on a fifteen year old," he says. "But forewarned is
forearmed, Harry. You've been chosen, I fear, for something that cannot be avoided."
Not in the stars, but in ourselves, Harry thinks.
"No thanks," Harry shakes his head. "I don't believe in this stuff."
"I am afraid, Harry, that as long as Tom believes it -,"
"Tom doesn't give a shit," Harry blurts out. "Tom's using it as an excuse, Tom wants what he wants
and he'll do what he needs to do to get it. I'm not playing his game. He played with me enough
already."
Snape's hand tenses on Harry's shoulder but he says nothing. Dumbledore closes his eyes and
actually looks pained.
"If there was any other way, if there was any other path, I would not place this upon you, Harry,
but Tom must be defeated -,"
"That's fine," Harry says abruptly. "But I'm not it."
"I'm sorry, Harry," Dumbledore opens his eyes again. He looks older than he has ever looked to
Harry before. "But you are."
"The child has free will, Albus," Snape's voice is sharp above them. "I told you. You will no longer
use him in this way."
"All I have ever done, is work for Voldemort's defeat and in doing so, ensure Harry's survival,"
Dumbledore says steadily.
"That is well and good, but I prefer a different order of priorities," Snape sneers. "My child's
survival first, the Dark Lord's demise second."
"You speak as if they can be extricated and I assure you, they cannot be -,"
"Based on what?" Harry interrupts. "On a fucking prophecy? Fuck divination."
Harry's surprised to see Dumbledore smile fondly.
"A dislike of the discipline does not make us immune from the turning wheels of time and fate,"
Dumbledore's eyes fix on Harry's rune mark at the notch of his throat. The Web of Wyrd. The net
of fate. "You are a child of destiny, Harry."
Harry remembers Death's voice beyond the veil. The Master who brings destinies.
"No, I am not," Harry shakes his head. "Maybe I was before but not now. I'm not a fucking child
and I bring my own destiny."
And everyone else's, Death's voice whispers in his ear. Dumbledore looks at him for a long
moment.
"And they shall not return from Chiron's gate and tread the mortal paths again, except for the
children of Persephone, the twilight flames of nekros, who mark the manteia of the daughters of
Nyx." Dumbledore intones softly. The hair on the back of Harry's arms stands up. "Beware those
who bring the Moirai."

Dumbledore finishes quoting and Harry feels Snape's fingers dig so hard into his shoulder that they
hurt. Harry does not understand a word of it. Dumbledore is oddly looking up at Snape, not Harry.
When Harry twists to look up at Snape, his face is perhaps the most thunderous Harry has ever
seen. The shadowy tethers between them are tight and unmoving. Harry thinks he could probably
stumble back through the veil again and Snape would be pulled with him right now.
"Do not warn me of my own son, Albus," Snape says. Wait, he was talking about me?
"I must, it seems," Dumbledore's voice is very quiet but steely. "You must allow me to teach
Harry."
"Absolutely not."
"This is a war, Severus. You cannot protect Harry from what is coming."
"I shall."
Dumbledore looks at Snape carefully.
"I cannot protect you from yourself, Severus," he says slowly. "If you choose this path, I cannot
shelter you."
"I am prepared," Snape says. Harry is reminded vividly of the night in the hospital wing after
Cedric died. Dumbledore, staring at Snape. If you are ready, if you are prepared? Harry's stomach
drops. Without Dumbledore's protection, without being able to use him and the Order to justify his
worth to Voldemort, Snape will be more than vulnerable. Without Dumbledore, the Wizengamot
will put him in Azkaban. He'll have to go back to Voldemort for real. And if Snape is on
Voldemort's side then he won't be on Dumbledore's.
Plan and survive, Harry thinks.
"What do you want?" he asks Dumbledore, drawing the Headmaster's blue gaze down to his face.
"You want to teach me, tell me exactly what you want."
"Harrison -," Snape begins.
"No, it's fine," Harry cuts Snape off. "We have something he wants, he has something we want, we
can work something out."
"What did I say about bargaining with yourself?" Snape hisses. Harry turns and glares up at Snape,
making sure his head is turned so Dumbledore cannot see the words he's etched into his mind for
Snape to pluck out.
You told me to value my life. Let me value yours.
Snape looks taken aback for a split second but then turns his frowning gaze back on Dumbledore.
"Tell us exactly what you want."
"Private lessons every two weeks and for Harry to hear the prophecy," Dumbledore says, "and
Harry must return to Hogwarts next year."
Loopholes, Harry thinks.
"I'll do lessons," (But I'll put every memory in Snape's pensive) "I'll come back to Hogwarts," (but
I'll sort into Slytherin) "but I won't hear the prophecy," Harry says. "You'll protect Snape. You'll

keep him in the Order and keep him valuable to Voldemort and you won't threaten to cut him loose
again."
"You must hear the prophecy, Harry," Dumbledore says urgently.
"No," Harry shakes his head. "You can tell me the gist if you have to, but I won't hear the words."
"Why?" Dumbledore whispers.
"Because it's not my prophecy," Harry says flatly. "It's yours and Snape's. It was given to you, it's
yours to hear and listen to. It's got nothing to do with me."
"It has everything to do with you."
"Don't reckon so," Harry looks over at Remus who is staring at Dumbledore's back and twirling his
wand through his fingers. Bill is beside him, arms crossed, frowning. "Do we have a deal?"
Dumbledore looks at him for a moment and then up at Snape.
"I told you, did I not? Loyalty and forgiveness," Dumbledore smiles sadly. "I hope you know the
value of the gift you have been given, Severus."
Harry can feel Snape flinch and tightens his own shadows, tugs slightly on Snape's wrist. It's
bollocks. He's talking bollocks. We are Princes. Survival is our gift. Fuck him.
"Do we have a deal?" Snape says steadily.
Dumbledore looks between the two of them slowly and then nods wearily.
"I must press upon you, Harry, the importance of maintaining your status as Sirius' and James' son,
even now," Dumbledore looks significantly at Harry's eyes, where he is no longer wearing glasses.
"Harry Potter-Black," Harry snorts. "Got it."
"Very good," Dumbledore stands up, tucking his hands into the sleeves of his robes and looking
across at the freshly piled mound of earth. "I must pay my respects to a good man."
"Okay."
Dumbledore looks back down at Harry sorrowfully for a moment.
"All I have ever strived for is your happiness, Harry," he whispers. "For anything else, I am sorry."
Harry cannot take that.
No, not now, Harry grabs for the not-caring, sucks the icy cold of the Black magic up through his
veins and thinks of the Black Prince beyond the veil. Our words have power. Harry feels it soar
into his blood. Power and knowledge.
"You've been a leader too long," Harry shakes his head wearily. "Happy caged things don't stay
happy, sir."
Dumbledore pales slightly but nods slowly.
"I look forward to our lessons, Harry," he says quietly. "Perhaps you will find out you are more
interested in Divination than you thought."

Dumbledore walks away.
I will not feel it, I will not feel it.
How dare he say sorry? Sorry for leaving me with Bellatrix? Sorry for locking me up all summer?
Sorry for the Dursleys?
"Harry?"
It's the worst possible time for this, but here it is and Harry can't avoid it. Mrs Weasley. Snape
steps back, giving them some space and she pulls him into a hug. Harry's eyes sting with it. The
scent of her is exactly as he remembers it the last time he smelled it, when he pulled it out of
Arthur's blood with magic to offer it back to him one last time. Harry wants to be able to say
something, anything, that could make it better.
"He wasn't alone. You were with him," he blurts out. "I - I made it happen, at the end, I - I gave
him my memories of you. You were his ... his last thought. Last word."
"First and last," Mrs Weasley chokes out, stroking Harry's hair. "I know he wasn't alone, darling.
You were with him."
And it should have been you. It should have been any one of you. But it was me. It all happened
because of me.
"I'm sorry," Harry whispers, holding her with slack arms.
"It was not your fault," Mrs Weasley whispers back. "Not for a minute."
Suddenly, Harry can feel everything.
He can feel much too much.
He pulls back from Mrs Weasley, shaking his head.
"Harry darling? Are you alright?" Harry shakes his head, sitting back down and gripping his hair
with his right hand. All he can see is Arthur's face. Arthur's milky eyes. Arthur's last breath. No.
No. No. It's not right. It's not fair. No.
"Leave it with me, Molly," Snape says. Harry feels him kneel down in front of Harry, hears Mrs
Weasley retreat. "Harrison?"
"I need to go." Harry is trembling. He can feel the magic inside of him building to a peak. "I need
to go now."
"Let us go back to the Giardino."
"No," Harry shakes his head. He tries to hide his hands behind his back but it's no good, one is
glowing bright with the Black magic, the other is wreathed in shadows. There are birds and beasts
in his blood that are desperate to escape and Sahara is back at the Giardino asleep, unable to bite
him and drain some of the rage. "No, I need to get away. Take me away. Take me to - to -,"
Forbidden forest. Too close to Dumbledore. Fabiola's cottage. Theo's at Hogwarts. Spinners End.
I'll bring the fucking house down.
"Skye," Harry blurts out, looking at Snape desperately. "Take me to Skye."

"We will be unable to receive guests," Snape warns quickly, pulling Harry up to his feet and
gesturing Lupin over. "Your friends cannot visit and Theodore cannot join us until school is over ,"
"Don't care," Harry forces the words out, he's losing his ability to speak, he can feel it. He needs
open air and endless sky. He needs space and lots of it and no one looking at him. "Go now."
"As you wish," Snape seizes both Remus and Harry's hands. Harry tethers hard and Snape looks at
Remus. "Skye, Lupin. Now."
Both wizards raise their wands. Harry is sucked through time and space rapidly and spat out on the
grass outside Snape's cottage in Skye, the ocean a delirious, lovely blue under turbulent clouds.
Harry stumbles away from both Snape and Remus, hears them calling and hurrying behind him but
Harry focuses on the pebbled edge of the beach, where the water laps the stones and suddenly he's
there, maybe apparated or flew and he's wading into the water, not caring that just the sensation
makes him think of the ministry, dropping to his knees and plunging his hands down under the
freezing water to find the silty sand and Harry finally, lets himself feel it.
I want to kill Bellatrix with my bare hands.
I wish Sirius wasn't dead.
Arthur's death was my fault.
Everyone is dead and it's my fault.
Dumbledore is sorry.
"FUCK! FUCKING FUCK YOU!" Harry screams, slipping into parseltongue. "THIS IS SUCH
FUCKING BULLSHIT!"
The water explodes away from him, shadows tunnelling into the earth, ice spreading around him,
frosting the sand as the ocean chops and towers above him, gathering force, the magic inside of
him turning it into furious shapes. A raven with a beak as sharp as a razor. A wolf with eyes as
orange as the sun. Snakes and phoenixes and griffins and thestrals rear and buck and thrash around
him in the surf until they are ten feet high above him and he is in the one, cold dry spot, kneeling
on the ocean floor. One thought crystallises there, a horrible diamond of a thought, floating in front
of Harry's eyes.
Maybe I should have gone with Tom.
He lets go. He howls. He empties his grief out, he rips out his heart and feeds it to the magic, lets it
take it and take up a screeching chorus of anger and fury. Their song is his song. They scream it
together.
Sirius is dead. Arthur is dead. They're dead and its my fault.
Harry sees a prowling Grim inside the water, familiar glittering eyes watching him carefully.
Always watching.
"You weren't supposed to die," Harry hisses through sobs. "It isn't fair."
All things in their time, Master, Death whispers.
Harry takes a shuddering breath and sighs. The water collapses down on him, screeching animals

drowning back into the magic, roaring for justice and chaos and vengeance and then there are
hands, pulling him gasping out of the water.
"What did I say yesterday?" Snape hisses at him furiously. "What did I just say?"
"Value life," Harry splutters. "I didn't know it was going to -,"
"Do not take me for an imbecile," Snape snaps. "Lupin, get some blankets!"
"He needs some hot chocolate, too," Remus is rubbing Harry's arms ferociously as Snape sits Harry
down on the dry stones.
"Yes, wolf, fine, make your damned hot chocolate," Snape rolls his eyes, beginning to apply
warming charms to his soaking wet clothes.
"It's okay, Harry, it's better to let it out than let it fester," Remus whispers.
"Even if letting it out unleashes magic of possibly biblical proportions," Snape mutters.
Remus kisses Harry's head before struggling back up the shingle to the edge of the dunes and the
garden. Snape looks down at Harry with raised eyebrows, folding his arms.
"I really didn't know," Harry stares out at the sea. "I just ... I let it all go. I've never been in the sea
before."
Snape stares at Harry for a long second and then lowers himself down on the shingle beside Harry.
"Neither had I," he says. "Before your mother's family brought me here."
Harry stares at the wide sea, thinks of the lands beyond it and the people there.
"Can I see Magnus?" Harry asks quietly. Snape looks at him sharply.
"I do not know if Bane can come here," Snape says slowly, "but if you were amenable, we could
send you to him. In New York, or Europe."
"That would be cool," Harry nods. "I've never been abroad. Would you come?"
"No," Snape shakes his head. "Lupin could take you."
"Okay." Harry looks at the tethers between them. Time does not seem to be lessening them, but
strengthening. He thinks they would probably stretch across an ocean. "But you could still find me,
if you needed to?"
"I think, Harrison, that now I could find you anywhere," Snape says quietly, looking down at his
Prince ring.
"Good," Harry closes his eyes. "I don't want to get lost again."
"You will not."
It is these calm assurances, these promises so easily given, that makes Snape feel so safe now. He
says something, without fanfare, and Harry believes him.
"What was that thing that Dumbledore quoted?" he asks, turning his closed eyes towards the sun as
it peeks out from behind a cloud.

"One of the prophecies of Ursula Shipton," Snape's voice is distasteful.
"There were parts I didn't understand." Harry frowns and rests his arms on his knees and his head
on his arms. "Chiron's gate was obvious, that's the veil, right? But who's Persephone? And there
were definitely some non-English words in there."
"Persephone was a goddess of life and Death, according to mythology."
"What's she got to do with me?"
"Nothing," Snape says. "The prophecy refers to those who have the skill of nekros-manteia, or
literally, dead-body-divination."
"Gross," Harry mutters.
"Better known as Necromancers. Those who bring the Moirai, or the daughters of Nyx. The fates."
Bringer of destinies. Harry feels his rune mark at his throat burn gently.
"Dumbledore was warning you that I might be a Necromancer," Harry whispers.
"He was."
"Because he doesn't know I'm a Mage?"
"One could make that inference."
Harry opens his eyes and looks at Snape. He thinks about how Luna described the Princes. The
Mage Guardians. Harry can't expect Snape to guard him if he doesn't know the truth.
"I saw Death," Harry whispers. "I met her. We're ... mates now."
Snape stares at him and says nothing. Harry wonders for a moment if he has broken him. Then
Snape sighs heavily and pinches the bridge of his nose.
"Go on," he mutters.
"Are all Necromancers Mages?" Harry goes on. "Or is it ... is it just me? Blaise says that I'm like a
Necromancer because I believe magic is sentient -,"
"That is an entirely European superstition," Snape interrupts, rolling his eyes. "The Magic of our
people, of our past, and the places it grew from has an entirely different attitude. Euro-centric
philosophy dictates that any discussion of sentient magic is interwoven with Dark Arts, particularly
Necromancy."
"I am not taking History of Magic next year, definitely not," Harry groans into his arms.
"Almost nobody does. A shame really," Snape sounds wistful. "The NEWT History of Magic
covers philosophy of Magic and is really quite interesting. You should ask Remus about it."
Harry peers up at Snape curiously.
"You call him Remus."
Snape's face changes. Harry isn't sure what it is at first but then he realises. Snape might actually
be blushing.

"In private scenarios, it is entirely appropriate for two co-parenting wixen to address eachother by
their first names."
"Yeah, but you call him Remus."
"Your insights abound," Snape says drily. "We reached an accord. That is all there is to know."
"Okay," Harry smirks. He looks out to sea. "I call him Remus too."
"I am aware."
"Or Moony, or Rems, and I call him my godfather or parent to other people," Harry swallows
heavily.
"I had noticed."
"I don't know what to call you."
Snape turns his head slowly from staring out to sea to look at Harry. There seems to be slight
incredulousness on his face.
"You have never struggled to come up with a plethora of insulting names for me," Snape says
flatly.
"Okay, fair, but I mean ... in the unit, I don't know what to call you," Harry blushes.
"I understood that you called me your Sire."
"Yeah, I do, I just ...," Harry huffs and presses his scar into his arms, feeling like his cheeks are on
fire. "You call me farzand."
"I do."
"What does it mean?"
Snape looks at him for a long moment.
"It is a term of endearment that my mother used to call me," Snape's voice is very quiet. "It is used
for children. For sons."
Harry nods.
"Do you wish me to stop?" Snape asks levelly.
"No," Harry doesn't look up.
"Elucidate, Harrison," Snape says sharply.
"It just ... it feels weird to call you by your last name all the time now," Harry mumbles, twisting
his face to peek at Snape who is watching him very intently. "After everything and with ... with
this."
Harry lifts his wrist to show the tethering that only he and Snape can see. Snape looks at it for a
second and then looks out to see.
"You can call me by my first name," he says, looking back out to sea. "If that is suitable. Only in

private, of course."
"Yeah, I get it," Harry rolls his eyes and stares at his Sire for a moment. "Do you think I am a
Necromancer?"
"I think you are our son and whatever you are, we will stand by you and fight with you," Severus
says, looking at Harry with dark, obsidian eyes. "The rest we will work out together."
"As a unit?" Harry smirks.
"Indeed," Severus says drily. "Do you understand me, Harrison?"
Harry looks at the man who fathered him, who abandoned him, who betrayed his mother, who
loved his mother, who hated his father, who has hated him, who bullied him, who found him, who
claimed him, who healed him and shielded him and protected him and risked his life for him over
and over since the start of the year. Harry doesn't need a Dad, but he does need whatever Severus
is. He needs whatever Severus and Remus are together for him, when they fight for him and parent
him and send him poetry and make him eat. He needs them.
"Yes," Harry swallows hard. "I do."
"Good."
Severus closes his eyes and stares up at the sky, his head tilted back in the sun and his dark, wavy
hair falling away from his face. For a second, Harry sees a hint in his face of the young man who
fell at Dumbledore's knees in his memories, who wept over Lily Potter's body and held Harry so
close. Then it is gone. The past never leaves us, Harry thinks sadly. It makes us.
"Severus?"
"Hmm?" Severus opens his eyes lazily and looks down at Harry. "Yes, farzand?"
"I survived this time, but next time," Harry looks out at the ocean, feels the shadow of the Grim at
his back and the eyes of Death in the corner of his vision. The Black Prince will ride. Harry
clenches his hand tight. "Next time, I'm going to fight and win."
"Then we shall be ready," Severus says quietly. "For whatever comes."
Harry nods. They stare at the horizon and the gathering rain clouds there, turning into a storm, but
do not move. There is sunshine on the beach, after all, and the smell of hot chocolate floating down
on the air from the cottage.
"All things in their own time," Harry whispers.
"Yes."
So he sits with his Sire for a few minutes longer and far away, in the deep places of the world, feels
the Web of Wyrd close tight around him.

END OF PART ONE.
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