
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Don'tgetcaught

	18thNovember,9yearsaftertheBattleofHogwarts

	 

	 

	 

	Silence. Nothing.

	Notafuckingsound.

	Hermionetookadeepbreath.Sheclosedhereyesandpressedherselfinto thestonewallbehindher.Shetrainedherearsonthequiet,waitingforthe footsteps she knew were on their way towards her.

	Shejustneededasecond.JustamomenttocatchtheDeathEatersoffguard and steal the artefact they carried. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that they were moving it today. Knew this could be a chance to change the tide of the war, to wipe the slate clean and give the Order a new lease of

	life;afightingchance-Merlinknewtheyneededit.

	"Ihaveabadfeelingaboutthis,"Nevillewhisperedfrombesideher,his voice croaking nervously. “Are you sure they're moving it tonight?"

	"Yes.”

	"How?"

	"Ijustam!"Hermionesnapped,irritationpricklingatherchest.Shewished Neville would just shut up, now was not the time for a conversation.

	Sheknewtheartefactwasbeingmovedtonight,andwascertainthere would only be five Death Eaters guarding it.

	 

	
Voldemortwastryingsomethingnew.Likelythoughtfewernumberswould draw less attention, and therefore lower the risk of any unwanted

	interference.

	It was being moved through a series of underground tunnels just outside of Derbyshire.Asecretlabyrinth-likemazewithcountlessconnections,which could lead to Chatsworth House, disused coal mines, or even as far as

	Sheffield.Aperfectwaytoavoidbeingseen,butalsoanopportunityforthe Ordertosabotagethem.Traptheminamazelikeratsandstealtheartefact. It was simply too good an opportunity to miss.

	Hermioneknewitwasbeingtransportedtonight,becauseMedusahadtoldher.

	Medusa,shesnortedinternally.Whataridiculouscodenameforaspy.

	Medusa, thebeauty who was seduced by Poseidon in thetempleofAthena. Medusa,whoenragedtheGoddesssomuch,shepunishedhertheonlyway she saw fit - by transforming her into a monster. Changing her hair into

	snakes,andgivinghereyessodeadlytheyturnedmentostoneassoonas they looked upon her.

	Shehadwonderedifthemolewastryingtobepoetic.Metaphorical,even. If they were trying to demonstrate that they, too, had been seduced by

	Voldemort, by his power and promises of inconceivable strength. Whored themselvesforhim.Soldtheirsoulstothedevilinexchangeforrichesand wealth beyond imagination, and turned themselves into a monster in the

	process.

	Asmuchassheresentedthisridiculousfaçade,Hermionecouldn'tdenythat Medusa's intelligence was never wrong. They'd proven, time and time

	again,thattheywereincrediblyusefultoTheOrder.'Avaluableasset','irreplaceable' Shacklebolt had said. ‘Of Unparalleled usefulness’.

	Shesupposedherowncodename,Lilith,wasn'tthatambiguouseither.

	She'd picked it carefully, and purposefully.Lilith, the first woman, created forAdaminthegardenofEden.Thewomanwhobelievedshewasequalto

	 

	
Adam,andthereforeshedidn'tneedtolaybeneathhim.Shewouldn't,in fact. Wouldn't bend to lower herself. She was strong, immovable in herbeliefs.

	They were qualities that Hermione always strove for in herself. Her Gryffindorcourageandstubbornnesshadalwaysplantedherinthespot; unshakable in her beliefs that The Order had to win, that good had to

	conquerevil,andthewarmustend. By whatever means necessary.

	She'd met with Medusa many times to exchange information. Both concealedwiththeirhoods,masksupontheirface,andvoice-altering charms cast on their voice boxes; doing everything in their power to conceal their identities.

	She had no idea who they were. She knew he was a man from his staggeringheightandbroadshoulders.Hisphysiquecouldonlybe

	describedasthatofasoldier;battle-hardened.Itwentbeyondsimplybeing toned, every muscle in his back and arms were defined and rippling with

	theirdeadlyoveruse.

	HermioneandMedusahadprobablyshotcountlesscursesatoneanotheron thebattlefieldsincethewarbegan.They'dprobablynearlykilledeachother a dozen times without realising it.

	It was common practice for all Death Eaters to enchant their voice- boxes while on duty.And Medusa's had a deep bravado, the vibrating effects of the spell only adding to the masculine undertone. It was almost a growl mostofthetime;deepandcontrolledlikealion-butthatwasallsheknew about him.

	Hermione was the only soldier The Order deemed intelligent - and lethal enough - to be able to meet the opposition on neutral grounds and defend themselvesifanythingwentwrong,shouldhechangehismindandlureher into a trap.

	That,orshewasexpendableenough.Shesuppressedashudder.

	 

	
ShesupposedRonmighthavebeenselectedifthingsweredifferent,ifthe warhadtakenadifferentturn.Buthehadn'tbeenonamissioninyears.....

	With a tilt of her head, she signalled for Neville to get in position against theoppositewall,layingatrapfortheDeathEatersontheirwaydownthetunnels.

	Neville's weary gaze locked on hers from the other side of the tunnel. He withdrewhiswand,hisjawtightashemotionedwithhischintowardsthe end of the hallway.

	Hermioneshookherhead.“Notyet,”shemouthed.Shewasn’tsureif Neville could see through the darkness. Hoped he could though.

	Theyneededtobeunitedifthismissionwastobeasuccess.Theycouldn't put a foot wrong. If they just stuck to the plan everything would be fine.

	Thepairwereeclipsedintotalsilenceagain.

	Hermionetappedtheedgeofherwandtothecoininherpocket,signalling that the others should be in position. It burned back in response; two sharp pulsations of heat. Finnigan and Creevey were ready.

	Hermionetookanotherdeepbreaththroughhernose,exhalingslowlyout her mouth as she readied herself.

	Thenthereitwas,thesoundshe'dbeenwaitingfor.

	Footsteps.The unmistakable click of boots hitting the flagstone, echoing, magnifyingofftheconcretewallsofthenarrowlabyrinththeywerepassingthrough.

	ShemadeeyecontactwithNevilleagain.“Five,"shemouthed.

	“Four,"henodded.

	“Three.”

	“Two,"Nevillerespondedwhenthefootstepsgotlouder.

	 

	
“One,”shesaidsilentlybeforesteppingforwardandshootinganexploding hex at the left wall behind the Death Eaters. The stone crunched under the

	forceofherspell.Theimpactshatteredtheimmovableconcreteand

	collapsedthewall,sealingthefourassailantswithHermioneandNeville. The narrow corridor was engulfed in smoke and debris from the blast.

	Aneeriesilencefollowed.Therewasn'tasound.Nothing. Then everyone sprang into action.

	"Protecttheartefact!"thesmallestDeathEater,theonewhocarriedthe box, shrieked as they sharply withdrew their wands.

	Fourofthecloakedfiguresformedabarricadearoundtheonethatcarried the wooden box.The air cracked as they started toApparate - only to pop back into existence a second later.

	Hermionesmirked;herAnti-Apparationwardshadworkedperfectly.

	"They'vewardedthearea!"thetallestDeathEatershouted,whirlingtoaim a black-coloured hex at Hermione's chest. She deflected it with the precise flick of her wrist, then retaliated. "Use the item!"

	"Whatitem-"Hermionestartedtoshoutasshecastabindinghex,encasing one of the attackers in thick metal chains which caused him to fall to theground.

	Oneofthefigureswithdrewsomethingsilverfromtheirpocket;along, blade-looking item with a sapphire attached to the hilt. Hermione

	recognizedwhatitwasaheartbeattoolate. A Vhaltera Dagger.

	As soon as he touched the gemstone, a blast of dark energy pulsated from theobject.Itdidn'taffecttheothercloakedfigures;they'dthoughtahead,or wore some type of charm to prevent them from the effects of the dagger.

	HermioneandNevillewerenotsofortunate.

	 

	
Black magic radiated from the silver in a searing flash, exploding from it withaforcesopowerfulitknockedHermioneandNevilleintotheair.She hissed when her skull connected with the wall behind her. Was sure she

	couldfeelbloodatthebackofherhead.

	The dark magic from the blast seemed to seep into her skin. She shivered againsttheforeignentityasitcreptupherbodylikeicewater.Darkhexes tended to do that; the violent, repugnant brand of magic always left the

	victim cold, feeling like their heart was turning to ice, their breath visible andfrozenasthoughtheywerestandinginthemiddleofablizzard-likeit was turning them into a corpse.

	Hermione touched her temples.There was a violent ringing in her ears, and hervisionwasblurredasshewatchedthefuzzyshapesoffourDeathEaters step over her and run down the corridor.

	Thefifthwasdead,strangledpastthepointofsuffocationthroughherownhex.

	"Hermione!"Nevillecalledthroughthehigh-pitchedringing.

	Shesatupandsquinted,tryingtofocusonthesoundofhisvoice.Hewas onthefloor,handpressedtohisshoulderandbloodpouringfromhisear, but he was alive. Wounded. Pale, and visibly shaking. But alive,

	nonetheless.

	Shebreathedasighofreliefandforcedherselftoherfeet,ignoringtheway hermusclesscreamedinprotestasshestumbleddownthehallway,wandin hand, following the path of the Death Eaters.

	"Hermione!Wait!"Nevillescreamedfrombehind."Waitforme!Colinand Seamus can handle them for a few minutes! Just wait and I'll come withyou!"

	"StanddownNeville,”shecommandedoverhershoulder,herownvoice

	croakingasshefoughtoffascreamfromthestabbingpainbehindherskull. She guessed she had a skull fracture; possible swelling in her brain. She

	 

	
would need Fleur to examine her if she ever got back to the base. "I'm not riskingthemgettinghurt.Staythereandstaysafe.I'llcomebackforyou."

	Heshoutedsomethinginresponse,probablyyelledforhertocomeback. She was already rounding the dark corridor, too far gone to hear him.

	Hermione followed the narrow hallway, one hand on the wall for support andtheothergraspedaroundherwand.Eventually,sheheardshoutingand the sting of hexes flying through the air. Seamus and Colin were close.

	Thesoundoftheduelspurredheron,thawingtheiceinherveinsenoughto allow her to break into a sprint.

	Herjawtightenedwhenshefoundthem.OneoftheDeathEaterswas

	grippingthewoodenboxtightlyastheireyesdartedaroundthehallway, looking for an escape.

	CreeveywasdoingwellagainstthetallestDeathEater,shootinghexafter hex and forcing the cloaked figure against the wall, forcing him into a

	vulnerablestate.Harrywouldbeproud;he'dtrainedhimwell.

	Seamus,however,wasstruggling.Histwoattackersgothimwithanacid hex to the knees. He howled in pain and clutched the burning flesh as he fell to the floor.

	TheDeathEateradvanced,hiswandilluminatinggreenfromthetipashe stalked towards Seamus. He held his wand in the air, readying the curse-

	"AvadaKedavra!"AgreenlightshotfromHermione'swand,andhitthe attacker square in the chest.

	Hestumbled,andhisbodywentlimpbeforehislifelesscorpseslumped onto Finnigan.

	Finniganpushedthebodyoffhimwithtremblingfingers,crawlingtofree himself as he stared at Hermione with panic-stricken eyes.

	"T-thanks,"hechoked,thepainevidentinthewayhisfacetwisted.

	 

	
Hermionenodded,thenstartedtolookaround.

	Shit.ColinandtheotherthreeDeathEatersweregone.

	HermioneretrievedthesmallPortkeyfrom herpocket-agoldring

	wrappedinasilkhandkerchieftokeepitfromactivating-andhandeditto Seamus. "Find Neville, get past the wards I set up, and get out of here."

	"ButyouandColin-"

	"It'sfine.I'llfindhimandtheartefact,"shesaid,forcingherselftooffera small smile despite the panic she felt.

	Shewasn't sureif coulddo this. Shewasn't sureif shewas strongenough-

	No!No,shecould.She’ddoneitbefore.Sheneededtodoitagain.There was no other option.

	"YouandNevilleneedmedicalattention,"shesaidsternly."Andyou'reno good to me if you’re injured. Find him and get out.”

	"Okay.Don'tgetcaught,Hermione.”

	Shedidn'tbotherhelpingSeamustohisfeet.Shedidn'thavetime,just

	handedhimapotionforthepainandtookoffrunning.ShecastaSilencing charm on her boots so they wouldn’t alert anyone of her advance. She

	neededtobequick,silent.Herstomachtwisted,lurchingwithdreadthe further she got down the stone path.

	SheshouldhavebeenabletohearColinbynow,shouldn'tshe?

	Sheshouldhaveheardhimshouting,screaming?Ifhewasstillalive,then surely he would-

	Maybe he's not alive?she thought as she took another corner too fast, havingtoholdthewalltostopherselffromtopplingover.Maybethey already killed him, maybe they already-

	No!Hewasalive.Hewasalive.Hewasalive.Hewasalive.Hehadtobe.

	 

	
Sheskiddedtoastopwhenthehallwayforked.Twopaths;bothcompletely eclipsed in darkness, not a sound emitting from either. She had no clue

	whichtheDeathEatershadtaken;whichpathColinwasprobablybeing dragged down.

	Hadtheysplitup?HadColinbeentakendownone,theartefactdown another?Without giving herself chance to second guess her decision, Hermione followed her instincts and took the left path.

	Thesilencewasalmostdeafeningasshesprinted.Herlegsburnedwiththe effort as she propelled herself forward. She forced herself faster, to take larger strides and ignore the pain in her lungs.

	Asit turned out,Colin wasalive.

	Hereyeslockedontohispanickedgazethemomentsheroundedthefinal corner. They'd roughed him up a bit in her absence. He had a deep cut

	abovehislefteye,hischeekwasbruisedandswollen,andbloodpoured from a wound on his left calf.

	ThethreeDeathEaterswerethere;evidentlydecidedagainstsplittingup. Maybe they figured they had a better chance of fighting Hermione and

	Colinofftogether?

	Butifthatwasthecase,thenwhyhadn'ttheykilledhim?Surelytheyknew they had a better chance if they did - three against one and all that?

	"Evening Granger," oneof themasked figures said as heclutched Colin's shoulder,pullinghimfurtherintohischest.Thetipofhiswandstuckinto Creevey's throat, almost deep enough to cut. "We wondered where you'dgone.”

	Theonewiththeartefactchuckleddarkly.Theotherhadtheirwandtrained on Hermione's chest.

	"Lethimgo,"shebit,hereyessweepingtheroom,lookingforsomething; anything to get them out of this situation.

	 

	
"NotsofastGoldengirl,"thesecondsaidashetwirledColin'sstolenwand. "Drop theAnti-Apparation wards you set up and give us your wand. Thenmaybe,we'll think about letting you live.”

	Hermione liked to think she was logical. Fair. Level-headed to a fault. She always put the needs of The Order - of the war - above and beyond herself. Beyondanything.KillingVoldemortandwinningthewarwasofparamountimportance.

	Nothingelsemattered.

	Nothing.

	Butdidthat extendtoColin'slife?

	ShecouldkilltheDeathEaterwiththeartefacteasily,possiblytheother

	onetoo.Theystoodsoclosetogetheritcouldbepossible,justoneflickof herwrist.ShecouldgrabtheArtefactbeforetheirbodieshitthefloor.The itemwasimportant,itcouldhelpthemwinthewar,changethestakesand save so many lives.

	ButthatwouldmeansacrificingColin.

	Thesecondsheextendedherarmtocastthecurse,hiscaptorwouldsurely end Creevey's life. He was on the other side of the corridor; she wouldn't have time to kill him too.

	Theultimateutilitarianquestion:Couldyousacrificeonelifetosaveathousand?

	As Hermione stared at Colin, she noticed the way his eyes darted to his assailant'storso,thentoher,thentohiswand.Signallingsomethingtoher. He had a plan.

	Well,theydidn'treallyhaveanyotheroption,didthey? Hermione nodded.

	 

	
Colintwistedhisbody,juttinghiselbowoutviolentlyintohiscaptor'sribs. TheDeathEaterjoltedandloweredhiswandmomentarilyasthewindwas knocked from his lungs from Colin's manoeuvre.

	Inthesamemoment,Hermionecastapowerfulknockbackjinxattheother Death Eaters, her spell sending them flying into the concrete wall with immeasurable force. The one with the artefact got it worse. Their skull

	shattered,bloodsprayingupthestonewiththeimpactandkillingthem instantly. The other was temporarily knocked out.

	HermioneretrievedtheartefactandthrewCollinhiswandback.Sheraised herwandtokillthelastDeathEater,herarmextendingandthespelldying to brush past her lips and end their life -

	"No,don’tkillhim!"ColinsaidashewalkedtoHermione'sside.Heplaced ahandonhershoulder,hisfacefullofconcern,hiseyeskind."There'sbeen enough killing tonight. Let him go. He's too weak to stop us now.”

	"Fine."Hermioneloweredherarm,hereyesnarrowingatthecloakedfigure clutching their chest. "But if you follow us, I will kill you, do you

	understand?"

	Shedidn'twaittoseehisanswer.Thepairtookoffrunningtowardstheexit.

	"Ican'tbelievewegotit!"Colinshoutedminuteslater,gleeclearinhistone despite the way he was panting. He was slower than Hermione, a slightlimp in his jog from his injury.

	"We'renotsafeyet!"

	Assoonasthewordsleftherlips,agreencurseshotbetweenthem, narrowly missing Hermione's cheek as it propelled past them and

	disappeared down the black hallway. She turned, still running, to see the last two assassins - the one she had spared included - sprinting after them. Their fury was evident in every long stride they took; their hatred visible in thewaytheirarmsjuttedoutviolentlywithanotherkillingcurse;Hermione and Collin ducked to avoid it.

	 

	
"We can't make it out!" Colin panted. "They're gonna follow us to the apparitionpoint!Mylegisfucked,Ican'trunanyfaster!Weneedtodosomething!"

	"I have an idea!" Hermione called back as she aimed her wand at the stone walls.Shecastthefirstspellshecouldthinkof,andthestonehummedwith the magic she'd infused in them. The walls creaked as they began to move; the stone scraping across the floor as they started dragging slowly towards each other.

	"Niceone!"Colinlaughed."They'retoofarbehindus,they'regonnagetsquished!"

	"Don'tgetcocky!"shesaidasasmalllightbecamevisibleattheendofthe corridor. The exit. They were so fucking close. "We still need to get out.

	Don'tfall!Don'tstoprunning!Wecanmakeit!"

	Hermione and Colin's pace increased considerably, their legs moving faster thaneverbeforeasthelightgotlargerandlarger.Herlungsburnedwiththe need for oxygen. Her legs ached, screaming for her to stop.

	The hallways continued to close in, the rocks getting closer together, the hallwaybecomingnarrower.Theyhadtogosinglefile,Hermioneleading the way as the walls got tighter. The air was starting to become hot and stifling, suffocating.

	Hermionetriedtostoptherelieffromcreepingintoherchest.Triedtostop herself from smiling the further they got down the hallway.

	Theyweresoclose.Theycouldmakeit.Theyweregoingtosurvivethis.

	Bothofthem.

	Cursescontinuedtoshootpastthem;theblindinggreenlightscoming

	faster, more chaotic as the Death Eaters realized they were too far behind them to survive this.They were undeniably going to be crushed when the stonesconnectedbuttheirfearwasaffectingtheiraim.Thecursesmissed, hit the walls, the stone, the ceiling instead of their targets.

	 

	
Finally,Hermionecrossedintothelightwithascreamofelation.Unableto stop the sound from passing her smiling lips as she became free of the

	hallwayandthefreshairhitherface.Shewasoutside,withColin. They were safe.

	Thestonewallsconnectedaheartbeataftertheywerefree,compressingthe Death Eaters trapped inside. There was an audible crunch, a sickening

	squishingsoundastheirbonesandorganswerecrushedundertheforceof the stone walls pressing against each other.

	ButHermionewasn'tfocusedonthat.ShewastoobusyholdingColinin her arms.

	Colin,whohadsteppedinfrontofHermionewhenoneoftheattackershad cast a killing curse in a last-ditch attempt at revenge before they were crushed to death.

	Colin,whosechesthadtakentheviolentgreenhexthat'dslippedpastthe stonesjustbefore they connected.

	Colin,whonowlaydeadinHermione'sarms.

	 

	
You'renotgoingoutthereagain!

	18thNovember

	 

	 

	RongrippedHermione'sshoulders,hisblueeyesswimmingwithunshed tears. "Mione, they almost had you! They almost bloody killed you!"

	She wished he would justfuck off;she hated displays of emotion like this. Sheresistedtheurgetoslaphim,barely."You'recompletelyoverreacting.Iam fine. I've done missions like this a thousand times before and nothing

	haseverhappened.Thiswasanisolatedincident."

	"Idon'tcare!"Ronshouted."TheykilledCreevey,andFinnigansaidyou were two seconds away from gettingAvada'd yourself! Those slimy gits almost had you!You're not going on another mission ever again-"

	Irritation swept up Hermione's spine, anger heating her skin. "Don't youdaretell me what I can and cannot do! I am more than capable of looking aftermyself!"Shecrossedtheboardroomtotheclosedliquorcabinetand swung the doors open, reaching with familiar fluidity to retrieve the half- empty gin bottle and single glass on the highest shelf.

	Ron could go fuck himself if he thought she would offer him a drink. She wasfartooangry.Fartooinfuriatedbyhisrelentlessattemptstokeepherin the base; to control her. She'd learned some years ago that Ron would be

	quitehappytothrowherinacageofhisowncraftsmanship.Lockherup like a wild animal and throw away the key if it meant she was safe. The very concept made her blood boil.

	Shekeptherbacktohimassheunscrewedthelidandfilledtheglass.She tipped her head back and downed half the tumbler's contents, her throat

	burning with the bitter, unsweetened gin. She could feel Ron's eyes on her back,judgingherasshedrainedtherestoftheglasswithanothertiltofherhead.

	 

	
"Youdon'tknowwhatit'slikeformewhenyouleavehere,"hesaid.She

	didn'tturntofacehim."Youdon'tknowwhatit'slikewhenyouleaveandI don't know if you'll ever come back. It's-"

	Hecut himself off with astrangled sob, but shestill refused to turn around. Sheplantedherselffirmlytothespot.Couldn'tbeartohavehimlookather withthosesadblueeyesandbegher;makeherpromiseshewouldn'tgoon another mission, like he always did when she'd had a close brush with

	death.She'dbrokentoomanypromisessincethewarbegan,shedidn'twant to break another one. She was tired of it.

	"Please Mione. Please don't go back out there. It's not safe. One of these dayssomethingisgoingtohappen,andyouwon'tcomebacktome."She

	heardhisfeetscrapeawkwardlyacrossthefloorashecametostandbehind her. "And I need you to come back to me.”

	Hermionespuntolookathim,hernostrilsflaringwithanger."I'mnotyours to lose Ron. I haven't been yours for a long time.”

	Ron'sexpressionfell;eyeswideandmouthagapeashestaredbackather.

	Hermionegrabbedtheginbottlebyitsneckandshovedpasthimtotheexit, making sure to connect with his shoulder on the way past. Hoped it hurt

	him,too."SayhellotoRomildaforme.You'regoingtomakeanexcellentfather."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hermionesatinthefrozengarden,alone,drinkinghergin;anythoughtofa coat or blanket forgotten through her fit of rage. She cast a warming charm onherclothesinstead.Itwasn'taseffectiveasarealcoatoropenfire,butit would do.

	Shewasstillwrappedheadtotoeinhermissionuniform;blackknee-high combat boots, tight black jeans, a matching fitted leather jacket, and

	 

	
numerousknivesandsparewandsstrappedtoherthroughthighandarm

	holsters.Herbagwassprawledonthefloorbesideherwithanundetectable extension charm on it; filled almost to capacity with potions, maps, more weapons, and pre-made bombs. Ready for anything.

	ShelookednothinglikeshehadinHogwarts.Alltracesofthatinnocentgirl who constantly had her nosein abook weregone. Shewas battle-hardened; they all were. The war affected everyone differently, but Hermione felt considerably different. She was a soldier now. Nothing more, nothing less.

	She laid flat on her back, twirling her wand between her fingers as she staredatthefallingsnow.Sheturnedsomeofthesnowflakesintosmall

	birds,andchangedotherstovibrantchangesofpinkorpurplewithaflick of her wand.

	Sheusedtolovethisgarden.Usedtolovesittingoutherealone,inhaling the scent of the different plants and flowers that grew here. There was

	something homely about watching the flowers bloom and spread open, baringtheirsoulstothesunabovetheirheads.Thisgardenusedtobea sanctuary for her; a place that gave the promise of new life.

	Notanymorethough.Alltheplantsweredead,nothinghadgrownherefor years. Yet another thing the war had taken.

	"ThoughtI'dfindyououthere,"Harrysaidasthedoortothegarden creaked open.

	Hermione didn't speak, instead focused her magic on gathering falling snowflakesandtransformingthemintoabear.Shewatchedthesnowbear

	roarsilentlyintotheair,itsbodyexpandingwitheachaddedsnowflakethat hit him.

	"Ibroughtablanket,"Harrysaidquietly,breakingtheuncomfortable silence that was stretching between them. "And cigarettes."

	Hermione'seyesfinallyswepttomeethis.

	 

	
Harry sat down beside her with a smirk. He threw a thin blanket over both theirlegs,andhandedherthealreadylitcigarette."Thoughtthatmightget your attention.”

	Hermione laughed and set the gin bottle down. She took the cigarette from Harryandinhaleddeeply,feelingthenicotineburnherlungsbeautifullyon thewaydown.Ithadbeenfartoolongsinceshe'ddonethis."Howdidyou manage to get these?" she asked, the exhale engulfing her in smoke. "I

	thoughtthefactoriesstoppedmakingtheseaftertheevacuations?"

	"Theydid,butI'mtheChosenOne,"Harryteasedwithawink."Ihavemy ways. Remember?"

	"Ofcourse."Hermionecouldn'thelpbutsmile."Howsillyofmetoforget.”

	ItusedtobesoeasytobewithHarry.Theyusedtobeabletotalkabout

	anything,everything.Therewasatimewhentherewasn'tatopictoosillyor personal, or a problem too big. They used to be able to solve anything

	together.

	She didn't know how to speak to him these days. Didn't know what to talk tohimabout,orhowtofilltheuncomfortablesilencesthatalwaysseemed to stretch between them.

	"Youhadaclosecalltoday,”Harryfinallysaid,hisvoicesoftasitbroke through the tension.

	"Idid.”

	"Ron's terrified you're not going to come back next time you go on a mission.” He took a large gulp of gin, his face crinkling with disgust as he swallowed."WantsKingsleytoputabanonyou.Atleastforafewweeks."

	Hermione'seyessnappedtoHarry.Adeepcreaseformedbetweenher brows. "You're not serious?"

	Harrynodded.

	 

	
"That's...that'sridiculous!That'scompletelyoutofthequestion!"Rage twisted through her body, colouring her veins like acid. "He cannot be serious! If he thinks I'm going to sit here while everyone else-"

	"Don'tworry,”Harrysaidquickly,grippinghershoulderandpullingher

	backdownwhenshestartedtogetup."IalreadywenttoKingsleyandsaid it's not an option.You're too valuable on the field Hermione, he can't risk

	groundingyou.”

	Thereliefshefeltwasindescribable;animmeasurableweightliftedoffher chest.Shehatedfighting,hatedthatshehadtokilleverytimesheleftthese concrete walls. But it was better than being trapped within them. To

	Hermione,nothingwasworsethanthat.Notathing.

	"Thank you." She snatched the bottle back and drained the last of its contents,feelingherangerstarttodissipateasthealcoholnumbedher senses. She wished she'd brought another bottle out with her.

	"Don'tmentionit.”Anotherstrangled,lengthypausestretchedbetween

	thembeforeHarryspokeagain.Heneverwasgoodwithawkwardsilences; shecouldalwaysrelyonhimto speakfirst."Nevillesaidyoukilledtoday."

	Exceptwhentopicstookthisdirection.Onoccasionslikethese,shewould welcome the discombobulated atmosphere. Would welcome the restless, twitchy unease if it meant they didn't have to go down this road.Again.

	Hermionestayedquiet,hereyesonthesnowfallingaboveherheadasshe waited for Harry to undoubtedly pass his judgment on her.

	They all hated killing; Hermione particularly despised it. But this was war, andtheywerelosing.Badly.Theydidn'thavetheluxuryofusingnon-lethal hexes anymore - not when the enemy had grown as strong as they had.

	She wished Harry would understand. Wish he would see that sometimes lightmagicsimplywasn'tenough.Sometimes,killingwasthelesseroftwo evils. Surely it would be better to kill a few hundred Death Eaters, a few thousand monsters if it spared the lives of millions of innocents?

	 

	
Harryneversawitthatway.Evenastheylookedoverthehalf-massacred area of London that surrounded them, he didn't see it. Even though the

	majorityofthebuildingswerecrumbling,windowsexplodedandblackened from bombs, all traces of life non-existent, he still didn't change his mind.

	Always came up with some emotive speech about how things needed to burnbeforetheycouldgrowagain.Somethingaboutfindingadaisypoking up in the ashes, and hope always being possible no matter how much

	destructionlayaroundthem.

	HewasremindinghermoreandmoreofDumbledoreeachday.

	Shewonderedifbeingencircledbythismuchdecayanddestructionfeltas normal to Harry as it did to her. If seeing the Muggle capital in such an

	apocalypticstatedidn'tmakehisstomachtwistuncomfortablyanymore, just like her.

	Deepdown,sheknewitdidn't.Resentedhimforit,infact.

	Harry hadn't been out on the field much in the last four years, not since the first bombings. The Order had started working with what was left of the Muggle armies some time ago. The mixture of magical and technological warfare seemed to thwart Voldemort's advances for a time. His armies - madeentirelyofPurebloodwitches,wizards,andmagicalcreatures-didn't know the first thing about Muggle tanks, helicopter gunners, or bombs.

	Itworkedwellforatime;untilthesmallerwarheadsstartedbeingdropped. Until Harry, Hermione, and a team were sent to investigate a drop sight to searchforpossiblesurvivors,andHarrysawthehundredsofskeletal,burnt bodies lying on the ground; the mass grave of Death Eaters caught in the

	blast.Thesightofitsnappedsomethinginhim.Senthimoffinafitofrage. HesaidTheOrderwasbecomingasdetachedasVoldemort,andthatkilling wasn't the answer. He'd begged the senior members to stop using bombs, and find a way to defeat Voldemort without the use of such Genocidicweapons.

	Harrydidn'tgoonmanyfieldmissionsafterthat.

	 

	
DespiteTheChosenOne'spleas,KingsleyandtheMugglePrimeMinister still worked together.After all, their alliance did give The Order a slight edge for a while.

	ButVoldemortwaslearningquickly.

	"NevillesaidyouusedanotherUnforgivable,too?"Harryasked.

	"Idid.AndifIhadn't,wewouldbeburningthebodiesoftwoofourfriends tonight instead of just one.” She could feel Harry's stare burning a hole into the side of her head. She chose to ignore him, focusing instead on pulling another drag of nicotine into her lungs, and the gentle buzz forming at the

	backofherhead.

	"It'snotyourfaultHermione.Youdideverythingyoucould,I'msureCollin-"

	Hermionegroanedandsqueezedhereyesclosed,asthoughthatwould

	somehowdrownHarry'svoicefromherears."Don't.Don'tdothatHarry.” "Do what?"

	"Pretendlikethisisn'tmyfault.Thatcursewasmeantforme,"shesnapped, even more irritated now that the cigarette in her mouth had expired. She let itfalltothefloorandcrushedthebudwiththeheelofherboot."Ishouldbe dead. It should be my body you're burning tonight, not his.”

	"Don'tsaythingslikethat!Ifanythinghappenedtoyouitwouldbeacatastrophe-"

	"AndwhathappenedtoColinisn't?"

	Harry'sexpressionfell.Hiseyestightened,andhismouthpressedintoa tight line. "You know I don't mean that.”

	Needingtodosomethingwithherhands,Hermionefoundherwandand started to manipulate the falling snowflakes again. "It should have been me," she whispered. "I wish I'd never let him come on that mission."

	 

	
"Heknewtherisks.Hediedprotectingoneofhisfriends.It'showhewould have wanted to go.”

	Hermionescoffed,amixtureofirritationandguiltcolouringhertone."Is that supposed to comfort me?"

	"No,Isupposenot.”

	"Ialmostlethimdietonight," shefoundherselfadmitting,wasn'tsurewhy.

	Thewordstoretheirwayupherthroatoftheirownaccord;maybeshe needed to get the weight of it off her chest.

	Harrysaidnothing,justwatchedintentlyashelitanothercigaretteand

	handed it to her. He didn't smoke himself, but he'd started carrying a packet withhimsometimeago.Knewmanyoftherefugeescravedthem.Knewthe majority of the soldiers needed them to get through the day. Hermione was the latter.

	She accepted it eagerly and took a deep drag, adding to the addictive buzzin her skull. "There was a moment when he was captured; three of them vs me and Colin. One had the artefact, one had their wand pointed at me, and theotherhadtheirwandatColin'sthroat.”Anotherpauseasshetookadeep breath, steadying herself for the rest of her confession. "I knew I wouldn't

	beabletotakeallthreedown, soIhad achoice;Colin, ortheArtefact."

	"Youwouldn'thavedoneit,"heaffirmed,hisbrowsknittingtogetherina

	reassuringwaythatonlyHarrycoulddo,showingthathebelievedinher.It made Hermione's chest tighten.

	"There was a second, fuck, a split second where I genuinely considered lettinghimdiesoIcouldtakeit.Kingsleydidsayitwouldchangethetide of the war, swing it in our favour.”

	"You wouldn't have done it," Harry repeated, his voice trailing off, not soundingasconfident."Iknowyou;youcouldn'thave.Youwouldhave saved Colin.”

	 

	
"That'sthething,Idon'tknowanymore.Idon'tknowmeanymore.You haven't seen the bodies in the street the way I have.”

	"IknowIhaven't.Iknowthingsaredifferent,believeme,Iknow.Butyou can'tthinklikethatHermione.ThereasonIdidn'twantanyonekillingand using dark curses is because it changes you. Dark Magic changes you.”

	Well,sheknewthatwastrue.She’dfeltitherself.Feltthatrepugnantbrand of magic sweep into her bloodstream the first time she'd killed all those

	years ago, when she was barely nineteen. It was an act of self-defence. She hadn't wanted to kill the Death Eater who'd attacked her on an evacuation mission, but it was the twenty children she was trying to rescue from Hogwartsdungeons,orthecloakedfigurewiththewandaimedatherchest.

	She'dmadetheobviouschoice.

	Herbodyhadmovedinstinctually.Thecursehadbrushedpastherlips

	beforeshe'devenrealizedshewasdoingit.She'dalreadylostasmallgroup a few weeks prior because she'd shown mercy to a Death Eater.That time a young girl,Alice Foster, was killed by the very assassin Hermione had

	spared.Then another, then another. Shewasn't about to let it happen again. It had traumatized her, taking a life. Given her night terrors and panic attacks,andshackledherwithguiltsoheavyshecouldhardlybreathefrom the weight of it.

	Ron had been there for her back then. He'd held her in his arms, kissed her face, soothed her and told her everything was going to be okay. But, there wasonlysomuchevenRoncouldtake.Hercatatonicstate,hervacantstare and inattentiveness had effectively driven him into the warm, comforting

	armsofRomildaVane.Oratleast,thatwashisexcuse.Shewasn'tsure anymore. Didn't really care.

	Killingbecamemucheasierafterthat.Justanactofwar.Abattletactic.She became strangely detached to the act, until over time, she didn't lose a wink of sleep over it. Chose to comfort herself with thinking of the lives she'd saved by sending another dark soul straight to hell. She'd probably end up there herself, when all this was over.

	 

	
"IworryaboutyouHermione,wealldo,”Harrysaid,takingherhandand squeezing it lightly.

	"Youdon'tneedto.Icantakecareofmyself.”

	"Iknowyoucan.YoutookcareofmeandRonforyears,honestly,Idon't think we would have made it past the first year without you.”

	Theybothlaughedsilently,justoneshortpuffofair,likeoldfriends.Sortof.

	"I know you hate to relinquish control, but I think you need something to distractyou.Somethingelsesoyoudon'tspendeverywakinghourofyour existence thinking about this war.”

	"Idon'thaveanythingelse,Harry.Thereisnothingelseforme.” "You'd feel differently if you found someone.”

	Hermionesnortedandshookherhead."That'syouradvice?Finda

	boyfriend?Getmarried?Haveababyortwo?Doyouthinkthatwouldgive my life meaning? We're in the middle of a war, and we're losing Harry,

	badly.Bringingachildintoaworldlikethiswouldbeincrediblyselfish and-" She winced the second the words left her mouth.

	"Irresponsible?"Harryaskedwithasmalllaugh."Yeah.Ithoughtthesame thing when I found out Ginny was pregnant the first time. But it changes you, Hermione, being a parent, it's the most wonderful feeling in the

	world.”

	"It's certainly changed Ron,” she added, the acid clear in her voice as she pulledanotherdragofnicotineintoherlungs."He'slikeadifferentperson since Romilda found out she was expecting.”

	 

	
Eventually,whenthesnowgotthickerandthetemperaturedropped,they

	decidedtoretreatinside.Theycouldn'tputofftheinevitableanymore,they needed to prepare for Colin's funeral.

	TheOrderhadmadethedecisionalongtimeagotoforgoburials.They didn't have the time or the resources for a real funeral. Shacklebolt had decreedthatgraveyardsweretooopen;tooriskyforeveryonetogather outside and 'be sitting ducks for an attack'.

	Theyoptedforpyresinstead.Theolder,moreseniormembersofTheOrder argued that it was easier this way. They could gather deep underground, at the very bottom level of their base, and say goodbye to their fallen friends

	respectfully.Together.Theventsinthebasementwouldsuckthefumesand smoke from the tight space, and a few layers of magic could help conceal the smell.

	It never worked entirely though. The bouquet of burning flesh always seemedtolingerintheair.Grotesque.Vile.Noonewouldeatfordays afterward. Didn't have the stomach for it.

	Hermionestaredatherhandsasthemistfromhershowereclipsedthe bathroom.Crimson.StillthickwithColin'sblood.Notbloodfromthe killing curse that should have been hers. No, this was from a different

	injury.Adeepgashacrosshislegthatmusthavehappenedbeforeshefound him and Seamus.

	Butit was still his blood,nonetheless.

	She stripped quickly, threw her blood-ridden clothes into the hamper and steppedintothescaldingwater.Shescrubbedatherarmsandhands,wiping furiously to rid herself of Creevey's blood, of the evidence of her failure.

	Butit wouldn'tgoaway.

	Why...?

	Whycouldn'tshefuckinggetitoff?!

	 

	
Her skin seemed to hiss in protest; theflesh raw as shescratched it with the loofahagainandagainandagain.Butshecouldn'tgetitoff.Nomatterhow hard she scrubbed, Colin's blood seemed to be fused to her skin.

	Hermioneleanedagainsttheshowerwallandsliddownthetile.Unableto keep the tears that streamed from her eyes, unable to choke back the sob that ripped its way up her throat as she screamed. She screamed and she

	crieduntilherlimpsachedandherthroatwashoarse.Herbodyconvulsed, lungs threatening to collapse as she allowed herself to let go. To feel.

	She so rarely got to feel anymore. She'd witnessed so much death, seen so manybodiesburntbeyondrecognition.Sometimes,shejustneededtoletit out. Let the grief wash over her, exorcise herself of those emotions,

	vanquishthemfromherbody byherprivatetearsorscreams.

	Untileventually,thereweren'tanytearsleft.Andshewasleftempty,again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Everyone attended Colin's funeral. Every single surviving member of The OrderofthePhoenixtorethemselvesfromtheirtaskstopaytheirrespects- except for Kingsley and a few other senior members. They were probably too busy cooing over the artefact.

	Theyhadtocastseveralextensioncharmstolengthenthebasementso

	everyonecouldfitintothetightspace.Andasthefuneralbegan,everyone huddled together, clutching onto one another for comfort and support.

	DespiteonlybeingseveralmonthsyoungerthanHarry,Colinstilllooked veryyoung.He’dhadasmallgrowthspurtsomewherearoundtheageof

	fifteen,buthelookedsmall.Innocent.Itmighthavebeenhisblondcurls,or that his cheeks had never quite lost that youthful roundness, but Colin had always looked several years younger than his age.Always looked closer to

	 

	
beingsixteenthaninhismid-twenties,andifpossible,helookedeven younger now the colour had left his cheeks.

	Harrymadeaspeech.HegaveasmalleulogyofCreevey'slife;his

	accomplishments, his undying loyalty, and infectious smile that seemed to liftthespiritsofeveryonearoundhim.'Apuresoul',Harrysaid.'Oneofthebest'.

	Muffled sobs filled the air as attendees cast fire hexes to ignite the pyre. Mostbegantofileoutwhentheburningstarted,tooupsettowatchthebody of one of their own burn to ashes.

	Hermione stayed - she always did. Harry, Seamus, Ron, Luna, and Neville too. They all stood side by side in silence, watching the flames lick higher and higher, eclipsing their friend and disintegrate him into nothing.And as thefamiliarsmellofaburningbodyfilledtheair,Hermioneprayedtoevery god she could think of - Muggle or otherwise - that Colin's death hadn't

	beenfornothing.

	 

	
Medusa

	 

	29thNovember

	 

	 

	"Ididn'tthinkyouweregoingtoshow,”adeep,gravellyvoicesaidfrom behind. "Thought you'd forgotten all about me.”

	Hermionespuntowardthesoundanddrewherwand,aimingitathisthroat on instinct. The tip lit with a small green light; the killing curse ready, the incantation at the tip of her tongue.

	"Wow,wow,wow,easytherekiller."ShecouldhearthesmirkinMedusa's voiceasheheldhishandsup,showingherthathewasn'tarmed-notyet. Sheknewalltoowellhowquicklyhecoulddrawhiswandandpointitat her temple; he'd doneit enough times during their meetings. "Don't shoot the messenger,Lilith.”

	"Idon'thavetimeforgamesMedusa,”shesnapped,thecharmonhervoice box unnaturally distorting the words. "What's the information?"

	"Ah, ah, ah, not so fast," he said, waving his index finger at her. "First thingsfirst,youmadearightcock-uplastweek.Itoldyoutobecareful.

	Youalmostlosttheartefact.Doyouhaveanyideahowvaluablethatthingis?"

	Herfingerstwitchedtohexhim."Mycockup?Areyouserious?Theteam followed your instructions!And thanks for telling us about The Vhaltera Dagger by the way; they almost died because of that thing! If it's anyone's fault, it's yours because of your shitty information!"

	Medusatilted his head to theside. Shecould tell hewas mocking her, even from underneath his mask. "I wasn't there. Don't blame me because your teamwasunderprepared.Igaveyouenough;thelocation,thetime,thesize of the group. Everything else is onyou.Your teams' failure is onyou.”

	 

	
Hermionecouldn'thelpbutflinch,orstopherspinefromstraightening. "I take it you lost one of your own?"

	Hermionestayedsilent.Thegriponherwandtightened,herknuckles

	turned white as she swallowed the bile in her throat. Colin's death was still too fresh, like scratching an open wound. The impulse to lash out was growingstronger,eachcrueltormentfromMedusa'stongueanotherlashing that pushed her towards the edge.

	God,howshewantedtokillhimsomedays.Wantedtotearhiseyesfrom his skull and shove them down his throat just to silence him. He always seemed to know how to get under her skin, rile her up to the point the

	rationalpartofherbrain dulledandshewas aslavetoherimpulses.

	That couldn't happen today. She needed to be calm. Couldn't risk pissing himoffandlosingtheirrat.Couldn'tkillhimrightthereonthespotlikea dog. No matter how much she wanted to. He was too valuable; his

	informationwastooimportant. "I'll take that as a 'Yes' then.”

	"Whyareyouevendoingthis?"shesnapped,anacidicliltcreepingintoher voice. She didn't lower her wand. "Isn't it a little late for redemption for

	you?How much bloodis on yourledger?"

	"Oh, I've lost count, sweetheart.The list goes on and on." Medusa started to circleher;predatory,thewayawolfcirclesababydeer."ButIdon'tpretend to be something I'm not. I know what I've done, I know who I am. Do you know whoyouare?"

	"Whatareyougettingat?Idon't havetimeforgames.Spititout!"

	Medusachuckledunderhismask.Hispaceslowedalittle,buthedidn'tstop circling her. "How does your Order feel about some of your foot soldiers casting killing curses? I hear from a very reliable source, that the Granger

	girlhasbecomequitethelittlemurderer,andIknowshe'snottheonlyone. They wouldn't have sent you to me, into the snake pit as it were, if they

	 

	
didn'tthinkyoucoulddefendyourself.So,Iwonder,howmuchbloodison your ledger?"

	Itwasatestifshe'deverheardone.Achallenge.Anopeninvitationforan execution. He knew the effect he was having on her, probably guessed it

	fromthewayherchinjuttedoutdefiantly,orthedeadlygreenlight illuminating from the tip of her wand.

	Hermionetookacalmingbreath,feelinghershoulderstenseandrelax

	beforetheyslumpedaltogether.Shefinallyloweredherwand."MorethanI would like. It keeps me up at night, as it should. But this is war; we don't

	havetimetobegentleanymore."

	"Indeed. Spoken like a true Death Eater," Medusa said as he finished another rotation. She could feel his gaze burning into hers as he made anotherround.Examiningher,dissectingeverytwitchofherhandand

	micromovement.Sizingherup."Iwonder,wereyouaSlytherinbackinHogwarts?"

	"Whatdoesthathavetodowithanything?"

	"Ah, it seems I was mistaken. Only a Gryffindor would roar at such an accusation.Youlionsareallthesame;yourbarkisalwaysworsethanyourbite.”

	Hermionesnorted,feelingherliptwitchupwardsintoasortofsmirk."Ican prove you wrong if you'd like?"

	"Yeah?Whatwereyouthinking?SmallKnockbackjinxtotheknees?Little blindinghextoleavemevulnerablefortenminutes?Iknowyoulionsdon't like to use lethal curses if you can help it.”

	"Howaboutahexthatboilsthebloodinyourbrain?"sheasked,lovingthe way he paused at her words, like it caught him off guard. "Nothing

	brightensupyourTuesdayeveningquitelikeseeingamanfalltohisknees in agony."

	 

	
Medusachuckledatthat,hisshouldersshakingashestartedwalkingagain. The sound was menacing, vibrating low in his chest. It slid down her spine like freezing water. She suppressed a shudder. "You are full of surprises Lilith, even after all these years.”

	"WhydoyoucarewhathouseIwasin?Whatdifferencedoesitmaketoall of this?Are you going to switch sides, again, over some pathetic, long- forgotten quidditch house rivalry?"

	Hecametoastopinfrontofher.Hewasclose.Much,muchtooclose.

	Theirchestswerealmosttouching."Perhaps.Maybe,afteralltheseyearsof our secret meetings, I'm growing curious as to who exactly is under that mask of yours.”

	"I'llshowyou mineifyou showmeyours.”

	"Youfirst,"hesaidwithanodofhishead.Shecouldhearthesmileinhisvoice.

	Hermione narrowed her eyes at him, knowing he couldn't see from under theporcelain,doll-likemaskshewaswearing.Shewasdyingtoknowwho he was, to figure out which of Voldemort's loyal dogs had betrayed him.

	Voldemorthadstartedrankinghisgeneralsearlyinthewar,rewarding loyaltyanddevotionbyensuringthatdifferentlevelsofhisarmywore

	differentmasks.Awaytoshowcasetheirruthlessness,andintimidateTheOrder.

	At the bottom of the pile were the Black Masks.They wore the usual dark, cast iron masks; the ones that had given Hermione nightmares when she wasatHogwarts.Theywerenothingtohernow.Themajoritywerefreshly trained and new to the ways of war. They were still lethal, but most of the timetheywerejustimpulsive.EagertoshowtheirworthtoVoldemort,but easy to manipulate. They made excellent hostages for interrogations,

	usually sang like canaries on the first night - no curses needed. Harry encouragedcapturingthosetypesofsoldiers,probablysawitasmore humane, seeing as they broke quickly.

	 

	
NextonthehierarchywastheGoldMasks;thesecondincommand.There weremaybethirtyinVoldemort'sarmy.Highlytrained,andimmeasurably dangerous. Their masks were skulls crafted from the finest gold, every

	curve,anddipofthemetalshiningandcoveredinspikes.Theywere

	incredibleonthebattlefield,viciouskillersthatsparednoone.Hermione guessed they wereVoldemort's oldest followers;Yaxley, Rodolphus and Rabastan Le Strange, and Barty Crouch Jr. The fights always ended in multiple Order members' dead if Gold Masks were on the field.

	Thehighest-rankingDeathEatersweretheDemonMasks.Voldemort's

	righthands.Therewereonlytwoofthem;amanandawoman.Thewoman was obviously Bellatrix. She didn't even try to conceal her identity most of the time; her wild, untameable black hair clearly visible beneath her hood.

	NothingwasknownaboutthemaleDemonMaskotherthanhewas

	relentless on the field. Lethal.Amonster.The handful of times he'd been seenonthebattlefieldhe'dleftaseaofcorpsesbehindhim,nosurvivors.

	TheaimoftheDemonmaskswastoinstilfear,andtheydidthejob

	perfectly. The masks themselves were grotesque, but incredibly intricate. Thetophalfwasapureblackhumanskull,similartotheblackmasks;the lower jawbone was an animal's - a wolfs or a lion's, perhaps.The jaw was made of striking crimson metal with long, sharp prominent fangs that

	stretchedupeithersideofthemouthpiece.Themostrenownedfeatureof

	theDemonmaskswerethehorns;twohuge,elaboratethingsmadefromthe darkest metal, that curved out from their temples to cast the most sinister

	shadow.

	ButMedusaworeasimpleblackmask.Nothingunusualorfear-inducing about it. It was a façade if she'd ever seen one.

	Hermione knew that he was high-ranking. She guessed a Gold Mask, possibly turned out of spite for being deemed not worthy or dangerous enoughforapairofhorns.Hewouldn'thavebeenabletogatherthismuch information if he wasn't in the inner circle. He was intelligent too,

	frustratinglyso.He'dmanagedtopassoninvaluableinformationforyears, completely compromising Voldemort's power and giving The Order a

	chance.Somanyliveshadbeensavedandbattleswonbecauseofhim.

	 

	
Despitehisdownrightpredatorystanceandsharptongue,Hermionehad always thought he was interesting. Found their small battle of wits and sparringmatchesofwordsoddlyenthralling.Sometimesshethought-if

	circumstancesweredifferent-shemighthaveactuallyfoundhimappealing

	-

	Thensherememberedwhichsidehewason.Rememberedwhichmaster he'd chosen to serve, and the thought was extinguished as quickly as it'dignited.

	No, there was nothing redeemable about Medusa. No matter how much intelligence he leaked. He was a monster.Avile, inexcusable murderer. He'dprobablykilledsomanyofherfriends.Probablymurderedhundreds of Muggles and slept like a baby at night.

	"They'removingsomegirlsinafewweeks,"hesaid,derailinghertrainof thought. "Seven in total, I believe.”

	"Who?"

	Medusaheldhishandsbehindhisback,andstartedtocircleheragain. "Well, one is Shacklebolt's daughter, so I'm sure he'll be very eager to rescue her.”

	"Whynow?"sheasked,hermindalreadyformulatingahundreddifferent strategies. "Who are the others?"

	"Arethosereallythemostimportantquestionsrightnow?"hehissed,voice low as a whisper but sharp as a blade.

	Shetriedagain."Wherearetheytakingthem?"

	"ToTheDarkLordsheadquarters,"heanswered,tonelighter,apurr;

	apparently pleased with her question. "He means to keep them close and usethemasabargainingchiplater.Ibelievehewantstousethemtodraw Potter out.Atrade; seven lives in exchange for one.You lot are stupid enough to fall for it. Hero complex and all.”

	 

	
Fuck.Medusawasright.

	Harry would undoubtedly want to offer himself in exchange. Wouldn't be able to stop himself from being a sacrificial lamb, especially if young witches were involved. They couldn't let that happen. The prophecy was clear;HarryneededtobetheonetokillVoldemort.Hewastheirlasthope. IfVoldemortgothisclawsintoHarry,thewarwouldbeover.Therewould be nothing left to fight for.

	"Itwillbeasimpleoperation,inandout,"Medusasaid."Canyoumanagethat?"

	"Yes.”

	"Good."

	Sheturnedtoleave,herhandsalreadyreachingfortheportkeyinherbag- "Oh, and Lilith?"

	"Yes?"sheaskedwithoutturningaroundtofacehim.

	"Sendyourbestsoldiersonthisone.TheDarkLordisfuriousthathislast mission was intercepted, he'll be meaning to draw blood this time.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2ndDecember

	 

	Hermionewoketo ascream.

	 

	It wasnt unusual. She quite often rose to the shouts of petrified soldiers wakingfromnightterrorsandscreamsofpeoplecallingouttolovedones that'd been murdered in battle.

	 

	
Thisscreamwasdifferent.Itwasagonised;ablood-curdlingwailofpain. The scouts must’ve been back from their mission.

	Hermioneshotoutofbed,snatchingherwandandsatchelfromherbedside table, and sprinted to the infirmary. "What happened?" she shouted as soon as she crossed the threshold into the makeshift hospital. Her hands

	automaticallydoveintoherbagforpainpotionsshekeptthere.

	"SneakattacknearManchester,”ayounghealernamedKirsty,said,her voice trembling as much as her hands while she tried to pin down the

	writhingwizardbeneathher."They...theytriedtodisarmoneofhisbases but it was a trap.”

	ThewizardthrashedwhenKirstyaddedEssenceofDittanytotheburnt

	flesharoundhisshoulder.Hegnashedhisteethtogether,andhissedasthe sting of the medicine interacted with his injuries.

	Hermionestoodbesidehiscot."I'lltakethisone,"shesaid,juttingherchin to the other beds of injured soldiers. "Go tend to the others.”

	Kirsty released a heavy sigh. She looked like she was on the verge of tears. “Thankyou.”Shequicklyschooledherexpression,andthenturnedandran to one of the injured, her dark blonde hair poking in every direction as shewent.

	Hermionesurveyedthewizardonherbed,tryingherbesttodrownoutthe screams around her.

	CormacMcLaggenwasalmostunrecognisable.Hisskinwasseverely

	burnt.Scorchedfleshcoveredhalfhisfaceandthecrispivoryboneofhis cheek and eye socket were visible. The left half of his body was burnt

	beyond repair, meaning he would have little use of his left arm and leg. There wasn't a healing charm in the world strong enough for that type of extensivenervedamage.Shejusthopedshecouldrepairenoughtissuein time so he wouldn't lose them completely.

	”Whatspelldidthis?"Hermioneasked.

	 

	
"I...itwas...eugghhh!"McLaggensqueezedhiseyesclosed,screamingin painwhenHermionecastacharmtodisinfectthewoundonhisshoulder. "MOTHER FUCKER, IT HURTS SO MUCH!"

	"Pleasecalmdown,trytobreathe.Ican'tgetyouanantidoteifIdon'tknow what spell caused this.”

	"Wasn't-eughhhhh-wasn'taspell!” "Then what was it?"

	"Thedragon-FUCK!...thedragonwasback!”

	HermionelookedatCormac'sburntfaceandfroze."BlackShadow?" "Yes," he panted, writhing in agony. "Bla-black Shadow was there!”

	Hermionehadonlyseenitonce.IftheaceuptheOrder'ssleeveswas muggle machines, then Voldemort's was Black Shadow.

	Thedragonwasanexceptionallylargebeast.Ithadpureblackscales,eyes that seemed to glow like Satan, and a wingspan akin to that of a football

	field.ItwastwiceasbigastheIronBellyshe'driddenwhilelookingfor Horcruxes, maybe even three times as large.

	Itwasonly everriddenbythemaleDemonMask.

	Thedragonhadearneditsnamebyitsgargantuansize.Theonlywarningit was ever present in battle was the giant, demonic-looking shadow on the ground before the field was eclipsed in searing heat.

	Seamus had survived an attack by Black Shadow once. Had the common sense to hide under a pile of bodies when the beast flew overhead a final time to check for survivors. He said its flaming breath was hellfire itself. Hotter than anything he'd ever come across. It‘d melted the strongest iron, disintegratedbodiestoashandleftnothingalive.Hesaiditsroarmadethe very earth shake, and the sound of its wings beating against the air was

	comparableonlytoloudclapsofthunder.Unforgiving.Heart-stopping.

	 

	
IfBlackShadowwasbeingutilizedonthefieldmore,thenTheOrderwasfucked.

	 

	
Safeinmycage

	 

	12thDecember

	 

	 

	"Ihaveabadfeelingaboutthis,"Tonkswhisperedasshedrewacalming

	breath,concentratingonchangingherhairfromthevibrantshadeoforange it currently resembled. They couldn't afford to be seen right now.

	"Youworrytoomuch."Hermionecranedherneckaroundthesideofthe lighthouse, trying to get a better view. "We'll be fine. Medusa has been

	gatheringintelligenceonthisforweeks.It'sasimpleinandoutmission." "You trust him?"

	"Yes.He'sneverbeenwrongbefore.”

	Tonksnodded.Shefiddledwiththeedgeofhersleevesandtappedherboot to the earth. Her nerves were tangible, almost crackling around her. She

	hatedbeingawayfromTeddy-hateditconsiderablymoresinceLupin's

	death-butshewasafighter.Sherefusedtostayathomewhileotherpeople put themselves in danger.

	"Ronisgoingtobesoangry,”Tonksmurmuredasshedrewherwand.“He didn't want you to go on another mission so soon.You know he's going to kill you, right?"

	Hermionesnortedquietly."Hedoesn'tgetasayinwhatIdo.Hehashis own family to worry about now.”

	"Hedoes,"Tonksagreed."Buthecaresaboutyou.Hejustwantstokeep you safe.”

	Safeinmycagemorelike.Hermioneshookthethoughtawayandtapped the coin in her pocket with the edge of her wand.

	 

	
"Aretheothersready?"

	Whenthecoinburnedtwiceinresponse,Hermionenodded.

	The Muggle armies had been keen to get involved with this raid. They wanted to retaliate after their own officers were taken as hostages a few weeksago,butlaterdecidedagainstit.Thisoperationrequiredstealthand

	patience.Theyneededtobesilentandunnoticeablewhiletheylaidthetrap, and helicopters and tanks were not exactly the quietest things in the world.

	TenOrdermembershadbeenselectedforthismission,Hermioneand Tonks included. Harrison Waters, Kyle Elliott, Josh Rhodes, Hannah Abbott,SusanBones,RobertMarks,LeeBrookes,andXanderLowe.

	Theplanwassimpleenoughandinvolvedeveryoneworkinginpairs.The group was already scattered in a circle on the field, wands drawn and

	concealedunderafewlayersofmagictomakethemcompletelyinvisible.

	HermioneandTonkswerehiddenbehindthelighthouseafewpacesback, acting as scouts. Once the Death Eaters were in the middle of the circle, surrounded on all sides, the attack would start.

	ThestrategywastodisarmasmanyDeathEatersaspossible,andthengo after the carriage to retrieve the girls. NoAnti-Apparation wards were set up; they needed a quick getaway once the girls were free.

	Shacklebolt had given firm instructions that there was to be no killing curses on this mission. No guns. No bombs. No lethal hexes.'It's a rescuemission,simpleasthat,'he’dsaid.'Noneedforfatalities'.Hermionedidn't miss the way his eyes narrowed a fraction at her when he gave the order.

	SheandShackleboltwereusuallyonthesamepagewhenitcametokilling; neither liked it, but both thought it was necessary.Apparently, Shacklebolt was going to appease Harry on this mission. She wondered how long it

	wouldlast.

	Voldemort had chosen a different means of transportation this time.After thetunnelswereusedagainsthissoldiersduringthelastraid,he'dchosena

	 

	
more open route for this task. The Death Eaters were transporting the girls viafootacrossthecoastline,andtheinterceptionpointforthismissionwas the White Cliffs of Dover.

	Normally,theDeathEaterstravelledbyApparitionorPortkey,butslaves andpricelessartefactscomplicatedmatters.ThosemethodslefttheDeath Eaters vulnerable, made it harder to cast hexes and transfigure shields to

	protectwhatevertheywerecarrying.TheuncertaintyofApparationrisked damagingfragilecargo,andtheriskofsplinchingwasincreasedtenfoldif the 'cargo' in question was fighting and clawing and trying to escape.

	Voldemortdidn'tliketakingriskslikethat,notwithobjectsofsuch

	importance.He'dratherriskthelivesofhisgeneralsthandamageanobject he wanted. Would rather chain up the artefact or slaves, throw them in a carriage and have his soldiers march them across the continent - and the

	Orderplannedtousethattotheiradvantage.

	Thewindhowledfuriouslyaroundtheopencoastline.Wavescrashed

	against the base of the cliff beneath them, smashing into the rocks to create loud booms as theearth was worn away by thesea. It was theperfect cover for their mission. Hermione couldn't have planned it better herself. Maybe the hum of a tank's engine wouldn't have been that noticeable after all. She wouldneedtokeepworkingonhercloakingspells,maybetherewasaway they could be utilized on the field more if the weather conditions were similar to this.

	Thecarriagecameintoviewoverthehilltopat2:53;rightwhenMedusa said it would.

	Thelarge,ordinarywoodenboxwaspulledbytwoThestral's,andtwelve cloaked figures flanking all sides. Eleven Black Masks, and one Gold Mask. Medusa had been right. Voldemort wasn't taking any chances this time. He was looking for blood.

	Thegroupwaitedsilently,pulsesnoticeablyquickeningasthecarriageand its guards neared the trap.

	 

	
Despitetheunexpectedcoverofthewind,Hermionestillheldherbreath, still kept herself as still as possible as the targets neared the others. She

	narrowed her eyes as they passed the concealed forms of Hannah and Lee. ThecloaksoftheBlackMasksmust’vebeeninchesfromthem.Theirboots must've been practically brushing against Hannah as they made their way

	past.

	Oneoftheblackmasksstoppedsuddenly.SodidHermione'sheart.

	The cloaked figure - the smallest of the group - turned slightly, and stared down at theexactspot where Lee was crouching. They tilted their head to theside,shufflingawkwardlyontheirfeetastheotherDeathEatersandthe carriage continued with their route, pulling further away from them.

	Hermione'sgriptightenedonherwand.Theycouldn’tseeLee;sheknew that they couldn’t -

	ThesmallDeathEatertookacautiousstepforward.

	Tonksinchedaroundthecornerofthelighthouse,wanddrawnandpointing at the enemy.

	HermioneaimedhersastheBlackMaskraisedtheirhand,reachingtowardsLee.

	Theirfingersstretchedoutwards,searchingforpurchase-

	"Parkinson,”theGoldMaskshouted,voicecuttingthroughthetensionlike the crack of a whip."Get back into formation!"

	The Black Mask instantly snatched their hand away and turned to face the carriage."Sorry,sir,”afemininevoiceanswered.Shequicklyre-joinedthe group and resumed her place guarding the right side of the carriage.

	PansyParkinson;Hermionehad wondered if shewas still alive.Apparently so,althoughshe'dnotmanagedtoworkherwayuptheranksyet.Stillatthe bottom of the pile despite her father's undying loyalty and servitude to

	Voldemort.

	 

	
Hermione’sheartrestarted,andseventeensecondslater,thecarriagewasin the centre of the trap.

	Everyone leaped into action. Kyle and Harrison disarmed the Death Eaters thatguardedtheleftsideofthecarriage;HannahandSusandidthesameon the right.

	TheThestralssquealedastheOrdermemberspoppedintoexistence.

	Startled,theyrearedontotheirbackslegs,andflappedtheirwings defensively while the Death Eaters drew their wands.

	"Atrap!"aBlackMaskshoutedashemovedtodisarmJoshandRobert. "Call for backup!"

	TheGoldMaskreachedintohispocketandtappedsomething.Hermione tried to stop him, casting a strong knock-back jinx at him as she sprinted into the battle, but he blocked it with a simple flick of his wrist.

	Non-lethalspellsalwayswereeasiertoblock.Itwasoneofthereasonswhy she hated using them on the field. They were pointless. Child's play.

	ShecouldfeeltheGoldsmilingunderhismaskashethrewagreencurseat her. He knew they were using less dangerous magic. He knew they

	undoubtedlyhadanadvantage.

	Thiswasnotgood.Thiswasnotfuckinggood.Theyneededtowrapthis mission up, quickly.

	HermioneduelledtheGold,knowingshewasthebestequippedtokeephim occupied whilst the others fought the Black Masks. If she couldn't kill him, she could at least distract him and stop him from killing her friends.

	TonksdisarmedoneDeathEatereasily.Shesnappedtheirwandthe

	momentitlandedinherpalm,andthencastacharmthatencasedtheirbody in thick metal chains to prevent their escape. She always followed her

	instructionstotheletter.

	 

	
Hermioneknocked theGold to his knees, and wasjustquick enough to cast ashieldingcharminfrontofRobertbeforeanAvadacouldconnectwithhis chest, saving his life by less than a second.

	"Eyesopen!"sheshoutedastheGoldMaskpulledhimselftohisfeet.A

	greencurseshotfromhiswand.Shedeflecteditwithashield."Immobilise the others! We need to get this over with quickly!"

	Cursesandhexesofeverycolourshotaroundthefield.White.Blue.

	Orange.Red.Thevastmajoritywerethatdeadly,sickeningshadeofgreen. The Death Eaters weren't taking any chances.

	SeveralnarrowlyshotpastHermione,justmissingherelbow,herlegs,her head. Her shielding magic was alwaysjustquick enough to protect her. It seemedthatshewastheprimarytarget,whichwasn'tasurprisereally.She was the leader of this group, and one of the most lethal members of The

	Order.Itmadesensetheywouldwanttotakeheroutquickly.Eliminatethe biggest threat first, and then watch the rest crumble.That was exactly what she was doing with the Gold Mask.

	SheforcedhereyesforwardwhensheheardanAvadacollidewithsomeone behind her. Forced herself to keep calm, keep her composure, and only cast a Stupefy at the Gold when Susan Bone's ear-piercing scream resonated through the air and her corpse fell to the ground.

	TheGoldchuckledfromunderhismaskwhenhercursemissedhischest, shooting over his shoulder and disappearing into the thick clouds behind him. Her anger was affecting her aim more than it should be.

	Hermione saw red, and started to cast any hex she could think of in quick succession.Thecursesfellpastherlipsquickerthaneverbefore,eachone forcingtheGoldMaskbackanotherstep.Shewasn'tallowedtocastlethal hexes, but surely if he retreated to the edge of the cliff and fell, that

	wouldn’tcount,wouldit?

	"Yourcadetsaren'tdoingtoowellwithoutyourhelp,"theGoldsaid,his armsswingingviolentlyineverydirectionasheattemptedtodeflecther advances. "Don't you want to help them?"

	 

	
"Iwill,”shespatasapowerfulwhitelightalmostbrokehisshield,inching him back several paces. "After I'm finished with you.”

	Hermione was so absorbed in her duel that she didn't see Xander fall. So overcomewithragethatshedidn'tseehischestexplodefromtheforceof Parkinson’s hex, decorating the once beautiful meadow of grass crimson, organs and blood mixing in with the dirt. The sight made Hannah vomit.

	TheGoldMaskcontinuedhisretreat.Hisfeetwerejustinchesfromthe cliff drop.

	Outthecornerofhereye,HermionesawParkinsonbeengulfedinchains. She heard her fall to the floor,screaming and thrashing while Harrison checked her for concealed weapons.

	HermionetriednottofeeltooelatedwhenLeerestrainedanotherBlack Mask and threw their wand over the edge of the cliff.

	"Expelliarmus!"Hermioneshouted.

	TheGolddroppedhiswandlikeit’dgivenhimanelectricshock.Itflew quickly into the air, and then landed delicately in Hermione’s palm.

	Thebattlewasalmostover.Theycoulddothis.Theyweregoingtowin.A part of her couldn’t believe it -

	Andthensheheardit.Aloudclapofthunderthatwasn'tthunderatall,but gigantic reptilian wings beating against the air.

	Theroarstartedlow.Thesoundwashoarsebutthenitdeepened.The

	crescendowasearpiercing.Hermione'shandsinstinctuallyflewtocover her ears to shield her from it. It was hideous, she swore she could feel it

	vibratinginherblood.Seamuswasright,itreallydidmaketheveryearthshake.

	The moment she saw Black Shadow, Hermione knew she was going to die. Thedragonappearedovertheclifftopquickerthanshethoughtimaginable, its gargantuan wings propelling it quickly over the hilt before baring down.

	 

	
Amalefiguresatproudlybetweenitsshoulders,Demonmaskfirmlyinplace.

	Asthedragoncircledthebattlefieldfromoverhead,itsshadowblackened the earth. Every flap of its wings felt like being hit by an invisible tidal

	wave.Hermionefoughttokeepherfeetplantedfirmlytothefloor,focusing on not falling over despite the unforgiving force.

	Thedragonopeneditsmouthasitcamebacktowardsthem;anamberlight emitted from within.

	Hermione felt the heat of its breath before a single flame had even left its mouth.Thewaveoffiremovedatanimmeasurablespeed,quickerthanshe couldeventhinkofapossibleshieldingcharm.Notthatitwouldhavedone any good. No spell was powerful enough to shield her from that. Flames

	shotfromthereptile'sjaws,explodingontothegrassanddisintegrating Kyle and Robert instantly.

	Theyneverhadachanceofescapingit.Didn'tevenhaveenoughtimetoscream.

	TheGoldMaskstriumphantcackleraisedthehairsonHermione'sarms.

	"You'redead,"helaughedcruelly,manically."You'reallfuckingdeadnow, little girl.”

	FuckKingsley.

	Hermionecastafinalhex,thewhitelightconnectingwiththeGold'storso with such a force it sent him careening over the edge of the cliff, leaving

	him to the mercy of the jagged rocks beneath. She imagined it killed him instantly,themixtureofgravityandtheheightprobablypulledhimtowards the earth with such velocity that his body exploded upon impact. Hoped it didn't though. Hoped he survived, just so he would suffer. Lay there for hours in agony while he waited for the sweet kiss of death.

	Thedragonstarted toturnat theothersideofthefield, readytomake

	anotherpassovertheirheads.Itroaredagain,thelowvibrationsofitmade

	 

	
Hermione'sskinpebble.Itsmouthandunderbellyignited,illuminatingwithfire.

	"Getthegirls!"Hermioneshouted."Quickly!"

	Harrison leaped forward. He knocked another Black Masks unconscious andsnappedtheirwandwhileHannahsprintedtothebackofthecarriage. She quickly disintegrated the locks and swung the doors open.

	“You'resafe,”Hannahcooedassheoutstretchedherhand,eyeslocking with the terrified girls inside. "It's okay.You're safe.”

	"Gotanyideas?"Tonksshoutedasshecastashieldingcharmoverthecarriage.

	"Maybeone.”Hermionefumbledinher bag,thenthrewtheCloakof

	InvisibilitytoHarrison."Usethistoconcealthecarriageandtakethegirls tosafety.We'llstayhereanddistracttheBlackMasks.Hopefullyit'llgive you enough time to escape.”

	Harrison'seyeswidenedwithrealization.Heopenedhismouth,presumably to protest, but Hermione cut him off.

	"Wedon'thavetimetoargue!Thereisn'tanotherway!Getthegirlsand-"

	Thelittlesunlighttheyhadwasblockedbyademonicshadow.Thedragon was directly overhead, high in the sky and nose-diving with incredible

	speedtowardsthem.

	"Go!"Hermionescreamed,theterrorclearinhervoiceasthedragon's mouth opened. "Now!”

	HannahandHarrisonquicklymountedtheThrestrals.Harrisonpulledthe reins tight and forced the beasts into a run. Hannah cast a charm on the cloak, extending it with magic so it would be large enough to cover the carriage and Thestrals.

	Thedragonstartedtoclosein,everyflapofitshugewingspropellingitcloser.

	 

	
"Youneedtogoquicker,"Hermionehushedthroughclenchedteethasshe knocked out another assailant. Her eyes swept from the carriage, to the

	approachingdragon,andthenbackagain."Comeon,youneedtobequicker!"

	The Thestrals finally pulled the carriage into the air, their small wings bowing,perfectlyinsyncastheydraggedtheboxfromtheground.Hannah caught Hermione's eye, gave a small nod - probably a thank you for saving her life- and magically draped thecloak over thecarriageand thethestrals.

	Andthentheyweregone.Disappearedintonothingastheymadetheir escape - with the slaves.

	Missioncompleted;thegirlshadbeensaved.

	AstheremainingOrdermembersstartedtoApparatetosafety,Hermione and Tonks stayed behind to do a final headcount. Hermione scanned the

	battlefieldforanyonetooweaktoescapeontheirown.Sherefusedtoleave anyone behind.

	Susan Bones: dead. XanderLowe:dead. RobertMarks:dead. Kyle Elliot: dead.

	HannahandHarrison:escaped. Josh Rhodes: escaped.

	LeeBrooks:escaped-

	Hermionehadn't seen thedragon breathefire, but shefelt it. Fucking hell,didshefeelit.Eventhoughshewasatleastafewhundredfeetawayfrom the beast, as soon as the dragon opened its mouth and its flames collided with the ground, it felt like a bomb had been detonated.Atsunami of impossible heat smashed into her body and sent her flying into the air.

	 

	
Shelandedflatonherback,thefallstealingherbreath.Shetriedtogetup, but the throbbing aches in her body pulled her back down.

	Thebeautifulgrasswascompletelyeclipsedinfirearoundher.Throughthe roaring flames, Hermione thought she could hear someone praying that she was still alive.

	The heat continued to increase, getting much, much too hot. The flames wereinchesfromherbody.Hermionetriedtoblinkthroughthepain,tried to force air into her lungs -

	Nothingworked.Shecouldn'tbreathe.Shedidn'tcarethatitwould

	probablytastelikesmoke.Didn'tcarethatitwouldbeinhalingintheashes of her friends' disintegrated bodies.She just needed to breathe!

	"Hermione!"avoicepleadedsomewhereinthedistance."Pleasegetup!Oh please, please get up!"The voice got louder; cool hands clasped around her neck and shoulder and lifted her off the ground."Hermione, can you hear me?!Ican'tApparateyouifyou'renotconscious!It'stoodangerous!Please open your eyes.”

	"....T...Tonks?"Hermione'svisionclearedslowly,comingbackintofocus the more she blinked.

	"Ohmy…Ithoughtwelostyou."Tonks’vibrantredhaircameintoview. She was hovering above Hermione; severely burnt butalive.

	Theonceblue-greyskywasnowblack,coveredinthick,heavysmokeand ash flittering through the air.

	Hermione struggled, but managed to raise herself onto her elbows. "We needtogo,"shesaid.HerfingersfumbledforherwandtoApparate."I'mfine.”

	"Okay,let'sgetyououtofhere.”

	AlltheDeathEatershadbeenimmobilized,eitherunconsciousorbound with unbreakable chains or ropes. Unable to move but watching.

	 

	
Theonlythreatwas- The dragon.

	AdrenalineshotthroughHermione.White-hot,searingadrenalinethat

	pushedthedizzyingachefromherskullandclearedhervisionimmediately. How could she have forgotten? Where was the dragon?

	"Steady,"TonkshushedasshepulledapanickingHermionetositup straight. "You're bleeding everywhere-"

	Tonksneverfinishedhersentence.

	Her words were cut off. Her tender whisper died on her tongue as her lungs wereslicedinhalf.Thehex,thatHermionedidn'tsee,rippedthroughTonks soviolentlythatittoreherbodyinhalf,andleftajagged,crimsonlinefrom her left shoulder to her right hip.

	Hermionetriedtolurchtoher feet.Ascreamtoreitswayupherthroatas

	bothpartsofTonks’corpselandedeithersideofherwithathud,butbefore she had even reached her wand, unforgiving chains wrapped around her.

	They pinned her arms to her sides and bound her legs together, making her unable to support her weight. She fell onto her back again, screaming. The moreshefoughtagainsttherestraints,thetightertheyboundher.Themetal dug into her skin, bruising and biting as she tried to kick her legs out.They crushed her chest and squeezed her lungs as she twisted on the ground,

	practicallysuffocatingher.

	Over her screams, she heard the thunderous clap of wings. The ground shook violently as she looked up to see Black Shadow land a few feet away fromher.Itflappeditscolossalwings,andafinalbone-chillingroaremitted from deep in its chest. It lowered its head and shoulder to the earth -

	"HermionefuckingGranger,”theDemonMask-Tonks'murderer-sneered as he dismounted the dragon. His voice was sharp as a blade but strangely familiar, even through the voice altering charm. "We've been looking

	everywhereforyou.”
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	Hermione'sthroatwassore.Merlin,itwasfuckingsore.Shedidn'tthink she'd ever screamed this much in her life.

	Herwristswerecut.Bloodtrickleddownherarmsasshethrashedagainst the metal restraints he'd bound her with again and again to no avail.

	She'd tried to fight with every fibre of her being to get away from the Demonmask.She'dtriedtoheadbutthim,kickhim,eventriedtobitehim as he'd roughly yanked her to her feet and dragged her across the field.

	She'd gotten a few good shots in; a satisfied smirk on her face when he’d liftedherontothedragonsback,puttingherintheperfectpositiontokick him in the chest with the flats of both her feet.

	Thesmirkvanished,however,whenhe'dretaliatedwithaveryungentle Stupefy between her eyes.

	She'd been mostly unconscious after that. She'd woken a few times, jolted awakebythethunderousclapofreptilianwings,butitwasonlytemporary.

	Hereyelidsalwaysflutteredclosedbeforeshecouldgetagrasponhersurroundings.

	Hermione’ssenses-andherfight-startedtoreturnwhenthecityofYork came into view some hours later. She was still a little groggy when the

	dragoncircledthecathedral,butbythetimeitlandedonthecobbled streets, she was wide awake.

	TheDemonMaskcurledhisfingersaroundHermione’srestraints,pulling

	herrightalongsidehimasheslidoffBlackShadow’sback.Hecastacharm on her chains, loosening themjustenough to allow her to walk.

	Notthat shehad anyintention ofdoingso.

	 

	
Assoonashestartedtodragheralong,Hermionedugherheelsintothe ground and pulled back. They struggled for a moment or two, but

	eventuallytheDemonMaskhuffed,andcastawordlesshexthatknocked the air from Hermione’s lungs. She collapsed from the intensity of it, but the Demon didn’t seem to care; just grabbed the chains around her

	shoulders,anddraggedherbackwardthroughthestreets.

	TheexactlocationofVoldemort'sbasehadneverbeenknowntoTheOrder. They knew it was somewhere in the NorthYorkshire area, somewhere easily accessible with plenty of Floo connections. They guessed it was

	somewhereelaborateandostentatious,buthemovedsooftenitwasnearly impossible to pinpoint the exact whereabouts.

	Thinkingbacknow,Hermionewasfuriousthatshedidn'trealizeitbefore.

	YorkCathedral;whatanobviousplaceforhiscentreofoperation.Itwas

	theperfectstadium;large,regal,ademonstrationofhisstrengthandwealth. The perfect place to showcase his growing power. The high, jewelled windows and lustrous gold trimmings were sure to allure new recruits,

	seducingthemwithmiragesofrichesandpower.Itsangofallthepromises his loyal followers could attain, if they served their mighty lord well, ofcourse.

	MaybeVoldemortconsideredhimselfakingamongsthisloyaldogs.He

	neverseemedthetypeforjewelsandgoldbefore,butgreedandillusionsof grandeur always did do interesting things to the mind.

	The cathedral itself was breath-taking. Hermione didn't think she'd ever seenaplacesogrand,evenbeforethewar.Itwasundeniablyburstingwith magical energy; afortress of solid beauty and endless possibilities. Even if it was warped by Voldemort's repugnant influence, it still was quite

	bewitching to behold.As she was dragged across the floor and the stone cut into her legs, she couldn't help but think how truly magnificent the building was.AtriumphtoMugglearchitecture.ItwasnowonderVoldemortwanted to make it his own, manipulate it to show that Wizarding folk were vastly superior.Even though the silk tapestries were replaced with dark curtains, and the images of Christ were transfigured intoserpents, it still took

	Hermione'sbreathaway.

	 

	
Sheimaginedthepewswerepreviouslyfilledwithrowsuponrowsofmen and women, all with kind eyes and gentle hearts, hymn books clutched to their chests as they peacefully worshipped their God. The image almost warmed her.

	But therewereno kind eyes in theroom now. Rows of cloaked figures replacedthem;filledwithmasksofBlackandGoldmetal.Theirhearts

	werelikeice;deadasthepeoplethey'dmurderedwhentheytookoverthis Holy place and made it their centre of operation. There was no warmth in here now, not anymore.

	Theairwasparticularlyfreezing.Hermione'sbreathfrostedinfrontofher as she panted and struggled against her restraints. There would be no

	warmthfromprayerstoerasethechillthatwasseepingintoherbones.

	Dementorscircledoverhead,bowingandfloatingsoftlyontheceilingof

	thecathedral.Theirblackcloakseclipsedthemuralsofangelsandcherub's, covering them like ominous shadows, like the grim reaper itself.

	Well,thatexplainsthecold,Hermionethoughtbitterly.Theirproximitysent a chill down her spine.

	Voldemortsatonadarkthroneattheendoftheaisle.Hislong,grotesque nails were wrapped around the edges of the armrest. The Demon Mask

	threwHermioneathismaster'sfeetandthenkneltbesideher.Hebowed, andwhenshedidn'tfollowhislead,hegrabbedthebackofherneckand pushed her head to the floor.

	MaybeHermionewaswrong.MaybeVoldemortdidn'tthinkhewasaking amongst his loyal Death Eaters. Maybe he thought he was a God to them, theirowndarkprincewhohadbeenresurrected,bornagainfromtheashes of the old war to rise and lay claim to the newer, more lenient world.A

	worldwhichhadgrownalittlemoretolerantofmuggleborns,andeven formed a small, secretive alliance with Muggles.

	Somehow,thatthoughtterrifiedhermore.

	"Well,well,”Voldemortcooedquietly."Whatdowehavehere?"

	 

	
"MyLord,"theDemonmaskgreeted."Ihavebroughtyouagift."

	"Icanseethat,"Voldemortanswered."Didyouacquirethisgiftonyour latest mission?"

	"Yes.I-"

	"Youletthemgetaway!"asharpvoicebellowed,andthepunishinggrip left Hermione's neck. She lifted her head to see a Gold Mask marching

	towardsthem,blindfuryevidentineverystridehetook."Youfuckingidiot! You let them get away with the girls!"

	"CarefulGold," the Demon mask sneered, voice calm but biting as he stood, irritated at being interrupted mid-sentence. "I suggest you choose yournextwordsverycarefully.Wewouldn'twantourLordtothinkyou've forgotten how to address your superiors, would we?"

	"Superiors?!You're joking, aren't you?"The Gold stopped in front of the Demon, pointing his finger at that horrible, toothy mask. "The Order got awaywiththeslavesbecauseofyou!Youdon'tdeservethehornsonyour head you useless-"

	The Gold's words were cut off in a grunt, followed by a sickening gargle. Hetookashakystepback,andhishandsflewtohisstomachtodelicately touch the silver dagger that was embedded to the hilt in his lower chest.

	Hermioneguesseditwaslodgedbetweentworibs;thesquelchingsound

	sheheardwasprobablyhislungsfillingwithhisblood.TheDemonhadjust punctured the lung of another general, and Voldemort wassmiling.

	The Gold fell to his knees in front of Hermione, choking and grasping his chest.Sheinstantlydraggedherselfbackwards,jumpingslightlywhenher shoulders connected with the Demon's calves.

	Voldemort'smenacingchuckleresonatedthroughthecathedralwalls,the

	chillingsoundechoing,magnifyingastheothercloakedfiguresjoinedin.A symphony of death if she'd ever heard it.An opera of inhumanity.

	 

	
Hermione'shearthammeredviolentlyinherchest,butsheforcedherselfto remaincalm.Iftheykilledtheirownsoeasily,sowithoutremorse,whatin Merlin's name were they going to do to her?

	"Youneverwereoneforsecondwarnings,wereyou?"Voldemortsaid,a small smile at the edges of his lips.

	"No.IsupposeI'mnot,"theDemonansweredsimply,hisvoicestillaltered by the charm.

	Hermione'sbrowfurrowedasshestaredupathismask,asifshemightbe abletoseethroughthemetalifsheconcentratedhardenough.Whydidhe sound so familiar?

	"Andthatiswhyyouaresovaluabletome,andwhyyouhaveearnedyour placebymyside,overother,morepitifulgenerals."Voldemorttsk'dashis eyes flittered to the choking Gold on the floor. "Such a disappointment.

	Nevermind,Rodolphus?"

	"Yes,myLord,"oneoftheGoldMasksansweredfromacrossthecathedral. He stood from his pew and bowed his head to his master like a dog.

	"Wouldyoubesokindastotakeyourbrotherandhealhiswounds,before

	hebleedstodeathonmynewrug?"

	BothRodolphusandRabastanLestrangewereGoldMasks,thatwas

	interesting.ArthurWeasleywascorrect,itwasashameHermionewouldn't be able to tell him.

	"Yes,ofcourse,myLord,"Lestrangesaidashemadehiswaytowards

	them.Hegrippedhisbotherharshlybytheelbow,ignoringhisyelpofpain ashedraggedhimtohisfeetandledhimintoaprivateroomatthebackof the Cathedral.

	"AndRodolphus?"Voldemortcalledjustbeforetheyclosedthedoor. "Yes, my Lord?"

	 

	
"Doremindhimtorespecthissuperiors. Nexttime,Iwilllethimbleedto

	deathifhespeaksout ofturntoaDemon. Heneedstorememberhisplace.”

	"Of course. I will ensure that the message has sunk in before I heal him." Rodolphusbowedhisheadafinaltime,thendisappearedbehindthedoor.

	There was a sense of finality in the movement, and Hermione wondered if Voldemortevenexpectedhimtosurvive.Probablydidn't.Probablyalready had fifty Black Masks eager to jump in their superiors' grave. They

	probablywouldhavestabbedhimtoo,giventhechance.Shedidn'timagine therewasmuchorderamongstthelowerranks.Theywereprobablyalways at each other's throats, willing to do anything to get promoted. Like dogs in a fighting pit, mauling each other for the chance of a shinier, more

	prestigiouscollar.

	"Isittruewhathesaid?"Voldemortasked,hiseyesdriftingovertohischief general again. "Did the girls getaway?"

	"Theydid,myLord,"theDemonsaid,wipingtheGold'sbloodfromhis black robes. "But I acquired something much more valuable instead.”

	Hermionecouldn'thelpthegaspthatescapedherlipswhentheDemon half-turned and gestured towards her. Or that her heart stopped for a

	momentwhenVoldemort'shollow,ghost-likeeyeslandedonher.Hisstare was intrusive, stifling, like he was cutting her open, filling through her

	layersofskinasiftheyheldhersecrets. "Who is this?" Voldemort asked.

	"HermioneGranger."TheDemonsnarledthewords,asthoughsayingher name left a foul taste in his mouth. "Potter's favourite mudblood.”

	Voldemort tilted his head to the side at the mention of Harry's name. He narrowedhiseyes,andhisgripontheelderwandtightenedashelooked her over again, as if he was seeing her for the first time.

	"Ourintelligenceofficerstellmethatdespiteherbeingamudblood,sheis very high ranking in The Order," the Demon went on. "It's probably the

	 

	
reasonwhythey'relosingsobadly.Havingoneoftheirkindastheirhighest ranking general just shows their inferiority to you, my Lord.You should

	nevertrustamudbloodtodoawizard'sjob.”

	ThecloakedfiguressneeredundertheirmasksattheDemon'scomments, all chuckling cruelly as they whispered amongst themselves.

	Hermioneraisedherchinandsquaredhershoulders,keepinghereyes

	lockedonVoldemort.Sherefusedtobeintimidated.Refusedtoallowthem to think her weaker because of her blood. She was just as deadly as they were. If the Demon hadn't already taken her wand, she'd prove it. They

	couldgotohelliftheythoughtshewouldn'tslitalltheirthroatswithouta second's hesitation.

	"WhenIsawheronthefield,”theDemonsaid,"allofoursoldierswere neutralized, and two Order members had already commandeered the

	carriageandweremakingtheirescape.”TheDemonlookeddownat

	Hermioneinawaythatcausedashivertorundownherspine,likesomeone walking on her grave. "I knew I only had enough time to intercept one;

	preventafewmeaninglessslavesfrombeingfreed,orcaptureoneofthe most vital members of The Order.”

	"Icanonlyimaginethesecretsshemustknow,"Voldemortsaid,nodding hisheadinapproval."Andshewillmakeanexceptionalbargainingchip.

	TheperfectdamselindistresstolurePotteroutofhiding.Youmadethe

	rightchoice,asusual.Consideryourdutiescompletedfortheday.Remove your mask, you deserve a drink."

	Aslavewas brought forward; asmall girl dressed in threadbarerobes and a metalcollarandchainclaspedaroundherneck.Notthatitwasneeded.The girl was undoubtedly a muggle, or a muggleborn dosed high withAnti-

	Magicpotions.Shewasn'tathreat;thecollarandchainwerepurely

	symbolic.Atooltodemonstrateherplaceamongstthepurebloods.Toshow her secondary status. How truly fucking sickening.

	Astheshiveringgirlsteppedforward,thesilverplattersheheldshookin

	herhands.SheofferedafluteofbubblingchampagnetoVoldemort,thento the Demon. Her captor snatched a glass with one hand, the other reached

	 

	
forthebackofhishead.Hermionewatchedhisglovedfingerselegantlyslip off the hood of his robes to reveal startling white-blonde hair.

	Herbreathcaughtinherthroatwhenheremovedthemetalfromhisface, and she locked onto those familiar, cruel grey eyes. The eyes of her

	childhood bully.The vile, unfeeling traitor who'd watched her writhe and screamonhisparlourflooryearsagowhilehisownaunttorturedher.His eyes didn't burn the way they used to though. Didn't flicker with

	resentment.Didn'tglistenthewaytheyhadwhenhe'dturnedawayfromher that day, when she'd lay screaming, begging for his help. They were coldnow.

	DracoLuciusMalfoy.Hewasstillalive.StillasloyaltoVoldemortasever. Still a Death Eater.

	No,hewassomuchmorethanthatnow.HewasaDemonMask.She

	realized she couldn't think of a more suitable title for him. He really was a soullessdemon;amonster.He'dkilledhiscousinhoursago.He'drippedher into two pieces, and now he was sipping champagne with the evilest wizard of all time with a smug smile on his face.

	Although shesuspected they'd crossed paths in various war zones over the years,Hermionehadn'tseenhisfacesincethebattleofHogwarts,andhe'd changed considerably since then. His shoulders were broader now and his arms were wrapped in thick muscle, but he was still slender. Build still fit for a seeker. His skin looked like marble, cold, perfect, not a blemish in sight. His features were even sharper, rivalling the most beautiful

	renaissancepaintingsshe'deverseen.Hishighcheekbonesweremore prominent, jawline more angled. He looked elegant, graceful, and absolutely fucking lethal.

	"You!"Hermionehissed,unabletokeepsilentasragetwistedthroughher in a way it never had before.

	Malfoy'seyessnappedtohers.Anamusedsmirkdecoratedhissharp features as he looked at her.

	"Youfuckingmonster!Howcouldyou?!"

	 

	
Malfoycockedhisheadtotheside,amused."Caretoelaborate,mudblood?"

	"YoukilledTonks!" "And?"

	"And?"Hermioneblinkedfuriously.Theroomfullofmurderersreadyto decapitate her on a second's notice forgotten through her indescribable anger. "She was your cousin! She was a mother!"

	"Shewasafilthybloodtraitor,"hesnapped,smilingashesippedhis champagne. "She's no family of mine.”

	"Don'tyoufeeltheslightestbitofremorse?!Where'syourhumanity?"

	Malfoyscoffed.Hiseyesdarkenedashetookasteptowardsher.The

	movementwasslow,fluid,predatory."Myonlyregretisthatitwasquick.I wish I could have made it last, made her suffer and realize what a fucking colossalmistakeshe'dmadeinchoosingthewrongsidebeforethelightleft her eyes.”

	"You'reamonster.”

	Malfoygrabbedherchin,hissmileturningpositivelymenacingashetiled her head back to look at him. "I believe the term you're looking for isDemon.”He pushed her back with one sharp shove.

	Hermione fell onto her back, dark chuckles echoing around the cathedral whenshegotcaughtinherchainsandcouldn'tgetup.Malfoydrainedthe last of his champagne, then took his place beside Voldemort.

	"Well,asmuchasIdolovetobeentertainedbyafierylittleMudblood,

	therereallyisnotimelikethepresent,isthere?"Voldemortsaidasbothhis andMalfoy'seyesturnedbacktoher."Let'sseewhatOrdersecretsshehas, shall we?"

	Withthesharpsnapofhisfingers,twoBlackMaskswereatHermione's

	flank.Theypulledhertokneeloncemore;onegrippedhershoulderswhile

	 

	
theothercurledhisfingersunderherchinandthetopofherhead, preventing her from turning away.

	Voldemortrosefromhischairratherelegantly.Heplacedhisemptyflute back on the tray, his robes swaying around him as he stalked toward

	Hermione.

	Hermione tried to twist away, but the grip on her face was too tight. She couldn't move. Couldn't do anything. She prided herself on being brave. Thethoughtofbeggingmadeherfeelsick,butiftheOrder’ssecretswere on the line - if their verysurvivaldepended on it - she had to try. Had to know that she’d given it all her all; tried everything and left no stone

	unturned.

	HereyeslockedontoMalfoy's,andshemadeonelastattempttopleadwith him. "Please! Malfoy,pleasedon't let him do this!"

	Hecouldn'thavechangedthatmuch,couldhe?They'dgonetoschool

	together;they'dgrownuptogether.Surelytherewasstillsomehumanity leftinhim?Somesmallshredofhumandecencythatinclinedhimtosee that this was wrong, that he shouldn't let Voldemort look through her memories? Shouldn't there?

	"Please!"

	Butshefoundnothing there.Hejust staredblanklybackat her;nolightin

	hiseyesorflickerofregardforherscreams.Hiseyeswerelikestone.Dead.

	"Getthefuckawayfromme!”Hermionespatasshetriedtopullawayfrom the elder wand. The fingers on her face dug more forcefully into her skin,

	bruisingasthey heldherinplace.

	"Shhhhhhhhh,thiswillonlytakeamoment.”Voldemortpressedthe wooden tool between her temples, and then barged into her mind.

	His magic hurt. Fucking hell,it hurt!It was excruciating, feeling the spell sweepacrossherbrainliketentaclesfromasquid.Shecouldfeelitpoking and prodding, squeezing across her skull. She fought the urge to vomit.

	 

	
Chokedbackherscreamsofagonyandwilledherselftobesilent.Each

	intrusion felt likebeing flayed open with an axe.Athrobbing, piercing pain emittedfromdeepwithinhertempleswitheachpushofVoldemort'smagic.

	ButHermionehadtrainedforthis.

	Sheknew theremight beatimeshewouldbecaptured.Knew withevery

	fibreinherbodythatifshewere,theDeathEaterswouldwanttosearchher memories. She had far too much valuable information; knew countless

	secrets,battlestrategies,secretbases,andcarefullythought-outtactics.Her mind was simply too valuable a tool for Voldemort not to invade and use against The Order. So naturally, she'd planned for this exact possibility.

	Hermionetookadeepbreathandpicturedtheintruderinhermind.Pictured his magic as a physical being; a tangible force that she could grasp, and

	then flew her walls up so high they knocked him back. She envisioned pushinghimfromhermemories,visualizedhimsailingthroughtheairso punishingly fast, like he was free-falling, and out of her head.

	Voldemortgaspedashewasthrownoutofhermind.Hefellback,hisnails curled around thearmrest of his chair to steady himself. Hepressed ahand to his chest, glaring at Hermione as he drew deep breaths through his

	nostrils.Helookedinfuriated,butintrigued.

	Hermione was breathless. Pushing him out of her mind so violently had exhaustedherbutshewasready,shouldhetryagain.Hewasn'tgettingin. She wasn't going to let him. Not a chance.

	"My Lord," a Gold said. "Are you alright? What happened?" Malfoyjuststaredather.Eyestight,jawtighter.Emotionless. Voldemort's red eyes narrowed thoughtfully, still watching

	Hermione."Remarkable,"hewhispered,theastonishmentclearinhisvoice. "She tore me from her mind.”

	"That's...that'snotpossible,"theGoldsaid.Hismasksnappedin Hermione's direction and then back to Voldemort.

	 

	
"Do you think me a liar, Yaxley?" "N-no...no,ofcoursenot,myLord.”

	"I don't think I've ever seen a Mudblood possess such talents." Voldemort straightened,anddustedoffhisrobes."Iadmit,Ididn'tthinktheirkindwas capable of such magic.”

	Hermionecontinuedtoglareathim.Herchestheavedfromexhaustion,the dizzying pain in her temples was almost enough to make her collapse but she ignored it. She raised her chin high, and turned her lips upwards into a small smirk.

	"You were right to capture this one," Voldemort said. "I can only imagine thesecretsshemusthave.NooneistrainedthatthoroughlyatOcclumency if they don't have anything to hide.”

	"Shall I bring in the appraisers my Lord?" one of the Black Masks said, twirlingastaycurlofhersbetweenhisfingers.Hermionejerkedawayfrom him. "I think this one will be worth a pretty penny. I know Barty Crouch

	Juniorisin themarket foranew slave.Headoreshismudbloods.”

	Theroomeruptedintodarkcacklesandwhispers.Hermionesuppressedashudder.

	Voldemortwouldundoubtedlywanttosearchhermemoriesroutinely.He'd keep searching and searching, and he'd bide his time until she slipped, but he wouldn't care less where she was kept in the meantime.

	Hermioneknewwhatwaslikelytohappentohernow.She'dsavedenough girls on her missions throughout the years to know what happened when youngwitcheswerecaptured.She'duntiedenoughofthemfrombeds,saw their bruised wrists and ankles- sometimes cut to the bone where they'd

	triedtofreethemselves.She'dseenenoughblood-soakedsheetstoknow what was likely to be awaiting her.

	MaybeshewouldbesoldtoRodolphus.OrYaxley?Maybetheywouldkill her quickly. She'd always had a theory that most Death Eaters had pain

	 

	
fetishes, that they liked to torture the poor girls while they raped them. Cut them,stabthem,tearpiecesoffleshfromthebonewhiletheyhadtheirway with the screaming witch beneath them. They were considered the lucky

	ones.Theyonlyeverlastedanightortwo.

	Yaxleyremovedhismask,andpassedtheothercloakedfigurestokneelin front of Hermione. "If it would please you, my Lord. I would very much like to have this one. I would pay whatever my Lord sees fit.” He cupped her chin, a gesture meant to be tentative and, gentle, maybe? It made her stomach lurch and her skin to pebble in the most sickening way.

	TheroomfellintochokedsilencewhenHermionespatinYaxley'sface. TheDeathEaterjumpedbackinshock;eyesblownwideashefuriously wiped the saliva from his face.

	Apureblood,-oneofVoldemort'smostloyalfollowers-withamudblood's spitacrosshisface.ShecouldonlyimaginethehumiliationYaxleymust've felt. It almost made Hermione giddy.

	"Howdareyou!"Yaxleyleanedforward,andsmackedheracrosstheface with the back of his hand.

	Shesworeshefelthercheekbonecrackunderthepressure.Ithurtlikehell; she tasted blood in her mouth, but she couldn't keep the smile off her face. Hermione could only imagine how deranged she must have looked; blood colouringhergums,headswayingfromthedizzyingpressureoftheslapas she grinned at the Death Eater in front of her. Her possible captor, the man likely to be her future rapist.

	Abrave,hot-headedGryffindortotheveryend.Shewonderedif McGonagall would have been proud?

	"No,thisoneisn'ttobesold,"Voldemortsaid.HestudiedHermionefora moment, then turned to Malfoy. "You said this is Potter's favourite

	Mudblood, did younot?"

	"Yes,myLord,"Malfoysaidfrombesidehim.Aloyaldogonaleashifshe ever saw one.

	 

	
"Andyouarecertain sheisavital memberofTheOrder?"

	"Yes,myLord,"Malfoyrepeated.Hisexpressionlessfacetighteneda

	fraction. "I believe she would be most valuable to us. I've seen her on the field,anddespiteherinferiorbloodstatus,she'sabsolutelylethal.I'msure Potter would do everything in his power to get her back.”

	"Ithoughtso.Well,inthatcase,Draco,youwilltakeher.”

	Hermionefeltalltheblooddrainfromherface.Hersmilevanishedas quickly as it had appeared.

	"Asyouwish." Malfoybowedhis head,notahintofhumanity inhisvoice.

	OhGod, no,Hermionethought.Nothim.Anyonebuthim.

	Fenrir'schairscrapedagainstthefloorashestood."ButmyLord,Malfoy has always detested our use of slaves! She would be wasted on him-"

	"Shewillnotbehisplaything,McNair,"Voldemortsnapped,irritated."Not if he doesn't wish her to be. Malfoy is the best Legilimens we have, and I

	havesomethingspecialinmindforthisone.Ifanyonecanbreakher,it'shim.”

	PanicwashedoverHermionelikeicewater.Thiscouldnotbehappening.

	IfshewasgiventoMalfoy,hewouldfindouteverything;theOrder'sbase, the safe houses, the bunkers, Medusa! He would know everything! She

	wouldn't be able to keep him out, she knew that. Despite her countless hours of research on mind barriers and memory locks, despite the immeasurablehoursshe'dspentpracticing,Malfoy'sskillatLegilimency was legendary. There wasn't a slave alive he hadn't forced a confession

	from.Notasecret untoldorafruitless interrogationwhenhe'dgottenhis

	handsonanOrdermember.Voldemortwasright,hewasgoingtobreakher. "Draco, give me your hand.”

	Malfoyobedientlysteppedforward.Hepulledtheleatherglovefromhis hand and offered his palm to Voldemort, not flinching when his master

	 

	
sharplyranthetipoftheelderwandoverhispalmandslicedadeep,jagged cut into his skin.

	WithaflickofVoldemort'swand,Malfoy'sbloodseepedfromthewound and floated into the air. When it was gathered in a neat crimson ball,

	Voldemortcastanothercharmonit.Theincantationslippedpasthislipsso quietlyHermionecouldn'thearit.Malfoy'sbloodglowedandbubbledfora moment, then stilled.

	VoldemorttookasteptowardHermione."Cutthemudblood'sneck."

	Hermionegaspedasshefeltthecooledgeofabladepressagainsther overheated skin. She squeezed her eyes shut-

	"Notherthroat,youidiot,"Voldemorthissed."Haveyounotheardasingle word I've said? She has valuable information on the enemy, I do not want her dead. Yet."

	Thebladeagainstherthroatpulledaway.Hermioneopenedhereyesand

	releasedaraggedbreath.Voldemortlookedincandescent,murderglowing in his eyes.

	"I...Idon'tunderstand,myLord,"theBlackMask,theonewiththeblade,fumbled.

	"Cutherneckattheback,nearthetopofherspine,"Voldemortordered. "I've cast a charm on Draco's blood. If he is to be her captor, we want to make sure she cannot escape.”

	HermionesquirmedastheBlackMaskpushedhertothefloorandcrushed her face to the blood-soaked rug. The other pinned her shoulders down,

	trappingher.

	"Youseemyfriends,"Voldemortsaidashestoodoverher."Thisblood ritual will tie the mudblood's life to Draco's. It will link them."

	Herhairwasbrushedupfromthebaseofherneck,exposingherskin. "It will tie their lives together.”

	 

	
Acoolbladepressedagainsther,atthejunctionwherethebaseofherskull met the top of her spine.

	"WhilstourDemonwillbeunaffectedbythisritual.”

	AdeepslicewaslashedacrossHermione'sskin.Shehissedandgroundher teeth together to keep from screaming.

	"Themudblood's lifewill belinked tohis. Ifhedies,shedies.”

	Her own blood seeped from the wound and trickled down her neck. It pooledaroundher,coatingherchinandfaceasshefoughttogetup.To move. To do anything to stop this from happening.

	But,asbefore,thegriponhershouldersandheadwastootight,toosecure. She was helpless. And she fucking hated it.

	"TheonlywayMalfoy wouldlether escapetheManor wouldbeifshe

	killedhim,"Voldemortsaid."Thisritualpreventsherfromdoingso.Italso preventsherpreciousordermembersfromkillinghim,shouldtheyattempt to rescue her.”

	Ascream tore its way up Hermione's throat when theboiling, magically charmed blood, Malfoy's blood, seeped into her system. She thrashed and screeched on the floor as she felt it spread through her body, searing like acid.Ittravelleddownherspine,usinghermusclesandtendonstocarryit to the very tips of her toes. The cursed blood metastasized itself to every possible fibre of her being like cancer. She felt it everywhere, felt him

	everywhere.

	"You arenow bound together.Tied forever by blood,”Voldemort whispered,hisvoicedrippinginvenom."Tilldeath,doyoupart.”

	 

	
I'dkillyourightnow

	 

	12thDecember

	 

	 

	Hermionedidn'texpectMalfoytobegentlewhenheApparatedthem,but she didn’t think he’d bethatrough.

	ShealmostvomitedwhentheyreappearedinfrontofhisManor.Hismagic was so violent it left her feeling unsteady and an excruciating pain

	throbbingbetweenherbrows.Shesuspectedhe’ddoneitonpurpose;a

	crueltactictokeephervulnerable.Shewasmucheasiertotransportifshe was disoriented.

	Shecouldhardlystand up,muchlessfight.

	She felt ridiculously weak; her veins were liquid fire from whatever dark magic Voldemort had metastasized her with when he'd linked her life to Malfoy’s.Herbloodburned.Eachthumpofherheartbroughtafreshwave ofimpossibleheat.Itfeltlikeacidwaspumpingthroughherbody.Boiling. Sharp. In a way, she welcomed the discomfort.

	Asmallpart ofherfelt likeshedeserved it.Whyshould shewalkaway

	somewhatunscathed,whenfiveofherteammatesweredead,disintegrated to ashes on a burning field? She'd failed them. She deserved some form ofretribution.

	FreezingDecemberrainpelteddownontopofthem;Hermionefeltit cleaning the dried blood in her hair. It was quite calming, to feel the

	crimsondropfromherchin.Seeingthecrimsonpuddleonthefloorbrought a strange sense of clarity with it. Like washing away the vile reminder of

	herfailure.

	Shetriedtobreatheinthescentoftherain,breatheitinandforgetwhere she was and think rationally -

	 

	
ButVoldemort'swordsranginherhead.Unforgettable.Fearmongering.

	"If he dies, she dies.""Tilldeathdoyoupart."

	Hermione suppressed a shudder. She bent over slightly, one hand curling aroundherkneeforsupportwhileshemassagedhertempleswiththeother. Shewasdizzy,shefeltasthoughthegroundwasswayingbeneathherfeet. She thought she was going to throw up any moment -

	"ForSalazarssake,"avoicesneeredfrombesideher."Stopbeingso fucking dramatic."

	"Oh, will you justfuck off!?" she snapped without looking up, fearing the movement might damage her already fragile equilibrium. "I'm in far too muchpainrightnow,thelastthingIneedisyourjudgment.Now,domea favour andfuck off!"

	Ifsheweren'tsonauseouslyhelpless,shewouldhavehexedhimtooblivion by now. It was sickening, really, how powerless she felt. Since the war

	began,Hermionehadbeenaforcetobereckonedwith.Shewasstrong, courageous, lethal, a fucking lioness.

	Shehardlyrecognizedherselfnow.

	Thetablesalwaysdidturnquicklyinwar.

	Malfoygaveanirritatedsigh."ComeonMudblood,wedon'thaveallday.”

	Hermionegroundherteethtogether."Didn'tIalreadytellyoutofuckoff? You've taken my wand, assaulted me with I don't know how many hexes, andthendraggedmetoyourmaster.Heavenknowswhatkindofdarkand evil blood curse he's infected me with. I'm in pain, I've lost a lot of blood, and my skull feels like it's trapped between a vice. So if you don't mind, I would appreciate it if you would give me a minute to catch my breath

	beforeyouhaulmeintowhatever torturechamberyouhaveinthere!"

	 

	
"My,my,”Malfoyscoffed,“someonestillhasatemper.Ithoughtyou Gryffindor's were supposed to be nice?"

	"Givemebackmywand,andI'llshowyouhowniceIcanbe!"

	"Oh,Iwouldlovetoseeyoutry,"hesaid.Shecouldhearthesadisticsmirk on his face.

	Therainstarted topick up.Hermionethought someof thedropletsthat

	peltedagainstherbackmight’vebeenhail,butshedidn'tlookuptocheck.

	Whateveritwas,Malfoywasn'tafan.Hegrippedherarmharshly,yanked her up straight, and dragged her up the stone path towards the manor.

	Theshortwalksaturatedthemboth.Hermione'swetcurlsclungtoherface; her clothes were heavy and dripping water by the time they reached the doors. Malfoy opened them with a flick of his wand and forced her inside.

	Hissharpmovementsjoltedher,intensifyingthepaininherskull."What about....eugghhh.”Shegroundherteethtogetherashetowedherbeside him; the pain much easier to manage if she focused on something

	else."Whataboutthedragon?" "What about her?!"

	Her?

	Black shadow was aher?That tiny facet of information thwarted her more thanitshouldhave.Shedidn'tknowmuchaboutdragons,onlyeverbusied herself with learning the basics; possible weaknesses, strengths and

	breedinghabits,thingsthatmightcomeinhandyonthefieldshouldshe ever find herself trapped between a stone wall and reptilian jaws. She

	figureddragonsweren'treallyanareasheneededtoknowabout.There weren'tmanyleft,andCharlieWeasleywasanexpert.IftheOrderever needed information on one, he always had the answers.

	Butthefactthatthegiganticbeastthat'dturnedcountlessOrdermembersto ash, and whose roar gave survivors like Seamus night terrors, was female,

	 

	
surprisedHermione.Shewasn'tsurewhy.Herbrainwastoofuzzyto analyse it further.

	"Whydidn'twerideherhere?"shefoundherselfasking,needingtodistract herself from the pain.

	"Doesitmatter?"

	"No.Isupposenot, Iwas- eughhhh-justcurious.”

	Malfoy'scold,greyeyessnappedtohersirritably."I'vehadaverylong

	fuckingday,andIdidn'tfancythetwo-hourrideonherbackinthepissing down rain. She knows the way home.”

	Hermioneopenedhermouth,anotherquestionburningtoslippastherlips, but the look he gave her snapped her mouth shut.

	Hestarted walking faster through theManor; Hermionetripped over her ownfeetasshestruggledtokeepupwithhislongstrides.Ashedragged her along, she tried to take in as much of her surroundings as she could, already plotting her escape.

	Themanorfeltdifferentthanthelasttimeshe'dbeenhere.Itwasstilldark, thedécorstilllargelyteamingwithDarkartefactsandgothicpaintings;the image of aristocratic wealth. But there was a warmth here now.Astrange

	blanketofcomfortthatshedidn'tnoticelasttime.Itwasjustlittlethings.

	She noticed silver trimmings on the edges of the curtain sashes, and countlesssilverbowlswithsmalltrinketsinside.Shesawavasewith

	beautiful whiteroses on awindow ledge, an elegant candelabrawith citrus- smellingcandlesburningatopofthem,andperfect,handplumpedcushions placed across a dark green chaise lounge on the second story landing.

	Theywereallverysimplethingsreally,butaddedtogether,theysoftened the atmosphere. They made it a home.Almost.

	Malfoyveeredsharplytotherightandtowedherdownanarrowhallway. There were rows and rows of portraits lining the walls; countless pairs of

	 

	
unforgivinggreyeyesglaringdownatherasshewentby.Theirstareswere just as cold and disgusted by her as their relative who'd brought her here.

	"Aren'tyouworriedabouther?Yourdragon?"sheclarifiedwhenhiseyes narrowed in her direction.

	Malfoyscoffed,justoneshortpuffofairthroughhislips.He

	stoppedoutsideaset of large, dark oak doubledoors with brass handles. "No, I'm not.You've seen her on the battlefield, Granger. Do you really thinkoneofyoursoldierscouldstopher?Thatoneofyourpatheticlittle metal machines could do anything to her?"

	Hermionefoundthestrengthto glareathim.

	"I'veseenherdisintegratethoselittlemetalboxesofyourswithonebreath," he said, the grip on her arm tightening, bruising.Athreat."I've heard the screams of men when she melts the walls and trapped them inside.Your

	soldiersarenothingtoher.”

	Theirscowlslingeredononeanother.Theirglareswerelikedaggers.

	Merlin, shefucking hated him.With theexception ofVoldemort, shedidn't thinkshe'deverhatedanyonethewayshedidMalfoy.Hewassocruel,just for the sake of cruelty. Like a child holding a magnifying glass over a herd of ants, scorching them to death just to hear their tiny screams.Fucking

	sadist.

	BeingVoldemort'sdeadliestsoldierwasn'tjustajobforhim,heenjoyedit. Revelled in it.

	Shefeltherhandsballintofists.Theyshookathersidesasragetwisted through her. "Do you even care?"

	Malfoysighed,hisfacegrowingindifferent.Bored."You'llhavetobemorespecific.”

	"Do you even care about how many people you've killed? Doesn't it bother you-evenintheslightest-howmanyheartsyou'vestoppedfrombeating?"

	 

	
Hesnorted,cockingabrowasthecornersofhismouthliftedintoawolfish smirk. "It doesn't bother me at all. It's part of the job. I consider it a perk of my role, watching your precious Order members sniffle and beg for their lives. Sometimes, it's the highlight of my fucking day.”

	Hermionecouldn'thelpherself.Beforesherealisedshewasdoingit,she raised her hand, and slapped him across the face.As hard as she fuckingcould.

	It jerked Malfoy's head to the side; her palm burned from the force of it. Shecouldfeeltheragevibratingoffhim.Couldfeeldarkmagiccrackling around him, making the air grow cold. It reminded Hermione of the chill she felt deep in her bones whenever she was near a dementor.

	Malfoydidn'tturnbacktoherimmediately.Hestaredatthewall,jaw tighteningandthroatbobbing.Considering.Shenoticedhishandflex

	around his wand. He closed his eyes and drew a deep breath that made his nostrilsflare.Whenhefinallyopenedthemandtiltedhisheadbacktoher, his expression was venomous.Feral."You get that one, Granger," he

	hissed, stepping closer and curling his fingers around her arm tightly. Hermionesworeherheartstopped."Butifyoudothatagain,youwill regret it, I willmakeyou regret it.Are we clear?"

	Hermionesaidnothing,juststudiedhimastheatmospherestrainedbetween them.Sherefusedtoshowanyoftheterrorshefeltonherface.Instead,she twisted her expression with disgust, making it clear how thoroughly

	repulsedshewasbyhim.Shecouldn'tshowweakness,fear.Shewouldn't.

	"Ifyouweren'tsoimportanttoTheDarkLord,"hesaid,nailsdigginginto her arm, "I'd kill you right now.”

	"IfIstillhadmywand,"shehissedback,leaninginandraisingherchin, "you’d be dead already.”

	Malfoyhuffedalaugh,andthrewHermioneintotheunfamiliarroom.She stumbled, but caught herself on a wooden desk before she could fall. She spun to face him; her survival instincts thumping through the fog in her

	brain.Neverturnyourbackonyourenemy.Neverleaveyourselfexposed.

	 

	
Hereyesdartedaroundtheroom,lookingforapossibleescaperoute,a weapon, anything she could use.

	Well,thiscertainlywasn'twhatsheexpectedwhensheconsideredwhatsort of cage Malfoy would keep her in.

	Itwasabedroom.Averylarge,veryregal-lookingbedroom.Allthe

	furniturewasmadeofthesamedarkoakasthedoubledoors,andthewalls were painted a warm shade of cream. There was an enormous four-poster bed in the centre of the room that was lined with expensive-looking, crisp white sheets and perfectly plump emerald green pillows. Next to the window was a desk with a vanity mirror sitting proudly atop. There were several dressers scattered around the room, a wardrobe, and a dark green

	armchair.Therewerelitcandleseverywhere,andthesamesilvervaseswith white flowers she'd seen when she entered the manor.All incredibly simple and elegant in design.All nothing like she expected Malfoy to own.

	Thewestsidewallwasswallowedbyabaywindowthatlookedoutonto the gardens, probably sealed with no possible way to open it. There was another door to the left of the bed, she imagined it led to a private

	bathroom. She figured Malfoy would want to keep her confined to her own space, her own inescapable little birdcage. He wouldn't want her to get her filthy,Mudbloodpawsonhisnicethings.Probablyfearedshe'dinfectthem with some strange, completely non-existent plague with a single touch.

	The furnishings looked much more expensive than anything the Order couldeverown,buttheyprobablycostnothingcomparedtothewealth

	Malfoyhadaccumulated.Thiswasprobablyaservant'squarters;thevery dregs of his wealth.

	HewasthesoleheirtotheMalfoyline,andthelastremainingMalfoy.She couldn't even imagine what type of wealth he must have, or the gold and

	richeshemust'vereapedfrombeingVoldemort'schiefgeneral;hismost loyal dog.

	Malfoy looked Hermione over as he stepped into the room and locked the doorsbehindhim,anamusedexpressiononhisface."Concoctingabrilliant escape plan, are we?"

	 

	
"Iwill find away out ofhere!"

	"No,youwon't,"hesaidslowly,confidently."You'retrappedhere, Mudblood.Accept it.”

	"TheOrderwillcomeforme,they'regoingtofindme,andthey'regoingto breakthisbondbetweenus,"Hermionesaid,takingasteptowardshimand tilting her head to look him in the eye. "And when they break that bond, I will be the one to kill you. Make no mistake, as soon as this vile little

	connectionbetweenushasbeentethered,Iwillslityourthroatwithasmileon my face.”

	Malfoydidn'trespondimmediately.Henarrowedhiseyesandcockedhis head to the side, assessing her. His gaze was entirely predatory, like he might Avada her any second. Any moment.

	Hermione'shandinstinctuallytwitchedtowardsheremptywandholsteron her thigh.

	Malfoygrinnedwhenhenoticed,runninghistongueacrosshistopteeth."I wouldn't expect anything less from you, Golden Girl. Fearless to the very end.You are a true Gryffindor, aren't you? My own little lion cub, here to do whatever I see fit.”

	Hermioneraisedherchindefiantly.Sherefusedtoshowhowhiswordssent a chill down her spine. She narrowed her eyes instead.

	Malfoy'ssmilegrewmalicious.Hesteppedcloser,drewhiswand,anddug it under her chin. "I'm going to have such fun playing with you.” He was sizing her up; toying with her the way a panther torments an injured

	gazelle.Heknewshewastrapped.Heknewshehadnopossiblewayof escaping. Not yet, anyway.

	Thiswasallasicklittlegametohim.Awaytopassthetime,keephim occupieduntilVoldemortsummonedhimforanothermission.Another

	assignment,wherehewouldprobablymurderherfriends,andassassinate the very soldiers sent to find and rescue her.

	 

	
"Romy?”hesaidquietly,coldeyesstillonhers.Hedidn'tlowerhiswand. Less than a heartbeat later, a house-elf appeared beside him with a pop.

	"Yes,Master?"Romyasked,hislargegreeneyesglitteringeagerly,readyto serve. "How can Romy be of assistance?"

	"Fetchmeaglassofredwine,"hesaid,digginghiswandintoherskina little more firmly before dropping it. "And an anti-magic potion.”

	"Ofcourse,Sir.”Romybowedhishead,andthenvanishedwithasnapof his tiny fingers.

	MalfoyandHermionesaid nothingastheywaited forhimtoreturn.

	Neitherlookedaway,theatmospherecrackledbetweenthemasthey

	gloweredatoneanother.Theairwashostile;thickandheavywiththeir disgust for one another.

	Ifuckinghateyou,shethought,hopinghemightsomehowbeabletohearit through their unknown blood connection.

	Ihateyou.

	Thepopoftheelfreappearingdidn'tmakeeitherofthemlowertheirgaze.

	Ihateyou.Ihateyou. Ihateyou.

	"Hereyougo,sir,"theelfsaidhappily,handingthetwoitemstohismaster.

	Malfoyaddedtheclearpotiontothewine,eyesstilllockedtauntinglyon Hermione's. He swirled the glass in his hand to mix the two liquids, the movement so elegant and refined it looked like something out of a black and white Hollywood film. He really was the perfect aristocrat, when he wasn't busy being a mass murderer.

	 

	
Heextendedhishand,presentingtheglasstoher."Drink,"hesaid;a command, not a request.

	Hermionesnortedandtookastepback."You'rebarkingmadifyouthink I'mdrinkinganythingyougiveme.Getthatthingawayfromme,heaven knows what you've added to it!"

	Flashesofthegirlsshe'dunchainedfrombedsovertheyearsswamthrough Hermione's head like a Rolodex of horror. Blood-soaked sheets when she'd failed to rescue Lavender Brown in time. Parvati Patil's wrists, cut to the

	bonewiththemetalcuffsthatshe'dfoughtagainst.

	Hermione knew both of these girls well. She knew they wouldn't have surrenderedwillinglywhentheyweresoldintoslavery.Theywould've

	foughttheircaptorswithalltheirstrength,andtheonlythingthatwould've dulled that fight, would've been potions the Death Eaters had forced down their throats.

	IfMalfoywantedHermioneboundtothisbed,hewasgoingtohaveone hell of a fight on his hands. She would make sure of it.

	Malfoystared ather foralongminute, tryingto workout whatshewas

	thinking.Themomentheunderstood,heburstintocruellaughter."Oh,for Merlin'ssake,youreallythinkI'mgoingtorapeyou?!Makenomistake,I wouldn't touch you if my life depended on it."

	Hermione refused to lower her accusatory gaze. Or relax at his words. She didn't trust him in the slightest. Malfoy was one of the only two Demon Masks in Voldemort's army. The list of sins he'd committed to attain that titlemust'vestretchedashighastheAstronomyTower.He'dsoldhissoulto thedevilinexchangeforapairofhorns.Andifhecoulddoallthat,thetitle of rapist probably wasn't above him either.

	"Do you think I'm an idiot Granger?" Draco asked, stepping closer to her. "Ifanyoneisadeptatwandlessmagic,it'syou."Hetookanotherstep."I'm sure you've thought of a thousand contingency plans in case you were

	caughtwithoutawand,beingtheprizedknowitallyouare."Andanother.

	 

	
Hermioneretreated;panicwashedoverherashematchedherstepforstep.

	"WhydoyouthinkIcastsomanyhexesonyou?"Dracoteased."Ineeded you dizzy. Weak.Vulnerable."

	Shegaspedwhenherbackconnectedwiththewardrobedoors.

	Malfoy closed the distance between them with a final step, trapping her there. "This is an anti-magic potion. Nothing more. Nothing less. It will cancel whatever magic is running through your veins and can conjure withouttheuseofawand.Now,youcaneitherdrinkityourself,orIcan force it down your throat. Which is it going to be?"

	Hermioneglaredupathim,nostrilsflaringassheballedherhandsintofists at her sides with what little movement she had."Fuck. You.”

	Malfoysighedtowardstheceiling.Heshookhishead,andwhenhemether gaze again, his eyes were pure fucking stone. "Have it your way then.”

	HegrabbedherchinquickerthanHermionethoughtpossible.Hestepped forward, roughly pressing his body against the length of hers, and sealed her to the wardrobe.

	Her hands immediately flew to her defence when he tilted her head back. She hit his shoulders, punched his arms, tried to shift her weight to kick him. Nothing worked. Maybeit was his brutestrength, or maybeshewas stilljustsoweakfrombloodlossandhexes.Whateveritwas,itmadeher

	attackscompletelyineffective.Hedidn'tflinch,didn'tevenpauseafraction when she screamed and thrashed against him.

	Hermionerealizedinthosemomentsthatshewascompletelyvulnerable,so indescribablyhelpless.Shedidn'tthinkshe'deverbeensoscaredinherlife, and Merlin, how she fucking hated it.

	Malfoyforcedhermouth openwithbruising strength.Hisotherhand

	pressedtheglassfirmlytoherlips andforcedtheliquiddownherthroat.

	Therewasn'tmuch,barelyamouthful.Whenhe'ddrainedtheglass,he

	threwitagainstthewallwhereitshatteredbeforeintotinypieces,andthen

	 

	
sealed his large hand over her mouth and nose. The movement forced her mouthtoclose,preventingherfromspittingtheconcoctionout,butitalso stopped her from breathing.

	Herarmsflailedaroundherasshetriedtoescape.Shecurledherfingers around his wrist and dug her nails into the skin, trying to pry them away from her. Nothing worked, he was immovable. Her eyes widened with

	panicashewatchedher.Hisgreyoneswereincompletelyunfazedbyher struggles, by her undeniable terror. They were cold. Dead as stone.

	Hermione'slungsburnedwiththeneedforoxygen.Thedizzyingache returned to her skull as the room started to swim out of focus.

	Sheneededtobreathe!Shejustneededtobreathe!

	Themoreshefoughtagainsthim,themoreherlungsscreamedinprotest. She didn't have a choice. It was swallow the damn wine or suffocate.

	Hermionehadalwayslovedredwine.Shelovedthefruitytextureandthe musky scent that accompanied it. It reminded her of Harry and Ron, of

	sneakingbottlesofitintothecommonroomduringtheirfinalyearat Hogwarts.Howtheywouldhuddlearoundthefireplacewrappedina

	blanket,andsharestorieswhiletheydrankonaFridaynight;aperfectstart to their weekends.

	Redwineremindedherofwarmth.Comfort.Family.Ithadalwaysbeenher favourite, the sweetest treat she could ever imagine.

	Notthiswinethough.Thiswinetastedlikeash.Itburnedonthewaydown, made her stomach lurch in sickening anticipation as it slid down her throat.

	OnceMalfoywassatisfiedthatshe'dswallowedit,hereleasedher.

	Hermione sagged onto the floor, choking, desperate to pull air into her starvedlungs.Sheclawedfranticallyatherthroat,fightingthedizzying nausea that buzzed around her as the room slowly swam into focus.

	 

	
She'dbeensoclosetodeath,tosuffocatingathishands,andMalfoydidn'tcare.

	"Romy,”hedrawledashestoodoverher,watching,emotionlessasever. "Yes, Master?"

	"The potion takes twenty minutes to take effect. I have a few things I need totakecareof.Watchournewestlittlepet,andmakesureshedoesn'tvomit while I'm gone."

	"Ofcourse,Master."

	Malfoylookedherover afinaltimebeforeheleft.

	Hermionewasgoingtokillhim;shewouldmakesureofit.Evenifitkilled her, she was going to end Draco Malfoy.

	TheelfbanishedtheshatteredglassbeforeHermionehadachanceto

	snatchapiece.Shepulledherselftoherfeet,ignoringthecripplingachein her chest, and frantically searched the room.

	"WhatwouldMisslikefordinner?"Romychirpedhappily.

	Hermionedidn'trespond.Shepulledopenthedrawersofthedresserand shuffled through the clothes there, looking for a weapon. She found

	nothing,soshesprintedtothewardrobeandswungthedoorsopen,hoping she could fashion a coat hanger sharp enough to slit Malfoy's throat. No

	luckthereeither;theywereallcharmedtobeimmovablefromtherail. Malfoy had thought ahead.

	"DoesMisslikelamb?Romylikeslamb,"theelfsaid,noddinghisheadand looking thoughtfully at the ceiling. "And roast potatoes. Romy loves roast

	potatoes.Another house-elf who lives here, Quinzel, says roast potatoes are nastyandgross.ButRomydoesn'tthinkso.DoesMisslikeroastpotatoes?"

	Hermioneran tothewoodendoor besidethebed.Shewasright, itwasa

	bathroom.Itwascompletelytiledwithshiny,marbleslates,decoratedwith silver furnishings and had a huge, copper bath under a window ledge.Any

	 

	
otherday,Hermionewouldhaveadmiredit.Today,shewastoobusy planning Malfoy's murder.

	Shescreamedinfrustration,herhandsflyingtoherhead.Herpanicrose when she realized there was nothing there she could use to attack himeither.

	"There's no need to get so upset," the elf murmured, fidgeting with the edges of his dark green pillowcase. "If Miss doesn't like roast potatoes, Romywillhappilymakesomethingelse.Romymakesverynicecheese sandwiches. Would Miss like those, instead?"

	Hermione walked over to the burning candle on the bedside table. Maybe she could burn him? Maybe she would burn the curtains, burn the whole placedownandusethatasadistraction?Maybeshecouldescape?Surely

	MalfoycaredabouthispreciousManorenoughthathewouldn'tseeitburn?

	Apparently,he'dalreadyconsideredthispossibility,andpreparedforit.The candles werecharmed, sealed to their position on thebedsidetable. Sheran her hand over the open flame, thinking maybe she could as least burn

	herself.Suicidewasn'tanoptionshe'deverconsideredbefore,butherlife wasn't worth risking the entire Order.

	But as it turned out, that option had been torn from her as well.Although shecouldfeeltheheatoftheflame,itdidn'tburn,didn'tscorchtheskinno matter how close or how long she held her hand over it. Malfoy had

	charmedthose,too.

	Hermionekickedthebedsidetablewithallherrage."Fuck!"

	"Okay,nocheesesandwiches,”theelfsaid."Whataboutlasagne?!Romy makes very nice Lasagne! If Miss would-"

	"Romy,"Hermionespat,almostvibratingwithangerasshepinchedthe

	bridgeofhernose."Iappreciateyouroffertopreparemedinner,butifyou don't be quiet, I'm going to smother you with those pillows. Okay?"

	 

	
"Okay,"theelfwhisperedafterafewmomentsofsilence."Romyissorry. Romy doesn't mean to make Miss angry.”

	"It'sfine,"shebreathed,herheartflutteringslightlywhenthetinyelf's

	voice croaked. She didn't mean to upset him. He seemed very sweet, she justdidn'thavetimetoponderhisfeelingsrightnow.Sheneededtofocus, needed to think of an escape plan-

	Thesoundofthebedroomdoorsburstingbackopenshotthrough

	Hermione.AsMalfoysteppedintotheroom,shespuntofacehim,backing away until her spine touched the cream wall. She knew better than to put

	herbacktohim.

	Malfoysmiledwhenhenoticed."I'mcuriousGranger,howmanypeople have you killed? Twenty? Fifty?"

	"NotnearlyenoughDeathEaters!"shespat,inchingclosertothebathroom. Maybeifshesprinted,shecouldlockherselfinside?Maybethatwouldbuy her a minute or two?

	"Don'teventhinkaboutit,Mudblood."

	Malfoylungedforward,hishandsbracedonthewalleithersideofher

	head.Shejumpedwhenhesmackedthewallbesideherface,blockingher escape route.

	"Humourme,"hesaid.Oneofhis handscurledunderherchin,tiltingher

	headbacktomeethiscoldgaze."Howmanytimeshaveyouthoughtabout killing me?"

	"Inthelasttwentyminutes?"Hermionechallenged,herlipstartingtocurl in disgust from having him touch her. "Or ever?"

	Malfoyscoffed."Ever."

	"Hundreds.Probablythousands."

	He used one hand to withdraw his wand from the holster on his bicep. The otherremainedlockedunderherchin."Whenwasthefirsttimeyouthought

	 

	
aboutkillingme?"

	"ThenightyoukilledDumbledore,"shesaid."ThatwasthenightIrealised that you were a traitor.”

	Hiseyestightened.Hebroughthiswandup."Howdidyouplanondoingit?"

	"Ithoughtaboutknockingyouunconscious,draggingyoutotheAstronomy Tower, and pushing you off.”

	"Interesting,"hepurred,pressinghiswandbetweenherbrows."Verypoetic of you.”

	"Ithought thepunishment should fit thecrime.”

	"Indeed.Andhowwouldyoudoitnow?Whatpossiblepunishmentdoyou think is worthy of the sins I've committed?"

	Hermionestaredathim.Shenarrowedhereyes,clenchedherjaw."There's not a punishment to atone for the things you've done.You're fucking monstrous, even the devil couldn't punish you.”

	ShesworeshesawMalfoy'sliptwitchupwards."Icouldn'tagreewithyoumore.”

	Asquicklyasheenteredhermind,Hermionethrewupherdefences.Shefought past the excruciating force of his dark magic, and focused.

	She envisioned a building. A fortress of her own making, with high,impenetrablebrickwallsandathickirondoor.Itwasfifty,maybesixty

	storieshigh.Itlookedlikeahotelwithrowsuponrowsofsmallwindows,perfectly symmetrical to one another.

	She could do this. This was what she'd trained herself to do; store all hermemories in a safe place within her mind, build the walls so sturdy, so unbreakable,thateventhemostskilledLegilimenscouldn'ttearthemdown. Her memories were safe. Unreachable.

	 

	
Dracowhistledashematerializedbesideher.Hetiltedhischintowardsthesky, taking in the large structure in front of them. "You have been busy,

	Mudblood."

	Hermionesaidnothing,justnarrowedhereyesandstudiedhim.Heseemedcompletely unfazed by her attempts to keep him out of her memories. He

	lookedatthebuildingshe'dcreatedtokeephimfromhersecretswithasortofboredastonishment.Asthoughhewasshockedthatsomeonelikeherwas capable of creating something like this, even though it wouldn't keep him

	outforever.Nothingwould.

	He hadn't been kept out of many people's minds. She imagined bleedingsecrets from others was as easy to him now; as natural as breathing. He was going to have to work a lot harder to get hers. She would make him writhe, fight, tirelessly search her head to find them. She hoped it would possesshim.Shehoped,withasicksortofelation,thatthefailurewould drive him mad, unhinge him and keep him up at night. She needed him

	distracted,preoccupiedwithsomethingelsesoshecouldescape.

	Orsheneededtofindawaytobreaktheirbondandkillhimherself.

	"Howmanyyearshaveyoubeentraininginmemoryblocking?"heasked,still appraising the building in front of him.

	Hermioneremainedsilent.

	Malfoy'sgazeswepttohers.Eveninhermind,hiseyeswerejustascold.

	Justasunfeeling.Heregardedherimpatiently."No?Don'tfeelliketalking?"

	Still,Hermionedidn'tspeak.

	"Fine, if that's how you want to be. Let's have a look in that big brain ofyours, shall we?" His robes brushed against the back of her hand as he madehiswaytowardtheentrance.Itleftachillonherskinandcauseda shiver to run up her spine.

	 

	
Malfoyliftedhisfootandbroughtitdownagainsttheirondoorinapunishing kick.

	Thedoorremainedunmoved.

	He brought his foot up again and smashed the heel of his boot against theiron.Thenoisericochetedaroundthem;itvibratedthroughtheairlikethe harsh beat of a drum, but the door was still sealed shut. As immovable as the candles in her new prison cell.

	Hermionesmiled.

	 

	
Timeisacruelmistress

	 

	22ndDecember

	 

	 

	ThroughoutherincarcerationatMalfoyManor,Hermionecametorealise that time was a cruel, selfish little mistress.

	Time was uncaring. Unsympathetic. She didn't care that with each tick of herclock,HermionefelthertenaciousGryffindorspiritslippingaway,felt

	thefireinherbellyandthatburningcourageextinguishingwitheachrising sun. That each day, when Malfoy sharply assaulted Hermione with his

	particularlycruelbrandofLegilimensmagic,asmallpartofherself

	chippedaway.Orthathewastearingawayather,shreddingherpsyche apart as he tore through her mind. Time didn't care that she felt herself starting to weaken, splintering,piece by painful piece.

	No,ofcoursenot.Timedidn'tcareabouttrivialthingslikethat.Shedidn't care about the war or the millions of lives that had been lost during her

	rotations.Shedidn'tcareifVoldemortwonorifhestampedoutwhatwas left of The Order and the world was eclipsed by his darkness. The only

	thing time was concerned with was ensuring the moon set each evening, andthatHeliospulledthesuntoriseeachmorningwithhisgoldenchariot.

	Time'sgoalsweresimple,unambitious;tobringthepromiseofanewday. The hope of a fresh start, a clean slate.

	Evenifsomepeopledidn'twantanotherday.Evenifhopewasaluxurythat some people simply couldn't afford anymore.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Thedaysdraggedonandon.Hermionerepeatedthesameboring,mundane routine with each rise of the sun.

	 

	
Her mornings started with Malfoy bursting her bedroom door open - the soundofthewoodhittingthewallviolentlyalwaysjoltedheroutofwhat dreamlike state she'd been plotting in.

	Hewouldofferhertheanti-magicpotion.

	Shewouldrefuseitwithasharp;"fuckyou,”or"Gotohell.”

	Malfoywouldcommandher todrinkit,moreforcefullythesecondtime.

	Hermionewouldeithersmackhisoutstretchedhandawayorspitinhis

	face;whicheverseemedthemoreappealingatthetime;whichevershefelt would turn Malfoy's stomach the most. More often than not, she chose tospit.

	Hewouldreactinoneoftwoways;eitherparalyzeherwithahexandpour the liquid into her throat, or pin her against a surface, pry her mouth open and force it down like he had done on that first day. Like Hermione, he

	oftenchosethemorevolatileofthetwooptions.Thesickbastardprobably got off overpowering her like that.

	Afterwards,hewouldinstructahouse-elftowaitwithherwhilethepotion took effect, and he would disappear. The elves would talk to Hermione

	while they waited for him to return, trying to defuse the awful strain in the atmosphere. The elf would chat quite casually to her while she threw a fit, ignoringherassheoverturnedallthefurnitureinherroomandpunchedthe walls in a fit of rage.

	And when Malfoy eventually reappeared, he would barge into her mind. Hismagicwouldbludgeonintoherskulllikeasledgehammer,andthenthe image of him would appear in her mind right alongside her.

	Their routine within her mind was just as repetitive. They'd stand side by sideandstareatthefortressshe'dmadetokeephimfromhermemories,he would make a snide comment - usually about her appearance or lack of

	creativityinherdesign-thenhewouldchargeforwardandtrytobreak down the doors.

	 

	
Ittook himfour daysto getthemopen.

	He'dsmiledsmuglyatherfromoverhisshoulderwhenhe'ddoneit;his eyes burning triumphantly as he entered the hotel and Hermione had

	followedcloselybehind.Hissmilehadvanishedwhenthey'dentereda long,stretchedouthallway,linedwithdozensupondozensofdifferent coloured wooden doors, all as reinforced as the one into the hotel.

	Hermione had organised her mind thoroughly during her training in memoryblocking.She'dspentherisolatedeveningshoninghercraft,filing each memory away behind walls and doors and locking themost important memoriesaway,asfarfromhisreachasshecouldmanage.Sheintendedto make this as difficult for him as possible. If he thought she would give up her secrets easily, he was very fucking mistaken.

	Hermaddeninglythought-outfillingsystem,coupledwiththewillofher psyche and years of training had the desired effect. When he'd failed to

	forcethatdoortoherfirstreal,tangiblememoryopenbytheendofthe sixth day, Malfoy started to become volatile.

	He was growing more frustrated by the day. His failed attempts to uncover eventhesmallestofhermemoriesscratchedathisconfidence,andthemore she wounded his pride, the more unhinged he became.And the more

	dangerous.He'dstartedsearchinghermindmoresporadicallyafterthefirst week.At random intervals, multiple times a day. Each session was more

	painfulthanthelast,butHermioneheldstrong.Shecoulddothis.He'd crack before she did, she'd make sure of it.

	AfterMalfoy pulledout ofher mind,Hermionewokeon thefloor

	screaming,gaspingandpantingforbreath.Inmanyways,theaftermath hurt more than the initial intrusion.

	Legilimencywasanexceptionallyinvasivetypeofmagic.Intimatebut unwelcome. It was punishing, overly taxing on the subject's body, and

	certainlynotmeantforcontinuous,everydayexposure.Malfoy'srelentless use of the spell would have certainly caused concerns if the Ministry of Magicwasstillaround.Probablywouldhaveearnedhimagooddecadein Azkaban, but the Ministry wasn't there anymore. He wouldn't be carted

	 

	
awaytorotinacellforhisinhumaneactions.Hewouldn'tsitinthecorner of a mouldy cage, paranoid, mind melting away as he waited for the kiss

	from adementor.

	Noonewasgoingtostophim.Noonewascomingtohelpher,sothe

	torturecontinued. It gaveHermionesomething to fantasizeabout though. Gavehersomethingpleasanttofocusonwhileshelayboredinherpretty little cell.

	By the fourth day of her imprisonment, Hermione had begun bleeding out of her eyes after their sessions. The first time she'd barely noticed it, too busywrithingonthefloor,hervisionblurredandtemplesthrobbing.She'd been in too much pain to register the wetness streaking from her eyes -

	Untilithad startedto poolonthefloorbeneathher.

	On the fifth day, she'd started to bleed from the corners of her mouth after their sessions and by the seventh day, it started to streak from her ears too. Thehardershefoughtagainstthespell,themoreshebled,andthemorethe pressure in her temples deepened to the point she wondered if her skull

	mightfracturefromit.

	Malfoydidn'tcare.Didn'tsomuchasbatteraneyelidwhenshewasonthe floor, rasping, choking for breath. His eyes were always unfeeling, like he wasn't actually seeing her.

	Hermionespentmostofherdayalone.Romyoranotherhouse-elf,Quinzel, brought her meals on a silver tray.At first, Hermione was uncooperative and refused to speak to the elves at all, never mind letting them know what her food preferences were.They would dawdle for a while, asking question after question while Hermione stared out the window and onto the lavish

	gardens,refusingtorespond.

	Herrudenessdidnothingtodetertheelves’spirits.Itwassweet,really,how determined they were to get to her to eat, particularly at breakfast. If she wasn't so scared or so utterly consumed with the need to escape, she

	would'vegladlyeatenanythingthey putinfrontofher.

	 

	
Itwasn'tthatthefoodtheybroughtwasn'tappealing.Quitetheopposite;it was all absolutely mouth-watering, but Hermione had no appetite. They

	brought every breakfast food imaginable to entice her; scrambled eggs on toast,waffles,yogurtandberries.Thetrayswerealwayslovinglyprepared. The silver was always perfectly polished, and a freshly cut white tulip was always laid next to the blunt cutlery. Every time, the elves were absolutely downtrodden to find the food untouched.

	Hermione'shungerstrikelastedsixdays.Untilherstomachpractically

	turnedinonitselfwhenRomyenteredherroom,andbroughtwithhimthe aromaof sugar and warm batter. Pancakes covered with syrup and butter - her favourite.

	Shenearlyweptwithhappinessassheswallowedthefirstbite.Sheinhaled the entire tray in five greedy mouthfuls. She ate more after that. Only ever picking at her food and tearing off small pieces, but her tiny mouthfuls seemed to please the elves, and certainly spurred their creativity in the

	kitchen.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Missisfreetowanderthemanor,”Quinzelannouncedonthetenthday, settingdownasilvertrayandsmilingatHermione.Today'sdinnerwasa chicken pasta bake, another white Tulip laying elegantly by its side.

	"I'vetoldyou ahundred times,it's Hermione,not Miss,"sheanswered,

	irritated and refusing to move from her perch on the window ledge. "And howdoIknowthatyourmasterhasn'twardedthehousetosetmeonfireas soon as I leave this room?"

	Quinzelgaspedandhertinyhandscoveredhermouth."Masterwouldnever do that! The elves would be very cross if he burnt the house down, there

	would bealot ofmess."

	Hermionesnortedattheimagethatpoppedintohermind."Ofcourse.We can't have any mess, can we?" she asked bitterly.

	 

	
"Quinzel can promise Miss that Master has not set any wards within the housethatwouldharmMiss,"theelfsaidsternly."Masterhasensuredthat Miss is safe and cannot harm herself or others, but no wards have been set up within these walls that would hurt her.”

	Nothingwithinthesewalls,Hermione'smindsharpenedatQuinzel'schoice of words. She finally tore her gaze from the gardens and studied the

	elf."Hashesetupwardsoutsideof themanorthat wouldhurtme?"

	Quinzellookedawfullyuncomfortable.Herbrightpinkeyeswereonthe floorassheshiftedherweightbetweenhersmall,barefeet.Shefidgeted with the edges of her bright fuchsia pillowcase as she said, "Master just needed to be sure that Miss wouldn't be able to escape.”

	Well,thatwasaninterestingpieceofinformation.Hermionehadn'tlefther roomsinceshe'dbeencaptured.She'dassumedthatMalfoywantedtokeep her confined to her room, that she'd be zapped with an electric current or

	burntalivebywardsif shetriedtoleavehercell.

	Strangely, she felt safer confined to her own space. She'd memorised this roombynow,feltsheknewitbetterthanshedidherownbedroomwithin

	the Order's base. The familiarity of it comforted her. She knew every curve of the wood on the desk, and every crack in the cream paint. She felt like it wouldbeharderforMalfoytogetthejumponherfrominhere.Hecouldn't surpriseher here, therewereno hidden traps or nasty hexes that could catch her off guard. She was safer in here - sort of.

	Hermioneflinchedwhenthedoortoherroomsuddenlyburstopenbutshe didn't turn around. Sheleaned her head against theglass window, refusing to acknowledge that he even existed.

	"EveningQuinzel,"Malfoy'ssaid;histoneroughandbiting."Mudblood.”

	"Malfoy,"shereplied,keepinghereyesonthebeautifulgarden

	below,watchingrainpeltdownanddarkenedthegrass."Threetimesinone day? Oh, I am a lucky girl.”

	"Iaimtoplease,Granger.”

	 

	
"Doesn'tyourmasterhaveamoreimportantmissionforyou?"Shesnarled each word, making her disdain for him crystal clear. "You are his prized show dog, aren't you? Surely there's a better use of your time than this?"

	SheheardQuinzelgaspfrombehindher.Felttheairshiftandcrackleunder Malfoy's rage.

	Fantastic.Ifshecouldsourhisgoodmoodevenintheslightest,itwouldbe the highlight of her day.

	"Onyourfeet Mudblood,let'sget thisoverwith.”

	Sheleanedfurtherintotheglassinstead."Fuckyou."

	"Don'tmakemedragyouoffthatwindowledgebyyourhair,"Malfoy sneered. "Because you know I will.”

	Thatshedidknow.He'ddoneittwicesinceherarrivalwhenshe'drefused to cooperate. She wasn't in the mood for a repeat performance today, her head hurt too much already.

	Hermione stood with a huff. She dragged a hand through her hair as she turnedtofacehim."Idon'tknowwhyyoubother;you'renotgoingtofind anything-"Herbreathcaughtinherthroatwhenshefinallylookedathim.

	Hewascoveredinblood.Itwasonhisknucklesandhands,strikingagainst his pale skin. It ran all the way up to his wrists. Jagged flecks of crimson wereslashedupanddownthefrontofhisrobes,evidenceofcuttingcurses. He reeked of death; the stench of it was enough to make her stomach flip.

	"Whosebloodisthat?"Hermioneasked.

	Malfoycockedabrow.Hislipstwitchedupattheedges."Doyouwantalist?"

	"Whosebloodisthat?!"shesnapped,unabletotearhereyesawayfromthe red that crusted between each finger; that hung beneath each nail.

	 

	
Malfoy took a confident step toward her. "It's hard to say, I don't remember alltheirnames.IamtheDarkLord'sprizeddog,asyousoeloquentlyputit, I am his demon. I have a lot of important tasks.”

	"Don'tjokeaboutthis!Whosebloodisthat?"

	Malfoysimplyshruggedinresponse,andthesightofhissinistersmile made her already hollow chest ache.

	"God,you'reafuckingmonster,”Hermionesaid."Whyareyoudoingall this? If you do get into my memories and see whereThe Order's base is, Voldemort will kill everyone inside.”

	Malfoy said nothing, just drew his wand and took a step toward her. Hermionestartedtobackaway."Yourcousin'schildiswithTheOrder.

	Teddyisarelativeofyours,yourownfleshandblood,andtheywillkill him if you uncover my memories.” For every step she took, Malfoy

	followed.Whenhebackedheragainstthebathroomdoor,shetriedagain, "He's a child! Doesn't that mean anything to you?!"

	Malfoygrippedherthroatwithhisfreehandandpinnedheragainstthe wall.Hetiltedherheadback,makingsurethatshelookedintohiseyes when he responded, "Not a fucking thing.”

	Hermione drew a deep breath, refusing to show the terror that crept up her spine.Defiant,asshealwayswas."Areyoureallythatfargone?Isn'tthere any good left in you, at all?"

	"Oh, Granger," Malfoy placed the tip of his wand at her temple. He leaned inclose,hisnosebrushinghers."Whatmakesyouthinktherewasanything good in me to begin with?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Malfoykickedthewoodendoorhardenoughtomakeitshake.Thewoodcrunched on impact, splintering under his rage, but didn’t open. Didn’t

	 

	
budgeaninch.

	"That's not going to work," Hermionesang. Shewatched theperformancefromacrossthehallway,leaningagainstanotherdoorwithasmirkonherface.

	"Oh do shut the fuck up!" Malfoy snarled without looking back at her. "It'sbadenoughIhavetoenteryourmindtobeginwith,Idon'tneedyourGod- awful voice ringing in my ears while I’m here!"

	Hermionesnortedandfoldedherarmsacrossherchest,settlingintowatchthe show.

	They'dbeeninhermindforalmosttwentyminutesandMalfoyhadfailedtomake any progress. He'd been attempting to batter down this door since

	theirarrival,andhisfailurewasthemostamusingthingHermionehadseen in weeks.

	Hewasrelentlesswithhismethod'stonight,andwasgettingangrierbythemoment. Hermione had lost count of the number of hexes he'd cast against the poor door. He'd tried everything, every dark curse, fire hex and

	explodingjinxHermioneknew-evenafewshedidn'trecognise-but

	nothingworked.Eventually,he'dbecomesoenragedthathe'dresortedtokicking the door down.

	Hermionecouldn'tstopthejoythatbubbledinherchestwatchinghisangergetthebetterofhim.She’dbeenthoroughwithsealinghermemoriesaway, even more so with protecting them. She’d made sure he wasn’t going to getin.

	The great Draco Malfoy, Demon Mask, Voldemort's right-hand man,thwartedbyafilthylittleMudblood.Therewasironyintheresomewhere, she was sure of it.

	Hedeservedtosuffer.Shewantedhimtobesoconsumedwithhisown

	failurethatitdrovehimmad.Itallpaledincomparisontowhathe'ddone.Itwouldn'tbeenoughtoatonefortheliveshe'dtakenorcleansetheblood that soaked his hands - but it was awfully fun to watch him fall apart.

	 

	
"It'sonlyamatteroftimeGranger,"Malfoyhissedthroughclenchedteeth.He stepped back, and aimed a particularly strong fire hex at the door.

	Smokeandheatengulfedtheroombutwhenitcleared,thedoorremainedunopened.

	Hermione giggled, knowing it would grate his nerves. "You've tried that ahundredtimesandithasn'tworked,"sheteased,couldn'thelpherself."You may want to rethink your technique.”

	Malfoywhippedaroundtofaceher,hisrageclearinthetwistofhisbrowand curl of his lip. He looked deadly. Lethal and unhinged.

	Hermionewasgettingto him.Hersmirkgrew.

	Malfoymarchedtowardherlikeabullchargesafteramatador.Hermionehalf expected to see steam blowing out from his nose.

	"I would wipe that smug smile off your face if I were you Granger," heroared, stopping his strides when their chests were pressed together. He leereddownather,toweringoverHermione'ssmallframe.Itwouldhave been intimidating if they weren't in her mind.

	He couldn't hurt her here, not really.Any pain he inflicted wasn't real, onlythe after-effects were. This was her mind. While they were here, she had morecontrol.Certainlymorethanshedidwhentheywereontheoutside,atleast.

	Malfoy’slipcurledindisgust."Whatareyousmilingat?Iwillgetintoyourmemories,it'sonlyamatteroftime.Sowhat,exactly,doyoufindsofuckingamusing?"

	"What?Can'tyouhear mythoughts?"sheasked.Herspinestraightened

	againstthedoorframe.Sherefusedtocowerbelowhim."Doesn'tthisawfullittle connection allow you to do that?"

	Malfoymadeadisgustedface."Fuck,no!It'sbadenoughyou’relivinginmyhouse,havingyourderangedlittlethoughtsbouncingaroundmyhead

	 

	
aswell wouldbeafateworsethandeath.”

	Well,atleastthatansweredoneofherquestions.

	Malfoyspunonhisheelsandstalkedbacktowardthebattereddoor."Let'sget this over with. I don't have all day.”

	"Keepingyoufromsomething,amI?”Hermioneasked.“IsthereabitofChristmas shopping you need to do?"

	Malfoysnortedandwithdrewhiswand."Funny,youcankeeptrackofthedays, but you can't changeyour clothes." His spiteful eyes raked over her entire body before he started another round of fire hexes at the door.

	Hermionethrewhimanobscenegesture.Shewasn'tsurehesawit.Shehoped he did though.

	She hadn't changed her clothes since he'd captured her.Strangely, thewardrobes and chests of drawers in her cage were filled with clothes.

	Beautifulones.Railsofgarmentsinthesoftestsilksandeverystyleand

	colourshecouldthinkof.Theremust’vebeenahundreddressesandskirtshanging in the wardrobe, each as lavish and expensive looking as the one next to it.

	She'drunherhandsacrossthewoolcardigansinthedrawersafewtimes.

	They did feel nice, soft and warm, inviting her to pull them from theirdrawersandridherselfofhertight,restrictingjeans.Butthethoughtof

	wearingclothesthatMalfoyhadpurchasedandpossiblypickedoutforhermade her feel sick.

	So, ten days on, she remained in her battle uniform. She hadn't showeredsince she'd been here. She couldn't bear to strip. The thought of shedding herclothesandbeingnakedinMalfoy'shouseunnervedher,madeherfeel defenceless, so she hadn't.

	Instead,sheasked

	 

	
the elves to cast cleaning and drying charms on her skin and clothes eachmorning and night. It wasn't nearly as relaxing as running a hot bath and submergingherselfinthebubblesthewayshereallywantedto,butitmeant thatshewasclean,andthatshedidn'thavetowearanythinghanginginthewardrobes.

	BecausewearingclothesthatMalfoyhadpickedoutandtouchedwasakinto having him touch her himself.

	Andthatwasa fateworsethandeath.

	 

	 

	beingnakedandshoweringinMalfoy'shouse.

	 

	
Missinginaction

	 

	23rdDecember

	 

	 

	Hermionesatinherusualspotonthecushionedwindowledgeinherroom, knees pulled to her chest and her arms wrapped around her calves; her very own perch in her birdcage.

	Asnowstormhadbefallenthemanorovernight.Theoncegreengrassand perfectlyprunedrosebushesweretransformedduringthemoonlight.The gardens were untouched, not a single footprint distorting the crisp white snow. If possible, it looked even more alluring now, almost enchanting.

	Hermionehadbecomequitefondofsnowsincethestartofthewar.She used to hate it. Thought the wretched stuff was nothing but an

	inconveniencethatlefteverythingarounditcoldandmiserable.

	Sheadoredsnownow,becauseithidtheevidenceofthewar.Itcoveredthe destroyed buildings and concealed the burnt meadows where battles had

	beenfought.Itcoveredthebloodonthestreetsandmadeeverything...new again.Fresh.

	Hermione could never be in a bad mood when there was snow outside, the children living in the Order's bases wouldn't allow it.The little ones turned positivelyferalwithjoyatthesightofthestuff.Theirlaughterandscreams of delight as they piled on their waterproof coats and enchanted thermal scarves, all so they could venture outside to build snowmen, were

	infectious,alwayshadbeen.

	Itwasawonderfulthingtoseethechildrenofwaractuallybeingchildren for a change. It was just a small reprieve from the murders and bombings going on outside; awful things that their innocent minds were completely unaware of, but it was a reprieve nonetheless, and they deserved it more than anyone.

	 

	
As Hermione looked out onto the grounds, she wondered if the children were already up and playing outside. She wondered if Harry and Ginny's children;Rose,FredandSeverus,hadalreadydraggedtheirparentsoutside by their sleeves and demanded that they make snow angels with them. Her

	thoughtstookadarkturnwhenHarry'sgleefulfaceflashedbehindhereyes.

	Herthoughts-filledwithchildren'slaughterandcrookedsnowmena

	momentago-weresuddenlybleedingbackintothewar.Shecouldn'thelp it. Her mind always did veer back in that direction quicker than the snow would melt.

	Shestartedtowonderiftheotherswouldstillbesearchingforher,even afteralltheseweeks?Weretheysearchingforherrightnow?Werethey trudgingthroughthestreetsintheknee-highsnowtofindher,insteadof spending time with their families? Theirrealfamilies?

	Probably not. Probably assumed that she’d died on the field that day with Tonks.Shewouldjustbeanothernameonthelong,never-endinglistofthe dead now.

	'HermioneJeanGranger,'Harrywouldsayinhereulogy.'Fallensoldier,missing in action. Presumed dead'.

	Sherealised,withastabbingpaininherchest,that'sallshewasnow;asoldier.

	She wasn't someone's lover.Wasn't even someone daughter anymore. She gavecommands,formulatedbattleplansandrescuedslavesfromtheDark Lord's clutches, but she was just a soldier.Alethal assassin.Akiller.A

	personwho'dmurderedhundredsmoreDeathEatersthananyoneelsein The Order.

	WasshereallyanybetterthanMalfoy?

	 

	
"WhatmakesMisshappy?"Romyaskedwhenheappearedinherroomthat afternoon, setting down a silver tray at the foot of her bed, the same place

	theelvesalwayslefthermeals.

	Hermionetorehergazeawayfromthegardenstolookattheelf.Hiseyes were burning questions, concern clear in the downturn of his tiny mouth. "I'm sorry. I don't know what you mean?"

	"Well,RomyandQuinzelhavenoticedthatMissisverysadallthetime.

	AndRomyandQuinzeldonotlikesadness,itmakesourheartsfeelpoorly.”

	Oh, what a sweet, sweet little thing. How could something so pure of heart andcompletelydevoidofdarknessserveamasterascruelasMalfoy?How had his malevolence and brutality not squished their bright little souls?

	When Hermione finally escaped, she was going to take the elves with her. Shesworetoit.Shewasgoingtoshowthemabetterlifeandmorekindness than they thought possible to make up for the inhumane treatment they

	undoubtedlyreceivedhere.

	Romyjumpedontheledgetositbesideher."Wewouldliketodowhatever we can to cheer Miss up. So Romy is asking, what does Miss like to do to make herself happy?"

	"Lots of things," Hermione answered sullenly, trying her best to offer the kindelfareassuringsmile.Itdidn'treachhereyes,notthewayitusedto. She stared out the window again. "Hardly any of that matters anymore."

	"WouldithelpMissifRomyprovidedoneofthesethings?Romycould

	bringmorepotsoftea?DoesMisslikereading?Masterhasahugelibrary filled with books. Romy could bring books?"

	She suppressed a shudder. In her youth, she would've probably fainted at theopportunitytobrowsetheinfamousMalfoyManorLibrary.Shecould

	onlyimaginetheancienttomesandpricelessfirsteditionsthatmust'vebeen stored there. Now, however, she couldn't think of anything worse than

	touchingabookthathe'dheldinthoseblood-soakedhandsofhis.

	 

	
"It'salright,"Hermionesaid."Don'ttroubleyourself,Romy."

	"Romy would like the trouble, Miss. Romy and Quinzel are very fond of Miss Granger, it would make us very happy to cheer her up.” He shuffled closer,andrestedhiswarmlittlehandonherthigh."WhatmakesMissfeel better on days when she is sad?"

	Hermionedrewadeepbreath,feelinghereyesprickwithtears.She

	couldn'trememberthelasttimesomeonehadshownherthissortofgenuine kindness.Shestillcouldn'tlookathim.Ifshelooked,thenshewouldbreak. The tears would spill and she'd be unable to stop them. She couldn't look at him. She just couldn't.

	"Iliketopaint,"Hermionewhisperedhonestly."OndayswhereIfeelalone or sad, I like to paint.”

	PaintinghadalwaysbeenasecrethobbyofHermione's,somethingshekept to herself. There was something incredibly soothing about picking up a brush and swiping bright and vibrant colours across a canvas. It was a

	differenttypeoftherapytoreading.

	Foraslongasshecouldremember,she'dbeenobsessedwithknowledge.

	Hungryforit.Throughoutherentireadolescence,she'dbeengreedywith

	theneedforbooks.Theneedtosoakupeverywordandspellandjustlearn

	hadalwaysfaroutweighedanythingelse.Sheabsorbedeverything,no

	detailescapedhereagermind,andshecouldrecalleverythingshe'dever read in almost instantly.

	But sometimes that was the problem. Her head wastoo full.She was burstingattheseams,threateningtoexplodewiththesheeramountshe stored behind those tired brown eyes.

	Paintingwasdifferent.Itwasarelease.Awaytoridhermindofthe

	buzzing voices, the constant chatter and the need to solve problems and just...letitallout.Smearthecanvaswithwhatevershewantedandforget the stifling need to know everything and save everyone.

	 

	
Merlin,shedidn'trealisehowmuchshemissedituntilshesaiditoutloud. She would’ve traded anything to have a canvas and brush in her hand...

	Or acigarette.

	AsHermionestaredatthecrisp,untouchedsnow,pretendingitwasa canvas and imagining the shapes she would paint in it, she noticed a

	shadowform.Itwassmalltobeginwith,likeatinyinkblotonanotherwise pristinepieceof paper. Shethought she'd imagined it at first, but thelonger she stared, the larger it became. She watched it expand, darkening and swallowingupthesnow.Ittookherfarlongerthanitshouldhavetorealise it was a shadow.

	Ablackshadow.

	Hermioneflungthewindowsopen.Shegrabbedeithersideoftheframefor support and leaned out as far as she could. She'd managed to convince the elves days ago to unseal the windows, having finally assured them that she wasn't going to throw herself to her death the first chance she got. They’d

	doneasshe’daskedbutaddedcharmsaroundtheopenspace,justtomake sure. She could open them as far as their design allowed, but magic

	preventedherfromleaningoutthewindowstoofar.Still,itwasbetterthan nothing.At least she got to feel a breeze on her face now and again.

	Hermionecranedhernecktowardsthesky,andsquintedintothedarkened clouds until she saw what she was looking for.

	Atfirstglance,shethoughtBlackShadowwasfalling.Ittookuntilthe

	dragonwasmuchcloserforHermionetorealisethatthebeasthadn'tbeen shot out of thesky. Her wings weretucked in tightly at her sides; shewas nosediving towards the gardens.Fast. Much, much too fast. She was

	hurtling towards the earth like a meteor.At two hundred feet above the manor,sheshowednosignsofslowingdown.Notatonehundredandfifty feet. Or even one hundred.

	MaybeHermionewaswrong,maybethedragonwasfallingafterall.She

	heldherbreathwhenthedragonreachedaroundfiftyfeet,leaningbackand

	 

	
bracingfortheearth-shakingimpactofthathuge,scaledbodycolliding with the floor-

	But Black Shadow opened her wings at the last second, beating them powerfully against the air and halting her descentjustbefore she hit the ground.Eachflapwaslikealoudclapofthunderthathurledupthefallen snow below her, causing small flurries to swirl and dance as she lowered herself to the ground.

	When the dragon's back legs touched the gardens, a splash of crimson tainted the crisp white snow below her, and the earth shook under her weightlikeasmallearthhadsuddenlystruck.Sherearedherheadtoward the clouds and released an ear-piercing roar that made the hairs on

	Hermione'sarmsstandonend.Itwasn'tliketheotherroarsHermionehad

	heardfromthedragon.Itwasn'tthethreateninghissshe'dthrownHermione waywhenDracohaddraggedherontoherbackatthecliffsofDover,orthe deep rumbling battle cry she'd made as she roared into battle. This was

	painedandhoarse.Moreofashriekthanaroar.

	BlackShadowshookherhugeheadasifshewasdizzy,sprayingmoreof her blood onto the snow.

	Malfoydismountedherquickly.Hetorehismaskoffbythehornsand

	threwitawaywithjaggedmovements.Hewhippedaround,hisarmcutinto the air as he spat an order to the house-elves. Hermione didn’t hear what

	he’dsaid,anotherwailofpainfromthedragondrownedhisvoiceout,but she caught the look on his face. His brow was twisted with fury, his teeth exposed in a snarl. He was seething.Angrier and more murderous than

	she'deverseenhim.

	Theelvesappearedstraightaway,theirtinyarmsfilledwithbottlesofevery coloured potion and herb imaginable. Hermione watched Draco sharply

	drawhiswand.Apalebluelight emittedfrom thetip ashecast-what

	Hermioneassumed-wasahealingcharmbelowthedragonsleftshoulder.

	Sheroaredagainandthrewherheadintotheair.Thesoundwasmore

	splinteringthistimearound,likeathousandscreamsallatonce.Hermione's hands flew to her ears to shield her from it.

	 

	
Malfoycastcharmaftercharmonthedragonastheelvesfussedoverher injury. His movements were frenzied, desperate.

	HermioneandMalfoyhadscreamedateachothercountlesstimessinceher capture. They'd seethed in each other's faces and pushed and shoved one

	another, but there was always a sense of eerie calm in Malfoy. He was alwayscontrolled,alwayshadabsoluteauthorityoverhisemotions.He

	onlyshowedthethingsheneededto,thingsthatwereusefultohim;anger, spite, malice.Any other time, his expression was the ideal poker face,

	givingnothingaway.Hecouldn'thavelookedfurtherfromthatnow.He looked bloodthirsty.Unhinged.

	Malfoysharplyspuntofacethehouse,andHermione'sheartstoppedwhen those cold blue-grey eyes immediately found hers - only they weren't so

	coldanymore.Theywereburning.Hebarkedanothercommandoverhis shoulder, his expression stuck in that murderous scowl, then started to march toward the house, his eyes on Hermione with each step.

	Hewas comingforher.

	Hermionecouldn'thelpthewayshestartedtopanic.Couldn'thelptheway her chest tightened, or how the air in her cage suddenly became hot and

	stifling.TherewassomethinginMalfoy'seyes,somethingferal,likeatiger trapped behind bars too long. She couldn't put her finger on exactly what it was, but it fucking terrified her.

	Without giving herself chance to second guess what her instincts were screamingather,Hermionedidtheonethingshehadn'tdoneintwelve days. She left her cell.

	She pushed the door open quickly, swinging it open so suddenly that it smashed into the wall and left a dent in the plaster. Her stomach lurched withfearwhenshesteppedoverthethresholdandintotheunknown,she forced herself to beat it down, and took off running.

	Hermionesprinteddowntheleftcorridor.Theportraitswhisperedasshe ran past them, glaring and tsk'ing, all with the same cold, unfeeling blue

	 

	
eyes.Sheignoredthemall,focusinginsteadonkeepingherbreathingas even and quiet as possible.

	Shecametoastopnearagrand,spiralstaircasewhichforked;onepathled to the gardens, the other into an unexplored area of the manor. She had no idea where she was going. She had no weapon to defend herself, no plan.

	Shecouldn'tleavetheestate,theelveshadadmittedthatmuchtoher,but maybe there was somewhere she could hide from Malfoy?Asecret

	passagewayorasmallcupboardsomewhere?Thehousewasostentatiously large, there had to be hiding places somewhere! Malfoy would find her

	eventually,butthatdidn'tmeanshecouldn'tstallhimforawhile.She'dtold him time and time again that she intended to make his searches through her mind as strenuous and difficult as humanly possible, and she intended to

	keepherword.

	Loudfootstepsechoedbehindher;theunmistakableclickfromtheheelsof a boot against wooden floors. Malfoy must've been closing in on her.

	"Granger,"afamiliar,sinistervoicecalled.Hesnarledthewords,hisrage

	palpableineverysyllable."Youcan'tseriouslythinkIwon'thuntyoudown in my own house?"

	Hermionesprinteddownthestairs,takingtwostepsatatimeandforcing

	herself to her feet when her ankles gave out on the bottom step. She moved oninstinctandtookthepaththatledherdeeperintothemanor.Sheguessed that she had a better chance at hiding if she was inside the house. There

	weren't many hiding spots in the garden, not that she could see from her window,anyway.Plus,BlackShadowandtheelveswereprobablystillout there.Dragonstendedtobevolatilewheninjured.Theywereexceptionally more dangerous and eruptive when they felt vulnerable, and Hermione

	didn'tfancybeing burntto acrisp whileshelookedfor ahidingspot.

	Her chosen route led her to a large kitchen. She ran to the drawers and tried toyankthemopen,buttheywouldn'tbudge.Shetriedagain,wrappingboth her hands around the brass handles and using her bodyweight to pry them

	open.Herfearfeltstrongenoughtochokeherwhensherealisednothing

	 

	
wasgoingtowork.Theywereimmovable,probablysealedshutwith magic. Malfoy really was a thorough little bastard.

	Shemovedonandcheckedeverycupboard,forcingherselfnottoscreamin frustration when she found nothing useful in their either. Everything was

	lockeddownandsecuredinplacewithmagic.Shecouldn'tevenusea

	fryingpantodefendherself.Shewashelpless.Again.Withalowgrowl, she swung open the pantry door and squeezed herself inside -without aweapon.She kept the cupboard door open just a crack, not enough to be seen, butjustenough to keep an eye on the entrance.

	WhenMalfoysteppedintothekitchen,Hermioneheldherbreath.

	Thewayhestalkedaroundtheroom,thewayhisblood-soakedfingers

	trailed delicately over the granite countertop, it could only be described as predatory.Hisshoulderswerelooseandhisheadwasbowedslightlylikea panther. He was searching for her, hunting her.

	"Iknowyou'reinhereGranger."Hisvoicewaspracticallyapurr.

	Hermionepressed her shoulders as closeto theback of thecupboard as she could,hoping,prayingthathecouldn'theartheviolentbeatingofherheart.

	Hemadearotationaroundthekitchenisland,hisfingersleavingatrailof blood on the countertop. "I'd come out if I were you,little lion.I'll only make the Legilimency more painful if you don't play nicely.”

	Whenhedisappearedfromherlineofsight,Hermione'sheartseemedto

	hammerontheoutsideofherbody.Itfeltimpossiblyloud.Loudenoughfor him to hear. Each beat was almost painful, like being hit with a tiny fist-

	Malfoyyankedthedoortothecupboardopen.Thesuddennessofitstartled Hermione so much that she almost screamed.Almost.

	Heradrenalinefuelledher.Fearandpanicshotthroughhersystemand

	replacedherbloodwithfire.Movingveryquickly,sheusedallherstrength, leaned against the back wall, and used the flats of both her feet to kick hiscalves.

	 

	
Sheheardsomethingsnap.

	Malfoydoubledoverhimself,growlinginpainasheusedthedoorframeforsupport.

	AndHermionemadeherescape.Shequicklycrawledunderhisbodyand out of the cupboard-

	ButMalfoywasjustaheartbeatquickerthanshewas.

	Asearingpainspreadthroughthebackofherheadwhenhegrabbeda

	fistfulofherhair.Heyankedherbackwardsroughly,flippingherontoher back so he could crouch over her.

	Hermionestilltried tofighthim. Stilltried togetas manykicksand

	punchesintothwarthimforaslongaspossible,butwithoutmagic,Malfoy was a lot stronger than she was. He pressed the length of his body over the top of hers and crushed her under his weight. She couldn't kick him like

	this, but she managed one strong punch against his jaw before he caught bothherwristsinonehandandpinnedherarmsaboveherhead,silencing her struggles once and for all.

	Hermionescreamedinfrustration,knowingthathe'dbeatenher.Shetilted her chin down, intending to catch his eye when she spat in his face, but

	frozewhenshecaughthisexpression.

	Becausehiseyesweren'tsimplyburning,theyweresetaflame.Anintense blue fire was roaring around his irises.

	Andthenheforcedhimself intoher mindlikeafuckingsledgehammer.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	TheforceofMalfoy’sspellknockedthewindoutofher.Eveninsideherownhead, she was left panting and gasping for breath on the floor, and her

	 

	
visionwasblurredfromthebuildingpressureinhertemples.

	Ithadneverhurtlikethisbefore.Ontheoutsideyes,butnotinherownhead.

	ShewasfaintlyawarewhenMalfoymaterialisedbehindher.Sheheardhisboots click against the floor of the hallway they were in, felt a chill run downherspinewhenMalfoy’sdamprobesdraggedacrossherbackashe stepped over her body.

	Hewasalmostvibratingwithrageashemarchedtowardthedoor.Shecouldtastehisanger.Itcolouredtheairwithadeadly,metallictwang.

	"Whatthe-euughhhh,"Hermionechoked,tryingtopullherselfupontoherhandsandknees.She'dfuckingcrawlafterMalfoyifshehadto."Whatthe hell is wrong with you?!"

	Thiswasbad.Thiswasvery,verybad.Heshouldn'tbeinhermindright

	now,notwhenhewasthisrampant.Whoknewthetypeofdamagehecoulddo to her psyche while he was this volatile.

	'Thepainisn'treal',shetoldherself.'It'snotreal,it'sallinyourhead.’

	Sheforcedherselfupontoherelbows.Shetriedtopushthedizzyingacheaway and focus on what Malfoy was doing. Focus on the threat.

	Hewentstraightforthecharredandsplintereddoorthathe'dbeenworkingon for days, and he didn't pause in front of it, didn't hesitate for a second.

	Shewatchedasheswiftlyliftedhisleftleg,hisrobesswayingviolentlybehind him, and brought his foot down in a punishing kick.

	Aloudcrackingsoundshotthroughtheair.Hermionethoughtshewasgoingtobesick.

	ThedoorthatMalfoyhadspentdaystryingtoforceopenwithnosuccess,was now open.

	 

	
No,itwasn'tmerelyjustopen.Itwascompletelygone,violentlyrippedfromits hinges under the force of his kick.

	Neitherofthemmovedforafewmoments,neitherbreathed.Theybothjuststared at the crater that once held the lock to Hermione's first preciousmemory.

	ShecountedtwentyfranticbeatsofherheartbeforeMalfoylookedatherfrom over his shoulder. He threw her the most sadistic smirk she'd ever seen, and then disappeared through the new doorway.

	Hermionewasonherfeetbeforehe'dcrossedthethreshold.

	She recognised the room the moment she stepped inside. Beige walls withcream carpets, sturdy wooden furniture and worn leather sofas all pointed towardsasmalltelevisionbox.Shedidn'tneedtoseethepicturessittingon the shelves to know exactly where she was. It was the place she'd dreamed

	ofgoingbacktosincethewarhadbegun.Fantasizedabouthoweuphoricitmight feel to step into this exact room, at this exact moment.

	Because it was her childhood home, and it wasn't there anymore. Nothingremainedofthissafehavenintheoutsideworld.Itwasnothingbutapileof ash and bones now; just a nother thing the war had taken from her.

	Malfoystoodinthecosysittingroom,hisarmsfoldedacrosshischestasheleaned against the wall. She realised as she came to stand beside him, that he didn't look angry anymore. His triumph appeared to have doused the fires of his rage. He looked smug. His lips lifted in the corners as he

	watchedthememorybeforehimwithraptattention.

	Hermionestaredasachildversionofherselfskiddedintotheroom,

	singing,followedbyagroupofotherchildrenallwearingbrightpinkpartyhatsandsashes.Itwasherparty;her6thbirthdayparty,ifshewascorrect.

	Itwasasillymemory;oneshewasn'tsurewhyshelockedawaysotightly.It seemed insignificant in comparison to the other secrets she carried.

	Trivial when compared to the Order's bases, Harry's location, or even hersecretrendezvouswithMedusa,butitwasherearliestrealmemorysoshe

	 

	
feltprotectiveofit.Itwas      precioustoher.Personal.Certainlynot

	somethingtosharewiththeDeathEaterwhostoodbesideher,theonewithblood still dripping from his hands.

	"God, I thought your hair couldn't get any bushier than it was back atHogwarts,"Malfoyspat,watchingayoungerHermioneleadherfriendsto the sofas to play games. "It seems I was mistaken.”

	Hermionedidn'tanswerhim.Shehadnoanswer.Shewasfartooangry,fartoo panicked by the turn of events this afternoon had taken.

	Despite everything she’d done to keep her memories safe, he'd gotten in.His rage had fuelled his Legilimency skills in a way she never thought possible.He'dbargedintoherpsychewithunimaginablepower,andforced his way through that first door by sheer indignation.

	Whatwasshesupposedtodonow?Shecouldpracticeherblocking

	techniquesalldaylong,butifhisragefuelledhimtothiscapacity,itwouldonly be a matter of time before the rest of her doors crunched under the

	heelof hisboot. What ifshetriedto-

	Her mind froze from its downward spiral. Her breath caught in her throatwhen her mother stepped into the living room. Her mother. Her angelic, puresoulofamotherwasholdingabirthdaycakewithsixflamingcandles atop. Hermione hadn't seen her since …

	"What'sthematterlittlelion?"Malfoyasked,thecoldedgereturningtohisvoice. "No insult you want to spew? No spiteful comeback? No positively Gryffindor speech about how good will triumph over evil?"

	Hermionesworeherheartachedwhenherfatherappearedfromthekitchenholding an ancient-looking video camera the size of a brick. Her mother

	placedthecakeonthecoffeetableandinstructedallthechildrentogatherinacircle,andthenthegleefulchorusof'HappyBirthday'filledtheroom.

	Whenhermotherplantedakissonheryoungerselvesforehead,Hermioneballed her hands into fists. Her eyes burned with tears. Her chest felt cold and … empty.

	 

	
"Well,Imustsay,Iamdisappointed,"Malfoycontinued."Iexpectedmorefrom you. Where's that feisty little bitch gone-"

	"Enough,Malfoy,”Hermionespat."Just...enough.”Shecouldfeelhimwatching her carefully, those cold, icy eyes of his taking everything in.

	Hermionedidn’tlookathim,shecouldn’ttakehereyesoffhermother.

	She’d forgotten how beautiful her mother was, and the gentle elegance thatshejustnaturallyseemedtoexude.She’dbeenthepurestofsouls;would’ve done anything for anyone, no matter what it cost her. She was selfless like that. Pure.

	Foralongtime,Hermionehadthoughtthecruellestmomentofherlifewaserasingherparents’memoriesofher,butthatpaledincomparisontonever getting to see them again before they were murdered. No, the cruellest moment was learning her memory erasing charm had faded three years

	after its conception, and hearing that her parents had returned to theirfamilyhometofranticallysearchfortheirdaughter,onlytobetorturedand executed by the very Death Eaters that hunted them.

	'It'snotyourfault,theywereinthewrongplaceatthewrongtime,'

	Shacklebolthadsaid,asifthosetwolittlesentenceswereenoughtocomforther. They hadn't. Not in the slightest.

	She’dfoundnopeaceinhiswords.Nopeaceinanything.

	Untilshe'dtrackeddownthosesameDeathEatersandmurderedthemherself. T hen, and only then, she’d felt... solace. Sort of.

	"You know this is useless,” Hermione whispered, feeling tears prick hereyesasshewatchedherparents."Thisdoesn'ttellyouanythingabouttheOrder."

	Malfoydidn'trespond,butsheknewhewasstillwatchingher.Probably

	dissecting every twitch of her brow and flutter of her lashes as she tried tokeephertearsatbay,checkingherforaweaknesshecouldexploitlikethe unfeeling psychopath he was.

	 

	
Shewouldn'tlethimseeherweak.Wouldn'tlethimseeshewasbreaking.Not now. Not ever.

	"Allthateffort,"Hermioneseethed,forcingasmuchmaliceintohertoneaspossible, "and this is all you got. A six-year-old girls birthday party. You must be so disappointed.”

	"OnthecontraryGranger,"hesaid,voicelowasawhisperbutjustasvenomous as hers, "this tells me everything I need to know.”

	Now,thatdidcatchherattention.Sheturnedherhead,finallytearingherface from her mother to glare at the intruder next to her.

	Merlin,shefuckinghatedhim.

	"Your mind isn't as impenetrable as you like to think it is.” He took a steptowards her, intending to see her cower away from him no doubt, but Hermione didn’t move. She rooted herself in the spot, and raised her chin defiantly."You'rebreaking,”hesaid,“andit'ssuchafuckingpleasurethat I'm the one to break you.”

	He let the words linger between them before he turned on his heels andmarched out the room. Hermione watched him take a sharp left when he wasoverthethreshold,undoubtablyonhiswaytoripanotherdooroffits hinges and barge into another one of her memories.

	Shecastonelastglanceathermother,committingthegentlelinesofherface to memory, and then sprinted after him.

	BecausetheonlythingworsethanhavingMalfoyrunaroundinhermind,was having him do italone.

	 

	
Sweetheart

	 

	TW;scenesoftortureandgraphicdepictionsofviolenceandslaughter

	24thDecemberDrip.

	Drip.

	Drip.

	Dracowhistledwhenheenteredthecavern.Hesquintedintothedarkness, searching for thefigureheknew was thereas hewalked further inside. He held a lantern in his hand, the flame charmed to be unnaturally bright and vigorous, emitting much more light than it should. Salazar knew it needed to; this tomb was pitch black.

	Whilehewalked,heconcentratedhismagiconlevitatingthecorpseofa large cow behind him. The animal's blood dripped sporadically from an incision on its throat, leaving a trail of scarlet on the scratched concrete.

	Drip.Drip. Drip.

	Dracowhistledagainandbroughtthebodyclosertohisside,hopingto draft the scent of the kill into the tomb and entice the beast within.

	Adeep rumble cut through the eerie silence, the vibrations of it rattling againstDraco'schest.Thetemperaturespikedsuddenly,andthenshewasthere.

	 

	
Itwasn'tbigenoughforhisdragondownhere.Theceilingsmight'vebeen hightohim,buthercolossalsizemadeitdifficultforhertomovethrough them. Her chest and tail scraped across the floor as she struggled to crawl towards him.

	Assoonashesawher,itfelteasiertobreathe.Theuncomfortabletightness he'd carried in his chest eased, and the sickening lurch he'd carried in his stomach since their separation softened.

	HehatedthattheDarkLordhadinsistedshebekeptundertheirbaseof operation while she healed.

	He said he wanted to keep an eye on her to ensure she received the best care.Hewantedhertorecoverasquicklyaspossible,notbecausehecared

	forherlikeDracodid,butbecausehecouldn'thavehismostlethalweapon out of commission for too long.

	TheOrderwasterrifiedofhisdragon,astheyfuckingshouldbe.Formany, she was a nightmare come to life; a winged demon materialised on the

	battlefieldandhungryfortheirscreams.Themeresightofheroften

	reducedeventhebravestmentoapuddleofdesperation.Herroaralone brought the most valiant Order soldiers to their knees.

	Shewasmajesticandpowerful.AndshebelongedtoDraco.

	Althoughhismotherhadgivenhimhertinyeggbeforeherpassing,Draco had been convinced that his master was going to take the dragon for his own when he learned what species she was, that he'd snatch the egg right from Draco's pale fingers when he realised the destruction her flaming

	breathwouldonedaycause.Hehad,infact,countlesstimessinceshe'd hatched, but it wasn't meant to be.

	ScandinavianFirethornDragon'sonlychoseonerider.Theypaired

	themselves with a single witch or wizard for life and never answered to anyoneelse.Theywouldn'tevenallowanotherpersonthejoyofflyingon

	theirbacksunlesstheirmasterhadpermittedit.Theirdecisionswerefinal. No second chances. No exceptions.

	 

	
ButtheDarkLordhadstilltriedtomakehersubservienttohim.Thecrazy bastard had tried to bond with her from the moment she'd clawed her way out of her egg. He'd tried to feed her by hand, tried to soothe her, and he'd even tried to teach the tiny thing to breathe fire, but it all ended with little

	nipsandtheedgesofrobessetaflame.Intheend,shewantednothingtodo with the dark wizard.She only ever wanted Draco and to this day,

	whereverhewas,shefollowed.

	Hisdragonwasruthlesslypossessive,territorialofwhatshethoughtwas

	hers.Hebelongedtoheras muchasshebelongedtohim.

	Dracoknewsheneededtobehere,andthatshewasbeingtreatedby

	Voldemort'sbesthealers.Butshewasn'tattheManor,shewasn'thome,and the separation was stifling.

	Thedungeonsbeneaththecathedralwerefartoosmallforabeastas

	magnificentasher.Thisconcretecagewasmoreofaprisonthananything else. She needed to be outside, wings spread and head held high like the elegantbeingshewas.Shedidn'tbelonghere.Shebelongedatthemanor, with him and what was left of his small - albeit highly dysfunctional -

	family.

	"Hellobeautiful,"hewhisperedwhen shestoppedinfrontofhim.

	Her nostrils flared and relaxed, inhaling the scent of her dinner. Her ruby- coloured eyes watched him as he ran a hand across her scaled snout, waitingforhimtotellhershewasallowedtoeatthecorpsethatwaswithin her reach.

	"I'vemissedyou.”

	ShenestledherlargeheadintoDraco'spalmandhummedinthebackofher throat, a purr, her admission of happiness for their reunion.

	Withasnapofhisfingers,thecow'sbodyfelltothefloorwithanaudible squelch. She moved away from his palm, inching towards her meal, and Malfoy used the distraction to walk along the side of her body. "Go on

	then,"hesaid,juttinghischintowardsthecow."Don'tmindme,digin.”

	 

	
Assoonasshestartedtoeat,Dracobeganinspectingherinjuries.Asmuch as he trusted the healers, he needed proof that she was on the mend.

	Heranhisfingersacrossthejaggedwoundliningherribs,thescargrew taunt and then relaxed as she inhaled and exhaled. They were healing

	nicely,muchfasterthanhe'dexpected.Thedeepopenwoundunderher

	shoulder-theonethatDracowassurehadpuncturedsomethingvital-was only a scar now. Fresh, black scales were quickly growing around the

	vulnerableskintoprotectit,herarmourreforming.

	Theinjuryhad comefrom araid.Alltheyhad todo wasoverturna

	resistancebaseknowntobeassociatedwithPotter.Itwassupposedtobea simple in and out mission with very little numbers and next to no

	interference.

	Howwrongtheirintelligencehadbeen.

	The base was heavily armed, infuriatingly well prepared, and all the civiliansandpossiblehostagesthey'dbeensenttocapturewerealready underthebaseandoutofreach.Largegunnerswerealreadysetup,and

	countlesssoldiers-wizardandmugglealike-hadalreadybeeninperfect formation with their weapons drawn and loaded when the attack had

	started.

	The Dark Lord was sure someone had tipped the Order off about the raid, but all the preparation in the world couldn't have prepared them for the onslaughtthatensued.ThesiegehadalreadybegunwhenDracorodeinon

	the dragons back.The majority of the Order soldiers were already deceased or close to it.The only remaining threat was the three metal tanks that were guarding the entrance, their last line of defence.Although their barrels were pointinghighintheskyandwaitingforDracoandhisdragontoarrive,they were no threat. She disintegrated them instantly; the thick, muggle made metal melted easily under the heat of her flames.

	Hisdragonhadbeenreadytomakeanotherpassoverthebase,allshehad to do was blow the front doors off to allow the Death Eaters to get inside and snatch the hostages. She'd opened her mouth when the door was in sight, the scales on her back growing hotter as she gathered fire, but just

	 

	
beforeshe'dreleasedthatexplosivebreath,afourthtankhadappearedout of nowhere, just suddenly cracked into existence. Draco had realised - a secondtoolate-thatthelargemachinehadbeenconcealedwithmagic.A

	fewpathetic,easilydetectablelayersofmagicthathewouldhavenoticedif he'd been paying more attention.

	Hisdragon hadpaid thepriceforhisignorance.

	Dracosworethathishearthadstoppedbeatingwhenashellleftthetankthe very second it had materialised.Apiece of metal the size of a broomstick

	had exploded from thebarrel when they'd been amerethirty feet away, far tooclosetoevadethething,andcomingatthemfartoofastforhimtocast a shield. They were aiming for Draco; their leaders had instructed them a long time ago that if the infamous Demon Masks were ever on the

	battlefield,theyweretheprimarytargets.

	Hisdragonhadswervedjustintimetoshieldhimfromit,butitmeantshe bore the worst of the attack.

	The ear-piercing screech of pain she'd emitted had been so gut-wrenching, soagonized,thatDracowassureshewasgoingtodie.He'dbeenconvinced that she would fall from the sky, that they would both plummet towards the earth at such speed his body would've explode upon impact.

	As it happens, however, dragons are very resilient, and very ill-tempered when in pain. She'd torn the metal box and her assailants apart with her claws before the poor bastards had even had a chance to reload their weapons.Dracohadbeensmilingunderhismasktheentiretime,unableto stop the cruel sense of satisfaction he'd felt as their screams had rung through the air. Payback really was a bitch.

	"I'msorryyouhavetobecoopedup inhere,"hewhispered asheranhis

	fingersacrossthewoundforafinalinspection."You'llcomehomesoon,Ipromise.”

	Shedidn'trespond.Shewasfartoobusytearingslicesoffleshfromboneto notice him or her healing injuries.

	 

	
Dracohatedthathecouldn'tstaywithherlonger,orthathisvisithadtobe cut too short in favour of the other duties that needed his attention today.

	Thisafternoon'sto-dolistwasfartoolongandmorbidthanthisfestivetime of year should have allowed.

	Assignmentone;Feedthedragon.

	Assignmenttwo;interrogatecapturedOrdersoldiersforinformationonPotter's whereabouts.

	Assignmentthree;returnhomeandsearchGranger's-

	Even thinking her name brought his blood to boiling point. Despite her captivity, Draco blamed her for what had happened to his dragon. The mugglestankshadgottenquicker,theirbulletsweremoredangerousand had become more difficult to manipulate lately, and he would bet every

	galleoninhisvaultthatGrangerhadsomethingtodowithit.Hecouldjust see her now; bent over a desk, her hair a wild, untameable mess, deep in

	concentration,piecesofparchmentscatteredmessilyaroundherasshetried to figure out ways to thwart the evil, mindless beast that turned their

	belovedsoldiersintoash.

	The Order had become relentless in their attacks since Granger had been captured.Araid at one of the Dark Lord's bases had been attempted every daysinceherdisappearance.Notthatitdidthemanygood,italwaysended in failure.Always resulted in the bodies of their soldiers piled high,

	decapitated,oftenburntfarbeyondrecognition.

	Theyweresloppywithouther.Disorganised.Theirstuntwiththemagically concealed tank was a stroke of dumb luck, everything else they'd tried in

	the last few weeks had been an astronomical failure. Having their chief strategist and most lethal soldier snatched from their grasp had clearly diminishedtheirconfidence.JustasDracohadpredicted,theOrderwas crumbling without her. Potter was probably throwing a fit back at their base, demanding that every available officer be deployed and searching tirelessly for her.

	 

	
Draco knew he'd been right to capture her that day. He'd been sure that she'd prove to be a powerful pawn to make the Order fall. She was much moreusefultotheDarkLord'sregimealivethanshewasdead.Evenifit wastemptingtoimagineallthewayshewantedtokillher.Sometimes,it

	wasthehighlightofhisfuckingdaytofantasizeabouthowlovelyitwould be to wrap his fingers around her throat andsqueeze;squeeze and squeeze until the light left her eyes. Other days he thought it might be more

	satisfying to torture her a little first. Make it last. Gouge her pretty brown eyesout,andmakeherwritheandbegfordeathbeforehegrantedherthatmercy.

	Thelistofpossibilitieswentonandon.Headdedtothemdaily,sometimes twiceaday,dependingonhowtenaciouslyshe'dfoughthimwiththeAnti- Magic potion that morning.

	TheOrderwoulddoanythingtoensurehersafereturn,literallyanything,

	probablychuckinwhateverwasleftoftheWeasleyclanaswelljusttohave Granger back. If Potter was the face of the resistance, then Granger was the backbone, and they were falling apart without her.

	Howutterlyfuckingperfect.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Comeonsweetheart,"Theohushed,hisvoicesoftasawhisper.

	Theterrifiedgirlstiffenedinthechairshewasboundto.Thecoarseropes thatwerewrappedaroundherbodydugintoherskinasshecringedaway from him.

	 

	
Theo crouched down in front of her, folded this arms, and rested them on topofhertremblingthighs."JusttelluswherePotteris,andthiswillallbe over. I promise.”

	Thegirlwhimperedandshookherhead,herbodytremblinguncontrollably. "I ... I can't... I don't know w-where he is... I promise... I've ... I've never seen him.”

	Theorolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeek.Hiseyesnarrowedin irritation. "That's not the answer we were looking for.”

	The bar that hosted this afternoon's interrogation was in one of the deserted areasofthecity.Itmight’vebeenaniceplaceonceuponatime,butthewar hadtwistedandbentitintosomethingmalevolent.Lootershadpillagedand destroyed it long ago, the windows were all broken, shattered glass covered the floor, and all the furniture was burnt and broken and overturned.

	Wherethey'doncebeenlaughterandjoy,therewasnowscreams.Thestone walls - decorated with violent red slashes from Nott's efforts - were

	excellentatmagnifyingtheirhostagescries.Theirwailsofpainricochetoff the stones, reverberating and building until a chorus of screams rang

	continuouslythroughtheairlikemusic.Aconstant,never-endingloopofsuffering.

	Thesmellwas-fuck.      thatcouldonlybedescribedasdecayitself.The

	mixtureofblood,perspirationandthesaltytangoftearshungintheair,vile and unmistakable. It didn't help that the wooden floor was sodden, the

	boardshadabsorbedthebloodhoursagoandwererefusingtoletgoofthestench.

	ItwasallpartofTheo'sinterrogationtechnique;pickthemostawful,fear- inducingstagefortorture,setthemoodandgivethevictimatasteofwhat was to come. He wanted their stomachs to knot when they saw the

	splatteredbloodonthefloor.Hewantedtheirlipstotremblewhentheysaw the weapons that he'd neatly lined up on the counter, ready to use to force an extraction out of them - by whatever painful method was necessary. He wanted them terrified, frightened to death and soiling themselves before

	 

	
he'devenlaidafingeronthem,andonlywhentheywouldbegfortheir lives, would he begin his performance.

	Theo stood and reached across the bar to retrieve a long silver dagger. "Now,let'strythisagain,shallwe?"Thedimlightsoverheadcastsinister shapes across his face, exaggerating the hollows under his eyes and the sharp angle of his chin. It made him look all the more unhinged, ore

	dangerous,andcertainlymoremenacingtohisvictims.

	Theopressedthecoldbladeagainstthegirlsbare,blood-soakedshoulder and dragged it lightly across her chest as he circled to stand behind her chair. "Let's not play these games, sweetheart. I know you know where

	Potteris."Heleaneddown,andpressedhischestagainstherback.Hislips ghosted across her cheek as he spoke. His other hand wound around her body,hispalmskatingacrossherhiptokeepherinplace."Now,beagood little girl and tell me where he's hiding.”

	Draco leaned against the broken jukebox with his arms folded across his chest,wonderingwhowouldhaveeverthoughtthatTheodoreNottwould have been so cruelly gifted in the art of torture. He'd been worried about

	himatthestartofthewar.Worriedthathisfriend,thequietSlytherinwith mousybrowncurlsandgentleeyes,wouldn'tbeabletocopewiththedark tasks he would be assigned.

	TheohadalwaysbeenthequietsortbackinHogwarts,alwayshadhishead down, eyes on thefloor and doing everything in his power to go unnoticed. His father had forced him to take the Dark Mark just nine months after

	Draco had, and he'd done nothing but fret about Theodore in the months that'dfollowed.He'dworriedthathisoldestfriendwouldcrackunderthe

	pressure,thathewouldcrumbleandcryandrefusetoinflictpainonothers.

	Apparently, Draco's worry wasn't necessary. Theo was nothing like that now.Nothinglikethatsmall,quiveringboythatusedtoshakeatthemere mention of a Dementor.

	Theowasstrongnow,powerful.He'dgrownintohisconfidence,and

	adapted this deadly lifestyle far easier than Draco had ever anticipated he would.Therehadbeenresistanceatthestart,somethingholdinghimback

	 

	
andpreventinghimfromembracingthedarkestpartsofhimself,and

	reachinghisfullpotentialasabloodthirstyGoldMask.Thenoneday,he stopped resisting. Like the flick of a switch, he'd snuffed out that part of himself and became the ruthless bastard he was today.

	Andnowhismethodsoftortureandinterrogationwerelegendaryamongst the Death Eaters.

	Thegirlhostage,Melanie,screamedwhenTheotuggedherhairback, exposing her throat so he could press the blade against it.

	"Leaveheralone!"themaleprisonershouted-Dracocouldn'trememberhis name. The bloke jerked in his chair, fighting against his restraints while his partner begged for her life. "We already told you we don't know where

	Potteris!Weweren'tinthesamebaseashim!" Tim? Was that his name?

	"Seethethingismate,"Theosaid,aslysmilespreadingacrosshisface.He increased the pressure of the blade, and a thin streak of blood seeped from the small incision he'd made on Melanie's throat. "I don't believe you.”

	Orwas itTom?

	"Whatthefuckiswrongwithyou!We'vetoldyoueverythingweknow!Iswear!"

	OrmaybeitwasTim...Tim      Hawthorne?

	"Justlethergo!Youcandowhateveryouwanttome!Justlethergo!"

	TomThorne!Thatwashisname!HewasRavenclaw'sQuidditchcaptain!

	"Oh for Salazar's sake, can we just try this Malfoy's way and get this over with?"Blaisesaid.Hesatononeoftheremainingstoolsinthebar,leaning againstthewallbehindhimandtwirlinghiswandabsentmindedlybetween his fingers, "We're clearly not getting anywhere this way.”

	 

	
TheothrewBlaiseasadisticlittlesmirk."I'mjustgettingstarted.Don't worry, I'll get what we need. Just let me have a little fun first.”

	"You've already had your fun," Blaise said coolly, his expression bored. "You'vebeenatthisfortwohoursandhaven'tgottentheresultstheDark Lord has asked for. Perhaps you're losing your touch, Theodore?"

	Theostraightenedlikehe'dbeencrackedwithawhip.Hissmilevanished, and a furious scowl coloured his face. "Me? Losing my touch?!" he

	shouted,pointingthebladeathischesttoillustratehispoint."Areyou having a fucking laugh?"

	Blaise'slipspulledintoasmugsmile.Heshrugged,andcrossedhisankles casually as he let Theo mull over his assessment.

	Blaise was always calm, always refined and dignified; the patience of a saint,despitetheegregioussinshecommitteddaily.Blaisewasintelligent and devilishly quick-witted. His sharp and warped mind could always

	conjurethevilest andmosthorrificpunishments.

	LikeTheo,Blaisehadanexcellentimaginationwhenitcametotorture,but he never lifted a blade or touched his victims. He didn't need to. He

	favoured psychological torture over the psychical. Preferred to torment a person'smindratherthansoilhisrobeswiththeirblood.Heknewexactly how to get under someone's skin, knew precisely where to stick the

	metaphoricalknifeintoextractthemostpainandunhingehisvictim,with nothing more than his wit and sharp tongue. He often had them writhing, desperately trying to claw their chests apart as a reprieve from the mental torture he ensued.

	Inmanyways,TheoandBlaisewereasdifferentasYinandYang.Theo's undeterrable fury was perfectly in sync with Blaise's calm demeanour.

	Theo's short fuseand willingness to cast akilling curseif anyoneso much as quirked a disapproving brow at him, was diminished by Blaise's ability toremaincomposed,toseethebiggerpictureandknowthewaitwouldbe worth the reward.

	 

	
Theywerepolaroppositesofoneanother,butcomplimentedeachother perfectly. Well, when they played together nicely.

	"HowcouldyouthinkthatI'mlosingmytouch?"Theosnapped,losinghis patience. "Look at the state of these two, they're blubbering messes,

	becauseofme!"

	Blaisequirkedabrow.Hissmirkgrewbutheremainedsilent.Hewas

	tryingtogetunderTheo'sskin,irritatehimtothepointhesnapped,likely wanted him to slaughter the hostages in a fit of rage and end their

	interrogationearly.

	Blaisewantedtogethome,backtohiswife. His plan had the desired effect.

	Theo'snostrilsflaredwithanger.Hedrewadeepbreath,hiseyesburning, then spun and threw the blade with a strong jerk of his arm, sending it

	straightintoThorne'sskill.

	The Ravenclaw died almost instantly. The enchanted blade cut through his bonelikeitwasbutterfromthepowerofTheo'sthrow.Itslicedbetweenhis eyes and pierced his brain before he'd even thought to scream. His blood

	sprayedupthewallattheimpact,joiningthecrustedscarletthatclung betweeneachbrickthere.Thepoorbloke'seyeswidenedforasecond,

	bloodtrickledbetweenhisbrowsanddownhisnose.Hechoked,thesound curling in his throat, and then his head fell forward, limp against his

	shoulders.

	Therewassilence.Melaniewasstillforseveralmoments,frozeninterror, not even breathing as she stared at her partner's lifeless body. Horrified.

	Thenshescreamed.Shescreamedandscreamedandscreamed,eachwail reaching a new decibel as she thrashed against her restraints.

	Thetriolefthertoitforawhile.Letthehelplessnessofhersituationsinkin that little bit deeper, let her veins turn to ice through her fear - a brief

	intermissionbeforeTheorestartedtheperformance.

	 

	
ThemomentTheotookapredatorysteptowardsMelanie,shestarted

	spilling secrets like they'd forced Veritaserum down her throat. "The Order isstilllookingforGranger!"shecried."They'replanningaraidatyourbase in Newcastle in the next month or so!"

	Theocarriedonslowlystalkingtowardher,hislipsturningupwardsinthe corners. Broken glass from the window crunched under his boots as he

	approached-

	"Theyfiguredthatmustbewhereyou'rekeepingher!"Melaniecontinued, her voice growing more desperate with every step Nott took.

	TheopulledthebladefromTom'sskull,causingmoreofhisbloodtospray and join that already decorating the walls and floor. He turned back to her, holding the dripping dagger teasingly in front of her.

	"Theyknowshe'sstillalive!"Melaniesquealedwhenhepressedtheblade against her chest, the end nicking the skin covering her sternum."Please!

	I'lltellyoueverything,anythingyouwanttoknow!"Tearsstreakeddown

	herfaceandmixedwiththebloodcollectedaroundhercheeks."Justplease, please don't kill me!"

	Theoretractedtheblade,andturnedbacktofaceDracoandBlaise.He couldn't have looked more smug if he tried. His smile was practically beaming as he folded a single arm across his chest and took a deep,

	theatricalbow."Taaaadaaaaa!Andthat'showit'sdone,ladiesandgentlemen!"

	Dracocouldn'thelpbutclap.Thetheatricallittlebastardalwaysdidget

	results.Vitalinformationandashow,itreallywasajoytowatchhimwork. "Well done Nott. Spectacular show."

	TheosmirkedatBlaiseashestraightened."AreyousatisfiedthatIstill have it in me, Zabini?"

	“Yes,yes,I'mabsolutelyquakinginmyboots,"Blaisesaidsarcastically.He wore a triumphant smile as he walked towards the back of the bar. “I’m sorry for ever questioning your methods,Theodore.”

	 

	
“Me? Losing my touch?!” Theo spat, making a disgruntled face as he walkedbacktowardsMelanie,readytoextracttherestoftheinformation. "Pffft, he's lost the plot. If anyone is losing their touch, it's you!"

	Dracoquirkedabrow."Excuseme?"

	"Youheardme,"TheosaidcoldlyasBlaisere-emergedwithadustcovered bottle of bourbon. "You've been trying to get to Granger's memories for how long now? Two weeks?And all you've gotten out of her is a silly

	childhoodbirthdayparty?"

	Blaisetookalengthyswigofthealcohol.Asoftgroanescapedhisthroatas he swallowed, and then he passed the bottle into Theo's greedy fingers, a

	peaceoffering.

	Theyneverdidbickerforlong,andtheyalwaysreconciledatthebottomof a bottle of scotch or whisky.

	TheodrainedhalfofwhatwasleftbeforehehandedittoDraco."She's

	livinginthemanor,gettingfedandgivenfreeroamtoexplorethegrounds. Honestly mate, I think you're going soft.”

	"Hermione is at Malfoy Manor?" Melanie gasped, only to cringe away when the three men sharply turned to glare at her. She didn't speak again, chosetocowerinherchairasthoughthatmadeherinvisible.Forgettable.

	"The Dark Lord doesn't care about Granger's memories. We know that eventuallywe'llcaptureoneoftheselotwhoknowswherePotteris,and we'll break them," Draco said before he took a swig of the bourbon. It

	burnedbeautifullyonthewaydown."They'lltelluswherePotterandthe rest of the rats are, and we'll stamp them out for good. Even if we don't

	catchanyonewiththatinformation,wecanalwaysusehertolurePotterout of hiding.You know he loves a good damsel in distress.”

	"So why search her memories at all?" Blaiseasked as Draco passed him backthebottle."Surelywecouldjuststoreherinadungeonsomewhere until the Dark Lord wants to use her as a bargaining chip?"

	 

	
Dracopushedthehairoutofhisface,thenanswered,"Searchingher

	memoriesisanexcusetogetinsideherhead.I'monlydoingsobecausethe Dark Lord is convinced there is a spy amongst our ranks.”

	BlaisepausedandlookedatDraco,thebottlejustinchesfromhislips."Aspy?"

	Draconodded."Wehaveatraitor,gentlemen.Aroguesnakewhose slithered from the pit to leak secrets to our enemy.”

	Theomadeaface."Whatmakesyouthinkthere'satraitor?"

	"There have been too many instances where secret missions have been interceptedovertheyears,andhebelievessomeonewithintheranksis

	leakingsecretstotheOrder.Givenherhighstatus,webothbelieveGranger may be the one they've been leaking the information to.”

	"WhowouldbesostupidastobetraytheDarkLord?"Blaiseasked. Draco shrugged. "Someone in the inner circle.”

	"Oooooh,doesthatmeanwe'reallsuspects?"Theolaughed."Yougonna cart us away for interrogation, Malfoy?"

	"You'reallfartoogiftedatmindblockingtoallowanythingsosimple," Draco answered. "No, the Dark Lord thinks I will find the answer in

	Granger'shead,nomatterhowtediousanexerciseitis.”

	"Sothat'sit?"Theoasked."That'swhyyou'respendingallthesehours

	pryinghermindapart?Justforsomesecretmeetingsthatmayormaynot even be there?"

	"No,it'sjustasecondaryassignment.TheDarkLordhasmoresinister plans for the Mudblood.”

	"Suchas?"Blaiseasked,browsquirkingwithintrigue.

	"Nott,"Dracosaid,eyesshiftingtoTheo."Overtheyears,you'veseen Granger on the battlefield, haven't you?"

	 

	
Theogaveacurtnod.

	"And,despiteherbeing aMudblood, whatdid youthink?"

	Theo'sbrowneyesnarrowedinsuspicion."Honestly?"heasked,asifit might be a trick of some sort.

	"Yes,honestly,"Dracoencouraged."Whatdidyouthinkofherskillsonthefield?"

	Theo rolled his tongue on the inside of his cheek, seeming to consider his responsecarefully.Whenhefinallyanswered,hisvoicewaslow,sortof... wistful."She was incredible. I was lucky to escape with my life. She cut down our Black Masks like they were nothing, just obstacles in her way. I've never seen anyone that gifted at killing except for... well      you,

	Malfoy,"hecontinuedhesitantly."Ifshefoughtforus,Ithinkwewould have won this war years ago.”

	"Granger is the backbone of the Order, she always has been," Draco said as hereachedforthebottle.Blaisereluctantlyhandeditover."She'stheirchief strategist and most lethal general. They're crumbling without her, running around like scared little children without their mummy.”

	"Yes,weknowthat,"Blaisesaid."Potterwilldoanythingtogetherback, and they would die before they let anyone hurt her.”

	"Soooooo?"Theodrawled,completelylost.

	"So,” Draco sneered, running his tongue across his top teeth as he smiled. "Howdoyouthinktheywillcopeifoneoftheirown,thealmightyGolden Girl herself, turns against them?"

	TheoandBlaisedidn'tanswer.Dracocouldpracticallyseethegearsintheir head turning as they worked through his cryptic response.After several seconds, both their eyes widened as the realisation of Voldemort's twisted

	planfinallydawnedonthem.

	 

	
Whentheybothsmiled,Dracocontinued."Howfastdoyouthinktheywill fall to their knees if theyApparate onto the battlefield with the intention of saving their lost damsel, only to discover that she now fights for us?"

	 

	
MrsZabini

	 

	25thDecember

	 

	 

	Hermionewokeonwhatusedtobeherfavouritedayoftheyearsluggish, exhausted, and to a gift sitting proudly atop her window ledge.

	Sheblinkedandimmediatelyrubbedthesleepfromhereyeswhenshesaw it, thinking she'd hallucinated the box that was elegantly wrapped in shiny green paper. She hadn't. No matter how many times she blinked, no matter how furiously she rubbed at her eyes, it remained.

	Foralongtime,Hermionejuststaredatitwithherbrowsknittedtogether. She must've looked insane; sat up in bed, her back pressed firmly against the headboard, not blinking and her hair a wild mess - she imagined the

	darkpurplebagsaroundhereyesdidn'thelpeither.

	Byobservation,thegiftlookedharmless,nothingsinisterormalevolent

	aboutit.Itwassmallandsquare,compact,roughlythesizeofamicrowave, and tied with a silver ribbon that was carefully threaded together to form a bow at the top. The wrapping paper was that deep shade of green that one could only associate with Slytherins - the one they all wore proudly like a

	badgeofhonour;thecoloursherecognisedinthehallsofthismanorandin the hue of the leather armchairs.The same vile shade of green that hung in the tapestries inYork Cathedral, the ones she had stared at while she

	screamedasVoldemorthadmutilatedherwithdarkbloodmagic.Theshade of green that made her feel sick.

	Themoreshestaredatit,themoreconfusedshebecame-andthemoresuspicious.

	The elves couldn't have gifted her the box.They wore the same pillowcases each day, and although Hermione had never detected any signs of physical abuseontheirsmallbodies,shedoubtedMalfoyaffordedthemluxurieslike

	 

	
galleonsorgifts.Theywereslavestohim;objectsmeanttoserveandobey, as much of a possession as this manor was.

	ThatonlyleftMalfoyhimself,butthatpossibilitysoundedjustasridiculous astheelvesdid.Hewouldn'tsendheragift,hejustwouldn't.Hewashorrid and cruel. They hated one another. His mere existence repulsed her, and

	every breath she took was an insult to him and his malicious ideology. He wouldn't send her a gift unless it was meant to cause her harm. Well, that was a theory she could work with. She wouldn't have put it past Malfoy to tamper with the thing, charm it so it grew legs and teeth and spontaneously tried to maul her to death. She imagined he would have gotten a sick little thrillfromwatchinghernoseberippedfromherfaceonthisusuallyjoyousday.

	Perhaps it was laced with an exploding charm? Or maybe it contained the decapitatedheadofoneofherfallenfriends?Thatwascertainlysomething he would do; murder one of the opposition during a battle, slice their head from their shoulders and deliver it to her disguised as a gift.Athreat

	wrappedinshinygreenpaper.

	Sometime later, her breakfast materialised on its own - without the aid of a house-elf.Apparently,Malfoyhadgiventhetinycreaturesthedayoff.How fucking noble of him.

	Hermionedidn'teatherbreakfastthatmorning,justcontinuedtostareatthe box as her mind worked and worked and worked over what it could

	possiblybe.Bythetimeherlunchappeared-afullChristmasdinner-shemoved.

	Sheslidoutofbed,ignoringthemouth-wateringscentofroastpotatoesand cranberry sauce - and approached the offending box slowly, carefully,

	pausingbetweeneachtimidstep.Theexplodingcharmtheorywasprobably the most likely - so she decided it best not to sprint towards the wretched

	thing.

	Shelightlyranafingeroverthetopofthebox,halfexpectingittodetonate at the most delicate touch.To her surprise, it didn't explode when she

	pickeditupanditwasn'ttickingeither.Itwaslighterthanshe'dimagined,it

	 

	
causednostrainatallonhermusclestobalanceitsweightinonehand.She shook it once, and her breath hitched when she heard something rattle

	inside.Itsoundedlikeseveralthings,severalsmallthingsknockingintooneanother.

	After inspecting it for half an hour, she slammed the gift down on her bedsidetableandsatinherusualperch.Itmusthavebeenatleastone

	o'clockintheafternoon,possiblyeventwo,andMalfoystillhadn'tstormed into her room for their Legilimency session.

	Washegivingherthedayofftoo?Didhethinkalittlebreakfromtheir sessions was akin to some kind of gift? Was that anotherpresent?

	By four o'clock Malfoy was still nowhere to be seen, and Hermione was growing restless. She thought about exploring the manor like she had done thedaybefore,buteventuallydecidedagainstit.Ifhewasn'tgoingtoshow up, she didn't want to risk running into him accidentally.

	AdaywithouthavingtoseeDracoMalfoy'sspitefulblueeyessounded fucking wonderful.

	As she discovered on the 23rd, Malfoy hadn't set up any wards to zap or burn her if she tried to leave her room, so she'd spent the following day exploringhishome.Hespenthoursofhisdayroamingthroughherhead,

	tirelessly searching for any scraps of her memory he could get his claws on, soitwasonlyfairifshespentherfreetimesearchinghishome,runningher fingersacrosseverysurfaceandcontaminatingeverypieceoffurniturewith her 'dirty Mudblood' paws.

	She'devenbrokenafewvasesyesterdaywhileshe'dexplored,hopingthat they were indecently expensive, or priceless and irreplaceable family

	heirlooms, but, of course, Malfoy was infuriatingly thorough, and the shardshadmagicallyrepairedthemselvessecondsaftershe'ddestroyed

	them.Itwasstillsatisfyingtosmashthemthough,soshecontinuedtodoit anyway. Perhaps there was a limit on how many times they would repair

	themselves?Shecouldonlyhope.

	 

	
She'dexploredalmosteveryinchofMalfoy'shomeonChristmasEve.

	She'dwanderedthegrounds,exploredthevacanthallwaysandthedisused drawing rooms, and found nothing. Nothing she could fashion into a weapon. No secret passageways out of the manor. No weakness in the wards surrounding the estate. Nothing. Not a thing.

	Theonlythingsshehadlearnedwasthevastreachofthewardshe'dsetup. He'd given her some slack on her dog leash; there was no section of the grounds off-limits to her. She could wander around the maze of snow-

	coveredflowerbeds,undereverytreeandstretchofland,andevenasfaras the Malfoy Family cemetery - although she'd stayed clear of that area

	yesterday.Aninvoluntaryshiverhadrundownherspinewhenshe'dnoticed the rows of curved, snow-covered headstones, tombs and mausoleums, and she'd turned on her heels and practically sprinted in the opposite direction.

	Shecouldn'thelpherself,soshe'dtestedtheboundariesafewtimes.She'd sensed when she was approaching them; her blood had hummed slightly, and if she squinted very hard, she could see the air ripple and quiver with thewards.She'dtriedtocrossthethresholdtwiceindifferentareas,justto see what would happen. The moment her fingers made contact with 'The Ripple' - her name for it- her palms had grown cold and pressed against

	somethinghardand firm,likeacoldglasswall.

	Bothtimesshe'dtriedtopassthroughit,increasingthepressureinherhand to test for weaknesses, and both times, she'd managed to count to four

	before her body had been overcome with a chilling sensation. Her temperaturehaddroppedsorapidlyitfeltlikehavingadementorwrap

	itselfaroundherbody,andbothtimes,she'donlymanagedtoholdherhand to the ripple for a few more seconds before the freezing pain had spiked,

	becoming so severe that she'd jumped back with a yelp of pain, and had to hug her body in search of warmth. She'd felt so cold afterwards, she'd been surprisedtoseeherfingershadn'tturnedtoicicleswhenshelookeddownat them. It certainly felt cold enough for them to.

	From the way her blood felt like it turned to ice in her veins, Hermione imagined that it had everything to do with the blood ritual Voldemort had usedtobindhertoMalfoywith.Sheshudderedthinkingofwhatotherside

	 

	
effectsshehadn'tdiscoveredyet.Ittookalmosttwentyminutesforher body to thaw out enough for her to have use of her fingers again.

	TheonlyrelativelypositivethingHermionehadfoundonthegrounds,was a beautiful cherry blossom tree.Agorgeous, tall tree with winding silver

	branches,palepinkflowers,andasmallwoodenbenchshadedbeneathit. She imagined it would have been a nice spot to read in.

	By six o'clock that evening, Malfoy still hadn't made an appearance, and Hermionestillhadn'tleftherroom.Shethoughtaboutgoingtobedearly-it was probably a good idea to give her body a much-needed rest to prepare for what was likely to be a torturous day of memory searching and

	splinteringdoorstomorrow-butshecouldn'trelax.Nomatterhowlongshe closed her eyes and nestled into the thick covers of her bed, she couldn't switchoff,becausesheknewtheboxwrappedinshinygreenpaperwasstill there, watching her, taunting her.

	Sowithanirritatedhuff,Hermionethrewthecoversoffherbody,andspent the remainder of what used to be her favourite day of the year

	experimentingwithcreative-albeitfutile-waystodestroythevilelittle giftwithoutopening it. If nothing else, it gave her something to pass the time on that miserable, snowy evening.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	26thDecember

	 

	Hermionesatonherperchwithhereyesclosed,listeningtothebirdssing their morning tune while she meditated.

	Sheconcentratedonfilinghermemoriesaway,carefullycraftingnewwalls and reinforcing the doors in her mind, ready for when Malfoy came for his first visit of the day. She worked on filing the most important memories at the back of her mind, visualised them at the very top level of the hotel. She

	 

	
picturedthedoorstransformingtosteel,picturedthewooderodingawayto leave shining metal in its place. Strong. Impenetrable.

	Sheexpectedthismorning'ssessiontobeparticularlybiting,expectedhim to make up for their lost day yesterday by barging into her mind

	mercilessly.Sheexpectedhimtomakeithurt,andhedid.Fuck-didhe

	makeithurt,butheneversaidawordaboutthecharred,brutallymisshaped box on her bedsidetable, so neither did she. Not even thenext day. Or even the day after that.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	4thJanuary

	 

	Despite the 'merciful' reprieve Malfoy gave her on Christmas Day, their exerciseswerestartingtowearthinonHermionebythestartofJanuary. She felt herself growing weaker by the day.

	Thebloodlosscausedbytheirsessionsalwaysleftherfeelingdizzyand lightheaded afterwards. It was taking her longer to recover each time,

	longertodragherselfupofftheflooraftereverysessionsoshecouldmake her rounds of the manor. Despite exploring the estate each day, she still

	hadn'tfoundanythingusefultoherescape,butthebenchunderthecherry blossom tree had proven to be a good spot to meditate in - as long as she asked the elves to cast a warming charm on her clothes beforehand.

	Fuck-shemissedhermagic.

	Malfoy had found more of her memories since he'd knocked down that first door.Injustundertwoweeks,he'dtornhiswaythroughherpsyche,leaving doors splintered and torn from their hinges. He only ever saw little things; a few childhood moments that she adored and cherished.

	He saw her father put a seven-year-old Hermione onto his shoulders on a triptothezoososhecouldseetheanimalsmoreclearly,thefirsttimeher

	 

	
parentshadtakenhertotheballetwhen shewaseight,andthetimeshe'd

	fallenoffofherbikewhenshewasnine.Theywereallsillylittlemoments, buttheyactedasalineofdefence,anotherbarrierthatMalfoyhadtobreak through to get to her more important, more precious secrets.All they did was slow him down, but that was better than nothing.

	The doors didn't open immediately for him, he still had to fight his way through.Hermionefeltiteachtimeheforcedhimselfintoanewmemory, felt a sharp pain at the back of her head, a deep stabbing sensation that

	forcedhertoclenchherteethtogethereachtimeadoorwasrippedopen.

	It was strange to watch herself growing up, to relive those memories of the girlwhousedtolookattheworldwithsuchwonderandthinkanythingwas possible. It was stranger still to have Malfoy watch it with her.

	Assoonashe'dforcedanewdooropen,hisurgencyseemedtovanishfrom his posture, and he glided into each room leisurely, unhurried. Despite the apparent urgency of his task, he didn't seem to be in a rush when they watched her memories unfold. More like the opposite seemed true. He took his time with each new memory, as if they were somehow just as important as the location of Harry or The Order's battle plans.

	She'd expected him to move on once he saw that the room held another insignificantmemorythatwasofnousetoVoldemort.She'dexpectedhim to turn around and march furiously to the next door, not saunter into the

	room,findaperchorwalltoleanon,andthenwatchhergrowup.

	He seemed weirdly fascinated by their Muggle activities, like he almost enjoyed observing how the 'lesser species' lived. She caught the way his browfurrowedslightly,theonlyflawinhisotherwiseexpressionlessface, when he'd watched her and her mother dance in front of their television when she was nine, copying the steps of the dancers on the screen with elated giggles.

	Shedidn'tmiss himcockhis headtotheside,atiny movementshewould

	havemissedifsheweren'tobservinghimsoclosely,whenhe'dwatchedher younger self and family pile into a caravan on their family holiday,

	huddlingtogetherandshelteringfromtheunexpectedrain.

	 

	
Hemadesnidelittlecommentsalongthewaylikethebullyhewould always be; he took stabs at her awkward posture, made never-ending comments about her hair, and even-

	Hermionewasdraggedfromhermeditationbythreedelicateknocksonher bedroom door.

	To start with, she thought she'd imagined it. Malfoy didn't knock when he wasreadyforher.Notonce,notever.Hejustbargedin,oftenswingingthe door open so violently it added to the ever-growing dent in the plaster on the other side of the wall. So why was he knocking now? Maybe she'd imagined it. She was so bored, deathly spiritless. She'd probably

	hallucinatedit.Herusuallybusymindhadprobablycreatedthesoundto entertain herself. Or maybe she was finally starting to go mad.

	Hermioneturnedfromthewindowandstaredatthedoor,waitingtohear Malfoy's snide voice from the other side of the wood.

	Knock,knock,knock.

	No,definitelyhadn'timaginedit.

	Curious, Hermione swung her legs off the window ledge and walked towardsthesound.Shestoppedinfrontoftheoakdoors,herfingerscurling around the brass knob while she pressed her ear to the door. "Hello?" she asked quietly.

	"HelloGranger,"asoft,femininevoicesaidfromtheotherside.

	Hearing another woman's voice took her completely off caught, Hermione couldn'thelpbutgaspandjumpback.Shestaredatthedoor,eyeswideand mouth agape. Whowasthat?

	"Wouldyoubesokindastoopenthedoor?"thevoiceasked,stillsoftasa whisper. "I do think it's time we met. Don't you?"

	Didsomeoneelselivehere?No,thatwasn'tpossible.Hermionehad

	exploredthemanoreverydayforalmosttwoweeks.She'dspenthoursand

	 

	
hourswanderingthehallsandgardens,ifsomeoneelselivedhere,she'd have run into them by now, wouldn't she?

	"Whoareyou?"Hermionesnappedstrongly,confidently,despitetheunease she felt creeping into her stomach.

	"Won't you please open the door? I would hate to have our introduction throughapieceofwood. It'sso muchmorepersonalto doit facetoface.”

	Hermionekeptherhandfirmlyclaspedaroundthedoorknob,hermuscles

	refusedtotwistthehandleandletthestrangerin.Herpulsequickened,and her mind started to buzz with a hundred questions. What if it was a trap?

	WhatifshewasanotherDeathEater?Whatifshewasarmed?Hermione wouldn't be able to defend herself. Did Malfoy know she was here?

	After afew seconds of hesitation, Hermionedrew adeep breath and pushed thatpanickingvoicetothebackofhermind.Shestartedtotwistthehandle.

	Because,nomatterwhowasontheothersideofthatdoor,theycouldn'tbe worse than Malfoy.

	Hermionefrozewhenshelockedontoapairofbrowneyes.Herskin

	pebbledunderherjacketandhergut-twisteduncomfortably,bothcommon responses when one first caught a glimpse of a poltergeist.

	Becausetheownerofthatsoft voice,theblondethatstoodinthe

	doorframe,lookedexactlylikesomeoneHermioneknewtobedead.

	Therationalpartofherbraintold herthatthepetitewomanstandingin

	front of herwasn'ta ghost, she couldn't have been. She lacked the opacity thatallpoltergeistspossessed.Herskinwaspalebutsolid,andshecertainly didn't have the soft blue tint of the undead, but still ... she lookedjust like

	her;amirrorimageofthatgirlwithflowyblondehairthatHermionehad shared classes with at Hogwarts.

	Thereweresomedifferencesthough,ifHermionelookedcloselyenough.

	Thegirlinfront ofherwas slightlyshorterand palerthanherdeceased

	oldersister.ShehadamuchsmallerframethanHermionecouldremember

	 

	
Daphneeverhaving,herwaistandhipswerenarrower,andherfacewasa littlefuller.Therewasanartificialflushcolouringhercheeks,andherfull lips were painted an eye-catching shade of red.

	Intruth,thewomanwasdazzlinglybeautiful.Hermionecouldn'tremember the last time she'd seen anyone as striking, as undeniably alluring as the

	woman stood in front of her. Her brown eyes practically sparkled under her long,mascaracoatedlashes.Liketherestofher,herhairwasperfect;softly styled golden curls wove their way to her shoulders, catching the light as

	shetiltedherheadtotheside.Shewasdressedmodestly,inhighheeled

	blackstilettoswithablack,tea-lengthdressthatnippedinelegantlyather smallwaistandflaredoutinatieredA-lineskirt.Thetophalfofthedress wasembroidedandhadshort,lace-coveredsleeves.Shelookedasthough she could be on her way to the Opera, not roaming the halls of this lonelymanor.

	"DoyouknowwhoI am?"theblondeasked,beaming.

	Hermionenodded."Youtookmeoffguard,Ithoughtyouhadlongbrownhair?"

	Thewoman'sexpressionfellslightly.Hersmiledroppedforamomentas her dainty, perfectly manicured fingers twisted the handkerchief in her

	hands.

	"AstoriaGreengrass,isn'tit?"

	Theblonde'ssmilereturned,widerandbrighterthanbefore-itmade dimples appear on her cheeks. It was an authentic, kind smile, one Hermione didn't expect. It made her stomach twist uncomfortably.

	Suspicious."It'sAstoriaZabini,now.”

	Ah,yes,ofcourse.Hermionehadalmostforgottenthatlifewentonas

	normalforthoseunderVoldemort'sleash.Weddingsforhisfollowerswere probably great big events, nothing like the tiny, reclusive things the Order called ‘weddings’. Harry and Ginny had said their vows inside a rubble

	filledbase,LunaandNevillesaidtheirs intheinfirmaryatoneofthe

	 

	
Order'sbasesafteranattack.AstoriaZabini’sweddingwasprobably nothing like that.

	Itseemed...strange,thatweddingsandsuchlavisheventsstillwenton

	despitethewararoundthem.Itseemedwrong,unfairthattheDeathEaters and the rest ofVoldemort's loyal follower's lives were relatively normal; a world apart from the constant stream of death the Order was forced to

	endure.

	Theterritoriesbetweentheopposingsideswereclearlydivided.Theareas under Voldemort's boot were largely unchanged; the streets were full of

	people,barsandrestaurantsremainedopen,andshopswerestillpackedand running normally. By all accounts, life went on as normal. No, better than

	normal,theythrived-andallthey hadtodowasswearloyaltyto

	Voldemort.Sweartheirloyaltytothemadmanandvowtofightathisside, and he would protect them and give them riches and land and jewels.

	UnfortunatelyfortheOrder,manyhadtakenthatoptionatthebeginningof the war.

	Thearea'snotunderVoldemort's'protection'wereastarkcomparisontothe former. Those areas were desolate, war-torn. There wasn't a building

	without damage, not a window unbroken or a bridge left untorn for miles and miles around. Most took refuge underground, burying themselves deep intotherubble,formingcaveslikeanimalswhiletheywaitedouttherestof the war.

	OnlytheOrder'sbasesweresafe,concealedbymagicandenchantments, and buried just as deep underground. The streets were vacant and quiet, mutilated corpses and skeletons decorated the pavement and every street corner. The smell was repugnant, the air never seemed to be free of the stench of death and rot. Those areas were similar to that of Chernobyl.

	Apocalyptic.ButthoseareaswerewhereHermione'sbasewas.Theywere herhome,and she'd give anything to be back there now.Trade everything she owned to be back in that war-torn, destroyed area of London that

	surroundedTheOrder'scentralbase.She'dwelcomethatsmellofburning

	fleshinthebasement,becauseitwouldmeanshewashomeandfreeofthis fucking nightmare.

	 

	
"Congratulationsonthenuptials,"Hermioneansweredbitterly."Sorry,I didn't think to send a gift for the happy couple.”

	Astoriachuckled,thesmilestillclearonherfaceasshestudiedHermione. "I'm sorry I didn't get the opportunity to introduce myself yet," she said, completely undeterred by Hermione's rudeness. "I've been visiting friends

	inParisforthelastfewweeks.WhenDracosaidyouwouldbejoiningus,I was so upset that I wouldn't be there to greet you-"

	"Wait.”Hermione'shandshotupandsilencedAstoriamid-sentence."You live here too?"

	Astorianodded."Wealldo:myself,myhusbandBlaise,andTheodoreNott.”

	Well,thatcertainlydidn'tmakeHermionefeelanybetter.Livingunderthe same roof as the notoriously bloodthirsty Demon Mask was bad enough,

	buttwootherknownDeathEatersaswell?Bothlikelyjustasruthlessand cold-hearted as the first? Hermione forced herself not to shiver.

	"Blaise has been in Germany on an assignment for the Dark Lord since Christmas,and,wellthehouseissolarge,it'snowonderyouhaven'trun

	intoTheoyet,”Astoriasaidquickly."Sorry,I'mbabbling.DoyoumindifI come in?"

	Hermione'sbrowsknittedtogether."Thisisyourhouse.”

	"Butthisisyourroom,"Astoriaansweredimmediately,asifthatwas obvious. "I wouldn't want to intrude on your privacy.”

	"Yourfearlessleaderdoesn'tsharethesameopinion,"Hermionespat, feelingangerstarttoheatherblood."Hewalksthroughmymemories

	freely.Hekicksdowndoorsinmyheadandleavesmewithbloodpouring out of my ears.”

	Astoriasmilefalteredalittle.Herkindeyesdarkened."Iamsorryabout that. I'm sure Draco doesn't mean to hurt you-"

	 

	
Hermionecouldn'thelpbutsnort.Herhandsgrippedthewoodendoorframe tighter. "Oh, I think he does. I think he gets some sick thrill out of torturing a mudblood.”

	Astoria'sreaction...confusedHermione.Sheseemedtotenseattheword. She clenched her jaw, and fidgeted with the white piece of cloth between her fingers.

	"You didn't open your gift,”Astoria said, changing the subject. Her gentle eyesflickeredtoHermione'sleft,andshefollowedtheblonde’slineofsight to the massacred gift box on her bedside table.

	Suddenly,thingsstartedtoclickintoplace;thehomely,welcomingtouches around the house, the vases with beautiful flowers, the sweet-smelling

	candles. They were all things Hermione couldn't associate Malfoy decoratinghishomewith,becausehehadn't.Astoriahad.Nowthat

	Hermionehadmether,shecouldseeMrsZabini'sfemininetouchinalotof the furnishings here; in the curtain sashes, the silver trinkets and perfectly

	plumpedpillows.

	Andinelegantlywrappedgiftboxes. "You sent that?"

	Astoria nodded. Her smile grew kinder by the second, if that were even possible.Hermionecouldfeelsomeofherhostilityweakeningthelonger Astoria smiled at her. Could feel the icy walls of her bitterness melting,

	thawingslowlyunderMrsZabini'swarmth.Itwasstartingtomakeherfeel on edge.

	Hermionewasn'tusedtothistypeofcasualconversationanymore.The

	onlyoneswho'dshownheranytypeofkindnesssinceshe'dbeenherewere the elves.

	"Yes.Ithoughtthatyoushouldn'tbewithoutagiftonChristmas,"Astoria said."Iknowyou'rebeingforcedtostayhereagainstyourownwill,butI wanted you to have a little something. Something to make you feel at

	home.”

	 

	
What an odd creature the blonde before her was. She was the wife of a DeathEater,aknownkillerandlikelytobeahighlystandinggeneralin

	Voldemort'sarmy,andhereshewas,genuinelyconcernedaboutthewelfare of her husband's mortal enemy.

	Hermione could feel the gentle warmth of her kindness. There was nothing fake or disingenuous about it. She was genuinely pleased that Hermione washere,andevenanxiousenoughaboutherwell-beingthatshethoughtto get her a small gift for Christmas.

	AsAstoriaspoke,anotherthoughtpoppedintoHermione'shead."The clothes? Was that you, too?"

	Astoria nodded again. "I'm sorry if they weren't to your taste.As I said, I didn't know you would bejoining us, so I didn't havetimeto get anything else.” She was very expressive with her hands while she spoke, and the large diamond on her wedding ring caught the light with every wave and dipofherhand."IorderedwhatIthoughtyoumightlike,butiftheydon't fit, I would be happy to charm them to alter the sizing. I remembered that

	you and Daph were the same size when we were at school, so I thought ..." Hereyesdriftedtothefloorandhervoicetrailedoff.Shepulledherbottom lip between her teeth, hard, so hard Hermione was surprised she didn't

	breaktheskin.Shelookedterriblyuncomfortableallofasudden.Sad.Like she was dying to say more but dare not.

	"Iwassorrytohearaboutyoursister,”Hermionesaidhonestly,fightingthe urge to reach out and comfort the witch in front of her. Compassion or not, she was still the enemy. She didn't deserve to be embraced or comforted.

	Butmaybeasmallmercywasokay?

	"WeheardthatVoldemortkilledherfordisobeyingadirectorder.Iwas very sorry to hear about her passing.”

	Thatwastheunderstatementofthecentury.Voldemortdidn'tjustkill Daphne, he bludgeoned her.

	 

	
His need to make an example of her in front of the other Death Eaters had ledhimtoincitethemostgrotesque,vilepunishmenthecouldthinkof.Her apparent 'soft spot'for Muggles had inspired him to punish her 'in the mostmuggle way possible'; the Blood Eagle. Even the name made Hermione's stomach lurch.

	ItwasanancientVikingtorturemethodthatinvolvedrestrainingthevictim whiletheskinwastornfromtheirback,slowly,painfully.FromtheOrders intelligence, Voldemort had insisted that all his Death Eaters were present for the spectacle.

	Hermionecouldn'timaginewhatAstoriamusthavethought.Orbearto

	eventhinkabouthowsickeningitmusthavefelttowatchhersister'sribsbe torn from her spine one by one. She could only hope that Daphne had

	alreadydiedfromshockbeforeherlungswerepulledthroughthegapto create her 'wings'.

	Astoriadidn'tdeservetowitnessher onlysistergo throughthatkindof

	torture. No one did. She'd known this woman for barely five minutes, and she could already see thatAstoria was soft and gentle, fragile. Completely breakableandnotequippedforthewaysofwar.She'dprobablynevereven set foot on a battlefield.

	Astorialookedup.Hereyeswereswimmingasshesniffed."Thankyou.” "We heard she refused to attack a muggle hospital?"

	"Achildren'shospital,"Astoriaclarified."Her...loyaltytotheDarkLord

	onlystretchedsofar.”Shepausedtocoughsuddenlyintoherhandkerchief, and Hermione used the distraction to look at her left forearm.The skin was clean, untainted by the malevolent image of a skull and snake.Astoria

	hadn'ttakentheDarkMark.Thatwasunexpected.

	HermionewassurethatDaphnehadtakenthemarkonlyafewmonthsafter the battle of Hogwarts. She'd guessed that her father had insisted his oldest daughter join the ranks as quickly as possible, that it was the greatest honour to do so. From an outsider’s perspective, it seemed that he would

	 

	
havebeenthetypeoffathertoencouragebothhisdaughterstobearthathonour.

	"I'msorry,"Astoria'svoicewasmuffledintothefabric."I'vebeenalittle under the weather lately, the snow doesn't help-"

	"Didyouneedsomething?"Hermionesnapped."IexpectMalfoywillbe here soon for our third session of the day.”

	"Yes,yes,ofcourse,Idoapologiseforkeepingyou."Astoriasmiled

	sweetly."I'msureyou'reverybusyconcoctingescapeplansandwaystokill Draco, so I'll just get right to it.”

	Hermionepursedherlips.Was      wasAstoriatrying tocrackajoke?

	"Iwaswondering,seeingasI'mbacknowandwillbespendingmuchmore time around the house, if you would like to join me later for a glass of

	wine?"

	Hermioneopenedhermouthtospeakbutcloseditagain,nottrusting

	herselftorespond.WhenAstorianoticedherunease,shestartedbabbling, words tumbled out of her mouth almost too quick for Hermione to

	understand.Shesworetheblondedidn'tpausetotakeabreath.

	"Iknowyoudon'twanttobehere,butIjustthinkitwouldbeashameifwe don'tgettoknoweachother.Iunderstandthatthisisthelastplaceyouwant to be, really, I do, but I want to make your confinement here as enjoyable for you as possible. The elves tell me you've been wandering the grounds

	every day? Well, there's a spot towards the left side of the estate that has a very nice veranda, it's actually attached to mine and Blaise's bedroom, and it'salovelyspotforadrink.Icouldasktheelvestosetupafirepit?Andof course, I would cast warming charms and you're welcome to any coat or

	robeinmywardrobe.Wecouldgetabottleofwineand-"

	"Astoria,darling,"alow,huskyvoicecalledfromtheedgeofthehallway, causing both women to twist towards the source.

	 

	
BlaiseZabini.Hermionehadn'tseenhisfacesincethebattleofHogwarts, althoughsheexpectedthattheirpathsmusthavecrossedonthebattlefield over the years.

	Zabiniwasknowntobeincrediblydangerous.TheOrderhadguessedyears ago that he must have been one of the Gold Masks.

	Hestrodetowardsthewomenconfidently,wandinaholsteronhisarmand his gold skull mask hanging loosely between his fingers, displaying it

	proudly to Hermione, warning her. He set the mask down on a shelf as he madehisapproach.HegaveHermioneaglare,hislipscurlingupindisgust while his eyes raked her over from head to toe, making sure she knew the level of revulsion he felt for her.

	The loathing in his expression vanished, however, when he looked at his wife.The abhorrence in his eyes, and the deadly way he held his shoulders softened, and even that disgusted curl of his lip faded into a wolfish smile. With a softness Hermione wouldn't have thought possible from a Death Eater,fromadeadlyGoldMask,Blaisewrappedhisarmsaroundhiswife's slender waist and picked her up.

	Astoria squealed as he twirled her around in a circle. Her legs curled upwardsatthekneeasshewoundherarmsaroundhisneckandkissedhim deeply, longingly. The sort of kiss that spoke of nothing but pure devotion and adoration. The sort of passionate kiss that wives gave their husbands

	beforetheywentofftowar.

	Hermionetriedtolookaway,itfeltwildlyintrusivetowatchthecouplein their tender reunion - even if one of the parties was a mass murderer- but she couldn't. She was oddly transfixed by the display. Found herself watching with a sort of blatant awe that someone so soaked in deadly

	violence,someonewhokilledsoeasilyandwithoutremorsecouldhold

	their wife in such a tender way.That someone whose hands were soaked in somuchbloodcouldlovesomeonethewayBlaisesoclearlylovedAstoria. He adored her, there was no denying that.

	"Astoria,mydarling,thelightofmylife,”Zabiniwhisperedagainsther mouth.Astoriabrokethekiss to look athim, but hedidn't put herdown.

	 

	
"Whatever are you doing roaming around the walls unescorted? I thought I gaveclearinstructionsthatyouweretobenakedinourbedwhenIreturned from Germany?"

	Hermione'sfacegrewhot.

	Astoriagaveateasinggasp,thengiggledandplayfullysmackedZabinion the arm. "You pig!"

	"I'vebeenawayfromyouforfartoolong,"Zabinismirked."Now,answer the question; is there a good reason you aren't blissfully naked upon my

	return?"

	HadtheyseriouslyforgottenHermionewasthere?

	Astoria grinned back at him. "Well is there a good reason you've returned withoutapresentforme?IthoughtItoldyounottoreturnuntilyoufound me the most lavish and wildly expensive necklace you could carry-"

	"Oh, for fuck sake, would you two just get a fucking room?" a cold voice sneered. Hermione whipped her head around, and found none other than TheodoreNottstandingattheothersideofthehallway,hisowngoldmask in his hand.

	FeartwistedthroughHermione'sbody.Shewasstoodinahallwaywithtwo lethal, extremely dangerous Gold Masks, known assassins and torturers, without a wand.

	"Theodore!"Astoriasquealed.Sheswattedherhusbandsshoulderand

	wiggledinhisarmsuntilhereluctantlysetherdown.Theheightdifference between then was ridiculous.Astoria's heels easily gave her an extra six

	inches,butZabinistilltoweredoverher.

	AstoriaskippedtowardsthenewDeathEaterandthrewherarmsaroundhis neck in the same manner she had her husband, and, just like her husband

	had,Nottpickedherupandswungheraroundintheair.Hermionegotthe impression this was the usual greeting the Death Eaters met her with.

	 

	
"MrsZabini,"Nottsaidashesetherdownandplacedakissonthebackof her hand. "Why, don't you look as beautiful as ever. I take it this dress is

	new?"

	Zabininarrowedhiseyesatthem.

	"Itis.It'sfrommytriptoParis,"Astoriabeamed,givingapractisedtwirlas she spoke. "Do you like it?"

	"It'smarvelloussweetheart,looksabsolutelybreath-takingonyou,"Nott cooed. Hermione's pulse quickened when his brown eyes landed on her. "Dare I say, it might even look good on the mudblood.”

	"Theodore!"AstoriaclippedNottaroundthebackoftheheadlikeamother would to a naughty child. "You know I hate that word!"

	"Ouch,wasthereanyneedforthatTori?"Notthissed,tenderlyrubbingthe back of his head. "That fucking hurt!"

	"GrangerisaguesthereandIwon'thaveyouspeakingtoherthatway!" "I live here too, and I'll speak to her any way I want!"

	"No,youwillnot!Youwilltreatherwithrespectandifyouthink-"

	"Right,"Zabini'svoicecutthroughthebickeringpair.Hestrodetowardshis wife, grabbed her by the waist, and carefully flipped her over his shoulder.

	AstoriacontinuedtoscoldNottasZabinicarriedheraway,again,sounding like a mother telling off a misbehaving child.

	NottsilentlythrewseveralobscenegesturesatherwhileZabini'sbackwasturned.

	"I'llbebacktomorrow,Granger!"AstoriacalledbeforesheandBlaise

	disappearedaroundthecorner."YouandIwillhavethatdrink!I'llmake sure of it!"

	 

	
AsAstoria'svoicefadedaway,NottandHermionewerelefttoglareatoneanother.

	LikeZabini,HermionehadheardstoriesofNott'sgrowingbrutalitysince the start of the war. His methods of torture and skills of extraction were

	practically legendary, and nightmare-inducing. He'd killed hundreds, thousands,possiblyasmanyasMalfoyhad.Theworkingtheorywithinthe Order was that Nott killed simply because he liked it, which was why he was so talented at it.

	"Nott,”Hermionegreetedbitterly.

	"Granger,"heanswered,histonecoldandbiting,despitethesmirkthat

	peeleditswayontohisfeatures.Hetookafewstepstowardher,stopping when he was close enough for Hermione to smell the mixture of blood, whiskyandtobaccothatclungtohim."Whatapleasureitistofinallysee you again. I've been meaning to come and say hello, but you know, duty calls. Order members to kill and torture and whatnot.”

	"Yes,Icanimaginethatyourpositioncanbeverytime-consuming.Does Malfoyletyouhaveanydaysoff?"Hermioneasked,lovinghowquickly Nott's smile faded. "I can imagine it's quite difficult to take orders from your best friend.”

	WhatremainedofNott's smirktwistedintoascowl.

	"Isiteasyforyou?"shecontinued."Watchingyourbestfriendoutrank

	you?BecomeaDemonMaskandbeyoursuperiorineveryway?Iimagine your father wasn't so proud.”

	Notthuffedaggressively.Hisbrowneyessparkedwithanger."You'relucky the Dark Lord has forbidden anyone besides Malfoy to touch you."

	Hermionewinced.

	Nottlickedhislipandstudiedher.Hiseyesroamedupanddownherbody, sizing her up. "If I were you,Golden Girl, I'd be a little more careful of

	 

	
whatIsaytoscaryGoldMasks,"hewhispered,leaningintotowerover Hermione. She didn't cower away, didn't so much as move an inch.

	Heobservedherforanothermoment,thenturnedonhisheelsandstartedto walk away. "Have fun during your Legillimency session today,” he called

	overhisshoulder."Malfoywasinafoulmoodtodayduringourmeeting,so I'm sure it'll beextrafun.”

	HermionewatchedNottleave.Shedidn'trealisethatshe'dbeenholdingher breath until his brown curls had disappeared around the corner. When he was gone, she closed her door, ran to the bedside table, and tore the green

	paperfromthecharredgiftbox.

	Herheartflutteredwhensheflippedthelidopen.Itwastubesofpaintand three paintbrushes, each with different size bristles and long pale oak

	handles.Sheranherfingersacrossthepolishedwood,feelingtearsprick her eyes as she revelled in their smoothness.

	ThiswaswhyRomyhadbeenaskingHermionewhatcheeredherupwhen she was sad.Astoria had sent the elves to investigate. She'd been trying to offer Hermione an olive branch; a small act of kindness to make her

	incarcerationalittlemorebearable.Shehadbeendoingthatfromthe

	beginning,firstwiththeclothes,andnowwiththisincrediblythoughtfulgift.

	Notgivingthestubbornpartofherbrainchancetocatchup,Hermione swung her wardrobe doors open and grabbed a white shirt dress she'd

	admiredintheredaysagoandasilkscarf.Shestrippedquickly-ignoring the way her instincts were screaming at her that this was a trap - and

	changedintothedress.Itfeltoddatfirst,toridherselfoftheuniformshe'd worneverydayfornearlyamonth,almostlikesheddingasecondskin.She felt cold, exposed, but she ignored it.

	She used the silk scarf to tie her hair into a high ponytail, then she grabbed theboxandremovedthetubesofpaint.Usingadinnertrayasapalette,she squirted a large amount of green and blue paint onto the silver, delighted to find the tubes had been charmed to never empty. She likedAstoria even

	more.

	 

	
Hermione drew a deep breath as she stared at the pristine cream wall that wasoppositeherwindow,herchoseneasel.ShewonderedifMalfoywould be infuriated if she ruined his wall with her art. She secretly hoped he

	would.Hopedhewouldflyintoaviciousrageandsmashsomething.Itwas always fun to watch him lose his temper, and there wasn't anything else he could punish her with anyway.

	Herheartawild,excitedbeastinherchest,Hermionedippedherbrushinto the large dap of blue paint, and placed a broad stroke against the untainted wall. Then she placed another.And then another.

	She felt the tightness in her chest ease with every stroke. Felt the noisy chatterinherhead-theonethatfussedoverescapestrategiesandOrder

	secrets-quietwitheverybrushofthepaint.Bythetimeherarthadstarted to take shape, by the time the image of a lake with tall trees started to

	appearonhercanvas,thevoicewasnothingmorethanagentlewhisper.

	Hermionepaintedforhoursandhoursandhours,andshesoenthralledin her artwork, so transfixed as she covered the once cream wall in vibrant shades of blue and jade, that she never felt a pair of curious grey eyes watching her from the doorway.
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	"Happinesscanbefound,eveninthedarkestoftimes,"Dumbledorehad once said. "If one only remembers to turn on the light.”

	Hermionehadreplayedthatspeechathousandtimesoversincethestartof the war.

	In the beginning, she’d used it as a focal point. The phrase had grounded her.Pulledherfromthedarkdirectionherthoughtsusuallytook,andgave her strength. She used it to drag herself through battles, to remind herself that the Order could win this war, that there was light at the end of the

	tunnel,theyjustneededtohangonandstaystrong.

	She'drepeatedthephrasewhenshe'dnarrowlyavoidedgreencursesas

	she’ddraggedCharlotteSheldon’scorpsethroughaburningbuilding,when JasonAldo had died in her arms two years into the war, and each time they burned the body of another fallen soldier.

	It was a phrase that Hermione knew well, but even she had to admit that Dumbledore couldn't have envisioned the way things would turn out. She wondered if he would still be as cheerily optimistic about the future if he could have seen how the bodies would pile high in the streets. If he knew howmanychildrenwoulddieinthefirstyear.Orhowmanyofhisbeloved students would turn their backs on one another and murder their friends on the battlefield.

	Theworldhadbecomeamuchmoresinisterplacesincehe'dmadethat

	speech.Therewasn'talanternstrongenoughtobanishthekindofdarkness that had eclipsed the world since his death. Some places weren't meant to shine anymore. The world was tainted now; all the light had been snuffed

	outtoleaveanendless seaofemptinessinitsplace.

	 

	
Dumbledore'swordshadlostmeaningtoHermioneovertheyears.Asthe war dragged on and the corpses piled higher, she’d found it harder and

	harder to rationalise the words, but now, as she stared out the window and watchedAstoriaandBlaisewanderthegardenstogether,handinhandwith smiles on their faces, she found herself reminded of them.

	Despiteeverything,despitethewaranddecayandthestateoftheworld, they had found one another.

	Hermione had never believed in soulmates.Always thought the notion of one person being perfectly matched to another was ridiculous - and quite frankly childish. The idea that two souls who were so undeniably suited wouldsomehoweventuallyfindoneanother-eveninthemostridiculous and outlandish of circumstances - had always seemed absurd, even

	comical...

	Maybeitwasbecausethelogicalpartofherbrainalwaysreliedon

	evidenceandfactstoproveahypothesis,ormaybethewarhadjustmade her cynical. Whatever the reason for her stubbornness, she'd never once

	deterredfromherbelievesonthematter.Notwhenshe'dwatchedHarryand Ginny take their vows. Not when Luna and Neville had had their first child.

	OrevenwhenRonhadprotestedhisinnocence,anddeclareditwasn'this fault that he’d fallen for Romilda, they were just simplymeant to be.

	Nomatterhowheart-warmingthosemomentshadbeen,Hermionestill didn't believe in soulmates. Those couples were clearly suited for one another, they loved each other deeply and would die to protect their

	significantother,butweretheydestinedtobetogether? No, not to Hermione's way of thinking.

	Shethoughtherbeliefsonsoulmateswasimmovable,unchangeable-until she saw the way Zabini andAstoria were together.

	TheirdevotiontoeachotherwaslikenothingHermionehadeverseen.

	They didn't merely just love one another, that didn't evenbeginto scratch thesurfaceofhowtheyfelt,italmostseemedinsultingtorefertothemthat way. It was as if their significant other was the centre of their entire

	 

	
universe.IfAstoriawasZabini'sheart,thenhewasherblood.Bothvitalto one's survival, but unable to exist without the other. Theyneededone

	another.

	HermionesmiledasshewatchedZabinitwirlhiswifeinacircle.Hepulled her hand towards his mouth and placed a delicate kiss on her gloved

	knuckles.SnowflurriedunderAstoria'slongskirtasshegrabbedhisface andsealedtheirlipstogether.Hermionehadwatchedthemdothisalmost every day since their returns to the manor.

	Shethoughtthenoveltymightwearoffafterafewdays,thattheywould grow tired of one another, and their public displays of affection would

	vanish.Itdidn't.

	They reminded Hermione of a pair of lovestruck teenagers. Their hands always firmly clasped together, lips even firmer together, hardly ever apart andalwayslaughing.DespitethedisdainHermionefelttowardsZabini,she couldn't deny that the love they had for one another brought a certain

	warmthand lightto thedark hallsof themanor.

	HermionehadlearnedalotaboutAstoriasincetheirfirstmeeting.She'd learned that the blonde was always impeccably groomed, her hair and make-up were perfect, and she was always dressed as though she might need to attend a ball or gala at a moment's notice.

	She'd learned thatAstoria had wonderful taste in fashion. On closer inspection,theclothesshe'dstockedHermione'swardrobewithwereall

	perfect and wildly expensive, most with labels written in French or Italian. The clothes didn't seem as offensive or scary now she knew Malfoy hadn't touched them, so Hermione had been wearing them daily. She only chose simplegarments;Muggledenimjeans,T-shirtsandlongwoollencardigans that were just as soft and warm as she’d imagined they would be.

	Shestillkepthermissionuniformtuckedunderherbed,shecouldn'tbearto part with it completely.

	Herrefusaltousetheinvitingcopperbathhadmeltedasquicklyasher

	refusaltochangeherclothes,andnowshe'daddedanothernewactivityto

	 

	
herdailyroutine;anightlybathfilledwithexquisitesmellingsaltsandlotions.

	Thefirstbathhadlastedatotalofforty-fiveseconds.Shehadn'tbeenable to sit there any longer. She couldn't bear to lower her guard for even asecondmore, no matter how many times she'd repeated that she was safe, and no one was going to barge in.

	By her second attempt, she managed one minute, the night after two, then three.Bythefourthnight,shefiguredifMalfoywasgoingtobargeintothe bathroom while she was naked, he would have done it by now, so she

	startedtorelax.Shestillfounditimpossibletoswitchoffentirely,butitdid calmhernervesalittle-andbeingcleanagaincertainlymadeherfeelmorehuman.

	Astoriahadakeeninterestinhealingmagicandrestorativepotions.There was a large building on the right wing of the grounds which was separate

	fromthehouse,andAstoriahadconverteditintoaPotionsstorageunitwith several cauldrons and workstations.

	The inside of the building was humid and dark, and the shelves were stackedwitheveryingredientandpotionHermionecouldthinkof.She

	foundAstoriaandherhusbandcoopedupinsidealmostdaily,fussingover ingredients and parchment with a simmering cauldron between them.

	Whatevertheyweretryingtocookupeithersmelledincrediblysweet,or awfullybitter-dependingontheday.AstoriaalwaysofferedHermionea kind smile when she entered and asked if she wanted to join them.

	ThescowlZabinithrewHermionetoldherthatshewasinfactnotwelcome to do so. She always politely declined.

	Astoria'shandsweresolemnlyneverempty.Thepetiteblondealways

	clutchedaglassofwinebetweenhermanicuredfingers-eitherredorwhite

	- or a silver flask if she was outside. Hermione had guessed it was filled withcoffeeorteatobeginwith,justsomethingtowarmherhands,butshe wasn't so sure anymore.

	 

	
And,likeHermione,Astorialikedtowanderthegroundsoftheestateeach day as well. However, unlike Hermione,Astoria never did so

	unaccompanied.

	Some days Nott escorted her. Hermione had run into them on Tuesday in thehallwayoutsideherroom.Thepairhadhadtheirarmslinkedandwere whispering and giggling to one another as they made their way past

	Hermione.Astoriahadaglassof redwineinherhandsthatday.

	MostofthetimeZabinichaperonedher.Hermionehadalmostknockedinto the pair outside the main kitchen on Thursday.Astoria had smiled sweetly and asked if she wanted to join them for a drink. Blaise had narrowed his eyes at her. The blonde had white wine that day.

	Yes,HermionehadlearnedalotaboutAstoriasinceherreturntothemanor, but she'd learned even more about Malfoy.

	ItwasastrangethingindeedtoseethewayheandAstoriaactedwhenthey were around one another. Hermione had watched them walk together

	countlesstimesoverthepastweek-shewalkedwithMalfoyalmostas

	often as she did with her husband. Their arms were always linked together wheneverMalfoyescortedher,andAstoriaoftenrestedherheadagainsthis shoulder - the part she could reach, anyway - as they made their rounds.

	Their relationship reminded Hermione of a loving brother and sister. There was a softness to Malfoy whenever he was withAstoria, a kindness that Hermione had never seen in him. He was gentle in the way he handled her, in the way his eyes twinkled slightly while they spoke, and the way he took herhandtoleadherupanystaircaseorslightinclineofahill,asthoughshe weren't capable of walking up them without assistance.

	ThefactthatMalfoyhadakindboneinhisbody-evenaminusculeone- had shocked Hermione to her core. The first time she'd seen Malfoy take Astoria's hand and help her off the leather armchair she was perched in, Hermione's jaw had almost hit the floor.

	She’d been so shocked, thought it so out of character for him, that she immediatelymistookitasatrickofthelight.Aone-off.Becauseifthere

	 

	
was one thing she was certain of - above anything else- Draco Malfoydidnotpossessadropoftendernessorhumankindnessinhisveins,neverhad.

	Butthenshe'dwitnessedasimilarthinghappenthenextday.Andthenthe day after that.

	All the men were incredibly delicate withAstoria. They all treated her like shewasmadeofglassandneverleftheronherownforlong,buttherewas something different about the way Malfoy treated her, it was      protective.

	Asthoughtheworldweretoomuchofadangerousplaceforsomeonelike Astoria, and she needed to be shielded from the hazards outside.

	Theyspentaninfuriating amountoftimesitting onthebenchunderthe

	cherryblossomtree,theonethathadquicklybecomeHermione'sfavou-themost tolerableplace on the estate. She found them there often, huddled close together and sharing whatever was in that mysterious flask in her

	hands.Malfoyalwayshadacigaretteinhismouthwhiletheysatonthe

	benchandtalked,andittookalmosteveryounceofself-controlHermione had not to ask him for one.

	Shehopedhehadn’tnoticedthatshealwaysswiftlyleftthevicinityevery time he had one in his mouth.

	Astoria didn't laugh as much with Malfoy as she did with Nott or Zabini. Theirconversationsalwayslookedmuchmoreserious,buthealwayshada small smile at the edges of his lips when they were together.

	Duringtheirwalks,Astoriawouldoftensuddenlyunlinktheirarmsandstep in front of Malfoy, blocking his path and forcing him to stop and look at

	her.Hermionewouldwatchfromherwindowasshetookhisfaceinher hands - Malfoy had to bend down slightly to allow her to do so - before

	Astoriawouldsaysomethingtohim.Hermionecouldnevermakeoutwhat it was, butAstoria always wore a stern look on her face whenever it

	happened. Her eyes were always fiercely determined, her brows always furrowedinthemiddle.Malfoywouldshakehisheadather,andthenthey would link arms again and carry on as though this bizarre exchange had

	neverhappened.

	 

	
Hermionewasdyingtoknowwhattheyweresaying-

	"Inevertookyouforapeepingtom,"alowvoicewhisperedfrombeside her. It was much closer than Hermione had expected, close enough she could feel his breath on her neck as he spoke, and the suddenness of it almost made her fall off her perch.

	HermionewhippedaroundtofaceMalfoy,trippingoverherownfeetasshe stumbled backwards and tried to put as much space between them as

	possible.

	He smirked, folded his arms across his chest, and leaned against the wardrobetostudyher.HewasdressedinhisDeathEaterrobesbutthey

	appearedcleantoday,untaintedwithflecksofcrimsonthewaytheyusually were. "Someone is a little jumpy today." He quirked a brow. "Need

	somethingtocalmyournerves?"

	"Iamnotjumpy!"shespat,herfacetwistingintoascowlasshetriedto calmtheviolentbeatingofherheart."Youjuststartledme!Youshould learn to knock-"

	Thewordsdiedonhertonguewhenhereachedintohisrobesand

	wordlesslywithdrewapacketofcigarettes.Hermouthrandrywhenhe placed one between his lips, and lit it with the tip of his wand.

	Hesqueezedhiseyesclosedwhenheinhaled,tippinghisheadback towards the ceiling as the nicotine washed into his lungs.

	He was completely exposed like this; every inch of his pale throat was on displayanditchingtobeslicedopen.Ifshehadaweapon,shewouldhave gladly done so.

	When he exhaled slowly, he was engulfed in a thick sheen of grey smoke thatcoveredhimlikeasinisterhalo.Malfoysmirkedwhenhelookedather again, giving her that signature lift of his brow when he saw that her hands were balled into fists.

	Fuck,he'dnoticedherweaknessforthetinylittlesticks.Smugprick.

	 

	
Hekepthiseyesonhersashetookanotherdrag,andHermione'sstomach twisted when he took a step towards her. She forced herself not to retreat, forced herself to stay rooted in the spot as he closed in. He stopped when their chests were almost pressed together, when she had to tilt her chin upwards to catch his eyes, and then he released the breath he'd been

	holding,and thesmokehit her likeabrickwall.

	Herkneesalmostbuckled.Thenicotinewashedoverherand-fuck,itwas indescribable. She knew she missed smoking; it was always the one thing that calmed her nerves completely, and having a taste of it teased against her tongue was euphoric. Mouth-watering.

	Her eyes glued themselves to his mouth, unable to tear them away as the end of the cigarette ignited when he pulled in another long drag. He pulledit from his mouth, and after he'd released another intoxicating breath that madeHermione'seyelidsflutter,heextendedhishandtoherandofferedher the cigarette.

	He was teasing her with it. He knew she wasn't going to take it, that she wouldrathershoveared-hotfirepokerdownherthroatthanwrapherlips around the same butt he had, no matter how much she wanted one.

	Nomatterhowdryhermouthranorhowmuchherfingersitchedtosnatch it from him, she wouldn't take it.

	Hewasbeingcruelagain,tauntingherjustbecausehecould.Evenafterall these years, he was still a bully.

	Hermionesteppedawayfromhim,sheneededto,shecouldfeelherresolve weakeningthelongersheremainedinthesmokecloudhe'dcreatedaround them. She dragged a hand through her hair and started to pace the room,

	countingbackwardsfromahundredinherheadassheworkedtoquiether hammering heart.

	"How'stheescapeplancoming?"heaskedafterafewmomentsofsilence. "Fuck you," she spat through clenched teeth.

	 

	
He sat on her perch and leaned back casually against the glass window to watch her. He was toying with her, letting her panic and irritation dance through her blood before he went in for the kill and barged into her mind. He'drealiseddaysagothatheseemedtohavemoresuccesswithaccessing her memories if he riled her up first. The doors into her mind werea

	fractionweakerifhegotunderherskinbeforehetriedtosmashhiswaythrough.

	Usually,shewasabletoremaincalm.Sheknewwhathewasdoing,and was able to think it through and stop herself from giving him what he wanted.Nottodaythough.He'dtappedintoherhiddenweaknessforthe little cancer sticks, and was using it to his advantage.

	"Gotanymorebrilliantideasofhowyou'regoingtokillmeyet?"heasked. "Fuck you.”

	Malfoytookanotherlong drag."No?Nothing?" heasked,theexhale

	fanninganotherintoxicatingwallofnicotineinherdirection.Sheforced herself to keep pacing. "I'm disappointed. I thought your brilliant mind would have found a way to slit my throat by now.”

	"Fuck.You!”

	"Someone'snotveryfriendlytoday.”Hetookafinaldragandthrewthebutt out the window. He stood and straightened his robes, keeping his mouth closed so smoke billowed out of his nose. "Aren't you Gryffindor'ssupposed to beniceand braveto afault?I thought that was why so many of you die on the battlefield? Unable to stop your hero complex from shining through. I can't tell you how many of your red and gold friends I've cut down over the years-"

	"Enough!"

	"Oh,thelioness hasteeth,"heteased.

	When he approached, Hermione forced herself not to move. She held her breath,andtriedtoignorethedeliciouswaythesmokeclungtohisrobes.

	 

	
"JustwaituntilIhavemymagicback,"sheseethed."You'llseejusthow sharp my teeth are when they tear your throat out!"

	Thecornerofhislipstwitchedashewithdrewhiswand."Believeme, Granger, I can't wait to see you try.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Come on Mudblood," Malfoy sneered from the doorway, his face twistedintothatnastysmirkhealwayswore."Wedon'thaveallday.Ihavesomeof your friends locked away that are just dying to be tortured."

	"Oh,wouldyoujustFUCKOFF!"Hermionesnappedfromtheothersideofthe white hallway.

	Thecorridorlookedunrecognisablefromwhatithadweeksago.TheoncepristinewhitewallswerecharredandburntinplacesfromMalfoy'sefforts to force them open.Most of the frames were empty now, the doors ripped from their hinges and leaving nothing but a dark abyss in their place.

	Malfoy drummed his fingers against the wooden doorframe, his irritationgrowingthroughherdefiance."Iwon'taskagain.Come,orI'llgougeyour pretty eyes out and display them on my fireplace.”

	Hermionesquaredhershoulders."Youknowanythingyoudotomeinhereisn't real.”

	Malfoysighedandpushedhimselfawayfromthedoor.Hewalkedtowardsher, shoulders hanging low and predatory, and stopped when Hermione could feel the chill of his body.

	Sherefusedtocringeawayfromhim.Herpulsequickenedashestudiedherfor a few seconds. His cold grey eyes were hard as stone as they slid over

	herframe,dissectingeverynervoustwitchofherhandandfurrowinherbrow.

	 

	
"Iknow.”Hebroughthishandtoherfaceslowly,gently,asifhewere

	about to tuck a stray curl behind her ear, only to grab a fistful of her hair.He yanked her head back roughly, and a searing pain throbbed against Hermione'sskullashetiltedherheaduptolookathim."Butyoudofeelit, don't you? The pain?"

	"Getyourhandsoffofme!"Shecurledherfingersaroundhiswrist,tryingtodighernailsintohisskinashardasshecould.Hedidn'tseemtofeelit.

	"Answerthequestion,Granger,"hewhispered,draggingherfacetowardshis. "The pain might not be real, but you feel it. Don't you?"

	Shehissedashetiltedherheadbackfurther.Theacheintensifiedasshestruggled and glared up at him. She didn't admit it, she wouldn't, just writhed and punched his chest until he released her.

	Shegavehischestonelastspitefulpush,thenstormedherwaytotheopendoor. " Let's just get this over with!"

	Malfoyfollowed,chucklingunderhisbreathashetrailedbehindher."Ithought so.”

	Hermionesteppedthroughthedoorwayquickly,feelingtheDemonMask

	uncomfortablyclose,andintoafamiliarstonecoveredcorridor.Sheclosedher eyes and took a deep breath once she was over the threshold, relishing in that familiar scent of parchment and ink that always filled the air in thiscastle.

	God,shemissedithere.Missedeverythingabouttheschoolthathadbeenasanctuary to her for years-

	"ForSalazar'ssake,"alow,irritatingvoicedrawledfrombehindher.

	"AnotherfuckingHogwartsmemory?ReallyGranger?Iknowyoupeakedin school, but this is pathetic, even for you.”

	Hermione's hands twitched, wishing she still had her wand. "I know you'resick of the Hogwarts memories. You told me yesterday when we watched Ron,HarryandIrunawayfromthatthree-headeddog.Youtoldmetheday

	 

	
beforethatwhenyouwatchedmealmostgetcrushedtodeathbythatmountain troll-"

	"That memory wasn't actually that bad," Malfoy interrupted wistfully. "I'dliketowatchthatoneagain,doyourememberwhichdooritwasbehind?"

	"-Andthedaybeforethatwhenwewatchedthesortingceremony."She

	whirledaroundandstretchedontothetipsofhertoessoshecouldshoutinhis face. He didn't back away an inch, instead, his lips twitched in the

	corner."Idon'twantyouinmyheadanymorethanyouwanttobehere!It'sbad enough you're tearing your way through my memories quicker than I can stop you, so I certainly don't need you making snide little comments

	along theway!"

	Malfoyopenedhismouth,butshecuthimoffbeforehecouldevenformasingle syllable.

	"Now,ifyouwouldjustshutthefuckupsowecancontinueourlittletourand I can get you out of my head as quickly as possible."

	Withoutgivinghimchancetomakeamaliciousretort,Hermionespunandmarched down the corridor.

	Theemptyhallshadfilledwithstudentswhileshe'dbeenscreamingathim,andbeforelongshenoticedaheadofredhairandfollowedit,knowingher younger self wouldn't be far behind Ron.

	WhensheheardtheheelsofMalfoy'sbootsclickagainsttheflagstoneashefollowedher,shepickedupherpace.Hislongerlegsmadeitimpossiblefor her to outrun him, but it wouldn't stop her from trying.

	Afterseveralminutesofquietstalking,Ronjoinedheryoungerdoubleinthe courtyard.

	Malfoy'srobesbrushedagainstherhandashestoodbesideher."Iswearyourhairgetsbushierwitheachnewmemory.Mugglesknowwhatcombs are, don't they?"

	 

	
Hermionebither tongueuntil shetastedblood.

	"The red coats are coming," Malfoy teased quietly as a hoard of wizardswearingbrightredandgoldrobesappearedfromthefararchway,allwith

	broomsfirmlygraspedintheirhandswhileHarrydraggedhisbehindhim.

	Hermione had forgotten how awkward Harry had been in those youngeryears, how his fringe hung into his eyes, and how his robes always looked fartoobigforhisthinframe.Shesmiledwhenhepushedhisglassesupthe bridge of his nose.

	Therewasahiccupinthepaceoftheredhoodedfigureswhenanarmyofemerald robes sauntered into the courtyard.

	Woodcursedunderhisbreath."Wheredoyouthinkyou'regoing,Flint?"The two opposing armies stopped in front of one another.

	"Quidditchpractice,"theleaderoftheemeraldrobesansweredcoldly."I booked the pitch for Gryffindor today."

	"Easywood,”Marcusgrinned,pullingapieceofparchmentfromhisrobes."I've got a note."

	YoungHermioneandRonwrinkledtheirnosesastheyinchedtowardstheconflict.Herimpossiblywildhairbouncedwitheveryconfidentstrideshe took. Ron swallowed nervously as he trailed behind her.

	"Hereshecomes,"theDeathEaterbesidehersmirked."Thelittlelioncub;claws out and ready for a brawl.”

	"Doyoueverstoptalking?"HermionehissedasWoodtooktheparchmentand started to read aloud.

	"I,ProfessorSeverusSnape,doherebygivetheSlytherinteampermissionto practice today, for the need to train their new seeker." Wood sighed

	heavily,annoyed,andscrunchedtheparchmentintoaball."You'vegotanew Seeker? Who?"

	 

	
Theseaofemeraldrobespartedtoallowaboywithwhite-blondehairanda familiar spiteful expression to step forward.

	"Malfoy?"Harryasked,tonejustasbewilderedandconfusedastheexpression he wore.

	"That'sright,"youngMalfoysaidproudly."Andthat'snotallthat'snewthisyear.” He made a show of leaning his broom against his shoulder, making sure everyone noticed how the perfectly polished wood caught the light.

	Everyone'seyesslidovertotheotherSlytherins,realisationdawningonallof their young faces when they noticed the matching brooms.

	"Merlin,Iforgotwhataninsufferablelittleshowoffyouwere,"Hermionemuttered.

	Malfoyscoffed."Whatgoodisthereinhavingnicethingsifyoucan'tlorditover others and show them their place?"

	"Spokenlikea truespoiltbrat.”

	Ron'seyeswerewideassaucersashestudiedthebrooms."ThoseareNimbus 2001's! How did you get those?"

	MarcusFlint'slipcurled."AgiftfromDraco'sfather.”

	"YouseeWeasley,"YoungMalfoysneered,"myfathercanaffordthebest."

	"AtleastnooneontheGryffindorteamhadtobuytheirwayin,"theyoungHermione said with a smirk. "They got in on pure talent.”

	Hermione'seyesslidtoMalfoy'sastheywatchedwhathappenednext.

	ShesawhisjawtightenslightlyashisyoungerselfsteptowardsHermione.His young blue eyes looked her up and down, and his lip twitched into that spiteful curl before he said the words that had defined and wounded her

	younger self so painfully, like the red-hot brand of cattle, and that she'dbeenclawingherwaytoescapeeversince."Nooneaskedyouropinion, you filthy little Mudblood.”

	 

	
Hermionewasawarethatheryoungerselfgasped.Sheknewthatherthirteen-year-old self was quivering all over, and that her eyes were swimming as she fought to keep her tears in, but she didn't watch it.

	Instead, she studied the Malfoy beside her. His expression was blank andunreadable, eyes just as dead as they ever had been, but she noticed that he ranhistongueacrosstheinsideofhischeek,theonlyflawinhispokerface.

	RonsharplywithdrewhiswandandstoodprotectivelyinfrontofHermione."You'll pay for that one Malfoy!"

	Atthetime,Hermionehad beengladthathehad.She'dbeengratefulfor

	thecoversoshecoulddiscreetlywipeawayafewtraitoroustears.Notnowthough. She wanted Malfoy to see the way his words had affected her that

	day.Wantedhimtoseehowsomethingassmallasonewordcouldcauseasmuch pain as a physical blow, like a stab to the heart.

	Afterall,wasn'tthatonewordwhatthiswholewarhadbeenabout?

	TheywatchedRon'scursebackfire,andthehoardofspitefulgreencloaksthat chuckled and sniggered as he began to vomit slugs.

	"WeneedtogethimtoHagrid's!"HarryshoutedashehauledapaleRontohis feet. "He'll know what to do.”

	TheyfollowedthechildrendragRontothehutattheedgeoftheschoolgrounds. Hermione knocked furiously on the wooden door while Harry

	rubbedsoothingcirclesintohisfriendsback.Beforethedoorcouldswingopen, the young Hermione turned on her heels and started walking back towards the castle.

	"Whereareyougoing?"Harryshoutedasshequicklyascendedthehill."We need you-"

	"I'veforgottensomethinginthecastle,"shecalledoverhershoulder.Hervoice broke slightly on the last word. "Hagrid will know what to do.”

	 

	
Malfoydidn'tsayawordastheyfollowedherdoubleoverthecrestofthehillandintothecastle,trailingherallthewaytothegirl'sdormitoriesin Gryffindor tower.

	Heryoungerselfswungthedoorsopenandmarchedinside;herface

	twistedintoaveryseriousscowlasshesearchedtheroom.Onceshewas

	satisfiedthatshewasalone,shereleasedaraggedbreath,slumpedontoherfour-poster bed, and cried.

	Malfoy'sbrowfurrowedwhentheyoungerHermionedroppedherfaceintoher small hands and began to cry into them. She sobbed and sobbed until

	herfaceturnedred,hercheeksweresaturatedwithhertears,andthesoundof her choked little cries filled the silent dormitory.

	HermionehadexpectedMalfoytomakeacomment,tolaugh,tomakefunof her or at least make one cruel remark. But to her surprise, he said

	nothing.Notafuckingword.Hejustwatched,nevertearinghiseyesfromher younger version as she bawled.

	Malfoy'shandswereballedintotightfistsathissides.Hermionenoticedit,but she didn't comment.

	After a long, long time, her younger version raised her head and drew acalmingbreath.Herfacewasredandglisteningwithhertears,andthey both remained silent as she wiped her cheeks with her sleeves. She took

	anotherdeepbreath,pinchinghereyesclosedontheexhale,thenopenedthem again and started to ruffle through her trunk.

	Eventually,theyoungerHermionefoundwhatshewaslookingfor,andalittle of the sadness seemed to ease from her features when she pulled a single paintbrush and canvas out. She sat cross-legged on the floor, and continued to draw steadying breaths as she gazed out the window and started to paint the skyline that stretched outside.

	"Well, I didn't expect that,” Malfoy finally said, that cruel smirk peeling itswaybackontohissharpfeatures."Didyourpassionforartreallystemfrom me? Did my comment get under your skinthatmuch?"

	 

	
Hermionegroundherteethtogether."Don'tflatteryourself.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	14thJanuary

	 

	"Lookwhose'ere!"

	"Ah,cometoseetheshow?"

	"You've got to be fucking joking," Malfoy muttered, dragging his heels astheymadetheirwaydowntheembankment."Whydidyouthinktofilethis memory away?"

	"You!Youfoal,loathsome,evillittlecockroach!"

	"Dowehavetowatch this?"Malfoyasked."Really?"

	Hermionefoldedherarmsandleanedagainstthestonebehindher,settlingin asher younger version pressed the tip of her wand into Malfoy's throat. Shesmirkedwhenhisbottomlipstartedtoquiver,butshedidn'tanswerthe Death Eater stood next to her.

	"Youareavilelittlebitch,"theolderMalfoymumbledangrily.

	"Andyou'reaninsufferable,prejudicewanker,"sherepliedashereyesslidover to watch him. "Have I told you that I hate you today?"

	"Notsincebreakfast.”

	 

	
"Oh, that means I'm behind schedule. I am sorry for slacking," Hermionesaid."Justtostopanyconfusion,Ithinkyou'retheworsthumanwhoeverlived.”

	Malfoycockedabrow."IncludingtheDarkLord?That'squitethecompliment.”

	"Idon'tthinkhe'sclassedashumanforalongtime.Soyouhavethecrownfor sadism for the time being.”

	"Hermioneno!"Ron'svoicedronedinthebackground."He'snotworthit.”

	WhenHermione'syoungerdoublepunchedhis,theMalfoybesidehertentatively touched his nose.

	Hermione's smile grew when the younger Malfoy's head smacked againstthewall.Thesoundofhisskullcrunchingfromtheimpactrangthroughthe air, the sweetest music she'd heard in weeks.

	"Fuckingbitch,"hegrowledwhenhisyoungerselfmadearunforit."Thathurt.”

	"I know.” Hermione smiled. "It was meant to.”"Youknowyoubrokemynosethatday,don'tyou?" Hermione bit her lip to keep from laughing.

	"TookGoylefortyminutestoresetit,andevenhedidn'tdoitproperly.

	Stupidbastard,"Malfoysneered."Mynosewouldn'tstopbleedingfordaysafterwards.”

	Now,thatdidmakeHermionelaugh.Herhandflewtocoverhermouthtomuffle the sound, but her shoulders shook and gave her away.

	Malfoynarrowedhiseyes."Thinkthat'sfunny,doyou?!"

	"Alittle.There'ssomethingsatisfyingaboutafilthyMudbloodmakingthegreat Draco Malfoy bleed.”

	 

	
Hislipcurledback.

	"Ibetyourfatherwasfurious.”"I didn't tell him.”

	ItwasHermione'sturntoraiseabrow."Tooembarrassed?"

	Malfoyrolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeekandquicklychangedthesubject. "You showed me this memory on purpose, didn't you?"

	Hermioneshrugged.Hereyessweptbacktowatchheryoungerselftalkwith Harry and Ron. Merlin, her hair really did look awful at the back.

	"Why?"Malfoyasked.

	Sheobservedthecoldglintinhiseyes,thenansweredhonestly,"Iwantedtosee if it would hurt you.”

	Malfoydidn'tappeartohaveananswertothat,soinstead,hejustwatchedher, and it sent an involuntary shiver down her spine.

	"Iwantedtoseeifthismemory,whichwasobviouslydeeplyembarrassingfor you, would hurt you as much as you've hurt me.”

	Therewasabeatofsilence,thenheasked,"Anddoyouthinkitdid?""No,” Hermione answered. "Not nearly as much as I wanted it to.” "Is there a memory of yours that you think could hurt me?"

	Hermioneswallowed,butbeforeshecouldanswerhim,thememorystartedto fade around them. The colours distorted and the landscape started to

	twistandturninonitself.Therewasaflashofwhitelight,thentheylandedback in her room.

	 

	
Hermione caught one of the posters at the foot of her bed, and used it for supportwhenshestartedtocoughandchoke.Thiswasentirelynormal;the force of his spell always left her feeling like the wind had been kicked out her lungs whenever they returned.

	Whatwasn'tnormal,however,wastheredliquidonherhandswhenshe looked down at them. She was coughing up blood. Well, that was new.

	Hermionecurledoverherself.Sheplacedherpalmagainstherchestas

	thickclumpsofbloodforcedtheirwayupherthroatandouthermouth.It seemedtogoonforages,itfeltlikehourshadpassedbeforeshewasable to pull any air into her lungs.

	Oncehercoughinghadsubsidedintoaquietpant,Hermione'sknees

	wobbled so badly that she slumped onto her bed. She tried and failed to sit up.Instead,shestaredatthecarpet,andfoughtoffthedizzyingpressurein her head that made it almost impossible not to topple over.

	Herbreathhitchedwhenacoldhandcaughtherchin;hereyessnappedup to meet a pair of grey ones staring intently at her.

	Malfoy was much closer than she'd expected. He was kneeling in front of her,andtherewasaslightfurrowinhisbrow.Eveninthisposition,histall frame made him eye level with her and for reasons she didn't understand, she couldn't make herself look away from him. Or push him away.

	Maybeitwasthebloodloss?Ortheexcruciatingheadache?Perhapsboth.

	Her chest flushed when Malfoy's cold thumb wiped across her mouth and cheek,presumablyclearingsomeofthebloodthatwasgatheredthere.His hand was softer than she imagined it would be. His grip was quite gentle. His eyes never left hers.

	Thesecondstickedby,andasherbreathingsteadilyreturnedtonormal,so did her strength - and her rational thought.

	"Don'ttouchme,"shetriedtohissassheleanedoutofhistouch,butit sounded weak and unconvincing, even to her own ears.

	 

	
Malfoy let go of her chin and the loss of touch felt strange... hollow. Her skinalmostitchedwiththeneedforcontactagain.Hestoodinfrontofher and banished the mess of blood with the flick of his wand. "Romy."

	"Yes,Master?"thetinyelfaskedashecrackedintotheroom.

	"BringGrangersomePepperuppotion,"Malfoyordered,hiscoldeyesstill uncomfortably trained on hers. "And some blood replenishing potion."

	"Ofcourse,sir.WouldMissGrangerneedsomeofMrsZabini'sspecial potions?" Romy asked. "Or the normal ones?"

	Malfoy'sjawtensed,irritated,asifHermionewasn'tsupposedtohearthat. "The normal ones will do, and be quick about it."

	Thegreen-eyedelffidgetedwiththeedgesofhispillowcase."O-of course. Romy will be right back.”

	"Andbring hersomething toeat.”

	"Yes,Master.”Theelfclickedhisfingersandvanishedfromherroom.

	Hermione stared at Malfoy; he still hadn't taken his eyes off her. She cleared her throat, and wiped her mouth with the sleeves of her grey cardigan."Whyareyoumakinghimgotothismuchtrouble?Ialways bleed after our sessions, you've never cared before.”

	"Idon'tknowhowmuchyouknowaboutthehumanbody,Granger,"

	Malfoysneeredsarcastically,"butyou'velostfartoomuchbloodtodayto

	beconsiderednormal.TheDarkLordrequiresyoutobeingoodhealth,and he would be rather pissed off if you met your end through something as

	trivialasbloodloss.”Heturnedandstartedtoleave,butheonlygotasfar as the door before he paused. "And Granger?"

	"Yes?"

	"Ifyou'regoingtograffitimywall,makeitsomethingmorecreativethana lake and trees.”

	 

	
Asoulworthsaving

	 

	TW;substanceabuse

	 

	20thJanuary

	 

	 

	Hermione and Malfoy pushed their way through the sea of students as theyfollowedherdoublewalkthroughthebusycastlewithHarry.Itwashardto keep up with them in this memory, and even harder to hear their

	conversationthroughtheroaringchattergoingonaroundthem.

	EventhoughHermioneknew,intherationalpartofherbrain,thattheseaof students weren't actually there and therefore she didn't need to be

	mindful of their shoulders, she still was. She still bent and ebbed her waythroughthecrowdtoavoidknockingintotheirsmallbodies.Itwasaforce ofhabit,thewarhadengraineditintoher,madeherautomaticallywantto be mindful and protective over small and helpless things - even if they

	weren'treallythere.

	Malfoy,however,didn'tsufferfromthesameaffliction.Hemarchedthroughthe hoards of smaller witches and wizards and regarded them as

	exactlywhattheywere;nothing.ProjectionsofHermione'smind.Hedidn'tbend and veer his shoulders to allow them to pass, instead, he barged

	straightthroughthem,andtheirbodiesevaporatedintothickcloudsofsmoke as he walked through them like ghosts.

	Bythetimesherounded thenext sharp corner, Hermionehad caught upwithheryoungerversion,andwaswalkingsidebysidewithMalfoy.She still struggled to keep up with his pace. One of his long, smooth strides matched two of her shorter ones. She had a feeling he was doing it on purpose, just to make her breathless and piss her off. Again.

	"TellmewhatArthursaid?"

	 

	
"IfDumbledoreistravelling,thenit'snewstotheministry,"Harryreplied,his eyes on the floor and far away. The younger version of Hermione

	opened her mouth to say something, but was cut off when Harry sharplymethereyesagain,asifinspirationhadsuddenlystruck."But,whatabout this? That night at Borgin and Burke's? Draco was looking at a vanishingcabinet."

	Hermione felt Malfoy's cold eyes slide to her face at the mention of hisname.Shekeptlookingforward,andforcedherselfnottoshiverunderhisgaze.

	He'dbeendoingthatalotrecently,almostdailysinceshe'dstartedchokingup blood after their sessions. His eyes tended to drift over and watch her

	whilehermemoriesunfoldedbeforethem,studyingheralotmoreintentlythan the memory he was supposed to be observing.

	The elves seemed to be growing concerned about the amount of blood shevomited after their sessions, and had started supplying her with Pepper Up and Blood Replenishing potions afterwards. Malfoy didn't seem to care though.Hewasstilljustasrelentlessasever,andrefusedtodropthelength or number of sessions despite the elves advice - but he had started to watch her and somehow, Hermione found that worse.

	She'd rather him ignore her or spew degrading insults about her 'fragileMudbloodhealth',ormakeajokeaboutthe'lesserspecies'notbeingable to handle this kind of harsh magic and then pretend she didn't exist

	afterwards- like he had been doing since her arrival. Now he seemed to begoing out of his way to be as close to her as possible while they walked throughhermemories,shoulderspracticallytouching,closeenoughshefelt a cold chill from his proximity.

	Hisconstantobservationswerestartingtounnerveher.Shefeltlikeanantunder a magnifying glass, twitching away from every movement, anxiously awaiting the moment he turned the glass towards the sun and burned her withit.Itwasboundtohappeneventually,andthewaitingwasmakingherskittish.

	 

	
There was something in his eyes while he watched her, in the way theyrakedovereveryminusculetwitchofherhandandliftofherbrowthat

	madehertenseup.She'dbeenabundleofnervesfordaysbecauseofit.Shecouldn't sleep, her nails were bitten to the quick, and her hair was even

	wilderthanusualfromtheconstanttossingandturninginherbed.Hedidn't try and hide the fact that he was looking at her. He seemed

	completelyunfazedwhenshecaughthimstaringandthrewhimthemostmalicious scowl she could conjure.

	Butasmuchashisobservationsandfrustratinglycloseproximityweregettingtoher,allthatpaledincomparisontothewayheheldhereyes

	whenshestaredbackathim.Sheoftenfelttrappedunderhisgaze.Thewayhe looked at her ... It fascinated her. He stared at her eyes as though they

	heldtheanswertosomequestionhehadn'tspokenaloud,likehewaslooking for something, and she had no clue what it was.

	TheyoungerversionofHermionemadeaface."WhatwouldDracowantwith a vanishing Cabinet?"

	Outthecornerofhereye,shesawMalfoyquirkabrow.Shekeptmoving,still refusing to look at him.

	"Youtellme?"Harryasked.

	"Helooksdifferent,don'tyouthink?"heryoungerselfaskedHarry."Draco? Almost ill.”

	Hermione'seyesslidtolookatMalfoy.Herstomachdroppedwhenshesawhow he was watching her younger double.

	Hisexpressionwasblankbuttherewasaglintinhiseyes,atiny,barelynoticeable ember.

	Hermionerealised,withasickeningtwistinherchest,thatshewouldhavemissed it herself if she weren't watching him so closely.

	Harrysnorted."Whocouldtellthedifference?"

	 

	
"AwwwwGranger,"Malfoysaid,thatspitefulsmirkfinallyreappearingasthe memory faded around them. "I didn't know you cared so much aboutme.”

	"Thatwasdifferent.”"How so?"

	"Thatwas whenI thoughtyou hada soulthat mightbeworthsaving.”

	 

	Assoonastheylandedbackinherroom,Hermione'sspineviolentlycurled in on itself and she dropped onto her hands and knees. Her shoulder's

	lurchedsharplyasthatgrotesquelyfamiliartasteofbloodburneditswayup her throat.

	Malfoysteppedbackasthefirstwaveofcrimsonsplashedagainstthe

	carpet,andshewishedmorethananythingthathe'djustfuckoffandleave her to vomit a pint of blood in peace.

	Herlungsburnedwiththeneedforoxygen,scarlettearsstreamedfromher eyes as wave after wave of blood forced its way up her throat. She felt a warm trickle creep out of her ears, sliding down her jaw to join the rest of the mess.

	Minutestickedby,butMalfoystayed,watchingasshewheezedandchoked pathetically on the floor.

	"Why..."Hermionegaggedagainasanotherthickclumpchokedheronits way out of her mouth. "....Are you still ... here?"

	Malfoy didn't say a word, but she heard the floor creak as he shifted his weight,presumablytokneelinfrontofherlikehe'dstartedtodoaftertheir sessions. One of his cold hands cupped her chin, again, like he'd started to do when her coughing fits began to subside, and she was too weak to fight him as he gently tilted her head back so he could look at her.

	 

	
Hermionetensedupwhenshemethiseyes.Hecarefullymovedherfaceto the side to check the blood coming out of her ears, and when he tilted her

	headagainandstaredintohereyes,herskinpebbled.Shewasn'tsurewhy, probably the blood loss.

	What was he looking for? Whatever it was, he clearly wasn't having much luckfindingit.Hewasspendinglongerandlongerexaminingheraftereach session, spending a few extra seconds each time -

	Astrange thump formed in her chest when his cold eyes flickered towards hermouth,andherbreathhitchedwhenheranthisthumblightlyacrossher bottom lip. It was such a simple movement, a gentle pressure that was

	obviouslymeanttowipesomeofthebloodstillcollectedonhermouth,but it froze her in place.

	Whatthefuckwaswrongwithher?Whywasn'tshecringingawayfromhim?

	Shewatchedhiseyesflickeroverherlipsagain,andshesworeshecould see something burning again. Something small; a tiny flicker in his grey irises. Somethingalive.

	Butwhywasn'tshetryingtohithim?Sheshouldbeswattinghishandaway with enough force to break it.

	Malfoytookadeepbreaththroughhisnose,hisfingerscurlingtighter against her jaw.

	Sheshouldbescreamingat himfortouching herthisway.

	Hedrewanothergentleswipeacrossherbottomlip,almostlikehecouldn't stop himself, and Hermione suppressed a shudder.

	The second brush of her lips seemed to thaw the ice in her veins, and she foundthestrengthtoleanoutofhistouch.Sheshuffledbackwardsuntilher shoulders rested against the foot of her bed.

	 

	
"Itoldyounottotouchme,"shesneeredweakly,wrappinghertrembling

	fingersaroundoneofthepostersandusingittodragherselftoherfeet."Do that again, and I will snap your thumb right off.”

	Malfoy watched her for a few more seconds. He clenched and unclenched hisjawseveraltimes,thenbanishedthemessofblood,whirledaroundand left, slamming the door a little harder than necessary on his way out.

	Andhedidindeedrun histhumbacrossherlip thenextdayaftershe'd

	finishedcoughingupblood,andHermionemadetrueonherpromisetotry and snap it off. It was just a shame that she was too weak to make good on her threat.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	28thJanuary

	 

	Hermione's arm ached as she strained to reach the top corner of the wall. Shestoodonthewoodendesk,ontheverytipsofhertoessoshecoulddab dark blue paint in the corner to finish this section of her mural.

	In just under a month, she'd almost covered half of the first wall, and she had no intention of stopping anytime soon. The mural started - much to Malfoy's chagrin and constant artistic critique - as a lake with hall trees scatteredaroundit,butastheportraitexpanded,sodidthevastlandscape she'd created. She'd extended the lake all the way down to the skirting

	boards,andcoveredtheoncecreamwallswithfishesanddeep-sea

	creatures she'd read about as a child. She'd made her underwater creations ascolourfulaspossible,paintingthefishesandmerfolkinvibrantshadesof orange and yellow to add some much-needed variety.

	OfcourseMalfoyhatedit,sonaturally,Hermioneadoredit.

	 

	
If shecarried on at this pace, sheguessed shewould beableto cover every wallinhercagebySeptember.Thenwhatwasshegoingtodo?Startover? Orperhapsshecouldsomehowstartontheceiling?Maybeshecouldpaint constellations and shooting stars there?

	Shewipedtheperspirationfromherforeheadandstoodbacktoadmireher work. The top section of her mural had stretched into a vast skyline,

	coveredwithmountaintops,cloudsandtreelines.Thecoloursweren'tas

	eye-catchingasthefisheswere,butHermionewasquitefondoftheblends of colour.

	She felt they complimented each other well. She'd been smiling the whole timeshe'dpaintedthem,imagininghowblissfullywonderfulitmightfeelto snatch a broom from Malfoy's cupboard and fly so high she could run her

	fingersthroughthefreshnimbusclouds.

	She'dthoroughlyenjoyed workingon thissection, thoughtit wassomeof

	herbestwork,sowhydidshefeellikesomethingwasmissingfromthevast stretch of sky? She couldn't add more clouds, the mural wasn't lacking in

	fluffystrokesofwhiteandgrey.No,itwaslackingsomethingelse,shejust couldn't put her finger on exactly what it was...

	Withashakeofherhead,shedismountedthedeskandpulledthesilkscarf from her hair, running her fingers through her tangle of curls while she

	contemplated what was escaping her masterpiece. Sheran oneof thetaps in herbathroom,andoncethesinkwasfilledwithcoldwater,shesplashedher face and looked at her reflection in the mirror.

	Shewascoveredinflecksofblueandwhitepaint,itwasscatteredacross her cheeks and neck, and there was a large smudge across her nose. She

	splashedmoreicywateronherface,butitdidnothingtoridherskinofthe unnatural colour. That was the thing about magically charmed paint; although the colours were gorgeously vibrant and beautiful to work with, they were a nightmare to get off your skin.

	Ittookforty-fiveminutesofsoakingandvigorousscrubbinginthebathto remove it all, and by the time she was finished, Hermione was sore andexhausted. Absolutely bone numbingly exhausted.

	 

	
ShewaslosingfartoomuchbloodafterherLegilimencysessionswith Malfoy, and even after taking both a Blood Replenishing Potionanda Pepper Up potion, she was still weak for the rest of the day.

	Shefoundthatmostsimpleactivitieswerestartingtotaketheirtollonher body,eventoweldryingherhairafterhereveningbathleftherbreathless.

	Shewasstartingtogrowtiredofherfragility.Itwasoneofthereasonsshe forced herself to paint each evening no matter how tired she was. Malfoy

	hadtakeneverythingfromher;herfreedom,herwand.Shewasn'tgoingto let him take her artwork too.

	Shewonderedifperhapssheshouldconsideraskingtheelvestoincrease the dosage of the potions? Or maybe there was a reason Malfoy had her

	restrictedtooneofeacheveryday?Maybeitwasanothertactictokeepher weak and vulnerable? There was only one way to find out.

	HermionechangedintoapairofleggingsandablackT-shirt.Shethrewa knee-length cardigan around her body and sluggishly left her room. The walktothekitchenstookherfarlongerthanitshouldhave,butthemanor was eerily quiet at this time of night, so at least she got time to mull over possible escape plans while she walked.

	"Goodevening,Miss,"QuinzelchirpedasHermioneswungthedoorstothe kitchen open. "Is there something Quinzel can help Miss with?"

	"Yes, please," she answered quietly, pulling the cream cardigan tighter aroundherselfandhuggingitswarmth."AnotherPepperuppotionwouldbe lovely, thank you.”

	Theelfnoddedandlevitatedacrystalglassfromthecupboard."Ofcourse, it is no trouble at all Miss.”

	Well,thattheorywasextinguishedasquicklyasit'dburnedtolife.

	Astheelfhummedandbusiedherselfwithpreparingthedrink,Hermione used the distraction to study her. Quinzel was a relatively small house-elf and very quiet. She was polite and certainly friendly, but she never spoke

	 

	
unlesssheneededto.InthewholetimeHermionehadbeenhere,she'donly had ahandful of exchanges with Quinzel, and they all contained fewer than fifty words between them.

	Romy, on the other hand, seemed to never be able to stop himself from talking.HeremindedHermionealotofHarry.Heseemedtohatesilences of any kind, and often rambled on about anything and everything as a means to fill any uncomfortable silences.And she'd noticed, if

	uninterruptedinhisramblings,heoftensaidmorethanhewassupposedto.

	Asifshe'dconjuredhimwithhermind,acrackingsoundechoedaroundthe grand kitchen, and Romy appeared behind her with a cloth sack over his

	shoulder.

	"Goodevening,Quinzel,"hesaid,eyesonthebagasheswungittothe tiled floor and started removing the herbs and trinkets collected in it.

	"Romy is sorry he's late. He went to the market to get the ingredients Mrs Zabinineeded,andheranintoanotherelf.Hewasverynastyandrude.He said that when his Master attended dinner here a few months ago that he

	didn'tliketheroastpotatoesthatRomymade.CanQuinzelbelievethat?

	Romywasverycrosswithhim,andwantedtothrowthisBezoarathishead for his rudeness. Of course, Romy didn't do that, because that would-" He looked up suddenly, and Hermione couldn't help but smile as a small blush coloured thegreen-eyed elf's cheeks. "Miss Granger!" hesqueaked happily. "Romy is very pleased to see you! Romy didn't want you to think him rude when he didn't bring Miss her dinner this evening.You see, MissAstoria wanted him to go and get ingredients for her special potions and-"

	"Romy,”Quinzelcutin,annoyanceclearonhersmallface."Wouldyougo to the storage building and get Quinzel crushed snake fangs?"

	"Holdonasecond.Romy?"Hermioneasked,stoppingtheelfbeforehe could escape. "What makes Mrs Zabini's potions so special?"

	Hisgreeneyeswidenedconsiderablybuthedidn'tanswerthequestion.

	QuinzelhadstoppedpreparingHermione'sdrinkandwaswatchinghim,her pink eyes narrowed to slits and her lips pressed into a thin line. Clearly,

	Romyhadsaid toomuch,again.

	 

	
"Isthereaspecialingredient?"Hermionepressedon,hopingherinsistence would encourage him to slip. "Or is it the potion itself that's special?"

	"Well...”Romy'seyestrailedtothefloor,andhestartedtopickathisnails, obviously uncomfortable with the situation he'd found himself in, but that just made Hermione all the more curious.

	SheknewRomywasn'tsupposedtomentionAstoria'spotions,shecould tell from Malfoy's reaction that it wasn't something Hermione wasn't supposed to know about. Butwhy?

	Astoriaspentanawfullotoftimeinherpotion'slab,soitwasn'texactlya secretthatshehadapassionandflairforbrewing.Sowhydidn'ttheelves want to answer the question? Before Hermione could press the matter

	further,Quinzelhoppedoffherstoolandpushedachilledglassagainst Hermione's knees. Even through her leggings, its coldness caused her breath to catch.

	"Notimeforquestions,"Quinzelsaidsternly,urgingHermionetotakethe glassofblueliquidbeforeshestartedtoshooherfromthekitchen."Romy

	andQuinzelhavemanytaskstodobeforesunrise,andMissGrangerisonly getting in our way.”

	Quinzel hastily guided Hermione to the door, and locked it when she was on the other side. She must have cast a silencing charm too, because when Hermionepressedherearagainstthedoortoeavesdrop,shecouldn'thearasound.

	Hermionesighedheavilyandstartedwalkingbacktoherroom.Shesipped the potion as she walked, feeling the effects start to take by the time she came to the winding staircase. Her muscles felt much stronger when she

	reachedthetop,andbythetimeshereachedtheendofthelonelyhallway where her bedroom was, she almost had a spring back in her step.

	She fussed over the elf's strange behaviour once she was back in her room. Sheranovertheingredientsshe'dseenRomyunpack,andtriedtopairthem with potions she knew required those particular herbs -

	 

	
Aloud crashingsound suddenlycut throughthequiet.

	Hermione'seyessnappedtoherdoorwhilsttherestofherbodystilled.An eerie silence followed, and she counted five of her heartbeats before she

	heardvoices,twovoices.Onewasamans,deepandgravelly,whilethe

	otherwashighandfeminine.Shecouldn'tmakeoutwhetherthewoman's voice was laughing or crying.

	Hermione slowly walked towards her bedroom door and pressed her ear to thewood.Althoughmuffled,shewassurethefemininevoicewasAstoria's, but she couldn't quite place the male voice.

	Therewereseveralloudbangsandthenasmash,whichsoundedanawful lot like something ceramic shattering.

	Hermionegingerlyopenedherdoor.Itwasjustasmallcrack,onlywide enough to peer one eye through the gap and investigate. She was right, Astoria was stood in the hallway, about twelve feet away, clutching an almost expired bottle of red wine clumsily in her hand while the other

	grippedthewallforsupport.

	Nottsatonthefloorwithabottleinhishand,leaningagainsttheopposite wall with his legs stretched out in front of him.

	Bothofthemwerestaringatchunksofasmashedvaseonthefloor. Astoria blinked at the mess once, twice, then giggled.

	Notttookaswigofthebottleinhishand.“Malfoywillkillyou,”he muttered. “His mother bought that vase.”

	Astoriascoffed."It'sfiiiine,themoodybastardhascharmed

	eeeeeverything." Her voice didn't sound right. Her tone was slower, darker thanthehigh-pitchedringsheusuallyspokeinandthewordswereslurred. "It'll repair itself in a second... just waaatch.”

	Astoriaextendedherarmtheatricallytowardsthepileofshards,andthat's when Hermione noticed the streak of blood that was seeping from a deep

	 

	
cutonAstoria'sbicep,but theblondedidn'tseemto beabletofeelit.

	Astoria'susuallyimpeccablebeautywasgone,shelookedashellofher

	radiantself.Shelookedlikeshehadn'tsleptindays.Herskinwaspaleand grey, a striking comparison against the violent stream of crimson that

	flowed down her arm and into the dip of her elbow. Her red lipstick was smeareddownherchinandhermascarawassmudgedunderhereyesand across her cheeks, evidence of dried tears.There were dark, almost black

	rootsatthetopofherhead,andtheylookedallthemorenoticeableagainst the frizzy, artificial blonde underneath it.

	However, the most drastic change in her appearance was her eyes. They were usually sparkling, but they were bloodshot now, cold and detached, andlackingtheusualwelcomingshimmerandkindnessHermionealways found in them.

	Afterafewseconds,theshardsonthefloorstartedtovibrate,andsoon enough, the pieces moved and mended themselves back together.

	"Seeeeeeeee,”Astoriasang.Sheliftedherbottlehighintheairanddrained the last of its contents. "I told you not to worry.” She tried to take another swig but then frowned suddenly. She tipped the bottle upside down,

	squintedupitsneck,andwhennothingcameout,shesighedinfrustration. "Why is all the wine gone?"

	Nottscoffed."Becauseyoudrankitallyoubloodyalcoholic.”

	Astoria'sbrowfurrowedsluggishly."Hey!That'snotav-      verynicething

	tosay.”

	"Yeah?"Nottasked,wearingaloosegrin."Comeoverhereandshowme I'm wrong?"

	Astoria took a step toward Nott and raised her free hand in the air- as if sheweregoingtoswathimaroundtheheadlikeHermionehadseenherdo countless times -but she stumbled and whirled back around to face the wall. Despite her bare feet, she looked incredibly uneasy, as if she might

	toppleover withanystep.

	 

	
"Takeiteasysweetheart,"Nottmumbled."Don'thurtyourselfjusttoprove a point.”

	Astoriagrinnedsheepishlyasshesliddownthewallintoagracelessheap

	ontotheflooroppositeNott."Idon'tfeelhurt.”Evenhersmilelookedbare. Astorialooked...spent,likeawomanwho'dlosteverythingandsimplyhad nothing else to give. "I feel numb.”

	Nott watched her through his lashes. “Isn't that what you wanted?" Astorianodded,andhereyesstartedtoflutterclosed."Mmmmhmmm.

	You'reagoodfriendTheo."Hervoicewasthickandexhausted,beggingfor sleep. "Don't... tell Blaise.”

	Sleepfoundhermomentslater.Nottsmiledasthesadnessinherexpression finally softened. "I won't.You know I'm good at keeping secrets.”

	TheonlysoundsthatfilledthehallwaywereAstoria'squietbreathsandthe occasional slush of alcohol as Nott drank alone. He studiedAstoria

	carefully,watchingthegentleriseandfallofherchestassheslept.There was something haunting about his expression, an empty sadness in his brown eyes as he lay there, unmoving, completely still and just      stared.

	Hermione had seen more than her fair share of death since the war had started. She'd seen more disfigured bodies than she could count, and held moreofherfriendsinherarmswhiletheydiedbytheageofnineteenthan anyone should in a lifetime.After witnessing such horrific things, she

	would always drag herself to her shower and bathe in scalding water until alltracesofdeathwerebanishedfromherskin.Butbeforethat,beforethe water could wash away the blood and dirt and rot, she always looked at

	herselfinthemirror.

	Andshealwayssawthesamething,thatsamevacantstare,thesameglassy eyes and crazed emptiness in her expression. It was a look of humility, the look of someonewho knew their own mortality, and felt theweight of their insignificance in this whole wide world. The look of someone who knew

	theirtimewascomingandthattheirluckwouldrunouteventually,and then they would just be another name carved into a headstone.

	 

	
Itwasthelook ofsomeonewhofelt completelyfuckinglost,powerless.

	Andnow,shesawthatsamepainandhelplessnessreflectedinNott'sbrowneyes.

	The air quickly filled with his trepidation, growing so thick and cold it madethehairsonthebackofHermione'sneckstandonend.Shewasjust about to close her door and leave Nott to his quiet apprehension when Zabini rounded the corner, and then the atmosphere shifted entirely.

	Zabinifrozethesecondhesawhiswife.Nottcursedunderhisbreathbefore Zabini ran and knelt in front of her. He pushed away the hair that had fallen over her eyes, and cupped her small face in his hands. "Salazar, you're ice cold! Darling?" he asked frantically, pupils blown wide with terror and

	handsshaking."Astoria,canyouhearme?"

	"Don't...want...youhear,"shegroaned,andfeeblyleanedoutofhistouch. "Today... you weren't here... you... left me.”

	Zabini'sexpressionfell.Hislipsparted.

	"You...saidyou...youwouldn'tleaveme...butyoudid,"Astoria

	mumbled.Hereyeswerestillfirmlyclosed,andherheadrolledagainstthe side of the wall as she spoke, loose and weak against her shoulders. "But Theo didn't leave.”

	Zabiniopenedhismouthbutthenslowlyclosedit,unabletofindtheright words. Nott watched them but carried on drinking.

	"Haveyoutakensomething?"Zabiniaskedquietly. A crease formed between Astoria's slender brows.

	"Astoria,canyouhearme?"herepeated,strokinghercheeksreassuringly. "Haveyoutakensomething?"Hispanicreachednewlevelswhenshestill didn't answer him, not even when he shook her slightly. "Darling, I can't

	helpyouifyoudon'ttellmewhatyou'vetaken.”

	 

	
Astoriacouldn'tseemtoformacoherentresponse,whateversubstancewas running through her veins was clearly preventing her from doing so.

	Instead,shegroaned,andthecreasebetweenherbrowsdeepened.

	"Leaveheralonemate,"Theohushedwhilehepatteddownhispockets, looking for something. He seemed completely unfazed byAstoria's

	deterioratingstate-asifherbizarrebehaviourwereentirelynormal."Calm down, she'll be fine. She was feeling a little upset, so she asked me to-"

	Blaisewhirledaround.Hislipcurledashistempersparked."Donottellme to calm down!" The look on his face didn't seem to faze Nott, but it scared Hermione to death. "I will not calm down until you tell me what you've

	givenmywife!"

	Nott shrugged, rolling his tongueagainst his bottom lip whilehecontinued to pat himself down. "Just something I picked up from the black market.” Heeventuallyfoundwhathewaslookingfor,apacketofcigarettes,andhe placed one in his mouth and lit it with a silver lighter.

	HetookaslowdragbeforeheansweredanincandescentZabini,eventook the time to hold a smoke-filled breath before he responded, as if he had all the time in the world. "It was supposed to cheer her up and I specifically advised hernotto drink so much if shewas going to takeit. But you know what a lush she's become-"

	"DonotjokeaboutthisTheodore!"Zabinisnapped,thensharplyturned

	backtohiswife.Hemutteredprofanityafterprofanityunderhisbreathas

	hisfingersskatedacrossherskin,checkingherforinjuries.Hestilledwhen he noticed the state of her arm. "What-"

	"Shecutherselfwhenshebrokethatvase,"Nottcutin,thecigaretteinhis mouth bobbing with every word. "The stuff we took was an upper, but it

	hadanumbingagentinit."Hepausedtotakeanotherdrag.Smoke

	billowedouthismouthwhenheadded,"Theproblemis,whenyoumixthis shit with alcohol, the numbing agent gets a lot stronger."

	Zabinistaredathiswife'sface,silent,andsoobviouslyinpainthatitmade Hermione's chest ache.

	 

	
"She didn't want to feel anything today,” Nott continued. "Guess it workedalittletoowell,becauseshedidn'tfeelathingwhenoneoftheshardssliced into her arm.”

	ZabiniquicklywithdrewhiswandandwaveditoverAstoria'ssmallframe.

	Abluelightemittedfromthetipandknitthecutbacktogether.Another flick of his wand banished the blood.

	JustasZabinislidhisarmsunderAstoria'skneesandaroundhershoulders, Malfoy emerged in the crowded hallway.

	HisappearancewasalmostasunkemptasAstoria's.Hishairhungmessily into his eyes and he wore dark trousers and a creased, white button-down shirt with thesleeves pushed up to his elbows. Hehad thetop few buttons undone, allowing Hermione to notice the gleam of a thin silver chain that hung loosely around his throat.

	Malfoy'scoldeyesflickeredfromAstoria,toNott,thenbackagainashe quickly put the pieces together. "Did she-"

	"Don't.You.Dare," Zabini hissed, uncharacteristically cutting Malfoy off. He scooped his wife up in his arms, cradling her protectively against his chest and keeping his eyes on her sleeping form, then got to his feet and carriedhertotheirbedroom.Astoriaclutchedheremptybottleasthoughit were her only lifeline.

	"WhydidyougiveAstoriaanything?"MalfoysnappedassoonasZabini disappeared around the corner. "You know her body can't handle-"

	"Relax,”Notthushed,holdinguphishand."She'llbeokayonceshe'sslept it off. We took the same stuff, and I'm completely fine.”

	"That'snotthepoint!"Malfoystartedtopacethehallway.Hishands

	trembledasheranthemthroughhishair."Shecan't-fuck.Whydidyou think it would be a good idea to-"

	ToHermione'ssurprise,NottsilencedMalfoywithfoursimplewords. "Today is Daphne's birthday.”

	 

	
Malfoyfroze.HehadhisbacktoHermionesoshecouldn'tseehisface,but every muscle in his shoulders and neck went taunt with tension, as though he may snap at any moment. He was quiet for a while, the only movement shecould seewas him spinning thesilver ring that decorated his left pinkiefinger.

	Eventually,heletoutaraggedbreath,leanedagainstthewallandsliddown it to occupy the spaceAstoria had claimed minutes ago.

	His descent was just as graceless asAstoria's had been. He sprawled messily across the floor; one leg stretched in front of him, the other bent at the knee so he could rest his elbow on it. His expression was dark, empty. Hislipswerepressedintoathinline,andhisteethwereclenchedsohardit looked like his jaw might shatter.

	"Fuck,"hewhisperedinavoicelow,almostagrowl."Iforgotitwastoday.” Instead of replying, Nott handed Malfoy a cigarette.

	Malfoyplacedthebudinhismouthandlitit."Youshouldhavereminded Blaise.You know he likes to be around wheneverAstoria takes a turn."

	"Tried to,” Nott mumbled. "But he and our fearless leader," his gold ring withtheNottfamilycrestglitteredashegesturedtoMalfoy,“werenowhere tobeseen.Shewascryinganddesperateandwantedhelp.SoIhelpedher.”

	Malfoytookadeepdragofhiscigaretteratherthanrespond.Hepinchedhis eyes closed, tilted his head towards the ceiling, and held the smoke in his lungs. If Hermione was being honest, she didn't blame him.

	ItwasNott whobrokethesilence."Sowherewereyoutonight?"

	Malfoyreleasedthebreathhe'dbeenholding,allowingsmoketopourfrom his mouth like fire from a dragon. "Ameeting with the Dark Lord."

	Nottraisedabrow."Andwhywasn'tIaskedtoattend?"

	"ItwastodiscusstheraidinNewcastle.Yourtalentsarerequiredelsewhere.”

	 

	
Nottnoddedandnursedhisbottle."Ididn'trealisetheDarkLord

	encouraged drinking and sloppiness at his meetings?" he asked in an accusingtone,wavinghishandoverMalfoy'screasedshirtandmessyhair.

	"BlaiseandIneededadrinkafterwards.Onedrinkturnedintoseveraland

	..."

	"Whythesuddenneedtowetyourwhistle?Couldn'tyouhavedonethatathome?"

	Malfoytookanotherdrag.Hisshouldersslumpedagainstthewall,defeated. "Parkinson went on a raid last night, and she hasn't come back.”

	Foralittlewhile,Nottwassilent."YouthinktheOrdercapturedher?" "It would appear that way.”

	"Shouldn'twebeplanningarescuemission?SurelytheDarkLordcantrack her through her Mark?"

	Malfoyshookhishead."He'stried,therewasnoconnection.” "So she's dead,” Nott said coldly; a statement not a question. All Malfoy could do was nod.

	"Atoastthen,"NotttookalargeswigofhisFirewhisky,almostdraining what was left before he handed the bottle to Malfoy. "To another fallenfriend.”

	Itwasstrange,howseeingMalfoydistressedmadeHermione'schestache in a sickening sort of way. The way it made her skin feel cold and hands clench into fists without her permission.

	She'dbeenfantasisingabouthurtinghimlikethatformonths,sowhydidit make her feel ... what? Uncomfortable? Sympathetic?

	Fromthemomenthe'dtornhisDemonMaskfromhisfaceinthecathedral, all Hermione had been able to think about was how she was going to kill

	 

	
him.Shewas goingto murderhim thevery secondtheir bondwassevered.

	Shewantedtomutilatehiminthemostcruelandpainfulwayshecould think of -because he deserved it.

	He'dkilledandtorturedthousandsofinnocentpeopleandslaughteredhis cousin without batting an eye. He was bloodthirsty and cruel. He didn't

	deserveherpityorhersympathy,whathedeservedwastosuffer.Hermione was determined to be the one to hurt him. If she couldn't bruise his body without hurting hers, then she would redirect her aim, and target his mind.

	Orhisheart,nowsheknewhemightactuallypossessoneinthatcoldchest of his.

	 

	
Shardsofglass

	 

	2ndFebruary

	 

	 

	Malfoyextendedhisarmtowardtheopendoorway."Ladiesfirst,"hesaidsmugly.

	Hermione'sbrowsshotintoherhairline."Sincewhenareyouafuckinggentleman?"

	Hehadtheaudacitytosnort."IwasagentlemanlongbeforeIbecameaDeath Eater, Granger."When she didn't move, his smirk twisted into a vicious scowl. "You know I could just drag you through it, don't you?"

	Hermionefoldedherarmsacrossherchest,hernostrilsflaringwithpracticed revulsion.

	She'dbeenplanningthisfordays,carefullyfilingthroughhermemoriesandreorganising the doors in her hotel to make sure he saw this memory next.

	If this was going to work, he needed to believe she didn't want him to seethismemory-justlikealltheothers.Sheneededhimtobecockyenoughto let his guard down, and not realise what room he'd entered until after she trapped him there.

	She'dlaidthetrapperfectly,shejusthadtohope-getonherkneesandfucking pray - that he took the bait.

	Hermionegaveonelast irritated huff to sell her performance, then bargedherwaypasthimandthroughthedoorway,jabbingherelbowintohisribs as she went.

	"Goodgirl,"hechuckledfrombehind.

	 

	
DespitetheshiverthatranupHermione'sspinewhensheenteredtheroom,she kept her expression blank, masking the terror she felt threading itself through her bones.

	Heneededtoseethis.IfanyofhermemoriescouldhurtMalfoy,thiswastheone.Thisonecouldcrackhimopenandmakehimbleedthewayshe wanted. She just needed to keep him here long enough for it to hurt.

	Hermionekeptwalkinguntiltheywereinthemiddleofthedimlylitroom-at least twenty-five feet from the door that had brought her here. Malfoy

	followedcloselybehind,almostsidebyside.

	Astheroommaterialisedaroundthem,Hermionetappedherfootnervouslyagainst the dark wooden floor.

	Thedrawing-roomhadanostentatiouslookingchandelierhanging

	overheadthatprobablycostmorethanherparent'shouse,highceilingswith smooth stone pillars, a large fireplace made of the same satiny mineral, and thefew pieces of furniturethat werescattered in theroom were just as dark and miserable as the flooring.

	Hermioneknewtheroomwell,butthesightofitmadeherstomachlurchsomuchshethoughtshewasgoingtobesick.Shetookadeepbreathtosteadyherself.

	Nine ghostlike figures appeared in front of her; two snatchers, Ron, Harry,ayoungerversionofHermione,threefigureswithicyblondehair-andone with thick, wild curls and murder in her eyes.

	Malfoy paled when he realised where they were. He froze when he saw hismother,andHermionesawthatsamelittleemotionflashbehindhiseyes;a single spark of lightning against the otherwise grey sky.

	It only lasted a second before he slammed his Occlumency walls back up,butthatwasenough.He'dfeltsomething,andHermioneknewthatshewas right. This memory would hurt him - she just needed to keep him here.

	 

	
"Well?"Bellatrixasked.HerclawsfistedinHarry'shairasshedraggedhisface upwards. "Is it him?"

	TheyoungerversionofMalfoyswallowednervously.Heshuffledhisweightbetween his feet, his reluctance clear in the way his eyes flickered from the floor, to Harry, and back again. "I... I can't be sure."

	"Draco," Lucius' voice was a hiss. He stood behind his son, wrapped ahandaroundthebackofDraco'sneck,andsqueezed.Thetumblerinhis otherhandshook,hisringsclinkingagainsttheglasswithhistremblingfingers.

	There was something oddly satisfying about seeing the once proud andwildlyrespectedLuciusMalfoyreducedtothis;aquivering,half-crazed shell of the man he used to be.

	"Lookcloselyson,"hewhisperedinthatsamepersistent,naggingvoice."Ifwe are the ones to hand Potter over to the Dark Lord, everything will be forgiven. All ... will be as it was. Do you understand?"

	HoveringoverDracolikethat,heremindedHermioneanawfullotofa

	demon.Shesupposedinsomeways,Luciuswasjustthat.Thedevilonhisonly sons shoulder, filling his head with poisonous whispers about riches and power to seduce him toward the darkness.

	"Nowwewon'tbeforgettingwhoactuallycaughthim,Ihope,MrMalfoy?"one of the snatchers asked.

	Lucius winced. "You dare talk to me like that in my own house?!"NarcissaglidedforwardandwrappedherfingersaroundLucius'sarms.

	"Lucius,darling,"shewhisperedgently.Shepriedhimawayfromherson,eyeing Draco with concern as she guided Lucius towards the fireplace. "That's enough."

	If Lucius was the devil on Draco's shoulder, then Narcissa was the angel.Hermione had always thought Narcissa was compassionate - and in a way, merciful.Everythingsheeverdidwastoprotectherfamily.Hermionecould

	 

	
understandthat.Therewasn'tanythingshewouldn'tdotokeepherownsafe.

	HermionealwaysfeltsomesmallsparkofsympathyforNarcissaMalfoy.Inthe end, she'd spared Harry's life and lied to Voldemort in the forbidden forest. If it wasn't for Narcissa, Harry would have been dead a long time ago, and Voldemort would have won this war.

	TheOrderowedNarcissaanunpayabledebt,whichwaswhyHermionecouldn'tbeartothinkabouthowpainfulVoldemortmusthavemadeher

	death,orhowlonghemusthavetorturedherforherunforgivablebetrayal.And why she knew this memory would kill Malfoy to relive.

	Malfoy’sbreathhitchedwhenhismothergrabbedhisdoublesarmand

	guided him away in the same manner she had her husband. When she tookhisyoungerversionsfacebetweenherhands,Malfoyreachedhislimit."I'm not watching this."

	Hesharplyturnedandmarchedbacktowardsthedoor,hisDeathEaterrobes swaying around him as he made his escape -

	ButHermionehad nointention ofletting himgetaway.

	Ifthismemorymadehimuncomfortable,thenshe'dmakehimwatcheverysecond of it. Make him relive every painful tick of the clock and endure every scream, just like she had.

	Shedrewadeepbreath,pinchedhereyesclosed,andasMalfoy'sfootstepsgotquieter,Hermionefocused.Shedidn'thavemagic,butthiswasstillhermind.

	She pictured the door; its height, the size of the frame and the hallway ontheotherside.Andthensheimagineditdisappearing,andevaporatingintonothing.

	Therewasasoftswooshingsoundbehindher,thenMalfoyskiddedtoastop. "No! What the fuck did you do?"

	 

	
RelieffloodedthroughHermione,warmingherchestandthawingsomeofthedreadinherveins.He'dfallenforit.Blindlychargedheadfirstintothe slaughter that she'd prepared.

	"BringthedoorbackGranger!"Malfoyseethed,histonelowandvenomous. "Now!"

	"No.”

	"Bring.The.Door.Back!Now!""No!"

	Malfoywhirledandstormedtowardsher.Hisgrey-blueeyeswereburningmurderously just like they had when his dragon was injured. His fingers shook when he grabbed the collar of her T-shirt.

	SomethinginMalfoyhadchanged.Somethingglowedbehindhiseyes.Notrage,somethingstronger,moreprimal.Itwasn'tuntilhedraggedherface to his, their noses almost touching, that Hermione recognised what it was.

	Fear.Blind,blood-curdlingfear.

	Thethoughtofrelivingthisparticularnightmadeherwanttobesick,butifit hurt Malfoy - even if it inflicted the tiniest bit of pain - then it was worthit.

	"BRINGITBACK!"

	Hermione smacked his hands away, forcing him to release her while thememory erupted into chaos behind them. "No! What happened here was yourfault!Youcouldhavestoppedthis,soyou'regoingtostandherewatchit!"

	"Cissa,puttheboysinthecellar!"Bellatrix'shighpitchedvoicerangthrough the air. Real or not, it still raised the hairs on the back of

	Hermione'sarms."Iwanttohavealittleconversationwiththisone.Girltogirl.”

	 

	
Atthementionofhername,Malfoy'sheadsnappeduptohismother,likehecouldn't stop himself. His eyes were glued on her as she backed Harry and Ron towards the dungeons. He tugged at the collar of his robes, loosened

	themwithtremblingfingers.

	"ThisismeanttobeinmyvaultinGringotts,”Bellatrixhissed."Howdidyou get it?"

	Hermioneheardheryoungerselfscream.Sheheardabang,andacrunchthat told her Bellatrix had knocked her to the floor, but she didn't turn to see. Instead, she watched Malfoy.

	"Whatdidyouandyourfriendstakefrommyvault?!”

	"Ididn'ttakeanything!"Hermionesquealed.Malfoywincedbesideher."Please, please, I didn't take anything!"

	"Idon'tbelieveyou!"

	Thenextfewminutesfeltliketheywentonforhours.Heryoungerversionscreamed and thrashed and cried on the floor as Bellatrix hacked at her

	armwithablade.Hermionesworeherscarburnedtolife,thatshefelteachtear and rip of the dagger as Bellatrix drove it into her skin again and

	again andagain.

	"Iwascryingoutforyou,"Hermionefoundherselfadmitting.Shewasn'tsure why.

	TheDemonMaskbesideherwasdeadlysilent.Hewasworkingtokeephiseyesvacantandempty,butHermionenoticedthemflickering.She'dshaken his control when she'd trapped him here, and now he was struggling to

	buildhiswallsbackaroundhimself.

	"I was trying to ask for your help." Hermione forced the words past thelumpinherthroat,ifonlytodrownoutheryoungerversionswails."Iwas screaming for you to save me, to help me, to just do something.”

	 

	
Therewasashufflingsound.HermioneknewfrommemorythatBellatrixhad pulled herself to her feet. The Cruciatus curses would start anysecond...

	"ButIcouldn'tgetthewordsout,"Hermionecontinuedquietly.Herhandsballedintofists,andhernailscutintoherpalmasBellatrixthrewthefirst unforgivablecurseintohershiveringbody."Andyoujustputyourheadin your hands and ... turned away.”

	Anotherredcursecolouredthehallway.Anotherviolentscreamechoedoffthe walls.

	"What exactly did you hope to gain here Granger?" Malfoy growledthroughclenchedteeth."Wasthissomeexerciseincontroltoshowyouhad some power over me?! Well, you don't. And you're -"

	Hermionesteppedcloser,turningherbackonthegruesomescenetostareup at the Death Eater. "I thought you needed to be reminded of the consequences of your actions."

	Malfoy pinched his eyes closed. She could faintly hear the sound of himgrindinghisteethtogetherbutherdoppelgängersscreamsweretooloudto be certain.

	"Allthisisyourfault,"shecontinued,unsympathetictohisdiscomfort."Youset everything in motion when you killed Dumbledore.”

	Malfoy'seyessnappedbackopen."OhforSalazar'ssake,thisagain?I

	didn'tkilltheoldbastard!Snapewastheonewhocastthekillingcurse-"

	"No,youkilledhim!Youmaynothavefiredthebullet,butthegunwasinyour hand-"

	"Snapekilledhim-"

	"Justbecauseyouloweredyourwand,doesn'terasethefactthatit'syourfault he's dead! You let the Death Eaters into the castle!” Hermione

	screamed,accentuatingevery'you'shespatbyshovinghischest,sohardhe

	 

	
fellbackastepeachtime.“YoucorneredDumbledoreintheAstronomy

	Tower!Youdisarmedhim!Snapewouldn'thavekilledhimifyoudidn'tsetitup perfectly!"

	Malfoyclenchedhisjaw,nostrilsflaringindignantly.

	"YouarethereasonSnapecastthecurse!YouarethereasonDumbledoreisdead! And you are the reason thousands of people have lost their lives!"

	Her doubles screams rose in pitch but the Malfoy in front of her stayedsilent,justasspeechlessashehadbeenwhenshe'dcriedforhishelpthe first time this memory had played out.

	Hermioneraisedherhandstopushhimagain,intendingtosendhimcareening into the wall behind him, but she misjudged his height.

	Herhandsunexpectedlylandedonhisneck,andwhenherpalmstouched

	hisexposedskin,shefeltacrack.Astrangetinglingsensationsweptupherarm, her blood hummed like she'd received an electric shock, and then the drawing-room and her screams were gone.

	Theroomquicklyturnedinonitself.Thefurniturebentandtwistedoutofshape,there was a bright flash of light, and then floor vanished beneathher.

	Hermionelandedinthemiddleofastonepathwithapainfulthud.Thefallknocked the breath out of her lungs, and an all too familiar dizzying pressure formed around her skull. God, she hated Legillimency.

	Shegottoherfeet,andpressedtheheelofherhandagainsthertempletotry and relieve the ache there.

	Shewasinthemiddleofastreet,inwhatlookedlikeacity.Therewerehighbuildings on either side of the road, all with floor-length windows on each level that stretched high into the sky, and pieces of shattered glass covered the floor, littering the pavement with a layer of frozen shards.

	 

	
Itwasdarkout.Sheguessedtheearlyhoursinthemorningduetothe

	bitingcoldandthewayherbreathfoggedwitheachexhale,buttherewereno stars out. No moon to stare at to try and judge the time.

	Atfirstglance,shedidn'trecognisethecity.

	Malfoywasnowheretobeseen.Shewaitedoneminute.Thentwo.Thelonger he failed to materialise, the more uneasy Hermione became.

	Somethingwasoff.

	Shestartedtowalkdownthecobbledstreets,butshedidn'trecogniseanyofthe buildings she passed. She followed the path down a row of shops with broken windows and thefarther shewalked, themoreconfident shebecame that she hadn't been here before.

	Hermionestoppedwhenshecametoasign withburntedges,thewords

	'NottinghamSquare'andanarrowpointingtotheleftetchedintothemetal.Itconfirmedwhatherinstinctshadbeenscreamingsinceshe'dmaterialisedhere.

	She'dneverbeentoNottingham.

	Andshewasn'tinhermemories.ShewasinMalfoy's.How was that possible?

	Shedidn'thavemagic,shehadn'tsomuchasfeltthefaintthumpofitinherveins in months. She'd tried everything from simple unlocking charms to warming jinxes but nothing had worked - Malfoy had made sure of it.The anti-magic potion he drugged her with daily snuffed it out of her. So how

	thefuckwasshehere?

	Could she have developed a tolerance for the potion over time? Had herbody naturally got used to the dosage, and weakened its desired effects? Hermionehadneverreadofanythinglikethathappeningbefore,butthen again,shedoubtedtherehadbeenmuchresearchonthetopic.Itcouldbe possible... Couldn't it?

	 

	
Anoisetothefar-rightstartledher.Hermionewhirledaround,expectingtofind Malfoy standing there with murder in his eyes -

	Butshewasstillalone,andsheintendedtomakefulluseofthatwonderfuladvantage.

	Hermione hurried down the street. She wasn't sure how long she had leftbeforeMalfoyfoundher,andsherefusedtoleavehereemptyhanded.This was the opportunity she'd been praying for; a chance to learn something about him; a hidden advantage or a weak spot she could exploit.

	Afew minutes into her search, something caught her eye at the far edge ofthestreet.Onehundred,maybetwohundredfeetaway.Itwasonlysmall,a single flame from a lonely lantern, but she followed it.

	Thelightledhertoamarketsquare,anditwasn'tuntilHermioneroundedanother corner that she realised the lantern wasn't as lonely as she

	originallythought.Therewereahundredorsotinyflamesallclustered

	together,andtheyweren'treallylanternsatall.Theyweretorchesheldbycloaked figures.

	Hermione'sinitialreactionwastodrawherwand,yearsofsendinghexesatcloaked figures had bled that instinct into her. Instead, she made herself push forward to stand at the back of the mob, because this was one of

	Malfoy'smemories,andmaybetherewasawayshecouldusethisagainsthim.

	Thecloakedfiguresweregatheredaroundatall,grandbuildingwithstonepillars and a huge clock at the top. It had atriangle-shaped roof with dozens of figures carved into the stone, and two lion sculptures - turned to face one another- guarded the steps to the council house.

	Everymemberofthecrowdconcealedtheirfacesbehindblackorgoldmetal masks.

	Voldemort stood in front of the large double doors at the top of the steps,andallthewhisperssilencedwhenheraisedhishands-andtheelderwand

	- in theair.

	 

	
"Welcome,myfriends,"Voldemortcooed."Thankyouforjoiningmeonthisfine evening. I'm sure you're all very eager to learn why I called you all

	here.”

	Hermione wove through the ghost-like figures in the crowd, ignoring theviolenthammeringofherheart.'They'renotreal,'shechanted.'They'renot really here. They're not real.'

	She could breathe a little easier when she broke free of the sea of DeathEatersandcameoutatthefrontofthegathering.Shehadn'tbeenableto see the four figures at the bottom of the steps when she was on the otherside.

	Theywerehuddledtogetherinatightline,andwereonlyattendee'swithoutmasks.

	Astoria was closest to Hermione. She looked exactly how she rememberedherfromHogwarts,withlongbrownhairwindingdownherback.Shewas sobbing silently, her shoulders and bottom lip trembling.

	MalfoystoodonAstoria'sright.Hishandsweretightlyfistedathissides,his jaw clenched even tighter.

	"Althoughwearewinningthiswar,"Voldemortcontinued,"although

	Potter'sforcesaredwindlingandwefindourselvesgrowingstrongerwitheach new rise of the sun, I must admit, I find myself ... disappointed."

	Nott stood on Astoria's left and somehow, the look on his face concernedHermione more than Astoria's ever could. His expression was vacant and detached,asthoughhissoulhadlefthisbodyandonlyasackofbonesand flesh remained. There was no emotion on his face,a stark contrast to the broken girl next to him.

	"Idon'taskformuchfromyou,doI?"Voldemortasked,earningachorusof'No, my Lord' from his loyal followers. "I treat you well, do I not? I reward you handsomely when you please me? I give you strength, power, and

	protectionfromthosewhowoulddaretoharmyou?"

	 

	
"Yes,myLord.”

	ToHermione'ssurprise,ZabiniwasthefurthestawayfromAstoria.He

	looked as though he may vomit at any moment. His skin was a little green,andhehadahandpressedfirmlytohisstomachasifhewastryingtostop himself from keeling over.

	"ThatiswhatIwasafraidof,”Voldemortsighed,hisclaw-likefingers

	tappingtheedgeofhiswand."Thisiswhyitpainsmesowhenoneofyoucannotfollowafewsimpleorders.”Hegesturedtohisleft,andtwoGold Masks appeared from a hidden doorway, dragging a woman with them.

	AssoonasHermionesawDaphneGreengrass,shefeltsick.

	HerDeathEateruniformwastornallovertoshowthedozensofcutsandburnsthatdecoratedherskin.Herfaceandneckwerecoveredinbruises, her top lip was split open, and there was a thick clump of blood matted in her dark blonde hair.

	She was bound with thick metal chains that wrapped around her body andboundherwriststogether,makingescapeimpossible.Theydraggedbehind herasshewalked,makinganoisethatsoundedlikenailsonachalkboard.

	Hermioneshouldnotbehere.Sheshouldmostdefinitelynotfuckingbehere.

	AstwoGoldMasksbegantoleadDaphneupthesteps,Astorialurchedforward and started to scream.

	Malfoymovedquickly.HegrabbedAstoriabeforethesobbrokefree,

	probablyanticipatedit,andwrappedhisarmsaroundher.Hecrushedherback against his chest, muffling her cries with his hand while the other

	wovearoundherribstoholdherinplace.

	Daphnewhirledandcaughthiseye.Apleadingexpressionsnappedontoher abused face before the Gold Masks sharply turned her around and forced her up the steps.

	 

	
AstoriasquirmedinMalfoy'sarms,tryingtobreakfreewhileblacktearsslipped down her face to gather on the back of his hand.

	ZabiniandNottremainedmotionless.Lifeless,astheywatchedDaphnewalk up the steps to stand beside Voldemort and face the crowd.

	"Thisgirl,”Voldemorthissed,curlinghisfingerstowardDaphne,"has

	betrayedus.ShehasgrownsoftfortheMuggles.Shecaresfortheirlivesand their mutts more than she does her own kind.”

	Thecrowdbooedandhissed,butDaphneremainedstrong.

	Sheheldherchinhigh,hershoulderssquareandfireburninginherfiercebrown eyes. She didn't look scared. She didn't tremble or show an inch ofweakness.

	Nott looked as though he were reaching into his pocket to grab something,but Daphne noticed. She shook her head gently in his direction and pursed her lips. They held each other's eyes for a long time. Everyone else seemed oblivious,toobusywatchingAstoriawritheortooenthralledinVoldemort's degrading speech to be aware.

	Life seemed to burn back into Nott when he stared at Daphne. Hermionesworeshesawhisjawtrembleslightly,sworeshesawtearsgatheringinhiseyes.

	WithanothershakeofDaphne'shead,Nottloweredhisarmandslumped.He swallowed, and then the cold emptiness returned to his eyes.

	Daphnelookedaway.

	WhileVoldemort'sspeechwenton,HermionewastransfixedwithMalfoyandAstoria.Heloweredhishandfromhermouthandwrappeditaround her shoulder, hugging her protectively to his chest, then whispered something into her ear.

	Hermionequicklymovedtostandbesidethem.

	 

	
"BreatheTori,"theyoungerversionofMalfoysaid,hisvoiceshakingalmost as much as Astoria was. "You need to breathe."

	"I...Ic-can't"shesobbedquietly.Tearsdrippedfromherchin."...I..Ican't.... he's going to ... I can't watch..."

	"Youneedto.Youcan'tlookawaywhilehedoesthis,”Malfoyhushed,securing his arms tighter around her. "If the Dark Lord thinks you sympathise with your sister, he'll kill you right alongside her.”

	AstoriawhimperedasDaphnewasmadetokneelbeforethecrowd.

	"Thisgirlhasbetrayedus,intheworstpossibleway,"Voldemortseethed."If she loves her muggles so much, then she will die like one.”

	He conjured a set of ropesaround Daphne's wrists, andAstoria's kneesbuckledastheyweretiedtooppositepodiums,forcingDaphnetospread her arms, leaving her wide open for the slaughter.

	Malfoysarm'stightenedagain,concealingAstoria'sshakingasbesthecould. "You need to calm down.”

	Astoria shook her head furiously. Tears slipped down her face faster. "Ican't....thisis...Ican'twatchthis-"Whenanothersobbrokethroughher lips, Malfoy's hand flew to her mouth again.

	AfewDeathEatersturnedtolookather.Malfoyglaredatthemuntiltheyturned away.

	Hermione hadn't seen this much emotion in Malfoy since his dragon hadbeeninjured.Hiseyeswerefrantic,hisfingerstrembledagainstAstoria's mouth, and his voice was more emotional and panic-stricken than Hermione had ever heard it. He looked desperate. Hopeless.

	"Tori please, please calm down." His eyes kept flickering from stoic andcold,toburninganddistressed.Itwasasthoughhewasdesperatelytrying tobuildhisOcclumencywallsbutcouldn't.Asthoughheweretryingtofly

	 

	
themupandprotecthimself,onlyforthemtocrumbleinstantly."He'llkillyou if he thinks you're a sympathiser. Daphne doesn't want you to die.”

	ThewayMalfoy'susuallystrongvoicebrokeneartheend,thepainlacedinthe last word, made Hermione's chest tighten.

	"PleasecalmdownAstoria,"hewhisperedagain."Ican'tloseyou,too.”

	AstoriaconvulsedwhenVoldemortconjuredablade.Thesilvercaughtthelight of the torches before he used it to slice the back of Daphne's uniform open. The two Gold Masks pushed the pieces of shredded fabric down to revealherback,shoulders,andribs.Therewasnodoubt,ifMalfoywasn't holding Astoria up, she would have crumbled on the floor.

	"IpromisedDaphnethatIwouldkeepyousafe,"hesaidquietly,

	desperately."I'mgoingtokeepyousafe.Idon'tcarewhatIhavetodo,Iwill keep us all safe. Do you understand?"

	AstorianoddedbutbeforeMalfoycouldcontinue,shereachedouttoherleft.

	Nott'sstoicexpressionbrokewhenshegrabbedhishand.Hesharplyturnedhis head to stareatAstoria, and just for a second, his eyes werebroken. He squeezed her hand tightly in his own, took a deep breath, and then turned

	backto watchtheexecution.

	Hermione couldn't watch anymore. She just... couldn't.As one of the GoldMasksstoodbehindDaphne,anaxehighintheair,sheturnedandpushed her way back through the cloaked figures.

	A door had appeared on the other side of the mob, and Hermione was alltooquicktolurchforwardandgrabthehandle.Shedidn'tcarewhereitled her. Didn't care if it took her right back to Malfoy's drawing room and she hadtowatchherselfbeingtorturedbyhisauntagainandagainandagain. Anything would be better than this.

	Sheswungthedooropenandsteppedinside,onlytocomefacetofacewitha pair of deadly, ghost-like eyes.

	 

	
Hermione'sheartlurchedinherthroat.Shewasdistractedbythefearthattwisted through her she didn't realise where this door had taken her for a moment.Whenshesawthefamiliarstonepillars-nowtaintedwithviolent flecks of red - she knew where she was. Back in Malfoy Manor.

	Voldemort's red eyes slithered to his side. He whispered and chuckledsomethingtohisloyalserpentonthefloor,bentdownsoshecouldwrap herself around his arm, then Apparated.

	Hermionenearlyvomitedwhenshesawthedrawingroom.She'dseen

	manybattlefieldsovertheyears,shewasnostrangertothesmellofrottingflesh and stagnant decay, but this memory - fuck, Malfoy's memory - was

	oneofthemostgruesomethingsshe'devercomeacross.

	Thesmellhitherfirst.Itbatteredintohersenseslikeasledgehammer.Thefoul, stale odour of flesh at the early stages of decay wasn't something you could confusewith anything else. Theroom reeked of blood, thedarkfloor wasstickywithit.Herbootsclungtothefloorwitheverytentativestepshe took inside.

	Thesmell,however,wasnothingcomparedtowhatshesaw.

	PartsofLuciusMalfoy'sbodywerescatteredaroundthedrawing-room,allmattedwithcrimsonandfleshtornjaggedlyattheedges.Onearmlaynear thewindow,theotherneartheentrance.Historsowassprawledacrossthe dining table, his legs were splintered and mangled into the metal

	chandelier,andhisdecapitatedheadlaynexttothefireplace.

	Helookedasthoughhe'dbeenlikethatfordays.Hisskinhadtakenonthatunmistakable blue-grey tint of a corpse and the flesh was bloated, ready for the next stage of decomposition. The most unsettling part of his appearance was the expression on his face. Although his eyes were glassy and vacant,

	hisfacewastwistedintoaperpetualscream,frozen,nevertomoveagain.

	AndthentherewasMalfoyhimself.Fuck-Hermionehadvowedtoneverfeel an ounce of sympathy for him. But how could she not pity him? How

	couldshestopherheartfromtwistingpainfullywhenshesawhimcrumpledand hunched on the floor, with his mother's broken body in his arms?

	 

	
Narcissa's chest heaved with every shallow breath she took. She looked asthoughshewerejustclingingontoherlastthreadsoflife.Everyinchofher body was covered in blood - whether it was hers, or her husbands,

	Hermione wasn't sure. Although she remained largely intact, there weresmallpiecesofhermissing;acoupleoffingers,alargechunkoffleshfrom her shoulder, her left leg.

	HermionecroucheddownbesideMalfoytogetabetterlookatthedamage.Helookedsoyoung.Sixteen,maybeseventeen.Hisfeatureswerestillsharp and angled like they were now, but the youthful roundness that Hermione remembered was there.

	Shethoughtthatthismemorycouldn'thavebeenmorethanafewmonthsafterthebattleofHogwarts,untilshesawhissuit.Itwasthesameblack, tailored suit he'd worn in the Room of Requirement that day. This wasn't months after the battle, it was days.

	Malfoy'sentirebodytrembledasheheldhismotherinhisarms.Tearsstreamed down his face, and his breath shook with each low sob.

	"It'salright,”Narcissahushed.Shereachedupwithbonyfingerstocup

	Malfoy’sfaceandwipedsomeofthetearsfromhischeek,smilingweaklyather son while he quietly sobbed above her. “It's alright, sweetheart. It's m- my ... time.”

	"No!No,Icanfixthis!"youngMalfoystammered.Hermione'schest

	tightenedwhenheliftedhishead.Hewasfrantic,hiseyesswamwithtearsas they darted around the room. "I... I-I can fix this... just hold on. I'll get my wand and -"

	"Shhhhhh.”Narcissatookholdofhisfaceandforcedhimtolookather.

	"It'stoo...late.”Herbreathgrewlabouredasshechokedeachwordout,asif it was becoming painful for her to even speak.

	Malfoychokedonanothersob."T-thisisallmyfault...I-I'msorry...I-I-""No. This.... is not ... your fault... D-don't you ever... think that..."

	 

	
Narcissa was quiet for several moments. She stared up at Malfoy andcaressedhisface,asthoughsheweresoakingupeverylastmomentwith him before she closed her eyes for the final time.

	"Draco,youneedtolisten...tomev-verycarefully...Doyouunderstand?"Malfoy sniffed, but nodded his head.

	"If you're.... going to survive Voldemort's reign... you need to be strong...and never let him know      whatyou'rethinking.”Narcissapausedwhena

	drycoughtoreitswayupherthroat,colouringherpalelipsandchinred.Malfoy wiped it away with shaky fingers.

	"Doyou...rememberwhatItaughtyou      aboutOcclumency?"

	Henoddedfeeblyinresponse.

	Narcissa'shandleftDraco'sface,andHermionewatchedassheweaklyrested it over her son's heart. "We'll ... do it together.. alright?"

	Again,Malfoynodded, justonesharp jerkofhischin.

	"Justlisten      tomyvoice,”Narcissawhispered,weak,herendgrowing

	closer."Closeyoureyes.”

	Malfoypinchedhiseyesclosed.Itonlymadehimlookmorevulnerable.More broken.

	"There'snothingelsehere...nothingisgoingonaroundus...It'sjustme...and you.”

	AsobstartedtoburnHermione’sthroat,dyingtobreakfree.She'dneverseen Malfoy like this. So vulnerable. So      scared.

	"Now,takea      deepb-breath.”

	Theybothinhaleddeeply,together.

	"Iwant youto      releaseits-slowly,canyoud-dothat?"

	 

	
Malfoynodded,andhistremblingseemedtoeaseafractionwhenhereleased the breath.

	"Nowimagineas-smallpieceof....glass...holdthatglass...inyourhand..... I-imagine the weight      of it.” Hermione swore she heard

	Narcissa’slungsrattle."NowIw-wantyoutopicture      thatshardofglass

	expanding      P-pictureitreachingout."Anotherpausetocough."C-

	coveringyourbody      likeashield.”

	Malfoynodded.AdeepcreaseformedbetweenhisbrowswhenNarcissachoked again.

	"N-nothingcan get in,a-alright?.... Nothing... Notif you... don'twant      it

	to.”

	WhenMalfoydidn'tanswerher,Narcissashiftedinhisarms,andrestedherhand against his cheek. He opened his eyes slowly and took a deep breath. Hermionedidn'tthinkshe'deverbeabletogetthedesperatewayhesobbed his next word out of her head. They would be buried there forever.

	"Don'tleavememum... p-please      pleasedon'tleaveme-"

	Suddenly, nails dug into Hermione's arm, and she whirled around just intimetocatchapairoffamiliar,murderousgrey-blueeyesbeforetheroom faded out of existence.

	MalfoyslammedHermioneintothewallthesecondtheyreappearedinher bedroom. "WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING!?"

	Therageinhiseyesmadeherforgethowtospeak."I...Idon'tknow... Malfoy I- don't even know how I-"

	Hisfingersleftherarms,onlytocurlpainfullyaroundherthroat.Hard."IF YOU DO THATAGAIN I WILLKILLYOU! DOYOU HEAR ME?!"

	Hermioneinstinctuallytriedtopryhimoff,buthesqueezedharder.

	Hejoltedheragainstthewall,causingherheadtosmackagainsttheplaster. "DARK LORDS ORDERS OR NOT, IFYOU EVER DO THATAGAIN I

	 

	
WILLFUCKINGKILLYOU!"

	Hermionedidn'tgettheopportunitytoarguewithhim,orpointoutthethin lineofbloodthatstreakedfromhisleftnostril.Beforeherbrainhadcaught up, Malfoy released her and charged out the room.

	Thewallsshookwhenheslammedthedoorbehindhim,andHermioneslid down her wall into a heap on the floor, her mind filled with familiar

	screams,flamingtorches,andafracturedvoicefromsomeoneshehadn't realised was so utterly broken underneath those blood-soaked robes.

	 

	
Shedidwhat?!

	 

	4thFebruary

	 

	"Shedidwhat?"

	"It'snotfunnyTheodore." "Yes, it is!"

	"No,itreallyisn't."

	"Oh,butitis!"Theo’slaughterbouncedoffthewallsoftheunderground tunnel they weretryingto sneak through. "Hermione fucking Granger,

	filthyMudbloodandstaintoallpurebloodsoftheearth,managedtoget into your head -WITHOUT A WAND!"

	DracohadneverwantedtoAvadasomeonemoreinhislife."Iswearon Salazar's grave, if you don't drop this-"

	"Notfunny?!Ohno,it'snotmerelyfunny.It'sfuckinghilarious!"Theo continued, not the least bit bothered when Draco pointed his wand -

	sparkingwithgreenmagic-athis face."It'ssofunnyIcan'tbreathe!"

	Draco grit his teeth together. "Oh, how I wish that were true. How I wish youwouldchokeonyourlaughteruntilyousuffocate.Heavenknowsmy life would be so much simpler without your constant theatrical

	insubordination!"

	TheycarriedonwalkingthroughtheabandonedLondonUnderground,

	blindlyfollowingthedisusedtracks.Itwaslikeavoiddownthere,anylight snuffed out and replaced with that spine-tingling darkness that made your

	guttwistwitheachheartbeat,anxiousforthetiniestmovement.Eventhe Lumos charms the three of them cast felt muted.

	 

	
Thetunnelwentonformilesandmiles,andthesporadicandunpredictable drip of water from a burst pipe overhead was starting to wear thinly on

	Draco'spatience-that,andTheo'sincessantsnickering.

	Theairwascoldandunfriendly,thealltoofamiliarchillthatcouldonlybe caused by the darkest of curses hung in the air. Horrid, but unmistakable.

	There were thousands of skeletons and bones lining the walls.Although mostofthebodieswerescatteredacrossthefloororsatupagainstthesides of the tunnel, some seemed to be fused into the wall like a catacomb. It

	would have been chilling if it weren't such a common occurrence these days. Bare skeletons completely stripped of flesh weren't fear-inducing whenyou'dseenthousandsofthem.Skullsdidn'tmakeyourskincrawl when you had one branded on your arm for all eternity.

	"I still don't understand how Granger managed it," Draco growled out as theyroundedanotherdarkcorner."Itshouldhavebeenimpossible.She's been taking the anti-magic potions for month. She shouldn't have had

	anythingtodrawfrom.”

	They should be close. If their intelligence was correct, they would be able toheartherefugees-theonesdesperatelytryingtogettotheOrdersbase- any minute. There was no way out of the tunnels, Draco had made sure of that. They were sitting ducks.

	"Do you think she's built up a tolerance over time?" Blaise asked. "Or perhapsitcouldhavesomethingtodowiththatpeskytamperinginher brain that you've been up to?"

	"Yeah,"Theosaid,dragginghiswandoverthebonesinthewall."What's up with that? What exactly are you doing to her?"

	Draco snorted. "That's a little above your paygrade,Gold Masks.”He caughtthesexuallyobscenegestureTheothrewhimoutthecornerofhiseye.

	"Whatdiditfeellikewhensheenteredyourmind?”Blaiseasked.

	 

	
Dracorolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeek.Howwashesupposedto answer that? That it felt wildly intrusive? That it intrigued him to no end

	thatGranger-fuckingGranger-hadbeenabletoenterhismindwithouta wand?Thatsomeonewhoseverybloodwassupposedtomakeherweaker than him had managed to do something so undeniably brilliant, that he

	hadn'tbeenabletostopthinkingaboutitsince?Thatithadbeenso

	indescribably painful to haveto seehis mothers death all over again?And thatsomehow,somehow,thepityhe'dseenonGrang-theMudbloodsfacemade him want to scream?

	No.Hecouldn'tsayanyofthat,sohedecidedontheeasiestanswer."Ithurt.”

	BlaiseheldhiswandalittleclosertoDraco'sface."Didyoubleed afterwards?" he asked, studying Draco closely.

	"Yes.”

	"Wherefrom?" "My nose.”

	Blaisenodded,andhiseyesflickeredtowardstheceiling,deepinthought while they walked and walked and walked.

	Draco usually hated stagnant silences.They usually made the hairs on the backofhisneckstandup,pumpedadrenalinethroughhisbodyandforced his killer instincts to sharpen. Made him alert to everything; minuscule

	creaksinfloorboards,wandsbeingdrawn,andmagicgatheringinthe

	shadows.Theymeantdanger,apredatorlurkingintheshadowswaitingtostrike.

	Butworstofall,silencesmeantthatthestrangledcriesofthosehe'd

	tortured and killed throughout the years had an opportunity to find him. Silences opened a window, left a gap in his busy mind for the screams to creep in and torment him, drag across his skull like the scrape of a blade andgettheirrevengeforthemonstrousthingshe'ddonetocreatethem.It was the reason he slept with a record player on, charmed to never end, a

	 

	
constantloopofmusictolullhimintosleepanddrownoutthoseinfernalscreams.

	Missions,however,weredifferent.Onthoseoccasions,herevelledinthe silence. He used it as a focal point, let it sharpen his instincts to spot and eliminate a threat long before it ever got close to him.

	ItwasashameTheodorealwayshadtofuckingruinthem.

	Draco and Blaise whirled around, aiming their wands on instinct when a loudcrunchingsoundreverberatedthroughthetunnelbehindthem.Green magic lit up the darkness, only to reveal that there was no intruder, no

	threat,justTheodoreNott,holdingthearmofaskeletonhe'djustpulledout of the wall.

	WhentheothertwoDeathEatersglaredathim,Theogrinnedandwaved the extra arm at them like it was a toy.

	 

	AngerheatedMalfoy'schest."Whywouldyouneedthat?!"

	Theo'sgrinstretchedashepulled asilverringwithaglitteringsapphire

	fromabonyfingerandwaveditinfrontofhisLumosCharm,thegemcast interesting flecks of blue light against the gloomy, corpse-filled tunnel walls. "Not like he's gonna need it, is it?"

	Dracoshookhishead,whirledaround,andstartedstormingdownthetrain line again.

	"Oh lighten up Malfoy,”Theo sang from behind, Draco sworeheheard him skipping."What'sthepointinallthisifwecan'thavealittlefun?Youreally do want to suffocate all of life’s joys, don't you?"

	"NotnearlyasmuchasIwanttosuffocateyou!"

	Finally-fuckingfinally-Dracoheardwhathe'dbeenwaitingfor;voices. Severallow,urgentwhispers."Masksongentlemen,"hehushed."Thisis supposed to be a stealth mission.”

	 

	
"Aye,ayecaptain,"Theosaid,usingtheskeletalarmtogiveMalfoya theatrical salute before he slipped his mask in place.

	DracoandBlaisedidthesame,andwithaunisonflickoftheirwrists,they all cast distorting charms on their voice boxes.

	"Remember,thismissionisn'taboutslaughter,it'saboutgathering

	intelligence,”Draco whispered as hepressed his back against thewall. He cranedhisneckaroundthecorner,eyeinghisprey.Justaspredicted,there wereninepossiblehostagesinthecaves;sixmen,threewomen."Weneed to capture as many of them as possible.”

	BoththeGoldMasksnodded.

	"Thatmeansweneedthemallalive,"Dracosaidsternly.BothheandBlaise turned to stare at Theo.

	Theo'sheadwhippedbetweenhisfriends,feelingtheiraccusatoryglares, even through their masks. "What?"

	"ImeanitTheodore,"Dracohissed."Nokilling.”

	Theogasped."Iwouldnever!Iamshocked!Utterlyappalledthatyou would think-"

	"Imeanit,Nott!No.Bastard.Killing!"

	Therewasastretchedsilence.Theodoretappedhisfootquietlyonthefloor and his fingers tightened and then relaxed around his wand. For a second, Draco thought he was going to disobey.

	"Fine!"Theoraisedhishand,palmtowardsDraco,andusedtheskeleton handthathewasrefusingtoletgooftodrawanimaginarycrossoverhis chest. "I solemnly swear - on my shrivelled black heart - that I will not

	intentionallykilloneoftheopposition.” "Thank you,” Draco sighed.

	"ButifoneofthemhappenstowalkintomyAvada,it'snotmyfault!"

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	TheattackwentexactlyasDracohadanticipateditwould.

	As usual, Blaise had followed his orders religiously; he'd whipped around the corner the instant Malfoy instructed him to, and cast a strong - non- lethal - knock-back jinx that'd rendered two of the hostages unconscious. He'dquicklyboundtheirwristsandlegswithunbreakablechains,andthen tiedtheirrestraintstogetherneatly.Incapacitated.Alive.Boundsosecurely that they had no possible chance of escaping.

	Yes,asexpected,BlaisehadproudlyfollowedeveryinstructionDracohad given, and - as usual - Theo had ignored every fucking one.

	"Didyoureallyhavetokillthatmany?"Blaiseseethedthroughgrittedteeth while he banished the mess of blood and mangled flesh from his robes.

	"TheDarkLordwillbefurious.Hewantedthemallcaptured,notthreeout of nine!"

	Theoshrugged."He'sabigboy,I'msurehe'llgetoverit,"hesaid,dragging theboundbodiesoftheunconscioushostagesthroughthetunnelandoutof the exit at Westminster Underground Station.

	Assoonastheywereoutside,Dracotorehismaskfromhisface,closedhis eyes, and drew a deep breath, pulling the clean air deeply into his lungs,

	hopingtowashthestagnantodourthatseemedfusedtothewallsofthetunnels.

	Hisdragonwascurled inatight ballonLondon Bridge,hertailwaving

	gentlybehindherwhileshechewedontheremainsofahorseshe'dpicked up on the flight here. She reared her head as Theo approached her, and

	 

	
whenhelaidthehostagesnearherfeet,shebaredherfangsandalow rumbling sound emitted from low in her chest.

	Theodaredtogetalittlecloser.Hereachedhishandtowardsher-trying

	hisluck-buthistailpromptlyflewbetweenhislegswhenshesnappedher teeth just inches from his face.

	Hejumpedback,holdinghishandsupinsurrender,andslowlystepped away. "Alright, alright! Don't get your scales in a knot!"

	Shekeptgrowlinguntilhewasatleasttwentyfeetawayfromher. "She really doesn't like me, does she?" Theo asked.

	"She doesn't like anyone," Blaise quipped, standing back as Malfoy levitatedthehostagesontothedragonsback,"apartfromherDaddy.”

	Dracowasquietasheconjuredanextrasetofchainsaroundtheirbodies, and secured them onto some of the spikes lining the dragon's spine. He

	didn'tthinktheywouldwakeupanytimesoon,buthethoughtitbestnotto risk it.

	Hemountedhisdragon,andwhenhe'dsettledbetweenhershoulders,she stretchedhercolossalwings,readyingherselffortheflighttoVoldemort's base. Theo and Blaise would have toApparate home.

	"Malfoy,"Blaisesaid."I'vebeenthinking.""About?"

	"Granger,"heclarifiedquickly."Abouthowshegotintoyourhead. Draco cocked a brow, intrigued. "Go on?"

	"HowmuchdoyouknowaboutthebloodritualtheDarkLordusedtobind her to you?"

	"Onlywhathe'sdeemednecessary,”Dracoadmitted."Onlythatitlinksher life to mine, and allows me greater access into her mind."

	 

	
Blaisenoddedthoughtfully."Doyouthinkitcouldlinkyouinotherways? Perhaps there's more to it than he's led you to believe? I've been going through some of the ledgers in your family library-“

	"Ohjustspititoutwouldyou?!"Theosnapped."Someofushavebetter things to do than stand around here all day, gossiping like old women!"

	"Goonthen!"Dracohissed,irritated.Theomighthavebeenoneofhis oldestfriends,buthispatiencewassteadilydryingoutforthesarcastic GoldMask. IfTheo didn'tbitehistonguesoon,hewouldrisk losingit.

	"Runalong,offyougo,beforeIthinkofasuitablehextopunishyoufor your insubordination today."

	AscowlsnappeditswayontoTheo'susuallyexpressionlessfeatures.His lip curled, he took a step forward and pointed his wand at Draco.

	His dragon growled again. Her gums retracted as she took an aggressive steptowardsTheo,causingtheveryfoundationsofthebridgetoshudder under her weight.

	TheoImmedientlyloweredhiswandandtookseveralcautionary-and smart-stepsback.HeglaredatDracoforseveralseconds,squaredhis shoulders, and then apparated away with a violent crack.

	"So?"DracoaskedassoonasTheodisappeared."What'syourtheory?"

	Blaise met his eyes. "It's only a theory at this point. I'm not even sure if its possible.Thecircumstancesarequiteunique,soI'mnotsurehowaccurate ahypothesisitis.”Hefastenedthecufflinksonhisrobeswhilehespoke,a habit he'd picked up years ago. It meant his thoughts were muddled, and

	Blaiseoftenworked throughthat innermessof thoughtsbystraightening

	hisoutwardappearance.Ifhisattireandexpressionwereorganised,thenhis mind would quickly organise itself to do the same. "I believe- and again,I'm not sure how possible this is - that she channelled your magic when she touched you, and then used it against you.”

	Draco'sjawwentslack."Soyou'resayingshestoleit?"

	 

	
Blaiseshookhishead.“No,notexactly.Borrowedwouldbemoreaccurate. Legilimency is essentially magic of the mind, and the blood curse the Dark Lord used to link you gave you greater access into her mind, did it not?"

	Dracoslowlynoddedhishead.

	"Well,Ithinkthatyourconnection-coupledwithapossibletoleranceshe's built up of theAnti-Magic potions over time - may have allowed her to

	channelyourspelland useitto getintoyourhead.”

	Dracocouldn'tspeak.EverythingBlaisesaidmadeperfect,logicalsense.It would explain why he bled afterwards and she didn't, how she'd gained access to two of his most painful and secretive memories with no effort at all, why it took him so long to find her, and why she was able to hide from him,eveninhisownhead.He'dbeenlookingforhermagicalsignature,for an intruder, a foreign tingle of magic that shouldn't be there. He'd never

	thought to look for hisown.

	"You essentially gave her the keys to your memories,” Blaise continued whenDracodidn'tanswer."Whethershe'sawarethatshecandoitagainis another matter entirely.”

	Again.ThatonelittlewordsnappedthroughDracolikethecrackofawhip. "Not a chance. She's not getting into my head again. I'll up her dosage of

	thepotions.ShecandrowninthemforallIcare."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	9thFebruary

	 

	DracowasquietwhenheescortedAstoriathroughthegroundsthat

	afternoon.Helistened,tight-lippedandeyesonthefloor,whilehergentle

	 

	
voiceprattledonaboutexpensivediamondnecklacesshedesiredandexotic wines she'd discovered in Paris.

	Hewaslistening,buthecouldn'treallyhearher.Hismindwasmilesaway, too occupied with possible magic chann -stealing- witches to absorb her words. It wasn't that he didn't enjoy his walks with her, sometimes they were the highlight of his day.Astoria wasn't merely his oldest and closest

	friend;shewashissister.

	Eversincetheywerechildren-forcedtoplaytogetherbytheirmothers-

	Draco had always found her company soothing. She always cheered him up,alwaysseemedtoknowexactlywhattosaytobanishthosenightmarish thoughtsthatsometimesscratchedawayathim.Whethershedistractedhim with magazines aboutA-lined skirts, or forced him to craft jewellery boxes for her like when they were children,Astoria always seemed to find a way to distract him, and make him smile. It shouldn't have been surprising

	really.Shewasacharming,sweetlittlething,drawntoallthingsshinyand beautiful. She reminded Malfoy of a magpie. If magpies had drinking

	problems...

	Astoria had always occupied a special place in Draco's cold, black heart. Whichiswhy,aftertwenty-fiveyearsoffriendship,heshouldhaveknown thattheartificialblondebesidehimdidnotliketobeignored.Ever.Under any circumstances.

	Shebrokehisthoughtsbyjarringhimgentlyintheribs."Boringyou,amI?"

	Hiseyessnappedfromthefloortomeetherinquisitivestare. "Something on your mind?"

	Dracoshruggedasheguidedherpasttherosebushesthatwereyetto bloom this year. "No.”

	Astoriafellquiet.Shedidn'tsayawordasDracoledherpastthewinding Wisteria plants, or even as they rounded the lake on the East Side of the grounds. By the time they reached their bench - the one under the cherry

	 

	
blossomtree-Dracostartedtogrowirritable,andthescreamsstartedto whisper to life again.

	Hetransfiguredablanketfromablackhandkerchiefinhispocket,laidit down gently on the bench, then gestured forAstoria to take a seat.

	"Areyoualright?"sheaskedashesatbesideher."Youhaven'tbeen yourself for the last few days.”

	"Yes.”

	"Areyousure?""Yes!"

	"Becauseifyou'renot,thenyoushouldtellme-"

	"I'm fineAstoria," he hissed through gritted teeth. He withdrew a packet of cigarettesfromhisrobesandlitonewiththetipofhiswand.Hisotherhand stretched against the back of the bench, drawing invisible patterns on the

	polishedoakwith hisindexfinger.

	Astoriahadthecommonsensetoallowhimafewmercifuldragsbeforeshe continued with her inquisition. "Is it becauseof what Hermionesaw in your mind?" she asked, her face full of concern. "The memory of your mother?"

	Draco'shandtightenedagainstthebackofthebench."No.”

	"Iknowitmusthavebroughtalotofthingstothesurface.Itmusthave been painful-"

	"No, it wasn't," he hissed again, venomous enough to makeAstoria wince slightly."Salazar,you'reasbadasyourhusband.I'vesaiditonce,I'vesaid it a thousand times,I don't want to talk about it.Not with Theo, not with Blaise, and certainly not with you.”

	Astoriastaredat himfor amoment, herlipspressed intoatightlinewhile

	dozensofemotionsflashedbehindherbrowneyes;concernforhisunkempt appearance, irritation for his rudeness, anger for snapping at her, and

	 

	
compassionwhenshenoticedtheanxiouswayhetwistedthesilverringon his pinkie finger. Eventually, she sighed, leaned against the bench, and withdrew her silver flask from a pocket in her dress.

	Dracotookanotherdragofhiscigarette.

	Astorialeanedawayandmadeafacewhenheexhaled."Iwishyouboys wouldn't poison yourself with that awful stuff.”

	Helookedatheroutofthecornerofhiseyeandsmirked."Really?Howare your forms of poison any better than mine?" he asked, tapping the edge of

	herflask.

	"TouchéDraco,"Astoriachuckledquietly,thentookahealthyswig. "Touché indeed.”

	HewasgladwhenAstoriastartedupaconversationaboutbleachingspells shortly after that, her animated chatter about caring for her altered blonde hair distracted him from the dark turn his thoughts had been edging towards.As always,Astoria had hit the nail right on the head. She wasn't nearly as dim as she liked people to believe she was.

	Draco hadn't been able to get Granger out of his head since her intrusion into his mind. He'd tried to, Merlin he'd fucking tried.As soon as he'd left her room, he'dApparated to Voldemort's base and spent the next several hourschannellinghisrageintotorturingthehostagesthere.Itdidn'twork. The pain didn't lessen when he'd sliced the finger of one of the male hostages off, the ache in his chest - the one that had been tightening,

	threateningtosuffocatehimsincehe'dseenhismother'slimpbodyinhis arms - didn't ease when he'd crushed the hand of another.

	Themorecurseshe'dcast,themoreherealisedhiseffortswerefutile,and themorepalpablehisragebecame.Hisangerhadgottenthebetterofhim eventually, as it usually did. He'd cast a hex a little too harshly while

	thinkingaboutthepitifullookhe'dseeninGranger'seyes,andendedup slicing Katherine Thomas's head off her shoulders in one clean swipe.

	 

	
Voldemort would have been furious if he'd found out thatanotherof the hostages had prematurely expired. Luckily Draco had the common sense to dispose of the body, and alter the memories of the guards watching the hostages before they'd realised what he'd done. The Dark Lord would think theguards-twonewandutterlyuselessBlackMasks-hadsuffocatedherto deathwhilesecuringherchains.He'dkillthemforit,butDracodidn'treally care about that. They were useless, weren't even worthy of wearing the simple Black Masks to begin with. The Dark Lord's ranks would be

	strongerwithoutthem.

	Thenextnighthe'dsoughtoutAstoria'spreferredmedicine,andtriedto

	findpeaceatthebottomofabottleofagedwhisky.Astoriahadbeenalltoo eager to join him, and the pair had raided his father's liquor cabinet like

	excitedchildrenonChristmasmorning.Astoriapassedoutaround2am, Draco around 4.

	Astoria elbowed him suddenly when Granger appeared from behind the clusterofbloomingCrocusflowers.Shehadherblackcardiganpulledtight around her body, and a cup of steaming tea in her hands. She froze when

	shesawDracoandAstoria.Shepausedmid-step,andhereyeswideneda

	fraction.ThensheofferedAstoriaawarmsmile,gaveheralittlewave,and left in the direction she'd come from. She didn't look at Draco.

	"She seems quite taken aback when she finds us sitting here,"Astoria said asGranger'sbushyhairdisappearedaroundthecorner."Ithinkshe'sgrown quite fond of this bench.”

	"Hasshe?"Dracodrawled,uninterested.

	"Mhmm.”Astoriapaused tosipfrom herflask."It's odd,don'tyouthink?

	Thatshewouldfindherselfdrawntothisparticularbench,overallthe others scattered around the estate?"

	"Notreally.”

	HecouldfeelAstoriawatchinghimfromoverthetopofherflask."She's quite beautiful, don't you think?"

	 

	
Malfoytookanotherdragandtiltedhisheadtowardstheclouds."Isshe?"

	Astoriatsked;hepracticallyheardhereyesrollinginherhead."Don't pretend you haven't noticed.”

	"She's a filthy MudbloodAstoria. She's only here because the Dark Lord hasuseforher.Ifhedidn'thaveplansforher,I'dhavealreadyrippedher liver out and fed it to the dragon.”

	Shenarrowedhereyesathim."Don'tlietomeDraco,youknowyou've

	neverbeenanygoodatit.”Thebenchcreakedassheshuffledclosertohim. "Ever since we were children, I've always been able to tell when you're

	lying.”

	"Really?"hehuffed."Andwhatexactlygivesmeaway?"

	Astoria scoffed and drained what was left in the flask. "Like I would tell youwhatitisandlosemyadvantage-anddon'ttryandchangethesubject.

	YouspendanawfullotoftimewithHermione,don'ttellmeyouhaven't noticed how lovely she is?"

	"Hasanyoneevertoldyou howblissfullyannoyingyouare?"

	"-I'veseenthelittleglancesyougiveherwhenyouthinknoone’swatching-"

	"Likeablondecockroach,justbeggingtobesquished-"

	"-you'respendinghoursandhoursinherhead,it'sonlynaturalthatyou would form a connection with her-"

	"You'relookingforthingsthataren'tthere,Astoria,"Malfoysneered,the exhale engulfing him in smoke. "I spend time with her because I am

	requiredtodosoattheDarkLord'srequest.Achievingthegoalhe'sset requires time and patience. Unfortunately, I can't complete it from a

	distance.” He groaned when he realised his cigarette had expired. He crushedthebuttundertheheelofhisbootandlitafreshonebeforehe

	continued."Andthose'littleglances'thatyou'rereferringtoaremerelymy

	 

	
checkingofherphysicalhealth.TheDarkLordrequiresherintop

	conditionifshe'stobeuseful,andIcan'thavehertrippingandbreakingher neck down the stairs because she's dizzy from blood loss-"

	"Youthinkshehasprettyeyes,"Astoriacuthimoff,herlipstwitchinginto a smirk. "Even if you do want to gouge them out, you still think they're

	pretty.”

	IfAstoriahadslappedDracoacrosstheface,itwouldhaveshockedhim less. He stared at her, eyes wide and mouth hanging open slightly. She

	reallydidn'tmissathing;shewas aninsightfullittlebleeder.

	WhenDracostayedquiet,hersmirkstretchedintoanenormousgrin."Your ancestors didn't make the walls very thick when they built this estate, and you're very loud when your angry.”

	"It'simpoliteforaladytoeavesdrop-"

	Thetinyblondedismissedhimwithawaveofherhand."Idon'tblameyou. Her eyes are quite beautiful, but she has a smile that could melt ice.” She stood from the bench and flattened non-existent creases in her skirt, then

	turnedbackandsmiledatDraco."Ithinkitcouldevenmelttheicearound your cold little heart, if you let her.” She gave him a look and held out her arm, an invitation to continue their walk, and he was grateful for her willingness to change the subject.

	Hedrewadeep,finaldrag,crunchedtheexpiredbuttunderhisboot,then stood and took her arm. "I'm leaving on the 12th," he said as they made their way back towards the manor.

	Astorialooked upathim.

	"TheDarkLordhasanassignmentheneedsmetotakecareofinItaly,"he continued. "I'll only be gone for a few days.”

	"Oh,wellthen that'llmean Hermionewillbeonher ownforadayortwo.”

	Astoriapursedherlips,hereyesonthecloudsabove,deepinthought,a trait she'd inherited from her husband. "I'll have to get the elves to set

	 

	
charmssohermealsappearinherroom.Iwonderifthereareanyparticular mealsshewould-"AstoriasighedwhenDracoarchedabrow."Don'ttellme you've forgotten already? I reminded you on Monday that Blaise and I are

	goingtoGermanynextweek,andTheohastobeinManchesterforafewdays.”

	"SorryifIcan'tremembereverything,Tori.I'malittlebusybeingtheDark Lord's chief general and torturing countless hostages to remember every mundane detail you blather on about,” Draco growled, and then instantly

	regrettedit.He'dalreadysnappedatAstoriaoncetoday,hemightlosehis drinking partner if he did it again. "Can't the house-elves watch her?"

	"No,we'retakingthemwithus.”"Why-"

	"HermioneisnotadogMalfoy,"Astoriainterrupted."She'smorethan capable of being alone for a few days. It might do her health - and her

	sanity-goodtohaveabreakfromusall.Heavenknowstheconstantstream of death and blood you boys pour into the manor can be stifling.”

	Dracodidn'ttrusthimselftorespond.Instead,hetiltedhisheadtowardsthe house, intending to trace patterns in the brick while he listened toAstoria's ramblings, only to lock onto a pair of warm, honey-coloured eyes from a

	bedroomwindowhighabove,andforsomereason,hefoundhimselfunable to look away.They were eyes that used to look at him with such malice and angerandhatredburnedintothem.Eyesthatwerefierce,andglowedwitha type of determination that only a lioness could conjure.

	Butthoseeyes-fuck,thoseeyesheldnothingbutsympathyandpitywhen they looked at him now, and he fucking hated her for it.

	 

	
Readytodie?

	 

	TW;graphicdepictionsofgoreandblood

	 

	 

	5thFebruary

	 

	Hermionewasn't sorryfor what shedid. Notin theslightest.

	Shewasn'tsorrythatshe'dsomehow-bysomeunexpectedmiracle,a

	happyfuckingaccident-managedtogetintohishead,orforthememories she'd intruded on. Why should she be? It was no different than what he'd

	beendoingtoherformonths.Noworseorcruellerthananythinghe'ddone to her a hundred times over.

	The small dent to his pride wasn't nearly punishment enough to atone for thethingshe'ddone.Itwouldn'tevencomeclosetowipingthebloodclean from his ledger, but it was a start. It was proof that she could hurt him, she just needed to bide her time and wait for another opportunity. He deserved to be punished. She wanted to break him, to give him a taste of his ownmedicine.

	So why did she feel so guilty every time she saw him now? Why did pity swell in her chest every time she heard his voice? Why was it that every timehecastthe'Legilimency'spell-theonlywordhe'dspokentohersince her intrusion - that thesound of his choked, strangled sob rang between herears?

	She'dbeenright;hisbrokenvoicehadburieditselfintoherhead.Thequiet littlewhimperthathadslippedpasthisquiveringlipswasscratchinginside of skull.

	Malfoyhadbeendifferentwithhersincethedayof'theincident'.Hewas much colder than when she'd first been captured - if that were even

	possible.Hedidn'ttrytoteaseheranymore,andhedidn'trileherupbefore

	 

	
he barged into her head. He wouldn't even look at her. He was distant and detached,searchedhermindwordlesslyandwatchedhermemoriesunfold without giving her so much as a sideways glance.

	Inaway,Hermionewasthrilledthathecouldn'tseemtobringhimselfto look at her, because it meant she had won. She'd gotten to him. She'd

	woundedhim. It wasasmall win,but awinnonetheless.

	The few times he was forced to look at her, in those fleeting,necessarymomentshelookedintohereyesrightbeforeheforcedhimselfintoher mind, his eyes were dead. Emotionless. His Occlumency crafted into a protective wall around him. Strong and impenetrable.

	No,Hermionewasn'tsorryforwhatshe'ddone,shewasjustsorryforthe things she'd seen.

	Shehatedthateverytimeshelookedathim andsawthewallof

	Occlumencyinhiseyes,allshecouldthinkaboutwereshardsofglassand his mother's body, lying broken in his arms. She hated that every time she watched him escortAstoria around the estate, all she could see was the

	protectivewayhe'dwrappedhisarmsaroundher,howhe'dtrembledashe'd held her up, whispering promises to keep her safe in a broken and

	frightenedvoice.

	Hermione regretted the hurt and pain and heartbreak she'd seen in his eyes andwishedshecouldfuckingeraseit-becauseitwasallshesawwhenshe looked at him now.And they made him appear warmer,more alive,and

	theyweremakingitharderandharderforHermionetorememberthe

	demonhereallywas.

	 

	
18thFebruary

	 

	AweekwithoutMalfoy wasbliss.Absolutefuckingbliss.

	Itfeltasthoughshe'dbeenonthevergeofdrowningsinceherarrival,and his absence had finally allowed her to break the surface and take that first glorious lungful of air. Her head felt much better, and the lack of

	haemorrhagingandbloodlossmeantherstrengthhadsteadilybegunto

	return,andshefoundshehadnouseforPepperuppotionsbythethirdday of his leave.

	Malfoyuppedthedosageoftheanti-magicpotion;two shotsaday,

	morningandnight.Hermionewasn'tsurprised,she'dexpectedhimtoafter she'd wandered into his memories, even if it was an accident. Malfoy was manythings,butstupidwasn'toneofthem.He'dprobablyfiguredthatout she'd developed a tolerance for the potions the same moment she had, and would probably up the dosage again in a month or two.

	There were many things that Hermione enjoyed about Malfoy's absence. The reprieve from Legilimency, the space to breathe and plot her escape, andthelackofdarkmagicclingingtothewallsofthemanor.Butthething that made her giddy and put a spring in her step, was that she got to sit at the bench under the cherry blossom tree, completely undisturbed.

	Sheknewitwassillyreally,forsomeonewho'dtakenasmanylivesasshe had to enjoy something so childish, but she didn't really care. She wasn't sure why, but she felt a strange sense of calm wash over her whenever she

	satonthisbench.Shewasalwaysdrawnbackit,feltlikeitclearedherhead sitting there, allowed her time to mull over her thoughts in quiet, and

	admirethebeautifulgreeneryaroundher.

	Thegardensweregorgeous.Despiteherforcedcaptivityhere,even

	Hermione had to admit that.The snow had melted from the grounds, taking the stains of the dragon's blood with it and leaving rose bushes and pockets of daisy's ready to bloom in its wake; the promise of new life. Large clustersofflowersgreweverywhere,ofeveryvarietyandcolourallwaiting for their time to bloom and twist towards the sun. Some had started to

	 

	
flowerearly,andHermionehadgrowntoadmireafewwhitePeony'sthat had cheated their way to bloom early.

	Hermionetookadeepbreath,inhalingthesweetscentofthosesame

	flowers while she stared at the clouds above her head. She cradled a cup of teainherhands,huggingitswarmthandclinkingtheceramicwithhernails whileshestudiedthesky.Shelookedforshapesintheclouds,hopingsome smallinspirationonwhathermuralwaslackingmightspark.Despitedoing this for almost five days, it still hadn't. She sighed heavily and drained the last of her mug.

	Shestoodandwasjustabouttogobackinside,whenadarkshapeinthe sky caught her attention; a single inkblot against the white clouds, an

	inkblotshenowrecognisedasadragonflyinghighoverhead,anddive- bombing towards the estate.

	Hermione had seen the dragon more times than she cared to count. She alwayskeptherdistancefromthebeast,shefeltitwaswisetodoso,but despite the constant exposure and daily glimpses of shiny black scales,

	dragonsweren'tsomethingyoucouldever'getusedto',andBlackShadow was certainly no exception to that rule. Her gargantuan size and blade-like teeth still made Hermione's heart stop anxiously mid-beat.

	AsHermionewatchedthedragonsteadilylowerherselftotheground,she knew that one snap of those enormous jaws would tear her in half. The

	dragon was a walking death warrant, a constant reminder of how small and helplessHermionetrulywas,andhoweasilythethreadthatheldherlifeline together could snap in an instant. It was enough to make anyone on edge.

	Thedragonflappedherwingsagainsttheairasshecarefullylowered

	herselftowardtheground,eachbeathurtlingafreshwaveofbitingcoldair against Hermione's face. The windfall she created picked up the closer she got, causing Hermione's curls to whirl around her face.

	ShewaslandingmuchcloserthanHermionewouldhaveliked.Shecouldn't have been more than fifteen feet away. The February air was freezing, but

	heat radiated from Black Shadow's body as she steadily drew closer. She didn'tseemtonoticeHermione,herheadfranticallywhippedfromsideto

	 

	
side like a snake as though she were searching for someone. She looked towardsthehouse,thentothegardens,thentothecemetery,thenbackto the house again.

	Thedragonseemedtobetakinghertimedescending.Shewasbeingvery delicate, and holding her torso as still as she possibly could. It struck

	Hermioneasodd,sheusuallythrewherweightaroundwhenshelanded, knowing that her size and strength afforded her no punishment or

	repercussionsforhercarelessness.Everylandingonthegroundusuallyleft large divots of upturned earth in the usually pristine grass, usually left

	bushescrushedandroseuponroseofbeautifulflowerstrampledon.

	The elves - Quinzel especially - always looked very cross when they saw themessthedragonhadmade,buttheynevervoicedtheirannoyance,just

	replenishedtheearth,restoredtheflowers,andwentonwiththerestoftheir day - even if Quinzel did sometimes mutter about dragon scaled shoes

	underherbreathafterwards.

	This descent was different. It was cautious, her hind legs touched the earth softly,andshewasverymeekwhensheloweredherclawedwingsontothe grass. However, as soon as she was safely on the ground, she opened her mouth,andthesoundthatcamebillowingoutofitwasanythingbutgentle.

	Itwasashriek;ablood-curdlingscreamthatmadeHermione'sheart

	lurch.Thesoundwasintenseandseemedtogoonforever,likethousandsof nails scraping down a chalkboard all at once.

	Andfuck-itwasloud.Hermione'shandsflewtoherearstoshieldherfrom it, sending her cup of tea falling to the floor. The noise of the ceramic

	shatteringonthestonepavingcaughtthedragonsattention,andsheclosed hermouthwithanaudiblesnap.Hercrycutoffinstantly,andshewhipped her head towards Hermione.

	Hermione'sheartstopped.Herveinsturnedtoiceasthoseglowingredeyes locked onto her.

	Thedragonstaredatherforafewmoments.Sheheldherheadhighinthe air, and her eyes seemed to flicker with something, some unfamiliar

	emotionthatHermionedidn'tthinkwas possibleforadragontopossess.

	 

	
Admittedly, she didn't know much about the gigantic creatures, but she didn'tthinktheyledhighlyemotionallives.Theywereintelligent,fierce

	and majestic, but did they feel emotions? Hermione didn't think so. But she could have bet her life that the way the dragon was looking at her now, the waythatthecolossalbeastwithnonaturalpredators'eyesseemedtoglisten and flicker, that she was scared.

	Hermionetookacautioussteptotheside,andthedragonexposedherfangs when her foot crunched against the shattered mug. Her heart restarted in a

	flutter.Bloodpoundedinherears-

	The dragon stepped forward slowly, her front claws- the ones at the bow of herwings-dugintothegrass.Alowrumblingsoundstartedtovibratefrom deepwithinherchest,notquiteagrowl,butstillmenacingnonetheless.The dragon started to dip her head, and opened her mouth to reveal sparks of

	firegatheringinthebackofherthroat.

	Hermione took another step to the side, but when the dragon lowered her head a little more, her jaw almost scraping across the ground, she saw a maskedfiguresittingbetweenthebeast'sshoulders.Ragesuddenlyburned throughHermione,evaporatingthecripplingfearshe'dfeltatbeinginches from a dragon's exposed fangs.

	Malfoy, that spiteful littlewanker, was doing this on purpose! Even though it'd been an accident, he probably saw this as payback for barging into her mind.She'dknownthathewouldwanttoeventheplayingfieldandrestore the balance of power between them, she just hadn't expected her

	punishmenttocomeat theendofreptilianjaws.

	Hermioneopenedhermouth,afoulandentirelyunladylikeinsultonthetip of her tongue, but then stopped.

	Malfoy's posture was always impeccable, annoyingly flawless. His spine was always perfectly straight, his shoulders broad and hands often clasped elegantlybehindhisback-evidenceofyearsandyearsofetiquettelessons. He couldn't have looked further from that now. He was slumped, swaying on the dragons back, and his head hung forward and loose between his

	shoulders.Helookeddizzy,likehemighttoppleoveratanymoment.

	 

	
Thedragonstoppedgrowlingandturnedherheadtolookathermasterout the corner of her eye.

	Itwasn'tuntilMalfoypulledhisDemonMaskfromhisface,revealingthat his eyes were squeezed shut and streaks of blood were dripping from his mouth and forehead, that Hermione understood what was wrong. He was

	hurt.Badly.

	Malfoyswayedagain.Hischestheaved,andarmsshookashestruggledto hold himself up.

	Hermionewasjustabouttousethedragon'sdistractiontomakeherescape, but then Malfoy slipped. His arms gave out and he fell from Black

	Shadow's back. There was an audible crunch when his spine hit the rough gravel,andhespluttered,afreshsprayofcrimsonseepingfromthecorners of his mouth on the impact.

	Hisdragongavealow,panickedsortofcryandbowedherhead.

	Malfoy'srobesweremattedwithblood,concentratedaroundthesmallholes on his chest and shoulders. He choked again, the sound hoarse and raspy.

	Causingmoreblood tospill from hismouth.

	Thedragoncurledherbodyprotectivelyaroundhim.Hertaildraggedhim gently towards her while she softly nuzzled his shoulder, trying to use her snout to warm him into life. When he still didn't move, she nudged closer anddiditagain,andagain,eachmovementmoregentlethanthelast,even though her whimpers grew in volume and urgency.

	Despitethedragon'sefforts,Malfoyshowednosignofgettingup.Hiseyes werestilltightlyclosed,andthemovementofhischestgrewmoresluggish with each passing second.

	Hermionemovedtohelphim,handsalreadyoutstretchedandautomatically reaching towards him, but then stopped when a sinister little voice -or

	perhapsthevoiceofreason-slitheredintoherears.

	 

	
Ifshelethimdie,thenshe'ddierightalongsidehim.She'dsavecountless livesandhermemories,Harry'slocation,MedusaandtheOrderwouldbesafe.

	Hediddeserveit,didn'the?

	Hewasamonster.Aruthless,calculated,cold-bloodedkiller.Thiswhole war had started when he'd helped assassinate Dumbledore. He'd set

	everythinginmotionthatday,sohedeservedthisdidn'the?

	Itwouldbeapitifuldeath.Hewouldn'tgooutinablazeofgloryorinthe heat of battle. He wouldn't be remembered as a dark and ruthless war

	criminal.He'ddiealone,splutteringandchokingonhisownblood,because aMudbloodrefused to save him. There was some dark and poetic justice

	there, Hermione was sure of it. Some cosmic force, some balance in the scalesthatDracoMalfoy,hewhocravedpowerandrespectandstrength, would die alone; a pathetic, undignified mess.

	But,asshestaredathislifelessbody,watchingthebloodpourfasterfrom the open wounds, Hermione realised she couldn't let him die.

	Becauseeventhoughallofthevileanddisgustingthingshe'dsaidtoher sincehercapturewereflashingbetweenherears,shecouldn'treallyhear

	them.Couldn'thearthemaliceandvenomthosewordshadpreviouslyheld, because they were all drowned out. They were all eclipsed, smothered by

	thatbrokensobshe'd heardashe'dheld hismotherinhisarms.

	AsmuchasHermionehatedhim,asmuchasshe'dfantasisedabouthis death since she'd been captured, if he died, then so did she.

	Andshewasn't readytodieyet.

	HermionewalkedcautiouslytowardsMalfoy,holdingherhandshighinthe air when the dragon's head snapped up. The beast flashed her fangs in

	warningasHermioneapproached,andthatsamethreateninghissingsound rolled from deep in her scaled chest.

	 

	
"I'mnotgoingtohurthim,"Hermionesaidinalowvoice,pleadingwith the beast. "I want to help.”

	Thescalesonthedragonsbackandneckwentrigid,seemedtostandonend and vibrate as she growled.

	Hermione drew a deep breath and forced herself to keep going, forced her legstotakeanotherstep,andthenanother,andthenanother,despitethefear she felt slicing through her blood. "I'm not going to hurt him,” she repeated softly, eyes locked on the dragon. "I swear.”

	Black Shadow growled again as Hermione slowly lowered herself into a crouchbesideMalfoy.Sheusedhertailtodraghimclosertoherbodyand out of Hermione's reach.

	"It'salright,"Hermionewhispered."He'sgoingtobealright.”Shethought she was getting through to the beast, that she caught a glimmer of

	understandinginthoseglowingredeyes,butwhenshestretchedherhand towards Malfoy's chest, intending to examine the injuries, Black Shadow gnashedherteethandlurchedforward,fangsjustinchesfromHermione's trembling palms.

	Hermione yelped and drew back. "I'm not going to hurt him!" she yelled, cradlingherhandtoherchest."I'mtryingtohelp,andIcan'tdothatifyou won't let me touch him!"

	BlackShadowgrowledagain,thesoundlikealowrumbleofthunder.The heat around her body seemed to increase, as though she were gathering a

	flamingbreath.

	Hermionefeltabeadofsweatformacrosshertemples.Shedrewanother deep breath and willed herself to stay calm. "Please, please let me help

	him.”

	Malfoydidn'thavetimeforthis.Theydidn't havetimeforthis.

	"There'snooneelsehere.I'mtheonlyonethatcandothis.Ineedyouto trust me.”

	 

	
Thedragon'slipcurledfurther.Herfangsextendedmenacingly.

	"Ifyoudon'tletmehelphim,hewilldie.”Hermionemighthaveimagined it, but she thought she caught a flicker in the dragon's eyes. "He's lost far too much blood, he's going to bleed out.”

	BlackShadow'shissseemedtogetalittlequieter,Hermionetookthatasa good sign and carried on.

	"Doyouunderstandme?Hedoesn'thavemuchtimeleft.”Hermioneinched a little closer and reached her hand towards him, even released a shaky

	breathwhenthedragondidnotattempttotuckMalfoy'sbodyclosertoher.

	Itwasworking,shewasgettingthroughtoher."Ipromise,Iwon'tdo

	anythingthatwillhurthim.ButIneedtoactnow,ifIdon't,he'sgoingtodie.”

	Thedragonstaredatherforseveralseconds,seemingtoconsider

	Hermione'swordswithundeniableintelligence.ButwhenMalfoychoked again and groaned in pain, the dragon's mind was made up. Her growl

	vanishedintonothing.SheslowlyuncurledherbodyfromaroundMalfoy's, and stepped back to give Hermione space to work - but she didn't take her eyes off Hermione. Or retract her fangs.

	Hermione crouched next to Malfoy's still form, grabbed the blood-soaked fabricaroundhisneck,andwithastrengthshedidn'tknowshepossessed, ripped his robes apart. She tore the fabric all the way down his body until shesawagleamofsilverfromhisbeltbuckle,thenpartedittopoolathis sides, leaving him shirtless.

	At first glance, she couldn't see the source of the bleeding. There was just so much blood, his skin was drenched with it. She noticed a simple silver chainaroundhisneckthatseemedtoglitterinthelittlesunlightitcaught.It looked as though there were two silver rings threaded into the chain, but Hermione ignored them. She tore off a large piece of the cream cardigan

	shewaswearing,anduseditto quicklywipethebloodfromMalfoy'schest.

	Thefirstdabagainsthischestmadehimjerk,andBlackShadowhissed, fangs extended in Hermione's direction.

	 

	
"It'salright!"Hermioneshoutedasthedragoninchedcloser."I'mnottrying to hurt him! I need to clean the blood first!"

	BlackShadowdidn'tbackawayaninch,butshedidn'tmoveclosereither.

	WhenHermionehadmoppedupmostoftheblood,shelookeddownathis torso, and gasped at what she saw there. He was covered in scars, some larger than others. There were large silver slashes across his chest, a clear trophy from the Sectumsempra he'd survived during sixth year, but there were others, too.Acluster of scars across his right abdominal muscles, a

	deepslashliningtheabsunderhisribcage,andwhatlookedlikeastab wound just above the V lining his hip bones.

	It was years and years of trauma splayed across his otherwise perfect marbleskin;amapofeverybrushwithdeathandbattlehe'dfought.She guessed some came from Voldemort himself, punishments for failed

	missions.Sheimaginedtheonlypunishmentshedeemedacceptablecame at the end of a blade or hex; screams and lost blood over confessions andpenance.

	But Hermione couldn't focus on that now, because blood was already seepingfromthefreshwounds,thescarsthatwereyettoheal.Shehadto workquickly.Hisskinwasinflamed,angryandredandsplitjaggedly,all centred around five small holes in his chest. Bullet holes.

	Hermionechokedbackthebilethathadrisenfromherstomach."Ohgod. What happened to you?"

	Whatwasshesupposedtodonow?Shewasn'tahealer,shewasasoldier.

	Shekilledandmaimedandwonbattles.Shetooklives,shedidn'tsavethem.

	Her knowledge of healing magic and potions was strictly limited to battle wounds.Sheknewenoughtostopthebleedingandkeepsoldiersaliveuntil themedicscouldgettothem-butthatwasit.Shedidn'tknowthefirstthing about safely removing bullets,and she didn't have a wand!

	Calm.Shejustneededtostaycalm.

	 

	
Shecould dothis.

	Shecould dothis.

	Hermionepulledbackandlookedaround,searchingforsomethingshe could use, and almost screamed with joy when she noticed the potions

	storageunitontheothersideofthegrassbank.Shejumpedtoherfeetand sprinted towards the building. "Keep him warm!" she called over her

	shoulder."Ihaveanidea!"

	Shefelttheearthshakeslightlyunderherfeetasthedragonmovedto nuzzle against Malfoy.

	Hermioneswungthedoorsopenandimmediatelyrantotheshelves,

	desperate, praying there was something she could use. Unfortunately, most of the life-saving potions were charmed and sealed down, but luck was on herside.ShewasabletogatherseveralBloodReplenishingPotions,aKnit Me Salve, and two potions to ward off any infections he might have

	developed.Therewereapairofforkedtonguesontheworkbench,theexact thing she could use to pry the bullets from his body, but, as she guessed,

	theywerecharmedtothedesk.Vital,immovable,andabsolutelyuselesstoher.

	Malfoychokedonthefloorwhenshekneltbackdownbesidehim.Hisface was screwed up in agony. She swore he'd gotten paler in her absence.

	"Thankyou,”Hermionebreathedtothedragonwhileshehastilyuncapped the potions. "You probably bought me a few extra minutes.”

	Thedragonhuffed-inwhatHermioneassumedwasacknowledgement-and backed away a little to give her room to work again.

	Hermioneplacedeachpotiononthegrassbesideher,allorganisedinwhat order she would need them, and then stared back at Malfoy's chest. She

	drewadeepbreath-tryingtosteadyhertremblinghandsasbestshecould- then plunged two of her fingers and her thumb into the first bullet hole.

	 

	
Malfoyroaredinpain,hisfeaturescontortingwhilehisbackarchedsharply.

	Hermioneplacedherotherhandacrosshisshoulderandguidedhimgently back to the floor. She splayed her palm and pinned him down while she

	continuedtowork.Shecurledherfingers,tryingdesperatelynottowretch as she felt around the torn muscle and blood in search of the bullet.

	Malfoyjerkedfuriouslyunderneathher,growlinginpainwhilehisvoice

	broke off into a scream. Hermione just pressed down harder, trying to keep himstill.Shecurledherfingersagain,andcouldn'tholdbackanelatedgasp when the tip of her index finger came into contact with something cold andmetallic.

	"I'vefoundthefirstone!"shesaid,breathless."Thisisgoingtohurt,butI needyoutobeasstillaspossiblewhileIgetitout,"sheadded,hopinghe heard her over his screams.

	Slowly,Hermionedroveherfingersindeeperandcurledthemaroundthe bullet. He jerked sharply again, his fingers digging into the damp, blood- soakedgrassaroundhim.Hermionegrippedthebulletbetweenherthumb and index finger and steadily, carefully, pulled it out.

	Malfoy'sscreamfadedintoaraggedgasp,andwhenherfingerslefthis body, he slumped against the grass.

	Hisbloodsmearedacrossherskinwhensherestedherpalmacrosshis

	chest. She tried not to wretch at how it pooled around her fingers when she presseddown.Sheappliedthepotionforinfectionintothefirstwound,and then did the same thing with the Knit Me salve, breathing a small sigh of

	reliefwhenthefirstholeknitteditselfbacktogetheralmostinstantly,a small silver scar the evidence it'd been there to begin with.

	Onedown, fourtogo.

	Hermionewastednotime,andpressedherfingersintothesecondbullet hole. "Shhhhhhh," she whispered, shaking, as Malfoy started to scream

	 

	
again."It'salright,Malfoy.Shhhhhhhh.Iknowithurts,butitwillallbe over soon.”

	Foreverthequickstudyshewas,Hermionegotthesecondbulletoutmuch quicker than the first. The third in even less time, and the fourth took her mere seconds.

	Malfoy screamed and jerked through every single one, his fingers tearing largeclumpsofgrassfromtheearthassheextractedthebulletsonebyone. The only time he showed any sign of calmness was when she was steadily applying the anti-infection potion and smearing the Knit Me salve across

	theopenwounds. Bythetimeshedabbed thesalveinto thefourthbullet

	hole,everyinchofhisbodywasslickwithsweat,andhe'dgrownverystill.

	Hisfacewasn'teventwistedwithpainanymore.Helookedsodifferent whenhisexpressionwasn'tmouldedintothatscowlthatshesworewas

	permanentlyetchedintohisface.Therewasasoftnesstohisfeatures,inthe beautiful curve of his jaw and angle of his cheekbone.

	Inanotherlife,shemighthavethoughthimappealing.Iftheyweren'tsworn enemies, on opposite sides of a war that was tearing the world apart, she might even have admired the way his features looked to be torn straight

	fromaRenaissancepainting.

	Buttheywereenemies.Theywouldgobacktofindingwaystokilleach other after this, and Hermioneextinguished thosethoughts as quickly as they sparked to life.

	Beforeshestartedworkonthefifthandfinalbullet,shedelicatelythreaded her fingers through his hair - ignoring how soft it felt in her hands- and

	supportedhishead.Shecradledthebackofhisskull,andgentlyguidedhis headoffthegroundasshebroughtthebottleofBloodReplenishingpotion to his lips.

	"You need to drink this," she said softly, trying not to panic when he didn't immediatelyfollowherinstructions."Draco,canyouhearme?Youneedto drink this.”

	 

	
He was still for a few more moments. His chest went up and down gently, and then a crease formed between his brows. "D-did ... you just.. call me... Draco...?"hepantedweakly,andtheedgesofhislipstwitchedintoasmirk. "T-there's a ... f-first.”

	"Lessjoking,"shequipped,allbusiness."Moredrinking.”

	"S-Salazar... you are bossy ... when you're ...angry.” He took the potion withoutfurthercomplaint,andafterhe'ddrainedtheentirething,Hermione guided his head back towards the earth and started work on the final bullet. It took her less than six seconds to find, and Hermione was so elated that she'd managed to extract it so quickly, she didn't realise Malfoy had been

	deadlyquietthroughouttheprocess.

	Assoonassheregisteredhissilence,hereyessnappedtohisface.Her stomach dropped when she saw that his eyes were closed. He wasn't

	breathing. "Malfoy?" Silence.

	"Malfoy?"sherepeated,moreurgentthesecondtime.Nothing.

	"DRACO?!"

	Hedidn'trespond.Didn'tmoveaninch.Hewas asstillasacorpse.

	Hermione'shandsflewbacktohischest,andafreshwaveofpanicknocked the wind from her lungs.

	Shecouldn'tfeelhispulse.

	Shepresseddownharder,theKnitmesalveforgottenthroughherterroras she struggled to find the thump of his heart against her hand. He was cold, hisskinwasfreezingagainstherpalm.Bloodseepedfromthefinalwound on his chest and pooled around her hands and down his body.

	 

	
BlackShadowwhinedandinchedcloser.

	Hermionecouldn'tfeelhisheartbeat.Whythefuckcouldn'tshefeelhis

	heartbeat?Herhandsglideddownhisarmsandwrappedaroundhiswrist. Shecouldn't feel apulsethereeither; nothing, not even thefaintest thump of life.

	She'dfailed.Shewasn'tabletosavehim.

	Hermione sat back, eyes on his still face as the dragon shrieked and cried behindher.Failureseemedtoseepintoherbloodlikeicewater,weighing her down and squeezing her lungs.

	So,thatwasitthen.Shewasgoingtodie,righthere,ontheblood-soaked earth. All alone and-

	No.

	No-thiswasn'thowshewasgoingtodie.Itcouldn'tbe,sherefusedtolet this be the way she met her end. She didn't go through Hogwarts, spend

	yearssearchingforHorcruxesandfightinahundredsmokefilledwar zones all for it to end likethis.

	Withafiercedeterminationthatseemedtomelttheiceinherveins,

	HermionecrouchedoverMalfoy.Shepressedtheheelsofherhandsagainst his breastbone, and started to do compressions.

	"Don't you die on me!" she panted with the first push on his chest. "Don't youdaredieonmeMalfoy!"Shepusheddownharder,ignoringtheblood that splashed up her arm and onto her face. "I swear to God, if you die on me -" another compression, "- I will hunt you down -" she pressed down

	harder,andfeltherarmsstarttoburnandachewithhereffort,"-Iwilltear through the gates of hell, just to find you and kill you myself!" She swore shefeltthefaintestthumpofhisheartunderherhand."Doyouhearme?!"

	Shedidanothercompression,andfeltamoredefinitiveflutteragainsther

	palm."Youarenotallowedtodie!"Shedugtheheelsofherhandinfirmer, feeling a thick bead of sweat trickle down her temple and jawline. "Iforbidyou from dying here!"

	 

	
BlackShadowinchedcloser.Thelowwhiningsoundshewasmakinggrew in pitch as she watched Hermione fight to save her master.

	"IsaidIwouldbetheonetokillyou-andI'mgoingtokeepmypromise Malfoy -"

	Suddenly,Malfoy'seyesflewopen.Hegaspedloudlyandpulledina

	desperate lungful of air. He bolted to sit upright, his nose brushed against Hermione's and his lips grazed hers. The suddenness of his action made Hermionejump,butshefoundherselffrozeninplacewhenshecaughthis eyes.Becausetheywereblue,thepurest,mosteye-catchingshadeofblue.

	Thecold,vacantqualityfromhisOcclumencywasgone,atraitshenow

	realisedmusthavemorphedhisirisesintothatgreyhueshesawdaily.His eyes were bottomless now, an endless ocean of blue and fuck- she'd be

	lyingifshesaidtheyweren'tthemostbeautifulthingsshe'deverseen.

	Hepantedinfrontofher,eachragged,starvedgaspblastingawaveofhot air against her face and lips.

	Hewassoclose,socloseshecouldtastehim.Blood.

	Smoke. Earth.

	Spearmint.

	Andfreshparchment.

	Hisheartmighthavefinallyrestarted,buthershadstoppedbeating.

	 

	
Dirtylittlesecrets

	 

	23rdFebruary

	 

	Hermionedidn't seeMalfoy for days after his 'accident'.After he'd shakily draggedhimselfofftheblood-soakedgrass,batteringherhandawaywhen she offered to help him walk, Malfoy became a ghost.

	Shedidn'tseehimonce,nostrandsofwhite-blondehairdashingaroundthe manor, or even a glimmer of those shiny, black horns of his demon mask

	thatheworesoproudly.

	She'dexpectedhimtotakeafewdaysofffromtheirLegilimencysessions, heaven knew he needed it. Legilimency wasn't just taxing on the subject, althoughnotassevere,extensiveusestilltookitstollonthecasteraswell.

	Withtheamountofbloodhe'dlost,she'dexpectedhewouldgiveheran extra day or two before he resumed their exercises.

	The first day went by without a hiccup or complaint from Hermione.And sodidthesecond.Butthentwoextradaysoffreedomstretchedintothree, then four, then five, and by the sixth day, she started to grow anxious.

	Perhapshisinjurieswereworsethanshe'drealised?Whatiftherewas internal bleeding that she hadn't been able to stop?

	No,hemusthavebeenfine.Hehadtobealright,becauseshewas.Shefelt as strong as she ever had.

	No,hewascertainlyalive. Weak? Maybe.

	Woundedpride?Possibly.Avoidingher?Definitely.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	1stMarch

	 

	Despite Malfoy avoiding her like the plague, Hermione swore she could smellhimeverywhereshewent.Sworeshecouldstilltastetheghostofhim on her tongue; blood, smoke, earth, spearmint and fresh parchment.

	Unmistakable,andsoundeniablyMalfoythatitmadeherheadspin. But that was nothing compared to his eyes.

	Theyhauntedhermorethananythingelse.Shewascouldn'tstopthinking about them, those crisp, beautiful, bottomless blue eyes were everywhere she looked, even if Malfoy himself was nowhere to be seen.

	HisabsencegaveHermionemorefreetimethansheknewwhattodowith, so she channelled her extra energy into working on her mural. She hadn't

	realisedherobsessionhadgottensooutofhanduntilshe'dsteppedbackto admire her work, and saw that she'd painted a flower - a Peony - in the

	exactshadeofbluehiseyeswere.Shecouldn'tevenremembermixingthe paints to find that perfe-sameshade.

	She'derasedtheflowerwithonefuriousswipeofwhitepaintandstormedoutside.

	Thatwaswhathadledhertothebenchunderthecherryblossomtree.

	She'd been out there all morning, her face tilted towards the sky with her eyesclosedwhileshebaskedintheunexpectedFebruarysun.Ithadbeen freezing last week, and although she still had a cardigan wrapped around

	herbody,shefoundshedidn'tneedtoclingtoitforwarmthasmuchasshe had a few days ago.

	 

	
Hermionelistenedtoagroupofsmallbirdschirpingsomewherenearby. She drew a deep breath, smiling a little as the sun warmed her cheeks -

	Thebirdsstoppedsinging,andherfacesuddenlyfeltvery,verycold.

	Everymuscleinherbodywentrigid.Shedidn'thavetoopenhereyes,or hear that familiar clap of wings to know what loomed overhead, steadily growing nearer and nearer.

	AndifBlackShadowwashere,thenMalfoywouldsurelybewithher.

	Hermionewasn'tsurewhythethoughtofseeinghimagaininstantlymade herfeelonedge,orwhytheprospectofseeingthoseimpossiblyblueeyes lit a small spark of something in her stomach. Was that nervousness? Orexcitement?

	Whateveritwas,sheworkedtoextinguishit.

	Shekepthereyestightlyclosed,andshefoughttheurgetoclenchher

	handsintofistsasthewindfallthedragoncreatedpickedup,hurlingher curls around her face. She knew that the dragon was close, but she still

	couldn'thelpbutjumpwhenitshindlegstouchedtheground,andthebench shook violently under its colossal weight.

	Anothertremorhitwhenthedragonsfrontclawshittheearth,and

	Hermione'seyessnappedopentowatchthebeastslowlylowerherneck and shoulder to the ground.

	Malfoyslidoffofherback,hiskneesbendingsoftlyashelandedonthe ground. He stayed by her side for a moment, and ran his gloved hands across her scaled shoulder.

	Hermione's heart jumped when he turned to face her. He was wearing his Death Eater robes, the black demon mask firmly in place and covering his expression.Shetriedtokeepherfaceimpassive,neutralandgivingnothing away, but when Malfoy's dragon sharply turned her head towards

	Hermione,herbreathcaught.

	 

	
ShelurchedtoherfeetwhenBlackShadowtookaslow,predatorystep towards her.

	Thedragonbowedherheadassheapproached,thatlowgrumblingsound vibrating from her chest as her teeth lined up with Hermione's torso.

	 

	TerrorcreptintoHermione'sbones.Sheheldupherhandsandtookastep to the right, intending to move out of Black Shadow's path, but when she tried to take another, Malfoy's hand shot up.

	Hermionestaredathim,watchingashequicklypulledhisDemonMask from his face and shook his head at her, indicating she should stop. He looked just as nervous as she felt. His eyes were narrowed, and his lips were pressed into a tight line.

	TheearthunderHermione'sfeetshookasBlackShadowstalkedher.When the dragon stopped in front of her, her panicked eyes darted to Malfoy

	again,pleadingthat hecommandhis pettostop, buthejust shookhishead.

	Hisglovedhandwasstillraised,palmstillfacingHermione.“Keepstill,"

	hemouthedslowly.“Don'tmove.”

	Hermioneheldherbreath,hereyesinvoluntarilypinchingclosedwhenthe dragon moved even closer.

	Theheatthatradiatedfromherscaledbodywasalmoststifling,itwas humid and dry, like being stood next to an open flame; a part of her wondered how Malfoy could stand to be so close to her all the time.

	BlackShadowcurledherbodyaroundHermione,herscaledcheekrested

	snugglyagainstherchestwhileshenudgedthewitchbackagainsthertorso.

	Hermione'smusclesachedassheworkedtolocktheminplace.Thedragon curled herself tighter still, almost constricting like a python - although it

	didn'texactlyhurt,orcutoffherairthewayHermionehadexpecteditto.

	 

	
ShemetMalfoy'seyesagain,pleadingwithhimtostopthis,todo

	somethingandnotlethisbeastmaulhertodeath.Heowedher.Surely savinghislife-althoughshe'ddoneitforentirelyselfishreasons-had earned her a more merciful death thanthis?

	TheheatcontinuedtoriseasBlackShadowpressedtighterintoHermione's body. Her hands shot up, and she laid them against the dragon's cheek and tried to push her away. Black Shadow's scales were warm and rough under Hermione's palm, like touching a piece of coal that had jumped from the

	fireminutesagoandwasalreadycooling.

	Malfoy's eyes were wide and frantic. He took a step forward, looked as thoughhewereopeninghismouthtobreatheacommandathisbelovedpet, but then he stopped.

	BecausethenthedragondidsomethingneitherHermionenorMalfoyexpected.

	Shepurred.

	Atfirst,Hermionethoughtshe'dimaginedit.Shemusthave.Thedragon was trying to crush her, so why would she be purring? But then Black

	shadow did it again, the sound much more recognisable now Hermione knewwhatshewaslisteningfor.Sheevennuzzledherwarmcheekinto

	Hermionestillopenhandasshecoiledherbodytightlyaroundher,andit wasn't until Malfoy's brows shot into his hairline that Hermione realised what was happening.

	Thedragonwasn'ttryingtosuffocateher,shewasn'ttryingtohurtheratall.

	Shewastrying,inherownway,tocomfortHermione.Shewastryingto thank her for saving Malfoy's life.

	Moving ridiculously slow, Hermionerubbed her palm against thedragon's head.Shewassurethecreaturewouldbeabletofeelhowherhandsshook while they petted her, but she made no effort to move. In fact, the dragon seemed to mewl at the touch, cooing like a feline as a soft clicking sound emitted from her throat.

	 

	
ItwasminutesbeforethebeastgentlyreleasedHermioneandwalkedaway.

	Malfoywatchedasshepassedhim,hiseyeswerethoughtfuland

	contemplatingasshefoundapatchofgrassshelikedandcurledherselfinto a tight ball to rest. The way she slept, with her tail curled around her body and her snout tucked beneath one of her wings, reminded Hermione an

	awfullot ofCrookshanks.

	"Youlookedworried,"Hermionesaidquietly,watchingalittlecreaseform between Malfoy's brows. "I thought you were going to let her eat me.”

	Malfoyslowlyshookhishead,eyesstillonhisdragonasshewarmedher scales in the sunlight. "She's never done that before."

	"Donewhat?"

	"That,"hesaid,gesturingtoHermione."Beenaffectionatewithanyone besides me. She won't let anyone else even touch her.”

	Hermione'sbrowsfurrowed."You'renotserious?"

	"Deadly," Malfoy snorted. "Not even the Dark Lord can go near her.At first, I thought she just didn't like Death Eaters but she's the same with everyone. She toleratesAstoria, but even she can't go near my dragon withoutriskoflosingafinger.”Heshookhisheadagain,andseemedto lose some of his bewilderment.

	MalfoysatonHermione'sbench,andpulledapacketofcigarettesfromhis robes. He kept his eyes down as he lit one and took a long drag, then tilted his head towards the sky and slowly exhaled, fanning a thick stream of smoke into the air.

	Hermione'smouthrandryasshewatchedhim.

	When Malfoy met her eyes again, he patted the empty space on the bench besidehim,gesturingforhertosit.Shewashesitantatfirst,shethoughtit might be some sort of trick, but when he lit a second cigarette and held it out to her, all of her restraint vanished.

	 

	
Sheallbutsprintedtothebench.Shesatasfarawayfromhimasit allowed, and took the cigarette with greedy fingers.

	Malfoy was silent as shetook thefirst drag, but shecould feel his eyes on her. She mirrored him, tilting her head towards the sky as she held the smokeinherlungs.Itburnedbeautifully,betterthansheremembered,she almost didn't want to let it go. She moaned quietly as she released the

	smokefromhermouth,andshethought-althoughshewasn'tentirelysure- shesawMalfoy'stonguedartouttowethislipswhenshedid.Shewashalf- drunk on that first intoxicating, mouth-watering lungful of nicotine though, so she couldn't be sure.

	Hermioneclosedhereyesandtookanotherdeepdrag,relishinginherlong missed addiction. The bud was halfway to expiring before she could tear

	herattentionawayfromitenoughtospeakagain."Howareyourwounds?"

	Therewasafewsecondsofsilencebeforeheanswered."They'refine."He clearedhisthroat,andHermionesworehesoundeduncomfortable.Maybe even nervous. "Thank you... for what you did.”

	Hermionenoddedandbroughtthebutttoherlipsagain.Shedidn'topenher eyes to check, but she swore she could still feel his stare burning into the side of her face.

	Itendedalltooquickly.Justasthatbuzzstartedtoformaroundher

	temples,thebuttexpired.Hermionetriednottobetoodisappointed,triedto keepthedismayoffherfaceasshedroppedthenubtothefloorandcrushed it under her boot.

	Shestartedtotapherfoottothegravel,agitated.Sheneededsomethingto distract her, something to stop her thinking about the dark wizard still smoking beside her. Now she didn't have her own smoke cloud to shield

	her,shestartedtobecomeacutelyawareofMalfoy.Ofhowclosehewasto her, and the way he smelled. Earth. Smoke. Spearmint. Fresh parchment.

	Sheneededadistraction.Now.

	 

	
"Doyougetinjuredonthefieldalot?"shefoundherselfasking,wasn'tsurewhy.

	She heard him snort, saw a wave of grey smoke come billowing out of his mouthoutthecornerofhereye."It'snotsomethingImakeahabitof,no.”

	Hermionenodded.Her footresumedits tappingonthegravel.

	Seeing through her pathetic need for a distraction, Malfoy continued. "I've nothadaninjuryonthebattlefieldforalongtime,especiallywhenI'mwith my dragon.” He paused to take another drag. He only held it in for a second before he spoke again. "She always protects me and I'm usually quick enough to cast shields or deflect those nasty bullets your muggle friendsuse.”

	Hermionenoddedagainandfoundherselfshufflingalittleclosertohim, trying to inhale sneaky pockets of second-hand smoke.

	"Themissionwasgoingverywell,”hewenton,"butIknewsomethingwas wrong the second I looked at those soldiers. The guns were different, the

	bulletsevenmoreso.NomatterwhatcharmIcast,theyrefusedtobe

	manipulated.TheyjustcamebarrellingtowardsusandtherewasnothingI could do to stop them.”

	AthoughtsuddenlystruckHermione.Shetwistedtofacehim,liftedher legs onto the bench, and crossed them before she asked, "How were the guns different?"

	Malfoyquirkedabrowwhenhenoticedherchangeinposture,andhow closeshewassittingtohim.Herbentkneewasalmosttouchinghiship. "Theywerelarger,andseemedtobemadeofadifferenttypeofmetal.”

	Hermionenodded.Shesubconsciouslybitherliptokeepfromsayingmore, although she instantly released it, Malfoy noticed, and seemed to catch on that she was holding something back. She could almost see the gears

	turninginhishead,andhislipstwitchedwhenherealised.“Thebulletsand guns were charmed.”

	 

	
Hermionesaidnothing,shedidn'tneedto.Thebewilderedlookonhisface was reward enough on its own.

	Hiseyesflickeredashestaredather."Itakeitthatitwasyourhandywork?"

	Hermionefoughttokeepthegrinoffherface."JustsomethingIwas working on before you snatched me away.”

	Hecarriedonlooking atherfor afewmoremoments,almostlikehe

	couldn't stop himself, and then he laughed.Areal, authentic laugh; quiet and breathy. One that made his eyes crinkle at the sides and a little flush colourhischeeks."Ifthatisn'tkarma,Idon'tknowwhatis."Heshookhis

	head,stilllaughing."Myfirstseriousinjuryonthebattlefieldinalmosttwo years, and it was somehowyourdoing.”

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutchucklewithhim,evenifitwasonlyforafewseconds.

	"Fuckme-evenlockedawayandheldhostage,youstillmanagetobea paininthearseonthebattlefield.Howisthatevenpossible,Granger?"

	BeforeHermionecouldanswer,ahuffingsoundcaughtherattention.The

	noisecamefromthedragon.Shehadoneeyeopen,andwasgrowlingwhile Quinzel started to replenish the grass she'd dug up with her landing,

	mutteringandstomping hertinyfeet whilesheworked.

	"Yourdragonreallyisbeautiful,”Hermionefoundherselfadmitting."I've never really taken the time to look at her before. I suppose it's harder to

	trulyappreciatehowbeautifulsomethingiswhenyou'reterrifiedofit.”

	Malfoydidn'tsayanything,justrestedhisarmacrossthebackofthebench and twisted back to face his dragon.

	"Imustadmit,I'membarrassedtosayIdon'tknowmuchaboutdragons.” "Somethingyoudon't know?" Malfoy asked sarcastically. "There's a

	sentenceIneverthoughtI'dhear.”

	 

	
"Whatbreedisshe?"

	"ScandinavianFirehorn.She'sthelastone,asfarasI'maware,"hesaid,and his eyes softened fondly as he looked at his dragon. "They were a deadly

	race, which is why the Vikings bred and raised them.Astonishingly fast. Almostindestructibleoncethey'refullygrown.Theywereconsideredtobe themostintelligentofalldragonspecies.”Hisvoicewassolowandsoftas he spoke about her, much gentler than Hermione had ever heard it.

	Althoughshewasdyingtoaskhimquestions,dyingtodiphertoeinand learn, she resisted. She didn't want to interrupt him.

	"They're a very stubborn species, so stubborn that it almost led to their extinction.”Thebutthe'dbeennursingfinallyexpired,andhecrushedit

	under his boot before he continued. "When they hatch, they pair themselves with a single rider for life.As I said, they were bred from Vikings.All they knowisstrengthandpower,they'redrawntoit.Sonaturally,theyonlywant to pair themselves with the strongest warriors.”

	Hermionenoddedthoughtfully."Thatmakessense,it'slikeasurvival instinct. Natural selection. Strength attracts strength.”

	Malfoynodded."Exactly.However,whentheycan'tfindthestrength

	they'relookingfor,theeggsgodormant.Heregghadbeeninmyfamilyfor aroundfourhundredyears.Everyonethoughtithaddiedlongago,soitsort of became a family heirloom.” He started to twist one of the silver rings he wore,theonewiththeMalfoyfamilycrestonhisindexfinger."Mymother always insisted the egg was still alive, just sleeping, waiting for the right warrior to pair with.” He chuckled quietly. “She used to tell me bedtime

	storieseverynightaboutdragonsandflying.Fatherhatedit,ofcourse.Said she was filling my head with nonsense and fairy tales and distracting me

	from school.” He changed rings, alternated to twisting the smallest one on his pinkie finger. "She would never let me touch the egg though.Always insisted that I leave it alone. She even put it on the highest shelf in the manorsoIcouldn'tgettoit.Justbeforeshepassed,shetoldmeitwastime and that I was ready.”

	 

	
Malfoypaused,andtiltedhisheadtolookatHermione.Whenhesawthat she was still listening with fascination probably burning in her eyes, he carried on.

	“So, after they ...died, I went straight to the egg.As soon as I touched it - I feltmymagicseepintoit.Itwaslikeshewastestingme,checkingtoseeif I was strong enough. Seconds later, she hatched.”

	Hermione didn't know how to respond to that, so she didn't. She just watchedasthedragonslowlysettleddowntosleepagain,herthoughts

	filledwithablueeyedchildfranticallystretchingtosnatchadragonegg that was just out of his reach.

	Asthesecondstickedby,heragitationstarttosparkbacktolife.She clenched her hands into fists and began tapping her foot again.

	Malfoystirredbesideher,andwhenshelookedathim,hewasholding another cigarette out towards her, already lit.

	Shemovedtosnatchit,butbeforeherfingersfoundtheirpurchase,he pulled his hand away and held the cigarette just out of her reach.

	"I'llgiveyouthis,"hesaidslowly,eyesonhers.Hisvoicewassoftand velvety, it gave her goose bumps. "If you answer one question.”

	Hermionewasalltooquicktoanswer."Shoot." "Why did you save me?"

	Herexpressiontwistedintosomethingnastywithoutherpermission,itwas probablyareflexatthispoint."It'snotlikeIhadachoice,"shespat,alittle harsher than she meant to. "If I would have let you die, then I would have died too.”

	Malfoystaredatherforafewmoments,andHermionefoundherselfunable to look away.Although his eyes were mostly grey, a small sliver of that

	oceanbluewasclingingaroundtheedges.Itwasonlyasmallthing,

	somethingshemight havemissed ifsheweren't lookingat himsoclosely.

	 

	
Malfoyrolledhis tongueontheinsideof hischeek,then drewadeep

	breath.Heclosedhiseyes,andwhenheopenedthemagainsecondslater, the tiny glint of blue was gone. His Occlumency walls were high andsecure.

	Hewordlesslyhandedherthecigarette,despiteheranswerclearlynotbeing the one he wanted, then leaned back on the bench, as far away as the small space allowed, and stared at his dragon.

	"Ithoughtaboutit,aboutlettingyoudie.”Hermionewasn'tsureifitwasa lie or the truth at this point. "There was a second when you were lying

	there,bleedingoutandsofuckingclosetodeath,thatIrealisedIcould.I could have just stepped back and let it happen.”

	ShewatchedMalfoyclenchhisjaw.

	"It'snotasthoughyoudon'tdeserveit.You'veearnedadeathlikethata thousand times over.”

	Malfoytwistedhisringangrily,butdidn'tsayaword.

	"ButthenIrealisedIcouldn't.Icouldn'tletyoudielikethat.Andwhen Black Shadow-"

	Malfoysharplyturnedhisheadtolookatherfromoverhisshoulder. "What's a Black Shadow?"

	"That's the name the Order gave your dragon," she clarified, figuring it wasn'tdamagingtorevealthattinyfacetofinformation."BlackShadow.”

	SomethingflashedbehindMalfoy'seyesagain,someminusculeemotion that Hermione couldn't place burned around the edges before it quickly diminished. He looked back toward the beast in question, and his

	expressionabruptlygrewclosedoff.Hedrewadeepbreath,thensighed, "It's Narcissa.”

	Hermione'schesttightened."Whatdidyoujustsay?"

	 

	
"Hername."Malfoyjuttedhischintowardthesleepingbeast."Mydragon's name is Narcissa.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2ndMarch

	Anoise jolted Hermione out of her trance.Astrange, gargling noise, like someone was choking or drowning. She whirled around, still holding a steamingcupofteainherhand,andscannedthedarkhallwaybehindher.

	Therewasverylittlelightatthistimeofnight.Orwasittheearlyhoursof the morning? She had no way of knowing really, the walls were empty ofclocks.

	Hermione strained her eyes, trying to use the streaks of silver moonlight seeping through the gaps in the curtains to catch the outline of someone stalkingbehindher,buttherewasnoonethere.Asfarasshecouldtell,she was alone.

	Thehallwaywasquietforseverallongminutes,andeverymusclein

	Hermione's body tensed as she listened for the foreign noise. She was just abouttogiveupandreturntoherroom-likeshe'dbeenintendingto-when she heard it again. It was louder the second time, more frantic and

	wheezing,likethesubjectwasstrugglingtobreathe.

	Hermione'sinstinctsscreamedathertoturnaround,sprintbacktoherroom and lock the door behind her. There was a little safety in her cage. The

	personthatwasmakingthatstrangenoisecouldn'tattackherbysurprise.At least she'd be able to see them coming.

	Shethought aboutit, shereally did.For aboutthreeseconds.

	 

	
Thenshesethermugdownonanearbywindowledge,andquietlywalked towards the sound.

	It led her to a small washroom on the ground floor of the estate. She supposeditwassmallincomparisontotheothersinthemanor;Hermione assumed it was a guest bathroom that'd been used for gala's and events

	whenMalfoy'smotherusedtoentertain.

	Despiteitssmallersize, itwasno lessgrand.Itstill hadthesamewildly

	expensive-looking furnishings, the taps were sterling silver and polished to perfectionjustlikeeverythingelseontheestate,andthesameblackmarble tiles lined the floor and walls.

	AsHermionepeeredaroundthecornerandintothesmall-ishwashroom, she saw a mess of blonde hair crouched over the toilet.

	AstoriawasonherhandsandkneesandhadherbackfacingHermione.Her fingers were curled around the base of the toilet while she vomited into the bowl. Zabini crouched protectively behind her, one of his hands rubbing

	circlesintoherbackwhiletheotherfistedherhairtokeptitoutofherface. Astoria's spine curled as another gargled wretch was torn from her throat.

	"It's alright darling." Zabini's caresses moved to his wife's shoulders, offeringreassuringsqueezeswhileshejerkedandvomited."It'salright. Breathe darling.Breathe.”

	Astoriasuckedinadesperatebreathandstartedtochoke.Shesounded

	breathless, like she couldn't pull air into her lungs no matter how hard she tried.Whenhershouldersshookviolently,Zabiniswiftlyremovedhisdeep emerald tailored jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.

	Hermione watched, fascinated - again - as Zabini fussed overAstoria. He was so delicate with her, every touch was tentative and gentle, like the slightestpressuremightshatterhisbelovedwife.Hisexpressionhardened

	whenAstoriastartedtoheaveagain.Hismouthtwisteddownatthecorners, and he winced when she started to whimper in pain.

	 

	
WhenAstoria was done, she leaned back and Zabini was all too quick to gatherherupinhisarms.HeleanedonthewallfacingthedoorHermione was watching from and draggedAstoria with him. He pulled her tightly againsthischest,onehandcradledhersmallfacewhiletheotherwrapped around her waist and hugged her tighter still. He placed kiss after kiss

	againstherclammyforehead,whisperingpromisesandaffectionthat Hermione couldn't quite hear asAstoria shook against him.

	Astoriatwistedtofacethedoorway,allowingHermionetoseethemesson her face.Astoria's chin and jaw were covered in blood; thick, striking

	crimsonthatpooledaroundtheedgesofhermouth,anddrippeddownher chin and across her jaw.

	Astoriawasn't justvomiting. Shewasvomiting blood.Alot ofit.

	Hermione started to retreat, meaning to give the couple some much-needed privacy,butonthesecondstep,shefoundaloosefloorboard,anditcreaked loudly under her weight.

	AstoriaandZabini'seyessnappedup.ThesecondtheylockedonHermione

	-whentheyrealisedwhatshemusthaveseen-Zabinilurchedtohisfeet, pure murder on his face and fury blazing in his brown eyes.

	Hermioneran.Shebarelymadeittotheothersideofthehallwaybefore Zabini caught her.

	Hegrabbedhershoulderinapunishinggrip,flippedheraroundtofacehim, and threw her against the wall. One of his hands pinned her there while the other reached for his wand.

	HermionepoundedherfistsagainstZabini'sarmsasshefoughttofree

	herself.Hejoltedheragain,smackingherheadagainstthewallbehindher so hard a buzzing formed between her ears and the room swam out of

	focus.

	Shewasfaintlyawareofasetofscreamsthatweren'thers,ofheels

	clatteringagainstthewoodenfloor,andfranticpleastoputHermionedown

	-butshecouldn'thear themoverthepoundingof bloodinherears.She

	 

	
knewZabiniwassnarlinginfrontofher,knewhiseyesglowed,furiousbutfrantic, as he pinned her against the wall - but she was dizzy and her head was swimming, so she struggled to focus on it.

	Shefeltsomethingthinandpointedpressagainstherforehead,right

	betweenhereyes,butbeforeZabinicouldutterwhateverincantationhe'd thought to punish her with, something stopped him.

	ThesolidgripthatpinnedHermionetothewalldidn'tdiminishbutthe room slowly started to come back into focus, and so did the voices.

	"Blaise!”Astoriascreamed.AsHermione'svisioncleared,shecouldsee that the blonde was trying to wedge herself between Hermione and her

	husband,andherhandswerehighintheair,tryingtosnatchhiswandaway. "Leave her alone!"

	"She'sseentoomuch,Tori,”Zabinisnarled,digginghiswandalittleharder against Hermione's skin. "She can't remember this!"

	HermionefeltatinglingsensationwhereZabini'swandmetherskin, evidence of magic gathering.Aspell was forming -

	"Oblivi-"

	"NO!”Astoriajumped,andmanagedtograbZabini'swand.Shefought with him to lower it. "No, don’t hurt her!You don't need to do that!"

	"Yes, I do," Zabini argued.Although his arms were tense and straining, Hermione got the impression his wife's strength was nothing compared to hisown.Hewastryingtoappeaseher,probablydidn'twanttowrestleher awayandriskhurtingheralreadyfragileframe."Anyonecouldsearchher mind.The Dark Lord, Rodolphus,Barty!If she shows them what she justsaw-"

	"Shewon't!"Astoriapleaded,hervoicehighandfrantic."Iknowshewon't!

	Ifsheunderstandstheconsequences,she'lllockitawayastightlyasher other memories!"

	 

	
ZabinibroughthiswandbacktowardHermione'stemples."Ican'ttakethat risk. She's a Mudblood, she can't be trusted!"

	"Yes,shecan!"Astoriajumpedagain,curledherhandsaroundher

	husband'sbicep,andusedherbodyweighttodraghisarmdownandaway from Hermione's forehead. "Just let me explain it to her!"

	Zabinitookadeepbreaththroughhisnose.Hisnostrilsflaredashestared down at his wife.

	"Please,"Astoriaaddedsoftly.Shecuppedhisfacebetweenbothherhands, andstrokedherthumbsacrosshischeekbones."Please,letmespeaktoher. If she knows what's going on, she won't show anyone. She will keep our secret, I know she will.”

	Zabini'seyesflitteredbacktoHermione.Shebracedherselfforapunch,a hex, a spell, anything. To her surprise, he released her.

	"Meetusinthesmallsittingroominthirtyminutes,theoneoppositethe drawing-room."Zabiniturnedandstartedguidinghiswifeaway."Itrust you know the way?"

	Hedidn'twait foraresponse.

	Halfanhourlater,Hermionestoodinthedoorwaytothe'small'sitting room, her heart swelling as she watched Zabini fuss over his wife.

	Astoriasatinthecornerofadarkleathersofathatoccupiedmostofthe

	room, as close to the roaring fireplace as she could without getting burned. The embers exaggerated the deep hollow rings under her eyes and the very sharpangleofhercheek.Ifanything,theymadeAstorialookmoredelicate,fragile.

	AlthoughAstoriawasclosetothewarmthandwearingathickrobe,Zabini wrapped blanket after blanket around her, clearly not taking any chances.

	He threw one around her shoulders, tucked another underneath her thighs like she was a child, and when he tried to wrap another - even fluffier - throwaroundhershoulders,Astoriaswattedhimawaywithanirritatedlook

	 

	
onherface.HerexpressionrelaxedwhenshenoticedHermioneinthe

	entrance, and she smiled sweetly while Zabini passed her a steaming mug. Astoriasniffedthemug,thenscrewedherfaceupindisgust."What'sthis?" "It's herbal tea," he answered softly. "It has-"

	Astoriaraisedherhandtosilencehim;herringsparkledasitcaughtthe

	lightofthefire.Whyhadn'tHermioneevernoticedthatthebandlookedtoo big for her finger? She was sure it didn't look like that days ago.

	"Takeitaway,"Astoriabit,pushingtheoffendingmugbackintoher

	husband'shands."Anddon'treturnuntilyou'vebroughtmeandHermione something proper to drink.”

	ZabinistareddownatAstoriaforafewseconds.Hepressedhislipsintoa tight line, sighed, and then nodded.

	Hermionesteppedintotheroom,butasshepassedZabinionhisexit,he grabbed her arm and pinned her in place.

	Heleereddownather,nostrilsflaringandeyesburning."Makenomistake Mudblood,ifyousomuchasutterawordaboutthistoanyonewhodoesn't live in this house, I will end you.”

	Hermione'sbreathcaughtashishandtightenedaroundherarm.

	"Mywifemeansmoretomethananything.Sheismylife,myveryreason forexisting.Ifyoudoanything,anythingatallthatmaycauseherharmor riskexposinghercondition,Iwillkillyou.”Heleanedinanddughisnails into her skin, elaborating his threat. "I do not care that the Dark Lord has

	deemedyouvaluable.Ifyoubetrayhertrust,ifanythinghappenstoher,I will torture you in ways even the devil couldn't imagine.”

	Hermioneswallowednervously. "Do you understand?"

	 

	
"Yes,"sheansweredquickly.WhenZabinireleasedherandstalkedoutof the room, she released a long, shaky breath.

	Astoriasmiledandpatted theemptyspaceon thesofabesideher.

	Hermionehesitated,butwhenAstoriapeeledbackoneoftheblanketsand shuffled to make more room, she found herself moving.

	Astoria draped the blanket over Hermione's knees the moment she was seated."It'sfunny,isn'tit?"theblondeaskedquietly,staringatthedoorway her husband had disappeared in. "How a Gold Mask, one of Voldemort's most lethal killers, could be bossed around by someone as small and

	breakableasme?"

	HermionefoundherselfsmilingbackatAstoria,shecouldn'thelpit.Astoria just seemed to have that effect on everyone, her warmth always seemed to melt the cold and hostility of anyone around her. "He adores you.”

	Astoria'seyestravelleddowntoherhands,andshepickedathernailswhile she spoke. "I feel awful really that he has to put up with me, that he has to clean up my messes and take care of me the way he does. Of course, he

	doesitwithoutcomplaint.He'sbeencleaningupmesseshiswholelife,I think it's just second nature to him now.”

	Hermione'sbrowfurrowed."Whatdoyoumean?"

	Astorialookedup."Doyou knowmuchabouttheZabinifamily?"

	Before Hermione could answer, Zabini returned with a bottle of red wine and two glasses. He unscrewed the cork, then set the glasses and bottle downonthecoffeetable,makingsuretheonewiththecrackatthebottom was in front of Hermione.

	Zabini didn't leave immediately. He shuffled his weight on either foot, straightenedthealreadyperfectlysymmetricalpicturesonthewalls,and fidgeted with the trinkets that were laid above the fireplace.

	Astoriaremainedsilent,watchinghimwithnarrowedeyes.

	 

	
WhenZabinirealisedAstoriawasn'tgoingtospeakuntilheleft,hehuffed, placed a lingering kiss on her forehead, and slowly exited the room.

	Astoriarolledhereyes,andrepairedthecrackinHermione'swineglass with a simple flick of her wand. "You'll need to excuse him. He was

	broughtuptodetestMuggleborns-"

	"Andyouweren't?"Hermionecut in,unabletostopherself.

	AstoriacarefullyfilledbothglassesandhandedonetoHermione,taking two long, healthy sips of her own before she said, "Blaise had a....

	complicatedupbringing.Hisfatherdiedwhenhewasveryyoung,andhis mother was an incredibly beautiful woman who ... married well. Seven times, to be exact.”

	Hermionestayedquiet,watchingAstoriafromoverthetopofherglass

	whileshetookthefirstsipofherwine.Ittastedfantastic;fruityandearthy. She could tell straight away that it must have been expensive.

	"Inpublic,sheadoredallherhusbands,dotedonthemandgavethemall much more affection than she ever did Blaise. In private, well, no one

	besidesBlaisereallyknows-andhewon'ttalkaboutit.But,theonething everyone does know, is that each of her husbands died suddenly and in

	strangecircumstances.”

	Hermionetookanothersip."Youdon'tthinkshe...?"

	"Therewasneveranyevidenceoffoulplay,buttheywereallchildlessand incessantly wealthy, and his mother inherited every sickle after their

	deaths.”

	HermionewonderedwhyAstoriawastellingheranyofthis,whyshefeltit important to reveal all these incredibly personal details of her husband's

	life.

	"Yousee,"Astoriacontinued,shufflingclosertoHermioneandrestingher freearmacrossthebackofthesofa,"Blaisewasbroughtuptobelievethat blood is power. His mother married those wizards because of their blood

	 

	
statusandtherewardstheirbloodcouldgrantherupontheirdeath.Hewas taught that blood doesn't just establish status, he was taught that bloodis

	currency,andworthathousandtimesitsweightingold.Hethoughtthatthe purer ones blood, the healthier they were, and therefore purer bloodlines were simply better and superior to others. He honestly believed that

	Muggleborn's blood was actually dirty and that it made them weak. It's why myconditionaffectshimso,becauseforalongtime,hecouldn'tunderstandit.”

	Hermionesippedherwine,needingtodosomethingtostopherfrom reaching out and comforting the witch beside her.

	"Itdoesn'tmatterthatmyfamilyisoneofthesacredtwenty-eightandthat my blood is astonishingly 'pure'. None of that matters, I'm still ill. No

	amountofgoldorbloodpuritywillchangewhat'swrongwithme.Hecan't fix me, and it kills him.”Astoria's eyes glistened as she spoke. Her voice

	grewhoarse,Hermionethoughtshemightbewillingherselfnottocry."I haveabloodcurse,"shecontinued."It'shereditaryandincurable.There's nothing to be done about it.”

	Alumpformed inHermione's throat.Aknottwisted inherchest.

	"Iprobablywon'tmakeittofifty-andthat'sfine,"Astoriaaddedquickly. "I've made my peace with it, sort of.”

	Howwasthisfair?Howwasanyofthisfair?Astoriahadn'tdoneanything wrong.Shehadn'tkilledanyone.Shelookedasthoughshewouldn'thurta fly.Howwasitthatsomeonesosweetandkindwasdestinedtosufferthis way, yet someone like Voldemort, who wanted nothing but death and

	crueltyandsufferingofothers,wasallowedtolivewithoutaliment?

	"But it's the reason all the boys fuss and hover around me.Why they treat me like I'm made of glass.”Astoria paused to take a sip of her wine, and waited patiently for Hermione to do the same, as if Hermione needed the comfortasmuchasshedid."BlaiseandIhavebeenresearchingforyears, and there are potions that help mask my symptoms.”

	 

	
Everything started to click into place for Hermione. The potions storage buildingthatZabiniandAstoriaseemedtospendhoursandhoursin.The strange smelling elixirs they brewed daily that Hermione couldn't quite

	place.

	MrsZabini'sspecialpotions',Romyhadsaid.

	"Ihavegooddaysandbaddays,"Astoriacontinuedinaquietvoice."Today was a particularly bad one. Most of the time you wouldn't know anything is wrong with me, but when my condition flares up, it makes me weak.

	Honestly,somedaysIstruggletogetoutofbed,butIalwaysinsiston

	goingforawalkoutside.Daphnealwaysusedtosaythebestmedicinewas a walk and fresh air, and sometimes I think she was right.”

	The way the men escortedAstoria around the estate daily, always holding onto her so tightly, like she might shatter if she were to fall. The way Malfoyalwaysinsistedonhelpingherupfromherchairortakingherhand as he led her up a flight of stairs. They were doing these things because Astoria was weak - because she wasdying.

	AstorialeanedforwardandcaughtHermione'shand."Butplease,please Hermione, you can't tell or share this with anyone."

	Hermioneopenedhermouthtorespond,tosoothe,toofferreassurance,but she couldn't speak. Her throat was too tight, the lump there too large to

	forceanywordsout.

	"IftheDarkLordfindsoutaboutmycondition,he'llkillme.”Astoria squeezed Hermione's hand tightly, pleading. "He values vitality and

	strength above all else. My condition is everything he despises. He'll think that I'm tainted, that I'mpoisonous."Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes."He'llkillmeandBlaiserightonthespot.ProbablytortureTheodore and Draco too for helping keep it a secret.”

	"I...Iwon'tsayanything,"Hermionebreathed,hervoicewasthickand quiet.Shefeltherchesttightenpainfullyasshestaredintotheblonde's eyes. "I promise, I won't say a word.”

	 

	
Astoria'ssmilereturned.Sheclosedhereyes,relieved."Thankyou.IknewI could trust you.”

	Hermione'smindstartedtorace,workingbackwardsoneverythingshe

	knew about blood curses, hereditary conditions that caused blood loss and debilitationassevereasAstoria's,andcameupblank.Shecouldn'trecalla single herb that might sootheAstoria's pain, or a spell that could ease her symptoms further. It made Hermione feel more useless than she had in

	years.

	"I'm...I'msosorryAstoria,"Hermionewhispered."I...don'tknowwhattosay.”

	Astoria wiped her face with the back of her hand. "You don't have to say anything.Imademypeacewithitalongtimeago,buttheboys...theystill struggle.After what happened to Daphne, Draco swore he would do

	everythinghecouldtoprotectme,toprotectusall.We'remorethanjusta group of friends that live together, we're a family.”

	Stillunabletofindthewords,Hermioneshowedhersympathytheonlyway she could think of. She kept her hand tightly clasped aroundAstoria's and offered small, reassuring squeezes as fresh tears began to gather inAstoria'seyes.

	"I know Draco has done awful things since the start of the war,"Astoria saidquietly."He'ssacrificedsomuchforus.Hethinkshe'sdamnedhimself straight to hell and that he doesn't have a soul anymore, but I don't believe that. Everything he's done has been to protect us. He lost one family, he

	refuses to lose another."Astoria closed her eyes and her hand tightened aroundHermione's,shereleasedaslowandshakybreath,andwhenshe

	lookedatHermioneagain,herexpressionwasnothingshortofheartbroken. "He may be a demon by name, but I refuse to believe that a man who tore off his wings, only to use them as a shield to protect his family, could ever truly be soulless.”

	 

	
AWeasley,notaPotter

	 

	4thMarch

	 

	"Weneedtofindher!"

	"Wewill,”Kingsleysighed."Potter,Ipromisewewill.Itwon'tbemuchlonger-"

	"It'sbeenmonths!"Harryshouted."Weshouldhavefoundherbynow!"

	"Iknow,”Kingsleysighedagain,tryingtomaskhisgrowingirritation. "Please, calm down.”

	But Harry was not in the mood to cam down. He wasseething. "We've wastedtoomuchtime!Ifshe'salive,Voldemortwouldhaveusedherdraw me out by now!"

	"I'msureshe'sstillalive.”

	"How?"Harryshouted. "Howcould youpossiblybesureofthat?"

	"Becauseshe'stoovaluabletokill,”Kingsleyansweredsimply.Histone was cold and detached, as if he were talking about an obscure item or a missing wand and not a person. Not Harry's best friend.

	"Doyou thinkso?"

	Kingsley nodded once. "They'd be fools to kill her, and they know that. Make no mistake, they've probably tortured her in every way possible,” KingsleycarriedondespiteHarry'swince."ButIhaveeveryconfidence that she's alive.”

	Therewasalong,strainedsilencebetweenthem.Harryknewitwassillyto get upset. He knew that Kingsley could be trusted, and that he was doing everything he could, but he couldn't help it. He was angry and on edge.

	 

	
Althoughhislifehadnevergonethewayhe'dexpecteditto,healwaysfelt in control.Always had an unwavering belief that everything would be

	alright,andthat goodwouldprevail intheend.

	ButsinceHermionehadbeentaken,he'dfeltlostandfrayed.Asthoughhis life was a tight, closely-knit ball and her capture had pulled a thread and caused everything to unravel. It felt a lot like in his fifth year at Hogwarts, when he'd been alone, terrified and plagued with scathing voices that told

	himhewas uselesswhiletheworld wentto shitaroundhim.

	Ifhedidn'thaveGinnyorhischildren,hesworehewouldhavelosthis sanity by now.

	"WeneedtofindherKingsley,"Harrysaid."Shecan'tbeaprisonerfor them any longer- she just can't."

	"We'redoingeverythingwecantogetherback-"

	"WE'RENOTDOINGENOUGH!"HarrystartedtopaceKingsleyoffice. He kicked a nearby chair and sent it careening into the wall. "I should be out there right now!"

	"Icanassureyou,IamdoingeverythingIcan.Grangerisimperativetoour victory, we've lost countless soldiers since her capture, and we cannot afford to lose an asset as lethal-"

	Harrystoppedhispacingandglaredathissuperior."Don'tdothat!" Aline appeared between Shacklebolt's brows. "Do what?"

	"Talkaboutherlikeallsheisisasoldier!She'saperson!She'smybest

	friend,andweneedtogetherback!"Hetookthisfreshwaveofrageouton a cupboard, leaving a boot sized dent in the oak.

	Kingsleytensedinhischair."Potter,Iwon'ttellyouagain-calmdown.We sent scouts out this morning to round up hostages that we can interrogate-"

	AglintappearedinHarry'seyes."Whendidtheyleave?Wherearethey?! I'll go help-"

	 

	
Kingsleyraisedhishandsharply,palmfacingHarryandsquishinghishope as quickly as it had sprung to life. "I'm still waiting for a report. Our scouts often don't come back at all, or only pieces of them do," he said, calm and composed, as he always was. "We need to proceed with caution.”

	Harrygroundhisteethtogether."Howlong?" "How long what?"

	"Howlonghavetheybeengone?"Harrybit,hishandsclenchedintofistsat his sides.

	Kingsleydrewadeepbreath,considering.Itfeltlikealifetimebeforehe released it and finally answered, "We're approaching sixteen hours.”

	Harry'sstomachdropped,dreadwashedoverhimlikeatidalwave."Who?" he asked, and when Kingsley didn't answer, Harry's voice grew borderline venomous. "Who. Went. On. The. Mission?"

	"Weasley,Finnigan,Boot,andMoon.”

	Harryfeltlikethefloorhadvanishedbeneathhim.Hefeltsick,dizzy.Ron had gone on a mission. He'd goneoutside.

	Rondidn'tgoonmissionsanymore.He'dhardlyleftthebasesinceBill's

	death,notthatHarryblamedhim.Fred'sdeathhadsplinteredsomethingin Ron, and then seeing Bill torn to pieces from a dark curse Bellatrix had cast, right in front of him - well, it had finished thejob. It had cracked him open and let everything that madeRon -Ron,pour out of him until hewas empty.Ashell. He hadn't been the same since. He was terrified of

	everything,everyloudbangandscreamofwindlefthimonedgeand picking at the skin around his nails until it was bleeding and raw.

	IfRonhadgoneoutsidewillingly,thenhemusthavebeenjustasmindless with fear for Hermione's safety as Harry was.

	Harryswallowedthelumpinhisthroat."Haveyouheardanythingfrom them since they left?"

	 

	
"Unfortunatelynot,"Kingsleyansweredalltooquickly."Butradiosilence was encouraged on this mission. We didn't want to risk the opposition

	interceptinganyofourtransmissionsandexposingus.”

	Sixteenhoursonamissionoutsideofthebase.Itwasfar,fartoolong.They should have been back by now.

	Harryshouldhavebeenwiththem.Whatgoodwasbeingthe'ChosenOne' if he never left the base, if he just stayed back and let everyone else take

	riskswhileheremainedsafelybehindthewardsandprotectionbarriers

	they'dsetup?Heshouldbeleadingthemissions,awandinonehandanda rifle in the other, just like everyone else!

	Harry couldn't stand still. Couldn't stay within these concrete walls any longer.Heneededtobeoutthere,sidebysidewithRonandlookingforHermione.

	Harry whirled around and stormed towards the exit, but before he could reachthedoors,theyflewclosed,andasetofmetalchainsappearedand

	wrappedthemselvesaroundthebrasshandleslikeapairofsnakes,sealing himinside.HespuntofaceKingsley.Hisexpressiontwistedwiththerage he felt clawing at his chest. "You think that will stop me?!"

	"I'm afraid I can't allow you to go out on the field Harry," Kingsley said calmly,eyeingHarryfromoverhisdesk."You'retoovaluable.Youcan't leave this base."

	"ButweneedtogetHermioneback-"

	"No,whatweneedistokeepyousafe.”Kingsleysighedandpinchedthe bridge of his nose. "I understand your urgency to rescue Grang-"

	"Hermione,"Harrycorrectedinasnarl.

	"Myapologies,"Kingsleycorrectedhimself,eventhoughhelookedvery

	reluctanttodoso."IunderstandyoururgencytorescueHermione,butyou

	areourpriority.”

	 

	
"I can't just sit here and watch anymore!" Harry loosened the collar of his shirt as he felt that almost forgotten bite of anger claw higher through his body.Hehadn'tfeltthisangryinyears,couldn'trememberatimehe'dtruly wanted to lash out and hit something. "Hermione was captured because of me! If I was on the field, she would have had more support!" He started

	pacingagain,andwhenapieceoffurnituredaredtocrosshispath,he kicked it viciously. "If I was on the field, things might have gone

	differently-"

	"Or they might have gone worse," Kingsley interrupted. He gestured for Harrytotaketheseat ontheothersideof hisdesk whenhecaughthiseye.

	Harrypretendedhehadn'tseenandcarriedonpacing."Ifyouwereonthe

	field,youmighthavebeencapturedaswell,andthenwherewouldwebe?" "You don't know that!"

	"Yes,Ido,"Kingsleysaid.DespiteHarry'srudeness,histonewasjustas

	soft and calming as it had been when Harry had barged into his officeafew minutesearlier."Believeitornot,Iwaschosentobetheleaderofthisforce after Dumbledore's death for a reason. I know you don't always think so,

	butIknowwhatIamdoingHarry.Justbepatient,Ihavefaiththiswillall work out.”

	Harrykickedtheswivelchairontheothersideofthedesk.Ithurthisfoot, but rather than yelp in pain, he continued marching the circle he'd created.

	"Hermione was vital to morale. She was -is-" Kingsley corrected when Harry'slipstartedtocurlwithanger,"ourchiefstrategistandmostlethal

	general.Wehaven'twonasinglebattlesincehercapture,andI'mafraidthe rest of the soldiers are losing confidence. Her capture has left ripples

	throughouttheranks,andnoonefeelsmuchlikefightingwhentheythink wedon'thaveachanceofwinning.IfweweretoloseyouaswellHarry,I fear our troops' spirit will be snuffed out for good.”

	Harryslumpeddownintooneofthechairshe'dabused.Hedroppedhis

	faceintohishands,feelinghisangerstarttodiminish,onlytobereplaced by that dreaded sense of failure. That hollow, cold, heavy feeling in his

	chestthatalwaysmadehimwanttocurlintoaballandscream."Ijustfeel

	 

	
so.      guilty,"Harrysaid,voicemuffledintohishands."IfeellikeI'vefailed

	her.”

	Kingsleydidn't respond, probably knew hedidn't need to. Heknew Harry wellenoughtoknowthatifhekepthismouthshut,Harrywouldcontinue without prompt, sometimes he couldn't help it.

	"Hermionewasalwaysthereforus,”hewhispered.Hefeltbroken,likea piece of himself had been snatched away, a piece he didn't realise was so importanttohimuntilitwasgone."Shealwaysknewexactlywhattodo. Always had a hundred contingency plans to get us out of any trouble we might find ourselves in before we'd even found it.”

	Kingsleystartedtotaphisfingersonhisdesk.

	"Shewasalwaysthereforme.Always.”Harry'sentirebodytrembledashe forced himself to sit up straight so he could look Kingsley in the eyes. He needed Kingsley to understand, if he could just see how important

	Hermione was, he might let him to go and help search for her. "She was alwaysreadytohelpanddowhateverwasnecessary,sacrificedwhatever sheneededtosacrificeforthegreatergood.”Harrycouldn'thelptheway

	hisvoicebroke."Imean,fuck-sheObliviatedherparents,heronlyfamily, so she could come and help me look for Horcruxes.”

	Kingsley's stare was as empty as his eyes. He showed no signs of concern forHarry'sdistress,orthatheagreedthatHermionewaskindandbrave.In fact, if their eyes weren't connected, Harry wouldn't have believed that Kingsley was listening to him at all.

	"Shedoeseverythingforeveryoneelse,"Harrysaid,"sheneverasksfor anythinginreturn,andnowshe'soutthere,allaloneandthinkingwe've

	abandonedher.Godknowswhatthey'redoingtoher,andI'mjustsathere-" Asharp knock at the door interrupted Harry.

	Kingsleyraisedhiswandtowardthedoor,lookingatHarrysternly."ItrustI don't have to worry about you running off into battle as soon as I banish

	thesechains?"

	 

	
Harrystaredathimforalittlewhile,buteventuallynodded.

	WithawaveofKingsley'swand,thechainsevaporatedintoathinsheenof smoke. When the door creaked open, a small girl with bright red hair and twinkling green eyes came bounding into the office.

	"Daaaaaaaddy!"thefive-year-oldsquealedasshejumpedontoHarry'slap and wrapped her arms around his neck. "Found auntie Mione yet?"

	"Not yet darling," Harry wheezed as his daughter's death grip began to cut offhisair.Forsomethingsosmallandprecious,shewasfreakishlystrong- a trait she'd undeniably inherited from her mother. "We're working on it.”

	Roseloosenedhergripandleanedbacktostareatherfather,hergreeneyes burning with questions. "Why not?" she demanded. Harry intended to

	respond, but his daughter cut him off - another trait she'd inherited from her mother. "You said her mission would beover sooooon. Soooon is supposed tobeclose,notfaaaaaraway.”Sheleanedforwardandpressedherforehead against his, her long lashes brushed against his with each inquisitive blink, trying to stare him down and-

	"Rose?" Ginny called from the hallway, her voice high and a little frantic. "It'salrightGinny.I'vegother!”Harrycalled."We'reinKingsley'soffice!"

	GinnyPotterwalkedintotheroomafewsecondslater,withRosestwin

	brother Fred and their youngest child Severus. Severus was resting on her hipwithhisarmscurledtightlyaroundherneck,whileFredfiddledwitha small piece grey of metal that Harry was sure he was most definitelynotsupposed to have.

	OnethingHarryhadalwaysknownforcertain,wasthatthenamesheand his wife had given their children were perfect.

	Fred, despite having Harry's green eyes and Ginny's flaming red hair, was theabsolutereincarnationoftheunclehe'dbeennamedafter.Althoughnot as confident as his sister, he was mischievous, sneaky, and rather clever when he applied himself.Although Rose and Fred were a Potter in name,

	 

	
theWeasleybloodranjustalittlestrongerintheirveins,andhelovedthem all the more for it. Their uncle Fred would have adored them.

	The youngest of their brood, three-year-old Severus, could not have been moredifferenttothetwins.Severus'shairwasamuchdarkershadeofred, and he had Ginny's eyes rather than Harry's. He was very quiet in

	comparisontohisbrotherandsister,hepreferredtoplayaloneorlistento his mother read to him rather than cause mischief like the twins did.

	Rose'seyeslitupwhenshenoticedwhatFredwasplayingwith,andshe summoned him over by urgently waving her small hands. Once he was

	close,theystartedwhisperingtooneanotherimmediately,nodoubtplotting in the secret language they created when they were two-years-old. They

	reallywerethenextgenerationofFredandGeorgeWeasley,heavenonly knew what trouble they would get up to when they were older.

	"Kingsley!"Ronshoutedashelimpedintotheofficesecondslater.Hisface was covered in ash and dirt, and there were blotches of blood scattered over hisshirt.Harrywasn'tsureifitwashisorsomeoneelse's-didn'tdareaskin front of his children.

	WhenGinnycaughtsightofherbrother,thebloodbetweenhisfingersand the crazed, frantic look in his eyes, she scooped Fred up in her arms and

	restedhimonherotherhip.HarrykepthisarmssecurelyaroundRose.

	"Youneedtoseethis!"Ronpanted.HestrodepastHarry,Ginnyandthe children like he didn't see them, and slammed both of his hands on Kingsley'sdesk."WewereoutnearEssex,andyouneedtoseewhatwefound!"

	"Did...didyougooutsidetheperimetersIsetup?!"Kingsleyasked,the calmness in his voice suddenly gone.

	"Yes,butyouwon'tbelieve-"

	"How dare you disobey a direct order!" Kingsley rose from his desk, his facetwistingintoanangryscowl."Ispecificallysaidthatnooneistogo beyond the boundaries, even for this mission! It's too risky and-"

	 

	
"Youcan'texpectmetojustsithereanddonothingwhileHermioneisout there!" Ron bellowed back, tonestronger than Harry had heard it in years.

	"We'vedoneityourwayformonths!I'vesathere,listeningtoyourorders-"

	"Ron!" Ginny hissed, silently motioning to the quivering children on her hips.They'dneverseentheirsweetuncleRonlikethis.Severuslookedas though he were about to cry, while Fred's eyes were wide with terror.

	Rose, however, was smiling.Although she'd nested herself safely into the spaceagainstherfather'sneck,herheadsecurelytuckedunderhischin,she was beaming with curiosity as she watched her uncle scream and shout.

	"Icannotbelievethatyouwoulddisobeymelikethis!"Kingsleywenton. "You have no idea of the dangers you've put the people of this base in-"

	"Oh give it a rest, would ya?!" Ron leaned in and glared right back at Kingsley,refusingtobeintimidated."IfyouwouldjustlistentowhatI'm saying, you'll see that-"

	WhileKingsleyandRonargued,SeamusandTerrybootshuffledintothe holding a curious-looking charred box between them, both as cruised and battlewornasRon.TheysattheboxdownonKingsley'sdesk,andtooka cautious step back.

	Kingsley'sbrowsshotintohishairline."Whatisthat?"

	"Wefounditoutsideofadestroyedchildren'shospital,"Ronsaid,watching Shacklebolt closely. "It's fromthem.”

	Kingsleyleanedawayfromthebox.

	"It'salright,it'snotabomb,"Ronsaidquickly."Wecheckeditforevery

	trapwecouldthinkofbeforewebroughtithere.It'ssafe."Hekepthiseyes onKingsleyasheslowlypushedtheboxtowardshim."Butyou'regoingto want to look at what's inside.”

	Rose leaned out of Harry's arms and towards the box, undeniable curiosity burningintothegreenofher eyesas shetriedto getaglimpseofwhatwas

	 

	
inside. Harry's arms tightened around her, and he guided her gently back towardshischest."Butdad-"shestartedtowhine,wigglinginhisholdand squirming to be free.

	"No,"Harrysaidsternly."Youcanstayherewithme,butyouneedto behave. Alright?"

	Thetoddlerscowledathim."Okay,"shehuffed,poutingasshefoldedher tiny arms across her chest. If Harry weren't so nervous about what was inside the box, he would have found her expression hilarious.

	Kingsley released an irritated breath, then placed his hands on the lid. He didn'tbreakeyecontactwithRonassheslowlyliftedthetop,makingsure Ron knew how much trouble he was going to be in after this, but when he

	finallyloweredhiseyesandlookedinside,hegaspedandjumpedback.His hand flew to his mouth, and his shoulders lurched as though he were about to be sick.

	Harrystoodimmediately.HecarefullypassedareluctantRosetoTerry

	Boot,thenwalkedtotheothersideofthedeskanddraggedtheboxtowardshim.

	Terry and Ginny quickly left with the children, and Harry made sure the soundofGinny'sbootsclickingagainstthefloorhadvanishedcompletely before he opened the lid.

	Harry's first instinct was to mirror Kingsley, but he forced himself through it.Forcedhishandstoremainonthebox,andnotcoverhismouthandnose as the smell of rotting flesh and flies battered into his senses.

	Theboxhadtwothingsinside;asingleblood-soaked,manicured, decomposing severed hand, and a note.

	Harry swallowed his gag, and picked up the parchment. On the outside, he remainedperfectlycalmandcomposed,hidingtheterrorhefeltclawingits way through his body.The letter shook slightly in his hand as he started to read the words that were written in an elegant, looped scrawl, perfect and

	refined;someonewho'dhadyearsandyearsofpracticewithaquillandink.

	 

	
"DearPotterandtheOrderoftheGryffindorks,

	Granger is alive - and no, this is not her hand. It belongs to your lovelyscout, Melanie. She and Tom Thorne were captured a weeks ago and torturedforinformationbyacoupleofGoldMasks.Thisistheonlypiece ofherthat'sleft,thoughtyoumightwantit,tobury,orburn,orwhatever.

	TheDarkLordplansapublicannouncementinthenextweek.Grangerwillbe there, he means to use her as bait to draw you out of hiding- DO NOT FALL FOR THE BAIT!

	I REPEAT: DO NOTTAKE THE FUCKING BAITYOU TWATS! THEDARK LORD WILL HAVE ALL HIS STRONGEST DOGS STANDING GUARD.IFYOUTRYANDTHWARTTHISATTACKHEAD-ON,YOU WILL ALL DIE!

	It'llstartat4pminWhitby,nearthedocks.

	PLEASE,FORTHELOVEOFALLTHATISHOLY,STAYAWAYFROMTHE ATTACK!

	IknowGrangerwasthecleverestoutofyourlot,butsurelytherestofyoucan rummage one brain cell between you and think outside the box?

	Ha. Box. Do you get it?Sorry,mightbeinpoortaste.

	Again,DONOTGOFORTHEOBVIOUSATTACK!Youwon'tbeabletotouch Granger, and you'll just get yourselves killed.

	All his best generals will be in Whitby, so his base in Sheffield will be leftwideopenandmostlydefenceless.Thereareabouttwentyhostagesthere; Luny Luna and big ol' Hagrid included. Use this opportunity to get them out. DO NOT GO FOR GRANGER!

	BesmartaboutthisPotter,Ican'tkeepsendingyouthesehelpinghandsifyou're going to-

	 

	
HA!I did itagain. 'Helpinghand'.

	Asalways,sendLilithmyregards,Ilookforwardtoournextmeetingwhenshe's 'recovered".

	Medusa'

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Half an hour later, Harry was sat on the edge of his bed, deep in thought as he stared out the window. He chewed on the inside of his cheek, replaying theargumenthe'dhadwithKingsley-theoneafterhe'dreadMedusa'snote

	-overandoverandoveragain.

	He'dbeenonhisfifthreplaywhenGinnyhadburstintotheirbedroomlike a whirlwind. She was always exceptionally calm when the children were around, but it was a different story when they were asleep.

	"Ican'tbelieveKingsley!"shehissed,swipingherbrushthroughherhairso furiously that Harry was sure it must have been hurting her. "The nerve of

	him!Idon'tcareifhe'sourleader,Idon'tcareifhe'sthekingofEngland, he does NOT get to order me around like that!"

	Harryheardaloudbangbehindhim,andassumedshe'dslammedher hairbrush down on the vanity table.

	"Wecan't ignorethefact he's bringing her out in theopen Harry," Ginny saidquietly."Wecan'tleaveher.It'stoogoodofanopportunitytomiss.”

	"HowmanyDeathEaterrobesdowehaveinstorage?"Harryasked,still facing away from his wife and looking out the window.

	 

	
Aminutepassedby,thenheheardthefloorboardscreak.Themattress dipped beside him, and then her slender arm was around his ribs.

	Ginny rested her head against Harry's shoulder, and he instinctually laid his headonthetopofhers."Probablyaboutforty,"shesaidinaquiet,confused voice. "Maybe a few more if we can repair the stitching, some of the robes are in tatters. Why?"

	Harrynodded."AndwehaveplentyofDeathEatermasks?"

	Ginnyleanedbacktolookathim,buthekepthiseyesforward."Iwould say around fifty, although Kingsley doesn't like to keep them."

	WhenHarrydidn'tsayanything,Ginnyplacedahandoneithersideofhis face and forced him to look at her. Concern was etched onto every part of her delicate, freckled face. "What's going on?"

	"You'reright,"Harrywhispered."Wecan'tleaveher.” Aspark ignited in Ginny's eyes. "You have a plan?"

	"Yes.”

	"AndyouwanttokeepitasecretfromKingsley?""Yes.”

	ThemischievoussmilethatspreadacrossGinny'sfacewaspureWeasley. "We're going to bring her home.”

	 

	
Deadwitchwalking
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	"Yourcarriageawaits,princess.”

	"You'rebarkingmadifyouthinkI'mgoinganywherewithyou!"

	Nott had theaudacity to tut and roll his eyes. "Jesusfuck- Malfoy said you were going to be difficult about this. Look Granger, I'm going to be honest withyou,Idon'thavetimetofuckaboutandplaygamesthismorning.”He pushed himself off the doorframe he was leaning on and into Hermione's

	room."Normally,"hesaidinalow,playfulvoice,"Ilovegames,fucking adore them. There's nothing more satisfying than toying with a witch.”

	Nottcrossedtheroominthreeeasystrides,twirlinghishandloosely

	betweenhisfingers.Hermionetookafewcautiousstepstotheleft,putting the large four-poster bed as a shield between them, but Nott was all too

	quicktowalkaroundit.

	Hestoodabreath'sdistanceawayfromher,aslysmirkpeelingitswayonto hisfeatures."AndbelievemewhenIsay,Ireally,reallywanttoplaygames with you sweetheart.” His eyes darkened as they raked over Hermione slowly, leisurely. "There's nothing more satisfying than watching a pretty little thing squirm while they try and dissect every word I say, thinking

	everytwitchofmyhandcouldeitherbeacurse,oracaress.”Heraisedhis hand towards her face as if he was about to tuck a stray curl behind her

	hear,Hermioneinstinctuallytriedtoslapitaway-

	 

	
But Nott moved quicker than she did. He caught Hermione's wrist before herblowcouldlandanddraggeditdowntorestagainstthebottomofher stomach.Shetriedtoslaphimwithherotherhand,buthecaughtthatone too. She struggled as he pinned her wrists together with one hand, then

	sharplywithdrewhiswandandconjuredasetofmetalhandcuffsaround her wrists.

	"I admire your tenacity, I really do," Nott said teasingly, his eyes down as hecheckedherrestraintsandputhiswandbackbeneathhisrobes."Butthe Dark Lord is rather pissed at me, and today we simply don't have the time to play.” He looked up and caught her eyes again, the most devilish smirk cracking across his face. "He's planning on a very public announcement in Whitby, and you're the guest of honour. He's assigned me to deliver you

	there,allshinyandundamaged.Noexcuses,noexceptions.Andhe'llhave my cock on a spike if we're late.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	AfterbeingdraggedthroughthemanorbyNott-kickingandscreamingthe whole way - Hermione found a black carriage and two Threstrals on the

	gardenswaitingforher.

	Assoonastheywereintheair,shespenttheentirejourneydiscreetly

	checking for weak spots in her restraints, trying to find a rusting link or a weakness in the spell. Unfortunately, Nott's charm work was impeccable, justlikeithadbeenatschool.Thechainswereunbreakable,strongasstone.

	The carriage ride itself made Hermione feel sick. She'd never been good withflying.She'dalwayshatedit;itmadeherfeeldizzyandnauseous.She was too analytical for flying, that was the problem. There were too many things that could go wrong. Too many equations that didn't add up. Too many factors that could tip the scales and send her hurtling towards the ground with no safety net and headfirst into a horrifying death.

	Shedidn'tthinkshecouldhateflyingany morethanshealreadydid.

	ThoughttheshortflightonthedragonsbackafterherrobberyatGringotts

	 

	
wastheworstmomentofherlife.Thenshewasforcedtoshareacarriage with two vicious, murderous Gold Masks, and she realised she would

	happilyridetheUkrainianIronbellyagain,fromLondontoAustraliawitha smile on her face, a thousand times over.

	Every time Hermione flinched, Zabini would narrow his eyes at her from acrossthecarriage.Everytimesheshuffledonherbench,hishandswould curl a little tighter around his wand - the wand that wasconveniently

	alignedwithHermione'sstomach,threateningher,remindingherthatone wrong move might earn her a nasty Cruciatus curse.

	Nott,however,couldn'thavebeenmorerelaxed.Hesatmuchtoocloseto her and rested his arm on the back of her seat, and once he realised

	Hermionedidn'tlike something he did, he became like a naughty child and diditagainandagainandagain.Nomatterhowmanytimesshehithim,he continued to catch stray curls of hers and twirl them between his fingers.

	And no matter how hard she stamped on his foot, he continued roughly squeezingherkneeeverytimetheyhitabitofturbulence,justbecausehe knew it got under her skin.

	Itfeltlikedaysbeforethecarriagelandedandthedoorsburstopen.

	Hermionestoodasthefreshairhitherface,butwhenZabiniscowledat her, she slowly sat back down.

	WhileZabiniputonhismaskandjumpedfromthecarriage,Nottchecked her restraints. Once he was satisfied, he threw her a wink, pulled the hood of her cloak up to hide her face, then put on his own mask.

	HermionewasabouttoheadbuttNott,justbecausehe'dpissedheroff,but he dragged her to her feet and pushed her out the doors before she could slam her forehead against his.

	Thecarriagehadlandedat theendofastonedock.Nottstoodbehind

	Hermione,placedhishandsoneitherofhershoulders,andstartedtoguide her into a steady walk away from the ocean, and towards the town of

	Whitbyitself.

	 

	
They made their way through the rows of small houses that were clustered togetherupthewindingstonepath.Mostofthewindowstheypassedwere brokenin,thegossamercurtainsinsidedancinggentlyinthewind,waving their burnt edges for all to see.

	Nottdidn'tremovehishandsastheywalked.Instead,hecurledhisfingers around her shoulders and into the dip of her collarbone.

	Zabinihoveredclosebesidethem.Hermionecouldfeelhisdisgustedglare, even from beneath his mask.

	Thestreetswerefilledwithhoardsofcloakedfigures,allpressedtightly

	togetherandwalkingtowardsaderelictcastleatthetopofthehill.Thesea of cloaks parted like the red sea when they saw the two Gold Masks,

	wordlessly giving the assassins a wide birth so they could guide Hermione through. It was probably meant to be a sign of respect, showing that they werethankfulfortheDeathEatersservicetotheDarkLord-butHermione caught several flinch in fear as the Golds approached.

	Thecrowdjoinedthemastheywalked,formingaherdlikelocuststhat followed them up the path and towards theAbbey.

	"Nothingtoseeherefolks,"Nottsangastheymadetheirwaythroughthe masses, "just a dead witch walking.Dead witch walking. Dead witch

	walking.”

	"I'mthisclosetocastingasilencingcharmonyouNott,”Zabinisneered

	frombeneathhismask."Nowisn'tthetimeforjokesandtheatrics.Weneed to be on high alert. This crowd could be crawling with Order members.”

	HermioneheardNottsnortbehindher.SawZabini'shandclenchoverhis wand out the corner of her eye.

	AplatformhadbeenmadeinfrontoftheAbbey,constructedwithtalldark wooden boards, strong oak beams, and a set of steps leading to the top.

	Hermione felt like she was being led to the gallows, all that was missing wasthehangman'snoose.Themusclesinherneckrancoldatthethought.

	 

	
Afew dozen ofVoldemort's loyal followers were already standing beneath theplatform,eagerlywaitingtoheartheirmasters'wisewords'.Therewere some Black Masks and even fewer Gold Masks scattered in the hoards of cloaked figures, whilst most of the crowd was made up of civilians and

	other followers. They all wore dark, plain masks or had their hoods pulled downlowtoconcealtheirfaces,butHermionecouldstillfeeltheireyeson her, burning her, trying to work out who was under her hood.

	Nott guided her up the steps and forced her to stand on the right side of the platform, at the very front and on display for all to see. Just as Hermione startedtofeeluncomfortable,justasthatsickeningsenseofdreadstartedto twist her stomach, Voldemort appeared, and a wave of helplessness shot through her like a physical blow. He had nine Death Eaters at his flank,

	shadowingclosetohimwiththeirwandsdrawn,readytojumptohis

	defence at the slightest inclination of trouble, eager to use their body as a shieldtoprotecttheirmaster-orbeheadanyonewhodaredtogetclosetohim.

	HermionewilledherselfnottoshiverwhenVoldemort'sredeyeslockedon her. She craned her neck and searched his bodyguards. Bellatrix stood on

	hisright;shehadherdemonmaskonbutherhoodwasn'tpulledup,leaving her wiry black curls reaching in every direction, someof which had weaved between the horns on her mask like ebony spiderwebs. The rest were Gold Masks - Malfoy was nowhere to be seen.

	EveryoneinthecrowdbowedtheirheadsrespectfullywhenVoldemort

	stoppedinthecentreofthestage.WhenHermionemadenoefforttodothe same, Zabini's fingers dug into the back of her neck and forced her into a curtsey. Just as Hermione was allowed to straighten and glare up at Zabini, a thunderous roar echoed from somewhere behind theAbbey.

	Thecrowdgasped,someevenscreamedandshrunkawaywhenMalfoyand his dragon landed on the ground just left of the podium. Narcissa bared her fangsandeyedthecrowdasMalfoydismountedher.Thewoodenstagewas level with her spine, allowing him to effortlessly slip off her back and onto the platform.

	 

	
The effect Malfoy and Narcissa had on the crowd was bone chilling.A sense of eerie calm washed over the cloaked figures when they'd laid eyes on their master.They respected him, worshipped him, were grateful for the luxuriesandlifestylehe'dgiventhemfortheirundyingloyalty.Theyfeared Voldemort, how could they not? Death and dark magic clung to the evil wizardlikeasecondskin,itwasfittingthathe'dtakenontheappearanceof a snake.

	ThecrowdwereobviouslyscaredofVoldemort,buttheywerefucking terrified of Malfoy and his dragon.

	Hermionecouldheartheterrorinthegaspsandwhimpersthatrangthrough the sea of cloaked figures when Malfoy sharply snapped his head towards them. She could almost taste the crowds fear when they all scattered back as Narcissa gave another threatening roar in their direction.

	TheonlythingHermionewasn'tsureofwaswhotheyweremoreafraidof; the dragon, or the Demon.

	MalfoycrossedthepodiumandbowedtowardVoldemort,buttoeveryone's surprise, he didn't walk to the empty space on his master's left. He went to the right, and Bellatrix's entire body tensed when the other Demon Mask stopped in front of her.

	"Move,”Malfoy'sgravelly,alteredvoicehissed."Orbemoved.”

	ThesmilethatpealeditswayacrossVoldemort'spaleskinwasgrotesque, triumphant."Iwoulddoasyournephewsays.Youknowhealwaysstands on my right, my favourite always does.”

	Bellatrixbaredherteeth,amovementmeanttoshowdefiance,but

	Hermionenoticedherhandtightenaroundherwand,herknucklesturning white with the strain she was putting on them.After a few seconds, she

	reluctantlystoodonVoldemort'sleft,allowingMalfoytotakeherplace.

	Voldemortchuckledquietlybeforehesteppedforwardandraisedhishands intheair,gatheringtheattentionofthecrowd."Welcomeall.”Althoughhis

	 

	
voicewassoftassilk,itrosethehairsonthebackofHermione'sarms. "Thank you for joining me here today.”

	Therewasasmall,muffledchorusof"Ourpleasure,myLord,"and "Anything for you, my Lord," before Voldemort continued.

	"AlthoughIknowyoucouldnevergrowtiredofthebloodlust,andyour

	favouritelullabiesarethesongsofscreams."Hepausedwithasmileonhis face while his followers snickered and chuckled darkly under their masks. "I sense that you are all growing tired of the war - and for this, I do not

	blameyou.”

	Zabini'sfingerscurledtighteraroundHermione'sarm,securingherinplace.

	"The war has taken much from us all, and I am so very proud of the way youhavefoughtforme.Iamthankfulforthesacrificesthatyouhavemade,for us.”He paused again, allowing the crowd to murmur their agreements and thanks. "However, I do believe the end is near. For years I have sought a way to secure our victory, and our tenacity has been rewarded.Agift has

	fallenontomylap.deliveredbythewingsofademonanddragonrather than an owl.”Another pause, this time there were cheers and applause;

	Voldemort'sgrinstretchedhigher."Andthisgift-thisperfectopportunity- is just the thing to bring Potter to his knees, and wipe the Order out for

	good.”

	Hermione jumped when he sharply gestured towards her, and a sickening knot formed in her stomach when every head in the crowd sharply turned towards her. They couldn't see her face, they didn't know it was her, but whycouldshefeelhundredsofpairsofeyesglaringatherhatefully,even through their masks? Why did it make her skin crawl to have a hundred masks, all bearing the image of a skull, turned towards her?

	Nottpausedforafewmoments,lettingtheanticipationbuild.Shecould feel him smirking behind his mask as he pulled her hood down.

	TheinstantthecrowdsawHermione'sface,theygasped.

	 

	
NottandZabinistoodclosebehindher,eachwithahandcurledtightlyjust above her elbow to prevent her from doing a runner - not that she would

	havegottenfar.Shewasunmistakable.She'dprobablytriedtokillmostof the Death Eaters standing below her. Probably killed even more of their

	friendsandfamilies.

	The crowd hissed from underneath their masks, several even drew their wands-althoughtheykeptthemattheirsides.Hermionehadexpectedthat.

	Shewasn'tevensurprisedwhensomestartedtospitinbetweenslursand

	deaththreats.Shecouldn'thearmostofit,thereweresimplytoomanytobe able to distinguish everything, but she caught the odd word and sentence.

	"Dirty Mudblood!" "Crucio her!" "FilthyOrdercunt!"

	Hermionepretendedshedidn'thearthem. "Cut her open!"

	"AnAvada'stoogoodforher! "Flay her!"

	"Peelherskinoff!"

	Shepretendedtheyweren'tthereatall. "Peel her eyes out!"

	"Putherhead onaspike!"

	Asshetiltedherchinintheairandlettheinsultsbounceoffhertoughskin, a movement to her left caught her eye.About three rows back, one of the cloaked figures was shining something in her face, trying to catch her

	attention.Theywerewearingamaskbutitwasverydifferenttotheothers

	 

	
inthecrowd.Itwaswhite,aporcelaindollmask.Hermione'sbreathcaught in her throat.

	Itwas herLilithmask.

	TheOrderwashere.They’dcomeforher.

	Theeuphoricsenseofreliefshefeltwaslikenothingshe'dever

	experienced,likeshe'dhadherlungstrappedbetweenaviceformonths, and had finally been allowed to breathe. Despite the elation, despite the pure fucking joy she felt at the prospect of being free, Hermione forced herself not to react. She didn't move, didn't so much as lift a brow. She

	watchedtheOrdermemberwearinghermaskraisetheirpalmtoHermione and then gently -so gently- lower their fingers towards the floor once, twice, three times. It was a signal Hermione knew.Asignal she'dinventedyears ago and drilled into new recruits when she trained them for stealth missions and sneak attacks.Asignal she used when words were too risky, too dangerous.

	'Duck.’

	Hermioneswallowedandnoddedgentlyonce,somethingeveryoneelse would have missed.

	"Yousee,"Voldemortcontinued,althoughhisvoiceseemedtofadethrough the roaring of blood in her ears.

	Hermionedrewadeepbreathandreleaseditslowly. "This girl, despite her filthy blood-"

	TheOrdermemberreachedintotheirrobes. "-she is Potter's favouri-"

	TheOrdermembershotagreenhexatHermione,andshedivedintoa

	crouchonthefloor,thetightgripZabinihadonherarmdragginghimdown with her.

	 

	
Theviolentstreakofgreenlightshotovertheirheads.Nottdeflecteditwith a jarring flick of his wrist. He stepped forward, and there was a split second of silence before he threw his arm and retaliated with a killing curse that was twice as powerful.

	ThemaskedOrdermemberneverstoodachance.Chaosandscreams erupted before his corpse had even hit the cobbled floor.

	Cursesofeverycolourshotfromtheendsofwandsonbothsides,bullets zipped through the air, and smoking grenades were tossed from those

	gatheredinthecrowd.Thirty,maybefortyofthecloakedfiguresripped

	theirBlackMasksaway,andHermionecaughtglimpsesofOrdermembers, of her friends that'd come to her rescue, before Zabini dragged her to her

	feet.

	Malfoy was at Hermione's side quicker than she would have thought possible. "Protect the Dark Lord!" He slapped Zabini's hand away from Hermione's arm, then grabbed her wrist and pulled her tight against his body."Idon'tcareifyouhavetouseyourbodyasahumanfuckingshield, get him out of here first, and then aim to kill!"

	Narcissa instantly went on the attack. She leaned on her back legs and extendedherwings,usingthemasashieldtoprotectVoldemort.Sparks were already gathering at the back of her throat when she opened her

	mouth,andthegroundshookwhenshereleasedanexplosive,skinmelting breath that disintegrated both Order members andVoldemort's supporters. The air instantly grew hot and thick from the wave of fire. Smoke clouds rose from the bodies of the screaming witches and wizards, and ashes

	flitteredanddancedintheairfromthecharredfleshthathadalreadypeeled off their bodies.

	Malfoyspuntowardshisdragon."TaketheDarkLordtosafety!"

	VoldemortsteppedtowardNarcissa,butshegrowledandbaredherfangsin warning, ignorant of the hexes and bullets that zipped past her, aiming for her head.

	"I'mnotfuckingaround!"Malfoysneered."Gethimoutofhere.NOW!"

	 

	
The dragon hissed a final time, then reluctantly shuffled to the edge of the podium to allowVoldemort to climb onto her back. She gnashed her teeth when Bellatrix tried to mount her as well - apparently even dragons had limitstotheirpatience.ShegaveonelastlooktoMalfoybeforesheleaned back and started to flap her wings.

	As she started to lift off the ground, four Order members sprinted towards her and conjured metal chains - presumably to wrap around her legs and wingstopreventherfromescapingwithVoldemort-butbeforeanyofthe restraints could find their purchase, Malfoy used a spell that Hermione

	didn't recognise, and ripped a nearby metal lamp post from the ground. He sliced his wand through the air, drew a jagged line, and then whipped the wooden tool sharply in the direction of the soldiers. The metal pole shot forward,quickerthananybullet,andwithonefoulswoop,itimpaledallof the Order members straight through their chests.

	Itlookedasthoughtheywereveryquickdeaths.Hermionecouldonlyhope they died instantly.

	Withtheassailantsdead,NarcissaandVoldemortescapedwithoutanymore interference, and once they'd disappeared through the thick clouds above, Malfoywentontheattack."Killtherest!"heorderedashestartedtodraga kicking Hermione down the podium and across the cobbled streets. "Leave none alive!"

	Itwasabloodbath.Therewerebodieseverywhere.Broken.Disfigured.

	HermionesawTerryBoot'scorpseatthebottomofthepodiumwithhisleft arm torn off, only to find to the missing appendage a few meters down the street, still holding a gun. She saw a Gold Mask with a gaping hole in their chest, flesh burnt and ribs on display, and she saw Vicki Simpson's

	decapitatedhead-thoughshehadnoideawheretherestofherbodywas. There were just so many corpses. It was horrific. It was grotesque.

	Itwaswar.

	 

	
As Malfoy towed Hermione through the smoke and fires and shooting curses,shecaughtaglimpseofNott.Hewasbackedagainstawallwithhis wandfirmlyinhandwhiletwelvemugglesoldierspointedmachinegunsathim.

	Despitehisobviousdisadvantage,Nott'sposturewasanythingbut

	frightened.Helookedconfident.Lithe,yetmurderous.Thefirstwaveofhis wand tore the guns from the hands of the soldiers that wielded them. The weapons floated in mid-air, the bewildered muggles fumbling to try and

	snatchthembackastheyfloatedtoNott'sside.Anotherwaveofhiswand flipped theguns over, pointing them to aim at their previous owners.And

	withafinalflickofhiswrist,thegunsopenfired,andthesoldiersweretorn to pieces by their own bullets.

	HermionesawZabinitoo;hisslowandgracefulmovementswereeasily

	recognisableafterweeksofwatchinghimescorthiswifearoundthemanor. She watched him stalk behind a group of three wizards like a panther, watched him wave his wand delicately behind their heads, causing their

	eyestogoblankandtheirbodiestogoslack.Therewasonlyasplitsecond before Zabini's Imperious curse took effect, and the three wizards dropped theirwands,restedthebarreloftheirgunsagainsttheirtemples,andpulled the triggers.

	Malfoytookasharpcorner,butthenstoppedsuddenly.Theunexpectedness made Hermione knock into his back. She peered around his shoulder, half expecting to see her friends or an ambush, only to see the dull metal of an armoured tank.And the turret was pointing straight at them.

	Hermionesqueezedhereyesclosedandbracedherselfforthecannonfire.

	This was obviously a rescue mission to recover her, but Malfoy was standingrightthere,andhewasaDemonMask.Sheknew,beyonda

	shadowofadoubt,thatalthoughherskillswereinvaluabletotheOrder,ifa soldier had a clear shot to kill Voldemort's most lethal Death Eater, they

	would take it, no matter how close she was to them. Fuck, she certainly wouldhave.She'dalmostdoneittoColinallthosemonthsagoandhewas herfriend.Shewouldgladlypullthetrigger,detonateanybombandsuffer

	 

	
theconsequencestohershreddedsoulifitmeanttheOrderwouldgaina favourable advantage.

	Yes,shewoulddoit.Sowhyshouldn'tthemugglesoldiers? She would just be collateral damage.AMartyr.

	AsHermionetensedfortheimpendingshellfromtheturret,Malfoymoved. He cast a Knockback jinx that was so powerful, so fuckingvicious,that the forceof thespell flipped thetank.Thelargearmoured machinerolled in the air, then landed upside down on the floor with a deafening crack. The tank exploded on its collision with the ground, disintegrating those trapped

	insideinawaveofsearingheat.

	Malfoydidn'twaittoseeiftherewereanysurvivors.Hetookoffagainand dragged Hermione through the battlefield with him.

	Itcouldhavebeenthedeafeningscreamsandwarcries,couldhavebeen

	theear-shatteringgrenadesorboomingexplosivecurses,butshedidn'thear the all too familiar click of machine guns being reloaded.And as Malfoy

	sharplytookanothercorner,theycamefacetofacewithalineofmuggle soldiers, crouched down and machine guns all pointing at their chests;

	a firingsquad.

	Hermione wasn't sure if the soldiers even saw her. The Demon Mask was unmistakableandfear-inducing,likesomethingtornstraightfromthemost hellish nightmare. Theinstantthey locked onto those curved ebony horns, they opened fire.They wereaiming for Malfoy not her, but thegrip hehad on her arm and the tight way he angled her magicless body meant the

	soldierscouldn'tgetaclearshotwithoutrunning theriskofhittingher.

	AsfastasMalfoyflewupablue,almosttranslucentshieldaroundthem,a fewofthebulletswerejustalittlefaster.Asmallflurrymanagedtosneak past the barrier just before he set it up, zipping past their elbows and

	shouldersandcrackingthestonewallbehindthembutonebullet-justasingle stray bullet- was aimed a little more accurately before it left the barrel of its gun, and tore through Hermione's right thigh.

	 

	
Shescreamedwhenshefeltitsliceintohermuscles,shecouldn'thelpit.It had been so long since she'd been injured like that she was blindsided by the pain.

	Malfoycaughtherasshefellbackagainsthischest.Hesupportedher

	weightasshestaggeredonherfeet,andthehandthatwascurledaroundher restraints move to wrap around her waist, holding her up while the shield around them absorbed the rest of the attack.

	The bullets just kept coming, the sound of them hitting the magical barrier like a violent hailstorm against a glass roof. Hermione was sure the shield wasgoingtobreak.Wassureitwasgoingtoshatterwiththesheerforceof the attack and allow the rest of the bullets to impale them - but it never

	broke,didn'tsomuchasrippleasitabsorbedbulletafterbullet.

	OneoftheOrdermemberscalledoffthegunners,Hermionewasn'tsure who. She only heard them shouting into a radio that Hermione was too close, and that she wasn't to be hurt during this raid.

	“Rescuemission!"shethoughtsheheardhimscreamintothedevice."Don'thurt her!"

	Thegunnersstoppedfiring,butthedamagewasalreadydone.

	Hermionescreamedinpainanddesperatelytriedtoapplypressureonher leg with her bound wrists. No matter how hard she bared down, blood seeped between her fingers faster than she could stop it. They'd hit

	somethingvital,probablyseveredanarteryinherleg.Iftheydidn'tdo something quickly, she was going to bleed out.

	Malfoy dropped the shield with a sharp wave of his arm. He brought his wand to his side, and Hermione was faintly aware of his shoulder jerking when he cast a hex that sliced each of the soldiers in half. He tried to drag heragain,butasearingpainshotupherlegtheinstantshetriedtoputany weight on her right foot.

	Shecurledover,handsonherknees,forcingherselftobreathethroughthepain.

	 

	
Malfoycrouchedbesideher."Canyouwalk?"

	"I ...eughhhh- fuck." Hermione tentatively put her right foot on the floor withthegentlestpressure,butthepainthatshotupherlegknockedtheair from her lungs. She shook her head. "No! No, I don't think so.”

	Therewasafewsecondsoftensesilencebeforehespokeagain."Ineedyou to wrap your arms around my neck," he said. "I'm going to carry you, but I need you to help me.” There was an urgency in his voice.Alow, panicked

	undertonethatshedidn'tquiteexpecttohearfromhim,notwhenhewas speakingtoher.“IneedmywandhandfreesoIcanprotectus,soIneed you to hold your weight. Can you do that?"

	Hermione nodded weakly, and as Malfoy curled his hand under her knees, shehookedherarmsaroundthebackofhisneck.Shehissedthroughgritted teeth, trying to ignore the pain in her leg as he gently lifted her from the ground and started to carry her through the smoke and debris.

	ThewayMalfoyheldherlimitedhismovement,buthewasstilllethalwith what he had. Every few seconds Hermione would feel his arm twitch,

	wouldfeelthemusclesinhisbicepcontractagainstherspinebeforeacurse would shoot violently from his wand.

	Hermioneclosedhereyesandtriednottofocusonthethrobbingpaininher leg - or the screams she could hear all around her. She tried to block them

	outandbreathehimininstead,concentrateonspearmintandparchment

	ratherthanbloodandrot,butitwasimpossible.Thescreamsweresimply too loud to ignore.

	Minuteslater,Malfoytookcoverinanemptyalleyway.Hesetherdownas carefully as he could, much gentler than she would have thought possible

	fromhim,andrippedoffhismaskoff."Areyoualright?"

	"Oh yeah, don't worry about me,” Hermione hissed as she leaned back and usedthebrickwallforsupport."Justalittlebulletinmyleg,justlikeevery other Wednesday.” Her eyes snapped to his when she heard him chuckle

	quietly.

	 

	
Malfoystaredather.Althoughtherewasasmirktwitchingattheedgesof his lips, his eyes burned with concern as they flickered across her face.

	There were tiny flecks of blue there, like cracks of thunder against grey clouds.Hewatchedhercloselyasheslowlykneltinfrontofher,herbreath hitched when he placed a hand on her hip and pinned her to the wall. "I

	needyou tobestillGranger.”

	She tried to jerk away when the fingers on his right hand, the one that still clutchedhiswand,delicatelyskatedbelowherpuncturewound,buthejust pinned her closer to the wall.

	Malfoy'sjawclenched,hisnostrilsflaringwhenhegotabetterlookather injury. "It looks like it's severed an artery. I don't have time to cast an

	anaestheticcharm,andifIwaitthefewminutesittakesforthecharmto take effect, you'll bleed out.”

	"Whatifwe-eughhh!"Hermionelostherbalanceandaccidentallyrested

	someofherweightonherrightleg,causinganothersearingpaintosliceup her muscles.

	WithacurtwaveofMalfoy'swand,herrestraintsvanished."Putyourhands on my shoulders, use me for balance and don't putanyweight on that foot.”

	Hermione thought about running, about kicking him as hard as she could andmakingabreakforit,butanotherpainstabbedacrossherleg,teasing

	herwiththerealityofhersituation.Shecouldn'trun,sheprobablywouldn't make it to the end of the alleyway before she bled out or ran into a hex.

	Whethershelikedit ornot,inthis moment,sheneededhim.

	So,withadeepbreaththroughhernose,sherestedherpalmsonhis shoulders,andprayedhecouldn'tfeelthewayherfingerstrembled.

	"Whenithurts,squeeze,alright?" Hermione just nodded.

	Malfoyhoveredhiswandoverherinjury;hislipstwitchedintoanother smirk. "Granger?"

	 

	
"Yes?"

	"Doyoutrustme?"

	Eventhroughthepain,Hermionecouldn'thelpbutsnort."Notinthe slightest, but I don't really have a choice, do I?"

	Theonlyresponsehegavewasascoff,justoneshortpuffofairthroughhis lips, then waved his wand, and a pain like no other shot through her leg.

	Hermionescreamedbeforeshecouldstopherself.Shedughernailsintohis shoulders, too distracted with the excruciating pain to really appreciate the way his muscles rippled under her touch. Her own muscles seemed to lock in place as the bullet started to twist out of her leg.

	Theprocesswassofuckingslow.ItwaswiseforMalfoytoextractthe bulletslowly,buthalfofherwishedhe'djusttearthethingout,ripthe

	bandageoffandbedonewithit.Thebullethadrupturedsomethingvital,so tearing it out too harshly could risk severing more arteries and blood

	vessels.Hermioneknewthiswaywassafer,butitdidn'thelpwiththepain.

	"Shhhhhh, it's alright. I've got you.” Malfoy's voice was soft as honey, a worldapartfromHermione'sshrieks.Hesqueezedherhipreassuringlyas he twisted his wand, coaxing the bullet out another inch. "Breathe. Goodgirl.”

	HermionesworesheheldMalfoy'sshoulderswithenoughforcetosnap bones, her grip growing tighter and tighter each time she felt the bullet move. If she did hurt him, he didn't say anything.

	"Breatheforme,"hetoldher."That'sit-I'vealmostgotitout.Justalittle more,breathe.”

	Thebulletfinallypoppedoutofherleg,andthecoolwaveofahealing charm spread across her thigh the moment it was free.

	Hermionesighedinrelief,hereyelidsflutteringclosedasshesagged

	againstthebrickwall.Shefeltdizzyandlightheaded,herbodyinasortof

	 

	
trancethroughwhatshecouldonlyassumewasbloodloss.Shesnappedout of her trance, however, when she felt cold hands cup her face, icy thumbs

	drenchedinbloodsweepingacrosshercheekbones-

	"GETAWAYFROMHER!"athick,Irishvoicecalledfromtheendofthealleyway.

	Hermione'seyessnappedopen.Malfoyspuntowardsthevoice,andwith two flicks of his wrist, he rid Seamus of the wand and gun he'd been

	pointingatthem.

	AsSeamusdoveforthegunonthefloor,aGoldMaskappearedbehind

	him.TheDeathEaterraisedtheirwand,abouttocastakillingcursewhile his opponents back was turned, but Malfoy raised his hand to stop them.

	Thenextfewsecondshappenedveryquickly.Soquicklythatatfirst, Hermione thought she must have been dreaming.

	While Seamus fumbled with his gun, Malfoy wrapped an arm around Hermione'swaistanddraggedherbacktowardshim.Hepressedherin

	close,herbackflushedagainsthischest,andashiverranupherspinewhen his lips grazed her ear and he whispered, "Daemonium, ortus.”

	Thewordswerecold,detached.Thesofttonehe'dbeenspeakingtoherin only moments ago nowhere to be found.

	AnicyfogsweptacrossHermione'sbrain.Thewayiteclipsedherbody reminded her of a Dementor, as though ghost-like fingers were trailing across her temples. It crawled down her arms and stomach, leaving

	everythingittouchedcoldandtingling,andbythetimeitreachedhertoes, she felt nothing like herself. She felt hollow, empty, as though she'd been pushed out of her body.

	Beforeherbraincouldcommandhermusclestostop,Hermionereached around and snatched Malfoy's wand from his fingers.

	She'dneverfeltanythinglikeit.Shewasawareofwhatwashappening;that she'd spun around and taken aim against Seamus's chest. She knew that she

	 

	
threwaBombardahexathim,andsawtheviolentstreamoflightleavethe tipofthewandinherhand,butshehadnocontrol,hadnowayofstopping it. She felt like a marionette, a puppet with no idea of who was pulling herstrings.

	Shecaught Seamus's expression beforethecursehit him, theconfusion in hiseyes,thefear,therealisationthathewasgoingtodie,andthenthehexconnected.

	ItwaslikeabombhaddetonatedinsideSeamus'sbody.Hischestexploded fromtheinsideout,bloodsprayedupthewallsofthealleywayandallover Malfoy and Hermione. They were drenched with it, their clothes and faces were saturated with his blood, and pieces of his mangled flesh caught in

	theirhair.

	ThecoldfogevaporatedfromHermione'sbodyasquicklyasithad

	appeared,butshedidn'tfeelwarmer.Shefeltfrozen.Hermuscleslockedin place like pieces of ice as though she'd been petrified.

	BecauseSeamuswasdead,reducedtoapileofbonesandtornflesh,and Hermione had been his executioner.
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	Hermionehadreadalongtimeago,inanotherlifetime,thatthebodyoften does strange, inexplainable things when a person goes into shock.

	Shock was probably thereason shefelt likeshewas floating, and why she couldn'treallyhearanythinggoingonaroundher.Sheknewsomeonewas speaking, knew there were voices, but they were distorted and muffled.

	Likeshewassubmergedunderwater,eavesdroppingonaconversation going on above the surface.

	Whatshockdidtothemind,however,wasevenmoreastounding.

	Hermionerememberedreadingthatwhenapersonwitnessessomethingtoo horrific for the brain to comprehend, the mind detached itself. Sort of ... switches off, starts rambling on about nonsense to distract the person from the nightmarish thing they'd just witnessed, and allow the body time to work itself into a state. Brings up trivial things like the colour of the sky while their panicking heart slowed into a more normal, healthier beat, and drags up obscure passages from books they'd once glanced over while the body labours to lower their temperature back down from searing.

	And shock was the reason why, as Hermione stared at the pile of blood and fleshandbrokenbonesthatusedtobeSeamusFinnigan,herfriend,thefirst thought that popped into her head was,'Do I haveenough shampoo to washhis intestines out of my hair?'

	Shehadjustkilled-no,she'dfuckingexecutedoneofheroldestfriends,cut him down in cold blood, and the first thing that popped into her head was

	shampoo.

	Shampoo?SHAMPOO?!Fuckinghell,really?

	 

	
Sheprobablydidn'thaveenoughthough.She'dprobablyhavetoask Malfoy for -

	No! No, she would not ask Malfoy for anything.Astoria would find her anotherbottle.She'dbringbasketsfullofthemostexpensiveproductsif Hermione only asked her. She'd probably offer to wash the blood from Hermione's hair herself, sweet girl.

	Aminutepassed.Andthenanother.Eachtickoftheclockdragged something else back into focus.

	Wasthat...wassomeonescreaming?

	Yes..itsoundedlikeit.Itwasagirl.Awoman.Shesoundedawfullyupset.

	Shesoundedfamiliartoo,butHermionecouldn'tquiteplacewhereshe'd heard that scream before.

	Coldhandswereonherfaceagain.Thumbswerestrokingacrosshercheeks.

	Andgrey-blueeyeswerestaringather.

	"I'msorry,"amanwhisperedquietly,frantic,voiceshaking."I'msosorry.” Sorry? Why should he be sorry? He hadn't killed Seamus, Hermione had.

	Hehadn'tbutcheredhisfriend,someonewhousedtostealbooksin

	destroyedlibrary'sandbringthembacktotheOrder'sbases,justbecause they thought he might like them - Hermione had.

	Hehadn'tmurderedoneofhisoldestfriends,someonewho'dgottenhim blind drunk on the most bitter and potent Irish whisky when he'd gone through a breakup - but she had.

	Themanwasveryclosetoher.Shecouldfeelhiscoldforeheadpressed against hers, could feel his breath on her face.

	 

	
"I'msofuckingsorry.”Hisfingersstartedtotrembleasheheldher."Ididn't have a choice. I had to do it.Youhad to do it.”

	Thegirlwasstillscreaming.Whyhadn'tanyonecalmedherdownyet? Why wasn't anyone helping her?

	"Please,please,littlelion.Granger,youneedtocalmdown.”

	Hewantedhertocalmdown?Shewasfine.Shewascalm.Shewasfloating on a cloud. She was -

	Somethingthinandsolidpressedagainstherforehead.Ittingled,shefelt little sparks of something scratch across her skin.

	Theneverythingwentblack.

	Andthewomanstoppedscreaming.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hermionebolteduprightlikeshe'dbeenshot.Herhandflewtoherchest, feeling her heart hammer painfully against her palm. Blood roared in her ears, and a thick bead of sweat trickled down her temple.

	She was laying on the sofa in the drawing-room, the one she'd shared a glass of wine withAstoria in days ago.The fireplace was crackling with embers,andtherewasathickwoolblanketthrownacrossherlegsbut... she couldn't remember how she'd gotten here.

	Sheguessedshe'dwanderedinononeofhereveningwalks,thatshe'dbeen enticed by the fires warmth, laid down for a few minutes, and then fallenasleep.

	 

	
Yes, that must've been it. She hadn't been to Whitby. She hadn't left the manoratall.She'ddreamtthewholething.TheOrderhadn'tcometorescue her.There was no battle, no speeches fromVoldemort and no hisses from a crowd of cloaked figures.

	Shehadn'tsteppedoverthecorpsesofherfriendswhileMalfoyhad dragged her through the streets.

	Shehadn'tkilledSeamus.

	Shewasalright. Shewassafe.

	Itwasanightmare,just asickandtwistednightmare.

	But then she noticed the dried blood on her hands. The blood that was mattingbetweenherknucklesandcrustingaroundherfingernails.Butthat

	...Shehadn't...

	Hermionequicklywipedthemoisturefromherforehead,butshedidn'tfind sweat when she looked down at her sleeve, just more blood.

	Shestartedtofeelsick.Herchestheavedasherbreathstartedtoleaveher in rapid, terrified pants. Her stomach dropped when she threw back the

	blanketaroundherlegs,revealinganewscarfromabulletinherthigh- "Granger, are you alright?"

	DespiteMalfoy'swordsbeingsoftassilk,Hermionejumpedandspun toward his voice.

	Malfoy stood behind the adjacent sofa. He wore a concerned expression, andhishairhungmessilyintohiseyes.Hishandswerefistedtightlyonthe backrest of the sofa, the veins in his hands protruding with the strain. It

	looked as though the fabric might give way and tear at any moment, the silverringsheworeonalmosteveryfingerlookedliketheywerecutting into his skin.

	Andthentherewas theblood.Malfoywas fuckingdrenchedinit.It

	coveredhisrobes,wasdryinginhiswhite-blondehair,andstreakingdown

	 

	
everyinchofhisfacefromtempletochin.

	"Whathappened?"Hermione'svoicedidn'tsoundlikeherown,itcroaked, raw. The words burned her throat on the way out. "Why ... why am I...?"

	Malfoywatchedherforafewmoments,jawclenchingandunclenching several times before he spoke. "You're back at the Manor-"

	"Yes,Igatheredthatthanks,"shehissed,couldn'thelpherself."HowdidI

	gethere?"

	Malfoy watched her carefully as he released the death grip he had on the sofa.Hestartedtoapproachherslowly,takingonecautiousstepatatime thewayonewouldapproachafrightenedbabydeer."Youwerehysterical

	afterwhathappenedwithFinnigan,"hetoldherquietly."Youwouldn'tstopscreaming-"

	Oh.Thatwaswhysherecognisedthevoice.

	Hermione'shandinstinctivelymovedtoherthroat,lightlymassagingthe area with shaking fingers.

	Itwasn'tuntilMalfoystoppedjustinchesinfrontofher,hiskneesbrushing against hers in the ghost of a touch, that Hermione noticed his eyes. They

	flickered,burnedwithsomethingintense,somethingprimalthatshe'dnot seen in him. They were more blue than grey, only a thin sheen of silver clung around his pupils.

	"I'm not going to hurt you. I promise." Malfoy held up his hands, palms facing Hermione, showing her that he didn't have a weapon while he carefullykneeledinfrontofher."Youwereshellshocked.Youwouldn't

	stopcrying.Iwastalkingtoyou,andit'slikeyouweren'tthere-likeyou couldn't even hear me-" He extended his hand toward her -

	"Don'tfuckingtouchme!"shescreamed,cringingawayfromhim."Youdid something to me! You made me      kill Seamus.”

	 

	
Malfoydroppedhishand,hisexpressiontwistingintosomethingshe would've easily mistaken as hurt if it wasn't on his face.

	AmixtureofterrorandangercreptintoHermione'sbody,scoldingand freezing her, leaving her skin feeling hot and her blood running cold.

	"Seamuswasonthefloor,andthenyougrabbedme.Therewasthisfog... and then I- ohgod.”Her hand flew to her mouth to muffle her sob. "I

	couldn't...hewasrightthere-Icouldn't-Itriedtostop-butIcouldn't!I killed him!"

	Malfoy'seyesdriftedtothefloor.Shecouldhaveswornhelooked

	ashamed.Ifsheweren'tsoscared,ifshecouldn'tfeeltheflamesofanger gathering in the pits of her stomach, she might have felt sorry for him.

	Ifsympathywaswhathecraved,he'dneedtolookelsewhere.Shewould sooner curl her hands into fists and punch him than offer even a shred ofcomfort.

	"Whatdidyoudotome?" He didn't answer.

	"Malfoy," Hermione whispered hoarsely. Her eyes burned with tears she refusedtoshed."Whatthefuckdidyoudotome?Whydidyoumakeme kill my friend!?"

	MalfoytriedtostophimselffromwincingbutHermionesawit,caughtthe way his shoulders jerked like she'd slapped him, how his eyes pinched closed and his nose wrinkled with the ghost of pain.

	Hermionecaughtitall,butshedidn'tfuckingcare.Itdidn'tsoftentheache in her chest, or stop the way her heart felt like it was breaking. She was so angryshefeltdizzy,butherpain,hergrief,itwasstartingtooutweighthat anger and she couldn't let that happen. Not yet.

	Seamus'sfrightenedexpressionwasclawingatthebackofhermind,

	remindingherofwhatshe'ddone,thehorrificthingMalfoyhadmadeherdo.

	 

	
She would need to deal with it all eventually; the shame, the sorrow, the anguish.Butnowwasn'tthetime.Shewouldlockitaway,forceitbehind stealdoorslikeadam,andfacetheconsequenceslater.Becausesheknew that when her grief crashed through those doors with the force of a tidal wave, it would drown her, swallow her, and she didn't know if she was strong enough to recover from that.

	Herangerwasallshehadsosheneededtoholdontoit,channelit,useitto strengthen those doors, stop them from shattering, and find a way to break whatever monstrous spell Malfoy had put on her.

	"Haven'tyoudoneenough?"Hermioneforcedherselftohiss."Haven'tyou killed more than your fair share? Isn't it enough that you've condemned yourself to hell, do you really have to drag me along with you?!"

	Her words pushed Malfoy over the edge. He scoffed and stood up straight, shouldersbroadandsquare.Heturnedtofaceawayfromher,butshecould see his reflection in the floor-length silver mirror that hung from the wall.

	Shewatchedhimclosehiseyesanddrawadeepbreath,hisfeatures

	relaxingintosmoothexpressionlessmarble,andwhenheopenedhiseyes again, Hermione's breath caught.

	Theywerecompletelygrey.Cold.Notasliverofbluetobefound.

	Hermione almost didn't recognise him when he turned around to face her again. She'd never known Occlumency alter a person as much as it did Malfoy.Thechangeinhimwasinstant,liketheflickofaswitch.Hewent into the mirror one person, and came out someone else. Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. It was one of the most terrifying things she'd ever seen.

	"Honestly Granger," Malfoy sneered, his lips twitching into that sadistic little smirk she despised, "I expected more from you. Did you really think thattheDarkLorddidn'thaveanotherplanforyou?Didyouhonestlythink he was interested in your memories? Didn't you think that maybe,just

	maybe,hemighthaveanothermotiveforlinkingyourlifetomine?For having me drag myself through your mind every bastard day?"

	Hermionejuststaredathim.Tooshockedtoblink.Tooscaredtobreathe.

	 

	
"TheDarkLordcouldn'tgiveafuck aboutyourmemories-itwasalla

	ploy,adecoy.SomethingtokeepyoudistractedwhileIfocusedonthetrue task he'd assigned me. It was a bonus if we learned something along the

	way.Thereasonhehadme'searchyourmemories,'"hecrookedhisfingers as he spoke, "the only reason I was ever in your head to begin with, was to plant The Demon Hex.”

	AcoldshiverranupHermione'sspine,aphantomchillfromthememoryof that vile spell that had crept up into her body like ice water, the thing that

	had frozen her veins, flayed them from her skin and used them like marionettestrings.Itwasthethingthathadcontrolledher,madeherdo

	somethingsheneverwouldhavedreamed ofdoingofherownfreewill.

	The Demon Hex. She'd never heard of a curse like that, never even read so muchasawhisperofaspellasdemonicinnameornature.Theunknownof it all scared her more than it probably should have.

	Hermionetriedtofindhervoice.Shewilledherselftosaysomething,argue with him,anything!But she couldn't, couldn't do anything but listen in horror as he laid out what he'd been doing all along.

	Theslow,carefulwayMalfoymovedaroundherbeforewhenhewastrying not to frighten her had disappeared, like it had never been there to begin with. When Malfoy leaned over her, his shadow completely eclipsed her,

	blockingoutanywarmth fromthefire. Sheinstantlyfeltcold.

	"Youmadeitalltoofuckingeasy,doyouknowthat?"hesneered,evenhis breath on her face felt cold. "The blood connection the Dark Lord has bound us together with gives me greater access into your mind, and every timewehadoneofourLegilimencysessions,Iwaslayingthefoundations of the hex.You were that preoccupied with building walls and reinforcing doors in your hotel, keeping your memories 'safe', that you didn't notice what I was really doing in your head.”

	Hermionecouldn'tbreathe.Herlungspinchedtogether,butshepushed through it. She needed to know more. Needed to know how the spell

	worked.How shecould stophim fromdoing itagain."How      howcouldI

	usemagic?"Itprobablywasn'tthemostimportantquestion,butitwasthe

	 

	
firstthingthatpoppedintoherheadsoshewentwithit."I'vebeentaking the anti-magic potion for months-"

	"Now,thatwasactuallyrathertricky,"Malfoyhuffed,shakinghishead. "Anti-magic potions douse the drinker's magical abilities, in normal

	circumstances, you wouldn't be able to touch my magic. But after a lot of debate,andalotofhelpfromBlaise,wefiguredoutourbloodconnection allows you to channel my magic. Borrow it - if you like.”

	Howcouldshehaveletthishappen?Howcouldshenothavefeltwhathe was really doing?

	"It only works with my blood," Malfoy continued, "which is why we infusedmywandwithsomeofmy bloodafewdaysago.Itmeansthat

	whenyouholdmywand,youcanchannelmymagic,wielditasyourown.” He sharply withdrew his wand and waved it in front of her face, teasing her with the one key to her escape. "Although you broke through the spell too

	quickly.We'llneedtocontinueoursessionssoIcanstrengthenthe connections of the spell.”

	Hermionelurchedforwardtosnatchhiswand,butMalfoy'shandcurled around her throat before she could reach it. He straightened his arm, his

	coldringsbitingintoherneckasheheldherjustfarenoughthathergreedy fingers couldn't grab his wand.

	"Whyme?"sheasked.Thetipsofherfingerstingled,thepromiseofmagic inches away. She strained her arm, fingers stretching-

	Malfoy released her throat, but not before he used it to push her back againstthebackofthesofawithapowerfulshove.Hesnuckhiswand back inside his robes with a smile on his face.

	"Youcouldhavedonethistoanyone,"Hermionerasped,choking

	pathetically as she nursed her bruising throat. "Heaven knows you've capturedmorethanenoughOrdermembersovertheyears.Sowhyme?"

	Malfoysnorted.Hiseyesrakedoverherslowlyfromheadtotoewhilehe rolled his tongue on the inside of his cheek. "There's a reason the

	 

	
incantationforthisspelltranslates,'Demon,rise,"hesaidinalow,spiteful whisper."YouseeGranger,itdoesn'tchangeyou.Doesn'tchangewhoyou are. It just taps into the darkest parts of yourself, the things you would

	ratherkeepburied,andbringsthemalltothesurface.”Hiscoldeyes

	lingered on hers, raising the hairs on the back of her arms. "Whilst you're under this spell, you're still that ferocious little lioness that you've always been.You'restilldeadly.Stilljustasfuckingmerciless.Butthatimpulseto kill? That desire to sink your teeth into your prey and tear them apart? It's still there, I just redirected your aim."

	Hermionefeltlikeshewasgoingtobesick.Shesworetheroomstartedto spin around her.

	"I'mtheonlyonethatcancastthespell,andwhenyou'reunderit,the

	gazelle's that you crave to hunt aren't going to be wearing masks with black skullsorgoldskullsorevendemonhorns,they'regoingtobeyourfriends." Malfoy leaned in closer, chasing Hermione as she cringed as far away from him as the sofa would allow. He was everywhere, all she could see were those nasty grey eyes and the blood that was matting in his hair. "And

	Granger,that'swhytheDarkLordwantedyouforthespell."Suddenly,his face twisted into the most barbaric smirk she'd ever seen. The blood that

	streakeddownhisfaceclungtoeverydimpleandcurve,cuttinghisalready sharpfeaturesintomorethreateningangles."Becausedeepdown,underall those gold trimmings and self-righteous Gryffindor bullshit, you'rejust,like, me.”

	Likethecrackofawhipagainstherspine,Hermione'sfearandguilt

	vanished,andallshecouldtastewasanger.Shelurchedforward,notcaring that her nose knocked his as she pushed herself off the back of the sofa.

	"We'renotthesame!"shesnapped."Don'tyoudaresaythatwe'rethesame because we'renot!"

	Malfoydidn'tmoveaninch.Hesmileddownather,evendraggedhis

	tongue across his top teeth as he looked her over from head to toe, again. "Oh,butweare.Wemaybeonoppositesidesofthewar,butweareexactlythe same.”

	 

	
Hermionepushedhisshoulderswithallthestrengthshecouldconjure.It gave her some breathing room, gave her enough space to duck under his arm, get off thesofaand takeresidencenext to themirror. Shefelt better whenshewasstanding,lessatadisadvantage,evenifshewasstillmuch shorter than him. "No! No, we are nothing alike!"

	Malfoy whirled to face her and cocked his head to the side. "Funny, how youtalkaboutmenothavingasoul,thatI'vesoldit,thatI'mgoingstraight to hell, but did you ever stop to think that maybe you don't have a soul

	anymoreeither?"

	Hermione'slipcurled.Herhandsballedintofists.

	"Taking a life is just as sinful, no matter which side of the war you're on. Onelifeisn'tworthlessthananother,”Malfoypracticallypurred.Hestarted to approach her again, and it took everything in Hermione to hold her ground and not step away. "If I were a betting man, I'd say the blood on your ledger tallies up just as high as mine.You'veprobably executed just as many Death Eaters as I have Order members.”

	"That'snotthesame!Ididn'twanttokillthem!Ididn'twanttokillanyone!"

	"Sowhatthen?Justbecauseyou'reonthe'GoodSide',youthinkthatyour sins don't count?" Quick as a flash, he was in front of her again, towering

	overher,tryingtothrowheroffbalance."Doyouthinkthatjustbecausethe people you've butchered wore a skull mask and had a snake on their

	forearm,thatsomehowyoursoulisclean?Thatyou'resomehowbetterthanme?"

	"Iambetterthanyou!"Hermionescreamed,raisingontothetipsofhertoes so she could better look him in the eye. "You kill like it's a sport!You kill without mercy, like it's fun, I hate it! I don't want to do it, but this iswar!

	Wedon'thavetheluxuryofmercyanymore!NotwhenVoldemorthas grown as strong as he has!"

	"You'reright,thisiswar,"Malfoysneered,hiseyesascoldandlifelessas ever. "So let me ask you this; out of all those masked figures that you've

	 

	
murderedonthebattlefield,howmanydoyouthinkhadwiveswaitingfor them at home?"

	Ifhe'dpunchedherinthestomach,itwouldhavehurtless."I...that'snot- that doesn't mean-"

	"Howmanyofthosepoorsoulsthatyou'veexecutedweresomeone's daughter? Someone's son?"

	Hermionetookastepback,butMalfoyfollowed,loomingoverher,burning her with the truth. "Stop it!"

	"HowmanyofthoseDeathEatersthatdiedscreamingatthetipofyour wand had children?"

	Hermionetookanotherstepback.Malfoyfollowed. "All waiting for them to come home-"

	"Stopit!"

	"-andyouwerethereasontheynevermadeit?"

	Anotherretreatfromher,anotherpursuitfromhim.

	"Stopit!Juststopit!"Hermioneblinkedfuriously,tryingtodulltheburning in her eyes. She wouldn't cry in front of him. She refused to. "We're not the same! We are not the fucking same!"

	"WhataboutCharlotteRoth?"Malfoyasked."OrMarkKinghold?You remember them, don't you Granger?"

	Hermionestopped.Despitethewarmthofthefire,shefeltachillascoldas The Demon Hex spread through her body.

	Of course she remembered them, how could she not? Those names were tattooedontohersoul,brandedontoherskin,unforgettable,nomatterhow hard she tried to wipe them from her memory.

	 

	
"IbetKingsleyneversignedoffontheirexecutions,didhe?Youwent

	rogueonthatone,I'msure.DidyouknowthatCharlottehadahusband?" Malfoy cocked a brow. "Did you know that she had a son?Alittle four- month-old boy waiting for her at home?"

	Hermionedidn'twanttohearthis.Shecouldn'thearthis.

	"OrdidyouknowthatMarkwastwoyearsyoungerthanusinschool?" Malfoy went on. "He was eighteen when you killed him, hadn't even mastered a fucking Imperius Curse before you butchered him."

	"Shutup!"Hermioneretreatedanotherstep,flinchingwhenherback connected with the cool glass mirror behind her.

	Malfoy closed in and slammed a hand on either side of the frame, trapping her against the mirror. "Did you ever stop to think about that?! No, of courseyoudidn't,becauseitdidn'tmattertoyou!Theykilledyourparents! They killed your mother and father, and they deserved to burn!"

	Hermione pounded her fists against his chest, trying to force him back so shecouldescape.Hedidn'tbudge,immovableasthemarblestatuesheso often resembled. "Fuck you!"

	"Inthosemoments,allyoucaredaboutwasrevenge!" "Stop it Malfoy! I don't want to hear-"

	"Itdidn'tmatterthatthepeoplebehindtheskullmaskshadfamilies,loved ones, people that would mourn them-"

	"Letmego!"

	"Becauseinthosemoments,allyoucaredaboutwaskillingthem!"

	TearsburnedHermione'seyes."Shutup!"sheseethedthroughgrittedteeth.

	"Allyoucaredaboutwascuttingthemdown,andmakingthemfeelthe samepainand hurtyou felt!Makingthem payfor killingyourfamily!"

	 

	
"Stopit!"shescreamed.Theburninginhereyesgotworse,thestingstarted toblurhervisionbutshestillkeptthetearsin,refusedtoletthemfall."Just stop talking!" She could feel the dam about to burst. Cracks in the

	foundations,tearsstruggling,fightingtobreakfree.

	"Because in those moments you were ruthless, merciless, a fucking monster.”Malfoybowedhishead,andhislipsgrazedhercheekashe whispered, "Because in those moments, you werejust like me.”

	"Stopsayingthatwe'rethesame!We'renotthefuckingsame!"

	Malfoyleanedback,hiseyesonhersashelickedacrosshisbottom lip. "No? Do you really believe that?"

	Hermioneraisedherhandtopunchhim,toforcehimoutofherwaybefore her heart shattered for good, but Malfoy caught her. He snatched her left wrist before the punch could meet its sweet target, and the other wrapped around her waist to flip her around. He pressed her back tight against his

	chestandcagedherin,pinningheragainsthimasshestruggledinhisarms.

	Hermioneloweredherhead,tryingtofindherbearingssoshecouldkick his feet out from under him -

	Malfoy'slipsglidedtotheshellofherear."LookinthemirrorGranger.”

	"No!"Shekepthereyesonthefloorandtriedtocrunchhisbootsunderherown.

	"Lookinthemirror!"hehissed,tonelowandmenacingandvibrating against her spine.

	Shedidn'tlisten.Shetriedtotwistherbody,triedtojutherelbowsintohis ribs -

	Thehandonherwristvanished,onlytoreappearsuddenlybeneathher

	chin.Hisnailsdugintoherskinlikethefangsofaviper,andaniron-strong force tugged her face upwards-

	"LOOKINTHEFUCKINGMIRROR!"

	 

	
Thewayheroaredthewords,thelowbravadoinhisvoice,thewayhis

	chestvibrated,itwasoddlythrilling,masculine,commandingattention.She jumped, her head snapped up before she could stop herself -

	Herheartsankatwhatshesaw.

	Becausehewasright.Hewasabsolutelyfuckingright.

	Lookingatthem;him,herreflectioncurledinhisarms,theywereexactly the same.

	Thesameheavingchests.

	Thesamehateful,ragetwistedexpressionsthatonlyasoldierknew.The ones that were tired, frustrated with the commands they had yet to

	complete,andangrythinkingaboutthemissionsthey'dfailed.

	The same vacant eyes that spoke of war and death and so many burning corpsesitmadeherfeelsick.Alookonlyanexecutionercouldrecognise.

	And the blood -There was so much blood on her too, she hadn't realised. Thesamebloodthatwasmattedintheirhair,distortinganddarkeningthe strands and saturating their clothes.

	Hermionestaredattheirreflection,atthesamebloodthatstreakeddown both their temples and across both their chins.

	Seamus'sblood…

	Thenherheartfinallyshattered,andthedamburst.

	Sheshookinhisarms,whimperingandchokingasgrieflikenoother crashed into her with the force of a fucking earthquake.

	Hewasright.Theywerethesame. He was a monster and so was she.

	 

	
Theywereexactlythesame.ShecouldhidebehindtheOrderandher

	distortedillusionsofmoralityandnobility,butintheend,shewasnobetter than him.

	Shedidn'tcarewhoshekilledifitprotectedtheOrder.Shedidn'tcarewho shebutcheredifitbroughtthemonestepclosertoVoldemort'sdefeat.And she certainly hadn't given a fuck about Charlotte and Mark when she'd

	torturedthem,mauledthem,leftthembleedingandbrokenfordaysbefore she finally executed them.

	Becausethey'dkilledherparents,andshethoughttheydeservedit.

	Inthosemoments,shewasJudge,JuryandExecutioner,andshehadn't cared about those her blood fuelled rampage left behind.

	Hermione trembled against his chest and watched tears fall from her eyes, mixingwiththebloodanddirtastheysliddownherhorrifiedfaceandpast her sobbing lips.

	"Ishouldhaveletyoudie,”shewhispered,chokingasthosetraitoroustears gathered on her chin, and then finally dropped onto the floor.

	Shefelttwobeatsofhisheartagainstherspinebeforehislipsfoundherear again. "Yes. You should have.”

	"Iseverythingalright?Iheardshoutingand.      whatinMerlin'sname

	happenedtoyoutwo?!"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	TheinstantMalfoyheardAstoria'svoice,thewayitcrackedandbrokenear the end, his hold on Granger loosened.

	 

	
She immediately jutted her elbows into his ribs, tore herself from the cage he'd wound around her, and stormed towards her freedom, but not before she stopped in the doorway. Not before she'd returned the favour, pointed thebarrelathistemples,andtakenashotathimtoo.Hedoubtedshecould help herself, imagined it was as much of a reflex to her as it was to him

	afteralltheseyearsofwar.

	"YouwerewrongabouthimAstoria,”Grangerrasped.Throughthemirror, he watched her stop in front of a wide-eyedAstoria. "He might have torn off his wings to protect the rest of you, but he doesn't have a soul, not

	anymore.Thereisn'tashredofanythinggoodleftinhim.Hemayhave been your brother once, but he's nothing more than a Demon now.”

	Andthenshejust...left.Notanotherhatefulstareordisgustedglanceinhis direction, and Malfoy just watched her go.

	TherewasafewsecondsofsilencebeforeAstoriacaughthiseyeinthemirror.

	Herusuallysoftandcompassionateexpressionwastwistedintoavicious scowl. A scowl that was aimed at him.

	“Whatdidyoudotoher?"Astoriademanded,herhandscurlingintofistsat her sides.

	Malfoysighedheavily.Heleanedhisforeheadagainstthecoldglassand pinched his eyes closed.

	Hejustneededamoment,justaminutetocollecthimself,tocalmhis

	nervesandrebuildtheOcclumencywallshefeltsplinteringaroundhim

	beforeAstoriastartedwithherfiringsquadofaninquisition.Itwasashame he knew she wasn't going to give him that mercy.

	"Draco,what did youdo toHermione?"

	Hegroanedagainsttheglass,hisbreathmistingthepane."Justgivemea fucking minute Tori,please-"

	 

	
"No!"Astoriabitimmediately."Whatdidyoudotoher?"

	Well,shewasgoingtofindouteventually.Whatwasthatoldmuggle phrase? Rip the bullet out? Bite the band-aid off?

	"The Dark Lord entrusted me with a special assignment for Granger. I've beenworkingonitformonths,castingsmallhexesinherheadandlaying the foundations," he muttered against the mirror, his eyes still closed,

	refusingtolookather."It'ssupposedtoturnhertoourside,makehera weapon for us. Today, I tested the hex out on the field.”

	HecouldhearAstoriagrindingherperfectlypolishedteethfromthe doorframe. "What. Did. You. Make. Her. Do!?"

	"ShekilledFinnigan.”

	MalfoywincedwhenheheardAstoria'sshockedgasp.Hetriedtostop himself from reacting, tried to keep his face as stoic as he could and concentrate on shards of glass and icy walls - but he couldn't.

	SinceGranger'scapture,sincethefirsttimeshe'dslappedhimacrossthe face, Malfoy had craved the opportunity to make her squirm.

	Shewastrappedbehindenemylineswithoutawand,alone,andcompletely defenceless.Anyone else would've trembled with fear at the sheer

	helplessnessoftheirsituation-butnotGranger. If she was scared, she never showed it.

	Nomatterwhathetried,nomatterhowmanyanti-magicpotionsheforced down her throat or how many times he pressed his wand against her

	temples,shenevershowedevenaflickeroffearinthosehoney-colouredeyes.

	Yes,she'dbeenangryandnervous,butneverscared.

	Therewassomethingfascinatingaboutherunwaveringdefiance.

	Somethingexhilaratingaboutherstrongbackbonethatrefusedtobow;how

	 

	
theembersinherchestcouldneverbedoused.

	Granger was fucking shatterproof.The wildest stallion that simply refused to be broken in, and the idea of being the one to break her had consumed Malfoyoflate.He'dfeltpossessedwiththeidea,ravenouswiththeneedto see how her pretty eyes would look when they were scared.

	Well,he'dfinallygottenhiswish.

	TheGoldenGirlwasfrightenedofhim,soscaredthatherwholebodyhad trembled when she'd stared at their reflections in the mirror.

	He'dbrokenher.He'dmadeherheartbleedandachievedthegoalhis master had set him with sparkling results.

	Butwhydidn'titfeelas euphoricasheimagineditwould?

	Whydidhisstomachtwistthinkingaboutthecripplingdefeatinhereyes? Why did it make him feel sick to think about the tears that had slid down her cheeks?

	Malfoyknewwhatitwas,thethingthatcausedasudden, long-forgotten

	chilltoscratchdeepinhischest.Thethingthatcausedthehairsontheback of his neck to rise, and an awful lurch to creep into his stomach.

	Itwasguilt.

	Guiltforwhathe'ddonetoher,forwhathe'dturnedherinto. And guilt was the thing that had started to be his undoing.

	He'dfelthiscontrolslippingforweeks,eversinceshe'dsavedhislife.

	Sincehe'dbeenonthecuspof deathandfeltthesoulsofthosehe'd

	murderedgraspingathisankles,dragginghimdowntohell.Whenhe'd been so close to the end, only to be saved by his enemy.

	Eversincehe'dopenedhiseyesontheblood-soakedfloor,lungedforward and tore the shackles of the dead off his arms, only to brush across the

	softestlipshe'dever-

	 

	
No,hecouldn'taffordtothinklikethat.Hewouldn'tthinklikethat.

	But her eyes - those fucking eyes had been the first thing he'd seen, the thingsthathadstirredsomethinginhim,andignitedsomelong-forgottenemotion.

	As though she'd stepped on the frozen lake that was his Occlumency - stompedontoitwiththeforceofafuckingbull-andnowthelakewas splintering. Cracks were spreading across his walls like glittering

	spiderwebs,zippingthroughtheicefasterthanhecouldrepairthem.

	He'd tried to fix them, but exhaustion and a heavy conscience he thought he'dburiedweremakingitharderandharderforhimtoOcclude;tokeep those walls up and protect himself. He could barely keep them up for an hour at a time now, and it was all Granger's fault.

	Salazar-hewastired.Hewassoexhaustedhecouldbarelystand,andhis sister was looking at him with such hate and disappointment that it made him want to throw himself off the roof.

	"Don'tlookatmelikethat!"MalfoysnappedasheturnedtofaceAstoria. "Whatever I did, I did forus! To protect our family!"

	Astoriashookherhead."Youdidn'thavetodothat!Youcouldhavewaited and found another way-"

	"No, I couldn't.The only people who knew about this assignment were me, the Dark Lord, Bellatrix, and her husband. The Dark Lord gave me very clearinstructions;ifanopportunitypresenteditselfinWhitbywhereIcould safely test if the roots of the Hex had stuck, then I was to take it.”

	Malfoyneededsomethingtotaketheedgeoff.Somethingtodrownthose sad brown eyes out of his mind before he marched into her room and

	pluckedthemouthimself.

	Hecrossedthedrawing-room,swungthedoorstotheliquorcabinetopen, andgrabbedthefirstbottlehecouldreachwithshakingfingers.Hepulled the cork off and drank until his throat burned.

	 

	
"Finnigan was on the floor, weaponless. Granger was with me. The alley wasempty.AndthenRodolphusLestrangewaltzedaroundthecorneratthe wrong time!" He took another swig of the bourbon. "There was no reason I shouldn't test the hex! No possible excuse for me not to do a trial run!"

	Anotherpause,anotherlargeswig.

	Whenhespokeagain,hisvoicewaslowandhoarse,thepotentalcohol

	finallytakingholdofhisvocalcords."Youwanttoknowtheworstpart?I didn't want to do it.Fuck- I didn't want to do that to her. I didn't want to make her kill her friend, but I didn't have a fucking choice!"

	Hecouldfeelhiscontrolslippingagain,wildangersneakingthroughthe cracks.Hegrabbedthebottlebyitsneck,whirledaround,andthrewitat the wall.

	Hecouldpracticallyhearhisancestorshissingtheirdisapprovalasthesmell of wasted bourbon burned his nostrils.

	"Ididn'thaveachoice!"Malfoyseethed."IfIdidn'ttestthehex,Rodolphus would have reported me! He would have seen it as a sign of weakness and

	rantotheDarkLordfasterthanasnitchleavesthefuckingcrate!"

	Astoriatookacautiousstepcloser,carefultogivehimawidebirthashis anger roared to the surface. "But you're a Demon Mask, his loyalist

	supporter.Surelyhewouldn't-"

	Malfoycutheroffinasnarl."Hewouldreplacemelikethat-"hesnapped his fingers aggressively, illustrating his point, "-if he thought I'd lost my edge.Hewouldn'thesitate,evenforasecond,toreplacemeifIwasn'tthe

	mostruthless,bloodthirstybastardathisdisposal!Hisranksarelikeashark pit; if the others smell even a drop of blood or weakness, they'll tear me

	apart for the chance to take my place! I do these things because I have to, not because I want to!" Malfoy roared, all teeth and anger and pain. "I do thesethingstoprotectus!SotheDarkLorddoesn'tturnhisattentiontous and take a closer look at what's going on! So he doesn't notice Nott acting out, or you and your husband disappearing every two seconds! Do you

	thinkitdoesn'ttearmeapart,thinkingaboutwhatI'vedone?!"

	 

	
Astoria'sgravebrowneyesglistened.Sheopenedhermouth,butMalfoy cut her off again.

	"He's in my head all the fucking time, whispering and hissing orders!" Malfoy's shoulders started to tremble, his fingers shook even more so as he jabbedthemagainsthistemplelikeknives."KillthiswizardDraco!Behead this witch Draco!" He dragged his hands to the back of his head and

	pinchedhiseyesclosedasalltheseemotionsjustbledoutofhim,onand on, worse than any wound he'd ever received on the battlefield. "Torture thisone!Pluckthatone'seyesout!Killthisone,nowthatone.Againand

	againandagain."Fuck,ithurt.Itfuckinghurttolethimselffeelagain.He'd forgotten how excruciating guilt felt when he didn't have a shield to hide

	behind."It'sallthetime!Never-endingfuckingpoisoninmyhead!Every bastard day, hour after hour!"

	Astoria'shandwrappedaroundhisshoulder,herwarmthfloodinghimas she tried to drag him down into an embrace, comforting him even when they both knew he didn't deserve it.

	Malfoyshookout ofhergrip andstartedto pacetheroom.

	Hewasamonster.Hewantedtobreaksomething,smashsomething.He wanted to make everythingbleed.

	AndAstoriacouldn'tbenearhimwhenheexplodedlikethat.Heneededto get away from her, needed to getheraway fromhimbefore his murderous impulses got the better of him.

	 

	Andheknewjust theway.

	He stopped when he was in front of the fireplace and whirled to face her. "Butthisisthepricewepaytokeepourfamilytogether.Youliketolivein this house, don't you?" he asked spitefully. "You like the luxuries our

	servicetotheDarkLordgrantsus?Liketoattendthepartiesandgalasand fucking society events he puts on? Well, this is what they fucking cost!"

	Astoria'seyesslowlyrakedoverthebloodonhisrobesandface,butshe didn't say a word.

	 

	
"Thisisthepricewepayforyourprettydressesandyourexpensivewine!" He held his arms out either side of him, even did a little twirl so she could see the full depths he'd let himself slip to foryears and years and years. "This is the blood thatIpay to keep our family safe!"

	Astoriadrewadeepbreath,blinkingbacktears."Andyouthinkallthisis worth turning Hermione into a monster for?"

	"Oh,nowyouwanttoplaythemoralcardandpretendyouhaveasenseof decency?" he taunted, knowing it was cruel. She was so close to leaving, shejustneededalittlepush."Youcanwatchuskill,you'llturnablindeye to that, butthis? This crosses some fucking line that you've decided to

	draw?Youdon'tgettopickandchoosewhenyouwanttobenobleTori! Youdon'tgettowatchuswalkthroughthegatesofhell,burnourfeeton the coals, and then decide thatthisis too far!"

	"WatchyourmouthMalfoy!"Astoriahissed.Shesteppedcloser,andan angry crease appeared between her brows.

	"Orwhat?Whatareyougonnado?Yousithereallday,withyourperfectly manicured nails and your bottles of expensive vodka and -"

	Astoriacuthimoffwithabruisingslapacrosshisleftcheek.Thestrength of it twisted his face back towards the mirror, forcing him to stare at his

	nightmareof areflection.

	Ittookthreelong,calmingbreathsbeforehecouldfacetheblondeinfront of him again.

	"Yourmotherlovedyoumorethanshelovedanyone,”Astoriasneered through gritted teeth. "She wanted you to live. She would have done

	anythingtoseeyousurvive-butthis?"Shetookastepbackandwavedher hand over the blood and dirt and dark magic that clung to every inch of

	him."Sheneverwantedthisforyou.Shewouldturninhergraveifshe could see what you've become.”Astoria gave one last lingering scowl before she shook her head and left the drawing room.

	AndMalfoywas lefttodestroytheplaceinpeace.

	 

	
Hetorethepicturesfromthewallasthoughthey'dspatinhisface.He kicked the coffee table as though it had murdered his father.

	And he punched the mirror again and again and again, until his knuckles weredrenchedwithblood,untilthepanewasascrackedashisOcclumency walls, and until he couldn't see the reflection of the demon staring right

	backathim.

	 

	
Angelsinthegarden

	 

	10thMarch

	 

	"Timehealsallwounds.”

	Funny,Hermionehadneverreallypaidmuchattentiontothatphrase before, just considered it something her frail, declining hero of a

	grandfatherusedtosay.

	"Timehealsallwounds,mydarling,"heusedtosaytoanyonewhoneeded to hear it, a twinkle in his eyes and moustache crinkling with his smile."Time, and a good cup of tea."

	Nomatterhowshallowormountainousaproblemwas,theywerehis answer to everything.

	Hewouldmurmurittohergrandmotherwheneverheputthekettleonthe stove - even as technology advanced, he'd refused to adapt, and preferred theoldmethodofpotandfiretoheathisbelovedcupoftea.Saidittasted better. Hermione agreed.

	He'dsaidittoHermione'smotherasheaddedmilkandtwosugars-justthe way she liked it - and handed her a mug after she'd had a near-miss caraccident.

	He'dhusheditintoHermione'shairwhenshefelloffherbicycleasachild. And that time she was bitten by a squirrel.

	He'devensaiditathergrandmothersfunereal,whispereditunderhisbreath as he'd watched the coffin that held his soulmate be lowered into theground, his parting love letter to her carried by the wind until they would meet again.

	Hermionewassureshe'dfoundtheonethingthattime,oreventhebestcup of tea, could never heal.

	 

	
Shewascertain,asshelayscreaminginabathfilledwithSeamus'sblood, that time couldn't heal the crater that was forming in her chest.

	She knew, asAstoria lathered her hair with shampoo and pealed chunks of mattedfleshfromhercurls,thatnoamountoftimecouldhealthispain,this wrenching fucking grief that felt like her spine had been ripped from her body and was being used to strangle her with.

	No,timecouldn'thealthis. Not in a week.

	Not in amonth.

	Noteven inayear.

	Andagood cupoffucking teacertainlywouldn't dothejobeither.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	28thMarch

	"Whatdoyouthink,Hermione?"Astoriachirped."Whichdoyouprefer?"

	Hermione'sheadsnappeduptostareatthetwodifferentbunchesofflowers Astoria was holding over the new vase on her bedside table; white roses, or pink peonies.

	Hermione gave a tight-lipped smile, then turned in her perch to face the windowagain."l'llleaveituptoyou.Yourtasteismuchbetterthanmine.”

	Astoriasighedheavilybehindher,alittledefeated,thenstartedclippingthe flowers with her wand.

	 

	
IntheweeksfollowingSeamus'sdeath,afterAstoriahadwashedtheblood from Hermione's hair, after she'd held her in the bath while she'd sobbed andmournedherfriend,she'dbarelyleftHermione'sside.Shebecamelike a protective mother bee, constantly fussing and hovering over Hermione's every move.

	Despite her small size and delicate demeanour, her protectiveness was far moreeffectivethanHermionewouldhavegivenhercreditfor.Noneofthe men would go near Hermione ifAstoria was around. Wouldn't so much as step over the threshold into her bedroom ifAstoria was perched on the window ledge with her. Not her husband. Not Nott.And not even the Demon Mask to who the window belonged.

	Hermionehadrefusedtoleaveherroomsincetheattack.Shedidn'twantto. ThethoughtofrunningintoMalfoy,thethoughtofseeingthepuppetmaster behind her marionette strings made her skin crawl.

	She'dhiddenawayinstead.Lockedherselfinatower,threwthekeyoutthe window, and curled herself into a ball while she festered in her guilt andsorrow.

	Itwasastupididea, sheknewthat.

	Monthsago,thethoughtofbeinginacageterrifiedherbutnow,she

	welcomedtheideawithopenarms.Shewouldrathershackleherwristsand bind herself to the floor than risk going out there and ending the life of

	someone else she'd sworn to protect. She never wanted to leave this cage again,wouldhappilydieandrotinherebyherselfifthat'swhatittook.It was no less than what she deserved.

	Astoria,however,hadotherideas.Thepetiteblondeseemeddetermined

	thatnomatterhowmuchHermionewishedshecouldwrapherownfingers around her throat and squeeze the life from her lungs, she would always be there to ease the pressure, to allow Hermione tobreathe.

	AndifHermionerefusedtogooutside,thenAstoriawasdeterminedto simply bring the outsidetoher.

	 

	
Shebroughtherfreshlycutflowersfromthegardenseachmorning,all beautiful and charmed to smell exquisite. Each evening she would run

	Hermioneabathfilledwithexpensivebathsaltsandbubblessosoftthey felt like they were made from spun silk.And she replaced the elves with their delivery serviceand insisted that they dinetogether. Each mealtime Astoria would softly enter Hermione's bedroom pushing a silver trolley - twoplatesoffoodonthemiddlerack-andasteamingpotofteaandtwo mugs on the top.

	Itseemedthattheideaofagoodcupofteacouldsolveanythinginatime of crisis wasn't lost on even the most purebred of wizarding society,

	somethingthatwaspasseddownfromonegenerationtothenext.Theirony of it almost made Hermione chuckle; that blood supremacists all nursed

	their cups of tea the same way Muggles did - the lesser species they wanted toburnfromtheearth.Ifonlytheyknewhowsimilartheywereunderthose few layers of magic.

	Yes,Astoria'skindgesturesweren'tlostonHermione,butsheappreciated the effect Mrs Zabini had on Malfoy far more than any trinket she couldoffer.

	True to his word, Malfoy had tried to resume their 'Legilimency sessions' thedayafterWhitby.He'darrivedinherroomthenextmorning,evenhad the courtesy to knock before he sheepishly opened the door. He'd

	approachedHermioneslowly,eyesonthefloorandshoulder'sslightly slumped -

	Butwhenhe'dnoticedAstoriasittingonthewindowledgebesideher,he'd frozen, and the very instantAstoria's lips had curled in disgust, he’d left.

	Hermione had brushed it off as a fluke, but then a pattern started to emerge.Eachday,Malfoywouldknock,enterHermione'sroom,see Astoria, and then leave.

	Shewasn'tsurewhatthereasonwas,orwhy hecouldn'tbringhimselfto

	bargeintohermindwhilehissisterwasthere-quitefranklyshedidn'tcare.

	Itdidn'treallymatteraslongashestayedawayfromherandoutofherhead.

	 

	
Astoriacouldn'tprotectHermioneeveryday,herconditiononlygaveher

	thestrengthtobehershieldforafewdaysatatime.Sotwiceaweek,when Astoria's blood curse bound her to her bed through spouts of fragility and coughingupblood,Malfoywouldseizetheopportunity,stillkeepingupthe pretence of 'searching Hermione's memories' even though she now knew it was a wasted exercise.

	Hermionewasn'tsurewhatshecoulddowithinherownmindtokeephim from planting the hex. On their first session, she'd tried to remain calm,

	ignoretheimageofhim inhermindas hewatchedwhatevermemorywas

	unfolding,andtriedtoconcentrate.She'dtriedtofeelforthehex,feelforan intruder, a strange tingle of magic that shouldn't be there - but there was

	nothing.Notathingshecoulddistinguishasheworkedthisnewfoulbrand of magic into her brain like a parasite.

	Despitenotbeing ableto feelwhat hewasdoing inher mind,shestill

	foughthimeverystepoftheway.Shedideverythinginherpowertoslow him down. She punched him while he tried to press his wand against her temples,kickedhim,screamed,spatinhisface,andtriedtokeepherhotel as strong as she could even though she knew it was pointless. He wasn't actuallysearching her memories, but she couldn't just sit there anddo

	nothing.

	Hermionetriedwitheverythingshehad,summonedeveryounceof Gryffindorcourageandfireinherbellytokeepthosedoorslocked.

	ButMalfoyhadbrokenher.He'dcrushedherspiritunderhisbootandleft her crumpled on the floor, bleeding, defeated.

	Andthehotelinhermind?Thewallsanddoorsshe'dspentmonths

	reinforcingtokeephimout?Well,theycrumbledlikefuckingsandcastles swept up in the tide. Just as weak and broken as her spirit.

	Malfoywaltzedthroughhermemorieseasilynow,glidedfromonetothe next effortlessly now he was met with little resistance.

	Hermionedidn'tevenflinchwhenthey'dwatchedDumbledore'sbodyfall from theAstronomy tower, or when they'd watched her younger double

	 

	
Obliviateherparents.Shedidn'tevenshed atear-notasinglefuckingone

	-whenthey'dwitnessedthefirsttimeshe'dkilledsomeone.Didn'tfeeleven the smallest of tremors in her chest as the memories replayed, when the

	guilthadovertakenher,whenshe'dscreamedandcriedandshookinRon's arms, agonized over what she'd done.

	Hermionedidn'tfeelanyofit,becauseherheartwasalreadybroken.

	"Hermione?"Astoria'scalmvoicecutthroughherthoughtsagainforthe second time that afternoon. She was growing more attuned to when

	Hermioneneededadistraction."Whatdidyouwantfordinnertoday?" Hermione stared out the window instead of answering.

	"IwasthinkingofaskingRomytomakealasagne.Healwaysservesitwith roast potatoes, and you know how much of a good mood it puts him in to cookthose,”Astoriawenton,insistentlytryingtopullaconversationoutof Hermione. "I've never known a house-elf to be so fond of something. I'm

	sureifhewassmotheredtodeathinroastpotatoes,hewoulddiehappy-"

	Knock,knock,knock.

	"Don'tcomeinhere!"Astoriasharplyputthevaseofflowersshewas nursing down and glared at the door.

	Therewasabriefsilence,thenthedoorstartedtocreakopen.

	"Didn'tyouhearme?!"AstoriasnappedasMalfoysteppedintotheroom. "We don't wantyouin here! Get out right now!"

	Hermionecouldn'tseewhatcolourhiseyeswere,theywerestillonthe

	floorandafewstrandsofhishairhadfallenforwardtocoverhisface.He looked different, conflicted, almost vulnerable.

	"Ican'tdothatthatTori.”EverythingaboutMalfoy'sposturescreamed

	uncomfortable. His shoulders were slumped, and the veins on the back of hishandswerestrainingasheballedthemintofistsathissides.“Ihavean assignment I'm needed on today-"

	 

	
"And?!"Astoriacutin, hertonepurevenom.

	Malfoygavealow,heavysighandpinchedhiseyesclosed."TheDarkLord has ordered that Granger comes with me- that I test the hex again.”

	Hermione's heart dropped into her stomach. She couldn't go out there with him.Shecouldn'triskhurtinganotheroneofherfriends.He'dhavetodrag her out of here kicking and screaming.

	"Don't you dare come anywhere near me.” She jumped from her perch and backedawayfromhimslowly,inchingtowardsthebathroomdoor."I'mnot going anywhere with you!"

	Malfoy'seyessnappedup.Theywereamixtureofcolours,slightlymore

	bluethangrey.Hewasn'tquiteMrHyde,buthewasn'texactlyallDrJekylleither.

	"Granger," heclenched his jaw. "Pleasedon't makethis any moredifficult thanithastobe.”Hereachedintohisrobes,presumablytograbhiswand-

	AstoriamovedquickerthanHermionethoughtpossibleforsomeonewith her condition."Expelliarmus!"

	Heraimwasn'tperfect,Malfoy'swanddidn'tlandinherownpalmasit

	should have. Her inexperience with the spell caused it to fly into the far end ofHermione'sbedroom,butjudgingfromMalfoy'shorrifiedexpression,the fact that she had managed to disarm him at all was worrying.

	Astoriaraisedherwandandaimeditathisthroat.“Hermione,getbehindme.”

	AssoonasHermionewasbehindtheblonde,Astoria'sfreearmwound around her waist to pull her protectively against her back.

	"Astoria,"Malfoywarnedinalow,dangeroustone,eventhoughhishands were raised as though he was a soldier mid-surrender. "Don't do this.”

	"Thendon'tmakeherdothis!"

	 

	
Hermione almost couldn't believe what was happening. It didn't seem real thatAstoria,thefragilewitchwhoselifewasasdelicateandbreakableasa strand of unicorn hair, could be pointing a wand at the most feared Death Eater in the country to protect her, and Malfoy couldn't seem to bring

	himselftoretaliate.

	Hemusthaveknownwandlessmagic.Someonedidn'tbecomeas

	dangerous as he was if they weren't adept at lethal curses without the need foraweapon.Sowhywasn'theattackingAstoria?Itwouldbeeasyforhim to overpower her. She'd cast one simple disarming spell, and her chest was already heaving with exhaustion. It would be incredibly easy for him to

	knockherout anddragHermioneoutofhere, sowhywasn't hedoingit?

	Astoriatookasteptotheleft,inchingclosertothedoorandpulling Hermione with her.

	Malfoytookasteptotheright,awayfromtheirexitbutclosertohiswand. "You know I don't have a choice Tori.” He took another step, so did the

	girls."TheDarkLordhasgivenmeorders-"

	"Idon'tcare!"WhenMalfoycrouchedtowardhiswand,Astoriacastaweak firehexathisfeet,forcinghimbackafewpaces."You'renottakingherout there! You're not making her kill again!"

	Malfoy's lip curled. His eyes darkened as they flittered to Hermione. "Hermione,run!"Astoriashouted,herwandshakinginherhandasher

	conditionstartedtoclawherstrengthaway."Icankeephimhereforafew minutes, long enough for you to go and hide!"

	ThatwasoneinstructionHermionedidn'tneedtobetoldtwice.Shetook off running and was down the corridor in seconds, sprinting towards an escape she had no hope of finding. She took a corner, and then another,

	ignoring the searing heat in her lungs and ache in her legs. She ran and ran andran.Downthehalls,throughthekitchen,andburstopenthedoorsuntil she was outside and the cold air was biting her overheated skin.

	 

	
She needed to find somewhere to hide, somewhere he would never expect to find her. But where the fuck was she supposed to go?! She'd explored every inch of this hell hole a hundred times over. She'd seen everything, inspectedeverycornerandnotfoundasingletrapdoororhiddenarchway she could-

	SheskiddedtoastopnexttotheWisteriaplants.Therewasoneplaceshe'd never explored.

	TheMalfoyfamilygraveyard.

	Shecouldseetheplantsweavingaroundthecastironfencefromhere,and the two pale brick pillars and glowing torches that lined the entrance. Her skin crawled at the thought of pushing open those rusting iron gates and stepping inside.

	Butshe'dneversetfootintherebefore,soshedoubtedMalfoywouldever think to look for her there.

	Hermionedrewadeepbreath,ignoringthehairsthatraisedonthebackon her neck when she creaked the ominous gates open, and sprinted inside.

	She'd expected to see rows of headstones here, she knew that his lineage stretchedbackyearsintothepast,butitcouldn'thavepreparedherforthis.

	She'dwalkedpastthegraveyardathousandtimes,butshe'dalwayskepther head down and averted her eyes to avoid looking beyond the gates. Her

	ignorancehadleftherblind,itwasfarlargerthansheanticipateditwouldbe.

	Thegraveswentonforever.Therewerehundredsofthem.Althoughthe lawns and flowers were as well maintained as those on the estate, the

	headstones looked ancient and neglected. Some were withered with age, others so overgrown with ivy plants the inscriptions were barely visible. Therewerestatuesofangelseverywhereshelooked,allsculptedfromthe most beautiful marble, all watching over the grave of someone in the Malfoy family.

	 

	
HermionecouldpracticallyhearMalfoy'sancestorshissingather,rollingin their graves as she sprinted past their tombs and tall mausoleums. In the

	backofhermind,shewonderedwhycertainfamilymembersweregiven such impressive crypts while others had to be satisfied with mere

	headstones-butshedidn'tdwellonit.

	Shetookaleft,andthenanother,searchingforalargetombshecouldhide behind. Fuck - she'd dig a grave herself if it meant she had something to

	hidein.

	Shejerkedtoahaltsuddenly,becauseshewasn'tasaloneinthegraveyard as she thought.

	Herbreathhitchedwhenshesawhim,andsheinstinctuallydovetohide behind an eroding headstone. She waited, listening for approaching

	footstepsthroughtheroaringofbloodinherears,andwhentheynever came, she slowly peeked over the top of the stone.

	Nott sat crossed-legged on the floor in front of a grave she couldn't read. Therewasakind,almostgentlewarmthinhiseyesashechattedquietlyto the headstone, as though he were speaking to the ghost the grave belongedto.

	Hisgoldmaskwasthrowncarelesslyonthefloor,andHermionewatched

	himwavehiswandonce,twice,andsecondslaterawreatheofpinkpeonies materialised on the grave. He said something to the headstone, then

	chuckledquietlytohimself.She'dneverseenNottlaughbefore,orthelines that decorated the skin around his eyes when he smiled.

	Hermionesilentlymovedcloser,mindfulofeverystepshetook.She

	couldn't risk crunching a stray branch under her boot and alerting Nott to herpresence.She'dseenhimonthebattlefield,andknewalltoowellhow quickly he could whirl around and end her life with a single hex.

	Well,shecertainlywasintherightplace,shouldthingstakethat unfortunate turn.

	 

	
Asshegotcloser,sherealisedthegravehewassittinginfrontofwas

	unmarked.Itwasn'tagedlikemanyoftheothershere.Itlookedasthoughit couldn'thavebeenmorethanafewyearsoldbutthestonewasbarren,nota single engraving or scratch of any kind. But there were trinkets laid at the

	baseofthegrave;asilverbracelet,anorangecandle,asmallstuffedbear with a bow tie, and a silver ring with a large glittering sapphire that-

	Strongarmssuddenlywrappedaroundherwaist,andcoldlipsglidedtothe shell of her ear.

	"Daemonium,ortus.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Isshealright?"Theoslowedhispace,andduckedhisheadsohecouldget a better look at the face of the witch walking beside him. "She doesn't look so good.”

	Dracodidn'tlikehowcloselyTheowashovering.Thehandthatwas wrapped around Granger's wrist dragged her a little closer to him.

	He could feel Theo frowning at him from beneath his mask. "Fuck sake Malfoy-possessivemuch?"hehuffed."IfIdidn'tknowbetter,I'dsayyou were growing attached to the Mudblood.”

	"Ineedtokeepherclosetome,"helied,draggingGrangerjustthatlittlebit nearer. "Just in case she breaks through the hex quicker than anticipated.”

	ForonceinTheo'slife,hewasright.

	 

	
Grangerdidn'tlookgood, notinany senseoftheword.TheDemonHex

	trulyliveduptoitsname.Itwasasuccubus,aparasitethatwasdrainingthe little lion right in front of his eyes.The hex had taken the rose tint from her cheeks and the olive hue from her skin, and made her look pale and gaunt.

	Itlookedlikeitthinnedherskintoo,stretchedittootightlyoverher cheekbones and jaw.

	Buttheworst thingthehex took,that thingthatmadehisstomachknot

	everytimehelookedather,wasthefireinhereyes.It'ddousedtheflames and reverted them back into empty coal. Her eyes had no honey now, no warmth, they were pure black.As black as his heart.

	Heimagineditwasalldeliberate.Probablyavisualrepresentationofthe

	hexsothecastercouldseewhenitwasineffect,andbeabletonoticewhen the spell was weakening, but he fucking hated the way it made her look.

	Granger didn't say a word as they made their way through the dark forest, hadn't uttered so much as a lonely syllable since they'd apparated here to meettheeightBlackMaskswhowereaccompanyingthemonthismission. She could speak, the hex didn't prevent her from saying what was on her mind, but she was refusing to.

	Hereyeswouldslideovertohimeveryfewminutes.Eachtimeherlip

	wouldcurlindisgust,herdeadeyeswouldrakeoverhimslowly.Andeach time the knot in his stomach would twist a little tighter.

	Fuck-hewishedshe'ddosomething.Slaphim.Punchhim.Kickhiminthe balls.Anything!It was stifling to see her this way, docile, quiet. It felt ugly, made his skin crawl to see her so lifeless. It wasn't right. It wasn'ther.

	It's just another mission. She's nothing,he'd chanted like it was a fucking mantra.Overandoveragain,willingitintoexistence,prayingitwouldease the tension in his stomach.

	Shemeantnothing.

	Shewasameanstoan end.Atoolto theDarkLord.

	 

	
He did what he had to do. Shemeantnothingtohim. Shemeantnothingtohim.

	"Sooooo,"Theosaidafterafewminutesofquietwalking."What'sso special about these refugee's we're tracking anyway?"

	Granger'sarmtwitchedunderDraco'spalm.

	"It'snottherefugee'sthatwe'reinterestedin,"hesaid,hiseyesonGranger whileheansweredTheo's question. "It's theOrder members that aregoing to come and rescue them that the Dark Lord wants.”

	Hewantedhertodosomething,anything,justsoheknewshewasstillinthere.

	Theopulledadaggerfromhisrobesandstartedflippingitoverasthey walked. "How many?"

	Hewantedhertograbtheknife-justtoprovethatshewasstillinthere somewhere, buried deep beneath the Hex.

	"Hopefullynomorethanten,"Dracoanswered,"youknowtheyliketo keep their heads down.”

	Itwasrightthere.Justwithinherreach-

	Theosnorted.Hebalancedthehiltoftheknifeinthepalmofhishandfora few seconds, then flipped it over to play with it again.

	Dracowantedhertofighthim.Fightthem.FighttheHex.Hispulse quickened when her eyes flickered to the weapon.

	HerbrowsfurrowedasshewatchedTheo.Herlipspressedintoatightline, but then her cold eyes slid forward again, and Draco's hands balled into

	fists.

	 

	
Fuck.Hereallyhadbrokenher-

	Arustlingofleavestotheleftsuddenlycaughthisattention.Dracostopped, raising his hand so the group behind him did the same.

	Everyonedrewtheirwandsandfellintoastrainedsilence.

	Theforestwasquiet.Tooquiet.Itseemedasthougheverythinghadfrozen; the birds stopped chirping, and even the leaves stopped rustling in thewind.

	Somethingwasn'tright,Dracocouldfeelit.

	"Whyarewestopping?"oneoftheBlackMasksgroaned,Dracohadn't bothered to learn his name. "There's nothing-"

	"Shhhhhhh."MalfoypulledGrangeralittlecloser."Don'tmoveuntil-" "You're too paranoid," the Black Mask snorted as he strode forward,

	confidentlyknockingshoulderswithDracoashedrewdeeperintothe forest. "There's nothing here-"

	The Black Mask was lucky a bullet suddenly shot from the treeline and piercedhisheart,becauseifithadn't,Dracowouldhavekilledthestupid cunt himself, and he would have made it last.

	The instant the Death Eater perished, the ambush started. Members of the OrderofthePhoenixjumpedfrombehindthecoveringtrees,wandinone hand, a gun in the other, and began firing both at the group.

	There were a lot more of them than Draco had anticipated. The Black Masksfollowedhispre-givencommands,andbegancastingshieldsand protective enchantments while Nott and Draco went on the offensive.

	CurseszippedpastDracoashetookouthismother'swand.Hegave

	Grangeronelastlingeringlook,checkedhereyes,thenhandedherhisownwand.

	Thechangeinher wasastounding.Thesecondherslimfingerscurled

	aroundhiswand,shecamealive.Hereyeswerestilldeadandherskinwas

	 

	
stilldull,butshewasthere!Shefoughtlikenoonehe'deverseen.Shewas ruthless, organised, intelligent - fuckingglorious.

	Grangerusedeverythingaroundher,completelyattunedtoher

	surroundings and anything she could use to her advantage. Before Malfoy even had the opportunity to count the number of threats, she whirled around, curls spinning around her face, and shot a wordless hex that ripped alargetreefromitsroots.Theforestfloorshook,andwithasimpleflickof herwrist,shebroughtthetreebackdown,andcrushedtwoOrdermembers underneath it.

	Theoseemedtobeinsilentcompetitionwithher.ForeveryOrdermember she killed or incapacitated, he butchered two.

	Sheshothexafterhex,bindingsomeoftheirassailantsinchainswhilst

	othersreceivedgreencurses.Shewaspowerfulandrelentless,thewayhe knew she would be.

	Anunexpectedtightnesssuddenlyformedinhischestwhenshekilled another Order member he didn't recognise.

	Thiswaswhathewanted,wasn'tit?

	ItturnedoutthatDracodidn'tneedtodomuchtothwartthisattack,Theo and Granger seemed to have it covered.

	AfewOrdermembersslippedthroughthecracksandmanagedtoland

	nastyhexesontheBlackMasks.Alleightofthemweredeadinminutes, either too slow to defend themselves or too stupid to retaliate.

	The attack was almost finished, only two Order members remained, and thenathirdappearedfrombehindthetreeline;awizardwithjetblackhair

	andgreeneyes,whowasquickenoughtodisarmNottandsendhimflying into the air with one wordless spell.

	Potter.

	 

	
Hewasontheothersideofthetreeline,maybefifteenfeetaway,buthewas unmistakable. Like a ghost from the past, resurrected after years of being absent from battle.

	AsTheolandedonthefloorwithaloudgrunt,Grangerspunaround.She aimed her wand at Potter, the tip gathering a deadly green light -

	Butthenshestopped. Everyone froze.

	DracowatchedPotterquicklyraisehisownwandtoGrangeroutofinstinct, an automatic defence, and then nothing happened. Potter wasn't attacking

	her.Shewasn'tattackinghim.

	As Draco watched the two of them, he was sure that the earth had stopped turning.Theyjuststaredatoneanother,wandsdrawnanddeadly,twobest friends, on opposites sides of the war.

	Potter's green eyes widened with terror when he noticed the blood and ash thatclungtoeveryinchofher.Heclenchedhisjawandlookedatthemess of bodies around him, then back to Granger, then to the bodies, then her

	again.

	"Hermione,whatdidtheydotoyou?"Potter'svoiceshook,despitethefirm hold he had on his wand.

	Granger'sexpressionflickered.Adeepcreaseformedbetweenherbrows, and her jaw seemed to be almost vibrating with tension.

	Theolurchedbacktohisfeet.Hesnatchedhiswandfromthemessoffallen leaves on the ground, and marched towards Potter with murderous intent -

	"Wait!"Malfoyheldouthisarm,usingitasabarriertopreventNottfrominterrupting.

	"I'mgonnafuckingkillhim!"Theogrowledasheraisedhiswand."I'm gonna rip that fucking stupid scar right off his forehead!"

	 

	
"FucksakeNott,justwait!"Malfoybit,snatchingTheo'swand."Look!"

	"Hermione,whateverthey'vedonetoyou,wecanfixit!"Pottershouted, pleading from across the forest. "You don't need to do this!"

	Grangerdidn'tsayanything.Shetwistedherwand,aimingitalittlemore accurately over Potter's heart.

	"Potterhasaclearshot,"Theobreathed,barelymorethanawhisper."Why isn't he attacking her? He could kill her so easily right now.”

	Potter'snostrilsflared.Hischestheavedasheinchedalittlecloserto Granger. "Drop your wand, Hermione!"

	"Hecouldkillher,buthewon't,”Theowenton,astonishmentcolouringhis tone."Heknowswhatshe'sdone.Heknowshowlethalsheisandthatshe's on our side now, but he won't hurt her.”

	Grangertookasteptowardshim.Thetipofherwandsparkedwithmagic, the green smoke glowing brighter.

	"Herarmsareshaking,”TheowhisperedoverDraco'sshoulder.Evenwith the voice-altering charms, he sounded worried. "Should they be doing

	that?"

	"She'sfightingthehex,”Dracosaid,observingthewayherentirerightarm andthewandsheheldshookviolently.Shewasstillinthere,tryingtoclaw her way to the surface and stop this. He couldn't help but smirk. "Did you

	reallyexpectanythinglessfromher?"

	"Hermione,please,please,don'tdothis!"Potterpleadedoncemore.His voicebrokeneartheend,anditseemedtoshattersomethinginGranger.

	She screamed, an ear-piercing, fucking heart-breaking scream. She cut her wand to the leftjustbefore the curse left the tip, sparing Harry's life by a mere second.The killing curse she threw was so strong, so filled with rage, thatitcutapoortreeinhalfwhenitmadeitsimpact.Splintersofwoodand

	 

	
debrisfromtheblastflewtowardsthemlikebullets,butPotterdidn'tmove an inch. He just stared at Granger, horrified, like he was going to be sick.

	"HARRYGO!"Grangerfinallyfoundhervoice,andshescreamedsoloud it would be a miracle if she didn't tear her vocal cords with her panic. "PLEASE! NOW!"

	TheoraisedhiswandwhenthetwosurvivingOrdermembersapparatedtosafety.

	Malfoystoppedhim."Letthemgo.We'vedonemorethanenoughdamage here today."

	Potter'seyeslingeredonGrangerforasecondlonger,devastated,absolutely shattered, before he touched the Portkey in his pocket and vanished.

	"Fuck, Malfoy you did it!”Theo cheered, patting his friend on theback. "You'vefoundPotter'sweakness.TheDarkLordwillbesopleasedwithyou!"

	"Yeah,hewillbe,”wasallDracocouldsay.

	Hedidn’tfeelmuchlikecelebrating,oranyofthepridehethoughthe would've felt in this moment. Looking at Granger, he felt nauseated.

	BecausetheGoldenGirlwasonherknees,herfingersdiggingintothemud as she screamed and cried and shook with a grief so heavy it looked like it was going to drown her. It was the most painful fucking thing Draco had

	everheard-anditwasallhisfault.

	 

	
TheGoldenGirl,reborn

	 

	28thMarch

	 

	 

	WakingupfromtheDemonHexfeltdifferentthesecondtime.Hermione couldn't remember much about her first experience with it, it'd been too

	unfamiliar,toosudden.She'dbeensoswallowedupinherpanicthatshe

	hadn'tnoticedanythingelsegoingonaroundher.It'dfeltlikebeingdragged underaharshwave,twistingandflippingunderthecurrentwithnosenseof which way was up or down.

	Thesecondtimewasbotheasierandathousandtimesworse.Shehadmore self-awareness, she couldfeelthe curse and marionette strings on her arms pulling and pushing her movements.

	This time she was aware of the hex, of the way it started at the base of her skull,tinglingasitstretchedacrossherbrainanddownherspine.She'dfelt it spread down her arms and over her palms, lacing itself through her

	fingerssoitcouldcontroleveryinchofher.

	Thistimeshestudiedit;thewayitmadeherveinshum andherpulse

	quickentothepointshefeltlikeshewasvibrating;herwholebodyalert and ready for everything.

	Malfoy had been right, the Hex did bring with it a blinding sense of clarity, bothsharpeningandedginghersense.Shecouldseeeverything.Couldhear everyleafrustleinthetreesaboveherhead,andthebonesinMalfoy'shand grinding together as he'd clenched his fists beside her.

	Allhunters'instincts,allbroughtto thesurfacewithtwoLatinwords.

	Thethingshedidn'texpecthowever,wastheemotionsitdraggedtothe

	surface.Nothappinessorjoyorevenwonder.No,thoseemotionswouldn't servetheHex'spurpose.Thespellfedondarkmagic,itgorgedonbrutality

	 

	
andpain.TheHexwantedhertokillanddestroy,thetypesofthingsthat only the darkest of curses could achieve.

	Andthethingaboutdarkmagic,isthatit'sfuelledbyemotions;pain,rage. The more heartbreak, the better.The more anguish, the stronger the curse.

	Sothehexbroughtitalltothesurface.Everylifethat'dbeenlostbecauseof her. Every mission that'd failed because she'd been too slow or made the wrongmove.Everytimeshe'dheldsomeoneinherarmsasthey'ddied.The hex replayed them all like a cruel Rolodex of pain and horror, fuelling heranger.

	There were a lot of things the hex did to her body that she hadn't realised last time, but the most significant thing, the thing she was ashamed of, was thewayitmadeherfeellethal.Powerful.Likeshecoulddoanything,bring down any building or end any army with a flick of her wrist.

	Ifsheweren'taimingthewandinherhandatherfriends-thepeopleshe'd sworntoprotectnomatterwhat-thenshemighthaveactuallyenjoyedtheeffects.

	Asthecursefadedandthoseghost-likefingerstrailedbackwardsoutofher body, arealcold hand grabbed Hermione's wrist. Quick as a flash, the ground vanished from beneath her feet and the air shifted as she landed

	somewhereelse.

	Those same hands cupped her face the instant they finishedApparating. "Granger,lookatme."Malfoytiltedherfaceuptomeethiseyes."Shhhh,it's alright. You're safe. Look at me-"

	Hermionesmackedhishandsaway."Don'ttouchme!"

	Theywerebackonhisestate.Itwasdarkoutside,onlyafewthinraysof moonlight were streaking in through the clouds hanging over the manor.

	Thekitchenthey'dreappearedinwascold,someonehadleftawindowopen but Hermione hardly felt it. She was too wired, too hot andangry.

	 

	
Shecouldfeelblood,shit-someoneelse'sblood-mattinginherhairagain. Could feel more of it drying and crusting on her face, pulling her skin,

	makingitfeeltight andnotherown.

	God-shewassofucking angryshewas burstingwithit.

	Thefirsttimeshe'dawokenfromthehex,she'dwitheredonthefloorlikea broken little dove. She’d screamed and cried, hidden away under her

	clippedwingsandprayedthattheworldwouldgoaway,thatsomeone would come and just make the painstop.

	Thistimeshewasfuckingmurderous.Shewantedtobreaksomething.

	Anything!

	No-no,notjustanything.ShewantedtobreakMalfoy.Wantedtostandon hisspine,snapthethingintwoandbedonewithhimforever.Heavenknew the world would be a better place without him.

	Herangermusthaveshownonherface,becausewhenshespuntoward

	him,Malfoytookacautiousstepawayfromher.Hishandsshotintotheair, hisringsglitteringagainstthemoonlight."Easy,I'mnotgoingtohurtyou.”

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutsnort."Youhurtme?!"Shemarchedtowards him, her anger rising into an inferno with every step she took."You've

	already robbed me ofeverything!There's nothing left for you to hurt," she shoutedasshepushedhischestwiththepalmsofbothhands-buthedidn't move, didn't even flinch. In fact, he seemed toenjoyit.

	Asmirktwitchedattheedgesofhislips;cracksofbluelightningcoloured the cold grey of his eyes. "There she is! There's the fucking little lioness I've been missing! I wondered where she'd gone."

	Sickbastard.

	Malfoywrappedhishandsaroundherwristsandheldherthere.Hepinned her against his chest and leaned down, close enough for Hermione to taste spearmint and smoke. "Go on then Granger," he whispered. "Let me haveit."

	 

	
He was goading her. He knew she couldn't really hurt him, but she didn't care.Shewasfartooangrytoignorethebait.Herangerwaspoisoningher mind like a toxin, clouding her rational thought and tunnelling her vision

	untilallshecouldseeandthinkaboutwasthetargetofherrage.Malfoy.

	Thethoroughbastardhadthoughtaheadandcharmedhiswandbeforehand.

	ThesecondHermionehadsnappedout ofthehex,it’dburnedherpalm

	untilshedroppedit.Shemayhavebeenweaponlessagain,butshewasfar from defenceless.

	Hewantedherangry?Hewantedhertolashout?Kickhim?Punchhim? Fine, he could have it all!

	She wanted to take this pain she felt festering inside her, this grief that was burrowingdeepinherchest,ripitoutandbeathimwithit!She'dmakehim the punch bag for her rage. She'd hit until her palms bled!

	Hermioneimaginedthatangerheatingherskin,imagineditslidingdown

	hermusclesandintoherpalms,andpusheditintoMalfoy'schestwithallof her strength.

	"That'sit!"Malfoysneered.“Don'tstopthere!WhatelsehaveIdone?What else have Itakenfrom you?"

	"You'veturnedmeintoamonster,"Hermionehissedasshepushedhim

	again."You'vemademeattackmyfriends!"Shehithimagain,harder,more of a slap than a push. It gave her much more release than shoving him had, so she did it again. "You've made memurderpeople I grew up with! The

	peoplewewent toschoolwith!"

	Malfoywasstill standingtalland strong,buthewasn'tsmirkinganymore.

	Hismouthwastwisteddownatthecorners,andaworriedcreasehad

	appeared between his brows. The cracks in his eyes were intensifying, his occlumencywallsweresplintering,oceanbluebleedingthroughandtakingover.

	Itwasthatbreath-taking bluethatmadehimlookmorevulnerable,

	beautiful.Thatdeep,bottomlessfuckingbluethatmadeherthinkshecould

	 

	
seeintohisverysoul,showingherhowbrokenanddamageditwas,even when she'd convinced herself that he didn't have one.

	Hermione didn't want to think of him as vulnerable, or someone with feelings.Hewasasoullessdemon!Nothingbutatargetforheranger!

	Shepunchedhischest,anotherwaveofangerthatshotthroughherarmand into him, trying to spark some flame in him, the ones that were burning her from the inside out.

	"You'vetakeneverythingawayfromme!"Hermionehissed,punchinghim again. Her knuckles ached but he didn't retaliate. "You've done everything but brand me with the Dark Mark yourself!You don't care about anyone who isn't your family!"

	Malfoy'seyesflickeredwhenshepunchedhisleftshoulderharderthanany of the other blows, the blue almost totally eclipsed the grey.

	"You'll do anything for them! Open the gates of hell if it means they'll be safe,butfucktherestofus!Whocaresifweallburn!Justaslongasthey'resafe!"

	Shehithimagainandagainandagain,buthewasn'ttryingtorestrainher. He wasn't even trying to retaliate.

	Whythefuckwasn'thetryingtohitherback?!Theywereenemies!They hated one another! She wanted him to lose control! She wanted him to attackherjustsoshecouldhithimbackandexpelsomeofthisangerthat felt like it was suffocating her.

	Shedidn'twantthis!Shedidn'twanthimtolookatherwiththosesadeyes. She didn't want his pity. She wanted him angry - like her - to tumble over theedge. Shewanted to drag him down with her, makehim feel everything she was feeling.

	Hermionepunchedhisjaw,beggingtogetariseoutofhim.

	 

	
Malfoygroundhisteethtogether,buthishandsremainedfirmlyclenchedat his sides. They didn't even flicker towards his wand.

	"Hex me!" Hermione screamed, shoving his chest again with all of her strength.Hehissedwhenhisbackconnectedwiththecupboarddoor.She washurtinghim,beatinghimthewayshe'dwantedtoformonths,andhe wasn't fighting her back. "Come on, hex me! Hit me!Do something!"

	Hisnostrilsflared.Histhroatbobbedasheswallowed,andhejust...stared at her. The bluer his eyes became, the more the emotions he usually hid

	behindshardsofglassbledtothesurface.Therewasasadnesshidingthere now.Ahurt that came not from physical pain, but something else - but

	Hermionedidn'twanttoseethatrightnow.

	"Don't just stand there!" she screamed, pounding her fists against his chest. "Curse me! Hex me! This is what you wanted, isn't it?!" She punched him againjustbelowhiscollarbone.Althoughhedidn'tflinch,thepaingrowing behind his eyes was almost unbearable to look at. "This is how you wanted me to be, isn't it?! Dangerous?! Lethal?!"

	He could have stopped her at any moment. He was so much stronger than she was. She was so small in comparison to him; his biceps were thicker thanthetopsofherthighs.Ifhewantedtostopher,itwouldhavebeenall too easy for him to reach out, pin her wrists to her sides and cage her in.

	Buthedidn't.Instead,heletherscreamandattackhimlikeamadwoman. "Well, you got your fucking wish! Look at what you've done to me!"

	Hermioneblinked,feelingherowneyesburnwithtears-no!Shewasn't

	readytocryyet!"Thisisallyourfault!You'rethereasonI'msoangry!"Her fingers curled around the collar of his robes and she dragged his face down to hers. "You're the reason I want to break everything! So the least you

	coulddo isfight me!Do something!Anything!"

	Shefelthimtakeadeepbreath,felt theairswirlaroundherfaceashe

	inhaled,asifhewastryingtotakethatrage,siphonitfromtheairaround her and take it into his own lungs.

	 

	
He stared at her for a few seconds, bottomless blue, not a sliver of grey to befound,thenrestedhisforeheadagainsthers."Iamdoingsomething,"he sighed, his voice so low and pained it made her chest tighten.

	Becausehewasdoingsomething.

	Hewasstandingthere,offeringhimselfupasthetargetforheranger.He'd baited her on purpose. He'd seen the bloodlust spilling out her, and knew she needed to exorcise it like a demon before it swallowed her whole. He was being the sacrificial lamb for the anguish that he'd caused.

	Itwasanapology,anapologyshewasn'treadytohear,anditmadeherfly over the edge.

	Hermionescreamedandpoundedherfistsagainsthischest,overandover again, until her arms ached and her throat was raw and burning, until her screams merged into a strangled sob and her hands clawed against his

	collar.

	Butitworked.Astheminutestickedon,shefeltexhausted.Empty.

	Cleansed.

	She slumped against him, burying her face in his chest as tears streamed downherface.ShefeltMalfoy'sarmssoftlywraparoundher,supporting her, holding her close as they both slipped down the cupboard door and ontothefloor.Whenhepulledherintohislap,shedidn'tattempttopush

	himaway.Oddly,shedidn'twantto.Butshecouldn'tstopsobbing,orstop herself from feebly batting his chest, trying to punch him even though she was utterly spent.

	Hermionehadnoideahowlongthey stayedlikethat;hercurledupinhis

	arms,screamingandsoilinghisrobeswithhertears.Hadnoideahowmany times his arms tightened around her, crushing her against his body eachtime another breathless cry tore its way up her throat.

	Malfoyheldherthroughallofit,rockingher,comfortingherwhilehislips fusedthemselvestoherhair,herforehead,whisperingfaintconfessionsof,"I'm sorry,"and"You don't deserve this,"over and over again.

	 

	
"I'm so fucking sorry little lion," she heard him say when sunlight finally startedtobreakthroughthekitchenwindow."Fuck-whydidithavetobe you? Why the fuck did it have to beyou?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	29thMarch

	Being back inYork Cathedral after all these months made Hermione feel cold. It could have been the dementors circling overhead, hovering on the ceilinglikeomensofdeath.Orbecauseallthecandleshadbeenblownout, extinguishedbytheDeathEatersasquicklyasthey'dendedthelivesofthe churchgoers that had lit them.

	Butno,inthebackofhermind,Hermioneknewitwasneitherofthosethings.

	Therewassomethingelsehere,somethingdarkandmalevolentthatmade

	herbloodruncold,andcausedshiverstorunupherspinelikesomeonewas doing cartwheels on her future grave.

	Andit was lookingright ather.

	HermioneforcedherselfnottoshudderwhenVoldemortmethereyes.

	ForcedherselftokeepherchinhighasMalfoyandNottguidedherthrough the cathedral doors and down the aisle.

	Hewassatonthesamethroneaslasttime.Hisdarkgreen,dirtriddenrobes were draped over the armrest as he twirled the elder wand in front of him.

	There were fewer Death Eaters today, apparently only a handful of Gold Masksweredeemed'worthyenough'toattendthismeeting.Theystoodat

	 

	
theheelsoftheirmaster,hovering,masksintheirhandliketheloyaldogs they were.

	Hermione'spresencewasn'tappreciatedatthis'sacred'meeting-their expressions told her that.

	RodolphusandRabastanLestrangeglaredatherfromVoldemort'sright. Corban Yaxley curled his lip in disgust.

	WaldenMacnair'sfingerstwitchedtowardshiswand.

	AntoninDolohovnarrowedhiseyesandelbowedtheDeathEatershedidn't recognise next to him.

	Hermioneletitglideoverherlikewateroffaducksback,refusingtobeintimidated.

	ButwhenBartyCrouchJrlickedhislips,arevoltingshiverranthroughher before she could stop herself.

	Bartyhadbeenrelativelyquietsincehe'dbeenbrokenoutofAzkaban.He'd been seen on the odd war zone over the years but as far as the Order knew, he wasn't much of a soldier anymore. He was more of a strategist these

	days;ageniusofdeception,muchmoreusefulhiddenbehindstacksof books and battle plans.

	But he was hungryfor the fight, that much was obvious in the frantic, almost depraved look in his eyes. In the way his fingers curled and flexed towards his wand every few seconds like he couldn't stop himself, like he wasdesperatetoshowthathebelongedinwar-hejustneededachanceto prove it.

	Buttheway hewas lookingat Hermione,theway hewas lookingather

	hipsmadeherwanttowretch.

	"Draco,Theodore,welcome.”Voldemortstoodwhentheyreachedtheend oftheaisle,hisvoicealmostapurr."Ididwonderwhenyouweregoingto get here.”

	 

	
"My apologies my Lord.” Malfoy arched his back and bowed before Voldemort.NottdraggedHermionedowntodothesame."Themission

	yesterdayexhaustedusall,sowerequiredalittlemorerestbeforewecould Apparate here.”

	Astheyallstraightened,Hermione'seyesflickeredtoMalfoy.Hewas lying. He hadn't slept in, she doubted he'd slept at all.

	Aftershe'duncurledherselffromhislapintheearlyhoursofthismorning, Malfoy had disappeared. He wasn't in his room, and no one had seen him around the estate all day. NotAstoria. Not Zabini. Even the house-elves

	hadn'tacluewherehe'dgone.

	Hermionehaddismissedit.Shejustassumedhe'dneededtimetohimself,

	butwhywashelyingaboutit?Whatcouldpossiblyhavebeensoimportant, so worth covering up, that he was lying to his master about it?

	"DonotworryyourselfDraco.”VoldemortplacedahandonMalfoy's

	shoulder."Youhaveservedmewell.Ithinkyou'vemorethanearnedalittlerest.”

	Malfoynoddedonce,themusclesinhisneckvisibleandstrainingagainst his skin. His whole body seemed uncharacteristically tense.

	Nottstaredatthefloor,hisexpressionasblankashiseyes.

	"Theodore,"Voldemortsaid,histonelacedwithsomuchauthorityNotthad no choice but to look at him, "I trust you are also well-rested? I have

	anotherassignmentforyouthisevening,andIwouldhatetothinkmymost vicious pedigree is too exhausted for the task.”

	Nottjabbedhis tongueontheinsideofhis cheek,themovementwas

	jarring,indignant,completelyoutofplaceforsomeonestandinginfrontof their master. His shoulders almost vibrated, and his hands fisted tightly at his sides. Eventually, he huffed a shallow breath and answered, "Anything for you,my Lord.”

	 

	
"Excellent."VoldemortturnedbacktoMalfoy."IhearthetrialinWhitby went well?"

	Malfoy'sfingerstightenedaroundHermione'selbow.Shesworehetriedto drag her a little closer to him. "Yes, my Lord.”

	"And the attack yesterday?" the dark wizard went on, dragging his claws downtheelderwandinathreateningmanner."DidtheDemonHexwork?"

	"Yes,myLord,"Malfoyswallowed."It...worked.”

	No,Hermionewasn'timaginingit,Malfoydiddragheralittlecloserto him. She could feel his breath ghosting across the back of her neck.

	"Althoughthemissiondidn'tgoasweexpected.Wedidn'thavean

	opportunitytocapturetherefugees,butamuchbetteropportunitypresented itself. The hex worked well, and Granger incapacitated most of the Order

	soldierswithinminutes.I'veneverseenafighterasfierceasher.” Voldemort flashed his teeth in a smile.

	"Potterwasthere,"Malfoyadded,andVoldemort'striumphantexpression instantly fell. "He showed up unexpectedly. Most of their fighters were already taken out - but when Potter saw Granger, he froze.”

	IfVoldemorthadeyebrows,theywouldhaveshotup."Isthatso?"

	"Yes.Hecouldn'tattackher.Hehadhiswandpointedatherthroat,hehada clear shot- but he couldn't do it.”

	AlltheDeathEatersstaredatMalfoywiththeirjawshangingopenindisbelief.

	Voldemort was very quiet as his red eyes slithered to Hermione, almost like he'd forgotten shewas there. Helooked her over once, twice, appraising her like she was a show dog he didn't realise he needed until it won first in show,andthenthelaughthatburstfromhisthinlipswaslikesomethingout of a horror movie. The kind of dark cackle that raised the hairs on her arms and caused her stomach to knot with dread.

	 

	
"Well,thisisasurprise,"Voldemortchuckled."TheinfamousOrderofthe Phoenix, the fearless Harry Potter, brought to their knees by a mere

	Mudblood.”WhenhestartedtocircleHermione,Malfoywasforcedto releaseherarmandstepback.Ifshedidn'tknowanybetter,she'dhave sworn he seemed reluctant to let Voldemort get between them.

	"WelldoneDraco,"Voldemortpurredashefinishedhisrotation."Your work with the mudblood is inspired, you've turned her into the perfectweapon."

	Malfoymoved,cautiouslyshiftinghisweightsothathecouldsee Hermione's face. What was he looking for?

	ShejumpedslightlywhenVoldemortpressedthetipoftheelderwandinto her right shoulder.

	"She'sjustasdeadlyasyouare,Draco,"Voldemorthushedashe

	disappearedbehindheragain,draggingtheelderwandacrossherskinashe went. Hermione forced herself not to panic when it scraped against her

	spine."Justasruthless.Justasmerciless."

	Malfoy'seyesdriftedtothefloor.Amuscleinthesideofhisnecktickedas he clenched his jaw.

	Voldemort appeared on Hermione's right again. His lips pulled back in a sickening sort of smile, and when he leaned forward, Hermione's nose wrinkledwiththerepugnantsmellofdarkmagic."Andthebestpart?No

	Ordersoldier,notevenPotter,couldeverbringthemselvestohurther.She's the prized jewel in our arsenal, our most lethal weapon - and none of them will touch her." He reach out, his claws scraping across her skin as he tried to tuck a stray curl behind her ears -

	Hermionecringedawayfromhim,retreatinguntilherhipknockedintoa wooden bench behind her.

	The other Death Eaters chuckled darkly as the realisation ofVoldemort's sickplanfinallydawnedonthem.OnlyMalfoyandNottremainedsilent.

	 

	
"She'soneofusnow,”Voldemortsaid,“andtheyshouldknowthat.”Witha wave of his wand, Hermione's clothes transformed into women’s Death Eaterrobes.Theyweremuchtighterthantheonesthemenwore,dippingin at her waist. They were longer, the gauntlets slimmer, their combat boots

	replacedwiththighhighheeledboots,andtheirwasanelegantdiponthe chest piece to leave her collarbone exposed.

	Thiscouldnotbehappening.Thiscouldnotbefuckinghappening.

	ThereweretoomanyDeathEatershere.Onewrongmovecouldearnhera crucio. She couldn't afford to be vulnerable right now. She needed to be strong.Alert.

	Hermionewilledhermusclestostaystrong,toholdherhighandproudand not show even a glimpse of the fear she felt eating away at her.

	She wanted to tremble.Wanted to scream from the top of her lungs as those horridrobesshroudedherbody.Theywereonlythinpiecesofcloth,butshe felt like she was being dragged to the floor by their weight, suffocated by

	theirtightness.

	Voldemort stood back to admire his work. He tapped his claws across his chin,deepinthought."Whatdidyousayhernicknamewas?"heasked,red eyes still locked onto Hermione.

	"TheGoldenGirl,myLord,”Malfoyanswered. Voldemortsmirked."Ithoughtso.Rodolphus?"

	TheDeathEaterinquestionjumpedtoattention."Yes,myLord?”

	Voldemortheldouthisarmandcurledhisfingersimpatiently."Giveme your mask."

	Rodolphusshuffledawkwardlyonhisfeet."Sheistobe...aGoldMask already my Lord?AMudblood is not worthy of that honour. Perhaps asimple-"

	 

	
VoldemortcuthimoffwithaCrucio,andwhileRodolphuslaywrithingon the floor in agony, his mask levitated into the air. "When we utilize the

	Mudblood,shewillwear ourrobes.”

	Onequickspell,andthemaskbegantodeteriorate,meltingquicklyinto liquid gold that gathered at the tip of his wand.

	"Shewillnotwearamask,"Voldemortsaid."IwanttheOrdertoseeher.I want them to be able to look in her eyes when she aims her wand at their hearts. I want them to know she fights for us now.”

	Whenhewavedhiswandagain,theliquidbegantofloattowardHermione.

	She held her breath as it started to weave itself into her new clothes. It turnedthesilvergauntletsgoldanddancedalonghersleevesandchest piece of her robes, embedding into every swirl and fleck and intricate

	pattern,andtwopieceswovethemselvesintoherhairandaroundeither temple, softening into a headpiece to pin her hair back.

	Itmadeherunmissable,butalsounmistakable.

	Everyone would see her. She would stick out on the battlefield like a single white dove in a viper's nest - but that was Voldemort's intention. His cruel joke. The Order's most lethal soldier had been snatched and turned against them,they’dseehercoming,andnoneofthemwouldhavethehearttostopher.

	Thiswasit,thiswasthefinalnailinHermione'scoffin,thethingthatwould bury her and the Order right alongside one another.

	BecauseVoldemort'splanwassofuckingtwistedandgeniusitborderedonsinful.

	NomemberoftheOrderofthePhoenixwouldhurtHermione-notasingle one. Harry hadn't even been able to cast a stunning hex on her, so what

	chancedidtheothershave?

	HannahAbbotwouldn'tbeabletothrowakillingcurseather.

	 

	
Nevillewouldn'tbeableto pointagunather.

	AndRoncertainlywouldn'tbeabletopullthetriggerifshewasonthe other side of it.

	Noneof themwould beabletohurt her- butHermionewouldn'thavea

	choice.Shewouldendthemall,cutthemdown,teartheirheartsfromtheir chestsandcrushitinfrontoftheirterrifiedfaces,andthenturnaroundand do the same thing to the next Order soldier.

	Andthenanother. Andthenanother.

	This would crush the Order's spirit. It would completely shatter Harry in a wayHermioneneverimaginedpossible.ThiswouldbetheOrder'sundoing, and judging by the ashamed expression on Malfoy's face, watching as a

	singletearescapeddownHermione'scheek,heknewittoo. It was a shame it was too little, too late.

	 

	
Anotheronebitesthedust

	 

	18thApril

	 

	 

	TheweeksfollowingHermione'saudiencewithVoldemortwereablur.A blood-soaked, nightmarish, scream infested fucking blur.

	OncehehadthereassurancethattheDemonHexwaseffective,Voldemort became obsessed, and demanded that his'prized jewel' be utilised at everyopportunity.

	Hermione was thrown under the hex daily.They were smaller missions to beginwith;disarmingmugglebases,invadingairfields,anddestroyingthe tanks and helicopters that Voldemort despised.

	The muggle armies had clearly been briefed about Hermione's position withintheOrderandherimportancetoHarrybeforehand.Sheknewthis, because each time a muggle soldier got a good look at her face, they lowered their guns.

	AndthenHermionewould slaughterthemwithoutmercy.

	WhereverMalfoywas,Hermionewasdraggedtofollowlikeanotherdog on a leash. He stayed by her side on each mission to check her eyes and make sure she hadn't broken free of the wretched curse before the end of theirassignment.AbodyguardHermionedidn'twant,andcertainlydidn'tneed.

	Shewasabsolutelylethalwhileunderthehex,everyonecouldseethat.She was terrifying. Ruthless.Inhumane.

	TheDeathEaterswhoaccompaniedthemonmissions-theone'swho'd

	hisseddegradinginsultsatherwhenshe'dfirstbeenbroughtbeforethem- weren'tjustgivingherawidebirthanymore,theypracticallybowedather feet, in awe of her brutality and cold-heart.

	 

	
The opposition never stood a chance. There wasn't a curse too dark or a spelltoobrutalthatHermionewouldn'tcastit.Shecutpeopleinhalfwith

	slicingcurses,explodedsomepeople'schestsfromtheinsideout,andsliced some soldiers' throats open so severely she practically decapitated them.

	Shesparednoone.Notasinglehostagewastakenwhenshewasbeing utilised, the hex simply didn't allow it.

	Shetriednottothinkaboutthepeopleshekilled.Triedtoblurtheirfaces from her mind and tell herself that this was a good thing, that she was

	sparing thepoor sods morepain later on down theline. Saving them from hoursandhoursofcruelandbarbaricinterrogation.Thatshewasgranting them a torturous mercy.

	It didn't really help.They werestill people. Still men and women who'd staredatherwithwide,terrifiedeyesbeforeshe'dsnuffedthelifeoutof

	them.They haunted her at night, tormented her nightmares with chants that allofthiswasherfault,thatsheshouldhaveletMalfoydie,thatsheshould have pushed Collin out of the way and let thatAvada kill her all those

	monthsago.

	Shewasdriving herselfinsanetryingto findaloopholein thehex.She

	foughtiteachtimeshewasputunder,clawedatituntilherheadthrobbed andherpsychefeltsorelikeanoverstretchedrubberband.Shetriedevery mindblockingandmediationtechniqueshecouldthinkoftoforceherself to wake from it.

	Andit allfailed.

	Eachtimeshefeltitgettingstronger,feedingoffhermiseryandpainlikeit was the finest delicacy, threading its vines of thorns a little deeper and

	demandinghercooperation.

	Herroutinehadbecomethemosttediousagony.

	Kill.Bathe.Sleep.

	Kill.Bathe.Sleep.

	 

	
Shefeltlikeshewastrappedinahellloop;aneverendingpunishmentto atone for the sins she'd committed since the start of the war.

	Kill.Bathe.Sleep.

	Kill.Bathe.Sleep.

	Onandon,theeternalfuckingmerry-go-roundshewasdestinedtoneverescape.

	The'Comedown'periodaftersheawokefromthehexwasgettingworse eachtime.Shefeltlikeadeclawedcatwhenevershewoke;agitated,and with so much pent-up aggression she had no way of channelling.

	Evenpaintingdidn'tprovidethesamesolaceitoncehad.She'dtriedtotapa vein, bleed this anger out and smear it onto thewall - but all shecould paint was blood and broken bodies and fire, confessing her sins of the day through brush strokes.

	Hermioneburstthroughthedoorandstormedacrossherbedroom,furiously unzipping her heeled boots and kicking them off her feet as she went. She

	rippedthecrimsonsoakedgauntletsoffherarmsassheenteredthe

	bathroom, disappointed they didn't smash when she threw them onto the tiles.Herfingers-manicuredwithsomeoneelse'sdriedblood-trembledas she leaned over the copper bath to twist the hot water tap.

	HerDeathEaterrobesweretootight.Shefeltclaustrophobic,toowarm,too wired, andshe needed to get these robes off now!

	Sheneededtogetintothisbathandwashthebloodandashandtornflesh fromherbodybeforeshevomited.Needed toscrubeveryinchofherskin

	untilitwasrawandcrackedandcleanagain.She'dsitinthisbathforhours if she needed to. She'd scold herself, boil this parasite of a curse she felt -

	"Granger!" a biting voice sneered from the doorway, getting louder with eachpassingsecond."Willyoustoprunningawayfortwobastardseconds. I'm not finished with you yet!"

	 

	
Hermione squeezed her eyes shut indignantly. Her fingers curled tighter aroundthelidofthecopperbath."Oh,wouldyoujustfuckoffMalfoy!Can you not leave me alone -"

	Coldhandssuddenlylockedaroundherarm,andastronggripspunheraround.

	LookingatMalfoy afteramissionwas likelooking inamirror.

	Asshestaredupathim,sheknewthattheblooddryinginhiswhiteblonde strands were matting in her curls too. That the same blood that streaked down his face was drying on hers.

	She saw the same crazed, hollow expression in his eyes - the one that only soldiersfreshoffthebattlefieldknewabout.Theonethatonlyexecutioners with blood still dripping from their blades recognised, and it made her feelsick.

	"I told you not to run off," Malfoy snapped. "You could have been injured, anddon'tthinkIdidn'tseeyoutryandstepinfrontofTheo'sslicingcurse!" Heplacedahandoneitherofhershoulders,tryingtoholdherstillwhilsthe checked her over, looking for wounds that weren’t there. "What the hell is wrong with you? That curse would have torn you in half!You almost got yourself bloody killed-"

	"Yes Malfoy, the keyword beingalmost,”Hermione hissed, feeling her angersimmeringdangerouslyclosetothesurface.Shejerkedinhishold,

	tryingtofighthimoff,buthishandsjustsqueezedhertighter.Inescapable. "Ialmostgot myself killed! Ialmoststepped in front of a spell that could

	haveendedmymiserableexistence,butguesswhat?YourDemonHex stopped me from being able to do it!"

	Hisfingersloosenedafraction.Hislifelesseyesflickered.

	"Itried,Ireallyfuckingtriedtodoit,"shesaid,battinghishandsawaywith asharp slap. "All I could think about was how lovely it would beto walk in front of that curse and let it tear me in two. HowrelievedI would feel to

	 

	
finallyputanendtothissicklittlegameyouandyourmasterhavecoined, andnothave to murder for you anymore!"

	Malfoy'slipstwitchedatthecornerbuthedidn'tsayaword-Hermione didn't give him the opportunity.

	"Butyoujustcouldn'thelpyourself,youhadtoputanendtothattoo,didn't you?!Every timeI tried to step in front of a curse, the strings of this hex

	pulledmeback!Ican'tevenkillmyselfanymore!"shescreamedinhisface as she drew her outer robes down her arms and threw them onto the floor. "So congratulations, there's another thing you've taken from me! Hip hip

	hurray!Yourmasterwillbesopleasedwithyou!"

	Hermionereachedforthezipperatthebackofherneck.Staringathisface, she saw the moment he realised she wasn’t going to wait for him to leave the room before she stripped.

	Hecaughthershouldersagainjustasherfingerscurledaroundthetag. "Don't you fucking dare take your clothes off-"

	"Oh grow thefuck up Malfoy."With onesharp jut of her elbow towards his jaw,Malfoyreleasedher."You'vebargedthroughyearsofmymemories,I'd say that's a thousand times more intimate than seeing me naked, wouldn't

	you?"Herhandsreturnedtothezip-

	"Thisisn'tagame!"Malfoygrowledthroughgrittedteeth."Stopfuckingaround-"

	Hermione'slipcurled inasnarl. "Orwhat?Whatareyou goingtodo?"

	Hisnostrilsflaredashestaredather,apparentlywithoutananswer,soshe carried on.

	"I’myourmastersnewfavouritetoy,andhecan’thavehisnew‘prized jewel’taken out of commission, can he?You can’t hurt me anymore.”

	Somewhereintherationalpartof herbrain,Hermioneknewshemight

	regretthislater.Somewherehersubconsciouswasscreamingthatthiswasa

	 

	
badidea-theworst,mostawfuldecisionsincethebeginningoffucking time - but she couldn't really hear it right now.

	Thatpartofherwastuckedaway,burieddeepunderlayersofangerandthe terrified eyes of those she'd slaughtered that day. Drowned out by the

	symphonyofthosethat'dbeggedandscreamedfortheirlivesattheendof her wand.

	Andshewasstillcoveredintheirblood.Shecouldsmellitonherclothes and skin, burning the stench into her nostrils.

	Hermione didn't care that Malfoy hadn't left the room yet. She was getting intothatbathandscrubbingtheghostsofthedayoffherwhetherhewasin here or not. He could bring in the rest of the Death Eaters for all she cared. Crack open a bottle of champagne and enjoy the show.

	Allthatmatteredtoherwasgettingthisuniformoff.Now.

	Hermione kept her eyes on Malfoy's as she started to drag the zip down her back. "You've kidnapped me and planted that awful hex in my head," she said.Whenthezipreachedthebaseofherspineandthefabricsprangapart, Malfoy's breath hitched quietly.

	"You'vemadememurdersoldiersyouknewweren'tgoingtodefend

	themselves,notifitmeanthurtingme."Shepulledoneofherarmsfreeof the constricting leather uniform. "They weregoodpeople, and you made me kill them." Pressing her free hand against the fabric on her chest to

	coverhermodesty,shefreedherotherarmfromitssleeve."Andnowyour master is planning on using me to eliminate the entire organisation of

	peoplethatI'vespentyearsprotecting."

	Assoonassheletgoofthefabric,assoonasitfelltothefloorandlefther chest completely bare, the tension in the air became tangible, heating the space around them and stifling the oxygen.

	Malfoy'seyesweregluedtoHermione’s,unwavering,butburningwiththe desire to indulge in the temptation she was offering.

	 

	
Andstrangely,shefoundthatshelikedit.

	Since he'd brought her here, Malfoy had always been in control. He'd held allthecardsandHermionehadbeenpowerlesstostophim.Incomparison to the state of the world, her nudity was a silly thing, small and of no real consequence. But in that moment, as she hooked her fingers around the waistband of her trousers and knickers, she felt the power shift between

	them.

	For once-just this once- she could practically taste the moment the scales tippedinherfavour.Withhiseyesburningandjawrigid,sheknewshewas the one in control - and fuck - it made her feel powerful, ignited some fire in her lower abdomen and spurred her on.

	"You'vetakeneverythingelsefrommeMalfoy,"shesaidquietly,

	confidentlyholdinghisgazeasshebowedforwardandpealedhertrousers and underwear down her legs.

	Theairgotthicker,perfumedwithtensioninthemostdeliciousway.

	Hermionestraightened,herspineproudandtall,andsteppedoutofthe

	fabric."Aftereverythingyou’vedone,doyouthinkitreallymattersifyou see me without clothes on?"

	Shewascompletelynaked,exposed,vulnerable,butitwasthestrongest she'd felt in months. She felt empowered in her nudity, in baring her

	femininitylikeitwas thesharpest knifein therack.

	Malfoy’sentirebodyseemedtogorigid.Heclenchedhisjaw,themuscles inhisneckstrainingtomove–buthedidn’tlowerhisgaze.Hiseyeswere locked on hers, and Hermionefound herself pinned, almost trapped by the look in them. They were mostly grey but there were cracks, ocean blue

	fightingto breakthesurface.

	Shewas gettingto him.Shewasmaking himuncomfortable.

	Good- sheintended tomakehimfuckingsquirm.

	 

	
Hermione took a step back and held her arms wide on either side of her, puttingherselfevenmoreondisplaythanshealreadywas."Goonthen," she challenged. "Take a look."

	Malfoyrolledhistongueacrosshisbottomteeth.Hishandstwitchedintoa fist but his eyes didn't move.

	"What'sstoppingyou?"shewenton,determinedtomakehimcave,towin. She took a step back and sat on the lid of the bath, impatiently tapping her nails against the copper. “Take a peek. I dare you,Draco.”

	Malfoytookadeepbreath,hisshoulderstwitched,andjustwhenshe thought he was about to turn around and leave, his eyes flickereddownward.

	Asatisfiedtingleranupherspinewhenshenoticedthechangeinhiseyes the moment he gave in.

	Malfoysuckedinaharshbreaththroughgrittedteeth,andgroanedinthe

	backofhisthroatashetracedovereverycurveanddipofherwaist.Taking histime.Drinkingherininchbyinch.Hisgazewasoneofthemostintense things she'd ever experienced, she could practically feel his eyes as they

	roamedacrossherbody.

	Hermionecouldn'trememberthelasttimeamanhadseenhernaked,and shewascertainnoneofthem hadeverlookedather likethat.Thelookin

	hiseyeswasprimal.Theneedtoclaimandpossesburnedaroundhisirises. He looked fuckinghungry- it almost made her mouth run dry.

	Hermione couldn't take her eyes off him, and he certainly couldn't look awayfromher.Shefeltherchestheat,couldfeelaflushcolourhercheeks when his gaze landed on the space between her hips.

	Andthenhetookasteptowardsher,andherpulsethumpedinherveins.

	Malfoyclosedthedistancebetweenthemquickly.Hiseyeslingeredonher body the entire journey, on her breasts, her hips, her waist, almost like he

	 

	
couldn'tlookaway.Hestoppedinfrontofher,closeenoughshecould smell nothing but spearmint and smoke.

	Herheartstoppedwhenheleanedforward.

	Shit.

	Malfoy'seyesslippedbacktoHermione'slazily,almostdrunk.Hisnose brushed against hers.

	Was he going to - Heraisedhishand-

	No,hewouldn'tdare.

	Herbreathcaughtinherthroat.Herheartstoppedmid-beat. He wouldn'tfuckingdare.

	Malfoypressedcloser,hischestjustinchesfromhers.Shecouldfeelhis breath on her face -

	Shesuppressedashiverwhenshefeltthecoldbiteofhisringsasthey gently grazed the left side of her ribcage-

	Justasshebracedherselfforhistouch,hereachedaroundherandtwisted the taps that were just behind her hips.

	Waterimmediatelystoppedrunningfromthefaucet.Malfoyheldhereyes for five more heartbeats before he sharply spun on his heels and left.

	Asheslammedthedoorbehindhim,Hermionereleasedthebreathshe

	didn'trealiseshewasholding,andsankintothebathshehadn'trealisedhad started to overflow.

	 

	
20thApril

	 

	 

	Don't lookatthem.

	Hermionewhirledaroundandcastaslicinghex,decapitatingthemuggle soldier that'd been firing at Nott's shield.

	Don'tlookat theirfaces.

	ShethrewaBombardaatanother.Hislegsexplodedfromunderneathhim as though he'd just stepped on a landmine.

	Don't lookatthem.

	Whenshethrewanothercurseatashopwindow,theglassexplodedand disintegrated the sniper posed there.

	Don't lookatthem.

	Anotherterrifiedsoldierloweredtheirweapon,onlytobecutdownbyHermione.

	Don'tlookat theirfaces.

	Andthenanother

	Don'tremembertheireyes.

	Andthenanother.

	Hermionewilledhermusclestostop.Shefoughtherarmseachtimethey jutted out to cast curse after curse after curse - but nothing worked.As usual, she was powerless to stop it.Aslave to the Demon Hex.

	HerspiritwasalmostasbrokenasthecityofLincolnaroundher.Theplace wascrumbling,smokerosehighintheair,therewerefireseverywhere,and

	 

	
bulletsandcurseszippedfromeverydirection–butnoneofthemwere aimed at Hermione.

	Voldemorthadexpectedthismissiontobequick,easy,withoutsomuchas a hiccup. He'd learned of a secret base near the old university, and had

	orderedhisfollowerstodestroyit.

	Hermione'shearthaddroppedwhenVoldemorthadgiventheinstructions, knowing that he was right - the attackwouldbe easy. They'd be met with very little resistance.

	Onlyahandfulofsoldiersresidedthere.Thisparticularbasewasusedasa safe haven for refugees. It was a shelter; a peaceful place where children

	couldplayandfamiliescouldbereunited.Itstockedmedicineandfood,not guns and bombs. The Death Eaters would overthrow it quickly, descend on it like a pack of hungry wolves on a lonely, injured deer.

	Onlythistime,thebasewasn'tdefenceless. This time, The Order was prepared.

	Thechildrenandrefugeeswerealreadyevacuated,andreplacedwith

	formationsofexperiencedwizardsandsoldierswithmachineguns.Snipers waited on the rooftops, and tanks had been brought in, all primed and aiming their barrels at the very alleyway the Death Eaters apparated into.

	Medusahadclearlywarnedthem. And the attack was a bloodbath.

	"Anotheronebitesthedust!"Nottsangfromnearby,tappinghisfoottothe imaginary beat as he decapitated a witch Hermione didn't recognise.

	"Anotheronebitesthedust.”

	She whirled around and cast a knockback jinx, throwing a muggle soldier harshlyintoaconcretewallbehindhim.Hisbloodsplayedupthebrickon impact. She hoped it killed him instantly.

	 

	
"Ouch! He'll feel that in the morning!" Nott shouted. He always wanted to startconversationswithherinthemiddleofafight;Hermionehadnoidea why. "I would have sliced the smug pricks head off, but that's just me.”

	Shesawhimcastanotherslicingcurseoutthecornerofhiseye;itcut

	another three wizards in half from shoulder to hip. Over the course of their missions,HermionehadquicklylearnedthatwasNott'sfavouritemethodof execution, on par with turning soldiers own guns against them.

	"Ooooooooh,did anybody else see that?” Nott cheerily proudly, as though everyoneenjoyedkillingasmuchashedid.“Threeinone!That'sgottobe a new record, surely? I demand to know who's keeping the score and that that was counted appropriately?”

	Amugglesoldierleaptfromaroundahiddencorner,riffleaimedatthepair, but Nott cast a killing curse before the poor sod had the chance to fire.

	"Another one bites the dust,"Nott started to sing to himself again, verbally affirmingtheadditiontohiskillcount."Andanothergone,andanotheronegone, another one bites the dust.”

	Anothersoldierappearedfrombehindaburningcar,grenadeinhand-

	"Hey,I'mgonnagetyoutoo!"Nottspunaround,dancing,andthrewa

	Bombardathatmadethesoldiersheadexplode."Anotheronebitesthedust-"

	"ForSalazar'ssake,"theDemonMaskbesideHermionegrowled."Ifyou don't stopfuckingsinging, I swear I'll tear your tongue out and shove it down your bastard throat.”

	Asoft blue leather jacket in the distance caught Hermione's eye. She turned towardit,andfeltlikethewholeworldhadstoppedturningonitsaxiswhen she noticed the witch it belonged to.

	FleurWeasley.Hermionehadn'tseenherinmonths,andthesightofFleur's blonde hair, pulled high into a ponytail and matting with blood, almost made her knee's buckle.

	 

	
Fleurwasseverelyinjured.Shehadonehandpressedfirmlyagainsther ribcage, blood pooled between her fingers as she limped towards a

	destroyedbuilding,presumablytotakecover. But then the Hex took over.

	Hermionestartedstalkingtowardsthebuilding-acrumblingrestaurant- wand drawn and poised.

	No.No.Shecouldn'tkillFleur.ShewasthebesthealerTheOrderhad.Her skills were unmatched and miraculous. Her death would be a catastrophic loss to them.

	Hermioneknewthat,but itdidn'tstopher.

	Shetriedtofightthehexasitpropelledherforward.Triedtodigherheels in, make her legs stop moving. God - she just wanted to make it all stop!

	Butshecouldn't.Nomatterhowhardshetried,theDemonHexhadclawed itself too deep, and it made her want to fucking scream.

	As she charged forward, the hex was unforgiving. It brought every painful memoryshehadtothesurface,tormentedherwitheverythingthathurther, that could make herangry.

	HowtheworldhadvanishedbeneathherfeetwhenKingsleyhadtoldher about her parent's death.

	Therageshe'dfeltwhenthatsameleadertoldhertherewasnothingtobe done, and that the Order wouldn't be retaliating.

	Theeuphoriashe'dfeltas sheslitCharlotteRoth'sthroat.

	The vengeful way her veins had vibrated with triumph when she'd carved eachlayerofMarkKinghold'sskinaway.Howindescribablygoodit'dfelt to remove each of his fingers one by one before she finally executed him.

	Allthosemomentflashedbehindhereyesagainandagainasshemarched toward the restaurant, the pain relaying on a constant loop as she stalked

	 

	
afterFleur.

	Hermione could hear her screaming the moment she walked through the doorway.Heradrenalinespiked,andshefeltthehexintensifyatthesound. She felt its influence clawing across her brain, threading itself tighter around her, searing her veins like acid, twisting every muscle and

	commandinghertokill.

	Hermionesprintedtothekitchensatthebackoftherestaurant,brokenglass cracking under her feet as she ran towards the source of the screaming.

	Fleur'seyesshotupassoonasHermioneburstthroughthedoors,amixture ofshockandreliefcolouringherdelicatefeatures.Shewassatonthefloor, leaning against a reflective metal fridge. Blood poured from a deep gash along the right side of her torso, and one of her ribs poking out of thewound.

	"Hermione!"shesaid,breathless,asherwandstilledoverthedeepinjury. "What are you doing 'ere?!"

	"Goon,”anew,deadlyvoicehissedinthebackofHermione’smind-the curse manifested."Kill her.”

	Fleur was dangerously weak. It would be all too easy to kill her.All too easyforHermionetoknockhertothefloorandcrushherdelicatewindpipe under her boot.

	"Killher,"thevoiceencouraged,lowandseductive."Doit.”

	Hermionewasovercomewiththeimpulsetokill.ShewantedtotearFleur's organs from her body. Scalp her. Break her ribs, sever them from her body and use them to pluck her eyes out.

	"Hermione?"Fleurpanted."Whatisthematterwithyou?Whatisthe matter with your eyes?"

	"Killher."

	No.NotFleur.OhGod-shecouldn'tkillFleur.

	 

	
WhenHermioneaimedherwandatFleur'schest,Fleur'seyeswidenedwith fear. She tried to defend herself on instinct, but Hermione had always been fast charms. She disarmed Fleur before she'd even taken aim.

	"That's it, she's defenceless,"the voice persisted. Hermione's temples throbbedasshefoughtagainstit."Doit.Doitnow.Itwillfeelsogood.Better than the others.”

	Hermionecaught her reflection in themetallicsurfaces of thecupboard doors. She saw a monster with black eyes and blood dripping down her face,andknewtherewouldbeno goingbackfromthis.Aftershekilled

	Fleur,shewouldtrulybelosttothehex,thedarknessforeverbrandedon her soul. There would be no coming back to the light.

	Hermioneraisedherwand.Analltoofamiliargreenlightbegantogatherat the tip -

	"Expelliarmus!"

	Malfoy'swandflewoutofHermione'shandtosoaracrossthekitchen,and land in the palm of its rightful owner.

	Malfoytorehismaskfromhisface,theexpressionunderneathsternand fierce. "Granger," he hissed, storming towards her. “Stop!"

	Butthehexwasn'tfinishedwithHermioneyet.Andtheywereinavery large kitchen, still stocked to capacity with sharp, glittering utensils.

	AsMalfoydrewcloser,Hermioneduckedunderhisarmandgrabbedoneof the large carving knives from the kitchen island. Her vision started to

	narrow,tintingredastheneedforbloodlustpoisonedherwhilethat

	murderousvoicewhisperedinherhead,encouragingher,weakeningherfight.

	Shemarchedtowardsherprey,revellinginFleur’shorrifiedexpressionand the terror in her eyes.

	 

	
Hermioneflippedtheknifeinherhand,pointedtheblade,andlungedfor Fleur -

	Butbeforeshecouldslitherthroatopen,Malfoyhadher.Hishandscaged around her wrists in a bruising grip and he dragged her back, ignoring her

	kicksandscreams,andslammedherdownontheislandinthemiddleofthekitchen.

	"Enough!"Malfoyhissed,hoveringoverher.Heheldoneofherwristsin each hand and pinning them wide either side of her.

	Searing anger boiled through Hermione.The Hex clawed its way up her spineasshefoughttogetMalfoyoffher.Shejerkedherwrist,hopingto nick his arm with the knife -

	Malfoy'slipssuddenlygrazedtheshellofherear,"Daemonium,somnum.”

	The instant he said the words, the hex started to retreat. Hermione felt like everythingelsewentdark,shecouldn'tsee,couldn'tfocusonanythingelse but the spell.

	Itclawedacrossherbodyasitreceded,fightingtobefree.Itmoved

	quickly, pain sliced through her as the hex dragged its thorns backwards across her veins, unwilling to be caged again - but it was worth it. Was worththeawfulpaininherheadthatfeltlikeherskullwasbeingcracked open, because it meant that the hex was gone.

	Theunexpectednessofherfreedomknockedtheairfromherlungs.Shefelt dizzy, a buzzing rang in her ears as everything came into focus-

	Shetookinalargegulpofair.Andthenanother.Andanother.Shecouldn't get enough, had it always tasted this clean?

	"Shhhhhh,it'salright."OneofMalfoy'shandswasonherface,hiscold knuckles grazed her cheek soothingly. "It's alright, it's gone. It's gone.”

	Hewasstillhoveringoverher,hiseyesbluerthanshe'dseentheminweeks.

	 

	
"Ohmy...ohmygod-Fleur-"Hermionepantedunderneathhim.Herpanic started to return, and it grew and grew as she regained control of her body. "Where is she? I didn't- oh God- I couldn't-"

	Shetriedtogetupandlookaround,butMalfoypressedhisbodycloser, smothering her in his robes and trapping her against the counter.

	Hermionecouldn'tbreathe.Herairwaysstartedtoconstrict.Tearsstungin her eyes.

	WhatifMalfoyhadn'tgottentoherintime?Whatifshe'dstillmanagedto- "It's alright.You didn't hurt her," Malfoy whispered urgently. He took her

	facebetweenhishandsandforcedhertolookathimagain."She'salright, but you need to calm down.”

	"Ican't-"Hermionesobbed."Whereisshe?!Ineedto-"

	Therewasasmallclatterofdishesknockingtogetherfromtheothersideof the kitchen. Malfoy's head snapped up to glare at the witch who'd created the disturbance.

	"Nerestepaslà,"hehissedatFleur,histoneastarkcontrasttothealmost lullaby he'd been caressing Hermione with. "Etes-vous sourd?!"

	HermionetiltedherheadandcaughtFleur'sbewilderedexpression.

	"Cestvotreseulechance,partezmaintenantavantdechangerdavis!" Malfoy snarled again. "Pars maintenant!"

	Whatever Malfoy said, Fleur didn't need to be told twice. She quickly snatchedherwandfromtheflooranddisappearedwithasharpsnapof apparation - but not before throwing Hermione one last confused and

	frightenedglance.

	"See,she'sgonenow.She'ssafe,"Malfoywhisperedashisknucklesgrazed Hermione's cheek. "Now I need you to do something for me. I need you to breathe, can you do that?"

	 

	
Hermionenoddedslowly,fightingthehorridwayherribcageseemedtobe squeezing her lungs, and took a long breath.

	Malfoy'slipstwitchedintoasmirk."Goodgirl.”

	Shetookanotherdeepbreath,andthenanother.Hekeptwatchingher,never breaking eye contact as she worked to slow her gasps into a slower, more

	naturalrhythm.

	"YouletFleurgo,”Hermionefoundherselfsaying,toescurlingasthe demon dragged his thumb across her bottom lip.

	"Idid.”

	"Why?"

	Malfoy opened his mouth, his eyes - blue and fuckingbeautiful -trailing downtoherpartedlips,butthenNottburstthroughthekitchendoors,and Hermione never got her answer.

	 

	
Tastedexpensive
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	The stolen Firewhisky burned Hermione's throat beautifully on the way down.Itwasn'tasgoodasthecigarettesshecraved,butitpacifiedtheneed well enough.

	Shesatinoneofthedrawingroomsatopahip-highwoodenbureau.Her feet didn't touch the floor, and the metal stiletto of her thigh-high boots bounced off the doors as she swung her legs gently back and forth. She

	hadn't bothered to change out of her Death Eater robes; her assassin skin. Thefirstthingsheusuallydidaftermissionswasgetinthebath,butshefelt far too wired to relax her muscles in bubbles and salts the way her body

	desperatelyneededherto.

	There was just too much she didn't understand, and no matter how many timesshereplayedtheday'seventsoverandoveragaininherhead,shewas no closer to an answer.

	Everytimeshethoughtshe'dmadesenseofMalfoy'sstrangebehaviour, every time she thought she'd threaded her analysis together, the strings

	didn'tconnect.Therewasalwayssomepieceofinformationescapingher,a missing thread that pulled her entire hypothesis apart at the seams.

	WhyhadhestoppedherfromkillingFleur? Why had he let her go?

	Itdidn'tmadesense,andshecouldn'tstopobsessingoverit.Shefeltlike shewaschasingapoltergeist,alwaysreachingout,onlyforhervisionof

	 

	
thetruthtoevaporateinherfistlikesmoke.Thefailurewasalmostmaddening.

	Assoonasshe'darrivedbackatthemanor,Hermionehadneeded

	somethingtotaketheedgeoff,somethingtocalmhererraticnervesand

	keepherhandsbusy.Hernailscertainlycouldn'ttakeanymorestress,they were rather unsightly, bitten to the quick through a mixture of restlessness and anxiety.Astoria would have a heart attack when she saw them.

	She'dtriedtobusyherselfwithexploringthemanorforthehundredthtime, and that was what had led her to this particular sitting room. It was on the

	right-wingofthehouse,andwasfarlargerandgranderthantheoneshe

	wouldoccasionallyshareadrinkwithAstoriain,withmuchmoreelaborate furnishings and an even more ostentatious fireplace.

	Although Hermione had never been in anyone else's bedroom - she could openthedoorsandpeekinside,butcharmsontheentrywaypreventedher

	from entering - she knew Malfoy's room was just at the end of this hallway. Sheusuallykeptawayfromthiswingofthehouse,wantedtoavoidrunning intohimwherever possible, but tonight she felt almost drawn to it. She wasn't sure why.Told herself it was because he was likely to have the more vintage - and therefore more potent - alcohol stashed here.

	Hermione's instincts were right. Not fifteen minutes into her search of this sittingroom,she'dfoundahiddenpanel-afalsewallnexttothecrackling fireplace that was charmed to never extinguish - with six dust-covered

	bottleshiddeninsideofwhisky,wines,andanotherbrownliquidshehadn't tried yet.

	Alow,almostpainedgroansnappedHermioneoutofheralcoholbuzzed train of thought, and her eyes immediately snapped to the doorway.

	Malfoydidn'tseeherwhenheenteredthesittingroom,herresidenceinthe dark corner hid her from view. His eyes were squeezed shut in pain; his

	head tilted towards the floor as he massaged the back of his neck with the palms of both hands. He wore nothing but a black towel that was tied around his waist, his entire body glistening with water from the bath he'd obviouslyjusttaken.Hishairwasdrippingwetandhangingoverhiseyes,

	 

	
andtwoweddingrings hungfromthethinmetalchain heworearoundhis

	neck.Theywerebothsilver,oneplainwithathickband,andtheothermore dainty, elegant with a huge tear-shaped diamond attached to it.

	AsMalfoytreadedintotheroom,thinstreaksofwaterdroppedfromthe edges of his hair to trail down his body, over the scars that covered his

	chest,streameddownoverhistorsoandintotheVthatdippedaroundhiships.

	Malfoyhadn'treturnedtothemanorwithNottandHermioneafterthey'd

	beenforcedtoretreatinLincoln.Themissionwasacompletefailure,they'd lost countless soldiers and gained nothing. No hostages, no weapons.

	Absolutelynothing.Voldemortmusthavebeenfurious;thethoughtwas almost enough to make Hermione smile

	VoldemorthaddemandedthathisdemonsmeethimatYorkCathedralfora 'mission debrief' afterwards, but the worried expression Nott had worn the entire carriage ride back to the estate had told Hermione it was much more than that. Voldemort's pride must have been seriously wounded, and he

	blamedMalfoy.

	HermionehadexpectedVoldemortmaypunishhischiefgeneralfortoday's failure, but she hadn't expectedthis.Malfoy's shoulders and chest were saturated in bruises.Angry purple and black marks splashed across almost every inch of his torso like blotches of paint. There were layers of abuse,

	fromthejaggedlineofahealingwoundonhisrips,tothelargestbruiseon the left side of his neck.

	Shecountedtwelvesmall,jaggedlinesthatsplayedacrosshischestand wrappedaroundhisbicep.Althoughtheywerethinandlookedlikethey were already healing, they zipped across his skin like hairline cracks in

	glass.Hermionehadneverheardofacursethatcausedaninjurylikethat, but they looked incredibly tender.

	WhateverVoldemorthaddonetoMalfoy,hehadtakenhistimeandused

	variousmethods,meaningtoextractpain,drawouteveryscreamhecould.

	 

	
Hermione stayed very still as she assessed the damage. She didn't make a sound,didn'tevenbreatheasshewatchedhimcrosstheroominthreeeasy strides and stop in front of the wall with the false panel. He stared at the secret door, and a deep crease appeared between his brows as he traced a

	fingerdowntheoutlineof thetrapdoor.

	Her breath hitched when she realised she'd left the door wide open, and her entirebodytensedwithnervousanticipationwhenMalfoy'seyessnappedtohers.

	Forafewheartbeats,theyjuststaredatoneanother,neithersayingaword.

	Hiseyesdraggedoverherslowlyfromheadtotoe,andshecouldseehis realisation the moment it etched itself onto his face. Could see the very heartbeat he noticed that their roles - albeit temporarily - were reversed.

	Now,hewastheonepracticallylaidbare,weaponless,andshewastheone draped in robes of blood and decay.

	Malfoy narrowed his eyes at the blood covered gauntlets she still wore. Thenhenoticedthebottleinherhand,andhissharpfeaturestwistedintoa scowl. "Is that-" he barked. "Is that the Heresy whisky?!"

	Hermione simply shrugged, unable to stop the satisfied little smirk that peeleditswayontoherfaceasshetookinhisabhorrentexpression.The

	wayhiseyeswidenedwhensheslowlybroughtthebottlebacktoherlips waspriceless.Itgavehermoresatisfactionthanpunchinghimintheface ever could. She didn't get many victories these days, so she intended to

	hangonto thisoneforas long asshecould.Makeitlast.

	"Youlittlefuckingthief!"Malfoybitashemarchedtowardsher."Doyou have any idea how much that bottle cost? It's a family heirloom, it's

	probablyworthalmostasmuchasthisestate!"

	"Mmmm,"shehummedslowly,keepinghereyesonhisasshetookanother lengthy swig. "I thought it tasted expensive.”

	Whenhewascloseenough,hereachedouttosnatchthebottlefromher,but before he could grab his price, Hermione sharply raised her right leg to

	 

	
pressherbootagainsthischest,justbelowhiscollarbone.

	Malfoyfroze.Hisbreathcaughtashiseyestraileddowntowheretheywere connected, where she was keeping him at bay. There was a moment of stilled silence between them, the only sound came from the crackling of the fire and the elevated beating of her heart.

	Hermionerealisedshehadn'tthoughtthisthrough,notreally.Clearly,the alcoholhadnumbedhersenses,forgedawhiskyscentedwallinhermind that prevented rational thought from winning.

	Thiswasobviouslyabadidea.Hemayhavebeenwandless,eveningthe playingfieldbetweenthemalittle,buthewasphysicallymuchstronger.

	Evenifhecouldn'tusewandlessmagic-whichsheverymuchdoubted-he wouldstilloverpowerher.Couldstillthrowherthewallandwringherneck until she passed out.

	Butsheknewhewouldn't,hismasterwouldn'tallowanyrealharmtocome to her. She was too valuable and precious to Voldemort’s regime.

	So,forthesecondtimethatweek,Hermionechosetheriskier–andmore entertaining – path. Just because she wanted to. Just because shefuckingcould.

	Malfoymethereyes whenshedug theheelofher stilettointohisskin,

	hopingthatifsheboredownhardenough,shemightbeabletopiercehis cold, black heart.

	"The eyes are the windows of the soul, and by extension the soul itself, sothat to make a contract with one's soul so as to starve the world of any profit from it is rather like making a Faustian contract with the devil.”It wasfunnyhowmuchthatoldsonnetremindedHermioneofMalfoythese days. It felt almost created specifically to describe Malfoy men. She

	wonderedhowfarhisfamilylinewentback,ifShakespearehimselfhad knownofmenwithwhite-blondehairandeyesthatchangedcolourwith each rise of the moon, and coined the phrase especially for them.

	Hermione had come to the conclusion that the man who held her captive was split down the middle into two entirely separate people. Malfoy, and theDemonMask,thetwoasdifferentasDrJekyllandMrHyde.Although

	 

	
theywerebothpartofthesamecoin,thetwoMalfoy'sworeverydifferent faces, and their eyes were the indicator of which of the two souls she was speaking to.

	Malfoy,thebrokenmanwiththebeautifulblueeyes,whoseonlygoalwas to keep what little remained of his family alive, and who'd vowed to keep them safe.And the Demon with grey eyes, the persona, the one born in

	bloodandwar,thecoldbastardwhowastheonlyoneofthetwothatwas ruthless enough to keep that oath.

	Now,hiseyesweremostlygrey,whichmeantshewasplayingwiththe demon, Mr Hyde.

	Holdinghisgaze,Hermionestraightenedherlegslightlytopushhimbacka step, making him watch as she took another slow swig of the whiskey he was so desperate to get his hands on.

	Malfoy’sthroatbobbed,hiseyesdriftingtothebottlepressedagainsther lips. The first blue splinter appeared in his irises; a crack of lightning

	againstgreyclouds,astepclosertoDrJekyll.

	She'danswer'no'ifanyoneaskedherifsheenjoyedthis,anditwouldbealie.

	Hermionehadalwayslikedgettingtheupperhand,baskedinthe

	knowledge that she was always the smartest person in the room. She knew she was a force of nature, someone most people were afraid of.Awoman mostmenwouldn'tdarecross,wandlessornot.Itwasoneofthethingsthat made her such a good soldier - and an even better general.

	Hermionewasusedtobeingincontrol.Shewascomfortableintheseatof power that the Order had assigned her, but fuck - with her boot pressed

	againstMalfoy'sbarechest,herheelhoveringovertheheartofoneofthe most feared and lethal men in the country, she didn't think she'd ever felt more powerful.

	She'dmissedthis,craveditsinceshe'dfeltitslitheracrossherskinsince

	theincidentinher bathroomtheday before.Shewished shecouldbottleup

	 

	
thisaddictive,intoxicatingfeelingthatonlytriumph-

	But then Malfoy’s eyes slipped back to hers. Hestared at her through his lashes,flashedherasmirkthatwouldmakeeventhedevilblush,andshe felt the scales tip back in his favour.

	Malfoy slowly raised his left hand, and her stomach knotted when he wrappedhisfingerssoftlyaroundherankle."Dangerousgameyou're

	playinghere,Granger,"hesaid,hisvoicelowandgravellyenoughtomake her insides flip. "I'd be careful if I were you - teasing a man with his own whisky might not be the cleverest idea you've ever had. Do it again, and you might not like the consequences.”

	Itwasathreatshecouldn'tignore.Anopportunitytobareherfangsthatshe absolutelycouldn’tmiss.So,Hermioneleanedbackandslowlybroughtthe bottle back to her lips, holding his gaze as she took another long, defiantswig.

	TheedgesofMalfoy’slipstwitched,thesmirkstretchinghigheronhisface. Another blue crack appeared in his eyes.

	"Ithinkyou'retheonewhoneedstobecareful."Hermionedugherheelina little harder against his chest, hoping to draw blood. "One false move, and my heel might just scrape your heart.”

	"Ithoughtyou saidI didn'thaveone?"

	"There's only one way to find out," she said slowly, oddly enthralled by the wayhedraggedhistongueacrosshislowerlip."I'mwillingtotakeastab-" she pressed her heel down even firmer, feeling his fingers tighten on her

	ankle,"-carveyouopenandseeifyourchestisasemptyasIthinkitis.Just say the word.”

	He snorted, apparently as enthralled with their dangerous little game as she was."Asmuchasthatsoundslikeafuckingdeliciouswaytodie,"thehand on her ankle squeezed, "I'm afraid you'll have to be gentle with me. I'm a little delicate this evening.”

	 

	
Herforeheadcreased,rememberinghowhe'dpalmedthebackofhisneck when he'd entered the room minutes ago. "What happened?"

	Malfoycockedateasingbrow,inthewayonlyMalfoyknewhow."I'msure you can guess how the Dark Lord rewards his general's failure. The higher the ranking officer, the more the disappointment, and the greater the

	disappointment,themoreseverethepunishment.”

	Hermione jerked when the fingers on her foot started to rub small circles intoherboot,massagingtheballofherankleashespoke.Hiseyesnever left hers.

	"I'msureyoucanimaginehowIwasrewardedaftertoday,"hesaid,his

	voicepracticallyvelvet,drippinghoneyassherelaxedintohisfingers."So you'll need to forgive my irritation. Because the thing I've been craving to get me through the evening- the medicine's Ineed- is being drunk right in front of me, by the very witch responsible for my punishment.”

	"What'sthatsupposedtomean?"

	"Comeoncub,you'reaclevergirl.Figureitout.”

	Hermione’slipstwistedintoafrownwithoutherpermission.

	Malfoy smiled when he noticed. "The mission today was my failure, I underestimatedyourfriends,andthebloodoftheDeathEaterswelost today is on my hands. The Dark Lord considers the loss of magical -

	pureblood-agreatloss,butitwouldhavesoftenedtheblowalittleifIhad something to offer him as a penance.Agift to make up for my failure.”

	Hermione’spulsequickenedashisthumbdugalittleharderintoherankle. "Something ... oh I don't know…” Malfoy's grin stretched even higher.

	“BlondeandFrench,maybe?TheDarkLordhaswantedherforsometime. She'syourbesthealer,isn'tshe?Presentingherheadwould’veearnedmea great deal of recognition. He might have let me off with one crucio rather than ten.”

	 

	
That..thatdidn'tmakesense.Anotherthingthatdidn'taddup.

	"IfyouknewhowvaluableFleurwas,thenwhydidyoulethergo?” Hermione asked. “Why would you stop me from killing her?"

	Malfoysaidnothing,justcontinuedtostareatHermione,asiftheanswer was completely obvious, as if it was right in front of -

	Oh.

	No,noitwasn'trightinfrontofher.Thereasonhe'dsparedFleur,the missingstringshe'dbeensearchingfor,Malfoywasstaringrightatit.

	Butthatraisedmorequestionsthanitdidanswers. "Don't pretend you spared Fleur's life for me.”

	Malfoycockedhisheadtotheside,andleanedinafractioncloser."Who else would it be for sweetheart, if it wasn't for you?"

	Hermionetriedtothinkclearly,tocommandhermusclestostraightenher leg and keep him away - but she couldn't. It could have been the alcohol clouding her judgement, the sinful things his fingers were doing to her

	ankle,ortheburninglookhewaspinningherwith.Whateveritwas,it made her relax, made her bend her knee slightly and invite him a littlecloser.

	"Why?"sheasked.

	"I'vespentmonthsinyourheadGranger,watchingyourmemories,”Malfoy said, inching closer with what little movement she allowed him. “I know how close you and Fleur were before you were brought here. Killing her

	wouldhavecrushedyou.”

	Hermione tried to snort, but it came out as more of a moan as his thumb foundatenderspotatthebackofherankle."Sowhat?Youdooneslightly redeemable thing, and you think I should be grateful?"

	 

	
AnotherfleckofbluecrackedagainstMalfoy'seyes.DrJekyllwasgetting closer. "Well, a 'thank you'certainly wouldn't be totally remiss."

	"Fuckyou!"Hermionebit,hertonesharpenoughtocutdespitethesmellof spearmint and smoke and fuck knew what else that battered her

	senses."SparingFleur'slifedoesn'tmakeupforforcingmetokillSeamus. I was just as close to him as I was Fleur, maybe even more so."

	Malfoy'seyesdarkened.Violentgreystormcloudseclipsedtheblue. "Where was your moral compass then?" Hermione twisted her foot,

	pressinghergoldheelharderintohischest."Wherewasyourcompassion then,Demon?!"

	Malfoy’sfingerstightenedaroundherankle.Hisringsbegantodigintoherskin.

	"Sono,youdon'tgeta'thankyou',andyoudon'tgetmyappreciationfor sparingonelifewhenyou'vetakenthousands!Incaseyou'veforgotten,I fucking loathe you."

	"Soyou'vetoldme,Granger.Yesterday,andthedaybeforethat,andtheday before that," Malfoy said, his tone growing in venom to match hers. "So, what are you going to do now?"

	When the hand around her ankle slid higher to caress the back of her calf, Hermione'scheeksflushedwithamixtureofbuildingangerandsomethingelse.

	"Punchme?"Malfoyasked.Hisfingersdancedacrossthebackofherknee, coaxing her muscles to relax, to invite him closer. "Kick me?"

	Sheexhaled,lettinghimpushherlegbacksohecouldstepforward. "Strangle me?”

	Anotherstepcloser.Herkneewasalmosttouchinghershoulder. "Spit in my face?"

	 

	
Herfingerstightenedaroundtheneck ofthebottleinherhand.

	"You'vedoneit all athousand times Granger, and it's getting alittleold. Surelyyoucanconcoctsomethingalittlemorecreative.Alittlemore…fun.”

	Hermionescoffed,evenasshetookanotherswigofhisbelovedwhisky,

	tryingtoregainsomeofherstolenpower,tipthescalesbackinherfavour. "You think you know me so well?"

	"Yes,Idoactually."Malfoy’sanswercaughtheroffguard,andheusedher distractiontosnatchhisprize.Hetookadeepswigofwhiskystraightfrom thebottle,groaningandpinchinghiseyesclosedasheswallowed."Iknow youbetterthananyone,morethoroughlythananyoneinyourOrderknows you.And certainly better than that precious weasel you have waiting for you at home.”

	Inaninstant,thestrangepoolinginherstomachshifted,onlytobereplaced withthatfamiliarbiteofanger.Murderousfuckinganger."Howdareyou?! What gives you the right to think you know me?!You don't know the first thing -"

	"Oh,butI do.Iknow themostintimatepartofyou.”Heplacedthe

	confiscatedbottleonthebureaunexttoherhip,andwhenhishandwas free, he curled it under her chin. "I know yourmind.I know how that

	enchantingbrainofyoursworks.I'vespenthoursinthere,"heletgoofher chin and tapped his fingers against her temple, "searching your memories andwatchingyougrowup.IthinkthatqualifiesmewhenIsayIknowyou better than anyone else alive. I've spent far longer in your head than Weasley ever spent between your legs.”

	That crossed a line she hadn't realised she'd drawn. Hermione kicked her legout,forcinghimtoreleaseherfaceandtakeafewstepsback."Watch your mouth before I-"

	"Beforeyoudowhat?"Despitehowshewaspushinghimback,Malfoy pressedforward,reclaimingthespaceshe'ddrawn.Evenasshedugher heel into his chest with a bruising force, he didn't stop, not until he was

	 

	
closeagain,notuntilherthighsbracketedhiships."Sowhatexactlyare you going to do? Surprise me, Granger, I fucking dare you-"

	Hiswords,thewayhesurroundedherairsparkedsomethinginher,

	somethingfierceandlithe,andherGryffindorspiritroaredbacktolife.It took over, some primal instinct, some need to prove herself that pushed everything else away, because before she even realised she was doing it, Hermione lowered her leg back to the bureau, took his face in her hands, and dragged his mouth to hers.

	Itwasn'tsupposedtofeellikethis.

	It was supposed to be a power move; to show that he didn't control her, not whenshewasn'tundertheinfluenceofthehex.Itwassupposedtoshowher tenacity, her impulsiveness, show how she could do what she wanted, when she wanted, just because she wanted to.

	Itwassupposedtotakehimoffguard;showhimthatshecouldbe

	unpredictable,thathedidn'tknowherorhermind.Thathedidn'tknow what she would do or what she was capable of.

	Anditwassupposedtobequick,justthechastepressureoflipsand

	knockingofteeth.Itwassupposedtobenothing.She'dbeensureshewas going to hate it, that it was going to make her feel sick.

	Itwasn'tsupposedtofeellike...this.

	Hewasn'tsupposedto...tastelikethis.Intoxicating.Delicious.Powerful.

	Thedeepgrowlingsoundhe'dmadeatthebackofhisthroatwasn't supposed to coil in her stomach-

	Alargehandsuddenlycagedaroundherthroat,andasharp,strongpressure pushed her back and stole his lips from hers.

	Hermione’seyessnappedopen.Malfoywasstaringather,therewasasoft flush to his cheeks, and his chest heaved as his breathing matched hers, leaving him in quick, short pants. His eyes were blue, only a thin sliver of

	 

	
greyclingingtotheedgeofhispupils.Hedidn'tletgoofherthroat,andhis thumb swept across her bottom lip as he searched her face, her eyes. She wonderedwhathewaslookingfor,whathewasgoingtodonext,ifhe'dfly off into a rage at the thought of having a filthy Mudblood kiss him -

	Butthenhislipswerebackonhers. It wasn't supposed to feel like this.

	Hewasn'tsupposedtokissherbackhungrily,withanintensityandfire she'd never felt before.

	Shewasn'tsupposedtoenjoyit,cravemore,orthreadherfingersthrough his hair and pull him closer.

	Malfoy’shandsslidintoherhair,fistinghercurls.Hedrovehistongueinto her mouth, and she swallowed his groan when she nipped his bottom lip.

	Hermionewidenedherlegstoinvitehimcloser,andthebottleoffire

	whisky - his prized possession a mere few moments ago - fell to the floor whereitsmashedanddecoratedthefloorwithcrystalwhiletheliquorwas soaked up by the emerald green rug. Wildly expensive.An irreplaceable

	familyheirloom.Completelyforgotten.

	Malfoynestledhishipsbetweenherthighs,andthethinfabricofthetowel he wore left nothing to the imagination. She felt everything.

	Every.Hard.Inch.Of.

	Him.

	Shemusthavebeenhurtinghim.Thewayshedraggedhernailsdownhis chest while she kissed him must have hurt. Knew the way her fingers

	 

	
kneadedacrosshisshouldersasshedraggedhimclosermusthavebeenpainful.

	Butheneverstoppedherormadeanyattempttopushheraway.Instead,he held hertighter, drove his nails indeeper, bit her lipsharder.

	Hishandsweren'tsoftorcomforting,theywereroughandcalloused.They didn't skate across her skin, didn't soothe or knead with care the way other men had handled her in the past, like she was fragile, breakable. Malfoy

	draggedthemdownherspineashekissedher,hisnailsdiggingintoher hips as he pulled her to the very edge of the bureau.

	God-Itwasn'tsupposedtofeellikethis!

	Itwaswrong.Itwassofuckingwrong,butshecouldn'tstopherself,didn't want to.

	Sheshouldpushhimaway.Shouldpunchhimacrossthejaw,kickand scream and sprint back to her cage and lock the door.

	There were a dozen ways she could hurt him to make him release her but instead,shemoanedagainsthislipswhenoneofhishandswrappedaround the back of her neck andsqueezed.

	Therewasnothinggentleaboutthewayhedraggedhistongueagainsthers.

	Nothingsoftaboutthebitingpressureat thebackof herneck,cuttingoff

	her air in a way that made her feel dizzy, lightheaded in the most appealing waysheneverdreamtcouldbepleasurable.Shefoundthatshelikeditmore than she should have, liked the feel of his cold rings biting into her

	overheatedskin,somuchsothatshemoanedwhenhesqueezedagain.

	"Fuck,"Malfoygrowledagainsthermouth,squeezingagainandcausing

	anotherwhimpertospillfromherlipsandontohis."Dothatagain-needto hear you make that sound again.”

	Hermionewrappedherhandsaroundhisnarrowhips,forcinghimcloser, pressing him against her.

	 

	
Hewaseverywhere.Allshecouldfeelaroundherwashim;hisarmscaging herin,hisbreathagainsther.Allshecouldtastewashim,thewhiskyonhis tongue,andtheaftertasteofsmokeonhislips.Allshecould smellwashim.

	Anditstillwasn't enough.Shewantedmore.

	Whydidshewantmore?Whydidsheneedmore?!Cravedmore. Practically fucking ached for it.

	Herhandscontinuedtheirexplorationoftheirownaccord.Theydanced along the edge of the towel and around his back-

	There was a knife tucked into the waistband of his towel.The hilt of the bladewasfamiliar,butunmistakableagainstthefingertipsofanassassin like her.

	Hermioneshouldhaveexpecteditreally.Akillerwithaledgerasdripping inbloodashiswaswouldnevertrulybeunarmed.Therewouldalwaysbe something, a hidden blade, a sharp splinter of glass tucked away and

	concealed,readytowieldattheslightestchangeinthewind.Neverata disadvantage. Never truly vulnerable.

	Andjustlikethat,withouttheaidoftheDemonHex,Hermione'sinstincts shot to the surface.

	EventhoughherveinsseemedtovibrateasMalfoykissedher,eventhough her body was reluctant to let him go just yet, that need to kill, that desire

	totapintoherenemy'svulnerabilityandgainanadvantagewasjustalittlestronger.

	Hermionewasasoldierfirst.ShewasakillerofDeathEatersfirst,andthen a lover second. Never the other way around. Her gut twisted with the

	realisation.

	Malfoyhadbeenrightallalong.Shedidn'tneedtheHextoberuthless, those instincts wereallhers.

	 

	
Itdidn'tmattertoherthatMalfoywaswand-less,vulnerableandkissingher more fiercely and with more passion than any man ever had before. Shewas still reaching for the knife. She'd stab the devil in the back without a moment's hesitation. She'd kill them both, commit two of the most

	egregiousandultimatesinsinonefoulslashofsilverandnotfeelevena shred of guilt.

	Malfoywoulddoit,shewassure.Iftheroleswerereversed,ifhewasheld captive and forced to raise his wand toAstoria, Zabini or Nott, and

	Hermionewastheonlythingstandinginhisway,he'dcutherdownwithout question.Ofcoursehewould.Butthatanswer-althoughsheknewwastrue

	-hauntedher muchmorethan itshouldhave.

	Becauseitmeantthattheyreallywerethesame.Thesameperson,bothas ruthless and protective as the other, both with blood dripping from their

	handsandhoardsofangrysoulsnippingattheirankles,waitingfortheminhell.

	Theywerethesame-justonoppositesidesofthewar.Intheend,washer soul any less tarnished than that of the demon in front of her?

	Hermione'slipsneverlefthis,evenasshedelicatelywrappedherfingers around the hilt of the blade. She moaned into his mouth as his thumbs

	kneadedherhips,evenassheraisedthedaggerhighintheairbehindhim. And she nipped at Malfoy's bottom lip, delighting in the way he shivered above her, even as she brought the blade down against his back.

	Butasalways,Malfoywasjustaheartbeatquickerthanshewas.

	He snatched her wrist before she could do any damage. He pinned her handsagainstthewallbehindher,highaboveherhead,andtorehislips

	fromhers.Despiteherattack,hedidn'tbackawayaninch.Hepressedhis forehead against hers, their breathing perfectly matching in quick, sharp pants, blasting air against the other's lips.

	"Areyoureally...sodesperatetoescape,”hehushedagainsthermouth,his lips brushing against hers with every word he spoke, "that you'd kill me ... even if it means you'll die alongside me?"

	 

	
"You'veturnedme...intoaweapon.      thatcankillallmyfriends,”

	Hermionepanted,hervoicehardlyaudiblethroughtheroaringofbloodin her ears. “You didn't... give me      a choice.”

	Malfoypriedtheknifefrom herfingers,pinning bothher armshighabove

	herheadwithonehand,whiletheothertoyedwiththeweaponshe'dtriedto butcher him with. "That's war, Granger.You kill my friends, I kill yours.

	PotterfindswaystoweakentheDarkLord,andIturnyouintotheultimate weapon to stop him. I keep you locked away in my tower, you try and slit my throat. On and on, the cycle never stops." Malfoy pressed the blade

	againstherthroat,themetalalmostascoldashislips."Howlongcanyou

	keepthisup?Howlongarewegoingto keepplayingthis game,littlelion?"

	"Notuntiloneofusisdead,"shehissedimmediately,areflex,feelingthe blade move against her throat as she spoke. "'Until death do us part',

	remember?"

	Malfoypressedthedaggerharderagainstherskin,andshewilledherself not to cringe away from the threat.

	"Iwon'tstoptryingtokillyou,"Hermionewhispered,Malfoy'slipsjusta

	breathsdistanceawayfromhers."Iwon'tstop,andneitherwillyou.Imeant it when I said I'm going to kill you. I don't know how, but believeme, when you finally meet your end, the reason your name is going to be engraved on a headstone is going to because ofme.You're going to die because of a

	Mudblood.”Hermionerefusedtoopenhereyes.Shedidn'twanttolookat him, didn't want to know which Malfoy she was speaking to. "So either

	givemethatknifebacksoIcankillusboth,orslitmythroat,andletmegoalone.”

	Therewasapause,asilencethatseemedtostretchonforaneternitywhile she waited to see what direction her fate would take.

	Wouldhedonothing,andkeepherinthispersonalhellloophe'dcreated? Or would he stab her in the heart, and send her to meet the devil himself?

	"'Tilldeathdouspart'yousay?"

	 

	
Hermionefelttheairwhirlaroundherfaceasheinhaled,andjustwhenshe thoughthemighttakepityonher,justwhenshethoughthemightgranther the mercy of death, Malfoy chose a different torture, and pressed his lips

	againstherneckinasingle,agonising,fuckingcrucifyingkiss.

	"Whatmakesyouthinkyou'llberidofmeindeath?"Hermionecouldn't help but shiver as his lips glided up to the shell of her ear, goading her,

	threateningherinalover'swhisper."WhatmakesyouthinkIwon'tfollow you there, just so our game never has to end?"

	 

	 

	ChapterEndNotes

	CommissionedArtwork:

	https://i.imgur.com/QoJqnAm.png

	 

	
BuriedAlive

	 

	TW;graphicdepictionsofdeathandasphyxiation

	23rdApril

	Sheshouldn'thavekissedhim.

	Sheabsolutelyshouldnot,underanyfuckingcircumstance,havefucking kissed him.

	It was a mistake.Amomentary lapse in judgement. She didn't enjoy the kiss,shecouldn'thave.Shemusthavebeendrunk.Yes-thatwasit.She was hammered off that ridiculously expensive whisky that she'd been

	guzzlinglikeitwasnostrongerthanwatered-downbutterbeer.

	Shewasn'tenticedbythetasteofhislips;shewasjustdrunk.Noonecould ever taste that good, she must have imagined it.

	Malfoy didn't taste powerful, the feel of his tongue dragging across hers wasn'tmaddeninglydelicious.Shedidn'tacheformore,orleanforwardand kiss him more deeply because she wanted to, it was the whiskey clinging to his lips than she craved. Not him.

	Athrillhadn't shotup herspinein themosteuphoricwaywhenhe'd

	grabbedthebackofherneckandsqueezed,shewasstilljustonedge,still hanging onto the aftershocks of adrenaline from the battle at Lincoln.

	Thewayhisbodyhadreactedtoherhadn'tmadeherstomachcoilintriumph.

	Thewayhisdeadlymuscles,thosearmsthat'dkilledthousands,

	hadshiveredandrippledunderherpalmshadn'tmadeherpurrlikea

	satisfiedkitten.Shewasstilljustwired,onedgeafterseeingsomuchdeath on the battlefield that day.

	 

	
She'djustneededsomethingtotaketheedgeoff,arelease,andMalfoyjust happened to bethere.

	AndthatwasfinewithHermione.Completelyfuckingfine.

	HeavenknewMalfoyhadbeenusingherasatooltokeeptheDarkLord's favour since he'd captured her. He'd turned her into a weapon, made her assassinate innocent muggle soldiers and forced her to kill Seamus. He'd used her, so she wouldn't feel guilty about using him, just this once.

	Shewouldbefine.Itwasjustamistake.Itwouldn'thappenagain;she wouldn'tletit.

	Shewasn'tdancingwiththedevil, justusingonetoexorciseherdemons.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	25thApril

	Fucksake.Dracoshouldn'thavekissedher.

	Fucking,shitting,bollocks!

	Heshouldhavepulledaway.Shouldhavegrabbedafistfulofherwild,

	fuckingridiculouscurlsandyankedherback,smackedherheadagainstthe wall and reminded her of her place.That she was in his house.That he was in charge. That he was the one in control.

	He'dthoughtaboutit;plannedonwipingthatdeviouslittlesmirkoffher face the moment he'd noticed the stolen bottle in her paws. Should have wrapped his fingers around her throat and fuckingsqueezed.Maybethat would make her remember who he was, what he was capable of.

	He'dchargedtowardsherlikearagingbull,angerflaringandbloodboiling, but the instant she'd raised her leg and dug her heel into his skin, he was

	 

	
underherspell.Andtheveryheartbeatshe'dquirkedherbrowina challenge and took another defiant swig, he knew he was fucked.

	AsidefromtheDarkLordhimself,noonehadchallengedDracolikethatin years. No one dared to. Not another Gold Mask, and certainly not a witch without a fucking wand. Bellatrix sometimes reared her head, but her tail always promptly flew between her legs whenever Draco so much as bared his teeth. Usually all it took was one spiteful glare to make her quickly fall back into line.

	AndTheo-well,thetheatricalGoldMaskmightaswellhavebeena

	disgruntledteenager.Helashedout,hadtantrums,andchallengedauthority wheneverthetidehithimthewrongway,buthedidn'tmeananythingbyit.

	Itwasallashow,anotherperformanceheputonforeveryoneelse'sbenefit.

	Granger,ontheotherhand,meanteveryinsultshespatathim.She

	challenged him at every corner, and she wasn't afraid to use that pretty mouthofherstorilehimup,getunderhisskin,ignitethefireworksand watch him explode in a blaze of anger.

	Hesworehiscockhardenedjustthinkingaboutthetriumphinhereyes when she'd dragged her stiletto over his heart, itching to press forward, break the skin and puncture his arteries.

	Granger was different. She hated Draco, that was certain, but she wasn't intimidatedbyhim.Shedidn'tquakewithfearatthehornsonhisdemon mask like everyone else.After the initial shock of the Demon Hex, she'd recovered, grown stronger, adapted to her new reality and become more

	resilient.Grangerwasfierce,brazentoafault,andthatwastheveryheart of Draco's problem. The little Gryffindorintriguedhim.

	Nomatterhowlonghestudiedher,nomatterhowmuchhethoughthe knew her, she always managed to surprise him.

	Inaworldwherestrategywaseverything,andknowingyourenemywasthe difference between life and death, Granger was the unknown. He could

	makeafeweducatedguessesonhowshemightreacttohiswordsora

	 

	
wandatherthroat,buthewasneverwholeheartedlyconfident,couldnever truly predict which strategy she would jump on - and he fuckinglovedthat about her.

	Shewasstrong,untameable.Asunpredictableandferociousaswildfire.He never knew which direction she was going to burn and destroy. Granger

	kept him guessing, dancing on the edge of the blade. He didn't think he wouldevertireoftheirgame.Hecoulddothisforever,dancewithherfor

	eternitywhiletherestoftheworldturnedtoasharoundthemandhewould never be bored.

	Hecouldn'thelpbutchuckleatthesymmetryofitall.ThataMudblood, someone who Draco had been raised to believe was beneath him and

	inferiorineveryway,hadmanagedtocaptivatehisattentionsoentirely.His father would be vomiting in his grave if he could see the depths his son had sunken to.

	Aflash of green smoke brought Draco back.As the smoke cleared, he steppedback,givinghismasterawidebirthtoexitthefireplaceandstride into thepub.Voldemort dusted theFloo powder from his robes, and made his way to the door.

	ThefloorboardscreakedunderDraco'sbootsashefollowed,andhetriedto focus on the sounds they made instead of the repugnant, acidic stench of medicinal potions emitting from the dark wizard in front of him.

	AfterholdingthedooropenandallowingVoldemorttopassthrough,Draco trailed closely, always a step behind, never shoulder to shoulder, never

	equals,andhecouldn'thelpbutnoticetheDarkLorddidn'tseemquite...himself.

	His skin looked paler in the little sunlight that snuck through the clouds overhead.Hisshoulderswerealittleslumpedandprotrudingoutbeneath

	histatteredrobes,andtheveinsonhisneckandhandsdarkenedwitheach passing day, straining against the thin skin on the back of his hands. He

	lookedill,declining.IfDracowerebeinghonest,Voldemortlookedold.

	 

	
"AreyouanyclosertolearningthelocationoftheOrder'snewcentralbase of operation?" The Dark Lord asked when they rounded a corner near a

	destroyed shopfront and started walking down thecobbled hill and towards thecouncilhouse."BellatrixtellsmePotter'sforcesaregrowinginstrength and number, that our use of the Mudblood has inspired others to join in an effort to win her back.”

	Ah,auntfuckingBella,thecuntwhoneverseemedtodie,theloyalistofthe Dark Lord's followers. She'd been itching to replace Draco for years,

	lookingforeveryopportunityshecouldtoproveshewasthebetterofthe two demons on the Dark Lord's shoulders.

	Althoughhecouldn'tseeVoldemort'sface,Dracocouldhazardaguessat his master's expression by the way he twirled the elder wand in his hand.

	Themovementsweresharpandjagged,hisnailstappinganirritatedrhythm against the wooden tool.

	"Unfortunately,foronce,myauntiscorrect.”Dracofoldedhisarms

	delicatelybehindhisback,theonlythingstoppinghimfromturningaround and hexing his undying, overly obedient aunt beside him. "Although none of them will attack the Mudblood directly, I have noticed an increase in

	theirnumbers.Theyseemtobeattemptingtocaptureher,butrestassured,I am always by her side. None of them ever get close enough to her to

	succeed."

	"I see," Voldemort said quietly. "I'm sure you understand that this is an advantagewecannotaffordforthemtogain,notthislateintothewar.If this spy leaks any more information, I fear we may fall right at the finalhurdle.

	"Thatwon'tbeaproblem,myLord,"Dracoanswered."Ihaveseveralleadswhich-"

	"If it would please you, my Lord,” Bellatrix cut in, and Draco resisted the urgetognashhisteethinherface-justabout."Ifearmynephewmaynot be up for the task. Perhaps I should take over in the search for the spy?"

	 

	
Well,itappearedBellahadbroughtherballswithhertoday.It'dbe interesting to see how long she could keep them.

	Bellatrix was just another dog at Voldemort's heels. She was dangerous, feralandeagertoserve,butshewasobsessedwiththeirmaster.Pathetic, beggingforanyscrapsofapprovalthathewouldoccasionallythrowher.

	She'd do anything for him, perform any trick without question, no matter howpitifulitmadeherlook.ItwasnowonderVoldemortpreferredDraco.

	He turned to scowl at his aunt.With the Dark Lord’s back still turned, he mightjustbefastenoughtohexher.He'dgetpunished,butafewcrucio's in the back would be worth it.

	"I think he finds himself, rather,stretched,what with the assignment of watching the Mudblood, searching for the spy and taking care of the other children.PerhapsIshouldsearchtheMudblood'smemories,seewhatIcan drag up.” Bellatrix grinned confidently, flashing her rotten teeth. "How is Theodore, by the way? Is he still awfully upset with me?"

	Draco'shandtwitchedtowardshiswand.

	Just one second, that was all he needed. Just one fucking heartbeat, one cursetosendhercareeningintothebrickbehindher.Maybehe'dgetlucky and she'd smack her head, crack it open like an egg.Salazar,what a

	gloriousstarttoaSaturdaymorningthatwouldbe.

	"Iappreciateyourconcernauntie,butit'smisplaced.”Hewhirledtoface

	theotherdemonandstoodinfrontofher,blockingherpath.Herblackeyes widened when they snapped up to his, her confidence draining quickly.

	"I'vesearchedalloftheMudblood'smemoriesupuntilthemomentofher capture, and noweverythingshe knows, we know too."

	Bellatrix'snostrilsflaredirritably.

	"And you know what?” Draco asked sarcastically. “Most of it was useless. The spy used a codename when they sold us out, Medusa, and they altered theirvoice,makingthemimpossibletotrace.AndtheOrderhadabandoned all their bases by the time we learned their locations. They knew that I

	 

	
wouldeventuallygetthat informationoutof theMudblood,andthey'd

	planned accordingly. Probably cleared out and relocated weeks before we arrived.Sono,Idon'tthinkit'sagoodideaforyoutosearchhermemories, because there's nothing left to learn."

	Draco leaned forward, towering over his aunt. She took a step back, her metaphoricalballsshrivellingatthevenominhisvoice."ButifIwereyou, I would spend less time worrying about me, and spend a little more time satisfying your husband. I hear he got himself into a bit of trouble with a Muggleborn witch at the tavern?"

	Voldemortchuckleddarklyandturnedtowatchthepair.Heusuallyenjoyed watching his two prized hunting dogs rile each other up. He liked his

	demonsonedge,angryandirritated,wandsburningintheirhandsand ready to kill without a moment's hesitation.

	"Maybeifyoupaidmoreattentiontoyourmarriage,yourhusbandwould

	keephiscockinhistrousers,"Dracowenton,smirkingasBellatrixflinched back slightly at his accusations, "and he wouldn't risk losing it. I heard the witch almost sliced it off entirely? Poor bastard, I hope you weren't

	planningonmaking afewheirs?"

	"Now,nowDraco,putyourfangsaway,”theDarkLord'ssnickered,giving the pair a stern look before he turned and continuing towards their

	destination."Asentertainingasitwouldbetowatchyouteareachother apart, I require both my demons in one piece if you are to secure my

	victory.YourfamilyfeudwillneedtowaituntilafterPotterandtherestof the filth are dead and buried.”

	"Of course, my Lord." Draco bowed his head respectfully and fell into step behindhismasteragain."Iwillensurethatwesquishtheorderliketheants they are."

	"That'stheproblemwithants."Voldemortstoppedandwavedhiswandat the floor near both the demon's feet.

	Acloudofgreensmokeappeared,andasingleantmadeentirelyofmist materialised from the vapour. The steam ant scurried quickly along the

	 

	
floor,scared,movinginerraticlinesasitdesperatelytriedtoescape.

	"They'renothingontheirown,insignificant,helpless,atthemercyof

	anyonewhohappenstostepontheirhill.”AsVoldemortspoke,hepulled upthebottomofhisrobesandsharplystoodontheant,smilingasitstiny body evaporated into smoke around his foot. He was quiet for a few

	moments,lettinghiswordssinkin,thenhisexpressionturnedsour,andhe raised his wand again. "But stood together?"

	Hewavedtheelderwandagaintocreateananthillofthesamegreen

	vapour.Alonelyantcrawledoutfromthesnout.Andthenanother.And then another.

	Within seconds, thousands of ants began to pour from the snout like water fromafaucet.Theentranceofthesmokehillbrokeopenasmoreandmore foughttheirwayout,clawingoveroneanother,franticallyfightingtomake theirescape.ThewaveofsmokeantsmarchedtowardsDracoandBellatrix likeanarmy,anangryhoard,andDracoforcedhimselftoremainasstillas possible as the vapour gathered around his boots.

	Heknewtheyweren'treal,buthecouldfeelthem.Couldfeeltheircold,tiny legs on his body as they crawled up his legs, and their tiny mouths nipping and pinching his skin as they bit his hips on their ascension up his torso.

	Couldfeeltheirnumbers–althoughimpossible-weighinghimdown,

	tryingtodraghisbodytothefloorastheycrawledhigherandhigher,over his chest, his collar bone, swarming around his throat.

	Dracoalmostcouldn'tbreathe,thesheerforceoftheirnumbersgatheringon his ribcage made his chest feel tight, like they were crushing his lungs.

	Fuck,fuck-nohewasn'timaginingit.Hereallycouldn'tbreathe.There were too many. They were everywhere!

	His cool façade dwindled. He tried to bat some of them away, vigorously flickingtheonesthatweregatheringonhisshouldersandcrawlinguphis

	neck.Buthecouldn'tgetthemoff!Panicbubbledinhischestasthesmoke army crawled up and up -

	 

	
Bellatrixdrewapanickedbreathastheantsswarmeduptohershoulders. Herarmsflewintotheair,franticallytryingtoswattheinsectsaway.She lost her balance and toppled backwards.As she started to fall, the insects crawled over her face and eclipsed her entire body, but as she fell to the

	floor,theantsonbothdemonsbodiesvanished,evaporatingintonothing more than vapour, as though they were never there to begin with.

	"Together,"Voldemorthissed,"theycouldburyus.”

	Dracocurledoverhimself,hishandsbracedonhiskneesforsupportashe fought for breath. Bellatrix was equally as shaken. She crouched on her

	handsandkneesbesideDraco,pantingandgasping,desperateforbreath.

	Voldemort'smessagewasclear;defeattheorder,orbeburiedalivewith their dead.

	"Yes...myLord,"Dracogaspedshakilyashestraightenedhisspineand

	triedtostandtallagain.Bellatrixhadyettorecover."Asthesoleremaining Malfoy, you have my word.You will have your victory soon.”

	Voldemortbeganwalkingagainwithoutanotherglanceathisgenerals,his dark robes dragging on the cobbled stones as he left his Demons to regainthemselves.

	Draco and Bellatrix put their masks on, as they always did when they were requiredtomakeapublicappearance,butmostly,Dracojustwantedtohide his face. Voldemort's 'lesson' had the desired effect. He felt jittery, and although he knew Bellatrix had been affected more so than he had, he still

	didn'twanthertoseeit.

	Asthetrioreachedtheirdestination,Dracofelthisstomachdrop,italways did whenever hewas forced to return here. Nottingham Council house, the Dark Lord's favourite theatre for executions.

	Today'shangingshadawonderfulview,anyoneofthewitnessestoday could attest to that.Thesun was beginning to set to theWest, leaving a

	beautifulpinkblanketdrapedacrossthesky,dustedwithsmallpocketsof fluffyclouds.Thecobbledstreetsinfrontofthecouncilhousewerefilled

	 

	
withanaudience,thosetheDarkLorddeemedloyal-andinfluential enough - to carry the message of the day.

	Everyspectatorhadtheirhoodspulledhighandtheirheadsbowedlowout of respect for the Dark Lord, and all faced the stone building that would

	holdtoday'sspectacle.

	Thegallowshadbeenbuiltatthebottomofthestepsleadingtothecouncil house, evenly spaced between the marble lion statues. It was a huge

	structure,createdwithlargewoodenbeams,andfiveropeshangingfroma polished oak beam overhead.

	Voldemortstoodattheveryedgeoftheplatform,BellatrixandDraco flanking either side, a demon on both his shoulders.

	"Welcomeall."Voldemortslowlyraisedhisarms,gainingthecrowds'

	attention."Thankyouforjoiningmethisevening,although,Imustadmit,I wish it were under better circumstances.”

	Fivemugglesstoodontheplatform,allbatteredandbruised,mostwith tears streaking down their faces and knee's knocking together as they

	trembled. Only one stood tall and unafraid; a broad, older gentleman with thick arms and a greying beard. They all had coarse hoops already secured aroundtheirthroats,theirfinal,andmostsinisternecklacestheywouldeverwear.

	"ThesemugglesaresoldiersfortheOrder,capturedwhentheytriedto break into our bases to retrieve information."

	The crowd - and the demon beside Draco - hissed under their breath. Draco remainedsilent.Hecouldstillfeeltheghostsoftheantscrawlingacrosshis skin. He fought off a shudder as he felt them on his neck.

	"This species are vermin, a disease on our earth, one we cannot allow to continueandcontaminateuswiththeirfilth.Iftheroleswerereversed,do you think they would pity us?"

	"No!"thecrowdhissed,steppingforward,closertothecarnage.

	 

	
"Friends, if they were the stronger of the species, do you think they would spareus?"Voldemortcontinued,hisvoicegrowinginbravadoashisspeech went on, enthralling the crowd. "Allow us to live? To breathe their air and grow stronger?"

	"No!"

	"No,theywouldn't.Theirfilthytechnologygrowsmorelethaleachday,all with the purpose of killing us.Their guns shoot faster, their bullets crafted to be stronger, intended for us. To kill all of us."

	BellatrixshiftedherweightbesideDraco,herbloodlustrising,itchingtobecloser.

	"Well,Isay,nomore."

	Withasharpsnapofhiswrist,theelderwandtwirledinVoldemort'sclawed fingers, and the wooden floor vanished underneath the hostage's feet.

	Fourofthemuggleswerelucky.Therewerefoursickeningcrackingsounds that rippled through the air, their necks breaking instantly against the unforgiving ropes. But one muggle, one poor unlucky bastard had a

	strongerneck.Theolderman,theunafraidone,hiseyesbulgedasheswung from the rope. His face turned red. His toes started to curl – but he didn’t

	diestraightaway.

	He did look like a soldier, Draco thought as he watched the broad man's body jerk, fighting the asphyxiation. It looked like it would take him a whiletofinallygivein,butDracosecretlyhopedhewould.Therewasno dignity in a death like this, it wasn't a soldiers death, wasn't clean and

	honourable.Amanwho puthis lifeon thelinetoprotect thosehecared

	about,whowasn'tafraidofdeathwhenitcameforhimdidn'tdeservetodie like this. Slow and painful, frothing at the mouth while everyone watched.

	ButVoldemortwasn'tfinishedwithtoday'sperformance.

	TwoGoldMaskssteppedforwardandconjuredavertical,woodenbeam thatdug intotheground justin front ofthegallows, andathirdappeared

	 

	
fromthebackofthecrowd,anotherhostagefightinginhisarms. Draco's chest tightened when he saw her.

	He knew, logically, that the girl who was being tied to the wooden beam, handsboundbehindherbackandbrowncurlsclingingtoherfacecouldn't possibly be the little lioness he had at home. She couldn't be.

	Grangerwasstillatthemanor,probablyperchedonherwindowledge,a

	glassofwineinherhandwhileshebitchedtoAstoriaaboutwhatamonster he was.

	"Thiswitch,"Voldemorthissed,pointingtheelderwandtowardsthe quivering girl, "has betrayed her own kind."

	This girl was shorter than the Golden Girl. Clearly younger, curves less exaggeratedandfacestillretainingthatyouthfulroundnessinhercheeks.

	No,shewasn'tGranger,butthosewildcurlsframingherface,andthoseeyes, brilliant and burning - they reminded him so much of her.

	"Shejoinedourranksmeremonthsago,”Voldemortsaid,“aBlackMask, the very bottom of the pile-"

	No, she couldn't have joined Voldemort's army. This girl looked young, much,muchtooyoung.Shecouldn'thavebeenolderthanseventeen,she was too young to choose this lifestyle. No matter what crime she'd

	committed,shewascertainlytooyoungforthisseverepunishment.

	Dracodidn'tknowwhattodowithhimself.Hisheartratepickedup,blood roared in his ears.

	"-andyet,beforesheevenhadtheopportunitytoearnmyrespect,shehad chosen to betray us. She has been healing our hostages, freeing them, and sending them back to the Order."

	Asobescapedtheyounggirl'slips,andsheloweredherheadtowardstheground.

	 

	
"Ithink,ifsheloveshermugglessomuch,thenweshouldtreatherassuch, don't you agree?"

	Achorusofcheer'sandencouragementrangthroughthecrowdlikeawave, all the witnesses hypnotised by the Dark Lord's words.

	"Doyouknowwhatmugglesdidwhentheysuspectedsomeoneofbeing

	oneofourkind,allthoseyearsago?”Voldemortasked.“Theytiedustothe stake, and burned us alive."

	Dracohookedhisfingersaroundthecollarofhisrobestoloosenthem.Had they always felt this tight? Had they always dug into his skin like this?

	"Demon,”Voldemortsmiled,lookingbackoverhisshoulderatDraco."If you would please, put this snivelling girl out of her misery.”

	Theterrifiedgirlsheadsnappedup,andDracofeltsomethingtwistinhis chest when he met her eyes.

	Her eyes ... wide and brown andterrified. Eyes so similar to ones he'd fantasisedaboutpluckingout.Eyeshe'dthoughtaboutcountlesstimes,

	wonderedwhattheywouldlooklikeashesqueezedtheirownersthroatand watched the light go out in them.

	Dracofeltthewallsofhisthroatconstrict,cuttingoffhisair. He didn't think he could do this.

	It was all too much, too familiar and too alien all at the same time. The locationandtheDarkLord'swordsremindedhimofDaphne,broughtall thosepainfulmemoriesofherexecutionfloodingtothesurface.Andthis

	girl,thisgirllookedsomuchlikeGranger.Itcaughthimoffguard,theway hisbloodrancoldwhenhelookedather.Hedidn'tknowifhecouldwatch her burn.

	Thiswasn'tright.Thegirldidn'tdeservethis.Hedidn't-

	Alowgrumblingsoundvibratedfrombehindhim,theairbeginningtoheat asNarcissaapproached.Voldemortinsistedshewasalwaysclosewhenever

	 

	
hewasoutinpublic,adangerousdeterrent.She'dbeenlayinginwaitatthe back of the Council house, but Draco's growing distress must have drawn

	herout to hisdefence.

	BellatrixandVoldemortsteppedawayasNarcissastoodbehindDraco.Her scaled chest warmed his back and her winged front claws curled

	protectivelyoneithersideofhim,readytodefend,eagertoattack.

	The crowd gasped and stepped back, shrinking away as the dragon bared herfangs,butVoldemort,however,couldn'thavelookedmorepleased.He grinned triumphantly at her, red eyes glowing, mirroring that of the beast that guarded Draco.

	"Icouldn'thaveplannedthisbettermyself,"Voldemortcooed,laughingas he pointed at the witch still tied to the stake. "Please, do the honours,Narcissa."

	Draco didn't say anything, he didn't need to. He knew his dragon could sense his fear, could feel the panic that was seizing his muscles, freezing himinplace,renderinghimuseless.So,inthatmoment,shedidthething thatDracocouldn'tbringhimselftodo.Shetippedherheadback,opened her mouth as wide as she could, and blew a fire-filled breath at the poor, cruelly young witch, and engulfed her body in flames.

	Thecrowdwasforcedbackastep,theirhandsflyingtocovertheirfacesas a blast of searing heat swept through the air.

	ButDracodidn'tmove.Hedidn'tevenreallynoticethetemperaturerise,or how the gauntlets on his arm warmed and grew uncomfortably hot from

	theirproximity to thefire.

	Hedidn'tnoticeit,becauseallhecouldthinkaboutwasthesoundofthe girl screaming.

	They even had the same screams!That high pitched, fucking ear-piercing scream that sounded like nails dragging down a chalkboard, that felt as thoughitflayedhisskinandsunkintohisbloodstream.Ascreamthathad haunted him for nearly a decade, and felt like a life sentence.

	 

	
Dracofeltsixteenagain.Sixteen,inawindytower,scaredoutofhis

	fuckingmind,pointingatremblingwandathisheadmaster'schest.When

	he'dhadhiswholefutureridingonasingletask,ahorrificmurder,andhe'd been too afraid to pull the trigger. Sixteen, head between his hands and

	shaking, listening to a girl cry and beg for his help as she was tortured on hisparlourroomfloor,andfearhadseizedhismusclesthewayitdidnow.

	Forthefirsttimesincehe'dearnedhishorns,asanotherwitchwithbrown curls screamed and begged for help, Draco had to look away.

	He couldn't bear to watch, uncharacteristically, he didn't have the stomach forit.Couldn'tbeartowatchherfacetwistinagonyasshewasengulfedin theflames,orstandtowatchherskinslideofftheboneasshecookedfrom the inside out. He tried to look back, willed the muscles in his neck to

	contract,commandingthemtotwisthisheadbacktowardsherandwatch. He tried, but he just couldn't do it.

	Instead,hetrainedhisstareonthehangingman,stillalive,eyesstill

	bulgingandclingingto life,asthescreamsofthewitchwholookedso

	muchlikeGrangerwentonandonandon.AndallDracocouldthinkof,as hewatched theother lifeless corpses swing above, is that hehoped thelittle lion hadn't fastened a noose around his own neck.

	 

	
Suffocated?Orbeheaded?

	 

	30thApril

	 

	 

	RebeccaStewart:decapitated.Daryl Ivy: ripped in half.

	JoshHarper:chestcarvedopen.

	Hermionepunchedherfistthroughherbedroomwall.Shedidn'tcarethat her violence destroyed a section of her mural, or that the ageing brick

	underneathtoreherknucklesapartasitbitintothestone.

	Shejustwantedtobreaksomething,snapanythingwithinherreach!

	StephanieCole:decapitated.

	She spun around, her Death Eater robes swirling around her as her anger searchedforanothertarget.Anotherpreytosinkherteethintoanddestroy.

	That'sallsheeverwantedtodowhenshecameoutofthehex. Smash something.

	Kill.

	Breakthings.

	Kill.

	Ripeverythingapart.

	Kill.Kill.

	 

	
Kill.

	Her killer instincts were still heightened, her bloodlust still at the surface, clawingtobreakfree.Shefeltlikeakettlethathadbeenbroughttoboiling, simmeringandreadytoburst,butthelidwasstillscrewedontootight.She had nowhere to go, no room to explode.

	MiloLopez:skullfracturedfromherknockbackjinx.

	She was so fucking angry and she had no one to take it out on. She needed something;someonetosinkherteethintoandtearapartuntilthisachewasgone.

	PeterEilish:crushedundera tankthatHermionehad flippedontopofhim.

	Herrobesweretooheavy,saturatedwithtoomanyotherpeople'sbloodto count. They were weighing her down, dragging her to the floor.Acruel

	reminderofwhatshe'ddonetoday.

	MarcusPollard:chestexplodedfromtheinsideout.

	Or had Hermione sliced his throat open? Turned the end of her wand into chains, wrapped it around his neck and suffocated the poor bastard? Or did shedothattoChloeGray?OrKevinAllen?Shewasn'tsure,she’dkilledso many today.

	Shekickedherbedsidetableandsentavasefullofflowersfallingtothe

	floor.Abitingpainshotupherfoot,hertoehurt,butitdidnothingtosoothe the rage. Didn't dull the fires of the festering guilt she felt twisting in her

	stomach.Soshedidit again.Andagain.

	Thisraidhadbeensomuchworsethanalltheother'sHermionehadbeen forced on, and she didn't know if she could survive another.

	WhydidtheOrderhavetosendwitchesandwizardstoday?!Whydidthey have to send people sheknew?!People she'd helped save on battlefields?!

	Peopleshecaredabout?!Whatweretheytryingtodo?!Whatwerethey trying to accomplish?!

	 

	
"Hermione,youdon'tneedtodothis!"HarrietStonehadscreamed,

	pleadingwithafierceintensityinhereyes,justbeforeHermionehadsliced her in half with a flick of her wand.

	"StopthisMione!Stopthisandcomehomewithus!"Marcushadgrowled as he'd deflected one of her relentless attacks. "We know you're in there!

	This isn'tyou!"

	Hermionestopped,thetoeofher bootstillwedged intoherbedsidetable.

	Hadtheyrealised shewasunder somesortof spellwhileshewas

	slaughteringthemall?HadtheyseenpastherDeathEaterrobes?Seenpast the blood dripping from her gauntlets, and realised she wasn't doing this of her own free will?

	Didtheyknowshewasstilloneofthem?StillasloyaltotheOrderasshe ever had been, just trapped, held captive in her own skin?Aslave to her own ferocity and murderous tendencies?

	Shesteppedback,feltherchesttightenandsqueezeherlungs.

	Did they know about the Demon Hex? Had they studied it?Was this some tactic to try and get through to her? Show her familiar faces; women she'd laughed with, men she'd drank with, and what? Break the Hex? Were they tryingtoreachthroughthecloudofsmokeinherhead,snapthemarionette strings and bring her real spirit - her true self- back to the surface?

	Ifthatwastrue,thenitwasacatastrophicfailure.

	Allitdidwasaddtohertorture.Allitdidwassnuffouttheonecomforting blanket of anonymousness that she'd been so desperately clinging to, and left her cold and broken and so aware that it made her feel sick.

	Because her victims weren't nameless anymore, weren't unknown muggle soldierswhoseexpressionsshecouldblurfromhermind.Shecouldn'terase the faces of those she'd killed today, because they were her friends. Friends she'd laughed with, cried with, crawled through smoke-filled battlefields and fought side by side with.

	 

	
Friends that were now dead, because Hermione had killed them all. Not Malfoy.NotthesadisticTheodoreNott.No,noteventheDarkLordhad laid a finger on them.

	Hermionehadkilledthem.Murderedthemallwheretheystood,hereyes coldandwandarmstrongasshewatchedthelifeleavetheireyes,evenif she was dying on the inside. Screaming, begging for it to stop.

	She ripped the gold gauntlets off and threw them at the window. The glass shatteredunderherrage,theentirepanelfreeditselffromtheframeandfell to the floor in hundreds of small shards.

	Hermionedroppedtoherknees,unawareofthebrokenglasssinkinginto

	herskinasshecurledoverherselfandscreamed.Shecouldn'tfeelanything, was numb to everything but the way her chest shattered and cracked with every fragile beat. She screamed and screamed and sobbed into the floor.

	Thebrokenglassvibratedunderneathher.Thejaggedshardsclinked

	together as they floated into the air.They glided softly back to the frame andeffortlesslyarrangedthemselvesintotheirproperplace,restoringthe abuse she'd caused.

	Ifonlytheshatteredpiecesofherheartweresoeasytofix.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Draco's hand fisted against the kitchen island as the sewing needle pierced hisskullagain.Hesatonahighstool,hiskneebouncingsporadicallyashe studiedhishealerinthewindow’sreflection,watchingahundredemotions tumbleoffAstoriainsharpwaveswhilesheknittedhisscalpbacktogether.

	Anger, as she stabbed the needle in the back of his head again. Impatience, ashermanicurednailsdugalittledeeperintohisscalpandtwistedhishead in the direction she wanted. Disgust, as her lip curled while she inspected

	 

	
the injury she clearly didn't want to heal. Satisfaction, as he flinched when shepulledthethreadalittleharderthanwhatwasnecessarytopullatender

	-andstillbleeding -woundbacktogether.

	Theincisionranfromtheverytopofhisskull-rightdownthemiddle-all the way to the beginning of his spine, which meant the sewing process

	wouldtakequitesometime,andAstoriaseemedintentonmakinghis recovery as painful - and awkward - as she could.

	Draco clenched his jaw, trying to focus on the sound of his teeth grinding togetherratherthanthepinchoftheneedlebreakinghisskinforthefourth time. He could hear Granger pacing her bedroom above. Could hear her

	trashingtheplace;porcelainshatteringandwoodsplinteringasshe destroyed everything thatdaredto cross her path.

	Heshouldn'tcarethatshewasinsuchdistress.Heshouldn'tcarethatthis mission had torn her apart, that he could see her spirit withering right in

	frontof hiseyes.

	Hedidn'tcare-hedidn't.

	Grangerwasnothingtohim,justameanstoanend.Shewasjustanother hostage,somethinghe'dneededtoofferVoldemortatthetimetokeephis position as his master's favourite. Granger was a token of his undying

	loyalty.AsymbolofhiscommitmenttoVoldemortandthecausethey'dset out to achieving.

	HisfamilyneededhimtokeepVoldemort'sfavour,behismostruthless

	killer,hiscommandingofficerwithalltheanswers,andhe'dgladlyoffered Granger up as a sacrifice to protect them.

	Hesimplyrefusedtoloseanyoneelse.Thethoughtofaddinganother

	headstonetothefamilycemetery,thethoughtofanotherblankheadstone staring back at him because he wasn’t allowed to carve a name into it,

	becausetheyweren’tallowedeventhesimplestofdignityindeath…it was unthinkable. Impossible. So fucking painful it made him want toscream.

	 

	
Dracohadsworntodo whateverittooktokeep hisfamilysafe,andhehad.

	SinceDaphne'smurder,he'ddonewhateverneededtobedone.He'd

	draggedhimselfupoffthefloor,notcaringhowmanypeoplehe'dhaveto kill or how many skeletons he'd have to crawl over, taken his seat, and ensured his master looked at him with nothing but gratitude and pride.

	He'd executed whoever Voldemort needed him to execute. Killed whoever hismasterfeltneededtobekilled.Burneddownhouses.Slaughteredentire towns, and never regretted a second of it.

	Itdidn'tmatterifitfracturedhissoul,becauseitmeantthathisfamilywere safe. It didn't matter if he'd damned himself to the fires of hell, because it meant they were still breathing.Alive, andtogether.

	Hisvictim'ssacrificewashisshield.Thebloodonhishandsmightaswell have been the elixir of life; because it made Draco and his family

	untouchable,toofrighteningtobetray,andfartoovaluabletoVoldemort's regime to even think about harming.

	Draco had done unspeakable things to keep what little remained of his familyalive,soGranger'spainshouldn'thavematteredtohim.Shewas nothing, a pawn, a weapon, a gun the Dark Lord needed to secure his

	victory.

	Itshouldn'thavematteredtohimthatshewasdistraughtupstairs,tearing herroomapartbecausethatwastheonlywaysheknewhowtodealwith the boiling rage she felt.

	Anothersharppinchatthebackofhishead.Dracogroundhisteeth together harder. Swore he heard something crack.

	Itshouldn'tmattertohimthattoday'sraidhadbeendifferent,thattheOrder hadchosentochangetacticsandsendwitchesandwizardswiththemuggle soldiers, all personally recruited by the Golden girl herself, only to have

	theirthroatsslit bytheirformerteacher.

	Itshouldn'thavematteredtohimthatkillingthemhadcrushedherinaway he'd never seen before. The way she'd cried and shaken when he'd brought

	 

	
heroutofthehexshouldn'thaveaffectedhimlikethis.Thewayshe'd

	lookedaroundthepileofbodiesaroundher-allbrokenandbloodied-and found the faces of people she'd raised and trained into soldiers, all dead

	becauseofher,shouldn'thaveburieditselfintohisbrain. No, none of that should have mattered to him.

	Itshouldn'thave,butitdid.

	He didn't know why. Had no clue why he couldn't stop thinking about her. Why every crash and fresh sob that echoed from the room above made him flinch,ahundredtimesmorepainfulthantheneedleatthebackofhishead.

	Shit-hedidn'tthinkhe'deverbeabletoforgetthatlookinhereye.That lost,fuckingbrokenemptinessthathadsweptacrossherhoneycoloured eyes like a toxic gas, choking the fire they usually held.

	Draco closed his eyes, trying to focus on shards of glass and solid walls and willing that awful image out of his mind. He wouldn't allow her to do this. Making him question his actions, holding him back and forcing him to look at the trail of bodies he'd left on his pursuit to power. He wouldn't let her do this.Hewouldn'tlethermakehimweak,makehimfreezeupwhentheeyes ofVoldemort's followers were watching him. He wouldn't let her make himvulnerable. Conflicted.

	Afteralltheseyears,hecouldn'taffordtogrowaconscience,andhe refused to allow her to force him into one.

	Heneededtogetheroutofhishead.Getherfaraway,whereshecouldn't bury herself into his psyche. He needed to protect himself.

	"There'snothingelsehere."Hepicturedhismother'svoiceinhismind, smooth and comforting, as he always did when he struggled with his control. "Nothing is going on around us. It's just me and you.”

	Heimaginedherstoodnexttohim,talkinghimthroughtheexercise, willing him to relax.

	 

	
"Now,takeadeepbreath.”

	Hedidassheinstructed,feelinghisribcageexpand.Hislungsachedwith the stretch of fresh air.

	"Iwantyoutoreleaseitslowly,canyoudothat?"

	Healmostnodded.Hecountedtoeleveninhishead,andthenexhaled.

	"Nowimaginea smallpieceofglass.Hold thatglass inyour hand-"

	Anotherpinchoftheneedle,movingslowlydownthelengthofhisskull. He fought to regain control, concentrating harder, picturing his mother's voice more clearly.

	"Imaginetheweightof itinyourhand.”

	Heballedhishandsintofistsandconcentratedonthesharpedgeofthe crystal. He imagined it cutting into his palm -

	"Now,Iwantyoutopicturethatshardofglassexpanding.Pictureitreaching out-"

	Hedidjustthat,feelinghisskintingle,hisocclumencywallsstartingtobuild.

	"-coveringyourbodylikeashield-"

	Theglassinhishandgrew,itcoveredhishandandtravelledupthelength of his arm, concealing his body, protecting him.

	"Nothingcan get in, alright?Nothing, not if youdon't want itto.”

	Hisbodytemperaturedroppedashiswallsclimbedhigher.Theywere almost at shoulder level -

	Therewasanothercrashupstairs.Hiswallsrippled,fragile,notsolid enough yet to withstand the resistance.

	 

	
Comeon,hegrowledinternally.Hecoulddothis.Hecouldfuckingdothis.

	Hisglasswallstretchedoverhischest,soclosetohisheart,socloseto

	blockingitalloutuntilhefeltnothing.Hiswallsfeltfragile,delicateasa thin sheet of ice covering a lake. He tried to stretch them higher -

	Somethingelsesmashedupstairsandheheardglassfalltothefloor.Draco fought, but he felt hairline fractures appear in his own glass walls.

	Justalittlemore.

	ThenGrangerscreamed.Alow,agonisedscreamofpain.Notphysicalpain, the shriek that echoed from upstairs wasn't blood curdling like someone who was being tortured. No, no this scream spoke of a different type of

	pain,internal,emotionaldistress.Itwassomuchworsethantheprior,it sounded heartbroken, worse than anything Draco had ever heard, a

	symphonyofsuffering,offuckingemptiness,anditshatteredthelastofhiscontrol.

	ThescreamcausedthecracksinhisOcclumencywallstoexpandina

	violentflurry,shatteringtheprotectionhe'dbuiltaroundhimself.Hiswalls splintered and popped, like pieces of glass freeing themselves from a windowpane, and fell to his feet.

	Whatthefuckwaswrongwithhim?Whycouldn'theshakeoffthisguilt?

	Thiscrippling,hollowacheinhischest,everyfuckingtimehethought about the witch upstairs?

	Why was he having trouble occluding? He used to be superb at it, could craft a thick and unbreakable icy wall within seconds to protect himself, blockouteverythinghedidn'twanttofeel.Now,nomatterhowmuchhe

	concentrated,hewasstrugglingtocastevenaweakone,andthentheywere crumbling within the hour.

	Hewasn'tthisperson.Hedidn'tfeelthingsanymore.Hedidn'tcareabout anyone who wasn't his family - hisrealfamily.

	Bloodisn'tthickerthanwater,Dracohadbelievedthatforalongtime.

	 

	
Astoria.Blaise.Theo.Narcissa.Theywerehisfamily,theonlyonesthat mattered anymore. Protecting them was all he cared about.

	Thatsoftersideofhim,thesidethatusedtoworryaboutoutsiders,hadn't existedforalongtime.He'drippedthatpartofhimselfout,andpackedit into a wooden box when his parents died. Then he buried that box when Daphne had died.

	Hecouldn't-

	"Ouch,motherfucker!Could younotjust usetheKnitmesalve?"

	"Nope,"Astoriasnappedcoldlyasshedugtheneedleinagain,alittletoo harshly to be accidental. "All gone.”

	"Wherearetheelves?!Can'ttheydothis?!"

	"They'renotavailable.They'reoutrunningerrandsforme.”

	Dracobouncedhisknee.Hisnailsbitintohispalm."CanIatleasthavea potion for the pain?!"

	"Runoutofthose,too.”

	Astoriawashurtinghimonpurpose,Dracowassureofit.Shewasn't healing him with the care and compassion she usually did. With a

	concernedlookonherfaceandtheweightof theworldonhershoulders.

	Hermovementsweresharpnow,punishing.Heraggressiontowardshim

	palpableattheendoftheneedleshecontinuouslydugintohisskin.Pulling the thread sharply enough to cause his head to snap back.Angling the

	needlejustrighteachtimesothemetaldraggedacrossthebone.

	Butitonlylastedamoment,lessthanatenthofasecond.Astoriawasn'ta complete sadist. She extracted just the right level of pain to make Draco's toes curl with each pull of the thread. She was still furious with him, and she was making sure he knew it.

	Hetriedtoleanoutofhertouch,butAstoriadughermanicurednailsharder into the side of his head and yanked him back towards her. "You've run out

	 

	
ofallthebastardhealingpotions?!""Yep.”

	"There'snotasingle-fuck,ouch!There'snotasinglehealingpotioninthe storage cupboard?!"

	Thecorneroftheartificialblonde'sliptwitchedintoatiny-completely fucking sadistic - smirk. "That's what I said, isn't it?"

	"Whatabouthealingmagic?”hegrowledwhenshejabbedtheneedlein again. "Or anaesthetic spells?"

	"BlaisesaidIwasn'ttousemagicthatwouldputaphysicalstrainonme.” She pulled the thread with a quick jut of her arm, no consideration to the sharp pain it sent up Draco’s skull. "Doesn't want me to overexert myself and risk being bedbound anymore than my condition requires me to be.”

	"Sincewhen- augh-sincewhendo youlisten toyourhusband?"

	Apparently,Astoriawasfinishedspeakingtohim.Instead,sheshowedher growing disdain for her brother by pulling the thread back harshly enough to tug his head back.

	Dracohissedinpain.

	Astoria dug the needle in again, more forcefully than all the other times, andthelittlesmirkonherfacewasthelaststraw.Astheneedlepiercedhis skin again, scraping across the bone, the last of Draco's patience broke.

	He smacked his fist against the table, the marble top shuddered under his palmashejerkedoutofherspitefullittlehands."ForfucksakeAstoria!I

	knowyou'reusuallyblinddrunkbythistimeoftheday,butcanyouatleasttryand get your withdrawal under control whilst your stitch my head backtogether?!"

	Astoriacaughthisreflectioninthewindow.Shenarrowedhereyes,andher redpaintedlipscurledbackinasnarl."Ifyouthinkyoucandoabetterjob,Demon Mask, then be my guest!"

	 

	
Dracoopenedhismouth,aninsultalreadyatthetipofhistongue,but Astoria was already cutting him off.

	"Goonthen.”Shesteppedbackandheldherhandswideineithersideof her, letting the needle and thread fall against his back. "Hurry up. Chop chop, before your blood stains the new tiles."

	Nottobeoutdone,Draco’shandsflewtothebackofhishead.Hestood

	fromhisstoolandfumbledwiththeneedleforasecond,tryingtoseeifhe could see the back of his skull in the windows reflection-

	Butitwasallfuckinguseless.Astoriaknewthat.

	Thewoundwasattheverybackofhishead.Therewasnochancehe'dbe able to see it him himself, and an even smaller possibility he'd be able to stitch it back together without assistance.

	Hethoughtaboutconjuringasetofmirrors,thoughtifheangledthemjust right he might be able to see the injury, but he decided against it.

	Malfoy's were many things; selfish, arrogant, could often be downright fuckingnasty-buttheonethingthatmatteredmorethananything,was worth its weight in gold to him and all his ancestors, was his pride.

	Andalthoughhereally,reallydidn'twanttoaskforAstoria'shelp,fumbling around with a needle and making himself look like a complete twat was

	certainlythelesserof twoevils,theless painfulblowtohisego.

	So,withoutanotherword,hesatbackdownonthestool,andAstoria resumed her work.

	"Itakeitthatyoustillhaven'tforgivenmethen,Tori?"Dracofoundhimself asking,needingtodistracthimselffromthepain."ForwhatI'vedonetothe Mudbl-Granger," hecorrected himself whenAstoria pulled the needle inwarning.

	"No,”sheansweredimmediately,eyesonherwork,"Ihaven't.”

	 

	
"Thenwhyareyouhealingmeatall?Surelyyou'dgetmoresatisfactionout of seeing me suffer?"

	"Ididconsiderit,butthere'sadiamondnecklacethat'scomingupfor

	auction."Astoria caught his eye in the window and scowled. She placed the bloody needle in a silver tray to soak, then disinfected a fresh one with a clearliquid,threadedathinblackwirethroughthehole,andbeganstitching again. "I want it, and I'll feel guilty about buying it with your families

	moneyifIletyoubleedtodeathonthekitchenfloor.” "And why am I buying you a necklace?"

	"Asanapologyforbeingmoreofanarseholethanusualforthelastfewweeks.”

	BeforeDracocouldrespond,anotherloudcrashfromthebedroomupstairs caught their attention.

	Astoriapaused,hereyeswidewithconcernandhermouthtwisteddownat the sides. They both stared at the ceiling for countless seconds, as if they might be able to see through the floorboards if they concentrated hardenough.

	"Shecan'tkeepgoingonlikethisDraco,itisn'tfair,”Astoriasaid,although hervoicelackedthevenomithadpreviouslybeendrippingin,shesounded concerned now. Sad. "You need to fix this, and you need to do it quickly.”

	"What do you want me to do, let her go?" Even as he spat the words - curledhistonguearoundthemliketheydisgustedhim-hefelthischest tighten, and a strange, uneasy tension coiled in his stomach. "That will

	neverhappen.She'stoovaluabletotheDarkLord,andheentrustedmeto keepaneyeonher.She'smyhostage.Minetoguard.Minetowatchover."

	"I'mnotsayingthatyoushouldlethergo-"

	"-Ican'tlethergo,ifIdid,itwouldputusallatrisk-" "-but you could go a little easier on her.”

	 

	
"Alittle easier on her?" Draco couldn't help but snort. "I don't go into her mindanymore,andI'vegivenupmysearchesthroughhermemories.What more do you want?"

	"You'veonlydonethatbecauseyou'velaidthefoundationsofthehexdeep enough and you've already sifted through all of her memories.”Astoria

	jabbedtheneedleagain,spillingherirritationintohisinjury."You've

	learnedallofher secrets,soyoudo notneedtogo intohermindanymore.

	It'snotmercyifyou'reonlygivingitupbecauseitdoesn'tbenefityouanymore.”

	"What do you want me to do about it? She fucking hates me, how exactly doyouthinkImightbeabletohelpher?She'smorelikelytostabmethan she is to accept help from me."

	Astoria'seyesflashed,burningwithhergrowingtemper."Well,she's

	certainly felt better in the past when she's hit you. Maybe letting her stab youwouldn'tbetheworst ideain theworld! I'lleven holdyou stillforher!"

	"Youthinkthatwillmakeherfeelbetter?Sheusesmeasahumanpunching bag, and what?You think all this anger she has will just vanish? That she won't be in pain anymore?”

	Asthepairargued,therewasanothercrashupstairs,theunmistakable crunch of wood splintering. Granger was on the warpath again.

	"This is tearing her apart."Astoria's voice grew louder so that she could be heard over the chaos upstairs. "Every time you make her kill, it's like you're rippingapetalfromaflower.Apieceofherdies,andthenanother,andthen another. Soon, there's going to be nothing left of her."

	Anotherloudthudfromupstairs,anotherheartbrokenscream.

	"You'rethereasonshe'sinsomuchpain.Don'tyouthinkyoushouldbethe one to ease her suffering, too?"

	Fuck,whywouldn'tGrangerstopscreaming?!Whywouldn'tshejuststop!?

	 

	
"Youneedtogivehersomethingtofocuson,anoutlettopourallthatpain andangeroutonto,"Astoriasaid,tearsgatheredinhereyes."Sheneedsto smash something? Give her something to smash. She wants to hit

	something?Givehersomethingtohit.Shecanbreakeverything,anything she likes, just as long as it stopsherfrom breaking.”

	"If you think it will help, then go upstairs, drag her out of that room and handheraknife,"Dracochallenged."I'lldoanythingifitmakesherstop screaming like that."

	Astoria'sspitefulhandsstilled.Hiswordshadcaughtheroffguard,allthe fury drained from her features as she stared at Draco’s reflection in themirror.

	"I can't listen to that anymore Tori," Draco whispered, the fire of his own angerdwindling."Iheariteverywhere,everyfuckingtimeIclosemyeyes, I hear her screaming.”

	Thegentleness,thecompassionthatalwaysglowedaroundAstoria

	returned. For a moment, she wasn't angry at him anymore. For a moment, she was his sister again; his caring, gentle, angelic sister who always seemedtoknowexactlywhattosay,whowasalwaysthereforhim,evenif they did bicker like cat and dog.

	"Itisn'tweaknesstoshowalittlemercytoyourenemy,Draco,"shesaid quietly, her voice pleading. "It won't chink your armour to show a little

	compassion,itjustshowsyouhaveaheart,evenifithasbeenstainedwith the blood of those you've killed.”

	Andwiththat,thefinalnailinthecoffin,Astoriareturnedtoherwork,and they didn't speak again. Mere seconds after she finished knitting his scalp back together and placed her tools on the table, the kitchen doors burst

	open,andBlaiseandTheosaunteredintotheroom.

	AlthoughTheowascoveredinbloodfromtoday'scarnage,hedidn'thavea scratch onhim. Hedid haveaslightlimp inhis stepfrom astray cursehe'd walked into, but that was the only evidence he'd even been involved in a

	fightatall.

	 

	
Blaise,however,lookedamess.Hisrobesweretornandfleckedwith

	blood,mostofithisown,andastreakofcrimsondrippedfromhistemple and down the side of his face.

	Dracohadpredictedthis.OnelookatBlaisethatmorninghadtoldDracohe wasn'tintherightframeofmindforamission.He’dbeendistracted,fartoo worried about the declining health of his wife to fully concentrate on the task at hand. His mind was a hundred miles away, unaware of his

	surroundings,andhe'dalmostgottenhimselfkilledbecauseofit.

	Yes, Draco had known Blaise was going to get injured on this mission, and Astoriagaspedandsprintedtohissidewhenshesawhim,justlikeheknew she would.

	"ROMY!"shescreamed,handstenderlydancingoverBlaise'sinjuriesto assess the damage. "QUINZEL!"

	Theelvesinquestionappearedwithasharpcrack. "Hello,” Quinzel said, quiet and direct, as usual.

	"Evening,MrsZabini.HowcanRomybeofassistanceonthisfinespring-"

	"Bringmeasmanyhealingandpainpotionsasyoucancarry,Essenceof dittany, Mandrake leaves and Fluxweed! NOW!"

	Theelvesvanishedwithoutanotherword.

	"Whathappenedtoyou?"Astoriaaskedfrantically,pullingherhusband's

	robesfromhisbodysoshecouldbetterassessthedamage."Whydidn'tyou come home straight after the mission if you were hurt this badly?!"

	"The Dark Lord wanted to see me and Theo-" Blaise hissed asAstoria startedcastinghealingcharms,oneaftertheotherinquicksuccession."I thought I told you no healing magic-"

	"Ohshutup,"Astoriasnapped.Whenhetriedtostopher,shebattedhis hand away and cast another spell.

	 

	
Her magic was weak, her healing charms were no where near as strong as theyoughttobe.Althoughtheydidn’tknitthewoundsbacktogether,they didstopthebleeding,andthatmadeherfeeluseful.Madeherfeellikethe boysneededher, and she wasn’t just a withering burden to them.

	Amongst the chaos, Theo rolled his eyes and made his way to the kitchen cupboards-presumablyforwhisky.OrVodka.Anyalcoholhecouldgethis hands on really. He found what he was looking for quickly, and as soon as he did, he whirled around and made for the exit.

	"Don't you dare leave hereTheo,"Astoria commanded, even though her eyesweregluedtothebleedingwoundonherhusband'sneck."Ineedto see your injuries!"

	"Sorry,can'tstay!"Theocalledoverhisshoulderwithoutlookingback. "Got a date with this bottle and a hot blonde."

	TheelvesappearedasTheoretreatedintothepeaceandquietoutside.

	Dracosawred."Ithoughtyousaidwedidn'thaveanyhealingpotionsleft?" "Did I?" Astoria smirked. "Whoopsies."

	She'dliedtohim.Theyweren'toutofpotions,theyweren'tevenrunning low. The elves carried dozens of potions and herbs in their arms, two of everything on Astoria's shopping list.

	The spoiled witch had made him sit through her knitting his head back together-withouttheaidofpainrelief-onpurpose.Probablysawitas someformofretributionforwhathe'dbeendoingtoGranger.Herown

	painfulformofjustice,deliveredattheendofabluntneedleandperfectly manicured nails - that he'd probably fucking paid for!

	"You'reaspitefulbitch,”Dracomutteredunderhisbreath.Hemarchedto the same cupboard Theo had, seeking the same liquid medicine.

	"Andyou'reanasty,rotten,cunt,"Astoriaansweredimmediately,voicesoft as a bell, despite her unladylike words. "I suggest you come up with a way

	 

	
to release Granger's anger as quickly as possible. There's only so many timesthefixtureswillrepairthemselves.Yourancestorswon'tbetoohappy if she tears this house apart, and I certainly won't stand in her way.”

	Dracodidn'tsay anything.Hetook alengthyswig ofthetequilahe'd

	snatched,threwAstoriaanobscenegestureoverhisshoulder,andstormed out of the kitchen.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	AsDracoslammedthedoorbehindhim,Astoria'sbrowsknittedtogether."Blaise?"

	"Yes,darling?"

	"HowdidDracogethurttoday?"

	Surprisingly, he didn't answer her, which was extremely odd. Blaise, although one of the most feared Gold Masks in the country, had always beenatthemercyofhiswife,practicallymeltedintoputtyinherhands.

	Whetheritwasjewels,gold,orevensomethingassimpleasinformation, whatever she wanted, Blaise would immediately provide her with it. No

	questions.Nohesitation.Theoknewit.Dracoknewit.Merlin,evenBlaise himself knew it.

	Astoriamayhavebeenfragileinahundreddifferentways,asweakasa withered flower caught in a blizzard, but she had more power over her

	husbandthaneventheDarkLorddid,andshehadnoproblemmanipulating him when she wanted something.

	"Blaise,tellmehowhewasinjured,"shecommanded,cuppinghischin

	underherdelicatefingersandtiltinghisheadup,forcinghimtolookather. "The wound was very deep, the pressure from the hex that caused it almost crackedhisskull.Draconevergetshurtonthefield.Hesaiditwasnothing, but something doesn't feel right, so I need you to tell me what happened.”

	 

	
She didn't think she'd ever seen Blaise look more uncomfortable. His jaw wastight,andhislipswerepressedintoatenselineashestudiedhiswife's pleading expression.After several long seconds, he closed his eyes, sighed heavily, and completely surrendered.

	"It all happened very quickly.Amember of The Order - I think his name wasSeanTyler,hewasinSlughornspotionclasswithusatHogwarts-cast a slicing curse, but it missed and rebounded off the walls-"

	As he spoke,Astoria poured a strong, antiseptic potion onto a cloth and begantotreatBlaise'swounds.Shestartedonthemostsevere,theangry jagged wound on his shoulder, and then worked backwards.

	"ItwascomingstraightforGranger,butshewastoobusysuffocating

	anotherwitchtoseeit.SoDracosteppedinfrontofherandtookthecurse, right in the back of the head.”

	AstoriastoppedapplyingEssenceofDittanyontohisarmandstaredupat her husband. "He protected her?"

	Slowly,Blaisenodded.

	"Whywouldhetakethecurseforher andlethimselfget hurtlikethat?I

	thoughtDracowasquickwithcharms?Surelyhehadenoughtimetocastashield?"

	Blaiseopenedhiseyesandwatchedhiswife,urginghertocontinuehealing him while he explained. "He could have. Draco’s charm work is incredible, I do not doubt that hecould havecast ashield in time, if he'd really thought about it.”

	"Sowhatareyousaying?Hetookthecursefor heronpurpose?"

	"It would appear that way.” His eyes trailed down, and he took her hand in his own. “The curse was weaker because it rebounded.Although it wasn’t strong enough to kill, it would have hurt Granger like hell if it hit her. He steppedinfrontofherinstantly,withoutamoment'shesitation.Itwaslikeit was instinctual. He protected her like-"

	 

	
He cut himself off. He had more to say,Astoria could tell by the way he chewedontheinsideofhischeek,physicallyrestraininghismouthfrommoving.

	"Likewhat?"sheurged."Please,please,tellme.”

	Blaiselookedupagain,andbroughthiswife'shanduptohislipstoplacea kiss on her knuckles. "Like I would protectyou.”

	Astoria'sbreathhitched."AndthenwhatdidhedototheOrdermember? The one who almost hurt Hermione?"

	"Hecastahex,morefuriousthanI'veeverseenhim,andslitSean'sthroat open so severely he decapitated the poor swine.”
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	"Whatthefuckisallthis?"

	Malfoylackedthecommonsensetohidehiseyeroll."Whatdoesitlooklike?"

	Afiringsquad,thatwasthefirstthingthatcametoHermione’smindasshe looked at the table of guns in front of her.Adeath sentence waiting to

	happen.Pistols,rifles,handguns;thereweresomanyofthem,ofevery shape and calibre she could think of, all arranged into neat lines on the dinning table the Demon Mask had guided her to.

	Hermione'sfingersflexedtowardtheweapons,itchingtograboneandaim it between Malfoy's eyes. She resisted, just about. She had to force herself to take a step back. Her instincts screamed that this was a trap. Something to distract her while he stabbed her in the back.

	Shemethisstareandsearchedhiseyes,tryingtoworkoutwhichMalfoy shewasplayingwithtoday.Theyweremostlygrey,thebluealmostnon-existent.

	"Goon,pickoneup.”MrHydenoddedtowardstheweapons."Theywon'tbite.”

	Hermione'sgazeflickeredbacktotheguns.Herstomachtwistedinnervous excitement when she noticed a sleek handgun with a gold chamber.

	She'dhatedgunsatthestartofthewar.Shethoughttheywerevile,

	repulsivethingsthatcausednothingbutsufferingandtearsandheartache

	 

	
forthosecaughtonthewrongsideofthem.Fartoodangerous,yetsoeasy to get hold of.

	Mostofthetime,Hermioneusedmagiconthebattlefield.Chosetoendthe lives of blood supremacists with sharp spells and powerful hexes, showing them how lethal, how fucking powerful a Mudblood could be.

	ButtherewassomethingaboutpointingagunataDeathEaterthatmade her smile. Hermione knew what it was; she'd known for years.

	Voldemort was scared of guns. For him, guns represented muggle strength. Guns showed how powerful the'the vermin'could become. It didn't matter thattheydidn'thavemagicorspellsorbrooms,theyhadtechnology.They'd advanced, forged weapons and bombs powerful enough to demolish

	buildingsandseverarterieseffortlessly,andgunswerethestartofthat

	revolution.Theyshowedthateventhestrongestwizardcouldbepowerless against anonemagical person, all it took was ascrap of metal and atwitch of their finger.

	Medusa had told her about Voldemort's fear on their first meeting. She assumeditwasapeaceoffering;prooftoshowhisbetrayalwasreal,and

	theOrderhadrunwiththatinformation.Itwasoneofthethingsthatforged thebondbetweentheOrderandthemugglearmies,unitedtheirvisionsand strengthened their connection.

	Hermionealwayscarriedgunsafterthat,multiplefirearmssecuredin

	holstersonherthighs,easilyaccessible,andshe'dbeenalltoohappyto

	pointthebarrelatgoldandblackmasks.Andevenone'swithdemonhorns, if she were given the opportunity.

	Shehadn'ttouchedoneformonths.Thereweresomanyhere.Soclose,but just out of reach.

	Malfoymusthavecharmedthem.Hehadtohavedone.He’dprobably

	boobietrappedeverysingleonetoexplodewiththeslightesttouchfromher hand. Or electrocute her the moment they came into contact with her skin.

	Therewasnowayhewouldletheranywherenearsuchdangerousweapons otherwise. Hermione knew Malfoy was up to something, but she couldn't

	 

	
helpherself.Hermindwasalreadyabuzzwithathousanddifferent scenarios.ARolodex of a hundred different possibilities.

	Malfoystoodinfrontofthetable,blockingherpathwithonehandresting on theedge, his fingers tapping an even rhythm onto thewood. Hewas so close to her, she could smell parchment and smoke clinging to his open

	blackshirtandtrouserslikeacologne.

	Shewouldn'tbequickenoughtokillhim,butwhatifsheduckedunderhis arm and made a grab for one? Would he catch her before she could reachthem?

	If she did manage to get a gun, at best she would barely have time for one shot.Ifshemissed,hewoulddisarmheranddragherbacktoherbedroom. If she missed, it would be game over, and she might not get a chance like this again.

	Butmaybethatwasn'theronlyoption.

	Maybethegunsweren'taweapontomurderhimwith.Shecouldstilluse themtoescape,butmaybesheneededtotakeadifferentroute.Oneshe'd thought about, toyed with the idea, but never had the means to achieve.

	Herpulsehammeredloudlyinherchest.ShewassureMalfoywouldbe able to hear it.

	Couldshedoit?Wasshequickenoughtograbone,pointitatherheadand pull the trigger? It would certainly be easier than shooting him. It left little room for mistakes, the chances of her surviving were non-existent, zero.

	She'dbeenwaitingforanopportunitylikethisforweeks,eversinceshe'd learnedthetrueextentoftheDemonHex.Herlifewasn'tworththeentire Order of the Phoenix. If she could just grab one, maybe she could -

	"Don'teventhinkabouttryingtokillyourselfwiththose,”Malfoysnapped, his fingers growing irritated against the table. "That's not why I've brought them here for you.”

	 

	
Thenwhyhad hebroughtherhere?

	"I'vealreadymagicallyalteredtheguns,”hesaid.“Ifyoutryanduseiton yourself, the bullets will melt as they leave the chamber.”

	"Andhow,exactly,haveyoumanagedtodothat?”Hermioneaskedsarcastically.

	"You should never underestimate me, Granger. There's a reason I'm the DarkLord'sfavourite.”AlthoughMalfoyscoffed,offended,hewassmiling. "It wasn't hard, your DNAis all over this house. It wasn't hard to

	deconstructit-"

	AsMalfoyspoke,oneofthegunsfloatedgentlyintheairandbegantotake itself apart.

	"-havealookatthepieces,andcharmthegunstorecogniseyourspecialsignature.”

	Thescrapsstartedtotwistinoneachother,andthat'swhenHermione

	noticedathinbluelineofmagicthattravelleddowntheinsideofthebarrel.

	HerDNA.Hismagic.Apparently,thecombinationwieldedsparklingresults.

	"Ifyoutryanduseoneonyourself,thegunswillrecogniseyou,andthe magic I've infused in the chamber will melt the bullets as they leave thechamber.”

	EvenHermionehadtoadmit,thatwasclever.Shedoubtedevenshewould have been that thorough, but she wasn't about to tell him that.

	"Whydoyouevenhavethese?"Hermionebit."Ithoughtyourmaster disapproved of muggle weapons.”

	"Hedoes,butthey'renotmine.”Malfoyquirkedabrow,theghostofa smirk playing at the edges of his lips. "They're for you.”

	"Why?”

	 

	
"Let'scallthemagift.”

	"Whywouldyougivemeagift?Andmoreimportantly,whydoyouthink I'd accept?"

	"Well,youhavenoproblemacceptingthemfromAstoria.”Malfoywaved his hand once over the short black summer dress she wore. "So I didn't

	thinkyou'dobjecttoasmalltokenfromme,especiallywhenmygiftfeeds that violent appetite of yours.”

	Gunsoverdresses.Weaponsoverhighheels.ShehatedthatMalfoyknew her better than she would have liked.

	"I'drathercutmyhandoffthantouchanythingyou'vegivenme.”

	Malfoyrolledhis tongueon theinsideof hischeek. Hisgrey-blueeyes

	rakedheroverfromheadtotoe,irritated.Herresponseclearlywasn'tthe one he wanted. Maybe he thought she'd be impressed?

	"Astoriathinksyouneedsomethingtochannelyourrageinto,”hetoldher. “She knows you're in pain, and she's under the impression that if you don't find an outlet for it soon, you'll explode.”

	Hermionetookanotherstepback,awayfromthedemonthatwastryingto entice her with weapons and violence. "If that's what she thinks, then why areyouhere instead of her?"

	He folded his arms behind his back, looking the perfect picture of wealth and elegance, and started to walk around the table, appraising the goods. "ShethinksthatbecauseI'mthesourceofyouranger,I’mthemostsuitable Guinea pig.”

	Hemadeafullcirclearoundthetable,bowinghis headslightlytogeta

	betterlookattheguns.Heseemedslightlyfascinatedbythem,admiringthe gleam of the metal and the smoothness of the handles as he passed. But he never touched them. His hand remained firmly behind his back.

	 

	
WasMalfoyscaredofguns,too?WasthatsomethingVoldemorthadpassed down to his generals? Instilled a fear of the muggle made weapons into his soldiers so that they wouldn't leave any chances? Draw their wands at the

	firstsight ofone, andshoot tokill?

	"Idon'tgetit.”Hermionecouldn'thelpbutquirkabrow."Shewantsyouto be a target for my anger?"

	"Ohno,youdogetit.”Malfoylookedupsuddenly,hissmirkstretching higher."AndalthoughAstoriamightberight,I'mfartoovaluabletothe

	DarkLordtoletyougowild.Ifyouhurtmeandputmeoutofcommission, I'll be out of a job, and we can't have that, can we? But don't worry, I've got another idea. Something I'm sure you're going to love.”

	Hisattentiondriftedfromthetableofdeadlyweapons,apparently

	somethinginherexpressionwasmuchmoreinteresting.Hestalkedtowards her, his shoulders low and predatory. He started to circle her, his hands still clasped behind his back and a dark expression twisting his features.

	Hermioneforcedherspinestraightandchinhighintheair.Defiant.

	Unafraid."Don'tyouthinkyou'vedoneenough?”shehissed,forcingas

	muchmaliceintoherwordsasshecould.“Idon'twantyoutobeabullseye for my temper tantrums. I don't want anything from you! The further away from me you are, the better.”

	"Salazar,you'refeistythismorning,aren'tyou?"Hedisappearedbehindher left shoulder, and Hermione willed her muscles to stay in place. She

	wouldn'tfollowhim.Shewasn'tplayingthisgame."I'dsaythelionesshas woken up on the wrong side of the cave.”

	Heappearedinfrontofher,hiseyesflickeringwithsomething.Helooked her up and down as he passed, and then disappeared over her shoulder

	again."It'snotaboutwhatyouwant,it'saboutwhatyouneed.”Hewas closer than she'd expected, his cold breath ticked the back of her neck,

	pebblingherskin."AndwhetheryoulikeitornotGranger,youneedme.”

	Abolt of anger shot through her. She whirled around, catching his arm and stoppinghimmid-step.Hernostrilsflared,andhislipcurledbackinasnarl.

	 

	
"The only thing Ineedfrom you, Malfoy, is to put a knife through your carotid artery.” She stepped into him, her chest pressing against his, and stretched onto thevery tips of her toes so shecould better look him in the eye."TheonlythingIneedfromyou,Demon,istowatchthefearinyour eyes as you choke on your own blood.”

	"Isthathowyou'ddoit?"Thewayhewaslookingather,smirkingandeyes burning as if discussing her murdering him was the most erotic thing in the world,almostmadehershiver.Inasickway,maybeitwas.Itcertainlysent a tingle up her spine just thinking about it. "Slit my throat? I always

	imaginedyou'ddoitslower,makeitlast."

	"I did too, but at this point, I'd do just about anything," shehissed, her own eyesflickeringwithexcitement."AslongasIgettokillyou,I'mnotpicky. I'll take whatever I can get."

	"Thenit'sapityyoucan'tkillmerightnow.I'msureyou'dget

	immeasurablepleasurefrompickinguponeofthosegunsandshootingme in the head.” He leaned down, his nose almost brushed hers. "Right here.

	Rightnow.”

	Hermionewasn'tquickenoughtocatchhersmirk."Oh,youhavenoidea.I

	dreamaboutit.”

	"Iimagineyoudo,"Malfoywhispered,smilingbroadly."Iwouldn'tbe

	surprisedifyoutouchedyourselfatnight,thinkingabouthowspectacularit would be to cave my head in with your boot.”

	Hermioneraisedherchin,inchingcloser."Ithoughtyoucouldn'treadmymind?"

	She couldn't help the way her breath hitched when his tongue darted out to wethislips.Sheloweredherselfbacktotheground,suddenlyapprehensive about being pressed up against him, nervous about having her mouth so close to his.

	"Whilst you're under the Demon Hex, it brings all your painful memories uptothesurface,doesn'tit?"Malfoyasked.Hedidn'tpausetoallowherto

	 

	
confirmbeforehecontinued,"TheHexneedsyoutobeangry.Itneedsyour rage and pain billowing to the surface to power its dark magic and make you all the more lethal. It drags all those awful, crippling emotions to the

	surface,andmakesyoumoreofakillerthanyoualreadyare.Andallthat rage doesn't just vanish when you come out of the Hex? Does it?"

	Sheknewhewasrilingheruponpurpose.Tryingtolightthematchofher anger,setthesparksflyinguntilshecombusted.Sheknewit,butstilltook the bait. Her skin felt hot.Anger started to bubble in her veins. “Shut up!”

	"WhentheHexisgoneandyouseeallthosebodieslyingonthefloor,all thosepeopleyou’vecutdown,theirthroatshangingopenbecauseyouslit them -”

	"That'senough,Malfoy!”

	"-limbsmissingbecauseyoutorethemoff.” "I said that's enough!”

	"Allthatpaindoesn'tjustgoaway,doesit?”heaskedquietly,calmly.“It's still there, festering inside you with nowhere to go.”

	"Sowhat?Youthinktoexorcisemydemons,Ineedtouseone?”

	Malfoylaughedagain,thatsamethroatylaughthatmadehiseyescrinkleat the sides. "You don't miss a thing, do you? I had hoped the poetry of it all wouldn't be lost on aMudblood."

	Merlin,shewantedtohitsomething,preferablyhim. Preferably in the face. A hundred times.

	Withabaseballbat.Orachairifthatwasheronlyoption.

	Therewasachairrightthere.Itlookedniceandheavy.Sturdyenoughto cause damage if it were smashed in someone's face repeatedly-

	 

	
No!No! Hermione pushed the thought away as quickly as it sprang to life. She wasn't doing this with him, not today. She didn't trust Malfoy. He was uptosomething,shejustdidn'tknowwhat.Andsherefusedtoplayagame if she didn't know all the rules.

	Clenching her hands into fists, Hermione took a deep breath, then turned awayfromhim.Shetriedtoclearherhead,andignoretheshiverthatranup her shine as she scanned the space around her.

	Thisroomalwaysmadeherfeelcold.Thisfuckingtwistednestofaroom withdarkwoodenfloorsandsmoothstonepillarsandacrystalchandelier hangingabove.Theparlourmighthavebeenspotless,thoroughlycleaned and beautifully maintained, but in Hermione's eyes, it would always be

	ugly.

	Itdidn'tmatterthattheacidicliltofdisinfectantspellswasstrongand unmistakable here, she could still smell her blood clinging to the

	floorboards.Itdidn'tmatterthatithadbeenyearssinceshe'dlaidonthat floor,onthatexactspotwhilehisaunthadcarvedherarmtopieces.The wound still felt fresh. She could still feel the cold metal of the dagger slicing against her skin, blood dripping down her arm.

	Hermionerubbedherscar,fightingthesuddenchillshefeltfrombeing stood in the space that had almost been her coffin years ago.

	Isthatwhyhe'dbroughtherhere?Becauseheknewthisroommadeher uncomfortable? Irritable? Did he want her to destroy the place?

	Shecaughthiseyeagainandstudiedhisexpression.Shestaredintohis

	greyeyes,tryingtofigureoutwhatsecretshewaskeepingbehindthatglass wall he kept up around his heart. What was he up to?

	"Well,I'dsayI'veruffledyourfeathersenoughfornow,”Malfoysaid. “Let's give you something to sink your teeth into, shall we?"

	With a flick of his wrist, three targets appeared at the far end of the room justinfrontofthefireplace.Theywereallshapedlikemen;tallandugly,

	 

	
craftedfromthedarkestmetalwithhugebulkingframesandunremarkable expressions on their faces.

	Oh.Sothatwaswhatthegunswerefor.

	Heturnedbacktoherwithatriumphantsmirk,asifthisridiculousdisplay was supposed to impress her.As if she was somehow supposed to look at these targets and, what? Blow up? Suddenly be overcome with bloodlust and the need to kill?

	Well,ifthatwashisgoal,itwasn'tworking.

	Wassheirritated?Yes.Wasshemurderous?Towardshim?Yes.Towardsthe targets?No.

	Herlackofenthusiasmmusthaveshownonherface.

	"No?”heasked,twirlinghiswandlooselybetweenhisfingers.“Thesenot to your liking? Well, I think I have an idea on how I can make these a bit more appealing to you.”

	Malfoyjerkedhiswandinthedirectionofthetargets.Theywereslowly covered in a soft blue light and within a few seconds, started to change.

	Theirframesdisintegratedafewinchesandmeltedintomoreslender

	shapes,andtheblankexpressionstheyworemorphedintoonessheknew; ones she despised and made her blood boil.

	AllofthetargetsnowlookedlikeDeathEaters,eachwithaflowingblack robe and gold mask.

	Hermione’s adrenaline spiked. Her heart sped up. She looked back at Malfoy, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. She didn't say a word, tried to lookasuninterestedandunimpressedasshecould,butherfingerstwitched towards the guns, betraying her.

	"Pick your target, Gryffindor," he cooed, cocking that signature Malfoy browshehatedalmostasmuchasshedidhim."Youknowyouwantto."

	"Pissoff."

	 

	
"Don'tbeshy,pickupagun."

	"Why?Soitcanblowmyhandoff assoonasItouchit?Nothankyou.”

	"Youstilldon'ttrustme?""No.”

	TheDemonMaskrolledhiseyesforthesecondtimethatmorning."You're so suspicious. It's adorable."

	"Fuck.You!"

	"Goahead,grabone.It'llmakeyoufeelbetter." "No, it won't."

	"Yes,itwill."Malfoysteppedcloser,crowdingherspaceanddraftingthe scent of smoke and parchment in her direction. "Give it a try."

	"No!"

	Hetookanothersteptowardsher.Hermionedidn'tbudge,refusingto retreat. "Just fire one bullet. I promise you'll enjoy it.”

	"Malfoy,"shehissedthroughgrittedteeth."I'mwarningyou.Back.Off!”

	Sensingthathewasn'tgoingtopissherofftothepointshesnatchedagun and pointed it at his face this way, Malfoy tried a different approach. He took a step to the left, and quick as a flash, he was behind her. He leaned over her, his left arm trailing down thelength of hers beforehelaced their fingers together.

	"Whatareyoudoing?!"Hermionetwisted,tryingtojerkherelbowsintohis ribs, but Malfoy's other arm wrapped around her waist. He tugged her

	backwardswithanirongrip,crushingherspineagainsthis chest. Inescapable. "Get off of me!"

	 

	
"Relax.Don'tyoutrustme?"Hiscoldlipsglidedtotheshellofherear,like they had done so many times, and Hermione braced herself for the Demon Hex. She squeezed her eyes shut, her blood running cold as she waited for those two little Latin words that turned her into a monster.

	Buttheynevercame.

	As she jerked again, trying to kick him, Malfoy's strong arms tightened, tugginghercloserashewhispered,“Fightallyouwantcub,butI'mnever letting you go.”

	Herarmsstilled,herfightstartingtoslipthroughherfingerslikewater.Her head started to spin, the mixture of confusion and the feel of his breath on

	herneckmakingherfeeldizzy. What the fuck didthatmean?

	"We'lltakethisniceandslow,alright?Onestepatatime."

	Withoutallowinghertoanswer-orregainherfight-hebenttheirarmsand directed her to pick up the sleek, black and gold handgun she'd been

	admiring earlier. It felt good in her hands, made her feel secure, stronger, a little more in control.As she dragged her fingertips over the safety latch, withaguninherhandandademonatherback,Hermionerealisedthatshe had two options.

	Shecouldfight,thrash,andtryandassassinateMalfoy.Or,shecouldplay along, and try to work out his intentions.

	Well,theysaycuriositykilledthecat,andhadn'thebeencallingherhis 'little lion'for weeks?

	"I'mgoingtotellyoualittlesecretGranger.I'vealwaysdetestedguns,"the Demonpracticallypurredinherear,hisvoicelowandgravellyandfuck-it sent a shiver riding up her spine, "but in your hands? I don't think I've ever seen anything more glorious."

	 

	
Thehandonherwaistheldhersteady,theotherdirectedherarm,pullingit up, aligning the gun with the targets.

	"Butyoualreadyknowthat,don'tyou?"Hisvoicedraftedfreshwavesof smoke against her skin. It made her mouth water.

	Hermioneshiftedhergazetothetargets,tryingtoclearherheadsoshe could focus and play the game.

	"Youalreadyknowhowstrongyoulook,don'tyou?"Thehandonherwaist squeezed.Aknot formed in her lower abdomen. "How fierce you look with that weapon in your hand?"

	Her heart started to hammer loudly in her chest. His words shouldn't affect herlikethis.Sheneededtobecalm,composed,buthowcouldshewhenhe kept leaning in? How could she focus when his thumb kept stroking across the back of hers, pebbling her skin?

	Herpalmsbegantosweat,thegunstartedtoslipbetweenthemoisture,so Malfoy shifted their hands, forcing her index finger to curl around the

	trigger,andheldhersteady.

	"Youlikethewayitmakesyoufeel,don'tyou?"hewhispered.Shecould feel his heartbeat against her spine, their rhythms perfectly matched,

	elevated.Excited."Youlikethewayholdingthisweaponmakesyoufeel strong, untouchable, don't you?"

	Shedid.Whether itwas sickornot, shefuckingdid.

	"Don'tyou?"Hepinchedherwaist,demandingherattention,makingheryelp.

	"Yes!"

	"Ithoughtso.Now,Iwantyoutopretendthosetargetsaresomeoneyou

	hate."Heinchedevercloser,lipsgrazingherear."Canyoudothatforme?" Hermione, apparently without words, simply nodded.

	 

	
"Good."Shefelthimsmirkagainsthercheek."Thispersonyou'rethinking about, is it a man? Or a woman?"

	"Aman,"sheansweredimpulsively."ADeathEater."

	"Iwantyoutothinkaboutthetypeofmaskhewears.Pictureitinyour mind for me.”

	Shedidjustthat,picturedthegrotesquepieceofarmour,thewaythemetal curved around his face and disappeared under the hood of his robes.

	"Iwantyoutothinkaboutallthehorriblethingshe'sdonetoyou.Theway he's made you feel. Helpless. Frustrated.”

	Shedidasheinstructed,andherangersparked,almoststabbingacrossher chest like an open wound. She tilted the gun towards the middle target.

	"Rememberallthetimesyou'vewantedtokillhim-"

	Herarm,theoneholdingthegun,suddenlyfeltstronger.Herangerlike liquid steel pouring down her limps, gathering at her fingertips.

	"-allthetime'syou'vewantedtocarvehisheartoutofhischest,butyou've been too powerless to do anything."

	Suddenly,hishandleftherwaist,andshejumpedwhenshefeltitlandon her thigh. His fingers were cold, biting against her overheated skin.

	"Tellme,howdoesthatmakeyoufeel?"

	"Angry,"Hermionebit,almostshakingwithrage.Shefeltonedge,wired, ready to snap. "Like I want to break something."

	"Good,"hewhispered,hisnailsdiggingintoherskin."Doyouhatehim?""Yes."

	"Doyou want tomakehimbleed?"

	Sheclosedoneeye,tunnellinghervision,eyeingherprey."Yes!"

	 

	
"Thenlethimhaveit.Pullthefuckingtrigger,Granger.”

	Shedidjustthat,andwithasimplecurlofherfinger,abulletexploded

	fromthebarrelwithaloudcrack.Shesqueezedhereyesshut,andherarm jutted back with the violent force. There was a heartbeat of eerie silence, and when she opened her eyes again, there was a hole in the targets rightcheek.

	"Theresheis,”Malfoychuckledinherear."There'sthelioness.”

	Hermione couldn't help but smile. She even laughed once, just one short puffofairthroughherlipsasshestaredatthestreamofsmokerisingfrom the puncture wound she'd created.

	The rush of power, the tidal wave of adrenaline that overcame her was almostequaltothereleaseshefelt.Itwasastounding,thewaysomethingas simple as pulling the trigger lifted the heavy feeling on her chest, the one

	she'dbeencarryingaroundsinceSeamus'sdeath.Trulyamazing,how

	shootingabulletatanimmovabletargetloosenedthestraininherribsand made it easier to breathe again.

	But the reprieve was only temporary.Within seconds, her anger started to creepbackin,theever-presentblackcloudoverherheartreappearing,and she was twitching for more like the addict she was.

	"Goon,”Malfoyencouraged,hisvoicehuskyanddrippinginsomething Hermione didn't quite recognise. "Don't stop, do it again."

	Shesqueezedthetriggeragain,andasanotherbulletexplodedfromthe

	barrelandpuncturedthetargetslip,anotherwaveofreliefcrashedoverher. So she did it again, and again, and again.

	Thegunwasenchantedtoensurethebarrelneveremptied,soHermione just kept shooting, chasing the release, that euphoric rush of power and thrill that she could only find by pulled the trigger in her hand. Malfoy

	squeezedherhipwitheveryshot,encouragingher,guidingherthroughherbloodlust.

	 

	
Theroomquicklyfilledwithsmokefromherrelentlessuse.Thesmellof burning graphite and nitro-glycerine whirled around the open space,

	perfumingtheair withitsheadyscent.

	Asthebarrelrefilleditselfforthefourthtime,Hermionedidn'tnoticewhen Malfoy let go of her arm. She was too enthralled with the pattern of

	puncturewoundsshe’dcreated,herdeadliestarkworkyet.

	Itwasn'tuntilhemovedherhairovertheoppositeshoulder,she

	rememberedshewasn'talone.Anditwasn'tuntilshefelthiscoldlipsbrush against her neck, that she rememberedwhowas standing behind her.

	"Do you have any idea what you look like right now?" She shivered when shefelthisteethscrapeacrossherpulsepoint."Howfuckingbeautifulyou look with your fingers curled around the trigger?"

	Hermionepaused.Shestartedtolowerthegun-

	"DidIsayyoucouldstop?"Malfoy’svoicewasmuffledashepresseda kiss into her neck.

	Shetriedto doas hesaid, butthegunsuddenly feltadozentimesheavier.

	"Keep-"Malfoy's hand skated higher, hedragged his cold fingers across the outsideofherthigh,takingherdresswiththem,"-fucking-"hepausedwhen he got to her hip, his thumb dancing across the thin band of her underwear,"-shooting."

	Hermionedrewadeepbreaththroughhernostrils,willingherselfto

	concentrate.Sheshotthetargetagain,aimingforitseyes,butshemissed and caught its shoulder when Malfoy started massaging circles into herskin.

	"Who are you thinking about?" he asked huskily. He pulled her back slightly,pressinghermorefirmlyintohim."Whoisityou'reimagining shooting right now?"

	Hermionetriedtoignorehim.Triedtodistractherselfbyemptyingthe

	barrelagain.Shewasstillangry,stillhotandbotheredandmurderous,his

	 

	
fingersskatingacrossherskindidn'tdousethosefires,butshefelta differenttypegatheringnow.Adifferentsortofknottwistinginherstomach.

	"Don'tignoreme.”Hesqueezedherhip."Whoareyoushooting?Whose head are you caving in with that gun?"

	"Ireallydon'tthinkyouwanttoknow." "Oh, Ireallydo."

	Hermioneshotanotherround,turningherattentiontothefreshtargetonherleft.

	"Tellme.”Malfoy’scallousedfingersdraggedlowertocurlaroundthe inside of her thigh. "Please."

	"No.”

	"Tellmewhoitis.”Histhumbwasdangerouslyclosetothelaceofher knickers. "Tell me whose lit that fire in your eyes."

	She released a slow breath. The targets other eye exploded as she fired anotherround.Shetriedtoshootagain,aimingfortheforehead,butthen

	Malfoypressedanotherkissagainstherneck,andHermionealmostforgot how to think.

	She moaned before she could stop herself. Was sure she would have droppedthegunentirelyifhisfingersweren'tstilllacedthroughhers, keeping her and the rifle steady.

	"Granger-"he kissed her again, his cold lips against her collarbone, "-tellme-"hedraggedhistongueupherneckslowly,makinghershiver,"-who-"he took the shell of her ear between his teeth, "-you're shooting."

	"You.”

	Hisentirebodytensedbehindhers,andforafewseconds,hedidn'tmove.

	 

	
Shit. Shit.Shit!

	Whatwasshethinking?!Therewasarowofgunsonthetablenexttohim, another clasped between their fingers, and she'd just confessed she'd been picturing -fantasizing- that he was the one she was shooting.

	It was a deadly mistake. She'd taken the bait, walked straight into the trap likeablindmouse,andnowthegauntletwasabouttodroponherneck.She braced herself for it, for him to snap, spin her around and make her face

	whateverpunishmenthehadinmind.

	But he didn't. Instead, he moaned against her neck, no - it was more of a growlthanamoan;deepandprimal,unlikeanythingelseshe'deverheard.

	"Sayitagain."

	Hermione'sheartstopped."W-what?"

	"Tellmeagain,"hesighed."Whoareyoushooting?""You."

	"Again,"hesnarled,evenashehookedhisthumbintothelaceofher underwear. "Who are you thinking about?"

	"You."HerlegssuddenlyfeltunsteadyasMalfoydraggedherunderwearto the side. "You, Draco. I'm shooting you."

	Whenhisfingersbrushedagainsthercentre,theairwassiphonedfromher lungs, and her knees almost gave out when he traced the length of her.

	"FuckinghellGranger,you'resoaked,"hehissed,scrapinghisteethacross her neck again. "I knew you'd likethis. Fucking knew this would turn youon.”

	HermionetippedherheadbackagainstMalfoy'sshoulder.Shesqueezedher eyes shut and opened her mouth in silent pleasure.

	 

	
Sheshouldn'tbelettingthishappen.Sheabsolutelyshouldnot,underany fucking circumstance, be letting him do this. She should break his arm,

	shouldsnapitcleanoffforhavingtheaudacitytothinkhecouldtouchher this way.

	Whodidhethinkhewas,thinkinghecouldtouchherlikethis?!Butmore importantly, why was shelettinghim?

	Hisfingersdraggedbackandforthoverherslowly,lightingupnerve

	endingsshe'dcompletelyforgottenfuckingexisted.Shejerkedinhisarms, her free hand snapped backwards and dug into his thigh for support.

	Malfoy paused at her entrance. His cold rings lingered on her overheated skin,middlefingerdyingtopushforward.Hewasrightthere,soclose,but he wasn't moving. She realised he was waiting for her, waiting for a

	command,aplea,butHermionerefusedtobeg. "What do you want, Granger?"

	"This.”Shetriedtorockintohisfingersshamelessly,buthehissedandheld her still.

	Please,shewantedtosay,moanit,fuckingscreamitatthetopofherlungs.

	Please,please,touchme.

	Butshewouldn'tallowherselfto,wouldn'tletherselfsinkthatlow.Instead, she rocked her hip backwards again, feeling the tip of his finger sink into

	her,andthatseemedtobealltheconfirmationMalfoyneeded.

	His finger dipped inside her effortlessly, sliding through her arousal and immediatelyfindingthatspotdeepinsidethatmostmenmissedentirely.He crooked his finger against it, and Hermione jerked in his arms when he did it once, twice, three times.

	Her walls clenched around him, and Malfoy groaned into her neck. "Fuck,yourcuntissotight,"hehissed."Icanfeeleverything,every

	flutter.”Hetwistedhishand,andaddedasecondfinger.Hermionewhined.

	 

	
"Every spasm." His thumb found her clit and started drawing slow, even circlesoverher,perfectlyintimewitheachcrookofhisfingers."Icanfeeleverything.”

	Jesus,whatwaswrongwithher?!Ifsomeonehadtoldheryesterdaythat

	thisishowshe'dspendthenextmorning,shewouldhavespatoutherteain disgust. Would have laughed in their faces at the sheer lunacy of theiraccusations.

	Becauseitwasimpossible.Unthinkable.

	And yet, here she was, stood in the parlour room she'd once been tortured in,withthehandsofherenemy-themanshe'dfantasisedaboutmurdering more times than she could count - buried between her legs, while she massacred targets she imagined were him.

	Itwasthemostfuckedupscenarioshecouldeverimagine,andyet, somehow, the most erotic thing she'd ever experienced.

	Her entire body felt alight, blazing in hellfire. Each ripple of pleasure throughherbloodwasathousandtimesbetterthananypunchorkickshe'd hit him with.

	Woulditbebetterthanemptyingabarrelagainsthistemples,too?

	Hermione tried to lower the gun and concentrate on the sensations racing throughher,butMalfoyheldherarm,keepingthegunaimedatthetarget, even as his finger brushed against her pelvis. "Did I say you could stop?”

	Howcouldshebeclosealready?He'dbarelytouchedherandshewas already teetering dangerously close to the edge.

	"Malfoy,Ican't-fuck,ohgod,"shemoanedwhenhisthumbpresseddown on her clit, hard, making her legs tremble. "I can't shoot anymore, I need-"

	Shecutherselfoffwithanothermoan.Whenherbackarched,shefound something hard pressing against her spine.

	 

	
“Yes, you can. I know you can." He released her arm, and his free hand cametojointheotherbetweenherlegs,thefingersofonemassagingher clitwhiletheotherscrookedinsideherslowly,makinghertoescurl."Do you want to come?"

	"Yes,"shehissed,clenchingherteethtogethersohardtheymightshatter. "Do you want to come on my fingers?"

	"Yes.”

	"Thenhitthatmiddletarget,"hesmiledagainsthercheek,"rightbetween the eyes."

	Shewassicktowantthis,sheknewthat.Itwassickthatshewasgettingoff on this, but she couldn't help herself.

	Shewouldn'thavebeenabletostopevenifshewantedto.Hiswords.The husky tone in his voice. The gun in her hand. His fingers. His lips on her neck, and the feeling of strength that rushed through her with every bullet

	thatexplodedfromthebarrel.Itwasallanintoxicatingmix,addictive,one that she was powerless to resist.

	Thegunshookasshetookaimagain,andMalfoy'sfingersslowedinto teasing touches as he waited to see where her shot would land.

	She pulled the trigger, and groaned when the left side of the target's jaw exploded. She tried again. Her second shot landed on the corner of the targetslip.Thethirdonitscheek.Shewantedtoscreamwhenthefourth took off its ear, inching towards its destination, but just out of reach.

	Despitehermisses,Malfoywasmerciful.Hisfingersswirledoverherclit faster, adding pressure the closer she got to the bullseye. There was a

	pressurein her lower abdomen, likean elasticband was fused into her skin, anditwasstretchingtighterandtighterwitheachbrushofMalfoy'sfingers. The ones inside her stayed slow and gentle, deliberately teasing.

	 

	
Shewassoclose.Shewassocloseshecouldn'tconcentrateonthetargets. Her arms trembled, her vision was hazy and blurring through pleasure, making it impossible to hit her mark.

	"That'sit,keepgoing,"Malfoysighed,nippingandlickingacrossherpulse as she fired bullet after bullet. "You're so close, aren't you? I can feel it.”

	Thebulletsinchedtowardstheirdestination,carvingholesalongthe cheekbone of the dummy.

	Please.Herlegsstartedtoshake.Herhipsarchedbacktowardshiscock, still hard and grinding into her spine.Please, please, please.

	The movements of on her clit grew erratic, dragging against the sensitive tissuefaster,hisownneedrisingtothesurface.Upanddown,downandup, then left to right, right to left, then up and down again.

	"Givemeonemore."Hetwistedhisfingersinsideher,andtheelasticband stretchedtighter.Almostreadytosnap."Onemorebulletrightbetweenthe eyes, and then I'll let you come.”

	Soclose.Shewassofuckingcloseithurt.Ifhewouldjustcrookhis fingers against that spot alittle harder.

	Sheletgoofhisthigh,needingbothhandstokeepthegunsteady.Shedrew a deep breath and closed one eye. She pulled the trigger, and a bullet sized hole appeared right between the target's eyes.

	"Goodgirl.”Hetooktheshellofherearbetweenhisteeth,andthefingers inside her finally rubbed againstthatspot that made her see stars. "Go on, come for me, little lion.”

	Shecamewithascreamandfinallylet herarmsfalltohersides,butshe

	didn'tdropthegun.Hercuntclampedaroundhisfingers,holdinghimthere as rivets of pleasure washed through her in hot waves, one after the other.

	Thereliefthatcoursethroughherwasindescribable.Therewasnothing, like the world fell away, and all she could focus on was the way her

	 

	
musclesspasmedandherbreathleavingherlungs.

	Forafewmoments,afewbeautiful-fuckingeuphoricfewmoments- Hermionejustfloated.Shewasn’tamonster.Shehadn’tmurderedher friends. She wasn’t a pawn for Voldemort.

	Shewasempty,cleansedandfreeofallthedemonsthathauntedher,realor imaginary.And merlin, she wanted to drown in that feeling.

	Itfeltlikehoursbeforetheworldcamebacktoher,andwhenitdid,Malfoy was panting too.

	"WhenIdothatagain,"hehushed,breathless,"you'regoingtolookatme when you come.”

	Hermionetwistedinhisarmsandlookedupathim.Theirbreathmingledin the tight space and pools of blue stared back at her, only small cracks of silver clung to life around the edges of his eyes.

	"Whatmakesyou think... thatI'm goingtolet you... dothatagain?"

	AlazygrinstretchedacrossMalfoy’sface,andthesightofitmadeher clench her thighs around his hand.

	"Iknowthere'sgoingtobeanexttime,becausealthoughitmaynothave

	beenexactlywhatIhadinmindintermsofstressrelease,"hekepthiseyes on hers as he slowly pulled his hand from her body, "this was better. This was the type of exorcism you needed.And that feeling of release? Thatfreedom? It's addictive, and you're going to crave it again.”

	Hisgazetrappedher,madeherfreezeinplaceashepoppedhisfingersinto hismouthandsucked.AndHermionewondered,asshewatchedthedemon lick her arousal from his fingers, which would give her the greater release?

	Kickinghimtotheground,dragginghernailsdownhisbackandfucking him until her bones felt raw?

	Oraimingthegun inherhands,and shootinghimbetweenhiseyes?
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	"Please,justletmego!"

	OhGod,howwashestillalive?He'dlostsomuchblood,heshouldhave died ages ago.

	"Iswear,I'vetoldyoueverythingIknow!Youhavetobelieveme!" Hermione just wanted him to die -

	"Theydon'ttellmemuch!I'mnothing!I'mjustasoldier!" This was so cruel. He didn't deserve this-

	"Ihaveawifeathome!Asonwaiting forme!"

	Sheshouldjustslithisthroat.Stabhimintheheart.Lethimgopeacefully! He didn't need to be in any more pain-

	"Theyneedme!Please,letmego!Iwon'ttellanyone!" Death was more merciful than ... this.

	"I'mbeggingyou!"

	God,shecouldn’tlook-thiswas....

	"Hermione,please...Please,don'tkillme.”

	Shewincedatthewayhisvoicetrembled.Hereyeslockedonhis,her

	fingerstwitchedaroundtheknifeinherhand,butitdidn'tstopherfrom driving it into his torso. Again.

	 

	
The hostage - Oliver Myers - jerked in the chair he was bound to. He threw his head back, howling in pain. Despite the derelict state of the abandoned theatre that hosted their interrogation, despite the crumbling walls and the cracksthatranalongthestage,theacousticswereundamaged.Theycarried the sound of his screams perfectly each time, magnifying it, echoing the

	pain.

	Hermione'seyesburned,tearsslippeddownhercheeksasMyers’blood

	pooledaroundherhand.Shetriedtopullbackandretracttheblade,stophis pain, but she couldn't, she had no control. The Demon Hex was pulling the

	reignstight,commandingherviolence.

	She caught her reflection in the splintered mirror off stage, and what she sawmadeherwanttoscreamherself.Shelookedlikeamonster,animage torn straight from a nightmare. Eyes black and lifeless, blood streaking down her face and robes as she drove the knife into Myers' helpless body again and again and again.

	Andtherewasnothingshecoulddo.Shewaspowerlesstoendhis suffering. A murderous slave in her own skin.

	“Stopit!Stopit!Stopit!”sheshriekedinternally,searchingforanything she could use to claw back control of her own body. She looked, but as

	always,therewasnothing.TherewasnoweaklinkintheHexesarmour.No vulnerable point she hadn't yet discovered.

	She couldn't reach the strings that controlled her, so instead, she was left to watch as some other entity took control and made her do things she'd never dreamofdoing,noteveninhermostvilenightmares.Coulddonothingbut scream and cry and bear witness as she was transformed into the villain of this performance, the monster in this theatre of the damned.

	Hermione had come to realise that the Demon Hex was more of a beast itselfthanacurse.Apredatorshroudedinmagic,thatcaststringsoverher limbsandusedherasapuppettoinciteitsdarkwilltofeeditsmurderous appetite. It manipulated her instincts. Made her angry, heightening the

	bloodlustsoherdarkcurseswouldbemorelethal.

	 

	
Itmadeherslaughtereveryone,butcheranyoneinherpath,justsoitcould gorge itself on the corpses she left behind.

	While she was under the Hex, all that mattered was the hunt,the kill.The beasttookeverythingelse,strippedHermioneofeverythingthatmadeher her, and left her with nothing but a hunger for screams and dark magic

	cracklingattheedgeofherwand.

	Itdidn'tmatterthatsheknewMyersandhiswife,orthatshe'dtaughttheir son a few levitation spells. None of that mattered, because the hex was

	plantedtoodeep,threadingit'sclawsthrougheachandeveryoneofher muscles until it had complete control of her body.

	"Please!Hermione!Plea-"Myersvoiceabruptlycutoffwhenshetwisted the blade, making it scrape across his ribs.

	Please,justletherkillhim.Hedidn’tdeservethis!Sheshouldjustmakeitquick.

	ButtheHexdidn'twanttolistentoher.Itdidn'twanttokillhimyet,it hadn't fed enough.

	ThismissionwassupposedtobedangerouswithlotsofOrderresistance, which was why Hermione had been utilized. This derelict theatre was supposedtobeanewstrongholdtostocktheirsupplies,filledtothebrim with bombs and guns, and Voldemort wanted it taken out. Quickly.

	Butwhentheyarrived,thebasewasbarren,freshlyclearedoutand

	evacuated. There were only twelve soldiers left doing their final checks beforetheyabandonedthisareaforgood.IfHermioneandthegrouphad

	arrivedonlytenminuteslater,theywouldhaveescapedwiththeirlives,but as it happened, luck wasn't on their side.

	Voldemortwantedonehostageleftaliveforinterrogation,whichwasthe only reason Myers was spared. Malfoy had quickly disarmed and bound him to achair, and then he'd left Hermioneand Barty Crouch Jr to guard Myers before he disappeared somewhere in the theatre.

	 

	
He'dtakenherwand,but hehadn'tbroughtherout oftheHex,andit

	needed more. The eight soldiers that Hermione had already killed weren't enoughforit.Itsappetitehadgrownaccustomedtothepilesofbodiesshe left behind, and it hadn't had its fill yet.

	Thecursewasclawingacrossherskull,ravenousformorescreams.She'd been agitated just looking at Myers.

	Thecurseneededmore.Morepain.Morewailsofagony.More.More.

	More.

	She needed to slice his throat. Cut his arm off. Needed to do something to stopthewaytheHexwasscratchingatherinsidesandmakingherskinfeel as though it were on fire.

	And then Crouch had handed her a knife, and while Hermione slowly torturedthepoorsoldier,theHexhadbeenfeastingonhisscreamslike scraps at the bottom of a bowl.

	Shetwistedtheknifeagain,thecursedelightinginthewayMyersshrieked, even as fresh tears slipped down Hermione's face.

	TheHexyankedthestrings,andHermione'sarmjuttedback,nickingan organ or two as she sharply pulled the blade from Myer's body.

	Beforehercaptivehadtheopportunitytocatchhisbreath,Hermionethrust the knife back into his body, aiming lower this time, trying to scratch hisliver.

	"I'll admit, I was disappointed when the Dark Lord said I wouldn't be able tohaveyou,Mudblood,"Crouchmused,watchingfromthefirstrowofthe audience. “But I can see now why you were given to Malfoy.You have a

	naturaltalentforpain,justlikehim.Youmakequitethepair.” Oh God, she couldn't do this anymore.

	"Although, I would like to see you become a little more ... unleashed." His chaircreakfrombehindher,presumablyhe'dleanedintogetabetterlook.

	 

	
"Stabhimabout aninchlower nexttimedarling.It'llhurt himmorethere."

	HiswordsintriguedsomethingintheHex,madethebeastrearitshead.

	Therewasamoment'spausebeforeitcommandedHermionetostabMyers again, right where Barty had instructed.

	WherewasMalfoy?!WherethefuckwasMalfoy?!Hewastheonlyone who could bring her out of the Hex-

	"If you twist the blade to the right," Crouch's voice grew excited as he watchedtheperformanceshewasputtingon,“it'llscrapeacrosshisnervous system. Won't kill him, but it'll hurt like hell.”

	Again, she listened to Crouch, twisting the blade as he instructed and watchingMyer'sjerk.Thewailofpainhemadewashigherthantheothers,blood-curdling.

	TheHexwasdelighted.Hermionejustwantedtosob.

	WhyhadMalfoyleftheralonelikethiswithCrouchJr?!Heneverlefther side when she was under the Hex. He always kept a close eye on her, and she usually resented it.

	Now,theonetimesheneededhim,hewasnowheretobefound.

	"Try his neck this time," Crouch instructed. "There's plenty of sensitive musclesthere.Lotsofplacesthatwillbeexcruciatingtocut,butwon'tkill him. Not if you're careful."

	IfMalfoywerehere,he'dstopherfromdoingthis,wouldn'the?He'ddone it before. He'd pulled her out of the Hex before she took it too far and

	murderedFleur.Yes,he'ddoneitbefore,sohe'ddoitagain. Wouldn't he?

	Fuck,shereallyhopedso.

	Hermioneraisedherarm,themarionettestringspullingthebladeback,

	readytoslashitacrosshisthroat,but asharpheatflaredthroughthehiltof

	 

	
theknife, andHermionedroppedit withahiss.

	"Whatthefuckdo youthinkyou'redoing,Crouch?!"

	Hermionedidn'tthinkshe'deverbeenmoregratefultohearMalfoy'svoice.

	He was at her side quicker than the laws of physics allowed, wand drawn andpointedatCrouch’schest,thetipgatheringmagicinthatdeadlyshade of green.

	"Iwasjustlearning abouttheHexfrom ourprizedMudblood,”Crouch

	chuckled,palmsupinsurrender.“She'squiterapturouswhenshe'smaking someone bleed, isn't she? For a moment I almost forgot that she was a

	Mudblood."

	"Whatdidyoudo?!"

	"Nothing,Ididn'ttouchher.Sheseemedquiteindistressafteryouleft.You should have seen the way she was looking at our hostage. Poor thing didn't know what to do with herself."

	AsCrouchspoke,Malfoywrappedanarmaroundherwaistanddrewher into his side. Whether it was protective or possessive, Hermione wasn't

	sure.Shewastoobusylookingfor theknife,eagertopunctureMyer'sliver.

	Crouch'stonguedartedout towethis lips."Shelooked sosmallandlost,

	butyoushouldhaveseenthewayhereye'slitupwhenIgaveherthatknife. I'll be thinking about it while I have my cock in my hand for weeks-"

	"She'snotheretotortureforus,Junior!"Malfoyroared."She'snotatoyfor you to wind up for your amusement!" Violent anger seemed to tumble off Malfoy in waves, the tip of his wand crackled with dark magic, magnified byhisthinningtemper."She'sherebecauseshe'samarvellousassassin,and I have half a mind to lift the Hex right now and let her show you herself!"

	"Imeantno harm."Crouchtried tokeep histonelight, buthiseyes

	hardenedasheleanedbackinhischair."Iwasmerelycuriousabouthow the Hex works-"

	 

	
"I don't give a fuck! Do you have any idea how valuable she is? How important she is to the Dark Lord? She's the prized jewel in his arsenal. She's worth a thousand of you, Jr, and if I find out you've done anything thatwillcompromiseher,anythingatall,mydragonwillbepickingyour bones out of her teeth for weeks." Malfoy twisted his wand menacingly. "Do you understand?"

	Crouchswallowednervously,butmanagedtonodonce.

	Just as Hermione located the knife, Malfoy started to pull her in the opposite direction. He towed her backstage, but just before she stepped throughtheredcurtain,shecaughtaglimpseofNottandZabinipassing through the theatre doors.

	Nott's face lit up when he noticed Myers, already dripping blood and bound toachair.Agift,allreadyfortheslaughter.Shemightaswellhavetiedhim up in a fucking pink bow.

	ButtheHexwasstillawake,stillirritableandhungry,anditforced

	Hermionetofight,tostruggleinMalfoy'sarmsandinchbacktowardsher prey.ShewassorelentlessthatMalfoyhadtothrowheroverhisshoulder like a petulant child to get her away from Myers.

	Hedidn'tsayawordasshescreamedandpoundedherfistsagainsthis back,wailingthatshewasn'tfinishedwiththehostage,thathewasherprey, not Theodore's.

	Hecarriedhertoadestroyeddressingroomjustoffstage.Hermionecould hear Nott chuckling darkly through the cracks in the door.

	TheHexhadn'twantedhertokillMyersyet,butthethoughtofNotthaving all the fun without her was stifling.

	Shechargedfortheexit,butMalfoycaughtherelbowanddraggedherback into the room.With his wand still drawn and tucked between his fingers, he took Hermione's face between his hands and released her from the Hex.

	 

	
Shecriedfromsheerjoywhenshefeltitrecedingfromhermindandgiving her back control of her body. She drew a deep breath and looked down at

	herhands,flexingherfingersthewayshewantedto-butthenshesawthe blood.Then she remembered where she was, what she'd been about to do, and she broke down.

	"OhmyGod-Myers!"shesobbed,voicetremblingasmuchasherhands. "I was t-torturing him!"

	"It'salright,Granger.”Malfoywrappedhisarmsaroundher,catchingher just as her knees buckled. "You're safe - "

	"ButMyers!Iwastorturinghim-I-I-Itriedtostopit!Itriedtostopitbut I couldn't -" Her eyes burned, tears slipped down her face quicker than she could wipe them away. "I just kept stabbing him - I couldn't - I -and then

	Barty-h-hekepttellingmewheretos-stabhim...whereitw-wouldhurt the most and I couldn't - I-"

	"Shhhhhh,it'salright.It'salright."Malfoypulledhertightagainsthischest. He held her close while he whispered against her forehead."I've got you.

	TheHexis gone.Barty isgone.It's justmeandyouhere, nooneelse.”

	Hermionewassoconfusedshefeltlikeherheadwasabouttocrackopen. She didn't know what to do or what to think.

	Shewantedhimcloser,butasfarawayfromherasphysicallypossible.She was so angry she wanted to hit him, but so wracked with grief that she

	wantedtoburyherselfin hisrobesandsob untilherthroatwasraw.

	"Icouldn'td-doanything-hejustkept-s-screamingandI-I-"Shepounded her fists against Malfoy's shoulder as hard as she could, again and again, even as she buried her face against his chest and cried into his robes. "I

	couldn'tstopit-It's-it'sgettingstronger -"

	Malfoyheldhertighter,hisskincoldbuthisarmscomforting,boththings she didn't want to feel from him.

	 

	
"Shhhh,you'resafenow.Ipromise."Shethoughtshefelthimplantakiss onherforehead,butshewasshakingtoomuchtobesure."It'sgonenow. You're going to be alright-"

	"No,it'snotgoingtobealright!"Herangerfinallywonthetugofwar,and she pushed Malfoy back with all the strength she could conjure. He fell

	back a few steps, and the loss of his arms around her wasn't as freeing as it should have been. "Where the fuck were you?!You left me alone, in the Hex,withBartyCrouchJuniorofallpeople!WhyMalfoy?!Wheredidyou go?! Why did you leave me alone with him?!"

	"Listentomerightnow,youneedtocalmdown-"

	"Don't you dare stand there and tell me what I need!" She marched back towardshimandusedtheflatsofbothherhandstopushhimagain."You didn't care what I needed ten minutes ago, why should it matter to younow!"

	Malfoydidn'tsayaword.Hestareddownather,eyeshardasstoneand mouth twisting at the sides.

	"IneededyoutobringmeoutoftheHex!Ineeded-Ineededyou-andI couldn't find you!" Hermione screamed in his face, devastated, as she

	realised the dependence she'd grown on him. The reliance she had on a DeathEater,theverymanresponsibleforherpain."EverywhereIlooked,I couldn'tseeyou,allIcouldseewastheknifeinmyhandandMyer'sblood. All I wanted to hear was your voice, to hear you break the spell, and instead,therewasonlyMyers!JustscreamingandscreamingbecauseIwas stabbing him!"

	"Granger,I-"

	"IneededyouMalfoy.Ineededyou,andyouweren'tthere-No!Don'tyou dare fucking touch me!" She stepped back when he reached for her.

	Hedroppedhisarm.Abluehairlinefractureappearedinthecoldgreyofhiseyes.

	 

	
"It's bad enough that I can't do magic without your wand!And I can't Apparate unless you're touching me because of this stupid blood curse Voldemortboundustogetherwith,buttoday?!Idon'tthinkI'veeverfelt more helpless, and it's allyour fault!"

	"I'msorry-Ishouldn'thave-"

	"WhydidyouleavemewithBarty?!"Hermionecutin,hervoicepure venom as tears slipped down her face.

	"The Dark Lord needed to speak to me urgently, and I thought you would be safe with him for a few moments.All the threats were dead, Myers was immobilized,andI'dtakenmywandawayfromyou,soIassumedtheHex would just -" He stopped himself suddenly. He looked at the wall behind

	herheadanddraggedhistongueontheinsideofhischeek. "You assumed the Hex wouldwhat?"

	Malfoy drew a deep breath through his nostrils. "Because it couldn't use youanymoreandtherewerenothreats,Iassumedthatitwouldjustletyou go - but I can see now that I was very wrong. I'm sorry.Truly, if I'd have known what-"

	Whatever else Malfoy had wanted to say, Hermione didn't hear it. It was drownedoutbyMyer’sscreams.Nottmust’vepickedupwhereshe’dleftoff.

	Another scream quickly followed the first; a high pitch, ear-piercing cry thatmadeHermione'sstomachknotjustthinkingaboutwhatNottmust've been doing to him.

	Shepinchedhereyesclosed,andherhandsflewtocoverherearsand shield her from the God-awful noise. She could feel her entire body

	tremblingasthesoundsofMyer'sbeingtorturedagainfilledtheroom.The unmistakablesoundsofbonesbreaking.Slicinghexes.Skinbeingtornoff.

	They seemed to be on a constant, never-ending loop.They weren't sounds anyonecouldevergetusedto,notevenafteryearsofwar,andHermione's

	 

	
kneesfinallygaveoutwhenaparticularlysickeningcrunchechoedthrough the tight space they were in.

	Themomentshetouchedthefloor,Malfoywasthere.Hekneltbesideher on the floor, dragged her into his arms, and this time, she didn't have any anger left to push him away.

	She winced when Myers screamed again. She buried herself against Malfoy'schest,thinkingifshenestledherselfinfarenough,hisrobesmight muffle the sound. They didn't. Even backstage, the acoustics still worked a little too well. She heard everything, every scream and wail of pain, as if

	shewas stoodright next tothevictimhimself.

	"IfIhadmoretosay,Iwouldtellyou-eughhh!"Myer'svoicebrokeoff, something crunched.

	"Malfoy,please,"Hermionesobbed,“makeitstop." Another crunch. Another scream.

	Malfoy's arms squeezed around her. He rested his chin on top of her head, and she burrowed into his chest, tucking herself in tight. One of his hands slidthroughthebloodinhercurlsandgentlystartedmassagingthebaseof her skull.

	"Please,makeitstop."

	SheheardMyersgargle.Thenawetchokingsound,likehewasdrowning in his own blood.

	"Nowcomeon,mate,”Nottlaughed,playingwithhisfood."You'llhaveto speak up a bit, I can't hear you.”

	"Please.Please,Ican'tlistentothisanymore."

	"Whatdoyouwant metodo?"Malfoy whisperedintoherhair.

	Therewasathirdandfinalcrunch,louderthanalltheothers,andHermione couldn't take it anymore.

	 

	
"Killhim,”shewhimperedintohisrobes."Puthimoutofhismisery." Malfoy's body tensed. "Granger, you're not thinking clearly-"

	"Iam.Nottwilltorturehimforhours,andheavenknowswhatVoldemort will do if you take him back to his base."

	Myerswailedagain.HermioneburiedherselfagainstMalfoy.

	"YouknowIcan'tdothat,cub,”hemurmuredintoherhair."Myersknows more than he's letting on. He has more information to give. I can't just killhim."

	She did know that. Oliver wasn't just another solider, he was a general, a strategist,andabloodygoodoneatthat.He'drisenuptheranksquicklyat the start of the war, and Hermione knew he would have invaluable

	informationathisfingertips.

	ButMyerswascleverandstrong,healwayshadbeen.EvenasHermione had been stabbing him, he’d been working on his escape, trying to

	manipulateherintolettinghimgo,pullingonherheartstringsand reminding her of the family he had.

	"Yes,hedoes,"Hermionewhispered,"buthewon'ttellyouanything.He has a wife waiting for him back at the base, and a son."

	"Iknow."

	"Hewon'ttellyouanything,notifitrisksexposingtheirlocationand

	puttinghisfamilyindanger.He'lldoanythingforthem,evenifitmeans being tortured for weeks."

	ShefeltMalfoyswallow,histhroatbobbingagainstherforehead."Iknow.” "So kill him-"

	"IfCrouchsuspectsI'veeuthanisedhimwhenhecouldstillbeusefultothe Dark Lord, it'll put my position at risk.”

	 

	
"Somakesomethingup!TellhimMyersisworthless!Tellhimthathe'san idiot and that he doesn't know anything!" Hermione begged, still buried in his robes. She didn't want to move, didn't want to risk the screams getting louder. "You’re a Demon mask, if you say he's useless, he'll believe you.”

	He was quiet for a few moments. It felt like an eternity before his hand left herneckandcuppedherchin.Andthen,withasortofgentlenessshedidn't think hewas capableof, hetilted her faceso shewas forced to look at him.

	Icybluestareddownather,onlysliversofgreyclungaroundhispupilslike thin strokes of ink. "Is that really want you want me to do?"

	"Yes,"shemanagedtofightofftheshakesthatwerewreckingherbodyto nod just once, “it is. I'm sure."

	Malfoyclenchedhisjaw,themusclesinhisneckvisibleandstraining.The expression he wore was a mask. She could literally see him trying to build his Occlumency walls back around him.

	"He'ssufferedenough.Givehimthiswayout.”Sheblinked,tryingtoclear hervisionasmoretearsburnedtheirwaytothesurface."Showmercy,just this once.Please.”

	He stared at her for a while, studying every flicker of her eyes and micro- expressiononherface,lookingforanyindecisionordoubtonherpart.He didn't find any, because there was none.

	Myers shouldn't have to die, but it was much kinder than what would wait for him at Voldemort's base. Much more humane than the pain Theodore would be able to inflict. He'd never see his wife and son again, but he'd be atpeace,withoutpain,andinatimeofwar,thatwasmuchmorethanmost people got.

	Eventually, Malfoy sighed, and his thumb gently swiped across her cheek, wipingawaythetearsthathadgatheredthere."Areyouabsolutelycertain?"

	"Yes."

	 

	
"Alright,"hewhispered."Ifthat'sreallywhatyouwant,I'lldoitforyou. But you need to do something for me in return."

	"Anything!"

	God,she'ddoanything tomakethescreamingstop.She'd sellhersoulto

	himifthat'swhathewanted.JustaslongasheputMyersoutofhismisery. "Promise me you'll stay in this room while I do it.”

	Ofallthething'sshe'dexpectedhemightwantfromher,thatwasn'tonthelist.

	Hermione'sbrowfurrowed."Why?"

	"Idon'twantyoutoseeithappen.Idon'twant-"Helookedawayandstared at the wall above her head again, as if he were ashamed of the truth.

	"Youdon'twantwhat?" nt you to see me do it.”

	Theinstantshenodded,Malfoylether goherandstalkedouttheroom.

	Hermionereallytriedtokeepherpromise,andshedid-foraboutfifteenseconds.

	AssoonasshewassureMalfoy wouldn'tbeabletohearherfootsteps

	behind him, she was on the move. She just needed to see, to make sure that thedemonwouldkeephisword,andherheartsankwhenshenoticedawall of red velvet blocking her path. Malfoy had drawn the curtains, he'd known she wasn't going to keep her word.

	Sowould hekeephis?

	Shewalked as lightly as shecould towards thecurtain, her eyes on thefloor andtryingtoavoidthepiecesofbrokenglassandbonesscatteredacrossthe boards.As she slowly approached, she heard the clicking of Malfoy's boots from the other side of the curtain.She heard him hiss a curse under his

	 

	
breath,heardtheswooshofmagicgathering,andthenasickening squelching sound as Myer's head was sliced from his body.

	Hermionehadneverbeenmoregratefulforamurder.

	"Whatthefuckmate!"Nottbarked,furious."Iwasn'tfinishedwiththat!"

	"Yes, you were. He'd already told us everything heknew, which was much more than I ever expected we'd get from him." Malfoy's voice was cold, emotionless."Keepinghimalivewouldbeawasteofourtime,andIrefuse to stand around here all day while you get your jollies off torturing the waste of space."

	"Butsurelywecouldhavefoundauseforhim!"Crouchshouted."Perhaps we could have used him for bait to try and lure Potter-"

	"He was just a foot soldier. He was a few years older than us in Hogwarts, and he was a complete moron,” Malfoy snapped back, authority in every syllable."He'saboutasusefultoPotter'sregimeasanewlyrecruitedBlack Maskistous-andyouexpectPotterto-what?Dropeverythingandcome running to save him? Oh, dear Barty, you have slipped haven't you? Best

	leavethestrategytotheyoungblood,mate.UnlessyouwanttheDarkLord to hear you've lost your edge?"

	Malfoychuckled,andthelastofCrouch'sconfidencemusthavedrained because he didn't say another word.

	HermionepeakedthroughthethingapinthecurtainsintimetoseeMyer’s head roll across the floorboards. Nott smirked mischievously when it

	stoppednext tohisboots.

	NotttookafistfulofMyerscurlyblackhair,andpickeduptheseveredhead likeitwasatoy.Hetookhisnewpropcentrestage,thespotlighthittinghim perfectly, then raised the decapitated head high in the air, cleared his throat, and exclaimed;

	"ORomeo,Romeo,whereforeartthou,Romeo?Denythyfatherandrefusethy name; or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love and I-"

	 

	
"Wrongplay,Theodore,"Zabiniinterruptedfromhisredvelvetaudience chair, his feet perched on the headrest in front of him and hands clasped elegantly in his lap.

	"Nooooo,it'sdefinitelyright."EventhoughhisbackwasfacingHermione, she could tell Nott was frowning. "The two leads are absolute dickheads and die, get themselves blown up or some shit, and then years later the

	narratorblokedigsuptheirgravesandpicksuponeoftheir skulls-"

	"No,it'snot.Thescenewheretheleadholdstheskullinhishandisn't RomeoandJuliet.You'rethinkingofHamlet.”Zabiniquirkedabrow, amused. "But the depth of your knowledge on Shakespeare is truly astounding Theodore."

	Nott dropped his arm, the severed head splashing fresh blood up the length ofhisrobesbeforeithunglooseathisside."Seriously?Theskullthingisn't from Romeo and Juliet?"

	Zabinishookhishead.

	Nott growled towards the ceiling. "Bollocks! That's the only monologue I knowandyou'vehadtoruinit!Whydoyoualwayshavetoshitallovermyfun?”

	"Well,whydoyoualwayshavetoplaywithdeadthings?"

	"'Wellwhydoyoualwayshavetoplaywithdeadthings,"'Nottmockedina deeper tonemeant to beZabini's."God you'resuch aboring bastard!You'd think being married to a lush would make you a little more fun."

	Theo'scommentslappedthesmirkoffZabini'sface.HescowledatNott, thenpickedupadust-coveredbottleofwhiskyfromtheseatnexttohim and took a healthy swig.

	"What..?"CrouchaskedfromsomewhereoutofHermione'slineofsight. "Where on earth did that come from?"

	 

	
"Takesafterhiswifethatone,doesn'theMyers?"Notttwistedthe

	decapitated head so it faced him. Hermione thought she was going to be sickwhenheflexedhisarmsoitjuttedthecorpse,makingitlookasthough the head were talking. "Yes Theo, he does. Can sniff out a drop of alcohol

	anywherethatonecan.Drawntothestufflikeasharkisdrawntoblood."'

	As horrifying as the vile display was, Zabini didn't react in the slightest. Justshookhishead,flippedNottanobscenegesture,andtookanotherswig of whiskey, as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

	And throughout the entire exchange, Malfoy did the one thing that made Hermione's stomach churn. He stood there, watching as Nott toyed with the severed head - the head of someone they all knew - and hesmiled. It was a tinymovement,justthesmallestupturnatthecornerofhislips,butshesaw it, and it almost knocked the breath from her lungs.

	Becauseitmadeherrememberwhatamonsterhewas,whatmonstersthey allwere.Heartlessfuckingbastards,withnoregardforthedeadifitwasn't their own, and Hermione was living in their nest.
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	Itreallyisstrange,howasmilecanchangesomuch.

	Howsomethingassimpleasthesmallestupturnofaperson'slips,justthe pull of a few muscles, can suddenly change someone's whole perspective.

	Asmilecoulddoalotofthings,coulddoalotofgood,Hermionehadseen that first hand.

	Sheoftenworeherslikeamasktoconcealhowsheactuallyfelt.She

	plastered one on when she trained new recruits, flashing it like a promise whenshetoldthemabouttheconfidenceshehadintheOrder'sfutureand theirvictory,eventhroughthesmallperiodswhereshe'dlostfaithherself.

	She often thought Harry used his like a suit of armour to protect everyone. Heuseditdaily,wearingitwhenhewentthroughbattleplansorhelpedout in the infirmary. He offered it to everyone and anyone who needed it,

	hopingthatiftheysawthattheChosenOnewassmilingandconfident,

	thentherewaslightattheendofthetunnel.Theyjustneededtobepatient, to hang on.

	Themed-witchesoftheOrderusedtheirsdifferently.Theirsweremoreofa mercy; a different form of medicine. In those torturous moments when Fleur knew that she was about to lose patients, she always did the same

	thing.She'ddrawaslowbreath,sitontheedgeofthebed,taketheirhands in her own, and offer them her most gentle smile.

	 

	
The effects were always the same. The instant she would smile down at them,thepanicwouldeasefromtheireyes,asthoughherwarmthmelted away the pain in their bones, warded off all the discomfort, and allowed

	themtojustfloat.Withoutpain.Weightless,untiltheygentlydriftedtothat other place where hopefully the world was kinder. Fleur always held their hands until the very end.

	Ofcourse,rationally,everyoneknewthesmilesthenursesoffereddidn't actually relieve pain, but they seemed to ease the suffering of those on

	death'sdoor,likeithelpedthemaccepttheirfate,andwelcometheblackness.

	Itwasakindness,really.Theworldhadbecomesuchadarkplacesincethe beginning of the war, and the last thing many people saw before they met their end was blood and screams and green curses.Those who were able to slip off peacefully with the lovely face of a healer smiling down on them were considered the lucky ones.

	Hermionehadalwayshopedthatwhenhertimecame,whenthewarfinally caught up with her and all her clever little ideas had abandoned her, that

	she'dlookupandseesomeonesheknewsmilingdownatherasshetook her last breath.

	Yes,Hermioneknewfirsthandhowmuchgoodsomethingassimpleasa smilecoulddointimesofwar.Soithadneveroccurredtoherhowmuch damage one could do, too, if it was worn at the wrong moment.

	ButthenMalfoyhadsmiled.

	He'd fuckingsmiledasTheo held up adecapitated head.And he'd kept smiling,evenashewatchedhisfriendplaywithit,likeitwasthemost normal thing in the world.

	Evenasithadhappened,Hermionewasadamantthatshemusthave

	imaginedit.Thatitmusthavebeenatrickofthelights,orthattheeventsof the day had been too much, and her mind was playing games with her.But no, no matter how long she stared at Malfoy, no matter how much she

	squintedandwilledthatslightupturnofhislipstodisappear,itdidn't.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	The instant they reappeared in the gardens of his estate, Hermione tore Malfoy'sarmsfromaroundherwaistandstormedtowardstheestate.Ifhis touch hadn't been necessary toApparate her here - and she hadn't been so

	desperatetogetoutofthatbloodytheatre-shewouldn'thavelethimtouch her at all.

	Half an hour ago, the loss of him at her side had left her feeling helpless, a slavetotheDemonHex.Halfanhourago,she'dwantednothingbuttohear his voice so he could bring her out of the dark curse.

	Now,shecouldn'tgetfarenoughawayfromhim.Now,thethoughtofhim standing next to her, touching her, made her skin crawl.

	Her insides knotted and flipped every time she replayed the memory in her head.Shehadsomanyemotionssimmering,toomanytocount,allfighting their way to the surface so quickly she felt like she was going to be sick.

	Shejustneededtogetaway.Fromhim.

	Neededtimealonetothinkandbreatheandworkthroughherfeelings,and she couldn't do that with him standing next to her.

	She was heartbroken, grieving for those poor soldiers that she'd murdered today.Shewashorrifiedatwhatshe'ddonetoMyers,evenashebeggedfor his life. But the most definitive emotion she felt was anger. She was so

	fuckingangryatMalfoythatshecouldtasteit,bitterandmetallicinhermouth.

	Shewasalmostasangrywithhimasshewaswithherself-becauseshe'd let him touch her. She'dwantedhim to touch her.

	She'dkissedhim,andshe'dpracticallypurredintohismouthwhenhe’d kissed her back.

	 

	
She'dlethimwraphisarmsaroundherafterbringingheroutoftheHex, and she'd felt safe.

	She'd let him touch her,really touch her,in the most intimate way, and he'd broughtherreleasewiththesamehandshe'dusedtosliceMyers’headfrom his body. With the same fingers that were usually drenched in blood - her

	friend'sblood.

	And the most fucked up part?The part that made her feel sick now to just thinkabout?Beforeshe'dcaughtthatsmile,she'dwantedhimtotouchheragain.

	"Granger?”Malfoyhissedfrombehindher."Wheredoyouthinkyou'regoing?"

	She ignored him and carried on storming through the enormous grounds. Shepassedthewisteriaplants,herpaceincreasingasshenearedthemanor.

	"Granger,answermyquestion!”

	His voice wasn't getting quieter, no matter how fast she walked.Asplit secondaftershereachedthefrontdoorandgrabbedthehandle,hecaught her wrist and spun her around to face him.

	"GetyourhandsoffmeMalfoy!"

	"Thendon'tignoreme!Whereareyouinsucharushtorunoffto?” "Are those guns still locked up in your old parlour room?"

	"Yes.Why?"

	"BecauseIwanttoshootsomething."Shesnatchedherwristbackandheld it against her chest. "Preferably you, but I'll settle for targets that I can

	pretendhaveyourspitefulfaceontheminstead."

	Henarrowedhiseyesandscowleddownather."What'sgottenintoyouall of a sudden?"

	 

	
"What'sgottenintome?Oh,Idon'tknow.”Shetookastepback,pressing

	herselfagainstthefrontdoorwhileherhandsslidtowardstheknob,inching towards her escape. “Maybe I've just witnessed the man whose held me

	captiveformonthsbeheadsomeonewewenttoschoolwith."

	Malfoy'sexpressiontightened,growingirritationpaintedhisface."Ikilled him because you asked me to Granger, or have you forgotten that little

	detail?"

	"You're right, I did ask you to kill him, but I didn't ask you to stand there and watch while your friend used his decapitated head like it was a prop in aplay!It'sagoodthingyourmotherisn'talivetoseewhatyou'vebecome-"

	Assoonasshe'dutteredthewords,Hermioneknewshe'dtakenittoofar.

	Themomentshementionedhismother'sname,theairaroundMalfoy changed, and he became unhinged.

	Helungedforward,wrappedhishandstightlyaroundherthroat,and

	viciouslyshovedheragainstthedoor.Shehissedinpainwhenshesmacked her head against the wood, but despite the dizzying pressure at the back of her skull, her hands flew to her defence, trying to pry his fingers from her throat on instinct.

	She'dknownhewasgoingtoreactthisway.Knownsuggestingthat

	Narcissawouldbedisappointedinhimwouldhurthim,uncagehisdemons andtapintothatmaliciouspartofhimthatwantedtobreakandhurtthings. She knew it would make him lash out, but she didn't care.

	She was so angry with him.And herself. She felt betrayed, and so fucking lonelythatherheartphysicallyhurtwitheachbeat.Soshecouldn'thelpbut twist the knife she'd sunk into his back, because then at least she wouldn't

	betheonly oneinpain.

	"Don'tyoudarebringmymotherintothis!Youungratefulcunt!"Malfoy roared. His shoulders shook with rage, even if his eyes held nothing but sadness. “Do you have any idea the risk I put me and my family in by

	killingMyersforyou?”

	 

	
Gofuckyourself,shewantedtosay,butshecouldn't.Hisfingersweretoo tight around her neck.

	"I did you a favour, Granger!You asked me to kill him, and I did it! Foryou!Doyouhaveanyideawhattheconsequenceswouldhavebeenforme and my family if Crouch had figured out I gave Myers a mercy killing?

	He'dhavegonestraighttoVoldemort!"

	Hermionestartedtofeeldizzy.Herheadfeltheavy,herthroatburnedwith the need for oxygen-

	"The Dark Lord doesn't tolerate disloyalty.You saw what he did to my mother!ToDaphne!He'dhavekilledmerightonthespot,andthenwho's goingtoprotecttherestofmyfamily?Who'sgoingtoprotectAstoriaand her secret?"

	Hesqueezedhernecktighter,pouringhisangerandhurtintohisfingers, and likely bruising her windpipe.

	"ButIstilldidit.Ikilledhimbecauseyouaskedmeto!Iputmyselfandmy family on the line to do as you asked, and this is how you fucking repayme?”

	"Don'tpretendyoudidn'tenjoyit,”shetriedtospitback,butthegriponher throat drained thevicious toneshe'd wanted in her voice. "I saw thelook on your face while you watched Theo! Yousmiled!"

	Hisfingerstwitched,looseningjustenoughforHermionetoslipherhands through the gap and push him off and away from her. She curled over and clutched her throat, feeling his eyes on her as she gasped for air.

	"Aftereverythingyou'vealreadylost...afteryourownmother...diedin yourarms...howcanyouhavenorespectforthedead?"shepanted,her voice hoarse due to the abuse on her vocal cords. "He was a father ...

	someone'shusband...andyoujuststoodthere...andwatchedNottplay around ... with his corpse, like it was a toy.”

	Therewasalongpausebeforehespoke.

	 

	
"Don'ttalktomeaboutlossGranger.Becausenomatterhowmuchyou

	thinkthiswarhastakenfromyou-orme,forthatmatter-Icanassureyou, Theo's lost so much more.”

	Shelookedupandmethiseyesagain.Icygreystareddownather,his

	occlumencywallswereup.Hisexpressionwasjustassharpandmalicious as his tone of voice.

	"He wasn't always this ruthless. He had compassion once, and a heart, but you couldn't even begin to imagine the things this war has taken from him. The only time there's life in him now is when he's inflicting pain on others. Therestofthetimeit’sallanact,aperformanceheputson.Andwhenhe’s alone?He’safuckingzombie,likesomeonetorehissoulstraightoutofhis body, and left nothing but a shell behind.”

	The image of Nott sat on the floor outside her bedroom all those monthsagoflashedbehindhereyes.Thewayhisexpressionhaddroppedassoonas Astoria had passed out. The vacant, haunting look that had crept into his

	eyeswhenheknewhewasalone,whenhedidn'thaveto'perform'anymore.

	"Soyouknowhowhefillsthatshell?Withotherpeople'spain.Hekills your fucking Order members-"

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutwince. "- and he tortures them-"

	She inched towards the door, reaching for the handle so she could escape.Shedidn'twanttolistentothis.Shedidn'twanttoknowwhy monsters did what they did.

	"-andhemakesthemfuckingscreamandbegfortheirlives.Hedoes

	everythinghecanthinkoftofillthatemptyholeinhischestandmakehim feel like a person again.And do you know what? It's made him one of the most feared and dangerous men in the country."

	 

	
Thecoldbrassofthehandlemetherfingers,butMalfoyslammedhishands on the door, either side of her, trapping her.

	"So yes Granger, I fuckingsmiled!" He closed the small distance between themandsneeredinherface."Ismiled,becauseit'snicetoseesomelifein him! It's nice to see that despite everything this war has taken from him,

	he'sstill abletofind joy insomething."

	"Youreallydon'tcareaboutanyonewhoisn'tyourfamily.Doyou?" "No. I don't."

	"What about Tonks?" Hermione asked, forcing her chin high in defiance, despiteherheartbatteringagainstherribs."Shewasyourcousin,shewas your blood, and you sliced her in half like she was nothing!"

	"She wasn't my family, she never was - but I haven't thought blood is what ties afamily together sincemy mother died." His lips twitched into asmall smirk,andHermionecouldn'thelpbutnoticehowforceditlooked."Idon't care what happens to anyone else.All I care about is the health and

	happiness of the little family I have left, the familyI chose.And I couldn't giveafuckiftheOrderhastopaythepriceforthat.I'dletTheodecapitate a thousand of your muggle soldiers. He can display their heads on my

	mantlepieceifthat'swhatittakestomakehimfeelwholeagain."

	"IsthatwhatwillhappenwhenVoldemortdecidesthatI'veoutlivedmyuseless?"

	Herquestiontookhimoffguard.Hisexpressionfell,thefakesmirk crumbled as quickly as he'd forged it.

	"Are you going to just stand there when he sends me to the gallows?” Hermioneasked.“Andwatchwhileheordersoneofyoutocutmyheadoff?"

	Hiseyestwitched, notquiteaflinch,butit wasn'tnothingeither.

	 

	
"AreyougoingtohidebehindyourOcclumencywallswhileTheoparades my head around like it's a toy?Are you going tosmilethen?"

	She wondered what his reaction might have been if his walls weren't up, what his expression might’ve been if he weren't protecting himself behind his icy shield. If the thought of her head being thrown carelessly around by his best friend might have been unsettling for him. If it might splinter that cold,deadheartofhis,andmakehimfeelsomethingforsomeoneelsewho wasn't his family.

	Iftherewerecracks,hedidn'tletthemshow.

	His eyes were grey and lifeless.All traces of blue were snuffed out, along withthelittleshredsofkindnessthataccompaniedthem.Helookedherup anddown,rolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeek,andscoffedcruelly.

	Despite the malicious mask he wore on his face, he spoke the next few words very softly. He whispered them, almost caressing her with each syllable,andHermionedidn'tknowiftheywereathreatonherlife,ora vow to keep her forever.

	"Doyouhonestly believethat Iwould letyou gothateasily?"
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	"Youcouldn'thavebroughtouttheexpensivestuff?FucksakeBarty,you're a cheap bastard. Aren't you?"

	"Usuallyguestsdrinkthewhiskythey'reprovidedwithanddon'tinsultthe hosts choice's,Theodore.”

	 

	
"Well,usuallythehostsbringoutstuffthatdoesn'ttastelikewarmedupcatpiss.”

	"Iwould watchyour mouthif Iwereyou -"

	"Or you'll do what?” Theo scoffed. “What are you gonna do, old man? Hit mewithyourwalkingstick?Clipmearoundtheankleswithyourstroller?"

	"Can'twealljustsitdownandhaveaquietdrinktogether?"Blaisegroaned, squeezing his eyes closed and pinching the bridge of his nose. "What

	happenedtogentlementreatingeachotherwithrespect?"

	"Iwon'thavehimspeakingtomelikethis!Notinmyownhouse!"Crouch whirled around to sneer at Draco. His face was flushed red with anger; his eyes wide and bloodshot. "Aren't you going to say anything?! He's your

	subordinate,isn'the?"

	"I find that when Theodore is in the mood for good whisky, nothing will stand in his way.”The corner of Draco's lips lifted. "Probably best to just stepbackandlethimgetwhathewants.Beforeyouloseafingerortwo.”

	Theo flashed Crouch an impish grin and stuck his tongue out, like a child doeswhentheirparentsideswiththemoverthesiblingthey'reatwarwith, before he strode across the parlour room to fiddle with the lock on the liquor cabinet.

	Itwouldn'ttakeTheolongtogetthemopen,likeeverythingelsein

	Crouch'shouse,thefurniturewascheap-andthereforeeasilybreakable. And Theodore's foul mood was sure to aid his lock picking skills.

	Dracoreachedintohisformalrobesandretrievedapacketofcigarettes.He placed one in his mouth and pulled out his wand, just as Theo swung the cabinet doors open and started rifling through its contents.

	"Icannotbelieveyou'relettinghimgetawaywiththis.”Yaxley'svoicewas quiet, but far from timid.

	 

	
AlthoughDraco'sattentionwassolelyfocusedonlightingthebudwiththe tip of his wand, he could tellYaxley was scowling at him.

	"Youshouldlearntogetyourdogonaleash,orhastheDemonMasklost its power of intimidation over the years?"

	"Idon'tknow."YaxleyflinchedwhenDracosharplylookedupfromhis

	cigarette.Hetookadeepdrag,keepinghiseyesonthenervousDeathEater as he exhaled. "Has it?"

	WhileYaxley tried to relocate his bollocks, Theo picked up a bottle and scowledashereadthebrandonthefront."Cheap,”hemuttered,throwingit carelessly behind him.

	Crouchgaspedasitsmashedonthefloor."Howdareyoubesocareless with my things?!" he hissed, but Theo wasn't paying attention. He was already reading the label of another bottle.

	"Nasty."Hethrewthatoneawaywiththesameblasémanner,thenreached forathird,whichpromptlyjoinedtheothersonthefloor."Ew."Asdidthe fourth. "Would rather shit in my hands and clap than drink this one.”And the fifth.

	Apparently,eighthtimewasthecharm,andafterthrowingsevenbottleson the floor - and the room was filled with the bitter scent of cheap whiskey - Theo found what he was looking for.Adust-covered bottle of bourbon, twenty years old. Not the most expensive, but certainly more than Crouch could afford.

	Theopulledthecorkoffwithawaveofhiswand,downedahealthyswig, and took his seat beside Draco - with his feet on the table.

	DracoshookhisheadandsippedattheglassofredwinethatCrouchhad given him. Theo was right, it tasted like shit, but Draco always did have better table manners than his friend.

	AfterscowlingatTheoforanextendedperiod,Crouchhuffedandsatdown at the head of the table. He clicked his fingers with an irritated snap and

	 

	
momentslater,fiveofhis'Dolls'sweptintotheroom.

	Atthislatestageinthewarandvictoryalmostwithinhisgrasp,Voldemort's reign had almost eclipsed the entire country. He was happy to divide the

	spoilsamongsttheloyalistofhisfollowers.AndVoldemort'sreignwasas bountiful as it was drenched in blood.

	Themoreruthlessthedogandmoredevotiontheyshowedtothecause,the greater the gifts Voldemort would give them. Most preferred jewels and

	gold,asYaxleydid.Otherspreferreddrugsandalcohol,likeTheo.Whilsta select few were granted land and titles, like Malfoy.

	CrouchJr,however,hadaverydifferentvice.Hepreferredwomen,Muggle girls or Order supporters who'd been captured in warzones. Some of the

	girlshebroughthimself,butmostweregiftsfromVoldemortasareward for his unwavering fealty.

	ThatwasthereasontheoldergenerationofDeathEatershadchristened Crouch's estate, ‘The Dollhouse’.

	ThegirlsthatCrouchpickedoutwereallbeautiful,theyalwayswere.

	Gorgeousthingswithlonglegsandhairlikespunsilk.Girlsthathelikedto dress up, shower with expensive satins and lace that they were forced to wear while they 'served' him. Girls covered in layers of glamour charms to hide the abuse on their bodies. Girls that had complex silencing charms on their voice boxes, preventing them from screaming or asking for help.

	Hisbeautiful,voicelessprisoners.Hislittledolls.

	"So,towhatdoweowethispleasure,Crouch?"Dracoaskedastwoofhis girls gathered a mop and brush and started cleaning the mess Theo had made. "You never usually like to invite the young blood to your dinner

	parties.”

	Theotherthreegirlscarriedsilvertrayscontainingdinnerintheirhands, and one by one, they started spreading them across the table.

	 

	
"I wanted to apologise for my behaviour in the theatre,” Crouch said, but hiseyeswereononeofthegirlsashespoke,lookingdownthetopofher

	dressasshesethissteakdowninfrontofhim."Imeantnodisrespectwhen I gave the Mudblood that knife. I was just curious about the Hex."

	"Andyouthoughtwineandsteakwasthebestwaytomakeamends?" "And women,” Yaxley chuckled. "Don't forget about the women.”

	"If you wanted to suck up to the boss," Theo cut in, still sulking, even thoughhisbottlewasalmosthalfdrainedalready,“youshouldhavespent less gold on dressing up the girls, and more on the liquor."

	Thefirsthouroftheirmealwasrather...uneventful.

	Theo pouted and nursed his whisky. Blaisechatted idly with Crouch about thenewshipmentsofAcromantulavenomthathewasexperimentingwith. And Draco smoked cigarette after cigarette to wash down the vile wine as he discussed a new possible raid they were planning in Sheffield.

	Byallaccounts,thestartoftheeveningcouldhavebeenconsidered

	pleasant, if it wasn't for the dolls. The older generation of Death Eaters adoredCrouchandhislittleplaythings.Theyfoughtforinvitationstohis

	parties-andfortheopportunityto'borrow'oneofthegirlsforanevening or two - whereas the younger blood were kept at arm's length.

	Dracowasgladtoneverreceiveaninvite.Itmeantheneverhadtomakeup an excuse for not attending.

	Itwasn'tasthoughtheconceptofslaverywasanythingnew,andithad

	becomewidespreadasVoldemortgainedstrength.No,itwashowthegirl's were slaves that had always made Draco scrunch his nose in disapproval, and he knew Theo and Blaise agreed.

	He'dcapturedhisfairshareofOrdermembersandbloodtraitorsoverthe years, men and women alike. He'd dragged them into dungeons, and tied

	themtochairssoTheocouldinterrogatethem.Andafterthey'dextractedall the information they needed, he’d executed them.

	 

	
That was the way it should’ve been. They'd served their purpose. They couldn'taidVoldemort'svictoryanyfurther,so,theyshouldbeputoutof their misery. That's what they deserved.

	Theydidn'tdeserve...this.

	This hollow fucking empty existence. Forced to serve men who slipped theirhandsuptheirdresseswhilsttheypouredtheirwine.Forcedtosmile

	andgrittheirteeth,knowingthatshowingtheirdiscomfortmeantaCrucio as punishment. Or worse.

	Despite the uncomfortable edge they made creep into Draco and Theo’s stomachs,theywereabletohidetheirdistastefortheDolls.ButforBlaise, the chivalrous bastard, they were a subject he just couldn’t bite his tongueon.

	"Crouch, I know this is your house," Blaise said from over the top of his wine glass, trying to keep his tone as gentlemanly as possible, despite the wayheflashedhisteethinwarning,"butIwouldpreferifyoudidn'thave your hand shoved up that poor girls skirt whilst I'm still eating."

	"What'sthematterZabini?"Crouchraisedabrow,butdidn'tremovehis handfromitsoffendingposition."Havingawifemadeyougoallsoft?"

	"That'shardlythecase,”Blaisescoffed.“Someofuswerebroughtupwith some fucking table manners.There's a time and a place for such activities, andIwouldhardlysayadinnerpartyfullofothergentlemenisthetimeto have your cock stuffed in places it ought not to be.”

	"Oh,Iseeyouheardaboutmylastparty,"Crouchteased.

	Theoputhisfingersinhismouthandmadeanoverdramaticgaggingnoise. "Don't knock it until you've tried it boys."Yaxley's arm snaked around

	anotherofthedolls'waistsasshesetdownanothertray.“Iwillnever understandyourgenerationsdisapprovaloftheDolls.Inmyopinion, they're the Dark Lord's greatest gift-"

	 

	
"Maybebecausewecangetawomanonourown,”Blaisecutin."Andwe don't need to force them into our beds."

	"Ah that's right, I almost forgot about your beauty of a wife. I remember GreybacksayinghesawheratoneoftheDarkLord'sgalas.Saidshehad themostfuckablelookingmouth.”Crouchlickedhislips."You'llhaveto

	bringhernexttime.Iwouldn’tmind swappingoneofmyblondesforyours.

	Butifhercuntlooksaslovelyashermouthdoes,Imightnotgiveherback.”

	Blaise'sshoulderstensed.Theofinallylookedupfromhiswhisky. Draco squeezed his eyes shut. Because in three, two, one -

	Blaiseslammedhisgobletdownonthetableandstood,nothingbutmurder in his eyes. "Don't youdaretalk about my wife like that you vile-"

	"Ohdear,hitanerve,haveI?"Crouchsnickered. "I will tear your tongue out-"

	"IwouldapologiseifIwereyou,Crouch,"Dracosighedandreachedfor another cigarette. "Unless you gentlemen don't mind my Gold Masks

	putting you in theinfirmary."

	"Iwouldliketoseeyoulittleshitstry!"Crouchspat."It'sabouttime someone put you in your place!"

	BothYaxleyandCrouchsharplywithdrewtheirwands,butwhenTheo stood and picked up his steak knife, the pair froze like deer caught in

	headlights.

	Theoplayedwiththeknifewithconfidence,showinghowskilledhewas with a blade. "Go on, try it. If you think you've got the balls?"

	CrouchandBlaiseglaredatoneanotherforamoment,neitheronebreaking eye contact. Eventually, when Theo did a particularly threatening slicing motion with the knife, Crouch growled and sunk back down in his chair.

	 

	
"Iapologiseforspeakingaboutyourwifethatway,”hehissedthrough gritted teeth. "It won't happen again."

	Blaiseacceptedtheapology-albeitreluctantly-andslowlytookhisseat again. But the scowl refused to vanish off his face. No matter how many glasses of wine he drank.

	"Speakingofbeauties,"Yaxleyclearedhisthroat,tryingtodefusetheheavy atmosphere that had befallen the parlour. "Where is the lovely Mustang?

	Willshebejoiningusthisevening?"

	ThequirkofTheo'sbrowcouldn'thavelookedmoredisapprovingifhe'd tried. "Mustang? That's the name you've given to one of your dolls?"

	Crouchgrinnedandtappedtherimofhisglassforoneofhisgirlstorefill. "She's a gorgeous thing, but spirited. Took me almost four years to break her in, and even now, she fights me at every corner."

	"She'snotthebestatserving,orhostingforthatmatter,”Yaxley interrupted. “But she's a marvellous creature to look at.”

	Crouchlaughedandpulleddownthecollarofhisshirt,revealingaplateof silver metal - about thesizeof atextbook – that covered theleft sideof his chest. The metal was fused into his body, the skin around it raised and

	bumpy."Hadtohavethisinstalledwhenshestabbedmewithabread knife,”helaughed."Ifshe'dofaimedaninchhigher,shewouldhave punctured my heart.”

	Theoldpairstartedwhisperingtooneanother,andCrouchchuckleddarkly at something that Draco couldn't quite hear.

	"Anything you'd like to share with the glass, gentlemen?" Draco said, tone lightbutirritated."Orwouldyoujustprefertosittheregossipinglikeapair of teenage girls?”

	Surprisingly, Crouch didn't snap at the bait. He caught one of the dolls by her hip as she passed him. She tried her best to hide her wince as his hand skatedtoherbackside"Beadearandgoandfetchthemustang.Shehasn't

	 

	
joinedusinsolong,andIthinkshe'denjoycomingouttoplaythisevening.”

	Theblondegirl,whocouldn'thavebeenolderthantwenty,noddedand gave a tight-lipped smile before she left the room.

	"Anywordonthisspyyet?"YaxleyaskedasDracofinishedhisfifthglass of wine. "I heard you're having trouble locating them?"

	"Youstillhaven'tcaughtthemyet?"Crouchsuckedairthroughhisteeth."I would get a wriggle on if I were you. Otherwise someone else might beat you to the punch, and catch the traitorous bastard before you do.”

	"Ifit'ssoeasy,thenwhyhaven'tyoubeensearchingforthem?"

	Yaxleyshrugged."Whosetosaywehaven'tbeenlookingforMedusaourselves?"

	"That's a little above your paygrade, isn't it?" Draco cocked a brow, and tookadeepdragofthecigaretteinhismouth."Howdoyouknowthename of the spy? That information was supposed to be kept between myself,

	Bellatrix,andtheDarkLord.”

	Yaxleysmiled,flashinghisyellowteeth."Imakeitmybusinesstoknow these things.”

	"Carefulwhatyousay,mate,"Dracowarned."Ifyouweren'tsofucking unreliable, I'd think you were a suspect."

	Yaxley'sexpressionabruptlygrewverystern."Iwouldneverbetraythe Dark Lord. I would rather die than turn my back on him."

	Suddenly,therewasaloudclatterinthedoorway.AlloftheDeathEaters quicklyspuntowardsthesound.Anothergirlstoodatthethresholdtothe dining area - the Mustang had finally made her appearance.

	Shewasevenmorebeautifulthantheothergirls,with fulllipsandlong

	blackhairthatfloweddownherback,allthewaytothebaseofherspine.

	 

	
Herhandswereraisedandpalmsopen,thebottleofwinethathadjust slipped from her hand was shattered on the floor.

	It was easy to see that she was Crouch's favourite. Her green dress was clearly more expensive than the others, the material embroidered with emeralds,andsheworejewelsaroundherneckandwristwheretheothers were bare.

	Butthemostremarkablethingaboutherwasn'therimpeccableappearance, or how her skin seemed to glow in the candlelight. It was her eyes; wide and green, and staring at Theo like she'd seen a ghost.

	Theothergirlsgaspedandflinchedawayfromthepileofglassatherfeet- poor things probably expected a beating from the mess the newcomer had made. But Crouch … he seemed a little too pleased with Mustang’s

	response.

	ItmadetheknotinDraco'sstomachtwistuneasily.Crouchwasuptosomething.

	TheMustangwasfrozen,staringatTheowithanopenmouthasthough she'dbeenpetrified.Theostaredbackather,hisbrowsfurrowinginthe middle with an odd expression on his face. He almost looked confused looking at the stranger.

	Thegirlopenedhermouthtospeak,andCroucheruptedintoafitofdark laughter when no noise left her lips. "Oh, would you look at that? I think my girl has taken a liking to you, Theodore."

	HerheadsnappedtoCrouch.Hereyeshardened,andshecuppedherthroat gently with her hand.

	"I'mafraidIdon'tshare,"hesmiledandbeckonedheroverwithhisindex and forefinger. "Not this one, at least. She's very special to me.And I've taken excellent care of you over the years, haven't I?"

	Thegirldidn'tmovetowardsCrouch,notevenwhenhesnappedhisfingers in an irritated fashion, ordering her to stand at his side.

	 

	
Unlike the other girls, Mustang didn't try to hide her revulsion for Crouch orYaxley.Shedidn'tputonabravefaceorforceherselftosmilethroughit. Her disgust was clear in every inch of her expression.

	Crouch lunged forward, snatching the girl's wrist. He dragged her against hischest-evenasshetriedtofighthimoff-andslidhishandintothetop

	ofherdresssohecouldpullitdown,exposinghershoulderandcollarbone. With a wave of his wand, he removed the glamour charms.

	The abuse on her skin was deep. There were bruises and slash marks everywhere,somepaleandfading,whileotherswereangryandfresh.

	Althoughhelikedthedollstolookperfectandpristinewhenhehosted,the illusion was clearly dropped when the doors were closed.

	"Butyoudon'talwaysbehave,doyou?Sometimes,youdon'tknowhowto do as you're fucking told." Crouch licked across one of the largest slashes on her neck.

	TheMustangsquirmedinhisarms,herfacetwistingasthoughshewere about to vomit.

	Suddenly,Theostoodandmarchedoutoftheroom.

	The Mustang's followed him as he left, her attention solely onTheo as Crouchviciouslypushedhertothefloor.Shemanagedtocatchherself

	before her head smacked against the tiles, but she nursed her wrists as she stood,sothefallmusthavehurthermorethanherstonyexpressionleton.

	"Well,don'tjuststandthere,"Crouchsmirkedcruelly,tappingtheedgeof his glass. "Get on your knees and clean up your mess, pretty girl.”

	WhiletheMustangfumbledawkwardlywiththedustpanandbrush,Draco excused himself, feeling the girls eyes on him as he left. He found Theo with his hands in his hair, pacing Crouch's small kitchen back and forth.

	"Youalright,Nott?"

	Theokeptwalkingbutshookhishead."No.There'ssomethingwrongwith that girl."

	 

	
"TheMustang?""Yeah.”

	"It'sprobablyjustthecheapwhisky-"

	"That'snotit,"Theointerrupted."Ican'tputmyfingeronwhatitis,but there's something not right with her. I canfeelit.”

	"Well,yourinstinctsareneverwrongonthesesortsofthings.Doyouthink she could be a threat to Crouch?"

	"Didyouseethemessshe'dmadeofhischest?Ofcourseshe'safucking threat - but I don't think that's what's bothering me,” Theo growled,

	dragginghishandsdownhisface."Fuck-Idon'tlikethismate.Ihavea really bad feeling about her."

	"Wecan'tleaveyet.Bartyisuptosomething.There'sfuckerysomewhere,I just don't know what his angle is yet."

	"Iknow,”Theoagreed,stillpacing."I'llgetsomemoreliquorinhim,that usually gets his tongue wagging."

	Draconodded."Andifyouthinkthegirlsgoingtobeaproblem,I'llhavea word with Crouch-"

	"No!"Theo winced, realising he'd answered too quickly. "I mean- eughh, I don'tknow!"HestoppedpacingandstaredatDraco."It'sprobablynothing

	...butwhenshelookedatme,Igotthisweirdfeeling,likeashiverupmyspine."

	"Andwhat do youthink thatmeans?"

	Theoletoutaslowbreathandleanedonthewallbehindhim."Ihaveno fucking idea."

	"Haveyouseenherbefore?""Nope."

	 

	
"Well,shecertainlylookedlikesherecognisedyou.IftheDarkLordgave her as agift, she's either with theOrder, amuggle, or aMudblood.”Draco folded his arms across his chest and leaned on the opposite wall. "Perhaps you'vetorturedherfamilymembersovertheyears?Ormaybeevenher?It would certainly explain why she was so surprised when she saw you."

	"Idoubtit.PrettysureIwouldrememberifIeverinterrogatedsomeone who looked like her."

	"Afteralltheseyears,don'tthefacesofthoseyou'vekilledalljustblurintoone?"

	Theohuffedalaugh,staringattheground."Youwouldthink,wouldn'tyou?"

	Afewminuteslater,DracoandTheoreturnedtothediningroom,andthe evening resumed without another hiccup. The Death Eaters chatted

	casually,andtheMustangjoinedtherestofthedollshosting.Shebrought plates of silverware out when she was instructed, and refilled glasses of wine when they were empty, but she wouldn't take her eyes off Theo.

	AndDracocouldn'thelpbutnotice,thatnomatterwhichdirectionthe conversation took, Theo couldn't seem to look away from her, either.

	 

	
Queen,orNewOrder?

	 

	7thMay

	 

	 

	 

	"PleaseMiss,letRomyhelp."

	Hermionepausedonhersideofthehallway,herhandraisedandreadyto

	knock.ThedoortoAstoria'sbedroomwasslightlyajar,openenoughforher to hear the conversation going on inside, but closedjustthe right amount to keep her hidden.

	"It'salright,"Astoriasoothed. "Ican do this.Iwantto dothis."

	"ButMasterZabinisaidthatMissoughtnottobeusingspellsthatcouldput a strain on herself-"

	"Ohhushyou.Iwouldhardlycallafewglamoursandhairspellsstrenuous."

	"Perhapsyou shouldnot doboth spellsthis morning,Miss,"Romy

	suggestedfrominsidetheroom."Perhapssheshouldjustdotheglamour's on her face? Or just her hair? But not both Miss, Miss does not need to doboth."

	Astoria didn't answer, but Hermione heard what sounded like pieces of woodslidingagainstoneanother.Sheassumeditwasdrawersopeningandclosing.

	"PerhapsMrsZabinishouldnotgooutatalltoday.Perhapssheshouldjust get back in bed and ..." From the way Romy's voice quietly trailed off, he must’ve realised that Astoria wasn't listening.

	Hermionepeakedherheadaroundthedoorframeandstaredintothe Zabini’s bedroom.

	 

	
Astoriasatathervanitytable,staringatherselfinthemirror.Therewasa sadness in her eyes and a frown pulling at her delicate features, like she

	hatedwhatshesawstaringbackather.

	Although she was fully clothed in an expensive tea-length dress and impossibly high heels, she looked anything but radiant. Her eyes were sunkenbackinherhead,herfacegauntandfeatureslifeless.Thickdark

	brownrootspokedoutfromthetopofherhead,andtheblondeunderneath was frizzy and dry.

	Astorialookednothingliketheimmaculatelyput-togetherwomanshe usuallywas.Eventheskinaroundherbareshouldersandcollarbones

	lookedthinandgrey.ItwasthefirsttimeHermionehadeverthoughtshe truly looked ill.

	Watchingherselfcarefullyinthemirror,Astoriadrewadeepbreathand picked up her wand.

	ItshookterriblybetweenherfingersbutwhenRomyofferedhisaid,she held up her other hand to refuse him.

	ThreetwistsofherwandwasallittookforAstoriatoresembleherself again – but those small movements exhausted her.

	Althoughallexternaltracesofherillnesshadvanished,althoughherskin was warm and glowing again and her hair its usual golden blonde, the simplespellsknockedthewindfromAstoria'slungs.Anyonewouldhave thought she'd been punched in the stomach from the way she leaned over the table and gasped, panting and choking for breath.

	It was such simple magic. Even a third year at Hogwarts wouldn’t have broken out in a sweat casting it, and yet it crippledAstoria. Her beauty cameatacost,ahighone.Thetollittookonherbodywasexasperating,

	anditwas onlygoingto getworseas theclawsof herillnesssunkdeeper.

	It tookAstoria several moments to get her breathing under control. When shefinallydid,shesatupstraight-thepostureofatruelady-andstaredat herself in the mirror again. She leaned in and touched the side of her face,

	 

	
lightlycaressingtheperfectlypolishedskin.Shesmiledsoftlywhenher fingers brushed into her new blonde roots.

	There was almost a haunting quality aboutAstoria's beauty, something unsettlingbutfamiliaratthesametime,andHermionecouldn'tquitefigure out what it was.

	Astoriasmiledatthetinyelf'sreflectioninthemirror."HowdoIlook?" "Perfect," Romy grinned back. "Just like her, Miss."

	Andthenitfellintoplace,andHermione'schesttightened.Becausethere was only one person that they could have been talking about, and Romy was right,Astoria did lookjustlike her sister.

	Hermione had noticed the similarities between the Greengrass sister's the instantshe'dmetAstoriainJanuary.Assoonasshe'dopenedherbedroom door, Hermione had been taken aback by their likeness. She’d even

	questionedif thewoman thatstood infront ofher wasapoltergeist.

	Theirfeatureswerealreadysimilar,butwithAstoria'shaircharmedtobe the exact shade of dark blonde as her older sister's, the resemblance was striking. Eerie.

	AstoriacaughtHermione'sreflectioninhermirror,hersmilewideningas she waved her into the room. "Good morning, Hermione. Did you sleepwell?"

	Hermionehesitatedinthedoorway,unsure.Sheknewcharmswereplaced on the boundary of each residents bedroom - besides her own – to prevent her from entering, and although she knew thatAstoria would never do

	anythingtohurther,Blaisewasanothermatter.

	Astoriawatchedhercuriously,thenherbrighteyeswidenedwhenshe realised. "Oh, silly me, I completely forgot. Romy?"

	The green-eyed elf smiled and snapped his fingers toward the doorway. "Thereyougo,Romyhasremovedthespells.MissGrangercanenternow

	 

	
ifshe'dlike?"

	Hermione took a deep breath and stepped into the room. She squeezed her eyesshut,halfexpectingBlaisetohavekeptitfromhiswifethathe'dadded extra charms to their roomto'keep the Mudblood out'.Surprisingly, she wasn't zapped when she crossed the threshold. Or set aflame. Or impaled with a thousand needles as she'd expected.

	"So,what canI helpyou withthismorning?"

	"Well,Ihadwonderedifyouwantedtogoforawalkthroughthegrounds withme,"Hermioneansweredasshescannedtheenormousandelegantly decorated room around her. It was at least four times as large as her own bedroom,withdarkemeraldgreencurtainsandelegantsilverfurnishings. "But if you'd prefer to stay indoors..."

	Astoria twisted to face Hermione and raised her hand, silencing her mid- sentence."Yes,IwouldlovetogoforawalkwithyouHermione.Don'tyou start treating me like I'm made of glass like the boys do. I'm perfectly fine.”

	"Astoria,Ithinkmaybe-"Hermionetriedtocutin,buttheblondespoke over her.

	"Iwalkaroundtheestateeveryday.Nomattertheweather-" "I know. But I think you should look -"

	"-andnosilly bloodcurseis goingtostop me-"

	"Astoria!"Hermionesnapped,hervoicesharpenoughtomakethewitch listen. "Look at your face."

	Acrease formed betweenAstoria's brows. She twisted back to the mirror, andgaspedquietlywhenshesawherreflection.Theglamoursandartificial tint to her cheeks was still there, but evidence of her declining health

	remained.

	Astoria'seyesswamoverasshetookinthethinstreamofcrimsontrickling from her nose. She wiped the blood away with her fingertips, trying to

	 

	
coverherdiscomfortwithlaugher.

	"It'snothing.Honestly,ifanyoneelsehadanosebleed,noonewouldbatan eye, but when I have one?" She stood and adjusted her diamond earrings.

	"Well,youwouldthinkthatthewholebloodyworldisfallingapart."

	She took a step towards Hermione, but wobbled on her feet. Her knees almostgaveout,andshewasforcedtoclutchthebackofhervanitychair for support.

	Hermionerushedtoherside,butagain,Astoriaheldupashakyarmtostopher.

	RomygaveHermioneasadlookbeforehedisappearedwithasnap.

	"I'm alright ..."Astoria shoulders hunched as she drew a deep breath, trying togatherherself."Icanwalk...Icandoit...Ijustneedamomenttocollect myself. Please don't tell Blaise.”

	"Iwon't."

	"He'lljustworryifheknows,"Astoriawhispered,breathless."He'llpanic and he'll blame himself, even though there’s nothing he can do. There's

	nothinganyonecando."

	RomyreappearedbesideAstoriawithaquietsnap,threephialsinhishands.

	Thefirstwasfilledwithaclearliquid,thesecondofsomethingdarkred, and the third a dark blue shimmery substance. Hermione recognised the first two as Pepper up and Blood Replenishing potions. Sheassumed the third must have been'Mrs Zabini's special potion'.

	RomyextendedallthreephialstoAstoria.Hermionestudiedhowherarms shook as she reached for them – barely supporting her weight on the

	headrestofthechair-beforeshesighedanddownedthemoneatatime.

	Astoria stayed propped up by the chair for several moments while she waitedforthepotionstotakeeffect,bowingherheadlowandtakingdeep

	 

	
breaths.

	Eventually, she straightened and gave a bright smile.Awarm grin that maskedtheillnesswithin."I'msorryfortheslightdelay.Areyoureadyfor our walk?"

	"PerhapsMrsZabinishouldbewearingmoreappropriatefootwearifsheis to go walking around the manor?” Romy suggested. “Perhaps she should

	notbewearingshoeswithsuchhigh heels-”

	WhateverRomyhadbeenabouttosay,theglareAstoriathrewthetinyelf silenced him mid-breath. He stared awkwardly at the floor asAstoria

	hookedherarmthroughHermione'sandguidedherintothehallway,eager to start their walk through the grounds.

	Romywalkedcloselybehindthem,fiddlingwiththeedgesofhis pillowcase and muttering to himself.

	It seemed thatAstoria was doing all she could to stop Hermione from asking questions about her condition. She chatted about everything and anythingwhiletheywalked,quicklychangingthesubjectwhenevershe sensed that Hermione was about to bring it up.

	Bythetimethey'dwalkedthroughthelargekitchendoorsandoutontothe gardens, she’d already given Hermione a run-through of the floor length

	pinkdressthatsheplannedtowear forhergalatonight.Andwhenthey

	reachedthebloomingrosebushes-charmedtobeavibrantshadeoforange

	- she'd explained in vivid detail how she'd acquired her new prized possession;adiamondnecklacewithapalerubyinthecentre-thatlooked expensive enough to fund an entire faculty at Hogwarts for years.

	Hermionelistenedthroughitallwith asmileonherface,evenlaughed

	whenAstoriadescribedthehorrifiedlookonMalfoy'sfacewhenherealised how much the necklace had cost him.

	About half an hour into their tour, they passed Quinzel while she was weeding, and she quickly dropped her tools and followed.Astoria sharply pulledHermionetotheleftandalmostdraggedherintotheMalfoyfamily

	 

	
cemetery-presumablytryingtolosethenewcomer-butQuinzelhad already fallen into step behind them.

	Astoriarolledhereyes.

	"Don'tfeellikeyouhavetowalkwithus,Quinzel.Iknowthatyou'renota fan of the graveyard."

	Thatmakestwo ofus,Hermionethoughtbitterly.

	"No,QuinzelwouldliketowalkwithMrsZabini,"Quinzelsqueaked sternly, cleaning the mud from her pillowcase, "and Miss Granger."

	"Butwhatabouttheweeds?"Astoriaasked."WhatabouttheVenomous Tentacula? It's grown quite a lot recently, and you know it tries to nip

	Narcissaifshe'sfeedingnearit.Perhapsyoushouldtendtothatnastylittle bleeder instead? Cut down some of the leaves so it can't annoy her, before she burns the thing to cinders."

	"No, Miss. Quinzel will comeback to it later," sheanswered, narrowing her pinkeyesatAstoria."MrZabinisaysallotherchorescanwaitifMrsZabini is walking the grounds. 'Accompanying her is number one job', is what hesays."

	Outofthecornerofhereye,HermionesawRomymakeaface."Master Zabini has said that to Quinzel?"

	"Yes,yes.Manytimes."

	"HehasnotsaidthattoRomy,"hesulked."Healwayssaysnumberonejob is cleaning the house."

	"ThatisbecauseRomyisnotveryobservant.Orhewouldgetdistractedby roast potatoes and not accompany Mrs Zabini properly! There are more important things in life than potatoes!"

	Romygasped,andHermionegaveAstoriaaquestioninglook.Theblonde just shook her head, slightly irritated, and whispered, "Blaise worries.

	ThinksIneedabloodyentouragejusttotakeawalk."

	 

	
Theirrolesquicklyreversedastheyenteredthecemetery.Hermioneasked question after question, trying to distract herself from the chill that was

	spreadingupherspine.Shehadalwayshatedcemetery's,butshedespised this one with a passion.

	Graveyards were supposed to be peaceful places, little sanctuaries where peoplecouldvisitandfeelclosertothosethey'dlost.Theygavefamiliesa place to focus their grief, a calming oasis where they could leave their

	sadness,andhopeitdidn'tfollowthembackintotheirlives.

	Butnotthisone.Thisonewasassinisterasitwashair-raising.Ithad

	perfectlymanicuredlawns,bloomingflowersandelegantlycarvedangel statues guarding every corner, but being here made Hermione feel cold.

	Everything about this place felt unnatural. She felt almost sick with dread, likeMalfoy'sancestorsmightsensethataMudbloodwaswalkingamongst their graves, and that their revulsion for the 'lesser' and 'unworthy' might

	somehowreignitethesparkoflifeinthem.Thattheymightbefilledwitha hate so powerful it rose them from the dead, just so they could claw

	themselvesupthroughtheearth,snatchHermione'sankles,anddragher down into their graves-

	Suddenly,Astoriafroze.Hermionewasyankedtoastopbesideher.

	Becausetheyweren'taloneinthegraveyard.Thedeadhadjoinedthem. Well, almost.

	Nott hadn't seen them approach. He was sat on the damp grass, his legs crossed at his ankles and chin resting in his hand. It hadn't rained since the early hours of this morning, but his clothes were completely sodden, and little droplets of water fell from his damp curls. He occupied the same spot he had the last time Hermione had seen him in the graveyard, staring at the sameheadstone,hiseyesjustasdullandlifelessasthedeadburiedbeneathhim.

	AsshewatchedNott,HermionerealisedthatMalfoywasright.Whenhe was alone, when he thought that there was no one watching him, or he

	 

	
didn'thaveatargettoinflictpain,Nottwasashell.Moreofanempty carcass than a man.

	IfMalfoyhidbehindhisocclumencywalls,thenNotthidbehindhisjokes. Histheatricswerehisshardsofglass.Itwasallashow.Whenthespotlight was focused on him, he was a Jester, and when he was alone, the pain was clear on his face. In his eyes. Every part of him.

	Thegravelookedslightlydifferentthistime.Itwasstillunmarked,clean and lacking the name of a ghost, but the trinkets laid around it were

	completelydifferent.Thesilverbraceletshe’dseenlasttimewasreplaced by a gold necklace.Atroll doll with bright pink hair lay where the small stuffed bear had been before.And there were four candles now instead of one, all of different colours and stages of use.

	Buttheflowers…they werethesame.Afreshwreathofpinkpeonies.

	HermionehadonlyseenNottwithouthisDeathEateruniformonce.That night in the corridor withAstoria, he’d been facing the other way so she hadn’t been able to see his hand. He wore a jumper today, and with his sleeves pushed up to his elbows, she got a full view of his tattoo.

	Halfofasnakesheadwasetchedontothebackofhishand,itsbodycurling around his wrist all the way up to his elbow. The serpent was split right down the middle, it’s left eye in the centre of Nott’s hand while its forked tongue darted down his middle and ring finger.

	Hermionethoughtthatthesnakeshead andbodywouldexpandontohis

	palmandunderhiswrist,butwhenhetwistedhishand,theundersideofhis skin was clean. The tattoo was unfinished, incomplete, like someone had torn it straight down the middle and stole the missing piece.

	"Heiswearingthesameclothesasyesterday,"Romysaidquietly. "He is," Astoria whispered, watching Nott.

	"Andtheyisallwet.HasmasterNottsleptoutherelastnight?Inthecold? And the rain?"

	 

	
"Itwouldappearthatway."Astoriaclearedherthroatsoftly,almostlikeshe wastryingtodislodgesomethingstuckthere."Yesterdaymusthave...been a sad day for him."

	"ButTheo should not be sleeping outside in the rain, he will catch cold," Romy carried on. "Romy noticed Master Nott was not himself last night, andhetriedtowarnMasterMalfoy,buthesaidtoleaveTheoalone.Said that he would want to be outside so he could be close to the grave-"

	"Whosegraveishesittingat?"TheinstantthequestionleftHermione'slips, Astoria and Romy tensed.

	TwopairsofeyesfranticallywhippedtoHermione.Romy’sseemedto glazeoverashestaredatHermione,whiletearsstartedtogatherinthe corner of Astoria's.

	Quinzelnarrowedhersinsuspicion.

	Astoria'slipstrembled,butjustasHermionethoughtshewasgoingto answer her question -

	"We is not allowed to speak of it, are we, Mrs Zabini?" Quinzel cut in with asterntoneofvoice,asthoughsheweretellingAstoriaoff."MasterMalfoy has forbidden for us to talk of it.Hasn't he?"

	AstrangelookflashedacrossAstoria'sfaceasshestareddownattheelf,

	butsurprisingly,Quinzelglaredbackupatherinawayonewouldn'texpect anelftolookatoneoftheirmasters.Theentireexchangewasoff.Theroles were reversed. The house-elves authoritative tone had stopped the lady of the manor mid-sentence.

	Afterafewmoments,Astoriashookherheadandbanishedthetearsfrom her eyes. Quinzel's glare softened into her usual expression.

	"Yes,you'requiterightQuinzel."Astoriadustedimaginaryspecsofdustoff her dress before she offered Hermione a forced smile. "I think it's time we

	openedabottleofwine,don'tyou?"
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	"I'mnothavingthisconversationagain,”Dracosnapped.“Theodore,you're not to go near Crouch's estate!"

	"Butyouknow he'suptosomething!"

	"Yes,heis!That’swhywe’reallstayingawayfromtheslimybastarduntilIknowpreciselywhatcardshe'sholdingandwhatheplanstodowiththem!"

	"But you said yourself that my instincts are rarely wrong about this sort ofthing,andI’mtellingyou,something’soffabouttheMustang!”Theocutin, his rising anger starting to simmer dangerously close to the surface. “She knows something, and if you would just come with me to Crouch's manor and search her memories-"

	"No, that's out of the question," Draco hissed back, the words fanning afresh wave of smoke out of his mouth like a dragon breathing fire. “The DarkLordisgrowingparanoidandmoreanxiousbytheday.Thatmakes him more lethal .”

	Theogrowledtowardstheceilingandstartedpacingthecosyseatingroomagain. He didn't need a fucking speech about battle plans and strategies.

	HejustneededDracotolisten.

	"We should have won this war by now,” Draco continued, “but every timewegetclose,thisspyleaksvitalinformationandPottergainsjustalittlebit more of an advantage. Now is not the time to go breaking into other Death Eater's houses in the middle of the night and searching their property- just because you 'have a feeling' that something is amiss."

	 

	
Theomaterialisedoutsideoftheirongatesinanalmostghost-likesilence. The sound of hisApparation as quiet as smoke disappearing in the wind.

	"But what if Theodore's right, and there is something off about him?”Blaise's smooth voice cut through the tension. He was sat on the velvet armchair closest to the fire, eyes on the flames while he fiddled with his cufflinks - deep in thought. “If Crouch is this 'Medusa', surely the girls wouldhaveseensomethingtoincriminatehim?Perhapsquestioningthe mustang might not be the worst idea."

	Theowavedhiswandinacircularmotion,andtherustingmetalcreaked and groaned in protest as he forced the gates open.

	"Notafuckingchanceinhell!"Dracosnarled."It'sfartoorisky.There'snoevidence that Crouch is the spy. He's been nothing but loyal to the Dark Lord for years - even before our time. He may not be at the top of the

	hierarchy,buthe'lldoanythingtogetthere-andIdoubthewouldriskthatposition by betraying the Dark Lord."

	Withanotherwaveofhiswand,Theocheckedtheboundaryfortrapsand hexes. When he found nothing, he stepped over the threshold.

	"Ifwe'recaughtbreakingintohishouse,howwillthatlooktotheothers?"

	Draco started twisting the ring on his pinkie finger. "There's a spy in thenest,andifwelooklikewe'returningononeofourown,itwillonlymake us look like the guilty party."

	Theohadalreadycastasilencingcharmonhisboots,andhefloateddown the stone path silently like a poltergeist returning home.

	"What?YouthinkIdon'tknowhowtobreakintoanotherperson'shouse

	withoutbeingcaught?"Theoscoffed."It'sfuckingBarty!He'llbethatbusywith his cock buried in one of those girls he won't even notice I'm there!"

	Oncehegottothefrontdoor,Theocastanotherdetectionspell.Therewas an acid hex on the handle designed to melt the flesh on any intruders hand who tried to open the door. Theo banished it without difficulty, quietly

	openedthedoor,andenteredCrouch'sscruffymanor.

	 

	
"YourignorancewillgetyoukilledTheodore."Dracosaid,pushinghimselfoff the chair he was sitting in. "Use your head, the reason the Dark Lord

	doesn’tletCrouchoutonthefieldanymoreisbecausehe’stooclevertorisklosing!Are you listening to me? Crouch is a fucking genius! He knows how to be invisible, and how to kill you without even being in the room as you!"

	"I'mnotscaredofCrouch."

	"Well, maybe you fucking should be!" Draco sighed. He squeezed his eyesshutandtookadeepdragofthecigarettethatwasstillinhismouth."Look, Theo.Thinkaboutthisforamoment.Crouchisoneofthemostdeviousmen I'veeverknown,andhe'sclever.Everythinghedoeshasapurpose.Weonly know what he wants us to know. And last night - he brought the Mustang

	outforareason.Idon'tknowwhy,buthewantedustoseeher.”

	Itwasdeadlysilent.TheonlysoundTheocouldhearwastheslowandeven thump of his heart.

	Hecouldn'tseeathinginfrontofhim,asthoughsomeonehaddrapeda thick, unforgiving blanket of darkness over the house that swallowed

	everything;light,sounds,evensoulsifgiventhechance.CastingaLumos charm,hecreptthroughthehousewithsharpeyes,checkingeverycorner.

	DracoeyedTheoclosely."Hewantedustogetagoodlookatherand

	questioneverything;Whyhekeepsherlockedaway,whyshereactedthewayshedidwhenshesawyou.Ifyougotheretonight,you'llbewalking rightintoatrap.We'resofuckingclosetowinningthiswar.Iwon'thave

	youlookinglikeatraitorandexecutedatthelastminutebecauseyoulikedthe look of a pretty girl."

	Theo kept to the shadows. He pressed his back against the wall as he slid downthehallway,makingsurehewascompletelyoutofsight,justincase someone might be wandering nearby.

	"Thathasnothingtodowithit!”Theoargued.“There'ssomethingwrongwith her, and if you or Blaise would just come with me and search hermind-“

	 

	
"No,"Blaiseansweredimmediately,firmly."IfDracosaysit'snotagoodidea,thenItrusthisinstincts".Hisvoicewassoftandeasy,likeitalways was, but today it scratched at Theo's nerves much worse than any sneer.

	TheonlytimeBlaiseevershouted-theonlytimeanyoneevergotariseoutof him - was if someone mentioned Astoria. The patience of a perfect

	gentlemanthatone,unlesssomeoneinsultedhisbelovedwife,thenthebeast in him came out to play.

	Theocametoastopatthefirst roomhefoundandcastadiagnosticcharm.

	Oncehewassuretherewasnothinginside,hequietlytwistedthedusty handle and stepped inside.

	Itwasasmallandbarelydecoratedguestroom.Andshewasn’tthere. Theo closed the door and carried on his search.

	"Fine!Fuckthebothofyou!"Theograbbedhiswandandthrewonhisouter robes. "I don't need your help! Those charms on her voice box shouldn'tbetoohardtoremove!I'llgothereandspeaktotheMustangmyself!"

	Hecheckedthesecondguestbedroom,andcursedunderhisbreathwhenhe found it just as vacant as the first.

	"I'mnotfuckingaround,youignorantlittleshit!"Dracostrodetowards

	him,everysyllabledrippingwithauthority.ItwasashameTheowasn'tinthe mood to listen. "Don't you dare step foot on that estate! That is a

	fuckingorder,Theodore!"

	“You’rereallygoingtopullrankonme?Now?”Theo’swandtwitchedinhis hand. Violent magic gathered at his fingertips. "I don't need your

	permission.”

	Draco'seyesflickeredwithanger."IwouldputyourwandawayifIwereyou, Gold Mask."

	 

	
"Yeah?"Theosteppedcloser,almostnosetonosewithhisbestfriend.Hissuperior. He raised his wand and pressed it against Draco's collarbone. "What the fuck are you going to do, Demon?”

	Blaisesteppedbetweenthepairbeforeeitherhadtheopportunitytoreallyhurttheother.HeknockedTheo'swandoutoftheway,andusedhisbroad shoulders to create a physical wall between him and Draco.

	DracoshoutedsomethingasTheoleft,buthedidn'thearit.Hewasalreadytoo far gone,charging out of the room, ready toApparate to the one place his commanding officer had forbidden him from entering.

	Theo’s luck was better and worse when he came to the third bedroom. It was only a storage room as far as he could tell, but there must have been somethingofvalueinsidebecauseCrouchhadcastthreetrapsonthefloor.

	Theroomitselfwasahoardersparadise.Hespentalmostthirtyminutes going through the mess of dusty silverware and chipped trinkets.

	Hescannedafewofthecrumbledlettersonthefloor.Theydidn'tholdhis interest enough to read them to the end. There wasn't anything even

	remotelyincriminatingonthem.

	TheohadnoideawhyCrouchhadthoughttoprotectthisroomwithspells. There was nothing here, just piles and piles of old shit and broken cups.

	Althougharedmusicboxwithasmallsilverballerinainsidedidcatchhis eye, so he pocketed it and went on to search the next room.

	Theo knew the dolls were in the fourth bedroom by the ridiculous amount oflocksandenchantmentsonthedoor.Ittookhimalmostthreeminutesto disable all of them.

	Onelargemattresscoveredthefloor,magicallyextendedtoreachfrom

	skirting board to skirting board. No pillows or blankets. Blood and Merlin knewwhatelsestainedthegreyfabricandinthemiddle,allpiledontopof one another, were twelve sleeping girls.

	 

	
TheDollsallseemedtobedreamingsoundly,thedifferentcoloursoftheir hair all blending together as they huddled as one for warmth and safety.

	Theosteppedcloser,keepingtheLumoscharmaslowaspossibleashe

	studiedtheirbruisedfaces.Theywereallcoveredinslashesandbitemarks.

	Somehadfadingabusealongtheirnecksandshoulders,andoneunlucky girl had a deep, angry slash along her right breast.

	Theyweredeadtotheworldineverysense.Theydidn'tstirasTheowalked slowly around them. Probably drugged. Perhaps exhausted, if the hollow

	circlesundertheireyeswereanythingtogoby.WhateverCrouchhaddone to them, they were defenceless like this, easy targets for him to snatch and have his way with.

	If Blaise or Draco were here, they could have searched their memories easily and confirmed Theo's suspicions. They could have made up for his lackofskillsintheartofLegilimency,andprovedthatCrouchwasnogood and needed to be cast out.

	Orexecuted.

	Theowouldgladlyofferhimselfupasexecutioner.Salazar,hecouldonly imagine the satisfaction he’d feel staring down at Crouch’s slimy,

	untrustworthy face, knowing he was about to chop it clean off his skinny neck.He'dplaywithhimalittlefirstthough.Maybesneakhimapotionto heighten the agony, keep him alive longer. Prolong the pain.

	Orperhapshe'd'miss'.

	SlicingCharmsweren'talwaysthemostaccurateoffensivespell,everyone knewthat.Theyrequiredprecisionandfocus.Itwouldbeeasyto'slip'and leave deep slashes across Crouch's shoulder. Or accidentally chop off an arm. Or Both.

	Itwasn'tlikethatsortofthinghadn'thappenedbefore.

	Theo had once seen an executioner be so nervous when he brought his axe downthathemissedtheneckhewasaimingfor.Fifteentimes.He’dhacked

	 

	
awayathisvictimwitheachswingbutmissedeverythingvital,leavinghim alive but in agony. Muscles torn and blood spraying across the witnesses

	facesbutneverdeliveringthefatalblow.Thetraitorsheadhadswungall overtheplacebeforesomeonehadfinallytookpityandAvada'dthepoorbastard.

	IfTheodidthesamething,noonewouldthinkanythingofit.They'd probably just assume he’d had too much to drink beforehand.

	Yes,itwould'vebeenniceifMalfoyorBlaisewereheretosearchtheDolls' memories so Theo could live out his fantasy. But they weren't.And neither was the Mustang, so he crept out of the room, closed the door behind him, and moved on.

	Crouch'schamberswasthefinalroomTheochecked.Heheldhiswand close as he pushed the door open, just in case.

	Themanofthemanorwasfastasleep,nakedandsprawledacrosshissheets while two shivering girls curled together in a heap on the floor. They both

	hadlongdarkhair,buthecouldn'tseetheirfacesclearlyinthedarkness.

	Theodrewadeep,steadyingbreathasheapproached.Hetookeachstep carefully, watching out for any loose boards or creaks in the wood.

	HeknewthatneitherofthegirlsonthefloorwastheMustang,buthisheart still sped up all the same. He didn't have that feeling; that gut instinct that something was wrong, the one he'd felt when he saw her.

	Still,itdidn'tstopthedisappointmenthefeltwhenhesawtheirfaces- There was a loud, deafening crash from behind him.

	Quick as a bullet leaving the chamber,Theo whirled around.The tip of his wandsparkedwithblackmagic,adeadlycursealreadygatheringatthetip-

	Buttherewasnoneed.Crouchhadknockedoverthewhiskybottleonhis nightstand with his gangly limbs, but he hadn’t woken.

	 

	
TheostayedstillforafewminutestomakesureCrouchwastrulyinadeep sleep. Minutes that felt like fucking hours while he waited for the old git's snoring to fill the room again.

	Oncehewasbackinthesafetyofthecorridor,heleanedagainstthewall and sighed, defeated.

	Fuckinghell.WherewastheMustang?

	That strange girl that he'd never seen before, but was hauntingly familiar. She'dwantedtotellhimsomething.Hecouldseeitinhereyes.She'dbeen dying to speak to him, but she wasn't here.

	HadCrouchhiddenherawayonpurpose?HadhesuspectedthatTheowas going to break in to see her, so he'd gotten rid of her for the night? Had he lent her to one of his friends? Yaxley? Greyback?

	No.No,hesaidhedidn'tshareher.Hesaidthatshewashisfavourite,but that sounded more like a punishment than a privilege.

	Theowalkedquietlybackthroughtheestate,replacingallthelocksand charms on every door as he went. Once outside, he made his way back toward the front gates so he couldApparate home -

	Henoticedsomethinghe'd missedonhisarrival.

	Asmallstonebuildingonthesouthside,asimilarsizetotheoneAstoria used to brew and store her potions.

	Astable.

	No.Crouchwasn'tthatsadistic,washe?

	Theochewedtheinsideofhischeekwhilehetoyedwiththeidea.Crouch

	hadchristenedthegirlMustang.Awildhorse,unbreakableandspirited,but he wouldn't actually keep her in a stable. Would he?

	Heknew theanswer.

	 

	
"Oh,bollockstoit,"hegrowledunderhisbreath,alreadywalkingtoward the building.

	Yes,Crouchwasindeedsadisticenoughtokeepabeautifulgirlinapitfit only for an animal.

	AssoonasTheoenteredthatstable,thatfeelingwasback.Thatstrange hollowness in this chest. That God awful fucking twist in his stomach muscles that made him want to be sick.

	Whatwasthat?Wasshehere?Hadshebeenhere?

	Hestrokedthebackofhisrighthand,nursingthesnakeheadasheeagerly scanned the area.

	Apart from a few heaps of straw and a smell that burned his nostrils and madehisnosescrunchup,thestablewasempty.Sowhydidhehavethis odd shiver running up his spine, like someone was standing right behind

	him,runningtherecoldfingersupanddownhisback.overandoveragain, trying to alert him to a danger he couldn't see or hear?

	Thefeelingconcentratedwhenhestaredatthevacantrighthandcorner.He cast another detection charm, just to be sure.

	Therewasnothingthere,notastrayrodentscurryinginthedarknessora bird that had chosen to nest in the straw.

	Hewascompletelyalone.

	TheoapparatedbacktoMalfoy.Hewalkedthroughthegrounds,ignoring the dragon sleeping soundly on the grass, and made his way towards theestate.

	HefoundAstoriainoneofthesmallersittingrooms.Shewaspassedouton the sofa, her hair messily sprawled across her face and mascara smudges

	underhereyes.Shewasstilldressedinoneofhertailoredballgowns,pale pink and sparkly, just like her.

	"Partyfor onetonight, is itGreengrass?"

	 

	
AcreaseformedbetweenAstoria'sbrows.Herhandstightenedaroundthe almostemptybottleofvodkainherhands,clutchingitasthoughitwerea lifeline. "Go away Theodor-a,” she groaned.

	"Ouch,hitmewhereithurts.That'snotveryniceofyou."Hecarefullysat down on the edge of the sofa and stroked away the hair that was covering her face. "Where's Blaise and Draco?"

	"MissionfortheDarkLord,"shegrumbledwithoutopeninghereyes. "Took Hermione, too."

	Theofrowned."Ididn'taskabouttheMudblood."

	Eveninebriated,Astoriatriedtoswathimforhisfoullanguage.Shemissed, clumsily whacking one of the sofa cushions instead, but the intention was

	there. Theo couldn't help but give a throaty laugh and shake his head. If the little pisshead wasn't so broken inside, if the world was kinder and she wasn'tdeterioratingbytheday,shewouldhavehadtheworldinthepalmof her manicured hands.

	"Comeon,princessGreyGoose,"Theowhispered,hookinghisarmsunder her knees and shoulders. "Let's get you tucked up in bed."

	Shemoanedquietlyashepickedherup.Shedidn'topenhereyes.Herhead lulled clumsily against his chest, but she refused to let go of her precious

	bottle."DracoknowsyouwenttoCrouch's." "Could have guessed that myself, thanks." "'He's not very happy with you."

	"Could'veguessedthattoo.You'renotveryhelpfulwhenyou'redrunk,areyou?"

	Astoriashiftedinhisarms.Heassumedshetriedtohithimagain,butshe was too drunk to manage it.

	"How was the gala tonight?" he asked as he climbed the stairs, feeling the concerned-butunsurprised-eyesoftheportraitsontheblondeinhisarms.

	 

	
"Fine.Greybackwasthere.""Really?"

	"AndRodolphus."Shenodded,hereyesstillclosed."AndYaxley."

	"Andyouwerewearingthisdress?"Theowhistledasheeyedthelowcut pink fabric. "I bet they were putty in your hands, weren't they?"

	Astoriasnortedbutchangedthesubject."Didyoufindwhatyouwere looking for tonight?"

	"No-butIdidfindaredmusicbox.Itevenhasalittleballerinainsideit.I think she spins when the music plays."

	"She'lllikethat."Astoria'slipspulledintoasleepysmile."Youshould

	charmittoplayBlueMonday.OrSweetDreams.OranythingbyQueenor New Order. Those were her favourites."

	"'Everythingfromthe80'sissuperior',Iremember."Theomatchedher smile. "I'll see what I can do."

	Astoriafellasleepshortlyafterwards.Theogentlykickedherbedroomdoor open, tucked her and her bottle ofVodka into bed, swamping her body tiny with fluffy blankets and pillows.

	With thepisshead takencareof,Theo grabbedabottleof bourbonfrom the kitchen and went outside. While he walked, he placed a lit cigarette in his mouthandpressedthetipofhiswandagainstthemusicbox.Hepouredhis magic into it, feeling the wood vibrate against his palm as he concentrated on changing the melody. He wasn't sure if it was going to work, but it was worth a try.

	When he was in the cemetery, he wound the key at the back of the box as manytimesashecouldwithoutbreakingit,thengentlylaiditatthebaseof the grave with his other gifts.

	Theoliftedthelidofthebox,andthesoft,sortoftwinklymusicthatalways sang from those types of music boxes started to play. But it didn’t sing a

	 

	
lullabylikeitshould.

	The song sounded a little different due to the high pitched strings of the musicbox,butTheo'scharmhadworked.BohemianRhapsodybyQueenwas playing, could as a bell.

	JustlikeWizardchesspiecesdowhenthey'recalledupon,thetinyballerina came alive when the music started.As though the notes had loosened her

	jointstoallowher todance.Or tryto,atleast.

	Thelittleballerinabowedonherframe.Shedidalittletwirl,thenstopped and frowned up at him.

	"What'sthematter?"Theoasked,bendingdowntotalktoher."Notthetype of song you're used to dancing to?"

	Sheshook herhead.

	"Giveit aminute. Iused tohateittoo, butit'll growonyou."

	She angrily folded her arms across her chest, clearly unimpressed, but Queen was very seductive.All too soon, shestartedto tap her foot to the unfamiliarbeat.Herhipsstartedtosway,andbythetimethefirstchorus kicked in, she found her rhythm.

	Shelearnedthesongquickly,twirlingelegantlywithinthebox.

	Theocouldn'thelpbutsmileashewatchedtheballerinadancetothe distorted song, because it washersong. Herfavouritesong.

	Playingathergrave.

	Ontheheadstonethatwasn'tallowedtobarehername.

	Attheshrinehe'dcreatedforher,theonethatshewasn'tsupposedtohave. "Sorry, I only know the charm work to get it to play one song," he

	whisperedtotheheadstone."Buthopefullywithenoughpractice,Icanget

	 

	
ittoplayothers.I'lladdsomeNewOrdersongswhenIfigureitout.And that Bronski Beat song you love."

	Whenthesongfadedintosilence,themetaldancerstompedherfeet

	furiouslyuntilTheowoundtheboxbackupagain.Assoonasthesong restarted, so did her dance.

	"'Everythingfromthe80'sissuperior',isn'tthatright,Daphne?"Heslowly sank to the floor and sat on the grave, lightly tracing the smooth marble of her headstone as he spoke to her, as though she were still here. "I'll try and find you a Rubix cube the next time I'm out.You said they were from the 80's, didn't you?"

	 

	
ADemon Mask,AMudblood, and a Psychopath walk into a bar

	15thMay

	 

	 

	"ThisisjustwhatIneededtoday,"Malfoyhissedinavoiceassharpasthe slicinghexhethrewoverhisshoulder,cuttingtheheadoffamugglesneck in one clean motion. "To be stuck in the middle of fucking Bournemouth,

	pinneddownbygunfire,withaMudblood,”Hermionefelthimscowlather beneath his mask, “and a psychopath."

	KneelingontheothersideofHermione,Nottchuckledtohimself."That sounds like the beginning of a really funny joke."

	Somethingwhistledovertheupsidedowntanktheywerehidingbehind.A wave of adrenaline shot through Hermione when she saw the grenade.

	Primed.Smoking.And layingattheirfeet.

	Malfoypointedhiswandtowardit,butNottwasquicker.Hemagically

	pickedupthebomb,thensharplywhippeditbackwhereit'dcomefrom,not a second before it exploded and disintegrated the muggle soldiers that had thrown it in the first place.

	Pleased with his display, Nott did a little theatrical bow. "And for my next act;ajoke.ADemonMask,aMudblood,andapsychopathwalkintoabar. The psychopath says to the Demon-"

	Malfoypointedhiswandathissubordinateschest.Awarning,clearlynotin the mood for jokes and theatrics due to the danger they were trapped in. "I dare you to finish that sentence, Theodore. I really do.”

	"Alright,alright. Don'tget yourbloody wandin aknot.”Nottthrewhis

	handsupinsurrender.Thegoldmaskonhisfacewascoveredinblood,but

	 

	
whenMalfoyloweredhiswand,Nottpretendedtowipeimaginarysweat from his forehead. "Someone's a bit cranky today."

	"Abitfuckingcranky?We'reinthemiddleofawarzone,surroundedby some muggles with guns and tanks -"

	"No,that'snotit,”Nottinterrupted.“You'vebeenarightsourbastardfordays."

	"Oh,do youever stoptalking?!"

	Nottshrugged."Ithoughtajokemightdoyougood.Raiseteammorale. Lighten the mood-"

	"Youknowwordlessmagic,right,Theodore?You'dstillbeabletokillthose soldiers if I cut your tongue out and shoved it up your arse, wouldn't you?"

	"Grangercertainlylookedlikeshewantedtohearit.”Nottnudgedher playfully with his elbow. "Didn't you, sweetheart?"

	Hermione didn't answer. She'd been under The Demon Hex for the longest periodsheeverhadbeenbefore-aroundthreehours-andthecurseshowed no signs of loosening its grip. It seemed to be threading itself deeper,

	diggingitsrootsintoherskinlikethethornsofarosevineandpullingher where it wanted her.

	WhileNottandMalfoybickered,Hermionelistenedtothebulletspelting against the side of the metal tank.

	Thebulletsstoppedsuddenly.Asthemugglesreloadedtheirweapons, Hermione counted.

	One.Two. Three.Four.

	 

	
Thebulletsstartedagain,clatteringagainstthesideoftankwithenough force to rattle the thick metal. Hermione’s ears started to ring.

	Theywerebeingfiredfromaheavy-dutymachinegun,thetypethatwasso largethatitneededtobeproppeduponmetallegssothatitcouldbeaimed effectively. If any of the Death Eaters were to step into its path, they would be torn in half from the sheer force of the bullets.

	Thegunhadseeminglyappearedoutofnowhere;Hermioneassumedit'd been concealed with enchantments. Neither Malfoy or Nott had had the

	opportunitytodestroyitbeforebulletshadstartedtoexplodefromthethick barrel. If Malfoy hadn't quickly sliced his wand to drag an overturned tank toward them as a shield, all three of them would've been dead bynow.

	Eveniftheywerenowtrappedbehindsaidtank.

	Thebulletspinningthemdown weretoostrong.Hermionehadhelped

	developthembeforehercapture.Theywereinfusedwithmagic,charmed to break through any protective wards like knife through butter. Even a magical barrier wouldn't offer any protection.

	Andjudgingby thetight holdMalfoy hadaround Hermione'swaist,he

	knewittoo.He'dgrabbedherassoonashe'dlaideyesonthegun,andhe hadn't let go of her since.

	One.Two. Three.Four. Five.

	"Thistankthingyisn'tgoingto holdmuchlongerchief,"Notttaunted,

	knockingthesideofthewitheringmetalandwatchingasapieceofthetank crumbled away. The bullets were doing exactly what Hermione had

	designedthemto do.They onlyhad aminuteor sobeforethetankwas

	 

	
completelydisintegratedandtheywerevulnerable."Anysuggestionson how we're going to, you know, get out of the firing line before those

	mugglesblowustobits?"

	Eight.Nine.

	"I could use you as a distraction if you'd like?” Malfoy said sarcastically. “Throwyouout,andwhiletheypokeholesinyou,meandGrangercould get away. Sound fair to you?"

	Eleven.

	Twelve.

	"Or,"Nottsuggested,"Icouldjustflipthistankoverandsquishthe

	bastards.Problemsolved.Soldiersdead.Battlewon.DarkLordhappy.

	Theohappy.Andwe'llbebackintimeforhappyhour.Perfect.Easypeasy lemon squeezy-"

	Sixteen.

	Seventeen.

	"No, no, no. Not 'easy peasy' you fucking moron," Malfoy hissed back, the alteringcharmonhisvoiceboxmakingthewordsadeepvibration."Ifyou flip the tank, that magically altered muggle gun will explode, and guess who's in the blast radius? Oh, I know.US!"

	Twenty-one.Twenty-two.Anotherpause.One.

	Two.

	 

	
Three.

	Four-

	All too quickly, the bullets restarted, but Hermione had her formula. Twenty-twosecondsofaggressiveammunition.Afoursecondwindowtoreload.

	"Okay,welltherewasnoneedforthattone,”Nottretorted."You've

	definitelysouredthemoodnowmate.Sotheonlythingthatwillfixitisajoke."

	Five.

	Six.

	"Don'tyoudare-"

	Eight.Nine.

	"Whatdidthelatetomatosay totheothertomatoes?"

	Thirteen.

	Fourteen.

	"Don'tworry,I'llketchup."

	Sixteen.

	Seventeen.

	"That'sit,holdmywand.I'mgoingtowalkinfrontofthosebullets.Ican't listen to you and your pathetic dad jokes anymore!"

	"Howrude.Iwasproudofthatjoke.Tookmeagestocomeupwithit.”

	 

	
Twenty.

	Twenty-one.

	Hermioneshotup,thestringsoftheHexdragginghertostandandaimher wand. "Oppugno!"

	Asherpalmshummedwithmagic,alargebulletshellthatwaslayingatthe base of the tank shot into the air. Much faster than any of the four soldiers

	operating the machine could react, the charmed shell flew through the air andintotheneckoftheclosestsoldier.Thebulletseveredeveryarteryand blood vessel in its path, then whipped out the other side of his neck and

	puncturedthethroatofthesoldierstandingbesidehim. And then the next.

	Andthen thenext.

	Thefourbodiesfelltothefloorinunison,theireyesblownwideand mouths twisted open as blood oozed from the holes in their necks.

	Therewasamomentofeerie,dignifiedsilence,thenNottstood.

	"Jesus fuck - Granger, even I have to admit, that wasimpressive.Killing fourmuggleswithasinglebullet?Theirownbullet?That'smyspeciality.” He threw an arm around her shoulder and dragged her into his side as though they were old friends. "Well, they do say imitation is the strongest formofflattery.Doesthatmeanyouhavealittlecrushonme,sweetheart? Should we pop off somewhere? Find a quiet little cupboard? I'm sure Malfoy wouldn't mind holding the fort while I bend you over and-"

	Malfoy shot a powerful, crackling green curse. It zipped past Nott's right ear,burningthesideofhisrobesslightly.Hermioneturnedjustintimeto see it collide with a witches chest behind her, killing her instantly.

	"Finishedflirtingnow,Theodore?"Malfoyhissed,wavinghiswandina threateningmanner."Readytoputyourcockawayandactuallydoyour fucking job?"

	 

	
Nott sucked his teeth irritably underneath his mask. Helet go of Hermione, buthisfingersflexedaroundthespikedwandinhishand,asthoughhewas dying to hex Malfoy. Instead of lashing out, he channelled his anger on the Ordersoldiersaroundhim,throwingslicingcursesathisenemiesthroatsin quick succession.

	Malfoyquicklyjoinedinthecarnage,castinggreenandblackkillingcurses at anyone who dared to try to attack him or Hermione.

	AndtheHexforced herto dothesame.

	Thescenequicklytruedgruesome.OneHermionewantedtoforgetentirely, but would undoubted see when she closed her eyes that night. Bodies piled high. Smoke rising in the air.And thick blood flowing through the cobbled streets. The most horrific painting she'd ever seen, and she was one of theartists.

	However,therewasasmallmercy.Fromaplacesheneverexpected.

	Above the zipping noise of bullets leaving their chambers and the screams oftheinjured,therewasanothersound.Alowscrapingsoundcomingfrom beneath her feet. It was very quiet to begin with.Almost inaudible, but it was getting louder and louder.

	ThenoiseitselfintriguedtheHex.Caughtitsattentionenoughtolet Hermione lower her wand and stop killing for a moment.

	Malfoy and Nott were too distracted with their own killing sprees to notice. Theyseemedtobeinsilentcompetitionwithoneanother,eachtryingtokill more than the other so they could be crowned the victor of whatever little

	gametheywereplaying.Toxic,murderousmasculinityatitsfinest.

	Curiousandsatedforthemoment-withmost oftheOrdersoldierslying

	deadonthefloor-theHexencouragedHermionetoinvestigatethestrange noise. Her brows furrowed as she drew closer, noticing that the pebbles on the ground closest to the noise had begun to vibrate -

	Sherealisedwhatitwasasecondtoolate.

	 

	
Abomb,dug deepintotheearth. Rightbelowherfeet.

	Therewasadeafeningcrack,liketwoboulderscollidingmid-air,thenthe ground vanished beneath Hermione’s feet. Malfoy whirled around. She couldn't see his face, just the sharp point of the horns on his mask before she dropped through the hole that had just appeared below her.

	Therewasanotherloudbangasshefellthroughthecrater.Thegapabove her head closed, stealing away thelittlesunlight she'd been looking up at, sealing her underground.

	Itwaspitchblack.Hotairandthesmellofexplosiveswhirledaroundheras she fell. She wasn't falling for long, maybe two seconds, three at the very most, but the unknown of it all made it feel much longer.

	Asharppainshotthroughherhipandrightlegwhenshelandedon-what she assumed - were jagged rocks. The impact knocked the air from her lungs, and forced her to inhale a deep breath of thick dust from the

	explosion.

	Shetriedtosquintthroughthedark,butdustwaseverywhere,greyand

	heavyandcloudingwhatlittlevisionshehad.Itfeltlikebeingsealedina tomb. There was no light. No air. She couldn't see. Could barely breathe through the debris.

	The Hex forced her to her feet, and she hissed in pain when she tried to put weight on her left leg. It wasn't broken, but it forced her to move in an awkwardlimb.Sheranahandtentativelyontherocksaroundher,tryingto work out the best way to escape -

	Andthensherealisedshewasn'taloneinthispit.

	"BOMBARDA!"adeepvoicecalledthroughthefog,andasecondlater,a blinding white light shot in Hermione's direction.

	Shedeflectedthespellwithease,forcingitsidewayswithaflickofher

	wristtoexplodethewallbesideherandknockfreshdebrisandsmokeinto the tunnel. She raised her wand and wordlessly cast a Lumos, illuminating

	 

	
thefaceofherattacker,ofthemanwho'dtrappedherinthisundergroundtunnel.

	Hermione hardly recognised Cormac McLaggen at first. His face was so different.ShewassurethatFleurhaddoneherbesttohealhim,butthere was only so much even she could do.

	Hermionerememberedthedamagewell.She'dtriedtohelprepairitherself all those months ago. Extensive burns by dragon fire were very tricky to

	heal. It was a miracle he was even able to stand.And yet, here he was, staringatHermionewithaburningfuryinhiseyesandmagiccracklingat the end of his wand.

	Whilst the right side of his frame was still broad and strong, the left was anythingbut.Hisleftarmswunguselesslyathisside,andhedraggedhis

	legloudlyacrossthefloorasheinchedclosertoHermione.Hewasbaldon the left side, the newly formed skin on the left side of his face tender, raw, and pulled so right across his cheek it looked painful.

	"You!" He shot another Bombarda at Hermione, and she blocked that one just as easily as she had the first. "You fucking traitor!" Cormac threw an explodingcurse,Hermionesidesteppedit."Fuckingmurderousbitch!"He threw another curse, and then another, each rolling into the next, but she could counteract them all. She was a better duellist than Cormac was, and he only had use of one arm.

	Heraisedhiswand again,hismouthopen andreadyforthenext

	incantation,buttheHexcommanded Hermionetogoontheoffensive.

	"AvadaKedavra!"

	Greenlightexplodedfromherwand.

	LuckilyCormacleapttotherightjustintime.Herattackmissedhimby

	inches.HetriedtostepbackasHermioneadvanced,buthisfootcaughton a loose rock and he fell to the ground.

	 

	
Shemercilesslythrewanotherunforgivablecurseathim.Hecounteracted it, his wand shaking in his hand, before he started to drag his body

	backwardsacrossthegravellikeawoundedanimal.

	Whatever he'd planned to do, whatever his intention for trapping Hermione inthesetunnelswas,hewasn’tgoingtosucceed.Shewasgoingtokillhim.

	It'snotme!Hermionewantedtoscream.I'mnotdoingthis!Please,justgo!Don't let me hurt you! Don't let me kill you, too!

	But she couldn't force the words out. It was as though the Hex had grown handsandhadwrappedthemaroundHermione'sthroat,trappingherpleas, stopping him from seeing her inside the monster she'd become.

	Cormac kept retreating, crawling backwards until he came to the edge of thetunnel.Adeadend.Therewasnowhereforhimtogo.Hewastrapped.

	HelookedupatHermione,thatfuryinhisexpressionwasgone.Helooked so scared now. Eyes wide and frightened as he hunched against the wall.

	AndtheHexdidn'tcare.Itpulledthestringstight,forcinghertoraiseher wand high in the air. Green smoke gathered –

	Her wand – Malfoy’s wand – suddenly burned in her palm. The pain was awful,likeholdinganopenflame,andstrongenoughtomakeherdrophis wand with a quiet yelp.

	Foramoment,Hermionecouldn'tunderstandwhatwashappening. But then she felt the Demon Hex receding.

	Itshouldn'thavebeenpossible.Malfoywastheonlyonewhocouldbring heroutoftheHex.Hewastheonlyonewhocouldfreeher,andhewasn't

	here.Shewasstilltrappedunderneaththedirtandthegrimeandtherubble. There must have been at least four feet of rocks between them.

	Itshouldn'thavebeenhappening,butitwas.Shecouldfeelit.Couldfeelits torturous hold on her slipping away. She stared at her hands in amazement, feeling the weight of the vile curse being lifted higher and higher -

	 

	
Andthenitwasgone.Thenshewasfree.Shewastheoneincontrol. But Cormac didn't know that.

	Andnowshedidn'thaveaweapontodefendherself.

	Sheheardhimdraghimselftohisfeet.Shelookedupintimetoseehim aim his wand, right in the centre of her chest.

	Hermione help her hands up, showing that she wasn’t armed, that she wasn’t a threat anymore. “Cormac,” she pleaded, taking a step away from him."It'salright.I'mnotgoingtohurtyou.It'sme-youneedtolistenverycarefully-"

	"Bombarda!"

	Hermioneducked,divingtowardsthefloorjustintimetomissthecurseas it exploded the wall behind her head.

	"Cormac,please!"shetriedagain,ignoringthebitingpaininherkneesand palms as she tried to crawl towards him. “That wasn't me before! Malfoys had me under a Hex! It wasn't me killing all those people! Please, please,

	believeme!Iwouldnever-"

	"Shut your mouth you traitor!" He shot another curse at her, but it missed whenshelungedforhisankles.Sheknockedhimoffbalanceandsenthim toppling towards the floor with her, and she heard - rather than saw - his wand clatter against the rubble and roll away.

	"Wedon'thavetimeforthis!Youneedtolistentome!"Hermioneshouted desperately. She crawled beside him and stared down sincerely into his

	face, trying to make him believe her, to make him see. "You need to Apparateusbacktothebase!Iwillexplaineverything,Ipromise!Just please Cormac, listen to me!"

	Panicstartedclawingatherchest.Shedidn'tknowhowlongshehadbefore Malfoy found her. This was her chance to escape.Abeautiful opportunity that she never dreamed would fall into her lap. She couldn't mess this up.

	 

	
"I'mnottakingyouanywhere!"Cormacbellowed,justashebroughthisfist upsharplyandpunchedHermioneinthenose.Shefellbackwards,anawful painspreadingacrossherfaceasCormacstraddledherhipsandleanedover her. "What, is killing our soldiers on the battlefield not enough for you?!

	Youwantmetotakeyoubacktoourbase,justsoyoucanslaughter everyone who's too young to fight back?!"

	Hermionetriedtofighthimbuthepinnedherarmsathersidesand bracketed his thighs over them, trapping her under his weight.

	"I'mnotgoingtolistentoawordyousay,traitor!"Cormacbroughthis

	knucklesdownonherfaceagain,crackingsomethingunderhercheek,and there was nothing she could do to stop him. "Do you know how many of our friends you've killed?!"

	Hermionejerkedherlegsupinafeebleattempttoforcehimoffofherbut he was too heavy, his bulking frame too large for her to move without the aid of magic.

	"Do you know how many peopleI'vewatched burn on thepyres becauseof you!"Anotherpunch.Somethingelsecracked,possiblyhernose."Itoldthe others that weshould just kill you!"Another punch. "I told Shacklebolt that you were too dangerous, and Potter that we should kill you on sight! But

	theydidn'tlisten!Theyneverlistentome!"hebellowed,spittingeach

	vicious word as he brought his fist down on her face again and again and again."Iwon'tletyoukillanymoreofusGranger!You'regoingtopayfor what you've done!You're going to die! Right here! Right now!"

	Cormacjustkepthittingher.Keptsmashinghisfistintoherfaceand

	breakingeverythinghisknucklescameintocontactwith.Shewassurethat her jaw must have been broken.

	Therewasaringingin herears.Bloodpooledin hermouthandranfrom

	hernose,coveringherfaceanddrenchingherhair.Itmixedwiththedrying blood of those she'd murdered earlier, until she didn't know where their

	bloodended,andhersbegan–

	Butthen,justlikethat,Cormac'sweightvanished.

	 

	
Hermione sat up and spat out the metallic blood from her mouth, blinking throughthewetnessmattinginherlashes.Cormacwasontheothersideof the tunnel, laying on his back and gasping for breath. Malfoy was stood in front of her, shielding her.

	MalfoymutteredsomethinginLatin,sharplywavedhiswandinamotion that Hermione didn't recognise, and then Cormac started screaming.

	Itallhappenedveryquickly,almostinstantly.

	Cormacstartedtodisintegrate.Hermionehadneverseenacurselikeit.His skin cracked and lit up, like his veins had turned to molten lava and

	explodedbeforehisbodyturnedtoashandfragmentedintonothing,like he'd been burned by fire from a dragon.

	AsshestaredatthefloatingshardsofashthatwereonceCormac,Malfoy knelt in front of her and started healing her injuries.

	"Death was too good for that piece of shit!" he hissed under his breath, lightly tapping the edge of his wand against her nose to fix the break. "Shouldhavemadeitlast.Shouldhavepluckedhisribsoutandshoved

	themuphisarse.Shouldhaverippedhisfuckinghandsoffforthinkinghe could touch you like that - "

	"You...couldhavejust...lethimgo,”Hermionepanted,tryingtostopher head from swaying through the dizzying ache. "You didn't have ... to kill

	him… atall.”

	Malfoy'shandfroze.Hiseyessnappeduptohers."Yes,Idid,"heanswered coldly.Matteroffact,noemotion,noremorseforthelifehe'djustviciously taken.Another wave of his wand banished the blood from her face and

	robes"Hehurtyou,soIkilledhim,andI'ddoitagaininafuckingheartbeat.”

	 

	
"PleasemyLorditwasn'tourfault!"

	TheDementorscircledoverhead,draftingfreezingairthroughYork Cathedral to raise the hairs on Hermione's arms.

	The Gold Mask, the one Voldemort had deemed 'responsible' for todays mission,trembledfuriouslyinfrontofher.Hiskneesknockedtogetherand his mask shook as he spoke.

	"Pleasehavemercy!Ibegyou!Iwilldobetter!Ididn'tseethem!They must have used some sort of cloaking magic! It wasn't my fault!"

	Voldemortwasseethingwithrage,incandescentandmurderous.Dark magic crackled in the air around him, like little sparks of lightning.

	Somethingwasoff.Hermionecouldfeelit.

	Asfarasshewasaware,theDeathEatershadwonthisbattle.Bournemouth was in ruins, and The Order's new safehouse there had been raided and

	destroyed.Thatbasehadproventobevital,acollectionofweaponsand medicinal potions larger than any other.

	Voldemort had pulled all his strongest and most lethal generals away from theirusualpoststoensurethismissionransmoothly.Heknewthisbasewas vital to the Order's survival. It was there last medical centre, their final

	sanctuary,andhewasn'tleavinganythingtochance.

	Theymaynothavemanagedtocaptureanyslaves,butthelossofthisbase wouldbecatastrophictoShackleboltandtherestoftheregime.Thisattack was a success. So, why was Voldemort so angry?

	"Someonemusthavetippedthemoff!"TheGolddroppedtohisknees,

	pleadingandsnivellingastheDementorsinchedthatlittlebitcloser,eager to feed. "The Spy! The Spy must have told them about our attack! They must have known that the chamber would be unguarded and they could-"

	"Iwillhearnomoreofthisvulturewhohaschosentosidewiththosefilthy blood traitors over their own kind!" Voldemort sprang from his chair and

	beganpacingthecathedral.TheGoldloweredhisheadincowardice,trying

	 

	
tohidehimself."Whenwelocatethisfoultraitor,Iwillseetotheir punishment myself!"

	Malfoy'sfingersdugintoHermione'sarmasVoldemortpassedthem.He draggedheralittlecloserintohisside,furtheroutofhismaster'sfuriouspath.

	"This cannot happen again! Do you hear me?" Voldemort roared. "We cannot allow this vermin to do this to me!To us!We must squash them now!Wewillpullallourforces!Wewillusethetrolls!TheDementors! TheAcromantuals!Wewillkillthemall!Ifwemust,wewillstormtheir houses and burn them in their beds while they sleep!"

	Somethinginhisrantingseemedtoinspirehim,andhewhirledaroundmid- sentence to face Malfoy and Hermione.

	"Thedragon!Wewilluseher!Shewillbetakenoneverymission!Shewill knock their metal birds from the sky and burn all their bases to the

	ground!Everybase!Whetheritholdswizards,mugglesoldiers,orchildren, I do not care, I want them all dead! I want to see their bodies melting! I want to hear their screams! Let them be so loud they ring in the air for

	months!Forever!"

	ThewayVoldemortflashedhisteeth,thewayhisblackeyesburnedwith excitementashedescribedthemassacreandhisjawvibratedlikearabid dog as he pictured children burning made dread twist in Hermione's

	stomach.Helookedunhinged,amanontheedge,andmoredangerousthan anything she’d ever seen.

	"Ofcourse,myLord,”Malfoyanswered.Hebowedhisheadinrespect,and used the movement to discreetly drag Hermione behind him a little.

	"Whateveryouwish, itisyours.Shewillbegladtobeofusetoyou."

	Voldemort'srobesswirledaroundhimashestartedpacingagain,draftinga waveofsomethingrottenandputridinHermione'sdirection.Shewantedto gag from the stench of it.

	"Now,”VoldemorthissedquietlyashestoppedinfrontoftheGoldMask who'd failed him today. "As for you, Goyle.”

	 

	
"N-no,p-please,myLord…H-havem-mercy-" "Avada Kedavra!"

	AlltheDeathEatersremainedpoisedandsilent,manydidn'tsomuchas blink as Goyle's lifeless corpse fell to the floor with a loud, grotesque

	squelch.

	"Let this be a lesson to all of you!" Voldemort said. "Goyle had one job today.Hebeggedformoreresponsibility.Beggedformetolethimguard the chamber, and he failed me."

	Hisbreathlefthiminsharp,raggedpantsashegloweredattherestofhis followers. Hermione couldn't help but thinking that he looked… tired.

	Fatigueshowedinalmosteveryinchofhisbeing.Hisskinwaspalerthan Hermionecouldeverrememberitbeing.Hisshoulderswereslumpedand

	protrudingunderneathhisdarkrobes.Theveinsonhisneckandhandswere darker, and hollow purple rings coloured the skin underneath his eyes. He

	lookedmorelikeaskeletonthanaman.Driedcrimsonclungtotheedgesof his mouth, almost like he'd been coughing up blood. In many ways, he

	lookedlikeAstoriaafteroneofherepisodes- And then Hermione understood.

	Voldemort'shealthwasdeclining.Hewasweak,andtherewasonlyone thing that could weaken a wizard as depraved as Voldemort.

	TheOrderhaddestroyedanotherHorcrux.

	They'd done it.After years of dead ends and false leads that ended up nowhere,they'dfinallyfoundone!Thefirstoneinsomanyyears,and

	destroyedit,shatteringapieceoftheDarkWizardssoulrightalongsideit. That was what Goyle was talking about. He'd been entrusted to guard the chamber where Voldemort kept one of the Horcruxes, and the Order had sneaked right passed him and stolen it.

	 

	
TheattacktodaymusthavebeenadiversiontoteaseoutVoldemort's

	strongestgenerals.Gatherthemalltogetherandlurethemawaytoleavethe Horcruxes less protected, just so the Order could steal it from right under

	theirnoses.

	Justlikeinagameofchess,they'dsacrificedabase,butdestroyed something so much more valuable in return.

	AndVoldemort had no idea. He hadn’t known that one of his fortresses had beenbreacheduntilitwastoolate.Untilhe’dfeltapartofhimselfshatter,a piece of his soul being sucked out as though a Dementor had taken it.

	Sotherewashope.Harryhadbeenright.Evenafteralltheseyears,there was hope.

	Hermionecouldbarelycontainherexcitement.Awaveofjoylikenothing she'd ever felt swarmed across her chest and heated her skin. She started

	runningthroughthelistofHorcruxesinherhead. MarvoloGaunt'sring:destroyedbyDumbledore.

	Tom'sdiary:destroyedbyHarryintheChamberofSecrets. TheLocket:RonshattereditwiththeSwordofGryffindor.

	Harry:Voldemort'killed'himintheForbiddenforest,onlyforhimtobe resurrected minutes later.

	Hufflepuff'scup:despitethewayheryoungandinnocenthandshadshook, Hermione had destroyed that one herself.

	Sowhathadtheyfound?

	ThemissingDiadem?TheHorcruxthatMalfoyhadmanagedtostealfrom the Room of Requirement before Harry, Ron and Hermione had been able to find it? The one he'd probably presented to his master like a gift, and

	hadn'tbeenseensince.

	 

	
Ormaybeitwasthesnake?MaybeHarryhadlearnedthelocationofthepit that Voldemort had been keeping her in all these years, and they'd manage to cut her head off?

	Orperhapshe'dfiguredoutwhatthemysterious8thHorcruxwas?Theone Voldemort had created in a desperate attempt to prolong his life after the

	BattleofHogwarts?

	BecauseitsconceptionwasafterHarry's'death'–andhisconnectionto

	Voldemortwasweakened-hecouldn'tseewhatthenewHorcruxwas,only sensethattherewasanewobstacleforthem.They'dneverhadanyleadson it, but maybe they'd had a breakthrough in Hermione's absence?

	Shesupposeditwasn'treallyimportantwhichoneitwas.Theimportant

	thingwasthatitwasdestroyed.Itwasgone.Obliterated,andbecauseofit, because of the combined effort of the Order, because of the blood, the sweat, the tears and brave sacrifices of those lost, Voldemort was

	weakening.

	ThatthoughtwasenoughtomakeHermionesmile.

	"Doyouthinkthisfunny,girl?"Voldemortshouted,theblacksofhiseyes narrowing with rage, making him look even more snake-like than he

	alreadywas.

	"Yes,actually,"shechuckledquietlybeforeshecouldstopherself."Ido.” Voldemort clenched his clawed hand into a fist.

	Malfoytensedbesideher.

	"Because all your 'power', all that killing, and all those Horcruxes that you created,haveendedupbeinguseless.”Hermioneraisedherchinhigh,voice strong and echoing off the walls of the cathedral. "Because those muggles that you think are beneath you? Well, they've banded together, and you're losing this war because of them.You're dying - slowly, by the looks of it - andyouknowwho'sresponsible?Abunchofwizardsandwitcheswhoused to be scared to say your name."

	 

	
"Silence!You do not know what you are talking about, you foolish girl!" Voldemort hissed. "Death is a weakness! Something reserved for the filth and the vermin!Apenance for a life ill spent! I am not dying, nor can I be killed!Yourmugglescannotkillme!YourpreciousHarryPottercannotkill

	me!”Hechargedtowardsherlikeamadman,thetipofthewandinhishand still sparking with the remains of the killing curse he'd used moments ago. "I have seen the future! My reign will be endless, and born from the blood of those muggles you defend so foolishly!"

	He pushed Malfoy aside, grabbed a fistful of her hair, and yanked her forward,"Here,”hesaidashedugthetipofhiswandbetweenhereyes. "Let me show you what the Seers have shown me! Let me show you

	exactlywhatawaitsyouandyourmugglecompanions,Mudblood!"

	 

	
Whatdeathmustfeellike
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	Itstartedasatinglebetweenherbrows.Justafewsparksofmagicwhere Voldemort was pressing his wand into her skin. It was uncomfortable,

	painful,butnothingshecouldn'tgritherteeththrough.

	Butthenthepaingotworse,grewuntilHermionecouldrecogniseitasdark magic. The evilest kind. The type that raised the hairs on the back of her

	arm.Anditjustkeptgettingstrongerandstronger.Short,sharpburstsof pain lashed across her temples like she was being whipped with metal chains while Voldemort threaded his influence over her mind.

	Andallowedheraccessintohis.

	Youshouldbetakingnotes,saidavoiceinthebackofherhead.Youshouldbe focusing on his mind instead of yours.

	To have a glimpse intoVoldemort’s mind.To see what he had seen and knowhisplansforthefuture.Itwasapivotalmoment.AchancethatHarry would have leapt at if he were given the opportunity.

	Afterhis'death',hisconnectiontoVoldemort'smindhadbeenalmost

	completely tethered, and the Order had suffered because of it. They'd lost theiradvantage.Harrycouldn'tpredictVoldemort'snextmoveanymoreor get a sense of what scared the Dark Lord and where the weaknesses in his armour were.

	Don'tlookatwhathe'sshowingyou,thinkaboutwhatheisn'tshowingyou,what he doesn't want you to see,the voice persisted, urging her to listen, to

	 

	
ignoretheobviousandpayattentiontotheshadows.You'reinhismind.Takethisopportunity.Learnfromit.Studyit.Therehastobesomething here. Something that could help Harry and the Order.

	But shedidn't need to focus on his mind, becauseshecould already feel it in her own. His magic had already glided over her, connecting her to him andthreadinghisinfluencesotightlyoverheritfeltlikeshewashim,and hewasher.

	Hewasn'tjustmerelyshowingherhismind,hewashermind,andshewashis.

	Therealisationstruckhertoolate.Shefrozewithfear.Shecouldn'tmove. She wanted to be sick.

	His mind was a dark place. Cold and repugnant, and he wanted her to seemoreofit.HewantedtoshowherwhattheSeer'shadforetold.Hisfuture. His victory. The Order's defeat.

	Noneoftheimagesheshowedhermadeanysensetobeginwith. Buildings exploding.

	Thicksmokerisingintotheair. Violent flashes of green light.

	Anordinaryblackhandgunwithagoldhandle. A church on fire.

	Abridgecollapsingintoafrozenlake. A stone bell tower crumbling.

	Bluelightningoveradarksilhouette-perhapsacastle,butitvanished before Hermione could be sure.

	 

	
Andthenumberfour.Hermionesawiteverywhere.Itkeptflashingin between each image, a plip, like a cigarette burn on a piece of film.

	As the doors of a church she didn't recognise burnt, the number four suddenlyflashedinfrontofhereyesbeforethevisionsnappedintothe next. And it kept happening.

	Thesupportbeamsonabridgebroke,allowingthestructuretofallintoan icy lake below.

	Four.

	Thehandgunwasreloadedwithasingleroundofammunition.Four.

	Brickscrackedandsplintered.Ahightowerfellandshatteredontheground.

	Four.

	Anothercrackofblueagainstablacksky.Four.

	Thechurchagain.

	Four.

	Thegun.

	Four.

	Thebridge.Four.

	Thebelltower.

	 

	
Four.

	Darkbluelightning.Four.

	Four. Four.

	ShetriedtolookawayandsearchforwhatVoldemortwasn'tshowingher, but again, for what felt like the hundredth time since she'd been captured, Hermione had no control. She was powerless.

	ItwasathousandtimesworsethanbeingundertheDemonHex.She

	couldn't move, not unless he told her she could. She always compared the Demon Hex to being tied up by marionettestrings, controlled by amonster breathingdownherneck,guidinghertoactonherworstimpulsesandfeed its appetite, but this was different.

	Thisfeltlikethemonsterwasinsideher.Likethemonsterwasher.Sheand Voldemort were the same person.And he wanted to watch the prophecy be retold, so she had no choice but to watch it as well.

	AsVoldemort'smagicshifted,thevisionschanged.Thelandscapesand

	burning churches weregone, and thevisions twisted into battles. Dozens of battlesindifferentlocations,eachwarzonesnappingintothenext.Ablurof violent images, countless deaths, and screams that seemed to roll into one.

	Andsomehow,Hermionecouldfeelthem.Shefeltitall,experiencedeach death as though she were the victim.

	Death.ThatwastheonlywayHermionecoulddescribeit.Voldemortwas showing her what death must be like. What death must feel like.

	Everynewvisionbroughtanewwaveofpain, anewpossiblewayto

	enduredeath.Shemusthavediedahundredtimesoverwhileheshowed her image after image of her apparent future.

	Whenheshowedherfamousmugglestatuesbeingtornfromtheirpostsand

	 

	
shatteringagainsttheground,Hermionefelttheearthshakeviolently beneath her boots.

	WhenheshowedherZachariasSmithbeingengulfedinflamesfromBlack Shadow's mouth, Hermione felt them licking across her skin. She felt her

	bloodboilinherveins,felttheskinonherarmmeltasherentirebodywas eclipsed in searing heat.

	Whenthesamebeastmauledateamofmugglesoldiersinaruinedcity,she felt its fangs cutting through her skin. Could feel her bones crushing under the strength of the dragon's jaws. Could feel her flesh slicing open, being torn apart as though the dragon were devouring her.

	WhenAvada'swerethrownacrossbattlefieldsandhitwitchessheknew- Angelina Johnson, Sarah Chamberlain, and even ones she didn't know - Hermione felt the killing curse collide with her chest and stop her heart.

	Andtheexecutionswerenodifferent.Whenheshowedherthegallowsthat stretched high in the sky and the lines of slaves with robe necklaces,

	Hermionefeltanoosearoundherownneck.Andwhenthetrapdoor

	vanishedbeneaththeslave'sfeet,asharppainshotaroundHermione'sneck. She couldn't breathe. Something was cutting off her air.

	Shecouldn'tbreathe.Couldn'tscream.Couldn'tshoutforhelp.

	Shefelltoherknees,herhandsflyingtohernecktounhookthenooseand let her breathe. But there was no rope. Just a solid pressure that was biting down harder and harder into her throat -

	Andthenit alljustvanished.

	All the images.All the screams. They all just disappeared as though it was nothingmorethanadream,andHermionewasleftintotaldarkness.Alone.

	Theairaroundherwasn'tcoldanymore.Itwashotandstuffy.

	Shetriedtoraiseherhandtoblindlyfeelherwaythroughthedarkness,but she couldn't. Her hands were bound tightly behind her back. Coarse ropes

	 

	
werewrappedaroundherwristsandstomach,bindinghertoatallwooden pole behind her.

	The air around her was getting hotter. Each tick of the clock raising the temperatureanotherfewdegrees.Shejerkedagainstherrestraints,testing for weaknesses -

	Andthensheheardit.Adeeprumblinginthedarkness.Agrowl,likerolls of tumbling thunder. Her head snapped up, and although she couldn't see anything, she immediately knew what was closing in on her.

	Thetemperaturespikedasthebeastdrewnearer,butHermione'sbloodrancold.

	Onlyadragon'sgrowlcouldhavethatuniqueeffectonthebody,andasfar as she knew, there was only one dragon that Voldemort had on a leash.

	Narcissawasbehindher,thenshewasinfrontofher,thenbehindheragain, walking in tight circles and getting closer each time. Hermione could feel

	the ground shudder with each step she took, shaking under her colossal weight.Shecouldhearherwingsandtailscrapeacrosstheground.Could feel stifling heat radiate from her black scales.

	ButHermionestillcouldn'tseeormove!

	Therewasjustdarknessaroundher.Darknessandagrowl.Andthe

	temperaturejustkeptrising.Itwaslikebeinglockedinasauna.Shecould breathe a little, but the air was sticky and dry and burned her throat when she inhaled. Sweat trickled down the side of her temple, gathering on her exposed collarbone and neck.

	Herheartwasbeatingviolentlyinherchest.Bloodroaredinherears.

	It's just a vision,shetried to tell herself, willing her body to calm down.It'snot real. It's not real. Nothing that happens to you here is real. This isn't yourdeath.Thiswon'thappentoyou.Itwillbeoversoon.Justcalmdown-

	 

	
"IwouldsaythatI'msorry,thatIdidn'tseethiscoming,"anothervoicesaid in the darkness.Acold voice.Avoice she recognised. "But I think we both always knew that this is how it was going to end for us. Didn't we,

	Granger?"

	No.

	Ablazing fire was suddenly hurtling towards her. It lit up the room, and HermionesawMalfoy'sgreyeyesandvacantexpressionashestoodbeside Narcissa, before she was engulfed in the flames.

	Thelightonlylastedasecondbeforeshewasthrownintothedarknessagain.

	Hermionescreamedasthedragons'firelickedacrossherskin.Thepainwas excruciating. Indescribable. Worse than anything she could have imagined. Acid, fire curses, nothing came close. Her blood boiled and bubbled in her veins instantly. Her skin cracked and blistered, peeling back from the bone like it was trying to escape the impossible heat that was inside her veins.

	Eventhoughshewasonfire,Hermionestillcouldn’tsee.Shewasintotal

	darkness.Aloneandonfire.Noonewascomingtosaveher.Nomatterhow loud she screamed, no one was coming to help her.

	Andtheburningjustwenton.Onandon,never-ending,likeshewasfrozen in this fire.

	Isthiswhatdeathreallyfeltlike?Wasitjust...this?Trappedinthemoment your lifeended?No escape?Just darkness and fireand pain and loneliness? Just never-ending suffering? Forced to relive the moment of your death?

	Relivethepainoverandover,andoveragain.

	Hermionekeptscreaming,prayingthatwhenVoldemortfinallyleftfrom her mind, she'd never have to experience this kind of dark magic again. Hoped that when he finally decided that she'd had enough, he'd take this pain and darkness with him.

	But hedidn't.

	 

	
When he finally let her go, the pain didn't fade. He may have released her fromwhateverspellhe'dusedtoshowherthevisions,buthedidn'trelease her from the fire.

	Shepulledinasharpbreathastheroomreformedaroundher.Shewasback in the Cathedral. She knew that. There was solid ground underneath her

	feet.Someonehadtheirhandpressedagainstthesmallofherback,holding her up straight.

	Butwhy couldshestillfeel theflames?

	She looked down at her hands - the only patch of skin she could see in her DeathEateruniform–andfoundunblemishedskinwhereshe'dexpectedto see scorched flesh.

	Itdidn'tmakesense.Voldemort'smagicwasgone,sowhycouldshestill

	feelthefireburningher?Whycouldshestillfeeltheropescuttingintoher ribcage, binding her to the stake?

	Hewasn'tinhermindanymore,sowhycouldshestillfeelhismagicinside her? Crawling underneath her skin like an insect.

	"Nowyouknowwhatawaitsyourfriendsinthefuture,Mudblood.”

	Voldemortpressedhiswandunderherchinandforcedherheaduptolook at him. His red eyes glowed, triumphant. "So tell me, after seeing all that death, after feeling all the suffering that awaits you and your friends, is it me who should fear death? Or is ityou?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WhenMalfoyapparatedthembacktohisestate,Hermionefeltnothinglikeherself.

	Shethoughttheawfulfeelinginherstomachwouldloosenthefurtheraway she got from Voldemort, that the flames and feeling of death would let her

	 

	
goassoonastherewassomedistancebetweenherandtheonewho'd caused it.

	Itdidn't.Justanother thingshewaswrongabout.

	Astheairwhirledaroundheranddampearthmaterialisedunderneathher feet, she jerked out of Malfoy's hold and stormed towards the manor.

	Heprobablythoughtthatshe'dlosttheplotfromthewayshewassprinting across the grounds like a madwoman. She could hear him calling her,

	shoutingforhertocomeback,demandingtoknowwhathadgottenintoher.

	Oratleastshethoughtshecouldhearhimcallingher.Shedidn'tknow

	anymore.Shewassoconfused.Shedidn'tknowwhichofherfeelingswere real and which were just remnants of Voldemort's magic.

	Darkmagicthatwasstillinsideher.Festering,cracklingunderneaththe

	surface,ignitingtheflamesthatwerestillbathingherandmakingherwant to wretch.

	Ifthatwaswhatdeathreallyfeltlike,therewasnowonderVoldemortnever wanted to die.

	The feeling wouldn't go away. She couldn't shake it off, like a bad dream she couldn't wake up from. She felt hot all over. Swore she could still feel theropesaroundherwristsandflameslickingacrossherskin.Fuck-even her skin didn't feel like her own anymore! It was itchy and uncomfortable, like something was crawling beneath the surface. Like he was crawling inside her, burrowing his magic deep.

	Andtheflameswouldn'tgoaway!Shestillfeltlikeshewasdying,a burning corpse just clinging to life.

	Shewantedthisfeelinggone.She'ddoanythingtoberidofit.She'dcuther arm off if that's what it took, if that would make the fire just stop.

	 

	
Hermioneswungthedoorstothelargedrawingroomopenandstormedinside.

	Theroomwasexactlyasshe'dleftitweeksago.Threetargetsstilllinedthe East Wall, all wearing Black Masks and dark robes shrouding their bodies. The table was still there, rows of guns and firearms still spread evenly across the surface.

	Shemarchedtothetableandpickedupthefirstgunshesaw.Shepressed the barrel against her right hip and drew a deep breath.

	Therewerenoessentialarteriesinthatarea.Shootingherselftherewould hurtlikehell,butthethoughtthatshe'dbeabletobleedVoldemort'sdark magic out of her herself was too appealing to not at least try it.

	Malfoy had charmed the guns so she couldn't take them out of the room, and the ones preventing her from shooting herself were unbreakable. She couldn'tusethemtokillherself,norcouldsheusethemtoaidherescape. Hermione was sure that he'd left the guns inside this room on purpose, teasing her, torturing her with the near possibility of escape.

	Butthatwasweeksago,andnowsheclungtothehopethatthecharmshad somehow weakened through neglect, because she was desperate.

	Thegunshookinherhands,thebarreltremblingagainsther.Shepulledthe trigger, but nothing happened. She tried again. The gun clicked, the handle grew warm in her hand, but it didn't fire.

	Shepulledthetriggeragain.Andagainandagain.Eachtimethebarrel

	failedtoempty,anewwaveofhelplessnesswashedoverher.Tearsstarted to prick her eyes.

	Theguninherhandsuddenlyevaporatedasthoughitweremadeofsmoke. Was it ever there to begin with? Or had she just imagined it? Had

	Voldemortreallybrokenhermindthatseverelyinjustafewshortminutes?

	Without letting herself dwell on that possibility, she dashed towards the tableoffirearms.Shereacheddown,intendingtosnatchasmallrifle,but the table and all its contents vanished.

	 

	
However,asharpsnapoffingershadalreadyalteredherthatshewasn't alone in this room.

	Shehadn'tlosthermind.Notyet,anyway. "Bring the guns back Malfoy."

	"Why?Soyoucanfailtoshootyourselfagain?"hesneeredcoldlyfromthe doorway. "No. I don't think I will.Although, I've got to say, I thought your aim would be better."

	Hermionekeptherbacktohim.Shecouldn'tbaretofacehim,notwhenshe was so close to tears. "There's nothing wrong with my aim! It's those stupid charms you've put on the guns! Take them off and I'll show you!"

	"Oh,soyourhearingisn'timpairedafterallthen?You'renotdeaf,justan ignorant little shit when others are calling your name. Good to know.”

	"I'mnotinthemoodforgamesMalfoy.Notnow.NotafterwhatVoldemort

	-"Shecutherselfoff,andbegangrindingherteethtogethertodistracther from the stinging in her eyes. Tears so close to breaking free. "Just bring back the guns.Now."

	"Theywon'tdoyouanygood.I'mnottakingthecharmsoffthem.EvenifI do give them back to you, you won't be able to hurt yourself with them.”

	Hermionesnortedandpinchedhereyesclosed.Shewouldn'tcryinfrontof Malfoy. She wouldn't. "Well then maybe I'll just shoot you instead," she laughed bitterly. "That ought to cheer me up.”

	Hewasquietforafewmoments,mullingoverherwords.Whenhespoke again, his voice was softer, lacking the venom it was usually dripping in whenever he spoke to her. "Why do you want to shoot yourself?"

	She chewed on the inside of her cheek. The fire was still on her skin. Gettinghotterandhotter.Shepulledthegauntletsoffherarmandstarted scratching her forearm, trying to relieve the burning, the maddening itch that just wouldn't fuck off.

	 

	
Sheconsideredtellinghimforabriefmomentbeforeshesquishedthe thought entirely. He wouldn't understand. She didn'twanthim to

	understand.Orshowhimthisweakness.

	Shewhirledaround tofacehim."Why doyoucare?"

	"Likeitornot,you'remyresponsibility.Myproblem.Myburdentobear.” He took a step closer. "Whilst you're in my care, I can't have you blowing holesinyourselfnow,canI?I'mnotapatientman,youalreadyknowthat. So I'll only ask you one more time, why do you want to shoot yourself?"

	"Leavemealone."

	Malfoytookanothersteptowardsher."Granger,what'swrong?"

	Thefirefeltlikeitwasspreadingupwards.Herheadbuzzedandached,like someone had replaced her blood with acid. It was burning. "Leave me

	alone,Malfoy."

	Hetookanotherstepcloser,andHermione'shandsslidintoherhair.The

	fireinherheadwasgettinghotter.Sherakedhernailsacrossherscalp.She was on fire. Her head was on fire and it wouldn't go away.

	"What'sthematterwithyou?"heasked.

	She was still on fire. Her breath started to leave her in sharp pants. She couldn'tbreathe.Thefirewasinherskin.Thedarkmagicwasstillinher skin -

	"Granger,whydoyouwanttoshootyourself?”

	"BecauseIneedtodosomethingtomakemefeelaliveagain!" Malfoy froze. "What?"

	There.She'dsaidit.Thethingshedidn'twanttosayoutloud.TheAchilles heel she didn't want to admit she had. The confession undid something,

	obliteratedthelittlecontrolshe'dhadonheremotions,andthetearsshe'd

	beensodesperatetoholdbackstreameddownherfacewithoutpermission.

	 

	
"WhenVoldemortwentintomymind,hedidn'tjustshowmethefuture.He mademeliveit!"shesaidquickly,tearingofftheband-aid."Heshowedme whathisvictorywouldlooklike!Whatitwouldmeanfortherestofus!He showed me Order members getting slaughtered and your dragon burning and mauling everyone, and I felt everything he showed me!"

	Tearsblurredhervision,butshethoughtshecaughtabluecrackappearin Malfoy's cold eyes.

	"I felt her teeth in me! I felt her tearing me apart, and then it all vanished, andIwastiedtoapost,andIcouldn'tseeanything!"shechoked,struggling togulpdownairasshesobbed. "Icouldn'tmove,andthenyourdragon,she

	-shecrawleduptome-andthensheopenedhermouthandsetmeonfire! Your dragon burned me, and I could feel it! I can still feel it! I thought that if I shot myself, I could bleed some of his magic out of me, and I wouldn't have to feel like this anymore! I thought it would get his magic out of me, and this feeling would stop!"

	Hermionehadn'timaginedit.Therewasacrackinhisgreyeyes,afewblue splinters in his occlumency walls.

	"And you were with her!" she screamed, feeling her whole body start to tremble. "I only saw her for a second.The only time I saw anything was whenshesetmeonfire,andyouwerethere!You-youwerestoodright nexttoher!Youwerewatching-youreyesweredeadandcold,andyou just stood there did nothing!You just let me burn!"

	"Granger,youneedtocalmdown,"Malfoysaidcalmly,anemotion

	Hermionecouldn'tquiteplacecolouringhistone.Heoutstretchedahand towards her. "It was just a vision, it wasn't real-"

	"Butitfeltreal!Yousaidmyname!Yousaidmynameandthenyour

	dragonsetmeonfire!IthinkheshowedmehowI'mgoingtodie.Ithink- he showed me how you're going to kill me.”

	Evenasshesaidthewords,apartofherdidn'tbelievethem.Thoughtthey were just panicked ramblings, a way to ease the fear she felt weighing on her chest and reorganise her frenzied mind.

	 

	
Shedidn’tthinkitmightactuallybetrueuntilshesawMalfoy’sreaction. Wasn't until she heard his breath hitch and saw his eyes widen a fraction that she realised there might be some weight to her ridiculous theory.

	Terror swept through her. She pinched her eyes closed, as if that might be abletohideherfromit."Ohmygod.HedidshowmehowI'mgoingtodie, didn't he?" Her hand covered her mouth just as a fresh sob wrecked its way up her throat. "AfterVoldemort is done with me, he's going to order you to execute me, isn't he?"

	"Itwasn'treal,"Malfoyrepeatedcalmly."You'rebeingridiculous.Itwas just a vision, something the seers came up with while they were bored.

	Noneofitwasreal-"

	"Then why do I still feel dead?! I can still feel the fire on my skin and the ropesaroundmyneckandI-andId-don'tknowwhattodo-Idon'tknow how to fix it. I can still feel his magic inside me! I can't get rid of it!And the fire won't go away! I feel - f-feel like Voldemort killed me in those

	visions.Ifeellikehekilledme,andI'mstilldyingnow,likehetrappedme in death!Like I'm just this broken little thing. This dead thing that's

	burningandinpainandIcan't-Idon't-"

	Asharp pain suddenly shot through her left knee. Her eyes snapped back open.Malfoywasglaringather.Thetipofhiswandwassmoking,freshlyused.

	"Finishedwith your littlepityparty?"

	Hermione stared at him in disbelief. "Did ... Did you just ... hex me?" "Yes,Idid.Iwouldhavedoneanythingtogetyoutojuststopfucking

	crying," Malfoy sneered, unsympathetic to the tears slowly slipping down Hermione'scheeks."Pullyourselftogether!Pitydoesn'tsuityou,Granger. Weakness doesn't suit you.”

	"Youreallyareanarsehole."Shewipedthebackofherhandroughlyacross her cheeks, trying to banish the evidence of her weakness. "You have no

	ideawhatitwasliketoexperience-"

	 

	
"For fuck sake, listen to yourself!You're a mess. Did the Dark Lord take yourback-bonewhenheenteredyourmind?Didhesnatchthatawayalong with your courage?!" His voice was cruel and cold, but his eyes were

	burning. "Have some fucking pride, Granger. Don't stand there and feel sorryforyourself.You'rebetterthanthat.You'restrongerthanthat,orat least I thought you were."

	Hermione'sspinestraightenedlikehe'dstruckheracrosstheback.She raised her chin, her nostrils flaring indignantly. How fucking dare he.

	Malfoy smiled cruelly at her. "The other Death Eaters used to tell stories aboutyou.Didyouknowthat?Theyusedtosaythatyoucouldn'tpossibly be a Mudblood because you were too powerful. So fucking talented at

	murderingour soldiersit waslikeyouwerebornto doit.”

	Herhandsclenchedintofistsathersides.Angerflaredinherchest,evenif a few extra tears did slip down her face.

	"Sowhatifyousawavisionofmekillingyou?Doesthatmeanyouhaveto stop fighting? Does that mean you have to stop trying to kill me first?"

	With a snap of his fingers, a gun appeared at his side. He didn't touch it. It levitatedintheair,hoveringclosetohisshoulder.Hewavedhiswandover the barrel, and a soft blue light eclipsed the firearm before it floated into Hermione's hand. "You want to feel alive again Granger?Then shoot me.”

	Shesearchedhisface,lookingforasignthathewasn'tbeingserious.That this was a sick joke she didn't understand the punchline to.

	Thereweren'tany.

	"I'vetakensomeofthecharmsoutofthegun,"heexplained,tiltinghis

	head to the side and playing with his wand. "Don't get any ideas, you still can'thurtyourselfwithit.Thegunwon'tfireifyoutryandshootyourself, but you can shoot me with it instead."

	Hermionetestedtheweightofitinherhand.Itdidfeeldifferent,lighterbutcolder.

	 

	
"Thegunwon'treloaditself,soyou'veonlygotoneround.Twelvebullets. Is that enough for you to do some real damage?"

	Hermioneglaredathim."You'reforgettingthatifIkillyou,Idietoo.Won't that put a kink in your masters' plan?"

	"Onlyifyouactuallyhitme.”Hesmiledandranhistongueacrosshistop teeth, taunting her. "Think you're up to the challenge?"

	"Ifthisisyourideaofajoke,"shesaidquietly,"thenyou'rejustassickNott."

	"Thisisn'tajoke."Hetookastepbackandheldhisarmsoutwideoneither side of him, giving her a clear shot. "Go on, shoot me.”

	Hereyesflickereddownatthegun.Shethoughtaboutshootinghim,she honestly did. Merlin knew she'd been thinking about it for months.

	Fantasizedaboutit.

	Aweekago,she'dhavepointedthebarrelathisheadandpulledthetrigger without hesitation. Would have killed him and herself without a second

	thought orregret.

	Aweekago,she'dhavewelcomeddeathwithasmileonherface. But a week ago Voldemort hadn't been in her mind.

	Aweekago,shewasn'tscaredofdeath. She met Malfoy's eyes again. "No.”

	Hesuckedhisteeth,growingmoreirritated."Goon,shootme.”"No.”

	"You'vewantedmedeadformonths,haven'tyou?Spenthoursplottinghow you'd do it if you could?" He took a step closer.

	 

	
Hermionebackedaway."I'mnotgoingtoshootyou,Malfoy.”Shetriedto keephervoiceeven,butitshook,eventoherownears.Trembledasmuch as the gun in her hand did.

	"Youknowyouwantto.”"No.”

	"Comeon,Granger.Doit.”"No!"

	"No?PerhapsI'mgoingaboutthisthewrongway.Maybeyouneedsome motivation. I could go and see which of your friends the Dark Lord has chained up in his basement? Maybe if one of their lives were threatened, you'd feel differently about shooting me.”

	Hermione'sbreathhitched."Youwouldn'tdare.”

	"IthinkwebothknowI would.”Heworeahunter's expressionashe

	stalkedtowardsher.Cruelandexcited.Sheimagineditwastheonehewore underhisDemonMaskwhenhewasmassacringdozens."Let'ssee,whodo we have imprisoned at the moment … "

	"Stopit.”

	"There'salovelyboycalledThomas.Quiteyoungthough,Ithinkhewasa few years younger than us at school.”

	"Stopit! Just stopit!"

	"Orthere'sMillicentBulstrode.Iknowyoutwoweren'tthebestoffriends, but she pissed the Dark Lord off so she's currently having her fingers

	choppedoffonebyoneinhisdungeon.I'msureIcouldsneakherout.” For each step Malfoy took towards her, Hermione took one back.

	"Ormaybewe'vegotaWeasleyortwochainedup?"

	 

	
Herbackconnectedwithoneofthestonepillars.Shewastrapped.He’d herded into a corner like a sheep to slaughter.

	"Ihearthey'readyingbreedthesedays.Maybeyou'dfeeldifferentlyabout shooting me if I had my wand at one of their throats?"

	Herfingersflexedaroundthegun.

	"OrmaybeIcouldjustgoafterRon.He'sbeenlookingforyouformonths. He's furious that he hasn't found you yet.”

	Herheartpoundedinherchest.Redbegantotinttheedgesofhervision. Malfoy kept advancing, getting close and closer.

	"Shutup,"shehissedthroughgrittedteeth.Thefirearmtrembledinherhands.

	"He'salmostblindwithrage. He'llbesoeasytocatch.”

	"Shutup!"Hermionescreamed,raisingtheguntopointitathischest."Shutup!"

	"Shutmeupthen!Don'tgivemethechancetokillhim!Shootmefirst!" Hermione pulled the trigger.

	As the bullet left the chamber, Malfoy flicked his wand to the left.The bulletzippedpasthim,explodingalargechunkofthewallbehindhim.

	"Again!"Hesteppedforward,andanotherredcurseexplodedfromthetip of his wand. "You only have eleven bullets left. Better make them count. Aim to kill. Shoot me like you hate me!"

	Shesteppedbacktoavoidhiscurseandpulledthetriggeragain.

	Malfoysweptitawaywithaflickofhiswand,thenshotanothercurseather.

	Tenbulletsleft.

	 

	
"Aimlikethatwon'tsavetheWeasel.It'slikeyou'renoteventrying!"Nine.

	"It'slikeyoudon'twanttosavehim!Likeyouwantmetokillhim!"Eight.

	"He'dbesoeasytokill.Youknowhewould."

	Everytimeshefiredabullet,Malfoysweptitasideeasily,likeitwasnothing.

	Six.

	"It'llbesomuchfun.TheoandIwillhaveaball.Ibethisskinwillsliceoff the bone like butter."

	Five.

	"We'llriphisfingersoffandscalphim.Slowly.Andhe'lldiebecauseyou let him. Because you were too scared to help him."

	Four.

	"PoorlittlebrokenGoldenGirl.Tooscaredofdeathtohelpherfriends."Three.

	"Toobrokenbyavisiontosavethepeopleshecaresabout."

	Shepulledthetriggeragain,butMalfoywasn'tasquickthistime.Thesharp wave of his wand was just a fraction too slow, and the bullet went straight into his left shoulder. He hissed in pain, and stared as thick blood started to pool from the wound she'd just created.

	She'dshothim.

	She'dactuallyfuckingshothim.

	 

	
Hermionegaspedandsteppedtowardshim.Butshedidn'tlowerthegun.

	Malfoy grabbed her chin and pushed her back against the stone pillar. He squeezedherface,nailsdiggingintoherskinlikehewastryingtohurther. Like he wanted to hurt her.

	Theirnosesweretouching.Shecouldfeelhisbreathonherface-

	Likeitwassecondnature,areflex,Hermioneplacedthebarrelofthegun underneath Malfoy's chin and pulled the trigger.

	Shesworeherheartstoppedwhensheheardtheclickofthechamber.She closed her eyes, waiting for her life to end when his did.

	Butshe'dmiscounted.

	Shewasoutofbullets.Thechamberwasalreadyemptywhenshe'dpulled the trigger.

	Forafewmoments, neitherofthemsaidanything.

	She opened her eyes and found Malfoy staring at her. He pressed his cold foreheadagainsthers.Hewasbreathingasheavilyasshewas,blastingthe smell of smoke and spearmint against her face. It made her mouth water.

	"Youwerereallygoingtokillme,weren'tyou?"

	"Yes,"shepanted,theirbreathsmixinginthesmallspacebetweenthem."I told you I would never stop trying.And I meant it, I just - forgot for a

	moment.Iforgot...myself,andmypromisetokillyou-"

	Hismouthcrashedagainsthers.Hislipswerecolderthansheremembered. For the briefest of moments, she froze in place, still as a statue.

	Then she dropped the gun and clung to him. She took his face in her hands andswirledhertongueagainsthis,desperatelychasingthefeelofhismouth asthoughshe'dbeenstarvedforit.Becausethoseflames?Thatfirethatwas on her skin and in her blood? They seem to dull, drop a few degrees as his lips pressed against hers and his hands roamed across her body.

	 

	
Andshewantedmore.

	"This doesn't change a thing," she sighed against his mouth, even as her handsfumbledwithhisbeltbuckleandtosseditaside."Istillhateyou.”

	"Iknow."

	Hecast aslicing hex down thelength of her body. It stung and theshock of itmadehergasp,butitleftacleanripdownthecentreofheruniform.Easy for him to rip apart.

	"I'mstill going to killyou.”

	He was still bleeding. The bullet wound on his shoulder still fresh, but forgotten.Hisbloodpooledaroundherfingersasshedraggedherhands across his chest, over his scars, along his collarbone.

	"Don'tforgetthat,”shesaid.“I'mstillgoingtotryandkillyouagaintomorrow."

	"I know.” He grabbed the edges of her clothes and tore them off her body, takingherbraandknickerswithit.Heattackedhermouthagainashethrew the shredded fabric aside. Harder than before, biting, sucking. "I know.”He kicked off the rest of his clothes, then hooked his arms under her thighs. He picked her up and pressed his body against hers, pinning her against the

	stonesupportbeambehindher.

	She shook and gasped against him. His skin was ice cold. It was working. Thefirewasdwindling.Itwasworkingbutsheneededmore.Shewrapped her legs around his waist, her nails biting into his shoulders as he lined

	himselfup.

	But he didn't move, not immediately, the way she wanted. Not until she'd groundherhipsagainsthis,searchingforfriction.Notuntilshecoatedhim with herself and showed him that she wanted him. Needed him.

	"Idon'thateyou,"hegrowled,spillingmaliceintohermouth."Ifucking

	loatheyou.”

	 

	
Shefelthimsmirkintothekiss,thenhesurgedforward.

	Therewasnothinggentleaboutit.Nothingtenderaboutthewayhethrust in, bottoming out in one sharp motion.

	Hermione bit down on his lip to keep from screaming. She was over- stretched.Asharppainofthemostdelicioussortshotupherspineand made her toes curl.

	"Fuck,"hehissedintohermouth,swallowingherwhineashestartedto move. Hard. Fast. Deep.

	Shecouldpracticallyfeelthemaliceineachthrust.Eachangrysnapofhis hips expelling the hatred, the anger, the disgust he felt for her. The elastic band sprang back to life in her stomach.Already taunt, pulling tighter and tighter -

	Andhewasstillkissingher.Stillbitingacrossherlip.Abusingthe overheated flesh as he thrust up again and again and again.

	Thestonecutintoherback.Theringsaroundhisneckscratchedherchest raw. Her head smacked against the pillar with each furious snap.

	Butthefreshpainmeantshewasalive.Eachsnapchasedawaytheheaton her skin. Like fighting fire with ice. Ice to make the fire go away. Pain to

	quietthedarkmagicinherveins.Thoseweretheingredients,theantidote to the black magic Voldemort had used to enter her mind.

	Hereleasedhermouth,onlytofastenitagainstherneck.Likehecouldn't

	bearthedistance,likehestillhadtobeconnectedtoher,likethefeelofhim inside her body wasn't enough. He scraped his teeth against her pulse point. She shuddered, the band in her stomach tightening.

	Itwasn'tawkwardlikeit’dalwaysbeenwithRon.Wasn’tslowand

	passionatelikeit’dbeenwithVitkor.Orevenrushedlikeit’dbeenthatone time with Cormac.

	This-thiswasfucking.Carnal.Ruthless.

	 

	
Theirkissesbruisedtheother.Theirbitesandscratchesdrewthebloodof the other.

	And God how sheloved it.Was almost ashamed of theway sheloved it. Of the way his insults zipped across her skin like a second touch. Of how she wantedtohurthim,eventhoughhewasinsideher,dragginghiscockacross her walls in a way that had her panting, writhing, legs shaking. Of how she thrilled when she pressed her fingers against the bullet wound on a

	particularlyhardthrust,makinghimhiss.Amixtureofpleasureandpain. Tit for tat. He hurt her, so she hurt him back.

	Butmostofall,shewasashamedofhowitmadeherfeelalive.Incontrol. More like herself than she'd ever felt.

	"Salazar, I fucking loathe youmudblood.” His hips snapped up harder on theword,extenuatingtheinsulttopunchtheairinherlungs."Youhaveno

	fuckingidea,”hesuckedonherneck,andbitdownonhercollarboneashis thrusts grew faster, more frantic, "how much I hate you.”

	"Soyou-soyoukeepsaying."Herhandswoundthemselvesintohishair,

	fisting,pullingtherootsjustasharshlyashewasgrindingintoher.Thefire onherskinnowadullember.Thedarkmagicinherveinsalmostforgotten. "So make me believe it." She leaned her head down, and he shivered when her lips grazed his ear. “Fuck me like you hate me.”

	Thesoundhemadeagainstherneck-thegroan,caughtsomewherebetween torture and ecstasy - made her squeeze around him.

	Therewasahiccupinhispace.Abriefpauseheusedtosealhermore

	firmlyagainstthewall,pressinghischestagainsthersandsmearinghis

	bloodonherlikehewastryingtosignhertohim.Hishandsskatedhigher and squeezed into her hip bones, anchoring her to him.

	Andthenhereallystartedtofuckher.

	"I hate that you're in my head," he hissed, babbling hatred against her neck ashisthrustsgrewangrier,hurtful,stretchingthebandtighterandtighter,"- all the fucking time."

	 

	
Hermionedraggedhernailsdownhisback,cuttingthemagainsthisspine as he snarled insult after insult.

	"You'realwaysthere-likeafuckingghost.Won'tleavemealone-haunting

	-everywhereIlook.”

	"Fuck - Malfoy - that's it. Just likethat," shemoaned, screwing her eyes shutandtiltingherheadtowardstheceiling."That'sit.Don'tstop.Don't you fucking dare stop.”

	Fuck-nothingshouldfeelthisgood.Nothingthiswrongshouldfeelthisgood.

	"Pluckyoureyesoutiftheyweren'tsopretty-"hebitintoherskin. "Fucking tear you apart if you didn't feel so good."

	Itwasalltoomuch.Thefeelofhiminsideher.Thewords.Thekisses.The bites. It stretched the band too tight. Her thighs started to shake. Her muscles started to spasm -

	"I'm-I'mgoingto-"

	"Openyoureyes,"hegroanedhoarsely.Hishairtickledherchinashe looked up at her. "Look at me.”

	"No.”

	"Lookatme,”hecommanded,thrustingfaster,desperate,ashisrelease drew closer. "Don't you fucking dare come without looking at me.”

	Sheopenedhereyes,butkeptherheadtiltedtowardstheceiling.Anactof defiance in her own way. Her middle finger to his demand.

	She'd looked up at this ceiling once before. Stared at it while she'd been torturedandtracedthecontoursofthepaintworkasshe'dclungtolifeall

	thoseyearsago.Andshe'dratherstareatitnowthanlookathimwhenher orgasm came crashing through her.

	 

	
She didn't look at him, refused to. Not when her mouth dropped open in a silentscream.Notwhenhermusclesseizedaroundhim,orevenwhenshe felt him growl and twitch inside her.

	Theysliddownthepodiumtogether.Utterlyspent.Atangleoflimbs

	sprawledonthefloor.Themalicebetweenthemdousedfornow.Another exorcism completed.

	Assoonastheywereonthefloor,Malfoydraggedherunderneathhisbody.

	He held her tight against him, one hand digging into her spine while the othersplayedacrossherchest.Hestareddownather,hiseyesflickering

	fromthebruisesformingonherlips,theharshriseandfallofherchest,and then the blood - his blood - smeared on her sternum, her breasts, her

	stomach.

	His breath was cold and heavy, but it hitched slightly when her fingers wovethemselvesintohishair,kneading,massagingtherootsshe'djustabused.

	"ThenexttimeIfuckyou,"hebreathed,hisvoicegravellyashishandsslid up her neck, "you're going to look into my eyes when you come.”

	"AndthenexttimeItryandkillyou,"shewhisperedback,"thegunIuse won't be out of bullets."

	 

	
SignoftheCross

	 

	16thMay

	 

	 

	"Doesshehavetomakesuchamesswhilesheeats?"Blaiseasked. Draco rolled his eyes. "Yes.”

	"Didshecatchthathorseontheflighthere?""Yes.”

	"Thenwhycouldn't sheeatit ontheflighthere?"

	"Because I knew that Theodore was going to be late, and I needed to keep heroccupied.Ifsheateitontheway,thenshe'dgrowboredandevenmore irritable than she already is.And you know what dragons do when they're irritable?Eat people.Specifically, people who get on my nerves.”

	Dracodidn'tneedtoseeunderBlaise'sgoldmasktoknowthathewas rolling his eyes. "Well, she's getting blood all over my robes."

	"Thenmaybedon'tstandsoclosetoherwhileshe'shavingherlunch?" "And there's some intestine on my shoe-"

	"She'sadragon,Zabini,”Dracosighed,shakinghisheadasheusedhis wand to levitate a piece of meat from the corpse beside him. "Table manners aren't very high on her list of priorities."

	He threw the treat into the air. Narcissa raised herself onto her hind legs to catchit.Sheshookherheadviolentlyasshechewed,severingthefleshlike a shark after a fresh kill to spray more blood across the grass.

	 

	
Blaisebackedawayseveralmorespacesoutofthe‘dangerzone’."Istill don't understand why you had to bring her on this mission,” he sneered

	underhisbreath,banishingthefew-barelythere-specsofbloodfromhis robes with a harsh wave of his wand. "There's nothing for her to do here.”

	"YouheardtheDarkLord.Hewantshertocomeoneverymission."Draco threw another piece of meat into the air for her to catch- a leg, this time. "No matter how small.”

	"Butlookatthisplace."Blaisewavedhisarmouttotheside."There'snothing for her to do here.”

	Although Draco didn't care for his tone, the snarky bastard was right.There was nothing for the dragon to do here, because there wasnothinghere. No houses.Nocars.Notrees.Nocivilizationofanykind.Theonlybuildingfor miles around was the abandoned church Voldemort had ordered them to

	investigate.Eventhegrounditselfwasdying,thegrassyellowandbrittle while the earth cracked itself open in search of nourishment.

	Thissmallpatchoflandwasforgottenanddead,buthiddenawayenough for it to be a perfect hiding spot for refugees.

	Blaisebegantopacebehindhim."Whereisthatbloodypsychopath?Surely Nott has enough class anddecencyto come when he's been called upon? I would have thought so, but apparently torturing depraved souls justcannotwait until tomorrow."

	"He'llbeheresoon,"Dracoclipped."Hedidn'tarrivehomeuntiltheearly hours of this morning, and when he did, he was dripping in blood, and

	reekedoftequilaanddrugsandSalazarknowswhatelse." "Whose blood-"

	Draco sharply raised his hand to cut Blaise off. "I didn't ask. He wasn't in themoodforquestions.Ijusttoldhimtocleanup,getwhateversubstances he'd taken out of his system, and meet us here.”

	"Well,howlongdoesittaketowashsomebloodoutofhishair?"

	 

	
"You'rerathergrouchythismorningmate.Somethingonyourmind?"

	Blaisestoppedpacing."Ijustwanttogohome.Astoria's...notwell.Ididn't want to leave her at all today. Her condition is getting worse.”

	Draco'seyesflickeredtoBlaise'sbeforehecouldstophimself."Ithought you upped the dosage of the potions she's on?"

	"Idid,”Blaiseanswered,hisvoicethickandslightlyhoarse."I'vebeenable to plant most of the ingredients we need around your estate. We can grow most of the herbs and plants we need in a healthy supply, but certain

	ingredientsaremoretrickytogetholdof,andareonlyusedforbloodcurse relatedillnesses.Wecan'tgrowthemourselves,andwecan'tbulkbuythem on the black market without raising suspicions-"

	"Andthelastthingweneed ispeopleaskingquestionsandpossibly

	learningaboutAstoria'scondition,"Dracoaffirmed."Iknow.We'llfigure something out. I promise."

	Blaisedidn'trespond,butDracocouldhearhimfiddlingnervouslywithhisgauntlets.

	By the time Draco had run out of body parts to keep his dragon occupied with,Theomadehisentrance.Despitebeingoverhalfanhourlate,hemade no apology for his lateness. He didn’t say a word as he walked past Draco and Blaise and pushed the church doors open.

	"Stayoutheregirl,"Dracotoldhisdragon,"Ipromise,thiswon'ttakeverylong."

	Narcissahuffedindignantly.ShebaredherfangsatTheo,thencurledintoa ball and settled on the grass to rest. Draco felt her watching him until the

	verymomentheenteredthechurch.

	Themugglechurchwasastrikingcontrasttothegrandcathedralthat

	Voldemortusedashiscentralbase.Itwassmallandrundown,roomforno more than thirty people inside, what looked like years of neglect chipped

	 

	
awayatthepaintwork,andathicklayerofgreydustgatheredonthe wooden benches.

	Thickcobwebsclungtoeveryinchofthebuilding.Theyhungonthe

	curved ceiling like tapestries and covered the decorative metal crucifixes andgoblets.Thelancetwindowsliningeachwallwerecoveredindustand grime, and the large stained glass window at the top of the aisle was

	smashed,decoratingthefloorwithbrokenglass.

	Attheverybeginningoftheaisle-closesttotheentrance-wasabowlof water resting atop a tall stand, and when Theo noticed it, he took off his

	glovesandmaskandbentoverit.

	Theopinchedhisthumb,middleandindexfingertogetheranddippedthem into the water gently, before he touched his forehead, then the centre of his chest, then his left shoulder, and then his right.

	"You're not seriously making a sign of the cross, are you?" Blaise asked, disbeliefclearinhisvoiceashetookoffhisownmaskandplaceditona bench beside Draco’s.

	"What? That's what you're supposed to do when you enter these places, aren'tyou?"Theoshrugged,buthiseyesflickeredtothelargedecorative

	Crucifixattheendoftheaisle."Idon'tknowwhattricksthesemuggleshad up their sleeves before they abandoned ship. I don't want to burst into

	flamesjustbecauseIdidn'tdabsomedirtyoldwateronme.”

	"Between you and our fearless leader," Blaise said, nodding his chin towardsDraco."You'veprobablykilledatleasttenthousandpeople.Do you really think a bit of Holy Water is going to make a difference?"

	Theo stared at Blaise thoughtfully. He looked at the Crucifix, then the bowl ofwater,thenbacktotheCrucifix."Yeah,you'reprobablyright.”Heplaced his wand and mask on a nearby seat and went to grab either side of the bowl. "Better just tip the whole thing on our heads, just to be sure-"

	Dracocaughthisarmbeforehecouldpickupthebowl.

	 

	
"What?"

	"Lookatthewater,"Dracowhispered,hiseyesgluedonthelargesilver basin in question.

	Theohuffedangrilybutfollowedhiscommanders'instructions.

	Thewaterwasdeadlystill-untilitwasn't.Asingleringletappearedinthe centre of the bowl, rippling out in all directions like a tiny wave until it

	stretchedtotheedgeofthebowl.Asignofmovement.Somethingwas hiding underneath.

	Draco dropped down onto his haunches and examined the basin. Sure enough, there was a switch hidden underneath.After a detection spell showednosignsofmagicalinterference,heflippedtheswitchandthestand the water bowl was resting on slid to the side, revealing a hole with a spiral staircase hidden underneath.

	"Makeyourselfuseful,"Dracosaid,turningtoTheoandgesturingtowards the void. "Down you go.”

	Theolookedatthehole,hisgrimacestrongenoughtomakehisnose crinkle. "I'm not going down there. Fucking stinks."

	"Comeon,we'vefinallyfoundaholeasdarkanddepravedasyouare.” Dracopattedhisfriendonthebackonce,ahardslapthatinchedTheoa little closer to the edge. "You'll have a great time down there."

	"Fuck off," he huffed, uncharacteristically not in the mood for games. "I'm hangingoutmyarse,andyouwantmetogoexploringadark,underground cave? Cheers, but I'll pass."

	"Youhavetwooptions,Theodore.Youcaneitherwalkdownthosesteps willingly."Draco'shandslippedtothebackofTheo'sneck.Hesqueezed hard enough to make Theo tense. "Or I can kick you down them."

	Afteramomentofhesitation,TheobattedDraco’shandawayandrolledup his sleeves. "Alright, alright! Fucks sake, I always get stuck with the shit

	 

	
jobs!"

	"Well,maybeifyoudidn'tactlikesuchabrat,"Blaisemuttered,"then maybe you wouldn't be treated like one."

	"'Well,maybeifyoudidn'tactlikesuchabrat,"Theomocked,imitating Blaiseashestompeddownthestepslikeachildhavingatantrum,"thenmaybeyouwouldn'tbetreatedlikeone.'"Ashedescended,hisvoicegot

	quieterandquieter,untilonlyfaintmutteringsof'absolutepiss-takethisis,' and 'fucking wankers, both of them,'echoed up the steps behind him.

	Dracoshookhishead,thenheandBlaisebegantheirownsearchofthe

	building.Theycheckedeverythingonthegroundlevel;underthebenches, behind the pulpit, and even emptied shelves of Bibles to search for more

	hiddenswitchesandtrapdoors.

	Fifteenminutesintotheirsearch,theyhadswepttheentirebuilding,twice, and found nothing.

	"Thismissionisalittlebeneathus,"Blaisesaid,usingthetipofhiswandto brush the torn tapestries aside and check for anything unusual. Like he

	couldn'tbeartotouchthemuggleartefactswithhisownhands,evenwith gloves on. "Surely some Black Masks could have done this?"

	"Theycouldhave,"Dracoanswered,"buttheDarkLordaskedustodoit. So here we are."

	HefeltBlaisestaringathisback."Whythesuddenimportanceonmuggle churches? He's never cared to check them before."

	"Becausetheydestroyedanotherone." "The Order?"

	"Yes,thebloodyOrder,whoelsewouldIbetalkingabout?"Dracodragged a hand through his hair, his patience thinning by the second. There was

	nothinghere,buttheDarkLordwouldhavehisheadifheturnedupempty- handed. "They found and destroyed another Horcrux. There's only two left

	 

	
now.TheDarkLordisgrowingweaker,andyouknowthatonlymakeshim angrier, and much looser with theAvada's.We can't afford to fuck up right now. So please, just do as I say, and search thebloody church so wecan go home, yeah?"

	Blaisewasquietforafew momentswhiletheycontinuedtheirsearch.

	Whenhespokeagain,hisvoicewasstrained."TheHorcruxtheydestroyed

	-itwastheDiadem,wasn'tit?"

	Dracoputdowntherosarybeadshe'dbeeninspecting."Yes.Itwas."

	"Sohewantsustoraidallthechurchesinthecountrythathaveabelltower?"

	Slowly,Dracosighedandnodded.

	"Andbridgeswithlakesunderneaththem?" Another nod.

	"Hethinksmyvisionsarecomingtrue."Blaise'svoicetrailedoff.Draco turned to find him staring at the floor, lost in thoughts that Draco knew were horrific.

	"Itdoesn'tmeananything.JustbecausetheOrderfoundtheDiadem,it doesn't mean that you have the gift of foresight."

	BlaisemetDraco’seyes."Doesn'tit?AnawfullotofthethingsI'veseenin these visions have become reality."

	"Coincidences,that'sall.”

	"IwasrightaboutPotterfindingtheDiadem,andGrangerbeingonthe field that day in Dover.” Blaise sighed. "The only reason you were on

	standbyforthatmissionandwereabletocaptureherwasbecauseIsaidshe was going to be there."

	Blaise'swordsstartedtotumbleoutfaster.Thecalmedgeheusuallyspoke in was gone. His voice was tense, panicked. His control slipping.

	 

	
"TheDarkLorddidn'tbelieveme,butlookwhathappened.TheOrder

	interceptedtheattack,justlikeIsawinmydream.AndGrangerwasthere, just like I said she would be. I told him Potter would get the Diadem, I showed him my vision, he didn't believe me, and now look what's

	happened?They'vedestroyedit-"

	"Ithoughtyou didn'tbelieveinall thisvisionbullshit?"

	"Idon't-Ididn't!"Blaisesqueezedhiseyesclosedandshookhishead.

	"MymotheralwayssaidIhadthegift,andIalwaysthoughtitwasbollocks. But just lately it's like everything I dream comes true."

	Draco didn't know what to say. He had no words, so he said nothing. Instead,hefoldedhisarmsacrosshischestandleanedbackontheempty Bible stand behind him.

	"IfItrulyhavethegiftofpremonition,thenIdonotwantit.I'mafraidto sleep at night. I'm afraid that every horrific thing I see in my nightmares will happen when I open my eyes."

	Physically,Blaisewasfine,buthelookedinmorepainthatDracohadseen him in a long time. His shoulders heaved as his breath left him faster, his

	fingersstrainingaroundthewandinhishand.

	"What if everything I see really does comes true? What if the Dark Lord wants to see all of the premonitions I've had?" It looked as though Blaise werestrugglingtobreathe.Heclutchedhischest,hishandtremblingashe spoke. "He'll seeAstoria and figure out that she's ill! He'll see the vision I had where she -"

	Draco pushed himself off the shelves and took hold of Blaise's face. "He isn't going to ask to seetherest of your premonitions, becausetheyaren'tpremonitions.”Heshookhimlightly,forcinghimtolookathim."Astoria isn't going to die.We're going to find a cure for her and she's going to be fine.You're going to grow old together and have children, and continue

	makingmewanttoretchwithyourbloodyridiculousneedtobeattachedto one another every second of the day.Alright?"

	 

	
Blaisedrewadeep,shakybreathandnodded.Hiseyeswereswimming with the tears he was trying to hold back.

	"Foresightisn'treal,theDarkLordisjustoldandsuperstitious,”Dracosaid as calmly as he could manage. "That generation is different. He's obsessing over these visions because he relied on them so heavily in the past. But

	noneofitisreal.YoujustgotluckywiththeDiademprediction,and Granger being at Dover that day, but that's it. It was blind luck - "

	"Andwhataboutwhathappenedtoyourmother?"

	Dracofelttheblood drainfromhisface. Hedroppedhishands.

	Blaise’seyessoftenedafraction."ShewasloyaltotheDarkLordforyears. Sheofferedhimherhomeandmoneytosupporthisregime,sohowcouldI have known that she was going to lie to him?"

	Dracodrewadeepbreathandforcedhimselftoswallow.Becausetherewas no way anyone could have guessed that. He certainly hadn't. No one could have known that his mother would betray Voldemort at the last second, or that she would almost hand the Order their victory.

	Nocouldhavepredictedit,notunlessthey'dseenit.Dreamtit.Prophesiedit.

	"If I was right about your mother, then I could be right about everything else."Blaiserushedthroughthewords,hardlypausingtobreathe.Itwasas though he thought if he spoke quickly enough, he might somehow sway Dracotohiswayofthinking."Thelake.Thegun.Thechurch.Four.It'sall connected. Like loose edges of a fabric. I can see it. I just can't see what

	pullsthemalltogether.ButifI'mrightabouttheDarkLord'svictory,thenI must be right about Astoria-"

	"Stopit,Zabini.You'restartingtospiral."Draco'shandsballedintofists.

	"Wecan'tdothisrightnow.I'vegottheDarkLordbreathingdownmyneck everyday and an insubordinateGold Mask whoseout of control and refuses to follow instructions."

	 

	
Blaisestaredathimandtookadeepbreath,fightingtoregainhiscomposure.

	"I'vegotaspyleakinginvaluablesecrets,andnofuckingcluewhotheyare. And every time I think I'm close to weeding them out, the trail goes cold and I'm back to square one.” He started twisting the rings on his finger, a

	nervous habit he wished he could weed out. "The Dark Lord is relying on us,andIcan'thaveyoucrumbling.Weneedtobestrong.Together.It'sthe only way we're all going to make it through this war alive. Do you

	understand?"

	It took several minutes, but Blaise managed to get his breathing back to a morenaturalrhythm.Oncehe'dcalmed,Dracosteppedbackandbeganto search the church again. "Are you sure those are the only things you're worried about?"

	Draco’sbrowfurrowed."What'sthatsupposedtomean?"

	"Let'ssay-forargument'ssake-thatsomeofthethingsI'veseeninmy visions are correct." Blaise's eyes drifted down while he fiddle with his cufflinks."IftheDarkLorddoesorderyoutoexecuteGrangeruponhis victory, are you going to be able to do it?"

	Acold, foreign feeling swept through Draco at the thought. He looked away,pulledoutapacketofcigarettesandplacedoneinhismouth."It won't come to that. She's too valuable."

	"Butifwewinthewar,he'llhavenouseforher."

	Dracogroundhisteethtogetherashelitthecigarette."Ifhewinsthewar, sheandPotterwon'tbeathreat anymore.He'llhavenoreasontokillher."

	"Butwhatifhedoes?" "He won't."

	"Butwhat ifhedoesaskyou tokill her?Thenwhat areyou goingtodo?"

	 

	
Draco whirled around and snarled, the exhale fanning a wall of smoke out hismouth."ThenIsupposeI'lljusthavetokillher,won'tI?JustlikeIhave to fucking kill everyone else!"

	Blaise'sexpressionfell.HestaredatDracowithwideeyes."You'relying!

	You'vegrownasoftspotfortheMudblood,haven'tyou?"

	Draco’sexpressiontwistedintoascowl.Hetookanotherlong,deepdrag. "Of course I haven't."

	"Yes, you have. I can seeit on your face." BlaisegaveDraco along look, takinghiminfromheadtofoot."Ifheordersyoutokillher,youwon'tbe able to do it.”

	Draco shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, ignoring how his fingersshookslightly."You'relosingtheplot.Thosevisionsaremessing with your head mate."

	AfteryearsofservicetotheDarkLordandalltheexecutionsandmass

	killingshe'dcarriedout,deathshouldhavemeantnothingtohim.Herdeath should have meant nothing. Just another notch on his death toll.Another drop of blood on his already dripping ledger.

	Butitdidmean something.Fuckknewwhy.

	Justthinkingaboutitmadehimfeelsick.Themerethoughtofherbeing bound to apost, hands behind her back and firelicking at her skin made him want to punch the wall beside him until his knuckles bled.

	"You're a hypocrite!” Blaise snapped, fury creeping into the corners of his eyes.“Ican'tbelievethis!Youtellmetokeepittogetherandbestrong,and thenyoudothis?IftheDarkLordfindsoutyoufeelsomethingforher,he's going to kill us all.You do know that, don't you?"

	"Theonlything I'feel'forher isresentment.Thebloody womanisa

	nightmare!She’saninsufferableknow-it-allwhothinksshe'scleverenough to kill me!" Draco scoffed, thecigarettedrafting smokeacross his facewith

	 

	
eachword."Trustme,Grangerismuchmorelikelytostabmethansheisto kiss me.”

	"Well I imagine that just makes it all the more exciting for you, Draco.You alwaysdidgetthrillsfromdoingdangerousthings,dancingontheedgeofa sword just to prove you could," Blaise snarled, his lip curling back in

	disgust."Doesit makeitfun foryou,knowing thatshe'sgoing totryand

	killyoueverytimeshe'sgiventhechance?Doyougetathrillnotknowing if each time you see her, she'll kiss you or put a bullet in your brain?"

	“DoyouthinkIenjoyhavingherinmyfuckingheadallthetime?Watching her every move to make sure she hasn't concocted another plot to kill me?

	Or herself?!" He laughed bitterly, a mixture of festering anger and nicotine heatinghiscoldchest."IfshedieswhiletheDarkLordstillhasuseforher, he'll kill our entire family. So you know what my first thought every

	morningis?Her!'Hasshefoundawaytostrangleherselfinthenight?',or "What if the charms on the windows have failed and she's thrown herself

	outofone?"'

	Blaise'seyesnarrowedinsuspicion.Heopenedhismouth,butDracocut him off before he could speak.

	"MylastthoughtbeforeIgotosleepisher!'Whatiftheelvesleftafuckingbutter knife laying around, and she's managed to slit her throat with it?'"His fingers squeezed his cigarette so tightly the bud snapped in half, both piecesfallingtothefloorandleavinglittlesmokestreamsontheirdescent. "It'sjusther!Her!Her!Her!Doyouknowhowfuckingfrustratingthatis? DoyouknowhowmuchmoreconvenientmylifewouldbeifIcouldwrap my fingers around her throat and just-" He raised his hands in front of him and squeezed, suffocating the ghost of air in front of him.

	Blaisequirkedabrow."Sofuckingherlastnightwas,what?Ahatefuck?'Ican't kill you, so I'll fuck you instead',is that it?"

	ThelastofDraco'spatienceexpired.Hedrewhiswand,butbeforehecould Hex Blaise into oblivion, there was a loud crashing noise behind him.

	DracoandBlaisespuntowarditandaimedtheirwands-

	 

	
Theohadmaterialisedfromunderground,andhewasn'tempty-handed.

	Hehadaquiveringmanoftheclothclutchedinatightheadlockunderhis arm, the poor blokes face red and eyes bulging with lack of oxygen. The decorativegold platethatTheo had undoubtedly been trying to steal - and just dropped - rolled across the floor to create a noise like nails scraping down a chalkboard. He had a nuns headpiece on top of his head - which was crooked at an odd angle -and a bewildered look on his face.

	TheostaredatDracoasthoughhe’dsuddenlysproutedasecondhead,his eyes blown wide and mouth hanging off its hinges. "You ... fucked

	Granger?"

	Dracopinchedthebridgeofhisnose."Ohfortheloveof-"

	"YOUFUCKEDGRANGER?!"Theoeruptedintohystericallaughter.He doubledoverhimself,brieflyreleasingthepriestfromtheheadlocktofold his arms over his stomach.

	Theyoungpriestseizedhisopportunityandmadearunforit,butasetof chains exploded from Draco's wand and secured around him before he

	couldreachtheexit.Theypinnedhiswriststogetherandwrappedaround his knees like a python, and he fell onto his face with a loud thud.

	Hopefullybrokehisfuckingnose.

	DracoturnedtoglareatBlaise."Ihopeyou'repleasedwithyourself!"

	"Oh,my-Granger?!Seriously?!God,that'sthefunniestthing-I'veeverheard!"

	DracothoughtTheo'slaughterwasstartingtosubside,butwhenhelooked up at Draco, he burst out laughing again, twice as loud as before.

	"Oh-beeninsuchashitmoodallmorning,"hemanagedtochokeout throughfitsof chuckling."Butthat's cheeredmeright up.Holyfuck,I

	neededthat!"Heslappedhishandacrosshismouthandturnedtothepriest. "Oops. Sorry. Forgive me, father.”

	 

	
Draco turned to Blaisewith aglare. "How did you even know about that?” Blaiseshrugged,theghostof asmiletuggingat hislips. "Astoriatoldme.”

	"He's married to the biggest gossip in wizarding Europe. IfAstoria knows youfuckedGranger,thenofcourseshe'sgoingtotellhim!"Theochuckled, finally straightening and wiping tears from his eyes. "That woman knows everything! Don't you remember that time in fourth year when she caught Professor Trelawny stealing Snape's herbs for 'medical purposes.’” He

	madelittleairquotesbycrookinghisfingers."Astoriahadthatshitpassed around the schoolandthe Ministry before Trelawney had even gotten a

	buzz.”Suddenly,Theo'sexpressiondropped."Wait,wait!Thiswaslastnight?"

	Draconarrowedhiseyes,whichwasapparentlyconfirmationenoughforTheo.

	"ButAstoriatoldmethattheMudbloodshotyoulastnight?" "She did shoot him,” Blaise answered.

	ThepriestflinchedwhenDraco'shandsflewintotheairabovehim."Can that fucking wife of yours not keep anything to herself?!"

	"Sowhichisit?"TheoaskedBlaise,ignoringDracocompletely."Didshe shoot him? Or did he fuck her?"

	Blaisesmiled.“Sheshothim,andthenhefuckedheragainstastonepillar in the drawing-room.”

	Theo'smouthdroppedopen."Notinthesamedrawing-roomthathisaunt Bella tortured her in?!"

	WhenBlaisenodded,Theoalmostdroppedtothefloorhowlingwithlaughter.

	Seething,Dracograbbedhismaskbythehornsandstormedtowardsthe

	entrance.Hekickedthedooropenfuriously,thewoodsplinteringunderhis

	 

	
boot,andsnarledoverhisshoulder,"We'redonehere.Bringthatsnivelling mess with you!"

	"Sheshothim,andthenhefuckedher.”Theoshookhisheadandthrewan arm around the priest, pulling him in close so he could lead him out of the church. "How many Hail Mary's d'you reckon that's brought him then

	father?Three?Six?Nine?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Thisis theonly thing you found in thechurch?"

	"Yes, my Lord,” Draco said, bowing his head respectfully and trying not to flinchwhenhefeltdarkmagicsweepthroughtheair.Hedidn'tneedtolook up to know that Voldemort's wand was poised, itching for deadly use.

	"Areyouabsolutelysuretherewasn'tanyoneelsethere?"

	ThepriestwhimperedasTheodraggedhimforward,makinghimkneelat Voldemort's feet.

	"Yes,myLord,"Dracorepeated."Wecheckedithalfadozentimesand there was nothing else there."

	"Verywellthen.Zabini,BellatrixpickedupahostageinDevonshire,"The Dark Lord said after several very quiet -very tense - moments of silence. "He will not talk. Claims he is impervious to physical pain so he requires your particular skill set to extract information.”

	Blaiseacceptedhistaskwithagraciousnod.

	"MalfoyandNott,you willinterrogateyour hostageuntilhereveals

	somethinguseful,andtomorrow,youwillsearchthenextchurch.Andthen the next. And then the next."

	 

	
"Ofcourse.”Dracostraightenedoutofhisbowandfoldedhishandsbehind his back. "We will do everything in our power to secure your victory.”

	ThepriestshriekedwhenTheograbbedthebackofhisneckandflashed

	himasinistergrin."Comeonthen,Father.We'regoingtohavesuchagood time, I can already tell you're going to be a screamer."

	"I-Idon'tknowanything.I-Iswear,"themansobbed,desperately

	clutchingthegoldcrossaroundhisnecklikeitwasaliftraftintheocean. "Please. Please, let me go-"

	AloudpopofApparationcrackedthroughtheCathedral.Romy

	materialisedbesideDracowithadistressedlookonhisface,andhalfa second later, Quinzel appeared, looking just as frightened.

	"Sir!Sir,youmustcomequick!"Romyshrieked,hissmallhandsflapping aboutintheair."Youmustallcomequick!RomyandQuinzelneedshelp! There has been an accident at the manor!"

	Immediately,BlaiseandTheoflewtotheelves."Whattypeofaccident?"

	IsGrangeralright?wasthefirstquestionDracowantedtoask,butcaught it before his tongue had the chance to curl around her name.

	"ItisMissAstoria,"Romysaidquickly."Shewaswalkingaroundthehouse

	-andRomytoldhernottowearsuchhighheeledshoes!Romytoldhernot to wear them, sir! He said she would fall and hurt herself, but she did notlisten!"

	Draco'schesttightenedasthoughsomeonehadstampedonitwithaboot. "She fell and banged her head on the stairs, sir.”

	No.

	"Therewasso muchblood!Bloodeverywhere!"

	No. No.No.

	 

	
"RomyandQuinzeltriedtofixit,butMissisveryweak!" This couldn’t be happening.

	"MissdoesnothavemanyBloodReplenishingpotionsleft!Misswasgoing tobrewmorewhenMasterZabinigothome,butshefell.Wedoesnotknow what to do! We has tried everything, but we cannot stop the bleeding."

	Notnow.Notever.Notagain.

	"Herbloodcur-"

	"Herbloodmakesusqueasy,Sir,"Quinzelcutin.Dracocouldonlypray

	thatVoldemorthadn'tpickeduponRomy'salmostslip."Soweiscomingto get you. Because Romy and Quinzel is not good at this type of healing

	magic.Weusedwhatlittlepotionswehadinstock,buttheyhasnot worked.And Miss Granger does not have a wand - or magic."

	"IsGrangerwithhernow?"Dracorushed,unabletostophimselfasecondtime.

	Outthecornerofhiseyes,hecaughtBlaise'spanickedstareflickertohim.

	"Yes,sheis,”Quinzelanswered."Shehasbeenhelpingtostopthebleeding with-" Quinzel paused and her eyes drifted to her hands nervously, "-

	mugglemethods."

	"IwillnotleavemywifeinthecareofaMudblood!Iwillgo-"Blaise started, only to be silenced by Voldemort.

	"Youwillgonowhere,Zabini,"theDarkLordhissed,raisinghimselfoffhis throne slightly. "I have not dismissed you yet, and I have a task I need you to complete urgently. I am afraid it is likely that you will not see your wife at all tonight.”

	"I'llgothen,”Theooffered.Hedrewhiswand,readytoApparate.

	"Youwilldonosuchthing.”Voldemort'svoicewasvenomousandloud, almost a screech.

	 

	
Theelvescringedawayfromhim.

	"Ihavegiventhethreeofyoutasks,andyouwillnotleavehereuntilthey are completed. We are on the cusp of victory, now is not the time to get careless when there is much work that needs to be done.”

	Blaisestaredattheirmasterwithahorrifiedexpression."ButmyLord-my wife. If she has fallen, I should be there to-"

	"YourwifecompletedhereducationatHogwarts,didshenot?"Voldemort asked, running his snake-like tongue across his cracking lips.

	Blaiseswallowednervously.“Yes.Herfinaltwoyearswerecutshortdueto the war, but she had tutors and passed every course on the curriculum.”

	"Thenhealingasimplewoundonherheadwillbenothingforher.It's child's magic."

	Child'smagicthatshe’stooweaktodoherself,Dracowantedtosay.

	"Alittletumbledownthestairsisnothing.Theelvesareexaggerating,she will have barely more than a scratch on her little head."

	Herconditionmadeherbonesbrittleandweak.A'littletumbledownthe stairs' could crack her skull open.

	"Itshouldtakenothingfor herto healthatherself.”

	Butshecouldn’tevendoaGlamourcharmwithoutgettingoutofbreath! "She will be fine. She does not need you."

	Fuck.Fuck.Fuck!

	"ButmyLord,"Blaisetriedtoplead,thatbrokenedgeslippingbackintohis voice. "If you would just allow me to go home and check on her-"

	"Your presence is needed here, Zabini. I will hear no more of this. Not unlessyouwanttobereplaced,"Voldemortsaidthelastwordslowly,a

	 

	
threat. He leaned forward on his chair, and a menacing green light crackled around the elder wand. "If you do not think your wife is capable of such simplemagic,thenmaybeherfamilyaren'tasstrongasIthoughttheywere.

	MaybeIshouldjustletthelastGreengrassdie,letthelastflowerwilt,and be done with the wretched line for good."

	Asthoughhe’dbeenpetrified,Blaisestoppedmoving.Helookedfrozen with fear.

	"Thenweshallgoback,"QuinzelsaidasshetookholdofRomy'selbow. "We can-"

	"Actually,thatwillnotbepossible,"Voldemortinterrupted."Iwillneedyou two to stay here as well. It is feeding time for Nagini, and all my elves and servants are out doing other tasks.You two will need to do this for me.”

	RomyandQuinzel'searsdroopedsubmissively.

	"Ofcourse,sir,”Quinzelsaid.ShebowedherheadandgrabbedRomyto make him do the same.

	Romy'sentirebodyshook as hetried not tosob outloud.

	Draco'schestgottighter,anotherstomponhissternumwhenBlaiseand Theo turned to stare at him with panicked eyes. Pleading. Desperate.

	Theywerefucked,backedintoacornerandlookingtohimforguidance.A way out.

	AndDracodidn'tfuckinghaveone.

	Slowly,socarefullythattheDarkLordmissedit,Dracoshookhishead.

	Becauseonethingtheirmastervaluedinhisfollowers,aboveloyalty,above wealth, was strength. He loathed fragility, cut it out of his ranks like a

	cancer.

	IftheydisobeyedhimandlefttohelpAstoria,itwouldsurelymarkheras 'weak', brand her as damaged, poisoned, and he would kill her. He would

	 

	
killthemall,assumeonetaintedapplehadrottedtheentireorchardand Avada the lot of them.

	The only option they had was to stay here and hope they could complete theirtasksquickly.HopeGrangercouldkeepAstoriaaliveuntiltheywere released from their duties.

	So,withahollowacheinhischestandadeepinhale,Dracoclosedhis eyes, and focused on shards of glass and icy walls.

	He imagined his emotions. His fear. His pain. His empathy. He imagined them all, pictured them as tangible substances he could grasp in his hand, feelinhispalm.Thenheimaginedrippingthemoutofhischest,throwing them over the wall he'd built, and sealing the gap.

	Acoldchillwashedoverhisspine,afamiliarnumbnesssweepingintohis chest where his heart used to be.

	Whenheopenedhiseyes,hefeltnotraceofhimself,eveninsidehisownbody.

	Hewasanaesthetizedwithnumbness.

	Desensitisedtothescreamsofthepriestashegrabbedhimbythescruffof hisneck,andhisnailsscrapingacrosstheflagstoneashedraggedhiminto a room for interrogation.

	Theonlythinghecouldhear,abovetheroaringofbloodinhisearsandthe slamofthedoor behindhim,wasafemininevoice.Softand clearasabell.

	"It'sourjobtoprotecttheothers,Draco."

	Hehad to dothis.

	"I'mtheoldest,butyou'rethestrongest."

	Hehad to do thisquickly.

	"Weneedtokeepthisfamilytogether.Weneedtobetheoneswhomakethedifficult choices, and do the things that the others can't.”

	 

	
Bywhatevermeansnecessary.

	"Weneedtokeepthemsafe.Promisemethatnomatterwhathappens,we'llalways do that?"

	Becausehe'dmadeDaphneapromise.Apromisetoalwaysprotecttheir familyanddowhatevertheDarkLordaskedinordertokeepthemalive and together and safe.

	He'dbrokenitoncewhenheletDaphnedie.Herefusedtoloseanothersister.
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	"Fearwilldestroyyouifyouletit,Draco.Butremember,ifadministeredcorrectly, fear can also be the most dangerous weapon on earth."

	His father had told him that once. Mentioned it briefly over dinner while Dracostareddownathisuntouchedfood,momentsbeforetheDarkLord swept into their home and branded Draco with the Dark Mark.

	Atthetime,Dracohadassumeditwashisfather'swayofembarrassinghim into submission. It'd worked perfectly. The words had rang inside his head so loudly that he'd raised his chin defiantly, met the eyes of his master, and offered up his arm without complaint - at least on the outside.

	Lucius'sstatementwassupposedtobeawarning,butturnedouttobethe best fucking piece of advice his father would ever give him.

	Becausehewasright.Fearwaspowerful,damagingbeyondmeasure.Inthe years since taking the mark, Draco had seen first-hand what fear could do, even to the bravest man.

	Fear was poison; a snake bite that started in the mind and dragged along veinsandmuscleslikeacorpseacrossaflooruntilitdevoureditsvictim whole. He'd watched fear cloud the minds of the most ruthless generals,

	watcheditseizetheirmusclesandrenderthemuselesslikeadeercaughtin headlights, paralysed with fear.

	Fuck,fearwasatoolDracooftenusedhimselfininterrogations.Dangledit in front of hostages like a loaded gun. Watched it swell in their eyes until

	 

	
theyspiltsecretstheyneverwouldhavedreamedoftellingiftheyweren't so terrified of him or what he might do to them.

	Andiffearwasapoison,thenOcclumencywastheantidote.

	Dracosupposeditwasfitting;oneparenthandinghimaloadedgunwhile the other showed him how to use a shield.

	Occlumency walls numbed everything. They allowed Draco to reach into hisownchestandtakeouttheemotionsthatwouldotherwisecripplehim.

	Fear.Compassion.Guilt.Theywerethingshedidn'tneedwhenheworehis horned mask. Things that would only hold him back on the battlefield.

	Screams didn't reverberate off icy walls the same way they did open air. Criesforhelpslidoffthesurface.Occlumencyallowedhimtoswitchoff.

	Drownhisguiltandempathyandallowhimtofocusontheaxeinhishand and the blood at his feet.

	HeowedhisdemonmasktoOcclumency.Withoutit,hewouldneverhave been ruthless enough, so without fear or compassion, to ever be deemed Voldemort's 'favourite demon'.

	Occlumencywasthereasonhewasabletocastasidethefearand

	desperationhe’dfeltwhenhe’dlearnedofAstoria’saccidentandinstead, focus on the task the Dark Lord had given him.

	Unfortunately,thatfearhadalreadytakenTheo.Theideathattheymightbe too late to save the last Greengrass or that she was already dead was

	chokinghim.

	ThemomentDracohadseenthatterrorcreepintohiseyeswhenVoldemort forbid them from going home, he knew Theo was done. He'd managed to

	keephimselftogetherbrieflywhiletheywalkedintotheinterrogationroom, but as soon as that door had closed, he'd slid down the wall, pulled his

	kneestohischest, anddughis fingersintohishair.

	Theohadpossessedaderangedqualityabouthimforyears.Hewas

	psychoticinhisbrutality,andtherewasamaddeningauraaboutthewayhe

	 

	
wasabletotearasoldier'sarmfromtheirbodyandthenplaywithitlikeit was a toy.

	Thiswasdifferent.Thewayherockedbackandforth,mutteringunderhis breath as he stared at the floor spoke of a different kind of madness. He

	lookedlikehebelongedinAzkabanratherthantheDarkLord'sarmy.

	Dracohadsealedthedoorwith astronglockingcharmtomakesure

	Voldemortwouldn'tknow.Butseeinghisoldestfriendwhocamealiveat the sound of other people's screams be reduced to ... this, unnerved him down to his core.

	VoldemortwouldslitTheo'sthroatifhesawhim.

	DracojusthopedBlaisecouldkeephisownfearinchecklongenoughto get the information out of his hostage.

	Theowouldbenohelpuntilthepoisonpassedthroughhissystem,sowhile he sat in the corner of the room, utterly useless, Draco forged on, and cast another dark curse.

	Thepriest,kneelinginaprayerwithagoldcrossclutchedbetweenboth hands, howled in pain as a large chunk of flesh was ripped out of his

	shoulder.Hewassurprisinglyresilient.Dracohadbeenatthisforalmost two hours, and he had yet to force a confession out of him.

	The priest hadn't said a word when Draco had cast fire hexes along his lowerback,orslicingcursesonhislegs,orevenwhenhistoeshadbeencut off one after the other. He screamed his way through each wave of torture, but he didn't reveal anything.

	Hedid mumblethough.

	Dracohadn'tbeenabletomakesenseoftheramblingstobeginwith.

	Eventually,heunderstoodwhatthefoolwasdoing.Praying.Eachtimehe came close to spilling a secret, he would recite the same little words over and over again until the pain passed.

	 

	
Dracodidn'thavetimeforthat-andneitherdidAstoria.

	Hehadtogetsomething.HeneededtogivetheDarkLordsomesmallfacet of information so he could execute the fucker and be allowed to go home.

	Draco stared down at the priest and started to circle him. He moved very slowly,makingsuretobecloseenoughhisrobesbrushedagainstthepriests goldcrosseachtimehepassedhim.Teasinghimwiththepossibilitythathe might strike at any moment without warning.

	"Enlightenme,Father,"Dracosaid,hisvoiceasdeadashiseyesashe

	draggedhiswandacrossthepriestsback."Whatareyouprayingfor?What is it you think your God can give you?"

	"S-strength,” the priest spluttered, raising his chin slightly as if that might mask the way it trembled. "F-for the strength to e-endure this      monstrous

	test.”

	Dracoquirkedabrow,buttherestofhisfaceremainedcoldand

	expressionless."Thestrengthtoendure?Isthatall?Whydon'tyouaskhim to strike me down instead? End all this pain and allow you to get on with the rest of your life?"

	Thepriestdidn'trespond.Heclosedhiseyesandwhisperedanotherprayer, but yelped when Draco slashed another curse across his back.

	"DoyouthinkyourGodcanhear youallthewaydownhere?"Draco

	stoppedinfrontofthepriestandglareddownathim."Doyouthinkhecan save you from me?"

	"Godisalwaysw-withme,soIknowIamalwayssafe."Hepausedto swallow. "He is always in m-my      heart."

	"So what happens if I pluck your heart out?" Draco crouched down, his elbowsrestingonhisknees,andleanedintohishostage."Doesthattake your God with it?"

	 

	
"Dowhatyoumust,butIwilltellyounothing,"hesaidthewordsstrongly, with confidence, but he flinched when Draco pressed his wand against histhroat.

	"Areyousureyoudon'twanttotalktome?IamaDemoninthisarmy.You saw the mask I wear.You coward at the horns on my head." Draco dug his wand a little deeper into the priest's neck. "You could save us both a lot of time-" he twisted it threateningly, the end sparking with magic, "- could

	saveyourselfalotof painifyoujusttell mewhatIneedtoknow.”

	Again,thepriestdidn'tanswer.HelookedatMalfoyknowingly,asthough he were trying to appeal to his better nature, see into his soul, before he

	realisedthathedidn'thaveone,andloweredhisheadtoprayagain.

	"Well,ifyou'renotgoingtotellmewhatIwant,Ithinkweshouldtestmy theory, don't you?"With a violent flick of his wrist, the priest fell onto his back,andDracousedastickingcharmtopinhisarmsandlegswideeither side of him. "Let's see if taking out your heart really does take your Godaway."

	"Youdonothavetodothis.Itisnevertoolateforredemption,"thepriest said, strangely calm as Draco stood over him. "If you repent now for the lives you have taken, all will be forgiven."

	"IfyouwantyourGodtosaveyou,Iwouldspendalittlelesstimeworrying about me," Draco hissed, wordlessly casting an incantation and feeling his wand vibrate with magic, "and a little more time praying for him to saveyou."

	Astream ofsilver lightshot out fromtheedgeof hiswand andstarted

	rippingthepriests'skinopen.Hescreamedinagonyashefoughtagainst the sticking charms, but Draco hardly heard it.

	Daphne'svoicewasstillinhishead.Anechoofthepromisehe'dmadeto her years ago replaying over and over again;

	"It's our job to protect the others, Draco,"she'd said to him, just three weeksaftertheBattleofHogwarts,whenherownDarkMarkwasfreshon

	 

	
herskin."I'mtheoldest,butyou'rethestrongest."

	"If you think your God can protect you fromme," Draco hissed as he made anotherincisiononthepriest'schest,drawingclosertohisheart,"thenpray to him!"

	"Weneedtobetheoneswhomakethedifficultchoices,anddothethingsthe others can't.”

	Deep,angrycutsappearedonthepriestsskinlikehe'dbeencrackedwitha whip. He screamed in pain and started to mutter something but it was very quiet. Draco threw another curse.And then another.

	"IfVoldemortasksustocutsomeone'sheadoff,"Daphnehadsaid,"youhold the fucker down and I'll swing the axe.”

	"Come on Father, you're going to have to do better than that!"Another curseacrosshissternum.Thepriestclenchedhisteethtogether."Howis your God going to be able to save you if he can't hear you?"

	"Ifheasksustodrownavillage,weaskwhichone.”

	"Istillcan'thearyou!"Anothercursejustbelowthepriests'collarbone.

	Somethingcracked,andthickbloodstartedspillingfromthewound."Pray to him louder, with feeling this time!"

	"Wedowhateverheasksustodo.”

	"No?Stilldon'tfeellikespeaking?Alrightthen.”Hetwistedhiswand,and the deep slashes around his heart started to rip open.The skin started to

	splitindifferentdirections.Hisbonesbrokeapart-

	"Killwhoeverheasksustokill."

	Theprieststartedtoprayaloud,screamingforDracotoseereasonandstop this, but Draco felt nothing for him. No swell of concern in his chest or

	flickerofremorseashepriedthepriests'skinapart,carvingapathtoriphis heart out.

	 

	
Hewasnumbeverything.Theonlythingonhismindwasthetaskathand. And Daphne's voice just egged him on. Looped over and over in his head, reminding him of the promise he'd made to her and that he didn't have her to lean on anymore. She was little more than a ghost in his head, because he'd let her down.

	She'ddiedbecausehewasn'tcarefulenoughtohideherbetrayal,orruthless enough to slaughter the guards at her prison cell and drag her to safety

	himself.

	Hehadn'tleanedintohisbloodlustorearnedthehornsonhisheadwhen she'd been executed.

	He'dfailedDaphne.Buthewouldn'tfailAstoria.

	Hecastanotherviolentcurse,theforceofitswishedthepriests'robestothe side, and then Draco saw it.Amagical object, clasped onto the belt of the muggle priest. He took a step closer. "Is that a Deluminator?"

	Thepriestchoked,strugglingtoformwordsthroughthebloodinhismouth. Draco snatched the object and examined it closely. Itwasa Deluminator.

	Therewasonlysupposedtobeoneofthoseinexistence.Dracohadseenin Granger's memories that Dumbledore only invented the one, a tiny dark

	greenobjectthatcouldentraplightfromanynearbysource.Butthiswasn't the one Dumbledore gave Weasley. It was smaller and purple rather than

	green.

	Itwasn'ttoofar-fetchedtoassumetheOrderhaddeconstructeditsothey could see how it worked and then build their own to distribute amongstthemselves.

	MaybetheDarkLordsparanoiawasn'tasill-placedasDracohad

	disregarded it to be. Maybe the churches did have contact with the Order. He’dthoughttheideawasludicrouswhenVoldemorthadsuggestedit,but there was clearly some truth in it if the object in his hand was any

	indication.

	 

	
Draco waved the Deluminator over the priests face. "Where did you get this?"Hissilencewasn'tappreciated,soDracoplacedhisbootagainstthe man's sternum and pressed down. "Answer my question." He bore down

	untilheheardsomethingcrack."Who-"hedughisheeldownalittlemore, "-gave-" more pressure, "-you-" another crack, "-this?"

	Thepriestcoughedandspluttered,coveringDraco’sbootwithmoreblood. He could have spoken, but he shook his head, refusing.

	Growling, Draco pressed his wand against the priests' temple and entered his mind. Because he was a muggle with no magical ability whatsoever, Dracowasabletocombthroughhismemorieseasily,quicklyseethrough years of his life in just a few short minutes.

	He watched the effects of the war in fast forward, and found that the priest lifewasjustasrepetitivenowasitwasbeforethewar.Hisroutinechanged from busy Sunday Services and weddings, to hiding in the derelict church and taking in any poor souls who happened to need shelter.

	It was all very boring until a week ago, when two wizards had entered the churchandaskediftheycouldtakeshelter.Thepriestagreed,andthenext morning, the wizards gave him a Deluminator as a 'thank you' for his

	kindness.

	Dracoreplayedthememoryasecondtime.Andthenathird.Theencounter itself wasn't too incriminating. It could have been a coincidence, but the time around the memory itself had been tampered with.

	Therewerepocketsoflosttime.Onlysmallpieces,fiveminuteshereand there.Dracowouldhavemisseditifhewasn'tlookingsoclosely.Butthe evidence was clear, the priests' memory had been altered.

	Maybe he'd seen something he shouldn't have? The Order wouldn't have hadthehearttokillhim,butperhapsthey'derasedhismemoriesinstead? Maybetheywerecoveringtheirtracks?Orprotectinghim?Whateverthe reason, it was highly unlikely Draco - or anyone within the Dark Lords

	ranks-wouldbeabletoretrievethememories.Itwasrarethatmemory erasing charms failed - Grangers parents just happened to be very, very

	 

	
unlucky-andonlythewitchorwizardthatcastthemhadanyhopeofever undoing them.

	Withnomoreinformationtogive,thepriestwasnolongeruseful.One

	sharpwaveofDraco’swandwasallittooktopullthepriest'sheartfromhis body and send it flying across the room.

	As he gargled on his last breath, Draco stepped back, drew a deep breath andclosedhiseyes.Hetiltedhisheadtowardstheceilingandpushedhis hair out of his eyes as he exhaled.

	Althoughhehadn'tbeenabletogetanyevidenceofPotter'slocation,one thing was clear; The Order had a connection with the churches.

	"The lake. The gun. The church. Four. It's all connected,”Blaise had said earliertoday."Likelooseedgesofafabric.Icanseeit.Ijustcan'tseewhatpulls them all together.”

	Did the Order somehow know about Blaise's visions? Did they think the churcheswerelinkedtoVoldemort'sdownfall?Weretheysearchingthem, too?MaybeoneoftheirownSeershadhadasimilarvision,andtheywere

	decodingittotryandsecuretheOrdersvictoryratherthantheDarkLords?

	Itwasapossibility.ManySeersinthepasthadreportedhavingsimilar visions of the same event right before it happened.

	ButifBlaise’svisionwasright,thenmaybehewasrightaboutAstoria.And if he was right aboutAstoria, then maybe he was right about Granger's

	execution-

	Dracopushedthethoughtasideasquicklyasithadsprungtolife,lettingit slide off the icy walls before it could do any real damage.

	ThatwastheproblemwiththistypeofOcclumency.Itwasafucking

	fantasticbitofmagic,butthislevel ofnumbnesscouldn'tbeheldforlong

	periodsoftime.Itrequiredabsoluteconcentration,andsomethingassimple as a panicked thought could cause a fracture that zipped across the ice until it brought the whole shield down.

	 

	
Hisfamilywerecountingonhim.Hecouldn’tcrumblenow.

	Hequicklyglancedat theclockonthewall.Ithadtaken himtoolongto

	extracttheinformation,almosttwoandahalfhours.Hesighedheavilyand walked over to where Nott was still curled up against the wall. He kneeled down and took Notts face in his hands. "How are you holding up?"

	Nottdidn'tanswer,didn'tevenlookatMalfoy.Hestaredathisfeetwhile his breath left him in panicked little rasps.

	"IneedyoutostayinhereforafewminuteswhileIgoovermyfindings with the Dark Lord. Then we can go home."

	Again,Nottdidn'tsayaword.

	"Everythingis goingto bealright- Ipromise."

	Dracohadn'tseenTheohaveapanicattacklikethisinyears,andhehardly recognised him now. He couldn't let the Dark Lord see him like this.

	AlthoughhedoubtedVoldemortwouldlookatTheolongenoughtoseethe desperation in his eyes, if Theo left this room without a spec of blood on

	him,theywerefucked.

	Ifthebloodthirstysoldier-themanwhoworebloodandgutsaroundhis neck like medals - left an interrogation spotless, Voldemort would get suspicious.And they didn't have time to stay behind and answer

	unnecessaryquestions.

	IftheyweregoingtogetoutofthisCathedralquickly,Draconeededtobe thorough. He could leave nothing to chance.

	Straighteningfromhiscrouch,Dracowalkedbackovertothepriestand stood over his body. He dipped both his hands and wand into the blood flowing from the corpse, then returned to Theo's side.

	Nott didn't even flinch as Draco wiped the blood overTheo's robes.Wasn't so much as a hitch in his breath as Draco flicked his wand overTheo's face andsplattereditwithblood,makingit looklikehe'dbeenstandingcloseby

	 

	
whenthepriestwasinjured,closeenoughtobetheonewhocasttheslicinghexes.

	"Ineedyou tostay inhereforabouttwenty minuteswhileIsharemy

	results with the Dark Lord,” Draco explained quietly, keeping his voice barelyaboveawhisper."AndthenIneedyoutocomeandjoinussowe can Apparate home. Can you do that?"

	Theomanagedasmallnod.Itwas thetiniestmovement,butitwasthere.

	The Dark Lord was waiting for Draco when he left the interrogation room. Hesatonhisthrone,anurgentexpressiononhisfaceashetappedhisnails against the armrest.

	Barty Crouch Jr was smiling in front of Voldemort, the Mustang standing close beside him. She was wearing another lavish silk gown.Asleeveless numberwithalownecklineandalargeslitupthesidethatDracowassure Barty had put there himself.

	ShetwisteduncomfortablyagainstCrouch.Hejustdughisfingerstighter into her arm, preventing her from escaping.

	TheMustangwatchedDracocloselyasheapproached.Herinquisitive

	greeneyesdartedfromthebloodonhisrobes,theblooddrippingfromhis wand, to eventually land on his cold eyes.

	"Jr,"Dracosmirked."Whatbringsyouhere?"

	Crouch cast him a sideways glare. "Not that it is any of your concern, Malfoy,butIamhostinganeventtonight,andtheDarkLordhasgraciously agreed to grant me more jewels for this one to wear."

	"Haveyoufinishedwiththeinterrogation?"VoldemortaskedwhenDraco bowed respectfully in front of him, dismissing Barty with a wave of his

	hand.

	TheMustangnarrowedhereyesathim.

	 

	
"Yes,myLord,anditprovedtobequiteuseful,"Dracoanswered."Once Nott got his hands on him, the poor bloke sang like a canary.You know hostages tend to crumble whenever he's involved."

	"Whatinterrogation!?"Crouchasked,annoyedandhurt."Whathostages?" The Mustangs lips slid into a small smirk, clearly finding pleasure in

	Barty'sdistressatbeingleftout,again.Dracocouldn'thelpbutsmirkwithher.

	BeforeVoldemortcoulddiscloseanyfurtherinformation,Blaiseappeared

	fromhisowninterrogationroom.HequicklyjoinedDraco'ssideandbowed towards his master.

	"Ah,whatperfecttiming."Voldemortalmostsmiled."Please,gentlemen, tell me what you have discovered."

	"Ifoundthis onthepriests' belt."Dracoheld uptheDeluminatorand

	offeredittotheDarkLord."AfterTheodoreloosenedhistongue,hetoldus this that he had been visited by two wizards a little over a week ago," he said, Occlumency allowing him to keep his tone strong and confident,

	concealingthelie."Hesaidtheytookrefugeinthechurchandgavehim

	thisDeluminatorasthanks.Isearchedhismemoriesafterwardstoconfirm, and although it is true, his memory appears to have been tampered with so we don't know anything more.”

	"Myownhostagerevealedaverysimilaraccount,myLord,”Blaisesaid, reaching into his robes to pull out a second Deluminator. "The priest I

	interrogated revealed that two people entered his own church a few days ago.Aman and a woman.Although he did not know them, he offered them abedeachtorestforthenight,andtheyalsogavehimaDeluminator.They said he should use it to hide in darkness, should anyone come into the

	churchlookingforthem.”

	TheelderwandsparkedinVoldemort'shand.

	"Weretherepiecesofhismemorymissing,too?"Dracoasked.

	 

	
BlaiseeyedDracocarefullyandnodded."Yes.Onlysmallamountsoverthe hours he hosted the witch wizard."

	"Theyhaveerasedtheirmemories?"Bartyasked."Whywouldtheyerase such small pieces? My Lord, perhaps you should let me speak to the hostages and I can-"

	"Thatwillnotbepossible,Jr,"Dracointerrupted."YouknowTheodore's methods of interrogation are ruthless.Although he was able to get the

	prisonertospeak,thelevelshehadtogotoweretoomuchforthemuggle's body. He croaked shortly after I clarified his story was correct."

	"Myhostageissimilar,myLord,"Blaiseadded."Althoughheisstillalive, Ihadtopushhispsychetothelimittogetaconfession.I'mafraidhismind is beyond repair. He'll be no more use to you."

	"Thatistobeexpected,"Voldemortsighedandmassagedhistemplewith one hand. "They are muggles after all.They are so much weaker than us,

	bothinbodyandinmind,itistobeexpectedthattheywouldcrumblewhen faced with such power.Thank you, Draco, Blaise, you have served me very well today."

	Thedoorstooneoftheinterrogationroomsopened,andTheosullenly

	joinedDracoandBlaise.Hiseyesremaineddowncastonthefloorbutthe Dark Lord didn't seem to notice, he was too busy admiring the blood on Theo's robes.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	GoingovertheirfindingswiththeDarkLordwaspainfulanddrawnout, like pulling fucking teeth.And it was only made worse by Barty being

	there.

	He wanted to know every detail, every word the priests had uttered, where thechurcheswere,andvividaccountsoftheitemsinsidethechurches.His constantquestionsandtheorisingaloudseemedtoirritatetheDarkLordso

	 

	
muchthatafterfifteenminutes,heorderedthatBartytakeanyjewelhe wanted for his doll and leave. Immediately.

	TheMustang-whoseeyeshadbeenlockedonTheofromthemomenthe entered the cathedral - stared at Nott until the very moment Crouch

	apparatedthemaway.

	Withthedistractiongone,Voldemortcontinuedtofleshoutthenextstages ofhisplan,andthelongerheforcedthemtostayinthecathedral,themore Draco could feel his Occlumency walls start to fail him. His resolve was weakening. With the priest dead and the information extracted, he had

	nothingtodistracthimselfwith.No tasktofocushisfrustrationon.No

	victimtoforcescreamsoutofandpullhismindawayfromwhatwas-or wasn't - happening at the manor.

	It had been almost four hours since Romy had told them ofAstoria's accident,farlongerthanDracowouldhaveliked,andtheDarkLordjust kept fucking talking, going over the details again and again so he could better direct his next move.

	Whenhishandsstartedtotremble,Dracofoldedhisarmsbehindhis

	back.Hetookdeepbreathsthroughhisnose,tryingtocalmhismindwith every exhale and refocus his occlumency. Reinforce the walls.

	Noneofitfuckingworked.Splintershadalreadyformedintheice.Faint hairline fractures, but they were there. Their existence undeniable and impossible to remedy.

	FivehoursafterRomyandQuinzel'sintrusion,thethreeofthemwere finallydismissed,andtheyapparatedbacktothemanorwithaviolent crack. The sound of them reappearing on the estate was like a bomb

	detonating.Itscorchedthegrassandleftadentintheearthasthey materialised out of thin air.

	Assoonastheywerebackon theestate,safeandawayfrompryingeyes,

	thecalmnessthey'dallclungtodisappeared.Thethreeofthemsprintedinto the house.

	 

	
Theyskiddedtoastopbrieflywhentheymadeitthroughthekitchenand into the ground-floor hallway. The staircase was drenched in blood, an

	unnaturalamountwassmearedaroundthebaseofthestairsandcrusting between the tiles.

	ThiswaswhereAstoriamusthavefallen,andseeingitwasfarworsethan anything Draco could have imagined. There was just ... too much blood.

	ThefirstdefinitivecrackappearedinDraco'sOcclumencywall.Nota

	fractureliketheothers.Thisonewasdeepandstretchedhighacrosstheice.

	Theyonlystared atthemess ofbloodfor asecondor twobeforethey

	startedrunningagain.Theytookthestepstwo,threeatatime.Dracocould hardly hear anything else through the roaring of blood in his ears.

	Hisheartstartedtobeatfaster.Theicethinnedasthecrackszippedhigher, deeper. Fear crept back into his veins.

	Allthethingshehadn'tallowedhimselftothinkaboutbefore,allthethings his occlumency had shielded him from, started to bleed through the cracks, making it harder to breathe or think clearly.

	What if they were too late? What if Granger hadn't been able to save Astoria?Whatifshewasalreadydead?WouldBlaisebeabletokeepit

	togetherifshewere?WouldTheocrumpleseeingherbody?WouldDraco?

	The second story landing was something torn straight from a horror novel. Therewasbloodeverywhere.Redhandprintsweresmearedonthewalland messy streaks were on the floorboards like a body had been dragged across it - but they ignored it.They ignored it all and just kept running. Following the trail of blood through the manor.

	AnothercrackinDraco'swalls.Adeepfissurethatpoppedtheicearoundit. The wall wouldn't hold much longer. His emotions started haemorrhaging to the surface faster, becoming stronger, more real.

	Thebeginningsoffearcreptbackintohisveins.Guiltstartedtoweigh heavy on his chest again.

	 

	
Pleasebealive;itwasallDracocouldthink.Pleasebealive.Please,please, please be alive.

	ThebloodleadtoAstoriaandBlaise'sbedroom. Blaise grasped the handle and flung it open -

	Theyallfrozewhentheysawher.Them.Together.CurledupinAstoria's bed like sisters.

	The room was a mess.Another blood trail stained the wooden floorboards and disappeared into Blaise andAstoria's bathroom. Beside the bed was a messofbloodedfabric.ProbablytheclothesthatAstoriahadbeenwearing when she'd fallen.

	Grangerwassatupstraightwithherbackleaningagainstthewooden

	headboard,hereyesclosedandchintiltedtowardstheceiling.Herhairwas piled on top of her head, loose curls stuck out in every direction while

	othersclungtoherclammyforehead.

	Astoria's head rested in Granger's lap. Granger had an arm draped over Astoria'sbackalmostlovingly,likeshe'dbeenrubbinghershouldersbefore sleep had eventually found her as well.

	AlthoughAstoria's arms were clean as they wrapped around Granger's hip, therewereflecksofbloodacrossGranger'sfaceandhair.Eithertootiredto clean herself up, or unwilling to leaveAstoria's side.

	AndAstoria...shewasn'tmoving.Herskinwasgrey,morecorpse-likethan Draco had ever seen it. She was deathly still.

	"No,no,pleaseno,”Blaisewhisperedquietly,hisvoicethickandalmost unrecognisable. "She looks … "

	"Dead,”Theosaid,havingfinallyfoundhisvoiceagain."Astorialookslike she's dead."

	Theyweretoolate.

	 

	
They'dfailed-Dracohadfailed.

	Therealisationcausedthelastcrackinhisocclumencywalls-thefinalnail in the coffin - and just as the wall fell, just as the tidal wave of emotions

	he'dbeensuppressingpulledMalfoyunder,Grangeropenedhereyes.
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	ThefirstthingHermionesawwhensheopenedhereyeswasMalfoy'sface, and for whatever reason, she couldn’t seem to look away.

	Inallheryearsofwarfareandallthebattlefieldsshe'dfoughton,shedidn't think she'd ever seen anyone look so desperate, so utterly fucking lost and vulnerable that it made her stomach twist and her chest feel empty. She'd

	neverseenhimlookso...open.Itwasalmostscarytoseehimlikethat.His hand shaking as he clutched his chest. The distraught look on his face.

	Andhiseyes...Theyweretheclearest,oceanblueshe’deverseen. His walls were down. It made him look so much younger.

	Forthelongesttime,noonesaidaword.TheDeathEatersjuststared,their eyes flickering from Hermione, to the head in her lap, then back again.

	Theybroughtafogintotheroom,theairsuddenlythickandcrackling. Hermione felt it like a heavy boot on her chest.

	"IsAstoria .." Blaise whispered after a moment. The way his voice broke wasenoughtotearHermione'sattentionawayfromMalfoy-foramoment. "Is she ... ?"

	AlthoughhewasspeakingtoHermione,hiseyesremainedfixedonhis

	wife,lookingforatinyriseofherchestorflutterofherlashes.Desperateto see a sign of life.

	Out of the three of them, Blaise understandably was faring the worst. He looked almost insane with guilt.The image of a man who would open the balconydoorsandhappilythrowhimselfovertheedgeifHermionedidn't give him the answer he wanted.

	 

	
Luckily,shedid.

	“She’s alright,” she managed to say, her own voice hoarse and thick with exhaustion."Imanagedtoslowthebleedingandgetherstableshortlyafter Romy and Quinzel left to get the three of you.”

	Assoonasthewordswereout ofhermouth, thereliefwaspalpable.

	AssoonasHermionesaiditoutloud,awaveofreliefsweptthroughtheroom.

	Theoexhaledasthoughhe'dbeenpunchedinthestomach.Heleaned

	againstthedoorframe,theemotionshefeltapparentlyliquefyinghisbones until he could no longer stand on his own.

	Blaiseclappedahandoverhismouth,hiseyesglazingoverwithtearsashe sobbed quietly into his palm.

	Malfoy just stared at Hermione. Unmoving.As still as the Renaissance paintingssheoftenthoughtheresembled.Shecouldn'tbesureifhewas even breathing.

	Hermioneclearedherthroat,fightingthesuddentightnessgathering

	there."She'llneedplentyofrestandbloodreplenishingpotions-butaftera few healing charms she'll be fine."

	Blaisetookacautiousstepcloser."Howdidyou...Youdon'thavemagic..."

	"Themuggleway.Shesplitthebackofherheadopenwhenshefell.I

	haven't managed to close the wound - you'll need to do that with magic as soonaspossible-butIdidslowthebleedingbyrippingapieceofmydress offandusingitasacompress."Hermione'seyesflickereddowntothehead of blonde hair in her lap. She started to draw circles acrossAstoria’s back, avoiding Blaise’s eyes. "But she was unconscious and so cold from the

	amountofbloodshe'dlost.ShewouldhavediedifIdidn'tgetherwarm, and I suspected she'd have had a spare blood replenishing potion in your

	roomincaseofemergencies.”Shejuttedherchintowardstheemptybottle

	 

	
onthefloor,confirminghersuspicionwascorrect."Idon'thavemagicsoI couldn'tlevitateher,butIdidn'tdareleavehertofetchablanketandcheck your room, so I had to drag her up here.”

	ThesharphitchinBlaise'sbreathmadeherflinchslightly.Shehalf

	expectedhimtohexherfornotbeingcarefulenoughwithhisdelicatewife.

	"I suspect she'll have some minor bruises and scratches along her back. " Hermionerushedthroughthewords,wantingtomakeitabundantlyclearto Blaise that everything she'd done had been inAstoria's interest. “And you may want to cast some healing charms on them when you heal her skull, just to be safe. I'm sorry, but it couldn't be helped-"

	"Ofcourse,Icompletelyunderstand,"Blaisesaid,histonelackingallofthe malice Hermione had expected to hear.That was odd. He'd never spoken to her so softly.

	Althoughhedidstillhavehishandpressedagainsthismouth.Ah,that must've been why his words lacked their usual spiteful undertone,

	becausetherewasnowayBlaisewouldactually-

	"Idon'tcarewhatyouhadtodo,"Blaisesaid,"theimportantthingisthat my wife is alive - because of you."

	Well,shit.Shehadn'texpectedthat.

	Blaise walked towards the bed slowly, cautiously, the way a person would approach awounded animal. Hedropped down on his knees on Hermione’s sideofthebed,andbrokedown.Tearsstreameddownhischeeksashetook Astoria’s left hand in both of his and kissed her wedding ring. Then her

	knuckles.Herfingers.Everyinchofherpaleskinthathecouldreach.

	"Thankyou,"Blaisesobbed,clutchingAstoria'shandasthoughitwerethe only thing he needed in this world to be able to breathe. "Thank you,

	Hermione.”Akisstoherknuckles."Thankyouforsavingher."Anotherto her ring finger. "I don't know what I would have done if she - "

	 

	
Hecuthimselfoffwithanotherquietsob.HeglancedupatHermione,and there was no hint of that spiteful expression he usually wore whenever he looked at her. He stared at her now with nothing but tears on his face and sincere gratitude in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

	HermionesmiledbackathimbeforeshecradledAstoria'sheadinboth

	handsandcarefullylaidheronthepillows.Sheshuffledoutofbedtoallow Blaise to take her place, and just as she got to her feet, Malfoy and Theo slid out of the room.

	Hermionehadnoideawhatpossessedhertofollowthem.ThetwoDeath Eaters didn't appear to notice her. They weren't speaking, didn't even acknowledge one another whenTheo veered off towards the kitchen and Malfoy carried on into his own wing of the manor.

	ShefollowedMalfoydown thehalls,butstopped outsidehisbedroomdoor.

	He'dleftitwideopen,somethinghe'dneverdonebefore.Carefultokeep

	herfeetjustonthethreshold,Hermionetookadeepbreaththroughhernose and peeked inside.

	Shewasn'tsurprisedthathisroomwasthebiggestontheestate.Orbythe darkemeraldpaintonthewalls,thelargeoakfour-posterbed,oreventhe two huge lancet windows that framed either side.

	No, what did surprise her, however, was Malfoy himself. She found him hunchedover,onehandclutchingaposterofhisbedwhileheroughlyran the other through his hair.

	"Fuck-I'msorry,"hemuttered.Evenhisvoicedidn'tsoundthesame."I'm so sorry, Daph. She almost - fuck!"

	He straightened suddenly and stood tall. His entire body looked like it was shaking,andshewatchedfromthedoorwayashepulledhisrobesandshirt over his head and tossed them aside.

	Thin rays of fading orange sunlight streaked through the windows, casting interestingshadowsacrossthebroadplanesofhisbackandthedaggerthat

	 

	
wastuckedintohisbelt.Itwasthesameonehe’dhadtuckedintohistowel the night she'd kissed him. The one she'd tried to stab him with.

	"Whatdoyouwant,Granger?"Thesharpnessinhisvoicemadeherjump.

	Herheadsnappeduptoseehimglaringatherthroughthewindow'sreflection.

	Iwantedtoseeifyouwerealright,waswhatshewantedtosay-butshe didn't. She swallowed the words instead. Forced them back down along withthestrangethicknessthathadformedinherthroat,andglaredright back at him.

	"You seemed off your game. Distracted," shelied, making her eyes flicker tothedaggerathisback."ThoughtImighttakeadvantage.Stabyouinthe back while your mind was elsewhere, so to speak."

	"Ishouldn'thaveexpectedanythinglessfromyou.”Despitetheclearblue of his eyes, his tone was vicious, forced. "I suppose it was silly of me to

	thinkalionwouldhavethefuckingcompassiontonotstrikewhenitsprey is distracted.You always do like to kick me when I'm down."

	Hermioneheldhisgazeasshesteppedintotheroom."Maybeso,butI'd wager that a lion still has more compassion than a Demon has.”

	Hisbrowfurrowedinthewindow."Youaren'tsupposedtobeabletoenter my room."

	"Iknow.IaskedRomyandQuinzeltotakethewardsoffeachbedroom

	beforetheylefttofetchyou.Ithoughttheremightbesomethinginoneof your rooms that could help saveAstoria. I wanted to have every possible resource available. Just in case."

	Malfoyglaredatherfor amomentlongerbeforeheshookhisheadand

	conjuredabottleofwhiskey.Heremovedthecorkwithaflickofhiswand and took a large swig. He barely swallowed before he took another.And

	thenanother.

	 

	
While he drank himself into a coma, Hermione looked past his reflection, andwatchedTheostormacrossthegroundstodisappearintothegraveyard. "That unmarked grave that Nott always visits - that's where Daphne

	Greengrassisburied,isn'tit?""No.”

	HisanswercaughtHermioneoffguard,andhereyessnappedbacktohis

	reflection."Iknowit'sDaphne'sgrave.Iworkeditoutweeksago,sothere's no point in lying about it.”

	"You'reright,theheadstoneisforDaphne."Malfoypausedbrieflytotake another swig of whiskey. "But she's not buried there."

	"Whatdoyou-"

	Malfoyspunaroundtofaceher.TheexpressionheworeforcedHermione to cringe away slightly. "What exactly do you think happens when you

	betraytheDarkLord,hmm?Doyouthinkit'sjustaslaponthewrist?A public execution and that's the end of it? Do you honestly think he lets loved ones bury the bodies of their relatives if they've been declared a

	traitor?"

	Hetookanotherslowsteptowardsher.Histeethmight'vebeenbaredand his voice dripping with rage, but his eyes gave him away. Without his Occlumency walls to hide behind, Hermione could see the fear in them.

	Couldseethescaredlittleboythathid behindthehorns.

	Hewastryingtofrightenher.Scareheroffbeforehesaidthewrongthing so naturally, Hermione rooted herself in the spot.

	"WhatdidVoldemortdotoDaphne'sbody?"sheasked.

	Malfoy flinched. He tried to hide it, tried to shrug it off and mask it by jabbinghistongueontheinsideofhischeek,butHermionehadalready

	noticedit.Shecouldpracticallyseethestruggleinhim,theneedtoremain cold and cruel wrestling with the desire to just let go.

	 

	
"AfterVoldemorthadDaphnekilled,"Hermioneaskedslowly,holdinghis eyes and willing him to be honest, vulnerable, just this once, "what did he do with her body?"

	"Aftertheexecution,afterhehackedawayatherandpulledeveryfucking- " He shut his eyes and ground his teeth together as he desperately fought to keep control. "He gave her body to Greyback's pack. Just like he did my

	fathersbodyafterheexecutedhim."Hesmotheredhisfacewithhishand like he couldn't believe what he was saying. He squeezed his eyes even

	tighteranddughisnailsintohistemples,reddeningthepaleskinthere.The bottle of whiskey rattled against his silver rings as he trembled. "And just like he did my mothers body."

	Hermione'schesttightened.Bileroseinherthroat.

	Malfoydrewadeepbreath,tryingtocomposehimself,anddraggedhis handupintohishair.Hehelditthereandopenedhiseyes.Hisjawwas

	tight, but the corners of his eyes were glistening, brimming with tears. "If youbetraytheDarkLord,that'sit.Therearenosecondchances.Heloves sending a message to his followers, and you know what the message is

	here?Traitorsareworthlesstohim,andifanyoneisfoolishenoughtotry, he’ll feed them to the fucking wolves.”

	"Malfoy,I-"WordssuddenlyfailedHermione.Shedidn'tknowwhatto say, nothing seemed enough. Every thought she had was eclipsed with howls and werewolves fighting over a mangled corpse with dark blondehair.

	Voldemortwouldn'thavemadeMalfoywatchthattoo.Wouldhe?

	"I serve him because I thought it would keep the rest of my family safe,” Malfoywhisperedhoarsely,almostasob."Beforeherexecution,Ivisited Daphne in her cell. She made me swear to stay loyal and look after the

	others.IthoughtthatifIdidwhateverheaskedandkilledeveryonehe

	asked me to, he would never let anything happen to them-" He dropped his facebackintohishand,andittookeverythinginHermionenottoreachfor him. "And then today - when Romy told us what had happened toAstoria - all I could think about was Daphne. How I’d let her down.AndVoldemort

	 

	
wouldn'tletusleave.TherewasnothingIcoulddobecausehewouldn't...Icouldn't-"

	Malfoyturnedaway.Hestaredoutthewindow,tryingtohidefromher,but she could see his reflection in the glass. The broken look on his face

	snappedsomethinginherchest.

	Hermionereachedforhimbeforeshewasreallyconsciousshewasdoingit, but as soon as her hand grazed the cold skin on his back, Malfoy whirled around and threw the whiskey bottle at the wall. It smashed on impact,

	leavingadent inthewall andthebittersmellwhirling aroundtheroom.

	"Ohfuckoff,Granger!Wouldyoujustfuckoff!"hesnarled,allteethand rage."Whycan'tyoujustleavemealone!Whydoyoualwayshavetobethere!"

	"Fuckme?Fuckyou!"Shesteppedawayfromhimandpressedherback against the wall. "You were in pain so I was trying to help you, you

	narcissisticarsehole!"

	"Youthinkyouknowmeallofasudden?"Heplacedahandoneitherside of her and sealed her against the wall. "You think that just because you

	openedyourlegs,justbecauseI'vebeeninsideyou,thatyouknowme?"

	Shetriedtoslaphimoninstinct,buthecaughtherwrist.Shetriedtopunch himwithherfreearm,buthecaughtthatonetoothenpinnedbothherarms above her head. "Let go of me, Malfoy!"

	"Oh,we'rebackto'Malfoy'again,arewe?Makeupyourmind,mudblood."

	"Whydoyoualwayslashoutlikethis?WhyisitwheneverIthinkthere might be something decent in you, a sliver of something vulnerable andgood, you go and do this?" Hermione fought to pull her wrist free and

	glaredupathim. "Whathappenedtoyou tomakeyouthiscruel?"

	"I'm cruel because I have to be! I'm cruel because it's the only way I know tokeeptheotherssafe!YouwanttoseewhyI'mthewayIam?Youwantto see my demons, Granger? Have it your way then!"

	 

	
Andthen,withavicioussnarlandhishandsvibratingwithrage,Malfoy grabbedHermione'sface,mutteredanincantationshe'dneverheard,and pulled her into his mind.

	The air whirled around them both as the floor vanished underneath their feet. There was a flash of bright light, so blinding that Hermione had to closehereyestoshieldherselffromit.Whensheopenedhereyesagain, she wasn't in Malfoy's room anymore.

	They'dmaterialisedoutside,ontheEastsideofhisestate.Sherecogniseditfrom the tall rose bushes, in full bloom and charmed to be slightly differentshades.

	"Whydidyoubringmehere?"shedemanded.

	Hiseyesflickereddowntohers,butsomeoneelseansweredforhim.

	"Youneedtobreathe,”saidavoicefromtheothersideoftherosebushes.Itwas Malfoy's voice but lighter, younger. It lacked the growl and grittiness

	he'dgainedwithage.

	"Motherfucker!"hissedawoman'svoice."Merlin,thishurtssomuch!""I know."

	Withoutreallythinkingaboutit,Hermionefollowedthevoices,Malfoy

	walkingclosebehindher.Whentheyappearedontheothersideoftherosebush, Hermione skidded to a stop.

	BecauseDaphneGreengrasswassatonabench-Hermione'sfavourite

	bench - clutching her left forearm while a younger version of Malfoy stoodinfrontofher.Theybothlookedveryyoung.Seventeen,eighteenattheverymost.

	Evenwithhereyesshutandherfacescrunchedupinpain,Daphnelookedthe mirror image of Astoria.

	"Ithurts!It-eughhhh!"Daphnesmackedherfistagainstthearmofthebench, presumably trying to distract herself from whatever pain was

	 

	
plaguingherarm. "Howcan youstandit?"

	Theyounger version of Malfoyscoffed.Atinydragon with blackscales wascurledaroundhisshoulder.Narcissawasnobiggerthanacat,andflashing barely-there fangs at Daphne. "Patience and practice."

	Daphneopenedoneeyeenoughtoglareatbothofthem."You'refuckingwith me, aren't you?"

	"No.”BothversionsofMalfoysmiled."Patiencetogetusedtothedarkmagic, and practice at managing the pain."

	Although her brown eyes were swimming with tears, Daphne smiled,flashingthosesamedimplesheryoungersisteroftenwore."Youknow neither of those are my strong suit, right?"

	"Yes.Ido.”

	"Sowhatyou'resayingisthatI'mfuckedthen?""Undoubtedly. It's been nice knowing you."

	Daphnelaughed -a ridiculoussnort ofa laughthatmadetheyounger

	Malfoylaughtoo.TheMalfoybesideherevenchuckledquietly.Hermionecouldn't help but smile herself.

	Wiping tears away, Daphne removed her hand from her forearm to revealthe Dark Mark festering against her skin, so fresh it looked like the snake wasstillmoving."Cheers-Ineededthat.Feelslikeit'sbeensolongsinceI laughed. I've been such a miserable bitch lately."

	"Ohreally?Youdon'tsay?"theyoungMalfoyteased.

	Daphne gasped and flicked her leg out playfully to try and kick him. Hestepped over her to easily dodge the kick, but Narcissa took great offence. Thetinybeasthissedandflappedherlittlewingsfuriously.Sherearedher headbackandopenedhermouth,butwhensheexhaled,onlyafewsparks ignited before they sizzled and died out altogether.

	 

	
The young Malfoy and Daphne stared at the tiny dragon in disbelief.Narcissashookherheadslightly,alittledazed,andtherewasasecondof bewildered silence before Daphne and the younger version of Malfoy

	eruptedintolaughteragain.

	ThesightofMalfoysocarefreelikethatcausedastrangewarmthtospreadover Hermione's chest. She didn't think she'd ever seen him so at ease with anyone.NotwithBlaise,CrabbeorGoyleintheirHogwartsdays.Noteven with Theo or Astoria, who Hermione had realised were his closest friends.

	She'dalwaysthoughthisfriendshipwithAstoriawassibling-like,butwhathe had with Daphne seemed to be so much more. Deeper. There was no romanticattractionbetweenthem,thatmuchwasclear,buttheirbondwas more playful than his and Astoria's was. Malfoy was completely at ease

	withDaphne.Hedidn’thoverprotectivelyoverher.Hewasn’twatchingherevery move like an over baring older brother, or looking at her like she

	mightshatter attheslightestbreeze.

	No,heandDaphnewereequals.Bestfriendsineverysenseoftheword."The little fucker!" Daphne howled. "Sheactuallytried to burn me!"

	"Ohdon'ttakeitpersonally,Daph,"Malfoytriedtosay,buthestruggledtoget the words out through his laughter. "She doesn't like anyone. She bit

	Theo yesterday and nearly took his finger off."Daphnegasped."Really?Hedidn'ttellmethat!"

	"Ofcoursehedidn't,”theyoungMalfoychuckled."Hewantstoappearmasculineand protectiveto you, not someonewho almost lost a bloody finger to a tiny reptile."

	"BecarefullittleMiss."DaphnewavedherfingerNarcissa,whichonlymadeherhissatDaphneandcurlhertailprotectivelyaroundMalfoy's

	neck."AtthemomentI'mstillbiggerthanyouare,andI'vebeenitchingforsome new dragon leather shoes."

	 

	
Narcissa-apparentlyalreadyveryintelligentdespiteherhatchlingstate-tried to roar and breathe fire again, but it came out as more of a smoke- filled yelp, which only added to Malfoy and Daphne's amusement.

	"I'veneverseenyoulikethis,"HermionesaidtotheMalfoybesideher."Like what? R idiculous? Childish?"

	Hermionelookedathimoutthecornerofhereye."Happy.”

	Histhroatbobbedasheswallowed,andhestartedtotwisttheringonhispinkie finger. He scoffed suddenly and shook his head, his eyes flickering back to watch Daphne and his younger self.

	Afterafewmoreseconds,Hermionedidthesame.

	Theyounger Malfoyplaced his hand against his throat, allowing thetinydragon to clamber onto his palm. He petted her gently before he transfiguredanearbyroseintoaratandencouragedhertoglideafterit, practicing hunting.

	"IwouldstopwiththeremarksaboutdragonleathershoesifIwereyou,"Malfoysaid. "Inninemonths she'llbebig enoughto eat youin onebite.”

	Daphneraisedherchinhighintheairandputonafake,Shakespeareanaccent."AtwhichtimeIshallapologiseprofuselyandbringherasmany goats and cows as she wants, lest her eat me herself.”

	TheyoungerMalfoychuckledagain,buthisfacesoongrewsombreashefollowed Narcissa’s flight path.

	Daphne'sexpressionfellwhenshenoticed,seeingsomethingthatwasn'tclear to Hermione. "You alright, blondie?" she asked, her dimples

	disappearingand smiletwistinginto afrown.

	"Ohyeahmate,I'mjustfuckingperfect,"Malfoyhuffedandshookhishead,suddenlylookingandsoundingalotmorelikehisolderdouble."It'sbeena few bloody weeks since the battle of Hogwarts, and in that time, both my parents have been executed, we've been drafted into a war we have no

	 

	
fuckingbusinessfightingin,andalmostallofourfriendshavebeenforcedto take the Dark Mark. So yeah, I'm doing fabulous, thanks for asking."

	Daphnestaredathim,seeminglydeepinthought.Afewheartbeatslater,she sighed and patted the empty space on the bench next to her.

	"Iwas just ranting,Daph. I don't wantto talkaboutit.”

	"Welltoughtittie,"shesnapped,tappinghermanicurednailsagainstthe

	benchinawaythatleftnoroomforarguments."Sityourskinnyarsedown.Now."

	Malfoymutteredafewprofanitiesunderhisbreathbutdidassheasked.Hesettled himself onto the bench beside her, folded his arms across his chest, and stared at the Manor. Closed off. Defensive.

	"The Dark Lord would have demanded Blaise and Theo take the markeventually,"Daphnehushed."Itwasabrilliantideatogetthemtoofferto takeit themselves. It shows their 'devotion'. Hopefully, he'll develop a soft spotforthembecausetheyweresowillingtoswearthemselvestohim.It's another layer of protection we can't afford to miss."

	TheyoungerMalfoygroundhisteethtogether."Theyshouldn'thavetotakeit at all. If I'd donea better job and killed Dumbledorethen wewouldn't be in this -"

	Daphneraisedherhandtosilencehim."That'snotyourfaultandIwon'thaveyoublameyourselfagain.ItookthemarktoprotectAstoria.Iknew that if I offered my arm willingly, he wouldn't ask Astoria to take it.”

	TheyoungerversionofMalfoystartedbouncinghiskneenervously,buthenodded.

	"Blaisetookitforthesamereason,"Daphnecontinued."Buthealsothinksthat if he's loyal enough, the Dark Lord may give him access to the scrolls in his vault, and there may be something there we can use to help with herillness.”

	 

	
"Andwhat aboutTheo?"

	"ItoldhimnottotaketheMarkbuthewouldn'tlisten.""He's done it for you. You do know that, don't you?"

	"Iknow.Buthe's...he'snotcutoutforthis,Draco.He'snotstrongenoughfor this." Daphne flinched slightly. "He's not a killer like me and you. The Dark Lord asked him to torture Ollivander yesterday and he could barely do that.”

	"He'lladapt.He'llgetusedtoit.”

	"No,hewon't.”Daphnevoicesuddenlygrewhoarse."Youdidn'tseehim,

	Draco.Ittookhimhalfanhourtoconjureevenaweaktorturecurse,and

	hethrewupassoonastheDarkLordleft.YouknowTheo.He'ssoft.Gentle.

	Idoubthe'devenbeabletoharmafuckingpixieiftheDarkLordorderedhim to, so how’s he going to Avada someone he knows?”

	Hermione'sbrowfurrowed.Theycouldn'tbetalkingaboutthesameTheo,could they?

	Theohadalwaysbeenquiet atschool.Thetypeofstudentwhokepthis

	headinbooksandeyesdowninclass.Hewasruthlessnow.Acold-bloodedkiller. In some ways, he was more dangerous than Malfoy. Hermione had assumed Theo changed as soon as the war had started. That his first kill had unlocked something in him, uncaged the beast that’d always been

	prowlingbelowthesurface,andhe'dbeenonablood-soakedrampageeversince.

	ButthewayDaphne'slipwastrembling,thewaytearsstartedtogatherinher eyes…

	WasHermionewrong?Hadtherebeensomethingelsethatsethimonthismurderous path?

	Butwhatcouldmakesomeoneturnsocruelanddangerousovernight?

	Whatcouldbreaksomeonesoentirely,thatonedaythethoughtofharming

	 

	
anotherbeingmadethemvomit,andthenextallowthemtoplaywithdecapitated heads like they were nothing more than toys?

	Daphneclosedhereyesanddrewadeep,shakingbreath."It'sourjobtoprotect the others, Draco. I'm the oldest, but you're the strongest."

	Aloudscreamofpaincutthroughthequiet.Daphnelurchedtoherfeet,hereyes wide and panicked -

	Malfoycaughtherwristbeforeshecouldmove."YouneedtoleaveTheobe,Daphne. You can't interfere while he's taking the Dark Mark.”

	"But he-" Daphne winced when Theo howled in pain again. She stared atthehouseandrubbedtheheelofherhandagainstherchest."He'sinpain. He needs me. He needs-"

	"Whatheneeds,"Malfoysaidsternly,pullingonherwrist,"isforyoubecalm, not get in the way while he takes his mark, and be there for him

	afterwards."

	Slowly,reluctantly,DaphneallowedMalfoytopullherbackdownonthebench.Hewrappedanarmaroundhershoulder,andDaphnetuckedher head under his chin, nestling herself against his neck.

	"Weneedtobestrongandsticktogether,”MalfoywhisperedintoDaphne'shair.“That'stheonlywaywe'reallgoingtogetthroughthiswaralive.No matter what happens, it's our job to do that. To be there for the others and make sure they're safe."

	Daphnenodded,butburiedherselffurtherintoDraco'sneckwhenTheostartedscreamingagain."Weneedtobetheoneswhomakethedifficult choices, and do the things the others can't."

	Watchingthemlikethat,curledtogether,theirarmswrappedtightlyaroundthe other and flinching in time with Theo's screams, was one of the

	most heart-breaking things Hermione had ever seen. They were bothterrified,bothfartooyoungtobaresuchaweightontheirshoulders,and

	 

	
yettheyweredoingitanyway.

	Seventeen,withnooneelsetoturntobuteachother.Leftwithnooneelseto protect them, so they were forced to bear the burden themselves.

	"IfVoldemortasksustocutsomeone'sheadoff,"Daphnetriedtosay

	calmly,buthervoicebroke,"youholdthefuckerdown,andI'llswingtheaxe.”

	Malfoynodded.Hisarmswoundtighteraroundherbody."If he asks us to drown a village, we ask which one."

	Theo'sscreamedlouder.Hermionefeltherownchesttighten."We do whatever he asks us to do.”

	Anotherscream.AnotherflinchfromDaphneandMalfoy.Anotherlasharound Hermione's heart.

	"Killwhoeverheasksustokill.”

	There was another flash of light. When it faded, Malfoy stood beforeHermione,butitwasn'ttheversionsheknew.Hewastwenty,maybetwenty- one. Stood in the middle of Nottingham City Centre with Zabini, Nott and Astoria by his side.

	Astoria'shairwasbrown.Softchocolateycurlstrailedtothebaseofherspine and tangled in Malfoys arms as he tried to hold her steady.

	"No,Idon'twanttoseethisagain."HermionespuntofaceMalfoy,puttingher back to the gruesome scene behind her. "Take me back."

	Shemight'veturnedaround,butshecouldheareverything.

	EveryswingoftheaxeasitwasbroughtdownonDaphne'sback,everyribbe snapped, her gargled screams of agony, and Astoria's muffled sobs as she was forced to watch her sister be mutilated.

	 

	
Hermioneheardeverything,butshedidn'tlook.Shecouldn't.Shekepthereyes on Malfoy instead, watching every emotion fly across his face.

	Heartbreak.Pain.Devastation.

	Malfoy'sblueeyesglistenedashelookedpastHermione,towardthestagethat held Daphne's murder. "You want to know me, Granger?" he asked hoarsely. His voice trembled almost as much as his jaw did. "You want to know what makes me tick? What drives me to do the depraved and awful things I do daily? Well here it is, soak it all up.”

	The memory quickly twisted again. And a nother flash of light transformedthe city centre into a room Hermione didn't recognise. It could’ve been one on Malfoy’s estate. It was very similar in size and shape to a lot of the roomsinhishouse,andthelayoutlookedlikeamirrorimageofZabiniand Astoria’s bedroom.

	The room itself was a mess. It looked as though it'd been ransacked.Bedsheetsweretornandthrownaside,andbrokenpictureframeswere scattered across the floor.

	Astoriasuddenlyburstintotheroom.

	Tearsandmascarasmudgesstrainedherface,herlongbrownhairwasatangled mess, and she was wearing the same black dress she'd worn to Daphne's execution.

	Thismemorymusthavebeenlaterthatevening.Theaftermath.

	Astoriasobbedasshestormedacrosstheroom,herfingersshakingasshereached the large wardrobe and swung the doors open. But when she saw

	thattherewasnothinginside,bareexceptforafewemptycoat-hangers,shedropped to her knees and screamed.

	Younger versions of Malfoy, Nott and Zabini ran into the room. ZabiniimmediatelyflewtoAstoria’sside,droppingtohiskneessohecouldpull her into his arms.

	 

	
"It'salright,"Zabinicooed,strokingherheadashetriedtosootheher."It'salright, darling."

	"They'vetaken...e-everything,"Astoriasobbed."E-everythingis...g-gone.”

	"What-"Hermionetriedtoswallowthelumpinherthroat."Whatdoesshemean?"

	TheMalfoybesideherclenchedhisjaw."Exactlywhatshesaid.WhenDaphne died, they took everything."

	Hermione really didn't want to watch, but she couldn't help herself. Shelookedaroundtheroom,tryingtounderstand.Hereyeszoomedinonthe empty picture frames. The silver frames were broken and the glass

	shattered,buttherewasnoimageinthecentre.Notinanyofthem.

	Hadwhoeverhaddestroyedthisroomtakenthem?Itseemedlikesuchanodd thing to steal. It didn't make sense, so Hermione scanned the room

	again.Thereweren’tanycurtainsinthisroom.Nolampshadesorcandlesorfancypillows.Nothingthatmadeabedroomfeelhomelyandpersonal.

	AsAstoriasobbed,Nottlookedaroundtheroominbewilderment.He

	pickeduponeoftheemptypictureframes,satdownontheedgeofthebed,and stared at it. Hermione had seen that empty look on his face before… That cold, defeated stillness…

	"Shhhh,"Zabini hushed."It's alright.It's alright-"

	"No, it's not!" Astoria pushed him away and lurched to her feet. "You don'tunderstand!They'vetakenitall!Herclothes!Herjewellery!It'sthesamein every room! They took it all! Even the bedsheets that smell like her!"

	"They'vetakenallthepicturesofher,too,"Nottwhispered,eyesdeadashestared at the empty frame in his hand. "Every single picture of Daphne is

	gone."

	TheyoungerversionsofZabiniandMalfoystaredatoneanotherinhorror.

	 

	
"IftheDarkLordisonething,it'sthorough,"theolderMalfoysaid."Whilehe executed Daphne, he had other generals come to the house and take all her things." He wasn't looking at her while Hermione spoke, but she

	couldn'ttakehereyesoffhim.Helookedlikehewasinsomuchpain,sheswore she saw tears gathering in the corners of his eyes.

	"Everythingsheeverowned.Everythingsheevertouchedwasgone,"

	Malfoywhispered,watchingAstoriabreakdownagain."Weweren't

	allowedtoburyher,andweweren'tallowedtokeepanyremindersofhereither. He wanted to make it as though she never existed."

	OfallthepunishmentsHermionecouldeverimagineVoldemortdelivering,this had to betheworst. Hedidn't just executeDaphne, heerased her from their lives completely. Keepsakes of the dead were important. Sacred to those left behind. How could Voldemort be so cruel as to take them away?

	BeforeHermione'scapture,ondayswhenshemissedherparents,theonlything that got her through her grief was to wrap herself in one of her

	fathers'oldjumpersorsprayherselfwithatinydropofhermothers'

	perfume.Smotheringherselfwithamemoryofthembecausetheyweren'tthere to hold her themselves.

	Losingapersonwasonething,buthavingeverytraceofthemstolenfromyour life? Having no pictures to glance at when you missed them was

	devastating.Almostunbearabletothinkabout.ItwasnowonderMalfoy

	wantedtodoeverythinginhispowertoprotecttheothersfromeverhavingto feel that again.

	"What if I forget what she looks like!?" Astoria sobbed and clutched herstomach."Idon'thaveanypicturesofheranymore!WhatifonedayIwake up and I forget what my own sister looks like!"

	Movingquickly,Astoriagrabbedalargepieceofbrokenglassfromthefloor and ran into the bathroom. She stared at herself in the mirror, a

	suddenfiercedeterminationonherface,beforeshegrabbedtheleftsideofher hair with her free hand, placed the sharp edge of the glass against her hair, and started slicing.

	 

	
Tearssliddownherfaceasshewatchedherselfinthemirror.Shegrippedthe shard tightly, too tight, the broken glass cutting into her hand as she roughlycutherhairoffatshoulderlength-thesamelengthDaphne'swas

	whensheexecuted.BloodgatheredaroundAstoria'shandandslippeddownherwrists.Largechunksofbrownhairfloatedtothefloorandintothesink.

	AndasAstoriacriedandbledandhackedawayatherhair,Malfoywastheonly one who wasn't paralyzed with fear. He tried to stop her. Tried to pry the glass out of her hand while Zabini froze up and watched in terror and Nott just stared at the empty picture frame in his hands.

	ButAstoriacouldn'tbestopped.

	"No!Justletmedoit!"wasallshekeptscreamingasMalfoytriedtopullher out of the bathroom. "Just let me do it! I need to- I need to see-"

	Malfoyeventuallylethercontinue,buthehoveredcloseby.Watchingeveryslight twist of her wrist and inching closer every time the glass was level

	withherthroat,readytosnatchitoutofherhandifshedecidedtohurtherself with it.

	Whenherbrownhairwascutjaggedlyaroundhershoulders,Astorialetgoof the glass and grabbed her wand. She cried her way through an

	incantationandtappedtheedgeofherwandagainsthertemple.Herhairwas enveloped in a pale light before it changed from chocolate brown to dark blonde.

	Astoria gasped quietly at her reflection. It wasn't the exact same shade asDaphne'shair-shemusthaveperfectedthespellovertime-butitwasveryclose.

	Astoria drew a deep breath and stared at herself in themirror. Sheran herfingersthroughhernewblondehair,anddespitethetearsstainingherface and the red blotches under her eyes, the resemblance to Daphne wasremarkable.

	AndthenHermioneunderstood.

	 

	
Theairshiftedafinaltime,andthebrightlightbroughtHermionebackinto Malfoy's bedroom.

	Shestaredathiminsilenthorror.Shecouldn'tbelievewhatshe'djustseen, what unbelievable weight he'd been carrying on his shoulders since his

	parentshadbeenkilled,andhadonlyincreasedtenfoldsinceDaphnedied. How was he still standing? How was he not crushed beneath it all?

	"NowdoyouunderstandwhyIhavetodothethingsIdo?!It'sforthem." Malfoy hissed, his hands still trembling as he held her face. "Because DaphneandIweretheonlyoneswhocouldkeepittogether.Wewerethe

	onlyoneswhowerestrongenoughtoprotecttheothers,andthenshedied, and now it's all up to me.”

	Hermione'sheartwasthumpingviolentlyinherchest,threateningtoshatter with each painful beat.

	"Because Blaise is clever and cunning, but he's so fucking obsessed with tryingtofindacureforAstoria-acurethatdoesn'tfuckingexist-thathe makesmistakes!Hegetssloppy,missesmeetingsandskipsraids,andifI wasn't there to pick up the slack, the Dark Lord would slit his throat for

	beingsofuckinginconsistent!"

	Hermionecouldn'tspeak.Couldn'tbreathe.Allshecoulddowaslistenand watch Malfoy's emotions erupt out of him in a way she never thoughtpossible.

	"Astoriaissobusychasingtheghostofhersisterinherreflection,she

	doesn’tcarethatdeathistryingtofindher!SoIhavetomakesurethatthe Dark Lord doesn't find out about her curse!" Malfoy seethed, his eyes

	burningintohers."AndalthoughTheohasgrownintothemostruthless killerI'veeverknown,he'ssofuckingswallowedupbyhisgriefthathe doesn'tthinkanymore!Doesn'tlisten!Not tome,nottoanyone!Hejust

	goesaroundkillingeveryonewholooksathimthewrongwaybecauseit's the only way he knows how to feel something!And it only takes one

	ignoredcommand,oneactofrebellion, andtheDarkLordwillkillhim!

	 

	
Unless I cover for him!Unless I climbed the ranks so I could hide his mistakesandhopetheDarkLorddoesn'tfigureoutthathe'soutofcontrol!"

	ThepaininMalfoy'seyes.Thewayhishandsshook.Thewayhisvoice

	trembledandbrokeofflikehewasholdinghimselfbackfromtears.Itwas all too much.

	"You think I don't feel guilty about those I've butchered?Do you think it doesn't fucking tear me apart to think about what I've done to everyone else?Toyou?!"Malfoyasked.Hisbodylookedlikeitwasvibratingasthe

	mixtureofangerandpainheneverallowedhimselftofeelwreckedit'sway through his muscles. "Well, I do!Without my Occlumency, I feel it all! I'm drowning in guilt, little lion, and it's all your fault!You came along and

	stompedyourwayacrossmywallsuntiltheyshattered,andnowIcan't

	rebuildthemanymore!Ican'tblockitoutthewayIusedtobeableto!Andit's all. Your. Fault!"

	Hishandstightenedaroundherfacebutitdidn’thurt.Almostasthoughhe wantedtohurther,wantedtomakeherfeelanounceofthepainhewasin, but couldn't quite bring himself to do it.

	"When I go to sleep, I see the heads of those I've killed rolling across the fucking floor. I hear screams of the people I've tortured, begging for their lives. I hear it all. Over and over again."He pressed his forehead against hers,hiseyesscrunchinguplikehewasintheworstsortofagony."Butit doesn't matter. I can't stop killing for him because if I do, he'll replace me

	andthenwhowilllookaftermyfamily?!Daphnewassomuchbetteratthis thanme,butshe'sgonenow,sothere'snooneelse!"Suddenly,Malfoytook both her hands in his and wrapped them around his own neck. "So go on,

	Granger,tellmethatnoneofitmakesafuckingdifference!Tellmethatit doesn'terasethehorrendousthingsI'vedone,andthatyou'restillgoingto try and kill me tomorrow!"

	Hesqueezedhisfingers,makinghersconstrictaroundhisthroat,guiding her to suffocate him. "Try and kill me again! Go on! I fucking dare you!

	BecauseIpromise,aslongasmyfamilyneedme,youwillnever-ever-be able to kill me! I will do whatever I need to to keep them safe! I don't care

	 

	
ifitdamnsmetohell,Idon'tcareifitshredsmysoulintotinylittlepieces to do it, I will always keep them safe!Always!"

	Hermione felt frozen. She had her hands wrapped around his throat, her nailsdiggingintotheneckofthemostviciouskillerinVoldemort'sarmy, and she couldn't squeeze. Couldn't will her muscles to contract and crush his windpipe like she knew she should.

	Because it wasn't the Demon Mask she was staring at. It wasn't the man who'dbutcheredthousandsandburnedentiretownswithoutanounceofremorse.

	ShewasstaringatDraco,DrJekyll.Theonewhoseeyesweresoclearand blue she could see the guilt and pain written into every fleck of his irises.

	Theonewho'dsacrificedeverything,soldhissoultokeeptheonesheloved safe, and proved that he and Hermione were more alike than she realised.

	She'ddoneunspeakablethingstoprotectherfamily,too.Thefirsttimeshe killed was to protect others she cared about. The first time she ever lost

	control of her rage and went on a murderous spree was when she butchered herparents'killers.She'dkilledandtorturedanddamnedherselftokeepthe Order safe, just like he had.

	#Malfoyhadsaidmonthsagothattheywerealike,andhewasright.

	Heprotectedhisown,andsodidshe,butnotwithoutremorse.Shecarried that guilt around with her like a scar, and apparently, he did too.

	They were so different in blood and upbringing, on different sides of the samewarandfacingoppositedirections,butmorealikethaneitherofthem ever expected.

	Soinsteadofattackinghim,shedidthethingsheneverimaginedshe'ddo. She leaned forward, and kissed him.

	Callitaninstinctoramomentofweakness.CallitherbleedingGryffindor heart that hated to see someone so broken. It didn't matter. He was in pain,

	 

	
anditwastheonlythingshecouldthinkoftofixit.Aband-aid,a temporary remedy, but a remedy nonetheless.

	Malfoyflinchedawayfromheratfirst.Probablyexpectedhertohithim again. Or thought it was a trick and was waiting for her to reach for the dagger at his back to stab him. Again.

	Sheusedherhandsaroundhisnecktodraghimcloser.Shemovedherlips carefully against his, and slowly - so fucking slowly - the ice around him thawed and he kissed her back.

	Hewrappedhisarmsaroundherbackandhuggedheragainsthischest.He kissed her gently, tenderly, unsure, just the faintest pressure of his lips

	against hers. Hekissed her again and again and again, but henever tried to takeitfurther.Hishandsdidn'troamherbodyortrytoundressher.Hejust held her close, crushing her against his chest like he was trying to absorb

	her.

	Itwasdifferenttotheotherkissesthey'dshared.Itwasn'tallteethandbites and scratches. It was slow, soft, and felt a thousand times more intimate.

	Eventually,whenherlungsburnedandhercheeksached,shepulledaway, butkept her hands around his neck, unwilling to let go of him just yet.

	"Whydidyoudothat?"hepantedsoftly,restinghisforeheadagainsthers. "You looked like you needed it.”

	"Ithoughtyoustill wantedtokill me?"heasked, blastingcoldairagainst

	herface,evenashisarmstightenedaroundherbackandpulledherjustthat fraction closer.

	"Ido,butit'salothardertofantasizeaboutstabbingyouintheheartwhenI can see the reason why it's so broken.”
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	Astoria'srecoverydidn'thappenovernight.Ittooktwodaysbeforeshe

	openedhereyes,andafurtherthreebeforeshecouldsitupinbedwithout any help.

	Despite the vast amounts of potions Zabini brought her and the hours and hourshespentcasting-casting,andthenrecasting-restorativecharms,the healing process was cruelly slow. The problem was her illness, as though the wretched blood curse absorbed all the charms and potions for itself and only left her body with the scraps.

	Zabiniknewthis,anddespitetheelvescontinuallyassuringhimthat

	Astoriawouldbefine,thatitwouldjusttaketime,herefusedtosleepuntil shecouldtellhimsoherself.Theycouldn'tbringinhealerswithoutraising suspicions, so he took on every aspect of the role himself.

	He imported expensive ingredients and exotic potions from abroad, and insisted the elves drop all their other chores to focus on brewing potions. Hermioneofferedtohelp,butQuinzelwouldjustsaytheelveswoulddoit better, faster, and then shoo her out the room.

	EvenwhenAstoriawokeandinsistedthatshewasonthemend,Zabinistill hovered around her and carried her from their bed whenever she needed to bathe or use the bathroom. He could barely stand to be more than a foot away from her.

	Zabinilookedexhausted,buthenevercomplained.Notonce.

	Nott and Malfoy were no different. They visitedAstoria's bedside multiple timesaday–althoughNottwasbannedontheseventhdaywhenhetriedto sneakAstoria a 'special cigarette'that he insisted would help with any pain she may be feeling.

	 

	
Unliketheboys,Astoriaseemedratherunfazedbyhernearbrushwith death.Shewasn'thappyaboutbeingbedbound,butasidefromtheodd complaint about missing her heels and dresses, she was rather happy.

	In the mornings, she would wake groggy and weak, drink her potions, changeintoadifferentsilksleepgownandmatchingrobe,andthenboss the Death Eaters around from the comfort of her bed with a smile on her perfectly glamoured face.

	MalfoywasdifferentsinceAstoria'saccident.

	Hedidn'tleavetheManorunlessheabsolutelyhadto.Hewascalledon assignments every few days, but he never took Hermione with him.

	Whether she wasn't needed or he was simply making excuses not to take her,Hermionewasn'tsure.Butshehadn'tbeenundertheDemonHexfor

	almostthreeweeks,andshewassilentlygratefulforthereprieve.Evenifit was only temporary.

	Ordinarily,whentheyweren'tonmissionstogether,Malfoykepthis

	distancefromHermione.Italmostseemedlikehewentoutofhiswayto avoid her, either spending his freetimewith his dragon, walkingAstoria around the estate, or locked away in his room.

	WithAstoria mostly bed-bound, Hermione spent an awful lot of time in Astoria's room. She brought her flowers from the garden and helped the elves bringAstoria's meals and pots of tea. She sat with her for hours and hours,justprattlingonaboutnonesenseandkeepingtheblondecompany. And Malfoy often joined them.

	Five days afterAstoria's accident, minutes after Hermione had wheeled a silver tea trolley into the room, Malfoy had knocked and walked inside. He'dfrozenwhenhesawHermionesittingattheedgeofAstoria'sbed,both witches with a cup of tea in their hands. She’d expected him to turn around and leave, but surprisingly, he conjured himself a cup, made himself a

	drink,and tookaseatby thewindow.

	Thefirsttimeithadhappened,Hermioneassumeditwasafluke.Aone-off.

	 

	
Butthenapatternstartedtoemerge.Eachdayataroundthreeinthe

	afternoon,Malfoywouldknock,enterAstoria'sroomwithanemptymugin his hand, nod to Hermione as he made himself a cup, and sit down.

	He never said a word when he was there. He just sat in the same armchair, muginhishands,andlookedoutthewindowwhilethegirlschatted.Never contributing to the conversation, just … listening.

	Hehadn'tmadeanappearancetoday.

	HermioneglancedatthesmallclockonAstoria'sbedsidetable.Almost

	quarterpastfive,andhewasn'there.Itwasthefirsttimehe'dmissedthis little routine in weeks. She wasn’t sure why it bothered her as much as itdid.

	"Sowhatdoyouthink?”Astoriaasked.“ShouldIwearthereddresstothe gala next week, or the green one?"

	Hermionequirkedabrow."YoualmostdiedAstoria,doyoureallythink you should be going to Gala's so soon-"

	"Yes,yes-Iknow.Ibangedmyheadandalmostbledtodeath.Itwasall verydramatic,"Astoriasighedinmockhorror-makingfunofhowclose she'dbeentojoininghersister-andshookherhead."Youneedn'tworry. You saved me, and in a week I'll be perfectly fine again."

	Hermionepursedherlipsandtookaslowlookattheblonde.Shedidlooka lot better. Radiant, even. Her hair was perfect and her nails were polished.

	Her cheeks were artificially flushed and her lips painted a soft pink, but Hermioneknewitwasallafaçade.Astoriawasstilldying,andnoamount of cosmetics or glamour charms would change that.

	"So,"Astoriaencouraged,juttingherchintowardthetwoballgowns hanging from her wardrobe doors. "Which dress do you think is theprettiest?"

	Hermionesighedandwalkedtothewardrobedoorstoexaminethegowns. She ran her fingers carefully over the expensive fabric. They were both

	 

	
incrediblyintricate,andheavilyembraidedwithtinydiamondsthat Hermione was sure were real.

	"They're both beautiful, I couldn't possibly say.You go to these sorts of thingsallthetime,I'msureyouknowwhichismoreappropriate.”When Astoria threw her a displeased look, Hermione added with a smile, "But honestly, how is it that we're in the middle of a war, and your biggest

	problemiswhichdress towearataparty?"

	"Gala,”Astoria corrected, coyly pointing her nose high in the air and smilingsobrightlyherdimplesshone."AndIknow.Youmustthinkme terribly vain and selfish.”

	"Actually,"Hermionelaughedquietlyasshere-joinedAstoriaontheedge of the bed, "I admire that you refuse to let it get in the way of your fun."

	"Well,wemustlatchontohappinesswhereverwefindit.”Astoriasmiled, eyes twinkling in that way Hermione now knew was signature to the

	Greengrasssisters."Becausewedon'tknowhowlongwewillhaveinthislife."

	NowthatHermionehadseentheversionoftheolderGreengrasstheDeath Eaters knew, she foundAstoria resembled her much more than she’d

	realised before. It wasn't just the physical resemblance; their similarity ran so much deeper than that. They both just seemed to radiate warmth and ease.Theirsmileswereinfectioustothosearoundthem,andtheybothhad thetypeoflaughsthatmadeeveryoneelsechuckle,castinganillusionthat everything was going to be alright.

	Hermione’schesttightenedslightlywhenevershelookedatAstoria’shair, now that she knew the reason behind it.

	Hermione shook her head slightly and looked away, her eye zeroing in on thesmallspatteroffadedbloodonAstoria'screamwallbesideherdoor.It was just a tiny mark, a few flecks of blood that were either missed by the cleaning charms used to wipe the memory of her accident away, or had

	soakedtoo farinto thepaint toberemoved.

	 

	
"Whyisthatstainstillthere?"Hermioneasked."IthoughtZabinicleaned every inch of this room himself with charms."

	Astoriawasquietforafewmomentsbeforesheanswered."Hedid-butI asked him to leave those marks on the wall."

	Hermionesharplyturned tostareatAstoria."Whywould youdothat?"

	Astoriashrugged,butaslysmilewastuggingattheedgesofherpink painted lips. "Well, I was hoping you might cover it with one of yourmurals."

	"YouknowIcan't-"

	"I know you're struggling with inspiration at the moment,”Astoria cut in, "butyouhaven'tbeenonamissionforacoupleofweeks,andIwashoping the break from the Hex might have allowed the creative juices to flow

	again.Please.Ilovethepaintingsonyourwall,andIhopedyoumight

	createsomethingforme.Therearesomegorgeousflowersaroundtheestate you could take inspiration from?You could paint me something with roses and lilies and doves and all those wonderful sorts of things-"

	Theirconversationwasinterruptedbythreedelicateknocksonthedoor. Zabinisteppedintotheroom,Romypushingateatrolleycloselybehindhim.

	"Darling."ZabinibentandplacedakissonAstoriascheek,thenturnedand nodded awkwardly in Hermione's general direction.

	"Hello, MissAstoria," Romy said, his happy chirp almost completely maskingZabini'sawkwardness."Hello,MissHermione.Romycannotstay long. He is to go to the market and get ingredients for dinner today. He is

	goingtomakecottagepieandroastpotatoes.Hehopesthatisalrightwitheveryone."

	"Ofcoursehe'smakingroastbloodypotatoes."Zabinirolledhiseyesand started preparing the tea. Hermione noticed there were only two mugs.

	 

	
Romydisappearedwithaquietcrack.AsHermionegottoherfeet,Astoria slipped the thick duvet off her, but as she tried to get out of bed, Zabini

	reachedouttostopher.

	"Darling,Iloveyoumorethananythinginthisworld,"Astoriasaidsternly as she swatted his arm away, "but I swear on Salazar's grave - if you don't stoptreatingmelikeI'mmadeofglass,I'mgoingtobeatyoutodeathwith my pink fur slippers."

	Zabiniwasunabletokeeptheshockoffhisface,buthetookastepback and started pouring the drinks.

	"Right,well...I'llmakemyselfdisappearthen,"Hermionesaidquietly."I'll see what I can do about your wall, but I'm not promising anything."

	Astoria's face lit up with excitement. "Oh, thank you, Hermione!You'll do an amazing job, I just know it!" she beamed, flashing a smile that made her look even more like her sister. "Let me know what colour paints you want, brushes,overalls,anythingyouneedisyours!Oh,Blaise,howwonderfulis it that Hermione will be painting us a mural for our room?"

	Blaise nodded in acknowledgement but kept his head down, apparently busypreparingtheteaeventhoughhe'daddedsugarandbeenstirringthe same mug for almost a minute.Although he'd softened to Hermione,

	uncomfortableenergyradiatedaroundhim. Hermione took that as her cue to leave.

	"Oh,andHermione?TheliliesIlikeareneartheVenomousTentacular

	plant.SoifyoudohappentorunintoMalfoywhileyou'rethereandendup arguing,"Astoria smiled as Blaise handed her a mug, "be sure to move

	somewhereelsebeforeyoufuckhim.Alright?"

	Hermione'scheeksflamed."Istilldon'tknowwhyItoldyouaboutthat."

	"Don'tworry,you’renotalone.”Astoriawinked.“Everyonetendstotellme things they ought not to.”

	 

	
Hermioneturned,notabletoleavetheroomfastenough-

	"Wait,”Zabinisaidsuddenly,makingHermionepausemid-step.Helooked at her thoughtfully for a moment, pursing his lips, then conjured what

	lookedlikeasilvertravelmugandpouredinsometea."Sugar?"heasked, eyes down.

	Hermionesuddenlyforgothowtospeak."Erm...yes.One,please." "She likes plenty of milk, too," Astoria chirped.

	Zabini nodded, and while he added a generous amount of milk and sugar, Astoria and Hermione exchanged a bewildered look at one another.When hewasfinished,heputthelidonthesteamingmugandhelditoutinfront of Hermione.

	"Thankyou,”shesaidquietly,awkwardlytakingitfromhisoutstretchedhand.

	"It'squitealright,"heansweredashetookhisseatontheedgeofAstoria's bed. "Hermione."

	She gasped quietly, a little stunned. Since she'd arrived, Zabini had only evercalledher'Mudblood',oftengoingtogreatlengthstoshowherhow much he despised her, how little he thought of her.

	He'dbeentaughtforyearsthatherkindwerevermin,lesser,nomore

	civilizedthananimals.Yetshe'dmanagedtosavehiswifewithouttheaidof magic. Managed to keep the most important thing in his life alive withthose same methods that were apparently 'beneath him'.

	Thecupofteawasn'tjustacupofteaatall.Itwasapeaceoffering.An olive branch. The apology she never expected.

	HermionethrewAstoriaonelastconfusedglance-towhichAstoria shrugged - and then left the room in a sort of bewildered haze.

	WhenHermioneclosedthedoorbehindher,Blaisefoundhiswifesmiling at him. "What?"

	 

	
"Thatwasveryniceofyou.Thankyou.Iappreciateyoubeingkindertoher."

	"She saved your life - I could give her every galleon in my vault and it wouldneverrepaythatdebt,"Blaisehuffedsarcastically."Ihardlythink making her a cup of tea is anything to write home about."

	"I know, but I know her saving me has changed the way you think about her.Iknowit'sgoingtotakealittlelongerforyoutotrusthercompletely, but I do appreciate you making the effort. She's important to me.”Astoria pausedtoblowonhermug."Andalthoughhe'snotquitereadytoadmitit yet, she's important to Draco, too."

	Blaisewatchedherforafewsecondsbeforeaknowinglookflashedacross his face. "You sent Hermione into the gardens on purpose."

	Astoriasliptwitched, fightingasmile."DidI?"

	Blaise'sbrowsfurrowedinthatadorablewayAstorialoved-whenheknew she was scheming and doing something she shouldn't, but he hadn't quite worked out what it was yet. "You know Draco will be back soon."

	Astoriawatchedhim fromover thetop ofher mugas shetook herfirstsip.

	"You know he took Narcissa out to hunt and stretch her wings," he added slowly,puttingthepiecestogether,"andyouknowshealwayslandsonthe field on theSouthsideof theestate.WheretheVenomousTentacular plant is.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Which is right next to the lilies you've just sent Hermione to look at.”

	"Arethey?"Astoria'ssmilewidened."Doesn'tringabell." A chuckle erupted from Blaise's chest.

	"Youare-withoutadoubt-themostbeautifulanddeviouswitchIhave ever met.”

	"Andthatiswhyyouaresoutterlyobsessedandinlovewithme.”Astoria kissed thetip of his nose, but as sheleaned back to takeanother sip of tea,

	 

	
shewasstruckwithanoddthought."Aren'tyousupposedtobeon assignment right now?"

	"TheDarkLordchangedmyschedule.He'sdroppedmefromalmostevery guard duty for the next month,” Blaise sighed. “He thinks that if I'm more well-rested, I may have more visions that can help him win the war.”

	IrritationknockedthesmileoffAstoria'sface.

	"That'sridiculous.Youcan'tmanufacturepremonitionsofthefuture,they appear to you naturally.You can't rush these things.”

	"Iknow,darling."Hereachedoutwithhisfreehandtocupherface,gently rubbing his thumb across her cheek. "But if it means he's allowing me to

	spendmoretimeathomewithyou,thenI'mnotgoingtocorrecthim.Now, I only have until seven o'clock before I'm required atYork Cathedral, and I intend to have you bathed and slowly fucked into nirvana before I leave.

	Twice."

	Astoria'smouthdroppedopen."What?"

	Her husband quirked a teasing brow. "What?You said you wanted me to stoptreatingyoulikeyou'remadeofglass,didn'tyou?Nowdrinkup,take off your clothes, and get in the bath."

	Althoughshealmostdroppedthemugthroughsheershock,Astoriahad never downed a drink quicker in her life.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Astoriawasright,theliliesonthispartoftheestatewerelovely.Sovibrant and beautiful that they almost demanded inspiration be drawn from them.

	Hermione had just finished picking a fourth specimen to use for a possible colourpalettewhenthewindpickedupunexpectedly,anddespitetherenot

	 

	
beingasinglecloudinthesky,theplantsshewasadmiringweresuddenly covered with a black shadow.

	She stepped back as Narcissa landed on the grass with a thud. The dragon landedmuchclosertoHermionethansheexpected,socloseshecouldfeel the warmth radiating from her scales.

	DryheatprickledacrossHermione’sskin,remindingherofadifferentsort of flame. The one that had melted her skin to the bone in Voldemort's

	premonitionandclungtoherstill,evenweekslater.Aremindershedidn't want to have.Aghost that second exorcism didn't seem to get rid of.

	Narcissaloweredherneckandleftshouldertotheground,allowingMalfoy to elegantly dismounted the enormous beast as though it were the easiest

	thing in theworld.

	Hewasdressedinallblack;fittedtrousers,leatherbootsthatlaceduptohis knees,fingerlessgloves,gauntlets,andawandholsteronhisleftbicep.The sleeves of his shirt were pushed up his elbows and he'd left the top few

	buttonsundone,givingheraclearviewofthechainandweddingrings around his neck.

	Ridingclothes,Hermionerealised.Buttheyremindedherofhisold Quidditch uniform without the Slytherin green colouration.

	Narcissa had a horse corpse clutched between her talons, more and more of itsbloodoozingontothegrasseachtimeshesqueezedandrelaxedherhind legs. Malfoy gently petted her shoulder, but her attention was wholly fixed on Hermione.

	Thedragonstartedtoapproach,herteethbaredasalowhissingsound began to radiate from deep within her chest.

	Thegroundshudderedwitheverystepshetook,theairgrowinghotterand hotter as she drew closer.

	TheuncomfortableheatinHermione’sskinprickled.Shetookastepaway, afreshwaveofpanicshootingthroughherwhenherbackconnectedwitha wooden fence that sectioned off the Venomous Tentacular plant.

	 

	
Shewastrapped,andthedragonjustkeptadvancing.

	"Malfoy,whatisshedoing?"Althoughquiet,theterrorinHermione’svoice was unmistakable.

	"It'salrightGranger,"Malfoysaidcalmly."Trynottopanic-"

	"HowcanInotfuckingpanicwhenshe'slookingatmelikeshewantsto use my bones to clean her teeth!"

	Narcissa pressed her snout against Hermione's stomach and pushed her againstthefence.Althoughitwassomewhatgentle,burningpanicswept through Hermione like she'd been injected with it.

	Thedragoninhaleddeeplyandnudgedher.Thelowgrowlingsoundshe made vibrated through Hermione, fuelling her terror.

	Needing her hands free to defend herself, Hermione dropped her mug and theflowersshe’dpicked.Herpalmsburnedasshepressedthemagainstthe beast's hot scales and pushed. She tried with every ounce of strength she

	had,butthedragondidn'tseemtofeelit.ShejustnudgedHermioneagain, her snout heating Hermione's skin through her clothes like having warm coals laid on her stomach.

	ThevisionVoldemorthadshowedhercamescreamingbacktolife.Being trappedandtiedtoapost.Unabletomove.Theheatrisingandrising.Fire burning her skin.

	Hernightmarehadbeenmadereal.

	Hermionehadbeenonhundredsofbattlefields.Shewasnostrangerto

	death, she’d brushedup against himmoretimes thanshecould count,but shecouldn’trecallatimeshe’deverbeensoterrified.Nothingevencameclose.

	Thedragons'teethweremillimetresawayfromherskin,herstomach,her vital organs. Just one bite would snap Hermione in half like she was

	nothing.Hermouth-themouththatcouldbreathefireandmelttanksand burn the blood in her veins, just like it had in Voldemort's vision-

	 

	
Hermionesqueezedhereyesclosed,theverybonesofherbeginningto tremble. "Make her stop, Malfoy!" she practically screamed. "Please.

	Please,getherawayfromme!"

	Malfoysnappedhisfingersandwhistledsharply.Immediately,Narcissa backed away several steps.

	Hermionetookadeep,shudderingbreathandturnedaround,hidingher

	face.Despitenolongerbeingpinnedtothefence,shedidn'tfeelrelief.Her hands shook as she held the wooden fence for support.

	Malfoywasather sideinaninstant.

	"Don'tyoueverfuckingletherdothattomeagain!"Shesawhimreachfor her out the corner of her eye. She shrugged him off and focused on taking deep, steadying breaths. "I'm fine," she lied. "I just need a minute."

	"Granger,you'reshaking.Areyoualright?"

	"DoIlooklikeI'mfuckingalright?"Herteethchatteredasshegroundthem together. "I can still feel Voldemort's magic crawling inside me.And the

	visionheshowedme-theflamessheburnedmewith,thefire-italljust came flooding back.”

	She had no idea why she was telling him this. She hadn't meant to. She'd beendealingwithitonherownsinceVoldemorthadbeeninsideherhead.

	Privately running herself a near freezing bath whenever she woke in the middle of the night to nightmares of being burned alive, or pacing the halls overandovertodistractherfromscratchingherwristsrawtotryandbleed that awful magic out of her veins.

	Shedidn'twanthishelp.Shedidn'tneedit.

	"Whydidn'tyoutellmeyouwereexperiencingsideeffects?"Malfoyaskedquietly.

	"Ihadtheevilestwizardofalltimepokingaroundinmyheadshowingme how I'm going to die, and I'm trapped here being forced to kill my friends

	 

	
againstmywill,"shelaughedbitterly."Ithinkafewlingeringeffectsofhis dark magic are the least of my worries right now."

	Malfoytwistedtheringonhispinkefinger,considering."Doyoufeelthese after-effects all the time?"

	"No,notalways.Itcomesandgoesinwaves.Ifeelitparticularlystrongly when I'm stressed or angry ... or scared. Like its latching onto those

	emotionsandfeedingthem-Idon'tknow,it'snotimportant."

	Malfoyreachedforheragain,butshetookastepbackandturnedaway from him.

	"Itwas alljustalittletoomuch. Justgivemeamomentand I'llbefine."

	Ittookseveraldeepbreathsthroughhernosetoquellthepanic,andwhen she finally turned around, Malfoy was staring at her.

	Narcissawasastillfewfeetaway,satonherbacklegsandwatching Hermione curiously. Her enormous head was tilted to the side, an

	undeniableintelligenceflashingbehindherrubycolouredeyes.Itwas

	unnerving,thewaythedragonwaslookingather.Aburningcuriositythat made Hermione ... uncomfortable. She flexed her claws, and the body she was holding squelched.

	HermionequicklylookedbackatMalfoyandstartedtalking,needinga distraction. "Why didn't you join me andAstoria today?"

	Malfoyblinked,clearlyalittletakenbackbyherabruptquestion."Narcissa needed to hunt and I wanted to get some fresh air. I apologise." His

	expressiongrewalotmoreopen,borderingonteasing.Thatwaswhenshe noticedhiseyes.Amixtureofblueandgrey.Wallshalfup."Ididn'trealise my absence would be that missed."

	"Itwasn't,"Hermionesnappedquickly,hertonealittletooharshtobe convincing. "It was just an observation."

	 

	
Malfoyrolledhistongueacrosshisbottomteeth,thoroughlyamused."I see. Well, I suppose if you missed me that much-"

	"Idid not 'missyou'.”

	"-thenyou'llhavenoobjectiontojoiningmeonalittlemissionthisevening.”

	"Whatmission?"

	"TheDarkLordhasorderedustoinvestigateallthechurchesinthecountry that have a bell tower."

	"Becauseofthevisionheshowedme?"Hermioneasked.

	Malfoy's blue-grey eyes flickered. He nodded. "Yes - because some of the thingsthatparticularSeershowedhimturnedouttobetrue,hewantsevery aspect of their recent visions investigating, just to be safe."

	"ThatSeerwasrightabouttheHorcruxbeingdestroyed?" Again, Malfoy nodded.

	"Whyareyou tellingmethis?"

	"Becausethenextchurchonthelistthatneedsinvestigatingisin Hampstead Garden Suburb."

	Hermione'sheartfluttered.

	"I'mgoingtheretonight,”Malfoycontinued,“andIthoughtyoumightwant to join me.”

	Hewasgoingtoheroldhome.Herparentshome. "As far as I'm aware, that area is abandoned-"

	"Itis,”Hermioneconfirmedwithabitteredge."Yourfriendsdestroyedit when they picked up my parents. I went back once with Harry to collect

	somepersonalitems,just photosandodd bitsofmymum anddads,butthe

	 

	
wholetownisdestroyed.Mostofthebuildingsarecompletelytorndown, one of the only things left standing-"

	"Isthechurch,"Malfoycutin."Iknow.Sodoyouwanttocomewithme, or not?"

	"You want to put me in those horrible Death Eater robes, put me under the HexandtakemebacktomychildhoodhomesoIcan,what?Investigatean abandoned church and butcher any poor soul who happens to be hiding

	therebecauseIhavenocontrolofmyselfwhileI'mundertheHex?"

	Hermionescoffedandshookherhead."No,thankyou.I'dratherstayhere, let Theo saw my head off and use it as a bowling ball."

	"I wouldn't put you under the hex," Malfoy said quickly, almost angrily, as hiseyesflickeredoverthewhitesummerdressAstoriahadgivenher."And what you're wearing now is fine.”

	Hermioneeyedhimcuriouslyandtookastepback,growingwearier,more unsure by the second. "Why?"

	"Likeyousaid,theareaisabandoned,sothere'snoneedforyoutobeunder the hex. It will only be the two of us, and as you well know, I'm more than capable of disintegrating anyone who might threaten us."

	"Why?"

	"BecauseIthoughtyoumightwanttoseeyourchildhoodhome." "Butwhy?"Hermione persisted.

	"For Salazar's sake Granger! Because the only times you've left this house insixmonthshavebeenwhenyou'vebeenundertheHextobutcherpeople, so I thought you might actually like to breathe a little fresh air when you're not fucking murderous!" he growled and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Fuck sake, I try and do something nice for you and you make it so bloody difficult -"

	"Whendoweleave?"

	 

	
Malfoydroppedhishandandstaredather."You'reagreeingtogowithme?"

	"Yes,"shesaid."Butonlyifyouanswermeonequestion,andyouanswerhonestly."

	"Dependsonwhatthequestionis.” "Why would you do this for me?"

	Malfoy’sbrowsnarrowedwithsuspicion."YousavedAstoria.Youdid

	something nicefor me. I thought it was only fair if I did thesame, but don't getanyideasabouttryingtoescape.Itwillonlybethetwoofus,youwon't have a wand or magic, and if you eventhinkabout doing a runner, I will

	chainyouup,throwyouovermyshoulderandcarryyoubacktothishouse myself. Understand?"

	Just as Hermione nodded, the ground shuddered like it was being struck with a small earthquake. Narcissa had torn a back leg from her horse corpse,andwascrawlingtowardsHermionewithitdrippingbetweenherteeth.

	Hermionegasped,steppingbackastheappendagewasdroppedatherfeet with an audible squelch. What in the world -

	Narcissaloweredherheadtothefloor,andnudgedtheblooddrenchedleg toward Hermione with the tip of her snout.

	"What-"Hermionestarted,stunnedandconfused."Whatisshedoing?"

	Malfoywatchedthedragonclosely,andwhenshenudgedthebodytowards Hermione again and started making quiet little clicking noises, he smiled. "She's trying to apologise to you," he said, running his hand across her

	cheek."Shethinkssheupsetyouearlierwhenshewastryingtosmellyou, and this is her way of saying 'sorry'.”

	"Well,whywasshetryingtosmellmeinthefirstplace?"

	 

	
"Becauseyousmelllikeme.Shecouldsmellmeonyou."Malfoylookedat heragain,andhiseyesflashedwithsomethingprimal.Somethingalmost... possessive. "And inside you.”

	Thewayhespoke,thegrowlinhisvoice,itmadeHermione'stoescurl.

	"Shedoesn'tlikeanyonebesidesme,sheneverhas-butshelikesyou.So as far as she's concerned, you're under her protection.And that probably makes you the safest witch in the country."

	 

	
Vultures
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	4thJune,7:34pm

	 

	 

	"Welcome,Zabini,"Voldemortsaid."Sogladyoucouldjoinmethis evening. I trust your wife is well and in good health?"

	"Apologiesformylateness,myLord."Blaisebowedhisheadrespectfully. "And yes, she is quite well. She's looking forward to attending your next Gala in the coming weeks."

	WhenBlaisestraightened,Voldemortwasstaringathimintently."Have there been any more visions that you wish to report?"

	"Noneyet -but hopefullyI seesomething soonthat willaid yourvictory."

	Voldemort'shandtightenedaroundtheelderwandinannoyance,but

	eventually, he sighed and nodded. "Of course, I suppose it was foolish of metoexpectyouwouldseesomethingelsesoquickly.Itrustyouaredoing everything in your power to bring the visions forward. I eagerly await the

	nextoneyousee."

	"Ofcourse."Blaisebowedhisheadagain."HowcanIbeofservicetoyou this evening?"

	"ThereisanOrdermemberinthedungeonsthatrequireyourspecialskills,"

	Voldemortanswered.Hisvoicehaddroppedtheadorationithadbeen

	drippinginwhenBlaisehadenteredthecathedral."Thereissomethingthat requiresmyurgentattention.Ineedtoleaveandwillnotbecontactablefor the next few hours.” His eyes flickered back to Blaise's. "But whatever he tells you, do not share it with anyone. Keep it to yourself until I or one of

	 

	
myDemonsareavailable.Thereisaspyamongus,anduntilwecanweed them out, the circle of those I trust is small. Do you understand?"

	"Yes,myLord.Perfectly."

	"Excellent."Voldemortspunhiswand,preparingtoApparate."Dowhatever is necessary to get him to talk.Any tool or method - I do not care what you have to do, but I expect results, Zabini."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	ThehostageturnedouttobeWesleyGreenford,aHufflepuffBlaise

	rememberedfromHogwarts.Helookedratherdifferentnow.Hisdirty

	blondehairwasscrapedintoabun,andhe’dtradedhisglassesfortattoos and a much broader frame. But as much as his outward appearance had changed, he still liked to talk. A lot.

	InthetwohoursBlaisehadbeeninterrogatinghim,he'dusedevery technique imaginable to try and earn his release.

	He'dusedthreats,whichrewardedhimwithaCruciototheknees.

	He'dusedflattery,towhichBlaiserepaidhimbytighteningthechains around his body, suffocating him until he almost passed out.

	He'd even tried his hand at bribery, offering his interrogator the ten thousandgalleonshehadstashedaway,asthoughBlaisedidn'thavetwelve lucrative estates - and even a fucking castle - signed to his name.

	Yes,Wesleytalkedandtalkedandtalked,butitwasneveranything

	interesting.Neveranythingevenremotelyuseable-soBlaisewasforcedto get more ... creative.

	WesleyscreamedandthrashedagainstthechairhewasboundtoasBlaise waved his wand across the back of his skull for the fifth time.

	 

	
Blaisehadstartedexperimentingwhentheclockreadhalf-pastnineinthe evening, trialling the use of sound waves for torture, and the results were starting to blossom.

	"Please, please!" Wesley begged as blood trickled from his ears and down thesidesofhisface.Hewasgrowingmoreunsteadyinhischairwithevery newcurseBlaisecast.Ifheweren'tchainedtothebackrest,Blaisewassure thatWesleywould’vetoppledoverbynow."Nomore…Ican't…Ican'tdo anymore ... just let me go, please mate.You don't want to hurt me, not

	really.Wewenttoschooltogether-IletyoucopymyCharmshomework once - "

	"Youthinkdraggingupancienthistoryisgoingtogetmetoletyougo?"

	Blaisequirkedabrow."Oh,howutterlypathetic.There’snohidden morality here for you to guilt trip, Wesley.”

	"Please,Zabini,"Wesleychoked,andhisentirebodyshookashedropped hisheadtowardshischest."You'rewastingyourtimewithme.Justletmego.”

	"Notuntil you givemesomethinguseful.”

	"I don't know anything ... please - there's nothing ... I can't think-" Wesley startedtosobloudly,annoyingly.HisbrokenlittlecriesdraggedonBlaise's nerves like a child strumming all the strings on a violin at once.

	Butallhopewasn'tlostyet-becauseasWesley'scriesreachedahigher level, and as Blaise dragged a hand down his face and grit his teeth

	together,inspirationstruck.

	"Look,Greenford,I'llmakeyoudeal,”Blaisesaidsoftly,asdelicatelyashe could while the huge slab of muscle wailed like a toddler. “If you tell me

	somethingworthwhile,Iwillnotkillyou.Iwillevenreleaseyoufromthis chair. How does that sound to you?"

	Wesleyknewsomething,Blaisewassureofit.Couldtelleachtimehebit

	histonguewheneverBlaisecastanotherhex.Bythewayhehidhisface,as

	 

	
thoughhewasterrifiedthatBlaisewouldseeeverysecrethehadifhemade eye contact.

	Andthatjustwouldn'tfuckingdo.

	"It's strange, isn't it? How something as simple as sound waves can do so muchdamage,"Blaisesaid,makingWesleyflinch."Yousee,it'sallabout vibrations. These spells I'm using are manipulating the vibrations and

	frequenciesinyourhead,scramblingyourbrainwithsoundwaves.Quite literally liquifying it. I imagine it's absolute agony for you, and it's only going to get worse the longer I continue."

	Wesleywhimperedandtriedtopullaway,buttherestraintspreventedhim from getting far.

	"It'squiteeasytocontrolonceyou'vehadalittlepractice.Anditgivesmea lovely choice. I can kill you with it.” He tapped his wand against Wesley's ear, hard, making him cry out. "Or I can keep you alive for hours and hours inthisagony,whichIwilldo,”hedraggedhiswandtotheedgeofWesley's ear, making him wince again, "if you don't talk to me.”

	Wesleyshookhisheadandclenchedhisjaw.Hesqueezedhiseyesclosed, and his entire body tensed as Blaise brought his wand back to his left ear.

	"Alright then. Don't say I didn't warn you." Blaise cast another curse - strongerthistime-andtheeffectswereinstant.Itwasshocking,theway Wesley's body reacted. He started convulsing, vomiting on the spot. His

	eyesrolledintothebackofhisheadwhilebloodpouredfromhisearsand nose like water from a faucet.

	Itwasgrotesque,disgustingbeyondmeasure,butitdidthetrick.Cracked Wesley open like glass bottle, and when Blaise stopped the spell, secrets began to pour out of him.

	"Alright,alright!Idoknowsomething!Butplease,pleasedon'tkillmeifI tellyou!"Wesleypleaded."Iknow...thatPotterhassomethingplanned... there's an attack in the next few days, but I don't know where-"

	 

	
"That'snotgoodenough."BlaisetappedhiswandagainstWesley'stemples again. "What else?"

	"...They...they'relookingforHorcruxes!Theyknowthere'smore,and they're tracking them down one by one-"

	"Wealreadyknowthat,"Blaisehissed."Givemesomethinguseful,"hedug his wand in harder, and the poor bloke practically squealed and jumped out his chair, "or I'll use that spell again, and we'll see how far your eyes will

	rollback whenI turnup thepressure."

	"No!No,please!Notagain!Ican'tdothatagain-" "Then give me something else!"

	"There'sameetingtonight!”

	Blaisenarrowedhiseyesbutdidn'tlowerhiswand.Keptitpressedagainst Wesley's ear like a loaded gun. "Ameeting betweenwho?"

	"There'saspy!"Wesleygasped,desperatelytryingtocatchhisbreathwhile he had the chance. "There's a spy on your side! Medusa! They're meeting someone from the Order tonight!"

	"Where?"Blaise'sheartstartedtobeatquicker.Hischesttightenedwith elation. "When?"

	"Quarterpastten!"Wesleychokedandwincedinpain."London Underground ... Camden Town tube station!"

	Thiswasit.ThebreaktheDeathEatersneeded.Theinformationthey'd been dying to get their hands on. Blaise couldn't believe his luck.

	"Areyou sure?"heasked.

	"Yes!Yes,I'msure!IwastherewhenPottergotthelettertosetitup!It's happening tonight!"

	 

	
Blaise sharply pushed his robes aside and pulled out his silver pocketwatch.Itwaselevenminutespastten.Themeetingwouldbetakingplacein just four minutes.

	Panicstartedtobubbleinhischest.Hewasn'tpreparedforthis.Hadno fucking clue what to do next. He didn't have time - he didn't-

	Histhoughtsstartedtocomequicker.Differentscenariosflashedbehindhis eyes as panic started to take over.

	Buthedidn'thavetimetopanic.Heneededtothinkclearly.Quickly.So,he didwhathealwaysdidwhenhewasunderpressure.Hesteppedback,drew a deep breath, and straightened his robes while he worked through his scattered thoughts.

	Hestraightenedhiscollarwithasharptug.

	Thegoalwassimple;interceptthespyandkillthembeforethemeeting.

	Stoptheleakatitssource,andswingthewarbackintheDarkLord'sfavour.

	Hepulledhis sleeves,aligningtheseamswiththestitchingonhisgloves.

	Theproblem?Hismasterhadmadeitveryclearthathewasn'tcontactable for the next few hours, and Blaise was not to tell another soul about the

	informationhe'dlearned.

	Hecheckedhiswatchagain.Twelveminutespastten. He adjusted the wand holster on his right thigh.

	Themeetingwastakingplaceinthreeminutes.TheonlypeopleVoldemort would trust with this information was Malfoy and Bellatrix, and there wasn't enough time to get the message to them and intercept the spy.

	So,that left himwith oneoption.

	Gototherendezvousbyhimself,andpraytoSalazarthattheOrder member didn't bring any back up with them.

	 

	
"Yougotwhatyouwanted.Nowletmeoutofthischair,"Wesley

	whimpered."You...yousaidyouwouldletmego...thatifItoldyou something worthwhile, you wouldn't kill me.”

	"I did, and I meant it.” Blaise bent down so he was eye level with the hostage, and with a flick of his wand, he conjured a silver dagger. "So, here'swhatisgoingtohappen.Intenseconds,I'mgoingtoreleaseyou

	fromthischair,andyou'regoingtotakethisbladefromme,anduseitto slit your own throat."

	Wesleywincedandshookhishead."What?!No!Youliedtome!"

	"No, I didn't.You misunderstood, Greenford. I said I would release you fromthischairandthatIwouldn'tkillyou.Ineversaidyouwouldleave here alive.”

	UnyieldingterrorsweptacrossWesley'sexpression."No!No,Iwon'tdoit! I would never kill myself!"

	"Whatmakesyouthinkyou'regoingtohaveachoice?"andwiththosefinal words, Blaise aimed his wand and whispered, "Imperio.”

	Wesleyhadstartedtostruggle,butassoonasBlaisesaidtheincantation,a palegreenlightflashedoverhiseyes,andhestilled.Aneeriecalmwashed over his expression, every trace of fear vanishing as though someone had swiped a cloth over his face, and left nothing but a blank canvas behind.

	Blaise repeated the instructions and banished the chains around Wesley's body.Hehandedhimthebladeandstoodback,andwhileWesleyhelplessly slithisownthroatopenwithavacant,almostcorpse-likeexpressionandhis body fell to the floor, Blaise pictured the London underground in his mind, and disappeared with a loud crack of Apparation.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	8:15pm

	 

	
"Doesitlooklikeyouremember?"Malfoyasked."No.”

	"Better?Orworse?""Worse."

	"Wasitamistakeformetobringyouhere?"

	"No.”Hermionepausedtoswallowthelumpinherthroat."Ijust...it'salot to take in. It's hard to be here after all this time."

	Assheglancedaroundthecharredspace,shehardlyrecognisedwhatused to be her old living room.

	DeathEatershaddestroyedthehousewhenthey'dcapturedherparents.

	They'dburnedthecurtains,tornthesofasapart,smashedthebookcasesand left gaping holes in the plaster. They'd snuffed out the warmth and

	familiaritythesefourwallsusedtohold,andyearsofneglecthadfinished the job.

	Timehadbeenapackofvulturestothisplace.Hadpickedthescrapsclean offthecarcass,peeledthepaintoffthewalls,allowedmouldtoeatawayat the floorboards and weeds to grow through the broken windows to eclipse the walls until all that was left was bones and a shell of the place she used to adore.

	"It'ssmallerthanitlookedinyourmemories,"Malfoysaidaloud,looking around the room, taking everything in.

	It was odd to see him in her childhood home. He'd seen it in her memories, theimageofhimhadstoodbesideherwhilehe'dgonethroughthemoments of her life with a fine-toothed comb, but actually having him there, stood

	next to the burnt remains of her sofa, was another thing entirely. It was strangetowatchhimrunhishandsoverthebrokenteasetonthecoffee table.Toseehimpickupthechunkofplasticthatusedtobetheremote control for their television and flip it over in his hands.

	 

	
Helookedentirelyoutofplace,butfascinatedatthesametime.Likehe

	didn't have a clue what anything around the room was, but was drawn in by each strange object nonetheless.There was a spark of something in his eyes ashelookedaround,thatsamecuriousfascinationshesometimessawwhen he looked at her.

	"Thisistheroomthatheldyourbirthdayparty,”hesaid,stillnotlookingat her. "Your fifth birthday, wasn't it?"

	He'dremembered.

	It was the first memory of hers he ever saw, and he'd remembered.Again, shecouldn'thelpbutthinkitwasastrangethingforhimtotakeinterestin. He'd poured through years of her memories, paid close attention to the

	Ordersbattlesstrategiesandsecrets,butsomethingassillyasherchildhood birthday party had left an impression on him.

	Hermione nodded, and when she made her way towards the stairs, Malfoy followed.HekeptclosebyasHermioneslowlywalkedthrougheachroom.

	She hadn't been back here for years, hadn't felt the need to.Anything that held sentimental value to her had been boxed and was stored at Order safe houses,butwithhundredsofmilesbetweenherandanyphysicalreminder of her family - her old life - she thought she might feel different. Thought she would want to savour each precious second that she got to spend here.

	Shedidn't.

	Instead of feeling any type of comfort or happiness, she just felt sad and empty.Lookingateachroom,seeingthecracksinthewallsandthemould on the the ceiling just left a bitter taste in her mouth.

	Theonesenseofcomfortshedidfeel,occurredwhenshewatchedMalfoy.

	Heseemedvaguelyintriguedwitheverything,lookingoverevery

	abandoneditemHermionehadn'tthoughtimportantenoughtotakewithher with an intense curiosity. She found him examining an ancient mobile

	 

	
phone,andthenstaringatanelectrichairdryerinheroldbedroomlikeit was going to sprout legs and bite him.

	He tried to hide his interest. Every time she caught him looking a little too investedinsomething,hewouldshrugitoffandhisexpressionwouldgrow the picture of boredom.

	Sheknewhimwellenoughbynowtoknowthathewaspretending,trying to hide behind an icy wall, even if it was splintered and cracked, allowing only the littlest glimpses of himself to squeeze through the gaps.

	Shehatedthat sheknewhim sowell,but itdidn'tmakeitanylesstrue.

	"What'sthis?"heaskedwhentheypassedthroughherparents'room."Did you paint these?"

	Hermionepeekedoverhisshouldertofindhimholdingthesmallmetalbox her father kept in his draw. It was rusting and very thin, only designed to

	keepimportantlettersanddocumentsinside,butinsteadofcopiesofbirth certificates or bank statements, her father had filled it with paintings. Her

	paintings.Dozensofthem,rangingfromaveryquestionable-lookingbeach she'd painted as a child, to a more detailed picture of a coastline she'd

	createdthesummerbeforeshe,HarryandRonhadstartedsearchingforHorcruxes.

	Itwasallthere,herentireartisticcareerallsafelystoredinatinymetalbox.

	"Ican'tbelievehekeptthese,"Hermionewhispered,afaintsmilestartingto crack her face. "It was a sort of tradition me and my dad started. Every year on our family holiday, instead of buying a postcard," she took the painting at the top of the pile and flipped it over to reveal her fathers neat

	handwritingontheback,"hewouldtellmetopaintapictureoftheplace we visited and make my own."

	"So,thatyearyouwentto..."Malfoyflippedthepaintingbackover."Isthat supposed to be a palm tree?"

	"It'stheEiffelToweryouprat!IwasonlyfivewhenIpaintedthis."

	 

	
Malfoystraightenedhisarmsandsquintedatthepaperinhishands,even

	triedexperimentingwithafewdifferentangles,asthoughthepaintingshe'd made as a small child might somehow be an abstract masterpiece if he

	lookedat itinjusttherightway.

	Hermione snatched the paper from him, crammed it back in the box, and closedthelid.Whenshelookedbackathim,shesworehisliptwitchedas though he were trying to fight a smile.

	Theyexploredtherestofthehouse,anddidn’tspeakagainuntiltheycame to the final bedroom her mother used as a dressing room.

	"Mymotherusedtohavearoomlikethis,"Malfoysaidashelookedatthe rows of empty coat hangers that lined each wall. "Used to have all sorts of dresses and gowns. Had more bloody shoes thanAstoria does, and that's saying something.”

	"Whereisthatroomnow?"

	Malfoy'snosecrinkledslightly,almostawince,butnotquite."It'sgone...I

	-couldn'tbaretolookatitanymore.” "When you saygone?"

	"ImeanIenchantedtheroomtodisappear,andthenbrickedthefucking empty doorframe over. It's like it was never there."

	Hermionenoddedsilently,thenasked,"Andallherthings?DidVoldemort-"

	"Takethem?Burnthem?JustlikehedidDaphne's?"hescoffedandrolled his tongue on the inside of his cheek. "Yes. He did.”

	He took one more look around the small room. He opened a little drawer thathadbeenemptiedyearsago."Isthereanythinginthishousethatyou want to take with you?"

	"No.Itookeverythingofsentimentalvalueyearsago,”Hermioneanswered immediately,seeingnoreasontolietohim.“WhenIlookaroundthisroom

	 

	
now,Idon'tseemyhome-allIseeispain.Sono,Idon'twanttotakea reminder of that with me.”

	He stared at her for a moment, then nodded and made his way down the stairs.Whenhegottothebottom,heopenedthefrontdoorandhelditopen for her. "Ladies first.”

	They walked down the stone road to the church in silence. The sun was starting to set, disappearing over the top of the destroyed houses, and the streetlamps-whatwasleftofthem-hadjustflickeredonastheyopened the church doors.

	Hermionehad been in this church afew times as achild. She'd never had a religiousupbringing,buttherewereafewtimesduringherearlychildhood where her mother and father had brought her here. Just one or two

	ChristmasservicesorneighbourhoodChristenings,attendanceviasocial requirement rather than religion.

	Itwasarelativelysmallchurch-now.Itusedtobealotlarger,usedtohave a high ceiling with elegant wooden beams running across the top. That was gone now. The ceiling must have been blown to bits during an attack and now when Hermione looked up, she saw open sky.

	Most of the church's foundations were gone.The walls were still relatively high, but with the ceiling obliterated and almost all of the windows broken in,thespacelookedbareandderelict.Therewasn'tmuchleftstanding.Just room enough for a few wooden pews, a small area at the front for services, and an open doorway to the left side of the aisle that led to a smaller room, the door blown off its hinges and discarded on the floor.

	Whatlittlewasleftinsidethechurchlookedlikeithadbeenclearedoutby looters.Theshelves and tableat theend of theaislewerebare- it wouldn't take Malfoy long to search the entire place from top to bottom.

	Assoonasheclosedthedoorsbehindhim,hebeganhissearch."Idon't expect you to help me," he said as he walked down the aisle.

	 

	
"Good,becauseIwon'tdoanythingthatwillhurttheOrder.”Hermione foldedherarmsacrossherchestandleanedagainstthewallbehindher. "Not of my own free will, anyway."

	"Iknow,"hecalledoverhisshoulder."Justsitbackandmakeyourselfcomfortable."

	Acoldbreezesweptinthroughoneofthebrokenwindows.Neitherofthem had changed, and Hermione revelled in the feel of it as it rolled across her

	barearms,dousingtheuncomfortableheatinherskin.

	The light was fading quickly outside. Hermione watched in silence as Malfoyinspectedthetableattheveryendoftheaisleandlookedbehind

	the tapestries. He was very thorough with his search, inspecting underneath thetablesandquicklyflippingthroughcopiesofbiblesasthoughtheremay be secrets hidden between the messages of God.

	"Doesyourdragonlikeeveryoneyousleepwith?"

	Malfoylookedoverhisshoulderatherandquirkedabrow."That'swhat you want to talk about right now?"

	Hermioneshrugged."Wouldyouratherwediscusswhatyoudidtothe

	priestyoufoundatthelastchurchyouraided?Orwhatyou'regoingtodoif you find another poor soul hiding in this church?"

	Hetookthetimetoglareatherbeforeheansweredherquestion."No,"he said coldly, turning his back to her again to search through the stacks of

	bibles."Shedoesn't.”

	"Thenwhydoesshelikemeallofasudden?IsitreallyjustbecauseIsmell like you?"

	"Not at all. I lived withAstoria,Theo, Daphne and Blaise long before she hatched.Ispendalotoftimewiththem,sonaturally,someofmyscentis onthemaswellandshestilltriestobiteeachoftheirheadsoffiftheyget too close to her."

	 

	
"Soitisjustpeopleyou'vehadsexwiththen?"

	Malfoylaughed.Notloudenoughforhertohear,butthesteadyshakingof his shoulders gave him away. "No. I've fucked Pansy a hundred times

	throughouttheyears,andmydragonstillhatedher.YouandIfuckinghad very little to do with it.”

	"Thenwhat-"

	"She already liked you, but she didn't know if you were trustworthy. Smellingmeonyoujustsolidifiedherconfidenceinyou.Shethinksthatif I was willing to be that close to you, that intimate with you, then her

	instinctsaboutyoumusthavebeencorrect."

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutsnort."Shealreadylikedme?Didshetellyou that herself?"

	"Inaway -yes.”

	Sensing she wasn't going to drop the subject, Malfoy sighed, put down the book he'd been inspecting, and turned towards her. He placed his hands on theedgeofthetablebehindhimandleanedback."ScandanavianFirehorn's are incredibly intelligent creatures, and - unlike a lot of other species of

	dragon-theyleadveryemotionallives,"hesaidslowly."MydragonandI- we have a bond. We're connected. I know what she's feeling, and she can

	feelwhatI'mfeeling."

	"Likereadingeachothers'minds?"

	"No,it'snotquiteasstrongasthat.Wegetasenseoftheothersemotions.I cantellwhenshe'sfrightenedandshecantellwhenI'manxiousorangry.I suspect it's the reason we're so good in combat together."

	Helookeddownatoneofthebiblesonthetableandstartedidlyflipping throughthepages.Almostlikehedidn'twanttolookatherwhilehewas saying any of this.

	 

	
"She'slikedyoufromthebeginning,almostfeltdrawntoyou.Ifeltitthe moment she saw you on the cliffs of Dover the day I captured you.” He

	pausedonapage,stoppedspeakingforamomentortwotoreadsomething, then carried on. "She was as fascinated with you as I was.Agreat big

	bloodydragonhadappearedonthefield,burnedafewofyourteammates to ashes with one breath, and you carried on fighting. Stayed behind to make sure everyone else hadApparated to safety as though either of us

	couldn'thaveendedyoulikethat."

	HermionejumpedslightlyasMalfoysnappedhisfingers.

	"She thought you were brave and fierce - thought you were even fiercer when you picked bullets out my chest the day I was shot.” He looked up at her, and there was something in his eyes that made every nerve ending in Hermione's body want to shiver - but she kept it in, managed to keep still andstony-facedashiseyesrakedheroverfromheadtofoot."Sonaturally, now you smell like me, she feels she can trust you.”

	"Isee,"wasallHermionecouldthinktosay."Andwhatdidyourmaster think when he found out you'd fucked his new favourite weapon?"

	"Ihaven'ttoldhim.Ihaven'ttoldanyonewhattranspiredbetweenusinour drawing room,” he scoffed again and quirked a brow. "I'm not a complete gossip and don't go running off telling people every detail of my life like you seem to.”

	"Ididn'ttellAstoriathatwefuckedbecauseIwantedtogossip,”she

	snapped,angerheatingherchest."Iaskedherforapotion,andshecoaxed it out of me.”

	Adeep crease formed between Malfoy's brows. "Acontraceptive potion?" NowitwasHermione'sturntoscoff."YouhonestlythinkIwouldhavehad sexwithyouifIwasn'talreadyonaformofcontraception?Don'tbedaft,I cast a permanent contraceptive charm on myself years ago.”

	"Butyou'vebeentakingtheanti-magicpotionssinceDecember-"

	"Itdoesn'tmatter-itwon'tbeaffected."Hermione'stonewassharpenough tocutMalfoyoff."It'saformofmedicinalmagic,soitcan'tbereversedby

	 

	
anti-magicpotions.Ifyoubrokeyourlegandhealeditwithmagic,the

	boneswouldn'trebreakthemselvesifyoustartedtakinganti-magicpotions years later, would they? It's the same principle."

	Thecreasebetweenhisbrowsdeepenedafraction."No,Isupposenot."

	Hermione wasn't sure exactly what set her off. The accusation that she would be so careless could have been what rolled the spark wheel of her anger, or perhaps it was the ghost of her parents clinging to her, an old wound made fresh again by looking around her old family home. Most likelyitwasacombinationofthetwo,mixingtogetherlikethechemical glands in a dragons mouth when they exhaled, igniting her anger like a

	flamingbreath.

	"But don't worry, my charm work was perfect - even then - and since I'm theonewhocastthecharm,Ican'tgetpregnantunlessIremoveitmyself, so there's no risk of little half-blood Malfoy's running around and soiling your oh so fucking prestigious family name," Hermione hissed before she whirled around and stormed towards the little room that had no door.

	Shecouldn'tlockhimout,couldn'tevenslamthedoorbehindhertheway she really wanted to. She had nowhere to hide from him while she cooled down, and of course, he fucking followed her, just like she suspected hewould.

	"Ithoughtyouweren't goingtohelp mesearchthischurch?"

	"I'mnot,"shesaid,evenasshepickeduponeofthesmallbrokentrinkets off the floor and placed it on a shelf in front of her, just for something to

	distractherselfwith.Shecouldn’tbaretolookathim."Butthesooneryou realise there's nothing here for you to find, the sooner we can leave." She

	feltMalfoywatchingherasshelookedthroughthetinyroom.Felthiseyes on her and pretended not to notice, pretended he wasn't there at all.

	"Canyoufeelitnow?"

	"CanIfeelwhatnow?"shesnapped,strugglingtokeepthevenomfrom creeping into her voice.

	 

	
"TheDarkLord'smagic."

	Yes,shewantedtosay,butshecaughthertonguebeforethewordsslipped out. "No. Why do you ask?"

	"Becauseit'sfuckingfreezinginhere.You'rewearingnothingbutatiny scrap of fabric, and there's not as much as a single goose-bump on yourskin.”

	Hermionechosenottoanswerhim.Chosetobusyherselfwithpicking

	anotherbrokentrinketoffthefloorandarrangeditontheshelf,evenasshe heard his footsteps behind her, getting louder and louder –

	Hestoodrightbehindher,socloseshecouldfeelhiscoldbreathonthe back of her neck.

	"Whatdoesitfeellike?"heasked.

	"Like my skin is on fire and bugs are crawling across my bones," she said asshepickedupahalfexpiredcandleandplaceditbackontheshelf."It's like I'm reliving the moment Narcissa burned me at the stake. Like I'm

	relivingmydeathbeforeitevenhappens.Icanfeelthefireonmyskin.It's faint,andsometimesdull,butit'sstillthere.It's...notexactlywhatIwould call pleasant."

	"Whatdoyoudo whenyoufeelit?"

	"I run myself a cold bath and sit in it until the fire goes away." Therewasabriefsilence,then,"Coldthingsmakeitgoaway?""Sometimes.”

	"Andtheflames?"hewhispered,fanningcoldairagainstherneck."Doyou feel them now?"

	"No,”sheliedagain.

	"Really?Sonothinghappens ifIdothis?"

	 

	
Hermionegaspedquietlywhenthetipsofhisfingersbrushedagainstthe back of her hand. He was cold - almost freezing - and it felt like having morphine rubbed across an open wound.

	"Does it feel better when I do this?" Malfoy’s touch was featherlight and suddenlynotnearlyenough."Doesthefire-theoneyouapparentlydon'tfeel at this very moment-dull anymore when I do this?"

	"Y-yes...no!"Shesuckedinasharpbreath.Hereyesflutteredclosed."Yes. It - it does ... A little.”

	"AndwhataboutwhenIdothis?"heasked,hisvoicedroppingtothat husky growl as his fingers skated up her bare arm, making her shiverslightly.

	She melted into him without realising. She leaned into his chest, and her headrolledagainsthisshoulderwhilehiscoldhandsworkedtheirmagic, stronger - better - than any cooling charm she could think to cast.

	"Andthis?"Hislipsgrazedherneck.Whenhekissedthebaseofherthroat, a quiet little whimper snuck its way out her mouth before she could stop it. "Does it feel better when I do this?"Another kiss. "Talk to me, little lion.”

	Andanother,softandmovingupthelengthofherneck.“Tellmehowitfeels.”

	More,shewantedtosay.Hadtobiteherbottomliptotrapitinside.

	Thehandaroundhershouldermoved,hisicyfingersskatingaroundher throat -

	Asharpcrackingsoundsuddenlyechoedaroundthem.Andthenanother. And another.

	Onlyonetypeofmagicmadethatsound.ThreepeoplehadApparatedinto the church.

	AsHermionespunaround,Malfoysmotheredhermouthwithhishandand shoved her against the wall. He sealed her into the tight space by pressing

	 

	
hisbodyagainsthers.Sheplacedherhandsonhisshouldersandtriedto pushhimback,buthecaughtbothherwristswithhisfreehandandheld them against his chest.

	Hehissedaconcealingcharmunderhisbreath,andtheairaroundthem

	blurredslightly.He'dmadetheminvisible.Hiddenthemfromwhoeverwas coming into the church with the same enchantment her group had used to

	hidethemselvesatDoverwhenshe'dbeencaptured.

	Thistypeofmagicwasincrediblyadvancedandtookyearsofpracticeto perfect. It was a very useful enchantment, but the list of its flaws was almost endless. It only covered very, very small areas - usually only one person within a very tiny space - and it couldn't be held for long.

	Thoseveryflawswerethereasonshe’dselectedthepeopleshehadforher mission in Dover. They were the only ones who’d been able to master the charm enough to conceal themselves, so they were the only people she

	couldhaveusedforherstrategythatday.

	Anditwasalsothereason-Hermioneguessed-thatMalfoywaspressing against her so tightly and sealing both of them against the wall. He was

	tryingtomaketheirbodiesassmallaspossible,smotheringherframewith his so they both could remain hidden under the enchantment.And not be seen by whoever had just walked into the church.

	"Thisisafuckingwasteoftime!"avoiceshedidn'trecognisesneeredfrom the entrance. "Why do we have to be the ones to check this church?"

	"We already know there isn't going to be anything here," another addedwithagrunt."Thisplaceisashithole!Youcanalreadytellfromtheoutside that it's abandoned!"

	"That's quite enough of that gentlemen,” CorbanYaxley replied. "We are herebecausetheDarkLordaskedustopersonallyinvestigatethismessof

	mugglearchitecture,andwe'renotleavinguntilyou'vecheckedunderevery piece of rubble. So get a move on.Now."

	 

	
HermionemetMalfoy’seyes.Amixtureofgreyandbluestaredbackather, but the terror in them knocked what little breath she had left out of herlungs.

	Theyweren'tsupposedtobehere.Voldemorthadn'torderedMalfoyto

	undertakethismission.He'dbroughtherherebyhimself,underthelureof investigating the church, but it was just that.Alure.An excuse - a fuckinglie.

	He'd brought her here to see her parent's old home, probably thought it wouldmakeherfeelbetter,andsearchingthechurchthatjusthappenedto

	bearoundthecornerwasanexcuse.He'dgonebehindVoldemort'sbackto do her a kindness, and Hermione didn't want to even think about what he would do if he found out his favourite Demon hadn't followed his

	instructions,evenifitwasjustaone-off.

	"Remember,lads,"chuckledafourthvoice.Hermione’sstomachtwisted with dread. She’d recognise that voice anywhere. "The quicker we're

	finishedhere,thequickeryoucanreturntotheDollhouse,andthequicker you can have one of my girls' lips wrapped around your cock."

	BartyCrouchJrwasinthechurch.Hermionehadseenenoughtoknowthat hewasdesperatetowinVoldemort'sfavour.IfhesawMalfoy,hewouldrat him out in the hopes of taking his place.

	Herbreathstartedtoleaveherquicker.Malfoyheldhishandoverher mouth, smothering any noise she may have made.

	Theywerepressedsocloselytogether,theirchestsmeltingintooneanother.

	Shecouldfeelhisheartbeatingwildlyinhischest.Apanickedrhythm against her ribs.

	Fourdifferentsetsoffootstepsstartedtoechointhemainchurchbehind them. They all wandered in different directions, but some were drawingcloser.

	Shit. Shit.Shit.

	 

	
Slowly,cautiously,Malfoyreleasedherwristsandpressedhisindexfingers against his lips.'Shhhhhh,'he mouthed. 'Please, be quiet.’

	Hermionenoddedandtuckedherelbowsinslightly.Sherestedherpalms on his shoulders and let him press against her more firmly, making

	themselves as small as possible. Malfoykeptonehandonhermouth.

	"Irecognisethisarea,"Yaxleysaid,hisvoicemuch,muchcloserthanwas comfortable. "Haven't we been here before?"

	"Yes,wehave,”Crouchlaughedquietly,soundingasthoughhewasjustthe other side of the door. "This is where the Granger Mudblood used to live."

	Hermionetensed.Malfoysoftlyshookhishead,pleadingforhertobequiet.

	"WhatdoyousupposetheDarkLordwilldowithheroncethewaris over?" Yaxley asked.

	"I'vealreadyaskedhimifIcanhaveher.”

	EverymuscleinMalfoy'sneckwentrigidashesharplytwistedtolookat the empty doorframe.

	"He said he hasn't decided what he is going to do with her yet,” Crouch wenton.Therewereseveralfootsteps,thenCrouchwalkedintothetiny room Malfoy and Hermione were hiding in.

	She knew he couldn't see them, knew Malfoy's charms were still up and strong,keepingthemoutofsight,butshesworeBartylookedrightather- just for the briefest moment - when he walked over the doorway.

	‘Creepilythin,almostghoul-like’,ChohaddescribedBartyasonce.She was exactly right.

	Therewasacrazed,erraticqualitytothewayhelookedaroundtheroom.It reminded Hermione an awful lot of a rabid dog, frothing at the mouth and

	 

	
shaking,teethbaredandeyesdartingquicklytoeverycorner,onthehunt.

	"He'seithergoingtohaveMalfoyexecutethelittleMudblood."Crouch’s tongue darted out to wet his lips in that stomach-churning way it always did. "Or he's going to let me add her to my collection."

	ThehandonHermione'smouthtightened.Malfoy'seyesdarkened,the muscles in his neck straining as he tightly clenched his jaw.

	"Ihopeit'sthelatter,"YaxleyaddedashejoinedCrouchinthetinyroom. "She would make a fine Doll - but I do hope you'll let the rest of us play with her?"

	Malfoy'sheartstartedtobeatfaster.Hermionefeltithammeringagainsther own chest like a jackhammer.

	"Imay."Crouch'stonguedartedoutagain.That,coupledwiththewayhe saidthenextfewwords,madeHermionewretchsilently."AfterI'mdone with her, of course.”

	It felt like a fucking eternity before they left. Despite not being nearly as thoroughwiththeirsearchasMalfoyhadbeenwithhis,Crouch,Yaxleyand the two Black Masks were still in the church far longer than Hermione

	wouldhaveliked.

	It felt like they would be discovered at any moment. They never came withinafewinchesofMalfoyor Hermione,buttheyalwaysfelttooclose,

	alwaysfeltlikeiftheylosttheirfootingortripped,theymightbrushagainst Malfoy's arm or shoulder and reveal their hiding spot.

	Hermione was on edge, her nerves splintering every time Crouch or one of the others drew a little too close. She clung to Malfoy's shoulders so tightly shewouldn’thavebeensurprisedifhehadbruisesthereinthemorning.But no matter how hard she squeezed, he never made a sound. Didn't even look at her. His eyes remained glued on Crouch,Yaxley, the doorway, lookingfor a sign that they knew Malfoy was there.

	 

	
Theyobviouslydidn'thaveafuckingclue,butapparentlyMalfoywasn't taking any chances.

	Hermionefeltlikeshedidn'ttakeasinglebreathuntilthefourofthem Apparated away.

	Malfoy still didn't look at her.And as bizarre as the thought was for Hermionetowrapherheadaround,italmostfeltasthoughhecouldn't.

	"Weneedtoleave."Heroughlypulledhishandawayfromhermouthand caught her elbow. He kept his eyes on the floor as he pulled out his wand and prepared toApparate them, but she could see the rage burning around hisiriseslikedragonfire.Scorchingandfuckingdeadly."We'vebeenhere far longer than I expected. I have somewhere I need to be.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	10:14pm

	 

	 

	IfBlaiseowedhis motheronething,it washis skillat beingaghost.

	She’d been a mistress of deception and charm, but she could be invisible whenshewantedto,anditwasatalentshe'dengravedsodeeplyintohim that it was almost natural to him now.As easy as blinking.

	Heusedtothinkitwasastrangethingtowanttoteachherson,tosneakin and out of an area without detection, but if nothing else, he was grateful to her now. Even if it had ruined his childhood. Even if it had made him a

	freakamongstwizardsandwitchesfromayoungage.

	Thehourshespentsneakingaroundandcleaninguphismothers'messes

	hadgivenhimamarvellousskillset.Herlessonshadpropelledhiscareeras a Death Eater much further than he ever thought possible, but most

	importantly,they’dhelpedhiswife.

	 

	
Years of helping her pick out - and dispose of - phials of poison, had given himaknowledgeofrarepotions.Knowledgethatnowhelpedhimmaskthe symptoms of Astoria’s blood curse.

	YearsoflyingtoAurors,keepingastraightfaceandrepeating,"Noofficers,I do not know where my stepfather is. Oh, I do hope he's alright,"

	every time one of her husbands went missing had made him an excellent liar.Hecouldtelleventhemostoutlandishliesnowandnoonewouldever suspect a thing. Not even the Dark Lord.

	Andalmostadecadeofhelpingherhidethebodiesofherex-lovers,staying out of sight as he dragged their elderly corpses into furnaces had made him an expert at appearing invisible.

	Hewouldneverhavebeenabletostealtheraremedicinesheneededforhis wife if his mother hadn't taught him how to stick to the shadows. He would never have been able to lie to his master if she hadn't taught him how to do it to law enforcement first.

	Ifhedidn'twanttobeseen,hewouldn'tbe.Ifhedidn'twantotherstoknow something, they wouldn't.

	Withouthismothers'valuablelifelessons,Blaiseneverwouldhavegained thisrankingintheDarkLordsarmy,andheneverwouldhavebeenableto sneak into the London Underground without making a fucking sound.

	HestoodinthedepthofCamdenTownstation,hisbackpressedagainstthe wall and hidden with a few layers of magic. He checked his pocket watch again. Fourteen minutes past ten. The meeting would be starting any

	moment.

	Hedrewadeepbreaththroughhisnose.Hisfingerstightenedaroundhis wand -

	Andthenheheardit.

	Footstepsechoeddownthestairsandtowardthetubestationplatform.And then, "Medusa," said a male voice.Young and nervous and skittish, like

	 

	
theydidn'twanttobethere."What'stheinformation?"

	"Bloodyhell,wereyouraisedinabarn?"askedasecondvoice,masculine but altered by a charm, making it impossible to decipher. "Manners cost

	nothing youknow."

	BoilingangerflaredinBlaise'schest.Thetraitor.Thatvile,pieceofshit who had sold so many of their secrets.

	Thetwomenappearedoneitherendoftheplatformatthesametime,the Order member coming back the stairs as Medusa walked along the old

	trackstowardhim.

	"What'stheinformation?"askedtheOrdermemberagain,hisvoicestill lacking confidence. "I ... I don't have all day.”

	"Ohyes,I'msureyourtimeattheOrderisextremelyprecious,”Medusa taunted as he hopped onto the platform. "How old are you, anyway?

	Fourteen?Fifteen?Yousoundawfullyyoung.Beenpromotedfrompot washing duty, have you? Thought you'd try and prove your worth by meetingthebigbadDeathEatertraitorandgettingsomeinformation?"

	Medusalaughed.Blaise'sadrenalinespiked,hisbloodroaringinhisears. How fuckingdarehe be so casual about his betrayal to the Dark Lord?

	Blaisetriedtokeepalevelhead, tobecalmwhilehewaitedforhis

	opportunitytoattack,butthestringsofhispatienceweredwindling.The cords that held his composure together were snapping one by one, each

	tauntandlaughfromthetraitorlikeafreshcutfromapairofscissors.Soon there would be nothing to hold him back.

	Becauseifitwasn'tforthistraitor,Voldemortwouldhavewonthewar

	yearsago.Ifitwasn'tforthisMedusa,Blaisewouldn'thavetokeepgoing on missions, and he could devote all his time to searching for a cure for Astorias curse.

	Ifit wasn'tfor him, hemight havefound awayto saveher bynow.

	 

	
"S-shutup!"TheOrdermembershuffledonhisfeet,awkwardlybacking away."Youdon'tgettospeaktomelikethat...y-youDeathEaterscum!"

	"Ooooooh,bigthreatsforsuchalittleman,"Medusateased."Whydon't you find your balls and try that again, yeah?"

	Blaisegrithisteethtogether.Hishandsstartedtoshake.

	"It'snotmyjobtostandhereandbeinsultedbyy-you.Soifyoudon'thave any information, I'm going t-to leave."

	"Alright,alright.Don'tspityourdummyout,"Medusachuckedagain,and hearing how carefreehewas,laughingas hebetrayed his master, snapped what little remained of Blaise's patience.

	Hedroppedtheenchantmentthatkepthimhiddenandshotapowerful knock-back jinx at the Order member.

	Thepoorladwasonly young.Hehadn'teventhought towearamaskto

	hidehisidentity.Blaisecaughttheshockedexpressiononhisfacebeforehe was thrown backwards and smashed his head against the tiled wall behind

	him.Hediedinstantly.

	Medusa whirled around, but before he could reach for his wand, Blaise attacked.Hecastanotherknock-backjinx,onepowerfulenoughtolightup the dark tunnel as it exploded from the tip of his wand.

	Medusa flew into the air, hurtling backwards, and landed at the bottom of the tube station steps. There was an audible crunching sound as the sharp edges of the steps dug into the different levels of his spine. Blaise hoped it brokehisfuckingback.Itwouldbenolessthanthefilthyvermindeserved.

	TheairwasknockedfromMedusa'slungs,andwhilehestruggledtocatch his breath, while he choked and spluttered on the floor, Blaise tore off his gold mask and stormed towards him.

	Hewassoangry.Somurderousthathecouldn'tthinkproperly.Hewanted tobutcherthebloke.Imperiohimtoslicehisfingersoff,andthenhisears, then his tongue. Make him gauge his own eyes out and eat them.

	 

	
But more importantly, Blaise wanted to look into the traitors' eyes, see the fearinthem,therealisationthathe'dbeencaughtbyoneoftheverypeople

	he'dbeenstabbinginthebackforyears,andwatchthepanicblossomwhen he pictured the torture that was to come.

	BlaisehookedhisfingersaroundMedusa’sbackmaskandtorethemetal from their face –

	Hisheartstoppedforamoment.Andontheneckbeat,itfracturedstraight down the fucking middle.

	Becausehewaslookingintothetraitorseyes.

	Theeyesofthemanwho'dspilthundredsoftheirsecretsandbetrayedthemall.

	Theeyesofhisbestfriend.

	TheeyesofTheodorefuckingNott.

	 

	
Medusa,revealed

	 

	TW;mentionsofrape.

	4thJune

	 

	 

	Malfoy'sApparationwasbrutal.TheairwasknockedfromHermione's lungs when they materialised back on the grounds of his estate.

	Hereleasedherbeforeshecouldcatchherbreath."Getinsidethehouse,” he hissed, his tone sharp and icy as he flicked his wand over his clothes,

	transformingthemintohisDeathEaterrobes.Anothersharpflickconjured his Demon Mask.

	TosaythatMalfoywasangrywastheunderstatementofthefucking

	century.Hewasseething.Darkmagiccrackledaroundhim.Hisjawwas clenched so tightly Hermione could see the muscles along his cheek

	rippling.

	Hewasalmostferal.Likeawildcatora... A demon.

	Hermione'sgazesnappedtohiseyes.Theywerestillamixtureofblueand grey, but the blue was beginning to overtake. His walls were half up, but they were fading - quickly, by the looks of it. Whatever emotion he was

	feelingburnedawaythegreyinhiseyes likefiretoiron.

	"Whereareyougoing?"sheaskedbeforeshecouldstopherself.

	"That's not any of your business now, is it Granger?" Malfoy looked down athiswand,hishandstightenedarounditashepreparedtoApparateagain. "I won't tell you again. Get. In. The.House!"

	"Whywon'tyoutell mewhereyou'regoing?It'sasimplequestion.”

	 

	
"What does it matter?” He looked back at her, and every nerve in Hermione'sbodyscreamedthattherewassomethingwrong,thatshe couldn't let him leave.

	Sheneededtoredirecthim.Givehimanothertargettotakehisaggression out on –

	Romyappearedbesidethemwithaloudcrack."Quick,MasterMalfoy! Master Zabini is waiting in the drawing-room for you-"

	"Notnow,Romy,”Malfoyhissed. "But please, sir! It cannot wait-" "I said not now, Romy!"

	"Itisveryurgent!Heisveryupsetandneedsyoutohelp-" "Are you deaf?! I said not now!"

	"Buthehascapturedthespy!"Romyinterrupted,hisvoicesuddenlysharp and loud enough to silence his master. "He has captured the traitor!"

	Malfoywhirledaround.Themalice,theanger,drainedfromhisfaceinan instant. "He's captured Medusa?"

	Oh God -no.

	Hermione'sheartstuttered.Thiswasnotgood.Thiswas-fuck!

	If Zabini had captured the spy, the Order was finished. Medusa was their lastadvantage.Theonlyreasonthey'dmanagedtolocateanotherHorcrux and destroy it right under Voldemort's nose.

	IfMalfoyhandedhimovertoVoldemort,theOrderwasfucked.IfMalfoy killed him himself, the Order was fucked.

	"HashecalledtheDarkLordyet?”Malfoyasked.

	 

	
Romyshookhishead, histinyhandstrembling ashefidgetedwiththe

	edges of his pillowcase. "He has not called him yet, Sir. He wanted you to seehimfirst,soyoucoulddecidewhattodo.Allis...notwhatwethought it was, Sir."

	"Whereishe?!”

	"He'sin theparlour roomon theleft-wing,Sir.”

	As soon as Malfoy had a destination, a target, he took off. He charged through his manor like a mad man, taking steps two at a time, pushing doorsopenandkickinganyinanimateobjectthatdaredtogetinhisway. Hermione almost had to break out into a sprint to keep up with him.

	Shedidn'tknowwhattodo.ShehadtotryandkeepMalfoycalm,tokeep Medusa safe and alive, but Malfoy was so angry. He was dangerous,

	shakingwithviolence.Shewouldn'thavebeensurprisedifheAvada'd Medusa as soon as he laid eyes on him.

	Theymadeit totheparlour roomin recordtime.Malfoy swungthedoors

	openfuriously,thehandlecollidingwiththeplasterasitcrashedagainstthe wall –

	Hefrozewhenhesawwhatwasinside.

	Becauseinthecentreoftheroom,infrontofaroaringfire,boundtoachair with his hands tied behind his back, was Theodore Nott.

	Blood dripped from acut across Nott's temple, and his left cheek was red andbruised.Zabinimusthaveroughedhimupalittlewhilehewaitedfor Malfoy to arrive.

	NottsmiledimpishlywhenhesawMalfoy,evengavealittlenodin acknowledgement as though this were all normal.

	Malfoy'sskinturnedpalerthanHermionehadeverseenit."You?!You're the fucking spy?!"

	 

	
"'Ello,Gov'nor,"Nottnoddedinaslightlycockneyaccent."Whattookyou long so long?Abloke told me a joke once about a leader being late to his ownmeeting.Nowhangonasecond,howdiditstart...ohyeah!Sothere's this big old ugly tyrant who sets this trap -"

	BeforeNottcouldrevealthepunchlinetohisjoke,Malfoystormedacross the room, and punched him in the jaw.

	"Youtraitorouslittlecunt!"MalfoytookholdofNott'scollarwithonehand and punched him with the other, the strength behind the hit jerking Nott’s

	headtotheside."I'llkillyou!"Anotherpunch."NevermindtheDarkLord, I'll fucking kill you myself!"

	ZabinihookedhisarmsaroundMalfoy'swaist,andwhilehetriedtodrag him backwards, Hermione wedged herself between Malfoy and the chair and pushed his chest with every ounce of strength she had.

	Malfoyputupafuriousfight.Hewasfuelledbyanger.Thelayersof

	betrayalandhurtfeedinghismuscleslikeasteroidtomakehimalmost

	inhumanlystrong.Andallthewhile,asHermioneandZabinistruggledto pull him away and Malfoy fought to get another punch in, Nott just

	laughed,flashinghisblood-soakedgumsandteethandgrinninglikehe'd won some sort of prize.

	"Fuckinghellmate,isthatreallyhowyou'regoingtostartthis

	interrogation?"Nottchuckledashespatsomeofhisbloodontothefloor. "Come on. Lube me up a little first. Make me scared. Make me wanna

	confess.Don'tjustgostraightindry."

	"This isn't the time for jokes, Theodore!" Zabini hissed through gritted teeth,usingallhisweighttopullMalfoybackwards."Thisisnotfunny-"

	"Oh, it is alittlebitfunny."

	"Shutthefuckup,Theo!"Hermioneturnedherheadjustenoughtoglare over her shoulder. "Or Medusa! Or whatever the fuck your name is!"

	 

	
"Oh,shespeaks!"Nott’sfacelitupexcitedly."Mypartnerincrime!The Thelma to my Louise! The Bonnie to my Clyde!"

	Malfoy'smovement'sstartedtoslow.Hermione'sbrowsknittedtogether and "You knew I was Lilith?"

	"Yep," Nott answered, curling his lips around the 'P' to make it pop. "Figureditoutafewmonthsago.Youwerecapturedandthenallofa

	suddenthemeetingsstopped?Andthensomeoneelsestartedwearingyour mask? I'm not the brightest snake in the grass, but even I could put the

	piecestogether.It'snicetofinallymeetyouproperly,sweetheart."

	Malfoylungedagain,butZabini'ssolidfootingkepthimfromreaching Nott. "All this fucking time, you were the spy?!”

	"Afraidso."Nottshruggedandsuckedhisteeth."Iknowit'sprobablynot the birthday present you wanted, but you've got to admit, it's a hell of a good fucking surprise, isn’t it?”

	"Youfuckingbetrayedus!"Malfoyjerkedforwardagain.Hermionedugher palms into his chest and forced him backwards.

	Notttuttedandrolledhiseyes."Youmakeitallsoundsoterriblymedieval when you say it like that."

	"Malfoy,pleasecalmdown."Hermionesteppedtotheleft,blockingNott from his line of sight. "You don't really want to kill him, this is just the anger and shock talking.”

	"Don'twanttokillhim?"Malfoysnarled."Iwanttoriphisfuckingribs from his chest and poke his eyes out with them!"

	Nottwiggledhiseyebrows.“Oooooooh,don'tteasemewithagoodtimeif you're not going to deliver,” he taunted, thoroughly enjoying it when Malfoy lunged again.

	IttookseveralminutestogetMalfoycalmenoughforHermioneandZabini to let him go.Atask they would've accomplished much quicker if Nott kept

	 

	
hismouthshut.Zabinihadtocastasilencingcharmjusttostophimfrom riling Malfoy up and undoing their good work.

	"Doyouhaveanyideathepositionyou'veputusin?”Malfoyaskedwhen

	he’dfinallyshookZabini’sarmsoffhim.Hemayhavestoppedfighting,but hisvoicewasstillsharpandvicious."OrdoyounotcarethattheDarkLord will probably have all our heads for this?"

	Zabini removed the silencing charm he'd placed on Nott to allow him to speak,todefendhimself.Hedidn't.Chosetojustshruginstead.Hestayed

	likethatforamomentortwo,notsayingaword,andthenhiseyesflickered to Hermione, and he smirked at her.

	Shecouldn'tbelievethatshewasfinallymeetingMedusa.Thatthemystery of who was behind the mask was over. It almost didn't seem real.

	In all the years that she'd been meeting him, and all the months she'd been inMalfoyManor,livingunderthesameroofashim,she'dneversuspected that Theodore Nott could be Medusa. The thought had never crossed her mind. Not once. Because it was completely ludicrous. So fucking bonkers that she’d never even considered it.

	She'dthoughtaboutitalot,drewapictureofthetypeofpersonMedusa must have been in her mind, and Nott just... didn't fit the profile she'dimagined.

	HermionethoughtthatMedusawasanolderDeathEater.Someoneofa lowerrankingwho'dgrowntiredofothersbeingpromotedoverhim,so he'd lashed out in his own way and betrayed the master who refused to

	recognisehis'greatness'.Punishedhisfailuretoseehispotentialbyleaking secrets and damning the whole regime.

	SometimesshethoughtMedusahadwantedfameorglory.Thatthewealth and jewels that Voldemort paid his soldiers in weren't enough, and he

	wanted something more definitive.Wanted his name in the history books overgold.Tobebrandedasthespywhobroughtdownthedarkestwizard of all time.

	 

	
One or twice, on very rare occasions, she thought that perhaps Medusa was asympathiser.Thatmaybethey’dchosenthewrongsideatthebeginningof all this, got swept up in the current, and now it was too late for them to get out.ShethoughtthatmaybethiswasMedusa'swayofescaping,eachsecret they leaked another brick that forged the path of their redemption.

	Butnoneof thatpointed toNott.

	Hedidn'twantpower.HewascomfortableasaGoldMask,anddidn’tcare aboutgoldorjewels.Hecravedbloodandmurder,notwealthorfame.And he certainly wasn't a fucking Order sympathiser. He never showed even a shred of compassion or mercy to an opposing wizard on the battlefield.

	TherewassomethingHermionewasmissing.Apieceofthepuzzlewas hidden from her.

	ZabiniplacedahandonMalfoy'sshoulder."Whatarewegoingtodo?"hewhispered.

	"Idon'tknow."

	"ShallIcalltheDarkLord?"

	MalfoyglaredatNott.Hisnostrilsflaredincandescently."Notyet.”

	"Erm, hellooo?" Nott called, leaning forward in his chair as far as his restraintsallowed."Canwepleaseuseouroutsidevoicessothefilthy

	traitorcanhearyouandbeinvolvedintheconversation?Thankyouuu."

	"If I wereyou Nott," Zabini’s hand tightened on Malfoy's shoulder as he tookasteptowardshim,readytopullhimbackifnecessary,"Iwouldbe very, very fucking quiet."

	Nottsighedratherdramatically.“Look,IknowI'mskatingonthiniceright now, but there's no need to shout-"

	"Thinice?!”Malfoyscoffed,nothingbutrageinhisvoice.“Thinfucking ice?! The ice is gone! Cracked into oblivion you fucking little prick!"

	 

	
"Honestly mate,” Nott said, rolling his eyes. “You're really lucky Granger findsthisaggressive,shoutythingsexy,otherwiseyou'dnevergetashag."

	Surprisingly, Malfoy didn't take the bait. Didn't snap or bite back the way Nottobviouslywantedhimto.Instead,helookeddownathisoldestfriend, his expression eerily calm and disgusted, and said quietly, “Daphne

	dedicatedherentirelifeafterHogwartstoservingtheDarkLord.Shedidit to keep you andAstoria safe. She would have done anything he asked of

	her,andyoubetrayinghim?Thatjusttarnisheseverythingshedid.”

	EverybitofhumourvanishedfromNott'sface."Don'tyoudarespeakabout her. I'm doing thisforher.”

	"Shewouldn'thavewantedyouto-"

	"Wellwedon'tknowwhatDaphwouldhavewanteddowe?”Nottsnarled.

	Hiseyesdarkenedasheclenchedhisjaw.“BecauseVoldemortfucking

	killedher!Shewashisfavouritegeneral!Helikedhermorethanheliked you!And he still fucking killed her! Still executed her right in front of us and made me watch!"

	Malfoywincedslightly,butNottonlyseemedtogetmoreenragedasthe seconds ticked on.As though he were siphoning it from Malfoy.

	"He took my whole fucking world!" Nott bit, his voice growing hoarser witheachsyllable."Hemademewatchashekilledtheloveofmylife-my whole fucking reason for living! Of course I was going to betray him! Of course I was going to want Potter to kill him once and for all! I want that

	evilfuckerdeadjustso Icanstandoverhis graveandspitonitmyself!"

	Oh,God.Itall madesense.

	Daphne.Daphnewasthemissingpiece.

	The anger. The lashing out. Sitting at her grave for hours on end, even thoughshewasn'tthere.Sleepingoutside,justsohecouldbeclosetothe memory of her.

	 

	
Withhiseyeswideandfaceflushedredwithanger,itwasthemostalive Hermione had ever seen Nott. But it wasn't life. Not really. It was

	heartbreak.

	"But you've killed for us," Zabini said. "You've killed thousands of Order members.You'vepracticallymademurderasport.Howcouldyoukillthem if you were on their side?"

	"I'mnotontheirside,"Nottanswered."I'mnotonanyone'sside.Idon't give a fuck who wins the war - I just want Voldemort dead.”

	Malfoydidn’tseemtohaveanyangerleft.Didn’tseemtohaveanything left.HeflexedhisfingersandrolledhisjawasNotttoldhimeverything, revealed every detail of his secret agenda. But he didn’t look happy. Or

	relievedatfinallyhavingachievedthegoalhe’dbeenworkingtowardsall this time.

	Instead,helooked...Hermionecouldn'tputanametoit.Betrayed?Lost?Hurt?

	"AndifIcouldn'tkillVoldemortmyself…"Nottexhaledslowlythentooka deep breath, freeing the weight that’d likely been weighing on his chest all these years. “Then I was going to do everything in my power to make sure that Potter could."

	"Butwhyyou?"Zabiniasked."Whydidyouhavetobetheonewho betrayed him?"

	"Becauseit'smyfaultthatshe'sdead."

	"No,it'snot.”ZabinitookasteptowardsNott,finallyconfidentMalfoy

	didn'tneedpullingback."TheDarkLordorderedherexecutionbecauseshe refused to attack achildren's hospital in Bristol - that has nothing to do withyou-"

	"Shedidn'trefusetodestroythehospital,"Nottinterrupted,andalthough

	hisvoicestartedoffasasnarl,itbrokeinthemiddle,thencutoffintoasob. "I did."

	 

	
Malfoyclosedhiseyesandtiltedhisheadtowardstheceiling,lostforwords.

	"Whatdoyoumean?"Zabiniasked,astonished."CrouchJrsaid-"

	"IknowwhatCrouchsaid,butitwasalie.Daphnecoveredforme.We were on the mission together, and Voldemort had put Tobias Jones incharge."

	"Irememberthatmission,"Malfoybreathed,hiseyesstillsqueezedclosed. "Jones wanted to move up the ranks, so Daph agreed to step down for the day and let him run the mission under her guidance as practice."

	Nottnodded."Shedidn'tlikeit,butshehaditinherheadthatJoneshad suspicionsaboutme,soshethoughtitmightbutterhimupalittle.Keep your friends close and your enemies closer and all that."

	"Whatsuspicions?"Hermioneasked.

	All three Death Eaters turned to look at her, but it was Nott who answered herquestionwithoutpause."TheysuspectedthatIhadn'tkilledanyoneyet, that I didn't have it in me.And they were right.”

	"Youhadn'tkilledanyonebeforeDaphnedied?"Hermionegasped,running through the dates in her head. "But that was almost ... three years after the Battle of Hogwarts?"

	"No,Ihadn'tkilledasinglepersonatthatpoint,"Nottansweredquietly."I'd triedtokill,Daphspenthoursandhourstryingtoteachmehow,butIcould never manage it. Just used to freeze up and cower like the frightened little boy I was.” His eyes drifted towards the floor. "But Daph always covered for me. She pretended some of her kills were mine and lied to the DarkLord about it. He never suspected a thing, but Jones and Crouch Jr did.”

	"Sowhathappenedonthemission?"Malfoy'svoicewassharp,buthestill wasn't looking at Nott. Still hadn't opened his eyes.

	 

	
"Tobeginwith,itallwentfine.Weweretoldofafewpotentialareasthat

	theOrderwasplanningtouseasbasestostoremedicalsupplies.Daphblew them all up without any difficulty, and I managed to capture a few dozen

	Ordermemberstointerrogate."

	Nott looked at Hermioneas hefilled in thegaps, giving her every pieceof information she was missing as though they were old friends having a catch-up.Theredflushonhisfacehadstartedtotraveldownhisneck,but she wasn’t sure whether it was from anger or sadness.

	"WewereallfinishedandreadytoApparatebackhere,butJonesgot

	anothermessagefromtheDarkLordtoblowupthehospitalnearby,justto add another nail in the Orders coffin."

	AlthoughMalfoyhadaskedthequestion,NottlookedatHermionewhilehe spoke. Like he couldn't look at his best friends. Like she was the only one

	hecouldconfessthisegregioussinto.

	"Now, the thing you need to know is that a couple of months before this, I sortof...brokedownmid-mission,"herushedthroughthewords,stillonly speakingtoHermione."Itwasthesamesortofmissioninthesensewehad toblowuppotentialbasestheOrdercouldusetostoremedicinein.Meand Daph were together - and I saw these bodies on the floor." He took a deep

	breathandswallowed."Twobodies-amotherandherchild.They'dburned to death in the blast we created and I just ... lost it. I felt so guilty I could

	hardlystandup.Justkeptsaying,'thisisourfault.Wedidthis'overand

	overagainlikeafuckingbrokenrecord.Daphtriedtocalmmedown,butI

	... I couldn't shake it, and Jones saw me. Daph covered for me, like she always did. Said I'd been hit with a charm and was disorientated or shell shockedorsomeotherbollockslikethat,butthatnightshewasconvinced Jones knew."

	Zabiniwasjuststaring,eyesaswideassaucersandmouthhangingopen slightly. Malfoy had turned his back to them, hiding his face.

	"SoafterthemissioninBristol,Jonesorderedmetoblowupthehospital- and I couldn't do it. I couldn't -"Nott’s voice and shoulders started to

	tremble."Icouldn't- Ifrozeup. SoJones- hetriedto calltheDarkLord.

	 

	
Hesaid-hesaidhewasgoingtoratmeout-tellhimthatIshouldbe executed for being such a coward.”

	"Whichhewouldhavedonewithoutquestion,"Zabinisaidshakily,his expressionnowherenearasstrongandrestrainedasitusuallywas."He would have cut your head off, put it on a spike and left your body on

	displayasawarning.Weallknowhewouldhavedone.We'veseenitdone a hundred times over the years."

	Hermioneknewthatwastrue.She'dseenitherselfintheearlystagesofthe war.She'dvomitedthefirsttimeshe'dseenaDeathEatersheadimpaledon a spike, maggots eating their eyes while their rotting corpse laid beside

	them.

	Thecrimeofatraitorlaidoutlikeapieceofart,andthepunishmentthat would follow.

	It used to be such a common thing at the beginning, when Voldemort was weedingoutthosewhohadsidedwithhimthroughcowardiceoverloyalty. But after a while, the Death Eaters accepted their choice, accepted that it was too late to change their fate, and the bodies lessened.

	"Yeah,hewouldhavedone,"Nottagreed,"andDaphneknewittoo.Soshe killed Jones before he could say anything."

	"DaphkilledJones?"Zabiniprodded."Infrontofwitnesses?!"

	"Yes. Samuel Dillion was there, but she didn't care. She killed him to protectme.Sohewouldn'tsayanything."Nottcouldhardlyspeak.He

	startedchokingonhiswords,almostincoherentthroughamixtureofanger andheartbreak."AftershekilledJones,CrouchJrApparatedontothefield, and - and Dillion just took off. He - he sprinted towards Crouch - and tried to tell him everything, but Daph killed him too, she - sheAvada'd him

	straightinthebackbeforehecouldsaytoomuch.Butitwast-toolate.He'd already said - he'd already-"

	ItwasMalfoywhoaskedthequestiononeveryone'slips."Andwhat exactly did Dillion say?"

	 

	
"Hesaid'Nottisn'twithusanymore.NottkilledJones.’”

	"ButhowcouldDaphnetakethefallforyouifSamuelalreadysaidthatyou killed Jones?" Hermione asked, confused.

	"Because he didn't saywhichNott he was talking about.” Nott choked and dropped his head. "Daphne was my wife. When we got married, she took mylastname,andit’smynamethatgotherkilled.Sheturnedandattacked me when CrouchApparated onto the field, made - made it look like she'd

	betrayedtheDarkLordandthatIwastryingtostopher.ThatIwasloyalto him and she wasn't." He started to sob, heaving low in his chest. "She took the fall for me. Sacrificed herself to protect me. I should have been

	executed,nother.”

	"Wealllostherthatday,"Malfoysaidhoarsely,finallyturningtowardthem again. "We know how you -"

	Nott'sheadjerkeduptoglareatMalfoy."Don'tyoufuckingdaresayyou know how I feel!You don't!You've never been in love with someone, Malfoy!" he roared in anger, even though his face was damp with tears,

	eventhoughtheywerestillrunningdownhischeeks."Youdon'tknowwhat it feels like to love someone so much that you can't fucking breathe withoutthem!"

	Suddenly,thedoubledoorsswungopenagainandAstoriaburstintotheroom.

	"What the bloody hell is going on in here?!" she shouted as she stormed towardsthem,herpinksilknightrobesswayingandalmosthidingRomy completely from view as he trailed behind her. It was easy to forget how

	smallAstoriawaswhenshewasn'tinherhighheels-andhowquicklyshe could move in a pair of slippers.

	ZabinisteppedinfrontofAstoriajustbeforeshereachedNott.

	"Whatonearthdoyouthinkyou'redoing?"shesnappedandglaredupat him. "Let him go!" She tried to step around him, but Zabini matched her step, continuing to block her path.

	 

	
"Getoutofhere!"Zabinishouted,panicked."Iamnotmessingaround, Astoria! Leave!"

	HermionehadonlyeverheardZabiniraisehisvoiceahandfuloftimes,and she’dnever-ever-heardhimspeaktoAstorialikethat.Ifthechangeinhis tone botheredAstoria, she didn't show it. She was too busy trying to find a way around him. She even pushed him a few times to force him out of herway.

	"Letmeseehim!"

	"Tori,youneedtogo,”Malfoy'svoicecutthroughthecouple'sbickering. "The less you know about what's going on here, the better."

	"Thisisridiculous!"Astoriashouted,tryingandfailingtoduckunderher husbands arm. "He is our friend He doesn't need to be chained up like adog-"

	"I don't want you involved in this!" "I'm already involved you idiots!""Tori,"Nottwarned."Don'tdothis."

	"Ohforgoodnesssake!”Astoriagrowled,droppingherarms.“Heisn’tthe only spy!”Sheclosed her eyes and tilted her head towards theceiling, in a stance that reminded Hermione an awful lot of Malfoy.

	"Whatareyoutalkingabout?"Zabinihissed."He'sthetraitor.Icaughthim giving information to an Order member."

	"Tori,"Nottsaidagain."Don'tyoudare-"

	"Theoisn'tdoingthisalone!"Astoriahuffedandopenedhereyes."I've been helping him from the beginning. I'm Medusa, too.”

	MalfoyandZabinifroze.Theirexpressionsfelltogether,andtheroomfell dangerously silent.

	 

	
"What?"Astoriasnapped."YouthinkI'mtoodelicateandfragiletobeable togetinformation?YouthinkI'mtooweakandtooself-absorbedtobeable to pay attention to Voldemort's secrets?"

	"No.No.No,”Malfoywhispered,shakinghisheadslightlyashelookedat Astoria. "She's lying! She's trying to protect him. She isn't Medusa. She can't be."

	"I'mnotlying."Takingadvantageoftheirshock,AstoriashovedpastZabini and began tugging at Nott’s restraints. "I gather all the information, I get all thesecretsthatVoldemortdoesn'twantgettingout,andTheomeetsLilithto leak it."

	"You're...bothinonthis?"Zabini'svoicewasthickwithdisbelief.“You’re both Medusa?”

	AfterinstructingRomytobanishthechainsshecouldn'tbreakonherown, Astoria nodded.

	Nottshookhisheadashestood."Fuckit,ifshe'sdecidedthatshe'sgoingto tell you everything, you might as well have the truth.Astoria is Medusa.

	She's the brains behind this whole thing, I'm just a humble servant.Apost- manthatdelivershermessages.It'sallher,”heannouncedproudly,looking at his partner in crime in admiration. "It's always been her."

	"We'reinthistogether,"Astoriasaid."Iwouldneverhavebeenabletoget theinformationtotheOrderwithoutyou.You'rejustasmuchMedusaasIam.”

	"Howlonghasthis beengoingon?"Malfoyinterrupted.

	"SincethedayafterDaphne'sexecution,"Astoriaansweredquickly.Honest. "The two of you had duties, so Theo and I decided to drown our sorrows.

	WespentthewholenighttalkingaboutDaphne,aboutwhathe'dtakenfrom us and how he should be the one who was dead, and that was it. That was how Medusa was born. Out of whiskey and hatred and the need for

	revenge.”

	 

	
"This doesn't make any sense!" Malfoy dragged a hand through his hair. "Whereareyougettingtheinformationfrom?Youdon'tknowanyofthe Dark Lord's secrets, Tori.You don't know battle plans and locations of Horcruxes. Only the inner circle knows that sort of thing, so who else is giving you this information to leak?"

	"All ofyou."

	Malfoydroppedhishandsandstaredather."Thefuckisthatsupposedtomean?"

	"IgetitfromalltheDeathEaters-there'snotonesourcethat'sgivingusall this information,"Astoria said. "It's all of you. Even you and Blaise have

	given away a secret or two over the years. I've found the odd plan left out onadeskoroverheardaconversationbetweenthetwoofyouthatIwasn't supposed to.”

	"IcameupwiththenameMedusa,"Nottsmiled."Thoughtitwasveryfitting-"

	"Sorrymate,"Malfoybit."ButIthinktheleastofmyconcernsrightnowis how you two came up with the bloody name of your treachery!"

	Nottrolledhiseyesbutwasn'tdeterred."Butthenameiseverything!Think about it, what is Medusa? What does she look like?"

	"Oh,wouldthepairofyoustoptalkinginriddlesandfuckinganswer-"

	"Wait,Malfoy,"Hermionesaidsoftly."IthinkIunderstandwhathe'ssaying."

	Malfoyturnedtostareather,hisbrowspulledtogetherinconfusion."What?"

	"Astoriasaidthatallofyouaretheleaks,she'sgettingherinformationfrom all of you," Hermione started, slowly putting the pieces together herself as she spoke. "Medusa has a head full of snakes, and all the Death Eaters have snake tattoos."

	 

	
Malfoy'slipcurled."So?"

	"So,that'sjustit.AstoriaisMedusa.She'sthebeautifulmaiden,thebrains behind the whole thing, and all the Death Eaters are her snakes, the ones she gets her information from.”

	"Thatwouldexplainwhyyou'veneverbeenabletopinpointpreciselywho the leak was,” Zabini said. “And why you couldn’t trace the secrets that were being leaked back to one specific person. Because it was never one

	persontobegin with.Itwas allofus.”

	Malfoy'seyeswidened.“Howdidyougettheotherstotalkandnotrealise what they were doing?"

	"WhydoyouthinkIalwaysinsistongoingtotheGala’sVoldemortputs on?"Astoria raised her brows. "Do you think I enjoy making idle

	conversation with the people who cheered when my sister was executed? That I like being in the same room as the ones who held her down and swung an axe into her back? No, I go to get information. People trust me, they tell me things they shouldn't. It's like they can't help it, and Salazar knowsthatyourslimyDeathEaterfriendsliketolookatmewhenthey'redrunk."

	ZabiniandMalfoystaredatAstoriainsilenthorror.Liketheycouldn't believe what they were hearing. Like they didn’t want to believe it.

	"Igotothoseparties,Igetmyselfallprettiedup,Iwearalowcutdressand sip on champagne and the Death Eaters flock to me like flies on shit! They think I'm pretty but stupid, so they don't watch their drinks because they don'tthinktheyhaveto.Theydon'tseemeasathreat.Theydon'tthinkthat poor littleAstoria Zabini could ever be clever enough to slip a little

	Veritaserumintheirwhiskey,"shelaughedquietly,probablyrelievedto

	finallygetthisoffherchest."Theytellmeeverything.Secretsjustpourout of them and then all it takes is a quick Obliviate and they can't remember a thing they've told me.Assume they had too much to drink at the party and have nothing more than a hangover."

	 

	
"Where the fuck did you manage to getVeritaserum from?" Malfoy asked suddenly. "The Dark Lord used the last of his supplies years ago, which is why we have to interrogate our hostages the old-fashioned way! The key ingredientinthatpotionisKnobberknottfeathers,andnoonehasseenone in a decade so no one can brew the potion anymore!"

	"Thelessyouknowaboutallofthis,"Astoriasmirked,usingMalfoy'sown words against him, "the better.”

	Malfoyflewintoarageagain,andasheseethedandscreamedatAstoria,at Nott, Hermione worked through everything she'd just heard.

	She'dalwaysthoughtthecodenamewasanattemptatirony,thespy'sway ofsayingthey'dsoldtheirsoultoVoldemortandturnedthemselvesintoa monster for him, just like the old legends say.

	Hermionecouldn'tbelievehowwrongshe'dbeen.Inheranger,inher fucking hatred for the Death Eaters, she'd assumed them all evil andsoulless.

	She'dneverconsideredMedusa'sotheroriginstories.Theonesthatwerefar darker and twisted than the one she'd clung to...

	In the other legends, Medusa was beautiful and innocent, and Poseidon wantedher.Inthoseotherstories,Medusarejectedhim,soPoseidontook herbyforce,andwhensheaskedforhelpfromthoseshetrusted,shewas turned into a monster.

	NottandAstoriawerebothMedusa.Hermionecouldseeitnow.

	Theydidn'twantthislife,theydidn'twantanyofit.Theywereforcedonto a path they never wanted and robbed of everything they'd once held dear.

	They'dbothlosteverything,andNotthadturnedintoakiller-intoa monster - to protect the both of them.

	"Voldemorthadherkilledrightinfrontofme,Malfoy.Mysister."The usual sharpness inAstoria’s voice pulled Hermione from her train of

	thought."Heneedstopayforwhathe'sdone.ToDaphne.ToTheo.Tome

	 

	
andyouandthiswholefamily.Idon'thavealotoftimeleftinthisworld, andTheoandImadeapromisetooneanotherthatbeforeIdie,wewould make that sick bastard pay for what he's done to us.”

	Althoughthewordswereobviouslymeanttosoothe,theydidtheopposite.

	AllofMalfoy'searlierangerreturnedtenfold.Hewhirledaroundand

	kickedthechairNotthadbeenboundto,sendingitcareeningintothewall.

	"Draco,pleasecalmdown."AstoriareachedforMalfoy,buthejerkedaway from her.

	"Doyouhaveanyideawhatyou'vedone,thepairofyou?!You've

	practicallysignedallourfuckingdeathcertificateswithyourlittleactofrebellion!"

	"Thisisn'tjustaboutrebelling!"Astoriashoutedback."TheOrdercanwin this war! Potter can kill him! If you would just give us a little longer -"

	"Youwantmetoletthiscarryon?!"

	Astoriashookherhead."No,Idon'twantyoutoturnablindeyeandletus continue leaking all these secrets. I want you to help us.”

	"Whatdoyouthinkthisis?!Afamilybondingexperience?You'reoffyour fucking rocker if you think I'm going to help!"

	"Just think about it, Draco.You're his right hand!You know everything abouthisplans!"Astoriapleaded,grabbingMalfoy’shands."We'veonly

	beenabletofeedtheOrderlittlepiecesofinformationatatimebecausewe wereworried you would figureout it was us! But if you help us, wewill be able to help Potter so much more! We could tell him where all the

	Horcruxesareandthebestwaystodefeathisarmy!Theycouldhavethe war won in a year!"

	Malfoyshookhishead.HiseyesflickeredtoZabini."AndIsupposeyour decisions already been made, hasn't it?"

	 

	
Zabini was quiet for a moment. He looked atAstoria, and then Malfoy, but eventually,wrappedhisarmsaroundhiswifeandkissedher."Astoriaismy wife," he said, pulling back slightly to look at her. "There's no decision to

	bemade.IfsheiswiththeOrdernow,thensoamI.”

	"Don'tpretendlikeyouhaven'tthoughtaboutitbefore,Malfoy,”Nottsaid suddenly. "Or have you conveniently forgotten that conversation?"

	Malfoynarrowedhiseyes,buthislipsremainedtightlyclosed,refusingto play Notts game.

	"Don'tgoallshynow,”Nottreplied,grinning.“Youremember,itwasjust

	beforewehadtowatchDaph'sexecution."HesteppedtowardsMalfoyuntil theywereeyetoeye,almostchesttochest."Iwasafuckingmess,andshe'd asked you to come and look after me.You went through the same thing

	whenVoldemortkilledyourparents.Youwereforcedtowatchhimtorture andkillthemaspunishmentforyourmums'betrayal.Iaskedyouhowyou got through it, and do you remember what you said?"

	Malfoy'sexpressionwascompletelyunreadable.Otherthanaslighttwitch at the corner of his lip, his features were completely stoic.

	"You looked me dead in the eyes, and you said the only thing that helped, theonlythingthatmadewatchingtheworstmomentofyourlifebearable, was thinking of all the ways you would have killed Voldemort if you had the chance.You said you’d use a muggle gun, do you remember?”

	"Shutthefuckup!"MalfoygrabbedNott'scollaranddraggedtheirfacestogether.

	Astoria,ZabiniandHermionemovedtohisdefence,butNotthelduphis hand to stop them, telling them to trust him, that he could do this on hisown.

	"You said that a gun is a symbol of everything he hates. It's a reminder of howfarmuggleshavecome,howthey'veadvancedsomuchthattheycould even kill him.You said that of all the ways he could die, that a muggle gun

	 

	
wouldscarehimthemost,andthatifthingsweredifferent,youwouldhave loved nothing more than to stand over him-"

	"That'senough!"

	"-pointthebarrelbetween hiseyes,andpullthetrigger."

	Malfoyexhaledinarush.HereleasedNottandsteppedaway."That'sit?

	That's your fucking defence?You're trying to get the Dark Lord killed becauseIsaid-once,whenIwasadifferentperson-thatIwouldhave done it myself if I could have?"

	"Areyoureallyadifferentperson?"Nottasked."Orhaveyoujustburied him so far under your Demon Mask you struggle to see him anymore?"

	Malfoy'shandsslidintohishairandclosedhiseyesagain.Hestarted

	scratching his temples like he had a migraine. "I can't believe you've done this,"hesaidunderhisbreath."Ican'tbelievethatallthistime...I'vebeen doing everything I could think of to keep this family safe. I've killed

	people!Hundredsofpeople!”Hiseyessnappedopenandhistonechanged.

	Grew into a growl, rage-fuelled and angry. "I've tortured myself with the thingsI'vedoneforyears!I'vesoldmysoulandneveraskedforathingin return, and you've been doing this all along?!"

	Hisvoicemayhavebeenafurious,vicioussnarl,butthepaininhiseyes... the betrayal... that was palpable.

	Malfoywasangry,yes,buthewasscared.He'dhadtherugpulledfrom

	beneathhisfeet.Everythinghethoughtheknewandwasconcreteinhislife had been obliterated in an instant. The uncertainty of it all must have been terrifying, and he was protecting himself the only way he knew how.

	Hewashurtinginside,butnoamountoflashingoutcouldmaskthat.And he knew that.

	"Draco,”Astoriasaidgently."I'msosorrywedidn'ttellyou.Wenever meant to hurt you-"

	 

	
"Hurtme?!"Malfoyroared,hiseyesbluing,losingtheirgreyshieldashe came apart at the seams. "It's a little fucking late for that now, isn't it?!"

	Suddenly,asoftchimingsoundstartedemittingfromZabini'srobes.

	EveryoneturnedtowatchhimtakeasilverpocketwatchoutofhisDeath Eater uniform. "It's midnight." He waved his hand over the device and it stopped singing. "It's the 5th of June."

	Astoriaopenedhermouth,butMalfoycutheroffbeforeshecouldspeak. "Oh, fantastic!What a fabulous gift it is, to find out I've been living with

	vulturesandsnakesallthistime!"heshouted,turningonhisheelstostorm out the room. "Happy fucking birthday to me!"

	Malfoy slammed the doors behind him just as aggressively as he'd opened them,andwhenthepaintingsonthewallstoppedshuddering,Theocleared his throat, turned to Hermione, and asked, "Well, I think he took that

	alright,don'tyou?"

	 

	
Itallfeltworthit,before

	 

	5thJune

	 

	 

	HermioneletMalfoycooldownforaboutanhourbeforeshewent searching for him.

	Despite the vast size of his estate, she could easily narrow down his hiding place.Thewallsofthemanorweredarkandcold,meaningtherewereonly a handful of places that would give him comfort.

	Shecheckedhisbedroomfirst.Herreasoningwassimple,logical.His

	entireworldhadbeenflippedonitsaxis,sohe'dwantfamiliarity.Itmade sensethat he'd seek solacein his own room, with his own belongings and comforts, where everything felt grounded and known andsafe.She was almost sure he would be there, but she found it empty, his bed still made and undisturbed, so she moved on.

	Hermionetriedthesmalldrawing-roomon thesamewingnext.After

	discoveringthathalfofhisfamilyhadbetrayedhim-andanother'sloyalty to his wife had coerced his betrayal as well - Malfoy would feel angry and hurt,andwouldwanttonumbthatpain-possiblywithhisfather'swhisky. Theroomwasvacant,butherassumptionwasn'ttoofaroff.Thefalsewall that hid his father's hoard was open.

	He'dbeeninhere,soonlytwopotentialhidingplacesremained.

	TheportraitsonthewallstuttedandhissedasHermionewalkedpastthem on her way to the kitchen, muttering under their breath that Malfoy's foul mood was probably her fault. That she'd caused him to storm through the halls like a raging bull not an hour earlier.

	Sheignoredmostofthem,likesheusuallydid,butwhenoneportrait-an elderly Malfoy at least five generations deceased and looked an awful lot

	 

	
likeLucius-madeaparticularlyvileremark,Hermionethreatenedto defacehimwithherownpaints,andhismouthquicklysnappedshut.

	Coldairwhirledaroundherasshepushedthekitchendoorsopenand

	steppedintothegardens.Themoonwasfullandbrightandhighinthesky, casting silver lights on the lawn and flowers in bloom around the estate.

	Hermione checked the bench under the cherry blossom tree, unsurprised to finditvacant.ShewasalmostpositiveMalfoywasinthegraveyard-inthe very last fucking place she wanted to be - but she still had to tick it off her list before she carried on.

	She shivered as soon as she saw the cemetery gates, that horrible feeling likesomeonewaswalkingonherfuturegravecreepingupherspine.She'd been prepared to just grit her teeth and get on with it, but paused suddenlymid-step.

	Becausecurledintoaballandsleepingsoundlyassheguardedthecastiron gates, was Malfoy’s dragon.

	TerrorsweptthroughHermioneassoonasshesawNarcissa,shecouldn't help it. It was biology. Her body's natural reaction was fear, and her instinctswerescreamingathertorun,tohide,togetasfarawayfromthe colossal beast and hermouthas soon as humanly possible.

	Evenwithhertailcurledaroundherbodyandwingstuckedintightly,she blockedtheentireentrancetothegraveyard.TherewasnowayHermione would be able to get into the cemetery close to the beast, almost skin to scale. That thought alone almost made Hermione turned around and run.

	BecauseNarcissawashugeandlethalandbreathedfuckingfire.

	Hermione had seen her obliterate people with a single breath. She'd heard storiesofthebeastthatrippedmetaltanksapartliketheywerenothingand knocking helicopters out of the sky for sport.

	Andoneday-ifthevisionVoldemorthadshownherwascorrect-shewas going to kill Hermione.

	 

	
Narcissa opened her eyes as Hermione approached. She shook her head, waking herself up, and two thick streams of smoke whistled out of her nostrils as she raised her head off the ground. She remained on the ground, andalthoughshedidn’trelaxmuch,holdingherheadproudlyintheairand her body defensive, she watched Hermione carefully.

	"Shelikesyou,”Malfoyhadtoldherearlierthatevening."Mydragondoesn't like anyone, but she likes you."

	 

	Tryingtoswallowherfear,Hermionetookadeepbreath,andohsofucking slowly inched towards the entrance.

	Shetookonestep.Andthenanother.Tinylittlemovementsthathadher creeping towards her destination little by little.

	Hermione couldn't help but flinch when Narcissa started to growl. She squeezedhereyesclosedandpressedherbackagainsttheirongatesas tightly as she could.

	ShewaitedforNarcissatoattack.Waitedtofeelteethonherskinandclaws digging into her legs. But they never came.And it took Hermione far too long to realise that the noise Narcissa had made wasn't a deep predatory growl, and was actually more of a low clicking sound. Not quite a purr, but not quite a birds chirp either.

	Hermioneslowlyopenedhereyesandreleasedthebreathshe'dbeen

	holding.Narcissawasstillwatchingher,herredeyesglowinglikefiery torches in the night.

	Thedragontiltedherheadcuriouslytotheside.Themovementdidn’tmake her any less threatening, but more … intelligent. Like this might be a game. Away to play with her food for a little while before she indulged.

	Hermione’s survival instincts were screaming at her. Every muscle in her bodywantedhertofleeandstrangely,thethingthatheldherinplacewas Malfoy’s voice, looping around in her head. Encouraging her.

	 

	
"Soasfarasshe'sconcerned,you'reunderherprotection.Andthatprobably makes you the safest witch in the country."

	"He's...he'sinthere...?"Hermioneaskedinashakywhisper,juttingher chin towards the graveyards entrance. She cleared her throat and tried

	again."Isheinthere?"

	Sheknewthedragon couldn'trespond,butHermioneswore-fuckingswore

	-thatthewayshechuffedandsharplyjerkedherheaddownwardslikea horse sounded an awful lot like a'yes'.

	Hermione inched a little closer, keeping her back pressed against the iron gatesandignoringtheterrorthatkeptpricklingacrossherskin.Shecould do this. She could -

	Shefrozewhenathickwaveofhotairblastedacrossherface.

	Hermionetriedtokeepherexpressionpassiveandherbreathingeven,but her heart was beating wildly in her chest.

	Justonemorestep.Justonemorestepandshecouldveerpastthedragon and get inside the graveyard...

	Shecouldn'tmakeherfeetmove.

	Becauseasthetemperatureincreasedasshegotclosertothedragon,sodid the reminders of the vision.

	Becauseasshewaspressedagainsttheirongate,remindersofbeingbound to a wooden post with her hands tied behind her back came flooding back.

	Becauseasheatradiatedaroundthedragon'sbody,thatfiresparkedbackto life. Reminding her what it had felt like to die, to be tied to a stake while

	sheburnedalive.

	Whatherdeathwasprobablygoingtofeellike…

	Hermionegritherteethtogetherandtriedtobareherwaythroughit.She tried, but she couldn't move.

	 

	
She exhaled in a rush, defeated, but just as she resolved herself to turn and leave, the dragon backed away. Hermione watched, a little dumbstruck, as NarcissashuffledbackwardstogiveHermioneclearaccessthroughtheiron gates without having to be too close to the beast.

	Did...didthedragonknowthatHermionewasscaredofher?Didsheknow thatHermionecouldn'tbeartobeclosetoher,andshe'dgivenherbreathing room on purpose? Did she want Hermione to go and comfort Malfoy?

	Theanswerwasobvious.

	"Thankyou,”Hermionewhispered,completelyastonishedatwhatshe'd just seen.

	Narcissahuffedloudly.Whenshesettledherselfdownandclosedhereyes, Hermione walked through the gates.

	ShefoundMalfoystandingoverDaphne'sgrave,onehandrestingonher headstone while his face was dropped into the other. He held an almost

	expiredcigaretteinhishand,theburningtippokingoutbetweenthefingers that covered his face while a thin stream of smoke hovered above him. It was awful to see him like that. Hunched over a grave that was empty

	becausetheydidn'thaveDaphne'sbodytobury.Watchingoveraheadstone that was bare because her family weren't allowed to carve her name into it.

	Theyhadn'tbeenallowedtogiveDaphneanythinginherdeath.Nota

	funeralorburialofanykind.Thisgravewastheonlyconnectionanyof themhadlefttoher.Asecretplacethey'dcollectivelydecidedwashers,

	wheretheycouldmournherandtrytobeclosetoher-andhernamewasn't even on the fucking headstone.

	Malfoy didn't hear Hermione approach, didn't so much as exhale when she stoodathisside.Hiseyeswereclosedandhelookeddeepinconcentration, almost like he was meditating.

	Tentatively,Hermionereachedoutandtouchedthesideofhisface.Assoon as the tips of her fingers brushed against his cold skin, she was pulled into his mind.

	 

	
ShematerialisedbesideMalfoyinthecentreofNottingham.Theystoodinfront of the Council house, surrounded by a pack of Death Eaters with flaming torches.

	Hermioneknewthismemory,she'dalreadyseenittwicebefore.Hewaswatching Daphne's execution.

	"Whyareyouhere?"sheasked,hereyesonhisfaceratherthanthescenein front of her. "Why would you want to watch this, willingly?"

	Malfoydidn't lookat her as hespoke. Hestared straight ahead, theflamesaround them illuminating the blue of his eyes and the sharp angles of his jawandcheekbones."Iwatchthismemoryeverydaytoremindmyselfwhy

	I'mdoingallofthis,"hesaid,soquietlyshewasn'tentirelysureifhemeantto say it aloud. "Every. Fucking. Day.”

	ThecrowdaroundthemabruptlyfellsilentwhenVoldemortstarted

	speaking,hisvoicesharpastheaxethathewouldsoonbutcherDaphnewith.

	This was only the third time Hermione had been forced to watch thismemory,shedidn'tknowDaphneatall,anditstillmadeherstomachtwist hearing Voldemort's cold voice. Still made her want to wretch when she

	thoughtaboutwhat wasgoing tohappen ina fewshortminutes.

	"I watch it to remind myself that everything I do, no matter how brutal orawful or horrific it might be, that it's all worth it. It doesn't matter if it breaksmetodoit,orifittearsmeapartinside,becauseit'sallworthit.” Hermione watched his throat bob as he swallowed. "I watch it to remind myselfthatIneedtodothosethings.ThatIneedtodoeverythingIcanto make sure that something like this will never happen to someone I care

	aboutagain."

	HeflinchedslightlywhentheaxewasbroughtdownonDaphne'sbackforthe first time - but he didn't look away.

	"It'sallfeltworthitbefore.IalwaysfeltlikeIwasdoingtherightthing,and as long as I served the Dark Lord, my family would be safe,” he

	 

	
whispered, his hands balled into tight fists at his sides. "But then Astoriafell down the stairs. She almost died and the Dark Lord didn't care. Didn't evenblink.Shewasbleedinganddyingonmyfloorandhejust-"Hisvoice broke and he took a deep breath to calm himself, to put himself back

	together."Andnow...Idon'tknowwhattothinkanymore.Idon'tknowwhat's real anymore.”

	For the second time that evening, Hermione didn't know what to do. Nowordsfeltbigenoughtoeasethesufferingshesawinhim.Evenifshe'dhad access to her magic, she couldn't think of a single spell or enchantment that could erase the pain in his eyes.

	Soallshecoulddowaswatchhimtorturehimselfwithwhathesoobviouslythought was his failure. Again.

	"I've known Daphne since we were three years old," he said after a fewminutes,stillrefusingtolookawayfromthemutilationhappeningrightin front of him. "We may not be blood, but she and Astoria are my sisters in every sense of the word. We grew up together, spent every birthday and Christmas and summer holiday together. We knew everything about each other,butIcouldneverunderstandwhyshesuddenlyturnedonVoldemort that day and refused to follow his orders.”

	"Maybeshedidn'twanttokillforapersonshedidn'tbelieveinanymore,”Hermione offered.

	"No, Daph was a survivalist. Her mother died when she was eight, and herfather was fucking useless. Used to drown himself in drink to cope with his grief. It was up to her to make sure that she and Astoria didn't drown with him,andthat'swhatshekeptdoinguntilthedayshedied.ServingtheDark Lord was just a means to an end for her. She thought it was the best way to keep Astoria safe, so that's what she did, by any means necessary.”

	"Ididn'tknowthat.Astorianevermentionedit.”

	Malfoyjustshookhishead."Shewouldn'thave.Griefisabitofataboosubject in Pureblood society. It's seen as a weakness by the older

	generations,asideeffectofimproperbreeding.TheGreengrass'swould

	 

	
havebeenseenassocialpariah'sifanyonefoundouthowherfatherhadgone to pieces, so Daph covered it up, andAstoria never talks about it.”

	"I'msorrytosaythatIneverspentanytimewithherwhenwewereatHogwarts. I feel like I would have liked her."

	"Youprobablywouldhave.ShewasalotlikeAstoria.Samekindsmileanddimples,althoughshedidshareTheo'ssadisticsenseofhumour.Theyused to play the most vile pranks on everyone in Slytherin house. I'm sure that the pair of them fell in love while plotting ways to wind Snape up.”

	Hermione could see the coldness around him thawing slightly as he spokeaboutDaphne,andshecouldn'thelpbutsmilealittle."Shesoundslikeshe wasawonderfulperson.I'dliketohearmoreabouther-ifthat'salright?"

	Malfoy was quiet for a moment before he continued, "Daph was very kindandaffectionatetothefourofus,butverycoldanddistanttoeveryoneelse. She was very resourceful and calculated. She was vain and spoiled - like Astoria - and she could be very charming and manipulative when she

	wantedsomething-"

	"AlsolikeAstoria,"Hermionesmiled,hopingasmallattemptathumour might ease that pain she saw in his eyes. It did, a little.

	"Yes,weusedtojokethatvanityandmanipulationcamewiththe

	Greengrass family dimples,” Malfoy chuckled quietly, and the ghost of asmile played at the very edges of his mouth - just for a moment - before it vanishedagain."Daphwasalotofthings-notallofthemgood-butI've never known a more selfless person than she was. She would have done

	anythingfortheDarkLordifitmeanttherestofuswereprotected."

	ThetendernessinMalfoy'svoice,thatsmilethatHermionewouldnever-ever - admit shewas actuallyquitefond of, vanished as a blood-curdling scream rang through the air.

	Malfoy started talking louder, quicker, talking to Hermione as if he weretryingtodrownoutthesoundsaroundhim."Butherbiggestweaknesswas that she was a control freak. The bloody woman didn't have an impulsive

	 

	
boneinherbody.Shewasn'texactlythesmartestwitchalive,butshewascrafty. Everything she did - every move she made was thought out and obsessed over hundreds of times before she did it.”

	His nostrils flared as something crunched in front of them. Hermione didn'tturntoseewhatitwas.Didn'twanttoseewhetheritwasDaphne'sribsthat were being cracked or if it was her spine that had been broken.

	"But she was so obsessed with her need to plan everything and knoweverythinginadvancethatshewasoftenblindedbyit.Shecouldn'tthinkon her feet, didn't know how to, and if something deviated from the plan she'd made, she'd panic and go to pieces.”

	Anothercrunch,thisonelonganddrawnoutlikesomethingwassplintering, but it was almost smothered by Daphne's scream.

	"She knew it was her Achilles heel, so she never let that happen, dideverythingshecouldtoneverletanyoneoranythinggettheupperhandon her. She used to spend hours and hours with Blaise trying to get him to

	makepredictionsonmissions,eventhoughheinsistedthathewasn'taSeer.

	She planned every mission down to the last detail, hand picked those whowould accompany her and left nothing to chance. She was always looking atthebiggerpicture.Everythingshedidhadapurpose.Everythingshedid was to win the long game."

	Anotherscream.Thecrowdcheered.

	"WhichiswhyIcouldneverunderstandwhyshedidn'tjustgritherteethand get on with the mission that day like she normally did. I didn't

	understanduntiltoday,untilTheosaid-"Hestoppedandrolledhisjaw.

	"Shelovedhimsomuch.Shewouldhavedoneanythingtoprotecthim,andI do mean anything. Including destroying a hospital full of patients."

	"But...itwasachildren'shospital?"

	"That wouldn't have mattered to Daph. She didn't possess that little moralcompassthatyouhangonto,Granger.”Hiseyesflickereddownsohecould

	 

	
watchheroutthecornerofhiseye."Youkillbecauseyouthinkitservesthegreater good – that taking one life is justified if it saves two, correct?"

	Reluctantly,Hermionenodded.

	"YouthinkthatkillingafewthousandDeathEatersisjustifiedifitsavesthelives of a million muggles, but Daph and I don't share your utilitarian view. All we cared about was our little family, and she would have killed ten thousand people if it meant the five of us would be safe. It would have

	brokenherhearttodoit,butifoneofourliveswereontheline,Daphwould have Avada'd every child in that hospital herself."

	Daphnescreamedagaininthebackground;Hermionefoughttheimpulsetocover her ears.

	"So,whensherefusedtoattackthathospital,Iassumedthatsomethingmust have gone wrong on the mission. That it didn't go the way she'd

	plannedsoshepanickedandtheotherssawthatasweakness.”Malfoy

	winced as another gargled scream sounded around them. "I assumed thatwhenshe'dlashedoutandkilledJonesandTobias,thatshewasspiralling and panicking, trying to cover her mistake. I should have known better. I should have known that she'd done it on purpose. I should have -" He

	droppedhisfaceintohishandandtookadeepbreaththatrattledinhislungs. "I can't even imagine how the guilt must have been tearing Theo apart all these years.”

	When the flaming torches around them flickered and started to fade,Hermioneassumedshe'dbepulledoutofhismindandlandbackatthe graveyard, but she didn't.

	TheflamesweresnuffedoutasDaphnetookherlastbreath,butinsteadofbeing absorbed in a flash of brilliant light, Hermione was engulfed by smoke from the torches. The smoke surrounded them until Hermione

	couldn't see anything else, and when it cleared a few seconds later, shewasn'tinthetowncentreanymore.Shewasinanundergrounddungeon.

	TherewassomethingelseMalfoywantedtoshowher.

	 

	
Theystoodinfrontoftwoprisoncells,bothwithrustingironbarsand

	almostcompletelycoveredindarkness.Inonecell,therewasayounggirlwith long black hair, high cheekbones and bright green eyes. She was

	huggingherkneestoherchestandcurledintoaballinthecorner,tryingtostayoutofsight.Herclothesweretornandherarmswerecoveredinburns and cuts.

	Andintheothercellwas-

	"Daph?" called a familiar voice, just seconds before a younger version ofMalfoyappearedatthebottomofthestonestepsthatledintothedungeons."Daph?"

	"Oh,Halle-bloody-lujah!"Daphnechuckledsoftly,hervoicequietandgentle like a doves purr. She smiled sweetly from inside the bars,

	highlightingthedeepsplit inher top lipand thebruises alongher

	cheekbone."IwasterrifiedthatthelastfaceIwasgoingtoseebeforeIwassprung off the mortal coil was going to be Bartys!"

	Hermionegaspedquietly."Isthis-"

	"ThisisthelasttimeIsawherbeforeshedied,"Malfoysaid."Ididn'tthinkIcouldbeartostandbackandwatchanotherpersonIcaredaboutdie.Iso desperately wanted to get her out, but she wouldn't let me.”

	"IsTheoalright?"Daphneasked,makingtheyoungerversionofMalfoysigh and wrap his fingers around the bars of her prison cell.

	"He'samess,"heanswered."Fuckinginconsolable.I'vetriedeverything,but I can't calm him down. I honestly don't know how he's going to get through this."

	"Hehasto.Ifhecrumbles-ifanyofyoucrumble-theDarkLordwillseeitas a sign of weakness and he'll kill you all. Theo has to be strong. He just has to be.”

	"I know, but I don't know what to do!” the younger Malfoy argued. “TheDarkLordwantstomakeanexampleofyou.He'scalledeveryonetowatch.

	 

	
He'susingyourdeathtosendamessagetotheothersthatfailuretocomplyisn't an option. It's serve him or die."

	"Ofcoursehedoes.Neveronetomisstheopportunitytosendamessage,ishe?" Daphne laughed humourlessly. "What does he have planned for me?"

	TheyoungerMalfoydidn'trespondandhiseyesflickeredtothefloor.Daphnewhistledgentlyandlaughedagain."Ohdear-isitthatbad?"

	"Hesaysthatbecauseyou'reamugglesympathiser,hewantstopunishyoulike a muggle. He wants to execute you using an old Viking method. It's

	calledtheBloodyEagle."

	Daphnewasobviouslyfamiliarwiththename.Sheknewwhatwasgoingtohappen to her, but rather than cry or scream or shake, she simply nodded, accepting her fate. She reached through the bars and squeezed Malfoy's

	shoulder,revealingthehugesnakethatdecoratedthebackofherlefthandand wrist in dark ink.

	Hermione'sbreathcaught.TheotherhalfofTheo'stattoo.Themissingpiece of him, right there on the back of Daphne's hand.

	"Theodoesn'twearaweddingring,"Hermionewhispered."AndneitherdidDaphne. Voldemort didn't take those too when he killed her, did he?"

	"They didn't wear rings,” Malfoy answered. “It's tradition in purebloodfamiliesthatwhenawitchorwizarddies,theirweddingringsareremoved before their burial and given to their heir."

	"Yes, all the families of the Sacred Twenty- Eight have had their weddingbands in their families for hundreds of years," Hermione said, feeling her chest jump slightly when Malfoy looked down at her out the corner of her eyeagain."IreadaboutitthesummerbeforeIstartedHogwarts.Itwasall very new to me, so I wanted to make sure I knew as much as possible

	beforehand,soIwouldn't-"

	 

	
"Getleftbehind?Ofcourse,youreadaboutitbeforeyou'devensetfootinHogwarts, bloody know it all." Malfoy scoffed quietly, and after he shook

	hishead,hestartedwatchingthememoryagain."Butno,DaphneandTheodidn't wear rings at all.”

	"Whynot?"

	"They didn't think they were enough. They wanted something that wouldlastlongaftertheywereburiedtogether.Theythoughttattoosweremore permanent, so they got those instead.”

	"ButwouldVoldemorthavetakenthem,ifhecouldhave?""I suppose so, yes - why do you ask?"

	"I'vebeenwonderingaboutsomething,"Hermionestarted."Theringsyouwear around your neck…"

	Malfoy looked at her again. She saw a slight twist in his brow before hereachedintothecollarofhisrobesandpulledthemetalchainout."Theserings?"

	"Yes.Arethey...?"

	"Myparentsweddingrings?"hefinishedforher."Yes.Itookthemafter

	theydied."Heletherexaminethemfromadistanceforasecondortwo,lether see how the large tear-shaped diamond on his mother's ring caught the little light in the dungeon before he tucked them safely back into his robes and straightened his collar. He turned his attention back to the memory he was showing her, so Hermione did the same.

	"It's going to be fine, Draco," Daphne breathed, reassuring her friend asthoughheweretheoneabouttobeexecutedratherthanher."You'regoing to get through this and keep the others safe. You don't need me anymore.”

	Malfoydidn'tsayanotherwordforseveralminutes.Hejuststaredstraightahead,watchinghisyoungerselfpleadwithDaphnetolethimsaveher,to

	 

	
lethimblowthebarsoffhercellandletherescape,eventhoughhealreadyknew her answer.

	Daphnewouldn'tlethim."It'stoorisky,"shejustkeptsayingoverandoveragain. "Voldemort will know it was one of you. He'll think you're

	sympathisersandhe'llkillyouall.It'sbetterthisway.Justletmego.”

	"WhatthefuckamIgoingtodowithoutyou,Daph?!"theyoungerMalfoysighed, "I can't ... I don't know how .."

	"You'llbefine.You'remorethancapableoflookingaftertheothersonyourown,” she said, smiling sweetly as tears gathered in her eyes. "You don't

	needmeanymore."

	"Theoisn'tgoingtobeabletogetthroughthis,”theyoungerMalfoy

	breathedeventually,whenhe'dfinallyacceptedthatshewasn'tgoingtolethim saveher, that he'd allowed her to die. "And even if hedoes, he's never going to be the same again afterwards."

	Daphnewasquietforaheartbeatbeforesheasked,"Canyousendhimdown? I ... I need to ... I want to see him one last time."

	TheyoungerMalfoylookedupatherandhisfingerstightenedaroundthebars of her cell. He opened his mouth then closed it again, seemingly

	withoutwords.

	"Please,I'llmakeitquick.Iwon'tsayanythingthatwillsethimofformakehim think that he can save me.” Tears welled in Daphne's eyes, and she

	squeezedhisarmagainincomfort."Ijust...Ineedtoseehimonelasttime.I ... I need to say goodbye."

	Hermionehadtolookaway,suddenlyoverwhelmedwithemotion.Herchestfelt tight, and her eyes were beginning to burn. "Did you let Theo say

	goodbye?"sheasked,tryingtodistractherselffromthewaveofsadnessthat had just crashed over her.

	"Yes."

	 

	
"Didithelphimgetthroughherexecution?"

	"Idon'tthinkanythingcouldever helpapersonwitnesstheirsoulmate

	beingbutcheredinfrontoftheireyes.”ShefeltMalfoy'seyesonherface."But yes. I don't know what shesaid to him, but when hecameout of that dungeon afterwards, he was ... different."

	"AndisittruewhatTheosaidaboutDaphnebeingVoldemort'sfavouriteDeath Eater?"

	"Yes.Healwayshadasoftspotforher.Ifshehadn'tofdied,I'msureshewould have been promoted to a Demon Mask rather than me.”

	Despiteherself,HermionelookedatDaphneoncemore.Atthebruisesonher face and the burn marks on her arms and shoulders.

	She was Voldemort's favourite, and he'd turned on her in an instant. He’dhadnoproblemorderinghissubordinatestotortureheratthefirstsignof betrayal. So what would he do to Theo andAstoria if he knew they'd been aiding in his demise for years? It was almost too horrific to even think

	about.

	Thememorystartedtofadearoundthem,andHermionewasengulfedinafamiliar blinding light before she materialised back in the Malfoy familycemetery.

	"Why did you show me that?" she asked, her impulsive tongue already curlingaroundthewordsbeforeshe'dfoundherfootingagain."Whydid you want me to see Daphne like that?"

	Malfoy stared at Daphne’s grave, one hand still resting atop it. "Because I always thought that moment was where it started for me. I'd killed people beforethat,butI'dalwaysbeenratherhumaneaboutit.Alwaystriedtouse curses that wouldn't hurt or would kill quickly - and then after that, I

	changed.SupposeIwasbornagain,baptisedinbloodandallthat metaphorical bollocks."

	 

	
Slowly,MalfoyletgooftheheadstoneandturnedtoHermione.Hiseyes were mostly blue, only the faintest line of silver clinging to life.

	"I'dwatchedmymotherandfatherbeexecuted,andhavingtogothrough thesamethingagainyearslater...itwasalltoomuch.Afterwatchingher execution and seeing how easily replaceable we were, I became ruthless, anditwasn'tlongbeforeIbecameademoninbothnameandnature.”He

	releasedaslowbreath,lettinghiswordssinkin."Iwantedtoearnthehorns on my head because I thought it would keep the others safe. I've killed so many fucking people Granger, I don't even know how many anymore. I

	triednottocareaboutanythingelse.TriedtotellmyselfthateachtimeI

	killed,itwasnecessary.Thateverynotchonmydeathtollwaslikeanother layer in my family's armour."

	Hermione felt like each time she saw another one of Malfoy's memories, eachtimeheletherin,sheunderstoodhimmoreandmore.Couldseeeven more clearly why he had become so lethal, so ruthless.

	Like the image of Medusa she'd drawn up in her mind, she had a separate oneforMalfoy.Apaintingofherowncreation;ademonwithsharphorns and blood dripping from his fingers, but each new memory she saw

	changedthatpainting,swipedanotherpieceofthecanvascleanand

	revealedsomethingunderneath.Somethingsofter,morehumane-andfar more hurt than she would've realised on her own.

	"It used to be easy to shut myself off from what I was feeling. I used to imagine taking my feelings out of my chest, putting up my walls and then throwingthemoveritsoIwasjustnumballover.Ididn'tusetofeelashred of remorse when I decapitated people. Didn't used to feel a thing when I

	killedpeoplewewent toschool with,”hesaid,his voicedropping toa

	whisper."Ididn'tfeelanything.MychestwasemptyandIwasdeadinside. But then ... you came back into my life, and it became so much harder to shut myself off... I started feeling things again ... I started to-"

	Heclosedhiseyesandtensedhisjaw.Hermionecouldseehimtryingtoput his occlumency walls back up, trying to protect himself before he said toomuch.

	 

	
ButHermionerefusedtolethimhidefromher.Notwhenshewasfinally starting to breakthrough.

	"Don'tputupanymoreocclumencywalls,"shepleaded,takinghisface between her hands. "Don't hide from me.”

	Hiseyessnappedopenandhelookeddownatherforamoment.He

	flinched-thesamewayhehadwhenshe'dkissedhiminhisroom-bracing himself against any sign of physical affection as though it were an attack.

	Hermione'sheartseemedtobeatpainfullyinherchest.

	Hewassousedtodeathandtorture,hedidn'tknowhowtorespondto

	tenderness.Sousedtousinghishandsforkilling-toseeingthemasatool to inflict pain- that he didn't always recognise that they could be used forcomfort.

	Malfoydidn'tknowwhattodowithhimself.Hetriedtolookaway,but Hermione tilted his head and forced him to meet her eyes.

	She needed to tread very carefully. He was on the cusp of something, so closetotheedgeofthecliffbuthangingonbytheverytipsofhisfingers. She'dalwaysassumedheweretheloyalistofVoldemort'sfollowers,butit seemed in recent months that that wasn't exactly the case.

	Hedidn'tservehismasteroutofloveordevotiontothecause,heserved him to protect his family. Just like Daphne, fighting in his army was a

	meanstoanend,andwithhisfamily'slifethreatened,thatloyalty-thatwas already hanging by a fucking thread - had been tested.

	Themurderofhisparentswasthefirstblow.Havingtowitnesstheirdeaths was like an axe being swung into the side of a tree; the foundations were still there, but there was a gaping hole in the centre.

	ItwasalmostseveredcompletelywhenDaphnewasexecuted,buttheneed to keep the others safe was what kept him hanging on. He had to make

	sacrificestokeepitstanding,hadtocloseoffhisheart,cutpiecesofhimself off and use them to prop the tree up, but it was there. Still standing, the illusion of loyalty.

	 

	
After all these years, there were only a few threads left. But it seemed Voldemort'sindifferencetoAstoria'snearbrushwithdeathhadcauseda devastating cut to his loyalty, and the reveal of Medusa's identity had

	deliveredthefinalblow.

	Thetreehadn'tquitecollapsedyet.Itwascutinhalf,noconnections remained, but it was frozen, hanging suspended in a moment ofweightlessness.

	Onemorenudgewoulddoit,buthehadtobetheonetomakethedecision. If he felt backed into a corner, if he felt pushed into a decision that wasn't entirely his, he would lash out and push in the opposite direction.

	Hermioneneededtochoosehernextwordsvery,veryfuckingcarefully. "Please, don't shut me out, Draco. Not now." She took a step closer,

	stretchingontothetipsofhertoessoshecouldtryandbeeyelevelwith him."Justletmein.Justthisonce,tellmewhatyouwereabouttosay.”

	Theconflictinhimwastangible.Almostvisible.Shecouldseehim

	wrestlingwithit.Couldseetheindecisionintheblueofhiseyes.Thefear. The panic. The uncertainty. She could see it all without his occlumency.

	Malfoyrolledhisjaw,tookadeepbreath,andontheexhale,heconfessed.

	"Isawwhatkillingotherpeopledidtoyou.Isawhowmuchithurtyou, anditkilled mebecauseIwas theonemaking youdo it,”hewhispered.

	"It'sbecomingharderandhardertoOcclude.Ifeelguiltandremorse.Ifeel sadness and pain, and you know what? I fucking hate you for it Granger."

	Hetriedtohissthewordsather,triedtopourasmuchmaliceandhatred into them as he could, but in the end, it just sounded hurt and full of emotion - emotions he'd repressed for years and years.

	"Ihatethatyou'vemademefeelthingsagain.IhatethatIcan'tseemtokill anymorewithoutthinkingabouthowit'sgoingtoaffectyou,ifit'sgoingto make you angry or break your heart.”

	 

	
Sheexpectedhimtopullback,tobatherhandsawayandsneerdownather, but instead, he leaned into her touch, nestling his cheek against her palm

	likehe'dwanted todo itallalong.

	"IhatethatIcan'tstopthinkingaboutyou.IhatethateverytimeI'minthe same room as you, all I can think about isthis."He caught her wrist and used it to press her hand more firmly against his cheek. "It's driving me

	fuckinginsane.Ican'tthinkstraight.AllIcanthinkaboutistouchingyou.

	Oryoutouching me.About howsoftand warmyouare. Butmorethan

	anything?Ifuckinghatethatyou'verevivedsomethinginmethatIthought I'd buried a long, long time ago. I hate you for it, Granger, I really, really

	do.”

	"Iknow,"shehushedback,strokingherthumbsgentlyacrosshiscold cheeks when she felt him start to shake.

	"You'vekilledjustasoftenasIhave,soyoufeelittoo,don'tyou?"he asked. "The pain? The guilt?"

	AllHermionecould dowasnod.

	"Howcanyoucarryallthisaroundwithyou?Howdoesitnotcrushyouto think about what you've done and all the people you've killed?"

	"Itdoescrushme,Draco.Everyday,IthinkaboutallthepeopleI'vekilled, and every night, I swear to God I can see their faces when I close my eyes, but it doesn't stop me, I still kill people all the time.And you're right, I

	wouldn'tthinktwiceaboutkillingonepersonifIthoughtitwouldsavetwo. I consider the people I kill monsters, but their deaths still haunt me. I hate that this war has turned me into someone who can kill. I hate it, but I can't change it,” she hushed. "Sometimes, the guilt is so heavy it feels like it's crushingme.Sometimes,whenIthinkaboutallthepeopleI'vekilledIcan't fuckingbreathe-butdoyouknowwhatmakesitbearable?Knowingthatat the end of all this, at the end of the war, that I've done everything in my power to keep the people I love safe, and that the world will be a better

	placebecauseVoldemortwon'tbeinit.Hewon'tbeabletohurtanyone anymore, and that means that I won't have to hurt anyone either."

	 

	
Malfoydidn'tsayanythingforawhile.Hestaredatherandwent

	completelystill,asthoughhe'dturnedintoamarblestatuerightinfrontofher.

	Time stood still as she waited to hear his decision. Seconds passed, perhaps minutes,Hermionehadnowayofknowingforsure,butwhatshedidknow, was that when he'd made the decision, there would be no going back.

	"Ican'tservehimanymore.Idon't...Idon'twanttoservehimanymore,”

	hewhispered,pained,defeated."Idon'twanttokeepkillingforhim.What's the point in carrying all this pain and guilt around if he won't keep my

	family safe? If he's just going to let them die or behead us the instant we stepoutofline,thenIdon'twanttobehispuppet.Idon'twanttobeacog in a machine that I don't believe in anymore.”

	Assoonashesaidthewords, itwaslikeaweighthad beenliftedfromhim.

	Malfoy closed his eyes and rested his forehead against hers.Almost collapsedintoher,likehisbodyhadbeenheldupwithstringsandthe

	confessionhadseveredthemall.Hehadnothingleftholdinghimupnow."I don't want to kill for him. I don't want ... I don't want to be his demon

	anymore.”

	"Areyousayingthat-"

	"I'msayingthatit'sgoingtotakemeafewdaystowrapmyheadaroundall of this, but I thinkAstoria and Theo are right.”

	Hermione'sheartstopped.

	"Ithinkit'stimeVoldemortpaidforwhathe'sdonetomyfamily,Granger.I think it's time he paid for it all.And the best way to overthrow a regime is to make it crumble from the inside."

	 

	
Whatelse?

	 

	10thJune

	 

	 

	It'dbeenfivedayssinceMalfoyhaddisappeared.

	AfterhisconversationinthegraveyardwithHermione,he'dvanished.He didn't say a word, just got on Narcissa's back and the two of them

	disappearedintotheclouds.

	Noonehadanyideawhenhewascomingback.Noonehadheardevena whisper from him since he’d left – andAstoria, in a few words, was

	absolutelyfuckingseething.

	Nowfullyrecoveredfromheraccident,Astoriahadwantedtothrowa

	birthdaypartyforMalfoy,andhisabsencehadnotgonedownwellwiththe newly revealed Medusa.

	She'doriginallydecidedtopostponethecelebrationuntilMalfoycame home, but when he failed to return after three days, or four,Astoria's

	patiencefinallydepletedandsheannouncedtheywouldbehavingtheparty without the guest of honour.

	Unfortunately,BlaiseandTheowerecalledonseparateassignmentsthat

	evening,soAstoriaandHermionewerelefton theirownto drink.Andtalk.

	Theyspenttheeveninginoneofthecosiersittingrooms,satonopposite sides of the same sofa, exchanging stories over their glasses.

	Hermionetalkedaboutherchildhood,retellingstoriesofherparentsand

	theholidaystheyusedtotakeasafamily.AlthoughitwasclearthatAstoria didn't know much about muggle traditions, she did ask about the 'metal

	boxesonwheels',andgaveHermioneaknowingsmileasshedescribedthe caravan's her father used to rent for their summer holidays in the South West of England.

	 

	
AndAstoria-shetalkedaboutDaphne.Endlessly.Howshe'dalwaysenvied her sister's natural beauty, how Daphne had shielded her from her father's alcoholism as a child, how she'd guided her through years of elocution lessonsandtaughtAstoriahowtowalkinthehighestheelswithouttopplingover.

	Shesmiledbrightlyandlaughedasshetalked,butherexpressiongrew sombre when Hermione asked her about her father.

	Astoriadidn'tsaymuch abouthim,onlythat he'ddiedonanassignment

	veryearlyoninthewar-amerefewmonthsafterVoldemort'sresurrection

	- and that after his very small - and very private - funeral, Narcissa Malfoy hadopenedherarmsandherhometotheorphanedGreengrass's,andthey'd lived at the manor ever since.

	Astoria had choked up as she finished the story, but as a few tears escaped, shewipedhercheeks,downedtheremainsofherglass,andswiftlychanged the topic of conversation back to Daphne.

	ItwarmedHermione'shearttoseeAstoriatalksofreelyandopenlyabout her sister. Even though she understood the reason she never had before.

	Daphne'snamehadbecometabooaroundthemanorsinceherdeath.

	She'dbeenlabelledasatraitorbyVoldemort,adisgrace,soevenuttering hernamewasseenastreason.Butthere’dbeenashiftintheManorsince

	Medusa’sidentityhadbeenrevealed.Theothershadn'tknowniftheycould trust Hermione, but now their interests aligned and they were on the same side of the war, the walls had dropped, and everyone could speak freely

	abouttheirfallenfriend.

	BlaisewasalittlereservedwhenHermioneaskedaboutDaphne,butTheo- Theo seemed to come back to life whenever she was brought up, as though the very word 'Daphne'breathed life back into him. There was still a

	sadnessinhiseyes,buthewasanimatedagain.Hesmiledalittlewhenever someone else talked about her. Would listen quietly wheneverAstoria told stories of their youth or Romy retold the times she'd tried to teach him the dance moves to her 80s songs.

	 

	
Theosmiledthroughitall,butneverspokeaboutherhimself.Itwastoo painful for him.

	AstoriaandHermionehadgotten throughthreebottlesof wine-and

	halfwaythroughabrownbottleofsomething thatAstoriasworewastequila

	-beforethey’dfinallycalleditanight.

	Gettingdrunk withAstoriamighthaveseemed likeasillything todo,

	childish,giventhedrasticturnofevents.ButHermionefuckingneededit.

	SinceVoldemorthadenteredhermind,she’dfelt…different.Shefeltlike herself, but off. Fragments of Voldemort’s magic – even weeks after he’d left her mind – remained. She could feel them. Couldn’t shut it off or stop herself from focusing on it.

	Dark Magic had side effects, Hermione knew that. The darker the magic, thehigherthepriceitdemandedonthebody.Torturecursescouldresultin nightmares and killing curses left stains on a wizards soul. She'd read it a hundred times and experienced it a hundred times more - but the after-

	effectsofVoldemort'smagic?Theywerebrutal.

	She could grit her teeth through the feel of his magic crawling just a few lawyersunderneathherskin,butthenightmares?Andthefeelingtheyleft behind? They couldfuck right off.

	He'dusedhisdarkmagictoforcehisconsciousnessintohermindandshow her the vision of the future, to make her feel it,live it, and it seemed her body was struggling to forget what it felt like to die.

	Hermionehadnightmaresmostnights.Thesamemomentofbeingtiedtoa wooden stake and burning to death replayed over and over until she woke with a scream and her skin still on fire.

	She thought that getting inebriated withAstoria might help. That if she downedjusttherightamountofwhisky,itmightnumbherbodyandher mind enough to give her a peaceful nights sleep.

	Itdidn't,andwhenshewokeintheearlyhoursofthemorning,herveins likeacidandhernervesrememberingwhatitfeltliketobeburnedalive,

	 

	
Hermionehadrunherselfanicybathandsubmergedherselfuntilherlips were blue.

	Justlikeshehadthenightbefore. And the night before that.

	Andthenight beforethat.

	Hermionelookedsotiredasshestaredatherselfinthemirror.Therewere heavycirclesunderhereyes,andherlipswerealmostwhitefromhercoldbath.

	She wore nothing but a red silk robe thatAstoria had given her. Her hair wasstilldripping,andthethinmaterialwascompletelysoddenandclinging to her back, providing a welcome chill against the ridges of her spine.

	She could see herself shaking in the mirror. Her reflections lips trembled fromtheextremecoldshe’dforcedherselftoendurebutshestillfelthot. Uncomfortable in her own skin.

	Astoria,however,lookedtheabsolutepictureofhealth.

	Herskinwasglowingand herhairwassmooth andstyledintoanelegant

	ponytail.Shewaswearingastraplesswhitedressthatnippedinathersmall waist and flowed out to her knees, making her look the absolute image of a 50's housewife, and it was all topped off with six-inch heels and her

	favouriterubynecklace.

	Astoria had strode into Hermione's room as she gotten out of the bath, and she'dtakenonelookatherbeforeaskingRomytofetchaphialofhangoverpotion.

	TheverymomentthetinyElfhadreappeared,Astoriatookthephialfrom him and thrust it into Hermione's trembling fingers. "Drink this,” she

	commanded.

	Hermioneobeyedwithoutcomplaint.Assoonastheliquidslippeddown herthroat,thefuzzinessinherheadbegantoclear,andbythetimeshe'd

	 

	
drainedtheglass,thenauseainherstomachwasnothingbutamemory. "How do you feel?"

	"M-much-"Hermione’svoicewashoarsewithsleep.Sheclearedherthroat and tried again. "Much better. Thank you."

	Astoria stood behind Hermione and stared at her reflection in the mirror. Shesmoothedoutheralreadypristinehairasshesaidsotly,"Notaproblem at all. We have plenty of it pre-brewed for emergency cases - with the

	amountofwhiskeyandwinetheboysgetthrough,Ifindit'sbettertohave hangover potion stocked in healthy supply."

	Hermioneliftedabrow."Justfortheboys?"

	AstoriastoppedfussingoverherhairandsmileddownatHermione."Oh, the little lion has her claws back, I see the potion has taken effect.”

	BeforeHermionecouldrespond,therewasaloudshriekingsoundoutside. The ground of the manor shook for a moment, and when Hermione and Astoria ran to the open window, Narcissa had landed in the garden with Malfoy sitting proudly between her shoulders.

	Hermionewatchedhimslideoffhisdragon'sshouldersandlandgentlyon the ground beside her. He petted her shoulder softly for a few moments, then turned his head to find Hermione’s eyes. She'd been trapped by his

	eyesbefore,andalthoughshecouldn'tseewhatcolourtheywerefromthis distance, she found herself unable to move just the same.

	Astoria'spinkpaintedlipscurled."He'sback?!Oh,Iwouldwringhispale little neck with one of my scarves if they weren't so bloody expensive!"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	AfterRomyhadcastdryingcharmsonHermione'shairandshe'dchanged into a short red summer dress, she andAstoria entered the small drawing- room, right in the middle of Malfoy and Theo's argument.

	 

	
Thegreensuedesofaandarmchairthatoccupiedthisroomwereswivelled around so that they faced the fireplace with the coffee table stationed

	betweenthem.

	Theo stood over two bottles of whisky on the coffee table while Blaise sat aloneinanarmchairwithperfectposture.Hisexpressionwasbored,buthe smiled brightly when his wife entered the room.

	Malfoywassataloneononeofthelargesofa.Hesatverycasually,oneleg crossed over his knee, an arm draped over the back of the seat while the

	otherrestedatopthearmrest.

	He'd changed into a pair of black trousers and simple white shirt with the topfewbuttonsleftundone.Hissleeveswererolleduptohiselbows,and his silver rings clinked against the side of the tumbler in his hand.

	"Youknowwecouldhavehadthisteammeetingwithoutyou,don'tyou?" Theo snapped. "I've been leaking secrets for five years-"

	"Six,”Astoriacorrectedwitharollofhereyes.

	"Yeah,six!Thankyou,Tori!Sixbloodyyears,andyoudidn'thaveaclue!" Theo scoffed and held his arms out wide on either side of him. "So I think you'll find that my espionage skills are unmatched, thank you very much."

	"Ohyeah?"Malfoycockedabrow."Youthinkyou'rethekingof espionage?Then fucking spell it.”

	TheosnatchedoneofthebottlesfromthecoffeetableandthrewMalfoyan obscene, one-fingered gesture.

	"Iwouldlosethefingerifyouwantsomeofthatwhisky,”Malfoydrawled, and as he raised his glass to his lips, his eyes flickered up and found

	Hermione again. They were an uneven mixture of grey and blue, but, uncharacteristically,thebluewasovertaking.MrHydedidn'thavefullreigns.

	 

	
"Sorryboss,”Theomockedandturnedthebottleoverinhishandstoread the label. "Ooooooooh, he's brought out old Daddy Malfoy's stash. This must be a special occasion.”

	"You'reback,"Hermionegreetedquietly.

	Malfoy’smouthtwitchedintoasmirk."Veryobservant.TenpointstoGryffindor."

	Alwaysthehostess,Astoriabeganpouringeveryoneaglassofwhiskyand handed them out.

	Blaise kissed her hand as he accepted his.Theo knocked his head back to down his in one, then held out his empty glass for another. Hermione acceptedherswithasmile,andassheturnedtositdown,Malfoyshuffled

	overslightlyonhissofaandpattedtheemptyspacebesidehim,invitingher to sit with him.

	Hermionetriedtostampitout,butshecouldn’thelpthewayherpulse quickened as she took her seat.

	Verydramatically,Theoclearedhisthroat."Alrightthenboysandgirls,let's get this show on the road.Are we all sitting comfortably?"

	EveryoneexceptAstorianodded.Shehadn’tstoppedscowlingatMalfoy since she’d entered the room. "Don't you have anything you want to

	apologisefor?"shesnapped,herpaintedlipstwitchingslightlywithanger. Malfoy rolled his eyes. "Oh for - what is it you think I've done now?" Astoria knocked her drink back and poured herself another.

	"You'vebeen gonefor fivedays you absolutewanker!You find out that we arethespies,andthenyoujustbloodydisappeared!Youdidn'tleaveanote!

	Youdidn'ttellanyonewhereyouweregoingorwhenyouplannedto

	return!Andthenyoujustwaltzbackinhereandcasuallyopennotone-buttwo- of your father's whiskey bottles and act like nothing is amiss?!"

	 

	
"Oh, I see,” Malfoy drawled sarcastically. “So it's not that I went missing that'sannoyedyou,butthatI'veopenedmyfather'swhiskeywithouttelling you?"Hesuckedhisteeth,shakinghishead."Oh,howsillyofmetoforget that the alcoholic would favour sprits over her family."

	Astoria made a displeased face. "They are the ones that must neverevereverevereverbetouchedunderanycircumstances!You'veneverevenlet us know where you hide them, so please forgive my surprise that you've suddenly decided to bring them out!"

	Hermione sipped on her drink as she watched the pair, trying to hide her amusement.IfMalfoyknewhowmuchhisandAstoria'srelationship-and their constant bickering - reminded her of Ron and Ginny, he would

	probablyAvadahimself.

	"I never told you where I hide them because I knew if you got your greedy bloodyfingersonthem,thentherewouldbenothingleft,"Malfoyretorted. "I was waiting for a special occasion to open these, but if calling a team meetingtoplanespionageagainstourleaderdoesn'tclassasamonumental event, then I don't know what does.”

	"Donotchangethesubject!"Astoriafoldedherarmsacrossherchestand begantappingherfootsporadicallyonthefloor,herannoyancethumping out from the end of her high heels. "Where have you been?"

	"I'vebeensettinguppotentialsafehousesforus.”

	Astoria'sscowlfell."Whywouldweneedasafehouse?"

	Malfoy leaned forward, picked up one of the bottles, and sat back against thesofaoncemore."DidyouhonestlybelievethatIwouldbetraytheDark Lord and put us all at risk without ensuring - that if anything should go wrong - everyone in this room will be safe?" He poured himself another

	glass,thenrefilledHermione's."Ifwegetdiscovered,we’llneedplacesto hide, so I've spent the last few days setting those up.”

	Thatmadesense.Malfoywasnothing ifnotthorough.He'dsetupa

	ridiculousamountofwardsaroundthemanorbeforeHermione’scapture.

	 

	
It was almost obsessive, the lengths he'd gone to ensure she couldn't harm herselforothers,soitwastobeexpectedthathe'dshowthesameobsessive nature in protecting his own.

	"Well,don'tleaveusinsuspense,"Theoteased."Wherearethey?" "The first one is an abandoned farmhouse in Yorkshire.”

	Astoria scoffed. "Afarmhouse?As in somewhere pigs and cows and chickensarekept?Ohpleasebejoking."WhenMalfoydidn'trespond,

	Astoria'seyesgrewwideindisbelief."Ohplease,pleasebejoking.Please say that you do not seriously expect me to trudge through mud and dirt in heels that cost nine thousand galleons?"

	Malfoynarrowedhiseyes."It'salittlenicerthanthat-butyes,Tori.That's the idea.We need places remote and out of the way, but with bunkers that are big enough for Narcissa to sleep in so she’s out of sight. The first safe house is a little cottage with plenty of space to keep emergencies supplies and three bedrooms-"

	"Onlythreebedrooms?Butwherewill Ikeepmy dresses?Myjewellery?!"

	Malfoy sighed, his patience visibly thinning. He sunk down a little so his headrestedagainstthebackrestofthesofaashetiltedhisheadtowardthe ceiling."Ifwegetdiscovered,wewillhaveonlymomentstogettosafety. There won't be time to pack, we'll only be able to take the essentials, and we will need to be discreet. So that means no heels. No dresses, and no

	fuckingnecklaceswithdiamondsthesizeofmyfist.”

	Astoria'shandslowlycoveredtheenormousrubyaroundherneck.She staredathim,herangryexpressionsofteningbythesecond,beforeshe

	sighedandnodded."Yes,ofcourse.Iunderstand.You'vesacrificedsomuch for us over the years.” She chewed on her bottom lip before slowly

	releasing the necklace from her grip. “They're just things. I can leave them behind if I must.Thank you for finding the safe houses.And for agreeing to sidewiththeOrderwithus.Iknowitcan'thavebeenaneasydecision,butI appreciate it nonetheless.”

	Intheend,nomatterhowmuchhermaterialpossessionsmeanttoher,

	 

	
Astoriahadakindsoul,andtheadmirationandlovesheboreforMalfoy was easy to see.

	Theowhistledawkwardlyandrubbedhishandstogether."Alrightythen. Nowthatallthatlovey-doveybollocksisoutoftheway,shallwegeton with the main event?"

	Blaisewasthefirsttospeak."MalfoyandBellatrixknowtheDarkLord better than anyone else does," he offered, using the glass in his hand to

	pointtohiscommandingofficer."Hetrustsyouwithalmosteverything,so if anyone knows how to get under his skin and go unnoticed, it's you.”

	HermionedownedtherestofherdrinkandheldoutherglassforMalfoyto refill. "He's right. Where do you think we should start?"

	"I'vebeenthinkingaboutthisalotoverthepastfewdays,"Malfoysaid,his eyes on the bottle as he topped off Hermione's drink. "And I think the best way forward is to carry on leaking secrets to the Order, but I think we need to make more of a show of it.”After he'd refilled his glass, Malfoy handed the bottle to Theo and leaned back against the sofa. "The Dark Lords mind isn't as strong as it once was. Since the Order has destroyed another

	Horcrux,he'sgrowingmoreparanoid.He'scomingapartattheseams,andI think the best weapon we have at our disposal is his fear and paranoia."

	Hermione'sbrowsknittedtogether."Youthinkweshouldusehisownfear against him?"

	Malfoy looked at her out the corner of his eye and nodded. "The things he valuesaboveallelseistheloyaltyofhisfollowersandhisownvitality.He wants to live a long and prosperous life, and he wants those around him to be so loyal that they would take a bullet for him. If he thinks those around him aren't loyal anymore, he'll snap, and it'll make it so much easier for

	Potterto killhim.”

	AstoriaandTheosharedalook,andawidegrinstretchedacrossNott's face. "Told you we should have brought him in on this years ago."

	Astoriarolledhereyes.

	 

	
"The more paranoid he is,” Malfoy continued in a low, tense voice, “the moremistakeshe'llmake,andit'llmakehimsomuchmorevulnerable.We

	needtomakehimfeelthathe'sallaloneinthis,andifwedoitproperly,we can make him do our dirty work for us. He needs to suspect everyone. He

	needstothinkthateachandeveryoneofhisloyaldogshasabandonedhim, and that we," he raised his index finger and made a small circle, gesturing to all those in the room, "are the only ones that he can trust.”

	"Iagree,”Blaisewhispered."Buthowdoweachievethat?"

	Malfoytookasipofhisdrink."Itwon'tbeeasy,anditwon'tbewithout sacrifice," he said, tapping the side of his glass as he spoke.

	"Ontheoutside,wewillneedtoappearasnormalandasloyalaspossible, so that means we need to continue to go on missions, follow every

	instructionhegivesandexecutewithoutquestion."Heturnedtolookat Hermione. "And it will mean that you will still have to come on

	assignmentswithuswhenyouarerequiredto.”

	AsickeningknotformedinHermione’sstomach.Shetriedtoquietitwith the sting of the whisky.

	"AnditwillrequireallofustoworkwiththeOrder,butifwedothisright, we'll be able to leak secrets and whittle down Voldemort's army until it's

	nothing."

	Hermionesmiled."Ilikethatidea-butisn'titdangeroustoburnthecandle at both ends?"

	"It'smorelikekillingtwobirdswithonestone.”Thehintofasmirkflashed acrossMalfoy’sface."WeknowalltoowellthatifVoldemortsuspectsone of his own has betrayed him, he'll execute them without a second thought-"

	Theowinced.

	"-so Isay weusethatto ouradvantageforachange.”

	 

	
"Sohowdowemakethathappen?"Theo'svoicewassharpbeforehetooka long swig of the whisky straight from the bottle.

	"TheDarkLord'sinnercirclehasalwaysbeenverysmall,andit'sonlybeen made even smaller since the Order destroyed another Horcrux," Malfoy

	replied."SoIsaythateveryfewmonths,wepickatarget,leaksome

	information,andthenweframethem.Makeitlookliketheywerethemole the entire time."

	"Andthenwemoveon,anddothesamewiththenexttarget?"Hermione

	breathed,hermindalreadyworkingahead,tryingtoputthepiecestogether despite the missing variants.

	Malfoy nodded. "And then the next.And then the next. We'll need to be verycarefulthatwhatweleakcannotbetracedbacktousalone,sowe'll

	needtoworkveryslowly,andwe'llonlybeabletoleakverysmallpieces of information at a time, but the things that we do leak - well, they'll

	fuckingcripplehisregime."

	"WoulditstillbewisetosearchthememoriesoftheDeathEaterswe frame?" Hermione asked.

	"Perhapsjusttomakesurethattheydoactuallyknowthesecretsyou're leaking?Thatwayitcan'tbetracedjustbacktoyou,andit'llmakeitso much easier for us to frame them.”

	"Yes.We'll leak the secrets in a way that can only be traced back to those we've targeted, and the Dark Lord will be so busy hanging and burning those we've framed, he won't realise that he's whittling his own army right down for us himself.” Malfoy paused so he could take another drink. "Just tobethorough,we'llhavetoexecuteafewourselves.Makeitlooklikethey were so paranoid for betraying their master that they offed themselves

	beforehecould,butItakeityou'renotopposedtogettingyourhandsa little dirty if it serves the greater good?"

	Hermioneshookherhead.HerpulsethumpedslightlywhenMalfoy smirked back at her.

	 

	
"Butsurelythatplancanonlygoonforsolong?"Blaiseasked."Eventually we're going to run out of other Death Eaters to pin the leaks on, and we'll

	narrowitdowntothefourofus?"

	"That'swhatthesafehousesarefor,”Malfoyansweredcurtly."Eventually he'll know it's us and we'll need to escape to one of them, but I'm hoping that we've done enough damage to his ranks and Horcruxes by then that Potter will be able to kill him quickly."

	Theoraisedhishand."PleeeeeasecanwestartwithCrouch?"

	Malfoy shook his head. "I agree that Jr needs to go, but that little bastard is clever. If we start suddenly showing an interest in him, he may figure out what we're doing. I think it would be wise to keep Crouch at arm's length fornow,butwewillworkourwayaroundtohimTheodore.Ipromise,both of you.”

	ItwasclearAstoriaandTheoblamedCrouchforwhat'dhappenedtoDaphne.

	They'dwaitedthislongtoavengeher,theycouldwaitalittlelonger.They already knew how they were going to make Crouch pay, and if the

	resentmentburningintheireyesrevealedanything,theyweregoingto make it painful. Indescribably painful.

	Hermionehardlyblamedthem.She'dheardenoughstoriesaboutthe

	infamousDollhousetoknowthattheworldwouldbeamuch,muchbetter place without the filth that was Barty Crouch Jr.

	ThisplanofMalfoy'swas...good.

	Itwasthorough,wellthoughtout,anddealtwithVoldemort'sever-growing circle.Itsolvedtheproblemofhisloyalfollowers,wouldturnthemagainst each other and would eradicate lethal generals, and it would give Harry access to Horcruxes. It covered everything, and gavetheOrder all thetools they’d been missing to win the war.

	Itcouldwork.It couldactuallyfuckingwork.

	 

	
Andfor thefirst timein averylong time,Hermionefelthopeful.

	"Alright,that's allwell andgood, butI thinkwe'reallmissing themost

	obviousquestionhere,”Blaiseinterrupted."Howarewegoingtomakethis work with the Order?"

	Likeaballoonhadbeenpoppedinherchest,thejoyousfeelingthat Hermione had been clinging to vanished.

	Fuck-Blaisewasright.

	Ifthisplanhadanyhopeofsuccess,theOrderandtheDeathEatershadto work together. They had totrustone another.

	Andfor that tohappen…

	TheOrderwouldneedsomethingfirst.Apeaceoffering.Anolivebranchof some sort.

	Bothsideshadkilledandseentheotherattheirworst.Hermionewondered ifahandshakeofpeacewouldmeananythingifbothpartiesweredrenched in the blood of the other. If nothing else, she had to at least hope it could.

	"Theyneedtoknowthattheycantrustus,"Hermionesaid."Ithinkweneed to arrange a meeting with them to show that you're not with Voldemort

	anymore."

	Malfoyclickedhistongue."Andjusthowdoyousuggestthatwedothat?" "I could go to the meeting and show them my memories.”

	Malfoy'sfaceImmedientlytwistedintoascowl."Outofthequestion.If

	theygetcaughtandtheDarkLorddecidestosearchtheirmemoriesaswell, we're fucked. It's too risky."

	Hermione already had something to counter with. “I'll pick someone who is skilled at memory blocking, that way if they get caught, they won't be able to see the meeting and they won't see that you've betrayed him. If someone fromtheOrdersearchesmymemories,they’llseethatyou'reallsincereand

	 

	
that this isn't a trick. They’ll see all the horrible things that Voldemort has donetoyouall,anditwillshowthemthatthisbetrayalisrealandthatthey cantrustyou.”

	TheoandAstoriaexchangedaglance. "It could work,” Astoria breathed.

	ButMalfoywasn'tlistening.HeleanedinclosertoHermione,furiously snarling his next words. "And if they try and takeyou back?Then whathappens?"

	Hermionedidn'tgiveaninch.Shesattallwithhernosehighintheair, refusing to be intimidated. "They won't."

	"But if they do the our entire plan is ruined Granger!" He leaned forward again,crowdingherspace,butagain,Hermionestoodherground."Ifyou disappear, the Dark Lord will know we've been in contact with the Order and then we're all dead!"

	"Who’stosaytheyevenwantmebackafterthethingsyou'vemademedo to them?” she hissed, her voice equally as loud as Malfoy’s. Equally as

	venomous.

	"Alright,alright!"Theocrossedtheroomandsqueezedontothesofa

	between them, acting as a barrier so they couldn't physically attack one another."Iknowthatfightingisbasicallyyourtwo'sforeplay-andthat's

	fine,everybodyhastheirkinks-buttherearestillafewthingsweneedto hash out here. So let's carry on with the meeting, and then you two crazy psychopaths can have at each other's throats?Kay?"

	HermioneandMalfoyglaredatoneanother,hernostrilsflaringwith

	irritationwhileherolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeek,something she'd noticed he often did when he was on the cusp of losing his temper.

	"Okay,ontothenextorderofbusiness.”Astoriasmiled,elegantlytryingto defusetheheavyatmospherethatwasquicklyfillingtheroom."Hermione,

	 

	
obviouslythisplandoesn'tworkwithoutyou,sowhatdoyouwantin exchange for helping us?"

	Hermione'seyessnappedtoAstoria's."What?"

	"Come on Granger, don't play coy." Theo patted Hermione's knee. Malfoy leanedforwardslightlywhenhenoticedTheosqueeze."I'msureyourlistof demands is as long as Draco's cock, so come on, out with it.”

	Hermionealmostchokedonherwhisky.MalfoyjustglaredatTheountilhe let go of her knee. While she cleared her throat, Hermione wracked her

	brain.Intruth, shehadn'teven thoughttoask forsomethinginexchange.

	The new hope they'd given her- and the satisfaction of Voldemort's own generalsbetrayinghim-waspaymentenough,butiftheywerewillingto offer her extra incentives, well, Hermione had never been one to miss anopportunity.

	"Iwantthewardstakenoffthehouse,"shesaidfirmly."Becauseyou're

	helpingtheOrder,IhavenoreasontokillMalfoyanymore,ormyself,soI wantthecharmstakenoff.Allofthem.Onthewindows.Thecutlery.Even the ones on the candles and the fireplaces. They all need to go. Non-

	negotiable."

	Itwasasillythingtoaskfor,yes,butshewanteditnonetheless.She'd

	gotten used to them. She could hold her hand over any open flame in the housewithoutithurting.Shecouldopenthewindows,butcouldn'tsiton the ledge and hang her legs outside.

	Thecharmsmadeherfeellikeshewaslivinginapaddedcell,orachild that had every dangerous object within reach 'safety proofed'. It was

	unnecessaryanddemeaningandshewantedthemgone.

	"WhywouldItakewardsoffthehousethatwouldgiveyoutheabilityto hurt yourself?" Malfoy cut in. "Or do you have a hidden desire to go abseiling out the window?"

	 

	
Hermioneglaredathimoncemore."It'sabouttrustMalfoy.Iamtrusting youtokeepyourwordandbetrayVoldemort,soIneedyoutotrustme.I

	needyoutotakethewardsoffandtrustmenottohurtmyself,oryou,with my new freedom.”

	Malfoy'slipstartedtocurl.

	"Iamnotachild,Malfoy,”Hermionesnapped."Take.The.Wards.Off!"

	"Alright,thebabygatescomeoff,”Theoagreedquickly,suddenlythe champion for peace. "What else?"

	"Iwanttakenofftheanti-magicpotions."

	"Consideritdone,"Malfoyansweredinaheartbeat,"butIamassuming there's more that you want?"

	"CanyoureversethebloodritualVoldemortusedtobindmylifetoyours?" Malfoys expression hardened. "You want me to unlink us?"

	"Yes.”

	Hewasquietforafewmoments,consideringhisanswer."No,itwas

	Voldemort’smagicthatboundyourlifetomine,soonlyhecanunlinkus.” Despitehisvoicebeinglowandquiet,revealingnoemotion,hiseyeswere open and almost totally blue. He was telling the truth.

	Hermionehadexpectedasmuch,butshehadtoask."'Iwantmywandback."

	"Alright-butwhileyou'reonassignmentswithme,you'llneedtousemy wand to keep up the rouse.”

	Hermionenoddedinagreement. "Anythingelse?"Malfoyasked. "The Demon Hex has to go.”

	 

	
"Notafuckingchance."

	Hermioneblanched.Shestaredathimwithwideeyes,andfeltthatfamiliar bite of anger begin to simmer back to life in her chest. "You're not putting me under that hex ever again.”

	"No.That issimply notanoption."

	"Whatmakesyouthinkthatit'supfordiscussion?"Hermionelurchedto

	herfeetandleeredoverhim,suddenlytooangrytobeseated."Iamnever, ever going under that Hex again!"

	"No,you'reright-thisisn'tupfordiscussion."Malfoygottohisfeet,easily glaring down at her given their height difference. "If I don't put you under theDemonHexwhenwe'reonassignment,theentirerusewillbeup,soI'm sorry, but the answer is no. This is for your benefit, not mine.”

	Theoslowly-andwithverylittlegrace-slidoffthesofaandescapedtothe other side of the drawing-room, snatching a bottle of whiskey as he got out of the ‘danger zone’.

	"ThenI'llpretend!"Hermioneargued.

	"Oh,you'llpretend,willyou?"Malfoyscoffedcruelly,speakingdownto

	herasthoughshewereachild."Whydidn'tyousaythatbefore?That'sjust putallmy fucking nerves at ease!"

	Liketherollofasparkwheelonacigarettelighter,Hermione’srage

	ignited."Youdon'thavetobesuchawankeraboutit!Icanpretendtobe under the Hex if I need to be!"

	"Soyouthinkyou'llbeabletokillyourfriendswithouttheHex,doyou?" Hermione's expression dropped. "What?”

	"YouaretheDarkLord'sfavouriteweapon.Forthistowork,weneedto carry on and act as normally as possible so we don't arouse suspicions.

	Whichmeanswhenthere'saraidorabattle,you'regoingtobeputonthe fieldwhetheryoulikeitornot.”Malfoy’svoicedroppedtoawhisper,but

	 

	
the quietness only made him sound angrier, more sinister. "So I'm asking you,withoutbeingputundertheDemonHex,couldyoukillyourfriends?"

	"I ..."

	"Couldyouslicetheirheadsofflikeyouhavebeendoingforthelastfew months? Could you set them on fire and throw them into brick walls so

	violentlythattheirlittleheadsexplode?"

	"That'senough,Draco,"Astoriawarned,ahard,protectiveedgecreeping into her eyes. "You've made your point.”

	"We'veallseenwhatyoucandoGranger.We'veallseenhowlethalyouare, and anything less than that will raise suspicions.”

	"Icanusenon-lethalhexes!”Hermioneargued,alreadyknowingitwas

	pointless.Malfoywasright,nomatterhowmuchshewishedhewasn’t.“I can still fight and look lethal without actually killing them!"

	Malfoylookedlikehewantedtolaugh."TheotherDeathEatershavebeen frozeninaweofyourtalents.They'vewatchedyouslaughtersevenpeople with a single curse - how do you think it will look to them if you suddenly start using non-lethal attacks?”

	Thesamewordjustkeptrepeatinginherhead,overandoveragain,almost beating her senses with the same ten letters.

	Suspicious.Suspicious. Suspicious.

	Malfoy was absolutely right.Anything less than her best would raise suspicions.Anythinglessthanbutcheryandcrueltyonherpartwouldget them all killed.

	She'ddugthisgraveherselfbyshowinghowdeadlyshecouldbe,andnow those skills were going to bury her.

	 

	
"Ifyoudon'tgoundertheDemonHex,youandyourfuckingbleedingheart won't be able to kill them, and then the entire ruse will be up!” Rage

	flickeredinMalfoy’seyes.“TheHexisthereforyourprotection;toensure that you do the things that need to be done, and it takes the blame off ofyou, and puts it ontome!"

	Hermione'sfingerstightenedaroundtheglassinherhandsomuchshewas surprised the crystal didn't pop.

	"This needs to be done, Granger,” Malfoy explained. “I'll do what I can to takeyouonasfewmissionsaspossible,andwe'llworksomethingoutwith theOrder, but this is non-negotiable. For this to work, you need to carry on killing Order members."

	"You can't ask her to do that, Draco."Astoria rushed to Hermione's side, wrappedanarmaroundhershoulder,andpulledheragainstherside."It's not fair-"

	"No,it'snotfair,"Malfoysnapped,"butit'snecessary.Weneedtoplaythis properly if we're all going to survive.We're going to have to do things that we don't want to do, unspeakable things, and if that makes me a terrible

	person,thensobeit.”

	Hermionecouldn'thearanymoreofthis.Shejust…couldn't.

	Turningonherheels,shestormedoutoftheroom.Malfoywasright,she knew he was right, but it didn't make it any less painful.

	BetrayingVoldemortwasadangerousgame.Iftheyputonefootwrong,if they made a single fucking mistake, everything could be ruined.This plan was as thorough as it was fragile.

	They needed to pretend all was normal. That she was still under their controlandMalfoywasloyalaseverwithonegoalinmind-securing Voldemort's victory.

	HermioneneededtoputVoldemort'sdefeataboveherself,aboveherown feelings and her fucking soul if that was what it boiled down to.

	 

	
Ifthiswasgoingtowork,theyneededtocarryonasnormal-andthat meant being put under the Demon Hex.

	Ifthiswasgoingtowork,sheneededtocarryonkillingOrdermembers, and that thought alone almost broke her heart.

	Hermione charged into the large drawing-room and made her way to the table of guns. She picked her favourite up and aimed at the mannequins linedupagainstthefarwall.Shepulledthetrigger,buthertremblingarms pulled the bullet to the left and carved a chunk out of the wall rather than her intended target.

	"Granger,"avoicesheknewalltoowellsneeredbehindher,gettinglouder as his footsteps brought him closer. "I suggest you get back in that sitting

	roomsowecanfinishourconversationbeforeIdragyoutherebyyour fucking curls!”

	Shewhirledandpointedthegunathischest.Shecouldn'tactuallyshoot

	himagain,thecharmswerebackontheguns,butherangerwasmakingher feel theatrical. "Threaten me like that again - I dare you."

	Malfoypausedinthedoorway,onehandcurledtightlyaroundtheframeas he scowled at her. He was angry.Very, very fucking angry.The kind of angry that madehis nostrils flareand his chest heave. "You'rearight nasty little cunt, do you know that?”

	"Excuseme?”

	"Youplaynice,watchmymemorieswithme,getmetodropmy

	occlumencywallsjustsoyoucantugonmyvulnerability,andthenthe second I say I'm willing to help Potter, you change, just like that.” He

	snappedhisfingerstogether,thesharpsoundechoingoffthewalls."Now you've gotten what you wanted, you're back to shoot me again."

	"Ithoughtyouliked itwhen Ishotyou.”

	Hiseyestwitched."Don'tplaygameswithme.Iamnotinthemood.What more do I have to do to get you to trust me?"

	 

	
"Trustisn'tmagic,Ican'tjustwavemywandandmakeitso.After

	everythingyou'vedonetotheOrder,tome,youcan'texpectmetojusttrust you overnight."

	"Wellyoushould,”Malfoysnapped."DoyouhaveanyideawhatIam risking for you? I'm putting my family on the line to help you and theOrder-"

	"Don'tpretendthatyoudidthisforme.Youdecidedtoswitchsides,Ididn't have anything to do with that decision."

	Hepushedhimselfoffthewallandstartedchargingtowardsher."I'mtaking you off the anti-magic potions -"

	"Asyoushould!It'stheleastyoucoulddoaftereverythingyou'veputmethrough!"

	"AndI'mgivingyoubackyourwand!I'mgivingyoubacktheverytoolyou need to kill me!"

	Rageseemedtotumbleoffhiminwavesashestalkedtowardsher,and

	therewassomethinginhiseyesthatmadeeverynerveinHermione'sbody scream:'Run'.

	"Yes,thewandthatyoutookfromme!It'snotaself-sacrificinggestureto return something that you stole!"

	"Whatelsedoyouwantmetodotoprovemyloyaltytoyou!?" For every step Malfoy advanced, Hermione retreated.

	"Doyou want itinwriting,Granger?"

	Hermione'seyesdartedaroundtheroom, lookingforawayaroundhim.

	"Doyouwantmetoslitmywristsopenandsignmynameinblood?!"Her backconnectedwithsomethingsolid,theedgeofthemarblefireplace,she thought, but before she could move, react, escape,Malfoy was in front of

	 

	
her.Heslammedhishandsdownonthemantleeithersideofhershoulders, with enough force to make her flinch. "Do you want a contract drawn up?”

	Hepressedhisbodyagainstthelengthofhers,sealingheragainstthe empty fireplace-

	"Ordoyou wantmetoget downon myfucking kneesforyou?"

	Anddespitebeingtrapped,despitetheobviousdanger,Hermione’spulse jumped in her veins.

	Malfoyseemedtonotice."Unless...thatiswhatyouwant?" "Would you? If I asked you to?"

	Malfoyneverbrokeeyecontactwithher.

	Notwhenhislargehandsslowlyflitteredtohersides,almostswampingher entire rib cage on either side.

	Notwhensheputthegunonthemarbleshelfbehindherhead. Not even when he slowly sank to his knees in front of her.

	Malfoy dragged his hands down the length of her body as he went down. "Areyougoingtomakeroomformethen,littlelion?"heasked,lookingup at her. Hermione jumped when he wrapped them around the backs of her

	thighs.

	Hermouthrandryasshestareddownathim,andthatsamelittlethrillshe sometimes felt lit up her nerves. The one she only felt when she was with him. When she was in control. On top.Winning.

	She was sometimes ashamed of it, the way being in a seat of power made herveinssing,andnow,withthemostruthlessDeathEateronhiskneesin front of her, her veins were practically a riotous symphony.

	So,withadeepbreathandasmirkonherface,Hermioneleanedagainstthe fireplace and opened her legs a little further apart.

	 

	
"There'sagoodgirl."

	Ittookevery ounceofstrength Hermionehad nottomoan whenhestarted

	runninghishandsupanddownthebacksofherthighs.Theywerejustslow explorative touches, but the sensations they ignited in her body were

	anythingbutinnocent.

	The first kiss he place on her right thigh - just above her knee - made Hermionejumpandscrapehershoulderbladesagainstthefireplace.Her legs felt as though they'd liquified, and she leaned further back on the marble for support.

	Shethoughtherbodywouldfamiliariseitselfwiththefeelofhislipsafter the first kiss.

	Itdidn't.

	Whenheplacedasecondkissslightlyhigherthanthefirst,shefoughtback a whimper, and when he dragged his tongue across the inside of her thigh, she thought she was going to pass out.

	Malfoy’shandswerecoldandsoothingandeverythingshewanted;a

	heavenlyreleasefromthefireinherskin.Buthislips?Fuck,theywere colder. Hell personified.

	Hecarriedontouchingher,carriedonkissingandlickingtowardstheedge ofherdress,andthesensationsdidn'tlessenthemorehetouchedher.Each kiss left little shockwaves on her skin. Each time his hands kneaded and massaged the backs of her legs, she felt herself getting lighter, more

	breathless.

	Andhiseyesneverlefthers.

	"What'sthematter?"hewhisperedbetweenkisses."Youhadplentyyou wanted to say to me a few moments ago.Where are your insults now?"

	Hermionecouldn'tspeak.Couldhardlyfuckingbreathe.Hereyesfluttered closed as she let herself relax into his hands and mouth. Her back arched -

	 

	
She gasped at a sudden sharp pain on the inside of her thigh. Her eyes snappedopentofindMalfoystaringupather,alittleredcrescentmoon marked into her inner right thigh from his teeth.

	"Eyesonme.”Heplacedasoft,almostaffectionatekissonthereddened mark. "Do not look away, understood?"

	Hecaughttheedgeofherdressandpusheditupwardsuntilitgathered aroundherwaist,andhisteethandtonguebothabusedandsoothedthe

	newlyrevealedskin.Onehandheldherinplacewhilsttheotherhookeda finger into the waistband of her underwear.

	Malfoykissedalong herhipbonewhilehetoyedwith theredelastic

	betweenhisfingers.Hedidn'tpullitdown,justsortofrolledandstretched it in his hand.

	"ImustsayGranger,”hewhispered,hiscoldbreathdraftingacrossher

	nervesinawaythatalmostmadeherkneesbuckle.“Redcertainlyisyour colour, but I never thought you would be one to match your dress to yourknickers.”

	"F-full of surprises, me.” She tried to keep her voice light, natural, but it trembledwhenhelickedthejunctionbetweenherhipandherunderwear.

	Malfoychuckledashestartedtopullthefabricdownherlegs."Finally, something we agree on.”

	Heletherstepoutofthem,andwhenhishandtravelledbackupherthigh, rightuptoherhip,heguidedherlegtowrapoverhisshoulder,briningher much closer to him. And his mouth.

	"Putyourhandonmyothershoulder,"hesaid."Usemeforbalance."

	Hermione was putty in his hands. She knew it, he knew it. His mouth was soclosetohercentre,sheprobablywouldhavedoneanythingtogethimto just move forward, and yet, she ignored his instruction. Couldn't help but just be a little bit rebellious, even given what he was about to do.

	 

	
Instead,shereachedbehindherandrestedherhandswideoneithersideof the mantlepiece.

	Malfoy’seyesdarkened.Hesmirkedandranhistongueoverhisteethashe stared up at her, and God, it was the most erotic thing she'd ever seen.

	"Fuckingstubbornlittlecuntasalways.Let'sseehowlongthatlasts."

	She'dintendedtokeepcomposed.Silent.She'dwantedtomakehimearn her moans, her hands, anything she chose to give him, but the very

	heartbeathewrappedhislipsaroundherclitandsucked,shesnapped.

	Shegaspedandherhandsflewtohisshoulderstoholdherselfup.Hernails dug into his skin as a sharp wave of pleasure shot through her.

	"Fuck,”Malfoyhissed,thatsamehuskygrowlcreepingintohisvoice."You taste as good as you feel.”

	Thefirstfewswipesofhistongueagainstherweresoftandgentle,justthe faintest of pressure, as though he were savouring the taste of her - at first.

	Itlastedaminute,perhapstwo,butalltoosoon,thegentlenessofhismouth vanished, and he became ravenous.

	Hedidn'ttakehiseyesoffherfaceashelappedather,orashedraggedthe tip of his tongue over her clit and circled it slowly, once.

	"Ohgod,"shemoaned.Twice.

	"More,"please,shealmostbegged,butbitherliptotrapthewords.She wouldn't beg him. Not now, not ever.

	Threetimes.

	"Whenitfeelsgood,"hehummed,hismouthstillpressedagainsther, vibrating through her with each word, "squeeze, alright?"

	 

	
Hermione nodded feebly while she panted above him. She must have hurt him.Herownlittlecrescentmoonsfromhernailsmusthavebeenmarking his shoulders like he'd marked her thigh with his teeth. She had to have

	beenhurtinghimbutifshewas,hedidn’tsayanything.

	Hermionejerkedwhenhistonguecircledherentrance,teasingitwith

	quick,lightstrokes,andwhenhefinallysankintoher,shesqueezedhimso tightly she thought she'd broken the bones in his shoulder.

	Pressurewasbuildinginherstomach.Theelasticbandwastightening-but she wasn't ready to let it snap yet.

	"Stop!"

	Likeshe'dstruckhimwithherwand,Malfoyletgoofher.Hepulledback and looked up at her. His eyes wereblueand open and hurt. Helooked so vulnerable like that, on his knees in front of her, hands held out, palms

	facingherinsurrender.

	Ifhehadn'tsworntohelptheOrder,hewouldhavebeensoeasytokill.Her palms twitched, secretly eager for a weapon.

	"Youdon'twantmetotouchyou."

	"No, that isn't it,” Hermione panted, trying to get her breathing back under control.Shewatchedhimassheslowlylacedherfingersthroughhishair."I just wanted to see if you would stop if I asked you to.”

	Malfoy chuckled darkly. Hesmiled up at her, and theglistening on his chin madeherwanttopullhimbackbetweenherlegsandclosethemaroundhishead.

	Soshedid.Withafreshthrillshootingupherspine,shetuggedhishead back between her legs, and lost herself in the feel of his mouth.

	He seemed to lap at her hungrily after that, like he had something to prove. His tongue was greedy as it moved against her. Faster, with more pressure thanbefore.Hisshouldersnudgedherthighs,openinghermoretohim.The

	 

	
hand on her hip snaked up her body to grab the neckline of her dress and withasharpyank,hepulledthefabricdown,rippingituntilitpooledatherwaist.

	Shewasn'twearingabra.Hetookadvantageandpalmedherbreast,

	squeezingandrollinghernipplebetweenhisfingerswhilehismouthtoyed with her.

	Hermione’sfingersdugharderintohisshoulderandhairasshestartedto tremble, using him to hold herself up as her bones felt like they were

	liquefying.

	Andallthewhile,ashelickedandsuckedandnippedathersensitivecore, he whispered little praises to her, hushing choruses of 'good girl,' and

	'shhhhh,I'vegotyou,'overandoveragainlikeaprayer.Andwhathewas doing to her … The way he was making her feel … It certainly felt likeworship.

	Soclose.Shewassoclose.

	Hermionetiltedherheadbackasshenearedtheedge,andherheart fluttered when she looked straight ahead.

	Malfoyhadn'tlockedthedoor.Thedoorwaywasvacantbutajar.Therewas a sizeable gap that anyone could look through and see them - like this.

	"D...Draco,”shewhimpered,pullingharderon thestrandsofhishair,

	guidinghimthewayshewanted."Thedoor..youdidn't..fuck-youdidn't close it.”

	"Idon'tcare."

	"Butthere'sagap-“shemoaned ashesuckedonherclitagain."Someone

	....Oh god- someonemight seeus.”

	"Idon'tcare-butyouneedtolookatme.” "I -"

	 

	
"Lookatme!"

	Hereyesflickeredbacktohisandherentirebodystartedtoshake."But what if s-someone ... s-sees us?"

	Theelasticbandwasstretched sotight.Shewas rightontheedge-

	"Idon'tgiveafuck."Hishandleftherbreastanddroppedbetweenherlegs. Shefelt his fingers swipeacross her entrance. "Just stop talking and come," he pushed his fingers inside and crooked them, "for," another crook as his lips closed around her clit, "me.”And another as he sucked,hard.

	The band snapped so hard Hermione couldn’t breathe. Blinding pleasure siphonedtheairfromherlungs.Itblockedouteverything;allshecouldfeel was his tongue and fingers.All she could see was his blue eyes.And if

	someonehadappearedinthedoorwayatthatverymoment,shewouldn't have given a fuck either.

	As her trembling somewhat subsided, Malfoy unhooked her leg from aroundhisshoulderandeagerlykissedhiswayupherbodyasherosetohis feet. He took his time, made sure to swirl his tongue over her nipples and across her collar bone, her pulse point, her jawline, every inch of her skin

	hecouldreach.

	"Doesthatprovemyloyalty?"hebitagainstherneck.Thelowgravelinhis voicemadeher shiver. "Or do you requireanother round for themessageto really sink in?"

	"Shutup.”

	Malfoy’shandsfistedhercurlsasshegrabbedhiscollaranddraggedhis mouthtohers.Hetastedofsmokeandwhiskeyandher.Saltyandsweet and -

	"Malfoy,"Blaisesnapped.

	Hermionefroze.Malfoywincedandpulledawayslightly-buthedidn'tlet go of her. Despite her state of undress, his broader frame swamped her

	 

	
easily.TherewasnowayBlaisewould'vebeenabletoseeherbody.Her modesty was ... somewhat protected.

	Hemusthaveonlyjustwalkedintothedrawing-room,Blaisewastoomuch of a gentleman to not have made his presence known beforehand, but

	Hermione'scheeksstillflamed,nonetheless.

	"Whatdoyouwant,Zabini?"Malfoyhissedwithoutturningaround,still looking at Hermione.

	Blaiseclearedhisthroatratherawkwardly."Wearebeingsummonedbythe Dark Lord."

	"Yes,Iwaswellawareofthatfiveminutesagowhenmyarmstarted

	burningthankyouverymuch.”ThesoftnessinMalfoy’svoicewasgone,

	replacedbythatcoldnesssheoftenassociatedanotherperson."Waitforme outside. I'll be there in a minute.”

	Despitetheobviousdismissal,Blaisedidn'tmove. "Is there something else you want to say?"

	"No,"Blaisesaidafterafewmomentsoftensesilence."Nothingatall.”

	 

	
Dragonsbite

	 

	26thJune

	 

	 

	Thelettertheysentwas simpleandtothepoint:

	'DearOrderofthePhoenix,

	There'sbeenachangeinregimeonourend-whichwearesureisinyourbest interest - and we wish to arrange a meeting to discuss said changes, and also, how we move forward from here.

	WerequestthepresenceofRonald,GinevraandFleurWeasley.Time and location up to your discretion.

	Regards,

	Medusa,andcompany.’

	 

	Hermione had written their note, and although Theo and Malfoy had insistedshecouldn'tsignhername-oreventellthemshewassafeincase the letter was intercepted - she hoped that someone might recognise her

	handwritingandputthepiecestogetherthemselves.

	Aftershe'dfinishedwritingit-bothDeathEatershoveringoverher

	shoulderandtitteringawaylikebloodyowls-Theotookthenotetothe new rendezvous point.

	Before Hermione had been captured, all the meetings between her and Medusa had been arranged like this. On separate days once a week, they would drop off any correspondence, and the other would pick it up. It was thesafestoptionandmeantthatneitherknewthetruelocationoridentityof the other.

	 

	
Thenotesusedtobeleftinaderelict factoryinSwindon,butafter

	Hermionehadbeencaptured,thewisedecisionwasmadetochangetoan abandoned Post Office in Sheffield. The new building was just as war-

	damagedasitspredecessorbutitserveditspurpose.

	TheohaddroppedHermione'sletteroffthedayafterthegroups'team meeting' and two weeks later, they received a response,

	'EastMidlandsairport.Runwayoutsidegate1.26th June. 15:30'

	Thatwasit.Thatwastheirbloodyresponse.Hermione'sstomachhad

	dropped with dread the moment she'd read it - because gave hernothing. Shehadnoideaifanyonehadrealisedthatshe'dwrittenthenoteorifthey even trusted the information in it.

	Andtwo dayswas anawful longtimetowait tofindout.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hermione glanced at the new clock on her bedside table - the one she'd demandedMalfoygetherthemomentshe'dreceivedtheletterfromtheorder.

	14:30.Sheand Malfoywouldbeleavingverysoon.

	Chewingontheinsideofhercheek,Hermionezippedupheroldmission uniform. She'd been a bundle of nerves since they'd received the Orders

	letter,butputtingonthisoutfit,feelingtheleatherhugherskin...Itfeltlike a piece of home.

	She'dchangedsomuchsincethelasttimeshe'dwornit,sherealisedasshe stared at her reflection in the vanity table mirror. Her frame seemed a little smallernow,hercheekslookedthinnerandthematerialdidn’tfeelastight oruncomfortablearoundherwaist.Herhairwasmuchlongertoo,theends almost touching her hips now.

	 

	
Butmorethanthephysical,shefeltbetterinherself.Alittlestronger.

	Truetohisword,Malfoyhadtakenheroffoftheanti-magicpotionsand givenherwandback,andthefeelingofmagicrunningthroughherveins

	againwasindescribable.Justbeingabletodryherhairherselfwithawave of her wand made her feel more like herself than she had in months.

	Shecheckedtheclockagain;14:33.

	Needingsomethingtodowithherhands,Hermionetwirledherwand

	between her fingers and tapped her foot against the floorboards. Her head wasbuzzing.Ahundreddifferentscenarioswererunningthroughhermind.

	WouldtheOrdereventurnuptothemeeting? Would they be unarmed?

	Whatwouldhappeniftheybroughtreinforcements? What if they tried to capture her?

	WhatwouldMalfoy doifthey-

	"You know, those floorboards cost more than most muggle flats," a deep voicedrawledfromthedoorway,"soifyoucontinuetodigaholeinthem with your boot, expect to receive a bill from me.”

	Hermionelaughedquietlywithoutturningaround."Yes,becauseweboth know you wouldn't be able to afford new ones otherwise."

	"IfAstoriakeepsbuyingherselfapresentwithmyfamily'smoneyevery time I piss her off, then the Malfoy vault will be drained in a decade.”

	Hermionescoffedandcheckedheruniformagain."Decade?Haveyouseen the ruby bracelet she brought herself because you ruined the birthday

	surprisesheplannedforyou?"Sheshookherheadasshefiddledwiththe collar of her leather jacket "Carry on at this rate, and I give it two years

	beforeshe'sclearedyououtofhouseandhome."

	 

	
Thefloorboardscreakedone,twice,andthenhewasbehindher.Hewas wearing his Death Eater robes, his mask nowhere to be seen.

	Hermionestudiedhisreflectioninthemirror.Hiseyeswereaperfect mixture of blue and grey today.

	"I like these things.” He smirked at her through the mirror and hooked his fingersintotheemptygunholstersonherthigh."Theylookgoodonyou.”

	Hermionescowledbackathim."Theylookevenbetterwhentheyhave guns in them.”

	"Idon'tdoubtthat,”Malfoychuckledunderhisbreath,andonesharptugon the holster dragged her back against his chest. "If you ever decide to give meabelatedbirthdaypresent,Iwouldn'tobjecttoyoupointingagunatme, when you're wearing these-"

	Shekepthereyesforwardandwatchedhisreflectionbenddownslightly, just before his cold lips brush against her ear.

	"And onlythese.”

	"Oh,fuckoff."Hermionejumpedforwardandswattedhishandaway. "You're such an arrogant prick.”

	"Andyou'reabsolutelystunningwhenyou'retryingtokillme.”

	Hermione charged out of her bedroom without looking back at him, partly becausetheywereinarush,andsecretlybecauseshedidn'twanthimtosee her smirk. Or blush.

	GoodGodrick, whatwas wrongwithher?

	Theywalkedthroughthemanortogether,sidebyside.Whentheyreached the gardens, Hermione held out her arm for him toApparate them to the

	airport.ShecouldApparatebyherselfnowshehadhermagicback,butshe reached for him more out of habit than necessity.

	 

	
Malfoydidn'ttakeherarm.Instead,hecarriedonwalking,andaftera bewildered pause, Hermione followed him across the grounds.

	"It'salmostquartertothree,”shesaidcurtly.“Weneedtogototheairport." "I know.”

	"Well,aren'twegoingtoApparatethere?"

	Malfoydidn'tsayanotherwordasheledherthroughthegardens,buthe wore a cocky smirk the entire time, clearly hiding something.

	Hermionefollowedhimuntiltheyreachedoneofthelargefieldsthat

	boardedtheedgeofhisestate,andwhenshesawNarcissacurledintoa tight ball, her heart leapt into her throat. "You cannot be serious?"

	HearingthepanicinHermione'svoice,Narcissastartedtostir.Thegiant dragon shook her head as though she was trying to shake herself awake, then stretched her wings and got to her feet.

	HermioneheardMalfoychucklingbesideher,butshecouldn'ttearhereyes away from the beast. "Scared, Granger?"

	"Ifyouthink I'mriding hertotheairport,you'velosttheplot."

	"Oh,don'tbelikethat,"Malfoyteased,cockingabrowinthatsmugway only he knew how. "You've already ridden one dragon, riding another

	shouldn'tbesodifficult.”

	Hermionetookastepbackwards,notinthemoodforgames."No.Notachance.”

	"You have nothing to worry about." "Apartfromgettingburnedtodeath.” "You're perfectly safe-"

	"Unlessshebitesme!”

	 

	
"Look,” Malfoy snapped, losing his patience. "Cissa is dangerous and your friendsarescaredofher.Wedon'tknowwhatwe'rewalkingintotoday,and if the Order is planning an ambush, we'll need her.”

	Hermioneknewhewasright.Althoughshe’dtriedtobeasdelicateas possiblewithhernote,thecrypticmessageand'regimechange'would

	likely have set the Order on edge. This meeting was the unknown for both sides. The Order was probably just as nervous as the Death Eaters, and if Kingsleydecidedtosendreinforcements…Well,itwouldhavebeenfoolish forMalfoyandHermionenottotakeextraprecautionsaswell.Justincase.

	Shewasjustabout toslapon hermostsarcasticsmileandget onwithit–

	ButthenNarcissaopenedhermouth.AndalthoughHermioneknewthatthe dragon wasprobablyjust yawning, the sound that came out of her mouth was loud and so fucking intimidating that it snapped what little confidence Hermione had like a stick under a boot.

	Sensing that she was about to bolt, Malfoy stood behind her, grabbed her arms and spun her face his dragon. Hermione fought to get away - as she always did - but he held her firmly. His grip was tight; each attempt she madetofleepushedherfurtherintohischest,andeachtimehetookastep toward Narcissa, Hermione was dragged along with him.

	"No,Malfoy!"shesnarled,squirminginhisgripasshetriedtojuther elbows into his ribs. "I'm not doing this!"

	"Shhhh,it'salright.”Hisvoicewasinfuriatinglycalmasheforcedthem another step closer. "She's not going to hurt you.”

	AloudgrowlingsoundstartedtoemitfromNarcissa'schest,andher colossal fangs caught the light as she opened her mouth.

	"No!Letmego!Ican't-"

	"Yes,youcan,”Malfoyencouraged.“Youhavenothingtobeafraidof.”

	 

	
Narcissainchedforwardanddroppedherheadsothatherteethwere perfectly in line with Hermione’s stomach.

	Hermione‘sheartstartedtobeatfaster-

	TheairgrewwarmerasMalfoyforcedthemcloser-

	ShejumpedwhenMalfoy'scoldfingerslacedthroughhers.Heraisedtheir conjoined hands and very carefully, stretched them towards the dragon.

	Hermionecringedaway.Shetwistedinhisarmsasmuchasshecouldand buried her face into his chest.

	Theairaroundherpalmsgrewhotterandhotter,until-

	Narcissa’sscalesdidn'thurtlikeHermione’spanickedmindhadconvinced her they would. They were warm and rough, but they didn't burn.

	Shewaitedforthedragontoreact,tobiteher,tolashoutandsetheraflame, but was instead greeted with a soft sort of noise that made her palm vibrate.

	HermioneopenedhereyestofindNarcissawatchingherclosely.Hereyes were as red and deadly as an open flame but strangely, just as gentle.

	Hermionehadnevernoticedthatbefore.

	"I told you, didn't I?" Malfoy practically purred in her ear. With his hand stillintertwinedwithhers,hebegantogentlystrokeNarcissa’ssnout.“She isn't going to hurt you.”

	As if backing Malfoy up, Narcissa started to make a chirping sound in the backofherthroat,similartothatofabird,almostasthoughshewastrying to soothe Hermione.

	AsHermioneconfidencegrew,Malfoyletgoofherhandandlether

	explorethedragonbyherself.ShecaressedNarcissa’scheekasshewalked down the side of her enormous face, and after a while, she couldn't

	rememberwhatshe'dbeensoterrifiedof.Shewasstillintimidatedbythe beast, her irrational fear brought on by her nightmares and Voldemort's

	 

	
visionweren'tgoingtovanishjustbyasimpletouch,buttheyseemedjust that now. Irrational.

	Yes,thedragonwashugeandfierceandcouldsnapHermioneinhalfwitha single bite. She could kill her easily, but she wasn't going to. She didn't

	wantto.

	Malfoystirredbehindher."Weneedtogetgoing."

	Without needing to be told, Narcissa flattened her shoulder to the ground, andMalfoyclimbedonbeforestaringdownatHermione."Areyoucoming, or not?" he said, and he leaned down and held out his hand for her.

	Hermionedidn'twanttofly.Shereally,reallydidn't,butshedidn'thave much of a choice.

	So,withoutlettingherselfdwellonthestatisticsofherfallingoff,or

	thinking-evenforamoment-abouthowonearthshewasgoingtohang on, Hermione drew a deep breath and took his hand.

	MalfoypulledherontoNarcissa's backandsetherin frontofhimsothat

	herbackwaspressedagainsthischestandhisthighsbracketedhers.Helet hergetcomfortableandfindwhichofthesharpspikesonthedragonsback she could hold onto most comfortably. When she was ready, he whistled

	once,andthenNarcissaraisedherselfontoherbacklegs.

	Thesoundofherwingsbeatingagainsttheairasshetookoffwassomuch louderfromthisangle.ItwasamiracleMalfoyhadn'tlosthishearingafter all these years of flying on her back, and if Hermione hadn't have been so scared of falling off, she would have released her death grip on the spikes and covered her ears to muffle the noise.

	Theflightto theairport- muchtoHermione's chagrin-wasawful.

	Absolutelyfuckingawful.Thestrongwindsscreamedinherears.Thecold air made her throat and face hurt, and the way the dragon's body bent and ebbed as she rode the wind made Hermione want to vomit.

	 

	
From the moment they'd taken off, she'd kept her eyes closed. She didn't wanttoseehowfarthefallwouldbeifshelosthergripandfell,andshe didn’t open them again until Malfoy told her the airport was in sight.

	Althoughcallingitan'airport'feltlikeastretch.Scrapyardseemedmorefitting...

	Aeroplaneswiththeirwindowsbrokeninwerediscardedalongtherunway, along with shuttle buses and baggage trolley’s with flat tyres.

	Aftercirclingthesky,Narcissafoundanareabehindabunkerthatwasclear enough for her to land on. When they finally - fucking finally - did land, Hermione's feet couldn't touch the ground fast enough.

	She slipped off the dragons back and Immediately hunched over herself withherhandsrestingonherknees."Iamnever-ever-doingthatagain.I think I'm going to throw up.”

	ShepracticallyheardMalfoyrollhiseyesashedismountedNarcissa."Idid tell you that keeping your eyes closed would only makeyou feel worse, but you and your bloody Gryffindor blood didn't want to hear it.”

	Hermioneshiveredasanotherwaveofnauseatwistedinherstomach. "God, I hate flying."

	"Iknow.Youtoldmethatrepeatedlyonthewayhere.” "I hate you.”

	"Yes,youtoldmethat,too.”

	"Howlong dowehavebeforethemeeting?"

	"Theyshouldbehereinafewminutes,"Malfoyanswered."SoIgiveitten before we're leaving.”

	Hermionefoughtofftheheavysicknessgatheringinherheadandstomach enough to scrunch her brows together. "What?"

	 

	
"The others and I, we have a bet. I think it will take less than ten minutes for negotiations to break down.” He shrugged. "Tori has some faith, she wageredfifteengalleonsthatwe'llmakeithalfanhourbeforeeverything goes to shit.”

	"Well,thatjustfillsmewithconfidence,”Hermionespat,wordsdrippingin equal parts venom and sarcasm. "If you're going into this with that attitude, then I doubt negotiations will even last that long.”

	"That's what Theo said," Malfoy chuckled again, thoroughly amused. "He betfourhundredthatit'llbelessthantwominutesbeforesomeone'sgotan Avada on the tip of their tongue."

	Hermionestraightenedandgapedathim."Isthatwhyhewantedtocometo this meeting? Just so he could watch it blow up?"

	"Yes,"Malfoysmirked,absentmindedlystrokinghisdragon'sneck."Loves agood show that one, sick littlebastard.That's why I didn't let him come.”

	"Whywouldyoubetonsomethingsoimportant?"Hermionebitbeforeshe could stop herself. "It's not a game! Don't you want this plan to succeed?"

	"No,Granger,I'mjustputtingmyfamilieslifeonthelineforthehellofit.”

	Malfoydaredtorollhiseyesagain."OfcourseIwantthismissionto

	bloodysucceed.Butit'scalledhavingfun.Perhapsyou'veheardofit?"

	Narcissa had begun to purr - sort of - when Malfoy found a particularly sensitivespotbehindthelargesthornontherightsideofherface,butthe

	gentlesoundsuddenlymorphedintoarumblinggrowl.Shebaredherfangs, and just before Hermione could question what had angered her, three loud cracks ofApparation echoed from the other side of the airport.

	TheOrderwashere.

	"Perhapsyoutwoshouldstayoutofsight,"Hermionesaid,inchingtowards the edge of the bunker and towards terminal three. "Just for a moment,

	whileIseewhoseturnedup.”

	 

	
ThelookMalfoygaveherwaspureirritation."Really?Andwhatgivesyou that idea?"

	"The Order are terrified of Narcissa. If they see her here right away, they mayseeitasanactofaggressionandthewholemeetingcouldberuined.I think it's best if she stays hidden unless we need her.”

	HermionecouldtellbyhisglarethatMalfoyagreedwithher,butasshe started to walk towards the terminal, Narcissa tried to follow.

	"No,”Malfoycommanded."Stay- she'llbebackinamoment."

	Hermionetriedtoleaveagain,butNarcissawhinedandinchedafterher.

	Nervousenergyradiatedfromherscales.ShetriedtofollowHermione

	again,butwhenMalfoyshookhishead,shehuffedanddugherclawsinto the gravel. She was clearly agitated, but she didn't move again.

	Hermione'seyesflickereduptoMalfoy."Justgivemeachancetomakethe introductions.As soon as they're a little more relaxed, you can come.”

	Malfoy'sjawwastightandhiseyeswerehard.Hegaveheracurtnod,and then Hermione left.

	Gate1wasjustaroundthecorner.Hermione’sheartwasdoingsomersaults asshewalkeddowntheabandonedrunway.Shecouldhearherpulseinher ears and feel it in her fingertips. Every impulse in her body was telling her tograbherwand,thatholdingitortwirlingitbetweenherfingerswouldbe just the thing to calm her nerves, but she dug her nails into her palmsinstead.

	The Order was going into this meeting as blind as she was. The only times they'd seen her over the last few months was when she was under the Demon Hex, when she'd been slaughtering their friends by the dozen, and shedidn'tknowiftheyrealisedthatshewasn'tdoingitbyherownfreewill.

	The trust she used to have with them was hanging by the thinnest thread, andifshewalkedaroundthecornerwithaweaponinherhand,thenwhat little foundation they had to build upon would shatter.

	 

	
Asshereachedtheedgeoftherunway,Hermionetookamomenttosteady herself. She started to count in her head and when she got to three, she

	roundedthecornerandsteppedontothegate.

	Threemaskedfigureswaitedforherontherunway,twowomenandaman, all wearing different variations of Hermione's Lilith mask, all tapping their feet anxiously on the tarmac and fiddling with the weapons in their hand.

	AssoonasHermioneroundedthecorner,thetallesttorehismaskoffhis

	face.Ron'sarmourdroppedthemomenthelaideyesonher.Helookedas though he’d seen a ghost. “Hermione,” he whispered. His eyes grew wide and his jaw seemed to tremble. "Is that ...is that really you?"

	Hermione smiled before she could stop herself. "Hi,” she breathed, voice chokingslightly.It'dbeensolongsinceshe'dseenhim,andalthoughtheir

	friendshiphadn'tquitebeenthesamethelastfewyears,tearsstunghereyes as she looked at him. "It's me.”

	The two women beside Ron hesitantly pulled off their masks. Ginny and FleurlookednolessshockedtoseeHermionethanRonwas,buttheydidn't seem to share his enthusiasm. They were both understandably tense, and seemed to tighten their hold on their weapons as Hermione approached.

	"Howareyouhere?"Ronchoked."Howdidyoumanagetoescape?”

	"Ididn't,”Hermioneansweredslowly,carefully,tryingtoreignherselfin. This wasn't the time to be emotional. For now, she needed to be calm,

	collected. She needed them to see they could trust her. "I've been living withMedusasinceIwascaptured.I'mtheonewhowrotethenote,andthey sent me here to discuss the next stages of their plan."

	Ginny'seyeswidenedandRonbeamedwithtriumphasheturnedtohissister.

	"Itoldyouthatwasherhandwriting!"HewhippedbacktoHermione,his face and neck flushed red. "I knew it was you who wrote that note, but Kingsley didn't believe me!"

	 

	
"Harrydid,"Ginnysaid,hertonecompletelydeadandmonotoneandso

	unlikeGinnythatitmadeHermione'shearttwist."Butthatdoesn'tmeanit's actually her."

	"Whatareyoutalkingabout?”Ronasked,soundingslightlyoffended.“Of course its her! Look at her! It's Hermione! It'sourHermione!"

	"Wedonotknowthatforcertain,”Fleursaid.

	Ronscoffedandshookhishead,apparentlyappalledbyFleurandGinny’s suspicions."Alrightthen,tellussomethingthatonlyMionewouldknow.”

	Hermione had expected this. She'd guessed that they wouldn't have trusted thatitwasherImmediately.Sheknewthey’dwanthertoproveheridentity in some way. If the roles were reversed, she’d have demanded the same

	thing.

	Whatshehadn’texpected,however,wasthecoldlookinGinny’seyes. "Thatwon'twork,”Ginnyinterrupted."She'sbeenwiththemforseven

	months.Hermione'smemoryblockingskillsweregood,buttheycouldhave broken by now. We can't trust that it's her just from something so trivial."

	"YouthinktheycouldbeusingPolyjuicepotiontotrickus?"Fleurasked. Hermione noticed her hand twitch towards her pocket.

	Hermionefoughttheever-growingurgetoreachforherwand."Ican

	understandwhyyouwouldthinkthat,"shesaidgently,tryingherbestto keephertoneaslightaspossible."Butit'sme.”Sheheldherhandswide

	eithersideofherandtookastepcloser,lookingsubmissive.Cooperative."I understand that this is a lot to take in, but if you would just allow me a

	momenttoexplain-"

	Ron, however, was the complete opposite of calm. "Look!" He pointed to theholsteronherthigh."That'sHermione'swand!Howcouldshehavethat if it wasn't her?!"

	 

	
"Thatdoesn'tmeananything!"Ginnywasright,ofcourseitdidn't."She's theirhostage,theywouldhavetakenherwandfromherthemomentthey captured her in Dover!" Right again. "They could have given anyone

	PolyjuicepotionandthengiventhemHermione'swandtotrickus,"

	Everything Ginny was saying was correct, but Ron wasn't listening. He chargedtowardsHermione,armsopenwideandreadyforembrace,but Ginny and Fleur were quicker than him. Fleur pointed her wand at

	Hermione,andGinnyheldhersagainstRon'schest,haltinghimmid-step. "Gin -" Ron snapped. "What the bloody hell are you doing!?"

	"Wedon'tknowit'sher!Weneedtobeabsolutelysurebeforewe-"

	Ginny, Fleur and Ron froze as the ground started to shudder; one small earthquakeaftertheother,thevibrationsgettingmoreintenseeachtime.

	"Whatthefuck?!"Ronshouted.

	"It'satrap!"GinnyjoinedFleurandaimedherwandatHermione."We should never have come here-"

	Thenextfewsecondshappenedinaquickflurryofactivity.

	Fleur,GinnyandRonhissedinpainandtheirwandsflewintotheairandin the next moment, Malfoy appeared in the gate, all three weapons in his

	palm,Narcissafollowingcloselyathisside.

	Hisexpressionwascoldasstoneandhiseyeswerealmostpuregrey.He'd been occluding while he waited.

	AsGinny,FleurandRonallpulledsmallhandgunsoutoftheirpocketsand pointed them at Malfoy, Malfoy aimed his own wand at Ron, and Narcissa growled as fire sparked in her mouth.

	Well,thishadturnedintoafuckingdisaster.Andinlessthantwominutes. Malfoy andAstoria were going to be out of pocket.

	 

	
"Granger,getbehindme!"Malfoysneered,hiseyescoldastheylockedon Ron. "Now!"

	"No,"HermionesnappedasshesteppedinfrontofMalfoy."You'remaking this worse!"

	Hermionewastheonlyonewhohadn'tdrawnherwand.Shestoodbetween thetwosides,neutral,refusingtoaddfueltothefire,evenifitdidleaveherdefenceless.

	Malfoydidn'ttakehiseyesoffRon,butamusclestrainedinthesideofhis jaw. "Then at least draw your fucking wand and defend yourself!"

	Oh,hereallywasgoingtomakethisdifficult,wasn'the?"No,they'renot going to hurt me, and you're not going to hurt them!" Loosening a long

	breath,shegaveRonandtheothersapleadinglook."Please,everyonejust needs to take a minute and calm down."

	RonandGinnyshiftedtheirgunssothebarrelspointedatMalfoy,one between his brows, the other at his heart.

	Malfoycockedhisheadtotheside,andagreenlightgatheredatthetipof his wand.

	"Giveusbackourwands,Malfoy!"Ginnythreatened.

	"Gladly,” Malfoy hissed. "After you lower your gun, Weaseltits.” WhenFleurcockedhergun,Narcissa'spredatorygrowldeepened.

	Ron’sfingercurledaroundthetriggerofhisgun.“Whatthebloodyhellare you doing here, Malfoy? How did you know about this meeting?"

	"Well,IthinkIshouldknowaboutit,consideringGrangerarrangedthe entire thing on a piece of parchment thatIbrought."

	Forthebriefestmoment,Ron'sscowlfell."You...youwhat?!Youcan'tbe Medusa! That doesn't make any sense!"

	 

	
"No,I'mnotMedusa.Butthinkofmyself,Granger,andmydragonasasort of packagedeal,”Malfoy said, cocky as always. "Wherever Granger goes, I go," he chuckled and twisted his wand threateningly. "And wherever Igo…"

	Narcissastalkedforward,andtheOrdermembersshrinkedawaywhenshe exposed her fangs.

	Malfoysmirked."Well,yougettheidea."

	Ronpuffedouthischestandhisnostrilsflaredwithanger."Youdon't fucking scare me, filthy Death Eater!"

	AdangerouslookflickeredacrossMalfoy'sface,thekindthatmade

	Hermione'sbloodruncold.Hequirkedabrow,andthegreenlightfromhis wand grew stronger and started crackling -

	"That'senough,bothofyou!"HermionechargedtowardsMalfoyand

	caughthiswrist."Thisisn'thelping!Putyourwanddown!"Shefoughtwith him to lower his arm, but he was too strong. His wand didn't move an inch. "Oh for God's sake!" Hermione changed tactics and caught Ginny's eye. "I swear to you, Malfoy can be trusted -"

	"Youexpectustobelievethat?"AlthoughGinny'stonewaspurevenom, she wasn't holding her gun as firmly. She was starting to doubt herself. "Fleur said that he's a Demon Mask. He's killed thousands-"

	"Hewantstochange-"

	Malfoyjerkedhiswand,itchingtothrowacurse."'Wants'isaverystrongword-"

	"Ohshutup!"HermionewhirledbacktoMalfoyandscowledupathim. "Now is not the time!" She turned back to Ginny with a pleading

	expression."Please,Iknowitsoundsmad-buthe'snotwithVoldemortanymore.”

	 

	
"Whyshouldwebelievethat?"Roncockedtheguninhishand."Adecade into the war and he's just suddenly decided to switch sides?Yeah, seems

	reallylikelythat!"

	Hermionegrowledinfrustrationandpinchedhereyesclosed."Youdon't knowwhatit'slikeontheirside!Youdon'tknowwhatVoldemorthasput him and his family through-"

	"Granger,"Malfoyinterrupted."Donotspeakforme-"

	"Ifyouinterruptmeagain,IsweartoGod,Iwillcastasilencingcharmso powerful even your grandchildren won't be able to speak!"

	Outthecornerofhereye,HermionesawGinny'slipsliftatthecorner-just a fraction.

	Needing a moment to calm herself, Hermione studied Malfoy. He wasn't lookingather;hewasglaringstraightahead,analysingthethreat.Hewas

	sohardtoreadwhenheOccluded,butifshehadtoguess,she'dsaythathe was nervous. Perhaps even scared.

	Andwhyshouldn't hehavebeen?

	The group had agreed that the only way to branch trust with the Order was forthemtoknoweverything.TheywouldsearchHermione'smemoriesand see every awful thing that Voldemort had put them through, the years of abuse he'd subjected them all to, and know this betrayal was genuine.And absolutely fucking deserved.

	Itwasundeniablythebestwayforward,butitwasalsotheriskiest.Itmeant showing the Order everything, laying all their cards on the table, including their unanimous decision to betray their master.

	OnlyaselectfewOrdermemberswouldbeallowedtoknowexactlywho had betrayed Voldemort, and although only those with excellent skills in

	memoryblockingwouldbeselected,iftheywerecaptured,itwouldonlybe a matter of time before Malfoy and his families agenda was revealed.

	 

	
Yes,thisplanwasthebestmove,butMalfoywasriskingalot,and Hermione felt it was only fair if she eased his nerves.

	Heflinchedslightly whenshecaught hiswristagain.

	"Iknowthismustbeverydifficultforyou.You'reputtinganawfullotof

	faithinpeopleyoudon'ttrust,”shewhisperedsoftly,andhiseyesflickered down to hers briefly when she squeezed his wrist. "But Ipromisethey can be trusted. I wouldn't do anything that would risk exposing you or your

	family,buttheyneedtoknowwhatyou'vebeenthrough-it'stheonlyway they'll understand."

	Malfoy'snostrilsflared,buteventually,theviolentmagicattheendofhis wand faded away.

	"Thankyou.”Hermionesmiled,andwhenMalfoynodded,shefacedGinny and the others again. "If you search my memories, you'll see that not only am I telling the truth, but that this is the best thing to happen to the Order since the start of the war."

	Noonespokeforafewmoments.Therewasaheavysilence,the

	atmospherethickandheavywithnervesandadrenalineandthen,seemingly out of nowhere, hope came from the person Hermione had least expected.

	"WecantrustMalfoy,"Fleursaid,andeveryoneturnedtolookather."I believe it.”

	"What?"Ginnygasped."Why?"

	"I saw them both a few months ago during an attack.” She spoke every softlyandveryslowly,makingsureeverywordshesaidwasunderstood.

	"Hermionewasunderthatspellthatmakesherkillthepeopleonour side-"

	"TheDemonHex,"Hermioneclarified,relievedthatatleastonepersonin the Order knew she wasn't murdering her friends by choice.

	"Yes-HermionewasundertheDemonHex."Fleursmiled."Iwasinjured and bleeding, Hermione was going to kill, but Malfoy stopped her.”

	 

	
RonwhirledaroundandglaredatMalfoy."Itmusthavebeenatrick.”

	"No - it was no trick," Fleur said strongly. "Hestopped her from killing me, andthenheletmego.Idonotunderstandwhyyoudidit,butyousavedmy life that day, so for that, I am going to give you the benefit of the doubtnow."

	"I appreciate that Fleur," Hermione sighed. "But before you search my memories,Ineedyoutopromisethatwhateveryouseewillstaybetween the inner circle, and only be shared to those on a need to know basis?"

	"Agreed."Fleurtookastepforward,butHermioneheldupherhandtostopher.

	"I mean it,” Hermione warned. “If you're going to win this war, then you need him.You're going to see a lot of things that could damn Malfoy and hisfamily.We'retrustingthatafterthis,ifwehelpyou,thenyouwon'tdo anything that will risk exposing him or putting his family in danger.

	Agreed?"

	GinnyandFleurexchangedheavylooksbeforetheybothnodded, "Agreed,” in unison.

	Ron,however,madenosuchpromises.

	Ginnymadeitclearthattheyweren'tgoingtoexchangeinformationuntil she could be sure Hermione was really who she said she was, and in the hourittooktoprovethatshehadn'ttakenanyPolyjuicepotion,thegroup came to a truce.

	Malfoy would give the others their wands back, the Order would throw theirgunstothefarsideofthegate,andoncetheyfeltitwassafe,Fleur,

	RonandGinnywouldtakeitinturnstosearchHermione'smemories.There was no chance Malfoy was going to let any of them anywhere near his

	head,butHermionehopedthatiftheysearchedhers,it’dbethefirststepin building trust between them.

	Fleurvolunteeredtogofirst.

	 

	
HermionefounditincrediblyeasytohaveFleurinherhead.Hermagicwas soft, like having satin draped across her temples, butquick. Without

	Hermionetryingtokeepherout,shecouldskimthroughanentiredayof memories in a few seconds.

	Fleur was open and saw each memory for what it was, flipping through each new day as though they were pages in a book. She saw how close Malfoywastohisfamily,howheartbrokentheyallwerewhenDaphnehad been executed and how her death had left a hole that no one could fix.

	Hermione had thought about locking more private - and more explicit - memories away, but felt that if she did, it would only raise suspicions. Mightcasttheillusionthatshewashidingsomethingandrockthealready tender foundation they were trying to forge.

	Ifthiswasgoingtowork,sheneededtobehonestandopenabouthertime at Malfoy Manor.

	Andeverythingthathadtranspiredwithinitswalls.

	An involuntary blush crept onto Hermione’s facewhen thosemoments approached,butFleur,everthelady,chosetograciouslysidestepthem.

	When Malfoy's hand had disappeared up Hermione's dress when she'd shot targets,Fleursmiledandmovedon.Whenthey'drippedeachother'sclothes offafewweekslater,FleurflippedthepagebeforeMalfoyhadevenpicked Hermione up.

	ShepaidequalattentiontoallthethingsMalfoyhaddone,thekillingand the hours torturing hostages, but she seemed more interested in his

	interactionswithHermione.

	The times he'd wiped blood off her chin after their Occlumency sessions. Thesmirkthatsometimesplayedonhislipswhentheyfoughtoneanother. The bond he had with his dragon, how no one else could come close to Narcissa, but how that same beast now felt an attachment towards

	Hermione. The guilt on his face each time Hermione came out of the DemonHex,andthewayhewouldholdandsootheherwhenshe'dbreak down afterwards.

	 

	
WhenFleurwasfinallycaughtup,shepulledoutofHermione'smind,

	placedahandoneitherofhershoulders,andgaveherawarmandknowingsmile.

	AndthenitwasRon'sturn.

	"I'd becareful if I wereyou,Weasley," Malfoy laughed as Hermione preparedtoletRonin."Youmightnotlikewhatyou'reabouttosee."

	FromthemomentRonenteredhermind,Hermionehadtheoverwhelming feeling that it was a mistake – because unlike Fleur, he seemed to have anagenda.

	Itfeltlikehewaslookingthroughhermemorieswithblinkerson,purposely ignoring the tender moments that Hermione was trying to show him to

	focusonthebadinstead.

	Hekeptlingeringonspecificpoints,horrificmomentsasifheweretrying to remind Hermione that Malfoy was - and had always been - a monster.

	Heclungonto theimages ofherbleeding andvomiting bloodonher

	bedroomflooratthestartofhercapture.Helingeredontheirfights;the times he'd had his hands wrapped around her throat, all the way's she'd

	thoughtaboutkillinghim,andreplayedthefirsttimeshe'dbeenunderthe DemonHexoverandoveragain.Howscaredshe'dbeen,howshe'dcried, the grief she'd felt.

	Andthenhesawtheirtimeinthedrawing-roomtogether.HesawHermione shoot targets with a black and gold gun. He heard the way Malfoy spoke to her. How he touched her -

	AndthenRon'sentireaurachanged.

	He fast-forwarded through the memories that followed quickly, completely ignoringthethingsthatHermionewantedtoshowhim.Hedidn'tcareabout seeingAstoria's accident or the guilt Malfoy had shown in his bedroom that evening. He didn't want to see how Cormac had tried to kill her, how he'd

	 

	
beatenherandifMalfoyhadn'tofsavedher,thenshewouldhavebeendead.

	No, he didn't care about any of that. He didn't want to see the good in Malfoy,hejustflickedthroughhermemoriesuntilhefoundthedayshe'd shot Malfoy and everything that followed.

	AsearingpainlanceddownthecentreofHermione'sskullasRonjerked out of her mind.

	Shehissedandbentoverslightly,andthefirstthingsheheardastheairport materialised back around her was Ron's voice.

	"Ican'tfuckingbelievethis!You'reshagginghim?!Haveyoulostyourmarbles?!"

	AlookofpurehorrorsnappedontoGinny'sface."You'renot,areyou?"

	"You'refocusingonthewrongthings!"Hermioneargued."Thathasnothing to do with this!"

	"Ithaseverythingtodoit!"Ronscreamedback."He'sbloodybrainwashed you! He's got you so far under his thumb that you don't seethat this is all atrick!"

	"No,hehasn't!IknewexactlywhatIwasdoing!"

	"Ohreally,justlikeyouknewwhatyouweredoingwhenyoukilledSeamus!"

	Likehe'dstabbedherstraightintheheart,Hermioneflinched. Narcissa started growling again.

	MalfoycametostandbehindHermione.

	"That'senough,Weasel,”hesneeredcoldly."Anotherwordoutofyou,and I won't think twice about turning you into dragon feed.”The husky tone in

	 

	
hisvoiceshouldhavebeenwarningenoughforanyonetobackoff,butit fell on deaf ears with Ron. He was too angry to really hear it.

	"Don'ttellmeit'senough!You'vedonesomethingtoher!Youmadeherkill herfriend,andthere'snowaythatmyHermionewouldeverfuckamonster like that!"

	Malfoy's hand closed around Hermione’s arm. He dragged her behind him ashesteppedintoRonandglareddownathim.“Wellmaybethat'sbecause she's not yours anymore. Ever think of that?"

	"Perhapsitisbestifweadjournedthismeetingfortoday,”Fleursuggested calmly. She wrapped a hand around Ron's shoulder and gently pulled him back. "We know they can be trusted. Perhaps we should arrange another meeting for next week, and go back and discuss with Harry -"

	"AndletHermionegobackwithhim?!"Ronshouted."No,she'snotsafe there!"Veryquickly,RonduckedaroundMalfoyandgrabbedHermione,

	buttheveryheartbeathisfingersclosedaroundherwrists,Narcissalunged.

	Ron screamed and stumbled backwards as the dragon charged towards him. HereleasedHermione'sarm,allowingMalfoytodragheroutofharm'sway and give Narcissa a clear path to her prey.

	Ron fell to the floor with a loud crunch but Narcissa didn't stop. She was loomingoverhiminaninstant,amenacingroarvibratingfromhermouth as she hovered her huge teeth and jaw over Ron's stomach.

	Fleurstoodfrozeninshock.

	Ginnylaunchedafewcursesatthedragon,buttheybouncedoffherthick scales like droplets of rain on a boulder.

	"Malfoy!"Hermionepleaded."Gethertostop!"

	Malfoyshookhisheadandchuckleddarkly,thoroughlydelightinginRon'sterror.

	 

	
Rontriedtoscamperbackwards,butNarcissadughersnoutintohis

	stomachandboredown,trappinghimthere.Hisarmsandlegsflailedin every direction, kicking and punching.

	Hermionedoubtedthedragoncouldevenfeelhisattacks.

	ButjustassheopenedhermouthandherteethgrazedRon'sribs,Malfoy snapped his fingers and Narcissa backed away.

	"Bitofadvice,Weasley,"hesaid,stilllaughing."Dragonsbite.”

	 

	
Mustangsandchampagneflutes

	 

	29thJune

	 

	 

	ToHermione'ssurprise,negotiationswiththeOrderdidn'tcompletelybreak down after that first meeting.After a two-day silence, Medusa received an invitation for a second meeting, and after another –even tenser –

	discussionatEastMidlandsairport,anagreementwasreached.Sortof.

	ThekeytotheplanwasMalfoy,andalthoughthesearchesthrough

	Hermione's memories had proven that his betrayal was genuine, the Order wantedsomethingmoredefinitivebeforetheywouldtrusthimcompletely.

	Kingsley had made it clear – in a message relayed through Ginny – that therewouldbenopardonforTheo,BlaiseorevenAstoria,untilMalfoy had proven his loyalty.

	AndhowexactlydidKingsleywanthimtoprovehimself? By giving the Order a fucking Horcrux.

	TheproblemwasthatsincetheDiademhadbeendestroyed,Voldemorthad increased security around the remaining Horcruxes.

	Only Bellatrix andVoldemort knew whereNagini was being kept, and the eighth Horcrux he'd created - a gold medallion - was moved every few weeks and its care entrusted to a different Death Eater in random order. It would be very tricky to get their hands on the medallion. Getting it to the Orderwouldundoubtedlyrevealtheirbetrayal,sotheyneededtotakecare of his army first.

	Voldemort'sdemisecouldn'thappenovernight,bothsidesseemedtobein agreement of that, at least. So to ensure they didn't make any mistakes, it was decided that they would take it slow. Deathly slow, as it were.

	 

	
Forthenexttwelvemonths,theDeathEaterswouldwhittledown

	Voldemort's army from within - by continuing to leak secrets and frame specificmembersoftheinnercircle-andwhileVoldemortwasdistracted executingthetraitors,MalfoywouldgettheOrderthemedallionandfind out where Nagini was being kept.

	After the terms were reached, Theo, Blaise andAstoria seemed very hopeful.Theypoppedopenabottleofchampagneandtoastedtotheir

	success.AstoriaevenstartedplanningavictorypartyforwhenVoldemort was finally dead and buried, but, like Hermione, Malfoy was quiet the

	entireevening.

	AndHermionewondered,asshewatchedhimfromacrossthesittingroom and sipped on her celebratory champagne, if he was thinking about the same thing she was.

	Kingsleyhadchosenhiswordsvery,veryspecifically.IfVoldemortwas

	defeated,he'dagreedtopardon'Malfoy'sfamily'foranyandallwarcrimes that they'd committed or witnessed.

	ButheneversaidthatpardonextendedtoMalfoyhimself.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	3rdJuly

	 

	"OfalltheplacesIthoughtI'dfindyoutonight,AstoriaandBlaise's bedroom was not at the top of my list.”

	"Tooanxioustositstill,”Hermionemumbledwithoutturningaround.She wassatcrossleggedonthefloor,herbacktoMalfoyasshefocusedonthe task in front of her. "Thought I'd work on her mural instead."

	Malfoyscoffedquietlyinthedoorway."Mmm,Icanseethat.Andyou thought you'd channel that nervous energy by painting ... What is that

	 

	
supposedtobe?Aninsideoutumbrella?" "It's the outline of a flower."

	"That'saverystrangelookingflower,Granger."

	"It'saSquill,Malfoy,”shechidedback,thesarcasminhertoneaperfect mirror of his. "That's the shape they take when they bloom."

	"Lookscrookedtome.”

	"That'sbecauseit'snotfinishedyet.”

	"Youlookarightmess.Wasn'tthatdresswhitethismorning?"She

	assumedheeyedthepaintcoveredshirtdressshewaswearing,butdidn’t turn around to check. "How have you managed to get more paint on your clothes than on the wall?”

	"Ohplease,pleasefuckoffMalfoy."

	"Andthere'samassivestreak ofit inyourhair."

	"Ifyouonlycameheretocriticisemeyou'dbetterpissoffrightnow,orelse-"

	"Orelsewhat?"Therewasateasingliltinhisvoice,butHermionewasn'tin the mood. "What are you going to do to me?"

	"I'll Bombarda your ribcage wide open," Hermione warned, her attention stillonthemural,willingthepictureshehadinhermindtotakeshapeon the wall.

	"Ohcomeon,you candobetterthanthat."

	"IknowhowtocastwordlessAvada's.You'dneverhearyourdeathcoming."

	"Hmmm.Not verycreative.”

	 

	
"Dropit,Malfoy,"Hermionesighed."I'mnotinthemoodtonight."She turned slightly so she could study him out the corner of her eye.

	He was leaning casually in the doorway in his usual attire; black trousers andawhitebutton-downshirtwiththesleevesrolledup.Hiseyeswerean mixture of grey and blue.

	Onthesurface,helookedcompletelyrelaxed-buttherewasoneflawinhis perfect poker face.

	Hermione glanced down to catch him fidgeting with the ring on his pinkie finger,anxiouslyusinghisthumbtotwistitfromonedirectiontotheother.

	Hemight’vebeenalljokesandcockybravadotonight,buthewasjustas nervous as she was.

	Notthatsheblamedhim.

	AstoriahadbeeninvitedtoanotherGala.Shewasusingitasanexcuseto

	frametheirfirsttarget,Scabior-andHermioneandMalfoyhadbeenforced to stay behind.

	Itwastherightstrategyreally.EveryoneagreedthatMalfoyshouldn'tgo. The plan depended on normalcy. They needed to pretend that everything was as it always had been and that nothing had changed.

	Malfoy had never attended one ofVoldemort’s galas before so it’d only drawattentionifhesuddenlybegangoingnow,andinvitequestionsand watchful eyes at a time the group really needed to stay unnoticed.

	BecauseBlaiseandTheohadgonetotheoddgalaovertheyears-Blaiseto accompany his wife and Theo to, well, raid the complementary free bar –

	they’descortedAstoriajustincaseanythingdidgowrong.Theirreallywas nothing to worry about with the two of them acting as her bodyguards, but Hermione still felt ... off.

	Andonelookat Malfoy toldher hefelt thesame.

	"Areyoualright?"sheaskedhimwithoutreallythinking.

	 

	
Malfoyscoffedandnarrowedhiseyesather."Whatkindofstupidquestion is that? Of course I'm alright. Why wouldn't I be?"

	"It'sokaytoadmitthatyou'reworriedaboutthem."Sheputherpaintbrush on the mixing board and swivelled to face him. "I'm worried too -"

	"I'mnotworried."

	"Doyouwanttohelpmepaint?Itmighteaseyournerves." "I don't have nerves."

	"Alright.”Hermione held her hands up in surrender, and sensing that Malfoywasfarmorecomfortablekeepinghiswallsupforthemoment,she turned back to her mural. "But if you do want to talk about it, you know where I am.”

	Shepickedupherbrushandstartedmixingcolourstogetheragain,working to create a soft pink for the flowers petals.

	Whensheaddedalittlemorewhitetothemixture,Malfoyhadn’tleft. When she swirled the paints together, still nothing.

	Sheheardfootstepsasshebegantodragthebrushalongthewall–buthe wasn’t leaving. He was coming closer…

	Pretendingtobemoreinterestedinthefloweronthewall,Hermionekept her eyes forward and listened. She assumed he was crossing the room to grab a chair to sit in but to her surprise, he sank to the floor and sat cross

	leggedbesideher.Ratherclosetoo.Hiskneesalmostbrushedagainsthers as he made himself comfortable.

	Apparently he didn't want to be alone tonight.And neither did she. Theystayedlikethatinsilenceforsometime;Hermionepaintingand

	Malfoy just watching. Occasionally he would wordlessly hand her the tube ofpaintshewasreachingfor,orholdthewoodenpaletteoutinfrontofhim

	 

	
soshecouldmixmorecolourstogether.Ittookhimagoodlongwhilebut eventually, he started to relax.

	"Mypacketofcigarettesisoverthere,"Hermionesaid,juttingherchin toward her vanity table. "Would you mind getting them for me?"

	That’dbeenanothertermHermionehadlateraddedontoherever-growing list of demands for helping Malfoy; a packet of cigarette's every few days.

	Hedidn'tseemtomindgettingthemforher,butAstoriawholly disapproved of the habit.

	"Don'tyourlegswork?"

	Hermionealmostsmiled.“Obviouslytheydo,butI'mfilthy,"shesaid, holding her paint covered hands up to him. “So do me a favour."

	Malfoylookedattheboxonhertable,butinsteadofgettingup,hereached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of his own. She watched his long

	fingerstakeoneoutbeforeheturneditoverandheldthebudoverher mouth. "Open up, cub."

	Hermione'spulsejumped atthepromiseinhiswords.Asshesilently

	obeyed,hegentlyplacedthetipbetweenherlips,andheldherstareashelit the end with the tip of his wand.

	Hermineclosedhereyesasshetookthefirstdrag.Evenmoanedquietlyas the nicotine filled her lungs. When she opened them again, she found Malfoy watching her closely. "What?" she asked, suddenly a little self-conscious.

	"Nothing."Heleanedforwardandgentlypulledthecigarettefromher mouth to take a long, deep drag of his own. "Are you nervous abouttomorrow?"

	Voldemorthadsanctionedaraid.Hisbestgeneralsweretolaunchabrutal attack on a town the Order were using to restock magical weapons.

	Hermionewastobeutilised–likenormal–andbeputundertheDemon Hex for the first time in weeks.

	 

	
"Yes,"shereplied.

	"I wouldn't be taking you on this raid if I could help it,” he said, fanning a thickwaveofsmokeouthismouth.Hermionecouldn’thelpbutleanin.He turned the cigarette over and slipped it back between her lips.

	"Iknowthat-butwedon'treallyhaveanoption,dowe?"

	Normalcywasthedouble-edgedswordoftheirbetrayal.It’dhelptheOrder exponentially, but was going to tear Hermione’s heart to pieces.

	Again,itreallywasforthebest.EventheOrderagreed-although

	reluctantly at first. Only ten of them knew who had betrayedVoldemort to makesurenoonewouldpulltheirpunchesonthebattlefield.Whichmeant only ten of them knew she didn't really have a choice in any of this...

	Hermione didn't know if that made her feel better or worse. "Theraidtomorrow,"Hermionewhispered."It'sinBradford." "It is. Your point being?"

	"There'sabelltowerthere.”Shepausedtotakeadrag."AtBradfordcityhall.”

	"And?"

	"Andtomorrowis the4thofJuly."

	TherewasamomentoftensesilencebeforeMalfoyasked,"Areyou worried about Blaise's vision?"

	Hermionedidn'trespond.Sheconcentratedonthestemoftheflowershe was painting and the cigarette in her mouth.

	Ofcourseshewasworried.Thatvisionhadbeenplayingonaconstantloop in her head since Voldemort had shown it to her. The images were burned intohermindwhethershelikedthemornot.Buildingsexploding.Achurch on fire.Abridge collapsing into a frozen lake.Abell tower crumbling.And the number four. Four. Four.Bloody four,over and over again.

	 

	
Whetheritmeantfourpeople,fourdeaths,orthe4thdayofthemonth-the number four had to mean something. She just had no idea what.

	Malfoypulledthecigaretteoutofhermouthratherroughly."Thatvisionis notgoingtocometrue,"hesnappedbeforehetookadeepdrag."Iwontletit."

	"Yes,youwould."Hermioneturnedjustenoughtowatchhimoutthecorner of her eye. "If the lives of your family were on the line, you would kill me in a heartbeat to save them."

	Malfoyeyesflickered,turningjustatinybitbluer.

	"AndifyoudidanythingthatwouldthreatentheOrder,"Hermione

	continued,herlipstwitchingalittleatthecorners,"Iwouldn'thesitateto kill you either."

	Hesmiled-justabit.Justenoughtoshowherlittledimplesonthesideof his face. He pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and offered it to her.

	"ThenIsupposeit'sagood thingwe'reonthesamesidefornow."

	Hermionematchedhissmileasheslippedthebuttbetweenherlipsagain. "Yes - for now."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Theairintheballroomwasheavywithperfumesandflowers,thesmellso thick and enhanced with magic it made Theo's nose burn.

	Ajazz band were tucked into the corner of the room, quietly playing a tune he didn't recognise to create a gentle - and elegant, if you liked that sort of thing – sort of ambiance. The white walls were draped in gold and cream sashes,thousandsofwhiterosesspiltoutoftheirgoldvasesandsprayedup the walls like bizarre pieces of art, and great big massive gold chandeliers

	 

	
hungfromtheceiling,charmedtotwirlintheairandcastlittlerainbowson the floor.

	TheCarrow'shadreallygonealloutforthisgala.

	Theohatedthesetypesofthings.Honestlyfuckingdespisedthem.Hedidn't see the point in putting on suits with collars so tight they cut into his neck and making idle chit chat with wizards he despised.

	Most of the people in this room had cheered when his wife was executed. They'd boo'ed when she'd fought back and cheered when she'd screamed in pain,andyetheretheywere,wantingtoshakehishandandmakesmalltalk about the fucking weather and the strength of the galleon.

	MostoftheDeathEatersusedthesegala'stoshowoff.Flaunttherichesand rewards they'd earned from their master to prove that they were, in fact,

	Voldemort'sfavourite.

	Itwasallsick.Sick.Sick.Sick.

	Theo'shandstightenedaroundthechampagnefluteinhishandashespied Barty Crouch Jr across the dancefloor.

	Asusual,CrouchwasslitheringbetweenDeathEaterswithadollonhis arm. The blonde with him tonight had sad eyes and a tiny frame he'd

	wrappedinasilverdressthatlookedtwosizestoosmallforher.Shekept her eyes down as Crouch dragged her alongside him, parading her round like a little show dog and angling her body so everyone could get a good look at her.

	Theo would have loved nothing more than to snatch that glass of wine out Crouch'shand,smashitagainstthewallanddrivethebrokenpiecesintohis slimy neck -

	"HonestlyTheodore,"Astoriasighed,pullinghim outofhis violent-and

	quitefranklydelightful-daydream,"wereyouraisedinabarn?"Shetutted as she began adjusting the bowtie around his neck. "This is crooked and don't even get me started on your collar."

	 

	
"Icombedmyhairback forthis,"Theobit beforehecouldstophimself.

	Astoriadidn’tflinchatthesnarlinhisvoice.Shewasattunedtohis

	behaviourafteralltheseyears,nomatterhowvolatilehecouldbe."AndI put on a bloody tie, what more do you want from me woman?"

	EventhoughAstoriahadpickedoutBlaiseandTheo'soutfitsfortheevent- blackthree-piecesuitswithgoldwaistcoatsthatmatchedtheaccentsonher yellow gown - apparently the way he'd put said suit together wasn't up to

	parwithhervision.

	Astoria gasped sarcastically."Oh my,you put on a dickie bow?And you combed back your hairall by yourself? Someone alert Rita Skeeter!You poorlittlemuffin,youmustbeexhausted.”Withhisbowtierighted,sheset aboutfixingwhateverhe’ddonewrongwithhiscollar.“Wanttotalkabout effort? My dress is so tight I can’t breathe properly, and my heels are so

	highmytoesarenumb.Butbeautyispainmydear,soshutupmoaningand hold my glass so I can fix you."

	Theo'seyesdriftedbacktoCrouchasAstoriaadjustedhissuitjacketand waistcoat to her liking.

	"Thereyougo,"shesaidwhenshewasfinished,steppingbacktoappraise her work. "Now you look perfect.And so handsome I could eat you."

	Shesmiledsweetlyupat him,butwhenshenoticedthathewasn'treally

	payingattentiontoher,hereyesfollowedhis,andhersmiledroppedwhen she realised what he was looking at.

	"Ican'tbelievehe'shere,"Astoriawhispered,adisgustededgecreepinginto her usually soft voice.

	"I should rip his fucking spine out,” Theo hissed under his breath as red startedtocolourhisvision.Itwasallwrong.Crouchshouldn’tbehere.He shouldn’t even bebreathingafter what he’d done to Daph.

	"No,"Astoriasaid."Asentertainingasthatwouldbe,youshouldn't.The time isn't right yet."

	 

	
"He'sthereasonDaph’sdead.Thetimewasrightthemomenthedobbed her in with the Dark Lord."

	"I know,"Astoria hushed. "No one hates him as much as I do, but it's alwaysbeenriskytogoafterCrouch.We'retheonlyoneswhohavea

	grudgeagainsthim.Ifhediesundersuspiciouscircumstances,whodoyou think are the first people the inner circle will point their fingers at?"

	Thetwoofthem,thatwasthehonesttruth.BesidestheOrder,theonly

	peoplewithareasontowantCrouchdeadwerethetwoofthem.Everyone within the Dark Lord's ranks loved Crouch. He was a war hero. The only wizard brave and clever enough to aid the Dark Lord back into power all those years ago. The inner-circle respected him and the soldiers loved hisdolls.

	No,Theoknewhecouldn'ttouchCrouchyet.Didn'tmeanhehateditanyless.

	Astoria stood at his side and squeezed his hand encouragingly. "He'll get what'scomingtohim,”shesaidquietly.“We'llmakesureofitbutfornow, there's nothing we can do.”

	"AslongasIgettokillhimeventually,"Theomurmuredashetookasipof champagne. "That's all that matters."

	"Ofcourse."Astoriasmiledandraisedherglasstohim.“Totheevening going as smoothly as possible, and eventually," her voice dropped to a whisper, "you killing that sick bastard over there."

	Theo'slipstwitchedintoasmirk."Nowthere'satoastIcangetbehind."

	Theychinkedtheirglassestogetheranddownedtheirdrinks,andwhena server carrying a tray of full flutes passed them, Theo snatched two and handed one to his sister-in-law.

	Blaisejoinedthemshortlyafterwards-hismeetingwiththeDarkLordhad caused him to run slightly late – and the three of them found a table while

	 

	
theywaitedfortheliquortoaffecttheotherguestssotheycouldsettheir plan in motion.

	"WhatdoyouthinkHermioneandDracoaredoing?"Astoriaasked somewhere around ten o'clock.

	"Eitheravoidingeachother,"Blaiseguessed,onearmdrapedaroundhis wife's shoulder while the other swirled the glass of whiskey in his hand. "Fighting. Or fucking."

	"Ibettengalleonsonthelatter,"Astoriasaid.

	"Pfffft,notachance,"Theomatched."I'llbetyoutwentythatthere'satleast one room on fire when we return?"

	Astoriasmirkedand noddedas shetookanother sipofchampagne.

	At around eleven-thirty, they decided that the other guests were drunk enough.Astorialedtheway,asexpected,anddraggedthemenintothecrowd.

	Inanotherlife,Toricouldhavebeenanactress.Itwasremarkable,theway she could smilewith ease and flatter people she’d rather see dead.

	TheohadalwaysthoughtthattheGreengrasssisterswerelikesnake

	charmers. They were beautiful and alluring, but they just seemed to have a waywithpeoplethatcouldn'tbeexplained.Itwasmagic.Apersononlyhad to look at one of them to be enchanted, and once under their spell, people hung off every word they said, were almost hypnotised by their warm smiles and soft laughter.

	Itwas amesmerising thingtowitness.

	WhenAstoriacomplimentedRookwood'sdressrobes,heblushedsohard he had to excuse himself. When she laughed at one of Rodolphus

	Lestrange's jokes, he smiled wide enough that it almost cracked his face. AndwhenshetoldYaxleyshethoughthe'dgainedsomemuscle,well,the slimy old bastard almost came right then and there.

	 

	
ThecrowdwereputtyinAstoria'shands,theyalwayswere-itwasthe

	reasonMedusahadbeensuchasuccessforalltheseyears,anditwasthe

	reasonwhy,assoonasScabiorspottedheracrosstheroom,alreadyalittle tipsy and wobbly on his feet, Theo knew that the snatcher never stood a

	chance.

	Astoriahaddoneherresearchbeforehand.SheknewScabiorlikedgold,so she wore a yellow dress with gold accents. She knew he had a preference for breasts over arse, so she wore an extremely low cut dress that pushed

	hertitssofaruptheymightaswellhavehadawelcomesignbrandeduponthem.

	"There'syourman,"TheowhisperedinAstoria'sear,gentlytiltingherface toward Scabior. "Go get him."

	As soon asAstoria's eyes landed on the snatcher, he was lost. He stumbled andstoodonKarkaroff'swife'stoes,earningasquealfromherandasmack on the shoulder for him.

	Astoria was going to chew him up and eat him alive, poor bastard. Theo thoughtthattheyshouldseriouslyconsiderrenamingherBlackWidow.It suited her so much better.

	As Scabior made his way to the bar,Astoria downed her glass and gave her husband a kiss, but as she tried to make her leave, she wobbled on her feet andfellbackslightly.TheoandBlaisediscreetlycaughtherbeforeshewent down too far, but neither managed to grab her clutch as it slipped between

	her trembling fingers and clattered against the tiled floor. "Darling,"Blaisewhisperedfrantically."Areyoualright?!"

	"I'mfine."Astoriafuriouslyswattedhishandsawayandglaredupathim. "Let go of me, we don't want anyone to see."

	"Whathappened?”

	"Ijusthadadizzyspell,I'mfine-"

	 

	
"You'reputtingtoomuchpressureonyourself.Ifunwelldarling,youneed to go home -"

	"Iamfine!"Astoriahalfwhispered,halfhissedthroughgrittedteeth."Ican rest when I go home. We need to start whittling down the army, and no

	bloodyillness is going to stopme.”

	Blaiseopenedhis mouth,butAstoria's handshotup tosilencehim.

	"Iwon'thearany moreofthis,”Astoriascolded.“Ineed todothis.For

	Daphne."Shebentdowntopickthegoldclutchupoffthefloor,butanother feminine hand beat her to it.

	Theodidn'tneedtolookuptoknowwhoitwas.Thatstrangetwisting sensation in his chest told him it was her.

	TheMustang,drippingindiamondsanddressedtothenine'sinafloor- length silk red dress with a slit up the side.

	BlaisetensedasMustangstudiedAstoria'sbag.Therewasaphialof

	Veritaseruminside.IftheMustangsawit,ifsheshowedanyone,theplan would be ruined.

	Mustangtiltedthebagfromsidetoside,smilingasshewatchedthejewels glitter as they caught the low lights from the ballroom.

	Theoitchedtosnatchhiswand.Hecouldkillherwordlessly,makeitlook like an accident. She had a glass of wine in her hand. It wouldn't be too muchofaleapfortheotherpartygoerstobelievethatshe'dhadtoomuch to drink. That she'd slipped and banged her head.

	Hedidn't want to kill her. She'd donenothing to him. Shewas innocent, but iftheplanwasatstake,ifDaphne'slegacywasthreatenedtoberuined,he'd do it in a heartbeat.

	AstoriaandtheMustangstaredatoneanother.TheowatchedAstoria'seyes widen slightly, but she didn’t look scared the way she ought to be. She

	 

	
certainlylookedshocked,butmore…fascinated,asthoughshewas looking at something that Theo couldn't see himself.

	Mustangstaredbackjustasintenselyforamoment,hereyesalmost

	glistening, then offered a bright smile that touched her eyes and looked so genuineitalmostmadeTheo'sheartswell.Itmighthavedone,ifitwasstill beating like a normal person.

	The Mustang stepped forward and gaveAstoria back her clutch, but she didn'tleavestraightaway.Instead,shereachedforwardtocatchsomeof

	Astoria'shairthathadfallenoutofherupdowhenshe'dstumbled,andoh so slowly, tucked the strand back into place.

	"Mustang?"Crouchsneeredfromsomewhereinthecrowd.Mustang

	flinchedslightlyatthesoundofhisvoice."Wherehaveyougone,pet? Where's my drink?"

	MustanggaveAstoriaanothersmileandleft.

	ButnotbeforehereyeshadlingeredonTheo.Notbeforeshe'dlookedat him in a way that made it feel like she was seeing right into his soul.

	Thethreeofthemwatchedherleave,watchedherblackcurlsbounceasshe picked up a bottle of bourbon from a table and wove her way through the crowd back to Crouch.

	Astrange feeling remained in her absence.Aheaviness that couldn't be explained,butTheocouldtellbythelooksonBlaiseandAstoria'sfaces that it was shared between the three of them.

	"Whowasthat?"Astoriawhispered.

	"OneofBarty'sdolls,”Blaiseansweredquietly."HecallshertheMustang."

	Theodidn'tseetheirexpressions,hewasstilllookingatthespotthe Mustang had disappeared in.

	"Shelookssoo..."Astoriatrailedoff.

	 

	
"Familiar?"

	"No,thatisn'tit.There's...somethingstrangeaboutherbutIcan'tquiteput my finger on what it is. I've never met her before, but when she looked at me, I felt like I could trust her. It was almost like I … Like I knew her.”

	"That'sfunny,”Blaisesaid."Theodoresaidtheexactsamething."

	AssoonasAstorialefttostartaconversationwithScabior,Blaisebecame insufferable. She'd been with him for almost an hour working her magic, and the entire time - the entire fucking time - all Blaise did was whittle

	abouthiswife.

	To begin with, Theo played the good Samaritan and listened, but charity wasnolongerinhisnature,andhe'dfoughtthroughhisheadacheforabout as long as he could stand it.

	Ashestoodandunbuttonedhiswaistcoat,Blaise'sworryreachedanew obsessive level. "Where are you going?" he panicked. "Have you seensomething?"

	"No,” Theo sighed. "I haven't." "Haveyouheardsomethingthen?"

	"TheonlythingI'veheardforthelasthourisyouandyourbloodymoaning.”

	"Thenwhyareyouleavinginsuchahurry?Areyousureyou'venotseen something, and you're just not telling me so I don't-"

	"ForSalazar'ssakemate,Ijustneedapiss!"

	"I'msoenviousofyouboys,"hushedAstoria'svoicebehindhim."Theline for the ladies room is atrocious. I haven't been able to go all night."

	Blaisewasonhisfeetthesecondheheardhervoice."Areyoualright?"he asked frantically. When he took her face between his hands and starting

	 

	
checkingherforinjuriesthatweren’tthere,Theowasremindedwhythey’d chosen to hide Medusa from Blaise all these years."I've been so worried-"

	Toriplacedherhandsoneitherofhisshouldersandgentlypushedhim

	back."AndI'vetoldyoubeforethatyouworrytoomuch.Iamfine."Oneof her hands snaked its way to cup his cheek. "He didn't touch me and he's now flat out in the hallway sleeping off the Veritaserum.”

	"Didyougeteverythingyouneeded?"Theoasked.

	"Morethanwhatweneeded."Astoriasmiledsweetlyathimbeforeshe

	turnedbacktoBlaise."Butthat'senoughbusinesstalkfortonight.Ibelieve you owe your wife a dance?"

	AsBlaisehookedhisarmthroughAstoria'sandguidedherintothecrowd, Theo took his leave. He scanned the dancers as he made his way towards the bathroom, not really sure what he was looking for until his eyes foundhers.

	MustangwasperchedonthearmofthechairCrouchwassittingin,abored look on her face as she refilled Crouch's glass. She watchedTheo carefully until the very moment he slipped through the door to the men's room.

	Thelargewhitetiledbathroomwasempty,andarrivedhe'drelieved

	himself,Theohadamomentalone.Itwasn'tjustthathedidn'twanttore- jointheparty,hejustneededabreakfromBlaise-andAstoria-ifhewas being totally honest with himself.

	HeunderstoodBlaise'sobsessiveparanoiaforhiswifemorethanheleton. Understoodthatburningdesiretoprotectthepersonthatmadeyouwhole- but sometimes it was too difficult to be around them.

	Theo loved and thought the world ofAstoria and Blaise. He'd never met a couplemoreperfectanddestinedtobetogetherthantheZabini's.Butbeing around them, seeing the devotion of their stares and the mountains they'd moveforoneanother...itwasaconstantreminderofwhathe'dlost,ofwhat he was never going to get back, and he just needed to get away from them for a moment.

	 

	
Ifhedidn't haveto keephiswits abouthim atthisgalajustincase

	somethingdidhappen,hewouldhaveburiedhisnoseinthebagofwhite powder he had in his pocket hours ago.

	Evenafteralltheseyears,hestilldidn'tknowexactlywhatwasinthestuff. Didn't want to know. Didn’t care to. It dulled his senses and numbed the ache in his chest. It did what he wanted it to so he never questioned it.

	Theofeltwiredashestaredathimselfinthemirror.Hismuscleswererigid and tight, begging for release. Begging for him to do something.Anything tomakehimselfforget.Tobathehishandinsomeoneelse'sbloodjustsohe wouldn't think about Daphne. To pull someone else's heart out just so he

	couldrememberwhatonefeltlikewhenitwasstillbeating,stillaliveand in one piece.

	OnceAstoriawasbackinthemanor,Theowouldindulge.Perhapshe'dgo to a bar, find a random whore and charm her into taking him back to her

	place.It'dbeensolongsincehe'dbeenwithsomeone,andhehadhismagic bag of white powder with him…

	Itwaspatheticthathecouldn'thavesexwithoutitanymore.Thatheneeded something artificial in his system just to find other women somewhat

	attractiveenoughtosleepwith.

	It wasn't that he felt like he was cheating on Daphne when he shagged someoneelse.Heneverreallylookedatthemlongenoughtoseeifthey

	wereappealingornot,butitwouldn'thavemattered-becausetheyweren'ther. They weren't Daphne. They didn't look like her and they didn't smell like her, so he couldn't get hard.

	Thepowder,however?Itchangedthat.Itmadehimnumb.Disorientated him enough that he could pretend - just for a little while - that they were who he wanted them to be.

	It was sick and wrong, he knew that, but Malfoy never judged him for it. Saidhe'dbeenthroughenoughandshoulddowhateverheneededtodoto make the days bearable.

	 

	
Anditwasn'tasifthewomeneverpickeduponhisindifference-andeven if they did, they didn't care enough to mention it. It took him so long to

	comejustoncethattheyoftenenjoyedthemselvesonce,twice,eventhree times before he crested that hill.

	Theo didn't want a partner, but sometimes the loneliness got to him more thananycursehe'dbeenstruckwithonthebattlefield.Sometimes,hejust wanted to feel a warm body under his own so he didn’t feel so cold and

	deadinsideanymore.

	Companionshipandseekingoutapartnerwerepartofthehuman

	experience,buthowcouldhebewithsomeoneelsewhen'dalreadyfound the one? His other half?

	There wasn't just a hole in his heart that only Daphne could fill. His heart justwasn'tthereanymore.She’dtakenitwithherwhenshe'ddied,sorather than fill that empty space, he just filled someone else's bed.

	Yes,thatwouldbehisplanfortheevening.Oncethegalawasoverand everyone was tucked back in their beds, safe and sound and probably shagging the night away, he would go out.

	Theostartedrunningthroughalistofpubsinhisheadashewalkedtothe bathroom door but just as he reached for the handle, it swung open. He

	jumped back to avoid being hit. He reached for his wand, ready to curse whichevermoronhadalmosttakenhisnoseoff–butthehexdiedbeforeit reached his tongue.

	BecausetheMustangwasstoodinthedoorway,alone,andshewasstaring right at him.

	Foramoment,hedidn'tknowwhattodo. And for a moment, neither did she.

	Theybothjuststaredatoneanother,frozeninplace.

	 

	
Mustang looked just as stunned to see him here as he was to see her. She lookedatthedoorandthenbacktohim.Crouchhadmadeitclearthathe

	didn'tshareher,Theodidn'twanttothinkaboutwhatCrouchmightdoifhe saw them together - but Mustang didn't move.

	ShestaredatTheoagainasthoughshewascontemplatingthesamething. Theo couldn't understand it. Why would she be weighing something like that?As though being caught here with him was worth whatever

	punishmentCrouchmightputherthrough?Asthoughhewasworth-anything.

	Beforehisbraincouldofferanyideas,Mustangsuddenlyslippedoffher ridiculously high heels, and after scooping them up off the floor, she

	chargedtowardshim,pushedhimbackwardsintooneofthebathroom stalls, and then closed the door behind her.

	"Whatthefuckareyou-"Theostarted,onlyforMustangtoslapahandover his mouth and shake her head.

	Shestaredintohiseyesasshebroughtherindexfingertoherlipsand mouthed, "Shhhhh."

	Only moments later, the door to men's room burst open. Judging from the voices,itsoundedlikeRodolphusandRabastanLestrange.Theydidn'tsay much, just chatted idly amongst themselves as they stood at the urinals on the other side of the bathroom.

	The tiny stall was barely big enough for one person, never mind two, but eachtimeTheotriedtoleave,Mustangjustshookherheadandpushedhim against the wall - and she was surprisingly strong for such a small woman.

	AfterthetwoDeathEatersfinallyleft,theMustangtookherhandoff

	Theo's mouth. They waited a few moments to make sure they were really alone,thenslippedoutofthestall.Themomenttheystoodinthebathroom again, Mustang began talking. Or trying to, at least.

	Hermouthstartedopeningandclosingerraticallyasthoughshewas

	shouting.No,nomorelikescreamingat him,andher hands-stillholding

	 

	
hershoes-wavedineverydirectionasshespokeinaudibly.

	SheclearlyhadalotshewantedtosaytoTheo.Hetriedhishardesttoread her lips as best he could, but it was no use. Her mouth was moving too

	quickly.

	"I'msorry-Ican'tunderstandyou."

	TheMustangdidn’tstop.Justkeptsilentlyshoutingandpointingherfinger at his chest. She started making hand signs but again, Theo was lost, and

	getting equally as frustrated as she was. "Sweetheart,Idon'tknowwhatyou'resaying!"

	Shegrowledsilentlytowardstheceilingandsnatchedhiswand. "Oi! The fuck do you think you're doing?!"

	She pointed the tip of Theo's wand against her throat and shook it. She wantedhimtotakethecharmsoffhervoiceboxthatpreventedherfromspeaking.

	Fuckknewhowhewasgoingtoexplainwhathewasdoingifanyonesaw him, but he thought it worth a go.At the very least, it might give him a good laugh later.

	"Alright,just givemeasecond.Finito."

	TheMustangopenedhermouth,butnonoisecameout.Hemovedhiswand a little further down her throat and tried again - but nothing happened.

	On the third try, he wrapped his free hand around the back of her neck and pulledhercloser,thinkingthatthespellmightbemoreeffectiveifhecastit from both his wand and fingers at the same time.

	Itwasn't.TheenchantmentsCrouchhadusedtosilenceherweretoostrong.

	Mustang started to grow angry.Her lips began moving faster, and she almostscratchedhisfacewiththeheelsinherhandasshesharplycuther

	 

	
armsintotheair.Shewasdesperatelytryingtocommunicatesomethingto him - but her furious expression was only riling Theo up more.

	"Idon'tknowwhatyou'resaying!"hescreamedather."Idon't-youcan make all the hand signs you want petal, I don't have a fucking clue what they mean - "

	Mustangslappedhimacrosstheface.Veryhard.Shestaredupathim,her chest heaving as she pursed her lips.

	"Whatthefuckdidyoudothatfor?"Theosnapped,alittlestunnedbythe intenseburninginhischeek.Salazar-shecouldmakedarkwizardsweep with a slap like that. "You little-"

	Shegrabbedeithersideofhisfaceandyankedhisheadtowardhers.Her eyes weregreen fireas shestared at him with afiercedetermination that made his toes curl slightly. No one ever looked at him like that. Not

	anymore.

	Theo'sangerstartedtochokeashestaredbackather.Thatwhite-hotrage, that impulse to break things and hurt people started to drain away.As though she were siphoning it out of him through her palms.

	"Whatisitaboutyou?"hewhispered."WhydoIalwaysfeelthiswaywhen you're around?" Before he even realised what he was doing, he reached up with his right hand and palmed her cheek.

	Mustang'seyesflutteredclosedassheleanedintohistouch.

	Suddenly, Theo wasn't so angry anymore. Suddenly, that God-awful emptiness in his chest he'd carried around since Daphne died - it wasn't gone-butitfeltalittle…What?Fuller?Lessempty?Hedidn'thavethe right words.

	Theowassodistractedbythesuddencalmnesshefeltinherpresence,he

	didn'trealiseCrouchhadstormedintothebathroomuntilhecastaCrucioat Mustangs back.As she dropped to the floor with a silent scream, Crouch

	threwTheoagainstthesinkandangledhiswandbeneathhischin.

	 

	
"Whatdidshetellyou!?"Withhiseyeswideandteethbared,Crouch

	lookedlikeawilddog.HisnostrilsflaredashedughiswandintoTheo's skin. "What did she say to you?!"

	TheosmackedCrouch'swandtothesideandpushedoffthesink.He

	loomedoverCrouchandsneereddownathim."Shedidn'ttellmeanything because you've taken away her voice!"

	Hermouthstillopeninaninaudiblewail,Mustangwrappedherarms around herself as her spine curled inward at an unnatural angle.

	Blaise suddenly charged into the bathroom. He strode inside with calm purpose,butskiddedtoastopwhenhesawthesceneinfrontofhim."What in the world-"

	"Dropthecurse!"Theohissed."She'shadenough!"

	"Oh,she'snothadnearlyenough!"Crouchsmirked,butjustashelickedhis lips in that vile way he always did, the pocket watch on his suit started to sing. His smug expression dropped the moment he heard it.

	Beforetheclockhadfinisheditssecondchime,CrouchstoppedtheCrucio thatwaswrackingitswaythroughtheMustangsbodyandrantowardsher. Hismovementssuddenlybecamefrantic–evenalittlepaniced.Asthegirl caught her breath and tried to sit upright, he pulled a silver flask from his

	robesandflippedthecapopen.

	Mustang’seyeswidenedwhenshesawtheflask.Shestartedtofight

	Crouchasheleanedoverherandtriedtoforceitscontentsdownherthroat.

	Theosteppedtowardsherwithoutreallythinkingaboutit.“Whatisinthatflask?”

	Crouchdidn'tanswer.WhileMustangkickedandpunchedeverypartof him within her reach, he grabbed her face and pried her mouth apart.

	Mustangjerkedherheadawayfromtheopenflask.ShecaughtTheo’sgaze as she fought Crouch, her arms and legs flailing in every direction, and the

	 

	
lookinhereyes,fuck–thehelplessnesshesawtherecuthimrightdownto the bone. He didn't know why.

	"What'sinthatflask,Crouch?"Theodemanded,justasmagicbeganto spark at his fingertips.

	Why was he reacting this way? He didn't know this girl. He didn't owe her anything-yetforsomereason,ashestaredintoherterrifiedgreeneyes,he was overcome with the need to protect. To snatch her out of Crouch's grip and Apparate her home.

	Whatwaswrongwithhim?

	"Anti-magicpotion,"Crouchgrunted,strugglingtokeepthegirlsfacestill in his hands.

	"She'sawitch?"Theoasked.Forsomereason,thatlittlefacetof

	informationsethimoff.Hesharplydrewhiswandandchargedtowards Crouch -

	Blaise caught his arm before he could do any damage. “Stop,” he hissed underhisbreath,usingthevice-likegriponTheo'sarmtoholdhimback. "Don't make a scene."

	Blaisewasnaturallysomuchstrongerthanhim-fuckingbastard.Unless Theo used magic, he didn't have a hope of getting free.

	Hestilltriedthough.Stilllungedtowardthegirleventhoughheknewhe wouldn't reach her. "She was going to tell me something!"

	"It doesn't matter,” Blaise whispered, yanking Theo back again when he triedtolungeagain."Youcan'tdoanythingthatwillraisesuspicions.We need to keep a low profile.All of us-"

	"Buthe's hurtingher!"

	"Thatdoesn'tmatter!"BlaisetightenedhisholdonTheo'sarmand

	discreetlydraggedhimback."Theplanismoreimportant.Thinkofthe plan.Think of Daphne."

	 

	
Atthementionofhername,Theostilled.

	BecauseBlaisewasright.EverythingTheohaddoneforthelastsixyears wasforher.ItwasallforDaphne.Thewholeplanhadstartedwhenshe'd died. Medusa had been created for her. The entire betrayal was built on avenging her - and nothing was more important than that. Nothing.

	NoteventheMustang.

	 

	
Withwar,comessacrifice

	 

	4thJuly

	 

	 

	Utilitarianismfollowsthebeliefthattherightcourseofactionistheone that ‘causes the greatest good for the greatest number of people.’

	Itdoesn'tcareaboutmoralityorfeelingsorapersonssoul;itsonlyconcern is the end game. If ten people were trapped in a burning building, it would be justified - encouraged, even - to let four burn to save the remaining six.

	Itdoesn'tmatterhowhorrendousorgruesomeanactis.Ifitsavesthelives of many, then it's worth it - no matter the price the fewer have to pay.

	Hermione had adopted that belief since the first time she’d killed. She'd clung to it. Cried herself to sleep repeating it until she conditioned herself intobelievingthattakingonelifewasjustifiedifitsavedtwo.She’dnever have gotten through the war otherwise.

	ButasthetownofBradfordlayburningaroundher,asthecorpsesof

	mugglesoldiersfelltothefloorafterbeinghitwithcursesshe'dcast,and wizards pawed at their own throats because she'd slit them open,

	Hermione’sbelieffaltered.Justforamoment.

	This plan depended on her being under the Hex. She needed to kill so VoldemortwouldthinkMalfoywasstillloyal.Killingahundredmore people could save thousands.

	Withwar,camesacrifice.TheOrderknewthat.Kingsleyhadacceptedthat. He'd agreed to sacrifice a few soldiers to secure the survival of the rest of theOrder.SacrificeafewpawnstodrawouttheoppositionsQueensothey could slaughter her and win the game later on.

	ThisraidoftheOrder'sbaseinBradfordwasthefirstofthosesacrifices.A hostage had givenYaxley the location after a few hours of torture, and

	 

	
although Malfoy had tipped Kingsley off the night before about the impendingattack,peoplewerestillgoingtodie.Anobsceneamountofpeople.

	Voldemortwassendingtoomanyofhissoldiers,andhewantedNarcissato be utilised too. Kingsley simply didn't have the resources to get everyone - and all the medical supplies and weapons being held there - out before the

	raid started. The solution? Sacrificing a handful of brave soldiers to hold backVoldemort'sarmywhiletheygottheirvitalequipmentout,andlater, when Voldemort realised the Order must have known about the attack

	beforehand,Malfoywasgoingto pintheleakonScabior.

	SacrificingafewofhisownsoldierstowhittledowntheDarkLord'sarmy was a price Kingsley had agreed to pay. Hermione suspected that he was

	hidingthatinformationfromHarry.Therewasnowayhewouldeveragree if he knew.

	Under the circumstances, they didn't really have a choice. Killing was for thebest.Sacrificewasforthebest-butitdidn'tbreakHermione'sheartany less. Didn't mean it didn't crush her soul just that little bit more every time she snuffed the life out of another person.

	Narcissawasbeingusedasasurprisetactic,soafterMalfoyhadfounda

	placetohideherinBradford-andputHermioneundertheDemonHexand Apparated her to the rendezvous point where Theo and the Death Eaters were waiting – he’d gone into hiding with his dragon. Biding his time.

	The battle had been going well for the Order to begin with. They'd brought in tanks and helicopters, and they'd made short work of most of the Black Masks Voldemort had sent, but as soon as Malfoy and Narcissa had soared ontothefield,theOrder'schanceswereslashedtonothing.Themomentthe Order soldiers had heard that ominous clapping of reptilian wings and seen the demonic horned rider sitting between her shoulders, they’d started to

	panic.Someofthemhadevenapparatedaway,tooscaredtoriskbeingon the same battlefield as a dragon and a demon.

	MalfoyandNarcissawereextremelydangerousindividuallybuttogether, they were unstoppable.

	 

	
Narcissaknockedhelicoptersoutoftheskywitheaseandmeltedtankswith a single breath while he slaughtered soldiers and collapsed buildings with a wave of his wand.

	Their fighting technique was flawless. Each time Narcissa passed over the battlefield,shewoulddiplow,lowenoughthatherenormousbodyeclipsed the sunlight and cast a black shadow on the floor, and release a flaming

	breath, and while she burned everything in her path, Malfoy would cast curse after curse and butcher any soldiers lucky enough to escape her fire. Nooffensivespellscouldtoucheitherofthem.Everytimesomeonecasta curse - aiming for Malfoy - Narcissa would twist her body to protect him and the curse would bounce right off her thick scales. Whenever tanks aimed at her, Malfoy would use magic to flip the tank or redirect the shell as it left the chamber, killing more of the Order's soldiers instead.

	As per Hermione's suggestion, the muggles had altered the machinery so thattheycouldbeoperatedremotely,meaningthatnoliveswerelostwhen Narcissa blew them to bits. Hermione secretly thanked her lucky stars that they still trusted her enough to listen.

	Twohoursintotheattack,Bradfordwasinruins.Visibilitywaslow.Thick, black smoke rose into the air from fires on the ground and cars, probably abandonedyearsago,layover-turnedoronfirefromthebattle.Theairwas uncomfortably hot from the fires. Buildings lay broken and shattered glass covered the floor. There were flames everywhere. Screams everywhere.

	Disfiguredcorpsesandbodypartssprayedupthepavementandbloodran down the streets.

	AsHermioneboredownandcrunched thethroatofasoldierunderher

	boot,theDemonHexdelightedinhisscreams.Whenshebegancastinga slicing cursedown his right arm, tearing flesh apart and crushing boneas she went, the dark curse practically purred with satisfaction.

	AndalthoughHermionecouldn'tseeTheo,shecouldhearhim.

	"Justkilledanotherone!I'monarolltoday!"hecalledthroughthechaos, his voice light and joyous, like a child at a fairground while a chorus of

	 

	
soldiersscreamingandbeggingfortheirlivesechoedaroundhim."Come on Granger, you better get to work if you wanna catch up sweetheart.”

	TheOrderwasnotafanofTheodore,Kingsleyhadbeenveryexplicitabout that. If Malfoy hadn't have been so firm on the matter, he never would have receivedaconditionalpardoninthefirstplace.Anddespitethenegotiations and pleas, Theo refused to give up his favourite hobby. He still killed

	withoutmercy.Stillslaughteredwhoeverhewantedtowheneverhefeltlike it. Kingsley had tried to convince him to kill more humanely, to kill in a waythatwouldcausetheleastamountofpain,butassuspected,Theodidn't listen. He didn't want to. It was too fun for him give up.

	Asparkoffamiliar greenlightflashedbehind thewallofsmoketo

	Hermione’sleft.Theo’ssilhouettewasilluminatedforamomentinthelight ofthekillingcursehe'djustcast,andthesmokeclearedslightlyasthebody of an Order soldier fell to the floor.

	"Mammaaaa!Justkilledaman,"Theosang,hissilhouettedancing-and becoming clearer through the fog - as he celebrated his kill."Put a gun

	againsthishead, pulledmytrigger nowhe'sdead.”

	TheHexfinallyallowedHermionetoslitthesoldier'sthroatandendhis suffering.As his agonised screams abruptly cut off and she diverted her attention to another victim, another soldier began to advance on Theo.

	Themuggleprobablythoughthewasdistracted.Toobusysingingand

	dancingtonoticethereddotfromherassaultriflehoveringoverhischest, right over where his heart used to be.

	ButTheowasneverdistractedwhenitcametohisbloodlust.Italways

	bubbledjustbelowthesurface,especiallywhenhewasinagoodmood.He whirled around, still dancing, spinning on the tips of his toes until he faced the soldier.

	Shewentto pullthetrigger andendhis life,butTheo castaStupefy

	powerfulenoughtosendherflyingintotheair.Shelandedflatonherback, and as she fought for breath and fumbled with her gun, Theo switched

	 

	
songsanddancedhiswaytowardsher,hipsswayingandfingersclickingto the beat in his head.

	"WhenIwasjustababy,"Theosangashecircledaroundher.“Mymamatold me, son.”He waved his wand once to rip the large gun out of the

	soldiershand.ItlevitatedaboveherasTheocontinued,"Alwaysbeagoodboy. “Another flick of his wrist made the gun twist above the soldier,

	swivellinguntilthereddotthatwaspreviouslyhoveringoverTheo'sheart was aimed between her eyes. “Don't ever play with guns."

	"OhGod,no,please!"thesoldierscreamed.

	"ButIshot aman inReno. Justto watchhimdie.”

	"No! Don't-" Her hands shot up to cover her face to protect herself, but it wastoolate.AsTheoflickedhiswandafinaltime,thetriggerwaspulled by an invisible force, and the soldiers head exploded grotesquely as the

	bulletleftthechamber.

	"AndwhenIhearthatwhistleblowin,'"Theospunonhisheelsagainand did a little dramatic bow to Hermione, "I hang my head and cry."

	AwaveoffiresuddenlyexplodedonthegroundnearTheoand

	disintegratedtwomugglesoldiersthathadbeensilentlystalkingtowards him and Hermione.

	"Bloodyhell,Malfoy!"Theoshoutedtowardsthesky."Watchwhereyou're bloody flying that thing! You almost got me!”

	Narcissaroaredloudlyasshesoaredovertheirheads,andthestrong

	undercurrentfromherwingsdistortedthesmokeandalmostknockedTheo off his feet.

	AsthebattledraggedonandthestringsoftheDemonHexpulledHermione to kill and kill and kill, she tried to keep her mind away from what she was doing, who she was killing, and tried to comfort herself with the good this mission was going to achieve.

	 

	
TheOrdersoldiers-althoughthemajorityhadbeenmurdered-had managed to kill at least thirty of the forty Death Eaters that had accompaniedheronthismission.Itmighthavebeenasmalldentto Voldemort's army, but it was still a dent, nonetheless.

	Theevacuationwasalmostcomplete.Hermionecouldseelessandless

	soldiers fleeing from the Order's barracks with medical supplies and guns. Andtodaywasthe4thofthemonth,andthebelltower-theonelessthana few feet away and built around Bradford City Hall - was still intact and standing tall.

	PerhapsherparanoiaaboutBlaise'svisionhadbeenmisplaced.She'dnever put much stock into visions before. Used to go out of her way to tell Harry and Ron what a crock of shit she thought Trelawney's prophecies and her classes were, so why was she worrying so much about one now?

	Yes, it had felt real.Yes, she'd felt every deathVoldemort had shown her, andherownhadfeltfrighteninglyrealbutlogically,ifshethoughtaboutit, that could have had more to do with his presence in her mind than the

	visionitself.Hecouldhavebeenusinghisdarkmagictotrickher,create the illusions of pain in her mind to scare her into submission.

	PerhapsMalfoywasright.Maybeshe'dpanickedaboutthevisiontoo much, worried herself silly with nightmares and -

	Something hot hit the left side of Hermione's rib cage.AKnockback Jinx - sheguessed-hadjusthither.Theattackwasn'tlethalbutitwasstrong.She wassuresomethingwasbruised,possiblybleedingbeneathherDeathEaterrobes.

	"Staydown,Hermione,”saidherattackerasheclosedinonher.

	Shealmostdidn'trecogniseZachariasSmith.Hisdarkblondecurlsandface were drenched in blood, and his cool green eyes watched her carefully as

	shetouchedherinjury,feelingitstingandachealready.

	"Idon'twanttohurtyou,butifyoucarryonattackingOrdermembersthen I will." It wasn't an idle threat. They hadn't exactly been friends before her

	 

	
capture,butsheknewhehadakindheart.Hewasstrongandathletic,but he never wanted to fight anyone unless he absolutely had to - which had always puzzled Hermione as to why he'd found a best friend in the brute that was Cormac McLaggen.

	Hermionehadalwaysgottenalong withSmithonthebattlefield.

	He was a perfect soldier, always followed whatever instructions Hermione gavehim.Hedidn'tlikeit,buthe'dkillifheneededto.Noquestionsasked.

	The Demon Hex, however, didn't share his kind heart. It pulled the strings anddemandedHermionetojutherarmoutandcastaviolentgreencurseathim.

	Smithdeflecteditwithaflickofhiswrist."LastwarningHermione.Staydown."

	Hermione cut her arm to the left and the torrent of an overturned tank shot towardshim.She'dintendedtosmashitintothesideofSmith'sbody,buthe ducked just in time to avoid it.

	Smithwas trueto hisword. Hegaveno morewarnings.Assoon ashe

	regainedhisbalance,hewentontheoffensive.Butforeveryhexhecast, Hermione threw two.

	Smith was tall and broad, physically strong but light on his feet. He'd alwaysbeenanexcellentduellist,oneofthebestsoldierstheOrderhad, and he blocked Hermione's attacks as quickly as she could cast them.

	HermioneheardNarcissaroarmenacinglyoverhead,andwhileZacharias's eyes flickered up towards the sound, she tried to explode his head with a

	Bombarda.

	Hedeflectedit.

	ShethrewastrongAvadaathim,buthesidesteppeditandretaliatedwitha jinxthatcaughtherrightshoulder.Again,itwasn'tfatal,butitknockedthe

	 

	
boneoutofitsjoint,leavingitlimpanduselessathersides,makinghervulnerable.

	SmithwasabletododgeorcounteracteveryspellHermionecast,andthe Demon Hex was growing frustrated.

	Hermione’s irritation began to affect her aim. Shestarted throwing curses faster,stronger,butnothinghit.Andtherewassomethingelse.Something coming from Malfoy's wand.

	Was that, resistance, she felt? It'd never done that before. It had always listened to her, in many ways - although she tried not to think about what it mightmean-itfeltrighttohaveitinherhand.Hiswandwasaswellsuited to her as her own was.

	Butnow,asshecastkillingcurseafterkillingcurse,itfeltlikeitwas resisting her. Almost ... fighting back.

	AslicingcursetoreintoHermione'ship.Thecursewasstrongenoughto knock her into an abandoned car behind her and pop the glass out the windscreen.Shefeltherbonecrunchandbloodpoolinheruniform.She screamed in pain and dropped to her knees.

	Narcissaroaredagain.Itsoundedlikeshewasgettingcloser.

	Grinding her teeth through the pain, Hermione cast a slicing hex. It hit Smith in the leg, but it wasn't as strong as she'd intended, the blood she'd lost-andlikelyMalfoy'swand-weakenedthecursesoitonlygaveSmitha limp rather than cut his leg clean off like the Demon Hex had wanted it to.

	TheHexwasscreamingathertomove,togetupandripZachariasapartfor daring to attack her, but she could hardly sit upright. She was losing too

	muchblood tooquickly-

	Thepainwasalmostunbearable.Herarmshookasshetriedtohealherself, but she collapsed onto her back before she could seal the wound. She

	screamedandclutchedherinjury,tryingtostopfrombleedingout-

	 

	
Shetriedtobreathethroughagonythatwasswallowingherbody,butthen, just as Smith stood over her, she felt something else.

	TheDemonHexwasreceding.

	Shedidn'tknowhowbutforthesecondtime,she'dbrokenoutoftheHex.

	Itwasn’tslowandpainfullikelasttime.Shedidn'tfeeltheclawsofthe Hex as it fought to stay in control.

	Itwasgoneinstantly.Likeblackoutblindsbeingyankedupandfloodinga dark room with blinding sunlight. The suddenness of it took Hermione’s

	breathaway.Shegaspedandsatupsharply,thepaininherhipandshoulder almost completely forgotten - for a moment.

	"Hermione,"Smithsaid,soundingalittlestartled."Youreyes...they're normal again. Does that mean.      "

	"What?"Hermionecaughtherreflectioninthepiecesofbrokenwindshield on the floor.

	Her eyes werecompletely black whenever shewas under theDemon Hex, asthoughherpupilshadbledoutandovertooktheentiresurface.Herskin was a shade paler and it brought a horrendous gauntness to her features.

	Hereyeswerenormalnow.Brownandrich.Therewasaflushtoherskin and roundness to her cheeks.

	Shedidn'tknowhowbut she'ddoneit.She'd brokenoutoftheHex.

	"It's me," Hermione said as she looked back up at Smith, sure to keep her voiceevenandhermovementsslowasnottostartlehim."Butyouneedtogo-"

	Smith blinked in astonishment. His mouth fell open like he didn't know whattodo."HermioneI'msorry,"hesaid,eyeswideningatthepoolof

	bloodatherside."Ididn't-"

	"Itdoesn'tmatter,"sheinterrupted."Youneedtogo,now,before-"

	 

	
"LookattheMudblood'seyes!"oneoftheDeathEaterssneered,stopping his duel to point at Hermione from a few feet away.

	ThetwoBlackMasksclosesttohimfinishedtheirkillsandturnedtostare. "She's broken out the Demon Hex!" one of them hissed.

	"TheDarkLordneedsher!Shecannotgetaway!"Anotherdrewhiswand. "Restrain her!"

	BeforeHermionecouldreact,oneoftheBlackMaskscastawordlesshex and thick chains exploded from his wand. The spell hit her dead on, and threwherontothefloorastheroughchainspinnedherarmstightlytoher sides and bound her legs together.

	Smithreachedforher-presumablytohelp-butwasforcedtostepback when one of the Death Eaters shot a curse at him.

	AsHermionefoughtagainstthechains,threeBlackMaskssurroundedher. Even if she hadn't been trapped, she wouldn't have been able to get away.

	"Wecan'ttransportherwhileshe'sstrugglinglikethis!"oneofthemhissed. "Thisoughttoquietenyoudown!"Hejabbedtheedgeofhiswandbetween her temples. He muttered something Hermione couldn’t hear, and a

	powerfulwaveofmagicsurgedforwardandsmackedherheadagainstthe hard floor beneath her.

	Hermionefeltdizzy.Aringingformedinherearsasthebackofherhead throbbed with pain. The masks above her head became blurred, became nine rather than three.

	ShethoughtsheheardNarcissaroar.Thoughtshefeltthegroundshudder and wall of heat surround her.

	Beforeshepassedout,Hermionethoughthesawseveralthings.

	Shesawtheenormousblurredjawsofablackdragonlockaroundtheupper body of one of the Death Eaters and hoist him off the ground. Heard his

	 

	
wailsofagonyashewastornapartandheardadullthumpashissevered lower torso flopped onto the ground.

	As the remaining Black Masks tried to flee, she saw another Death Eater - onewithtwohornsprotrudingfromhismask-castaslicingcursethatwas so powerful, so fucking angry, that it tore through the bodies of the Black Masks like a knife through butter. The violent streak of silver light kept

	going.ItsoaredthroughtheairuntilitslammedintoBradfordCityHall with such a force it smashed through the brick foundation.

	ShesawNarcissarearherheadbackandbreatheanexplosivewalloffire that burned Zacharias Smith to ash.

	Andthenshesawthebelltowerwobbleforamomentbeforeitfelland shattered on the floor, and destroyed half of Bradford city hall with it.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WhenHermionewoke,shewasinherbedroominMalfoyManor.Andshe was alone.

	Shesprang to her feet with asharp gasp and started to panic.Theraid had takenplaceatmid-day,butitwaspitchblackoutside.Shemusthavebeen asleep for hours. Shewas still wearing her Death Eater uniform but it was free of the blood and ash that’d been on there before. She could move her

	shoulderagain,andwhenshegingerlypressedherhandagainstherhip,she found no pain, not even the slightest bit of discomfort.

	Someonehadhealedandcleanedher.

	"Ifyouknowwhat'sgoodforyou,"adark,coldvoicesneeredfrom

	somewhereinthedarkness,"thenIsuggestyouliebackdownandrest."

	"Malfoy,”Hermionewhispered.Shetriedtosquintintothedarknessbutshe couldn’t find him. "What happened -"

	 

	
"Iwon'ttellyouagain,"heseethedagain.Hisvoicewasfullofanger."For once in your life, do as you're fucking told,and lie down."

	Hermione heard five of his footsteps before she saw him. He strode into the moonlight streaking in through her bedroom window. He was still wearing his Death Eater robes but unlike hers, his weren't clean. There was a deep slashacrosshisrightcheek,thewhitesofoneofhiseyeswaspuncturedand full of blood, and the right side of his jaw looked as though there was a

	bruiseforming.

	Therewasblooddryingonhisknuckles.Hermionedidn'tknowifitwashis or someone else's.

	"HowlonghaveIbeenout?"shedemanded,completelyignoringhis instructions. "Where have you been? What happened?”

	Malfoy's eyes burned with anger. "I've been at Scabior's execution,” he snarledashestoppedinfrontofher.Hesmelledlikecigarettesmokeandblood.

	Hermione'sentirebodyfroze."Youframedhimalready?Ithoughtwewere going to wait a few days before we pinned the leak on him?"

	"Afterthefuckingdisasterthatwastoday'smission,itcouldn'twait. Scabior had to go.”

	"WhatdidyousaytoVoldemort?Tellmeexactlywhathappened."

	"ItoldVoldemortIhadreasontobelievethatScabiorwasthespy,andthe evidence against him was substantial.” Malfoy’s voice was cold and

	unfeelingandnotnearlyaselatedasshe'dexpectedittobe."Yaxleyfound letters at his house; pieces of parchment signed by Potter to arrange meetings, a chest full of Deluminators, and a letter promising him a full

	pardonuponVoldemort'sdefeat.Hedidn'tneedmuchelsetobeconvinced thatScabiorwasthespy.Hehadanooseconjuredforhimbeforehecould protest his innocence.”

	 

	
Malfoystartedtoadvance,andthewayhewaslookingather,thewayhis eyes burned like hellfire made Hermione's pulse quicken. He was angry, absolutelyfuckingmurderous,andbythelooksofit,shewasthegasoline that had started that fire.

	"Whathappenedtoyourface?"sheaskedasshesteppedback.

	"Scabiorputupabitofastrugglebeforehisexecution,butthat'snotmy concern right now."

	Outthecorner ofhereye, Hermionesawher wandontheedgeofthebed.

	Shefeltmuchsaferoncesheknewitwaswithinreach.Shestopped

	retreatingandraisedherchinsoshecouldlookhimintheeyes."Theother Death Eaters from today's mission - they're dead, aren't they?"

	"Yes,”heanswered.Noemotion.Noremorse. "All of them?"

	"Yes."

	"Why?"

	Hehadtheaudacitytocockabrow."Ithinkyouknowwhy."

	ThebeginningsofragelickedatHermione’spulse."Don'tsayitwasfor me. Don't youdaresay that it was for me.”

	Malfoy cocked his head to the side and leaned in a fraction closer. "Who elsewoulditbeforifitwasn'tforyou?"Despitethesoftnessofhiswords, there was no affection in his voice. No gentleness. Just rage. So much

	fuckingrageitpracticallyradiatedaroundhimlikeasecondskin.Armour of a different kind.

	"Thisisn'twhatIwanted.”Hermioneshookherhead.“Youshouldn'thave killed those Black Masks. If Voldemort finds out -"

	"He'snotgoingtofindoutbecauseIkilledeveryonethatsawme.”Malfoy sighed, pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes closed. "Do

	 

	
youhaveanyideatheriskIputusintoday?TheriskIputallofusin, because of you?"

	AnyconcernHermionefeltforMalfoy'swellbeingvanished.Anger prickled across her chest. Her fists clenched with the impulse to hit something. How fuckingdarehe after what he'd done today?

	"Howisanyofthismyfault?"Hermioneshoutedasshescowledupathim, mirroring his rage. "I wasn't the one who went off plan and slaughtered

	peoplefor noreason!"

	"It'syourfaultbecausewhenIsawwhatZachariasSmithhaddonetoyou, when I saw what those Black Masks were doing to you, nothing else mattered to me! Do you hear me?Nothing! Else! Mattered!" He stepped closer and glared down at her, all teeth and anger. "I didn't care about

	helpingtheOrderoravengingDaphneanymore!Ididn'tcareifmycover would be blown or what might happen to me if I were discovered!All I couldthinkaboutwaskillingthem!Killingallofthem!Killingeveryone who'd ever even thought about hurting you!"

	Hermionegaspedbeforeshecouldstopherself.

	"I killed them foryou!To protect you!And I couldn't stop at just them! Therecouldn'tbeanywitnesses!Iftheonesthathurtyouhadtodie,then they all did!"

	"But you weren't protecting me! If anything you've just condemned me to death!"Hermioneargued."Don'tyouseewhatyou'vedone?Youdestroyed the bell tower-"

	"Iwouldn'thavehadtodestroyitifthosefuckingBlackMaskshadn'tbeen standing in front of it!”

	"Thatdoesn'tmatter!Youhititwithaslicingcurseandmadeitcrashtothe ground, just like in Blaise's vision! It fell because of you!"

	"OhforMerlin'ssake,areyoustillgoingonaboutthatbloodyvision?!It's not going to happen!"

	 

	
"Butitdidhappen!"shehissedback."Todayisthefourthdayofthemonth! The bell tower fell, and Zacharias was burned to death by dragon fire! He was burned to death by your dragon!" She pushed his chest in anger "You letNarcissaburnhimalive,justlikeBlaisesawinhisvision!Youmadethe vision happen!You're not protecting me!"Another push. "You're the thing that's going to kill me!"

	Oh,'Ilet'NarcissaburnZacharias,didI?"Malfoymocked,smirkingdown at her and licking his top teeth.

	Hermioneblanchedslightly.“Didn’tyou?” “No. Itoldher to.”

	HermioneflinchedbutMalfoycarriedon.Heseemedencouragedbythe fear growing in her eyes, and he smiled down at her like a predator

	revelling in their kill as he explained, "I told her to melt the skin right off thatsorrybastard'sbones.Andyouknowwhat?Ifuckinglovedit!Iloved watching that slimy pricks fingers burn off, because he'd hurt you with

	them!Ilovedlisteningtohisscreamsasheburnedtodeath,becausethose same vocal cords had uttered spells that'd hurt you!"

	AroaringbeganinHermione'sears.Shecouldn'tbelievewhatshewas hearing."ZachariaswasoneofthebestfighterstheOrderhadleft!His

	deathisgoingtobefeltwithintheranks!They'regoingtostrugglewithouthim!"

	"Idon'tcare."

	"Hedidn'tmeantohurtme!" "I don't care."

	"Iattackedhimfirst!"Shebeatherfistagainsthischest."Hewasjust defending himself!"

	"I.Don't.”Malfoycaughtherwristandpinnedthemagainsthischest.

	"Fucking."Hisgriptightened,squeezing tothepointofbruising"Care."

	 

	
Hermione’swristsstungassherippedthemoutofhisgrasp."Hedidn't attack me again after I broke out of the Hex!"

	"Doesn'tchangethefactthathe'dalreadyhurtyou."

	"He wasn't going to hurt me again." Hermione reached towards the edge of thebed,herwandjustabreathsdistanceawayfromherfingers."Youdidn't need to kill him."

	"No,Ididn'tneed to.Iwantedto.”

	"We'reinthemiddleofawar,Draco."Shewassoclosetoherwand,she

	couldfeelitsmagicbeginningtowarmthetipsofherfingers.Soclose.Just a little bit more... "You can't kill everyone who tries to hurt me.”

	Asinisterlookflashedacrosshisface.Itmadehiseyesdarkenandhis features seem sharper. It made him look ... like a demon. "Can't I?"

	Themomentherfingersclosedaroundherwand,Malfoymoved.He

	wrappedhishandaroundherneckandtrappedthecurseshe'dbeenaboutto cast in her throat. His cold eyes watched her as he dragged her across the

	roomandslammedherdownonthebed.Hedidn'tletgoofherthroatashe lowered himself on top of her and crushed her into the mattress with the length of his body.

	Hermionedugherwandunderhischin.Hefollowedherweapon.Forjusta moment, his eyes flickered down to her lips, and when they found her eyes again, he cocked a brow.

	Hemayhavehadhishandwrapped aroundherthroat,hemayhavebeen

	abletocrushherwindpipewiththeslightestchangeinpressure,butshehad the upper hand.

	"Ifyou'renotgoingtoactwiththeOrder'sbestintentions,"Hermione whispered,twistingherwandunderhischinassheletafewsparksof magic graze his skin, "then maybe I should just kill you right now.”

	 

	
"Perhapsyoushould,”hesmirked."Salazarknowsthatwithmeoutofthe way, you'll be able to get back to your Order so much quicker. I'm sure Weasley would welcome you back with open arms- but if I'm dead, what happens to your chances of winning this war?"

	"We'dfiguresomethingout.Wealwaysdo.”

	"Idon'tdoubtthat."Herbreathcaughtwhenheleaneddowntobrushhis nose against hers. "You're such a clever girl.”

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutshiverashisfingerstightenedaroundherthroat. It was wrong that she liked this. Liked the danger of being held like this.

	Theintensityofhisstare.Thefeelofhiscold,strongbodypressingdown on hers. Wrong in a dozen ways, but felt so right in a hundred more.

	"IfIdon'tkillyou,you'llkillsomanymorepeople,”Hermionebreathed. “Innocent people.Good people,like Zacharias."

	"You're right. I'd kill a thousand people to keep my family safe, but I dare saythatI'dkilljustasmanytokeepyoualltomyself.”Malfoy’sfreehand curled around the back of her knee and roughly jerked it aside. It opened

	herhipsmoretohim,gavehimenoughroomtosqueezehispelvisbetween her thighs and let her feel everything. "I'd kill hundreds of your friends just for the opportunity to be inside you again. Just to feelthis," he rolled his

	hipsagainsther,shehissed,hegroaned,"onemoretime."

	She felt heat flare in her lower abdomen. Felt her heart start to beat faster andviolentlyagainstherribs.Andfromthewayhesmileddownather,she was sure he could feel it too. "You're sick in the head, do you know that?"

	"IfI'msosickinthehead,"herolledhishipsagain,andasharpwaveof pleasure flared up her nerves, "then why are you wet for me?"

	"Icouldkillyousoeasilyrightnow,"Hermionesaid,forcinghervoiceto be even and strong, even if her thighs began to tremble when Malfoy

	slippedhishandbetweentheirbodies."Itwouldonlytakeonecurse.Just one word."

	 

	
This thumb grazed her inner thigh, and even through the thick material of heruniform,hernerveslightup.Herheadfellbackagainstthepillowsand she opened her thighs a little further to let him slide closer.

	"Goonthen,”Malfoychuckled.“Doit.Idareyou.Let’sseewho’squicker at killing. The Golden Girl." He stared down at her, still smiling as his

	handstightenedaroundherthroat."OraDemonMask."

	He was infuriating. He was dangerous and lethal but when he looked at her likethat,withthathungerinhiseyes…Fuck-allshecouldthinkaboutwas how hot her skin felt, how her veins wereburning with dark magicand how much better she felt when his icy hands touched her, squeezed her, kneaded and bit her skin and made her forget what it felt like to be burned alive.

	Shewantedtokillhim somuchshecouldn't breathejustthinkingaboutit.

	Shewantedtofuckhimsobadlyshefeltlikeshemightexplodeifshedidn't.

	BeingwithMalfoywaslikedancingontheedgeofthesword.Shecould say the wrong thing at any moment, taunt him just a little too much, and he'd kill her.

	Andthatwashalfthefun.Malfoywasexciting.BeingwithMalfoywasexciting.

	It was thrilling to see how far she could push him. Practically made her veins dance to see him erupt because of something she'd said or done. Beingincontrolhadalwaysmadeherglowalittledifferent.Buthaving

	Voldemort'sfavouritedemon,oneofthemostpowerfulmenintheworld lose his composure, because of her? Well, there wasn't anything more

	addictivethanthat.

	"Yourmove,littlelion,"hewhispered."Whatisitgoingtobe?Arewe

	goingtofightuntiloneofusisbleedingonthefloor?"Sheshiveredwhen hiscoldlipsglidedtotheshellofherear."Orareyougoingtoletmefuck you until your throat is raw from screaming my name?"

	 

	
Hermionepausedforamoment.

	Thengrabbedhisfaceandsmashedtheirlipstogether.

	Shefelthimsmileintothekisswhensheusedhisowntricksagainsthim, wordlessly casting a slicing hex down the front of his robes so she could tear them from his body. She could smell the blood on his knuckles as he ripped her clothes apart with his hands.

	Oncetheirclotheswereshreddedandremoved,Hermionethrewherwand ontothepileoftornfabriconthefloor.Malfoycaughtherjawinhishand and angled her face so he could drag kisses down her throat.

	"Thisisthelasttimewedothis,”shehissedashelickedacrossherpulse point. "We can't - oh god - we can't do this again."

	"Ifyou sayso.”

	"Imean it- this isthelast timewehavesex.”

	"Wellthen,we'dbettermakeitcount,hadn'twe?"Malfoyleanedback

	slightlyandshewatchedhimspitintohishand.Hefistedhiscock,groaning low in his throat as he ran his hand over himself once, twice. He met her

	eyesagainonthethirdpump,andsmiledwhenherealisedshe'dbeen watching him.

	"Doyouwanttoknowmylittlesecret?"heasked."SincethefirsttimeI heard what you sound like when you come, I haven't been able to stop

	thinkingaboutit.Aboutyou."Heheldhimselfuponhiselbow,andkepthis eyes on hers as he aligned himself with her entrance. "Practically lull myself to sleep every night with my hand wrapped around my cock," he pushed inside her with one sharp snap of his hip, Hermione gasped, her

	backarchingashestretchedheropen,"andtheimageofyouandyour pretty little mouth in my head."

	He didn't give her time to adjust, not even a second to catch her breath. Roughlyyankingherlegupsothatherkneecurledoverhisshoulder,he leaned in and trapped the back of her other thigh against his chest. The

	 

	
changeinpositionwasonlysmall,butitallowedhimtoslidesomuch deeper inside of her, skating dangerously close on the line of pain andpleasure.

	Itstungatfirst,beingsooverlystretchedopen.Themusclesinherleg

	achedandburned,butshesharedthatpainbybitingdownonhisbottomlip and fisting her hands in his hair.

	Malfoystartedtomove.Histhrustswerelonganddeepandangry.He

	pulledoutalmostallthewayeachtimeonlytoslambackintohertothehilt and punch the air out of her lung.

	"I think about my hand wrapped around your throat every night," he growled,lipsandteethlatchedontoherearlobeasoneofhishandsfastened aroundherthroat,pinningherbetweenthebedandhiscock."Poundinginto your cunt." He squeezed her throat, cutting off her air in a way that doubled thepleasurethrobbingthroughherveins."Buriedinyou."Hedroveintoher eagerly.Viciously.Hekissedandbitthesideofherfacehungrily."Fucking you so hard it wipes that smug little smile off your pretty face.”

	Justlikethelasttimethey'dfucked,therewasnothinggentleabouttheir touches. Nothing tender.

	He kissed her like he wanted to hurt her, because that was exactly what he wantedtodo.Shedraggedhernailsdownhisbacklikeshewantedtodraw blood, because she did.

	Passionfuelledbyhatred,thatwaswhatitwas.TheonlywayHermione could think to describe it.

	It was a temporary fix, a band-aid to their problem. They would still hate eachotherinthemorning.Shewouldstillwanttobruisehimforkillingfor her,andhewouldstillwanttohurtherformakinghimvulnerable-butthis was another solution.Another way to tear the other apart without actually

	killingeachother.

	Shecouldfeelhisangerinhispalmashesqueezedherthroatintimewith his thrusts.

	 

	
Malfoywasruthlesswithher.Ithurt,thewayhetossedheraround,pinned her to the mattress and angled her body the way he wanted. It hurt, but in the most delicious way. In a way that made her toes curl and her eyes roll into the back of her head.

	Hermionefeltherselfnearingtheedgefartooquickly.Feltherlegsstartto tremble, her cunt start to clench and spasm.Theband stretched to its limit, ready to snap.

	"Fuckinghell,"Malfoyhissed.Hisvoicedropped,becamethatdeep,gritty growlthatshesometimesheardwhensheclosedhereyes."Don'tcomeyet

	- don't you fucking dare come yet.” He started to thrust into her faster, the strokesofhiscockmoreuneven,likehewaslosinghimselfinthewayshe felt. Losing himself in her. "If you come, then I will." He squeezed her

	throattighter."Notreadyyet.Haven'thadenoughyet.Please."His

	shouldersandbackstartedtotrembleunderherhands."Please.Please,

	don't-fuck-don'tcomeyet."

	She'd been trying to hang on, clinging that burning feeling of pleasure she always felt just before she flew over the edge, but hearing his voice break likethat,hearinghimpleadwithhertonotcome,tohangon-justforhim- snapped the band.

	Her orgasm ripped through her so violently that her muscles seized up and trapped her scream in her throat. For a moment, there was nothing, just a searingpleasurelikenothingshe'deverexperiencedandnever,ever,wanted to end.

	SheheardMalfoygroaninherearashefollowedherovertheedge.Felthis body jerk before his heavy frame collapsed on top of her.

	Hermione lost count of the minutes it took for them to catch their breath, Malfoydidn’tmove.Heburiedhisheadintoherchestandslippedhishands under her spine so he could hug her body against his.

	Shehadn'trealisedshe'dbeenabsentmindedlystrokinghishairuntilhe twisted his head to look up at her.

	 

	
Watchingherclosely,Malfoybegantokisshiswaybackupherbody.“If this is really the last time we fuck,” he whispered softly between kisses, with a smile that threatened to take her breath away, "don't you think we should make the most of it?"

	Hemadehercomethreemoretimesbeforetheywerespent.Andwhenthey eventually did pass out, when her bones were heavy through war and

	pleasure, shefell asleep with thearms of ademon wrapped around her. Andalthoughshe'dneveradmititifheaskedher,she'dneverfeltsafer.

	 

	
Noquestionsasked.Nomercyshown.

	29thNovember

	 

	 

	Overthenextfivemonths,thealliancewiththeOrderwentfromstrengthtostrength.

	HermioneandMalfoymetwiththemeveryotherweek-alwaysatthesame gate in East Midlands airport - and while they discussed the next phase of the plan or any problems or opportunities they felt might be coming,

	Narcissawouldlaybehindthemandmaulthecorpseofahorseshe'dpicked up on the flight over.

	Rondidn'tcometomanyofthemeetings.Hewasveryangrywith

	Hermione.Couldhardlylookather,andthefewtimeshedidscowlinher direction–withdisgustandhatredfillinghiseyes-Narcissawouldhissat him until he looked away.

	FleuralwaysworeasweetsmilefromthemomentsheApparatedtotheir meetings, whereas Ginny ...Ginny was quiet and reserved. She was

	thawing to Hermione as time went on, - just the odd little smile here and nod there. It was much slower than Hermione would have liked, but she supposedthepresenceofanAvadahappyDemonMask-andacarnivorous dragon who looked at her brother like he was a slab of meat – didn’t

	particularlyeasehernerves.

	NeitherwitchlikedhavingNarcissathere,butthey'dacceptedherpresence was necessary. They rightfully gave the dragon a wide birth during the meetings,buttheyoftenflinchedwhenshetorepiecesofherdinneroffthe bone. Or moved a little too quickly for their liking. Or looked in their

	directions.Orgrowled.Orbaredherfangs.Ordidanythingotherthansit there like a stone gargoyle.

	 

	
OnepersonwhowashappytoseeNarcissa,however,wasHagrid.Because he never left the Order's bases - they liked him to stay indoors to move

	heavy machinery around and act as the last defence in case they ever were attacked-aftermanyweeksofbeggingfromhim,theOrderdeemeditsafe enough to allow him to attend a meeting.

	He'donlycomeahandfuloftimessofar,actingasasortofbodyguardfor thewomen in Ron's absence. He’d sobbed with happiness when he’d seen Hermione for the first time. It’d taken her several minutes to reassure him that she was fine – and several more before his sobs had quietened

	completely. He'd obviously missed her very much, but as soon as he knew shewassafe,hiseyeslockedontotheenormousdragonbehindher,andhe was transfixed.

	"Ohcrikey!"he'dwhistledashe'dwipedtearsfromhisblotchyface."She'sa beauty, isn't she?"

	Initially Narcissa was not a fan of the giant. Hermione was sure that she was going to incinerate Hagrid the moment he stepped towards her - it certainly looked like she wanted to. She’d bared her fangs and begun to make an exceptionally loud growling noise, but then Hagrid had pulled a largechunkofslimymeatfromGodonlyknewwhatkindofanimalfrom his robes, and she’d gone quiet.

	"ScandinavianFirehorn,ain'tshe?"HagridhadaskedMalfoywithaproud look on his face.

	"Yes,”Malfoyhadrespondedcoldly.

	"Doyoumind ifIgiveherthis?"Hagrid hadcontinuedas he'dheldupthe

	pieceofmeat."Ibroughtitfor'erespecially.Don'tworry,itain'tpoisonousor nothin'.”

	The dubious look on Malfoy's face had been priceless. He'd looked to Hermioneforhelp,andwhenshe'dnoddedinencouragement,Hagridhad thrownthetreathighintheairandNarcissahadrearedontoherbacklegs to catch it.

	 

	
"It'saneckjointfromaGrindylow,"HagridexplainedasNarcissaviolently shookherheadandtoreatthemeat."Readsomewherethat'stheirfavouritefood."

	IfNarcissa'sfranticbitesintothetreatdidn'tconfirmthattheory,thenthe way she nudged her enormous snout against Hagrid's robes and sniffed, searching for another, certainly did.

	WhilstNarcissahadinvestigatedhim,Hagridhadraisedhishandtopether. Luckily, he had the common sense to retract said hand before she bit it off.

	AlthoughNarcissaneverletHagridtouchher-orHermione,orMalfoy-he always brought her treats whenever he attended meetings with Ginny and Fleur.And she liked those.Always loomed over Hagrid and sniffed his

	robesuntilhegaveherwhateverpartofaGrindylowhe'dbroughtforher, then she'd skulk back to the far end of the gate and eat while the meeting went ahead.

	AndasHermioneandtheDeathEaters'relationshipwiththeOrdergrew harmonious, Voldemort's inner circle had descended into chaos.

	Malfoy's plan was working flawlessly.After Scabior's very public – and very gruesome - execution, Voldemort had hosted a celebration; thought he'd finally weeded out the poison from his ranks and that victory was withinhisgraspatlast,butlessthanthreeweekslater,anotherpoisonous rat emerged.

	Dolohov;anothermemberoftheinnercirclethatVoldemortthoughthe could trust with his life had betrayed him - or so he thought.

	Voldemorthadorderedhisexecutionpromptly.DespiteDolohovprotesting hisinnocence,thedarkwizarddidn'twanttolistentoexcusesormore'lies'.

	The evidence Malfoy had planted was too concrete, too incriminating to ignore,andhe’dcalledhundredstowatchashewastiedtoapodiumand Greybacks pack savagely tore him apart - whist he was still alive.

	Butthenanothertraitoremergedamonthlater. And then another.

	 

	
Andthenanother.

	Andasthemonthsdraggedonandmoreandmorewitchesandwizardshe'd known for decades started to stab him in the back, Voldemort began to

	unravel.Hewasgrowingmoreparanoidbytheday,moreunsureofwhohe couldtrustandifanythingthatcameoutofhisfollowersmouthsweretruth or not.

	Hermionehadn'tseenhimbutfromwhatMalfoyhadtoldher,hesounded like he was falling apart.

	Malfoycouldn'tcatchallthe'traitors'himself.Hecouldn'ttakealltheglory. Heknew it’d look suspicious if hewas theoneto keep catching thetraitors, so he,Theo and Blaise started planting damning evidence where they knew others would find it.

	MalfoyleftincriminatingevidenceonDolohovinthepotionsclosetinYork Cathedral the day before Bellatrix was due to take stock. Blaise altered a

	OrdersoldiersmemoriesrightbeforetheirinterrogationwithCrouchso

	they'dconfesstowitnessingKarkaroffmeetwithHarrytotradeinformation

	-despiteneverhavingseenhimbefore.AndTheoImperio'dThickenesse whenhewasonguarddutytoreleaseallofthecapturedhostagesrightas Bellatrix was making her rounds.

	Allthreeofthemwereexecutedthatsamenight.Noquestionsasked.No mercy shown.

	Inlessthanfivemonths,they'dmanagedtohelptheOrderexponentially.

	They'dincriminatedandcausedtheexecutionofthreeofVoldemort's

	favourite-andmostbloodthirsty-generals,andkilledhismostskilledsnatcher.

	Andinfivemonths,Hermionehadlostcountofthetimesshe'dletMalfoy slip between her legs.

	Althoughshe'dmeantitatthetime,itwasn'tthelasttimeshelethimfuck her. Far from it.

	 

	
AttheendofJuly,HermionehadstartedanargumentwithMalfoyoverhis ‘methods’after they’d successfully framed Dolohov. She said he was

	movingtooquicklywiththeplan,andheshutherupbywrappinghishand around her throat and fucking her on the kitchen island.

	Aweeklater,asparringmatchtopracticeoffensivespellsgrewvicious,and after she'd hit him with a particularly hard - and unnecessary - Knockback Jinx for correcting her footwork, he'd smacked the wand out her hand and took her against the wall.

	In the first week ofAugust, Hermione had slapped him for almost tearing Ron'sarmoffinaraidinLeeds.Malfoysaiditwasanaccident,Hermione said she didn't believe him, and he responded by throwing her over his

	shoulder,bendingheroverthevanitytableinherroom,andmakingher watch in the mirror as he fuck her from behind.

	The next day, an argument while brewing healing potions to give to the Orderledtoatrystonthefloorinthepotionsunit,andadisagreementon how to frame the Carrow's ended with Hermione riding him until the insides of her thighs were sore.

	And despite her best intentions, she was spending almost every evening withhimbytheendofSeptember,tiedupinherbedsheetswhilehefucked her into nirvana.

	Sometimes Hermione initiated it. Sometimes Malfoy made the first move, butitalwaysstartedwithanargument.Whetheritwasbecauseshethought he was showing no mercy against muggle soldiers on a mission or they

	disagreedonhowtoframeanotherDeathEaterintheinnercircle,italways ended the same. The two of them screaming in the others face, chests

	pressedtogether,nosetonose,teethbaredandroaringhatredatone another,andthenthemostpassionate,sensual,carnalsexshe'dever

	experienced.Thekindofsexthathadnailsrakingdowntheothersbackand teeth biting every inch of the other to keep from screaming. The kind that left them both drowning in white-hot pleasure, their entire bodies trembling in ecstasy while they forgot their own names.

	Sexseemedtobetheonlyway theycouldworktogether.

	 

	
RatherthanthrowinganAvadaatherheadeverytimeshedisagreedwith him, and - in his opinion, kept putting herself in unnecessary danger -

	Malfoywouldchanneltheragehefeltintohishipsandfuckherrelentlessly.

	Ratherthanshootinghimbetweentheeyeseverytimehekilledmercilessly, Hermione would bite down on his shoulder - where she often drew blood - and ride his cock until the urge to kill him had passed.

	But Merlin, how she fucking loved it. Loved the way he looked at her in thosemomentswithfireinhisusuallyicyeyes.Thethingshesaidtoher. How he didn't seem to care about anything else other thanher.

	Althoughthey'dplannedonkeepingittothemselves,Astorialearnedalltoo quickly that they were spending every night together. She approved of course, quiteliterally popped open abottleof champagneto celebratewhen she'd found out, but her husband was silent on the matter.

	Tohiscredit,BlaisehadbeenmakinganeffortwithHermione.He’dbegun to strike up conversations about the mural she'd painted in their bedroom and ask questions about other pieces she planned to paint. It was rather

	obvioushewasonlydoingitperAstoria'srequest,buthenevermentioned anything about her evenings with Malfoy so she couldn't complain.

	Theo,however,thoughtitwashilarious.Absolutely,kneeslappingly

	hilarious.RepeatedlysaidthatHermioneandMalfoy's'hatefucksessions'- as he'd christened them - were the funniest thing he'd ever heard, and did everything he could think of to make the pair of them uncomfortable. He made jokes and rude gestures whenever he saw Malfoy and Hermione

	together,andhadstartedtoannouncehisentranceandcoverhiseyes

	theatricallywheneverhewalkedintoaroom,despitealreadyknowingthat Malfoy and Hermione were on opposite sides of it.

	"Harder."

	"Iknow."

	"Harder,Malfoy.”

	 

	
"Iknow."

	"Harder - fuck -eughhhh, harder-" Hermione's words were cut off as Malfoydroveintoherdeeper.Hesqueezedherhipagain,thendraggedhis hand up her body, along the dip she'd created in her spine, and wrapped it around the back of her neck.

	Shecouldn'trememberwhattheargumentthiseveninghadbeenabout.She supposed it didn't really matter what started it, it’d still ended the same.

	Tearingeach-othersclothesoff,Hermioneonallfours,arseintheairwhile Malfoy pressed her into the mattress and pounded into her from behind.

	Itwasjustsex,thatwasallitwas.Justawaytochannelfrustrations.She toldherselfthatrepeatedly.RemindedMalfoyofiteverytimeheslidhis cock into her for the first time.

	Admittedly,HermionehadlearnedalotaboutMalfoyinthelastfivemonths.

	Shelearnedthatwheneverhewasclosetocoming,hewouldbitehishand or finger to stop himself, to help him hang on just that little bit longer.

	Shelearnedthathehadasortoffetishaboutwrappinghishandaroundher throatandsqueezingwhiletheyhadsex-andthatsheratherlikedthattoo.

	She learned that he had a fascination with the stretch marks that ran across herhips.Scarsfromhexesthathadcaughtheronbattlefieldsovertheyears decorated her shoulders and stomach, but she'd never been embarrassed

	aboutthose.She'dneverwantedtoglamourthem.Theywerewarwounds. She'd earned them. Fought for them. Felt proud when she saw them in the mirror because they reminded her of how much she'd been through.

	Butthestretchmarks,theywerejust...there.Somethingshe'dnever

	thoughtofasanimperfectionuntilshefelthishotgazestaringatthem.The first time he'd seen them, Hermione had been sure that he was going to make a snide remark, but to her surprise, he kissed and ran his tongue across them.And had continued to do to so at every given opportunity.

	 

	
She learned that he never - ever - took off the chain that had his parents weddingringsthreadedthroughit,andthathesometimesfiddledwithit after they'd had sex, when his mind was hazy and he thought she wasn'tlooking.

	Shelearnedthathewasjustalittlebitself-consciousaboutthe

	Sectumsempra scars across his chest and upper stomach. He never told her that,butwheneversheranherfingersortongueacrossthem,shewouldfeel him tense underneath her seconds before he would drag her mouth to his or pin her hands above her head and fuck her harder.

	She learned that, although he never said it out loud, it irritated him that she neverlethimsleepinherroom.Notafterthatfirstnight.Thatwasheronly rule. He could throw her around and kiss her until her lips bled and she

	couldn'tbreathe,buthecouldn'tspendthenightinherbed.Couldn'tsleep next to her.

	Thatwastoomuch.Itwastoofamiliar.Itwastoointimate.Itblurredaline that she needed to keep clear.

	Yes,sheenjoyedthefeelofhiscockinsideherandyes,sheenjoyedtheir fights. The danger. The way he excited her.

	It didn't matter that her nightmares had dulled since they'd been sleeping together,herbodyandmindtooexhaustedtodream,orthatthefeelofhis

	coldbodypressedagainsthers,onher,insideher,tookhermindofftheway Voldemort's dark magic seemed to spark in her veins after every mission, like it awoke from the dark curses she'd used that day.

	Itdidn'tmatterthatsheenjoyedthethingshedrewoutofher,thewayhe wouldn't let her be weak or vulnerable, wouldn't let her be anything less than the fierce and strong witch that she was.

	None of it mattered because she didn't trust him. Didn't trust that dark, possessiveedgethatheheld.Andthewayhe'dkilledsoeasilyforher,the way he'd been able to slaughter anyone and everyone who dared to even think about hurting her, it scared her.

	 

	
Yes,therewasalotofthingsshe'dlearnedaboutMalfoyoverthelastfive months. But the thing she liked the most? The thing that kept her up

	sometimesjustthinkingabout?Shelearnedthatjustbeforehecame,inthat millisecond of suspended pleasure before he let go, his Occlumency walls would drop completely and just for a second, just for the sweetest second, he looked so open and his eyes were that beautiful shade of blue. Those

	endless,clearpools.

	Heneverlookedmorealivethanhedidinthosemoments.Heneverlooked more beautiful. More vulnerable. Or more terrifying.

	"Thisdoesn'tmean-fuck-thisdoesn'tmeananything,"shepanted,her voice muffled against the mattress. "It's just fucking"

	"Yes,"Malfoyrepliedratherbreathlessly."You'vesaidthatalready." "It changes nothing."

	"You'vesaidthataswell."

	"Thisis thelast timewehavesex.”

	"And that." He sharply pulled her backwards and yanked her hips higher, theotherhandsqueezedaroundthebackofherthroatandpressedherinto the bed, deepening the arch of her spine the way he wanted.The way that madepleasuredancein every nervein her body and madeher scream into

	themattresseverytimeheslammedintoher."Severaltimesthisevening.In fact," he pulled out of her slowly, "I believe you said the same thing

	yesterday,"heslammedbackintoher,buryinghimselfrighttothefucking hilt. "And the night before that," out, "when I fucked you in the drawing- room," in, "and the night before that," out, "whenyoufuckedmeon the

	kitchenfloor."

	Heknewwhathewasdoing.Knewexactlywhattosaytomakeherbreath hitch. Knew exactly where to touch to make her shiver.

	He snapped his hips and buried himself back inside her. The band in her stomachstretchedtighter.Thatfamiliarburnofnearorgasmflamedinher

	 

	
lowerabdomen.

	"Imean itthis time.This isit. Nomore."

	Itwasanidlethreat,italwayswas.Everytimehefuckedher,shetoldhim it was the last time. Whispered it in his ear as he drove into her again and again. She knew it was a lie, but the way he always - always - reacted to that little sentence was worth it.

	Malfoyflippedheroversothatshelandedflatonherback,andthemoment she tried to get up, his hands flew to her forearms and pinned her to the mattress. "Say something silly like that again," he glared down at her, hair

	dampwithsweat,chestandneckglistening,musclestightandtense,"and I'll bend you over my knee,little lion."

	Hewasalwaysroughwithher.Shewasalwaysroughwithhim,too,but that was because helet her.Let her bite him and overpower him and do what she wanted with him, because it was what she needed.

	Heknewthatwhenshe'dhadabadday,whenshe'dkilledsomeoneshe

	knew,whenshedkilledanyonesheconsideredagoodperson,thatitwould tear her apart, and rather than let her torture herself with what she'd done, he offered himself up. Let her take all the pain and rage she felt and take it out on him.

	Hetookwhathewantedfromher,hetookpleasurewherewantedit,buthe always made sure she got what she wanted, made sure he took care of her.

	Alwaysmadesurethatshecamebacktohimformore. "Are you sure you want to stop doing this?"

	"Yes."

	Malfoysmirkeddownather."Really?"

	Suddenly,bothhishandsflewintoherhair.Hisforearmsbracketedeither side of her face and he held himself up on his elbows. She hissed as he

	 

	
pulledherheadupandmadeherwatchtheplacewheretheirbodieswereconnected.

	"Look,Granger,”hepanted."Lookathowwellwefittogether."

	Herbreathhitchedasshewatchedhiscockslowlyslidingintoher.And thenout.Andthenbackin.Itwasabeautifulthingtowatch,toseehim disappearing inside her. Hypnotic. Sensual.

	"Lookathowwellyoutakeme.”Herestedhisforeheadagainsthers,

	blastingcoldairagainstherfacewitheverysharpexhale."Thinkabouthow good this feels, and then tell me you want it to end." His fingers tightened

	herhair."ThinkabouthowgoodImakeyoufeel,andthentellmethatyou don't want this-"

	Shewatchedhimthrustindeep.Hermionemoanedandherbackarchedoff the bed.

	"-anymore?"

	Hereyelidsstartedtoflutter.Thebandinherstomachstretchedtighter- Suddenly, Malfoy hissed and dropped his head into her neck.

	After all these months together, she knew his voice almost as well as she knew his body. Knew which groans meant he was close to coming, and which hitches in his breath meant that she'd done something he liked, but thatsound,thatsharphissthathealwaystriedtocoverupbyhidinginthe crook of her neck, she knew what that meant too.

	Hisforearmwasburning.Voldemortwascallinghim,andhewasrefusing to go. Again.

	"You need to go,” Hermione whimpered, even as she raked her nails down hisarmsandsnakedthemaroundhisback,diggingintohismusclesasthey rippled and tensed every time he slid in and out of her. "He's expectingyou."

	"He'snotcallingme.”

	 

	
"Yes,heis.Youneedtogo.Youcan't-ohGod-youcan'tkeephimwaiting."

	"Yes,Ican,”hegroanedwhenshelickedupthesideofhisneck."He'shad my loyal, unwavering service for ten fucking years, he can wait another

	fifteenminutesuntilI'vefinishedwithyou."

	He'ddonethisbefore.Toldherthatthiswasmoreimportant,thatbeing inside her was more -

	Knock,knock,knock,knock,knock.

	Atthesoundofsomeoneatherdoor,Hermionejumped.Shetriedtowiggle out of Malfoy's hold, to cover herself, but Malfoys fingers just tightened in her hair, held her still as he filled her with his cock over and over again.

	Undeterredbytheirintruder.

	"Granger,"Theocalledfromtheotherside."BeagoodlassandtellMalfoy to get his pale arse in his uniform. The Dark Lord is calling us.”

	HermionepushedMalfoyfromherneckandglaredupathim.Heshookhis head, an impish grin stretching across his face as he sank into her again.

	Slowanddeep.Sinfullyslow.Heavenlydeep.

	Hisintentionswereclear,despitehisfriendbeingoutside,despitehis

	forearmburningandhismastercallinghim,hehadnointentionofstopping what they were doing.

	"Youneedtogo,"shetoldhim.

	"No,”hewhisperedback."WhatIneedtodoisfuckyou.LietoTheo, make him leave. I'm not done with you yet."

	"Malfoy'snoth-fuck.”Shebitherliptostifleamoanwhenoneofhishands trailed from her hair, down her stomach, all the way down her body to play with her clit. "Malfoy's not here."

	The other side of her door was deadly silent, but just as Hermione thought herprayershadbeenansweredandhe'dleft,Theosnapped,"Iknowyou're

	 

	
inthereMalfoy!He'scallingus,andyouknowboldieVoldiedoesn'tliketo be kept waiting! Hurry up!"

	Shebegantotremblewhenhestartedpepperingkissesandbitesacrossthe side of her neck and face.

	"ComeonMalfoy!"Theoshouted."Weneedtogoooooooo!"

	"Don'tlistentohim,"Malfoysaidagainstherthroat."Focusonme.Onthis. On what I'm doing to you.”

	"I'mseriouslynotleaving!"

	"FuckoffTheodore!"Malfoybit,voicesharpasanaxebutlipsgentleashe kissed Hermione's throat.

	"Mate, do you really think you can shag while I'm outside?" Theo asked, andHermionecouldhearthesmileinhisvoice;thekindheonlyhadwhen he was brutally murdering someone or causing mischief. "I can be awfully loud when I want to be.”

	Hermionefeltherlegsstarttoshake.Felthercuntstarttocontract-

	"Fuck,notyet,Granger."Malfoyslowedhispace.Hegainedmorecontrol of his thrusts, but started to slidedeeper -if that was even possible. "Just hold on a little longer for me. Can you do that?"

	Hermionesqueezedhereyesclosedandnodded.Shedugherhandsintohis shoulders and bore down, needing to hold onto something to distract

	herself.

	"Goodgirl."Heleaneddownandkissedherslowly,lazily,drunkon

	pleasure."That'sit,holditbackforme.Justafewmoreminutes.Sucha good girl.”

	"Maaaaaalfoooooy!"Theosang."Ifeelasongcomingon!”

	"I'm going to kill him." Malfoy's pace didn't falter, but his words came out asanangrysnarl."I'mgoingtoriphisfuckingvocalcordsoutandstrangle

	 

	
him with them so he can never, ever interrupt us again." "He's..he'snotgoingtogoaway.Maybeweshouldstop."

	"Yousureyouwanttostop?"heteased,smilingagainstherlips.Clearlya rhetorical question.

	She couldn't hold it back much longer. She was so close. Her chest heaved andshegritherteethasthatburningpressurebuiltandbuilt.Thebandwas goingtosnap.Justafewmoreseconds.Justafewmorestrokesofhiscock and that would be it -

	Butthen itstarted.

	TheodoreNott,ontheothersideofherbedroomdoor,singingafucking Queen song while his best friends cock was buried inside her.

	"Iwanttobreakfree!"

	Malfoystilled.

	"Iwanttobreakfreeee!Iwanttobreakfromyourlies-yeah,yourfucking lies, Malfoy!You're so self-satisfied, I don't neeeeeed you!"

	AlthoughTheohadalovelysinging voice-thatcertainlysoundedalot

	betterwhenhewasn'tusingittocelebratehisslaughter-itwastheabsolute last thing Hermione wanted to hear at that moment, and the orgasm she'd

	beensodesperatelyreachingforvanishedinapuffofsmoke.

	"I'vegottobreakfree!Godknows-GodknowsI'vegottobreakfreeee!"

	HermionecursedtowardstheceilingasMalfoytorehimselffromherbody and summoned his shredded Death Eater robes from across the room.

	"I'vefalleninlove!I'vefalleninloveforthefirsttime,thistimeIknowit'sfor real! I've fallen in love!"

	She'dneverseenMalfoydresssoquickly.Despitethequickcharmhe'dcast to repair the damage she'd caused to his clothes, he pulled his robes on so

	 

	
angrilyshewassurprisedtheydidn'ttearagain.

	"Godknows-GodknowsI'vefalleninlove!"

	AsMalfoychargedtowardsthedoor,Hermionegrabbedthebedsheet,and she managed to cover herselfjustas Malfoy swung the door open.

	"It'sstrange,butit'strue-Oh,helloMalfoy!"Theobeamedsarcastically. "How're the balls? Feelin' pretty blue right now?"

	Malfoy grabbed Theo by the scruff of his collar, and after she'd watched Malfoy drag him down the corridor, Hermione flopped back on down on hermattress.Sheclenchedandunclenchedherfistsasshestaredupatthe half-finished mural on her ceiling.

	Shewaswoundup,irritatedandfrustratedbeyondallmeasure.

	AndifTheodoresingingQueensongswhilehekilledhadn'truinedthe beloved artist for her before, he certainly fucking had now.

	 

	
Abeautifulthingtosee

	TW;Graphicdescriptionsoftorture

	 

	5thDecember

	ThenewchurchtheDarkLordhadsentDracotoinvestigatewasthesame as all the others he'd searched.

	Samehugewoodendoorswithreligiousinscriptionscarvedintotheframe.

	Samebrokenstainedglasswindowsandthickcobwebsdrapedoverthe

	pewsandbetweentheaisles.Samerubblefromthecollapsedroofandtorn bibles covering the floor.

	As Voldemort felt the strength of his army depleting - and as the Order startedtoclawbacksomeofthepowerthey'dlostatthestartofthewar- he'd begun to clutch at straws. He was clinging to fools' hopes and old

	propheciesthesedays,convincedthatBlaise'svisionsheldtheanswersand thattheremightbesomethinginthechurchestoswingtheoddsbackinhisfavour.

	AlthoughDracothoughttheideawasfuckingludicrous,theOrderdidn't

	thinkso.Theywouldn'tdisclosewho,butoneoftheirownSeershadseena similar vision to Blaise's;a string of churches, a gun, a cluster of roses, a

	gravestone,andaheartthatbeatsixtimesbeforeitstilledforgood.

	ItwasthisvisionthathadpromptedtheOrdertobeginsearchingchurches across the country, and was the very reason that when Draco, Theo and

	Blaise had searched the same places of worship later, they found them empty-orterrifiedPriestswho'drefusedtoleavetheirtemplesandhad

	beengivenDeluminatorstohelphidewhentheoppositioncamesearching.

	BecausethesimilaritiesinBlaise'svisionandtheOrder'sweresosimilar, bothsidesfeltitbeneficialtocontinuesearchingthechurchesjustincase therewasanytruthinthetheory,andiftheydidfindanything,Dracohad

	 

	
agreedtoturnitovertotheOrderandlietoVoldemort,furthersealingtheir alliance while his master fell further into despair.Two birds, one stone and all that bollocks.

	Thisparticularchurch-thatwassomewherenearNottinghamCityCentre- seemed to have been abandoned in much more of a hurry than the others.

	Thepriestshadleftcrucifixesandcrossesbehind-probablytooscared running from whatever had driven them away to take them with them.

	That,ortheyknewthattheycouldn'tprotectthemagainstthedarkwizards that came knocking on their doors.

	"Ohforfuckssake,"Theosnarledamomentafterhe'dswungthechurch doors open - late and stinking of whiskey.Again. "Why isshehere?"

	Outofthecornerofhiseye,DracosawHermione'snosecrinkleinanger. Her lip curled slightly and she clenched her hands into fists.

	"TheDarkLordwantsthischurchthoroughlysearched,"Dracosaid."Just like he's wanted all the others searched, and four pairs of eyes are better than three."

	Theoscoffedloudly,obviouslytryingtogetareactionoutofsomeone,

	probablyGranger."Oh,Iamsorry,haveweswitchedsides,again?Arewe back to serving Voldemort? There's that much espionage going on these

	days,it'shardtokeeptrackofwho'sonwhatside."

	Dracosmirkedandfoldedhishandselegantlybehindhisback,looking down his nose at Theo as he spoke. He wasn't taking the bait. Knew it

	wouldjustpissTheooffallthemoreifhesimplydidn'treact."Iknowyou have the brain size and attention span of a goldfish, but do try and think it through, Theodore."

	IrritationflashedacrossTheo'sface.Hepressedhismouthintoahardline, his brows twisting into a scowl.

	"IfVoldemortiscorrectandthereissomethinginthesechurchesthatcould helphimwinthewar,thenweabsolutelydonotwanthimtofindwhatever

	 

	
he'slookingfor,"Dracosaidslowly,softly,speakingtoTheoasthoughhe were a child. "Correct?"

	Theonoddedslowly,onecurtdipofhischin.

	"Andyou,myselfandBlaise,"hecontinued,gesturingtothethirdwizard- theonewho'dalreadybeenatthischurchfortwohoursandwasfrantically looking through the shelves for something interesting, "are pureblood wizardsraisedinpurebloodfamilies.Weknownothingaboutmugglesand their Gods and their places of worship. Still with me?"

	Again,Theonodded,growingmorepissedoffbythesecond.

	"But Granger was brought up in the muggle world. Her parents may not havebeenreligious,butsheknowsalotmoreaboutthisstuffthanwedo,

	soifthereisanythingherethat'soutoftheordinary,she'salotmorelikely to pick up on it than us. Isn't she?"

	Theo sucked his teeth irritably. His eyes flickered to Granger, then to Malfoy, then back to Granger for a moment before he scoffed again and shruggedhisshoulders."Mate,ifyou'reincapableofbeingmorethanfive

	feetawayfromheratalltimes,thenjustfuckingsayso,”hesaid,grinning. “You don't need to invent a whole bloody excuse. Just go and shag her in the backroom or something. We'll wait."

	"I'mnotinventinganything.Grangerknowswhatshe'slookingforand she's just as motivated to kill Voldemort as we are."

	Theorolledhiseyesandwalkedtowardsthesilverbowlneartheentrance. "Okie cokie. If you say so.” He peaked at the bowl, but when he saw that thewaterinsidewasdirtyandfulloffallendebrisfromtheceiling,madea

	displeasedfaceandbackedaway."ButiftheotherDeathEatersturnupand see she's not under the Demon Hex - or in her uniform - then don't come

	cryingtome.”

	"Ifanyoftheothersshowup,NarcissawillalertusandGrangercan

	apparatehomebeforetheyseeher.Ordidyounotnoticethebloodyhuge black dragon standing guard outside the church?"

	 

	
"Yes,yes,I'veheardthissongbefore.Biiiiigscarylizardoutside.Will

	barbequeandeatanyonewhoisn'tyouorGranger.Messagereceivedloud and clear, captain."

	AlthoughTheohalf-walked,half-skippedintothechurch,herefusedto drop the snarky attitude.After he'd flicked through bibles and found

	nothing,heloudlyrippedoutpagesandcarelesslythrewtheemptyshell

	overhisshoulder.Hemadesuretohopscotchacrossthebrokenglassonthe floor and smashed the few windows that had remained intact, seeming to

	delightintheglareGrangerthrewhimwhen he'dbrokenthelastone.

	Everything Theo did was to cause a reaction, like a toddler throwing a tantrumbecausenoonewaspayinghimattention.Hehadn'ttorturedor

	beenona'proper'missionforoveraweek.Hewasboredbecauseofit,and a bored Theo was a very volatile creature.

	He couldn't sit still.Another person might have mistaken the way he drummedhishandsagainstthebackofthewoodenpewsasasignof

	boredom,butMalfoyknewhedidittostophimselffrombitinghisnails, keepinghisanxiousnesshidden.Anotherpersonmighthavemistakenthe way he hummed and sang odd little tunes to himself as a way to fill the tense silence, but Malfoy knew it was just so he couldn't hear his own

	thoughts.

	Healwaysdidthis. Malfoyknewhimwellenough torecognisethepattern.

	Thehabitsostrongitwasborderingonaddiction.Hewantedanother victim.Apoorsoulhecouldcrackopen,breakandbleedandoccupy

	himselfwith.Tobesomeoneelse'smonsterjustsohedidn'thavetodeal with the ones in his head.

	So, because he couldn't get his hands on anyone, he wanted everyone to be onedge.Wantedthemallagitatedandjumpingattheslightestnoise,justin the hope that they might over-react, cast a curse, start a fight with one

	anotherandprovidehim withasourceof entertainmentforafewminutes.

	MalfoywasadaptedenoughtoignoreTheosantics.Andapartfromtheodd glare or curse under her breath, Granger seemed to fair quite well, but the

	onlypersonwhowasabletoignorehimentirely,wasBlaise.

	 

	
Blaiseransackedthroughthechurchquickly,elegantbutefficient,

	examining and cataloguing everything he found before he moved on to the nextthing.HeactedasthoughTheowasn'teventhereatall,simplystepped over the bibles he'd destroyed and ignored every attempt Theo made to get his attention.

	Hehadmuchmorepressingthingsonhismindthanthepsychopathnextto him who was looking for trouble.

	The Order might have seen the visions being shared between Blaise and theirownmemberasapositivething,butBlaisedidn't.Intheweekssince

	they'dmadethatrevelation,he'dstartedtopanicmorethanusual.Hehardly slept. Hardly ate. Hardly leftAstoria's side if he didn't absolutely have to.

	Becauseinhismind,ifthatvision wascorrect,thenhewassurethathis

	visionaboutAstoriawascorrectaswell.He'dalreadybeenplaguedwiththe idea that he was going to lose her, that she would be taken from him too soon, and now, he was consumed with it.

	An hour into their search, they'd found nothing, and when Theo broke yet anothergold-andprobablypriceless-candelabraoutofnothingmorethan sheer boredom, Granger seemed to be at the end of her patience.

	"Ohfortheloveof-"shehissed,eyesbrieflysnappingupfromthewooden pulpitshewascrouchedundertoglareathim."Doyouhavetobreakevery single thing that you touch?!"

	Theo whistled and spun on his heels, and when he faced Granger, he was wearinganimpishsmirk,pleasedthatsomeonewasfinallyplaying."What was that, princess? I couldn't hear you over the hypocrisy coming out of your mouth."

	"Hypocrisy?"Hermionesnapped,therewasafiregrowinginhereyes. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	"Oh,nothingatall,”Theomockedashewalkedtowardsher.Hestoppeda few feet away from her and picked something up off the floor, a small

	marblesculptureof awoman. "Ijust finditfunny thatyou'vegoneonand

	 

	
onabouthowyouwanttokillMalfoysincehecapturedyou,yetfast forward a year, and you're shagging him every night-"

	"Whatdoesthat havetodo withthechurch?!"

	"Nothing," he said as he turned the sculpture over in his hand. "It's just a funnyworldwelivein,don'tyouthink?Fullofsinnersandhypocriteswho love to tell me off for simply having a bit of mischief, when they spend

	theirdayskillingtheirfriendsandtheirnightsinbedwiththeirenemy."

	As always, Granger didn't react the way he thought she was going to. He'd assumedshewasgoingtobiteback-andhewouldn'thavebeenopposedto her throwing a torture curse at his friend, either - but instead, she held her composure and started flicking through a bible she found on the floor and ignored him.

	Well,notentirely,shedidn'thavethatmuchcomposure.Shestillflipped him the bird while she scanned the pages.

	"Fuckin' hell she's boring," Theo sighed. He turned to Malfoy whilst he tossedthefigurineidlyinhishand."Don'tknowwhatyouseeinhermate."

	Althoughherbrowtwitchedinannoyance,Grangerdidn'treact.

	"DoyouthinkBella'sraidwentwelltoday?"Theoaskedaloud,andwhen nooneanswered,hecarriedon."Ihopeitdid.Hopesheroundeduploads of hostages. Least then I'll be able to have a liiiiittle bit of fun today."

	ItwasobviouswhatTheowasdoing.Hewasfishing,throwingaline,

	sayingthemostoutrageousthings,hopingthatsomethingwouldhitanerve and she'd start a fight with him.

	"Anyoneeverheardofrattorture?No?Noone?" Still, nothing. Not even a nibble.

	"Itsoundssiiiiick.Basically,yougetaratcage,cutitinhalf,andattachitto a person's abdomen-" he tapped his lower stomach with his index fingers as

	 

	
hedemonstrated,"-thenputaratinthecage,andthenheatthecage.Can you guess what happens next?"

	Silence.

	"Anyone?Anyoneatall?"

	Grangermovedontoanotherbook.

	Blaisecastadetectioncharmonagoldcuphe'dpickeduptoseeifitheld any secrets.

	Malfoysmiled,seeingGrangerstarttoshiftthroughthepagesmore furiously, losing her patience.

	"Wellletmetellyou-asthecagegetshotter,thelittleratgetsallworked up and tries to escape.And what does it do to escape you ask?Yep, you

	guessed it, burrow and bites its way through the person's stomach. Eats its waythroughtheskinandintestines,doesn'tstopuntilitcomesouttheother side. Didn't the Weasley's used to keep Pettigrew as a rat? That'd be funny, to see them killed by their pet-"

	Andthereitwas.ThebitethatTheohadbeenfishingfor.

	Grangersharplysnappedherbookshutandslammeditdownonthetable.

	"Oooooooooh,"Theo mocked. "Was that supposed to scare me?Whatcha' gonnadowithabook?ReadmethosecommandmentthingysuntilIdieofboredom?"

	"No, but a hex that boils the blood in your brain sounds nice to me.” AlthoughGranger'snosecrinkled,inthatwayitalwaysdidwhenshewas losing her patience, she was smirking.

	Theogrinnedwickedly,andMalfoygotthefeelinghewasontheoutsideof a joke between the pair.

	"I'dleaveherbeifIwereyou,Nott,"Malfoychuckledquietly."She'llhave yourballscutoffandmountedonafuckingspikequickerthanyoucansay

	 

	
Salazar."

	Theogaspedtheatricallyandslappedahandoverhismouth."Malfoy!How dare you use that foul language!You are in a house of God!"

	"Saysthemanwhohasrobbedseveralchurches-"

	Again,Theogasped,louderthanthefirsttime."Imostcertainlyhavenot!" " - defaced bibles in every way imaginable-"

	"Lies,"Theoprotested,shakinghisheadlikeabadactor."Viciouslies-" "- and kidnapped and beat a priest he found at one of said churches."

	"Ididnosuchthing!" "Yes, you did."

	"No,Idon'tthink so.IthinkI'd remembersomethinglikethat."

	"Youfoundhiminanundergroundtunnel,beattheshitoutofhimandthen robbed the place.”

	"Thatdoesn'tsoundlikemeatall."

	Appearing as if out of nowhere, Blaise stood behind Theo, and with the postureandgraceofaperfectgentleman,heswattedTheoaroundtheback of the head, with a bible.

	"Ouch!Motherfucker!"Theohissed.Hepalmedthebackofhisheadand scowled up at Blaise. "The fuck was that for?!"

	"Astoria'slifeisontheline!Yoursister-in-law'slife!"Blaisesnarled."Can you not - for once in your fucking life - put your petty games and selfish

	needtobeentertainedasideandactinthebestinterestofsomeoneelse?!"

	Theoboremanytitles.Psychopath.Trickster.Torturer.Massmurderer.He was heartless in a lot of ways, but never when it came toAstoria.

	 

	
AsBlaisespoke,Theo'sexpressionfell.Thefaçadeofthecrueltrickster vanished, and revealed the scared brother-in-law underneath.

	"Alright.Alright-shit-I'msorry.So,Granger,"Theostarted,finallyready to make an effort. "Seeing as you're the expert on this church bollocks-"

	Grangerstaredathimcautiouslybeforesheresponded."Ineverclaimedto be an expert-"

	"Iknowthatyou'resupposedtodothehandcrossthingywiththedirty water in the bowl-“

	"It'scalledHolywater,andit'snotsupposedtobedirty-"

	"Butwhat'stheseweirdcrossthingsabout?"heaskedashepickedahalf-

	brokenoneoffthefloorandstartedtoexamineit."Istherelikeaninitiation process and you have to make one of these to join or something?"

	MalfoywatchedGrangerstareatTheoforafewmoments.Sheblinkedat

	him,visiblytakenbackbythechange.Hecouldtellshewasn'tsurewhether his new interest or not was genuine.

	HereyesmetMalfoy'sacrossthechurch,likeshewaslookingtohimforreassurance.

	"Goon,”Malfoysmirked."Betheinsufferableswotweallknowyouare. I'm sure you've read a least a dozen books on the subject."

	"Thecrossesare      asymbol of thesonof God dying onthecross forthe

	sinsofman,”sheexplainedhesitantly,turningbacktoTheo."Thechurches display them as a symbol of his sacrifice. They're supposed to protect

	peoplefromevilspiritsand-"Suddenly,Grangerpausedandbitherlip, unsure of whether or not to continue.

	"Froooooom?"Theoencouraged.

	Granger'seyesflickeredtoMalfoy's."Demons."

	 

	
With that one word, the seriousness inTheo's expression vanished, and the jokestercamebackouttoplay.HewhirledtofaceMalfoyandstretchedhis arm as straight as it would go. He shoved the cross - that he was holding upside down - in Malfoy's face and started to scream; "Be gone, you foul

	demon!Thepowerofthiscrossthingyforcesyouto-ouch!Zabini!Iswear toshitthatifyouhitmeonemoretimewiththatfuckingbible,Iwillshove it up your arse!"

	An hour later they'd still found nothing, and after a small debate between themselves,theydecidedtocompleteonelastsweepofthechurchbefore they called it quits and went home. To speed things up, Blaise suggested that Theo and Granger took the left side of the building while he and Malfoy looked over the right side and the back office.

	Blaise was up to something, that much was clear. He'd always been the quiettype,butwhenhe'dfailedtoutterasinglesyllabletenminutesinto their search of the office, Malfoy couldn't help but speak up.

	"Whateveritis,sayit,Zabini,"Malfoysaidashecheckedthebureau drawers - again - and found nothing.

	Blaiseturnedandgavehisfriendasharplook."I didn'tsayaword."

	"Precisely.Youinsistedthatwepairuptogethertosearchthisside,it's obviousyouwantedmealoneandGrangeroutoftheway,andyetyou haven't said a word to me since we came in here.You clearly have

	somethingonyourmind,"Malfoysighed.Hetookacigaretteoutofhis pocket and lit it. "So whatever it is, get it off your chest.Now."

	"Ihavesome...concerns."

	Malfoycheckedundertheoakdeskthatswarmedthecentreoftheroomas he took the first drag of his cigarette. "Care to elaborate?"

	"About theMudblood.”

	AtthementionofGranger,Malfoy'seyesshotup."Goon.”

	 

	
Ever the gentlemen, Blaise closed the door and sealed off the room with privacycharmsbeforehecontinued."I'mconcernedthatyourfeelingsfor her are clouding your judgement on missions."

	"Andyourreasonsforthatare?"

	Blaiseblanchedslightly,alittletakenaback."You'renotevengoingtodeny that you have feelings for her?"

	Malfoy sat on the desk and folded his arms across his chest. He took anotherdeepdrag,relishinginthewaythesmokefilledhislungsand

	hoping the nicotine buzz would kick in before this painful conversation reacheditspeak.Heneededtotreadcarefully,Occlumencywallsupand cards close to his chest.

	"I don't really see the point." He pulled the bud from his mouth and tapped theashfromtheend."YouandToriareconvincedthatIfeelsomethingfor her.IdoubtanythingIsaywillchangeyourmind,sothisconversationwill be over much quicker if I don't argue."

	Blaise'seyeswerepiercingashestudiedhim.

	Malfoy fought the urge to twist the ring on his pinkie finger. "So,” he encouraged as he took another drag of his cigarette. "Do continue. I'm fascinatedtohearwhatevertheoryyouandyourwifehavecookedup.”

	"Well,lookattoday,forexample,"Blaisesaid,holdingahandouttowards the door. "You've brought her here when we didn't need her.You've been shagging her for six months and you're already making excuses to spend more time with her."

	"Oh don't give me that." Malfoy slipped off the table and started to check theroomagain,puttinghisbacktoBlaise."Evenyoucan'tdenythatshe's much more useful here than we are."

	"You'relateformissionsandmeetingswiththeDarkLordbecauseyou want to spend more time with her."

	 

	
"WellforgivemefornotwantingtotakemycockoutofthewitchI'm fuckingjusttogoandsitaroundatableofwizardsIdespise,"Malfoy

	scoffed,eyesdownashecheckedthedeskdrawers."Howmanytimeshave you been late for meetings over the years because you were busy shaggingTori?"

	"You sulk when she kicks you out of her bed," Blaise went on, ignoring Malfoy'sjibeandspeakingoverhim."YoukilledahandfulofBlackMasks because they were hurting her - even though it wasn't part of the plan -"

	"Nottechnicallytrue.TherewasnopartoftheplanthatsaidIcouldn'tkillthem."

	"AndI'velost countof thetimes she'sbroken outof theDemonHex."

	Thatwastrue.Inthelastfivemonths,Grangerhadbrokenthroughthe Demon Hex more times than Malfoy cared to keep track of.

	It'dhappenedinBirminghamafewweeksago,whenCassieTurneralmost caught her, and a few weeks before that, when a muggle soldier had her

	cornered. She'd done it at a raid in Leicester, a battle in Hull, once she'd evencometowhenshe'dhadherwandpressedagainstasoldiersthroat, seconds away from slitting it open.

	Although Malfoy had noticed each breakthrough as it had happened, Grangerhadmanagedtohideuntilhecouldgettoherandputherback under the curse before the other Death Eaters had a chance to notice.

	"Whatdoesthat havetodo withanyofthis?"

	"TheDemonHex,"Blaisestarted,"yousaiditfeedsoffnegativeemotions. Rage, pain, desperation. All of those, correct?"

	"Whataboutfear?"

	"I'msureitwouldfeedoffofthataswell,butIdon'tthinktheHex necessarily lets her feel fear-"

	 

	
"I'mnottalkingaboutherfear,”Blaiseinterrupted."I'mtalkingaboutyours."

	Malfoyscoffedhumourlessly."Whatfear?I'mnotscared-"

	"YouwerescaredoflosingherthatdayinBradford,whenshewasduelling Zacharias.TheosaidthatthemomentZachariascaughtherwithapowerful Hex, when it looked like she was hurt, she broke through the Hex. That's a bit of a coincidence, don't you think?"

	MalfoystoppedwhathewasdoingandfinallyturnedtofaceBlaise.Hefelt his icy walls shudder.

	"Theo told me what happened," Blaise went on. "It sounded awful. I bet youwereterriblyscared,weren'tyou?Whenyousawbloodpouringfroma woundonherside.Whenyouheardherscreaminpainandknewtherewas nothing you could do?"

	Itwastrue,butMalfoydidn'tsayaword.HekepthiseyesonBlaiseand exhaled slowly, releasing the wall of smoke from his mouth.

	"Don'tyouthinkit'sfunny,thattheverymomentyouthoughtshewasgoing to die, when you were scared that you were going to lose her, she broke through the Hex?The one that's been so deeply rooted in her head that only you can bring her out of it?"

	"Coincidence.That'sall.”

	"Ithoughtsotoo,butthenIrememberedthefirsttimeshebrokethrough the Hex, that day in Bournemouth when Cormac got hold of her.”

	Acrack in his wall appeared, a small, hairline fracture. Easily repairable, butshouldn'thavecomethroughsoquickly.Hecouldn'tkeepthemupfor long these days.

	"Don't you remember? There was an explosion, the ground collapsed and shefellthroughit,andthentherubblesealedtheholebeforeyoucouldget to her," Blaisesaid. "I couldn't seeyour face- you still had your mask on -

	 

	
butIcouldtellhowafraidyouwere-andthenmoments,later,Granger broke through the Hex."

	Malfoyrememberedthemomentsovividly.Rememberedthewayhishead had turned when he'd heard the explosion. Remembered the way his heart had pounded in his chest when he'd saw Granger fall through the hole, and the way it had stopped beating altogether when the rubble sealed the gap, whenhecouldn'tgettoher,whenhe'dhadnoideaifshewasaliveordead.

	He'dnotfeltthathopelesssince-

	"Whatexactlyareyougettingat,Zabini?"Malfoyhissed,patienceexpiring as quickly as the cigarette in his mouth.

	"Ithinkthereasonshe'sbeenabletobreakoutoftheHexisyou.Youcare for her, Malfoy, much more deeply than you're willing to admit, and

	becauseofit,theHexonlyhas herhateto hangonto,notyours."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Malfoycouldfeeltheuneaseradiatingoffhisdragonthemomentthey

	landedoutsideYorkCathedral.Hefeltitwhensheglideddownthroughthe clouds and the city came into view underneath them. Felt it even stronger when he slid off her back and landed on the cobbled street beside her.

	"Easythere,"hesaidasheranahandacrossherscaledcheek."It'salright. I'll only be in there a moment."

	ButNarcissawasn'tlookingathim.Herlargeredeyeswerefocused

	straight ahead at the cathedral. She growled loudly and the scales that lined herspinestoodonend,likeshewastryingtowarnoffsomeonethatMalfoy couldn't see.

	 

	
She hated being separated from him. She was always on edge when there wasawallbetweenthem,whenshecouldn'teasilydefendhimifheneeded her, but her unease was always at its strongest whenever he was with

	Voldemort.Dragonscouldsensedarkmagic,couldsmellitintheair,ona persons robes, in their blood, and the type of darkness that thumbed in

	Voldemort'sveinsalwaysmadeherreactlikethis.

	Thecathedraldoorsopened,andassoonasBellatrixsteppedthroughthem, Narcissa snapped her fangs and gave a loud snarl.

	Hisauntdrewherwandandthedragoninchedforward.Sheangledher body to shield Malfoy and started growling low in her throat. "Draco!" Bella sneered. "Control that beast and get inside! That is an order!"

	Narcissa'shatredfortheDarkLordwasequalonlytothedistrustand

	revulsionshefeltforhisaunt,andalthoughthegreenlightilluminating from the edge of the witches wand wouldn't have hurt the dragon, she interpreted it as a threat to Malfoy - and she started to hunt the danger.

	"Whatisitdoing?!"Bellatrixstartedtopanic."Wedon'thavetimefor games! Stop it!"

	"SorryAuntie,Idon'ttakeordersfromyou,andneitherdoesshe.”

	Narcissaroaredagainandstalkedclosertothewitch.Sheopenedhermouth wide and started to bow her head, and as entertaining as it would have been to see her swallow his aunt whole, now wasn't the time, and he called off

	thedragonjustbeforeherfangssankintoBellatrix'sshoulder.

	Afterhisaunthadshakenoffherfear-andMalfoyhadcalmedNarcissa-he opened the church doors and stepped inside, and as he walked down the aisle to kneel before his master, he revelled in the pitiful sight before him.

	ThechangeintheDark Lordwasastounding.Helookedalmost

	unrecognisable from the creature he'd been five months ago, when dark magicusedtocracklearoundhim,whenhecouldpetrifyeventhebravest wizard with a single glance from those bright red eyes.

	 

	
Now,helookednothinglikethat.Stressandparanoiadointerestingthings to the body, that, coupled with the loss of the first Horcrux in a decade, well, it was no wonder Voldemort looked like shit.

	HisphysicalhealthhaddeclinedconsiderablysincetheOrderhad

	destroyedthediadem,andtheparanoiathathisgeneralswerebetrayinghim

	-andthefearofdefeat-seemedtobehelpingtheprocessalong.Hisskin looked grey and rough, thin and scaled, almost snake-like. His eyes were crazed, frantically flittering around the room, and his dirty robes looked much,muchtoobigforhisbody.Helookedlikeawalkingcorpse.Likea skeleton desperately clinging onto the edges of life and sanity, but not

	enoughstrengthtoholdontoboth.Soonerorlater,hewouldhavetoletonego.

	AstheDarkLordheavedacough andcurledoverthearmrestofhisthrone,

	BellatrixandCrouchrushedtohisside.Theywerelikedogs,thepairof

	them.WhileBartykneltinfrontofVoldemortandtendedtohimwithspells

	- looking every inch a frightened mongrel licking their masters' wounds - Bellatrixwasmoredirect.Morefierce.Shescreamedandwailedangrilyat the Black Masks that guarded the doors, ordering them to bring in the

	unicornshe'dhuntedthatafternoon.

	The Black Masks did as instructed, and while Bellatrix slit the unicorns throatandgathereditsbloodinaphial,Malfoystoodanddidnothing.He

	remainedpoisedanddignified.Silentlywatchinghismasterwithhishands folded behind his back.

	Eveninhisweakenedstate,hewouldn'thavewantedtobepanderedtoor treated like a frail old thing, so Malfoy didn't.

	Heknew-aboveallelse-thatVoldemorthateddisplayslikethis.He

	thoughthimselfpowerful.Abovesillythingslikedeathandweakness.That they were reserved for the unworthy. The months he'd been vulnerable

	beforehisrevival,reducedtonothingmorethanagrotesquefoetuslike

	creaturethatreliedonNaginiandaratforsurvivalwerethemostshameful in his life.

	 

	
BellatrixsmackedCrouch'shandsawayandbargedpasthimsoshecould feedVoldemorttheunicorn'sblood.Ittookthreephialsbeforeheseemed more like himself again, and when he'd recovered somewhat, when he

	realisedwhathelookedlikeandhowfrailhe'dseemedmomentsbefore,he was enraged.

	"Getoffme!"Voldemorthissedashisstrengthsteadilyreturnedtohim."I don't need your help!"

	HedughiswandintoBellatrix'sstomachandscreamedaStupefy

	enchantment.Bellatrixwassenthurtlingacrossthecathedralwiththeforce of the spell. The wall shuddered and something cracked when she hit the East sidewall. Malfoy hoped it was her fucking spine.

	"Doyouhearme!?"Voldemortscreamed."Idon'tneedyourhelp!Idon't need anyone's help!"

	CrouchflinchedawayasVoldemortturnedhiswandonhim.

	"Idon'tneedyou totendto me!WhatIneed isthethreeofyou,outthere,

	findingthosewhohavebetrayedme!"Heshotanothercurse,thisoneatthe ceiling of the cathedral. "Go! Find them! Now!"

	Thedark green light exploded from his wand likeastreak of lightning and shookthebuildingviolently.Themuralboremostoftheattack,andoneof the gold beams that lined the ceiling came loose from its foundation and

	fell.

	Malfoy and Bellatrix cast shields to protect themselves - Barty cast one aroundhimselfandtheirmaster-andwhiletheywereuntouchedbythe falling rubble, the Black Masks were not so quick. They were crushed instantly under the weight of the beam.

	As the cathedral stopped shuddering, everyone was silent. The only sound was Voldemort's heavy, furious pants. He stared at everyone in the room in turn,chestheaving,unicornbloodstilldrippingfromhischinandevilinhis eyes. He looked furious, murderous, fucking blood-hungry, and absolutely off his rocker.

	 

	
TheDarkLordwaslosingit.Fallingapartinbothbodyandmind.Itwasa fucking beautiful thing to see, and for the first time in his life, Malfoy

	hopedthattherewasanafterlife,justsoDaphnecouldseewhatVoldemort had been reduced to in her name.

	 

	
Inanotherlife

	 

	16thDecember

	 

	 

	"Didyoureallyhavetobreakthatmugglesarmslikethat?""Yes."

	"Andbeheadthatotherone?""Yes."

	Acold hand gripped the small of her waist, the other closed around her throat,keepingherpinnedinplacewhilehislipsandtonguefoughtwithhers.

	"Andthatlastsoldier?"sheasked,tryingtokeephervoiceasnarl,acidic, but hearing the malice die through her breathlessness. "Was killing him

	reallynecessary?""Yes."

	"Ican'tbelieveyou,"Hermionemurmuredbetweenkisses."Youwenttoofar."

	"No,Ididn't."Hepressedheragainstthewallanddeepenedtheirkiss."He deserved everything he got."

	"No,"anotherkiss,"hedidn't."Shefistedherfingersinhishairandyanked his body tight against hers, not caring if it hurt him, only that she needed

	himcloser."You-"kiss,"-couldhave-"kiss,"-lethimgo.” "No, I couldn't."

	"Yes,youcould."

	 

	
"No,Granger."Heletgoofherthroatandwordlesslycastaslicingcharm down the front of her Death Eater robes. He pushed his hand inside the

	fabricsohecouldpalmand squeezeoneof hertits."Hehadtogo.”

	"No,hedidn't.He-"HermioneyelpedasMalfoypulledherbottomlip between his teeth and bit down. "Ouch!"

	"Howaboutyoustopfuckingtalking,"hegrowled,releasingherlipand moving to attack her neck, "and start taking your clothes off."

	Shemoanedandknockedherheadbackagainstthewallashelickedacross the pulse in her neck. She felt dizzy, lightheaded, and it had nothing to do with the bump she'd received on her head in battle.

	Oh God, this was so wrong. Half an hour ago, they'd been on a battlefield. She'dbeenundertheHexandcastingAvada'sasquicklyasshecouldthrow her arm while Malfoy and Narcissa disintegrated everything and everyone in their path.

	She'dbrokenoutoftheHexjustasthebattlehadbeguntodrawtoaclose, come back to her senses as the majority of the Death Eaters had apparated awayandfourmugglesoldiershadherbackedintoanalleyway,butrather than ruthlessly slitting their throats - like she would have done if she were still under the Hex's influence - she'd tried to Imperio them to 'play dead' and hide until the battle was over.

	But,ofcourse,Malfoydidn'twanttotakechanceslikethat.He'dquickly killed the soldiers and started screaming at her to be more careful.

	Shetoldhimthattherewerenowitnesses,thatmostoftheDeathEaters were already gone and there was no reason for him to kill the muggles.

	Hetoldherthatthey'dsignedtheirdeathwarrantsthemomentthey'draised their guns at her.

	Asthey'dapparatedbacktohismanor,she'dtoldhimshewasn'ttryingto break out of the Hex, that it'd just happened, and he'd shut her up by

	pushingheragainstthewallandkissingher.

	 

	
And that was what had led them here. Pressed against each other in her bedroom.Coveredinbloodandashfromthebattle,coveredindeathyet clinging onto one another like a lifeline.

	She wrapped one of her legs around his waist, and without her needing to tell him what she wanted, Malfoy hooked his hands under her thighs and pickedherup.Shewrappedherotherlegaroundhimandkissedhimover and over again as he walked them across her bedroom.

	Neverbreakingcontactfromherlips,hesatherdownontheedgeofthe

	bedandkneeledinfrontofher,yankingthegoldheadpiecefromherhairas he nipped and kissed her neck.

	"You'resocruel,"shewhisperedasshestartedtounbucklehisbeltandtrousers.

	"Iam.”

	"Andruthless.""Yes."

	"You'renotevensorry,areyou?"

	"Me?Sorry?"hemocked."Forbeheadingthepeoplewhoraisedtheirguns at you? I think you're mistaking me for someone else." He stared up at her asheunzippedherthigh-highbootsandpeeledthemdownherlegs."What would I have to do," he kissed the inside of her thigh as he threw her boots across the room, and even through her trousers, she still shivered, "to get you naked underneath me, wearing only these boots?"

	She leaned back on the mattress and braced herself up on her elbows, watchingashekissedupherleg,herhips,thepartsofherstomachthat were exposed, all the way up to her neck. "Maybe if you show some

	compassionforthepeopleyouneedlesslybutcheredtoday,Imightconsiderit.”

	 

	
Malfoytuttedandsigheddramatically,fanninghiscoldbreathagainstthe side of her face. "Shame.Another day, perhaps."

	"God,I hateyou.”

	"Yeah?"hesmirkedagainstherskin."Don'tjusttellme.Showme.”

	Sheundidthefrontofhisrobesquicklyandyankedthemapart.Sheranher hands over his neck and shoulders, the cold skin of his chest like ice on her overheated hands. Her hands slipped around his back, and she pulled him down on top of her, delighting in the sharp groan he made when she

	draggedhernailsdownhisback. "There's a good girl," he hissed.

	"Shhhhh,"shehummedagainsthismouth."Lesstalking.Moreundressing,remember?"

	Talkingwasthelastthingonhermindatthatmoment.Shewasalways

	buzzedafterafight,alwaysonedgeandabundleofadrenaline,andthefeel of dark magic in her veins just amplified that, a reminder of all the dark curses she'd used and the lives she'd taken. In a way, she was sort of

	thankfulforit.Grateful,thatshestillfeltlittlesparksofVoldemort'smagic in her system after all these months, like little embers in a fire that roared brighter whenever she was angry or used particularly dark spells. She'd started to think of it as a sort of penance for the things he'd done.Alittle

	painful,uncomfortable,butnotwhollyundeserved.

	Shemayhavebeenkillingforthegreatergood,butthatdidn'tmeanshe should walk away unscathed.

	Still, she supposed it was a good thing she had Malfoy.Agood thing that shecouldloseherselfinthefeelofhishandsandhisbodyafterbattlesand raids, that he took her mind off the effects until they passed and she forgot about them.

	Hecaughttheedgesofhertornrobes,butashestartedtoyankthemapart, a sharp ache burned in Hermione's shoulder. She hissed through gritted

	 

	
teethandflinchedawayfromhim.

	Inaninstant,hewasgone.Hislipsleftherneckandhisweightvanished from on top of her. She sat up and searched for him. He was standing almost halfway across the room, hands up - palms facing her - his

	expressionwasguardedandclosedoff,but,asthey'dgrowntodo,hiseyes gave him away.

	Hethought he'd hurther.

	Hehadn't,buthethoughthehad,andtheguiltwasclearandbleedinginto the grey of his eyes like ink in water.

	Hewastryingtoshowherthatitwasanaccident,thathewasn'tathreat,

	butallHermionecouldfocusonwashow...unthreateninghelooked.Hair all ruffled fromherhands, robes completely parted down the middle and

	baringscratchesfromhernails,lipsalittleswollenfromhermouthand neck red in places fromherbites.

	Helookedvulnerable,notdangerous. He looked flushed.

	Helookeduneasy.

	Helooked...likehers.Markedbyheradozendifferentways.Almostevery inch of his pale skin that was exposed was marked or claimed by her in one way or another.

	But why did shelikethat?

	She'dneverconsideredherselfpossessivebefore,andwhyshouldshe?He wasn'thers.Andshecertainlydidn'tregardherselfashis,butasshestared at him, taking in the marks she'd left, a side of her she didn't know existed almost purred with satisfaction.

	"Youdidn'thurtme,"shesaidbeforehe'devenhadthechancetoask."I'm fine. I'm just a little sore."

	 

	
Ittookamoment ortwobeforehedroppedhis hands,andevenlonger

	beforehecrossedtheroomandlayonthebedbesideheragain.Hedidn't believe that she was alright, she could tell as much by the way his eyes

	flickeredoverher,lookingforaninjurythatwasn'tthere.

	"Seriously,Malfoy.I'mfine.I'vejustbeenoverdoingitlately.I'veprobably justpulledsomething,”shelaughedweakly.Shemadeashowofrollingher shoulder again, trying to convince him that she was fine, but as the sharp ache seared her muscles again, she winced, and there was no way he didn't notice it. "There are hundreds of healing spells and potions, but not one

	bloody thing for muscle aches and overuse. It's ridiculous, isn't it?You wouldthinksomeonewouldhavecreatedapotionforthatbynow."She

	caughthisfaceinherhands,butjustasshetriedtodraghismouthbackto hers and kiss him again, he pulled away.

	Asharpjolt ofrejectioncrashedinto herlikeaslapintheface.

	Fuck-he'dneverdonethat.Shedidn'tknowwhattodo.She'dnevereven thought of what she'd do if he rejected her.

	Movingoninstinct,shetriedtokisshimagain,tryingtoglossoverwhat'd just happened, slap a plaster over that awful feeling that had sunk into her stomach when he'd pulled away, but one of his hands gently weaved into her hair, and he used it to keep her in place.

	Hestaredatherforafewseconds,asifhewasdecidingsomething,and

	thenhesighedandletgoofher.Heclimbedoffthebedagainandshookoff his outer robes. He wrapped his dark roves around her shoulders like a

	blanket,coveringthetearshe'dmadedownthefrontofheruniform.

	"Comewithme,"hesaidashegrabbed herwristandpulled hertoherfeet.

	Thestubbornnessinherreareditsheadoninstinct,makingherpullback slightly and plant her feet to the ground. "Where?"

	Heturnedbacktofaceher,andthehintofasmilethreatenedtobreak across his cold expression. "Are you ever going to trust me?"

	 

	
"You'reaskingmethatwhileyourhandsareliterallycoveredintheblood of people you killed today?"

	"Takesonetoknowone,”hesaid,lookingherupanddownslowly,eying the blood on her torn robes, and lingering on whatever was drying in herhair.

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutglareathim.

	Malfoyclosedhiseyes,tiltedhisheadtowardstheceilingandsighed

	loudly.Hebanishedthebloodfromhisrobesandskinandcockedabrowat her. "Is that better?"

	Intrigued,butnotatall relaxed,shelethim leadherthroughtheManor.

	One or two of the portraits tutted and hissed under their breaths as they madetheirwaypastthem,butmostjustturnedtheirbacksorhidjustoutof frame until Malfoy and Hermione were on the other side of the corridor.

	Heguidedhertohisbedroom,andoncetheywereinside,heletgoofher wrist and disappeared behind another door on the far side of the room.

	Hermione stared at the unfamiliar wooden door, and after a few seconds of silence,sheheardthefamiliarsoundoftapsbeingturnedandwaterstarting to run from the faucet.

	Whatthefuckwashedoing?Washerunningabath?Forher?Inhisroom?!

	No.No,thatwasafuckingridiculousidea.

	Sheclutchedhisrobestighteraroundherandlookedaroundwhileshe waited for him to come back.

	Theyneverspentanytimeinhisbedroom.Eachtimetheyweretogether, they always ended up fucking or fighting in obscure places - like the

	potions storage unit or on the kitchen island - or in Hermione's bedroom. Theynever,ever,spenttimeinhisroom.Infact,fortheyearthatshe'dbeen livinginthismanor,she'donlybeeninhisroomonce,afterAstoria'sinjury, and back then she'd not had the opportunity to really look at it. Take it in,

	 

	
seethepartsofMalfoy'spersonalitythathekepthiddenfromtherestoftheworld.

	She hadn't had time to notice the various pieces of artwork hanging from thedarkemeraldwallslasttime.Hadn'tnoticedthedozensofportraitsof landscapes and lakes and mountains, some frozen, some swarmed in

	sunlightwhileothersweredrapedin ablanketofstarsandmoonlight,all

	fromdifferentcornersoftheworld,alldartedoverhiswalllikewindowsto another, faraway place.

	Lookingathis bed,Hermioneassumed thathesleptontherightside-

	judgingfromtheonelonelybedsidetablebesideit-butthelasttimeshe'd been here, she hadn't noticed the books stacked on top of it.

	She eyed the door he'd disappeared behind, and when she was confident thathewasn'twatchingherthroughthecrackhe'dleft,shewalkedoverto his bed and picked up the book that was sitting on top of the pile.

	Itwasabooksherecognised,Prophecies,Visionsandtheirmeanings,by Malcolm Fitzgerald. She remembered the title from the recommended

	readinglistinTrewlany'sDivinationclasses,rememberedscoffingatthe titleandresistingtheurgetothrowthewretchedbookacrossthelibrary.

	Shecouldn'tunderstandwhyMalfoyhadacopy.He'dgonetogreatlengths to tell Hermione over and over again that he thought visions were bullshit and that it was a waste of time to try and decipher their meanings, and yet here, on his bedside table, at the very top of the pile, was a book on just

	that.

	Shefrownedandcroucheddowntogetabetterlookattheothertitles.

	There was a book on caring for dragons, which she wasn't surprised to see. UnderneaththatwasanotheronDarkSpellsandslicingcurses,again,given his preference of chopping peoples heads off during battles, that didn't

	surpriseher.Andatthebottomofthepilewasthat...abookofpoetry?

	The sound of Malfoy's voice muttering a fire spell caught her attention, so shequietlypaddedovertothemysteriousdoorandpeakedherheadaround the corner.

	 

	
Itwashisprivatebathroom.Theroomwascompletelycoveredinshiny

	blacktiles,thesameonesthatcoveredtheentirefloorcrawledupthewalls and stretched over the ceiling, making it feel almost like a cave.There was hardly any light, if it weren't for the few dozen candles that he'd scattered around the room, she doubted she'd have been able to see anything at all.

	Well,thatexplainedthefirespell.

	Therewerefewfurnishingsinside;justalargeblackmarblesinkonthe right-hand side of the room, a toilet, and a black wooden cabinet of

	drawers,allonoppositewallsbutallfacingwhatwasclearlysupposedto be the main feature in the room, the huge copper bath that Malfoy was

	kneelingbeside.

	Hisshirtwasoffanddiscardedonthetiles.Hehadafewbottlesonthe

	floorbesidehim,andshewatchedashepickedoneup,alittlemesmerised by the way the muscles in his chest and bicep moved while he poured

	purplesaltintothebathwater.Thenshewatchedhimdothesamethingwith another bottle, and then another.

	"Whatareyoudoing?"

	"BrewingDraughtofLivingDeath,"heansweredwithoutlookingupather. "What does it look like I'm doing, Granger? I'm running a bath."

	"Yes,Icanseethat."Sherolledhereyes."Butwhyareyourunningabath?"

	"Because you were right.There isn't exactly a potion or spell that can ease muscle pain entirely, but there are other remedies that can help.” He took the cap of the fourth and final bottle beside him. He poured the contents inside,andwhenthepinkglitteryliquidhitthewater,athinlayeroffrothy

	bubbles started to form. "These are potions thatAstoria has been getting for meforyears.I'mnotsureofalltheingredients,buttheyhelpwiththeaches and pains I get.”

	DespitetheairbeinghotandthickwithsteamfromthebathMalfoywas running,theblackstonetileswereicycoldunderHermione'sfeetasshe stepped inside. "You get muscle pain too?"

	 

	
Hestoppedwhathewasdoingforamomentandlookedupather,likehe wasn't sure what to say next.There was a little more blue in his eyes than whathadbeenthereafewminutesago.HisOcclumencywallsseemedto becomingdown,whetheritwasdeliberateornot,Hermionecouldn'ttell.

	"Yes,"heansweredsoftly."Sometimesinmyshouldersandlowerback,but mainly in my chest. It seemed that, well," as he spoke, one of his hands

	briefly-andtentatively-touchedtheinfamousscaronhischestand

	tangledinhissilverchain,"let'sjustsaythatsometimesI'mremindedof when Potter got the upper hand on me even when I have a shirt on.”

	Hesaidthewordssocasually,evenlaughedandshookhisheadafterwards, like it meant nothing. But as he turned his attention back to the bath,

	Hermione'seyesdriftedovertheinfamousscar,theonethatstartedonhis chest and spread out like a crack in a marble statue, the one that trailed across his shoulders and wrapped around his collarbone like vines,

	stretchingtoreachthebaseofhisthroat.

	Thebeautifulimperfection,thechipinhisarmourthatprovedhewasn't nearly as strong and unbreakable as he liked others to think he was.

	She'dalreadyguessedthathewasalittleself-consciousaboutit,butit seemed that that particular scar ran a little deeper than the skin.

	"Harryfeltawfulaboutitafterwards,"shesaidasshetookanotherstepinto his bathroom. "He didn't realise how powerful the curse was, he never meant to scar you like that."

	Malfoyscoffedandranhishandthroughthewater,checkingthe

	temperature."Hegotlucky,that'sall.Caughtmeinamomentofweakness. I'd love to see him try and do it again now."

	Hestoodfromhisperchbesidethebathandheldhishandouttowardsher. "Come on, Granger," he said, tilting his head towards the copper. "In youget.”

	Ayearago,theideaofdoingthiswasludicrous.Ayearago-fuck,evena few months ago - she'd taken great pleasure in the thought of slitting his throat open.Ayear ago, she hadn't bathed for God only knew how long

	 

	
because she didn't trust him, didn't want to strip naked and lower herself intoscaldingwaterbecauseshedidn'twanttoleaveherselfvulnerablelike

	that,andnow,ayearafterhercapture,thereshewas.Inthebathroomofthe verymanwho'dcapturedher,abouttotakehisrobesoffherbodyandgetin a bathhe'drun for her.

	She summoned a bobble as she made the last few steps towards him, and after she'd scraped her hair into a very high - and very messy - bun on the topofherhead,Malfoyhelpedherundress.Hewasverydelicatewithher, gently lifting his robe from her shoulders, easing her arms out of her own and careful not to irritate or knock her already sore muscles, and once her clothes were in an elegant pile on the floor, she got into the bath.

	Thewaterwashot,butnotscalding.Assheslowlysubmergedherselfinthe bubbles, she could feel the salts and potions he'd added, could practically

	feelthemcaressingherskinandburrowingintohermusclesthemoment she sank into the water.

	Shesighedincontentmentandleanedherheadagainstthelid.Hereyelids fluttered closed. and she inhaled deeply, letting the scent of lavender and citrus fill her nostrils.

	"Better?"

	Hermionehummedinagreementbutdidn'topenhereyes. "Good. Now, make room for me.”

	Immediately,Hermione'spulsethumpedinherveins.Hereyesshotopen, and she jerked to sit upright. "You're getting in with me?"

	Malfoychuckledsoftlyashestartedtounbuttonhistrousers."Well,itismy bath, and those are my muscle relaxers that you're soaking up.”

	It wasn't as if the bath wasn't big enough for the both of them. It was huge, muchbiggerthantheoneinherroomandeasilybigenoughfortwopeople

	-maybeeventhree-itwasjust...

	 

	
She'dneverbeeninthebathwithamanbefore.She'dnotevenlethimshare her bed because she thought it was too intimate -

	ShelookedawayasMalfoyundressed,triedtokeephercheeksfrom

	flamingwhenthewaterstirredashesteppedinside,triedtokeepherheart an even beat when he sat down behind her.

	It didn't matter that she'd seen him naked a hundred times, the moment she felttheinsideofhisthighsbracketherhips,herheartstopped,andwhenhe stretched his long legs out so that they ran on the outside of hers, her heart picked back up at twice it's normal speed. The obnoxiously large bath

	suddenlyfeltsomuch smallerwithhiminsideit.

	She felt incredibly awkward to begin with.Apart from his pale legs on eithersideofhers,shecouldn'tseehim.Shestillhadherbacktohim.She didn't know what to do. How to sit. Or what to do with her hands.

	Shehuggedherkneestoherchestandshuffledaway,tryingtoputasmuch space between them as the bath allowed -

	Shejumpedwhenshefelthiscoldhandclosearoundhergoodshoulder. "What are you-"

	He very gently pulled her backwards until she was lying on his chest. Her shoulderswerestillsubmergedbutherchinlayjustabovethesurfaceofthe water."Shhhhhh,"he whispered in a soothing tone. His hands disappeared under the water and bubbles and came to rest on the side of her ribcage, his fingers stretching down across her stomach. "Just relax and let the potions work their magic.”

	"Youcouldhavejustgivenmethemusclerelaxingpotion.Wedidn'thave to go through this whole debacle."

	"Icouldhave,"hemurmuredintoherhair,restinghischinonthetopofher head, "but then I wouldn't have heard your reaction when I did this.”

	 

	
Thehand on her stomach disappeared. Shefelt something movebesideher thigh,Malfoywhisperedsomething,andasecondlater,thewaterstartedto change. It was as though the water below became a reflection of the night sky. Suddenly, there were hundreds of little bright lights under the water, like dozens and dozens of little fireflies were dancing in their bath, their lights shining through the little gaps in the bubbles.

	"Oh,my…"hervoicetrailedoffasshewatchedthelightsflashandsway. "How did you..."

	"It'ssomethingintheingredientsofthepinkpotion,"hesaid."They'renot harmful, but they dissolve into your muscles and get rid of the tension

	there."

	And sure enough, one by one, the little lights did just that. Hermione watched, fascinated as the lights swam and danced around the bath, and then,onebyone,sankintoanareaofskinanddisappeared,andthenthe healing properties really kicked in. Within a few minutes, she felt

	revitalised,likeshe'dreceivedadeeptissuesmassagealloverbody.She was still a tiny bit sore in places, but she felt much, much better.

	Theystayedlikethatforsometime,justwatchingthelights,lettingthe healingpropertiesofthepotionssinkintotheirmuscles.Everysooften

	Malfoywouldslowlytrailhisringedfingersdownthelengthofherarmor play with the strands of hair that were trying to escape her bobble, idly twisting and untwisting the curls around his index finger.

	It was peaceful to be with him like that, to spend time with him when they weren'tateachotherthroats.Shedaredtoletherselfthinkabouthowmuch she liked it, to have his strong arms wrapped around her, to feel his chest against her back and feel ... protected? Content?

	They didn't say much to one another, but eventually she felt his lips against theshellofherearandheardhimwhisper."Somethingonyourmind,cub?"

	Reluctantly,shesatupandtwistedinthewatersothatshefacedhim."Can I talk to you about something?"

	 

	
Malfoy cocked a brow as she moved back and leaned against the opposite sideofthebath,theirlegsstilllayingalongeachothersbutnowrunningin opposite directions. "You can talk to me about anything you want, but

	unlessyouplanon coveringyourtits,I can'tpromiseI'lllisten."

	Hermionesplashedhimbeforesherearrangedsomeofthebubblestocover herself. "You're such a prick."

	"I'mamanandyouhavethemostgorgeous-anddistracting-titsI'veever seen," he smirked. "It's not my fault, it's basic biology."

	"Well,myboobsarecovered,doesthatmeanthatwecanbeadultsnow?"

	Malfoysmiledandleanedforward,stretchingouthishand,butshesmacked it away before it found purchase on her chest. His shoulders shook as he

	laughedquietly."Alright,sorry.I'vegotitoutofmysystem.Goonthen. What did you want to talk to me about?"

	Hermionenoddedanddrewadeepbreath,finallyreadytotalkaboutthe thingthat'dbeenhangingoverthem formonths.Itwasadiscussionthey

	neededtohave,butshehadnoideahowitwasgoingtounfold."Allthose months ago, when we were negotiating terms with the Order."

	"Yes?"

	"You fought for pardons forAstoria,Theo and Blaise,” she started, idly runningherfingersthroughthewarmwateratherside."Yousaidthatit

	wasnotupfordiscussionandthatiftheydidn'tatleastagreetoconsiderit, then you wouldn't help…”

	"Idid."

	"ButKingsleyneverpromisedyou'dgetapardon."

	Malfoysmirkedatherfromacrossthebath."Caughtthat,didyou?"

	"OfcourseIdid.Heneverpromisedmeoneeither.Notexplicitly,anyway."

	 

	
Malfoyscoffedandleanedbackagainstthelidofthebath.Hestretchedhis arms out and rested them against either side of the bath, then he closed his eyes and tilted his chin towards the ceiling, the picture of ease and

	contentment."You'rethebloodyGoldengirl,Granger.Whenallthisisover, if Kingsley doesn't grant you a pardon, there's no way Potter wouldn't."

	"ButI'vekilled-"

	Without even looking at her, he held up his hand and stopped her mid- sentence."YoukilledyourfriendsbecauseIputyouundertheHex.You killed because I made you. It's my fault.Any blood you've spilt whilst you've been here is on my hands, not yours."

	"Maybe,butthere's stillthecourt ofpublicopinion."

	He still didn't look at her, but a deep crease appeared between his brows. "Whatpublicopinion?Youareliterallythedefinitionofaprisonerofwar.I kidnapped you-"

	"Yes,but-"

	"-tookawayyourmagicandyourwand-" "I know -"

	"-lockedyouawayandsearchedyourmemoriesformonthswhileI planted the Hex in your head-"

	"Again,Iknowthat,but-"

	"-and then I forced you to kill for me,” Malfoy finished, still looking at the ceiling and voice starting to take on that familiar tone of a snarl. "If Kingsley doesn't see that, Potter will. Trust me, when all this is over and Voldemort is dead, the world is going to be your oyster.You're going to be celebrated as the hero that you are.They'll write songs about you and offer yousomanybookdealsyouwon'tknowwhattodowithyourself.Thefirst

	fewyearswillbehectic,buttheneventually,wheneverythingsettlesdown, you'll find yourself a bloke, have a few kids, live happily ever after, and

	 

	
everythingwillberainbowsandsmilesandallthatotherlovelybullshitthat occurs at the end of a good novel."

	It was probably true. Her relationship with Harry might've been strained beforehercapture,buttherewasnowayhewouldletanythinghappento

	her.Ever.Nomatterwhatshe'ddoneorwhoshe'dkilled,healwayssawthe best in her. He would vouch for her. Tell everyone and anyone that would listenthatitwasn'therfaultandshe'dbeenforcedtodoalltheawfulthings she'd done.

	He'dtelleveryonethat...thatMalfoyforcedhertodothem. "But where does that leave you?"

	Now,thisdidseemtocatchhisattention.Heopenedhiseyesandlowered his chin to look at her again. "What about me?"

	"WhileBlaiseandAstoriaarelivinghappilyeverafterbecauseofthe

	pardonsyoufoughtfor,andTheoisfreeanddoingMerlinonlyknowswhat with the freedom that you got him, what are you going to do?"

	"That'snotreallyanyofyourconcern.Isit?"

	"Seeingasthere'snowaytounlinkusandthereforemylifewillbetiedto yoursuntilthedayyoudie,Iwouldsaythatyes,Draco,itismybusiness,actually."

	Atthementionofhisgivenname,Malfoytiltedhisheadtothesideand smiled, flashing the dimples that he hardly ever wore.

	"What?"Hermionedemanded.

	"Youshoulddothatmoreoften." "Stop changing the subject-"

	"Ilikeitwhen youcall meDraco."

	 

	
Sherolledhereyesandplayfullynudgedhislegunderwaterwithherfoot. "I know you do.”

	"Ifyouknow Ilikeit,then whydon't youdo itmoreoften?"

	Hermionesmirkedandtiltedherheadtotheside,mirroringhim."BecauseI know you like it, Malfoy."

	Shehatedtoadmitthatsheloveditwhenhewaslikethiswithher.Relaxed. Content.Apart of her even thought he might look happy.

	"Whydon'tyouwanttotalkaboutwhatyou'lldoafterthewar?"sheasked. "Because I don't see the point."

	"Whynot?"

	"BecauseIdon't."

	"Butwhy?"shepressedon.

	"Whywon'tyoulet mesleepinyourbed?"

	Hermioneblanched.Hernosecrinkled."What'snot...we'renottalking about that, we're talking about you.”

	"Oh,Iseehowit is.It'salright foryou toaskmequestionsthatI'm

	uncomfortableanswering,butohno,ifIaskthesameofyou,well,that's just crossing a line."

	Shehadtoadmit,hehadherthere.Shecouldn'texpecthimtoreveal something so personal without at least be willing to do the same.

	"So"shestarted,"whatdoyouproposethatwedoaboutthat?"

	Adevioussmilestretchedacrosshisface."Howaboutwemakeadeal?" "A deal?"

	 

	
"Yes.IfIpromisenottolietoyou,thenwillyoupromisetobehonestwithme?"

	Shecouldn'thelpbutsmilebackathim."Alright,"sheagreed,throwing caution to the wind, making a deal with the devil and all those other metaphorical clichés. "But only if I get to ask the first question."

	Malfoynoddedanddrummedhisfingersagainstthelidofthebath."You have yourself a deal."

	"Whydid you do thistonight?"

	Hismouthtwitched."You'llhavetobealittlemorespecific."

	"This,"shesaid,gesturingtothebath,tohim."Thesalts.Thecandles.Why did you do this?"

	She'd expected him to make a lude comment, tease her about wanting an excusetogethernakedorsomethingofthesort,sowhenhespokeagain, she was so shocked by the honesty in his tone that she almost choked on thin air.

	"BecauseIwantedtospendtimewithyou."

	Thatwasit.Thehonesttruth.Noliesinhisvoiceorsecrecyinhisalmost blue eyes. He was really doing this.

	"Why?"

	Heshruggedandlookedatthewateragain,startingtodrawrandom

	patternsinthefewbubblesthatremained."PerhapsIjustwantedtosee what it'd be like to spend time with you when we weren't fighting or

	fucking.”Hiseyesflickeredbacktohersandhisstare-theintensityofit-

	fuck,itmadehercloseherthighstogether."Perhaps,Iwantedtoseeifthere was anything more between us.”

	"And isthere?"

	 

	
"Ah, ah, ah.”He stopped her by waving his index finger at her. "I'm not answeringanotheroneofyourquestionsuntilyouansweroneofmine.If the weasel had been quicker at that first meeting, and he'd managed to

	ApparateyoubacktooneoftheOrder'sbases,wouldyouhavecomeback to me?"

	Backtome.

	Notbacktothishouse,orbacktothisrebellionthatthey'dbeencookingup for six months.

	Backtohim.

	"Yes,"sheanswered,honest."BecauseifIdidn't,therusewouldbeupand all of you would be executed - includingAstoria, and she doesn't deserve that. None of you do.”

	"Isee,"hehummed. "Isthattheonlyreason?"

	Foramoment,shedidn'tknowhowtoanswerhisquestion.Shewantedto lie,tobrushitoff,buthe'dbeenhonestwithher,sheatleastowedhimthe same, didn't she? "No, it wouldn't have been the only reason."

	Malfoycockedabrow."Caretotellmewhatthisotherreasonis?"

	"Ah,ah,ah-Titfortat,remember?Iaskyouonequestion,thenyougetto ask me another one,” she said, mimicking him by waving her index finger at him. "Why don't you want to talk about what your plans are after thewar?"

	Hisgazeturnedhotandicyat thesametime.Hiseyesburnedasthey

	roamedoverherfeatures,hercheeks,herneck-evenhermouth-before they eventually landed back on her eyes, and when he spoke, his words froze her in place. "Because I think we both know that no matter what

	happens,myfutureandyours,theyaren'tgoingtobetogether.Yoursis bright and shiny, and mine is somewhere else ... somewhere dark."

	 

	
Forsomereason,hiswordscutdeep.Slicedthroughhernerveslikeaknife. She didn't know why, but the pain was resounding, it almost felt real, she couldn't help but prod him further.

	"Why?"sheasked."IfVoldemortiskilled,it'llbebecauseofyou.The Order wouldn't have a chance of getting Horcruxes or whittling down

	Voldemort'sarmyifyouweren'thelping.Who'stosaythatyouwouldn'tbe celebrated like a hero too?"

	Malfoyhuffedadrylaughandtappedhisringsagainstthesideofthebath. "I could kill Voldemort myself, and I would still just be known as the Demon Mask. I could stand over him, wand in hand - fuck, no, even a

	muggle gun in hand - pull the trigger and end his fucking life, and all anyonewouldeversayaboutmeis'Rememberthetimehetriedtokill

	Dumbledore?'Or,'Rememberthetimeheburnedsoandso?Orbeheadedsuch and such?'"

	Hermioneopenedhermouthtospeak,butMalfoydidn'tstop.

	"Itdoesn'tmatterwhatIdoanymoreGranger.I'mdamned.Peopleonlysee me as a monster, and it's my fault, I helped them forge that painting,

	practicallyhandedthemthebrushmyself.Allanyonewilleverseeinme anymore is the demon horns, and they're right to.”

	"Idon't.”Shethoughtshewould’veregrettedherconfession,thoughtshe'd have wanted to grab the words and shove them back down her throat as soon as she said them, but she didn't.

	Instead,shefeltlighter.Likeitwasarelieftogetitoffherchest.

	Naked, with her enemy, with nothing but clear water between them, they wereequals.Bothequallyasabletokilltheother,butequallyasvulnerable.

	Forthefirsttime,shefeltlikeshecouldbehonest.Opentohiminaway that felt more intimate than letting him between her legs.

	Malfoy'seyesburned."What?"

	 

	
"Idon'tjustseethehornswhenIlookatyou,"Hermionebreathed."They're stillthere.Icanstillseethem,butthey'renotallIseeanymore.You'vedone awful things, yes, but there's a lot of good in you, too."

	Itwasthetruth,thetruththatnooneelseknew.Kingsleywouldn'tseeit, neitherwouldRon,butMalfoyhadsacrificedandlostsomuchsincethe start of the war, and he was risking losing what little he had left to helpthem.

	Yes, he was doing it for the preservation of his family - he wasn't totally selfless-buthewasstillhelping.Willingtosacrificehisownlifetokeep them safe, to kill Voldemort himself or die trying.And he'd done more

	damagetoVoldemort'sranksinsixmonthsthantheOrderhaddoneintenyears.

	Herhandabsentmindedlywanderedtohershoulder,theonethathadbeen sore and aching, but now felt fresh and painless.

	Noonewouldeverbelievehecouldbekindorgentle.Noonewouldever believe the type of man he could be, because all they saw was the man he wantedthemtosee;Theruthless,bloodthirstyDemonMask.Theonethat hadcollapsedcountlessOrderbasesandhadakillcountinthethousands.

	Theoneeveryonefearedandwastooscaredtochallengeordisobeyforfear of how he might retaliate.

	Hehadcompassioninsidehim,hehadaheart,hejustkeptitunderlockand key, practically suffocated it with icy walls.

	"When the war ends, your life will still be linked to mine," she said. "It doesn'tmatterwhatyou'vedone,Kingsleywon'tbeabletoexecuteyou

	withoutkillingmetoo,andasyousaid,Harrywouldn'tletanythinghappen to me.”

	"I'mnotgoingtoAzkaban,"hesaidcoldly."I'mnotgoingtorotawayina cell for the rest of my days. I just won't."

	No,hedidn'tdeservetobecaged,andhewouldn'tbe,she'dmakesureofthat.

	 

	
"Soyou'lldo what,then?Go ontherun?"

	Hissmirkgrewintothebeginningsofasmile."Perhaps-it'snotlikePotter or anyone else would be able to stop me.”

	"I'llgetyouapardon,Draco,Ipromise,”shesaid."Aftereverythingyou’ve done, you deserve to be free.”

	"We'llsee,"hesmirked."ButIwon'tgetmyhopesup.Sogoonthen

	Granger, in another life, in this fantasy land that you've cooked up where wewin,Kingsleydoesn'tgobackonhisword,andeveryone-includingme

	-getsgivenamagicalpardonandtheworldisallrainbowsandlovehearts, what are you going to do?"

	"Inanotherlife,"Hermionesaid,playingalongwithhisjoke."Iwould... well,Idon'tknow.Beforeanyofthishappened,IalwaysthoughtthatI'd work for the Ministry, but now I - "

	Now,thethoughtofsittingbehindthesamedeskdayafterday,filing

	reports and signing documents, getting paid to read and research it just ... it didn'tappealtoherthesamewayithadwhenshewasyounger.Afterseeing so much death, she wanted to live. Wanted to do everything, not repeat the same motions day after day until she died.

	"I'dtravel,”hesaidoutofnowhere,derailinghertrainofthought.

	"Travel?"sheasked,thewaterstillwarmaroundher."Wherewouldyougo?"

	"Everywhere.I'dseeeverything.I'ddoeverything.LivewhatlifeI'vegot left in me to the fullest."

	Suddenly,hermindwentbacktothepicturesonhiswall.Thelandscapes.

	Thelakes.Themountains.Maybethepicturesonhiswallweren'tjust

	picturesatall.Maybetheyweremorelikewindows,windowsintoanother life, another life that he wished he could have, places he wanted to go, but didn't think he'd get to see.

	 

	
"Youcouldcomewithme.”

	Hermionescoffedandsplashedhimagain."Comewithyou?Haveyoulost the plot?"

	"Doesthatreallysoundsobad?Meandyou.Alone.Travellingtheworld together. Fighting and fucking in every country until we're old and grey. The thrill of it would keep us young for years."

	"Wewouldn'tgetoldandgrey-we'dkilleachotherwithinafewyears."

	"Maybe." He leaned closer, closing the distance between them, and it took everything in Hermione not to shiver as his cold hand found her knee, and slowlyglidedupherlegtorestonherhip."Butthinkofthefunwe'dhave."

	Sheshookherheadandlaughed,andalthoughshesmackedhishandaway, she couldn't help but smile with him. "In another life, I think I would have liked that.”

	"Anotherlife.”Hesmiledasheleanedbackagainsthissideofthebath. "Yes, in another life, maybe.”

	 

	
Iwishyoucouldhaveseen...
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	"Dracocannotseriouslyexpectmetolivehere?YouwaituntilIgetholdof him, I'll wring his pale neck until his face turns blue."

	Hermione tried her best to ignore the petite blonde as she carried the last boxintotheabandonedfarmhouse.Astoriahadbeenonthisrantfromthe moment Hermione had apparated the both of them here from Malfoy Manor, and in the forty-five minutes Hermione had been going back and forth between the two buildings, transporting supplies,Astoria had yet to take a breath.

	"Imean,honestly!Hecomesfrommoney!TheDarkLordpayshimforhis services in land and gold, he's worth a fortune. The man is dripping in Galleons,andthisiswhathegetsusasasafehouse?.Surelyhecanafford an upgrade! Slip someone a bit of money and get us somewhere nice?"

	"That's not exactly how espionage works,Astoria,” Hermione chuckled as shesetthelastboxdownonthekitchentable,ignoringthewaytheancient wood creaked in protest. "There isn't exactly a catalogue of possible

	safehouses we can flip through and pick whichever takes our fancy. We needtothinkstrategically,andstrategically,thisplacehaseverythingweneed."

	Intruth,HermionethoughtthefarmhousethatMalfoyhadfoundfortheir potentialsafehousewaslovely.Itwasalotsmallerthanthemanor,butit only made it feel more homely, and it had everything they needed.

	They needed security, four walls they could safely hide behind with windowsbigenoughtokeepalookoutincaseanyonefoundthem.The farmhousehadthat.Itwassmall,butsolid.Thefloorswereallpanelled

	 

	
with pine boards that matched the beams that ran across the ceiling. There wereplentyofwindows,allscatteredaroundthehousemeaningtheycould see threats coming from every angle.

	TheyneededsomewherelargebutcoveredwhereNarcissacouldsleep,and just outside, there was a metal overhang that was filled with hay and straw.

	The farmers that previously resided here must have kept their cattle and livestockinsideofit.Itwasrustinginplaces,butwithalittlework,they couldeasilyaccommodateitintoanestforNarcissatosleepin.Without magic, it would have been a tight fit, but Hermione knew enough

	extensionscharmstomakeitwork.

	Narcissausuallysleptoutsideunderanopensky,butshewastooeasily

	recognisable,sotheoverhangwastheperfectplacetokeepherhidden-and the number of cows and goats in the nearby field were sure to sway any

	aversionthedragonmayfeelabouthernewsleepingquarters.

	Theyneededsomewhereremoteandoutoftheway,somewhereenough

	distancefromthecitiesthatnoonewouldfindthem,somewheretheycould get lost. The farmhouse had that. It was in the middle of nowhere.Apart

	from the herds of animals, there was nothing else there. No buildings, no houses,justfieldsallaround.Milesandmilesofjustgreenwithnosignsof machinery or civilization as far as the eye could see.

	Yes, it was small and neglected.Yes it only had threevery small bedrooms. Yes,thewallpaperwaspeelingbackfromthewalls,andyesthekitchenand living room were dusty and cramped, but Hermione found it had a certain charm to it.

	Her favourite part of the safe house, however, was the living room. It was smallandinthecornerofthehouse,withastonecurvedarchwayinsteadof a door. There were two leather sofas and a matching armchair in the room and a bookcase that was filled an entire wall, stacked with titles she'd read before. But it wasn't the furniture that she admired - or the books, oddly - it was the fireplace.Ahuge, open space with a metal basket of logs next to it.

	Inanotherlife,shecould'veseenherselflivinginaplacelikethis.

	 

	
If the war hadn't have happened, if things were different, this safe house wasjustthesortofplaceHermionethoughtshewouldhavelivedin.Could just see herself peering through the large open windows in the morning, watching the sunrise from the comfort of her own bed. Could just see

	herselfwalkingaroundthefieldsinthedayandcurlingupinfrontofthe fire at night with a book.

	The farmhouse was rustic, but charming. Small, but earthy. It had a quality that seemed to have been lost in modern architecture. Like being in a little timecapsuleofthepast,whenthingsweresimplerandpeopleweren'tglued to their television screens.

	Allitreallyneededwasathoroughclean,afewlicksofpaint,andthe furnishings updating.

	Althoughtheplanwasworkingflawlessly,Malfoywasstartingtoget nervous. He felt the risk for his family was mounting every time they

	framedsomeonenew,so,asaprecaution,he'dsuggestedthatAstoriaand the elves get the safe house ready and start taking healing potions and emergency supplies over, just in case they were caught.

	Tohiswayofthinking,iftheygotthefarmhousereadynow,ifandwhen they were eventually exposed, they would already have everything they needed and could disappear and make their escape quickly.

	Ofcourse,Astoriahadignoredalmosteverythinghe'dsaidandinsteadof

	bringingessentialhealingpotionswithher,she'dbroughtnothingbutshoes and dresses.

	Sensing thatAstoria was probably going to have a small stoke when she sawthefarmhouse,Hermioneaccompaniedhertotryand'softentheblow', as it were, but nothing could have prepared Hermione for the disgusted - and quite frankly terrified - expression that had snapped onto the blonde's

	facewhenshe'dfirstlaideyesonwhatcouldpossiblybehernewhome, should things go array.

	"Don'tworry,wedon'tactuallyhavetolivehereunlessVoldemortfindsout we've betrayed him." Hermione smiled whenAstoria eyed the cobwebs

	 

	
gatheringinthedeepceramicsink."It'sjustaprecaution."

	"Well,Isupposewedon'thavetoworryaboutVoldemortkillingusoff anymore-orevenmybloodcurse-this'precaution’,"thepetiteblonde

	snarled,crookingherperfectlymanicuredfingers,"isgoingtofinishthejob off for both of them."

	"God,you'resodramatic.It'sasafehouse,notabloodytorturechamber.”

	"Areyousure?"Astoriascoffed."Haveyouseenthosesofacushions?Nota torture chamber my arse - my eyes hurt just looking at them."

	Hermionesmiledandshookherhead.Sheshouldhaveknownthateven espionage wouldn't change Astoria.

	"Thisplaceishideous."

	"Do you really think so?" Hermione asked as she pulled her wand from her pocketandwithasharpflick,allthesealedboxesopenedwithaquietsnap. "I think it's lovely."

	"It'scold.”

	"That'sbecausethefireprobablyhasn'tbeenlitinyears.It'llbefineonce we get it started."

	"It'sverysmall."

	"Again,it'sasafehouse.It'ssupposedtobeoutofthewayenoughsothat no one will find us, but just big enough to keep us and essential supplies safe. It's not meant to be huge and luxurious."

	"Believeme,Hermione,I'vebeenincastlesandballroomsacrossthe

	country.Noonecouldeveraccusethisplaceofbeingluxurious.”Astoria's red-painted lips curled in disgust as her eyes scanned the room. “It's tiny."

	"It'scosy."

	"Itsmellsfunny."

	 

	
"No,itdoesn't.You'rejusttryingtopickfaultwithitbecauseyoudon'tlikeit.”

	Astoria'sfrowndeepened,atell-talesignthatshewasrunningoutoffaults with the safe house. "The windows are crooked."

	"No,theyaren't."

	"It'sfilthy."

	"It'sbeenabandonedforyears.Itjustneedsalittlesprucingup.”

	"Orburning totheground,”theblondemuttered bitterlyunder herbreath.

	As they explored the rest of the house together and divided up the rooms, Astoriacouldn'thavelookedmoreoutofplaceifshe'dtried,walkingabout in a tailored blue dress that probably cost more than the house itself,

	balancingonhergoldplatformheelsandtryingtoavoidthedustonthe floor as though it might burn her if she got a spec of it on her skin.

	The faces she made as she walked around the cottage were hilarious. Her eyebrowswouldlifthighwhenevershefoundsomethingdispleasing,and she'dclosedhereyesandlookedaway–practicallyshiveringindisgust– when she'd seen the dust and grime that covered the bathroom tiles.

	"AndthiswillbeyoursandBlaise'sroom,”Hermionesaidassheled Astoria into the master bedroom.

	Aspredicted,Astoriamarchedstraighttothewoodenwardrobeandswung the doors open.

	"Thisisit?"shegaspedasshelookedatthetinyspacethatwastoholdher things. "Where's the rest of it?"

	"Don'tworry,Icancastanextensioncharmonthewardrobesoyoucanfit more inside it.”

	"Butwhataboutmyshoes?Wherewilltheylive?"

	 

	
"There'sspaceontop ofthewardrobeforaboutfivepairs."

	"Five?!"theblondegasped."Fivepairs?!Ohplease,ohplease,Hermione, you sweet girl, tell me this is a joke!?"

	WhenHermioneshookherhead,Astoriafloppeddownonthebedwitha vacant expression on her face.

	"Oh,my-"shesigned,clutchingahandtoherstomach."Ineedtoliedown for a moment."

	WhileAstoria contemplated what life would be like on a ration of stilettos, Hermionesummonedtheboxestheblondehadbroughtwithherandstarted to shuffle through them.

	"Ifwedoenduphere,we'llbefugitives,Tori,-you'rehardlygoingtobe walking down catwalks, so why do you need so many shoes?"

	"Justbecausewe'refugitivesdoesnotmeanwehavetodresslikeheathens."

	"So Malfoy asked you to bring potions and knives and you brought …” Hermionewhistledasshepulledthehighestpairofsilverplatformsshe'd ever seen out of the box. "These? If we're attacked, what good are these going to be?"

	Astoria reached out and snatched the sparkly shoes from Hermione. "You justletmeworryaboutthat,andnomorenegativeenergyaroundmyshoes. It will make them sad."

	Again,Hermionerolledhereyes."YouknowMalfoyisgoingtobefurious with you for ignoring him? He'll likely throw those out in the mud the

	momenthesee'sthem?"

	Likesomeonehadthreatenedthelifeofherfirstbornchild,Astoriagasped and clutched the platforms protectively to her chest. "Shhhhhh, my babies will hear you!”

	 

	
Luckily,Hermionehadthecommonsensetopacktheweaponsandmedical supplies, and as the pair walked downstairs to unpack those boxes, an almighty crashing sound erupted from the kitchen.

	"Ohno!Thisisnotgood!"avoicesqueaked."Oh,dear!Ohdear,ohdear, oh dear!"

	"Romy?"Hermioneaskedasthewomenre-enteredthekitchen."Is everything alright?"

	"No!No,everything isnotbeing alright!"thelittleelfsobbed."Lookat

	thesepans!Theyisamess!Theywillbetakinghourstoclean!Theyisnot good pans for cooking! Not good at all!"

	ThelookAstoriathrew Hermionecouldonlybedescribedassmug."See.

	Heunderstands."

	AftercalmingdownahystericalRomy-andafterAstoriahadaglassor two of the wine she'd sneaked in her suitcase to calm her nerves - they started cleaning the house together.

	Hermionecharmedasweepingbrushandmoptothoroughlycleanthe

	floorsineveryroomandadustertotakecareofthecobwebs,andwhilethe charmed brushed did their jobs, Hermione went around the house and

	magicallycleanedthecurtains.

	Romyclearedallthecupboardsinthekitchen.Heusedmagictocleanthe plates and pans, and he scrubbed the cupboards, surfaces and dining table until they were sparkling.

	Quinzelpoppedinwhiletheyworked,checkingtheirprogressandbringing themfoodandmoreoftheessentialsuppliesthattheyneeded,andalthough she'd made little comments to begin with, while Hermione and Romy

	cleaned,Astoriasippedherwineandworkedtomakethefarmhousemorehomely.

	Astoria couldn't use a lot of magic to help, with her condition even the simplestspellsexhaustedher,butshehelpedwhereshecould.Sheasked

	 

	
Hermionetotransfiguresomeofthemanymismatchedglasstumblersinto vases, which she filled with the daises that were blooming outside and scattered around the farmhouse. She placed scented candles where she felt they were needed, plumped and rearranged the pillows in the living room, and added the finishing touches that made a house a home – all while wearing seven-inch heels.

	By that evening, the four of them were exhausted, but the farmhouse was finally-inAstoria'sopinion-'lesstorturechamberlike',andwhenMalfoy and Narcissa landed on the field just outside of the grounds,Astoria and Hermione dragged themselves back to their feet and went outside to greetthem.

	Astoriamadesuretotakeherhalf-filledglassofwinewithher. "Malfoy," Hermione greeted. "Cissa. How was the flight?"

	"Itwasfine,"heanswered."Wekepthighinthecloudsuntilwewerejust overhead to make sure no one saw us, but unfortunately it meant this one couldn't pick up any dinner on the way over."

	Narcissahuffedandshookherheadslightly,soundingawfullyirritated.

	"Wellthatisn'tverygood,"Hermionegreetedasthehugebeastpressedher snout against her torso and nudged her gently, her way of saying hello. "I

	betyou'restarving,aren'tyou?Youpoorthing."

	Hermione had grown a lot more comfortable around the dragon over the lastfewmonths.Shewasn'tanidiot,asmallpartofherstillrecognisedthat the dragon was dangerous and could break her in half with a snap of her jaws, but it was just a small voice in the back of her head after all these

	months,easilyignorable.

	She still hated flying on her back to meetings with the Order, but she'd grown to appreciate Narcissa. Grown to recognise the intelligence behind herglowingredeyes,andtheheartbehindherwarmscales.Yes,shewasa beast, but she was sentient, she had a personality. She could be dangerous, but she could be gentle too. She had a soul behind her teeth and claws.

	 

	
JustlikesomeoneelseHermioneknew.

	"Well,we'llfixthat,won'twe?You'regoingtoloveithere,”Hermionesaid as sheran her hands underneath Narcissa's scaled chin, finding thesensitive spotshe'ddiscoveredthedragonlikedtobepetted."There'safieldjustover there,” she jutted her chin towards the East, “with herds of horses and cows and goats.You can have midnight snacks anytime you want."

	ThedragonpurredandleanedintoHermione'shands,toodistractedtoreact at all when Malfoy slipped off her back and landed on the grass.

	Outofthecornerofhereye,Hermionecouldseeasmallsmilecrackingthe edgesofhisfeatures."You'regettingsogoodwithher,"hesaidquietly.She swore she heard pride creeping into his voice. "No one would believe that you used to be terrified of her.”

	Astoriakeptherdistanceandnursedherwine,silentlyobservingthepair, trying - and failing - to hide her grin behind the red liquid in her glass.

	Hermione and Malfoy smiled at one another before he levitated the trunks he'dbroughtwithhimoffNarcissa'sbackandgentlyputthemonthefloor.

	"Do you need help unpacking your things?" Hermione asked, but as she dropped her hand, Narcissa nudged her warm snout under her elbow to encouragehertocontinue."We'vefinishedgettingthehouseready.Your room is on the ground floor."

	Malfoy'sexpressionhardened."Thatwassupposedtobeyourroom.”

	"Thereareonlythreebedrooms,”Hermioneanswered,shakingherhead slightly. "Blaise and Astoria have the master-"

	"And that room has the biggest wardrobe,”Astoria snapped, suddenly not sosilentanymorenowwardrobespacewasonthetable."Soifyouwantit, you'll have to fight me for it.”

	"Theowillhavetheguestbedroom,andIfiguredyou'dwanttobeonthe ground floor - seeing as It has the biggest window to keep a lookout and

	 

	
you'dbeclosertoNarcissa,soI'llsleep onthesofainthelivingroom."

	"Granger,"Malfoygrowledtowardsthesky."Honestly,woman,Ipicked that room for you."

	"It'salreadyarrangedsothere'snopointinarguingwithme,”Hermione interrupted with a smirk. "There's no other way around it.”

	"Well,that'snotstrictlytrue,"Astoriaoffered,andHermionedidn'thaveto look at her to hear the smile in her voice. "The two of you could share a

	room.Justathought." Hermione'ssmirkfell.

	Thewindpickedupconsiderably,howlingandbitingacrosseveryone'sskin like blunt, icy little knives.

	"Thetwoofyoushouldgetinside,"Malfoysaid."I'llbewithyouina minute, I need to make sure Narcissa has something to eat first."

	"Icantakecareofthat,”Hermioneansweredquickly,almostlikeitwasa reflex. "You go inside."

	Malfoycockedasilverbrowandsmirkedather."Really?" "Yes, I'm sure. I'll take her to the fields with the horses."

	The sound that vibrated from the dragon's throat let everyone know that Narcissathoughtthatwasamarvellousidea,anditwasapparentlytheonly bit of confirmation Malfoy needed.

	He nodded thanks to her before he linked arms withAstoria and escorted herinside.Theychattedwhiletheywalkedtogether,butthemomentthey were in the kitchen, he released her arm and hastily made his way to thewindow.

	"So,howmanypairs ofshoesdidyoubring?"

	 

	
Althoughhe'dstartedaconversationwithAstoria,Malfoywasn'tlookingat her,wasn'tevenfacingher.Hiseyeswerefaraway,watchingHermionepet and talk to the dragon through the kitchen window.

	"NotnearlyasmanyasIwantedto-butHermionesaidshewasgoingto cast an extension charm on my wardrobe so I could fit more in.”

	"Mmmmm,"wasallhehummedinresponse,clearlynotlistening. "I brought loads of dresses,"Astoria said, testing a theory.

	"Did you?""Andjewellery.""That's nice.”

	"Andballgowns.”"Lovely."

	"Didn't bring any of the medical supplies or weapons that you asked for,” she went on, inching closer and searching for any sign she was irritating him,likethisconfessionshouldhavebeen."Theytookuptoomuchroom

	inmytrunk.Itwaseitheralife-savingmedicalkit,ormysilverplatforms, but you know how I feel about my heels."

	Nothing.Noreaction.Nosnarlorscaldingofanykind.Notevenafucking irritated twitch of his brow. It wasn't until Hermione and his dragon

	disappearedintooneofthefieldsthatshesomewhatgothisattentionback.

	Asshepouredhimaglassofredwine-andrefilledherown-Astoria couldn't keep the smirk off her face.

	"Thanks,"hesaidasshehandedhimhisglassandstoodbesidehim."What do you think of this house?"

	"Iabsolutelyhateit.”

	 

	
Shewatchedhisbrowscreaseinthemiddlebeforehiseyesflickereddown to hers. "Then why are you smiling?"

	"BecauseIknow." "Youknowwhat?"

	"Thebookcase?Theopenfire?Thehugeemptywallsthatwouldlook beautiful with a bit of artwork on them? Of all the farmhouses in the

	country,youpickedthisonebecauseyouthoughtshewouldlikeit.Didn'tyou?"

	Hewaswearinghispokerface,expressionlessandgivingnothingaway. "What makes you say that?"

	"Becauseifweweren'tatwar,it'sexactlythetypeofplaceshe'dwantto live in.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	24thDecember

	 

	"Ireallydon'twanttogotonight.”

	Along,coldsilencewas theonlyanswerAstoriareceived.

	"ChristmasEveissupposedtobeahappytime.Anightyouspendwith family and those you love, and I've got to spend it at this stupid Gala.

	DrinkingwithpeopleIwouldn'tfeelsorryforifTheoAvadadthemrightin front of me,” she scoffed humourlessly, just one short puff of air and sharp

	 

	
jut of her shoulders before she shook her head. "Is it terrible of me that I wishIstillhadthestrengthtodoitmyself?Stupidbloodcurse.Itisveryinconvenient."

	Nooneaskedherwhyshefeltlikethat,butsheansweredthequestionanyway.

	"The Carrow's are the target tonight.They've been causing quite a bit of troubleforTheOrder,soKingsleyandMalfoyagreethattheyshouldgonext."

	Thewindhowledandroaredinthedarksky,butitdidn'tdrownouta response, because there was no one there.

	"Alectohasbeenbusydevelopingtheseawful...smokepellet...things,I don'tknowexactlywhattheyare,butthey'vebeenusedagainsttheOrder

	quiteafewtimesandtheeffectsaregruesome.Makeyourlungsandorgans swell to the point you literally explode from the inside out.”Astoria had always been very animated when she spoke, waving her hands in one

	direction and another whileshetold thestory. "Theodoresaid they used themataraidyesterday.Saidtheymadeonepoorsoul'sbodypoplikea

	balloon.Gutsandbonesflyingeverywhereapparently."Astoriashiveredas she cut her arms out either side of her, acting out the scene Theo had

	described. "Of course, that's only what he said, and I suspect he'd added a littletheatricalflairwhenhe'dtoldmethestory.Youknowwhathe'slike."

	Anotherlong,eeriesortofsilence.

	"AndAmycus is ... well, I'm not quite sure what he's been up to, but they comeasapair.Wecan'tframeonewithouttheother,andwithVoldemort comingapart,wecan'treallyriskhimmakingweaponsthatcouldhurttheOrder."

	More silence, but it didn't really botherAstoria. She just spoke through it, toldherstoryoverit,letthesoundofherownvoicefillthesilence,creating the illusion that she wasn't alone. Wasn't talking to herself like a complete

	nutter.

	 

	
"Blaise and Theo are coming with me, of course, and while I'm with Amycus,TheoisgoingtowineanddineAlectoandseewhatsheknows.

	He looks so lovely in the grey suit I've picked out for him; I hope you don't mind?I'vemadesureBlaise'ssuitisthesameshadeofemeraldgreenasmy dress so that we match and - oh dear, I just realised! I haven't shown you my dress yet!"

	Astoria parted the thick black robes she was wearing to reveal the dark greenballgownunderneath,thestraplessonethatwentperfectwithher emerald earrings and nipped her in at the waist just the way she liked.

	She did a little twirl - but then another gust of cold December air whirled around her, forcing her to close the robe and clutch it tightly around her body.Ashiverwrackeditswayuphershine,herlungssuddenlyached,felt full and tender at the same time, and she took a moment to cough into herhand.

	She checked her palm, instead of red blotches, pale skin greeted her. She sighed in relief and clutched the robes tighter around her body.At least it didn't look like she was going to be taking ill again tonight, but she really hopedherillnesswouldfuckoffandleaveheraloneuntilboxingday.She

	missedChristmaswithherfamilylastyear.Shedidn'twanttomissanotherone.

	"Don't start.”Astoria paused and rolled her eyes. "I told Hermione that I wascomingoutheretoseeyouandshecastawarmingcharmonmycloak, so you don't need to worry about me being cold. She's lovely, by the way, you would absolutely adore her.”

	Asshespoke,Astoriareachedinsidethemagicallywarmedrobesand

	pulled out her trusty silver flask. She unscrewed the lid and took the first sip,savouringthewaythebitterginwarmedandsoothedherthroatasshe sipped, like finally scratching an itch that'd been bothering her all day.

	"I already know what you're thinking. I know I don't need to do this,” Astoria hushed. "I don't need to keep going to these Gala's and checking thattheoneswe'regoingtoframeactuallyknowwhatthey'resupposedto know. The boys could do that easily with Legilimency - or the old-

	 

	
fashionedway,Isuppose,SalazarknowsTheodoreisn'topposedtoslicing off fingers and toes to get confessions - but I want to do this. I need to do this. It's the only way I feel like I can contribute."

	She paused to down more of the flask, greedily drinking from it now she wasaloneandawayfrompryingeyes.Blaisewouldn'thavelikedtoseeher like this. He'd be worried sick if he knew, and he had so much on his mind already, she didn't want to burden him anymore.

	"Dracoisstrongandtactical.Blaiseisintelligentandcunning.Theois

	ruthless.Hermioneisbraveandstrong,youwerestrong,andIjust-Idon't want to get left behind. I don't want to sit back and watch them make

	sacrificeswhileI'mboundtoabedallday.Ineedtodosomethingtohelp... I need to-"

	She took another sip, and then chased it down with a larger gulp, feeling thatfamiliarnumbnessinherfingersandthebuzzbehindhereyesstartto

	form,theoneshewantedtofeelallthetime,everyfuckingwakingmoment of the day.

	"TheboysthinkI'mgoingtorunmyselfintoanearlygrave,butyouknow how they've always been like that.”Astoria laughed humourlessly and shook her head. "They still worry too much about everything. It's only

	gottenworsesinceyou'vebeengone,Daphne."

	Astoria sniffed as she stared down at the empty headstone in front of her. Tearsprickedhereyesandsheshookherheadtobanishthem,plasteringon that fake, bright smile that she was known for instead.

	"Ican'tcry,"shesaidtonoone."WeneedtoleavesoonandIcan'truinmy make-up - I just wanted to talk to you for a moment before we left. I miss you. I miss you so much and I ... I feel like you're missing out on

	everything.There'ssomuchIwishyoucouldhaveseenbefore..."

	No one answered her, no one ever did anymore. No one told her they missed her too. No one wiped away her tears. No one wound their arms aroundherandtoldheritwasgoingtobealrightandthatshedidn'tneedto be upset.

	 

	
Afew stubborn tears found freedom, and asAstoria wiped underneath her eyes with her index fingers - careful not to smudge her makeup - she went on. Talking to her sisters grave as though she was there.As though the groundbelowwasn'tjustemptyspaceandsoilandworms,butthatshewas down there. That her family was there. That she'd found peace and could

	hear her younger sister talk and talk and tell her all the things she was missing,allthethingsshewouldhavebeenapartof,iftheworldhadbeenkinder.

	"IwishyoucouldseehowVoldemortiscomingapartbecauseofyou,

	becauseofwhatwe'redoingforyou.Iwishyoucouldseehowstrongthe boys have become and how good Romy has gotten at making roast

	potatoes.And I wish - oh Daph, I wish you could see the way Draco is with Hermione. How protective he is of her. How much he's changed since she's beeninhislife.Daph,itwouldjustmeltyourheartifyoucouldseetheway he looks at her. He won't say it out loud, but he's so taken with her.”

	Astoria squeezed her eyes tightly closed, trying to trap the tears inside. She couldcrylater,shecouldletitalloutlaterwhenshewasalone,butfornow, she needed to keep it together.

	"I wish you could see it all ... I- I don't wish you could seeTheo though. He'slostwithoutyou.He'ssolonely,andnomatterwhatIsayordo,he's justbroken.Youtookapieceofhimwithyou,andIwish,Merlin,Iwish you'd left it here-"

	"Youalright,sis?"

	Astoriagaspedandsharplyturnedtofacethevoice.

	Theowasinthegraveyardwithher,standingafewfeetawayfromherand Daphne's headstone. His hair was combed back - just asAstoria had

	instructed-andhewaswearingthegreysuitthatshe'dpickedoutforhim- but he was holding something else, something she hadn't told him to wear or do.

	Afreshbouquetofpink andwhitePeonies.Daphne'sfavouriteflowers.

	 

	
"Thosearelovely,"shesaid,forcingasmileasshewipedthetearsfromher eyes. "She'll love them.”

	Before Daphne had gone,Theo had been so happy, so full of life that he'd madeeveryoneelsearoundhimlookasthoughtheyweredead.Hissmiles used to be one ofAstoria's favourite things in the world. They were the warmest, most genuine things in the world, like little bottles of captured

	sunlight,evenwhenthingsweredarkandmiserable,theyalwayshadaway of lighting up a room.

	Butthesedays,hewascold.Thesedays,hewastheonewholookedlikehe was dead.

	She didn't like the smiles he wore anymore. Hated them, in fact.They were coldandempty.Themischievousoneheworearoundthehousesometimes, when he was acting out made her stomach drop, and the one she'd never seen - the one Blaise told her about - that he wore when he was butchering people or playing with their disfigured body parts - made her want to

	wretch.

	She hated them all because they weren't his smiles.Weren't the smiles of herkindandgentlebrother-in-law.Theyweresomeoneelse's,astrangerssmile.

	ButtheoneheworewhenAstoriawasupset,missinghersister,andhewas trying to cheer her up? The one he had to force onto his face, like the

	contoursofhismouthhadfishhooksgoingthroughthemandwerepulling his skin tight to force him to smile?

	Shehatedthatonethemostbecauseitremindedherofwhathe'dbecomein Daphne's absence, and it broke her heart a little every time she saw it.

	Hewalkedtowardsher,andafterhe'dputtheflowersontopofDaphne's headstone, he pulled his wand out from his suit jacket and very gently

	cradledthebackofAstoria'sheadwithhisfreehand.

	Astoriacouldn'thelpbutsmileashemutteredtheGlamourcharmshe'd taught him years ago. Because as marvellous and ferocious as he was,

	 

	
Theodore Nott was the only wizardAstoria knew who needed to use more concentrationintoasimplecharmtofixhersmudgedmake-upthanhedid any torture or killing curse.

	"Thereyougo,"hesaidwhenhewasfinished."Youlookbeautiful,Tori."

	Heletgoofherheadandputhiswandbackinhispocket.Shenoticedthere was a dagger tucked away in his suit jacket too. He never did like to go anywhere without a few extra toys to play with.

	"Thankyou."Shesmiled."I'llgiveyoutwoamomentalone.Weneedto leave in about fifteen minutes. Will that be enough time for you?"

	"I'llbeready."

	Astoriahesitatedforamoment.Sheshiftedherweight,rockingbackonher gold platform heels as she wrestled with the indecision, but after another look at the sadness in Theo's eyes, there really wasn't much of a choice.

	Shestretchedherarmsashighasshecouldandwrappedthemaround Theo's shoulders. She nestled her cheek against his chest, used all her

	strengthandpulledhimintothetightesthugshecouldmanage.Sheputall her affection into that hug, hoping that if she just squeezed hard enough, Theo might beableto feel theway hewas loved by her, theway hewould always be loved by her, loved by another piece of Daphne that'd been leftbehind.

	Shehopedhecouldfeelit,buthisarmsremainedathissides,almostlikehe didn't quite know what to do with them, like he didn't know how to

	reciprocatethatkindofloveorwarmthanymore.

	"She'dbesoproudof you,youknowthat,don'tyou?"

	Astoriadidn'twaitforhisanswer.Shekissedhimonthecheekandlefthim alone, gave him a moment with his grief like she'd had with hers, before

	they'dhavetoslapontheirfakesmilesandsipchampagnewithpeoplethey wanted dead.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WhenTheowassurehewasalone,hedroppedhisfaceintohishands,and after a deep breath through his nose, slid them into hair.

	"Hi,baby,”hesaidtoherheadstoneashecroucheddowninfrontofit."I brought you something."

	Hepulledaknifefromhiswaistcoat,andafterhe'dtrimmedthestemsand banished yesterdays bouquet, he started arranging the new flowers he'd

	brought.

	He cleaned the teddy bear he'd brought her last week, replaced the expired orangecandlewithafreshone,pickedthesilverbraceletthathadfallenon the grass and draped it over the right arch at the top of her headstone, then laid the flowers across the base, right where her date of birth should have been carved, and the date she'd died.

	Ittookhimallbutafewminutes.Hedidthiseveryday,itwassoroutine that he could have arranged her grave with his eyes closed.

	"Look,"hesmiled."Ifinallyfoundyouone."

	Hereachedintohisrobesagainandpulledoutaplasticsquare;achild'stoy madeupofsmallsquaresofalldifferentcolours.Somethingthatwascheap and tacky. Something she would have absolutely fucking loved.

	ARubixCube.

	"Taaaaadaaa,”hewhisperedhoarselyashesetthelittlethingdowninfront of her. "Hope you're happy.You have no idea how difficult that was to

	find."

	 

	
Helaughedhumourlessly,takinginthesmooth,coldlinesofthestone.One day she'd have a real grave, he'd make sure of it. She'd have a beautiful

	headstone-no, nohe'dfind herawholemausoleumandfill itwithher

	favouriteflowersand80'srecordsandplasterpostersofherfavouritebands and musicians along the walls.

	He'dgiveherarestingplacefitforafuckingqueen,andthenhe'dlayright alongside her.

	Butfornow,thiswasallhecouldgiveher.

	Heclosedhiseyesandpressedhisforeheadagainstthecoldstone,inhaling deeply, always disappointed that he could never replicate the way she smelled by the candles he laid out for her.

	"Fuckinghell,Imissyou,baby.YouhavenofuckingideahowmuchImiss you." He inhaled through his nose a final time, his way of steadying

	himself,beforehekissedthecoldstonegoodbyeanddraggedhimselftohis feet. "I love you. Merry Christmas. I promise, it won't be much longernow."
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	"Ithought I'd find you outhere.”

	Despitethepitchblack outside,sheknewit wasMalfoythatshewas

	looking at. She'd recognise him anywhere, his broad shoulders and strong armsweresodistinctivetohernow,evenifhishairwasn'tsostriking,she'd know it was him or a stranger.

	Hewassatonafold-outwoodenchair,wearingalongblackcoatthatmade the silver of his hair all the more striking. He was facing away from her,

	unmovingand stillasstone.

	Atthesoundofhervoice,Malfoyturnedslightlyinhischair,themarble statuecomingbacktolife.Hewatchedheroutthecornerofhiseyefora moment, and after a brief pause, he turned away.

	Despite his coldness, Hermione wasn't discouraged. She picked a small stoneupfromthefloorandtransfigureditintoachairlikehis.Sheplaced her chair close beside his - the wooden legs practically touching - and sat down beside him.

	Shehadn'tseenhimallday.Hadn'treallyseenanyone.Despitethefestive

	period,everyonewasinlowspirits.ShecouldfeelitaroundtheManor.The elves seemed glum,Astoria had been unusually quiet, even Theo hadn't seemed in the mood for cruel jokes, and Hermione knew the reason why.

	TheywereallmissingDaphne.

	The anniversary of a loved one's death always affected those left behind, Hermioneknewthatherself.Shealwaysfeltthelossofherparent'sdeathas itapproachedeachyear,butthefestiveperiod?Thatwasdifferent.Thatfelt

	 

	
likesplittingopenanoldwound,lossbleedingoutfromthecutandleaving her empty afterwards.

	Lastyear,she'dbeencoopedupinherroomsoshehadn'tnoticed,butthis year,thelossofDaphneseemedtobeeverywhereinthemanor,herghost like smoke that had clung to the walls and curtains and every inch of the estate. No one could see it, but they could feel it, taste the loss like bitter charcoal in the air.

	Itwasaftermidnightandverydarkoutside,anddespitebeingsatright beside him, she couldn't get a clear look at his face.

	The clouds were thick and heavy, and even though the wind roared and howledaroundthemwithstrength,theywouldn'tpart,wouldn'talloweven a scrap of moonlight to sneak through the gaps, wouldn't allow even the tiniest crack in the clouds so no one could possibly be comforted by the stars above.

	ItseemedeventheskywasmourningDaphne.

	Hermionehadn'twantedtoseekMalfoyout.She'dwantedtogivehim

	space, let him work through whatever he needed to on his own and find her whenhewasready,butwithTheo,BlaiseandAstoriaatthegala,andRomy and Quinzel at the safe house setting up more protections, Hermione had

	nothingtodistractherfromthetruththatwasstaringherrightintheface. She missed him, was starting to crave his company when he wasn't there.

	She'd held out for as long as she could. She'd spent most of Christmas eve alone,busiedherselfwithtweakingthemuralinherroom,willingherselfto stay away and wait for him to come and find her.

	Butbyeleven-fiftytwo pm,shewas boredofpainting, she'dbathed-alone

	-completelydriedherhair,andhadnothingelsetotakehermindoffapair of grey-blue eyes.

	She used to hate his eyes. Used to fantasise about plucking them out and throwingthemintoanopenfire,orputtingabulletrightbetweenthem.But

	 

	
now,fuck-nowshespenthoursthinkingaboutthem.

	Aboutthemwatchingher,thewaytheysometimesdidwhenhethoughtshe wasn't looking ...

	Whattheymight looklikelitup bythefirein thefarmhouse...

	HowbluetheymightlookwhenhisOcclumencywallswerecompletely down ...

	Sheshouldn'thavegonetohim.Heclearlywantedtimetohimself,andshe should have honoured that - but when she'd glanced at the clock and read twelve-fifteen in the morning - Christmas Day - her decision was made.

	Becausewhetherhewantedherthereornot,nooneshouldbealoneand miserable on Christmas morning.

	She'd dressed quickly, grabbing a pair of leggings and a thick wool jumper and wrapping along black coat around her body. She'd pulled on her knee- high boots, and after a quick glance in the mirror to check her appearance, she'dpickedupthelittleparcelthatwassittingontopofhervanityandleft her room.

	She'dfoundhimImmediately.Shedidn'tbothersearchingtherestofthe manor, she knew exactly where he'd be: in the Malfoy family cemetery, cigarette in hand and staring at a blank headstone.

	Sheknewshe'dfindhimthere,becauseitwaswherehealwaysseemedto gravitate whenever he had something on his mind.

	"Areyoualright?"

	He didn't answer her. She watched him place the end of a cigarette in his mouth, and as he inhaled and pulled a deep drag of nicotine into his lungs, theendofthebudignited,theemberscastingjustenoughlighttoilluminate his face, and she was able to see him properly for the first time that day.

	Thestresswasclearonhisface,evidentinthelinesaroundhiseyesandthe tightness of his jaw. She could see in his eyes how tired he was. He looked

	 

	
likehehadn'tsleptindays,andhiseyeswerealmostcompletelygrey.He'd been occluding, heavily, by the looks of it.

	"Whyareyouout hereatthishour?" sheasked."Aren'tyoucold?"

	Hehelduphisotherhand,theoneontheothersideandhiddeninshadow. In the little light she had, she saw the outline of a whiskey bottle.

	"Ah,nothinglikeFirewhiskeytowarmyourbonesup,”Hermionenodded, understanding. "Although I am a little offended that you've raided your

	father'sstash,andhavecigarettes,andyoudidn'taskmetojoinyou.”

	Sheheldoutherhandforthebottle,andhewordlesslypasseditovertoher and took another drag of his cigarette. The whiskey was nice, it was the samebrandshe'dstolenfromhisfather'ssupplyonce.Shetookthreeswigs before she handed it back to him.

	Minutes later, he still hadn't spoken, still hadn't looked at her. He clearly wantedtobeonhisown,butsomethinginhiseyestoldhernottoleavehimalone.

	"Whenwasthelasttimeyouslept?"sheasked,andafterafewseconds silence - when it became clear he still wasn't going to answer her, she added, “Because you look like shit.”

	Hiscoldeyesfinallyflickeredtohers."Yeah?"Malfoyhuffed,theexhale

	fanningsmokeinherdirection."YoulooklikeabloodyDementor,dressed all in black.All your missing is the hood."

	Hisvoicewashardandhiseyesweredead,butatleastshe'dmanagedto get a reaction out of him. It was a start.

	Hermioneleanedintohimslightlyandinhaledsomeofthesecond-handsmoke.

	Earth.Spearmint.Freshparchmentandsmoke.Itwassouniquelyhim,and she hated that it had become her favourite mix of flavours.

	"CanI haveacigarette?"

	 

	
Hetookanotherdrag,slippedthecigaretteoutofhismouth,andofferedher the end. She took it with greedy fingers and inhaled deeply.

	"Howlonghaveyoubeen outhere?"sheasked,tryingtodrawa

	conversationoutofhim.AsHermioneblewthesmokeouthermouth,she flicked the ash off the end.

	"Awhile.”Hisvoicewasclipped,almostmonotone,norealfeelingbehindit.

	"Howlongisawhile?" "A while."

	Hermionenoddedandtookanotherdrag."DidAstoriasaywhattimeshe would be back?"

	Malfoyrolledhisjawandleanedhisheadbackagainstthechair,stillnotin the mood for conversation. “No.”

	"DoyouthinktheCarrowswillbeeasytargetstonight?" "I don't know.”

	"Whatdo youdo whenyou comeouthere?"

	"This,”heanswered,voicegrowingalittlesharper,alittlemoreirritated,a little more alive.

	"DoyoutalktoDaphne'sgrave?""Yes."

	"Whatdoyou talktoherabout?"

	"Granger,"hehissed,finallylookingatheragain."IfIwantedtofucking talk to you about it, then I would.Alright? So either sit there quietly, or

	fuckingleavemealone."

	 

	
Hermionesat frozen in her chair for amoment or two, watching his chest heaveinangerandhisnostrilsflare,andafterabriefpause,searinganger

	shotthroughherveins."Alright,haveityourwaythen,”shesnappedasshe dropped the expired bud to the floor.

	Shedidn'tcarehowupsethemighthavebeen,shewasn'tgoingtobe

	spokentolikethat,notwhenshewasonlytryingtohelp.Sheshouldhave just fucking stayed in her room.

	She sat up sharply from her chair, but just as she squashed the cigarette underherbootandturnedtoleave,anicyhandclosedaroundherwrist.

	"Wait!"

	Hermione'seyessnappeddowntofindMalfoystaringupather.Hehadhis wand in his hand and had wordlessly cast a Lumos charm so she could see him. Perhaps he thought it would be easier to reason with her if he could see her reactions, she didn't know, but it meant she could see him too.

	Thickstreaksofbluewerebreakingthegreyinhiseyes,likelightboltsof lightning against a dull sky.

	"I'msorry,”hewhispered,andshefelthishandtightenaroundherwristlike he thought she was going to bolt if he didn't keep an iron grip on her. "I

	didn't mean that, I'm sorry. Please, stay - stay with me.” "WhyshouldIifyou'rejustgoingtospeaktomelikeshit?" "Because I don't want to be alone tonight."

	Therewasnohesitationinhisvoice,andsomethingabouthiseyesandthe way he said those words ... undid her. Doused whatever fiery anger had

	beensparkedbyhistemper.

	"Alright,"sheansweredafteramoment."Butifyouspeaktomelikethat again, I'm gone. Understand?"

	Malfoynodded,acceptingtheterms,buthedidn'tletgoofherwristuntil she sat back down beside him.

	 

	
Hermione folded her arms across her chest, but when he held the whiskey bottleouttoher,apeaceoffering,shesnatcheditfromhimandtookalongsip.

	Malfoytookanothercigaretteoutofhispocket.Helititwithhiswandand then put the tool back in his coat, making the only source of light the

	cigaretteendagain.

	Despitehisapology,hewasn'tquitereadytospeakforanotherfewminutes, so they didn't. Instead, they sat in silence, wordlessly trading the whiskey

	bottleandcigarettebetweeneachother,smokinganddrinkingsidebyside, and it wasn't until the bottle was almost halfway to being empty that he

	finallybrokethesilence.

	"Iamsorry,Granger,"hesaid."Ididn'tmeantosnapatyouthewayIdid."

	"Iknow,”shesighed."AndI'msorrytodayissodifficultforyouall.Ican only imagine how painful it must be.”

	ShesawMalfoynodoutthecornerofhereye.Shecouldn'tseehisface,but she could tell he was still staring at Daphne's grave.

	Listeningtohimnow,shecouldn'thelpbutfeelsorryforhim.Heand Daphnemaynothavebeenrelatedbyblood,buttheywereascloseas

	brother and sister. Losing his parents - his mother especially - had hurt him immeasurably,butlosingDaphnehaddestroyedhimandeveryoneelsethat remained in Malfoy Manor.

	"Daphnewouldhavethoughtthiswasdaft,youknow,”hesuddenlysaid out of nowhere.

	Hermione'sbrowsfurrowedasshestaredathimthroughthedarkness."She would have thought what was daft?"

	"This," he said, gesturing to himself and then the headstone. "The way we're all so attached to this grave even though she's not buried here. If she couldseeus,she'dshakeherheadandsaythatwe'vealllosttheplot.She'd say "life is for the living and you're wasting it by sitting next to a piece of

	 

	
bloodyrock?"She'dsay,"Youwanttohonourme?Thengoanddrink

	whiskey until you can't see and dance on the tables until you can't feel yourfeet".Daphlovedlife,wasalwaysthelifeandsoulofeveryparty,andshe'd slap us if she could see how miserable we all are without her.”

	Helaughedbitterlytohimselfandshookhishead,buttherewasnohumour in his voice.

	"She'dthinkitwassillythewaywealldoteonthisgrave,buthonestly,this piece of rock is the only thing that makes any of us feel connected to her

	anymore,” he whispered, eyes heavy and on the empty headstone below. "Theo brings it gifts because he feels like he owes her his life. Blaise maintainshergraveandcleansiteverydaybecausethatwasthewayshe

	wasinlife,alwaysperfectlyputtogether.AndAstoriahonoursherwiththe material things. Daph loved clothes and shoes, soAstoria visits her grave every day and gives the bloody headstone a fashion show. It's ridiculous,

	butwealldowhatwecantokeepheralive,evenifit'sjustinourownheads."

	"Andwhat do youdo?"

	Heturnedinhischairslightlyandeventhoughshecouldn'tseethem,she could feel his eyes on her. "Just ... sit and talk to her.”

	"Aboutwhat?"

	Malfoyputthecigarettebudtohislipsandinhaled."SometimesIreadto her, just little extracts from books that I think she'd like or poems I think she'd enjoy.” He paused to take another drag, and as he exhaled a thick stream of smoke, he passed the cigarette to Hermione. She could see his

	expressionsofteningeachtimeitwasilluminatedinthecigarette'sembers. "ButmostlyItellheraboutthethingsshe'smissing.Iupdateheronwhat's been happening on missions,I tell her howAstoria is getting on and how much Theo misses her, and then I pour a dribble of whiskey on her

	headstoneandleave."

	"Whythewhiskey?"sheasked,browsquirkinginintrigue.

	 

	
"Becausewhenwewereteenagers,Theo,DaphneandIusedtobreakinto my father's supply and steal it.” She heard him laugh bitterly in the

	darkness,sawtheflash ofperfectwhiteteethinthelittlelightshehad.

	"We'dsitunderhisdeskinhisstudy,hiding,andpassthebottlebetween ourselves until we got caught or one of us threw up.”

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbutlaughattheimagethatpoppedintohermind. She could just see the scene he'd described; Daphne, Theo and Draco,

	barelyteenagers,sneakingthroughthedarkhallsofthemanor,army

	crawlingacrosstheexpensivecarpetstotryandsneakintoLucius'sstudy undetected, giggling like idiots and noses crinkling in disgust as they downed the expensive spirit.

	"Doyouevertalktoheraboutme?"sheaskedasshepassedthebudbackto him. She wasn't finished with it. She hadn't even taken another drag, shejust wanted to see his face again.

	“Ah,”hesmiledalittleafterhetookanotherdrag,eyescrinklingatthe corners slightly. "Well, that's between me and her, I'm afraid."

	Hermione smiled back at him, but she wasn't sure if he could see it. "Where'sallthiscomefrom?"sheasked."Whyareyoutellingmeallofthis?"

	Heshruggedandplacedthebudbackbetweenhislips."Didn'tweagreeto be honest with each other from now on?"

	Theyhad,thatdayinthebath,butHermionehadjustassumedthattheir littletrucewouldendwhenthebubbleshaddissolvedandthebathwater had eventually run cold.Apparently, in his opinion, the pact was a little more binding than that, and she didn't see a reason to argue.

	"Well, in the spirit of being honest with each other," she whispered, reachingintoherpocket."Ihaveanotheragendaforseekingyouout tonight. I've brought you something."

	Throughthelittlelightfromthecigarette,shesawsuspiciondanceinthe grey that was left in his eyes.

	 

	
Hermionepulledthesmallrectangularparceloutofherpocketandhanded it to him. "Merry Christmas, Draco."

	Hetookhiswandout andcastanotherLumoscharm ashetookthegift

	fromher.Hetriedhisbesttohideit,butshesawthewayhiseyeswidened when he took the gift, and she heard the way his breath hitched slightly when he pulled back the silver-blue wrapping paper and saw what wasinside.

	"Isthis...?"heasked,hisvoicetrailingoffashestaredatthesimple wooden picture frame in his hands.

	"Thenorthernlights?"sheanswered,smiling."Yes.Ithoughtitmightbea nice addition to the pictures on your bedroom wall. I've always wanted to see them. It's one of the first places I'd want to visit when the war ends."

	Hiseyesflickereduptohersforabriefmoment."Didyoupaintthis?""Yes."

	Hiseyesdriftedbacktothepictureinhishand.Heranhisfingersdelicately over the glass, his touch was feather-light, barely there, like he was scared he might crack the glass with anything other than the faintest touch.

	He opened his mouth and then closed it again. She'd never seen him at a lossforwordsbefore,andsheneverexpectedhe'dberenderedspeechless by something so simple.

	"Thankyou,"hewhisperedafterafewmoments."Thisisthemost

	thoughtfulgiftanyonehasevergivenme."Helookedupatheragain.He caughtherhandinhisown,andholding itjustascarefullyashe'drunhis

	fingersalongtheglassframe,hebroughtthebackofherhandtohismouth and kissed her knuckles. "You always manage to surprise me.”

	"Whyareyouso surprisedby asimpleactofkindness?"

	Hescoffedandlightlysqueezedherhandinhis."Maybeit'sbecauseIfeel like I don't deserve it - least of all from you.”
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	ThisGalawasjustasbeautifulasalltheothersAstoriahadbeento.Littered with men wearing their finest robes and women in their most lavish jewellery, showing off the wealth their service to the Dark Lord had

	affordedthem.Thewallswerejustasfilledwithlacestapestries,vasesjust as overflowing with exotic flowers and tables just as filled with expensivechampagne.

	As far as Gala's went,Astoria thoughtYaxley was doing an alright job of hosting, although she recognised that the décor was far too elegant for him to have chosen by himself. He'd most certainly had help.As far as the eye couldsee,everythingwasnormal,buttheeyescouldn'tdetectthetensionin the air. Eyes couldn't see past the gentle jazz music and sense the tension and suspicion. Eyes couldn't see past the forced smiles the guests wore and feel the mounting unease that filled the room like poison.

	DracohadtoldherthatVoldemorthadencouragedthiseventtogoahead.

	He wanted to cast the illusion that everything was normal, that he was thrivingandtherewasnothingtoworryabout.Hewantedhisfollowers

	distracted, drunk on glittering parties and champagne flutes so they didn't see the chaos and anarchy that was going on within the inner circle.And as theguestsmingledandsocialisedaroundher,Astorianursedherginmartini at the bar and watched.

	Theo was already withAlecto. It'd been far too easy for him to charm her intohavingadrinkwithhiminprivate.She'dhadathingforhimforyears, used to ogle at him from across the table in the Death Eater meetings and

	 

	
volunteertogoonmissionswithhim.However,assoonasDaphnehad noticed her obsession, she’d quickly stamped it out.

	Yearsago,AlectohadtriedtograbTheo'shandwhenshethoughtnoone was looking, Daphne had seen, and politely toldAlecto that if she ever

	touchedhimagain,shewouldcutofftheoffendinglimb-andanythingelse she tried to touch Theo with.

	Alecto had stayed far away from Theo after that, but her resentment for Daphnehadonlygrown,andshe'dbeenalltoovocalaboutherapprovalto execute Daphne - 'the traitor' - all those years ago.

	AstoriajusthopedTheohadtherestrainttosearchhermemorieslikethey planned and not kill her on the spot, even if it was what she deserved.

	Blaise had popped off to speak toYaxley a few minutes ago, and while Astoria had intended to keep an eye onAmycus, to wait for him to get to justtherightleveloftipsybeforeshemadehermove,she'dhardlypaidhim any attention.

	Instead,she'dbeenmesmerisedwatchingBartyCrouchJrandhisdolls.

	He'dbroughtthreegirlswithhim.Theywereallexceptionallyyoungandso gorgeous that they pulled the eyes of every Death Eater in the room. The

	first oneAstoria noticed was a petite blonde with blue eyes and a full thick fringe that she kept trying to hide behind. Her hair was curled to shoulder lengthandsheworeashimmerypinkdressanddiamondsaroundherneck. The second girl she saw had blue eyes and fiery red hair that was curled to perfection and trailed all the way down to her hips. She wore a bright

	scarlet dress with a deep V on the front that left nothing to the imagination. Andthefinalgirlwastall,muchtallerthantheothertwo.Shehadshoulder- length brown hair, brown eyes, high cheekbones and full lips. Crouch had

	dressedherinaone-shoulderblackdress,andalthoughshelookednothing like her, she was the same tall, lean build as Daphne had been.

	ItwasviletowatchhowBartytreatedthem,butnooneelseseemedto

	reallytakenotice.Theygothimdrinkswhenhesnappedhisfingers.They sat on his lap when he told them to and kissed him when he said so, and

	 

	
theyalllookedatthefloorwheneverCrouchspoketosomeoneelse, expressions as dead as their eyes.

	Theywereallbeautiful,butitwasasadbeauty.Lifelessattractiveness.The same type of beauty that could be found on mannequins in shop windows. They didn't glow or smile, they looked empty. Empty little dolls that

	Crouchhadthestringsto,puppetingtheirlivesjustashe'dpuppeted Daphne's execution.

	"She'snotwiththem."Astoriadidn'thavetoturnaroundtoknowthatitwas Theodore. "He never brings the Mustang with him anymore."

	Heorderedhimselfawhiskey-andanotherginmartiniforAstoria-and she heard the barstool beside her creak as he sat down.

	"Iknow.I'veonlyeverseenherthatonce,"shesaidasshedownedwhat was left of her drink and reached for the fresh one. "You don't think he killed her for trying to talk to you, do you?"

	Theotookahealthyswigofwhiskeybeforeheansweredherquestion."No, he said she was his favourite. He likes her too much to get rid of her."

	Anotherswigdrained thelastof theglass, andafterheputtheempty

	tumblerbackonthetable,hesignalledthebarmanforanother."AlthoughI don't necessarily think that's a good thing."

	Astoriashiveredslightly.Herstomachchurnedindisgust,andshe

	attemptedtosettleitwithanothersipofgin."Poorthingisprobablybetter off dead. They all are."

	Afewminuteslater,Blaisepulledhimselfastoolbesidehiswifeand

	orderedhimselfadrink.Hekissedhercheekashesatdownontheother side of her, and they made idle chit chat and took bets on which room Hermione and Malfoy would fuck in that night whilst they waited for Amycus to down a few more drinks.

	Astoriahadbeenjustabouttomakehermove,whenshespunonherchair and bumped into the last witch she ever expected to see at one of these

	Galas.

	 

	
"Sorry,deary.Didn'tmeantostartleyou."Theshrill,Godawfulsoundof Bellatrix'svoicehadalwaysgonethroughAstoria.Alwaysmadethehairs on the back of her arms raise and made her stomach knot nervously, and

	coupledwiththewaysheflashedherrottenteeth,Astoriahadtoworkextra hard to keep the smile on her face.

	"Bellatrix.Barty,"Astoriagreetedwarmly.Allsmilesandpoliteness,all fake and practised. "How lovely to see you both."

	Bellatrix looked like she'd fought to get into the Gala, quite literally like she'dhadtobrawlatthedoorstoforceherwayinside.Shewaswearinga low cut black dress that looked like it was at least twenty years old and

	would have been much more at home in a rubbish bin. Her nails were long andasdiscolouredasherteeth,andthewondersofacombwerelostonthe infamous female Demon Mask, and apparently, so were glamour charms.

	"Why,MsGreengrass,youareavision,"Bartychuckled,smilinginaway thatAstoria supposed was meant to be devilish and handsome, but just made her want to wretch instead. "You make my girls look like the back end of a Grindylow.”

	CrouchJrwasflankedbythethreedollshe'dbroughtwithhim,andAstoria noticed the way they all flinched slightly, as if it were a crime to be less

	beautifulandappealingtoCrouchthananotherwomanwas.

	"You'retookind,Crouch,"Astoriaanswered,noddingherheadinthanks

	eventhoughshe'dmuchratherpunchhiminthethroat."Buthowcouldyou say such a thing?The ladies you've brought with you are beautiful.And it's AstoriaZabini,now,"shesaid,holdingherhandupandlettingthediamond on her ring glitter in the lights. "Remember?"

	"Ofcourse,howsillyofmetoforget."CrouchJrlickedhisbottomlipand grinned wickedly at her. "Although, I'm not sure why you changed it.

	Greengrasssuitedyoumuchbetter.Somuchprettier."

	AlthoughAstoriakeptthesweetsmileonher face,thewayCrouchJr

	lookedathermadeherskincrawl.Hisbeadyeyesrakedoverher,lingering on the parts of her legs that her dress left exposed. She instantly wished

	 

	
she'dwornafloor-lengthgownratherthanaknee-lengthone.Hedidn'ttry and hide the fact that he was ogling her, either, despite her overprotective husband standing right at her side.

	"Careful,Jr,”Blaisesaid,wrappinghishandprotectivelyaroundherwaist. "Try and charm my wife whilst I'm stood beside her again, and I may just have to put you in your place."

	"Careful,Zabini,”Crouchresponded."Talktomelikethatagain,andI might justtakeyour wife for myself."

	Theowasdeadlysilentfromhisstool.Bellatrixcackledloudlyandsipped her wine, crazed eyes flickering between the men.

	Blaise had never been one to brawl in public, but everyone knewAstoria wastheexceptiontothatrule,butjustasshe'dbeensureherhusbandwas about to throw the first punch, Blaise stood and hooked his arm through

	hers."Crouch.Bellatrix.I'mgoingtoneedmywifebackforamoment,so please, do excuse us.”

	Astorianoddedthepairgoodbyeandletherhusbandguideheraway.He smiled down at her and chatted animatedly as he pulled her through the crowd, the image of calm and ease, but as soon as he'd pulled her into a private room, his expression changed completely.

	"What'sthematter?"Astoriaasked.

	Blaisecheckedeverycorneroftheroomandcastasilencingcharmbefore he would speak. "The Dark Lord is calling Theo and I.”

	Astoriafeltthepracticedsmiledropfromherface."No,wecan'tleaveyet! I haven't talked to Amycus!"

	"There'snotimefornow.Darling,Ican'tleaveyoualonehereandIcan't keep him waiting-"

	ThesoundofthedoorcreakingopensnappedBlaise'smouthshut.

	 

	
"Relax,it'sonlyme,”Theowhistledashepeekedhisheadthroughthegap. "But we need togoooo.”

	"Getinsideandshutthatdoor,"Blaisesnapped."Now!"

	Theorolledhiseyesbut foronce,didashewastold."Alright.Sorrymum."

	"Ican'tleaveuntilI'vetalkedtoAmycus,”Astoriastarted."Thetwoofyou should go to Voldemort, I'll stay here and -"

	"Absolutelyoutofthequestion,”Blaiseinterrupted,hiseyeswideningin horror. "You can't expect me to leave you here -"

	"I'llbeokay-"

	"No.IfyougetcaughtandI'mnotheretoprotectyou-"

	"Mate,she'llbefine,"Theohushed,crossingtheroomandpattingBlaise's shoulder. "She's a big girl. We were running this hustle for years by ourselves and she was alright whenever I left her on her own. She knows

	whatshe'sdoing.Shedoesn'tneedyoutoprotecthereverywakingmoment of the day.”

	Thankyou,AstoriamouthedtoTheo. He smiled and winked back at her.

	AllthemenaroundthemanorcoddledAstoria,theyhadeversincethey'd learned about her blood curse, and it'd only gotten worse after Daphne's death, but Theo was a little different. He didn't suffocate her like Blaise sometimesdid,andhedidn'ttreatherlikeshemightbreakattheslightest touch like Draco. If she told Theo that she was strong enough to do

	something,hebelievedher.Healwaysletherdowhatsheneededtodo,and believed that she had the strength to do it.

	Ittookafewmoreminutesofdiscussion-andTheobeingforcedtohand over the dagger in his robes toAstoria for protectionanda 'panic button' charm being placed on the perfume bottle in her bag, meaning that Theo and Blaise would be alerted if she needed them - before Blaise was

	 

	
persuaded to leave her. She walked the pair of them to the entrance and wavedthemgoodbyeastheyApparatedaway,andforthenexthour,she enacted the plan by herself, just as she had done many times before.

	Amycus was all too easy to charm. The moment she'd handed him a gin martini-thecocktailshe'dlearnedwashisdrinkofchoicethroughherquiet observations - he was putty in her hands, and within twenty minutes of

	getting him into a private room, she had him spilling invaluable secrets as thoughtheywerenothingmorethantitbitsofgossip,includinganewbase in Kent that Voldemort was in the process of setting up.

	When she was eventually finished and he was sleeping off the hangover Astoriahadhelpedtoinduce,sheobliviatedhim,leanedhim-somewhat comfortably - in the armchair he'd fallen asleep in, and made her escape.

	Sheslipped back into theparty effortlessly, grabbing achampagneflute fromanearbywaiterandsocialisingwiththefirstDeathEatershecame

	into contact with, making sure her presence was known. Waves of nausea andfatiguewashedoverherthroughoutthenight-asideeffectofherblood curse and the Obliviate she'd used to eraseAmycus's memory of their

	interactions.Herhandsshook,butshechasedthetremorsawaywith

	champagne and gin. She was downing her fourth glass and discussing the latestfashionswithRabastan’swife,whenshefeltcoldbreathontheback of her back.

	"Whydon'tmeandyougosomewherealittlemore..."thelowvoice hushed. "Private, Ms Greengrass."

	AstoriaturnedslightlytoseenoneotherthanCrouch Jrleeringdownather.

	CrouchgaveRabastan’swifealook,andshenoddedhergoodbyeand promptly left the pair alone.

	"I already told you, It's Zabini now,"Astoria corrected him, again, knowing thathewastryingtoirritateherintentionally."Andno,thankyou.I'mfine."

	"Onedrinkwon'thurt,love,"heteasedasheleanedincloser.Hisbreath

	reekedofcheapliquor,ittookconsiderableeffortforAstorianottowretch

	 

	
rightthenandthere."Comewithme,Yaxleykeepstherealgininhis private quarters."

	"Thankyou,butagain,I'llhavetopass."

	Crouchdrapedahandaroundhershoulderandpulledherintohisside. "The room is this way."

	"Isaidno.”Shetriedtoelegantlywriggleoutofhisgrasp,butCrouch's long fingernails dug into her arm.

	"Don'tbelikethat,onedrink.Ipromiseyou'llenjoyyourself.I'mmuch more fun than your husband."

	Astoriacockedabrowasshestaredupathim."Doyouunderstandthe meaning of the word, 'no'?"

	Crouchlickedhislipsandagain,hiseyesflickereddowntoherlegs."Not when it comes from the mouth of something as pretty as you, no.”

	AlthoughAstoria'sheartwasinherthroat,beatingatwhatfeltlikeamillion miles an hour, Crouch wouldn't have known. To look at her,Astoria was calm and perfectly composed.

	It was a bad idea to be alone with Crouch, but it wasn't like she had the strength-orthemagic-to fighthimoff,and evenifshedidmakeascene

	andaskforhelp,shedoubtedanyonewouldhaveinterfered.AfterDaphne's 'betrayal',theGreengrassfamily'sreputationwastarnished,andCrouchhad been considered a bloody war hero since he'd helped resurrect Voldemort.

	Herpresenceattheseeventswasmerelytolerated.Yes,menlikedtolookat herandwomenlikedtopickherbrainaboutthelatestfashions,butthatwas it, it wasn't real, they didn't like her any more than she liked them. Her only real friends were those who lived in Malfoy Manor, and if it wasn't for her husband’s rank as Gold Mask - and Draco and Theo's ruthless, murderous

	reputations-sheprobablywouldhavebeenoutcastfromsocietyyearsago.

	 

	
PeoplewerenicetoheroutoffearofwhatBlaise,DracoorTheomightdo tothemiftheyweren't-butCrouchdidn'tseemtosharethatfear.Heliked to play games almost as much as Theo did, and she got the awful feeling that he'd been biding his time for a chance to play with her.

	She knew Crouch wouldn't kill her. He probably wouldn't hurt her physically, either, she doubted even he was brave enough to do that, but whateverreasonhewantedtobealonewithherfor,itcouldn'thavebeengood.

	Astoria looked around the room, and those around her averted their stares, braveenoughtoturnablindeyetoCrouch'sbehaviournowherbodyguards weren't here to protect her. She stared back up at Crouch, and although the smile on his face made a chill ride up her spine, she didn't see another

	option,andso,shewent-somewhatwillingly-withthemanwho'ddone everything but slice the axe into her sisters back himself.

	Blaise would have had a stroke if he knew what she was doing, butAstoria hopedthatifsheplayedalong,ifshehumouredCrouchforhalfanhour,his obsession might die and he'd let her go.

	Andiftheworsthappened,shehadthepanicbuttontocalltheboys. And Theo's dagger tucked away in her purse.

	She let him guide her through the crowd and into a private room on the secondfloor.Thewallswerepaintedadeepredandthelightsweredimmed to the darkest setting. There was a bar in the corner, fully stocked, and an

	obnoxiouslylargevelvetsofainthemiddleoftheroom.Crouch'sdolls

	werealreadythere,linedupagainstthewallandeyescastdownatthefloor.

	Astoria tried to quiet the way her heart hammered violently in her chest as heguidedhertothesofaandurgedhertotakeaseat.Hewalkedovertothe bar, and although his back was facing her, she heard liquid being poured and the clinking of ice against glass.

	"Itakeitgin isalright?"hecalledoverhisshoulder.

	 

	
"Yes,fine,thankyou.”

	Whenhe'dfinishedwiththedrinks,hefloppeddownonthesofabesideher and placed the two glasses on the table. He sat uncomfortably close to her and she jumped slightly when he placed a hand on her exposed knee.

	"Yourgirlsareallverylovely,"Astoriasaid,tryingtotakecontrolofthe uncomfortable situation. "Why don't you tell me their names?"

	"Theirnames?"Crouchscoffed,asifitwasanoutrageousthingtoask. "Yes. What do you call them?"

	Herfakeinterestinthegirlsseemedtodothetrick,because,afterabrief

	deliberation,Crouchgotupandsaunteredovertothem.AndAstoriacould breathe a little easier when there was some much-needed space between

	them.

	Sheputherclutchonherlap,thepanicbuttonwithinreachifsheneededit. "Well, I call that one," he started, gesturing to the blonde, "Angel."

	Astoriasmiledwarmlyatthegirl."Angel?That'sunusual.Whydidyour mother call you that?"

	Again,Crouchlaughedloudly.AstorianoticedthewayAngelandthe brunette flinched at the sound.

	"Shecan'tspeak,love,"Crouchsmirked."Noneofthemcan,andher motherdidn'tcallherAngel,that'swhatInamedherwhenIgother.”

	AlthoughAstoria smiled and nodded once, inside, she wanted to scream. She'd always known that Crouch was a vile man, the worst sort of person thatcouldeverexist,butthis?Thiswastoomuch.Itwasn'tenoughforhim todehumanizethegirlsbykeepingthemasslaves.Itwasn'tenoughthathe tookawaytheirrights,theirinterests,itwasn'tenoughthathecrushedtheir spirits in every way imaginable by Merlin only knew what he did to them each night.

	 

	
Hegavethempetnamesaswell,asthoughtheywerenothingmorethan dogs to him. Objects that he owed and had the right to rename.

	"Whydoyoucallherthat?"Astoriaasked,tryingtokeepCrouchdistracted while she discreetly opened her clutch, the panic button getting closer.

	Angel had been very still throughout the entire interaction. Her pale blue eyesweredullasshestaredathersparklyheels,butthemomentCrouch's hand closed around her slim arm and yanked her to his side, her mouth

	droppedopeninasilentyelpandhereyessnappedup.

	Andintheinstant theylockedwithAstoria's,Astoriawasfrozen.

	Helpme.Thewordsweresoclearonthepoorgirl'sfacetheymightaswell have been written into her irises.

	Helpme.Helpme.

	Itonlylastedamoment.Astoriadidn'tknowwhatAngelhadbeenlike

	before,ifshewasloudorfunny,hadnoideaifshe'dbeenananxiousgirl before Crouch had taken her or if she'd been full of life, but she was

	incrediblymeeknow.

	Angelwasdemureandskittish.ShesqueezedhereyesclosedasCrouch licked the side of her face, but she didn't try and fight him off. She just

	froze,andwhentheordealwasover,sherelaxedandwentbacktostaringat her shoes.

	"IcallherAngel,"Crouchsaid,"becauseshe'sasprettyasanangel,andjust as sweet as one.Aren't you, my dear?" He pulled the girl closer and buried his nose in her hair, and when he inhaled deeply, a grotesque sort of whistle echoing from his nostrils,Angel and the brunette flinched and looked away.

	Thegirlwithredhair,however,narrowedhereyesandscowledattheback of Barty's head, but when he turned around to grab her too, she was all smiles and sweetness.

	 

	
"I call this one Chester,” Crouch continued as he motioned her forward. "FoundherafteraraidinChester.Shewasinabarwe'ddestroyed,hiding under some tables with a crowbar in her hands, and I knew right then and there that I had to have her."

	ChesterreactedverydifferentlyaroundCrouchthanAngeldid.Shepushed herwaytowardshim,quiteliterallyunhookedhisclawsfromAngel'sarms andshovedherbackwardssoshecouldnestleagainsthiminAngel'splace.

	She looked up at Crouch affectionately. She kissed his cheek without him telling her to, and wrapped her arms around him of her own accord. In fact, whenever Crouch was looking at her, she looked the picture of happiness andloyalty,butthemomenthelookedaway,thesmiledroppedandhertrue feelings showed. Her affection was all an act.

	Thepersonaoflovingdevotionwasfake,likeacharactershe'dcreatedto keepherselfsafe.ChesterclearlyhatedCrouchjustasmuchastheothers did - but whether Crouch was aware of that or not, were two entirely

	differentthings.

	"Andthelastone?"Astoriapressed,juttingherchinouttowardsthelast girl. "What do you call her?"

	Thebrunetteflinchedandstaredatthefloor.

	"IcallherKitten,"Crouchsaid."She's...new.”Thatwastheonly

	introduction he gave Kitten. Didn't say anything more about her or try and pullherforward.ChesterwaskeepinghimtoodistractedtogiveKittenthe time of day.

	AstoriatiltedherheadslightlyandtriedtocatchKitten'sattention,toseeif the same cry for help was reflected in her soft brows eyes as it had been in Angels,butshecarriedonlookingatthefloor,foldingherarmsaroundher body like she was trying to hide.

	"Enough,"CrouchsmiledashepriedChester'shandsoffofhim."There's plentyoftimeforthatlater.Taketheothergirlsandwaitoutsideforme.I want a moment alone with Mrs Greengrass.”

	 

	
"Zabini!"Astoriacorrectedinasnarl.

	Chestershookherheadandstompedherheelonthefloor.Shepoutedwhen Crouch took her face in his hands.

	"It'salright,"hesoothed."It'lljustbeforafewminutes.Takethegirlsand stand outside. I'll knock when you can come back in.”

	Astoria'sstomachdroppedinterror.Sheslippedherhandintoherpurse, and very slowly, started reaching for the panic button -

	ButwhenCrouchturnedhisbacktoher,Astoria'seyesflickeredupand that's when she noticed.

	Angel was trying - very subtly - to catch her attention. Her dull blue eyes lockedonthetwoglassesbriefly,andthenshelookedatAstoriaagainand gently shook her head.

	Astoriafurrowedherbrowinresponseanddippedherheadslightly,jutting her chin towards the glasses.

	Angelshookherheadagainandmouthed-veryclearly,Don't.Drink.

	Had Crouch slipped something inAstoria's drink? The more she thought aboutit,themorepossibleitseemed.She'dheardhimmakethedrinks,but

	shehadn'tseenhimmakethem.He'dmadethematthebarandhe'dhadhis back to her, keeping the concoction completely out of her line of sight.

	Hecouldhaveeasilyputsomethinginherdrink,butheknewTheoand Blaise'sreputations.Heknewhowprotectivetheywereofherandhow muchpainthey'dputhimthroughifhedidactuallyhurther.Thatalone should have been enough to keepAstoria - and her drink - safe.

	ButCrouchwasn’tjustaslimy,powerhungry,dogofaman,hewasclever and crafty. “Always keep an eye on that one,” Daphne used to say about

	him,“He’salwaysuptosomething,evenwhenyouthinkheisn’t.”And Astoria wasn’t about to take chances with someone like him.

	 

	
AfterCrouchhadusheredhisdollsoutside-andlockedthedoorbehind him - he sat back down on the sofa besideAstoria.

	"Now,that'smuchbetter."Hesmirkeddownatherasherestedhishandon her knee again. "Don't you think?"

	AstoriasmiledsarcasticallyasshegrabbedCrouch'shandandsharplytore it off her leg.

	Crouchscoffedandlickedhisbottomlipagain."Relax,it'sonlyahandon your knee. It's quite innocent - for now. What's a few lingering touches

	betweenoldfriends?"

	"Barty,"Astoriastarted,voicesoftandgentleasabird."Youcantouchme withwhateveryouwishto,it'snotlikeIcouldstopyou,butyouknowthat the three men I live with have quite the tempers, and if I ask them to, I'm sure they'd take great pleasure in removing any appendages that touch me without my consent."

	Crouch's eyes widened slightly as he sunk back into the velvet sofa, giving heralittlespace,andwiththefirstdangerseeminglyquelledforamoment, she moved on to the second.

	"Wouldyoumindclosingthatwindow?"sheaskeddemurely,frowningand looking up at Crouch through her lashes. "I'm quite cold."

	Afteralltheseyearsofespionageandslippingthingsintomen'sdrinksthat she shouldn't have, sleight of hand was second nature forAstoria. She just needed to distract him with something else while she worked her magic.

	Crouchgrinnedenthusiasticallyandnodded."Ofcourse.”Andasheturned his back to her to closethem with his wand,Astoriaquickly - and silently - swapped his tumbler for hers.

	Whatever he'd put in her drink, it took effect almost instantly.After a mere two sips of the drink intended forAstoria, Crouch started to slur, and a few minutesaftertheliquidhadtouched hislips,his bodywentlimp, likeallhis

	 

	
boneshadbeenliquifiedandtherewasnothingelselefttoholdhimselfup with anymore.

	Givenherillness,shedidn'twanttothinkabouttheeffectitmighthavehad on her. The results would have been horrifying.

	AsshescowleddownatCrouch'sface,yearsofangerandresentment

	boiled inAstoria's blood.All she could see when she looked down at him wasthewayhe'dsmiledatDaphne'sexecution.Thewayhe'dlickedhislips as her sister had been tied to the podiums and the way he'd cheered with

	thunderousapplausewhentheaxehadbeenbroughtdownonherspineand her ribs had been torn open.

	He'dalreadyspatontheGreengrassnameonce,andthatwasn'tenoughfor him. Now, he wanted to spit on it a second time by doing -

	No. She didn't want to think about why Crouch had spiked her drink. It madeherfeelsickerthanshealreadyfelt.Hemayhavebeenhelplessnow, but he was far from innocent.

	"Youjustcan'thelpyourself,canyou?"Astoriasnarledasshestoodup.She kicked his shin as hard as she could and watched him flop onto his side.

	"Youhaveallthosebeautifulgirlsoutthere,anditstillisn'tenoughforyou. Is it?You still want more, you monster!" She shook her head and started ruffling through her clutch for the panic button. She wasn't in danger

	anymore, she just wanted to go home. She'd had enough, couldn't bear to lookatCrouch'sfaceforevenanothermoment,andherfatiguewasstarting to get the better of her.

	"So beautiful … Greengrass,” Crouch slurred under his breath, head rolling againstthebackofthesofa."Looksomuch...likeyoursister...butDaphne

	...issobeautiful ...evenmorebeautiful…thanyou.”

	"'Was'morebeautiful,"Astoriacorrectedwithahiss,notbotheringtohide herresentmentforthefilthbelowheranymore."Orhaveyouforgottenthe part you played in her execution?"

	 

	
Ahorrid,drunkengrinstretchedacrossCrouch'sthinlips."Sobeautiful.So

	...fiery."

	"Isthatwhyyouhadherkilled?"Astoriacouldn'tstopherself."Becauseshe wasfiery?"

	Crouchtriedtositup,buthisheadfloppedtotheside. Astoria scoffed and glared down at him.

	Hewaspathetic,helpless,mouthhangingopenandsalivastartingtodribble down the side of his chin. She wondered how many times he'd done this to his dolls, and she had half a mind to leave the dagger on the coffee table for one of the girls to find. From the hate in Chester's eyes, she probably

	wouldn'thavehesitatedforamomenttoslithisthroatopen.

	Herfingersbrushedagainstthecoldmetalofthedagger,andhereyes snapped up to Crouch.

	Becausehewashelpless,practicallycomatosebyhisownhand.Theywere alone, andAstoria had just the tool in her hand that could end his life.

	Malfoy and Blaise would be furious at her for deviating from the plan, but whenanopportunitypresenteditselfsobeautifully,well,she'dhavebeena fool not to take it.

	Theowouldunderstand.Afteritwasdone,she'dcallhimhereandhe'd figure out a way around this.

	PerhapstheycouldgetAmycus'sbody inhereandstageittolooklike

	they'dhadafight?StageittolooklikeAmycuswasthespy,Crouchfound out, and they'd fought and both of them had ended up dying.

	It wouldn't be hard to plant evidence onAmycus, they had plenty of fake letters, Deluminators, and countless incriminating objects stored at the manor. Of course, they'd have to killAmycus too, and erase the memory of AstoriaeverhavingadrinkwithCrouchfromallthedoll'smemories,butit could work. It'd certainly be difficult, given the party that was going on

	 

	
outside,butTheocould makeitwork.He'd bedisappointedthathehadn't

	beenabletokillCrouchhimself,buthewantedthevilebastarddeadjustas much as she did. Probably more.

	AstoriakneltdownonthesofaandhoveredoverCrouch.Shetouchedthe blade against his throat, but just before she could slit it open, he spoke

	again.

	"Shouldbe... flattered...I'vetakeninterestin you…youknow."

	AstoriapausedandstaredatCrouch'sface.Helookedlikehewasasleep."What?"

	"Shouldbeflattered...Ifindyou…appealing.TheDarkLord...trusts me... You'd be lucky to be ... mine."

	"Really?Andwhy'sthatthen?"

	"He's... goingto makemeaDemonMask."

	"Isthatso?"sheasked.Thatwasnewstoher,Dracohadn'tmentionedit,

	but she supposed Crouch might just have been saying it to impress her. She hadnoideawhatwasintheliquidhe'dspikedherdrinkwith.Evenseverely drugged, he still felt he had something to prove. He really was pathetic.

	"Yes,"Crouchslurred."Toldme...tohide…Horcruxforhim.Bigjob… doesn't trust anyone else with it. Only I know ... where it is.”

	Now,thatwasinteresting.

	Astoria'seyeswidenedinshock.Shepulledthebladeawayfromhisthroat. "I thought only Bellatrix knew where Nagini was being kept?"

	Despitethenoisebeingslurredandgargled,Crouchscoffed."Shedoes... but I know … where the medallion … is.”

	EvenMalfoydidn'tknowwherethemedallionwasbeingkeptanymore,no one did. Voldemort used to move it around his ranks, give it to a random member of the inner circle to keep safe for a few months, and then move it

	 

	
on to another, and then another. He used to think that was the safest way to keepithiddenbecauseonlytheDeathEaterwhocurrentlyguardeditwould know its location, but as more and more of his trusted friends had started to 'betray' him, he'd decided to change tactics.

	IfAstoriacouldgetthelocationoutofCrouch,theywouldbeonestep closer to winning the war.

	"Whereisit?!"Astoriaasked."Whereareyoukeepingthemedallion?!" Crouch smiled drunkenly, but he didn't answer her.

	Shegrabbedherclutchinafrenzyandstartedrummagingthroughit. "Come on, please be some left. Please, please be some left."

	TherewasonlyadropofVeritaserumleftinthebottle.She'dalreadyused mostofitonAmycus,buttheremightjustbeenoughtoforceaconfession out of Crouch.

	She sighed loudly and shook her head, and after taking a moment to composeherself-andmagicallydrawingallthecurtainstoensureshe

	wouldn't be seen -Astoria leaned over Crouch and grabbed his face. Her handsshookterriblyasshetriedtopryhismouthapart,andaviolentpain rippled through her stomach as she shakily poured the few drops of

	Veritaserumdownhisthroat.Sheknewshewasoverdoingit.Shecouldn't use much magic anymore, her blood curse simply didn't let her, and all

	thesespellswereexhaustingher,buttheywerenecessary.

	Asshecoughedintoherhand,flecksoflightredweredustedacrossher

	palm.Shedidn'thavemuchtimeleftbeforeherillnesstookheragain.She needed to get this over with quickly and get home.

	"Whereisthemedallion?"Astoriaasked. No answer.

	Shetookhisfaceinherhandsandtriedtoshakehimawake."Crouch! Where is the medallion?"

	 

	
"It's...safe,”hemurmured,halfasleep. "Butwhere?”

	"....safe..."

	"Where-" she jolted his face, making him smack the back of his head againstthesofa,"-is-"sherepeatedthemotionagain,"-the-"andagain, feeling her strength leave her with every violent shake, "-medallion?!"

	"Newstead Abbey."

	Astoriagaspedandletgoofhisface."NewsteadAbbey?InNottinghamshire?"

	Henoddedsluggishly.

	"I thought ... isn't that place derelict? Even before the war?" "Yes...butlotsof...secretplaces...goodforhidingthings." "Where - exactly - in NewsteadAbbey did you hide it?" "Secret place .... under waterfall ..."

	Suddenly,awaveofnauseawashedoverAstoriaandherchestandneckfelt tight, like something was forcing its way up her throat. She curled over the side of the sofa, pressed a hand to her stomach and coughed violently into

	herhand.Therewasmorebloodthistime.Thickredclumpsofit.

	"Waterfall?"Astoriaasked,gaspingforbreathandwipingthebloodfrom her chin. She could hardly speak, but she was so close to finding out the truth, she couldn't stop now. "There's a waterfall at NewsteadAbbey?"

	Again,Crouchnodded."Littleone...nexttothelake." "And how many traps did you set up around it?"

	 

	
"Lots...nearlyimpossible...togetout...TheDarkLord...very...pleased with me.”

	"Haveyou-"Astoriacoughedintoherhandagain.Hernostrilsburnedas herbodystartedtorejectherownblood,theliquidtryingtoforceitsway outthroughhernoseinsteadofhermouth."Haveyousettrapsuparound the waterfall?"

	"Yes,"Crouchsmiled."Noone...cangetintothewater...iftheytry...they will die."

	Shewantedtoask morequestions,wasdying tospendafewhours

	dissecting Crouch's vile brain and learning everything he knew, but her bodysimplywouldn'tallowherto.Shestarteddryheaving.Herentirebody startedtoshake,andshehadtoholdontothesofaforsupport.She'dpushed herself too far, and she needed to get out of the Gala. Quickly.

	Astoriagaveherselfamomentortwotogethercoughingundercontrol, andwithwhatlittleenergyshehadleft,shebanishedthebloodfromher hand and mouth, tidied her appearance and cast a quick obliviate on

	Crouch.Sheguessedthatwhateverhe'dtriedtospikeherdrinkwith

	probablyerasedmemoriestoo,butshethoughtitbestnottochanceit.

	She nodded goodbye to the dolls as she left the room - and a 'thank you' to Angel-andmadeherescape.Shemadeherwaythroughthecrowdquickly but elegantly, as not to raise suspicions. Even though they'd left her to the dogs, she smiled and waved goodnight to the guests as she passed them, clutching her stomach the entire time and praying that she didn't vomit

	crimsonrightthereonthedancefloor.Andtheinstantshewasoutside,she let the cold air wash over her face and grabbed the panic button.

	Fifteensecondslater,Theowasoutside.

	"Areyoualright?"heasked.His hairlookedalittledishevelledandhis

	knuckles were red and dusted with blood. "Blaise doesn't know you called yet.Iwasgoingtofetchhim,butIwantedtomakesureyouweresafefirst-"

	 

	
"Takemehome,"Astoriahushed,clutchingherstomach."Please."

	Theo'seyesgrewwideandfullofworry."Tori,whathappened?Youlook like -"

	"Justtakemehome!Now!"

	He wrapped his hand around her waist and gently pulled her towards the backofthebuilding,careful tomakesurethey wereout ofsight sonoone

	wouldquestionwhytheywereleavinginsuchahurryanddidn'thavetime to wait for a carriage.

	And thesecondTheo hadApparated them back to Malfoy Manor,Astoria droppedtothefloor,herkneescrushingthebeautifulsilkofherdressinto the mud, and violently threw up thick clumps of blood.

	 

	
Nightmare?OrVision?

	 

	1stJanuary

	 

	 

	 

	 

	AlthoughnoonecoulddenythattheinformationAstoriahadgottenfrom Crouch Jr was invaluable, it came at a high cost, one whichAstoria had

	beenforcedtopayherself.Thespellsshe'dcasttoerasetheirinteraction

	fromCrouch'smind-andthefewshe'dusedtowipeAmycus'smemoryand banish the blood she'd vomited - had taken a toll on her, and for the three

	daysthatfollowedtheGala,shedidnothingbutsleepandvomitblood.

	Blaisewasfuriouswithherfortakingsucharisk.Hewasangrythatshe hadn't called Theo to pull her out sooner and he was seething that she'd

	beenalonewithCrouchinthefirstplace,butmostly,hewasdistraughtthat he hadn't been there to protect her when she'd really needed him to.

	Overthedaysthatfollowed,HermionehelpedBlaisecareforAstoriawhere she could. She brought him blood replenishing potions and extra strong

	Pepperuppotions,andbreweddozensmoretostoreawayforemergencies, but Blaise hardly needed the help.

	Itwasincrediblysweet,toseethewayBlaisecaredforAstoria.Everytime she fell ill, it was always the same thing.Although Blaise was a lot more tactful than Theo and Malfoy were - shunning away the use of grotesque

	spellsthatdecapitatedhisenemies,choosingmoresophisticatedmethodsof torture - Hermione knew he could be just as ruthless as his friends, and yet, wheneverAstoria was taken ill, that ruthlessness in him was stripped away.

	Everytimeherbloodcurseflaredup,itwasasthoughtheirlifehadjumped forward sixty years. Blaise was no longer a Gold Mask andAstoria was no longer the glamorous witch that strutted about the manor in heels. They

	becameanelderlycouple,Astorialying inbed,notasingleglamourcharm

	 

	
insight, while her husband sat on a stool beside her bed and spoon-fed her potionsandbroths,hopingitwouldgiveherstrengthtoseeanotherday.In those moments, they were like old souls trapped in the bodies of their

	youngerselves,anditwasanincrediblethingtosee,thewaysomeoneso

	fragilecouldmakeeventhemostruthlessdeatheaterintosomeonesoftandtender.

	RomytookAstoria'sillnessalmostashardasBlaisedid.Hebarelylefther bedside, bless his little heart. He brought her every potato based dish he could think of, fluffed her pillows and insisted - absolutely insisted - on brushingAstoria's hair each morning and evening, even though she wasasleep.

	"Misswouldnotlikeustoseeherlikethis,withherhairallmessy,"thetiny elf would chirp as he ran the brush oh so softly throughAstoria's silky

	blondehair."Shewouldstillwanttolooknice,evenwhenssheissleeping.

	Miss always has to look her best, and Romy does not mind making Misslookherbest.IfMisslooksnice,thenshewillgetbetter.Romyknowsit.”

	By the end of the third day, Blaise had managed to get her coughing fits undercontrolthroughpotionsandenchantments,andalthoughshewasn't

	vomitingbloodeverytimeshedryheavedanymore,shewasstillexhausted and struggling to lift her head off the pillow.

	While her illness bound her to her bed, Blaise never left her side, and with Astoria so ill, no one was in the mood to celebrate Christmas, so they spent the usually happy day separated. Instead of showering his wife with gifts, likehedideachyear,Blaisespentthedayatherbedside,holdingbacktears and trying to nurse her back to health. Instead of spending the day getting drunk with his sister-in-law, like he usually did, Theo drowned in whiskey and kept to himself, sitting cross-legged in front of Daphne's grave and

	layinghisgiftsto herattheempty rocksfeetlikeanaltar.

	And instead of locking herself in her bedroom and spending the day in isolation,likeshehadthepreviousyear,HermionespentitwithMalfoy.

	They spent hours dissecting every ounce of the informationAstoria had gatheredfromCrouchJr,huddledoveratableinMalfoy'sfamilylibrary

	 

	
withbooksscatteredbelowthem.TheywentovermapsofNottinghamshire to try and find away into NewsteadAbbey, and they poured over defensive spells and possibleenchantments Crouch could haveused to booby trap the area well into the early hours of the morning, and when they were finished, Malfoyknockedallthebooksoffthetablewithonesharpswipeofhisarm, laid Hermione on top of it, and fucked her until she saw stars.

	AndthentheyrepeatedthesamethingonBoxingday.Andthedayafterthat.

	On the 28th of December, they had another meeting with the Order, and whilstFleurandGinny-andsurprisingly,evenRon-agreedthatitwasn't

	safetotakethemedallionyet,theywereoverjoyedwiththenewsthatithad finally been found.

	LuckilyeveryoneseemedtoagreethatwhilststealingthatHorcruxand handing it over to the Order was vital, it was highly likely that they

	wouldn't be able to get it without revealing Malfoy,Theo and Blaise to be thetraitors,andtheycouldn'taffordtodothatyet,notuntilthey'dwhittled Voldemort's army down right to the bare fucking bones.

	Bythetimethenewyearrolledaround,Astoriawasstartingtofeel-and look-muchbetter,andeveryonearoundthemanorwasabletobreathea little easier when she finally had the strength to get out of bed. But there wasn't a person in the Manor who hadn't noticed that her recovery was taking longer each time she fell ill, and although no one said it out loud, everyone was worried about how much longer she had left.

	 

	
13thJanuary

	 

	Theairwashot,uncomfortablyhotandgrowinghotterbythesecond.

	Hermione could hardly breathe. There were ropes cutting into her chest,crushingherribsintoher lungsandsqueezingwhat littleairshehadleft.

	Shecouldn'tseeanything,infrontofherwasjustanendlessseaofblack,waves and waves of nothing but darkness.

	The isolation was almost as unsettling as the darkness itself. She felt likeshecouldgomadjuststaringatit,scanningeveryinchoftheblacknessin search of a threat that might be lurking there, waiting for the perfect moment to strike-

	She tried to raise her hand, intending to blindly try and feel her waythroughthedarkness,butherhandswereboundtightlybehindherback, thosesamecoarserovesthatwerewrappedaroundherbodycuttinginto her wrists and binding her to the tall wooden pole behind her back.

	Shecouldfeelherselfstarttopanic-

	Couldfeelthatstingofadrenalinespikethroughherveins,encouragingherto fight, to survive.

	She knew what was coming next. She'd had this particular nightmare moretimesthanshecaredtocount,butitnevergotanyeasier.Neverfeltanylessreal.

	Eventhoughsheknewitwouldn'tdoanygood,shecouldn'thelpbutfightagainst her restraints. She pulled and tugged them at every angle, testing for weaknesses that she already knew weren't there. The ropes wouldn't break. They never did.

	Thetemperaturecontinuedtoriseandrise,andwitheachdegreethattheair got hotter, Hermione's panic clawed higher too-

	Therewasnowayout.

	 

	
Shecouldn'tseeanything-She couldn't escape -

	Andthensheheardit.Again.

	Thatdeeprumblinginthedarkness.Thatgrowlthatsoundedlikerollsofrumbling thunder, like mountains crashing together.

	Sheknewwhatshewasgoingtosee,soshedidn'tevenbothertolookup,chose to spend the last few precious seconds fighting against the ropes, lookingforawaytoescape,eventhoughshe'dneverbeenabletobefore.

	Out the corner of her eye, she saw the glitter of black scales in front of her.Heardthesoundofreptilianwingsandascaledtailscrapeacrossthefloor, walking in circles, getting tighter every time.

	She heard it, but she didn't look up. Wouldn't let herself be distracted by itandfocusedontheropes.Shepulledandpushedherwristsagainstthepole at her back in a sawing motion, trying to fray them enough so she could break them apart and get free -

	ThegroundbelowherfeetstartedtoshakeasNarcissadrewcloser.Thewooden pole that she was bound to vibrated against her back as the dragon's colossal weight shook the very earth.

	It'snotreal,shetoldherself,chantingitoverandoveragainlikeaprayer.Glowingredeyespeeredatherthroughthedark.Thegrowlinggotlouder. She could feel the dragon's hot breath on her skin as she drew closer.

	Notreal,shetoldherselfagain.Notreal.

	Sweattrickleddownthesideofhertempleandgatheredonherexposed

	collarbone,theevidenceofherstrugglesagainsttheropesslidingdownherchest.

	 

	
Sheworkedherwristsfaster,tryingtoescape,butshewasrunningoutoftime.

	Itwouldonlybeafewmoresecondsbefore-"I would say that I'm sorry -"

	Andjustlikethat, itwastoolate.

	Hermione'seyessnappedupatthesoundofhisvoice."-that I didn't see this coming-"

	Itwasn'treal.Itwasn'treallyhim.

	Hesteppedoutofthedarknessandclosertoher,justlikehehaddoneeverytime she'd relived this vision. Narcissa hovered protectively to his left, her eyesglisteningbloodredandhermouthhangingopeninasilentthreat.He didn't look at her the way he did when she was awake, when his eyes were

	blueandgentle,whenhelookedatherasthoughshemeantsomething.Something important to him.

	She'd spent so much time with him when she was awake, it made thisversion of him seem like a stranger. His eyes were always cold in this dream.Deadandunfeeling.Hisfacewasalwaysexpressionlessandhe

	lookedatherlikeshewasnothing,likehedidn'tknowheratallandthelasteight months between them hadn't happened.

	Withhiscoldexpressionandhisdragonstandingdefensivelybehindhim,shesaw no glimpseof Draco, theman who'd kissed her and held her and made her feel safe - even in the middle of a war. She only saw a Death

	Eater,theruthlessDemonMaskthatterrorisedtheOrderandleftatrailofcorpses behind him.

	When she'd started having this nightmare, that first night after Voldemorthadenteredhermind,she'dtriedtoreasonwithhim.Triedtobegandplead for her life, as though she might be able to appeal to his version of Malfoy and make him take pity on her.

	 

	
Butthatwasmonthsago,andsheknewbetternowthantotryandreasonwith this cruel copy of him.

	So instead of fighting, instead of pleading, sheleaned backagainst thepost,tookadeepbreathandstaredherexecutionerinhiseyes,acceptingherfate and the flames that accompanied him.

	Notreal,shechantedagain,willingherselftobecalm.It'dallbeoversoon."But I think we both always knew how this was going to end for us-”

	Notreal.

	"Didn'twe,Granger?"

	Notreal.Notreal.Notreal.

	Shegaveherselfonelastglanceatthecoldstrangerthatstoodinfrontofher, and as Narcissa reared her head back and opened her mouth, Hermione closed her eyes -

	Thankfully,thewarhadmadeheralightsleeper,andthespellofher

	nightmare was broken by the sound of her bedroom door creaking open. Instinctually,shebolteduprightandreachedforthewandunderherpillow, and just as thedoor drifted open and theintruder stepped inside, sheaimed for the door and her wand sparked with violent green magic -

	"Expelliarmus!"avoicehissedthroughthedarkness,andasecondlater,her wand soared through the air.

	Shedidn'tseewhereit landed,herroomwastoodark.

	Therewasamomentofstunnedsilencebeforesheheardtheintruderspeak again."Easythere,littlelion,"hesaid,voicedeepandteasing,practicallya purr. Sly bastard. "No need to get so excited, it's only me.”

	Forasplitsecond,shewasrelievedtohearhisvoice.Itsoundedwarm,full of emotion and nothing like the one in her nightmares, and then she

	 

	
rememberedthefrighthe'dgivenherfrombargingintoherroom,andher cheeks flushed with anger.

	"Whatthefuckwereyouthinking,Malfoy?!"Hermionesnapped,palm

	pressedagainsthersternumasshefoughttoregaincontrolofherbreathing

	-andherfuckingheartbeat."Haveyoulostyourfuckingmind?!Icould have killed you and then we'd both be dead!"

	"My, that mouth of yours is feisty in theearly hours, isn't it?" sheheard him chucklesoftlyinthedarkness."Shamethatyouwon'tletmespendthenight in here, I could think of a thousand different ways I could put it to use.”

	With a flick of her wrist, she lit the candle that stood on her bedside table, andshewatchedMalfoywalktowardsherbed.Shenarrowedhereyesand squinted at him, trying to figure out if she was awake or if she was still

	dreaming.

	But as he got closer, she realised that his eyes were nothing like they were inhernightmare.Theywerelightnow,themixtureofblueandgreythatshe knew, the blue starting to overtake the grey.

	Hisfacelookedtiredandtherewereflecksofreddustinginthesilverofhis hair, but he looked unharmed, and in relatively good spirits. He crossed her room with a lazy smirk on his face, but when he got closer, when he got a

	reallygoodlookather,hefroze.

	Shecouldseeonhisfacethatshemusthavelookedamess.Shealready knew that her body was drenched in sweat, her chest was heaving with

	everysharppantshetook,andGodonlyknewwhattypeofmonstrosityher hair must have resembled, but Malfoy obviously saw something else.

	Somethingshecouldn'tsee,anditbotheredhim.

	"Whathappened?"heasked,somethingclosetofearcolouringhisvoice. "I'm fine," she breathed. "I just had a nightmare."

	Henarrowedhiseyesather,eventookamomenttorollhistongueacross the inside of his cheek, seemingly deciding how to respond, before he

	 

	
closed the distance between them. He gave her back her wand, but just whenshethoughthewasabouttoleaveherinpeace,hefloppeddownon the bed beside her, rested his head on her pillow, and closed his eyes.

	"Whatthefuckdoyouthinkyou'redoing?"

	"TakingNarcissaoutforawalk,"hesaid,eyesstillclosed."I'mtired.Just resting my eyes for a moment."

	"Andyou'redoing itin mybedbecause?"

	"Do you want to hear about what happened tonight at the meeting? Or wouldyouratherIjustbendyouoverthebed,havemyfun,andthentell you about it tomorrow?"

	Shekickedhimgentlyinthelegandalthoughhedidn'topenhiseyes,his lips twitched into a smirk and dimples cracked the side of his cheeks.

	She had no intention of letting him stay the night in her bed, but even she couldn'tdenythathavinghimtherewas...nice.Alittlecomforting,andshe was desperate to hear how tonight's plan had unfolded. Despite her skin

	feelingunbearablyhotandclammy,shescooteddownthebedandcloserto him.Sherestedherheadonherpillow,wrappedonearmunderneathit,and rolled onto her side so that her entire body was turned towards him.

	"What time is it?" she asked. "Aboutthreeinthemorning." "Have you just got back?"

	"Yes,"heansweredsimply."IwasonthewaybacktomyroomwhenI heard you tossing and turning and mumbling to yourself like a nutter.

	Forgivemeforwantingtocheckthatyouweren'tpossessedorstartingtogo offyourrockerbeforeIwenttobed.Although,onelookatyourbloodyhair would have told me that you were. Seriously Granger, how does one's hair

	getsomessyovernight?Isitreallyjustthroughsleepandbaddreams?

	 

	
Becauseitlookslikeyou’vegotafamilyofbirdsnestinginthere.Possibly a few families, come to think of it.And their mates.”

	"WereyouatAmycusandAlecto'sexecutions?"Hermioneasked,doingher best to ignore his subtle little digs.

	Henoddedsoftly,buthiseyesremainedclosed."Alectowastonight.

	VoldemortwantsustointerrogateAmycustomorrowbeforewekillhim, just to see what he knows."

	Hermioneopenedhermouth,butMalfoycutheroffbeforeshecouldask her question.

	"Anddon'tworry,Ivolunteeredmyself,BlaiseandTheodoreforthetask, sothere'snopossiblewayhecouldprotesthisinnocence.Tomorrow,he'sdead."

	"SoItakeitthe'evidence'TheohandedovertoVoldemortwasenoughto convince him that both the twins were conspiring with the Order?"

	HermioneandMalfoyhadbeenmeticulousandthoroughwiththeevidence they'd chosen to use to frame the Carrow's. They'd planted letters, left

	evidenceshowingleakedbattleplans,Deluminators,everything.Malfoy had even given up asmall fortuneand hid it in thecellar of theCarrow's mansions to plant the illusion that they'd been paid and spoiled for their

	betrayal.Withthelengthsthey'dgoneto,therewouldbenoroomfordoubt in Voldemort's mind, or room for either of the twins to protest their

	innocence,butstill,Hermionewouldn'tbeabletobelieveit'dworkeduntil she'd heard it from Malfoy himself.

	Anothernod."TheDarkLordwassopleasedwithTheodoreforsniffing them both out that he let him executeAlecto as a reward right then andthere.”

	"Ibethewasthrilledwiththat,consideringthepartsheplayedinDaphne'sexecution."

	 

	
Malfoysnortedquietlyunderhisbreath,andagain,dimplesstartedtocrack the side of his face. "Bloody psychopath was like a child on Christmas

	morning." He opened his eyes, and when he saw that she'd moved, that she wasfacinghim,hesmirkeddownatherandshiftedsothathemirroredher, slidingonehandunderhispillowandtwistinghisbodysothathefacedhertoo.

	Aconcerned but guarded look flashed across his face. He reached out and cuppedherfaceinhishand,andhereyesflutteredclosedasshenestledher cheek gently against his palm.

	His icy fingers felt nice as he ran them gently over her cheek and bottom lip."Wasitthesamenightmare?"heaskedafterafewmoments."Theone where I -"

	"Burnedmetodeathwithyourdragon?"shelaughedsoftly,sarcastically. "Yes, it was that one. It's always that one."

	"That'snotgoingtohappen,Granger.Iwon'tletit.”

	"Don't,"shesaid."Don'tdothat.Don'tmakepromisestomethatyoumight not be able to keep."

	Shecouldfeelhiseyesonherface,butshedidn'topenhers.Instead,shelay completelystillandletthesilenceswallowthem,andafterawhile,hishand started to pull away. He must have thought that she'd fallen back asleep,

	becausewhenhereyessnappedopenshesawthathewassittingupright, about to leave.

	"Doyou want meto go?" hewhispered.

	No,shealmosttoldhim.Stayhere.Sleephere.Withme.

	Shewantedtoaskhimtostay,thewordswerebubblinginherthroat,but insteadoflettingthemslipout,shegrabbedhisfaceanddraggedhislips down to hers.

	 

	
Hishandscametorestonthepillow oneithersideofherhead,andhe

	hoveredoverherashistongueswirledwithhers.Shemadequickworkof his belt buckle, and once she'd thrown it across the room, she slipped her hand into his trousers. She nipped across his neck, delighting in the groan

	hemadewhenshewrappedherfingersaroundhiscock.Justliketherestof his skin, he was cold and already hard as a rock in her hand.

	Becauseevenifitwasjustinthesemoments,whenshestartedtopumphim slowly, firmly, she knew that she meant something to him. That she was important to him, even if it was only temporary.

	Sheknewitwhentheyrippedandtoreateachothersclothes.

	Shesawitinhiseyeswhenhegrabbedherthighandhikeditaroundhiswaist.

	Andshefeltitwhenhewrappedhishandaroundherthroatandsunkinto her, burying himself to the hilt.

	She'dkickhimoutofherroomafterwards,thewayshealwaysdid.She needed to keep some barriers between them, needed to keep herself

	protected, but for now, she just wanted to pretend. Pretend that there wasn't a war going on around them and ignore the thing that she knew in her heart was true. That if Blaise's vision was true, and the day came when she was tiedtoapost,ifVoldemortorderedherexecutionandthelivesofhisfamily were on the line, he wouldn't save her.

	He might have felt something for her. The thing she sometimes saw in his eyeswhenhelookedathermighthaveactuallybeenreal,butitdidn'treallymatter.

	Because as much as he was starting to mean to her, and as important as he wasstartingtobecomeinherworld,inherlife,shewouldnever-ever-be more important to him than his family.

	Andherheartwasn'tquitereadytodealwiththatjustyet.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"WheredidMalfoygo?"BlaiseaskedasheandTheoroundedanother

	cornerofthemanor.He'dbeenrightbehindthepairofthemafewmomentsago.

	Theorolledhiseyesandshookhisheadslightly,causingthebloodthatwas still dripping from his curls -Alecto's blood - to spray up the walls and

	make some of the portraits cringe away in disgust. "We passed the hallway thatleadstoGranger'sroomafewminutesago.Wheredoyoubloodythink he went?"

	BlaiseandTheostopped outsideofhisandAstoria'sbedroom,butjust

	beforeTheocouldretreattohisownroom,Blaisecaughthisshoulderand forced him to a stop.

	Theospunonhisheels andglaredupatBlaise. "Fuckisupwithyou?"

	"Youdidn'thavetolooksopleasedwithyourselftonight,"Blaisesneered. "You do know that, don't you?"

	Theo snorted and folded his arms across his chest. "Whatever do you mean?"heaskedasheleanedagainstthedoorframe,thegrinofatrickster peeling its way onto his face.

	"Ohgiveuptheact!"Blaisehissedunderhisbreath,carefulnottowakehis wifewhowassurelysleepingontheothersideofthedoor."Isawyourface when you cutAlecto's head off.You were enjoying yourself."

	"WhatcanIsay?I'mamanofsimplepleasures,andthere'snothingmore pleasurable than slicing off the head of the woman who voted for your

	 

	
wife'sexecution,andthenwatchingitrollacrossthefloorlikeanunwanted Quaffle,” Theo grinned, flashing his teeth and beaming with nothing but

	happinessandpride."JustbethankfulIhadtherestraintnottokickitafterwards."

	To say Theo had enjoyed himself at the execution was an understatement. He'dpracticallyskippedontothewoodenstageVoldemorthadconjuredand clicked his heels in glee when their leader had ordered the punishment.The only thing that could have made his happiness more obvious would have

	beenwearingashirtthatsaid'IhatetheCarrows'writtenonit.

	Malfoy had made sure that Theo would be the one to 'catch'Alecto in her betrayal.Hefeltlikehedeservedit,andBlaisecouldhardlydisagree.This

	executionstruckanothervictimoffTheoandAstoria'slittlerevengelist.All thatwasleftwereCrouch,Greyback,andVoldemorthimself.Then,intheir eyes, Daphne would be fully avenged.

	Blaise watchedTheo leave before he entered his own room. He was greeted bytotaldarknessandhisfavouritesoundintheworld,hiswife'sgentlelittle inhales and exhales as she slept soundly. He washed off the evidence of his duties as quickly and quietly as he could, before he crawled into bed beside her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Hepulled her gently against his chest, careful not to wake her, and he had just enough time to bury his nose in her soft hair before sleep found him.

	Butdreamsdidn'tgreethimthatnight.Somethingelsedid.

	AsBlaisestoodinMalfoyManor,hecouldsensethatsomethingwasoff.

	Thewallswerethesameandtheportraitslookedjustasmiserableastheyhad when he'd passed them on his way to bed, but something didn't feel right. Something was wrong. Twisted.

	Despitethewindowsbeingsealedtightlyclosed,hefeltacoldbreezewhirlaround him and sink into his very bones. And then he felt another cold breeze. And then another. Like pockets of air were shooting past him like they'd been fired from a gun or a cannon.

	 

	
He heard a scream. A feminine, blood curdling scream. His feet felt wet,and when he looked down, he saw thick blood oozing out of his and Astoria'sbedroomandablood-soakedbrokenwhiskeybottleonthefloor.

	Thehallwaylitupahauntinglyfamiliarshadeofgreen,butjustassuddenlyas it had started, the scene started to twist and morph into something else.

	Suddenly,thewallsofMalfoymanorfellaway,andthegroundvanishedbeneath him.

	Hefellthroughtheairwithaforce,andtheairwassiphonedfromhislungsas he tried to scream for help.

	He only fell for a moment before he landed sharply on the ground with athud.Hiskneeshurtandhiswristsburnedashepulledhimselftohisfeet and looked around.

	Hewasoutside,onthegroundsofMalfoyManoronwhatlookedlikeanearly morning.

	Hecouldseetheinfamouscherryblossomtreeinthedistanceandthe

	benchbeneathit.HecouldseetheclustersofwisteriaplantsthatQuinzelalways tended to and the roses that his wife admired.

	Theywereallthingsheknewandwerefamiliartohim.Allthingsherecognised as being at home at Malfoy Manor.

	Andthenhesawsomethingelse,somethingheknewshouldn'thavebeenthere.

	He felt himself being dragged towards the Malfoy family cemetery, and asthegraveyardswirledintofocusaroundhim,onanemptypatchofearth,in aplaceheknewthereweren'tanybonesorwitchesburied,hesawafamily ofnineflowers;roses,allclusteredclosetogetherandintheearlystagesofblooming.

	Theairstartedtoshiftagain,whizzingaroundhimlikehewastrappedinawind tunnel - then time started to move quickly, like he was watching the

	 

	
worldinfastforward.Heimagineditwaswhatitfeltliketouseatimeturner, but to go forward in time rather than backwards.

	Hesawthenineflowersbelowhimstarttoquicklychange.Fiveofthembloomed beautifully, their petals opening and stretching into wonderful colours and shapes, a life well lived, but the other four -

	Blaisebolteduprightwithascream.Herecognisedtheroomhewasintobe his bedroom, and as his chest heaved and sweat dripped down his chest,

	daintyhandswrappedaroundhisshoulderandstartedtorubhisback. "Blaise?" his wife whispered. "What happened?"

	Astoriawaswatchinghimwithascaredexpressiononherlovelyface.Her eyes were wide with horror and her arms looked like they were shaking, strugglingtoholdherweight,despiteherincrediblypetiteandlightframe.

	"Darlingpleaseliebackdown,”heurgedashegotoutofbedandwalked towards their bathroom. "You need your strength-"

	But his lovely wife wasn't in the mood to be told what to do. She threw the coversoffherlegs,stoodfromthebedandfollowedhimintothebathroom.

	Blaisestoppedinfrontofthesinkandfranticallyranthecoldtab,andwhen the sink was full.Astoria let him splash the freezing water on his face and the back of his neck before she pressed him any further.

	"What'swrong?"sheaskedasshewrappedherhandsaroundhiswaistand rested her head against his shoulder, watching his reflection in the mirror.

	"I'mfine-"

	"Donottellmethatyouarefinewhenyouvery clearlyarenot,"she

	snapped,expressionsternandstrongdespitethetirednessinhereyesand cheeks. "What's the matter?"

	"Ijusthadanightmare-"

	 

	
"We'veshared abed every night sinceI was sixteen years old, I know when you'vehadanightmareandwhenit'ssomethingmore."Shesteppedinfront of him and wedged herself between his body and the sink. She leaned onto the very tips of her toes, caught his face between her hands and tugged his

	facedowntowardshers."Itwasmorethananightmare.Wasn'tit?"

	Shealreadyhadsomuch onhermindand shewasstillweak,still

	recovering from his failure to protect her. He didn't want to worry her, he didn'twanttoburdenher,butheknewthatsometimes,eventhosewiththe smallest shoulders could bare the heaviest loads.AndAstoria had proven that a hundred times over since they'd been married.

	He sighed and dropped his head into the crook of her neck. The instant he surrendered,hiswife'sarmswerearoundhim,hisfrailwifecomfortinghim when he was the one who was supposed to be the protector of the two of

	them."I think... Ithink Ijust hadanothervision."

	"Iknow,"shehummedintohischeek."Whatdidyousee?" "I saw the manor. I saw blood, and I saw -"

	"Yes?"

	"Isawaclusterofnineroses.Isawfiveofthemblossomandthrive.” "And the others? What happened to the other four?"

	"Theywiltedanddied."

	Shetrailedher fingerslightlyup hisspineandtheback ofhisneck,

	soothinghimassheworkedthroughwhathe'djusttoldheranditspossible implications. "What do you think that means?"

	"Ithinkitmeansthatbytheendofthiswar,fiveofusaregoingtothrive and lead full lives, and the other four are going to die.”
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	Asfuckingusual,BlaiseandMalfoywerewaitingforTheo.

	The cell they were in was small, the walls solid brick and covered in moss and overgrowth. It was very dark inside, there were no windows, the only light came from the two candles that were hanging from lanterns on the EastandWestwalls.Thebricksstunkofbloodandpissandthegroundwas sticky, cumulating years of evidence of torture and brutality.

	Amycus-althoughhe'dstruggledtobeginwith-wassatasstillasthedead in his chair in the corner of the room, head lolling to the side and a single stream of blood dripping down the side of his face from the spell Malfoy

	hadusedtoknockhimunconscious.Thick,unbreakableropeswrapped around his chest and stomach, binding him to the chair, and two chains coiledaroundhiselbowsandwrists,pinninghisarmstoeitherarmrest.

	Blaise had initially suggested that they get started, that Theo had bit the handthat'dfedhimwithhistardinessandthathedidn'tdeservetotorture

	Amycus as a result. Blaise wanted to make quick work of their hostage, let Malfoyslicehisheadfromhisshouldersandbedonewithitsohecouldget back to his wife, but Malfoy had dug in his heels and insisted that they wait for Theo.

	Although,thewayBlaisewasranting,practicallyclimbingoffthefucking walls with anxiety was making Malfoy want to reconsider.

	"Therewerenineflowers,Draco-nineofthem!"

	 

	
Malfoykepthiseyesclosedandleanedhisheadbackagainstthebricks behind him, focusing on the blissful taste of the cigarette in his mouth instead of Zabini's unusually panicked voice.

	"Andfiveofthemflourishedwhilsttheotherfourwiltedanddied-butthey didn'twiltinthenormalsense.Itwasn'tslow.Theyfadedquickly,asinstant as a light from a candle being blown out.”

	Malfoyopenedhismouthjustacrackandexhaled.Hiseyesslidopenashe let the smoke escape, feeling its warmth as it rose past his cheeks and

	ascendedtotheceilingandstartedtoevaporate.

	Funny,he'dneverbeenenviousofasmokecloudbefore,neverrealised how blissfully appealing it was to just rise and rise, leave everything

	behind, float upwards through the air and just - vanish, without a fucking careintheworld.Somedays,hewishedhecoulddojustthat.Somedays, the thought of just fading into nothingness was bliss, absolute heaven

	personified.Thethoughtoftakingthosehecaredaboutanddisappearing

	He'dthoughtaboutitalotintheearlydaysofthewar.Thoughtabout

	grabbinghisfamily-whatwasleftofthem-climbingonhisdragon'sback and disappearing into the clouds, never to be found again.After Daphne,

	he'dpushedthatthoughttothebackofhismind,forgottenaboutthatold fantasyandfocusednotonthelifehewishedhecould'vehad,butonthe people he refused to lose - under any fucking circumstance.

	Butrecently,thoseoldfantasieshadstartedtoplaguehimagain.

	Inanotherlife,maybehecouldhave.Butnotinthisone.Neverinthisone, he had too many responsibilities. Too many promises had been made. Too many people were counting on him.

	So,ashereleasedanothersmoke-filledbreath,hewatchedthegreysteam rise and rise, and eventually, evaporate into nothing, just like his little

	fantasy."Thatwasnocoincidence,thewaytheywiltedquickly.Itmeant something. There's a reason that happened.”

	 

	
PoorBlaisehadbeeninsufferableallmorning.Prattlingonandobsessing over the dream he'd had from the moment he'd barged into Malfoy's

	bedroomintheearlyhours.

	"Doyouthinkitmeansthey'regoingtodiequickly?Instantly?!" He'd had to listen to Blaise's musing over his morning coffee.

	"Isawthehallwaylightupwithgreen.Perhapsthatmeansthatwhoeveris going to die is going to be hit with anAvada?"

	Asthey walkedout ofthegrounds.

	"Butthatdoesn'taccountforthebloodIsaw-thebloodcomingoutofmine and Astoria's bedroom.”

	He'dhadamoment'sreprievewhenthepairofthemhadwalkedinto

	Voldemort'scathedraltoreceivetheirorders-Blaisewouldn'thavedaredto mentionthevisionsthen-butassoonasthey'ddescendedthestepsintothe dungeons, as soon as they'd closed the door and Malfoy had cast a privacy charm - meaning they could speak freely without fear of being overheard - Blaise had started again.

	AtleastMalfoyhadhistrustedcigarettestokeephimcalmwhileBlaise worked through his thoughts.

	"Andthenthere'sthescreamthatIheard."

	ButifBlaisecarriedonfussing,Malfoywasgoingtoneedsomethingstronger.

	"Itwasfeminine,certainlycamefromawoman,and-" Much, much fucking stronger.

	"Areyou listeningto me,Malfoy?"

	"Yes,Zabini,”Malfoyrespondedcoldly,envyingthesmokejustalittlebit more as it disappeared through the cracks in the brick. "I'm listening. I'm

	 

	
alwaysfuckinglistening."

	"Sodoyou thinkitmeans something?Theblood?Theflowers?"

	"Again,”Malfoysighed,tonejustasblankastheexpressiononhisface, "no. I don't."

	"ButtheflowersIsawwereinMalfoyManor,inyourfamilycemetery! Don't you think that means something?!"

	"Well,consideringthatyouliveinMalfoyManor,andyouhavedonesince you were seventeen, no, actually, I don't think it does."

	Blaise snarled in irritation and clawed his nails down the front of his face. Hiseyeswereredandbloodshotthroughlackofsleep,andthereweredeep lines forming under his eyes.

	If Malfoy were being honest, yes, Blaise's dream had bothered him. Of courseitfuckinghad.Howcoulditnothave?He'dalreadylosthismother, his father, and his best friend.The thought of losing anyone else was - no, he didn't want to think about it, even for a second, but he wouldn't let it show, just nursed his cigarette and kept his icy walls as high and strong as he could. They were easier to maintain when Granger wasn't nearby.

	Blaise'svisionswerebecomingacauseforconcern.Malfoyhadnever

	believedthatBlaisehadthegiftofforesight,justdismissedhis'visions'as vivid dreams.

	ButtheaccuraciesofsomeofthesedreamswerestartingtounsettleMalfoy.

	However,hewaschoosingtokeepthatlittletitbitofinformationto

	himself,becauseoutofthethreeofthem,Blaisewassupposedtobethe calm one. Whilst Malfoy was the leader and Theo acted out every

	murderousimpulsehefelt,Blaisewassupposedtobetheonewhowas

	quietandcomposed.Theonewhodidn'tfuckingneedtoOccludeandhide behind walls because he was naturally so calm. The one who wasn't

	emotionalorunpredictable,likeTheodore.

	 

	
Blaise'stemperamenthadalwaysbeenassolidandimpenetrableasaballof string, tucked in tight, organised to perfection with no possible way for

	somethingorsomeonetopullhisstrings,andyet,witheachnewvision, that calm exterior was starting to unravel.

	It undoubtedly seemed cruel, the way Malfoy dismissed Blaise so coldly when hewas clearly in distress about his wife's future- or possiblelack of - but Blaise had always leaned on Malfoy. He took his word for everything and seemed to absorb Malfoy's calm. Malfoy was the one Blaise went to wheneverhehadaproblembecausehealwayshadasolution.Alwayshada way to keep the family safe and together.

	ButifBlaiseknewMalfoywasworryingabouthisvisionstoo,itwould only make him unravel that much faster.

	So,Malfoydidn'ttellhim.

	Hedidn'ttellhimthathe'dstartedtoresearchpropheciesandtheir

	symbolismlateintothenight,chosetokeeptohimselfthathe'dbeen whittling about Blaise's visions too, about what they meant and the

	likelihoodofthemcomingtrue,orthathefinallybelievedthathedidhave the gift.

	No, he didn't tell him that. He didn't tell anyone.As always, he kept those concernstohimselfbecausehisrolehadalwaysbeentoprotectthefamily.

	Hedidn'tknowhowtoprotectthemfromthis,andheneededtostalluntil he found one.

	"Howcanyou besocalm?!"

	"Because it wasn't a vision.You're worrying about this too much," Malfoy lied,cigarettebobbinginhismouthashetiltedhisheadtowardstheceiling of the grimy, rotten dungeon. "It was just a dream."

	"No,itwasn'tadream,"Blaisehissed."Itwasmorethanthat.Iknowa vision when I see one.”

	 

	
"Really?"Malfoyscoffed,shakinghisheadslightlyandtakinganotherlong drag. "You're positive that this one was real?"

	"Yes.”

	"You'resureofit?""Yes!"

	"How?You'veneverbeensurebefore,infact,you'vealwaysrejectedthe idea that you have the gift of foresight. Why is this one any different?"

	"Becauseitwas!"Blaisehissed,andthevenominhisvoicewasenoughto make Malfoy's brow crease. "I felt it. It wasn't a dream. I know it wasn't!" He gave Malfoy a long, furious look before he started walking circles aroundtheroomagain,furiouslyyankingathiscufflinksandadjustinghis robes while he drove himself crazy with his own theories.

	Malfoystartedtracingpatternsinthebrickceilingagain,followinga

	particularlyinterestingmothgrowththatstartedonthefloorandwatching the way it spread out like blood vessels.

	AsBlaisewasonhisfourthcircleoftheroomandchunteringunderhis breath about wilting flowers, the doors suddenly burst open.

	Theopaused,andwhenhesawwhatwaswaitingforhim,thesickbastard's face lit up like it was his fucking birthday. "Oh, my-" he whistled. "I'm

	reallygoingtofuckingenjoythis."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Please!I'mbeingsetup!"Amycuswailed,thrashingwildlyinhischairas Theo used a rather intriguing muggle tool to peel the skin off the back of

	 

	
Amycus'shand.

	Theprocesswaspainfullyslow,hetookpaper-thinslicesofskinatatime, and if he carried on at the pace he was going, the curly-haired psycho was going to have hours of fun.

	"Ididn'tdo-Itwasn'tme-IwouldneverbetraytheDarkLord-Iwould never- arghhhhh!No! Please!Aghhhhhhh!"

	Theo whistled a soft, sort of happy tune as he knelt in front of the Death Eater,bobbinghisheadfromsidetosideasheflayedAmycus'sskinlayer by layer, as though the gruesome task was as mundane as pruning weeds

	fromagarden.Which-Malfoysupposed-itwas.Inasick,twistedsortofway.

	After three hours of torture, it was a miracleAmycus was able to speak at all.Helookeddeathlypale,yes,hewascoveredinhisownbloodandhe'd blacked out several times when the pain had become too much, but Theo

	continuedtokeephimawakeandforcebloodreplenishingpotionsdownhis neck whenever hewas closeto running dry. He was missing patches of skin from all over his body, his collar bone and some of his ribs were broken, and he was missing approximately three teeth - that Theo had delighted in

	pullinghimself.Histhroatwasrawfromtheconstantscreamingand begging for his life.

	ButwhilstTheorevelledinthescreams,Blaisewasn'tinthemoodforthemtoday.

	"ForSalazar'ssake,"Blaisehissedquietlyfromthecorner,finallyuncurling his hands from their position on his face to glare at Theo. "Isn't that

	enough?Ican'tthinkstraightwiththatconstantwailing."

	"Nope-notevenclose,"Theosaid,pausinghislittletunemid-beatto

	speak,eventhoughhiseyesstayedfocusedonhiswork."DarkLordwants him to suffer.”

	"TheDarkLordmightwanthimtosuffer,buthecan'thearhisscreams

	becauseoftheprivacycharmsMalfoyhascast,"Blaiseretorted."Sowhatis

	 

	
thepoint?Surelyitwouldbebettertokillhimnowandsaveourselvestheheadaches?"

	"Hemightnotbeabletohearhimscream,buthecouldcomedownthose stairs at any moment,” Malfoy said, “and how do you think he's going to

	reactifheseesthatAmycusisinfact,notbeingbrutallytorturedforhours on end as he instructed?" he asked, cocking a brow.

	Blaisenarrowedhiseyes.Hislipstartedtocurlupwardsindefeat.

	"Precisely,"Malfoyhushed."Ifourbetrayalisgoingtocontinuetobe successful, we still have to play our parts."

	"Canweatleastcastasilencingcharmonhimthen?"Blaiseasked,voiceas thick with venom as the was red blood on the floor. "If I hear him scream

	onemoretime,I'm likelyto grabamugglegun andshoot myselfwithit.”

	"Why don't you ask Granger to do it?" Theo asked. "She's quite the marksman,althoughthelasttimesheshotaDeathEater,sheendedup

	fuckinghim."HethrewMalfoyaslylookandthendivertedhiseyesback to his subject. "So probably best to keep away. Unless you want blondie

	overtheretorip yourarmsoff."

	MalfoylookedatAmycustoseeifhe'dabsorbedwhatTheohadjustsaid, but their hostage seemed to be in too much pain to be listening, and his screams reached new levels when Theo ran the once silver tool over the already raw and fresh skin onAmycus's bleeding wrist.

	"Funny,IneverpeggedGrangertohaveagunkink."Theogrinned

	wickedlyasheranthetooloverAmycus'sforearm,beginningtosliceoff the skin around his Dark Mark. "Or a blood kink". He must have hit

	somethingsensitive,becausewhenTheoslicedoverthecreaseofhiselbow,

	Amycus'sentirebodyshookviolently.Theolikedtheresults,sohedidit

	again."OraMalfoykink,"andagain."ButIsupposetheydosayit'salways the ones you least expect that end up being the filthiest whores,” and again.

	"Do you have to speak about Hermione that way?!" Blaise snapped. "Astoriawouldhavediedifshehadn'tsavedherlastyear.Shehelpedus

	 

	
evenwhenwewerecruelandunkindtoher,andshe'sdonenothingbuttry and help us every since. Even if you don't like her, she at least deserves your respect."

	TheolookedupfromAmycusandtiltedhisheadtotheside."Yousaythat like I hate her."

	"Don'tyou?"Blaiseasked,cockingadisapprovingbrow.

	Theorolledhiseyes."No,Idon'thateher-Ispentbloodyyearsmeeting her in secret and exchanging information. Contrary to what you might

	think, I adorethelittleGryffindor. Shesaved my sister-in-law and I think she'saballoffun.Especiallywhenshegetsherhandsonagunorwand."

	"Thenwhydoyouinsistonmakingcruderemarksabouther?"

	Theoshrugged."Becauseit'sfunnytowindherup.EverytimeIinsultyou, either you orAstoria bite, and since Malfoy has started fucking her,

	whenevershegetsmad,sodoeshe.”Hesmiledashemovedonandbegan to peel back the skin onAmycus's knuckles, but when the Death Eater in

	questionpassedout,again,afrownformedbetweenhisbrows."Boredof

	thisnow,"hesaidashestaredattheblood-soakedtool,asthoughitwereits fault that it no longer held the psycho's amusement. He threw the tool over his shoulder and slappedAmycus around the face to try and wake him. "Oi, Amy,I'mnotdonewithyouyet."Anotherslapacrosshisleftcheek,making his head lull grotesquely to the side. "Hellooooo?"

	Ittookafewmoreslaps-andanadrenalinepotionbeingpoureddownhis throat - but after a few minutes,Amycus woke again.

	"Please..." he breathed, eyes rolling back in his head and tears starting to cleanthebloodastheystreakeddownhisface."Nomore...Ican't...please

	-just killme.”

	"Hmmmmmm,"Theopurred."Whatarewegoingtodowithyounow?"He leanedbackandstaredupattheDeathEater,thoughtfullyrollinghistongue on the inside of his cheek - and then, inspiration struck. "Oh, I know!" He clicked his fingers together before he conjured his favourite blade.

	 

	
AmycuscringedawayandbegantoquietlyweepwhenTheoplacedthe knife against his hand.

	"This little piggy went to market," he started, tauntingly tapping the sharp edgeofthedaggeragainstAmycus'spinkiefingerandthenmovedontothe next finger."And this little piggy stayed home."

	"Please...please,don't-"

	HegrinnedashetappedAmycus'smiddlefinger."Andthislittlepiggyhadroast beef."

	"Nomore-"

	"Andthislittlepiggyhadnone,"andtheindexfinger. Malfoy rolled his eyes and shook his head.

	Theodorereallywas theonlyperson alivewhowould thinktoturna

	fuckingchildren'snurseryrhymeintoatoolfortorture.Themanhadavery scary imagination.

	WhenNottreachedhishostage'sthumb,Amycusflinchedandhisentire body went rigid, waiting for the pain that he knew was inevitable.

	"Andthislittlepiggiewent-wait,"Theopaused."Iforgot,howdoesthe rest go?" he asked, turning to Malfoy and Blaise.

	AmycusrelaxedandweptwithreliefasTheostoodup,butitwasallaploy, part of the act, the momentAmycus thought he was safe, Theo whirled around, lowered the dagger with frightening speed, and slicedAmycus's

	thumb off in one sharp motion. Fuckingtheatricallittlebastard.

	Amycuswassilentforaheartbeat,staringinshockasTheopickedthe severedthumbupfromthefloor.Amycusalmostlookedlikehedidn't

	believewhathadjusthappenedtohim.Hedidn'tmove,lookedasthoughhe weren't in any pain at all really, but when Theo started to wave his severed

	 

	
thumb at him, his eyes darted to theblood that was spurting furiously from thewound,intheplacewherehisthumbusedtobe,andthenthepainmust have caught up with him.

	Becausehestartedtoscreamandthrashinagony.

	Theo was almost covered in as much ofAmycus's blood asAmycus was, andthewayitcoveredhisfaceandhairashesmiledwickedlyathissubject made him look all the more deranged. By all accounts, he seemed to be

	havingaball,butsuddenly,hissmiledroppedandhefrowned.

	"Holdonasecond,mate,"TheotoldAmycusbeforehisblood-coveredface turned to grab Malfoy's attention. "I've just thought, we're a member short today. Where is my favourite, curly-haired Gryffindor?!" he asked, having to speak very loudly to be heard overAmycus's screams.

	MalfoyrolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeekandglaredatTheo. "She's not here!" he shouted back.

	"Yeah,Igotthatcheers,"Theosnapped."Ihaveeyes,butwhyhaven'tyou brought her with you?You usually don't let her leave your side.”

	"Becausewecantakecareofthiswithouther." Theo narrowed his eyes in suspicion.

	"Ifyouhavesomethingyouwanttofuckingsay,"Malfoyhissed,"then please, by all means, be my guest!"

	Theoshruggedandstoodupstraight,flippinghisfavouriteblood-soaked

	daggeroverinhishandashespoke."Well,youspendeverywakingsecond with her, 'doing research'and 'brewing potions'" he said, and the way he

	crookedhisfingersshowedthatheknewexactlywhatheandGrangerwere reallydoingwiththemajorityofthetimetheyspenttogether."Youtakeher on the church missions and meetings with the Order like their little dates,

	butbringing her toatorturesessionis ahardno?"

	 

	
WhenMalfoydidn'tanswer,Theoshruggedandcroucheddowninfrontof Amycus again.

	AlthoughAmycus's screams had started to die down, he was struggling for everyraspybreathhetook,andhecringedawayfromTheowhenheplaced the blade against his pinkie finger again. "Please" he panted. "No more ... no more."

	"Ididn'tbringherherebecauseshe'sdoneenoughalready,"Malfoysnarled. "She's killing her friends for us so Voldemort doesn't suspect that we've switched sides, despite what it costs her. She's got enough blood on her

	hands because of me, she's killed enough people because of me, so if I can keepherfromgettingthemanybloodierthanisabsolutelynecessary,thenIwill."

	TheolookedupfromwhereAmycuswaspantingtostareathim. "What?" Malfoy snapped.

	"Youwannabecareful,Malfoy,"Theogrinned."Carryonthinkinglikethat and soon enough, you'll be giving her one of those rings you wear around your neck.”

	"Wait…wait..."Amycuspanted,voiceraspyandbreathlessbutsomewhat intelligible. From the way his body shook uncontrollably, it was difficult to tell if he was actually aware of what he was saying, or if he was going into shock. "You just said ... switched sides ... are you the ones ... who have

	betrayed...theDarkLord?"

	TheoglareddownatAmycus."Yes,yes,we'rethetraitors.Webetrayed

	boldiealongtimeago,andwe'vebeenframingyoulottowhittledownhis army and give the Order can do their job, and Malfoy is shagging the

	GoldenGirl.That'soldnews,dotryandkeepupAmy." "How ... dare you when the Dark Lord finds out-"

	"Shhhhh,"Theohushed,pressingAmycus'sownseveredthumbtoits formerowner'slipstosilencehim."Bequiet,thetraitorsarehavinga

	 

	
conversation."

	Amycusjerkedawayfromhisbloodiedfingerandwretched."Why?Why would you betray him?"

	"Oh,Idon'tknow,"Theotaunted."Maybeit'sbecausetheDarkLordisan evil tyrant and makes us kill?No, no that doesn't sound right. Maybe it's because we're all a little tired of fighting his war and we know it's never

	goingtoend?No.Butmaybe-fuckingmaybe-thereasonwebetrayedthe Dark Lord, maybe the reason I want to see him fall and lose everything, is because he murdered my wife.”

	Amycus'seyeswidened,amixtureoffearandrealisation."Allthisis.. you've all betrayed the Dark Lord because of Daphne -"

	"Don'tyoufuckingdaresayhername,"Theosnarled,diggingtheknifeinto Amycus's pinkie finger.As he bore down,Amycus started to scream again.

	"Canyoucastasilencingcharmonhimnow?"Blaiseasked."I'msickto death of the sound of his voice."

	TheolookedatMalfoy,andhenoddedonce,fullyinagreementand

	authorisingthecommand.Theosighedheavilyandbackedaway,grumbling something that sounded like a death threat under his breath as he released Amycus's pinkie from his knifes path. He pressed his wand against

	Amycus'sthroat,openedhismouthtorecitetheincantation-

	"I wish ... I wish I could be alive to ..."Amycus panted heavily. "... See whattheDarkLordisgoing...todowhen...hefindsout.Youallbetray him and then, to make matters worse … Malfoy sullies himself and hisbloodline      with a filthy fucking Mudblood."

	MalfoyhelduphishandandTheopulledhiswandback."Whatthefuck

	didyoujustsayaboutGranger?"heasked,andsomethinginhisvoicemade Theo stand and back away from Amycus.

	"I      said-"despitethebloodlossandunimaginablepainhemusthavebeen

	in,AmycusfoundthestrengthtoglareatMalfoyashestalkedforward,"-I

	 

	
wishthat...Icouldbealive...toseewhattheDarkLord...goingtodo... to you when he finds out … what you've done."

	As Malfoy passed Theo, he snatched the knife from his hand and dug it underAmycus'schin.Malfoytwistedhiswristandusedtheveryedgeof the blade to pullAmycus's face up so he had to stare at him.

	"He'sgoingtokillyouallyouknow...TheDarkLord...he'sgoingtomake you all suffer. Hopefully, he'll blame the Mudblood ... and he'll kill her

	first."

	Malfoy's hands tightened around the hilt of the blade. He felt his lip start to curl.Feltawaveofangerlikenothinghe'deverfeltbeforesweepacrosshisveins.

	"Icanseeitnow,inyoureyes,"Amycuslaughedhumourlesslyashestared up at Malfoy. "I can see what she's done to you … you're not the same … how could I not see it before … She's changed you ... her filth ... the Dark Lordwasright,theirfilth…itinfectslikeacancer...it'smadeyouweak... All this all this betrayal ... all this because of a filthy, fucking mudblood ... your father would be so disappointed."

	ThebladeshookinMalfoy'shand.HepresseditharderintoAmycus's

	throat, delighting when he punctured the skin and a stream of red slid down his already crimson neck. "These are quite possibly going to be your last words,Amycus,soifIwereyou,Iwouldchoosethemvery-very-fuckingcarefully."

	"Mylastwords?"Amycusscoffedweakly."Alrightthen...howaboutthese for last words ... I hope the Dark Lord finds out ... what you're doing ... and I hope you get everything that comes to you, Malfoy,"Amycus snarled,

	panting through every vile word but voice growing stronger, more sure of himself."IhopetheDarkLord keepsyoualivewhenherips yourspineout

	ofyourbody...Ihopehetiesyoutoapostandletstheothersstabyouover and over again for what you've done. I hope he takes everything from you piece by piece but I hope, more than anything, Salazar, I hope he kills the Mudblood first. I hope he peels your eyelids off so you're forced to watch when he kills that fucking bitch-"

	 

	
Andjustlikethat,Amycuswassilencedforever.

	BecauseMalfoyhadpriedhisjawapart,pressedthebladeinside,andcut the malicious words right out of his mouth.

	Alongwith his fuckingtongue.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	15thJanuary

	 

	It was the early hours of the morning before Malfoy finally decided that Amycushadhadenoughandcuthisheadoff.Bythetimetheyweredone, TheoandMalfoyhadcollectivelyflayedalltheskinoffhisleftarm-right uptotheshoulderjoint-brokensixofhisribsandcutoffallofhisfingers and toes.

	And,ofcourse,histongue.

	Whentheywerefinished,TheohadpresentedAmycus'sdecapitatedheadto Voldemort for him to display outside the cathedral as a warning to others.

	HeleftGreyback'spacktodisposeoftherestofhisbody.

	AfterlisteningtoAmycusscreamallday,Malfoy'sskullthrobbedlikethere were a dozen nails rattling around inside it. So when Voldemort dismissed the three of them and they were able toApparate home, all Malfoy wanted to do was drown in whiskey and bathwater. He hardly said a word to Blaise andTheoastheytrudgedthroughtheManortogether,andhe'dbeensotired

	 

	
whenhe'dwalkedintohisroomthathealmostdidn'tnoticethatthedoorto his bathroom was cracked open, soft light and steam peeking through the

	gap.

	Apartof himthoughtthat hisexhaustionwas makinghimhallucinate.

	He walked towards the bathroom in a sort of daze, and when he gently pushedthedooropen,hefoundtheroomfilledwithlitcandles,theairfull of steam and his bath already run and filled with bubbles. With Granger laying happily inside it.

	Herhairwaswetandstickingtothebackofherneck.Hercheekswere

	flushedfromthehotwater.Therewasastackofbooksbesidethebath,and there was one levitating beside her whilst a charmed quill scribbled

	furiouslynotesintothepages.Therewasalsoabookinherhand.Hereyes were cast down, and she toyed with her wand in her other hand, tapping it rhythmically against his copper bath.

	"Draco,"shegreetedsoftlywithoutlookingupathim.

	"Granger,"heanswered,walkingintotheroomslowly.Hestoppedwhenhe was standing at the bath, right beside her head. "To what do I owe this

	pleasure?"

	"Couldn'tsleep."

	"Andsoyouthoughtyou'dbreakinto myroomandrunyourselfabath?"

	Acrease formed between her brows, she flicked her wand, and the quill startedwritingfaster."TherewasabookinherethatIwantedtoread,andI knew you'd come to my room when you were back anyway. Thought I'd save you the trouble and come to you for a change."

	Shestillhadn'tlookedathim,soshemissedthewayhisliptwitchedwhen he fought a smirk.

	"Butifyoudon'twantmeinhere?"Sheshruggedinnocently."Thenput better locks on your door."

	 

	
"Presumptuouslittlething,aren'tyou?"hewhisperedashekneltdownnext to the bath and wove his hand into her wet hair. "Assuming all that."

	Again,sheshrugged,but shestill didn'tlook athim. Shetried toact

	indifferent, but when he wrapped her long, soaking hair around his wrist andgaveitasharptug,forcingherheadbacksoshehadtolookathim,he saw the way her fingers tightened around her -his- book in her hand.

	He tugged again, harder this time, with enough force to pull her out of the bathslightly.Hesworehisicyheartbeatfasterwhenhernipplesbrokethe surface of the water.

	Thequillstoppedscribbling.

	"What'sto stop mefrom dragging youout of thisbath rightnow?"

	He watched her take a slow, shaky breath, and again, his heart thumped to lifewhenaslysmileappearedonherface."Tryit,”shechallenged,twisting her wand so it aimed perfectly at his throat. "I dare you."

	Theystaredateachotherforafewmoments,boththrillingatthechallenge, thedangerofit,thetensionbetweenthemasthickandtangibleasthesteam from the bathwater.

	Eventually,Malfoyhuffedalaughandletgoofherhair."Wouldn'tdream of it.”

	He felt her eyes on him as he pulled his robes over his head and started to undress.Oncehe’dridhimself ofhisclothes,hesat ontheoppositesideof

	thebath,spinerestingagainsttheoppositewallsohewasfacingherandhis legs running along the outside of hers.

	Hereyesdriftedoverthescarsonhischest,thebloodonhishandsandface

	-andprobablyinhishair,thoughhehadn'tcaredtocheck.Afteramoment, she set her book down and the water lapped against the sides of the bath as she moved. She shifted so that she was on her knees in front of him. Her body dripped with water and bubbles clung to life on her small waist andchest.

	 

	
Luckybastards.

	She flicked her wand and summoned the same bath salts he'd used for her before,andaftershe'daddedthemtothebathandhefeltthemstarttosink into his skin, she summoned a shampoo bottle and emptied some into herhands.

	Shewatchedhimwithasortofraptattentionassheshuffledforwardeven further,hereyescuriousandreserved,eventhoughherhandsweresteady, and when he nodded, she threaded her fingers either side of his scalp and started massaging the shampoo into his hair. Her hands felt, for lack of a

	betterword,heavenly.Hesworehefelthermagicintheverytipsofher

	fingersasshekneadedthebackofhishead.Itwasalmostimpossiblenotto lean into her hands, close his eyes, and get lost in her touch.Almost impossible. He resisted. Just about.

	As she worked, he watched her face. Watched the way she pursed her lips assheworkedthelatherintohishair,andthelittlecreasethathadappeared between her brows. Clearly, her mind was on something else.

	Hiseyesdrifteddowntothebookshe'dbeenreading.Itwashis,onefrom his bedside collection.Prophecies, Visions, and their meanings, by

	MalcolmFitzgerald.

	"Whyareyoureadingthat?"heasked.

	"BecauseofBlaise'svision,"sheansweredsimply,asthoughitwere completely obvious.

	"Why?It's bullshit,hedoesn'thavethegift offoresight."

	Hereyesflickereddowntohisandherhandsstilledinhishair."Ifyou really think that, then why areyoureading it?"

	Malfoyfrownedandherfingersstartedmovingagain,workingtheirway towards the back of his head in a way that made his toes curl under the surface of the water.

	 

	
"So," she said, tone all business despite the tender way she kneaded his scalp."CanIaskwhosebloodI'mwashingoutofyourhair?OrdoInot want to know?"

	"Amycus's.”

	Herfingersstilledoftheirmagic.Sheleanedbacksoshecouldlookathis face. "I thought Theo was going to torture him?"

	"Hedid."

	"Thenwhyareyoucoveredinhisblood?"

	Eventhoughheknewitwasgoingtoearnhimasmack,hesmirkedather. "Couldn't let Theodore have all the fun, could I?"

	He was right. The moment he'd said it, her face scrunched up and she smackedhimacrosstheshoulder,makingaflurryoffrothybubblesfloat through the air in the aftermath.

	"Thatwasn'tpartoftheplan!"Sheleanedbackagainsthersideofthebath and glared at him.

	Malfoyrolledhiseyesbeforehesliddownthebathandsubmergedhimself fully into the scolding water. He stayed underwater for a breath or two, letting the suds fully wash off his hair, before he broke the surface again andresumedhisearlierposition."Relax,Granger,"hesaidasherubbedthe water from his eyes with the thumb and index finger. "I placed privacy

	charmsontheroom sonooneoverheard,andTheodoretookfullcredit

	whenhepresentedAmycus'sheadtoVoldemort.Asfarashe'sconcerned,I was nothing more than a witness - just as he'd ordered."

	"Whatdidyoudo?"

	"Well,tobeginwith,Icutouthistongue.""Why?"

	"BecausehesaidsomethingIdidn'tlike.”

	 

	
Shebittheinsideofhercheekandglaredathim.

	"Oh,don'tbemad,"Malfoypurredashegrippedbothsidesofthebathand used it to pull himself up. He stalked forward, almost crawling across the

	bath to her. He settled between her legs, wrapped a hand around her throat andusedhisthumbtotwisthernecktothesidesohecouldnipherflushed cheek. "Or, on second thought,do,”he whispered as he crushed his body against the length of hers, trapping her against the bath and him. "Salazar knows it's always more fun to fuck you when you're angry with me.”

	Hekisseddownherthroatand shemoanedquietlywhenhebither

	collarbone, but she seemed off.Alittle ... indifferent. His suspicion was confirmedwhenhepalmedherbreastunderthewaterandherbackdidn'tarch.

	"Somethingonyourmind?"heaskedashepepperedkissesintoherneck. She didn't answer him.

	"Granger?YouknowI'mnotapatientman."

	"Blaise has had visions for a long time, hasn't he?" "Hethinkshehas,"hekissedintoherskin."Why?" "You told me a long time ago ... that he ... "

	"Yes?"

	"HadavisionthatAstoriadied."

	Thebloodthatwaspreviouslyrushingtohiscockstilled. Fuck sake! That was one way to ruin his arousal!

	Hegroanedagainstherneck.Hecaughttheedgesofthebathagain,butthis time, heused them to pry himself off Granger and takehim back to his side of the bath.

	 

	
"Idid,”hehuffed,ringsclinkingagainstthecopperashedrummedhis fingers in irritation. "Why?"

	"Whathappenedinthatvision?Whatdidhesee?"

	"He didn't see her die, per se,” Malfoy started. "He saw her on her hands andknees,coveredinbloodandscreaminglikeshewasinpain,andthenhe saw himself and Theodore digging a grave. Doesn't take a genius to put those two things together."

	Thelittlelionnoddedthoughtfullyandstaredatthebubbles."Ithoughtso. And thevision Blaisehad theother night," shesaid, "you said hesaw nine flowers in the Malfoy family cemetery?"

	"Yes."

	"Fiveofthemflourished-"

	"Andtheotherfourwilted,yes,"hesnapped,theirritationclearinhis voice. "You have a theory about that, I take it?"

	Shenoddedandswirledsomeofthebubblesnexttoherwithherhand."I think I've figured out what the four wilted flowers mean. I don't think it's

	necessarilymeanswholivesherenowisgoingtodie,Ithinkitrelatesmore to whohaslived here, past and present.”

	"Makessense-andyourtheoryis...?"

	"Ithinkthatthefourwhoaregoingtobedeadattheendofthewarareyour father, your mother, Daphne, and me.”

	Despitethescoldingwater,Malfoy'sbloodrancold.Hisstomachfelt

	frozen, like someone had cut him open and rammed a handful of icicles inside. He opened his mouth to speak, to argue, to say that the idea was fuckingludicrousandhewouldn'thearanothersecondofit,butshejust

	keptspeaking,cuttinghimoffandnotgivinghimtimetopokeholesinhertheory.

	 

	
"It would makesense," shecarried on, eyes still on her hand as shetraced patterns in the bubbles. "It's probably the reason why his vision showed yourfamily'scemetery,becauseallofthemhaveheadstonesthere,evenif their bodies aren't.And it would tie in nicely with the other vision Blaise had. The one where you and Narcissa burned me at the stake."

	Witheverynewword,Malfoycouldseethepiecesofhertheorycoming

	together.Shewasright,itdidmakesense.Thegraveswouldadduptofour and it would link in perfectly with Blaise's other vision. So much had

	already come true from that particular vision. Zacharias Smith burning.The belltowerfalling.Somuchhadalreadycometrue,soeverythingelseinthat vision …

	"The only thing I can't quite figure out is the five who will remain," she said."AtfirstIthoughtitwasgoingtobeBlaise,Astoria,Theo,youand Narcissa, but then I realised that the elves wouldn't be included in that

	count,andthatjustdidn'tmakesense,becauseiftheyaren'tincluded,then it doesn't make sense for Narcissa to be.”

	Usually,itwasafuckingjoytowatchGrangerworkthroughaproblem,to see the way her beautiful mind would put the pieces together, how she

	couldconnectdotsthatotherswereoftenobliviousto. But not this time.

	Thisdidn'tfeellikeapleasure.Itfelt likeapunishment.Apunishment

	specificallytailoredtohim.Blaise'svisiontheplatformandhertheorythe noose that would hang him.

	"IsupposeitwouldmakesenseforTheotowanttofindsomeoneafterthe war, but I didn't think he'd want to be with someone else after Daphne-"

	Hehadtoshutherup.Hehadtogethertostopfuckingtalkingaboutthis- but if he pushed her, if he argued back, she'd just retaliate twice as hard,

	forcehertheoriesdownhisthroatandmakehimseehow-howrealisticit was. How after the war, they would likely not see each other again.

	 

	
Slowly, carefully, he pushed himself away from his side of the bath. She stoppedmid-sentencewhenheslammedhishandsdown-ratherforcefully

	-eithersideofherhead,andthenleanedoverher.

	"Whatareyoudoing?"shesnapped,scrunchinghernoseupinthatwayshe always did when she was angry. "You can't just cut me off when I'm trying to -"

	Heleaneddownandkissedher."I'vebeenthinking,"hewhispered,his

	voicemuffledashekissedthewordsintohermouth."Inthisotherlife,"he carried on kissing her. His left hand released the bath and crept into the

	water. "You remember?The one with rainbows and fairy tales," he paused andmovedtolightlybitethepulsepointonherneck,delightingintheway shejerkedunderneathhim,"theonewherewewinthewar,everyonegetsa pardon, and we go travelling together?"

	Her hands slid onto the part of his lower back that was underwater. She sunkhernailsintohisspineandyankedhimcloser."Yes..?"shemoaned.

	"Wherewouldyouhavewantedmetotakeyou? "I... I don't know."

	"Think."

	"I've…I'vealways-"Sheyelpedwhenhepalmedherbreastandsqueezed. Hesmiledintoherskin,finallygetting thereactionhewanted."I'vealways

	....wantedtoseeMexico."

	"Mexico."Henoddedinagreement."Alright,wecangothere."Hekissed hershoulder.Hishandleftherbreastandtravelledslowlydownherbody. "After the northern lights. That's where we would go first."

	Shenodded,andhefeltherstarttotrembleunderhishand.Shepartedher legs further and he slipped his hand between them.

	"Thenwhere?"heaskedashestartedtodrawcirclesoverher.

	 

	
Shemoanedandherheadrolledbackagainstthelipofthebath."F-France?"

	"France,alright.Italy?""Okay."

	"Whereelse?"

	Suddenly,shegrabbedhisfacebetweenherhandsandkissedhim.

	Hehookedhishandsunderneaththebacksofherlegs,andashepickedher up, Granger wrapped her hands around his neck and she clung to him. He stepped out of the bath and carried her across his room. He threw her onto the bed, not caring that her wet body dampened his bedsheets, only that he wasn't inside her.

	"WhereelseGranger?"heaskedasheloweredhimselfdownontopofher. "Where else would you have wanted me to take you?"

	"Prague?"

	"Thenwhere?"hehissedbetweengrittedteethwhenhesunkintoher. "Gr - ... Greece?"

	"Yes,"hekissedherthroatashestartedtomove.Long,deepthrusts.The

	kindofthruststhatmovedherupthebed,thekindofthruststhatmeantshe had no choice but to cling to him. "Then where?"

	"Sweden?"

	"Then?"

	"Spain?"

	Ashefuckedher,hecouldseeitallclearlyinhismind.Couldseeevery last fucking detail as waves and waves of pleasure crashed over him,through him, from the top of his head right down to his fucking toes.

	 

	
He could see it all.Travelling the world with her. See her face light up in awewheneverhetookhersomewherenew.Thewayshe'dsmilewhenhe would lead her through the world's biggest libraries and museums.

	Hefeltherstarttotrembleunderneathhim.

	SatonabalconyinParis,coffeecupinherhandandwearingnothingbut one of his shirts.

	Hemovedhishipsfasterandhebitherthroattostophimselffromcoming. Swimming in the hot springs in Iceland together.

	Shedraggedhernailsdownhisbackandheheardherbreathhitchloudly.

	Clingingtohisbodyforwarmthwhenhewouldfuckherunderthenorthern lights -

	Whenhercuntstartedtospasm,itwasover.Hedidn'tevenmanageanextra thrust before his cock jerked and he collapsed on top of her.

	Ashesnakedhisarmsunderneathherspineandpulledherclose,hismind went back to the smoke cloud.

	As he buried his face in her curls and inhaled her, he remembered how easilythesmokehadvanishedandhowmuchhe’denvieditforbeingable to just disappear.

	HisarmstightenedaroundGranger. If only it were that fucking easy.

	 

	
Four.Four.Four.Four

	 

	11thMarch

	 

	 

	 

	EventhoughVoldemortwasexecutinghisgeneralsfasterthanhecould

	replacethem,eventhoughhisarmywasstruggling,strippedrightdownand at its most vulnerable, every time an opportunity presented itself to spill

	blood-theOrder'sblood- heansweredthecall.

	Itwasn'tasmarttactic.Hisattacksdidn'tseemtobecalculatedanymore like his old ones used to be, they weren't coordinated or premeditated

	anymore, their only purpose was to kill. Kill and kill and kill and spill as much blood as possible. Hermione guessed it was a power move.Away to clingontothecontrolthathewassohopelesslylosing,makehimselffeelas though he were doing as much damage to the Order's ranks as they were

	doing tohis.

	No,itwasn'tasmarttacticatall.Itwasadesperateone.

	VoldemortbarelyhadanyGoldMasksleft,andevenhisBlackMaskshad become somewhat precious to him, finally worth the weight of their iron masks for the first time.

	As the weeks dragged on, he became relentless with his need to squash the Orderquickly.Painfully.EverytimeheheardawhisperofanewOrdersafe house or rumour of an abandoned port being used to smuggle in new weapons, he retaliated full force. Used every magical weapon. Called on

	everydarkanddepravedcreaturethatwasstillloyaltohimandattacked.

	But it was a losing battle. He might as well as have had hands covering his eyes,blindlystumblingandswinginghisswordinthedarknessinthehopes that he'd wound his enemy in some way or another, not knowing that Malfoy - one of the only people he trusted - was the one covering his eyes.

	 

	
EverytimeVoldemortplannedanewattack,MalfoyalteredtheOrder.He gave them time to evacuate their wounded and get their supplies out long before Voldemort could launch his assault - but it didn't stop there. The

	tables had started to turn. Now, under Malfoy and Hermione's guidance, the Orderwasstartingtogainbacktheirfoothold.EachtimeVoldemortsenthis troops into bases, The Order left traps, some magical, others not, but the

	resultswerealwaysthesame.Cleverlyplacedexplosivesortrickfloorsthat vanished beneath their feet to drop them into a pit of spikes or poisons

	snakesthattorethemapart.

	AccordingtoMalfoy,Voldemortwasn'tevenlisteningtohisadvisors

	anymore. He didn't listen to Crouch Jr when he'd suggested that the raid at anOrderbaseinKentseemedsuspiciousandthatitmightbeatrap-which itwas,onethatMalfoyandBlaisehadhelpedset-andhe'dexecutedanew Black Mask right on the spot when they'd said that another attack

	Voldemorthadorderedwas'pointless'.

	The eerie calm and chilling superiority that used to shroud Voldemort had been stripped away, and now, the mad-man that'd been there all along was exposedforalltosee.Heoftenflewintofitsofragewhenhisgeneralssaid something he didn't like, and disagreeing with him had become a death

	sentenceitself,hisfragilementalstatemakinghimbelieveanyonewho didn't share his opinion must be a traitor as well.

	Yes,thetableshadtrulyturned,andalthoughHermionewasoverjoyedthat thefutureoftheOrderseemedbright,itdidn'tmeanthatHermionewasany less worried about her own future.

	BecauseforeachbattletheOrderhadwon,anotherpredictionfromBlaise's vision had come true.

	WhilstonamissioninLutonattheendofJanuary,Hermionesawagreen curse hitAngelina Johnson in the chest - just like it had in Blaise's vision.

	Afew weeks later she saw the same thing happen to Sarah Chamberlain. SawthatawfulshadeofgreenflyfromtheendofaBlackMaskswandand hit Sarah from across the battlefield - just like it had in Blaise's vision.

	 

	
And after an unexpected snowfall in the last week of February, Hermione hadseenanOrdersoldiertakeshelterunderabridgeinBakewellandhide from the onslaught. She'd watched the way he'd limped across the frozen

	lakeandslumpedunderthebridge.She'dwatchedthewayhe'dtriedtohide in the shadows for protection and watched the blood ooze from the bullet

	hole in his leg.And then she'd watched Bellatrix spot him, wave her wand, andbringthemetalbridgerightdownontopofhim,killingthesoldierand causing the icy lake to burst open - just like Blaise had fucking seen.

	Malfoydidn'twanttotalkaboutBlaise'svisions.Blaisecouldn'tstop

	talkingaboutthem,andneithercouldHermione-becauseitwasallcomingtrue.

	ZachariasSmith,burnedtodeathbydragonfirejustasBlaisehadpredicted.

	Thebelltower,collapsedbecauseMalfoyhadbroughtitdownwhenhe thought Hermione was hurt, just like in the vision.

	SarahChamberlain,dead,killedbyanAvada.AnothercorrectpredictionbyBlaise.

	AngelinaJohnson,dead,killedbyanAvada.Anotherpredictionhe'dgottenright.

	Thebridge,destroyedandcollapsedintotheicylake.Andanother.

	Itwasallcomingtrue.EverylittledetailBlaisehadforeseenwasall

	comingtrue.Therewereonlyahandfulofthingsleftfromthatvisionthat hadn't come true yet.

	Theburningchurch.

	Thehandgun,whichsherecognisedcouldhaveeasilybeentheoneMalfoy had given her.

	Bluelightningagainstadarksky,which,shesupposed,couldhappenanywhere.

	 

	
Themysteryofthenumberfour. And then, her death.

	Sheknewitwascoming.HerusefulnesstoVoldemortwasn'tnearlywhatit once was.Although she was being utilised at every opportunity, although she killed ruthlessly and mercilessly when she was under the Demon Hex, she was breaking out of it.Alot. During almost every battle she seemed to somehow claw back control after an hour or two, always when she was

	corneredbyOrdermembersorheldatwandpoint.

	Afewmonthsago,she'dhaverejoicedifshewereabletobreakoutofthe Demon Hex so frequently, but what would have been a blessing nine

	monthsagowasafuckingcurseintheircurrentcircumstances.

	Whenitstartedtohappenmorefrequently,HermioneandMalfoymadeaplan.

	Hermionewouldalwayscoverhertrackswhenshebrokethrough,makeit look as though she were still under it's influence, attack whoever was around her with brutal - but non-lethal - spells and then she'd take cover,

	hideuntilMalfoycouldgettoherandputherbackunderit.Theywerevery discreet about it. None of the other Death Eaters seemed to notice, but

	Bellatrixhad.

	Twice,theverymomenttheHexhadreceded,theveryheartbeat

	Hermione'seyesweren'tblackanymoreandhercheeksflushedwithcolour, Bellatrix had noticed, and before Hermione had even had the opportunity to flexherfingers,Bellatrixhadconjuredchainsaroundherbodyandknocked her unconscious.

	Twice,BellatrixhadnoticedthatHermionehadbrokenthroughtheHex, and twice, Malfoy had had to take the blame. He'd had to convince

	VoldemortthatitwashisfaultHermionehadbrokenthroughtheHex,that his mind had been elsewhere when he'd put her under it, that he'd been

	distracted,worryingabouthismaster'sfutureandthatHermionewasstill useful to him and they should keep her.

	 

	
Bothtimes,VoldemortseemedtobelievethelieMalfoyfedhimand

	punishedhim'appropriately'withaCrucioortwo,butBellatrixdidn'tseemconvinced.

	IfVoldemort'sarmyweren'tascutdownandstrugglingastheywere,he

	probablywouldhavekilledHermionealready.Hersavinggracewasthathe barely had any talented soldiers left, and Hermione was one of the most

	ruthlesskillershe'deverseen.WhenshewasundertheDemonHex,she wasmoreunpredictablethanBellatrix,betteratkillingcursesthanTheo and equally as brutal as Malfoy.

	Voldemortsimplycouldn'taffordtoloseher.Notyet,anyway.

	ButHermionewasnothingmorethanatooltohim.Aweapon,andeventhe most deadly weapons were cast aside and upgraded eventually.

	Yes,herdayswerenumbered,butshecouldn'tdwellonthat.Shewouldn't. Every time her mind tried to spiral down that particular path, she rerouted it. Quite literally dragged her thoughts towards another path and forced

	herselftostayonit.

	Instead of worrying if the flames would hurt when she burned to death, Hermionepickedupherpaintbrushandpaintedfrozenlakesandrunning riversonthewallsofthemanor.Insteadofwonderingiftheafterlifewas going to be a lonely place, she would seek Malfoy out and spend hours

	underneathhim,ontopofhim,hisarmsaroundherandhislipsonherskin and bathing herself in his company while she still had the chance.

	Andinsteadoffocusingonherownmortality,shefocusedonAstoria's.The men couldn't lose her, they'd crumble if anything happened to her. They'd all gone through enough pain and heartbreak to last a lifetime, and after

	everythingAstoriahaddonefortheOrder,shedeservedtolive,and

	Hermionewasdeterminedtofindawaytosaveher,spendingeveryminute she could spare in Malfoy's library searching for a cure or spell that could help, something the others might have missed by mistake.

	Butasmuchasshetriedtorunfromit,beforetoolong,thevisionalways came bleeding back into her mind.

	 

	
Four.Four. Four. Four.

	Whatthefuckwasfoursupposedtomean?!Blaise'svisionhadseenit

	everywhere.It'dflashedrepeatedlybetweeneachaspectofhisvisionthat'd already come true, but Hermione couldn't work out what it meant.

	Four.Four. Four. Four.

	Thefourthdayoftheweek?Themonth?Ordiditlinkinwithotheraspects of his vision? Could it have meant four rounds of ammunition in the black and gold gun? What if it was linked to another of his visions? Perhaps the

	numberfourrelatedtotheflowersBlaisehadseenwilt?

	Thereweretoomanypossibilities,somanyvariantsandmissingpiecesof information that she couldn't-

	"Granger,"sheheardMalfoygrumblesomewheretoherleft.Shecouldn't tell exactly where, he wasn't in her line of sight, hadn't been for at least a few seconds. "You need to stop with your bloody pacing.You're making Cissa nervous."

	Asifshewerebackinghimup, Narcissamadeasadclickingsoundand

	nudgedalittleclosertoHermione.Hermionepausedforamomenttostroke the dragon's snout, the palm of her hand feeling as though it was vibrating as the beast purred in contentment. She glided her hand softly over her

	warmscales,justlongenoughtosoothethedragonbeforeshedroppedher hand and started pacing again.

	 

	
Therewasn'tmuchtoseearoundEastMidlandsAirport.Itwasstill abandoned. Some of the runway was still frozen over with ice and Hermione could see each breath she took in front of her.

	Hermione, Malfoy and Narcissa always got to the meetings before the Orderdid.Malfoyalwaysinsisted.Thoughtitgavehimanadvantageif

	anythingdidgowrong,gavehimtimetoscoutoutpossibleexitsandmake an escape plan whilst they waited for Ginny and Fleur and whoever else would accompany them that day.

	IthadtheoppositeeffectonHermione.Herbusymindalwaystookthe reinswhiletheywaited,thoughtsandpossibilitieswhirlingaroundand

	aroundinherheaduntilshewasaballofnervousenergy.Allthewaiting aroundmadeheranxiousandsofuckingirritablesheneededtobeonher feet just to expel some of that nervous energy.

	"I'm pacing because it helps me think," she snapped as she walked to TerminalOne,didaU-turn,andthenretracedherstepsbacktoTerminal Two for the - what? Fourteenth time? Fifteenth? Who the fuck counted something like that.

	"Yes,"Malfoysighed,"Iknowitdoes."

	Assheturnedaround,Hermioneenviedhowrelaxedhelooked,perchedon an old metal bench with one leg crossed over his knee, arms casually

	resting along the top while his dragon lay on the floor behind him. Smugprick,shewashalftemptedtosmackhimasshewalkedpast.

	"YouandBlaisehavethatincommon,andyouknowwhatelsethetwoof you have in common?" his husky voice drawled. "You're both driving me fuckinginsanewithit.Alwayspacingabout,walkingincircles,makesme dizzy just watching you, so how the fuck either of you don't topple over I will never know."

	Hermionecarriedonwalking,butshethrewMalfoyaone-fingeredgesture on her way passed him.

	 

	
She heard him chuckle quietly. "Granger, come and sit with me,” he said, justbeforesheheardhisringsclinkagainstthemetalbenchhewassitting on, presumably patting the space beside him.

	Hermioneignoredhimandcarriedonpacing. Four ...

	Four...

	Four...yearstillthewarended?No,theOrderdidn'thavetheresourcesto keep the war going on for that much longer.

	Four ... more Horcruxes? Fuck, she hoped not. Four more Demon Masks? Near-deathexperiences?!Basestobeburnedtotheground?!What?!What the fuck did it mean?!

	ShereachedTerminalTwoandwasjustabouttomakeanotherU-turnwhen she felt a cold hand close around her wrist.Arough tug pulled her back

	againsthischest,andashisotherhandstartedtorunslowlyupanddown

	thesideofherribcageinawaythatmadeherwanttoshiver,Malfoydipped his head and his lips ghosted against the shell of her ear.

	"Granger,"herepeated,softerthistime."Comeandsitwithme.” "And if I don't want to?"

	"Hmmm,”shefelthimsmileagainsthercheek,“Icouldalwaysthrowyou over my shoulder and make you sit with me.”

	Sheelbowedhimjusthardenoughtomakehimloosenhisholdonher.She twisted in his arms so that she faced him, and although she scowled up at

	him,herhandssomehowfoundthemselvesrestingonhischest."Thisisn't the time for jokes.”

	Malfoy'sexpressiongrewirritated."You'renotstillworriedaboutBlaise's vision are you?"

	Hermionecockedabrow."Aren'tyou?"

	 

	
Althoughhetriedtohideit,Hermionecouldseethathewasworried.His walls were up high today, eyes almost completely grey, like thick storm clouds with only a few streaks of blue to break them up. He rolled his

	tongue on the inside of his cheek and stared down at her.Against her hip, shecouldfeelhisfingersfidgeting,histhumbtwistingtheringheworeon his pinkie finger. "Let's talk about something else."

	"Alright,"Hermioneagreed.Shelethimguideherbacktothebenchandsat down beside him.

	Narcissaliftedherheadoffthegroundwhentheysatdown,butonceshe wasreassuredthatHermioneandMalfoyweresafeandwithinherreach, she settled back on the floor and closed her red eyes.

	"WhatarewegoingtodoaboutAstoria?Herconditionisonlygettingworse."

	Malfoylookedatheroutthecornerofhiseye."Veryobservant.Tenpoints to- there's no need to hit me, Granger. I was just making an observation.”

	"I'mserious,"Hermionesaid."Whatarewegoingtodo?Haveyoutried Phoenix tears?"

	"Yes."

	"And?"Hermioneurged. "What do you think?"

	Theyhadn'tworked,coursetheyhadn't.Iftheyhad,Malfoy,Blaiseand TheowouldhavehunteddowneverylastPhoenixandtorturedthepoor birds around the clock to get their tears. "It had no effect at all?"

	"No.”

	"Concentratedhealingcharms?" "They did nothing.”

	 

	
"Whataboutmoreunorthodoxmethods?""Like?"

	"Iknowit'snotexactlypleasant,butwhataboutunicornblood?You wouldn't have to kill it, just take a little bit of its blood and heal it

	afterwards."

	Malfoy lifted a snarky eyebrow. "You honestly believeAstoria would willinglydrinkunicornblood?Thebratdoesn'teveneatmeat,she'shardly going to knowingly drink the blood of the animal she used to listen to

	bedtimestoriesabout,"Malfoyscoffed."Andthelegendssaythatanyone who drinks unicorn blood will have a half-life, and her life is already cut short, I want to do anything that could make it any shorter. We've done

	everything we can think of, tried every potion and healing charm known to wizardkindandnothing'shadaneffect.Wecan'tgetridofherbloodcurse."

	Hermionechewedontheinsideofhercheekasshemulledoverhiswords.

	Therehadtobesomething. Someobscurepotionorexoticartefact

	somewherethattheydidn'tknowabout.Astoriadidn'tdeservetowhither-

	Suddenly,Narcissaliftedherhugeheadoffthegroundandstaredatthe

	terminaltheOrderusuallyapparatedinto.Shestartedgrowlingmenacingly towards the vacant space, and seconds later, Hermione heard a quiet

	poppingsound.

	Theywerehere.

	HermioneandMalfoystoodup,butafteragoodthirtyseconds,noonehad walked around the corner to greet them.

	"ComeonWeaseltits!"Malfoycalledtowardstheterminal."Whilewe're young thank you very much."

	HermioneelbowedMalfoyandsquintedtowardstheterminal.

	Somethingwaswrong.FleurandGinnyneverdawdled.Theywerealways prompt and efficient. They knew these exchanges were important, vital to

	 

	
theOrder'svictoryanditwasincrediblydangerousiftheywerediscovered by any other Death Eaters. They wouldn't waste time like this.

	"Hello?"Hermionecalled,doingawonderfuljobandhidingtherising panic she felt from her voice. "Ginny, is that you?”

	"No.”

	Hermione'sheartstilled.

	No,nothatwasn'tGinny'svoiceatall.ItwasHarry's.

	Themomenthesteppedaroundthecorner,itwasasthoughthelastyear hadn't happened, as though the last few years hadn't happened. Their

	relationshiphadbeenstrainedbeforeshe'dbeencaptured,throughoutthe war, throughout all the death and all the battles, they'd almost become

	strangerstooneanother,unfamiliar,butlookingathimnow,noneofthatmattered.

	Shedidn'tseethewarhero,themanwiththeweightofthewizardingworld on his shoulders, she just saw her friend.

	HermionelookedatMalfoy,unsureofwhattodo.

	Hiseyesweregreyandguarded.Thetensioninhisjawwasdeadly."Go on," he said, jutting his chin once towards Harry. "Go to him."

	WhenHermionetookthefirststep,shefeltthegroundshudderasNarcissafollowed.

	Harry'sexpressiontensedupandhisfingersflexedaroundthewandinhishand.

	Hermioneturnedaround."It'salright,"shewhisperedtothedragon.“We can trust him."

	Narcissa'sredeyeswatchedherforamoment,andalthoughthedragon didn't back away, when Hermione took another step, she didn't followeither.

	 

	
The walk toward Harry was slow and painful. She took her time and was verycautious.Sheknewhewouldn'thurther,butthelasttimethey'dseen

	eachothershe'dalmostkilledhim,andshedidn'twanttotakeanychances.

	Although one look in Harry's eyes told her that she had nothing to be afraid of.There was no fear in his eyes - which she probably deserved - and there wasnoresentmentordisgust-whichsheknewshe'dmostdefinitelyearned

	-therewasjustwarmth.Justthefeelingoffamily,ofbelonging.

	NarcissahissedquietlywhenHarryreachedforHermione.Hermioneheld up her hand to the dragon, showing that it was alright.

	AssoonasHermioneturnedbackaround,Harry'sarmsenvelopedher.He squeezedherlikehewastryingtopackayear'sworthofmissedembraces into one hug, and Hermione couldn't help but wrap her arms around his

	shouldersanddothesame.She'dforgottenhowmuchshemissedhimuntil that moment. She didn't want to let him go, but she knew she had to, she couldhearNarcissahuffing,andthedragon'swarninggrowlsseemedtobe getting louder the longer Harry held onto her.

	Whenheeventuallyreleasedher,hedidn'tlethergo,notfully,anyway.His hands stayed gently clasped onto her forearms, but that seemed to be enough to quiet Narcissa for a moment.

	"Youlook...good,”Harrysaid,steppingbacksohecouldgetabetterlook at her. "Healthy."

	"Iam.”

	Harrynoddedonce."He'slookingafteryouthen?"

	"Hehas a name, you know," Malfoy called. "Bloody hell, raised in barns, the lot of them," he added, although, from the quieter tone of his voice, HermioneguessedthathewastalkingtoNarcissaratherthanherorHarry. "No manners at all.”

	"I never thought I'd see you at one of these meetings," Hermione said quickly,tryingtobrushoverMalfoy'ssnarkycomment."Ididn'tthink

	 

	
Kingsleywouldwantyoutoleavethebasejusttocomeandmeet...us.Me especially, after everything I've done."

	"Hedoesn't,"Harryanswered."Buthedoesn'tknowI'mhere." Hermione's brows knitted together.

	"GinnyiskeepinghimbusysoIcouldsneakoffforafewminutes.She'llbe here soon with Fleur. I just - I wanted to see you.”

	"Why?"

	"Ginnysaidhowwellyouweredoing.Shesaidyoulooked..."Hiseyes

	driftedoverhershouldertolookatMalfoyforamomentbeforetheylanded back on hers. "Happy, given the circumstances. I wanted to see it formyself."

	"Yousoundsurprisedbythat,Potter,"Malfoysaid.

	Harry'seyesdriftedoverHermione'sshoulderagaintoglareatMalfoy.

	"Yeah,you'reright,Iwassurprisedthatshecouldbehappylivinginyour

	manor,aftereverythingyou'veputherthrough,Malfoy."

	Fromtheway thegroundstarted toshudderviolently underherfeet,

	Hermione knew Malfoy and Narcissa were stalking them. Hermione turned aroundandbracedherhandsonMalfoy'schest,shedidn'twanthimtostand tooclosetoHarry,shedidn'ttrusthimnottoswingforhim,andpeoplewho said something Malfoy didn't like had a nasty habit of ending up in a coffinlately.

	"Don't,"sheurged,meetinghisicystare."Lethimhavethatone."

	Malfoy'snostrilsflaredashestareddownather.Eventually,herolledhis jaw and released a long, ragged sigh. "Fine."

	Narcissa growled menacingly behind Malfoy, not sure how she felt about Harryyet.Whenthedragon'sjawfellopen,Harrytookasensiblestepaway from Hermione and Malfoy.

	 

	
Hermionetook adeep breath to steady herself beforesheturned back to Harry."Iappreciatethatthetwoofyouarenevergoingtogetalong,but Harry, if you make another comment like that, I'll leave."

	Thistime,Harry'sbrow'sknittedtogether.

	"Iknowthatfromanoutsider'sperspective,whatMalfoyhasdonesincethe war started looks horrific, I'm not blind, I know he's done awful things, but believe me when I say everything he's done, he's done out of love for his

	family." Hermione chose every word she said very carefully. She knew Harry,knewhisvaluesandwhatwasimportanttohim,andsheknewthatif there was one thing he could understand - probably the only thing he and Malfoy could ever, ever agree on - was the strength of love and the hold it could have over someone.

	Harry'squizzicalgreeneyesflickeredbetweenHermione,Malfoy,toher hand on his chest, and then back again.After a minute, he smiled. "I see Ginny was right about that too."

	"Rightaboutwhat?"Malfoysnapped.

	"Nothing,"Harrysaid,chucklingunderhisbreathandshakinghishead slightly. He pushed up the sleeves of his jacket and checked his watch

	brieflybeforehelookedupagain."Ginnycanonlycoverformeforafew more minutes, and I wanted to tell you this myself in person. Kingsley wants us to move up the plan."

	HermionefeltMalfoy'sbodytenseunderherhand."Byhowmuch?"he asked gruffly.

	Harrylookednervouslybetweenthetwoofthembeforeheanswered,“He wants the medallion by the end of March."

	AlthoughHermioneseemedtohavelosthervoice,Malfoyhadnotrouble findinghis."Ofcoursehefuckingdoes!"Helaughedbitterly,resentfully.

	"It'saboutfuckingtime,Iwonderedwhenhewasgoingtohavetheballsto make his move."

	 

	
Hermione'sbrowfurrowed.Shedroppedherhandandstaredupathim. "You say that like you aren't surprised?"

	"Surprised?What'stheretobesurprisedabout?ThatKingsleydoesn'tgive a shit about my family? Or that getting him that medallion is likely to expose us as the spy? No, of course he fucking doesn't. He thinks we're

	expendable,thewastedDeathEaterscumwhochosethewrongsideand deserve everything that's coming to us.”

	"Itdoesn'thaveanythingtodowithyourfamily,"Harryargued."Youknow that one of our seers had the same vision that Blaise had, and,well - too manythingsfromthatvisionhavecometrue.It'smakingKingsleynervous, and quite frankly, it's making me nervous too. We need to destroy another Horcrux. We can't wait any longer."

	"YoudorealisethatgettingtheMedallionisgoingtobeverydangerousfor us?" Malfoy snarled.

	Harryhesitatedbeforeheanswered."Yes."

	"And that it's very likely that someone is going to see us get the medallion, andiftheydo,theruseisupandmyentirefamilyisgoingtobeindanger?”

	"I'mreallysorry,Ivotedagainstit,butKingsleyisinsistent,”Harrysaid. "You're doing an amazing job of whittling downVoldemort's army - and we'resogratefultoyouandyourfamilyforthat-butwe'relosingpeople too. We don't have many soldiers left, the muggle armies are almost

	completelydepleted.TheOrdercan'tlastmuchlonger.Weneedtodestroy another Horcrux, and we need to do it now."

	WhilstHarry hadno problemputting hisown lifeon theline, hehated

	gamblingwithotherpeople'slives,soforhimtobeaskingthisofMalfoy, The Order must have been in a worse state than Hermione realised.

	ButMalfoyhadheardenough.Withoutanotherword,heclickedhisfingers and Narcissa lowered her body to the ground for him to mount her. The

	dragonhissedandkepthereyesonHarryasMalfoyclimbedonherback.

	 

	
"Whatareyoudoing?"Hermioneasked."Aren'twestayingtomeetwithGinny?"

	"What'sthefuckingpoint?"MalfoysnappedashesettledonNarcissa's

	back."Scarheadhastolduseverythingweneedtoknow,andwe'regoingto need every fucking second we have left to plan this shit show." He ran his

	fingersthroughhishairbeforeheheldouthishandtoher."Come.Weneed to go home.”

	Hewasright.Theyhadanimpossibletaskontheirhandsandanevenmore impossible deadline.

	ShesighedandnoddedgoodbyeatHarry.Sheturnedaround,abouttotake Malfoy's hand and get on Narcissa's back-

	"Hermione,"Harrysaid."Onemorething."

	HermionelookedbackathimandwatchedHarryreachintohispocketand pull out a small, folded piece of paper. He smiled warmly at her as he

	handeditover.

	Herheartswelledwhensheunfoldedit.

	Itwasapainting ofaforest, achild'spainting.Sheknewwho'dmadeit

	beforeshesawthemessysignature.Sherecognisedthetechniquebecauseit was a chaotic, unpracticed version of her own, recognised the clustered and light brush strokes because she'd taught her pupils that very technique

	herself.

	"RoseandFredpaintedthatforyou,"Harryadded,thepromiseofasmile in his voice. "They miss their auntie Mione.”

	 

	
Enjoythelittlethings

	 

	11thMarch

	 

	 

	The flight back to the manor was exceptionally tense. Malfoy didn't say a word. Nothing. Not a fucking sentence. The only sound Hermione could heartheentirejourneyhomewasthecoldairhowlingaroundherearsand the occasional flap of Narcissa's wings.

	AndMalfoy'smooddidn'timprovewhen theygothome.Assoonas

	Narcissa touched the ground and she let them climb off her back, Malfoy wasoff,stormingtowardsthemanorlikeheintendedtomurderanyoneand anything who crossed his path.

	Narcissawhinedafterhimanddroppedherhead,visiblyanxiousandworried.

	Hermionesoothinglystrokedhersnout beforeshewentafterMalfoy.

	"Malfoy?"shecalledwhentheywerehalfwaythroughthegardens."Are you alright?"

	Hedidn'tanswerher.

	Shestruggledtokeepupwithhislong,furiousstrides,practicallyhadto

	breakintoasmallruntomatchhispace.Shetriedtocallhimagainasthey approached the house, and again, he ignored her, didn't even pause to look over his shoulder.

	Whenhegot tothebackdoor thatledinto thekitchen, hestillhadn't

	spoken,andheswungthedooropensoangrilyitwasamiraclehedidn't pull the bloody thing off its hinges.

	Romywasalreadyinsidethekitchen,standingonatallwoodenstooland hovering over the island, covered in flour and happily chopping potatoes

	 

	
whichhewouldprobably beserving fordinner.

	The kitchen was Romy's happy place, so Hermione wasn't surprised to find himthere,butshewassurprisedtofindAstoriastandingbesidehim,aglass of red wine in hand and wearing a pink apron (that matched her dress

	perfectly)andequallyascoveredinflourasRomy'swas.

	Astoria'sillnesscameoverherinwaves,onedayshewascompletely

	depletedandtooexhaustedtogetoutofbed,andthenext,sheseemedalot better and would waltz around in heels. Today - judging from her perfect

	hairandmakeup-musthavebeenagoodday.Shegotsofewofthem lately, so it was nice to see her up and about.

	Romystoppedchopping,andAstoria'sperfectbrowsfurrowedasMalfoy storm passed them.

	"Malfoy?!"Hermionecalledtohimagain. Still, she didn't get a response.

	Hechargedacrossthekitchen,completelyignoringeveryone.Hewasso angry that his magic started to lash out. The lights started to flicker

	overhead.Thepansandcookingequipmentthatwerelaidacrossthekitchen island started to rattle and vibrate.

	AstoriagaveHermioneaconcernedlookwhenanemptyglasspoppedopen and shattered without being touched.

	Malfoygottothedoor ontheoppositeendof thekitchenandcurledhis

	handaroundthehandle,readytogocrashingintothehallwayandprobably destroy the portraits -

	"Draco?!"Hepaused.Thepansandcutlerystoppedshaking.

	"I'mfine."Hestillhadhisbacktotheroom,butsheheardhimreleasea slowbreathbeforehelookedoverhisshoulderather."Ijustneedtoget started on how we're going to get the medallion.”

	 

	
"Why,what'shappeningwiththemedallion?"Astoriaasked,fingers

	tighteningaroundthestemofthewineglassinherhand."Whatthebloody hell happened at the meeting?! I thought everything was going well?"

	Malfoyclenchedhisjaw,soHermioneansweredforhim."TheOrderwants to move up the plan. They want the medallion by the end of March."

	Astoria'seyeswidenedandherbreathhitchedslightly."That's...rather soon. Is it possible? To get it to them that early?"

	"Yes," Malfoy said. "It's risky, and it's not ideal, but it's doable. But I need togetstartednow,atleastthatwaywehaveachanceofeveryonemakingit through this alive." He turned his head back towards the door. Hermione

	couldn'tseehisface,buthisshoulderswererigid,tensewiththeweightthat he felt was his to bear and his to bear alone. She could see the veins

	protrudingon theback ofhis hand ashetwistedthedoorhandle.

	Everythingabouthisbodylanguagewassharpandangry,butthedefeatin his voice would be enough to break anyone's heart.

	Hestarted toopen thedoor-

	"Doyouwant meto help?"Hermioneasked.

	Hewatchedheroutthecornerofhiseyeforamoment,thestormygreyhad already started to recede. "Yes," he whispered after a moment. "Please.”

	Shenodded,andastheylefttheroomtogether,HermionecouldseeAstoria watching them, and smiling brightly.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"I'm so glad that Draco has her,”Astoria said as Hermione closed the door behindher."Heputsfartoomuchpressureonhimself.He'smakinghimself miserable with it, but he's so much happier when Hermione is with him.

	Don'tyouthink?"

	 

	
"Yes, Miss," Romy answered, nodding in agreement as hecopped potatoes onthekitchenworktop."Sirdoesalwaysseemtobeinabettermoodwhen Miss Granger is around. He was always so miserable before she lived with us.Always angry and quiet, and apart from today, he has seemed much

	happier,andthismakesRomyhappy,too."

	"IknowhepromisedDaphnehe'dkeepussafe,butshewouldn'thave

	wantedhimtowastehisownlifedoingit.”Astoriasighedandtookasipof her wine. “She would have wanted him to be happy and live his life, and I think he's been doing that - a little bit - since Hermione has been with us.”

	Shetookherheadand tookanothersip."I'vetold himforyearsthathe

	needstorelaxandenjoythelittlethings,andhealwaysignoredme,butas soon as Hermione comes into the picture, he does exactly that."

	Whenthepotatoeswerechoppedtohisliking,Romyscoopedthemintoa bowl and handed them to Astoria to season.

	"Perhaps,"Romyagreedashestartedtopreparethesaucefortheirleakand potato pie. "But then perhaps - no Miss, that is too much salt! No more!"

	Astoriadroppedthesaltasthoughithadburnedherandpushedthebowlof precious potatoes back to Romy before he hit her. He really was the sweetest creature, quite literally wouldn't hurt a fly, but if ruined potatoes were on the line... Well, everyone had limits to their patience.

	"PerhapsMissisright,"Romysighed,wavinghishandoverthebowltotry and undo the mess she'd made. "Romy agrees that Mr Malfoy should listen when she tells him not to worry as much, but perhaps Miss shouldn't judge because Miss is not very good at listening to others either."

	Astoriapaused-wineglasshoveringnexttoherlips-toglareatRomy. "What's that supposed to mean?"

	Romy shrugged innocently. "Miss is angry because Master Malfoy is not listening to her, but Miss ought not to be out of bed. Everyone told her not tobe,andyetheresheis,”Romysmiledknowinglyashewavedhishandin front ofAstoria, “out of bed, looking lovely and making dinner with Romy when she should be resting."

	 

	
"Yes,well,thankyouforcastingtheGlamourcharmsonme.I...don't think I have the strength to cast them yet."

	"Miss ought not to worry," he said, smiling, as he went back to fixing the potatoes. "Romy will always cast those charms on Miss because he knows how important it is to Miss that she looks her best.That she looks like her sister.AndaslongasMissishappy-andRomygetspotatoes-thenRomy is happy, too."

	Astoria cocked a brow. "And if Romy doesn't get potatoes?" "ThenRomywill,Ithinkthemuggleexpressionis-raisehell?"

	Astoriacouldn'thelpbutlaugh."You'regettingverysassyinyouroldage. Did you know that?"

	"Yes,Miss.Quinzelsaysitisalearnedhabit.ShesaysthatbecauseRomy spends so much time with Mrs Zabini, that 'the sass'is going to be picked up from you."

	Astoria'smouthdropped openinshock.

	"QuinzelsaysthatifRomyspendsmoretimewithMrsZabini,hewill likely pick up her other habits too. Like her drinking."

	"Ido not haveadrinkingproblem!"

	"No,ofcoursenotMiss,"Romygrinned."AndMrNottdoesnotkillpeople for fun, either."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	30thMarch

	 

	
Bytheend ofMarch,their plantoget themedallionto theOrderwasready.

	Allittookwasapubfullofdrunkengossips torepeatsomerumoursanda

	fewBlackMaskstocarrythenewsbacktoVoldemort.ItwasAstoria'sidea; forTheo,BlaiseandMalfoytowaitinthecornerofaverydarkpub,hidden under a few layers of magic to change their appearances, and whisper into the ears of the drunken pubgoers. Plant the seed, spread the news that -

	apparently-whatwasleftoftheOrderwashidinginasmallbaseinNottingham.

	"It'salltrue,"Blaisehadwhisperedtoanelderlywizardatthebar."They'vebeen there for months."

	"Afriendofminesawthem,"Malfoyhadtoldanother."Nothingleft,anyofthem. No weapons. No equipment, barely any food left at all."

	"HidingandlickingtheirwoundsinanoldBreweryinAshfield,near

	SherwoodForest,that'swhatIheard,”Theohadwhisperedintotheearofa largechestedblondebarmaid."IfIweretheDarkLord,I'dgoandslaughterthe lot of them before they could recover.”

	The barmaid had gasped and nodded in agreement when she'd heard the tale,andthen,whenTheotookhisdrinkandwentbacktohiscorner,the barmaid told one of her customers, and then another, and then another.

	Malfoysaiditwaslikewatchingwildfirespread.Seeingthewaythelie

	caughtandmetastasizedthroughthepub,watchittakeover,consumeevery conversation and corner until it reached the ears of a couple of off duty

	BlackMasks.

	Aspredicted,itdidn'ttakelongfortheinformationtoreachVoldemort.The Black Masks were nothing if not unpredictable, and as soon as they'd heard the rumours, they'd downed their drinks and apparated back to Voldemort, eager to share what they'd learned, showing what good little loyal doggies they were.

	AndthemomentVoldemorthadheard,heorderedthattheplacebeturned over until there was absolutely nothing left inside - not even a single

	 

	
beatingheart.

	Ofcourse,itwasallalie.AtrickofHermioneandMalfoy'screation.

	TherewasanOrderbaseinNottingham,thatpartwastrue,butwhen Voldemort'ssoldiersgotthere,whentheykickedthedoorsdownand

	descended upon it like a pack of vultures, they wouldn't find it defenceless. Theywouldn'tfindinjuredwitchesandwizardsinsideseekingrefuge.They wouldn't find the bare bones of the Order; they'd find a fucking ambush.A team of soldiers - magical and muggle - weapons drawn and a mountain of traps waiting for them.

	And while his army tried to claw themselves out of the trap they'd found themselvesin,MalfoyandHermioneweregoingtosneakoffandgetthemedallion.

	MalfoyandHermionehadthoughtofeverything,obsessedovereverymap of NewsteadAbbey and planned everything right down to the last microscopic detail. They were as prepared as they could ever hope to be, and yet, it still didn't feel enough. Not nearly fucking enough.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Theropescutintoherskin.

	Shecouldhearthedragongrowlinthedarkness.

	Herribsandmusclesinherchestwerebruisedasshetriedtopushforwardand break the ropes that bound her to the post.

	It'snotreal,shechanted.Notreal.

	 

	
Thesoundofherraggedbreathingwasloudinherears,italmostdrownedout the sound of her escape efforts. She could hardly hear the skin around her wrists tearing as she sawed them against the ropes in an attempt to

	breakthem.Couldhardlyheartheropesfrayingorthehissinherbreathasthe pain spiked, but it didn't drown everything out.

	Didn'tdrownoutthesoundofreptilianscalesandwingsbeingdraggedacross the floor.

	Didn'tdrownthesoundofcolossalfootsteps,orthewaytheearthshuddered under Hermione's feet.

	Notreal.Notreal.

	Theairwasgettinghotterandhotter,increasingthelongershewastrappedin this nightmare.

	Thedragonwasgettingcloser-Hermionedidn'thavemuchtimeleft.

	Sheworkedherwristsharder,grittingherteethagainstthestingingpainthatwasthrobbinginherwrists.Herskinwasraw,theropesaroundher wrists must have been weaker now, frayed and covered in her blood.

	Shejerkedforward-

	"IwouldsaythatI'msorry,thatIdidn'tseethiscoming."Hermione's head snapped up.

	Fuck,fuck,shewasoutoftime.

	"ButIthinkwebothalwaysknewhowthiswasgoingtoendforus.”Sweat gathered around her temple and ran down her neck.

	Narcissa drew closer, crawling out of the shadows to stand beside hermasterasthatominousgrowlinggotlouderandlouder,makingthehairson the back of her neck stand on end.

	 

	
"Didn'twe,Granger?"

	There wasn't a pause before the flames came barrelling towards her.AssoonasNarcissaopenedhermouth,awaveofsearingheatchargedtoward Hermione, fighting off the darkness and illuminating the space in front of

	her.

	ShecaughtMalfoy'seyesforasplitsecondbeforetheflamesengulfedher.

	Sawthecold,lifelessgreyforjustamoment,andevenasshewasset

	aflame,therewasnoemotionthere,notevenahintofsadnessorregardforher life. As always, he stared at her like he didn't know her, like he didn't care for her at all.

	Andinsomeways,thathurtmorethanthefireevercould.

	Shetriedtosquintandconcentrateonsomethingelse,triedtousethelightfromtheflamesthatlickedupherskintotryandseewhatwasaroundher, see if she could gather any clues as to when this vision might come true,

	whereitwasgoingtohappen.Whereshewasgoingtodie.

	Buttheflameshurt. Theyalwaysdid.No matterhowmanytimesshe

	chantedthatitwasn'treal,thatitwasjustadream,theflamesalwayshurt,and the pain distracted her from everything else.

	Shecouldn'tconcentrateonwhereshewas,becauseallshecouldthink

	aboutwasthewayherbloodwasboilinginsideherbody.Notboilingwithanger,inthemetaphoricalsenselikeshesometimesfeltitdid,no,burning in the literal sense.

	Shecouldn'tlookaroundandtrytoseesomething,aclue,adiscarded

	newspaperonthefloororawatch,anythingtohelpherworkoutwhenthiswas going to happen to her, because all she could hear was her own

	screamsandthatGod-awfulsizzlingandpoppingsoundthatshewassurewas coming from her -

	She wasn't sure what woke her, whether it was the sound of her bedroom doorsuddenlyswingingopenorifitwasherownscreaming.Shelikedto

	 

	
thinkitwastheformer,butlogically,sheknewthatwhoeverwascoming into her room uninvited had probably been woken by her screams.

	On instinct - and the flames still fresh on her skin - she snatched her wand underherpillowandbolteduprightinbed.Shecouldn'tseewhowasinthe doorway, but her voice was horrid and frightening as she screamed a

	Bombardacurseblindlyintothedarkness.

	Shemissedtheintruder,butonlybyaninch.Ashereyesadjusted,shesaw a head of silvery-white hair duck to the left just in time to miss her curse, andthensheheardthewoodendoorframeshatterasitborethebruntofherattack.

	MalfoysteppedintoherroomandmutteredaLumoscharm.Thecandleson her bedside table lit up Immediately and she knew she was really awake

	when she saw his eyes. They weren't lifeless, the way they'd been in her dream.Theyweren'tcold.Theyweren'tevenangry-whichshesupposed

	wouldn'thavebeenthemostunrealisticthingintheworld,seeingasshe'd almost just taken his head off.

	No,instead,theywerealmostcompletelyblueandfullofconcern.

	"Granger,"hewhispered,voicejustascarefulastheslowfootstepshetook intoherroom.“Iheardyouscreaming.Whathappened?Wasit..."Hetook adeepbreathandhisthroatbobbedasheswallowed."Wasitthenightmareagain?"

	Hermionepressedthepalmofherhandagainstherchestandtriedtoquiet her breathing. "What are you doing?!" she hissed, grateful that the

	venomousedgeseemedtohidewhatshewasfeeling."Whyareyouin here?I could've killed you!Again!"

	She wasn't angry with him. She wasn't really angry at all, but she'd rather himthinkthatshewasthanknowthetruth.Knowthatshewasabsolutely fuckingterrifiedofthatnightmareandwhatitmeant.Shedidn'tthinkshe

	wasscaredofdying,thoughtthatwhenhertimecame,she'dacceptherfate and go peacefully.At least then she'd get some rest from the war.

	 

	
But as more and more of Blaise's visions were starting to come, and her owndeathseemedtobegrowingevercloser,sherealisedthatshewasn't ready to go yet. Not fucking ready at all.

	Ittookherfartoolongtocalmdown.Toomanydeepbreathsandtoomany seconds staring at him before her breathing was somewhat under control. "What do you want?"

	Hescoffedquietlyandstaredatherfromacrosstheroom."Getready,"he said. "I'm taking you somewhere.”

	Hermione'sbrowsknittedtogether."What?Rightnow?" Malfoy nodded.

	"But,"sheshuffledoutofbedandgrabbedtheclockonherbedsidetable, "it's almost four o'clock in the morning."

	"Whichmeansweonlyhaveafewhoursuntilsunrise,soweneedtoget going. Now."

	He gave her fifteen minutes to shower and change. He told her to wrap up warm, and once she was dressed - and wearing a thick, almost knee-length black coat - she let him guide her outside to the gardens where Narcissa slept. The dragon was already awake and waiting for them, and after MalfoyhelpedHermioneclimbontoherback,hesettledhimselfbehindher and they took off.

	Although it was freezing outside, it was a relatively mild night. The wind wasasgentleasacaressonhercheeksandherthighswerewarmfromthe scales on Narcissa's back.

	The sky was almost completely pitch black. Hermione wondered how the dragon-orMalfoy-hadanyideawhichdirectiontheyweregoingin.Her

	visiongotworseasNarcissaascendedandstartedtoflythroughtheclouds, but when they broke the surface, the view took Hermione's breath away.

	 

	
It was beautiful, that was the only way she could describe it. There were thousandsofstarsplasteredalongthenight'ssky,morethanshe'deverseen in her lifetime, and the moon, it was full and bright and the most striking silver colour she'd ever seen. It cast a silvery light all across the sky and seemed to illuminate the thick grey clouds in a way that she hadn't been

	abletoseewhenshe'd beenstandingontheground.

	They seemed to be flying forever, but for the first time, Hermione hardly mindedit.Shewasrelativelywarmandtheviewofthestarsaroundherwas like something out of a storybook. She could hardly wait to get back to the Manor and paint a version of it on a wall somewhere.

	Eventually,MalfoygavethesignalandNarcissastartedherdescent.They circled a few mountains that looked vaguely familiar before Narcissa

	landednexttoalargelake,andoncethedragonletthemclimboffherback, Malfoy sat down on the tall grass, right by the water's edge.

	"Where are we?" Hermione asked as she landed softly beside him. "Giveitaminute.I'msureyou'llrecogniseitinaminute.Sitwithme.” "Not until you tell me where we are.”

	"Always so bloody suspicious, aren't you?" Malfoy chuckled quietly and shook his head. "We're in Scotland, Granger.That-" he pointed to the river in front of him, “is the waters of Loch Shiel.And if you squint really hard andlookthatway-"heusedhisthumbtopointbehindhim,"you'llbeable to see Glenfinnan Viaduct, the bridge and train tracks that we used to go

	overeachtimewerodetheHogwartsexpress."

	Shelookedbehindherandsureenough,afteramomentortwotolether eyesadjust,shesawthebridge.Whenshelookedbackathim,hecaught her wrist and urged her to sit on the glass beside him.

	Giventhetimeofyearandtheindecentlyearlyhour,itwouldhavebeen freezing, but as Hermione sat down, Narcissa laid on the ground behind them and curled her body loosely around them, not enough to feel

	 

	
claustrophobicorclosedin,butjustenoughthatHermionecouldfeelthe heat from her body.

	Malfoy leaned his back against the dragon for support and Hermione did thesame,thefeelofherwarmscalesseepingthroughherthickjacketlike leaning against a muggle radiator.

	"Whydid you bring mehere?"

	"You'llsee,"hesaid."Justgiveitalittlelongerandkeepyoureyesonthelake."

	She stared at the lake and frowned. She couldn't really see anything. It was still very dark, and the moon was still hidden behind the thick grey clouds. Shecould only makeout theoutlineof thelakeand surroundingmountains.

	They sat like that for about half an hour, neither one saying a word, but eventually,justasHermione'seyeshadstartedtodriftclosed,theclouds finally parted and the lake was illuminated.

	She'dthoughtthattheskylineandthestarsshe'dseen onthewayto

	Scotlandwerebeautiful,butthatwasnothingincomparisontothewaythey looked reflected in the water.

	Shefeltlikeshewaslookingattwoworldscolliding.Thestarsinthesky were a mirror image of those reflected in the water, only, they weren't

	exactlythesame.Thewaythewaterrippledsoftlyinthegentlewind

	distortedthereflection,madeshapesthatweren'tthere,openedthedoorway to a new world and showed constellations that could never be seen in thesky.

	Itwasthemostbeautifulthingshe'deverseen.She'dneverseenanything like it -

	AndthenshelookedatMalfoy andawarmthwashedoverherchest.

	Becauseshehadn't.Inthetwenty-eightyearsthatshe'dbeenalive,she'd never seen anything like it.All of her youth, she'd had her nose stuck in books and parchment, and since she'd left Hogwarts, all she'd seen was

	 

	
deathandfightingandwar.She'dneverseenanythingsobeautiful.She'd never had the opportunity to do more, to see more, and she wanted to.

	Didn'trealisehowmuchshediduntilthatmoment.

	"Isthiswhatitcould'vebeenlike?"Hermioneasked."Inthisotherlifethat we could've had together? Finding new places like this and fucking in

	them?"

	Hiseyesstayedonthelake,buthislipstwitchedintoasubtle,beautifulsort of smile. "Yes. I think it could've been exactly like this."

	"Whydid you bringmeheretonight?"

	"This is technically your Christmas present," he answered. "I wanted to bringyouheresooner,butwitheverythinggoingon,wehaven'thadthe time. Or a clear enough night."

	"Sowhatmakes tonightsospecial?"

	"Because this is the calm before the storm." He took a deep breath through hisnoseandthenlookedatheroutthecornerofhiseye."Idon'tknowhow tomorrow is going to go, but whatever happens, I felt like we needed a

	nighttoenjoythelittlethings,becauseaftertomorrow-"

	"Everythingisprobablygoingtogotohell?"Hermioneinterrupted,smiling.

	"Yes,"hesmirkedbackather."Becauseeverythingisprobablygoingtogo to hell."

	 

	
Goodlittleboy

	 

	31stMarch

	 

	Theproblemwithmakingplansisthatsomethingalwaysgoeswrong.

	Intheend,itdidn'tmatterhowmuchHermioneandMalfoyhadgoneover their plan to get the medallion, how thoroughly they'd obsessed over the

	details,orhowmanycontingencyplansthey'dmadetomakesurethat

	everyonegotthroughthedayalive,becausesomethingwasalwaysgoingto go wrong, and it was always going to be theone thingthat they hadn't

	preparedfor.

	TheyhadaplanforifHermionebrokeoutoftheHextooearly,ifeitherof themwasinjuredinbattle,andevenastrategytofollowifTheogotalittle too 'trigger' happy and killed too many Order soldiers.

	Whattheydidn'thaveabackupplanfor,however,wasAstoria,soofcourse

	-offuckingcourse-that wasthethingthatwentwrong.

	Threedaysbeforetheattack,Astoriatookveryill.Althoughherbloodcurse getting the better of her wasn't unusual, the timing couldn't have beenworse.

	Thegroupknewtherisksthatwereinvolved insecuringthemedallion.

	Theycouldbespottedstealingit,getcaughtintrapsthatCrouchJrhadlaid in NewsteadAbbey, or they could die securing it. The chances of them

	gettingthemedallionwithoutbeingdetectedwereslim,sonaturally,they prepared for the worst-case scenario.

	Iftheplanwent tohell;dropeverything andmeetatthesafehouse.

	Thefarmhousehadbeencompletelystockedtocapacity,andwas

	thoroughly protected with wards. The enchantments they'd used made the housecompletelyundetectabletooutsiders-anypersonwhodidn'tknowits location wouldn't even be able to see the house, just an empty spot of land

	 

	
wherethefarmshouldbe-andthewardspreventedanyoneApparatinginto its vicinity.

	TheonlywayintothefarmhousewasbythePortkeysthey'dmade;three silver pocket watches that were given to Quinzel, Malfoy and Blaise.

	TheplanhadbeenforAstoriatogotothesafehousetwodaysbeforethe raidtoensurethatshewasoutofharmsway-justincase-butthenight before she was supposed to leave, she grew ill.

	Thesafehousewasreadyandwaiting;animpenetrablefortresswith

	everythingshecouldeverneed,butwithAstoriasoill,theycouldn'tgetherthere.

	Apparatinghernearthegroundswasdangerousinhercurrentcondition.

	Evenwithassistance,thechancesofhergettingSplinchedweregrotesquely high. There weren't any Floo connections at the safehouse, and after

	vomitingthat muchblood, usingaPortkeywas outof thequestion.

	Theohadsuggestedthatthey'borrow'oneoftheDarkLord'scarriagesto transportAstoriain - or even strap her down on Narcissa's back and have thedragon fly her there- but, as Malfoy pointed out, even if they warned theOrderthatthey'dbetransportingAstoriathatway,mugglehelicopters

	hadareputationofshootingVoldemort'scarriages-andNarcissa-onsight, and the group agreed that it wasn't worth the gamble.

	Theywerecompletelyoutofcomfortableoptions.Theonlyonetheyhad left was for the elves to stay with her and try to get as many Blood

	ReplenishingandPepperuppotionsdownhernecktogetherstrengthback up, and if they were discovered, Malfoy would signal for them to get out, and they'd have to hope thatAstoria's strength had returned enough for her to escape.

	Althoughitwasrisky,itwastheonlyoptiontheyhad,butitwasmaking Blaise nervous.

	"I should stay withAstoria," Blaise said as he stared out the kitchen window.Voicetight,handsballedintoeventighterfistsathissides."If

	 

	
somethinggoeswrong-"

	Malfoysighedtowardstheceiling,armsfoldedacrosshischestandleaning against one of the cupboards. "Nothing is going to go wrong, Zabini."

	"Butifitdoes,she'llneedme.”HermionewatchedBlaise'sthroatbobashe swallowed nervously, saw his eyes squeeze closed as though he were in

	pain."Ifwegetdiscovered,theDarkLordwillsendhistroopshere,

	perhapsstraightaway.Theelveswon'tbeabletoprotectherandshe'll-" He cut himself off and shook his head, unable to even say the horrificwords.

	"She'llbeatanevengreaterriskifyoudon'tgotoday,"Hermionesaid. "Voldemort wants everyone there, and your absence will just raise

	suspicions.It'sbetterifyougoandplayyourpart,andifanythinghappens, I promise, I'll be the first one toApparate back here and getAstoria out."

	"Butwhatifshecan'tApparate?Whatif-"

	Hermionecuthimoffbeforehecouldspiralfurther."I'llfiguresomething out. I do my best work under pressure.Always have.”

	"Andifsomethinghappenstoher beforeyoucangettoher?"

	"Astoria,RomyandQuinzelareallwearingthebraceletsthathavethe panic button charms on them. If anything happens, we'll know."

	Althoughit wasthetruth,Blaisedidn'tlook theslightest bitrelaxed.

	He'dbeenclawingatthewallsallnight,he'dprobablynothadevenawink ofsleep,butHermioneandMalfoywerebothinagreementthatBlaisehad to attend the raid. It was too risky for him not to, but he couldn't go like

	this,notinthisstate.Blaisewasusuallysocollectedandcomposed.They needed everything to go perfectly today, and if any of the other Death Eaters sensed Blaise's nerves, well, it didn't bear well to think about.

	Asolutionalreadyformulated,Hermionewentovertothefreshlystocked medicine cupboard and grabbed a clear bottle with a shimmery purple

	 

	
liquidinside.

	ShecouldfeelboththeDeathEaters'eyesonherbackasshepulledthecap off the bottle of Calming Draught.

	"Youneedtotakethis,"Hermionesaid,turningaround."Itwon'taffectyour magic or slow you down, but it'll calm your nerves and help you focus, and then you'll be much better able to protectAstoria if anything does goes wrong - which it won't."

	AlthoughsheofferedthebottletoBlaise,hewashesitanttotakeit.He looked at Malfoy for reassurance.

	Malfoynodded,clearlyonthesamewavelengthasHermione.

	Blaiseextendedhishandbutdidn'tquitetouchthebottle.Hestaredat

	Hermioneintently,allthefeaturesonhisfacetense."Doyoupromisethatif anything does happen, you'll help me get her out of here?"

	Hermionenodded."I'llprotectAstoriawithmylife.”

	Herpromiseseemedto dothetrick.Afterapauseto mulloverherwords,

	Blaisenoddedand downedthepotion inone.Hetookamomentto

	composehimself.Hetookafewdeepbreaths,andonthethird,herelaxed, finally managing to unclench his fists.

	Afewminuteslater,Theoswungopenthekitchendoorsandhalf-danced,

	half-electricslidintothekitchen,DeathEaterrobeson,andadevioussmile on his face.

	"Mornin' all!" he chirped in a fake cockney accent. "How we all feelin' this morning?ReadytobashsomeBlackMasksbrainsinwhenthisallgoestitsup?"

	HermionehitTheoaroundthebackoftheheadwithanopenpalm."Will you pack that in?! It isn't going to go tits up!"

	Theostuckhistongueoutandthenduckedoutofthewaywhenanother open palm flew in his direction.

	 

	
"Iseveryoneclearontheplantoday?"Malfoysnapped,tryingtocontrolthe little chaotic atmosphere that Theo had brought with him into the kitchen.

	"Yes,"Hermionesaid."YouputmeundertheHex,wegototheraidas normal, and once the Death Eaters have fallen into the trap and are

	distracted,we,"shenoddedtowardsMalfoy,"aregoingtosneakoffand secure the medallion."

	Rudely-andwhilstHermionewasspeaking-Theowalkedovertothe

	cupboards,swungthedoorsopenandloudlystartedrummagingthroughitscontents.

	"Yeahandwhilethetwoofyouareoffonyourlittledangermission/

	strangeandhighlydysfunctionalmethodofforeplay,"Theopausedwhenhe found something that interested him, and he made everyone wait until he'd torn off the foil wrapping of the chocolate bar he'd found before he carried on, "me, Blaise, the Order and your overgrown fire breathing scale murder puppy will keep Bellatrix and the others distracted so that they don't notice your absence." He took a large bite out of the chocolate bar and smiled. "Easy peasy," he added with his mouth full.

	"And?"Malfoyasked.

	Theoshrugged."Andonceyoupairhavethemedallion,Grangerwillsignal Weaseltits for her to come and pick it up and destroy it.”

	"And?"

	"And... oh! Ialso haveapanicbutton,”hesaid, holdingup his wristto

	flashhisownsilverbracelet."WhichIamtopresslikethegoodlittleboyI am if anyone notices that you're missing so that you can get back to the

	battle." "And?"

	TheodroppedhisarmandlookedatMalfoyinbewilderment."AaaaaandI really, really, really don't like what you've done to your hair today mate.”

	 

	
"And?"Malfoyaskedagain,growingirritated.

	Theosigheddramaticallyandrolledhiseyes."AndIamnot,"hedrawledin a bored tone, "under any fucking circumstance whatsoever, to kill Death Eaters, specifically, the scum of the earth that is Barty Crouch Jr, unless we have been exposed and it is absolutely necessary."

	"Imeanit,Theodore,"Malfoysaidsternly."Thatisafuckingorder, probably the most important one for you today."

	Theonoddedlikeheunderstood,buthelookedattheceilingandcontinued to eat his chocolate bar like a naughty child that had no intention of

	listeningtotheirparents'instructions.

	Malfoyseemedtomakethesamecomparison."DoImakemyselfclear,Nott?"

	"Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. I get it. Crouch is untouchable and I have to controltheurgetokillhimandBellatrix,eventhoughtheslimyfuckers

	deserveit,”Theoanswered,chewingwithhismouthopen.Hestraightened from his slouch against the cupboard, held one hand in front of him, palm facing the group, and used his other to draw a pretend cross over his heart

	withthechocolatebar."Crossmyheartandhopetodieblahblahblah,canwe pleeeeeease go now?"

	Theydidacompleterun-throughof theplan afinaltimebeforetheyleft.

	Blaise added a few more potions and small weapons to his pockets- Hermionedidthesame-andTheogaveMalfoyanoverthetopsalute, adding, "Sir, yes Sir!" before he grabbed another chocolate bar and

	followedBlaiseontothegrounds.

	HermionewatchedthemleavebeforesheturnedtoMalfoy.

	He'd been occluding heavily all morning, preparing himself for the day ahead,andalthoughstormygreyeyesstareddownather,flecksofblue

	werestillclingingtotheedges.Hewashavingtroublefullyclosinghimselfoff.

	 

	
Sheclosedhereyesandtriedtorelax,readytobeputundertheDemonHex for what she supposed could be - if the plan went horribly wrong - the very last time.

	She waited, expecting to feel his lips at her ear, but after almost half a minute,shehadn't,andhereyesflutteredopenwhenoneofhislarge,cold hands caught the side of her face.

	"Ihateputtingyouunderthiscurse,"hesnarled,thegentlewayheheldher face a stark comparison to the venom his words were wrapped in.

	"Iknow.Ihateittoo,butwedon'thaveachoice,”sheanswered."It'sfor the best.”

	Therewasastormgatheringinhiseyes,bluecracks,lightninghidden

	behindthethickclouds.Hescoffedquietly,gently,barelyanoiseatall,and stared down at her. "Always so brave. Never look like you're scared of

	anything.You'llhavetoshowmehowyoudothat."

	She'dwantedtoquestionhim,butthenheleanedforwardandhereyes

	fluttered closed again. He kissed her forehead, and then a shiver ran up her spinewhenhislipsfoundherearanddeliveredanotherkiss,akissofdeath that was articulated in two little words.

	"Deamonium,ortus.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WhentheymetTheoandBlaiseattherendezvouspoint,Hermionefelt nothing like herself. The first few minutes under the Hex were always strange, like walking around in someone else's skin.

	 

	
The rest of the Death Eaters assigned to this mission was already there, huddledinasmallgroupatthetopofthehighstreetwiththeirmaskson and their wands in their hands.

	The effect Malfoy had on the Death Eaters was astounding. They'd been mutteringandgrumblingundertheirbreathsbeforehand,butassoonasthe male Demon Masks apparated in, the whispering stopped.

	AsHermionelookedoutthewindow,shecouldseetheoutlineofNarcissa soaringhighabovetheclouds,silentandoutofsight,butreadytodescend upon the group like death at a heartbeat's notice.

	BellatrixandCrouchJrstoodsidebysidebehindthecounter.Bellatrix's wandtwitchedirritablyathersidewhenshenoticedMalfoy.Orperhaps when she noticed Hermione. Honestly, it was hard to tell.

	Crouch Jr didn't wear a mask, and Hermione was sure that even if she wasn'tundertheDemonHex,shewouldhavefeltherskinstarttocrawl from the way he was looking at her.

	AstherestoftheDeathEaterspartedtoallowMalfoythrough,Hermione walked obediently at his side.

	"Is this everyone?" Malfoy asked when they got to the front of the group, hisvoicealteredtoadeepbravadothroughthevoice-alteringcharmsthey all cast.

	"Yes," Bellatrix answered, her own voice slightly distilled and off through her own charms, although Hermione wondered why she even bothered, she waseasilyrecognisablebyherlongnailsandwildhairthatwrappedaround her horns. "The Dark Lord wanted to keep some Gold Masks to one side asreinforcements."

	"Rightfullyso,”Malfoynodded."HaveyoulocatedtheOrdersbaseyet?"

	Bellatrixscoffederratically,soundinganawfullotlikethederanged

	witchesHermioneusedtowatchintelevisionshowsasachild."Andyou're speaking to me as though you are my superiorbecause?"

	 

	
"Aren'tI?"Malfoycockedhisheadtotheside,theDemonMaskonhisface warping the simple movement from playful to menacing, a show of

	dominancethatmadeevenBellatrixbackawayslightly.

	"Ihavefoundthebase,"CrouchJrchirpedin."They'rehidinginapubto the North, less than two minutes from here."

	"Howmanyexitpoints?"Malfoyasked,playinghispartbeautifully.

	"Four,"Crouchanswered."Frontentrance,backdoor,andtwofireexitson the East and West side.”

	"Andthey'reallonoppositewalls?"

	"Yes.Ifwecoverallfour,we'llhavethemsurrounded.They'llhave nowhere to go.”

	"Good,"Malfoynodded."Anysignoftanksorheavymugglemachinery?"

	"None,"Bellatrixhissed,"butshouldn'tyoubemoreconcernedaboutthose flying guns of theirs?" she added, jutting her chin sharply towards theclouds.

	"TheskyisNarcissa'sterritory,"Malfoysaidcoldly."AndIfeelverysorry for any soldier foolish enough to infringe on that. It doesn't matter if its a muggleinahelicopterorabloodtraitoronabloomstick,iftheOrdertries to send in air support, they're dead.”

	After Malfoy briefly ran over the plan with the Death Eaters, he divided themintofourgroupsandgaveeachadifferentexittocover,makingsure the little Brewery which was supposed to be the Orders base was

	surroundedatallangles.Bellatrixledhergrouptooneexit,CrouchJrto another, Theo and Blaise the third group and Malfoy and Hermione's

	coveredtheentrance.

	This type of 'circular pincer movement' was common practice in warfare.A pincermoveusuallyinvolvedtwoseparatetroopsattackingtheenemyfrom two opposite sides.

	 

	
Acircularoneinvolvedluringtheenemyintoatrap-acircle-andthen diverging from all angles. This type of attack always yielded gruesome

	results,andthisonewouldbenodifferent,only,theDeathEatershadno idea that they were the ones on the inside of the pincer.

	Aseveryonegotintoposition,MalfoyandHermionestoodatthebackof theirgroup,andbecausetheywerestandingattheback,noonecouldsee the way her eyes were starting to wander.

	IthadbeenatacticalmovetokeepthelocationofthehidingOrdersoldiers from her, and another to get them to hide under layers of magic that made them invisible.

	Hermione needed to be under the Hex at the beginning of this mission, and thatmeantthatherinstinctswerescreamingathertoattackOrdermembers, to kill, the urge to draw another person's blood hammering in her veins like a second pulse.

	For the pincer movement to work, the Order must have been scattered aroundtheDeathEaters,gatheringonrooftopsandhiddenintheshadows of alleys.

	Hermioneknewtheywereouttheresomewhere,waitingfortheirmoment to attack.

	AssoonasshesawanOrdermember,anyOrdermember,shewouldgoon the attack, and their invisibility was the only thing saving them from her.

	WiththeDeathEatersinposition,Malfoygavethesignal.

	The Black Mask that was located at the front of Malfoy and Hermione's groupraisedhiswand.HecastastrongBombarda,andassoonasthedoors flew open, chaos ensued.

	Awaveofthickhottarstartedtoexplodeoutofthenewlyopeneddoorlike atidalwave.ThefewBlackMasksatthefrontofthedoorsgotittheworst. The poor sods didn't have time to react, just stared blankly as the wave of

	 

	
moltenheatcamebarrellingtowardthemandburnedthemalivewheretheystood.

	Anditwas thesameattheotherthreeexits.

	Asscreamsofpainstartedtofilltheair,theotherDeathEatersstartedto

	retreat,tryingtobackawayfromthetrap,unawarethatthatwasn'tthetrap at all, unaware that they were already inside it.

	Order and muggle soldiers began to spring up from behind them at every angle, popping up on rooftops and jumping out from underneath cars and justattacking.Greenandredcursesshotthroughtheair.Bulletsexploded from guns and riffles.

	AhandfulofterrifiedBlackMaskstriedtoflee,knowingtheywere

	outnumbered.Theylookedtowardstheskyandtheirbodiesvibratedfora moment as they tried toApparate, but thennothing happened.

	Hermionewishedtheyweren'twearingtheirmasks,wishedshecouldhave seen their faces when they realised that The Order had set upAnti-

	ApparationwardsshortlyaftersheandMalfoyhadarrived.

	Finally,theaircrackledinfivedifferentlocations,andamomentlater,five muggletanksmaterialisedoutofnowhere,sealingoffthecirclearoundthe Death Eaters.

	Andthenthetrapwascomplete.Voldemort'sarmyhadnowheretorun,and they didn't stand a fucking chance.

	Allatonce,everyonelurchedintoaction. Hermione started to throw Avada's.

	Malfoycastaslicingcursethattoretwomugglesoldiersinhalf.

	Blaisestalkedbehindamuggleandpressedhiswandtothesoldier'stemple. Hewhisperedsomethingintheirear,andthenthemuggle'seyeswentwhite and he emptied the barrel of his gun under his own chin.

	 

	
Theogottoworkflippingovertheabandonedmugglecarsthatwereleftup and down the street, crushing Order soldiers underneath their weight when they fell back on the ground.

	BellatrixthrewviolentcursesatthetanksinquicksuccessionwhileCrouch tried to break the Anti-Apparation wards.

	Shopwindowsexplodedupanddownthestreetfromtheforceofspells.

	Brickswerepulledoutofbuildingandsenthurtlingacrossthebattlefield.It was hard to distinguish magical words through the screams of the injured and blood rained from the above like spring powers.

	Hermioneheardarumblingnoiseinthedistance.Asthebattledrewon,it keptgettinglouderandlouder,andasthetelltalesignofhelicoptersgrew more distinctive, she heard Narcissa's deafening roar before the clouds lit up with fire, and then moments later, the sky began to rain with sharps of metal that were set ablaze.

	Allthehelicoptersandtankswereunmanned.HermionehadtoldtheOrder to operate them remotely so that they could attack them freely without fear of injuring anyone, and the way the machinery crashed onto the floor sold the lie perfectly.

	Hermionelostcountofhow manypeopleshekilled inthefirstfewminutes.

	Shetried notto thinkabout it.When thetimewasright, Malfoywould

	discreetlydragherasideandbreakheroutoftheHex,andhecouldn'tdo that yet. Not with Bellatrix so close. Not with Crouch Jr watched her.

	As Hermione decapitated another soldier, she saw Ginny and Fleur. They werebothcoveredindebrisandsmoke,bothsofocusedontheirownduels that they were completely oblivious to her. They were vulnerable. Easy to pick off.

	TheHexpulledthestringsandmadeHermionestalkherprey. Fuck - they had no idea she was coming for them.

	Herfingerstightenedaroundthewandinherhand.

	 

	
Theyweren'tlooking.Theydidn'tknow.Fuck,why,whythefuckweren't they looking?!

	Her palm tingled as she started to pour her magic into the wand. Theyneededtolook.Justoneofthem.Eitherofthemwoulddo.

	Shewasinsuchcloserangetothem.Therewasnowayshewouldmiss. Green magic crackled at the tip of her wand -

	Fuck.Fuck.Fuck.

	Shepulledherwandarmback-

	Somethinghitherfromtheleftandsentherflyingthroughtheairandaway from her target - and thank fucking God that it did.

	Shelandedonherbackinanalleywayafewfeetawayfromthebattle,the force of the spell that sent her there knocking the air from her lungs and spendingaterribleacheinherback.Shewassodistractedbythepainthat swarmed up and down her spine like a pack of angry bees that she almost didn't feel the Hex receding to begin with.

	Someone dragged her to her feet and slammed her into the wall.Although her head was practically rolling off her shoulders and although her vision wasblurred,themomentshefeltthetipofawandatherthroat,shereactedinstinctually.

	Sheusedthesideof herfoottokickher attacker'sleftlegoutfromunder

	them,andastheylosttheirbalance,sheusedoneofherhandstopushthem down, and the other to press her wand at their temple.

	"Hermioneit'sme!"herattackershrieked;voicefrighteninglyfamiliaras blurry orange hair came into view. "It's me! It's me!"

	She lowered her wand and let go of his shoulder. "Ron?" She took a step away,apartofhernottrustingthattheHexhadfullyrecededandgivenher back control.

	 

	
Whenhervisionfinallycleared,Ronwasstaringatherwithwideblueeyes. "Mione? Are you ...you, right now?"

	SheputasmuchspacebetweenthemasthealleyallowedandkeptMalfoy's wand in her hand, ready to attack if needed. She kept her eyes on the end of the alleyway as she spoke, watching green curses and bullets zip past in all directions. "I'm me," she said. "The Hex is gone."

	TherewasabeatofsilencebeforeRonscreamed."You'renotundertheHex and you still almost killed me as well?!"

	HereyessnappedbacktoRon tofindhimglaringather.

	"Yeah,Isawwhatyouwereabouttodo!WhydoyouthinkIgotyououtof the way?!" he snarled as he got to his feet and dusted off his ash-soaked trousers. "Not enough for you to try and murder my sister, you had to have a go at me as well?!"

	Although he was right, although Hermione was completely in the wrong and her stomach felt like it'd turned to ice at the thought of what she'd almostfuckingdone-again-shecouldn'tshaketheangryedgefromher

	voice."Ididn'twanttogoforGinnybutyouknowIdon'thaveanycontrol when I'm under the Hex!"

	Ronsnortedangrily."Andwhat'syourexcuseforalmostkillingme?!"

	"Icouldn'tseeyou!"Hermione'seyesflickeredtotheendofthealleyway again, making sure they were still alone. "I hit my head and was

	disorientated,youcaughtmeoffguard,that'sall!"Whenhereyeslanded back on Ron, his brows were knitted together in a deep scowl. "What?"

	"Ididn'twanttoputmywandonyou,"hesaid."Ithoughtyouwerestill under the Hex.”

	"SoyouwereexpectingmetokillyouonceIcameto?" "I was expecting that you'd try and attack me, yes."

	 

	
"That was stupid, you shouldn't have done that," she snapped, glancing at theendofthealleywayagain,checkingthattheywerestillalone."IfIwere still under the Hex, I'd have killed you, Ron. Easily."

	"AndI'd havefucking lether -with thebiggest smileon myface."

	Hermione didn't need to turn to see who'd spoken, even if she hadn't been sofamiliarwithhisvoice,thewayRon'sfacescrunchedindisgustwhenhe stared at the end of the alley told her it was Malfoy.

	Hestartedtowalktowardsthem,shouldersbroadandconfidentandDemon Mask still on his face. Ron flinched away as though the sound of each

	ominousfootstepthatechoeddownthealleywaywereaseparatethreat."Weasel."

	"Malfoy,"Rongreetedback,voiceequallyascoldbutnotnearlyas menacing without the voice-altering charm.

	Thankfully Ron didn't linger. The moment Malfoy stopped at Hermione's side,Rontookoff,andasVoldemort'ssoldierstriedtobackpedal,andwith Bellatrix and Crouch thoroughly distracted by the muggle tanks that were barrelling towards them, Hermione and Malfoy made their escape.

	When they landed at NewsteadAbbey, Malfoy let go of Hermione's hand and looked at his wand. Hestared at it for amoment, waiting for thealert fromTheo.Fifteensecondspassedandnothinghappened.Thenaminute. Then another.

	IttookthreeminutesbeforeMalfoywasconvincedthattheyhadn'tbeen seen and they could get started.

	Hermionecastadetectioncharm,andonceitwasclearthattheywere alone,theysprintedtowardsthewaterfall.Ittookmereminutestoget across the grounds.

	Theydidn'tpausetoadmirethebeautifullaketotheirright,oreventhe ruins of theAbbey to their left. They had no intention of site seeing.

	 

	
They found the small waterfall instantly, hours pouring over maps and booksoftheareaengravingitslocationintheirminds.Oncetheywerein

	frontofit,Hermionecastanotherdetectioncharm.Itcameupwithnothing, but neither Malfoy nor Hermione were convinced.

	Wordlessly, Malfoy sunk into a crouch and picked a rock up off the floor. HeeyedHermionecautiously,andwhenshenodded,hethrewtherockinto the falling water.

	Themomentitmadecontact,achemicalreactionstarted.Therewasaloud sizzling noise, a thick mist exploded from the stream where the rock had

	disappeared,therewasaloudpop,andthenawallofcoldairsweptover Hermione's face.

	Theexperimentdidn'tseemtotripanyalarms,therockdidn'tdisintegrate or burst into flames. They could see its outline on the other side of the

	water,itwascompletelyfrozen.Althoughthewaterfalllookednormal, Crouch had charmed it to be deadly.

	Fortunately,they'dprepared.

	Malfoy took a handkerchief out of his pocket, unfolded it, and lay it flat acrosshispalm.Hepressedhiswandintothecentre,mutteredacharm,and then the simple cloth transformed into a large, cast-iron shield, a huge,

	thick,bulkingpieceofmetalthatMalfoyhadtousebothhandstohold above his head.

	Hermione had been prepared to go first, but Malfoy glared down at her in a waythatsaidshewas madtothinkhe'dlet hertesttheshieldseffectiveness.

	"Surethiswillwork?"heasked,lookingoverhisshoulder,makingsureshe was close to him and well underneath the protection of the shield.

	"Prettysure." "How sure?""90%."

	 

	
Helookedatherfromoverhisshoulderagain."90%suretheshieldwill hold? Or 90% we'll die horribly?"

	"90%suretheshield willhold."

	Althoughheturnedbacktothewaterfall,shecouldhearthesarcasminhis voice. "Oh great, bloody fantastic, that makes me feel so much better."

	Togiveherselfcredit,theshieldheldupexceptionallywell.Itwasn'ta

	complete success.Although it didn't disintegrate, it did nothing to stop the odd bit of backsplash, and those few drops that did make it through stung likeabitch.Asearing,coldsortofburnthatmadeHermionegrindherteeth together and Malfoy hiss under his breath.

	Oncetheywereontheotherside,hetossedtheshieldaside,lettingitclatter loudly against the stone floor, and reached for Hermione.

	She couldn't see him, she had her eyes squeezed tightly closed, trying to willherselfthroughthepain,butshefelthiscoldhandsoneithersideofherface.

	"Granger,"hehushed,voiceurgentandhandstightonherjaw."Areyou alright? Talk to me - are you in pain?"

	"I'mfine.I'mfine,"shehissed."JuststingsmorethanIexpected."

	The skin on her neck and collarbone was raised and burned, there was a littledamagetobackofherlefthand,butotherthanthecoldthatfeltlike it'd seeped into her bones, she was relatively unscathed.

	Malfoyhadtooktheworstofthedamage.Theiceburnsontheexposed partsofhisneckweremuchbiggerandlookedmuchmorepainful.The material of his uniform looked almost completely frozen on his left

	shoulder,andtherewasanangryburnthatclaweduptheleftsideofhisjaw to his ear. He quickly healed all her injuries before they carried on. He

	didn'tbotherwithhisown-andhedidn'tletHermionehealthemforhim- said they didn't have the time.

	 

	
The cavern on the other side of the waterfall was small, a tiny cupboard space,apantrymadeofblackbricks.Barelyenoughroomforthebothofthem.

	Hermione cast a Lumos charm, just bright enough to let them see but not enough to draw unwanted attention should anyone be on patrol. With her freehand,sheranherhandsoverthecoldbricks,lookingforaclue,atrap

	doorornickinthestonethatwouldrevealwherethemedallionwashiding. Malfoy followed her lead and did the same.

	Itdidn'ttakethemlong tofindit.Couldn't havebeenmorethanfive

	minutesbeforeshefoundaparticularlyroughpatchofstone,pressedit,and the bricks around it started to vibrate.

	Asthesouthwallstartedtomove,Hermionebackedaway.Thebricks

	turnedthemselvesover,andthenoveragain,clawingthemselvesbackwards again and again until a door-sized entrance was revealed.

	Malfoywentfirst,andastheystartedtowalkthrough,Hermionepulleda spare dagger out of her pocket and held it in her free hand - just in case.

	Itwasfrighteninglyquiet.TheheelsofherDeathEateruniformsoundedso much louder than they usually were as she stepped through, feeling more like a beacon, a bloody dinner bell to whatever creature might be waitinginside.

	Once on the other side of the doorway, she cast a silencing charm on her shoes and increased the strength of her Lumos charm. The light from her wandilluminatedeverything,exposingthesingle,undergroundtunnelthat stretched out in front of them, and when Hermione's breath hitched, the sound was carried by the narrow brick corridor.

	Becauseitcouldn'tbethateasy,couldit?

	No, it couldn't be. It shouldn't be.And yet, there it was. The medallion. On theothersideofthetunnel,pastthedamp,blackbricks.Perchedontopofa stone stand like a prize.

	 

	
ButwhenMalfoytookanotherstepcloser,thebricksstartedmovingagain.

	Itallhappenedveryquickly.Thebricksthatmadeupthewestandeastwall started to turn over, dragging across the tunnel from either side, beginning to form a wall in front of them -

	"No!" Malfoy lurched forward, but he was too late.The bricks had been too quick.Themedallionwasgone,andMalfoy'sfingerscurledagainstthewall where their prize used to be.

	"Fuck! Fuck!" he hissed, accentuating every curse by punching the new wall."Fuck!Fuck!Fuck!"HeturnedandfacedHermioneagain,andwhen he angrily dragged both hands through his hair, his knuckles were bruised and bleeding. "What do we do now!?"

	Thiscouldn'tbeit.They'dmadeitthisfar,therehadtobeanotherway. Hermione refused to believe otherwise.

	Butjustas shestartedto lookaround,thetunnelsuddenlygrewmuch

	colder.Itmusthavedroppedseveraldegreesinasecondortwo.Itturnedso cold that Hermione could see her breath in front of her.

	Andthenaloud,shufflingnoisetotheleftstartledher.

	Hermioneturnedtowardsthesoundbuttherewasnothingthere.Herfingers tightened around her dagger. "Did you hear that?"

	"Yes,"Malfoy'svoicewascold,strained."Bereadyforanything,cub."

	Anothernoiseechoeddownthewallsofthetunnel.Hermioneturnedher wand towards it, illuminating the dark corridor, but she couldn't see

	anything,justanemptyhallwaythatstretchedonfarbeyondwhatshecouldsee.

	Sheheardit again,thistimefrombehindher.

	Shespunonherheels,thelightfromherwandswipingthroughtheairand lighting up the opposite tunnel, but again, there was nothing there.

	 

	
"Whatisit?!"Hermione'sheartratedoubled.Herheartseemedtobeat

	louder,harsher,likesomeonewasslappingtheirpalmacrossherchestagain and again. "Where is it coming from?!"

	Whatever creature was making the noise, it was using the tunnels. There musthavebeenanothersetofcorridorsunderneaththeoneHermioneand Malfoy were standing in, or maybe below them, it was hard to tell, the

	narrowtunnelcarriedthesoundinalldifferentdirections,itwasimpossible to tell where it was coming from.

	Atfirst,HermioneconsideredthatitmightbeaBasilisk.Itwasn'tthemost outlandish idea. Voldemort had used one before, it stood to reason that he might have another one and possibly loaned the beast to Crouch to guard the medallion for him.

	It would certainly be able to use the tunnels, but she could hear footsteps. Theywerefaintandhurried,butshecouldhearthem.Likedozensoflittle legs all scurrying across the stone floor at once.

	Onethingthatwasclear,however,wasthattherewasmorethanonebeast, there were more than one set of footsteps.

	Theywerebeinghuntedbyapack.

	Butapackofwhatwasyettobedetermined. The scurrying came from overhead-

	Andthenit wasgoneagain-

	Andthenitwascomingfromtherightsideofthetunnel- And then the left -

	Andthenabovethem-

	Theremusthavebeenalotofthem.Possiblytoomanytofightoffatonce. What if they overwhelmed Malfoy and Hermione?

	 

	
Quickly, she started running through strategies in her mind, rolling through possibleplansandwaystousetheirnumbers-whatevertheywere-against them -

	"Granger,"Malfoy'svoicesaid,only,hedidn'tquitesoundlikehimself. "Right side of the tunnel."

	Of all the things Crouch could have chosen to guard the medallion, an Acromantulawasn'twhatHermionehadexpected.Hadn'tevenmadethe top three in her list.

	Andshe'dcertainlyneverexpectedtoseefuckingtwoofthem.

	Theyweren'tasoldasAaragoghadbeen.Thespidersweren'tnearlyasbig, but they were big enough. Bodies at least the size of Mini-Coopers and

	black fangs as long as Hermione's forearm. They shouldn't have been able tofitinthetunnelatall.Theyweretoobig,butasthespidersbegantostalk towards them, the bricks of the tunnel started to move, turning over and out of the spider's path to accommodate their size.

	"Ifyouhaveanyideason howwe'regoing tosurvivethis,"Malfoy

	whispered,wandarmstrongandaimingforthespiderontheleft,"now would be a bloody marvellous time to share them."

	Hermioneaimed fortheoneon theright.

	Thiswasbad.This was-fuck,what wheretheygoingtodo?!

	Shecouldmaybecharmthewalls,enchantthemtocloseinandsquishthe spiders?Asickeninglurchcreptintoherstomachwhenshethoughtofthe last time she'd used that spell. They way she'd held Colin in her arms.

	No.Sheshook herhead andtried tothink ofsomethingelse.

	Asthespidersadvanced,bothHermioneandMalfoystartedtoretreat.

	Thespidersstartedtowalkfaster,loweringtheirbodiestofloorinahunting pose, ready to strike.

	 

	
"Whilewe'reyoungandstillbreathingwouldbeniceGranger!" "I have ... one - maybe, I don't know."

	Whenthespiderontheleftclickeditsfangstogether,greenlightning sparkedattheedgeofMalfoy'swand."Gonnaneedamoredefinitive answer than 'maybe', Granger."

	Shetookadeepbreathtocalmherselfandherwandtingledagainsther palm with gathering magic.

	She could do this.They could do this; they just needed to trust one another and work together. Once upon a time she'd have scoffed at the irony of it all.ADeath Eater and the Golden Girl, fighting side by side, relying on each other to save the others life while two grotesquely large beasts looked atthemwithhungerintheireyes.Itwasallsohorriblypoeticitwasalmostfunny.

	"JustdowhatItellyouandfollowmylead."HermionelookedatMalfoy out the corner of her eye. "Do you have my back?"

	Blue-greyeyesmethersforamomentbeforehesmirked."Doyoueven have to ask, little lion?"
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	HermioneandMalfoywereanincredibleteam.

	Overthelastsixteenmonths,they'ddonenothingbutfighteachother.She'd slapped him and he'd hexed her. She'd fought him more times than she

	wouldeverbeabletocount,butshe'dneverfoughtwithhim,neveronthe same side, not of her own free will, so it'd never occurred to her just how well they could work together when they weren't trying to kill each other.

	When Malfoy went on theattack, Hermionewas his shield, blocking every advanceandgnashofthespiders'fangsbeforetheycouldmaketheirmark.

	And when it was Hermione's turn to go on the offensive, Malfoy did the same. He took a step back, gave her the room she needed to throw curses andusethespiders'ownweightagainstthem,butwasalwayscloseenough to protect her if she needed support.

	Heknewwheresheneededhimtobewithouthertellinghim,almostlikeit was instinctual. He took over when something in Hermione's plan went wrongandletherstepback,coveringherwhilesheworkedsomethingelseout.

	Theywereperfectlyinsync,thatwastheonlywayHermionecould

	describeit.Wandsinthesamehand,stepsperfectlymatched,likethethreat in front of them fused them together until even the rhythm of their heartsmatched.

	ThemostimportantpartofHermione'splanwasnotlettingthespidersget around them.Yes, it was overwhelming to have two great big bloody

	spidersstalkingtowardsthemandforcingthemfurtherintothetunnels,but it felt safer than having the spiders surround them.

	 

	
Ifbothspidersstoodatthesameendofthetunnel,theycouldcombinetheir magic and work together, but if the spiders divided, they'd be forced to do the same, and Hermione didn't like those odds.

	Themainproblemtheyhad,however,wasn'tthespidersthemselves.Itwas the walls. It was like the bricks were their own separate entity. Hermione

	didn't know what type of enchantment Crouch Jr had used on them, but whateveritwas,itmeantthattheymovedontheirownandprotectedthespiders.

	Andhe'dplacedAnti-Apparationwardsonthetunnel,meaningthat

	HermioneandMalfoywouldn'thavebeenabletoApparatetosafetyevenif they'd wanted to.

	AsMalfoythrewanotherAvada,thewallsshiftedtogivethehugespiders enough room to dodge the curse.

	"Fucksake!"Malfoysnarled."Everyfuckingtime!"Hethrewanother

	Avada,thisonestronger,buttheresultswerethesame.Thewallswidened, allowing the spiders to curl up the sides and out of the way of Malfoy's attack. One stayed on the left wall while the other perched on the ceiling and made a horrid screeching noise.

	Hermionetriednottoletthewaythespidersmovedtowardsthemdistract her, or the third green curse that Malfoy threw - which missed, again.

	Instead,shetwistedherwandagainstthebricksandconcentrated.

	Shedidn'twanttousethespellthatmadethewallscloseinonthemselves. Every time she thought about using it, it made her stomach twist and her throat tighten. She didn't want to use it, but the tunnels were their biggest enemy - and the spiders' biggest advantage - and they didn't have a lot of

	optionsleft.

	Afteralmostanhourofbeingforcedfurtherandfurtherintothetunnelsby the spiders, they had no idea where the exits or the medallion were. If she used the spell now, they'd likely be crushed to death right alongside the

	spiders.

	 

	
Whenshe'dusedthespellbefore,sheuseditononelongstretchofcorridor.

	Theadvantagetheyhadthistime,wasthatthereweresomanyofthese tunnels, dozens that wove around sharp corners and connected to other

	passageways,andifshemanipulatedthebricksjustright,shecouldisolate one stretch of tunnel and close those walls in while she and Malfoy were safe on the other side.

	ShejusthadtohopeMalfoycouldkeepthespidersoccupiedlongenough for her to figure out how to do it.

	"HowarewedoingGranger?"Malfoycalledoverhisshoulder,moments before another of his curses lit up the tunnel.

	Hermionestayedinhercrouchbehindhim,wandpressedagainstthebrick and eyes on her work. "I still need a little more time."

	Shesawaflashofredoutofthecornerofhereye.Heardthespidersshriek andthewallsofthetunnelmovetoletthemgetoutofthewayofwhatever Malfoy had thrown this time.

	"Howmuchlonger?!"heasked,soundingalittlebreathlessasanotherred light lit up the tunnel.

	"Afew moreminutes."

	Anotherflashofredlight.Anothercryfromthespiders. "I'm going to struggle for minutes, Granger!"

	Anothercurse,thisoneblue.

	She turned her head just in time to see the spider on the ceiling raise the backhalfofitsbody,butasfastasitsthickwebbingcametowardsthem, Malfoy was quicker.

	"Incendia!"

	WhenMalfoy'sspelltouchedthespider'swebbing,theentiretunnelwaslit up. The fire travelled up the silky web at an alarming speed and when it

	 

	
connectedwiththespider'sbody,fuck-Hermionehadneverheardasound quite like it.

	Asthespider'sbodywassetaflame,itreleasedanear-piercingshriekthat felt like it shook the walls of the tunnel and made both her and Malfoy

	covertheirears.

	Althoughthesecondspidermanagedtoavoidtheflames,itdidn'tabandon the smaller one.

	Ithoveredovertheotherandspunawebofitsown,onethatwasaslightly lighter colour than the others. It must have possessed some magical

	properties,becausewhenthesecondspiderwrappeditswebaroundthe

	first'sbody,itextinguishedtheflames.Perhapsthespidersweremates.It was hard to tell in the darkness.

	Whatwasn'thardtotell,however,wasthatalthoughthefiredidn'tkill either of the spiders, it made them angry.Very, very fucking angry.

	Whentheystartedtoscurrydownthetunnel,Hermioneknewtheywereout of time. It was now or never.

	Sheclosedhereyesandpouredhermagicintoherwand.Atfirst,shedidn't think her spell had worked because nothing happened. It wasn't until she stood up and took a step back, wasn't until she moved to stand at Malfoy's side and raised her wand, ready to attack the spiders, that the bricks moved at all.

	Butthistime,theydidn'tmovetoaccommodatethespiders,no,thistime they moved in the direction she'd moved her wand.

	Hermione'sbreathhitched. The spiders froze.

	WhenHermionemovedherwandtotheleft,thebricksfoldedover

	themselvestotheleft.Whenshewavedittotheright,thebricksfollowed her movement.

	 

	
Thespiderswerestillontheothersideofthetunnel,atleastfiftyfeetaway from her and Malfoy, and as she manipulated the bricks between them, all of the spider's eyes followed the bricks, like they were strangely

	mesmerisedbythewaytheymovedslowlyalongoneanother.

	Withthespidersdistracted,Hermionedelicatelycurledherwristandthe

	bricksinfrontofherstartedtomove.ThewallsinfrontofherandMalfoy started to slowly close in on themselves. It would take a while, but when they did eventually meet, they'd crush the spiders into dust and Hermione and Malfoy would be safe on the other side.

	IttookthecreaturesamomenttorealisewhatHermionewasdoing,butthe instanttheydid,theyattacked.TheyscurriedtowardHermioneandMalfoy quickerthantheyeverhadbefore,screechingandsnappingtheirpincersas they charged for their prey with a blind fury.

	Andthebricksweremovingtooslowly.

	Malfoycaughtherwristandtookastepback."It'snotgoingtowork.The walls are moving too slow," he said urgently. “We need to go."

	"Notyet,"shebreathedsoftly."Notyet–justgiveitaminute.”

	Despite the spiders starting to get uncomfortably close, Hermione stayed whereshewas.Theyweren'twhereshewantedthemyet,weren'tquiteas deep in the trap as she wanted them to be -

	She could feel Malfoy staring down at her face, but she didn't look at him, stayedwatchingthespiderschargetowardsthemandwilledherfeetnottomove.

	Anddespitethethreat,Malfoydidn'tleaveherside."Granger?"

	Thewallsweregettingtighter,thespiderswerecrawlingoveroneanother, fighting each other to get through.

	Justalittlebitmore.

	 

	
Thespidershadtogosinglefile,thelargerofthetwohurtlingtowardsthem and opening its pincers, ready to feast on its well-deserved meal -

	Theywerealmostthere. Almost there.

	"Granger?!"Closeenough.

	When Hermione cut her wand sharply to the left, a section of bricks slammedtogetherwithaforcethatechoedthroughtherestofthetunneland crushedthespidersinstantly.It'dhappenedsoquickly,shedoubtedtheyfelt a thing.

	Therewas abeat of stunned silencebeforeMalfoy spoke. "It ... worked." HeturnedtoHermione."Itworked!Youfuckinggenius!"Hismouthwas hangingopenindisbeliefbuttheedgesofhislipsstartedtoturnupwards into a smile, and when Hermione turned to him, her smile perfectly

	mirroredhis.

	Yes,Hermione'sspellhadworkedflawlessly.Butshehadn'tmanipulatedall of the bricks, and just as hope had started to swell in her chest, the bricks moved again and formed another wall, right between her and Malfoy.

	"Granger!"Eventhoughhisvoicewasmuffledfromtheothersideofthe brick, Hermione could hear the panic in it. "Granger?!"

	"I'mhere!"sheshoutedback."I'malright!Canyouseethemedallionon your side?"

	"No.Canyou?"

	HermionecastanotherLumosandlookedaround,seeingnothingbut

	tunnelsoneithersideofher."No.”Sheplacedherwandagainstthebricks and tried the incantation again, but nothing happened. She tried again, twisting her wand and willing the bricks to move so she could get to -

	 

	
Somethingsharppiercedherleftcalf,likeabutcher'sknifehadtornstraight through her skin and muscle and slammed into the bone.

	Andjustasshestartedtoscream,shewasforcedtotheflooranddragged across it.

	"GRANGER?!" She could hardly hear Malfoy's voice over her own screams,andshedidn'tthinkshe'deverheardhimsoundsofrightened.

	Sheclawedat thefloorwith hernails, strugglingandfailing toholdonto

	anythingasshewasdraggedbackwardsonherstomach.Shetwistedaround enough to see what had attacked her -

	Itseemedhertrickwiththebrickshadonlymanagedtokilloneofthe Acromantula's, but not both, and she couldn't be sure if it was hate or hunger that was fuelling the one that had her.

	Shewasrelievedtoseethatthethingthat'dgonethroughhercalfandwas dragging her across the floor like a doll wasn't the spider's fangs, it hadn't bitten her - thank fucking God - but instead pierced her muscle with the

	razor-likeclawsofoneofitsfrontlegs.

	Atleastshedidn'thavetoworryaboutAcromantulavenom.Notyet,anyway.

	Hermionetriednot tostrugglewhilethespiderdragged herthroughthe

	halls.Shewouldn'tbeabletoescape,andshe'dprobablyonlycausemore damage to her leg than what was already done.

	Instead,shestayedverystill,andwhenthecreaturehadfinallydraggedher into its nest, she flipped onto her back and cast the strongest slicing curse she could think of, aiming for the leg that was speared into her own.

	Whenthespiderscreamedinpainandbackedaway,Hermionegrittedher teethandpulledtheseveredspider'slegoutofhercalf.Shediditquickly, one sharp wave of her wand like ripping a plaster off. The pain was

	excruciating,butitonlylasted amoment.Onceit wasout,shequicklycast

	 

	
acharmtoridherselfofanyinfectionthespidermight'vecaused,cast another to seal the wound, and then dragged herself to her feet.

	Itshouldn'thavebeensurprisingthatCrouchwouldputthemedallioninthe spider's nest.It was probably the safest place for it, but as Hermione stared at the gold coin, barely more than a foot away from her, for a heartbeat - just a fucking heartbeat - she forgot about the spider.

	Andaheartbeatwasallthecreatureneeded.

	Itswipedoneofitsremaininglegsacrossthefloorandtrippedher.She dropped her wand as she fell, heard it clatter against the brick and roll across the floor as she struggled to get back to her feet.

	Butthespidermovedbeforeshecouldgetbackup.

	Likeeveryothersound,herscreamcarriedandechoedoffthewallsofthe tunnel as one of the spider legs crushed her rib cage.

	Shetriedtoreachforherwand,butjustbeforeherfingerscouldcurlaround the handle, the spider made a vile shrieking sound and dragged her

	underneathitsbody,untilshehadnowheretogoandherfacewasinline with its huge, black fangs.

	Thespider'ssnappeditsfangsinherfaceanditslegboredown.Shewas trapped. She had no weapon.The air was being pushed out of her lungs. She heard something crack.Asearing pain roared across her chest -

	Suddenly,thespiderstilled.

	Hermione stared up at the beast. She couldn't have petrified it; she didn't knowwandlessmagicforthat.Butsureenough,thepressureonherchest lifted enough to allow her to breathe.

	Shefeltsomethingwet splashontoherchest.

	The spider's head slid off its shoulders, and then its body fell to the ground torevealMalfoystandingbehindit,shouldersandchestheavingfrantically, wand aimed and smoking with magic.

	 

	
"Areyou..."hestarted,throatbobbingandeyesfixatedonthebloodand bare skin on her calf. "Did it-"

	"Biteme?No.”

	Malfoy swallowed hard and nodded. He didn't look at her when he helped her to her feet, felt like he was doing his best to hide his face from her, and shecouldpracticallyhearhimwillinghisocclumencywallsbackintoplace as they walked towards the medallion.

	Hermionehadn'tknownwhatshe'dbeenexpecting,butasshestareddown at the simple gold coin, she was almost ... disappointed? It was just mere

	gold.Itdidn'thaveanythreateningengravingsonit.Wasn'tlinedwith spikes or on fire like she expected.

	Therewasnothingspecialaboutit.Ifitweren'tforthecold,repugnantfeel of Voldemort's magic radiating from it, Hermione wouldn't have thought

	therewasanythingunordinaryaboutitatall.Shealmostcouldn'tbelieveit. How could something so small be so dangerous?

	It was a shame the Order still didn't trust her and Malfoy completely. She would'velovednothingmorethantoplungeabasiliskfangstraightthrough itandcrushanothershatteredpieceofVoldemort'sblacksoulrightthenandthere.

	AfterHermionepickedupthemedallion,theysprintedbacktowardsthe waterfall. Thankfully, it didn't take them long to find it, the walls didn't move again, almost like they'd died when the spiders did.

	Theyusedtheshieldagaintomakeitthroughthewater-aftercasting

	anotherseveralcharmstomakesuretheywouldn'tbeburnedagain-andas soon as they were outside, Malfoy apparated them back to the raid.

	Theymaterialisedinasmallpubbarelyhalfamileawayfromthebattle.

	It'd obviously been abandoned years ago, floor and bar covered in thick cobwebsandwindowssodustythatnooneontheoutsidelookingincould ever hope to see who or what was on the other side of the glass.

	 

	
HermionecastaPatronusandsentitoutthepubwindow,signallingto Ginny that she was ready for her to come and collect the medallion.

	"Ginnywillbehereinaminute,"Hermionesaid."Youshouldgobackout there. We don't want them to notice you're missing."

	Eventhoughitwasthetruth,Malfoydidn'tmove,notrightaway.He

	lingeredforamoment,watchingHermionewithcautiouseyesbeforehe slipped his Demon Mask back on and disappeared with a loud pop ofApparation.

	"Come on, Gin,” Hermione muttered under her breath, tapping her foot on thefloorandherwandagainsttheoldbar."Comeon.Comeon.Comeon.”

	Forty-eightsecondslater,thedoorcreakedopen,andGinnysteppedinside. She was limping and her right shoulder and torso were drenched in blood, but thankfully it didn't look as though it was hers.

	"Areyoualright?"

	"Beenbetter.”Ginnysmiledweakly."You?"sheadded,eyesdriftingtothe blood on Hermione's calf.

	Hermionesmiledbackather."Beenbetter"

	Theybothlaughedquietlyandsmiledateachother.Theywatchedeach

	other for a moment from across the bar, neither one really sure what to do. ItwasthefirsttimeHermionehadbeenalonewithGinny,shehadsomuch she wanted to say, but she didn't know where to begin.

	Aloud bang echoed from outside, one that made the floor of the bar shake andthewineglassesthatwereleftclinktogether.Itsoundedlikeabomb,or another helicopter falling to the ground.

	Theydidn'thavemuchtime.NomatterhowmuchHermionejustwantedto takeasecondandtalktoherfriend,thewarwouldn'tstop,notforthem,not for anyone.

	 

	
"Ihavethemedallion,"Hermionesaid,allbusiness,reachingintoher pocket and pulling out the gold coin. "Take it. Quickly."

	Therewasanotherloudbang.Theearthshookagain.Thewindowsofthe pub rattled, sounding like they might pop open with the force of it.

	Ginnynoddedandcrossedthebar.SheheldoutherhandandHermione dropped the medallion into her palm.

	"Ican'tbelievethisisit,”Ginnywhispered,eyeswideningasshestaredat themedallion. "All this fuss, all this death for something as silly as alittle gold coin. It doesn't seem right, does it?"

	"No,”Hermionescoffed."Ithoughtthesamething." "I thought it'd at least look-"

	"Morethreatening?"Hermioneasked,cockingabrow.

	Ginny'seyesflickereduptohersandshelaughedsoftly."Yes,actually. Thoughtit'datleastbescarytolookat.Havefangsonitorsomething."

	"Andhorns?"

	"Yes,andasnake." "I thought fire."

	"Exactly!"Ginnylaughed."Nooneisgoingtolookatthisthingandbe frightened! For an all-knowing, all-powerful Dark Lord, he's not very creative, is he? I could have picked a more threatening coin than this!"

	For a moment, as Hermione and Ginny joked back and forth, it felt like it used to be. For a moment, she couldn't really hear the war going on, the sound of guns firing and hexes being cast was drowned out by Ginny's laugh. For a moment, the awful feeling of dread that'd been weighing her downforyearswasn'tthere,itwasreplacedwithsomethingelse,alovely, weightless feeling of hope.

	 

	
Foryears,Hermionefeltlikeshe'dbeenweigheddownbythewar.Weighed down by her responsibilities, by the awful things she'd done and the people she'd killed. Each horrific reality wrapping around her body like a rope and chaining her to the floor, crushing her into the earth, making it difficult to

	breathe.

	Butforthelastfewmonths,she'd startedtofeel...lessweigheddown.

	EachtimesomethinginMalfoy'splanwentright,itwaslikeanotherof those strings had been clipped.

	WhentheOrderfoundanddestroyedthediadem,thatcutthefirststring and allowed her to breathe.

	WhenMalfoychosetosidewiththeOrder,thatclippedanother,gaveher enough slack to push herself off the floor.

	Andit'djustcontinuedtogetbetter,she'dcontinuedtogetlighterandlighter.

	EverywoundtoVoldemort'sprideandarmywasanotherclip,anotherstring tethered, and handing over the medallion to Ginny felt like she'd cut the

	biggestropeof all.Shefelt weightless.Shefelthopeful.

	Theycoulddothis.TheOrdercouldwin.TherewasjustoneHorcruxleft-"YOU?!"

	Andwithjustonelittleword,thatblissfulspellwasbroken,andHermione came crashing back down to earth.

	As that awful voice screeched behind her, that fucking high pitched voice thatsoundedlikenailsbeingdraggeddownachalkboard,Hermione'sblood ran cold.

	She'dbeenseen.Bellatrixhadseenher.

	BellatrixhadseenhergivethemedalliontoGinny.Therusewasup,andit was all Hermione's fucking fault.

	 

	
Bellatrixwasstandinginthedoorwayofthepub,Hermionekickedherself for not hearing it open. She had one Black Mask at her side, her hair was just as wild as it'd ever been, lips curled back in a snarl and shoulders

	heavingwithuntameablerage.

	"It'sbeenyouallalong!You'retheonewhobetrayedus!"Bellatrix

	snapped."You'retheonewhosebeengivinginformationtotheOrder!You filthy Mudblood! He's going to have your head for this! I'll kill youmyself!"

	Bellatrixgavenootherwarningbeforeshethrewherarmandagreencurse came hurtling towards the pair. Hermione deflected it, sent the dark curse crashingintotheotherpoor,unsuspectingBlackMassbeforesheretaliated with her own curse and screamed at Ginny.

	"Go!Now!"

	GinnyhesitatedforamomentandstaredatHermione.Shewasgratefulfor the Horcrux, that was clear in her soft blue eyes. She was determined to save the Order, but she didn't want to leave Hermione.

	ButHermione'slifewasn'tworthdamningtheOrder,wasn'tasimportantas the lives of every single remaining member of the Order, so with a simple nod,GinnyliftedtheAnti-Apparationwardsanddisappeared,andtookthe medallion with her.

	"You stupid girl!" Bellatrix screamed. "What have you done?!"With the medallion gone, Bellatrix flew into a vicious rage. She began throwing cursesatHermioneinquicksuccession,andHermionedidtheonlything she could think of. SheApparated outside of the pub.

	Thebattlewas stillragingonoutside.

	Bodieswerescatteredupanddownthestreetanditseemedeverycarwas either turned upside down or on fire. She could hear tank fire in the

	distance,althoughitlookedlikemostofthemhadalreadybeendestroyed by the Death Eaters before she'd gotten there.

	 

	
Hermionelookedaroundfrantically.

	ShecouldtellBlaiseapartfromthemassesfromthewayheusedthe Imperius curse to make two Order wizards turn on one another.

	Theowaseasilydistinguishable,theonlyDeathEaterdancingandspinning on his heels as heAvada'd any Order member he could see.

	Butshecouldn'tseeMalfoy-

	TherewasaloudcrackofApparationfrombehindher.Hermioneturned just in time to see Bellatrix raise her wand and scream "Expelliarmus!"

	Malfoy'swandburnedinherpalmbeforeitflewintotheairandlandedin Bellatrix's palm.

	"Ohdear,"Bellatrixgrinned,twirlingthenewwandbetweenherfingers. "Whatever are you going to do now sweetheart?"

	HermionewilledherselftobecalmastheotherDemonMaskadvanced.

	Shecoulddothis.Shecouldgetout.Shecouldsavetheothers,shejust needed to get to Malfoy first and warn him what'd happened.

	"PoorlittleMudblood,”Bellatrixswooned,takinganotherstep.

	Hermionebackedawayslowly.Hereyesdartedfromlefttoright,looking for a way out, an aid she could use to her advantage.

	"Allalone."

	Shepassedthebodyofawizard,buttherewasnowandshecouldsteal."Wandless.”

	Shesteppedoverbrokenglassandconsideredpickingitup,butshewastoo far away from her attacker to be able to use it as a weapon. Bellatrix would kill her before she even got close.

	 

	
"Defenceless."

	SomethingcaughtHermione'seyeandshestoppedherretreat.Sheheldher chin up high and stared Bellatrix in the eye.

	BecauseBellatrixmayhavedisarmedhermagically,butHermionewasan expert in more than one weapon, and the corpse of the muggle soldier just to her left had a gun sitting in the holster on his hip.

	Hermioneprayedthechamberwasn'tempty.

	"Oh, would you look at that," Bellatrix cackled, loud enough to draw the attentionofsomeoftheotherDeathEatersthatstillremainedonthefield. "Little Mudblood thinks she's brave."

	Out of the corner of her eye, Hermione saw Theo stop what he was doing andstareinherdirection.HeApparatedtoBlaise'sside,tappedhimonthe shoulderandpointedatHermione,orBellatrix,shecouldn'tbesuredueto the distance.

	"Itdoesn'tmatterhowbraveyouthinkyouare,littleMudblood,”Bellatrix smiled. "You'll die screaming, just like the rest of your kind."

	AsBellatrixthrewher armback,ready togoin forthekill,Hermione

	dived.Bellatrix'sattackmissedherbyamereinch,butshemanagedtoroll onto the floor, grab the gun, and take aim before Bellatrix could throw

	anothercurse.

	Andwhilststillonherback,Hermionefired-andthankfucktherewasstill a full round in the chamber.

	HerattackcaughtBellatrixoffguard.Shedeflectedthebullet,andalthough she certainly wasn't a stranger to muggles and their guns, she obviously

	hadn'texpectedHermionetoreactsoquickly,soHermionefiredagain.

	Bellatrix was an excellent duellist, but Hermione was an even better marksman.ThesecondbulletnickedBellatrix'srightshoulder,andasshe

	 

	
hissedinpainandpalmedtheinjury,Hermionegottoherfeetand continued her assault.

	She had Bellatrix on the backfoot. Each new bullet she fired knocked the witchmoreandmoreoff-balance,tookhermorebysurprise,andifit'dbeen just the two of them, Hermione was sure that she'd have killed her

	opponent.

	Butshewasn'talone,andjustasHermionewasabouttofreethelastbullet from the chamber and let it pierce Bellatrix's black heart, a Gold Masks Apparated to her side, roared an incantation, and a set of ropes exploded

	fromtheirwand.

	TheyhitHermionewithsuchaforcethatshedroppedthegunandwassent careening several steps backwards. She hissed in pain when her spine

	connectedwithsomethingthinandsolid,andbeforeshecouldgatherher witsback,theropeshadcoiledaroundherbodylikepythonsandsecured her to whatever structure she'd crashed into.

	Hermionetriedtofightagainstthembutthemoreshepushed,themorethe ropestightened.Shefought,andtheypulledandpulleduntilherarmswere secured behind her back, bound at her wrists.

	Shewasweaponless.Shewasdefenceless.Shewasinpain.Herwristshurt and her shoulders ached from hitting whatever she was tied to, but she

	hadn'tfeltevenasliverofpanic.

	Infact,shehadn'tpanickedatall,untilshesawMalfoy'sface.

	ButwhenheApparatedtoBellatrix'ssideandtorehisDemonMaskoffhis face, her heart sank when she saw the horror in his eyes.

	Becausesherealisedwhatshemusthavebeentiedto.

	Itwasatelephonepole.Shewastiedtoatelephonepole. Afucking wooden pole - just like in Blaise's vision.

	 

	
GinnyleavingwasthesignalfortherestoftheOrdersoldierstoleave,and as they started to evacuate, what was left of the Death Eaters started to

	gatherlikeanangrymob.TheyswarmedthepostHermionewastiedtoin anunbreakinglink,evenifshewasn'tweaponlessandbound,shedoubted she would have been able to escape.

	Thewindpickedupconsiderablyandmomentslaterthegroundshuddered as Narcissa landed on the street.What was left of the Death Eaters backed away as she roared and bared her fangs to them.

	"She'sthetraitor!"Bellatrixscreamed,addressingthecrowdandpointinga long, rotten fingernail at Hermione. "She's the one whose been giving

	informationto theOrder!"

	"How can you be sure?" asked the Gold Mask who'd bound Hermione to thepost.Asheaskedthequestion,heremovedhismasktorevealtheface of Barty Crouch Jr.

	"IsawhergivethatWeasleygirlthemedallion!She'snotwithus!She's been the spy all along!"

	"Areyousure?"CroucheyedHermionescepticallyandlickedhislips."She was captured sixteen months ago - the spy has been leaking secrets for

	years."

	"She must have been working with one of the others that we've already executed!"BellatrixchargedtowardHermioneandjabbedherwandinto

	herthroat."That'sit,isn'tit?!Andwhenwekilledthem,whentheyleftyou all alone, you carried on their work by yourself! Who was it you were

	working with?! Was itAlecto?! Karkaroff?! I bet it was Scabior, wasn't it?! Thosesnatchersspeaktoeveryone!Whoknowswhathecould'vetoldyou!"

	Asharp jolt of electricity shot out of Bellatrix's wand and into her neck. Hermioneyelpedinpainbutkeptherchinhighindefianceanddidn'tsayaword.

	"Howcouldshebethespy?!"oneoftheBlack Masksinthecrowdshouted.

	 

	
"Eachtimeshe'sbeenoutwithus,she'sbeenundertheDemonHex!"

	snarledanother."Shecouldn'tbeworkingwiththeOrder!She'skilledmore of them than I have!"

	"But she's been breaking out of the Hex!" Bellatrix answered, jabbing her wandintoHermione'sneckagain."I'veseenit!She'sbeenbreakingoutofit and giving out secrets to the Order! She has! She has! I know it –"

	Bellatrix's eyes suddenly widened and her expression fell. Moving ever so slowly,sheturnedonherheelsandstaredstraightatMalfoy."Unless..."the witchbreathed.Hervoicesuddenlydropped,becamesouncharacteristically calm and quiet that it sent a chill up Hermione's spine, "Unless she's had

	help,"andthen,stillmovingslowly,stillmovingdeliberately,sheraisedher wand and pointed the tip towards Malfoy. "Fromyou."

	"Whatonearthareyouinsinuating!?"Malfoyscoffedcruelly,facetwisting in disgust. "You think I'd help that?!" he snarled, nodding towards

	Hermione."Did youhit yourhead duringyour duelwith theMudblood?"

	DespiteMalfoy'sobjections,murmursstartedamongthecrowdofDeath Eaters. They were quiet little whispers of "That can't be true," and "Hewould never", all tumbling together, background noise, easy to ignore.

	"Oh,onthecontrary,dearnephew,IthinkyouknowexactlywhatI'm

	talkingabout,"Bellatrixpurred."YouknowwhatIthink?Ithinkthatshe's been walking your hallways and sleeping in your beds, and I think

	everythingshe'slearnedandeverythingshe'sleakedtotheOrder,she's learned from you."

	"Ohmy-you'velosttheplot,"Malfoylaughedcoldly,doingafantasticjob of hiding the unease Hermione could see gathering in his eyes. "I swore myself to Voldemort years ago," even though he continued to stare at

	Bellatrix,heraisedhisvoice,hiswordsclearlymeantfortheothersinthe crowd, “he’s given me everything. Given me wealth and power beyond anything I could have ever dreamt of, why on earth would I betray him when victory is almost within our grasp? It's ridiculous and insulting to

	thinkthat Iwould throw inmy lotfor theOrder!"

	 

	
"Oh,isitnow?"Bellatrixgrinned."Let'sexaminethefacts,shallwe?"She rocked back on her heels and turned to address the bystanders. "What

	informationinthelastsixteenmonthshasbeenleakedtotheOrder?"

	Therewasstunnedsilenceinthecrowd.Noonedaredtospeak,alltorn between which of their superiors to obey.

	"ThelocationoftheDiadem,"Crouchoffered,althoughhedidflinchaway

	-alongwithseveralothers-whenNarcissaroaredmenacinglyinhisdirection.

	"Correct! Excellent Barty!"When Bellatrix applauded, Narcissa's growls redirected,althoughBellatrixwasanythingbutdeterred."Andwhoknew the location of the Diadem?"

	Anotherlong,painfulsilencebeforeoneoftheBlackMasksinthecrowd said, "Malfoy did -"

	"And a handful of others," Malfoy interrupted with a snarl vicious enough tomaketheBlackMaskwho'dspokencringeaway."HonestlyBellatrix,is this supposed to be damning evidence?You knew the location of the

	Diademaswell,doesthatmakeyouasuspecttoo?"

	"Ididknowitslocation,you'reright,"shesaid,smilingconfidently."ButI don't have contact with the Mudblood, you do.”

	Thewhispersinthecrowdstartedagain,onlytheydidn'tsoundsounsureanymore.

	"Youknowallhissecrets,whobettertobeaspyfortheOrder?"Bellatrix added calmly, approaching Malfoy. "You know all his battle plans.” She started to circle Malfoy slowly, twirling her wand innocently in her hand like a loaded gun, although she didn't need to, every word she said was more damaging than a bullet could ever be. “Battle plans that have

	convenientlybeenleakedhoursbeforeraidstookplace.Youknowwhere the Horcruxes are, and you've killed enough Order members to convince everyone else that you're loyal. What better place to hide is there than in plain sight?"

	 

	
Thiswasbad.Thiswasvery,verybad.

	Thewhispersweregrowinglouder.Nodsofagreement,humsof"Itcouldbe true," and"It all makes sense," echoing over and over again.

	Hermionecouldseetheideatakinghold,thewhisperslikeaswarmof locusts eating its way through the crowd, eating away at Malfoy's

	innocence,athisreputation,attheimagethathewasthemostloyalofall Voldemort's followers.

	Theideathathewasthespy,thathe'dbeenworkingwiththeOrderall along, it was believable. The Death Eaters were starting to believe it. Hermione could see it on all their faces.

	"We had nothing to do with this!" Blaise interrupted, pushing a few Black Masksoutofthewayandrippinghismaskfromhisface."Icanassureyou, whatever secrets this mudblood has spilt, she did so without our

	knowledge!"

	BellatrixstoppedherpacingandglareddownatBlaise.

	Theofollowedhisfriend'slead,tearinghisowngoldskullmaskfromhis faceandstandingbesideBlaise.TherewasnohumouronTheo'sface,no

	jokesonhislips,justafuriousexpressionashisknucklesstrainedfromthe grip he had on his wand. If Malfoy gave the order, Nott would kill.

	ButwhohewouldkillwasthequestionHermionedidn'thavetheanswerto.

	"Thisisalovely littletaleyou'vespun auntie,butIcan assureyouit'sall

	bollocks." Malfoy tsked and shook his head. "Shame, sounded like you put an awful lot of effort into concocting that story." He smiled and looked downathisaunt,thepictureofeaseanddominance."ButIdareyoutofind another as loyal to the Dark Lord as I am.”

	Awicked grin cracked Bellatrix's face. She looked her nephew up and down,lickedherlips,andthenleanedinandsaid,"Youwanttoproveyour loyalty to the Dark Lord? Then kill the Mudblood.”

	 

	
And just like that, Hermione's world tipped on its axis. No, that probably wasn'ttherightwaytodescribeit.Theworlddidn'ttip,itstoppedturningaltogether.

	She felt as though her blood stilled in her veins, like those four little words from Bellatrix's mouth were a spell, an enchantment that she'd never heard ofthatfrozethebloodinherveins,frozeherheartmid-beatandahorrified expression on her face.

	Everyoneinthecrowdstilled.

	Crouch'sheadsnappedtothelefttostareatBellatrix,likehecouldn't believe what he'd just heard.

	Blaise'seyesflickeredbetweenboththeDemonMasks.

	TheostaredatMalfoyandgrippedhiswandtighter,waitingforinstructions.

	IfMalfoywasaffectedbywhatBellatrixhadsaid,itdidn'tshowonhis face. He hardly reacted at all. He didn't even glance at Hermione, just scoffed coldly and shook his head.

	"Ohyou'dlovethat,wouldn'tyou?"hehissed."She'stheDarkLord's

	favouriteweaponandyouwantmetokillher?Iknowittearsyouapartthat he favours me over you, but Salazar, I didn't think you'd sink so low as to try and manipulate me into killing his favourite weapon?"

	"That may have been true once, but she's useless to us now. She's breaking outoftheDemonHexallthetime,I'veseenitmyself."Bellatrixflashedher teeth. "You said that you could keep her under control, but look what's

	happenedtoday.She'sbrokenoutoftheDemonHex,rightunderyournose, and she's got the medallion and given it to the Order."

	Malfoy's nostrils flared. He clenched his jaw. The façade was falling, Hermionecouldseeit.HeknewBellatrixhadhim.Couldseetheother

	DeathEatersnodding,couldhearthemmumblingtheiragreementsunder their breath.

	 

	
"She'suselesstousnow,"Bellatrixrepeated,voicedroppingtoapurr."A weapon is only useful when it's under control, and she's not under your control, Draco. Not anymore."

	Bellatrixknewwhatshewasdoing.ShestalkedbehindMalfoyandstood on the very tips of her toes to whisper in his ear. She said something

	Hermionecouldn'thear,andwhenBellatrixlookedatHermionefromover his shoulder, Malfoy's eyes followed.

	Blue.Hiseyeswerealmostcompletelyblue.HisOcclumencywas

	crumbling,andHermionefelteachnewfissureinhiswallsasifitwerea fresh break in her own heart.

	Thiswasit.Therewouldbenocomingbackfromthis.Hehadtokillher,it was the only way. If he didn't, he would expose himself and then his entire family would bemurdered in themost publicand inhumaneways possible.

	He had to kill her. Hermioneknewit. And so did he.

	"Goon,Draco,"Bellatrixwhispered,wordsassoftassilkdespitethethreat on her tongue. "Kill her. If you're not with her, it should be easy."

	Withasnapofhisfingers,Malfoysummonedhisdragon.

	The crowd of Death Eaters parted as Narcissa stalked to her master's side. They formed two separate groups and stood behind Bellatrix and Malfoy. HermionesupposedtheyweredoingittogetoutoftherangeofNarcissa's fiery breath, but more likely just wanted a better seat to watch her

	execution.

	Narcissadidn'twinewhenshesawHermionetiedtothepost.Thedragon didn't whimper, didn't show any signs of affection or familiarity that

	Hermionehadgrownaccustomedto.No,nowhenshestoodatMalfoy's side, she was a predator.

	 

	
Shegrowledmenacinglyandhermouthdroppedopen.Herfangsglowedin the reflective streetlights above, practically glittering like the edges of an executioner's axe.

	Itwasjust likeinBlaise'svision.

	WhenNarcissamovedcloser,thetemperaturestartedtorise.

	SweatgatheredonHermione'stemplesandtrickleddownherneck.She could hear her heartbeat in her ears.

	Herwristsstungasshetriedtofreethem.Herskinburned.Hershoulders ached -

	"I'dsaythatI'msorryGranger,thatIdidn'tseethiscoming."

	Ifanyoneaskedher,Hermionewouldhavetoldthemthatherheartbroke right then and there.

	Everything was like it was in Blaise's vision. The dragon. The heat. The post.Theropesaroundherwrist,eventhewords,everythingwasthesame, except Malfoy's voice.

	That wasn't cold like it was in her nightmares. It wasn't emotionless. it wasn'tdead,itwasalive.Butnotaliveinthewayshewantedittobe,his voice was hoarse and rough, cracking. He sounded distraught.

	Hesounded ...just likehedid whenhe'd held hisdying motherin hisarms.

	Malfoy rolled his jaw and stared at her. He clenched his hands into fists, tightenoughforHermionetoseetheveinsonthebackofhishandswhile Bellatrix smiled triumphantly at her from over his shoulder.

	Looking at him and his aunt, Hermione realised they looked the exact image of how she and Malfoy used to look when he put her under the DemonHex,hoveringclosebehindhim,lipsathisearandorderinghimtokill.

	 

	
AndwhenshemetDraco'seyesagain,apartofherwishedtherewasaway Bellatrix would put him under the Demon Hex. It would make it easier, at least then he'd know that it wasn't his fault, at least then it might take away some of the pain.

	"ButIthinkwebothknewhowthiswasgoingtoendforus…Didn’twe,Granger?"

	Andthen,asthoughsomeonehad pouredaCalmingDraughtdownher

	throat,allherhysteriavanished.Shetookadeepbreathandrelaxedagainst the post, accepting her fate.

	Voldemort'sregimewascomingapartattheseams,becauseofher.

	Hisarmywasalmostcompletelydestroyed,becauseoftheworkshe'ddone.

	TheOrderweregoingtodestroyanotherHorcrux,becauseshe'dsecuredit for them.

	She'ddoneher part.Harry andtherestoftheOrdercould finishthejob.

	Shecouldrestknowingthatshe'ddoneherpart.Thatshe'ddoneenough and she'd leave the world a better place.

	AndMalfoyhad doneenoughtoo, andheshouldn't havehadtosuffer.

	'It'sokay,’shemouthedtohim.'Putthemup.’

	Heblinkedather,andhismouthfellopen.Hedidn'tunderstand.

	'Occlude,’shemouthed.'Putupyourwalls.'

	"Youdon'tneedtofeelbadaboutthis,"shewantedtotellhim."Idon'twantyoutofeelbadaboutthis.You'redoingtherightthing.You'rekeepingthemsafe."

	Shewatchedhisnostrilsflare.Practicallywatchedthelastofhis

	Occlumencywallsfallandcrumbletothegroundandleavehimcompletely

	 

	
open.Hiseyes..Blueandclearenoughthatshefeltasthoughshecouldsee into his very fucking soul.

	Andsheconsideredherselfluckythatthelastthingshe'deverseewassobeautiful.

	AsMalfoyraisedhisarm,Narcissastoodonherhindlegsandrearedher head back.

	Hermionewouldn'twatchhimOcclude.Shedidn'twantherlastmemoryof him to be cold eyes and face like a dead marble statue. She wanted to

	rememberhimalive,notthefakeversionofhimselfthatheshowedtherest of the world.

	Sosheclosedhereyesforthelasttime,andfeltawaveofsearingheat come barrelling towards her.

	 

	
Hellonearth

	TW;graphicdepictionsofviolence31st March

	"When you die, your whole life flashes before your eyes.”That was what a lot of people said was supposed to happen.You take your last breath, your heartstopsbeatingandthen-what?Alight?Atunnel?Andwhenyoucome

	outtheothersideyouseeyourwholelifeflashbybeforethescreenfadesto black forever?

	Hermioneguesseditwasmeanttobeacomfort;athrowawaysentenceone generation passes onto the other to make a loved ones passing a little less

	painful-butaftereverythingshe'dseenanddoneduringthewar,itfelt more like a punishment than a kindness.

	She'daskedHarryaboutitonce-aboutwhathappenedthattimeinthe

	forestandifhesawanythingbeforetheresurrectionstonehadbroughthim back to life. He'd just laughed and said, “You'd never believe me if I told

	you."

	She'dwantedtoknowmoreafterthat-howcouldshenot?Harry'sanswer had been so vague that it raised more questions than it answered. But she never found time to ask about it again, always let herself get distracted by something else in the war.

	Shewaskickingherselfforitnow.

	Shesupposeditwasfunny,ifshereallythoughtaboutit,thatherlifewould end like this.

	Even though her mother and father had known nothing about wizards and magicatthetime,they'dbeensoproudwhenshe'dreceivedheracceptance letter to Hogwarts.Apart of her smiled remembering how they’d taken her

	 

	
tothelocallibrarythenextdayandcheckedouteverybookthatreferenced witches or magic or spells, and spent the whole weekend reading together, preparing as best they could for her new life.

	Almosteverythingtheyreadturnedouttobebullshit,mostofittalesmade up by old religious fools and muggles who knew nothing of theworld they were writing about. The only thing that turned out to have a sliver of truth in it were the witch trials.

	Hermione wondered what her parents would think if they could see her now;tiedtoapost,handsboundbehindherbackandabouttobeburnedto death like one of the witches in those old textbooks.

	Theflamesdidn'thurtthewaytheyalwaysdidinhernightmares.Infact, there wasn't any pain at all.

	How...odd.Hadherdreamsbeenlyingtoherallthistime?Orwasthepain perhaps so severe that she’d gone numb to it?

	No, no that couldn't be true. She knew the fire was there. She’d felt the temperaturerise.She’dheardtheembersleaveNarcissa'smouthandthen...

	Therewasscreaming. Lots of screaming; high, agonized wails that all meltedtogethertoformatidalwaveofpain-buttheydidn'tsoundhers. Didn't sound like her voice at all.

	Shockcouldmakeitappearthatway-dissociationwasacommonresponse to trauma. Hermione supposed that she could have left her body, that her mind might've detached itself when the flames hit as a way to process what was happening to her. Or maybe her nerve endings had been completely

	disintegratedintheblastandherbodysimplycouldn'tregisterthepainanymore?

	Butifthatweretrue,shewouldhaveatleastfelttheflamesfirst,wouldn'tshe?

	Therewouldhavebeenamoment,atleastasecondofunimaginableagony before she went numb to it all. She was sure of it.

	 

	
Somethingwasn'tright.Somethingwasn'tmakingsense.

	OnlyamomenthadpassedwhenHermioneopenedhereyes.Shesaw several things, each more confusing than the last.

	ThefirstthinghereyeschosetofocusonwasBellatrix.She'dexpectedto

	findherlaughingorsmilingwickedlyasshewatchedHermione’sskinslide off her bones – but she wasn’t smiling. Wasn’t looking at Hermione at all.

	Shewasstaringofftotheleftwithanequallyhorrifiedandfurious expression on her face.

	ShenoticedBartyCrouchJrnext,shoutingjustasangrily,alsoat something to Hermione’s left.

	ThenshesawTheoandBlaise,standingsidebyside.Blaiseworethesame expression as Bellatrix while Theo was – for lack of a better word -

	cheering, smiling from ear to ear with his hands in the air as though he was watchingaQuidditchmatchandhisfavouriteteamhadjustscored.Bothof them were also looking to the left.

	Hermionehadneverreallybeenthecentreofattention,norhadshewanted to be, but she thought at least all eyes would have been on her at her ownexecution?

	Itwasn’tuntilhereyeslandedonMalfoythatsheunderstood.

	Becausewhenhe'ddroppedhishandandgivenNarcissahercommand,the dragon had obeyed. Shehadbreathed a wall of fire that had disintegrated everyone and everything in its path.

	Butthetargethadn'tbeenHermione;shedoubtediteverhadbeen.

	Insteadofburningher,Narcissahadtwistedherjawatthelastsecondand obliterated the Death Eaters that were stood to the left of Malfoy.

	AndsheonlywatchedthegroupofBlackMaskswritheinwhatshould havebeenherpainforamomentbeforeeverythingchanged.Everyone sprangintoactionsofast;itwashardtoregistereverythingallatonce.

	 

	
WhenCrouchJrscreamedacommand,theBlackMasksthatwereleftdrew their wands.

	When the Black Masks tried to take aim, Malfoy sharply swiped his arm throughtheair,andashepointedintheBlackMask'sdirection,Narcissa followed, mouth already open and gathering fresh flames.

	EverythingthathappenedinthosefirstfewbeatsofHermione'sheartwere all practical responses.All predictable, given the circumstances.

	ButwhenBellatrixlookedatHermionewithunimaginablefuryandraised her wand, something else happened, something Hermione couldn't have

	predicted.AsacurseleftBellatrix'swand,asadeepgreenlightcame barrelling towards her, someoneApparated in front of Hermione and deflected the curse.

	Butthepersonwhoprotectedherwasn'twhosheexpected. It wasn't Malfoy who blocked the unforgivable curse.

	Wasn'tevenBlaise.

	ItwasTheo.He'dapparatedinfrontofherjustbeforethecursehadhitand deflected it, redirected it so it took a Black Masks life rather than her own.

	AndalthoughthatsimpleactionhadsavedHermione'slife,itmightaswell have been a death warrant for the rest of the group.

	When Hermione looked up, she could see it in Bellatrix's expression. "They'reallinonit.They’realltraitors.”Thewordsweresoclearthey might as well havebeen written on her face. "They'reall in on it.All ofthem."Bellatrix knew that now, every Death Eater standing there did.

	AndifMalfoy'sactionhadn'tprovedit,thenTheo'scertainlyfuckingdid.

	"Killthemall!"Bellatrixscreeched."Killeverylastoneofthem!Showno mercy! I want their all heads!" Her words were a battle cry, might as well have been the horn that called all men to war, because as soon as she said them, all fucking hell broke loose.

	 

	
AsBellatrixdisappearedinablackcloudofApparation,theBlackMasks thatwereleftwentontheattack.MalfoystarteddecapitatingeveryBlack Mask within range. Blaise went after Crouch.And Narcissa mauled and burned everyone within reach.

	Quickasaflash,Theospunonhisheelsandcastaslicingcursedownthe

	fontofropesthatboundHermionetothepost."Taaaaadaaa!"hegrinnedas the ropes slid onto the floor, taking a moment to do a little bow. "And now, for my next trick." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a spare wand. Hermione's wand. "For you, Madame.”

	"Thankyou,"Hermionesaid,breathingharshlyassheacceptedherwand. "You're in a good mood - given the circumstances."

	"Agoodmo–agoodfuckingmood?Areyouhavingalaugh?"Theoasked as he threw a curse over Hermione's shoulder to decapitate the poor Black Mask who'd been trying to stalk them. "Please, Malfoy just gave me

	permissiontokilleveryDeathEateronthisstreet.It'slikeChristmasday came early for me sweetheart."

	When HermioneApparated to Malfoy's left and started to fight alongside him, he didn't stop fighting, didn't stop throwing curses or killing Black Maskswithmuchmorefinesseandgracethananyoneshe'deverseen,but he did look down at her out the corner of his eye and smirk.

	They were perfectly in sync with one another, fighting side by side, back- to-back,eachequallydefendingtheotherwhilstthrowingtheirowndeadlycurses.

	Everysooften,thebackoftheirnon-wandholdinghandswouldbrush

	againstoneanother,andeachtimeitdid,Hermionefeltajoltofelectricity, felt an overwhelming urge to just .. take his hand.

	They were already a team, everything about the way they moved around one another and the way they fought said as much, but actually taking his hand,itwouldhavesolidifiedthat.Showedhimthatsheappreciatedwhat

	he'ddoneforher,whathe'driskedforher,andthatshe'dbetherewithhim until the very end, no matter what happened.

	 

	
Theyhadnotimetotalkaboutwhat'dalmosthappenedearlier,therewas too much going on around them. If they weren't surrounded by people

	tryingtokill them,therewerealot ofthings she'dhavedone.

	Shewouldhaveaskedhimwhyhe'dsavedher,whyhe'dchosentospare her life even though it meant risking his family.

	She would have slapped him across the face and told him that he should've just killed her. It certainly would have been easier to just kill her, it would havebroughthimandhisfamilymoretimetoescape,buthehadn'tdoneit, even though it was the most sensible option.

	Shewouldhavescreamedathimthatitwasrecklessofhimtosaveher,and then kissed him for doing it anyway.

	Shewantedtodragher nailsdownhisbackfor beingsostupidandthen

	havehimfuckher,wantedtohearhimgrowlinherearthatitwasworthit, that she was worth it as she flew over the edge and clung onto him.

	Shewantedhimtomakeherfeelaliveatatimewhensheshould'vebeendead.

	Yes,therewerealotofthingsshewouldhavedoneiftheyweren'tintheircurrent      predicament. A lot of things.

	"Soooooo," Theo said as he materialised between the two of them. "Now thatMalfoyhasoutedthelotofusjustsohedoesn'thavetolosehisbooty call-" He paused to cast a strong Bombarda that blew a hole in someone's chest. "What's the plan?"

	ABlack Mask appeared to their left, and after Malfoy had cut his head off, heglaredatTheo."Don'tpretendlikeyouaren'tfuckingecstaticatthisturn of events."

	"Oh,don'tgetmewrongmate,I'mbuzzingthatthingshaveturnedoutthis way, I just didn't realise Granger's cunt was that magical it was worth selling us all down the river for - but hey ho, you learn something new

	everyday,don'tya?"Helaughedandgrinnedwickedly,butwhenhelooked

	 

	
atthefloor,hiseyeswidened."Oooooooh,thislookspretty.Andexplosive." He used a levitating charm to pick up an unused muggle grenade. "Tell me, Granger, if I pull this pin thingy-"

	Hermionelookedathimbrieflybeforesheredirectedhereyesbacktoher own duel. "It will explode - yes! So when you pull it out, throw itQUICKLY!"

	Theo did just that. No sooner than the words had left Hermione's lips, he pulled the pin out of the grenade and threw it over his shoulder, and when theexplosionkilledthreeBlackMasks,hecheeredlikeanexcitablechild.

	"Wehavethestrengthtokilleveryonehere,"Hermionesaid,pausing briefly to cut a Death Eater in half. "But I think Bellatrix went to

	Voldemort.He'sprobablyalreadysendingreinforcements."

	ThetemperaturerosesignificantlyagainasNarcissabreathedanotherwall of fire. Hermione almost couldn't hear her own voice over the screams of the unlucky few that were caught in the flames.

	"ThenweneedtogetbacktotheManor,"Malfoysaidurgently."If

	BellatrixiswithVoldemort,itwon'tbelongbeforehesendsotherstothe Manor. We need to getAstoria out."

	At the mention of her name, Blaise looked in Malfoy's direction, but it couldn'thavebeenworsetiming.He'dbeendistractedjustasCrouchhad

	thrownapowerfulslicingcurse-aSectumsempra-andalthoughthecurse didn't hit Blaise head-on, it caught his shoulder with such a force that he spun in the air and landed on the ground with a harsh thud.

	WhenBlaisedidn'tgetup,TheoandMalfoywentontheattack.Theythrew curse after curse at Crouch Jr. They were unrelenting. They were angry.

	Theyweredeadly,butCrouchwasacowardandApparatedawaybefore anything could hit him.

	HermionerantoBlaiseandkneltdownbesidehim.Hestillhadapulse,and as shechecked his injury, Narcissahovered over her and obliterated anyone who tried to come close.

	 

	
Thereweredeep,jaggedlinesacrossBlaise'sleftshoulderandneck,

	stretching up and covering almost the entire left side of his face. Even with thestrongesthealingpotions,he'dbescarredfortherestofhislife,buthe'd survive. Hermione was sure of it.

	WithCrouchgoneandonlyahandfulofBlackMasksleft,Malfoyand Theo ran to Hermione and Blaise's side.

	"Ishealright?!"Malfoyasked.

	"Ishe-"Theocouldn'tevensaytheword.Hesoundedlikehewasgoingto throw up. "How's he doing, Granger?"

	Hermione cast a numbing charm over the worst of his injuries and then anothertoslowthebleeding."Heneedsmedicalattention."Shepausedto cast a healing charm over the deepest cut. "I can slow the bleeding with magic, but all the supplies we need are at the safehouse. We can't waste time, we need to get him there, quickly."

	Malfoynoddedinagreement."I'llgototheManor-"

	"No,”Hermioneinterrupted."Blaise'sinjuriesaretoosevere.He'llmakeit, but if we try toApparate him like this he's likely to get splinched.”

	MalfoythrewanAvadatotheleftandkilledaBlackMaskthat'dbeen trying to sneak up on them. "So what are you suggesting then?!" he growled, roughly dragging a frustrated hand through his hair.

	Thereweren'tmanyBlackMasksleft.Sixteen,possiblyfifteen,well-

	thirteen,afterTheoflippedacarthattookoutafurthertwowhenitlanded back on the ground.

	Hermione looked up at Malfoy. "Press the panic button," she said, eyes driftingbacktoBlaise'sarmasshecastanothercharmoverhisshoulder, just to make sure everything was set properly and he wouldn't bleed out. "Let the elves know we're coming."

	MalfoynoddedanddidasHermioneasked.

	 

	
WithBlaiseseeminglystableforthemoment,Hermioneandbeganduelling at Malfoy's side again. "You and Narcissa take Blaise to the safehouse.

	TheoandIwillgetAstoria,RomyandQuinzelandmeetyouthere."

	Shecouldfeelhimstaringatthesideofherfacewhenshedecapitated another Black Mask.

	Onlytwelveleft.

	Theobroughtashopfrontdownandcrushedanother.Eleven.

	"Youknowit'sthebestoption,"Hermionesaid."Wecan'tApparateBlaise in his condition. Narcissa is the only way we can get him out, and she'll

	needyouwithher."ShethrewanAvadatotheleft."Shecanflyandyou can pick off anyone who might try and follow you to the safe house."

	Ten.

	"Why don't you go with her?" Malfoy asked, voice rough as he threw a greencurseofhisown."You'remorethancapableofkillinganyonewho tries to follow."

	Nine.

	"No, it has to be you," Hermione answered. "I'm not as good with flying as youare.ItmakesmesickandIcanbarelykeepmyeyesopen.Imightmiss someone and then they'll know where the safe house is. It has to be you.

	YouhavetogowithNarcissaandBlaiseandIhavetogowithTheotoget Astoria and the elves. It's the best option.You know it is.”

	Shewasright.TheManorwas goingtobemoredangerousthangetting

	Blaisetosafety,butHermionewasthebetteroption.Shehadtogo,evenif Malfoy didn't like it, she had to.

	Suddenly, his cold hand curled around her wrist, and he dragged her close tohisside.Whenshestaredupathim,shefoundhiseyescompletelyblue.

	 

	
"Granger,I-"Hecuthimselfoffandrolledhistongueontheinsideofhis cheek, like he didn't know how to say the words.

	Sherecognisedthatlook,she'dseenitonhimbefore.Andwithouteven saying it, Hermione knew what he was trying to ask.

	"Don'tworry,I'llcomeback,"Hermionefinishedforhim."I'llcomebacktoyou."

	Hescoffedquietlyandhislipstwitchedintoasmallsmirk."Makesurethat you do.”

	Andthen,despitethebattlegoingonaround them,Malfoygrabbedthe

	backofherheadandkissedher.Itonlylastedasecond,theycouldn'tafford to take their eyes off the battle any longer, but that kiss spoke a thousandwords.

	Thewayheheldthebackofher headtoldherthatheneverwantedtolet

	hergo,thathedidn'twanttolethergonow,eventhoughitwasforthebest.

	Thewayhechasedhermouthwhenshestartedtopullaway,thewayhe

	draggedherlipsbacktohersjustsohecouldstealthatsecondmoretoldher that he wished they had more time, that he wasn't ready to let her go yet, just like she wasn't ready either.

	Andthewayhekissedher,sopassionatelyandsopublicly,infrontof

	generationsofDeathEaterswho'dlookeduptohimforleadershipandwho wanted her dead, it told her that she was his. His for all to see. His for as long as they had.

	Hetoldhereverythingsheneededtoknowwithouteverutteringasinglesyllable.

	Aftertheybrokeapart,HermioneandTheoshieldedMalfoywhilehe

	levitatedBlaiseontoNarcissa'sback.HegaveHermioneonelastlingering look as he settled himself between the dragon's shoulders, and Theo and Hermione covered him as Narcissa took flight.They stayed on the ground

	 

	
longenoughtoseehimdisappearintotheclouds,andwhentheyweresure he wasn't followed, they prepared their own escape.

	ButjustbeforetheyapparatedtoMalfoyManor,astrangethinghappened. Voldemort appeared.

	Hematerialisedontothecobbledstreetinaflurryofblacksmoke,robes dark, skin pale and gaunt, looking so like the grim reaper himself it was startling to see.

	The fact that he was on the field at all was strange in itself. He never seemedtoleavehisivorytower,muchpreferredtostaybehindthewallsof York Cathedral and let his pedigree dogs do all the work for him.

	Buthissuddenappearanceonthefieldwasn'tthethingthatHermione found strange.

	Thethingthatwasstrange,thethingthatmadeherbloodruncold,wasthat when Voldemort's furious eyes landed on her, it was as though he was seeing into her soul.

	Voldemort had never looked at her that way. The few times his eyes had landedonher,he'dalwayslookedatherwithnothingmorethandisgust,as though she were nothing more than a dirty stray dog in his way.

	ButitthatfleetingsecondbeforeshetookTheo'shandandthey

	disappeared,Voldemort'seyeswerefilledwithshock,thendenial,andthen finally anger.

	AndthenhisfacedisappearedaltogetherandwasreplacedbyMalfoyManor.

	HermioneandTheowastednotime,assoonastheyfeltearthbeneaththeir feet again, they broke into a sprint towards the estate. Romy and Quinzel were already in the kitchen, both with fabric sacks in their hands that they were filling with even more supplies.

	 

	
TerrorswarmedacrossHermione'schestwhenshesawthatAstoriawasn't with them.

	"Whereisshe?!"Hermioneasked.

	RomyblinkedandpausedwithabottleofPepperuppotioninhishand. "Miss is in one of the parlour rooms, she wanted to get something for master Malfoy-"

	Hermionedidn'tneedanymoreinformation,sheknewexactlywhichroom Astoria would be in. Malfoy's father's whiskey.Apart from the rings he

	wore around his neck, those bottles of whiskey were the only connection Malfoyhadlefttohisfather.IfAstoriawasgettingsomethingforMalfoy, that would be it.

	Hermionegrabbedthreepotionsoffthekitchenislandbeforeshetookoff again. "Pack as much as you can!" she called over her shoulder as she

	chargedthroughthekitchen."We'releavinginsixtyseconds!"

	Theostayedwiththeelvesandhelpedthempoureverythingintotheirlittlesacks.

	Hermionewasbreathlesswhensheburstopenthedoorstotheparlour

	room, but she could've wept with happiness when she sawAstoria. Because althoughshestilllookedill,shelookedmuchbetterthanshehadforthelast few days.

	Shewaswearingpinkslippersandamatchingsilknightdressandrobe,and although her features were still gaunt and pale and she didn't have any

	glamoursonherfaceorhair,shewasup,shewasoutofbed.

	Hermionejustprayedthatmeantshe'dhavethestrengthtoApparateand not get splinched.

	Althoughalittlewobblyandneedingtousethewalltokeepherselfsteady, Astoria crossed the room - a bottle of whiskey in her hand - and pulled

	Hermioneinto ahug. "Howlong do wehave?"

	 

	
"They'realreadyontheirway,"Hermionehushed,squeezingtheblondejust as tightly. "We need to go now."

	AstoriaforceddowntwomorePepperuppotionsthatHermionehad

	brought from the kitchen - and a Blood Replenishing one, just to be safe - andwhenthebottleswereempty,HermioneheldoutherhandforAstoriatotake.

	"Youready?"

	Astorianoddedconfidently,butwhenshetookHermione'shand,she squeezed her eyes closed like she was bracing herself for the worst.

	Hermioneclosedherowneyesandclenchedherwand.Shetriedto

	Apparate,butnothinghappened.Shetriedagain,andstill,nothing.She

	couldfeelhermagicflowingthroughher,buttherewasresistance,likeher magic couldn't obey what she was telling it. When she opened her eyes, Astoria was looking at her with a confused expression.

	Anti-Apparationwards.Thatwastheonlyexplanation. But that meant -

	Hermione was hit with a knockback jinx in the back, the spell strong enoughtotearherhandfromAstoria's.Itsentherhurtlingacrosstheroom and crashing into the oak bureau.

	"Hermione!"Astoriascreamed.

	Although she could hardly feel her own body, Hermione somehow found her voicethrough sheer willpower alone. "G-get ... get toTheo!" Her head wasspinning,andshewassureherhiphadbeencrackedwithherfall.Her back felt numb and wet at the same time. "Go!" She screamed. "Leave!"

	"Oh,”purredamalevoice,“Idon'tthinkso,beautiful."

	As Hermione pulled herself weakly from the wreckage of the bureau, she watchedinhorrorasYaxleycaughtAstoria'sforearmandbegantodragheraway.

	 

	
Hermionetriedtostandup,butYaxleythrewanothercurseinherdirection, and the next thing she knew, she was back on the floor.The spellYaxley

	hadusedmusthavedonesomethingtothegravity,manipulatedit,turnedit uptenfolduntilHermionefeltlikeshewasnotonlypinnedtothefloor,but being pulled down into it.

	Hermionetriedtofightit,butshecouldn'tmove,couldn'tdoanythingbut watch asYaxley draggedAstoria around the room like she was nothing more than a little rag doll.

	AndAstoriacould do nothingeither.

	ShepoundedherfistsagainstYaxleyandscreamedforhimtoreleaseher. Shedugherheelsintothegroundandtriedtoyankherselfoutofhisgrip, but it was no use.Yaxley was much too strong andAstoria was much tooweak.

	Butshestill had thebottlein herhands.

	IfAstoria'sbloodcursehadn'tmadehersoweak,Yaxleymight'vebeen

	knocked unconscious when she whacked him around the back of his head withthewhiskeybottle,butinhercurrentcondition,allitdidwasjerkhis head slightly to the left and make him angry.

	"Howdareyou!"hebellowed,whirlingaroundtoscreaminAstoria'sface.

	AlthoughAstoriadidflinchwhenhespatinherface,shestilltriedtofight him.Shetriedtohithimagainwiththebottle,butYaxleycaughtherwrist before her assault could connect.

	Inhis ragehethrewAstoriainto thewall, making thevintagebottleslip

	fromherfingersandshatterwhenitcollidedwiththeground.Brokenglass decorated the floorboards. The smell of whiskey burned Hermione's

	nostrils.

	WhenAstoriasliddownthewallandfelltotheground,Yaxleydivedontop of her. He straddled her, the inside of his thighs bracketing her hips, and

	thenwrappedbothhishandsaroundherthroat.

	 

	
"How dare you! The Dark Lord gave you everything!"Yaxley started to squeeze.Astoria'sarmsandlegsflailedineverydirectionasshefoughtto gethimoffher."Heforgaveyouwhenyoursisterbetrayedus!He'sgiven

	youeverything!Everythingyourheartdesires,andyoustillbetrayedhim!"

	HeusedtheholdonAstoria'snecktopullheroffthegroundaninchortwo before he slammed her back onto the cold floor.Astoria's head bounced

	grotesquelyoffthefloorboards,andHermionestillcouldn'tdoanything.

	"Ifitwereuptome,Iwouldn'tkillyou!Youdon'tdeservedeath!It'stoo good for you!"Yaxley screamed. "If it were up to me, you'd be living in Crouch's Dollhouse!"

	HermionecouldhearAstoriachokingandgaspingforbreath.Shecouldsee the veins protruding on the back ofYaxley's forearms as he tightened his

	holdonAstoria'sneck.

	"Ifitwereuptome,you'dbeoneofCrouch'sDolls,andhe'dletmedo whatever the fuck I wanted to do to you!”

	Yaxley'sfacewasturningredwiththeefforthewasexerting,itwasa

	miracleAstoriawasstillmovingatall.Butshewas.Shewasstillmoving. Still fighting with every ounce of strength she had.

	Maybe it was an adrenaline rush, or perhaps just blind luck, but in a momentthatHermionewouldn'thavebelievedifshehadn'tseenitfor herself, she watchedAstoria drag her perfectly manicured nails down

	Yaxley'sface,rakethemfromhisforeheadtohischinwithsuchforcethat Yaxley howled in pain and released her.

	Heclutchedhisfaceasbloodstartedtotricklefromthewoundsshe'd created, andAstoria wasted no time in using his distraction to her

	advantage.Shereachedbehindherheadandstartedpattingthefloor

	blindly.Shefumbledforamoment,buthertremblinghandsoonfound what she was looking for.

	Shesnatchedtheneckofthebrokenwhiskeybottleoffthefloor,andthen plunged the jagged ends straight into Yaxley's neck.

	 

	
Hejerkedforamoment,causingthebottletofreeitselffromhisneckanda fountain of blood to pour from the wound.Astoria must have punctured

	somethingvital.

	Shepulledtheglassallofthewayoutofhisneckandthenplungeditright back in.

	Andthenshediditforathirdtime. And then a fourth.

	Andthenafifth.Eachstabcomingquickerthanthelast,moreforceful, plunging deeper.

	Yaxley jerked and shook each timeAstoria stabbed him. His eyes grew widerandwidereachtime,buthewaslookingatAstorialikehecouldn't really see her, like he didn't know who she was at all.

	Maybeitwastrue,maybeyourlifereallydidflashbeforeyoureyeswhen you died. Maybe that was whatYaxley was seeing asAstoria shoved the broken glass into his neck, maybe each new stab brought a new memory, like clicking different reels of an old piece of film.

	Maybehesawhisyouthtobeginwith.Stab.

	ThenperhapshesawhistimeatHogwarts.Stab.

	ThentheearlyyearsofhisservitudetoVoldemort.Stab.

	ThentheyearsfollowingVoldemort'sdeath,whenhedidn'tknowhisplace in the world anymore.

	Stab.

	 

	
ThenVoldemort'srisebacktopower.Stab.

	Thenthewar.

	Andthenwiththefinalstab,washebroughtbacktothepresent?Didthat final plunge of the broken glass makeAstoria come back into view?Was the last thing he saw her lovely face, covered in his blood?

	Yaxleygargledandchokedandtriedtocoverthegashwithhishand,but the blood was flowing faster than he could stop it. Blood spilt down his neck and drenched the woman below him. It covered her dress, her hair, covered every inch of her faceuntil all Hermionecould seeof her friend was the deep brown and white of her eyes.

	Yaxleyonlylastedamomentortwolongerbeforehiseyesclosedandhe went limp. WhenYaxley's heart stopped, so did his magic. The stronger

	gravityvanished,andassoonasHermionecouldmove,shepushedherself to her feet and ran to Astoria.

	Shepulledtheblondetostandandsteadiedherwithahandoneithershoulder.

	"Tori?"Hermionewhisperedcarefully."Areyoualright?"

	Astoriawasbreathingheavily.Shewasclearlyinastateofshock.Shewas shaking and her eyes were wide and staring down atYaxley's corpse, at what she'd done, but physically, she was fine.

	HermionecuppedAstoria'sfacebetweenherhandsandshookhergently. "It's alright," she hushed. "You're safe."

	Astoria'sterrifiedeyesdriftedtoHermioneandshenoddedweakly.

	"Everythingisgoingtobefine,"Hermioneadded."We'regoingtogetout of here. You believe me, don't you?"

	Again,allAstoriacoulddowasnod.

	 

	
Hermione had never seenAstoria speechless before. Even when her illness gotthebetterofher,shealwayshadsomethingtosay,alwayshadatwinkle in her eye and a bit of gossip ready to share when someone came to visit

	her.

	But seeing her like this ... Hermione recognised it. She'd seen that same lookinhereyewhenshe'dstaredatherreflectiononcebefore,rightafter the first time she'd taken a life.

	Astoria had never killed anyone before.Yes, she'd played a hand in dozens ofpeople'sexecutions,butshe'dneverbeentheaxemanherself.She'dnever seen the light go out in someone's eyes because she'd snuffed it out by her own hand.And althoughYaxley certainly fucking deserved what she'd

	done,itwasclearthatAstoriadidn'tquiteknowhowtoprocessit.

	"It'salright,"Hermionewhispered."Youdidwhatyouhadtodo.It'salright

	-"

	Therewasaloudbangfromtheothersideofthedoor.Hermionehearda man scream. She heard footsteps.Then another loud bang.Then another blood-curdling scream.

	Hermionespuntowardsthedoorandraisedherwand.Sheusedherfree hand to catch the dip ofAstoria's waist and guide her to stand behindHermione.

	Anotherbang.Anotherscream.

	HermionefeltAstoriamovebehindher.Shetiltedherfaceenoughtowatch Astoria bend down and pick up the blood-soaked bottle off the floor. She

	grippeditsnecktightlyandnoddedtoHermione. Hermione turned back to the door.

	Another bang, this one from just on the other side of the hallway. Morefootsteps.Afewsetsofthem,runningquickly,gettinglouder.

	 

	
Hermionebracedherself.Theendofherwandsparkedthatdeadlyshadeof green. She opened her mouth, the word on the tip of her tongue-

	Whenthedoorsburstopen,therewerethreestoodontheotherside.

	Romychargedinfirst.Hispillowcasewasdustedwithbloodandoneofhis eyes was bruised and swelling to the point it was closing.

	Quinzel was a little bruised too, but the most startled of the three wasTheo. Althoughhehimselflookedrelativelyunharmed,hewasdrenchedinblood, like he'd taken a bath in it, quite literally slit the throats of his enemies, let their blood fill the bath and then submerged his entire body into it. His hair wasdrenched.Hisclothesweresaturated.Therewassomuchofitcovering him that Hermione couldn't make out if he were bruised or not.All she

	couldseewasblood.

	UponseeingAstoria,Romychargedintotheroom,tearsalreadyinhiseyes.

	"Is Miss alright?!" the tiny elf screamed as he wrapped his arms around Astoria's legs and sobbed into her dressing gown. "Romy was so worried! He did not know where Miss was but he could hear her screaming!" The moreRomyspoke,themorefrantichebecame,stutteringandsobbingover his words until they were almost incoherent. "He could hear her, but then

	other Death Eaters broke into the kitchen, and Romy could not get to Miss! H-he-hewantedtohelp!Hew-wantedt-tohelp...buthec-couldn'tget-g- get to Miss!"

	Astoria bent down and wrapped her arms around Romy's shoulders. "Shhhh, it's alright," she hushed, the distress on his face clearly the thing sheneededtofindhervoiceagain."There,there,it'salright.I'mfine.I'mfine."

	Theo'sexpressiondroppedashestaredatAstoria."Tori,"hestarted, horrified. "Are you-"

	"I'mfine,"sheansweredquickly,lookingupatTheofromoverthetopof Romy's head. "I'm fine. It's not my blood."

	 

	
Theonoddedsoftly,butwhenhiseyesdriftedtotheleftandsawYaxley's body, a deep scowl twisted its way onto his face.

	"A-andthen,DeathEatersw-wereeverywhere!"Romycarriedon,sobbing intoAstoria's neck. "M-M-Mr Nott killed l-lots of them, b-blood

	everywhere...the-the-t-thekitchenisamess,butm-morekeptc-coming, and we c-could hear Miss screaming! Romy would do anything to keep Miss safe! He just -he just wants Miss to be s-safe! He thought he'd failed

	her-hethoughtshe'd-"

	"Shhhhhhh,”Astoriasoothed."It'salright.I'msafe.Youdon'tneedtoworry."

	There was a creaking sound coming from the hallway. Theo spun around, andthedarkdoorwaywaslitupwithjustenoughgreenlightthatHermione saw the Death Eater who Theo had just murdered, and the other bodies

	lying in thehallway.

	"Whilstthisisalllovelyandweknow howmuchyouloveAstoria,Romy,"

	Theosaid,crossingtheroomandroughlypeelingthesobbingelfaway

	fromhissister-in-law."Othersareontheway.Weneedtogetoutofhere."

	Romy nodded in agreement, but he didn't stop sobbing. He didn't let go of Astoriaentirelyeither,oneofhislittlehandskeptafirmgriponthebottom of Astoria's pink dressing gown.

	"AlrightthenGranger,"Theosaid,turningbacktoHermioneashesaidher name. "You're supposed to be the brainbox of this operation. What's our

	plan?"

	HermionelookedatAstoria."Ifwecangetyoupasttheanti-Apparation wards. Do you think you'll be strong enough toApparate?"

	Astoriagaveabreathlesslaugh."Istherereallyanyotheroption?" No, there wasn't.

	 

	
And so, without wasting any more time, they took off in a sprint. Quinzel andHermionewentfirst,thenAstoria,thenRomy,thenTheo.Therewasa theory behind their formation.They put the most vulnerable in the middle so that those on either side could protect her when needed.

	Anditwascertainlyneeded.

	Inthetimethatthey'dregrouped,themanorhadbecomecrawlingwith Death Eaters. The house was invested with them. They were fucking

	everywhere.IfQuinzelweren'tsofamiliarwiththeManor,therewasno way they would have been able to get out.

	They passed dozens of bodies of Death Eaters as Quinzel guided them through the estate, and Hermione suddenly understood why Theo was saturatedinsomuchblood.Itwaseasytotellhishandiwork,mostofthe

	corpsestheypassedeitherdidn'thaveheadsorhadhugegapingholesinthe centre of their chests.

	It was like running through a haunted house. The walls were completely coveredinblood.Thehallsstankofdeathandorgansandtornfleshwere scattered up and down the floors, tripping them on occasion.

	Astheysprintedthroughthehallways,cursesofeverycolourshotover their heads. Debris from explosions flew in every direction. Countless

	portraitsweredestroyedthroughthechaos,generationupongenerationof Malfoy family history just gone, obliterated in a few short minutes.

	Anditdidn't improvewhen theygotoutside.

	Even though Hermionecould seewheretheanti-Apparation wards ended, couldseetheairrippleandshineslightlywheretheedgeofthemagicmet the cold air, it looked so far away.

	Astoria'sbreathwasharshbehindHermione.Shecouldseetheblonde falling more and more behind as they sprinted across the grounds,

	strugglingtokeepup, strugglingtocatchherbreath.

	Whentheywerehalfwayacrossthegardens,Astoriatripped.

	 

	
Theowhirledaroundandstartedtothrowcurses,slaughteringtheDeath Eaters that were closing in.

	Romystoodbyhisside,andwhenhesnappedhisfingers,theearthcracked and giant roots with thorns exploded from the ground. The roots moved

	violentlythroughtheairliketheyhadalifeoftheirown,andtheywrapped around the legs of some of the Death Eaters and pulled them towards the

	floor.Somelosttheirlegs,somewerecutinhalffromthehugethorns,but most just screamed as they were pulled into the ground, gasping and clawing at the earth like they were being dragged right down to hell.

	TheoandRomymanagedtotakeoutanothertenBlackMasks,butmore were still there. More were still coming after them, and theApparation

	pointstill feltso faraway.

	HermionegrabbedAstoria'swristandpulledhertoherfeet.Whenshe

	startedtosprintagain,shedidn'tletgoofherwrist.Shecouldn'tletAstoria fall behind. She had to get her out. She had to save her. She'd promised Malfoy she would. She'd fucking carryAstoria on her back if she had to.

	TheApparationpointwasgettingcloser.

	HermionefeltsomeresistancefromAstoria.Shewasstillrunning,butshe was slowing down a little, almost pulling Hermione to a stop.

	"Theo!Romy!Comeon!"Astoriacalled."Leavethem!We'realmostthere!"

	Whentheresistancevanished,HermioneknewTheoandRomyhadstarted running with them again.

	Thecursesstartedtozippasttheirheadsfaster.

	Hermione'slungsburned.Herlegsached,begginghertostop- They were almost there. Just a little further.

	Theywerealmost-

	 

	
Quinzeldisappearedfirst,herbodytwistinginonitselfbeforeshevanished with a loud pop.

	AndassoonasbothHermioneandAstoriawerethroughthewards, Hermione tightened her grip onAstoria's wrist and did the same.

	Whentheylanded withadullthudon thedamp grassoutsidethe

	farmhouse,Hermioneturnedtoherleft.Astoriawasthere,inonepiece,no signs of splinching or pain of any kind.

	They'ddoneit.They'dmadeitthrough,againstallfuckingodds,they'd done it.

	Thewitchesreachedforeachotheratthesametime,bothsooverjoyed,so fucking relieved that they'd made it out the other side that they needed to hug one another, squeeze each other to make sure it was real, that it was

	reallyhappening.

	Astoriawaspantingheavily,butshewasbreathing,shewaslaughing, chuckling breathlessly, and Hermione couldn't help but do the same.

	HermionepulledbackandcradledAstoria'sblood-coveredfacegentlyin her hands. "Are you alright?"

	Astorianodded.Tearsofjoystreameddownherfaceandclearedsomeof Yaxley's blood. "I can't believe ... I can't believe we made it. Oh my -

	Hermione,wemadeit!TheOrdercanreallydothis,can'tthey!?They're going to kill Voldemort ... it's all ... it's all coming together."

	AsAstoria spoke her thoughts aloud - always the opposite of Malfoy - Hermionestartedtolookaround.Shelistenedcarefullyasshecheckedthe wards around the farmhouse, making sure they were still in tact -

	"Whathappenedattheraid?"Astoriaasked"Youmusttellmeeverything."

	AsmallshapeafewmetersbehindthemcaughtHermione'sattention.It was only small, barely bigger than a rugby ball -

	"IbetBellatrix wasfuriouswhenshefoundoutwewerethetraitors."

	 

	
Foramoment,Hermionecouldn'tmakeoutwhatitwas.Itwasn'tastone,it looked too soft, too pink. It looked like -

	"OhandCrouch!Youmusttellmewhathelookedlikewhenheheardthe news! I would have loved to have seen his face!"

	"Astoria,"Hermioneinterruptedquietly,voicesoft,cracking,breakingas she stared at the thing that was laying on the grass.

	"IwouldhavepaidgoodmoneytoseeCrouch'sexpression!It'stimelike this I wish I was a Legillimens.”

	"Astoria.”

	"Oh, I do hope Voldemort finds a way to blame Crouch. Do you think he will?Ireally,reallyhopehedoes.Ihopehestringshimupandhacksaway athim.Ihopehebreakshisribs,justlikewhathappenedtoDaphne.It'dbe fitting, don't you think-"

	"Astoria!"

	"What?"sheasked,browshigh,lipcurled."Whatisit?"

	Astoriaalmostlookedangry.ShewasirritatedthatHermionewassouring her good mood, but she couldn't see what Hermione was looking at. She had her back to it.

	HermionecurledahandaroundAstoria'sshoulder,andverysoftly,very gently, she turned the blonde around, knowing that when she saw what Hermione could see, it was going to break her heart.

	HermioneprayedthatAstoria'sheartwasn'tasfrailandbreakableasherbody.

	Becauseafewfeetawayfromwherethewitchesstood,Romy'sheadwas laying on the grass, but his body wasn't there.

	Fromthecleancut,itwasobviousthathe'dbeenhitwithaslicingcurse.It must've hit him just before they made it past theAnti-Apparation wards,

	 

	
andit'dcuthisheadrightoffhislittlebody.

	Astoria ran to what was left of Romy and dropped to her hands and knees besidehim.Andthenshescreamed.Shescreamedandshecried.Shecried as though her soul had been torn in two. She screamed as though someone had plunged a dagger through her heart.

	And Hermione didn't know what to do. She didn't know how to comfort Astoriabecausetherewasnocureforheartbreaklikethis,nomagicspell, no wave of her wand that could fix this pain.

	BecauseRomywasdead,andTheo...

	Theohadn'tmadeittotheApparationpoint.
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	Sixhours.Sixfuckinghours-thatwashowlongDracohadbeengone. Three hundred and sixty minutes without a word from him.

	Twenty-onethousandandsixhundred-sixhundredandone,two,three- seconds since he'd stormed through the farmhouse and disappeared in a

	flurryofblacksmoke.

	Hehadn'tsaidwherehewasgoing,butHermioneknew,didn'tneedtobe told. She'd known it the second he'dApparated away.

	Hewas out looking forTheo.

	She'donlybeenatthefarmhouseherselfforhalfanhourwhenMalfoy,

	NarcissaandBlaisehadarrived.Hermionehadbeenwaitingforthem

	outsidethentoo,andthelookonMalfoy'sfacewhenhe'dlanded,Hermione doubted she'd ever forget it.

	He'dlookedso...relieved,whenhe'dseenherwaitingforhim.Therelief hadbeenclearasdayonhisface,itwasprobablythefirsttimeHermione had looked at him and thought he was genuinely happy.

	Hestillthoughtthateverythingwasgoingtobealright.Despitethehiccups in their plan, he still thought that today was a victory for them. He was still in the same bubble Hermione andAstoria had been in when they'd

	Apparatedtothefarmhouse,afalserealitywhereeverythingwasfineand everyone was safe.Areality where just once - just fucking once - they'd won and it hadn't cost the life of one of their friends to do it.

	 

	
HermionehatedthatshehadtobetheonetobringhimbackdowntoEarth, especially when all she really wanted to do was bury herself in the bubble with him.

	Theheart-breakingwayMalfoy'sexpressionhadfallenwhenHermionehad started to relay what'd happened - fuck, that was probably going to be

	engravedinhermemoryforevertoo.

	He'dbeensilentwhileshe'dtoldhimwhathadalmosthappenedtoAstoria and how she defended herself. Stayed deathly quiet when she'd told him how Romy and Theo had fought to keep the Death Eaters at bay when

	they'drunacrossthegrounds,andhow...howbraveRomyhadfought,how all the little elf had wanted to do was protectAstoria.

	Malfoy seemed to be calm at first, collecting all the information, silently turningitalloverinhishead.Hewasstillasamarblestatue,buttherewas afiregatheringinhiseyes,eachwordHermionesaidlikeaseparatematch

	beinglit,eachnewstoryanothercoalthrownontothefireandaddingtohisanger.

	Andtherewasonly somuch hewouldbeableto takebeforeheexploded.

	When she'd told him what'd happened to Romy, he'd flinched.And when she'd told him thatTheo ... still wasn't there, that he'd neverApparated to thesafehouseandshehadnofuckingideawhereshewas,he'dclosedhiseyes.

	He'dtakenadeepbreaththroughhisnose,andwhenhe'dopenedhiseyes, the blue was gone, the fire was gone, and only cold grey remained.

	She'dhalfexpectedhimtodisappearrightthenandthere-buthedidn't,not straight away at least. He stayed with Hermione - completely mute - and

	helped her levitate Blaise off Narcissa's back and get him inside the safehouse.HestayeduntilBlaisewasinhisnewbed,andthemoment

	Quinzelhadstartedtoworkonhim,he'dtakenoffagain.Chargedthrough the house without saying a word and disappeared in a loud crack of

	Apparation,andHermionewasleftwithnothingtodobutpraythathe'd make it back.

	 

	
Tobeginwith,she'dstayedwithAstoriainwhatwassupposedtobeTheo's room and watched her sleep peacefully.

	Hermionehadn'twantedtogivehersomanysedatives,butseeingRomy like that ... not knowing what'd happened to Theo ... well,Astoria had

	becomesohystericalQuinzeldidn'treallyhaveachoice.

	She'dalreadylosthersister,she'dseenthedecapitatedheadofherbest friend lying on the grass, and the realisation that her brother-in-law might've already shared the same fate, it'd been too much for her.

	AndthatwaswithoutknowingthatBlaisehadbeenseriouslyinjured.

	Astoria had cried and screamed so hard, and when her panic attack had becomesoseverethatshe'dstruggledtobreathe,Hermioneagreedwith

	QuinzelthatitwassaferforAstoriatobesedated,justforafewhours,at least until they were sure Blaise had made it through the worst.

	Astoriawouldn'thavebeenabletocopewiththeheartbreakofthat,too.It was better if she didn't know what'd happened to him.

	HermionehadonlymanagedtowatchAstoriaforanhourbeforeshe

	couldn'tsitstillanymore.She'dtriedtokeepherselfbusy,occupiedherself as much as possible and did everything she could to just not think.

	She'dcheckedallthewardsaroundthefarmhouse-threetimes-andshe'd made a detailed list of every potion and supply they'd brought with them. She'd organised the potions in the storage cupboard, and then reorganised them half an hour later.

	She'd thought about making herself and Quinzel a sandwich to pass the time.Shewasn'thungryatall,doubtedQuinzelwaseither,butatleastit would've given her something to do.

	She'dwalkedtothekitchen,tryingtorememberwhichcupboardQuinzel said she'd left the bread in, but when she'd gotten to the threshold, she'd

	frozenupandhadn'tbeenabletomakeherselftakethatlaststep.

	 

	
BecauseRomywasinthere.

	ItwasprobablywrongofHermionetowraphis...head...upinaclothand put it on thekitchen table, but thethought of him outsidein thecold, in the dark and all alone, Hermione couldn't put words to it.

	Shecouldn'tleaveRomyoutside.Shejustcouldn't.Shewouldn't.

	WhenTheoandMalfoywerebackandthegroupwasfeelingready,they'd discuss what they were going to do with Romy. They'd give him a proper burial and build him abeautiful grave.They'd say lovely things about him and cover his headstone with gifts that he'd like, but first, Hermione had

	neededtogethimoutofthecold,andseeingasthekitchenwashis favourite place in the world ...

	Sheshookthethoughtfromherheadandclosedhereyes.Sheleanedback, took a deep breath, and tried to lose herself in the nicotine as it filled herlungs.

	Althoughitwasthedeadofthenightandthewindwashowlingaroundher, although the grass was damp underneath her legs and the rain had seeped

	intoherclothes,Hermionedidn'tfeelachill.Didn'tfeelcoldatallreally.

	Shewasnumb,yes,tired,yes,onedge-fuckyes-butshewasn'tcold,she might've been, if it weren't for the dragon at her back.

	WhenHermionehadsankontothedampgrassoutsidethefarmhousewhile shewaited for Malfoy to comehome, Narcissahad joined her. She'd curled herself into a ball around Hermione, using her enormous body to shield her from the wind and ward off the cold.

	HermionehadleanedagainstNarcissa'sshoulderasacourtesyreally,away to return the affectionate gesture, but the feel of the dragon's warm scales against her shoulders and spine soon made her sink into the beast, and

	beforetoolong,shewaspracticallyhuddlingagainsther.

	Itwasoddlycomforting,listeningtothegentle-albeit,veryloud-soundof Narcissa breathing behind her. Every time Narcissa exhaled, Hermione fell

	 

	
backwards slightly, and when the dragon inhaled and her lungs expanded, she was gently pushed forward. It felt like being rocked to sleep, and althoughherbodywascertainlytemptedbythatidea,Hermionerefusedtorest.

	Shehadtostayawake.Malfoymightcomebackatanymoment.Hewas going to need her help.

	GodonlyknewwhereTheowas.Voldemortwasgoingtowanttomakehim suffer immensely for his betrayal. He'd shown time and time again how he

	feltabouttraitors,andaftertoday'srevelation,Daphne'sexecutionwas

	probablygoingtobechild'splayincomparisontothehorrorsVoldemort would have planned for Theo.

	The events of the day had undoubtedly caused a ripple effect. They'd exposedthemselvesasthespies,butthey'dalsomadeVoldemortlookafool in front of his own army.

	Bynow,therewouldn'thavebeenawitchorwizardinthecountrywho

	didn't know that Malfoy, Blaise andTheo had betrayedVoldemort. Gossip alwaysdidtravelfasterthanrealnews,andthejuicierthegossip,thefaster it travelled.

	TheDarkLord'sfavouriteDemonMasks,andtwoofhismostruthlessGold Masks, were the spies. God, there probably hadn't been a scandal like it foryears.

	Hermionecouldalmosthearthewhispers."What?ThemostpowerfulDarkWizard of all time? And he couldn't even spot the spies in his ranks? Even thoughtheywereamongthepeopleclosesttohim?Howisthatpossible?!"

	Even if no one had the balls to say it to Voldemort, everyone was laughing athimbehindhisback.They'dmadehimlookweak.They'dmadehimlook like an idiot.

	Inothercircumstances,Hermionewouldhavebeenfuckingdelighted.But not today, couldn't force herself to smile even if she'd wanted to.

	 

	
BecauseVoldemortwas,andalwayshadbeen,aspitefulbastardwho

	hungeredforrevenge,andnow,hehadjustthetargettotakehisbloodlust out on. Theo.

	Hewouldfeelthatheneededtorestorethatbalanceofpower.Hewasn'tto let Theo go. There'd be no room for errors this time. No mistakes.

	Voldemortwasgoingtowanttomakeanexampleoutofhim,andusehim to show all that no one betrayed the Dark Lord and lived to tell the tale.

	Thatwas,ifhehadn'tdonesoalready.

	Yes, whereverVoldemort was keepingTheo, he was going to be heavily guarded,andMalfoywouldneedhertohelphimfighthiswaythroughitall.

	Sheneededtostayawake.Hecouldn'tdothisalone.Sheneededtobeready when he found out where Theo was being kept and came back to get her.

	Buthe'dbeengoneforsolong.Ifhewassafe,ifheknewwhereTheowas, he would have come back by now, wouldn't he?

	No,noshecouldn'tthinklikethat.Malfoywasstillalive,thatmuchwas certain. If he weren't, then she'd be dead as well. Her heart would have stopped beating when his had, and so, she found herself focusing on it.

	Didn'tthinkshe'deverbeensofuckinginvestedinherownheartbeatasshe was in those hours.

	EachbeatwasareminderthatDracowasstillalive,stillouttheresomewhere.

	Stillalive,shecouldpracticallyhearthewordsechoinherheadwitheachpump.

	Ba-bump.Stillalive.Ba-bump.Stillalive. Still alive.

	 

	
Stillalive.Stillalive.

	"He'salright,"Hermionewhispered,thealmostexpiredcigarettebobbingin her mouth as she spoke.

	She'dranahandacrossthebaseofNarcissa'sneckeachtimeshe'dsaid those words, and each time, the dragon had whined and looked at

	Hermione,herhugeredeyesfilledwithnothingbutdreadandanxiousness. "He's alright," Hermione repeated. "He's alright.”

	Narcissagrumbledlowinherthroat,makingthescalesthatwereagainst Hermione's back vibrate like leaning against a large speaker.

	When her cigarette was finished, Hermione threw it onto the pile she'd alreadymadeandpulledoutafreshone.AlthoughNarcissa'swingswere

	excellentwindbreakers,shestillusedonehandtoshieldthebudwhileshe used the tip of her wand to light it.

	Cigaretteswereusuallyjustthethingtocalmhernerves,buttodaytheydid nothing. She'd smoked so many, at least a dozen in quick succession, her

	throatfeltfuzzyandsoreandhervoicesoundedgruff,butshefeltnobetter. They'd done nothing to calm her fucking nerves.

	Whenthewindpickedup,Hermionehuddledclosertothedragon,and Narcissa curled her body into a tighter ball around her, making the temperature rise just a few degrees more.

	Hermionetookadeepbreathandpulledastrongdragofnicotineintoher lungs.OverthetopofNarcissa'stailspikes,shecouldseealittlepatchof grass with a few daisies poking up through the mud.

	ThatwouldbealovelyplacetoburyRomy.Perhapstheycouldplantsome potatoes in his grave. He'd like that. Love it, in fact.

	Shecouldjustseehimclappinghishandstogetherexcitedly,eyeswideand that innocent, child-like smile on his face. Could just hear his little voice,

	 

	
"Oh yes Miss, Romy would like that very much!"he would have probably said."TheperfectplaceforRomytorest.Thankyou,Miss-butMissshouldnot have come to so much trouble for Romy. There are more important

	thingstoworryabout,yes,muchmoreimportantthings."

	Shetookanotherdragandhelditinherlungs,tryingtorememberifRomy had had a favourite poem that she could carve into his headstone -

	When Narcissa moved, and Hermione knew Malfoy must've been close. Thedragonraisedhergiganticheadoffthegroundandstaredtowardthe fields in front of her.

	Hermionegottoherfeetanddroppedhercigarette,andjustasshecrushed it under her boot, he appeared.

	Helookedangry.HisDeathEaterrobesswarmedaroundhimashewalked quicklytowardsher.Hereyesrakedhimoverasheapproached.Noblood. No injuries that she could see.

	"Did you find-“ She didn't finish her sentence before he kissed her. Hands tightoneithersideofherface.Crushinghisbodyagainsthersastightlyas he could and siphoning the words she'd meant to say into his lungs.

	He was greedy in the way he kissed her. Forceful. His hands slid roughly downherbackandsqueezedherhipshardenoughtomakehergaspintohis mouth. He swallowed that too. Took every part of her that he could take.

	Hands-oneveryinchofherthatwaswithinhisreach."Malfoy-"

	"Shhh,"hehissedagainsthermouth."Justforaminute."Hekissedher harder, forcing her mouth open with his tongue. "Just a minute."

	"Whatareyou-"

	She'dintendedtopryherselfawayfromhim.Theydidn'thavetimeforthis.

	Theowasmissing.Theowasmissingandtheyneededtofindhim.She

	knewthat,butherarmsdidn'tseemtogetthemessage.Theydidn'twantto

	 

	
pushhimaway.Instead,theyonlypulledhimcloser.Onlysnakedaround his neck and dragged his face to hers.

	Shekissedhimjustasfuriously,heldontohimjustastightly,but–asit fucking always did – her mind refused to shut off completely.

	"Weneed-"shestarted,butshelosttrackofwhatshe'dwantedtosaywhen his lips moved to attack her throat. "Malfoy-" she tried again, her voice no stronger, resolve to push him away even weaker. "Did - did you find ...

	Theo?"

	"Shutup,”hehissedagainsthercollarbone,fingerstighteningonherhip bones and pressing her more firmly against him. "Just shut the fuck up." She gasped when he bit down on her pulse point. "Now.”

	"Wedon't...ohgod."Shethoughthereyesweregoingtorollintotheback of her head when he tore the front of her uniform and slipped one of his

	handsinside."...wedon't-wedon'thave,"wordsfailedherwhenhe

	palmedherbreast,runninghisthumbslowlyoverhernipple."...time...we need to-"

	"Shut up,” he hissed against her throat. His hand left her hip and started to windupherspineandintoherhair,andasharpjerkofhiswristyankedher head back just enough so that she had to look at him. "Shut the fuck up andkiss me.”

	Hiseyesmighthavebeencoldwhenhe'dleftthesafehouse,buttheywere burning now.

	Hekissedheragainbeforeshecouldargue.Kissingherbreathless.Kissing her until she was mindless, and all the while, he just kept growling in her ear, muttering little whispers that she was sure she probably wasn't supposed to hear.

	"Fuckinghell,”hegroaned,"SomuchmoreIwantedtodotoyou.Wanted to eat your cunt again until your head was spinning."

	Herheadwasalreadyspinning.Herheartwaspoundinginherchest.

	 

	
"Wantedtoburymycockinsideyouagainandagainandagain." He wasn't making sense. Why was he talking to her like that?

	"Wantedtoseethatprettyfaceyoumakewhenyoucome.”Hisvoicewas hoarse and rough. "Haven't seen it enough yet. Don't think I'll ever see itenough."

	Whatwashedoing?Whywashetalkingliketheydidn'thaveanytimeleft together? Like this was the last time they were going to see each other?

	...likethis wasthelast timetheyweregoingtoseeeachother...

	"OhmyGod."Therealisationwassharpandsudden,likeawreckingball obliterating its way through thick concrete. "You came back to say

	goodbye,didn'tyou?"

	Malfoy was still for a moment, then sighed heavily. He pulled his hand out ofherrobesbutdidn'tlethergocompletely.Keptonehandtightaroundherwaist.

	Hedidn'tsayaword;hedidn'thaveto.Thewayhestareddownather,the look in his eyes, they told her for him. It was bad. Wherever Theo was, it was bad. Really fucking bad. So bad that he didn't think he was going to make it out alive.

	"Whereishe?"

	Malfoyrolledhisjaw.Hisnostrilsflaredbeforeheanswered."Crouch,"he said. "Crouch Jr has him.”

	Fromaboutthirtyfeetaway,Narcissahissedmenacingly.Funny,Hermione couldn'trememberseeingorhearinghermovetotheothersideofthefield?

	"Areyousure?"sheasked,eyesdriftingfromthedragonbacktoMalfoy."Yes?"

	"How?"

	 

	
Hisliptwitchedalittle."Let'sjustsayafewBlackMasksalreadyhadloose tongues before I cut them out.”

	"WhyCrouch?WhynotgivehimtoBellatrix?She'shisother-only- Demon Mask. Surely she should be the one to torture him?"

	"BecausehewantsNotttosufferfirst,andgiventheirhistory,whobetterto torture Theo than the man who ripped his heart out to begin with?"

	Daphne.ItallcamebacktoDaphne.ShewasdeadbecauseofCrouch.

	CrouchhadbrokenTheo'sheartwhenhe'dturnedherin,andnow,Crouch was going to be the one who stopped it beating forever.

	HermionewouldhavethoughtaDementorwasrunningitsrottingfingers up her spine from the way a cold, terrified chill ran through her.

	Itwasworsethanshe'dimagined.It'dbeenalmostsevenhourssinceTheo had vanished. If Barty Crouch Jr had had Theo all this time, there was no telling what state he was going to be in.

	Crouchwould'vekeptTheoalive.Nomatterhowmuchhewouldhave

	wantedhimdead,VoldemortwouldhaveorderedCrouchtokeephimalive.

	HewouldhaveorderedhimtotortureTheo.HewouldhavetoldCrouchto cutpiecesofhimoff.Hurtandbrutalisehimintheworstwaysimaginable. He would have told him to the brink Theo to bring of death, and then heal him and start the process all over again.

	ButhewouldhaveorderedCrouchtokeephimalive-becauseheknew whereMalfoyandBlaisewere.NotonlywouldVoldemortwanttokeep Theo alive for longer to extend the suffering, but he was also a link to

	findingtherest of thetraitors.

	VoldemortwouldhavetoldCrouchtofindoutwhereMalfoyandBlaiseand Hermione were by any means necessary. He wanted them all dead, and

	Theowasnowthekeytoopeningthatdoor. "Malfoy, if Crouch use's Legilimency-"

	 

	
"Theoistrainedinmemoryblocking,"heinterrupted."Theblokeisa

	fucking awful Legilimens, and he's not the best at memory blocking, but he'llbeabletokeepCrouchoutofhisheadforawhile.Weprobablyonly have a day - maybe two - before he gets in, but Crouch will be doing

	everythinginhispowertospeeduptheprocess.He'lltorturehimphysically to try and break him mentally."

	Hermione'sstomachstartedtochurn."Ok,"shesaid,steppingawayfrom

	himandreachingforherwand."Weneedtomovequicklyifwe'regoingto get Theo before-"

	Malfoy's cold hand closed around her wrist before she could reach her wand.Shesnappedherheadupandstaredathim."Granger,"hewhispered. "You're not coming with me.”

	"Yes,"shesaidsternly,astatement,leavingnoroomforhimtoargue."Iam.”

	Malfoyshookhisheadandhismouthtwisteddownintoatightexpression. "You're not.Your job is to getAstoria, Blaise and Quinzel the fuck out of

	herewhileI goandtryto breakTheoout.”

	Hermionescrunchedhernoseupfuriously.Sheopenedhermouth-

	"It's the best option," he said, interrupting her again, this time before she could speak. "Someone needs to stay behind to look after the others and secureanewsafehouse,onethatevenTheoandIdon'tknowthelocation of, just in case -"

	"BlaiseismorethancapableofprotectingAstoriaandQuinzel-" "Not in his current condition he isn't.”

	"Youcan'tbreakTheooutalone.”

	"I was the Dark Lord's favourite Demon Mask; do you really think Barty CrouchJrisathreattome?"Hetriedtosmirkashesaidthewords,butit was a lie. He wasn't nearly as good an actor as Theo was.

	 

	
"Whatifthereareothersthere?" "Then I'll kill them too.”

	"Youwon'tmakeit.” "Yes, I will.”

	"Ifyou reallythink that,then why didyou cometo saygoodbyetome?"

	Heeyesflickeredwithsomeemotionshecouldn'tquiteregister.Hedidn't believewhathewassaying.Hethoughthewasgoingtodietryingtosave Theo, but he was going to try anyway.

	"Whatdoesit matterifI comewithyou ornot?"Hermionewenton."If

	Crouchcapturesyou,Voldemortwillkillyou,andthenI'lldieaswell.IfI go with you, we'll have more of a chance of -"

	"Voldemortwon'tkillme,”Malfoyargued."He'sangryatTheofor

	betraying him, he's furious with Blaise, but he's fucking livid with me. He wants my blood, he wants me to pay, but he'll think that death is too good for me. He'll think that death isn't punishment enough for what I've done to him. If I'm captured, he'll keep me alive. Even if this war carries on, it'll be yearsbeforehegetsboredandfinallyexecutesme.”Slowly,hebroughtone of his hands up to cup the side of her face. "And that's more than enough time for the brightest witch of our age to find a way to unlink her life from mine.”Forthefirsttimethatevening,agenuinesmilebrokeacrosshisface. "Don't you agree?"

	Asledgehammertothechestwouldprobablyhavehurtless.Hermione

	staredathim,blinking.Hisneckwasredandscratchedwhereshe'dgrabbed him. She could see little red crescent moon dents on both sides of his neck

	fromhernails.

	Whileshestoodthere,dumbfounded,lostforwords,hereachedintohis

	robes and pulled out a small glass phial. "See this?" he asked, shaking the thinggently infront ofher andswirling thered liquidinside. "Thisisfilled

	 

	
withmyblood.You'llhaveplentyoftime,andyoucanusethistofigureout a way to unlink us before Voldemort kills me.”

	Shedidn'tknowwhattosay.He'dthoughtthisthrough.Hewasgivingher an out, a way to live a life without him after the war.

	"Youdon'thavetodiewhenIdo.”

	She could probably do it. Given enough time, enough resources, she could probably do it. Was sure of it, in fact. It might take her months, she might losesleepandtearchunksofherhairoutintheprocess,butshecoulddoit. She'd solved harder puzzles before when her life was on the line.

	"Inanotherlife,wecould've..."helaughedquietlyandtrailedoff."I suppose that doesn't really matter now.What does matter is that you

	survive.Aftereverythingyou'vedonefortheOrdertowinthiswar,you deserve to live in the world you saved."

	Monthsago,she'dhavegivenanythingtohaveachancelikethat.She'd

	dreamedaboutfindingawaytounlinktheirlives.Spentcountlesshoursat the beginning of her capture, lying in her bed and thinking about how

	wonderfulit would beto berid ofhim.

	Itwasrightthere.Alifeline.Asecondchance.Itwasrightfuckingthere, and she didn't want it. Felt fucking sick just looking at it.

	Becausealthoughneitherofthemhadsaidit,althoughneitherofthem wouldfuckingadmitit, therewasanother thinglinkingthemtogether,

	somethingelse,somethingstrongerandathousandtimesmorepotentthan any piece of magic.

	Itwasthere,even ifneitherofthem wouldsayitoutloud.

	Hermioneshookherhead.Shestruggledtospeakthroughthetightnessin her throat. "No.”

	"No?"Malfoy'sbrowstwitchedintoafrown."Granger,don'tbeafool.Take this phial, take what's left of my family andleave."

	 

	
"No," she repeated, more firmly this time. "You're not doing this without me.You can't do this without me.You don't know what you're walking into withCrouch.Hismanorwillbeheavilyguarded,you'veseenwhathedidin those tombs under NewsteadAbbey. If you go in there alone, you won't

	comeout.”

	"IfIdon'tcomeoutandTheodoes,I'dsaythat'safairtrade."

	"Don'tsaythingslikethat!"Angerflaredinherstomach,andsheexpelled some of it by smacking him across the chest. "If we go together-"

	"You'renotcoming-"

	"Youdon'tneedtosacrificeyourselftosaveTheo!Youdon'tneedto sacrifice yourself to save anyone, I can help you!We can saveTheotogether!"

	"I'mnotarguingwithyouaboutthis.Youaregoingtolistentome,andyou are going to stay here.”

	"Ha!"Hermionesnortedangrily."AndwhenhaveIeverlistenedtoyou!?I have never taken orders from you and I don't intend to start now!" She

	narrowedhereyesandhervoicedroppedintoaviciouswhisper."Orare you planning on altering to Demon Hex to make me listen to you?"

	Malfoyinhaledsharplylikehe'dbeenpunchedinthestomach.Hiseyes

	flasheddangerously."Don't,"hehissed."Don'tyoufuckingdarethrowthat in my face.”

	"Whynot?"shechallenged,unabletostopthewayherwordsweredripping invenom.Shedidn'tmeantobesocrueltohimbutshecouldn'thelpit.She wouldn't let him bench her like this. She was just as ruthless as him, she

	didn't need protection, but he needed hers, even if he was too fucking stubbornandproudtoadmitit."It'stheonlywayIwouldeverlistentoyou."

	"Granger,"Malfoyhissed,grittinghisteethtogether."Don'tmakethisany more difficult for me than it already is.You need to stay here-"

	 

	
"I'mcomingwithyou!Youcan'ttakeCrouch'shousealone!He'llhave

	reinforcementsthere!He'llhavelaidtraps!Youneedmethere!Youcan'tdo this without me!"

	"Iwillnotputyouinanymoredangertoday.Ifsomethinghappenstoyou because of me-"

	"Itwon't!"

	"Butifitdoes,Iwouldnever-"Again,hecuthimselfoffandlookedaway from her. He took a deep breath and clenched his jaw. The muscles in his neck were thick with tension. "You're not going, end of discussion. I only came back because I wanted to make sure you were safe before I went toCrouch's.”

	"Wellyou'reinluck!"sheshoutedsarcastically,thrustingherarmswideon either side of her. "You checked, I'm safe.Astoria is safe. Blaise is safe.

	QuinzelandNarcissaaresafe!Now,let'sgoandsaveTheotogether!"

	Malfoylookedasthoughhewereaboutto combust."Foronceinyour

	fuckinglife,justlistentome!Iamtryingtodotherightthing!Iamtrying to keep you safe, and as fucking usual, you're making my life difficult!"

	"Whywon'tyouletmehelpyou?!" "Drop it!"

	"Why,Malfoy?!"

	Hisbreathstartedtocomeoutshorter.Hisnostrilsflared.Ragewasburning in his eyes. "I said leave it alone!"

	"Notuntilyoutellmewhyyouwouldratherdiethanletmehelpyou-" "Because everyone around me dies!”

	Itwaslikesomeonehadpouredabucketoficewateroverher.Inaninstant, all the anger, all the resentment that she'd built up just ... vanished.

	 

	
Andhisconfession,itseemedtoliftsomethinginhim,tookaweightoffhis shoulders, because as soon as he'd said the words, all the malice in him seemed to die too.

	"Growingup,"hestarted,voicebarelyjustaboveawhisper,astarkcontrast to the rageful tone he'd just been speaking to her in, "my relationship with my father was always rather ... strained, but it still hurt when he died, when I had to watch Voldemort torture him."

	Hermione felt a sickening sort of lurch creep into his stomach. Even knowingMalfoy'sturbulentrelationshipwithhisfather,nooneshouldhave had to watch that, especially someone so young.

	"Heputasilencingcharmonmyfathersohewouldn'thearhimscream.He killedhimquitequickly,butitwasn'tpainless.Hestillmadehimsuffer.Cut a finger off here, a leg there, took hours before Voldemort eventually

	thoughtmyfatherhadhadenoughandslicedhisheadoff.”Heclosedhis eyes and shivered silently at the memory. "Then my mother ..." his voice shook at the mention of her. "Voldemort knew I was a lot closer to my mother, heknew it would hurt meso much more, so he... hemadesureI watched. Made sure I heard her scream when he... "

	Sheknewthememorywell,she'dseenitherselfwhenshe'daccidentally

	bargedintohishead.She'dseenthebloodthat'dsoakedthroughthewooden floor.She'dseenthescatteredbodypartsoftheonceproudLuciusMalfoy's thrown carelessly around the room as though they were nothing more thandecoration.

	Andthenshe'dseenhismother,dyinginhisarms.

	"To me, blood isn't thicker than water. I haven't thought that sinceI lost my mother and father.Yes, Bellatrix is one of my only blood relations left, but she means nothing to me. I wouldn't piss on her even if she was on fire.To me, blood doesn't make a family, it hasn't for a long time. Blaise,Astoria, Theo,Daphne,Cissa,eventheelves,theyarethefamilyIchose.Theywere the only family I had left after my parents died."

	 

	
TheacheinHermione'schestonlygrew.Sheknewthefeelingwell.She didn't have any blood relations left either. She didn't have cousins or

	brothersorsisters.Heronlybloodhadbeenhermotherandfatherandthey were both dead.

	She'dbeenallalone,justlikehim,andshetoo,hadsoughtthecomfortof family in others. Harry. Ginny, the war might've put a strain on her

	relationshipwiththem,buttheywereherfamily.Theirchildrenwereher

	family,herniecesandnephewsdespitenotsharingasingledropoffamiliar blood between them.

	JustlikeMalfoyhadwithhis.AstoriaandDaphnewerehissisters.Blaise and Theo were his brothers. It didn't matter that they didn't share blood.

	Whatpurposedidbloodserveanyway?Hermionehadseenenoughofit spilt on the floor throughout the war to know that blood didn't make a

	family.Youcouldn'tpickoutyourbrother'sbloodfromastrangerswhenit was running down a cobbled street.

	No,blooddidn'tmakeafamily.Somethingelsedid.

	"AndthenDaphnediedandIlostasister.AndnowRomy,andpossibly Theo. I refuse to lose anyone else. I fucking refuse.”

	Hermione let out a shallow breath and looked to Narcissa, simply because shedidn'tknowwhereelsetolook.Thedragonwaswatchingthemintently, lying on the grass with her wings tucked at her sides. "You're going to lose Theo too if you don't let me help you."

	Suddenly, his hands were back on either side of her face. He gripped her tightlyandtippedherheadbacksoshehadtolookintohiseyes."Thatisn't an option.Theo is too important to me to lose," he said, voice a snarl, teeth bared. "Blaise is too important to me.Astoria is too important to me.Butyou,"his grip tightened, he shook her face slightly, making sure he had her full attention, “youare too important to me to lose. That is why you can't come. That is why you need to fucking stay here."

	"Draco,”shehushed,andhiseyessoftenedalittleatthesoundofhisname. "I understand that you're hurt, I understand that you don't want to lose

	 

	
anyoneelse,butyoucan'tdothiswithoutme.Andit'snotyourdecisionto make. We're in this together, it's the only way everyone survives. "TillDeath do us part", remember?"

	The softness in his eyes vanished as quickly as it had appeared, along with thevelvetytoneofhisvoice."Youcanmakeitsoundaspoeticasyouwant, butitdoesn'tchangemymind.ListentomeverycarefullyGranger,because I'm only going to say this one more time." He leaned in closer, towering

	overher,hisbreathwarmingherface."You're.Not.Fucking.Coming."

	"No,youlistentome,DracoMalfoy!"Sheslappedhishandsawayfrom her face and glared up at him. "I'm not some damsel in distress that you needtosaveeverytwominutes!Icanhelpyou!Crouchisgoingtohave

	thatplacesoheavilyguardedit'llbelikeafortress!Wehaveamuchbetter chance of rescuing Theo if we work together!"

	"Idon'tgiveafuckwhatCrouchhasgothidinginthosedustyoldwallsof his! He could have a Basilisk, an angry Phoenix, he could have a whole

	bloodyherdofAcromantula'sscuttlingawayinthere,itdoesn'tchangethe fact that you are staying here where you're safe-"

	"Idon'tneedyourpermissiontogo!"Hermionehissed,glaringupathim. "If you leave, I'll just follow you."

	"Youdon'twhereCrouch'smanoris!" "Then I'll find it!"

	He laughed loudly, completely fake, completely over the top. Her blood boiledatthesoundofit."Whatareyougoingtodo?!PullaBlackMask aside and ask for directions?!"

	"Narcissaknowswhereitis!She'llshowmetheway!"

	Thedragonliftedherheadoffthegroundandhummedsoftlyinwhat sounded an awful lot like agreement.

	 

	
"No,shewillnot!"Malfoyspat."Shewon'tshowyouanythingifItellher not to!"

	Narcissa huffed and turned away from the bickering pair.The way she ploppedherheadbackonthegrassandhuffedasecondtimereminded Hermione an awful lot of a toddler having a strop.

	"Idon'tcarewhatyousay,I'mcomingwithyou!I'masoldier,thisiswhat I'm good at!"

	"Really?"hescoffedcoldly."Ithoughtsoldiersweremeanttobegreatat following orders?! Did you miss the training on that day?! Is that why you're such a stubborn cunt!?"

	Sensing she wasn't getting anywhere, she changed tactic. "Weren't you the one who said that the Black Masks feared me?" she asked, cutting him off. "ThatIwassopowerfulandruthlessonthebattlefieldthattheywereafraid of me?"

	Again,hescoffedandrolledhistongueontheinsideofhischeek."That's hardly relevant."

	"I'dsayit'shighlyrelevant!Whatmakesyouthinkthatyoucandothis without me? I'm just as strong a witch as you are a wizard."

	Heclenchedhishandsintofists,buthedidn'targuewithher.

	"I'mjustasruthlessasyouarewhenIneedtobe.I'mjustasgoodatkilling asyouare.Goingintherewithoutsupportisstupidandreckless.Youknow spells that I don't, and I know battle techniques that you don't. I know it's

	dangerous and I know you don't want me to die, but don't risk Theo's life formine.Ifwedothistogether,wecansavehim.Ifwedothistogether,no one else has to die today."

	Well,apartfromCrouch,andwhoeverwasunluckyenoughtohelphim,but she didn't say that part aloud.

	 

	
Hecouldn'tdothiswithouther.Theywerebothformidablealone,but

	together?They'dalreadyproventwicehowlethaltheywouldbewhenthey worked as a team.

	Hope started to swell in her chest. She thought she was getting through to him-butthenshesawthewayhiseyesdiscreetlydartedtoherwrists,and herangerspikedallthemore.Becausealthoughhewaslisteningtoher,he wasn't reallylistening to her.He was assessing, trying to figure out which spells would be best to bind her with so he could make her stay here and away from the fight.

	Andifhewasn'tgoingtolistenher,thenshe'dfuckingmakehim.

	Actingoninstinct-ormaybeGryffindorimpulsewouldbeabetter

	description-shetookoutherwand.Hermionewhirleditsharplyinfrontof herinacrescentmoonmotion,andallatonce,Malfoyfelltothefloorwith a loud thud as though someone had swept his legs out from under him.

	Whilstonhisback,hereachedforhiswand,butHermionedisarmedhim before he had the opportunity to even think of a Jinx.

	Hestaredupather,stunnedandsilent,broodingfuryhangingattheedges of his eyes. He watched as she stood over him, glaring down at him like

	he'ddonetohersomanytimes,andthenveryslowly,shesankdownsoshe wasstraddlingoverhim,legsoneithersideofhisribcageandthetipofher wand right under his pale chin.

	"See that?" she asked, quirking a brow. "I could have just killed you then." Asshespoke,sparksstartedtocrackleatherwand,notenoughtohurthim, but enough for him to feel it, enough to know that the threat was real.

	Hehissedquietlywhensherepeatedthespellandlittleblueemberslicked across his throat.

	"And again, dead. Dead because I killed you. Dead because I'm just as lethalasyouare.Ifyougointherealone,you'lldie,butifwegointhere together - if we have each other's backs, then everyone on Crouch's side will die. We'll kill them together - all of them."

	 

	
Hedidn'tsayaword,juststaredupatherandwatchedherthroughhoodedeyes.

	"Youneedme,"shesaid."Youcan'tsaveTheowithoutme.”

	Althoughhisjawwastight,althoughtherewasafuriousexpressiononhis face, he didn't try and throw her off. Instead, moving just as slowly as she had, his hands snaked up her leg and came to rest on her hips.

	"Don'tyou?"Hermionerepeated,diggingthetipofherwandalittleharder into his skin.

	"Yes,"hesaid,muttereditthroughgrittedteeth."Ineedyou.”

	"Youcan'tsaveTheowithoutme,canyou?"sherepeatedthespell,andhis words were almost lost in the sharp intake of breath he took.

	"No.”Heswallowed."Ican't.”

	Althoughtheywereinarush,shecouldn'thelpbuttakeafewextraseconds for herself. It was, and always had been, thrilling to get the upper hand on

	him.Triumphbuzzedinherveins,andasshesmirkeddownathim,she couldn't help herself. "Good boy," she whispered.

	Heclosedhiseyesandshookhishead.Aslylittlesmilepeeledacrosshis lips as he made a noise in the back of his throat. "You're such a stubborn little cunt."

	"Ithought youliked thataboutme?"

	Hiseyesopenedwhenshestartedtoslowlydragherwanddownhisneck.

	His throat bobbed as she pressed her wand against it. He watched the movement,lookedalmostfascinatedbyit,andwhenshestoppedathis collarbone,hiseyesmethersagain."NotasmuchasIlikethewayyou look when you're threatening me.”
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	"Ooooooooooh,Crouchybaby,justslipaknifeundermyribs,forme!"

	Therewasamovementtohisleft,astirringintheshadowsofthedimlylit basement he was being kept in.

	"Beenanawfulbadboy,Crouchybaby,sohurryupandgutmetonight!"

	Theo didn't bother to look around, it wouldn't have done much good. He couldn'tsee,anditwasn'tlikehecouldfuckingrunawayfromwhateverit was anyway.

	Bastardropes.

	Bastardropesandbastardchair.

	Bastardropestyinghim tothebastardchair.

	Couldbeworse,hesupposed.AtLeastCrouchhadn'tcastasilencingcharm on him. Or gagged him. If he couldn't sing, how else was he supposed to

	enjoyhimself inthis shithole?

	"Crouchybaby,aseven-inchknifewoulddo,orsix,I'llwaitupforyoumate, so hurry up and gut me tonight!"

	Thesoundofmetalrubbingtogetherfilledthesmallspace.Twoknives,or maybe machete's - if he was lucky - were being scraped against another, each being used as a tool to sharpen the other.

	 

	
"Ooooooh,theDarkLordisgonnabepissed,butthinkofallthefunyou'dhave if the Dementors gave me the kiss!"

	BartyCrouchJrcameoutoftheshadowsandwalkedslowlytowardsTheo, a sharp, glittering knife in each of his hands. He stopped when he was

	standinginfrontofTheoandsmileddownathim.

	AndallTheocouldthinkashewatchedCrouchtwirltheknivesinhishand like they were bloody batons, was that he hoped to God or Merlin or

	whatevermade-updeitywasintheclouds-thathenever,ever,ever,EVER, looked that fucking stupid when he tortured someone.

	"Now,"Jrsaidslowly.

	Wait,washeputtingonavoice?TheowassureCrouch'svoicewasn't usually that deep and brassy.

	"Let'sbegin,shallwe?"

	Theo burst into afit of laughter. Hedidn't try to keep it in. His body wanted tocurlforwardasloudcacklesbubbledinhischestandthroat,buttheropes around his torso prevented him from moving much.

	"I'm-I'msorry-"hemanagedtojokeoutbetweenfitsoflaughter."Itried to keep it in - I really tried - but mate -mate!Do you have any idea how

	fuckingridiculousyoulookrightnow?!Ohmy..."Hischeeksstartedto hurt, he could hardly breathe from laughing, but just when he started to calm down, one look at Crouch's face set him off again. "What's ...

	happenedtoyourvoice?Didyou...smokeawholepackofciggysbefore-" "Enough!" Crouch bellowed. "I've heard enough of this!You pathetic-" Yep, he was definitely putting on a voice.

	"-insignificant worm-" Whoeventalkedlikethat? "- swine of a man-"

	 

	
Theblokesounded likehewasreadingfrom abadscript.

	"YoucallyourselfaDeathEater?!Youaren'tevenworthytolicktheboots of my master!"

	Afuckingawfulscriptatthat.

	"-vermin!Wouldcutyoulikeafish!Wouldthrottle-" Even porn had better dialogue than Crouch.

	"Areyoueven listeningtome?!"

	"Hmm?"Theohummed,tiltinghisheadtothesideandstaringupatCrouch innocently. "Whatcha say, Crouchy baby?"

	Aaaaaaandtherehewentagain.Offonanotherrant.Screamingand shouting. Foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog.

	Itwasquitefunnytowatchthewayhiseyesbulgedoutofhisheadlikea cartooncharacter,orthewaytheveininhisforeheadlookedlikeitmight pop out and smack Theo in the face.

	HewishedDaphcouldseeit.She'dpissherselflaughing.Sheusedtolike getting under Crouch's skin even more than Theo did.

	How-intheactualfucketyfuck fuck-hadhemanagedtofindhimself

	here?!Thewholethingwasashitshow.Agreatbig,ballsingfuckingshit show all cramped into apiss poor winecellar/ makeshift torturechamber dungeon thingymajig.

	AndCrouchwaswalkingbackintotheshadowsand...bloodyNora,washe

	stilltalking?Did thisman evershutup?!

	Theo'sheadrolledagainstthebackofthechairhewastiedto.Hestaredat the ceiling, quietly humming the Muggle Christmas song he'd soiled with Crouch's name. He tried to tap his foot to the beat, but the clever cunt had secured ropes around his ankles too, preventing him from moving an inch.

	 

	
Itshouldn'treallyhavebotheredhim.Wasn'tlikehehadaplan.Hewastied to a chair, shirtless, wandless, and at the mercy of the man he'd done

	nothing but wind up foryears.

	Aaaaaaandwhowaswalkingbacktowardshimwithevenbiggerknivesin his hands. Oh goodie. Now they were getting somewhere.

	"Oooooooh,dosearebiiiiigknives.Compensatingforsomething,arewe?" Crouch'sfacelitupwithfurywhenTheowiggledhiseyebrowsandlooked

	-rathersuggestively-atCrouch'scrotch.

	Hah.Crouch'scrotch.Thatwasfunny.Hadanicelittleringtoit.

	"Youknowwhattheysayaboutmenwhousebigknives?Ohdear,didn't

	realiseyouwerealittle..youknow..lackinginthatparticulardepartment. Don't worry though mate, I'm sure you make up for it in ... other ... areas?" Theo sighed, relaxing against his chair. "No? Oh dear. It's why I've always liked to stick to the little itty-bitty daggers myself.All secure, me. Never

	hadanycomplaints-"

	CrouchsteppedforwardandletthebladerestagainstTheo'sthroat. "Silence, boy! You'd be wise not to test me-"

	"Eughhhhh'erewefuckin'goagain!"Theogroanedanddroppedhishead

	backsohecouldstareattheceilingagain."Canyouhearyourself?!Doyou know what you sound like? If I were you I would - aghhhhhhhhh!"

	Onlysneakybastardsstabbedmenwhiletheywereinthemiddleofgivingadvice.

	ThebladecutthroughTheo'sleftthighlikeitwasnothing.Hefeltasharp pain. He felt his muscles tear as they were shredded by the silver and felt his blood warm his thigh.

	TheostaredupatCrouchashisbreathlefthiminquick,sharplittlepants. "Oh come on ... Crouchy boy ... where did you ... go to torture school?" Thoughthepainwasalmostblinding,hemanagedasmile."Youcan'tjust

	 

	
...gorightinforit...where'sthe...suspense?Where's...where'stheart? You can do ... better than that ... surely?"

	Crouch'slipquiveredinanger.Hiseyeswerewideandseething.Helooked like an angry bull in the ring with a matador.

	Crouchrotatedhiswristandthebladefollowed,slowlyturning,severing more muscles -

	Theojerkedinhischairbutmanagedtokeephisscreamofpaintoalowhiss.

	"Isthereanotherjokeyouwanttomake,Nott?"Crouchkepttheoneblade engravedinTheo'sthighandpressedtheotheragainsthisthroat."Orhave your balls dropped off?"

	ItmighthaveseemedstupidofTheo tocontinuetogetunderCrouch'sskin.

	Idiotic.Certainlywasn'tsomethingthatMalfoyorGrangerwouldhave done. They would've kept their mouths shut and waited this out.

	ButthewayTheosaw it,oneoftwo thingswas goingtohappen.

	Option one: Malfoy or Granger - although it was more likely to be both, consideringthattheywerejoinedatthehipmostofthetime,soppybastards

	-weregoing tocomeandsavehim.

	Oroptiontwo:Crouchwasgoingtogetintohishead,stealhismemories, and then run straight toVoldemort and tell him where all the safe houses were.And then they were going to execute him.

	He wanted to keep everything crossed for option number one, wanted to wishwitheveryfibreofhisbeingthatMalfoywouldcometosavehim,but, well, Blaise was injured, andAstoria wasn't a fighter. Granger was the only one who could help Malfoy break Theo out, and if he had to put her life on the line to save Theo ...

	Well,Theowouldn'thavesavedhimselfeither.Hewasn'tworthit,already living on borrowed time.

	 

	
Itseemedmuch morelikelythan optiononewas hisfuture.If itwas,he

	neededtostallCrouchforaslongaspossible,buthemightaswellhavea littlefundoingit,becausewashefuckgoingoutwithoutatleasthavinga laugh first.

	"Another...knife?"Theotaunted,wigglinghisbrowstowardsthebladeat his throat. "And it's sterling silver?Oooooooooh, I hear they're

	expensive...Has-eughhhh-hassomeonehadapayrise?Don'tbeshy.... you can tell me….just … exactly how much do you get paid?"

	AnothersharppaintwistedthroughTheowhenCrouchroughlypulledthe

	daggeroutofhisleg.He'ddoneittoshowhewastheoneincontrol-andto hurt Theo, obviously - but Theo just laughed.

	"Crouch!No!What are... youdoing?I was.. juststartingto      getwet."

	Withaloudhuff,Crouchwhirledaroundandstormedbackintothe

	shadows.Theocouldhearhimrustlingaboutfuriously,pickingthingsup and then slamming them back down on whatever was hidden.

	"Crouchy      "Theosang,althoughitdidn'tsoundnearlyasmusicalashe

	wantedittobecause,well,hewasbleedingheavilyandinalotofpain. "Come on      gettingboredoverhereee.I'mlosingmytorturehardon."

	Therustlinggotlouder.Crouchdroppedsomethingandmutteredastringof curses through gritted teeth.

	Theo smiled to himself in the darkness. He was starting to feel all tingly. Notsurprisingconsideringtheamountofbloodhe'dalreadylost.Hishead felt nice and heavy.

	"Girls!"Crouchscreamed."Getinherenow!"

	"Oh dear ... are we having some performance issues?"Theo's voice was weak.Everybreathhetookwasslowandlaboured.Itwasreallyruiningthe delivery of his jokes. "Having to ask      the girls for help now? Tsk tsk tsk,

	whatwill      theVoldietheboldiethink?"

	 

	
"Shutupyouinsolate-"

	"Can'teventorture...withoutthehelpofhislittledollies.” "I will gut you-"

	"Whataretheygoingtodo?...Holdyourhairbackwhileyouslapme about a bit?"

	"-pullyourteeth outoneby one-"

	"Dabyourclotheswhentheygetcoveredinmyblood?Ohdear,isCrouchy afraid of a little blood? Oh deary me.Oh poor, pampered little Crouchy-"

	"ENOUGH!"JustasCrouch'svoiceboomedthroughthesilence,ared curse lit up the dark wine cellar.

	The hex hurt like a bitch. Felt quite literally like someone had dropped a mugglecaronhischest.Itmadehisteethfeelliketheywererattlinginside his jaw. Felt like it at least broke a few ribs.

	Hetookadeepbreath,testinghistheory-Yep.Definitelybrokearib. Maybe two. Three.

	"You always were a little swine, Nott." Crouch's voice was a sneer even thoughhewassmiling.Hesteppedbackintothelightofthecellar,wandin onehand, and asmall axein theother. "But you werenever as annoying as that little wife of yours. I wonder -" he held the axe up to the light and

	examinedit,"-ifyou'llscreamasloudlyasshedidwhenweexecutedher?"

	Theostraightenedinhischair.Thepaininhisbodystartedtobubbleoverinanger.

	Oh,thatwashowCrouchwantedtoplay,wasit? "She always thought she was better than me."

	"Becauseshewas,"Theosaid.Hedidn'tknowifCrouchheard,hespoke over him like he didn't.

	 

	
"She always had a plan that was better than mine at the meetings. She always fought harder. Killed more. Slaughtered more elegantly. The Dark Lordfawnedoverher.Thoughtshewasthefuture.Thebestsoldierheever had, despite me being the one who brought him back into power," Crouch scoffed bitterly and shook his head. "He adored Daphne. But not me. I

	hatedher.Shealwayswentoutofherwaytobelittlemeinfrontoftheothers."

	Crouchwasn'tlying.Daphcouldbeanastycowwhenshedidn'tlike

	someone,andshereally,reallydidn'tlikeCrouch.Shehatedeverything about him. Always had.

	Daph didn't pull her punches when it cameto Crouch. Shetold him that she disapprovedofhisdollsandhowslimyshethoughthewas.Shewentoutof her way in meetings to make him look small and show just how flawed his plans were.

	Daph wasn't as clever as Crouch was, but she had a way with people. Her plansmightnothavestrategicallybeenthebest,butthewayshedelivered themtotherestofthegroup,thewayshespoke,shejustpulledpeoplein. Enthralled them in her vision. It was the Greengrass charm, and it meant that Crouch was always left in the dust.

	"Ivolunteeredforherexecutionyouknow.Whenshewascaptured,”

	Crouchsaid,talkingasthoughhewasonlyspeakingtohimself,“Iwanted to be the one who butchered her. I wanted to be the one who cracked her petite ribcage and pulled her lovely skin away from the bones."

	OhifonlyTheohadhiswand.Ifhehadhisfuckingwandthethingshe would do to Crouch.

	"Iwantedsobadlytokillher."Crouchsmiledandclosedthedistance

	between him and Theo. "But plans change, but I smile each night knowing thatshegotwhatwascomingtoher."CrouchhoveredthebladeoverTheo's stomach.Itglitteredinthecandlelight."Justlikeyouwillgetwhat'scoming to you."

	 

	
Fuck it -Theo didn't even need his wand. One good punch.That was all he needed.OnegoodrighthookrightacrossCrouch'sface.Reckonedhecould at least break his nose. Or knock a tooth out.

	Althoughitfuckinghurthisribstodoit,Theoforcedhimselflaughedin Crouch's face. "What else do you think you can do to me?" he huffed,

	struggling to get the words out through the pain. "There's nothing you can do ... that hasn't already been done ... you already took the only thing that ever mattered to me. So do what you need to do .. Hack away at me, carve mychestopenandhavealookinsideifyouwant…butyou'llfindnothing there ... I've not had a heart for a long time, not since you killed it."

	"Oh, believe me, Theodore. If there's one thing I know how to do, it's how totakeaperson'sworstfear,andmakethemliveit."Therewasadangerous glint in Crouch's eyes. "I've done it to you once before, when I suggested

	thatyoubemadetowatchyourlovelywife'sexecution.Whatmakesyou think I can't do it again?"

	Crouchlookedlikehewasabouttosaysomethingelse-butaloudcreaking sound caught his attention.

	Bothmenturnedtowardsthedoorway-threegirlsstoodthere.

	TheDollswerethere,thesameonesthatCrouchhadtakentothelastfew Galas, his current favourites, the flavours of the month, as it were.

	"Girls,"Crouchpurred."Myassistantsfortheafternoon.Howlovelythat you've joined us this afternoon."

	TorihadtoldTheotheirnames-thenamesCrouchhadgiventhem,anyway.

	Chester-thered-hairedonewhowasdressedingold-smiledsweetly,like Crouch was her favourite person in the world.

	Thebrunettewhoworeblack-lookedatthefloorandseemedtobeshaking.

	 

	
Andthentherewastheblonde.Theonewhoworeawhitedressandgold jewellery.TheonewhostaredatCrouchwithhatredinhereyes.Theone who'd helped his sister-in-law.

	ThatonehadwarnedAstoriathatCrouchhadslippedsomethinginher drinkwhentheywerealonetogether,andTheocouldn'thelpbutsmile warmly at her.

	"Thefunisjustgettingstarted.Chester,"Crouchinstructed."Gointothe

	spareroomintheleft-wing.Inthere,you'llfindalargewoodenboxwithan axe engraved on it. It has all the tools we'll need for afternoon. Bring it tome."

	Thegirlsmiledandthendisappearedbackupthestairs.

	"Kitten - go and get me a bottle of wine. I feel I'll be in the mood to celebraterathersoon,”Crouchsaid,givingTheoaslimy,sadisticsortofsmile.

	Theostruggled,butmovedhiswristenoughwithhislimitedmovementto give Crouch the middle finger.

	Kitten nodded - eyes still on the floor - and followed Chester upstairs. "AndAngel,mydarling."Crouchsmiled."Mybeautiful,perfectAngel." Angel's eyes narrowed slightly.

	"Be a dear and wheel this table over to him," Crouch said, pointing to somethingintheshadows,"andthencheckhisrestraints.Wedon'twant him running off before the fun starts now, do we?"

	Unliketheothertwo,Angeldidn'tmove.Shestayedfirmlyinthespotand glared at Crouch like she wished he'd burst into flames. In fairness, she

	probablydid.Theowonderedifshe'dbeenawitchbeforeshebecameaDoll.

	Thegirlclearlyhadballs.Theolikedher.

	 

	
"Angel,"Crouch'svoicestartedtotwistintoagrowl."Don'tbesillynow. You know I don't like it when you play games."

	Angel'sfingerstwitched.Sheexhaledslowlythroughhernose,butstill,she didn't move.

	Theolikedherevenmore.

	Crouchtiltedhisheadtotheside,clearlyannoyed,butitwasn'tuntilhe started to raise his wand thatAngel followed his instructions. Her arm

	disappearedintotheshadowstopulloutasilvertrolleythathelddozensof knifes and weapons, and after a brief glare at Crouch, she wheeled it to

	Theo'sside.

	"Well,it'sallverytenseinhere,isn'tit?"Theoasked,casual,relaxed. "How's about a little joke to lighten the mood?"

	AngelkneltdowninfrontofTheoandcheckedtheropesthatboundhis

	anklestothelegsofthechair.Hereyeswerefixedonherwork,notlooking at him at all.

	"Whatdidthelatetomatosay totheothertomatoes?"

	Crouchdidn'tacknowledgethatTheohadspoken.Angelgavetheropeon his left ankle a sharp tug.

	"Don'tworry,I'llketchup."

	Again,Theodidn'thearanylaughterwhenhedeliveredthepunchlinetohis favourite joke, but it wasn't a total failure.Angel was laughing, or rather,

	shewouldhavebeenifCrouchhadn'ttakenhervoiceawaywithmagic.

	Her head was down and she was looking away from him, but her shoulders wereshakingwithsilentlaughter.He'dfinallyfoundsomeonewholikedhis tomato joke. Praise Salazar!

	"Youlikethatone,sweetheart?"

	 

	
Angel'sfaceflickeredupandherblueeyesmethis.Shegaveasmallsmile and nodded.

	Theogrinnedbackathermischievously."Givemeaminute.Letmethink of another one .."

	He'dprobablyonlygetonemorejokeinbeforeCrouchsilencedhimagain, so he better make it a cracker. He watchedAngel as he started to wrack his brain for a good punchline.

	Shewasstillsmilingwhenshetuggedtheropearoundhisrightwrist,but when she went to check his left - her smile dropped and she froze.A confusedlookflashedacrossherface.Herbrowsknittedtogetherandher mouth twisted at the sides, and when Theo followed the direction of her eyes, he found her staring at the tattoo on the back of his hand. His and Daph's tattoo.

	ChesterandKittenreturnedtothewinecellarhavingcompletedtheirtasks. Kitten kept her eyes on the floor and held the bottle of wine out in front of her. Crouch removed the cork with a flick of his wrist and instructed her to pour him a glass.

	AngelstillstaredatTheo'stattoo.

	After Crouch took the first sip of the red wine Kitten had poured him, he wavedhishandandinstructedChestertoputthelargeboxshe'dbroughton the floor next to Theo - and he was too busy groping Kitten to see that

	Angelhadn'tmovedinalmostaminute.

	When Chester dumped the box of new torture devices next to Theo, it seemedtosnapAngeloutofhertrance-butwhenAngellookedupandher eyes met Theo's, she didn't look confused anymore, she looked horrified, and she stared at him like she was seeing him for the first time.

	Whatthefuckhadmadeherreactthatway?She'dseentattoosbefore.The Dark Mark was branded on Crouch's forearm just like it was everyone else's. So what was it about his tattoo that made her react that way?

	 

	
Maybeshewasin ananti-tattoocultor somethingbackintheday?

	Chesterflippedopenthewoodenboxandstartedtopullouttorturedevices and lay them on the table.

	Angel stood up and her eyes went back to Theo's hand. She reached to her right-stillstaringathistattoo-andblindingtappedtheairuntilshecaught Chester's shoulder. She tabbed her repeatedly, getting a little rougher each time until she was almost smacking Chester.

	Chesterlookedupfromthetablewithanirritatedexpression.Shejerked

	outofAngel'shold-lookedlikeshewasjustabouttoclockherforbeingso rough - but when she saw thatAngel wasn't looking at her. Her scowl

	softened.ShefollowedAngel's lineofsight…

	Andjustliketheothergirlshad,Chester'seyeswidenedwhenshesawthe back of Theo's hand.

	What was wrong with his tattoo?!Were they seeing something that he wasn't?!Hewasdyingtoask,butwhenthegirlsturnedaroundtolook

	brieflylookatCrouch,hegottheimpressionthatheshouldkeephismouth shut and see how this played out.

	Afewthingshappenedwhenthegirlsfacedeachotheragain.Theyshareda look. They glanced at Theo, then back at each other. Chester nodded once,

	replacedhergrimacewithafakesmile,andthenmadeherwaytoCrouch.

	The redhead tore Crouch away from Kitten and pushed herself into his arms.ShewrappedherpalearmsaroundCrouch'swaistandhuggedhim against her, nuzzling her face into his neck.

	Kitten,ontheotherhand,sobbedsilentlyandbackedawayuntilshewas pressed against the wall.

	"OhhelloPumpkin,"Crouchsmiled,completelyatChester'smercy,

	completelybelievingthepartshewasplaying."What'sthematter?Jealous that I'm not giving you all my attention?"

	 

	
Chesternoddedandstartedpepperingkissesuphisneck,andwithCrouch fully distracted,Angel sipped out of the cellar and closed the door behind her without being detected.

	Astoria had told Theo that the redhead was a good actress, and she hadn't beenfuckinglying.Chesterwasverybelievable.WhenshekissedCrouch, evenTheocouldn'tseeanounceofhateinhereyes.Shelovedlikealoved up teenager, not someone who was up to something.

	Afewminutespassedbylike,KittensobbingagainstthewallandChester showering Crouch with affection, and then Theo heard it.

	Click.Click.Click.

	Highheelsagainstcobbledfloor.

	Click.Click.Click.

	Highheelsthatweredefinitelycomingdownthecellarsteps.

	Click.Click.Click.

	WasAngelcomingbackalready?Shesoundedlikeshewasinarush.She hadn't been gone very long.

	Click.Click-

	Thedoorsprangopenbutitwasn'tAngelwhowalkedintothewinecellar. It was Mustang.

	Theofeltguiltyeverytimehesawher.Ashamed.Heshouldn'tfeellikethat about another woman. He was already taken. His heart, although it'd

	stoppedbeatingyearsago,alreadybelongedtosomeoneelse.Itshouldn't skip a beat for someone else, and yet every time he saw her, it did.

	She looked beautiful. She always did. Her wavy black hair trailed all the waydownherbackandtheone-shouldersilkdresssheworematchedher red lipstick perfectly.

	 

	
Shefoundhimassoonasshewalkedintotheroom.Herpiercinggreen eyes pinned him in place the moment they landed on him. She looked

	furious.Herlipquiveredinanger.Thegoldearringsshewaswearing seemed to be shaking with rage.

	CrouchmaynothaveheardAngelleave,butheheardMustangarrive.

	"Whyhello,beautiful,"Crouchsaid,pushingChesteroutofhisarms."I wondered how long it would take for you to find us."

	AngelwalkedsheepishlyintotheroombehindMustang.Shemusthave gone to get her, but why, Theo hadn't a clue.

	Mustang stormed towards Crouch. Her gold stilettos clicked loudly off the wallswitheachstep.ShepickedsomethingupfromthetableandlungedatCrouch.

	TheoheardCrouchhiss-

	Hethoughtshe'dguttedhim- He thought she'd saved him -

	ButthenCrouchthrewthegirlintothewallandpinnedhertherebyherthroat.

	Theknifeshe'dtried tostab himwith fellto thefloor.

	TheofoughthisrestraintsashewatchedMustangtryandfightCrouchoff. Her mouth was open in a silent scream, blind fury raged in her eyes. Her legs thrashed and she tried to claw at him with her nails, but Crouch just

	pinnedhermoretightlyagainstthewall.

	AngelandChesterbothbackedaway,hoveringprotectivelyinfrontofKitten.

	“Almost got me again, darling," Crouch purred, ignoring the girl as she foughthimwitheverythingshehad."My,my,my,I'venotseenyouthis

	 

	
workedupinages.IfI'dknownthiswouldlightafireinyou,"heleanedin and growled loudly in her ear, “I’d of gone after the boy years ago."

	KittengrabbedChesterandsobbedsilentlyintoherneck.

	AngeleyedthetableofweaponsnexttoTheoandtookasteptowardsit.

	"Let her go!" Theo found himself shouting, didn't know why. He didn't knowthisgirl.Hedidn'toweheranything.Heshouldn'tputhisneckoutto help her, and yet, for some fucking reason, that ache was back in his chest. That weird feeling he only ever felt when she was near. "Crouch!"

	Mustangmighthavebeenonthethinside,butshewascertainlyscrappy.

	Crouchdidn'tseemtofeelmostofherkicksandpunches,butwhenshegot him with a right hook on the nose, he fucking lost it.

	CrouchjabbedhiswandagainstMustang'sshoulderandyellowsparksshot out the end of it.

	Theodidn'tknowwhatwasworse;thelookontheMustang'sfaceasshe screamed in pain or that when she did, no sound came out.

	Her mouth twisted open and her eyes squeezed shut, and when Crouch let hergo,shesliddownthewallandontoaheaponthefloor.Shewashaving trouble breathing. She was screaming in pain, but all Theo could hear was Crouch's cruel laughter and the roaring of blood in his own ears.

	WhateverspellCrouchhadusedonhermusthaveweakenedthebonesin her arm, because when Mustang lunged for the knife again, her arm gave out and folded in on itself like something out of a nightmare.

	Mustangscreamedsilentlyintothecellarfloor.Shecurledintothefoetal position and clutched her disfigured arm, and Crouch just smiled at her. When he kicked her in the ribs,Angel and Chester exchanged terrified looks, and when he kicked her a second time, Kitten started to shake

	violently.

	 

	
"Youalmostgotmethattime,"Crouchkickedheragain,herbrokenarm flailinggrotesquelyasshetriedtoshieldherself."Youthoughtyouwere onto something there, didn't you!"Another kick. "But when will you learn?!"Andanother,"Nomatterhowmanytimesyoutry-"andanother.

	"You'llneverbeabletooutsmartme!"Fuck,howmanymorecouldthegirl take?! "You'll never be able to overpower me!You're stuck here!You're

	stuckhereuntilIdecidetoendyourmiserablelife!"

	"Crouch,packitin!"Theohissed,straininginhischair."She'shadenough!"

	Angelstartedtowalktowardsthetableofweapons.Sheoutstretchedher hand and picked up a small dagger -

	Crouchwhirledaroundandaimedhiswandather.Athreateninggreenlight sparked at the end. “Drop it.”

	Angeldidasshetold,andastheweaponfelltothefloor,Kittengrabbedher elbow and pulled her back into the fold.

	CroucheyedtheDolls,buthedidn'tseemangrywithAngel-justmore… surprised, like he hadn't expected her to be so bold.WhetherAngel would have actually attacked him was up for debate, but at least it'd been

	distractionenoughtomakeCrouchstopkickingMustang. But he hadn't forgotten about her completely.

	Afteramoment,heloweredhiswandbutthenbentdownandpickedthe knife up off the floor.

	“You went for the one with the crooked edges, I see." Crouch's voice was softandvelvetysmooth.Hewastormentingher,andshedidn'tevenhavea voice to go back at him with. "I should have guessed you'd go for this one. Wanted to make sure you could carve out my heart this time, didn't you? I know, I have an idea." Crouch grabbed a fistful of Mustang's hair and

	yanked her head off the ground. Blood was dripping from her mouth. "Let's playagame.How'sabout,foreachtimeyou'vestabbedmeovertheyears,I stab him."

	 

	
Well,thatcertainlytookafuckingturn.

	Mustang'semeraldgreeneyeswidenedwithfear.'No,’shemouthedsilently, shaking her head. 'No.'

	"I'lltellyouwhat,I'lldoonebetter,"Crouchsaid."I'llevenstabhiminthe same places. That'll make things more interesting."

	Whenhestoodup, Mustanglungedforhim again,butCrouchwasn't

	having it this time. Swift as a cat, he turned and plunged the knife straight intoherstomach.Thegirlsplutteredsilently.Sheclutchedherstomachand wailed, but again, not a fucking sound escaped her lips.

	Assheclutchedherabdomenandtriedtokeepfrombleedingout,Crouch roughlyproppedherupagainstthewallandangledhertofaceTheo.And

	oncehewassuretheMustanghadagoodseatfortheshow,hewalkedback over to Theo and stood behind him.

	Mustang was looking at Crouch like he was holding a loaded gun to her head.Herchestheavedandshelookedlikeshewashavingtroublesitting up straight.

	"Thefirst nightI brought youhere, yougot meintheshoulder?Didn't

	you?"Crouchsaid,watchingtheMustangfromoverthetopofTheo'shead. "Let's see …” He placed the tip of the knife against Theo's right shoulder. "It was the right shoulder, was it?"

	He plunged the knife into Theo's skin slowly. Inch by painful fucking inch. Itmadethewholethingmoreexcruciating.Draggedouteveryfuckingatom of pain it possibly could. He hissed through clenched teeth. He tried to jerk away, but there was nowhere to go. His spine smacked against the back of the chair. He couldn't escape -

	Andjustasthebladetouchedbone-Crouchsharplypulledtheknifeout. The pain didn't dull any though.

	"Oops,mymistake,”Crouchsneered."Itwastheleftshoulder."

	 

	
The sick bastard repeated the process on the other side. He stabbed Theo justasslowly,justaspainfully,eyesonMustangtheentiretimeratherthan his victim. Fucking rude.

	"Wherenext...wherenext...ohyes,Iremember."Crouchdidn'twastetime when he stabbed him again. That one was quick. The blade sliced through the muscles above his right hip bone easily and quickly. The speed of ittookTheooffguardandhescreamedandjerkedinhischairbeforehecould help it.

	Mustangwatchedoninhorror.Tearsstartedtogatherinhereyes.Herblood coloured lips shook. But she didn't cry.

	'I'msorry,'shemouthedtoTheo,asthoughthiswholethingweresomehow her fault. 'I'm so sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry'.

	"Alright,we'vedonetheshoulder,"Crouchsaid,theteasingliltinhisvoice aboutassubtleasanuninabrothel."We'vedonethehip...thenwheredid you get me the next time … "

	Theotriedtokeepitin.Triedtopretenditdidn'thurt.Hekepthislips

	pressedtightlytogetherandhisbrowneyesonMustang'sgreenones.He

	triednottothinkabouttheknifeasCrouchsnuckitinbetweenhisthirdand fourthrib.ButSalazar-fuckingSalazar-ithurt,Crouchmightaswellhave carved him in half from the way the pain seared through his chest, and he

	gaveablood-curdlingwailofagonybeforehecouldhelpit. That was when the Mustang broke.

	Whatevershe'dbeentryingtokeepin,whatevershe'dbeenfightingtohold back, it all came flooding out. She sobbed silently as she stared at him.

	Tearsstreameddownherface.

	AndCrouchwas smilinglikethecatwho'dgot thefuckingcream.

	WhenCrouchhookedthecurvedbladeunderTheo'sribandstartedtopull, Theo thought he was going to pass out. His scream of pain filled the room.

	 

	
Mustangsobbedharder.Herblood-soakedhandsflewtocoverherears.It might'vebeenthepainmakinghimdelirious-orpossiblythebloodloss- but she looked like she started rocking back and forth like a nutter in

	Azkaban.

	Crouchpulledandpulled.Eachyanksentfreshwavesofindescribablepain through Theo's body.

	Andthenhisribfinallycracked andgaveout.Thankfuck.

	CrouchtossedhisbloodedripacrosstheroomsoitlandedatMustang'sfeet.

	BloodpouredfromtheexitwoundonTheo'schest.Warmandthick.He wasfaintlyawareofthethrobbingpaininhischest,butanumbnesshad started to wash over him.

	Hefelttired.Hisbodyfeltheavy,andhewassuddenlystrugglingtosupport the weight of his head. It felt like he'd taken a mouthful of Calming

	Draught,butofcourse,theyhadn't.Noonewasthatkind.He'dsimplylost too much blood and was beginning to lose consciousness.

	DespitethecloudinessinTheo'svision,hecouldseetheMustang.Hecould see her crawl awkwardly across the floor until she fell at Crouch's feet. He could see her mouth moving. Could see her silently begging for something.

	‘Please.’Fountainsoftearsstreameddownherface,butshedidn'tseemto care. 'Please' she just kept grovelling. 'Please, don't. No more.'

	Crouchleaneddownandsaidsomethingtoher,butTheocouldn'thearwhat it was.

	Hedidn'thaveafuckingcluewhatwasgoingon,butonethinghedid know, one thought that flickered through his mind just before he lost consciousness, was that he was in for a very long night.

	Avery,veryfuckinglongnight.
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	Howlongdoesittakeforaraving,power-hungrylunatictogetbored?

	Theoprobablyshouldhavehadananswertothatquestion.Hetriedtothink back to all the times he'd been on the other side of the knife and how long it'dtakenhimtogetbored...andhecameupempty.Turnedoutitwashard to string a coherent thought together when you were being tortured around the clock. Ha. Who would've guessed?

	Crouchyboywasn'texactlythemostimaginativewhenitcametotorture, but fuckin' 'ell, was the chap consistent.

	ItseemedlikehestabbedTheoeverywhere.Nickedeveryvitalmuscleand artery he could find along the way. He'd leave Theo to bleed out on the

	filthycellarfloor,andeachtime,justbeforedeathcouldfindhim,Crouch would seal the wound, force a blood replenishing potion down his throat and the lovely process would start again.

	He'dfracturedandbrokenTheo'sbonesinthemostpainfulwaysandthen he'd repaired them, just to break the fuckers again -

	Oh, and he'd pulled two of Theo's teeth out from the back of his mouth. Yeah.That'd been fun.And the cheeky git hadn't repaired them. Maybe, if hedidlivethroughthis,hecouldgethimselfapairofgoldteethtoreplace them ...

	Hoursblendedtogetherafterawhile.Thepainseemedtobejustone

	endlesscycle.Itwasallverytediousandpredictable.Theolikedtothinkhe

	 

	
putonabitmoreofashowwhenhetorturedsomeone. Stab. Bleed. Heal. Repeat.

	Break. Heal. Repeat.Stab.Bleed.Heal.Repeat. Break. Heal. Repeat.

	Itwasn't nearlyas fun tobeonthis sideofthetorturechair.

	Theo'sonlysavinggracewasthatCrouchhadthefuckingstaminaofanold man,andeventually,he'dretiredupstairswithhisDolls,butnotbeforehe'd broken every bone in Theo's body, oh no, Crouch had been quite insistent on that. Prick.

	He had guests coming, that was his excuse. Guests. Guests who wanted TheodeadasmuchasCrouchdid.They'dprobablytorturehimtomorrow, too. They were going to get into his head soon, Theo just hoped he could

	stallthemlongenoughforMalfoytosetupanothersafehouse.Somewhere really, reeeeeeally fucking far out of the way.

	Crouchwasgoingtoburstthroughthosecellardoorsagainbeforelong,

	Theowassureofthatmuch.VoldemortwantedtointerrogateTheo

	tomorrowafternoon,andifTheoknewCrouch-andunfortunately,hedid- he'd want to get a few more stabby stabs in before old Boldie had his fun.

	Heweaklyleanedhisheadbackandstaredattheceilingwithhisonegood eye. He couldn't see a fucking thing out of the other. Crouch hadn't healed him properly before he'd gone upstairs. Left him to stew overnight with a

	blackeye,Salazarknewhowmanybrokenribs,andanopenstabwoundin his left thigh that was juuuuuust deep enough to bleed out and leave him weak and dizzy, but not quite deep enough to let him die.

	Ah,oldCrouch.Whatabrilliantlyclever,yetdeathlyboringoldgeezer.

	Wouldithavekilledhimtobejustateenybitmorecreative?Hecouldhave done so much more with the space. The ceiling looked strong and weight-

	 

	
bearing.Crouchcould'veeasilyputsomehooksthroughthereandchained Theo up by his toes.

	DarkLord'scleverestDeathEatermyarse,Theothoughtbitterly.He wouldn't know a decent torture tool if it hit him in the face with -

	Drip.

	Was he completely off his rocker, or did he just hear a dripping noise comingfromtheothersideofthedoor?Heliftedhisheadlazilyoffthe

	backofthechairandstaredattheentrance.Hecouldhaveswornheheard

	...

	Oh, for the love of Helga Hufflepuff - Crouch hadn't broken his mind that easily, had he?Afew hours of being cut open and dissected by a madman, andhismindhadgonetopieces?Surelynot?Hewasmadeofstrongerstuff thanthat,wasn'the?Oh,howwouldheeverlivethisdown?Oh,theshame. Oh, the -

	Drip.

	AHA!He'dnotimaginedit!Somethingwasdefinitelydripping.

	HadCrouchchangedhismind?WashegoingtoignoreBoldie'sinstructions and kill Theo right then and there? Fuckin' hell, he hoped so. If Crouch

	brokehismindinfrontofanaudienceofDeathEaters,theshamewould probably follow Theo into the afterlife.

	But kill him with something that made a dripping noise? How the fuckety washegoingtomanagethat?Poorwaterfromaboilingcauldronoverhim?

	Theotiltedhisheadtotheside.Thatmightbefun.Hemightusethat himself in the future - if he ever got out of the cellar.

	Drip.

	"C-Comeon...Crouchyboy,"hetriedtocall,buthisthroatwasraw.His

	voicewasquiet,didn'tnearlyconveytheamountofsarcasmhe'dintendedit to. "While we're ... still young, yeah?"

	 

	
Drip ... Drip...

	The door creaked open slowly, but the shape he saw slipping through the gapwasmuchlessbroadthanCrouchJrwas.Evenwithoneeye,hecould tell that it was a woman.Atall woman.All long arms and long legs. He

	couldseehersilhouetteandthesmalldipofherwaist,buthecouldn'tmake out exactly who it was.

	Shewalkedtowardshimslowly,butsomethinglooked...wrong?Shewas walking strangely.Almost hobbling along. Her left arm looked to beat an odd angle, and she was unsteady on her feet.

	Drip.Drip.Thatsound,itwasgettinglouder.Wasitcomingfromher?

	Itwasn'tuntilshewasstandingrightinfrontofhimthathecouldseeitwasMustang.

	Evenwithoutglamourcharmsandmake-up,shewasstillbeautiful.The dark bruises around her right eye made her green pupils all the more

	striking.Herlipwascutopenandswollenandherbarearmswerecovered in bruises and cuts, some old, some ... not so old.

	Shewaswearing ashort, bluenightdress.It wassilk andlookedvery

	expensive,well,ifyoulookedpasttheblood.Therewasalotofblood.Alot, a lot.

	Andthedrippingsound, itwasn't aloosetap oraleakin theroof, itwas

	blood,anditwascomingfromherhand,orrather,whatwasleftofit.Fuck

	
	- howdidaperson'shandgetthatmangledup?!Hedidn'tputthepieces



	togetheruntilhesawthehandcuffaroundherotherwrist.Therewasachain swinging below it that was attached to an open, blood-covered cuff.

	She'dbeenhandcuffedtosomethingandthen-fuckknewhowshe'ddoneit

	
	- butshe'dcutoffthetoplayersofskinonthebackofherhand,andthen slid out of the handcuff.



	Theocouldseetheraw,exposedmusclesofherhandthroughthebloodand the white bone of two of her knuckles. It was no fucking wonder she was

	 

	
shakingsomuch.Hewassurprisedshewasconsciousatall.

	Mustangkneltonthefloorinfrontofhim.Well,notkneltexactly,she

	practicallycollapsed,andthen,veryshakily,shebegantotugtheropesthat tied his ankles to the legs of the chair, setting him free.

	She'dnot...

	No,surely....

	She'dnotdonethattoherhandtoescapeCrouch,justsoshecouldsave Theo, had she?

	Shemanagedtofreehisankleswithoutdifficulty,andthensheroseherself up onto her knees and worked on the knots around his wrists.

	Her heavy, laboured breath fanned across his face as she worked. She smelledlikelilacsandoranges.Hehadn'tsmelledthatcombinationfora long, long time ...

	Heswallowedthickly.Hischestsuddenlyfelttight.

	She looked up at him before she tugged the final rope and it fell away. Withouttheropesholdinghimtothechair-orthestrengthtoholdhimself up - he fell forward and into Mustang's open arms.

	Hewasfree...becauseofher.

	She helped him off the chair and they sat on the floor together. It was a goodthingshekepthergoodhandsplayedacrosshischest,he'doftoppled over if she weren't propping him upright.

	"Why..."heasked,unabletotakehiseyesoffthemessofbloodandraw muscle of her mutilated hand. "Why have you ... done that ... for me?"

	Mustang smiled at him for a moment, just a small smile, but it was warm andsweetandgenuine.Hisheartskippedabeatbecauseofit.Shelooked down and smile lines appeared around her eyes as she stared his tattoo.

	 

	
Heopenedhismouthtoaskwhatshewasdoing,butthenshedippedher head and kissed the ink on the back of his hand.

	"Idon't..."Theowhispered,thewallsofhisthroatalmostasthickandtight as those around his heart.That odd feeling was back, the one he always felt when Mustang was around. His stomach twisted to the point he wanted to

	besick.Thehollownessinhischestbecamepainful."Idon'tunderstand why ... why .."

	'Not now,' she mouthed, shaking her head. 'No time'. She caught his wrists andtriedtopullhimtohisfeet,buthejustdidn'thavethestrengthtostand on his own. Crouch had done a better job than Theo thought.

	Hehissedinpainandcollapsedontothefloor,buttohissurprise,Mustang didn't give up on him. She walked over to the metal table and started

	rufflingthroughthebottlesofBloodReplenishingpotionCrouchhadused on him earlier. She didn't find anything. They were all empty.

	Afteraminuteoffranticsearching,sheslammedherhandsdownonthe tableand sighed silently. Shelooked at him with adesperateexpression beforeshecameback andknelton thefloorbesidehim.Shegrippedhis

	waist, dipped her head and shoulders under his arm to support his weight, andthensomehowmanagedtodraghimtostand.Itwasawkward.Hewas dead weight and she was so skinny, but she managed it. Fuck knew how.

	Shehelpedhimwalk-limp,nobble,whateverthefuckitwasthathewas doing - through the door and out of the wine cellar.They struggled when they got to the stairs, but Mustang made sure he fucking got up them.

	When they were in the hallway, the boards above their head creaked. They couldhearlaughterandglassesclinkingtogetherinatoast.TheotherDeath Eaters were already here, and apparently having a little nightcap.

	They hobbled through Crouch's dark manor together. Once or twice Mustangpushedhimintothewallandpressedherbodyclosetohis,and secondslater,anunmaskedDeathEaterwouldwalkbywithoutnoticingthem.

	 

	
Shewasverysneaky,thatMustang,andverylightonherfeet.Sheknew how to go on undetected and seemed to have every shadowy corner of

	Crouch'smanormemorised.Shemusthavebeenaspybefore.Muggleor magical, he hadn't a clue.

	They had to move quickly though, every step they took through the house left a trail of blood behind them. They couldn't do anything about it, they werebothbleedingheavilyanddidn'texactlyhavetimetocleanupasthey made their escape, but the dark hallways seemed to do the job of coveringthem.

	NoneoftheDeathEatersseemedtonoticethebloodwhentheywalked through the halls.Theo just hoped none of the fuckers slipped on it.As funny as that would be to watch, it would definitely blow their cover.

	Anddespitetheamountofbloodthey'dbothlost,Mustangjustdraggedhim right alongside her. He'd never seen anything like it. Her determination to save him was fierce. Powerful.

	Itwasjustashamehedidn'thavethestrengthtomatchher.

	Hecollapsedwhentheygottothelanding.Hetriedtostandagain,buteven sitting up felt as big a task as climbing a mountain. He was just too weak.

	He'dlosttoomuchblood.Hefeltimpossiblydizzyandhecouldhardlybreathe.

	Severebloodloss,hehadtoadmit,wasn'tthewayhethoughthewasgoing to go out. He always thought it would be something a little more ..

	theatrical,dramatic,somethingwithflairthathe'dberememberedfor,not fucking passing out on Crouch's dirty floor like a limp noodle and never waking up again.

	Shegotonthefloorwithhim andduckeddownso herfacecloudedhis

	vision.TearswerestreamingdownMustang'scheeks.Shekeptshakingher head. Kept looking at him like he was the most important person in the

	worldtoher.

	 

	
Hedidn'tknowwhy,butitmadetearsprickinhiseyes.Thehollownessin his chest felt like it was going to suffocate him.

	'Getup!'shemoutheddesperately,expressionnothingbutdetermined

	despite the tears that slipped from her eyes. She got to her feet and tried to pullhimtostand,buthecouldn'tdoit.Hedidn'thavethestrength.'Getup!Get up! Get up!'

	"I...Ican't..."Hedidn'tthinkhe'deverheardhisvoicesoundsopathetic. "I'm sorry .., I can't ..."

	Shekneltinfrontofhimagainandleanedherforeheadagainsthis.Lilacs and oranges. It was everywhere. In her hair. On her skin. Her breath.

	Thiswasn'tfair.WhydidMustangsmelllikeher?Whydidthatsweet, brave girl have to smell like her?

	Hisresolvewasalmostasweakashisbody.Crouchhadputhimthroughit. Hisbonesmight'vebeenbroken,butitwasnothingcomparedtothestateof his heart.

	Hernosenuzzledhisandshereleasedashakybreathagainsthisface. Lilac and oranges.

	Itwasn'tfair.Deathwasgoingtocomeforhimanymoment,heknewit,he felt it, so why did the last thing he have to smell be ... Daph?

	Lilacsandoranges.

	Hecouldsmellher,butshewasn'tthere.Thesmellwasanotherreminder that he'd never see her again. Everything Crouch had done to him was

	child'splayincomparison.Hoursoftorturedidn'thurtasmuchasthatdid. Her lips brushed his.

	Hishandsslidtothesmallofherwaist. She released another shaky breath.

	 

	
Lilacsandoranges...

	Herhandsnakeduphisneckandcradledthebackofhishead. Lilacs and oranges ...

	Ifheclosedhiseyes,hecouldpretend,couldn'the?Hewasdyinganyway, who would it hurt? Couldn't he just be selfish and pretend he was dying in her arms instead of a strangers?

	Itwouldn'tbehardtopretend.ShesmelledlikeDaph.Fuckin''ell,sheeven played with the hair at the nape of his neck the way Daph always did.

	Ifheclosedhiseyes,shecouldbeher.Hecouldpretend.Hecould.

	Buthedidn'thavetoleanforward.Didn'thavetowonderifshe'drefusea dying man his last wish when he tried to kiss her, because she kissed him first.And when her lips met his, it didn't matter anymore. He didn't care where he was or that he was dying. The embarrassment of dying of

	something as boring as blood loss stopped being aworry at all.And he'd beenright,itwasn'thardtopretend.SheheldhimthewayDaphusedto,

	kissedhimthewayDaphusedto.Softly.Slowly.Dominating.Holdingonto his face like she never wanted to let go ...

	Withhiseyesclosed,hecouldpretendhewasbackwithDaph.Theywere together and he could die happy and content and not the empty shell of a man he'd been since she'd taken her last breath.

	AndjudgingfromthewayMustangkissedhim,sheseemedtoneedhimat that moment as much as he needed her.

	"Ohmy,whateverdowehavehere?"

	The coldness in the voice shot through Theo. It broke the trance. He went fromfeelingweightlessandlucidtoalertinaheartbeat,asinstantasbeing woke up from a dream by having icy cold water poured over his head.

	Death Eaters stood in the hallway. Two of them. The scar on Morrison's facelookedevenuglierinthedarklightofthehallway,andPeters,well,

	 

	
Petershadalwaysbeenugly.

	MustangandTheojerkedapartandshejumpedtoherfeet.Sheputher bloodied hand to her left, trying to shield Theo from view.

	"Oh,howcute,"Morrisonsaid.HeelbowedPetersbesidehimandlaughed. "Are you seeing this? She's trying to protect him."

	"Iknow,it'sjustadorable,"Petershushedinasoft,yetdeadlysortofvoice. "Fieryaswell,lookatherface.Lookslikeshe'deatmealive.Reckonshe'd be just as fiery between the sheets?"

	"Definitely.Lookslikeshe'dputupagoodfightaswell."

	Peterslickedhislips."Evenbetter,nothin'getsmeharderthanwhenthey struggle." He took a step forward, but Morrison's hand curled around his shoulder and stopped his advance.

	"Waitasecond..."Morrisonstarted."Ain'tthattheMustanggirl?Theone Crouch never lets us play with?"

	PeterslookedatMustangagainandhiseyesdarkened.Oncehe'dtakenher in, his brows shot up and he let out a low whistle. "Well colour me pink, it is. Not like Crouch to let you wander the halls alone. Normally doesn't let yououtofhissight,doeshe?Andlookwhatyou'vegotbehindyou.How's being an Order cock sucker treating you, Nott?" Peters chuckled.

	"Ohit'sjustfabulousmate,"Theobreathed,wincingthroughthepaininhis leg. "How's being a psycho's little bitch treating you?"

	Theo'sjokedidn'tgooveranywherenearaswellashewanteditto.Even Morrison didn't laugh.

	Petersdrewhiswand,butthenhisheadjerkedhorriblytotheleftandhe fell to the floor with a loud thud, andAngel stood behind him, holding a large marble bust in her hands that was covered with Peter's blood.

	Morrisonwentforhiswand,butAngelclockedhimaroundtheheadwith the bust as well. He fell to the floor just as hard as Peters had, butAngel

	 

	
keptgoing.Shebroughtthebustdownontopofhisheadagainandagain until his skull cracked open like a watermelon and his blood and brains splattered up the wall.

	Whatawoman.TheolikedAngelmoreandmoreeachtimehesawher.

	ChesterwasstandinginthehallwaybehindMorrison'scorpse.Shewasn't holding any weapon, but she did have a quivering Kitten wrapped aroundher.

	MustanggaveAngelandChesterapleading,desperatesortoflook.'Please,' she mouthed to the other girls.

	The girls exchanged a glance at one another and then Chester pealed Kitten outofherarms.Theredheadwalkedtowardsthem,kneltonTheo'sleft,and then hooked his left arm around her shoulder and wrapped her hand around his waist. Mustang did the same thing on Theo's right, and then, working

	together,thegirlsliftedTheotohisfeetandstartedtowalkhimthroughthemanor.

	Angelwalkedaheadofthem,holdingthebloodedbustinherhandsand ready to swing it at a moment's notice.

	Kittendidn'tfollow.

	Luckily, the walls were deserted the rest of the way, and they managed to makeittoCrouch'sfrontdooralotquickerthanTheocould'vedoneonhisown.

	Thiswas it.Hewasgetting out.Hewasgoing to-

	Butastheyreachedthefrontdoors,thegirlsstopped.Chesterdippedoutof his arms and Theo stared at Mustang as she did the same.

	"Whatisit?"

	Mustang's emerald green eyes were glistening with tears, but she was smilingathim.Herhandsclosedaroundthebrasshandleofthefrontdoor and she opened it for him, but she didn't try and step through it.

	 

	
"You'renotcomingwithme?"

	Mustang'ssmilewaveredandsheshookherheadgently.

	Thetightnessreturnedtohischest.Thisentireescapeefforthadn'tbeen about them both escaping, she'd just wanted to get him free of Crouch.

	"Whynot?"heasked."Wecouldmakeabreakforit.There'sawhole

	bloodyforestaroundtheedgesofthisestate.Ifwecanmakeitthroughthe grounds, we can lose ourselves in the woods. Crouch will never find us."

	Hedidn'tknowwhy hewastellingher allofthis.Heshouldjustmakea

	breakforit.He'dnevergetanotherchancelikethisagain.IfCrouchcaught him, it'd be all over, but yet, he couldn't leave Mustang. Didn't know why. Didn't have the energy to question it either. "It'll take a few days for me to have the strength toApparate, but when I do, we can go anywhere." He tookheronegoodhandinbothofhisandsqueezeditgently.Itseemedlike an odd thing to do - especially for him - but his hands moved without him thinking about it. "You'll never have to see Crouch again, or me, all you

	needtodoiscomewithme.Ican...Icantakeyousomewheresafe.Allofyou."

	Fuckin''ell,whatwaswrongwithhim?!He'dneverspokenlikethisaday in his life?! Was heroism a weird, unexplained side effect of blood loss?

	Did he have brain damage? Was that why he was talking like that? Fuck StockholmSyndrome.DelusionalHeroismSyndromewassomuchworse.

	Mustang gaveAngel a proud look, whichAngel returned with a sweet smile, and then she looked back toTheo. She glanced down at their hands foramoment,beforesheraisedherselfontothetipsofhertoesandkissedhim.

	Itwasgentlereally.Sweet.Notongue.Noforcefulness.Justaslight

	pressureagainsthislipsbeforesheslippedherhandsoutofhisandpushed him towards the open door.

	'Go,'shemouthedveryslowly,veryclearly,didn'tleaveanyroomforhim to misinterpret.Again, she was blinking back tears, but she was smiling.'Go.'

	 

	
"Comewithme."

	Sheplacedhergoodhandonhischestandpushedhimagain.

	AngelandChesterlookedaroundnervously.Hewaswastingtime,heknew he was, but something was making him stay.Asmall voice in the back of

	hisheadwastellinghimnottoleaveherhere.Nottoleaveanyofthemthere.

	"Comewithme."

	Mustangshookherheadandpushedhimagain.Hersmileleftherfaceand she started blinking faster, her tears getting harder to keep at bay.

	"Whynot?"

	'Can't,'shemouthed, stillshakingher head.Shepulled thestrapofher

	nightdressdownoverhershoulder,andasthefabricslippeddownherchest aninchortwo,Theosawanangry,redscaroverherheart.'Watch.'shekept her eyes on his as she stepped into the doorway.

	Themomenthertoecrossedthethreshold,thescarstartedtoopen.The

	piecesofskinstartedtoripawayfromoneanotherlikeinvisiblehandswere tearing them apart.Atrickle of blood started to escape -

	"No!"Theograbbedhershoulderandpulledherbackintothehouse. The bleeding stopped instantly.

	"Youcan'tleavetheManorunlessCrouchiswithyou,canyou?" Mustang shook her head.

	"Ifyoutrytoleavewithouthim,thescarripsopenandyoudie?" Another nod.

	Theoglancedattheothertwo."Doyouallhavethem?"

	 

	
Angel and Chester nodded. "WhataboutifwekillCrouch?"

	IfCrouchwerestillasleep, theymightjustbeabletomanageit.They'd

	havetosneakthroughhismanorwithoutbeingheardorseen-whichwasa task in its fucking self - but they could do it.And if Theo didn't have the

	strengthtokilloldBartyhimself,hewasbloodysureAngelandhernew prized possession would be more than capable.

	Butjustashestartedtofeelhopeful,allthethreeofthegirlsshooktheir heads, and Mustang pointed to her scar.

	Theosighedindefeatandleanedagainsttheopendoorframe."Letme

	guess,he'slinkedyourlivestohisalready,hasn'the?Ifhedies,youalldie sorta' deal?"

	Chesteransweredwithacurtnod.

	HewishedGrangerwerehere,shewassomuchbetteratsolvingpuzzles than he was. She'd have this whole thing sorted in no time -

	Theo'sbrowsknittedtogetherasanoddthoughtstruckhim.

	"But you tried to kill Crouch earlier?"Theo asked Mustang. "When you firstcameintothewinecellar.Youtriedtostabhim.Whywouldyoudo that if it meant you'd all die?"

	Apparently Mustang was no longer in the mood to explain herself, and whenshedidn'tofferanyexplanation,TheoturnedtoAngelandChester.

	"Whywouldn'tyoupairtryandstopherfromkillingCrouchifitmeantyou were going to die too?"

	Because we'd rather be dead than live here with Crouch any longer.The girlsdidn'tneedtheirvoicestotellTheothat.ThewayChesterandAngel stared longingly at the door told him everything. They wanted out, they wanted to be free of Crouch, and if the only freedom they could get was

	 

	
death, well, they might not have been brave enough to go after him themselves,butifsomeoneelsedid,theyweren'tgoingtostopthem.

	"Doyouknowwheremywandis?"

	Mustangshookherheadandtriedtopushhimoutthedooragain.She already knew the direction his thoughts had taken.

	"IfIgetmywand,Icantryandunlinkyou."Itmightnotwork,buthehad to at least try-

	Mustangpushedhimashardasshecouldwithhergoodhand.'NO!'she mouthed.'GET OUT!'

	She went to push him a third time, but the front door suddenly swung closed.Theairwentcold,andasecondlatersomethinghitTheo'schestand sent him careening into the wall on the opposite side of the hall.

	TheringinginTheo'searsmadehisheadfeeltentimesheavier.Hisarms shook as he struggled to sit up.

	AngelandChesterhadbeenhitwiththesamehex,andboththegirlswere laying on the other side of the hall..Angel had blood dripping down her temple and Chester was holding her ribs like they were broken.And Mustang -

	CrouchhadMustang.HehadMustanginhisarmsandhiswandagainstherthroat.

	"Now,now,now,”Crouchsneered."Let'snotdoanythingthatwe'llall regret, shall we?"

	"Lethergo!"Theotriedtolurchtohisfeet,buthismusclesweretoosore, the ringing in his ears was too loud, and he barely had the strength to get onto his hands and knees.

	"Oh,you'reinnopositiontobargainwithme,andevenifyouwere,there's no way I'd let this one go." He opened his mouth and gave the side of Mustang's face a long, broad lick.

	 

	
MustangstaredatTheoasshecringedawayfromCrouch.Itwasenoughto make Theo's blood boil.

	Hetriedtostandagainbuthisleggaveoutfromunderneathhimandhefell back to the floor. He felt so useless.

	"Suchabadgirl,"Crouchtutted,dragginghiswandupherthroatandusing ittostrokeawaythehairthat'dfallenontoherface."Andlook,you'veeven dragged your friends down with you." When his beady eyes flickered up,

	Chester andAngel flinched as though he'd struck them both. "You always were so beautiful. Beautiful, but poisonous. I told the Dark Lord before he saidIcouldhaveyou.You'vepoisonedothersagainstme,again,butluckily, one of you had the common sense not to be dragged in."

	Likehe'dsummonedher,Kittensteppedoutoftheshadows.Herarmswere wrapped around herself and her eyes were cast down sheepishly on the

	floor.

	ChestergottoherfeetandlookedlikeshewasgoingtoswingforKitten, but when a quiet little voice rang through the halls of Crouch's estate,

	Chesterstoppeddeadinhertracks.

	"I'msorry,"saidthevoice."I...Ihadto."

	Itwasawoman'svoice.Agirl'svoice.Lightandyoungandquivering,and it'd come from Kitten.

	"I'm sorry," she repeated, eyes still on the floor. Five, six, seven Death Eaters thatTheo didn't recogniseflanked her sides. "But theonly way you couldescapewastokillmaster,andifyoudid..."Herdelicatelittlevoice trailed off, but she didn't need to elaborate, it was clear as day what'd

	happened.

	Afterthey'dleftKitten,she'dgonestraighttoCrouch.She'dwokenhimup, he'd liftedthecharmshe'd placedon hervoicebox,and thenshe'd toldhimeverything.

	 

	
"Don'tbesorry,"Couchpurred."Youdidtherightthing.Yousweet, beautiful little girl.”

	Suddenly, the ground underneath Theo's knees started to vibrate. It was subtle,hethoughthewasimaginingituntilhesawMustangstaringatthe floorboards too.

	Everyonelooked to thedark hallway Kitten had just appeared out of as loud,clunkyfootstepsstartedspeedingtowardsthem.Therewasaloud

	bang.Ascream.Morebangingnoises.Severalraisedvoices.Awetnoise- like paint being splashed up a wall.Aloud thud. More footsteps.

	TheDeathEatersthatsurroundedKittenmovedtothecentreoftheroom and drew their wands.

	"CROUCH!"calledaterrifiedmalevoice."CROUCH!HE'SHERE-

	HE'S-" The voice was choked out by a sickening gurgling sound, and secondslater,adecapitatedheadrolledoutoftheshadowsandintothehall.

	SilencefellthroughCrouch'smanor-andthentheyheardfootsteps,

	differenttotheonesbefore.Thesewerelightandunhurried,completelyatease.

	"Barty!" Malfoy greeted, smiling casually as he entered the hall. There wasn'tascratchonhim.Thebloodinhishairandonhisfacemusthave been someone else's. "Just the man I was looking for."

	AtthesightofMalfoy,theDeathEaterslookednervouslyatoneanother. One's knees looked like they were knocking together through fear.

	MalfoymayhavebeenstrippedofhistitleasDemonMask,buthisruthless reputation remained very much intact.

	"Boldofyoutojustwaltzintomymanorallalone.”Crouch'sgriptightened on Mustang. "How did you get past my guards?"

	"Oh,youmeanthisbloke?"Malfoyasked,andthenhekickedthe

	decapitatedheadwiththetoeofhisbootsothat itrolledtoCrouch'sfeet.

	 

	
"HewasquitegoodwithanAvada.Almostgotme."

	OneoftheDeathEaterslookedlikehewasgoingtovomit.Theothers stared on in horror.

	Crouch'seyesnarrowedintoaglare."YouknowIhavemoreguards stationed upstairs?"

	"Yes, you did," Malfoy looked at his wand and twirled it casually between his fingers as he spoke, “and they lasted all of five minutes. Shouldn't be surprisedthoughreally,Imean,IdiddoawaywithalltheDarkLord'sbest generals. Do you remember?When I was Medusa. Right under your nose.

	Formonths."Heclickedhistongueagainsttheroofofhismouthand

	smirkedatCrouch."I'vebeenwondering,justhowdidourLordandmaster take the news yesterday? I imagine he was awfully angry."

	Whatthefuckwasgoingon?!MalfoyhadbrokenintoCrouch'smanorto save Theo, he'd been sneaky and done away with fuck knew how many DeathEaterswereupstairs,justtomakehimselfknownandwindCrouch up right in the open?

	Itwasfunnytowatch.ItwasprobablywhatTheowould'vedone,butnot Malfoy. He was sneaky. He did everything in the shadows and was -

	Theojumpedwhenawarmhandclosedgentlyaroundhiswrist.Helooked down, he could feel someone touching him but there was no one there.

	"Don'treact,"heheardavoicewhisper,avoicethatsoundedverymuchlike Grangers. "Just keep looking at Crouch, pretend I'm not here."

	Itwasn'texactlytheeasiestthinghe'deverdone,butTheomanagedtokeep his expression blank and his eyes on Crouch - who wasn't even looking at Theo anyway, he was still chatting away with Malfoy.

	Theo heard a little rustling sound to his left before something very small andverycoldwasdiscreetlypushedintohishand.Hiseyesflickereddown to find a small glass phial filled with black liquid in his palm.

	 

	
"Whatisit?"hewhispered,lookinglikeaverybadventriloquistashetried to move his mouth as little as possible.

	"BloodreplenishingpotionmixedwithPepperuppotion,"Granger

	whispered.Hecouldfeelherbreathontheleftsideofhisface.Shedidn't

	haveaninvisibilitycloak,soshemusthaveusedsomesortofdisillusionor invisibility charm, which he knew himself didn't hold long.

	"Isthereanymorefor-"

	"Wedon'thavetime,"Grangerhissedunderherbreath."Justtakethe

	fuckingpotion,weneedtogetoutofhere.Somethingdoesn'tfeelright." "What do you mean?"

	"DrinkandI'lltellyou."

	Foronce,Theodidashewastold.Hepretendedtocough,andwhenhe covered his mouth, he discreetly downed the potion's bitter contents.

	The effects weren't immediate, but as the seconds ticked by, he could feel his strength steadily returning. His head didn't feel as fuzzy anymore. The woundonhisleghadhealedandeverybreathhetookseemedtogeteasier.

	"So?"Theowhispered."Whatdoesn'tfeelright?" "The whole thing has felt too easy."

	Althoughhewantedtomakeaface,Theokepthisexpressionblank."What do you mean?"

	"There's hardly anyone here. Only twenty guards.There were a few traps weneededtodisablewhenwesnuck in,buttheyweresoeasytodisarm."

	"That'sagood thing,isn'tit?"

	"Idon'tknow."Grangerletoutaquiet,frustratedlittlesigh."Youdidn'tsee the traps he set up in NewsteadAbbey. He's capable of so much more than

	 

	
this.Italljustfeelstooeasy.Idon'tlikeit.Thesoonerwegetyouout,thebetter."

	Well,Theocouldhardlyfuckingarguewiththat.Hewantedout,buthis eyes went back to Crouch and Mustang.

	Heshouldn'tleaveherhere.Hewouldn'thaveevenbeenthereifitwasn't for her. He wondered if there was a way to get her out too.

	TheywereoutnumberedbutCrouch'sguardswerenewanduntrained.

	They'dbeeasytopickoff.IfTheocouldknockCrouchoutandrestrain

	him, they could take him and the Dolls to the safehouse. Malfoy wouldn't likeit,butGrangerwouldn'tleaveinnocentgirlshere.Surelyshe'dbeable to figure out a way to unlink them?

	"I'mcurious,Draco,"Crouchstarted."Whichwaydidyousneakintomy Manor? Was it through the kitchen? Or through the servant's route?"

	"Kitchen,”Malfoy answered. "Which reminds me, you might want to send anelftogoandcleanupintherebeforethebloodstainsthoselovelywhite tiles you have in there."

	"Howdoyoufeel?"Grangerasked."Isthepotionworkingyet?"

	"Startingto,"Theoanswered."Don'tsupposeyoubroughtasparewand with you? Otherwise I won't be much good."

	He felt Granger shove something thin and smooth into his hand. It wasn't hiswand,itdidn'tfeelright,butastranger'swandwasbetterthannowand at all.

	Crouchchuckleddarkly,makingMustangjoltinhisarms."Goodtoknow. And which way did the Mudblood break-in?"

	Alltheblood inTheo's bodywent cold.Ohfuck.

	Malfoy scoffed and cocked a brow in a very Slytherin sort of way. "Have yougonemad?YouthinkIneedherhelptokillyou?Crouch,Icouldhave

	 

	
onehandtiedbehindmybackandstillendyouwithoutbreakingasweat and you know it."

	"Really?"Crouchasked,andthesmileonhisfacemadeTheouneasy."So you're all alone?"

	Theoheardashufflingnoisetohisleft.HeprayeditwasGrangergetting ready to make her move.

	"Completely."

	"You'resure?Soitdoesn'tmatterifIdothis?"QuickerthanTheohadever seenCrouchmove,thehandthatwasholdinghiswandjerkedforwardand cast a powerful red curse - right in the spot Granger had been.

	Shedeflectedit,butshehadtodropthedisillusioncharmtodoit,andas soon as she was revealed, the real fun began.

	Theohadjustaboutenoughstrengthtojoinin.

	ThesevenDeathEatersstartedfiringgreencurses,buttheywereslowand inexperienced. Malfoy, Granger and Theo picked them off easily.

	AndthentherewasjustCrouch.

	Butalthoughhewasoutnumberedineverysenseoftheword,hedidn'tlook worried. He still had his wand at Mustang's throat and he looked ... smug.

	"Thefuckareyousmilingat?"Theosnarled.

	Crouchdidn'tanswer,instead,heeyedthethreewandsthatwereaimedat him, and then whispered something in Mustang's ear.

	Mustangclosedhereyesandtrembled.

	"What did you say to her?!" Theo snapped, letting the end of his wand illuminatewiththethreateningredlightofacuttingcurse."Answerme!"

	MalfoyandGrangertooktheireyesoffCrouchtoglancebrieflyatTheo.

	 

	
"Oh,nothingatall,"Bartysneered."Iwasjustaskingherifshe'dhavebeen as stupid as the three of you have been, if the situation be reversed?"

	"Iwouldn'tbemakingthreatslikethatifIwereyou,"Malfoythreatened."I have a very large, very hungry dragon waiting for us outside."

	CourseMalfoyhadbroughtthebloodydragon.Alwayshadbeenoneto show off.

	Crouchsmiledwickedlyashewavedhiswandbehindthetrio.Theohearda click and the air hummed with magic.

	"That,mydearfriends,"Crouchstarted,“wasalockingcharm.Youcan't leave here unless I take them off, or you kill me."

	"We'vegotpastyourlockingcharmsbefore,"Grangersnapped. "Yes, you did," Crouch answered. "Because I wanted you to."

	"What?"Theohissed."You..youwantedMalfoytocomeandsaveme?"

	"Of course I did.You didn't think all this was just for you, did you, Nott?" Suddenly, Crouch burst into cruel laughter. "Oh dear, Theodore, the Dark Lord couldn't give two shits about you. He says I can do whatever I want withyou,it'sMalfoyandtheMudbloodhewants,andyoujusthappenedto be the bait. It's just a bonus for me that it turned out to be you, it could just as easily as been Zabini's pretty wife."

	TheendofGranger'swandsparked.Well,shehadsaidshefeltlike something was off.

	"Make no mistake Nott, as soon as the Dark Lord has the mudblood and Malfoy,ourfunwillcontinue.Oh,howpleasedtheDarkLordwillbewith me when I deliver not one, but three of the traitors to him."

	Malfoy'sliptwitchedinanger,theendofhiswandstartedtoburnwitha killing curse -

	 

	
BeforeTheo realised what he was doing, he grabbed the middle of Malfoy's wandandforcedhimtolowerit."Don't!"heshouted."YoukillCrouch,you kill the dolls too!"

	MalfoyjerkedhiswandoutofTheo'sholdandopenedhismouth,but Crouch spoke first. Well, laughed first, technically.

	"Quitethepredicament,isn'tit?"Crouchchuckled."Killme,andthespells break and you can walk out of here in one piece. But taking my life will take, oooh let's see, twelve others?" He looked down at Mustang in his

	arms."Oris itthirteen?Therearesomany ofyouthat Ilosetrack

	sometimes. But I would make a decision rather quickly if I were you. I've signalledtheDarkLord,youhavemaybetenminutesbeforetheothersgethere."

	"Right,thatsettlesit.”Malfoyraisedhiswand,butitwasGrangerwho caught it the second time.

	"Wait,"sheurged.Shewasn'tlookingatMalfoy,shewasstaringatCrouch and Mustang, the gears in her head turning over themselves quickly.

	"Granger,youcannotbefuckingserious!YouandyourbleedingGryffindorheart-"

	"Wait!"shehissed,throwinghimafiercelook."Justgivemeaminuteto work through this-"

	"I'mnotriskingyourlifeforsomestrangers who-"

	Malfoy stopped when an odd sound filled the room. It sounded like a mixtureofasmallgrandfatherclockandthechimesofabell.Theohad heard it before. It was Crouch's pocket watch.

	Crouchlookedatthegirlinhisarms,andwhenthebellreacheditsfifthand final chime, the sharp edges of his face twisted up into a horrid smile.

	"Youknowwhatthatmeans,”hesaidveryloudly,althoughitwasclearthat hewas onlytalking toMustang. "I thinkit's abouttimeourlittlegameends,

	 

	
don'tyou,beautiful?"

	"Whatgame?"Theosnapped."Whatareyouonabout?!"

	Crouch'seyesmetTheo'sandhesmiledathimfromoverMustang's shoulder. "Funny thing, Polyjuice potion. Don't you think?"

	TheosawGranger'sbrowsknittogether.

	"Allthebookssaythatitcanonlylastanhour,”asCrouchspoke,he

	graspedastrandofMustang'shairandtwirleditaroundidlybetweenhis

	fingers,“butyousee,thethingis,ifyoupracticewithitenough,andifyou brewitjustright,youcanmakeitlastlonger.Cangetagoodfewhoursout of a single drop. Can get almost half an entire day out of a full hip flask if you really experiment with it.” He chuckled darkly and nipped the air next to Mustang's face. "Isn't that right?"

	Mustangkepthereyesclosedandhershoulderswereshaking.Asingletear slipped down her right cheek. She jerked against Crouch, but his arms

	weren'tgoinganywhere,theywerelockedaroundherlikeastraitjacket.

	"You can make Polyjuice Potion last so much longer if you have the right ingredients.Theright...motivation."CrouchlookedatMustangashesaid the last word, his voice dripping with double meaning. "Torture's all well and good, but you know what hurts more? Heartbreak. That's where the

	painreallyis.Youknowthesort.Theonethatneedstimetobrew.Theone that no one see's coming and is so severe, so painful, that the victim never recovers.That'smyfavourite,andI'vebeenworkingonthisoneforwhat?"

	HenuzzledhisnoseagainstMustang'sneckandinhaleddeeply.She shivered and cringed away from him. "Six years? Or is it seven?"

	When Granger sucked in a sharp, panicked breath,Theo looked at her out thecornerofhiseye.ShewasstringingtheriddlethatCrouchwasfeeding them together much faster than he or Malfoy could.

	AndthenGranger'spanickedeyesflickeredtoTheo's...thelookonher

	face,whydiditmakehisstomachflip?Hadsheworkeditout?Andifshe had, why was she looking at him like that?

	 

	
"We don't have time for this-" Malfoy tried to raise his wand again, but Grangerkeptafirmgripofit,knowinghewouldn'tcastacursewhileshe still held it.

	"Don't,"Grangerwhispered.Whatwaswrongwithhervoice?Whydidshe sound so upset? "Just ... don't.”

	When Crouch's pocket watch chimed again, he chuckled and hugged Mustangtighteragainsthim."It'salmosttimedarling,ohthisissoexciting. I can't wait to see the look on their faces."

	MustangopenedhereyesandpleadedwithTheo.'Go.' He shook his head.

	ShestartedtosobinCrouch'sarms. The watch sang another warning.

	"Thirty more seconds," Crouch hissed in Mustang's ear. "Thirty more secondsandthegameisover,ohwait,butwherearemymanners?You're goingtowanttospeaktohim,aren'tyou?"Hebrushedthetipofhiswand againstherlarynx,andallittookwasonecharmtolifethespellhe'dused to silence her.

	Mustang’seyesblewwideopenandshetookadeeplungfulofair.That

	firstbreathshetook-shesoundedlikeshe'dbeentrappedunderwaterfor far too long and she'd finally broken the surface. She clutched her throat and bent forward as she tried to catch her breath, her long black hair

	shieldingherfacelikeacurtaincalledtoclose.

	Mustang'sfranticbreathinghadjustaboutcalmeddownwhenthewatch chimed a final time, and once it'd finished, her appearance started to

	change.

	Herskingrewslightlypaler.Herarmsandlegsstayedthesamelength,but the most noticeable change was her hair.Although it stayed impossibly

	 

	
long,itstartedtogetlighterandlighter,shiftingfromblacktodarkbrown, through the colour palette until it eventually settled on a dark blonde.

	Whenthetransformationstopped,shestayedhunchedover.Theostill couldn't see her face through her new dark blonde hair.

	"Goon,saysomething,"Crouchsaid,smiling."Afteralltheseyearsof

	beingmute,Ibetyou'vegotsomuchyouneedtogetoffyourchest.Don't let me stop you. Speak, girl."

	Mustangkeptherheaddown.Herdarkblondehairmovedwhensheshook her head. Theo could hear her breathing heavily.

	"Speak."

	Mustangdidn'tmove.

	But this was apparently Crouch's big moment, the big finale he'd been workingonforyears,andhewasn'tgoingtoletherruinitforhim.With one hand still secure around her waist to prevent her from escaping,

	Crouch'sotherhandgrabbedafistfulofherhair.Heyankedherheadupso everyone could see her, and when they saw her face -

	Malfoy'sfuriousexpressionslipped.

	Granger'shandflewtohermouthtocoverhergasp. And Theo ... Theo's entire world stopped turning.

	Becausejustforasecond,whenhestaredintothosefamiliar,warmbrown eyes, every dream he'd had for the last six years, every fantasy he'd had, every wish he'd made, they all came true.

	Daphne.

	Shewasthere. HisDaphwas there,standingright infrontofhim.

	Yes, for all of a second, time stood still, and he felt whole for the first time sincehe'dwatchedherdie,andthentherealitydawnedonhim,andhisvery

	 

	
fuckingsoulwasrippedstraightdownthemiddle. Lilacs and oranges.

	Howcouldhehavebeensofuckingstupid?

	Lilacsandfuckingoranges.Mustangsmelledlikelilacsandoranges,sweet and exotic, floral but sensual, and throughout his entire life, Theo had

	never,ever,metanotherwomanwhosmelledlikethatintoxicatingmix. Except for Daphne.

	Lilacsandoranges.Heclutchedhisstomachlikehewasgoingtobesick. Lilacs and oranges ...

	Lilacsandoranges...

	And there were other signs. Other signs that in his rage-filled revenge to destroyVoldemortandCrouch,he'dcompletelymissed,andtheyallcame rushing back to him at a blinding speed.

	Thewaythebottlehadslippedoutofherhandwhenshe'dfirstseenhimat Crouch's manor.

	Thewayhe'dfeltdrawntoherfromtheveryfirstmomenthe'dlaideyeson her, the way he'd felt connected to her ... the way he'd instinctually rubbed the back of his tattooed hand when he'd been in Crouch's stable looking for her ...

	Andhehadn'tbeentheonlyone.Astoriahadfeltittoo.Feltapulltowards Mustang despite her being a complete stranger.

	"There's something strange about her, but I can't quite put my finger onwhatitis,"Astoriahadsaidaftermeetingher."I'venevermetherbefore,but when she looked at me, I felt like I could trust her."

	No..no ..no.. no.Thiscouldn't behappening... itcouldn't...

	"IfeltlikeIcouldtrusther..."

	 

	
Thatstrangefeelinghefeltinhischesteverytimehesawher...

	"Ifeltlike... likeIknewher."

	Thesignswerethere.They'dalwaysbeenthere.Thesignswerethereand he didn't .... he hadn't ...

	The way she'd tried to plead with him in the bathroom at the Gala. She'd beentryingtotellhimsomethingandhehadn'theardher...no..no,no.. please - please say she hadn't been trying to tell him who she was ... who she ... no .. no ...

	Thewayshe'djustkissedhim...Herhandshadslidtocradlethebackofhis head ... she'd played with the curls at the base of his skull as she'd kissed

	him,justlike...just likeDaph usedto...

	AngelandChesterhadlookedatthetattooinhorrorlikethey'dseenit before ...

	AngelhadgonetogetMustangstraightaftershe'dseenit... No ... No ...

	Bileroseinhisthroat.Thepaininhischestfeltlikehewasbeingsawed open, a thousand times worse than anything Crouch had done to him ...

	He'dfeltconnectedtoMustangfromthebeginningbecausehealreadywas connected to her ...

	Hefeltlikeheknew herbecausehedid...

	She'dkissedhimlikeshe'ddoneitathousandtimesbeforebecauseshe already had ...

	Oh Salazar no, no, no ... Daphne had been there. She'd been there the entire time,with...withCrouch...Crouch,andTheonever...hedidn'tknow...he didn't ...

	 

	
She'dbeenoneofCrouch'sDolls...she'dbeenrightunderhisnose,one

	quickApparationawayfromhimtheentiretime,andhehadn'tevenlooked for her ... he'd not tried to save her ... not once ... not ever ...

	Heleftherthere...he'dabandonedher,he'dlefthertherewithamanwho had a reputation of .. of ...

	Shewas oneof Crouch'sDolls ..shewashis favourite.. Crouchhad

	touched her in front of Theo .. Crouch had groped her and licked her and she'dtriedtogetawayfromhim,andTheohaddonenothingtohelpher.... He'd just watched .. he'd just ...

	She'dbeen...Crouchhadbeen...foryears...Merlinonlyknewhowmany times ... No .. no ... no ...

	Hethoughtshewasdead...hethoughtshe'dfoundpeaceand...no,it couldn't be her. It couldn't be ...

	Thisgirlwasn'thiswife.Thisgirlwho'dbeenCrouch’shostageforyears, whoCrouchhad...hesuddenlycouldn'teventhinktheword...shewasn't her. She wasn't Daphne.

	ButthenthegirlwhousedtobeMustanglookedatTheoandanydoubthe had vanished.

	Becausewhenshespoke,itwasDaphne'svoice,softandclearandgentleas a dove's wings.

	Itwasher,andshebroughthisentireworldcrashingdownonhimwithjust two little words. Two little words that used to be his favourite when she

	whisperedtheminhisear.Twolittlewordsthatnowmadehimfeelsick. "Hi, baby."

	 

	
Twowords

	 

	1stApril

	 

	Crucio;thetorturecurse.Oneword.

	Sectumsempra;themostdeadlycuttingcurse.Oneword.

	Bombarda Maxima; a spell that could cause a person's chest to explode fromtheinsideoutinexcruciatingandunimaginableagony.Twowords.

	AvadaKedavra,thekillingcurse,thespellthatwassopowerfulitpusheda person'ssoulrightoutoftheirbodyandendedtheirlifeinstantly.Itwasthe most powerful dark cursein existence, and it only took two words to useit.

	Hermionehadheardandusedthosespellsahundredtimes.She'dseenwhat they could do. She'd seen the absolute devastation that could be caused to another human being withjust the rightcombination of words, and yet, in

	overtenyearsofwar,she'dneverseenamanbesoutterlyundonebytwo simple words as what Theodore Nott had been.

	'Hi,baby."ThatwasallithadtakentobreakTheo.Nogruesomehex

	followedthosetwowords.Itdidn'ttakeanymagicatall.Justonesmall greeting.Justtwowords,justthreesyllables,andTheohadfallentohisknees.

	InthosefirstfewmomentsafterDaphnehadspoken,everyonejuststaredat her. No one moved. No one breathed.And through the eerie quiet that eclipsed the entrance hall, Hermione swore she could hear Theo's broken

	heartfixingitself.Couldheartheneedlepiercethetornedgesofhisheart and pull them back together, just for him to fall apart all over again when she spoke.

	"Hi,baby."Thatwasit.Thatwasallithadtakenforoneofthemostfeared and blood-thirsty Death Eaters of all time to break body and soul.

	 

	
From themoment she'd looked at him,Theo hadn't been ableto takehis eyes off Daphne. He stared at her the same way men stared at the light whentheydied,likehecouldn'tbelievethatshewasreal,likeshemight vanish if he just blinked once. He'd fallen to his knees and the wand

	Hermionehadgivenhimhadslippedfromhishandandclatteredagainst the floor at his feet.

	And Daphne was just as entranced by Theo as he was with her. She just staredandstaredathim.Herlipstrembledandshehardlyseemedawareof the tears that ran down her cheeks. Hardly seemed to be aware of anything other than Theo in front of her.

	Itwasequallythemostbeautiful,yetsoul-crushingthingHermionehad ever seen.

	"How?"Malfoyasked.HisvoicewasjustasunsteadyasTheo'skneeshad been. "This can't be right. Daphne's dead. We all watched her die ..."

	Hermione chanced a glance at Malfoy. She couldn't even begin to imagine how he must have felt. His eyes flickered with emotion as he stared at the sisterhethoughthaddiedyearsago.Hiswandwasstillinhishandbuthe'd lowered it.

	CrouchgrinnedwickedlyoverthetopofMustang-Daphne's-head."Did you watch her die?Are you absolutely sure of that?"

	"Yes,"Malfoyswallowedthickly."It's...notsomethinganyofuscould ever forget," he said, pain in every syllable.

	Crouch'sawfulsmileonlystretchedhigher."You'vebeenmourninga

	strangeralltheseyears.Keira,Ithinkhernamewas.Keiraaa..."Crouch's voice trailed off and he looked down at Daphne.

	"Barker,"althoughDaphnefinishedCrouch'ssentenceforhim,hereyes still didn't leave Theo. "Keira Barker."

	"Thatwasit,"Crouchchuckled."LovelyKeiraBarker.Asoldier.Ahigh- ranking general in the muggle army. She was very clever, an excellent

	 

	
leadertoo,untilthatonemissioninBristol,wheresheledhersquadroninto a trap that a particularly spiteful blonde Death Eater had set - "

	"He's trying to stall you," Daphne cut Crouch off. Her voice was scratchy, evidenceofyearsofdisuse,andtheterrorinhereyesasshelookedatTheo was frightening. "He's trying to keep you here until the reinforcements

	come.Don'tlethimgetwhathewants!Youneedtokillhimandescape!"

	"No," Theo whispered, so softly Hermione would have missed it if she weren'tstandingsoclosetohim."Iwon'tleaveyouhere...Iwon'tletyou die again -"

	"You'vealreadymournedmeonce."IfDaphne'svoicehadsoundedhoarse before, it sounded utterly broken when she added, "You can do it again,

	baby."

	Theowhimperedquietly,stillonhisknees,stillshirtless,stilldesperateand with tears gathering in his eyes.

	"Dracocandoit,”Daphneurged."Youdon'thavetowatchagain-"

	CrouchpressedthetipofhiswandagainstDaphne'scollarboneandburied his nose into her hair, a taunt. "They won't do it. They don't have the

	stomachtokillyou."

	Daphne'spanickedeyesflickeredtoMalfoy."Don'tbeanidiot,Draco,”she pleaded, ignoring Crouch when he dug his wand into her throat. "Kill him and get out!"

	HermionecouldseetheveinsandtendonsonthebackofMalfoy'shand protruding as he clenched his wand.

	WordsseemedtohavefailedTheo.Hecouldn'tseemtobeabletospeak, but he started to shake his head.

	"Youpromisedme,"Daphnesaid,strugglingtogetthewordsoutwhen Crouchdughiswandintoherlarynx."Youpromisedthatyouwoulddo

	 

	
whateverittooktolookaftertheothers.Wesaidwewouldbetheonesthat would make the difficult decisions together -"

	The entire thing was hard to watch. The way Theo was crumbling. The indecisioninMalfoy'seyes.Crouch'ssmile.Daphne'spleadsforthemto kill Crouch even though it would end her life.

	"-wellI'vealreadydecidedthisoneforus.Killhim.Ifyoudon't,you'llall be captured! Kill him!"

	Crouch's wand left Daphne's throat when he pulled his pocket watch outandglancedattheface."Ooooohbetterhurryup."Hegrinned,throwingthe open watch onto the floor so he could keep an eye on it. "Eight minutes

	untilreinforcementsgethere.Ticktock.Ticktock-" "DO IT!" Daphne begged. "KILL HIM!"

	"No,"Theoshookhisheadfaster."No." "Tick tock, tick tock."

	"PLEASE!KILLHIM!""NO!"

	"Ticktock,ticktock."

	Crouchwasright.Theywererunningoutoftimeandnoonewasmoving. Hermione had to do something.

	Slowly,shesteppedtothesideuntilhershoulderbrushedMalfoy's.She placed her non-wand hand over his own and squeezed it reassuringly. "What are we going to do?" she whispered, choosing her words

	deliberately.

	WhenMalfoylookeddownather,shecouldseethewardancinginhis eyes. The anguish in him was painful to look at, all because of the

	devastatingdecisionhehadtomake.

	 

	
"I...don'tknow."

	It would be easy for him to kill Crouch. He would end him with a flick of his wrist,they could grab Theo and escape, but if he did, his sister would die,again.He'dprobablyloseTheoforever,andwhenAstoriafoundout... She'd probably never recover.

	Hermione was good in a crisis. She was impulsive sometimes, yes, but she wasalwaysabletothinklogicallyandquickly.Sheweighedupthepossible pros and cons of her actions and went with what she thought was right, the option that would cause the least amount of grief and pain for the least

	amountofpeople.

	Hermionewasgoodatmakingdecisions,butshecouldn'tbetheoneto

	makethisone.Shecouldn'tdoitforMalfoy.Hehadtobetheonetodecide, and all shecould do was let him know that she'd betherefor him, no matter what he chose.

	When Hermione looked back at Crouch, Daphne wasn't staring at Theo anymore.Shewaswatchingthetwoofthemintently,herwarmeyesfixed on their joined hands.

	"Oh Theodore, what a shame," Crouch said coldly. "I expected more of a showfromyou.Iexpectedalittlemore...carnage.Nobother,Icanfixthatmyself."

	HermionethoughtCrouchwas goingtocurseDaphneasawaytogoad

	Theointoaction,buthedidn'tneedtousemagic,thewayhejabbedtheend of his wand sharply against the raw bones of Daphne's mutilated hand was enough to make her scream and almost collapse against him.

	"DON'T!" Theo cried. He lurched to his feet but didn't go for his wand, almostlikehe'dforgottenthatitexistedatall.Hedidn'ttryandlashoutlike Hermione expected him to either, just reached in front of him - towards Daphne - as though that might somehow make Crouch stop. "Please, don't

	...pleasedon'thurther.I'lldoanythingyouwant.Justdon'tdoanything else to her."

	 

	
Fuckinghell-thewayTheo'svoicebroke,thetearsonhisface,itwas enough to make Hermione's eyes sting.

	CrouchpulledhiswandawayfromDaphne'shand.HestaredatTheoand quirked a brow. "No?" he mocked. "Surely not 'anything'?"

	Theonoddeda'yes',buthewasn'tlookingatCrouch,hewasstaringat Daphne as she clutched her hand and panted heavily.

	CrouchlookedTheoupanddownforamoment,thenhesickeninglylicked his lips - like Theo had done exactly what he wanted him to - and said, “Alright then, let's put your loveto thetest.TheDark Lord wants to punish Malfoy, and he specifically asked that I bring the Mudblood to him alive." The way Crouch's grin stretched from ear to ear made the hairs on the back of Hermione's arms stand on end. "So capture them for me."

	EveryonelookedupatCrouchinhorror.

	"What?"Theoasked.

	"Youwantmetoleaveyourwifealone?"Crouchedtauntinglyangledhis wand over Daphne's injured hand again. "Then attack Malfoy and the Mudblood. If you capture them for me, I won't hurt another hair on her

	head."

	Like the snap of fingers, the atmosphere in the hall completely changed. The air was suddenly heavier, almost like it was weighed down by the tension.Hermionecouldfeelherpulseinthetipsofherfingers.Hermouth ran dry and her veins spiked with adrenaline.

	ShenoticedMalfoy lookatTheo outofthecornerofhiseye.

	Surelyhewasn't...WashealreadybracinghimselfforanattackfromTheo?

	Crouchsmileddownathispocketwatch."Sixminutesuntilreinforcements get here. Better make a decision Theodore, tick tock, tick tock."

	"No,Theo!"Daphnescreamed."Don't-"

	 

	
"Unlessyouwantmetotakeyourvoiceawayagain,"Crouchleaneddown and hissed in Daphne's ear, “then I suggest you be quiet!"

	Daphneflinchedandwassilentforasecond,butitwasobviousshevalued Theo's life more than her own. "DON'T -" she started to cry, but Crouch

	jabbedhiswandintoherhandagain,causinghertodoubleoverandhowlinagony.

	Theosprintedafewfeettohisleftandsnatchedhiswandupoffthefloor. He whirled around and aimed it viciously at Crouch, but then he paused, hand on the trigger but unable to pull it.

	"Why thehesitation,Theodore?It should bean easy decision to make. Isn't thiswhatyou'vealwayswanted?Yourlovely,beautifulwifeback?"Crouch asked, grinning at Theo as his hand crawled up from Daphne's waist to

	glideoverherbreasts.HewastauntingTheo,gropingDaphneinfrontof him and hoping to get a reaction. "Isn't this what you've beendreamingabout since she died?"

	Theotookasharp breath.Hiswand armshookwithrage.

	"Haven'tyoudreamedendlesslyabouthavingherbackinyourarms?"

	Crouchasked,"Yourlipsonherneck?"WhenCrouch'smouthdriftedtothe side of Daphne's face, she cringed away from him, and when he planted a softkissagainsthercheek,shelookedatTheoandshookherhead."Haven't you spent every night since she died thinking about this exact moment?

	Haven'tyouspentyearsthinkingofallthethingsyouwoulddotogetherback?"

	"Don'tfallforit,Theo,"Daphnewhispered,grittingherteethasCrouch kissed the side of her face again. "Don't be stupid."

	CrouchpulledbackslightlyandflickedhiswandoverDaphne'shead.From the way the wound on the back of her hand quickly knitted back together, Hermione assumed he'd cast a healing charm, but the magic didn't stop.All thebruisesfadedfromherskinandhercutssealedthemselves,butthespell kept going. It smoothed her distressed hair until it was perfect and styled

	 

	
likeAstoria'susuallywas,itaddedaflushtohercheeks,andevenfixedher nightdress until it looked clean and new.

	Hermione knew what Crouch was doing. It was another manipulation, anotherwaytogetinsideTheo'shead.CrouchwasmakingDaphnelook

	howTheorememberedher,beautifulandperfect,andnotsomeonewho'd spent years being abused by Crouch. He was trying to make Theo

	rememberwhattheyusedtohave,andwhattheycouldhaveagainifTheo just did this one little thing for him.

	"I'llevenletyoutakeher,”Crouchhissed,thepoisonous,persuasive

	serpent inTheo's ear. "The Dark Lord will never have to know. I'll tell him youbothdied,blowntopiecesinoneofmytrapswhenyoutriedtoescape. If you help me, you can have your wife back.You can disappear with her.

	Justthetwoofyou.Isn'tthatwhatyouwant?Orwouldyourathershestays here? With me?"

	AnothersimplewaveofCrouch'swandandtheabusereturned.Daphnewas once again covered in bruises and blood, and the bones and muscles of her hand were sticking out at odd angles even worse than they had before.

	Theo'sthroatbobbedasheswallowed.Hewastorn,hewasconfused,but he was considering it, and Crouch fucking knew it.

	"Youcantakeher.Youcanbetogetheragain.Allyouneedtodoishelpme capture the Mudblood and Malfoy. Tell you what, you can take the lot of

	them."

	Withanotherflickofhiswand,Daphnehissedquietly.

	AngelandChesterclutchtheirchestsandlookedatoneanotherinconfusion.

	"I'veremovedoneofthecharmsIputontheDolls,"Crouchexplained. "Their lives are still linked to mine, but they aren't bound to me

	geographicallyanymore.Theycanleavetheestatewithoutmenow.They can go anywhere they want."

	 

	
AngelandChesterexchangedhopefullooks.TheotherDoll-Kitten-

	staredattheothertwogirlswithwide,panickedeyesandstartedtoretreat into the shadows.

	"You can disappear with all of them, or just take Daphne and go. I don't care.After what I've done for the Dark Lord, he'll give me so many Dolls I'll be drowning in them,” Crouch said. "All you need to do is capture MalfoyandtheMudbloodforme,andeverythingyou'vebeendreamingof

	forthelastfewyearswillbeyours.Shouldn'tbeanytroubleforamanwith your talents, but if I were you," Crouch's voice dropped to a quiet hiss, "I'dstart with the fucking Mudblood."

	WhenTheolookedatHermione,terrorwashedoverher.Shemightnot

	haveknownTheoanywherenearaswellassheknewMalfoy,butsheknew an enemy when she saw one.

	Shetookastrategicstepbackandgrippedherwandtightlybetweenher fingers, ready to retaliate, ready to attack if he did - when he did.

	ButwhenTheoturnedhiswandonHermione,Malfoysteppedinfrontof her, his broad frame completely shielding her from view.

	"Don't,”Malfoyhissed,shouldersrigidandvoicemoremenacingthan Hermione had ever heard it. "Don't you fucking dare."

	Outsideofthehouse,HermionecouldhearNarcissa'slowgrowl.The

	dragonsoundedlikeshewasstalkingthehouse.Shecouldprobablysense Malfoy's unease, and she'd started to circlethehouselikethepredator she was, her growls and huffs reminding the enemy inside that she was there, ready to protect, ready to attack if needed.

	ButCrouchdidn'tseemtofretatall."Don'ttellmeyou'regoingtolethim stand in your way, Theodore,” he taunted. "Hex him. Make him move."

	WhenDaphnestartedtostruggle,Theohesitated.Hestartedtolowerhis arm,butwhenCrouchjabbedhiswandintoDaphne'sinjuredhandagain and she started to scream, he took aim.

	 

	
"Tick tock,Theodore," Crouch called, his voice gleeful over the sound of Daphne'sscreams."Fourmoreminutesuntilthecavalrygethere,butone, maybetwountilIstartcuttingpartsofyourwifeoff.MaybeI'llstartwith her fingers.”

	FromthewayDaphne'sscreamsgrewlouder,Crouchcouldhavealready been cutting them off.

	"OrmaybeI'llstartbycrackingherribsandskinningherback." Theo winced. His top lip started to shake.

	"Everyone already thinks she was executed by the Blood Eagle," Crouch chuckled."Maybeit'sabouttimetheliebecamethetruth.Whatdoyousay,Mustang?"

	Hermione peeked around Malfoy's arm so she could get a better look at Theo.Hischestwasrisingandfallingheavilyandsomeofhisdarkcurls hung low and casting menacing shadows on his face.

	Daphne'swailsofagonyreachednewlevelsandTheochokedbackasob. He slowly twisted his wand. The end sparked with red magic -

	"Goformeallyouwant,mate,"Malfoywarned."Butthefuckingsecond you throw a curse at Granger, I'll break your arms."

	Hermione'sheartstartedtobeatwildlyinherchest.

	Malfoy wasn't even trying to talk Theo out of attacking him. Did Malfoy thinkthatitwasadonedeal?Didhebelievethathisbestfriendwouldturn on him just like that?

	Hermioneopenedhermouthtoask,butthewayTheowaslookingat Daphne answered that question for her.

	Yes,yeshewouldturnonthem.Hedidn'twanttodoit,hemighthavetried to go back and save them later, but he'd give Malfoy and Hermione over to Crouch if it meant saving Daphne's life, and judging from the look in his

	eyes,hewasn't goingtobestopped.

	 

	
"Idon'twanttodothis,mate,"Theosaid,andeventhoughhewasholding them at wand point, he sounded completely sincere. "But I don't have a

	choice."

	WhenTheo took a step to the left, Malfoy's free hand curled protectively aroundthesmallofHermione'swaist.Hepulledherbehindhimuntilshe was completely hidden behind him.

	WhenTheotookanothersteptotheleft,Malfoymatchedit.Butitwasn't

	untilredsparksstartedtodanceattheendofMalfoy'swand,thatHermione started to panic.

	Theyweregoingtodothis.Theyweregoingtofightoneanother.Right there. In Crouch's Manor.

	Hermionecouldn'tletithappen.IfMalfoyandTheoduelled,itwouldbea fucking bloodbath. They were both equally as dangerous as one another.

	Theowasknownforhismonstrousanticsonthebattlefield,butsowasMalfoy.

	Malfoy'sreputationwassavageandruthless,butsowasTheo's.

	NothingwouldstopTheofromsavingDaphne,andMalfoyhadalready proven how far he'd go to protect Hermione.

	No, if Theo and Malfoy duelled, one of them would end up dead. They'd alreadylostRomy,they'dalreadyalmostlostAstoria,losingsomeoneelse wasn't an option.

	Hermione'seyesdartedfromonecorneroftheroomtotheother.Therehad to be something she could do - but she could hardly hear her own thoughts over the sound of Daphne's screams.

	HermionesteppedoutfrombehindMalfoy,wandinherhand,readytogo for Crouch -

	"SECTURUMSEMPRA!"

	 

	
The curse hurtled towards her in an almost blinding scarlet light. Malfoy sharplyjerkedhiswandtotheleftandthecursecareenedintothewallnext to the front door.

	The curse was charged with unbelievable rage. Upon its impact with the wall,adeafeningcrackechoedthroughtheairbeforeathickwallofsmoke and debris soared through the room like a bomb had been detonated in thewalls.

	AsHermionelookedatthedevastatingmessthatthecursehadleftinthe wall, adrenaline spiked in her veins. If the curse had hit her, Merlin only knew what condition she'd have been left in.

	Theowasn'tholdingback.Hewastreatingthisduelasthoughhislife depended on it.

	Herbodysuddenlyfelthot,likesomeonehadreplacedherveinswithacid, but when she looked at Malfoy, she instantly went cold.

	Becauseshe'dneverseenhimlooksofuckingangry,anditfrightenedher.

	ThecurseMalfoyretaliatedwithonlyhadoneword,andashehissedit through gritted teeth, Hermione knew he meant every syllable of it."CRUCIO!"

	She'd never seen a duel quick like it. It was obvious that they used to train together.MalfoyknewthatTheosometimesthrewhisrightarmbackbefore he cast a slicing curse to give it more power, and Theo knew that Malfoy tended to throw Bombarda's one after the other to try and overwhelm his

	opponent.

	They'd probably taught each other most of the curses they were throwing at oneanother.Hermioneimaginedthatbackintheearlydaysofthewar,they probably used to run training drills similar to this together.She imagined thattheyusedtotreatitlikeagame,testlesspowerfulcursesoneachother, see who could trip the other up first, let them fall flat on their face and then laugh about it later like naughty school boys playing pranks.

	 

	
Buttherewerenolaughsnow.Thereweren'tanypranksorjokesanywhere. Now, they were trying to kill each other.

	Curseszippedfromoneendoftheroomtotheotheralmostquickerthan Hermione could register them.

	Crucio.

	Bombarda. Incarcerous.

	AnotherBombarda. Another Crucio.

	Sectrumsempra.AnotherCrucio.

	AnotherIncarcerous.

	Both Theo and Malfoy's magic was devastating. Bright colours of red and whitestreakedfromoneendoftheentrancehalltotheotherlikefireworks. Dustymirrorsthathungonthewallssmashed.Wallsexplodedwhencurses were deflected onto them. They picked up chests of drawers and bureaus with their magic and threw them at each other.

	Therewasso muchdarkmagicintheroom thattheair grewhotand

	repugnantwithit,soheavyitmadeAngelandChesterwretchsilentlyas they took cover from the onslaught.

	Crouch was playing Malfoy and Theo like fiddles. He'd put them against eachotherperfectly.Itdidn'tmatterhowmanytimesHermionescreamedor what she shouted to Malfoy to make him stop, he didn't seem to hear any of it, like all his other senses had been switched off except for his bloodlust.

	 

	
AndeverytimeoneofTheo'scursesmissed,Crouchwouldtakeitouton Daphne.He'dtwisthiswandfurtherintoherinjuredhand.He'dcrackher

	bonesorpullthealreadyexposedtendonsoutevenfurtheruntilTheocould see them and Daphne would scream even louder.

	HermionetriedtodisarmCrouch.TriedtojustgetDaphneawayfrom

	Crouchanywayshecould,buthewasabetterduellistthanHermionehad realised.EvenwithDaphneinhisarms,hemanagedtodeflecteverycurse

	shethrewathim.Itdidn'thelpthatHermionewasatadisadvantageherself. She couldn't use lethal hexes and she couldn't risk hitting Daphne.

	ThesecondsweretickingonandHermionedidn'tknowwhattodo.

	TherewereonlythreeminutesleftuntiltheotherDeathEatersgotthere. Then there were three and a half minutes.

	ThentwoandHermionewasstillnoclosertocomingupwithawaythey could all walk away from this.

	"I'MSORRY!"Theosneeredsecondsbeforesomethingintheroombehind Hermione cracked and exploded. "I DON'TWANTTO DO THIS!"

	"THENYOUSHOULDHAVEFUCKINGTHOUGHTABOUTTHAT

	BEFOREYOUTRIEDTOKILLGRANGER!"Malfoyroaredback."YOU KNOWWHATTHATCURSEDOES!YOUSAWWHATITDIDTOME AND YOU TRIED TO USE IT ON HER!"

	"WHATWOULDYOUDOIFITWASTHEOTHERWAYAROUND?!"

	sheheardTheoscreamassomethingelseexplodedandshesawsplintersof wood fly across the room. "YOU KILLED CORMAC WHEN HE HURTGRANGER!"

	Malfoyhissedsomethingunderhisbreath.Hermionedidn'thearwhatit was,butsheheardthesoundofshatteringglass.Awhistleassomething shot through the air and then Theo grunted in pain before he started

	shoutingagain.

	 

	
"YOUBUTCHERED HALFADOZEN DEATH EATERSAFTER

	THEY'D BARELYTOUCHED HER!" Theo ducked low to avoid a red curse Malfoy had thrown at him, then he straightened and threw a slicing curse. "ANDWHENYOUTHOUGHTYOUWERE GOINGTO HAVE TO KILLHERYOURSELF,YOU REFUSEDAND RATTED THE WHOLE FAMILYOUT!YOU EXPOSEDALLOF USAS THE SPIES BECAUSEYOUCOULDN'TBEWITHOUTHER!YOURISKEDTHE WHOLE FAMILY BECAUSE OF HER!”

	NomatterwhatTheothrewatMalfoy,nothingseemedtoconnect.Malfoy was too quick. Theo was too angry.And Crouch was starting to lose his

	patiencebecauseofit.

	CarefultomakesureTheocouldseewhathewasdoing,Crouchslidhis wand between the tendons in Daphne's hand and started to pull.

	HermionehadnoideahowDaphnewasstillstanding,nevermindstillable to scream as loud as she was.

	"I'VESEENWHATYOU'VEDONETOPROTECTGRANGER!I'VE SEEN THE BODIES YOU'VE LEFT IN THE STREET BECAUSE THOSEPEOPLEHADEVENTHOUGHTABOUTHURTINGHER!"

	Theo's curses started to come faster. He was getting desperate. He threw severalslicingcurses,oneaftertheother,eachmorepowerfulthanthelast, eachmorelethalashestartedtolosehisgriponhimself."I'VESEENTHE LENGTHSYOU'VE GONE TO JUST SOYOU WOULDN'T HAVE TO LOSE HER!”

	Malfoy waved his wand in a large circular motion and all ofTheo's attacks haltedmid-flight.Thebrightlightsstilled,turnedaround,andthenwhizzed back towards their original caster at a starling speed.

	"DON'TPRETENDYOUWOULDACTANYDIFFERENTLYTHANME RIGHT NOW IF ITWAS GRANGER'S LIFE ON THE LINE!" Theo's

	sounded slightly ... wet? Gurgled. Hermione looked out the corner of her eye to see he had a small amount of blood trickling from the right side of hismouthandnose."IFYOUTHOUGHTGRANGERWASDEADBUT

	 

	
YOUHADANOTHERCHANCETOSAVEHER,WOULDN'TYOURIP THE WORLDAPART TO GET HER BACK?!"

	Malfoy'sexpressionflickeredwithanger.Hepulledhisshoulderbackand then threw a powerful red curse.

	Theo managed to avoid most of the curse, but there were cuts scattered acrossthelowerhalfofhistorsolikesomeonehaddraggeddozensofpairs of scissors across his ribcage.The cuts were deep and if Malfoy carried on like that, Theo would bleed out before too long.

	Fuck.Fuck.Fuck.

	The curses they were throwing at each other were getting more and more lethal.Timewasclosinginonthem.TheDeathEaterswouldbethereany moment and Hermione didn't know what to do.

	CrouchwasusingDaphne'sscreamstomotivateTheo.Herwailsofagony were the siren song luring Theo to do Crouch's biding -

	Daphne'sscreams.CrouchwasusingDaphne'sscreamstomotivateTheo, and if he couldn't hear them anymore ...

	Movingoninstinct,HermioneraisedherwandtowardsDaphneandcastthe strongest Muffalito she could.

	TheabruptwayDaphne'sscreamscutoffstartledeveryoneintheroom.

	TheolookedatDaphneinablindpanic-hisinitialfearprobablythatshe was dead.

	Crouchdidthesamething,andthen,inperfectsyncwithoneanother- almost like they were sharing the same magic and the same wand - Hermione and Malfoy both cast an Expelliarmus.

	Malfoy's caught Theo in the centre of his chest and was strong enough to sweephimoffhisfeetandsendhimflyingintotheair.Thefallwasenough to knock him out cold.

	 

	
Hermione'scursemanagedtocatchCrouchontheshoulder.Itmadehim hiss in pain. He let go of Daphne and as she fell to the floor, Hermione

	conjuredthickropesthatwrappedaroundCrouch'sbodyandlegsuntilhe could no longer stand.

	When Crouch fell backwards and onto the floor with a loud thud, Daphne awkwardlycrawledacrosstheroomuntilshewashoveringoverTheo.She started to stroke his face and hair with her good hand, and Hermione

	removedtheMuffliatoshe'dcasttohearhersob.

	"Baby!?Babyareyoualright?!OhSalazar he'snot...he'snot..."

	"No, he's fine,” Hermione answered as she knelt beside Daphne. She kept hereyesdownandfumbledwiththepotionsinherbag.Shepulledouttwo Blood Replenishing potions and pulled the corks off with her teeth. "I

	promiseyou, he'sfine, butyou needto drinkthese.”

	Daphneignoredherentirely.Shekeptsobbingquietlyandrunninghergood hand over Theo, looking for a pulse.

	After everything Crouch had done to Daphne, it was no wonder she flinchedandjumpedwhenHermioneplacedahandonhershoulder.

	Hermioneheldherpalmuptoshowthatshemeantnoharm.Shewasjust trying to help, but they didn't have time to take things slow.

	"Daphneplease,theotherDeathEaterswillbehereanymoment,”

	Hermionepersisted,eyingthemessthatwasDaphne'shand."Ipromise, Theoisalive.MalfoyandIcangetyoubothoutofhere,butwecan'tdo that if you're struggling to stand."

	Daphne'sbrowcreased.ShelookeddownatTheoandpushedawaythehair that had fallen onto his face.

	"Drinktheseandletmehealyourhand,"Hermionesaidsoftly."Ifyoulet me help you, then we can both help him,” she added, nodding towardsTheo.

	 

	
Immediately,Daphnetookthepotion,drankit,andallowedHermioneto heal her.And while Daphne fussed over Theo's unconscious body - and HermionefussedoverDaphneanddidherbesttohealherhand-Malfoy

	stormedovertoCrouchandstampedhisbootrightdownonCrouch'sneck. "UNLOCK THE FUCKING DOORS!" Malfoy roared.

	WhenCrouchlaughedmanically,bloodspiltfromtheedgesofhismouth. "Already told you," he grinned, flashing his blood-covered, rotting gums. "If you want out, you're going to have to kill me."

	HermioneglancedatCrouch'swatch.Theyonlyhadsecondsbeforethe other Death Eaters would start to arrive.

	MalfoytwistedaroundslightlysothathewaslookingdownatCrouch's legs, and then cast a strong and extremely vicious slicing curse against Crouch's hips.

	ThesoundthatcameoutofCrouch'smouthwasinhuman.Hewailedlikea woundedanimal.Hetriedtositupandprotecthimself,butMalfoycrushed his boot harder into his windpipe and crushed him to the floor.

	Thick blood pooled on the floor around Crouch's hips. He was bleeding a lot.AlotmorethanwhatHermioneconsideredsafe-giventhathislifewas linkedtothegirls'.BeforeshecouldremindMalfoyofthat,hecastacharm to slow the bleeding to a slow trickle.

	ButjudgingfromthewayCrouchcontinuedtoscream,itdidnothingto dull the pain he was in.

	ThatthoughtalonemadeHermionesmilealittleinside.Hedeservedso much worse.

	"That's one of your balls gone mate,” Malfoy hissed. "Next slicing curse takesyourcockoff."HiswandsparkedwithmagicasheaimedatCrouch's pelvis. "NOW TAKE THE FUCKING CHARMS OFF THE DOOR!”

	 

	
Even though he was on the very edge of consciousness, Malfoy's threat seemedtoreachCrouch.Ittookagreatdealofeffort,hemanagedtowave his wand and remove the locking charms he'd put on his manor.

	ButMalfoywasn't donewithhim.

	He pushed his boot harder into Crouch's neck and he didn't stop until an audiblecrunchingsoundechoedthroughtheroom."Nowunlinkyourlife from Daphne's."

	CrouchchokedunderMalfoy'sboot.Hiseyesstartedtobulge,andhisface began to turn red.

	"Iwon'taskagain!"Malfoypresseddownharder.Thesparksattheendof his wand grew brighter. "Removewhatever fucking spell you used to link your life from Daphne's!"

	"I-I-"Crouchchoked.

	“Whatwasthat,Crouch?!Can’thearyou!Tryagain!”

	Ittookafewmoretries,butCrouchmanagedtosplutteroutonewordthat was audible enough to understand. "Can't!"

	Malfoy lifted his boot and grabbed Crouch by the collar. He dragged the manupuntiltheywerenosetonoseandCrouch'stoesweredanglinglimply in the air. "What do you mean 'can't'?!"

	"C-can'tbe...removed...onceputinplace...alltheirlives...linkedtomine."

	HermioneheardNarcissaroarloudlyfromoutside.Sheglanceddownat Crouch's pocket watch.

	Theywereoutoftime.

	"Draco,weneedtogo!"Hermioneshouted."We'lljusthavetotakehim with us!"

	 

	
Daphnewasonherfeetinaninstant."Absolutelynot!"

	"We'll make sure he's securely bound and locked away," Hermione said softly,tryingtoeasethepanicthatwasetchedalloverDaphne'sface."He won't be able to hurt you again, but if it's true and his life really can't be

	unlinkedtoyours,wecan'tleavehimhere.Ifhe'satthesafehousewithus, we can keep an eye on him and make sure he stays alive."

	Narcissaroaredagain.Theyheardseveralloudpoppingsoundscoming from outside.

	TheDeathEaterswerestartingtoarrive.

	"Iwanthimchainedup,"Daphneansweredquickly,voicesternandeyes turning cold. "And locked away somewhere secure."

	"Absolutely,” Hermione agreed. "Andhe'stobeheavilysedated." "I agree."

	MorecracksofApparationcouldbeheardoutside. "And under constant guard."

	"Yes!"Hermionenoddedfranticly."Yes,ofcourse.Hewon'tbeabletoget anywhere near you, I promise!"

	Therewasanalmostdeafeninggrowloutside,thenthewindowsstartedto lightupwithfire.SeveralDeathEaterscouldbeheardscreamingoverthe flames. Narcissa must have been on the attack.

	HermionelookedatChesterandAngel."Areeitherofyouwitches?" Both girls shook their heads.

	"Howmanymoregirlsarethereupstairs?"

	 

	
"None," Daphne answered. "Only the four of us were left tonight. Crouch lentalltheothersouttotheremainingBlackMasks.Heusedthemasparty favours to ensure they'd come when he called them."

	"Where'sthegirlwiththebrown-"

	WhenDaphnenoddedtothehallway,Hermionefollowedhergaze.Kitten was on the floor, lying on her back with her eyes wide open and her torso about five feet away from her.

	She'dbeenhitwithoneofthecurseseitherMalfoyorTheohaddeflected.

	HermionesighedandturnedbacktoDaphne.Shereachedintoherrobes and pulled out another wand. Astoria's wand.

	Daphne's expression softened as Hermione handed her the slender wooden tool.Hereyeslingeredbrieflyontheeleganthandlethatwasmadeentirely of Rose Quartz crystal, something that so obviously belonged to her sister.

	"Areyou going tobeok?" Hermioneasked.

	Inthetimethegirlshadbeenplotting,MalfoyhadknockedCrouchout, levitated his unconscious body into the air, and charmed it so that it

	followedhimwhenhewalked.

	Daphnedidn'tlookentirelyconfident,butshenoddedandgrippedthewand tightly. "What's the plan? There are probably too many for us to fight offnow."

	"If we move now, we should have a chance," Malfoy said. "The Death EaterscanonlyApparateontotheveryedgeofthepropertylinebecauseof theAnti-Apparation wards Crouch set up, so it means we need to make it through the grounds and past that point to escape."

	DaphnenoddedandwatchedasHermionedidasimilarthingtoTheo, casting a charm to levitate his body and make sure it followed her.

	"Narcissa is waiting for us outside and she can disintegrate most of the DeathEatersthatarealreadythere.Wecanpickoffothersaswemakeour

	 

	
way through the grounds," Malfoy continued. "Once we make it past the Anti-Apparationwards,grabeithermyselforGranger,andwecanApparate everyone to the safe house."

	"Andthenwejustleavethedragonheretofendforherself?"Daphneasked. Hermione looked at Malfoy. "I can cast another Disillusion charm on her?"

	HenoddedcurtlyandtoldAngelandChestertobereadytomakearunforit.

	DaphnemadeafacethatlookedthespittingimageofAstoria'swhenshe disapproved of something. "Would aDisillusion charm work on Cissa?"

	"It'showwewereabletosneak intoCrouch'sestateinthefirstplace,"

	Hermioneanswered."Givenhersize,theyonlylastthreeminutesorso,but it's long enough for her to lose herself in the clouds and escape."

	Therereallywasn'tanythingelselefttosayafterthat.Notenderembraces or reunions or kind words. They simply didn't have the time.

	Hermioneflickedherwandtowardsthefrontdoors,theyswungopen,and the group broke out into a sprint.

	TheysawNarcissaassoonastheywereoutofthehouse.Shewasmaybe

	fiftyfeetaway,borderingontheedgeoftheAnti-Apparationwardwithher jaws wide open and a fountain of molten fire exploding from her mouth.

	TheDeathEatersthatsurroundedherdidn'tstandachance.

	Theircursesbouncedoffherthickblackscalesandwingsliketheywere nothing, and if they weren't set ablaze by her fiery breath, then she tore them to pieces with her teeth and claws.

	MoreandmoreDeathEatersarrivedattheborder,butwithVoldemort's armies whittled down to the bare bones, they were just Black Masks,

	inexperiencedandscared.

	HermioneandMalfoywereabletopickthemoffquickly.

	 

	
AngelandChesterstruggledastheyranacrossthegroundsbutthey managed to keep up. Just about.

	Whentheywereabouttwentyfeetawayfromtheborder,dozensmore

	Black MasksApparated on the field. Narcissa roared when they started to formacirclearoundher,buttheyshouldhaveknownbetterthantotryand ambush a dragon.As they started to close in, Narcissa reared on her back legs and stretched her wings, and when they started to attack, she opened

	hermouthand awallof blazingfirewasborn.

	TheDeathEatersthatwerestandinginfrontofherdiedinstantly.Narcissa twisted her head from side to side like a snake to capture as many Death Eaters in the fire as she could.And any survivors, she ate.

	Daphnemanagedtopickoffoneortwo,butshehadn'tusedmagicinyears so understandably most of her attacks missed.

	TherewereonlytenDeathEatersleftwhentheyreachedtheendofthe

	Anti-Apparationwards.Onceeveryonewassafeacrossit,Hermionewaved herwandandNarcissadisappeared,asinstantlyasifsomeonehadthrowna huge invisibility cloak over her.

	Theycouldn'tseethedragonandtheycouldn'thearherenormouswings

	crackagainsttheairasshetookflight.Iftheairdidn'treekofburningflesh and there weren't flaming corpses scattered up and down the grounds,

	Hermionewouldn'thavebelievedthattherehadbeenadragonthereatall.

	HermionemadesureTheo'ssleepingformwasstillbehindher,andthenshe grabbed Daphne andAngel, thought of the farmhouse, andApparated. She closed her eyes as the ground vanished from beneath her boots and the air

	feltlikeithadbeen suckedoutofherlungs.

	Thefirstthingshedidwhenshelandedontheothersidewasdoaheadcount.

	Angel.Daphne.Theo-butnoMalfoy.NoChester.NoCrouch.

	 

	
"Comeon,”shewhisperedunderherbreath,staringattheemptypatchof

	grassbesideher,waitingforthecrack,thatwonderfulsoundthatmeantshe wasn't alone, that Malfoy hadn't gotten lost behind her.

	Butthesecondstickedonandshedidn'thearit. This couldn't be happening.

	Notagain

	"Comeon,Malfoy,”sherepeated."Comeon.Makeitthrough.Makeit through. Please, please make -"

	Crack.

	Shewasinhisarmsinaninstant,hadnorecollectionofifshereachedfor him first or if he dragged her there. It didn't matter.All that mattered was

	thathisstrongarmswerewrappedprotectivelyaroundher.Allthatmattered was that he was there. That she hadn't left him behind.

	Ittook everythingin her tonot justsob withrelief.

	Daphne,AngelandChestermusthavefeltthesamebecausewhenMalfoy and Hermione broke apart, she saw the three girls locked in a similar

	embrace. Their three heads all pressed together.Atangle of limps and embracesandtearsinwhatmusthavebeenasharedandunimaginablejoy as they contemplated their freedom.

	Thistimeeveryonehadmadeitthrough.Thistimeeveryonewassafe,and Hermione could breathe a little easier because of it.

	WithbothTheoandCrouchstillunconscious,Malfoycarefullylevitated their bodies behind him as he led everyone towards the farmhouse.

	Hermionesteppedinfrontofhimsoshecouldopenthekitchendoor,and she held it wide open so Malfoy could levitate their newest houseguest inside with ease.

	"You'reback."

	 

	
Thekitchenwasstillverydarkgiventheearlyhours,buttherewereenough candles for Hermione to see Blaise standing over the ancient kitchen table, preparing what looked like two mugs of tea.

	Blaise's eyes were a little glassy and his voice a little monotone and slow - Quinzel had probably shoved every pain potion they had in stock down his throat.Helookedalittlewobbly,buthewasalotbetterthanhehadthelast time Hermione had seen him.

	Hissilk,blackshirtwasopenjustenoughtoseethesurgicalbandageson his shoulder where the Sectrumsempra curse had hit him.And although

	Quinzelhadundoubtedlydoneasuperbjobwithherhealing,theleftsideof Blaise's face was almost unrecognisable.

	Thereweredeep,pinkishscarsthatlookedlikehairlinefracturesinhisskin.

	Theystretchedupfromhiscollarbone,theleftsideofhislips,his

	cheekbone,throughhiseyebrow,rightthroughhishairlineandtothetopof his skull. Luckily, the curse had missed his eye, but the damage was still

	there.Thescarswerepermanentandirreversible.JustlikeMalfoy'swere.

	Blaisestaredastheyallenteredthesafehouseonebyone.Helooked

	understandablyangrywhenhesawCrouch,helookedshockedwhenhe saw Theo and confused when he sawAngel and Chester.

	"Whatintheworld-"Blaisestartedtoscold,butwhenDaphnesteppedinto the kitchen, he was lost for words.

	"Evenin'Zabini,"Daphnesmiled.

	Blaise'sbrowsfurrowedandheopenedhismouth,butnosoundcameout.

	Afterafewseconds,heswallowedandreleasedaveryslow,veryshakybreath.

	"What'sthematter?"Daphneasked,asmileinhervoice."Youlooklike you've seen a ghost."

	Hermionealmostchuckled.MalfoyhadtoldheroncebeforethatDaphne had the same dry - and sometimes cruel - sense of humour as Theo.

	 

	
Blaiseblinkedandhiseyeslookedwet-

	Whenafemininevoicestirredfromupstairs,andDaphne'sfacelitup.

	"Blaise?!"calledAstoria.Shesoundedverygroggyandquiet,likeshe'djust woken up herself. "Where ... where is he-"

	"Youneedtogetbackinbed,”cameQuinzel'ssternvoicefromabovetheir heads. "You need to rest-"

	"WHEREISBLAISE?!"

	"He is alright, Miss," Quinzel shushed, obviously trying to calmAstoria down."Hewokeupalittlewhilesagoandsaidheiswantingtomakeacup of tea-"

	"TEA?!HE'SMAKINGTEA?!HEWASALMOSTKILLED!ROMY WAS WHY IS HE MAKING TEA?!"

	EventhoughAstoria'svoicewashighandfrantic,uponhearingit,Daphne's grin stretched so wide dimples appeared on her face.

	Quinzelsighedloudly,obviouslylosingherpatience."Becausehesaidheis going crazy if he is staying in bed whilst others is fighting and he is not. He said he needed to distract his mind and making himself and Quinzel tea

	would-"

	"Darling,"Blaisecalledinashakyvoice,eyesblownwideandlockedon Daphne. "I think you should come to the kitchen."

	"NO!"Quinzelshouted."MISSISNOTSUPPOSEDTOBEOUTOF BED! MISS IS SUPPOSED TO BE RESTING! BOTH OFYOUS IS SUPPOSED TO BE RESTING!"

	Astoriadidn'tlisten.

	Everyonelookedattheceilingastheyheardherquicklypadherwayoutof the room above the kitchen. She hurried down the stairs, and when she

	 

	
reachedthebottomstepandsawDaphne,shelookedlikeshewasgoingtofaint.

	Quinzel hurried down the stairs after her. She let out a loud squeak and droppedthepotioninherhandwhenshesawDaphne.Bothofherlittle hands flew to her mouth.

	"Isit..."Astoriastartedtoask,havingtoplaceahandonthewallfor support. "Is it really you?"

	Daphnesmiledandnodded.Tearsgatheredinhereyes."Yes."

	"Idon't...Idon'tunderstand,"Astoriawhispered."Idon't...howareyou... howdid..."ShelookedatDaphneindisbeliefandshookherhead.Hereyes swept to the side, but when she noticed Chester andAngel, the disbelief in her eyes turned to understanding, and when she looked at Daphne,

	understandingturnedtoheartbreak.

	JustasAstoriastartedtobreakdown,Daphnecrossedtheroomand

	scoopedherupinherarms.WhileAstoriasobbedandsobbedinherarms, Daphne looked at Draco with tears in her eyes.

	"Thankyou,"Daphnesaid,smilingathim fromoverthetopofAstoria's

	head."Youdidit.Youkeptyourpromisetome.Youkeptourfamilysafe." Malfoy looked at the floor. "Not everyone."

	Daphne'sbrowfurrowedandshelookedaroundtheroom,visiblydoinga head count. "Where's Romy?"

	"Hediedyesterday,"Blaiseanswered."WhentheDeathEatersattackedthe manor, Romy andTheo stayed behind to fight them off so Hermione could save Astoria. He didn't make it out."

	Daphne closed her eyes and fresh tears slipped down her face. "I always said he was brave, didn't I? That silly, sweet, potato-loving elf." She held ontoherAstoriatighterandkissedthetopofherhead."We'llgivehimthe best funeral an elf ever had."

	 

	
Malfoynoddedbuthedidn'tmove,stayedwithhisbackagainstthewall. Hermione swore she saw his eyes glisten over slightly as he watched the Greengrass sisters, finally reunited, crying and hugging each other as though they'd never been apart.

	Afterafewmoments,thesistersbrokeapartandDaphnereachedforBlaise.

	HermionehadonlyeverseenBlaiseonthecuspoftearsonce.She'dseen his eyes glisten over when she'd savedAstoria, but when Daphne pulled him into a tight hug and kissed his cheek, Blaise started to sob quietly.

	Hermione started to feel tears sting her own eyes for the second time that evening.Shewasn'tsad,farfromit.Shesawdeathandgriefdaily,shewas so used to it that it was almost normal, but this, to see happiness, to see a

	familyfilledwithsomuchlovefinallyreunited,itwasjustsofuckingrare that she couldn't help but feel overwhelmed by it.

	Shewasdoingagoodjobofholdingbackhertears,untilDaphneletBlaise go and grabbed Malfoy.

	Daphne pried him off the wall and wrapped her arms around his neck. She kissed his cheek just likeshehad Blaise's, and shewhispered something in hisear.Malfoyhuggedherjustastightlyandwhisperedsomethingbackto her, and when they pulled apart, Hermione couldn't hold back her tears.

	BothDracoandDaphneweregrinninglikeidiots.TearssliddownDaphne's faceeventhoughshewaslaughingsoftly.Malfoylookedlikehewasonthe verge of tears, but he looked happier than Hermione had ever seen him.

	He'dgottenhissisterback,andthehappinessitstirredinhim…Hermione struggledtofindwordsforit,couldn’tthinkofawaytodescribethewayit made her heart swell to see him smile like that.

	WhenDaphnefinallyletMalfoygo,sheturnedbacktoAstoria.Theyreally were the mirror image of each other. Same sweet smiles as they looked at each other. Same tears on their faces. Same brown eyes filled with nothing but love.

	 

	
"Youlooksobeautiful,"Daphnesaid,cuppingAstoria'sfacesoshecould look at her properly. She beamed, practically glowed with pride as she

	lookedathersister,takinginallthewayshe'dchangedsincethelasttime she saw her, but then -

	AdeepfrownformedbetweenDaphne'sbrowsasshecaughtapieceof Astoria's blonde hair between her fingers.

	"Whatisit?"Astoriafretted.

	"Nothing."Daphneshookherhead."Itcanwait.What'simportantright now is that you're safe and we're back together."

	"No,whatisit?Tellme."

	"It'sjust...What thefuckdid youdotoyour hair?"Daphneasked,words

	drippingequallyinbothsarcasmandlove,inawayonlyasisterscouldbe. Astoria's smile remained, even when she started to sob again.

	"Whyareyoucrying?Itsuitsyou."DaphnelaughedasshepulledAstoria

	backintoherarms."Buttellmeyouatleasthadafuneralformebeforeyou stole my hairstyle?"

	 

	
Theirs

	 

	2ndApril

	 

	 

	WhenHermionewoke,thefirstthingshesawwasaheadofsilvery-whitehair.

	Malfoywasontheoppositesideofthelivingroom,fastasleepontheother sofa with a few stray hairs falling onto his face. He was shirtless and had a thick woollen blanket draped across his stomach and legs. His robes and

	bootswereonthefloornexttothesofaandhiswand-itwasstillinhishand.

	He looked so peaceful, and just for a moment, Hermione decided to watch him. Decided to bury her nose in the blanket she was lying under, listen to thecracklingfirenexttoherandjustlookathim.Takeinallthethingsthat she never really had time to.

	She'dneveranyonelooksocompletelydifferentwhentheyweresleeping from what they did when they were awake. It was like he was a different

	person.Ayounger,lessangryversionofhimself.Sleeptookyearsoffhim. Ittookthewaroffhim.Helookedfree.Peaceful,andshecouldn'thelpbut be a little mesmerised by it.

	Shewatchedhimsleepforalongtime.Watchedthegentleriseandfallof his chest as he slept and the way it made the Sectrumsempra scars on his neck and chest glisten in the light of the fire.

	Everysooftenhisbroworlipwouldtwitch,reactingtowhateverhewas

	dreamingabout,andHermionewouldsmileandwonderwhathewasdoing in his dreams.

	Intruth,sheshouldprobablyhavebeenasleepherself.Despitebeingout

	coldforoversixteenhours,hereyesandbodystillbeggedformoresleep.It probably shouldn't have been surprising really. It felt like she'd been to hell

	 

	
andbackinthelasttwodays.Somuchhadhappenedinsuchashortspace of time. She struggled to recount it all.

	Inlessthanforty-eighthours,she'dfoughtonVoldemort'ssideofthewar, she'd almost been eaten byAcromantula's, stole another Horcrux and

	handeditovertoGinny,almostbeenexecuted,beenchasedoutofMalfoy Manor, helped rescue Theo and bring Daphne back home. There was no

	fuckingwonderherbodyfeltlikeit'dbeentrampledoverbyaherdofangrycentaurs.

	Justtwodaysago,MalfoyhadbeenVoldemort'sfavouriteDemonMask, and now he wanted him dead. Maybe even more than he wanted Harry

	dead.

	Voldemort knew Malfoy, Theo, Blaise andAstoria were the spies. Even though Hermione knew it was true, it still didn't feel real. In all the chaos that'densued,shehadn'treallyhadtimetoprocessitorwhatitmeant,for their little group or for the Order.

	Yes, The Order had lost their spies, but they'd gotten another Horcrux. Harryhadprobablydestroyeditbynow,whichmeantthattherewasonly one more left. The snake. Nagini. That was it. Once she was dead

	Voldemortwouldbevulnerableandthiswouldallbeover.

	AllthesneakingaroundHermioneandMalfoyhaddone,allthe

	informationAstoriahadextractedfromtheDeathEaters,alltheevidence Theo and Blaise had planted, it hadn't been for nothing.

	Theyweresoclosetovictory.Voldemortwassoweaknow.Itwouldonly be a matter of time.

	Thegroupprobablyshouldhavediscussedthenextphaseoftheirplanthe night before, but by the time they got back to the safe house they were

	runningonnothingbut adrenaline.BringingDaphnebackhomebroughta

	freshwaveofenergyintothehouse,everyonewassohappyandbuzzedthe air felt electric, but it couldn't sustain them for long, and eventually,

	everyonehadbeenforcedtoretireforthenight.

	 

	
AfterHermioneandMalfoyhaddraggedCrouchintothebasement-and placed half a dozen strong wards to keep him there - exhaustion won out and a weird, musical chairs-like game began in regards to sleeping

	arrangements.

	TheylaidTheodowntorestinwhathe'dalreadydeclaredashisbedroom.

	Quinzeltookvisualintherockingchairinthecorner.Theelfreassured

	everyonethatTheojustneededrest,butshewantedtobeclose,justincase he needed anything.

	AngelandChestershoweredandsleptinMalfoy'sroom.

	AstoriaandDaphnespent thenightin herandBlaise'sbedroom.

	BlaiseelectedhimselftotakethefirstguardwatchingCrouch,insistingthat

	-despitehisinjuries-hewasthebestpersonforthejobashehadbeen 'resting all day while everyone else had been useful.'

	Hermione had opted for the ancient sofa in the living room. She told the othersitwasbecauseshewantedtobenexttothebasementdoorincase

	Crouchgotthroughherwards,butsecretlyshejustwantedtobenexttothe fireplace. Wanted to watch the fire crackle and pop because she knew it

	wouldsendherrightofftosleep.

	Whenshe'dgottensettledonthesofaandwrappedherselfupinathick blanket, Malfoy had nodded goodnight to her and disappeared into the

	basementwithBlaise.Hermionehadnoideawhattimehe'dfinallycome back upstairs and gone to sleep.

	Shewouldn'tadmititoutloud,butwhenshe'dwokenupandseenhimona different sofa to her, she was a little surprised.And a little hurt.

	When she'd closed her eyes, she hadn't really expected it to be goodnight. She'd expected to drift off alone, but then feel her blanket lift some hours later.She'dexpectedtofeelthesofadipbehindherandfeelhimslipunder theblanket.She'dexpectedtofeelhisarmssnakearoundherwaistandhis lips on her neck, and then she'd expected him to fuck her.

	 

	
Andshe'dbeenpreparedtohidehersmileandlethim.

	Wakingupwithouthimnowfelt...odd.Thesofafeltempty.Theairaround her waist suddenly felt naked and exposed, lacking his weight, the

	protectivenessthatshefeltwhenhisarmswerearoundher.

	Shethoughtaboutjustgoingtohimherself.Thoughtaboutslippingoffher sofa, walking over to his and just lifting his blanket and slipping in beside him. She would probably fit. There was a little room for her ...

	Buthelookedsopeacefulandshejustdidn'thavethehearttowakehim yet. He needed the rest, and with the horrible task they all needed to do today, he needed as much of it as possible.

	So,movingveryquietly,Hermionegotoffthesofa,grabbedthelittleduffle bag of belongings that she'd brought to the safehouse weeks ago, and

	tiptoedto thebathroom.

	Shewashedasquicklyandsilentlyasshecould,lettingmagicdomostof the hard work for her - because only fucking magic could tackle the

	absolute jungle that was her wild mess of curls. Once she'd changed into a pairofblackjeans,ablackvest,andacoffee-colouredcardigan,sheexited the bathroom and made her way to the kitchen.

	Shequietlysearchedthecupboardsforthemugs,andonceshe'ddiscovered whereQuinzelhadhiddenthem,shegrabbedtheredoneandstartedtolook for the kettle.

	Itwasanancientkitchenappliance,thesametypethatherGrandmaand Grandad used to have that needed to be boiled over a fire. She started

	runningthroughwarmingcharmsinher head,butwhenshetouchedthe

	thin iron handle, she found that it was hot. Not piping hot. It didn't hurt her totouchit,butitwaswarm.Warmenoughtomeanthatsomeonemusthave used it recently.

	Hermioneletgoof thehandleand lookedtowardsthebottomofthestairs.

	Everyoneelse'sbedroomswereonthesecondfloor.She'dbeenupfora

	whileandshewassureshe'dhaveheardsomeonecomedownthestairsand

	 

	
makethemselvesabrew,butthenagain,she'dbeendeadtotheworldnotan hour ago and almost everyone in the house could use magic. Whoever it was could have easily cast a silencing charm on their feet or staircase to

	avoidwakingherandMalfoy.

	Shesupposedsheshouldjustbethankfultherewasstillenoughwaterleftin it for her to use. She shook her head as she prepared herself a tea, and after peekingherheadintothelivingroomagainandseeingthatMalfoywasstill soundly asleep, she padded her way to the front door.

	Forasplitsecond, Hermionethoughtit wasAstoriasittingon theyellow

	picnicblanket.Shehadthesametinywaistandslenderarms.Samedainty, bony fingers. Same beautifully styled blonde hair.

	TheGlamourcharmsonherfacewerealmostidenticaltoAstoria's.Sowere the huge chandelier earrings and the black tea-cut dress she was wearing.

	EventhewayshewassittingremindedHermioneofAstoria,backstraight, shoulders square and head held high, perfect posture, the picture of

	elegance.

	Shehadacupofcoffeeinherrighthand,anditwasthesnaketattoothat was etched there that gave her away.

	When Daphne turned around and saw Hermione hovering in the doorway, shesmiledsweetly,dimplesandall.ShelookedmuchmoreliketheDaphne in Draco's memories.

	"HelloHermione."ThepotionsQuinzelhadgivenherforhervoicethe

	nightbeforehadworkedwonders.Thegruffnesswasgone.Hervoicewas soft and gentle again. Almost dove-like.

	"Hello,"Hermionegreeted,suddenlyalittleuncomfortable.Shedidn'twant tointrudeonDaphne'speace."I'msorry.Ididn'trealiseyouwereouthere.I can go back inside and -"

	"Don't be daft," Daphne said softly. "It's a lovely morning. Come and sit withme,"sheadded,gesturingwithherfreehandtothespacebesideher.

	 

	
Hermionesmiledbackand wasabouttosit onthegrass-

	"Idon'thaveBlackCatFlu,"Daphnesaid,watchingHermioneclosely. "You can sit on the blanket with me."

	Hermionenoddedandacceptedherinvitation.Shesatontheveryedge, giving Daphne as much space as she could manage.

	TheblondestudiedHermionefromoverthetopofhercupasshetookasip ofhercoffee."Youcanrelax.I'mnotgoingtocrumbleintoamillionpieces if your leg accidentally brushes against mine."

	"Iunderstand.It'sjust...whenwewereatCrouch'smanorandIgrabbed your shoulder-"

	"That'sbecauseIthoughtyouwerehim,that'sall,”Daphnecutheroff,her voicesomehowmanagingtokeepthedove-likeweightlessnessdespitethe authority it carried. "I wouldn't have reacted that way if I'd known it wasyou."

	"Iknow.Iwouldn'tblameyouifyoudidthough,aftereverythingyou've been through."

	Daphne'sbrowstwitchedandshelookedbacktowardsthefield. "If you want to talk about it - "

	"Idon't."

	Hermione dropped the subject Immediately. If Daphne didn't want to talk about what'd happened to her, then that was her choice to make. So instead ofpressingherfurther,Hermionefollowedherleadandlookedoutontothe fields with her.

	The sun was starting to set over the hills and a gentle breeze was sweeping infromtheWest,makingthefieldsofcornandgrainthathidthefarmhouse ebb and sway gently, almost made it look like they were dancing. To the

	left,Hermionecould seethetipof Narcissa'ssnout pokingout ofthebunker

	 

	
shewassleepingin,hernostrilsflaringandrelaxingeveryfewsecondsas she snored quietly.

	"Quinzelsaysthere'sasoilpatchovertherethat'sperfectforplanting

	potatoes,”Daphnesaid afteralong time,pointing tothefield ontheright.

	Hermionecouldn'tforceherselftosmile."Thenthat'swhereweshould bury him."

	Neither of them said his name. They didn't need to. They both knew they were talking about Romy.Today was going to be his funeral, and as much aseveryonewasthrilledtohaveDaphnebackandsafeandalive,everyone felt the sadness that hung over the farmhouse because of his absence.

	Thesafehouse...itdidn't feellikeahomewithouthim.

	Theyfellintosilenceagainafterthat.Itwasquietoutside.Serene.

	Hermionecouldevenhearthegentlerustleofthewheatinthefieldasthey danced against each other in the wind.

	Itwasapeacefullittleoasis.ShewonderedifMalfoyhadrealisedthat when he'd picked it as the safehouse ...

	Alittlewhilelater,Narcissahalf-yawned,half-growledandrosefromthe bunker. She shook the sleep off her scales and stretched her wings, and

	whenherredeyescaughtthetwowitchessittingtogether,shemadealittle chirping nose and started to approach them.

	Daphnebackedawayveryquickly,shufflingbackandbackuntilshewas almost in the kitchen.

	Itwasprobablyforthebest.Narcissadidn'tseemtolikeanyone,and remembering the way she'd snapped at Daphne when she was just a hatchling,itwasprobablybestiftheblondegaveherplentyofroom.

	WhenshewasinfrontofHermione,Narcissasettleddownontheground and nudged Hermione's leg with the tip of her snout.

	 

	
"Andhellotoyoutoo,”Hermionemurmuredassheraisedherhandandran it over the dragon's warm scales.

	Narcissastartedtopurrloudly.

	Knowingthedragon,Hermionecouldseethatshewastryingtobeasgentle as she could.The problem was that she didn't really have any knowledge of herstrength-orhersize-sowhenshenestledhersnoutagainstHermione's chest in what was clearly supposed to be an affectionate way, she ended up almost knocking her over.

	"Gently,Cissa.Gently,”Hermionechuckled,lightlypushingthedragon back so she could comfortably scratch the scales underneath her chin. "There we go. That's better, isn't it?"

	IfNarcissa'spurrsweren'tconfirmationenough,thenthewaysheraisedher chin even more so Hermione couldreallyget underneath her scales did.

	Slowly-butstillmakingsureshestayedwellclearofCissa,andherteeth- Daphneshuffledbacktoheroriginalplace."I'veneverseenherbelikethat with anyone except Draco."

	Hermione felt herself smile. She was secretly proud of that fact.Yes, she wasproudbecause-accordingtoMalfoy-ScandanavianFirehorn'swere drawn to strength in people, they were drawn to warriors, and so by his

	definition,thatmeantthat Hermionewasstrong,but itwasmorethanthat.

	ShelikedthattherewassomethingelseconnectingherandMalfoyother than his blood or their matched skills at killing, something only shared

	betweenthetwoofthemthatwasn'trelatedtothewar.Somethingthatwas just theirs and theirs alone.

	Shewouldn't admitit, butshewas.

	TherewasabeatofsilencebeforeDaphnescoffedlightlyandsaid,"So Astoria wasn't exaggerating then."

	 

	
Whenthebackdoorcreakedopen,Malfoysteppedthroughit.Hehad

	lookedalittledazedandsleepyatfirst,buthesmiledalittlewhenhesaw the three of them together. "Evening, ladies," he greeted huskily.

	"Blondie.”Daphnesmiled.

	Malfoy stroked the top of Narcissa's head before he leaned against the wall andpulledoutapacketofcigarettes.Heputoneinhismouth,andoncehe'd lit it with the tip of his wand, he took it out, flipped it over, and held it outto Hermione.

	Hebrushedtheendofthebudagainstherclosedlips,andthewayhewas lookingather,thatlazy,half-asleepsmile,itmadeherwanttoclenchher thighs together.

	Hermionedidn'tsayaword.Shestaredupathimandopenedhermouth. His eyes lingered on hers as he slipped the cigarette between her lips -

	WhenDaphnesuddenlyclearedherthroat,Hermionefeltasthoughshewas back in Hogwarts. Felt that gut-wrenching, stomach dropping sort of

	embarrassmentthatsheonlyeverfeltwhenshewascaughtdoing something she shouldn't have been.

	Her head snapped back forward to look at Narcissa and she felt a horrible burnflushherneckandface.ShetookadeepdragofthecigaretteMalfoy had given her. And then another.

	Shecouldn'tevenlookathimwhenshepasseditbacktohim.

	Malfoydidn'tseemtomind.Hejustchuckledquietlyinthebackofhis throat and shook his head.

	"IthinkImightknowawaytotakethewardsoffAngelandChester'svoice boxes without Crouch," Hermione said, needing to do something to fill the silence before it swallowed her. "It might take me a day or two to sort through it, but I think I can do it."

	 

	
Malfoy rolled his eyes, but his lazy smile remained. "Of course you have." Heclosedhiseyesandtookhisfirstdragofthecigarette,hisfacecaughtin that bliss Hermione always felt when the first wave of nicotine slipped down her throat, but when he opened his eyes, his brow's creased.

	"Whatisit?"Hermioneasked.

	WhenMalfoydidn'tanswerher,HermionelookedatDaphne.Shedidn'tsay anything either, but she looked at Hermione briefly with the same hard,

	bewilderedexpressionandthenlookedoverHermione'sheadandstaredatMalfoy.

	Hermione'sheartstartedbeatingfasterasshelookedbetweenthetwoof them. "What is it?!"

	"Hermione,"Daphnesaidsoftly."Areyoufeelingalright?"

	"Yes,I'mfine.What'sgoingon?Whataren'tyoutellingme?"

	Malfoy slowly sank down and knelt in front of her. His cold expression morphedintooneofconcernashecuppedherchininhishandandswiped his thumb very gently over her top lip and the skin above it.

	WhenMalfoypulledhishandawayandshowedittoher,therewasblood on his thumb.

	HermionefrownedandwipedthesameareaMalfoyhadwithherhand,and sure enough, when she examined her own fingers, they were the same as Malfoy's - smeared with her blood.

	How strange. She hadn't even realised that her nose was bleeding. She felt fine.Alittlecold.Couldhavedonewithafewmorehoursofsleep,butshe didn't feel hurt, and she certainly couldn't understand why she'd had anosebleed.

	"Ifeelfine,"Hermioneblurted out."Don'tlookat melikethat.I'mfine."

	The back door creaked open for a second time, and it wasAstoria that pokedherheadthroughthegap."Thethreeofyouneedtostartgetting

	 

	
ready.Weweregoingtogetstartedsoon."

	AfteralingeringlookatHermione,MalfoyfollowedAstoriabackintothekitchen.

	Hermionegotup andstartedto followhim-

	"Wait,"Daphnesaidsuddenly,butMalfoydidn'tturnaround.

	"Holdon,"Hermionesaid."Hehasn'theardyou.Letmegoandgethim." "Actually, it was you I wanted to talk to."

	Hermionestoppeddeadinhertracks."Oh."

	SheturnedaroundandwatchedDaphnedrainwhatwasleftinhermug

	beforesheputhercuponthegrassandstoodup.ShepulledAstoria'swand from the waist belt of her dress, and after waving it once, the blanket

	vanished.

	"Don'tlooksofrightened,”Daphnesmiled."Ijustwantedtosaythankyou."

	“Whatfor?"

	"Forsavingmybrother'slife."

	Hermione's confusion must have shown on her face because after a few seconds,Daphneadded,"Aftereveryoneelsewenttobedlastnight,Astoria and I stayed up. We stayed up for ages, tucked up in bed and talking just

	like we used to do when we were little." Daphne smiled fondly and stared up atAstoria's bedroom window. "She told me everything that's happened sinceIleft.Ithoughtshewasexaggerating,butshewasn't,youtrulysaved Draco's life."

	Hermionestartedrunningthrougheverythingthat'dhappenedsinceshe'd been captured, trying to work out whatAstoria must have told her sister. Shethoughtabouthowshe'dbeencaptured,shethoughtabouthowshe'd

	 

	
triedtoescape,howhe'dreactedwhenNarcissahadbeenhurt,howshe'd saved his life when -

	Oh.

	"Thatwassolongago,"Hermioneanswered.She'dalmostforgottenthe time she'd plucked bullets out of Malfoy's chest. It seemed like another lifetime. "It was partially my fault. He'd gone out on a mission and he'd been shot with bullets that I'd helped to create before he captured me-"

	"Idon'tmeansavedhimphysically,Hermione." Then what -

	"Daph?!"Astoriacalled."Hermione?!Areyoucoming?" "We're coming in now."

	HermionewantedtofindoutexactlywhatDaphnemeant,butitwasn'tfair on Romy. Everyone was already dreading his funeral. It was going to be

	hardenoughasitwas,theydidn'tneedHermionedraggingitoutanymore for them.

	Herfingerscurledaroundthedoorhandleandshewenttopullitopen- "Hermione?" came Daphne's voice again.

	"Yes?"

	WhenHermioneturnedaroundafinaltime,Daphnelookednervous.She watched Daphne smooth out the skirt of her already pristine black dress, and then run ahand through her glossy blondewaves beforeshepulled a section over her shoulder so it ran down the front of her body rather than the back.

	"DoIlookalright?"Daphneasked,fidgetingwithhernails.

	"Youlookbeautiful."Itwasn'talie.Shedidlookstunning,likesomething out of a black and white Hollywood film, but Hermione was a little taken

	 

	
abackbythequestion.

	"DoyouthinkTheowillthinkso?" "Of course he will."

	Daphnenoddedbutshedidn'tlookanymoreatease.Shelookedather warpedreflectioninthekitchenwindowandpulledmorehairoverher shoulder and angled it in front of her waist.

	"Whydo youask?"

	"Becausehehasn'tspokentomesinceweescaped."

	"Malfoydidhithimveryhardyesterday.He'sbeenknockedoutsince-"

	"He'sbeenawakeforhours,"Daphneinterrupted."Hecameoutherealittle while before you did."

	"And?"Hermioneasked."Whatdidhesay?"

	Daphne went quiet. She bit the inside of her cheek and her perfect brows dippedinfrustration."Nothing.Hetookonelookatmeandwentstraight back inside."

	Hermioneblinked,atalossforwords.SheknewDaphnewasn'tlying,butit seemed so unlike Theo. He'd have done anything to get Daphne back. He almost killed Hermione to save her, so why would he suddenly not want to be around her?

	Daphnelookedincrediblyuncomfortable.Shestartedtoabsentmindedly run her thumb over her tattoo as she stared at her reflection. "You don't

	think...afterwhatCrouchdidtome...youdon'tthinkit...youdon'tthink it's made Theo ... " She took a deep breath and looked at Hermione again. "You don't think it's made Theo change his mind about me, do you?"

	Now,thatwasonequestionHermionedidknowtheanswerto.

	 

	
"Not at all," she said Immediately. "Theo loves you more than anything in the world, and that sort of love doesn't die. It doesn't change and it doesn't goaway.Medusaandthiswholebetrayalwasbornoutofhisloveforyou. He used to spend hours sitting at your grave even though he knew you weren't buried there. He used to sit out there all night, no matter the

	weather, just so he could be close to you in whatever way he could have you.He'sneverstoppedlovingyou.Ever.AndnothingCrouchoranyone else did to you could change that."

	"Ihopeyou'reright.Idon'tknowwhatI'ddoifhedidn'twantmeanymore."

	 

	
It'scalledtherapy,darling.Lookitup
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	Truetotheirwords,theygaveRomythebestfuneraltheycould.

	Itwassweet,butheartfelt.Short,butemotional.Small,butfilledwithhis closest friends and the people who cared for him.

	Justbefore9o'clockintheevening,theygatheredaroundthesoilpatchthat Quinzel had already picked out, all dressed in black, and they buried him

	together.Theyusedmagictolowerhisbodyintotheground,theylaidseeds and trinkets beside him, they laid soil around him and flowers on top of

	him,andafterwards,theyallraisedtheirwands,andbeautiful,luscious green vines started to sprout from the ground.

	Quinzelhadbeenright,itwasaperfectplacetoplantpotatoes.Romy would have loved it.

	Hermione had promisedAngel and Chester that she'd start work on taking thecharmsofftheirvoiceboxesinthemorning,soafterRomy'sburial,the two girls decided to retreat to bed and get their rest and leave the people who knew Romy best to grieve over him together.

	Quinzel didn't attend the wake either. She had a shot of whiskey with the group to honour Romy - which was twice as large as anyone else's - and then hiccupped her way up the stairs and took herself to bed. She said she wastooupsetandshedidn'twanttoruinRomy'sfuneralwithhersadness.

	Saidshe'dratherbeonherown,andalthoughAstoriahadtriedtopersuade her otherwise, she wasn't having any of it.

	 

	
Oncethey'dlaidthetinyelftorest,thosewhoremainedsataroundthe

	kitchentable,openedabottleofwhiskey-ortwo-andtoldasmanystories about Romy as they could remember.

	Astoria kicked off the laughs when she retold how Romy had walked in on her and Blaise once when they were having sex. "The poor little sod didn'tknowwhattodoorwheretolook!"Astoriahadcriedwithlaughter."Hejustapologised and then ran away! He was mortified, bless him! He was so

	concernedthathe'dembarrassedmethathecoveredhiseyesstraightaway,butthenhecouldn'tseewherehewasgoingandranstraightintothewall!"

	WhiskeyhadalmostspiltoutofBlaise'snosewhenDaphnetoldthestory of how Romy had almost given Nagini poison instead of feed once. "It

	wouldn'thaveactuallykilledherthough,wouldit?"Blaisehadasked. "She's a Horcrux. Surely she'd have been fine?"

	"Whoknows?"Daphnehadshrugged."AllIknowisthatforweeks

	afterwards,hewastwiddlinghisthumbsandeverytimethefrontdoorburstopen he'd shriek and hide!"

	"Can you imagine if it'd worked and she'd died?!"Astoria had laughed. "Thedarkestwizardofalltime,broughtdownbyateenytinyhouseelf?!"

	Thosestorieswerewonderfulbuttherewereotherstoriessharedtoo,ones that spoke of Romy's bravery and his enormous heart.

	AstoriatearedupwhenBlaisetoldeveryonehowRomyhadhelpedhim pick out Astoria's engagement ring.

	HermionetoldeveryonehowsweetandkindRomyhadbeentoherwhen she'd first been captured. How, even though she was supposed to be his

	enemy,he'ddoneeverythingwithinhispowertotryandmakeherfeelsafe and at home.

	And there wasn't a dry eye in the room when Malfoy told everyone how muchRomyhadhelpedhimafterVoldemorthadkilledhisparents,even though it meant putting himself at great risk.

	 

	
"After he killed them, he sent Greyback to come and collect their bodies," Malfoy said, eyes on the almost drained whiskey glass on the table. "They toremymother'sbodyoutofmyarms.Iwassooutofit,Idon'tremember what happened very clearly. I just remember that I hadn't taken their

	weddingringsoffyetandGreybackwastryingtotaketheirbodiesaway."

	He lightly wrapped his fingers around the glass and started to rotate it slightly,swirlingtheliquidinside."ItriedtotellthemthatIjustwanted their wedding rings but they just laughed and mocked me. I remember

	feelingdesperateandjustwantingtogettheirringsofftheirfingersand then Romy ... he did the most selfless, bravest thing I'd ever seen. He

	attackedGreyback.Sentabloodybooksoaringacrosstheroomsothatithit thebackofGreyback'shead,andIwasabletoslipboththeirringsoffwhile hewasdistracted."Hescoffedlightlyunderhisbreath."IthoughtGreyback was going to skin him alive but Romy managed to convince him it was

	Narglesthatdidit."

	"Ididn'tknowthat!"Astoriagasped."Heneversaid!"

	"Itwasoneofthedaysyourbloodcursehadflaredup,"Malfoysaid."You wereinbedand deadtotheworldandRomydidn't wantanyonetoknow."

	Astorialeanedbackinherchairandstaredoutthewindow.Itlookedlike she was looking out towards Romy's grave.

	"After they took their bodies,Voldemort said I wasn't allowed to clean up. HewantedtheirbloodtorotandsoakintothewallsforatleastaweeksoI would be reminded of what would happen if I failed or disappointed him again.Romyorderedmetogoupstairsandgetmyselfcleanedup.Iwasso out of it that I just did as he said, didn't even bother to question why I was taking orders from a house-elf." Malfoy frowned down at this glass for a momentbeforehebroughtittohislipsanddrainedwhatwasleft."WhenI

	camebackdownstairs,thebloodwasgoneandtheparlourroomwasjustas it'd been before."

	"Ican'tbelievehedidthat."Blaisetookaswigofhiswhiskey.Heshookhis head in astonishment as he put the empty glass back on the table.

	"Voldemortwouldhavehadhis...he'dhavekilledhimifhe'dhavecaught him doing that."

	 

	
'Voldemortwouldhavehadhisheadifhe'dhavefoundout'.Thatwaswhat Blaise had almost said. Hermione was glad he didn't say it, but she was more surprised that Theo hadn't. It was definitely something he would

	normallydo,makeaverydarkjokeat averytensemoment asawayto

	lightenthemood.Buthehadn't.Thepunchlinewasrightthereandhedidn't take it. He hadn't said anything, just like he hadn't said anything all day.

	Hermionewasn'tsureifitwaswhatDaphnehadsaid,orthesadlookinher eyes when she'd said it, but after their conversation outside, Hermione found herself watching Theo.

	She'dstartedwithjustslylittleglanceshereandthereoutthecornerofher eyes but before too long, she found herself practically gawking at him for minutesatatime-becauseDaphnehadbeenright.Theowasavoidingher.

	He'dstareddistantlyoutthewindowwhenthegrouphadmetinthekitchen before Romy's funeral.

	He'dlookedatthegroundthroughouttheceremony-despiteDaphne's

	subtle attempts to catch his eye - and by the time the group had met in the kitchenforRomy'swake,hestillhadn'tglancedinherdirection.Notonce.

	Eventhenatthewake,he'dsatasfarawayfromDaphneasthekitchen

	tableallowed.Hesatontheothersidewithhishandcurledaroundhisglass and his eyes on the floor while Daphne just stared right at him. She'd given up on trying to be subtle a while ago.

	Malfoyseemedtonoticeittoo.Afewtimesthroughouttheday,Hermione had seen him look atTheo, then at Daphne, then back toTheo before he'd shake his head and bring his attention back to whatever he was doing.

	Another woman might have been upset about being ignored by their significantother,especiallyafterbeingseparatedforsolong.Daphne

	certainlywasatfirst,butafterbeingignoredallday,shelookedreadyforafight.

	Thephrase'Iflookscouldkill'hadbeenwhirlingaroundHermione'shead since they'd sat down.

	 

	
"DidRomysayanythingtoyouaboutitafterwards?"Astoriaasked.

	"HesaidthatVoldemorthadorderedmenottocleanuptheirblood,buthe'd never said anything about Romy not cleaning it."

	Daphne started to drum her nails against the wooden table.Again, she wasn'tsubtleaboutit.ShewastryingtogetTheo'sattentioninanywayshe could. Everyone looked at her briefly and then turned their attention back towards Malfoy.

	Theowastheonly onewhodidn'tlook.

	Astoriasmiledoverthetopofherglass."That'snotwhatVoldemortmeant and Romy knew it."

	HermionediscreetlytookanotherlookatDaphne.Shelookedlikeshewas readytocombust.Herlipswerepressedintoatightlineandhereyeswere almost narrowed to slits.

	"Ofcoursehedid,"Blaisesaid,hiseyesdriftingovertoAstoria."Hewasn't nearly as daft as he let everyone think that he was."

	Astoriacockedherheadtothesideandsmiledplayfullyatherhusband. "Why did you look at me when you said that?"

	"Because,mydearwife,"Blaisesmiled,makingthescarsontheleftsideof his face pull taunt, "if you traded in your love of shoes and diamonds for

	potatoes,thenyouandRomywould havebeenthesameperson."

	"Theo."Daphne'svoicecameoutofnowhere.Everyonearoundthetable turned to see her still staring at Theo. "Look at me."

	FivepairsofeyesswepttotheothersideofthediningtabletolookatTheo. He hadn't moved. He'd gone very still and was staring at the old, tiled floor as though it held the age of secret of immortality.

	"Theo,"Daphnerepeated,hervoicestartingtogetlouder,alittlemore irritated. "Look at me."

	 

	
Theodidn'tmove."Theo."

	Nothing.Daphnemightaswellhavestillhadthesilencingcharmsonhervoice.

	"Theo!"

	Again,nothing.Not eventhetwitch ofthemuscles inhishand.

	"THEO!" Daphne lurched to her feet. She slammed her open palms down on the table with enough force to shake the wood and finally, finally,Theo lookedather.Hisjawwastightandhiseyeswerehard,buthewaslooking at her.

	"What'sgoingon?"Astoriahadbeencompletelyobliviousalldayandher brown eyes burned with concern as she looked between the two of them.

	"What'sgoingon,"Daphnesnarled,lipcurlingbacktoexposeherteeth,"is that since we've escaped, my husband can barely look at me!"

	AstoriainhaledsharplyandlookedatTheo."That'snottrue,isit?"

	Theodidn'tanswer.Hedidn'tlookawayfromDaphnebuthedidn'tanswer the question, and it only seemed to rile Daphne up even more.

	AsHermionelookedbetweenthetwoofthem,shecouldn'tdecidewhich was worse; the pain in Daphne's eyes or the sadness in Theo's.

	"It's Crouch, isn't it?"As if someone had charmed it away, all of the anger slidoffherfaceandhervoicelostallofitsvenom."Isthat...isthatallyou see when you look at me now?"

	Theolookedawayfromheragain.Histattooedhandcurledintoatightfist against the table. "No, that's not it. That's not -"

	The way Daphne's lips started to quiver was covered by her half of the snaketattoowhensheputherhandoverhermouth."You'relying.Every

	 

	
timeyoulookatme,youjustseewhatCrouchdidtome,don'tyou?That's why you won't look at me anymore. That's why you won't touch me ... "

	Theofellsilentagain.Heclenchedhisjawtightlyandstareddownathis whiskey glass.

	"Crouchsaidthatthiswouldhappen..."Daphne'svoiceshookterribly.Her words started to come out in quick, panicked little pants like she was

	struggling to breathe. Black mascara-filled tears started to escape her eyes. "He said that you wouldn't want me after he'd had me ... He used to tell me that all thetime... every timehe... hesaid that if you ever found meor if I everescapedthatyouwouldn'twantme...hesaidthatI...thatIwasbetter off with him."

	Hermionestartedtogetup,butMalfoy'shandlockedaroundherwristlike an iron bar keeping her in place. He pulled her back into her chair and

	discreetlyshookhisheadather.Hethoughttheyneededtoworkthisout between the two of them.

	"That'snotthereason,Daph." "Then what is?!"

	TheosuddenlylookedatDaphneagainandwhenhedid,hisexpressionwas just as furious as hers had been, even if his eyes were still sad. "Because you're acting as though it never happened!"

	Noonearoundthetablespoke.

	"Look at you," Theo said, raising his tattooed hand and waving it over her. "Yourhair,yourface,yourclothes!It'slikeitneverhappened,butyoucan't glamour over everything!You can't glamour over what he did to you!"

	"Wellcanyoublameherfortrying?"Hermionecouldn'tstopherself.She'd heard enough.

	"No,Idon'tblameher,”Theosnapped."Butthatdoesn'tchangethefact

	thatwhathappened,happened.Puttingsomeglamoursonandaprettyfrock

	 

	
doesn'tchangeanything!"

	"Well,whatwouldyouhavemedothenTheo?!"Daphneshouted,tearsstill slidingdownhercheeks."WouldyoupreferIjustsithereandcryandgetit all out?!"

	SomethingflasheddangerouslybehindTheo'seyes."Yes!Yes,Ifucking would, because that's what you do Daph!You don't hide from your

	problems!Youtalkaboutthemandyoufacethemhead-on!That'swhatyou and Draco used to do all the time! When things got too much and you

	neededtogetthemout,youwentintoaroomtogether,lockedthedoor,and talked until you got it all off your chest because it always made you feel

	better!Italwaysmadeyoufeellikeyouweren'talone!You'renotgoingto heal from this if you don't talk -"

	ThewayDaphne'seyesflickeredtoTheostoppedhimdeadinhistracks. "No!You do not get to tell me what to do!" she snarled, slamming her

	palms down on the table and making everyone flinch. "This happened tome!Not to you, or Draco or Hermione or anyone else sitting around this table!Ithappenedtome!Me!Itismypain!AndIwilldealwithmypain my way!"

	"Butyou'renotfuckingdealingwithitinyourway!You'redoingthisfor me!You're putting on your pretty dresses and doing your hair because you're doing what you always fucking do and you're protecting me!”

	Daphneblinkedbacktears."What?"

	Theosighedheavilyandstaredatherfromacrossthetable."Iknowwhat you're trying to do," he said. "This isn't just about Crouch and you, it's

	aboutme,too.Thereasonyou'retryingtopretendlikeitneverhappenedis becauseyoudon'twantmetoseehowmuchIfailedyou.Youwerecaught because I wouldn't attack that hospital. Crouch took you because of me. I

	failedyouasapartneronthebattlefield,andIfailedyouasahusband." Daphne started to shake her head, but Theo carried on speaking.

	 

	
"Ifyou'regoingtohealfromthis,youneedtotalkaboutitDaph,because that'swhoyouare,"headdedsoftly."Youneedtoletitoutanddowhat's best for you, no matter what it costs me." His voice started to break and

	quiver."Allyou'veeverdonesincethewarstartedisprotectme,nomatter what it meant for you, but this ... this thing that Crouch did to you ...it's

	goingtoeat youfrom theinsideoutif youdon't letitout."

	Astorialookedbetweenthetwoofthemwithglisteningeyes,andjudging from the look on her face, she agreed with Theo.

	"No one is going to force you to do anything you're not comfortable with," Theo said. "If you honestly don't want to talk about it then you don't have to.I'lldropthiswholethingandIwon'tmentioniteveragain,butifyoudo, don't keep it inside because you think it will break my heart. It's ... it's been broken since the day I watched you die."

	Afteralongwhile,Daphnesighedloudlyanddroppedherhead.Sheslowly sank into her chair again and wiped away the tears that'd fallen onto her

	face."I'lltalkaboutit.Justthisonce."

	"You don't have to do that-"Astoria started to protest, but Daphne spoke overherinaveryauthorative,very'donotfuckingarguewithme'typeoftone.

	"No, he's right, I do. I owe to it myself," Daphne said. "But I will only talk aboutitthisonce.IneedtogetitoffmychestbutifIdwellonit,I'mgoing to fall apart and then I'll be no good to anyone.There's still a war going on and I need to be able to fight when the time comes. I will sit at this table and tell you all anything you want to know, but once I leave this room, I will not speak about it again. I am going to put it all in a box, lock it up

	tight,andIwon'topenitagainuntilthewarisover.OnceVoldemortisdead and thedanger has passed, I will deal with it in my own way. I'll go to mind healers and therapists and whatever the fuck else is required to help me get through this, but I am not going to do that until my family isn't in danger

	anymore.DoImakemyselfclear?"

	TherewasalongpauseasDaphneregardedeveryonearoundthetable.Her eyes lingered on Theo.

	 

	
"Sowhateveryouwanttoask,"Daphnesaid,“askitnow."

	"Did you know Kiera before?" It was the first question that popped into Hermione'shead,anditseemedlikeagoodstartingpointtogetDaphnegoing.

	"No,"Daphneshookherhead."Notbeforethedayshewasexecuted.Kiera was a muggle soldier and I was the one who captured her at the mission in Bristol. I killed the rest of her squadron and I kept her alive so we could

	interrogateherlater.AfterI'dfinishedtyingherup,wewerecalledtothe roof and that was when Theodore was ordered to destroy the children'shospital."

	Hermione'smindwentbacktothememoryMalfoyhadonceshownher. Whenhe'dvisitedDaphneinhercellbeforeherexecutionthere'dbeena girl in the next cell.Agirl with black hair and green eyes ....

	"AfterIwascapturedMalfoycametoseemeandthensodidTheo.Ididn't regret my decision then and I still don't now. I made my peace with what'd happened and I was happy to die to protect my family. Knowing what I knownow,ifIhadtomakethedecisionagainandspendtherestofmylife as Mustang, I'd do it in a heartbeat if it meant Theo went free."

	Hermione knew Daphne was strong and selfless, Malfoy had told her so, butthiswassomethingelse. Shemeanteveryword shesaid.Althoughshe

	spoke about murder and war, every word she said was dripping in love and devotion.ShelovedTheomorethananythingelse-evenmorethanAstoria loved Blaise or Blaise lovedAstoria - which is why she couldn't even

	imaginehowmuchitmusthavebeenhurtingherthatTheowasavoidingher.

	"JustbeforeIwassupposedtobeexecuted,Crouchcametoourcellsand ordered all the guards there to leave us. It was just the three of us in the

	room.CrouchunlockedthedoortoKiera'scellandgrabbedher.Shewasso beautiful, I'd already assumed that he was going to take her as one of his

	dolls, but then he turned to me and he said that I stole Kiera's life when I capturedher,soImightaswellgetagoodlookatwhatI'dstolenfromher, and then he raped her, right in front of me."

	 

	
Astoriashiveredanddownedtherestofherglass.Shegotup,grabbeda freshbottleandpouredeveryoneanotherroundofliquidcouragebefore Daphne continued.

	"Afterwards, he took out his wand and started to shave all of her hair off. Helefthercellandthenwalkedovertomineandunlockedit.Iremember thinkingthat hewas goingto dothesametome. Iwas readyto fighthim,

	butthenallhedidwascutoff alockof myhairanddrop itintohishipflask.

	Ididn'tunderstandhisplanuntilhewentbackintoKiera'scellandmade

	herdrinkit.HegaveherPolyjuicepotionthattransformedherintome.She was executed in my place, and I was made to live her fate and become a

	Doll."Daphneshookherheadandscoffedlightly.Atearescapedthecorner ofhereyeandshewipeditawayandchaseditdownwithwhiskey."You've got to hand it to Crouch, it was a brilliant plan. He made sure there was no doubt. He made sure everyone who loved me thought I was dead so no one would come looking for me. He's as clever as he is sick in the head."

	"Didanyoneelseknow?"cameMalfoy'svoice,coldandseethingwithanger.

	"No.OnlyCrouchandVoldemortknewwhoIwas.Crouchonlyevermade me drink Polyjuice potion when he had guests coming over and he wanted to show off. The Dolls knew what I really looked like but he'd taken their

	voicesawaysoitdidn'tmatterthattheyknew.Theycouldn'ttellanyone andhehadenoughofKiera'sDNAtomakedecades'worthofPolyjuice potion so no one would ever find out."

	"SowheneveryouwerearoundCrouch'smanor...?"Blaisestartedtoask.

	"I looked like myself, but when he had guests over or needed someone on his arm, I looked like Kiera. The first few months were ... the worst thing I'deverexperienced.Hecametomyroomeverynightandhe..."Daphne's voice shook. She couldn't say the word. She swallowed thickly and tried again, knowing they didn't need her to elaborate. They knew what Crouch

	haddonetoher.Shedidn'tneedtosayitoutloud."Afterafewyears,hegot bored of me. He gets bored of all the Dolls after a while, they only ever

	haveashelf-lifeoftwoyearsorso,buthenevergotridofme.Hehasn't... touched me like that for a long time but he wouldn't kill me either. He got

	 

	
bored of my body but he didn't get bored of making me suffer. He used to like to torture me in other ways. He used to tell me you were dead all the time, Theo. He used to decapitate people, cast Disillusion charms on their headssothattheylookedlikeyouandthenthrowthematme.AllI'dseeis your head. Decapitated and bleeding on my lap. I picked up a bread knife

	onceandtriedtostabhim.Ididn'tcareifitkilledmetoo,Ijustwanteditto end but I fucking missed."

	BlaiseandMalfoylookedat oneanotherforamoment.

	"Ineverstopped tryingto getoutthough. Eventhough wecouldbarely

	communicatewithoneanother,Ialwaystriedtorallytheothergirlsandsee if we could find a way to get out together. Crouch figured it out after a

	while." Daphne finished her whiskey and held her glass up to her sister for hertorefillbeforeshecarriedon."Hekeptmeseparatefromtheothergirls after that."

	"Wheredidhekeepyou?"ItwasTheowhoaskedthequestion,and Daphne's eyes grew very sad when she answered him.

	"Youalreadyknow."

	"WhenIcametoCrouch'smanor,thatnightafterthefirstdinner…You were there, weren't you?"

	Daphnenoddedsoftly.

	"Youwereinthestables?" She nodded again.

	"Iknewit,"Theosaid,hisvoicethickandraspy."Ifeltit.Iknewsomething was wrong, but I couldn't see you."

	Astoriastartedtosob.

	Blaisepulledherintohissidesoshecouldmufflehercriesagainsthisshoulder.

	 

	
"I know." Daphne forced a smile. "I was chained in the corner. Crouch had cast a strong Disillusion charm around me. I think he knew you were going to come back for me. It was like being trapped in an invisible box." Daphne got up from the table and started to walk over toTheo, more and more tears gathering in her eyes with every step she took. "I saw you and I knew you'd come back for me, even though you didn't know it was me. I knew you felt something.Icouldn'tbelieveitwhenIsawyouwalkintothestables.ThenI saw you rub the back of your hand." She knelt by his side and took his

	tattooedhandinhers."Iknewyoufeltsomething.Iwassohappy,Ithought youweregoingtogetmeout.Igotupandstartedcallingouttoyoubutyou couldn't hear me. I started screaming and banging my fists against the wall, you looked in my direction once. I was screaming 'I'm here! I'm right here', but you just couldn't hear me, baby."

	ThatwaswhenTheostartedtocrack.Hestartedtosobquietly.Hetriedto hide behind his hands, but Daphne wouldn't allow it.

	"I'msorry,"Theochoked."I'msosorry.Thisisallmyfault.Ifailedyou."

	"Thiswasn'tyourfault."Daphnecuppedherhandsoneithersideofhisface but when she tilted his head so she could look at him, Theo closed his eyes and tried to move away.

	"Pleasedon'tdothat."TearsstartedtoslidedownDaphne'scheeks."Don't pull away from me like you're ashamed to look at me."

	"But I am ashamed!"Theo said hoarsely. "I'm not ashamed of you. I could neverbeashamedofyou.I'mashamedofmyself.Youweretheretheentire time. I could have saved you so many times and I- I -"

	"No, no, no, no," Daphne soothed, running her thumbs across his cheeks andcatchinghistears."Don'tblameyourself.Crouchmadeitimpossible foryoutosaveme.Hemadesureyou'dthinkIwasdeadsoyouwouldn't even look for me."

	"ButIshouldhave...Ishouldhaveknownsomethingwaswrong!Ishould have ... it's my fault that you were -"

	 

	
"Youdidn'taskmetocoverforyou.Imadethatdecisionmyself,"Daphne said."IknewtheriskswhenIkilledJones.Iknewwhatmighthappenand if I was given the same choice today I'd do the same thing. I would do

	anythingtoprotectyou-"

	"Yes,toprotectmebecauseIwasn'tstrongenoughto-"

	"Theo,yousavedmeasmuchasIsavedyou.Theonlythingthatgotme through all those awful years with Crouch was you."

	WhenTheostartedtopullawayagain,Daphne'sgriponhimtightened.She stood up and took a deep breath, and then she sat down onTheo's knee and her hands slid to the back of his neck.

	DaphneleanedherforeheadagainstTheo'sandclosedhereyes."Don'tever think that you failed me because you haven't. I would have killed myself

	yearsagoifitwasn'tforyou.Thinkingaboutyouiswhatgotmethroughall of it. Thinking about our wedding, what we would have done for our vow

	renewal."ShestartedtoplaywiththecurlsatthenapeofTheo'sneck,

	wrappingandunwrappingthestrandsaroundherfingers."Youremember, don't you? How we were planning on renewing our vows?"

	Forthefirsttimethatevening,Theosmiledalittle.Justalittleupturnofhis lips. "Of course I remember. November. We were going to do it under the cherry blossom tree and have our first dance to-"

	"Somebodytolove,byQueen,"Daphnesmiled."Oneofmyfavourites."

	Hermionehad already guessed thatTheo's loveof Queen songs was becauseofDaphne,buthearingitfromhim,seeingthemtogether...

	Theo's eyes darted to Daphne's lips. He raised his hand like he wanted to tuckastrandofhairbehindherear,buthestoppedhimself."Whatelsedid you think about?"

	"Lotsofthings.ThelazySundaysweusedtospendinbedtogether.Those stupid jokes you'd whisper in my ear at inappropriate times. Singing and

	dancingto80'ssongswithyou.Thinkingaboutallthoselittlethingswas

	 

	
whatkeptmealive.Youweremyliferaft,Theo.Youwerethethingthat kept me hanging on."

	HermionehadneverseenanyonelooksotornasTheowasinthose

	moments.Helookedrelievedandheartbrokenatthesametime.Hisfingers and hands twitched. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to reach out and

	comforthiscryingwifebuthewasafraidtotouchher,andDaphnehadnoticed.

	Shecaughthiswrists,butwhenshepulledhisarmsupsothattheywrapped around her waist - Theo pulled them away.

	"Pleasedon'tpullawayfromme,"Daphnesobbedquietly."You'renot

	going to hurt me. I love you. I need this. I need you. Crouch has taken so muchfromus.He'stakenyearsawayfromus,yearswhichwecouldhave beentogetherandhappyand...He'salreadytakensomuchfromus,don't let him take our future, too."

	DaphnetakingcontrolandputtingTheo'sarmsaroundhertippedhimover the edge, and whatever resolve he'd been clinging to came crashing down. His arms became like veins. He wrapped them around her and crushed her againsthischestashesobbedandpepperedkissesupanddownthesideof her face.

	"Iloveyousomuch,"Theosobbedintohercheek."Nothingcouldever

	changethat.Nothing.Ineverstoppedlovingyou,notforaminute,notfora second. I thought about you every day, I loved you every day."

	"Iloveyoutoo,"Daphnesobbed.ShecaughtTheo'sfaceinherhandsagain and kissed him again and again. "I don't ... I don't know if I'll ever be the same as I was. I can't promise we will ever get back to where we were.

	AfterCrouch...theremightbethingsthatIcan't...thatIdon'tknowifI'll be able to – "

	"Idon'tcareaboutthat,"Theoansweredinstantly."Idon'tcareifwenever share a bed again. Just having you here... I feel like I'm dreaming." He

	reachedupandheldthesideofDaphne'sface.

	 

	
Sheclosedhereyesandleanedintohistouch.Atearrandownherfaceas her lips started to tremble.

	Theoleanedforwardandkissedheragain."IwishIcouldkillhimforyou."

	"YouhavenoideahowmuchIwishwecould,"Daphnelaughedshakily. "But he's even taken that away from me too."

	"Wouldithelp?"Theoasked."Ifyoucouldhurthim,woulditmakeyou feel better?"

	Daphnepulledbackalittleandstaredblanklyathim. "What if I could help you do that?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Thesoundofthebasementdoorswingingopenwaslikeacurtaincall,the open to the show.

	Crouchjoltedupright.Hewasthesoleaudiencememberoftheshow,but

	hedidn'tlookverypleasedwiththeprivilege.Hedidn'tlookverypleasedto be there at all. He fought against his chains even though it was futile,

	Grangerhadcastthemwhichmeantthattheywereprettymuchunbreakable.

	Good.There'dbenoescaping.

	 

	
Theowhistledquietlyashewheeledthetrolleyintothebasement.He

	glided over to where Crouch was bound like he didn't have a care in the world.Hestoppedwhenhewasstandinginfrontofhislittlehouseguest, letting the trolley rest at his side, and then he conjured a wooden pop-up chair. He spun it around and sat on it back to front, folding his arms and resting his elbows on the back of the chair.

	"Crouchybabyyy."Theogrinned."How'reyoufindingyourstaywithus? What would you rate your stay at Dungeon a la Farmhouse so far? Fivestars?"

	Crouchlevelledhimwithadisgustedlook.Heleanedbackinhischairand his nose crinkled in disgust.

	"Well?"TheoproddedCrouch'slegwiththetipofhisshoe."Fourstars?

	Three?"WhenCrouchdidn'tanswer,Theogaspedinfakehorrorand

	coveredhismouth."No?Surelynottwostars?Ohdearymethatwon'tdo. We'll never get any more business with those types of reviews -"

	"Whatevergameyou'retryingtoplayhere,"Crouchdrawled,“itwon'twork."

	Theo'sgrinstretchedwiderandhecockedhisheadtotheside."Why'sthat then mate?"

	"Areyou anidiot?"

	"Ifyouaskedmydadthatquestion,thentheanswerwouldhavebeenyes." "Haven't you heard a single word I've said?!Are you a fucking imbecile?" "Again, if you asked my dad, then the answer would have be -"

	"Youcan'tkillme!I'vealreadywon!Youcan'tkillmewithoutkillingyour wife! If you could even still call her that. I bet you see it, don't you?"

	Theopulledouthiswandandtwirleditidlybetweenhisfingers,lettingthe threat be known, but Crouch wasn't deterred by the threat of a wand. If

	anything,itseemed tospurhimon.

	 

	
"She's a fucking beauty, isn't she?And she has such a lovely neck. So soft andwarm.Tellme,whenyoulookatherneck,doyouseeme?Doyousee where I used to bite her all the time -eughhhh!"

	"Whoopsies,"Theosaid,softlyblowingthetipofhissmokingwand."Still not quite used to this wand. Temperamental, 'aint it? Goes off with little

	blastingcursesallthetime."

	Crouchpantedheavilyinhischairandhissedinpain.Theclothesthat

	coveredhisrightshoulderweresingedandmeltingfromTheo'saccidental hex, revealing burnt flesh underneath.

	"Youweresaying?"Theoasked."Aboutmywife?"

	"Yousadisticprick!Doyouhonestlythinkyoucanholdmehere?!Doyou have any idea how valuable I am to the Dark Lord!? He's probably got

	dozens of scouts out looking for me right now!And when he finds me, anythingyoudotome,hewillreturntoyoutenfold!Markmywords!"

	Theosighedheavilyandstoodup."Bloody'ell,thinkalotofyourself,don't ya?" He banished the chair and smiled down at Crouch. "Even if the Dark Lord did give a shit about you - which he doesn't, by the way - clever clogs upstairshascasteveryfuckingprotectivewardknowntowizardingkindon this room.You're not getting out of here." Theo walked forward until he wasalmostsatonCrouch'sknee.Heplacedhisfreehandonthebackrestof the chair beside Crouch's head and then leaned down so that their noses

	were almost touching. "No one is looking for you and no one is coming to saveyou.Noonefuckingcaresaboutyou.Soitdoesn'tmatterifIdothis-" Grinning the entire time, Theo dragged the tip of his wand across Crouch's cheek and sliced a deep cut from his ear to the corner of his mouth.

	Crouchtriedtogetawaybuthehadnowheretogo.Allhecoulddowassit there and scream and thrash as Theo had his fun. "What's this?!" Crouch

	panted,strugglingforbreathwhenTheofinallystoppedtheslicingcurse. "Revenge for hurting you?"

	"Nah, that's water under the bridge." Theo grinned, his head still cocked to theside,playingwithhisfood."Truthis,Idon'tgiveafuckaboutwhatyou

	 

	
didtome.WhenitcomestotortureSalazarknowsI'vedonealotworseand to a lot more people. I was bound to get my comeuppance one day or

	another.WhatIdocareabout,however,waswhatyoudidtoDaph."

	Crouch suddenly went very still. The triumph fell from his face like Theo hadslappeditoff.Histhroatbobbedasheattemptedtoswallowhisfear.It made Theo smile watching it. He'd cut his throat open and drag his fear

	backupifheneededto.Couldbefun,actually.He'dneverdonethatbefore

	...

	"Doyouhaveanyideawhat it'sliketo losetheperson mostimportantto

	you?"Theoaskedinalow,quietvoice."Doyouhaveanyideawhatit'slike to have the other person who makes you whole be ripped out of your arms, bemadetowatchthemdie,justtofindoutthatthey'vebeenaliveallalong? Being tortured and raped, right under your fucking nose?"

	Althoughhetriedto hideit, Crouchstarted totremble.

	"There'snothingthat couldmakeup forwhat youdidto mywife.Nothing."

	Theo shook his head. "I could torture you for a thousand years and it wouldn'tbeenough.Icouldflayeveryinchofyourskin,ripoutyour

	organsandgaugeyoureyesoutanditwouldneverbeenoughtomakeup for the things you did to her."

	TheodraggedhiswandupCrouch'sneckandnotsogentlyjabbeditinto the fresh wound he'd created in Crouch's cheek.

	Crouchhissedinpain andtriedtocringeaway.

	Theojustdughiswandinharderandtwisteditarounduntilhefelttheside of Crouch's teeth.

	"I'd lovenothing morethan to kill you, but, as you so cleverly pointed out, youlinkedyourlifetohers,"TheosharplypulledhiswandoutofCrouch's face, and one quick healing charm repaired the damage he'd done, “so Ican't."

	 

	
Crouchstartedtosmile.Someofhisfearebbedaway."Exactly.See,youdolisten."

	"Yeah,"Theosaid."Idolistensometimes.Whenit'simportant.Whenit

	involvesher.That'swhyI'vecomeheretoask,begreally.”Theodroppedto his knees. “You’re a lot older than she is which means that no matter what happens you'll die before she's ready, so I need to know. Please, please, is there any way to unlink your life from hers? I'll do anything?"

	IntriguedancedalloverCrouch'sface."Anything?"

	Theo's eyes burned. Hefelt something wet slidedown his cheek. "Anything youwant.I'llletyougo.I'llkilleveryoneupstairsifthat'swhatittakes.Just please tell me, is there a way to unlink the two of you?"

	Crouch's tongue darted out to wet his lips in that horrible way he always tendedtodo,andthenheleanedforwardandsaid;"No.Ilinkedourlives with the same spell the Dark Lord used to link Malfoy's life to the

	Mudblood's.There'snothingyoucando.Thespellcan'tbebroken." There it was.

	Theodroppedhisheadtohidehisface.Hisshoulderswereshaking,jerking up and down. "Thank you." His voice cracked. He lifted his head and

	grinnedupatCrouch."ThatwasallIneededtoknow."Andquickasa flash, Theo sprang back to his feet and stood up tall.

	"You...youwerelying?!"Crouchsnarled.

	"CourseIwas,"Theogrinned,wipingawaythecrocodiletearswiththe

	backofhishead."I'vebeenplayingtheroleofaloyalservanttoVoldemort for years. That was the performance of a lifetime, whipping up a few

	crocodiletearstofoolyouisnothing."

	Crouchstartedtothrashinhischair.Thewoodcreakedanditalmostlooked like he was going to break free but seeing Crouch's expression, watching

	himwobbleaboutlikehewas,Theocouldn'thelpbutlaugh.

	 

	
"Takeit,easyCrouchyboy.Don'thurtyourselfbeforethebigsurprise." "What surprise-"

	Thedoortothebasementcreakedopen.Theoheardlightfootstepsbehind him. His smile grew bigger when he smelled lilacs and oranges.

	"She'srunningthisshowmate,I'mjustheretoobserve."Theotookastep back and stood behind his wife. "She can cut you up. Carve you up. Do whatever she wants to you for as long as she wants and when you're on

	death'sdoor,I'llhealyou,makeyouallshinyandnewagain,andthenshe'll gettohurtyoualloveragain.Everyday.Everynight.Whenevershewants, for as long as she wants."

	Crouch'sexpressionflickeredinhorror.

	Bingo.Thereitfuckingwas.Themoneyshot.ThethingthatTheohadbeen dying to see.

	Crouch thought he was being clever when he'd linked his life to Daphne's. Hethoughtitwasaliferaft,afailsafe,awaytomakesurehesurvivedand he'd waved it in front of Theo like a trophy.

	Butitturnedoutitwasn'taliferaft,itwasthestupidestthinghecouldhave ever done. Now, Theo had no reason to kill him. Now, Theo would make

	surehelivedalongandhealthylife,justsoheandDaphcouldhavetheir fun with him and make him pay ...

	It was going to be a hell of a life for Crouch. Theo couldn't wait. "Andwhatisthatsupposedtoachieve?!"ItsoundedlikeCrouchwas

	havingtroublebreathing.Good,thatmeanthewasstartingtounderstand the grave he'd dug for himself.

	"It'scalledtherapy,darling.Torturetherapy.Lookitup."Theosmirked. "You hurt her, so she hurts you back."

	Daphne's eyes flickered to the tray Theo had wheeled in. She waltzed straightovertoitandpickedupasilverdaggerwithablackhandle.She

	 

	
heldtheknifeuptoherfacesoshecouldexamineit,andwhenshelooked at Crouch, he flinched.

	"Youmeanit?"Daphneasked."ThiscangoonforaslongasIwant?"

	Theonodded."Ifthat'swhatyouneed,sweetheart,thenyes.Wecanmakeit a date night if you want. I'll even bring some wine down. Light a few

	candles.Playsomemusic..."

	Daphnealmostsmiled."IcanreallydowhateverIwanttohim?"

	"Yes.Aslongasyoudon'tpunctureanythingthatwouldkillhiminstantly, likehisbrainorhisheart-"hethrewCrouchaverysinister,verysarcastic kind of look, "not that he has one - then you can do whatever the fuck you want to him."

	"Idon'tknowwheretostart.There'ssomuch...Ihavesomuchanger...I don't know where to put it."

	Theosmirkedandtuckedastrandofhairbehindherear."Letmehelpyou then." He didn't let go of her face, he held it in his hand and brushed his

	thumb slowly over the soft skin of her cheek. This was something he was goodat.Thiswassomethinghecouldhelpherwith.Somethingtheycould do ... together, after all these years apart.

	"Let'sretraceyoursteps,"hesaid."Wherewasthelastplacehehurtyou?" "Is all this supposed to frighten me?" Crouch spat. "You expect me to

	believethatyoucouldhurtme?Youcan'tkillmewithoutkillingyourself. You'remine,Mustang.Yourbodyismine.Yourvoiceismine.Yourlifeis mine.You are mine."

	Daphnedidn'teventwitch.Shedidn'tflinchandshedidn'tcowerathis words, she just stared down at him. Theo couldn't tell what she was

	thinking.

	"You can do whatever you want to me, but it will do you no good. No matterwhereyougo orwhatyou do,you'llnever beableto getridofme.

	 

	
You'llneverbeabletostopthinkingaboutme.It'llalwaysbethere,inthe back of your mind. I'll always be there.The monster in your dreams.The thing you can't get rid of no matter how hard you try. I'm a scar that will never go away."

	"You'rewrong,"shewhispered."You'renotamonster,you'renothing."

	Crouchswallowedthickly.Itlookedlikehewastryingtoleanawayfrom her in his chair.

	"You're insignificant, Barty.You're nothing. Even the Dark Lord doesn't respectyouandyouhelpedbringhimbacktolife,"Daphnesaid."You're

	notaGodoraDemonoragreatwarriorthatpeoplewillremember.You're just a man.Aselfish, spoilt little man who could only feel powerful when he made someone else feel weak. But that makesyouweak Crouch, notme."

	Crouch'snostrilsflared.Terrorstartedtocreepbackintohiseyes.

	"Andyouwon'tbewithmeforever.I'llmakesureofit.I'mnotsayingit will be easy. It might take me a year, it might take me a decade, but

	eventually,they'llcomeadaywhenIdon'tthinkaboutyouandwhatyou

	didtomeatall.I'llforgetallaboutyou,justforaday,butthat'llbeenough. Because then one day will become two.Two days will become a week and so on until eventually, even I'll forget you, and you will be no one. It'll be like you never existed at all, but that doesn't mean you shouldn't pay now."

	Daphnedidn'tsayanythingelse.SheglidedtowardsCrouchandspeared the knife into the back of his hand.

	WhenCrouchhowledinpain,Daphnetookastepback.Shestareddownat him and inhaled sharply. There was a fire in her eyes, even if they had

	startedtoglistenwithtears.

	Shefeltbetter.MakingCrouchhurtwasdoingthetrick.Shepulledthe

	knifeoutofhishandandhovereditoverhisbicep,andwhenshesurgedit forward, her free hand flew to his mouth.

	 

	
Theocouldn'thearCrouchscreamasDaphnetwistedtheknifeandthatwas the whole point.

	Shewantedtohurthimbutshewantedhimsilent.Shewantedtomakehim feel every ounce of pain that he'd made her feel and not be able to beg or scream for it to stop, just like he'd done to her.

	TheostoodbackandwatchedherstabCrouchinthestomach,thenhisleg, thenhisshoulder,andwhenshewasdone,therewereblotchesofCrouch's blood all over her arms and clothes but the sadness in her, it was finally starting to go away …

	When she turned to Theo her chest was heaving and her face was wet with tearsandblood,butshewassmiling."Thankyou,"shesighed.Thereliefin her voice was unmistakable. "Thank you, Theo ..."

	Theowalkedcloserandstoodinfrontofher.Hefelttheheatradiatingfrom her body. He smelled lilacs and oranges. She was back. She was really

	there, with him, and even though he knew that, he needed to check, just to besure.Heleanedforwardand-withthegentlestofpressures-kissedhercheek.

	"Don't stop there," he murmured, lips still on her skin. He kissed away a tear as it slipped down her cheek. It might've meant nothing to her, but in Theo'sownlittleway,hefeltlikehewaskissingawayherpainasitlefther body. "He's all yours. Make him pay for what he did to you."

	"Andtoyou."DaphnetiltedherchinsoshecouldlookinTheo'seyes."He's hurt you too." She smiled a little, not enough to make her dimples appear, and took his hand, joining their tattoos, making the snake whole again for

	thefirsttimeinyears."Thisisforyouasmuchasitisforme." "Alright then," Theo smiled. "For you and for me."

	Daphnesmiledsweetlybackathim."Forus."

	 

	
Endofthefuckingworld

	 

	11thApril

	 

	 

	IttookHermionetwodaysofexperimentingbeforeshefinallymanagedto rid Chester andAngel of the charms Crouch had placed on their voice

	boxes. It turned out to be an incredibly tedious and fiddly task. There was lotsoftrialanderror.Itwasnowherenearaseasyasshe'dthoughtitwould be,butseeingthelooksonAngelandChester'sfaceswhentheyweregone,

	seeingthejoyintheireyeswhentheyfinallyheardtheirownvoicesafterso long, it made it worth it.

	SarahandMegan,thoseweretheirnames.Theirrealnames.

	Sarahwasoneonherown.Shehadapersonalityasfieryasherredhairand a low, throaty voice that sounded like she smoked a packet of cigarettes a

	day.Sarahhadalottosay-mostofwhichwereprofanitiesaimedat

	CrouchandYaxleyandotherDeathEatersshedidn'tknowthenamesof- and every other word she said seemed to be a curse.

	Quinzelwasappalledbyherlanguage.DaphneandTheothoughtitwashilarious.

	Megan,ontheotherhand,wasveryquiet.ShespokeenoughforHermione to discover that she was twenty-two years old and had been hiding in a

	mugglerefugeinLondonwhenCrouchhadfoundher.Shedidn'treallysay much at all and the little that she did speak was in a thick accent that could only come from the East End of London.Theo was convinced that she was the daughter of a mafia boss. Megan just smiled and although she didn't

	confirmTheo'stheory,shedidn'texactlydenyiteither.

	Although the group had offered to let them stay at the farmhouse - or let themuseoneoftheothersafehousesMalfoyhadsetup-afterafewdays of deliberation, they chose to live at one of the Order's bases.

	 

	
Hermionecouldunderstandwhy.Therewerealotofmugglerefugees living at the Order's bases and that ultimately was what swayed their

	decision.Whenthey'dbeencaptured,bothofthegirlshadhadfamilies, brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers that'd still been very much

	alive,andtheyboththoughtthattheyhadabetterchanceofreunitingwith them if they stayed with the Order.

	Nooneinthefarmhouseseemedtoosurprisedbythegirl'sdecision,butno one told them the likelihood of their families still being alive was

	impossiblylow.

	Malfoy and Hermione had taken the girls to East Midlands airport and Ginny and Fleur had come to pick them up. Ginny had smiled and told HermionethatKingsleywouldbeintouchtoarrangeameeting.She'dtold Hermione to keep an eye on the postal point they used to use to drop off messages between the two sides, and then she'dApparated away.

	WithbothSarahandMegangone,bedroommusicalchairsensuedagain.

	BlaiseandAstoriastayedintheirroom.TheoandDaphnesharedTheo's

	room.QuinzeltookwhatHermionehadassumedwasgoingtobeMalfoy's, and Hermione and Malfoy slept on the sofas in the living room.

	ItwasaweekbeforeKingsleywantedMalfoyandHermionetogotothe Order's base.Apeaceful week where none of them had to think about

	battlesorattacksorordersfromtheirsuperiors.Abloodylovelyweek

	wherenoneofthemreallythoughtaboutthewarandtheycouldjustgeton with things that used to be important to them.

	Inthosefirstfewdays,eventhemostmundanetasksbecamelikeabreath of fresh air.

	Quinzelwassoovercomewithgriefforherfriend,thatshedidn'twantto do anything, and no one minded picking up her chores. While Quinzel

	lockedherselfinherroom,theotherspitchedin,andHermionesworeshe even heard Malfoy humming one afternoon while he andAstoria cooked.

	Malfoysetveryclearandverysterninstructionsthatnoonewastogo outside of the protective wards he'd set up unless they were doing an

	 

	
essentialsupplyrunoritwasabsolutelynecessary.

	Theobroketheruleonthesecondday.He'dsneakedoutduringthenight- andMerlinonlyknewwherehe'dgoneorhowhe'dgottenhishandsonit- but he returned the next morning with a vintage cassette player perched on his shoulder and a stack of 80's cassettes under his arm.

	Malfoyhadbeenfuckinglividwithhim,buthislittlemissionhadpleased the right person. Daphne had been thrilled with her present, and the

	farmhousewasneverquietagain.

	Fromthatmomenton,therealwaysseemedtobeastringofhappy,upbeat musicplayinginthebackground.Smilesseemedtobeinfectious,laughter even more so.

	Almosteverydayafterwards,theygatheredaroundthekitchenislandand drank whiskey and listened to the cassettes that Theo had stolen. They

	danced-well,Theo,Daphne,AstoriaandHermionedanced.Malfoyand Blaise stayed in their chairs with their whiskey and watched.

	However,onthefourthnight,aftermanywhiskeysandlotsofpersuasions- and Daphne and Theo chanting 'Weeeee like to dance with Draco,' - Blaise and Malfoy did get up and dance. They had to be physically pulled out of their chairs, but they did dance/awkwardly sway to Karma Chameleon

	whenDaphneforcedthemto.

	Hermione had been surprised that they all knew the lyrics to so many 80's songsconsideringmostofthemwerewrittenbymuggleartists,butnothing

	- absolutely fucking nothing - surprised her more to discover that Malfoy - DracobloodyMalfoy–kneweverysinglewordtoStayinAlivebytheBee Gees, and the memory of him drunkenly singing and dancing to it at 3 am was her new favourite memory. Ever.

	Although it was clear that Daphne thought a lot of Megan and Sarah, it felt as though she relaxed after they'd left. The three of them had bonded over somethingsohorrificthatnooneelsecouldeverreallyunderstand.Daphne cared for thegirls, but seeing Megan and Sarah daily ... it must havebeen a constant reminder for her.And she didn't want to remember. She wanted to

	 

	
move on with her life and act as though those horrific years had never happenedtoher,andthepresenceofothergirlswho'dbeenthroughthe same thing didn't allow her to do that.

	Hermionecouldn'tblameher.She'dhaveprobablyreactedthesameway.

	In some ways, it was like Daphne had never been gone. She slipped back intotheirfamilyperfectly,andwhyshouldn'tshe?Shestillbelongedthere. It was still her family and nothing was ever going to change that.

	Daphne split her time between her family and training outside. She used Astoria'swandtopracticeduelling.Shewasalittlerustyandwasn'tusedto using her sister's wand, but she was regaining her confidence and skill

	quickly. When Daphne duelled, she almost looked like she was dancing. Shewasveryquickandlightonherfeetandthewayshetwirledwhenshe threw a curse, the way her body bent and the way she often raised herself onto the tips of her toes when she attacked, it reminded Hermione of a

	Balletdancer.

	Shedidn'ttalkaboutCrouchoranythingrelatedtohim.Justasshe'd

	promised,she'dtakenwhathe'ddonetoher,putitinabox,lockeditupand was refusing to open it until the war was over. If she was secretly hurting inside, then she was a better actress than Theo was. No one would have

	beenabletotell justbylookingather.

	She always looked beautiful and immaculately dressed. She always wore a genuine, wide smile that showed her dimples andTheo ...Theo was whole again.ThatemptyandvacantlookthatHermionesawinhimwasgone.He laughed again. He smiled again. Every second he spent with Daphne and that sadness that used to hang over him all the time like a ghost, it was

	gone.

	TheoandDaphnewereinseparable.Theydideverythingtogether.Trained. Cleaned.Cooked.Theyweregluedatthehipandtheirtattooedhandswere always joined - even when they slept.

	Hermionecaughtthemdancinginthekitchenonemorningwhiletheymade breakfast together. She'd woken up alone one morning to the sound of

	 

	
SomebodytoLovebyQueenblasting fromthekitchen.

	DaphnehadbeenwearingoneofTheo'sjumperslikeitwasadressand they'd both been singing into spatula's like they were microphones.

	Hermione had stood in the doorway with a smile on her face and watched DaphnestealTheo'spretendmicrophoneandholdithostage,onlyforTheo to then grab her wrist, spin her around and lure her into dancing with himagain.

	WhenDaphnewasinandaroundthefarmhouse,shetriedherbesttobe

	normal,butwhenshewentintothebasementwithTheo...Neitherofthem ever really went into detail about what happened when they were in there, but when they emerged afterwards, both of them were always smiling,

	curledineach-othersarms,whisperingandgigglingineach-othersears.

	Hermione even managed to get back to painting. She found some old brushes and pots of paint in one of the many many many old sheds that were darted around the farm. She only had four colours and the brushes wereoldandmattedbutitwasnothingafewwell-placedcharmscouldn'trectify.

	So, when Hermione's free time wasn't taken up doing supply runs with Malfoyordoingchoresaroundthehouse,shepainted.Itfeltsogoodto

	have a brush back in her hand. It was a nice bit of normalcy that made her feel like the war was finally coming to an end.And while she painted, her mindwouldstarttowonder,likeitalwaysdid.Whileshepaintedthesmall mural of daisies in the kitchen to try and brighten up the dark room, she

	thoughtaboutherparentsandwonderedifsheshouldmakeafakegravefor them after the war. They wouldn't be buried there, but at least she would

	havesomewheretovisitthem-and aplacetolayflowersintheirmemory...

	Whenshe'dstartedtopaintabeachandwaterfallsinthebathroom,she'd thought about Malfoy and all the beaches and places they'd talked about

	travellingtointheirimaginary'otherlife',andwhenshe'dstartedpaintinga poppy field in the hallway, she'd started to contemplate her own future.

	Becausewhatwassheactuallygoingtodowithherlifewhenallthiswasover?

	 

	
AstoriaandBlaisehadtalkedaboutfindingahouseinthecentreofLondon and possibly starting a family.Theo and Daphne had talked about finding a flat around the corner, but Hermione ... Every time she thought about her

	future,shecouldneversettleonwhatshewantedtodo.

	Shecouldn'tgobacktoHampsteadGarden,thethoughtalonemadeher shiver.There was nothing left for her there anymore, she'd have to find herself a new home.

	HarryandGinnyhadoncetoldherthatthere'dalwaysbeaplaceforherin theirhomeafterthewar,butaftereverythingshe'ddone,wouldtheyreally want her around their children?

	No, she couldn't stay with them either but the thought of living alone or stayinginoneplaceforalongtime...thatdidn'tsitrightwithhereither.

	She supposed she could always take Malfoy up on his offer to travel with him.Shemightactuallylikeit.Adifferentcountryeveryweek...Spending her days exploring with him and her nights...

	Hermionehissedwhentherunningwaterunexpectedlyturnedscalding.She turned the cold tap until the water was more comfortable and after she'd washed the red paint off her hands, she gripped either side of the sink and looked at her reflection in the mirror.

	Justlikeshehaddoneeverydayforthepastninedays,sheleanedherhead back so she could see into her nostrils more clearly, and just as they had

	beeneverytimeshe'dchecked,therewasnoblood.

	It'dbeenaweeksinceHermionehadhadhernosebleed.Shehadn'thad another once since then, and she didn't know if that was a comfort or acurse.

	Shesighedheavilyandherhandstightenedagainsttheedgeofthesink.She stared at her reflection again in the bathroom mirror. She didn't feel any

	different.Shedidn'tlookanydifferent.Sheknewsheshouldn'tdwellonit and yet, she couldn't stop her mind from going back to it.

	 

	
Spontaneous nosebleeds weren't something she'd ever suffered with, not even as a child. She remembered one girl she used to play with when she wasyoung,JessicaRighterorLighter-shecouldn'trememberwhich.She used to suffer from them all the time. Hermione remembered how they'd played together in the park once, all laughter and smiles and then all of a sudden, Jessica's nose had started to bleed.

	It'dfrightenedHermionethefirsthappened-she'd thoughtthegirlwas

	dying. She'd run into her parent's house screaming and crying but once her fatherhadexplainedthatitwasnormal,sherelaxedandwheneveritwould happen again, Hermione would just smile reassuringly and offer Jessica a tissue. It was normal, just one of those things for Jessica and lots of other people - but Hermione had never suffered with them, so she couldn't

	understandwhyshewasnow-

	Therewerethreelightknocksonthebathroomdoor.

	"Granger,"sheheardMalfoysayfromtheotherside."Areyoureadytogo?"

	"Yes,I'llbeoutinaminute."

	Malfoyhoveredforamomentbeforesheheardhisfootstepsfromtheother side of the door, getting quieter and quieter as he walked away.

	Shegaveherselfonelastglanceinthemirrorbeforesheopenedthedoor and went to find him.

	Malfoywaswaitingforherinthekitchen.Hewasleaningagainstthe

	diningtablewithhisarmsfoldedacrosshischestandaslightfrownonhisface.

	Daphnewassatonthekitchencounter,herlonglegsdanglingovertheside with Theo standing in front of her. They were both facing Malfoy, Theo's

	hipswerenestledinbetweenheropenthighsandalthoughtheywereboth listening to whatever Malfoy was saying, the pair of them couldn't have looked more invested in each other.

	 

	
DaphnehadherarmsfoldedandrestingonthebackofTheo'sshoulders and her chin was resting on the top of his head.

	BothofTheo'shandswerelaidgentlyatopDaphne'sthighsandashespoke to Malfoy, his thumbs stroked little patterns into her legs.

	"You'resofullofshit,"Theoscoffed."Howcanyoupossiblythinkthat

	KonradWeisswasabetterseekerthanVictorKrum?!WesawKrumplayat the Quidditch world cup and he was phenomenal! Even your mum thought so and she knew fuck all about Quidditch!"

	Malfoysighedandrolledhiseyestowardstheceiling."Krumwasn'tthatgood."

	Theo burst into a very loud - very fake - laugh. "Oh really? Is that why you andyourdadputtwentygalleonsonhimbeingthebestindividualscorerof the entire Quidditch world cup?"

	"No,Ididn't.”

	"Yes,"Theogrinned."Youdid." "I didn't!"

	"Youdidblondie,"Daphnechirpedin."Iwastherewhenyouputthebeton. You said you'd buy me and Tori a present if you won."

	"Aha!" Theo shouted, pointing one of his fingers and thrusting it into the air."Thereitis!Theladyhasspoken!Wehaveawitness,yourhonour,the case is closed! We win! You lose!"

	Daphnechuckledsoftlyandthensheleaneddownandwhispered something in Theo's ear.

	Theolaughedandthenwhisperedsomethingbacktoher.

	"Oh, here we fucking go," Malfoy snapped. "She's been back home five minutesandthebloodywhispertwinsareback.Didn'ttakeyoulongtofind your feet again, did it?"

	 

	
DaphnesmiledandveryelegantlydisplayedhermiddlefingertoMalfoy, andwhensheloweredsaidoffensivefinger,sheslidherhandintoTheo's curls and started to gently massage the back of his head.

	TheoclosedhiseyesandleanedintoDaphne'shand.Hehadasmallsmile on his face and looked the picture of contentment.

	"Sorry,Draco,"Daphnesaid,grinning."Isupposeweshouldn'tbesohard on you, you know ... given the circumstances."

	Malfoyfrowned."Whatcircumstances?"

	"Youknow,"Daphne'svoicedroppedtoasarcasticwhisper,"thecircumstances."

	"Whatfuckingcircumstancesareyouonabout?!"

	"Ohmy,haveyouheardthis?He'spretendinghedoesn'tknow."

	"Iknow.He'sindenial."Theotuttedandshookhishead,speakingto Daphne as though it was just the two of them in the kitchen.

	"Do you think?""Definitely.""Poor bloke." "Shame,isn'tit?"

	Although Daphne and Theo seemed to be having a fabulous time winding Malfoyup,Malfoylookedlikehewasabouttoexplode."Whatthefuckare you two on about?!"

	"Nothin'atall."Theoshrugged."Juststatingtheobvious." "What's obvious?!"

	 

	
TheotiltedhisheadbacksohecouldlookupatDaphne."Shallwetellhim?"

	"Tellmewhat?!"

	"ThatyoursuddenaversiontowhousedtobeyourfavouriteQuidditch player -"

	"HewasnevermyfavouriteQuidditchplayer!"

	"-isbecausehesleptwithourcurly-hairedGryffindor?"

	Malfoy scoffed loudly and rolled his eyes again. Even Hermione thought it lookedabitoverthetop,almostlikehewasputtingiton."Doyouhonestly thinkIwouldbejealousofKrumbecausehesleptwithGrangeronce,yearsago?"

	"Yes,"DaphneandTheosaidinunison.

	WhenMalfoymadeanangrysortofnoiseandshookhishead,Daphne whispered something in Theo's ear again.

	Theogrinnedupathiswifeandwhisperedsomethingbacktoher. "Would you two pack it in with all the whispering?!"

	DaphneandTheoplayfullyglaredatMalfoyforamoment,andthenTheo whispered something else to her, making sure to cover his mouth with his hand so Malfoy couldn't read his lips.

	JustwhenitlookedlikeMalfoy wasabouttostrangleTheo,Hermione

	enteredthekitchen."Draco,"shegreeted,fightingasmile."Areyouready to go?"

	TheochuckledunderhisbreathwhenDaphnewhisperedsomethinginhisear.

	MalfoyglaredatTheoandDaphneashewalkedtowardsthekitchendoor. He unlocked it and held it open for Hermione to walk out in front of him,

	 

	
and just before she made it over the threshold, she saw Theo and Daphne making whipping motions behind Malfoy's back and chuckling under their breath.Whentheywereoutside,theywalkedsidebyside.Hermione'shand brushed the back of his, it would have been so easy to just take it. Her

	fingerswereitchingtoreachoutandintertwinewithhis.

	Narcissasatoutsidebathinginthelateafternoonsun.Herwingswere

	curledaroundherandherheadwasdown.Shewasverybusypullingthe littlemusclethatremainedoffthehorsecorpsethatwasinhertalons,but justasMalfoyandHermionewereabouttoApparate,shecaughtsightof the pair of them and raised her head.

	"You'renotcomingwithus,"Malfoytoldherwhenshestartedtogetup. "Sorry girl."

	ThedragonhuffedirritablyandlookedatHermione.Italmostmadeher laugh, it was like she was trying to get a second opinion.

	"He'sright,"Hermioneanswered,bitingherliptotryandhidehersmile. "You need to stay here this time. I'm sorry."

	HermionereachedouttopetherbutNarcissahuffedirritablyandturnedher back on thepair. For abeast so largeand deadly, it turned out shewas quite sensitive. Hermione made a mental note to ask Hagrid if he had any more Grindylow neck joints. That might cheer her up - which reminded her ...

	"Canyou promiseto beon yourbest behaviourtoday?"

	Malfoyquirkedabrowandsmirkeddownather."Whateverareyouimplying?"

	"YouknowwhatI'mimplying.ThisisabigstepfortheOrder.Kingsley invited us personally. They're inviting us into their base."

	"Astheyshouldafterwestoleandhand-deliveredthemabloodyHorcrux. You'd think after all that they'd at least send a gold carriage to pick us up and we wouldn't have to make our own way there."

	 

	
Hermioneswattedhim ontheshoulder.

	"What?It'stheleasttheycoulddo.You'dthinkthey'dbutterusupabitfirst before they tell us about a stupid loophole in our contract."

	"Whatkindofloophole?"

	"Onethatmeanswedon'tgetpardonsafterthewar."

	Hermionewenttoswathimagainbutheswervedoutoftheway."Don'tsay things like that. Why would you think he's not going to give you pardons?"

	"Ohcomeon,he'snotinvitedusallthewaytotheirbasetohaveacupof tea and congratulate us. There's something else in it."

	"No," Hermione hissed. "He's invited us there to discuss the next phase of theplan.TheydestroyedanotherHorcruxbecauseofyou,there'snowayhe could go back on his word now.”

	"AndyouthinkKingsley'swordmeansanything?"Malfoy'slaughwaslight and whimsical, almost boyish.

	"Ofcourseitdoes-"

	"Oh,I'msorry.DidhemakeanunbreakablevowthatImissed?" "Well, no ... but that doesn't mean that he wouldn't honour - "

	"KingsleywantstostayincontroloftheOrder,andhe'llonlydothatas long as people trust his judgment and believe in him.Yes?"

	"Yes."

	"Andthosepeopleinthebaseswithhim-theoneswhosevoteistheonly thingkeepinghiminpower-they'velostfamilymembers,yes?Hadtheir loved ones slaughtered by Death Eaters and such? So how do you think they'regoingtofeelwhentheyseehe'spardonedtwoofthemostruthless Death Eaters that ever lived-"

	 

	
"ThreeofthemostruthlessDeathEatersthateverlived,"Hermione

	interrupted. "I meant it when I said that I was going to get you a pardon as well.AndDaphne.I'llgetallofyoupardons.I'llmakeKingsley'swordforit."

	"Granger,Kingsley'sworddoesn'tmeanshit."

	"No,"shesnapped."Hepromisedthathewouldpardonyouallifyougot him a Horcrux.You did that.You delivered your half of the bargain -"

	"AndthenIblewourcoverandnowwe'reuselesstohim." "You blew your cover to protect me!"

	Malfoy gave her one of those lopsided smirks that made her heart flutter. "That won't matter to the Order. I've blown our cover.We can't leak any more secrets and we can't tear Voldemort's army down any more than we already have. So unless Kingsley wants to send us on a murder mission to get the last Horcrux, then we're useless to him now. He can't get anything elseoutofus,andifhethinkswe'reuselesstotheOrder,he'sgotnoreason to protect us."

	Hermionedidn'twanttoadmitthatsheknewhewasright.Kingsleywas

	practical.HeputtheOrder'ssurvivalfirst.Hewasanincredibleleader,but he hadn't gotten there by being fair.

	MalfoyhadoutedhisentirefamilybyhelpingtheOrder.Theywereall fugitives now. If any of Voldemort's followers found them, they'd be slaughtered. They'd given up so much to help the Order, sacrificed

	everythingtochangesides,butHermionehadn'tevenconsideredwhat would happen if the other side didn't want them.

	WhatifKingsleydidn'thonourthepardonshe'dpromised?Thenwhat?

	WhatifKingsleyhonouredeveryoneelse'sbutrefusedtograntMalfoy

	one?Whatwouldhappenthen?WouldhetryandputhiminAzkaban?Or worse. Would he ... would he try and execute him?

	 

	
HermionehadtolookawayfromMalfoy.Shetwistedherneckslightlyand watched the scales on Narcissa's back move as she ate.

	Shecouldn'tletthathappen.ThethoughtofMalfoydyingwas

	excruciatinglypainful.Thethoughtofwatchinghimdie...Thethoughtof holdinghimin herarmsand watchingthelight leavehiseyes      standing

	overhisgraveGod,shedidn'tthinkshe'deverfeltpainlikeit.Withouteven realising she was doing it, she pressed the heel of her hand into her chest and tried to relieve some of the pressure building there.

	No, she wouldn't let him die. Even if she had to fight Kingsley off herself, she'dmakesurehelived.She'dmakesurehewashappyandalive,evenifit meant they both had to disappear together.

	"Howlong do you thinkit would takeherto fly toRome?"

	"What?"Malfoyasked.Shedidn'tneedtolookathimtoknowhewasfrowning.

	"Narcissa,"Hermioneclarified."Howlongdoyouthinkitwouldtakeher to fly to Rome?"

	"Eighthours,maybenine.Why?"

	"Andshecoulddothat?Ifyouaskedherto?" "Yes. Why?"

	"BecauseI'vechangedmymind.IthinkweshouldstartinRome." She felt Malfoy watching the side of her face.

	"Afterthewar,"Hermionesaid,fillinginthegaps,"whenwegotravelling together, I think we should start in Rome. I've always wanted to see the

	Colosseums."

	"Inthis otherlife?"

	"Yes.Unlessyouweren'tbeingserious?"

	 

	
Hisbrowsknittedtogether,andhewethislipswithhistongue."What's brought this on?"

	Hermione shrugged, trying to act indifferent. "The end of the war seems more likely now, doesn't it? Nagini is the only Horcrux left. It's possible thatwemightgetthisotherlifewe'vebeentalkingabout,soIjustthought

	...maybeitwas timewestartplanningit."

	Hisblue-greyeyesstartedtoflicker.Therewashardlyanygreyleftinthem. He took his time to mull over her words.When he was finished, he held out his hand to her, and when he smiled, it took her breath away. "It's a date

	then."

	HishandwasmorethananinvitationtoApparatetogether,itwasa

	promise.Adeal.Whenallthiswasover,theyweregoingtotraveltogether. They weregoing to seetheworld and actually livefor once, all sheneeded to do was take his hand.

	Andinthatmoment,slippingherhandintohisfeltlikethemostnatural thing in the world.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WhentheyApparatedtoEastMidlandsAirport,GinnyandFleurwere already waiting for them.

	"Isthisreallynecessary?"Malfoyasked.Hermionecouldtellhewasdoing his best to keep his voice polite, but he still sounded irritated. "We could

	havejustApparatedthereourselves.Wedon'tneedbabysitters." "Sorry," Ginny sighed. "Kingsley's orders."

	 

	
Malfoylookedlikehewasbitinghistongue,notmetaphorically,helooked like he was physically biting his tongue to restrain himself from coming

	backwithanastyretort.

	GinnytookafirmholdofHermione'selbow,Fleurdidthesamewith Malfoy, and seconds later, the ground vanished from underneath

	Hermione'sfeet.

	"Arun-downhospital?"Malfoysneeredwhentheylandedontheotherside. "That's really where you chose to have your next central base? How canyou get anything done in here? It's a fucking state."

	That was putting it lightly. Hermione didn't think she'd ever seen such a sorry state of a building. It was a large but it was derelict.All the windows weresmashed,theWestsidewallwascompletelymissing-possiblycaught up in an explosion - and it looked like it'd been abandoned for years.

	Yes,itwasveryinconspicuousanditblendedinvery,verywell,butno matterwhichwayHermionelookedatit,shedidn'tseehowitcouldbe considered safe. It looked like it might crumple with the strong breeze.

	"Actually," Ginny said, the snarl as clear in her voice as it was in her eyes, “we’vefoundthatit'sthebestplaceforus.Ithasplentyofroomandlotsof beds and medical supplies, meaning we can treat and save the injured a lot faster.And it only looks that way because of the Disillusion charms we've placed on it. When you're on the other side - you know what, I'm not even going to bother explaining. Just walk and see for yourself."

	ItwasahellofaDisillusioncharm,evenMalfoyhadtogivetheOrderthat. When they crossed the threshold, the hospital was completely transformed.

	Thewallsrematerialized,thebrokenwindowssuddenlyrepaired

	themselvesandthetracesofthewarvanished.Inaninstant,thehospital was normal.

	"I'mneededintheinfirmary,"Fleursaidwhentheygottowhatusedtobe the main reception. "It was great to see you again, Hermione. Malfoy."

	 

	
"Kingsley'sofficeisthisway,"Ginnysaid,gesturingwithherheadtothe hallway on the left-hand side. When she started to walk, Malfoy and

	Hermionefellintostepbehindthem.

	They didn't pass anyone as Ginny led them through the halls.Hermione thoughtthattheywouldhaveatleastpassedsomeoneandyet,bythetime they were walking up a staircase, they hadn't seen a single person. It was odd.All of it was odd. Judging from the massive size of the building, it could have hosted hundreds of soldiers and refugees, so why hadn't they seen anyone?

	"Whichhospitalisthis?"Hermioneaskedastheystartedonthesecondset of stairs.

	Ginnywasquietandforabriefmoment,Hermionethoughtshehadn'theard her. She'd just been about to repeat her question when Ginny said, "Kingsley's told me not to tell you."

	Ah.Sothatwasthatthen.Theselevelshadbeenclearedbecausetheydidn't want any other Order members to come into close contact with Malfoy or Hermione. Kingsley still didn't trust them, just as Malfoy had predicted.

	Ginnywasclearlyuncomfortablesayingitandalthoughsheobviously didn't agree, Hermione's blood still boiled all the same. Because how

	fucking dare he still not trust them?! Malfoy had sacrificed everything for them. He'd risked everything, he'd gotten them another Horcrux, and Kingsley still didn't trust him?! What more would he have to sacrifice to make them see that there was good in him?!What more did Kingsley want Malfoytodotoprovehisloyalty?!KillVoldemorthimself?!Itwasfuckingridiculous!

	Hermione didn't say another word as they walked throughA&E and went upthestairstoOrthopaedics.WhentheygottoCardiology,Ginnystopped.

	"Ifyouwanttowaithere,Kingsley willcomeandgetyouwhenhe'sready."

	Hermionenoddedandsatdownononeoftheplasticypinkchairsinthe waitingarea.Shedidn'tlookatGinny.Shewastooangryandshedidn't

	 

	
wanttotakethatangeroutononeofheroldestfriends.Itwasn'therfault Kingsley was such a prick.

	WhenGinnyleft,Malfoysatdownonthechairbesideher.Theywereonly in the waiting room for a few minutes before she felt Malfoy's cold lips at her ear.

	"Youalright?"

	Hermionejustnodded.Didn'ttrustherselfwithwords,notwithhertemper sparking the way it was.

	Malfoy didn't say anything else, but when she started to tap her foot irritablyonthefloor,heplacedhishandonherthighandsqueezedit reassuringly. It did help. A little.

	Afewminuteslater,Malfoylookedtowardstheentrance."Canyouhearthat?"

	"Hearwhat?"

	Itwasasortofpitter-patter.Likeheavyrainfallingonacaravanroof.Like

	...

	Children'sfootsteps.

	Hermionesmiledandgottoherfeet. "AUNTIE MIONE!"

	Assoonasthatlittlebundleofredhairroundedthecorner,Hermione scooped her up into her arms.

	"AUNTIE MIONE YOUR HERE!” Rose squealed happily, wrapping her littlearmsaroundthebackofHermione'sneckandhuggingherwithallher might. "YOU'RE BACK! WE MISSED YOU SO MUCHAUNTIE MIONE!SO MUCH!"

	 

	
"Imissedyoutoo!"Hermione'swordscameoutmuffledagainstRose's

	brittleredhair."I'vemissedyouandyourbrotherssomuch!I'msosorryI haven't been around!"

	"Izokay,"Rosechirped."ButmeandFwedgib'ddaddyapaintingwemad you. Did he gib it you?"

	"Yes he gid'd - gave - he gave it to me. He did and I loved it.Thank you so much."HermioneputRosedownandkneltinfrontofhersothattheywere eye to eye. "Look at you! Look how much you've grown!You're so bignow."

	"Iknow,"Rosesaidproudly,raisingherchinintheair."I'mbiggerthan Fwed now!"

	"No, younot!"

	"Granger?"Malfoyasked.Itsoundedlikehewasbackingaway."Whyis there another red-haired child here and why is it staring at me?"

	ThelookonlittleFredPotter'sfaceashestaredupatMalfoywasfunny,

	butMalfoy'sexpressionwashilarious.WhileFredlookedmischievousand intrigued, Malfoy looked frightened and disgusted.

	"Dat'sFwed,"Rosesaid."He'smybruva."

	"Twinbruva,"Fredcorrected."We'retwins."

	"Twins?"Malfoyasked."AsinPotterandWeaseltit'soffspring?" "Yes," Hermione answered. "Why do you ask?"

	"You're telling me that there's another batch of red-haired twins with WeasleyDNAandhavetheabilitytoappearoutofnowhere?"Malfoy

	gasped. "Well that's ... what's the point in continuing to fight in this war? Theworldisalreadybloodyover."WhenRoseandFredstartedgiggling, Malfoy glared down at them. "What are you two laughing at?"

	"You'refunny,"Rosegrinned.

	 

	
"Thatwasn'tsupposedtobefunny."

	"You'redeadfunny,"Fredgrinned."Andyouhavefunnyhair." "What does my hair have to do with-"

	"It's soshiny."

	"It is," Fred agreed. "It looks like unicorn hair." "DoesAuntieMionelikeyourhair?"Roseasked. "I fink he likesAuntie Mione's legs," Fred said.

	RosecockedherheadtothesideandgrinnedmischievouslyupatMalfoy. "Is dat why you was squeezin' dem?"

	MalfoylookedtoHermioneforhelp.Hedidn'tfindany.Shewastoobusylaughing.

	Rose put both her hands above her head and started to walk towards Malfoy.Hermione-havingbeenaroundthetwinssincetheywereborn,

	knewthatthismeantRosewantedMalfoytopickherup-Malfoy,however, looked at her like she was a wild dog with rabies.

	"Granger,what'sitdoing?"

	"She,"Hermionecorrected,"wantsyoutopickherup-"

	"Pickup,"Rosesaid,flexingherlittlefingers,makingitalittleeasierfor him to understand.

	"No."

	"Metoo,"Fredsaid,joininghissisterandadvancingonMalfoyandputting his hands above his head.

	"Pickup.Pickup."

	 

	
"Nope.Nothappening." "Pick up. Pick up." "Pick up. Pick up -"

	IntheexactmillisecondthatMalfoydrewhiswand,abluecursecame

	hurtlingtowardshim.Hedeflecteditwithease.Thetwinsstartedscreaming as the deflected spell crashed into the wall.

	WhenHermioneturnedaround,shesawbothGinnyandRonhurtlingdown the corridor. Ron looked like a raging bull, his wand was smoking in his

	hand,andGinnywasdoingeverythinginherpowertotryandslowhim. "GETAWAY FROM THEM!"

	Thetwinsmust'veneverseentheirunclequitesoangry.Bothoftheirtiny faces were alight with fear. Fred jumped into Hermione's arms but when Hermione searched for Rose, she found her hiding behind Malfoy, her

	tremblinghandsclutchingthebackofhistrousersandherfacehiding behind his leg.

	AndMalfoy...Hehadonehandhoveringoverherface,almostlikehewas trying to shield her. He was protecting her.

	"ISAIDGETTHEFUCKAWAYFROMMYNIECEANDNEPHEW!"

	"Ronloweryourvoice!"Ginnyhissedunderherbreath."Thetwinsaresafe!"

	"SAFE?!THEY'REWITHADEATHEATER!"Ronpulledouthiswand and aimed it at Malfoy.

	"Putthataway,Ronald!"HermioneclutchedFredtoherchestandtriedto tilt him in a way to block his view of his uncle. He didn't need to be any more frightened than he already was.

	GinnytriedtosnatchRon'swandoutofhishandbuthewasalottallerand stronger than her.Another blue light started to gather at the end of it.

	 

	
FredwhimperedandhidinHermione'sarms. Rose started to cry behind Malfoy.

	"GetawayfromRose!"

	"You'retheonescaringher,Weasel,notme,"Malfoysaidcalmly.He

	noddedtowardsRon'swandandhishandtightenedaroundhisown."Best put that away before I break it."

	"DON'TYOUDARETELLME-"

	"Ifyou'reallfinished,"saidanothervoice.Hermionerecogniseditinstantly.

	ItwasaboutfuckingtimeKingsleyshowedup."Harryiswaitingforall three of you in my office."

	Calming Ron down turned out to be a very tiresome task, and calming down Fred and Rose was just as difficult.The poor twins were in hysterics bythetimeGinnyscoopedthemupandlefttheotherstotheirmeeting,and it was almost impossible to pry Rose away from Malfoy.

	Kingsley led the three of them into his office - Malfoy and Ron glared murderously at one another the entire time - and once they were inside, Kingsleycastasilencingcharmontheroom,thenalockingcharmonthe doors, then sat down on a large cushioned chair behind his desk.

	HarryhadbeensittingonaleatherchairinfrontofKingsley'sdeskbut when Hermione arrived, he rose from his chair and enveloped her in a warm hug.

	"Missedyou,”hewhisperedinherear. "Missed you too."

	HermioneandMalfoysatinthechairsthatlinedtheleftwall.

	HarrywentbacktohisandRonleanedagainstthewallwithascowlonhisface.

	 

	
"Sothen?"Ronasked. "So what?"

	"HaveyoumanagedtogetanythingoutofCrouchaboutwhereNaginiis being kept?"

	Malfoy's eyes hardened. He rolled his tongue on the inside of his cheek, a tell-talesignthathewaslosinghispatience."Whatmakesyouthinkthatwe know where Crouch is?"

	"That'swhatSarahandMegansaid."Ronshrugged."Saidyou'vegothim chained up in the farmhouse and are torturing him for information."

	WhenMalfoycockedoneofhisbrowsandstareddownhisnoseatRon,he looked just like his father.All arrogance and icy anger. "Did they now?"

	Ronpushedhimselfoffthewall-

	"Look," Harry said, cutting in between the two of them. "Whether you have Crouchorwhatyoudowithhimisn'tourtoppriorityrightnow.Whatisour top priority is finding the snake and killing it."

	"Haveyoudestroyedthemedallion?"Hermioneasked.

	"Yeah,"Harrynodded.Helookedratherpleasedwithhimself.Healmost smiled."Wedestroyeditonthe2ndAprilwiththeswordofGryffindor."

	Good.Thatmeanttheywereonestepcloser.Thatmeantthatallthatwas left now really was the snake.

	"So?"HarrylookednervouslyatMalfoy."HasCrouchsaidanything?""No."

	"No?!"Ronsnarled."Whynot?!Ithoughtyouguysweresupposedtobe the experts in torture!"

	"We'renottorturinghimforinformation."Malfoysaidcoldly.

	 

	
Ron'shandsballedintofists."Thenwhy?"

	"Callitretribution,"Malfoyanswered."Butthatdoesn'tmeanthattorturing him is completely useless."

	"Oh?"Kingsleysatupalittletallerinhischair,hisinterestsuddenly

	peaked.Helaidhiselbowsonhisdeskandfoldedhishandsinfrontofhim. "How so?"

	"OnlyBellatrixknowsexactlywhereNaginiisbeingkeptbutaftermy

	betrayal,IdoubtVoldemortwilltrustanyonewithherotherthanhimself."

	Everyoneintheroomnodded,they'dallcometoasimilarconclusionthemselves.

	"CrouchhasbeenVoldemort'sbiggestsupporterforovertwentyyears.The mans obsessed. He devoted a year to resurrecting Voldemort and he never made him a Demon Mask."

	"And thepoint to this storyis?"

	If Ron madeanother rudecomment likethat, Hermionewas sureMalfoy wasgoing tohit him.Shewas alittlesurprisedhehadn'tdonesoalready.

	"Mypoint,"Malfoy'sthinningpatiencewasevidentinthewayhiseyes flashedinanger,"isthatCrouchislikeafangirltotheDarkLord.He's

	dedicatedhislifetohimandheknowshismindbetterthananyoneelse.He knows how Voldemort thinks, even better than I do."

	Kingsleybegandrumminghisfingersagainstthebackofhishand,

	somethinghealwaysdidwhenhewasdeepinthought."Isee.Youthink he'll be able to work out where the snake is being kept?"

	"Yes,orawaytodrawherout."

	Asthefourofthemstartedtodiscussthenextphaseoftheirplan,Hermione started to zone out. She tried to chirp in when she could but her attention

	keptdrifting.Therewasaquietlittlenoisepullingherfocus.Asoftof... humming? Buzzing?

	 

	
“Canyouhearthat?"Hermioneasked,makingafaceashereyesscanned the room.

	Malfoy'sbrowcreased."Youmeanthatveryquietbutveryannoying

	buzzing?"hewhispered,onlytoher."Yes.It'sdoingmybastardheadin."

	KingsleysaidsomethingaboutsendingamugglesnipperteamintoYorkcathedral.

	Malfoysaidit wasabadidea.

	Hermionetriedtopayattentionbutthathorriblenoisewasgettinglouder. Hermione swore it was coming from Kingsley's desk.

	Whatthefuckwasmakingthatnoise?Itsoundedlikehehadahundred bugs scurrying about in his drawer.

	"MissGranger?"Kingsleyaskedinanirritatedtone.

	Hermionesharplylookeduptofindhimglaringather."Sorry.Couldyou repeat that?"

	Kingsleymadenoefforttohidehisannoyance."Yourmindelsewhere,isit?"

	"No.No,I'msorry."Hermionestraightenedinherchairandtriedtolookas attentive as she could, but then the buzzing in the desk got louder - turned into more of a rattle - and Hermione's eyes snapped back down before she could stop them.

	Astheminutestickedonandthenoisegotlouder,evenHarryseemedtobe having trouble drowning it out.

	"Kingsley,"hesaid."Aboutthatnoise-" "What noise?"

	"Theonecoming fromyour desk.Isit comingfrom -"

	 

	
"We'lldiscussitlater."Hermionedidn'tmissthewayKingsley'seyesslidto herandMalfoywhenhespoke.Whateverwasmakingthatnoise,Hermione got the impression that Kingsley didn't want them to know about it.

	"Butit'sreallydistracting-" "It's fine. "

	"Butifit'smakingthatmuchofanoise-" "I said it's fine!"

	"Thenmaybeweshould-"

	"OhforMerlin'ssake!"Huffingandpuffing,Kingsleypulledwhateverwas making that atrocious noise out of his desk and slammed it down on the

	table.

	Everyonelurchedtotheirfeetandhoveredaroundthedesktogetabetterlook.

	Itwasacompass.Asimplecompasswithrustinggoldhandsandasmooth oak body. Funny, Hermione wouldn't have thought a compass rattling around in a draw could make that kind of racket.

	Butwhyhaditbeendoingthatinthefirstplace?Andwhywasitstill thrashing around now like it was possessed?

	Theentirebodyofthecompasswasshakingviolentlyandthedialwas spinning around so quickly it looked like it might take flight at anymoment.

	AndwhileHermionewasvaguelyfascinatedwiththesimpletoolsbizarre actions, everyone else in Kingsley's office stared at it in horror.

	"Hasiteverdonethatbefore?"Kingsleyasked.

	"Justonce,”wasHarry'sanswer."Thelasttimeweusedit.Whenitwas really close to..."

	 

	
"Whatdoesitdo?"Hermioneasked,watchingasthedialstartedtospin

	faster,makingthethinmetalhandswhineinprotest."Whatisitsupposedto be pointing to?"

	"Whyisitdoingthatnow?"Ronasked,askinganotherquestionasthough Hermione's wasn't important enough to answer right now. "Surely there can't be ..."

	"Surely there can't be what?!" Hermione snapped. "I'veneverseenitmovelikethisbefore,”Harrysaid.

	"NeitherhaveI."KingsleylookedupatRonsternly."Weasley,goand gather a team. We need to be prepared if-"

	"I'mnot goingnow!"

	"Thatwasn'tarequest,itwasanorder!"Kingsleystoodfrombehindhis

	deskandglaredatRon."Ifthecompasshasactivatedthenwemaynothave much time! We need to prepare for the eventuality that -"

	"Whateventuality?!"Hermioneasked,herpatiencedwindlingbythe second. "Will someoneplease tell me what is going on?!"

	Ron huffed loudly and puffed out his chest. "I'm not going anywhere until thatthingstopsspinningandweknowwhichdirectionthethreatiscomingfrom!?"

	Threat?Didthecompasspointtodanger?Anoncomingthreat?Maybe

	Voldemortandhisarmywereclose.Maybethatwaswhatthecompasswas pointing to. It would certainly explain why Kingsley was so panicked andangry.

	"SHUTUP!"Malfoyhissedmaliciously."EVERYONEJUSTSHUTTHE FUCK UP AND LOOK!"

	Everyonefellintostunnedsilenceandwentbacktolookingatthecompass. Inthetimethateveryonehadbeenarguing,ithadstartedtoslowdown.The

	 

	
golddialjustkeptspinning,gettinggraduallyslowerwitheachturn.Itwent around and around and around and around until eventually ... it stopped.

	ItstoppedwhenitwaspointingatthedoorHermionewashoveringinfront of. She looked up, about to ask what they should do, but when she did,

	everyonewasjuststaringatherandtheirexpressions...theywereallthe same, all identical to one another and warped in horror.

	Hermione'sstomachflipped.Shefeltherselfgrowverycoldallatonce."What?"

	"Granger," Malfoy's voice was strained and quiet, like someone had their handswrappedaroundhisthroat.Hiseyeswerebrightblueandclearashe held out his hand to her. "Come and stand with me for a moment."

	"Whatisit?"

	"Please,justdoit,"hesaid."Don'targue.Notnow."

	Hermionedidasshewastold.Whenshestartedtowalktowardshim, Malfoy'seyeswentbacktothecompass.Everyoneelse'sdidtoo,and Hermione couldn't help but look.

	That...thatcouldn'tberight.Couldit?

	AsshewaswalkingtowardsMalfoy,theneedlefollowedher,slowly

	turningonthedialsothatthearrowwaspointingatherdeadandcentreand when she stopped at Malfoy's side, it stopped too.

	"What's going on?" Hermione asked, feeling panic start to bubble in her chestlikeabrewingkettle.She'dburstifsomeonedidn'texplainwhatwas happening, why everyonelooked so horrified. "Why is thecompass doingthat?"

	Malfoy'snostrilsflared.Heswallowedthickly."GoandstandbesidePotter."

	"Butwhat-"

	 

	
"PleaseGranger.Forme."

	Hermione walked back to Harry and the needle followed her. She didn't pauseatHarry'ssidethewayshehadMalfoy's.Shedidn'tfeelsafethere.

	Assoonasitwasobviousthattheneedlehadfollowedheracrosstheroom, she turned around and walked back to Malfoy.The sickening feeling in her stomach was getting worse and worse as she watched the dial on the

	compassfollowingheragain.

	Her footsteps seemed a thousand times louder in the tense quiet. Loud. Impossiblyloud.Butnotnearlyasloudasthelowscratchingsoundthe compass made as it followed her around the room, the arrow always

	pointingatherchest.

	Therewasnodenyingit.Thecompasswaspointingather.Itwasfollowing her every move, but why?

	Herheartwasbeatingsoloudlyitfeltlikeitwasgoingtocrackherribs open and break out of her chest.

	Malfoylookedlikehewasgoing tobesick. Hepaled,eyeswidening,

	clenchinghisjawsotightlytogetheritwasastoundinghehadn'tcrackedit.

	When Hermione was next to Malfoy again, she took his hand in hers and stoodasclosetohissideasshecould."Draco,"shecouldhearthepanicin her voice, "you're scaring me. What's going on?"

	"Hermione...I...I'msosorry...I...."Harrystammered."Ididn'trealise...I thought I would have -"

	"What?!"Hermionesnapped,panicked."Whatisit?!"

	"Thatcompass,"Kingsleysaid."It'stheartefactthatyoumanagedto

	interceptonthemissionbeforeyouwerecaptured.Doyourememberit?"

	Whatkindofquestionwasthat?!Howcouldshefuckingforgetamission likethat?!She'dalmostdied.Seamushadalmostdied.Nevillehadalmost died. Collin had died - in her fucking arms.

	 

	
Shehadn'tseentheartefactforherself,justthewornwoodenboxthatit'd been stored in.Awooden box for Colin's life. She hated it then and she

	hateditnow.Sherememberedthinkingbitterlythatthewoodenboxwasn't worth the price they'd had to pay for it.

	"OfcourseIrememberit!Why?"

	"You remember me saying that this artefact could change the tide of the war?"Kingsleyasked."Thatitwouldfinallygiveusafightingchance?"

	"Yes,that'swhyIriskedmylifetogetit,butthatdoesn'texplainwhy

	everyoneislooking atmelikeI haveabraintumour!What'sgoingon?!"

	Dracoremainedsilent.Apartfromhistremblinghands,hehadn'tmovedfor almost a minute.

	Hermionereachedforhishandandsqueezedit-

	Hewas icecold and when shelooked up at his face, it looked likehis soul haddied.Hiseyeswereempty.Helookedlikeashellofaman.Helooked the same way Theo used to ....

	"Thecompass,"Harrywhispered."Hermione,it'spointingatyou.Itmoves wherever you go ..."

	"Yes,Icanseethatthankyouverymuch!Areyougoingtoexplainwhy?!"

	Shehatedthis.Shehatedeverythingaboutit.Shewasn'ttheonewhoasked questions, she was the one people went to for answers.

	She usually had all the answers, and this, being helpless like this ..it felt likebeingtrappedinthedarkwithablindfoldcoveringhereyes.Itfeltlike stumbling around a dark forest with her hands tied behind her back.

	Shecouldn'tfeelherwayout- She couldn't see -

	Shedidn'tknowwhatwashappening-

	 

	
Harryswallowedthickly.Histhroatbobbed,andthenhelookedupat Hermione. "The artefact," he said. "It points to dark magic... "

	"I use dark magic and killing curses all the time." Hermione gripped Malfoy'shandastightlyasshecould,hopingtowarmsomelifebackinto him. It didn't work. "It shouldn't be surprising that some after-effects are lingering around me. It's only natural."

	"Hermione..."Harrytrailedoff."Youdon'tunderstand-" "Then explain it to me!"

	"YourememberhowheavilyVoldemorthadwantedthisthingguarded?""Yes."

	"Yourememberhowhedidn'twantanyoneelsetohaveitbecauseitwasso important to him?"

	"Yes!"

	Harrycouldn'tfinish.Helookedatthefloorandhiseyesfilledwithtears. She looked to Ron and Kingsley and then Malfoy, they didn't seem to be able to speak either, so Hermione tried to string it together herself.

	"Ifyoucangetit,it'llturnthetideofthewar."ThatwaswhatKingsleyhad said when he'd sent her to steal it.

	Theartefactturnedouttobeacompass.Acompassthatpointedtodarkmagic.

	ItwasprecioustoVoldemort.Hedidn'twantanyoneelsetohaveitbecause it could be used to hurt him.

	Thecompasspointedtodarkmagic... It was pointing at Hermione ...

	ItwasprecioustoVoldemort...

	 

	
Turnthetidesofthewar...

	DarkMagic...Preciousto...Turnthetide... Oh god, no ...

	Thepiecesfittogetherinherhead-

	Sherealiseditasplit secondbeforeHarrysaidthewords.

	Theblindfoldwassuddenlyrippedoffofherfacebutshewasstillinthe dark. Her hands weren't tied anymore but she was still trapped, only, it wasn't a dark forest she was trapped in. It was a grave.

	"Hermionethis compass,it pointstoHorcruxes."

	Hergrave.

	 

	
Underthecherryblossomtree

	 

	11thApril

	 

	 

	HermionewonderedifHarryhadfeltlikethiswhenhe'ddiscoveredthathe was a Horcrux.

	That'dbeensuchalongtimeago.Italmostfeltlikeithadn'thappened,like it was just a horrible, awful story that'd happened to someone else and

	Hermionehadjustreadabout.

	Sherememberedbeingintheruinsofthegreat hallwithhimwhenhe'd

	realised.Sherememberedfeelinglikeherchesthadbeenhollowedoutas she stared up at him and how much she wished she could save him. She

	rememberedhowtightlythey'dhuggedeachotherbecausetheythoughtit was going to be the last time.

	She didn't remember everything that clearly. She couldn't recall what she'd beenwearingorwhathispartingwordstoherhadbeen,buthisexpression? That she did remember because, at the time, it hadn't made sense to her.

	He'd just found out that he was a Horcrux, and he'd looked calm. He knew what it meant and what was going to happen to him, but he hadn't looked scared or like he wanted to run away. He hadn't looked upset or angry, instead,he'dlookedatpeace.Likehe'dalreadyacceptedthatitwasgoingto happen and there was nothing he or anyone else could do about it.

	Shedidn'tunderstandit atthetime, butshedidnow.

	Because what was the point in getting upset? Screaming that it wasn't fair andpunchingthewallwasn'tgoingtochangethefactthatforVoldemortto truly die, Hermione had to die too. Curling up into a ball and crying wasn't going to change the fact that if everyone else was going to live, she

	couldn't.

	 

	
Inthatfirstmoment,she'dbeenterrifiedbutafterthat,asortofeeriecalm washed over her. That was that. There was nothing anyone could do.

	And now that she knew, so many mysterious were suddenly solved. The wayshe'dfeltVoldemort'smagiccrawlingandfesteringunderherskinfor months. The way Voldemort had looked at her when she and Theo had

	ApparatedbacktoMalfoyManor.Bothofthosethingsshehadn't

	understoodatthetime,butnowshedid.They'dhappenedbecauseshewas a Horcrux.

	Thenosebleedshe'dhadtheweekbefore,shemusthavehaditattheexact moment Harry had destroyed the medallion.Asignal that Voldemort's

	magicwasgrowingweakerAwarningthathertimewasrunningout...

	Whatastrangethingitwas,tohavetocontemplateherownmortalityinher late twenties. She always knew death was going to come for her eventually, it was inevitable, but whether it be on the battlefield or on the executioner's block,alargepartofherhadalwaysthoughtthewarwouldclaimherlifein one way or another.

	Onceuponatimeshe'dbeenhappytodiefortheOrder,andshestillwas, but the problem was that she'd started to want to live again. For the first time in a decade, she could see the war was ending and she'd dared to imagine what her life might be like on the other side of it.

	She'd started to picture herself surviving. She'd let herself fantasize about travelling the world with Malfoy, riding on his dragon's back going from onecitytoanother.She'dpicturedexploringjunglesandruinswithhimin the day. She'd fantasised about her nights with him, curled in a bed, one

	bed, together, smoking expensive cigarettes and drinking whiskey from everycountrytheyvisited.She'dstartedtowantalifeafterthewar,she'd started to want a life with him and now ... It was gone, just like that, and there wasn't a spell on earth strong enough to undo it.

	HermionewasaHorcrux.VoldemorthadmadeheraHorcrux.Whetherhe'd done it intentionally or if it was an accident like Harry had been, it didn't

	reallymatter.Itdidn'tchangeanything.IfVoldemortwasgoingtodie,then Hermione needed to as well.

	 

	
She thought about a lot of things in those first few minutes. She thought about her parents and if she'd see them again when she died. She thought abouthowtheworldwouldchangeafterthewar.ShethoughtaboutHarry goingintotheforbidden forestaloneand itmadeher realisethatshedidn't

	wantthat.Shedidn'twant todiealone,and then,shethoughtaboutMalfoy.

	When she looked up at him, a tidal wave of sadness like nothing she'd ever feltwashedoverher.Becausehowcouldanyonelooksoangrybutsolostat the same time?

	She couldn't really focus on what he was saying but he looked murderous. HewasscreamingandarguingwithKingsley,hewasn'tevenawarethatshe was studying him.

	Hewassohandsome.Shedidn'tthinkshe'devertoldhimbefore.She'd havetomakesureshedid beforeshe... didn'thavethechancetoagain.

	Everythingabouthisbodylanguagewasprotective.Hestoodslightlyin

	front of her with one of his broad shoulders shielding her. He was holding hiswandandhisknuckleswerestrainingaroundit.Helookedlikeasnake

	abouttopounce,fangsbared,musclescoiledandreadytoexplodeinaburst of power.

	She'd seen him angry a hundred times but never like this before. Hermione didn'twanttothinkaboutwhathe'ddotoKingsleyorHarryoranyoneelse thatgotinhisway.Itwasagoodthingtheywerestandingontheotherside of the room.

	"You're being ridiculous!" Kingsley sneered. He was the only one arguing withMalfoy,bothHarryandRonwerefrozenandstaringatHermionewith horrified expressions. "I'm going to ask you again to calm down-"

	"Youcanaskmeasmanyfuckingtimesasyoulike,itwon'tmakea difference! The compass is wrong! It has to be!"

	"The compass isn't wrong," Kingsley sighed heavily. Hermione got the impressionheandMalfoyhadbeengoingaroundincircleslikethisfor quite some time. "I'm sorry, but it isn't."

	 

	
"Oh,what do you bloodyknow?!"

	"Thecompassiscorrect.HarryandRonusedittonavigatethetunnelsto locate the Diadem when Medusa gave us its location."

	Malfoy'svenomouseyesturnedonHarry.

	"It'strue,"Harryansweredquietly."Itledusrighttoit."

	"Well then why didn't you use it sooner?! Or use it to locate the bloody medallion!?Orthesnake?!Whatthefuckhaveyoubeendoingwithitfor the past year?!"

	"Wehavebeenusingit,"Harryanswered."We'vebeentakingittochurches up and down the country because we thought a Horcrux might have been

	locatedtherebecauseofthevisionsbothsideshavehad."

	Ah.At least that answered onequestion Hermionehadn't quitegot round to answeringyet.Shedidn'twanttodiewithloadsofthingsleftuncheckedon her list.

	"Buttheproblemis thatthecompass onlyworkswhen aHorcruxisnearby.

	WeneedtoknowthegeneralwhereaboutsoftheHorcruxbeforeit activates, and then it leads us there."

	Malfoy snorted angrily. "Oh fan-fucking-tastic! So you're telling me you justkeptthistoolalltoyourselvesandletmeandGrangeralmostgeteaten by gigantic spiders rather than give us this?! Cheers for that!"

	Hermionedidn'tlookatKingsleytoseehisreaction.Shedidn'ttakeher

	eyesoffMalfoy,didn'twanttowasteasecondofthetimeshehadleftwith him. Kingsley wasn't going to let her leave here, she could feel it. He'd make her stay here without Malfoy.

	"Itwastoo valuableatool togiveto youin case-"

	"Incasewebetrayedyou.Yeah,Igetit.Wewereavaluableenoughtoget Horcruxes for you, we were useful enough to whittle down Voldemort's

	 

	
armyforyou,butnottrustworthyenoughtogiveussomethingthatcould make our lives easier."

	"That'sinthepastnow."Kingsleyclearedhisthroat,probablydiditto

	demandauthority.Itdidn'twork.Malfoy'smurderousglarejustfocusedon him instead. "Now that we know that Miss Granger is a Horcrux-"

	"It'snotfuckingtrue!"Malfoy'swordswerewrappedinasnarl,but

	Hermioneknewhimwellenoughtohearthelieinhistone.Heknewitwas true,he'drealiseditbeforeHermioneevenhad.Heknewitwastrue,buthe was refusing to accept it.

	Whatwasthefirststageofgriefagain?Denial?Check.

	"How could it even have happened?! When could it have happened?!" Malfoyhissed."I'vebeenwithhereverydayandshe'sneverbeenleftalone with Voldemort. Never. I wouldn't have let him be alone with her!"

	"Maylastyear."

	Everyoneturnedtolookather.DespiteHermione'svoicebeingimpossibly quiet, they'd all heard it. It was the first word she'd spoken in quite a longtime.

	"It happened in May after Cormac attacked me," Hermione said, telling everyoneintheroom,eventhoughshewasonlyreallylookingatMalfoy. "Afterthatraid,wewenttoYorkCathedral.Voldemortwasthere.Hewas

	angry because the Diadum had been stolen and he took it out on Goyle. He killed him in cold blood and then he entered my mind straight afterwards to show me that vision of the future. His wand ... it must have been dripping withresidualmagic,itmuststillhavehadremnantsofthekillingcurseonit when he went into my mind. I bet that was when it happened. He probably didn't even realise he'd done it."

	Hermionewassurethatwasthemomenthe'dmadeheraHorcrux.Tocreate aHorcrux, you needed to kill.Theonly way to enact magicthat dark was to take another life. Voldemort had just mercilessly killed Goyle, slaughtered

	himlikehewasnothing,andthenhe'denteredHermione'smind,useda

	 

	
verystrong,verypersonalbrandofmagic.Forabriefmoment,Hermione and Voldemort were connected, they were one, and he must have left a

	pieceofhimselfinsideofherafterwards.

	She'dfeltdifferenteversince.She'dfelthismagiccrawlingunderherskin ever since.

	Therewasnodoubt.Thatwasthemoment.Thatwasthemomenthe'ddone it. He'd intended to just show her her own death, but he'd ended up killing her himself.

	"Doyou thinkhemeantto doit?" Harryasked.

	"No." Hermione shook her head. "I'm a Muggleborn. I'm everything he hates.Puttingapieceofhissoulintomewouldhavebeenhorrendousto him. It must have been an accident."

	Harrynoddedinagreement."Doyouthinkheknows?" "I don't think he did at the time but he does now."

	Hermione'smindwentbacktothemomentshe'dlockedeyeswithhim duringtheraidin Nottingham.It'd onlybeen foramoment,just asplit

	secondbeforesheandTheohadApparatedaway,buthe'dknownit.When he'd seen her, he'd realised what he'd done, must've felt a part of himself looking back at him.

	"Wellifthat'sthecasethenit'snotsafeforyououtthereanymore,” Kingsley interrupted. "You'll need to stay here-"

	"You're a nutter if you think I'm letting her stay here with you!" Malfoy's tone was sharp enough to cut. He snarled each ward, nostrils flaring and teethbared."You'llbeslittingherthroatopenwiththeswordofGryffindor before I've set foot off the premises!"

	"Youcan'ttakeher-"Kingsleystartedtoargue.

	"No?" Suddenly Malfoy was charging toward Kingsley. He flicked his wandandKingsley'sdeskviolentlyflippedover,soaredacrosstheroom

	 

	
andcrashedintothewestwall.Thedesksplinteredintoseverallargepieces and there was a huge divot left in the plaster where it'd connected.

	KingsleybackedawaybutMalfoyhadaholdofhiscollar.

	HedraggedKingsleyforwarduntiltheywerenosetonoseandthendughis wandunderneathhischin."Tryandfuckingstopme,”hesnarled."I'lldoto your skull what I just did to that desk."

	Secondstageofgrief,anger.Check.

	"Enough,Draco,"Hermionesaidsoftly."Puthimdown."

	Malfoyreleasedaslow,angrybreathbeforeheletgoofKingsley.He

	glareddownathimforafewseconds,thenheturnedaroundandwalked back to Hermione.

	"Iwanttogo,”shetoldhim."Takemehome."

	Malfoy nodded and took her hand. He started to walk them out, but even thoughKingsleywasclearlyshaken,hemanagedtosaytheonethingthat could stop Malfoy in his tracks.

	"'I'mafraidthatwon'tbepossible.Sheneedstostayherewithus."

	Theroomsuddenlyfellveryquietandverycold.IfHermionedidn'tknow any better, she would have sworn that a Dementor had sneaked into Kingsley's office.

	"It's pointless to try and fight this,” Kingsley carried on, reading the atmosphere in the room but ignoring it. "I've alerted some of the other members.SoldiersareontheirwaytoescortyouoffthepremisesMalfoy and to take Ms Granger-"

	Malfoy'sbacksuddenlywentveryrigid."Letmebeveryfuckingclear."He slowly turned around to face Kingsley and when he did, green sparks

	startedtogatherattheendofhiswand."Anyonewhotouchesherwill leave this room in several pieces."

	 

	
Harryvisiblyshuddered. Ron looked at the floor.

	"Don't do this." Hermione squeezed his hand and tugged him gently towardsthedoor.Hedidn'tbudge.Hewasapredatoronthehunt."Maybe it's best if I stay-"

	Theragein his eyes when they flickered down to hers shut her up. Hewas unpredictablewhenhewaslikethis.Itwasbestnottoarguewithhim-for Kingsley's sake.

	"Whatareyougoingtodo?"Kingsleyasked."Killeverypersoninthis

	buildingjusttostopusfrompotentiallyharmingHermione?You'dkillus all? Even though you risked everything to switch sides?"

	Malfoylaughedcruelly.HesmirkedatKingsleyandrolledhistongueon the inside of his cheek. "Do you have any idea who I fucking am? I was Voldemort's right hand. I was his Demon Mask. I've slaughtered more

	people than I could ever count. I've burned cities and army bases to the groundandI'vebeheadedpeoplejustbecausetheypissedmeoffalittlebit. And If I could do all that for a man I despised, what do you think I would do to protecther?"

	Kingsley's eyes hardened but he didn't have an answer. He removed the lockingcharmshe'dputonhisofficedoorsandtheysprungopen,butthe moment three muggle soldiers stepped through it - all dressed in black

	paddedjacketsandholdinggunsintheirhands-Malfoymadegoodonhis promise.Asharp jerk of his wand later, the soldiers were cut in half.

	Therewasasecondofstunnedsilence.Hermione'sbreathcaughtwhenthe tophalvesoftheirtorsosstartedtoslideofftheirbodies,andwhentheyhit the floor and their legs folded over, everyone looked at Malfoy.

	He didn't seem at all phased by what he'd done. Just turned his wand on KingsleyandpulledHermioneuntilshewascompletelyhiddenbehindhim. "If anyone tries to stop us," he said, “this is what you're going to be left with. I won't be stopped and I won't be gentle.You'll be cleaning bodies up

	 

	
fromyourhallwaysforweeks,andit'llbeallyourfaultKingsley,sochoose your next words very fucking wisely."

	MalfoydraggedHermionethroughthehospitallikeherlifedependedonit, which, in some ways, she supposed it did. Thankfully they didn't pass

	anyoneontheirwayout-Kingsleymusthavechangedhismind.He

	draggedherthroughthehallsandoncetheywereoutsideandclearofany protective wards, heApparated them back to the safehouse.

	Hedidn'tletgoofherhandwhentheywerehome.Hekickedthekitchen door open and pulled her inside, and Hermione felt four pairs of eyes watching through the large open archway that led into the living room.

	AstoriawascuddledupwithBlaiseonthesofaHermioneusuallyslepton, DaphneandTheoonMalfoy's.Thesunhadsethoursagosotheroomwas dark, but the crackling fire from the fireplace gave enough light for

	Hermionetoseealltheirexpressions.Theylookedworriedandconfused, every last one of them.

	Oncetheywereinthekitchen,Malfoywentonthewarpath.Hereleasedher wristandsnatchedoneofAstoria'sclutchbagsthatwaslyingonthekitchentable.

	"Youhavefiveminutestopackabag,”hehissed,eyesdownashecast

	whatHermioneassumedwasanextensioncharmontheclutchinhishand.

	Hermionedidn'trespond,justwatchedthewayhisragechangedtheangles of his face and made him look even more like a marble statue. Or a

	Renaissancepainting.Thatfithimtoo.

	Shewonderedif she'dbeabletomiss hisfaceafter shediedor ifshe'djust

	...ceasetoexistentirely?ShereallyshouldhaveaskedHarrymore questions about what'd happened to him.

	Outofthecornerofhereye,shenoticedDaphneandTheolookatone another, then Theo got up from the sofa and walked wearily into the

	kitchen."Everythingalrightmate?"

	 

	
"I'mgettingGrangeroutofhere."

	DaphnestoodandfollowedTheointothekitchen.

	AstoriaandBlaisewatchedfromthesofa.Astorialookedlikeshewantedto getupbutshewasgauntandpale,muchpalerthanwhatshehadbeenwhen Hermione had left. Her illness must have flared up while they'd been with the Order.

	Hermionepromisedherselfthatshe'dfindawaytosaveAstoria'slife before she died.

	"Whathappenedatthemeeting?"Daphneasked.

	WhenMalfoylookedupandsawthatHermionehadn'tmoved,hiseyes flasheddangerously."Didyouhearme?Pack.A.Fucking.Bag.NOW!"

	"Whydoessheneed-"Astoriastartedbutwas interruptedbyadrycough.

	Blaisewatchedherwithaworriedexpressionandranhishandupanddown her back. "Why does Hermione need to pack a bag?" he said, asking

	Astoria'squestionwhenshecouldn't.

	"BecauseI'mtakinghertoanothersafehouse,onetheOrdercan'tfind."

	Malfoywavedhiswandandphialsofhealingpotionsandblood

	replenishingpotionsstartedtoflyoutofthecupboardsandintothebaghe'dcharmed.

	"Why?"Theolookedbetweenthetwoofthemanxiously."Themeeting couldn't have gone that bad, surely?"

	Malfoy didn't answer. He stormed over to the pantry and cast another charm,onethatmadepiecesoffoodandcanteensofwaterfloatintothebag.

	"I'mnotgoing,"Hermionewhispered.

	Malfoy whirled around and his nostrils flared angrily. He looked so bottled upwithanger-likehewasgoingtoexplodeanymoment."Thisisn'tupfor

	 

	
discussion!"

	"You'reright,it'snot,"Hermionesaid."I'mnotgoing.Runningawayand hiding won't change anything."

	"It'snotrunningaway!It'scalledself-preservation!It'scalledputting yourself first for once in your fucking life!"

	"I'mnotgoing!"

	"Yes,youare!Youcaneithergoquietlyorkickingandscreamingovermy shoulder, I don't give a fuck which. Butyou are going!"

	"No,I'mnot!"

	"Yes,youare!"

	"Wouldsomeonepleasetellmewhatthefuckisgoingon?!"Theoasked.

	"Naginiisn'ttheonlyHorcruxleft,"Hermionesaid,andshehadtotakea deepbreathbeforeshecouldaddthenextsentence."Voldemortmademe one, too."

	The rosy blush was drained out of Daphne's face. "No!"Astoriagaspedandherhandsflewtohermouth. Blaise looked at Hermione in horror.

	Afew seconds ticked by, and no one said anything. Theo just stared at Malfoy.Eyeswideandmouthwashangingopenslightly.Evenhedidn't seem to be able to find a joke. None of them what to say. None of them

	knew what to do, except Daphne. She turned around and walked back into thelivingroom,herhighheelsclickingsoftlyagainstthefloorasshewent. She gently took hold of her sister's wrists and pulled her off the sofa.

	"Comeon,”shesaid,alleleganceandgraceasshegathereduponeofthe blankets and bundled it around her sister. "Out we go.All of us."

	 

	
"Gowhere?"Blaiseasked.

	"We'regoingtotakethese,”Daphnesaid,grabbingsomeofthepillowsoff the sofa and gently throwing them to Blaise and her husband, “transfigure them into a tent and sleeping bags and sleep outside."

	"Butweneed to-"Astoriastartedtoprotest.

	"No,wedon't,”heroldersistercutheroff."Theonlythingweneedtodo right now is get out of the way. Draco and Hermione need to be alone."

	NoonearguedwithDaphne.Theyalldidastheyweretoldandgathereda fewpillowsandblankets-butmadesuretoleaveafewforHermioneand Malfoy - and then disappeared out of the kitchen door.

	ThelookAstoriagaveHermionewhileBlaisehelpedheroutsidemadeher chest ache.

	TheogaveMalfoythesamelook.

	When they were alone, Malfoy and Hermione stared at one another for the longesttime.Shedidn'tknowwhattosay,didn'tknowwheretoevenbegin to say goodbye to him ...

	"Iwanttobeburied."Shethoughtitwasagoodplacetostart,getthe practical stuff out of the way first.

	Malfoyclenchedhisjaw.Shewatchedhimswallow."What?"

	"After ...it... happens, I want you to bury my body," Hermione whispered, andthewayMalfoyflinchedmadeherhearttwistpainfully."TheOrderhas always burnt the bodies of their dead but I don't want that. I want you to bury me somewhere and charm the grass so loads of flowers grow over my grave and you have somewhere to visit me ... If you wanted to, that is."

	"Ican'tlistentothis."

	"I'd like it if you could bury me under the cherry blossom tree at your manor.Maybemovethebenchsoitfacesmygrave?Youdon'thavetoif

	 

	
youdon'twantto,butit'stheonlyplacethat'sfeltlikehometomeinyears."

	"Stop it,Granger."

	"AndIwantyoutohaveafuneralforme.Iwantyoualltogetsodrunkthat Astoria ends up passed out somewhere and Theo throws up. I don't want it to be a sad thing. I want you to celebrate that the war is over and you're all

	freeand-"

	"ISAIDSTOPIT!”

	Hewashurting.HisOcclumencywalls werehangingonbyathreadbut

	theyneededtotalkaboutthis.Shedidn'tknowhowmuchtimetheyhadleft together and she didn't want anything to be left unsaid between them.

	Hermionemaybehadafewmoreweeksbeforetheyfoundandkilled

	Nagini-possiblytwomonths,iftheyreallystretcheditout-butthelonger she was alive, the longer Voldemort lived and the more people he would

	kill,andasmuchasshewantedtobeselfish,asmuchasshewantedto stretch out her timewith Malfoy, thethought of innocent peopledying because she refused to give Malfoy up ... It made her feel queasy.

	Butwherewasshesupposedtobegin?

	Herthroatfeltthick.Shestruggledtoforceherwordsout."Wedon'thave any other options. For the sake of everyone else, this needs to happen-"

	"WhataboutwhatIneed?!"Malfoybellowed."Justforfuckingonce,will you forget about saving everyone else and think about what I need!"

	"Andwhat do youneed?"

	"Ineedyou,Granger!"heexhaledinanangryrush."Yousaidthatwewere going to travel the world together. What was that?! Just an empty

	promise?!"

	"No,ofcoursenot!"

	 

	
"Wellhowarewesupposedtodothatifyouaren'there?!"

	Hermione'sheartfeltlikeitwas breaking."I'dlovenothingmorethanto

	traveltheworldwithyou,butifVoldemortisgoingtodie,theOrderneeds me to-"

	"FuckwhattheOrderneeds!Fuckwhattheworldneeds!Ineedyou!Ineed you by my side! I need you to live!"

	"It'salright.I'mreadyto-"

	"Don'tyoufuckingdaresaythatyou'rereadytodie!"Malfoy'schestheaved andhelookedlikehewashavingtroublebreathing.Hiseyeswerewideand crazed and his hands were balled into fists at his side. He looked like hewas holding onto his sanity by the very tips of his fingers. One little push would send him spiralling. "After everything we've been through it can'tend like this!" He roughly ran his hands through his hair and turned away

	fromher."I'venotdoneallthisjustforyoutodie!No!NO!Therehastobe something! How did Potter survive when Voldemort killed him?!"

	Healreadyknewtheanswertothat,he'dseenitinHermione'smemories. "Harry was holding the Resurrection Stone when he died. It brought him back to life."

	Heturnedbacktowardsherwithsomethingsparklinginhiseyes.Hopewas there, burning around his irises even though he already knew it was a false hope. "Great, where is it now?!"

	"Itdoesn'tmatter." "Why not?!"

	"Becauseitdoesn'tworkanymore.ItcrackedafteritbroughtHarryback and it hasn't worked since."

	Malfoygrowledtowardstheceilinganddraggedhishandsthroughhishair again. "What if we tried to put it back together?!"

	 

	
"IftherewasanywaytofixtheResurrectionStone,don'tyouthinkIwould have done it while I was still with the Order? It's useless to us, Draco."

	When he looked at her again his eyes were blue, bright and blue and growingmoredesperatebythesecond."WellthenputtheHorcruxinme!”

	Thosewordsmightaswellhavebeenastabinherheartforthewaythey hurt. He was willing to sacrifice himself to save her, just like that. No

	questionsasked.Notaslitherofregretor doubtonhisface.

	"Youknowitdoesn'tworklikethat,”shesaidsoftly."Andevenifitdid,I'd still die. My life is linked to yours. If you die, I die -"

	"Andifyoudie,I'mstuckherewithoutyou.Whatfuckingprizeisthat supposed to be?! There has to be something we can do!"

	"Thereisn't.”

	"Where's my little lion gone?!" Malfoy screamed, all hurt, all pain. "She wouldn'tjustrolloverandacceptdefeatlikethis!Where'sthegirlthatspat in the face of Death Eaters?! Where's the girl that smiled every time she

	triedto killme?!"

	"You think I want to die!?" she shouted, feeling her anger start to bubble to thesurface."Idon't!!I'vespentweeksthinkingabouthowamazingitwould be - despite everything I've done - to actually survive this and have a life!

	Withyou!"

	"Sothen doit!"

	"HowcanIwhenthatmeansthousandsmorewilldie?!"Shetookadeep

	breath,tryingtoreigninherangerandwhenshespokeagain,shemanaged toquietenhervoiceintoadullwhisper."Draco,I'msorry,butIcan'tliveif it means everyone else has to die."

	"You're not dying Granger! It's not a fucking option, and if you think that I'mgoingtosithereandwatchyourunintobattlelikealambtoslaughter then you're very fucking mistaken! I won't do it! I refuse!"

	 

	
"It's not up toyou."

	"No, no, no Granger!You don't get to barge into my life and then die!" Suddenlyhewaschargingtowardsher.Heroughlygrabbedeithersideof her face and yanked her forward until they were impossibly close, lips

	almosttouching."Youdon'tgettomakemefeelthingsandthendisappear!

	Youdon'tgettobringmebacktolifeandthenjusttakeawaymyonly reason for living because it's what the Order needs!"

	Hermioneinhaledasharpbreathandlookedupathim."What?"

	Hiseyeswidenedandsherealisedhehadn'tmeanttoblurtthosewordsout. He hesitated for a second, almost like he was debating taking them back - then he exhaled loudly - his decision made.

	Becausewhetherhewantedtobelieveitornot,theydidn'thavemuchtime left together, so what was the point in holding back now?

	"Before you came into my life Granger, I was dead, alright?Afucking walking corpse,” he said softly, almost whispered it. "I did what I was told and killed whenVoldemort told me to but I was dead on the inside. I didn't have a life. I couldn't feel any of what I was doing. I didn't want to. I didn't care.Iwassonumbtoeverything,Ididn'thaveasingleemotionorfeeling,

	Imightaswellhavebeenacorpseandthenyoucameintomylifeandyou- " He squeezed her head between his hands and Hermione couldn't decide if it was because he wanted to hurt her or if he just never wanted to let her go. "VoldemortusedtosaythatMugglesandMuggleborn’swerelikecancer.It wasn't until I met you that I realised he wasn't entirely off the mark.You're not cancer, Granger, you were an antidote. My heart was dead, it'd been drowning in darkness and hatred and revenge for years and then you gave my life meaning, you made me laugh and smile and showed me what it meant to be alive.You brought me back to life and you made me want live. I don't know what I would have become if you hadn't of pulled me back."

	Hermione'seyesburned.Sheblinkedbacktearsandfeltherbottomlipstart to shake.

	 

	
"Thankyouforsavingmybrother'slife."ThatwaswhatDaphnehadsaidto her."I don't mean physically." She'd been back in their lives for five

	minutesandalreadyshe'dpickeduponsomethingHermionehadmissed.

	Malfoylovedher.Hemightnothavesaiditoutright,buthedid,inhisown, twisted, dark, Demon Mask sort of way. He loved her. He'd just told her withouttellingher.Someoneelsewould'vebeenovercomewithjoyatsuch a declaration, if he'd have told her the same thing this morning - even an hourago-sheprobablywouldhavebeen,butnow,knowingwhatsheknew

	... It warmed her heart and broke it at the same time. Helovedher-helovedherandshewasgoingtodie.

	Helovedher-shewashisreasonforliving,andshewasgoingtoleavehim.

	He'dfalleninlovewithherandinafewmonths,hewasgoingtohaveto bury her.

	Inalltheyearssincethewarhadstarted,itwasthecruellest,most disgusting thing she'd ever done.

	"Saysomething,”hesaid,hishandstighteningoneithersideofherface. "What are you thinking about right now?"

	"I'msorry."Shereallywas.Didn'tknowhowtoputintowordshowsorry she was for what she'd done to him. "I know ... I know 'in another life' started out as a joke-"

	"Itwasneverajoke,”hesaidsternly,warmly."Nevertome."

	Hermionenoddedandtheburninginhereyesgrewmoreintense.Shecould feel a sob trying to claw its way up her throat. "We said we would be

	together in this life or the next," she whispered as she stared up at him. Her visionstartedtoblurastearsgatheredinhereyes."Ijustthoughtwe'dhave more time together in this one."

	 

	
Thelongerhestaredbackather,themorehisfuriousexpressiondropped.

	Foramoment,helookedlostandbroken andvulnerableandahundred

	otherthings.Forasingleheartbeat,helookedjustashehadwhenhe'dheld his dying mother in his arms.

	Andthenwhateverragehe'dbeentryingtobottleupbecameunleashed.He let go of her and self-destructed. He kicked cupboard doors and left gaping holes in them. He smashed windows and upturned the dining table.

	Splintersofwoodsoaredthroughtheair.Brokenglasslayscatteredonthe floor. Nothing was safe from him. He destroyed everything. He broke

	everythingandscreamedwitheverybitofdestructionhecaused. Tears streamed down Hermione's face as she watched him.

	"IT'SNOTFUCKINGFAIR!WHATMOREDOIHAVETODO?!"

	Malfoyscreamed,juttinghisarmoutandfiringacursethatmadethe

	kitchen sink explode. "I'VE DONE EVERYTHING FOR THE ORDER! I'VE DONE EVERYTHING THEY'VE SAID! I'VE SWITCHED SIDES FORTHEM,I'VEKILLEDDEATHEATERSFORTHEM!I'VEGIVEN THEM HORCRUXESAND I'VE PUT MYFAMILYON THE LINE!

	WHYDOESSOMETHINGALWAYSHAVETOHAPPEN?!"Hekicked

	the back of one of the dining chairs like he imagined it was Voldemort's spine. It crashed into the wall and cracked down the middle. "EVERY FUCKINGTIME ITHINK I'M GOINGTO GETWHATIWANT, I LOSE!IKEEPFUCKINGLOSINGANDICAN'TDOITANYMORE!"

	He cast another curse that split the old dining table down the middle. "VOLDEMORT SPARED ME BUT HE KILLED MYPARENTS! I STARTEDTOCLIMBTHERANKSBUTTHENWELOSTDAPH!

	VOLDEMORTISDYING,THEORDERISGETTINGSTRONGER!WE GOT DAPH BACK! I HADYOU! WE WERE - WE WERE GOING TO RUNAWAYTOGETHERAND HAVEAFUCKING LIFE!THINGS WERE JUSTFUCKING STARTINGTO LOOK UP, IWAS SO CLOSE TOGETTINGEVERYTHINGIEVERFUCKINGWANTEDANDNOWTHIS!"

	Hethrewhiswandacrosstheroomandstartedtopunchthewall.Hepulled his arm back and smashed his fist into the brick again. The wall cracked.

	Theskinon hisknucklessplit openandhestartedtobleed buthedidn't

	 

	
stop.Justkeptpoundinghisfistintothewallagainandagainandagainas though that might somehow take the pain he was feeling away.

	"IT'SNOTFUCKINGFAIR!THEREWASSOMUCHIWANTEDTO SHOWYOU! THERE WAS SO MUCH MORE I WANTED TO - WE HAVEN'T HAD ENOUGH TIME!"

	Hermione'shandflewtocoverhermouthastearsstartedtoslidedownher cheeksfaster.Helookedlikeamanwho'dlosteverything,andshecouldn't find anyone else to blame but herself.

	Eventually, when the wall was in pieces and his blood had run up to his wrists,hestopped.Hisloudexhaleturnedintoasobashesliddowntohis knees on the floor and covered his face in his hands.

	Hermione went to him on instinct, second nature. She dropped onto her kneesbesidehimandtookhiswristsinherhands.Hisbloodsoakedher fingers as she pried his hands off his face.

	"This is all my fault,”hesobbed quietly. "If I hadn't captured you in Dover, noneofthiswouldhavehappened-I'msosorry-I-I'vecondemnedyouto death -"

	"No, you didn't," Hermione hushed. She shuffled as close to him as she couldandkissedthetopofhishead."Thisisn'tyourfault.Youdidn'tdothis."

	"Youdon'tdeservetosufferlikethis."

	Thewallsofherthroatthickeneduntilitwasalmostimpossibletospeak. "Neither do you."

	Hishandssliddesperatelyupherarms.Histremblingfingerslockedaround her wrists, preventing her from pulling away from him. "You can't leave me, Granger,” he whispered, eyes still glistening, cheeks still wet. "I won't allow it."

	 

	
"WhetherVoldemortintendedtoornot,hemademeaHorcrux.Aslongas I'm alive, Voldemort can't be killed. I won't let myself be the reason so many more people lose their lives. He needs to die-"

	"AndIneedyoutolive!"hesighedheavilyandleanedintoherhands.

	"Granger,ifyoudie,Iwon'tsurvive!Youhavenoideawhatyou'vecometo mean to me.You have no idea of the things I would do for you." His hands tightened around her wrists like a handcuff and he clung to her desperately. "You can't leave me now, not when we're this close to having everything!"

	"YousurvivedwhenyouthoughtDaphnehaddied,youcansurvivethis." "That was different!"

	"How?!"

	"BecauseIwasn'tinlovewithDaphne!"

	Andthereitwas.Thosewordsthat'dbeenhangingoverthemformonths. The thing that they'd both almost said to each other but always held in.

	"Iwoulddoanythingyouaskofme,”hesaidthewordsslowly,asthough he were trying to engrave them into her like carving words into stone. "I would butcher the entire world for you, all you need to do is ask. I would become the Horcrux instead of you if I could. I would give up every

	treasureIhaveoreverwillhave.Iwouldcarveopenmychest,pulloutmy heartandgiveittoyouifyouonlyaskedmeto.Iwouldgiveyouanything in the world that you want. But do not ask me to sit back and watch you

	die."

	Shekissedthetopofhisheadagainandranherthumbsacrosshiswet cheeks. She didn't know what to say, had no words anymore.

	"We'llfindanotherway,”hesaid."Iwon'tstopsearchinguntilIfindaway to save you."

	"Idon'twanttoargueanymore,”Hermionehushed,leaningforwardand

	pressingherforeheadagainsthis."Idon'twanttospendwhatcouldbeour

	 

	
lastdaystogetherscreamingatoneanother."Sheleanedforwardandkissed him softly. "I love you."

	Shedidlovehim.Sheknewthatshelovedhimjustassheknewsheneeded oxygen to breathe. She had for a long time, but she'd never wanted to say it out loud. She'd wanted to save it. Imagined herself whispering it in his ear while they were flying on Narcissa's back. She'd wanted to tell him

	eventuallyatsomepointinthefuture,butseeingasshedidn'thaveone anymore, it seemed pointless to hold it in.

	Malfoyinhaledasthoughinpain.Exhaledshakilylikeshe'djuststabbedhim.

	Shekissedhimagain."Iloveyou."Andagain,thisonedeeperasherhands slid up the back of his neck so she could fist his hair. "We wasted so much time trying to kill each other. If I'd have known how little time we would

	havetogether-"

	Hislipscrashedagainsthers.Hisarmssnakedaroundherwaist,andhe pulled her into his lap. His kisses were overpowering and hungry and

	frantic.Hekissedher likeit wasgoing tobethelasttime.

	Shetangledherfingersinhishairandkissedhimbackjustasfiercely.

	Hishandsslidtothebackofherlegsandwhenhegottohisfeetandpicked her up, she wrapped them around his waist. Her lips never left his as he walked them into the living room, but they never made it to the sofas. He laid her down on the floor in front of the fire and attacked her clothes.

	Hisweregoneinseconds.

	"I love you," the words they'd both kept so tightly hidden from each other weresuddenlyusedsofrequently,soopenly,liketheyshould'vebeendoing all along.

	"Iloveyou,”hetoldherashekissedapathfromhercollarbonetoherneck.

	 

	
"Iloveyou,”shetoldhimwhensurgedintoher.

	"Iloveyou,”hegroanedwhenhechasedherovertheedgeforthefirsttime.

	"Iloveyou,”shesaidwhen shefelt himstart toquiver underherfingertips.

	"Don'tleaveme,”hetoldherafterhe'dcollapsedontopofher,spent-for the time being.

	Theyspenthoursonthefloorafterwards,Hermionedidn'tbothertotryand count them. She wished she could bottle up the way she felt in those

	moments.CurledinDraco'sarms,lyingonthefloorwithhiminfrontofthe fire, a tangle of limbs with no idea where he ended and she began. No

	hiddenweaponsorsecretagendas.

	JustHermioneandDraco.JustapurebloodandaMudblood.

	Ifthiswashowshecouldspendherlastdaysonearth,thenshecoulddiehappy.

	"Promisemeyou'lltryandfindawayaroundthis."Withhislipsstill

	pressedagainsthertemples,shefelteveryword."Promisemeyouwon't leave me."

	"I'lltry not to. Ipromise."

	"Youdo?"Hisarmstightenedaroundher,andshewatchedthewaythe muscles in his bicep rippled under the light from the fire.

	Sheshiftedhershoulderssothatshecouldlookupathim."Ido."She smiled, hoping he'd catch on.

	Hetookherlefthandandgentlybroughtituptohislips.Hewatchedher closely as he placed a lingering kiss on her ring finger."I do."

	"WhatevertimeIhaveleft,"Hermionesaid,"Iwanttospenditwithyou. But after that, you need to live and grow old. Till death do us part,

	remember?WellwhenIdie,thatvowisfulfilledandyouneedtomoveon."

	 

	
"Granger,"hesaid,andhesmirkedatherinthatwaythatmadeherheart

	flutter."Doyouthinkmyloveforyouissofragilethatsomethingassimple as death could keep me from you?"

	 

	
Don'tmakepromisesthatyoucan'tkeep

	12thApril

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Theycouldhavebeendoingthisformonths-thatwasHermione'sfirst thought when she woke up the following morning.

	She felt him before she opened her eyes. Felt his thick arms cocooned aroundher,hischestgentlyrisingandfallingagainstherbackandhischin resting protectively on top of her head.

	The sofa wasn't big enough for one person and yet, somehow, they'd madeit work. Somehow, they'd managed to get into a dozen different positions andanglesandmanagedtolosethemselvesineachotherallnight,andthen, whentheywerespent,managedtofindthespacetodriftofftogether,naked and curled in each other's arms - all from one little old sofa.

	Sheheardthefirecracklingandhissinggentlyasitburnedinthefireplace beside them, and listening to it while she was tucked up in his arms ... she could have died right in that moment and been content with it.

	She kicked herself for not letting him sleep in the same bed as her sooner. Triednottothinkaboutallthetimestheycouldhavedonethisifshe'dnot wasted so much of it, if she hadn't been so stubborn.

	FallingasleepinaDeathEaters'arms,Merlin,whatheryoungerselfwould have thought. The sofa wasn't the same as sharing a bed - no, it oddly felt like more than that. Sort of proved that they could be happy anywhere.

	Couldbecontentandmakethemselvescomfortable,nothingelsemattered, as long as they were together...

	Adreadfulpaintwistedthroughherheart.

	 

	
Ifonly they'dhad moretime...

	Movingveryslowly,sheuntuckedherheadfromunderneathhischinand swivelled around until she was facing him.

	Shewonderedhowhisfacewouldchangeovertheyears.

	Would he grow his hair out as he aged like this father? She hoped not, she liked it when pieces fell into his eyes, but she couldn't imagine him with longhair.Hishairwasalreadyalmostcompletelywhite,itcouldn'tpossibly change colour when he grew into an old man? No, no maybe not, but she could imagine him with wrinkles. Not a lot, just a few, little cracks at the

	corner of his eyes like someone had cracked marble. What did her mum usedtocallthem?WasitLaughterlines?Yes,shecouldimaginehimwith those. She thought they'd suit Malfoy -Draco,she corrected herself

	internally.She'djustconfessedthatshelovedthemurderousdemon,itwas about time she used his given name.

	Shelookeddownathishands.Theskintherewassoperfectandsmooth, she couldn't imagine it with age lines or -

	"Gobacktosleep,Granger."Dracodidn'topenhiseyesandhisvoicewas low and husky enough to make her toes curl.

	"Areyouever goingto callmeHermione?"

	Hesuckedhisteeth andthoughtaboutit forhalfasecond."No."

	Shelookedupathimandeventhoughshesmiled,shecouldn'thelpbut think about what his life was going to look like after the war.

	Shewonderedifhe'dgobacktoliveatMalfoyManororifhe'dtravel.He'd said he wanted to travel with her, but after she died, would he still want

	that?Orwouldthethoughtofexploringonecityaftertheotherbetainted forhimlikeitwould'vebeenforher?Wouldithavebeenlikeopeningan

	oldwound?Areminderofwhatcould'vebeenandthelifetheycould'vehad together? She hoped not - she wouldn't want to ruin that for him.

	 

	
She wondered what he'd do for work or if he'd even work at all. He didn't needthemoney,eveniftheOrderseizedeveryassetandgalleonhe'dbeen awarded during his service for Voldemort, his family's wealth had always been enormous. He'd befine-Astoria, maybenot so much, she'd probably have to cut back on the amount of Ruby and Diamond necklaces she

	broughtherself-but Dracowouldbefine.

	Shecouldn'timaginehimjustsittingindoorsallday.He'dwanttokeep

	himselfbusy...He'dmakeanexceptionaldragontamer-althoughNarcissa might get jealous -

	Andthenherthoughts wenttosomethingelseandherthroatconstricted.

	Hereyessliddowntothemetalchainheworearoundhisneckandtherings that glittered there.

	He'dmarrysomeoneelse.He'dstartafamilywithsomeoneelse.

	Marriage.Children.Bothofthosethingshadn'tmatteredtohertheday

	before. She hadn't cared about them, hadn't thought about them enough to wantthem,butnow...knowingthatshecouldn't...knowingthathe'dhave them with someone else ...

	Acoldhandcuppedhercheek."Areyoualright,cub?"

	Theyweren'tgoingtotalkabout'it'-thatwaswhatthey'dagreed.

	HermionehadpromisedMalfoythattheyweregoingtodoeverythingthey could to try and find a way to save her but they weren't going to talk her

	death-andhowlikelyitwas.

	"I can't listen to you talk about dying," Draco had groaned into her ear in theearlyhours,hiscockburiedinsideofherandherearbetweenhisteeth. "Don't make me listen to it."

	FromMalfoy'spointofview,Hermionewasgoingtobesafe.Shewas

	goingtosurvivethisonewayoranotherandhedidn'tgiveafuckwhathe had to do to make that happen. He'd agreed to let her find a way to get

	 

	
NaginiforthetimebeingsoVoldemortwouldbeasweakaspossible,but he'd made it very clear that he wasn't going to let her die.

	She blinked and looked up at him. She nodded and forced her lips into a weak smile. She tried to keep eye contact with him but she couldn't. Her eyesjustkeptgoingbacktohismother'sring,hermindclawingitselfback to who might one day wear it.

	Without really thinking about it, she reached out and wrapped the chain aroundherfingers.ShegentlytuggedatitandMalfoysatupslightlysoshe could get a closer look.

	Narcissa Malfoy's ring was probably the most beautiful piece of jewellery she'deverseen.She'dcaughtglimpsesofitbeforebutinthegentlelightof the fire, it looked otherworldly, the type of diamond that evil villains in

	bedtimestorieswouldstartwarsover.

	"Itdidn'talwayslooklikethat,"Dracosaidafterawhile. "Like what?"

	"Itdidn'talwayshavethebandofdiamondsaroundthediamond."Heran the tip of his index finger gently over the stones in question. "My father added those before he proposed to my mother."

	"It'sbeautiful."

	"Andmygrandfather,hechangedthecolourofthediamond.Itusedtobe yellow but he cast a charm to make it clear instead.And my great

	grandfatherchangeditintotheteardropshapeitisnow-itusedtobe square before."

	"Isthatsomethingyourfamilydoesalot?""What?"

	Shelookedupandmethiseyes."Dothemeninyourfamilyoftenadda little something to the ring before they propose?"

	 

	
"Yes,Isupposeitwastheirwayofmakingtheringalittlemorepersonal. Make it something a little more suited for the woman they were giving itto."

	"Whatwouldyoudo?"

	Hethoughtaboutitforamomentbeforeheansweredher."I'dengraveit."

	Onesideofhismouthtwistedupwards,andhebrushedthebandofhis

	mother'sring."Bothrings.Mymothersandmyfathers.I'dhavesomething engraved on the inside so only we knew it was there."

	Hedidn'tstop herwhenshestartedto fiddlewithhis mother'sring.He

	didn't stop her when she held it against the very tip of her fourth finger on her left hand and watched how the sparkles changed - or even when she slippedithalfwaydownherfinger-thechainstillattached.Ifshepushedit down another inch or two it would've been sitting perfectly on her finger.

	Shedidn'tthinkhe'dstopherifshedid. "Wear it."

	Hermionelookedupathim.Hewasn'tjoking.HisOcclumencywallswere almost completely down. She could read him clearer than she ever had

	before-hewasbeingsincere. "Wear it."

	Hermioneshookherheadandletgoofthering,lettingthechainfalland danglearoundhisneckagain."No."Saveitforsomeoneelse,shealmost

	said."Icanonlyimaginethehorroryourancestorswouldfeeliftheyknew their precious family heirloom was being worn by a mudblood."

	Hemadeaface,madehisnosescrunchupandvenombleedintohiseyes. "I don't give a fuck what they think. I love you, I want you to wear it."

	"I'mthefirstpersonyou'veeverlovedDraco,saveitforthelast."

	She didn't mean it. What she really wanted to do was reach out, snatch the pieceofjewelleryoffthechainandslideitontoherfinger.Shedidn'tmean

	 

	
itbut itneeded tobesaid.

	He would have a life after the war and she wouldn't, and that alone was enough to stop her from taking it. She could take as much of him as she wantedwiththetimeshehadleftbutshecouldn'tbeselfish,whenthetime came,shehadtolethimgo,andthatweddingring,thatpromise,itwastoopermanent.

	Shedidn'twanttomakepromisestohim,not onesthatshecouldn'tkeep.

	"What'syourfavouritecolour?"heaskedsuddenly,derailinghertrainofthought.

	"What?"

	"What'syourfavouritecolour?"heasked,voicesilkysmoothashemoved hisfingersdownherbody,runningalongthescarnearherbellybutton."I just realised, I don't know it."

	"Idon'tknow,urm-fuck,"shemoanedashestartedtokissandnipacross her neck. Well, that conversation had suddenly taken a turn. "R-red, Isuppose."

	"Hmmmm.Shouldhaveknown.SuchaGryffindor."Hishandscurled

	underthebacksofherlegsandsuddenlyshewasunderneathhimwithhis hips nestled between her thighs. He held himself up by holding onto the

	armrestbehindherheadandhoveredoverherforamoment,smirkingdown at her in a way that took her breath away, and then he leaned forward and started peppering kisses down her neck and chest.

	Herfingerskneadedintohishair,andshearchedintohimashekissed down her stomach. She opened her legs a little further -

	"Wish I could kill the fucker who gave you this," he said as he kissed the scaronherhip.Itwasonlyabulletwoundbutshe'dalwaysthoughtlooked like a badly warped scar.

	 

	
Itshouldn'thavescarredthatbadlybutthebullethadgotstuckinherbone and because the infirmary was already overrun - she'd tried to get it out

	herselfandendedupleavingherwiththehorriblydeformedscar. "Well you can't, they're already dead."

	Eventhoughhereyeswereclosed,shecouldfeelhimsmirking."Iwonder where they're buried. I bet I could make them dead -er."

	Shewenttosmackhimbuthestartedkissingheragain. "Favourite flower?" he asked.

	"Sunflowers."

	"Ifyoucouldbeanywhereintheworldrightnow,wherewouldyoube?"

	"Here,"shesighedwhenhekissedthetopofherpelvis."Withyou.Rightnow."

	Malfoy's lips left her skin and when she opened her eyes, she found him watching her closely. When he smiled like that, showing his dimples and teeth,whenhesmiledwithouthisOcclumencywalls,hewassobeautiful-

	Knock,knock,knock.

	Hermionehadneverfeltfearlikeit.

	Where,wherethefuckwereherclothes?!WherewereMalfoy'sclothes?!

	Shesatupandhereyesdartedfranticallyfromonecorneroftheliving

	roomtotheotherbutshecouldn'tseethem,couldn'tevenremembertearing them off -

	Shewasnakedinthelivingroomandtheotherswereabouttowalkin- The kitchen door clicked -

	CompletelyunfazedandnotnearlyaspanickedasHermionethoughthe

	oughttobe,Malfoygrabbedoneofthethickwoolblanketsoffthesofaand

	 

	
drapeditover thepairofthem.

	Daphnecameinfirst,thenQuinzel,thenBlaise,andeventhoughHermione pulled the blanket under her chin and was completely covered, she still

	blushedwhenAstoriagrinnedatherstateofundress.

	"Isitsafe?!"Theocalledfromoutside,hisvoicealmostasfakeand

	dramatic as the way he covered his face with his hands. "Can I look?! Or willmyeyesexplode?!"Therewasamassivegapbetweenhisfingers-he already knew full well that it was 'safe'.

	Blaise-evertheperfectgentleman-kepthiseyesfixedonaspotonthe ceiling, doing his best to protect what little remained of Hermione's

	modesty.

	Noneofthemlookedlikethey'dsleptmuch.Theyalllookedalittleworse for wear and had dark circles under their eyes.Astoria and Daphne's hair was both bushy and unkept and even some ofTheo's curls were unruly as her own. They all looked like they'd had a difficult night but Blaise, he

	lookedlikehehadn'tsleptawink.

	Quinzeldidn'tmakeeyecontactwithanyone.Herlittleeyeswere

	distraughtandpuffyasshepaddedthroughthekitchenandupthestairs. She hadn't been the same since Romy had died.

	Daphneknelt onthefloorby thesofa."How areyou bothfeeling?"

	Herquestionwaslacedwithconcern.Hertonewaslowandserious,her sisters, however, couldn't have been more different.

	"Oh,theylookfinetome,"Astoriasaid,gauntandpalebutgrinningfrom ear to ear. She looked over her shoulder and saw the state of the kitchen. "Although I must know, did you destroy the kitchen before or after you

	fuckedeachotherintooblivion?"Shelookedbackatthemandthengasped loudly. "Or was it during?"

	"Definitelyduring,"Theogrinned,wigglinghisbrowssuggestively.

	"Grangerlookslikethetypethatlikestobethrownaboutabit.Don'tyou,

	 

	
sweetheart?"

	Daphnesmiledbutrolledhereyes.

	Hermioneblushedsohardshewassurprisedtheveinsinhercheeksdidn't explode. Shepulled theblanket up until it covered thebottom of her chin.

	"Well?!"Toriprodded."Whichwasit?!Didyoubreakeverythingbefore?! Or was it during?!"

	Draco'schestrattledbehindherwhenhestartedlaughing."Idestroyedthe kitchen before. Why?"

	UponDraco'sanswer,TheoadAstoriahadverydifferentreactions.

	Theo groaned.Astoria hissed what sounded like a 'yes' and balled her hands into little fists. They were both very invested in whether or not Hermione andDracohadplayedapartinthehorrendousstateofthekitchen,butwhen Theo pulled a gold coin out of his pocket and threw it toAstoria, it became obvious why - the fuckers had placed a bet.

	It took a while to wrangle everyone together for a meeting, but two hours later - and once the kitchen was liveable again, thank God for magic - they wereallgatheredaroundthediningtable,freshlyshowered,glamouredand ready to hear what'd happened with the Order.

	Hermione didn't want to go into too much detail, she didn't feel the need to andshedidn'tfeellikesheorDraconeededtoreliveitagain.Shetoldthem that Harry had destroyed the medallion, how the compass had been hiding in Kingsley's desk, how it'd pointed to her and how Draco had brought herhome.

	They all listened very quietly - the only interruption wasAstoria's quiet coughingnowandagain-andonceshewasfinished,Hermionesawone

	expressionlingeringinalloftheireyes.Determination.Afierce,strongsort of determination that she hadn't expected, not from any of them.

	 

	
"So,"Theowasthefirsttospeak.Heputonehandonthetableanddraped the other over the back of Daphne's chair. "What's the plan then? How are we going to get out of this one?"

	Daphnefiddledwiththeendofhersmoothlycurledponytailandstaredat the table. "What if we got our hands on Liquid Luck? Maybe if Granger downed a bottle and then died, it'd bring her back to life?"

	"Thereisn'tawayaroundthis-"HermionestartedtosaybutBlaisecutheroff.

	"LiquidLuckdoesn'tworkagainstdeath,Voldemorthadmetestitoutona Black Mask a few years ago to see if it'd bring them back to life. It didn't."

	"WhatifweslowedHermione'sheartratedowntothepointofdeathwith magic,"Astoria offered. "We could do it gradually, stop it - only for a

	moment-justlongenoughtoletVoldemortdie,andthenwakeherup?I've read lots of books where that's happened."

	"What,youmeanthere'sanactualplotinthosefilthybooksyouread, Tori?" Theo cocked a brow. "It's not just wizard porn?"

	AstoriablobbedhertongueratherinelegantlyoutatTheoatthesametime Daphne stepped on his foot with the heel of her stiletto.

	"WhataboutifwemadeHermioneherownHorcrux?"Blaiseasked."That way there would still be a piece of her soul left.Voldemort would die, but she wouldn't."

	DaphneclickedherfingerstogetherandpointedatBlaise."Thatcouldwork!"

	Even though it was all fruitless, Hermione was touched. The people at the table around her were a family in every sense of the world. They weren't tiedtogetherbyblood,buttheylovedeachotherequallyandtheycaredfor each other fiercely.And every one of them - even Daphne, who she'd only known for a few weeks - thought of Hermione as her family too.

	 

	
"Iappreciateyoutryingtohelp,"Hermionesaid,"butthere'snothingthat can be done. If Voldemort is really going to die, then I need to as well."

	ThesoundofMalfoy'schairscrapingacrossthefloorwaslikelongnailson achalkboard.Hermionehadn'tknownwhyshe'dexpectedhimtostaywhen she started talking about this. He'd already made it clear that he wouldn't listen to her talk about her death.

	Hermionedidn'twatchhimleave-DaphneandBlaisedid.Shewaiteduntil he'd stormed outside and slammed the kitchen door behind him before shecontinued.

	"Thenextthingweneedtodoisgettothesnake.IknowVoldemorthadn't told anyone where she was, but Crouch knows him better than anyone." Hermione looked atTheo and Daphne. "Do you think you could get a few suggestions out of him of where she might be?"

	The possibility of torture usually lit a fire in Theo's eyes, the thought of torturingthemanwho'dabusedherusuallymadeDaphnesmile-butnot

	thatday.Ifanyonecoulddoit,itwasthosetwobutneitherofthemnodded. Neither seemed like they were up to the task.

	"But are you sure that you want that, Hermione?" Blaise asked, his voice low but his eyes hard. "If we kill the snake, then there's only you left. Don't youwantustodelayitforalittlelongerwhilewetryandfindawaytosafeyou?"

	Shedid.Shereallyfuckingdid,butdelayingtheinevitablewouldonlybea goodthingforVoldemort.They'dwhittleddownhisarmytothebarebones andthey'ddestroyedanotherofhisHorcruxes.Hewasvulnerable,themost vulnerable he'd been in over a decade and if they delayed things, it gave

	himchancetorebuildwhatthey'dalreadytorndown.

	No,notheyhadtomovequickly,asmuchasHermionedidn'twantthemto. "Yes - it is. It's the only way."

	 

	
Blaisedidn'tneedtimetoponderthis.Hermionerealisedhemusthavebeen thinking about it for a while, maybe all night, and she wondered if that was the reason he looked so tired. "But by the time the Order kills Nagini, all of Voldemort's strength and vitality will be depleted. If the Order could

	capturehim,maybetheycouldkeephimweakanddetainhimandyou wouldn't have to die - "

	"It's not worth the risk." Hermione didn't want to be rude, she appreciated Blaisewantingtofindawayaroundthepredicamentshe'dfoundherselfin, but it was too late. Hermione had already made up her mind. "If he ever

	brokeoutorifanyofhisfollowersremained,thewarcouldstartagain.The only way to end this for good is to kill him. Properly - by whatever meansnecessary."

	Astorialookedlikeshewasonthevergeoftears."No!Thisisn'tfair!"the frail blonde shouted. "This isn't fair. It can't happen like this!You and

	Draco,you'resohappy!You'resogoodtogether,it'snot-"Shestartedto suddenly cough into her hands.

	Blaiseleanedoverandgentlyrubbedherback.

	HermionelookedbacktoTheoandDaphne."Doyouthinkyoucouldget some information out of Crouch about where Nagini might be?"

	DaphneandTheolookedatoneanother.

	"Whatd'yasaybeautiful?"Theoasked,cockinghisheadtothesideand

	running his hand up and down his wife's arm. "Me, you, Crouch, a pair of plyersandabottleofSkelegrow?Couldpullhisfingersoffonebyoneand then regrow them?"

	Daphne'slipsliftedintoasmile."Wehaven'ttriedthatyet.Couldbefun."

	"Couldbe?"Theogasped,clutchinghisheart."Woman,whenhaveIever promised you a good time and not delivered?!"

	Astoria'scoughingfitnevergotundercontrol,andafewminuteslater, Daphne got up from her chair.

	 

	
TheoandBlaiseputtheirpalmsagainstthetableliketheyweregoingtoget up and help -

	"It'salright,"Daphnesmiledatbothofthem."I'vegother."SheletAstoria get out of her chair herself, and then she wrapped a hand around her

	shouldersandguided herto thebottom ofthestairs.

	Astorialookedoverhershoulderastheyreachedthebottomstep."Hermione?"

	"Yes?"

	"Willyou...comeupandfinishthatpaintinginmyroomlater?" Hermione smiled softly back at her. "Of course."

	Astoria'sansweringsmilelookedsad.Itdidn'tmeethereyes.

	Blaise leaned back in his chair and watched Daphne helpAstoria up the stairs. He made a fist - looked like he was on the verge of getting up off his chairandhelpingherhimself,andoncethegirlshaddisappeared,helooked at Theo. "Can I join you and Daphne tonight?"

	Theo narrowed his eyes and studied Blaise for a moment. He opened his mouth and closed it several times before he finally formed words. "Look mate,Ithinkyou'reavery,veryattractiveman,andifIdidhappentoswing that way -"

	"OhforSalazar'ssake-"

	"-yourswouldprobablybethefirstsausageI'dbewillingtomunchon,but I'm a taken man - "

	"Pleasestop,"Blaisesighed,closinghiseyesandrubbinghistemples."Ido not want to join you and Daphne in the bedroom, Theodore."

	"OHTHANKFUCKFORTHAT!"Theopretendedtowipeimaginary sweat from his forehead. "Then what do you want to join us with?"

	 

	
"TorturingCrouch."

	Theoshruggedandgrinnedwickedly."I'llhavetoasktheMrsmate,she's the boss, but I don't see why not. More the merrier, I suppose."

	HermionehadjuststartedtogetupandleavethemeninpeacewhenBlaise stopped her.

	"Hermione,"hehushed."CanIspeaktoyouhonestlyaboutsomething?" She nodded and sat back down.

	Blaise cleared his throat and straightened his posture slightly before he spoke.Hesatupright,restedhiselbowsonthetableandgentlyjoinedhis

	hands in front of him. "I know that I was incredibly rude and awful to you when you first came to us, and I can only apologize for that. I was ignorant andnarrowmindedandI'mdisgustedthatIevertreatedyousoterribly,butI thinkIspeakforall ofuswhenI saythatyou'vebecomeoneofthefamily."

	HermionelookedatTheo,henoddedinagreement.

	"Iknowyouareanincrediblybravewoman,andIcannotthankyouenough for what you did forAstoria. I understand and I respect you wanting to do what is right and what is necessary to protect everyone else, but you're one of us now, and we would do anything to protect you."

	Hermionedidn'tknowwhattosay,juststaredbackathimandblinkedback tears. God, she was so fucking sick of crying.

	"You have done so much for us, but for Draco, you've done so much more. It'sjustasDaphnesaid,youbroughthimbacktolife,soplease,forthesake of my brother and this family, I am asking you," Blaise leaned across the table, caught Hermione's hand and squeezed it, "is there any way you could be around to see him live the new life that you've given him?"

	Hermione'seyesflickeredandshewatchedDracothroughthewindow.She watched him run his hands over Narcissa's scaled cheek and say something toher.WatchedthedragonhuffandnudgehersnoutintoDraco'schest.She

	 

	
watchedhimwalkalongthesideofherbodyandclimbontoherback.And as she watched Narcissa take flight and the pair of them disappear through the clouds, she felt like she was watching her future disappear too.

	"No,"shewhispered."Notinthislife,butmaybewe'llgetluckierinthe next one."

	 

	
Allnightlong

	TW;tortureandmentionsofrape

	AN; In case anyone is like me and likes to listen to songs that are writtenaboutinchapterstohelpthemvisualisethescenebetter,thesongfeatured in the second hald of the chapter is "All night long" by Lionel Ritchie.

	 

	 

	16thApril

	 

	 

	"Theo...Idon'tlikethis."

	"It'llbeoverinaminute.Promise." "I feel stupid."

	"Well,that'sweird.Youdon'tlookstupid.Youlookgorgeous."

	"Pleasedon'tmakejokesrightnow.Idon'tlikethis.Ican'tseeanything!" "That's the point, Daph. It's a surprise," Theo chuckled behind her. His

	breathtickledthebackofherneckandmadegoosebumpsriseonherarms. "The first step is right in front of you so walk very carefully -"

	"HowamIsupposedtodothatwhenIcan'tfuckingseewhereI'mgoing?!" "Don't worry, I won't let you walk into anything." When Daphne scoffed

	irritably,therewasabriefpause,andthenTheoadded."Unlessyoudon't fix your attitude, then you're on your own woman."

	Daphne knew he wasn't being serious but her heart sank nonetheless. Her thick,artificialflashesflutteredbehindTheo'spalms.Shehatedthis.Being inthedarknotbeingabletoseewhatwasinfrontofher...itremindedher of ...

	 

	
IfanyoneotherthanTheo hadaskedhertodo this,she'dhavetoldthemto

	fuckoff.Shehatedbeinginthedarkthesedays,eventhethoughtofitmade her feel a little sickly. She needed to be able to see everything around her at all times, needed to be able to see every corner so she was sure no one

	couldsneakuponher.

	Blaisesaidtherewasnoshameinsleepingwithacandleburningonher bedside table but still, she felt more than a little foolish.

	Daphnehadn'tbeenscaredofanythingbefore.Apartfromlosingherfamily, she had no real phobias or fears. She wasn't scared of spiders or heights or things that went bump in the night.

	In the old days, she used to be able to slaughter a room full of people and notevensmudgehermake-up.Intheolddaysanarmyofmugglesoldiers could've been aiming their rifles at her and her heart wouldn't have even skipped a beat, but now? She'd had her husbands hands covering her eyes for a mere thirty seconds and sweat was gathering on her temples and her knees were trembling together with fear.

	DaphneNott,themostdeadlyfemaleDeathEaterthateverlived,was scared of the fucking dark. Oh, Bellatrix would've loved that.

	Shehatedherselfforallowingthisirrationalfeartodevelop.Itmadeher feelpathetic.Itmadeherfeelsmallandhelplessandeverythingthatshe wasn't and didn't want to be, but more importantly, it reminded her of

	Crouch.

	Thatwastherealproblem.Thisfearofthedark,it'dcomefromhim.What had been a game for him had developed into a crippling trauma for her.

	Heusedtodoitallthetime.Waituntilthedeadofnight,blowoutallthe candles in his manor and wait for her to walk past. Hide behind dark

	cornersandattackher.Barricadehimselfinaroomwithherandthenstalk her. Grab her. Hex her. Stab her. Leave her panicking and terrified and

	unabletoseewhereorwhenthenextattackwascomingfrom.

	 

	
It'd gone on like that for years, developed and developed until eventually, every time she was left in a dark room - every time she couldn't see - her adrenalinespikedandherheartleaptintoherthroat,waitingforhimtofind her, to catch her, to ...

	ThisnewfearofthedarkwasjustanotherthingCrouchhadleftbehindthat she needed to undo.

	She'd read scrolls on trauma and it was always described in one of two ways;thesubjecteitherfeltliketherewasamonsterstalkingthem,making it impossible for them to forget what'd happened to them, or they felt like there was a great big hole in their body that'd been carved out by whatever experience had traumatised them. Most people sent their recovery either

	fightingthemonsterortryingtorebuildtheirlifeandfillthehole,but Daphne, she didn't feel either of those things.

	Afterwhat'dhappenedtoher,shefelt...full,notempty.Shefeltlikeherself, butnotherself.

	There had been a hole once, dozens of them, years and years ago, but Crouchhadfilledthem.He'dtakenpiecesofher,cutoutthethingsthat

	were important to her, carved away the things that made herherand then patchedthemupwithhim.Filledthosegapswithpiecesofhimselfsoshe couldn't not think about him.

	He'dtakenherfight andleftherwithafearofthedark.

	He'dtakenherspiritandherpassionandreplacedthemwithafearofbeing left alone.

	He'dstolenyearsofherfutureandreplacedthemwithyearsofmemoriesof him torturing her.

	He'dherlove,takensomethingsheusedtofuckingadore-somethingthatmade her feel connected to her husband- and he'd twisted it into a fear.

	Shewasrefusingtolethimtakeeverything.

	 

	
Itwassillytobeobsessedwithglamourcharmsanddressesandartificial things after everything she'd been through. Expensive dresses and pretty

	nailshadnoplaceinwar,butthosethingswereimportanttoherbefore,so they should still be important to her after. There were so many fucking

	thingssheusedtolovebefore,whatCrouchhaddone,itshouldn'ttake away her love of nice things too.

	He'd left so much behind, he'd left so many pieces of himself with her but Daphnerefusedtoletthemstay.She'dcuthimoutabitatatime,shedidn't care what it took. She'd dissect and autopsy herself without medication to be sure that every last part of him was gone and she could feel like herselfagain.

	She'ddowhatevershehadtotogetherselfback.

	It might takeyears for her to get back what he'd taken from her but shewas workingonit,thatwasthemainthing.Shewasworkingonitonethingata time, piece by piece, she was erasing what he'd done to her andTheo ... He was helping her every step of the way.

	Babysteps.They'dtakeonedayatatime,chipawayateachthingshefelt was a problem together until eventually, they'd conquer them all.

	Shejusthadn'tgottenthememothattodaytheywereworkingonherfearof the dark.

	Ifshehadn'tbeenabletosmellhisaftershavebehindherorfeelhischest gently pressing against her spine, she would have already panicked and called the whole thing off.

	"Idon'tlikebeing inthedarkanymore."

	"Iknowyoudon'tbutI'vegotyou.Babysteps,remember?"

	Daphneswallowedtheuncomfortablefeelinginherthroat.Sherestedone of her palms on her chest and took a deep breath. "Baby steps."

	 

	
"You'resafe,ok?"Theowhisperedinherear.Hisvoicesoundedsomuch silkier because it was all she could really focus on.

	Merlin,shemissedhimwhisperinginherear,itusedtobeoneofher favourite things he did when they had sex -

	Sex...SexwithTheo...Sheusedtoloveit.Italwaysmadeherfeel connected to him in a way that words never could but now -

	Asicklyfeelingbubbledinherstomach.Thethoughtofitmadeherstartto panic. Her chest felt like it was going to collapse in on itself -but she stillmissed it!She missed the sounds he used to make and the way he felt. She missed being that close to him. She wanted that intimacy back - but the

	thoughtofhavingsexwithhimterrifiedherasmuchasthethoughtofnever having sex with him again did.

	Babysteps,sheremindedherself.Babysteps.They'dgetthere.Theyjust needed time.

	Shefelthimkissthesideofherneck,thenherjaw,andafterhepresseda lingeringoneontheshellofherear,headded."You'resafewithme.You trust me, don't you?"

	Withmylife,shedidn'tneedtosayit.

	Whenshenodded,Theostartedtoleadherdownasetofstairs.Shealready knew that they led down to the wine cellar under the safehouse but as they slowly took one step at a time, her heart started to beat quicker and quicker and by the time they reached the cellar door, it felt uncomfortable in her

	chest.

	"Youreadyforyourpresent?"

	"I'mreadyforyoutotakeyourhandsoffofmyeyes!"Shedidn'tmeanfor the words to come out in a snarl but they did.

	When Theo removed his hands, she was standing in front of the cellar doors.Thedoorwasasithadalwaysbeen,woodenwitharustinghandle

	 

	
andchipsinthedullbluepaint.Therewasnothingdifferentaboutthedoor, and Crouch, he was just on the other side of it.

	"Taaaadaaaaaaa!"Theosang,steppingbackandflashingherthatsame

	beamingsmilehe'dwornwhenshe'dagreedtogoonadatewithhimforthe first time.

	Shelovedthatsmile,butthedoor?Shewasn'timpressed. "So? What do you think?"

	"YouputmethroughallthatjusttoshowmeadoorthatI'vealreadyseena dozen times?"

	"Well,yes,butthat'snot–Oi!Wheredoyouthinkyou'regoing?!"

	"Backupstairs!"Daphnecalledoverhershoulderasshestartedtowalk

	backupthesteps."Astoriasaidshewouldpaintmynails.Shehadalovely pale pink -"

	Beforetheheelofherstilettoescouldascendthefourthstep,Theoducked under her arm and blocked her path. "Trust me, you're gonna want to seethis."

	"Why? What makes that door so special?" "It'snotthedooritself,it'swhat'sbehindit."

	"Iknowwhat'sbehindit.It'sCrouch,tiedtoachair,sameashealwaysis."

	Theogrinnedandlookedather throughhisdarklashes."Nottonight,love."

	Heleanedforwarduntiltheirchestswerepressedtogetherandthenhe started to walk forward, gently pushing her back down the stairs.

	Whentheywerestandinginfrontofthecellardooragain,Theograbbedher face and kissed her for a moment, just a little kiss - more of a peck, really - and then he let go, walked in front of her and opened the door.

	 

	
Daphnecouldn'tseewhateverhewasshowingforamoment,hisframe

	blockeditfromview,butwhenhesteppedaside,whenshecouldsee,she smiled so widely that it hurt her cheeks.

	TherewerealotofthingsDaphnethoughtaboutdoingtoBartyCrouchJr during her years of imprisonment.

	Every time he'd touched her she'd thought about slicing his fingers off. Everytimehe'dbithershe'dimaginedherselfrippingallofhisteethout one by one and then shoving them down his throat.

	She'd thought about chopping parts of him off and she'd thought about drowninghim.She'dthoughtaboutsnappingandtwistingeveryboneinhis body until they splintered in two and she'd thought about flaying each and every layer of his skin off one by one until she hit bone.

	She'd thought about it all, imagined herself hurting him in every fucking waypossible,itwouldneverhavebeenenoughtomakeupforthingshe'd done to her - or the time he'd stolen - but she still liked to think about it.

	Afterallthoseyears,she'dthoughtshe'dcomeupwitheverytorturemethodimaginable.

	ButlookingatCrouch,watchingashehungupsidedown,suspendedfrom theceilingbychainsandmetalhooksthat'dbeenshovedthroughhisankle bones ... watching blood drip from the wounds and down the chains that weresecuredaroundhisbody...seeingthewayhiseyeswidenedwhenhe saw her ... the unimaginable terror in his expression ... Daphne had never

	feltsatisfactionlikeit.

	Herhusbandhadtrulyoutdonehimselfthistime.This,thiswasafuckingmasterpiece.

	Theowalkedbehindherandwrappedbothhisarmsaroundherstomach. "You like it?" he asked, whispering the question against her cheek.

	Daphnenodded,grinningfromeartoear."You'veoutdoneyourself."

	 

	
"Comeonthen,"hekissedhercheekagainandthentookherhand,"Zabini isjoiningusinanhour,we'llseehowmuchdamagewecandointhattime but when Zabini gets here? That's when the real fun begins."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"Wellmyfriends,thetimehascome."

	"Please,makeitstop..."

	"Toraisetheroofandhavesomefun."".. You're going to push it too far...""Throw away the work to be done."

	"You'regoing...to...killme..."

	TheoplacedthetipofhiswandagainstCrouch'sthumb.

	Crouchhissedandtriedtoflinchaway,butwhenTheowhisperedan

	incantationandtheskinaroundCrouch'sthumbstartedtoslideoffthebone, he writhed and jerked in agony.

	Daphnehadneverbeenmuch ofafanoftorture. She'ddoneit,yes,but

	she'dneverreallyenjoyedit.ItwasjustpartofherservicetotheDarkLord, just another part of her job. She never wanted to hurt anyone but given the choice between her family and everyone else, it wasn't really a choice. Kill

	first,askquestionslater.She'dworryaboutherguiltlater.Herfamilycame first. Always had. Always would.

	 

	
ButwatchingCrouchbetortured?Watchingherhusbandbreakandcrack his bones? Watching Crouch snivel and cry and scream and beg for it to stop? She did like that – fucking loved it.

	"Please...PleaseNo!No!Eughhhhh!"

	"Letthemusicplayon, playon, playon, playon."

	"NO, NOO!EUGHHH!"

	Daphnealmostcouldn'thearCrouch'spleasoverthemusicthatwascoming from the vintage record player Theo had brought down from the kitchen.

	"Everybodysing,everybodydance."

	Merlin,Daphnelovedthissong.ShewassurprisedthatTheohadmanaged to find this Lionel Ritchie song on vinyl. Even she'd struggled to get her

	handsonacopyyearsago,andthat'dbeenbeforetheworldhadgonetoshit.

	Watchingherhusbanddanceaboutandtorturethemanwho'dabusedher for years, all while listening to 80's classics - Daphne felt like she was inheaven.

	WatchingCrouchbetorturedfeltalmostasgoodasdoingitherself.Every time he screamed, Daphne smiled. Every time he wailed and begged and cried for it to stop, Daphne felt better. Lighter, like another of the pieces

	he'dleftbehindhadbeenchippedaway.

	This,itwasthebestpresentTheohadevergivenher.

	She sat back in her chair and watched with a smile as her husband very slowlyandverypainfully,extractedCrouch'sfinger,tosseditacrossthe room, and then started to work on the next one.

	"Loseyourselfinwildromance,"asTheodanced,heleanedontothetipsof his toes and spun around, and as he did, he dragged the knife he was

	holdingallthewaydownCrouch'sarm,severingfleshandcausinganew

	 

	
wailofagonytospillfromhismouth,"we'regoingtoparty,karamu,fiesta,forever."

	"EUGHHHH!NO! NO!EUGHHHH!"

	"Comeonandsingalong,"Theosanghappilyashedraggedtheknifedown the opposite arm, letting the blood spill. "We're going to party." Theo

	flicked his wrist in a way that sliced a piece of skin off Crouch's elbow."Karamu."Another flick, this one taking a chunk out of his forearm."Fiesta."Anotherslash,Daphnewassurpriseditdidn'ttakehisfingeroff."Forever."

	"You...youcan'tkeepdoingthis..."Crouchwhined,blooddrippingdown his temples and adding to the crimson puddle on the floor. "I'll die soon ... lost, too much blood -EUGHH!"

	"Shhhhh!"Daphnehissedmenacingly,twirlingherwandandmaking

	Crouchflinch."Stopscreaming!Ican'thearTheo'slovelysingingvoice!"

	Theo grinned wickedly before he blew her a kiss and continued with his work.He'dchangedsomuchwhileshe'dbeenaway.Hewasstrongernow, more ruthless, more confident. He used to shy away from hurting people

	butnowheseemedtoloveit.

	She'dhavebeenlyingifshesaidthatshedidn'tlikethisnew,more confident Theo.

	"ComeonCrouchyboy,"Theogrinned,hoveringovertheirvictim."Ifyou were old Boldy Voldy, where would you keep your little scaley mate?"

	"What-"Crouchstartedtosplutter."WhatmakesyouthinkIknowwhere he's taken her?! I'm just a servant! I'm just a Gold Mask-"

	"Ohdon'tbesoharshonyourselfmate.You'reclever,remember?Cleverest of all the Death Eaters? Isn't that what you always used to say at themeetings?"

	"I ..."

	 

	
"You were like a groupie of the Dark Lord's, weren't you? Stalking him? Studyinghimsoyoucouldbringhimbacktolife?Yousentsomuchtime trying to impress him, practically licked his arse every day, didn't you?"

	"Idon'tknowwhat-"

	"Soyou'retellingmethatinaaaaaaallthattimeyouspentwantingtobeour lord and saviours favourite bitch, you never learned how he thinks? Not

	evenalittlebit?"

	Crouchswallowed.Helookedlikehewasgoingtopassout-although,that could very easily have been from blood loss or hanging upside down for as long as he had been.

	"Yeah,that'swhatIthought."Theokneltdownuntilhewaseyelevelwith Crouch. He flipped the knife in his hand once, and then he hovered it

	threateninglyoverthebridgeofCrouch'spointynose."Youknow,ifyou lovehimsomuch,Icouldgiveyoualittlemakeover?Cutoffyournose, shave it down, make you look just like him."

	ThechainsthatwerewrappedaroundCrouchstartedtorattleandclinkas his body started to tremble.

	TheoplacedthetipofhisknifeagainstCrouch'snoseandveryslowly,

	draggeditupwardsuntilitrestedbetweenhisbrows."Whatdoyouthink, Daph? Think he'd like that?"

	"Idon'tknowaboutVoldemort,butIknowIwouldlovetoseeit."

	Crouchturnedverypale-again,ifitwasthroughfearorbloodlossor suspension, Daphne wasn't sure.

	TheosuckedairthroughhisteethandtappedtheknifeagainstCrouch's nose. "Sorry pal, the lady gets what the lady wants."

	Then he started to cut into Crouch's skin - Crouchscreamed.Bonesstartedtocrunch.

	 

	
Daphneroseslightlyfromherseat soshecouldgetabetterview.

	LionelRitchiestillsanginthebackground,Theo'svoiceaccompanyinghim.

	"Comejointhefun,it'samerry-go-round,"hesang,bobbinghishead

	gentlyfromsidetoside,intimewiththemusicashecutCrouch'snoseoff. "Everyone's dancing their troubles away."

	Dracohadn'tbeenexaggerating-Theoreallydidknowhowtoputona show,eventhewayheheldupthemanagedmessofskinandbonethat used to be Crouch's nose was theatrical and over the top.

	Daphnegrinnedandclappedfromherchairintheaudience.

	After dangling the severed nose in front of it's screaming owner, Theo tossed it onto the pile of fingers and stood up. "Where's the snake, Barty?" hewhispered,circlingCrouchandsmilingdownathim."Tiktock,tiktock.."

	DaphnewishedshecouldtakeapictureofCrouch'sface.Hewastheimage ofpanic.Terrorsplashedontoacanvas.Actually,maybesheshouldbringa camera next time...

	"Idon'tknow!Hecouldhavestashedherawayanywhere!" "Think Barty. Think."

	"Idon't...therecouldbeahundreddifferent...Idon'tknow...I-"

	"Tiktock,"Theotaunted,makinganothercircle,dragginghisknifealong Crouch's ribs as he went.

	"Idon'tknow-"

	"Tiktock,tiktock."

	"Idon'tknow!Ican'tthink!"

	 

	
"Tiktock,tiktock,tiktock." "I DON'T FUCKING-"

	"BEEEEEEP!I'msorry,butwe'reoutoftime,"Theosaid,holdingtheknife like it was a microphone and lowering his voice. "We do have extra time

	comingup,butbonusroundsdon'tcomecheap.We'llneedpaymentnow.... aribshoulddo..."TheotappedthebladeagainstCrouch'sexposedribcage. "Or maybe your spleen ... He can live without that? Right?"

	WhenTheolookedoverhisshoulderather,Daphnenodded."Defiantly doesn't need it. Cut it out."

	"When-arghhhhhh!"CrouchscreamedandtriedtojerkawayfromTheo

	buthecouldn't.Helookedlikeahideinabutchersshop,hewascompletely at their mercy. "When is this going to end?!?"

	Suddenly,Theosteppedbackandlookedtowardstherecordplayer."Wait."

	"Oh, O, O, O,yes."

	"What?!"Crouchpanted.Hiseyesweresqueezedclosedwithpain."What is it!?"

	"Wait,"Theosaidagain,alittlemoreimpatientthistime.

	"We'regoingtohaveaparty!"

	"Wait,"herepeated,holdingoneofhishandsupandstaringattherecord player. "Any second now. Waaaaaait."

	AndthenLionelRitchiegavetheanswertoCrouch'squestion.Howlong was the torture going to last?

	"Allnight long, all night, all night, allnight."

	"Pair of psychos, the both of you," Blaise muttered from the entrance. He walkedslowlyintotheroomuntilhewasstoodbesideTheo."Iswearyou two were made for each other. For God's sake -"

	 

	
Theostraightenedandslappedabloodcoveredhandoverhismouth."Ye take the Lord's name in vein!? BLASPHEMY!"

	BlaisequirkedhisbrowsandglareddownatTheo.

	"What?"Theoshrugged."Wespentmonthssearchingthosebastard

	churchesandlookingatthoseBiblybobthingsforclues,youdon'tthinkI would have picked up a few things along the way?"

	"Bibles,Theodore,"Blaisecorrected,rollinghiseyes."They'recalledBibles."

	UsuallyDaphnedidn'tmindsittingbackandlettingBlaisehavemostofthe fun. He had a good reason to hate Crouch.The vile bastard had tried to slip something inAstoria's drink so he could take advantage of her, Blaise

	shouldwantto makeCrouchpay.

	Whathe'dtriedtodotoAstoria,itshould'veangeredDaphnemorethanit did. She should have wanted to hurt him for it, it should have filled her

	heartwithragebutit didn't-shewouldn'tletit.

	Somuchofhersoulwasalreadytakenupwithhateanddisgustand loathing for Crouch - she refused to give him any more of her.

	No, no he'd still pay for having the nerve to try and victimise her little sister likethat,butshe'dletBlaisepunishhimforthatcrime-butnottonight,after seeing what Theo had already done to Crouch, it'd gotten her all riled up in the worst of ways.

	WhenDaphnerosefromherchair,Crouchlookedather.Hiseyeswere void of anything but fear.

	"Whereishekeepingthesnake?"sheasked. "I don't know."

	"Ithink that youdo."

	 

	
Crouchflinchedwhensheraisedherwand-he'dgrowntodothatwhenever she got close to him. It was a good start but she wanted more. Flinching

	wheneverhesawherwandwasn'tenough.Shewantedhimtobeterrifiedof her. She wanted to train it into him. She wanted to beat him and hurt him and break him until even the mention of her name made him piss himself.

	Sheprobablywouldn'tevenstopthere. "I ... I don't."

	DaphnepressedherwandagainstoneofthefewfingersCrouchhadleft. "Letmeaskyouagain."Theendofherwandsparked-Crouchhissedin pain. "Where is the snake?"

	"Idon'tknow."

	"Whereisthesnake?" "I don't know!"

	CrouchwailedasDaphnestartedto pull.Theskinaroundhisknuckle

	startedtosplitopen.Thick bloodsprayedontotheback ofhishandandhers

	-itmadeDaphnesmiletolookatit. "WHERE IS THE SNAKE?!"

	"Idon'tknow,youstupidbitch-eughhhh!"

	TheohurtCrouchbeforeDaphnecould.Hedughiswandintothebaseof Crouch's skull and gave him a little electric shock before Daphne had the chance to.

	"Oi!"Theosnapped,jabbinghiswandintoCrouch'sneckinwarning."We'll have less of that language directed at my wife,thank you very much."

	It was obvious what Crouch was doing. He was trying to goad them. He was testing their limits, trying to poke and prod. He wanted them to lose theirtemperforamoment,hewantedthemtosnapandforgetthemselves

	andkillhim.Hereallythoughthewassomuchclevererthaneveryoneelse.

	 

	
Daphnewalkedovertotheirtableofsuppliesandpickedupthebottleshe wanted, a special concoction of Blood Replenishing potion and Healing Draught, and it sounded like she cracked one of Crouch's teeth as she

	shoved thebottleinto his mouth and tilted his head back. Hetried to resist, butafterDaphnepluggedhisnosewithherotherhandhereallydidn'thave a choice.

	He tried to fight, Daphne just smiled down at him TakingCrouch'schoicesaway...shelikedthattoo.

	Oncethebottlewasdrained,Daphnewaitedtheappropriateamountoftime for Crouch's wounds to heal and once he was good to go again, Daphne went in for round two -

	ButTheostoppedherbeforeshecould."Wait."

	Sheblinkedupathimandherbrowsfurrowedtogether.Shedidn't understand. She thought the whole point of this was to -

	"Don'tworry,"Theotoldher."Wehaveanothersurpriseforyou."

	Daphnetriedtofollowwhathappenedoverthenextfewminutes,but

	anyone would have struggled. One moment she was standing in the wine cellarandBlaiseaskedhertotakehishandandthenext,shewasstanding in a white room with fluorescent lights, Blaise and Theo beside her and

	Crouchtiedtoachairinfrontofher. "Happy birthday baby."

	Daphne'sbrowsknittedtogether."Todayisn'tmybirthday."

	"Weknow."Theorolledhiseyes."Butwemissedsomanyofthem, consider this all the birthdays we missed, all rolled into one."

	Daphne looked at the room around her - if she could even call it a room. Thereweren'tanywallsordoorsorwindow.Itwasjustendlesswhiteand bright lights that made her want to squint. She looked at the boys in turn

	 

	
andthenshelookeddownatCrouch,shedidn'tgetitatall,butthenBlaise made it make sense.

	"We'reinCrouch'smindrightnow."

	Daphnelookedupathim."What?Why?" "Because you can kill him in here."

	Althoughforcompletelydifferentreasons,bothCrouchandDaphne'seyeswidened.

	"Taaadaaaaa,”Theobeamedforthesecondtime."Toldyathesecond surprise was a good one."

	"Howisthatpossible?"

	Blaisewasalltooeagertoexplain."ThespellIusedtogetusintohismind, it's very similar to Legilimency. Draco gave me the idea. He told me that when he used to search Hermione's memories, she could feel pain in there.

	Whiletheywereinhermind,sheusedtofeelallsortsofpain,andaside fromthetollfrequentLegilimencytakesonthebody,herphysicalbody remained fine. Of course it doesn't mean that you should be reckless,

	Daphne.Ifyouusethespellexcessively,itcouldcauseirrevocabledamage to the tissues in his brain which causes -"

	"Englishplease,mate,"Theocutin.

	BlaisesighedbutmanagedtorefrainfromslappingTheo."Whateveryou do to him in here, he'll feel it, but it'll stay in here. Do you understand?"

	Shedid,butsheneededBlaisetosayitoutloudtomakesureshewasn't dreaming it.

	"YoucankillhiminhereDaphne,"Blaiseexplained,andalthoughhewas clearlytakingtoDaphne,hewassmirkingdownatCrouch.Hewasgoing to have as much fun with this as Daphne was.

	 

	
Theo gently placed his index finger under Daphne's chin and tilted her head up so hecould stareinto her eyes. "Do you get it?You can actually kill him and nothing will happen to him on the outside." He leaned forward to kiss thetipofhernoseandwhenhepulledback,hewasgrinningatherlikehe'd just won the Quidditch world cup. "You said that every time Crouch

	touchedyou,youfeltlikeyoudiedinside.Wethoughtitwasabouttime you did the same to him."

	"Are ..." She could hardly speak. If this was true, if this worked, there wouldn'tbeenoughwordsintheworldtoexpresshergratitude."You're sure this will work?"

	"Yes."Blaisenodded."I'msure." "Are youabsolutely positive?"

	"Yes-"

	Daphnedidn'twaitforhimtofinish.Shewastooexcited.Sheswipedher wandsharplyinaverticalmotionandjustlikethat,Crouch'sheadlefthis shoulders. Blood spurted out from the stump that used to be his skinny

	neck.Hisdecapitatedheadrolledacrossthefloor. All three of them held their breath.

	One. Two.Three

	TheotookDaphne'shand.Four.

	Five.Six.

	 

	
DaphnesqueezedTheo'shandtightlyinherown.Maybeshe'dbeentoorash.

	Seven.

	Eight.

	Nine.

	Ten.

	Fuck.Sheshouldhavewaited-Eleven.

	Twelves seconds later, the lights above their heads flickered. They were temporarilyleftintotaldarknessbutwhenthelightcamebackon,Crouch's head was back on his neck and he was screaming.Absolutely wailing and

	cryinglikeDaphnewouldhavedoneeverytimehe'dforcedhimselfonher- if she'd only been able to.

	She'dkilledhim.She'dshownhimwhatitfeltliketodie-trulydie-only for him to realise that it wasn't over, not even a little bit. For a brief

	moment,he'dbeeninunimaginableagony.Forabriefmoment,hissoulhad lefthisbodyandhe'ddiedinside.Forabriefmoment,he'djustexperienced what he'd put her through for seven long fucking years.

	Andthat wasonly ataste.

	Best.Fucking.Birthday.Ever.

	 

	
Yourfault

	 

	TW;MENTIONSOFSUICIDE

	 

	1stMay

	 

	 

	Howthefuck hadheletthishappen?!

	AsDracostareddownatthegirlwhowassleepingsoundlyinhisarms,it wasallhecouldthinkabout.Thesamequestionshadbeenrepeatingover and over again in his head like the beat of a drum for weeks.

	How had he let this happen? How could he have letVoldemort infect her withhismagic?Howcouldhenothavefuckingrealisedit?!She'dbeena Horcrux for almost a year and Draco, he hadn't had a clue.

	Thesignshadbeenthere.Thenosebleeds.Thenightmaresshekepthaving.

	TellinghimshefeltVoldemort'smagicstillcrawlinginherskin,even

	monthsafterhe'dbeeninhermind.Allthesignswerethereandhe'dbeen sobusyfightinghisfeelingsforherthathehadn'tputthepiecestogether– not until it was too late.

	That compass, Draco had known what it was the moment Kingsley had slammed it down on the table. He hadn't seen it for over eighteen months buthe'drecogniseitanywhere.It'dbeenhisideatomovethebloodything and store it somewhere safe so the enemy didn't get their hands on it.The fucking irony of it all.

	Themoveunderthetunnels,that'dbeenMalfoy'sidea.Herememberedthe plan he'd made down to the last detail, and he remembered the pain

	Voldemorthadbestoweduponhimaspunishmentwhenthemissionhad gone tits up and the compass had been stolen.

	SixhoursofconstantCruciatuscurse-howcouldanyoneeverforgetthat?

	 

	
Hisfailurewiththecompass,it'dalsobeenthereasonhe'dbeenonstandby a few weeks later when the Dover incident happened. He knew he needed to do something to get back in the Dark Lord's good books and waiting in the wings with a hungry dragon while some Gold Masks moved a carriage of girls seemed like a good way to do that.

	TheonlyreasonGrangerhadbeencapturedinDoverwasbecausehe'dbeen there, and the only reason he was there, was because of that fucking

	compass.

	Thecompass,nomatterwhichwayhelookedatit,that'dbeenthethingthat brought Granger into his life, and ultimately, that was the thing that was

	goingto takeherfrom himtoo.

	He'dneverforgetthefeelingthat'dswarmedoverhimwhenitsdialhad landed on her.

	Thatfeeling,thewayhishearthadstoppedmid-beatanditfeltlikehis chest was collapsing in on itself, it'd been worse than the six hours of

	Cruciatuscurse.It'dhurtmorethananythingelsehe'deverexperienced

	becauseheknewthepainwouldn'tpass,itwasn'tgoingtogetbetterinthe

	futurebecausethefuturethathewanted?Thatfuturethathe'dbeengrowing attachedto?TheonewithGranger?Itdidn'texistanymore,hadsnappedout of fucking existence the moment that dial pointed at her chest.

	Itwasasthoughthatdialonthecompasshadcutthestringsthathelduphis futureandeversincethen,he'dfeltlikehewasfreefalling.Freefallinginto a great big black hole and he had no idea how he was going to crawl out ofit.

	Andifhewasbeinghonestwithhimself,hedidn'tevenknowifhewanted to crawl out of it.

	Howthefuck couldhehaveletthishappen?

	Dracowassupposedtobecleverandcunning.Hewassupposedtoalways haveaplanandprotecttheoneshelovedsohow,howthefuckhadhenot

	 

	
hadacluethatthewomanwho'dcometoinfecteverydreamandthoughthe had, had also been infected herself - right under his fucking nose.

	He'dfuckingfailedGranger.

	Howthefuckcouldhehavefailedherlikethat?!

	It'syourfault,Draco,thewordsweresoloudandclearinhishead,he

	couldhaveswornthatVoldemortwasstandingbehindhim,hissingthemin his ear.

	Youfailedher.

	Youshouldhavedonemore.

	It'syourfault,Voldemort'svoicewasallhecouldhearsomenights,rattling around inside his skull, gut-wrenching to hear, impossible to ignore.

	Youshouldhaveprotectedher.

	She'sgoingtodiebecauseofyou,hecouldpictureVoldemort'sfacewhile he said it. Could see the spiteful triumph glowing in his red eyes.

	She'sgoingtodiebecauseyoucouldn'tprotecther.It's your fault.

	It'sallyourfault.

	DracohadhatedVoldemortforalongtime.It'dstartedafterhe'ddrovehis father to the brink of insanity and it'd only grown from that day on,

	festering like an open wound. The rage had magnified when he'd killed his parents,multipliedtenfoldwhenhe'dorderedDaphne'sexecution.Hedidn't think it was possible to hate him any more than he already did - and then

	he'dmadeGrangeraHorcrux,andDracowasprovenwrong.Thereweren't words in any language that could describe the hatred he felt towards his

	formermaster.

	It'sallyourfault.

	 

	
HewantedtoburnVoldemorttotheground.Hewantedtoribhisorgansout and flay his pale skin and kill him over and over again. What Daphne was

	doingtoCrouchwouldn'tevenbegintosatisfythebloodlusthefeltgrowing for Voldemort.

	Yourfault.

	She'sgoingtodiebecauseyoucouldn'tprotecther.Your fault.

	She'sgoingtodiebecauseofyou.Your fault.

	He didn't just want to kill Voldemort. He wanted to crush him from the insideout.Hewantedtoterrifyhim.Hewantedtotakeawayeverythinghe cared about, hewanted to makehim feel weak and helpless. Hewanted the Dark Lord to beg for death. He wanted to make him suffer.

	Yourfault.

	She'sgoingtodie-Your fault.

	
	- couldn'tprotecther.Your fault.



	She'sgoingtodie-Your fault.

	
	- becauseofyou-



	Grangerstirredinhisarms.Shejoltedlikeshe'dbeenkickedandgaspedquietly.

	 

	
Malfoyheldhisbreathandwatchedherclosely.

	Hereyesremainedclosedbutherhandsballedintofistsagainsthischest.

	Herlashesflutteredbutshedidn'twakeandafterafewseconds,her breathing settled back into a gentle rhythm.

	Callhimpathetic,butthesoundofherbreathingwhileshesleptinhisarms, it'd become Draco's favourite thing to listen to. He'd become so attuned toit, felt like if he was stood in a dark room with a dozen others, he'd have

	beenabletopickherouteasilyjustbysoundofherbreathing.He'dbeen paying much more attention to it lately - probably because she was so

	convincedthatshedidn'thavemanymoreofthemleft.

	Thesoftlightfromthecracklingfiremadeherskinglowandgaveasoft littleflushtohercheeks.Heranthebacksofhisknucklesbackandforth over her cheekbone as he watched her sleep.

	It'sallyourfault.

	She'sgoingtodiebecauseyoucouldn'tprotecther.

	Allthey'ddonethepastweekwasfightandscreamatoneanother-itwas nice to see her quiet for a change. The one time he ever saw her this

	peacefulwaswhenshewassleeping.

	She'd promised him that shewas going to try and find away to saveherself and she had done, to begin with. She'd started to read books on dark magic andlearnedwhatshecould,butherheartwasn'tinit,notuntilhemotivatedher.

	Grangerwasn'tselfishlikehewas.Shewasgoodandpure.Shedidn'twant to die but she was willing to sacrifice her life if it meant everyone else

	couldlive.HerandherbloodyUtilitarianbullshit.

	She'ddoneawfulthingsduringthewarbutshewasstillagoodperson,and the thing about good people? They were easy to manipulate. There was always something that could be used as leverage.Always something that

	 

	
tuggedontheirheartstringsthatcouldbeusedtowraparoundtheirnecks and hang them with, and Malfoy, he had just the thing.

	Hetoldher thatif shedied, he'dfollowher.

	It wasn't empty words, he'd been ready to copy whatever blood ritual the DarkLordhadusedandbindhislifetoherstoprovetoherhowserioushe was but he didn't need to. The threat alone had been enough.

	Heshouldn'thavebeensoproudofitbuthewas.He'ddonefarworseinthe past to get what he wanted. Blackmail, manipulation, gaslighting, he didn't care what it was called, he would have done anything to get her to try and save herself.

	She'd been ready to die but when Draco's life was suddenly hanging in the balance? That changed things. The thought of him dying lit the match and burnedthefightbackintoher.Suddenly,shewasstayingupallhourstotry and figureaway out of this. Suddenly, shewas fighting again, and it was a

	goodfuckingjobthatshewas,becauseconqueringdeath?Notfuckingeasy.

	Forallthemightandpower ofthewizarding world,Malfoythoughtthat

	surelysomeonesomewherewouldhavethoughtofafuckingspelltobeator trick death by now?!All these great scholars and wizards, and none of them

	
	- notasinglefuckingone-hadgottenanywherenearfiguringitoutbutno, there was nothing.



	Dracosearchedandsearched.HesnuckintoHogwartsLibraryandstole books and scrolls from the graveyard that was once his school. He

	sacrificedsleepandhereaduntilhiseyesfeltliketheywerebleeding,but despite his desperate attempts, he couldn't find anything on bringing

	someonebackfromthedead.

	Theresurrectionstonewasgoneandunicornbloodwasineffective.He

	thoughthewasfinallyontoabreakthroughwhenhe'ddreamtaboutphoenix tears.Phoenixtearscouldhealanything,sohe'dthought-fuckingprayedto Gods and Deity's that he didn't believe in - that those tears they had stored awayinthecupboardcouldsomehow-fuckingsomehow-mightbeableto

	 

	
healthatawfulthingthat'dattacheditselfandwaspoisoningthewomanhe loved but no, even they failed.

	Creating a Horcrux meant tearing a person's soul into several pieces, and witheachfailedattempttosaveher,Dracofeltlikehisownsoulwasbeing torn apart.

	The only other thing he could think of was possibly siphoning the Horcrux outofherandputtingitintosomethingelse.Thatcouldwork-hewassure of, was fucking clinging to like a dying man clings to a lifeline in a storm.

	AHorcrux was dark magic but it was still magic, Granger had managed to siphonDraco'smagicwithoutevenrealisingthatshewasdoingit,therehad to be a way to siphon the Horcrux out of her and put it into something else so that they could destroy it.

	Grangerwasn'tconvincedthatitwouldworkbutshe'dagreedtolethimtry. Agree might've been too strong of a word, he hadn't given her the option torefuse.

	So that was how they'd spent their days over the last few weeks. Practising and practising. Placing their wands at different pressure points around her bodyandtryingtopullthedarkmagicthatmadeuptheHorcruxoutofher.

	Itfeltlikeanimpossibletaskbecauseitwas!

	Dracodidn'tknowwhathewasaimingfor,itwasliketryingtocatch

	bubblesinadarklake,nomatterhowmuchhetried,nomatterhowmuch he willed it to be so, it kept slipping away.

	Henoticedasmall,purplishbruiseformingonherchest,rightoverherheart.

	"IftheHorcruxthatwasinsideHarrywasdestroyedwhenhisheart

	stopped,thenthatmustbewhereit'sstored."ThosewereGranger'swords. It'd been her suggestion to focus on her heart when trying siphon the

	Horcruxoutofher.She'dsaidthathehadn'thurtherwhenthey'dbeenbut she must have lied.

	 

	
Hepushedsomeofhercurlsawayfromherfaceandthatwaswhenhe noticed another bruise on the side of her temple.

	DracothoughtthatbecauseVoldemorthadenteredGranger'smindwhen

	he'dplantedtheHorcruxthatitwouldbethere.Movingverycarefulsothat he didn't wake her, he picked his wand up off the floor and healed both of the bruises he'd made that day.

	This plan of theirs, it had to fucking work. Draco wouldn't be without her. Hesimplywouldn't.They'dfigureoutawayoutofthiseventually,butthey were fighting against the clock.

	ThemysteryofwhereNaginiwasbeingkept,itwasn'tgoingtobea mystery for much longer.

	Onebrushwith'death'hadbeenenoughtocrackCrouchopenlikeanegg andafterthat,suggestionsonwhereVoldemortmighthavehiddenNagini were pouring out of him like they'd tapped a vein.

	MostofhisideaswereshitbutitwastheOrder'sshittodealwith.Malfoy and his family had done enough and as far as he was concerned, if the

	Orderwantedthesnakedead,thenthey'dhavetokillitthemselves.Draco had other, more important priorities.

	Crouch'sfirstsuggestionhadbeentheolddocksinHull.Forthelifeofhim, Draco couldn't understand the connection but he passed the information on nonetheless, figured it would buy him more time with Granger and make it look like he was still cooperating.

	AfterDaphnehadexecutedCrouchbyhanginghimafewnightslater,he'd suggested Hogwarts. That was too obvious a hiding place but Malfoy had still been nervous to pass the information on. He couldn't hide his relief when the lead turned out to be dry.

	Crouch'snextsuggestionwassomecavesinDerbyshire.Thentheremains of a castle in Whitby. Then an old seaside town in Devon. He even

	suggested the old Riddle house at one point - Malfoy had held his breath whenCrouchhadsuggestedthatone.Hedidn'tthinkVoldemortwouldhave

	 

	
hiddenNaginitherebutitseemedmuchmorelikelythanalloftheother suggestions. He'd felt sick when Granger had passed the information to Potter,andhadn'tbeenabletorestuntilthey'dgottenthesignalfromthe

	Orderthatthey'dsearchedtheentirepropertyfromtoptobottomandfoundnothing.

	Theyweregettingclosertothesnake,Malfoycouldfeelit.Andeachtime either he or Granger passed another one of Crouch's suggestions onto the Order, Draco prayed that it'd be another false lead.

	Becausesoonerorlater,oneofCrouch'ssuggestionswasgoingtoberight.

	Becausesoonerorlater,thesnakewouldbedeadandthenGranger...She'd be the only Horcrux left.

	Whenthesnakewasgone,theOrderwouldcome.Dracoknewthat.When the snake was gone they'd want her dead. Potter might've been conflicted about it but Kingsley wouldn't. He'd want Granger's heart to stop beating the moment the snakes did.

	Whenthesnakewasgone,they'dtryandtakeherfromhim.

	DracopulledGrangermoretightlyagainsthischest.Heburiedhisnoseinto her hair and kissed the top of her head.

	He'dliketo seethemfuckingtry.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	5thMay

	 

	
Dracowasonthesofaagain,listeningtothesoundofthecracklingfireand Grangersleepingwhenheheardthedoortothecellarclickopen.Itwasthe earlyhoursofthemorningbutsleepstillhadn'tfoundhimyet,hadn'tfound him all week. He didn't move from the sofa but his eyes lifted to watch the door open to let Blaise, Theo and then Daphne step through it.

	Allthreeofthemweresmilinganddottedwithblood-theyalwayswere afterthey'dfinishedtorturingCrouch-and,justlikealways,Blaisedidn't linger.HenoddedgoodnighttoTheoandDaphneandthenquicklymade his way upstairs.

	Hedidn'tblameBlaiseforwantingtojoinininterrogatingCrouch-hehad a lot of built-up anger himself when it came to Crouch.

	Draco might have to give it a whirl himself. Could even cut off Crouch's noseagainlikeTheohadandpretendhewasVoldemort.Mightbejustthe thing he needed to take the edge off.

	When Blaise was upstairs, Daphne andTheo started to follow.Theo led the way, but when he was about three steps up, he turned around and smiled downatDaphne.Heputahandoneithersideofthewallsoshecouldn'tget passed him and then he leaned down and kissed her.

	Whenhewhisperedsomethingtoher,Daphnegiggledandkissedhimback, threading her fingers through his curls and tilting his head to the angle shewanted.

	"Fuck-Imissedyou,"Theogrinned,notbreakingcontactashekissedhis wife again.

	"Howmuch?"

	"Somuch.FeltlikeI'dbeensplitintwowhileyouweregone.Feltlikehalf a person."

	"Andnow?"

	 

	
Evenfromthedistance,DracocouldseeTheo'ssmile."FeelslikeI'mwholeagain."

	Draco loved both of them dearly. He was so happy for them. They were madeforeachotherandaftereverythingthey'dbeenthrough,theydeserved their happy ending but Merlin - it fucking hurt to see them like that. It was the first time in his life that he'd been jealous of them. He was jealous

	becausetheyweretogether.Allsmilesbecausetheyhadyearslefttogether, had all the fucking time in the world to be together.

	HischestachedandhehuggedGrangermoretightlyagainsthim. He couldn't lose her. He wouldn't.

	TheowhisperedsomethingthatDracocouldn'thear,andifDaphne'snext words were anything to go by, he was fucking glad that he didn't.

	"You'refilthy,"shegiggledagainstTheo'smouth."Goandhaveabath." "Only if you join me."

	Daphsuddenlyfrozeandwhenshestartedtopullaway-shetookTheo's smile with her.

	"I'm sorry!" he said quickly, panic as evident on his face as it was in his eyes.Hestartedtoreachforheragain."I'msosorry!Ididn'tmeanto-"

	Daphneclosedthelittlespaceshe'dputbetweenthemandtookholdof Theo's face. "It's ok. Baby steps, remember?"

	"Iknow,Iknow.I'msorry.Ididn'tmeantopressureyou-"

	"It'sfineandyoudidn't."Shekissedhisnoseandsmiledsweetlyathim. "We'll get there just ... Baby steps, yeah?"

	Theonoddedbuthestilllookedincrediblyglum.Hestartedtowalkupthe stairs but then Daphne stopped him.

	"Oh,andbaby?"

	 

	
Theoturnedaroundandstaredatherexpectantlylikethelove-sickpuppy that he was.

	"Don'tstartwithoutme,ok?"

	"But...I thought yousaid that..."

	"JustbecauseI'mnotquitereadytojoinyouyet,itdoesn'tmeanthatIdon't want to watch."

	Poorlad.DracohadneverseenTheolookmoreconfused.Hestaredat Daphne for the longest time, then he smiled and practically sprintedupstairs.

	Daphne waited until she heard the door to the upstairs bathroom open and thefaucetstarttorun.Thenshesighedquietlyandleanedagainstthewall. She bent down and took her ridiculously high heels off and once she was back to her normal height, she looked up and caught Draco's eye. He watched her walk into the kitchen, filled two glasses with water from the tap,andthenshequietlycameintothelivingroomandhandedhimoneof the glasses.

	"Howareyoudoing?"Dracoaskedasheacceptedthedrink,whisperingit so he didn't wake Granger.

	Daphneshrugged.Shepickeduponeofthepillowsfromtheoppositesofa, placed it on the floor in front of the sofa that Malfoy and Hermione were on, and sat crossed-legged on top of it. "Alright, I suppose."

	"But?"

	"Ifeellikethere'sawallbetweenus.Theoandme.I'mtryingtobreakit down but it's hard."

	Malfoy didn't respond. He watched her as he took a sip of his water and thenputtheglassonthefloor.Heknewifhewasquietforlongenough,

	Daphnewouldsaywhateveritwasthatwasbotheringher.Shenever needed much prodding. Neither did her sister.

	 

	
"Idon'twantittobelikethat,"Daphnewhisperedafterawhile."Iwanthim to kiss me. I want him to touch me and hold me the way he used to. It's

	literallyallIthoughtaboutwhileIwas-"Shecutherselfoffandtooka deep breath.

	Draco understood why. "It's going to taketimeto get back to how you used to be.Theo knows that. He wouldn't give a shit if the two of you never had sexagain.Allhe'severwantedwasyouDaph.That'sallhe'severneededto be happy."

	Daphnenoddedbut shedidn'tlookconvinced.

	Dracotriedagain."Youhaveallthetimeintheworld-" "You can't know that for sure."

	"Whycan'tI?"

	"Becauselookatwhat'shappenedtoyouandHermione."

	Althoughhetriedtohidethewayherwordscut,hisOcclumencywasn't nearlywhatitusedtobe.Thehurtmusthaveshownonhisfacebecause Daphne started to go on a rant.

	"It'sheart-breaking,whatthetwoofyouarehavingtogothrough.Noneof it is right.When wewereyoung, weweretold stories about how no matter what darkness and adversity are thrown at us, everything will be alright in the end.We're told that there will always be a happy ending, but then look at the two of you?!" she hissed, her voice getting slightly louder with each word. "You've been through so much, both of you have!You're so perfect together and then this happens?! It's not fucking fair!"

	Daphnehadbeensoangrybyendofherspeechthatshealmostshoutedthe last part. She abruptly stopped when Granger stirred, and when she spoke again, she lowered her voice to a quiet whisper.

	"WhatI'mtryingtosayisthatafterseeingwhat'shappenedtothetwoof you, it feels wrong not to be with Theo the way that I want to. It feels

	 

	
selfish.We've been given a second chance and it feels like we're wasting it, especiallywhenthetwoofyoudon'tknowhowmuchlongeryouhavetobetogether."

	"You'llgetthereeventually."

	"Iknow,butsexandkilling,they'reabouttheonlythingsthatIusedtobe good at - well, that and making a good cuppa."

	WhenDracomadeaface,Daphne'sbrowsknittedtogether."What?" "You seem to be in a good mood mate, let's not ruin it."

	"Well,nowyouhavetotellme?!" "I'd rather not."

	"Wasn'tgivingyouachoiceblondie."

	"Rememberwhenwewereyoung,andmymotherhadthatlittleVenomous Tantacula plant cutting?"

	"Theoneshekept in alittlegoldplant pot inthekitchenwindow?"

	"Yes."Draconodded."Doyourememberhowitmysteriouslydiedwhen we were about fifteen and no one could work out why?"

	Daphnenarrowedhereyes.Sheclearlyhadn'tgottenthereyet."Yes?Why?"

	"Iused tofeed itthepotsof teayoumade."

	Daphnesmiled.Shelookedlikeshewantedtohithim,buthereyesdarted to the witch in his arms and she stopped herself.

	"Don'trushthingswithTheo."Malfoychangedthesubject-thoughtitbest beforeDaphpunchedhim.TherewasonlysolonghecoulduseGrangeras a human shield. "You know he's happy to wait for you as long as it takes."

	 

	
Daphneseemeddistractedenoughbythechangeintopic."Iknowhewill. It's not that I don't want to be intimate with him because I do. I miss it so much. I miss being with him and I miss having his cock-"

	"La,la,la,la,la,la!"Malfoyscrunchedhisnoseup."Idon'tneedtohear the details, Daph."

	"Sorry."Shewasn'treallysorry,hersmiletoldhimthat."Butyouknow

	whatImean?He'sterrifiedtotouchmebecausehethinksIthinkhe'sgoing to hurt me like Crouch did and that's not the case. He's always been gentle withmeandItrusthimwithmylifebut...Ijust,can'tseemtomovepast... Crouch, yet."

	"AsIsaid,you'llgetthereeventually,andevenifyoudon't,sowhat?Sex doesn't make a relationship."

	Daphne snorted and rolled her eyes. "You sound like a Hufflepuff - she's makingyousoftthatone,"sheadded,smilingandtiltingherchintowardsGranger.

	"Saysthewomanwhooncebawledlikeababybecauseherlovesickfoolof a boyfriend made her cookies in the shape of hearts."

	Shechuckledunderherbreathandlookedwistfullyupattheceiling,staring up at the room that was her and Theo's bedroom. "Don't joke about that.

	Those cookies were fucking adorable." "Thosecookieswerefuckingdisgusting."

	"Theywereadorable.Heevencarvedthechocolatechipsintotheshapeof little hearts."

	Dracoputoneofhisfingers inhismouth andmadeafakeretchingnoise.

	"Stopit.Ilikedthem.Hemadethemallbyhandtoo.Nomagic.Saidhe wanted to do it the hard way to prove how much he loved me."

	"Oh, I fucking remember," Draco laughed. "I had to hear him moan all bastardmorningabouthowdangerousmugglebakingwas.Heburnthis

	 

	
fingersmakingthemforyou,youknowthat,don'tyou?"

	Daphne'ssmileonlygrew."Yes.Hedidn'thavefingerprintsonthreeofhis fingers for weeks. Singed them off, the soft git."

	"Allthatforfuckingawful,cringy,heart-shapedcookies." "They weren't cringy, weren't they?"

	"Yes."

	"I suppose, but that's the thing about being in love, isn't it?" Daphne asked. "All those things, all those little acts and declarations of love, they seem so stupidwhenyou'reontheoutsidelookingin.Theyseempathetic.Butwhen you're in them? Those little gestures are the most wonderful thing in the

	world.Istillthinkaboutthosecookiesnow,evenyearslater."

	This.ThiswaswhatDracohadmissed.Easy,lightconversationslikethis with his sister.

	"Sowhatarewegoingtodoanyway?Abouther?"Daphnenoddedatthe sleeping witch in Draco's arms. "She's determined to die so the rest of us can live."

	"She'snotgoingtodie,hecutheroff.Iwon'tletthathappen."

	"Iknow,buthowarewegoingtomakesureshesaysalive?Doyouwantus to stop torturing Crouch for information?"

	Hedid.IfanyonewasabletothinklikeVoldemortandfigureoutwherehe might be keeping Nagini, it was Crouch, and ifTheo and Daphne and now Blaise kept torturing him the way they were, it would only be a matter of time before Crouch churned out the right answer.

	"No, the Order have the compass. If we're going to get the pardon's Kingsleyhaspromisedusthenweneedtolooklikewe'restillcooperating. They'll figure out where Nagini is hiding eventually and Granger is right.

	Thelongerweleaveit,themoretimeVoldemorthastorebuildhisarmy. The snake needs to go."

	 

	
Daphnenoddedlikesheagreedwithhim."Butwhatdoyouwanttodo,Draco?"

	Hedidn'tevenhavetothinkaboutit."IwanttogetonNarcissa'sback,take Granger and hide her somewhere she'll be safe and no one can take her away from me."

	Voldemortwouldneverstophuntingthemandeventually,afterthey'dkilled the snake, neither would the Order. Each side would want to hunt them down so they could take Granger. Malfoy didn't care if they'd spent their

	entirelifeontherun ifit meantthat she'd havealife- withhim.

	"I just keep thinking, fuck the rest of the world," he told Daphne. "She's whatIwant.She'swhatIneedtomakemehappy.Fuckeveryoneelse.The Order wouldn't sacrificeoneof their own to spareus so why should weforthem?"

	"Icoulddoitifyouwant?"Daphnewhispered."Icouldknockheroutand kidnap her. Take her to another safehouse somewhere and keep her there

	untilwefigureouthowtotaketheHorcruxoutofher.She'llhatemeforit but I don't mind being the villain if it means she lives and you're happy. It doesn't matter to me if she hates me, it just matters that she lives."

	DracolookedatGrangeragain.Daphne'ssuggestion,he'dalreadythought about it. Weighed the pros and the cons up against each other again and again but he always came to the same conclusion.

	Grangerwasthestrongestandmostintelligentwomanhe'devermetandif he forced her into that plan, she'd push back. She was smarter than he was and if he kidnapped her, if he did take her somewhere hidden and hide her away, she'd outmanoeuvre him and get herself out somehow.And if she escaped, she wouldn't risk him kidnapping her again, not if innocent

	peoplesliveswereontheline.

	If he pushed her, she'd push back. If he tried to hide her away to save her life,she'descape,stormintotheOrder'sbase,grabtheswordofGryffindor and slit her own throat to prevent him from putting everyone else's lives in danger again.

	 

	
Ifhetried toforceherhand,she'd cutitoff.

	If he forced her in any way, he'd essentially be pushing her into being a martyrandhecouldn'tletthathappen.Heneededtotreadcarefully.Take each step as it came and look for opportunities as they came to him. If

	Grangerwasgoingtosurvivethis,heneededtobecleverandcunningand bide his time.

	"CanItalkto yououtsideaboutsomething?" Daphnedidn'twaitforhis

	response.SheturnedaroundandlookedawaywhileMalfoygotupfromthe sofa, pulled on his trousers and then his coat. He wrapped the blanket

	tightlyaroundGrangerandkissedhercheekbeforehewalkedaway.

	Hepulledapacketofcigarettesoutofhispocketashemadehiswaytothe kitchen door, and after he'd stepped outside, he lit it with the end of hiswand.

	Narcissa was waiting for him outside. She seemed just as tired as Draco felt. She'd been spending her days over the last few weeks patrolling the area and looking for threats, and she was just as nervous about Granger's futureashewas,andthatwasevenevidentinwhereshe'dbeensleeping.

	She'dcompletelyabandonedthebunkerthatsheusuallysleptunderandhad taken to resting in the back garden, as close to the kitchen door as her huge, bulking frame would allow.

	Dracoknewthereason.Narcissahadalwaysbeenattunedtohimbutnow her connection to Granger was just as strong. She could sense the tension

	betweenthemandshewantedtobeasclosetothemaspossibleincasethey needed her.

	NarcissasatupexpectantlyasDracowasoutside,butwhenacertain

	someonedidn'tImmediatelyfollow,shewhinedandmovedalittlecloserto the door.

	"No,"Dracocommandedherinalowvoice."Grangerisstillasleep.You can see her tomorrow."

	 

	
WhenDaphnefollowed,shekeptherbackpressedagainstthebrickwall, keeping as much space between her and Narcissa as she could.

	Dracoknewthathewasn'tgoingtolikethisconversationwhenDaphne pulled out her wand and cast a privacy charm.

	"Whatisit?"heasked,eyesonthecigaretteinhismouthashetookthefirst drag. He thought nicotine might help him get through this conversation,

	fuckinghoped itwould,anyway.

	"Whatareyou goingtodo ifGrangerdies?"

	"Sheisn'tgoingtodie.Oncethesnakeisdead,I'mgoingafterVoldemort. He'llbesoweakbythen,weakenoughthatIshouldbeabletoknockhim out and keep him that way until we figure out a way -"

	"WhatiftheOrderget toGrangerfirstandkillher?"

	"Theywon't!"Hewasthankfulfortheprivacycharm,ifDaphnehadn't

	havecastit,he'dhavewokenthewholehouseupwithhisscreaming."She's not going to die!"

	"Iknow.She'soneofus.We'renotgoingtoletanythinghappentoher,but what if it does, then what?"

	"I'mgoing to siphontheHorcrux outof her anddestroy it ifit's thelast

	fuckingthingIdo!"Anawfulpainrippledagainsthischest.Thecigarette hewasholding startedtotrembleinthesamemotionashis hands.Bitsof

	ashfellfromtheendandfloatedontothefloor."Nothingisgoingtohappen to her!"

	"Andwhatifitdoesn'twork?"Daphneasked,alwayshavingtothinkten steps ahead, always having to have a plan B, and C, and D. "What if she dies? Then what?"

	He took another deep drag. Held the smoke in until his lungs burned and chestlikehethoughtitmightcleansethathorribleachehefeltinhischest. It didn't. "I don't know."

	 

	
"Yes,youdo."Daphne,she'dalwaysbeenabletoseerightthroughhim.So did her sister, it was a talent of the Greengrass sisters. "I think you've known it from the moment you realised that she was a Horcrux."

	He did know. He hadn't let himself dwell on that idea because the reality wastoopainfultothinkabout.Hedidn'twanttothinkaboutherdyingbut he had. Daphne was right, he'd known from the moment he saw that gold hand of the compass land on Granger.

	"IfIaskyoutopromisetodomeafavour,wouldyou?"

	"Always,"Daphneanswered,notimetothinkitover,nohesitation."You know that. What do you need?"

	"IfGranger dies,I needyou topromisetolet mediewithher."

	Daphne's fierce expression faltered. She inhaled sharply. Her mouth fell openslightly."That'snotfair.Youcan'taskmetopromisesomethinglikethat."

	NarcissawhinedandnudgedhersnoutagainstMalfoy.Heranhishandover her scales in a comforting way, but he wasn't changing his mind. "It doesn't havetobeabigspectacle.ItcanjustbeaquickAvada-youdon'tevenhave to look at me while you do it."

	"Oh,itgetsworse?!"Daphsnarled."It'snotjustaboutlettingyoudie;you want me to actually kill you?!"

	"Wellit'snotlikeIcanAvadamyself,isit?Thespelldoesn'tworklikethat."

	"No."Daphne'svoicewasstrong,firm,justlikethesisterheusedtoknow. "I'm not doing it. Ask someone else."

	"Daph, it has to be you. Blaise would refuse.Theo, as much as a psycho as he is, he wouldn't have the bottle to do it when the time came andAstoria couldn't hurt a fly.You're the only one who could do it and you're the only onewhounderstandswhyit'dneedtobedone.Wepromisedthatwewould

	 

	
betheoneswhomadethedifficultdecisionsanddidthethingstheotherscouldn't-"

	"Butyou'renotaskingmetomakeadifficultdecision!"Daphnecuthim off. Her tone was sharp enough to make Narcissa growl at her. "You're asking me to make an impossible one!"

	"Alrightthen,"Dracostarted,decidingtochangetactics."Ifitwerethe

	otherwayaround,ifTheohaddiedthatdayinNottinghaminsteadofyou, would you have been able to go on without him?"

	WhenDaphnelookeddownandstartedtopickathernailpolish,Draco knew he'd won the argument. If there was one thing he knew about the Greengrasssisters,theyneverruinedafreshmanicureunlesstheywere really, really anxious about something.

	"Youalreadyknowtheanswertothat."

	"Ido,"hesaid."ButI needyouto sayitanyway."

	"No,"shewhispered."IfTheohaddiedinsteadofme,Iwouldn'thave

	survivedit.He'salwaysbeenstrongerthanme.HesaysItookhisplaceto save his life because I was selfless but that's not the case."

	"So why did you doit?"

	"I did it because I'm selfish. It's cruel, but I've always wanted to die before him. I knew that if I died that day in Nottingham, he would have been able tocarryonwithoutme.Iknewthathe'dbethereforAstoriaandIknewyou would take care of the family. Theo is a lot more resilient than he gives

	himselfcreditfor.Iknewhe'dbeinpain,buthe'dsurvive.ButifIhadn't taken the fall for him ... if he'd died that day?" She exhaled loudly and

	lookedbackatthefarmhouse."IwouldhavefoundthetallestbuildingI could and thrown myself off the side of it."

	Again,Dracoalreadyknewtheanswertohisnextquestionbutheneededto askit,neededtheanswertohangbetweenthemandknowthattheywereon the same page. "And why would you do that?"

	 

	
"BecauseIsimplycouldn'tbeinaworldwhereTheodoreNottwasn'talive and breathing."

	"See,youunderstand.You'retheonlyonethatunderstandsDaph,that'swhy it has to be you."

	Daphnesighedheavilybutshenodded."Iunderstand.Idon'tlikeit,butIunderstand."

	"Soyou'lldoitthen?"

	"Yes.IfHermionedies,thenIpromise,I'llmakesuresheisn'taloneforlong."

	"AndIneedyouto promisemesomething else-"

	"You'realreadyaskingmetheimpossible,whatelseisthere?!" "One grave," he said. "I want you to bury us together."

	Draco didn't know what happened to a person after they died, he didn't know if he believed in the afterlife or if there was a heaven or a hell, but onethinghedidknowwasthatiftherewassuchathingasanafterlife,he had to try to meet her there, and if there wasn't, then he would try and be with her again in whatever fucking way he could.

	Ifbeinginthesamegraveasherwastheonlywayhecouldstillhaveher, then he had to take it.

	Grangerhadcomeintohisworldlikeacandleinthedark.She'dchased away everything bad in his life and given him hope. His antidote to the

	poisonhedidn'trealisehe'dingested.Hisliferaft.His-Whicheverwayhe romanticised it, the point was still the same.

	Hehad no lifewithouther.

	Ifshedied,onewayoranother,he'dfollowher.

	 

	
The rest of his family would still be alive but that was the whole point. If Granger did die, then that would mean thatVoldemort would be dead, too. IfGrangerdied,thenthatwouldmeanthatthewarwasoverandhisfamily wouldfinallybesafe.It'dmeanthathe'dfulfilledhispromisetokeepthem safe. He'd have done his part, and he could rest peacefully knowing they were together and alive and happy.

	Daphnewouldbeabletotakecareoftheir familywithouthim.

	It wasn't going to come to that, Draco was praying that it wouldn't. He was still praying for that life that he'd become so attached to.The one where he travelled the world with her.Wine and cigarettes in every country. Fucking until their bones were old and then eventually, maybe, a brown eyed child ortwo.Hewouldn'thaveevenmindediftheyhadherwildhair.He'dpreferit.

	There had to be a way out of this. If Potter had found a way to stay alive all thoseyearsagoandhavealifeandchildrenandalltherestofit,thenDraco would make sure that Granger did.

	He was going to make sure that she survived this and if she didn't, well, thenTheowouldhavetomakesurethegravehedugforGrangerwasbig enough for Draco, too.

	 

	
Selfishness

	 

	17thMay

	 

	 

	There were a lot of arguments over the next few weeks.There were a lot of whiskeyglassesthrownintowallsandalotofbookslaunchedacrossrooms because they had the audacity not to hold the answers Draco wanted.

	Hermioneneversaidanythingwhenheflewoffthehandle.Shealwaysjust stayed where she was. She'd watch, patiently with her hands clasped in her lap,andwaitforhimtocalmdownandsitwithhersotheycouldtryagain.

	Hisangerwillpass,shewouldtellherself.Italwaysdoes.

	Shewasn'twrong.Hisangeralwaysdidpass,butwitheachfailedattempt to save her life, with each dead end they reached, it took Draco longer to calm down.

	Yesterdaythekitchensinkborethebruntofhisanger.Today,thecupboards were his punch bag. "IT SHOULD BE FUCKING WORKING!”

	"Iknow."

	"I'MDOINGEVERYTHINGRIGHT!"

	"Iknowyouare."

	"SOTHENWHYISN'TITFUCKINGWORKING!ITSHOULD-"Draco

	screamedashespunaroundandthrewyetanothercrystalglassagainstthe wall. "SHITTING - FUCK!"

	Astoria was going to be livid when she found out about the glass.That was herlastone.Dracohadbrokenalloftheothersandunfortunately,nomatter how hard Hermione tried to fix them with magic, she could never get them quite right. They always ended up in the bin.

	 

	
"ITSHOULDFUCKINGWORK!"

	"Iknow."

	No matter how many times he went off like this, it never got any easier to watch.Foralongtime,Hermionehadwantednothingmorethantohavehis Occlumency walls crumble so she could know exactly what he was

	thinking.Foralongtime,she'dwantedtoseewhateveremotionshewas hiding behind those big icy walls.

	Shejustneverconsideredthatwhatwashidingbehindthemmightbreak her heart.

	Itwasn'tuntilhe'dbrokenoneof thediningchairsthathecalmeddown.

	Wasn'tuntilhe'dputaboot-shapedholeinthewallthathetookadeep

	breath,pushedbackthehairthat'dfallenintohiseyesandsatbackdownon the floor in front of the fire with her.

	"Feelbetternow?"Hermioneasked,takingastabathumourtotryand dampen his temper.

	Itdidn'twork,justcausedDracotoglareatherforamoment.Sometimes

	herteasingwasjustthethingheneededtosnaphimoutofhislittleboutsof rage. Today, apparently, wasn't one of those days.

	"Areyoufuckingorfighting?"askedafemininevoiceashighheelsbegan clicking down the stairs. "I'm coming down! Is it safe to -" The clicking stopped as they reached the bottom step. "Is that the last of the crystal

	glasses?!"

	Dracogottohisfeetagain.Itseemedhestillhadmoreangertoexorcise."I thinkwehavemorepressingmatterstoattendtorightnowthanacoupleof broken fucking glasses!"

	"Darling,isitreallyworthwastingyourenergyonthis?"Hermioneheard Blaise hush in a worried tone. He must have followedAstoria down the stairs.Orhelpedherdownthem.Itdependedonifshewashavingagood day or bad with her blood curse.

	 

	
"It'snotjustacoupleofbrokenglassesthough,isit?!"Astoriasnapped,still hidden from Hermione's view."It's all of them!It's every crystal glass that I brought from home-"

	"Itoldyoutoonlypacktheessentialswhenwefledthemanorsowhydid you fucking bring them in the first place?!"

	Hermione sighed heavily and leaned against the sofa, knowing that this argumentwasn'tgoingtobebrushedoveranytimesoon.Shewonderedif she had time to make a cup of tea ...

	"You'renotmyfather,Draco,Idon'thavetolistentoeverythingyoutellme to do!"

	Dracolaughedsarcastically."You'regoodatmanythings,Tori,but listening?Notoneofthem!Youhavetheattentionspanofachild!"

	Acupofteamight'vebeenniceactually...Plentyofmilk,onesugar-

	"Meachild?!Saystheonewhothrowsatantrumlikealiteraltoddlerand smashes things up! Expensive things!"

	Oh,fuck.No.Hermionecouldn'tmakeacuppa.Dracohaddestroyedthe kettle in an earlier bout of rage...

	"You shouldn't have fucking brought the glasses in the first place if they weresoexpensive?!Whatdidyouthinkyouweregoingtodowiththem anyway?!PopabottleofChampagneandtoasttotheDarkLord'sdefeat when he eventually died?!"

	"I was a spy for the Order long before you were! I risked my life for years getting those secrets and I deserve to have nice things! Do you know how muchthosewineglasseswereworth?!Alotofgalleons!Asin-couldfeeda small town for a week- lot of galleons!"

	"Oh,ofcourse,IfuckingforgotwhoIwastalkingto!Trustthelushofthe family to know the value of a bloody glass!"

	 

	
WhenAstoria stormed around the corner, her angry little face was gaunt. She'dbeentakingillmoreandmoreofteninthelastfewweeks.Shelooked thinner than Hermione had ever seen her.The sharp bones of her shoulders looked like they were about to break out of her skin, but despite that - and in true Greengrass style - she was still wearing a beautiful jewelled gown and six-inch heels.

	AlthoughifBlaisedidn'thavehisarmlinkedwithhers,Hermionewouldn't have been surprised if she'd toppled over.

	AlthoughDracohadhisbacktoher,Hermionecouldseehisreflectionin

	thekitchenwindow,andshewatchedastheangerslidoffhisface.Astoria's appearance, it'd caught him off guard.

	"Youlooklikeshit,"Dracosaid,lipcurlingangrilyevenifhiseyesshowed the worry he was trying to keep hidden. "You should be in bed. Why the

	fuckareyou-"

	Astoria'sbloodcursemight'vezappedeverythingoutofher,buther

	temper?Notintheslightest."IAM FINE!I'vebeeninbloodybedallweek

	-Ineedfreshair!"

	"Ifyouneedfreshairthenopenafuckingwindow!Youdon'tgowaltzing about in your condition-"

	"IAMGOINGFORAWALK!ENDOFDISCUSSION!"

	Blaise looked just as worried but he didn't argue. He kept his arm linked withAstoria'sandescortedheroutsideatasteadypace.Anyonecouldsee that the way he smiled down at her was fake. Forced. Heartbroken.

	By the timeAstoria and Blaise walked through the kitchen door and onto thebackgarden,Malfoyhadcalmeddownenoughtocontinue.Hesatback down on the floor with her.

	Hermioneshuffledcloseruntilherkneestouchedhis,andaftershenodded,

	Malfoypickedhiswandupoffthefloorandplacedtheendagainsthersternum.

	 

	
At first, Hermione hadn't thought that there was much weight in his theory aboutsiphoningtheHorcruxoutofherbecausehowcouldit?Ineverything she'd read, a Horcrux wasn't described as a bone or a muscle. It wasn't

	somethingthatcouldbelocatedanddissected.AHorcruxwasmagicand magic wasn't exactly a tangible force. It wasn't something that could be solidified. It wasn't something that you could hold in your hand.

	Yes, you could see the effects of magic. Could feel the pain of a Cruciatus curseandholdatransfiguredcupinyourpalmbutthoseweretheresultsof magic, not magic itself but Draco was convinced it was that he could make it work.Theway hetalked about theHorcrux, helikened it to acancer or a tumour, and he was fucking determined to cut it out of her.

	Itwasajointeffect,thatwassomethingtheydidactuallyagreeon.As

	Dracofocusedonpullingthedarkmagicoutofher,Hermionefocusedon gathering it.

	ThewayHarrydescribedit,whenhe'ddestroyedaHorcruxinthepasthe said it as black smoke so that was what Hermione pictured.

	Eachtimetheyexperimented,Hermionewouldclosehereyesandpicture the Horcrux in her mind's eye. She imagined a black smoke cloud in her own body, like black ink in a bowl of water. She imagined the smoke

	running through the blood in her veins, and then she imagined pulling it back.Pictureditrecedingandrecedinguntilitwasfocusedinandaround her heart. She had no idea if it was working but she had to at least try.

	Malfoywouldn'tforgiveherifshedidn't.

	Andaftertwoweeksofexperimenting,theywereclosetosomething.

	Hermione didn't want to say it out loud, didn't want to get Draco's hopes up whentheremightnotbeanybutitwastrue.Theywereontosomething.She could feel it -

	"Yourmindswandering,Granger."

	"Sorry."Hermioneshookherheadslightlyandtriedtofocusagain. Black smoke.

	 

	
She tried to visualise it in her veins. She thought about all the times the DemonHexhadhadcontroloverherandhowshe'dfeltwhenit'dstartedto recede and then she tried to replicate that feeling.

	Blacksmoke.

	Shepicturedtheblacksmokeinthetipsofher fingersandtoes,andthen

	sheimagineditpullingbackwards.Picturesittravellingupherhand,upthe veins in her arms, past her elbows and up, up, up into her chest -

	Hermionehissedwhenasharppainslicedacrosstheinsideofhersternum. She tried to hide it but she flinched before she could stop herself.

	Thepressureof hiswandlessened.

	Hermione'seyesflewopen."No,don't!"Sheforcedthewordsoutthrough grittedteeth.Thepaingotworseeachtimetheyexperimented.Shetriedto tell herself it was because they were getting closer. "Keep going."

	When Draco started to pull away, Hermione grabbed his elbows. She held himthere,ensuringthathiswandwaspressingpainfullyintoherskin."I'm fine. I promise. I can do this."

	Worry. Doubt. Fear.All three of those emotions were swimming so clearly in his bright blueeyes that they might as well havebeen written against his pupils.Theywereallwrittenonhisface.Shecouldseethemallinthetight line of his jaw and the muscles straining in his neck.

	Hedidn'twanttodothis.Heknewhewashurtingherandhedidn'twantto do this but he knew - just like she did - that they didn't have much of a

	choice.

	Timewasrunningout,andifDracowasbeingtruetohisword,itwasn't just running out for Hermione.

	Thethoughtofhimdying,Hermionewouldn'tthinkaboutit.Couldn'tthink about it. Couldn't even let her mind go near it, even for a second.

	 

	
Hislife,hishappinessafterthewar...Itwastheonlythingthatmadeher want to fight anymore.

	SheknewDraco'sthoughtsmusthavegonedownthesamepathwhenone of his cold hands curled around her left wrist. She looked up and watched his eyes as he brought her hand to his lips and kissed her ring finger.

	"Readytogoagain?"

	Hermionenoddedandtookadeepbreath.Shetriednottoflinchwhenhe pressed his wand against her bruised chest.

	Time,sheremindedherself.They'dfigurethisouttogether.Theyjust needed more time.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Fourhourslater,theirsessionwasinterruptedbythesoundoffrantic tapping against the kitchen window.

	WhenHermioneturnedaround,shefoundasmall,brownbarnowlpecking the outside of the glass. She quickly got to her feet and went outside.

	Itwasanunexpectedinterruptionbutitcertainlywasn'tanunwelcomeone. Hermione's chest ached and her temples throbbed painfully. She felt as though even the bones of her sternum were fractured. It wasn't Draco's

	fault.She'dbeentheonewantingtopushthroughandexperimentasmuch as possible but still, it didn't mean she wasn't fucking exhausted.

	Hermionepettedthetopoftheowl'sheadandsmileddownatthebirdas she pulled the letter from its beak. It purred quietly and nestled into

	Hermione'sopenpalmforamoment,butassoonasNarcissastalkedaround the corner, the bird went very still.

	 

	
Hermione gave the dragon a warning look as she opened the damp, rain coveredletter."We'vebeenoverthis,Cissa.He'swiththeOrder.Hisname is Henry andhe is notfood."

	Narcissahummedinthebackofherthroat.Shetookastepcloserand flashed her teeth.

	TheowlsqueakedandhidbehindHermione'sarm.

	"What'sKingsleycomplainingaboutthistime?"Dracoaskedashe

	followedheroutside.Heleanedagainstthebrickwallofthefarmhouse,put a cigarette in his mouth and lit it.

	Hermione quickly scanned the pages. She wished she could say she was disheartenedbywhatshereadbutshewasn't."Crouchwaswrongagain. The snake wasn't in the theme park."

	Dracoscoffedloudlybehindher."Ofcourseshewasn'tfuckingthere.Ican't believe that Crouch even suggested that Voldemort would hide her there.

	Fucking mugglethemepark.What did theOrder expect?That they'd find herslitheringaroundinbetweentheteacuprides?Itwasashitsuggestion from the start."

	Hermioneturnedslightlyandmethiseyes."Wellifyouthoughtthatitwas such a shit suggestion then why did you pass it onto the Order in the first

	place?"

	Draco'seyesstayedlockedonhersashetookadeepdragofthecigarettein his mouth. He held the smoke in his lungs and didn't answer her until he'd exhaled. "For the same reason you passed on the muggle church in Kent

	whenCrouchsuggestedit."

	Selfishness.Thatwasthereason.Thatwasthethinghewassayingwithout actuallysayingit.Neitherofthemhadsaiditoutloudbutthey'dbothbeen on the same page for a while now.

	Selfishness. They'd both passed on those shitty suggestions because they werebeingselfishandwantedmoretimetogether.They'dbeenluckysofar.

	 

	
None of their stalling had gotten anyone hurt. No one had heard a whisper ofVoldemortorhisarmyandhehadn'tlaunchedanyattacksbutitwouldn't stay like that forever.

	HermionewonderedhowmuchlongersheandDracocouldstall... Not long. That much was already clear.

	Hermionesighedandpickedthesmallowlupoffthewindowsill.She

	pattedthetopofitsheadonemoretimebeforesheraisedherarmtoallow the bird a better platform to fly from.

	Henryflappedhiswingsandstartedtotakeflight,buthe'dbarelymadeita few feet before a wall of claws and scales pinned him to the ground.

	"No!" Hermione shouted, staring in horror as a flurry of feathers flew into theairlikesomeonehadpoppedapillowcase."Narcissa!No!Badgirl!Let Henry go!"

	Narcissadidnothingofthesort.Shelaidonherstomachwithherheadhigh in the air and tossed the ball of squeaking fathers between the claws on the bend of her wings.

	Dracolaughedhuskily,completelycarefreeandthoroughlyamused,as thoughitwereno moreunusualthan acatplayingwith aballofstring.

	"Narcissa!"Hermionesnapped.Thedragonshowednosignsthatshe'deven heard her. "NO! DROP! DROP HENRY RIGHT NOW!"

	ForamomentHermionethoughtthedragonwasgoingtolistentoher.She raised her claws just enough to let the bird stand up, but then she

	immediatelyslammedthembackdownagain,cagingHenryin,toyingwith her food.

	"No!No!He'snotfood!Don't-"Hermioneturnedaroundandglaredat Draco. "Tell her to let Henry go!"

	Helookedupfromhiscigaretteandcockedabrow."Whoseowlisthat?" he asked, the cigarette bobbing in his mouth.

	 

	
"Howisthatrelevantrightnow?!"

	"She'sbeendoinglotsofextrapatrolsforusthelastfewweeks.Poorthing is exhausted, she deserves a treat."

	"Butthat'stheOrder'sowl!"

	"So?"heshrugged."ItoldyoufromthebeginningthatIdidn'twantthemto know where the safe house was. I told you,'If they know where we are

	hidingthenit'llonlybringtrouble'.Well,"hepausedagaintotakeanother deep drag, “here you have it. Trouble."

	'Didn'twantthemtoknowwherethesafehousewas'.Ha.Thatwasputting it mildly.

	DuetoDaphne,TheoandBlaise'sflawlessinterrogationtechniques,Crouch was suggesting adifferent hiding spot for Nagini almost daily, which meant a lot more meetings with the Order to pass that information on.

	Allthemeetingshadbeenadisaster.Allofthem.

	They'dcarriedonmeetingatEastMidlandsairport,buttheyalways combusted in one way or another.

	DracoalwaysheldHermione'shandthroughouttheentiremeetings.He'd refused to let go because he was convinced that Kingsley had given

	instructionstowhoeverwasattendingtosnatchHermione,takeherbackto their base - so they could kill her - at the earliest opportunity. Hermione chose to keep to herself that the same thought had crossed her mind on

	morethan oneoccasion.

	Ofcourse,DracoconstantlyhavingaholdonHermionewouldwindRon uptonoendandbeforetoolong,afightwouldensue.Sometimesverbal, most of the time physical.

	Everyone had been resigned to just grit their teeth and get on with the meetingsbutthenDracohadnoticedaraven.Itwasasmallbird.Itlooked quiteyoung and didn't exactly bother them but it just sat there, perched on

	 

	
top of one of the terminal and … watched. Hermione had ignored it.Told Dracohewasbeingparanoidbutthentheravenhadbeenthereatthenextmeeting.

	Andthen thenext.

	Itprobablywasn'tanAnimagus.Itprobablywasn'toneofVoldemort'sspies disguising himself as a bird but no one wanted to take that risk, so instead of meeting out in the open where they could potentially be spied on - or

	captured-theyoptedtopassowlsbetweenthesidesinstead.

	ButthatmeantthattheOrderhadtoknowthelocationofthefarmhouse, which Draco didn't like.Not one. Fucking. Bit.

	"Theirowlgettingmauledtodeathcarryingmessagestousdoesn'tcountas trouble! It's easily avoidable if you just call her off!"

	Dracolaughedagain,sendinglittlesmokecloudsoutofhismouth."Have youevertriedtocalloffahungrydragon?It'seasiersaidthandone,cub."

	"No!Don'tyoufucking'cub'merightnow!CallNarcissaoff!"

	Theowlsquealedagain.HermionehadneverwantedtohitDracomorein her life.

	"OhforChrist'ssake-it'sRon'sowl!Nowstopherbeforesheeatshimplease!"

	Behindthecloudofsmokehe'djustexhaled,Dracosmirked."Oh,wellthen she absolutely deserves a treat. Tuck in girl. Don't let any go to waste."

	Narcissapurredhungrily.ThegroundstartedtorumbleunderHermione'sfeet.

	"DRACO!"

	"What?She'shungry."

	Theowl'ssquealsreachednewlevels-

	 

	
"MAKEHERPUTTHEOWLDOWN!"

	"Fine."Herolledhiseyesandthemomentheclickedhisfingers,Narcissa- very reluctantly - lifted her front claws and let her lunch go."Spoilsport."

	Narcissagrowledasshewatchedtheowlflyawayandwhenshelookedat Hermione again, Hermione swore that she gave her a dirty look.

	"I'msorry."Hermionewalkedtowardsthesulkingdragonandplacedahand on the warm scales near her cheek. "I appreciate you doing all those extra

	patrolstokeepussafe,Ireallydo,butthatwasRon'sowl."

	Narcissahuffed.HerredeyeswatchedHermioneclosely.Shestartedtopull away but Hermione stepped forward and pressed both her hands against the dragon's scaled cheek to try and keep her from retreating. If Narcissa had wantedtogo,Hermionewouldn'thavebeenabletostopher,butshewanted the dragon to know how sorry she was.

	"I know that you're hungry but we need to do everything within our power tokeepgoodfaithwiththeOrder."Hermioneraisedontothetipsofhertoes to try and keep in Narcissa's line of sight. "I'm sorry. I couldn't let you eat

	him,nomatterhowmuchyoudeserveit."

	NarcissahuffedangrilyagainbutsheleanedintoHermione'sopenpalms and closed her eyes. Hermione had won her over.

	NarcissatwistedherheadandpressedhersnoutintoHermione'storso.

	Whenthedragonhuffed,Hermionelaughed,andwhenshenudgedher

	playfully,Hermionehadtograbontothescalesabovehermouthtokeep from falling over.

	DracosaidnothingbutHermionecouldfeelhiseyesonherback.

	Hermione ran her hand over the dragon's warm, coal-like scales as she walked down the length of her body, and although Narcissa had ignored Hermione a few minutes earlier, the two of them were once again in sync. ThethoughthadonlybrieflypoppedintoHermione'sheadandwithouther

	 

	
havingtosayanything,Narcissaloweredhershouldertothegroundtolet Hermione climb onto her back.

	"Whatareyoudoing?"DracoaskedasHermionesettledbetweenNarcissa'sshoulders.

	"You'reright.She'sbeendoingsomanymorepatrolslately,shedeservesatreat."

	Narcissahummed.ItmadeHermione'sentirebodyfeellikeitwasvibrating. "So you're going hunting?" Draco asked. "With her?"

	"Wellobviously.I'mnotsittingonherbacktogetabetterviewofthefarm now, am I?"

	"Butyou hateflying."

	Hermioneshrugged."It'snotsobadwithher.ItrustherandIknowshe won't drop me."As she spoke, she absentmindedly stroked the back of Narcissa's neck.

	Narcissastartedtopurr.

	"Wedon'thavetimeforthisGranger.Weneedtopracticesiphoningthe Horcrux out of you. Narcissa can go hunting by herself.”

	At the mention of being separated, Narcissa's purring stopped, then her giantheadspuntowardsMalfoyandshehissedandgnashedherteethin front of him. She'd only done it in warning, she wouldn't have actually bitten him, but the look on Malfoy's face was fucking priceless.

	"Comeon,"Hermionesaid,holdingherarmoutforDracototake."We need a break and Narcissa needs to feed."

	"Butweneedto-"

	"Draco,we'vebeentryingtosiphontheHorcruxoutofmeallday.I'mtired. You're tired. I'm so stressed that I can hardly think straight. We're not

	 

	
gettinganywhereandwe'renotgoingtoifwe'reexhaustedandstressed.We need to enjoy the little things while we can, Draco, wasn't that what you said a few months ago?"

	Hethoughtitover forafewmoments. Hiseyesflickeredbetween

	Hermioneandhisdragon,andforthefirsttimesincethey'ddiscoveredthat she was a Horcrux, he smiled.

	"What?"Hermioneasked.

	"Nothing.Ijustrememberthedayswhenyouwereterrifiedofher."

	Hermionecouldn'thelpbut smiledownathim. "Areyoucomingorwhat?"

	"Oh?"Dracocockedoneofhisbrows."AmIallowedtocome?Oristhisa girl's only thing?"

	Narcissa lowered her shoulder and allowed Draco to climb onto her back, andoncehewassettledbehindHermioneandhadwrappedhisarmsaround her waist, Narcissa reared onto her hind legs and stretched her wings.

	"So,"Dracostarted,restinghischinontopofHermione'shead"Whereto?"

	"Well, it's supposed to be a clear night tonight. How about that lake you tookmetoafewmonthsago?TheremightbeGrindylow'sinthelakefor Narcissa to eat?"

	"It's adate."

	 

	
22ndMay

	Hermionehadalwaysbelievedthatherbestideascametoherinherdreams.

	Anightmareaboutwolvesandfacialscarswaswhat'dmadeherrealise Professor Lupin had been a werewolf in her third year at Hogwarts.A

	dream about burning ants under a microscope had given her inspiration to trapRitaSkeeterinaglassjarinherfourth,andeventhenameforS.P.E.W had come to her in her dreams.

	Whenshedreamedfreely,herimaginationranwildandsometimes,a

	problemthatshe'dbeenstuckonforweekswouldfixitself.Lately,though, her dreams had been stuck.Trapped on a single trail that she just could not fucking step off no matter how hard she tried.

	TheHorcrux.Thatvile,horridpartofVoldemort'ssoulthat'dattacheditself to her and she couldn't get rid of. Horcrux. Horcrux. Bloody Horcrux. She was consumed with it. It was all she could think about when she was

	awake.Itwasallshecoulddreamaboutwhenshewenttosleep.

	Cancer.ThatwaswhatDracohadlikenedtheHorcruxto.Everytimethey talked about it, that was what he compared it to. In fairness, Hermione

	didn'tthinkitwastoomuchofastretch.Cancerwasvileandunwanted,and so was the part of Voldemort's soul that was living inside of Hermione.

	Cancerattacheditselftocellsinthebodyandpoisonedthem,justlikethe Horcrux had attached itself to her, and cancer, it was a killer, and so was

	….

	Hermionedidn'tseetheHorcrux thatwaythough,notreally.

	Astoria'sbloodcurse,thatwasthecancerofthewizardingworld.Thatwas the thing that'd come out of nowhere and was killing her slowly. That was the thing that was stealing the life from the glowing witch right in front of their eyes and transforming her into a shell of the girl she used to be.

	Itwasn'tfair,whatwashappeningtoher.Yes,Hermionedidn'twanttodie, but at least if she did, she had comfort in knowing that her life had meant

	 

	
something.ShewoulddiesothatVoldemortwouldbevulnerableand everyone else could live -

	ButwhatwouldAstoria'sdeathequateto?Nothing,thatwaswhat.Agreat, big, fat, nothing. A life wasted. A life stolen.

	She wouldn't be dying to save anything. She wouldn't be dying to protect someonesheloved.She'dbedyingjusttodie.Justbecauseshedidn'thave a choice. It was senseless and cruel. She didn't deserve that.

	AstoriahadoncetoldHermionethatshewouldn'tmakeittofiftyyearsold, but with the speed at which she was wasting away, Hermione wasn't

	convincedshe'dsurvivethefewyearstomakeittothirty.

	God, Hermione wished there was something she could do! They were so close to figuring out how to take the Horcrux out of her, Hermione could feelit.Iftheycouldjustfigureouthowtomanipulateit,iftheycouldjust figure out where in Hermione's body it was, they could pull it out and

	destroyit.

	ShewisheditcouldbelikethatforAstoria.Shewishedthatshecouldcut outAstoria's blood curse like the cancer that it was. She wished that she

	couldsiphon theblood that waspoisoningAstoriaout of herfrail bodyand

	….

	Hermioneboltedupright.Thebackofherheadsmashedintosomethingand she heard a crunch.

	"MOTHER FUCKER!" Draco hissed out of nowhere. From the dim light fromthefireplace,shesawhimsqueezehiseyescloseandclutchhisnose. Oh, that was what she'd hit. "What the fuck -"

	Underanyothercircumstance,Hermionewouldhavefeltawfulbutnotin that moment.All she could think about wasAstoria and her blood curse.

	Therewasn'troomforanythingelse.

	Sheleaptoffofthesofaandpulledherclothesonasquicklyasshecould. She struggled to find her wand but as soon as she did, she sprinted up the

	 

	
creakingfarmhousestairsandchargedtowardsBlaiseandAstoria'sbedroom.

	Blaisewokewith astart thesecondHermioneswungtheir dooropen.He

	flicked on the lights with his wand and then aimed at the intruder he hadn't gottenagoodlookatyet."Granger?!"Blaise'sstartledexpressiondropped. He lowered his wand. "What are you-"

	Astoriagroanedasherfrizzy,sleep-mattedblondehairappearedfromthe duvet. "Hermione...?" she asked, sleep still thick in her voice. "What's

	goingon?"

	Dracoappearedinthedoorwaylookingjustasconfusedandsleep-deprived.

	"Thefuckisallthisnoiseabout?"Theoasked,yawningandstretchingashe and Daphne walked into the room. "I swear, if my beauty sleep has been

	interruptedforanythingotherthanatorturesession,Iamgoingbevery, very pissed off."

	"Ithink I'vefigured itout!"

	"Figuredwhatout?"Astoriaglancedattheclockonherbedsidetableand groaned. "It's three in the morning! It's too early for -"

	"IthinkI knowhowto cureyourbloodcurse!"

	Hermione'swordswerethealarmclockeveryoneneeded.Allofasudden, everyone in the house was wide awake.

	Astorialookedlikeshewasonthevergeoftears."Doyoumeanit?" "Yes. I just need a few things first."

	"Likewhat?"Daphneasked,hereyesblazingasshesteppedintotheroom. "I need a piece of jewellery."

	Blaise'sbrowsknittedtogether."What?"

	 

	
"Getmeapieceofjewellery!"Hermionesaid."Somethingsolid!Itcanbe any material, it doesn't matter! I just need something small that won't bemissed."

	AsHermionesatontheedgeofAstoriaandBlaise'sbed,Daphnestartedto search her sister's drawers. She picked up the first thing she saw and threw it to Hermione.

	Astoria's tired brown eyes hovered over the thin silver bracelet Hermione was holding. She stared at it longingly for a moment and then looked up at Hermione.ItwasthefirsttimeHermionehadeverseenAstoriabehappyto part with one of her beloved pieces of jewellery.

	"Draco,"Hermionesaid,"Ineedyourknife.Thatsilveronethatyoualways have on you."

	Dracodidn'tsayaword,justsilentlyandobedientlycrossedthebedroom and gave Hermione what she asked for.

	OnceHermionehadtheknife,shetookAstoria'shandinhersandpressed the blade against the blondes palm. "I'll try and be as gentle as I possibly can, but this … It's going to hurt, alright?"

	Astoria'sthroatbobbed.Herbottomlipstartedtoquiver. "Are you ready?"

	Astorianoddedweaklybuthereyesburnedjustlikeheroldersisters."Doit."

	AlthoughHermionedidherbesttobegentle,Astoriastillyelpedwhenshe made the first cut.

	Blaise hovered protectively behind her. He placed his hands on his wife's shouldersandpressedhisbarechestagainstherbacktoholdhersteady.He watched Hermione's every movement. She wouldn't have put it past him to break every bone in her hand if she pushedAstoria too far.

	 

	
AsbloodbegantodampenAstoria'spalm,Hermionepressedherwand against the wound. "Alright, now, take a deep breath."

	AstorianoddedandfollowedHermione'sinstructions.

	Hermionecouldfeeleveryone'seyesonherasshebegantoconcentrate. She focused her magic onAstoria's blood. She focused on the sickness there. She focused on the curse that'd been passed down from one

	Greengrasstoanotherthroughblood.

	Astoriastartedtoscreambutmanagedtostopherselfafterasecond.

	Blaiselookedawayandclosedhiseyesas thoughheweretheoneinpain.

	WhenAstoriascreamedagain,Blaisecouldtakenomore."Ithinkthat'senough."

	"Almost,"Hermionewhispered,hereyesonherwork."Justalittlemore."

	Astoriatriedtokeepitin,butshewhimperedandhissedunderherbreath. Shestarted to pull her hand back, but Hermionecaught her wrist and kept her in place.

	"Hermione,that'senough,"Blaisesaid,hisvoicegrowingsharper. "Just a few more seconds."

	Daphne'sknucklesturnedwhiteasshegrippedthebedsidetable,butshe stayed where she was. She didn't move and she didn't interfere.

	Astoria'sshouldersstartedtoshakeasshefoughttokeepherselffrom screaming -

	"GRANGER,THAT'SENOUGH!"

	The spell worked just before Blaise could break Hermione's wrist. She stoodupandtookherwandwithherbutthemomentthewoodwaspulled away fromAstoria's chest, everyone in the small bedroom gasped.

	 

	
Because,there,attheendofHermione'swand,wasAstoria'sbloodcurse. Well, a piece of it, anyway. It was thick and black and moving. It was no wonderAstoria was so drained. Her blood curse, it looked like tar. Like thick,oozingtarthatcouldclogarteriesandwraparoundveinsandcrushthem.

	Hermione waved her wand over the bracelet Daphne had given her and just likeshethoughtitwould,thedarkmagicthatmadeupAstoria'sbloodcurse latched on thejewellery, looking for another host, looking for another thing to poison and taint, and as it slowly worked its way into another victim,

	Hermionethrewitontothefloorandaimedherwandrightatit."INCENDIO!"

	Aheavysilencelapsedovertheroomasthebraceletwentupinflames.

	EveryonelookedatAstoriaandsearchedforsignsthathercursewasgone. She still looked pale and too thin. Her cheekbones still looked hollow and her skin still looked grey.

	Hermionehadn'texpectedthespelltoworkrightawaybutshe'dexpected

	…something, somesign that'dworked.

	"Darling,"Blaiseaskedafterafewseconds."Howdoyoufeel?"

	Astoriawasdazed.Shedidn'tknowwheretolook.Shelookedatherpalms. Thenatherhusband.Thenathersisterandeveryoneelseintheroom.Then her palms again.

	"Idon'tknow,"Astoriawhispered."Idon't…feeldifferent…"

	Blaisereleasedalow,painedbreath.HedroppedhisheadontoAstoria's shoulder. "It didn't work."

	ThewaydefeatswarmedoverHermione'sbodywaslikehavingacloak

	drapedoverher.Shefeltsick.Shefeltcold.Sheclutchedherstomachasan emptiness formed there.

	Ithadn'tworked.Shecouldn'tfuckingbelieveit.

	 

	
She'dbeensosure…

	Andthen everyonesaw it.No onein theroom coulddenyit.

	Arosyflush.ThatwaswhathadreturnedtoAstoria'scheeks.Ahealthy,

	pale pink tint that brightened her features only this one, it wasn't artificial, wasn'taglamourormakeuporoneofthetricksshealwaysusedtohideher illness no, this one was real.

	It'dworked.WhateverHermionehaddone,it'dworked.

	Seeingitthere,itgaveHermionehope,andwhenshelookedupandmet Draco's eyes across the room, she knew he felt it too.

	BecauseAstoria's blood curse was supposed to be incurable. There wasn't supposedtobeanythingthatcouldbedoneaboutitandyet,they'dfoundaway.

	AndiftheycouldfindawayaroundAstoria'sbloodcursethenmaybe,justfucking maybe, they could find a way to get the Horcrux out of Hermione.

	 

	
Wishfulthinking

	 

	2ndJuly

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Junecameand wentin theblink ofaneye.

	Hermione's spell had worked perfectly onAstoria. The morning after Hermionehadperformedit,Astoriahadlookedmuch,muchbetter.She'd

	lookedhealthier,therehadbeenaspringinherstepandevenmorecolour in her cheeks, and she'd only gotten stronger in the days that followed.

	The spell's success had sent Blaise into a research spiral. He was thrilled that his wife was on the mend but he needed answers. He needed to know whathadworkedandwhyeverythingelsehe'ddoneinthepasthadfailed.

	ItwasdowntoAstoria'sblood,thatwaswhatheeventuallysummarised.

	IntheyearsthatBlaisehadspenttryingtocureher,he'dtriedtolearnfrom her ancestor's mistakes. He'd tried to fight the curse by givingAstoria

	potionsthatwouldkeepherheartbeatingandherlungsstrong,buthe'd never thought about her blood being the actual source of the problem.

	Heart failure, lung collapse, extreme fatigue, they were the causes of death foralltheGreengrasswomenthat'dbeenafflictedwiththefamilycurse,so they’d been what Blaise had focused on. BecauseAstoria coughed up

	sickening amounts of blood, he'd given her potions to replace it. Because she was always tired, he'd given her Pepperup Potions. Because her lungs andheartmaygiveoutatanymoment,he’dmadeherspecialdrinksthathe brewed himself - but he'd never considered thather bloodwas what'd been attacking her.

	HermionehadassuredBlaisethatitwasn'thisfault.Theideahadcometo her out of nowhereand if sheand Draco hadn't havebeen trying thesame

	 

	
thingtogettheHorcruxoutofher,sheneverwouldhavethoughtofit.It was pure dumb luck that it'd worked the very first time but still, he beat himself up over it for a few days.

	ThemoretheyunderstoodAstoria'sbloodcurse,themoreHermione

	realisedthatshe'dbeenright,itwasthecanceroftheWizardingWorld.It festered in veins just like cancer festered in the body. The blood curse

	multipliedandmultipliedinsidetheveinsuntilthehost'sbodycouldn'tcope with the levels of toxicity in the blood, and then it expelled the poisonous

	bloodtheonlywayitknewhow;byvomitingitup.ThatwaswhyAstoria hadalwayscoughedupbloodwhenevershewasill,itwasherbody'sway

	oftryingtoexpelthedarkmagicbyitself.Thatwaswhyafewdaysaweek, she coughed up pints and pints of blood. Blood replenishing potions would replaced what she'd lost and give her some energy, but as soon as it entered her system, the curse would latch onto it.

	Hermione'sspellworkedbecauseitpulledthedarkmagicoutofherblood. Sort of, cleaned her blood, in a strange way. The dark magic of her blood curse would regenerate again over time, there was no getting rid of it

	completelybutwhenitdid, theycouldperformthespellagain.

	Siphoningthedark magicout ofAstoriawasn't acure. Itwastreatment.

	ThecursewasattachedtoAstoria'sblood.Theycouldn'tcutitoutofherbut they could weaken the curse, dilute the amount of it in her blood so that it wasn't poisoning her any longer.

	ThreeweeksafterHermionehadperformedthespell,Astoriahadstarted coughing again, and a further three days later, she'd had to spend the

	afternooninbed.

	Once a month, that was Hermione's theory. If someone could siphon Astoria'scurseoutofherbloodonceamonth,theycouldkeepthedark magic in her veins down to a manageable level and she could lead a

	relativelynormallife.Itwasjustlikeanyothermedicalprocedure.Some people had chemotherapy to keep cancer cells in their body from

	multiplying,othershaddialysistocleantheirbloodsothattheirbodies

	 

	
couldfunctionnormallyandAstoria,shehadtohavedarkmagicsiphoned out of her blood once a month.

	Theonehiccuptheydidfind,however,wasthatthelevelsofdarkmagicin Astoria'sbodytendedtoregeneratemorequicklyifsheusedmagicherself. Hermione didn't know the reason - didn't really have the time to study iteither.

	Thesolutionwassimpleenough,Astoriacouldn'tusemagic.Atall.It'd

	beenabittersweetmomentforher.Foralongtime,eventhesimplestspells hadexhaustedherandnowshefinallyhadthestrengthtodomagicagain,it made her ill.

	Butafterabriefpausetomourntheloss,Astoriaannouncedthatshedidn't care.Saidthatshewasgettingasecondchanceatlifesogivingupmagic? It was a small price to pay in comparison, and it opened up a whole new world for her.

	AstorialearnedhowtostyleherhairbyherselfandafterDaphneandTheo snuck off on a supply run and took a very unnecessary detour,Astoria was introduced to the wonders of muggle make-up. Given the state most of the country was still in, it wasn't surprising that the makeup they'd stolen was out of date and in the wrong colours, but it wasn't anything they couldn't

	fix.

	Daphnehadsaidthatshe'dperformwhateverGlamourcharmAstoria

	wantedeachdaybutAstoriaremainedfirmthatshewantedtolearntodoit for herself. Even though Daphne was back, it was obvious the wounds Astoria had gained in her absence still remained.

	Yes,itseemedthatafteryearsoffailedattemptsandheartbreak,the

	nightmarewasfinallyover.Astoriawasn'tgoingtodie.Shewasgoingto livealong,happy,fulfilledlife.Hermionejustwisheditwasthateasyto cure herself.

	SincetheirsuccesswithAstoria,HermioneandDracohadbeenworking around the clock to try and replicate the spell, because if Hermione had

	 

	
been able to siphon the dark magic out ofAstoria, then surely it was possibletodothesamethingwiththeHorcruxthatlivedinsideofher?

	It'dbeenwishfulfuckingthinking.

	Nomatterhowhardtheytried,nomatterhowmanyhourstheysatthere and practised and practised and practised, they couldn't make it work.

	About two weeks after her success withAstoria, Draco thought he had it. He'd tried something different and although Hermione had felt unbearable pain, she'd felt something different.Acoldness, asensation of something thatshe'dneverfeltbeforeweighingonherchest,andthenshe'dfeltitstart to leave her body.

	Butthenasecondlater,thefeelingwasgone.Ofcourse,thishadcausedyet another vicious fit of rage to consume Draco. He'd been so frustrated with

	himselfthathe'dblownaholeintheshelterthatNarcissasleptunder.

	Hermionehadfoundithardtohideherdisappointmentbutshe'dmanaged to comfort him all the same.

	AHorcrux was different to a blood curse, that was the problem.Astoria's cursewasinherbloodsoit'dbeenaneasyfixincomparison.Hermionehad known what she was aiming for, but with the Horcrux?They knew nothing. It felt like it was everywhere in Hermione's body and yet nowhere at the same time. Draco didn't know what he was trying to target, it was no

	wonderhecouldn'tpullitout.

	Buttheycouldn'tfailformuchlonger.Theyhadtofigurethisoutandthey had to do it quickly.

	Hermionetookadeepbreaththroughhernoseandtriedtoconcentrateagain.

	It'd been a lovely summer day earlier. The sun had been shining, there wasn'tacloudintheskyanddaisiesanddaffodilshadstartedtobloomin the gardens outside. The promise of spring, the beauty of it, it'd made

	 

	
Hermionethinkaboutsecondchancesandrebirth,andit'dmadehersuggest that they take their session outside.

	Dracohadlookedatherlikeshe'dlosttheplotbutwhenshe'dgoneoutside, he'd followed her, and when she'd sat cross-legged on the grass, he'd done the same.

	Thespellstillhurtandyes,Draco'stemperwasstillasvolatileasever,but Hermionewasmuchmorerelaxedwiththesunbeamingdownonherface and the smell of fresh flowers in the air.

	Andthenthecloudscame,andthetemperaturehadabruptlydropped.

	Hermione and Draco had just been about to go inside and seek warmth by thefire,butthenNarcissahadcomebackfromoneofherpatrols,andafter she'd dropped to the ground and curled her body around the pair, they'd

	decidedtocontinuetheirsessionoutside.Narcissacouldn'thelp,butshe wanted to be as involved as she could.

	Andasthehourstickedon-andthetemperaturedroppedjustasquicklyas Draco's patience thinned - Hermione huddled against the dragon's warm scales to fight off the chill.

	"Trytwistingyourwandclockwise-"

	"DoyounotthinkI'vealreadytriedthat?!BecauseIhave!”

	"Alright," Hermione tried not to bite back at the anger in Draco's tone. It wasn't her that hewas frustrated with, it was himself. Shekept quiet for the nextfewminutesandletDracoconcentrateinpeace,butwhensheflinched involuntarily, his blue eyes flickered up to hers.

	"Doyouwanttotakeabreak?"heasked,startingtopullhiswandaway from her chest.

	"No,I'mfine."

	Henoddedandwentbacktohiswork.Hermionelookeddownandwatched little sparks start to gather at the end of his wand and disappear against her

	 

	
skin.

	The sparks didn't exactly hurt on their own, not right away, and to begin with,Hermionewasmorefocusedonthedifferentcolourstheyturnedas Draco'smagicadjusted,testingandthenretestingtheirabilitytograbthe dark magic inside of her.

	First,shesawbluesparks. Then green.

	Thenred.

	Thenblueagain.

	Eachcolourhadaslightlydifferenteffectonherbody,onegrabbed,one parted, one pulled, each doing its own job to get the Horcrux out of her.

	Green.

	Red.

	Blue. Green.Red.

	Blue.

	Greenagain.

	AlthoughHermionewouldn'tsayitoutloud,thepaingotworseeverytime thecolourschanged.Whenitstartedtogetuncomfortableagain,Hermione closed her eyes, rested one of her hands on the side of Narcissa's neck, and tried to focus on the warm scales under her palm rather than the pain she was feeling. She ran her hand back and forth over them while she focused on gathering the smoke. She pictured it travelling up her shoulders -

	 

	
Fuck–thepainwasgettingworse.Itwasstartingtoreally,reallyfuckinghurt.

	Shepicturedthesmokeslidingdownhercollarbone,edgingtowardsher heart -

	Morepain.Shebithertongueandthoughtabouthowlovelythewarmthfelt under her hand-

	Smoke.Smoke.Smoke.Smoke.Smoke.

	Fuck,itwasreallystartingtohurtbutifshetoldDracothenhe'dstop.They had to keep going. She had to keep quiet. She focused on gathering the

	smokeinherchest,pictureditswirlinginandoutofherheart-Fuck.

	Fuck.

	Smoke.Smoke-

	AndthenthepainbecamesointensethatHermionecouldn'tthinkabout

	anythingelse.Shefeltlikeshewasbeingdissected.Thepaininherchest,it was piercing and sharp, quite literally felt like Draco had cast a cutting curse and had split her chest in two, bones and all. She balled her hand into a fist against Narcissa's scales as she tried desperately to keep quiet.

	Thedragonnoticed.Narcissaliftedherheadoffthegrassandstartedto make a deep growling sound that reminded Hermione of a crocodile.

	"I'msorry-"

	"Iknow,"Hermionewhispered,keepinghereyesclosed."I'malright.Keepgoing."

	Afterafewseconds'pause,Dracosighedandstartedtoperformthespellagain.

	 

	
Theirsmallbreakhaddonenothingtodullthepain.Hermionehissedagain and flinched back.

	Narcissagrowledandbaredherfangs,andHermione'seyesflewopenwhen she felt Draco start to pull his wand away.

	"Wouldyoupackitinfuckinggrowlingatme?!I'mnottryingtohurther!"

	Narcissawasn'tswayed.Sheopenedhermouthslightlyandleanedin,her threat clear in the way her fangs glittered.

	"Whosedragonareyousupposedtofuckingbe?!Hersormine?!"

	The answer was clear when Narcissa put her head back on the ground and draggedoneofherwingsforward,creatingaphysicalbarrierbetweenhim and Hermione.

	Hermione couldn't help but laugh. She got to her knees and turned around soshecouldlookthedragonintheeye."Don'tbelikethat.Hedoesn'tmean to hurt me."

	NarcissahuffedbutmadenoefforttoliftherwingandletHermioneoutof thewarm,wing-madecocoonthatshe'dformedtokeepHermionesafeand out of pain.

	Afterseveralmoreminutesofpersuasion-andthepromiseofaGrindylow neck joint - Narcissa allowed the practice session to continue, and they managed another hour before Draco stopped it again.

	"What is it?" Hermione tried to sound disappointed but she couldn't muster it.Shewasintoomuchpain.Everythinginherbodyfeltlikeitwasaching.

	"Ihatethis,"hesaid,eyesonthebruisesalreadyformingonherchest. "It doesn't hurt-"

	Hiseyesflickeredbackuptohers."Don'tinsultmebylying,Granger.I know that it does. I can see what I'm doing to you -"

	 

	
"You'renotdoinganythingwrong.WeneedtodothisDraco,itdoesn't matter if it hurts-"

	"ButitfuckingdoesmatterifI'mtheonehurtingyou!"Hewrappedoneof his hands around the back of her neck and pulled her forward until her

	foreheadrestedagainsthis.Hereyesflutteredclosedatthesametimehis did. "I'm so fucking sick of failing you all the time."

	"Whywouldyousaythat?You'renotfailing-"

	"Because I am failing you.All of this is my fault. I should have realised whatVoldemorthaddonetoyoumonthsago.Ishouldhavestoppedit-" The way his voice started to break, Hermione felt it in her heart.

	"Youcouldn'tstopwhatyoudidn'tknowwasthere-"

	"Butit'smyfaultthatit'sthere!Andevennow,I'mhavingtohurtyoutotry and fix my mistake and I can't even do that properly!"

	"Don't talk like that!You're doing everything you can and we're going to figurethisout!Iknowweare,Draco,we'resoclose,wejustneedtokeep practising -"

	"And in the meantime, I need to keep hurting you." His fingers tightened aroundthebackofherneck."I'msosickofbeingthereasonyou'reinpain Granger.Everytimewedothis,Ifeellikeit'sbuildingawallbetweenus."

	"Itisn't-"

	Hewasn'tlisteningtoher.Hespokeoverher.Hewasn'tallowinghertotalk himdownandseehowwronghewas."EverytimeIhurtyou,Ifeellikeit's pulling us further and further apart and I don't want to do it anymore-"

	Sheshuthimupbykissinghim.Shecaughthimbysurprise.Hislipswere slow against hers at first but then he pulled her into his lap and his kisses grew fierce, desperate, and when they pulled apart, he was more out of

	breaththanshewas. "Try again."

	 

	
"What?"

	Stillkeepingherforeheadpressedagainsthis,Hermionereacheddownand grabbed his wand. She guided it back to her chest and then she kissed him again. "You said that you felt like it was pulling us apart? So try again,

	whilewe'relikethis,"shewhispered. "Andyou'llseethatit'snot."

	Dracotriedthespellagain.Itstung,evenmorethanithadbefore,butafter a while, instead of dwelling on the pain, Hermione found herself thinking about Draco. She thought about his hand still wrapped around the back of her neck and holding her there. She thought about the feel of his legs

	underneathhers.Hisbreathonherface.Hismagicinherchest- Then she felt something else -

	Draco'sbreathhitchedsuddenly.

	Hermione'seyesflewopen,andshefoundDracostaringatherchestwith wide, blue eyes.

	"Didit-"

	"Yes,"hewhispered,voicefullofastonishment."Itwasworking.Isaw-"

	"YousawtheHorcrux?!"

	WhenDracolookedupandsmiledather,hiseyesweresoblue,so

	beautiful and so full of hope, that they made Hermione smile too. "Yes, I sawit!Thespellwasworking!"Hissmilegotbrighter,heflashedhisteeth and dimples cracked the edges of his mouth. "It was fucking working!" he laughed. "It was actually fucking working!"

	Shebelievedhim-she'dfeltitstarttoworkherself.Thatweightonher chest, she'd felt it start to lift. She'd felt the Horcrux start to leave her.

	"Whatdidyoudodifferently?!"heasked.

	"Me?Ididn'tdoanythingdifferently;youweretheoneperformingthespell."

	 

	
"Youdidsomething,Granger.IfeltlikeIwasgraspingatnothingandthen allofasudden,Icouldfeel...something,andwhenIstartedtopull,itwas there! What were you thinking about just then?"

	"You."

	Hissmilestartedtofall."Don'tmakejokes.Thisisserious-"

	"ButIwasthinkingaboutyou.Iwasthinkingaboutwhatyousaidandyour hands on me .. I wasn't thinking about the Horcrux at all really."

	Hissmilefellcompletely.Helookedathiswandandthenbackat

	Hermione."Butwhywouldthatmakeadifference?Idon'tunderstand-"

	"Youweretheoneperformingthespell."HermionestaredatDraco'swand.

	Shewasn'treally surewhereshewasgoingwith this,justvoicingher

	thoughtsoutloud."ItwasyourmagicthatwaspullingtheHorcruxoutof me ... maybe ... maybe that has something to do with it?"

	Itcouldbeit,shecertainlydidn'tknowenoughaboutHorcruxestoruleit out but it didn't feel like that was the reason. It felt like it was something more than that ...

	"Butwhy would thinkingabout memakethespellwork?"

	"Doesitreallymatter?!Itwasworking!YouwerepullingtheHorcruxout of me!" Saying it out loud, it made a warmth flood Hermione's veins.

	Happiness, joy, relief, she didn't have a word for it. She grabbed his face andkissedhimagain."Itoldyou!"shebreathed,lipsbrushingagainsthis with every word. "You're going to do this!" She kissed him again. He

	wrappedhisarmsaroundherbackandhuggedheragainsthischestashe kissed her back. "You’re going to save my life, Draco. I justknowit!”

	ItwasprobablythefirsttimeHermionehadactuallybelievedthewords.It was the first time since her breakthrough withAstoria that she actually

	believedtherewashopeforher.

	"Whatdiditlooklike?"sheaskedbetweenkisses."TheHorcrux,Imean."

	 

	
"Itwasblack.""And?"

	Hekissedthesideofhermouthandthenhislipsmoveddownherneck."Smokey."

	"And?"

	"Anditwascomingoutofyourchest." "And then what happened?"

	"Idon'tknow."

	Shejumpedwhenhenippedhercollarboneplayfully."Wellwhatabout texture? How big was it? Did it -"

	"Granger,"hepulledawayjustenoughtolookather.Despitethe

	seriousness in his tone, hewas smiling. "Do wehaveto go into great detail andanalyseitrightthisfuckingsecond?Canwenothaveafuckingminute to just sit and -"

	"Appreciatethelittlethings?"

	"Yeah,"hewhispered,raisingoneofhishandsandbrushingbackthehair that'd fallen onto her face. "Just for a minute?"

	NarcissasenseditbeforeHermioneorDracodid.

	Allofasudden, thedragonstood.HermioneandDracopulledapart,and

	theybothwatchedasNarcissa'scoiledintoatensecrouchandshestartedto hiss at a vacant path of grass a few yards away from where they weresitting.

	HermionegotoffofDraco'slapandtheybothheldtheirwandsfirmastheystood.

	 

	
ThescalesonthebackofNarcissa'sneckandthetopofhershoulders raised like a cat on its hunches -

	Andthenthethreatthedragon wastryingto warnthemaboutappeared.

	Three wizardsApparated onto the grass. Kingsley. Harry. Ron.All three of them were covered in blood, like someone had poured a great big bucket of itovertheirheads.Theywereburntandbruisedandlookedlikethey'dbeen to hell and back.All three of them were covered in the remains of death, and only two of them had little bundles of new life clinging to their chests.

	HarryandRonweretherebut Ginny...Hermionecouldn'tseeher.

	AnotherloudcrackofApparationrangthroughthegroundsofthe

	farmhouse and the prayer Hermione had started to chant was answered. Ginnywasthere.Shewasjustasbloodyandbruisedastheboyswerebut she was there. She was alive.

	She snatched one of the screaming children out of Harry's arms and started tosobintoitsmattedhair.IttookHermioneamomenttorealisethatthegirl was her daughter, Rose. There was too much blood on the toddler,

	Hermionehadn'tbeenabletorecogniseheratfirst.

	Kingsley'seyesblazedashelookedatHermione.Inthesamemomenthis blood-drenchedhandcurledaroundhiswand,Dracostoodprotectivelyin front of her.

	NarcissahoveredtoHermione'sleft,hermouthhangingopeninawarning and a deep growl forming in the back of her throat.

	"Where is he?!" Kingsley sneered, making the already petrified children jumpinHarryandRon'sarms."WhereisCrouch!?Wecannotwasteany

	moretime!Weneedtoknowwherethesnakeisnowsowecankillitonce and for all!"

	"Theo and Daphne are torturing him as we speak." Draco's arm didn't waver.HekepthiswandhoveringperfectlyoverKingsley'sheart.Ready.

	 

	
Waiting."WhyareyousuddenlysointerestedinCrouch?!Whyareyou here?!And why the fuck are you all covered in blood?!"

	"BECAUSEHEATTACKEDUS!"Ronscreamed."THAT'SWHYWE'RE HERE! VOLDEMORT FOUND US!AND HEATTACKED!"

	OhGod.Hermionefeltsick.Thiswasexactlywhatshe'dbeenafraidof...

	"How?!"Dracosnarled."Heshouldhavenothinglefttoattackwith!We whittled down his army to nothing!"

	"WELLYOUDIDN'TWHITTLEITDOWNENOUGH!HEKILLED

	EVERYONE!"HermionehadneverheardRonsoundsopetrified.Thebaby in his arms that she didn't recognise started to scream.

	NarcissasteppedforwardandflashedherteethbutRondidn'tstop,didn't lower his tone in the slightest.

	"HE KILLED EVERYONE THATTRIED TO FIGHTAGAINST HIM AND HE DIDN'T STOPTHERE! HE KILLED THE INJURED, THE ELDERLY! HE KILLED PATIENTS INTHE INFIRMARYWHILE THEY SLEPTAND HE KILLED FAMILIES IN THEIR BEDS! HE DIDN'TFUCKINGCAREANDWEWEREN'TPREPAREDFORHIM! HE EVEN KILLED CHILDREN! FUCKING CHILDREN, MALFOY!"

	Hermione'seyesflickereddowntothescreamingbabyinRon'sarms.Then she looked at Rose in Ginny's arms, and then the two boys in Harry's.

	One. Two.Three.

	Theywereallthere.AllthePotterswereaccountedfor.Thefamilywasstill alive and together, but a horrible feeling crept into Hermione's stomach

	whenshethoughtaboutallthefamiliesthatweren'tanymore.

	 

	
"I'm sorry.” Harry sounded nothing like himself. His voice shook terribly. His eyes hadn't left the sons that clung desperately to his shirt. "We didn't knowwhereelsetogo.Wedidn'tknowifhe'dbeabletotrackustooneof our other bases-"

	"So you thought you'd bring him here instead!?" Draco still hadn't lowered hiswand.Murderwasblazingintheblueofhiseyes."Fuckallofus,yeah?

	Isthatit?!Can'trisklosingmoreofyourpreciousbasesbutfuckitif anything happens to me and my family!"

	"Butyousaidwecan'tbetrackedhere,"Harrystartedtoplead."Yousaid that you'd placed wards on this safehouse so only people who knew it's exact location could Apparate here.”

	"YesbutifVoldemortcapturessomeonethatyou'vetold-"

	"Butwehaven'ttoldanyoneelseaboutthisplace."HarrythrewHermionea desperate look and when she didn't answer, he looked back at Draco. "The four of us are the only ones who know where this safehouse is, that's why we were able to Apparate here-"

	"Oh,youhaven'ttoldanyoneelse,haveyou?!" "No," Harry shook his head, "I swear."

	DracojuttedhischintowardsKingsley."Canyouswearthathehasn't?"

	Forthat,Harryhadnoanswer.Heswallowedthicklyandlookeddownat his sons.

	"Exactly.”Draco's tone was pure venom. "It's just as I said, fuck us! Fuck theEx-DeathEaters!You'veputthelotofusindangerbutaslongasyou're safe, that's all you care about!Doesn't matter to you if he tracks us down

	hereandslaughtersus!You'dsacrificethelotofusifitgaveyouanextra few minutes to escape!"

	"It's not likethat!"

	 

	
Hermione wanted to say a lot of things. She wanted to tell Draco to calm downbutshecouldn't.Shecouldn'tspeakatall.Herthroatfeltlikeitwas collapsing in on itself. Guilt flooded her chest.

	Thiswasallherfault.Sheshouldhavekilledherselfthemomentshe

	discoveredshewasaHorcrux.Sheshouldhavemadeabreakforit,found the Sword of Gryffindor and slit her own throat. If she had, then this

	wouldn'thavehappened.Ifshehad-fuck,howmanypeoplehaddiedtoday because of her selfishness?Ahundred? Two hundred? She'd been to the hospital herself with Draco, it was massive, easily big enough for athousand..

	Athousandpeople.Athousandgood,innocentpeople...

	Theyweren'talldeadnow,werethey?SurelyVoldemorthadn'tmanagedto kill all of them ... Surely others had managed to escape ... Surely all one thousand hadn't died because -

	Hermionestruggledto swallowthelump inherthroat.

	Surelyallonethousandhadn'tdiedbecauseshewasstillalive?

	WhenKingsleytookastepforward,sodidNarcissa.Shegrowledsoloudly that it made Hermione's chest vibrate. The claws on the end of her wings dug into the soil on either side of Hermione and Draco. She was ready to

	protectthem,butequallyreadytospringforwardandattackifsheneededto.

	"Thisshouldn'thavefuckinghappened!"Dracohissed,echoingNarcissa's roar. "He's been silent for weeks! He had no supporters left -"

	"He must have been using this time to rebuild." Kingsley had always been goodatspeeches.Thecalmnessinwhichhespoke,theeleganceofhistone, it was usually enough to calm down even the most hysterical wizards - it was why Dumbledore had elected him to take his place as leader of the

	Order to begin with. "He's weaker than he's ever been, it would make sense thathe'dwanttofleshouthisarmyagainsohe'snotasvulnerable.Hewon't

	 

	
wanttoleaveanythingtochance,soneithercanwe.Whenthetimecomes, we need to be prepared which means -"

	ButDracowasn'tlikemostwizards.InsteadofbeingcalmedbyKingsley's words, he was infuriated by them. He threw a green curse, it skimmed Kingsley's left leg and destroyed the grass behind him. "Think very,very

	fucking carefully about how you're going to end that sentence." When Kingsley took astep closer, Draco aimed at his chest again. "And if you don'tstoplookingatGrangerlikethatIwillripoutyourfuckingspine!"

	Kingsleywasn'tdeterred.Hetookanotherstepcloserandeverytimehedid, Draco'sblueeyesdartedtohislegslikehewasconsideringcuttingthemoff to stop him. Hermione wouldn't have been surprised if he did.

	Narcissa'sgrowlborderedonaroar.Thetemperaturerosesignificantlyas flames sparked in her open mouth.

	Allofthechildrenstartedtowailandscream.Noonecouldheareachother over the top of them -

	ThebackdoorcreakedopenandAstoriaandBlaisesteppedoutontothegarden.

	"What'sgoingon?!"Astoriademanded."Kingsley?!Potter?!Whatonearth are you lot -" She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the children. "What happened?"

	"Voldemort..."ItwasallGinnysaidbutthatonewordwasenough.

	Astoriatouchedhermouthwithherpalm.Hersoftbrowneyeslookedatthe wizards, then Ginny, then at the children, then the blood. "You better come inside then."

	Blaise's jaw was tight. He hadn't taken his eyes off of Kingsley. "I don't thinkthatissuchagoodidea."Heplacedahandonhiswife'selbowand

	startedtoguideherbackinsidethehouse."Wedon'tknowtheirintentions and if Voldemort has tracked them -"

	 

	
"Idon'tcare."Astoriajerkedoutofhisgraspandglaredupathim."They're wounded and they have children and we are going to treat them,

	understood?"

	Blaise'seyeswerehardashelookedbackupatKingsley.Forwhatever

	reason,hedidn'ttrusthimanymorethanDracodid,butafteramoment,henodded.

	Forawhile,noonemoved.Everyonejuststaredatoneanother.The children continued to scream. Narcissa continued to growl.

	Kingsley was the first to move. Harry, Ron and Ginny started to walk towardsthefarmhouseafterhim,butDracoblockedtheirpathbeforethey could make it to the back door. "Wands. Now." His voice was curt as he

	heldout hishand.

	Kingsley'seyesnarrowed."Excuseme?"

	NarcissahoveredoverDraco'sshoulder.Onefalsemove,andKingsley would be her next meal.

	"If you think I'm letting you near Granger with a tool that could be used to killherthenyou'refuckingmistaken.Ifyouwanttogetintothathouse,you will give me your wands."

	Ron'slipcurled."Andyou'refuckingbonkersifyouthinkwe'regoinginto a house full of Death Eaters without-"

	ItwasGinny'sturntoscream."JUSTSHUTUPANDGIVEHIMYOURWAND!"

	Ronlookedbackathis sisterwithwideeyes."What?"

	"Lookatus!Lookatourchildren!They'vebeenthroughenoughandthey need treatment! Now isn't the time to pick a fight so just give him your

	fuckingwand!"

	OnceDracohadcollectedthewands-andcastadetectioncharmoneachof them to make sure they weren't concealing any weapons - he let them

	 

	
inside.

	"QUINZEL!"Astoriacalledwheneveryonewasgatheredratherawkwardly in the kitchen. "I NEED YOU!"

	Evenfromoutside,Narcissacouldbeheardhuffingandcirclingthe farmhouse. She didn't like this either.

	NoonehadseenmuchofQuinzelatallsinceRomy'spassing.She'dbeen depressedandmiserableformonths.EvenDaphne'sreturnhadn'tcheered her up much. She still came when called upon, but her main priority in Malfoy Manor had been to keep Romy out of trouble and with him gone, she felt like she'd lost her place in the world.

	"Whatisallthis?!"sheasked,herglumandlifelesspinkeyesflickering

	betweenallthefacesshedidn'trecognise."Whoisallthesepeoples?!And these screaming babies?! Quinzel does not know them, and Quinzel does not like screaming babies!"

	Astoriawalkedovertothecupboardwheretheystoredtheirmedicine.After she'd pulled the door open, her blonde hair disappeared behind it. "Can you fetch me some healing balm and then run upstairs and get a lukewarm bath ready? Blaise, Hermione and Draco can heal their injuries, and I'll go upstairs and get the children cleaned up-"

	"You..."Ginnystartedtosay."Youdon'tneedtodothat."

	Astoriapokedherheadaroundthecupboarddoorandsmiledsweetly."It's alright, I don't mind. It's nice to feel useful again."

	Draco clutched his wand tightly in his hand and looked out the window. "Tori, as touching as this is, we don't have time for you to play nurse. If Voldemorthascapturedanyonewhoknowswherethissafehouseis,then we're not safe here anymore. We need to go to one of the others."

	Harrynodded.SodidGinnyandRon.Itwasprobablytheonlything everyone in the room agreed upon.

	 

	
"But-"Astoriastartedtoprotest.

	"He'sright,"Blaiseagreed."Wedon'thavetimetowaste.Everyone,grabas many bottles of potion as you can, we need to leave. Now."

	HermionesummonedabagfromupstairsandcastanUndetectable

	Extensioncharmonit.Quinzelstoodatthecupboardandthrewphialsof

	potionsintothebag,Hermionedidthesamewithfood,Blaisewithsupplies andblankets,Dracowithweapons,andwhiletherestofherfamilyworked,

	Astoria looked at each of their guests in turn, and then turned to Ron and heldherarmsout."Givehertome,"shesaidsoftly,lookingatthechildhe held. "I can take care of her while Blaise treats your wounds."

	ItwaseasytoseewhyAstoriahadpickedonhim.Hewasthemostinjured by far. His legs shook terribly - which wasn't surprising, given the huge,

	gapingholeinhisleftthigh.Itwasimpressivethathewasstillabletowalk. He was probably keeping himself standing through sheer adrenaline and willpower alone.And his daughter - she was screaming bloody murder and Ron, bless his heart, he looked like he didn't have any idea how to soothe

	her.

	Ronshookhishead.Heclutchedthebabyclosertohischest,buteveryone could see the effort the simple act cost him.

	"It'salright,"Astoriawhispered."Iwon'thurther.I'mgoodwithchildren,I promise." She took a tentative step closer. Ron continued to retreat.

	Hisnostrilsflaredangrily.Hebackedintothekitchencounterandwhenthe baby started to wail, Ron looked down at her and made a strangled noise like he was in pain.

	"Ron,it'salright,"Hermionewhispered."Youcantrusther." Ron looked up at her, his blue eyes swimming with tears.

	"AstoriawasMedusa.She'sbeenontheOrder'ssideforyears.Shewouldn't hurt your child, I promise. She would never hurt anyone."

	 

	
WhenRonlookedbackatAstoria,shenoddedandsmiledsweetly,and

	whetheritwasthegut-wrenchingwayhisdaughterstartedtowail,whether it was because he was in agony or if it was that signature Greengrass

	warmththatwonhimover,itwasn'tclear,butafterabriefpause,henodded his head and started to sob quietly.

	Just as Ron's knees started to give out,Astoria gently took the baby out of hisarmsandstartedtosootheher."It'salright,littleone.Shhhhhh.Shhhhh. It's alright.You're safe. Nothing bad is going to happen to you here."

	AstorialookedupandtriedtocatchRon'seye."What'shername?" "Cord..." Ron's throat bobbed as he swallowed thickly. "Cordelia."

	Astorianoddedandbouncedthechildsoftlyinherarms."Andwhois Cordelia's mother?"

	"Romilda."Hermionehadalreadyputthepiecestogether,butafterAstoria had wiped the blood off the child's face, the answer was clear as day.

	Cordeliawasthespittingimageofhermother.

	Astoria nodded again and smiled down at Cordelia.Astoria had once told Hermionethatshe'dneverreallyspentmuchtimearoundchildrenorbabies but to look at her, no one would have been able to tell. She was a natural.

	She'donlybeenholdingthebabyafewminutesandshe'dalreadymanaged to settle her. "And where is Romilda?"

	Ronbrokedownanddroppedhisheadintohishands.Shewasdead.He

	didn'tneedtosayitoutloud.Themotherofhischildwasdeadandifthey didn't get a move on, then everyone in the farmhouse might be next.

	The only thing left to do was tell Theo and Daphne about their move. It wasn't necessary for Kingsley to follow Draco and Hermione down to the cellarbuthestilldid,andtheydidn'thavethetimetoarguewithhim,they needed to get out of the farmhouse as quickly as fucking possible.

	Thethreeofthemsprinteddownthebasementsteps,theydidn'thavea second to waste, every heartbeat counted, but as the door to the cellar

	 

	
swungopen,Hermionerealisedtheycouldn'thavewalkedthroughitata worse time.

	"THEGIRL!"Crouchscreamed."USETHEGIRL!"

	DaphneandTheo-whobothhandaknifeineachhandandweredripping up to their elbows in Crouch's blood – stopped what they were doing and stared down at their victim.

	"Whatdidyousay?"Theoasked.

	"IFYOUWANTTHESNAKE,THENUSETHEGIRL!"

	Daphnecockedherheadtotheside."Whatgirl?"

	"THEMUDBLOOD!SHE'SAHORCRUX,ISN'TSHE!?"Eventhough

	Crouchwasshakingsoviolentlythathisteethrattledashespoke,

	Hermione heard every word very clearly. "USE HERAS BAIT! HE'LL COME FOR HER! THE DARK LORD WON’T LETTHE SNAKE OUT OFHISSIGHT!HEWON’TTRUSTANYONEWITHHER,HEWON’T WANTTO BEAWAYFROM HERAND IFYOU USETHE

	MUDBLOOD,HE'LLCOMEFORHER!HE'LLCOMEFORTHE MUDBLOODANDHE'LLHAVETHESNAKEWITHHIMAND THAT'S WHEN YOU CAN KILL IT!"

	Kingsleysmiled.JustlikethatOrderhadaplan,andVoldemort'sdemise looked more likely than it had been in over a decade.

	Thewarwasfinallydrawingtoaclose,andHermioneandDraco...were out of time.

	 

	
Howlonghasitbeen?

	 

	TW;mentionsofinfantdeath3rd July

	Hermionedidn'tsayitoutloud,butthesecondsafehousewasn'tnearlyas nice as the first.

	ForanoldpubsomewhereinDerbyshire,ithadeverythingtheyneeded.It was sturdy and well-hidden, had lots of extra space to store their weapons andmedicines,andevenabeercellartheycouldbindandleaveCrouchto rot in.

	There were lots of windows to use for lookouts, and because it used to be anInn,ithadplentyofbedroomsupstairs-enoughforeveryone,evenwith the new additions.

	HermionecouldunderstandwhyDracohadchosenit.Itwasperfectfora safehouse - probably even more so than the farm.

	Thepubwaspracticalandsafe-butshehatedit.Itlackedthewarmthand character of the farmhouse.That old, rusting, 'had seen better days' charm that she'd grown accustomed to. She missed the unorganised chaos of the

	bookcase,andthewaythediningtableusedtocreakwheneversomeoneput anything on it. She missed the small, cosy living room, and listening to the crackling fireplace.

	Butmost ofall,shemissed thesofa.

	Therewereenoughrooms inthepub forHermioneand Dracotohavea

	bedroomtogether.Eventhesmallestonecamewithadoublebed,butitfelt too big to sleep in. Too cold. It put too much space between them, and

	Hermionejusthadn'tbeenabletofallasleepinit.

	 

	
Thatwashowshe'dendedupdownstairs,leaningagainstthedoorframeand staring out at the heavy rain at 3 'o'clock in the morning. She watched

	puddles form on the cobbled path that led up to the entrance, and the electriclanternthathungoverthepubsignflicker,bringingthewordsTheGolden Lionin and out of focus.

	Thatwasthenameofthepubthat'dbecometheirsecondhome.TheGoldenfucking Lion. Hermione was sure Draco had done it on purpose.

	She couldn't have been standing there for more than half an hour before he foundher.Shedidn'thearhimapproach.Oneminuteshewasstandingthere alone and the next, cold arms wrapped around her waist from behind.Apart fromtheblanketthathehadwrappedaroundhisshoulders,hewasshirtless, and when he pulled her back against his chest, she was swaddled in the

	blanket'swarmth.

	"Comebacktobed,littlelion,"Dracowhisperedinherear,hisvoicethat husky purr that made her toes curl.

	"No."

	"Whynot?"

	"Can'tsleep,"Hermionewhisperedback.Herbreathleftherinasoftexhale when Draco started to pepper kisses along the base of her throat.

	Shecouldn'tseehissmile,butshefeltit."Whosaidanythingaboutsleeping?"

	Hermionelaughedquietly,andrestedherheadagainsthisshoulder.She leaned back against him and closed her eyes, relishing in the soft little kisses he pressed into her skin.

	Sheshouldhaveexpectedthathewouldn'tbeabletosleepeither.They'dall been through so much in the last few hours. Everyone was exhausted, but shedoubtedanyoneupstairswouldtrulybeabletofindsleep,notwithwhat was on the horizon.

	 

	
"Iseverythingreadyfortomorrow?"

	Likeherwordshadbeenaspell,Draco'slipsfrozeagainstherneck."Yes." "Are all the weapons prepared?"

	"Yes."

	"Andthepotions?""Yes."

	"Andeveryoneisawareofthe-"

	"Yes,Granger.Everyoneiswellversedintheplanyou'veconcocted."

	Theicinessinhistonepromptedhertoturnaround.Shemadesureshe stayed within the blanket's warmth and stared up at him.

	Malfoy'sexpressionwasangry.Hismouthwastwistedintoabitterfrown, but his eyes ... they were sad.Anxious energy was bleeding into his blue irises like cracks in glass.

	He didn't like her plan, she didn't have to look into his eyes to know that. Shehatedittoobutitwasnecessary.They'dbeenselfishfortoolong.They couldn't put it off any longer, not after what Voldemort had done.

	Once everyone was safe in their new lodgings and the children were asleep, once they'd washed all the death and blood from their skin and hair, Ginny andHarryhadbeencalmenoughtoexplainwhat'dhappenedatthehospital.

	Monsters.TheyweretheonlythingsVoldemorthadleft,andtheywere what he'd used to attack the hospital. Trolls. Dementors. Giants.

	Acromantula's.Anydarkandbloodthirstycreaturethatstillsupportedhim, he took them, and he attacked with them.

	Anti-Apparationwardshadbeensetuparoundtheperimetersonoone

	couldescapemagically.He'dorderedthehandfulofwitchesandwizardshe hadlefttostormthehospitalandslitthethroatsofanyonethatcrossedtheir

	 

	
paths. The trolls had been sent to block the physical exits while the giants wentontoslaughtereveryonehealingintheinfirmary.TheDementorshad made everyone freeze with fear as they tried to flee, and a whole colony of Acromantula's had been sent into the ...

	"Familyward,"HarryhadhadtofinishGinny'ssentenceforher.Shehadn't been able to say it and everyone in the room felt sick hearing it.

	Acromantula's.Voldemorthadsenthundredsandhundredsofaggressive,

	ruthless,ravenousspidersintothefamilywardwhereinfantswerekept,and no one had made it out of that room. Ginny had tried to go back for them

	butshecouldn'tseeanysurvivors,justswarmsandswarmsofspiders, infesting beds and swarming over occupied cribs.

	Voldemort'sdesperationhadmadehimevenmoredangerousthanever,

	moresoulless.Hehadtobestopped.Now.Hecouldn'tbeallowedanymore time to rebuild, no matter what it cost...

	AsDracostareddownather,hiseyesflickeredtoherchest.Afterthey'd

	gottentothesafehouse,they'dtriedforhourstopulltheHorcruxoutofher but it hadn't worked. Hadn't even gotten close to the results they'd had back at the farm.

	Hermione had really tried to make it work, she really, really fucking had. When Draco had performed the spell, she'd tried to think about nothing but himbutshecouldn't.Allshecouldthinkaboutwastheconsequencesofher own selfishness.

	Everytimeshethoughtabouthishandsonher,she'dbeenblindedwith images of wizards getting theirs cut off as they'd tried to fight off the ambushinthehospital.Eachtimesheconcentratedonhisvoice,itwas drowned out by the screaming of children that'd been devoured by theAcromantula's.

	Allthosepeople...they'ddiedbecauseshe'dwantedmoretimewithDraco

	...

	"Whenthesnakeisdead,"Dracosaidafterawhile,"I'mgettingyououtofthere."

	 

	
"OhforGod'ssake,"Hermionegroanedandlookedatthefloor.Shewasso fuckingsickofarguingwithhimaboutthis."I'vetoldyouahundredtimes, I'm not running away-"

	"I mean it. I won't lose you."When Hermione refused to look at him, he cuppedherchininhishandandtiltedherheadupuntilshemethiseyes. "Areyoulisteningtome?Whenthesnakeisdead,I'mgettingyououtof there. I'm not putting you in a position where Kingsley can kill you."

	"Kingsleyisn'tgoingtokillme."

	"Granger, you're not stupid. Once the snake is dead, you're going to be the only Horcrux left.You'll be the only thing stopping Potter from being able totrulykillVoldemort,andifyouthinkKingsleyisgoingtoletyoulivefor a second longer than he absolutely has to, then you're not as clever as I

	thought youwere."

	"Butwecan'tputoffkillingthesnakeanylonger,toomanypeoplehave already died to protect me -"

	Hislipstwitched.Healmostsmiled."OhIdon'tknowaboutthat-I'dquite happily let another thousand or two die if it bought us another week

	together."

	"That'snotfunny." "It wasn't a joke."

	Sheshouldhaveslappedhimforsayingsomethingsocruel.Shouldhaveat least swatted him on the shoulder but she didn't have the fight left in her.

	Instead,shesighedandrestedherpalmsagainsthischest.Herfinger skimmed his mother's ring.

	Again, she was plagued with the thought of wearing it, pausing over how easyitwouldbetojustslipitontoherfingerandpretendthattheyhadall the time in the world left together...

	 

	
"Don'tlooksosad,"Dracowhisperedashishandscametorestonherhips. "You're going to be wearing this by tomorrow night."

	Hermioneblinked upat him."Comeagain?"

	"ImeanexactlywhatIsaid.You'regoingtobewearingthisbytomorrow

	night,"herepeated."Whenthesnakeisdead,I'mgoingtofindyouandtake you somewheresafe. I'm going to pull theHorcrux out of you and it's going to work -"

	"Butwhat if itdoesn't?"

	"It will work.I will makeit work." She'd never heard him sound so sureof anything."Whenthesnakeisdead,Voldemortwillbeincrediblyweakand so will the part of his soul that's inside of you.And then, this horrible

	fuckingthinghere?"Ashespoke,oneofhishandsskatedupherspineand came to rest on her sternum, right over the point they'd been trying to pull the Horcrux out of her. "I'm going to rip it out of you and destroy it, and

	thenmeyouarefinallygoingtogetstartedonthisotherlifethatwekeep talking about."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Theydidn'tgetmuch,buttheymanagedtoscrapetogetherafewhoursof sleep before it was time to set the plan in motion.

	DeceptionwastheonlywaytheywereevergoingtotrulylureVoldemort out in the open, so deception was what they were going to run with.

	It'dbeeneasyenoughtogetamessagetoVoldemort.Anowlwassentto York Cathedral with a simple note attached to its leg;

	 

	
'DarkLord,

	Wemadeamistake.Weshouldneverhavebetrayedyou.Wehaveseenthatfor some time, but your display at the hospital has proved it to us.

	WehavecapturedtheHorcruxforyouandarewillingtohanditoverasagifttoshowourrepentance.Inexchangeforhandingitover,webegfora pardon and our safety in your new world.

	Ifyouaccepttheseterms,meetusatNottinghamCityCentre,Townhouse,at four pm to make the exchange.

	T& D.Nott.'

	 

	 

	Theohadrippedapagefromabookonmagicalartefactsandwrittenthe letter in the top corner of it. The note itself was unthreatening but the

	printedtextandartisticsketchoftheSwordofGryffindorbeneathit?That conveyed the hidden threat perfectly.

	Meetus,orwedestroytheHorcrux.

	Theplanwasassimpleastheirnote.

	TheyweregoingtodotoVoldemortexactlywhathe'ddonetoHarryovera decade ago. They were going to lure him out into the open, then they were going to kill the snake.

	Voldemortwasn'tafool.Hewasn'tgoingtotakethebaitunlesshethought it was real - the keys to that were Daphne and Theo.

	HealreadyknewthatTheohadchangedsidesoncebecauseofDaphne.He knew that they thought the world of each other, and if they both thought

	thattheonlywaytoprotectoneanotherwastostrikeabargainandswitch sides?Again? He might just believe it. It was the best hope they had.

	Theydidn'thavemuchtimetopreparebutbecausetherewasonlyahandful ofthemleft,itwasn'ttoohardto filleveryonein.Luna,Neville,Fleuranda

	 

	
fewothershadmanagedtoescapefromthehospitalandKingsleyhad managedtogetamessageto whatlittleremainedofthemugglearmy.

	Altogether,whatwasleftoftheOrderofthePhoenixwasfortywitchesand wizards, a handful of reformed Death Eaters, a dragon, four metal tanks, a helicopter, and maybe a hundred muggle soldiers. It wasn't a lot, but it was all they had, and everyone prayed that it would be enough.

	Whiletheycarriedouttheplan,AstoriaandQuinzelweregoingtostay

	behind. Neither of them was prepared for a battle - not that Blaise would've let his wife anywhere near the fight even if she were – and someone needed tostayinthesafehousetolookafterRose,Fred,SeverusandCordelia.And seeing as all four had taken a shine toAstoria and followed her around as though she were the sun itself, it was an obvious choice for her to stay withthem.

	WhileHarry,GinnyandRonsaidgoodbyetotheirchildren,Hermioneand Draco waited outside and said their goodbyes to Narcissa. She was vital to their plan but because she was too large toApparate, she needed to leave

	firstandgetaheadstart.

	ThebondbetweenDracoandNarcissahadalwaysbeenstrong,butas

	Hermionestoodbackandwatchedthemsaygoodbyetooneanother,itwas like they were one and the same.

	Draco had one hand pressed against the underside of her scaled jaw as he ranhisotherhandalonghercheek.Hestaredintoherredeyeintentlyand

	althoughHermionecouldseehismouthmoving,shecouldn'thearwhathe was saying.

	Narcissahuffedsomethingunintelligibleandleanedintohishands.

	Dracosaidsomethingelsetoher.Narcissaclosedhereyesandmadealow growling noise, and after he dropped his hands and took a step away from her, she rocked onto her back legs and started to flap her wings.

	AsHermione'shairflewineverydirectionfromthewindtunnelthedragon had created, she stood by Draco's side and slipped her hand into his. They

	 

	
watchedthedragontakeflighttogether,andafewminutesaftershe disappeared behind the clouds, the rest of the group came outside.

	Fleur,NevilleandLunaweremakingtheirownarrangements.Kingsleyhad already left. He'd gone to meet with the leader of the muggle army to

	finalisetheplanwith themandhewasn't goingtocomebackbeforehand.

	Although almost everyone was dressed in black, they were the most mismatched army Hermione had ever seen. Theo and Daphne wore their Death Eater robes as a way to keep up the ruse that they were still loyal to Voldemort. Harry and Ginny wore black robes that they'd borrowed from DaphneandTheo.Blaisewasinablackshirtandmatchingovercoat.Draco wore his black riding clothes and Hermione wore her old mission uniform.

	It was only Ron who stood out. He wore blue jeans and a red jumper - the same clothes as what he'd come to them in. He'd refused to wear anything thegrouphadtriedtogivehim,althoughAstoriahadmanagedtopersuade him to at least let Quinzel clean them.

	"Harry,"Hermionesaid,beginningtheirfinalpreparations."Didyou manage to get your hands on the -"

	"Yeah, I've got them right here." Harry pulled a cardboard box out of his bagandflippeditopen.Inside,therewereseveralevensmallerboxes,no biggerormoredecorativethanacartonofmatches,andhehandedoneto everyone in turn.

	"Whatarethesesupposedtobe?"Blaiseasked,makingadisgustedfaceas he peered down at what Harry had just given him.

	"They'rethemugglecommunicators I told you about last night." Hermione openedherboxandpulledoutthetwowirelessearbuds."Youturnthemon like this," she flicked the switches on the side of each earpiece and made sure all the bewildered wizards around her could see very clearly as she

	placedeachoftheminherears."Andthisway,nomatterwhereweare,we can all hear each other on the battlefield."

	 

	
Harry followed suit and put his earpieces in. Ginny did the same, and one byone,themagicalandmuggleworldwasunitedinoneofthesimplest,yet strangest ways.

	"So,"Hermionesaid,testingtheconnection,"everyoneshouldbeableto hear me now?"

	"Ooooooh,Ilikethese."Theogrinnedmischievously,thenheleanedover and whispered in Daphne's ear."Imagine all the fun we could have if weplayed with these-"

	Blaise's lip curled and he pulled the earpieces out of his ears so quickly it wasawonderhedidn'thurthimself."Please,no.IfI'mfightingformylife and I hear the two of you talking dirty to one another in my ear, I may just walk head first into an Avada."

	TheoandDaphnelookedatoneanotherandchuckled,buttheymadenopromises.

	"There'salsoapairhereforAstoria,"Ginnyputthelastboxononeofthe wooden picnic benches that were darted around the front of the pub. "I know she wanted to stay in the loop while we're out there."

	Theywentovertheplantwomoretimestomakesureeveryonewasfully equipped, and when everyone was ready, they started to part. Ron

	Apparatedawayfirst.Ginnyfollowed,thenHarry,butjustbeforeBlaise could leave,Astoria came running out of the pub.

	"Wait!Wait!"theyoungestGreengrasscalled."Don'tgoyet!Ican'tbelieve you were going to leave without saying goodbye to me first!"

	"What?" Draco asked, a hint of sarcasm in his voice. "You mean that you toreyoureyesawayfromthosepreciouslittleOrderbabieslongenoughto notice that we'd left the pub? Oh my -I am honoured."

	AstoriastuckhertongueoutatDracoasshepassedhim,andthenshemade a beeline for her sister. She pulled Daphne into a tight hug and whispered something in her ear before they pulled apart. Then she moved on to Theo

	 

	
andHermione.HereyeswereglisteningbythetimeshehuggedDraco,and when she finally released him, she was struggling to hold back tears.

	"Merlin,lookat thestateof you,"shesaid, tryingtosmileasshefixed

	Draco'salreadyperfectlystraightcollar."Can'thaveyourunningintobattle looking such a mess. What would the enemy think?"

	Dracorolledhiseyesbutdidn'tstopherfussingoverhim.Shedidthesame thing withTheo's collar and even went as far as fixing the stray hairs that'd escaped Daphne's ponytail. She was the same with Blaise and Hermione.

	Shefoundsomething tofix oneachof them.It wasallunnecessary,

	everyoneknewit-evenAstoriaprobablydid,deepdown-butitwasallshe could do, so she was helping them in the only way she could.

	When she was happy with all of their appearances,Astoria stepped back untilthesixofthemwerestandinginacircle.Shelookedateachofthem

	brieflyandthenatearescapedthecornerofhereye."OhforSalazar'ssake, I don't know what's wrong with me," she laughed, shaking her head as she wipedtheblacktearaway."It'snotlikethisisgoodbye,I'mgoingtoseeall of you again really soon."

	Hermione and Daphne offeredAstoria small, reassuring smiles. No one knewwhatwasgoingtohappen.Foralltheyknew,thismightbethelast

	timetheywerealltogetherlikethis,andnoonereallyhaditinthemtosay it out loud.

	AsAstoria said her final goodbyes, Hermione slowly looked at those that stood around her.Afew years ago, she'd hated each and every one of them. Afewyearsago,shewould'vefeltsickatbeingthisclosetosomanyDeath Eaters and yet, little by little, they'd become her family.

	Blaise,he'dthreatenedherlifewhenshe'dlearnedofAstoria'sbloodcurse, he used to remind her daily that he thought she was filth and now, now he made her cups of tea and squeezed her hand and told her she was family.

	Theo,thepsychotic,legendarykingoftorture.Heusedtogooutofhisway to make Hermione feel uncomfortable, he'd even tried to kill her once, and now he was putting himself in harms way to save her life.

	 

	
Astoria had always welcomed Hermione with open arms. Despite being the enemy, despite years of lectures telling her that people like Hermione were lesser than her,Astoria had never treated her like that. She'd always made Hermione feel welcome and loved, she'd made those first months at the manorbearable.Aftershe'dkilledSeamus,Astoria'scompassionandactsof kindness had been what kept Hermione going.

	She hadn't known Daphne for anywhere near as long as she had the others, butintheshortspaceoftimethatshe'dbeeninHermione'slife,she'dmade her feel like she'd always been her sister.

	AndthentherewasDraco.Hewasunaware,butasshelookedathisface and his bright blueeyes, thesameeyes that used to begrey and cold, she

	felttearsgatherinherown.Sheusedtowanthimdead.She'dprobablylost days of her life thinking of all the ways she wanted to kill him. She used to think the world would have been a much better place if he'd not been in it

	but now, she realised how dark and cold her world would become without him.Hemeantsomuchtoher.Shehadn'tthoughtitwaspossibletocareso deeply about another person until she'd fallen in love with him.

	Blooddoesn'tmakeafamily,Hermionehadneverrealisedhowtruethat statement was until she looked at the five Slytherins around her.

	Thesepeople,shecouldn'thavebeenmoredifferentfromthemandyet,

	theywereherfamily,andaftertoday,shedidn'tknowifshe'deverseethem again .

	AfterBlaisekissedAstoriagoodbyeandshereturnedtothepub,thegroup started toApparate one by one, and when only Draco and Hermione

	remained,hestoodinfrontofherandtookbothofherhandsinhis. "Whatever happens today Granger, don't be a hero."

	"What?"

	"Youheardme.”Draco'snostrilsflaredashestareddownather."If

	things...Don'tgothewaywe'veplannedtoday,Idon'twantyoutryingtobe

	 

	
thehero.Ifitlookslikewe'relosing,youaretoputyourselffirstandget out of there."

	"DracoI-"

	"No, no, I need you to listen to me." He squeezed her hands and stepped closer to her until their chests touched and they breathed the same air. He stared down at her as though she were the most important thing in his life. "Eventhethoughtoflosingyou…”Hereleasedashakybreathandbrought her hands up so he could kiss her knuckles. "I don't care how loudly that Gryffindor bleeding heart of yours starts to scream at you to do the right

	thing,Idon'tcarehowmuchyouwanttosaveeveryoneelse-ifitlooks like we're going to lose,you get out of there."

	SomethingsuddenlyclickedinHermione'smind."Isthatwhatyou'vetold Narcissa to do? Fly me away if things look bad?"

	"I'vetoldNarcissatodowhatevershehastodotoprotectyou."Hewasn't confirming her suspicions, but he wasn't exactly denying them either.

	Hermionetriedherbesttosmile.Shedidn'tthinkitwasconvincing,her nerves were starting to get the better of her.

	"You'llbesafewithNarcissa,"Dracosaid.Hermionewonderedifhewas saying it out loud as a way to reassure himself rather than her. "But don't

	hesitate.Assoonasshe'sdonewhatsheneedstodo,yougetontoherback and you let her protect you. Do you understand?"

	"Iknow.Iwill."Hermioneknewthatitwasthetruth.Ifshehadtobeonthe battlefieldtoensureVoldemortdidn'tleave,beingonthebackofthelargest and most ferocious dragon left in existence was the safest place for her, but still, she couldn't help but feel nervous. "But -"

	"Butwhat?"

	"Whatifshecan'thearmewhenwe'reupthere?Battlesarealwaysloud, and with the wind around us... what if she can't hear me?"

	 

	
"Don'tworry,she'llknow."

	Hermione took a deep breath and nodded.As soon as sheApparated, she andDracoweregoingtobeseparated.Afterthis,shedidn'tknowwhenshe was going to see him again...

	Sheleanedupontothetipsofhertoesandkissedhim.Itwasonlysupposed tobeasmallkiss,butasshestartedtopullaway,Dracothreadedhisfingers through her hair and held her there, snatching just a few extra seconds

	together,justanextramomenttobeselfish...

	Hermionedidn't know how shefound thestrength to pry herself away from himbutshedid.Shemanagedtopullherlipsfromhis,shemanagedtostep away from him even though every nerve in her body was screaming at her stay, but before she left him, before she went off to war, she chanced one last selfish look at him. "Don't worry. I'll come back to you."

	AndthelastthingshesawbeforesheApparatedwashissmirk."Makesure that you do."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	WhenHermionemadeittotherendezvouspoint,TheoandDaphnewere waiting for her. They'd chosen to meet on the outskirts of Nottingham - about two miles away from the city centre and the townhouse. They'd chosen it because their plan relied on the element of surprise, and they

	neededtobesurethatnoonewouldseethemcoming. "Have you checked - "

	 

	
Theo cut her off in a bored tone, one that made him sound like a teacher who was having to explain the same thing to his student for the fifteenth time."Yes,we'vealreadycheckedtheperimeterandnotherearen'tanyof old BoldieVoldie's spy's out here." He sighed heavily for dramatic effect and shook his head. "Honestly Granger, your lack of faith in us is

	astounding.Thisisn'tourfirst timebeingfilthytraitors,youknow?"

	DaphnerolledhereyesandpushedTheoaside.Shewithdrewherwandand placedtheendagainstHermione'sforehead,butbeforeshestartedthespell, she looked up and met Hermione's eyes. "Sorry - this is going to sting a little bit but we have to make it look convincing."

	Hermionenoddedandtookadeepbreath.

	"Don'tworry,"Daphnesmiled."Youcandomenext."

	VoldemortknewwhatHermionewascapableof.He'dheardstoriesabout her ruthlessness on the battlefield. He knew that she wasn't the type of witch who could be easily captured - or who'd go quietly - so if he was

	going to believe that Daphne andTheo really had captured her, it'd need to looklikeshe'dfoughtback.Abruisehereortherewouldn'tdo.Nowwasn't the time to take chances, they needed to be thorough.

	About half an hour later, when Hermione, Theo and Daphne all had more bruisesandcutsthanwhatthey'dstartedthedaywith,Narcissaarrivedand they moved on to the next phase of their plan.

	Assoonasthedragon'sclawstouchedthefloor,HermionecastaSilencing charm on her - followed by a Disillusion charm. "Ok, that should do," she said, taking a step back. "Let's test it out. Narcissa, come to me."

	Usually,whenNarcissawalked,eachstepshetooksoundedlikegiantrocks being smashed together and the ground shook but now, due to Hermione's incantations, nothing happened. There wasn't a sound. The ground didn't

	shakeatall.EventhoughtheycouldseeNarcissa,itwaslikeshewasn'tthere.

	 

	
Withphasetwocomplete,DaphnepulledHarry'sCloakofInvisibilityout of her bag and laid it out flat on the ground. She cast several extension

	charmsonit,andonceitwasplentybigenough,shelevitateditintotheair and hovered it over Narcissa's body.

	"Remember girl," Hermione put her hand on the dragon's snout and stared intooneofherredeyes."Moveasslowlyasyoucananddon'tattackuntilI give you the signal. We can't have Voldemort knowing that you're there

	untilthesnakeis right in front ofyou."

	Narcissadidn'tmakeanynoise,butshepushedHermionegentlywithher snout. Hermione took it as a sign that she understood.

	Once the cloak was dropped and Narcissa disappeared completely, Daphne conjured chains and wove them around Hermione's wrists.As planned, as soonasHermionewasbound,Theoplacedahandonhershoulder,spunher around, and he and his wife started to march her into the city centre.

	Theo had wanted to be a little gentler but Hermione had insisted that as soon as they started walking, heand Daphnehandleand treat her as though shereallywastheirprisonerandshewasgladthatshedid.Whentheywere one mile away from the meeting point, she started to notice things,

	movementsoutthecornerofhereye,stirringsontopofbuildingsandin shop windows.

	Theywerebeingwatchedalready.

	WhenthethreeofthemwerestandingoutsideoftheTownhouse,Hermione felt sick with nerves. What was left of Voldemort's own army was already lined up and waiting for them.There were giants holding spiked clubs with bits of severed flesh dangling from the ends. Clusters of spiders had their

	flanks, at least a dozen Black Masks were scattered among the group, and thatwasjustwhatHermionecouldsee.Shedidn'twanttothinkaboutwhat was waiting and lurking in the buildings that surrounded them.

	Oneproblem atatime.

	 

	
ItwassoquietwhiletheywaitedforVoldemorttoarrive.Hermionecould hear her own heart beating.

	There was at least a hundred feet between the two groups, and they just staredatoneanotherfromacrossthegravel.Silent.Waiting.Sizingeach other up.

	Whenoneofthegiantsbangedtheblood-coveredclubitheldontothe gravel, Theo's hand flinched against Hermione's shoulder.

	Any moment now.Any moment nowVoldemort would be there.The three ofthemjustneededtokeepittogether.Theyjustneededtoholdtheirnerve

	-

	Anothergiantbangeditsclubagainstthefloor.

	Daphneshuffledherweightnervouslyfromonefoottotheother.

	Theotherswouldbearrivingatanymoment.Dracowouldbesneakingonto one of the surrounding rooftops      Blaise too. And Harry and Ginny. The

	mugglesoldiersandtheirtankswouldbegettingintopositionanymoment...

	IttookeverythinginHermionenottoglanceattherooftoptoherleft,the one she knew Draco had chosen to perch on. She couldn't risk looking around and giving away his position, but she wanted him there with her, standing by her side -

	OneofthelargerAcromantula'ssnappeditspincersintheirdirection.

	Hermione flinched, then took a deep breath to calm herself.The air to her lefthummedwithmagic.Hermionecouldn'tseewhatNarcissawasdoing, but she got the impression that she felt just as restless as Hermione did.

	"Shhhhhhh,"Hermionehushedunderherbreath,makingsuretokeepquiet and move her mouth as little as possible. "Not yet. Not yet."

	Whennothingelsehappened,HermioneassumedNarcissahadsomewhat calmed herself.

	 

	
SheknewwhenVoldemortwasclose.Shefeltitinhergut.Knewitbythe twisting sensation she felt gathering in the pit of her stomach, like

	something was biting and scratching and trying to gnaw its way out of her. WhetheritwasbecauseoftheHorcruxinsideofherornot,Hermionedidn'tknow.

	Aminute after the feeling had started, he was there. Voldemort had come, justasCrouchhadsaidhewould,andjustasCrouchhadpredicted,Nagini was with him.

	BellatrixflankedVoldemort'sleft,Rodolphus,hisright.

	Hermione couldn't take her eyes off Nagini. The snake slithered in and aroundVoldemort'sanklesasheslowlywalkedtowardthem,butwhenshe finally looked up at him, her adrenaline went into overdrive.

	Helookedsodifferentthanthelasttimeshe'dseenhim.Thelossofyet another Horcrux had taken its toll on his physical appearance. He was

	thinner,clingingtolifeasfraillyastheskinclungtohisweakenedbones. Cold,dark,evilenergyjustradiatedaroundhim.Itwasputrid,thetypeof dark magic that made flowers wilt and die from just being nearby.

	"’Ello Boldie," Theo chirped. He was always happiest when putting on a show."Howareyamate?Stillstrugglingtofindadecenthairgrowthtonic I see."

	Iflookscouldkill, thenTheowould'vediedonthespotfromtheone

	Bellatrixthrewhim."Watchyourmouth!Ishouldrelieveyourheadfrom your shoulders for what you've done -"

	"Pffft!Asifwoman!Youwouldn'tbeabletochopmyheadoffifIgaveyou an axe and knelt down in front of you!"

	Despite the bickering,Voldemort hadn't taken his eyes off Hermione. His eyes were the most unsettling thing she'd ever seen. They were glowing. Hatefulredorbsthatweregluedonher.Hewaslookingathernotquitein amazement,butmoredisbelief.Likehecouldn'tbelievethatsomeonelike

	 

	
her,someoneofherkind,couldbestrongenoughtohousethepartofhis soul that he hadn't meant to trap inside her.

	ItwasonlywhenDaphnespokethatVoldemort'seyesreleasedHermione.

	"MyLord,"Daphnesaidsoftly,gracefully,gentleasacaress."Itisgoodto see you. How long has it been?"

	DaphneusedtobeVoldemort'sfavourite,DracohadtoldHermionethat

	once.ShewasoncehisfavouriteDeathEater,she'dhavebecomeoneofhis Demonsifshehadn'tbetrayedhim,andthatmuchwascleartoseewhenhe lookedather.Helookedpleasedtoseeher.Anexpressionakintoaffection actually flashed across his cold, gaunt features.

	"Daphne,"hewhispered."Ithasbeentoolong,hasn'tit?Areyoustillangry with me for what I did to you, or rather," Hermione swore she swore

	Voldemortstarttosmile,"whatIorderedCrouchtodotoyou?" "Well, that depends really," Daphne did smile. "Doesn't it?" "On what, my dear?"

	"Onyou givingmeandmy husbandapardon."

	Bellatrix snarled like a beast and took an angry step forward. "How dare youaskforapardonaftereverythingyou'vedone!Youdonotdeservethe breath in your lungs-"

	"Enough,Bellatrix,"Voldemorthushed."Letherspeak.Isthatreallyallyou want in exchange for the girl? A pardon?"

	"Yes," Daphne nodded. "We'll give you the Horcrux and you'll never have toseeeitherofuseveragain,wejustwantapromisethatafteryouwinthis war, you will let us live out our lives in peace."

	Voldemortnarrowedhiseyesthoughtfully."Andwhatofyoursister?What oftherest ofyourfamily?Surelyyou wouldn'tabandonthem so…easily."

	 

	
Daphneswallowedbeforesheanswered."Therestofmyfamilyarealready dead.You always said that Muggles were savages, my Lord, and you were right. They turned on my family.After you attacked the hospital, they

	blamedus.Theyattackedusandtookuscaptive.TheykilledBlaiseand

	theymademewatchastheykilled.."Daphne'svoicebrokeoff.Shetooka moment to compose herself before she started again. "After they killed Astoria,IrealisedhowwrongIwastoturnonyou.IamsosorrymyLord.

	IfI'dhaveknownwhatIknownow      AfterTheoandIescaped,Iknewwe

	had to do something to make it right, so we made sure we brought the Horcruxwithus.Shehadnoidea,ofcourse,shethoughtthatwe'dcome back to save her. She put up a hell of a fight when she realised our true intentions, but we made sure we brought her here, my Lord, for you, to

	makeupforourawfullapseinjudgement.Ihopethatyoucanforgiveus, truly, I do."

	Every word Daphne said … The way her voice quivered; it conveyed the storyperfectly.IfHermionedidn'tknowthetruth,she'dhavebelievedevery word, and if the look onVoldemort's face told her anything, then so did he.

	"Isee,"Voldemort'stonguedartedouttowethislips. "And we have another gift for you," Theo added.

	"Oh?"WhenVoldemort'seyesflickeredtoTheo,hisvoicewassharpand biting. Nothing like the soft and delicate whisper he'd been speaking to Daphne in. "And what would that be?"

	"DracoMalfoy.WehavehimchainedupwithCrouch."

	Voldemort'sexpressiongrewfurious,murderous,almostunhinged."You have him?!”

	Theosmiledandnodded."Wehadtokeephimalivetoo.Becausehislifeis linkedtotheMudblood's,wedidn'tknowifkilling himwouldkillhertoo."

	"Butwethought,"Daphneaddedinapurr,"giventheparthe'splayedin your … downfall, that you might enjoy torturing him. I hear it’s a

	 

	
wonderfulwaytorelievetension.JustaskBartyCrouchJr.I’mmore relaxed than I have been in years.”

	Voldemort thought it over for a moment. His lips pressed into a tight line andhisfingerscurledaroundhiswand-andthenhelookedupandgavea wicked smile that made Hermione's skin want to crawl off of her bones. "Excellent. The two of you have served me well -"

	"NomyLord,”Bellatrixstartedtoprotest.“Wecannotallowthemtoget away with this!"

	"Withwhat?"Voldemortasked."Theyhaveseentheerroroftheirwaysand they mean to make amends -"

	"Butwhattheyhavedonecannotbesoeasilyfixed!"Bellatrix'swand

	sparked with a killing curse as she aimed at Daphne, then Theo, then back at Daphne. Her eyes blazed with murder, like she couldn't decide which of them she wanted to kill more. "What they have done to you, it cannot be forgiven!Theybetrayedyou!Theyturnedtheirbacksonyouandnowthey think that because they've brought that pathetic creature here, they can be forgiven?! No -"

	Withthethreeofthemdistracted,Hermionewentonthemove.Shelurched forward like she meant to escape, and asTheo's nails dug into her shoulder and he pulled her backwards, Hermione spat at Voldemort's feet.

	Thatwasit.Thatwasthesignal.

	At that moment, Narcissa should have been getting herself into position. Sheshouldhavebeenveryslowly,verycarefully,rearingherselfontoher hind legs -

	Bellatrixdrewherwand."HOWDAREYOU-"

	"ENOUGH,BELLATRIX!"Voldemortsnarledasagreencursegatheredat theend of Bellatrix's wand. "I will not tell you again! Lower your wand, or have you forgotten what the Mudblood is?!"

	 

	
Bellatrix'seyeswidenedinhorror.Herwandarmfelltohersideasquickly as she bowed her head.

	Theotuttedveryloudly."Oh,dear.Betyou'venothadatelling-offlikethat inawhile,haveya?Awwww,what'sthematter,Bella?"Hisvoicechanged into a childlike, mocking tone, the kind of voice people used when they

	spoketobabies."IssomeonenottheDarkLord'sfavouriteanymore?"That'sit,Hermionethought.Keepthemtalking.Keepthemdistracted.

	"Well,asamusingasthisis,"Daphnesaid,"howaboutitthen?Isthistrade happening or not?"

	Narcissashouldhavebeenalmostready-

	"Trade?" Rodolphus hissed. "After everything you two have done to the DarkLord,youhonestlybelievethatyoucanbeforgiven?!Hisarmyisin ruins because of you!"

	Sheshouldhavehadherenormous headhighintheair-

	"Areyoublindaswellasugly?!"Theolaughedandshookhishead"We've stolenaHorcruxforhim?RightundertheOrder'snose,mightIadd!Ifthat doesn't earn us a pardon, then what the fuck does?!"

	Sheshouldhavebeengatheringapowerful,flame-filledbreathinherlungs

	-

	Rodolphusshookhis head."Nothingis enoughtomakeupforyour

	betrayal!IfyouthinkthatbringingaHorcruxbackwillallowyoubackinto the ranks -"

	Onethatwas strongandhot asFeinfyre-

	Theosnortedsarcastically."Wedon'twantbackintheranksyouraving

	fuckingnutter!Wejustwanttobeleftalonewiththepromisethatyouwon't execute us!"

	OnethatcoulddestroyNagini-

	 

	
Thetemperaturesuddenlyroseafewdegrees.TheairnexttoHermione moved like ripples of water in a still lake.

	Voldemort'shatefulredeyessuddenlylookedrightwhereNarcissawasstanding.

	Fuck.

	He might not have been able to see Narcissa but he sensed something was off,Hermionewassureofit.HeloweredhisarmslightlytoallowNaginito wrap around it -

	Itwasnowornever-

	Hermionepulledherwristsapartandbrokethefakechains.Shewhirledto her left and dragged her wand in a backwards motion. The cloak of

	InvisibilitywaspulledoffofNarcissa'sbody,andHermionegotthe

	satisfactionofseeingthepanicinVoldemort'seyesasthedragonreleaseda wall of punishing fire in his direction.

	ButjustasthefirewasabouttodestroyNagini,Voldemortfucking

	disappeared.HemanagedtoApparate.He,Nagini,BellatrixandRodolphus managed to disappear just in time, and once they reappeared a few hundred yards back, once they were safe behind the line of giants and monsters and darkcreatures,Bellatrixscreamedawarcrythatmightaswellhaveopened the gates of hell.

	 

	
TheMudbloodandthedragon
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	Battlesalwaysstartedthesameway.

	Therewasalwaysascream,acalltoorder,asignaltoindicatethatthetime for civilised conversation was over and the bloodshed was about to begin. Narcissa's attack had been just that. That wave of fire that'd come hurtling out of her mouth had been the call to arms, the signal that everyone could drop the pretences of human niceties, they could take off their masks and

	reveal their true intentions. They could channel all the pain and anger they feltfortheopposition,thatragethattheyusuallycaged.Theycouldrelease that carnal partthat existed insideevery person, butwas usually helddown and buried, and they could wreak havoc on their enemy.

	WhenBellatrixscreamed,everymonsteransweredthecall.Theyallstarted to charge. Full pelt. No fear or mercy in their eyes. They didn't care about thedragonthatstoodinfrontoftheirprizeortheflamesthatstillburnedon the floor. They just started to attack, they just started to run ... straight forHermione.

	After years of this, Hermione thought she knew everything there was to know about battles. She thought that her tired eyes had seen everything there was to see when it came to war. Thought her weary heart had felt everyemotiontherewastofeelinthosetypesoflifeordeathsituations.

	She'd seen people beheaded and she'd felt remorse for those she'd killed. She'dwatchedvictorybesnatchedawayintheblinkofaneye-evenwhen it felt so certain - and she'd felt the heartbreak that followed it. She'd

	 

	
watchedsomanyofherfriendsdieandshe'dfelttheunbearableragethat accompanied watching such a thing.

	Hermione thought she'd seen it all, thought she'd felt it all, but when those monsters started to charge at her, she'd never felt anything like it. Because she'dneverseenawaveofenemiesallrunningtowardsher-andonlyher- with the sole intention of capturing her.

	Voldemort hadn't come here to win this war, he'd just come here to get her. He wanted Hermione. He wanted her alive and in his possession. Probably wantedtostashherawaysomewherenoonewouldeverbeabletofindher, whereshe'dbealoneandisolatedbutfeedinghisimmortalityfortherestof her days - he probably thought that was a privilege for someone like her.

	Getthegirl,thosemust'vebeentheonlyinstructionshe'dgivenhis monsters, and they were blindly following his command.

	Dementorsappearedoutofnowhere.TheDeathEatersthatremaineddrew their wands. The giants ran toward them. Dark, deformed creatures

	Hermione had never seen before - never even read about - appeared out of theshadows.HundredsandhundredsofAcromantula'sofeverysizestarted to scurry out of thebuildings and shop windows around them.Their enemy was closing in -

	ButwhatlittleremainedoftheOrderfoughtbackjustasfiercely.

	DaphneandTheostartedtothrowkillingcursesoneaftertheotherattheir attackers -

	Narcissareleasedanotherpunishingbreathoffirethatsetthefirstwallof charging spiders aflame -

	Harry appeared on the right side of the battlefield - Ginny seconds later - andtheybothimmediatelywentontheattack.SodidRon.AndthenFleur. AndthenLunaandNeville.EvenShackleboltappearedoutoftheshadows to take this final stand.

	 

	
Althoughthereweren'tmanyofthemleft,noonefled.Nooneeventhought about running. One by one, every single surviving member of the Order of the Phoenix came to fight with fierce determination.

	AndassoonasDracoApparatedinfrontofHermione,hewentstraightfor Voldemort."GO,GRANGER!"hescreamedashethrewaredcurse.Thick chains flew out of the end of his wand and straight towards his former master. "NOW!"

	Voldemort'sredeyeswerefullofhateashesweptthecurseasideand retaliated, throwing his own dark hex at Draco.

	AsHermioneclimbedontoNarcissa'sback,thedragonreleasedyetanother flaming breath. Narcissa swept her head from side to side like a snake,

	makingsureshekilledasmanyfoesaspossiblewhileshewasstillontheground.

	Hermione settled at the base of Narcissa's neck and held onto her spikes, andastheystartedtotakeflight,HermionewatchedDracoandVoldemort.

	SheandDracohaddevisedthisplantogether.They'dgoneoverevery

	detail,andalthougheveryoneagreedthatDracoshouldbetheonetokeep Voldemort busy, Hermione didn't like it at all.

	DracoandVoldemort,theylookednothingalikeandyet,atthesametime, the mirror image of each other. They both held their shoulders rigid and

	their wands tight as they started to circle one another slowly. Both of their expressionsweretwistedandcoldandtheybothhadthesameunimaginable hatred burning in their eyes. Dark, crackling, repugnant magic that was

	filledbyhatredradiatedaroundthem.

	God,therewassomuch angerbetweenthetwo ofthem,itwasvisible.

	Theirmagicstartedtolashout.Therocksandgravelattheirsidesstartedto vibrate and lift off of the ground without them having to do anything.Their rage,itwasliketoxicfumesintheair,everyonecouldseeit,feelit,tasteit. They hated each other beyond all else. Each craved to spill the blood of the other like a dying animal thirsts for a fresh kill and yet, no matter how

	muchtheywantedto,theycouldn'tsatiatethatneed.

	 

	
Voldemort wanted to kill Draco for betraying him. He wanted to break everyboneinDraco'sbody.Hewantedtoflayhisskinofflayerbylayer. He wanted to break him, bury him, but he'd linked Draco's life to

	Hermione's,soifDracodied,thensowouldHermione,andsowouldthe part of his soul that he'd unknowingly stored in her body.

	AndDraco'sneedtodestroyVoldemortwasjustasinsatiable.After

	everything he'd done to him, it was well deserved. He'd killed his parents andmadehimandtherestofhisfamilywatchastheirsisterwastorturedto death, of course Draco was going to want to torture his former master in ways that'd make even the devil retch, but he couldn't. Draco wouldn't kill Voldemort if there was even the slightest chance that he'd take Hermione with him.

	ItwaswiseforDracotoduelVoldemort,becauseDracowastheonly

	persononthatbattlefield-apartfromHermione-thatVoldemortwouldn't kill. It was wise to keep him busy, it protected everyone else, but it just

	gavethempermissiontohurteachotherintheworstpossibleways.

	Asthedragonstartedtotakeflight,HermionesawDracopickupdebris from the ground with his wand and throw it at Voldemort with all his

	strength.

	Voldemortretaliatedbysendingaredcurseback.Chainsflewfromtheend of his wand and hurtled towards Draco's throat.

	Dracoreflectedthecurseandthenwentbackwithastrongstinginghex.

	Narcissa continued to climb higher and higher until she reached a great height-probablyonethatDracohadsetoutbeforehand,onehedeemed

	safe-andthenshestartedtocircleoverthecitycentre,buttheyweretoo high up for Hermione to see who was who.

	HermionetooktheSilencingandDisillusioncharmsoffNarcissasoshe

	couldcommunicateback,andthensheleanedtoherrightandpeereddown onto the battlefield. Everything looked so small. She could see curses of

	everycolourlightupthegroundbelowbuttheyweresohighup,itwas hard to see who they were coming from or who they hit.

	 

	
"Someonetalktome!"Hermioneshoutedfrantically,pressingherhand

	againstoneoftheearpiecesshewaswearingsoshecouldhearmoreclearly. "Tell me what's going on!"

	"We'realright,"HarryansweredalmostImmediately.Hemusthavebeen waiting for her to ask. "Does anyone have eyes on the snake? I can't seeher.”

	"....Pappa...?"Theo'sastonished-andslightlyoutofbreath-voice

	whisperedinHermione'searasecondlater."...Isthatyou?Oh,it'sbeenso long!"The battle apparently hadn't takenTheo's sense of humour - not yet,anyway.

	"Ohmy...Thesethingsareamazing,”Astoriagasped."Icanheareverything so clearly. It's like I'm standing right there with you all.”

	"Eugh,"Theoresponded,retchingratherdramatically."No,actually.

	Changedmymind,Idon'tlikeit.IfeellikeI'vegotToriinsidemyhead."

	TherewasabeatofsilencebeforeAstoriaspokeagain."Andwhatisso terrible about that?”

	"Canwesavethebickeringforwhenwegethome?!"Blaisehissed."We're in the middle of a battle here!"

	"Arewereally?"Daphneaskedsarcastically."Wellcolourmepink,Ihadn'tnoticed."

	"Daph?"Theoasked,"SeeingasImightdierighthereonthisbattlefield,I have a very important -AVADAKEDAVRA!Rude!I'm trying to ask my wife a question, you ignorant fucking prick!"

	"Whatisit?!"Daphnesoundedasoutofbreathasshewasirritated. "Is it important, Theodore?!" Blaise snarled.

	Theodidn'thesitate."Yep."

	Blaisedidn'tsoundconvinced."Isit'matteroflifeordeath',important?"

	 

	
"Absolutely.”

	Blaisesnarledakillingcurseandthenclickedhistongueirritably."Wellgo on then, while we're young!"

	"Daph,"despitethesituationhewasin,Theostillpausedfordramatic effect. "What colour knickers have you got on right now?"

	"NOTTHETIME,THEO!"Astoria,BlaiseandDracoallrespondedinunison.

	"What?!" Theo sighed and then put on a very Shakespearean sounding accent. "This bit of muggle-made gravel might very well be my deathbed! Whyareyouallsohell-bentondenyingadyingmanhislastwish!?!What did I ever do to you lot?!"

	Overthenexttwentyminutesorso,Hermionestayedsafeintheairand heard bits and pieces of the fight.

	FromthelittleHermionecouldseeandhear,theAcromantula'sandthe

	giantswerethebiggestproblems.Alotofcursesseemedtobounceoffthe giants and the sheer number ofAcromantula's was frighteningly

	overwhelming,andDracowouldn'tletNarcissahelp.

	Hewasbeingfuckingridiculous.OneexhalefromNarcissawould've

	obliteratedthespiders,herbreathwashotenoughtomelttheskinoffofthe giants' bones, but Draco wanted her high in the air to keep Hermione safe.

	Eachtimethepairofthemstartedtoglidelower,itchingtohelp,Draco's

	irritatedvoicewouldhissthroughHermione'searpierceforthemto'Stayinthe fucking air', and then Narcissa would roar and climb back up to the

	designated'safezone'.

	Eachtime,Hermionewantedtoarguewithhim,butshealwaysbither

	tongue.ItwashardenoughhavingtolistentohisduelwithVoldemort,she didn'twanttodistracthimfromitanyfurther.Sheheardsomeoftheirduel but she had to try and tune it out. It was too hard to listen to. Every time

	 

	
Dracohissedinpainitmadeherwanttoclawherearsout,soshetriedto focus on the other voices instead.

	Blaisetookauthorityoftryingtodownthegiants,soshelistenedtohimfor a while instead. She listened to him try one of his usual tricks and Imperius the giant to off itself and when that didn't work, he wrangled a group of

	mugglesoldierstohelphim.However,aftersaidgiantwentonavicious

	rampageandalmosttookBlaise'sheadoffwithitsclub-andstompedfour muggle soldier's to death - Hermione tried to find something else to listento.

	SheheardHarrysearchingforthesnake.SheheardTheosingacelebratory song when he killed Rabastan Lestrange, and she heard Rodolphus' angry

	roar as he fought to avenge his brother. She heard the sound of bullets leavingthebarrelsofgunsandheardDaphnescream"AvadaKedavra"

	whatfeltlikeeverythirtyseconds.SheheardeachoftheSlytherinsprotect each other, she heard them fight for one another, and she could do nothing to help.

	EverytimeHermioneheardoneofthemyell"Duck"or"Lookout"shefelt sick. Every time she heard an enemy scream "Avada Kedavra" in the

	background,sheheldherbreathandprayedthatitdidn'tland.

	Shestartedtocountthenumberofvoices,thenumberofbreaths,checking for someone who might be missing ...

	"AvadaKedavra!""Troll! Duck!" "On your right!"

	"AvadaKedavra!""Behind you!"

	"Avada Kedavra!" "Spideronyourleft!"

	 

	
"Giantstraightahead!" "Take cover!"

	"AvadaKedavra!""Look out!"

	"Watchyourback!"

	Hermionehearditallanditmadeherfeelutterlyfuckinguseless.

	She should have been doing more. She could have been doing more but she neededtostayoutoftheway.Itwasbetterforhertobeawayfromthefight but it fucking killed her to have to listen to it and not be able to help.

	Everythingsheheardwasordinaryforabattlethatruthlessand

	bloodthirsty, but it was when she heard one of the men hiss in pain, that Hermione'sheartstopped.Sheheardawet,squelchingsound.Shehearda howl of great pain but she couldn't tell who it made the noise.

	"What'shappening?!"Hermioneshouted.Feltlikeshewouldn'tbeableto breathe again until she knew who it was. "Is someone hurt?!"

	"Nott?!"Blaisecalled."Nott?!"

	"What?!"cameAstoria'spanickedvoiceinHermione'sear."What's happened to Theo!? Is he alright?!"

	AstheyflewovertheTownHouseagain,Hermionesquintedattheground but she couldn't see clearly. Couldn't tell who was who from this height.

	Sheheardamasculinegruntthroughherearpiece.Heardahigh-pitched wail. Heard the sound of something crashing, what sounded like bones breaking –

	"Nott?!"Dracohissed."CananyoneseeNott?!"

	 

	
"Draco,what'sgoingon?!"Hermionerepeated.Itwasthefirstwordshe'd heard him say through the earpiece that wasn't an offensive spell. "I can't see from up here! What's happening?!"

	"Wouldsomeonepleasekeepmeintheloop!"Astoriahissed."Whathas happened to Theo?! Why isn't he answering?!"

	"Baby?!"Daphne'snextwordswerequickandpanicked."Baby,talktome! Where are you?!"

	Therewasawet,squelchingsound- A male voice gasped for breath - "THEO?!" Daphne screamed -

	Finally,Theoresponded."I'mstillhere!I'malright!Almostgoteatenbya spider but I'm still in one piece!"

	Therewasabeatofsilenceinwhicheveryonebreathedasighofrelief,and thenTheo got the telling off of a lifetime by his wife. "IFYOU'REALIVE THEN FUCKING COMMUNICATEYOUTWAT! ITHOUGHTYOU WERE DEAD!YOU GAVE MEAFUCKING HEARTATTACKYOU USELESS -"

	"Alright,alright!"Theosaid,breathless."Calmdownsweetheart-"

	"-INCONSIDERATE,ARSEHOLE!I'LLWRINGYOURFUCKING NECK IF YOU DO THAT TO MEAGAIN!"

	HermioneandNarcissastartedtomakeanotherpasshighoverthecity

	centre.Themuggletankshadfinallystartedtoarriveandtheywerestarting to help Daphne and Theo pick off the spiders.

	"I'msorry!I'msorry!"Theosaid."Sorry-Oi!Thereisnoneedforthedirty looks! I said that I was sorry!"

	Greenspellslitupthegroundbelow.Thesoundofscreamsandgunfirewas carried up to Hermione by the wind.

	 

	
"Spideronyourright,Draco!"Blaisesaidthroughtheearpiece. Hermione's heart didn't restart until she heard Draco answer.

	"AvadaKedavra!Cheers,mate!"

	Nottinghamcitycentrelayinruins.Thelionstatuesthatguardedthesteps to the townhouse were destroyed.The decorative stone pillars that used to stand proud and hold the structure up were crumbling and falling to the

	floor.

	Fireshadstartedtobreakouton theground-somewerecausedby

	Narcissa'sflames,somebyspellsandothersbythetanks.Thefirescaused thick smoke to rise high into the air, making it harder for Hermione to see what was going on. One thing that was still clear though - even from the

	greatheight-wasthatnomatterhowmanyspidersandgiantstheykilled, more always seemed to be lurking in the shadows.

	Narcissagrowledwhenthesoundofspinningpropellerscameupbehindthem.

	"It'salright,"Hermionehushed,pattingherscaledneck."They'renotgoing to attack us. They're on our side."

	Hermionelookedoverhershoulder.Shecouldn'tseewhowasmanning

	them,butshesawtheendsoflargemachinegunsstickingouteithersideof the helicopter. If Narcissa had to be taken out of the equation entirely, at least the muggle army could still offer a little air support.

	When the helicopter had almost caught up with them, Narcissa roared and suddenlydroppedintoadive.Hermionegaspedandheldontoherspikesto keep from falling off. She was surprised by the dragon's actions, she

	couldn'tunderstandwhyshe'djustveeredofflikethatallofasudden,but then Hermione saw something through the smoke and it made sense.

	Itwasoneofthehuge,spikedclubsthatthegiantshadbroughtintobattle, and it was coming straight toward them.

	 

	
Narcissa had dived just in time and gotten out of the way of the projectile, butthehelicopterhadn'tbeensolucky.Theclubcollidedwiththemachine inmid-air,andthemessofwoodandmetalcrashedintothebattlefieldand exploded onto the ground like a fallen comet.

	Well,somuchfortheairsupportthey'dbeencountingon. "Granger?!" Draco called frantically. "What happened?!"

	"We'refine!"Hermioneresponded,hopingthathervoicewasn'tasshakyas she felt. "We're okay! Narcissa got us out of the way in time!"

	SheheardDraco'ssighofreliefthroughherearpiece.

	"Wouldsomeonepleasetalktome?!"Astoriademanded."Ifsomeone doesn't start explaining what's happening right this second, I swear to Salazar I am going to-"

	"What?"Theoasked."Throwaglitterystilettoatthem?"

	"AgiantjustthrewaclubatCissaandHermione,"Daphneanswered, clearly no longer in the mood for her husband's bad jokes.

	Eventhroughthemuggledevice,Astoria'sconfusionwaspalpable."Why would they do that? That wouldn't ... kill Narcissa, would it?"

	"No,"Blaiseanswered."Butitwouldhurther.Herscalesarethick,butnot impenetrable. If they - hold on a moment -Avada Kedavra!"

	"Blaise?!"Astoriaasked.

	HermionetriedtopeerontothegroundtoseeifshecouldconfirmAstoria's fears but from their height - and the smoke - she couldn't see a fucking

	thing.

	"Pardonme.Spider,"hesaidafteramoment."Anyway,iftheygotenough momentum, I'd say that they could injure Narcissa enough to ground her."

	 

	
"They'retryingtogetHermioneonthegroundsoVoldemortcantakeher!" Daphne said, sounding a little breathless.

	"Hearthat,Granger?"Dracoasked."Stayhighupintheair!Don'tgivehim the opportunity to ground the both of you!"

	Narcissaroaredloudlyandflewhigher,andthepairofthemstayedsafely out of harms way for about thirty minutes.

	Half an hour was all Hermione could take. Half an hour of listening to their battle cries, listening to screams and having to wait to hear who had died andwhohadn't.HerresolvealmostbrokewhenBlaiseannouncedthatFleur had been killed, and she almost ignored every fucking instruction and

	ApparatedonthefieldherselfwhensheheardGinnyscream. Hermione wasn't a spectator; she was a soldier.

	Whenshewasfighting,shehadcontrol.Ifshewasfighting,thenshe'dhave been able to see what was happening and she wouldn't have been just

	blindly flying around and waiting for updates. Her nerves were shattered. Shecouldn'tjustsitupthere,safeandoutoftheway,andlistentoeveryone else fight and put their lives on the line.

	AndNarcissawasjustasrestless.Everytimetheymadeapassoverthecity centre, Narcissa flew a little closer to the battle until eventually, they were low enough for Hermione to see what was happening.

	She kept an eye on Draco's duel with Voldemort, but it was difficult to watch,andafterVoldemortalmostcaughtDracowithastrangefiresortof hex that she'd never seen before, she had to look away.

	She saw Daphne and Theo tag team a giant. Daphne distracted it while Theodraggedthecluboutofitshandusingastronglevitationcharm,and after a few seconds of playing with his food,Theo brought the club down on top of the giant and smashed it's head in with it's own weapon.

	WhenTheotookalittlebow,Daphneclapped,buttheencorewas

	interruptedwhentheyweresurroundedbyAcromantula'sonceagain.

	 

	
OneofthespiderstookaswipeatDaphne,HermionealmostApparatedto

	helpthem.Shelookedaway,shewatchedBlaisenarrowlymissanAvadaby a masked Death Eater. She held onto Narcissa's spikes to stop herself from going to his aid.

	StaywithNarcissa,shekepttellingherselfoverandoveragain.StaywithNarcissa. Fucking stay with Narcissa.

	Ginnyalmostgot flatlinedbyavampire.

	Harrycamecloseto gettingsquashby oneofthegiants.

	StaywithNarcissa,herhandsweresorefromholdingontothedragons spikes so tightly.

	 

	VoldemortpickeduponeofthefallenstonepillarsfromtheTownhouse and threw it at Draco. It missed him by inches.Stay with Narcissa.

	Shesawbloodtrickledowntheright sideofDraco'stemple.

	StaywithNarcissa.

	Blaisesnarledinpain.Someone-possiblyBellatrix-cackledinthebackground.

	StaywithNarcissa.

	ADementortried-butluckilyfailed-togiveTheotheKiss. Stay. With. Narcissa.

	Sheheldoutforanotherfiveorsominutes,butwhenHermionesawagiant flip ametal tank over and crush two soldiers underneath it, that was thelast straw. She couldn't sit idly by. Not anymore.

	Asthemachineexplodedandthosetrappedunderneathwereengulfedin flames, the giant that'd caused the destruction fell into step beside two

	others,andthenallthreeofthehorridbeastsstartedtomaketheirway

	 

	
towardsthenexttank,onethatwaschargingintheotherdirectionand unaware of the approaching threat.

	"Comeon,girl,"Hermionesaid,pattingthesideofNarcissa'sscaledneck.

	Narcissa roared in agreement and changed her flight path. She glided toward the battlefield again and when she was in position, she tucked her wingsintohersideandHermioneheldonfordearlifeastheydroppedinto adeepdive.Whentheywerecloseenough,Narcissaopenedherwingsand her mouth, and as they made a pass over the largest group of giants, her

	fierybreathexplodedontothegroundandburnedallthreeofthecreaturesalive.

	Blaisewhistledinastonishmentastheyflewoverhishead,clearly impressed, but Draco, however, was far from it.

	"Whatthefuckareyoutwoplayingat?!"Dracoroared."Itoldyoutostay in the air and out of the way!"

	"Weareintheair!"Hermionesnappedback."Technically!"

	Theoroaredwithlaughterthroughtheearpiece."She'sgotyoutheremate!"

	Withthegiantsdeadorscreaminginagony,theyturnedtheirattentionto the next threat. Narcissa glided over one of the high-rise buildings and

	exhaledfireagain,burningtheDeathEatersperchedtherealivebeforethey couldApparatetosafety,thentheyturnedtheirattentiontothefreshcluster of spiders the size of cars, and Narcissa flew over them and disintegrated

	them.

	"GRANGER!"Dracohissedinherear."Iwon'ttellyouagain,STAYOUT-"

	Hermioneturnedherearpiecesoff.Itdidn'tmatterwhatDracosaidorhow loudly he said it, her mind was made up. She wasn't going to sit there and watcheveryoneelsedie,notwhenthemostvaluableweapontheyhadwas being wasted protecting her.

	 

	
Hermione had never understood how Draco and Narcissa always seemed to be in sync. Whenever she'd seen them together on the battlefield, it seemed effortless.Yes, Narcissa had, on occasions, dropped her shoulder to the groundwhenHermionehadwantedtoclimbontoherback,andshe'dcurled her body around Hermione when she was cold, but they were little things.

	Shedidn'tneedtobetoldbecausetheywereinstinctual.

	Battles,however,wereveryfuckingdifferent.Itseemedthatthedragon

	knewwhereheneededhertobewithouthimtellingher,andshebreathed fire without being given a verbal command - yet always burned the rightpeople.

	Hermione had never understood how they could be so in sync before, she assumeditwastheirfamiliarity.DracohadraisedNarcissasinceshewasa hatchling so it was natural that she'd grown accustomed to him, but

	Hermionehadn't.Hermionehadn'tbeentheresincethedragonwasno

	biggerthanasmallcat.Hermionehadn'tfedherbyhandwhenshewasa baby or taught her how to fly or breathe fire, and yet, when Hermione

	neededsomethingfromher,Narcissajustknew.

	Wordsweren'tneeded.WhenHermionepattedNarcissa'srightshoulder,the dragon made a right turn. When Hermione leaned forward, Narcissa

	droppedintoadiveandHermioneonlyhadtothinkaboutfireandNarcissa just breathed it.

	TheeffecttheyhadonVoldemort'sarmyofmonsterswasdevastating. Everytimethatominousblackshadowappearedonthebattlefield,the

	OrdermembersknewtoApparateaway,andeverytimethedragonopened her mouth, her bone-chilling roar was drowned out only by her victim's screams as they burned alive.

	They made pass after pass over the battlefield without Hermione having to hear a word from the others. They burned almost all of theAcromantula's andtheheatfromNarcissa'sbreathwasstrongenoughtofrightenallofthe Dementors away.

	It was incredible. Seeing the wayVoldemort's army fled every time she and Narcissaflewtowardsthem,itmadeherfeelunstoppable.Seeingthefearin

	 

	
theireyeseverytimetheflamesfollowed,itmadeHermionefeellikethey could do this.They could win. Maybe if Narcissa could destroy what was leftofVoldemort'sarmy,theycoulddowhatDracohadsuggested.Maybe they could weaken Voldemort, kill the snake, maybe they could get him

	vulnerable enough to catch him and lock him away somewhere safe and secure.MaybetheycouldbuythemselvesenoughtimetogettheHorcrux out of Hermione so they could destroy it.

	Maybe,iftheykeptthisup, Hermionedidn'thavetodie...

	Nothing could touch them. Nothing. Some of the Death Eaters tried to throwcursesatNarcissabuttheyjustbouncedrightoffherthickscales.A few of Voldemort's followers were brave enough to conjure brooms and

	chasethemintotheskybutHermionetookthemoutwithafewwell-placedAdava's.

	ItwasonlywhenVoldemort'sarmywasalmostextinguished,thatHermione switched her earpieces back on.

	Draco'svoicewasthefirstonesheheard."-BELLATRIX!AREYOU LISTENING, GRANGER?! GET BACK IN THE SKY!"

	She'dhaverolledhereyesifhecouldhaveseenit."Whenareyougoingto learn that I don't need for you to tell me-"

	"BELLATRIXHASGIVENONEOFTHEGIANTS-"

	InthesameheartbeatthatDracosnarledthewords,Hermionesawit.

	Chains. Bellatrix had conjured chains and given them to thelast remaining giant on the field. Thick, heavy, enormous chains. Chains that looked like they held an anchor on the underside of a cruise ship. Chains that were far toolargetobethrownbyanythingotherthanagiant.Chainsthatwouldbe big enough to ground even a beast as large as Narcissa.

	AndHermionehadspottedthemtoolate.Theywereflyingthroughtheair toward them. They were too close, coming too fast. Narcissa wouldn't be able to dodge them -

	 

	
Narcissaroared.Firestartedtogatherinheropenmouth-

	Hermione sat upright and cast the first curse she could think of. She put everything into that Knockback Jinx, screamed the incantation as though herlifedependedonitanditwasstrongenoughtowork.Herspellhitthe chains and set them veering off just before they could collide with the

	dragon'sbody.

	The metal screeched as they flew back through the air. They smashed into thesideofoneofthehigh-risebuildingsandcutthewholestructureinhalf. The windows of the building popped open and glass rained down. The top half started to crumble, and it was only when the top few floors started to

	fallthatHermione'sheartsank.

	BecauseitwasfallingrightontopofHarry. Ginny screamed.

	Shesaw Harrylook uptoo late-

	Therewas aflash ofbrilliant whitelight as therubblefellon topof him-

	"Harry?!"Hermioneshouted,pressingherpalmagainsttheearpiecesoshe could try and hear him. She frantically looked from one end of the

	battlefieldtotheother,prayingthathe'dApparatedjustbeforethestructure had fell on top of him, praying that he'd gotten out in time or cast a

	shieldingcharm."Areyoualright?!Harry?!Harry?!"

	"What'sgoingon?!"Astoriaasked."What'shappenedtoPotter!?"

	WhenitbecameclearthatHarryhadn'tApparated,Hermioneglancedover her shoulder to the collapsed building.There was so much debris and dust surrounding it, she couldn't see Harry, couldn't see anyone.

	Narcissaroared.Shestartedtoturnaroundandflybacktowardsthewreckage.

	"Harry?!"Hermionetriedagain.Allshecouldhearwaseveryoneelse fighting and the low hum of static. "Harry, please ... Please say

	 

	
something..."

	Itwasaneternitylaterthatsheheardhisvoice."...Hermione...?" Harry was alive. She could've wept with happiness.

	As Hermione and Narcissa got closer, the dragon glided lower and lower untilHermionecouldseeHarry.Hewashurt,thatmuchwasobvious.She could see his black hair poking out amongst the pale grey bricks, but the lower half of his body was trapped underneath the wreckage.

	"Harry!?"Ginnycalled."Canyougetup?!"

	HermionewastoohighuptoseeHarry'sexpressionbutshecouldhearhis faint groans of pain through her earpiece. "No... Too many bricks ... mywand..."

	"It'salright,"Ginnyresponded.HermionecouldseeherduellingRodolphus in front of oneof theremaining lion statues. "Just sit tight and we'll get you out of there!"

	Buttheydidn'thavetimeforHarrytosittight.AsHermionelookeddown, she saw Bellatrix limping towards the wreckage Harry was trapped under, and no one seemed to be close enough to stop her.

	Hermione'sheartbeatwasinherthroat."Harry,getup!"

	"I...Ican't!"Harrygroanedinpain.Hisbreathwashardandlaboured through her earpiece. "My wand ... I don't know where it is..."

	WhenHermionestartedtopanic,Narcissaroared.ThefewremainingDeath Eaters flinched. "You need to move! Bellatrix is coming for you!You need to get out of there, Harry!"

	SheheardHarrygruntandhiss.Sheassumedhewastryingtofreehimself, then he exhaled and his heavy breathing was all she could hear. "I can't ... they're too heavy... and I think ... I think one of my legs is broken..."

	 

	
Ohfuck.Fuck.Fuck.Fuckthiswasbad.IfHarrydied,thenthiswasall over... "Someone get to Harry!" Hermione screamed. "NOW!"

	AsNarcissadippedlowandmadeanotherpassoverthecitycentre,

	Hermionescannedupanddownthebattlefield,lookingforsomeonewho could help but everyone was fighting for their lives.

	GinnykepttryingtoApparatetoHarrybuteverytimeshedid,Rodolphus would grab her arm and their duel would continue.

	DracomorethanhadhishandsfullduellingVoldemort.

	BlaisewastryingtotakedownthelastgiantbyhimselfandNevillewas nowhere to be seen.

	KingsleywasdoinghisbesttohealaninjuredmugglesoldierandLunawas

	...Lunawasn'tmoving.

	Theowastheonlyonewho wasfreetohelpbut whenanAcromantula

	pinnedDaphnetothefloorandshescreamed,HermioneknewthatHarry wouldgetnohelpfromTheo.FucktheChosenOne,Daphnewasalways

	goingtobehispriority.AndasTheoApparatedtoherside,Hermioneknew there was no one else left to help Harry. She didn't have a choice.As soon as the thought had entered Hermione's mind, Narcissa dived toward theground.

	Bellatrix was about thirty feet away from Harry when shewas eclipsed in a demonlikeblackshadow.Shestoppeddeadinhertracksandlookedupbut it was already too late for her, by the time she'd raised her wand, Narcissa's back claws had already splintered into the ground and her teeth were

	already around Bellatrix's torso, and onesnap of thoseenormous jaws were enoughtoturnoneofthemostfearedwitcheswho'deverlivedintonothing more than dragon feed.

	WhilstNarcissafeasted,Hermionelookedattherubble.Harrywasn't moving. She couldn't see his chest raising or falling anymore either."Harry?"

	 

	
Nothing.Noreaction.Noanswer."Harry?"

	Harry'schestwasasstillasthedead.Faceexpressionlessasacorpse.

	HermioneswungherlegstotherightandslidgracelesslydownNarcissa'sshoulders.

	Draco'svoiceroaredinherearthesecondherbootshittheground."What the fuck are you doing!?"

	"Harry'shurt!"Shesprintedtowardstherubble,wandinhand,blackand gold gun in the holster on her thigh. "I need to help him -"

	"NO, YOU DON'T! SO HELP ME GRANGER! YOUAND THAT FUCKINGBLEEDINGHEARTOFYOURS!GETBACKONTHAT DRAGON BEFORE I - EUGHHH!"

	Hermionestoppedrunningandspunaround,searchingforDraco.Hewas still duelling Voldemort. There were only a few feet between the two of them and although they both looked like they'd been through hell, Draco

	was by far the worst. His lip was split open and his jawline and neck were burnt. There was blood matting in his hair, a thick stream of it dripping downhislefttempleandhewasclutchinghisleftthighwithhisfreehand. Hermione could see blood pooling between his pale fingers.

	"Stoptrying totell mewhat todo andfocus onyour ownfuckingduel!"

	WhenacoldchillsweptupHermione'sspine,shelookedup.Narcissahad only been grounded a minute and a handful of Dementors were already

	tryingtoreclaimthesky."Getbackupthereandkillasmanyofthemas you can! When I've got Harry, I'll call you!"

	Shedidn'twaitforthedragontorespond.Shetookoffrunningtowardsthe destroyed building, but when she felt a wind tunnel behind her, she knew thedragonhadlistenedtoherinstructions.WhenHermionereachedHarry, she used her wand to lift the rocks off of him and then knelt by his side.

	 

	
"Ishealright?"Ginnyaskedquietly.Itsoundedlikeshehadgreatdifficulty asking the question. "He's not ... dead, is he?"

	Hermioneheldherbreath.Shedidn'twanttoansweruntilshewas

	absolutelysure.Hislegwasbleedingandtwistedatananglethatmadeher empty stomach lurch, but when she checked for a pulse, she found one. "He's alive!"

	HermionepulledaBloodReplenishingpotionfromherbagandgently poured the liquid into his mouth. It revived him enough that when she pulled a Pepperup potion out of her bag, he was able to hold the bottle

	himself.WhileHarry drankit downinonelongswig, Hermionedidher

	besttofixhisleg.Shewasn'tabletohealitperfectly,shedidn'tknowhow to, but she could at least get him standing again.

	"Thankyou,"Harrysaid,hissingalittleasshecarefullypulledhimontohis feet. "You saved my life."

	Hermionesmiledalittleasshedrapedhisarmoverhershouldersoshe could help him walk. "You'd have done the same for me." She glanced

	aroundandspottedhiswandonthefloor.Shepickeditupandgaveitback to him as she helped him back onto the battlefield.

	"ItshouldonlytakeafewmoreminutesforthespellsI'veusedonyourleg to fully take effect."

	"Okay,"Harrynodded."I'lltakeyourwordforit." "Does it hurt?"

	"Yeah,it'sgettingbetterthough."

	Hermione's brows creased as she looked down at his leg. She knew he was lying to her. He was having great difficulty putting even the slightest bit of weightonhisinjuredleg,butsureenough,themoretheywalked,theeasier itbecameforhim.Whentheywerealmostoutofthewreckage,hewasable to - even with a great limp - walk on his own.

	 

	
"Are you sure that you're going to be able to fight like this?" Hermione asked,reluctantlylettinghimuncurlhisarmhisfromoverhershoulder.

	Harrytriedtoshrug.Itmadehimwince."Notreally." "But you're going to do it anyway?"

	"Absolutely," Harry laughed and gave her one of those brave, mischievous smilesthathewasknownfor,onethatshehadn'tseeninyears."It'snotlike we really have a choice in any of this, have we?" He'd said it as a joke but then a sombre, serious sort of look flashed across his face. "I'm sorry,

	Hermione."

	Shewatchedhimout thecornerofher eye."Sorryforwhat?"

	"WhenwefoundoutthatyouwereaHorcrux,Ishouldhavedonesomething."

	"Therewasn'tanythingyoucoulddo.Thedamagewasalreadydone."

	"Nobutwhenwefoundout,Ijust...froze.Kingsleysentthoseguardsto capture you, you're my friend and I just froze. I should have done

	something." Harry looked at the floor like he was ashamed, then he sighed heavilyandshookhishead."Iknowthewarhastakenitstollonallofus,I knowit'schangedallofusinsomewaysbutyou'reoneofmybestfriends, I should have done something and I'm so sorry that I didn't."

	Hermionedidn'trespondtothat.Therewerealotofthingsthatshe'dhave liked to have said back to him. She'd have liked to have told him that she was sorry too and that he had nothing to feel guilty about. She wanted to tell him that no matter what the war took from her, she'd always have a

	specialplaceinherheartforhimbutshenevergotthechanceto,because before she could, she suddenly felt dizzy.

	Herheadfeltheavyandshewassuddenlystrugglingtobreathe.She

	instinctuallywenttoleanonthewallbesideherbuttherewasnowallthere, it'd been destroyed in the same attack that'd almost killed Harry.

	 

	
"Hermione?!"Harry'svoicewasmuffledbutfrantic."Hermione?!"

	IfHarry'svoicewasfrantic,thenDraco'swasterrified."Granger,what'sthematter?!"

	Asshestartedtofall,Harrycaughtherarmsandtriedtokeepherupbuthe wasn't strong enough to keep her standing yet.

	"Potter,what'shappeningtoher?!"Dracohissed."Isshealright?!"

	Shefeltlikeshe'dbeendrugged.Herbodydidn'tfeelanythinglikeherown.

	Almostfeltlikesomeonehadaholdofherandthey'dsqueezedand squeezed until they'd pushed all of her energy out of her body. She

	collapsedontoherback,clutchingherchestasshestruggledtobreathe. "TALK TO ME POTTER!"

	"Idon'tknowwhat'swrongwithher!"

	Shestartedtopanicasshestaredupatthegreysky.Itwasquicklyblocked out by Harry's worried green eyes. "Hermione?!" Even though he was

	standingrightaboveher,hesoundedveryfaraway,itwasalmostlikeshe was hearing him from underwater. "Hermione?!"

	WhenDraco'svoicecamethroughherearpieceagain,thepanicinitwas deafening. "What's happening to Granger?! Is she hurt?!"

	"I...don'tknow,"wasHarry'sanswer."Shejustcollapsed."

	"Welldon'tjustfuckingstandthere!"Dracohissed."GETHEROUTOFTHERE!"

	HarrygrabbedHermione'swristsandpulledheragain,andhe'djustabout gotten her back on her feet when Ginny groaned in their earpieces.

	HarryandHermionelookedtowardthebattlefieldinterror.Ginnywasalive but she was on the floor and she was bleeding, badly. She was crawling

	backwardsonwhatlookedlikeabrokenarmassheretreatedfrom Rodolphus' advances -

	 

	
"I feel much better now, I'll be fine," Hermione lied, struggling for breath. Shewasn'tfine.Shewasn'tfineatall,butifanotherpersondiedbecauseof her, she'd never forgive herself. "Go and help Ginny."

	Harrystaredatherforamoment,clearlyconflicted.Hispanickedgreen eyes swept to Ginny, then back to Hermione.

	"Go," she urged. "I'm alright. I have Draco and Black Shadow protecting me."Sheforcedherlipsintoasmile."I'mprobablythesafestpersononthisbattlefield."

	Harrydidn'thesitateanylonger.Heconjuredwhatlittlestrengthhehadand Apparated to Ginny's side. It was funny, really, how someone could be on the verge of death, how someone could feel like all their energy was spent, but when the life of someone they loved was in danger, they found the

	strengthtocarryon.

	Wasitlovethatdidthat?Orthefearoflosingthem?Hermionehardlyhad the strength left to really analyse it. She braced her hands on her knees,

	strugglingwitheverythingshehadtokeepherselfstanding.Whatthefuck was wrong with her all of a sudden?! Her head felt like it'd been smashed repeatedly against the wall. She closed her eyes and willed the pain to

	subsideenoughforhertowalk.Herarmsshookastheystruggledtosupport her weight -

	Shefeltsomethingwettrickleunderhernose.Hereyesflewopenandshe saw what'd fallen onto the floor.

	Blood.Threelittledropletsofbloodcolouredtherubblelikespiltpaint. It was her blood but she wasn't injured -

	She wiped the junction between her top lip and her nose and looked at her hand.Moreblood.She'dhadanothernosebleed,andtheonlyothertimein her life that she'd had one was when -

	Voldemortroaredandthegroundshookwithhisrage.

	 

	
Someonehaddoneit.SomeonehadkilledNagini.Anotheroneof Voldemort's Horcruxes was gone, and that only left -

	When she lifted her head again, she saw a group of muggle soldiers watchingher,allofdifferentages,andallstandingaroundoneoftheonly muggle tanks that remained. One gave a hand signal and screamed

	something she couldn't hear into his communicator - and then the tank's turretstartedtoturn,andsodidtheturretsoftheothertwotanks.Theyall twisted and twisted until -

	Oh ... God…

	UntiltheywereallpointingatHermione.

	Kingsley, that fucking bastard. He'd given themugglesoldiers orders to kill Hermione as soon as Nagini was dead. Draco had been right about him all along.Hedidn'tgiveafuckaboutHermione.Itdidn'tmatterhowhardshe'd fought for years to protect everyone else or how many lives she'd saved

	duringthewar.AssoonasshewasthelastHorcrux,heturnedonher,just like Draco said that he would.

	SheusedtobeanassettotheOrder,butnow,shewasjustthelastobstacle in their way.

	When the Medallion was destroyed, she'd felt fine.Yes, she'd had a small nosebleedbutshe'dfeltcompletelynormal.Hadn'tevenbeenawarethather nose was bleeding until Draco and Daphne had pointed it out to her. Maybe it was because she was now the last one, but this was entirely different. It wasinstantthistime.Thistimeshefeltlikeshe'dbeenhitbyatrainandshe had no strength, not even the strength to protect herself.

	ShelookedtotheleftandfoundDracoImmediately.Hewasontheother sideofthebattlefield,Voldemorthadhimbythethroatandwascrushing

	himagainstabrickwallbuthewasstillwatchingHermione.Staringather with wide, terrified blue eyes but it wasn't fear for himself, it was for her.

	Shelookedaroundbutagain, therewasnoonetohelp.Everyonewastoo

	distractedwiththeirownbattlestonoticethatHermione'swasdrawingtoa

	 

	
close.Everyonewastoobusytryingtosavetheirownlovestoknowthat she was about to be ripped away from hers forever -

	HermionetriedtoApparatebutshedidn't havethestrength to.Shetriedto

	fleeonfootbutherlegsgaveoutandshefellontoherhandsandknees.She struggled to breathe. She looked at Draco again -

	HeheadbuttedVoldemortandmadeafranticdashtowardherbutVoldemort recovered quickly. While his back was turned, Voldemort threw a slicing curse at the back of Draco's legs with enough force to send him falling to

	thefloorand howlinpain.

	Theonlyperson...theonlythingthatcould'vepossiblysavedherwas Voldemort, but he wasn't looking at her. He was seething, blinded by

	revenge.HewastoodistractedtakinghisangeroutonDracothathehadn't noticedthetanksthat'dtakenaimatHermione.Hewassoangryattheloss of another Horcrux that he hadn't noticed that the last one was about to be destroyed too.

	AndDraco…fuck.Draco,hehadn'ttakenhiseyesoffHermione.Hewas desperate to get to her but he couldn't. She saw blood pool on the floor aroundhislegs.Hecouldn'tstand,hewouldn'tbeabletosaveherandshe was too weak to get away -

	Voldemort stood over Draco and kicked him hard in the ribs. Draco hissed in pain but still, he tried to get to Hermione. The once ruthless Demon Mask, the pureblood Slytherin who used to think he was above everyone andeverything,hestartedtocrawltoHermione.Thesightofhimlikethat, dragginghimselftowardherasbloodseepedfromthecornerofhismouth, leavingatrailofbloodbehindhimwhilethoseblue,terrifiedeyeswatched her … It … It … broke her … crushed something in her, unravelled some buried thing deep in her chest and made her feel like she'd already died,

	evenwithoutthetanks.

	Hereyesdartedtotheleftandshesawtheinsideofthetanksturretstarttoglow.

	ShelookedbackatDraco."Iloveyou."

	 

	
Even without the earpiece, Hermione would have been able to hear Draco callouttoher.Avoicethatscareddidn'tneedtobehelped,itcarriedallby itself. "GRANGER!!!"

	Hermioneclosedhereyesastheshellleftthechamber.

	Sheheardtheshotsbefired.Theywerequick.Oneaftertheother.One.

	Two.

	Three.

	Threebulletsthesizeofherarm,allcomingatherfromdifferentangles.

	Whenshefeltthegroundshakebeneathherfeet,sheknewthatwasher body falling to the floor.

	Shefeltawaveofsearing heatandknewthatshewasdead.

	Sheheardherloud,ear-piercingshriekthatdidn'tsoundhumanbut mercifully, she didn't feel any pain.

	Sheknewshewasdeadbecausethenoiseofthebattlethat'dbeengoingon around her suddenly stopped. It was instant, like someone had turned a televisionoffinthemiddleofawarfilm.Oneminute,Hermionehadheard gunshotsandscreamsandspellsbeingcastandthenext,nothing,justeerie silence around her ...

	Wait, no there was a sound. Was that .... Breathing? Loud, rattling ... raspy breathing?Butitwasn'tcomingfrominfrontofherorbehindher,itwasall aroundher.Toherleft.Herright.Aboveher.Behindher.Itwaseverywhere

	-

	Hereyesflewopenandthen-Black.

	 

	
Thatwasallshecouldsee.Awallofblack.Allshecouldseewasblackand she suddenly felt hot, like she was standing inside of a sauna -

	No...

	Thefearshe'dfeltsecondsagovanished,onlytobereplacedwithanawful, gut-wrenching ache. Hermione felt sick standing there because the tank's

	bullets,thoseshellsthatweresupposedtoendherlife,theyhadn'thittheir intended targets, they'd hit Narcissa. Every single fucking one of them.

	Narcissa ... She'd taken the bullets for Hermione. She'd thrown herself onto thegroundattheverylastsecond.She'dusedherbodyasashieldtoprotect Hermione. She'd...

	Thatshriekofagonyhadn'tsoundedhumanbecauseitwasn'thuman.

	ThatloudnoiseHermionehadn'tbeenabletoplace,itwasthesoundofher breathing. Hermione hadn't been able to recognise it at first because

	Narcissahadneverbreathedlikethatbefore.Neverbreathedlikeshewas struggling. Like each breath might've been her last...

	Narcissaletoutaloud,strangledshriekthatsoundedlikeathousandpeople screaming all at once. Her usually strong back legs started to wobble and

	her wings trembled. She shrieked again and then her legs gave out. The mighty beast toppled over but even as she fell to the ground, she did so in a waythatensuredherenormousbodycurledaroundHermione.Shewasstill trying to protect her ... even then ... even when she was on the verge of ...

	Narcissa whined weakly and laid her head on the ground. She curled her bodyaroundHermioneuntilshewastuckedsafelybetweenherscaledchin and neck, and as one of her red eyes met Hermione, Hermione felt tears

	prickinherown.

	EverybreathNarcissatookwasslow,eachweakerthantheonebeforeit. Her strength was failing fast. It ... it wouldn't be long before she...

	Narcissahadbeencaughtwithatanksbulletbefore.Onehadalmostkilled her, but three ...

	 

	
Hermione looked at Narcissa's lower body and immediately regretted it. Therewashardlyanythingleft...Allthreeofthebulletshadhittheirmark. The first must've loosened her scaled armour and left her vulnerable, and then the second and third had torn right through her. Hermione could see the splintered bones of her rib cage, what was left of her charred stomach and organs, her damaged lungs as they slowly inflated, and then deflated, wheezingeachtime.ThetypeofdamagethatNarcissahadsustained,even magic couldn't heal that...

	Hermione rested her hand on Narcissa's cheek and stared into her big red eye.Herscalewasn'twarmanymore...theyweregettingcolderandcolder

	...

	Each time Narcissa breathed, the sound got weaker and weaker, and each timeshebreathed,Hermionefeltliketherewereinvisiblechordswrapped around her heart and they were pulling tighter and tighter.

	Hermioneplacedherotherhandonthedragon'sjawandgentlystroked backandforth,soothingherintheonlywayshecould."I'msorry,"she whispered, her voice cracking, tears spilling down her cheeks. "I'm sosorry."

	As Hermione looked into those fading red eyes, she couldn't believe she'd everbeenscaredofher,couldn'tbelieveshe'deverthoughtofNarcissaasa beast or an animal or anything other than the intelligent, beautiful creature that she was.

	NarcissagavealowwhineandweaklynestledintoHermione'stouch.

	GuiltswarmedupHermione'sspineuntil shecouldn'tholditbackanymore.

	She started to sob. She leaned forward and rested her forehead against the dragonsscales.Theyusedtofeellikewarmcoals,theyfeltliketheicyslab of a coroners table now.

	WhenNarcissawhinedagain,Hermioneknewitwastime.Shecontinued running her hands back and forth over Narcissa's snout but pulled back enough so she could stare into her red eyes. Hermione had always hoped that when she died, she'd have the luxury of staring into the eyes of

	 

	
someone she loved, and see someone who loved her staring back as she tookherlastbreath.Aftereverythingshe'ddoneforher,Narcissashouldbe allowed the same. It was the least Hermione could do.

	On the other side of the dragon, all of the fighting had stopped. Everyone stared,DeathEaters,Ordermembers,everyonehadstoppedwhattheywere doing and stood in unison, watching the extinction of a species.

	AndafterthelightinNarcissa'soncefearsomeredeyeshadgoneout,after the very last Scandinavian Firehorn had taken her last breath, Hermione

	lookedup,and sheknewapartof Dracohaddied withhisdragon.

	 

	
Nothing
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	Seeing Draco that way ... Looking at him from across the battlefield, still coveredinblood,stilllayingonthegroundwherehe'dtriedtocrawltoher, Hermione didn't know what to do.

	He wasn't even looking at her. He was staring at the corpse beside her, and somehow,fuckknewhow,butthatmadethefeelingthatwasbrewinginher chest all the more painful.

	Once,whenthey'dbeenlayingontheirsofainthefarmhousetogether,

	under that thick blanket with the fire crackling beside them, Draco had told Hermione that he'd named Narcissa in his mother's memory not only to honour her, but because she was supposed to be indestructible. He'd told HermionethatthefirstNarcissaMalfoyhaddiedtooyoung,sohe'dwanted to forge another, one that was strong enough to endure, one that could not

	onlysurvivethewar,butthriveinit,andevenoutlivehim.

	Holdinghisdyingmother inhisarmshad beentraumaticenough,but

	havingtowatchanotherNarcissaMalfoydie...God,Hermionecouldn't even begin to imagine the pain he must have been in.

	Allaroundthem,everyonehadstopped.Narcissa'sattackmight'vebeenthe calltoarmsthatbeganthefight,butherdeathhadbeenunexpectedenough to unite everyone - even if it was only briefly - in the same frozen,

	awestruckstare.

	Everyonehadacceptedthetemporarytruce,everyone,exceptVoldemort.

	Hermionedidn'tknowwhyshethoughthemighthavedoneinthefirst place. He'd never shown even a sliver of human decency before, why should he start now, when he was so close to death?

	 

	
AndbecauseDracojusthappenedtobetheclosestpersontohim,he

	becamethetargetforhisnewboutofrage.Thewayhatredburnedinthe red of his eyes as he stared down at Draco made him look even more

	snakelike.Hislipcurledbackoverhisrottingteeth- Was that... blood in his gums?

	Voldemortraisedhiswandhighoverhishead,thetipaimingperfectlyover the bottom of Draco's spine, "CRUCIO!"

	Even if Hermione hadn't been so weak, there was no way she'd have been able to get to Draco quicker than Theo did.As the curse left Voldemort's wand,TheoApparatedinfrontofDracoandblockedit.Inthesameinstant, DaphnepoppedintoexistencebesideDracoandgrabbedhisforearm,anda second later, all three of them disappeared and then reappeared next to

	Hermione.

	Andjustlikethat,thesmalllittleceasefirewasover.

	The battle restarted with a vengeance.Voldemort started to scream battle commandstowhatlittleremainedofhisarmyandhewasn'tholdingback any longer.Fear makes him moredangerous, Harry had always said that, and if the crazed look in his eyes as he started to erratically decapitate

	mugglesoldierswasanythingtogoby,thenhemusthavebeenfuckingterrified.

	Hermione saw Voldemort start to throw killing curses in tandem. Muggle soldiers fell to the floor around him like puppets that had had their strings cut.Sheheardscreamsandsawflashesofgreeneveryfewseconds,butshe wasn't really paying attention to them. Not really. She was too focused on the empty expression on Draco's face.

	Her heart ached just looking at him.After Daphne hadApparated him to safety,she'dhealedthewoundsonthebackofhislegsandmanagedtoget

	himstanding.AndwhileTheorelayedwhat'djusthappenedbacktoAstoria, Daphne held a bottle of Pepperup Potion up to Draco. He didn't take it.

	HardlyseemedawarethatDaphnewasthereatall.

	 

	
"IsDracoalright?"Astoriaasked.Hervoicewashighandshaky.She

	sounded like she'd been crying but Hermione must have missed it. "What's hedoingrightnow?DidheseewhathappenedtoCissa?Ohplease,tellme he didn't see..."

	Draco'seyeswerehollow.Hislipswerepartedslightly,andhisexpression was just ...nothing. That was the only way Hermione could describe it.

	Nothing.Helookedlikehewasnothing.Likehehadnothingleft,likehe had nothing else to give anymore.

	Daphneheldthebottleuptohisfacebutstill,Dracodidn'tmove,andashe stared at Narcissa's corpse... Destroyed. That was what he looked like.

	Utterlyfuckingdestroyed.

	His eyes were so fucking blue but Hermione wished that they weren't. She wished he'd put his Occlumency walls back up, just this once. Just for now. Heshouldn't havehad to feel any of this pain. Heshould havebeen allowed to shut it out, just for a little while. He shouldn't have had to see his dragon like this, with dried blood seeping out of her cold jaws, the wings that used tocarryhimintobattleburntandshredded,hereyesopenbutblank,lacking that red fire that used to look back at him...

	Hermionewantedtoshield himfromitbut howcouldshe?Narcissa's

	giganticcorpsewasallaroundthem.Herheadwasinfrontofhim,herbody was curled protectively around them and her wings were shielding them

	fromthecarnageontheotherside.

	AhandsuddenlyclosedaroundHermione'selbow.Shejumpedandfound Daphne holding another bottle of Pepperup Potion out to her. Despite her

	battle-worn appearance, despite the blood on her chin and the scorch marks inherhair,herexpressionwasgentleandpatient."Willyoustaywithhim?" she asked quietly, almost whispered it. "I don't want to leave him alone

	rightnowbutBlaiseisstilloutthereandheneedsus."

	Hermionedrankthepotion,swallowedandthennodded.Stilldidn'ttrust her voice to speak.

	 

	
DaphnecastaworriedglanceatDracoandworriedherbottomlip.

	HermionegottheimpressionthattherewasalotmoreDaphnewantedto say, something she wanted to ask, but she was stopping herself.

	"Daph?"Theocalled."Youcoming?"

	ForamomentDaphnedidn'tmove.ShewatchedDracothewayazootamer watches a wounded animal, waiting for it to strike, to lash out, to rip

	something else apart as a way to share the pain that they're in, but when the soundofBlaiseinpainhissedthroughalloftheirearpieces,Daphnehadno choice but to leave. She caught Hermione's eye once more, then a loud

	crackofApparationlater,sheandTheodisappeared. And then it was just Hermione and Draco.

	He'dbeenstandingthereforafewminutes.Hehadn'ttakenhiseyesoffof

	Narcissa'sheadandhehadn'tsaidaword.Hewassostill,itdidn'teven look like he was breathing anymore.

	Hermioneopenedhermouthbutthencloseditagain.Evenifshecouldfind the words, what the fuck was she supposed to say to him?Sorry? That

	didn'tevenbegincutit.Feltlikeit'dbeaninsulttohim. Draco very slowly raised one of his hands.

	OhGod,Hermionethought. Don'tdoit.

	Hispalefingerstrembledashereachedoutinfrontofhim-

	"Don't,"Hermionefinallyfoundhervoice."Draco,youdon'thave-"

	Just like he hadn't looked aware of Daphne, he didn't seem to be able to hearHermioneeither.Shewatchedashesplayedhispalmandpressedit againstthescalesthatlinedNarcissa'scheek,andeventhoughHermione

	alreadyknewwhatwasgoingtohappen,whenDracoflinchedandpulled his hand away, Hermione felt it in her heart.

	Hereleasedaloud,shudderingbreathandthenstareddownathispalm.

	 

	
Narcissa'sscales,hewassousedtofeelingthemwarmhispalm,butwhen he'd touched her, that hadn't happened. Her scales weren't warm anymore, she wasn't warm anymore, and he didn't know what to do with that.

	Just standing there with that hollow expression, it wasn't the Draco Malfoy thatHermioneknew.Helookedsolost.Helookednothinglikethemanshe knew.After everything he'd been through the last twelve years, Hermione worried that this was going to be it. If this, the death of his dragon, was

	goingto bethethingthat finally brokehim.

	 

	"Draco?"shewhispered.Hedidn'tanswer,soshetriedagain."Draco?"She walked toward him and placed one of her hands on his back. His entire body was trembling but he still didn't acknowledge her. "Talk to me. Don't shut me out."

	Nothing.Itwaslikeshehadn'tspokenatall.Evenhertouch,thewayshe ran her hand up and down the length of his spine didn't rouse even the

	tiniestreactionoutofhim.Maybeherworstfearhadcometrue.Maybethis had broken him …

	Through her earpiece, the battle continued. Hermione heard Daphne and Theogoontheattack.SheheardGinnyfight,heardHarrytryandprotect her, heard Ron try and out-manoeuvre Rodolphus.

	Andstill,Dracodidn'tmove.

	Fuck.Shewishedhe'ddosomething.She'dexpectedhimtolashout,itwas what he normally did when he was frustrated.As Narcissa had taken her last breath, she'd expected him to fly off the handle and a part of her

	fucking wished that he would.Apart of her wished that he'd storm out of thisbarricadethatNarcissahadcreated,thathe'dchargetowardoneofthe tanks that'd taken her life and he'd flip it over, crush it, fucking destroy it.

	An angry, revenge fuelled rampage would have been better than this.At leastthenshe'dknowthathisgriefhadn'tswallowedhimupanddestroyed him.At least then she'd know that her Draco was still in there, that he'd

	comebacktoher...eventually.

	 

	
Whenshecouldn'tseehimlikethatanylonger,shewalkedtotheedgeof where Narcissa's body was curled around them and peered out onto the

	battlefield.TherewereonlyahandfulofAcromantula'sleftnowandeven fewer Death Eaters.

	WhenVoldemortsawNevillehobbleontothefield,heignoredHarry altogether and went for Neville instead. That in itself would've been

	extremelybizarre,butthenthethingthatNevillewasdraggingbehindhim came into Hermione's line of sight.

	Neville was carrying the Sword of Gryffindor and it was dripping in thick, almosttarlookingblood.Athinsheenofpaleblacksmokewasrisingfrom the tip of the blade.

	Ah,soNevillehadbeentheonetodestroyNagini.Goodforhim.The corners of Hermione's mouth lifted into the tiniest of smiles.

	Voldemortsuddenlystoppedwhathewasdoing.Hefrozeforamomentand then lowered his wand -

	Hermione stepped to the right, further out of Narcissa's protection so she could get a better look - then Voldemort's head whipped to the right and whenhishatefulredeyeslandedonHermione,shesworehersoullefther

	body.Shegaspedandsteppedbackbutitwastoolate.She'dalreadycaught Voldemort's attention.

	For someone so weak, he moved impossibly quick.As soon as his wand wasturnedonHermione,thetipignitedinaflashofyellowlight.Thelight flew towards her -

	Hermioneraisedherwand-

	Therewaspressurearoundherleftelbow.Thefloorvanishedfrom underneathherfeetandherinsidesfeltliketheywereturninginon

	themselves.Andthenshewasstandinginfrontofapub,thewords'TheGolden Lion'flickering at her from old, weather-worn sign.

	 

	
SheimmediatelytriedtoApparatebacktothebattlebutshewascaughtoff guard when Draco knocked her wand out of her hand.

	"Thatwon'tstopme!YouknowIcanApparatewithoutawand!"

	Dracotookastepclosertoherandsuddenlytheywerepressedupagainst each other, nose to nose, sharing the same breath. "Fucking try it," he

	sneeredinalowvoice.Heglareddownatherandhiseyesweren'tas

	hollow as they had been minutes ago, they were alive and bright blue, a mixtureofangerandpanic,simmeringlikeanoceancaughtinastorm.His fight had returned. Hermione would have been lying if she said that she wasn't glad to see it. "I'll just bring you straight back here kicking and

	screamingifIhaveto."

	"Wherethefuckhaveyoutwopoppedoffto?!"Theoaskedthroughtheir earpieces.Theybothignoredhim."We'reatwarherepeople!Nowisnot the time for a fucking danger shag!"

	"Wehavetogoback,Draco!"

	Dracoscoffedcruellyandhisnostrilsflared.Withthatdark,hateful

	expression,helooked somuch liketheDemon Mask.It waslikebeing

	transportedbackintime.She'dhavethoughtMrHydewasstaringdownat her, the only difference was his blue eyes. "No, you're not going back

	there!"

	"Fuckingwatchme-"

	BeforeshecouldApparate,hishandsclosedaroundherbicep.Heheldonto her so tightly, tight enough to bruise, tight enough to make her gasp in

	surprise."Letgoofme!Wehavetogoback!"

	Someonegruntedinpainthroughtheirearpieces.Itsoundedlikeaman.It sounded like Harry.

	"Theyneedus!"

	 

	
"Idon'tgiveafuckwhattheyneed!"Dracohissed."You'renotgoingback!"

	"Howmanytimesmustwegooverthis?!IamnotsomeDamselindistress that you need to save all the time! We're the best killers the Order has left, they can't win this without us! We need to go back -"

	"If you go back there then you'll die!"The anger in Draco's voice was enoughthemakeHermioneflinch."Iamnottakingyoutoyourgrave, Granger, I won't fucking do it!"

	"Butthisisbiggerthanbothofus!WehavetogobackwhileVoldemortis weak! We have to end this now!" She thought she was quick and stealthy enough to Apparate right in front of him.

	Shewasdeadfuckingwrong.

	Hishandtightenedaroundherarmandheyankedherforward,snapping herconcentrationandstoppingherfromApparating."Trythatagain,"he said, leaning in, eyes half-crazed. "And I'll knock you out."

	"Youwouldn'tdare!"

	"ThereisnotathingIwouldn'tdotokeepyousafe.Markmywords,you are not going back there. I will not lose you, too."

	Shestruggledandtriedtofighthimoffbuthewasmuchtoostrongforher. "You won't lose me!We can do what you said!We can overpower

	VoldemortandtraphimuntilwefigureouthowtotaketheHorcruxoutof me! He's weak now- "

	"Idon'tcareifhe'sgotthestrengthofafuckingbabyBowtruckle,you're not going back there!"

	Shejabbedhimintheribswithallherstrength.Hedidn'tevenflinch."Let me go!"

	"No."Hisvoicewashardasstone.

	 

	
"Letmego!"sherepeated,tryingandfailingtofightherwayoutofhisgrasp.

	"No!"

	She'dhadenough.Sheneededtogetbacktothefight,withorwithouthim. She reached for the black and gold gun sitting in the holster on her thigh.

	Shedidn'twanttodoit,butifsheshothimintheshoulder,it'dhurthim enough to release her without causing any lasting damage.

	Quickasaflash,shepulledthegunoutandaimeditathisshoulder-but she forgot how well he knew her. He'd already anticipated what she was

	goingtodo.Inthesameinstant,sheheardafaintwhistleashewhippedhis wand through the air and dug it painfully under her chin.

	Theystaredatoneanotherforafewmoments.Draco'swanddugintoher chin. She pressed the barrel of her gun into his shoulder.They were both panting heavily, their breaths mingling in the tiny space between them.

	"Goonthen,"Dracowhispered,scoffinglightly,breathlessly,asthoughthis were all a game. "Your move."

	"Iwouldn'thavetodoitifyou'djustseereason.Wecan'trunawayfrom this now - not when Voldemort is as weak as he is."

	"Idon'tcare.Yourlifemightnotmeananythingtoyou,"hesaidsoftly,“but it's too precious to me to risk it."

	Hermione sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. Such beautiful words, such a wonderful promise lingering between them, but just like everything else,thewartaintedthem.Shetookadeepbreathtocalmherselfandwhen she opened her eyes, she tried to keep her voice calm. "We've been risking our lives every day for the last twelve years.Your mother risked hers the

	daysheliedtoVoldemortaboutHarrystillbeingalive,andTheoand

	AstoriariskedtheirswhentheycreatedMedusa.IriskedmineeverytimeI lefttheOrder'sbaseforamissionandyouriskedyourseverytimeyouput on your Demon Mask.All any of us have done since this war started was

	riskourlives, andwedidthat toprotect thepeoplewelove, andifthere

	 

	
waseveramomenttodoitagain,it'snowDraco.It'sneverbeenmoreimportant."

	Draco'snostrilsflared.Hismouthwaspressedintoatightline.Theblood running down the side of his face made his eyes look even bluer.

	"Voldemortissoweaknow,Draco.Ifwedon'tgoback,he'llescapeand

	he'llrebuildandthiswholethingwillstartalloveragainandeveryoneand everyone that we've lost ... it'll all be for nothing."

	Shethoughtshewasgettingthroughtohim,butthenaloudpopof Apparation cracked behind her and that spell was broken.

	Thenextfewsecondshappenedveryquickly. Draco looked up over her shoulder -

	Heletgoofherarmandthemostviciousexpressionwarpedhisfeatures. The pressure of his wand suddenly left her throat.

	"AVADAKEDAVRA!"

	"NO!"HermionepushedDraco'sarmdownbeforethespellhadlefthis wand. The dark hex destroyed the ground near Kingsley's feet and

	HermionemanagedtosnatchDraco'swandoutofhishandbeforehecould attempt the murder again.

	Thelossof hiswanddidn't stophimthough.

	DracopushedHermioneasideandchargedtowardKingsley."Cometo finish the job, have you?!"

	Kingsley-despitehavingawandinhishandandbeingoneofthemost accomplished Wizards who'd ever lived - looked like a deer caught in

	headlights,andDraco wasonhimbeforehehad theopportunitytoreact.

	HepunchedKingsleyacrossthefacesohardthathefelltothefloorbuthe didn't stop there. He followed Kingsley onto the ground. He straddled his

	 

	
waist and brought his fists down on Kingsley's face again and again and again."I'llfuckingkillyou!"hehissedbetweenpunches,pouringallthat anger, all that rage that he'd stored up into his fists. "How fucking dare

	you?!"Another punch. "After everything she's done for your fucking Order,"anotherpunch,"thisishowyourepayher?!"andanother."By

	fuckingexecutingherthemomentsheisn'tofusetoyouanymore?!"andanother.

	Ashepulledhisarmupagain,Hermionecaughthiselbowandstopped

	him."That'senough."Sheprobablyshouldhavestoppedhimsoonerbutshe hadn't,she'dstoppedherself,she'dthoughtKingsleydeservedit,andMerlin knew Draco did.

	"Howisthatenough?!"Dracoasked,hisarmstillheldcaptiveby Hermione. "He tried to have you killed!"

	"I know.” Her calm answer was the result of looking at Kingsley's face. Draco had made a right mess of it. His nose was broken. One of his eyes wasalreadyswellingshutandhewascoveredinblood.Hermionefeltno sympathy for him. She had to stop herself from smiling.

	"Hetoldthosemugglestoexecuteyouassoonasthesnakewasdead!" "I know."

	"He'sthereasonNarcissaisdead!Whydoeshegettolivewhenshedoesn't?!"

	"Becauseweneedthenumbers."Itwasthetruth.AsmuchasHermione

	would'velikedKingsleytopayjustthatlittlebitmoreforbetrayingher,the Orderwasstilloutnumbered.Theystillneededhim.Eventhoughshedidn't trust Kingsley anymore, ten wizards fighting against Voldemort was still

	betterthannine.

	Dracodidn'treleaseKingsleysoftly.Whenheletgoofhiscollar,heshoved Kingsley down so hard that he cracked the back of his head against the

	cobbledfloor."You'refuckingdeadwhenallthisisover,"hesnarled,andit sounded all the more menacing because he whispered it. "Do you hear me?

	 

	
Assoonaswe'vecapturedVoldemort,youbetterfuckingrun,becauseI'm coming for you."

	Assoonaswe'vecapturedVoldemort.Didthatmeanthatshe'dfinally

	gottenthroughtohim?Didthatmeanthathe'dfinallyseenthatshewasright?

	Draco gave Hermione her wand back, then he held his hand out for her to take.Shelookedathisopenpalm,attheinvitationhewasofferingher,then met his eyes again.

	"We'regoingback?"sheasked.

	Dracowatchedhercarefullyoutthecornerofhiseye.Hegaveonecurtnod.

	"Thisisn'tatrickisit?We'regoingbacktofight?"

	Henoddedagain."I'mtiredoflosingpeopleatVoldemort'shand.We're going back to end this. Once and for all."

	Hermionesmiledbeforeshecouldhelp it.Shetook herwandandthen

	lookedbacktoKingsley.Helookedupatherlikeheexpectedhertoheal him. Held his hand up to her like he expected her to help him off theground.

	Shedidnothingofthesort.Sheglareddownathimandscoffedonceunder her breath. "Clean yourself up and meet us back on the battlefield."

	AndthensheacceptedDraco'shandandthetwoofthemdisappearedtogether.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Theydidn'twastetimeplanningtheirassaultbuttheydidn'tneedto.As

	 

	
soonastheyreappearedinfrontofNottinghamTownHouse,thebothof them went straight for Voldemort, perfectly in sync.

	Theybothseemedtobeonthesamewavelengthwithouteverhavingto discussit.TheyneededtogetVoldemortweakenoughforthemtobind him. They needed him drained, needed him to be so weak and void of magic and strength that he wouldn't be able to break free when they

	restrainedhim,andthequickestwaytodothatwastothroweverything they had at him.

	Workingasateam,theythrewcurseaftercurseatVoldemortwithoutgiving him a breather. While Hermione picked up pieces of debris from the battle and threw them at him, Draco kept throwing Slicing curses.

	Voldemortwasabletoblockalloftheireffortsatfirstbutinhiscondition, it was extremely taxing on him and after a while, he started to fumble. He

	blockedthelargeshardofhelicopterpropellersthatHermionethrewathim, but that left him open for Draco's cutting curse. Voldemort hissed in pain when it slashed across the top of his shoulder. He clutched the wound and then threw a red curse at Draco, but that left him open for Hermione's

	knockbackjinx.

	He skidded back a few feet but then regained himself quickly. He blocked Hermione'snextcursebutthengotcaughtwithDraco's.Thebattlewenton and on in the same way;

	Block,block,block,block,thenoneoftheircurseswouldcatchhim.Block, block, block, and then another, and on and on it went.

	Block.Block-Draco'sslicingcursecaughtthesideofVoldemort'sface.A deep slash appeared on his cheek just under his right eye.

	Block.Block- Hermionesettheedgesofhis robesonfire.

	Block.Block-DracocrackledaboneinVoldemort'snon-wandhand.

	Block.Block-Hermione'sslicingcursefoundahomeinVoldemort'sthigh.

	 

	
Itwasworkingflawlessly.Eachtimeoneoftheirhexeslanded,ittookhim longer to recover. Each time he blocked one of their attacks, his breathing grew harsher, more laboured. It wouldn't be long before he'd be exhausted enough for them to restrain -

	Theyhadhimonthebackfoot.Hewasoffbalanceandscared-

	ButHarrywasright.WhenVoldemortwasscared,hewasmoredangerous than anything else on earth.

	Inhisdesperation,hedidabit ofmagicthat Hermionehadneverseen

	before.InsteadofdeflectingDraco'slaststunningjinx,hecaughtit.The blue light of the spell curled around his forearm like a strange sort of

	bracelet,andthenhebroughtbothofhishandsclosetohischest.

	HermioneandDracolookedateachotherbrieflyandthenDracothrewa stunning jinx. Hermione nodded and threw another slicing curse.

	Thesamethinghappenedwithboththosenewspells.Voldemortcaught them both, they curled around his body and the lights got brighter and

	brighter,likeaballofenergygatheringpower.Hepulledhisarmstighter into his body. He bowed his head. His back arched inward like he was

	curlinghimselfinto aball-

	Thenhescreamed,snappedbacktohisfullheight,spreadhisarmswide and a wall of dark magic hurtled towards everyone with the force of a

	bomb.

	Hermione and Draco cast protective shields around themselves. Ginny,TheoandDaphnetookcoverbehindoneofthefallentanks. But not everyone was so lucky.

	AndHarryemerged,afterhesawRon'slifelessbodyonthefloor,he

	chargedatVoldemort.Hermionehadneverseenhimsoangry.He'dhave scared himself if he knew how much he looked like Voldemort in thatmoment.

	 

	
Harrythrewawordless,redcurseatVoldemort.Voldemortretaliatedwitha green one. Their wands connected in a powerful ray of light -

	ThecursebouncedbackandhitHarrysquareinthechest.Harryhowledin painandfelltothefloor.Voldemortmerelyclutchedhiswoundedshoulder andadvancedonHarry.DespiteDracoandHermione'sefforts,hewasstill standing. He would always remain standing. He would always have

	strengthfromsomewhere,becauseHermionewasstillalive.

	Andthatwasit.Asfinalandindisputableasabooksnappingshutatthelast chapter.Thatwasit,Hermioneknewitwasover.Sheloweredherwandand looked around.

	 

	Therewasn'tanyoneleft.Allofthemugglesoldiersweredead.The

	helicopter was in ruins and the tanks were all on fire. Luna was dead. So wasFleur,andnowRon...almosteveryonewasdead,andthosewhowere left, they were exhausted, they were injured and bloody.

	They wouldn't last much longer either. Notunlesstheyturneditaroundquickly. Not unless they did something drastic.

	Notunlessthey...

	WithVoldemortdistractedforthemoment,HermionepulledDracobackup the steps of the Council House. There wasn't much cover behind the stone pillarsbutit wouldhavetodo. "I'msorryDraco butit's time.I needtodie."

	He stared down at her and the panic in his blue eyes was undeniable. "No." Heshookhishead.Hiswordswerefirm,buthisthroatbobbedanxiouslyas he swallowed. "Why would you say that?!You know it's never been an

	option-"

	"Butwe'reoutofoptionsnow!TheonlywayVoldemortisgoingtobeweak enough for Harry to kill him is if there aren't any Horcrux's left!"

	 

	
AsHermionespoke,someonescreamed.Theybothturnedtowardsthe source. Some dark curse from Rodolphus had hit Daphne. She was

	crouchedonthefloorinagony.

	ItwasjustanotherexampleofhowrightHermionewas,butitfeltmorelike a nail in her coffin. "As long as I'm alive," she whispered, "he can't be

	killed.We'reoutofoptions,Draco.Ineedtodie." Draco turned back to her. "No."

	"Please.Youcanmakeitquick."

	Heinhaledsharply.Hiseyesblazedfuriously."Youexpectmetokillyou?!" "I know it's not an easy thing to ask-"

	"Granger,Itwouldbeeasierformetoslaughtereverypersononthatwhole battlefield than it would be to hurt you."

	"Itdoesn'thavetohurt.AnAvadawoulddothetrick-""No!"

	"Iprobablywon'tevenfeelit.It'llbelikefallingtosleep-" "I said no!"

	"It'sokay,"Hermionehushed."I'mreadyto-"

	"NO!"Heshutherupbyroughlygrabbingherjaw."Don'tyoufuckingdare saythatyou'rereadytodie!"Heleereddownatherandshookhishead.His eyes were wide, and his jaw was trembling as much as the hand that held

	her.Helookedshell-shocked."You'renotdying!Notnow!Notever!Let me try and pull the Horcrux out of you again-"

	"We don't have time for that-" "I'msoclosetofiguringitout-"

	 

	
Hermione'sheartfeltlikeitwasbreaking.Hereyesburned.Sheblinked back tears. "Draco, we don't -"

	"Icanmakeitwork!"hesnapped,desperationinhisvoice,heartbreakin every word. "I can do this! I can save you-"

	"Shhhhh," Hermione caught either side of his face in her hands and pulled untilhemethereyesagain."Iloveyou.Areyoulisteningtome?Iloveyou for trying to save me. I love you so much for never wanting to give up on

	mebutlookaroundyou.Lookatwhat'shappening.Wedon'thaveanymore time left to be selfish. This..." her voice quivered, it took everything in her to force the next words out. "This needs to happen. Now. I need to die but I'm not ... braveenough to do it myself, so I'm sorry, I really am, Draco, but you need to be the one to kill me."

	She wanted him to wrap his arms around her a final time. She wanted him to snake his hands around the small of her waist and hug her against him likehealwaysdid,inthatwaythatalwaysmadeherfeelsosafeandsecure but he didn't. He just stared down at her with his arms hanging loosely at

	hissideslikeaman hangingfrom theneck atthegallows.

	"Youcan'taskmetodothatGranger,"hewhispered,voicebroken,eyes lost. "I can't ... I won't..."

	"Lookaround,"shesaid."Lookaroundandtellmethatthere'sanotherway out of this."

	Hedidassheaskedandlookedaroundbriefly,andHermioneknewthathe wasn't just looking at what he'd already lost, but what he could still lose if he didn't act quickly.

	He looked at the corpse of his dragon again, the last symbol of his mother that was supposed to be strong enough to outlive him, only for her to die in front of him as well, just as her namesake had. He looked at Blaise, taking in the new scar on his face and the fresh blood that was dripping down his arm.HelookedatthelimpDaphnehaddevelopedduringthebattle,andthe way Theo was wheezing and clutching his chest with every new curse that he threw.

	 

	
Dracohadalreadylostsomuch,thatwastrue,buttherewassomuchmore that could still be taken from him.

	Somewhereinthedistance,Ginnyscreamed.Harryhowledinpainas Voldemort repeated the word Crucio over and over again.

	Theydidn'thavemuchtimeleft.Harrywouldbedeadsoon...

	WhenDraco'seyesmethersagain,hedidn'tsayanything,juststareddown at her, and when she saw that heartbreak in his eyes, the one that mirrored what shefelt in her heart, sheknew. Shewas right. Heknew shewas right. This was the only way.

	She ran her thumbs over his cheekbones as tears started to spill from her eyes.Shetriedtosmileupathim.Triedtoshowhimthatshewasn'tafraid but she couldn't quite make it meet her eyes. "I'm sorry. I was ..."Ashaky breathsnuckpastherlips,herhandsshookastheycradledhisface."Iwas really starting to believe that we had more time together."

	Hislipstartedtocurlbutitwasn'tthathateful,snarkywayitusuallydid.It was more of a quiver, not the way of a bully, but that of a boy.

	OneofHermione'shandssliddownDraco'sneck.Itflitteredgentlyoverhis shoulder and trailed down his arm. She wrapped it around his wrist, and

	thensheguidedhishandupwardsuntilhiswandwaspressingagainsther throat. "Do it," she whispered. "Please."

	Draco shook his head. His eyes had never looked so blue. She could see tearsgatheringinthem."I...Ican't.Iloveyou.Don'taskmetodothis..."

	"Youcanandyouwill."Oneofherhandsstayedkeepinghiswandinplace but her other slid into his hair. She pulled his face down to hers and kissed him a final time.

	That last kiss broke him. He collapsed against her. He leaned his forehead againsthers.Hisfreehandfistedinherhair,andheheldontohertightlyas he kissed her. He didn't break away. She felt the very tip of his wand drag

	 

	
downherthroatuntilitrestedonhersternumandstill,hecontinuedtokissher.

	Shegaspedagainsthismouthassomethingjoltedherheart-

	Butitwasn'tthecoldchillofanAvadalikeshe'dexpected.Wasn'tthe sharp, biting sting of a slicing curse.

	HewastryingtopulltheHorcruxoutofher. And it was fucking working.

	Ashekissedher,shecouldfeelitworking.Couldfeelsomething,

	somethingcoldanddarkbeingdraggedbackupherbody.Itsclawsduginto her veins as it tried to hang on but it was no use. Whatever Draco was

	doing,itwastoopowerful,toostrongforeventhedarkestofmagictofightagainst.

	TheHorcruxwasdraggedupandupuntilitgatheredinherchest-

	Itwassopainfulbutsheendured.Dracoheldhersteadyandkeptkissingher.

	HermionebrokethekissandlookeddowntowhereDraco'swandmether body. She could see black smoke, wisps of it flittering between the wand and her skin-

	Shelookedupathim.Bright,hopefulbluestaredbackather. It was working.

	Itwas-

	 

	
 

	 

	Something nicked the base of Draco's throat. It was just a sharp little sensation, like pricking his finger on the edge of a needle. It wasn't exactly painful,butitwasjustbitingandsuddenenoughtopullhiseyesawayfrom Granger's and search for the source.

	And when Draco looked down, everything froze; the battle, the war, the beatingofhisheart,theflowofbloodinhisveins,eventime.Everything fucking froze. He didn't care about anything else.The war could've been lost or won around him, and he wouldn't have noticed.

	 

	It wasn't the tip of the silver sword that was prodding his neck that'd made everythingfreeze,wasn'teventhebloodthatcoveredtheweapon,itwasthe sword itself, because for it to even reach him at all, it had gone straight through Granger.

	Timestoodstill.Granger'seyeswereblownwideasshestareddownatthe sword sticking out of her chest. She looked shocked but she didn't look in anypain.Herexpressionwassoftbutdazed,likeshecouldn'tbelievewhat she was looking at. Then she gasped quietly and looked up at him.

	 

	KingsleywasstoodbehindGranger,theSwordOfGryffindorinhishand, impaledinherback,anditwasn'tuntilheroughlypulledtheswordoutof her that reality came crashing back down on them.

	No.Nothiscouldn'thavebeenhappening.Itcouldn't...Itwasn'treal...

	It was Blaise's voice that screamed the next words, the ones that Draco shouldhave,butdidn'thavethefighttoanymore."WHATTHEFUCK HAVE YOU JUST DONE?!"

	BlaisekilledKingsleybeforehecouldanswer.Hisbodyfelltotheground at the same time Granger collapsed into Draco's arms.

	 

	Heslumpedontothegroundwith herandcradledheragainsthischest.

	 

	
"Granger?!Lookatme-lookatme!It'sgoingtobeokay,alright?!You're going to be fine!"

	Shebreathedin quick,raspylittlepants.Sodidhe.

	Thepaniconher faceasshestaredupat himmadehim wanttobesick.

	Blood started to trickle out of the corner of her mouth. He splayed one of hishandsfirmlyagainstthewoundonherchestbutherbloodwasalready poolingbetweenhisfingers.Therewassomuchofit.Itwasflowingfrom her too quickly.

	"Granger?!"Dracochokedasheheldher.

	Herbreathinggrewlouder.Herchestmovedupanddownerraticallyunder his hand. Her eyelids looked like they were fluttering, desperate to close -

	"Granger!?"hesaid,voicealmostagrowlasheshookher.Hewasn'tgentle with her, he was too scared to be. "Stay with me," he begged. "Stay with me. Don't you fucking dare leave me!" He felt his cheeks dampen. His

	visionstartedtoblurattheedgesashestareddownatherlovelyface.

	Hereyesswaminandoutoffocusasshelookedupathim."Is...isitbad?" she managed to ask. "It's bad, isn't it?"

	"No,noit'snot bad."Hisother handsupportedher limphead.Hisfingers

	desperatelymassagedthebackofherskull,tryingtocirculatesomewarmth back into her already chilling bones. The other hand remained tightly

	pressed against her chest, palm splayed, covering as much of the gaping woundaspossibletopreventanymoreofherbloodfromspilling."You're going to be okay, do you hear me?"

	Somewhereinthedistance,VoldemortscreechedsomethingbutDraco

	hardlyheardhim.Hedidn'thaveitinhimtoseeifhe'dtriedtoflee.Didn't have anything in him anymore.

	Thebattlemust'vestoppedbecauseonebyone,peoplegatheredaround

	him.SomeoneApparatedto hisleft.Heheard anotherstumbletohisright.

	 

	
Agirlgaspedtohisleft.Dracodidn'tlookuptoseewhowasthere,he didn't want to take his eyes off Granger.

	Grangerpulledinadeepbreath.Shecoughedontheexhale,coveringher chin and Draco's chest with blood.

	"Somebody do something!" Draco pleaded, head frantically whipping aroundateachofthehorrifiedfacesthathoveredaroundhim."Whyare you all just fucking standing there!”

	Daphnedesperatelystartedtosearchforsomethinginherbag.

	Blaisehadonehandpressedagainsthisearpieceandwaswhisperingfrantically.

	Theojuststared,completelyuselessandatalossforwhattodo.

	TheWeasleygirljumpedforwardlikeshe'dreceivedanelectricshock.For reasons that didn't matter, she didn't have her wand. She snatched Potter's and muttered a diagnostic charm so quickly that Draco didn't catch half of what she said.

	Buthedidn'tneedtolookatthereporttoknowwhattheysaid.Weasley's face told him everything. She paled. Her eyes widened and her mouth

	droppedopenasshestartedtosob."I...I'msorry,there'snothing-"

	"NO!" Draco cut the distraught girl off. He didn't want to hear what she thought.Itdidn'tmatterwhatshesaid.Itwasn'ttrue.Itwasn'thappening-

	"Kingsley must have ... "Weasley breathed, Draco assumed she was addressingtheothersbuthecouldn'tbesure,hisattentionwassolely

	focusedonGranger."Hemusthaveenchantedthebladesothatwound wouldn't close. There's nothing we can do."

	No! No! No!No!

	Herefusedtoacceptit.They'dgonethroughsomuchtogether.Theywere soclosetothewarbeingover,hewassoclosetobeingabletohavealife with her, he wouldn't lose her now.

	 

	
Hepressedthetipofhiswandagainstheropenchest. She gasped and tried to feebly squirm away -

	"It'sokay,"Dracotriedtosoothe,alreadyknowingthathisvoicewasfartoo panicked to offer any real comfort. "You're going to be okay. I'm going to

	fix this,alright?"

	Hetriedthestrongesthealing charmhecould thinkof ...butnothing

	happened.Thewounddidn'tsealshutlikeitwassupposedto.Hisheart started to beat faster and faster as panic seized him by the back of the

	throat.Hetriedanother,onethathe'dusedonhimselfwhenhe'dsustained injuries in battle, onethat was supposed to slow theflow of blood - again, nothing happened. Her blood showed no signs of stopping.

	"Draco,"Blaiseraspedquietlyfrombehindhim."It'snotgoingto-"

	"NO!ITWILLWORK!"Hetriedspellafterspell,butnothingworked.

	Granger continued to bleed out. Her strength seemed to leave her faster witheachbeatofherheart."Therehastobesomethingwecando!I'lltake her place! Put the Horcrux in me instead!"

	"Ifthatwaspossible,"Pottersaid,"believeme,Iwouldbutthere'snoway-"

	"No!No,therehastobesomething!"Dracoshouted."Therehastobesome stone somewhere that can heal her! Some long-forgotten spell or recently

	discoveredmagicalwhatevertosaveher!Youlotalwayshavesomething up your sleeve! It can't end like this!"

	Coldhandscuppedhisdampcheeks.Agentle,dwindlingforcetriedtopull his face downwards. But those hands ... they couldn't be Granger’s. Her body was normally like a furnace. These hands... they were cold.

	Nevertheless,hedidastheycommanded;letthemguidehisfaceuntilhe was looking at her again.

	"Shhhhhh," Granger whispered, eyes still warm, still impossibly gentle, evenasherbodygrewcold."It'sokay,"shebreathed,bloodspillingfrom the edges of her mouth. "It's okay. It's my time-"

	 

	
"No!Don'tyoufuckingdaresaygoodbyetome!"Dracoroared,cried, fucking sobbed. "I c-can fix this! Just hold on -"

	Hecouldfeelherheartbeatingbeneathhispalm.Couldfeelthateachone wasweakerthantheonebeforeit.Herstrengthwasdwindlingwitheverybeat.

	Tha-thump...Tha-thump… "I love you," she whispered.

	"Don'tyoufuckingdaretalktomelikeyou'redying!You'renotdying, Granger, you're not!"

	Tha-thump...Tha-thump… "Say it back," she breathed.

	"No,notuntilyoupromisetostaywithme." Tha - thump ... Tha - thump ...

	"Iloveyou,Draco, morethananything.      "andtherewasafinalityinher

	wordsthatmadehisalreadybreakingheartshatterintoamillionpieces.

	Thosewordssiphonedthelastofhisstrengthrightoutofhisbody.He

	pressedhisforeheadagainsthersandslumpedagainsther."Iloveyou,”he told her. "Don't go, Granger. Don't leave me."

	Tha- thumpTha - thump…

	"Please," he whispered against her skin. His fingers tightened in her hair. "P-pleasedon'tleaveme.Youaremyheart.Youaremysoul.Youaremy... my little lion. I'm nothing without you      "

	Tha- thump ...Tha- thump...

	"Youcan'tdiehere.I'vegotplansforus."

	 

	
"Whatplans?"sheasked,breathless,fightingtokeephereyesopen."Tell me … "

	"Afterwekillthatbastard,we'regoingtogosomewhere,justmeandyou." Tha - thump ... Tha - thump ...

	Her soft brown eyes stared up at him. She didn't look frightened or in pain. She looked content - maybe the pain was starting to subside. Maybe Kingsley'sspellhadn'tworkedorDraco'shealingmagicwasstartingtotake effect. Either way, relief started to flood his veins. "And .. then what?"

	"We're going to travel the world together, and have an abundance of feral littlelioncubsrunningaroundandwreakinghavoconus,andthey'regoing to be as tenacious and brilliant as you are."

	Tha- thump ...Tha- thump...

	"They'regoingtobelittleknowitall'sliketheirmother,andassoonasthey gain the ability to talk, they're going to be able to outsmart me in anything and everything, just like their mother."

	 

	Thump...thump...

	Grangerlaughedbreathlessly.Hereyesflutteredclosed."And?What…else?"

	"Andwe'regoingtoargueaboutanythingandeverything,"hetoldher. "We're going to be one of those annoying old couples that never stops

	bickering. We can even get one of those ridiculous little metal houses on wheelsthatyouusedtoholidayinwhenyouwereyounger.Wewilltravel the country in one if that's what you want."

	"You?"shegaspedweakly,"Inacaravan?N      never."

	"Iwill,I'll dowhateverthefuckyouwant, juststaywithme."

	 

	
Thefaintest,mostbeautifulsmileghostedtheedgesofherlips."That sounds ... nice. I… can't wait."

	...Thump...

	Itdidsoundnice.Itsoundedfuckingwonderful,soundedlikeeverydream he'dhadoverthepastyearcomingtrueallatonce."Itdoes,doesn'tit?But for any of that to happen, you can't die here. Understand?"

	….

	"Granger?"

	.....

	"Granger?"

	....

	"HERMIONE!?"

	 

	
Volatile.Merciless.Cold

	TW;discussionsaboutgriefanddeath4th July

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Canaperson gomadwithgrief?

	It'safuckinghorriblething;grief,anditdoesn'taffecteveryonethesameway.

	Itmakessomepeoplesobuncontrollablybutimmobilisesothers,and

	hollows some people out until they're an empty shell while it makes others violent,butcanitactuallymakeapersongoinsane?Canitshatteraperson socompletelythat it makes them lose their grip on reality?

	DaphneNotthadneverthoughtso.

	Shemaynothaveevenbeenaliveforthirtyyears,butshe'dthoughtabout grief a lot. She'd spent weeks thinking about it after her mother had died, and she'd helped Draco through his when his parents had been killed.

	Andshe'dthoughtaboutitalmostconstantlywhenhernamehadbeenMustang.

	Whenevershe'dpouredCrouchadrink,Daphnehadstaredatthebubblesin his glass and thought about her sister. She'd wondered ifAstoria was going to fall apart after her 'death'? If she was going to follow in their fathers'

	footsteps,andloseherselfinwhiskeyandwinejustlikehehadaftertheir mother had died.

	 

	
When Crouch had Death Eaters around for parties, she'd stare into their masksandwonderifTheowasamongthem.Ifhe'dmanagedtomoveon and have somewhat of a normal life, or if his grief had swallowed himwhole?

	Foralongtime,she'dbeenplaguedbythosethoughts.She'dlaidawakein the stables thinking about it until eventually, in her own way, she'd sorted through them.

	She'dalwaysbeenaveryvisualperson.Atschool,she'dlearnedby

	watchingwhatherteachersdidthenpicturingherselfintheirplace,andshe hadn't outgrown that in adulthood.

	When she'd made battle plans forVoldemort, she'd had to scout the area firstsothatshehadaclearpictureinhermind.Whenshe'dforgedattack

	strategies,she'dpracticedthemwithDracoorTheoorBlaisebeforehandso she knew exactly what to expect when she faced the real thing.

	Visualisation was how Daphne had always sorted through things in her mindandforsomereason,whenevershepicturedgrief,sheimaginedabig glass mason jar with a little tap attached to the side that - when twisted the right way - would let some of the liquid escape.

	Maybeitwasbecausesheknewthehumanbodycouldbeasbreakableasa thin piece of glass. Or maybe it wasn't as poetic as that. Salazar only knew why that particular image came to her but whenever she thought about

	grief,thatwaswhatshepictured.Griefasredwineandthehumanbodythe jar. Imagined it filling up and up with every fresh loss that a person

	endured.

	After Daphne's mother had died, her father's grief had consumed him. His glass-hiswinejar-hadbecomecompletelyfullofit.Hedidn'thaveroom foranythingelse. Nothischildren orhisestate. Nothisjob attheMinistry

	orhisresponsibilitiesasafather.Hehadn'thadroomforanythingelseother than his grief, and there'd been so much of it that it'd started to overflow.

	He'd been bursting at the seams for a long time, and he'd never found a way toundohistap.Ratherthanfindingawaytocarryonforhisdaughters,he'd just filled himself up with pills and Firewhisky until eventually, he burst.

	 

	
Thatwasthethingaboutgrief.Ifyoudidn'tfindawaytoovercomeit,to channel it, it would only be a matter of time before it broke you.

	DaphnehadalwaysknownthatTheowasgoingtosurvivewithouther

	because he knew how to channel his. It might've felt all-consuming at first, might'vefilledhisjaruntilhewasreadytoburstwithitafterherexecution, but she'd always been confident that he'd find a way to'turn on his tap', if she was sticking with that metaphor. It'd take him a long time and he'd

	probably never truly be rid of it, but she knew he'd be able to turn the tap to atrickleandbitbybit,thegriefthatfeltlikeitwasfillinghimwouldslowly dissipate until he felt like he could breathe again.

	She'dalwaysknownthatBlaisewouldbeabletokeepittogether.Hadbeen confident that the sentimental bastard would likely take handfuls of grief

	fromAstoria's jarinto hisown, andstill findawayto keepittogether

	becausehefeltlikeitwashisjobtolookafterhiswife.Thethoughthad made her smile more than once during her imprisonment.

	Astoriawasalittlemorecomplicatedbutdeepinherheart,Daphnehad always known that she was going to be able to carry on without her big sister. She'd known thatAstoria was going to do something rash and

	recklesstobeginwith-althoughadmittedly,choppingoffherlovelybrown locks and bleaching them blonde hadn't even occurred to her - but she'd

	healeventually.JustlikeTheo,she'dfindawaytograduallyturnthattap just a little more each year until eventually, it'd be empty.

	AndthentherewasDraco...

	Hisjarhadbeensteadilyoverflowingforyears.Itcould'veshatteredatany moment, but he'd kept it together for a decade simply by pretending that it wasn't there. Instead of dealing with his grief, he'd hid from it. He'd taken what used to be a fragile jar of glass, reinforced it with wall upon wall of ice and numbness, then buried it deep so he'd never have to look or think about it again.

	Butrefusingtoacknowledgehisgriefsexistencedidn'tlessenit.Instead,all he'd done is put it in stasis. It was still ready to burst, no matter how many layers of Occlumency to hid it under.

	 

	
But Hermione had changed him. She'd thawed that ice around his heart. She'dbroughteverythingtothesurfaceandmadehimaliveandvulnerable and her death ...it hadn't just filled Draco's already overflowing cup, it'd

	fuckingshatteredit intoamillionpieces.

	No,Daphnehadneverthoughtthatapersoncouldgomadwithgrief,until she saw what it did to Draco. She didn't believe that grief could cause a

	persontolosetheirgriponsanity,untilshesawhowHermione'sdeath completely fucking broke him beyond repair.

	There'dbeenamoment,justafterHermionehadtakenherlastbreath,when Draco hadn't moved at all. His chest had stopped moving like he wasn't

	breathingeither.Hermionehadgonestillandsohadhe,likehissoulhad left his body at the same time hers had.

	Andthenhe'djust...stareddownather.He'dwatchedherchestlikehewas waiting for it to rise again. He'd looked at her face like he was waiting for

	hertoopenhereyes,likehe'dexpectedhertosuddenlytakeahugegulpof air because this wasn't going to be the end for them, how could it be, after everything they'd been through?

	But when it hadn't happened... when Hermione hadn't opened her eyes ... when she hadn't taken that life-affirming breath ... It'd been too much for Draco.He'denduredtoomuch.He'dlosttoomuch.Hismother.Hisfather.

	Hisdragon.Andnow Hermione...Iftherewas alimitonhowmuch

	heartbreakapersoncouldendure,thenDracowasfarfuckingpasthis.

	WatchinghimbendoverHermione'sbody...watchinghimstarttorock

	backandforth...watchinghimburyhisfaceintoheremptychestwhilehe frantically searched for aheart that wasn't beating anymore... Daphnewas totally unprepared for it. He'd never fallen apart like that before. He'd held hismotherinhisarmswhileshe'ddiedbutthathadn'tbrokenhim,notlike this. Nothing could compare to it. Daphne would've taken a hundred more years with Crouch if it would've spared Draco the pain he was in.

	It wasn't her brother sitting there. It couldn't have been Draco because she didn'trecognisehimlikethat,didn'trecognisethemansittingonthefloor,

	 

	
holdingtheloveofhislife'sbodyinhisarms...rockingbackandforth...It had to be someone else. It couldn't have been him...

	And then Draco started to scream ... scream ... sob. It was muffled against Granger's chest but even that couldn't hide the anguish in it.The sound was low and deep, the raw emotion in it vibrated through Daphne. There wasn't a word strong enough to describe the noise that came out of his mouth and yet,atthesametime,itcouldallbesummedupperfectlyinjustfourletters.

	Pain.

	Thatwasthesoundhewasmaking.Unbearable,unimaginablefuckingpain.

	He'dbeenthroughtoomuch.He'dlosttoomanypeople,andthiswasthe collection of his grief and throughout it all, Hermione looked peaceful.

	Dracowasalivebuthewasbroken.Shewasdeadbutshedidn'tlookinany pain. She looked ... free ...and if death really was that peaceful then why the fuck would anyone else want to be alive?

	Draco had yanked his earpieces out long ago so he couldn't hear what Astoria was saying, but Daphne could. She was hysterical. Her screams weresohighandfranticthatDaphnehadtroublemakingouthalfofwhat

	shewassaying,justcaughttheoddpleadforBlaisetogetherandbringher there, for him or anyone else to tell her that it wasn't true, that this wasn't

	reallyhappening.

	Oh, Daphne would've loved nothing more than to be able to tell her sister that.Itwould'vebroughtherjoylikenothingelseifshecouldjustopenher mouth and say that this wasn't happening.

	Butshecouldn'tdothatbecausethis...Ithadhappened,itwashappening, and there wasn't a thing anyone could do to undo it.

	When Draco screamed again, Daphne flinched. She turned her face away andsqueezedhereyesshut,trappinghertears.Shecouldn'tfallapartnow. Draco didn't need to take in anyone else's pain, he had enough of his own, but breaking ribs wasn't as painful as listening to him scream like that.

	 

	
Everyroundoftortureshe'dputCrouchthroughdidn'tevenbegintoequate to what Draco must've been feeling.

	"Comebacktome,"thatwasallDracokeptsaying."Comebacktome, Granger. Come back to me." He'd sobbed it against her bleeding chest. Kisseditintoherpalecheeks."Comebacktome,Granger.Don'tleaveme."

	Anditwasn'tlongbeforeitbecametoomuchforeveryoneelse. Neville sniffed and had to look at the floor.

	GinnyclungtoPotterandstartedtosobintohisneck.Heheldontoherjust as tightly, his green eyes were swimming as he stared down at Draco from over the top of Ginny's shoulder.

	Blaisecouldn'tstandproperly;hisinjurieshaddraggedhimdownintoa

	kneelingpositiononthefloor.Therewasasteadystreamofblooddripping from a wound on his hip, but he didn't seem to have the strength nor the will to heal it. He was saying something into his earpiece and even though his voice was calm and controlled, his expression - the only thing he didn't have to control or hide to protectAstoria - was destroyed.

	Daphne had lost a lot of blood too. She could feel her knees start to give out,herbodywasdesperateforrest butjustlikeBlaise,herownpainwas

	nolongerimportant.Shestartedtosob-notfromanyphysicalpain,butthe oneshefeltinherheart.Shetriedtostopherself.Triedtohideitbehindher palm becauseshedidn't want to add to Draco's grief but shecouldn't hold it in any longer.

	Theohadn'tbeenstoodwithherforafewminutes.He'dbeenwithher

	before,butafterHermionehadtakenherlastbreath      whenit'dbecome

	apparentthatshewasn'tgoingtowakeup      TheohaddonewhatTheohad

	growntodo,andeventhoughBlaisehadalreadykilledKingsley,Theohad decided that the debt wasn't yet paid, and he'd taken it out on his corpse.

	ButassoonasDaphnehadstartedtocry,heflockedbacktoherside.He removed his boot from the home it'd found in Kingsley's shattered skull

	 

	
and he came back to her. He put his arms around her waist and pulled her intohischest.Heburiedhisheadintothecrookofherneckandheldonto her - she couldn't decide if it was more to comfort himself or her but she supposed that it didn't really matter, because they were both thinking the same thing as they watched Draco...

	Allofthemwere,everysinglepersonwhostoodaroundDraco,theywere all thinking the exact same thing.All realising, as they held tightly onto their significant other, how fucking easily that could've been any one of them, and how unbelievably grateful they were that it wasn't.

	"Thisisallmyfault,"DracosobbedagainstHermione'schest.Daphne's

	heartbrokeagainhearingit,andasTheo'sarmstightenedaroundherwaist, she knew it broke his too. "I should have seen Kingsley... I should have

	stoppedhim...Ishouldhave...Thisisallmyfault...I'msosorry...I...I-" "Malfoy, stop," Harry started to say. "You can't blame yourself-"

	"ThenwhothefuckshouldIblame?!"Dracosnarled.Helookedupwith such a hateful expression. His face was smeared with Hermione's blood."You?!"

	TheChosenOneflinched.Hisexpressiontightened,makingthetearsonhis face glisten against his cheek. "No, I... " Harry tried to backtrack but it was too late, Draco had already zeroed in on him as a target.

	"Whynot?!"hehissed."Youweresupposedtobeherfriend,sowherethe fuck were you when your leader was driving a sword through her chest?! Was this all part of the plan?!To let her die so you could have a pop at

	Voldemort?!Isthatit?!Wereyouinonitaswell,Weasley?!"

	"No,"Ginnyshookherhead,visuallyhorrifiedthatDracowouldeverthink of such a thing. "I didn't know what Kingsley was up to, I promise-"

	"Youthinkyourbrokenpromisesmeananythingnow??!Youthinkthey're going to bring her back?!"

	 

	
HarrylookedlikehewantedtosaysomethingelsebutDaphnecaughthis eye. She shook her head, Harry dropped his against Ginny's shoulder.

	"Andwhataboutyou,Longbottom?!"DracoturnedonaterrifiedNeville. "Where were you when she needed you?!"

	Neville'seyesflickeredupbrieflybuthedidn'tsayanything.Helooked

	rightthroughDracoandthenhiseyesweredrawnbacktoHermione'slimp body like she was a magnet.

	"How did Kingsley even get the sword in the first place?!" Draco asked roughly,voicehoarseandrough,lookingforabite,forsomeonetofight back so he'd beableto put his anger somewhere. "You had it last, didn't

	you,Longbottom?!Didyouevenfighthimoffforit?!Didyoueventryand give Granger a fucking chance?!"

	NevillecontinuedtostaredownatHermione'sbodywithavacant

	expression.Thephrase'thelightsareonbutnobody'shome'suddenly

	poppedintoDaphne'smind."Idon'tknowhowhegotit,"hewhispered,no emotion in his voice. "I had the sword, and then I saw Luna ... I was

	crouchedoverherandIputtheswordonthefloor...Hemusthavegrabbed it then."

	Potter opened his mouth again, a defence for Neville likely ready, but Daphneshookherheadagain.Potterlistened,andwhentherewasnoone else to lash out at, Draco buried his face against Hermione's chest and started to sob again.

	What were they supposed to do now? There weren't any Horcruxes left. Now was their chance, Voldemort was weaker than he had ever been, the endofthewarwasfinallyonthehorizonandyet,it'dneverseemedfurtheraway.

	Victorytastedbitter,nowthey'dlostanotheroftheirown...

	ItmusthavebeenminuteslaterbeforeDracolookedupagainbutwhenhe did, when his eyes landed on Kingsley's corpse, he looked unhinged.

	 

	
Lookedlikeamadmansittingthere,rockinggentlybackandforth, drenched in Hermione's blood.

	Helookedlikehe'd snapped.Likehe'dfucking gonemadwithgrief.

	"WhokilledKingsley?!"Draco'snostrilsflaredandallthemusclesinhis neck and jaw were tight against his skin. His bright blue eyes were half- crazedastheypokedoutthroughthecrimsonthatwasdryingonhischin andcheekbones.Butthereweresmudgesinthered,histearshadcleaned the blood off of his face in streaks.

	Herblood,histears.Herdeath,hispain.

	Blaisestoppedspeakingintohisearpiece.HestaredupatDracocautiously. "I did."

	"Didyou makehimsuffer?"

	Blaisedidn'tknowwhattosay.Heopenedhismouthandthenclosedit

	again.HecaughtDaphne'seyeforthebriefestofmoments.Hewasthinking the same thing she was. Draco was their brother; he'd never intentionally

	hurtanyofthembuttheydidn'tknowthisversionofhim.Washe

	dangerous like this? Was he a danger to them? Neither really knew the answer.He'dalwaysbeenunpredictablewhenhewasangrybutlikethis? They had no clue what he was going to do next.

	"Did you make him suffer?!" Draco repeated, and even though he snarled thewords,eventhoughtheyweredrenchedineverysuffocatingemotionhe was feeling, the malice in them was taken away by the broken way he

	rockedbackandforth withHermioneinhisarms.

	Blaiseblinkedafewtimesbeforeheanswered."Notnearlyasmuchashe deserved." It was the safest answer but Daphne still held her breath. She

	hadnoideahowDracowasgoingtoreactorifhewaseveninthereanymore...

	Dracodidn'tspeakagainforafewmoments.HetuckedHermione'shead protectivelyunderhischin,hekeptoneofhis armsaroundherwaist,the

	 

	
othermassagedthebackofherskull.Hekeptrockinghergentlybackand

	forth.Herarmswerelimpathersides.Bloodtrickleddownherarm,buther eyes were still closed. She could've been sleeping.

	The only sound between any of them was Draco's ragged, angry breaths. Even though he was looking at what was left of Kingsley's body, his eyes werefaraway.Everynowandthenatearwouldescapehiseyesandahalf- sob, half-angry hiss would slip between his clenched teeth. He'd stopped

	blinkingbut hisblueirisestwitchederratically.

	Itwaslikehewastherebuthissoulwaselsewhere.Hewasthinkingabout something... Daphne wished she could find her voice to ask what it was.

	Helookedlostandempty,butthatemptinesswasn'tlasting.Astheseconds ticked on, something else was starting to fill that void...It started as a

	flicker,justacreaseformingbetweenhisbrowsandaflashinhiseyes,but then it started to build.

	Hisexpressiongrewdarkerwitheachfreshtickoftheclock.Hislipstarted tocurlbackoverhisteeth.Hisbreathgrewharsherwitheachexhale.Rage, that was what it was. Volatile, merciless rage. The type of cold rage that

	couldteardownbuildingsandcrackmountainsintwo.Thetypeofblind rage that left entire villages aflame and a trail of corpses behind.

	Thetypeofragethat'dconsumedDraco.

	Suddenly,andwithtearsstillstreamingdownhisface,heletgoof

	Hermione'shead,grabbedthechainaroundhisneck,andgaveitasharpyank.

	The thin metal snapped, and both of his parents' rings fell into his blood- covered palm. He slipped the simple gold band that used to belong to his fatherontothefourthfingeronhislefthand,andthenverygently,caught Hermione's left wrist, and slipped his mother's ring onto her unmoving

	finger...

	Herweddingfinger...

	 

	
Whenhestartedtogetup,severalpeoplesteppedforwardtohelphimbut he wouldn't have it.

	HehandledHermione'sbodywithsuchcare.Helaidhergentlydownon the floor - being extra cautious with her head - then he knelt over her.

	He cupped Hermione face in his hand as though she were the most delicate thingintheworld.Hestareddownatherasheranhisthumbbackandforth over her lips, and when he bowed his head and kissed the back of her hand, when he pressed a kiss into her new ring, his shoulders trembled and his

	eyesweresqueezedshutlikehewasintheworstagonyimaginable.

	Again,itwastoomuchforDaphne.Shesobbedintoherpalm.Shehadno idea how he was going to survive this...

	Thenallof asudden,heletHermionego andstoodup.

	Hewascoveredinherblood.Itwasinhishairandonhisface.Itwasonhis neck, his hands, it was drying on his clothes but he made no effort to clean it off himself, Daphne wondered if he ever would.

	Heclosedhiseyes,tiltedhisheadtowardsthecloudsanddrewadeep

	breathinthroughhisnostrils.Everymemberofhisfamilyknewwhathe wasdoing.Theyallrecognisedit.Daphnehadseenhimdoitathousand times before she'd been captured but not since she'd returned. Not since Hermione had been in his life.

	When Draco rolled his jaw and opened his eyes again, they all knew what they were going to see. His eyes weren't going to be clear blue, that shade that brought the softness out in his features, that shade of blue that only Hermionecouldbringoutofhimlikeshe'dmixedittogetherandpaintedit onto his soul herself. No, no they weren't going to see blue, Hermione's

	blue,theyweregoingtoseegrey.Cold,dull,lifeless,unfeelinggrey.

	Because he was going to shut everything out, and why shouldn't he? He shouldn'thavehadtofeelthiskindofpain.Heshouldn'thavehadtofall apart like this.

	 

	
Butwhenheopenedhiseyesagain,theywerestillbluebutitwasn'tDraco Malfoy standing there anymore, wasn't even the Demon Mask. It was

	somethingelse.Amixtureofthetwo,andsomehow,thatmadehimlookall the more deadly.

	"You'renottoleavethatlotalonewithher."Draco'svoicetookeveryone off guard. It was ... calmer than everyone else expected it to be. The calmness in it.. the cold fury underneath ... It was bone-chilling.

	DaphneandBlaiseexchangedworriedglanceswithoneanother. "What was that?"

	Even though it was Blaise who asked the question, when Draco looked around,helookedstraightatDaphne."TheOrderburntheirdeadandshe didn't want that," he told her. "She wanted to be buried under the cherry blossom tree at the Manor."

	TheoandBlaisesimplystaredathim,completelylost."What?"Theoasked.

	"Whyareyoutellingusthis?"Blaiseechoed.

	Dracoignoredbothofthem,hestaredatDaphneinstead."Promiseme you'll bury her there?"

	"I..."Daphneswallowed,amixtureoffearanddamagetoherthroatand neck from the battle taking hold of her vocal cords. "Of course, I will."

	"Promisemeyou'lldoasIask?"Dracosaidslowly,staringintentlyintoher eyes, the double meaning, the secret promise lingering only between the two of them...

	Daphnenodded.

	Everyone was silent and watched as Draco knelt in front of Hermione and then-again,beingsofuckinggentleitwaslikeshewasmadeofglass-he pulled the black and gold gun out of the holster on her thigh.

	 

	
Daphne'sstomachwastyingitselfinanervousknot.She'dneverseenhim physically touch a muggle gun before.Yes, he'd turned muggles' own weapons against them before, and yes he'd moved guns before, but he'd always used magic to do so. He'd always levitated them, she'd never seen him hold a gun before.

	"Doesthisthingstillwork?"Dracoasked,holdingtheweaponouttowardsPotter.

	PotterblinkedbacktearsandstaredatDracoinconfusion."W-what?" "Areyoufuckingdeafnow?"Dracobarked.Hethrustthegunagainst

	Potter'schestandforcedhimtotakeit."Isaiddoesthisthingstillwork?! She fell on it when she collapsed so I need to know, does it still fucking work?!"Although his voice was calm, the anger in it was untameable. It was enough to make Potter flinch.

	Potterglanceddownatthegun.ItwasdrippingwithHermione'sblood.He was as dazed as everyone else but after looking at the weapon for a few seconds,afterwatchingthesoftdripdripofcrimsonslidingoffthehandle, a sad but equally determined expression etched itself onto his face. He

	checkedthebarrel."Yeah,"heturnedthegunoverinhishand,watchingthe way her blood coated the gold of the handle. "It's all working fine and it's still got a full round."

	"Good,"Draconoddedsharply."Howmanybulletsdoesithaveleft?"

	Potterlookeddownagain."Nine-Ithink,butthere'saspellthatcanrestock the chamber each time -"

	DracosnatchedthegunfromPotter."Iknowthespelltodothatandno,I don't want you to perform it. Nine bullets will be enough."

	"Whydon'tyouwanthim toperformthespell?"Ginnyasked.

	Draco didn't answer her. He looked at the ground briefly until he found his wandandafterhe'dpickeditup,hewaveditonceoverhisclothesandthey changed into his old Death Eater robes.

	 

	
But the blood - Hermione's blood - that was starting to dry on his face and inhishair,hedidn'tbanishthat.Hekeptiton.Woreitlikeitwaswarpaint.

	"Whereareyougoing?"Blaiseasked,breathless,asheclutchedthewound on his hip.

	Again,Dracodidn'tanswer.Hehadhiswandinonehand,Hermione'sgun in the other -

	Nomagic.

	Hermione'sgun.

	Daphneinhaledsharplyaseverythingfellintoplace.Hewasn'tseriously considering -

	Dracorolledhisjawandclosedhiseyes.Hisfingerstightenedaroundhis wand as he prepared to Apparate -

	"No,youcan't!"Fuckknewhowshedidit,butsomehow,Daphnemanaged to wriggle out of Theo's arms and snatch Draco's elbow before he

	disappeared.

	Hiseyesflewopenandhewatchedherthroughhoodedeyes."Letgo, Daph." His voice was low and rough, more of a snarl.

	"No!" she screamed, digging her fingers into his arm. She knew it wouldn't doanygood,shewastooweaktostophimbutshehadtotryandmakehim stay. She couldn't let me go alone -

	"Letgo,Daphne."Dracodidn'tevenlookather,staredatthebuildings behind her head so he didn't have to meet her eyes.

	"No!"

	"Whatthefuckisgoingon?!"Theoasked.Hesoundedweaktoo, breathless, there was no way he'd be able to go right now -

	 

	
"Let.Go,"herepeatedslowly,menacingly.Hecurledhisfingersunderher hand and started to pry her off of him -

	"No!Don'tgoyet!Waitforus,we'llcomewithyou!”Sheknewtherewas no point in trying to talk him out of it but she couldn't let him go, not now she'd realised what his intentions were. "You can't fight him alone!You're weak!Youneeduswithyoubutwe'reoutofhealingpotions!"Shetriedto pull his wand out of his hand but he might as well have been made out of stone."Let'sgobacktothesafehouseandregroup!Wecanhealthere!We can heal and gather potions and then we can come with you-"

	But Draco cut her off before she could finish. " No, Her ... " He stopped himselfandtookadeepbreath,likehernamehurthimtosay."Hermione wasright.IfVoldemortgetsawaynow,he'llrecoverandhe'llrebuildand

	I'mnotgoingtoletthathappen.Thatbastarddoesn'tgettohaveeverything he wants, not after he's taken everything away from me."

	“Youcan’tkillhim!Theprophecysays-“

	“You think I give a fuck about some prophecy that was made nearly three decades ago?!” Draco’s cold grey eyes bore into hers. The viciousness in them made the hairs on the back of arms stand on end. “Fuck the prophecy andfucktheSeerwhomadeit!Pottercantakeallthecredit-Idon’tgivea fuck whose gets the glory for it, I just want the satisfaction of killing him myself!For her!”

	Daphnelookedaroundforallies,formusclethatcouldrestrainhim,butshe found her battle broken family instead. Blaise tried to get up off the floor

	buthe'dlosttoomuchblood.Theoswayedonhisfeet,lookedlikehecould pass out at any moment -

	"But we don't know where he went!" Daphne said, turning back around and hangingontohimdesperately.Shewasclutchingatstrawsbutshehadtodo something.Shecouldn'tlethimgo,notnow,notwhentherestofthemwere too weak to follow. "He fled after he saw what happened to Hermione. He Apparated and took the rest of his generals with him. There's no way to know where he's gone without a Tracking Spell-"

	 

	
"Idon'tneedaTrackingSpell,"Dracoanswered."Iknowwhereheis."

	"Draco, please don't do this!" Daphne begged, holding onto him with both hands,makingonelastattempt–onelastplea."Youcan'tkillVoldemorton your own!"

	Butitwastoolate,he'dalreadypriedheroffhim.Heplacedhispalmon

	herchestandroughlypushedherbackwards,andonceshewasn'twithinhis reach anymore, once he knew that she wouldn't be able to follow him, there was a loud crack ofApparation that was so violent, so angry, so fucking

	heartbrokenthatitsoundedliketheearthwasbeingcrackedintotwo,and he was gone.

	 

	
Thedemonwhoearnedhishorns

	Thinkyouallknewthisonewascoming,butI'vegottasayit;TW;graphicdepictions of violence, war, bodily mutilation and death.

	 

	 

	 

	4thJuly

	 

	He should have murdered the Malfoy boy a decade ago.As heApparated ontothecobbledstreetsofYork,thatwasallVoldemortcouldthinkabout.

	He'dlettheMalfoy'sruinhim.

	 

	Draco had taken his army and destroyed his Horcruxes.And this state he wasin...thisweaknesshefelttakingaholdofhisbody-itwasallbecause he'd let that wretched family get the better of him.

	TwicebeforetheMalfoyshadbetrayedhim;heshouldn'thavegiventhem theopportunitytodoitathirdtime.Heshouldhavefollowedhisinstincts and slaughtered all three of them in their manor.

	He should have known that family was no good when Lucius had failed to retrievetheprophecyallthoseyearsago,becausewhatgreaterbetrayalwas there than to betray your masters trust? He'd trusted Lucius with something so precious - and he'd failed.

	Afterthat,Voldemortshouldhavewashedhishandswiththelotofthem.It was what they'd earned and deserved and yet, he'd given them another

	chance.

	Narcissa'sbetrayalshould'vebeenthefinalnailintheircoffin.Magical blood or not, Sacred 28 or no, heshould havewiped them all out when she'd lied to him about Harry being alive but again ... He'd digressed.

	Againsttheadviceofallthosearound him,he'dgivenoneofthemanother

	 

	
chance. Thought that if he executed two of the traitors while the third watched,itmightmakethelastremainingMalfoyalittlemoregrateful.A little more ... obedient.

	 

	Voldemortthoughtithadworked.

	Afterhisparentshadbeendealtwith,Dracobecameaforcetobereckoned with.Cruelandpowerful.Hebecamethemostruthlessandskilledkillerin the world - because Voldemort had made him that way.

	Voldemorthadmadehim.

	He'd crushed the weakness out of Draco and made him strong. People shook at the sight of horn-figured shadows because Voldemort had given himthemask.PeoplefearedthementionofDraco'snamealmostasmuch as they feared Voldemort's - because Voldemort had made it so.

	He'dalmostimmortalisedtheboyasmuchashehadhimself-

	Andthiswashowhe'dchosentorepayhim?Bybetrayinghim?Bytearing down the man who'd made him everything he was?!

	EverythingDracohaddoneforVoldemortduringthewar,noneofit

	mattered anymore.All those battles that'd been won on the end of his wand, alltheOrdermember'sthathe'dbutcheredinVoldemort'sname...noneofitmattered.

	DracowasnothingtoVoldemortnow.Hisslatehadbeenwipedclean.He might as well have been working for the Order all along.

	Voldemort's feet dragged against the rough stones as he walked the path to theCathedral.Hefeltsoweak.Weakerthanhe'dfeltinoveradecade.Even breathing was a task for him - and with every ragged breath he struggled to take, one thought burned in his mind.

	 

	HeshouldhavekilledDracowhenhewasaboy.Ifhehad,noneofthis would be happening to him now ...

	 

	
Hisbonesachedwitheveryclumsystephetooktowardsthecathedral- He should have gutted him.

	Metallic-tastingliquidpooledinhismouth-

	HeshouldhaveignoredNarcissa'ssobstospareheronlysonandjustkilledhim.

	Thefeelofmagicinhisveinsused togivehimstrength, itusedtomake

	himfeelweightlessandpowerfulbutsincetheMudbloodgirlhadtakenher lastbreath,hisbodydidn'tfeellikehisown.Hefeltlikeit'dbeenlinedwith lead.Fragility,weakness,feltliketheywereshackledaroundhisboneslike chains and were dragging him down to crawl, felt like they wouldn't stop

	untilhewasawitheringmess...

	Shouldhavemadeherwatchashesawedabladeovertheboysthroatuntil he felt bone.

	Pop.Pop. Pop.

	Onebyone,thesmalldregsofwhatwasleftofhisarmyApparatedintothe dark alleyway behind him. Their boots clicked frantically off the cobbled

	pathastheyscurriedaheadofhim.Onecloakedfigureusedtheirwandto unlock the doors and another two held them open for him.

	VoldemortorderedtwoDeathEaterstostandguardoutside,andtherest followed him into the Cathedral before the doors were sealed and

	barricadedwithenchantments.

	ItwassheerpridealonethatkeptVoldemortstanding.Hewouldnotappear weak,eventohisfollowers.Hewouldnotappearlessthananyonebecause hewasn't.This was not the end for him. It was merely a tactic.Astrategic

	retreat.

	 

	
ThiswasnottheendofLordVoldemort. He would rebuild.

	HewouldreclaimwhattheOrderhadtakenfromhim,andhewouldburn them alive for what they'd done.

	Thiswas nottheendforhim.

	Hewouldfind awayto survive,justas healwayshad.

	As he walked down the centre of the aisle, he had to hold onto the edge of eachrowofwoodenbenchesashewalked.Hisotherhandclutchedhisribs

	-awoundMalfoyhadinflicted,awoundthat'dbeensmallandinsignificant halfanhourago,butnowthelastofhisHorcruxeshadbeendestroyed,that little wound felt like it could tear his entire world apart.

	Despitethefloor-to-ceilingwindowsthatjewelledthewallsofthe

	Cathedral,itwasincrediblydarkinside.Thehourwasgrowinglate,and heavy clouds had blocked out any light from outside as the storm

	approached.Forthefirsttimesincehe'dtakenitover,itdidn'tfeellikea fortress, it felt more like a tomb.

	Rodolphus-noticingthedarkness-raisedhiswandstowardsthecandles-

	"No!"Voldemorthissed,andthatonesimplewordwindedhimmorethana hundred. "I will do it!"

	"ButmyLord,"Rodolphusloweredhiswandafractionbutnotcompletely. Still ready to cast the spell. Still ready to serve if needed. "You are ... " He bit his tongue, wisely rethinking his choice of words. "Please, allow me to assist, it would be my honour-"

	Voldemort'slongnailssharpenedagainstthebackrestofthebenchhewas holding. "Do you think me weak, Lestrange?"

	Rodolphusflinchedalittle.HiswandarmImmediatelyfelltohisside."No, of course not my Lord. Never."

	 

	
Although the right answer, it did not please Voldemort. It only made him angrier.Onlyaddedtothatfeelingthatwashissinginthebackofhismind like a bubbling cauldron. Did his generals think that he was weak now? "Thenyouthinkmeincapableofmagicbeyondthatofathirteen-year-old? Is that it?!"

	"No,ofcoursenot,myLord,"Rodolphusbowedhisheadandtookawise step back. "Forgive me."

	VoldemortpushedRodolphusasideanddrewhiswand.Thebonesinhis wrist felt like they were grinding together, and every tendon in his arm ached but nevertheless, as he flicked his wrist, the hundred or so candles thatwerescatteredaroundtheCathedralallburnttolifeathiscommand.

	Withalittlelighttoilluminatethehall,Voldemortturnedaround.Twenty- two generals, that was all he had left. Twenty-two loyal, weak, pathetic

	soulsofwhatusedtobeanarmyofthousands.Thatwasallhehadleft.His last line of defence.

	An alien sensation swept over him.There was tightening in his stomach.A coldness in his chest. He hadn't felt something like that for so long, he'd forgottenthenameofthatemotion.Heclutchedhistenderribsmoretightly and started to sag against the wooden bench.

	Itcould not endlikethis...

	Hecouldnotendlikethisandyet,it seemedsolikelynow-

	"MyLord,"oneofthefewremainingsoldiershushedquietly.Andwasthat

	...sympathy ... in hisvoice?

	Voldemortlookeduptofindtheboyholdingahandouttohim. "You are weak, let me help-"

	ThewordswerecutfromtheyoungDeathEaters'tongueinaflashofcold greenlight.Theboy'sbody collapsedontothestonefloorwithadullthud.

	 

	
TheothersaroundhimrecoiledbutVoldemortjustlookeddownexpectantly at his palms. He stared and he stared ... but nothing happened.

	Wherewasit?!Wherewasthatrush?!Thatinfusionofdarknessandvitality?!

	Whenever he'd created Horcruxes in the past, he'd always felt a flush of power,amomentofdarkeuphoriaseepingintohisbloodattheknowledge that he'd succeeded, that he'd pushed death another step further away, that he had another layer of darkness protecting his heart, preventing it from slowing but now ... he felt nothing.

	Hehadn'tfelttherushwhenhe'dmadetheMudbloodaHorcrux-orPotter, forthatmatter-buthe'dthoughtthattheywerejustanomalies.Heassumed that he hadn't felt it because he'd been preoccupied with either his

	impendingdeathorthewar.

	By the time he'd made Potter a Horcrux, his soul had been sliced so thinly that it was no wonder he didn't notice another piece of it was missing.And whyshouldhehavenoticed?Whyshouldhecareforthatmatter,ifanother piece of his soul went missing? What good did souls do? They were

	worthlessthings.Easilyforgotten.Muchmoreusefulifhecouldtearit apart and forge it into armour to protect himself. Immortalise himself.

	He'd felt the rush when he'd created the Medallion but again, he'd been concentratingonit.He'djustlostthelocketandthecupandPotter.The

	Mudblood had been another happy accident. There must have been hardly anythingleftofhissoulwhenhe'dmadeher,maybeeventoolittletonotice its disappearance but she was gone now ... They all were, and he was

	defenceless.

	HethrewanotherAvadaattheboy'scorpsetobesure.Thespellcosthim much but he had to be certain. He looked down at his hands again, but it still wasn't there. He turned them over. His veins weren't buzzing with power. They looked withered and aged.

	Theylooked...normal...Muggle.

	 

	
Ithadn'tworked..Maybetherewasn'tenoughofhissoulleftanymore... No. No, he could not ... He would not ...

	Voldemort hobbled to the end of the aisle. Rodolphus followed. So did the others.Hestartedtorummagethroughtheshelvesthatonceheldbiblesand scrolls in search of his own supply of -

	Andthereitwas.Thelast,dust-coveredphialofsilveryliquid,tuckedaway at the back of the shelf. Unicorn blood. Long forgotten and neglected in his years of strength, but something he clung to desperately in his weakened

	state.

	Hesnatchedthephialfromtheshelfanddrankitdowngreedily.Itwasn'ta full cure, but it would do for the time being. It would lend him some

	strength;strengthenoughtofleefurther,toApparatesomewherethousands of miles away, somewhere he could rebuild and when he was ready again, he would unleash a wrath like nothing this world had ever seen before.

	Beforetoolong,theunicornbloodstartedtotakeeffect.Thepaininhisribs started to dull. His breathing grew stronger and firmer and he could stand tall again.

	"MyLord?"Rodolphusaskedhesitantlyfromhisloyalperchon Voldemort's right. "What are we to do now?"

	"Takewhatyoucan,"Voldemortansweredafteramoment,staringdownat his palm as he clenched and unclenched his hand, feeling his strength steadily return to him. "We will start over again inArgentina - "

	Hisplanforthefuturewasinterruptedbyaloudcrackingsoundfrom outside of the Cathedral.

	His remaining generals gasped and flinched - Voldemortspunaroundandfacedtheentrance-

	The ground shook with the force of an earthquake and all of a sudden, as thoughanalmightybeastwashoveringovertheCathedralandhadroared

	 

	
overthem,acoldchilltravelleddownVoldemort'sspineandallofthe candles in the room extinguished -

	Dracohadfoundthem.

	Rodolphusaimedhiswandatthedoubledoors.Thetwelveremaining Death Eaters did the same.

	"Whenhecomesin,donotkillhim,"Voldemortordered.Hewatchedthe doors intently.Any second they were going to burst open, he knew it, he was waiting for it.

	Rodolphusbrieflylookedathismasterfromoverthetopofhisshoulder. "My Lord?"

	"DonotkillDraco,"Voldemortrepeated,graspingtheElderwandfirmly betweenhisfingers,tryingtoletthesmoothhandlerestinhispalmeven though it never felt quite right there, never felt quite comfortable. "He is mine to kill."

	Rodolphusnoddedandturnedbacktowatchthedoors. Everyone in the Cathedral fell quiet.

	Theyheardtwoloudslashingsoundsfromoutside- There were two wet screams -

	Theyheardtwobodieshitthefloor- There was silence...

	Therewasnothing... And then -

	Themomentthelargedoubledoorsexplodedopen,theonslaughtbegan. They were blasted right off their hinges and sent crashing into adjacentwalls.

	 

	
TwoDeathEatersImmediatelythrewthemselvesattheirthreat.They charged in a silent but coordinated attack -

	But even after everything he'd done, Draco had always been his favourite DemonMask,andnowmorethanever,Voldemortwasremindedhowhe'd earned his horns.

	His Death Eaters were wholly unprepared for such an assault. No sooner than the first had charged towards his target, Draco jutted his wand in his direction,andtheDeathEaterscreamedashisbodyturnedtomoltenlava and his skin flaked off into ashy pieces.

	ThesecondtriedtoavengethefirstbutDracodisposedofhimjustaseasily. The Death Eater charged and Draco grabbed hold of his elbow. He twistedit downwards so that theAvada he'd been trying to cast exploded the tiled

	floor, and then - without uttering an enchantment or using his wand at all - DracolookedattheDeathEaters'chest,anditexplodedfromtheinsideout.

	Andastheboy'sbloodandinternalorganssprayeduptheonce-holywalls of the Cathedral, Voldemort did something he hadn't done in an age - he started to retreat. He took a step back, and then another, slowly retreating towards the back of the room so he could study the onslaught from the

	shadows.

	Athunderstorm had started to rage outside.Angry rain pelted against the wallsandeveryfewseconds,cracksoflightningwouldflashoutsideand light up the dark Cathedral for a second or two.

	Voldemortcouldn'tseeeverythingthatDracowasdoing.Hecouldonly

	glimpsewhateverthestormallowedhimto,butwhatlittlehedidsee...It terrified him.

	Inthefirstflashoflightning,hesawDracodecapitateoneDeathEaterina single fluid motion, and then he disappeared as darkness swallowed the

	roomagain.

	In the next flash, he watched in horror as Draco used a levitation spell to throwanotherintothecurvedarchesontheCathedralceilingsopowerfully

	 

	
thattheirbodycrackedintotwopieces- Then there was only darkness again -

	DracoburnedanotherwithawordlessIncendio- Then darkness again -

	He cut another in half with a slicing curse - Andthenhewashiddenintheshadowsagain-

	The wooden benches on either side of the walkway rattled as Draco walked past each row in turn. The stained glass windows cracked and splintered withouthimtouchingthem.Darknessclungtohimlikeanoldfriend.Death wasn't his enemy, but his accomplice.

	Onebyone,hisDeathEaterschargedtodefendtheirmasterandoneby one, Draco obliterated them.

	Such power. Such raw, untameable rage that was radiating off of Draco's auralikeasecondskin...Voldemorthadneverseenstrengthlikeit.Itwas

	darknessandpain.Itwascoldandcruel.Itwasapowerthatfewcouldever hopetoascertain,thekindthatwasforgedinthedeepestbowelsofhell,the type of power that was born through the worst of suffering that made it

	everlasting.Cruelbuteternal.

	ItwaseverythingVoldemorthadwantedforhimself.

	The way the darkness and death in the room seemed to wrap themselves around Draco like an embrace, the way blood clung to him and the anger in hiseyes,VoldemortfeltlikehewaswatchingDeathhimselfpreyuponhim.

	No...

	Nothiscould notbehowit endedforhim...

	EachflashofbluelightbroughtanotherterrifyingimagetoVoldemort's eyes. Each flash brought Draco closer, brought death closer.

	 

	
Nothing could stop Draco's advance. No spell or hex or Death Eater could evencomeclosetohim,anddespitethewayVoldemort'sgeneralslaunched themselves at Draco, he never flinched and he never broke into a run. He was taking his time with this hunt. He stayed at a slow walk.Aslow,

	vengefulprowlandallthewhile,evenasheslaughteredDeathEaterafter Death Eater, even as hatred burned in his eyes and tears stained the blood on his face, his eyes never left Voldemort's.

	Dracoheldhisgazeasheslaughteredeachandeveryoneofthem.He'd watched Voldemort from the moment he'd made the first one's chest

	explode,rightuntilhedecapitatedRodolphus.

	AndasthelastofhisDeath Eaterswasbutcheredinfrontofhiseyes,

	Voldemortknewthatthebiggestmistakehe'dmadeinthiswar,itwasn't

	failingtohidehisHorcruxesbetterorevenlettingPotterescapeduringthe battle of Hogwarts, it was not killing Draco Malfoy when he'd had the

	chance.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Dracowasn'tgladforalotofthingsinhislife,butthatevening,hewas glad for the thunderstorm.

	He'd never believed in Gods, but he was glad that whatever deity dwelled above had the courtesy to hold back the violent storm until he was inside theCathedralwalls,becauseitmeantthattherainhadn'thadthechanceto

	 

	
wash awaytheblood.Hewasglad becausehewantedVoldemort toseeit. He wanted his former master to see what he'd done. He wanted him to see the blood -herblood - dripping from Draco's hair and chin and know - knowwitheveryfibreinhisdarksoul-thathefuckingdeservedwhatwas coming to him. Deserved every ounce of pain and suffering and hell that Draco was going to bring his way.

	Hewasgladforthelightning becausewhenitilluminatedthedark

	Cathedral,itmeantthatVoldemortcouldseehowcloseDracowastohim, and how quickly his death was approaching.

	Thestormcouldn'thavecomeatamoreperfecttime.

	Thick, warm, sticky blood clung to the underside of Draco's boots as he steppedoverthebodiesandmadehiswaytoVoldemort.Therewasnoone else left.All the other Death Eaters were dead. It was just him and

	Voldemort.

	There was no small talk. Draco didn't leave any opportunity for it. Before thesoundofRodolphus'bodyfallingtothefloorhadevenfinishedechoing off the walls of the Cathedral, Draco had attacked.

	HethrewaslicingcurseatVoldemort'slegsbuthedeflectedit.

	Voldemortswepthiswand-wieldingarmtotheright;thebrightslashof silverylightchangedcourse,andcuttheKingstatuesthatlinedtheEast wall clean in two.

	"You'reafoolifyouthinkyoucankillme,Draco!"Voldemortsneeredas he jutted his hand sharply to the left, causing a handful of candles in the

	room to ignite and forge together. The flames made a giant snake, one of Voldemort'sfavouritecurses,butasthebeastboweditsbodyandcharged towardshim,goingforthekill,Dracothrewhisowncurseandthesnake's body shattered into dozens of embers.

	VoldemortthrewanothercursebutDracosweptitaside.Hethrewanother and then another, but Draco just kept deflecting them, just kept sending

	 

	
themoffineverydirectionandmarchingtowardshispreywithoutsayingaword.

	NothingVoldemortdidslowedhimdown.Hehadonethingonhismind, and no words or Hex of any kind were strong enough to stall him.

	Revenge. Revenge.

	Fuckingrevenge.

	He'dneverfeltfuckingragelikethis.He'dneverfeltsobrokenandhurtand fucking angry. He wanted to burn everything and everyone to the ground!

	Thegriefhefelt...Therage...Themixtureofthetwo,itwasaspainfulasit was suffocating. He didn't know what to do with either of them. It was

	maddening.Hefeltmad.Feltlikehisbrainandhisbodyweren'thisownanymore.

	Hewantedtocollapseontothegroundandnevergetupagain,buthealso wanted to stamp on Voldemort's skull until he broke it.

	Hewantedtoclawhisownheartoutsohecouldn'tfeelitbreaking

	anymore,buthewantedtolivesohecouldripVoldemort'soutandcrushit with his bare hands.

	Hewantedtoclosehiseyesandneverwakeupagain.

	HewantedtodestroyVoldemortsoentirelythateventhememoryofhim disappeared forever.

	Fuckinghell,whenhegothishandsonhim...Hedidn'tknowwherehewas going to start. Dissection. Cutting his toes off. Gouging his eyes out. He wanted to do it all. He wanted to snap off each of Voldemort's bones and

	thenshovethemdownhisthroatsothathisinsideswouldbeascutupas Draco's were.

	Nothingfelt likeit wasenough.

	 

	
Therewasn'taspellortorturemethodwritteninanylanguageonearththat could detail the pain he wanted to inflict on Voldemort.

	Voldemort'shandjuttedsharplytotheleft,andDracowasn'tfastenoughto dodge the hex. He felt the right side of his rib cage fracture - the pain of it was sharp enough to knock the wind out of his lungs but he kept going.

	Forcedhimselftostaystandingandwilledhisarmtothrowaslicingcurse.

	Hehadtostaystanding-hewouldstaystanding,forher.He'davengeher even if it was the last thing he ever did.

	Dracousedalevitationspell.Hepickeduponeofthebenchesandlaunched it across the room -

	Voldemortmanagedtodeflecttheprojectilebutitknockedhimoffbalance. Hefellbackafewstepsandafuriousscowletcheditselfuponhiswithering old face. "Is this really how it ends for you?! Siding with them?!After

	everythingI'vedoneforyou!?"

	"Everything you've done for me?!" Draco echoed as he picked up another benchandthrewitjustasviciouslyashehadthefirstone."Whathaveyou ever done to me butfucking take?!"

	Voldemortcastaslicingcursetosplitthebenchintwo,butitforcedhimto takeanotherfewstepsback.Hewasatadisadvantage.Hewasontheback foot and Draco just wouldn't stop advancing, kept forcing him back with

	onepowerfulhexafteranother,marchingforwardliketherewasn'taforce in the world that was strong enough to stop him.

	Becausetherewasn't.Hewastooangrytostop.Toohurt.Toobroken.Too full of this rage that felt like carbon fucking monoxide, poisoning him slowly, killing him silently.

	Dracobrandishedhiswandinacircleoverhishead,andwhenhebroughtit down, a powerful stream of yellow light exploded from it like a whip.

	Voldemortcastatranslucentshield,butDracojustkeptgoing.Hekept

	bringinghiswanddownandcastingcurseaftercurseagainstVoldemort's

	 

	
shieldlikehewasbangingaswordagainstit- "You've taken everything from me!”

	Fromunderneaththeglowinglightoftheshield,Voldemort'slipcurled back. He looked like he was struggling to hold his defence in place.

	"Myfather!Mymother!"

	EverytimeDracobroughthiswanddown,Voldemortwasforcedalittle closer to the ground.

	"Youchippedawayatmebitbyfuckingbituntilyoumademeintoakiller!"

	Voldemorthadtoplaceoneofhishandsonthefloortokeephimself

	balanced.Hewasalmostcroucheddownonthefloorfromtheforceof Draco's relentless attacks.

	"Youheldwhatwasleftofmyfamilyovermyheadlikeathreat,andmade me do things that made me feel sick!You made me torture!You made me assassinate people I used to admire!"

	HesawthatVoldemortwasstrugglingtokeeptheshieldinplacesohekept going. Kept throwing curse, curse, curse, fucking curse -

	"Andthen,whenthatwasn'tenough,youfuckingtookGrangerfrommeaswell!"

	Acrackappearedinthealmosttranslucentshield-

	"Shewastheonlythingthatmademefeellikeahumanbeingagain!She was the only person that made me feel like I had a soul left, and you

	couldn'tevenletmehavethat,couldyou?!"Draco'scursescamefasteras he started to lose himself in his grief, more aggressive as pain squeezed around his heart. "You just had to fucking take her from me too, didn't

	you?!"

	Thecrackintheshieldstartedtospread-

	 

	
"YOUDIDN'TJUSTTAKEHERLIFE,YOUTOOKMINETOO!YOU TOOK OUR FUTURE!"

	Thesinglecrackstartedtomultiply.Dozensstartedtozig-zagacrossthe diameter of Voldemort's defence -

	"YOUTOOKTHELIFETHATIHADPLANNEDFORUSTOO!"

	Themomenttheshieldshattered,DracoreachedoutandgrabbedVoldemort by the throat. He clawed at Draco's forearms to try and force his release but Draco didn't budge.With his wand balancing between his middle and index finger, he held on tightly, lifted him off the ground and started to squeeze.

	Hecouldhavekilledhimrightthere;allitwouldhavetakenwasasharp squeeze, just the tensing of a few muscles but he resisted. That was too easy. Voldemort hadn't suffered. Not nearly enough.

	HewatchedVoldemort'sbeadyredeyesflickererratically.Hecouldseefear rising within them. They kept darting between Draco's eyes, then the blood on his face, then his eyes again, then the blood in his hair, all the while his arms flailed and he kicked his legs out uselessly.

	"It's hers you know," Draco whispered, feeling something wet slip out the cornerofhiseye,eventhoughhislipwastremblingwithanger."Herblood, Imean.Youweretooscaredtostayandwatch,butIheldherinmyarmsas she died. This is all hers.” He motioned with his free hand. “And you see

	this??"DracoheldGranger'sgunupsoVoldemortcouldseeitclearly."You recognise it, don't you?"

	Hisredeyeslandedonthefirearm,andasatisfactionlikenootherslithered up Draco's spine when he saw the realisation and panic in them.

	Herecognisedthegun.HewasstartingtoputthepiecesofDraco'splan together. Good.

	"Yeah,that'sherstoo,"Dracosneeredmenacingly,gleefully,ashelinedthe barrel against Voldemort's stomach. "It's all coming together now, isn't it?

	YourememberZabini'svision;theoneyoushowedherwhenyou

	 

	
accidentallymadeheraHorcrux?Youshowedittoherbecauseyouthought Zabini had foreseen her death.You thought it was a vision of the end of the war - and I suppose that's true, but it wasn't just foretelling her death, it was yours too, and you know the best part about that?You're going to die here,and her gun is going to be the thing that kills you."

	ThegunclickedloudlyasDracoreadiedittotakethefirstshot.Hecurled his finger around the trigger -

	"Wait!"Voldemorthissedbreathlessly,hisvoicebarelyaudibleashefought forgulpsofair."Wait!Please!Donot-dothis-Wecanavenge-herdeath- together! Please!"

	Dracoscoffed.He'dneverheardVoldemortbegbefore–Grangerwould have loved the sound of it. "What do you think I'm doing right now?"

	"No,no this ...this is not revenge!I did ..not ... wantthis!"

	Dracohesitated.Heloosenedhisgripjustafraction."She'sdeadbecauseofyou!"

	"No,sheisdeadbecause..Kingsley...drovetheswordthroughherheart-" "Because you made her a Horcrux! She was killed because you were so

	fuckingafraidofdying-"

	"ButIdidnotwantherdead!Thinkaboutit,Draco.."Voldemortpleaded. Draco lowered his arm just a little and Voldemort could breathe a little easier when his feet touched the floor again. "She was the last Horcrux... WhywouldIwanthertodie?Iwouldhaveprotectedher...It'snotreally me who killed her.All this anger you feel, your directing it at the wrong

	person.Youknowit'snotmewhoyoublameforherdeath.It'stheOrder."

	Draco's nostrils flared. He draggedVoldemort's face closer to his own and pressedthebarrelofthegununderVoldemort'schin."Thesecouldbeyour last fucking words, so I'd make them count if I were you."

	 

	
"We could make them all pay, all of them!All of the Order!"Voldemort triedagain.Hisvoicewaspanicedbuttherewassomethingrightaboutit. "They tried to kill her with a tank, they killed your dragon and Kingsley

	droveaswordthroughherheart,don'tyouwanttomakethempayforallof it? Don't you want to burn them all down for what they did to her?"

	Hedid.Thatwasthehonesttruth.Hefuckingdidwanttomakethempay. He hadn't realised how much he did until Voldemort said it.

	Yes,Voldemort had made her a Horcrux, he'd tied her life to his, he'd marchedhertothegallowsandhe'dputaropearoundherneck,buthe hadn't been the one to kill her, the Order had. Kingsley, in spite of

	everythingshe'ddonefor them,he'dbeen theoneto kickthetrapdoor

	open.He'dbeentheonetobreakherneck,andDracowantedtohangthelot of them for it.

	Draco didn't mean to hesitate but he did - just for a fucking fraction of a second - and Voldemort saw it, and it was all he needed. He wordlessly summonedhiswand,andbeforeDracocouldretaliate,Voldemortdugthe

	endofhiswandagainstDraco'schestandscreamed,"SECTUMSEMPRA!"

	ThefirsttimeDracohadbeencaughtwiththathex,he'dthoughthewas

	goingtodie.Thepainhadbeentheworstthinghe'deverfelt.He'dlikened it to having dozens of razor blades pushed into his skin and dragging back and forth again and again until eventually, he'd passed out.

	Thefirsttimehe'dbeencaughtwiththathex,it'dbeenfromacrossaroom and the caster had been young and inexperienced.

	Thistime,itwasfuckingcatastrophicallydifferent.

	ThespellwassopowerfulthatitsenthimflyingthroughtheCathedral.He must have shot twelve feet into the air. He landed on his back halfway up

	theaisleandthepain-itwasnothinglikelasttime.Thereweren'tdozensof razor blades this time, there were hundreds, and they weren't just pushing

	intohisskin,theywereinsideofhim.Feltliketheyweresawinghimopen. He felt them everywhere; felt like there wasn't an organ or a bone or patch of flesh that the spell didn't tear to ribbons.

	 

	
Theworstofitwasinhislungs.Hewassurehefeltsomethingburstopen. He stared up at the Cathedral ceiling, paralyzed by the pain. Fuck knew where his wand or the gun were. He'd dropped them but he had no idea where. Couldn't even look. Couldn't focus on anything else other than the dark curse that was slicing and slicing andslicing.

	Hestruggledbreathe.Hefeltliquidstarttofillhislungs,andawarmthstart to trickle down his chest -

	"YousaythatItookfromyou,"Voldemortstartedtosay,hewasonthe

	other side of the Cathedral but through Draco's desperate gulps for air, his voicegrewsteadilylouder.Hemusthavebeenwalkingtowardshim."ButI made you what you are! Oh, the fearsome Demon Mask!" he added

	wistfully, a dramatic flare in his voice. "You became that because ofme! PeoplegrewtofearyournamebecauseImadeitso,andlookatyounow?! Ablood traitor! Come here to kill me because of a Mudblood!"

	Draco'seyelidsfeltlikewerebeingdraggeddown.Thefloorunderneathhis back grew warm and wet with his blood.

	"AftertheBattleofHogwarts,youwerenothing,"Voldemortcontinued.

	"You were a snivelling mess.Worthless. I could have killed you right there andyourfamilywouldhavebeenjustanotherinkstaininthehistorybooks. The others saw a weak boy but only I saw the potential in you! Only I saw the hunger for power in your eyes! Only I saw the potential for great things in you, all you needed was a push."

	"Isthat..."Draco'sassumptionthathislungshadbeenpuncturedwas

	confirmed when hetried to talk... Hestruggled to speak through theblood thatwasbeginningtofloodhiswindpipebuthemanagedit,justabout."Is that ... what you call it?A... little push?!"

	VoldemortlaughedwickedlyfromDraco'sleft.Hemusthaveonlybeena few feet away from him. "Do you think power is so easily achieved? No. Truepower requires sacrifice.To beall-powerful, to summon thedarkest forms of magic, you need to feel hatred.You need to reach down into the depths of your soul,summon every bit of darkness and use it to your

	 

	
advantage.Youneedtochannelthatpainintoeverycurseyoucastandonly then can you be powerful."

	Dracotriedtogetup,butassoonashisspineliftedoffthestones,asharp sensation twisted through his chest and he screamed in pain and dropped back onto the floor.

	Voldemortwassteadilydrawingcloser.

	Heneededtogetup. Heneededtodosomething-

	Hereachedblindlytohisleft,searching,tryingtograsp-

	Voldemort suddenly stood over him. He glared down at Draco with nothing buthatredanddisgustinhiseyes."Ihadsuchhighhopesforyou,"hetutted onceandshookhishead."WhenIkilledyourfather,Iknewthatpainwould makeyoustrong.Iknewyouwouldtaketheangeryoufelttowardsme,and itwouldmakeyouvengeful.DoyouknowwhyImadeyourmotherbegfor her life before I killed her?"

	Draco glared right back atVoldemort. His nostrils flared with each loud, pain-filledexhale.Hestretchedhisfingersalittlefurthertotheleft...He prayed it was there … That he was getting closer to it …

	"ItwasbecauseIknewyou'drememberthesoundofit,"Voldemort

	continued."Iknewyou'drememberherlastwords,Iknewthosepleasfor her life would stick with you. I knew that they'd cut themselves into you

	likeascarandyou'dusethem;you'dthinkaboutthemeverytimeyoucasta killingcurse,andthey'dmakeyoustrong,"Voldemortscoffedlightly."You see Draco, true power can only be ascertained through sacrifice -"

	Dracofeltsomethingcoldtouch theverytipsofhisfingers-

	"Andbelieveme,ifI'dhaveknownthestrengthkillingtheMudblood would have elicited in you, I'd have done it myself a long time ago."

	VoldemortsmiledalittleandaimedtheElderWandoverDraco'sheart.This was it. This was end.Any moment, he was going to kill him.

	 

	
Greensmokestartedtogatheratthetipoftheelderwand- But Draco was quicker.

	HegrabbedHermione'sgunbythehandle,aimedatVoldemort'swand hand, and pulled the trigger.

	TheElderWandhittheflooratthesamemomentVoldemort'skneesdid.

	InthehundredsoftimesthatDracohadstoodinYorkCathedral,he'dnever appreciated the acoustics before. But he did then. Thought they were

	fuckingphenomenal.AsVoldemortwailedinpainandnursedtheholein

	hishand,thesoundcarried,magnifiedintooneofthemostbeautifulpieces of music that Draco had ever heard.

	Andthesymphony wasonly justbeginning.

	Voldemortthoughtthathearinghismotherbegforherlifeinhisteenshad given Draco strength. He'd thought it'd made him strong and it had, in a

	way,butthatwasnothingincomparisontowhathefeltwhilehelistenedto Voldemort scream. It was sick and sadistic but that was the truth of it.

	Hearing Voldemort's wails were like a call to war. He'd come here for a purpose.He'dcomeheretoavengeher,andthatwasexactlywhathewas going to fucking do and somehow, as he listened to his former master

	screaminagony,Dracofoundthestrengthtodoit.Managedtosummon something he didn't know he had left, and got to his feet.

	His vision was beginning to blur around the edges and his legs wanted to giveout,buthemanagedtostaystanding.Hehadtoleavehiswandonthe floor, and he needed to hold onto the backrests of the benches for support, but he managed it, managed to walk the small distance down the aisle toVoldemort.

	TheonceproudDarkLordwascoweringonthefloor.Hewaswhimpering andclutchingwhatwasleftofhishand.Threeofhisfingersweremissing, and blood was spurting from the messy stump -

	 

	
"Let'ssee..."Dracopanted,twistingthegunsothathecouldcheckthe

	barrel, just as Potter had shown him. "We have eight bullets left ... and I'd sayIhaveafewmoreminutesbeforeIbiteit...sowebetternotwasteany time, shall we?" He aimed Hermione's gun overVoldemort's right leg and pulled the trigger.

	Voldemortscreamedinpainandcollapsedontothefloor.Hecurledover and clutched his leg as blood started to pool between his fingers.

	"Thatonewasformyfather,"Dracosneeredweakly,stalkingalittlecloser tohisvictim.He'dkilledathousandtimesbefore,buthe'dnevergottenthis kind of satisfaction. Never felt anything close to it. "For turning him into someone I didn't recognise towards the end."

	Anotherflashoflightningcrackedoutside.ItilluminatedtheCathedral enough for Draco to see Voldemort's face contorted in agony.

	Itmadehimsmile.

	HeaimedatVoldemort'sleftshoulderandfiredagain."Andthenonefor mymother,"Dracosaid,hisvoicebarelyaudibleoverVoldemort'swails. "For making her beg for her life and mine... even though you'd already

	decidedtokillher."

	Draco'sbodyfeltheavierandheavierwitheachstephetook.Hewas

	bleedingoutquickly,butheforcedhimselftocarryon.Heaimedthegunat Voldemort's shoulder and pulled the trigger three more times.

	Voldemortfellontohisback.Hisspinearchedoffofthestonefloor.His

	screamsjustwentonandon,never-ending,eachechocatchingontotheend of the next in the most beautiful symphony of death and pain.

	"Those were for my family. One for Daphne ... One forTheo... and one for theZabini's...forputtingthemthroughthiswar...forrobbingyearsoftheirlives..."

	"No..."Voldemortrolledontohisfront,andstartedtocrawldowntheaisle, away from Draco. "No. No. No... It will not end ... like this… No... "

	 

	
"Lookatyou,"Dracohushed,breathless,justaboutclingingon."Ifonly your followers were still alive to see you now ... fucking pathetic."

	Voldemort grunted and groaned but continued to crawl, nonetheless. He reachedout;hisfingerswerecentimetresfromhiswand-butDracostill had some strength left in him.

	"Ah,ah,ah,there'llbenoneofthat."Dracomarchedforwardandkickedthe Elder wand across the Cathedral floor before Voldemort could snatch it up.

	Thesoundofitrollingawayfadedintoadullecho,justasVoldemort's salvationfadedintonothingness."There'sgoingtobenothingmagical

	aboutyourdeath,myLord,"Dracosaidsarcastically."Whentheyretellthe story of your last moments, they aren't going to say that there was even a lickofmagic,nothingextraordinaryatall.Alltheyaregoingtosay,isthat youdiedfromagunshot,justlikeathousandothermuggles.Yourdeathis going to be ordinary andforgettable."

	Voldemort kept dragging his body deeper and deeper into the Cathedral, intotheshadows,towardsthethronethathe'donesattallupon.Healmost got to it, but Draco just followed weakly behind him.

	Theybothlefttrailsofbloodbehindthem.Voldemort’swassmudgedfrom dragging his body across the floor, while Draco's was large blotches of

	crimsonlikesomeonehadpaintedamuralontheceilingandtheredpaint hadn't yet dried.

	Draco'slungsfeltheavyanddeflated.Hefeltweakandbloodtrickleddown his chest but he carried on. He needed to do this. He needed to do it not

	onlyforher,notonlyforhimself,butforhisentirefamily;past,presentand fucking future. He raised the gun and fired another shot at the base of

	Voldemort'sspine.

	"Thatoneisformydragon,"Dracopanted."Forfillinghershortlifewith nothingbutwarandbattleswhensheshouldhavespentitsoaringthesky where she belonged!" He pulled the trigger again. "And one for me, for

	destroyingme,forbreakingmeintofuckinglittlepieces,justbecauseyou were too afraid to leave your tower and fight your own fucking war!”

	 

	
Andthen,therewasonly onebulletleft.

	As Voldemort wailed again, Draco finally caught up to him. Draco placed thetoeofhisbootunderneathVoldemort'sribcageandkickedhimontohisback.

	Hewantedtolookintohiseyesashekilledhim.Wantedtoseethefearand terror gather in his eyes before he closed them for the last time.

	"I think you already know who this oneis for... " Fuck - it was so difficult tostand.Hefeltlightheaded.Hisbodywasgoingtogiveoutanymoment. "I saved the best for last..."

	"No...no,please..."Voldemortbegged.Bloodwasspillingoutofhisnose, his mouth, his eyes, he was so close to death. Even if Draco didn't use the last bullet, he'd be dead in a few minutes. "I will not die here, like this ... you cannot kill me      "

	"Oh,no,no,noyou'remistaken,myLord.Itisn'tmekillingyourightnow, not really," Draco scoffed softly. He raised his hand and hovered the gun

	betweenVoldemort'seyes."It'sHermionefuckingGranger!"

	TwothingshappenedafterDracopulledthetriggerforthefinaltime.

	Voldemort's life did indeed end but so did his. It was as though their lives hadbeenconnected,asthoughtheywerebothpuppetsheldupbythesame set of strings and when Draco pulled that trigger, both of their life lines were cut.

	Ashewatchedthelightleavehisformermaster'seyes,allofDraco's

	strength left him, and all the pain came to claim him. He had nothing left anymore.No strengthin hisbody and nowill orfight tokeep himstanding.

	Heleanedagainstastonepillaratthefrontoftheaisle,andsliddownit until he was on the floor. He clutched his chest and his lungs squelched loudly each time he inhaled.

	As his vision started to darken around the edges, he stared at Voldemort's corpse.Whatwasoncethemostdangerousdarkwizardofalltimewasnow just a mess of blood and flesh. Nothing extraordinary. Nothing magical.

	 

	
He'ddiedjustlikeahundredothermuggles,justlikehe'dalwaysbeen afraid of.

	Dracohaddoneit.He'davengedher.Andnow...

	Hefeltbloodtrickledownhischest.Hefeltitrundownthesideofhishead and down the length of his arm. He watched his own blood start to gather on the floor around him.

	Hestruggledtotakeabreath.Helistenedtohisheart,hearingitbeganto grow slower, more sluggish.

	Good.It wouldn'tbelongnow...

	Thedoorsatthefrontofthechurchswungopenagain.Heheardafeminine gasp. Heard boots clicking against the stone floor.

	Threefigureshurriedtowardhim;Dracotriedtosquinttoseewhobuthis vision was blurred. His body was failing fast.

	"Draco?"avoicehethoughtherecognisedasked.Ittookhimafewseconds to realise it was Theo's. He sounded far away even though he was standing a few feet in front of him. "You alright there, mate?"

	Aslenderfiguredroppedintohislineofsight.Daphnekneeledinfrontof him while Theo and Blaise hovered in the aisle, all with horrified

	expressionsontheirbruisedfaces.

	Daphne'smouthbeganmovingfranticallybuthecouldn'thearwhatshewas saying. Her voice was just a dull hum.

	They'dcome.Theywereallbatteredandbloodyandbruised,noneofthem hadhadtimetorecoverfromtheearlierfight,butthey'dcomeanyway.He wasn't going to be alone when he...

	Hehadn'trealisedhowmuchdyingalonescaredhimuntilhesawthethree of them standing around him. He smiled weakly but he wasn't sure if it showed on his face or not.

	 

	
Daphnetookholdofhisfaceandshookhim.Hermouthstartedmoving faster but he still couldn't hear what she was saying.

	Theo'shandsflewtoeithersideofhistemples.Hefistedhiscurls,and looked like he was about to rip them out from the roots.

	TherewasaringinginDraco'sears,butthelongertheothersstoodthere, the more distinguished their voices became.

	"Whatthefuckhappenedtohim?!"ThepanicinTheo'svoicewasone

	thing,buttheterroronhisfacewasanother."Ohfuck,helooksbad-fuck! Fuck! Fuck! He looksreallybad!"

	DracofeltpressureontherightsideofhischestwhenDaphnetouchedhim, but the pain was fading. His head lolled weakly against the stone pillar

	behindhim.Didn'teven havethestrengthto holdhisheadupanymore...

	"He's-fuck,he'sbleedingeverywhere!"Daphnescreamedinapanicked voice. "There's so much of it! I can't tell where the source is!"

	"Castadiagnostic,Daph!"Blaisesnarled."Quickly!"

	Draco's lips twitched into a barely-there smile. He still didn't know if it showedonhisfaceorifhejustimaginedit.ItwasthefirstthingDaphne should have done. She'd always been shit in a crisis.

	Daphnenoddedandpulledoutherwand.Sheplaceditagainsthisshoulder and tried to drag it downwards in a diagnostic -

	No!

	Dracograbbedherwrist,stoppingthespellbeforeshecouldcastit. Daphne's breath caught. She looked up and met his eyes.

	Thesoundofhisheavy,labouredbreathingreverberatedoffthewallsofthechurch.

	 

	
Anddespitetheamountofbloodhe'dlost,despitehissoulslippingfrom one plane to another, Draco managed to do one thing. Just one tiny, microscopicmovementthatwasinsignificant,butmomentousenoughto end an entire bloodline.

	Hemanagedtoshakehishead.

	Hedidn'twantDaphnetohealhim.Hedidn'twanthertoseewhatinjuries he'd sustained because he didn't want her to even attempt to fix them.

	Hedidn'twanttobesaved.Hejustwantedpeace.

	Daphne'seyesglistenedwithtears.Shestoppedmoving.Stoppedbreathing. "Babe what are you doing?!" Theo hissed frantically. "Don't just sit there!

	Dosomething!"

	Daphnelookedatherwandandattemptedthespellagain,butDraco squeezed her wrist until she yelped in pain.

	Hernostrilsflaring,Daphnestoppedwhatshewasdoing,andstaredintohiseyes.

	Don't,hewantedtotellher.Hetriedto,butcouldn'tfindhisvoice.Didn't have the strength left to make his mouth move.

	He and Daphne had always had a special kind of understanding of one another.They'dalwaysleanedoneachother;alwaysmadethedifficult

	decisionstogether,andashestaredintohereyes,hewilledwitheverybitof him that was left for her to understand.

	Don'thealme.

	Daphnestaredbackathimlikeshewasseeingrightintohissoul.Her brown eyes danced between each of his.

	Please.Pleaseunderstand...

	Herbottomlip startedtoquiver.

	 

	
Don't-please.Youpromised...

	Sheopenedhermouth,thencloseditagain.

	Please...Justletmego.

	Andultimately,wordsweren'tneeded.

	BecausewhenDaphneswallowedthickly,Dracoknewthatsheunderstood, and a moment later, she laid her wand on the floor.

	Dracowishedhecouldtellherhowthankfulhewas.

	"Daph?!"Theoasked,panicked."Whatthefuckareyoudoing?!"

	"Blaise,"Daphnewhisperedsoftly,gently,dove-like.Hereyesdidn'tleave Draco's face. "Go and get Astoria."

	"What?"

	"Go and getAstoria," Daphne repeated as a tear slipped down her cheek. HereyesflickereddowntothebloodonDraco'schest,flinchingwhenhe coughed. "And be quick about it."

	Therewasamoment'shesitation.BlaiselookedupandcaughtDraco'seye, then disappeared.

	"Daphwhatthefuck?!"Theoshouted,practicallyscreamed."Don'tjustsit there! DO SOMETHING!"

	DaphnetookoneofDraco'shandsinbothofhers."Canyouhangonuntil Tori gets here?" sheasked softly, thecompleteoppositeto her husband in the aisle.

	TherattlinginsideDraco'schestwasanswerenough.

	No,hecould not.Asmuch ashewould'veliked toseehisyoungersister

	onelasttime,theybothknewhewouldn'tbeableto.Itwasprobablyforthe best. IfAstoria did see him like this ...

	 

	
Daphne nodded.Asecond tear slipped down her cheek, then a third. She clearlydidn'twantittobetrue,butasshelookedintohisfadingblueeyes, Draco knew what she saw - that he was hanging on by the very tips of his fingers, and he needed to be set free.

	Sowithafewwords,shedid.

	"It'sokay,"shetoldhim,strugglingtospeak."Go.Goandbewithher."

	"What?!"Draco'seyessluggishlywondereduptolookatTheooverthetop of Daphne's head. Draco hadn't seen Theo panic like that in years. "What the fuck are you saying?! No! No he can't go -"

	Tryingandfailingtokeephertearsatbay,DaphnesqueezedDraco'shand gently, reassuringly, in the way only a sister could. "It's okay," she

	whisperedinaraspy,tear-stainedvoice."Youkeptyourpromisetome.You kept the family safe. I can ... I can look after us from here."

	Draco'schestrattled.Hiseyelidsweresoveryheavy,anditfeltlikehis body was slowly being eclipsed by a dark, dark shadow...

	"You'vedoneenough,"Daphnebreathed,ignoringTheo'sprotestsand screams behind her. "You deserve to rest now."

	Theshadowstartedtocrawluphistoes.Everythingittouchedturnednumb and disconnected. First he couldn't feel his feet, then his legs. Then his

	hips.

	Anditkeptcrawlinghigherandhigher,eatingthepain,swallowingitwith the weight of his body...

	"Iloveyou,"Daphnewhispered."Weallloveyou."

	Theshadowreachedhistorso,nibblingawayathisfingersandtravellingup his forearms. He could no longer feel the lower half of his body...

	"I'vegotthis."

	 

	
Theblackframethat'dtakenholdof theedgesofhisvisionstartedto

	broaden.Everythingfadedaway.Hisbody.Hisbreath.Thepainhewasin and the guilt that he'd carried around for years.

	EvenDaphne'svoicebecameadistantecho,butonefinalsentencereached him. Five words that cut through the nothingness. One name that was enough to send him home.

	"GoandbewithHermione." And then in one ...

	Two...

	Threeshallowbreathslater,DracoLuciusMalfoy'sheartbeatforthevery last time.

	 

	
Epilogueone

	 

	Threeyearslater

	 

	 

	"Howdoyouthinkyou'vebeencopingsincewelastsaweachother?""Fine."

	"Hasanythinghappenedthatyouthinkyououghttomention?""No."

	"No?Anythingnegative?Nodrawbacksorthingsthathavecausedyou stress that you want to discuss?"

	"Nope,"Daphneanswered,herlipspoppingloudlyontheP."Notathing." "Have you completed the homework that I set you after our last session?""Yes."

	"And?"themiddle-agedhealerasked,hereyesonthenotepadinherlapas she scribbled away.

	"Itwas...eye-opening,"Daphneanswered.Unbothered.Unaffected.Fake.

	"And did it help?" "Yes,"Daphnelied.

	"Good,"thehealerrespondedwithoutlookingup."Inwhatwaydidithelp?"

	"It helped me sleep better," she lied again, lied through her fucking fake smileandquietdemeanour.Oh,when,whenwouldthisbeover?!While

	 

	
thehealer'seyeswerestilldown,Daphnesneakedaglanceatthe grandfather clock near the East window.

	14:03,justtwenty-sevenminutesleft.Shecouldgetthroughthat,couldn'tshe?

	"Andthenightmares?"thehealerwenton."Howhavetheybeen?""Fine."

	"Describewhatyoumeanbyfine?" "They've been non-existent."

	Itappearedthatwasonelietoomany.Thehealer'seye'ssnappedupandshe studied her victi -patient- carefully through her finger-smudged glasses.

	Court-appointed,compulsory,mindhealingtherapy-wasn'tthatthejokeof the century.

	Astoria told Daphne that she shouldn't be so angry about it because she wasn'tgoingthroughitalone.She,BlaiseandTheohadallhadtostandtrial after the war, and although their heroics towards the end - and the successof Medusa - had saved them from the Dementors Kiss - they didn't get offentirely.

	They'ddonetoomuch,thatwashowitwasphrased.They'dcommittedtoo many war crimes and all of them were very public figures in Voldemort's army. They couldn't come out the other side smelling of roses, no matter how much they'd helped bring down the Death Eaters regime.

	Becauseshe'dbeenthemastermindbehindMedusaandhadn'treally

	committedanycrimes,Astoriawasspared,rightlyso, buttherestofthe

	familydidnotgetoffsolightly,andaspenancefortheircrimes,thethreeof them had been ordered to see a Mind Healer for one hour a month, every month, until the day they died.

	"Althoughweappreciatethepivotalpartthethreeofthemplayedduringthefinalmonthsofthewar,nothingismoreparamountthanthesafetyof

	 

	
thosethewarhasleftbehind,"thenewMinisterforMagichadannounced to the crowd after their hearing. She was a Muggleborn witch, elected to

	unitethemagicalandmugglesocietiesinthisnewworldandblablablabla bla. Daphne had no intention of learning her name, she didn't like her.

	Could just think about how much better job Hermione would have done if she'dstillhavebeenhere."Wethankthethreeofthemfortheirefforts,butIamsurethateveryoneagreeswithmewhenIsaythatinordertoprotectthe future, we must not ignore the past, and therefore, the three of them will be observed and monitored closely, for the protection of the public."

	Fortheprotectionofthepublic,whatacrockofoldshit.Theyweren'twild animals. They weren't a pack of savage, unpredictable beasts who might

	snapatanymoment.Theyhadn'twantedtodoanyoftheawfulthingsthat they'd done during the war but they hadn't had a choice.They'd done what they had to do to survive.They weren't a danger to anyone anymore.

	ButtheMinistry didn'tseeitthatway.

	AlthoughDaphneandBlaisehadtriedtomakethemseereason,they

	wouldn'thaveit.Basicallytoldthemthatitwaswhatthegeneralpopulation needed to be calm and, in the words of the new Minister, "Be able to sleeppeacefully at night knowing that three extremely dangerous war criminals are free."

	Butitdidn'tletthepublicsleeppeacefully,itonlymadethemmore

	paranoid. Forcing Daphne,Theo and Blaise into therapy and watching over them, it just perpetuated the idea that they were dangerous. It made it look as though the three of them were rabid dogs and therapy was their muzzle. Madeitlookliketheycouldbecontainedforawhile,butitwouldonlybea matter of time before they escaped and went on a fucking rampage.

	The first year after Voldemort's death was hell. They were on house arrest for the first nine months. No escape. Wands confiscated. The press carried ontheirfearmongeringagendabypublishinganewarticleaboutthe'ticking time bombs' that were the reformed Death Eaters, and howlers spewing

	deaththreatsweredeliveredhourly.

	 

	
Aswellastheirmandatorytherapy,thefamilywerealsoissuedwithafine. 82% of their combined wealth was to be seized and donated to the

	restorationeffort.Noneofthemreallyhadanissuewithit.

	Well,thatwasn'tstrictlytrue.Astoriawasn'tthatselfless,butafteraninitial tantrum - and making Blaise hide all of her shoes and jewellery with magic so that they couldn't be taken as collateral - she'd accepted it.

	They'dguessedthatthenewOrderwouldwanttobestowsometypeof

	restorativejusticeonthem-andevenwiththatamountbeingtakenaway, they still kept Malfoy Manor and had more than enough money to live

	comfortably-butthetherapy?Yeah,thatdidn'tgodownnearlyaswell.

	Blaise,thesophisticatedtwatthathewas,waswhollyunbotheredbythe entire thing. He entered each of his monthly sessions with the utmost

	dignity. He sat in the leather armchair with perfect posture. He nodded whenappropriate,smiledwithgrace,andgotperfectscoresonallofthe court-ordered assessments they were made to take part in. He even

	managedtogetthehealerlaughingonoccasion.

	DaphneandTheo'ssessionswereanentirelydifferentballgame.

	Atfirst,theministryhadallowedthemtohavetheirsessionstogether,but they soon saw an end to that, split them up like naughty children in a classroom who couldn't be put together without causing trouble.

	"They'rebadinfluencesoneachother,"theirnoteshadsaid."Feedoffofeach others' chaotic energy. Dangerous together. Must be separate."

	Daphnehadbeensoterrifiedafterthatthatshe'dbeenonherbestbehaviour ever since. She tried her best to follow Blaise's example but it was so

	fuckingdifficult.EvenTheowasabletogetthroughthemalotless painfully than she could.

	It was maddening how easily they were both able to get through the sessions.TheyfeltlikeatraptoDaphne.Feltliketheywerejustanexcuse to prove that they weren't reformed, they were still Death Eaters. They

	weren't'safe'or'sorry'fortheharmthey'dcausedduringthewar,theywere

	 

	
justbidingtheirtime,waitingfortherightmomenttoavengetheirfallen master. She felt like one slip-up would earn each of them their Kiss.

	Eachsessionsetherteethonedge.Shewasalwaysanervouswreck

	beforehand.Shedidn'tevenbothertodohernailsinthedaysleadingupto their sessions because it was pointless. She always ended up chewing and picking at them until her manicure was destroyed and the skin around her nails was bloody.

	She was determined not to let these sessions defeat her but the truth was thatshewasterrifiedofthem.She'dworkedhardtoputthepiecesofher life back together, and it felt like one wrong answer could snatch away

	everythingthatshe'dbuilt.Everytimethehealerscribbledsomethingdown on her little notepad, Daphne felt as though she were signing her custody

	papersforAzkaban,andeverytimesheclickedhertongueinannoyance, another string of Daphne's patience was cut.

	Anditdidn'thelpmattersthatthemindhealerwasaright-witheredoldcunt who seemed to have it in for Daphne.

	Each session, although Daphnegreeted her politely and offered her adrink, shewouldturnhernoseuplikeDaphnehadofferedheracupofwarmpiss. And although Daphne was always perfectly put together with a nice,

	respectabledressandheelsandmakeup,thehealerlookedatherasthough she was a filthy escort standing on a street corner.

	"Just think of it like you're acting in a play," Theo would always tell her beforehersession."It'sjustaroleyou'replaying.Gointhere,nod,smile,

	tellherwhatshewantstohear,andthenwhenthecurtainfalls,youcangoback to normal."

	She'dthoughthertimeplayingpretendwouldendwhenshe'dbeenfreed from Crouch. Apparently, she'd been wrong.

	Yes, Daphne had done unspeakable, awful things during the war and yes, they kept her up at night. She wasn't proud of the blood she'd spilled but she'd tried to make amends for it. She'd helped overthrow Voldemort, but thewaythehealerwatchedhereverysession,thewayshetriedtotrickher

	 

	
into answering questions wrongly and stared at her as though she'd just slaughteredaroomfullofchildren,itmadeDaphnefeellikeshemightas well have not bothered.

	ThereweremanythingsDaphnewantedtosayduringtheirsessionsbutshe kept it all in. What shewantedto do, was tell the mind healer that she

	thought these sessions were about as useful as a fucking chocolate fireguard.Whatshewantedtodowastellthehealerthatshewasn't

	welcomeinherhome,grabherbyherhair,andthenthrowherthefuckout.

	Thatwaswhatshewantedtodo-butshecouldn't.Soinstead,shetooka page out of Blaise's book, sat up straight, folded her hands delicately in

	frontofhersoshewasn'ttemptedtothrottlethewomanwiththem,and responded with very dull, very practised, veryfakeanswers that were a thousand miles apart from what she actually felt.

	And that was what'd led Daphne here, sitting in the parlour room of the housethatbelongedtoherdeadbrother.Sittingonaleathersofaoppositea mind healer who wanted her locked away inAzkaban, with nothing

	betweenthemtoprotectherapartfromacoffeetableandafewcandles.

	Therewasaheavysilenceintheroomforaboutfortysecondsbeforeher

	guestthoughttofillit."Tellmeonepositivethingthat'shappenedsinceour last session?" the healer asked.

	Thatthesessionended,washowDaphnewantedtoreply,however, "Cordelia painted me a picture," was her actual answer.

	LittleCordeliaWeasley-ZabiniwasAstoria'sprideandjoy.Withbothofher parentsdead,biologically,hernextofkinwasGinnyWeasley,andalthough she had welcomed taking her only niece in, Cordelia wouldn't allow it. In

	theshorttimeAstoriahadtakencareofher,she'dbondedwithherinaway that words simply couldn't explain, andAstoria had fallen in love with her too. The pair simply couldn't be parted, if anyone tried, Cordelia screamed bloody murder until she was put back intoAstoria's arms and that was the end of that.Astoria was meant to be Cordelia's mother, and Cordelia was meant to be Astoria's daughter.

	 

	
Astoria was so good with children but she refused to carry any herself. AlthoughHermionehadfoundtreatmentforherbloodcurse,itwaspainful andAstoria didn't want to run the risk of passing that misery on to anothergeneration.

	Ayear after she and Blaise legally adopted Cordelia, they adopted a little boy,andthenanothergirl.Thereweresomanychildrenleftwithoutparents after the war,Astoria would have filled the whole manor with them if she could have. It didn't matter that there wasn't an ounce of shared blood

	betweenthemorthatnoneofthemlookedalike,BlaiseandAstoriacared for and loved and doted on the three of them equally.

	And Theo and Daphne were just as taken with their nieces and nephew. TheyspoiledthematChristmasandletthemeatfartoomuchsugarwhen they babysat. Theo taught them pranks and Daphne read to them every

	nightuntil theyfellasleep.

	Blooddidn'tmakeafamily.Theyallalreadyknewthat,andthelittleones became a part of theirs as soon as they'd stepped through the door of Malfoy Manor.

	"Isee,"thehealersaid,bringingDaphnebacktothepresent."Thatwas very nice of her."

	"Itwas."

	"Howoldisshenow?""Four."

	"Whatwasthepaintingof?"

	"Adaffodil,"Daphneanswered,tryingherbestnottofiddlewiththefabric ofherpalepinkdressthatwasdrapedacrossherlap."Whenevershepaints me a picture, it's always of a daffodil."

	"Whyisthat?"

	 

	
For the first time during their session, the hint of a smile that played on Daphne's face was genuine. "Because her mother and the boys call me 'Daph',andshethinksit'sshortforDaffodil.Ihaven'tgottheheartyetto tell her that it's not."

	"Shethinksyour nameisDaffodil?"

	Daphnenodded,thesmileonherfacestillreal."Yes,auntieDaffodil,that's what she calls me."

	"Isee,"thehealersaidslowly,thoughtfully,watchingherveryclosely. "And does she paint you things often?"

	"Yes."

	"Andwheredo youkeepthem?"

	Daphne kept her eyes forward and her hands firmly clasped on her lap.The healerwasuptosomething,shecouldfeelit.Shewasleadingtosomething, settingatrap.Itwassuddenlyhardertokeepthesmileonherface."Tucked in the mirror of my vanity. On the walls.All over, really."

	"Andhowwouldyoufeelifthosepictureswere...OhIdon'tknow, suddenly taken away from you?"

	Oh,fuckoff!Daphnealmost saiditout loud.Theoldcunt wasdoingit

	again, she did this every fucking session.Tried to get Daphne to relax, find somethingshehelddear,thenaskhertothinkabouthowshe'dfeelifitwas suddenly taken away or lost or broken.

	Thepaintingfromherlittleniecewasn'tapaintingatall.Itwasatestanda metaphor all rolled into one. She was doing it to see if Daphne still had

	violent tendencies. Because if she'd lash out over something as small as a painting,then whatwould shedo ifamemberof thepublicpissedheroff?

	ButDaphnewasn'tfuckingstupid."IlovemyniecedearlyandIlovethe paintings that she makes me," she answered in a quiet, gentle, practised

	 

	
voice."I'dbeupsetifanythinghappenedtooneofthem,ofcourse,butI'm sure she'd paint me another one."

	AlthoughDaphneplasteredonademuresmile,althoughhereyeswere

	honestandhervoicewassoftandlightashoney,themindhealernarrowed her eyes.

	Whenthehealerclickedhertongueontheroofofhermouth,Daphne wanted to flinch.

	Andwhenshewentbacktofuriouslyscribblinginhernotepad,Daphne wanted to scream.

	Scribble, scribble, scribble.That was all she ever did during their sessions. No matter how many times Daphne asked, she was never allowed to see whatshe'dwrittendown.Ittookeverythinginhernottosnatchthefucking thing out of her hand and make a run for it.

	You'redoingfine,shetoldherself.Remembertobreathe.Remembertosmile. It'll all be over soon.

	Butthescribblingdidn'tstop,notforthirtyseconds,notevenaftertwo

	wholeminutes,andDaphnehadtoclaspherhandstightlyinfrontofherto keep from snatching the fucking quill out of her ink-smudged fingers and snapping it in half.

	Whatwasshescribblingdown?!Wasshemakingrecommendationsonhow long she should be locked inAzkaban? Twenty years for looking at the

	healerwithmurderinhereyes?Anotherfiveforbeinganinsufferable,ice- cold bitch?

	WasshewritingdownthatTheoshouldbetakenintocustodywithher?If he was, would they separate the two of them?

	Daphnesquintedandleanedforward,tryingtosneakaglanceatthehealer's notes, but she was sitting too far away and her handwriting wasn't much

	moreintelligiblethanCordelia's.

	 

	
"Butthesepicturesareobviouslyverydeartoyou,"thehealereventually said,eyesstillonhernotes,stillscribblingaway."Ifsomeonetookaway something that I cared about, I would feel very upset, and angry."

	"Wouldyou?"Daphneasked,keepinghervoicegentleassheleaned forward a little more...

	De ... dec ... deceitful? Is that what her notes said? Or was it defensive? TrustDaphnetogetassignedthehealerwiththemostawfulhandwriting known to wizarding kind.

	"Yes.IdaresaythatImightgetviolentifsomeonetriedtotakeaway something that was mine."

	"Ohdear,"Daphneresponded,notreallythinking,morefocusedontrying to decipher the jumble on the paper. "Well, perhaps you should speak to someone about that."Kee ... Keeping ... somethingbo .. bo ... bowl?

	Keepingsomethingbowl?What?"Haveyoueverthoughtaboutgoingtotherapy?"

	Whenthehealers'eyessnappedup,Daphneimmediatelyslouchedback

	ontothesofaandsmiled,tryingherbesttobrushoffthefactthatshe'djust been caught in the act.

	"Wereyoujusttryingtoreadmynotes?"Shit.

	Daphne'ssmiledropped."No.Ofcoursenot."

	Thehealerclickedhertongue.Herwide,flatnosecrinkledwith

	disapproval."MissGreengrass,"theoldwomanscoldedcoldly,hertongue curling around the words. It made Daphne feel like she was back in

	ProfessorSnape'sclassroom."AsIhavetoldyourepeatedly,thistherapyis all about honesty-"

	"AndIhavetoldyouhonestly,thatIfindthesesessionstediousand

	redundant."Daphnehadn'tmeanttosnarlthewords,butthatwastheway

	 

	
theycameout."And it'sMrs Nott,as Ihavetoldyourepeatedly."

	AndthelastofDaphne'spatiencewasdiminishedwhenthehealerclicked her tongue again in annoyance -

	"AndifyouclickyourtongueatmeagainIwillnailittothiscoffeetable!" As soon as the words had left her mouth, she regretted them.

	Oh,fuckingfuck.Sheshouldnothavedonethat.Shereally,reallyshould not have done that.

	Daphnetriednottopanic.Shetoldherselfthatonesnarkycommenthereor there wasn't going to earn her a cell inAzkaban, but the way the healer was looking at her ... she wasn't so sure.

	The healers' nasty mud-coloured eyes narrowed for a second. She looked Daphneoveronce,twice,takingeverythingin,thenshesmiledandstarted to scribble something down onto her notepad.

	Shit.

	PanicstartedtobuildinthepitofDaphne'sstomachandbeforeshecould help herself, she started to bite her nails.

	Whyhadshesaidthat?!Sheshouldhavebithertongue.Shewishedthat she'd headed her own threat and nailed her tongue to the coffee table, at least then it would have just shut the fuck up and not made such a catastrophic mistake.

	Shit. Shit. Shit-

	Butwaitthehealerwassmiling?Anditwasn'tanastysmileeither.Itwas more of a ... proud smile? No smugness. No anger. Just warm and happy and oddly, Daphne couldn't find even a flicker of deceit in it.

	"Let'smoveon,shallwe?"suggestedthehealeronceshe'dfinallylookedup from her notes.

	 

	
Daphnehadn'treallygottenawaywiththatone?Hadshe?

	"Yes,"Daphnenodded.Themovementwassofakeandunenthused,she might as well have been on strings. "I think that'd be for the best."

	The healer nodded in agreement. She studied Daphne for a moment. She tookagoodlookatherface,thenaddedanotherquicknotetoherpad,then looked up and said, "I hear theAurors still haven't caught him."

	Oh, now the healer was just playing dirty. Daphne might've threatened to nailhertonguetothetablebutiftheyhadn'tbeensplitup,Theodefinitely would have for bringing that up.Well, if she was looking to draw some type of reaction out of Daphne, she was looking in the wrong place.

	"I'm sorry," Daphne replied. "I don't know who you mean?" "Don'tplaydumb.YouknowexactlywhomIamspeakingabout."

	Daphnemerelyshrugged.Shelookeddownatheroval-shapednailsand pretended to be mesmerised by the chipped, pearly pink polish she waswearing.

	"Howdoesthatmakeyoufeel?"thehealerprodded."ToknowthatBarty Crouch Jr is still missing?"

	Daphnefoughttokeepherfaceimpassive.Calm.Dolllike.Ontheinside, however,shewassmirking,butontheoutside,sheworetheperfectpoker face that her older brother had taught her. "It doesn't make me feel

	anything."

	Thehealerstartedtoclickhertonguelikeshedidn'tbelieveher,butwhen Daphne looked up from her nails and quirked a brow, the healer thought

	betterofit.Shetookamomenttorethinkwhatevershe'dbeenabouttosay, then said, "I don't mean to cause you any distress, Mrs Nott, but after

	everythinghedidtoyou,itwouldbenaturaltofeelresentmenttowardBarty."

	 

	
"Idon'tfeelanythingtowardshim."Itwasn'talie.Itwasprobablythefirst time during their session that she'd told the truth - well, aside from her

	threataboutthetongue...No,itwasn'talieatall.Shedidn'tfeelanything toward him.That name hadn't held anything for her for a long, long time.

	"Why do you think that is?" the healer asked, clearly not convinced."WhyshouldIstillfeelanythingtowardshim?It'sbeenaverylongtime."

	Thehealernarrowedhereyesagain."That'swhatMeganandSarahsaidtoo."

	Ah,ofcoursethenosey,pig-facedhealerwouldwanttotalktotheother

	girlsaboutCrouch.MeganandSarah,ChesterandAngel.Daphnesawthem quite often. They came to visit the wine cellar in Malfoy Manor weekly

	sometimes, if the mood ever took them, and Daphne always welcomed themwithopenarmsandofferedthemaglassofwineandaknifewhen they arrived.

	"Youallseemtobe...managing,withwhatyouallwentthroughratherwell."

	Now,Daphnereallyhadtofighttokeepthesmirkoffherface.Oh,ifonly the silly old bat knew. "You say that like it's a problem."

	"It'snotaproblem..."thehealerstarted."It'sjustpeculiar,howwellyou've all adjusted back into the world, and none of you seem to care that no one has seen him since the end of the war - "

	Daphne'ssalvationusuallycameintheformofapetitefivefoottwowitch- seven, when she was in heels - but today it came in the form of heavy, slowthuds.

	"Timesisup,"Quinzelsaidthemomentshewalkedthroughthedoors.She waswearingacookingaprontoday.Itwascoveredinswatchesofdifferent coloured paints. She even had a blue one that looked suspiciously like a

	toddler'shandprintacrossherrightcheek."Missmindhealeristogonow."

	 

	
Acreaseappearedbetweenthehealer'sthickbrowsandsheblinkedseveral times. "No, surely not already -"

	"Clock does not lie, Miss," the old elf interrupted. No nonsense. Taking no prisoners."QuinzelhasgottentheFlooready.Sheistogiveyouthissoyou can go." The pink-eyed elf trudged toward the healer and plopped a small

	beige-colouredsackofpowderintoherhand."Quinzelistowalkyououtnow."

	"Actually,"thehealerinterruptedassheandDaphnegottotheirfeet,"I'd preferitifDaphnewouldwalkmetotheFloo.Ifthat'salrightwithyou?"

	Daphnewassuspicious,butnoddedtoQuinzelthatitwasalright.Astheelf trudged back into the corridor she'd come down, Daphne and the healer walked down the hall to the fireplace that acted as the main Floo network.

	Theydidn'tsayawordtoeachothertheentirejourney,butjustasDaphne had nodded the healer goodbye and turned to leave, a hand curled around the top of her arm. "Daphne, before you go, could I have a word?"

	Daphnespunaround.Shestaredatwherethehealerwastouchingher,andit wasn't until she'd let go that she answered. "Yes, if you must."

	"Youdidwelltoday."

	Daphnerecoiledslightly.Sheblinkedandstaredatthehealerlikeshe'd grown a second head. Surely she hadn't heard that right. "How so?"

	"Youwereyourself."

	Daphne couldn't help but quirk a brow. Had her healer lost the plot? Had Daphnemadeherloseit?Ifhercrimesduringthewarhadn'tbeenenough to earn her a cell inAzkaban, then that surely would. "I threatened to nail your tongue to the table."

	"Yes,youdid,"thehealersmiled,evenletoutalittlethroatylaugh."But don't you see?That's good. Since we started these sessions, you've been

	 

	
guardedandputtingonanactbuttoday,Igotthefirstglimpseofwhoyou really are."

	Daphne swallowed. She narrowed her eyes and worried the inside of her cheektostopherselffrombitingback.Thiswasanothertrick,shewassure of it.

	The healer must have been able to tell what she was thinking. "These sessionsaren'tatest.You'vebeenthroughaterribleordeal,andthey're

	designed to help you." The healer took a step forward, and she looked like shewasabouttoplaceherhandonDaphne'sshoulder,butthenshestopped. "I know you think that the Ministry is against you and are looking for

	excuses to throw you and your family intoAzkaban, but I am not. I want to help you, Daphne, truly, but I can only do that if you're honest with me. I know you're not evil, you were just forced to do evil things for the sake of survivingandIunderstandthat.I'llkeepyououtofAzkaban,Ipromise,but you need to workwithme, not against me."

	"Howcan Ibesosurethatthis isn'tatrick?"

	"Becausemynephewwouldbedeadifwasn'tforMedusa." Daphne was unsure of what to say.

	"Hewascapturedafewyearsintothewar,anditwasonMedusa's

	intelligencethathewasrescued.He'salivenowbecauseofyouandyour

	family."Thistimethehealerwasalittlebraver.Thistime,whensheraised her hand, she squeezed Daphne's shoulder gently and smiled at her. "Just something to think about before our next session."And then she stepped into the Floo and she was gone.

	Daphne relaxed against the wall but her mind was reeling. Could she trust theoldbat?Orwasitatricktogethertodropherguard?Shewasleaning more toward the latter, but she knew more than anyone how love for a

	familymembercanmakeyoudounspeakablethings.Whenshe'dcollected herself, she followed the sound of chaos and screams into the kitchen, and judging from the carnage she discovered there, it was clear the tiny terrors had gotten into the sugar.

	 

	
"That'senough!" Blaise snarled, eyes burning, lip curled back over his teeth.Daphnedidn'tknowwhatwasfunnier;thepinkblotchesofpainton his crisp white shirt, or the fact that he had a yellow flower sticker on the side of his face that he clearly didn't know was there.

	EventhoughBlaisewasusinghis'Dad'voice-alower,deeper,more

	authoritativeversionofhisusualvoice-itdidnothingtosubduethelittle sleep terrorists.

	Allthreeofthechildrenlookedpositivelyferal.

	The dinning table was littered with artwork and paint pots and Cordelia, MaximusandEvaweregatheredaroundit.Theypresentedaunitedfrontin every sense of the word. They were united in their unkempt hair, their messy paint-covered faces and clothes, and even the wildness in their eyes that looked a little too suspicious to be accidental.

	Those were crazy, sugar-overload eyes if Daphne had ever seen them. But howhadtheygottentothesugarquills?Theywerealwayskeptonthevery top shelf in the pantry, far out of the children's reach...

	BlaisewascoveredinpaintbutAstoriahadcomeofffarworse.Shelooked like she'd been to war with a paint factory. There were flecks of it all over her, and her beautiful emerald dress had blotches of blue that certainly

	hadn'tbeenthereatbreakfast.

	"Theo!"Astoriasnapped,andwhensheflippedherlong,chocolate-

	colouredhairoverhershoulder,Daphnesawthattheendshadbeendipped in bright pink paint.That was going to take weeks to come out, no wonder she looked like a kettle that was ready to explode. "Why - for the love of Salazar - did you think that letting the children paint in the kitchen would be a good idea?! There's mess EVERYWHERE!”

	Ah, of courseTheo was behind this. Daphneshould haveknown better. She hadn'tevennoticedthathewasinthediningroom,she'dbeentoodistracted with the mess, but now that she had, it was obvious that he was the

	mastermindbehindthischaos.

	 

	
"Oi,oi,we'llhavelessofthat!"Theosnapped,shakinghisheadvery

	dramaticallyandmakingtheyellowpaintinhiscurlssplatteraroundthe

	room.WhensomehitAstoria'sdress,shelookedreadytomurderhim.The children squealed with laughter and started slapping the table, completely enthralled with the show their uncle was putting on for them. "I'm the teacher for the day! My classroom, my rules, and if the babies wanted to

	paint,"hestoodupsuddenlyandputonadeep,theatricalvoicethatwasfit for the stage, "then paint, the babies shall!"

	Thetoddlersinquestionlooked upfromtheirartworkandgrinned

	mischievously.MaxheldhispaintingupforhisauntDaffodiltoadmire,but she didn't get a chance to praise him,Astoria was too loud.

	"ONTHENEWWOODENTABLE?!OH,YOU'VEPULLEDSOME CRAPOVERTHEYEARSTHEODORE, BUTTHIS IS BEYOND-"

	"Alrightbossypants,"Theocutheroff."NameoneotherthingthatI'vedone-"

	Astoriafoldedherarmsacrossherchestandglaredathim."Howaboutthe time you wanted to use a real human skeleton to teach them biology?"

	"What'swrongwiththat?"Theochallenged."Theyhaveskeletons,don't they? They should know how their bodies work-"

	"THEY'RECHILDREN!TINYLITTLECHILDRENTHATSHOULD NOT BE ANYWHERE NEAR A REAL HUMAN SKELETON!"

	Theoshruggedathissister-in-law."Nevertooearlytolearn."

	AstoriastartedtogooffonanotherrantbutTheosuddenlystoodup.What'd been a lovely silk black shirt this morning was now decorated with tiny

	handprints of every colour. "Come on, Tori, don't be like that," he grinned, openinghisarmswideandwalkingtowardsher."Let'smakeup?Givemeahug."

	Astoria'seyeswidenedwithpanicwhensherealisedhisintentions."No!" She tried to back away, but she didn't realise that there was a wall behind

	 

	
herandshewassuddenlytrapped."Don'tyoudare,Theodore!Getaway from me!"

	"AwwwwTori,you'llhurtmyfeelings,"Theowhined,gettingcloser,his arms still out wide, his shirt dripping with paint. "Come here."

	"No!"shehissed,wavingherhandslikeshewastryingtoshooastray kitten away. "Don't you dare!"

	Theoclosedinonher.

	Astoria screamed and tried to bat him away, but Theo already had hold of her.Hewrappedhisarmsaroundher,liftedheroffoftheground,squeezed herinthebiggestbearhughecould,andwhenhesetherbackdown,allof the paint on his shirt had transferred onto her dress.

	WhenAstoriainitiallysawthemess,shegaspedloudly,butwhenshe

	lookedupatTheo,shejustburstoutlaughing,andthentheroomwasfilled with little squeals of laughter as the children joined in.

	"Mummmy!"Cordeliagiggled."Yourdressissomessy!"

	"Andthere'spaintinyourhair!"Maxadded,wipingathistearswithhis hands and leaving a smear of purple paint under his eyes.

	"Andonyourface!"Evachuckled."You'resomessy!"

	"I know,"Astoria sighed loudly, then she grinned and held out her arms. "I'msoupset.Whowantstogivemummyahugtomakeherfeelbetter?"

	Asthechildrenscreamedandtriedtoescape-andAstoriaandTheochased themaroundthediningroom-Daphnesmiledandlookedatthedoortothe wine cellar.

	"MeganandSarahleft,"Blaisesaid,answeringherunspokenquestion.He crossedthelengthoftheroom,foldedhisarmsacrosshischestandleaned against the wall by Daphne's side.

	"Already?"

	 

	
Blaisenodded.

	"Theydidn'tstaylong."

	"Theydidn't,buttheystilldidalotofdamage."Blaise'seyesweresuddenly hardashelookedathischildren."Meganwascoveredinblood.Ihadtotell Cordelia that it was red paint, and that Megan and Sarah are just painting a mural in the wine cellar but now she really wants to go down there."

	DaphnesighedandcopiedBlaise'sstance.Shefoldedherarmsacrossher chest and leaned against the wall beside him, her voice dropping to a hushed whisper. "I'm sorry. I'll tell them both that they need to be more careful when they visit again."

	BlaisewatchedasTheograbbedCordeliabytheanklesandheldherupside down, allowingAstoria to tickle her daughter's ribs without mercy.

	"IunderstandwhyyouneedtokeephimdownthereDaphne,butI'm terrified that one of my children are going to find him one day."

	"He's safe down there," Daphne replied. "He's bound in chains, he's been stripped of his magic and there are more enchantments in that wine cellar thanwhattheyusedtohaveatHogwarts.BartyCrouchJrisnotgettingout of there, Blaise. He can't hurt your children."

	"Butwhat if hedoes?"

	ThethoughtalonemadeDaphneshudder.

	It was true what the Healer had said. To the rest of the world, no one had seen Crouch Jr since just before Voldemort's downfall. No one had a clue wherehewas.They'dcheckedhighandlow,fromoneendofthecountryto the next, but they hadn't thought to check the wine cellar in Malfoy Manor.

	Hewasstillinthesamestate,stillboundtothesamericketyoldchairwith the same rusting chains, but he just had a new home, and as much as he'd have liked to be, he was never alone. In the beginning, Daphne had gone down there almost nightly. She had a lot of pent-up anger for what he'd

	 

	
donetoher,andwiththewaytheMinistrywasdemonizingherandher

	familyinthepapers,well,sheneededsomethingtotakeheraggressionouton.

	Andthebestthingwas,whentheMinistryhadcometodotheirinitial inspections of the Manor after the war - to make sure they weren't

	harbouringanythingdangerous-Theohadplacedthatmanyenchantments on Barty that the Ministry officials had walked right by him and not evennoticed.

	He'd screamed for them to help him but they hadn't been able to hear him, justlikeTheohadn'tbeenabletohearDaphnewhenhe'dsearchedCrouch's stables. Daphne had barely been able to hide her smile.

	Itwasexcellenttherapy.Torture,heal,repeat.Torture,heal,repeat.Itwas fabulous. Much better than anything that Ministry ordered mind healer

	coulddeliverbutafterawhile,Daphnefoundherselfgoingdownthereless and less. She'd thought that she could torture him forever but eventually,

	shewasboredwithit.Itdidn'tbringherthesatisfactionthatitusedto because she didn't really hate Crouch anymore.

	Megan and Sarah still took advantageweekly but Daph ... shehadn't been downthereinmonths.Shewentdownifthemoodstruckheronoccasion, but these days, it hardly ever did.

	She'dbeentellingthehealerthetruth.ThenameBartyCrouchJrdidn'thold anythingoverher anymore.Shefeltnothing forhim. Hewas nothingtoher.

	Theonlyreasonshekepthimaliveatallwasbecausehislifewasstill

	linkedtohersandtheothersdolls',ifitwasn'tforthat,she'dhaveprobably let him starve to death a year ago.

	"Mychildrenarethemostimportantthingtomeandit'smyjobtokeep them safe. I can't have them asking questions and getting curious about what we keep in the cellar. If they snuck down there by themselves..." Blaise's voice trailed off and he shuddered.

	Daphnedidtoo.ThethoughtoflittleCordeliagoingintothatroomalone, even if she couldn't see Crouch, he'd be able to see her, and that thought

	 

	
alonewasterrifying.

	"Considerittakencareof,"Daphnewhisperedsoftly."We'llmovehimto the farmhouse tomorrow."

	Blaiselookedatheroutofthecornerofhiseye."You'resure?"

	"Yes, I'll connect theFloo so Sarah and Megan can still visit, and we'll set charmalertssowe'llknowifhetriestoescape.We'llstillhavetogoevery few days to make sure he's fed and healthy enough, but we can't keep him here anymore, not if the children are getting curious."

	Eventually - but not untilTheo andAstoriahad had (and won) apaint fight with thechildren - Blaiseconjured aset of robes and asked his wifeto take awalkwithhimoutside.Withmumanddadabsent,Quinzeldecidedthatit was time for the children to go to bed. The old elf hadn't been the same

	sinceRomydied, butwith thechildren around,alittlelifereturnedtoher.

	Daphne and Theo helped her where they could. Once Quinzel had bathed thethreeterrors,DaphneandTheowrangledthemtobed.Ittookawhileto entice them to actually get in their beds - and Theo had to sing and enact two full Queen songs before they actually started to settle, but by the time their uncle sang the second chorus of "We are the Champions," all three of them were finally in the land of nod.

	WhileTheo made sure everyone was tucked in - and not pretending to be asleep,liketheyoccasionallydid-Daphnewentdownstairs.Asshemade

	herwaythroughthedinningroom,shewavedherhandandthemessstarted to magically take care of itself. Paint pots levitated to the sink in the

	kitchen,andscrubbersstartedtoworkonthecolourfulswatchesonthetable.

	Daphnedidn'tlinger.Shepushedthebackdooropenandwalkedstraight outside. She walked through the gardens and past the Malfoy family cemetery, and she kept walking until she found the cherry blossom tree.

	BlaiseandAstoriawerestillthere.Daphnestayedbackandwatchedthem for a while, a small smile on her face as she watchedAstoria talk happily

	 

	
andmakegesturestotheelegant,oval-shapedmarbleheadstones.Just

	beforethepairleft,Astoriakissedthetipsofherindexandmiddlefinger and gently pressed them against the middle headstone.

	WhenDaphnewasalone,shegathereduptheedgesofherdressandknelt on the floor. She laid her wand on the ground beside her and started to

	rearrangetheflowersthatweredartedaroundthegrave.She'dalways preferred to do this by hand.

	"Heyyoutwo,"shewhisperedquietly,readjustingthealreadyperfectroses. "We missed you both today." She grabbed the cutters that were always laid to the right of the headstone and started to cut the leaves off of the older roses. "Don't judge me too much for this," she said, nodding towards the state of her dress. "The little ones got into the paint again.You would have loved them; they're turning into quite the artists."

	Daphne.Theo.Astoria.Blaise.Quinzel.Thefiveofthemhadspentdays makingsuretheirgraveswereperfect.Itneverneededmuchpruningbut

	onceaday-sometimesmore-Daphneoroneoftheotherswouldcomeout and make it perfect. They needed to for their own sanity. Felt like they owed them that at the very least.

	WhenDaphnewasfinished,shestoodupandstareddownatthegraves below, at the four names that were missing from their family.

	Romy. Narcissa. Draco.

	Hermione.

	Thefourthatwerememorialisedunderthecherryblossomtree. The four who'd had to die so that the other five could live.

	She heard Theo approach sometime later but she didn't turn around. He stoodbehindher,wrappedhisarmsaroundherwaistandpulledheragainst

	 

	
hischest."Hibaby,"hewhispered.Hekissedhercheekandthenpressed his hand ever so gently against the bottom of her stomach. "How are my girls doing?"

	Daphnesmiledandleanedbackagainsthim,stealinghiswarmth."What makes you so convinced that it's a girl?"

	Shefelthimgrinagainsthercheek,pepperingitwithkissesbeforehe answered. "Just a feeling."

	"Ifit'saboy,canwecallhimDraco?"

	Theotuttedinherear."Ithoughtwe'dsettledonFreddie?" "Freddie can be a middle name."

	"Hmmm,DracoFreddieNott."Theothoughtitoverforafewsecondsand then laughed. "Ooooh, he'd fucking hate that," he added, nodding towards one of the middle headstone. "We have to do it."

	Daphnefellquiet.Althoughshewasnestledinherhusbandsarms,although she was hopeful for what their future promised, she didn't feel whole. She should have done, but she didn't. Doubted that she would ever again.

	"Youokay,baby?"Theoaskedafteralittlewhile."Youseemalittle...offtoday."

	"DoI?"

	"Yeah,"hewhispered,pressinganotherkissagainsthercheek."Whatare you thinking about?"

	"Thatit'snotfair."

	Theo'sbodywentrigid.Shefelthiseyeswatchingherface."Iknow,"was all he said.

	"Thisshouldbethem,"Daphnehushed,noddingherchintowardthepath Blaise andAstoria had taken, the one that led back to the house. "They

	 

	
shouldbeherewithus.It'snotfair." "I know."

	"They should have had this," Daphne laid her hand atop her husbands and intertwined their fingers. "They would have been such good parents."Tears startedtowellinhereyesatthesamemomentherthroatburned.She'ddone such a good job of keeping it together since she'd found out she was

	expecting,butthinkingabouttheirchild,lookingdownatthegraves,itall hit her at once. Fucking hormones.

	Theotookadeepbreath,shefeltitagainsthercheek,sharpandexhausted and relieved all at thesametime. "Is this why you'renot excited about the baby yet?" He pressed down gently on the small, barely there swell of her stomach.Thegesturewassmall,butitwasthemostprotectivethingshe'd ever seen him do, and it brought fresh tears to her eyes.

	Shereallyhadtoenduresixmoremonthsofthis?!Howdidpregnant women not collapse from dehydration?

	Daphnesniffedandtriedtosteadyherself.Sheusedthebackofherfree

	handtoridherfaceoftears."Iamexcited.It'sjust,everytimeIthinkabout our baby, I think about the aunt and uncle that they'll never get to meet."

	"Youfeelguilty?"

	"Don'tyou?HermioneshouldbeteachingthemtopaintandDracoshould be showing them how to care for a dragon. They should be there, Theo.

	Theyshouldhavehadtheirhappyending,andIfeelsoguiltythatwegetto live this fucking wonderful life, together, with our baby, and the two of

	themdon't."

	Theo'scurlsghostedthesideofherfaceasheshookhishead."They're gone. It's time to let go of the guilt."

	"HowcanIdothatwhenIknowthatIcouldhavesavedhim?"

	 

	
"Daph I was there. I saw the state Draco was in. There wasn't anything any ofuscould'vedone.Hewasalreadyprettymuchgonebythetimewegotto the Cathedral."

	"Thehousefeelssoemptywithoutthem,"Daphnewhispered."EverytimeI look across the dining table, it feels empty. No matter how many children Astoria takes in, the table is always going to feel empty because Draco and Hermione aren't there." Her bottom lip started to quiver and she bit onto it to keep hold of herself.Apart from her time with the healer, she'd had such a lovely day. She felt so stupid ruining it now by crying. "I keep seeing his

	faceallbloodylikethat...Ishouldhavesaved him-"

	"No,youshouldn'thave.Youdidtherightthinginlettinghimgo-"

	"Youdidn'tthinkthatatthetime,"Daphnecuthimoff.Eventhoughit'd been years, the way her husband had begged for her to heal Draco was always fresh in her mind.

	"Yeah,well,admittedlyIdidn'thandleitthebest..."Theoscoffedinher

	hair.Hisbreathtickledherneckandmadegoosebumpsraiseonthebackof her arms. "But I didn't know about the promise that you'd made him."

	"But-"

	"Ifyou'dhavehealedhim,he'dhavejustfoundanotherwaytobewithher and that wouldn't have been fair. This way was better, he got to go out on his own terms.You did the right thing in letting him go Daph.It's what hewanted."

	"Howcanyouknowthat?"

	Theo'sarmstightenedaroundthembothandhenuzzledhisnoseintothe sideofherneck."Well,haveyouseeneitherofthemsincetheydied?As ghosts, I mean?"

	Daphneshiftedinhisarmsslightlysoshecouldlookathimoutofthe corner of her eye. She shook her head once.

	 

	
"Yousee?Thatmeansthatneitherofthemhadanyunfinishedbusiness when they died. It means that they're at peace now."

	"Youcan'tknowthat.Whatiftheyaren'tatpeace?Howcanwebesurethat we did the right thing?"

	"Putitthisway,duringourservicefortheDarkLord,wekilledalotof people, right? Hundreds? Thousands?"

	Daphnenoddedonce,atalossforwords.

	"Andwhenwekilledpeople,doyourememberhowtheirfaceshadlooked? Right before they died?"

	"Yes.Theyalwayslookedterrified.Everysingleoneofthem."

	She'd obviously answered the way he'd wanted her to because a gentle smilespreadacrosshisface."AndhowdidDracolookwhenhedied?"he asked. "Did he look terrified?"

	"No."

	"Sowhat did helook likethen?"

	She thought about his face the last time she'd seen him. Even after all these years,itwasimpossibletoforget.Shesawiteveryday."Helookedrelieved that it was all finally over. He looked... like he knew his suffering was

	comingtoanend."

	"Exactly." Theo tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. "That's why I know we did the right thing.After Hermione died, a life without her would have been torture for Draco, and after everything he'd done for us, for this entire family-eventheonesthathenevergottomeet,"hesaid,tappinggentlyon her stomach, "he didn't deserve that. He deserved to be at peace."

	She liked the thought of that. He was in so much pain at the end, both physicallyandemotionally.Thethoughtthatit'dallgoneawayafterhe'd

	died,thethoughtthathewasn'tsufferinganymore,itcomfortedher-alittlebit.

	 

	
"Areyousure?"Daphneasked.

	"I've never been so sure of anything in my life. I know that it's not the endingthatanyofuswantedforthem.Iknowweallwantedthemtobe alive and happy, growing old hearing stories of how feral their children

	were,andlisteningtothemarguewitheachotherforalleternity,butthat's life. Sometimes, it doesn't turn out the way we want it to, but believe me, they're at peace now and they're together, and that in itself, is a happy

	ending."

	Daphnenoddedandturnedbacktothegraves.Dracohadbeenveryclear that he wanted to be buried with her. He wanted them to be together in everypossiblewayinthislife,justincasehecouldn'tfollowherintothe next, but what if he had? "Do you think he found Hermione in the

	afterlife?" "Absolutely."

	"Howcanyou besosure?"

	"Youdidn'tseethemtogetherforaslongasIdid.Trustme,baby,"Theo said, right before he kissed the bridge of her nose. "I saw them move mountainsforeachother.Isawthemliterallytravelthroughthegatesof

	hellforeachother-it'sgoingtotakesomethingalittlemorecomplicated than death to keep the two of them apart."

	 

	
Epiloguetwo

	Silence. Nothing.

	Therewasn'tafuckingsound.

	Dracofeltnothing.Hecouldhearnothing.Smellnothing.Mightaswell have been floating on a cloud of nothingness for all the good his senses were.Hehadnoideawherehewas.Hecouldn'tevenfeelhisownbody

	anymore,which-ifhereallythoughtaboutit-wasn'ttheworstthinginthe world considering the pain he'd been in a few moments ago....

	Hewasgratefulthatithadn't,buthe'dexpectedthepaintofollowhim

	whenhe'ddied.Aftereverythinghe'ddone,itwaswhathedeserved.Wasn'tit?

	He'dspentthelasttwelveyearscommittingthemostatrociousacts.Hewas a war criminal and a murderer, wasn't he supposed to pay for all of that upon his death? Wasn't he supposed to be screaming and writhing in

	burningagonyfortherestofeternity?Wasn'thesupposedtopayforallthe hearts that he'd stopped from beating the moment his own stilled?

	It'swhathe'dbeenpreparinghimselffor.Hehadn'texpected...this.This nothingness. This lack of pain or sensation of any kind.

	Butthenagain,maybebeingconsciousbutnothingatthesametimewasa punishment in itself. To feel nothing, taste nothing, see nothing, just be a ball of nothingness but completely awareand know that therewas no end, that sounded horrible. Sounded enough to make anyone go mad.

	Andit soundedfrighteninglyreal.

	Thethoughtmadehimpanic.Hegaspedatthehorrorofwhatmightlikely be his new reality - and it was then that he realised he felt it. He felt the

	 

	
breaththathe'djusttaken.Felthislungsexpandandwhenheexhaled...he felt them deflated.

	Somaybehewasn'tjustnothing.Maybetherewasmoretohimthanthat. He kept his eyes closed and started to do a mental checklist in his head.

	Histoeswerethere.Sowerehisshoulders.Andhislegs. And when he tried to make a fist -

	Damp.

	Wasthat...grassthathecouldfeel?Yes,hewassureofit.Hecouldfeel

	bladesofgrassbetweenhisfingers.Softandthinanddamp,freshlymowed, the way they felt in the spring, when all the dark and dreary nights had

	cometoanendandeverythingwasstartingtogrowafresh.

	Hell wasn't supposed to feel like that, was it?All the books and scrolls describedhellashot.Aburninghellfire.Anawful,torturechamberwith

	moatsmadeoffireandtheairsohotitboilstheskinrightoffthebone.This place wasn't that, so what the fuck was it?

	Itwasatrick.Ithadtobe.Aftereverythinghe'ddone,therehadtobemore to it than this ...

	Yes,therewasmoretocome,hewassureofit.Thiswasprobablypartofit. Lurehim into afalsesenseof security, get him to let his guard down, lower his defences, make him feel hopeful, only for the pain and torment to start afterwards, made all the more agonising because it was so unexpected,

	becausehe'ddaredtohopethattheirmightbebetterforhim.

	 

	Foralongtime,hedidn'tmove.Hewaitedforthefire.Waitedforthe

	legendarypaintofindhimandwhennothinghappened,heopenedhiseyes just a crack.

	Agorgeous,clearblueskywasallhecouldseeabovehim.Therewereeven a few clouds. Since when did hell have clouds?!

	 

	
Even though there was no fire or smoke or discomfort of any kind, Draco wasstillcautious.Hestayedcompletelystillandstaredupaheadinsilence, watching as one cloud rolled into the next. He watched and watched, and it was only when a gentle breeze drafted across his face that he moved at all, because he recognised the smell it carried.

	Wisteriaflowersbutnottheusualkind.No,nothesewerefloralwithahint of something extra - just like the ones his mother used to grow especially.

	No.No,hecouldn'tbehome.Thatwasimpossible,butforasplitsecond,he dared to hope that he could be.

	Dracobolteduprightinto asittingpositionand lookedbehindhim-

	Fuckinghell,hewas.Hewashome.Righttherebehindhim,standingtall and proud as it ever had been, was Malfoy Manor. It even had the huge

	trellisofwhiterosesthatheusedtoclimbdowntosneakoutofthehouse when he was young.

	WhenDracostoodup,hefoundthathisbodynolongerached,andwhenhe looked down, he noticed that he was wearing a black shirt and trousers. His collar was open and the sleeves were rolled up to his elbows -

	Andhisfather'sweddingring.Heheldhishanduptothelighttoexamine it. It was still there, on the fourth finger of his right hand and glittering

	softly in the sun. It'd followed him to wherever the fuck this was. His hands weren'tsoakingwithbloodanymoreeither.Nothisown.NotVoldemort'sor even Hermione's. His hands and clothes were clean.

	Helookedbackupat thehouseagainandfor amoment,hethoughtabout

	goinginsidebuthedidn't.Instead-andmerlinonlyknewwhyhedidit-he decidedtoexplorethegrounds.Hewalkedthroughthegardensofhishome in a dreamlike daze, taking everything in as though this path that he'd

	walkedathousandtimeswassuddenlybrandnewtohim.

	Every detail was just as he remembered it to be. The wisteria plants were flourishingrightwherethey'dalwaysbeen.TheVenomousTentacularwas

	thrivinginits usualspot.It lookedjustlikeMalfoyManorbut howcouldit

	 

	
havebeen?Hisfamilyhomewasinruins.It'dbeenburnedtothegroundby Voldemort'sfollowersweeksago,sowhydiditlookperfectnow?Whydid this whole thing feel real? Why could he feel the sunlight warming his

	cheeksandabreezeonhisneck?

	Hismindwasbuzzingwithquestionsashewalkedthroughthegardens.He took a left as he neared the family cemetery -

	"Draco."

	Hedidn'tneedtoseeher.He'drecognisehervoiceanywhere,andhearingit after all these years, it made him go cold.

	Hismother.

	ShewasstandingrighttherewithRomyatherside.Shelookedexactlythe same as she had the last time he saw her and yet, nothing at all like the image that'd haunted his memory for years. She was perfectly preened and there wasn't a drop of blood or a scratch on her. She was glowing and

	youthful.Herfacewasn'tpaleandcontortedwithpainanymore,shewas smiling at him with tears in her eyes.

	Itwasstrangetoseeherthatway.Twelveyearshadpassedandyettime

	hadn'ttouchedher.Shelookedlikeshewasonlyabouttenyearsolderthan him now.

	Themomenthismothersawhim, shestartedtowalktowardhim.

	"MASTER!"RomysqueakedashesprintedaheadofNarcissa.Hewrapped his little arms around Draco's leg and sobbed into his trousers. "Oh, it is so good to see you sir it is! We has been missing you a lot!"

	His mother wasted no time. The moment he was within her reach, she seizedhisshoulders,pulledhimintoherarmsandsqueezedhimashardas she could. "Oh sweetheart," she whispered in his ear, sobbing a little. "I'm so sorry that you're here already but I'm so happy to see you!"

	 

	
Draco didn't know what to say. Or what to do. His arms stayed limp at his sidesandhisvoicewastrappedinhisthroat.Wasanyofthisreal?Shefelt real but he didn't know what to think. He could feel her arms around him. Hecouldfeelhertearswettingthesideofhisface,butitfelttoogoodtobetrue.

	Afterallthepeoplethathe'dhurt,hedidn'tdeservethis.Hedeservedtoburn.

	Hismotherplacedherhandsonhisshoulders,andtookastepbacksothat she could look at him properly. "Oh look at you," she half-laughed, half- sobbed, nothing but pride and love beaming out of her soft blue eyes.

	"You'vechangedsomuch."

	Wasthatagoodthingorabadthing?Dracowishedhecouldfindhisvoice to ask.

	"I know this place is a lot to take in at first sweetheart but you'll adjust. I'll helpyougetthroughit."Whenhedidn'tanswer,shecuppedtheleftsideof his face in her hand, and gently ran her thumb back and forth over his

	cheek."YouhavenoideahowmuchI'vemissedyou."

	IthinkIdo,waswhathewantedtosaybutagain,wordsfailedhim.

	Hismotherreleasedhimandtookanotherstepback.Sheheldherarmup and smiled gently at him. "I'm sure you have a thousand questions," she said. "Come and sit with me. I'll explain everything."

	His mouth might not have been working but his legs did just fine.With no hesitationatall,helinkedhisarmthroughhersandthetwoofthemstarted to walk, together, arm in arm, retracing steps that they hadn't walked

	togetherinoveradecade.

	Romy and Narcissa chatted idly as they made their way through thegrounds but Draco remained silent. He had so many questions, he didn't knowwheretostart,eachonefeltjustasimportantastheonebeforeit,they were swarming inside of his head like a colony of angry bees, fighting to

	getoutfirst.

	 

	
HismotherguidedhimtothebenchundertheCherryBlossomtree.Asthey sat down, she motioned for him to sit beside her and asked Romy if he'd mind bringing them something to drink. The elf nodded happily and

	disappearedwithagentlepop.

	When his mother had still been alive, this bench had been their spot. It used tobeabitofasafehavenforbothofthem.Itwasfarawayenoughfromthe main house that his mother felt like they could speak freely without fear of being overheard. When she'd been alive, they used to go on walks to this

	benchallthetime.

	"The secrets bench", that was their name for it. It was a safe space, and it had been for Draco ever since he was a child. Whatever was said on that bench was sacred.Whatever was said on that bench wasn't to be repeated whentheyleftit,andaftershe'ddied,therestofhisfamilyhadcontinued withthesilly tradition.Heand Daphneusedto meetatit totalkaboutthe

	war.HeandAstoriausedtogoonwalkstoittospillsecretstooneanother.

	Dracohadevenbeentemptedtocarvehismother'snameintothebench after she'd died. The only reason he hadn't was because he didn't want

	Voldemorttofindoutthatthisbenchhadmeantsomethingtohimandripitout.

	So many secrets had been laid bare here over the years.Theo had sat here onceandtoldDracohowscaredhewastotaketheDarkMark,andBlaise hadrevealedthathedidn'tthinkhehadthestrengthtosurvivethecoming carnage,rightonthesefewscrapsofwood.Itwasaplacewhereaperson could bear their soul without fear of judgement.Aplace where you could reveal your deepest and darkest secrets, but over time, it became so much more than that.

	Itwasn'tjustsecretsthatweresharedonthebench,itwasaplacewherea

	personcouldbecompletelyhonest,lettheirguarddown,dropthepretences and let whatever monsters had been plaguing them run wild.

	He remembered sitting on this bench with Hermione. She'd just saved his lifeandtheysatonthisbenchtogether,smokedcigarettes,andhe'dtoldher his dragon's name. That'd been the first time he'd ever let his guard down

	 

	
withher,andit'dbeenonthisexactbench.Hehadn'trealisedituntilthat moment, and it made a small smile peel onto his face.

	"I'vemissedthatsmile."

	Draco'seyessnappeduptomeethismother's.Shewaswatchinghim closely, a twinkle in her eyes.

	"You'vebeenwearingitalotrecently,Ismileeverytimeshebringsitoutofyou."

	She.She'dsaid'she',asinGranger.Didhismothersomehowknowabout the two of them? He wasn't ready to know. Didn't dare chance it and possibly ruin their reunion ...

	"Whatexactlyisthisplace?"heasked.Thewordsjustslippedout.Itwasn't the most important question, didn't have anything to do with what his

	motherhadjust saidbut itcameoutof hismouth,nonetheless.

	Shedidn'tseemphasedbyhisabruptchangeintopic."Noneofusarereally sure of the name of it," she answered. "Heaven sounds like such a

	ridiculousthing-butI suppose...theAfterlifewouldbearatherfitting

	nameforit."Shegavehimamomenttoletthatsinkinbeforeshecarried on. "You see, we're hidden from those who are still alive. I'm not exactly suremyselfhowitallworks,butwhatIdoknowisthatthosewho'restill alive can't see us, but we can see them, if we want to, that is."

	Dreadtwistedthroughhischest-eventhatfeltrealtoo."Youmeanyoucan see what happens on the..."The other side?The real world?The land of the living? What exactly was he supposed to call it?

	"Ohyes,"sheanswered,stillsmilingsoftly."Wecanseeeverythingthat

	happens in the world of the living if we want to, and if we don't, well, then we don't have to either. It's completely up to you. I find it best not to watch too often, it can be quite painful at first, watching how the world goes on withoutyou,butafterawhile,avisithereandthere,it'snottoobad.Ifindit helps the adjustment period."

	 

	
"Youcanseeeverythingthatgoeson?"

	"Noteverything.”Sheshookherhead."Ittakesagreatdealofpractice,and it's quite exhausting so you can't do it all the time but yes, we can check in on the living if we really want to."

	"Andyou'vebeenwatchingme?Allthistime?"

	"OfcourseIhave,I'myourmother,"shesaiditslowly,firmly,asthoughthe very idea that she wouldn't have kept an eye on her only son all these years was outrageous. "I needed to make sure that you were safe, even if there was nothing I could do to help you."

	"Howoftendidyou..."comeandseeme?Wasthattherightwaytophrase it? Fuck knew.

	"Atthebeginning,I triedto checkin daily- Iwould havedoneifthe

	processwasn'tsobloodycomplicatedandtiring.Yourfathertriedtotalkme out of it. He said that as long as you didn't appear here, that meant that you were fine enough and I should be content with that but I couldn't help myself. I needed to know if you were alright."

	Herwordsofcomfortdidtheopposite.Paranoia,dread,anxiety,allthreeof them started to blossom in his chest. He watched her closely as she

	continued,fiddlingwiththeringsthat'dfollowedhimintothisnewlife.He immediately found that the new one was his favourite.

	"I loved watching you with that dragon," she continued. "It gave you a purposeandadistractionoutsideofthewar.Ilovedwatchingyouteachher how to breathe fire and learn her about the world.And I loved, oh Salazar, Draco, it made me so happy to watch the two of you flying together when shewastoolittletohaveyouonherback.ItwasoneofthelasttimesIsaw you genuinely smile."

	The anxiety started to settle a little. He'd completely forgotten about that. Before his dragon had been big enough to mount, he'd got his broom and tooktotheskiesbesideher.It'dbeenawelcomedistractionforDraco.He toldVoldemort that it was a necessary training exercise, but in reality, he

	 

	
justwantedanescapefromitall.Theyusedtospendhoursandhoursinthe air together, soaring above the clouds. It was so many years ago, it felt like another li -

	It felt like another life.Ha,that was fucking ironic. "Butafterawhile,Icouldn'tcontinuetowatchyou."

	"Why?"Dracoasked,voicehoarse,throatclosing,anxietyroaringbacktolife.

	"BecauseIcouldn'tcontinuetowatchthewayyouwerechanging.Icould see that the war was draining the life out of you. Every time I visited, I

	could see it carving out my son and taking pieces of him away.The more it went on, the colder you became.The less you smiled.The less you laughed andafterawhile,Ijustcouldn'tseeyoulikethat,especiallywhentherewas nothing that I could do to take away your pain."

	"Sowhatelsedidyousee?"Hedidn'twanttoknowtheanswer,fearedit would stain their reunion but he had to ask it. Couldn't stop himself.

	Hismotherwatchedhimverycloselywhensheansweredhim."Not everything, dear, but..."

	Enough.She'dseenenough.

	Fuckinghell,he'dbeenafraidofthat.Thedreadthat'dbeengatheringinhis chest got so bad that he had to look away. He stared at the grass near his

	feet.Hishand grippedtheedgeofthebench.

	She'd seen it all then. She'd seen all thehorrid, repulsivethings that he'd doneduringthewar.She'dseentheuttermonsterthathe'dbecomesince she'd died.

	Whatmustshehavethoughtofhim?!

	Hehadn'trealisedthathisOcclumencywallsweren'tupuntilhefelthis mother take his hand and squeeze it reassuringly.

	 

	
"Try not to fret about it too much, sweetheart," she told him. She squeezed hishandagainbuthestillcouldn'tlookather."Intheend,youweretheone whokilledVoldemort.Itmightnotundothethingsthatyoudid,buthecan't hurtanyoneelsenowbecauseofyou.Killinghim,thatsavedsomanylives, so try and focus on that instead."

	Draconoddedonce.Hewantedtolookathertoseeifitwasgenuinebuthe couldn't, wasn't brave enough to yet. Instead, he stared at the house,

	would've stared at a fucking single blade of grass all day if it meant that he didn'thavetomeethismother'seyesyet.Helookedatthebricksjustabove the kitchen window, just in time to see a head of white hair disappear

	behindacurtaininasecond-storywindow. Oh, so he was here too.

	"Don't worry about your father." Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his mothershakeherheadandscofflightly."He'sstillhavingtroubleadjusting. I dare say that he'll never truly get used to the idea but that matters not to me. Let him lock himself away and sulk about it alonefor all I care. Hecan waste his afterlife being a bitter old man, but he's not going to waste mine,too."

	Draco's brows met in the middle. His father had never claimed to be the most adaptableman on theplanet but he'd been dead for years. Surely there hadtocomeatimewhenevenhehadtoacceptwhat'dhappenedtohimand move on?

	"Howcanhestillnotbeusedtothis?He'sbeenhereforwhat?Twelve years?You'd think that he'd be over it by now."

	Whatanincrediblynaïvethingtosay.He'dbeenherefortwominutesand

	healreadythoughtheknewhowthisplaceworked.Couldheeverreallyget used to ... this, whatever it was?

	His mother gave him a knowing smile. Given her age, her eyes should have crinkledbuttheydidn't.Nowondershedidn'tseemtomindithere."I'mnot talkingabouthimnotbeingusedtobeinghere,darling,he'snotusedtoyou and Hermione being together."

	 

	
Dracoscoffedbeforehecouldhelpit.Thatwassotypicalofhisfather.He couldgetpassedtheafterlifeandthenotionthatsomeformoflifedoesgo on after death, he could get passed himself and his wife being brutally

	murdered and their son going on to commit the most atrocious war crimes knowntoman,buthissonfallingforaMudblood?Ohno,thatwasjusttoomuch.

	Whatafuckingtwathisfatherwas,evenindeath.

	"Soyou'veseenthattoo,then?"Dracoasked,justaboutmanagingtokeep the anger out of his voice. "Me and her?"

	"Noteverything.Justbitsandpieces,butI'veseenenough."Hereyes

	flickereddown,andshesmiledaffectionatelyassheranherthumbback and forth over the new ring on his left hand. "It suits you."

	"What?Father'sring?"

	"No."Shemethiseyesagainandhersmileonlygrew."Devotion.Beingin love. She brings out the best in you, I can't wait to thank her personally

	whenshegetsback-"

	Hismothercouldhavetoldhimthecuretomortalityandhewouldn'thave heard her.All he could think about was one thing.All he knew was one word, one name.

	Atthemerementionofher,hewasonhisfeet."She'shere?!"Helooked towards the grounds, the Manor, the fields - If she was here, then why

	hadn'tshecometofindhim?

	Hisheartsuddenly feltlikeit'd turnedtoled.

	Sheblamedhim,thatmust'vebeenit.SheblamedDracoforwhat'd

	happenedtoher -andrightly so.This wasallhis fault.Itwas hisjobto

	protect her and he'd failed. He should have ignored everything she'd said, knockedherout,andescapedonNarcissa'sbackwherenoonewouldever find them.

	 

	
"Ohyes,she'shere,yourlittlelion."Althoughhismotherwassmiling,her voice was very sombre and a sadness crept into her eyes. "It broke my

	heart, seeing what happened to her. She was so brave in the end, I was so lookingforwardtomeetingherproperlybutIhaven'thadthepleasureyet."

	"Whynot?"heasked,stillscanningthegrounds,tryingtofigureoutwhere she might've been hiding.

	His mother chuckled and shook her head. "Because I wasn't able to get anywherenearher.Assoonasshegothere,thatbloodydragonofyours monopolised her."

	Hisheartleaptinhisthroat.Theywerebothhere.Asmallbubbleofhope swelled in the pit of his stomach. "Where are they?"

	"They'retogether,ofcourse,"shetoldhim,smilinglikeitwasthemost obvious thing in the world.

	Dracostartedtosearchthesky.Hesquintedintothecloudsbuthecouldn't see anything, the sun was too bright.

	Hismothercaughtholdofhiswristandpulledhimbackdownontothe bench. "Relax, sweetheart. I'm sure they'll be back soon."

	Draconodded.Hetriedhis bestto settlebutall ofasuddenit feltlikehis

	nerveswereonfire.Hestartedtobouncehiskneenervouslyandeveryfew seconds, his eyes would dart back to the sky in search of a winged

	silhouette.

	"IwaswatchingfromthewindowwhenHermionegothere,"hismother said softly. "I think she understood what this place was the moment she

	openedhereyesherebutyourdragon,blessherheart,shedidn't.Poorthing was very disorientated when she woke up here. Started screeching and clawingateverythinginherpath.Ithinkshewaslookingforyouandwhen she couldn't find you, she started to panic."

	Romyreturnedwithasilvertrayandapotoftea.Hewhistledhappilyashe conjured three tea cups and busied himself with pouring drinks. He handed

	 

	
onetoNarcissa,thenDraco,thenhoppeduponthebenchbesideNarcissa with his own cup in his hands.

	"Romylikesthisverymuch.Heisverygladtohaveyouheresir,veryglad indeed,"Romychirped."Heisgoingtomakeagreatbigfeastfordinnerto welcome Mr Malfoy and Miss Granger here."

	"Thatsoundslovely,"Narcissarespondedbeforesippinghermug."Would you like some help?"

	Draconearlychokedonhistea."Sincewhendoyoucook?"Sincewhendid his mother help a house elf with anything?! She'd never been cruel to the elves that'd worked in the manor - unlike his father - but she'd never, in

	Draco'sentirelife,offeredtohelpone.

	Maybehewaswrong.Maybethisplacewasn'treal.

	"Miss Narcissa helps Romy cook a lot," Romy answered. "She helps him makedinnermostnights.Sheisgoodcook,althoughRomydoesnotlether make roast potatoes." Romy blobbed his tongue out like he'd tasted

	somethingdisgustingandmadearetchingnoise."Sheisnotbeingvery good at those."

	Dracolookedathismotherashebroughthiscuptohislips."You?Make dinner?" he asked as he took the first sip.Tea.Warm and sweet. It tasted real, exactly how it'd been in life. "With a house elf?"

	"Imakedinnerforhimsometimes,too.IsawhowmuchfunAstoriaalways seemed to have when she cooked with Romy so when he arrived here, I

	thoughtI'dgiveitago,"shelaughed."I'vetoldRomyheisnolongerbound to our house and he is free to go wherever he wants - "

	"NO!"thelittleelfinterrupted,horrified,distraughtattheverythought. "No! Romy is staying here! Romy likes it here-"

	"Iknow,don'tworry,"Narcissasaid,cuttinghimoff."Iwasonlyexplaining to my son that you are not being forced to be here, you could go at any time, should you wish to, but you like it here so you remain."

	 

	
"Ohyes,Romywouldneverleavehere,Miss.Romylovesithere.”He

	noddedsoenthusiasticallythatitlookedlikehisfloppyearsmightflyoff. "And it is going to be so much better now that Master Draco and Miss Hermione is here, too."

	"Ah,yes,that'swhatIwassaying.”Hismotherelegantlytookasmallsipof herteaandthensetitdownonthesaucerinherlap."Yourdragonwasvery distressed when she arrived here - "

	"SoRomywentouttocalmher,hedid,"theelfnodded,smilingand happily swinging his legs off the side of the bench.

	Whenhismotherwasalive,shemighthavebeenputoutbygettingcutoff mid-sentence but now, she just smiled down at Romy and nodded. Draco got the impression that the two of them had formed quite a bond while

	they'dbeenheretogether.Dracocouldhardlyblameher,Romy'shappiness and warmth was probably a welcome breath of fresh air compared to his

	father'scoldness.

	"I know your dragon was never the fondest of Romy, but we thought she might calm down a little when she saw him," his mother continued. "You know,familiarityandallthat,butshedidn't.Shedidn'tseemtolikeRomy being there one bit."

	"Noooooo," Romy added, shaking his head and dropping into a low voice likehewasinapantomime."Nope.Nope.Nope,shedidnotlikeit.Notonebits."

	"Iwentoutsidetoobutthatdidn'tdoanygoodeither.I'dwatchedyoucalm her a thousand times by running your hand over her snout so I thought ..

	Well,thatdidn'tworkeither."Sheflexedherlefthand,shookherheadand gaveathroatylaughasifshewasshakingoffthememory."Shealmostbit my hand off."

	"Whatwould'vehappenedifshe'dofbititoff,Imeanyou'realready..."

	"Dead?"hismotheraskedsarcastically,soundinganawfullotlikeTheo. "Well, I don't know if anything would have really happened, but I didn't

	 

	
wanttochancehavingtowalkaroundwithastumpforahandfortherest of eternity, so I thought it best to just let her be."

	Draco's lips tugged into a barely-there smile. He'd forgotten how dry his mother'ssenseofhumourwas.Ifanything,deathseemedtohavemadeher freer. She was more relaxed now.

	"Well,yourdragon..."shesaid,fallingbackintoherstory."Nothingcould calm her down. She was roaring and screeching and trying to burn

	everythinginsight,IwasworriedtheManorwouldn'tlast,butassoonas Hermione got here, she calmed. I swear that dragon is more in sync with that girl than she ever was with you."

	"WasGrangeralright?!Didyouseeher?!"

	"YesIsawherandyes,shelookedfine."Hismothercaughthishandagain and gave it a squeeze. "The pain doesn't follow you here. She woke up in the gardens, same as you, and I think she must have heard your dragon

	screeching because she came running in, full pelt, no regard for her own safety.Sheranstraighttowardsthatdragon,notcaringthatherfangswere gnashingblindlyorthatfirewasblazingeverywhere.Sheputherhandout and ran it across her scales and just like that- the beast was calm," his

	mothersaid,snappingherfingersforemphasis."Yourdragonnuzzledinto Hermione's hands like she was trying to hug her. Hermione smiled and

	whisperedsomethingtoher,thenshegotonherbackandthetwoofthem flew off somewhere. I don't know what she said, but I got the impression that Hermione was taking her out of the way somewhere."

	Dracosmiled.ThatwassofuckingHermioneGrangerofher,ofcourse

	she'dspendherfirstfewminutesofwhateverthefuckthiswaslookingafter something else. That bleeding Gryffindor heart of hers.

	"AndImustsay,"hismothersaid,"althoughyounamedthatdragonafter me - she doesn't seem to like me very much. She doesn't seem to like

	anyoneapartfromyouand-"

	Hebrieflysawhismother'slipsmoveasshetriedtofinishherthoughtbut he couldn't hear what she said. Her words were drowned out by a noise.A

	 

	
noisethat'dmadeeventhebravestmenquakeinfearduringthewar,anoise that'd given men night terrors but sounded like the sweetest of music in

	Draco'searsnow. A roar.

	Aloud,thunderousroarandthesoundofleatherywingsflappinghighin the air.

	Dracowasonhisfeetbeforetheblackshadoweclipsedthebench.He

	looked towards the sky but he couldn't see the sun anymore, it was being blockedoutbyahuge,reptilianfigurethatwasslowlyglidingdownfrom the clouds.

	As his dragon neared the ground, she swung the lower half of her body forwardandstartedtoflapherwingstosteadyherdescent,anditcreateda massive wind tunnel.

	His mother got to her feet and held onto the bottom of her skirt to keep it from riding up, and Romy was almost knocked over by the strength of it. Hismothertuttedunderherbreathashisdragon'sbacklegsunearthedthe perfectly laid grass.Trust her to be concerned about the state of her lawn, even in the afterlife.

	WhenNarcissa'swingedfrontclawstouchedtheground,sherearedher head back and gave out an ear-piercing, threatening roar that was loud enough to make the earth shake and blood run cold.

	Hismotherand Romytookawisestepback butDracomovedforward.

	Because Narcissa was there and she was whole again. Her chest wasn't cavedinlikeit'dbeenwhenshe'ddied.Hereyeswerebrightandaliveand even from the distance, heat radiated from her body, just as it had when

	she'dbeenalive.

	His mother hadn't been exaggerating, Narcissa was very disorientated. She landedinthegardensaboutfiftyfeetawayfromwherehewasstandingand she didn't even see him at first.

	 

	
Whenhestartedtoapproachher,sherearedherheadhighintheairand

	bared her fangs. She was on high alert and ready to kill. She was acting on instinct,protectingsomething,someprecioustoher,somethingshethought was hers.

	Whenthedragonstalkedcloser,Romyandhismothercontinuedtheir retreat but Draco walked toward her.

	"Draco,pleasebecareful,"hismotherwarned.Hefeltherfingersghoston the back of his arm like she was trying to grab him but he was already too far in front of her. "She might not be all there yet."

	Hecontinuedtowalkforwardslowly-

	Hisdragonstartedtogrowl.Asoftlightgatheredinthebackofherthroat-

	But then she recognised him. Draco saw it flash in her scarlet red eyes the moment she realised it was him. Her jaws snapped shut and she tilted her enormous head to the side. She watched him for a few moments, then she startedtomakethatlowchirpingnoisethatmadehersoundlikeahatchling again. She was confused that he was there but she was happy to see him.

	Shemovedtostepforward,alowrumblingsoundtumblingfrombehind her closed jaw, then she lowered her neck to the ground and right there, sitting at the base of her neck -

	Hermione.

	Eventhoughhe'dfelthisheartstop afewminutesago,eventhoughhe

	knewitwasdeadinhischest,hefuckingsworethathefeltitbeatagainthe moment he saw her.

	Thereshewas,sittinghappilybetweenhisdragon'sshoulders,themostreal and beautiful and fierce thing he'd ever seen.

	She was there but just like his mother and his dragon, she didn't look anything like the last time he'd seen her. There was no blood. She was unhurtandperfectineverysenseoftheword.Shewaswearingthatred

	 

	
summerdressthatsheusedtoweararoundthemanorandherhairshone like spun caramel as the light bounced off of it.

	Hermionesquintedacrossthegardensandwhenshesawhim,timestood still. Her lashes fluttered and she froze. She opened her mouth but didn't speak, couldn't speak, like seeing him there had knocked the words from her lungs just like it had for him.

	Shewasthere. He was there.

	Hisdragonloweredherrightshouldertotheground.Hermioneslippedoff her back and landed on the grass with a soft thud.

	Timestilldidn'trestart,butDraco'sheartfeltlikeitwasbeatingten-fold.

	He stared at Hermione, and she stared right back at him like she couldn't decideifhewasrealornot.Neitherofthemmoved.Hedidn'tbreathe.He wondered if she did.

	He'dneverwantedsomethingtoberealmorethanhedidinthosemoments. She looked real. She looked like a fucking dream that he never wanted to wake up from...

	Butwhatifshewasn't...Whatifhe'dbeenright?Whatifthiswasallpart of his punishment and any moment, she was going to be taken from him.

	Suddenlyhecouldn'tbreathe.Suddenly,hefelthisheartagainforwhatit was. Cold in his chest. Unbeating. Dead.

	Ifshewasn'treal...thenitwasthehighestformofcruelty.Ifthiswasn't real ...

	Andthenhesprintedtowardsher.Ranforherlikeabatoutofhell.Hehad to know. Had to touch her and smell her and taste her before this whole

	thingevaporated.

	 

	
Shestartedtoruntowardshimbutshedidn'tgetfar.Must'veonlytaken about ten steps before he slammed into her. He scooped her up into his

	arms.Hislipscrashedagainsthersandhekissedherlikehewantedtoleave her as breathless as she made him feel.

	She was warm and soft, and tasted bitter and sweet. He fisted his hands in hercurlsandpulledherbodytightlyagainsthis.Hecouldn'tgetenoughof her. He kissed her like she was all he needed to feel alive again.

	Hermionekissedhimbackjustasfiercely.Shefistedherhandsagainsthis scalp and pulled him down into her mouth. She'd never held onto him so tightly. She'd never kissed him so desperately ...

	"No."Despitethehappinessinhervoice,Hermioneshookherhead."No, no, no," she said between kisses. Her fingers held onto his face so tightly

	that her nails bit into his skin, but it didn't matter to him. Hewelcomed it. It meantthatshewasthere.Itmeantthathewaswithheragain."No.Whyare you here?"Another kiss. "It's not your time."Another kiss. "You're not supposed to be here yet."

	Forthefirsttimesincehe'dstoppedbreathing,Dracolaughed.She'ddoneit again. Even in death, she'd breathed life back into him. His hands tightened around her waist. He wouldn't be parted from her. Never again. If the devil was coming to drag him down to hell, he'd have the fight of his life on his

	hands. "Did you honestly think that I was going to let you get away from me that easily?" he whispered, his lips brushing against hers with every word."'Tilldeathdouspart'wasutterbullshit.Deathwasnevergoingto part us, I decided that a long time ago."

	"Howareyouhere?!"sheasked,handsstillthreadedinhishair,stillkissinghim.

	Everything felt real. Her waist. Her curls in his hand and her lips on his tongue. It all felt real and if it wasn't .. if this was the price he had to pay thenhe'dfuckingwelcomeit.Aneternityoftorturedidn'tsoundsobadif he could keep hold of these memories.

	"Didn'tyouseewhathappened?"

	 

	
"No, I haven't seen anything." She kissed him again once, twice, three times,andthenshesuddenlystiffenedinhisarms.Shepulledbackand looked into his eyes. "Oh God, please, please tell me that you didn't do anything stupid?"

	Heleanedhisforeheadagainsthers.Herlashesflutteredagainsthischeeks. "You're a clever girl," he whispered, right before he leaned in and stole

	anotherkiss.Hehadafeelingitmightbethelastoneforaminute.Shewas going to be very cross with him when she found out what he'd done. "Figure it out."

	Thesecondstickedby.Herhandssliddowntocuphisfaceandshestared athimwithtearsfreshinhereyes."AfterIdied..."shemurmured,already puttingthepiecestogether."Youwentafterhim,didn'tyou?Voldemort?"

	"Ding,ding,ding,fivepointstoGryffindor,"hegrinned.Hepeppered

	kisses along the edge of her mouth, across her cheek, and made a path to herearsothathecouldwhisperinit."ItwasaSectrumsemprathatgotme in the end. Potter will be chuffed."

	Shesmackedhimhardacrosstheshoulderandhelaughedagain.

	He shouldn't have been smiling but he was. Smiling like a fucking fool withoutacareintheworldbecausehedidn't.Hewasdeadbuthewaswith her. The world would go on without him and that was completely fine,

	becausehisworldhadstoppedthemomentherhearthadstoppedbeating.

	"Didyouevenwaitfortheotherstocomeandhelpyou?"Hermionehissed, fire in her eyes and fury in her voice. She looked fucking incredible.

	“No."

	"You fucking idiot!" she hissed, smacking his arm again. "You shouldn't havedonethat!Youshouldhavewaited-"Shetriedtosmackhimagain, but he caught her arm and yanked her forward. His mouth silenced hers.

	"I told you in this life or the next, remember?" he asked against her lips. "I wascomingafteryouonewayoranother,Ijustwantedtotakehimoutfirst

	 

	
beforeIdid."

	Shetriedtosmackhimagain,clearlynotdonearguingyet,butDraco

	kissedherintosubmission.Whensomethinglargeandsolidasabrickwall nudged into Draco's side, Hermione started laughing.

	Hechuckledagainstherlipsbutkeptkissingher.Narcissahuffedand

	pressedhersnoutunderneathDraco'selbowandtriedtoforceherselfintoa non-existent space -

	Buteventhatcouldn'tforcethemapart.

	Keeping a hand wrapped firmly around Hermione's waist, Draco leaned forwardandpressedhispalmagainstthescalesthatlinedNarcissa'scheek, and as he leaned in, her red eye watched him closely.

	Warm.Likehotcoalsrecentlypulledfromafireplace,andwhenshepurred in contentment, the sound vibrated through his body, right to the tips of his toes, just like it had done when she was alive.

	Theywerehere.Theybothwere,andeventhoughallofthemweredead,it felt real, and that was more than enough for Draco.

	Narcissapurredandcurledherbodyaroundthepairofthem.Unitingthem. Protecting what was hers.Theirs. It was all the same now.

	"Look,"Hermione'ssmilewasasgentleascandlelightasshelookeddown at his forearm. "It's gone."

	Dracofollowedhereyesandlookeddown-

	Asalways,shewasright.TheDarkMarkwasgone.Wheretherewasonce a tattoo, there was now only clean skin.

	HeshiveredasHermioneranherpalmgentlyoverhisforearm.Shesmiled when her eyes landed on the new ring on her finger.

	"Toldyouyou'dbewearingiteventually."Dracoleaneddowntokissher again,butwhenhismothersuddenlyclearedherthroat,Hermionepulled

	 

	
herselfoutofhisarms.Well,shetriedto.Dracowasn'tgoingtolethergo. Never again.

	"MrsMalfoy,"Hermionestarted,suddenlynervous."I.."

	"Pleasedear,callmeNarcissa."Hismothersmiled."Youarewearingmy ring after all."

	HermionestiffenedbutDracojustpulledhertighterintohissideand chuckled into her hair. She looked down at her hand briefly -

	"Don'tyoudarethinkaboutgivingitback,"hismotherscoldedsoftly."It's yours now," she added, holding her arms out.

	Althoughhismotherhadmovedforwardwithnothingbutgoodintentions, his dragon didn't.

	Narcissalurched forward and snapped her teeth in her namesakes direction, andwhenhismotherraisedherhand,hisdragonhissedandcurledherbody around Draco and Hermione like she was protecting a clutch of eggs.

	"Cissait'sfine,"Dracohushed,runninghishandbackandforthoverher warm scales. "She would never hurt - "

	But his mother had taken a step closer, and his dragon wasn't taking any changes.Sheopenedhermouthandfirestartedtogatherinthebackofher throat -

	"Ithinkit'sbestifyoutwotakeheroutoftheway,"hismothertoldhim, taking a wise step back. "Beforeshe burns our afterlife to the ground."

	ThemomentthefirstNarcissaMalfoybackedaway,thesecondcalmed. "Are you sure?" Draco asked. Their reunion had been so short.

	"Yes.Thetwoofyoushouldgoandbetogetherforalittlewhile,"his

	mothersaid,tearsinhereyesasshelookedbackandforthbetweenhimand Hermione and the rings they both now wore. "We have all the time in the world. I'll still be here when you get back."

	 

	
Draconodded.Yes,shewasright.Thisplacewasn'tgoinganywhere.This wasn't goodbye, he'd never have to say goodbye to either of them again.

	This place, whatever the fuck it was, it wasn't a place for heartbreak or sadness,itwasaplaceforfamily'stobereunited.He'dseeheragainvery soon. That, he was very certain of.

	His mother waved her temporary goodbyes, Romy did the same, and as soon as they were back in the house, Narcissa relaxed and uncoiled her body.ShelaidhershoulderagainstthegroundagainandHermioneclimbed onto her back, and once she'd settled between the dragons shoulders,

	HermioneleanedforwardandheldoutherhandforDracototake."So, Rome or Iceland?"

	Draco'seyessnappeduptohers."What?"

	"Wheredoyouwanttostart?"sheasked,grinningdownathimfromatop his dragon's back. "Personally, I like the thought of seeing the Northern lights first, but it's up to you."

	Heblinked.Lost foramoment.

	"Wesaidthatwe'dtraveltheworldtogetherinthislifeorthenext,didn't we?"Hermioneclarified."Well,we'reherenow,aren'twe?Wehavethis other life, so where do you want to start?"

	Hescoffedandshookhishead.HetookHermione'shand,andshepulled him up onto Narcissa's back. He settled comfortably behind her and

	wrapped his arms around her waist, and just as his dragon opened her wings,heleaneddown,restedhischinonhershoulder,andwhisperedinto her ear huskily, "You decide. I followed you in death, I'll follow you

	fuckinganywhere,mylittlelion."

	No sooner than the words had left his lips, Narcissa started to take flight. Shecarriedallthreeofthemintotheair,andasMalfoyManordisappeared belowthem,astheylostthemselvesintheclouds-freeandtogether,atlast

	-Draco couldthink aboutonlyonething. Hehad afresh start.Hehad

	anotherlife-withHermionefuckingGranger.Whowould'vethoughtthat he'd get to be so lucky?
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