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Far From The Tree

    by aideomai

      Summary

      The arrival of Harry Potter’s children—snapped back in time, the children themselves guessed, twenty or so years—was the most interesting thing to happen at Hogwarts for years.



      Notes

        hello! oops I wrote 110k of indulgence instead of editing my novel!! this fic is complete but I will be posting a chapter every 1-3 days to give me time to edit as I go. there are 16 chapters of roughly 6k each, some longer and some shorter, plus an epilogue.
warning for unnegotiated D/s dynamics by teenagers too stupid to realise what they're doing; nothing particularly bad happens to either Draco or Harry as a result of these dynamics, but they are playing fast n loose safety wise with something you obvs should not play fast n loose with. please note this fic also contains quite a lot of physical violence - bruises, broken bones, curses, very physical bullying, etc., as part of general social ostracisation.  
thank you very much to GallaPlacidia and tepre, without whom this fic would still just be 20k of "lol whatever" in a gdoc. they edited, fixed plot problems and cheerlead endlessly and I am v grateful. thank you also to R.R. and the kit, with apologies, I rly am going back to the novel now I promise.
finally, although I obviously enjoy the Harry Potter world, like any decent person I have been despirited & furious at JKR's growing transphobia and it feels necessary when writing with her characters to acknowledge that she is both harmful and utterly wrong. dykes 4 their trans comrades, ily




  






      

  











Chapter 1








  Harry Potter’s children arrived on a Wednesday evening, ten minutes into dinner. There was a crack of lightning, the Great Hall shutter freeze-framed white then blue then green, the usual gong of terrifying doings. Professor Sprout put her fork down and looked mildly bemused; Luna Lovegood paused in her explanation of the post-War Hinkypunk threat to a very dismissive Ernie MacMillan. Potter himself, ironically, was on his way in, running late after a new spectacular Potions failure that had left him spending twenty minutes after class scraping a thick, toffee-like substance from the base of his cauldron. It should have been light and whippy like cream, as Draco’s own had been. It meant that when Potter came stumping across the floor, hands shoved in his pockets and glowering, the shock of darkness and thunder framed his short, crooked silhouette against the floor, and when the Hall blinked into warmth and light, the two teenagers were sprawled in front of him, raising themselves on bruised elbows as though they’d fallen from a great height.
“Dad?” the first one said. She was all Potter cheekbones and mouth in a dark-skinned, light-eyed face. Her brother was paler than her, but not by much. She was shaking against the floor, terrified. She had that Potter expression, too: here I am, in trouble again.
“Oh,” her brother said. “I think maybe we shouldn’t admit that,” and he looked up, pulling himself to his feet. He reached down, helped her up after him. “Um. Hello. I’m James.”
“Lily,” she said, though she wasn’t the one they all knew from the stories. Messy, familiar, black hair, her eyes faded instead of that piercing green. She wasn’t an Evans. She was something new, too magic, old families in her. Potter knew it too. Both of them shivering all over when they shook hands.

  - - -


The arrival of Potter’s children—snapped back in time, the children themselves guessed, twenty or so years, which made the rest of the school very interested, as they could have only been sixteen at the oldest, which meant Potter could be having kids in as little as four years—was the most interesting thing to happen at Hogwarts for years. By interesting, of course, everyone meant: enjoyable, potentially harmless. After the initial drama of their arrival, Professor McGonagall hustled them upstairs and when they returned, it was close-lipped and looking incredibly unimpressed. They stayed in the Gryffindor dorms in a room entirely for themselves, which had once been a large housekeeping closet. The rest of Hogwarts’ students were under strict instructions not to talk to them, for fear of interrupting some sort of continuum.
But Lily and James themselves talked: sullen, bored, lonely or condescending, as most fifteen year olds were. They were twins, they explained. They weren’t sure how they’d ended up back in time. They’d been sneaking out of Grimmauld Place to go to a friend’s party and tripped over the fence and found themselves falling much further than expected. They met all guesses as to their mother’s identity with blank, belligerent stares, but they didn’t bother denying the other half of their parentage. They swept their hair carelessly up in the same way that Potter did. They had the same forthright, rude delivery, and the same fondness for the word “er”. When they slumped sleepily against each other’s shoulders at breakfast, softer in the morning light, they looked almost like mirror images bouncing off Potter, who sat avoiding eye contact four seats down.
They didn’t need to safeguard their parentage so closely, anyway. They were lighter-skinned than their father. When the sun hit their hair, streaks warmed to its touch, and the scattering of freckles across their noses—which Potter never had, and Ginny Weasley always did—was widely remarked upon. 
Draco was glad the twins had shown up. It gave the school something new to talk about. Though most of Draco’s arrogance had been fairly brutally destroyed quite recently, he was still sure that otherwise he was one of the main topics of interest. 
His return to Hogwarts had not been widely celebrated. Even in Slytherin, several first years had successfully campaigned to be transferred out and reSorted after realising who they were sharing a common room with. Being avoided wasn’t so bad, but Draco had hoped that he’d be a little less jumpy after the war ended and he was no longer living with a host of fairytale monsters. Instead he had to keep a constant lookout and he was still surprised into a bloody nose or sprained wrist once or twice a day. It was all he deserved, of course. But he didn’t mind the distraction. 
In the bubble of quiet, he caught up on his studies. He showed up to meals late and left early, missing the rush when it was easy to trip someone up. He didn’t speak much. He wrote letters to Pansy and Theo and Blaise, and he sent regular enough enquiries to the Department of Magical Law Enforcement as to whether Gregory Goyle had been approved to receive mail yet. He waited for the occasional chance to Firecall his mother. He slept more than usual. He kept accidentally falling asleep in the Slytherin Common Room, waking up hours later to find the third years giving him dirty looks for taking up a couch. Most of the time he didn’t have to worry so much in Slytherin, but he felt bad taking up space there, it was like he was a bruise that the other Slytherins couldn’t heal. One afternoon he woke up and someone had spelled TRAITOR across his forehead in permanent ink that it took Madame Pomfrey two hours and several painful scrubbing charms to get off, and he still wasn’t sure which side he had let down, though he assumed it was both. After that he started carrying a flask of coffee around with him, which was horribly bourgeois but perhaps safer.
The Potter twins were the opposite, full of energy, their horror and disapproval practically crackling off them. They took sixth year Charms and fifth year Transfiguration and seventh year Potions, as the curriculum at Hogwarts would apparently change in the twenty years to come. They joined the Gryffindor table at mealtimes, leaning in close and murmuring to each other, their disgust clear. On weekends, they held court at picnic tables in the bright autumn with other students from every year scattered around them, desperate to get closer to some promise of a bright future. And the weird voyeurism of meeting Potter’s future kids, of course.
“Of course it’s better,” Lily said dismissively, when Draco was walking past them one day. “Are you kidding? Hogwarts is a hole right now. Half the walls aren’t even here. And everyone’s so gloomy — Merlin, and I thought it was bad when Teddy Lupin graduated early and half the school was in tears for a week—”
“Lil,” James said.
Lily looked annoyed. “You don’t think me saying that will ruin anything, do you? Teddy’s such a swot, he was always going to graduate early. You could have guessed that.”
“McGonagall says we can’t know,” James said, “and that everything we say could have unknown effects, and…”
“So what, we take a vow of silence?” Lily said, and wrinkled her nose. “Fun.”
“Well,” James said, shrugging, “we can just,” and then Draco passed out of earshot. 
He wasn’t particularly interested in the Potter twins. He supposed he was one of the few in the school who didn’t care either way, wasn’t desperate to get closer or making a huge show of avoidance, like Potter and his pals. Granger watched them closely, her face screwed up with the effort of trying to work out the right thing to do, but rarely spoke to them, and Weasley seemed baffled by the whole situation. They’d all clearly had a talking to from McGonagall as well about the importance of timeline continuance, and Potter steered clear like he was allergic. He looked at the twins all the time, though, tense and worried. Sometimes he looked pleased. 
For a long time, Potter had been alarmingly easy to read, and Draco had always known exactly how to knock him over the edge into fury or stamp him down further into sulkiness. He’d lost the knack somewhere in sixth year, when it became clear that Potter still had some sort of control and Draco had none, and now he didn’t much try. There was no point trying to work out what was going on below the surface; Draco could barely figure his own motives out, and he didn’t have the energy or the taste for divining and spoiling Potter’s anymore. 
Any talent he had left at Potter intuition was just a hangover, and he used it now in ways that would have given his fifteen year old self an aneurysm. In Potions class on Thursday, eight days after the twins arrived, Potter looked back over his shoulder and gave Draco a look like he was a distant cousin, faintly recognised. His eyebrows drawing together. A tilt of his head to the side: don’t I know you? Draco jerked his gaze away and focused on dicing his Flobberworm eggs. There was the click of knives on stained wood, bored yawning, Dean Thomas stirring his potion counter-clockwise (the wrong way) and staring glazed at the clock as his potion slowly began to boil down to nothing. Draco’s potion was four minutes away from perfect but his grades were steady in Potions. He bottled it anyway, too early, and took it up to the desk where, he knew, it would collect disappointed feedback. Seven minutes later he was in the supply closet two floors up with his dick in Potter’s mouth and Potter’s eyelashes fluttering dark and sweet against his cheek.
Potter wanted it so bad, nuzzled against his hipbone, took his time, long and loving. Sucking Draco’s cock like it was all he needed, dragging it out, until Draco couldn’t take it anymore. He snagged Potter by the curly hair at the nape of his neck and used him sharp and short, rocked into him, fucking Potter’s throat. Potter gagged, gasping, fingers flexing useless at Draco’s thighs. He wanted it so bad: it was the revelation of the year. Draco could have come on his face, down his robes. It was the seventh time Potter had given himself up, quite willing, into Draco’s hands, and Draco couldn’t decide what, yet, to do with him. He came down Potter’s throat instead, helpless. When he pulled back Potter was dazed, lost-looking without his glasses, breathing hard and licking his raw mouth. 
Potter stood up clumsily, staggering forward like his knees were weak, knocking his head down against Draco’s shoulder. His robes were already wet. “I couldn’t,” Potter said, “I couldn’t help it,” and when Draco told him he was a slut Potter just made rough, desperate noises against Draco’s neck.

  - - -


On Saturday morning, Draco caught the Potter twins playing with knives. They were in an empty classroom deep in the dungeons, where Draco had been looking for a quiet place to study. At the library, books tended to go shooting away when he reached for them, and his inkpot had a habit of knocking itself over and ruining a nearly completed Charms essay. It was easier to find somewhere quiet to work, and get his reference books at mealtimes or just before curfew, when the library wasn’t so busy, and for the most part the dungeons were the best places to stay: nobody went there but Slytherins, and there weren’t many Slytherins these days.
But that morning there were the Potter twins, instead, sitting on two empty desks and flipping short, sharp daggers between their hands. It was such a bizarre vision that Draco froze in the doorway when he pushed his way in, staring, and they both looked up and looked immediately guilty, like hangdog children caught somewhere they shouldn’t be. They were children, Draco supposed, although they were only two years younger than him. They looked somehow much younger.
“Oh,” Lily said. “We, uh. We weren’t doing anything.”
“Put it away,” James hissed, and she stowed, too late, the neat little blade, its thick handle and jagged blade.
Draco shook his head, clearing the fog. “I don’t care,” he said, and turned on his heel, but Lily Potter called him back.
“Wait!” she said, and then, “You’re Draco Malfoy, right?”
Draco paused. He turned back, eyeing them uncertainly. “Right.”
They were watching him with keen curiousity, like an animal in a zoo. He wondered briefly if it was a good or bad sign, that Potter’s children had heard of him. It probably meant he wouldn’t crawl into a corner and die there in ignominy sometime in the next few years, but it also might mean that sometime in the next few years he fucked it all up again and got sent to Azkaban. A few months ago he would have presumed that Potter just liked to complain about him, or warn his children about the existence of Slytherin bullies via illustration from his own childhood, but now he wasn’t so sure. The image of Potter on his knees flashed into Draco’s head, which felt very inappropriate when faced with Potter’s teen children. Draco could feel his cheeks going pink.
“I’m Lily,” Lily said. “My brother’s James.”
“... right,” Draco repeated, after a moment, because it seemed ridiculous that they thought he wouldn’t have picked up on that. 
“Well,” James said. It was disconcerting, having someone who looked so similar to Potter without the green eyes, as though Potter had been copied out wrong. He was staring at Draco like Draco was a puzzle to solve, more neutral than Potter himself had ever looked at Draco. “We’re sorry about the…” He nodded awkwardly to his empty hands. “We’re careful with them.”
Draco laughed, short and harsh. “If you think I’m going to dob you in, you’re about as perceptive as Potter,” he said. “No one will listen to me. And I told you I didn’t care.”
This time, they didn’t call him back when he left. He shrugged his bag viciously over his shoulder, heading back up past the Great Hall doors, unsettled and on edge. McGonagall had given a short speech when the twins arrived warning everyone to be on the lookout for any discrepancies in the continuum. “Time is not a substance to be played with lightly,” she said, as though they were all running off trying to play with time every other day. “Watch for symptoms of any slippage or contradictions. If we start affecting the future by accident, it is very likely that we will get signals of it here at some point.”
Draco had a pressure headache throbbing in a temple which he would love to blame on time discrepancies, but he had a feeling that it was just an old and familiar reaction to dealing with a Potter. And now Potter came in multiples, he thought, it was ridiculous, it was nonsense, you were either stumbling across impossible twins playing with knives or being tackled by another one into a broom cupboard — and why hadn’t McGonagall just hidden them away, anyway? If she was so worried about her precious time continuum. She could save them all the trouble of dealing with another lot of bad Potter tempers and showing off; she could buck the Hogwarts tradition of at least one bizarre and borderline fatal incident per year. 
He was so busy seething on his way up the moving staircases and onto the third floor—he’d find an empty classroom, there had to be somewhere in this blasted place you could still work—that he forgot to keep an eye out, which made it his fault. It was his fault anyway, he knew. He couldn’t blame anyone but himself for the target on his back. He could keep a better eye out, though, and so when he was shoved into the wall the slam of stone against his head was accompanied by a curdling disappointment in his stomach: here he was again, getting himself in trouble.
It was a group of Hufflepuffs, which was a new low for Draco, led by that pointy sneery blonde one: Someone Smith. They shoved Draco up against the wall twice with magic, wands out and ready like he wasn’t worth actually touching, invisible hands yanking at Draco’s sleeves, his elbows, when he tried to go for his own wand. His head banged against the wall again and he began to feel a little dizzy, which didn’t make defending himself particularly easy, but over the last few summers he’d managed one wandless spell from sheer desperate necessity. “Protego,” he croaked, and the red shield sprang up around him.
Smith made an annoyed sound. “Now we have to get our hands dirty,” he said, and stepped forward, punched Draco in the stomach. It made Draco buckle and then another blow caught his mouth and he sank to the floor, off-balance and wheezing for breath, hitting the cold stone on his hands and knees.
Someone aimed a kick, but Draco had his wand out by then, managed a quick stinging jinx that sent them back cursing. Smith raised his wand and said, “Expell—”
“Hey!” a sharp voice said, and Smith snapped his mouth shut and whirled on his heel, heading off at a quick trot. The other Hufflepuffs followed him in a rush. Draco watched their feet moving rapidly away from him, catching his breath. His headache was worse now, throbbing, but it didn’t matter as much as getting away: he recognised that voice.
“Hey, wait!” Granger called again, but the Hufflepuffs were scurrying away and out of sight. Draco dragged in a breath and sat back on his heels, and Granger, Weasley and Potter hesitated together as they recognised him. Granger looked annoyed; Weasley looked reluctantly sympathetic. Draco couldn’t read Potter’s expression very well. Discomfort. Maybe a little surprise.
“Oh,” Granger said, and the three of them bore down on him like the well-trained little group of guard dogs they were. “Malfoy. Are you all right?”
“Fine,” Draco said shortly, getting up as smoothly as he could to his feet. Potter got to him a little quicker than his friends, stretching out a hand, and Draco sneered at him and moved away, out of reach. 
“Was that Zacharias Smith?” Weasley asked, frowning down the corridor. “Nasty little blighter. How many were there, six of them?”
“I don’t know,” Draco said. He wasn’t stupid enough to add snitch to his list of crimes. 
“It must have been,” Granger said. “You should report them, Malfoy.”
“I don’t know who they were,” Draco said.
“That was definitely Smith,” Weasley said. “I recognised his snooty little laugh.”
“You should tell someone,” Potter said quietly. “Or we can.”
“I wouldn’t mind a talk with Smith,” Weasley said, twirling his wand in some kind of disgusting Weasley bravado, and one that clearly paid dividends for him, as Granger threw him a pleased, laughing look. “Talk to him about fair fights and all—”
“But it wasn’t Smith,” Draco said, “because I know him and I told you, I didn’t know any of them.”
Granger sighed. “Malfoy--”
Draco tilted his chin up. The three of them stared at him, with that insufferable heroic air they walked about the school with. Nobody knew why they’d come back: it was well-known that they’d all been offered places in the Auror training camps, and that Granger had letters of invitation begging her to join from half a dozen of the best magical colleges. All of their friends had dispersed to the various glittering opportunities held out to the heroes of the wizarding world; even Ginny Weasley hadn’t bothered joining her boyfriend for her seventh year, opting to head straight to a second-bench position on the Holyhead Harpies. And instead here they were, sitting in their tight little triangle at meals in the Great Hall, conferring with their heads bent close and worried, or up the back of classrooms, quiet and attentive.
“I didn’t see anyone,” Draco said, “and it was just a shove, anyway.”
“Your lip’s swelling,” Potter said, “we should take you to Madame Pomfrey.”
Draco jerked backwards, felt something hot climbing his throat. He hoped he wasn’t blushing; he flushed at anything these days, always splotchy and pinched-looking. He caught sight of himself in mirrors and barely recognised himself, his hair limp and dull, mouth sour, even his hands rough and unfamiliar from a summer spent scrubbing the Manor’s floors. He didn’t like the look on Potter’s face, like he might reach. Potter was unpredictable, and Draco didn’t trust him.
“Thanks, your heroism has been noted,” he spat. “I couldn’t possibly trouble you anymore, though, I’ve surely had my due,” and then he turned and swept down the hall and out of their sight. When he was young he’d hoped it made him look like his father, or at least Professor Snape. Now he knew he was probably just stumbling, half-tripping, desperate to run away as ever.

  ---


Draco slept in a dorm with the sixth year boys, who were seventh years now. There was a spare bed because one of them, Milkweed, had been caught in crossfire at the Battle last year. He was still in the Janus Thickey Ward at St Mungo’s. He’d been popular and cheery in a jocular sort of way and his bed was in the middle of the dorm, so Draco felt the poisonous cone of silence around him quite particularly. It was hard not to cause an impression amongst the others, and it was hard to sit unobtrusively in his room. It was also hard not to attract attention, and that Saturday night he lay perfectly still, body rigid, and then only moved as quietly as he could once he was sure they were all snoring. He didn’t even dare slip into his robes, which would rustle against the floor, but the weather was dipping into chill winter and he wore heavy wool trousers and the giant knitted jumper his mother had brought him from Ireland. He only put his boots on when he left the dormitory.
It took another half hour to slip out of the castle, flattening himself against walls and counting his breaths as he listened for the scratch of Filch and Mrs Norris, or prefects on their patrols. (His own prefectship had been gently revoked by McGonagall at the beginning of the year. “I don’t want you to think you won’t be welcomed back, Mr Malfoy,” she’d said, obviously trying to be kind, which made it worse. “But I think we can agree it wouldn’t give the best impression.” He had agreed; honestly, he’d been mostly surprised she’d even bothered to explain it to him.) Outside it was a clear, bright night, the moon full and high, and Draco cursed under his breath and streaked across the grounds in a desperate sprint until he got the coverage of the Forbidden Forest. His broom was where he’d left it, and then he took off, keeping low between the trees and over the rocky outcrops as he made his way to Hogsmeade.
In Hogsmeade he relaxed a little, though he still kept a wary eye out on his way through the main part of town for any professors. He passed through the main square and then got out into the backstreets, the more residential areas that started to give way to farmland and moors. He caught sight of Pansy when he was a block away, sitting at the table in the window of The Sweet Magi. He put on a burst of speed, came clattering through the door.
“Let’s move away from the window, you daft bint,” he said, as she jumped up to throw her arms around him. He kissed her cheek, knotting his fingers in her hair for a moment. The bite of her nails against his shoulders. “What if someone spots us?”
“I’m allowed to sit wherever I like,” Pansy said, beaming. “I’m not breaking out from boarding school. I’m a real adult now.”
“I’m ever so impressed,” Draco said, and scooped up her glass, gesturing at the barman and letting her lead the way to a little wooden booth at the back of the room. She was in her smart robes, clearly spending the weekend working again, shabby at the elbows and too big around her shoulders, but she looked alert, awake, pleased to see him.
The Magi’s regulars took them in with placid composure, used to them and clearly uninterested after hte past five Saturday nights. They mustn’t have taken out the papers very often, or they had a bad memory for faces; even two months after the trials, they hadn’t been recognised. There were a handful of others, one group of witches in their early thirties who clearly did recognise Draco and Pansy, their eyes narrowing, mouths thinning, but they were on the other side of the room. A hook-nosed, white-haired witch and wizard who must have had at least three hundred years between them watched Draco with interest. But when Draco and Pansy took their seats and the bartender, yawning, brought them over a bottle of red, the room’s attention slid away from them again, and Draco was safe again with his best girl.
He let her take his hand in hers, squeezing. “Well?”
“Nothing to report,” Draco said, because he’d tried last week, furious and blotchy with unhappiness, to tell her about the Potter twins, only to find out that McGonagall’s warning that no word of this should go past the enclosure of Hogwarts had clearly had more than a touch of magical binding in it. He’d raged for a few days, written long letters to Pansy explaining the situation only to realise that the ink went up in gentle smoke the moment he touched the page, tried to explain and ended up telling her long, boring anecdotes about parties he’d never been at. Pansy had been worried and questioning until Draco finally managed to say, “Just the usual Hogwarts bullshit,” and they’d had to let it go.
And actually, it didn’t matter so much. Draco was so bored of the eight year long Potter Show and this year, with its frankly astonishing new directions, was as confusing and maddening as ever; Pansy was lucky she didn’t have to endure it anymore. Instead he said, “How’s work?” and watched Pansy’s mouth crumble and then smile, reluctant.
“Oh, you know,” she said. Pansy had managed to scrabble her way into clerking for a slimy law office in Knockturn Alley, a boss who leered at her every day and told her that she was very welcome to share her gratitude for managing to land any job at all considering her unfortunate wartime record. “How’s school?”
“Oh, you know,” Draco said, and they grinned ruefully at each other.
They talked about Blaise, instead, who was swanning around various European opera hubs with his mother, and Tracey Davis, who had calmly raided her own relatives’ houses and turned the findings into the Ministry with the cool pronouncement that they really should have someone like her on the inside. Pansy’s mother, she said, had started going out again, to subdued dinner parties in once splendid houses. “She wouldn’t let our family’s general downfall get in the way of gossip,” Pansy said, mouth twisting, and then she put her hand on Draco’s again and told him, a little worried, that people had begun to speak more openly about his father.
Draco swallowed bile. “Well,” he said. “I suppose that was bound to happen.”
“It’s nothing specific yet,” Pansy said.
“He was never going to go quietly,” Draco said. “Let’s talk about something else.”
They got drunk, as they always did. They managed to veer away from maudlin drunk this time, at least, and their bile phase didn’t last as long as normal: a bare five minutes of spitting insults and bitter fury before they ended up slumped side by side, Draco’s arm around her shoulder, both of their gazes blank and fixed ahead on nothing. They were so good at feeling sorry for themselves that it seemed a shame not to use the talent, but it did feel a little hollow these days. Everything felt hollow. Draco passed his hand over his face. After a while he kissed the top of her head and she petted absently at his shoulder and then they stood up and went outside. Pansy waited, smirking a little, as Draco had to hop over three stone walls and behind a pig pen to find where he’d hidden his broom.
“Well, darling,” she said, leaning up for his arm hugged around her shoulders. She kissed him on the cheek, lips sliding close to the corner of his mouth so he caught the sheen and faint taste of her lipstick. “Next week, then? Get home safe. Don’t fly into any trees.”
“That was one time,” Draco said, offended, and Pansy laughed and squeezed him again before she Apparated away. The crack resounded in the air for a moment and Draco stood, letting it linger, before he put his hands in his pockets and began to walk back through the village, broom tucked under one arm. The cool air would sober him up some before he got on his broom and he liked, in a twisting shameful way, to see the lights on in the little cottage windows, the silhouetted crackling fires, the homes hidden and warm with their families safe inside. It was like picking at a hangnail, painful and irresistible, and the wine helped fuzzy it. His mouth tasted soft, faintly foul. 
All in all Draco was too drunk and distracted to be able to do much more than blink when someone strode into the road to block his path. He even kept walking, uncertain what else to do, and then the dark figure of a stranger slung a hand into the depths of their robes and pulled out a motherfucking sword, long and tapering, a gleaming, nasty point that caught the moonlight, and Draco yelped and scrambled backwards, tripped over an uneven patch of cobblestones, landed hard on his arse.
He scooted back, awkwardly feeling out the way with his hands. “Oh, Merlin, what the fuck, please don’t—”
It was a woman who looked down at him, the moonlight austere on her stern face. She walked slowly towards him, raising her sword. Draco thought that it made absolute fucking sense for his shitshow of a life for him to survive the war only to end up like this, murdered by a maniac and left dead on a dusty street with a red wine stain on his teeth—
“Draco! Draco Malfoy!” someone new piped up, a sharp, high voice that absolutely didn’t suit the ancient old witch from The Sweet Magi. But it was her, unmistakably: standing bent-backed and beckoning on the side of the road, eyes eager and bright under her bristling eyebrows. Draco scrambled towards her and she grabbed his hand and hauled him to his feet, dragging him along behind her as she set off at a surprisingly fast run.
“Hey!” the old wizard who’d been with her said, popping up at their side. He was jogging along too, equally unconcerned. They were both fast and sure, but the ground was rough and when Draco looked over his shoulder the swordswoman was coming after them, unconcerned and quick. “You’re of age, right?”
His voice was also bright, young. Draco stared at them as best he could while running for his life. “Yes?”
“Stupefy her or something,” the wizard said. “Quick! Do it twice fast in a row, she’ll block the first one with her sword.”
“What on earth--”
“Hurry!” the witch cried, and Draco fired two Stupefys over his shoulder in quick succession. She raised her sword and the first one came slicing back towards them, making them all duck, but the strangers were right and the second one caught her on her elbow, throwing her backwards. Draco could already see her struggling back to her feet but it gave them a lead and the strangers used it to yank Draco into a new Hogsmeade street and over the fence of a building that Draco realised was the back of Honeydukes.
“What is going on,” he hissed, but the strangers hushed him and led him through an unlocked back door. They locked it up behind them and headed swiftly and silently down to the cellar, and then they moved a bunch of sacks and ushered Draco down into a tunnel. Draco was being stupid, he thought blankly. He had no idea who these people were, except that they were clearly in some form of disguise, and he had no guarantee that they weren’t in league with the swordswoman, or possessing nefarious plans of their own. 
“Nefarious?” the witch said, looking unimpressed. “Oh, for Merlin’s sake, get in the tunnel. You’re doomed either way now.”
“I suppose that’s true,” Draco said, and climbed down into the tunnel. The two strangers followed him down, and then they straightened their backs and yanked back their hoods and, in a truly horrible fashion, their faces came slithering off with it, and the Potter twins, breathless, stared back at him.
“Ah,” Draco said, and wished he and Pansy had resisted ordering that second bottle.
“Sorry about that,” James said. “We didn’t mean for you to get caught up in all that.”
“That maniac was out looking for you?”
James and Lily exchanged frankly suspicious looks. 
“I don’t know. We think she followed us out of the pub,” Lily said. “She probably worked out the disguise and figured we wouldn’t be able to fight back. We were going to lose her but then we accidentally led her right to you instead. Sorry,” she repeated, though both of them were giving him that grim Potter expression, all oh, make way lesser beings, you have no idea what highly important heroic things I’m up to.
“What was that disguise?”
“Well, we can hardly risk being spotted, can we?” James said, starting to lead the way down the stone passage. For lack of any better ideas, Draco followed him. “It’s a Weasley Wizard Wheezes product, we’re wearing them whenever we leave Hogwarts—”
“James,” Lily said, furious, and James snapped his mouth shut, looking guilty.
Draco thought about reminding them he didn’t care, then decided he got his moments of authority rarely these days and might as well enjoy them when they came. “You really shouldn’t be sneaking out,” he said loftily.
“What about you?” Lily said. “You’re not meant to leave school grounds either.”
“I’m of age,” Draco said.
“Only just,” Lily said. They were moving quite quickly now, the three of them striding quietly along the stone corridor. Draco wondered what was overhead. “And you’re still a student.”
“You can’t tell on me without telling on yourselves,” Draco said, without thinking, and James smirked and said, “Well, exactly.”
Draco sulked along in silence after that for a while, especially when he remembered that his broom was lying lost and forgotten on the street in Hogsmeade, sure to be nicked before he got a chance to back for it, until the tunnel appeared to come to an end, blank stone and nowhere left to go. Draco turned to the twins and they turned back to him, their chins tilted up, mouths set, identical stubborn gazes set upon him. Draco stared back at them, narrow-eyed, but if he was honest with himself he had no idea what to do about some sort of blackmail pact with Harry Potter’s future children. If he was fifteen himself he would have been scheming, trying to turn this to his own advantage, but he was eighteen and exhausted. 
“I suppose there’s a way to get out of here?” 
“Of course,” Lily said. She sounded smug, like she knew she’d won. Apples and trees, Draco thought bitterly. She turned to the wall and tapped her wand against three stones and then the stone ground aside to reveal a short, dim staircase leading up. Draco followed the smirking twins up and found himself behind a statue of Gunhilda of Gorsemoor on Hogwarts’s third floor. He didn’t have much time to be surprised, though, or at least not about the secret entrance to Hogwarts, because the twins were pale with dread and Harry Potter was staring at him, Granger and Weasley grimly squiring him on either side.
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  “Ah, fuck,” Lily said, and shoved her hands in her pockets. 
“Dad!” James said, which made Potter’s face do something extremely bizarre and Granger and Weasley flinch. James looked a little more panicked than his sister: he glanced around as though hoping to find an escape, even widening his eyes hopefully at Draco as though there was anything Draco could do. 
Lily scoffed a little, and James said hurriedly, “Er, sorry, I mean - Harry? We were just, um, having a look around at the… the passage…”
“He must have told you about the passage in the first place,” Draco realised: Potter waiting at the entrance, and of course he would presumably tell his own children about any secret passages to Hogsmeade, like some jolly little Gryffindor secret for the whole family to profit from. “How stupid can you be?”
“We didn’t know he’d be here waiting for us!” Lily said indignantly. “I didn’t really believe the social life stories. Sorry,” she added, to an obviously baffled Potter. “It’s just I didn’t think you’d have nothing better to do than check up on passages on the off chance that — ah, fuck!”
“He’s got the map,” James said ruefully.
“I’ve got the map,” Potter agreed mildly. His gaze flicked to Draco. “What are you doing with them?”
 “What’s the map?” Draco countered.
Weasley scowled. “None of your business, Malfoy. What the hell do you think you’re playing at, hanging around with…” He trailed off, clearly unsure how to refer to the twins. 
“I wasn’t,” Draco snapped. “So far everyone this evening is much more — more knowledgeable about everything else—”
Potter looked surprised. “Are you drunk?” he asked, and Draco could feel his cheeks getting hot.
“I was drunk,” he said, though he was aware that his words were slurring, running into one another, his head fuzzy. “Now I’m having an early and horrible hangover and being asked to explain things that I have no idea about—”
“We ran into each other,” Lily said quickly. “We saw him leaving a pub in Hogsmeade and we were out drinking too so we thought we’d tell him about the passage back here. It seemed fair. He was going to fly home.” Draco stared at her, waiting for her to carry on and explain about the murderous sword-wielding maniac, but instead she shot him a dark glance and said, “And the map is this — family heirloom. It’s a map of Hogwarts and it shows where all the passages are and also where everybody is, like, anyone within the school boundaries—”
“What,” Draco said, at the same time as Granger said, “Lily!”
Draco stared at Potter and his friends, who were all looking decisively shifty. “You seriously have something like that? That’s unbelievably creepy, I’m sure it’s illegal—”
“Why don’t you try reporting us to McGonagall?” Weasley said. “I’m sure it would go down very well.”
It was unfair, Draco thought, that he would have all these secrets on all these people—the Golden Bloody Trio and their creepy map, the Potter twins sneaking out of school—and be unable to use any of it because he was himself so untrustworthy. Well, and: Draco supposed it was fair, deep down, but it was certainly also irritating. He could feel a headache looming. Potter wasn’t looking at him, his mouth turned down and his weird, intense stare trained on the Potter twins, who looked very awkward about the whole thing.
“Really, you should all know better,” Granger said sternly. “Especially you two. You know how important it is to keep hidden. You’re in the wrong time, who knows what could have some terrible, unintended effect? Maybe you’ll order a drink and change the future irrevocably!”
“Sorry, Auntie Hermione,” Lily said sweetly, and Draco turned around so he didn’t throw up all over them.
“This seems like a Gryffindor affair,” he said, and Granger sighed and said, “Yes, we better all get back to the tower — come on, you two—” and Draco set off at a fast clip in the opposite direction, deeper down into the castle. He didn’t want to risk Granger’s attention splintering back to him, wondering what he’d been doing — as far as he could tell, the Gryffindor idea of fun was saving the world and they’d probably decide that sneaking out for a drink with Pansy was some indefinable form of evil—
“Hey,” Potter said, “wait up.” 
Draco darted a look over his shoulder and kept walking, but Potter actually jogged after him, and Draco refused to be caught in a full-out sprint through the castle after dark, like he was afraid of Potter or something equally ridiculous. 
Potter fell into step beside him, a little breathless. “What were you doing with them, really?”
“Oh, turning them to evil,” Draco said, and Potter grinned, an unexpected flash of warmth over his face, and stopped him, hand on Draco’s arm.
Draco looked down, his throat tight. He never knew what to expect from Potter anymore. He said, voice low, “I really did just run into them. I didn’t even know it was them, they were dressed up in these weird Weasley outfits.” 
Potter flinched a little, but he nodded. They stood quiet in the dark corridor, neither of them moving. Draco looked down at him. It was more interaction than they’d had in months, more that either of them had spoken to or in front of each other, and it should make the other brief encounters he’d had with Potter seem dreamlike and impossible, drifting away from them, made ridiculous in the face of their well-established dislike for and suspicion of each other. But instead it felt like every bizarre time that Potter had tackled him into a cupboard was rising between them, hot and shrinking the little space that separated their bodies. Draco was breathing slow and deep, feeling each breath catch at his chest, and Potter looked dazed, stepping in slowly. His hand was still hovering over Draco’s elbow, and Draco finally moved, drew his arm out of reach. He knew he should stop there. 
Instead he took hold of Potter’s wrist and Potter let out a shuddering, relieved breath, stepping closer. Draco wrenched Potter’s wrist around behind his back, wanting Potter close, wanting to punish him, wanting to remind him how deeply fucked up whatever it was that they were doing, and he pushed Potter’s wrist towards the small of his back so it must have hurt, but Potter just whined, his face turning up towards Draco. His expression went blind, relaxed. 
“Potter,” Draco murmured, and Potter took a stumbling step forward. He turned his face in against Draco’s neck; Draco felt the scrape of his stubble. They were pressing up close together in the hot dark, breathing hard. Draco wondered what Potter had told his friends, why he’d chased after Draco, how he would explain this later. He dragged his hand down Potter’s face and Potter turned into the touch, mouthing, biting at Draco’s fingers. 
Draco backed Potter into the wall. He knocked his knee between Potter’s legs. He jerked him off there like that, his back pressed against the wall, his body arching and straining towards Draco’s, unable to touch.

  ---


Draco expected the world to go back to its bleak normal after that. The grey quiet could swallow him up; if he was lucky, the twins would cause some new drama or perhaps mad swordswomen would invade the school, and Draco would get another few days under the radar. Instead he got tripped up on his way to the library that Sunday morning and then found that there was at least one Gryffindor and one Ravenclaw lounging at every free table in the library. They looked up at him with a smirk when he came in. He hesitated and then turned and went the other way, listening to the low wash of satisfied laughter behind him. His father would have called him weak. He bit at his thumbnail while he wasn’t paying enough attention, thinking about Pansy’s warning. He should get in touch with his mother.
Instead he went to Sunday lunch. There were fewer students at lunch than most meals and he risked sitting with a book, which was just asking for someone to spill soup down his neck or charm his shoelaces to tie together, but made eating alone for the umpteenth time a lot less boring. He was ready for exclusion or derision, so it threw him slightly when Astoria Greengrass dropped into the seat next to him and said, “Hello, Malfoy.”
“Greengrass,” Draco said cautiously, putting down his fork. She was looking at him with a close, considering expression. She’d grown up over the summer; he vaguely remembered her as a little girl, following Daphne around and demanding to be let in on the older Slytherins’ fun, and then a sulky, spotty thirteen year old. Now her skin had cleared up and she’d filled out a little, curvy and warm, her golden hair pulled back in a loose, pretty knot at the nape of her neck. Like every Slytherin, she’d avoided him since the beginning of term.
“Heard a rumour you were out and about last night,” she said.
“Did you,” Draco said.
“Mm,” Astoria said. “Eric said you woke up half the dorm stumbling back in at two in the morning.” Draco rolled his eyes. “How’s Pansy?”
“Are you blackmailing me?” Draco said. “Or do you genuinely want to know?”
“I’m just making conversation,” she said. Draco’s eyebrows went up and Astoria sighed and said, “Look, my sister said I should talk to you.”
“How touching,” Draco said. “Did Daphne also tell you that loyalty doesn’t really work if you announce it like that? Not to mention after a month pretending I don’t exist?”
Astoria scoffed. “As if you deserve any loyalty.”
Draco’s mouth trembled; he jerked it into a straight line. She was quite right, of course. But he didn’t have to sit around and listen to it. He stood up. “You can tell Queenie thanks but I’m fine. Save yourself the trouble.” 
“Oh, for — Malfoy!” Astoria said, dashing after him as he marched out of the Great Hall. It was becoming a worrying pattern. “You’re so dramatic. And self-centred as ever.”
“What, then,” Draco said, glaring at her and making no effort to slow down. She was shorter than him and hurried along by his side, out of breath and scowling back at him. 
“It’s not about you, it’s about Slytherin,” Astoria said. “Are you paying any attention to anyone besides yourself? Half the Slytherins didn’t come back for school. Half the Slytherin first years demanded to get reSorted. Everyone hates us, even the professors. They’ll all turn a blind eye to you getting beaten up every other day—”
“I’m fine,” Draco snarled.
“Oh, sure, you’re doing really well,” Astoria sneered. “That’s not the point. Look at the example you’re setting. Look at what’s happening to us!”
Something stung at the back of Draco’s throat, and he thought of rolling smoke, the overpowering heat and fear of the Fiendfyre, Vince’s scream ringing out. The rush of the Battle, the Slytherins racing to get away or being sent away, McGonagall’s stern, unforgiving face, Pansy wanting to give Potter up, the utter shambles of his house, of everything he’d known and loved. And Draco himself, like the ultimate disgrace. 
“Maybe it’s for the best,” he said. “Maybe it’s — it’s over for Slytherin.”
“Merlin’s beard, you’re a miserable sod,” Astoria said, narrow-eyed. “Maybe it’s over for you. It doesn’t have to be over for Slytherin. We’ve been around for hundreds of years. We’re important. We need to survive this.”
“You’re not going to get a lot of sympathy for this, you know,” Draco snapped. “People died, and we’re complaining that, what, we’re not going to win the House Cup anymore? Grow up—”
“You grow up,” Astoria said. “You know that’s not what I mean. There’ll be no Slytherins at all within a generation if we don’t do something.”
Draco stopped walking. He turned and looked at her, arms folded over his chest.
“Is that what you really want?” she demanded. “Beyond your tragic woe is me, I picked the wrong side in a fucking war facade?”
“Why is this my problem?” Draco snarled. “I’m hardly a paragon of Slytherin excellence. What on earth do you want me to do about it? Even the other Slytherins won’t talk to me, how am I supposed to change everyone else’s mind?”
“That’s the point,” Astoria said, voice cool and unforgiving. “You’re the worst of us. The worst of us who’s not in Azkaban, at any rate. If you redeem yourself, then we can redeem the rest of the house, too.”
Draco stared at her. “Fuck you,” he said. “Also, you’re crazy. Also, do you think redemption as part of a public relations campaign actually counts?”
“I couldn’t care less about what counts,” Astoria said. “I care what other people think. If you rehabilitate yourself in the eyes of the public, then I think Slytherin will recover too.”
“And how do you suggest I do that?” Draco demanded. “Offer myself up to the Hufflepuffs? Make myself the school punching bag until everyone feels better? Or should I go the other way, become a hero? I think we’ve suddenly run out of any bad guys besides ourselves,” and he thought briefly, uneasily, of the swordswoman outside Hogsmeade, “but maybe you could dig some up—”
“No,” Astoria said. “I want you to befriend Harry Potter.”
Draco started to laugh.

  ---


Astoria Greengrass was a short, blonde, thoroughly annoying pest. Apparently unconcerned by Draco first laughing in her face and then telling her to go fuck herself and then doing his best to ignore her, she spent the rest of the day — and then Monday — and then Tuesday — popping up wherever she could to barrage him some more with the world’s worst plot. She sat by his elbow at meals. She waited in the common room for him to come down in the mornings, and it didn’t seem to bother her how early or late he appeared. She appeared, like a horrible teenage girl ghoul, in the Slytherin boys’ bathroom on Wednesday morning, perched on the rim of the sink when he emerged from the shower, yelping and grabbing at his towel.
“Oh, give it a rest,” she said, although her eyes dipped consideringly over him; Draco folded his arms tight over his chest, scowling, hoping there was too much steam in the bathroom for his chest to look particularly awful. “Have you given it any more thought?”
“Yes,” Draco said. “I’ve thought all about how to shut you up without breaking the terms of my probation. I’m getting quite creative.”
“Ooh, I quiver with fear,” Astoria said. She hopped off the sink and followed Draco into the dormitory, ignoring his incredulous looks. “I don’t know why you’re being so stubborn about this. I actually think it makes a great deal of sense.”
“So you keep telling me,” Draco said, in an attempt to forestall the inevitable, but without success. Astoria threw herself onto the bed next to his and started counting off her points on her fingers.
“One, he testified for you at the trials,” Astoria said, “and stopped you from being thrown into Azkaban. Two, everyone knows he saved your life, like, five times—”
“Twice,” Draco grumbled. “And he tried to kill me the year before—”
Astoria ignored him. “Three, he saved you from the Hufflepuffs the other day—”
“Who told you that?” Draco said, outraged. “He didn’t!”
“But all the Hufflepuffs were talking about it,” Astoria said, blinking wide-eyed and innocent at him. “Apparently he caught Zacharias Smith pushing you around and stormed in and—”
“Oh, for — he didn’t,” Draco said, and yanked the curtains down around his bed so he could get dressed. “If anything, it was Granger who — anyway, it’s not true. He just stumbled across it and they ran off, that’s all.”
“Still, he hasn’t been pushing you around,” Astoria said. “And he’d be able to if he wanted. It’s not like anyone would blame him, or stop him.”
“Your reasoning is flawless,” Draco said. “Because Potter’s too busy being the magnanimous saviour of the world to actively beat me up, he wants to be my friend?”
“You think an awful lot of yourself, don’t you? I’m not saying he wants to be your friend. First I convince you, then we have to convince him. But I think he’s our best option. If he likes you, the rest of the school will have to follow suit, everyone thinks everything he does is amazing. And he doesn’t seem to hate you as much as everyone else. That’s our opening. If we could just get you to spend some time together, somehow—”
Draco laughed, a little wild.
“What?”
“Nothing,” he said, emerging from behind the curtains. “Go on, tell me.”
Astoria narrowed her eyes. “You’d have to be convincing,” she said. “Less of all this woe-is-me nonsense. Maybe if you were partners for some project or — or you could ask him for defence Against The Dark Arts help, everyone knows he fancies himself a genius at that—”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Draco said, curling his lip.
“I think he’ll need exposed time to you,” Astoria mused. “Just bumping into him once won’t do it. You need the chance to talk to him properly, and then you can show him how you’ve changed. Talk about all the thinking you did over the summer or something. Potter and his little gang are all about unification post-war, you know, Granger’s always banging on about it. If you present yourself as the perfect reformed Slytherin they’d probably eat it up. You’d be the ultimate vindication that they were right.”
Draco sat on his bed and folded his hands in his lap. He looked across at Astoria, whose chin was tilted up stubbornly, her gaze fierce and determined. It wasn’t fair on the younger Slytherins, he thought. The Greengrasses hadn’t even been involved in the war. It was laudable that she was willing to spend all her time following him around in a desperate attempt to improve things, and for the past few days Draco had been too annoyed to succumb to the tired, grey fog in his head, which was an improvement, if a very weird one. 
“I can try,” he said quietly, “but it doesn’t seem very likely to me.”
Astoria’s face flashed triumphant. “It’s the only idea we have,” she said, which Draco supposed meant that he was in on this now, whether he liked it or not. “How are you going to get to him, then?”
“Oh, I’ll work something out,” Draco said.

  ---


Draco thought, briefly, about trying to draw Potter aside himself, but the idea made panic flutter in his chest, his throat, and it was easy enough to wait for it. Potter wasn’t predictable, but Draco had stopped thinking it would suddenly be over and never spoken about again after the third or fourth time. Potter wanted it too much. It made Draco’s mouth wet, made his cheeks hot every time he thought about it, and it was only two days after he promised Astoria that he’d try that he looked up from a hidden corner of the library that he’d sequestered himself away in to see Potter passing by.
His robes were only half-heartedly on, open over a rumpled white shirt and loosely knotted Gryffindor tie, hands in his trouser pockets, messy hair falling in his face. He looked like he’d been thrown roughly together. Draco’s quill went still in his hands, and Potter turned his head and looked at him, that sharp green-eyed gaze, and then he moved away, further into the stacks. Draco stood up and followed him.
It was late into the evening, past ten on a Friday night and early enough in the term that the library was mostly deserted. All the same, Potter led him further and further into the stacks, past the Restricted Section and past the hundreds of old Hogwarts yearbooks crammed up against one another and giant folios of art and files of old Daily Prophets and Quibblers jammed in long lines. Then Potter turned around, and he looked worried and hungry, and Draco walked right up to him and put his hand in Potter’s hair, his mouth on Potter’s neck.
Astonishing, how little communication this required, Draco thought, a little dazed. He’d never done anything like it before. He and Pansy had messed around a few times in fifth year and it had involved a lot of nervous questions, is this okay, do you like that, does that feel good, and then even more outraged admonitions, watch it - oi! Wrong way! - um, that’s my knee. Earlier he’d spent the summer before fourth year stealing the lurid historical novels his mother thought he didn’t know about and devouring them. They had a lot of intense flowery speeches which had made a reluctant but thorough impression on Draco, and he’d half expected that good sex, whenever it arrived, would involve three paragraphs of declarations beforehand, or at the very least a lot of murmuring about the “artistry of your body” and “those most beautiful, glowing eyes”, etc. etc. 
But instead they moved into each other’s space and then it was like nothing needed discussion, Potter making soft, rough noises around Draco’s fingers, tongue curling around Draco’s thumb, moving back against the shelves so that Draco could get up between his legs. This corner of the library was deserted, almost empty; a shelf with hardly anything on it, and when Draco nudged at Potter he moved back without questioning, sat up lightly on the shelf, and then Draco could get even closer, teeth dragging along Potter’s bared shoulder, Potter’s legs around his waist, the two of them gasping and jerking closer. They didn’t need to talk at all. Neither of them said a word.
Instead Draco slid his fingers against Potter’s tongue, his teeth, smoothed his other hand over Potter’s thigh, both of them grinding against each other, their breath harsh and loud in the silence, until the little choking noises Potter was making around his fingers got too much and Draco moved back and hauled Potter off the shelf by the back of his neck. Potter went almost mewling, hands curling in the empty air, and he thudded down to his knees before Draco could even push him down, grabbing eagerly for Draco’s hips. Draco lashed out without thinking about it, smacking Potter’s hands away, and then he did speak: “Hands behind your back,” he said, “open your mouth,” and Potter’s eyes went hot and dark. He did what he was told.
It was too much, Potter just giving himself up like that. Draco didn’t know what he’d done to deserve it; it seemed obvious that he couldn’t deserve it. He jerked clumsily at his flies and got himself out, let his cock brush over Potter’s bottom lip. Something wet and slick caught and gleamed between them. It was filthy, it was unbelievable. Potter was almost shuddering with the effort to keep still, his breathing ragged, his hands clasped white-knuckled behind his back, and Draco thought, I could come all over his face, and then it was immediately all that he wanted. He stared down at Potter and Potter looked up at him, eyes huge, and Draco jerked himself off while Potter whined, eyes drifting shut, leaning into it. Some of it caught at the corner of Potter’s mouth. He flushed and licked it away. 
Draco’s head was blurring, impossible. He hauled Potter to his feet and went on his knees and sucked Potter off, hard, almost brutal about it, nails digging into Potter’s hip while Potter half sobbed. Draco was expecting Potter to catch at his hair or his shoulders, but there was nothing, and when he glanced up Potter still had his hands clasped behind his back, just like he’d been told. Draco groaned. He pulled Potter closer, went as far down as he could, until he nearly choked.
Afterwards they sat side by side with their backs up against the stacks, catching their breath. Potter looked dazed. His pupils were still huge, and he was very quiet. After a moment Draco caught Potter’s chin in his hand and pulled Potter towards him, wiped his own come roughly off Potter’s face. A streak had dried a little; without thinking about it, Draco licked his thumb impatiently and then scrubbed it off, and Potter’s face warmed beneath him. He leaned into Draco’s palm. He was still out of breath. Draco stared at him, then laughed. 
Potter frowned. “What?” he said, and his voice was a little rough, softer than normal.
“I was just thinking,” Draco said, “if I could tell my fifteen year old self…” He trailed off.
Potter didn’t look amused. He looked kind of miserable. He turned his face away and said, “You’d have some great new ammunition, I suppose—”
“What?” Draco said, startled. “No. I meant that…” But he wasn’t sure how to say it, how to explain it, without being vile about it: because of course, when he was fifteen, the idea of coming on Harry Potter’s face would have been thrilling, the ultimate victory, and he would be lying if he said that didn’t make up a hot, vicious part of the appeal now, but that didn’t mean—
Potter was yanking his clothing straight, though, getting awkwardly to his feet. His robes were buttoning themselves up, like he wanted to be completely dressed and away from Draco. “I’m aware that you think I’m a complete freak, but—”
“What?” Draco repeated, scrambling up after him. “No! Or if you are, then obviously I am, too, so I don’t — Potter, it’s not like I mind. I thought that was… very clear.”
“You’re not the one,” Potter said, flushed and not looking Draco in the face, “not the one who — wants to be — wants to — you’re shoving me around—”
“Exactly,” Draco said, and, in a panic, because Potter had seized on the one obtuse thing in this whole fucked up little scenario that Draco didn’t think was a problem, and because he was leaving, Draco shoved him back up against the shelves. Potter glared and shoved him back but Draco followed again, crowding close against him, hand on Potter’s hip. Potter clenched one hand in Draco’s robes and then didn’t move: not to push him away, not to pull him closer. “I mean, I’m the one doing it to you, right?”
“Right,” Potter said warily.
“So we’re in it together,” Draco said. He drew in a breath, affected a light voice, and said, “Anyway, you saved the world. If you like having massively fucked up sex with me, I think you earned it.”
Potter looked pissed off and pleased at the same time: it did something odd to his face, which Draco had thought he knew by heart, every annoying inch of it. “How convenient for you.”
“Well,” Draco said.
Potter rolled his eyes and then he did shove Draco away, but easily, and the tightness around his mouth was gone. “All right, Malfoy. Thanks,” he added, almost lightly. 
It was the most they’d ever spoken after — this. Draco swallowed. Astoria could be right; maybe Potter didn’t hate him utterly, maybe there was something for Draco in the future, some way out of the grim present he’d earned for himself so thoroughly. Draco could still do something to save Slytherin, and maybe on Potter’s way to his perfect family and happy ever after, he’d let Draco fuck him. It wasn’t a totally miserable idea. And Draco had promised.
“Potter,” he said, “do you want to get a drink sometime?”
Potter blanched. “No,” he said. He sounded horrified.
“Oh,” Draco said.
Potter stared at him. “Do you think I — you don’t think I like you?”
Draco ran his tongue along his teeth. “I just asked if you wanted to get a drink.”
“No,” Potter repeated. “I don’t want to — I don’t know why this works.” He gestured uneasily at the space between them, growing now as Potter stepped quickly awawy, as though Draco was going to lunge at him or throw some dramatic scene or anything. “But it doesn’t change anything. You’re still — who you are, and I’m still me.”
“Quite,” Draco said. “That was very well put, Potter. How articulate you are.”
Potter scowled. “It doesn’t change anything,” he repeated, and then he looked suddenly nervous and added quickly, “and you can’t tell anyone about it.”
“Calm down,” Draco said. He was aware, a little distantly, that he was beginning to lose his temper, something cold and angry rising in his chest. “I wasn’t planning on it. It’s not like I relish the thought of everyone knowing that I’ve been rolling around in the dirt with—”
“Oh, fuck you—”
“Just don’t get carried away,” Draco hissed. “It’s nice to ask someone for a drink when they’re getting on their knees so regularly for you. I was raised to be polite. How did your parents raise you? Oh, wait. I remember.”
Potter’s face shut down. He looked at Draco like Draco was nothing, not even worth responding to. His gaze was grim, curiously blank. After a moment, he said, “I know how your parents raised you.”
“Oh, you’re going to judge me for having manners, too? Basic politeness is now also a short road to the Dark Lord?” Draco said. “I’ll stop trying, then. Anything to impress you.”
“Malfoy—”
“You know what having this kind of fucked up sex makes you, right?” Draco said, as sweetly as he could manage. “I might be worthless Death Eater trash, but you’re the one having sex with me. Come on, Potter. You’ve told me before. Tell me what that makes you.”
“You’ve made your point,” Potter said.
“Never mind,” Draco said, turning on his heel. He was nearly panting with fury and misery, and suddenly he had to get out of there: he had to be away, staring at the bleak dark canopy in the bed that didn’t feel like his, surrounded by people whose lives he had ruined just by sharing. “You’ll tell me the next time you’re begging for it. See you round, Potter.”
Astoria Greengrass was sitting up in the common room, as though everything in Draco’s life had come together to remind him how useless and miserable he was. She looked up, surprised and bright-haired, and the expectant look she trained on him was almost hopeful.
“Your plan sucks,” he snarled, and stormed upstairs to bed.






      

  











Chapter 3








  Draco saw Potter for the first time after the Battle of Hogwarts in Diagon Alley, a few days before his trial. He and his mother had been released from the Ministry Holding Cells for several weeks by then. It had all, Narcissa said, been much more civilised than she expected. After the battle they were gently asked by an auror to accompany him, and then they spent three days in a neat little bunkroom of their own, with a separate and tiny but serviceable bathroom and a handful of boring novels. Lucius spent most of those days getting wilder and nervier, and none of them was surprised when he wasn’t released on the same bond of good behaviour as them. “We must just be brave and strong,” Narcissa said, as casually as though she were reminding Draco to dress for dinner, and not something that they had never been in their lives. She had adjusted the bracelet with its tracking spell a little fussily on her wrist. 
It was Narcissa who insisted he go to Diagon Alley. “I need you to sign for the vault while Lucius is away,” she’d said, giving him a spindly golden key. “Bring some housekeeping money and the monthly withdrawals. We’ll go through them and see what we still need.” This was because the weekly grocery order needed to be changed; last Thursday, it had arrived for the first time since their return and thrown them both into a nervous fit when they realised it contained a side of beef meant for Nagini. “And you can pick up anything you need for school while you’re there.”
This, Draco thought, was a little optimistic of her, given that they were due to attend his trial on Thursday and the Daily Prophet had recently published polling suggesting that the greater wizarding population wanted anyone even slightly associated with the Death Eaters thrown in Azkaban. NEVER AGAIN, the headline screamed, over a photo from the Battle where Draco’s thin face came gleaming from a crowd. His mother had screwed it up into a ball and tossed it aside. Draco swallowed and agreed to go to Diagon Alley without protest. He could run her errands, at least. He wouldn’t be going anywhere near any of the supply stores.
But he ran into Potter on the shining white steps of Gringotts, Potter’s face close and shocked for a moment. It was a literal run in; Draco hurrying to get out of the bank and away from the goblins’ glares, ducking his head, staring furiously at his feet, and then half tripping over Potter just coming in. 
“Watch it, Malfoy,” Ginny Weasley said, pressed close against Potter’s side. Draco stared at Potter, who was staring right back at him. The last time he’d seen Potter, real and close like this rather than an exhausted hero in the Great Hall or a photograph in a newspaper, he’d been pressed against Potter’s back, the roar of Fiendfyre below, Potter’s face streaked with ash and blood and gritted with determination, Vince screaming below. Potter seemed to be remembering it, too. When Draco got away and down the stairs he had to find a bin to be sick in. 
A haughty goblin found him and told him that he was still technically on Gringotts’ property and he needed to leave, and Draco did. He went home and gave his mother the documents she needed and skipped the usual mindless work in favour of lying out in the Manor’s grounds. One of Greyback’s werewolves had liked beer, a cheap German brand that came in fat-bellied dark bottles. Draco’s parents thought it frightfully common, but the crate had been another unexpected arrival in the grocery order. Draco sat down by the lake, drinking them silently and methodically, until he was full and sick.
Over the next few days, Draco thought a lot about Potter’s expression and how he’d been unable to read it below the shock: whether Potter blamed him, hated him, regretted saving his life. Whether Potter just thought Draco was worthless, below his attention. All seemed fair, and Draco had no reason to expect anything but he must have noticed something else in Potter’s face outside Gringotts, without internalising it. He must have, because instead of apprehension or dread or even surprise, at his trial that Thursday when Potter quietly walked in and took a seat with the other witnesses, Draco’s shoulders sagged with relief. It rushed through him, ashamed and sure, and he knew before Potter spoke that Potter wouldn’t condemn him. 
“Draco Malfoy didn’t kill Dumbledore, even when he had the opportunity,” Potter said, simple and direct to the Wizengamot. “I heard Dumbledore offer him safety if he switched to our side, and I think he would have taken it if he could. When I was captured and taken to Malfoy Manor, he deliberately didn’t identify me to Voldemort. I believe Draco regretted the mistakes he made and the place he ended up in during the war.”
“I knew him at school,” Hermione Granger said coolly. “He’s a bully and an idiot but not a killer. I believe sentencing and imprisoning him would be a perversion of the justice system, and a waste of everyone’s time.”
Draco was cleared and released within the hour, the presiding justice tapping his wand and incinerating the tracking bracelet on Draco’s wrist. Draco adjusted his sleeve, drawing the cuff up so even the tail of the Dark Mark was obscured. He needed to go home and tell his mother. He should chase after Potter and ask if he would speak for Draco’s mother, as well; her trial was the next day. Instead he found a back exit and slipped down the drab halls of the Ministry. He felt smaller than he ever had. 
When he rounded a corner Potter was there, coming out of an office and closing the door behind him. “Oh,” he said, looking at Draco and frowning. “Are you still here?”
Draco gaped at him. “Are you the Minister of Magic already? Head Auror? Or did they just sign this building over to you? I’m so sorry, I should offer my congratulations—”
“All right, Draco,” Potter said, looking tired.
“You don’t know anything about me,” Draco said. He gritted his jaw. “You don’t.”
“All right,” Potter said again.
“It must be lovely to feel so fucking condescending about everything,” Draco said. “It must be a real pleasure. You don’t know a fucking thing about me, Potter, and if you expect me to be fucking grateful—”
“I don’t,” Potter said. “They asked me and I told the truth—”
“Maybe I just didn’t recognise your horrible disfigured face, did you ever think of that?” Draco snapped, and stepped forward and shoved Potter, solid in the shoulders. 
Potter actually took a step back, but he just looked faintly bored. “I’m not going to fight with you.”
“No?” Draco shoved him again, a hand against Potter’s chest so Potter’s back hit the wall. “Go on, Potter.” Potter went to move forward, and Draco leaned his weight into his hand, pushed Potter back again. “Fight a little. You’ll like it.”
“No, I won’t,” Potter said. “I’m knackered. It’s enough, Draco—”
“Don’t call me that,” Draco said, so angry he couldn’t think straight. He stepped forward and his hand slid across Potter’s chest, anchored his forearm there, and Potter looked so tired and uninterested, Draco hated it. It was awful that everything of his, his freedom, his reputation, could rest on Potter, and Potter couldn’t even be bothered to get annoyed at Draco anymore. He wanted Potter to hate him again. He wanted a reaction. His knuckles nudged at Potter’s shoulder and he said, voice low and silky, “Are you sure you wouldn’t like it?”
And Potter’s expression did change. He looked confused, unsure, younger. He looked up at Draco, and for a moment Draco thought he saw Potter’s gaze dip to Draco’s mouth, uncertain and tentative. Draco’s heartbeat was suddenly rabbiting high in his throat. He was conscious of the long empty corridor, Potter’s breath picking up under Draco’s arm.
“Maybe you like this,” Draco said. “Just this.”
Potter inhaled, nostrils pinching. “Malfoy—”
“Better,” Draco said, and then in a moment of madness and idle curiousity as to whether he could get Potter to hate him enough to curse him again, he ducked his head and bit Potter’s neck. And instead of shoving him off or jinxing him or yelling bloody murder, Potter’s arms went around Draco’s neck. He made a soft, rough noise and clutched him close. And that was the first time.

  ---


“I think you’re being a real baby about this,” Astoria said.
“Don’t you have anything better to do?” Draco demanded, lifting his head. He’d found a quiet corridor on the fourth floor with a windowsill large enough for him to read on, and he’d thought he’d successfully hidden away from the rest of the school until Astoria appeared, placid and smiling. 
She hadn’t been convinced by Draco’s assertion that Potter would never go for it. “What do you expect from one conversation?” she’d said, rolling her eyes, and it wasn’t like Draco could give her the full context of that conversation. Then he made the mistake of writing a long letter to Pansy complaining about it, except she wrote back You know, Draco, I almost think this is quite a good idea, if you play it right, and then she’d clearly got in touch with Astoria, and now it was like they’d teamed up. Draco could tell Pansy the whole truth of the situation, he supposed, but she would hit the roof, she’d be so angry, and besides, every now and then he thought of Potter’s face, pinched with worry at the idea that anyone would associate them. You can’t tell anyone. Draco’s stomach curdled. 
“Everyone’s still obsessed with the Potter twins,” Astoria said. “There’s no good drama to be found.”
“So you’re making your own,” Draco said.
“Well, I’m enterprising,” Astoria said, and grinned, sharp and unexpected. “Listen, what did you think was going to happen, you’d say hello and offer to shake hands and he’d roll over to be friends? You’re going to have to convince him.”
“He hates me,” Draco said, on instinct, and because he’d tricked himself for a while into thinking that maybe Potter didn’t—that he was at least indifferent—and now he needed to remind himself.
“So? Fix it,” Astoria said. “I’m sorry if he hurt your feelings—”
“He didn’t hurt my feelings—”
“But this is bigger than you,” Astoria continued, ruthless. “It’s about Slytherin.”
“What’s about Slytherin?” a cheery voice said, and Astoria and Draco swivelled round to look into the bright faces of the Potter twins.
Astoria narrowed her eyes. “This isn’t really any of your business.”
“But we’re bored,” Lily Potter said. James was yawning behind her, hands in his pockets and gaze sleepy. He looked just like his father, except younger and sweeter somehow, untouched by war or disaster. Draco bet he’d had a perfect little upbringing, a stupid happy Potter-Weasley home with his mummy telling him how much she loved him and his daddy telling him how proud he was. He looked away, jaw clenched. “And we’re not meant to talk about our lives at all, so you may as well tell us about yours.”
“That’s not how logic works, Lil,” James drawled, clearly bored out of his mind.
“Slytherins are always up to something, though,” Lily said, smirking and pleased. “I want to be in on it.”
“See?” Draco said to Astoria. “The tradition continues. They’re the next generation and they clearly hate Slytherins just as much as ever. No need to worry.”
“That’s true,” Astoria said, suddenly fascinated, her gaze narrowing in on Lily. “So there are Slytherins in your time?”
Lily frowned. “Of course.”
“Lil,” James said.
“What? That’s not a spoiler, is it? There are Slytherins now. There have been Slytherins for centuries.”
“So it must work!” Astoria said, flushed and triumphant, and Draco realised with a sinking feeling that she had taken the exact wrong lesson from all of this. “We must do something to save Slytherin! If they know about it, it must still exist!”
“Can’t we just wait and let the future take its course?” Draco said pitifully.
“That’s not how the future works,” Astoria said. “You have to make it.”
“Oh, and you’d know.”
“Wait,” Lily said. Her eyes were alight with interest. “Slytherin needs to be saved?”
“After the war,” Astoria explained. “Everyone hates us. Draco most of all, of course, but also Slytherins in general. That’s why there’s hardly any of us left.”
Lily and James’s eyebrows both went up, eerie mirrors of each other. “Really?”
“They’ve clearly got the famous Potter observation skills,” Draco said, picking up his book and doing his best to ignore all of them.
“Hang on, I want to save Slytherin,” Lily said. “It sounds like fun.”
“We can’t,” James said, patient and bored. “McGonagall said we can’t interfere in anything, remember?”
“I’m so bored,” Lily said. “Couldn’t we just interfere a little?”
“McGonagall said it could have dramatic and huge results, because anything we do is sure to be magnified, because we’re not supposed to be here—”
“Hang on,” Astoria said. “What if that’s why it works?”
“What?” James said.
“Draco is not doing a particularly good job,” Astoria said. “And I’m not even sure what to do. Queenie said it would take some bizarre, magic act to save us—”
“Queenie’s always been dramatic,” Draco said, without looking up.
“—maybe you’re it! You’re the crazy magic thing that’s going to save Slytherin! I thought it was going to be Draco making friends with Potter, but maybe it’s you two.”
Draco lowered his book. He gave Astoria an incredulous look, but she was delighted. So, Draco realised, with a growing sense of dismay, was Lily Potter, and even James looked reluctantly interested. Astoria began to grandly explain her plan to them, and they were all bright-eyed and naive and Draco had the sudden, tragic realisation that his life was about to come under the extreme supervision and control of several sixteen-year-olds.
“So,” Astoria concluded, “I really think that would do the trick. Hang on, he’s your father--”
“We’re not supposed to talk about that,” James said.
Astoria ignored him. “Do you think the Draco plan might work?”
“You know what?” Lily said, beaming. “I think it’s a brilliant idea.”
Astoria considered her. “For a Gryffindor,” she said, “you’re an awful good sort.”
“Thank you,” Lily said, grinning all over her pointy face, and the two of them shook hands. Draco surprised himself by exchanging a bleak look with James, and then promptly went back to his book.
But it didn’t do any good. Lily and Astoria made fast and immediate friends, and for the next few days Draco rarely saw one of them without the other, wandering around whispering with their heads bent close together. James was even brought in on it, and his doubts seemed to disappear too, trailing around with them and talking earnestly in corners, sliding would-be secretive looks at Draco that Draco did his best to ignore. 
In fact, a little of the Potter twins’ mystique began to rub off on Astoria. People were distinctly friendly to her in the corridors, and the Slytherin table grew louder at mealtimes, slightly more confident of itself, with Astoria holding court in the middle and Draco safely and unobtrusively off to one corner. Perhaps the Potter twins and Astoria were the secret to saving Slytherin, Draco thought, and it had nothing to do with him and some half-hearted plan involving Harry Potter; it would make more sense, and it would be much easier for Astoria to control. 
It seemed likelier in every way, especially because Potter was obviously furious with Draco. He didn’t look at him once anymore, and in the days after their fight he went about pointedly flaunting the dark circles under and world-weary look in his eyes, as though reminding Draco that Potter was the exhausted saviour of the wizarding world and Draco was nothing, worse than nothing. He flinched away when anyone came near him, as though he was too important to be touched. Ginny Weasley had her work cut out for her, Draco thought bitterly, although probably when she finally returned she would be the soft touch Potter had been waiting for, healing him with the power of those doe eyes and Weasley homeliness. 
Unfortunately, Lily, James and Astoria did not share Draco’s line of thinking.
“What, did he yell at you or something?” Lily said. She and James had invaded the Slytherin Common Room, of all places, let in by Astoria and now lounging around on the sofas like they owned the place. “You shouldn’t take it personally. He yells at everyone.”
“It normally lasts like, five minutes and then if you look pathetic enough he starts feeling really guilty,” James agreed. “He’s bad-tempered but he gets over it pretty quickly. One time, Lil and I were ten, we were desperate to go to Hogwarts, and we were seeing Teddy off and snuck onto the Hogwarts Express ourselves, we thought we’d just slip in, and they couldn’t find us, and—”
“I don’t need warming childhood stories about Potter being a great father, thanks,” Draco said. “I’m not doing it.”
“Honestly, he’s too guilty to hate anyone really,” Lily said. “Unless you’ve upset Hermione. And you’re not really scary enough to upset Hermione, you know?”
Draco flipped her off. It was just his luck that the Potter twins would show up now, in time for his pathetic eighth year. He’d been plenty scary in sixth year, he thought crossly to himself, and then had to fight down the instinctive wave of nausea, blood draining out of his face. He lay down on the sofa, stared at the ceiling.
“Is he all right?” James asked, sounding a bit uncertain, and Astoria said, “He’s fine, he’s just being a drama queen. So what do we do, then?”
“I don’t know,” Lily said, and yawned. “All of Dad’s friends are people who’ve just stuck around for a million years, you know, like Luna and Ron and Hermione. I don’t know if he even knows how to make them.”
“Well,” Astoria said. “Maybe that’s what Draco has to do. Just stick around.”
Draco turned over and put his face into a cushion.
The next morning, Astoria told him kindly that they’d decided to “pursue other avenues”, that clearly Draco didn’t “have his heart in it” and that they were letting him off the hook. She delivered it all with such an extraordinary beam that Draco didn’t believe a word she said, and then he got to Potions class and the Potter twins were grinning at him from the front row. It was all very disconcerting. He ducked his head and took his position up the back and did his best to ignore everyone, with the result that he missed the part where everyone in the class was instructed to find a partner for the next six weeks of Potions until Lily said, “I bags Hermione!” at the same time that James said, “Shotgun Ron!” and Draco looked up to see Potter staring at him, horrified.
“What,” Draco said.
“Oh, well,” Professor Slughorn said, looking disappointed. He was a useless Slytherin, Draco thought. So sad that his precious Chosen One had to slum it with a Death Eater. Snape’s lip would have been curling, and he would have delivered a few arch comments in the common room that night advising the best way to accidentally destroy someone’s potion, but Slughorn just drew in a deep, tragic breath and said, “Maybe in this case, an exception — Harry, no one could expect you to—”
“It’s fine,” Potter said, jaw clenched. He looked all noble and determined, so willing to give himself up, to sacrifice himself so that no one else got stuck with the Hogwarts pariah. Draco stared at his chopping board, white hot with humiliation. He was good at Potions, much better than Potter. Potter was getting a good fucking deal.
Weasley and Granger were eyeing him with dislike, but the Potter twins were flicking their hair and touching lightly at their wrists, asking for attention, charming and sly. They had Ginny Weasley’s social acumen, Draco noted. It was for the best: their father had none, and he came slouching up to stand by Draco with his hands shoved in his pockets and his whole body tense, turned away from Draco, as though he didn’t trust Draco not to grab him. Everything was awful. Draco was just going to kill Astoria.
“Well, students,” Slughorn said, looking very disapproving. “You’ve all seen a Felix Felicis potion before. Now it’s time to brew one. The Felix Felicis potion takes six months to brew and requires utter skill and attention — and, at times, two pairs of hands. The Felix Felicis is also known as an intentive brew — can anyone tell me what that means?”
Granger’s hand shot up into the air, but it was James who answered, bored as usual and without waiting to be called on. “It means that the attitude with which it’s brewed matters. A Felix Felicis requires its brewers to work in harmony and kindness. Other intentive potions might require different intentions or emotions, like, some research suggests that the Draught of Living Death is stronger when brewed with a steady sense of malice.”
“Excellent!” Slughorn said, beaming. “Ten points to Gryffindor. Like father like son, eh?” 
James looked vaguely annoyed by the obvious sycophancy. Draco would have warmed to him, except he was too busy grinding his teeth together. Harmony and kindness indeed. He snuck a look at Potter, who was staring grimly at the ceiling, except he must have felt Draco’s eyes on him: he turned and raised his eyebrows, impatient and commiserating at once. It was a weird flash of communication between them, Potter’s own disgust with the situation matching Draco’s, and it made Draco suddenly think of the way Potter looked at him when he wanted something else. He swallowed, and Potter’s face went still and careful. They both looked away.
“I’m going to murder you,” he told Astoria that evening, catching up with her on her way into the Great Hall. 
She cackled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, and then, smiling up at him, “You’re cute when you’re angry, you know.” She pinched his cheek and went on her way. Draco gaped after her.
Three hours a week, then, working with Potter on his left and their shoulders hunched, turned away from each other. In the first week a tiny thumb of awful hope cropped up that maybe Potter would give him another one of those complicated looks and they’d end up in the hall cupboard again, but Potter kept his gaze firmly on the cauldron. Draco gritted his teeth. He was angry and turned on and strung out and it all meant that he kept thinking about shoving Potter around again, the way Potter just let Draco lay his hands on him. He’d thought he could avoid Potter, at least, but there was no avoiding this.
To add insult to injury, it meant that their potion was going to shit. The leech juice was refusing to warm to its gentle simmer no matter how steady they kept the flames, which meant the graphorn powder wasn’t dissolving and instead floated in a dismal powder on the surface. From time to time the potion gave a somehow pathetic ripple. Draco was going to fail the only bloody subject he was still any good at, and it was all Potter’s fault.
“You know ignoring me doesn’t fix the intentive issue,” he said, sneering, on their fourth session. “If you resist punching me it still knows you want to. That’s what an intent is.”
“Thanks, I’m not a complete idiot,” Potter snapped. “How do you expect me to fix it? I’m not the punchable one.”
“I beg to disagree,” Draco said, and Potter let out an exasperated little huff, staring down at the potion. He looked tired. He always looked tired, these days, and no one noticed it; everyone went around clapping Potter on the back and shuffling shyly up to him and looking at him like he was some heroic saviour on loan from the gods. And no one ever noticed how tired he looked, and told him to stop being a bloody show-off and go to bed, and then made sure that he did it. 
After a moment Draco said, “If we try and — distract ourselves.”
Potter said, “With what?” 
“I don’t know,” Draco said. “Polite chit-chat. I realise I’m very punchable but at least if we’re both bored out of our minds talking about the weather then the potion might prioritise that over how much I hate you.”
Potter bared his teeth at Draco like the little animal he was, but he said, “Fine.” He paused. “What’s the weather?”
“Oh, rain today, rain tomorrow,” Draco said. “Didn’t you have a miserable Quidditch practice this morning?”
“I’m not playing Quidditch this year,” Potter said. Draco’s eyebrows went up, and he rubbed the back of his neck and actually looked a bit uncomfortable. “It didn’t seem fair.”
“Right,” Draco said.
“I thought that might have been why you didn’t go back this year, too.”
Draco barked a laugh. “Merlin, that’s kind of you. Yes, it was definitely something that noble. It didn’t have anything to do with the fact that the team would kill me if I tried, and even down a Beater and a Chaser they’re still brawnier than me.”
“Oh,” Potter said. 
Draco plowed on, determined not to let the obvious awkwardness derail the semi-conversation and send them both back into silent fury. “Will you play next year? Join your girlfriend out with the pros? You could—” and then he stopped, because Potter had jerked and recoiled, head whipping around as though to make sure no one was listening to them, before he glared at Draco, who said, belatedly, “What?”
“She’s not my girlfriend,” Potter hissed. “What’s wrong with you?”
“What’s wrong with you?” Draco countered. He could feel his cheeks going warm, baffled and embarrassed without understanding why. “Everyone knows she’s your—”
“Well, I wasn’t messing around with everyone, was I?” Potter said, in that low, furious voice, and it was Draco’s turn to jerk backwards, staring at him. “Did you think I was cheating on Ginny?”
“I didn’t — I’m not,” Draco started, unsure what even to say. 
“I wouldn’t do that to someone,” Potter said. His mouth was tight and unhappy. “We broke up — ages ago. Before anything with you.” Draco stared at him, and Potter’s eyes darted away, down to the twins and back. “I thought that Ginny — that we were done, but I guess… I guess I don’t know what happens.”
“I guess we do,” Draco said coolly, and he looked at the twins too, more deliberately. Lily felt his eyes on her, turned around, mouthed, What? Draco sneered at her, mostly by habit, and she turned away, rolling her eyes.
“I — yeah,” Potter said, and he tilted his chin up. He was probably posing for an imaginary magazine cover, the prick; he looked determined and brave, dark eyelashes and a set mouth. “I guess I do.”
“But as long as you’re not cheating on her in the meantime,” Draco said in a low, silky voice, “I suppose it doesn’t count, it won’t get in the way of your lovely happy ending. I can just picture it now, heroes reunited, and no one will care if in between you get down on your knees for—”
“Fuck you,” Potter said, “and fuck your fucking potion,” and the Felix Felicis potion began to bubble down into grey, unappealing sludge.
Draco spent the rest of the lesson elbowing Potter aside in a desperate attempt to salvage it, and Potter sat back on the desk with his arms folded, glowering at Draco’s back like Draco hadn’t gotten used to the feeling of the Patented Potter Glare pointed at him by second year. Three minutes before the bell rang Potter had packed up his books and was hovering by his bag, and the moment the bell went he was out the door, a quick, rough stride that made Granger and Weasley exchange nauseating, concerned gazes and hurry after him. Draco packed his own gear up more slowly in an attempt to wait out the class and any attempts to trip him up. When he looked up Lily and James Potter were staring at him.
“You’re ruining Astoria’s plan,” Lily said.
“Boo hoo,” Draco said, mouth thin.
“What did you say to him?” James said, frowning. “He looked really mad.”
“I know we mustn't have ever met in the future, given that you’re willing to talk to me,” Draco said, picking up his bag and slinging it over his shoulder. “Sorry Astoria didn’t warn you, but that’s how he always looks at me.”
He barged past him, and Lily snapped, “Draco,” as haughty as though she was his fucking mother, and Draco was done with dealing with ridiculous twins from the future. They hurried after him and tried to block his path further down in the dungeons, standing with their arms folded against their chest, and so Draco turned on his heel and went in the other direction. The Potter twins were annoyingly persistent but Draco had longer legs: he won that round, taking the stairs two at a time and taking corridors at random until he was alone on the seventh floor and standing in front of the charred wall that had once held a door leading to the Room of Hidden Things.
He stared at it, licking his lips. After the room had spat him and Goyle and Potter and Granger and Weasley out, it had sealed up. The door had simply disappeared stone by stone, and now Draco had come by the corridor a dozen times and it stayed gone. He didn’t bother to walk up and back past it anymore. The fire had burned it out, another destroyed thing.
I’m hiding from fifteen-year-olds, he thought numbly, and wanted to laugh. He wished it was a Pansy Saturday, but she was registered on weekend shifts again, and it was too hard to sneak out of Hogwarts on weeknights. He rubbed his forehead and said, “Sorry,” to the wall, and thought, I’m going completely fucking crazy, and headed back down towards the dungeons. He wondered if Potter had come up with this whole thing as a new way to torment Draco; if so, it was extremely successful. Even if they didn’t know about it, it was probably the ultimate humiliating touch for the fifth years who grabbed him that Draco was distracted thinking about Potter’s dick when the first punch snapped his head back.
“Ah, motherfucker,” Draco said, as pain and surprise hit him with about equal speed. 
The same guy punched him again in the face and this one caught him to the side, sent him stumbling down on the floor. They disarmed him and cast Jellylegs on him while he was still blinking away stars. It meant he couldn’t get up, and then all four of them crowded around, kicking, shoving down. Petrificus Totalus would have been more effective, and Draco could still shield himself with his arms, but he supposed it was funnier to watch him try and fail to get up, legs wobbling away below him. At least they didn’t seem to be thinking very logically about the best way to hurt him, with hexes or curses, they just wanted to get their hands on him and hurt him. Gryffindors, or maybe Hufflepuffs. They weren’t wearing school ties, which was, Draco thought irritably, a ridiculous touch: surely the whole school must know by now that Draco wasn’t telling anybody. Certainly a lot of new people had shown interest in him over the past few weeks.
“You shouldn’t have come back,” one boy said. “Why do you think you’re good enough to come back? You think anyone wants you here?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Draco said, “you’re having fun with me,” and then they hit him across the face a few more times, so it was harder to talk. 
They’d shoved him further along the hall, feet stamping around him, and he was getting back within reach of his wand. He could just about -- and he lunged, and they stamped on his fingers. Draco howled without meaning to, agony flashing through him, and then his mouth filled with suds, so much fucking worse than a Silencing spell, he would bet money on these being Gryffindors.
“All right, come on, let’s get him away from here,” a girl said, looking nervously over her shoulder. She flicked her wand and Draco felt his body yanking up in a levitation spell. Everything was so embarrassing. Their spell wasn’t very strong, gravity listing at him. With any luck they’d misjudge the angle on a corner soon and helpfully knock him out.
They went round exactly one corner and then Harry Potter said coldly, “Expelliarmus,” and all four of their wands jerked towards him and fell at his feet. That was where Draco fell, too.






      

  











Chapter 4








  The spells around Draco snapped and he landed heavily on the ground with an annoying grunt, now that he could speak again. He thought about trying to get up to his feet and salve what little was left of his dignity, but the pain in his head and his hand was like a touch that stroked over his forehead and whispered, shush. He stayed still.
“Malfoy,” Potter said, and fell to his knees beside Draco. “Jesus, what did they do to your hand? What the fuck did you do?” he added, raising his voice, and the four idiots squeaked and dove for their wands and scattered. 
Potter made a useless motion towards them and Draco let out a sharp breath without meaning to, half raising his hand and dropping it. Potter’s face wavered in his vision, screwed up with obnoxious heroic importance. There was something very comforting about that face, all the same. It was there year after year, a little older, a little more Gryffindor determination around the squinch of his mouth, ready for Draco to look at and loathe whenever he wanted. Draco hurt all over and he didn’t want Potter to go. 
Potter didn’t go. His hand palmed restlessly over Draco’s hair and he said, “I’m not great at healing spells but I can fix bones. Take a breath.”
Draco didn’t appreciate Potter telling him what to do, but he didn’t have many options right now, so he glared and drew in a breath. Potter pointed his wand and mumbled something and Draco’s hand shot white hot with something that might have been pain but tipped over so quickly into relief that Draco let out a shuddering breath and sat up. His whole hand was tingling, bloodied skin but whole. He shook it out, gasping, and then gave Potter an astonished look.
“Where did you learn to do that?”
“Oh,” Potter said, and sat back on his heels. His eyes had gone a little clearer. “Er. Last year.”
“Merlin,” Draco said, and shook his hand out again. He curled his fingers into a fist and back out, stretching them. His hand was trembling, his fingers stinging like he’d touched one of the horrible Muggle Electic things. 
“It wears off in a little bit,” Potter said. He had moved in closer again, scrutinising Draco’s face. “Draco, you look terrible—”
“Not at all,” Draco said. The wonder of his hand was dying away and he tried to clear his head. “In fact, thanks very much and all, but I’ll just be on my way...”
He tried to stand up and got halfway and buckled, and Potter had to scramble up and grab at him. Potter’s arm was around his waist, Draco noted hazily. Draco’s mouth was bleeding. His head hurt. Everything hurt, but his head was really throbbing. He was leaning all over Potter, embarrassingly draped over him, and Potter’s face was turned up towards his, close and worried. “I should get you to Madame Pomfrey.”
“No,” Draco said. He’d gone to Pomfrey a few times, but she was so angry at him. It upset her to look at him. He’d let Death Eaters into her school, and it was all she could see in his face. After a while, it had stopped feeling fair to go to her, and most of the time he muddled through okay on his own.
“Draco,” Potter said, and Draco managed a scowl, although his eye was puffing up. Potter stared at him and then said, “Come on, then, come with me,” and hauled Draco around the corner and into an empty classroom, where he could deposit Draco on a bench. He kneeled in front of Draco, one arm propped on Draco’s knees and keeping him steady. Potter touched him so easily, as though he knew exactly what to expect from Draco, as though he was a general in a war and Draco was one of his soldiers. Draco shuddered. 
“You should let me get someone,” Potter said. “A professor. Hermione.”
Draco shook his head.
“Well, I meant it, my healing spells aren’t that good,” Potter said, mouth making an uncertain shape. “I can do my best, but you’d be better off with someone else.”
Draco stared at him, as best he could. It had never occurred to him, somehow, that this was what Potter wanted for him. Draco always thought of it in terms of reporting, that Potter wanted him to take action, follow the Gryffindor rules. But Potter just wanted him to be healed. After a moment, Draco shook his head again. “No. Just you,” he said.
“You’re so fucking stubborn,” Potter muttered, which was fucking rich, and then he put his hand on Draco’s jaw and tilted Draco towards him, pointing his wand and murmuring low.
Potter was right: his healing spells weren’t very good. They were sort of rough and off-centre, catching Draco too hard and glancing off him. They still reduced the worst of it, softening the throb in his cheek, shrinking his eye and mouth down to normal size. He kept the split lip but it healed enough to feel several days old, tender without being obliterating. Draco’s head cleared a little. He blinked slowly.
“That’s better,” he said. “Thank you.”
“Who was it?” Potter said.
“I didn’t see any faces—”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding,” Potter said. “There were four of them. They were taking you God knows where. You can’t just let them get away with it.”
Draco was tired enough to just say, “Potter,” and watch Potter look away, his jaw tense. 
“Right,” Potter said. “You should still see Madame Pomfrey, you know.”
Draco shrugged and looked down. His headache was shrinking, receding and making room for general horror and embarrassment, but in the meantime, Potter was on his knees in front of him. Draco wanted control of this situation back. “You look nice like that,” he said innocently, and watched Potter’s gaze go briefly unfocused, his lips parting, something shy and almost sweet knocked across his face. Draco wanted to laugh. It was so unexpected. It felt like a gift.
Potter’s head tilted forward, his forehead nearly brushing Draco’s knees, and then he sat back. He didn’t bother trying to get up to Draco’s eyeline, though. Draco’s pulse was racing.
“You could at least fight back,” Potter said.
“How do you know I’m not trying?”
“Because you’re a vicious little prick and you’d have got some hits in,” Potter said, and Draco was so surprised that he grinned at Potter, and Potter grinned back.
“Like you said, I’m punchable,” Draco said. “I think I’ve probably earned a few.”
Potter frowned. “You haven’t earned this.”
“Well,” Draco said. “It’s what I do to you.”
Potter shook his head. “No, it’s not,” he said, and his cheeks were all hot.
“Because you could fight me off—”
“Because I don’t want to,” Potter said. His face was torn and miserable and he stood up. “Let’s not talk about it. Are you all right?”
“Fine,” Draco said. Actually his head still hurt far too much for him to come up with something cutting and nasty, which would have been the best possible reaction, because Potter was so obviously disgusted by him. Potter couldn’t even bring himself to talk about how much he liked it when Draco roughed him up. Draco should remind Potter that he was a totally useless saviour now, so desperate for something to save that he had nothing better to do than take pity on poor disgraced ex-Death Eaters—
“Draco,” Potter said, and when Draco glanced up from the very interesting floorboards he found himself looking at Potter’s hand, outstretched and waiting. He hesitated. He didn’t have much pride left these days: it was hard to know when to exercise it. He took Potter’s hand, and Potter hauled him to his feet. Potter kept talking, which Draco was grateful for, as it saved him from staring hopelessly at Potter’s undeniably lovely face. “You really should fight back. I don’t think letting mean Hufflepuffs—”
“Oh, the humiliation,” Draco said. 
Potter continued as though he hadn’t noticed. “—fuck you around is going to make anything up to anyone, if that’s the grand plan.”
“There’s so many grand plans,” Draco said. “It’s hard to keep track of them all.”
“Oh, yes, you’re hard at work.”
“I could be!” Draco said. “You don’t know!”
“You’re not very subtle when you’re up to something,” Potter said idly, “I think I’d have noticed by now,” and then his cheeks warmed. Draco stared at him, fascinated. Potter shook his head and shoved his hands in his pockets and scowled. “Anyway, why don’t you work out a grand plan to stop yourself getting beaten up?”
“Because I don’t want to,” Draco said. He wasn’t sure what his line of argument was here, wasn’t sure why he kept talking. The smart thing to do, he knew, would be to turn on his heel and get out of here, escape Potter again, but Potter kept talking to him in that offhand, distracted voice, and Draco had never been very good at turning down Potter’s attention. Normally he had to work so hard for it; it was interesting to have it handed over so willingly.
He wasn’t sure what was in it for Potter. It wasn’t as though Potter looked like he was having a great time, giving Draco another annoyed look. Heroic survivor’s guilt, Draco decided, and had to fight down his own swell of nausea at the instinctive thought of his father, of Vince. Potter said, “You know, you can enforce your Protego shield so that it blocks physical attack, too.”
Draco shook his head, distracted. “What?”
“Protego,” Potter repeated. “We saw you using it with the Hufflepuffs, the other day. But you can enforce it so they can’t just resort to hitting you.”
Draco licked his lips. “How?” he said unwillingly.
“I’ll show you,” Potter said, and took out his wand, and waited. 
Draco stared at him. Potter made an impatient face and Draco ducked his head and took out his own wand and then Potter walked him through it, an additional layer to the spell, unspoken but difficult to hook onto Draco’s own wandless spell. He could manage it with his wand, and Potter shrugged and told him it was a start, he’d just have to keep practicing. He said it so simply. He did the whole thing very simply. After a while he stopped giving instructions and just leaned back against the wall and chucked things at Draco’s shield: balls of parchment from his bag, empty ink pots, a handful of stones that he conjured out of his apple, taking a bite and spitting it into his palm and halfway there it transformed into a pitted rock, his neat teeth marks still carving out the granite edge, very matter-of-the-fact about the whole thing like it wasn’t unbearably sexy.
The bell went for dinner eventually, and Potter picked up his school bag. He said, “Anyway, that might help.”
“Thank you,” Draco said crisply. 
The words felt awful coming out of his mouth, but Potter didn’t seem to notice, just shrugged again. “Let me know if you want to actually fight back.”
“Oh, and I’d need your training for that,” Draco said. “Do you miss fifth year so badly?”
Potter’s mouth quirked up. “Sometimes, yeah. Don’t you?”
Draco blinked, taken off guard. He thought about it: in many ways it felt like the last good year, though he wouldn’t have described it so at the time. Umbridge seeing his potential and his father pleased with him. He’d even managed to foil Potter once or twice, definitely the last time he’d managed that. “All the time,” he said.
Potter looked torn between thunder and amusement again. “I thought you might, yeah.”
Draco smirked at him. “Remember when I beat you up on the Quidditch Pitch?” 
“I think that was the other way round,” Potter said, slinging his bag over his shoulder and heading for the door. Draco followed after, because he had no sense of self-preservation anymore and because Potter was still talking to him and Draco was very pathetic.
“Do you think that spurred some things in you?” Draco said sweetly.
It was the wrong thing to say. Potter’s face shuttered, like he was closing doors that Draco was trying to open. He said, “No. Are you going to dinner?”
“Ah, yes,” Draco said. “We’d better stagger our entrances, huh? All very well to save a poor humbled Death Eater but you don’t want to risk people thinking you actually speak to me—”
“Draco,” Potter said. 
“Potter,” Draco mocked. “Don’t worry, it’s mutual. I liked you better on your knees.”
“I know,” Potter said quietly. “You should go to Madame Pomfrey’s.”
“You should go fuck yourself,” Draco said, and sailed away, feeling very cutting indeed.

  - - -


Draco spent the weekend with a throbbing black eye and an irritating sense of regret. It didn’t help Draco if Potter did good things and then Draco was an arsehole to him; it didn’t seem to do anything to fix the boiling knot of shame and resentment that Draco had fucked up his life so royally that everyone hated him and Potter of all people pitied him. If he thought about it honestly, lying dull-mouthed and miserable in his horrible little bed, he knew that it made sense that Potter didn’t want anything known about them publicly. Draco had proven his worth. It was foolish to pretend he was anything other than what he was, and impossible to pretend Potter was anything other than what he was. Not pretending felt quite awful, but Draco had done his own awful things, had brought everything down on his own head. Being petty to Potter didn’t have quite the same satisfaction after all that, especially if Potter wasn’t going to bother being petty to Draco.
On Tuesday in Potions, when Potter came silently up to the bench and started chopping the lacewings all wrong, Draco took the knife away from him and started fixing it and said in a cheery undertone, “My theory is it’s the war trauma.”
“What?” Potter said, staring.
“Not fifth year or any deeply buried memories or anything like that,” Draco said. “Believe me, I would have noticed in fifth year if there was something like that going on even if you didn’t. I think you’re just too used to people trying to hit you.”
“Can we talk about this somewhere else?” Potter muttered, eyes darting nervously around the classroom. He paused. “What do you mean, you would have noticed?”
“This is actually quite a good place to talk,” Draco said, in the same undertone. “The potion likes it if we’re chatty and everyone else is busy enough they won’t care if you’re talking to me.”
“Look,” Potter said, “I’ll talk to you, I just meant—”
“No, it’s fine, I quite understand,” Draco said. “You don’t have to explain yourself. I just wanted to — you don’t need to worry about fifth year or anything like that. It’s almost certainly the war trauma.” He paused. “Maybe a dose of boredom. I think you’ll get it all out of your system and then be able to settle down happily with your Weasley.”
Potter glanced up at him. “I don’t think that’s it.”
“What isn’t,” Draco said, because he was babbling and chucking about twenty different things at Potter in the desperate hope that one of them would stick and not be a completely awful thing to say.
“Everything in my head goes quiet when you touch me,” Potter said, and Draco accidentally sliced the top of his own pinkie finger off and had a bit of a gibbering moment and had to go down the front of the class in front of all the smirking Gryffindors for Slughorn to fix it up. His face was bright pink, he could feel it, and when he finally got back to their station Potter was quiet and just grinning crookedly at the potion, which was bubbling along quite nicely, actually, even though Potter was stirring it the wrong way.
Draco couldn’t think of a thing to say and they didn’t speak for the rest of the class, but it did seem to help a little. In their Thursday lesson they had a quite dull but almost pleasant conversation about Quidditch statistics and how the Slytherin team was doing (dreadfully) and how the Gryffindor team were managing without Potter or any Weasleys (also quite badly, the only uncomplicated satisfaction Draco had had all year). On Friday morning in Charms Potter paused on the way out of the classroom to catch Draco by the elbow and ask if he’d heard Flitwick say which chapter they should read before the next class. 
Flitwick was still chatting to lingering students at the front of the room. Granger, who had never missed which chapter they should read next in her life, was hovering behind Potter’s shoulder, her eyes narrowed. All around them, people were staring, most of them with poorly disguised hostility.
“The third,” Draco said.
“Thanks,” Potter said, and went on his way. Draco stared after him, the brown strip of his neck, visible because Potter had pulled his hair into a messy bun. It was too long, Draco thought self-consciously, and set off for the library.
Over the next four days, Potter stopped Draco in hallways and in the Great Hall before meals a total of six times, each to ask Draco some meaningless question that he could have very well found from someone else. Was it raining outside? Did Draco know Graham Pritchard, in fifth year? No? Well, never mind. For the first two days Draco wondered if Potter had hit his head or something, and on the third he had an uneasy hit of madness himself and wondered if Potter was trying to start things up again, but after spending the entire day flushed and hot when Potter approached him two separate times to find out if Draco had the time, once while they were literally standing in front of the great clock in the courtyard, Draco worked it out.
“Fine, point made,” he said on Tuesday, rolling his eyes, when Potter ambled over to join him at their station. “You can give it a rest.”
“What,” Potter said, but he was grinning again.
“Oh great noble hero of the masses,” Draco said. “Thank you for deigning to look down from your mighty throne and notice this wretched one. Your willingness to speak to me in hallways really speaks to your overflowing compassion.”
“I didn’t ever say I wouldn’t speak to you, that’s all,” Potter said. “All I said was—”
“I know, I know,” Draco snapped, losing his grip on good humour, because he didn’t need the reminder that it was only the idea of going out for a drink with Draco, only the idea of liking him, that was so horrifying. Potter slanted a look at him and didn’t say anything and Draco breathed through his nose and coaxed his shoulders into relaxing and eventually asked Potter how his weekend had been. The polite chit-chat was driving him insane, but it was saving their potion. Also, reluctant as Draco was to admit it, the sight of Potter speaking to him, even so briefly, had clearly done something to the rest of the school: he’d only been jumped three times over the weekend, a new record, and twice the new Protego shield had done its job. He had one slightly sore twisted ankle and was feeling bitterly cheery about the whole thing.
“It was fine,” Potter said. He looked tense, wary.
“Ah,” Draco said. “Secret hero business.”
Potter flicked him an exasperated look. The potion bubbled ominously. “You don’t have to be so fucking condescending,” he said, which hadn’t been Draco’s intention really, but it was interesting that that was how Potter took it. Potter swiped his hair out of his eyes. “It’s just a bit… I don’t know. Weekends are weird. It’s weird to be back at school. Sometimes I’m not sure we should have come.”
Draco licked his lips. “Yeah.”
“Are you glad you decided to?” Potter asked. “Even with all the…”
“I had to come,” Draco said. “It was part of my sentencing. It’s easier for them to put me under supervision, I suppose.”
“Oh, right,” Potter said, having the grace to look a little embarrassed. “Anyway. It’s okay. Weekends are weird. We met up with Neville and — and Ginny at the Three Broomsticks and it’s just, it’s weird. And I can’t even tell her why,” he added, frowning at the potion, “because of the stupid secret keeping spell.”
“Ah,” Draco said, feeling very alarmed about the territory the conversation had wandered into. Trust Potter to not be able to manage boring old chit-chat. Sometimes Draco suspected he’d been raised in a cupboard. “But I suppose — I suppose it will all work out fine in the end.” 
Both of their gazes moved to the twins, at their desks with Weasley and Granger further down the rows. James was talking at high speed to a mostly bemused looking Weasley, gesturing so intensely he looked about ready to take an eye out, and Lily was slumped beside Granger, staring with glazed eyes into the potion while Granger delivered a cheerful looking lecture. Potter’s mouth crooked up very slightly in the corner, hesitant and pleased.
“Must be nice,” Draco mumbled. Potter shot him a glance, shoulders tensing again, and Draco hurried to explain. He was too tired to just keep falling into arguments with Potter out of habit. “I don’t — I’m not being a prick. Not on purpose, anyway. I just mean, I… isn’t it nice? They seem to be fairly good kids and they’re clearly not fucked up about anything and you get a… a family. I wouldn’t — I mean, it seems nice.”
“Yeah,” Potter said. He swiped his hair out of his face. He looked abruptly exhausted. “Yeah. I know, I’m just being ungrateful, but I guess—”
“What?” Draco said, staring.
“I thought maybe I was done with prophecies,” Potter said. “It’s — you’re right,” and the ceiling didn’t fall around them, there was no blare of trumpets, but Draco felt he had to acknowledge this momentous occasion with a smirk all the same, “it is nice, it’s obviously a good future, it’s not the same as being told that — that I have to kill Voldemort or be killed—”
“They told you that?” Draco demanded. “When did they tell you that?”
“Oh, fifth year,” Potter said, frowning, “end of fifth year—”
“When you were fifteen?” Draco said, aghast. “And you just came back to school? Like that was a normal thing to be told?”
Potter was looking at him with an expression Draco had never seen before.
“That’s fucking ridiculous,” Draco said. “Merlin. All right. Go on.”
Potter slanted him another look and then started fussing with the potion and said, “That’s it, really. It’s just — being told to do something good isn’t as bad as being told to — do that, but I’m still being told. I sort of hoped I’d get to make up my own mind. It’s like I’ve spent seven years finding out that everyone had all these plans for me and I never got to decide, I never got to — there was never anything I could do but get through it as best I could. So now I was enjoying just… not knowing. Not knowing the next step and not making up my mind. I felt for so long as if there was a big plan for me and then when there was no plan it was like I could — I could — like there was air again. And now the plan’s back and — anyway. Sorry.”
Draco looked at him. It felt terribly sad, all of a sudden. He’d spent the past few months feeling furiously sorry for himself, his own cowardice, his own weakness, all the things he’d done to plunge himself into this deep a hole, and he’d never thought about what it would be like to end up trapped without having had the slightest say in it. At least Draco had done this to himself. It was bitter comfort, it was a horrible thing to know, but there was something in it, that kind of control. He’d buried himself and, he supposed, he’d have to claw himself out. Potter just looked back at him, tired and sinking. Like hundreds of hands were dragging him down.
“Actually,” Draco said, “that sounds awful, now you mention it.”
“Well,” Potter said, and Draco wanted to touch him very badly, but he didn’t think it would help Potter to be hurt right now. Potter looked very awkward, shifting from foot to foot, and then he smiled and said, “You’re missing the usual black eye.”
“Oh, are you disappointed?” Potter rolled his eyes and Draco said, “That Protego charm’s not bad.”
“It doesn’t conflict with your principles too much then,” Potter said. “Your selfless need to get beaten up as much as you can.”
“Maybe I was just selflessly letting you live out your fifth year glory days again,” Draco said. “I’m up to so many selfless things, it’s hard to keep track,” and Potter laughed, real and warm. Draco blinked at him.
“Yeah, you’re a giver,” Potter said.
“It’s about time you noticed,” Draco said, and they both looked awkwardly away, unsure how to deal with this exchange of pleasantries. It was probably that, and his nerves, that made Draco say, “I know it’s bad, but sometimes I miss the Room of Requirement.”
Potter looked up at him. “Yeah. Me too.”
“I know it was my fault.”
“It wasn’t really your fault,” Potter said. Draco wondered if he was thinking of the same thing, the two of them pressed tight on that broomstick, his arms wound around Potter’s chest, hands clenched in Potter’s hoodie. Potter’s hair had been shoulder length and matted with filth. He’d felt like the only solid thing in the world. “It wasn’t… It was just awful luck. Shitty luck.”
“That year,” Draco said, and stopped. He wasn’t sure what he meant. He wasn’t sure what he had to say. But Potter nodded, every line of him tired.
Beneath them, silver and sleek, the potion bubbled quietly away.

  - - -


“I mean, this is just harassment, at this point,” Draco said.
The Potter twins beamed at him. James said, “Why? It’s just good sense!”
“I’m going to meet a friend,” Draco said. He was behind the statue of Gunhilda, which he’d been very pleased about his newfound knowledge of, except that now apparently it meant the Potter twins would lie in wait for him and then pounce and announce their own Hogsmeade trip. “This is my illegal out of bounds school adventure. You can have your own.”
“Which friend?” Lily wanted to know, and Draco rubbed his thumb between his eyebrows and said, “Pansy Parkinson.”
“Oh, I’d like to meet Pansy Parkinson,” James said.
“Well, technically we’ve already--”
James stepped on Lily’s foot.
“What! It’s normal to meet — famous people, I got an autograph—”
“Lil,” James said.
“Pansy gets famous?” Draco said, fascinated. “Really?”
“Stop messing with time,” James said. 
“You’re the one,” Lily began, low and furious, and then James stepped on her foot again and they stared at each other and huffed and seemed to have a very intense silent conversation which involved a lot of pouting and eyebrow raising. Draco watched for a while before he got bored.
“All right, well,” he said. “That’s good news, I suppose. As long as she didn’t get famous for anything shit, right? No weird drug or sex scandals or anything? Never mind, you can’t tell me. Time. Right.”
“Are you drunk?” Lily said, looking interested.
“No,” Draco said, dignified, because he’d had two shots from a smuggled bottle of tequila in the Common Room, bored and waiting for the last stragglers to go to bed so he could sneak out after curfew, and that definitely didn’t mean he was drunk. “But what I’m not doing is palling about with Harry Potter’s future children, so if you could let me be—”
Heading off at a fast clip didn’t seem to do much. James and Lily were both pulling from the Weasley height gene pool and they fell easily into step beside Draco. “But we’re so bored,” Lily said. “And you can tell us things. Tell us about what’s going on, or — or Dad, no one will talk to us about him. It’s stupid. We’re not the ones who can’t find things out.”
Draco scoffed. “You think I can tell you anything about Potter? Merlin, you really are children.”
“What?” James said, frowning. “You’ve been in his year for — basically eight years now, you must know him.”
It was weirdly disappointing, to realise the Potter children knew nothing about Draco. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. It wasn’t like Lucius had ever sat around telling Draco stories about his childhood enemies, although it wasn’t like Lucius had been much besides a tall figure just beyond Draco, the sweep of his robes something to chase after. It would be strange for Potter to talk about the Potter Stinks badges, or Potter hurling mud at Draco’s head from the cover of his horrible cloak, or, worse, any of the harder, colder moments from their history. The crunch of bone under Draco’s boot. The bathroom floor. 
And, Draco realised, his cheeks warming despite himself, now his and Potter’s history was muddled with something else, those brief, heady encounters, the hot rush and madness in the library, the fist Draco made of Potter’s shirt, the dusty back corridor in the Ministry, Potter on his knees looking up at Draco. Of course Potter would never mention it. Of course he was off territory: just an old classmate, something left in the dusty past. It was strange to think that back in the twins’ own time there was an older Potter who rarely thought about Draco at all. Draco wondered what he thought of the way they’d messed around. If he regretted it, or thought of it as youthful indulgence, or barely remembered it at all.
“I hate him,” Draco said, “and I’ve always hated him, and he’s always hated me. What do you want me to tell you? What an annoying do-gooder prick he is?”
Lily and James looked upset, as though Draco had failed some Gryffindor loyalty test. But he wasn’t a Gryffindor and he didn’t have anything left to be loyal to. He said, “You’re not getting a drink with me and Pansy, I don’t care how famous she turns out to be.”
“We need to get out of the castle,” Lily said, all the usual laughter gone from her voice. She sounded sullen, pissed off. Remarkably like her father in fourth year. Draco flashed her an amused look despite himself; it was interesting, plucking out the similarities, flashes of all the Harry Potters he had known. “You can have your stupid drink with Pansy Parkinson, but we were the ones who showed you the tunnel in the first place, so you can’t get mad at us for using it.”
Draco rolled his eyes. “Sulky, aren’t you? All I’m saying is—”
But he never got to explain that his year was already going badly enough without adding babysitting Potter twins to the mix before the swordswoman swung out from around a turn in the tunnel, smiled kindly at them, and brought her blade down.
The twins yelped and jumped backward, dragging Draco with them. He cast instinctively, the Protego shield that Potter had made him practice again and again and that had probably now saved all of their lives, because it flashed out and stuck between the narrow walls of the tunnel, blocking the swordswoman on the other side. 
In the dim wandlight of the tunnel, the swordswoman frowned, her short hair cropped close and dark around her neck. She lifted up her sword and hacked it down and beneath the gleaming metal Draco’s spell hummed and keened and then broke, like he’d never seen magic do, red light shattering around them—
“Come on, come on!” James said, voice high and thin with fear, dragging at Draco’s arm, and Draco whirled with the twins and ran for it, the three of them pounding down the tunnel, loose stone and sand slipping under their feet and Draco’s breath coming ragged and high in his chest. Lily was swearing, low-voiced, by his side, and every now and then Draco threw another shield charm over his shoulder and it did nothing, the quick even pace of the swordswoman close behind them. Lily stopped for a moment, swung around and there was that dagger between her fingers, the one Draco had caught them with weeks ago; she hurled it through the air and the swordswoman caught it like it was nothing and tucked it smiling into her belt. She came on, unavoidable, inescapable. 
Draco had just had the time to wonder if they were going to die down here, and if anyone would find them if they did, when they rounded the corner and ran straight into Potter and his little gang: Weasley and Granger and behind them, looking supremely displeased in her tartan nightgown with her hair falling out of its strict braid, Professor McGonagall. 
All of their wands were raised. “Behind us,” Draco panted, and Potter’s gaze moved, worried, from Draco’s face to over his shoulder, where the swordswoman strolled into view, took in the group of people, and smiled.
“And who,” Professor McGonagall said, with the voice that struck terror into the heart of all first years, “might you be?”
The swordswoman touched her fingers to her heart. She bowed low, and disappeared.
“Oh, motherfuckering hell,” Draco said, stumbling to the wall where he could lean back a bit, knees wobbling. “Ah, shit. Oh, that was awful.”
The twins gave him their bleak, disapproving, Gryffindor stares. Potter was holding his face weirdly, like he was trying not to move too much, and he looked at Draco and then to the twins and then back to Draco and said, “Are you okay? Are you all—”
“We’re fine,” Lily said. “God.”
Draco said, “How did she do that? With the sword? And then she Disapparated? But you can’t--”
“It’s impossible,” Granger said, staring at the space where the swordswoman had been. “You can’t Apparate in and out of Hogwarts, and we’re well within the school grounds.”
“How did you get here?” Draco demanded. “Do you just have some sort of radar when people are in trouble? Are you the Batman?”
Potter’s mouth twitched. “How do you know about Batman?”
“The twins told me about him,” Draco said. It had been a very long, very dull night in the Slytherin Common Room and Astoria had had way too many questions. “Are you, though?”
Granger looked disapproving. “We checked the Map,” she said. “Because I saw the twins sneaking out.”
“You’re not even old yet,” Lily moaned, throwing herself grumpily against James, arms on his shoulder. James adjusted his weight, looking equally annoyed. “How are you already this much of a mum? It’s depressing.”
“Hey,” Weasley said, with a pathetically sappy grin. “No spoilers.”
“I can’t believe you tattled on us,” James said.
“She checked the Map and there was a stranger coming down the passageway towards you,” Potter said quietly. “Did you want us to leave you in trouble?”
The twins went quiet. Lily cast a rueful look at Potter, and then at the ground, and then back to Potter. Potter rubbed his hand through his hair, caught at the side of his mouth, and, as Granger launched into gear, dropped the twins a very quick wink that made them both stand a little straighter. It was horrible to look at him and see that he was going to be a good father, Draco thought vaguely. As if he wasn’t perfect enough.
“You’re lucky I did check, and lucky I got everyone together,” Granger snapped. “What are you two thinking, sneaking out of school? Everything you do has an effect on the future, you’re not meant to be here, and the more people you see, the more places you go—”
“Not to mention,” Professor McGonagall put in sharply, “the fact that there are clearly very dangerous people looking for you.”
“She’s looking for you?” Draco demanded. It made sense, now he thought about it; that night at Hogsmeade, they’d been close by. 
Lily scowled. “We can look after ourselves,” she said. “We’re not children, Dad’s an auror, we can—”
“Lil,” James said.
“Oh, I think everyone already knew Potter was going to end up an auror,” Draco said, because it was true and he thought they were already being slightly unfairly menaced for two bored teenages, but also because he was tipsy from tequila and terror both and he was a fucking idiot who never stopped putting his foot in his mouth, which meant he had to watch Potter flinch and look away. I sort of hoped I’d get to make up my own mind. Draco’s head was swimming, messed up and tired and sad. 
“Ms Potter,” Professor McGonagall said. “Mr Potter. Do you know that woman?”
Lily glared. James said, low and sullen, “Yes.”
“Very well,” Professor McGonagall said. “To avoid too much timeline damage, the two of you will join me in my office tomorrow morning at eight, where we will discuss this in full. For now, the both of you and Mr Malfoy are to go back to bed, and then report to Professor Flitwick for detention tomorrow at nine o’clock sharp.”
This was what came of running into children, Draco thought glumly. Detention. He cut his gaze across to Potter, who gave him an unexpectedly sympathetic grimace. 
“For now,” Professor McGonagall continued, sharp and furious, “it is well past curfew and I expect everyone to return to bed immediately.”
Draco bristled. “What, while a weirdo sword murderer is out looking for us and apparently able to Apparate in and out of Hogwarts as she likes?” 
“She’s not after you,” James said, exchanging a glance with Lily. “She’s after us.”
“You must trust me to look after the safety of everyone in the school, Mr Malfoy,” Professor McGonagall said, glaring. “But I can only do that when I know where everybody is. Detention for a week. No more ill-advised nighttime wanders. Now off to bed.”
An awful night, all in all: harassment from a pair of fifteen-year-olds, a murder attempt, swords, detention, and, as they all climbed out from behind Gunhilda’s statue, Potter brushed his fingers against Draco’s, accidentally or not ensuring that Draco was going to spend another night sleepless and obsessed. Draco wound his way back down to the dungeons, exhausted, and tried to go to bed, except there was an owl in the Common Room from Pansy, a note that said, what happened to you, did you get caught? and listen, a reporter at the Prophet has got a tip about Lucius.






      

  











Chapter 5








  Draco had seen Potter once more in the summer, after the trials. It had been while Lucius was still in the cells, awaiting his own trial. He’d been slid into a schedule between Macnair and the Carrows, an ominous piece of news that made Narcissa flinch when she received the letter. She’d made silent eye contact with Draco over their ruined dining table, the antique woodwork pitted and scarred with curse marks, a hideous black streak at one end where Nagini used to lie coiled awaiting her next meal. Draco had said, voice blank, “Surely there’s no chance at all.”
“Your father’s health isn’t strong,” Narcissa said. She folded the letter up carefully. Her nails were bare and short, like they had never been before, and it kept giving Draco an odd little shock when he looked at her, her hair pulled back into a no fuss bun at the nape of her neck, no make up. Towards the end of the war she’d painted her face like she was going into battle, dazzling red lipsticks and smoky eyeshadow, and now she looked younger, simpler. “Perhaps they will be lenient. A term of five to ten years—”
Draco scoffed.
“Well,” Narcissa said. “Where are you working today, darling?”
“The East Gallery,” Draco said. He’d thought that side of the house mostly fine; there were fewer bedrooms and dining areas, it was full of old art and his mother’s music room and there weren’t many reasons for the Dark Lord or his followers to intrude upon it, but he’d stumbled into it yesterday, looking for fresh air after the hideous work of clearing out the dungeons, and found it a splintered ruin. He suspected it had been some sort of party: foul bottles thrown against the walls, shattered glass and ants crawling through long sticky trails that he hoped were the remains of liquor. There would have been torture, of course. There always was.
“Very well,” his mother said. “I’ll be in the library if you need me.” She’d been in the library for the last week. He’d helped her, at first: they’d levitated all the fluttering torn books and cracked bookcases out into the ballroom next door, one of the first rooms they’d fixed up by virtue of it being reasonably empty, and then spent hours stripping back the ruined wallpaper, disabling minute by agonising minute the intricate booby traps the Dark Lord had left behind. He used to like the library, and spend a lot of time there, reading the books Lucius had always been so proud to own. Now it was like the scent of the Dark Lord’s magic had wrapped around every deep shadow, every light imprint of dust, and by the end of the day Draco had an awful headache, the kind of gritty ache that made starbursts glitch in the corner of his view. After that Narcissa said gently that she could manage the library, and they’d cover more ground if they split up: a lie, considering they were still sharing her wand, and now had to spend a lot of their time trekking back and forth to borrow it from one another. He’d been too grateful to protest.
At least there was sunlight in the East Gallery, pouring through the broken windows. The rubbish was the easiest part. Draco had the wand this morning and he could levitate it all up into the middle and incendio it, splinters of glass and smoke pouring back outside into the clean Wiltshire air. After that, though, he had to get on his knees with a bucket of water and a hard cloth and scrub. Scourgify wasn’t strong enough to clean what the Dark Lord had done to the house, and Narcissa and Draco had learned the hard way that the only thing that really seemed to make any real impact on the Manor’s deep filth was hard manual labour. Draco’s back and shoulders ached all day, his palms were red and cracked from too much hot water, his nails trimmed short to keep them from splitting. It wasn’t all bad, though; he slept like the dead, most nights, and even if that meant that sometimes he couldn’t drag himself out of a nightmare, it was still better than the long nights of insomnia through the war.
When they first got back to the Manor and found it sunk deep in its ruin, Draco had palmed his face and said, “I suppose we better speak to some tradespeople. I’m not sure if any of them will be very keen to come — maybe if we hire some specialists from Germany, or...”
He’d trailed off. Narcissa was waiting for him to finish. She said, quite gently, “I’m afraid there’s no money for that, darling.”
“Oh,” Draco said dumbly. Thinking about it now, he couldn’t believe he’d been such a child, even then. He’d known about the heavy reparative fines he and his mother had paid, along with other probationary measures, Draco’s stricter than Narcissa’s due to the skull on his forearm. To be fair to him, he hadn’t known then that even most of the land attached to the Manor had already been sold, or that Lucius’s hunger and desperation was something impossible, all-encompassing, a deep and guzzling black hole. 
“I think if we manage to fix the worst of the damage ourselves we could sell it at a small profit,” Narcissa said, looking up at the open eaves and the swallows flying overhead. “Enough to get us started.”
“All right,” Draco said. His mouth tasted strange and sour. He looked at the grand bannister, the tapestry at the top with the Malfoy family tree, the portrait of his parents and him, aged seven, standing between them, their hands on his shoulders, their faces serene and beautiful. 
Narcissa touched his cheek. “We’ll keep the portraits, darling,” she said quietly, and they had gone to work.
At first Draco had made lists in his head of the things they had to keep: the Christmas decorations, the books that had belonged to his grandfather, his great-grandmother’s antique watch collection, the tapestry that had hung above his bed for as long as he could remember, unicorns wading through reeds. As he worked, though, the importance of each object seemed to loosen and float away from him. He felt smaller and smaller, as though he had once been the grand house itself, full of rooms and magic and secrets, and now he was stuck in a body, a useless and cowardly one that was marked with all his bad decisions. 
On that day in the East Gallery he came across a stoppered crystal bottle, miraculously unharmed, one that his father had used for whiskey. When he was fourteen he had longed for it; it had seemed the ultimate adult possession, an easy kind of masculine power. He’d imagined himself pouring his own drink in the evenings, unfolding his evening paper, putting up his feet, as remote and inaccessible as his father. He held it in one hand, testing the heft. He didn’t break it. His mother had said that every item they could salvage would add to the price of the house.
The heavy knocker at the front door broke through the quiet wreckage of the Manor, and Draco set the bottle down, heading for the door. Once they would have been warned about someone’s arrival well in advance, if the wards even let them through, but the wards had been disabled under the terms of their probation. Draco called to his mother through the broken walls, told her he was answering the door, and then he opened it to a solemn group of aurors and, tucked in their midst like a lucky token, Harry Potter.
Draco and Potter made panicked eye contact. The last time I saw you I rubbed up against you until you came, Draco thought, and felt his face go blotchy. He coughed and said, “Yes?”
“Draco Malfoy,” the auror at the front said, “we’re here to speak with your mother.”
Something prickled down the back of Draco’s neck. “You need six aurors and Harry Potter to speak to my mother?”
“Where can we find her?” the same auror asked. Draco fixed his lips together, stared sullenly at them.
After a moment, Potter said, “They just want a word, Malfoy.”
“And I’m supposed to believe that?”
“I spoke for Narcissa, at the trials,” Potter said. 
Draco narrowed his eyes, but after a moment he turned on his heel and shouted up the stairs, “Mum!” and felt his cheeks colour. He’d meant it to be dismissive and rude, but he felt like a little kid, bellowing for his mother, and he added over his shoulder, “She’s in the library. Up the stairs,” and stormed out of the room. 
He meant to go back to the Gallery, keep on working, ignore the intruders in his home—he was practiced at it now, after all—but he ended up in the next room, listening to the aurors tramp up the stairs, back flat against the wall. He remembered in fifth year, when his father being incarcerated had been the most upsetting and humiliating thing to ever happen to him, the very idea of prison something impossible, a storybook menace. And then he’d been in the holding cells himself. Not Azkaban, of course, he was lucky, but… 
He’d turned eighteen a week ago, a mournful little affair made worse by the fact that his mother attempted to mark it. She’d given him a crisp new shirt. “You’re still growing, darling, after all,” she said. “Shall we eat in the garden? It’s always so lovely, this time of year.” Halfway through one of the bizarre dinners that they were learning to cobble together—cold chicken, bagged salad that Draco suspected his mother had bought from a Muggle supermarket, apricots from the orchard—Draco stood wordlessly and went into the house to fetch a bottle of vodka, and when he came back his mother pushed over her glass, also without saying anything. They got quietly and steadily drunk out there under the purple-washed sky. Draco was torn between feeling unbelievably old and tried and bitterly young. He hadn’t thought he would know the inside of a cell before he was eighteen. He hadn’t thought he’d spend his birthday digging up flagstones to clean out the horrors underneath. His mother said, quite casually, “I met Lucius for the first time at my eighteenth birthday party.”
“I know,” Draco said. He’d loved the story when he was younger: Lucius a little older than Narcissa, there as a guest of Bellatrix, the way he’d bowed over her hand and asked her to dance.
“Then my sister Andromeda and I drank three whole bottles of champagne between us and I vomited in his lap,” Narcissa said, and Draco’s head jerked up. He hadn’t known that. He stared at her in transfixed delight and, after a moment, she smiled and Draco began to laugh.
Thinking about that made him feel abruptly guilty for leaving her to the mercies of the aurors and he turned and headed back out into the entrance hall, determined to go up and join her, never mind his own cowardice, never mind how extremely weird it was to see Potter now, except it turned out that Potter was still standing out there in the hall, hands in his pockets and looking up at a portrait of Draco’s great-great aunt. Draco froze in the doorway but Potter heard him and turned around. 
He looked exhausted, almost waxy with it. Unlike the aurors, he wasn’t wearing robes, just a pair of Muggle jeans and a white t-shirt that made his eyes look very green and his skin very dark. It was a good look on him. Draco swallowed hard, the same faint irritation at how attracted he was to Potter as ever. It didn’t make it better or easier, knowing that Potter was hot, as he had known since he was fourteen and first realised he was queer, staring at the back of Potter’s head at the Quidditch World Cup and feeling as though he wanted to die, hoping his father couldn’t read it on his face,the way his father seemed to read everything. It made it slightly worse, made Draco hate him a little more, as though this was just another thing that Potter had done to him.
At least Potter looked just as uncomfortable now. His eyes darted between Draco and the front door, like maybe he could still make a break for it. Draco frowned at him. “What are you palling around with aurors for?”
“Kingsley asks me to come along sometimes,” Potter said.
“Oh, if Kingsley asked,” Draco sneered. “Nice to be on first name terms with the Head Auror. Will you even bother getting your NEWTs or just jump straight into your pre-approved little spot?”
Potter’s mouth quirked. It was unbearable, how condescending he was. He said, “Are you asking if I’m going back to school?”
“I’m not asking you anything,” Draco said. “If I was it would be to get out of my house, but I’m not stupid enough to think I’ve got any say left anymore.”
“It looks different to the last time I saw it,” Potter said, and Draco snapped his mouth shut. His breath was suddenly all caught up very high in his chest. Potter’s gaze was unwavering, steady and true, and Draco couldn’t tell a thing he was thinking behind it. “When you pretended you didn’t know who I was.”
“I.” Draco’s voice came out very small, breathless and frightened. “I didn’t know who — you were all swollen up and I couldn’t — I mean, I didn’t know—”
“Yeah, okay,” Potter said. He turned slightly away from Dracco, his gaze tracking down the ruined hall, the gaps in the ceiling, the torn out stairs. “It just looks different, that’s all.”
“They.” Draco didn’t really know what he was saying, just that he had to keep talking, get them out of this moment. “They gutted it, on their way out.”
Potter nodded, his back turned. “It lets the light in,” he murmured, almost like he was talking to himself, and Draco had to be gone, had to get out of there, right now; he stumbled across the hall and into the first dark doorway he spotted. There was almost a smile in Potter’s voice when he said, “Bye, Draco.”
It was intolerable, that Potter thought he could treat Draco like this, that even after Draco had watched him twitch apart, even after Draco had pushed him back against the wall and proven that he could still get to him, Potter still got to think of himself as the magnanimous saviour of the world, above everything. All of Draco’s impulse control was gone, frayed to pieces, and as he crossed the doorway into his grandmother’s parlour he looked over his shoulder and snapped, “Come on, then,” and had the satisfaction of watching Potter’s face go hot and fractured, as though Draco had slapped him.
Draco sailed on in. He waited at the table, a smaller round one that his parents used to take coffee at in the mornings. It was one of the few pieces of furniture that had survived the destruction, but his mother had cleaned this room up early, it was easier to eat in than the dining room, and it was bare but clean. Draco leaned back on the table, rested his palms on the polished wood. Potter appeared in the doorway, jaw tense and wary like he was expecting some sort of joke, a schoolboy prank or Vince and — fuck, to jump out at him—
Draco didn’t want to think of any of that. He didn’t want to think at all. “Took you long enough,” he said coolly. “Or did you want to do this in the front hall?”
“Do what,” Potter said, voice shaking. 
It was interesting, actually, how obvious Potter was, now that Draco was paying attention. Draco wondered if this was a new development or if it was something he could have been taking advantage of for years. It had to be new. Surely Draco would have noticed. He beckoned and then stared, fascinated and thrilled, when Potter actually came, moving woodenly across the room with his fingers jammed into fists, like he was just waiting for the trick. 
Draco was eighteen years old. He had lived through a war. He had never kissed a boy. He waited until Potter had come sullenly across the room to him and then he straightened up off the table and took hold of Potter’s hips and backed him up against the wall, and then he went to his knees.
“Oh, Jesus,” Potter said, and Draco unzipped the stupid, sexy jeans and found Potter didn’t wear underwear, which was kind of gross and also very sexy and made him want to put his mouth straight on Potter, and when he did Potter was already hard, like walking across a room when Draco had told him to was all he needed. Potter said, “Oh, Jesus—” and reached, and Draco pulled back and snapped, “Don’t touch me, don’t you dare.”
He didn’t want Potter to touch him, didn’t want Potter’s hands in his hair, didn’t want Potter to try and be rough back—Draco wasn’t interested in being roughed around just because Potter was, thank you very much—and part of him also wanted to punish Potter, like always. But if this was punishment it wasn’t very effective because Potter slammed his hands back against the wall, palms flat, and tipped his head back and made a shuddering noise like Draco had taken something from him, and then he came in about a minute. That was probably more about being a teenage boy—and Potter, to Draco’s delight, had never exactly struck him as a ladykiller—than any of Draco’s innate blowjob talent, but he sat back and wiped his mouth and let out a shivering breath all the same. He’d never done anything like this and Potter was hot all over, the bastard. Draco licked his lips. He could still feel it, the heavy weight of Potter in his mouth, the heat of sex in the room.
Potter thudded to his knees and reached, face blown open and desperate, and Draco said, quietly and calmly this time, testing something, “I told you not to touch me.” Potter stopped, his fingers curling through the empty air. Draco could feel himself smiling, which was not ever something he’d meant to do in front of Potter, but it didn’t feel like a very nice smile, at least. 
Potter stared at him. His pupils were dark and blown in that green. His gaze dropped to Draco’s lap and back up and he said, sounding almost shy, “Don’t you want me to—”
“Maybe one day, if you’re good,” Draco said airily, the kind of thing Pansy would toss over her shoulder to be met with a chorus of cheerful boos, except Potter didn’t boo or make a face. He dropped his head, like he couldn’t bear to look Draco in the eyes. His shoulders heaved. It was impossible how good this was, how easily it got to him. Draco was hard, desperately so, but this was better than letting Potter touch him. He stood up. He dabbed his sleeve fussily at the corner of his mouth. He leaned back against the table and said, “You can go.”
That did make something curl in Potter’s expression, some narrow-eyed defiance, but Draco just waited politely, his eyebrows raised like Potter might have some slightly stupid question, and Potter got to his feet and stormed out. Draco waited until he was sure he was gone and then he walked easily back through the house until he got to one of the little ground floor bathrooms, which he locked himself in and jerked off, teeth digging into his bottom lip. He didn’t last very long, either.
It meant that when he walked back out he was still hazy with desire and satisfaction, chest full with how easy it had been, how simple, how sweetly Potter gave himself up into Draco’s hands. Somehow even finding the box that Potter had left on the hall table, the box that contained Draco’s wand, didn’t do anything to cut through his pleasure, and instead he picked the wand up and turned it over in his fingers, smiling. He was smiling when he found his mother closing the front door, smiling like some idiot enamoured Gryffindor, like the stupid prick that he was, lived through a war and prison and still thought that maybe things might turn his way, and so he was still smiling when she turned to him and told him quietly what Lucius had done.

  - - -


He couldn’t risk sneaking up to the Owlery after McGonagall had sent them to bed so dramatically, and he didn’t have his own owl anymore. He’d planned to Firecall his mother, but when he got to the common room there were a bunch of sixth years having their own little party with a bottle of Firewhiskey, two of them shirtless, and they glared at him so he skulked upstairs and tried to get to sleep fast enough that he could wake up early and use the common room fire in the morning before anyone else woke up. He was still buzzing with adrenaline, the taste of ash in his mouth, Pansy’s news and the crazy murderer and the usual headfuck of being around Potter, and so he only drifted off to sleep around four and woke with a jerk at seven to go and use the Floo.
And then his mother, in her little Bavarian house, clearly didn’t know what to do about it. “Did Pansy say who?” she asked, smoothing her robes as she knelt by the fireside.
“No,” Draco said. “I could try and find out, but I assume she would have said if she knew.”
“Right. Well. I suppose we had to expect this eventually.” Narcissa let out a breath. “I’m afraid you might just have to bear it, darling. Seven more months and then you can come join us—”
“I’m not worried about me,” Draco said impatiently. “It’s not like you’re at the ends of the earth, they’ll find you.”
“We have certain precautions in place,” Narcissa said, “and,” except then a fifth year who had come quietly up behind Draco without being noticed shoved Draco’s head forward so hard that it slammed out of the Floo Call and against the rough stone back of the fireplace, making Draco see stars and vaguely hear his mother calling his name in a sharp, worried voice before the connection broke. 
Draco put his hands against the stone and panted for a second until he was sure he wasn’t going to pass out or vomit and then he turned and snarled, “Fuck you,” except the Slytherin was already hurrying away, and Draco’s vision was too blurry for him to be sure who it was. He put his fingers to his temple and there was blood there and he couldn’t quite seem to move or get up. He put his cheek against his knees and breathed and thought either he would fall unconscious or something would come along. After a while Astoria came downstairs and swore and used one of her light, hopeful healing charms, never quite that effective but enough to stop the bleeding and clear Draco’s vision at least, if not deal with the awful headache, so that was all right, then, except that he was late for detention and in a towering mood by the time he got there.
For better or worse, the twins were too. Flitwick set them to tidying up his classroom; he’d been teaching second years colour change charms and the entire room was a rainbow of the most ridiculous order, pink desks and purple stripes of floor and long yellow splotches up walls, and all of it highly resistant to being charmed back to usual, as though it was imbued with twelve-year-old enthusiasm. Flitwick gave them all a cheery talking to (“Can’t be too careful, you know! No more wandering about!”) and then disappeared into his office, at which point Lily Potter launched into a rant about everyone who had ever wronged her. Draco spent the first ten minutes rolling his eyes as Lily namedropped people who didn’t exist yet—“To think that Kitty Davis is probably aiming for Prefect right now, and she’ll get it, too, the sneak,”—and then the next ten reluctantly entertained as Lily hopped onto a desk and launched into a vicious attack on Weasley and Granger, who were, she said, “honestly much cooler” in their forties than they were now, and what right did they have to spy on her and James, as if it wasn’t bad enough that they were stuck back in the past where everything was terrible, but they were being watched every minute of every day—
“Wait, forty?” Draco said, lifting his head from where he was trying to strip strands of green out of a desk drawer. “I thought — when you two arrived, you said you’d only gone back twenty years or so—”
“So?” James said, who was sulking rather than ranting, and trying to get out of the majority of the work, not that Draco hadn’t noticed.
“So,” Draco started, and then stopped, because so what if they’d got their timings wrong and Potter didn’t start having Weasley babies for another eight years, instead of four. What was Draco going to do with those extra years? Dig himself deeper into a hole from which there was no escape, no joy? It was the world’s worst plan, especially considering that Potter seemed to have turned his back on Draco for good.
“Never mind,” he said. James and Lily were both looking at him suspiciously so he added, “Are they giving you a hard time, then? The famous little Golden Trio? I wouldn’t worry. In Slytherin we always said that’s how you knew you were doing well.”
“Well, Slytherin,” Lily said, but she looked mollified. 
“It’s only Ron and Hermione, anyway,” James mumbled. “Dad won’t even talk to us.”
Draco became suddenly very aware of his face. What did he do with it, usually? How was one meant to hold it? 
“I think he’s trying to avoid us because they told him he should,” Lily said, though she also looked a bit worried. “The time stuff, you know. He doesn’t want to ruin us — us existing. I see him looking at us quite a lot,” she added, something sweetly shy about her voice, and both of them looked expectantly at Draco, which meant he was probably doing something very terrible and obvious with his face, after all.
“You’re not missing much,” he said, in an attempt to distract them, and then he moved to one of the mops that Flitwick had left for them and seized the mophead and draped it over his hair and let his voice drop down very deep and slow. “Er, hello. Er, how are you. Er, yes, I did kill the Dark Lord, which has, er, given me something to talk about, although it is, er, quite difficult to string sentences together—”
Lily and James cracked up. It was a much more enthusiastic reaction than he’d expected, James’ bark of delight and Lily dropping into a seat and whooping with laughter, and Draco got into it a bit, slouching and stuffing his hands in his pockets and scowling broodily into the distance.
“Gosh, it’s awfully hard to save the world,” he said, prowling up and down the aisle and messing one hand dreamily through the mophead. “I’m exhausted, just the one picture today. Well, maybe two or three. Go on, then, here’s my best side—”
“You’re so mean,” Lily said, beaming. “He doesn’t like photos at all.”
“No, I, er, couldn’t possibly,” Draco said, pausing to stare nobly into the middle distance and thrust his chest out. “Not when I’ve got all these, er, heroic things to do. I’m going to heroically eat this sandwich, and then I’ll heroically fall asleep on this couch, and maybe afterwards there’ll be some time for a brief heroic pint.”
“Mr Malfoy,” Flitwick said, from behind him, “I think you’ll find that mop is quite clean already.”
“Er,” Draco said, startled, which made the twins fall about laughing again, and Draco whisked the mop off his head and went back to stripping the colour off Flitwick’s lectern. Lily kept giggling and James was working with a crooked grin just like Potter’s, and Draco, despite himself, felt a little better.
The next day Flitwick gave them a bunch of old school records that needed to be cleared out and destroyed, the kind of pointless detention task that really did just feel like an excuse to punish someone, because Flitwick could have sorted it out with a wave of his wand in a moment. Instead they had to check each name against a register and then move it into either the sort or destroy pile. They settled into a rhythm, Lily with the register and Draco with the two giant stacks of folios and James idly setting alight the ones that weren’t meant to be kept. Flitwick had mentioned a perfectly good banishing charm that would work in the situation but, Draco couldn’t help but agree, the incendio was more satisfying.
“Edgars, Louis,” Draco said, and Lily said, “Keep,” and Draco flicked it into the growing stack. “Edgeburt, Sarah,” Draco said, and Lily said, “Burn her to bits,” and Draco tossed it into the air and nodded approvingly when James caught it with a flame on the way down. Little bits of ash rained around them, but Draco was past caring what he looked like. He vaguely remembered the days when he used to spend an hour making sure he was neat and handsome in the mirror before he went up for breakfast, but it seemed like a strange dream. Anyway, sixth year had engraved crow’s feet by his eyes and seventh year had carved deep hungry hollows in his cheeks and eighth year had slowed him down and made his arms heavy and his body unfamiliar, the kind of thing that he threw into bed at night gritty with sweat without wanting to look at. A bit of ash in his hair didn’t seem to signify much anymore.
When they were a third of the way down the pile and Lily was sighing extravagantly with boredom and James was amusing himself by lighting little fires in files that weren’t meant to be burned and then seeing how quickly he could put them out, Draco said, “So what’s with the crazy sword lady, anyway.”
Lily and James exchanged a look over his bent head. James said, “We thought you weren’t asking on purpose.”
“What kind of purpose?”
“The future,” Lily said. “The whole — the ruined timeline thing.”
“Oh, I’m leaving that problem to you,” Draco said, “I find I haven’t the energy for it,” and they snorted. It was good that they had Ginny Weasley, Draco reflected; of course she was a Weasley and a Gryffindor and he hated her on principle even before he got to — anything else, but all the same, it was nice that the Potter twins had a slightly mean sense of humour. “But so far I’ve nearly been cut up twice and it’s starting to rather hurt my feelings.”
“We really shouldn’t,” James started, and Lily said, “Oh, Jem, if that is a spoiler that’s going to ruin everything, he’s already met her, surely us telling him a little bit—”
“What kind of little bit,” James said, frowning.
“Just enough to stop him getting killed,” Lily said. “That wouldn’t be part of the timeline anyway because it’s our fault she’s here in the first place.”
“She followed you?” Draco said, intrigued enough to drop Edgemont, Mark’s file and turn his attention properly to the twins. 
Lily and James exchanged another of those complicated, incomprehensible Potter looks. James said, “She chased us here.”
“I’ll tell it,” Lily said. Her voice was a little rough.
“Go on, then,” James said.
“It’s just…” Lily ran her hand through the unruly black hair and looked at Draco. “We wanted to go to a party.”
“Everyone knows this,” Draco said. “It got around the school your first week.”
“Right,” Lily said. “But, uhm. So there’s — in our time, there’s this group and they don’t - they don’t like our dad very much. They’re very anti-Ministry, they want to move back towards district power, and a lot of them are from these old Pureblood families—”
“Merlin,” Draco said, swiping his hand through his hair, something deep and depressing settling around him. “Figures. Why would they fucking learn?”
Lily’s mouth crooked uncertainly. “That’s what Dad says. Anyway, he’s obviously a target, and we’re always fucking targets, we’re used to it, but — I mean, it’s his fault,” she said angrily.
“Lil,” James said.
“Yeah, I know,” Lily said. “I’m not even that angry, I know it was stupid now, but — whatever. James and I wanted to go to our mate’s birthday party and Dad said no, it was a week before we had to go back to Hogwarts and we had to pack our trunks and anyway it was going to be in a — in a park, and he said London wasn’t safe enough, so we snuck out the back of Grimmauld Place.”
“And fell,” Draco said, remembering the story, “over the fence, further than you were meant to fall.”
“Well, but,” Lily said. “We were… helped.”
“They cut the world open,” James said. “Her and some of her others. Her… colleagues? Minions?” He flashed a distracted smile. 
“That’s what they worked out,” Lily said. “That you can use weapons like that. It’s become, um, quite a big thing, in our time. They can slice through spells with their swords faster than you can block them with a wand. They use magically-enforced blades and then they just keep coming, and also, it’s hard to go up against them, because the more powerful you are, the easier it is for them to use their swords and swing the spell back at you, instead of slicing through it. So they’re quite dangerous, even for the best aurors, unless you meet them on their own terms. And we’re slow to catch up, because nobody is enough of a wanker to bother with swords anymore, unless—”
“Unless you were raised Pureblood,” Draco said slowly, realising. “Yeah. My father always carried a blade in his cane. I had fencing lessons until I was thirteen.”
“It’s going to gain popularity again,” Lily said. “We had to start lessons last year. But everyone’s behind for now, and this group is just — they’re hard to track. And they’ve seized upon us, as an example,” she said, rolling her eyes, “because everyone always seizes on us, you know—”
“The Potter kids,” James said, “it’s so boring,” and the best, most secretly charming thing about the whole endeavour was that they both did look bored, more than anything else, as though mad bloody swordfighters chasing them about was just par for the course. The Potter kids, Draco thought, and there was something warm and bright in his chest, his throat. He didn’t say anything. It was just nice to know that bravery existed, sometimes, even if you couldn’t manage it yourself.
“The shit thing,” Lily said, “is I had such a fight with Dad before they got us.” She looked miserable. “It’s just annoying. And now Harry won’t even talk to us and everything’s so awful here, it’s so bleak and — I just wish we were home.”
“But you’re not.” Draco frowned, shook his head. “You’re not — they sent you into another time, to—”
“I assume it’ll be easier to kill us here,” James said. “Or else there’s some very weird complicated time thing going on, but you know, they’re show offs. I think they probably just sent us here to prove they could and so that they could kill us faster.”
“And you’re not worried about that?” Draco demanded, despite himself, because there was brave and plain crazy, and the Potter twins had treated the swordswoman both times as a kind of worrying school prank, something to be escaped from with absolute gravity and then laughed at as soon as you were off scot free. He could imagine them both, this last Friday night when he’d been lying awake trying to quiet his terrified mind, falling asleep like logs. 
But the Potter twins just stared at him, polite and baffled. “Well, no,” Lily said. “We’ll be fine. Dad’ll come get us.”

  - - -


On Monday their detention was scheduled for the hour between his last class and dinner. Professor Sprout held him back because one of the Gryffindors in his class had tripped him and sent him stumbling over a Snargaluff which promptly leapt into spiky life and scratched Draco up while making a mess of his workspace. Sprout, eyeing him coldly, kept him back to read him a lecture about proper care and attention when working in the greenhouses and he had to leg it up to school afterwards, dirt prickling down the back of his collar and his arms stinging from the scratches.
Luckily, Flitwick was fairly easygoing as professors went and had already left instructions with Lily and James for their latest job cleaning out the Charms supply cupboards, apparently unconcerned by Draco’s tardiness. Less luckily, Astoria Greengrass was sitting on a desk swinging her legs and chatting to them.
“Oh, Draco,” she said, when he arrived, and arched her perfect eyebrows. “Goodness, did a tree try to eat you?”
“More or less,” Draco grumbled. “What are you doing here?”
“Astoria’s had an idea,” Lily said, beaming in a way that did not do much to excite Draco. Even James looked cautiously pleased, though, and Draco went up to join them in lifting out giant masses of tangled white feathers for levitation practice while Astoria said that actually, they were going to have a party.
“Well,” she clarified, with her white-toothed smile, “the Gryffindors are going to have a party, and we’re going to come.”
Draco blinked. “What?”
“There’s tons of abandoned rooms in the east wing on the seventh floor, where those giants hit the walls and they’re not repaired properly yet,” Astoria said. “We can post lookouts and rotate them and cast some warding spells against the cold and then they’ll be perfect, and then Malcolm Baddock’s big brother works for a vineyard and he’s going to send us a few crates and we can just float them up straight through the wall!”
“Interestingly enough, the location was not my big concern,” Draco said.
“James and I are going to set it up,” Lily put in. “We’ll invite everyone from fifth year up, I think all the fifth and sixth years will come for sure and probably some of the seventh years as well. And maybe Dad and—I mean, Harry—and Ron and Hermione?” She sounded a little doubtful at this. “But even if they don’t come—”
“Even if they don’t,” Astoria chimed in triumphantly, “it’ll still be most of the Gryffindors, and then Looney Lovegood and whatever Ravenclaws she brings, and a few of the Hufflepuffs, and everyone knows that Lily and James and I are friends—”
“They do?” Draco said.
“Uh, we hang out all the time,” Lily said. “We all went to Hogsmeade for lunch two weeks ago, remember? And we asked you if you wanted to come and you said you’d rather choke on your own spit?”
“So I can come, anyway,” Astoria said, “because I’m friends with the twins, and I’ll bring just a few of my friends, not enough that people get freaked by how many Slytherins there are, and then we’ll all have a blast and it will help, I know it will! And if you come and are very polite—”
“I’m not going,” Draco said.
“Oh, Draco,” Astoria said, frowning. “But you’re the worst of us, so if you manage to be charming at the party—”
“I’ve heard this argument before,” Draco said. “No.”
“It’d be fun, really,” James said. “You don’t have to talk to anyone if you don’t want to. Just hang out with us.”
“No,” Draco said. He thought about saying something quick and sharp about how he didn’t want to be friends with the Potter twins and he’d made that abundantly clear and putting up with them shouldn’t be misconstrued as some overture of camaraderie, but he found he didn’t quite have the heart for it. James had been quietly handing him plasters for the last five minutes while Draco scrubbed the worst of the dirt off his forearms and covered up the scratches, and he thought of the easy way they’d confided in him about the woman trying to kill them. He was losing his taste for cruelty. 
“Well, fine,” Astoria said, sliding off the desk and onto the floor. “But we’re doing it, right? Friday?”
“Friday!” Lily cheered, and Astoria gave them finger guns and left. “You really won’t come?”
“I don’t think it’d be a great idea,” Draco said. It was odd, trying to temper his voice, gentle himself. He wasn’t very good at it but he supposed it was worth trying. “Have fun.”
“Well, we’ve got to do something,” James grumbled. “We can’t leave the castle, McGonagall’s really watching us now. Can’t go home, can’t see our real friends, can’t even play Quidditch.”
“And they need us,” Lily added. “Have you seen how badly everyone’s playing this year? It’s a shambles. But McGonagall says a game or something like that is very easily changed and anything too easily changed is too risky for us to participate in. Merlin, I miss flying.”
“Me too,” Draco said, without thinking. All three of them paused and looked at each other and the hour dragged quite badly, after that.
They didn’t bother with dinner, went straight down to the pitch and Draco broke into the Slytherin team rooms and then the equipment shed, complaining all the time about certain twins who got him in trouble and ended up having his broom stolen. The school supply brooms weren’t particularly impressive but they were serviceable enough and when he turned around Lily’s fist was closed around a Snitch, gold glinting between her fingers, raising her eyebrows at him.
“Go on, then,” Draco said, laughing, and the three of them flew out and up into the big open sky. It was nearly dark, the light draining fast, and freezing up there in the early December wind, but it felt so good to be on a broom again and flying for fun and not because the world was ending or his friend was burning to death beneath him. Draco felt perfectly warm, and the Potter twins swerved around him, whooping their delight.
They were, of course, unbelievably good flyers. At first Draco just rolled his eyes, unsurprised, but soon he was staring. James barely touched his broom, steering with his thighs, sitting upright and zooming through the air with a Quaffle under his arm. For a while he played one-on-one with Draco as the Keeper and Draco couldn’t block a single shot, and then they swapped and Draco couldn’t get a single goal through. It should have been annoying but James was too good, easy and grinning, shoulders loose, back straight, absolutely confident up there — and besides, neither was Draco’s position, so it didn’t feel so terrible to lose.
It was another matter with Lily, who flew in the absolute opposite style, pressed almost flat along her broomstick, often upside down, prioritising speed over everything else and running rings around the two of them. Half the time Draco didn’t see her until she was right beside him, and half the time he spotted the Snitch only in time to watch her hand close over it. It was frustrating and infuriating and a pleasure to watch all the same, like Potter but times a thousand, watching someone unbelievably good do what they were best at. After they’d been up there for half an hour and the wind chill was under Draco’s robes and he’d seized the Snitch out from under Lily’s nose just the once and was struggling to catch his breath as a result, he shouted, “I think you’re better than Potter, you know!”
“We know,” Lily said, grinning. James flew fast across the field, catching up with them in an instant, as loose and relaxed up there as though he was at breakfast. “We’ve been on brooms since we were babies. He can’t keep up with us anymore.”
“She says that but he still gets the Snitch half the time,” James said, laughing when Lily scowled at him. “She’s faster but he’s got a better eye for it.”
Lily slipped around the underside of her broom, locking her knees around the broomstick and letting go so that she dangled down from it, arms hanging, fingers splayed out in the cold air. Draco’s heart leapt into his throat but James just watched her peaceably and Lily looked only faintly bored, petulant.
“I wonder if time is moving at the same speed there as it is here,” she said. “We’ll have been here for two months tomorrow.”
“I wonder if we’re losing the Quidditch Cup,” James said grimly. “They’ll have put Patterson and Davis in to replace us and they’re both rubbish.”
“Oh, Merlin, I didn’t even think of that,” Lily said. She swung back upright. “Ugh. What next.”
The wind had dropped so that it was low and still up there in the freezing air, and the twins looked very alike, tired and sad shadows of one another, like together they might form one whole almost happy person. 
“Party on Friday,” James said, clearly striving for cheer. “That’ll be fun.”
“Yeah, except basically everyone’s too weirded out to talk to us,” Lily said, with a grimace. “But I like Astoria, I want to help her.” She shrugged, turned to Draco. “Sure you won’t come?”
It was delivered very casually but there was something nervous and determined in her gaze, familiar after all. They were homesick, Draco realised. They talked a big game and they strutted around with the unbearable Potter-Weasley superiority complex, but they were lonely kids, they wanted to go home. Their father didn’t know what to do with them and they were spending all this time with Slytherins. Of course they were homesick. 
“Okay,” Draco said. “I’ll come.”






      

  











Chapter 6








  On Tuesday in Potions, Potter flicked Draco a look out of the corner of his eye and said, “Any more near death experiences on the weekend?”
“No, just the one,” Draco said. “I’m not you.”
The corner of Potter’s mouth twitched. It was pathetic how much of a victory it was, and Draco was going to pay Potter back for it by ignoring him stonily for the rest of the lesson, except then Potter just tossed a handful of chopped Murtlap in and Draco had to leap into action to stop the Felix Felicis from bubbling over, elbowing Potter out of the way and delivering a highly irritated lecture about proper ingredient transfer and not being some kind of child with his first cauldron. Potter started off scowling and ended up laughing, sitting down on the edge of the bench. He didn’t even bother pretending he was helping, which was all for the better, as he was some kind of absolute dunce who did not deserve to have been taught by someone as brilliant as Professor Snape—
“Ah,” Potter said. They both flinched. The potion, which had subsided, began to bubble unhappily again, and Draco let out a breath.
“From now on you are to ask me before you do anything,” he said, doing his best to speak calmly and evenly, “and then I will be able to properly evaluate whether you’re being an idiot or not.” 
The potion rippled. When he looked up, Potter was a little flushed, and Draco went still, but all Potter said, mildly enough, was, “Bossy, aren’t you?”
“I’m going to get a NEWT in Potions if I’m lucky,” Draco said. “You’re not messing it up for me.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Potter said. “Go on. Tell me more about your hard on for Professor Snape.”
“That kind of vulgarity,” Draco said icily, “is exactly what I would expect from someone who does not have the subtlety of mind, the clarity of purpose that Professor Snape always bestowed upon his best pupils. In fact,” he added, warming to his topic, and Potter sat smiling through the whole thing.
“Well, that was insightful,” Potter said, packing up his bag at the end of class. He always managed to make such a mess, scattering quills and parchment and this time, Draco noticed, an enormous tome called Dreams And How To Decipher Them, which meant that the Golden Trio was almost certainly up to something again, but Potter tucked it away, flushing, when he spotted Draco looking. Draco wondered if Potter and his happy helpers just invented their own problems if there was no actual wickedness in play, to keep from being bored.
Said happy helpers had come down the aisle to wait for Potter, frowning at Draco. Well, Weasley was looking a little bored, that glazed expression that he always had in Potions, but Granger was staring straight at Draco, eyes narrowed. Draco resisted the urge to glare back. He kept his face cool and impassive, and he would have kept the upper hand except Potter brushed his fingers against Draco’s wrist as he moved past him and murmured, “Bye, Draco,” and, agonising under Hermione Granger’s stare, Draco felt his whole face going pink.

  - - -


Astoria was worried about the party. Between detentions with the Potter twins and classes with Potter and fretting about his father, the week had passed in a spin and by Friday Draco was exhausted and strung out and not really in the mood for doing anything, but he’d promised. In the meantime, everything was quiet on the Lucius front. I’m trying to find out who and what they know, Pansy had written to him, won’t make it up to Hogsmeade this weekend, see you next week? In the common room, Astoria paced back and forth on the floor, her gaggle of friends hanging nervously back and Draco with his legs kicked up on the sofa watching her walk.
“I thought you wanted this,” he said. “It was your idea.”
“I do want this,” she snapped. “But it’s a very delicate balancing act and — I wouldn’t expect you to understand. Are you really wearing that?”
“Yes,” Draco said. He’d been annoyed when Astoria told him not to be ridiculous and wear robes. He’d taken in some of his father’s old robes at the beginning of the year and while they were shabby they fit him well enough and they were easy to hide in, especially if he let the sleeves a little longer, swathed his wrists in fabric, could let it droop down to his knuckles if he wanted. He had grown over the summer, like his mother said, and while in other years he would have been pleased now he just felt more uncertain of himself, like his height made him a target. 
Forbidden from robes, he’d found a neat pressed pair of charcoal trousers and an old Slytherin Quidditch jersey, tucked in and belted. It was an absurd mix of high and low and his parents would have been horrified to see him like this, which made him feel a little guiltily pleased about the idea. He didn’t bother doing anything with his hair or his face. Astoria looked him up and down, purse-mouthed, but seemed to decide against bothering to fight the issue. She was wearing an oversized blazer like a dress, something from her mother’s wardrobe, Draco suspected, shoulder pads and long legs in black pantyhose and sharp little stiletto boots. She looked good.
One of her friends checked a slim gold watch. “Astoria, it’s nine, should we—”
“We are not arriving on time,” Astoria snapped, and kept pacing.
Another of her friends, a sulky boy who kept darting glances at Draco, said, “Is it really such a good idea to take him? If we’re trying to make a good impressions—”
“He’s going,” Astoria said. “He’s part of the plan.”
Draco’s mouth twisted. He tried to sink more into the hard leather of the sofa. He closed his eyes and pretended he was somewhere else, although that was difficult when he couldn’t think of many places he wanted to be. Sometimes, trapped and desperate for something to retreat into, he thought about being back in the Room of Hidden Things. Escaping from all the dread and anxiety of that year and just being somewhere quiet where no one would touch him, fixing something, using his hands to solve a problem. Sometimes he’d been able to hear Potter passing by, interrogating Crabbe and Goyle, murmuring to himself, trying to talk Draco or the room into letting him in.
“All right,” Astoria said, after a tense twenty minutes. That seemed like a negligible period of time, in Draco’s perspective, but far be it from him to interfere in sixteen-year-old etiquette. “Let’s go.”
Whether according to Astoria’s plan or not, the party was busy but not packed by the time they got up there. People stood around the cleared out classrooms in loose packs, holding beers with an air of loose self-consciousness, music just loud enough to cover any awkward gaps in conversation. The skirmishes with the giants had been fairly concentrated on this side of the school and the massive gap in the wall was where one had staggered into it as a team of aurors brought him down; Draco hadn’t been near it, but Pansy and a bunch of Slytherins had been in the dungeons directly underneath and nearly choked on the dust and stone shrapnel that compacted its way through the castle in the aftermath of the impact. One arm had swept out and crashed down two connecting walls, and so where a standard classroom and two Alchemy labs had once stood was now a long stretch of ruined stone. The teachers hadn’t had time to fix it yet and with the number of students severely diminished there wasn’t enough demand for them to prioritise it. And now, Draco allowed begrudgingly, it was coming in useful. Perhaps they could put together some nice sort of thank you card for the giants, although of course most of them were dead, or locked away wherever the Ministry put creatures too huge to be put in Azkaban, especially given that they had been so adroitly manipulated by the Dark Lord that most of them hadn’t had a choice—
Something hysterical rose in his throat like a bubble, and he allowed himself to notice the other aspect about this party, which was that everyone in it was staring at him.
“Nelly, darling!” Astoria said, with a false air of cheer, and walked over to a Ravenclaw Draco didn’t know. The other Slytherins scurried after her. Draco stood in the doorway and wanted to laugh. He could follow, of course, but to what end? To stand unwanted and awkward on the edge of a group, pretending he didn’t notice the glares? It seemed pointless, pitiful.
“Malfoy,” Zacharias Smith said, appearing out of the crowd. 
Here was someone who looked pleased to see Draco, malice glittering in his eyes. Draco tilted his chin down, met his gaze. “Yes?”
“Draco!” Lily said, and then the Potter twins were at his side, grinning at him. “You came! We thought you were going to flake for sure.”
“I didn’t,” James said confidingly. They were both clearly a little tipsy already, Draco realised, flushed and cheerful. “Lil owes me five sickles now. Have you got a drink? Come get a drink.” He slipped an unselfconscious hand into Draco’s and led him through the crowd, Lily’s hand firm on Draco’s shoulder, the two Potter twins pressing him between them, guarding him. It was embarrassing, of course, and too obvious, too Gryffindorish by far, but Draco couldn’t help being a little charmed. It was as though there was some desperate gene in him that just wanted Potter approval whenever it came, and he was having better luck with the new generation.  
They found a bottle of wine and grabbed three glasses—well, two mugs and a tall stein that said WEASLEYS RULE! on the side—and dragged him to one of the huge empty sections of knocked-in wall, the dark grounds rolling out beneath them. Draco could feel the pinpricks of magic warding the empty air, stopping anyone from falling, but it made him a little queasy, and he turned and pressed his back into what was left of the corner, turning his gaze inwards. It made it easier, too, to keep an eye on the room, the ugly looks darted at him, the hands fidgety on wands. He was pretty sure nothing would happen here, where so many people were watching, it wasn’t anyone’s style, but he didn’t want to be caught unawares. He’d spent a lot of this year being caught unawares.
“Everyone looks so retro,” Lily thrilled, offering Draco one of the mugs. “Look at this, it’s like we’re in some throwback party. You look really funny.”
“Thank you,” Draco said dryly, “you’re too kind.” The twins, he realised with a surprising pang, were the only ones wearing their school robes, and they looked a little self-conscious about it. They must not have anything else, of course. He took a sip of the wine, which was surprisingly good, and said, “Is this everything you expected from a party in the nineties, then?”
“Oh, much less cocaine,” Lily said, and Draco laughed. The Potter twins grinned at him. It was a heartbreaker of a grin, that one. Their dad’s. Lily started telling him about the parties that they threw at school back in their time, the one wild Halloween party in the Shrieking Shack where Lily and James went as matching Muggle ghosts, just a bedsheet with the eyes cut out thrown over their heads, and Lily went to the mouldy old bathroom to pee at one point and when she was washing her hands she turned her head and saw James by her side in his costume. She’d said hi, she told Draco breathlessly, and then he didn’t say anything, and it was kind of spooky, and she kept talking to him and got cross and reached out to shake him and then her hand went right through him, it was the scariest thing that had ever happened to her, he had for sure been some kind of evil poltergeist and she’d run out yelping—
James’s mouth twitched. He caught Draco’s eyes over Lily’s shoulder and mouthed Zonko's product. Draco worked hard to keep his face very straight indeed.
It was easy to talk to the twins — that was the whole problem. They reminded Draco of the summer before fifth year when things had been worrying but at a remove. His father going off and not returning for days, his mother anxious, and neither of them talking to him, long days lying around under windows in the flowerbeds trying to get just a hint of what was going on. Everything had been frightening but huge, filled with potential, the idea that something good was going to happen, and then he’d almost had a good year, until the very end. Umbridge had liked him, Potter had been paying attention to him. In the Slytherin Common Room, they’d discovered alcohol and making out, they spent long nights lying around talking shit and ranking the professors. Blaise Zabini had once put his hand on Draco’s thigh. It had all been very thrilling.
Talking to the twins reminded him of that, when he was careless and excited and sure that the future was full of good things, except that they were also a reminder that the one promising thing in Draco’s life was a dead end, a path long left, something overgrown with weeds, forgotten and disappointing. And they were also young, desperately so. Draco didn’t mind it, it was almost sweet, but for all of Potter’s mannerisms that they shared and the fact that they looked so much like him, they lacked the heaviness, the exhaustion, the alertness. They weren’t as sharp as him. They weren’t as frightening. They lacked the jittery nerves that even the second and third years had now. They were young and happy and they had never known what it was like not to be young and happy; even the danger in their lives was touched with something soft and sweet. Dad’ll come get us. Draco should have hated them for it, except there was something so soothing about the whole thing. It was as though Draco and all the other terrible things in the world had been scrubbed from their view. They saw even Draco as a novelty, a grumpy Slytherin they could talk to and make fun of, and not a rotten mark on the world. It was so lulling to fall into their rhythms, to believe in their vision of the world, where everything was more or less okay.
A little after ten, when Lily was running down her list of preferred careers in order—an auror, like her dad; a cursebreaker, like Uncle Bill; a marine biologist, she didn’t totally get it but Hermione had mentioned it and it seemed cool—Draco looked up and towards the door and watched Potter come in. He swallowed. It was awful, how Potter’s presence seemed to change a room for him. He was so conscious of his hands, his shoulders. He hated his height, the new bulk of his shoulders, he wanted to hunker down and hide, and instead he stood there with his heartbeat catching up high in his throat while Potter looked across the room at him.
“Oh,” Lily said uncertainly. Potter was flanked, as ever, by Granger and Weasley, and all three of them seemed marked apart, people moving towards them and then drawing back when they were close as though there was a certain distance they could not cross. “We didn’t think he’d come.”
Lily and James looked hungry, miserable. Draco felt abruptly very sorry for them. “He’s probably just trying to protect you,” he said quietly. “It’s the kind of thing he does, you know. Gryffindor twat,” he added as an afterthought, and they rolled their eyes at him.
“Yeah,” James said. “Yeah, it’s fine.”
“We understand,” Lily said. “Of course. It’s just…”
“He’s different here,” James said, and they both stared at Potter as though he was something beautiful and impossible, forever out of their reach. Draco had a sharp, pathetic moment of sympathy.
Potter was wearing a bobbly green jumper with HP knitted in gold across the chest, which should have looked terrible on him, except that the green matched his eyes and the gold was Gryffindor colours and he was wearing jeans that Draco recognised very well. His mouth went suddenly wet. It was horrific to be thinking about this with the Potter twins, so he murmured, “Excuse me,” and slipped across the room, meaning to find Astoria or an exit. He felt flushed, hot. He looked across and Potter was still looking at him, their gaze catching, something so serious and sure about it that Draco felt certain that, even though they weren’t doing this anymore, if he went and touched Potter’s shoulder, Potter would follow him out. They definitely weren’t doing this anymore. Potter didn’t wait for him in the same way. Potter didn’t beckon him like he used to. Draco wondered, dizzy, skin crawling with heat, if Potter was wearing underwear tonight. He got to Astoria, who caught his arm hard and said, frowning, “Where are you going?”
“What?” Draco said. “I don’t know. Somewhere. I’ve been to the party, it’s happened—”
“That’s not how parties work, you have to stick around—”
“I’m done,” Draco babbled, “I’ve had enough, it’s time to go, honestly, I’m actually very tired—”
“Draco,” Potter said. Draco turned to him, slow and inevitable. Granger and Weasley were still hovering behind him, looking confused and cross. Draco should have made a good joke or a mean comment but he had nothing, not a thing. Potter’s hair was in a tiny bun at the nape of his neck and there was hair falling free, framing his face, which was lovely and always had been. “I didn’t think you’d be here.”
“Sorry to disappoint,” Draco said.
Weasley was staring at him with narrowed, suspicious eyes. “Were you talking to Lily and James just now?”
“Is that not allowed?” Draco said.
“You have to be careful, Malfoy,” Granger said. “It’s complicated to meddle with time.”
Draco squinted. “Didn’t you have a Time Turner when you were thirteen?”
“That was a very different situation,” Granger said stiffly, although Potter and Weasley both looked quite amused.
“I was just leaving, actually,” Draco said, and Astoria said, “No, you weren’t,” and Lily Potter stood on a table and cupped her hands over her mouth and said, “Oi, we’ve just had an idea! Spin the bottle!” and Draco said, “I’m definitely leaving,” and Astoria linked her arm through his, held him like a vice.
“You’re not, like, hideous,” she murmured to him, as the rest of the party moved genially enough into a big looping circle. “Bit pointy, but that’s not your fault—”
“Oh, wonderful, I’m so glad.”
“—so just, you know, go with it, okay? The more normal and boring you are, the better our chance, and if you storm out of the party that’s not going to change anyone’s mind about Slytherin—”
“Who cares about Slytherin,” Draco groaned.
Astoria looked at him. Draco remembered that he did, very much.
“Fine,” he said, and sat between Astoria and Potter. It seemed like a brilliant idea at first, when the twins produced the empty wine bottle; Draco had a vague idea that that was smart, bottles normally didn’t land on the person next to you, and then Potter’s knee brushed against his thigh and he felt like sinking through the floor. He wanted to lie down, pillow his hands behind his head. He wanted to look at Potter and tell him to crawl into Draco’s lap. Potter wouldn’t do it, he knew, of course, not in front of all these people, but Draco thought that a part of him would want to, and he was getting to the point where that was enough.
“Okay!” Lily announced. “Do old people know the rules of spin the bottle?”
“I’ve heard of it,” Granger said, a smile crooking at the corner of her mouth. “Newfangled stuff. They play it in Berlin, I think.”
Lily flashed her a grin and flipped her off. “First option, you kiss the person it lands on. Second, if you refuse, they get to ask you any question and you have to tell the truth. Third, if you refuse to answer, it goes to the group for a dare.”
“I need to leave,” Draco said, and Potter turned and looked at him. Draco hadn’t known that green eyes went dark like that, slow and considering. Potter handed him a bottle of wine. Draco took a swig and mutely handed it back, and all around the circle, eyes were watching.
James spun the bottle first, apparently used to bowing to Lily’s demands, and kissed Luna Lovegood, which Draco politely looked away from — something about it seemed quite odd. Luna Lovegood kissed Romilda Vane, who aimed a bottle so directly at Potter it was almost violent and looked very disappointed to have to settle for Granger, on Potter’s other side. Granger kissed Justin Finch-Fletchley, while Weasley went pink and cross. Finch-Fletchley kissed Lily Potter, who kissed Zacharias Smith, looking a bit annoyed about the whole thing, as she clearly preferred a supervisory role, and kept darting embarrassed looks in Potter’s direction.
Draco did his best to pay attention, but most of his world had narrowed down to the bottle of wine that he and Potter kept passing between them. Every now and then their fingers touched, or Potter leaned too far and bumped against Draco’s shoulder. There was something obscene about the way they were putting their mouths on the same bottle, the glass warming beneath Draco’s lips. His heart was hammering in his chest and when he glanced over more of Potter’s hair had fallen out of the small scraped up bun at the nape of his neck, wild and clean.
Zacharias Smith spun the bottle and landed on Draco. Draco looked blindly at the mouth of the bottle, pointing at him; he’d almost forgotten what it meant when it wasn’t passed over by Potter. He was drunk and hot all through and reeling, and he wanted to catch Potter’s stupid bun in his fist and push him down to the ground, crawl on top of him. Knock his legs apart and grind down. Instead he tried to look alert, normal. He wasn’t sure what reaction was expected here.
Zacharias didn’t take long to react, at least. His mouth fell open and he said in that thick, revolted drawl, “Oh, foul.”
“Are you forfeiting the kiss?” Lily sounded embarrassed. “That means Draco gets a question.”
“I mean, I guess he’ll have to,” Zacharias said. “I’m not kissing that. Disgusting.”
Draco looked away. He tried to smile. He thought maybe a smile would help. The room was cold, suddenly.
“All right,” Lily said, uncertain. “Well — well, Draco, you get to ask him anything, then—”
“Yes, Malfoy, ask me anything,” Zacharias said. 
Draco didn’t want to play this game. His mouth was soft with wine, his hand pressed against the stone floor so he didn’t grab for Potter. Somewhere along the line he’d messed it up with Potter and he still couldn’t work out what that last final, terrible thing was, the thing that had finished it. He felt like knowing it would help. Had it been in the library? Had it been in the empty classroom? Could Smith tell him that?
“He doesn’t want to ask,” Zacharias said. “He knows we’re the ones who’ve got questions for him. Like, what the fuck are you doing here? Do you know how pathetic you are? How dare you?”
“Jesus, who the fuck are you,” James said, frowning, at the same time as Potter said, “Smith.”
“That’s fine,” Draco said, “no defence needed.” His whole body was burning with outrage, and he was so sick of being miserable and disgusting, he wanted just one other person to feel like that, and he said, “Nobody with any self-respect wants to touch me and if they did I’d think they were pathetic just as much as you. My question is, how many children did you knock out of your way at the Battle of Hogwarts?”
The circle was very still. Zacharias barked, “That’s totally out of order,” and Lily, tired and not looking in Draco’s direction, said, “If you won’t answer, you have to take a dare.”
“Of course I’m not going to answer that,” Zacharias said. “You can’t possibly think—”
He ended up having to take his shirt off and do the chicken dance in front of everyone. Draco waited until the bottle had moved on, and then he slipped out. Potter spent the whole time leaning away from him, the gap of space between them like something so cold it burned.

  - - -


Draco was hungover and wretched the next day. He came downstairs and found that Astoria had curled up in a ball on the floor of the common room, minus one shoe. He carried her up to her bed and listened to her say, “Well, you came off as a total prat,” before she moaned and asked for a hangover potion. He ended up splitting the last of his supply with her, which meant that he had a lingering headache and that seedy feeling that no shower could wash away, although he tried.
He spent a while trying to read, and another while trying to finish a Defence Against The Dark Arts essay that kept meandering into pathetic anecdotal evidence. Their teacher that year was a mousy-haired nervous Ministry employee who was clearly very aware of the Hogwarts curse, and kept looking around like he expected some sort of plinth to drop on his head at any moment. He was terrified of Draco, who he gave a scraping pass to with every assignment, no matter how well or how badly Draco performed, and even more terrified of Potter, who he called on with quavering tones in every lesson. Potter was, to be fair, quite worrying in Defence Against the Dark Arts. In Potions Draco could fool himself into thinking that Potter was still a normal student but in Defence he sat in corners, his hands loose and open on his desk. He knew every answer and never volunteered it. People scurried away from him when they had to pair up for exercises and normally he and Granger faced off against each other, smiling and gentle and petrifying.
It was awful to spend even his homework thinking about Potter. Draco packed it back up and left the common room and went upstairs to the library, where Zacharias Smith was sitting at one of the main tables. Draco wasn’t afraid of Zacharias but he pushed back his chair and looked at Draco and there were fifteen others around him who gave Draco the same cold stare. Draco wasn’t a complete idiot, despite all the evidence in his life to the contrary so far, so he swung back around and headed back out into the cold halls, the smooth stone, his clicking steps. Saturday morning and the whole castle quiet and asleep. Later people would go to Hogsmeade or lounge about playing cards or go to the Quidditch game, Ravenclaw vs Hufflepuff this afternoon, and all of Draco was writhing and seething. He wanted out. He wanted to be free. He was so sick of his own skin, he would do anything to get out of it.
He stormed up further through the castle, higher and higher. It occurred to him, a little ridiculously, that he could go back to the party rooms from last night. There was empty space there, floor just for him, he could spread out and be alone. He wasn’t even sure that he wanted to work. There was that big open wall and maybe he could lean in the corner and let himself be sick, looking out at the open space.
On the seventh floor he stalked down the corridor and around a bend and found himself face to face with Potter, hurrying in the opposite direction towards Draco.
They both paused mid-stride and stared at each other, and then Potter spun on his heel and stormed away, back up the way he’d come. He was in his robes, but he’d grown over the summer too and they were slightly too short for him, revealing a flash of brown ankle, his grubby sneaker. Draco hurried after him and shouted, “Potter!”
Potter paused, and Draco called his name again, and Potter stopped. He wasn’t a coward, of course. He’d never been a coward. He turned very slowly, and the look on his face was worn out and desperate, and Draco said, “You don’t need to — obviously you don’t need to run away.”
“I’m not running away,” Potter said, and he started back towards Draco. They kept walking, slow, the space between them closing almost hesitantly, as though it wasn’t sure that was what they wanted.
“If you’re on your way somewhere,” Draco began, and Potter said, “I just didn’t want to see you.”
“Right,” Draco said. That was fair.
“Expect, I mean.” Potter’s hands were clasped behind his back. “I didn’t expect to see you.”
“Well,” Draco said. “Either is fine.”
His hangover felt as though it was clearing itself away, clouds parting in front of a wind that brooked no dissent. It was something about Potter’s face. His cheekbones, the warm, worried curve of his mouth. Draco knew it by heart and it had felt like that last night, too, sitting beside him, not able to turn his face for the knowledge of what he would see.
Potter said, “I don’t know why you — why you say those things to me.”
They moved closer and closer. “Well, I didn’t say it to you,” Draco said. “It was to the room at large, you know, the people gathered—”
“You said it to me,” Potter said. “I’m the one you think’s pathetic.”
Draco wet his lips.
“It’s like you think if you say it first I won’t be able to,” Potter said. “Is that what it is? That’s all I can think of. Otherwise it’s just that you really do hate me, still, even after — what you know and what I told you and—”
“I don’t hate you,” Draco said, voice rough. There was not so much space between them now.
“You keep making fun of me,” Potter said, “you keep acting like I’m — I’m nothing,” and his voice closed low and tender over the word, like he wasn’t sure if he was proud or ashamed, “but I think — honestly, Draco, if you won’t just take it from me, that’s you. It’s you who’s not strong enough.”
“Potter,” Draco said.
“If I give myself up,” Potter said. “If I do what you tell me.”
“Potter—”
“It’s you who’s pathetic,” Potter said, “if you just want to dangle me along, and not have me, when I know you want me.”
“Potter,” Draco said for the third time, and took Potter’s wrist, and turned him, and they both stared at the door for the Room of Requirement, which stood quietly and unobtrusively before them. Potter startled in his grip, and Draco’s fingers were trembling on Potter. He couldn’t believe anything. He hadn’t thought that anything this good was left for him, even for just a short time. Even for half an hour. 
“I thought it was gone,” Potter said. His voice was hushed, awed. Draco’s fingers twitched around his wrist and then he let go, stepped forward and pushed the door open. It swung forward very easily.
Without quite knowing what he was doing, Draco raced into the room, light steps like it would crumble away if he landed too heavy, Potter beside him, the door quietly closing behind them. Inside the Room of Requirement was a wide, gentle space. It had a flagstone floor and wide walls, with two levels. On the first level were a few sofas grouped around a fireplace in which a merry fire was burning, seashells on the mantlepiece and several bookshelves filled with books with green bound covers and a threadbare rug, faded motifs against scratchy browns and golds. 
The walls were streaked with ash and char, the last marks of the great fire that had burned in this room, but the ceiling was lower than Draco had last seen it, not high enough to race up and out of reach of the flames. Instead it let the cool air flow through and stayed close enough to be warm. 
On the second level was a bed. It was a four-poster but not particularly fancy, like a milder version of their school beds. It was wooden, with gentle pedestal carving at the base. It was made up with fresh white covers like snowfall, the faintest pricks of yellow embroidery, marigolds and daffodils blooming along the coverlet. There was space in it for two.
And on either side of the room were tall windows, which Draco had never seen in the Room of Requirement before. He and Potter moved without thinking or speaking; Potter ran west and Draco ran east and leaned out the tall window, throwing its shutters open, breathing in cool stone and the fresh, cold wind outside. It looked down onto the grounds of Hogwarts, nothing particularly special, the scent of pine rising off the Forbidden Forest and, very faint but audible still, the cheers of students watching the Quidditch game down in the stands below.
Draco turned around. Potter had turned, too, was staring across the space at him. His face was struck blank with awe but there was something warm about his eyes, like he would be smiling if he could, and they moved quickly across the space, back together. Draco caught Potter’s face in his hands and lifted him to his mouth and kissed him.
Potter’s hands were hard on Draco’s forearms and they drew in huge, swelling breaths, rolling towards one another like waves. Draco cradled Potter’s jawline in his fingers, ran a hand up over his cheek, caught in his hair. Potter shivered and half-jerked and Draco murmured, “No, darling, I’ll have you now.” They were pressed chest to chest, Potter’s arms lifting, twining around Draco’s neck, kissing again and again, sweet hot presses of Potter’s mouth and his nose brushing so endearingly against Draco’s, glasses knocking against Draco’s cheek until Draco pulled back and drew them off, stared as Potter chased after the lost kiss, mouth turned up, desperate and hopeful. 
Draco hooked Potter’s glasses in his own hair. Potter was wearing robes but under that he was in his jeans, the buttons of his robes falling open under Draco’s hands, Draco’s fingers hooking in his belt loops, drawing him close. Draco wanted to catch him, hold him, mark him all over, but there didn’t feel like any real rush anymore, Potter giving himself up just as Draco wanted. 
“Draco,” Potter said, “Draco, I—”
“Easy,” Draco said, “I’ve got you,” and Potter moaned, his bare face frighteningly vulnerable and open, stripped. They kissed hungry and slow, holding onto each other, rocking. The sweet touch of Potter’s tongue, the knock of his hips against Draco’s. Everything was hot and perfect, Potter’s hand shaking on Draco’s face, and Draco turned his cheek and kissed Potter’s palm, licked over his fingers, bit his thumb, moved to catch his temple, his cheek, his ear. Potter said, “Please, please,” so urgent that Draco was smiling, thrilled to give Potter what he wanted, thrilled that it was this easy, the slow, hot kisses Draco took from his mouth, and the knowledge that whatever Draco had done he would do it again, over and over, he would ruin himself for the rest of his life if this was what it got him, the magic of the castle accepting him as he’d always wanted, the fortress of the room closing around them and keeping them safe, and Harry Potter giving himself up, even for one long lost afternoon, into Draco’s hands.






      

  











Chapter 7








  Now that neither of them was pretending the only difficult thing was dragging himself away from Potter’s mouth. It was like a haze, the afternoon light streaming across the room, the first time Draco had seen Potter like this in the bright of day, not tucked in a corner of a dark room or locked in a cupboard. They kissed slow and luxurious, Potter’s breath coming in stuttering gasps. He was clinging on to Draco’s shoulders, his hand fisted in the back of Draco’s robes. Now and then he got frantic, pushing up against Draco, grip going demanding, and something hot leapt up in Draco, but it was easy to quiet him, slow him down again. They did everything very slowly, moved across the room in small, dragging steps until Draco got Potter to the wall and pressed him up tight against it. 
“Fuck,” Potter said, “don’t you—”
“Easy,” Draco said, and kissed him again, pushing the robes off Potter’s shoulders. Potter held his arms back, let the robes fall off him, and they got caught around his wrists for a moment, his head dropping back against the wall, throat bared, some deep groan caught there. Draco kissed it, mouthed along the hot skin, letting his teeth drag, pressed his hand up underneath Potter’s shirt and Potter whined, turning his face down, eyes huge and dazed, chasing Draco’s mouth. Everything felt very slow and obvious to Draco, the room thick with heat and every one of Potter’s touches burning down to the bone, but it was like a book that Draco was turning the pages of, lazy, knowing exactly where he was going. Like a thread unspooling before him, a path he knew by heart.
Potter struggled out of the robes and reached and Draco caught his hands, linked their fingers together, Potter smiling hazily against his mouth. They stretched their arms out and Draco stepped closer, even closer, chest to chest, holding Potter there against the wall. Potter’s breath was coming in hot, ragged gasps, and Draco stroked his thumbs over the rapid pulse in Potter’s wrists. He pressed his hips in tighter, rocking against the hard line in Potter’s jeans, grinding down.
“Please,” Potter said, “please, won’t you—”
“Easy,” Draco repeated, and let go of Potter’s hands, stripped him out of his t-shirt. Potter surfaced from the material wide-eyed and mouth open, licking his lips, hungry and dazzled. Draco dropped the shirt and pressed in close again, kissing Potter’s jaw, his neck, all the warm, handsome lines of him. He tried to remember the last time he’d seen Potter with his shirt off, if he’d ever been able to look properly. Everything felt slow and sure in his head.
“Draco—”
“Mm,” Draco said, distracted, nuzzling along the line of Potter’s shoulder, dipping down, the sharp peak of a nipple, Potter’s tiny broken noise above him. He realised his own robes were moving, the buttons undoing themselves, the sleeves shaking themselves impatiently loose around his wrists, and he looked up sharply but Potter was half out of his head, pupils huge, mouth open and staring and Draco doubted he was even aware of what he was doing. Fucking Potter, Draco thought, with an impossible shock, who was too magic and too raw, always, who should not be here, letting Draco Malfoy hold him close against a wall, and was anyway. Draco followed the lines of Potter’s chest down, mouth open against Potter’s stomach, nosing curiously at his hip, while Potter gasped and shook and flexed his fingers against the stone like he wasn’t sure what he was allowed to touch.
Draco’s robes pooling on the floor behind him, Potter’s jeans unbuttoning when Draco touched his lips to the hem. As though all Draco had to do was gesture and Potter would hurry to do it, Potter’s magic leaping up just as obedient as Potter himself. Like putting a leash on a forest fire and taking it for a walk. Draco laughed, mad and shocked. He hadn’t deserved any of this, but there was, of course, no way to deserve any of it. It was a kind of relief. Nobody could earn this, not the best of Gryffindors, and so Draco could just take it as the shocking, shattering gift that it was.
He stood up again, doing his best to ignore the way his shirt buttons were coming tentatively undone around his throat, his tie loosening, slower and uncertain now like it was ready to be stopped. “Impatient little thing, aren’t you,” he murmured, taking Potter’s mouth again in one of those sharp, hot kisses, teeth against Potter’s bottom lip, nipping sharp and then soothing Potter’s whimper with a hot stroke of his tongue. 
“Can I, can I,” Potter said, and his hands were on Draco’s shirt, clumsier than his magic, fumbling over the buttons. Something ugly curled in Draco’s stomach but it was all right, he still had Potter’s glasses, Potter wouldn’t be able to see him too clearly, and it was worth it when they shoved up close together again, bare skin now, the heat of Potter right up against him. Draco slipped his hand down, blunt nails dragging against Potter’s stomach and making him gasp. He squeezed Potter through the worn denim of his jeans, watched Potter arch up to him, slower than they’d ever been. By now he’d usually made Potter come and instead he watched the goosebumps prickling across Potter’s dark skin, wondered how much more he could slow it down, how far he could drag it out until Potter broke and started begging.
Potter blinked open his eyes, met Draco’s gaze. Even without his glasses that look was clear and steady. Draco’s breath heaved out of him, and everything about him felt hot and weighed down, the warmth in his stomach, his dick so hard it hurt, the slow thud of his heart. When Potter spoke his voice had dropped deeper than ever, gravelly and slow. “I thought you were going to take me to bed,” he said.
“I’m on my way,” Draco told him.

  - - -


The afternoon sun left a golden triangle through the window of the Room of Requirement and it moved very slowly, slower even than them, though by the time they were tangled up in the bed, the covers kicked to the bottom and both of them naked except for the one sock Potter still had on, it had passed altogether, the softer, paler light of dusk, the room growing into its own shadows. Potter lay slumped into a pillow, swollen mouth half-hidden against the cloth. He’d come twice already, once begging with his hands clasped tightly behind his back, Draco stroking him very slowly and kissing him into indulgence, sweet and sticky as honey. Then again on his knees, hand gripping himself, tilting his head up and mouth open, every one of his breaths shaky and stuttery as he gave himself over, let Draco use him how he liked.
Now he lay still, breathing deep and even. Draco should get up, he thought. He should put on his clothes. He should go back to his tired life. He should close the door behind him. Instead he rolled onto his side and kissed Potter’s shoulder. Potter sighed, moved in towards him. Draco kissed along the line of Potter’s back, mouth soft on the nape of Potter’s neck. Potter was flushing, his skin crawling with heat again. He put out his hand, reaching awkwardly behind his back, and Draco mouthed at his fingers, tongue curling around them, sucking them into his mouth.
“Jesus,” Potter said, voice thick and worn, and Draco laughed, kissed Potter’s shoulder blade, the line of his spine. Potter twisted, away from him, and began to grope around in the bed.
“What are you doing?”
“Did you see where my glasses went?” Potter’s cheeks were flushed, that low darkening that Draco was getting better at tracking. He picked up Potter’s glasses from where they’d been tossed aside and held them up, dangling them just out of Potter’s reach. Potter’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t be a prick.”
“Why not?” Draco wondered. “It’s working for me so far.”
Potter grabbed his wrist, grabbed for the glasses, throwing a leg over Draco’s hip and trying to hold him still. Draco twisted in his grip, holding the glasses out of reach, and they rolled over and back, wrestling, Potter panting in Draco’s ear. Draco kept laughing, low and pleased with himself, but Potter caught his hand hard, jerked the glasses off him and shoved them on his face. He was trying to scowl up at Draco but his mouth kept jerking into something softer, goofier, and he might have won the glasses back but he’d lost the upper hand. Draco shoved him back against the pillows, hands tight on Potter’s wrists, sat triumphantly on Potter’s stomach, knees on either side of him, leaning over him.
“I win,” Draco said.
“It was an unfair advantage,” Potter argued, trying to throw him off, and they rolled back and forth a bit, messy, until Potter got Draco beneath him and kissed his cheek, his earlobe. He sat up, breathless and smiling, and then his smile faded and he ended up running his fingers along Draco’s chest, following the white lines that arced along him like branches spreading out. They were shining and pale, only just visible now in the low dusk. “I did that.”
“Mm,” Draco agreed, neutral. He looked up at Potter’s mouth turned down, the uncertainty in his expression. There was a lot to say, the heady weight of their history crumbling between them, but it felt strange to Draco that it should matter here, with Potter’s face framed so tender above him, when it hadn’t mattered in the ruins of Malfoy Manor or the dark halls of the Ministry. “So we’ve both been carved up by a megalomaniac,” he said, and touched his chest and then Harry’s forehead, smiling up at him, fingers gentle on the lightning scar, following the line of it across Harry’s eyebrow, its arching splinters. Harry looked on the verge of unhappiness and Draco said, “I wouldn’t worry about it.”
“Draco—”
“No, really,” Draco said, and leaned up, offering his mouth. Potter sighed, sank into it, kissing him slow and warm, and Draco pushed up off the bed until he was sitting up and Potter was basically in his lap, arms wound around Draco’s shoulders, fingers digging into his skin. It felt unbelievably good, uncomplicated and growing pleasure, the crest of it coming again. Draco wrapped his hand around Potter’s dick, rubbed his thumb over the glans, Potter twitching and sensitive against him.
“I — you got so—” Potter said, running his hands over Draco’s shoulders.
“I know,” Draco said, making a face. “Don’t worry about it. Take your glasses off.”
“What?” Potter looked belligerent, knocking Draco’s hand away. “What are you talking about?”
“I just — it’s the Manor, over the summer, it fucked me up, I’m all…” He trailed off, shaking his head. Rough, and it wasn’t like he was already much of a catch anyway, the thin white lines arcing over his chest, his pointy face, especially not like this, next to Potter, who was beautiful, every line of him, the turn of his wrist, the flat line of his stomach, the curve of his thigh.
“Are you crazy?” Potter said, and shoved Draco back against the bedcovers, and Draco moved on instinct, shoving back, rolling over, trapping Potter underneath him. Potter stared up at him and lifted his hand again to Draco’s shoulder, his upper arm. “You got all — you came back all — all—”
“What,” Draco said, frowning, and Potter groaned and covered his face with his hands.
“Big,” he said. “Strong. I don’t know. Don’t make me talk about it.”
“What?” Draco said, genuinely baffled. He looked down at himself. “It’s just from moving shit around the Manor.”
“Well, it’s hot,” Potter said, from behind his hands.
Draco blinked at him. He leaned down, touched his mouth to the back of Potter’s palm. He slipped down, further into the bed, sprawled out on top of Potter, and Potter moved quietly underneath him, spreading his legs, making room for Draco between them. The air between them was hot and close, sinking again. Draco nosed at Potter’s fingers, nipped at his thumb, until he could push Potter’s hands aside and get his mouth again. They kissed harder, faster, something tense catching at Draco’s chest. Potter’s knees went up, pressing against his hips, his hand in Draco’s hair, and Draco thought of his body like that for the first time, in terms of something that could do things now, could lift, could hold Potter down, could keep the weight of him. Potter was almost shivering against him. He said something so quiet Draco couldn’t catch it.
“Hmm?” Draco said, and kissed Potter so thoroughly neither of them could talk for a little while, hips jerking together, everything blind and hot and thoughtless.
“You can fuck me,” Potter said. Mouth trailing across Draco’s cheek, his neck, as though Potter wanted to hide his face there. “If you want.”
“Ah, Merlin,” Draco said, “are you — are you sure—”
“I want you to,” Potter said, in a quick, hurried rush, “I tried but I want you to, to—”
“Tried what?” Draco said, blood roaring in his ears.
“With my — fingers,” Potter said, and Draco groaned, rolling his hips down against Potter, overcome by the idea, the image, Potter’s voice soft and confessional against his skin when he added, in a half-whisper, “thinking about you—” 
Draco had to roll off Potter and sit on his own for a moment, heels of his hands pressed hard against his eyes, taking deep breaths until he got control of himself again, with Potter laughing beside him, shy and a little pleased.
It took them hours in the end, slow and nervous. It took a while to work out how to conjure up lube, first of all, Potter accidentally summoning broom cleaner and then a stick of butter and something they thought might be bubble bath, until Draco was almost lightheaded with arousal and hilarity, cracking up into the pillows while Potter said, “Aw, damn it,” and stared ruefully at a tub of hair gel, before he finally got it and everything in the room went very slow and expectant. Draco went down on Potter and touched him, feeling the soft, hot skin, Potter’s breath puffing out in tense, strained gasps, his legs falling open for Draco, thighs shaking, and he was so tight and small, and Draco didn’t really know what he was doing. 
He went very slow, agonisingly slow, rutting against the mattress while Potter made low, rough noises and said Draco’s name, over and over, chanting it, and then he slid his first finger in and Potter yelled, grabbing Draco’s hair, jerking his hips up, and Draco pushed his knuckle deep and then choked, surprised, as Potter came all at once, writhing on the bed, half-sobbing. He got half of it over Draco’s face, too, and Draco cracked up again, face against the mattress, laughing breathlessly while Potter said, “Oh, Jesus,” and “Sorry, sorry,” and “fuck, that felt so good.” Draco kept laughing and Potter crawled sheepishly down the bed, kissed the corner of his mouth, his cheek, the side of his eye, wherever he could reach, and Draco laughed and laughed, lighter and happier than he’d been in years. It felt so good to do that, to arc Potter up to the edge and knock him over so neatly. He said, “You’re easy, Potter,” and Potter had that sheepish, lovely grin, and he said, “Well, you already knew that.”
He’d half thought it might be like that the rest of the afternoon, silly and sweet, but by the time they’d recovered and tried again and he’d opened Potter up, slow and careful, Potter shifting restlessly against the sheets, it didn’t feel very silly at all. Draco was shaking all over when Potter said, “Okay, come on, I want it,” and he lined himself up and felt Potter’s hand at the nape of his neck, his shoulders. For a moment he thought it wouldn’t work, there was no way, how did people do this, and then he was pushing into the tight heat of him and they both made shocked, troubled noises. Potter’s mouth was open, his glasses askew, his eyes closed tight. “Slow,” he said, and Draco couldn’t have moved any other way, biting his lip, arms trembling where he was holding himself up over Potter, inching in, everything so hot and overwhelming that he had to try and count backwards from a thousand just to keep everything from being over right there.
He knocked his forehead against Potter’s shoulder, resting there for a moment, Potter’s hand clasping cool around the back of his neck. When he’d thought about this, late at night with his hand on himself or in the shower, furious and bitter, he’d imagined hurting Potter the way he always liked to hurt Potter, bending him over a table or shoving his face against a wall, pounding into him. Some dark, sure part of him still wanted that, but not now, not today. He rocked into Potter, slow and then again, and Potter said, voice shaking, “You’re inside me,” and Draco almost sobbed. It felt overwhelming, too much. 
“Draco,” Potter said. He turned his face and they kissed slowly, barely moving. A long, golden kiss, and it still didn’t feel close enough. Draco wanted to crawl into Potter’s skin and live there. He wanted to eat him alive.
“Okay,” Potter said, “okay, okay,” and wriggled, demanding, and Draco did fuck him then, sure and easy, Potter’s thigh lifting up into his hold, his back arching up, his mouth open as Draco knocked shocked, pleased noises from him. They were getting loud, getting fast, the hot blur of it, and then Potter hooked his arm around Draco’s neck and drew him down and they were kissing again, rough and clumsy, the sharp tap-tap-tap of Draco’s hips knocking them off balance.
“Darling,” Draco said, muddled against his mouth, half out of his head with pleasure, “darling, darling,” and Potter, gasping, said, “Again.” Draco wasn’t sure if he wanted the fuck or the names that spilled out of him without meaning to, the embarrassing, heavy-handed adoration, and so Draco gave him both.

  - - -


“I’m hungry,” Potter said. He nosed at Draco’s shoulder, under his arm. “Draco? Draco, I’m starving.”
“Mrgh,” Draco said, boneless. He was sore in his thighs, his arms, his stomach. He ached all over, felt as though he’d been hit over the head with pleasure. 
“I didn’t have lunch,” Potter said, bright-eyed and annoyingly alert. “Did you? I’m starved.”
It was dark now but the room was lit, a glowing lamp by the bed that Draco hadn’t noticed earlier, and the warm cheerful light of the fire in the hearth, still crackling. There were new shadows on Potter, his body cast different, like it changed with the hour, something new and magic to be found every time Draco looked back. He buried his face against the pillows. He wasn’t interested in watching Potter leave. “Go to dinner, then.”
“Hm,” Potter said, not sounding particularly encouraged by the idea. He subsided for a moment, chin on Draco’s arm. The prick of stubble, the absent touch of his mouth against Draco’s elbow. “What if I go to the kitchens?”
“There’s food there,” Draco allowed. Words were more difficult than he’d expected. It took a while to find his way to them. He’d hoped hiding his face would help, but in the dark he kept seeing Potter’s mouth falling open as Draco pushed into him. He shivered all over. He was sore and spent and he still felt turned on, every part of him that Potter was touching awake and alive. 
Potter said, “If I bring back food, will you stay here?” and Draco turned his head, slow, not quite believing it, wanting to be sure he’d heard right. Potter looked back at him, a little embarrassed, his hair falling all over his face. There was a hickey on his neck, deep and bruising, another under his collarbone, the mark of Draco’s teeth.
“Here?” 
“Will you?” Potter persisted. 
“Um,” Draco said. “Yes.”
“Great,” Potter said cheerfully, and bounced up out of a bed, a big cheerful schoolboy, all Gryffindor energy and jollity. It was very annoying, Draco reminded himself. Obviously it was very annoying, Potter had always been annoying, he thought, absently tracking Potter move naked across the room, a slight hitch in his step, aiming for his underwear — so he did wear them sometimes, the more you knew. And Potter was full of himself, look at the sure, satisfied way he was moving, he’d always been terribly arrogant, and his hair was a nightmare, look at it, it was a nightmare come to life, falling over his face as he bent to step into his jeans, baring the nape of his neck for a moment, the line of his spine. Potter was so easy and unconcerned, the kind of hapless smile of someone who didn’t have anything to worry about ever again because the whole world turned and bowed to him, Saint Fucking Potter.
Potter turned back towards the bed and Draco faltered, even inside his own head. Potter’s face had quietened, his eyes dark and serious now, his glasses slightly crooked on his long nose, and he held Draco’s gaze for a moment as he slipped into Draco’s shirt, buttoned it up. 
“It’s cold,” he said a little defensively. 
Draco beckoned him over. Potter came slowly, kneeling on the bed, fully clothed in front of him, and Draco sat up and took his hands one at a time, folding the cuffs up where they were too big, drooping over Potter’s knuckles. Potter leaned down and they kissed again and then he was gone, slipping out of the door with another of those serious looks over his shoulder, and Draco lay back on the bed and blew out a breath and said, “Okay. Okay.”
He got up after a while and put on his own underwear, because it did not seem like the kind of situation he should be naked for. He wanted a shirt but Potter had taken his and so he paced restlessly around the room, trailing his fingers over the walls, searching for something, what. A hint of warmth, of disaster, but it was just cool, quiet stone. He pulled the thinner blanket from the bed and wrapped it around his shoulders, the chill of the winter evening in the air now. He should sit by the fire but he was restless, uncertain. Maybe Potter wouldn’t come back, maybe he’d finished a long and excellently strategised game to humiliate Draco, and now he’d won and wouldn’t look back. Even as he thought that he knew it wasn’t true, not now. 
Somewhere around his thirteenth pace around the room he saw it, the glint of gold under a bookcase in the corner. He paused and went over, dropping his blanket. The firelight had caught it for a moment and now it was all deep shadow again, but when Draco went down on his hands and knees and reached under the deep shelf he only had to scrabble around a little before he hit on it, round under his fingers, three of them. 
The door opened behind him and Potter said, laughter in his voice, “Nice view.”
Draco flipped him off, reaching further, and then pulled back and tipped his prize into his hand. Three Galleons, gleaming in the lowlight, but they weren’t real Galleons. Draco knew these coins; he’d stolen one, once. He’d used it to make his own.
“What have you got there?” Potter asked, and Draco got back to his feet, coming over to where Potter was hovering, a little uncertainly, by the sofa at the fireplace. He had a large covered basket, which he’d set on the floor, and Draco’s stomach growled loudly at the smell. Potter smiled, only a little awkward. “Steak and ale pie,” he said, “and greens, and trifle for dessert. And more water, I’m so fucking thirsty.”
“Not bad,” Draco said, and showed him the coins.
“Oh,” Potter said, surprised and pleased. “I think — they’re from the DA.”
Draco nodded.
“Hermione had a handful of extras, they must have rolled away at some point,” Potter murmured. He picked one up, turning it in his hand, looking fond. “I think Neville’s got the master coin now, though, I can’t change these.”
“No, there’s a modification charm you can use,” Draco said. “It’s like — it’s a mirroring thing — set up the food and I’ll show you,” and Potter flushed again but dropped to his knees, pulling plates and cutlery out of the basket. Draco went and fetched his wand from his robes and then folded down to sit by the fire, trying to remember the exact spell, pull it out of his memories of that awful year, one small thing that wasn’t even that useful. It took a bit of trial and error, frowning over the coins and muttering spells and touching his wand to one and then the other, before they chimed and shivered slightly, like the gold was rolling gently over their surface, and settled. Draco looked up, pleased, and chucked one at Potter’s head.
Potter caught it without flinching, of course, hand flashing up through the air, even though he was halfway through an enormous bite of pie. He pushed a plate over to Draco and said, muffled through his food, “So?”
“So,” Draco said, and pressed his thumb into his own coin, and watched a little fountain of gold leap up on the surface of Potter’s coin before it splashed back down again.
“Ha!” Potter said, and touched his finger to his coin and there it came, the coin warming in Draco’s palm, Potter’s fingerprint rising briefly up from the surface. 
“You can — it takes on ideas, it’s got a bit of intentive magic, like the Felix Felicis,” Draco said, and concentrated, pinching his fingers in at the coin, and then a shooting star rose to the surface of Potter’s, arching across the disc. 
“Oh, what,” Potter said, sounding pleased. He thought for a moment and then tapped his knuckles gently against his coin and a moment later a hand rose out of Draco’s coin and flipped him off. Draco looked up and made a face. It was hard to feel properly annoyed, Potter laughing and leaning against the sofa, ducking his head, shy and pleased. “It’s cool,” he said.
Draco shrugged, mouth a bitter line. “Well.”
“It must be a nightmare to actually communicate with,” Potter said. “What, do you spell words out a letter at a time? What did you,” and then it dawned on him, the actual use Draco had had for the coins, and he looked tired and worn, and he put the coin down.
“I didn’t end up using this spell,” Draco said, after a moment. “It was — you’re right, it was too difficult to communicate. We went with a number code in the end.”
“Right,” Potter said. The distance between them seemed to gape. It seemed impossible that there hadn’t been any space at all, not that long ago. That he had been — that Potter had said — Draco took a bite of his pie and chewed, mouth ashy, not so hungry now. Then Potter said, “Kind of hard to imagine Bellatrix Lestrange communicating like this, yeah.”
Draco’s head jerked up. Potter, the pig, had nearly finished his meal, and had stretched out along the carpet, plate balanced on his stomach. “What would she even send?” Potter continued. “Like, a dagger for when is our next evil meeting? A skull for okay, great, see you Monday?”
Draco made an uneasy noise that could maybe have been construed for a laugh. “Drop of blood for you owe me a drink.”
Potter looked rueful but his smile was real enough, and he said, “Well, if I want you I’ll just send a bed,” and Draco looked down, the breath thudding out of his lungs. He nodded. They ate quietly for a while, and then Potter looked over at him, steady and clear, and said, “I’m sorry about last night.”
“What?”
“The party.”
“You don’t have to be sorry,” Draco said. “You didn’t do anything. I was the—”
“I know,” Potter said, “we’ve established that you were a prick, I think fucking my brains out helped make up for it,” and his cheeks went hot but he looked pleased enough when Draco choked on his glass of water, “I mean, when Zacharias Smith was a shit. That was — that sucked.”
Draco licked his lips, mouth dry. “I deserve it,” he said.
“I’m not sure you deserved it from Smith,” Potter said, voice dark. 
“Well,” Draco said.
“That’s what I don’t get,” Potter said. “I know you think you — you deserve everything and I can’t even, I’m not talking about that right now. But from people like Smith? You must know that he’s fucking relieved you’ve come back to school for everyone to hate, because otherwise people might start thinking about what he did.”
“But that’s not my call to make,” Draco said. “If other people want to hate Smith or get angry at him, that’s fine, but it’s not for me to—”
Potter scoffed. “As if you’re not angry.”
“I’m not,” Draco said, working hard to keep his voice calm. “It’s all very clear. I realise that I did — terrible things, and I got off easy, and everybody knows that, and all I can hope to do is do… better. One day.”
“Sure,” Potter said, “but that doesn’t mean you’re not—”
“I’m not—”
“Come on, Draco,” Potter said, looking over at him, that little frown between his eyes, “you’re so angry all the time. Trust me, I know the signs.”
“What do I have to be angry over?” Draco demanded. “It’s my fault! It’s me! I was the one who did everything wrong. I was the one who fucked my own life up. It would be hypocritical of me to be—”
“Fine,” Potter said, “but you’re still yelling.”
Draco was breathing hard, too, he realised, and his hands were shaking around the stupid goblet the House Elves had given Potter for his stupid little picnic, probably expecting him to bring it upstairs and share with his good friends, his heroic allies, or maybe have smuggled his perfect Gryffindor girlfriend back into the castle for a midnight feast, and Draco turned and flung the goblet at the wall. It smashed and lay glittering on the floor. Potter sat up, although he looked mostly unconcerned.
“All right,” Potter said. “All right, Draco.”
Draco was shaking all over. He said, “I can’t, I can’t,” and Potter was crawling over the floor to him, pushing aside the debris of their dinner.
“I know,” Potter said, “I know it, it’s okay, I’ve known for ages—” 
“What’s wrong with you,” Draco said, “what do you want from me—”
“Come on,” Potter said. “It’s okay,” and he caught Draco’s chin in his hand, kissed him swiftly, a hot, sure press of his mouth, and then he was nuzzling against Draco’s cheek and Draco put his arms around Potter, held him blindly, fingers digging into Potter’s back. It was awful, there was going to be no pretending after this. The one good thing that had happened in years, falling into the palm of his hand like a gift from the gods, impossible to understand or earn and sure to be taken away, already slipping through his fingers. Potter was crawling back into his lap, Draco’s back up against the sofa, his forehead bowed against Potter’s shoulder, Potter’s hands in his hair, his thumb stroking over Draco’s jawline.
Draco’s eyes were burning. He didn’t move for a long time, and then he turned his head very slowly and Potter was right there, his mouth kind and welcoming, the very faintest brush of his stubble against Draco’s chin. The kiss was small, their mouths mostly closed, and it didn’t end, lips brushing again and again, tiny kisses and presses, noses nudging against each other. Draco had made a mistake, kissing Potter. It was too good, he wanted it all the time, there would be no getting past this.
“I think you should eat some trifle,” Potter said, after a while. “It’s good.”
“That just means you want the trifle,” Draco said absently. He felt a little foolish, raw and exposed like bone ripped to the surface. Potter’s gaze hadn’t changed at all, though. He was looking at Draco exactly the same frightening way he’d been looking all year.
“That’s true,” Potter agreed, but Draco took the plate Potter got him and it was pretty tasty, after all. They ate side by side, their shoulders pressed close together. The fire crackled low and soothing, like the Room’s whole bent was just to be calm and quiet and warm, hold them and the things they had done to each other sleepy and secure in the palm of its hand. Draco wondered what Potter thought of this day, in the future the twins came from. If he had told Ginny about it. If he had forgotten it. He couldn’t forget it, could he? It felt burned into Draco’s body already, a final point that he had been moving toward for years without knowing. 
“Do you ever theorise about why you want it,” Potter said, “when you’re busy diagnosing me?”
Draco blinked. “Sorry?”
“Roughing me up,” Potter said, clearly putting a lot of effort into making his voice casual and unable to look Draco in the face. He was staring fixedly ahead of himself. “The — the kind of things we do.”
“Oh,” Draco said. “No, I don’t think about it much.”
Potter nodded, mostly, it seemed, to himself. “It’s probably the war trauma,” he said, putting on a high, snooty voice that Draco was horrified to realise was meant to be himself. Potter laughed a little, shaking his head, and said, “You know, I figure you haven’t had much control over anything for a long while, so I’m an easy outlet—”
“Potter, nobody in their right mind would describe you as an easy anything,” Draco said, and Potter laughed again, a little realer. Draco frowned at him, trying to work it out, but it genuinely seemed like maybe Potter was a bit worried about the whole thing, which was absurd, it seemed like the most obvious thing in the world. Draco said, “I’ve wanted to push you around since I was fourteen.”
Potter jerked. He swung to look at Draco. “You have not,” he said breathlessly.
“Certainly I have,” Draco said. “You’re extremely annoying. We’ve discussed this many times.”
“No, but then you just mean, when we would fight, that’s different—”
“Maybe it was different for you,” Draco said, “I’ve been thinking about holding you down and fucking you since I was fifteen. It’s really been quite a day for me,” he added thoughtfully, “I must have checked off at least three fantasies I’ve had for years—” and then he had to stop because Potter had swung back into his lap and was kissing him breathless, grinding down against him, all hands and a hot, desperate mouth, moaning when Draco caught his bottom lip and bit.
“You like that?” Draco said, startled, half meaning the bite, but Potter said, “You thinking about me? Yeah, I’m — I’m quite into it—”
The dishes picked themselves up and scurried out of the way and Draco rolled Harry down into the space they’d left, holding him down against the floor, rubbing artlessly against each other. Draco was sore and not sure he could come again and Potter looked ruined, making rough, pained little noises every time Draco dragged against his jeans, but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t hold back. Potter said, “Tell me — tell me what else you’ve thought about—” and Draco promised, voice low and catching in his throat, “Oh, I’ll show you.”
Potter groaned, head knocking back against the ground. He said, “Fuck, fuck, I can’t anymore, I’m, you’ve killed me,” and then, catching at Draco’s hands when Draco pinned Potter’s wrists above his head, begged, “Stay here tonight. Stay here with me.”
“Yes,” Draco said, because the idea of leaving this room was impossible, unthinkable. 
“Stay the weekend,” Potter said, and Draco said, “Stay the year,” and they were both laughing and gasping, sex-stupid and drunk on it, this impossible affection, the story that didn’t go anywhere, the hiccough on the way to Potter’s happy ending. 
Draco unbuttoned his own shirt, the lines of it falling open, Potter’s lovely skin all bare and marked up and Draco’s. “You look good in it,” he murmured, and Potter laughed and shuddered under the touch of Draco’s mouth. He didn’t know how to step back from this, how not to say every stupid devoted thing that fell from his lips, he couldn’t help himself, and so he tried to restrain himself to Potter’s name. Even that was all wrong, though: “Potter,” he murmured, “Potter, Potter,” and Harry turned his face up to him, bright and dear.






      

  











Chapter 8








  On Monday a Ravenclaw tripped Draco on his way into the Great Hall, a Hufflepuff slammed a door on his fingers in Astronomy, and Harry Potter smiled at him seven times. They didn’t have any classes together on Mondays, but Draco kept looking across crowds and seeing him there, Harry sleepily slurping down coffee at the Gryffindor Table in the morning, Harry walking across a courtyard between Granger and Weasley, Harry passing by him in a crowd of students between classes. Each time Harry looked back at him, alert and waiting, as though he was ready for Draco to call him over or demand something of him and when Draco only stared, hopeless, his heart pounding, the weekend winding itself like a vine around his throat, Harry smiled, right at him. It made Draco careless, he was distracted, out of it, it was all too easy for the rest of the school to catch him out, but it also made it harder for him to care when they did. Pain seemed secondary, far away. At dinner Harry caught his eye and Draco trailed off in the middle of a sentence. Astoria said crossly, “Draco? Draco,” and grabbed his elbow to drag him back to her. Harry was grinning at his plate when Draco looked back, but ten minutes later Draco got distracted looking at Harry again and when Harry noticed he spilled custard all down his shirt, so Draco supposed they were even.
They’d spent the weekend locked in the Room of Requirement. It turned out to have a little bathroom tucked in the corner, a door the size of a closet that Draco had to stoop to get through, but then a small bath and a toilet and porcelain basin, all of it very humble and somehow very clean and nice, too. Harry snuck off to the kitchens now and then for food but Draco wasn’t even that hungry in the end, sated himself on Harry’s mouth, the low desperate noises he made. They slept a lot, the deepest and easiest sleep Draco felt like he’d had in months, since he got back to Hogwarts. He didn’t have to worry about sneaking in or people fucking with him while he slept, and he woke with Harry curled around his back, Harry’s face buried in at the join of his shoulder and neck. They fucked twice more. The third time started with Harry snapping at him and Draco grabbing at his wrist, pulling it behind his back, bending him over sharply, almost like that old fantasy except that Draco lost it the moment he was inside Harry again, kissing along Harry’s spine, cupping his hip, telling him he was so good, so good, while Harry cried out, head flung back against Draco’s shoulder, face dazed.
Draco lingered after dinner on Monday evening, not his usual habit in any crowded hall, but he half thought, maybe Harry would catch him in the crowds, maybe there would be a chance to say something, to do something, he wanted to be back in the Room of Requirement and he wasn’t sure how to ask. He pushed his food around his plate long after he’d finished, instead, and let most of the other Slytherins file out before him, pretended to rummage around in his bag. When the shadow fell over him he looked up already smiling, but it wasn’t Harry; it was Lily, and James lingering behind her.
“Hullo,” Lily said stiffly, and frowned. “What do you look so goofy about?”
“Goofy?” Draco said, horrified. He patted his cheeks. “I’m not goofy. What do you mean?”
“You look dumb,” Lily said, as though that was a good enough answer. “Come on.” She turned on her heel and swept out, apparently in the clear expectation that Draco would follow her. It was ridiculous to do so but he had the feeling that the consequences would be even more annoying if he didn’t, and so he stood up and went after her, ducking a look back over his shoulder. Harry was giving him a confused look across the hall, and Draco shrugged and did his best not to walk into a wall, a new danger when Harry was looking at him
Outside in the hall Lily said, “We’re going flying. You want to come?”
“Oh,” Draco said, because actually, being up high in the cold did sound quite nice. He felt like he was running a temperature, flushed all day, and he couldn’t say, no, I want to find a way to have sex with your father again, so he said, “Yeah, all right,” and they headed outside at a quick clip. Professor McGonagall passed them and gave them a narrow-eyed look, but they had another hour before curfew and there wasn’t any rule against Draco talking to people, as far as he knew, so they slipped out without trouble into the night.
It was freezing outside, the year closing in on itself. They cast warming charms and even still their teeth were chattering, their breath coming out in a fine white cloud. James said, “Soon it’ll be 1999,” and he and Lily laughed, though not in a particularly amused way. James asked, “Are you scared about Y2K?”
“I don’t know what that means,” Draco said. The twins gave him derisive looks. They were in a bad mood, sulking, some tension flaring high between them that Draco didn’t want to inquire into. He said lightly, trying to break them out of it, “I would assume I am, I’m scared of most things.”
James scoffed. Lily rolled her eyes. Draco shrugged, and broke them into the Slytherin equipment again. It was only as they took their brooms out onto the pitch that Lily said, voice as icy as the air, “You weren’t very nice at the party.”
Draco eyed them. “Wasn’t I.”
“You should have told that Hufflepuff to go fuck himself, or shut up, or something,” Lily said. “Instead of saying weird awful things. It just made him think he was right.”
“I don’t really care what Smith thinks about me,” Draco said, after a moment. It was true, in a strange way. Zacharias Smith was just an avatar of the school at large. Draco vaguely remembered Zacharias running after Draco a bit in fourth year. The rumour was that he’d wanted to be in Slytherin and had been disappointed to be sorted into Hufflepuff. Draco couldn’t remember his own reaction but it seemed likely that it had been awful; he had been an almost uniformly awful fourteen year old. 
“Well, you really brought down the mood of the party,” Lily said. “And then you left and you didn’t even say goodbye.”
“Okay,” Draco said. After a moment, he tried, “Sorry?” The word tasted unfamiliar in his mouth. It seemed bizarre to apologise for that, of all the things he’d done. But Lily nodded, short and unimpressed, and they kicked up into the air, and it did seem to help a little, either the apology or the flying, they were relaxed and winding their way back to chatty by the time they landed and trooped shivering back up towards the castle.
The next morning Draco woke up and stared blankly at the canopy. He had Potions this morning. He was always aware of when he had Potions and most of the time, if he was honest with himself, there was a special kind of dread attached to it, nerves that fizzed in his stomach, his chest, but everything felt dialled up today. He was embarrassed just looking at his face when he brushed his teeth. He spent ten minutes fussing with his hair before he gave up on it, but that took its toll and he was late to class, Slughorn waving him impatiently in when he hesitated in the doorway.
“Five points from Slytherin, Mr Malfoy,” Slughorn said, as if that meant anything anymore. 
Draco watched Harry’s back straighten. His heart lifted. He moved quietly down the aisle and to their workbench. He said, “Good morning.”
“Morning,” Harry said, voice still a little thick with sleep, that rough burr it got sometimes, and they looked at each other and quickly away. 
Draco moved to check the potion by instinct, stirring it carefully, reaching for the new infusion of thyme it needed, another three drops. Harry’s fingers brushed, very lightly, against his wrist, that same slight touch as last week, and this time Draco opened his hand and turned it outward, catching Harry’s in his for a moment, their fingers curling together, the swipe of Draco’s thumb along the centre of Harry’s palm. When he glanced at Harry again, Harry was staring at the ground, lips parted a little, something hazy about his expression. Draco felt as though he was moving through water, dragging against a great weight. If he let go he would just be caught up in the tide. It was an appealing thought.
“Why are you late?” Harry asked and Draco said, “Were you waiting?” and they looked at each other and away again.
Draco almost couldn’t speak. His tongue felt thick in his mouth and he felt sure that he was flushed, and every time anyone in the class looked around at them, especially when it was Granger or Weasley or the Potter twins, he felt sure he was flushing more, going completely pink. Every now and then one of them said something, some mumbled, “And did you, last night, did you have a — what did you do,” and the answers felt like they were heavy labour. Draco wanted to turn around, push Harry back against the table, take hold of him again. 
Thinking about that made him calmer, made him feel more in control, so he just indulged in that for a while, until Harry frowned and said, “What, what are you thinking about, why are you so quiet?”
Draco turned. Harry met his eyes and swallowed and then stumbled backward and knocked half their ingredients onto the floor. Draco had to sit down and cover his face, he was laughing so hard. Harry crawled around on the floor looking very sheepish picking everything up while Weasley declared, “Merlin, Malfoy, you’re unbearable, sometimes people just drop things,” and Draco laughed louder.
At the end of class Harry packed up his bag and said quietly, “I’m going to see you tonight,” and Draco said, “Yeah, yes.”
Before that, though, was lunch, where Draco was ravenous, scoffing down everything he could get, and then History of Magic, where a Ravenclaw gave him a dirty look for spending the entire time bouncing his leg, heel tapping at the ground. After that was Defence Against The Dark Arts, which he had with Harry again. Draco sat in the far back row in Defence, because he discomforted people more than usual in that class, and their professor was very theory-orientated without being as insane as Umbridge. Harry sat in the second row, which worked for Draco, because he could stare at the back of Harry’s neck, the hair curling behind his ear. Harry was wearing it tied up again, a messy little bun caught just above his ears. 
Usually in Defence Harry lounged back in his chair, not appearing to listen very much, gaze on the ceiling. Occasionally he would lean in and murmur something in Weasley or Granger’s ear. Today he’d taken the corner seat and seemed unusually focused, sitting upright, hands folded neatly in his lap. He hadn’t bothered with robes and his school jumper was rolled up to his elbows, a stretch of forearm, the neat line of his wrists. In Draco’s pocket, the coin he’d been carrying around despite himself warmed, a point of heat against his hip. 
Draco slipped it out in time to watch a lion shake its head out from the golden surface and roar soundlessly. The line of Harry’s back was straight, easy, his face bent attentively to his notes. Draco stroked his thumb over the surface of the coin and sent a snake back, hissing and snapping long-fanged jaws. 
“Mr Malfoy?” Professor Gilligan said, and Draco said, “Um, sorry, sir, I didn’t hear the question,” and lost another five points from Slytherin. Bad day for Slytherin, Draco thought, smirking, the war hadn’t been great for them but losing House points was truly the ultimate trial. A moment later Draco’s coin warmed in his palm again and a dragon arose from the surface, curled in on itself and obviously snoozing, and Draco had to press his hand against his mouth, hide the smile.
He touched the coin and sent a bed through, simple and sturdy, the bed from the Room of Requirement with its rumpled sheets and wooden frame. Harry’s shoulders tightened. Nothing for a moment, while Draco wondered if that was it, the final too obvious thing that would send Harry scurrying away and into Ginny Weasley’s waiting embrace, and then his coin heated up in his palm again and the same image rose out of the surface, the bed with its straight lines and open space.
Draco paused. He sent it back, watched the back of Harry’s neck darken with colour. He sent it again. Bed, bed, bed, the two of them ferrying it back and forth, until he was hard and flushed and when the bell rang Harry already had all of his books together and he shoved his way down the aisle and met Draco’s eyes for one electrifying second.
“God, please,” Harry said, ten minutes later. They hadn’t made it to the bed, after all, stumbled across the floor and landed on the couch, necking hot and heavy stretched out over it, Draco making room for himself between Harry’s legs. “Please, please, you’re driving me crazy, you have to stop,” and Draco didn’t stop, not once.

  - - -


It was stupid to fall asleep in the Room of Requirement, which didn’t really belong to them, and which gave Draco very unsustainable expectations for what mornings were like. It was getting icy in the castle as the year wound down, sending them spiralling into the deep blanket of winter, but Draco woke up warm all over, flat on his back with Harry sprawled over him, drooling on Draco’s pillow.
“Potter,” he murmured. He yawned, jaw cracking. “Potter. Wake up. We fell asleep, it’s morning.”
“Mrgh,” Harry said. He’d fallen asleep with his glasses on and now they lay slightly askew to the side, one leg bent. Draco picked them up, straightened them out. He slid them on over Harry’s nose, careful, swiping the sleep in Harry’s eyes away with his thumbs. “Whatsit?”
“Morning,” Draco repeated. They’d stopped around midnight last night, frazed and exhausted. Draco had only meant to rest his eyes for a moment. His lips still felt swollen now and the cold, clear light of morning limned Harry’s hair when he lifted his head, caught at the sleepy softness of his mouth. 
“Oh, Jesus,” Harry said, not seeming particularly worried. He yawned hugely. “Ron and Hermione are going to be freaked, I told them I was just going to talk to Professor McGonagall about something.”
“For eight hours? And then overnight?” Draco demanded, and Harry, laughing groggily, said, “Oh, I’ll come up with something—” and they lost another ten minutes making out, fuzzy morning breath and the scrape of Harry’s stubble. He was barely awake, head drooping, nosing around Draco’s jawline, gasping when Draco tightened his grip on Harry’s hair.
After a while, though, Draco’s stomach was complaining too much to ignore. They’d missed dinner and expended quite a lot of energy, and he finally shoved Harry hard, sending him sprawling and laughing on the other side of the bed while Draco slipped out and set to gathering about his clothes, scrubbing up briefly in the bathroom. When he came out, Harry was still naked in bed, sitting up sleepily with the blankets folding around his waist. Draco went back to kiss him, helpless.
All the same he was on time for breakfast, having skipped the usual queues in the Slytherin bathroom. When he came down the grand central staircase he thought at first the great crowd of students were just shuffling in, that first morning rush, and then he realised that they were mostly upper years, and a few younger students were sidling around and past them into the Great Hall. Many of them were holding copies of the Prophet.
Something went quietly sick in Draco’s stomach at the same time as Zacharias Smith looked up, triumphant, and said, “There you are, Malfoy. No dungeons today? Trying to sneak about?”
Draco came down the last flight of stairs cautiously. The faces that turned to him were stony, cold, eyes following his steps, jaws clenched. It was like it had been when he first arrived, but Draco had not felt, even then, so much like he was walking the gauntlet. His hand twitched towards his wand, but he wasn’t sure drawing it would be a particularly good idea.
“Playing dumb?” Zacharias demanded, and threw a copy of the Prophet at Draco’s feet.
Draco’s father looked up at him from the front page. They’d picked an old photo, on his way out of a Ministry Gala, at least five years old, Draco thought. Lucius was smirking, preening, his old assured self, sleek and well-dressed. He was coming out from a crowd of people, the gleaming line of his cane, his mouth twisted with self-satisfied malice, and around him a sea of obsequious faces turned towards him. It was vaguely familiar, actually; Draco felt sure that he’d seen it before, probably in the society pages, that it had made him proud and worried. 
The headline said, MURDERER WALKS FREE: MALFOY SCAMPERS WITH HIS MONEY.
“Bribed his way out,” one of the Gryffindor beaters said, and spat on the ground. Draco startled backward and there was a low, jeering murmur. “Is that how you did it, too?”
It was a bit of a misleading headline, Draco thought. There hadn’t been much money to scamper with, in the end. His father had paid everything they had to a corrupt Ministry official, who turned his back on the cells long enough for Lucius to steal a Portkey and escape the country. That was what the aurors had come to tell Narcissa, that day in July, when Draco had thought everything was already as bad as it could be. They’d asked her to notify them as soon as Lucius got in contact, warned her that it would violate the terms of her probation to do otherwise, though of course she’d violated it just as soon as Lucius sent for her. His mother’s morality was defined entirely by her family, limited to them. He is your father and my husband, she’d told Draco, her pale face gleaming with sweat. I made a promise to stand by you both and that is what I intend to do. He’d been staring at her, frustrated with something he couldn’t name; he kept thinking of them out in the garden for his birthday together. She wasn’t standing with him, he wanted to tell her, although of course she’d wanted Draco to come, too. In many ways it was the most pathetic thing about Draco, that he’d only learned when it was far too late how to say no to his family.
“Nothing to say?” a Hufflepuff said, a cold look over wire-framed glasses. 
Draco wanted to laugh at the horror of it all. “What do you want me to say?”
Dean Thomas made an ugly noise and threw his paper aside, Lucius’s glittering sneer drifting in the air and then down to the stone. “He’s not worth it,” he said. “They’re all the same. Leave it,” and he turned on his heel and went into the Great Hall, followed by a handful of Gryffindors and other students. But most of the crowd didn’t move. Draco ran his eyes warily over them. At least thirty, from different years. When he moved down the staircase they shifted, sealing up the space behind him, blocking him from the door to the Great Hall. He did laugh then, a little nastily. 
“What’s the game, Smith,” he said, unwilling to give credit but fairly sure that Zacharias was as much as this group had of a ringleader.
Professor Slughorn came through on his way up from the dungeons. He stared at the group, clearly baffled, then noticed Draco in the middle. His face went cold. He pressed his lips together and walked quickly past. “Excuse me, boys,” he said, pretending to be absorbed in his own paper, and went into the Great Hall, the door swinging heavily shut behind him.
“Your own Head of House can’t stand you,” Zacharias said. “Why are you still here?”
“Professor Sprout’s hardly your biggest fan,” Draco said, mostly on instinct, “so I wouldn’t—”
Zacharias shot a hex at him, so fast Draco didn’t even have time to move his face, let alone his wand, and he hissed, a weal splitting across his cheek. He did take out his wand, then, which made a few people snicker. He hovered on the next step. He looked around, trying to catch sight of a friendly face, even one Slytherin, but all he saw was his own reflection, wavering back at him in a suit of armour’s shield. His face looked pinched and hunted, his shoulders hunched. His heart was beating hard, breath coming quickly. He’d never been good at this. He’d never had the courage to take anyone on alone, let alone thirty people. He was no fucking Harry Potter.
“Scared, Malfoy?” Romilda Vane said. “After you spent seven years pushing anyone smaller than you around? Where are your big friends now? Oh, that’s right.”
“They’re dead or in prison,” a Ravenclaw added helpfully. Those of wit and learning, indeed. “Your whole stinking crowd. Maybe you bribed your way out like your father, but you shouldn’t have come back here. You can’t think we’ve forgotten.”
Draco licked his lips. He looked down the long path, the big empty hall, and the great doors beyond it.
“See, we’re not like you,” Zacharias said. “We’re not murderers. We left you an out. If you can make it that far.”
“You missed a career in vaudeville, Smith,” Draco said, and made a break for it.
The first jinx found him slightly off guard, catching at his heels before he’d finished speaking, a Jellylegs that sent him tripping and sprawling down a handful of stairs before he caught himself hard on the stone. It was shit luck to be down, but he shouted, “Protego!” and the first spells after that bounced back, making the students leap backward cursing, giving Draco time to scrabble up to his feet. His hand was throbbing, his robes torn and elbow scratched raw, but he didn’t have time for that: he leapt for the ground, racing down the last few stairs, ducking the spells that got in under his guard.
His Protego shield just wasn’t that good, though, especially not under fire by this many people; it was hard to concentrate on it while he was also trying to run and people moved into his way, tripping him up, shoving roughly at him. No one hit him, which was a blessing, but one that worried him; he wasn’t sure if nobody wanted to throw the first punch, and what would happen when someone did. His spell wavered. The curses sank into it, rather than bouncing back, and then it finally shattered and a ragged, pleased cheer went up. Draco stumbled and someone said, coolly, “Expulsio,” and took out a good section of the floor, the explosion like a small rolling wave that made a few people stagger and knocked Draco neatly off his feet.
Draco’s breath came ragged and his wrist was really throbbing now that he’d used it to land two falls, but when he struggled up to his feet what he saw was worse: the crowd of eager faces coming towards him, the thin malice, like they’d picked it up from his father’s photograph and pointed it back at him. Worse than all of that was the figure framed above the crowd, frozen at the top of the main staircase, his lovely face lit up with fury.
“Stop!” Harry yelled. “What are you doing? Draco—”
“Stay out of this, Potter!” Zacharias shouted. “You might have moved on but everyone else deserves to get their own back!”
Harry wasn’t listening, darting through the crowd, wand out and cursing, and he was the distraction Draco needed, bitter and humiliating. Draco shoved a Ravenclaw aside and threw up his shaking shield and ran. There was less than a hundred feet to the castle doors and Draco ran like he had never ran in his life, or perhaps just one night, Snape’s hand fisted in his collar, pulling him along, Harry Potter chasing after him, just like he was now.
Draco threw another look over his shoulder just as his shield came down again and someone tried to disarm him — he caught his wand at the very edge of his fingertips, yanked it in closer to his chest. Harry was still on the stairs, trying to get to him, people moving out of the way but slowly, reluctantly, Harry’s face frenzied with anger and desperation, ducking around groups, aiming for him. Draco couldn’t think of anything worse than being caught. Someone aimed a Bat Bogey Hex, which he ducked, and then a jinx which hit him, a sharp tight pain in his back. He threw himself desperately against the school doors and out into the open.
The air stung at him, cold and biting, and Draco bolted across the lawns, breath coming ragged in his lungs, not daring to look back now. He could hear voices and jeers, the rush of spells being aimed at him, almost lazily now, most of them bouncing wide or barely tripping him up. The grass was gleaming with frost and Draco slipped twice, catching himself midair and then, hissing, on the heels of his hands. His breath was coming ragged and rough but he didn’t dare slow down, didn’t stop, racing over the frozen morning until he came to the groups of trees that sheltered around the lake. Even then he didn’t slow much, hurrying between the trees, looking over his shoulder. He was stumbling now, ankle sore from something he hadn’t noticed or one of the falls. He couldn’t catch his breath, harsh and painful in his throat, and he was freezing without a winter cloak, his hands shaking too much to cast a warming spell. He wondered if it was stupid, to be out by the lake, in case anyone came after him, but he didn’t much fancy his luck in the Forbidden Forest, either, and he wanted the cover of trees.
He stopped eventually. He bent over, hands on his knees, struggling and failing to breathe. There was a tight knot of fear in his chest, his throat. Every ragged gasp sounded like a sob. The worst of it, Draco thought, the most pathetic little kernel of all of it was that he wanted his dad. He wanted Lucius back when he had been powerful and infallible, when he had been terrifying and perennially unimpressed but still everything Draco wanted to be. He wanted Lucius to not have fucked everything up, he wanted to have been brave or good enough to not completely buy all of his father’s absolute shit, he wanted Lucius to show up now and look slightly annoyed and say, “Come along, Draco. We’ll discuss it at home.” He folded down onto the frozen ground and pressed his face against his knees and squeezed his eyes tight so shut until all he could see was red, and then black.
After a while he licked his lips and raised his face to the bitter air and stretched out his legs. He tried to think about what he could do. It would be lovely to leave, to do exactly what they wanted and let them run him out of Hogwarts, but of course that would violate the terms of his probation. Breaking it, he’d been warned, would land him in a cell next to Goyle’s. Even if he could leave, where would he go? Narcissa had sold the Manor when it was still only half-fixed up, taking the loss and running with it. She’d still only managed to hold onto the deposit; by the time the rest of the funds came through, the Ministry had worked out what she’d done and seized them. 
Lucius had written to Narcissa from Vienna, and then the two of them had scurried together to one of the Bavarian wizarding villages where extradition laws were complicated and the magical government was very hands off. They were waiting for Draco, he knew. The Ministry probably was, too. Draco would be their best bet for tracking his parents. Narcissa had argued with him about this, said that they had enough legal and magical protections to stay safe even if the Ministry did work out where they were. They had a little money and the expense of the tiny house wasn’t much and the three of them would make do. “The most important thing,” she’d said, on that last terrible evening before she disappeared into the night, “is that we’re together.” But Draco wasn’t sure that was the most important thing, anymore.
So no, ththere was no possibility of leaving Hogwarts. He had to graduate with a handful of NEWTs, it was his only chance. He’d need a job. He’d need money. He didn’t think anyone would be falling over themselves to hire him. Ironically, one of the Ministry graduate training schemes might work best, because their application processes were pretty cut and dried and they’d have a hard time turning him away if he fit their criteria. Once he was inside, that was another matter, he was sure any program would do its best to flunk and fire him as soon as possible, but that was a problem for the future. Draco had enough of them to wrestle with where he was.
He wondered if he could go away for a few days without breaking the terms of his probation. He didn’t know when it broke, when it alerted the Ministry, if it was the twenty-four hour period or a certain distance that allowed Hogsmeade but not London. Maybe he could kip on Pansy’s couch for a bit. It was four days until Christmas break, and then the school would empty out and he would be safe again, and maybe people would have moved on somewhat by the time he got back. His hands were a little steadier now and he tried a warming charm, whispering it again and again, flickers of flames leaping up in his scuffed up palms, but he couldn’t quite maintain the concentration they needed to stay. He wondered if he could sleep out here. Maybe the probation would stay intact if he was still on Hogwarts grounds. He could sleep in the Shrieking Shack, he thought a little bleakly. He could camp out. He’d heard camping was a heroic pursuit.
“Draco?”
The call was inevitable, and Draco realised he’d been waiting for it, that he’d been dreading and hoping for it at the same time. His face flamed hot and he jumped to his feet and started off again, although he couldn’t move quite as fast now, that flare of adrenaline gone, his joints stiff and sore. He hurried anyway, heading further away from the castle, but he could hear Harry tramping over the icy ground, twigs breaking beneath his feet, and he called out again, “Draco?”
“Fuck off,” Draco said, mostly to himself, gritting his teeth. 
“Listen,” Harry called, “I’ve got the — I’ve got the Map, I know you’re there.”
“Do you know that I’m walking away?” Draco yelled back over his shoulder, before he could help himself, and Harry picked up speed. Draco looked back again and caught it the moment Harry came into view between the trees, in his school uniform, tie knotted loosely, hair still wild from the morning. It felt like another universe, the timeline in which Draco had woken up. He swore and hunched his shoulders and stumped on, and Harry put on a burst of speed, racing after him.
“Draco,” he said, catching Draco’s elbow, apparently undiscouraged when Draco shook him venomously off. His face was close and worried, the tip of his nose bright from the cold. “Are you okay? How hurt are you?”
“Fine,” Draco said, through his teeth. “Just dandy, thanks, Potter. Fuck off, leave me alone.”
“I couldn’t get to you in time, but—”
“I don’t need you!” Draco yelled, turning and setting his palms against Harry’s chest, shoving him. Harry wasn’t expecting it and stumbled back, unsteady on the icy ground. Good, Draco thrilled viciously, fucking good, let him fall, let him have even half an inkling of Draco’s humiliation, how awful it was, every worst moment of his life turning around and finding Potter looming there, like the ultimate example of everything Draco wasn’t.
Harry looked wary, green eyes shadowed. “I know you’re angry,” he said, “it was awful, but—”
“It wasn’t and I’m not,” Draco said, and shoved him again. Harry didn’t stumble this time, as much as to prove that every time Draco had hurt him this year it was because Harry was letting him, was allowing it, and that Draco was as ineffectual as ever. “You don’t know me and I—”
“I’m going to kill Zacharias Smith,” Harry said, and stepped closer, eyes glittering, and Draco realised that Harry was furious, too, that he was in the middle of one of the famous Potter tantrums, which was excellent, because it meant Draco had a chance of hurting him after all. “I’m going to — that utter knob, having a go, like he knows anything—”
“He knows just as much as you,” Draco bit out. “Do you think you know me really well because I fuck you sometimes, Potter? Do you think because sometimes I tell you shit in case it means you’ll suck my dick later—”
“Jesus, Draco,” Harry said, sounding exhausted. “Don’t do this.”
“Oh, don’t go all magnanimous saviour on me now,” Draco said. “Come on. I remember who you were before. I remember when you ripped me up in the bathroom. That’s who I know. Come on,” and he had his wand out, vision dark, so sick of trying to be anything, trying to claw his way out of everything that had gone wrong, “I remember how to rile you up. Crucio!”
It didn’t work, of course, and neither of them seemed to expect it to. Harry made a bit of an awkward show of ducking, but when he straightened, he was scowling. He hadn’t bothered taking his own wand out. “Draco.”
“Or is that that’s not good enough for you anymore?” Draco said, nearly panting, veering wildly from subject to subject, desperate to find anything that would hurt, that would touch perfect Potter, who sooner or later was going to give up feeling sorry for Draco and go off and marry Ginny Weasley and have his own lovely little family. Draco didn’t have anything, not anyone, just this awful hunger that he was going to eat himself up with. “Because you want me to touch you now? You want me to punch you, is that it? And then you can get off on it?”
“Fuck you,” Harry said. “You can say all the vile shit to me you can think of but—”
“You’re so desperate for me you’ll turn your back on everyone you know and love,” Draco said, breathing hard, “and spread your legs for a Death Eater,” and then Harry did run at him, catching him hard around the chest, his hand scratching at Draco’s shoulder, the momentum of it knocking both of them over. They rolled over and over on the frozen ground, scratching at each other, too close to even get a hit in, Harry’s hand in his hair and pulling and Draco lunging forward and biting his wrist, their breaths coming like sobs. Draco didn’t even know what he was doing, the horrible desperate struggle of it, but Harry wasn’t feeling sorry for him, not right now, not when he was aiming his knee up with such savage precision at Draco’s balls, so it was worth it, worth the additional pain, worth the precise and awful feeling of scrunching up and ruining his one good thing—
And then Harry was dragged off him, so abruptly it almost knocked the breath out of Draco, and Lily Potter was at his side.
“Are you okay?” she said, her hand on his hair, his shoulder, frantic and quick, and then she turned back to where Harry was sitting looking quite surprised on the ground and said, “Fuck you.”
“I was—”
“Yeah, we saw you,” James said bitterly. He was still holding onto Harry, his fists clenched in the back of Harry’s jumper. “Real cool, kicking someone when they’re down. Everyone’s saying half the school attacked him and you come out here to have another go yourself?”
Draco pushed up on his elbows and exchanged an astounded look with Harry, who looked as if he was coming to his senses, face clearing, rather embarrassed himself. Harry rubbed his hand over his face and said, “Look, I wasn’t coming to kick him, it’s—”
“I don’t care,” Lily said. She straightened, leaving Draco’s side. James was beside her, the two of them lit up with fury and betrayal. They looked so much like Potter: that dark, wild hair, that sharp bone structure, their bodies almost crackling with Gryffindor do-gooder energy, with that brave disappointment that was so wildly awful to have turned on you. Harry wasn’t used to it, like Draco was. He seemed to shrink under their gazes. “I don’t want to hear it.”
“I don’t know what happens,” James said, voice cold and terrifying. “But something has to. You’re not him. You’re nothing like him. He would never. You’re not worth half of him.”
They turned their backs on him, then, to help Draco up from the ground, in one of the more bizarre moments of his life, and so they didn’t see Harry’s face fall. They couldn’t see, the way Draco could from his angle, the way Harry’s expression crumpled, the keening hunger and loneliness of it, the way it looked as though someone had quietly leaned in and given Harry Potter, Harry Potter, all the confirmation he was waiting for that he was terrible and cruel and wrong.






      

  











Chapter 9








  “Listen,” Draco said. “It was a bit — a bit of a misunderstanding.”
The twins looked doubtful. James, especially, was miserable, his face pinched, his whole posture slumped. Draco would have been annoyed that he was spending the aftermath of his mildly traumatic morning consoling the Potter twins that their father wasn’t a complete arsehole, except that it was quite distracting, and besides, they were annoyingly noble. They’d smuggled him back up to the castle—James had shucked his cloak and given it to Draco so Draco could draw up the hood, not a particularly subtle move, but it did feel good to be able to hide his face, even if people stared at the Potter twins and their mysterious cloaked friend—and taken him, to his astonishment, to the Gryffindor Tower. They’d shown no compunction at all, simply said Niffler and led him through the mostly empty common room—a lot of gold and red and beanbag chairs, revolting—and into the room that was, they said, all their own. 
There were two twin beds next to each other and a hanging rail with two spare sets of robes. It was a humble, lonely little room. One of them had ripped out a page from Witch’s Weekly of Kingsley Shacklebolt, “England’s Most Eligible Bachelor!” and stuck it up on the wall. Next to it was a post-it that said, in that scrawly Potter handwriting, ugh. From the desk, James produced a block of Honeydukes chocolate and glared at Draco until he began to eat it. He was starving, he realised as he did so, shrugging out of James’s cloak and sitting down on the edge of one of the beds, and the chocolate was warming and full of nougat, a weird breakfast but not a bad one. He split some of it off for the twins, who accepted it mutely. 
Actually, the room made him quite sad. There was not enough in it for the vibrant Potter twins, a reminder that they had been hauled out of their happy life and stuck here, where they were so bored they hung out with Slytherins and where their father didn’t know what to do with them, or them with their father. Draco felt bad. He was feeling, in fact, worse and worse about everything, now that the initial fire of despair had passed and he was considering that he had just proven himself very deserving of everything that Zacharias Smith thought of him. He said, “Really, you caught him at a — a bad moment.”
“He was beating you up,” Lily said, frowning.
“Well, let’s not get carried away, I was holding my own,” Draco said. “He’s quite short, you know. Anyway, that’s not the — I provoked him. I was angry, about this morning, and—”
“I hate this school,” James said, low and upset, as though this school was a different place, a different Hogwarts to the one he attended. Draco supposed that was fair enough. “Everything’s awful here. What were they even doing, this morning? How can they get away with that?”
Draco watched them. They looked young indeed. They couldn’t understand and there was nothing he could say to explain it, even if he could tell them the truth about everything. They hadn’t lived through a war. They hadn’t seen Draco before. They didn’t know what it was like to almost die, and then to be told to go back to school with one of the people who nearly killed you.
“Your dad’ll come get you soon,” Draco said. “Remember? You told me.”
They looked unconvinced, but they nodded. Lily’s arms were folded tight across her chest. James was knotting his fingers behind his back.
“You should go to class,” Draco said. They opened their mouths in protest and he said quickly, “No, really. Look, don’t worry about it. It’s not your time and it’s weird but it won’t be forever and you don’t need to hate your dad because he got into fights with me when he was eighteen. Everyone gets into fights with me, haven’t you just seen?”
“But it’s unfair—”
“Well, not really,” Draco said lightly. “Anyway, I don’t need to worry, do I? I’ve got the Potter twins looking out for me.”
Lily and James rolled their eyes.
“Pride of 20-whatever,” Draco said. “Much obliged. Thank you.” 
Lily said, “We’ll come back and check on you at lunch.”
Draco laughed. “Sure.”
They scowled at him the whole way out of the room, and Draco smiled brightly until the door closed. Then he pressed his hands to his face, exhausted. He drew in a deep breath, lay back on the bed, legs still dangling on the floor. He was sore and tired, the curses and the awful run catching up with him. Something miserable stuck in his throat. He thought about Harry’s face, when James had said those things, and kept coming back to Harry seeking him out, Harry looking for him, only for Draco to drive him down into the mud, to hurt him like Draco had been hurt. 
It was good that the Potter twins existed, proof that Draco couldn’t tarnish Harry entirely. Proof that there was a better life waiting for him. If Draco was good, he would slip out of Harry’s life now, stop dragging him back to see what else Draco could do to him. His mouth tasted bitter. After a moment, not letting himself think about it, he slipped the coin out of his pocket and sent through a lion, shaking out its mane, the silent roar.
Everything was quiet for ten minutes. After that Draco stood up and paced around the room, wondering what his chances were of slipping out of the Gryffindor Common Room unnoticed. He lay back down on the bed. When the coin warmed in his palm he nearly cried, throat thick with it, but instead he tipped it onto the bed and watched a snake rise out of the coin, twisting and snapping, like a question mark.
He sent the lion again, and then again. His heart was pounding. After a moment’s thought, he set a vague image of a map unfolding, x marks the spot. He sent the lion.
The coin stayed quiet. Draco lay back and tried not to think of very much at all. Twenty minutes later, there was a quiet rap on the door.
Draco went and opened it and Potter slipped in. 
He looked worn out and there was a bruise coming in high up on his temple, where Draco must have caught him without realising, an elbow or a fist. His mouth twisted down. He had never been good at hiding when he was upset; it had been Draco’s great delight for many years that he could see exactly the effect he had. It was awful now. 
Draco leaned back against the closed door. He licked his lips. “You cracked my code.”
“Well, I checked the Map.”
“That was my plan b,” Draco said. 
They stared at each other. After a moment Potter said, “Did you forget something? Was there anything else?”
“Yes, lots,” Draco said, and managed a wavering smile.
“Jesus, Draco,” Harry said, and Draco was tired of being a coward, so he pushed off the door and crossed the space to Harry. There wasn’t much of it; it was easier than he’d thought. Harry was staring warily at him. Draco hesitated and then touched Harry’s elbow, his hand.
“Can I play the ‘I had a bad morning’ card—”
“No, fuck you, I can’t—”
“Please,” Draco said. “Harry, I’m — please,” and he stepped closer, and then they were in each other’s arms, Draco’s head bent, his face pressed against Harry’s neck, and Harry was holding him so tight it was painful. They were trembling, clutching each other. It had been, Draco thought, maybe two and a half hours between the last time he had been holding onto Harry and every minute in between them had been a mistake. Draco burrowed his face into Harry’s skin, breathed him in, that clean smell of sweat and the cold of outside still lingering about him, like part of Harry was still lying on the frozen ground with what Draco had done to him. Harry’s hands were in his hair, running down his back, touching his hips.
“And you’ve turned my weird future kids against me,” Harry said, and Draco laughed, half-sobbed, pressed closer against Harry. He was shaking all over. It wasn’t Harry, he’d thought it was Harry too, but it was just him, and Harry said, voice very low and rough, “You’re never going anywhere without me again, that was too fucking frightening—”
“But we know I do,” Draco said, and Harry shuddered. Draco stroked his hair, his cheek. “Sweetheart,” he said, “darling—”
“Don’t, don’t,” Harry begged, and they kissed, rough and only just catching each other. The press of Harry’s teeth, the hot touch of his tongue. 
He was still up on the edge, Draco realised, still feral with his temper, his hands on Draco like he was lining up the sights of a battle. It was weird, when your childhood enemy killed a Dark Lord; it was weird, when the boy you were kissing was shoved up to the brink with power. Draco said, “Can we go to the Room?”
“Yeah,” Harry said, and he sounded defeated.
“Let me leave a note,” Draco said, and took some parchment and quill off the desk. The twins had been playing hangman: LILY RULES FOREVER spelled out at the bottom while a stick figure just avoided the rope. At the top, Draco wrote, after a moment’s hesitation, I’m off to greener pastures. No need to worry, thank you for the Gryffindor heroism + the password. He hesitated once more and then, darting a look over his shoulder, added xx. 
Harry leaned against the wall, waiting for him. When Draco turned back he was frowning around the room. “Why do you like them, anyway?” he asked. “It’s weird. They’re mine and Ginny’s. Isn’t it too weird?”
“They’re the only people here who treat me like I’m a person,” Draco said, and tried to smile. Harry looked stricken. Draco cleared his throat. “Are there many Gryffindors about? I’ll have to sneak out.” 
Harry picked up his satchel and drew out cloth, silver and slippery, with that clinging dampened fur texture that Draco had seen before. Harry beckoned him over, and when Draco crossed the space, feeling solemn and lost, Harry gave him an unreadable look and then threw the cloak over Draco’s head. Draco looked down at the empty space where he was standing, shuffled a little until his feet disappeared, too. 
“That’ll do,” Harry said, and Draco moved up and pressed Harry close against the wall. Harry’s breath hitched, arms hesitantly coming up to brush the shape of Draco in the air. He looked awkward and exposed. Draco couldn’t kiss him through the cloak. He ducked his covered head against Harry’s hair, instead, nuzzled against his shoulder, his neck, watching pieces of Harry flash in and out of existence as the folds of the cloak fell against him when Draco touched. It felt like an apt metaphor.
“Come on,” Harry said, and led him back out into the common room. It was interesting to watch the way  people’s eyes followed Harry, without being seen himself. There were a few fifth years sitting around, playing cards or studying, and they looked up when Harry entered, something between awe and fear. A spotty third year old leapt up and said joyfully, “Hello, Harry! Did you catch the ruckus this morning?” and Harry said brusquely, “Not now, Euan, all right?” and then clenched his jaw and added, “Sorry,” and hurried on. Draco followed cautiously after him. He didn’t want to trip on anything, find himself at the mercy of Gryffindors again, or, worse, watch Potter try to disavow him. Defending a helpless victim in front of a crowd, sure. Sneaking around with Draco in the famous invisibility cloak—
“Oh, Harry!”
Harry froze. So did Draco. Granger finished climbing through the portrait hole, her hair frizzing around her face, looking a little frayed at the edges. She looked more tired like this, when she wasn’t glaring at Draco but instead looking at Harry with a casual kind of affection, taking the hand Harry outstretched automatically to climb up onto the floor and straighten. Draco moved as quietly as he could, pressing himself tight against the opposite wall. Harry, never a master of subterfuge, looked distinctly panicked, his eyes darting about.
“Flitwick’s very hurt that you slipped out of Charms,” Granger said, grinning at Harry. “He asked me afterwards if he was boring us and would we prefer to take some advanced classes on our own. Ron’s going to kill you.”
“Ah, shit,” Harry said. “I’ll apologise later. I just — there’s something I’ve got to do.”
Granger nodded, her expression quietening. She said, “Any luck finding Draco?”
“What?”
“Everyone’s saying you went after him when you were done with them,” Granger said. “I’m glad you were there, it sounds awful.”
“I wasn’t there fast enough,” Harry said.
“Well,” Granger said. “We’ve got to do something about Smith. It’s getting insane. You know he made one of the third year Slytherins cry the other day? He took her up on the Astronomy Tower and told her that this was where Slytherins had killed Professor Dumbledore. He’s a fucking liability. Did you find Draco? How was he?”
“Yeah,” Harry said. His mouth twitched. “He was in a fairly awful mood. Wanted a fight.”
“Shocker,” Granger said, rolling her eyes. “I hate this year. It’s stupid to hate Hufflepuffs more than Malfoy.  Everyone’s still playing like it’s school.”
“I guess they think it is,” Harry said, and he and Granger looked like mirror images of each other for a moment, worn down and older than they had any right to be. 
“Harry,” Granger said quietly, “you will tell me if there’s anything you need, right?”
Harry looked deeply uncomfortable. He didn’t look over his shoulder for Draco but only, Draco was pretty sure, because his shoulders were hunched tight with tension. He nodded.
“Or we can talk about the — the twins,” Granger said, “if that would make it easier, we can at least try — even if you wanted to talk to Ginny, I’m sure we could find a way--”
“No,” Harry said quickly. “No, I definitely don’t want to do that. It’s fine, Hermione, really. I won’t be long. I’ll catch up with you in Transfiguration.”
“Well, all right,” Granger said, although her mouth was a tight, worried line. She was watching Harry closely, making it harder for Draco to slip out behind him, but he managed it as quickly and quietly as he could, stepping at the same time as Harry, slipping out under his arm when Harry raised it to push the portrait open and paused there for a moment. He touched Harry’s stomach and moved out into the stone corridor, and then Harry, looking rather embarrassed, closed the portrait and jerked his head towards the staircase. Draco kept pace beside Harry, who was slouching, hands in his pockets, looking straight ahead of himself. There were enough students around, bustling back and forth between classes and the library, that it wasn’t worth the danger of talking, which meant Draco didn’t have to come up with anything to say. It was strange, noticing their gazes catch at Harry, the way conversations faltered when he walked past. It was remarkably familiar. They looked adoring when they caught sight of Harry rather than loathing, but the level of fear was the same.
The Room of Requirement’s corridor was, at least, empty. “You still here?” Harry murmured, and Draco touched his fingers to Harry’s hip, not trusting himself to speak. Harry nodded jerkily and paced up and down in front of the stretch of wall until the door appeared. The Room, when they were in it, was much the same as ever, except that there was a little wooden chest on a table next to the sofas that Draco had never seen before.
He pulled off the cloak. He didn’t know what to say. Harry’s face was tight with misery and he had that old, shuttered expression back, like he was worried what Draco was going to do next. When Draco stared at him he just shrugged one shoulder and then turned away and wandered over to the new chest, flipping up the lid.
“Oh,” he said, and picked up a small tub of ointment, and a roll of bandage. “Okay. Come here.”
“It’s really fine,” Draco said. “Shoddy spellwork, I’m fine—” and then Harry looked up at him, jaw clenched and eyes bright with anger, and Draco went over and mutely took a seat on the couch. Harry dipped his fingers into the ointment and then smeared it up on Draco’s cheek. Draco jolted, had almost forgotten about that first attack.
Harry misunderstood and bit his lip. “Sorry,” he said. “Sorry, it’s—”
“No, it’s—”
“Okay,” Harry said, “hang on, I’ve nearly got it,” his calloused thumb sweeping over Draco’s cheek. The ointment tingled a little and smelled like sage. Harry’s face was very intent, this close. “Let’s see your elbow,” Harry said, when he was done, and Draco pulled his jumper off over his head, rucked his sleeve up. It was his left arm, the one with the Mark. Harry took hold of his wrist, a gentle cage, and looked down at it for a moment, and then he turned his attention to the grazing on Draco’s elbow.
“You’re going to have a killer bruise,” Harry said, after a while.
“Oh,” Draco said, attempting a laugh. 
“I didn’t know that, about your father.” His gaze was still on Draco’s arm, thumb rubbing away the grit and dirt that had gotten into it. It stung a little, but it wasn’t too bad.
“No?” Draco was faintly surprised. “I thought Shacklebolt or someone would tell you, when you were there that day.”
Harry shook his head. “I was just — I was tailing them for a bit that summer, on and off,” he said. “Shacklebolt wanted me to sign up right away, you know.” His face was grim, like it wasn’t an unheard of honour. The ghost of an old instinct raised its head to sneer, but mostly Draco just felt tired for him. “The Ministry’s a bit of a mess after — after everything and Shacklebolt says he needs people he can trust. So I went along with them on a few things, but there’s all these levels of clearance, they would just basically say where they were going and whether or not I could come. They thought I might be useful, at the Manor,” he added, after a moment. “In case we had to go in to find your mum, because I’d been there before. So they asked me.”
“Noble of you,” Draco said. His mouth tasted a little bitter. “Back into the hellhole.”
“Er,” Harry said. He let go of Draco’s arm. “Actually, I was hoping I’d run into you there. I wanted to give you your wand back.”
“I never said thank you.”
Harry shrugged. “Well, it was your wand. And it was — it was a bit of an excuse.”
Draco looked up. Harry was flushed, rubbing at the back of his neck.
“I thought about you,” Harry mumbled, “after the Ministry, after what you — I wanted to talk to you—”
Draco laughed. Harry looked up, shocked. “And then I gave you the fright of your life,” Draco said.
Harry started smiling. Draco hadn’t realised how much he’d missed it, how much he’d worried it was gone for good, his heart fluttering, smiling helplessly back at Harry, who said, “Well, it wasn’t all bad.” Draco’s cheeks were hot; he was sure he was blushing, flushed and splotchy the way he always got. Harry said, “I didn’t know about your father, then. The Ministry must have been trying to keep it pretty hushed up.”
“It doesn’t look good for them, either,” Draco said. “They were furious when my mother left, too, they wanted to charge me as a co-conspirator, but they didn’t want another public trial. They went for a private hearing instead.”
“I didn’t know that,” Harry said, frowning. “What happened?”
“Oh,” Draco said. “Nothing much. It wasn’t — terribly pleasant. Just a lot of Veritaserum, you know.” He’d been gasping like a fish on the line, tripping over himself, biting his tongue because he was talking so fast, choking on the words while the Ministry officials stared coldly down their noses and barked out quick, furious questions. When the last one walked out he’d said, do you know that you’re a piece of shit? and Draco had said, promptly, yes. He’d heard their laughter as the door closed. “But all I knew was what my mother told me in the last ten minutes, and she was careful, she alerted the Ministry that she was leaving the country before she even told me, just so they couldn’t say I should have given them a head start.” It had been a frenzied conversation, awful, his mother’s hands on his shoulders and flinging desperate gazes over her shoulder, waiting to outrun the aurors. She’d only just made it out on time. “They added three months to my probationary terms and called it a day.”
“Good to know the Ministry still has their priorities straight,” Harry said, grim-mouthed.
Draco shrugged. “Better than the last crowd.”
Harry flashed a look at him. After a moment he said, “Are you still in contact with Lucius?”
Draco raised his eyebrows and Harry set his jaw, that challenging look. Draco thought of him on the stairs this morning, lit up against the rest of the school, the most frightening thing there. “Not really,” he said. “I talk to my mother and he’s there sometimes. I don’t know. We don’t — we don’t have much left to say to each other.”
The last time they’d spoken, a brief Floo call in the middle of the night with Draco looking over his shoulder every other second to make sure no one was coming in, his father had asked him how his schoolwork was going. Draco had stared at him, incredulous and dismissive, and finally Lucius had moved back from the fire and let Narcissa take over.
Harry’s head was bowed. “But you love him.”
“Um, well, my family doesn’t really talk about things like that,” Draco said, uncomfortable, “it’s not very, you know, well-mannered, according to my father,” and then he realised abruptly what was actually upsetting Harry and said, “I am sorry I got you in trouble with your weird future children, though.”
“Oh, that’s what you’re sorry for,” Harry said, with an attempt at a smile. Draco touched his knee against Harry’s and then looked away, cheeks heating. Harry swallowed. The dip of his Adam’s apple, the shadows under his eyes. There was one little raspy patch of stubble under his jaw that he’d missed when he shaved, a scratchy little pocket that seemed to be there explicitly for Draco, a tiny secret. Harry said, “I know I’m — I’m fucking everything up with them. McGonagall said I shouldn’t talk to them and I’m trying not to, but it’s like everything I do is wrong and—”
“I mean, it’s a ridiculous situation,” Draco said, frowning. “I don’t think you can feel too badly about being unprepared for it. And they’re fifteen, which is objectively the worst age. And they don’t know what they’re talking about—”
“They saw what I was doing to you,” Harry argued.
“Oh, Potter,” Draco said. “What about what I was doing to you?”
Harry tipped his head back against the couch. After a moment he said, “When I was fifteen, I saw this — this memory. Of my father in school. He was — he was being a prat.”
“All right,” Draco said cautiously.
“I don’t know,” Harry said. “I just remembered it. At the time it was awful. And then I talked to Sirius and Lupin—”
“Lupin?” Draco demanded. “You were friends with Professor Lupin? Oh, I had such a crush on him,” and Harry gave him an incredulous look and Draco said, “sorry, your story. Sorry.”
“You had a crush on Lupin?” Harry said, though, grinning.
“He was all scruffy and good at Defence,” Draco said, and Harry’s grin grew. Draco felt his face go hot and he waved his hand, gesturing him onwards.
“Wow,” Harry said, shaking his head, but kept going. “Anyway, it was just — they thought it was really funny. That my dad had been a bit — they said that was just what he was like sometimes. And that he grew up afterwards.”
“So you’re saying that Potter prattishness runs in the family,” Draco said. Harry rolled his eyes at him. Draco said, thoughtfully, “Maybe it’s actually been you, all these years. I was just doing my best and then along came the secret heir to all prats everywhere—”
“I don’t mind thumping you, Malfoy,” Harry said. “It’s only when other people do it that it gets annoying.”
“Well, you’ve always been possessive,” Draco said, and they smiled at each other. Draco’s heart was beating very rapidly indeed. “Do you — do you remember the last time I said terrible things to you, and—”
“In the empty classroom that time?”
Draco flinched. “No. In the library.”
“Ah, the time before the last time,” Harry said, and he was smiling again.
“And it took weeks before you let me touch you again—”
“No,” Harry said, looking kind of worn and happy all at once, “it just took you weeks to build up the courage, and I, anyway, I already,” and they were kissing again, slower and warmer this time. Draco caught hold of Harry’s collar and stretched back on the couch, pulling Harry on top of him, and Harry came lightly, almost embarrassingly nervous about hurting Draco. It was good, though, like the way Harry knocked gently against the bruises and twists of the morning was reclaiming them, making them over; for the first time Draco had a vague inkling of what Harry must like about this, the edge of pain somehow more intense, making Draco slide his hands into Harry’s back pockets, grind him down. 
“What time is your Transfigurations lesson?” he murmured.
“After lunch,” Harry said breathlessly. “Are you going to — are you going to classes?”
“I — not today,” Draco said. He suspected if the teachers didn’t care enough to step in this morning, they also would not care much about him playing truant. He licked his lips. “Do you want to fuck me?”
“Jesus,” Harry said, and buried his face against Draco’s neck, teeth dragging. Draco bucked beneath him, groaning. Harry’s mouth against his throat, his jaw, his ear. “Are you just offering because you’re feeling bad for calling me a slut again?”
“Well, only partly,” Draco said, and they both laughed wetly and Harry kissed him again, rough and desperate.
It shouldn’t work, Draco thought, and of course it couldn’t work, not long term, he already knew that. There was too much cruelty between them and Draco couldn’t get out of the habit, couldn’t keep from throwing himself into the fray with Harry, again and again. It was awful to have Harry’s attention and awful not to, and you couldn’t feel this intensely about someone, not forever, not without tearing someone to pieces. 
But he wanted it badly and for now it felt like enough, or more than that, more than Draco deserved. They ended up stumbling towards the bed and then abruptly slowing down again, kisses that went warm and off-balance with Harry’s slow, easy smile, all the cold from outside easing out of Draco’s bones. Harry kissed Draco’s knees and thighs and hip, then spent ten minutes fascinated by the ticklish patch he found low on Draco’s belly while Draco cackled and wriggled and begged for him to stop, come on, come on, please—
By the time Harry actually slid inside him Draco’s body felt golden and liquid. He was almost purring with pleasure, eyes half-closed and lazy, rocking his hips up to meet Harry while Harry gasped, hips stuttering, expression overwhelmed. Draco crooked his fingers, a casual summons, and Harry leaned down and gave up his mouth again, Draco’s fist in his hair. It was the best, stupidest thing they had ever figured out, the game that they could race each other in and both win, jerking and laughing and saying stupid, unforgivable things.
“I should go to class,” Harry said, dazed, afterward. Draco was shifting his hips, testing out the ache there, almost fascinated. “Are you going to stay here?”
“Oh, Potter,” Draco said. “Where would I go?”






      

  











Chapter 10








  Draco spent the last week before the Christmas holidays lying low. He went to classes after the first day, but he didn’t spend much time in corridors and he mostly had his meals on the run, sandwiches from the kitchen if he could sneak them out under the House Elves’ noses or whatever Harry brought to the Room of Requirement, where he spent most of his time. It felt a little less like a retreat and a little more like a hideout, and sometimes Draco got up and paced around the perimeter, restless and furious at his own cowardice, while Potter lay in bed and watched him. It helped to lean out the window, the cold wind stripping the colour from his cheeks, breathing it in. The first snows had begun to fall, late this year, drifting down in muddies and whirls and not quite settling before they were gone again, just a sheen of white through the air.
Nobody at school seemed to know what to do with him. The news about that morning had spread like wildfire, and even students who hadn’t been there eyed him with a mixture of pity and satisfaction. Professors didn’t seem to know or care, though Flitwick unexpectedly gave him ten points to Slytherin for excellent charmwork three classes in a row, an entirely unheard of occurrence, and Sprout eased up on him a bit. He heard Lucius’s name a lot, dropped in murmurs as he walked into a room. 
He suspected he would be in a lot more trouble, that morning like an instigation rather than a weird shock reverberating through the school, except that Harry suddenly seemed to know his schedule by heart. Whenever Draco came out of a classroom Harry was nearby, regardless of where his own last class had been, chatting to Luna Lovegood with his arms folded over his chest and a try me expression, or walking the same way as Draco, a few paces behind with his gaze flickering coolly over the crowd. Draco made a point of never speaking to him—he was a coward enough without anyone thinking he’d run screaming to Potter—but he couldn’t quite bring himself to ask Harry to stop. 
On Sunday he finally managed to sneak out and get to Hogsmeade, where Pansy was waiting to fling her arms around him and say something mangled with hysteria, by which he gathered that the news had reached the Slytherin grapevine. “That was fast,” he said, and grimaced when Astoria leaned out from the corner of the bar and waved cheerily at him.
“It’s absolutely unforgivable,” Pansy seethed, when they were all sitting down with a bottle of red and she’d finished clucking over the jagged scab on his cheek and examining the bruises on his arms. He flatly refused to lift up his shirt, as Astoria suggested, but secretly he was almost enjoying himself. He’d always liked it when Pansy fussed over him. “The fact that they’re allowed to get away with it is just more proof of Gryffindor bias. That school has gone to the dogs.”
“To be fair, I heard that it was a bit of a free for all, and led by a Hufflepuff,” Astoria said, taking a satisfied swig of her wine. “And everyone’s talking about how Potter saved you—”
“He didn’t save me,” Draco snapped. “I got away, didn’t I?”
“Well, yes, but everyone’s saying that he knocked Zacharias Smith out and gave a big heroic speech about how he didn’t save everyone for them to treat even the lowliest person like that—”
Pansy scoffed. “Typical Potter arrogance.” 
Draco drank silently. He’d been hearing the speech rumours all week, in between classes or in the corridor or once in a bathroom, two third years discussing it excitedly at the sinks. The reported speeches varied wildly from long passionate outcries about the spirit of Dumbledore and what he would have wanted to venomous and eloquent promises for revenge on anyone who stepped on the downtrodden in life. It was all very annoying. Perhaps worse was when he overheard Weasley say, with barely concealed impatience, “Come on, Dennis, it wasn’t a speech, all he said was nobody touches him again. And he didn’t hex forty-seven people, Merlin, it was like, eight.”
“Well, I think it’s going very well,” Astoria said. “I’m so glad you’ve decided to play along with my plan.” 
Draco bared his teeth at her but it was too late, and he had to spend the rest of the night listening to Astoria and Pansy argue about the merits of the Save Slytherin plan. Pansy had gone off the idea now that she thought Draco was in real trouble, and Astoria insisted that his prominence in the school gossip cycle was working. It was made especially difficult by the fact that the secret keeping spell kept running them into trouble whenever Astoria tried to bring up the Potter twins and she had to keep feebly talking about “and um, something else, which has slipped my mind, which is proving very useful”. 
At the end of the night Pansy hugged him very tightly. “Please be careful,” she said. “What are you doing for Christmas? You’re not going to—”
Draco shook his head. “I’ll stay at the castle. It’ll be fine, I doubt anyone else will be there.”
Pansy looked miserable. “You could come home with me.”
“I don’t think your mum would like that,” Draco said, because Pansy’s mother was doing her best to pretend that she’d never had any connections with the Dark Lord at all.
“I hate this year,” Pansy said. “I hate everything.”
“Cheer up,” Draco said. “I heard good things happen to you.”
“What does that mean,” Pansy said, and Draco laughed and held one hand up in farewell, leading the way to the secret passageway back to Hogwarts. Astoria was thrilled. 
“We’ve got to do something with this,” she said. “An expedition. A rave.”
It had been a good night and the castle was sinking quieter into the end of the year. Christmas lights in the halls, trees bound with red and gold in the Great Hall, mistletoe and holly above every door. When Draco got up to the Room of Requirement it was quiet and empty. Every time it came into being for them it was fresh, new, so when Draco fell down on the bed it was crisply made, as though Harry had never been there at all.

  - - -


The castle emptied out on the 23rd, and on Christmas Eve Draco went to breakfast for the first time in a week. It seemed safe enough, the table of professors who stayed over the break able to keep an eye on whatever tiny handful of students remained, and then Draco got into the Great Hall and stood in the entranceway, smiling despite himself. Lily and James Potter looked up from the Slytherin Table and waved wildly and he went over to join them, rolling his eyes.
“Slytherin? Really?” 
“Well, there’s a few other Gryffindors left and two Ravenclaws,” Lily said, passing him the bagels. “And we wanted a whole table to ourselves, and we’re not going to sit at the Hufflepuff Table, we have some self-respect.”
“We thought you might be here,” James said. “What are you doing this Christmas? We thought we might get really drunk.” He looked a little nervous and defiant when he said it, and Draco laughed, cheered despite himself.
“That sounds like a plan,” he said, and reached over for the orange juice, and then the doors to the Great Hall creaked open again and Draco looked up and paused. 
Harry looked very hesitant and quite alone. He stood framed by holly wreaths on each side. He was wearing his shirt sloppily open at the collar, no tie and baring the line of his collarbone, his robes shrugged over his shoulders and left unbuttoned, all of him messy and sweet. The twins’ cheer fell away, their faces tightening, and Draco raised his hand without thinking, waved Harry over.
“What are you doing,” Lily hissed.
“Oh, come on,” Draco said. “I told you, it was a misunderstanding. And he’s your dad, and it’s Christmas. What are you going to do, be mad at him forever?”
“Well, at least until he’s normal again,” James said, and Harry, standing awkwardly above them, said, “Hi.”
Draco looked up, flashed him a grin. “Hallo, Potter.”
“Fine,” Lily said. “But we’re still drinking. You can’t ground us when you’re only three years older than us.”
“Er, no,” Harry said. “I wouldn’t.”
“Then I guess you can stay,” James said begrudgingly. “As long as you don’t — don’t attack Draco again.”
“I swear,” Harry said, lifting a hand halfway to his heart before he dropped it. It was ridiculous how charmed Draco was. When the twins exchanged a look and nodded with a lot of fifteen-year-old sternness, Harry slipped into the spot next to Draco. Their knees pressed together. Draco reflected with absent despair that some mornings Harry touched him too early and it was like he wasn’t ready for it and was overcome with an urge to throw up his whole heart. Merry happy.
“Why are you here, though?” Lily asked, frowning. “Why aren’t you at the Burrow?”
Harry flushed. “I don’t want to upset you.”
James narrowed his eyes. “Try us.”
“It’s just that — things are a bit weird between me and Ginny,” he said. Lily and James watched him with blank, unreadable faces. That Potter stubbornness, Draco thought, torn between his elaborate pretense of not listening, shaking out the Daily Prophet and forking up scrambled eggs, and his desperate desire to know exactly what was going on in Harry’s love life. “And it’s their first Christmas since — since Fred — and Hermione has to be with her parents and I thought I’d just leave them to it.”
“What, and have your own pitiful Christmas here?” Draco demanded, slipping out of his disinterested facade via outrage at this typical Potter self-sacrifice, and Harry poked awkwardly about his eggs.
“I have an essay to write for Charms and Transfiguration,” he said. “It’s only a few days.”
“That is sad,” Lily said, as though she was annoyed to have to admit it. She and James exchanged looks and sighed. “All right. What shall we do then?”
“What?” Draco said.
“You said it,” she said. “It’s Christmas. What, do you want to have miserable meals together and then slope off to our own shitty dorms? I think we should go to the Room.”
Harry and Draco exchanged panicked looks, and this time Harry said, “What?”
“Oh, but you must know this by now,” Lily said, frowning.
“You told us you knew this by now,” James put in.
“The Room of Requirement,” Lily said. “It’s healed itself.”
“And Draco can’t be in the Gryffindor Common Room,” James said, “and anyway, whoever decorated it has gone completely over the top, it’s hideous, and everybody else at school keeps asking me and Lil to tell them lottery numbers, so I think we should just go to the Room. And maybe the pitch, this afternoon,” he added, brightening. “Christmas Eve match. Two-on-two.”
“Bagsy Draco,” Lily said promptly.
James rolled his eyes. “You just want to be Seeker.”
“But I play Seeker,” Draco protested.
“Not very well,” Lily said, kind and condescending. 
While Draco was still spluttering in outrage at this, James swiped his paper and started going through it with yawning outrage and Harry leaned over Draco for the cream cheese. “Room of Requirement,” Harry said warily. “Well. Okay.”
Draco wasn’t sure if Harry’s wariness was about spending time with his future children—children from the future?—or about the Room itself, which definitely made anxiety seethe in Draco’s chest when they got up there after breakfast. It wasn’t acting entirely like itself, since the Fiendfyre, and what if it just threw up the same room again, with the bed. Sometimes Draco left things in there, a sweater or some books and homework, and they stayed there, or moved into shelves, like the Room was tidying up after them. What if the Potter twins—who were smart and sharp and gazed at this world with narrowed eyes, like they were waiting for their home to rise out of its wreckage—looked at it and guessed the terrible secret? What if it did something bad to time for them to know?
But when the door swung open, it was just different enough for Draco’s heart to skip and then calm. The bed was gone, for one, along with the whole second level to the room. There were more sofas, and two cosy armchairs, all grouped around the fire and that worn rug. There were new bookshelves in the corner, and a big open shelf stacked with games, and—Draco squinted, disbelieving—a liquor cabinet. It was still recognisably the room in which Harry and Draco spent so much time, but changed, stretched out, the darker parts of it hidden and the fire crackling louder in the hearth than normal.
“Bit shabbier than usual, isn’t it?” Lily said, peering in. “Oh, it’s fine, though.” She looked a little relieved. She went and threw herself on the armchair, legs hooked over the side and head hanging off the other arm, and James started poking through the books and games. Harry and Draco exchanged looks and then sat, ostentatiously, on separate sofas, quite far apart from each other. It felt like a poised still life, the illustration before everything burst into action. Draco didn’t know what to do with his hands, or where to look.
“Found ‘em,” James said, standing back and holding a pack of cards aloft.
Lily scooped herself up from the chair and went and sat on the carpet around the low table, waiting expectantly. “Come on then,” she said, glancing up at where Harry was sitting straight-backed at the sofa. “29?”
“What?” Harry said, blinking.
“The — the card game,” Lily said. “Haven’t you learned it, yet? You were the one who taught us. Do you know, Draco?”
“Never heard of it,” Draco said. His parents had played bridge sometimes, with their friends, although Lucius usually got bored and wandered off to stand by the window or deliver low, drawling, self-satisfied speeches about various friends of his high up in the Ministry or the latest Dark Arts regulations (“Not that I think we’ll have any particular trouble,” turning his whiskey glass around in his hand, smirking out the window). When Draco was very young, before he went to Hogwarts, he used to sneak downstairs after bed to sit on the stairs and listen to the warm, soothing sound of their conversation. Sometimes his mum would catch sight of him through the crack in the door and smile at her cards, small and fond, in a way that he knew was just for him. Once he’d fallen asleep on the stairs and woken up to his father bending before him. “You shouldn’t be out here,” Lucius had said, but he’d walked Draco up to bed himself, his hand warm and heavy on Draco’s shoulder. 
“Oh,” Lily said, exchanging a brief, confused look with James. “Well, it’s not hard. You play in pairs, so we can teach you along the way. It’s not too complicated.”
This, Draco discovered, was a lie: it was an intensely complicated and difficult game, and Lily and James were terrifyingly good at it. There were several stages of the game and they involved bidding and tricks and revolving trumps, and Draco was James’s partner but always seemed to be giving James exactly the wrong cue. “I thought you wanted me to choose spades!” James said, at the end of one trick, which was not a thing that Draco had known at the time James could even choose. He was awful at it. Even aside from the rules, James and Lily seemed to know exactly which cards were in whose hands at all time, and it became clear a few rounds in that they had near photographic memories for the deck that meant they never forgot what had already been played. 
Harry was also pretty bad, but he seemed incredibly amused by the whole thing and spent most of the game lounging back on his elbows and laughing helplessly. “Dad,” Lily snapped once, mostly, Draco thought, by accident, given how quickly she looked away, but even that didn’t make Harry flinch. He just kept laughing, ruffling his hand through his hair.
“Sorry, sorry,” he said. “Uhm, double?”
“No, it’s too late for you to say that!” James said, flicking jokers at Harry’s head, and Harry ducked, laughing again, looked across the small table to meet Draco’s eyes. Draco tipped back on his hands and turned his chin up and away in a tiny act of self-preservation, except that all he noticed was that there was holly on the mantlepiece and fairy lights glinting in the corner, golden and silver tinsel along one of the bookshelves, and that out the window it was snowing quite thickly now.
Draco threw his card down onto Harry’s triumphantly and said, “Trump!”
“No,” James wailed, “now we’re over the bid, we were winning, what’s wrong with you—” and Harry started laughing again.
Lily groaned, stretching out on the carpet and throwing her arm over her eyes. “James, you’ve got to calm down. Every Christmas, Merlin.”
“I thought you said Ha — Potter’s the one who taught you,” Draco said, and did his best to keep his face impassive, felt Harry’s gaze flick back to him. “He can’t be this bad in the future.”
“No, he’s good, and he also cheats really well,” Lily said, “and James always throws a massive fit about it and—”
“Lil,” James said, and the whiny, teenage note had dropped out his voice. He sounded tired.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Lily said, and tossed her hand of cards away. “And I suppose by even playing 29 now we’re messing up the timeline and—”
“There’s avoidable and then there’s, you know, straightforward telling,” James said. “He never told us how he learned, maybe this could play into it, but if we start giving histories of Christmases—”
“I know, I know,” Lily said. Her mouth twisted, miserable. “Merlin. I miss home.”
Draco and Harry exchanged panicked looks. Harry cleared his throat, then said, “I always loved Christmas at Hogwarts.”
“We know,” James said bleakly.
“No,” Lily said. She sat up, drawing her knees to her chest, resting her chin on her knees, the firelight warm behind her. “Tell us anyway. Go on. I like the story.”
Harry looked uncomfortable, darting a glimpse at Draco, and Draco wondered if he should leave. All Harry said, though, was, “Which story?”
“First year,” Lily said. “Go on.”
“Oh,” Harry said, and relaxed a little. “Yeah, that was when I got the Invisibility Cloak. That was a good year.”
He darted another uneasy glance at Draco but launched into the story easily enough, the feast and the presents. Halfway through the story Draco pushed up on his elbows, semi-outraged, and had to listen to the rest of what Harry had deemed a good year; a handful of presents, either homemade or almost hilariously small. A box of chocolates. “And then the Dursleys,” Harry said, and the twins were already giggling, leaning on each other’s shoulders like it was a hilarious joke, “they sent me — I think they sent me a tissue? Or maybe that was another year. Like, 50p? That’s about two sickles,” he added to Draco, still cheerful, “and Auntie Marge sent me a box of dog biscuits—” at which point Lily had to lie on the floor and hold a cushion against her face, she was laughing so hard.
Draco stared at Harry, aghast. “These are your — these are the people who looked after you?”
“Oh, it was just my aunt and uncle,” Harry said. “I don’t really — I don’t see them anymore—”
“But you grew up with them?” Draco demanded. “They were — they were who you lived with? Until, what, Hogwarts? And then every summer?”
The smile was fading from Harry’s face. He said quietly, “But it’s — but then I got Hogwarts, so it didn’t really, it all worked out, it was worth it when I found that out.”
“When you found out? You mean about magic? When was that?”
“When I was — when I turned eleven,” Harry said. “When I got the letter,” and a lamp behind them exploded.
“Jesus,” James said, startled.
Draco was startled, too; he hadn’t had any outbursts of magic since he got his first wand, and they’d never been that strong, anyway. It was more lights dimming and glowing, or once, when he was sulking because Narcissa said he was too young for a Nimbus 2000, a small gloomy raincloud following him about all day. His surprise shook him out of his temper. He swallowed and darted a look at Harry, who had that strange expression that Draco was no good at reading, something very tense about his face and his mouth soft.
“Tell us about your Christmases, then,” Harry said.
Lily and James settled back down, like this was an agreeable alternative. Draco said, “What, me and the Death Eaters?”
“Is that what you had to call them?” Harry said mildly, and Draco sighed. He flopped onto his back, pillowing his arms behind his head, peering up at the ceiling. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “I was very spoiled, obviously. Mother was very good at presents, I’d give her a list every year and she’d only ever give me a couple of them, I think she thought that would help, but then she always came up with all these other things that I hadn’t even known I’d wanted. She gave me a piano, one year.”
“God, you’re posh,” Harry said. Draco flipped him off.
“What else,” Draco said. “Usually there was a big gala that they would go to on Christmas Eve, and I’d watch them get all dressed up. Mum had these amazing dress robes, they were like — they were midnight blue and they looked black and then she’d turn and catch the light and these stars would come gleaming out of them.” Narcissa with her hair piled on top of her head like a crown, the arch of her shoulders and her pale throat gleaming from the deep night of the dress. “And then Lucius would always be in such a good mood. When I was ten he let me try some of his brandy,” he added, “and I threw up and Mum wanted to stay home to make sure I was all right, but — well, I think they put me to bed and I fell asleep right away.” Other years he’d stayed up, waited for them. Crept out of his bedroom and down the long halls of the Manor to watch them come home, a little dishevelled, Lucius’s hair wavy at his temples and Narcissa’s low, warm laugh. His father stooping to undo the clasp of her necklace, kissing the revealed nape of her neck. Draco’s throat hurt.
“Didn’t they take you with them?” James asked.
“What? Oh, well, they weren’t really parties for children,” Draco said. “I went one year, when I was fifteen, but it wasn’t so… well.” It had been a horrible party, adults sneering and jovial. Men that Lucius hadn’t associated with for as long as Draco could remember swarming out of the woodwork with horrible leers to clasp him on the shoulder and breathe damply in his face and tell him that they were looking forward to getting to know him better in the coming months. Draco had ended up finding Vince and the two of them had slipped out to one of the cloakrooms with a bottle of champagne and drunk themselves grimly merry. I expect it will all be wonderful, really, Draco had told Vince grandly. You’ll see. And I’ll do very well and we won’t have to associate with any more of these vulgar people. In sixth year, his mother had asked him, pale-faced, if he wanted to go with her to the annual party in his father’s stead, but he’d stayed at school over the break, sobbing and pounding at the Cabinet, desperate for it to work. He couldn’t remember Christmas particularly. It was all that horrible grey fog. 
“What about Christmas Day,” Lily said. “Tell us about that.”
“What? Oh,” Draco said, a little dazed, and rubbed his hand over his face. “Um. Well, my mother has this awful tradition where we had to go for a walk every morning, before presents—”
“Ha!” James said.
“It wasn’t funny when I was seven and there’d been a blizzard the night before,” Draco said, though he was laughing now too, remembering tripping into a snow drift and sinking up to his chin, his mother tugging him out and charming him dry, his father’s low laugh somewhere further up the path. Their warmth charms hovering around him like a soft cloud. “And then presents, obviously. Narcissa would always give Lucius all the books that he pretended to be interested in and actually she was the one who wanted to read them, and he’d give her some sort of — oh, jewellery. Perfume, sometimes. Once,” he added, smirking, “when I was — I think I was ten. He gave her a broom. We were so excited about it.” It had been a strange, lovely week, the one moment in Draco’s life that he could remember he and his father had been co-conspirators, when Lucius had taken him to Diagon Alley and said, I think perhaps it’s time we got your mother on a broom. It had been after Draco moved out of the realm of pure child and before he went to Hogwarts, and firmly disappointed Lucius by failing to befriend and use Harry to his own purposes, and then coming second to a Muggleborn in all his subjects. “She flew on it that afternoon and that was it, I think. It sat in a cupboard afterwards.”
“Weird,” Lily said, clearly unable to imagine a world in which the whole happy family didn’t jet about on their brooms all the time. Draco snorted. 
“You were raised by a professional Quidditch player and Potter,” he said. “My mother said it was always too cold up there.”
“What next,” James said, arms hugged loosely around his knees. Harry was watching him, too, his expression unreadable, his eyes fixed on Draco’s face.
“Oh, Merlin, I don’t know,” Draco said, knuckling at his eye, trying to think. It was like trying to remember a dream. “Breakfast, which usually took about four hours. My mother would take over the record player. Lots of classical and then she and Lucius would start drinking mimosas and you’d be able to track how tipsy she was based on when the disco came on. They’d have afternoon naps and I’d play with whatever the new toys were, and then when I was a teenager I’d sort of sulk around or call Pansy or Greg and Vince or something.”
“Who are Greg and Vince?” James said.
Draco looked away. “No one.” His mouth was dry. “No one, really.”
“Did you say something about Quidditch?” Harry asked, and Draco shot him a grateful look. They left the claustrophobic warmth of the Room and trooped downstairs into the cold, except for Harry, who ran up to the Gryffindor Tower to get his Firebolt. The snow had eased up for now, though the clouds above were grey and gloomy, and the grounds were carpeted in thick, clear white, their feet sinking deep. Lily and James scuffled behind Draco, putting each other in headlocks and wrestling about, clearly in fairly good spirits, and Draco kept his hands in his pockets. There was something about being out here, without the threat of other students, with the Potter twins in a good mood and Christmas not quite as lonely and bleak as Draco had been expecting, and above them a tiny dark figure against the sky, shooting off the Astronomy Tower like a black speck and speeding towards them, winding down until he dropped breathless and laughing in front of Draco’s face. He hooked his knees around the broom and hung backwards, tapping at Draco’s shoulders. His daughter’s trick.
“I’d save your strength,” Draco said, though he was smiling back, helpless. “They’ll give you a run for your money.”
“No threat from you, then?” Harry said, and sped off, laughing, as Draco chased him down to the pitch.
He and the twins kicked off into the frozen air at the same time, spiralling upwards to where Harry was hanging high and waiting. The twins jerked their brooms into position and flew straight at Harry, veering away at the last possible second, and then Harry swung his broom around and chased Lily across the pitch, their laughter carrying back through the air. James caught Draco’s eye and released a Snitch, a gleam of gold that sent them both diving down towards the hard ground of the pitch and then skimming along, centimetres above the ground, their breath shining clouds in the air. Draco was a better Seeker than James, he was grimly pleased to find out, but James played rough and cheated mercilessly; anytime Draco was even close to the Snitch, James was there, grabbing at his broom tail, checking him bodily, cheery and smirking as Draco cursed him and the Snitch fluttered out of reach.
Lily had produced a Quaffle and tossed it straight at James’s head, distracting him, and Draco flew for the Snitch and nearly made it, hand reaching, that first feathery brush of the outstretched wing against his fingertips. Then Harry was there, hand closing round it.
“You prick,” Draco said, and swung his arm around Harry’s neck, dragging him down while Harry laughed and gasped, fingers scrabbling at Draco’s arm, crying out, “Foul, foul!” Their broomsticks knocked into each other, a giddy whirl as they sank further and further, the air rushing past and Harry’s nose brushing Draco’s cold cheek, his hand in Draco’s hair, laughing and swearing at him and very close. He leaned forward and caught Draco’s broomstick and pointed it up with his own just in time, their toes dragging across the snow-covered grass before they soared up and back into the sky. Draco’s breath was coming hard, Harry’s eyes very bright.
The Quaffle thumped into the middle of their awkward hold, half-hug and half-wrestle. Draco jerked, guilty, and looked around for the twins, but they only looked impatient.
“Come on,” Lily said. “Let’s play.”
They played without pause for hours, barely noticing when lunch might have happened, barely noticing the snow picking up and then ceasing again, the light draining out of the sky. The twins had come up with a complicated but fairly successful version of two-on-two Quidditch and the play was half-fun and half-ferocious, all four of them intensely competitive, with the occasional exception of Lily, who was only not as competitive because she was clearly the best of them. She made up for it by being unbelievably and infuriatingly arrogant and the game often devolved into an informal three-on-one to try and beat her. There were four separate temper tantrums and Harry almost punched Draco twice, which was Draco’s only comfort given that Harry also stole the Snitch from under Draco’s nose at any possible opportunity.
By the time they trooped in for dinner, Draco’s face was pink and Harry’s hair wild; Lily complained that her hands were half-frozen in the pose of holding her broom. They fell on the Christmas feast ravenously, barely noticing the usual Hogwarts indulgence: golden turkeys and piles of roasted vegetables, greens fragrant with garlic and butter, long silver gravy boats waiting and dripping. Instead the twins recapped the game, breathless, Harry breaking in frequently to disagree; a minor detour into Chaser tactics, which James and Draco illustrated with the help of levitating salt and pepper shakers. Harry’s hair was curling at his collar where it had been wet with snow.
Draco looked up when he was reaching for the newly arrived desserts and saw McGonagall watching them, mouth pursed, and faltered for a moment, then lifted his chin. It wasn’t his fault if Harry wanted to mess with time. It was none of Draco’s concern.
“Let’s have dessert up in the room,” Lily said, looking very wicked indeed, which made sense, because the twins’ idea of dessert was a series of lethal cocktails. Draco gave up protesting and took whatever James pressed into his hands, even though most of them were too sweet, fifteen-year-old palettes with a lot of blueberry vodka that the Room continued gamely to supply. By nine, Draco was quite severely tipsy; by ten, he was holding Lily’s hair back in the little bathroom while she threw up, slurring in between at him that it was awful good of him not to make a big thing of it; by ten-thirty, James and Lily were both passed out on the sofas and Draco, drunk, was trying not to stare at Harry’s mouth too much.
They’d given up staying away from each other three or four drinks in, especially when it seemed like the twins didn’t really notice or care. Harry’s shoulder was bumping against Draco’s, their hands a few bare centimetres apart on the floor, holding themselves up as they leaned back with the fire hot against their shoulders. Every time Draco darted a glance at him, Harry was looking right back at him.
“You hold your liquor pretty well, Malfoy,” Harry said. He was sitting up quite straight, like he was worried if he slumped he might not be able to right himself. He’d been laughing a lot, right up until the twins fell asleep, and now he was just groggy and watching Draco with his eyes narrowed, like he was waiting for Draco to pull something.
“The summer,” Draco explained. “There wasn’t much else for Narcissa and I to do, in the evenings.”
“Do you miss her?” Harry said. “It’s Christmas.”
Draco flushed, looked away. “Yeah.” It felt horrifying to admit it, with Harry studying him, eyebrows drawn in and thick on himself.
“I thought I’d miss the Burrow,” Harry said. “It’s where I’ve had the best Christmases.”
“Such as they are,” Draco snapped, half on mean instinct and half because he wasn’t over it, the miserable little litany of gifts, the revelation that Harry Potter, maybe, loathe as Draco was to admit it, the greatest wizard of his generation, had come late and starved and lonely to magic. He hoped the mean half won, snarled around his voice, but Harry was looking at him, lips parted, eyes bright.
“You’re so possessive,” he said quietly. “It’s like you want to be the only person who was ever cruel to me.”
Draco could feel his cheeks going pink. He reached out, touched the bump in Harry’s nose that he had left there. He was drunk and flushed with it, which was the only excuse he could think of for saying, “Not like that. Not anymore,” and Harry’s eyes closed, he drew in a shivering breath. Draco couldn’t shut his stupid mouth up. He said, voice low and thick, “Other ways, maybe,” and Harry was half leaning into his hand, eyes opening, eyelashes brushing against Draco’s fingers, leaning up to him.
“We shouldn’t,” Draco said, leaning out of reach. The twins snored on the sofas, not far away. “Fingers crossed they’d just think they were dreaming, but even still…”  Harry laughed, rough and sharp like Draco had touched a nerve, and Draco frowned at him. “What?”
“Nothing,” Harry said. He paused, shook his head. “I had a dream about you. A while ago.”
“Oh?” Draco said, blinking. He wasn’t sure if that was meant to be a big thing. He dreamed about everyone in the school, faces turning up mocking and cruel everywhere he turned, and Harry more than that, flashes of heat and sex, the way he looked on a broom. 
Harry’s jaw tightened. “I hated it,” he said, and after a while Draco excused himself and went downstairs to bed.

  - - -


On Christmas Day, the Room of Requirement seemed to have taken onboard their suggestions. There was a piano in one corner and a gramophone in another with a hefty pile of records beneath. “It’s kind of creepy,” Lily said, blinking around, “like it was listening to us.”
“Don’t be so paranoid,” James said. “Come on, Draco, can you still play? I know a bit—”
“Oh, I’m not sure,” Draco said.
“Come on,” James repeated, and Harry went and sprawled out on his stomach on the couch, chin on the arm, looking interested. Draco was beginning to realise, to his despair, that he was powerless against that look, especially when Harry had quietly touched his elbow this morning at breakfast, said, “Did I upset you last night? I’m sorry,” as though it was that easy, as though they could make everything up to one another, as though misunderstandings between them could be simple and easily fixed. Draco let James drag him over.
He played the opening chords to Heart and Soul and James said, with disgust, “Oh, give me a break,” and so they played Listz instead, eyeing each other to check the other one’s level, and then, sinking into it, the overture from The Magic Flute. Harry was staring, wide-eyed, and Lily drowsed in front of the fire, face quiet and peaceful, and then after a while they both melted away and it was just Christmas and the snow outside and the music. 
James moved in naturally, always exactly where Draco was expecting him to be, and after a while Draco stopped hesitating to be sure. He hadn’t played with anyone like this since he and Pansy had performed for their parents when they were thirteen. Earlier than that it had been his mother, making him rest his hands on hers first so he could feel the stretch and lift of her fingers. 
Draco swallowed. He stumbled to a halt. He hadn’t meant to think about Narcissa today; he’d talked about her too much yesterday, and tried to Floo her in the evening before he went to bed, but the connection kept sputtering out and he’d gone to bed cold and lonely. It was all very well, he’d thought, to live in the golden glow of Harry’s future family for a day, to enjoy it while he had it, but it didn’t change anything. His parents were still gone, his future a series of closing doors. He’d half wanted to avoid the Potters today, stay hidden in the Slytherin Common Room and sleep the day away, but it seemed like its own brand of misery, pointless in its punishment. Besides, he had a feeling the twins would find him.
When he looked over at James, though, James’s face was clear and sure, some simple understanding there. He was away from home, too, Draco thought. He was missing his mum, as well. James tucked that messy Potter hair behind his ear and said, “Cards?”
Draco nodded mutely. Harry said, “I didn’t know you could do that.” It was unclear who he was talking to.
“We’ve had music lessons since we were six,” Lily said, already shuffling. “I mean, I quit when I was eleven, I was rubbish, but James is pretty good and — anyway.” She shut her mouth, looking guilty. “Do you and Draco want to play against me and James?”
“Absolutely not, you’ll destroy us,” Draco said, but Harry shot him a warm, laughing look and Draco ended up giving into it. They were destroyed, of course. It was bizarre to be on the same team, to be trying together. They even sulked together, while James and Lily put on a Muggle record that Draco didn’t know and did a mad victory dance.
The day slipped into nonsense. James and Lily declared themselves “bored” of the Great Hall and talked Harry into going and finding lunch for them to eat where they were. Pretty soon after that they started serving up hot chocolates spiked with Firewhiskey, provided helpfully by the Room, which did not seem to mind about underage drinking. Harry wavered between cheer and uncertainty for most of the day, but the drinks seemed to help; he laughed more and hesitated less. They played endless rounds of cards, and then Lily made Draco play Good King Wenceslas and In The Bleak Midwinter and God Rest Ye Merry Hippogriffs on piano and sang along in a surprisingly sweet tenor. 
“Surely James could play these,” Draco protested, when she demanded We Three Kings.
“But you get all sour-faced about it like I’m insulting Malfoy dignity forever,” Lily said. “It amuses me,” and Draco flipped her off and played the damn song, with James humming along and Harry lolling by the fire and watching him, leaning back on his elbows, his lips parted.
Harry just — he kept watching him. Draco was trying not to drink very much because he didn’t like the idea of not being in control, of slipping up, when he already felt like a raw and vulnerable nerve, and after a while Harry slowed to match him. They had dinner in the Room as well, a feast that the House Elves sent up without even being asked, and every time Draco looked up it was to find Harry’s eyes on him. When the twins were distracted into a low-voiced and very intense argument that was, as far as Draco could tell, about whether panicking at disco halls and the like was passé or classic, Harry looked across and Draco and spread his legs, just a little. The line of his thighs against the woollen school trousers, the curve of his hip. Draco swallowed hard.
After dinner, felled by the enormous helpings of Christmas pudding they had insisted upon and a mug that was more Firewhiskey than hot chocolate, the twins fell asleep, dozing like curious puppies on the floor. Draco kept his back to the sofa, his feet planted on the floor. Harry was all lit up by the fire behind him, his face shadowed.
Draco swallowed, throat dragging at him. His hands were hot. The room seemed too small, as though it was hiding its own space, the place where Harry and Draco touched each other.
“Draco,” Harry said, and Draco stood and they quietly slipped out of the room.
In the cold corridor outside Draco held Harry tight against the rough stone, felt as though he was drinking pleasure from Harry’s mouth, Harry’s hips jerking against his, Harry’s hands bruising on him, one wrenched tight in Draco’s hair, one fisted in the back of his robes. They groaned into each other’s mouths; Draco kicked Harry’s feet apart, opened his legs up, felt Harry whine and almost buckle.
“Where can we go,” Harry said, breathless. Draco’s mind went momentarily dull and blank, but he knew it made sense; even if there was barely anyone left in the school, there was always the risk of being caught, and the Potter twins were only a few feet away, hidden behind the door. “Draco,” Harry continued, and another kiss, hot and fierce, Draco’s mouth buzzing, “where can we — come to Gryffindor with me, come to my bed—”
Draco shook his head. “There are other Gryffindors still here, it’s too risky,” he said, and paused. “There’s no one in Slytherin.”
He’d expected Harry to protest, but Harry just took his hand and they ran down through the school, striding around corridors, bumping up close. Draco wanted to kiss him in every corner, shove him up against statues and tapestries and doors, but he wanted Harry in bed and beneath him and all Draco’s more, and so he contented himself with the way Harry twisted his fingers through Draco’s, the hot restless touches, like Harry couldn’t help himself. Like Harry was too far gone to care about being caught like this, Draco’s fingers biting into his wrist, Harry groping helplessly at Draco’s upper arm, his hand sliding over Draco’s stomach, sensitive even through layers of robes.
The Slytherin Common Room was cold and empty and Draco’s dormitory was colder but they were already out of their clothes before they crossed the floor, Harry wild and bucking beneath him, Draco vicious in taking it from him. He bit Harry’s chest, his shoulder. He slapped his hip hard enough to make Harry jerk and then dug his nails into the meat of Harry’s arm, his thigh, watched the way Harry cried out and arched up towards him with glittering eyes. He fucked Harry too hard, too rough. He wanted him to feel it. And Harry took it all, burning up beneath Draco, arching his back, baring his throat, leaning into every one of Draco’s cruellest desires.
It was only after, when Harry was lying boneless, coiled around Draco, his nose tucked to Draco’s shoulder, that Draco felt the cold. He drew the blankets up over them, and Harry curled in closer, his hand on Draco’s stomach, his breath still light and fast.
“I didn’t know,” Harry said. His voice was dazed, tongue thick. “I didn’t know any of that about you. That you — all that Christmas stuff and — and you play piano—”
“How would you,” Draco said. He peered down at Harry in the dim, cool light of the dorm, trying to make out the shape of his teeth on Harry’s shoulder, the fainter bruise of a hickey against the new marks of his fingers. He wondered if Ginny Weasley would ever do this. It seemed unlikely; the twins were so obviously loved, products of a normal home, and Ginny Weasley was a Gryffindor and a hero and generally good, she wouldn’t want to mark Harry up and then stare jealously, greedily at the reminders that she had been there, that she had had him.
“And you’re — why are you so kind to them,” Harry said, “you’re — you’re ruining it—”
“Ruining what,” Draco said, a little alarmed to have walked into a fight without noticing, but Harry only groaned and pushed up on his elbows to kiss Draco again. Muddled and sloppy, both of them strung out and sex heavy, Draco’s arms sore, his thighs tight, Harry gasping and mewling when Draco reached anyway to touch where he’d left Harry soft and open, still wet for him.
“God, God,” Harry said, and they fucked again, slower this time, both of them sensitive and whining about it. Slow, heavy drags that made Draco moan helplessly into Harry’s mouth, tender and wrecked.
“You’re killing me,” Harry said, after, and, “I’m fucking freezing, get me something to wear,” and “Not anything with a Slytherin crest,” which made Draco laugh and go to rummage through his trunk. Harry had a perfectly serviceable sweater right there, Draco wanted to say, lying on the floor a foot away, he’d yanked it off over Harry’s head himself. But Harry was very deliberately not looking at it, chin set and mouth secretive, and Draco was useless, would take whatever Harry gave him. He found a Puddlemere United jersey instead, blue and gold, innocuous enough colours, and tossed it over his shoulder to Harry while he climbed back into his own underwear.
When he turned back, Harry was sitting up in bed, the sweater on. It was slightly too big for him, loose around his shoulders, the collar open and baring his throat, the sleeves trailing over his knuckles. Draco’s mouth went dry. He wanted Harry in his things all the time. He wanted Harry in a Slytherin jersey, D MALFOY printed in black across the back. He stared at Harry and Harry looked back at him, that crooked smile at the corner of his mouth like he knew exactly what Draco was thinking. Draco crawled back into bed and they necked for a while, hopeless and longing.
“We should get back,” Draco murmured. “Your wretched children—”
“Oh, like you can talk, you spend your whole time encouraging them,” Harry said, voice rough. His eyes were mostly closed, lashes long against his cheeks. The sharp line of his jaw, the faint shadow of stubble there, the hollow of his throat. Draco was madly, horribly, overwhelmingly obsessed with him. 
“Well, they’re comforting,” Draco said. “They remind me of a simpler time.”
He’d meant it as a joke but it came out terribly earnest. Harry looked at him and nodded, and they got up quietly and got dressed. Harry slipped his jumper on over Draco’s jersey, the very faintest thread of blue visible under his collar. Draco wasn’t sure if Harry had meant him to notice or not; he wasn’t sure how he was meant to react. He busied himself turning away, fingers shaky on his buttons.
They stopped by the kitchens to pick up snacks, as an excuse for their absence, caramel popcorn and pumpkin juice and more chocolate, but they needn’t have worried. The twins were still dozing when they got back, stretched out on the carpet where they’d left them, though they raised their heads when the door shut behind Draco. They looked even more alike than normal like that, both of their faces young and vulnerable with sleep still hanging about them, their thin laughing mouths and messy Potter hair.
Lily sat up, yawning. “Is that more food? Brilliant,” and halfway through the word, her voice changed. It went higher, sweeter, sliding out of its usual rough Potter drawl and into something a little lighter.
And with it, Draco saw, horrified, fixated, his stomach suddenly churning, the rest of her was going wrong, too. She shrunk down, lost half a head of height and her face rounded out, heart-shaped and older; she must have been eighteen, nineteen at least, a short pretty woman with green eyes, bright green, like Potter’s own—
“Lil,” James said, horrified, staring. “What’s happening to you?”
Lily’s face flickered. She slipped up and down, as though it was a slide, features flickering back to normal and then into strange again. She said in that quick, high voice, “What’s wrong with me?” and Draco watched freckles bloom across her cheeks, then melt away. Green eyes, long lashes, back to normal, back to green. James was grabbing at her shoulder, shaking her, frantic, as though he could settle her back into the right shape, and there was a faint nasal whining in Draco’s ears, a shimmer in the room like a heat mirage, before Lily suddenly jerked her shoulders back and was herself again.
“What the fuck was that,” Harry said, already by her side, his hand against her forehead, checking her temperature, catching her elbow to keep her upright and steady. “Are you — how do you—”
“I don’t feel very well,” Lily said, voice small but her own, and threw up into the wastebasket Draco jammed under her chin just in time.






      

  











Chapter 11








  “It’s bullshit,” Lily said, slumping with her arms folded over the staircase bannister and her chin resting on her arms, glaring down at the students filing into the entrance hall below. James, on Draco’s other side, looked similarly annoyed, eyes narrowed as he peered through the crowd. 
“We couldn’t have the castle to ourselves forever,” Draco said, resting his forearms on the bannister, hands dangling into nothing. He was annoyed, too, but it was easier to pretend he was tolerant and above it all when the twins were so conspicuous in their displeasure. Something crawled down his neck as he watched a curly blond head below move into the hall. The boy lifted his head and it was a Ravenclaw fourth year, not Zacharias Smith at all, but the tension in Draco’s spine didn’t go anywhere.
They couldn’t have had the castle to themselves forever, of course, but Draco had gotten used to the idea all the same. A week of racing around with the Potter twins, a week of Harry’s company. They’d played Quidditch for hours and Harry and Draco had, slowly, gotten good—or at least better—at the twins’ awful card game, and whenever he had a chance, Draco snuck off with Harry, breathless and hot encounters that felt more like a fun game than a worrying and guiltily hidden secret. The twins were indefatigable, sure of themselves and their place in the world. Even the weird and horrifying moment on Christmas Day, when Lily had changed and become someone new, had been dismissed.
“McGonagall told us there was bound to be time discrepancies,” Lily had said, grim-mouthed.
“Discrepancies?” Harry said. He was panicky and invested in a way that made Draco suspect he had been paying much closer attention to the twins than anyone had noticed. Draco should have been sneery about it, but he sympathised; the twins were charming, and they were Potters, which must make them even more so to Harry, and it had been awful, watching Lily twist, watching her fade in and out of reality, watching her become someone else. Harry had wanted to write to Granger, ask for her help, but the twins refused, as though more people knowing would make it too real. “You were someone else!”
“We’re changing things by being here,” James said. “But unless we want to sit in a cellar and not move or speak there’s not a lot we can do about that, except get out of here faster.”
There, too, Harry wanted action, tried to talk them into going to the library, tried to talk them into assembling some sort of Gryffindor taskforce with Granger and Weasley. Why shouldn’t they try and get back on their own? Why should they just hang about here, with their faces changing back and forth and strange swordswomen attacking them? But the twins were implacable and stubborn. Their dad would come get them, they said, their faces blank and sure, and that made Harry so awkward that he dropped the subject.
“Do you think Harry’ll stop talking to us now?” James said, and then flinched, as though he hadn’t meant to say that aloud. The three of them looked down for the shock of dark hair. Draco spotted him first, half tucked against a wall like he wanted to stay out of sight, shoulders tense and eager, and then there was the red flash of Weasley and Harry barrelled forward, surrounded immediately by his friends.
“You’re lucky you didn’t get the Weasley hair, you know,” Draco said absently.
“Mm,” James said, and Lily said, “Merlin, can you imagine,” and the three of them smiled. 
Below them, Granger looked up and caught sight of them. Her mouth was tight with disapproval, her gaze wary. After a moment, not sure what else to do, Draco nodded at her. She paused, then nodded back, turning away.
“I don’t think he’ll stop talking to you,” Draco said.
And Harry didn’t, though he now did it a little guiltily, with Granger and Weasley hovering worried and disapproving behind him. He caught up with the twins between classes, asked them quiet questions, shoved Lily’s shoulder, grinning, when she mouthed off to him, her smug little face delighted. He went flying with them, though they had to stop using the pitch when crowds of spectators started showing up, fascinated and enthralled by the Potter generations playing together. Instead, they used quieter, deserted areas of the school; out at the far end of the lake, or behind the greenhouses, or in the outskirts of the Forbidden Forest, although Harry didn’t seem to like it. He played harder and more brutally when they were there.
Draco should have left them to it, should have pursued his usual strategy of lying as low as possible and avoiding the rest of the school. But the twins came after him with such unconscious expectation, as though the idea of him saying no never crossed their minds, and Harry was always lingering close by. Harry did expect Draco to say no, Draco could tell. Every time Draco didn’t, Harry looked away, as though that would do something to hide his smile, the handsome tilt of his head.
Between the three of them, Draco was losing his days to the Potter twins, with their madcap ideas and their easy demands and his nights to Harry, hidden deep in the Room of Requirement. The room had returned to its old self for them, though it kept the piano, like a hint that Draco refused to do anything with. Sometimes Harry couldn’t get away from the Gryffindor Common Room until midnight or later, whenever it was that Weasley and Granger toddled off to their early marital bed, and Draco waited for him all the same, restless and hating himself and so lit up with tension and anticipation that he couldn’t sit still. He’d usually be halfway across the room by the time the door quietly opened under Harry’s hand. It was too obvious and he didn’t care. Harry would be struggling out of his jumper already as he came through, as though they were running out of time to waste, which, of course, they were.
The term seemed to know, the weeks falling through Draco’s hands like leaves. Harry kept up his annoyingly effective bodyguard routine, never that far away, which meant that for the most part the wave of punchings and injuries that had dictated Draco’s first term dissipated. The Felix Felicis potion was coming along disturbingly well, especially now that Draco had given Harry all the manual labour to do and managed all the thinking parts of the potion himself. It made it harder for him to speak, but Harry didn’t seem to mind, sat quietly by his side chopping mandrake root and talking in a low, idle voice about the weekend, the twins, the weather, the tiny Gryffindor dramas and debates. The weeks turned into months, the castle turned to spring. Everything seemed to be waking up and Draco was digging himself deeper into a dream. It was hard to bring himself to care, Harry giving himself up to Draco nearly every night.
The week before the Easter break, Draco was just leaving Defence when Astoria grabbed his elbow. He was already a little woozy; they’d been split into partners again, and while the Slytherin seventh year Draco had been assigned with had been fastidiously avoiding his gaze, Draco had gotten distracted watching Harry. Harry was with Granger, as always, the two of them moving fast, clearly forgetting where they were. The rest of the students had slowly moved out of the way, making space, while Harry said lightly, “Behind you, Hermione,” and the shield bounced between them, morphing, their curses moving too fast to track. 
Harry threw up spells and Granger untangled them before they made it across the space, and by the end they were breathless and grinning at each other. Harry’s hair was all over his face, his frame tense and dark with magic. Draco had wanted to grab for him, take hold of his arm, fit himself against Harry’s back and grind. Less than twelve hours ago, deep in the heart of the quiet night, Draco had gasped out, “Mine, you’re mine,” despite himself and Harry cried out and came, faster than usual, into the rough squeeze of Draco’s hand. They hadn’t discussed it.
Draco’s duelling partner used his distraction to send a sharp stinging jinx Draco’s way, and when Astoria grabbed him afterwards she dug her nails into the same spot, making Draco yelp and shake her off. Her mouth made a tiny, perfect moue of disdain.
“Try not to be a complete freak, Draco, it doesn’t help the cause,” she said. “Although I have to admit, you’re doing quite well at the moment. It’s a little feeble to cling to Potter’s cloak so that no one will dare hurt you—”
“I’m not,” Draco said, outraged and louder than he meant to, “I wouldn’t cling to Potter’s anything,” and a little way down the hall, Harry looked back over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows. Draco felt his face flood with colour.
“But nevertheless, the results speak for themselves,” Astoria continued. “I thought after last term’s incident you’d be driven out by the end of the year. But what, not even a black eye this week? And none of the younger Slytherins have cried themselves to sleep in a month, and three Ravenclaws asked me to the first Hogsmeade weekend!” 
She rubbed her hands together, looking very calculating and pleased. Draco blinked. “You want to date a Ravenclaw?”
“No, I want Ravenclaws to want to date Slytherins,” Astoria said. “I really shouldn’t be seen out with anyone who’s not a Gryffindor, it’s still too early. I wanted James to put on a show with me, but he had some confusing issue with time—”
“And not wanting to date a forty year old,” James said, appearing on Astoria’s other side. “Yeah, it was super confusing.”
“I’m not forty now,” Astoria said, narrowing her eyes. “You’re being very rude.”
“We decided in our first week,” Lily said, hurrying to catch up with her brother. She smiled at Draco and he touched her hair briefly in welcome, laying his palm flat over her head. The Potter twins were touchy with him like no one had been since Pansy left, and it was hard not to reciprocate. “Even if people here are cute, it would be too creepy to go back to our time and realise you’d made out with someone who was, like, bald now.”
“Plus Lil is determined to marry P—”
“Spoilers,” Lily said, warm-cheeked, and James shut his mouth, grinning.
“Well, it’s offensive,” Astoria said, sniffing. “I hardly think I’ll go bald. Women in my family age very well. But they did come up with an alternative,” she told Draco, “so I’ve forgiven them for now.”
“Oh?” Draco said, cautious, and was rewarded for his caution when Astoria smiled neatly and said, “We’re having another party.”
He laughed, shook his head. “Okay.”
“And,” Astoria said, “you should come—”
Draco laughed again. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. Do you remember the last party?”
“Well, we’re not inviting Smith,” Lily said. “Obviously. Or anybody who cursed you, that day—”
“Lil—”
“Come on,” James said. “We’ll be there. You’re not scared, are you?”
There was a low, rough challenge in his voice, enough of his father that Draco glared at him automatically. James wasn’t his father, though, and his cool stare faltered, and he looked young and a little subdued. Draco felt his face softening despite himself. He cuffed James’s head lightly. “You wish.”
“So you’ll come?” Lily said.
“I’ll think about it,” Draco said, and dropped back, waving them on, taking the corridor to his left where he’d seen Harry flash him a look and disappear. The glimpse of Harry’s grubby trainer down in the cool stone dark, the look he threw over his shoulder when he heard Draco follow. He didn’t stop, although he slowed, his hands in his pockets, his walk steady and sure.
Draco called, “On your way somewhere?”
“Oh, you know,” Harry said, “around.”
“Are you expecting me to chase after you?”
“Sure,” Harry said. “Any minute now.”
Draco picked up speed, plowed into Harry’s back. Let the momentum carry them into a shadowy corner, half-tucked behind a suit of armour, hidden but not completely so. The voices of other students not very far away from them carried down the halls and Draco leaned down over Harry’s shoulder and dragged his teeth against his neck, his earlobe. Harry shivered, moving back against him. Draco slung his arm around Harry’s chest, pulled him back tight, working the height and strength he had on Harry. Ten minutes ago Harry had been throwing curses, untouchable, and now — now—
“Did you hear there’s going to be another party?” Harry murmured, turning his face up to Draco’s. A little light was glinting off his glasses and he was grinning all over his stupid scarred face.
“I’m going to kill Astoria,” Draco said, and gave Harry the kiss he was looking for.

  - - -


Last time they had been too early, Astoria declared, as though that had been the grand problem of the evening, and this time she spent nearly two hours pacing in the common room before she finally beckoned for Draco. It was just the two of them. Astoria said quietly that there was no point trying to disguise their presence in a larger group of Slytherins; Astoria was the one with the connection to the twins and Draco was the one everyone hated. For better or worse, together they were the only impression worth making.
Draco wasn’t sure an impression was such a good idea. The party seemed to quiet and still when they came in, both of them all dressed in black, Astoria’s hair perfectly coiffed and Draco’s falling a little ragged over his collar. He’d wanted to cut it when he realised how long it was but Astoria didn’t let him. He could feel her shaking, her arm linked through his, and he leaned down and murmured in her ear, “We could just leave.”
“Darlings,” Astoria said, holding out her free arm, and Lily came forward, slouching, that Potter prowl that opened up crowds, to kiss Astoria’s cheek, remote and handsome herself. James was suddenly at Draco’s side, and they moved like that, escorted into the mess of the room.
“Last time you hid away,” Astoria told Draco in a low hiss, “and then made an awful impression and frightened everyone, so we’re not doing that again. Stick close.”
“I don’t think I frightened anyone,” Draco said. The school knew him too well for that now, knew what he’d done, who he was. The mood in the room was suddenly icy. Zacharias Smith, as promised, was missing, but there were enough glares that Draco felt irritated at the lack of a wall at his back, exposed and vulnerable in the middle of the room. 
“Lil’s got a plan,” James said, but it turned out Lily’s plan was procuring a few enormous bottles of tequila, which were gamely handed out and passed around the crowd. James put some music on with a gramophone that Draco suspected he’d stolen from the Room of Requirement, loud 80s pop that made Draco wrinkle his nose (“You don’t like this?” James said, looking genuinely surprised. “But it’s a classic!”) and Astoria snagged one of the Ravenclaw boys who kept looking at her to make conversation that was awkward on his part and determinedly flirty on hers. Draco took a shot or two, trying to pass unnoticeably at Astoria’s side without looming over her. James and Lily got distracted in a fierce, quiet argument that ended with James saying, “I don’t care where she is, I am not parent trapping this shit with you,” and Lily throwing her hands up in disgust and walking away.
Draco blinked down at him. “Everything all right?”
“She’s getting restless,” James said, scowling. “She’s not good at sitting still and waiting for something.” 
“And I’ve noticed your patience,” Draco said solemnly, and James grinned, his mood melting away like clouds after a storm. He was easy to cheer up, quicksilver and charming. It was fast work to drag him into a discussion about Quidditch, and Draco found himself reluctantly cheering, too, especially when James, while trying his best not to spoil too much about the future, started discussing in detail some of the new Quidditch tactics that were becoming de rigeur: an increased move from the Chasers and Keepers to aid their Beaters, Seeking becoming a lot more dangerous.
“It sounds barbaric, I know—”
“But smart,” Draco said, fascinated. “Seekers have too much power as it is—”
James was nodding. “So instead the move has been to make Seeking a lot more defensive. One of the best new Puddlemere Seekers, she trained as a Beater when she was at Hogwarts, and she wears these — they’re developing these new intensive shin guards and a lot of Seekers wear big fuck off boots now—”
“That must slow you down a lot.”
“Yeah, but it means you can turn and kick a Bludger back in someone’s face, if you angle it right,” James said, grinning. “It’s pretty dangerous, obviously, Lily broke four toes last year, but it’s making it all a bit more interesting. Games go faster, too, because it becomes this kind of—”
“Brutal bloodbath,” Draco said, laughing. “Fuck. This is — well, that’s something to look forward to.”
“It’s great,” James said with satisfaction, and then looked worried. “Merlin, I hope that’s not spoilers.”
“As long as I don’t have anything to do with Quidditch,” Draco said. “Although maybe I’ll become a coach now. Get a headstart on the moves.”
“Don't,” James said, panicked.
Draco rolled his eyes. “Obviously not,” he said. He pushed his hands into his trouser pockets, rocked back and forth on his heels, looked away. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t ask. He’d been trying so hard not to ask. He wished he could blame it on the tequila, the crowded atmosphere in the room, the hope that James might not hear him, but he was half thinking of this, the ease of conversation, the fun of laughing over Quidditch, and whether that would be left for him, whether Pansy would drift off into her mysteriously famous future and Astoria would be absorbed into her inevitable society marriage. He wondered how lonely the future was. He wondered what was left for him. “Do you know anything about me, there?”
James’s eyes went wary, shuttered. “We’re not meant to talk about it.”
“I know,” Draco said. He swallowed hard, looked across to meet James’s gaze. “But you and Lily recognised me. That first time we spoke. So you must know of me a little, at least.”
“A little,” James acknowledged, guarded.
“So can you just…” Draco shook his head, laughed, hollow. “I don’t know. I’m not in Azkaban or anything, am I? You don’t know me because I’m one of your dad’s most spectacular arrests?”
“Why would you be in Azkaban?” James said, actually looking slightly offended about it. That Potter loyalty: it was unbelievable to have it pointed at him. They were so lonely, Draco thought, and he was probably taking advantage of it, just by asking. His heart sank, guilty and glum.
“Well, that’s good, at least,” Draco said. He passed his hand over his face. “I know you can’t tell me anything really. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”
“McGonagall said it’s dangerous,” James said. “I’d tell you if I could.”
“That’s kind,” Draco said. “Thank you.”
“You — you do okay,” James said. He pressed his lips tight together, like he was expecting the floor to give way beneath him. 
“All right,” Draco said, and touched James’s shoulder. “Don’t say anything else. Thank you.”
James looked a little heartened, turning the subject back to Quidditch. It was good news, Draco thought, he should take it as such. Okay couldn’t mean incarcerated or despised by the wizarding world, surely, and if James was too young and too naive still to know all the things it could include, that wasn’t his fault and it was still probably an upgrade for Draco. A quiet, boring life would be just fine, Draco knew. It would be more than he deserved.
It was just that he was so hungry. It was just that he wanted so much still. It was half the Potter twins' fault, reminding him what it was like to be treated as an ally, a friend, someone who could be talked into bad ideas, unspooling their bright future and convincing him there could be anything left like that for him. It felt a little as though they’d brought him in from the cold and in waking up, in frosting out his fingers and limbs, he was remembering everything he still wanted, everything he’d dreamed when he was young and stupid enough to think he’d get it. And it was half — it was half—
Who knew that Gryffindors would take a leaf out of Astoria’s party playbook, but here they were, fashionably late. Granger and Weasley looked tired but relaxed, their shoulders loose, their fingers entwined, smiling after Looney Lovegood and Dean Thomas, who led the way. Behind them, slouching and handsome, hair curling down over his eye, Harry paused in the doorway and scanned idly over the crowd until he caught sight of Draco. Then he just stood there. Draco didn’t know what was on his face. Harry’s mouth was curling in the corner. Draco’s cheeks felt hot.
“Oh, there’s Harry,” James said, sounding almost bored, and put his hand up, waved Harry over. Draco would have laughed at James’s easy entitlement except that it meant Harry was moving through the crowd towards them, Draco’s heart pounding. He swallowed hard. James looked between Harry and Draco, and then up, with a narrow-eyed look that seemed to border right on the edge of suspicion, and Draco hastily turned away and caught Astoria’s elbow, barging in on her conversation.
It didn’t help much. He felt Harry at his side without having to look, the heat of him, the shape, like he knew Harry’s outline by heart. Harry’s hip settling in neatly against his, the warm line of his leg. Draco slanted a look at him and Harry was waiting, his eyes bright, and they both looked quickly away. The crowd pressed in closer, more people around them now, the party shifting and resettling like the Slytherins couldn’t possibly be a threat with this many people. A Ravenclaw handed Draco the tequila with an almost friendly expression. Harry’s hand bumped against his, the press of bodies hiding the way their fingers caught, Draco’s thumb running along Harry’s. It was stupid. He’d fucked Harry enough to lose count now. He shouldn’t feel so giddy at the touch of his hand in public.
He tried his best to ignore him, but Harry and James got into an intense debate about the 1994 Quidditch World Cup, which, apparently, James had seen replayed a hundred times. “Bad tactics,” he said, shaking his head, “Krum was a brute,” and Harry said, “Er, how dare you,” and Draco had to turn around and join in. 
“Ireland,” he said, “were heavyweights, they’d been poaching the best players in Europe for nearly a decade, and Bulgaria had barely any money, they needed someone like Krum—”
“Exactly,” Harry said. “Sometimes a single player has to do whatever it takes to change the game—”
James was shaking his head. “This is the problem with your generation, you’re all fixated on like, extraordinary individual achievement, it’s a team game—”
“Our generation,” Harry said, outraged and laughing, and shoved James, who cheerfully shoved him back.
“I’m fucking eighteen-years-old, brat,” Draco said. “I’m not quite ancient yet.”
“But I can already see the old-fashioned opinions rearing their ugly heads,” James said breathlessly, from where Harry was trying—rather ineffectively, given that James was already taller than him—to put him in a headlock, and they embarked on a loud and passionate debate. Every now and then Draco grew aware of the eyes watching them, people glaring at him for having the temerity to talk to the perfect hero and his future son, but usually then Harry grabbed at Draco’s arm, dragging him back into the conversation and Draco forgot about them all again. Even when Weasley came up to join them, looking suspicious, it was about the same time that Draco said, “Actually, you know, the Cannons are the only team with any style left to them,” and it turned out that Weasley supported the Cannons. Horrifying, but Draco supposed even a broken clock was right twice a day.
“I thought you supported Puddlemere,” Harry said.
“Well, you kind of have to have a backup favourite, with the Cannons,” Draco said glumly. “Otherwise the finals are no fun at all.”
Weasley shook his head. “Pass me the tequila, Malfoy just said something that made sense,” he said, and Draco sneered at him, but mostly only out of habit.
The party got louder, the music cranking up. Nobody suggested any party games, for which Draco was thankful, but a few people started dancing, pushing everyone else off to the side. Rude, but it meant Draco was jammed up all against Harry, the only sensible place for him to put his arm behind Harry’s back, touching his fingers now and then to Harry’s spine, his hip. Astoria was whirling around, happy with one of her Ravenclaws, and Luna Lovegood was doing an energetic jig with Dennis Creevey, surely too young to be here. Draco caught sight of a flash of dark hair and realised that Lily was out there swinging around with a Gryffindor, and then the song changed and she tumbled off the dancefloor and jumped on him, grabbing at his shoulder, pulling at his sleeve.
“Come dance with me,” she demanded. “Draco, come on, I love this song—”
“Everyone loves this song,” Draco said. “Even Muggles love this song, I heard about it on the radio—”
“Then come on,” Lily said, and Draco thought about protesting but he was having a good night and Lily was hopeful and entirely happy at his side. He glanced at Harry, who shrugged, laughing back at him, and James said, “You better, she’ll never shut up otherwise,” and he caught her hand and let her drag him out into the little space of stone, the heavy jag of electric guitars, the joyous yelp of the woman’s voice.
Lily put her hands up to either side of her face, waggling her fingers, eyes glittering and holding his gaze. Draco laughed and mirrored her and they caught hands again and whirled each other around the floor. It was so tempting to believe in this, the happiness that might last beyond the next four minutes, the lead singer’s voice soaring over them, oh, my dreams, they’re never quite as they seem, Lily jumping up and down on her toes, Draco shaking his head, his hips. They goofed around, Lily pulling out what Draco suspected she thought were 90s dance moves which involved quite a lot of awkward jerking about, a halfhearted attempt at a jump and lift that she chickened out of halfway through. He caught her around the waist anyway, whirled her up, laughing in his ear.
“See, I got my party eventually,” she shouted, and Draco grinned at her.
“Worth sneaking out? Worth the time travel?”
“Almost,” she said, and held up her arm. Draco spun under it obediently. When he pulled out of it he caught Harry watching him, gaze soft and hot, and he was glad he was dancing, glad he could explain away any heat in his cheeks. The song trailed off and Lily slung her arm around his neck and leaned backward so he had to grab at her so she could stay upright, yodelling along excitedly. She looked so young. It was worth it, Draco thought. It was worth his own bleak mood, his own miserable heartbreak, the one that he could feel looming over him like a dark cloud waiting to descend. Draco had done terrible things and the twins were new and joyful and a promise that there were good things in the world, that Harry would be happy, that he would have the family and the life he’d earned. Draco bowed over her hand, half in earnest, and she shoved him playfully in the head and said, “Merlin, you’re weird.”
“You’re fucking exhausting,” Draco said: he was out of breath, actually. “I need another drink,” and Lily went and pulled James out to dance with her instead, and Draco stumbled against Harry’s side, caught himself, took the bottle of water Harry offered up and said, “Oh, I could kiss you.”
“Please don’t, Malfoy,” Weasley said, which was good, because Draco had almost forgotten there was anyone else at this party beyond the infuriating, brilliant Potters. Weasley looked like he’d bitten into a lemon, but he continued, “I get that you can’t be a total bastard if you’re looking out for them, but there’s no need to get carried away.”
“Looking out for them?” Draco said.
“Well, they’re always with you, aren’t they?” Weasley said, eyebrows raised. 
Draco flashed a look between Harry, who was idly comfortable, and Weasley, faintly annoyed but without any real hatred in his expression, and realised that of course, this was the logical explanation that Harry must have pushed forward. That Draco had in some bizarre act of repentance or boredom or self-protection taken the twins under his wing, and that was why Harry was found with him so often now, why their relationship had thawed. It made sense, he supposed. It even made sense for the twins, who were trying to avoid fucking up their timeline, to spend time with someone who wouldn’t affect it much.
“You know me,” Draco said. “The Potter babysitter.”
Weasley laughed, and then looked annoyed about it. Draco turned to Astoria, who had reappeared, sweaty and breathless, to steal his water.
The party grew louder, expanded, new people showing up, younger students sneaking in and having to be turfed out by tipsy prefects. Draco thought he saw Zacharias Smith and a few of the other Hufflepuffs at some point but they were far away, and they seemed unimportant, nothing compared to the way Harry was sticking close by him, the way people came and went but Harry never left, and the amusement of the Potter twins racing back and forth across the room, as though they were the engineers of all the joy left in Hogwarts. It got packed, harder to breathe, Draco jammed in tight by a dozen people, but the alcohol and the music made it hard to feel claustrophobic. No need to worry, anyway, Draco thought, dazed, he had the saviour of the wizarding world at his side, and every time he said anything Harry leaned in, tilting his head up like it was the most important thing in the world that he heard.
Eventually Draco got shoved in against a table, a long line of bottles and mugs and smashed glass, with the wooden corner digging into his side. He slipped away and spotted a door and took it, and found himself, to his surprise, out in the quiet corridor, the noise of the party sealed away like a bubble. There was still a bottle of beer in his hand, and he took a swig and tried to decide whether to leave or return, and then the door opened and Harry slipped out after him. 
Draco leaned back against the wall. He held out the bottle to Harry, who accepted it, took a swig. He sprawled against the wall next to Draco, their shoulders pressed together. Draco’s chest was bright and aching.
“Good party?” he said.
“Better than the last,” Harry said, and grinned at him.
“Oh, I think that one paid off well enough for you,” Draco said lightly. 
“You would.”
“I’m sorry, Potter, did it not live up to your expectations?” Draco said, turning so that he was facing Harry, his shoulder still pressed against the wall. A few Ravenclaws passed them, waving at Harry as they went into the party. Harry nodded casually back at them. “My mistake, I could have sworn that you were a fan, but certainly if you have any tips for me—”
“Any tips?” Harry said, laughing.
“Sure,” Draco said. “I’m so eager to learn from the great saviour of the world—”
“Oh, you’re such a prick,” Harry said, still laughing.
“—anything you can tell me at all,” Draco said. “Anything you can — I mean, I’m sure I’ve got a lot to learn.”
“What are you doing?”
“I’m angling for a compliment,” Draco said.
“You want me to tell you you’re really good in bed?”
“Thank you,” Draco said, and leaned back against the wall, finishing the beer and setting it on the ground with satisfaction.
“I didn’t actually say it,” Harry said.
“Didn’t you, though?”
Harry shook his head, grinning and almost shy for a moment. “What are you so happy about?”
“Who says I’m happy?” Draco said lightly.
“You always flirt with me when you’re happy,” Harry said, and Draco’s breath caught in his chest. He let it out too roughly, let his hand dangle down invitingly in the small bit of space between them. Harry caught it, their fingers linking and letting go. At least, Draco thought, they weren’t ridiculous and stupid enough to hold hands, like some pathetic children on a pretend date, but he knew that actually it was because he liked it so much like this, stomach dipping with how sweet and sexy it was, the way Harry’s fingers slipped through his, the rough touch of Harry’s calluses, their fingers dropping and then Harry reaching for him again.
“That’s not much of a track record,” he said, aiming for humour. “You probably need to test your hypothesis more.”
“No, I’ve got it,” Harry said cheerfully. “It’s been a lot lately,” and they exchanged a startled glance. Harry rushed on. “Anyway, you always used to, you were just — nastier about it.”
Draco nodded without quite meaning to, thinking of Harry patching him up in the empty classroom, all those months ago. You look nice like that. It was humiliating, in hindsight, the way he’d run after Harry, the desperate grabs he’d made for whatever bits of Harry’s attention he could get, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to feel embarrassed. It had worked, after all. He mentioned this to Harry, who let out a bark of startled laughter.
“You running after me!” Harry said. “I feel like I spent the first month of the school staring at you, waiting for you to—”
“What? But you were the one starting it!”
“I was definitely not,” Harry said, shaking his head, bright-eyed and pleased. “If I was it would have happened much more often—”
“If I was it would have happened much more often,” Draco said, and Harry looked quickly around the empty hallway and then grabbed Draco by the shirt, hauled him in, kissed him square on the mouth. Draco reached for him on instinct and Harry shoved him back, laughing again, that soft breathless rush of it in the cool stone corridor.
“I can’t believe you thought that,” Draco said, a little dazed. “I definitely did not feel like it was up to me.”
“The way I saw it, you were the one who kept tackling me at random intervals,” Harry said.
“You were the one letting me!” Draco ran a hand through his hair. “I kept waiting for you to stun me or go off and have some sort of serious tortured Weasley romance—”
“But I’m serious about you,” Harry said.
Draco looked down at him and allowed himself to know it, just now, just for this one stupid night. The way Harry looked at him, the way he sought Draco out, his intense focus. Draco’s hands were shaking. He nodded. Harry looked a little shocked at himself, but determined, too, that stupid brave Gryffindor jawline, lifting his chin. Draco touched Harry’s shoulder, his hip, let his hand rest there, his thumb where Harry’s shirt rucked up a little at the waist. They leaned in closer. Harry’s face was tipped up towards Draco, dazzled. The maddest, strangest, most impossible thing that had happened to Draco in his whole life.
The door to the party opened again, spilling out noise and startling them apart, and then they startled apart further, because it was Weasley and Granger standing in the doorway. Draco’s heart leapt into his throat; he felt abruptly as if he was going to be sick. Harry took a quick step towards them, away from Draco. 
“Harry,” Weasley said, “what are you,” and trailed off. Granger didn’t say anything. Her jaw was set. She looked straight at Draco, who stared back at her, helpless, like a rat in a trap.
“Listen,” Harry said, voice tight, “listen,” and Draco realised abruptly that he didn’t have to be here for this, didn’t have to hear Harry disavow him, and he turned on his heel and walked away. Nobody followed him, which was just as well, because his breath was hitching and burning in his throat before he even got round the corner.

  - - - 


He should have gone back to the Slytherin Common Room. He knew that, of course. But he went to the Room of Requirement instead. He half wondered if it might be gone, if it wouldn’t last under the reveal. But it was there, the same as ever, the fire crackling, the bed neatly made, the quiet hideaway. Draco stretched out on the couch. His eyes were burning but he didn’t cry. He stared at the fire until he felt almost hypnotised by it, the leaping flames, the glowing coals.
About two hours later, the door opened and Harry slipped in.
“Oh, good, you’re still up,” Harry said. He looked tired. He rubbed his hand across his face and went over to the couch, settled down cross-legged on the floor in front of it. “Thanks for taking off like that.”
“Your friends, your problem,” Draco said automatically.
“I know,” Harry said. He looked at Draco, frowning a little. “Can we go to bed? I’m — I’m knackered.”
He’d come to the Room. Draco nodded and stood up, and they went up to the little bed, struggling out of their clothes on the way. Draco didn’t feel particularly sexy anymore but he couldn’t help himself when Harry was just in his underwear and a t-shirt, pulled him in, nuzzled against Harry’s neck. Harry let out a breath, arms coming up around Draco, and they pressed close and then kissed, fierce and buzzing. The worn taste of tequila and the familiar smell of Harry’s soap. Draco’s heart was heavy and sore in his chest.
In bed, in the dark, Harry stroked his thumb over Draco’s jawline and said, “I told them — I just told them that we were talking a bit and it was complicated.”
Draco nodded.
“The twins make everything really complicated,” Harry said, voice low and miserable. “I — it’s not like Ron’s your biggest fan in the best of times, but I think he’s… The whole Weasley family is wrecked about… about Ron’s brother.”
“Fred,” Draco said, because he knew Fred’s name. He knew the names of everyone at that battle.
Harry hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah, Fred. He was — I think he was their heart, a bit. And the only good thing that’s happened to the Weasleys all year is that Ron’s brother Bill and his wife Fleur, they’re having a baby, and it made Ron’s mum so happy, and it made Ron really happy. I think he — he didn’t mind when me and Ginny broke up but he was disappointed, a little. He said we were already basically brothers and it would be nice for it to be official. And so when the twins got here, I think it gave Ron — I think it made him feel like there were more good things to come. That we’d be brothers, and there’d be new families, new Weasleys.”
“You don’t have to tell me all that,” Draco said, quiet into the dark. It was strange, how close to Weasley’s thoughts were Draco’s own. Something good, waiting for them all. And of course, if they were actually related to you, if they were going to be running in and out of your family home, you’d be even more possessive, even more determined to have them. “It’s… you already said it, remember. In the library.”
“Said what?” 
“I asked you out,” Draco said. His lips were dry. He had never felt so lonely. “And you said you didn’t — you said you didn’t—”
“Oh, Jesus,” Harry said. “I was — God, Draco, I was so — I was so freaked out, you can’t imagine, you don’t know the half of it—”
“You don’t have to apologise,” Draco said, “I wasn’t trying to upset you, of course I understand—”
“You don’t understand,” Harry said. “It was more — there’s a lot I haven’t told you,” his voice thick with guilt, “and I was also — I didn’t know what you were doing, I thought maybe I was another thing you were doing to hurt yourself, you were running around doing your best to get yourself killed—”
“I wasn’t!”
“Draco, you’ve been letting people hurt you all year,” Harry said, miserable. “I spend my whole fucking time terrified that if I turn my back long enough one of them will actually do something terrible and you’ll, I don’t know, say thank you while you’re—”
“Don’t,” Draco snapped. “I wouldn’t — I’m not—”
“You’re punishing yourself with them,” Harry said, “and I didn’t want you to punish yourself with me, too, and then there was — other stuff. But you know, you know how I,” and Draco kissed him to stop him saying anything else. He couldn’t tell Draco about the hope and future his children with Ginny Weasley provided and fuck Draco up like this, he couldn’t, maybe Draco deserved it but he certainly couldn’t stand it. Harry seemed to understand, anyway, kissing him back, sinking down on him, and Draco had his arm locked tight around Harry until something went quiet and wrong inside him and his breath caught for the wrong reasons. You’ve been letting people hurt you all year, as though it was that simple, as though he was that obvious. Harry pulled back, just a silhouette in the dark, the fire a long way away. “Draco?”
Draco shoved him away, angry and embarrassed and furious, and he turned his back on Harry, curled in on himself. It didn’t help, it never had. Every time Draco thought he’d grown out of this it would come rushing back, his eyes painful at the corners. His father had called him a crybaby, quite often. Harry had ripped his chest open in a bathroom. None of it seemed to make any difference. He shoved the heel of his hand against his mouth, sniffled angrily.
Harry’s hand hovered uncertainly over his shoulder for a moment, the shadow of a weight that Draco could almost feel, and then he moved. He wrapped himself around Draco’s back, pressed his face against the nape of Draco’s neck, tucked his arm hard across Draco’s chest, like a bar he couldn’t escape. Draco made a horrible, awful noise.
“Darling,” Harry said, with this weird, awkward accent, a little too rough, a little impatient. It was as though he distrusted every syllable, but he said it again, determined, “Darling,” and Draco realised it was because Harry had never said it before. He was trying it out, and he must have learned it from Draco, and it was awful, it was breaking Draco’s heart, or at least that must be what this feeling was, the tightness in his chest, as though Harry had his fingers on Draco’s ribs and was cracking him open. He didn’t let go, and Draco sobbed, rough and furious, and loved Harry so much he felt ill, and wished that Ginny Weasley would just come back and rescue them all from the mess they were making.






      

  











Chapter 12








  The next morning had the raw, sleep-deprived feel of a late night wrung through with emotion. Draco’s eyes were sore. He lay still and draped half over Harry for longer than normal, Harry’s hand on his hip, his thumb stroking against Draco’s skin. He wanted to fuck Harry, wanted to fuck Harry up, like always, but it felt tired and far away as an impulse, and neither of them moved to start anything. After a while Harry’s stomach rumbled and Draco smiled a little.
“Come on,” he said. The first thing either of them had said, even though Draco was pretty sure both of them had been awake for at least half an hour, still in the quiet spring dawn that crept across the Room. “Breakfast.”
“We could bring it up here,” Harry said, voice gravelly. Draco shook his head, and they picked themselves tiredly out of bed and back into their clothes. The Room had left some of their robes out for them, folded on the windowsill, so there was that, at least, no one would notice they were both still wearing the same clothes from last night.
Draco had the terrible feeling that something had changed, some final thing slotting into place that they could no longer avoid. Harry was quieter than normal, casting wary glances at Draco across the room, but he too looked different, further away this morning, buttoned haphazardly into his robes, his hair messy, his glasses smudged, all the careless details that somehow added up into the most worrying person Draco knew. He twitched his fingers and his wand flew across the room and into his hand, and he did it without even paying attention. He caught Draco staring and looked faintly embarrassed. “What?”
“Nothing,” Draco said.
“Are you—”
“Let’s not talk about it,” Draco said, clipped, and Harry hesitated and then nodded, following him out of the room. They walked down to the Great Hall in silence, low but not entirely uncompanionable. Harry looked a little embarrassed in the plain morning light, darting looks at Draco. Draco felt tired, scrubbed raw, like Harry could see right through him. Only maybe it hadn’t been so bad, maybe Harry hadn’t hated so much what he saw, after all. I thought I was another thing you were using to hurt yourself with. That awful thumb of green was back in his heart, the first sprig of hope. 
Sometimes Draco got a weird little shiver when he came down the stairs into the ground floor of the school, like he was still expecting Zacharias Smith and his crowds to be standing and waiting for him. He had that now, a thread of unease down the back of his neck, and Harry caught his hesitation and turned to look at him, face tilted up, attentive and curious.
Draco shook his head. “Nothing,” he said, “don’t worry,” but as he said it he caught movement down in the hall, someone walking quickly across the floor, and Harry and Draco turned at once.
“Harry,” Ginny Weasley said, and raced up the stairs. 
“Ginny?” Harry said, staring, and stumbled down a step and then she was in his arms, that riotous wave of red hair all over his shoulders, her creamy, freckled face tight with worry and concern. She was wearing baggy loose black jeans and a faded old Gryffindor sweater. She was lovely, of course. She had been for years.
“You should have told me, you idiot,” she said, and Harry drew back, his face blank with shock.
“You know?” he said. “How could you — the Fidelius—”
“Ron wrote to me and said I needed to get to Hogwarts, that you were in trouble,” she said, “and then when I got here the secrecy spell could include me and he told me and it’s — it’s mad,” her low, warm voice trembling, fraught with emotion, “but I can’t believe you were just trying to what, deal with this on your own? Harry.”
“Oh,” Harry said, “well, I,” and he looked over his shoulder for the first time.
Draco felt his face flood with colour. He ducked his head and hurried down the stairs, not looking at them, as though he’d just happened to get caught behind the great Potter-Weasley reunion. He felt Ginny’s curious gaze tracking him.
“Draco,” Harry called, “Draco, wait,” and Draco would have kept going except that the Potter twins burst out of the Great Hall and blocked his exit. Lily seemed to take it for granted that Draco was there, grabbed his arm and hauled him along, and then she stopped and stood perfectly still, her whole face still and staring, her lips parted, her eyes shining.
“Oh,” she said.
“Hi, Ginny,” James said, sounding a little shy.
It was ridiculous that Draco was there with them, but now he couldn’t move, frozen in place and watching it unfold. Granger and Weasley arrived on the scene, hurrying over to join everyone, and the Potter twins were staring at Ginny like she had just descended from heaven on high. 
Ginny looked flustered under all her freckles. “Oh,” she said, and glanced uncertainly at Harry. “They look so much like you.”
“Not quite,” Weasley said, coming up to sling an arm around his sister’s shoulders. He looked more relaxed, in a way that made Draco realise how strained he’d looked all term, as though having family close by lifted something, cleared the air. Draco vaguely remembered that feeling, from a long time ago. “Got a bit of Weasley in them, don’t you think?”
Draco glanced at Lily and James, to try and find it, now that Ginny was right there, but they were ducking their heads, shy and almost overwhelmed. He couldn’t quite see it; he’d forgotten how vibrant Ginny Weasley was, how intense and frightening—he had a sudden, vivid memory of the Bat Bogey Hex—and she was right, the twins looked so much like Harry. Or maybe it was just Draco’s blinkered gaze, the jealous, obsessive way he watched the twins, picking out Harry’s cheekbones, his jawline, his hair, his smile. 
“You shouldn’t have written, Ron,” Granger said, looking worried. “The more people know, the more dangerous it becomes, especially when they’re close to the twins.”
“Well, we can probably avoid each other,” Ginny said, and dropped a quick wink at them. James smiled and promptly tried to pretend he hadn’t. Lily was flushed, still gazing adoringly. Ginny looked nervous, and then she frowned. “What’s Malfoy doing here?”
“Oh, he’s friends with them,” Weasley said, with a forced air of jollity. “It’s very weird, we know, we’re all doing our best to ignore it.”
Harry and Granger exchanged quick looks, and Harry opened his mouth, but Draco couldn’t bear it, he’d had enough of it all.
“I’m leaving anyway,” he said, and turned on his heel. His hands were shaking. On the plus side, he thought, as he turned west and took the staircase heading down towards the dungeons, it turned out he was a god, or something like that, thinking of her and summoning her like that. That was definitely a plus, and it would have to make up for everything else, for the way it was done, now, everything was certainly done. Well, it wasn’t long until school was over, a few short months and then exams and Draco could go and crash on Pansy’s couch and try to get some kind of grunt Ministry work and never see Harry Potter or his stupid, lovely family ever again—
“Hey!” Lily said, hurrying after him. “Where are you going?”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Draco said, through gritted teeth. The twins were both there, coming up after him, effortlessly skipping the trick stair that most of the Hufflepuffs fell through year after year. “Can’t you go and bond with your future parents, have a jolly old Gryffindor time?”
“Why’d you go running off?” James said, frowning. “What’s wrong with Ginny, what have you got against her—”
“I know you’re not this stupid,” Draco snapped. “Am I popping over to your house all the time in the future? Good friends with your parents?” The horrible thought occurred to him that maybe he was, that he was pathetic enough to hang around Harry picking up whatever scraps of attention were left for him, and James and Lily both looked downcast, miserable.
“You don’t need to run off now,” Lily said. “You hang out with us and Harry. She’s amazing, why wouldn’t you stay—”
“Honestly, why won’t you leave me alone?” Draco snarled, rounding on them. They shrank back against each other, uncertain in the face of his glare. “Is it some kind of Gryffindor ploy, annoy me to death?”
“It’s because you’ve tricked them, Malfoy,” Zacharias Smith said, stepping coolly out from the shadows. Draco wondered if he’d annoyed some hag without noticing, where all the curses of the morning had come from. Maybe his father had done something newly terrible and all its karma was being poured out on him; maybe it was just the quiet happy weeks of this term that he was paying for, Harry’s hungry touch, his welcome mouth. “They weren’t here before. They didn’t see who you are, what you’ve done.”
“Oh, Merlin,” Lily said. “Can you give it a rest?”
“Yeah, this doesn’t concern you,” James said. “Run along, Hufflepuff.”
Zacharias’s sneer curled higher. “Fatheaded, just like your father,” he said quietly. “But you’re not as quick as him, are you? Immobulus!”
He jerked his wand from side to side, fast; Draco ducked, well-used to this, but the twins hadn’t spent six months on the run from their own school, and they were caught still, frozen on either side of him. Zacharias moved back, smirking, to block the doorway where they’d come.
“Oh, you fucking berk,” Draco said, raising his wand to release them, but Zacharias fired off a barrage of curses, made Draco duck and swing for the wall, worried one would catch the frozen twins. Zacharias wasn’t that fast and his spellwork was sloppy, Draco could see it now, after the hours he’d spent fighting off more than one person at a time, but he had the advantage of the space and Draco couldn’t risk the twins getting hurt. He had to sidle around the corners, pressing himself tight to the wall, holding his Protego shield like a barrier in front of him that he couldn’t shoot spells around. What a waste of a morning, what a ridiculous fucking series of events, and then he heard a sound that made all of it fall away, feel like school problems, teenage dramas, child bullies, nothing that really mattered, nothing that could really hurt him, not in comparison to this.
The sound was casual and warm, almost attractive. It was a sound he’d allowed himself to forget. It was the low rasp of a sword being drawn from its sheath.
“Get down,” Draco said, and tackled Zacharias out of the way just in time, the sword coming down on the space where Zacharias had been only seconds ago. 
“What do you think you’re playing at!” Zacharias said, outraged, and punched Draco in the face, which meant Draco was dizzy and seeing stars, double of the tall, robed figure who stepped closer. It was a man this time, not the swordswoman who’d been there twice before, mousy brown hair and a weak chin. He brought the sword down strongly enough, anyway, shattering through the Protego shield that had sprung, unspoken, from Draco’s fingers, and Zacharias said, “Who are you, some friend of Malfoy’s?” just as the man swung again and nearly took Draco’s hand off.
Draco moved just in time, shoving Zacharias and himself backwards, the two of them skittering like insects along the damp stone floor. “Let the twins free,” Draco bit out, desperate, and then he saw it, tucked in a corner, the same shabby decorations his father, lip curling, had once called dreadfully gauche. A suit of armour. Draco threw up the Protego in front of Zacharias again — maybe it would hold the swordsman back for a second, and if Zacharias died Draco just knew he’d be blamed for it. He scuttled across the floor, seized the waiting sword out of the armour and flung himself back in the swordsman’s path.
The swordsman raised his sword and Draco got his own up just in time, arms screaming from the weight of it. The blow was shattering, jarred Draco’s wrists so painfully that he yelled aloud, but the sword, unlike any of Draco’s spells, held.
“Let the twins free!” Draco bellowed, and swung the sword forward again, trying desperately to remember what he’d learned when he was younger. The sword was all wrong, enormous and heavy and nothing like the foil he’d learned with as a child, but some of the positions still made sense, and he swung himself forward, caught a blow across his shoulder that was probably aiming for his heart. He was shivering, hot with anger and fear, and he swung the sword uselessly, and then, with a lucky bit of stepping that his feet seemed to do without his really remembering the pattern, knocked it hard against the swordsman’s own blade, sent him stumbling back a few feet.
“Finite Incantatem,” Zacharias said, a little garbled, and Draco felt the twins surge forward behind him. James’s dagger went flying, neat and short-stubbed, into the swordsman’s shoulder. He grunted, moving back again. Draco moved again, under his guard, and if the sword had been lighter and Draco a little more practiced he thought he might have had him. As it was, it moved slowly, agonisingly slowly, and the strange wizard moved back and out of reach of the dangerous point.
The swordsman’s gaze flickered between them, Draco and the twins on either side, a split second of calculation. Then he whipped his sword down by his side and disappeared.
“Motherfucker,” Draco said. He was shaking all over, his entire body hurting, the sword abruptly heavier than anything he’d held in his life: he dropped it with a clatter. Lily jumped up at him and he grabbed onto her for a tight, instinctive hug before they both realised what they were doing and stepped awkwardly away, clearing their throats.
Draco turned, panting, to survey them all. James was wide-eyed, his lip bleeding from a spell that had gone astray. Lily was furious and wild-eyed but unhurt. Zacharias was cowering against a wall, staring up at them, ashen-faced.
“Right,” Draco said. He cleared his throat. “Right.”
“Draco,” Lily said suddenly. “Draco, that wasn’t her.”
“She would never send someone to do her dirty business,” James said, snapping back to alertness. “She wouldn’t have sent him alone. And the other person she hates is Harry—”
Draco turned on his heel and ran. The twins were at his side without saying another word, the three of them breathless, Draco’s heart pounding, adrenaline coursing through him. He thought his chin was dripping with sweat and wiped it impatiently away and realised it was blood, but even that didn’t slow him down, and he and the twins threw themselves around to the grand foyer and found it deserted. They paused, panting, and then Lily raised her finger and pointed, and Draco caught the flash of red hair up the stairs and the dark robe beyond them, and he and the twins charged up the stairs. He should have brought the sword, he realised, but his wand was out at least.
They cleared the last stairs and swung down the open corridor in time to see Harry and Ginny pressed close together, wands out, and the swordswoman raising her sword and cutting down one of Harry’s spells. The arc of the spell cut up and back to Harry and sent him flying across the room and Draco and the twins ran forward, shouting curses. On the other side of the room Professor McGonagall appeared, flanked by Granger and Weasley, and the swordswoman looked at all of them and seemed to reevaluate her chances. That crooked smile again, the one Draco was growing to hate, and then she disappeared.
“No!” Granger shouted, infuriated. Draco was already racing across the room, dropping to his knees beside Harry’s crumpled form. A second later, Ginny thumped down beside him, and they both reached for Harry at the same time, exchanging a startled look.
But Harry was pushing up on his elbows, shaking his head, looking groggy. His glasses were broken. He tried to resettle them on his nose best he could and blinked up at both of them, something sweet and vulnerable about the surprise on his face.
“Draco,” he said. “You’re bleeding.”
Draco raised his hand to his own face automatically. It was his nose, he realised, dripping blood, which was embarrassing, because it meant it had to be Zacharias’s fault, and not the creepy future swordsman. He wiped it on instinct, realised it must be smearing across his face, realised he must look like a horror show. He could not stop staring at Harry.
“Are you all right?” Lily asked, sounding quite unconcerned. Draco supposed she must be relatively used to her father diving in and out of danger. She and James strolled over, quite relaxed now. “We had another one in the dungeons. Bad news, they’re coming back in full force.”
“One in the dungeons?” Harry repeated. “Are you okay? All of you?” and he sat up properly, making Draco shuffle backwards a little. Ginny was staring at Draco, her eyes wide and shocked. He made uncertain eye contact with her and she looked at him and then back to Harry and then back to him, bewildered.
“Um,” Draco said, and realised that he was bleeding on his knees beside Harry, and that he’d just made quite a scene. “Um.”
“Oh,” James said, “oh, I’ve got such a headache—” and he clapped his hands to his forehead. For a moment Draco thought he was doing it deliberately to distract everyone, and then James flickered out of existence, completely gone.

  - - -


“Wasn’t my fault,” James said sullenly, clutching the cup of tea that Professor McGonagall had given him. “Didn’t do it on purpose, did I?”
Lily, paler than Draco had ever seen her, didn’t say anything. She hadn’t left James’s side since he reappeared, three long and horrible minutes after he vanished. They were pressed close together, shoulder to shoulder, knees bumping, leaning across the uncomfortable chairs in Professor McGonagall’s office to be in as much contact as possible. They were grim-faced, miserable. Draco knew that expression. They wanted to go home.
McGonagall’s office was quite crowded, with Harry, Granger, Weasley, Ginny and the Potter twins all in it, sitting worried around her desk as though they were called up to the Headmistress every other day for some kind of war conference. For all Draco knew, they were. He had never been here before, in this high turret. There were books and tiny golden instruments and a portrait of Professor Snape, with his eyes firmly closed. Draco had been staring longingly at it on and off for the past half hour from where he was sitting perched on a desk in the corner, a little out of the way. His nose had been broken, it turned out; McGonagall had healed it and then given him an enormous tartan handkerchief and a glass of water, and he was gingerly dabbing the dried blood off his face while the Gryffindors conferenced. Nothing hurt anymore, but it still felt tender. 
“Whether or not you did it on purpose is not the question, Mr Potter,” McGonagall said sharply. “It’s becoming clearer to me that it is absolutely unsustainable for you two to stay here. You are both in very great danger of destroying your own existence.”
Ginny said, “How can they?”
“The future is a flimsy thing, Ms Weasley,” McGonagall said. “Anything can influence it. It changes every minute, every second. It’s why Divination is such an imprecise art.” She folded her lips tightly, shook her head. “Most of the time, you must understand, this doesn’t matter. Perhaps a particular child isn’t born, but a different child will be born instead. Think of it — if someone decides to kiss their partner even a minute earlier or later, they could very well end up conceiving an entirely different child, a different bundle of genes—”
“Oh, Professor,” Weasley protested, looking a little green. 
McGonagall ignored him. “That’s just the way the world is. Using the example of children, we never know the children we may or may not have had along the way, and most parents are usually delighted enough with the ones they have. But James and Lily are here in the past, changing things by their very presence. Simply by being here, they may be creating a situation which no longer results in their conception. I think there was a possibility in that moment in which the future changed enough that James did not exist in it.”
Lily clutched James’s elbow tighter. “But he came back.”
McGonagall nodded. “The fact that the two of you do exist exerts a considerable influence on the fabric of the world. It wants to keep you. Because you are here, you are meant to be here. But that influence will not stand up indefinitely to circumstances which are changing to deny it. Has anything like this happened before?”
Lily and James went very still. Draco watched Harry’s shoulders stiffen. After a moment, when the room stayed silent, Draco said, “Yes, at Christmas.”
“Draco,” Lily snarled, whipping her head round to glare at him.
“Well, it did,” Draco said. “You were someone else for a minute. You said it was a time discrepancy yourself.”
“Her face changed,” Harry said, voice low. “She was older.”
Professor McGonagall nodded. “I’m afraid that is very likely the same thing at work. A different Lily, a Lily who would be a completely different person.” She shook her head, lips pressed tightly together. “I am deeply concerned that if the two of you stay here much longer, it is likely you will be written out of existence all together.”
“What option do they have?” Harry said, voice rough. “We don’t know how to send them back.”
“We must be careful,” Professor McGonagall said. “Personally, I think it would probably be for the best if we isolated them entirely—”
“What! Indefinitely?” Lily demanded. “You can’t do that! Draco, tell them!”
Draco blinked at her, hand pausing where he was scrubbing the blood from his chin. It was almost sweet that she thought he had any influence in this room.
“—but I realise,” McGonagall said waspishly, “that obviously that would be cruel. It is a difficult situation, even before we take into account these new — antagonists.” Lily and James exchanged a bored look: they’d already been made to explain in exhausting detail everything they knew about the swordswoman and her allies, everything they’d already told Draco. McGonagall sighed. “I think for now the best idea would be to stay here and try to avoid anything you’ve noticed that triggers changes. Ms Weasley, I’m afraid your continued presence here isn’t a good idea.”
“Well, I was only popping by to check on Harry,” Ginny said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat and darting a glance at Lily and James. “I’ve got training all week, so I can’t really stay anyway, and I — I mean, it’s all a bit weird. I wasn’t even planning on having — anyway.” She looked very guilty. James and Lily kept their gazes on the floor, their faces turned away from everyone, hidden as best they could.
“In the meantime,” McGonagall said, “I will have to start looking into time travel magic more in depth. I may have to involve the Ministry — the Unspeakables may be able to assist. It is just dangerous, because the more people know, the more at risk young Lily and James are.”
The room was quiet for a moment, the ticking of a clock, the very faint sound of student voices drifting through the halls below. Harry was sitting low in his chair, shoulders slumped. Draco looked at the fine line of his neck, his grazed knuckles resting on the arm. He wondered if anyone had given Harry something to eat yet. He’d been hungry hours ago.
Nobody had much to say to Draco, even as the conversation moved on, practical considerations about further wards against the mysterious swordswoman, Weasley and Granger talking in low, urgent voices about how to best protect the twins. It was good of them, Draco thought tiredly. He’d been trying to write them off as uptight heroes high on their own arrogance, like the twins did, but it was obvious now in this little room that they’d been steering clear on purpose, trying to avoid tinkering with a future that they wanted. Granger especially had pages of notes, formulas and archaic theories she brought out to show McGonagall, the two of them distracted for a moment into the potential of runes to send the twins back. They’d been working hard in their absence, denying themselves the twins’ easy company in an effort to protect them. It was Draco who had been weak, who had given in, who had allowed the twins to soothe him even as he worked to destroy their future.
He’d been brought up to this room because he’d been part of it all, deep in the heart of the mess. He’d thought for a pathetic moment that he had been brave, downstairs in the dungeons, facing up against a threat for the first time in his fucking life. Now he realised the bravest thing would have been to stay far away from all of them all this time. He sat silent, cleaning his face. He didn’t belong here.
When they left, he trailed behind. Harry dropped back to his side for a moment and murmured, “Can I talk to you tonight?” but Draco hadn’t expected anything else, really.

  - - -


He was tempted to stay in the common room and just avoid Harry all day, not have to hear it, let it drift the way it should, but after dinner the coin he still carried around like an idiot heated up in his pocket. The lion, rising out of the surface, stretching its neck out without roaring this time. Harry’s sign. Draco stared at the ceiling for a while.
“What’s wrong with you?” Astoria said, passing by.
“Everything,” Draco said. Astoria rolled her eyes, and after a while Draco picked himself up the couch and went up to the Room of Requirement.
In the Room Harry was sitting on the couch, turning his coin over in his hands. He looked worn down, lost, and the smile he turned on Draco was almost nervous. “Didn’t see you at dinner.”
“Not so hungry,” Draco said. “How’s your wrist?”
“Oh, fine,” Harry said. It had been sprained from where he was thrown against the floor; McGonagall had healed it before their conference. “How’s your nose?”
Draco touched it self-consciously. “Fine.”
Harry watched him for a moment, and then he drew in a deep breath and said, in a bit of a rush, “I’m sorry if it was weird with Ginny today, I wasn’t — I didn’t expect to see her—”
Hugely embarrassed, Draco began, “Potter, please—”
“She’s my friend and I love her a lot,” Harry plowed on, “but I know it was — it was odd and I hope it didn’t—”
“You know, the murderous swordsman showing up really overshadowed your ex,” Draco said. Harry stopped, and Draco swallowed. “Anyway, it’s not anything we don’t already know happens.”
Harry’s mouth twisted down. “I don’t — I don’t—”
“Did you see the way they looked at her?” Draco said, trying to be gentle, and Harry paused and then nodded. He still looked stricken, miserable.
“I don’t know how it happens,” he said.
“I guess that will have to be the surprise part,” Draco said.
“But I really—”
“Don’t talk about it,” Draco said. “There’s no use talking about it. We know that.”
“Right,” Harry said, and for a moment everything was quiet and exhausted. Draco could still feel the ache in his shoulders from holding the sword. It felt like it was weighing him down. He put his hand up and massaged the back of his own neck and Harry watched his movement, said quietly, “Sounds like you were pretty impressive today.”
“Please,” Draco scoffed.
“Fought off Smith and a bad guy from the future—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Draco said, and passed his hand over his face. “What’s up, Potter?”
Harry stood up. Draco knew what was coming, had been waiting for it. Harry said, “I’m leaving Hogwarts tomorrow, for the Easter break. I wasn’t sure if I was going to go but I — I am. I think, with everything, it’s probably for the best.”
Draco put his hand in his pockets, turned to the fire. “Yes.”
“I think — I was being selfish,” Harry said, voice low. “Spending this much time with them. It was too weird and then you, you made me see that they were — they’re so great.” Draco smiled, thin-lipped. He didn’t turn around. “It made me feel better about everything, even if…” He drew in a huge breath. “But I don’t want to hurt them. And it seems obvious that I’m one of the people that can hurt them the most, that can affect their future the most.”
“Smart,” Draco said, keeping his voice light.
“Draco—”
“What will you do? Reconnect with Ginny Weasley?”
“Draco,” Harry said. Draco could hear him standing up, moving cautiously towards Draco. He stayed very still. “No. I’m going to be… well, working, actually.”
He sounded defeated. Draco said, “Oh?”
“Kingsley Shacklebolt wants me to come back to the Auror department, take some tests,” Harry said. He sounded so tired. “I think maybe it’s time to just — make up my mind. Take some responsibility, you know.” He was by Draco’s side, now, stepping up into Draco’s space, and Draco had never been any good at looking away from him. Harry gave him that crooked, heroic smile, giving himself up into the hands of others again, never taking fucking anything for himself. It was, of course, the reason he was good, and Draco was bad. It was also the reason it was so easy for Draco to reach out and grab him, take what he wanted from him. He wanted to do just that so badly right now that his hands were trembling. “The twins said and — and it’s the right thing to do, I suppose.”
“And Merlin forbid,” Draco said quietly, “that you ever do anything else.”
“Draco,” Harry said, and leaned up. Caught the corner of Draco’s mouth as Draco turned away, frowned. “You’re not mad about Ginny? I told you, we’re not—”
“Believe it or not, Potter,” Draco said, “but not everything is about you and the youngest Weasley’s grand and epic romance. Most things, obviously, and all the good news of the future, certainly, but some of us have other things that cross our mind from time to time. I’m sorry to disappoint.”
“For fuck’s sake,” Harry said. “Aren’t you done with this yet? Picking a fight whenever you’re upset?”
“I’m not picking a fight,” Draco said, and stepped away. “But I am done with this.”
“Stop walking away from me,” Harry said, coming after him, bristling with anger. “Why won’t you ever stand up for what you want?”
“What do you want me to do, Potter?” Draco demanded. His head was blurry with fear and despair: Harry on the floor, flung aside by the swordswoman, Harry bloody and torn, Harry charging straight from that into the fucking auror department, ready to throw his life away as soon as someone asked him to. Or, better than that but just as miserable, Harry realising on some level that it was done, they were done, there was no fighting the future. “Just hang around and fuck you until you decide it’s time to march off into your happy ever after?”
“I don’t — we don’t know what happens,” Harry said, voice torn like it was being scraped over stone. “McGonagall said the future is flexible. Maybe Ginny and I have — have the twins and then—”
“Merlin,” Draco said. “I know I’m pathetic, but do you really think I’m that pathetic? Enough to just hang around and hope you and the mother of your children break up?”
“We don’t know—”
“We know,” Draco said. “We’ve always known. I’m not saying I haven’t enjoyed your delusions but come on, Potter, you’re diving into the aurors, you’re going back to it, you’re becoming the future that makes them and I’m — I’m done with this.”
“Draco,” Harry said, and caught Draco’s wrist. “I told you, I told you last night, I can’t — I can’t — this isn’t a game to me—”
“No,” Draco said, vicious and furious, and he cupped Harry’s face in his hands, kissed him deeply. Harry clutching at him, hands fisted tight in Draco’s robes, their mouths hungry and biting, the very best way they’d ever found to destroy each other. Draco wondered if his fifteen-year-old self would be proud. He shoved Harry away, gasping. “No, it’s not a game. It’s been a pleasure. But I’m done with this now.”
“Draco—”
“This means you,” Draco said, and he fished his coin out of his pocket and tossed it across the room, watched it bounce, glittering and golden, and then he tilted his chin up and folded his aching arms behind his back and walked neatly out the door.






      

  











Chapter 13








  The castle went quiet over Easter, which would have been good for Draco’s brooding except that the Potter twins stayed and essentially moved into the Slytherin Common Room. They sulked about, taking up all the space Draco had planned on using to sulk about. They hated everyone, they said, and Draco did not escape their disdain: they seemed to think he had handled the incident in McGonagall’s office very badly, though Draco wasn’t sure what he was meant to have done. They complained about Harry, about Weasley and Granger, about Ginny, about McGonagall, about the nineties, about their parents. Once, very low, Lily said, “Do you think he’s still mad at me?”
“Come on,” James said, rolling his eyes.
“He should have been here by now,” Lily said, and they subsided into gloomy silence again. Draco didn’t get excited over it. It was only a matter of time, he knew, before the low grumble of discontent started up again.
Secretly, he didn’t mind it so much. It was a human voice in his life, and even under threat of their lives, there was still something sweetly teenage about how melodramatic the twins were. They expected his attention so absolutely that he gave it to them by instinct, and without them, Draco wasn’t really sure what his break would have been like. Everything felt grey.
He was sleeping a lot, worn down and exhausted. He struggled to wake up before eleven, usually crawled back into bed for an afternoon nap by three. His sleep felt fractured and lonely, the bed cold, like no matter how much of it he hoarded he woke up more tired than ever. He wasn’t used to the dungeon damp, he’d spoiled himself sleeping up high in that airy tower. He’d done the right thing, of course. It didn’t seem to help. 
“What are you so miserable about?” Lily asked, eyes narrowed, on the second day of break.
“Nothing,” Draco said. He stretched out in the windowsill, watching the lakeweed drift by. The light green and dim. He kept thinking in terms of timelines, weeks and months he was counting away from: a week ago Harry was asleep curled in against Draco, their legs intertwined. Ten days ago Harry had looked up when Draco came into the Great Hall and waved automatically and then looked embarrassed. Two weeks ago Draco had yanked Harry back by the hair and Harry had crawled gasping into Draco’s lap. Last night he’d dreamed that Harry had been leaning back against his knees, his head bent, working on something that Draco couldn’t see. He’d woken up missing the weight of him.
The only saving grace was that Harry was gone and Draco didn’t have to face him in the Great Hall at meals. Less people left for the Easter Break than the Christmas one, but all the same Harry was gone, as promised. Draco tried his best not to picture what he was up to, whether he was having rowdy meals with the Weasleys or reconnecting with Ginny, shy and sure. That careful, nervous way he closed in on you. The hot, shocking touch of his mouth. Draco rubbed his knuckles against his own mouth, stomach churning.
He’d expected the school to turn on him again, now that Harry had stopped lingering around him, but instead there was an icy circle around him that no one but the twins stepped in. He even walked down a corridor once and came face to face with Zacharias Smith and a group of his friends, but Zacharias just sneered at him and stepped ostentatiously to the other side of the hall. Draco had been bewildered until Lily said, “Oh, everyone’s scared of you now. Some other Hufflepuff was down in the dungeons when we got attacked that time and so Zacharias couldn’t cover up what happened.”
“Oh,” Draco said, and then, bitter, “Nice of them to step in and help.”
“Well, I think they were, like, twelve, and you were swearing a lot,” James said reasonably, although Draco didn’t remember the swearing personally and if he had been, he said, he thought it was fair enough, he had been trying to fend off a madman with a bloody great piece of metal. “Anyway, Zacharias is telling anyone who’ll listen that you’re a psychopath and dangerous and McGonagall should expel you before you start hurting the students, but it’s making him sound like a bit of tit, isn’t it, after he went on and on for months about what a coward you were? I think everyone’s getting a bit tired of him, to tell you the truth.”
“About time,” Lily said. “He’s a twat.”
Draco smiled at her, but she was serious, mouth twisting down, looking at the scar on his cheek. Draco let her be.
One night he slipped down to Hogsmeade, losing the twins after dinner and making his way quietly and rapidly down the secret passage. He’d been almost excited to leave the castle, but the town with its long lingering dusk made him cold and tired again. There were more people on the streets, most of them veering far away from him, whispering in each other’s ears, holding hands. He couldn’t tell if there were more couples about than normal or if he was just bitter.
At the Sweet Magi Pansy gave him a hug and frowned at the bags under his eyes and gestured him over to where she’d already ordered the wine. She told him about the latest updates from her terrible boss, slightly satisfied now: she’d slipped him a potion that meant every time he stood too close to her he started to feel overwhelmingly nauseous, and she was enjoying coming up close and watching him go green. It was a good story and Draco thought he was laughing like normal, but halfway down the bottle Pansy frowned and leaned forward. “What’s wrong with you?”
“Nothing,” Draco said. “The usual. It’s fine.”
“Really,” Pansy said. “What’s going on?”
Draco looked away. He’d talked to his mother, a few days ago, taking advantage of the empty common room one morning to Floo call. She’d been anxious and pressing, determined that he should come to Germany as soon as the school year was over. It had been awful to say he couldn’t, to stop lying even by omission. “What’s there for me?” he’d asked. “What am I going to do, spend the rest of my life starving and hiding with you?”
“We’re here,” Narcissa had said. “I’m here.”
“You were the one who left,” Draco had said, and pressed his forehead against his knees, taken deep, ragged breaths while his mother said, “Draco? Draco, tell me what’s wrong,” but there was no way to say it, no way to tell her everything. He might as well go to Germany, except that he’d be fulfilling everyone’s expectations and losing any chance of saving himself and stuck in a tiny house with his father, whose face he could no longer bear to look at; all the same, she was right, there wasn’t anything else for him here, not really, not when Draco was busy chasing it all away.
Pansy could be here, though, if he let her. If he didn’t build a stone wall up to keep her out. He looked at her and swallowed and said, “I’ve been sleeping with Harry Potter.”
“What?” Pansy said, blinking. “You’ve been what?”
“Sleeping with him.”
“Like… in a bed?” Pansy said cautiously. “Were you knocked unconscious or something? Was it in the Hospital Wing?”
“No,” Draco said. He knocked back the rest of his glass, reached for the bottle.
“Draco,” Pansy said. She sounded a little hysterical. “Are you — are you — for how long?”
“Since the summer,” Draco said. “On and off.”
“Since summer!” Pansy yelped, and sank down into the booth when everyone in the bar jerked their heads around to glare. “That’s nearly a year, that’s — why didn’t you tell me?”
“I was fairly sure you’d react like this,” Draco said.
“What do you want me to say?” Pansy demanded. “He’s an utter wanker and he hates us and we hate him! Draco! What about the stupid self-righteous expression? What about all the boring speeches about the right thing to do? What about his stupid fat scarred head?”
Draco waited.
“And the horrible clothes, and the teachers all favouring him, and the time he gave me antlers—”
“I’m not sure that was him,” Draco said.
“It was one of his horrible lot! And they messed everything up for us, year after year. And I’m sure it was his fault you got turned into a ferret!” She was near tears now. “And just because I — just because I said — when I thought You Know Who was going to kill everyone, and why should we all die for him—”
“Pans,” Draco said, and slipped around the booth, put his arm around her shoulders. “I know. I know, darling,” and she gave in and started crying, her face pressed against his shoulder. Her back was shaking, but it slowed when he smoothed his hand down it. She didn’t cry very much, these days. She’d learned, unlike him, that it never helped. 
“He called me pug-nosed, you know,” Pansy said, muffled and snotty against Draco’s collar.
“Well, I didn’t say he wasn’t an idiot,” Draco said, and touched his knuckles to her chin, lifting her face and surveying it, wet and angry. He leaned in and kissed her nose. “I’ve always thought you had a very charming nose.”
“You have not, when I was thirteen you told me I should consider a nose job,” she said, sniffling, dragging her sleeve over her face. “And I stayed friends with you anyway and look how you’ve repaid me, you absolute traitorous bastard.” Her voice was calm now, though, the flood of emotion passing through her and away. She borrowed his handkerchief, blew her nose, filled her glass, then looked up and said, “You know this is a terrible idea, of course.”
Draco nodded.
“You’re going to be absolutely incapable of handling this,” Pansy said. “Has it crashed and burned yet?”
Draco hesitated. “More or less.”
“Which is it?”
“More,” he said, voice low.
“You sweet fool,” Pansy said. “You’ve never been able to be normal about him.”
“I know,” Draco said. He wished he could tell her the whole truth of it, the whole awful and lovely year, the way the Potter twins had come in to fix everything and make it a thousand times worse, but it was a strange relief to realise that it didn’t really matter, that she’d seen to the heart of things anyway. He slumped back in the booth, rested his head on her shoulder. She stroked his hair, absent and tender. 
“Greg’s going to be absolutely furious with you,” Pansy said. She paused, tidying a piece of his hair behind his ear. It felt so good to be touched. Draco’s eyes were hot. “Blaise will probably be quite proud. Say it shows cunning or something. Did you feel very cunning?”
“Very much not,” Draco said.
“Hmm,” Pansy said, and then, “ooh, what’s he like in bed?”
“Come on,” Draco said.
“What? If you’re going to bring this down upon us you’d better tell me, it’s the least I deserve. Daphne started a pool,” she added dreamily. “She thought he’d be really good. I always hoped he would be embarrassingly fast. Most hot guys are like that, you know, they never have to put the work in so they’re really shit in bed, or at least way too fast — oh, no offense.”
“I was fifteen!” Draco said, quite offended. 
“I’m sure you’ve improved,” Pansy said, grinning at him. “Are you going to tell me, then?”
“No,” Draco said. “I don’t know. Intense.” Sweet, open-mouthed, careless with himself, hungry for it. “No, I’m not going to tell you.”
“He’s not bad in bed, then,” Pansy said.
“No,” Draco repeated. They looked at each other, and Pansy raised her hand, signalled for another bottle of wine. 
At the end of the night she held him tight and said, “Please, please don’t be stupid,” and “This counts as stupid, you know, this has to rank in the top five stupidest things you’ve ever done, and like three of the others also involve him, doesn’t that tell you how stupid this is?”
“Really, I know,” Draco said.
Pansy slung her arms around him and hugged him once more, the two of them standing out there in the cold. “Three more months,” she said, and Draco nodded. And what then, he could have said, but Pansy knew, there was no point feeling sorry for himself when she was having the same awful year. Instead he walked back to the castle through the warm spring evening, the stone cool around him. In the common room the twins were still sitting up, playing a card game and yawning at each other, and they beckoned him over, but Draco shook his head, went up to bed. He wasn’t that drunk, despite the copious amounts of wine, but he felt wrung out and lost. He pressed his face against the pillow. He thought about Harry’s hands on his arms, his chest, his dick. Thought about the way Harry’s legs fell apart when Draco pushed him down onto a bed, the sleepy, dazed way Harry would nuzzle at Draco’s neck after he’d come. He’s not bad in bed, then. Or out of it, hand on Draco’s hip as he passed by, fingers curling against Draco’s palm. Draco lay awake most of the night, a thin wine headache twanging between his temples, his teeth fuzzy. 
The next day he stumbled about in a stupor, tried and failed to do some work, sunk into a black mood wondering what the point of it even was to try for NEWTs when no job would ever hire him, and slunk upstairs to bed before the sun even went down. At least this time sleep was waiting and he sank deeply into it, dreams so far away and strange that he barely even experienced them, weighed down by the blankets. Outside, the noise in the school died down, the moon rose, the wind high for a balmy April night. That was when the Potter twins came and woke him up.
“Draco,” Lily said, her hand on his shoulder, shaking him. “Draco.”
“Mrgh,” Draco said, and pulled the pillow over his head.
James pulled it away. “You have to wake up.” He was shaking Draco too.
“What,” Draco said groggily. “What is it.”
“You have to come help us,” Lily said. “We got a message from Dad.”
Draco yawned, rubbing sleep out of his eye. “Harry? He’s in — he’s in London, isn’t he—”
“From the future,” James said. “He’s looking for us. We need to get out of Hogwarts tonight and then we’ll be able to go home.”
Draco struggled upright. He frowned at them, their faces serious and intent in the dim light. “So what do you need me for?”
“Neither of us can Apparate,” Lily said. “You have to get us out of here.”
“But—”
“Come on,” Lily said, and grabbed his arm. “We’ll explain on the way.”

  - - -


Draco was still basically in his pyjamas—the Potter twins allowed him to pull on a pair of trackpants before they impatiently summoned his boots and handed him a jumper and shooed him out of the dormitory—when they got outside into the still night and they herded him down to the Quidditch Pitch, hissing at him to be quiet. That was pretty rich, Draco thought, considering he’d been the rule-abiding one asleep in bed and they were hustling him out on some midnight adventure, but he was still half-asleep and couldn’t quite string the sentences together to challenge them. At the pitch, James broke into the shed and came out with three brooms bristling under his arms. Draco shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs.
“I don’t get it,” he said, “what are we — how did you get a message from the future?”
“It was a dream,” Lily said. “I don’t understand how he did it, but it was Dad, and he was really clear, and he said we had to get out tonight and that we shouldn’t tell anyone, but, I mean, we’ve got to tell you, how else are we meant to get out of here? And then I woke up and James had just had the exact same dream, so—”
“Can’t that just be a weird twin thing?”
“No,” James said. “Get on the broom. We’re already late.”
Draco kicked up on his broom and they were flying, low through the dark night. The twins pointed them towards the lake, the easiest way out of Hogwarts’ boundaries, and they skimmed down low over the lake, the first clouds of midges twitching and drifting away at their arrival, the water rippling in that high, hot wind. It was hard flying against it and they were a bit battered about, but at least Draco was awake enough by the time they landed on the other side, past the anti-Apparation border, that he was fairly sure he wouldn’t splinch them all on the way.
“All right,” he said. “Where am I taking you, then?”
The twins exchanged glances and Lily said, “Grimmauld Place.”
Draco barked a laugh. “Absolutely not. You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
“It’s where he said we were to go! And it makes sense, that’s where we fell out of our time, maybe we just have to fall back in—”
“Best of luck, then,” Draco said, glaring, “but you’re dreaming if I think I’m going to take you to Harry Potter’s house, everyone knows he lives there, it was in all the papers all summer—”
“But he’s not there now!” James protested. “He told us he was going back to the Burrow for the break.”
“He might be there for some other reason and I’d still be breaking into his house—”
“Dad told us he didn’t even like Grimmauld Place until he’d left school,” Lily said. “And we don’t have a choice, Draco, we have to go back! What are we going to do, otherwise, stay here and wait to be scrubbed out by the universe?”
Draco stared at them, white-faced and furious, and they stared back, their eyes desperate. After a moment he snapped, “Fine. Where, then?”
“Just Apparate us to Grimmauld Place,” James said. “We’ll do the rest.”
He put out a hand and they took it, and then the three of them were twisting away, into the dark. It always seemed to take longer, Side-Alonging, as though the extra bodies dragged him back through space, and Draco was panting by the time they landed with a crack on the dim London street. He peered around, curious despite himself. He’d never been, though his mother had talked about it sometimes, one of the grand old homes of her childhood.
“The headquarters of the Order of the Phoenix may be found at number twelve, Grimmauld Place, London,” James said smartly, and the house forced its way into existence in front of them, shouldering its way onto the street with the same restless confidence as its owner. It was a tall, dilapidated building, a dark shabby face and overgrown weeds in the garden. All the lights were off.
“Right,” Draco said, and licked his lips. “I better get back to Hogwarts, then.”
Lily and James turned injured expressions on him. “You can’t just leave us,” Lily said.
“I did my bit!”
“What if it doesn’t work?” James said, pinched about the mouth. “We’ll be stuck in London in the nineties, what are we going to do then? I can’t exactly text you to come pick us up, can I?”
“You can’t what me?” Draco said.
“Exactly,” James said grimly.
“Besides,” Lily said. “What if it does work? Don’t you want to say goodbye?”
Draco stared down at their plaintive faces and huffed. “Fine. But keep your voices down. And I’m not breaking into the building.”
“No, no, we’re not idiots,” James said. “I’m pretty sure the portrait of Walburga will still be up, she’ll shout the house down, the neighbours will hear even if no one’s home. Come on, we know a way,” and they slipped through the carved metal gate and down to the side of the house, where, Draco realised, there was a thin alley that he hadn’t been able to see from the street. 
There was just enough space for the three of them to go in a single file, the brick wall scraping at Draco’s shoulder, the cement floor uneven enough that he stumbled from time to time. The twins were silent, catlike and assured. They only made a sound once, when Lily paused in front of Draco and pointed up. “That window goes into my bedroom,” she murmured. Draco reached out in the dark, squeezed her shoulder. He saw the flash of her teeth as she smiled at him.
When they made it through to the back garden there was suddenly a lot more space and light, the moon bright above them and—Draco’s heart sank—a porchlight on. They were all of them filthy now, covered in cobwebs and grime, and Draco jabbed his finger at the porch light and grimaced at them, eyebrows raised and demanding.
Lily rolled her eyes. “He probably just left it on the last time he was here,” she whispered. “Come on, we want the back of the garden,” and they began to slip down over the lawn and into the shrubbery, thick trees and malignant looking hedge animals, the overseeded remains of an orchard. James and Lily seemed a little bewildered, looking about, and they weren’t as sure of themselves here, tripping over the overgrown garden, the thick roots that came bristling up out of nowhere. Draco caught James twice, a hard hand on his elbow. They kept looking at him, eyes wide in the moonlight.
Then, just when they were reaching the shadow of the trees and Draco could see, another hundred feet or so beyond them, the looming back fence, the porch door opened and closed.
James, Lily and Draco flung themselves to the ground, huddled behind a bush, and standing in the shadows of the porch, Harry sighed and rubbed his eyes.
“You said he was at the Burrow!” Draco hissed.
“That’s what he told us!” James said, in a furious whisper. “What’s the big deal, anyway, can’t we just go up and tell him—”
“No, if you do I swear I’ll murder you myself,” Draco whispered back, heart pounding. He could just imagine it, running into Harry now, sneaking around Harry’s house in his pyjamas and covered in filth and not having slept properly in a week, it was too humiliating. “Anyway, didn’t the future Harry say you shouldn’t tell anyone?”
“You’d both better stop hissing like children,” Lily murmured, “or he’s going to hear you and solve the whole problem,” and the three of them fell silent. Draco pressed his hand against his mouth, convinced he was breathing too loud. 
Harry came forward a little and leaned against the bannister, and Draco’s heart, which was already pounding, kicked up into high gear. Harry was barefoot and carrying a cup of tea and looked worn out, hair twisted into a mess the way it always did when he kept carding his fingers through it, and his shirt — his shirt—
“Oh, Merlin,” James whispered. “I can’t believe he’s wearing that thing. I knew it was old but I didn’t know it was this old, fucking hell. It doesn’t even look new now, he’s so gross.”
“What?” Draco said, almost at a normal volume, because it was Draco’s jersey, Draco’s Puddlemere jersey that he’d lent Harry at Christmas and never gotten back. Harry looked small and tired in it, and he’d folded one arm around his chest, hugged close and miserable to himself. He raised his head, though, at the sound of Draco’s voice, frowning slightly, and this time James clapped his hand over Draco’s mouth, which was probably for the best, because Draco was losing his mind. 
The backdoor opened again, and Ginny Weasley stepped out, dressed like she’d been flying, Quidditch leathers and a thin white singlet thrown on over a sports bra. “Here you are,” she said, clear voice carrying through the grounds. James and Lily exchanged glances with each other. Draco could hardly breathe.
“Here I am,” Harry said, a moment too slow, looking back at her. Draco could see the edge of his smile, the sharp line of his jaw. He wanted to step in front of Harry, stop Ginny from even looking at him. He was so jealous he was sick with it, and he had no right to be, no right at all, and it still took an act of will to keep from racing up to the porch and shoving his way between them when they came down to sit next to each other on the steps. 
Ginny had a beer. She took a swig, tilting it up, the clean line of her throat in the dark. She was beautiful, of course. It made everything much worse. “You’re freaking out Hermione and Ron, you know.”
“I know,” Harry said absently. He took the beer when she passed it to him. Draco remembered passing a beer back and forth, a bottle of wine. The shiny glass mouth of it, the liquid on Harry’s lips. “I can’t really help it. I’m having a weird year.”
“I thought last year was going to be our weirdest year,” Ginny said, and they exchanged a look and laughed at the same time. Ginny put her hand on Harry’s shoulder. Draco wanted to kill her; he wanted to be her. “I wish you could have told me sooner. It wasn’t fair to have to handle it on your own.”
“I’m not sure misery loves company in this case,” Harry said. He looked at her. “I’m sorry too, you know. I know you don’t really want kids.”
Draco darted a look at the twins, stricken, but their faces were serious and unreadable. James looked back at him, his chin lifting a little, defiant.
“Well, who knows how it happens,” Ginny said. “I’m seventeen. I guess I’ll change my mind. Mum’ll be thrilled,” she added, and they both laughed, more or less hollowly. Draco wanted, with a sudden stab of selflessness that almost surprised him, to quietly pick the twins up and take them away, cover their ears. It wasn’t fair. It clearly wasn’t going to be a problem in the long term—Draco, having had some experience with reluctant parents, was pretty sure you didn’t turn out as healthy and obviously adored as the twins if you weren’t wanted—but they shouldn’t have to hear it, their parents discussing what a nasty surprise they were.
“Harry,” Ginny said, and thumbed over Harry’s shoulder, pinching the material of his jersey between her fingers. “You know, if you want to talk about anything, we can—”
“No,” Harry said.
“But I promise I’ll react better than Ron—”
“Oh, Ron’s okay,” Harry said. “He’s right, really. You know he’s right.”
“Yeah,” Ginny said, “and it’s nice that someone’s happy about it. I just mean…” 
“I know what you mean,” Harry said. “Thank you. It’s really all right, though.”
She should push, Draco thought. She should tell him to stop being a hero and just tell her what was going on, already. Harry’s face was so lonely and lost, something very young about it. He needed to be bossed into spilling his secrets and then put into bed, kissed to sleep, until that straight, worried line of his mouth soothed itself out into something smiling and hot and pleased. But Ginny didn’t do any of that. She tipped her bottle back and took the rest of the beer in a long pull, and then she patted Harry’s shoulder again and stood up.
“All right,” she said. “But come back to the Burrow. Ron thinks you’re hiding from him.”
“Oh,” Harry said. “Er, I really wasn’t—”
“It’s fine,” Ginny said. “Come on. You can’t stay here, this place is like a mausoleum.”
“I know,” Harry said. He eased himself to his feet. “I should sell it, really. Right, come on,” and the two of them slipped into the house, the door closing firmly behind them.
Draco snuck a glance at the twins. Lily’s jaw was working, her eyes wet, her cheerful face strained with misery. It was the first time he’d seen her so visibly upset and he reached out but James smacked Draco’s hand away and settled his own arm around Lily’s shoulders, squeezed her tight against him. James looked furious.
“Come on,” he whispered. “Come on, we’ve got to get back. Don’t listen to them, what do they know? What do any of them know? We’re the ones who know and Dad told us they were waiting.”
Lily nodded. She climbed to her feet and the twins set off into the dark. After a moment, Draco followed them, to the tall back fence. 
Once there, the twins seemed a little unsure what to do. “Maybe we need to climb over it again?” James suggested, and so they took turns climbing up over a certain stretch of the fence and dropping down onto the street below before they climbed back, with no effect. James talked Lily into even falling, but all she did was knock the wind out of herself, and the fence stayed a fence, grimy wood, a few splinters but nothing particularly magical about it.
“Did your dad give you any hints?” Draco tried, finally. Lily tossed him a disdainful look: they’d clearly decided that he was just as bad as Harry and Ginny, just as culpable as everyone in this year.
After a moment, James took out his wand and tapped the fence. “Alohomora,” he said, and studied the plain wood intently for a moment. He made a face, turning back to them. “Worth a try.”
“James,” Lily said, breath catching, and Draco jolted. The dark panels of the fence were changing, going misty, then pale grey, like the surface of the lake on a cold winter day, and then it smoothed out even more and became promisingly translucent, like a mirror. But when the twins and Draco knelt down before it, slowly, like they were under hypnosis, it wasn’t themselves who were reflected at all. It was a messy desk with huge windows behind looking out onto an autumn day, the leaves in a riot of red and gold, the room full of bookshelves and polished floorboards and an old, shattered Nimbus 2000 hung in splinters on the wall. 
It was misty, like they were peering through fog, but still visible, and at the desk, lines beside his eyes and his jaw solid and more adult and the faintest threads of silver through his hair, but still the face Draco knew by touch, by heart, sat Harry Potter. He was bent over a piece of parchment, scribbling. There was ink on his fingertips and a gold band gleamed around his ring finger.
“Dad,” Lily breathed, and Harry’s head jerked up.
“Oh my god,” he said, and stood up so fast his chair fell over. “Oh my god, you’re both — you’re okay — are you okay? Lily, James, are you — no, don’t touch!” because James was reaching out for the image, hand trembling. He jerked it back, eyes wide. “It’s dangerous, the spell isn’t stabilised, we weren’t expecting you anymore--”
“Midnight, we came at midnight, just like we said we would,” James said, garbled and desperate, but Harry shook his head.
“That was three days ago,” he said, and cast a Patronus without even using the charm, the great silver stag suddenly beside him. “They’re here,” he told the spell, and it galloped away, leaping onto the desk and then up through the ceiling. Harry said, desperate, “You’re both really okay? Are you hurt, are you in trouble? Has there been — Hermione says there’ll be time discrepancies—”
“Yeah, James disappeared the other day,” Lily said, voice cracking. “Are you coming to get us? Are you—”
“We’re coming,” the older Harry promised, voice warm. “We’re on our way. We already came up with a new plan when this one didn’t work, but,” and then he stopped and blinked and looked past his children. “Draco, is that you?”
“He Apparated us here,” James said. “You’re on holiday and being — completely useless—”
“I forgot what you were like,” Harry said, staring over Lily’s shoulder at Draco, and the fog curling around him thickened and his eyes went wide. “Kids,” he said urgently, “listen, I’m not sure this will hold—”
“Dad,” Lily said. “Dad, please, no, we want to come home—”
“We’re coming for you,” Harry said, “I swear, we’re going to find you, you’re being so brave,” and faint in the distance, Draco heard a door slam, footsteps rattling down a flight of stairs. Harry said, “Whatever you do, don’t—” and then the spell died as though it had never been.
“No,” Lily said, and grabbed onto James. They slung their arms around each other, silent, furious. There was something so private and apart about their grief, their frozen faces. Neither of them cried or made a sound, but Draco looked away, bowed his head, quite sure that he shouldn’t be looking on at their heartbreak.
The garden was silent except for the faint sound of crickets and Lily and James’s hissed spells, trying to get the fence to be anything but a normal fence again. Draco sat down with his back against a tree, folded his arms around his knees, and waited. He was in no hurry. He couldn’t do anything to help them, not really, but he could wait here until they were ready for him. He wondered where Harry was, if he was still sitting up, that blank, desolate look in his eyes, by the warm fire in the Weasley house, or if he was asleep, dreaming, far away from all of them. He’d looked happy, in the future, as far as Draco could see through the mist and the fear around his eyes and the urgent hunger he’d looked at the twins with. He loved them, which wasn’t a surprise but was nice to see confirmed. 
Time moved slowly. Finally Lily drew in a harsh breath and said, “Okay. Okay, he said they’re coming for us.”
“Yeah,” James said.
“We’re not really any worse off,” Lily said. “He had an idea and he tried it and it didn’t work. He’s probably done that tons of time, it’s just hard for us to see it failing. He always says you have to try something a hundred times if you want it to work well once.”
James nodded.
“Okay,” Lily said. “So I — I suppose we just go back and wait.”
James said, “Back there? Really? Back to—”
“What other choice do we have,” Lily said, and James let out a breath. They looked more alike than ever like that, twinned in their misery, their desperation. 
Draco said quietly, “Whenever you’re ready.”
"Yeah," James said. "Okay, yeah, we're ready."
They Side-Alonged back to where they'd left the brooms, and flew back into the grounds. It was different this time, all the hurried panic of the evening dying away, Lily and James flying slowly, almost badly. Normally when they were on brooms they couldn't help themselves showing off or delighting in it. It felt like they were flying through honey now, slow and lethargic. When they got to the broom shed, they were still low, heads turned down. Draco hesitated, then touched James's shoulder, caught Lily's gaze.
"He's the most powerful wizard in the world, probably," he said quietly. "And he's your dad and he loves you. Take it from someone whose dad didn't care all that much, I know the difference."
Lily’s mouth wobbled, uncertain. "Draco—"
"I'm just saying," Draco said. "I know it's shit to get so close and then not be quite there. But you're both right, you're on your way. It'll happen."
James rolled his eyes. "Okay," he said, "great pep talk," but he looked a little cheered.
"And in the meantime," Draco said in a murmur, as they started back up towards the castle, "you've managed to talk me into trouble again, which is always your favourite thing, right? If you're lucky we'll get stopped for another detention."
“We do like that,” Lily said, grinning. “And you need some adventure, anyway, you’re so mopey. Are you really not going to speak to Harry anymore? You’re fucking weird.”
“I am not,” Draco said.
“Uh, yes, you are,” Lily said. “You’re mean to Astoria, too, even though she rules,” and they got distracted into a quiet argument about how much Astoria did or did not rule which carried them back into the castle and down the stairs into the dungeons, where Draco paused in front of the Slytherin Common Room.
“Oh, what,” James said. “We’re not going back to our dorm, it’s the other end of the castle.”
“And it’s shit,” Lily said thoughtfully.
“You’re invasive Gryffindor creeps,” Draco said. “Always lurking about the dungeons—”
“Invasive creeps?” James said, laughing. “Merlin, how tired are you?”
“Quite tired,” Draco said.
“We know the password,” Lily said. “So you can bother letting us in or we can let ourselves in, but it’s going to happen. Consider the invasion complete. Anyway, we’re not always lurking.”
“But you’re always in the dungeons,” Draco repeated, shaking his head, and for the first time the old accusation sank in. He looked at them, the Potter twins, who went tense under his regard, wary and narrow-eyed, their shoulders squared. “You’re Slytherins,” he realised. “You’re both in Slytherin,” and slowly, Lily began to smile.






      

  











Chapter 14








  I forgot what you were like, the future Harry had said, and the real Harry had looked so lonely and miserable sitting out there in the dim porchlight at Grimmauld Place in Draco’s shirt. Draco had spent the rest of the break feeling tragic, exhausted with his own bitter grief, imagining a quietly content Harry in the future who thought of him as an old schoolboy fling, sex that had just crossed the realms into romance, something misty and far back in the past. So it was a bit of a shock to have everyone come back to school and realise that Harry was furious at him. 
Draco avoided him on the first day back at classes, skipping meals and Harry wasn’t appearing in corridors beside him anymore, so that was all right. On Tuesday morning Draco was starving from only eating whatever he could find on the run yesterday and so he went to breakfast and had a moment of relief when Harry wasn’t there. But five minutes into the meal the doors banged open and Harry stalked in, with Granger and Weasley looking a little nervous behind him, wearing his grimmest expression, eyebrows drawn tight together, scowling like Draco hadn’t really seen him since fifth year. He snapped at three Gryffindors who had the foolishness to talk to him and slammed the coffee pot down hard enough at one point that the table trembled and a first year started to quietly weep. Draco stared, at first subtly and then, giving up, outright, but it didn’t help: Harry didn’t look in his direction once.
He went to Potions with mild trepidation. The Felix Felicis was basically done; it required another week of careful monitoring and the final addition of a few tinctures and then, for seventh years, classes were finished and they were given a last month of private study before NEWTs began. To Draco’s shock, the Felix Felicis was looking fairly good. He wasn’t sure it was a perfect potion, especially given their rocky start, but it had smoothed out, clear gold, a little more metallic than Draco would like but not bad. He wasn’t sure how it would hold up after that display at breakfast, though, and sure enough when Harry arrived, a few minutes after Draco, he was still scowling, hands shoved in his pockets. 
“Good morning,” Draco said cautiously, and Harry gave him an incredulous, fuming look and threw himself backwards into a chair. 
Draco darted a look around the classroom. Granger and Weasley were working quietly with the twins, the other students more or less distracted by their potions. He cast another wary glance at Harry, who, he realised, was actually not really looking his best. Draco was a madman and thought Harry was beautiful with a kind of sickening regularity that he supposed was just his lot in life now, but even he could see that Harry’s hair was greasy, that there were dark bags under his eyes. Harry folded his arms tight over his chest under Draco’s scrutiny, eyes sharp with anger. 
“Fine,” Draco bit out, and turned his attention to the potion, which began to fail immediately.
The essence of sage which should have given it a little burble sank immediately to the bottom and caused great, worrying pockets of air to rise up to the surface and burst in leaden rhythms. Draco spent fifteen minutes fussing with the heat and trying to get the bubbling right, conscious of Harry’s bitter gaze next to him and the anxiety racketing up in his own chest, and the potion got worse and worse and worse.
“Can you just — talk about something,” Draco bit out. “How was the — how were the aurors—”
“Fucking awful, thanks,” Harry said. Draco threw a desperate look at him, and flinched, because Harry was staring at him, miserable, and Draco turned on instinct, reaching out. Harry leaned sharply back. “Don’t.”
“Harry,” Draco said, “this is ridiculous—”
“Don’t,” Harry repeated, and turned his face away, jaw tight. Draco stared at him a moment longer and then turned back to the potion. The next hour was fairly awful, Harry like a pocket of despair beside him and Draco trying and failing to salvage their passing grade. By the end of the session their potion was sliding towards a sickly acid yellow colour. The moment the bell went Harry picked up his bag and made a run for it, out the door before Draco could even turn properly towards him. Weasley and Granger hurried out after him. The Potter twins looked baffled. 
The stupid Potter pride, Draco thought, and carried himself through on that thought to feeling self-righteous for a couple of days. As though Draco didn’t have the right to carve himself away from the inevitable pain of Harry picking Ginny over him, he thought when he saw Harry picking listlessly at his dinner; as though nobody could dare to turn the great Boy Who Lived down, he sneered when Harry, distracted in Defence, had to be called on three times before he answered a question, voice low and rough like he hadn’t been sleeping well. On Thursday when they were back and miserable at their Potions desk again, he said icily, “You know, your arrogance is really beyond belief.”
“What?” 
“I’m sorry I didn’t come bowing and scraping to you—”
“Do you really want to do this?” Harry bit out. “Here?”
Their potion was grey sludge. Draco had never seen something die so quickly. He clenched his jaw, let himself crawl up poisonous and mean to the heights of bitterness, then turned and caught sight of Harry, his shoulders hunched, his hands dug deep into his pockets, his gaze on the ground. The hot, generous mouth pressed tight and close. Something gave, quietly, a tiny collapse in Draco’s chest. He touched Harry’s elbow and said, “You should really get some sleep.”
“Fuck off,” Harry said.
“I mean it. No sense being such a fucking hero all the time, Potter,” Draco said, and aimed for lazy and drawling, the voice Harry responded to as though he was dazed, “just get up to bed and—”
“Fuck off,” Harry repeated, and picked up his bag. “I can’t, I can’t, you can’t do that anymore,” and then he picked up his bag and left, ignoring Professor Slughorn’s shocked calls of “Harry! Harry, my boy!” 
Draco stared at their ruined potion. When he looked up, Hermione Granger was watching him.

  - - -


In a strange way, the final panicked study push for NEWTs was a bit of a relief. As classes finished, Draco and the other eighth and seventh years were thrown into private conferences with their professors, tests of their weak spots, endless drills. Draco’s professors were mostly disinterested in him and handed him hastily scribbled grids of where he needed improvement, which was, apparently, everywhere. Slughorn, avoiding eye contact, told him gruffly that he was lucky to have been partnered with young Mr Potter but that even so his intentive brewing was clearly not up to scratch and that he would have to make up for it in the exams. Professor McGonagall was one of the few to run actual spells with him, making him practice his animate transfiguration for half an hour before she was satisfied.
“You’ve been distracted all year, Mr Malfoy,” she said crisply, as though he’d been any idle daydreamer. “But you’re bright when you put your mind to it. If you spend the next month studying very hard I expect you to come through the NEWTs quite well.”
Usually, such condescension would have infuriated Draco beyond belief. Now, it felt like an option, something to do with his endless days. The wide berth that other students left around him still felt like a bit of a relief, rather than the inevitable ostracisation he knew it was developing into; it didn’t feel so terrible to be hated from afar, now that for the most part no one was bothering to attack him anymore. Every now and then someone still went for him, but Draco found he’d rather lost the taste for taking it. Besides, his reflexes were better, had finally sharpened up to the edge they needed to keep most jinxes from hitting him. His wand was out, the Protego shield snapping into place before Draco even registered the shadow behind him. 
He was probably too jumpy—he’d called up the shield instinctively when a first year Slytherin came up nervously to ask him the way to Professor Slughorn’s office—but it meant that the jinxes died, the curses rebounded. A fifth year Ravenclaw staggered away with boils sprouting over his face. A sixth year Hufflepuff cried out when the tearing hex caught her arm, slashing a thin line through her robes and a welling cut on her shoulder. Draco turned and stared at them, face blank, before he stalked away. Some part of him was still ill with guilt, the urge to stand quiet and let whatever was going to be done to him be done, but he was full up on misery, glutted on it, couldn’t find the appetite for more. 
Nobody from Gryffindor touched him, not a jinx or a trip or a shove. Draco tried not to think about it very much.
In the space that was left around him, Draco spent his days in the library, head down, surrounded by piles of books like a tiny wall he could build between him and the desks occupied by other students, at which, thank Merlin, Harry did not show up very often. He tumbled deep down into the Transfiguration theory McGonagall said would bolster his casting, went through every Goshawk Standard Book of Spells from third grade up. There were more and more gaps in his memory from fourth year onwards, months where he’d started to give up, no way of beating Granger, no way of finding his father’s approval. As though those were the only two things in the world worth doing, he thought now, a little amused. Most of the time he was consumed with fury at his younger self; it was almost nice to just want to roll his eyes.
He went and petitioned an icily rude Slughorn and was granted reluctant access to the Potions labs, where he spent some time doing his best to revive the Felix Felicis. It couldn’t come back up to scratch, not after what he and Harry had done to it, and not with only one brewer on hand, but he at least coaxed it back towards the right colour, and a hint more liquidity to its thick interiors. He talked to it, a little, feeling foolish but trying to keep his voice light, charming, the way he’d spoken when it was doing its best. 
“I’m sorry, I know,” he said. “It’s my fault, really, and you were just an innocent bystander. It’s not like I didn’t know, too, this whole time, it was obviously a terrible mistake, I was obviously most of the way insane, I knew, I knew it was going to backfire on me.” He swallowed hard. Harmony and kindness, Slughorn had said the potion wanted, and Draco didn’t have any of that left. “I miss him,” he said, very low and quiet, and then he didn’t speak anymore.
Defence practice was a little more difficult, because most of the empty classrooms were claimed by other students. He tried going by the Room of Requirement, once. It would be a whole new room, he told himself, a practice space, quiet and empty; it made sense. It was stupid to avoid it. He even went so far as to go up there one day, and then the door was there, waiting, and Draco couldn’t go through it, wasn’t sure if he’d conjured it up himself or if someone was already inside, the room they’d quietly pulled each other apart waiting behind the solid wood. He stood there for a while before he walked away. He didn’t do any more study that day. He went back to his bed, pulled the curtains around them. Harry in his shirt, Harry lonely and furious in the Potions lab, Harry sitting by Ginny Weasley’s side. Draco would have thought he’d learnt his lesson by now but he thought about Harry all the time, obsessive, unable to escape it.
After that he tried to find quieter spaces, even outside, but people didn’t much like seeing him out in the grounds, his wand out, his teeth bared. He couldn’t quite rein magic in anymore, couldn’t make it a theoretical thing, a school exercise. He fought harder than he meant to. Astoria offered to run a few drills with him and ended up with a blood nose. Draco spent the rest of the afternoon bringing her fresh ice and letting her tell him off and she started to quite enjoy herself after a while, speculating idly about whether she had just been another tragic Malfoy victim, enough that she offered to give it another shot the next day, but Draco turned her down. He didn’t know how to pull back. 
Lily overheard and said, “I’ll give you a go.”
Draco shook his head, mouth tight. “No, I’ve already hurt Astoria—”
“I mean, I’m fine,” Astoria said, amused, legs slung up over the arm of the couch.
“No,” Draco repeated.
Lily looked at him, considering. “You remember who my dad is, right,” she said, and cast.
Astoria squawked. “Give a girl some warning!” she said, scrambling out of the way, but Lily and Draco were already moving fast around the room, Lily using the space as naturally as him, leaping up onto sofas and whirling behind tapestries.
“They really haven’t redecorated this place in twenty years, have they,” Draco called across to her, and she bared her teeth in a grin and flung a stinging hex at him that nearly got past his guard.
James came and took over when Lily grew tired and gave Draco, out of breath then too, a bit of a run for his money. The twins weren’t as strong on attacking spells but their defences were much better than Draco, enough that he didn’t have to worry about hurting them; it was almost impossible to get a jinx past them. It was all too easy to imagine them being taught, Harry drilling the defensive spells into them. Making them practice over and over the same way he’d done with Draco, spitting out bites of his apple. Protego. Again. It surprised Draco by comforting him, unlike every other time he’d thought of Harry recently. Draco had made the right decision. One day Harry would probably be grateful to him, which was a bizarre and worrying thought. 
Not long after they had to stop practicing because James’s hands started flickering in and out of existence, his nose, his eyes. The common room, thank Merlin, had cleared out in the face of the duel, and the three of them retreated to a windowsill while James pressed his face to the cold glass, teeth gritted, breathing in shortly through his nose. Draco stared, helpless. Lily pressed up close against her brother, her arm locked tight around his shoulders, her hip against his, their knees together, as though she could hold him into place in the world. Her face was grim.
“This has been happening more often,” Draco said.
“Once or twice a day,” James said, between short, rough breaths. “Lily’s hair went red for two hours yesterday morning, too.”
“Gross,” Draco said automatically. It was a horrible trap, so cruel in its normality. Of course one of Harry and Ginny’s children might have taken on the Weasley hair gene, and there was nothing—beside the basic fashion travesty—so bad about that, except that it was a child who wasn’t Lily, a child replacing Lily, who Draco rather liked. It made guilt roil in his chest, his stomach, but there was nothing he could do besides what he was already doing. After a moment he reached out and gripped James’s knee, holding him tight, and James let out a shuddering, grateful breath. 
They sat in silence until it settled down and James was whole again. The twins set their jaws, looked stubborn and miserable. Their stoicism was unbelievable. Draco shook his head, disbelieving. 
“Are you sure you’re Slytherins?” he asked. “Aren’t you terrified by all this? I’d be curled up in a ball screaming.”
Lily glared at him and James snapped, “My father is the bravest man I know,” and Draco held his hands up, peaceable.
“All right, sorry,” he said. “You’re right. Potter courage and Slytherin ambition. You know, maybe it’s for the best you’re trapped here, you’d probably have taken over the world back home,” and that made them relax a little, James’s shoulders slumping again.
“I don’t know,” Lily said, pulling a thread loose from James’s robes, toying idly with it. “I know Dad said to wait, but…”
“What are you going to do?” Draco said, frowning. “You don’t have any ideas about how to get back, do you?”
“No, but Professor McGonagall must,” Lily said. “Surely, she must. We’ve been here for over six months, she can’t just be sitting up there waiting for it to all play out, can she? What if we got our hands on some of her notes or something?”
“You’ve spent too much time in Gryffindor Tower,” James said, sneering a little. It was one of Draco’s secret delights, that the twins, having given up on keeping their secret from him, now indulged in light Gryffindor trashing. If only he could tell Ron Weasley about it, he thought dreamily. It would almost be worth everything. “What are we going to do, just charge into McGonagall’s office and tell her we want to go through her drawers? We don’t even know she keeps notes.”
“No,” Lily agreed. “And we’d have to break into her office, which would be really fucking hard, and then we’d have to pull something off that they haven’t managed to do back home.”
“It’s impossible,” James said.
“No,” Lily repeated. “It would just take a lot of luck,” and the twins looked at each other.
“Uhm,” Draco said. “Please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you are.”
“Breaking into Slughorn’s office would be easier than McGonagall’s,” James said slowly.
“We know our way around, for one,” Lily said.
Draco shook his head. “It’s a bad idea.”
“Why?” James demanded. “Mine and Ron’s didn’t turn out so well, but Lily and Hermione’s potion wasn’t bad, and yours and Harry’s—”
“That one’s gone downhill,” Draco said.
“Well, there must be other decent ones, anyway,” James said. 
“It doesn’t matter,” Draco said. “Decent isn’t enough when it comes to something like the Felix Felicis. It’s a difficult potion and it has the potential to go extremely wrong if one of the ingredients is even a little off-balance. And if you ingest it, it’ll go wrong with you. It might go wrong in ways linked to it, too, you know. You fancy a year of bad luck?”
“It’s unlikely a potion would leap straight to an antithetical result unless it had been severely tampered with,” Lily said, a little haughtily.
“Yes, thank you, I’ve done fourth year Potions too,” Draco said, scowling. “Even if it doesn’t lead to an antithetical result, a Felix Felicis is a weird balance of things. What if a subpar potion ends up emphasising the wrong things? The most likely result is a potion focused on coincidence, which can go extremely wrong—”
“Or very right,” James said.
Draco ran his hands over his face. “I’m not arguing about this with you,” he said. “You saw your dad, didn’t you? He told you to wait. He told you he was coming for you. I know — I know it’s frightening. But maybe you just need to hang on a little longer.”
“Yeah,” Lily said, and heaved a sigh. She exchanged a glance with James. “Okay. Yes. We’ll wait.”
“Thank you,” Draco said, relieved. He wasn’t any good at arguing people out of bad ideas, having spent most of his life running straight into his own. A horrible part of him saw their point, anyway. How long should they wait — how long could they? How long would the older Harry be? When was he going to show up, when was he going to save them? Draco hadn’t said anything to the twins, but he kept thinking about the autumn landscape behind the older Harry, the golden trees in that backyard, which meant the twins had either been gone only a few weeks—they’d left Grimmauld Place, they said, in late August for their party, and fallen straight through to October in 1999—or over a year. Either way, it was clear the timelines weren’t entirely matching up. What if the twins grew up, aged into adults while they were stuck in the past? What if they returned to the future only to find they’d missed several years of their lives? None of it seemed safe.
“What happened to your potion, anyway?” James said. “I thought it was looking quite good.”
“It went wrong,” Draco said shortly.
Lily watched him, tense and narrow-eyed. “Why’d you and Harry stop talking?” she said. “I miss flying.”
Draco slipped off the windowsill, put his wand away. “Lots of reasons,” he said, and went back to his Transfigurations textbook.
He’d hoped, with the end of classes, that he would see Harry less, but he saw Harry all the time. It was like he’d trained himself to look out for him, eight years of obsessing over him so that now Draco’s head went up every time he saw a flash of dark hair, the glint of light off glasses, the scruffy blink of a trainer. He saw Harry dropping Granger off at the library, her hand tense on his shoulder, Harry shaking his head. He saw Harry at meals, his back to the Slytherin table, his cheek resting his hands, neck bowed. Harry looked so tired. He looked so miserable. Draco had thought that cutting Harry free would send Harry spiralling up and Draco crashing back down, but Harry dragged his feet, his hands were in his pockets, there were dark shadows under his eyes. And he looked away everytime Draco was nearby, his mouth pressed close, his cheeks thin and sharp, like Draco was painful just to see. 
Draco was doing the only thing he could think of to do, which was steer as clear as he possibly could, when Granger found him.

  - - -


The library was full, the twins and Astoria were taking up the Slytherin Common Room idly plotting an end-of-term party that Draco definitely would not be attending, and so Draco had found a large and sheltered windowsill on the fourth floor to go over his Charms notes. He’d thought it was relatively well-hidden, and when the measured voice said, “Excuse me,” he startled and then looked up and saw Granger’s face and startled more, spilling his notes across his knees.
Granger waited, inscrutable, while Draco scrambled them together. He looked up and then behind him, just to check that it was definitely him that Granger was addressing, which made her roll her eyes a little and say, “Hello, Malfoy.”
“Hello,” Draco said cautiously. He hadn’t spoken to Granger all year. He hadn’t spoken to her in two years, really; they’d not had much time for pleasantries while she was being tortured by his mad aunt. He tried to remember the last time they had spoken, which must have been in his sixth year, somewhere in the hysterical fear of it all. He’d probably called her a Mudblood. His mouth tasted of ash.
“I thought perhaps we should talk,” Granger said.
Draco didn’t say anything. He watched her, wondering if she really meant talking. His wand rolled in his sleeve but he didn’t bother drawing; he hadn’t been able to best Granger, not once in his life. 
“You remember how to talk,” Granger said, something quirking in the corner of his mouth.
“Yes,” Draco said. He thought about playing it safe, looked at the sharp intelligence in Granger’s face, thought of the way she’d been watching him all year and said, in a rush, “I don’t know what you want, though. I’m staying away from him, aren’t I?”
Granger ran a hand through her hair. “Yeah,” she said. “That would have been better if you’d done it months ago.”
Draco set his jaw. “I know that.”
“Yeah,” she repeated. “I think you do,” and they stared at each other for a moment, crawling tension through the corridor, awkward and thick with their past. After a moment, Granger came and leaned against the windowsill, tucking her hair behind her ear. She looked a little concerned, a little annoyed. She nodded at his Charms. “Set for the exam?”
“As much as I’ll ever be,” Draco said. “But there doesn’t seem to be much else to do besides keeping going. You?”
“Yes, same,” Granger said, and looked at him, blew a breath out the corner of her mouth. “Look, obviously you’re a horrid little toad and as far as I’m concerned you’ll never—”
“I’m very sorry,” Draco blurted out. He hadn’t known he was going to say it until he did and now he could feel his cheeks going blotchy red, embarrassed. Granger stared at him, frankly astounded. There didn’t seem much help for it now, so Draco plowed on. “For — for last year, obviously, and for Bellatrix and — I should have — if I had been braver I might have been able to get you out, but, er,” Merlin, now he’d picked up Harry’s tic, everything was awful, “but really for everything, for — for school. For calling you those things. I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry it took me a war to realise.”
Granger was staring at him. Draco shut his mouth and looked away, horribly humiliated. His throat felt clean, stripped raw. 
After a moment, Granger said, “Okay.”
Draco blinked. He looked back up at her. “What?”
“Apology accepted,” Granger said, and held out her hand. Not entirely sure what was happening, Draco took it. Her palm was cool and dry. They shook once and then hurriedly dropped their hands.
Draco said, “You can’t  — it can’t be that easy—”
“Of course it’s not,” Granger said. “It didn’t look very easy, to me. Your year.”
Draco’s face crawled with heat again. “Ah,” he said. “So you’re feeling sorry for—”
“Oh, Malfoy, let’s not get into it,” Granger said. “I’m drawing a line under it, how about that? Do you think I haven’t been paying attention? Not with you and Harry sneaking around between classes and in invisibility cloaks and being the world’s worst kept secret—”
“Merlin,” Draco said, wondering if eventually one could reach their peak level of embarrassment and simply stop caring anymore. He wished he didn’t blush so easily. He was sure he was entirely pink by now.
“All I’m saying is that I trust Harry,” Granger said. “And I’ve been paying attention this year. None of this is really what I’ve come to talk to you about, anyway. If you’ve finally decided to try and be a good person, well, bully for you. Why do you have to fuck Harry up along the way?”
“I told you, I’m staying away from him—”
“That’s what I’m talking about,” Granger said. “He’s miserable. Do you think this is fair?”
Draco blinked at her. He licked his lips. His voice had dropped low, gravelly and unhappy all the same. “Did he — did he tell you that—”
“He said you dumped him,” Granger said, which made Draco stare again. Granger nodded, lips pressed firmly together, like an impatient professor who had just had it confirmed that no one had done their homework after all. “But clearly you’re eating your own heart out over this—”
“I’m not,” Draco began, voice thin, and Granger looked very dangerous indeed for a moment and said, “Oh, you didn’t? You were just messing him around the whole time, then? Excellent, Ron will be so glad to hear. We decided, you see, I’ll have the conversation if you’re being an idiot and he gets to have the conversation if you’re being a prick, and Ron said he was really hoping that you were going to stay true to form—”
“All right, all right,” Draco said hastily, even while a small part of him curled up in a ball and died at the thought that Weasley, Weasley, had been discussing Draco’s love life. “Look, you can bluster at me all you like but it doesn’t change — what we know—”
“Everyone assumes they know an awful lot, just because two people from the future have shown up,” Granger said. “I’ve been reading a lot about time travel this year. You have no idea how messy it is, how complicated. Sometimes it’s beautifully flexible. The world wants things to happen the way they’ve already happened, it’s much easier to follow a carved out path than forge your way through the weeds. It’s also much easier to think you’re getting things back on track when you’re actually derailing them.”
“That’s a lot of mixed metaphors, Granger,” Draco said. “And you can talk about tracks and potential all you like but in the end he still has children with her.” His throat felt sore, his chest tight. He thought about the older Harry, in his messy, lovely study, the wedding band on his finger. “Even if time will adjust around him messing around with me to make that happen all the same, I’m not sure — I’m not sure I can take much more of the adjustment.”
Granger shook her head, face tight and determined. “Well, you can’t go on like this,” she said. “I think the two of you need to talk, make some kind of plan. He’s going to fail all his exams at this rate.”
“No need to worry,” Draco said. “We already know he becomes an auror, remember? I’m sure time will just adjust around—”
“Malfoy,” Granger snapped. “It’s wonderful to know that you’re not a completely terrible waste of a human being, but if he makes it through a war only to fall all his NEWTs because of you, I’ll kill you, apology or not.”
Draco raised his eyebrows. “Because him sneaking around with me is excusable but that’s not?”
“I have to draw the line somewhere,” Granger said. “Talk to him,” and then she sailed away.

  - - -


Although Draco preferred not to admit it, having, he hoped, clawed his way a little out of the cowardice he’d been mired in his whole life, he’d been pretty terrified of Hermione Granger since he was at least thirteen. Also, while he was actually pretty sure he could take Weasley, or at least give him a good go of it, he wasn’t particularly interested in being shouted at about his sex life by a third member of the Golden Trio. It was just something he could live without.
And he was weak. He wanted to talk to Harry. He’d tried before, in Potions, and been batted away, and now here was this, Granger tipping the excuse he wanted right into his open and waiting hands.
Harry wasn’t hard to find. Draco actually spent most of his time trying to avoid him, and the hardest part was just catching him on his own. But now that he had, rather uncannily, Granger on his side, it wasn’t so difficult to wait one evening after dinner up in the staircase that led towards Gryffindor Tower, and watch the trio come towards him before Granger took Weasley’s elbow and tugged him away. Harry turned, frowning, and then he turned back and caught sight of Draco, and his face went still.
Draco made his way carefully across the space between them. It was a long, empty corridor, dim in the quiet Thursday evening. Sconces in the wall, candlelight flickering somewhere beyond. Harry’s shadow loomed up on the wall beside him and against it, Harry looked smaller than normal, a little less vibrant. Draco felt for the first time in weeks the height he had on Harry, how easy it would be to crowd him back against the honey stone, drop his mouth to Harry’s neck and bite. Or just breathe deep, hold onto him.
Harry raised his eyebrows and said, “Teamed up with Ron and Hermione?”
“Oh, well,” Draco said. “Not really.” 
Harry nodded, mouth twisting into that grim line. “Well,” he said, adjusting his hold on his schoolbag and heading back down the corridor. “Best of luck to you.”
“Harry,” Draco said, “Harry, wait—”
“Don’t call me that,” Harry snapped. “You only call me that when you want something or when you want me to shut up—”
“No, I don’t,” Draco said, and caught Harry’s arm. The shock of touching him made his heart pound, the weight of Harry’s arm, the warmth of his robes, made Draco lose his head, and he bent and touched his mouth to Harry’s and Harry shoved him away.
“Fuck you. Fuck you, how did you get Hermione on your side, why won’t you leave me alone—”
“She approached me,” Draco said, hands shaking. “She said I should talk to you—”
“Well, she doesn’t get it then, does she,” Harry said, voice jerking out, rough and hurt. “And I know this is my fault, I know you just think you can touch me how you like because I always let you, but it’s not — it’s enough now. You’ve had your — your fun, or what did you call it? Your pleasure,” Harry hissed, all that furious Potter danger so present around them that it was as though it was crackling around Harry’s silhouette like a cloud, “and I’m glad you had a good time, I’m glad you made room for fucking me in your busy schedule of getting beaten up all year, but it’s not fair, I actually — I’m the one who—”
“I’m in love with you,” Draco said. He felt like he was going to be ill. “I think about you all the time. I’m so obsessed with you, I don’t know what to do.”
Harry was silent, staring at him.
“But,” Draco said, voice wavering, “if things were normal I’d be terrified this wasn’t going to work out, and now I know, I know that it won’t. We have the proof in front of us. You marry Ginny Weasley, and have kids with her, and become an auror, and I just — James said I get on okay, so I’m sure it will be — in any case—”
“Draco,” Harry said, wretched. “I don’t want any of that. I want you.”
Draco took in a shuddering breath. Tentative, almost shivering in the quiet, warm night, he moved closer, and this time Harry didn’t shove him away. They dipped in close, their arms draped around each other’s shoulders, Harry breathing raggedly, pressed close enough that Draco could feel Harry’s racing heart. Draco’s eyes were wet. 
“I want to be with you,” Harry said. “I want everyone to know. Please. I want—”
“Harry,” Draco said, shaking his head.
“I don’t want my life to be a — a new prophecy,” Harry said. “I’ve really had enough of them. I want to do what I want, not what everyone thinks I’m going to. We can change things—”
“Harry,” Draco repeated. “I really like them.”
Harry’s mouth snapped shut. He was swallowing hard, almost compulsively, and then he pulled back and walked quickly to the other side of the corridor and said, “Fuck.” 
“I’m sorry,” Draco said, voice scraping low. “I know this is bad timing for me to try for the first time to be — to be unselfish. But I don’t want them not to exist. I don’t think you do, either.”
Harry didn’t say anything. His eyes were very bright and he stared at Draco on the other side of the corridor like he was much further away, like he was sailing out of reach. Draco half wanted to just sink to the ground, sit there with his back against the wall and look at Harry, who he wanted, who he could not have. He could have stayed there for hours, for weeks. It would have been a much better use of his time than lots of things that had preoccupied him over the last eighteen years.
“On the plus side,” he said instead, talking because he had never known how to shut up, “I think all signs point to you getting over me, eventually.”
“It doesn’t feel like that,” Harry said.
“No,” Draco said. “It doesn’t.”
It was cold by the time he walked back to the dungeons, feet dragging, mouth bitter with grief. It felt like an apt punishment, in some ways, being given the glimpse of happiness and having it wrenched away, but Draco knew that actually grandiose narratives about the world and redemption and punishment wouldn’t do much right now, wouldn’t actually change anything, when he was just heartbroken and lost and waiting for the years he didn’t want.
It was mostly the shock of it, the warmth of Harry in his arms. I want to be with you. He dragged a hand angrily across his burning eyes and then he rounded the corner to the Slytherin Common Room entry and the Potter twins were there, lounging against the wall, murmuring to each other, expressions lightening when they saw him.
“Draco!” Lily said, stepping forward, and Draco shook his head, miserable, guilty even over the way their cheer died on their faces.
“I can’t deal with you right now,” he said, voice thick, embarrassing, stumbling over the words. “I’m sorry, you’re both good people but you’re ruining my life and I can’t — I can’t talk to you right now.”
James and Lily watched him. Their eyes were grey. Their mouths were set and stubborn. Although Draco didn’t know it, they looked exactly like their father.






      

  











Chapter 15








  Draco didn’t study much the next day. He stayed in bed, until Astoria came up and told him that he was pathetic and making all the other Slytherins look bad, and then he allowed her to coax him down into the common room, where he lay on the sofa and was pathetic and made all the other Slytherins look bad. Lily and James appeared at one point and hovered close by darting nervous looks at him, and after a while Draco turned on his side and slept, students passing him by. He woke once to find Astoria talking quietly to one of her friends, keeping an eye on him, and he sank back into sleep, grateful and worn. He wanted Pansy, her hand on his hair. He wanted his mother’s calm voice in the next room. All of that was a lie and what he actually wanted was Harry, curled around his back.
Astoria woke him around five, asked him if he wanted to come with her to get a drink — it was a Hogsmeade evening, apparently, most of the older classes emptying out for a last rowdy night before exams began on Tuesday. Draco shook his head, buried further into the sofa. “The twins will come,” Astoria tried, and then smoothed her hand down his shoulder. “All right, Malfoy.”
He was giving himself one more day to be pathetic, he thought, one more day to lie around and mope. Then there was no point to avoiding it, he’d have to get on with whatever life was rolling unappealingly ahead of him, and he was going to try and be cheerful about it. He’d escaped a lot, after all. He’d done better than he’d deserved. He’d take the memory of Harry Potter’s love—because he was fairly sure that was what it was, after all—quietly with him into the dark and see how well he did without it.
“The whole idea was to go to McGonagall’s,” James argued, climbing through the common room entrance, and Lily said, “I know, but I told you, I’ve got a really good feeling,” and then they both fell silent when Draco sat up and peered at them through the gloom.
“Oh,” Lily said. “We didn’t see you.”
Draco blinked at them. After a moment, he said, thoughts rising slow as fog to the surface, “Astoria said you were going to Hogsmeade with everyone.”
“Change of plans,” James said vaguely. “Just came for my wand,” and he picked it up off a chair, and said, “Anyway,” and they both hurriedly left again.
Draco stayed sitting up, frowning. He rubbed his thumb over the bridge of his nose. Something was jittering at him, unsettling. Without really thinking about it he slid off the sofa and went out into the cool stone corridor. The whole idea was to go to McGonagall’s, James had said, and there was that conversation, a few days ago. His neck prickled. He went quietly down to the Potions classroom, where the door was still ajar. He pushed it open, already knowing what he would see: the Felix Felicis potions in their glass cupboard, awaiting marking, with one vial drawn from Harry and Draco’s bottled sample. 
It had been the one that looked the best, Draco knew, and that harboured the worst. He’d prettied it up but it was rotten through and through. Draco turned and ran.
He had no idea where the twins would have gone. I know, but I told you, I’ve got a really good feeling, so it couldn’t be McGonagall’s office, and when he tore along the corridor and up through the halls the school was deserted, all of it. He stared down at the grounds, but dusk was already falling, shadows stretching out, impossible to spot them and it would take too long for him to cover the area, even if he got a broom. He ran up. He took the steps two at a time. He didn’t get much out of breath these days.
The Room of Requirement flickered into life when Draco wanted it and he threw himself through the door and into the room, which was the same as it had been the last time he’d seen it, as though it had been standing quietly and waiting for him, the fire crackling, the bed made, one of Draco’s books left askew on the coffee table. Draco ignored them all and ran for the corners of his room, numbly trying Summoning spells that didn’t work, only bringing him handfuls of loose change, on his hands and knees and hunting, clawing under shelves, under the bed, nails dragging against grit and stone, until he closed over it, the golden coin.
Harry might be at Hogsmeade, he might be in the Gryffindor Tower, which Draco had no hope of getting into. He might have thrown his coin away. But Draco couldn’t think of any other option, and he pressed his thumb to the surface and sent through a snake, snapping wildly. He sent it again and again, hoping the metal might heat and sizzle against a desk, a trunk, a piece of parchment. Wherever Harry had thrown it, as long as Harry had thrown it close by, as long as he might see it.
While he was casting he ran back out into the corridors, and up through the castle, aiming vaguely for Gryffindor, and so when he rounded a corner he was sprinting wildly at the same time that Harry was sprinting wildly for him. They caught each other, hard around the arms. Harry, dark-eyed, said, “What? What is it—”
“I think the twins have done something stupid,” Draco said, gasping for breath, holding himself up on Harry’s shoulder. “I don’t want to get them in trouble but I — do you have the Map?”
He saw it even as he asked it, crumpled in Harry’s hand. Harry must have used it to find him.
“But the twins don’t show up on it,” Harry warned, shaking it open before them. “Or not properly, at least, I think the Map doesn’t know how to categorise them, it just calls them A stranger.”
They paused, their gazes raking over the map, until Draco stabbed his finger at the two dots heading rapidly into the Forbidden Forest. A stranger, A stranger.
“What are they doing?” Harry said, baffled.
“I think they took our Felix Felicis,” Draco said. “They want to get home, they think they need some luck. I heard them planning it earlier this week, I thought they gave it up, and they wanted to go to McGonagall’s office, but now…” 
“Well, but if they took the potion won’t they be all right?” Harry said, eyes darting from the Map to Draco’s face and back again. “I took Felix Felicis once and it was — it worked really well—”
“But that was properly brewed, from a Potions master,” Draco said, “which I’m not and you’re definitely not and I’m not sure we were even going to pass, to tell you the truth. So instead it will amplify coincidence and connections and create the components of luck without necessarily bringing good luck and—”
“Draco,” Harry said, voice strange, and pointed. There was another dot on the Map, moving quite casually towards the twins. A stranger, it was labelled.
“Maybe it’s future you,” Draco said, heart rate picking up. 
Harry nodded. “Come to save them or…” He stopped. Another dot had appeared. A stranger.
“Maybe you brought future Ginny Weasley with you,” Draco tried, voice strained.
A stranger appeared. A stranger. A stranger. A stranger. A stranger. Seven of them, fanning around the unknowing twins in a circle. Without speaking, Harry and Draco broke into a run.
Halfway out of the grand entranceway, Draco said, “Wait!” and ran to one of the suits of armour that guarded the doors, dragged a sword free, panting, hauling it up to rest uncomfortably against his waist. 
“Really?” Harry said, staring.
“Nothing else I’ve got seems to slow them down,” Draco said, panting, “we can’t all be saviours of the wizarding world,” and they broke into a desperate run again, out across the dark grounds. The sword was impossible, battering at his waist, slowing him down. He felt like an idiot, dragging it along like an ungainly shovel, but he hadn’t had the time to steal and buckle on a scabbard. In any case, he could barely run with this, wouldn’t have been able to hold it after all if it wasn’t for the damn strength he’d built up in his arms all through that long summer. Good for two things, he thought grimly, holding Harry down and fighting off mad women from the future, and he would have laughed except he was so frightened, running into the dark like this.
As they reached the first outskirts of the trees he realised that they should have alerted a teacher, or Harry’s friends, shouldn’t have come down into the dark alone like this. It was too late now, though, Harry consulting the Map and touching a finger to his lips, a warning, Draco trying to regulate his breathing so that his harsh panting didn’t give them away. It was strange that it had slipped their minds, and then Draco thought of the touch of the potion, quietly turning reality the way it wanted, making people make decisions they wouldn’t normally. Draco flexed his fingers around the hilt. He exchanged a look with Harry, Harry’s expression brutal and sharp, all the handsome lines of him something feral and waiting. Draco was out in the woods with the wizard who killed Voldemort, he thought vaguely, and felt a little better despite himself. 
He whispered, “Granger and Weasley?”
“At Hogsmeade,” Harry murmured. 
“You didn’t go?”
Harry shot him a look. They were walking close, moving quiet through the cover of trees, Harry’s shoulder pressed against Draco’s chest, a little ahead of him. “Moping over you,” he murmured.
“Oh,” Draco said, smiling down at him. One last night of this, he thought. Maybe saving the twins would cancel it out, Draco’s selfishness, the thrill of it, feeling Harry’s gaze certain on him. “Me too.”
Harry’s hand on Draco’s hip for a moment, the faintest brush of his fingers.
They heard the twins before they saw them. The twins were clearly suffering no concern at all, stomping through the bracken and arguing loudly.
“I’m telling you, I had a really good feeling about the Forest! And Dad said that was how he knew, when he had Felix Felicis that time, he was meant to go to Slughorn and instead he went down to Hagrid’s Hut—”
“Fine, but we’ve been wandering around for nearly an hour and all I’m feeling is cold,” James said. “So it’s probably not working, or it’s working wrong. I told you we should have listened to—”
“—oh, he’s so full of shit here—”
“They’re talking about me,” Draco hissed, outraged, and Harry flashed a grin at him. Draco could feel himself relaxing a little, Harry by his side and the twins clearly unhurt. When Harry unfolded the map, the other Strangers were ranged around them, close but not too close, and the way back towards the school was still free at their backs. Harry and Draco made eye contact and Harry moved forward easily, Draco limping after him with the sword.
“Hi,” Harry said, and James said, “Oh, Jesus Motherfucking Christ,” and Lily said, “Hi! Oh! You’re both here!”
“This is such an unbelievably bad idea,” Draco said. “I fucking told you this was a terrible idea and you still—”
“Come on, save the lecture,” Lily said, rolling her eyes.
“We’re not alone,” Harry said quietly. “There are — there are other people from the future all around us and I think — I think they’re not who you want.”
“How many?” James said, frowning, and took the Map bossily off Harry, peering down, and then he went quiet, and looked up at Lily. “Seven.”
“But she wouldn’t,” Lily said, voice low, “she wouldn’t bring her whole gang—”
“Wouldn’t I?” the swordswoman said, and stepped forward smiling.
She’d ripped through the air as though she was Apparating, appearing suddenly before them without a crack, without a sound, as though the air of the forest had simply opened up and let her through. Draco realised with an odd little shock that he’d never heard her speak before. She had a light, kind voice, clear as a bell. It was familiar, almost warming. He realised it sounded quite like his mother’s. 
“After all the trouble you’ve caused?” she continued, taking neat little steps forward. She held her sword like it was part of her, up and attentive like a hand raised to signal someone. Draco felt particularly pathetic, lugging his stupid sword from the Hogwarts décor around. He and Harry moved forward anyway, without discussion, shoving the twins behind them even as Lily protested, grabbed at his arm. The swordswoman ignored the movement. “After all the running and hiding and hoping Daddy will protect you, even back here? Even back when no one can help you at all?”
Lily whispered harshly, leaning in to the tiny gap of space between Harry and Draco, “The others aren’t as strong as her, she’ll have set them to reinforce the borders, so if we can just get rid of her—”
“If we can just get rid of her,” the swordswoman copied, in a high, sneering voice that didn’t sound so much like Narcissa. “Oh, Lily. You must know that I’ve got you. I’ve already trapped you. I’ve already killed you. Your brother knows. All I need to do is keep you here long enough to wipe yourselves out of existence and I’ve been quite enjoying watching it happen, but you know what? I wanted to kill you myself more. Here I am.”
“Go on, then,” Harry said, “try it,” gritted teeth and endless bravery, his wand held high.
The swordswoman looked him over, her gaze blank, disinterested. “My quarrel isn’t with you, Harry Potter,” she said. “Not here.”
“Who said anything about your quarrel,” Harry said. “Now, Draco,” and Draco hefted up his sword and slammed forward with it at the same time that Harry raised his wand and shouted, “Stupefy!”
The forest seemed to splinter into minute seconds, images rolling past like a comic strip. The swordswoman swung her blade up in one high, easy motion, shattering through Harry’s spell and sending it bouncing back to him; on the rebound, she swung back and knocked Draco’s sword across the clearing like it was a ball of paper. Harry threw himself to the ground to avoid the stunning spell richoting back in his face and then bounced up, and he and Draco were moving as though they’d prepared it, grabbing a twin each and running for their lives, across the clearing towards Draco’s sword gleaming in the dirt. Harry shoved Lily half into Draco’s arms and veered away from the rest of them, shouting spells and curses over his shoulder, trying to look after them without his own spells bouncing back at them, and Draco seized up his sword and pushed the twins behind him. They were half-frozen, good at Defence but not good enough to stand up to this. They’d not lived through a war. They’d never actually fought for their lives.
“It’s not going to, it’s not going to work,” Lily said, stumbling over her words, teeth chattering. “We need — we need Dad—”
“He’s here,” Draco hissed, as Harry flung magic at the swordswoman, face blazing and proud. She was sweating now, moving a little slower, that easy stride turning into a cautious light footed step, darting around him. She wasn’t ready for him. She couldn’t stand up to him, no one could stand up to him. “Look at him, he’ll kill her.”
James said, garbled, “How come they can Apparate in and out of Hogwarts? They’ve been doing it this whole time. It doesn’t even look like normal Apparation—”
“Oh, do you think — but neither of us have our license,” Lily said, “you almost splinched yourself the last time you—”
“Stupefy! Stupefy!” and the third one that Harry shouted came back, clipping him over his ear, sending him reeling and off balance for a moment, which the swordswoman used to dart in close, slash her sword down his arm. She might have lopped it off except Draco was watching her feet and realised what she was about to do, those old lessons flashing into his mind just in time. He ran forward and grabbed a fistful of Harry’s shirt and hauled him back, fast enough that she just drove her sword into the meat of Harry’s shoulder. Harry cried out and stumbled, and Draco wrenched him backward, tripping over the leaves. He waited until Harry was panting and steady on his feet, seconds that dragged like days, then picked up his own sword just in time to get in front of her again. His palms were sweating and slippery with Harry’s blood, and she laughed in his face and knocked the sword out of his hand, sending it spinning again across the ground. Draco’s wrists were screaming with pain, his arms trembling.
“Expulso!” Harry managed, panting and stumbling, half bent over, and the swordswoman lazily raised her sword and batted it back to him. Harry was bleeding and off-balance and trying to lead her away from Draco and the twins: it sent him flying and smashing into a tree, and then he fell against the ground and lay still.
The twins cried out and Draco realised he was yelling too, voice hoarse and torn. He wasn’t sure how he got across the space between them but he was on his knees by Harry, Harry’s glasses cracked across his face, blood matted in his hair, his eyes closed and unmoving. Draco grabbed at his jumper, shook him uselessly, said his name, over and over. “Come on, come on, time to save us,” Draco said, looking up as the swordswoman advanced on him, smiling, “come on, Potter, this is what you do, please, Harry, please, please,” and then the twins were grabbing at him, both of them shivering all over, James’s grip tight on Harry’s good arm. They dragged Harry and Draco into somewhere else entirely.
Draco sat down on the cold earth, panting. They were still in the Forest; he didn’t even think they were that far away from where they’d just been. He vaguely recognised the clump of boulders they’d appeared behind from Herbology expeditions. Harry lay unconscious in his lap: the twins were shaking beside him.
“Can you get us away,” Draco rasped, voice gone. “We need to get somewhere safe—”
“I can’t control it, it was just an idea,” James said. “I don’t even really understand how it worked, I’m worried I’d pull us back down on top of her. I think it’s how they’ve been getting around, though, it’s like… the world doesn’t hold us well enough, we’re not meant to be here.” He was pale, raising an almost translucent hand; it solidified as Draco watched, but there was an awful moment where it looks like a breeze might send James rippling apart. “Is he — is he…”
“He’s breathing,” Lily said, face bent over Harry’s chest. She raised her head, face bright in the moonlight and terrified. They were more exposed here, Draco realised, even with the boulders; there was less tree cover, the light sharp, his eyes adjusting enough that he was picking out all the worrying shadows.
“Do you think…” James licked his lips. “If he dies here will we just vanish out of existence?”
“One way or another I think we’re going to find out,” Lily said. “Oh, Merlin. Oh, fuck. Oh, that fucking party,” and she and James clung to each other, over their father’s still body, Draco shuddering beside them. He didn’t know what to say or do. He’d lost his sword back there in the mess of it all. If Harry couldn’t beat the swordswoman, there was no way that Draco could. He felt very cold, and very sorry.
“I can’t believe it’s happening like this,” James said, voice low. “I thought. I thought for sure they’d come for us.”
“They will,” Lily said. “They might just be a bit late.” She sniffled, clutching James tighter. “I’m sorry I got you into all this.”
“Like I’d let you go on your own,” James said. Their heads resting together, tired. “Merlin.” He looked up at Draco. “I’m glad you’re here.”
Draco nodded. He was wondering if the twins would mind very much if he ruined all of their last moments by curling around Harry, tucking his face against Harry’s hair. He knew it wasn’t the brave thing to do. He could barely take his eyes off the just there rise and fall of Harry’s chest.
“It was nice we saw Dad, at least once,” Lily said, voice small. “The leaves were all gold, did you see? I — Merlin, I miss Grimmauld Place.”
“I miss my room,” James said.
“I miss Score,” Lily said, which didn’t make much sense, but they laughed low and miserable as though it did. Ahead of them, Draco saw a long flash of silver in the night. The gleam of a sword, the low even paces.
“Children should be seen and not heard,” the swordswoman chorused, smiling and stepping through the trees towards them. “You know, this is a bit of a let down. Not much of a fight after all. My men will be so disappointed.”
James and Lily stayed perfectly still, clamped their hands over their mouths to cover their breathing. The three of them hunched close over Harry, tucking themselves down behind the boulder, as hidden as they could be. It wouldn’t last for long, Draco knew.
“Come on, children,” the woman said, stepping closer, swinging the blade around. She was visible now, her high-boned face, her strong wrist. “Is this it? Daddy’s gone and so you’ll just cower?”
“Do you fancy a blaze of glory?” James whispered, and Lily made a face. They looked at each other all the same, and back over their shoulders, as though sizing up their options. The woman laughed and stepped forward, done playing, a ruthless barrel forward with her sword raised, like she knew exactly where they were and had known all along. 
Draco drew in a breath, reaching for Lily’s hand, and then the man stepped out of nowhere, already in motion, a heavy deep undercut that swung his sword up and hard into the woman’s face, a sweeping blow that sent her stumbling backward, getting her sword under it just in time. 
He didn’t slow, swinging forward like a whirlwind, like a war in one body, an invading army in one sword, heavy, fast blows that the woman was only just parrying off, his long blonde hair snapping out like a flag and over his shoulder. Draco knew what his name would be on Harry’s Map: A stranger. But he wasn’t a stranger; Draco would have known him even if the twins weren’t already howling, hoarse with joy, even if the old scar of Zacharias Smith’s curse wasn’t shining silver on his cheek in the moonlight. It was Draco’s own face, older by decades but still the one Draco looked uncomfortably at in the mirror every morning, bitten with fury and flushed with emotion.
“Dad! Dad!” Lily and James screamed, up on their feet and leaning over the boulder now to watch the fight, because that was what it was, a real fight, the older Draco slamming the swordswoman back with blows that seemed to climb up through his hips and shoulders and down into the gleaming blade in split seconds, fast enough that Draco could barely track one from the next. The woman, who was at last fighting for her life, sweating and gasping under the ragged range of blades, yelled in rage and drove forward and the twins leapt from foot to foot in excitement and screeched, bloodthirsty and overjoyed, “Kill her! Kill her, Dad, get her!”
“You are more grounded than you have ever been,” the older Draco bawled over his shoulder, and parried hard, and caught the woman’s shoulder, blood dripping where Harry himself had been hurt. He pushed his advantage, and stepped forward, unhurried and sure. It wasn’t a fight he was worried about losing; he was throwing his whole weight into it, the sword gleaming with magic, fast and furious and not taking any chances, but his face was calm and sure. He swung again and the woman’s sword went clattering out of her hands, the same way she’d sent it slamming out of Draco’s own. 
The older Draco held the sword with one hand suddenly, high and sure, and in his other hand was his wand — Draco’s wand. He drove the sword down and Draco flinched backward, not ready to see the swordswoman murdered, but instead the older Draco tangled his blade in the woman’s cloak and cast something with his wand that Draco didn’t know, and the swordswoman snapped out of existence, gone, entirely gone.
Lily was up and vaulting over the boulder, racing across the scrappy ground before Draco could process what was happening, and James was a split second behind her. She slammed hard into the older Draco’s chest and he stumbled like he hadn’t under the woman’s blade, and then James tackled Draco’s shoulder and he did go down, onto his knees, laughing and gasping, clutching at the twins, his arms around them both, holding them close. Draco had to lean out from the boulder to see them now. Lily and James were both talking so fast their voices were indistinguishable, almost incoherent, and the older Draco was touching their faces, their arms, their hair, like he was checking they were whole and real.
“Been here for fucking months, where were you—”
“And we thought you weren’t coming—”
“Dad, Dad, it’s so awful here, it’s—”
“You’re barely even talking to Dad—”
“There’s more in the woods, she’s so fucking creepy, what did you—”
“Dad, Dad,” and their arms were around the older Draco’s neck, they looked younger, like little kids again, clinging to their father. James was crying and didn’t seem to have noticed, talking radiantly through it. The older Draco was laughing and kissing their cheeks and telling them that they were so grounded, they were so grounded, they had no idea, he’d really only come back to the past to murder them himself, his long hair falling down his back, his whole expression bright and unfamiliar with joy.
Draco stood up. The older Draco startled and the twins fell silent, the three of them staring at him as though he were the stranger. Draco said, voice small, “Harry’s hurt.”
“Oh, fuck, yeah,” James said, and the older Draco said, “Language,” and disentangled himself from them, standing up and crossing the ground to Draco and Harry. He exchanged one brief, complicated look with Draco and then he was kneeling, whipping long robes out of the way and bending on one knee over Harry.
“Oh,” he murmured, “he’s so young,” and he touched the pulse in Harry’s neck and looked at the wound on his shoulder and put his palm flat to Harry’s chest. There was a wedding ring on his hand. Draco felt like he was having a minor meltdown.
“He’ll live,” the older Draco said, looking up grimly, “but he needs healing charms and I’m not good enough — Lily, send a Patronus to your dad—”
“Yeah,” Lily said, raising her wand and casting, and a silver fox with narrow, pointy features and an expression that Draco could only, flabbergasted, describe as sneering stepped out and jetted into the darkness. “Where is he?”
“Somewhere about, we’ve spent fifteen minutes jumping around this blasted forest,” the older Draco said. “We split up to cover more ground. He kept insisting we’d misjudged again and it was 1985, more fool — is anyone else hurt? Are you both okay?”
Lily and James clamoured to tell him that they were, and Draco nodded. The older Draco looked him in the face again. They stared at each other.
“Why don’t you send the Patronus?” Draco asked, because he had to ask something.
“I still can’t,” the older Draco said, and smiled, quick and disarmingly charming. Actually, Draco thought uncertainly, he didn’t think he looked so bad. There were lines by his eyes, his jaw harder, the prick of stubble along it, which Draco rarely had, even now. He was unmistakably older, but it wasn’t like coming face to face with an aged and decrepit version of himself. The long hair was an interesting touch. Draco would have thought it would be too reminiscent of Lucius, but there was a faint wave to it, the slightest hint of Narcissa.
“Well,” the older Draco said. “This is odd.”
“You have no idea,” James said, plucking at his robes, unwilling to give up his attention. “Dad, it’s been so shit, everything’s so awful here, why didn’t you tell us—”
“Hang on, it’s okay,” the older Draco said, hand cupping James’s shoulder, easing himself to his feet. Draco blinked at James, feeling vaguely offended, as much as he could feel anything. His head was ringing with shock. “We’ll sort it out. First things first, find your dad, save Harry—”
“Draco?” an older, unmistakable voice said, and then the older Harry was stepping into the clearing to take his turn being tackled by the twins. “Oh, thank God,” he said, almost disappearing between them, they were both his height, “oh, God, fucking hell, you scared us so fucking much,” and James said “Language” in an icy imitation, Draco suspected, of older Draco himself. All four of them were laughing now, the older Draco coming across the ground to join them, a tight, interlocked hug that was almost too private for Draco to bear looking at, except he couldn’t look away. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think.
“Darling,” the older Draco said dryly, “your younger self has, in a completely out of character move, managed to get himself very hurt, so if you could just keep yourself from bleeding out—”
“Right,” the older Harry said, disentangling himself reluctantly, and he crossed the ground and into Draco’s sightline. 
Draco made a very embarrassing noise. The glimpse of Harry through the fence, misty and far away, had already been quite disconcerting, and now there was no way to avoid it: Harry looked like a hot dad. There were threads of silver in his hair, grey-flecked stubble, an easy, kind face. The same sharp bone structure, the same generous mouth, but he didn’t look like the younger Harry had just a short while ago, blazing with fury and danger in the Forest. He was slim-ish and wearing soft, loose jeans that made his arse look amazing. He looked like he’d just come in from gardening. He looked like a man very settled in his happy life. Draco immediately developed a complex and wanted to fuck that guy.
“Hi,” the older Harry said, and looked at Draco like he knew exactly what he was thinking. His eyes crinkled, a warm tilt of his mouth in the corner. Draco made another garbled sound, and Harry’s grin widened. He raised his eyebrows and knelt by Draco’s side, next to the Harry on the ground, young and lost, face strained with pain even unconscious. The older Harry hesitated for a moment, then lifted his wand and began to cast, murmuring quietly.
Draco watched the colour flood back into Harry’s face, the foul mess of blood and muscle on his shoulder knit itself together. The older Harry even fixed his glasses. Draco said, “I thought you weren’t good at healing spells.”
“I picked them up along the way,” the older Harry said, and flicked his wand over Harry’s face. “Enervate.”
Harry’s eyes blinked open, caught on Draco’s face, something unreadable in his gaze there before he looked and saw the older Harry. To his credit, he did not look very surprised, though his eyes widened.
“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” the older Harry said, sounding faintly amused, and put out a hand, helping Harry to his feet. Draco stood with them. Harry was studying his older self’s face, tired and only a little curious. 
“You came back for the twins,” Harry said.
“Yeah,” the older Harry said. “We thought we’d take them off your hands.”
“Oh,” Harry said, shoulders tensing. Draco could not look away from his face, beaten down and low, uninterested even in his latest narrow escape from death. “You brought Ginny?”
“Ginny?” the older Harry said, that ease falling away from his expression for the first time. He looked faintly baffled, gaze turning over Harry’s shoulder. “That’s not what you think happens, is it?”
Harry turned. Draco felt as though he was going to be sick, heat crawling over his face, jealous and terrified and ill all at once, and across the clearing, Lily and James still hanging off his arm, the older Draco looked up from where he was cleaning his blade.
“Oh,” Harry said again. He looked raw, dazed as though someone had slapped him. He put out one hand as though he hadn’t realised he was doing it, fingers curling in the air, just short of touching Draco. Draco was trembling, and across the clearing, his older self looked for the first time as though he wasn’t sure.
“All right, Potter,” the older Draco said cautiously. “I know it’s a bit of a shock but there’s no need to cry about it,” and then he stopped talking. He tilted his head to the side and watched, something slow and pleased growing about his face, that uncertainty falling away, because Harry was walking across the quiet grass. He was still holding himself like he hurt, like he didn’t trust each step not to be new pain, even as his back straightened and his shoulders opened, and he didn’t take his eyes off the older Draco, not until he was almost across to him. Then Harry looked back and met Draco’s gaze, something shocked and thrilling about the expression on his face. Draco couldn’t name it. There was no name for it, something as intense as grief and hot as devotion.
Harry paused, hesitating in front of the older Draco. He reached out, hand uncertain, like he expected touch to pass through the older Draco, some insubstantial promise of a thing, not much more than a ghost. The older Draco let him brush his fingers against the pulse point in Draco’s wrist, stood quiet and waited under Harry’s hands.
Then Harry let out a shuddering breath and reached up and the older Draco took him in his arms and kissed him. Generous and hot, holding Harry close, and Harry wound his fingers through the older Draco’s hair, on his tiptoes to reach Draco’s mouth. The kiss was slow and pleased and shallow, Harry smiling helplessly into it.
“How come I didn’t get a welcome like that, huh?” the older Harry said. Draco flashed a look at him, startled and speechless, something warm unfurling in his chest.
The twins were watching in mingled horror and interest. Lily turned away decisively, coming over to join Draco and the older Harry.
“This must be really weird for you,” she told Draco, reaching out to take the older Harry’s hand without any self-consciousness at all.
“Um,” Draco said.
“Why’s that?” the older Harry asked. He seemed vastly amused by everything that was happening, as though the years had removed all the wear and exhaustion from his shoulders, and he was just pleased, laughing through life. 
“Uh, because you’re not — because they’re not together yet?” Lily said, eyeing her dad as though worried he might be much stupider than she’d previously thought.
Harry raised his eyebrows. “Is that right?”
“They’re not,” Lily said. “We’ve been waiting for it all year, because you told us eighth year, but — you’re not, you’re nothing like it,” she said uncertainly, and stared at Draco, and then at the older Harry, and then back to Harry with the older Draco. The older Draco had set Harry back down quite gently, face turned attentive towards them, but Harry was still staring up at him, his fist clenched in the older Draco’s robes.
“Um,” Draco said, when Lily turned her demanding gaze back on him. “Well, it’s been a little — a little complicated—”
“No way,” Lily said, narrow-eyed. “James! James, they reckon they’ve been together!”
“But they barely speak,” James said, frowning, and the six of them moved hesitantly together, collected in a small group. 
“You know, I get a lot of shit in this family for not being observant,” the older Harry said thoughtfully, “but I’m starting to think the younger generation isn’t quite as cunning as they like to pretend to be. Maybe it was a mis-Sort after all—”
“Don’t, we’ve already spent months having to pretend to be Gryffindors,” Lily said. 
“No, I was thinking more like Hufflepuff,” the older Harry said, grinning down at her.
Harry said, “I don’t — this doesn’t make any sense.” Draco suspected he should have been offended, except that Harry’s face was all lit up, shocked but overwhelmed, and he kept sneaking glances at both Dracos as though he was expecting them to be whipped away from him. “Everyone said they were Ginny’s kids—”
Lily, James, and the older Draco all scoffed, and the older Harry smiled, looking away. Draco frowned at the twins. “But I thought — when Ginny was here, you two were so — you loved her so much—”
“Um, that was Ginny Weasley,” Lily said. “She’s the world’s best Quidditch player? She’s won four World Cups and she was the first British player the States signed when they started headhunting here? She’s a legend. We barely see her at home, she’s always travelling, and did you know she was that hot when she was young? I didn’t know she was that hot when she was young—”
“Lily, I’d really rather you didn’t speak about my ex-girlfriend like that,” the older Harry said. “You know she’s basically your aunt.”
Harry’s cheeks looked warm, even in the dark night. He said, unwilling to be drawn off track, “But I didn’t — we’re both boys.”
“Oh, yeah, that was a shock,” the older Harry said.
“It’s quite rare,” Draco said absently, because it felt like the first bizarre question in a night of questions that he could answer, but Harry whirled around and stared at him. 
“You knew?” he demanded. “You knew this could happen?”
“I mean,” Draco said, cautious now, “I mean, sometimes — it’s not like I know anyone who’s — it’s quite complicated magic—”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Harry said, voice rising. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“It’s not like I leapt to the obvious conclusion that — that you and I — that,” Draco stammered, not quite able to make the words come together, and Harry stepped forward and shoved him hard in the chest, so that Draco stumbled backward.
“They have your eyes!” he yelled. “I thought I was going crazy! You didn’t think it was worth considering, as a possibility? You thought it was better to just go ahead and break up with me for their good?”
“But what was I supposed to think,” Draco shouted back, losing his temper, “that you were — that we were going to — that there was any possible way I was good enough to—”
Harry was all alight, furious and lovely. “Yes! Yes, exactly, or at least not actively—”
“Dad,” James said, voice small, tugging at the older Draco’s sleeve, and the older Draco said in a voice that was absolutely smooth and level and still managed to cut across everything else, “Yes, quite. I think we can put off these little interpersonal conflicts until we’re out of the forest? I’m not sure we should consider ourselves off scot free yet, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there's more of her little brats hiding about.”
“We counted six others,” Harry said, still staring at Draco. “On the Map.”
“Excellent,” the older Draco said. “And Harry and I already took care of two of them, so that’s four left. Nice and manageable. Come on,” he said crisply, and turned in the direction of the castle. 
It was a strange group that trooped back towards Hogwarts. Lily and James were jammed firmly between their fathers, as though they couldn’t bear to be anywhere else, the older Draco’s arm wrapped around Lily’s shoulder, James now gripping the older Harry’s hand, but the twins kept glancing back awkwardly to the younger Harry and Draco, as though twisting under agonising teenage decorum about keeping the past version of their parents comfortable.
“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Lily told Draco, as though guessing what he was thinking. “It’s because we take after the Potter side so much.”
“And people are racist,” James said, yawning slightly. “They see brown skin and think we just look like Harry.”
“It’s almost sweet you haven’t noticed,” Lily said. “I think you must get much more vain over the next twenty years or whatever. You’re always going on about how lucky I am to inherit your bone structure.”
“With every word,” the older Draco said in a warm, pleasant voice, “I am adding an extra month to your grounding. At this rate you won’t see the light of day until you’re twenty-five.”
Harry and Draco exchanged brief, bewildered looks which at least reassured Draco that Harry was not very angry with him, and then Harry saw a piece of parchment in the weeds and ran to snatch it up.
“Oh, the Map!” the older Harry said, and reached for it automatically, then raised his hands apologetically. 
Harry cleared his throat, spread it open so they could all see it. A stranger, a stranger, a stranger, a stranger gathered close around the Draco Malfoy and Harry Potter dots, and before them, not that far ahead in the wild, like they were bordering the Forest to keep them from getting back to the school, four more strangers.
“Right,” the older Draco said, and unsheathed his blade. “Behind me.”
The older Harry took Lily and James’s hands in his and moved obediently back, which made Draco’s mouth go wet for reasons he probably shouldn’t explore right at this point in time. But Harry scowled, still on the edge of rage, ready to climb back up it.
“You’re not going to leave him like that, exposed,” he said, drawing his own wand, stepping forward, and Lily reached and grabbed a handful of Harry’s robe.
“Don’t be an idiot,” she said, the whole little family giving Harry a kind, condescending look. “Wait a minute,” and then shadows melted out of the forest, four swords gleaming, raised and ready for attack. 
The older Draco looked back at them and smirked in a vastly annoying way that Draco hoped he didn’t actually do now. He held his sword in one hand now, and in the other a Protego shield flickered up, wordless. He was, Draco realised, faintly impressed now despite himself, holding it like an old fashioned knight in armour, sword in one hand and shield in the other.
“There’s four of them,” Harry said, outraged, and the older Draco swung forward into smooth motion.
It was very fast, Draco would say that. The older Harry turned out to shove his children behind him and then keep close behind Draco, his hands curled and waiting by his side, no wand in sight, very worrying, but he wasn’t needed at all. The older Draco moved quicker than Draco could track, sword looping easily in one hand, shield blocking in the other, his hair the brightest thing about him, a blur of shadow and light. He didn’t fight like he had with the woman, barely broke a sweat, quick-footed and a flurry of blows, less of the heavy power he’d thrown behind the ones that tackled the swordswoman. He had them disarmed and on the ground within a handful of minutes, and then Harry was stepping forward to help Draco vanish them, the same snapping spell that yanked them away and out of existence as though they’d never been there.
Lily and James looked a little bored. James said, “Is your team waiting? Is Teddy heading it?”
“Yes,” the older Draco said, “but he’s going to report to me at headquarters, and he’s not visiting for a year, under the terms of your grounding,” and Lily and James groaned. 
The older Draco turned, smiling. They were standing under the full, easy light of the moon now, out from the forest. He wiped his sword clean and sheathed it.
Harry stood stock still beside Draco, where he’d been for the entire time. He said now, voice rough, “You’re the auror. It’s you,” and Draco noticed the insignia on the older Draco’s robes for the first time, the crest and the sharp pointed collar.
“I’m the auror,” the older Draco agreed, looking at him. 
Harry ducked his head. He didn’t say anything.
The older Draco looked back, towards the castle, the turrets rising up against the starry sky. He sighed. “Merlin, I hate this place.”
The older Harry’s mouth quirked. He and the older Draco exchanged a quick, unreadable glance.
“Can’t we go home?” Lily said. “Let’s go home, please. We’ve had enough of the nineties.”
“Easy does it, Malfoy,” the older Draco said. “Why do you think it took us so long to get here? Getting into the past is one thing. Leaving is another.”
“We need to talk to Professor McGonagall,” the older Harry said. “And we have to work out how to leave without messing up the timeline. Don’t worry, we’ll be home soon. Tonight, though, I think you’re all about ready for bed.”
Draco wondered what time it was. He wondered if the other students were back from Hogsmeade yet. He wondered what would be waiting for them in the castle. He followed the family that would belong to him one day, trailing behind them, with Harry silent by his side. Neither of them said anything, not as the twins lounged along beside their parents complaining loudly about how much it sucked being trapped in the past; not as they got into the castle and Professor McGonagall appeared, looking pale but not nearly surprised enough, to greet them; not as they were led through the school to the staff room, where, Professor McGonagall said, they could set up camp beds for the night and make a strategy for what to do next.
They never said a word. While they were still in the outskirts of the Forest, though, Harry touched his fingers to Draco’s and they curled them together and held on the whole way. Draco could barely breathe, his whole head foggy with desperate joy and fear. While their future selves and their future children went into the staff room, sleepy and speculating loudly about whether or not they could get some House Elves to bring them dinner, Draco was busy catching Harry’s hips in his hands, steering him into a dark alcove. Harry moved silently, willingly, face as shocked and obedient as it had been since they started doing this, and it could have been the first time, could have been the first term, for how little they spoke, except that Draco leaned down and caught Harry’s mouth for his own. Slow and shaking, wound around each other, the sound of voices and a fire crackling drifting through the door to them, they kissed out in that cold hall for a long time.






      

  











Chapter 16








  Lily was sent out to fetch them eventually, the sound of the door startling them apart. Draco’s mouth felt swollen, raw, and Harry was holding his hands neatly clasped behind him in a way that made Draco’s heartbeat suddenly rocket. He’d told Harry to do so, twenty minutes ago, when Harry was getting a little grabby considering that their future selves and, worse, future children were just beyond; he’d said, hands behind your back if you can’t control yourself, Potter, and when Harry clasped them there they’d both laughed, shaky and a little overwhelmed, like it was a good joke. He hadn’t realised Harry had kept them there, the whole time, doing what he was told. He made startled eye contact with Harry, who blinked at him, peaceful.
“They said if you’re still lurking about you might as well come in,” Lily said, sounding a little annoyed. She surveyed them, eyes narrowed. “So you are together then?”
“Um,” Draco said.
“Yes,” Harry said, voice all low and rough from what they’d been doing, and Draco felt his cheeks go hot again.
“Well,” Lily said, thin-lipped, and turned and stalked back into the hall. It was awful, now Draco was paying attention, now that the bizarre possibility of it had tipped and fallen into his open hands. He could see all the similarities. Her straight back, her pointy nose, even the arrogant little toss of her hair when she led the way back into the room. He stared, fascinated, enraptured.
“It’s weird, isn’t it,” Harry murmured.
“Yeah.” Draco drew in a breath, licked his lips. “Yeah. I can see why it freaked you out. But I…”
Harry nodded, as though Draco had made sense. “I like it better now, too,” he said, voice low, and Draco let out a shivering breath and they went through the door.
Inside, the others had ignored the long chipped wooden table in favour of dragging a series of chintzy armchairs around the fireplace. The older Harry and Draco were side by side, and James was curled up in an armchair on Draco’s other side where he was, as far as Draco could see, most of the way to asleep, his cheek pillowed on his folded arms, blinking groggily up at his parents. Lily had already flounced back to the chair on the other side of Harry. The older Draco’s face was turned towards Harry and Lily, and he was idly twisting his fingers through his hair, combing out the knots and straggled locks touched with blood and sweat, but the older Harry was looking right at the doorway. His gaze caught Draco’s when they came in, something secretive about the curve of his mouth.
“The prodigal sons,” the older Draco said, and Draco tilted his head to the side, surveying his older self. It was an odd relationship, one he couldn’t quite work out how to access. He felt a little nervous, as though he was greeting an older relative, and a little sullen, and a little angry. The older Draco looked calm and entirely at home. Draco couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt like that. It was, of course, possible that the older Draco had just gotten better at hiding things.
The older Harry beckoned and two more armchairs scuttled over to join the loose grouping by the fire. “Come on,” he said, “are you hungry? There’s sandwiches in the basket,” and Harry looked delighted. He seized up two and went to take his seat, and Draco followed a little behind him, cautious. He took a sandwich for himself, though. Turkey and cranberry, his favourite.
It was handy to have an excuse for not being able to speak, but the older Harry and Draco didn’t expect much, anyway, faces turned towards Lily, who had pulled her chair in front of the fire to better lecture them about the events of the last few months, James sleepily putting in a word now and then. It was actually quite interesting, hearing at last the whole truth from her perspective; the way McGonagall had hustled them up to her office right away and told them point blank that she wasn’t interested in hearing who their other parent was, and that they would do their best to stay away from anyone important in their future life, for fear of impacting it.
“But it was so grim,” Lily said, swallowing, “and everything was boring, and then at first, when we started, you weren’t even talking to Harry,” she said, levelling an accusing glance at Draco. “So we thought maybe we had some time, we knew it was a lie, what you always said—”
“It wasn’t a lie, Lil,” the older Harry said quietly. “It’s a complicated story and we told it to you when you were really little—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Lily said. “It’s fine, anyway, so we thought if we were careful, we could hang out with Draco, and then it wouldn’t be so horrible, being on our own and having to pretend we were Gryffindors and didn’t know you and everything. We slipped up a few times,” she said ruefully, which was news to Draco, “but everyone always thought we only meant Harry when we said Dad, anyway, it’s like no one has heard of being gay in the nineties.”
“Yes, it’s a new concept to me,” the older Draco said dryly. “Thank Merlin you’re here.”
Lily grinned and flipped him off. “I guess it was lucky, anyway, because McGonagall put the fear into us about telling anyone, she said it would cause untold havoc or some shit. I thought maybe us being here was meant to change things, like you, Dad, in third year, with the Dementors,” looking earnestly at the older Harry, another story Draco didn’t know. “But James said if it was it would probably have come up by now, and it wasn’t safe, especially when we started changing. But that was later. How much time passed back home?”
“Three weeks,” the older Draco said. That was nothing, Draco thought, with a flush of relief, nothing at all, and Lily let out a relieved breath, too, but the older Harry and Draco exchanged a look, something tight about their jaws. Three weeks without the twins, not knowing where they were or how safe they were, and Draco realised that the older Harry was at least partly giddy from relief, the older Draco still tense and strained with worry.
Lily carried on without appearing to notice, talking through the long cold months, through the first party, where she mentioned Spin The Bottle (“We charmed the bottle so we wouldn’t hit either of you, obviously,” James put in, yawning, to Draco’s relief) but not, Draco noticed, any of the drinking. She did slant a glance in Draco’s direction when she said it and he smiled without meaning to, watched something satisfied spark in her eyes. 
She carried on, skimming over the bad bits, Harry and Draco fighting on the frozen ground, though she said, “And um, there was that thing with Zacharias Smith and his friends,” and the older Draco nodded calmly, wandering into Christmas — “so then Harry started talking to us, finally,” — the Quidditch games, the card games. “Is this boring?” she said at one point, glancing over, which was how Draco realised that Harry and James were both asleep, opposite one another, their faces shockingly similar like this. Harry’s arm was dangling off the armchair, glasses crooked on his face, neck tilted back to bare the line of his throat. He would be uncomfortable when he woke up, but he looked peaceful, and Draco was hazy and warm too, eyes blurring, and it felt easier to just stay here.
“Keep going,” the older Draco said, “it’s good to know what was different,” and Lily drew in a breath and continued, the low, worried stream of her voice, the occasional question from one of her dads. Draco was exhausted too, his arms aching, wrists stinging, the bruises of the fight making their presence known. They were dragging at him, pulling him down. He was struggling to keep his eyes open.
The older Harry reached over, unexpected, and caught Draco’s hand for a moment, squeezed. “Can’t do anything for anyone while you’re knackered,” he said quietly, just to Draco, which shouldn’t have made much sense. But Draco blinked at him and felt suddenly looser, as though Harry had helped him take off a heavy backpack, and he rearranged himself on his armchair and settled down to sleep.
He woke up a little later when he was being levitated by the older Harry to one of the camp beds. He jerked away with a gasp, didn’t like that feeling of being held in the air, the dangling magic of the spell, and Harry smoothed a hand over his hair, said in a low voice, “Don’t worry, just me,” and Draco realised that the other beds were occupied too, Harry and James fast asleep in their respective beds, and Lily sitting on the end of hers, the older Draco kneeling beside her.
Lily was crying, Draco realised groggily, hiccoughing sobs, her hair falling in front of her face. “You’re really not mad at me? I thought maybe — maybe that was why you were taking so long.”
“Darling,” the older Draco said. “I could be furious with you and I’d still come find you every time. You know that.” Lily drew in a shuddering breath, nodding. “But I’m not angry at you. I think you gave yourself enough of a fright. I’m sorry we took so long, sweetheart, I really am. We didn’t stop, not for a moment, I promise.”
“I know,” Lily said, but she was still upset, voice cracking over her tears. “Dad, it was so awful. I know you didn’t like your eighth year and that was — that was horrible but at least we knew to expect it. But you said you were okay with each other, in eighth year, you said you loved each other—”
“Lil,” the older Draco said. He cupped her face in his hands, tidied her hair.
She was sniffing, red-eyed and angry. “Don’t just — don’t tell me that I’m a child and you had adult problems and I couldn’t possibly understand—”
“Oh, Lily, they weren’t adult problems,” Draco said. “We were children, too. We were very young and very frightened.”
Draco thought muzzily that he should object to this, but he was tired, falling back into sleep. The older Draco seemed like he had everything under control.

  - - -


He woke just once more, in the long, quiet night, to the low murmur of voices. When he opened his eyes the older Harry was stretched out on a camp bed opposite Draco, one arm flung up over his head, his mouth lax in sleep, glasses floating in the air beside him waiting to be plucked up when he woke. Draco blinked, groggy and confused, if he’s there and I’m here, then who— and then he realised it was his own Harry and his older self who were talking. He shifted as quietly as he could, could feel his pulse in his wrists and his throat.
The older Draco and Harry were sitting at the hearth, their backs to the fire, their knees drawn up. Their shoulders were pressed together, their hips close, but aside from that they weren’t touching much. The older Draco was looking straight ahead of himself, something amused and thoughtful about his expression, and Harry was staring right at the older Draco, face half in shadow, hands gripping at his own knees.
“So months ago,” Harry was saying, voice low and scratchy, “that really was you.”
The older Draco nodded. “It’s one of the easiest ways to travel,” he said. “I tried getting through to myself, but it’s not very easy, you know, your mind is too used to itself, you don’t make enough of an impression. And then you, but you were — resistant.” Harry laughed, soft and sure, and the older Draco looked down at him, mouth quirking. “I tried once more, with the twins, and that was when we realised the timeline wasn’t matching up properly, they came the same night but we’d already lost three days, so. It was too hard to line things up, we had to come back for them.”
“I’m glad,” Harry said quietly. “I think otherwise maybe you wouldn’t — wouldn’t—”
“Oh, I do,” the older Draco said. His voice was slightly different to Draco’s own, looser, rougher. It was Harry, Draco realised, sleepy and electrified at once; the older Draco had dropped some of the round, drawling vowels that Draco had always spoken with, he left words slightly unfinished. He still sounded upper-crust and crisp compared to Harry, but Harry’s London accent and rough burr had made its mark, after some twenty years, some quiet echo in the older Draco’s voice. “Trust me,” and Harry turned his face down, staring at his knees. Draco didn’t have to see that well in the dim light to know the heat that would be in Harry’s face, his cheeks.
“Kid,” the older Draco said. He touched Harry’s shoulder. “You’ve had a rough few months. I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t,” Harry started, and then stopped.
“It was me,” the older Draco said, the edge of a smirk visible in the firelight, “and you might as well take my apology for it now, because he definitely won’t for a few years more. Don’t blame him for it, though,” he added, leaning back on his elbows, stretching out his long legs, “it’s quite alarming to be in love with you. It’s been twenty-five years and I’m still not used to it.”
“Draco,” Harry said, and turned his face up, and waited, trembling, poised. Draco could just see the space between them, the older Draco’s mouth curved up in a smile, looking down at him.
“No,” the older Draco said after a moment, “I think I’d better not.”
“Why,” Harry said, bitten out between his teeth, and he looked directly at Draco, which meant Draco hadn’t been as sneaky as he hoped. Draco sat up a little, chin propped on his hand, watching them. 
“Don’t stop on my account,” he said, voice rough with sleep, and watched Harry shudder.
But the older Draco laughed, getting to his feet. “No,” he said, “bedtime for everyone. I’ve got work to do,” and he strolled, still smiling, down to the moonlit windows.

  - - -


The morning arrived absurdly early, with a cheerful forty-year-old Harry Potter waking everyone up. Draco sat up ready to complain when the smell of coffee hit him, and he realised there was a small feast laid out along the scarred professors’ table, racks of toast and bacon and eggs and a steaming vat of porridge and jars of stewed fruits. The staff room, in the clear light of morning, was an oval-shaped room with the armchairs at one end and the long table at the other; a staircase led up to a mezzanine that curled around the room filled with bookshelves and another door leading out. It was a scruffy, well-used little room. A few years ago, Draco would probably have sneered at it; now, he found it vaguely comforting.
The twins, despite looking mostly asleep, were already tucking into breakfast. Harry sat at the table, too, with a cup of coffee. He still looked rather as though he’d been hit over the head, and Draco felt suddenly shy around him. He went to take a chair a little way away from Harry, but then Harry looked across at him and narrowed his eyes and kicked the one next to him out and Draco switched directions, head down, cheeks hot. 
“Idiot,” Harry said, without much heat, and Draco said sharply, “Who’s the idiot not eating again,” and shoved one of the baskets of toast into Harry’s hands.
James gave them a speculative look. “Maybe you are dating, after all,” he said. “Have you told each other about—”
“James,” the older Harry said mildly, and James let out a breath and subsided. 
“Where’s — the other Draco?” Harry asked.
“Off sorting shit out, I suppose,” Lily said, yawning. There was a smudge of jam on her cheek and she seemed in a better mood this morning: she smiled at Draco almost like normal. Draco was having a sudden, painful sense of how bizarre the year must have been for them, trailing around watching their fathers appear to hate each other and one of their fathers have a very slow nervous collapse, but with it came a sweet rush of relief: it didn’t have to be Draco’s problem to solve, or at least not for another twenty years. “He’s always up at the crack of dawn, I heard him talking to Dad this morning but he could be in London by now—”
James looked alarmed. The older Harry, over the top of a newspaper that was twenty years out of date for him, said, “He’s not in London.”
Harry’s knee bumped against Draco’s. Draco, feeling increasingly like he was in some sort of surreal sideways universe, occupied himself by helping himself to porridge and tea while the twins squabbled good-naturedly and the older Harry occasionally intervened when it looked like it might spark into real anger. It was interesting, watching them; they’d descended overnight into cheerful immaturity in a way that made Draco realise how frightened they’d been, how they’d been holding themselves together and fraying. They were clearly best friends, but they were snappier with each other now that they weren’t all that they had. Draco had always thought they seemed happy, but that bone edge of determination was gone; they were sulky, sleeping, lounging and complaining. 
They seemed to have already got over the excitement of seeing their dads again and whined loudly when the older Harry told them that there wasn’t anything called Nutella—whatever that was—at Hogwarts and they’d have to get over it. The older Harry was sleepy and peaceful, eyes resting on the twins more often than not, but slow and confident.
Harry was almost silent beside Draco, though he touched Draco now and again, fingers dropping to Draco’s thigh, elbows bumping, resting a hand on Draco’s shoulder when he leaned over the table for the sugar. Quick, easy touches that could have been thoughtless, except whenever Draco looked up Harry’s face was hot and tentative, gaze darting to Draco and away. It was overwhelming. It was almost too much. This wasn’t supposed to happen, Draco thought, you weren’t supposed to get to know like this, but he was so grateful, dizzy with it, the kind of emotion too big to be called happiness.
“Is Dad here on assignment?” Lily asked the older Harry. “Is he skiving off work to save us again?”
“How many times has he saved you?” Harry asked, blinking.
“Oh, only a few times,” James said. “We’re the Potter-Malfoys, you know, everyone wants to kill us.” He seemed smug about it now, in the clear light of morning, away from the forest. Most of Draco’s brain, however, was chanting Potter-Malfoys in increasingly hysterical tones, so he didn’t bother calling this out.
“He called in the aurors at the end,” the older Harry said, ruffling a hand through his hair. The same gesture as when he was eighteen, Draco noticed, and loved him hopelessly. “When we realised we could send Rowle and her followers back, that would probably be the most efficient way of dealing with them. She’s an idiot,” he said, shaking his head. “Been steering clear of anything on her hands for years and now this, time magic is like blood, it clings for days, I doubt she’ll be able to talk herself out of Azkaban again.”
“Who is she?” Draco demanded, and the older Harry shot him a quick, quirking smile and said, “Oh, standard issue bad guy. They show up, now and then. Leave worrying about her for the future.”
“But you’re not.” Harry cleared his throat. “You’re not an auror.”
The older Harry looked at him for a moment, eyes clear. He shook his head. “No. Decided it wasn’t for me, in the end.”
“Right,” Harry said. “Right. Yeah.”
“You grow up to be really boring,” Lily put in helpfully. “If that makes you feel better. Mostly you hang around home and look after Score and stress out about your tomato plants. Oh, who’s babysitting?”
“Narcissa,” the older Harry said, making Draco’s head jerk up, “but I think we’d still better avoid too many direct spoilers, Lil. Just talk about the boring bits.”
“He’s a consultant, officially,” James said, though Harry and Draco were staring at each other, a bit dazed. “Which is the most boring job.” James sighed heavily. “It’s lucky Draco is an auror or it would be a bit embarrassing for us.”
“I like boring,” the older Harry said. He was still quiet and calm, but there was something amused in his expression, and Draco had the sudden thought that he would bet whatever the older Harry consulted on, it wasn’t anything boring. He thought of Harry last night, hovering behind the older Draco with magic brimming from his fingertips, Harry healing his younger self effortlessly, Harry snapping Rowle and her crew back into the future without hesitation. He stared at the older Harry, narrowing his eyes, and, so fast Draco wasn’t entirely sure it had happened, Harry winked at him.
The twins were just starting to argue over who had the most boring job, Harry or Percy Weasley, when the door up on the mezzanine level swung open, and the older Draco returned, clipping his way along the stone floor.
Embarrassingly, Draco ended up staring; after a moment, a little encouraged, he realised everyone else was, too. He had been quietly, horrifyingly impressed by his older self last night, but this morning the older Draco was neat and sharp, his robes clean and crisp, all swinging dark material with the red auror insignia high up on his chest, the hilt of the sword rising where it was strapped to his shoulder, his hair half up, thin braids that framed his face and ran back to tangle with the pale gold mane. He was wearing sharp, pointy boots and he stepped smartly along the stone floor like he owned it, robes flaring as he rattled down the staircase, eyes clear and grey, mouth slightly pursed like he’d just had some annoying news.
The twins looked faintly interested. The older Harry raised his eyebrows, that quirk of his mouth in the corner again. Harry spilled half his breakfast in his lap and had to dive under the table to catch his coffee cup.
“Goodness, will someone keep an eye on baby Potter?” the older Draco drawled, coming down along the table. He passed Draco’s chair and murmured, “you’re welcome,” and Draco gave him an astounded look and put his head under the table.
“All right?” he asked. He was trying to keep his face under control—it wasn’t him, not yet, anyway—but he was fairly sure that he was smirking.
Harry had given up trying to salvage the hardboiled egg rolling across the floor. He said helplessly, “Why are you so hot? How is anyone meant to get used to it if you keep getting hot in new ways?” and Draco startled so much he banged his head against the table, which at least put him and Harry about equal in the embarrassing stakes.
“Um, we can all hear you,” Lily said clearly. “Can you four stop doing creepy sex things?”
“Don’t be vulgar, Lily,” the older Draco said. “All right, listen, I’ve spoken more to Minerva. We think we probably will need Hermione—”
“My Hermione?” Harry said, climbing out from under the table. He was flushing like he almost never did, but he looked across the table and met the older Draco’s gaze with determination, clenching his jaw. He was so hopelessly brave, Draco thought, following after him. It was so lovely. It was in everything he did. 
“Yes, we can’t bring any more people from the future here, worse luck,” the older Draco said. “But I think she’ll be able to help anyway, she told me once that she spent quite a bit of eighth year working on memory charms, after her parents — anyway. She and Minerva and maybe a few of the other professors can help us build it, and then you and I,” he turned towards the older Harry, “will cast it, and then I think we’ll just have to put a time delay on it and get out right after and hope for the best. It’s fucking risky and I hate it,” he added, stealing the older Harry’s coffee and taking a sip, “but I’m not sure we have any other choice right now.”
“Wait,” Draco said, frowning. “Memory charms?”
The older Harry and Draco looked suddenly serious. “Yes,” the older Draco said. “We can’t risk anybody remembering. It was a fucking life saver that McGonagall put a secret-keeping spell on, but even so we’ll have to wipe the memories of everyone in the school. If anyone remembers the twins, it might change the future timeline too much. I’m not even sure how that magic would work — if we’d go back and be the same but the world would be different, or if it would change us, or…” He trailed off, pale and strained for a moment, and Draco thought of the twins changing, James’s hand flashing in and out of existence, Lily wearing a completely different face. “It’s too dangerous. It’s dangerous enough as it is, but we can reduce the risk by losing the memories.”
“But that’s — they’ve been around all year,” Draco said. Under the table, Harry had caught his hand, their fingers intertwined, locked closely. “You’re talking months and months of memories—”
“It won’t be an Obliviate, or anything brutal like that,” the older Harry told him. “Hermione and I have been working on the spell at home for weeks and we’ll refine it more here. It’ll leave any memories Lily and James aren’t in alone, and mostly just modify others to make up for the gaps where the twins should be. Everyone should still be able to take their NEWTs, even, without any problems.”
“But you can’t play with our minds,” Harry said.
“Sure I can,” the older Draco said, light. He was sitting perfectly upright in his chair, gaze moving surely around the room, his children, both Harrys. “You’re not taking this away from me.”
Draco’s throat hurt. “My whole year has been the twins, pretty much,” he said. Lily and James looked quietly pleased. “They’re in everything. Half the things that happened to me wouldn’t make sense without them—”
“It will have to make sense,” the older Draco said. “You’ll thank me for it. Or I’ll thank me for it, I suppose, when we get back home.”
“Draco and I,” Harry said, “I’m not sure a lot of things would have happened — or how they would have happened—”
The older Draco smiled at him, a slow, hot promise of a smile. “They happen,” he said. “Trust me,” like an echo of last night, Harry stumbling to a halt.
But Draco shook his head. “I don’t know how much the twins did or didn’t change things, with us. But they must have changed them somehow, it’s too much, and I — I love him—”
Harry straightened against him, fingers spasming around Draco’s, but the older Draco pointed his finger in Draco’s face and said, “That is exactly the kind of shit that unnerves me. I didn’t admit that until I was twenty.”
“I mean, by then I’d guessed,” the older Harry said, rolling his eyes. “You weren’t very subtle.”
“But still! When I said that it affected when we got married, which affected when we had kids, so already we’re looking at a situation where Lily and James aren’t — and I will not,” the older Draco said, voice steely, “stand for that. I’m sorry. You will just have to deal with it.”
“Come talk to me,” Harry said quietly, and pulled Draco by the hand out of the room.
Draco went because he would, apparently, go anywhere when Harry had him by the hand like that, their fingers curling together, Harry’s thumb swiping absently against Draco’s. Out in the corridor Harry looked about impatiently, but there were people hanging about, chatting, sleepy Saturday morning wanders towards the Great Hall. Draco twisted his fingers away, waiting for Harry to drop his hand, but Harry’s grip tightened and instead he pulled Draco along the corridor and up the staircases, the two of them moving quietly and rapidly up through the school.
They passed clumps of students everywhere, most of whom did a double take at their clasped hands. Dean Thomas, eyebrows raised, said, “Morning, Harry,” and Harry nodded at him. Mostly he didn’t seem to pay attention to anyone, and he led Draco up and up until Draco wondered if they were heading for the Room of Requirement, but finally on the third floor Harry spotted an open, empty classroom and dragged him in. 
“So,” Harry said, dropping Draco’s hand and turning around impatiently, like they were mid-conversation, and then he faltered and said, “Hi.”
“Hello,” Draco said, and touched Harry’s cheek, smoothed his thumb along his jawline, ended up kissing him slow and warm for ten lovely minutes, walking him back until Harry was perched on a desk with Draco standing between his legs. Harry smiling up against his mouth, big hand on the back of Draco’s neck, thumb stroking at his earlobe.
“This is the weirdest thing that’s ever happened to me,” Draco said frankly, when he pulled back. “What about you? You’ve had a lot more weird things happen to you.”
“It ranks up there,” Harry said. 
He was smiling now like he couldn’t help it, hair all over his face, eyes fixed on Draco’s face, and Draco’s chest was flooded with relief along with everything else. He’d been tense and afraid without knowing quite why. Now, he said, “Are — it still feels a little like a new prophecy. Like you’re being told what your life would be. Doesn’t that upset you?”
“A little bit,” Harry said. “Not so much when it’s the life I want.”
Draco made a helpless noise and Harry kissed him again. 
“I saw him once, you know,” Harry murmured. “You. Older you.”
“What?”
“I had a dream,” Harry said.
Comprehension dawned. “That’s what you were talking about last night.”
Harry nodded. “He said, you have to get the twins back and I didn’t understand what was happening, I wanted to know, like — I thought it was just a dream, I was just imagining  — you, what you’d be like.” Harry’s face went warm again, and he moved as if to turn it away, so Draco caught it in his hand, ran his thumb over Harry’s mouth, his lips, watched Harry’s gaze go hazy. “And he kissed me and told me that I was sweet but useless and when I tried to touch him again he was already going, not really there, and then I — I woke up. Later I thought that it was probably... just what I wanted. What I wanted the truth to be.”
“The twins dreamt about him, too,” Draco said, realising, saving the mental image of Harry making out with his older self for later. “That’s what he said last night, the first way they tried to send a message back to us.”
Harry nodded, and got that determined, embarrassed expression again, and said, “And then the next day, in the library, you — you shoved me around and, and,” and he couldn’t quite finish the words, touched his face, mouth open, heat flooding through Draco, “and you liked roughing me up so much and I felt really stupid. Because in the dream you’d called me sweet and it was…” He drew in a shaky breath, looked up at Draco and said plainly, “I had such a crush on you. And when you asked me out for a drink I thought that it was because you liked roughing me up and I didn’t want you to stop doing that but I also didn’t want to… I felt really embarrassed. About everything.”
Draco was staring at him. He felt like he could hardly breathe, a few of the tiny nasty insecurities from the last months shifting and gleaming gold.
“So that’s why,” Harry said. “I wanted to tell you. It came out really nasty, I know. I’m sorry about that. But that’s why.”
“Merlin,” Draco said, and kissed him again, soft, hot touches of their mouths, and while their lips were still touching he confessed, “Actually, I was justifying it to myself because Astoria thought if we were seen in public together it would, like, save Slytherin or some shit. So you’re right, I did have ulterior motives.”
“Oh, knew it,” Harry said, laughing and happy, face turned up to Draco. After a moment, still smiling, he said, “But hey. Listen.”
“I’m listening,” Draco murmured, mouth on Harry’s neck, nudging Harry’s collar aside. 
“I don’t believe you,” Harry said, “but all right. Listen, that was at the beginning of the year. It was before I even spoke to the twins, before you even really spoke to them. So that memory will still be there—”
“Harry,” Draco began, lifting his head.
“And everything over the summer will, too,” Harry continued, nodding. “And I think probably a lot of the little stuff. I don’t want to lose it, either. But if it means we get to keep this, I think it’s worth it. And the twins can tell us about it when we’re forty.”
“But they won’t be able to tell us about the Room,” Draco said, “or—”
“I know, I know, not all of it,” Harry said. “But we’ve got a better chance of keeping it because they won’t be able to. They’re us, you know. I think we have to trust them. And it’s — I’m so glad, it’s the best thing, but I think even that would start to feel confining if we knew it was coming.”
Draco thought of aiming deliberately for the aurors and felt his throat close up slightly in panic. He nodded.
“Okay,” Harry said, nodding to himself. “Okay. So I think we let them do it.”
Draco swallowed, throat dry. “What if I’m awful to you again,” he said.
“Well,” Harry said, and grinned. “That wasn’t always terrible.”
“But—”
“A lot of people just saw us holding hands,” Harry said, flushed again. “That doesn’t have anything to do with the twins.”
Draco blinked at him. “You did that on purpose?”
“Just making sure,” Harry said, and they were kissing again, Harry’s arm wound around Draco’s neck, Draco’s hand hard on Harry’s hip. Harry said, very quiet, between kisses, “I still have a crush on you,” and Draco groaned, “You’re going to fucking kill me, Potter,” and they lost another ten minutes and Harry’s shirt was half open before Professor McGonagall said, “Excuse me, Mr Potter, Mr Malfoy,” in a voice that seemed to suggest she was plucking her eyes out as she spoke.
“Oh my god,” Harry said, and they managed to stagger out in front of an audience of astounded Ravenclaw and Slytherin fourth years with Professor McGonagall howling that they would be having some form of detention immediately after them. 
They got around the corner to a windowsill, where Draco had to sit down, he was laughing so much, and Harry said, “I’m going to die, I await death, that’s it for me,” and then, “Huh.”
“What?” Draco said, when he could breathe again, and Harry pointed down to the grounds below, where four people were moving quickly across the grass. The older Draco’s hair flashed behind him. Draco shrugged and said, “Yeah, come on, then.”

  - - - 


When they got down to the grounds below, the twins were complaining, the older Draco was mid-lecture and the older Harry looked like he was having a great time watching everyone. “What were we meant to do,” Lily said, nodding reluctantly at Harry and Draco as they joined the group. “It’s not like we took them with us, we were going to a party—”
“You’re in a castle full of knights of armour,” the older Draco said. “There’s a sword everywhere you look.”
James said, “Come on, they’re all old and enormous and not balanced right—”
“You’re spoilt,” the older Draco said coolly, “and that’s why you would have died last night if we hadn’t shown up in time.”
“Well, people wouldn’t want to kill us if you weren’t our parents,” Lily said, scowling, “so you kind of owe us.”
Harry flinched beside Draco, but their older selves looked unbothered. 
“Indeed, your lot is hard,” the older Draco said, and chucked Lily a sword. Draco wasn’t sure where it had come from and he flinched himself at the idea of throwing enormous deadly swords at teenagers, but Lily caught it by the hilt and made a face, twisting it in a few tentative loops. Actually, she wasn’t bad to Draco’s eyes: not impressive, but a good grip, a straight posture. 
The older Harry sat down on the hillside, waving Harry and Draco over to sit with him. “They’ll be at it for a while,” he said. “May as well get comfortable.” James went to the cloak that the older Draco discarded and fished out his own sword—how many swords did he typically carry around in the future, Merlin—and then stood a little space away from Lily and the older Draco, looking glum.
“Lillian,” the older Draco said, giving her a polite little bow.
“That’s not my name,” she said, and rushed at him. 
The older Draco let her at it for a while, batting her off with ease, not even moving his feet. “Block,” he said after a while, drawling and bored, “block, block, you can lose your temper as much as you like, Lily, but that’ll just kill you faster, block, block, come on—”
“Don’t just stand there,” Lily panted, belligerent, all that dangerous Potter energy glowing about her. “You fucking show off, go on, then, if I’m going to die at least show me how they’d do it—”
“You can’t bait me,” the older Draco said calmly. “Anyone you will be able to bait will just be a lucky break. I’m aware that you have a horrible Malfoy tongue in your head and that you’re very cross with me, but—”
“Fuck off,” Lily said, launching herself at him again, and this time she fought with single-minded fury, so that after a while Draco did have to move, slow and sure, correcting her footwork as he went. Draco was a little taken aback by how aggressive the whole thing was, but when he looked back at the older Harry, Harry just looked fond.
He caught Draco looking at him and offered a flask. “Pumpkin juice?”
“Oh, ugh,” Draco said, and Harry leaned over him and said, “Oooh, yes,” and took it. 
Down below, Lily threw her sword on the ground and rushed at the older Draco, and he tossed his sword out of the way too, laughing, caught her about the waist and lifted her up over his shoulder. She struggled and pounded at his back with her fists but she was laughing now too, their heads bent close together. 
“Go on, drill then,” the older Draco said, dumping her on her arse on the ground, “and let’s see what James has,” and James, looking very grim about the whole thing, got up with his sword and didn’t lose his temper but did have it knocked out of his hands six times by a Draco who got more and more narrow-eyed. 
“This is what happens when you don’t practice,” the older Draco said finally, icy. “How do you expect to be any good at something if you won’t work at it? Do you need me to tell you the—”
Lily groaned. “Please don’t tell us about buying your way onto the Slytherin team again—”
“You,” the older Draco said, “are meant to be drilling,” and after that he sent James over to join his sister, watching them both narrow-eyed, correcting their posture and their grip. He was demanding and quite rude and he told James that his footwork was “so sloppy I’d be ashamed to be seen with you”, but the twins didn’t quite seem to take him seriously, sulking and sighing their way through it. And the older Draco stayed with them, too, the whole time, fixed James’s footwork, made him repeat it very slowly over and over and then backwards and then again and then he touched James’s hair and said, “Good.” 
Draco had a weird, chilling fear in his chest that he was too much like his own father, stern and disapproving and never won over, but the twins complained much more than Draco ever had, talked back more than he had, too. Finally, too, the older Draco picked up his sword and said, “Come on, then,” and they launched themselves at him together, one on either side. Draco beat them back without a shield but laughing and pleased, those warm lines crinkling at the corner of his eyes, his hair swinging around and catching the sunlight. They didn’t get any closer to touching him, but he was a little out of breath and they were very pleased with themselves.
When the older Draco finally let them off they flung themselves down in the grass where they stood, panting and sweating. Draco’s own arms ached in sympathy, but he was thinking about the drills, most of which he’d recognised from his own childhood. He’d need to start again, and soon, to get that good. Most of the older Draco’s swordsmanship looked almost instinctive, at this point, long drilled into his muscles, his bones, and Draco had missed crucial teen years: he would have to work now, and work hard. He wondered if there was a way to make himself remember that, past the memory spells.
“Hey, Potter,” the older Draco said, and Draco realised that beside him, Harry was tense, sitting upright, leaning forward. The older Draco, panting and sure of himself, said, “Fancy a go?”
“I’ve never really,” Harry said.
“Just the sword of Gryffindor,” the older Draco said, which was a story that Draco didn’t know. “Come on. Scared?”
“That wears off when I’m about thirty,” the older Harry murmured in Draco’s ear. “But not until then.”
Harry was already on his feet, coming down the hill. “You can use my sword,” Lily said, yawning, picking herself up. “James and I are going to get some lunch. I’m starving now.”
“Be careful,” the older Draco said, and Lily saluted him mockingly, handing her sword over to Harry and, with James, picking her way back to the castle.
Harry switched the sword from hand to hand for a moment, testing its weight, before he took it in a sure two-handed grip and held it up, narrowing his eyes at the older Draco, who stepped forward lightly. “No, no,” he said, “here,” and bent over Harry’s back, adjusting his grip. His hands on Harry’s hands, his hip against Harry’s. Harry was looking up at him, eyes dark.
Draco looked at the older Harry and found the older Harry looking right back at him, that stubble, the mouth that seemed to be waiting to smile, his eyes bright and green as ever. “I’m still not very good,” he said. “But I don’t have to be, with you around.”
Draco laughed, shook his head. The whole thing seemed so senselessly, impossibly good. “I don’t see how it can be so good,” he said, voice shaking a little. “I don’t see how…”
“I know,” the older Harry said. “But you will. Or you’ll get closer. We both get closer to it. I didn’t think this was anything I deserved either, you know.”
“But that’s because you’re stupid,” Draco said, on instinct, and Harry grinned at him, delighted and nasty, and said, “Anything you can do I can do better—” and Draco shoved him, laughing again despite himself. 
“It doesn’t have to be easy, you know,” the older Harry said. “That’s not what good is.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Draco said. “I just can’t — the things I’ve done—”
“You’ve done other things, too,” the older Harry said quietly, and they looked down for a moment, the flash of blades connecting as Harry parried, the older Draco watching him, intent and focused. 
Draco swallowed. He thought of the forest. He said, “I still can’t do a Patronus, though. He said so, last night.”
“I know that I must seem impossibly ancient to you,” the older Harry said, “but the best thing about being my age is realising how young we are. Which makes you a baby,” he added cheerfully, laughing when Draco flipped him off. “Life isn’t a bad year. It isn’t even eight bad years. It isn’t twenty good years. There’s not a moment where you get called up to attest and that’s it, that’s who you are. I’ll see your Patronus yet.”
He was so easy and sure, handsome in the sunlight, clear-eyed. Draco’s heart was rabbiting in his chest. He said, voice low, “Harry,” and the older Harry looked over at him attentively, and then blinked, and smiled.
“Bad idea,” the older Harry said.
“Why,” Draco said.
“To start with, I’m forty-two,” Harry said.
“Come on,” Draco said, rolling his eyes, and let his voice drop lower, rougher, the way Harry always came to him when he asked. “I want — I want to kiss you, I want your mouth—”
“Jesus,” Harry said, and dropped back onto the grass, which was satisfying, and started laughing, which was not. “I forgot what you were — fuck. It’s like being stalked by a tiger cub.”
“I beg your pardon,” Draco said, outraged, and Harry turned his face to him, grinning in the long grass.
“The other reason,” Harry said, “is that I’m quite a jealous person, and I’m a little more understanding now, but I definitely wasn’t then,” and Draco looked instinctively back down to where Harry and the older Draco were standing. Harry had paused in accepting Draco’s directions on stance to peer back up the hillside at them, eyes narrowed and suspicious. Draco felt his breath thud out of his chest.
Quiet beside him, the older Harry picked up Draco’s hand, kissed his palm, let it go. “You have my mouth,” he said. “You have for years,” and Draco turned his face up to the sun, closed his eyes. Below, he could hear the first clash of swords, Harry’s laughter.

  - - -


Draco had half thought that there would be days like this, the lazy testing out of the relationships between the four of them, watching the person he became, the family he made. But after the impromptu fencing lesson the older Harry and Draco moved quickly. They went back for lunch in the little staff room, but Draco and Harry, to Draco’s indignation, got moved to the children’s end of the table, eating with Lily and James while the older Harry and Draco bent over the far side with Professor McGonagall. The older Harry had his copy of the Marauder’s Map with him and they’d spread that out to its full width, a shining net of magic hanging above it.
It was interesting watching his older self with McGonagall. Draco was secretly quite afraid of her still, and he knew she didn’t like him, but she was polite and attentive with the older Draco, and the older Draco treated her with familiarity and off-hand courtesy. He kept calling her by her first name and then apologising and calling her Professor again. The older Harry didn’t bother: “Minerva,” he said, not even a touch of awkwardness, “I think we’re going to need a few more hands on deck, this is where it gets complicated. Hermione said that even aged eighteen she should have had a solid enough grip on this to—”
“Yes,” Professor McGonagall said. “I’ll ask for her.” She cleared her throat. “Will you want Ron Weasley, too?”
“Yeah, he’s good for spotting inconsistencies,” the older Draco said absently. “And they’ll both want to kill me, anyway, might as well tackle them at once. Gimme,” he added, which should have made no sense, except the older Harry put his hand on the older Draco’s shoulder and Draco could almost see it, the gentle shove of power, the older Draco’s wand glowing, the magical net above the Map shimmering and twisting. It was so intimate and easy that Draco could feel his whole face going hot. Beside him, Harry leaned forward, fascinated. Lily and James, declaring themselves bored by the whole thing, retired to the armchairs in the corner to play cards.
McGonagall cleared her throat. Neither the older Draco or Harry seemed to notice anything out of the ordinary; the older Draco was still frowning over the Map. She said, “I’ll send for Ms Granger and Mr Weasley, then.”
“I’ll go get them,” Harry said, standing. Draco looked up at him and Harry shrugged and grinned, touched Draco’s shoulder a little hesitantly, like he wasn’t sure he was allowed.
It took him about forty-five minutes, and when they finally came into the room Granger was laughing and rolling her eyes and Weasley was grinning, shaking his head. Harry, in the centre, looked loose and relieved. They still paused when they were suddenly face to face with the older Harry and Draco, shocked and sizing them up, but the older Harry said, “Oh, hello, you two,” and went over to give them a hug as well, which seemed to relax Weasley somewhat. 
The older Draco was absorbed over the Map and seemed not to notice; then he looked up and said, “Oh, Hermione, thank Merlin — come and have a look at this with me, will you?”
He sounded absolutely natural, but there was something about him that Draco recognised, the faint signs of effort, and Granger paused before she headed over to look at the Map.
“Sorry, I know this is very weird,” the older Draco said, “but you told us we’d need you,” and then he drew her attention into the shining field of magic at play and her eyes went dazzled and interested.
“Oh,” she said, stepping closer, wand out, “may I,” and apparently seemed lost to the world, the older Draco explaining quickly in her ear while she carefully drew out strands of the web, examined them, let them sink back in. At one point he laughed and nudged her, and Granger looked up, smiling reluctantly. 
“Malfoy,” Weasley said, and Draco realised with a start that Weasley was talking to him. He stood up, eyeing Weasley carefully. They were about the same height. He looked into Weasley’s freckly, guarded face and didn’t know what to say, what to do. Granger made things fall into place, so organised and sure of herself that there was no way not to follow her lead. Draco felt bitter and furious, looking at Weasley, the way he was sure Weasley felt about him, and it was awkward to meet his gaze and feel his own hatred, his own insecurity, his own grudges reflected right back at him.
“Well, I told Harry I wouldn’t fight with you,” Weasley said.
“Do everything Harry tells you, do you?” Draco said pleasantly. “I suppose old habits die hard.”
“Draco,” Harry said, and Draco found himself in quite an awkward position. He shut his mouth, glaring. 
Weasley smirked. “Yeah, you don’t know anything about that, do you?”
“I’m not sure if you want details,” Draco said, “but actually—”
“Draco,” Harry said, and he looked faintly annoyed now, so Draco narrowed his eyes and didn’t say anything else. Luckily then Professor McGonagall came over to talk to Weasley about getting Ginny back to the school, as she, too, would have to have her memory wiped, and Draco was left alone with Harry, the way he liked it.
Harry palmed his face. He said, “You’re a dick.”
“You knew that,” Draco said.
“We’re going to go to a Chudley Cannons game in June,” Harry said, still looking all pinched and annoyed. “And we’re going to drink Butterbeer and you’ll be — you have to be nice—”
“Potter,” Draco began, frowning.
“And,” Harry said, “if you are, you can fuck me in the bathroom at half time.”
Draco snapped his mouth shut. There were people all around them and Harry was speaking quietly but not whispering; Draco looked around instinctively, face flaring hot. On the other side of the room, his older self looked back at him, eyebrows raised. Harry was grinning at him, sheepish but pleased with himself. Draco touched his arm, where his sleeve was rucked up, the soft inner hollow of his elbow.
“Do you think you can be quiet enough for that,” he said, voice dropping low, and Harry, a little hazy-eyed but still grinning, said, “I guess we’ll find out.”
“Fine,” Draco said. “I’ll be nice.”
“I’m glad you could come around,” Harry said, and patted his arm.

  - - -


The older Harry and Draco with Hermione and McGonagall and Professor Flitwick worked late into the night. Lily and James bullied Draco into coming out and flying with them, and he brought Harry, who brought Weasley, which made things a little awkward but Draco tried his best. He wanted it, the life they’d built somehow, he felt like he’d spent the year almost destroying it by accident and now he wanted to reach out and grab with both hands. The older Draco had waved idly at Weasley when they left, friendly and uninterested, and so Draco had to — there had to be something.
He could feel, more and more, the need for the memory charms, the way this would create its own trap, trying desperately to fulfil something that part of him was already sure he wouldn’t be able to live up to. All the same, something terrified built in his throat everytime he thought about it. Losing the year, losing the memory of something golden and lovely waiting for him, losing the knowledge that he would give Harry up for Harry to be happy. He felt like he’d clawed back parts of himself he’d lost, or parts that he’d never had. He kept thinking about that auror asking him, over the summer, do you know that you’re a piece of shit? He wasn’t sure how he would answer now.
Nobody, not their older selves nor the professors nor Granger, could tell anyone exactly how the memory charms would work, what would be left and what would be unaffected. 
It took them another day and a night to finish the spell, which the older Draco finally announced, tired and pleased on Sunday evening, would be ready to administer first thing in the morning.
“Which gives Professor McGonagall plenty of time to postpone the NEWTs if there’s any adverse consequences,” Granger said, looking pleased, in a rather comforting repositioning of priorities.
The spell was linked to the Map, the older Draco explained. For most students it would be cast remotely, a net of lost remembering falling gently over everyone as they slept; for others, who were more closely involved, like Ginny and Astoria and Granger and Weasley, and, of course, Harry and Draco themselves, it would have to be administered in person, with a delay catch, to give the older Harry and Draco along with Lily and James time to leave. That was its own complicated spell: it was easier, the older Draco said, for them to return to their own time if the universe saw them as doubles, so they would have to deage themselves, and the twins, back in time until it was easier for the timeline to kick them out and home again.
“How does that make sense,” Weasley said, staring.
“It doesn’t, really,” the older Draco said regretfully. “Not when I explain it like this, anyway. Time magic’s not my speciality, I’ve spent the last two months trying to catch up on it, and it is Hermione’s speciality and even she couldn’t explain it in an easier metaphor, so this is what we’ve got, I’m afraid.”
“It’ll work,” the older Harry said, sleepy and comfortable. “It usually does.”
“There’s only been one or two disasters,” Lily said, grinning. She and James seemed entirely unconcerned that they would have to be aged back into tiny children and then just sparks in their parents’ eyes in order to go home; she had requested only that they all avert their eyes from her thirteen-year-old hairstyle. “They only lost Harry between multiverses once—”
“Spoilers,” the older Draco said, and hooked his fingers through the older Harry’s belt loops, frowning. “It’ll work.”
Astoria was brought in for an explanation—“Draco,” she said breathlessly, “oh, really, well done”—and they summoned Ginny Weasley back to Hogwarts, too. She was met by her brother again, so she had the explanation before she joined the group in the staff room, but Draco was still on edge when she walked in, that louche sportsman’s stroll and her hair braided down her back. She caught sight of Harry and ran to fling her arms around him. 
“Sucker!” she crowed. “Nappies galore for you, my friend,” and then her gaze switched to Draco, standing awkwardly next to Harry, and she disentangled herself and reached out a hand. Draco took it, thoughts wiped clean, on instinct. She shook firmly.
“Really never thought I’d be grateful to you, Malfoy,” she said, grinning. “Good on you, though. It’s nice, you know, you’re the only one at this school as weird and obsessive about the idea of family as Harry is,” and Harry said, mildly, “Oi,” and Draco began to smile.
They ate dinner all of them around the long scarred teachers’ table, Granger sitting on the older Draco’s right and quizzing him about the complexities of the memory spell, the twins on either side of Ginny Weasley with the stupefied, delighted expressions of someone who had been told they’d been made king of the world and promptly walked into a wall. Older Harry sat on James’s other side, which was how Draco realised that actually, James was a little nervous; he kept turning towards his dad, who spoke to him quiet and low, expression easy, sure, reassurance that was always there and never hurried. Draco’s chest went hot and soft, watching. It had been bad enough, watching Draco’s own Harry interact with the twins. This was something else, overwhelming. He looked up and caught his older self’s eyes, and the older Draco nodded, just once.
Beside him, Harry picked at his meal, shoved potatoes around, frowning and occasionally exchanging a quick comment with Weasley, who had pronounced himself “really looking forward” to the memory charm. “I think it’ll be better if I can keep pretending it’s a fling for a while,” he said fatalistically. “No offence, mate,” to Harry, who shrugged. He’d been quiet the whole meal. Draco darted a glance at him, then another. It still felt weird to be sitting next to him out in the open like this, people’s gazes lingering on them but something expected about it all the same. Draco felt desperately proud and worried all at once. He wanted to tug Harry away, hide them somewhere together, out of sight. He was jumpy, twitchy, leg bouncing under the table.
Draco looked at him and waited. Harry swallowed, gaze darting from Draco’s face and away again, back to his face. He looked frustrated. Finally he said, “I don’t like people messing around with my head.”
“Okay,” Draco said.
“It reminds me of,” Harry said, and stopped, swallowed.
Draco nodded. He remembered, the horrible cruel touch of Voldemort rummaging through your head, throwing anything useless to the side, tossing aside anything good or cheering, searching for the humiliations, the betrayals, the weakness. The way it felt afterwards, cold and shaking, unable to take a full breath for the rest of the night. “It probably won’t be like that,” Draco said.
“I know,” Harry said. “Do you want to — can we go?”
They slipped out of the dinner early, when no one was paying much attention to them. The castle was quiet, the strained days at the end of the term where everyone was holed up in the library or their common rooms studying. They went up through the empty halls without speaking, and into the Room of Requirement, and then Harry turned around, his face desperate, his eyes blown open and wild, and Draco touched his cheek, his hair, put him on his knees.

  - - -


They didn’t sleep very much, that night. Draco’s dreams were restless, he kept waking up and thinking he’d missed something important, and Harry woke them both up shouting, his voice cracked with fear. They talked for a long time at three in the morning, low drowsy voices and Harry’s fingers tracing along Draco’s arm, the line of his shoulder, his bicep. Pressing his thumb in against Draco’s elbow, catching at his wrist. Draco let him touch how he wanted, sated and indulgent. It was shocking, anyway, that Harry wanted. It didn’t stop feeling shocking.
“But will you go see them?” Harry asked, and Draco picked up Harry’s hand, turned it over in his, touching the lines in Harry’s palm, the pulse at his wrist, his square knuckles.
“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, no. Maybe in a few years, but I can’t — I don’t want to look at him and I understand why my mum, why she felt she had to go, but it still feels a little…” He swallowed, throat sore. He’d barely admitted it to himself and it felt strange and horrifying to admit it to Harry; selfish, even, when Draco had had everything and managed to fuck it up and Harry had never known his parents. “It feels like she left me. I don’t think it was easy, I think she hated it and still hates it, but she made the call.”
“Yeah,” Harry said, and kissed Draco’s throat, his collarbone. They reached for each other again.
Around six they gave up on the possibility of sleep. Draco said that they might as well go down to join the others, see what the situation was, and they split up so that Harry could fetch more coffee from the kitchens first. Draco felt a little like he was walking to his doom, though he knew that was stupid. It was good; it was for the best. It was the kind of sacrifice that made things better. Draco was unused to them, but he wanted to learn.
Outside the staff room he heard his own voice, and paused, still hidden in a turn of the corridor. “—malfunction. Everyone remembers too much, or too little. We go back and everything’s gone. Or we think everything’s the same and realise it’s not, too slowly to do anything about it. Or we have different sets of memories, it affects us differently, and you hate me again, or something’s changed, like we never got back together, or you changed your mind in France, that time.”
“Okay,” the older Harry said. “What else.”
The sound of an exhale, rapid steps pacing away and then back again. “My mother uses our absence to try and make Scorpius bond with Lucius. The cat’s got out. We misjudge the jump and miss months, or years, and Score’s a teenager already.”
“All right,” Harry said. “Anything else?”
“Lots,” the older Draco said, voice tight, “lots and — I hate this castle—”
“I know you do,” Harry said. “Here, come here, take — yeah,” and there was quiet for a moment, and then Harry said, voice tight, “You can, rougher, if you like,” and silence for another moment. Draco’s heart was beating hard. The older Harry sighed and there was the sound of a kiss, short. When Draco leaned, very slightly, around the corner, the older Draco had Harry backed up against a wall, his fingers locked tight around Harry’s wrist. They were looking at each other. The older Harry said, “‘Lots’ means you’ve run out of other ideas.”
“Give me another minute,” the older Draco said.
“You’re running out of those,” the older Harry said, smiling. “At least here. Hermione said the most likely arrival time is seven in the evening. Ron’s making a roast. We’ll be right on time. Everything’s going to be okay.”
“How can you possibly be sure of that—”
“Tell you later,” the older Harry said, laughter in his voice. “Come here, we’ve got a while longer — darling, I,” and Draco ducked back around the way he’d come, flushed, a little overwhelmed, and waited until Harry came along with the coffees to go back with him together.
It meant that by the time they got there, they were the last ones, everyone else having had as apparently little sleep as them. Granger and Weasley were talking quietly in a corner, Granger’s expression far away and interested, Weasley tucking a curl back behind her ear. Lily was bouncing off the walls, vivid with impatience to get home, although she came over to wrap her arms around Draco’s shoulders and ask cheerfully if he was going to miss her: “Oh, wait, you won’t be able to,” she said, grinning, but Draco would, he felt terribly bleak at the idea of not knowing them for so long. He put his arm around her shoulders instead and she quietened, head leaning against his, and after a while James came up to join them, calm and yawning, apparently unconcerned by any of the fuss of the day. He rested his head against Draco’s shoulder and said sleepily, “Love you,” and didn’t seem to notice Draco’s cheeks flushing, his heart wild in his chest. It was a promise, Draco reminded himself, not a goodbye. He looked up and saw Harry across the room staring at them, something raw on his face. The older Harry was watching, too, twin green gazes on him. You couldn’t live like this, Draco thought again, with this kind of love, it was too much, and so it was worth giving it up to have it again, safer this time.
The older Draco and older Harry took over, then, performing the last memory charms themselves, working their way down the ranks, through McGonagall and Flitwick, then Weasley and Granger, then Astoria and Ginny. Harry and Draco were last of all, and they split them up so that Draco was with the older Harry and Harry with the older Draco: “It’s easier that way,” the older Draco said. “Your own mind is too familiar, we’re more likely to miss something important.”
Everyone had cleared to the back of the room while the older Harry and Draco performed the memory spells in front corners, as though to give some privacy. It was odd, because the spells had a time trigger that wouldn’t take effect for another ten minutes, just enough time for their older selves and the twins to escape, so it didn’t feel like much at all, no reaction, no aftermath. Draco felt exposed anyway, the older Harry’s fingers gentle on his jaw as he pointed his wand to Draco’s temple and concentrated, face close but distant at the same time, as though he was looking into worlds a long way away from them. It was strange, feeling the magic wash over him without any real effect yet. Draco could feel his mouth turning down, his shoulders hunching. On the other side of the room, Harry sat quiet and obedient, eyes closed and face turned up to the older Draco.
“It doesn’t hurt?” the older Harry asked, and Draco shook his head. “That’s good, then.”
“Yes,” Draco managed, voice rough.
The older Harry touched his chin, his cheek. Draco darted a look around by instinct, but the others in the room were talking amongst themselves, deliberately not looking over, in what Draco expected was a very Gryffindor-guided attempt to give them some privacy. 
“Hey,” the older Harry said. His voice was light. “Do you want to know a secret I’ve kept from you for almost twenty-five years?”
Draco blinked at him. He said, “Do I?”
Harry said, “I fought the memory spell.”
Draco’s heart startled, then picked up. “What?”
“I fight the memory spell,” Harry said this time, nodding towards his younger self in the corner. “Mostly without meaning to. I remember bits of it, bits of this year. Not very well,” he added. “All of it was very blurry. Like a memory from a dream. But enough to…” He shook his head, smiling a little. “I wanted you so badly, and I was sure I was going to get you. I remembered enough to know that.”
“Harry,” Draco said, voice tight, and Harry leaned down and kissed him so lightly that Draco almost didn’t realise it was happening, the briefest, warmest touch against the corner of Draco’s mouth.
“Everything’s going to be okay,” the older Harry said. “I’ve loved you for most of my life. Don’t worry so much,” and then he raised his wand and looked back across the room at the older Draco, who nodded at him.
“All right,” the older Draco said. “Let’s go.”
Draco was still a little dazed when the final part of the spell was set into motion; it was Harry who took his wrist, gently pulled him back to join the others where they were grouping together, darted a confused look at him. “Okay?” Harry said, and Draco nodded.
The twins moved up to join their parents, and Granger raised her wand with McGonagall, and the spell was set into motion, twisting and shining over the Map before it sank in and spread. For a moment it lingered and disappeared, before something new flared blue on the floor, catching around the feet of the older Harry and Draco and the twins, and all four of them were changing.
The twins were the most obvious, at first, shrinking down rapidly, the years falling away from them in seconds. They cycled through the dreadful bleached hair that Lily had warned them about and longer, curling haircuts. Their cheeks rounded out with puppy fat, their smiles widening and missing front teeth. The freckles came and went with the summers and there was a brief, strange period where James was much shorter than Lily before she shrank down to his level. In one year Lily had a buzzcut and there she looked very much like Draco remembered himself, eleven and pampered and smug with it. Lily was eight, and holding Harry’s hand; James was six, clambering his way up to sit on Draco’s shoulders.
The older Harry and Draco changed less, mostly tracked by the way Draco’s hair shrank higher with each passing year falling away from them. The silver stayed in Harry’s hair even as the creases by his eyes disappeared; Draco’s hair raced back to a sharp, thin crewcut, and then they had to stoop to pick up their children, new toddlers, Draco’s hair abruptly long again and James’s two fists clenched delightedly in it, yanking. The twins went younger and younger until they were solemn-eyed one-year-olds, and there were deep bags under Draco and Harry’s eyes, and they were grinning at each other over their newly infant children, Lily thin-faced and watchful, nestled in the crook of Harry’s arm, James bawling against Draco’s neck: and then they were gone, as though the twins had never been there at all, and it was just Harry and Draco, racing down through the years to join their younger selves standing in front of them.
The months fell away, barely trackable events. Harry’s face sharpened, the silver in his hair melting back into black, something hungry and worrying about the set of his mouth. The older Draco’s shoulders grew a little less bulky, he lost a last few centimetres in height, the scar on his cheek grew more livid. A recurring shiner flickered across his left and right eyes, there and lost again, something dangerous about the curve of his smile. Harry’s skin went much darker and Draco went about as golden as he ever did, a very faint few freckles along his cheekbones, and then they were paling back into winter, Draco’s face going guarded, the set of his shoulders sharper and tenser, his cheekbones narrowing in. And finally they were just the same, a matched set, standing in front of Harry and Draco, the four of them staring at each other, fascinated and repelled.
“See you soon,” the older Harry said, and the two of them vanished.
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  Despite the latest Hogwarts catastrophe, Draco thought his NEWTs were going quite well. 
Defence Against The Dark Arts had been a bittersweet walk in the park; Transfigurations had gone unexpectedly successfully. In Potions he had to argue quite hard with the examiner to support some of his findings and the disastrous Felix Felicis potion, which had, to add insult to injury, boiled down enough that it hadn’t even reached the required quota of potion, but he thought he’d made the best of a bad situation. Charms he lost his nerve, as always, hated being watched and especially given that he’d had the rubbish luck to end up in the same examining room as Zacharias Smith, but he made it through without any major disasters and he had the pleasure of watching Smith fumble and misfire his Cheering Charm and give himself an entirely inappropriate fit of the giggles.
Draco felt as though he’d been hit on the head somewhat, especially given the headaches that tended to show up after a few hours of strenuous magic, but there wasn’t much to be done about them. A decent proportion of the school was suffering from them, and though McGonagall had announced that anyone who felt they had adverse side effects from the Hogwarts repairing activity on the weekend would be granted special consideration for their exams, Draco wasn’t stupid enough to think that applied to him. He’d spotted Granger, anyway, after the Transfiguration exam, pale and drained, Weasley’s hand pressed worried to her forehead, and if Granger was going to power through Draco was damned if he’d do anything different.
He went to bed early instead, counting down the days until he could escape the dormitory. He tired himself out with exercise on the far side of the school, where no one would bother him. He’d found that he slept better and less restlessly if he flew hard and fast first, or if he ran on the outskirts of the Forest, grim and resisting the urge to look over his shoulder and see if anyone was chasing him. He’d started thinking almost wistfully about the Manor in the past summer, the way he’d fallen asleep like a lump every night, his arms aching from cleaning and lugging things around. The Manor was gone, out of his reach forever, but maybe there was something else he could do to tire himself out, something useful. 
He wrote to Blaise, who suggested weights, although I’m not sure you’d suit the physique, to tell you the truth. Draco didn’t like the idea of pointless activity, he wanted to get somewhere, go somewhere, reach something. He spent three days eyeing the swords around the castle, the heavy solid blades clasped between armoured gauntlets, feeling ridiculous, worrying he was too much like his father. Finally he took one and spent an hour in the Common Room, Astoria watching with interest, aiming to transfigure it into one of the light fencing foils he’d trained with as a child. The blade wouldn’t quite take on the form, didn’t want to get there, but he did make it lighter and more slender, a grip that fit his hand.
“You know everyone’s going to freak out if they see you waving a sword around like a maniac,” Astoria said. Draco shrugged, but he took her point. He practiced mostly in secret, in the Room of Requirement, where he wouldn’t be disturbed — or at least, wouldn’t be judged.
The days melted away, each exam looming and heavy in front of him and then suddenly gone, tipped over his shoulder. In between them, Draco filled out application forms for all the Ministry graduate schemes. If he was doing to do all right in his exams, as he suspected he was, they were still his best bet, his only chance, going up against a checklist that would find it harder to turn him down than a boss. 
His father would have been disgusted; the point of the Ministry was politics, or to curry favour within it, he always said, not to work like a grunt for some paltry bureaucratic position. Even the aurors, Lucius had always said, were just paid thugs, men and women who liked violence without the mind to think for themselves where it should be directed. Draco filled out the application anyway, along with forms for the Unspeakable Department, the Obliviator Headquarters, the Accidental Magic Reversal Squad, and the Department for the Regulation and Control of Magical Creatures. He did not apply for anything too political, which he thought would be a bit rich. 
Astoria said, “You know, you can just marry me, if you like. I’m looking for a society husband and you’ve got the manners, if not the money.”
“Let’s call that plan b,” Draco said. 
Astoria smirked at him, lounging back on the couch. “If I’m still available,” she said. She was running high off the success of her Slytherin plan, now that they had—to everyone’s genuine surprise—managed to finish the year with points above the minus level and the other students were back to just grumbling about Slytherins and not actively seeking them out to mess with. Zacharias Smith had tried once more, but unfortunately for him Draco was on his way back from the Room of Requirement, and his sword was strapped awkwardly to his back and his blood was still humming hot and satisfied through him.
He swung around ten seconds or so before Zacharias actually got around to jumping him. Zacharias was alone this time, looking a little sallow himself. He’d lost his crowd of hangers-on. Draco said mildly, “You can give it your best shot if you like, Smith, but so will I,” and Zacharias tried to sneer and ended up backing quite hurriedly away. It had got around the school somehow; Draco suspected that Zacharias had tried to paint him as dangerous, but Zacharias was just coming off a bit pathetic. Halfway through dinner a coin warmed against Draco’s hip, and when he slipped it out it was to an image of a very cross looking young dragon coughing out flame. He should have been offended, but he ended up laughing down at his potatoes.
He called his mother a week into exams, middle of the night and the common room deserted and the hearth somehow still cold and hard on Draco’s knees despite the embers burning within. Narcissa looked quite well, no longer as painfully thin as she had been over the summer, her skin creamy and warm. She’d cut all her hair off, which startled Draco, but it looked nice in its neat bob and she told him it was much easier to manage. Spring had come late but suddenly in the mountains, she said; there was edelweiss in the long grass and monkshood in the meadows. In the market she was buying eggs and milk fresh, heavy-bottomed glass bottles, and she was tutoring some of the younger children before they went to Durmstrang for extra money, now that the paltry pool of savings the Manor had given them was entirely gone.
“And Lucius?” Draco said, because he couldn’t imagine Lucius approved of his wife making a living with something so small and needy.
“Oh, Draco,” she said, and rolled her eyes. “I think we’re a little beyond that.” She paused. “Have you thought anymore about my suggestion?”
“Yeah, Mum,” Draco said, working hard to keep his voice gentle. “I’m staying here. You know I’m staying here.”
Narcissa’s mouth tightened. “I can’t look after you when you’re there.”
That was your decision, Draco wanted to say. He looked in his mother’s face, her worried eyes, all her attention focused on him. There had to be a moment where you stepped out from under your parents’ shadow, even if the cool dark was so comforting, even if you felt like you’d been expelled without warning. He was learning not to blame her, to let some of the anger and venom slip out of the way he thought about them both, but he could feel himself storing it up, cold determination. He wasn’t going to let himself be trapped again, wasn’t going to wait for anything or anyone, was going to learn to fight his own way out. He thought that had to be a better way to grow up, someone pressing potential into your hand rather than tying a string around your wrist. He tried to smile and said, “I think it’s probably good for me to start looking after myself.”
He couldn’t sleep after that, and the Slytherin Common Room felt too cold and empty, and he ended up slipping through the castle like a shadow. He tried not to, but he only got as far as the Great Hall before he slipped the coin out of his pocket, pausing for a moment in the dark, thumb hovering above the golden circle. Then he pressed it through, the curl of a snake tail like a question mark.
The Room of Requirement was closer to the Gryffindor Common Room than the Slytherin one; by the time Draco got there, the door was already in place. He paused for a moment, hovering outside. He could change his mind, go back downstairs. He could crawl back to where he came. He pushed open the door and on the sofa, stretched out with the warmth of the fire behind him and his hair wild and his glasses slightly crooked, Potter said, “This better not a be a booty call, I’ve got Care of Magical Creatures in the morning and sixteen more ghoul subspecies to memorise.”
“A booty call?” Draco said, faintly horrified.
“Look, just be grateful you didn’t learn it from your best friend referring to your other best friend,” Potter said, expression pained. He looked at Draco, still hovering by the doorway, and said, with that easy, warm tone that Draco still wasn’t used to hearing from him, “Are you coming in?”
“Yes,” Draco said, and hesitated a moment longer, and then closed the door behind him. He crossed the floor and sat down by the sofa, because Potter was sprawled out along it all leaving no room for him, and because this way Draco could look at the fire and not at Potter, and because when he did, Potter reached out and touched his hair, the nape of his neck, rough fingers running hesitantly over the line of Draco’s skin.
“All okay?” Potter said quietly.
Draco nodded.
“How did History of Magic go today?”
“Good,” Draco said. He grimaced. “Apparently I’m not forgetting anything there.”
“McGonagall said the team of Unspeakables haven’t been able to find any sign of danger, besides the spell itself,” Potter said, thumb at the top of Draco’s spine, under his collar. He sounded wary. “And it’s not an unheard of side effect, given that the castle is trying to repair itself.” 
Draco nodded: that was how McGonagall had explained it all to them that morning two weeks ago when everyone woke up groggy and confused, blank spots in their memories, weeks that seemed fuzzy and out of focus. The castle hated to be as ruined as it had been made in the war; in repairing itself, they suspected it was also trying to repair their memories of its ruin. Anyone with more serious memory loss was instructed to come speak to the Unspeakable team investigating, but Draco didn’t particularly trust Ministry officials anymore. And he didn’t have serious memory loss, as far as he could tell, just the niggling sense of it, like worrying at a missing tooth. 
Besides, what was he going to tell them, that every time he thought about Harry Potter he was overwhelmed with a dizzying rush of emotion and the panicked feeling of trying to hold onto something? Oh, and he’d also been fucking Potter all year and was more obsessed with him than ever and kept wondering how to bring up the fact that they were leaving school soon and he didn’t know if he would ever see Potter again? And he’d clearly gotten so drunk at Christmas that he could remember almost nothing of it, just swimming glimpses of Potter’s smile, of Potter sitting in Draco’s bed, knobbly knees and Draco’s jersey loose on his shoulders? Yes, he imagined that would go down very well.
“To be honest,” he said, uncomfortable and out of practice at being so with Potter, “I’m finding it hard to care. Another weird Hogwarts thing. Fine. It’s a nice way to tie up the whole ridiculous experience.”
Potter laughed. “I’m with you,” he said, casual as though it didn’t make Draco’s stomach dip. “Hermione’s going mad, though. She’s becoming obsessed with memory charms, I think she’s changing her whole graduation plan.”
His whole hand was on Draco’s neck, now, fingers warm and tentative, curling against Draco’s skin like he wasn’t sure if they were allowed. Draco got bored of being good and swung up onto the sofa, straddling Potter.
“Thought you wanted to study?” he demanded.
Potter’s eyes had gone dark, his lips parting. “I — I do—”
“But you’re pawing at me,” Draco said, “like a needy little pet,” and Potter let out a rough, startled breath. Draco gave into temptation and kissed him. Making room for himself between Potter’s legs, Potter’s arms coming up around his neck, the only good thing out of a bad year. Draco was going to see him after Hogwarts, he admitted to himself. He’d track Potter down, make a fool out of himself if he had to. He felt like he’d clawed the golden potential of Potter out of the dark and he wasn’t going to throw it away now. Never mind trying to be good or respectful, trying to take what he was given and nothing more, trying to stay away. Draco didn’t have the knack for it.

  - - -


Care of Magical Creatures was Potter’s last exam, and Draco’s too: he caught Potter’s eye as they filed out of the hall, both of them looking a little startled. Potter had Granger and Weasley on either side of him but he smiled at Draco all the same, slow and warm, and he was waiting for Draco out in the courtyard. It still made Draco’s heart give a shocky little jump, unused to it. Weasley, looking glum, was clearly unused to it as well, although Granger had warmed up considerably over the last few weeks, mostly when she caught sight of Draco’s Charms notes and offhandedly asked him if he wanted to compare etymology tables.
“So that’s it!” Weasley was saying, as Draco drew warily closer to them. He was aware of the gazes of other students, who didn’t know what to make of him now. Not a target, not a threat, not safe. “That’s — that’s no more school for life, then—”
“I still have Arithmancy and Ancient Runes tomorrow,” Granger said. “Trust them to be scheduled for the same day. Hello, Malfoy. How’d you do?”
“All right,” Draco said cautiously. “How were the ghouls, Potter?”
Potter flipped him off, and then bumped his fingers against Draco’s wrist when he dropped his hand. Draco didn’t know which way to look. Their fingers caught, tangled. Potter’s pulse wild against the pad of his thumb. He snuck a glance at Potter and away. Potter’s mouth always looked so ready, hot and waiting to be kissed. It was awful to know it, now, to be so sure of the reaction he’d get. They’d gone out for a drink three nights ago in Hogsmeade and the Daily Prophet had got hold of pictures somehow and printed six pages of breathless commentary about Potter betraying everything the war had stood for, and Potter just hadn’t cared. “They don’t know anything,” he’d said, half asleep and lovely in the early morning light of the Room of Requirement, sprawled out on top of Draco, his mouth against Draco’s chest. 
Later, when Draco was fretting over the paper some more, not least because he was expecting a Howler from Pansy any minute, Potter came and leaned over his shoulder and ruffled his hair. “Throw it away,” he said, “you’ll get used to it,” which was terrifying and overwhelming, and then he paused and pointed, “You look good in that one, though,” as though that one wasn’t a picture of Draco with his arm slung possessively around Potter’s neck, Potter’s face drawn up to him, smiling and focused, the Puddlemere blue of his jersey making his eyes very green. The photographed Draco looked cocksure and secure, much surer than Draco actually felt. He didn’t know what to do with any of it. It felt impossible, like it would be taken away at any moment. He wanted to throw Potter over his shoulder and run for the hills.
“Let’s go to the lake,” Potter said now, rumpling his hand through his hair.
“Oh, all right,” Weasley said, and darted an anxious glance at Granger. “You can come for a bit, ‘Mione, right?”
“An hour,” Granger said, “and then I have to go back to the library,” which was good, because Weasley would walk Granger back to the school and Potter would look at Draco, that open, frank look that meant Draco could close in on him, walk him steadily back against a tree, press him hard between the bark and Draco’s body and watch Potter’s eyelashes flutter against his cheek.
A long time ago, when they were barely fooling around, Potter had said, everything in my head goes quiet when you touch me. It was silly that it had taken Draco this long to realise it himself, that when he got his hands on Potter all the nerves and spite of his mind died and everything simmered down to a single, warm line of pleasure, pleased and proprietary. It made everything so easy, so familiar. It made Draco embarrassing, made him murmur Harry, Harry, against Potter’s mouth, tell Potter that he was so good, he was so wonderful, made Draco spill all of his infatuation helplessly into the little space between them, but Potter had learned patience somewhere over the past year, and he rarely mentioned it. Just once, late at night last weekend in the Room, mouth on Draco’s knuckles: “You know you can call me whatever you want.” Draco had nodded. He did know that. 
He could feel it waiting for him, the things they did to each other, even now, walking awkwardly alongside Potter with Granger and Weasley on Potter’s other side, a humming thread to follow. Potter and Weasley were swapping answers to the exam, but Draco felt as though it was already gone, straight out of his head. He was done, he thought blankly, the shadow of Hogwarts heavy on his back. A few more days, the farewell feast, and then he would leave for the last time. He was staying with Pansy to begin with, and he should be hearing back from the Ministry applications around the same time he got his NEWTs results. He’d need to spend a few weeks lying low. He didn’t have any money, didn’t have any plans. His life felt empty, stretching before him, almost cavernous, Draco hesitating on the brink of whatever it was he would do. It was quite frightening, but Draco had gotten better at being frightened. 
“I can’t believe this is it,” Granger said, shaking her head, as though picking up on Draco’s own thoughts. “It’s a little anticlimactic, isn’t it?”
“I think that’s just the end of this year,” Weasley said, hands in his pockets. “No big evil attack. No one coming out of nowhere to murder Harry. Unless you’ve got a secret plan, Malfoy,” he added, half-joking, half-not.
“I guess you’ll have to wait and see,” Draco said. Actually, what he wanted was to take Potter upstairs to the Room of Requirement and do his best to destroy him there. He levelled a look at Potter, who stumbled and laughed, clearing his throat.
“Not much else to do now,” Potter said. “I’m ready to leave, I think.”
“Are you going to Grimmauld Place?” Granger asked. “I thought I might come to the Burrow, for a bit.” She and Weasley exchanged sickly looks. “I’m sure, if you wanted—”
“Oh, Mum would love it,” Weasley said, but Potter shook his head.
“I want to clean Grimmauld Place up,” he said. “I’ve got time for it finally. It was so grim, over Easter, it deserves a bit of attention. That’ll keep me occupied for a while. Wouldn’t mind some help, though, if anyone’s about,” he added casually, and Draco shot him a look, narrow-eyed.
“And then?” Granger said, not, as Draco understood it, for the first time.
“Oh, I’ll figure something out,” Potter said.
“We should go see Ginny play, the season starts next week,” Weasley said. “If you think it won’t be a big media thing, Harry. Did you see the Daily Prophet have already printed a story about how you two were just waiting for you to graduate before you got married? Um, no offence, Malfoy,” he added, looking very awkward about the whole thing.
Draco felt his cheeks go pinched, sullen and bitter. “None taken,” he said. “It would be a good fit, wouldn’t it, Potter? It’s what you’ve been waiting for your whole life. Marry the girl Weasley, join the Ministry, raise a happy little family of Gryffindors, be the youngest Head Auror in history. I’m sure it’s just a matter of time.”
His mouth tasted sour as he said it, but Potter was smiling, his hands in his pockets, squinting out at the sunlight on the lake. It was a slow, golden day, the bright promise of summer unfolding around them, light on the water and the trees green and stretching out into the gentle wind, as though the world held them cupped in its palms, ready to release them all into the open.
“I don’t think I’m going to do any of that, actually,” Potter said. He sounded light, almost cheerful. “I think I’m going to do something else.”





  
    Chapter End Notes

    - pls god this will be the last drarry fic i write for a long while, but thank you so much to everyone who followed along with this so enthusiastically and sweetly, you made my month
- the kit wanted it noted that the particularly soft & tender HP characterisation in this fic was stolen from someone: so noted
- lily does not grow up and marry pansy, despite her best wishes, but rowle slips out of her azkaban charges somehow and as firstborn ("by like, two minutes") lily considers it her responsibility to uphold the family tradition of an enemies-to-lovers romance. scorpius and james are outraged
- the cat did not get out
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