Chapter Fourteen: The Morning After

“Talking in bed ought to be easiest… 
An emblem of two people being honest.”
~ Philip Larkin: “Talking in Bed”

Harry contentedly stirred in his sleep, a haze of semi-conscious happiness surrounded him as he lay cocooned in the cosiness of his bed. He shifted slightly, suddenly aware of a warm weight entwined in his arms, breath brushing lightly across his chest. His eyes flickered open, to the blur of red beside him. Ginny. He blinked sleepily, his brain sluggishly moving, cog-by-cog. All the same, he was fairly certain that there had been no nightmare to warrant her stealing into his dormitory in the dead of night as she so often did. 

Recollections flitted through his drowsy mind, of Dumbledore’s darkened room, Ginny’s nervous face illuminated by magical starlight, her dark eyes staring lovingly into his. He smiled dreamily and hugged her closer to him, not wanting to wake her just yet. He froze suddenly as his fingers encountered the warmth of bare skin rather than her familiar crisp cotton nightdress. His eyes snapped fully open, breathing suddenly shallow. They hadn’t… had they? He frowned, noticing for the first time that their surroundings were most definitely not those of Gryffindor Tower, and his brain suddenly hurtled into fast forward. The sprites, the wedding, the chess game, and… and… oh, they had.

He felt the heat rushing into his cheeks as various images burned into his brain. He glanced down at the slumbering form beside him, fearfully wondering what she would think when she woke. She shuffled slightly towards him in her sleep, and made the little sighing, snuffling noise that always made him smile. He watched her breathing, the steady evenness of the sound lulling him into a sense of security. 

The shafts of golden early morning sunlight gleamed in through the high window, casting dappled patterns of light and shadow across the room. A small smile spread across her lips, fascinating Harry and making him yearn to kiss her. Wondering what she was dreaming of, he smoothed her hair back from her face, lifting it gently and letting it cascade onto the pillow beside her, encapsulating sparkling life in the soft rays of sun. Crimson, russet, copper, ochre, titian, a host of reds beyond name, intermingled as they tumbled silently onto the white linen. His… wife.

Unable to resist it any longer, Harry kissed her lightly on her nose, settling back to simply enjoy holding her whilst she slept. Long lashes flickered, quivering slightly, before sleepy dark brown eyes emerged beneath the lids, smiling up at him.

“Harry,” she murmured quietly, stretching through a half-stifled yawn. “What time’s it? I’ve fallen asleep again, haven’t I?”

“Not exactly,” Harry said, blushing furiously. “We’re not… er… we’re not in Gryffindor Tower.”

Her eyes widened quickly, and she propped herself up on an elbow to survey the room. She bit her lip and turned back to Harry, her cheeks flushing as she clutched the covers to her. Harry instantly felt a sweeping sensation of guilt; perhaps they had rushed into this too quickly for her. He opened his mouth to say something, but Ginny interrupted him with a mischievous giggle.

“Don’t you dare apologise!” she insisted cheerfully, making Harry do a double take. It appeared that she had developed the ability to read his mind. “Yesterday was absolutely perfect. All of it.”

“It was?” he queried uncertainly. “Gin, I… I… want everything to be right for you. You’re not just saying that, are you?”

“Don’t be silly,” she smiled, cuddling back into him. “Harry, we’re married. Tell me honestly, is there anything you’d like more?”

“No,” he admitted, kissing her and searching the loving brown eyes opposite his own. He knew it then. This was everything as it should be. He laughed suddenly, and added, “But all the same, this was a bit of a shock when I woke up this morning.”

“Just a bit,” she giggled, squirming beneath his touch as he tickled her ribs. “Stop it,” she giggled, slapping him affectionately. She ran a hand thoughtfully across his shoulder, and glanced up at him with a devilish glint in her eye. “So how long do you reckon it’ll take before we stop blushing about it all?” she asked.

“About eighty years or so,” he grinned. “You know, it’s nice not having you galloping off in a flat panic first thing in the morning. I could get used to this.”

“I wish we could,” she sighed, suddenly sounding rather wistful. Her fingers ran lightly over the scarring at the top of his arm and her face became suddenly serious. 

“Voldemort’s got a lot to answer for. All I want to do is be with you, and even that seems to be asking too much some days.”

“Ginny,” he said, feeling an aching pang inside him. “It will work out. It has to. One day we’ll get a shot at a normal life together, where we can do anything we want and not be checking over our shoulders every few seconds, waiting for the axe to fall. I don’t care what I have to do; we will have a future, you and me. I want that more than anything. Just you… and our baby.” He paused for a second as the idea suddenly sank in. “Gin,” he said, even more urgently. “You don’t think…?”

“No, I try not to think,” she teased, tousling his hair. “Anyway, Mum said that it could take months, so I don’t think we need to worry about the baby just yet.” She kissed him gently and sat up again, surveying the room before she wriggled swiftly out of bed, leaving Harry feeling quite bereft.

“Gin?” Harry reached his arm out for her again.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m ravenous,” she smiled, stretching across to kiss him. With that somewhat unromantic thought clearly uppermost in her mind, she slid into Harry’s discarded shirt, the cotton garment falling halfway to her knees. She carefully rolled the cuffs back, and shook her hair free from the neck, looking to all intents and purposes as if she belonged in it.

“Ginny!” he protested, laughing at her actions. “You can’t steal all my clothes.”

“Well, I can hardly wear my dress before I repair it, can I?” she chuckled, picking up the offending item and holding it out to him. Harry blushed. “You don’t know the strength of your own magic,” she teased, padding softly over to the door and opening it a fraction, to allow her to peer into the little lobby beyond. She gave a triumphant yell and disappeared, re-emerging a few seconds later with a steaming breakfast tray and a wide grin. She kicked the door shut with her heel.

“Success!” she crowed, carrying the tray over to him. “Are you OK with crumbs in the bed, or would you prefer a picnic by the fire?”

“Here’s fine,” Harry said, reaching for his glasses and cautiously hauling himself into a sitting position, so that nothing was spilled. “You want any tea?” Ginny nodded, and settled herself comfortably on the quilt, facing him.

Hot buttered toast was consumed in vast quantities as they chattered about everything, ranging from the magical splendour of their marriage, to the forthcoming Quidditch match against Slytherin in a couple of weeks. At length the conversation turned to what could be done to gain revenge on Ron and Hermione for the torture they’d put them through.

“Tempting as it is to charm my brother’s shoes into hopping around like frogs, the embarrassment factor’s simply not enough,” Ginny giggled, setting her teacup down on the bedside table. “I want to see the pair of them squirm.”

“I agree totally, but we’ll have to be careful not to get caught,” Harry chuckled. “Just remember, we’ve still got that detention with Snape tomorrow night, and as much as I love spending time with you, I can think of things other than disembowelling slugs that I’d prefer to be doing.”

“Oh yes?” She raised a seductive eyebrow.

“Yes,” he murmured in a lower voice, pulling her closer to him and kissing her deeply. 

“We’ve got to go back later this afternoon, and it’d be a shame not to make the most of the time we’ve got left together, wouldn’t it?”

“Most definitely,” she replied, smiling at him with her eyes twinkling in impish mischief. “I’ll just go and set the chess board up then, shall I?”

*****

The long corridor was lit by flickering candlelight, portraits beginning to nod sleepily in their frames along the oak panelled walls. Two figures stood silently, hand in hand, unable to turn back, and unwilling to move forward. Harry regarded the faded red carpet beneath his feet, and prodded the woven border restlessly with his toe before finally turning to Ginny.

“We’ve got to,” he said despondently, squeezing her hand.

“I know,” she whispered. “I know we have to, but I don’t want to. Everything’s been just so wonderful, I can’t bear it to end. ”

“Me neither,” he agreed gloomily. “But what else can we do? We’ve just got to take what we can for now.” Harry felt as if he were being torn in two as he felt her fling herself at him. He held her closely, trying to soothe her, raining gentle kisses on her forehead. This was so unfair. How were they meant to carry on as nothing had happened when all he wanted to do was yell from the rooftops that she was his wife; tell the world that she loved him? He lifted her chin, and gazed steadily into her tumultuous eyes. “I promise it’s not going to be for long. You just keep that ring safe, and I’ll put it back on your finger as soon as we can.”

“You too,” she nodded, sounding slightly shaky. She threw her hair back over her shoulders and took a steadying breath. “Right,” she said firmly. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Just one thing first,” Harry smiled, hugging her tightly once more and burying his head in her hair. “I love you Mrs Potter.”

“Oh Harry,” she whispered, her voice cracking slightly. 

“Potter, Miss Weasley.” Professor McGonagall’s authoritative tones resounded along the corridor, making them spring guiltily apart. Ginny furiously brushed her hand across her face, blinking back the tears that were threatening to fall. “You really must desist from these public displays of affection in the corridors. As prefects, I expect better of you both.”

“Sorry, Professor” Harry said, bracing himself for the lecture which was bound to follow.

“Just be thankful it wasn’t Professor Snape who caught you this time,” Professor McGonagall continued, with a flicker of a smile crossing her stern features. “There is nothing further I propose to do about the matter, on this occasion at least. However, bearing in mind your absence this weekend, I would suggest that it may be prudent to complete your homework this evening before incurring further wrath from the teaching staff.”

“I suppose so,” Ginny said quietly, collecting her bag from the floor before turning back to face the portrait of the Fat Lady in the pink dress. “Harry?”

“Coming,” Harry responded, moving to join her.

“Good to have you back,” Professor McGonagall commented with a flash of real warmth. She nodded approvingly at the pair of them and turned to head down the small passageway to her own rooms.

Harry watched the figure disappear into the distance and raised his eyebrows at Ginny, who burst into giggles.

“Are you going to stand there all day?” a voice quavered impatiently. “Password?”

“Cassiopeia,” Harry responded automatically, and with a sigh of exasperation, the Fat Lady swung open, revealing the cosiness of the Common Room beyond.

Scrambling through the portrait hole after Ginny, Harry straightened up, surveying the scene around them. It was relatively quiet for that time on a Sunday evening, and clusters of students sat scratching away at various pieces of homework, or laughing in groups over various games and conversations. A niggling fear in the back of his mind expected the room to fall silent at their appearance, hundreds of eyes staring at them, knowing every last detail of their weekend. However, as it was, no one took any notice of them, and they slunk quickly into an empty corner, well away from the general hub of activity.

“Back to normal, then,” Ginny smiled wistfully, pulling her homework out of her bag.

“Looks like it,” Harry agreed, groaning aloud when he saw what he had to do. 

“Divination,” he explained, the single word conveying the deepest abyss of horror.

“I’ll stick with History of Magic,” she giggled, unscrewing the top from her ink bottle, and dipping her quill in. “The 1492 Elvish Code of Conduct was an unmitigated failure. Discuss.”

“Bearing in mind they almost wiped out the entire Ministry of Magic in protest, I think that is a pretty fair comment,” Harry laughed, rummaging for his own quill.

“Hello!” A sudden voice made Harry almost leap out of his skin. He swung round to see Ron leaning over the back of his chair grinning mischievously down at the pair of them. “I didn’t know you were back. Good weekend, was it?”

“You could say that,” Harry responded, flushing instantly, and burying his face in his textbook in the vain hope that Ron would go away. Ron, however, sprawled comfortably across the sofa and beamed at them in such a way that Harry squirmed.

“So,” Ron said, drawing out the single syllable as long as possible. “You found where you were going all right? No getting lost and having to ask for directions?” He sniggered, and Harry felt his face beginning to glow.

“Leave it, Ron,” Ginny hissed angrily at her brother.

“Leave what?” Ron said innocently, looking around him with an air of exaggerated surprise. “I’m just enquiring after the welfare of my little sister. Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“Thank you for your concern,” Ginny said through gritted teeth. “I am delighted to inform you that everything went perfectly according to plan, unlike some people I could mention.” Harry looked up sharply, just in time to see Ron beginning to turn a deep shade of crimson. “And unless you want me to tell you all the gory details you’d really rather not hear,” she continued in a low tone, “I suggest you drop that subject, right now, Ron Weasley.”

“I-I can see you’re busy,” Ron stuttered after a few seconds silence. He regarded Ginny, then Harry and reddened further. “I think I’d better go.”

“Stay,” Harry grinned at him, and threw his copy of “Tarot and The Future” at his best friend. “Just stop being a prat about it, and help me make up some predictions for Trelawney. I’ll never get this homework done otherwise.”

“Fair enough,” Ron laughed a little before opening the volume, the furious colour staining his cheeks beginning to subside. “How about being gored to death by a stray unicorn? Lots of blood and agony in that one.”

“Perfect,” said Harry, picking up his quill.

*****

Dashing down the hallway from Charms the following day, it seemed like the events of the weekend had been merely a fantasy; a blissful mirage that evaporated as soon as he tried to touch it. Every now and then he drifted off into happy daydreams of Ginny, a particularly pleasant distraction from the dry and pointless historical facts delivered by Professor Binns. Once his heart had been lifted by a fleeting glimpse of her heading in the opposite direction with her classmates for Care of Magical Creatures, muffled against the bitter cold of the November morning, but other than that it had been the same old monotonous drudge of lessons.

He charged down the marble staircase, taking the steps three at a time in a desperate attempt to reach the Potions dungeon before Snape started his lesson. Professor Flitwick had kept him behind with the kindest of intentions, asking after Sirius, and fondly recollecting the days when he had taught him. It had been easier in the days before Sirius had been pardoned, Harry reflected, as he swung round the newel post at the foot of the stairs and skidded sideways across the marble floor, slipping slightly as he scrambled to the door leading down to the dungeons. His pounding footsteps echoed down the narrow stone passageways, sconces flickering in the draught as he passed by. A final twisting corner and he reached the classroom, noting with a sinking heart that the heavy wooden door was already firmly closed. Panting for breath, Harry grasped the heavy iron ring and twisted it. The lock clicked open, and he attempted to creep unobtrusively inside.

“So good of you to join us, Potter,” the cold and scornful tones of Professor Snape greeted him. “Are you sure it’s not too much trouble?”

“I’m sorry, but…” Harry began, but Snape cut him off.

“There’s always some excuse, isn’t there, Potter. Sit down. Ten points from Gryffindor.”

Harry slunk furiously into his seat beside Hermione, who shot him a sympathetic smile.

“We tried to tell him,” she whispered beneath her breath as Snape continued the introduction to his lesson on healing potions. Harry nodded, still inwardly seething at the treatment that had just been meted out to him in typical Snape-like fashion, yet despite his fury, he found himself strangely interested in the lesson for once. Potions like this could be very useful indeed, especially given the current environment beyond the castle walls. He listened intently and began to take notes.

The remainder of the lesson passed with predictable malice, but Harry was relieved that at least it was purely a theory lesson. Anything meaning that Snape didn’t have to blast one of his limbs away so they could see if they had brewed their potions correctly, could only be a bonus. 

“See you at dinner,” Ron commiserated, as he stuffed his things into his bag at the end of the lesson. “Hope detention’s not too horrible.”

“He’s only doing it now so we can’t have Quidditch practise tonight,” Harry grumbled bitterly about the early hour of his confinement. “I had the pitch booked and everything. Anything to give Slytherin the advantage.”

“It’s only one night, and you’re miles better than they are,” Hermione said bracingly, throwing her bag over her shoulder. She grinned at him and added, “Besides, you were asking for it, snogging Ginny in the middle of the main stairwell.”

Harry blushed, and watched them all troop out of the dungeon, nudges and sniggers emanating from the Slytherins in the group, leaving him alone in stony silence with Snape.

“Here, Potter,” Snape said brusquely, handing him a large basin of scarab beetles. “These need to be crushed into the finest powder, otherwise they are entirely useless. None of your usual slip-shod cutting of corners, or you will do them all again.”

Harry silently grasped a couple of the shiny bronze beetles, and threw them into his mortar, crushing them vigorously with the pestle, pulverising them, and grinding them to dust as if they were Snape himself. His hatred for the Potions Master knew no bounds, and Snape regarded Harry in much the same way. Several portraits around the walls watched in sympathy, and Snape tapped his long fingers impatiently on the desk, a secretive smile playing across his lips as he regarded the door.

At length a knock sounded, and the door flew open to admit a flurry of vibrantly red hair and black robes.

“Sorry,” Ginny gasped, trying to catch her breath. “I had to run all the way down here from Herbology.”

“Miss Weasley,” Snape said, gesturing to a bench on the opposite side of the dungeon. “Do take a seat.”

Ginny did as she was bid, sneaking a glance to where Harry was working and exchanging a grin. Harry felt some of his anger evaporate. Perhaps this wouldn’t be so bad after all. He knew from experience that Snape rarely supervised them during detention, preferring to retreat to his office until the various chores were complete. This could actually be some pleasant time for them, away from the bustle of the rest of the school. He emptied the powder almost cheerfully into an empty basin, and began the process again with fresh beetles.

“Dragons’ heart,” Snape said, placing the shining, slimy crimson muscle in front of Ginny. “To be diced into exactly equal sizes, no more than half an inch in any direction.”

Ginny nodded, and picked up the knife on the board, immediately settling down to work her way through the punishment. Snape watched her for a few moments, and then turned to go. He paused on the threshold to his little office, his mouth twisted into a smile. “Just one final thing,” he said, with an air of triumph. “These two potions ingredients do not react well when they come into contact, and unless you wish to be on the receiving end of some rather unpleasant and painful injuries I would advise you to stay well away from each other.” With a small chuckle he disappeared into his office, leaving Harry and Ginny staring at each other in horror.

“Great,” Harry broke the silence at last. “Just what we needed.”

“It’s one well planned detention,” Ginny admitted. “I’m impressed.”

“Impressed?” Harry echoed incredulously.

“Yes,” she giggled. “He’s actually found a way to stop us snogging, and I never thought that would be possible” Harry laughed, and shook his head at her. “Come on, Harry. Let’s just get this done and get back. Once we’ve washed all the traces of the ingredients off it won’t be a problem.”

“Yeah, I s’pose so,” he agreed reluctantly, crushing the scarab beetles with a venomous loathing once more.

All was silent for some time, as they focused on completing their tasks, until a clanking and crashing noise made Harry look up. The picture that hung on the wall beside him was that of a luxurious eighteenth salon usually containing two gossiping society witches. On this particular occasion the scene was devoid of life with the single exception of a shining silvery figure lying prostrate on the ornate rug. Harry watched in amusement as the tiny knight struggled back to his feet amidst noises that sounded exactly like Mrs Weasley emptying her saucepan cupboard. He swept his hair back from his flushed face and surveyed the dungeon before him, smiling winningly as he laid eyes on Ginny.

“My lady,” he said reverently, with a flourishing bow so low that he had difficulty in straightening out. His armour creaked and groaned as he struggled upright again. Ginny giggled, and moved over to see him.

Chapter Fifteen: Evening News 

“This day, whate'er the Fates decree,
Shall still be kept with joy by me.”
~ Jonathan Swift: “Stella’s Birthday”
The weeks seemed to fly past with unusual swiftness, and before Harry realised where he was, the anticipation was building within the castle for the Christmas holidays. Everyone appeared to be going home this year, almost without exception, seizing the opportunity to be with loved ones, fearful that this might be their last meeting. Somewhat unusually, Ginny had wanted to go back to The Burrow until New Year, but after a lot of persuasion she had finally listened to Ron and Harry and agreed to keep to their original plan. If nothing else, they all knew that it was far safer remaining within the confines of Hogwarts, especially given the recent Death Eater activity, and Harry was absolutely determined that she shouldn’t be at risk. 

As it transpired, only the four of them were remaining in Gryffindor Tower for Christmas, so Harry had nervously sought out Professor McGonagall, and to his total astonishment was actually granted permission to move into Ginny’s dormitory for the ten day holiday period. He had to admit, he was really looking forward to spending some time alone with her. This had been notoriously difficult to do of late, due to the halls thronging with overly excitable students, and various Christmas festivities. The latest craze for exploding holly erupted from every darkened corner, and as Harry discovered, even the most innocent of broom cupboards seemed to conceal unexpected surprises. 

“Finished,” Ron yelled triumphantly, interrupting Harry’s thoughts as he measured his length of parchment. “Half an inch longer than it should be as well,” he pointed out proudly to Hermione.

“Hmm,” she said, looking at it rather cynically. “The fact that your handwriting is twice as big at the end as it was at the beginning doesn’t count for anything?”

“Pure co-incidence,” he laughed. “Come on, Hermione, it’s the last essay of the term. We’re finished tomorrow, and we’re going to have some fun. There’s absolutely no way you’re spending all holiday in that library.”

“As if I would,” she smiled. “But I do have some research I want to do.”

“Don’t spoil it,” he groaned. “I thought you’d listened to me there, for once. Things were perfect, just for a split second: no library and no Yule Ball this year either.”

“We can’t have a party with You Know Who going round and killing all those people,” Hermione said rather crossly, rolling up her own parchment for Professor Binns. “Show some sensitivity, Ron.”

“Just be grateful I’m not trampling on your toes this year,” he grinned. “Whatever the reason. You were hobbling round for three whole days after the dance last year.”

“How did you cope when you had to teach him to dance in the first place, Gin?” Harry asked curiously.

“My baby sister has toes of steel,” Ron chuckled. “Mind you, she’d need them. If you think I’m bad, you want to see Percy on the dance floor.”

Harry grinned, and twisted round so he could see Ginny’s expression; his heart melted as he caught sight of her. She was curled up tightly in the large squashy armchair, her head snuggled into a cushion, and was entirely oblivious to the world around her as she slept. She looked rather pale in the candlelight, and Harry could make out the traces of dark shadows beneath her eyes belying a distinct lack of sleep. He frowned slightly, but her soft regular breathing reassured him, as did the sight of the blue book clutched tightly in her hand.

“Has she fallen asleep again?” Ron demanded, glancing over to see what was wrong.

“Stimulating reading material,” Harry chuckled, nodding at her copy of Moody’s new book, “Constant Vigilance.” 

“You can’t be surprised,” Hermione looked up from her own book. “Oh come on, Harry! You’ve been keeping her up late most nights, and she’s been getting up at the crack of dawn to finish her studying.” She lowered her voice. “You know she’s trying to get ahead with some of the work for next year.”

“I suppose so,” Harry responded guiltily, glancing at the sleeping figure beside him. “I didn’t know about the early morning studying, though.”

“I think I’d better get her up to bed,” Hermione said practically, putting her own book down on the table. “Harry, can you wake her up for me please?”

Harry did as he was bid, leaning over and shaking Ginny lightly. She muttered incoherently in her sleep and swatted at him irritably with her hand, before his gentle persistence paid off. She blinked foggily, and sat upright, pushing her vibrantly red hair back out of her eyes.

“Ginny?” he whispered anxiously.

“Wh-what?” she yawned, rubbing at her face.

“You fell asleep again,” he explained, smiling at her bewildered expression. “Are you sure you’re OK?”

“I’m fine,” she snapped out of her reverie with a jerk. She frowned heavily at him. “Don’t fuss, Harry.”

“I’m just concerned,” he said softly. “I didn’t know you’d been overdoing it with your work. There’s no need for you to be pushing yourself so hard; nothing’s happening yet, anyway.”

“I said I’m fine,” her tones rose emotionally. “I’ve not been overdoing it. I haven’t.” Harry placed his hand calmingly on hers and she shook it off. “I haven’t,” she yelled, sounding almost hysterical.

“Ginny,” he protested, acutely aware of various faces turning to stare in their direction. “It’s all right.”

“It’s not all right,” she cried. “You just don’t understand, do you? I’ve got to get through all this stuff. I have to.”

“Get some sleep,” he advised, glancing across at Hermione for some help. “You might feel better for it in the morning.”

“Harry,” she yelled. “You could at least pretend to be supportive. Have you any idea how difficult all this is?”

“Shush!” he said desperately, terrified she’d say something she shouldn’t, yet his concern only served to inflame her. The molten chocolate of her eyes erupted into white-hot fury.

“Don’t you dare ‘shush’ me, Harry Potter,” she spat. “You don’t know how easy you’ve got it most of the time. Imagine a life where the worst you’ve got to worry about is Quidditch practise being cut short.”

“That’s not fair and you know it,” he snapped back. Hurt green eyes met furious brown ones and the word ‘Voldemort’ hovered unspoken between them. Tears flooded quickly to the surface, and a shuddering sob fought its way from Ginny’s lips. She blindly pushed past him, and fled up the dormitory stairs, leaving a stunned silence in her wake.

“That went well,” Ron commented blithely, as the common room lapsed back into its babble of conversation. “A bit more practise and you’ll be yelling back at her like a genuine Weasley.”

“Shut up,” Harry growled, feeling worse than ever. He snatched up Ginny’s book and glared at the pages, only realising after a few minutes that Hermione was smiling at him because he was holding it upside-down. 

*****

The holidays had begun in earnest, the hallways and classrooms echoing eerily as the handful of remaining students rattled around. Peeves was in his element, singing all the rude versions of Christmas carols he knew, and then making a few more up, cackling loudly at the top of his voice.

While shepherds eyed their frocks by night

The maidens sang a song
Give me a man who’s brave in might
And at least ten in-…
Harry didn’t wait to hear the rest. Blushing furiously he charged through the tapestry-concealed doorway, and up to the common room, to spend some sorely needed time with his wife. 

A couple of hours later, the Gryffindor common room was utterly deserted apart from the two of them, lying flat on their backs on the hearthrug in front of the crackling log fire. Harry glanced mischievously over at Ginny, seeing her face and hair reflected in the warm glow of the blaze, shadow and light dancing enticingly across her very being. Her eyes were filled with laughter, and focused intently on the objects overhead. Harry’s grin widened, and he released the spell, causing a small shower of Bertie Bott’s Every Flavour Beans to cascade down on her face, amidst shrieks of laughter.

“I got one!” she screamed, revealing a red one between her teeth. She bit down slightly tentatively, and giggled. “Strawberry.” Rolling over, and kissing him, she grinned wickedly. “Let’s see how you get on,” she giggled, wriggling back down next to him again. 

“Wingardium Leviosa!”
At her command, somewhere in the region of twenty multi-coloured beans rose into the air and hovered above his head, swaying impishly this way and that as she instructed them, plunging suddenly towards him before rising tantalisingly again when he opened his mouth to catch them. Suddenly a deluge of beans hurtled towards him, pelting and bouncing off his face as he fought off the laughter and snatched at them. His success was short-lived. He choked briefly and swallowed, grimacing as he did so.

“Stewed cabbage.” He burst out laughing.

Ginny collapsed into his arms, completely helpless with the giggles that shook her frame. Harry smoothed her whirlwind of hair back from her face, laughing as much at her reaction as he was at the game itself.

“It’s wonderful when it’s just the two of us like this, isn’t it?” he chuckled. Her laughter faded, and her dark eyes seemed to soften somehow as she gazed up into his face, cupping his cheek gently in her hand.

“The three of us, you mean?” she whispered.

“Three?” Harry echoed, glancing around the room to see if Ron or Hermione had somehow intruded. Then, slowly, Ginny’s meaning sank in and his jaw dropped. He looked at her in disbelief. “You… you…?” he stammered, feeling a tingle shiver through his bones. He ran a shaking hand through his already untidy hair, and swallowed awkwardly. “You’re…” he tried again, but his voice failed him. “Pregnant?” 

The world held its breath. She nodded slowly, her eyes never leaving his. He stretched his hand to the flatness of her stomach, feeling as if he were suddenly filled with helium – almost dizzy and distinctly separate from the real world.

“Baby?” he croaked at last, beginning to formulate questions very unsteadily. “In here? Really?”

“No, I thought I’d keep him in my trunk upstairs,” she teased, almost sounding like her normal self, but he could feel her trembling. “It’s a weird sensation, knowing that it’s actually happening, isn’t it?”

“Our baby?” he repeated, trying desperately to grasp the reality of the situation.

“Yes,” she whispered, looking anxiously at him. “You’re not mad, are you?”

“Ginny!” he cried, gathering her into his arms and hugging her tightly. “How could I ever be mad about something like this? It’s amazing. Incredible. It’s… How on earth did it happen? When did you find out?”

“Well, I think you know how it happened. Or maybe we should ask McGonagall to explain it to you?” she giggled softly, kissing him. Her dark brown eyes searched his, suddenly serious once more. “Are you sure you don’t mind? It’s all happened so fast, I’m not entirely sure what I think about it. I only found out yesterday when I went to see Madam Pomfrey, and she said we’re about seven weeks into this. Seven weeks.” She bit her lip. “Looks like I was wrong when I said it would take months. I think this little one must have made an appearance on one of our first times together. No question about it: this child has definitely not got your procrastination habit.”

“That’s reassuring,” Harry chuckled, settling back against the sofa and cradling her in his arms. A sensation of stunned, terrified delight filled him. This was real, not just a vision they’d talked about. She was carrying his child. Their child. He instinctively tightened his grip on her, and she smiled up at him.

“Don’t worry,” she said quietly. “I promise everything’s fine. Madam Pomfrey checked us both out pretty thoroughly yesterday, and gave me a lecture about being sensible.” She pulled at face of disgust at him, and continued, “I don’t seem to have morning sickness or anything, so as long as we keep up the Charm of Illusion, no one’s going to know. It won’t really start to show for another month or two anyway, so that gives us a while to make sure it’s working smoothly.”

“It’s a lot to take in,” Harry said, letting out a long, slow breath. “Seven weeks. Wow.”

“I really didn’t know before yesterday,” she said, looking up at him, tears suddenly beginning to well in her eyes. “I wanted to tell you then, but I couldn’t get you on your own and then I lost my temper with you. I’m so sorry, Harry. I never meant to yell at you like that. I think it all got a bit much somehow and…and…”

“Ginny,” he exclaimed, kissing her gently. “You think I care about that? Shout at me all you want, if it makes you feel better. I mean, it’s my fault all this is happening anyway.”

“And how did you work that out?” she sniffled, rummaging through her robes for a tissue. “I seem to recall being a perfectly willing participant in the practical application of method.”

“You were,” he chuckled at the familiar phrase. “But if it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t be having this baby for another few years. It’s not much of a destiny to offer you in marriage, is it?”

“It’s our destiny now, not just yours,” she whispered, a stray tear stealing unbidden down her cheek. He caught it, and smoothed it tenderly away with this thumb. “We’ll share this together, just like we always do.”

“I’ll do anything, you know I will, but this is far harder for you,” Harry mused. “I don’t know much about pregnancy at all, but you’re going to have to carry this little one around with you, and that can’t be easy.”

“I’ll manage,” she said, sounding absolutely determined. Her face broke into a watery grin. “Anyway, it’s hardly a problem right now. You know this kid of ours is currently about this big?” She leaned over and tossed an Every Flavour Bean at him, watching as he balanced it in his palm. Harry stared incredulously at the little speckled apricot bean: so tiny; so very vulnerable. Then an awful thought occurred to him.

“Ginny, we haven’t hurt it when we’ve… um… y’know?” he asked anxiously, still flushing at the very thought.

“No,” she shook her head emphatically. “I asked about that because I wasn’t sure either, but Madam Pomfrey said we should just carry on as normal.” She giggled mischievously and added, “I didn’t tell her about the broom cupboards, though.”

“I should think not!” he laughed, sliding his hand lovingly into her hair, enjoying the smooth silkiness of it twisting around his fingers. “What else did she tell you? Come on, tell me the worst.”

“Oh, you’re in for a great time of it,” she grinned, her eyes sparkling in the firelight. “Just imagine, you’ve got seven more months of me having mood swings, bursting into floods of tears for no apparent reason, having insane cravings at all hours of the day and night.”

“You’re kidding?” Harry asked, his eyes widening in amazement.

“And that’s not to mention the birth itself,” she commented airily, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “Did you know that…”

“Don’t,” Harry interrupted swiftly, closing his eyes. “Don’t Gin.” He shook his head trying to block out the thought.

“People get through it,” she said reassuringly, kissing his cheek. “Look at Mum. If it was that bad she wouldn’t have had seven of us, would she? I can’t pretend I’m looking forward to it, but Mum said you soon forget the pain. We’ll be all right. All three of us.”

Silence fell between them, the only noise emanated from the fire cracking and spitting in the grate. He held her in his arms, head burrowed in beside her, breathing in her scent, and absorbing their future. His hand slid curiously round her, fingers spreading protectively over her stomach.

“It’s really happening,” he whispered at last.

“Oh Harry,” she sighed, smoothing her hand over the back of his. “We’ve just got to keep our baby safe and make sure Voldemort can’t do anything to him like he’s tried to do to us. If he ever found out that there was the danger of Truitinae Bonitas repeating itself…” Her voice trailed away.

“He won’t,” Harry insisted at once, a sensation of utmost determination flooding through him. “Ginny, we’ve got to be so careful. Once the baby’s here, we can use the protection spells Dumbledore was talking about, and you shouldn’t be in danger then either. It’s just these next few months…”

“You’ll never guess when this baby’s actually due.” He shook his head, still thinking too hard to work out the maths. “How does 31st July sound?” she smiled.

“You’re joking?” he exclaimed, feeling a thrill of pleasure shiver through him.

“No,” she smiled, squeezing his hand tightly. “Although Madam Pomfrey did say that up to two weeks either side of the date is pretty normal, so the odds of it arriving on your actual birthday are slim. We should be back at The Burrow by then, unless it’s too dangerous to travel.”

“Do your mum and dad know?” Harry asked curiously.

“Not yet,” she shook her head. “I was going to ask Ron if I could borrow Pig to send them the message we agreed on in the summer, but Ron doesn’t know yet either.”

“Can we tell him tomorrow?” Harry murmured. “I’m not sure I want to share this with anyone just yet. It’s nice just the two of… the three of us knowing about it.”

“It is,” she said softly, getting to her feet and reaching out for his hand. “Let’s just disappear for the night. I don’t feel much in the mood for company either.”

“Sounds good to me,” he smiled, sweeping up the remnants of the Every Flavour Beans from the ground, and depositing them in the wastepaper basket, which lurched from side to side in a chewing motion, and then burped contentedly. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Come on,” he chuckled, reaching for her hand.

They crossed the common room, and Harry paused automatically at the foot of the stairs, as he had so many times before. She stretched up on tiptoes, drawing him into a loving kiss, before they vanished from view into the velvety darkness of the spiral stairwell.

Chapter Sixteen: Christmas Conversations 
“Feels rapture, but not such true joy are reaping
As they who watch over who they love while sleeping.”
~ George Gordon, Lord Byron: “Don Juan” 

Harry stifled the yawn that was threatening to burst from within him, and stretched out luxuriously the full length of the bed. His feet encountered the soft warmth of Ginny beside him, and a sleepy grin spread across his face. Eyes still closed, he hovered in the blissful state of semi-consciousness, reluctant to shake himself into life for the day. Wisps of dreams drifted across his mind, happy images shimmered into focus then faded into the mists once more. The scarlet visions of Ginny’s hair blurred, shifting and swaying into a new form: the glowing redness of slit-like eyes staring, penetrating through his skull. The merciless glare of hatred burned through him. His pulse quickened. This was no idle dream. Someone was watching him; he was sure of it. His breath caught in his throat. He could feel it. They were there. Watching. 

He leapt into instant action; arm instinctively reaching out to protect Ginny. There was a squeak of surprise, and as his eyes frantically searched the haziness of the room for signs of danger, he became aware of her casually propped up on one elbow, smiling in bemusement down at him.

“W-what?” he stammered, trying to catch his breath.

“Nothing,” her smile widened, before she leant forward to kiss him. “I was just watching you sleeping, that’s all. I’ve never really done that before, and it’s rather nice.”

Harry collapsed backwards onto his pillow, and exhaled slowly, trying to calm the racing thud of his heart.

“Ginny,” he protested weakly.

“Mmm?” she responded, gently brushing his hair back of his forehead.

“Don’t do that,” he gasped. “I thought it was…”

“Oh, Harry,” she chuckled. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you like that, but I just couldn’t resist. You’re incredibly cute when you’re sleeping, you know. I think it’s the way your nose twitches when you’re waking up that does it.”

“It does not,” he retorted grumpily, rubbing his hand across the offending item.

“It does too,” her eyes sparkled lovingly at him in the early morning light, making his bad mood begin to evaporate. After all, it wasn’t exactly her fault that he’d leapt to the wrong conclusion about who was watching him.

“Maybe it does,” he admitted with some reluctance. “But you make those little incoherent muttering noises and cuddle into me when you’re half-awake, and that’s really sweet.”

“Harry!” She pulled a face at him.

“Nice though,” he grinned, sitting up and shivering in the cold morning air. He hugged his knees towards him, and pointed his wand towards the fireplace.

“Incendio,” he murmured, and at once a bright and lively set of amber flames quivered to life in the burnt out grate, radiating heat throughout the dormitory. It was then that his eyes fell on a brightly coloured array of objects scattered across the foot of their bed, and he turned to Ginny. “Christmas presents,” he smiled, seeing her face light up and an exclamation of excitement escape from her lips. She knelt on the bedspread, reaching forwards to examine the labels on the assorted gifts. 

“Yours are here too,” she said in surprise, throwing him a squashy red package.

“Best not to ask how that happened,” Harry chuckled. “Although I have to say, it’s quite nice opening these with you for a change, rather than Ron.”

“Quite nice?” she raised an eyebrow.

“All right. Very nice,” he grinned, leaning over and draping his dressing gown over her shoulders. She looked quizzically up at him. “It’s cold,” he explained hastily, “and that nightdress of yours seems pretty flimsy.”

“You’re fussing,” she said warningly.

“I probably am,” he said ruefully, half-laughing at himself. “Gin, I’m sorry, I know you hate it, but it’s going to take me a while to get used to this. It’s not just you getting cold across there now, it’s our baby as well. I suppose this is some sort of medieval throwback in me, like clapping women and children under the hatches at the first sign of trouble. I dunno. I’ll try not to get you mad with this, but it’s not easy.”

“I don’t suppose it is,” she said softly, smiling at him, and wriggling her way into the warmth of his dressing gown. “You don’t need to worry, you know. I will be careful with the baby.”

“True,” he admitted slowly. “It’s just… well, it’s just that this is so… so incredible. It matters so much, Ginny, and I don’t want the risk of anything going wrong with either of you. I couldn’t bear it.” She regarded him thoughtfully for a while, before beginning to speak again.

“A compromise?” she suggested, smiling up at him, and reaching for his hand. “You can get away with some minor fussing without having your head ripped off, as long as you let me do whatever I think is right at the end of the day. I promise I won’t do anything stupid.”

“I think you may have a deal there, Mrs Potter,” he grinned, wrapping his arms around her and relaxing in the warmth and security of the embrace. 

“Good.” She shifted sideways, and her hair tickled against his chin. “Now, how about these presents?”

“I reckon I know what this is,” Harry chuckled, retrieving the red parcel from where he’d abandoned it.

“Large, squashy parcel?” Ginny smiled. “Mum’s handwriting on the card? I hate to tell you this, Harry, but I think you’re doomed to sweaters every Christmas for the next fifty years or something.”

“Probably,” he laughed, ripping away the wrapping to reveal the soft red wool, patterned with Snitches. “At least it’s not another one to match my eyes,” he said, shaking it out. Something tumbled from where it had been wrapped inside his sweater onto the blankets. He gazed down curiously and heard Ginny catch her breath.

“Looks like Mum’s been knitting for the whole family,” she whispered, retrieving the tiny white cardigan from the bed and spreading it thoughtfully over her knee. “How did she know?”

“No idea,” Harry said, examining the gift closely. “Are babies ever that small?”

“I hope so,” she chuckled suddenly. “That looks quite big enough, thank you very much.” She leaned back, and placed the tiny cardigan across her stomach. “What do you reckon?” she giggled. “Does it suit him?”

“I still can hardly believe this is happening,” Harry shook his head, smiling across at her. “Are you sure you’re OK with this?”

“I’m fine,” she sat back up, and folded the cardigan carefully in two. “I’d better hide this in my trunk somewhere, so no one sees it.”

Harry watched her bury beneath various robes in her trunk for a safe hiding place. He gave a sudden yell and reached into her trunk himself. “I can see I’m not going to be short of socks whilst I’m living up here,” he teased, lifting out a large handful of balled-up socks.

“They’re not all yours,” she giggled. “That tartan pair are Bill’s. I think he’s forgotten I’ve got them, to tell you the truth.”

“Maybe I’ll have to steal them all back,” he teased. 

“You dare!” she laughed. She looked up at him soulfully, her dark brown eyes tearing at his heart. “You wouldn’t want me to get cold feet in my condition, would you? Just think of all those Care of Magical Creatures lessons where I could be freezing to death in the snow and icy wind.”

“Nice try,” he chuckled, stuffing the socks into his bag, knowing full well they’d have disappeared again next time he checked. He looked curiously at her.

“What?” she said, clambering back onto the bed and surveying the parcels. “Have I got a smudge on my nose or something?” She rubbed vaguely at it.

“No,” Harry smiled. “I was just wondering what it actually felt like.”

“Stealing socks?” she asked innocently. 

“No, being pregnant,” Harry laughed.

“It doesn’t feel much different, to be honest,” Ginny said slowly. “Not yet, anyway. I reckon I’ll notice it a lot more when the baby gets bigger. The main problem now is not falling asleep every ten minutes.” She laughed. “You know, I’d put that down to working too hard before I saw Madam Pomfrey.”

“Just be careful,” he said gently, shoving some parcels over to her.

“I will,” she grinned back, and settled down to the serious business of unwrapping her presents.

Harry worked his way through his own parcels; a Chudley Canons scarf from Ron, sweets and a magical notebook from Hermione, in which he could record his diagrams of Quidditch strategies and then replay them to the team. Hagrid had sent a large assortment of toffee, and with a mischievous grin, he offered the box to Ginny. She unsuspectingly accepted a fragment, and chewed away happily. He saw her reach for a final rectangular purple parcel and held his breath. He knew what this was.

Opening the package, her face glowed pink, eyes shining with pleasure as she looked over at him.

“Grnnn,” she uttered with considerable effort, jaws firmly glued together with Hagrid’s toffee. Harry collapsed into fits of laughter, as she regarded him in amusement. “Aggd?” she queried, raising her eyebrows.

“Yeah,” he spluttered. “He makes it himself. It dissolves eventually, but it means I get to do all the talking for a while. Nice change really!” Her eyes narrowed, and then sparkled with entertainment as she reached over to slap him. “You like your present, then?”

“Mmm,” she agreed emphatically, spreading the three volumes of love poetry out before her. The golden lettering on the uppermost copy caught the watery sunshine of the morning, glittering across the name of John Donne. 

She beamed at him, and struggled, rather unsuccessfully, to free her jaw. She gesticulated at an upright, elongated package by her feet, and smiled sweetly up at him, before her face returned to a form of grotesque aerobics. Harry touched the parcel, and recoiled swiftly as it writhed beneath his touch.

“Um… Ginny?” he said hesitantly. She glanced across at him, with the most angelic of expressions, which only succeeded in making Harry not trust her an inch. He tugged gingerly at the wrapping, and a snarling snapping noise erupted from within, as the paper fell away, revealing a tall leafy plant, with a shining cherry-red bloom. “It’s a plant,” he remarked in total astonishment. He reached out to pick a shred of loose paper off the leaves, and snatched his hand away as the blossom made a savage snap at his fingers, missing them by millimetres.

“Floreus Barbarus,” Ginny explained, through rather sticky giggles. The flower swayed furiously, and Harry retreated hastily back across the bed.

“Er… why did you get me a plant?” he asked cautiously.

“Oh it’s only angry because it’s been parcelled up,” Ginny said dismissively. “They’re really friendly plants usually. I thought it might calm you down a bit about the baby.” She grinned mischievously at him. “It’s going to give you something to take care of. I mean, if you can look after the plant, then maybe you won’t be so scared when the baby arrives.”

“I don’t think watering a plant is in quite the same league as looking after a baby,” he pointed out.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she chuckled. “This is no ordinary plant. I think you’ll have your work cut out for you. There’s a book around here somewhere that tells you what you have to do, how often you have to feed it and that sort of thing.” 

“Feed it?” Harry echoed.

“Yes,” she chuckled. “From what I can remember when Charlie had one, it loves eating things like spiders. It’s probably hungry, and that’s why it’s snapping at your fingers.”

“So that’s all right then,” Harry said with a trace of sarcasm, at which point the red blossom twitched, and curled some petals back to bare razor sharp white teeth nastily in his direction. “Your adoring husband’s going to end his days as plant fodder.”

“Don’t be soft!” she laughed.

“Ginny, just look at the bloke on the cover of the book,” Harry thrust the small volume at her. She regarded the picture of the wizard in midnight-blue robes carefully for a few seconds and burst out laughing again. “He’s got three fingers missing,” Harry said severely.

“So you’ll need to be careful,” she teased, ruffling his hair affectionately.

“You’re worse than Hagrid,” Harry shook his head in amusement, causing his hair to settle back into its usual dishevelled state. “At least I can get away from his Manticores at the end of his lesson.”

“Just think of it as a trial run,” she smiled and kissed him. “It’s a good excuse for me to sneak up to your dormitory every now and then to see how you’re getting on.”

“I suppose so,” he said, regarding the plant balefully. The plant glared back. “It’s certainly one of the more… er… interesting things you’ve ever given me.”

“Let’s just hope it likes hot milk,” she chuckled.

Harry got to his feet, and crumpled up the used envelope the Dursleys had sent him for Christmas this year, throwing it into the fireplace. The edges curled, before bursting into bright and energetic flames, charring and crumbling the past into dust before his very eyes. He leaned against the mantelpiece, watching until it had disappeared from view, hoping with every ounce of his being that somehow his current happiness with Ginny wouldn’t be shattered; that life would be like this forever.

“We’d better get sorted out,” Harry said at last, turning to face Ginny again. “We’ve missed breakfast, and it’s not too far off lunch time. I think if we leave it much longer Ron and Hermione will be wondering what we’re getting up to.”

“They’ve probably got a fair idea,” Ginny grinned impishly at him, and dodged as he dived across the bed in a vain attempt to grab and tickle her. “Bathroom’s mine,” she giggled, grabbing her towel and disappearing around the door in a whirlwind of red hair.

Harry grinned to himself, and began to get dressed, revelling in the novelty of actually having access to his own socks for once. Pulling his new Weasley sweater over his head, he glanced around the room. In many ways this was an exact replica of his own dormitory, although Ginny’s bed was placed where Dean’s would have been. The red velvet hangings round the four-poster beds, the dark oak wooden flooring and stone fireplace were all the same; yet this room was somehow incredibly different. 

He padded over to Ginny’s chest of drawers beside her bed and examined the items littering the surface. Framed photographs perched haphazardly on top of stacks of her Muggle books; a fairly recent picture crammed with the entire Weasley family, caught his attention first. He watched, with an ever widening grin as Fred and George nudged each other and dropped something down the neck of Percy’s robes, causing him to lose his ministerial poise and writhe around, fumbling frantically to extract it. The picture beside it was one that made him catch his breath. He hadn’t seen that picture since… since… Colin Creevey had taken it down by the lake back in his fifth year, when they hadn’t even realised he’d been there. The image was so quiet and peaceful, with barely a single movement; simply Ginny leaning back against him, wrapped in his embrace, content just to be. Harry could almost sense her there now. Yet he felt the ache of knowledge. So soon after that photograph had been taken he had almost lost her.

He shook himself. He couldn’t afford to keep thinking like that. The future was what mattered now, and they had to make sure that was secure. Somehow. There was no way he was going to let their child grow up without them, the way he had been forced to. He frowned. He had to talk to Dumbledore, especially now that they knew the baby was on the way. There had to be something he could do.

A clutter of assorted bottles and jars covered the remainder of the surface, and Harry looked curiously at them. A silvery cylinder bore the label Perfect Polish for Natural Nails, a squatter lavender container informed him it was Potion of Abriette ~ for a magical complexion. Before he had a chance to investigate further, the door creaked open, and Ginny wandered back in, towelling her hair dry, her face breaking into a smile when she saw what he was up to.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed in mock-horror. “All my beauty secrets are out. You might have guessed all this gorgeousness had to come from somewhere. Now you’ll never look at me in the same light again.”

“Yeah, right,” Harry chuckled, pulling her into his arms and stealing a kiss. “You’ll be suddenly confessing you’ve got three heads next.”

“No,” she giggled. “There’s not a potion to disguise a blemish as big as that yet, otherwise I’d have used it to conceal my brothers.”

*****

Christmas lunch was a grand affair, even though there were only a few staff and students remaining within the castle. The House Elves had prepared course after course of sumptuous dishes, served up along the staff table, laden with elaborate decorations. Swathes of holly hung between the stone pillars of the Great Hall, the berries bright against the dark green foliage, and laughter rang out from the table, as crackers exploded with the ferocity on canons, engulfing them all in strands of tinsel, glitter and clouds of smoke. The Christmas pudding finally appeared in the middle of the table, lilac-blue flames eagerly licking the sides, and was soon demolished to leave only a few crumbs and raisins on the platter.

As they struggled to their feet after the meal had ended, Harry glanced across at Dumbledore, to find the venerable wizard looking steadily at him. Dumbledore smiled and nodded in a sort of approving way, stroking slow fingers down his beard by his chin. The bright blue eyes twinkled knowingly, although he said nothing. Harry grinned back, resolving to see the headmaster before many more days passed, and hurried out of the hall to catch up with the others.

Collapsing in a heap on the chair beside the fire in the Gryffindor common room, Ron let out a huge sigh of relief.

“Too much Christmas pudding,” he complained, looking rather too satisfied to be really grumbling. 

“You didn’t need to have that second helping,” Hermione laughed, settling in the chair beside him and retrieving her book from the table.

“Yes I did,” he grinned. “You can never have too much Christmas pudding.”

“He’s always thought that,” Ginny chuckled, curling up on the sofa opposite them. “I remember one year at home… How old were you then Ron?”

“You dare!” he exclaimed, groaning with the effort of sitting up.

“What’s it worth?” she teased, eyes twinkling mischievously.

“Depends on what you want Harry to know about the hideous stuff you did when you were little,” he chuckled. “There are some tales to be told there.”

“Try it at your peril,” she chuckled, snuggling down with her head on Harry’s lap, watching her brother with interest. Harry’s arm stole round her, gently caressing her stomach, unable to tear his hand away. 

“Let me see,” Ron began thoughtfully, lying back in the chair, a slow grin spreading over his features. “Oh yes! There was that thing with Charlie, wasn’t there?”

“Sounds interesting,” Harry laughed.

“Yeah, he wasn’t very impressed,” Ron sniggered. “He’d come home for the holidays. I think that must’ve been before Percy had started at Hogwarts, so Ginny couldn’t have even been four by then, and she was following him everywhere. Charlie was going nuts about it. He was Quidditch Captain that year, and couldn’t be bothered with much else, apart from his girlfriend of the time. Anyway, Ginny got all upset about being ignored by him and we caught her glaring at him one afternoon when he was flying in the orchard. We found out what had happened when Charlie came storming back into the house.”

“What?” Harry prompted.

“She’d turned his broomstick bright pink,” Ron spluttered. “And no amount of magic or scrubbing would turn it back again, so poor old Charlie had to fly for the rest of the season on a broomstick about the same colour as his face.”

Harry burst out laughing. He could just see Ginny doing something like that, and he glanced down at her to tease, only to find that she’d fallen asleep again. She looked beautiful like that in the firelight, tinsel still entangled through her fiery hair, and the smallest of smiles playing across her lips as she dreamed. 

“Not again.” Ron sounded worried as he noticed his little sister slumbering. His brows knitted together in concern. “Harry, she is OK, isn’t she?”

“She’s just been overdoing it,” Hermione said patiently. “I told you that the other night.”

“It’s not just that,” Harry said quietly, feeling nerves quiver inside him and then tighten into an unpleasant knot, twisting around like some instrument of torture. He looked straight at Ron, fought back the feeling of panic and continued speaking as steadily as he could manage. “She’s pregnant.”

Hermione’s book clattered to the floor. There was a sharp intake of breath; a hushed pause. Ron’s eyes widened, and his face paled before colour flooded through it. He bit his lip and looked down at his sister, nodding shakily.

“Right,” he breathed. He swallowed hard, and looked back at Harry. “You sure?” His voice was barely a whisper. Hermione reached for Ron’s hand and he gripped it, his knuckles whitening under the pressure.

“Yes,” Harry nodded, never taking his eyes off his best friend. “She saw Madam Pomfrey a couple of days ago.”

“OK,” Ron said unsteadily.

“We knew it was going to happen,” Hermione reminded him softly. “It’s always been a case of when it happened, not if.”

“Yeah, but it’s still a shock,” Harry said.

There was a slightly awkward lull in the conversation.

“So… when? Do Mum and Dad know?” Ron asked, running his hand distractedly through his hair.

“The baby’s due on my birthday, believe it or not,” Harry explained. “We couldn’t send Hedwig on this message, she’s too distinctive, so your parents don’t know yet. If we can borrow Pig, then maybe we could…?”

“Yeah,” Ron muttered vaguely, staring at his sleeping sister once more. “No problem.”

“It’s good timing at least,” Hermione said comfortingly. “It’s well after the end of term, and you’ll be finished school, Harry, and Ginny’ll be pleased to be home.”

“I suppose so,” Harry said. “I’d not really thought of that side of things much. I’m more worried about getting them through the next few months, to tell you the truth.”

“Them?” Ron echoed, burying his head in his hands.

“Ginny and the baby,” Harry said quietly. “This is going to be difficult.”

“Are you all right about all this, Harry?” Hermione asked suddenly.

“I’m fine,” he said, feeling half surprised to discover that this was actually true. “Scared to death about Voldemort finding out, but apart from that, I’m… It’s amazing.” His face cracked into a stunned grin.

“He can’t find out,” Ron said grimly, looking straight back at Harry. “What he’s done in the past will be nothing compared with what he’ll do if he finds out about this.”

“I know,” Harry said, holding Ginny more tightly. “We’ve been lucky so far, but with this baby, we know he would have no hesitation in…” Harry broke off, feeling quite sick at the thought. His hand gently caressed Ginny’s stomach, reassuring himself that all was still well.

“Ginny’s going to keep to the castle, isn’t she?” Hermione asked seriously. “I know that’s no guarantee of being safe, but it doesn’t get much worse than what happened last March, does it?”

“No,” Harry said soberly. He had barely spoken of the events of the previous year with Hermione or Ron, and Ginny had only learned the truth through the dreams that regularly tormented him, even now. “At least he didn’t succeed. That matters more than anything.”

“Harry, what he put you through was inhumane,” Hermione cried, eyes shining with unshed tears. “I could only hear it. I honestly thought you were dead.”

“It’s OK,” Ron reassured her, hugging her tightly. “It’s over with.”

“Yes, but for how long?” Hermione swung round to face him. “You’ve read the Daily Prophet reports, Ron. It’s getting worse out there. How long before the whole world as we know it shatters? How long before even Hogwarts falls?”

“At least Voldemort’s still mortal,” Harry said grimly. “Gives us a fighting chance, even if his power is growing.”

“You’re telling me that’s what he wanted to achieve last March?” Ron’s tones were horrified, his eyes wide. “Immortality?” Harry nodded slowly.

“And I was stupid enough to act as bait,” Hermione reproached herself angrily. “If I hadn’t gone down to Hogsmeade…”

“He’d have found another way to do it,” Harry interrupted firmly. “Don’t even think that, Hermione.”

“What happened?” Ron asked cautiously. “I mean, don’t talk about it if you’d rather not, but you were in a real mess when you made it back here, and judging by some of the stuff you yell about at night, it was a lot worse than bruises and a few broken ribs.”

“Voldemort wasn’t content with getting his own body back,” Harry said bitterly, staring into the fire. “He had to try for more. You know what he’s like. And because he’d used my blood in his first resurrection, he needed me again.”

Ron swore, but for once Hermione did not reproach him. Vivid images flashed across Harry’s mind, the bright light penetrating deeper and deeper as voices chanted with nightmarish regularity. He took a steadying breath.

“They’d worked out that Ginny had survived the Avada Kedavra curse by then,” he explained, “and they wanted to know how. They were desperate to know how.” He lifted his eyes from the blaze, and met Ron’s gaze. “As long as they don’t know exactly how that bit of magic works, Ginny’s safe. I wouldn’t tell them what it was. Things got pretty nasty.” 

He stared back into the flickering flames, not seeing what was before him, but the looming, leering hooded figures, the agonising eruption of pain storming through every inch of him and his own screams tearing through the darkness. Pulling against the invisible bonds with all of his might, fighting against the final act as the knife descended, showing no mercy, slicing savagely through his flesh and sinew to obtain what they needed to make their master immortal.

“I’d given up,” he said quietly. “The thing I wanted most was death; an end to it all. No hope. No light. Nothing.” He rocked his sleeping wife gently in his arms, conflicting emotions battling within him. “Wormtail… Wormtail, of all people, was the one who got me out of there.” He shook his head and gave a disbelieving laugh. “The immortality potion hadn’t worked. Maybe he was scared because the potion mistake was somehow his fault, maybe he was trying to repay me for saving his skin from Sirius that time, maybe Voldemort would have killed him anyway. I don’t know. The sound of that door clanging open…” He closed his eyes, and breathed deeply. “It’s over,” he said, swallowing hard, “but it won’t be long before Voldemort attacks again. I’ve just got to make sure nothing like that could ever happen to Ginny or the baby.”

“Does she know about all this?” Ron’s voice was far gentler than normal.

“Most of it,” Harry said with a wry smile. “Dumbledore’s setting up a port key to get her out of here if there’s any trouble.”

“Good,” Hermione said, looking very shaken. “Harry, you’re not on your own with all this. You do know that, don’t you?” She reached across and grasped his hand. “Ginny’s going to need all the support she can get in the next few months.”

“Yeah,” Ron nodded, grinning at Harry. “As I appear to be an expectant uncle, I have every intention of interfering at every possible opportunity and driving my sister nuts by telling her what to do.”

“She’s going to love you for that,” Harry laughed, his sudden movement, making Ginny stir, and yawn. She blinked sleepily, and a flicker of confusion crossed her face as she pulled herself upright again.

“Sorry,” she rubbed her face. “Too much Christmas dinner, I suppose.”

“Gin,” Harry said gently, wrapping his arm back around her. “I told them.”

“You did?” Her eyes lifted to his, the dark brown pools seemed to ebb and then flow with emotion. He nodded. Tears brimmed in her eyes, spilling over and splashing silently down her face. Rivulets of salt water coursed into new tributaries, and sobs shuddered through her.

“Ginny,” Ron exclaimed, looking anxiously at her. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she wailed, crying harder than ever into Harry’s new sweater. 

“It’s OK,” Harry murmured, rubbing her back reassuringly. “Everything’s fine. Ron didn’t even storm out of the room when I told him.”

“Really?” she choked back some tears, and hiccupped noisily.

“Really,” Ron said, leaning over and ruffling her hair. “Now stop upsetting my nephew or niece in there.”

“I didn’t mean to,” she sniffled, accepting a clean handkerchief gratefully from Hermione and scrubbing at her eyes. She gave a small smile. “Thanks,” she whispered.

“It’s wonderful news, Ginny,” Hermione said warmly. “Look, why don’t we go upstairs for a while. You can lie down for a bit, and we can look at that book your mum gave you in the summer. Leave these two to talk about Quidditch or something.”

“Yeah,” she giggled slightly, gulping back more tears that threatened to fall. “That’s a good idea. I’d like that.”

Harry watched the two girls disappearing up the dormitory stairs and turned to face Ron.

“What was all that about?” Ron asked incredulously. “Ginny doesn’t cry much at the best of times.”

“Mood swings,” Harry said dismally. “Apparently they’re normal in pregnancy.”

“That’s normal?” Ron’s eyes widened.

“Look on the bright side,” Harry had to laugh. “We’ve only got about another seven months to go.”

