

  Memories to Mourn




The Girl Who Lived

Ashen snow fell from heaven. The war was over.

What remained was a wound on her memory, corpses of those she loved, and those who she hated, but mourned most, in her endless sleepless nights.

Dracaena Malfoy peered out of a charred window, and watched over the streets below her, barren of life at this late hour of night. The broken glass reflected her grey eyes. Few lamps flickered in the distant, basking the streets in a warm glow. For the night, their shelter would have to be a burnt down house of someone not deemed pure of blood, by their Dark Lord’s edict. Hunted by his Death Eaters, the owners had met a worse fate. Yet they left something behind, memories in their burned photos, child’s scribbles on the walls. Dracaena breathed in the cold air. Wisps of steam lingered around her frail face. The ruined house was safer than living on the streets for a young girl like her, and her mother. So she had no other choice. The owners were no longer there to object otherwise. Auror Renesar was his name, she recognized him from the soot covered pictures, that hung on their walls. White orchids grew near the window, alive, barely. So was she.

Dracaena remembered the Auror’s stern face. Many years ago, her father threatened he’d be fired from the Ministry, if he meddled in Malfoy affairs. The memories brought up regret and pain. That was all her life had become, and she could blame no one else for it. Dracaena didn’t know why she felt sad. Was it for her father, her blood, even if cruel. Or the Auror who believed in justice, and did not deserve such cruelty fate had shown him?

“Shouldn’t have allowed these … filthy Mudbloods ever to gain power,” her father had reminded her as they returned home many years ago, where he had met Auror Renesar for the first time, and was appalled by his accusatory tone. “It’s that Dumbledore, I tell you, who is responsible for all of this. If we just kept these wretches out of Hogwarts, they would not be the pests, they are today.” Lucius Malfoy huffed, as he straightened his pin-striped cuffs, and hailed a carriage. “When He rises again, we’ll show them what our hand has wrought.” He smiled towards her, standing besides him, with her hand in his arm, “Your Aunty Bella will teach you how to make these pigs squeal for trampling on Malfoy name. I promise you this, Nia. I promise you this on Slytherin’s name.”

When they returned home, Dracaena told her mother how brave her father was. Narcissa didn’t say anything in response. She never did, so as to not break her marriage vows, and her home.

Home, that no longer exists. Dracaena ignored what that made her feel. Feelings she tried to forget, yet failed. The ashen ruins that was their shelter, would be their home for the cold nights ahead. The smell of the evening rain still clung on the air. Tremors caught her hands again. She flushed hot as if pins prickled her frayed nerves. Every night she stayed awake, being tormented by her thoughts, unable to sleep. This was no life. She was left like this, after that day. That which she could not forget, even if she wanted to. The day she let Harry be murdered by the unloved filth, Voldemort. She let him be killed, like a coward. She had no one to blame but herself, and she did. If only she died, he would be here. She would die now, if it could bring him back. She would die, anyway.

“I’m sorry,” she gripped her lily blue frock, tattered across the seams, unwashed for a few weeks, faded from years of wear. The dirt and dust made her look homeless. That she was. The sewn patches over torn sections made her look like a Weaseley, but she didn’t mind that now. “Harry loved those Weasleys,” Dracaena found herself smiling for a pause. “Maybe in another life he would like me too. Maybe I’d be his best friend, like Ron. Poor Ron.” Dracaena let her trembling arms cover her frail face again, to let her cold skin bring her fleeting moments of peace. Her white pure hair that once gleamed in sunshine, now laid frayed and dull across her slumped shoulders.

The scars his Sectumsempra curse left on her cheek, caressed her fingers. The scars on her chest looked harsh. But he spared her face from much harm. “Maybe he did not want to scar a lady’s face? Or just horrible with spells. He was stupid after all. Right?” A question she asked herself for years upon years, with no one left to answer her, sadly. Who would even seek her beauty anymore? Was she even beautiful? The pain he gifted her was the only memory she remembered most vividly of him. That was enough for this life.

How could he not hate her? She was unforgivable. Cruci- she remembered speaking, moments before he lashed her skin apart, in self defense, the scars she carried still now. Soft little Potter, who did not want to harm anyone, yet she tried to harm him. Unforgivable. She deserved the pain. She deserved more, and more, and more, until her mind … Her legs trembled with the same sensation of frayed nerves. Those mostly came at night, when she tried to sleep. She would not sleep again tonight because of them.

Out of breath, she coughed for a moment, but covered her mouth. Her lips felt dry. She deserved the pain, even Hermione said so, after she saw Harry’s limp body … Dracaena heaved, unable to think. After his body dropped from Hagrid’s arm. Voldemort thanked Dracaena for her help to kill him, and that made everyone hate her, more than they did before. She deserved it. She did.

Other moments she spent with him were muddled in her mind. “I’m sorry, I don’t even remember you Harry. I don’t even … your stupid pretty face,” she sobbed in silence, so as to not rouse her mother sleeping beside her. She was growing frail in her age, and after losing her husband, she did not have anything else left. Having not eaten for the second night, her mother slept in silence. Dracaena did not want to raise her without cause.

She could not finish what she wanted to say. Voldemort had taken him from her, from Hermione, from Ron, from Ginny, the simple girl who deserved his love. And her frayed mind took the moments she spent with him, hating each other, bounded by petty blood purity of their houses. Was it a curse or a boon? She did not know. How many years had it been since that day? The day good lost to evil? Six? Seven? She did not remember well. She did not want to.

Dracaena rummaged through her mother’s satchel to find some water. She pursed her warm lips over the metal canteen, and drank some. In the satchel, she found her old robes. The green ones, she got in her first year. The day she met Harry. The soft fabric slipped through her wavering fingers. “He was so small back then, I was taller than him,” Dracaena flushed reminiscing meeting him at Madam Malkin’s. “Hagrid was there to keep him company. I remember watching from afar. The ice cream in his hands looked as big as his stupid little face. He was so small.” Soon, the happy memory turned to pain, again.

If she was to die, she would at least want to see his face once more. To ask a blessing from fate herself to speak to him again, “Maybe we could be friends in another life? Maybe I could be brave for you, as you were for everyone else? Maybe,” she sighed, and looked towards the horizon beyond the city’s skyline. The darkness was fading. “Maybe, I just want to see you again, Harry. I want to say sorry, then leave.”

Dracaena felt afraid of how she accepted her own death. Few years ago it hurt to think about it, but now?. How it did not make her sad anymore? The thought of leaving her mother alone haunted her, but it was less painful than living. Her health would never improve. Her tremors would never cease, or let her live in peace. Her mother would cry every day seeing her daughter suffer. Such was her fate, bound by her sins, bound by fate. The least she could do, is end it, and not make her mother cry more than necessary. Maybe she would be heartbroken for a day when she heard of her. Maybe a week, month, or year, but that’s okay. Dracaena won’t be a burden on her mother anymore. That made her smile, and weep.

Dracaena wiped her tears away on her sleeve. The rough fabric stung her eyes, and face, but would keep her warm in the coming winter. She wiped her nose, so as to not ruin her dress with snot. A lady must be prim, her mother taught her. Not that it mattered. She would cry again, mourning him, Professor Dumbledore, Professor Snape, … her father. But she knew she would mourn him the most – The boy who lived, and died because of her.

Oh how much she hated his guts, his messy hair, and smile. How much she hated that he was brave, and she was a coward. She let the world down, she let him down, when he needed her the most.

When she was little she could hate him as much as she wanted, because he hated her too. Now, hating him took all she had. “Fucking Potter,” she wiped her nose with her quivering arms. “Why did you leave us alone? I don’t want to hate you if you won’t feel the same. I hate you so much it hurts.” She clutched her chest, “Just come back, and say you hate me too.”

She watched the few flakes of snow drift in the night’s currents, and let the silence of the dying hour wash over her. The silence helped her sometimes forget herself, and what Cruciatis did to her.

For a moment, the tremors stopped in her legs. A new dawn was rising. She would see him once more, before she left the world. She found a resolve within herself. Even if it took her years to journey to Godric’s Hollow, where he was laid to rest, she would see it done.

Then end her pain, and lay beside him, for eternity. Maybe in next life they’d be parents, siblings, friends, or lovers.

Anything other than what she was to him now.

A coward.




The Sword of Hope

Dew shimmered in the dawn’s early sun. Men swept through the streets in droves, towards the coal mines in the East. They walked hunched over, with their gear strapped to their back, and eyes on the frost covered trail ahead. Few of the men stopped at food carts for breakfast. Fewer shops opened for them. Most were empty. Most miners did not have enough money to pay for food, and those who did, only paid for coffee, biscuits, maybe some eggs, and toast.

The wretched Death Eaters were often not visible this early in the day. So it was fairly safe for most. Dracaena could finish her chores without drawing unwanted attention.

She peered at one of the ladies who ran such a shop – A widow in her early fifties, who was kind to Dracaena, maybe more than she deserved kindness. Out of courtesy, Dracaena lent her a warm smile, “Good Morn’ lady Myriam,” she said as she walked by. The lady smiled back, “Good Morning, Miss Nia, Please come by sometime, I have the Nettle tea that eases your tremors. Did you sleep well?” She skimped over to her window, wiping her hands on her white apron, and leaned out. Sun kissed her peppered hair, and lines on her cheeks. Her blue frock matched the one that Dracaena wore for the last year, or so. Lady Myriam had gifted it to her. One of her old dresses that faded over time, and work.

“I couldn’t sleep much. Maybe in a sour mood, I fear.”

“Why, that’s terrible, Nia. I haven’t seen you for many days. Please come once in a while; this bored lady needs some company,” she said, as she poured out coffee to one of her customers sitting near her window. “My cousin, you know the one who came one day crying that her wedding was delayed, has a numbing oil that might help soothe your pain. She won’t charge you a penny.”

“Alas, maybe later?” Dracaena smiled back, with flushed cheeks, turmoil rising in her chest. She could not take advantage of her kindness. When she and her mother had nowhere to go, and nothing to eat, Lady Myriam gave them bread and soup for many days. One day she spoke to her nephew, “I can not feed them forever.” Dracaena was close enough to hear. They left that very day.

The thought made her flare with shame, a lady of House Black, and one of Malfoy, living on the scraps of others, was an insult to their name. But they had nowhere to go, and she was grateful for everything Lady Myriam did for them. Not visiting her often seemed cruel, but that was necessary to keep her pride. The least Dracaena could do, was to not be a burden to lady Myriam anymore. She would not bother the kind lady, who herself was poor. It was not right.

Dracaena would earn some money to keep her mother safe, then leave on her journey. “I will get a job,” she beamed.

“Best of luck, darling!” Myriam waved.

—

After thirty rejections in one morning, her heart was crushed. No one wanted to hire her. A kind old man asked her if she could serve tea, thinking a young girl’s face would bring more customers. Unfortunately, she spilled scalding hot tea on his bald head, as she tripped near his table.

“I’m sorry,” she pleaded, “My hands … legs … they shake. I didn’t mean to do this.”

“Out! Get the hell out of my shop!” the old man bellowed, and she left, tears welling in her grey eyes. Another bruise on her pride.

A street dog tried to chase her, but she threatened that she was hungry enough to roast and eat it. So it ran off. Her stomach grumbled. The rising sun made her nauseous. “Stupid Nia, I could have eaten that dog, if I didn’t threaten it off!” she cursed under her breath. She and her mother had not eaten for two days. She tried hunting squirrels, the day before, but they ran off. Hunting pigeons didn’t fare as well. The one she caught, seemed to be a carrier, while she was reading the message tied to its leg, it pecked her, and flew off.

“Mass outbreak at Detention Center - 75. Increase patrols for escaped convicts. Execute Nivan and his fat …” and the rest was erased by the rain.

“More annoying Death Eaters … great.”

With no other hope, she went to the dumpsters at the center of the city. This early in the day, local merchants and houses would dump their scraps. While it might seem horrid to most, it was a last hope that might save her some dignity. So she did not have to beg others anymore, or be a burden upon them. Stealing was improper, but scavenging? Not so much.

There was a half eaten green apple, some left over pieces of cabbages, some pieces of potatoes that were too dark to be proper for inns. She could wash them, to get rid of any mold. It could be supper for tonight. The odour was not too bad as she feared. At least they won’t sleep hungry. So it didn’t matter.

An obese cat jumped over her side, and dove towards a piece of fried chicken, half gnawed by someone else. “Shoo! Fatty!” she hissed, at the blur of orange. “You look like you’ll survive the winter without eating anything. You don’t need to eat more. Shoo! Shoo! Away with you!”

“Excuse me?” a growling voice asked.

Dracaena looked around. No one else was there, except for her, and the obese orange cat. The alleyway was dark and away from the busy streets, so she could find what she needed in peace, without any prying eyes to judge her. She was hearing things that weren’t there. So she ignored it. Harry said this kind of things were normal, when one was hungry. The mind played tricks. You see lights. Listen voices. When the Durselys had left him alone at home for a week, without any food except for dog kibble, Harry had also heard such visions. If Harry could survive on Bully Maxx – The expert’s choice for bulldogs, she could survive on these perfectly good, half eaten apples and such.

“Yeah, right here. Don’t mess with me. I’m from the streets, you hear?” the voice said again, as the morbidly obese cat jumped on the dumpster’s edge, and licked his paws as he looked into her eyes, “Excuse me bitch? Answer, before I slice your face some more, until you ain’t so pretty like, no more,” the cat growled.

Dracaena whelped in fright. “Ummm … you are speaking?” she asked, pointing her finger to his chest. His matted orange fur felt rough to her touch. Few spots seemed sickly wet, likely from things in the dustbin. No doubt he smelled as he looked. Revolting.

“Yes, yes,” the cat tried to walk along the edge of the dumpster, as if with an air of elegance, but trembled and fell. Moments later as if nothing happened, he climbed back up again, and continued, “As you can see, I’m an intelligent being. And I was offended by your insults.”

Dracaena rubbed her eyes to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. When the cat didn’t disappear, it dawned to her, she lived in a messed up world. Of course there would be talking cats. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I didn’t mean to insult you. I would like to formally ask for your forgiveness, Sir?” she bowed her head.

“Hmmm …”, the cat seemed pensive. “Very well, I suppose mistakes can happen, and no insult was intended.” He licked his paw again, “I am Sir Fluffington Black, The Fourth, of the Godric’s Hollow. But you may call me Sir Fluff, if you are also from the streets. And you are?”

“Oh. Nice to meet you, Sir Fluff,” Dracaena bowed again, “I’m Nia. I have no family name to call of my own. My father … he’s no more with us.”

“Hmmm, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you.”

A few moments of silence passed between them. Dracaena unsure of what to say. A talking cat. “Don’t mind me, if this is an intrusive question. But Sir, are you a wizard, perhaps? I have never seen talking cats.”

“It is an intrusive question,” Sir Fluff spoke, “But it does not mind me. I’m not a wizard. Or a spy. I’m just a humble house pet, wishing to return to my master’s abode.” He then hissed, “Even though master’s crotch spawn grabs my tail, and such.”

Dracaena didn’t want to believe, but a wizard with magic wouldn’t be eating chicken from dumpsters, so maybe Sir Fluff wasn’t lying.

“Are you looking for food in the dumpster?” Sir Fluff asked, as he devoured his piece of day old chicken, and licked the sinew off the bone, “That is a very sad sight to see. It does not suit a young lady such as yourself.”

Look who is talking, Dracaena thought. “My mother and I haven’t eaten for two days, Sir,” she managed to say humbly, “I tried to earn an honest day’s living, but no one would hire me. I tried to hunt, but the animals were swifter than me, I fear.” Her shoulders slumped.

“Yes, yes,” Sir Fluff said, as he crunched his bones, “Unemployment is at an all time high. After the incident at Hogwarts, generations of social norms among wizard folk, were torn asunder. Countless families out of jobs. Even the Muggles are struggling under the new regime, I believe. It is indeed very sad to see.”

Dracaena nodded. That was indeed true. Maybe she misjudged Sir Fluffington. He did seem a smart and respectful fellow.

“Now,” Sir Fluff leapt to the ground, and walked towards her. “I would not want such a respectful lady such as yourself, to be eating such morsels. Maybe I can help?”

“How?”

“I can take you to my master. He’s a wizard of Gryffindor. He is also a friend of Ron Weasley, the one who escaped from Azkaban, and now seeks blood vengeance against You know who.”

Nia’s heart fluttered.

This is a trap.

—

This is a trap. This is a trap. In Merlin’s name, this has to be a trap, she cursed. The walk south had taken nearly half an hour, now that few Death Eaters roamed the street, she had to be careful. Once in a while they threatened the common folk, and what not. No one really paid a look to a filthy looking girl like her, so she did not face much trouble. No one expected a pure blood princess to be wearing hand me dow- … gifted clothes. No one expected her to look less than a beggar. If anything, most Death Eaters seemed to avoid her, whenever she passed near them. As if she was less than filth.

As she waited in the smoldering noon sun, for the obese cat, and his master, her head hurt more and more. Sound of running water beyond the corner street. Few sprays made rainbows. As Dracaena walked over, she saw someone washing their horse driven carriage. When they left for a moment, Dracaena looked around to see if anyone watched her. The horse neighed as she approached. She let out her hand for the horse to smell, “Shhh … I would give you an apple, but I only have a half. Sorry.” The horse didn’t seem to mind her.

Crouched below, she drank from the pipe, and found her headache disappear slowly. She washed the apple and scraps she found before. They are not that bad, she thought. Just a day old. Nothing that would make us sick, if we boil them well.

She waited and waited. Sir Fluff was honest enough to say that he had gout, and was unable to run very fast, so it would take him and his master some time to return. Nothing better to do, Dracaena set on a side wall. Her legs dangling free from it. A cherry tree sheltered her from the sun. Half an hour had passed, and still no sight of the fat cat. She didn’t know what to think. Her thoughts returned to what Sir Fluff had said. Ron? He is still alive? tears welled up in her eyes. Many had said that Ron was dead. She had mourned him for weeks. A part of her didn’t want to believe the cat, but what else was she to do? Believe that Voldemort won? But, he did win, a sigh of sadness enveloped her.

“Meow, I mean, hello,” said the cat. He carried a basket in his mouth. “Here is what I promised. Enough to feed you and your dearest mother, for few days.”

What does he want? Is the food poisoned? Hexed? she hesitated, before taking the basket in her arms. It felt warm in her hand, and a sweet smell lingered in the air. The cat jumped beside her, and sat down on the side wall. He looked cleaner than before. Didn’t smell revolting, either. “Thank you, Sir, You look lovely,” said Dracaena. “Why were you gone for so long?”

Sir Fluff shook his little head. “Thank you, Miss Nia, but I don’t feel nice. My master is cruel. After I returned with news, he almost vomited his breakfast, saying I smelled like a dead Racoon’s ass. Then,” Sir Fluff hissed, “Then, he lathered me in some evil foamy concoction, and drowned me in cold water.”

“Oh, like a foamy bath?”

“Yes,” he nodded.

Dracaena was worried. “I’m sorry, but he doesn’t seem cruel to me. Harsh, maybe. Could you please speak about Mr. Ron Weasley? He and Mr. Potter were my hero, when I was a little girl,” The cat didn’t need to know what was truth and lie. “I miss him dearly.”

“He also chided me,” Sir Fluff said, “for speaking on things that don’t concern to Miss Nia, and might be a danger to her. Please forgive me and accept the food I bring as penitence. Also forget about the things I said as they only bring misfortune to others.”

“I implore you, Sir Fluff, could you please speak of your Master, or Ron Weasley?” Dracaena asked, her heart beating faster and faster. “As you see the darkness has won, and our people lose conviction to stand against tyranny. Now of all times, they need hope. Ron could be that hope.”

“I can not. Sorry that I even mentioned them at first. Death Eaters will be swarming the city. Please leave. Or hide.”

He stood up and walked away, swaying his tail.

—

“You have to demand what you want, Nia.” Narcissa’s sweet voice spoke lowly to her. She ate some bread Sir Fluff had shared. “You should not have let the cat leave. Your father had many faults, but he knew what he wanted, and he strived for it.”

“I know,” Dracaena grumbled. Narcissa reached out her arm, with a spoon full of the stew, placing it near Dracaena’s lips. She swallowed it. It was late evening, and like yesterday, it rained for some time. It would snow later at night as the cold winds blow North. She had no shower like before, so the rain water she collected, seemed enough for her to bathe, and clean her dresses. Narcissa had collected some firewood in the day, to keep warm as they slept. Her mother had combed and tied her hair in a loose braid.

She felt warm, as the fire cooked their stew. Pieces of ham boiled in the water, with the scraps she had found in the morning. Sir Fluff was kind enough to give her the ham, some sausage, rolls of bread, potatoes, jam, spices, and salt. They could survive for few more days, a week, if they stretched the rations thin. Dracaena stared at the flickering flames.

I can not live forever on handouts of others. I need a job, She sighed, thinking what she should’ve done before. “I know mom. I should have followed the cat, until we found his master. Until I knew more about Ron, and Hermoine. I haven’t seen them in years,” she smiled with effort, “I wonder if they even think about me.” No, that was what she must do. She had to make decisions in her life. She had to take her life in her own hands. Live her last days as she wanted.

“Do you think Ron is alive?” Narcissa asked. “He seemed like a good boy. Little spirited, but good nonetheless. I wish he is well. But after all that happened between our families, maybe he won’t care for our well wishes.”

“He won’t, mom. Even if he remembers us, he would hates us. Rightfully, so.”

Dracaena lowered her gaze.

—

“Wait a moment Master,” Sir Fluff gasped, as he walked along the walls, that sprawled beside the street, “Let me catch my breath. Perhaps eat a scrumptious treat or two.”

“Walking is good for you, Fluff. Keep up,” said a man in ochre trousers, and white cotton shirt. Even though he was in his mid thirties, he looked older. Light brown in tone, his face look weathered by age, yet elegant in a wise manner. His short dark hair wilted with sweat. “The wretched things are not far behind us.”

“Master, I’m not asking for myself. I’m asking for you to stop. Walking straight into the den of vipers, is nothing but suicide.” Sir Fluff jumped over a gate, instead of walking over its thin metal edge. “Master Ron would be disappointed in you, to say the least, Master Nivan.”

“Ron would tell me to burn the Death Eaters alive, in their own den,” Nivan corrected.

“When he is with you! NOT ALONE!”

“Alone, if necessary,” Nivan ran for cover behind a telephone booth, the lights dimmed around the street, as his wand flickered a spell, “Obscuro Caelum”. Sir Fluff heaved and huffed as he ran up to him. “Stay in the shadows,” Nivan commanded.

“Translyre,” he whispered beneath his breath, and flicked his wand towards the end of the road. Seven or so Death Eaters gathered round, kicking a muggleborn witch. In a blur he crossed the gap.

“You see this piece of shit?” one of the Death Eaters pointed to the bloody and beaten woman, barely over her twenties. “She hid that dog Renesar, and his whore wife. Hid their filthy spawn too. Thought she could escape the law,” he laughed, so did his allies. “Well, this is what she gets,” He grabbed the woman by her hair, and dragged her toward a street lamp, to see her face. In the light, it seemed she was unconscious. Hopefully not dead. She would be soon, if left in this state. “Pretty one, ain’t she?”

“Every lass is pretty to you, boss,” grumbled one of his lackeys. Another chimed in, “Yeah, Hartol even said, that old wrinkly cunt in Hogsmeade we strung up, was pretty or something.”

“Well that’s because I respect women, and see beauty in all women,” said Hartol with a bow. “It’s just these mudbloods that I can’t stand. Men, women, or otherwise.” He kicked the woman’s chest. She heaved in agony. Still unconscious.

Laughter like hyenas echoed through the night.

“Let’s pretty her up some more, then boss,” said the underling, “Put her face on the curb.”

“You’re a sick fuck Ferdanan,” grinned Hartol, “I like it. Imperator Dolores, will receive glowing words from me, about you. Expect a raise.”

The underling flushed with joy, he brought down his hat to his chest, “I’m your man, boss. I’m your man.”

Hartol nodded, and dragged the woman’s face toward the street’s curve. “I needed some more answers from you, sweetheart. But I guess, you can answer without a few teeth, or a jaw, when you wake up.”

Anger burned within Nivan, “Confringo.”

He thought that would be enough, Hartol would be blown into smithereens, but he sidestepped away. The spell hit the underling that was happy for a promotion, and ripped him in pieces. Two other Death Eaters that laughed beside him, burned in fire. The explosion rattled the rest. “Damn it,” whispered Nivan.

“Translyre,” Nivan whispered again, and dashed towards their left flank. Spells darted towards him, or where he was aiming to dash. The tea shop behind which he was planning to hide behind, exploded in fire. “Stupefy!” Nivan cursed, as he tried to hit Hartol again. He was nowhere to be seen. Neither was the wounded woman, “Damn it!”

One Death Eaters appareted away, black smoke ripping through the moonlit sky, Going to bring Reinforcements? Or flank me? “Damn it! Damn it! Damn it to hell!” Nivan struggled to breathe.

“Hey there stranger,” Hartol spoke behind cover, “Nice of you to drop by, but you are rude. Almost killed me. Killed one of my boys, or more. It’s hard to find sick motherfuckers like them, you know?”

Hartol waited for a moment, expecting an answer, but Nivan didn’t utter a word. “Are you perhaps looking to save this mudblood whore?” Hartol asked, “I was going to kill her with mercy, but seeing how you hurt my boys, I’m going to have to gift her as a playdoll, to the others. That’s the only way a broken heart can be healed, you know. Those boys were good. And the others need someone to vent their sadness. We are all human, after all.”

Nivan didn’t respond. Anything he said could give this scum more power over him. Hostages often come across more danger and harm, if those who wish to harm them, know how much desperately you want to save them, Professor McGonagall had said once, when he met her in the war torn valleys of Afganisthan. Said she learned it while dealing with the Mujahideen. Silence was prudent here. Less to speak. Less to lose.

“Not in the mood to speak? That’s okay, I just wanted to keep you busy for a moment.”

“What?” Nivan asked, then a kick rattled his head.

The world went dark.

—

“Break his arm,” said the looming figure standing above the groaning man dressed in a white shirt. The silent underling did as asked. A sickening crunch drifted through the air. “Huh? No scream? Man, you morons should not be knocking these filth unconscious.” He punched his underling on his face. “HOW maNY TIMES DO I HAVE TO TELL YOU THIS?”

“Sorry boss,” the underling croaked. “We thought he ‘as gonna kill ya, so we’z kicked his fookin’ head in real good. Next timez we’z keep them awake for the fun bits. Promize.”

“See? That wasn’t hard? I see a promising future for you.”

Dracaena felt sick, as she hid in the shadows of an apple tree. Smell of flowers hung in the air. Sir Fluff looked sick too.

“Master is in danger, please help,” he had said, when he came to find her, and lead her this way. “Miss Nia, please,” he asked again. His paws rested on her shoulder.

Dracaena avoided his eyes. She could not bear to look. Waves of shame waxed and wayned inside her. “What do you expect me to do? I’m a coward. I have a wand, I know magic, I know spells, but I can not use them, because my hands betray me.” She tried to ignore the man’s groans, but that wasn’t possible.

The man would suffer and die, because she was weak.

“You can help carry him away,” Sir Fluff spoke, “I will create a distraction, a good one, to make them think more wizards are coming to kill them. Even a coward could do this. Isn’t so?”

She nodded, “Even a coward could do this.”

“Miss Nia, please say Yes, or No, if you agree to this plan,” Sir Fluff spoke, without any sense of warmth he radiated before.

“Yes, I will help.”

“Good.”

Dracaena had spent years calling Harry an annoying fool, for rushing into danger. She would never understand his heart, but standing here facing the dark, she saw some of it within herself. Harry had nothing left to lose, except those he cared about. She had no one else to care about, except those she lost.

Instead of the usual dread she felt something uncertain. “I’m becoming like that thick headed, four eyed, pig,” she sighed. “Aren’t I?” She ran towards the man, as a large explosion sounded in the next street over. The Death Eaters fell for the bait, and appareted towards the distraction.

She heaved the man lying in his own blood. He was thin, but she was weak. She was unable to carry him upwards. With no resort left, she dragged him along the ground. A mangled root caught her leg, and she tripped over. Her mouth tasted of grass. “No, no. I can’t do this.” Her leg hurt like the night before. Spasms that made her wobble in her walk, and slowed her down.

“Can’t do what?” a voice asked, the same Death Eater who lead their group, the one who ordered the man’s arm to be broken. “Look at this! One after another new toys come for me to play with, and break.” his sinister smirk looked down upon Dracaena. He kicked her chest. She screamed, when she could breathe again.

“Oh wow!” Hartol smirked, “This one makes sensual noises.”

He kicked her again. Tears welled in her eyes. When she tried to stand up, he stomped on her hands. Steel boots on her frail fingers made her welp like a child.

“Such beautiful noises. I think, I’ll keep this one.”

He bent down towards her face, kissing her lips. Resentment engulfed Dracaena. Years of rage lashed out in a moment, without second thought.

She bit his lips, carving out his flesh. He screamed. She tasted blood, then she bit again, his nose, she could not bite through it all. She bit again, his cheek, and ripped apart a huge chunk. It did not want to come off at first, as she was too weak. She pushed him off and his weight did the rest. He screamed in terror. His elbow hit her temple, and she fell. The world went dark for a moment, or three.

She closed her eyes, expecting her end – but instead, her hand met cold silver, heavy unlike anything else.

Weight that appeared out of nowhere in her right hand.

Her trembling fingers gripped a cross guard, encrusted in blood-red rubies, that caught the dying light of the night. Dracaena did not let her frayed mind doubt herself. With a thrust, she pierced the blade through the Death Eater’s chest. His ribs stopped it midway. Untainted goblin silver bathed in red, and dripped to her palms. She felt weak, abused, sick, but not regret. With another push, the blade bit through his ribs. Soft crunch of broken bones quivered through the metal edge, through her fingers, and into her arms. Did she pierce his heart? She did not know.

She pierced again, and again, and again, and felt the edge bite bone. A twist of her wrist turned the blade to follow his ribs, and twisted again, until it only bit flesh, then she pulled. The edge slashed through his lung, and met cold air. A horror in his gaze met her own grey eyes.

He tried to apparate away. The tides ripped him apart. A deafening scream echoed through the night. Viscera rained. Dracaena, daughter of house Malfoy, bathed in blood and gore.

“Avada Keda-” the other Death Eater whispered, eyes cindering with fright, for what he witnessed. A moment too late. Dracaena’s blade grazed his fingers. Few fell. She did not hear him scream like the other. With another slash, her blade bit through his throat, and a mute gasp bubbled out. Blood sprayed on to the white snow.

Unable to breathe, unable to scream, he kneeled.

Light in his eyes faded away.

Silence fell.




The Avenging Son

“Anastasia Morozova?” yelled the plump cheeked woman.

“Ye, … Yes,” said Anastasia, as she struggled to close her binder of evidence, that she memorized again and again before her meeting. It was an important day. Nothing would go wrong, she hoped. In her hurry, few pages fell off her clumsy hands, and drifted to the ground, one stuck behind her metal bench. She tried to get it out but her arm would not reach.

“ANASTASIA MOROZOVA?!” yelled the woman again. Peeking over the looking glass that separated her from the lobby. The woman searched with her beady eyes, but could not seem to find her, as Anastasia was stuck halfway beneath her bench, as she tried to retrieve her lost papers.

She struggled to get them back. Those she held in her hands could not be organized neatly in her binder within time. Frustrated and expecting the annoyance of the woman waiting on her, she crumpled up the pages, and stuffed them in her hand bag. Heads turned to look at her, but she closed her eyes and pretend they weren’t there. It would be less embarrassing if she didn’t have to look. Probably.

“Are you here for the 9:15 PM meeting with Secretary of State for Defense, Norman Smith?” the woman asked sternly, without reacting to how much of a mess Anastasia looked like. Her black hair disheveled by her ordeal, her glasses sat crooked on her nose. One strand of hair tried to prick her eye. The woman behind the counter however neither looked judgemental, nor domineering. For what it’s worth, she had the look and sound of apathy that only a Gov. employee could muster, after a lifetime of dealing with klutzes like herself.

Anastasia welcomed the woman’s indifference, if only because they could pretend that she was a powerful confident woman, and didn’t easily fluster under pressure, and didn’t make a spectacle out of herself just moments before. Anastasia’s ears flushed red. She let the thought pass over her. After all, a strong will would be required from her, if she wants to save Britain from the wizards and witches that lived among them. She did not even know of their existence few months ago, but now that she knew the truth, she could see them everywhere, walking among them, wearing those obnoxious robes and hats, smelling like wet rats. Mr. Vernon Dursley had always said, “Can never trust no one who’s not a normal human.” He was her mentor when she interned at his company as a saleswoman during college. He was a jolly nice fellow, but had somewhat of a wild temper when someone in the office tried to do a magic trick with cards and what not. He seemed little eccentric, but not a bad person.

Oh how he right was about these demonic witches, Anastasia thought. Father Ivan had always warned of how there was only one God, who was the supreme being. Thus witches and rest who claimed power, were spawns of Satan. Maybe Mr. Dursley was also like him, little eccentric and superstitious, but right about these things. She would need to send a present to the Dursleys for opening her eyes, she reminded herself. The world needed more salt of the earth folks like them. Not those pesky little wizard scum. She shuddered at the thought.

They were a danger to humanity, she told herself as she waited on the woman to finish her work. Most of them didn’t look harmful, but if they were behind the terrorist attacks that were spreading across Britain, and Europe, their appearance didn’t matter, only their intentions. She didn’t know what to think. After all the public at large never learned of such things. It could cause a national crisis, so the truth was hidden. It was for the greater good, she told herself thousand times. It was for the best.

“Yes, Mam. You asked for me?” Anastasia tried to smile, as she grew impatient as the woman didn’t do anything else except stamp papers, and scribble things. Anastasia coughed, “Mam, you asked for me?” Her thin black rimmed glasses trembled on her nose as she nervously tried to set them straight. Her face tried to decide whether to smile, or be serious, and professional, like a confident woman is supposed to be.

The woman behind the counter did not answer. “Beatrice is it?” Anastasia squinted at the woman’s faded name-tag that had turned a ghoulish yellow from its original white, making it difficult to read anything scribbled on it. “Thanks for being patient with me.”

“Umm, hmm. Sign here, and go that way,” the woman pushed a pad in front of her, and pointed to her left, without looking up at Anastasia. She did as told, to avoid anymore incidents, on her first day of work.

Damn it, she would not let her chance go to waste.

Nothing would go wrong, she hoped.

–

What an absolute ass! Anastasia thought, as she sat for hours without anyone even inviting her to her meeting. Secretary of Defense, Norman Smith, seemed to be one of those men who invited people to meet, but made them wait eternity. As if that proved how high and mighty they were, compared to the rest of the people. She sat outside his office yet for hours he was speaking with other people inside. Few men and women came and went, none of them paid any attention to her, as if she did not even exist. She looked at his smug photo that hung on the wall, an election poster, that read, “Vote Conservative. Vote for someone who cares.” She voted for them. Another regret in life.

It was a horrible day to wear her Royal Navy blue skirt, with her silk white shirt. The rough fabric of the chair she sat on, rubbed against her legs, and itched something raw. The red dye and lint of the chair smudged against her white shirt. She thought she would look cute for her first day, but now she suffered for it. “I get it Beatrice. I get how this place sucked out your soul,” she straightened her leg, to prevent cramps.

It was quarter past eleven, but even then she was not invited in. Anastasia crossed her hands and felt offended. “If they would be busy until this time, maybe just invite me when they were done, and not make me suffer for hours?” She could not take it anymore, and bit her nails. “I’m losing my mind. Ugghhhh!”

Some people were shouting behind the door, and suddenly it opened, “Yeah fuck you too, prick,” said a man walking out of the door. “What the burning hell do you think you’d do, if it was your life on the line, and not one of my men?”

Anastasia didn’t see him at first, so her heart jolted thousand miles, thinking someone was scolding her. She did not handle those well. There would be crying. Thankfully no one was scolding her. It was just a tall guy with fiery red hair, who was quarrelling against someone inside the room.

“Yeah, I said fuck you Norman, and your piece of shit political career. I’m not trusting a single word that worthless bitch Umbridge says,” the man slammed the door shut, and walked around the hall, as if he would kill someone who spoke to him the wrong way. Then he went back and opened the door again, to shout out the rest, “And by Merlin’s beard, you are a son of a thrice sold whore for believing anything she says, by the way. You, Grieves, and that blonde git will regret this. I hope you cowards choke on slugs!” Then he shut the door again, with a larger thud.

Anastasia felt small and silent as a Church mouse.

He had not seen her yet, it seemed. He paced around the hall with his hands on his head. He wore the tactical gear of a Special Operation operative, cargo trousers, camouflage shirt, a Colt C8 Carbine rifle hung beside him, something Anastasia had learned to fire while training in Signal Intelligence. Most of his gear and wear were darker in color, night pattern camo, but unlike others he wore a black canvas cloak that draped over his toned arms and shoulders, and flowed to his hip. Anastasia tried not to stare. It was improper, her mother said. Her eyes darted away. The cloak seemed covered with snow, and so did his messy hair and beard, but she had not seen any snow today. Weather was weird this year, sometimes it rained, sometimes it snowed. Global warming the experts on News had said, but something else seemed wrong, something magical.

She did not see this man enter the room, for the hours she sat there. Did Secretary Norman throw a glass of shaved ice on him? I’d be mad too, if that happened.

“Umm,” Anastasia managed to squeak.

The man turned around, and saw her for the first time. Confused, he asked, “Who are you? And why are you here until this late hour at night?” He pressed his hand to his face, a scar went through his cheek, a white line in his beard, “Let me guess, Norman asked you to meet him, then kept you waiting for hours?”

Anastasia nodded in silence, looking up towards his piercing blue eyes. A moment of silence hung in the air between them. A moment that felt too long.

The man sighed. He opened the door again, and shouted even louder than before, “Matter of fact, your grand mother probably gave discount cause she had no teeth, and kept everyone waiting, like you kept her …” he pointed at Anastasia, and she screamed inside. He would get her fired on her first day. She pushed him away, and closed the door shut. It seemed difficult to do, because he was suspiciously stronger than he looked, and resisted her push without effort.

“Blimey! What was that for?”

Anastasia bowed, “Thank you kind Sir, but I can make my own complaints. I do not need you to use vulgar language with my superiors, and get me fired from my job. I have a family to take care of, so I must be respectful of all.”

The man considered her words for a second, “Nah. You’re right, I was being a git.” He opened the door again to shout, “I take back what I said Norman,” a paper weight flew out and almost hit him on his head, but he ducked without effort, “The girl says your grandma ain’t a discounted whore, like I said she was. She says if she wants to say it she’ll say it herself. I like her. Seems strong. She is waiting to meet you for hours, you insensitive bitch.” Another water jug flew out. He closed the door in time, but most of the water splashed on her, and him.

Anastasia looked horrified but the damage was done. She would be kicked out, without ever given a chance. And now her white shirt was soaking wet. What a horrible day it turned out to be, Anastasia sighed.

“What’s your name?” the man asked, as he handed over his cloak. “I need to get you some welcome gift for joining our team of misfits.”

“Anastasia Morozova, Signal Intelligence. Nice to meet you Sir.” What’s done was done. She could not do anything worrying about it. Having no other option of changing her clothes, she took his cloak, and draped it over herself. It felt warmer than she hoped, and smelt of woods and farms. She let out her hand, out of courtesy, which he did not deserve.

“They call me Scion, that’s a code name, for missions and such,” the man shook her hand. “I think it’s pretentious and annoying nickname to be honest. Muggles make up name that sound stupid.” He shook her hand, and babbled on. “I won’t hear the end of it, if Ginny or Luna find out about it. So please never call me that except for when on missions, where we must remain anonymous.”

Anastasia made a mental note, I have to avoid this moron, if I want to keep my job.

“Should I not call you Scion? I think it sounds cool.”

“Call me Ron, Ron Weasley,” he smiled.

–

Amara was bored. There were no more bodies to vivisect. No more research to do. She had done as The Dark Lord asked, but it wretched her heart that he did not trust her enough to teach her more about why these experiments were necessary. It was annoying to hear men beg and cry. Mundane, even.

She looked at her reflection on the jars that covered the walls of her lab. Her mascara was ruined by sweat, but she did not mind the look. Her lips felt bare without color. Especially in the sterile cold light of the dimly lit room.

A severed head looked at her from the jar, with blood shot eyes. She had cut it off, and placed it there few weeks before. It was a failed experiment, yet how he survived the procedure, was worthy of note. Now, the floating head made her feel weird, as it looked at her with lifeless eyes, “Eww. Creepy,” she shuddered, as she took a metal kidney dish from her table and used the reflection to apply her lipstick. Her lips now gleamed in dark black. “I need to find Nivan, to test this shade on him soon,” she blushed. The thought also made her worry. She did love Lord Voldemort for saving her, but she loved Nivan too. Asking to choose between duty and love torn her apart.”Such conflicts are too much for a young lady’s heart,” she sighed.

Then she went back to her work. Not much was left. The pieces of the bodies were now inside their own jars, and there were no more patients in the hospital that she could harvest for research. That made her sad. She spent the rest of the evening cleaning her lab. Separating the hair and teeth for burning and pulverising, so no one can identify them. Bones and skin could be left to rot in the mines, but that seemed irresponsible. To be sure, Fiendfyre would erase them both. Unfortunately she could not use the same fire to clean her lab. That didn’t matter, as cleaning brought her joy.

Her late husband, May he rot in hell, she thought, had always insisted that women belonged in kitchen, cooking and cleaning. She didn’t mind it, as once upon a time, she loved him too. It was when she refused one day, and he was cruel, she understood that he did not love her at all. She was a witch and he was a Muggle. She was foolish to think they could live in peace. That he would not be cruel to her, as everyone else had been in her life.

One day she melted him alive in a pool of lye, as was expected. It annoyed her little bit that after all of that, she did like cleaning, like her late husband had said. It did bring her joy. She sighed.

“Maybe, I’m a clean freak, like papa always says.”

“Umm,” a voice squeaked from outside her lab.

“What is it?” she rolled her eyes.

“Sorry Lady Amara, but I think few of our boys maybe dead,” the thin balding man said as he fidgeted and refused to enter her lab. “I think Nivan was responsible for their death. One of the boys who came back to report, said he recognized him.”

“Oh,” Amara gasped, her heart fluttered for a moment, “Is Nivan dead?” One of these days he would be, and the thought hurt her little.

The man looked more uncomfortable, “No Lady Amara.” He did not want to speak. So Amara lifted her hand towards him, and whispered, “Accio.” Even without her wand, it was enough to pull him towards her, by the coat he was wearing. His neck beneath her slender white hands, she squeezed, until he squeaked like one of the mouse she liked to play with, when she became a medical researcher,

“Speak,” she whispered in his ears.

“Hartol is dead, my Lady,” he coughed and squeaked, “He was beating a mudblood whore that helped Auror Renesar’s family, and Nivan killed him, I heard.”

“Oh, serves him right, for harming a helpless woman,” she let him breathe.

“Another thing … My Lady,” the man wheezed on the ground, “Nivan’s arm was broken, so he came to the hospital looking for you, Should we kill him?”

“What?” Amara glared at him.

“I’m sorry Lady, but there was an order from Imperator Umbridge that we are to execute Nivan, because he is suspected of working with Ron Weasley. I thought you received it.”

My Nivan? Working with that filth, Ron? Working with Muggles? Never! Never! Never! Never! Never! Never! her black nails dug into his neck, drawing a line of blood.

“Umbridge is not your superior, Sniffel, it would do you well to remember this,” Amara relaxed her grip, “Regarding Nivan, he’s working for me. He is a mole that I have sent to infiltrate the Resistance against The Dark Lord,” Amara blushed, as that was a bigger lie as she had ever told. One of these days The Dark Lord will kill me, when he finds me lying. But if that kept Nivan safe, that would be worth it. She pinched the man’s cheeks, like one would pinch a child’s. She knew him from her time at Hogwarts, he was a Slytherin, few years older than her. The years were not kind to him, but he seemed loyal to The Dark Lord, so she tolerated his cowardice once in a while.

“Rea … really?” the man barked, “But he killed our boys! You don’t mean that our lives mean nothing to you, do you? My Lady?”

Amara sighed, “He had to be killed off, because they were stupid and brought attention to our operation. We now have to leave because even the Muggle filth are coming to burn this place down.” Amara lend her arm to the man, and helped him get up. “Nivan had to kill off Hartol, to make it seem like he was working for our enemies. He did us a favor.”

“How?” the man looked puzzled, “We lost good men today.”

“Once Lord Voldemort heard of this, how Hartol was terrorizing the populace, and jeopardized our mission, he would have flayed Hartol alive. Who knows? He might have also flayed me, or you,” she let the words echo until silence, “Nivan saved us from torment, He saved you.”

“Wo … Wow! Lady Amara! Maybe you’re right. You’re always ten steps ahead of our enemies, even Hartol once said.” Maybe it was the light, but Amara could swear she saw him blush. “You are smart as hecc!”

“Of course I am, silly,” she smiled. “All Ravenclaws are.”

–

Anastasia woke up to wind rushing beside her face, and her new co-workers saddled tight around her. Hum of the spinning helicopter blades had put her to sleep. The noise didn’t bother her, as she wore heavy protection over her ears. So did everyone else. Once in a while they spoke, and the communications device in her ears let her hear them clearly, without the noise that surrounded them.

The men insisted she sit in the middle, sandwiched between them all. It seemed like an inappropriate request to ask of a lady at first, but she learned few moments after lift off that they were right. She would definitely fall off, if she sat on the side. One of her buckles had come off lose, she noticed.

The men who sat around her decked in tactical gear, checked their equipment, “Had a good nap?” asked a somewhat elegant man, who wore a suit and tie, and sat across her, Secretary of Defense, Norman Smith. He looked much more worn out than his campaign poster had let her to believe. Seemed more human at least. More approachable as a fellow.

Anastasia felt flustered, she was sleeping on her job, “Sorry, Sir. I … I dozed off. Have I missed anything?”

“Nothing much important, I can tell you later.”

“Must have been a nice nap, she was drooling and all,” said the flame haired annoyance who sat beside the door. She missed him at first. No, he was sitting on the floor, his feet dangling overboard, thousands of feet of air beneath him. He clung to nothing, as if he did not care whether he lived or died.

Moron, she reminded herself. Anastasia wiped her mouth with the black cloak she wore, hoping the darkness didn’t reveal how red her ears were burning. “Here,” she said, and handed over her cloak to Ron, “I think you might need this in the rain and snow.”

Ron didn’t answer. He seemed more closed off, as he watched a picture in his hand. Not knowing what to do, she put his cloak on his shoulders. As she did, she caught a glimpse of his picture, of three kids hugging each others – Two boys, one bushy haired girl.

Dark smoke rose in the night sky. Flickers of red sparkled in the air. Several other pillars of smoke also burned in the distant.

“You didn’t have to come,” Ron spoke over the comms, “It will be dangerous, and we can’t lose you”.

For a moment Anastasia thought he was speaking to her, and it filled her with a feeling she did not understand.

“Hogwash!” Norman answered, “I can not send men to die for our war, if I myself am not at least willing to stand with them. If I die, someone else will replace me. Although they might have difficulty finding someone as handsome as me.”

“A Boggart’s ass is more handsome than you,” Ron sneered.

One of the men on her side, a tall dark skinned lad gave her a ochre jacket, “Here miss, Kevlar vest, please wear this before we land. It won’t save you from magical curses of course, but will keep you safe from shrapnel, and such. Those could often be more deadly in our experience.”

“Thank you, and you are?” she asked.

“Max,” he said, “Let us know if you feel uncomfortable following us through the landing zone. We’re on perimeter defense duty, so we won’t expect much risk, but still our Commander wants you to be safe.”

Anastasia smiled, “Commander? You mean Ron?”

Almost everyone laughed, including Secretary Norman, who was trying to clutch his stomach. Ron turned back, pointing at everyone. “Hey! Hey! I can be Commander, if I wanted to be, mate!” protested Ron. The laughter grew even louder. He crossed his arms and grumbled beneath his breath. Without speaking anymore, he turned his back towards them.

Anastasia felt a tinge of sadness for making everyone laugh at one of their own. Although Ron was slightly annoying, he was nice to her. It was Norman who lend a hand on her shoulder, “The Commander would be me, Miss Anastasia. Ron is a member of our strike force, but an outsider, a ghost that doesn’t exist, legally speaking.”

“Sorry, what?”

Norman sighed, “We are legally speaking, bound by our duty to the crown, and must follow the laws of our nation, even when dealing with these psychopathic filth that murder and maim in the name of Voldemort.”

Anastasia didn’t know who Voldemort was but she wanted to hear the rest, so she remained quiet.

“Ron,” Norman spoke with such seriousness that she didn’t observe before, “is not bound to the crown or our laws. So he can do things that we can not do, legally.”

“Like, murder and maim, those who you can not?” Anastasia asked refusing to believe it for a moment. Was it the same cheerful guy who seemed annoying and friendly than everyone else? It had to be a lie, or she was a bad judge of character like her mom said she was. “Surely, only those who deserve it, right? Not innocent people?”

“He’s our Executioner’s sword,” Max said. The laughter had died a moment before, Anastasia hadn’t noticed, and was replaced by a heavy silence, that hung in the air.

Norman nodded in silence, without answering her question, she noticed.

Nothing would go wrong, she hoped.




In the Depth of Darkness

“I’m lead scout. Fall in File formation. Clear?” asked Ron over his comms. Shadows walked beside him in the eery silence of the night. Rifles trained in different directions, they covered each other’s blind spots. Dark clouds rolled in the sky, columns of smoke rising in the distance. The air felt heavy as if thirsty for rain that was denied by the heavens. Fireflies swarmed around them, caught in the dance of the wind.

“Copy Scion. File formation,” replied one. One by one the men fell in a single line, rifles trained towards their front, and along the coal mine’s walls. Dim red bulbs flickered once in a while, casting shadows across the coal smudged carts, and equipment left by the day’s shift. Moments of darkness covered their eyes between each flicker, as if the world blinked in anticipation. Empty boxes of dynamite laid about the far end of the corridor. Broken bottles of water and alcohol collected dust. Broken pickaxes dug into the wall and were left there to rust. A snake squirmed when caught beneath Ron’s boot. It stopped a moment later. Lifeless.

“Sunray, we’re Oscar Mike, Radio silence from here on out,” replied Ron.

“May God be with you, Scion, Miss Anastasia asked to remind you,” replied Norman over the comms, static cutting through the silence, once they were done. “Happy hunting.”

God doesn’t exist, Ron patted his chest, checking if the buttons on his pockets were fastened well, if the faded picture of Harry, Hermoine, and himself could still be felt beneath his fingers. It was there, as he hoped. His cloak draped over his shoulders and arms, flickering in the wind. Still slightly wet from earlier. It smelt of flowers.

Focus. Fireflies danced around his rifle as he cleared the entry way. He turned off his unit’s comms, so Control could not hear them, “Hard target criteria applies, leave no survivors.”

Affirmations came from the men. Silence followed. Then dread.

–

Stripmined of the land’s resources, step like terraces of bare rocks rose up as far as their eyes could see in the dark. Chasms of unending darkness separated each terrace. Thin wooden planks crossed from one chasm to another. Ron and others walked over the planks of wood, careful not to fall to their death.

Ron lifted his cuffs to read the small contour map he taped to his forearm. “Umm, we might be in the central corridor. We need to search in the forgotten veins that no one has dared to visit in the last few decades,” he looked around hoping to find what they needed, “There must be a lift somewhere…”

They walked with a steady gait without hesitation that may make them falter. The cold wind of the night found its way inside through cracked rocks above them. Feeble rays of moonlight shined through. The light would soon cease to exist, as they went deeper.

“Switch to NVGs once we go dark,” Ron commanded. “I don’t want to use Lumos. Will make it easier for them to notice us.”

“Copy, NVGs on standby,” replied the men. Few switched to their Night vision to ensure it worked well. Some winced away, as the exposure of their optics adjusted to the light.

“Jackpot! Found a generator,” one of the men, Scepter, said, and pointed towards a rusted machine that laid at the corner of their platform, “Don’t know much about electric and stuff, but I reckon I can make it come alive with some spit and shine.”

Ron sighed, “See if we can use the lift, please.”

Ron waited on a knee, Scepter fiddled with some wires and cranked the generator with all his might. The sounds echoed and died in the cavern. The generator whirred up to life with a grinding groan, that rattled the wooden planks they stood on. Small bats shrieked above and around them as the arrays of lights flickered on one by one. Few strobes shined down the forgotten mining shaft – The deep hole carved into the earth that seemed unnatural. Spiders crawled over the edge. Ron moved with haste.

“Leven, stay behind to cover our exit. Setup explosives to destroy the generator, so anything can’t follow us back, alive or dead.”

Leven’s smiled with his missing front tooth, “I thought you’d never ask.”

“August, Rain, Scepter, come with me. We’ll descend first. Once we’re down, we’ll chirp back on comms. Send the rest after us.”

“What if we don’t hear from you?” asked Leven, as he placed plastic explosives near the generator’s belt assembly.

Ron thought for a moment, “What do you think? I’m not an expert in explosives. Can you collapse the whole mine?” He looked at the rusted lift that hadn’t seen use in years, “Or at least enough to crash this lift? So nothing can follow us?”

Leven wiped grime on his face, but he didn’t notice, as his face was only few shades darker than the smudged oil. “I wish I could. Not enough explosives or thermite, sorry.”

“That’s okay,” Ron sighed. “Then, in that case, if something goes wrong, leave us behind. Regroup to Control, then order an Air strike on this structure. Ask for a Flourine catalyst bomb to kill anything that lives down here. Then seismic depth charges to keep them buried forever.”

The men looked at each other for a moment, unsure of what to say, then nodded. The lift slowly whirred to life as gears turned and cobwebs crushed beneath their weight. The lights dimmed out, and the generator whirred louder as the lift demanded more electricity to run. “Don’t worry about that,” Scepter said, “The first load tends to be heavy. Will flatten out over time.”

Ron patted the man on his backplate, “Good work mate. August, switch to thermals, not NVGs. Be on the lookout for hostiles as we go dark.” August nodded and did as asked.

Five minutes, ten minutes, twenty, the lift climbed down with a slow drawl, as if there were no end to the depth and darkness of the pit. More spiders tried to crawl near Ron, but they met their end. Ron looked at the walls, signs of jagged edges ran everywhere, as if the mines were dug by primitive equipment. Once in a while, separate veins and caves opened up in different levels. Few frayed ropes drifted from each, as if warding others to not enter.

“Some say, there used to be diamonds here back in the days,” Ron toggled his rifle’s safety, “Humans … Muggles, then thought they’d become rich if they found more. So they dug and dug, hoping to find more riches. But they found something they weren’t supposed to. Or so the stories say. We don’t really know what happened here.”

Scepter punched Ron in the shoulder, “Cut it out man, not one of your wizard nonsense again. You know Rain gets afraid after hearing your stories. Hasn’t slept well after that.”

“Shut up Scepter, I like Ron … I mean Scion’s stories, the one with the noseless face that grows out of one git’s head was so scary,” Rain stuttered in a voice that seemed weak. “What happened then? What did they find?” Rain poked at Ron’s side.

He sighed, “I don’t know, Rain. That’s were the story ends, as I said before. Something happened to those who dared to come to this place. My friend Hermoine, she knows more than me in many things, but even she warned me not to come here. She said it was a malicious entity who was playing with humans. So, It could be that, or nothing.”

“Ma … Malicious?”

“Yes. Something which could transmute coal into diamonds, but to do so, it required sacrifice of human life. Humans who did not know any better, believed it, and did as it asked. But no one knows if that is true. Even Hermoine says she doesn’t believe most of this. But when I pressed her, she said one of our old Professors, Professor McGonagall had also heard of this legend, but scolded her off, and told her to stop looking into things that don’t concern her.”

“So, If this Professor said, it must be true, right?” Rain asked, looking around nervously.

“Hogwash,” Scepter spit over the railings, into the darkness below that seemed endless. “This friend of yours and this Professor, they must be mistaken. If this thing could create diamonds, why not just sell it itself?”

“Maybe it didn’t need the diamonds. Maybe what it needed was human lives and souls? Father Ivan also says demons are like that,” Rain crossed his heart. “Like you and I barter for smokes, maybe it was bartering for something it wanted.”

“Could be, We don’t know. These things, we don’t know what they could be, or if they even exist. Even someone like me barely understands how magic works.” Ron switched to thermals for a moment looking around to see if something was following them. Finding nothing, he switched back. “Sometimes there are some things that lurk in the shadows, and just love harming others, so it could also be one of those. Had one ghoul in our house long time ago. It was mostly peaceful. This … this thing Hermoine says was resentful and thirsted for misery.”

“We’ve been dropping for a long time, Can those above even hear us?” August questioned. “Scion is boring us with nursemaid’s tales, and it’s getting annoying. Rain is almost pissing his pants out of fear. Pussy.”

“I can he- you barely. Most of it sounds … static. Go easy on Rain, few of the guys up here … are also worried about what Scion is say-. They’re gonna beat him u … for not tellin … before dragging them down here,” Leven replied back, static cutting through his words. “Explosives in place, Scion. Make sure we don’t have … to leave your … ass behind. Would be a sorry time without someone to beat once in a while.”

They hit the bottom, with a loud clash. Metal on rock.

“NVGs on,” Scepter said. Ron flicked his own too, and the darkness slowly started to glow in a dim white hue. Scepter and Rain’s NVGs glowed a dull light green. August’s seemed dark. They walked through the vein of cracked rocks that seemed to be sprawled across the walls. One by one they crept through the cracks, and passed to the other side.

For half an hour they trudged between crushed rocks, that shined in their night vision. Rain whelped once in a while, almost hitting August in his face. August cursed him back.

“Shouldn’t have worked up the boy like that,” August tapped Ron’s shoulder. “Yeah he’s brave as they come, but there are some things we humans, … Muggles, don’t just understand. You get me? Shouldn’t lie to him like that.”

“I understand. If it’s any consolation, I’m scared too.” Ron pointed him towards the front, where the veins converged.

“Nonsense. You could be mad, but never scared. What could you even be scared of?”

“That the stories are true, and the thing still crawls through these broken veins of rocks bestowing wishes upon humans. Looking for its next victim, or friend. I don’t know which would be worse.”

A small hall hidden in the darkness, opened up to them, as they crawled out of the last vein. Broken lights hung from the ceiling, the wires exposed to air, singed orange and of burnt plastic. Medical equipment scattered about. Dried husks of snakes coiled beneath their feet. Skulls shattered to pieces, laid in glass jars.

August fell silent for a moment, “Like the humans who built this hall?” Smell of alcohol and rotten organs drifted through the air. The ceiling leaked water, and hastened the rot.

“Leven, do you hear us?” asked August over his comms.

There was only static.

“I haven’t said why Professor McGonagall asked my friend to stop looking into this,” whispered Ron, but it sounded almost deafening in the room’s echo.

Rain was the only one who stayed close to Ron. “Why?”

“She found out that the thing which crawled here in the darkness, didn’t actually make diamonds. It scarred the souls of humans to think that their wishes were fulfilled.”

Rain seemed more nervous. “I don’t understand.”

“Hermoine and later Nivan found out that the thing was actually imprisoned in these hills by someone long ago. It died in here, but its soul was unable to leave. It was stuck forever.”

“Oh, like the noseless freak you spoke about?”

“Somewhat. Like him, this thing also split his soul, and attached it to the humans who came here, in hopes that one day it could escape. We don’t know if it succeeded.”

“Shut up Scion, all of this is nonsense,” scolded August. “You’re just trying to scare the guys for laughs.”

“I’m not, I promise.” pleaded Ron. And that was the truth. After all he intentionally hid the thing that even scared him. The thing that lived there was most likely trying to split its soul, and escape its prison. But that was not scary. Even Voldemort had tried that with his Horcruxes.

What scared him was how even after thousands of splits, its malicious soul did not wither away to nothing. Voldemort who split his soul only a handful of times, almost died. But somehow the malicious entity survived.

Ron did not fear anything that lurked in the darkness. He was scared of something he did not understand. How could an entity survive with such a splintered soul?

What scared him was both Professor McGonagall, and Hermoine telling him, that Tom Riddle, Voldemort, had also been interested in this entity long ago.

What scared him was Nivan’s Owl few weeks ago, that read a single message, “Hi Ron, I write with sadness in my heart. Innocent people in this small town have been missing for years. First the families were grief stricken and thought they died. Then a miracle happened this last month. Those who went missing, they came back home with scars and stitches all across their bodies, speaking with a drawling lisp and afraid of water. Their bodies seemed cold to touch, as if they were a cold blooded animal.”

“All of their families were later found dead in gruesome ways. The young of their families were swallowed alive by their family members who had gone missing, and returned recently. I repeat, they were swallowed whole. How is that possible? I do not know. I cut open one of these monsters that wore human flesh, and found the partially digested child’s corpse in their stomach. I asked Amara in a moment of weakness I could not bear to sleep, and as smart and courageous she is, even she was horrified to hear of this. As you know she loves kids and we had been trying to have a kid of our own, so she was distraught about this for days. In the months I have been here, I have failed many families and only reached them when they were dead. I have been only able to save one family, Auror Renesar’s wife, and their daughter. I write this with shame, and remorse.”

“There is something dark and twisted within the coal mines in the East. That’s where this all started. Even Auror Renesar, who I had to almost kill to save his family from himself, had also tried to investigate the mines before I came to town. I fear that I know you too well, and you will not listen to what I say. So, I was hesitant to write this letter to you, but both Amara and I fear for our lives, so I didn’t want for the truth to die with us. Someone has to know, and I trust only you.”

“Voldemort is here, brother. I can not prove this, but I feel it. Do not come,” read the last line.

A solemn anger boiled within Ron. Unable to express what he felt. At first he felt as those who have lost their loved ones, anger that wanted righteous vengeance. Then a numbness drawled over him. It was not righteousness, like others had promised. It was not peace. It was not clarity. He felt hatred – Malice to harm others without remorse. It felt like the silence that snuffed out his mind, except for the will to mutilate those who deserved it. Moments later a tiredness pierced through him. Hate, ironically did not feel like anger anymore. It felt exhausting. Mundane. Yet necessary and inevitable. Owed.

May God be with you, Anastasia had said, he remembered as he could smell her floral fragrance on his cloak.

Ron let this hatred wash over him. His men needed him in ways even they didn’t know. He could not lose himself to the murderous rage he had suppressed all these years. He let the cold air breathe through his nose. The faint smell of moss, calmed him a little.

He looked at Rain, the youngest of them all, who seemed scared, but was brave enough to persist through it. He patted him on his shoulder.

“Rain, be brave, for those who need us to be.”

–

The westward wind dried the lingering tears from Dracaena’s eyelashes. The terrace of the hospital separated her from the chaos of the world below. Isolated in her peace, saddled in her blankets, she had slept for few hours. Waken up by her tremors, and dreams of his face, she found herself back in her misery, her life. No one else had seen her as she crept out of her ward, and climbed on to the roof. She would not bother to go down for few more hours. So she could try to sleep little more.

“Did you sleep well?” asked a soft voice that startled Dracaena for a moment. A lady sat on the other side of the terrace, her silk white skin glittering in the moon’s light.

Dracaena didn’t know what to say. So she remained quiet.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just worried that you were nowhere to be found.” said the lady, “What’s your name?”

“Nia,”

“Nia … Nia … Nia,”, the lady walked over to her with a puzzled look on her face, She was beautiful Dracaena thought, with features of French aristocracy, “I don’t remember any pure blood princess of that name. Your dearest mother, lovely lady by the way, seems to be Narcissa Malfoy, I recognized her from long ago. Lord Voldemort was really fond of her, well … that’s debatable, I guess.” The lady squatted down beside Dracaena’s eyes, her high heels turned in poise that Dracaena didn’t know was possible. Not with her affliction. The lady’s dark mascara and lips made her seem elegant in a toxic way. She tapped on Dracaena’s nose, “boop.”

Dracaena didn’t know what to do, her mind searched for questions, something to make sense of her, Voldemort? Mother? she gripped her blankets. “Are you here to kill me?” Nothing else mattered. If death was to come, she would not want to die afraid, and like the coward she was. “Go ahead. Try.”

The lady sighed, “Kill you? Lady Malfoy? And sadden such a pretty face? No I could not break my heart with that,” She tapped her nose again, “boop.”

“Cut it out,” Malfoy swatted her hand away, and shrunk in her blankets. She did not have the strength to fight a wizard, much less a Death Eater. So, she tried to seem strong. Even if it failed.

“Oh, Sorry, I get carried away,” the lady laughed awkwardly, and bowed in eagerness, “I’m … I don’t know. I could be a friend to you, and your family, in this time of dire need. I suppose we could start with getting you back in your bed.” She wiped away the dew that covered her hair, “You’ll catch a fever.”

Malfoy felt her patience dwindling with this woman, who looked at her, as if she was a helpless puppy, something to be pitied, a burden, “I don’t need friends of the wrong sort,” she sneered, as if she had the strength she felt lacking within her.

The lady smiled, “How truly adorable you are. So scared, yet brave.” Then she walked away, ruffling her robes, as if Dracaena wasn’t even a threat in her mind.

That felt more insulting than being treated as an enemy. Dracaena steadied up to her trembling feet and walked towards the lady. The lady walked down the stairs of the roof, and Dracaena stumbled beside her, “Don’t speak to me like that.”

“Like what?” she twirled around as if in a trance, and walked down the stairs backwards, one by one, until she was at the bottom.

“With that condescending stare, as if I need your help, your pity,” Dracaena followed with her hand on the rails. Careful not to trip.

“I have nothing else to offer, sadly.”

–

Dracaena walked though the halls of the hospital, most of which was empty. Reaching her ward seemed more tiring than she had hoped. It took her more time than she’d have liked.

“Master, Master, she’s back!” Sir Fluff ran across the window ledges, and jumped through the ward’s curtains. Dracaena followed slightly behind. The man from earlier, the one she had tried to save, sat on his bed. His broken arm in a cast.

The Death Eater lady stood beside him, with the back of her palm on his forehead, “You seem to have caught a fever, dear. I told you not to take a bath. Seasons are changing.”

The man noticed Dracaena, “You worry too much Amara, I needed a bath. There was so much blood. I felt dirty.” He nodded at Dracaena and tried to stand up, “Hi, lady Nia, Fluff tells me you saved my life. I … do not know how to thank you.”

“Whoa! You need rest!” startled Amara, as she tried to keep him from falling over.

“I’ll be okay, dear. Lady Nia,” he stumbled forward supported by Amara. “Alas our meeting could have been in better circumstances, but such is fate. I”m Nivan Mishram, this is my fiance Amara Rosier. We’re indebted and pleased to meet you.” He held out her hand.

Dracaena didn’t know what to do, or what to make of the Death Eater, and her companion. She shook his hand as to not offend him. “Rosier? Like the pureblood loyalists of You-Know-Who?”

Nivan looked embarrassed, “I suppose that bad name is well earned, but I beg you to not judge Amara by the mistakes of her family. She … she is the most kind hearted woman I know. And she wouldn’t hurt a fly.” He turned to her and kissed her on her crown.

“Is … that … so?” Dracaena’s cold grey eyes pierced through Amara, who blushed pink like her namesake, and in her arrogance, stuck her tongue out a little, as if to mock.

Amara sniffed and ran her fingers across her eyes, managing to bring out a few tears. “I’m an innocent lady. You have hurt me Lady Nia, for thinking so lowly of me,” few more tears came out, with a heaving sob, that Nivan responded with more kisses, and a warm hug. Amara blushed more, “But even then, I’m charmed to meet you.”

This bi-, Dracaena caught her thought. She wouldn’t let this woman get beneath her skin. Whatever game she was playing, she would not endanger those in the ward by confronting this woman at that moment.

“Much pleased to meet you, Lady Rosier,” Dracaena ignored her hand and kissed her cheeks lightly, as was customary in pureblood high culture, “I’m Darcaena Malfoy, heir to Lucius Malfoy, and if fate herself gives my dying body the strength I need, I hope to also be the one who rips out your filthy Dark Lord Voldemort’s soul, from his filthy snake skin face.”

Nivan looked as if he saw a ghost. Sir Fluff stopped licking his nethers, and stared at Darcaena. Her mom seemed horrified and silent.

Darcaena only shuddered in shame. Anger had gotten the best of her, and now she blushed thinking of how Amara and her Death Eater friends would be laughing at her. What utter humiliation.

“She’s so adorable, I could die,” Amara snickered and hugged Nivan until he winced in pain.

Darcaena hung her head low, her ears burning.
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