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    1. 1 Introductions
  

  
    Introductions

    It was absolute chaos!

    Spells exploded throughout the atrium of the Ministry of Magic, taking gargantuan
    chunks of tile, plaster and stone off the walls, shattering windows, splintering
    doors, and creating a thick choking cloud of smoke.

    The once beautiful fountain statue that was the centerpiece of the atrium had been
    reduced to tennis ball sized rubble. The water had been spilled onto the floor and
    had mixed with the dust and stone to create a thick grayish sludge. Tables and chairs
    from the cafés had been thrown all around and the news stand was all but splinters
    now.

    Twelve Death Eaters were fighting to escape while their enemies kept them from the
    floos, and their freedom. Even their leader, the most powerful dark wizard in history
    was having difficulty in ending this battle.

    All at once, the floos began to come alive and high ranking members of the
    Ministry as well as members of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement began to
    step out. Even the Minister of Magic himself stepped out of one of the fireplaces
    made for magical travel, looking quite put out at having been called into the
    Ministry at this hour of the night.

    Cornelius Fudge was scowling, and preparing himself to scream at whoever had sent
    for him. That was until he very nearly lost his head as a fiery purple spell soared
    very close to his head, ripping a football sized hole out of the wall behind him.
    Fear overcame his previous anger as he, and the rest of those who had just arrived
    beheld the monumental battle playing out within the Ministry of Magic in stunned
    silence and awe.

    Lord Voldemort, the most evil and feared wizard in over a hundred years was locked
    in furious combat with Albus Dumbledore, former Headmaster of Hogwarts school of
    Witchcraft and Wizardry. Voldemort had been believed to be dead for over fourteen
    years, yet here he was right before the Minister's disbelieving eyes.

    Fudge had spent the better part of a year trying to discredit Albus Dumbledore,
    whom had been desperately trying to warn the populace that the Dark Lord had somehow
    risen from the dead. Now there was no way Fudge could sweep this under the rug. Word
    was going to get out, and before he knew it, the wizarding world would know Albus
    Dumbledore was not insane after all.

    As Fudge took in the battle, he saw some other noteable people in the fight. The
    first was Amelia Bones, head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement. She was
    locked in battle with Bellatrix LeStange, an extremely dangerous and deranged
    prisoner whom had very recently broken out of Azkaban prison. Bellatrix taunted and
    teased as she fought, but Amelia ignored the crazed woman's verbal assault and
    focused on her own combat. Watching Amelia Bones, Fudge understood how it was she
    fought her way up the ranks to become the head of her department. She had not lost
    her fighting edge at all over the years spent behind a desk.

    Alastor Moody was also there. Arguably one of the most famous and respected Aurors
    the Ministry had ever had, the now retired man was making easy work of not one, but
    two Death Eaters, who looked to be struggling to keep the grizzled man at bay.

    Fudge got a serious shock when he recognized Sirius Black. Black had not been seen
    in over fourteen years, and was believed to have sold out the Potters, the last
    people killed by Lord Voldemort before his fall. Yet here he was fighting the Death
    Eaters along side Amelia Bones and Albus Dumbledore. The man was actually smiling as
    he fought as if the battle was nothing more than a game.

    And then Fudge received his greatest shock when he saw his very good friend, and
    strongest supporter, Lucius Malfoy. But Malofy wasn't fighting against the Death
    Eaters. He was dressed in the black robes of Lord Voldemort's followers, and fighting
    against a young looking man dressed almost like a covert operative.

    The rather thin looking warrior wore all black. Boots, pants, long sleeved shirt,
    with a black hood over his head. Just as Fudge realized what he was seeing was not a
    dream or hallucination, the fight between the two combatants ended when Lucius lost
    his wand hand. Not just his wand, but his entire hand. In an eruption of blood and
    bone. Lucius shrieked like a woman as he fell to his knees cradling his stump. His
    opponent dashed up and struck Lucius in the chin with his knee, knocking him out cold
    before turning to look for his next battle.

    It was Lucius' scream of pain that signaled the end of the fight. Lord Voldemort
    Heard Lucius scream and turned to see the man in black looking at him. The Dark Lord
    shouted out and sent a Killing Curse his direction. The man in black dodged it.
    Voldemort's distraction nearly cost him as Dumbledore sent a series of spells at the
    Dark Lord, which Voldemort batted away angrily before realizing he was now surrounded
    by Ministry people and Aurors. He gave a shout to his followers and latched on to
    Bellatrix LeStrange's arm before disappearing with a thunder crack.

    What followed was a long stunned silence, until Headmaster Dumbledore began
    directing his allies to bound any Death Eaters who'd been stunned or otherwise kept
    from escaping. The press began taking pictures as fast as they could, as the Aurors
    rushed forward to help and the Minister of Magic bustled forward to speak to
    Dumbledore.

    Before Fudge could utter a single syllable, The reporters cut him off demanding
    answers to their inquiries. Dumbledore held up his hands trying to silence the
    anxious reporters as Sirius Black came to the old headmaster's side to give him a
    quick report. Dumbledore strained to hear Black over the rumble of the reporters, who
    were now questioning Fudge.

    "Minister, how does it feel to have been proven wrong about
    He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named?"

    "Will Dumbledore be reinstated as Headmaster?"

    "Was it a plot to draw out He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named?"

    But then, the questions stopped suddenly as the aurors led a bleeding and pale
    Lucius Malfoy in front of the Minister. Fudge wondered if they had planned it that
    way. The questions began again. This time they were very interested in how much
    influence Malfoy had in the Ministry and if Fudge was aware of Malfoy's true
    allegiance.

    Dumbledore was still talking to Black when the young man responsible for relieving
    Malfoy of his hand stepped forward and removed his hood. Fudge gaped as he got his
    first good look at the startlingly young man, who looked barely old enough to be
    shaving, much less fighting the way he had.

    "Dumbledore? Dumbledore is that…" Fudge gaped.

    "Cornelius, I will explain everything to you in a moment." The headmaster said
    easily before turning back to the young man and Sirius Black. They spoke in hushed
    tones for a moment, and Dumbledore stood in a way that would allow the press to get a
    few blocked photographs that would lead to much speculation. It was all a part of a
    greater plan that the Headmaster was sure would help to end this war before too many
    people lost their lives. He patted the young man's shoulder, smiling proudly as he
    spoke quietly, giving instructions to Sirius who was also looking pleased.

    A moment later, Black led the young man and a few others towards the floos. Amelia
    Bones made sure that none of her aurors stopped them. Fudge demanded that the
    fighters remained until he could question them, but Dumbledore promised that
    everything would be explained to him.

    The press began pressing for answers and Fudge knew that he had very little
    choice. He and Albus Dumbledore would need to address the reporters or the rumors
    would start, and they would be hard to correct later. Especially seeing as Rita
    Skeeter was by far the loudest among the reporters.

    As Dumbledore addressed the press, everything came crashing down on Fudge. He was
    ruined. There was no saving his administration. In all honesty, Fudge knew the moment
    he saw his long time financial backer's face that his own career was finished. There
    was no way he would be able to explain away taking donations from a Death Eater, much
    less the return of Lord Voldemort.

    Fudge just stood stupidly at the Headmaster's side as Dumbledore answered every
    question, some of them with precise answers, others were a little more vague. Fudge
    was lost in his own misery, looking for all the world as if someone had just killed
    his puppy. He did perk up though when someone asked about the unidentified man who
    had been led out by Sirius black, and had so easily removed Lucius Malfoy's hand.

    Fudge turned to stare at Dumbledore who gave a proud smile.

    "That young man is someone very special, and has been until now hidden for his own
    protection. I would ask that you respect his privacy." Dumbledore stated.

    "The scar on his forehead." Rita Skeeter asked. "Was it Harry Potter?"

    "Harry Potter died." Someone else shouted.

    "The child was buried with his mother." Someone else pointed out.

    "Are you all so certain?" Rita questioned. "Did any of you actually see the baby
    or the mother buried?"

    Dumbledore did not respond to these queries but stated that he and the Minister
    had a meeting to attend, and began to walk away. The press made to follow but at
    Madam Bones' order, the aurors who were not busy taking fallen Death Eaters into
    custody, headed off the press to prevent them from following.

    As they headed towards the Minister's office, Dumbledore began making demands of
    Fudge, which the Minster agreed to with sad little nods. Fudge knew he had very
    little choice. Everything he had worked towards had just crumbled before him. Fudge
    wondered exactly how long before the Wizengamot called for his resignation.

    Dumbledore reminded Fudge that he had warned the Minister repeatedly ever since
    the end of the Tri-Wizard tournament that Lord Voldemort had returned. The worst part
    was that Dumbledore never did it in an "I told you so" way. He simply pointed out
    that the entire past year could have been avoided if only Fudge had set aside his
    pride and simply listened to the truth.

    Fudge could say nothing. There was very little hope that he would survive the week
    as Minister of magic. There were pictures of the very wizard Fudge had been telling
    the public was dead. He had seen with his very own eyes that the Dark Lord was alive
    and well.

    "Dumbledore, I have to know." Fudge grasped the wrist of the old man. The young
    man, the one in black. Who was it. He fought like… Like he was possessed by the
    devil."

    Dumbledore smiled as Fudge opened the door to his office.

    "That young man is none other than the baby who defeated Voldemort fourteen years
    ago. His godfather and I decided it was best for the boy to be hidden away. When I
    was sure that Lord Voldemort would return, we decided it would be best to train him
    in the ways of combat."

    "You're not serious." Fudge gasped. "That… that was Harry Potter? But, we all
    believed him dead!"

    "It was the only way in which we could guarantee his safety." Dumbledore sighed,
    taking a seat. "Now, we still have much to discuss, and I have little time to do it.
    Lord Voldemort will not rest long before he strikes back."

    

    Hermione Granger stepped through the portal that placed her on Platform Nine and
    Three Quarters. Today she was headed north from London to Hogwarts school of
    Witchcraft and Wizardry where she would be beginning the sixth year of her education.
    However, unlike so many of her peers, she was not looking forward to it. In fact, she
    was rather dreading it.

    Hermione was of two minds over returning to Hogwarts She absolutely loved
    learning. She spent so much time reading history and spell books, trying to master
    every new spell she came across. It was a deep seeded passion that she had for as far
    back as she could remember. When she was six years old, she had been tested and
    determined to be gifted, having a higher than average reasoning skill as well as
    excellent reading and mathematics. Her parents, who were both dentists, were very
    proud, and Hermione had strived to make them even prouder.

    When she had learned that she was a witch, it had turned her entire world upside
    down. It had explained a lot of rather strange occurrences, but it had still changed
    everything for her. Yet it was exciting to discover that she was truly special, and
    after her first visit to Diagon Alley, Hermione had a whole library of books that
    would eventually teach her just how special she was.

    And then she had actually gone to Hogwarts and within a month all of her
    excitement and joy had been wiped out, thanks in large part to a few individuals.

    Hermione had always had trouble fitting in, but during her primary school days,
    she had managed to make a few friends here and there. But she had always been picked
    on, due in large part to her great love of books and learning. Yet she still crave
    human companionship, and really wanted to have good friends. She was always so
    envious of her peers. Unfortunately for her, people found her quite irritating,
    stubborn and bossy.

    Hermione had no idea when she became such a nag, but she had always been a bit…
    firm with people in regards to making them follow rules and do their best in class.
    She just always felt that things were fair for everyone when the rules were abided
    by.

    It also didn't help her that her intense love for learning had led her to knowing
    all the answers in every class. Perhaps she felt a need to stand out, or she just
    wanted people to know that she was able to understand things easily. Whatever the
    reason, it had not endeared her to most of the people at Hogwarts.

    With each passing year, it got worse. She was ostracized, even by the Ravenclaws,
    who were supposed to be lovers of knowledge. Perhaps if she had been sorted to
    Ravenclaw, things might be slightly different. However, the Sorting Hat had seen
    something within her. Something strong, and powerful, and so it had placed her with
    the Gryffindors.

    She had tried to make friends. She really had. At least until her fourth year,
    when she had just decided to give up. She had realized that when school was finished,
    she would likely hardly ever see any of these people who'd made life so miserable for
    her ever again.

    But that year had also been when the teasing and bullying got worse. All thanks in
    large part to Viktor Krum and the Yule Ball. She had believed it to be a turning
    point. If a world famous Quidditch star had wanted her as a date to a very exquisite
    ball, then perhaps other boys would see her in a romantic light, and perhaps the
    teasing would end.

    "Why couldn't things ever be like they were in her romance novels?" She
    would often wonder.

    The rest of her fourth year she was plagued by insults and innuendos. And then
    Viktor had broken up with her, claiming that a long distance relationship would never
    work between them. When that happened, everything Hermione Granger had to endure up
    to that point was nothing more than playground name calling. Her fifth year had been
    the absolute worst for her, and she knew it was thanks to her experience with Viktor.
    It had awakened her to the knowledge that she was a teenaged girl, and she wanted to
    fall in love. She'd tried to suppress those feelings and urges, but her subconscious
    kept throwing it in her face, and she'd suffered many, many fantasies, some of them
    even happening during classes.

    Hermione navigated her way through the throngs of families saying goodbye, and
    boarded the train. Her parents had both had early appointments and had dropped her
    off with her assurances that she could manage on her own. She had wanted to sit up
    close to the conductor, but the first car was already full. Hermione desperately
    wanted to find a cabin that she could have all to herself. She had managed the last
    two years to get one by herself, but this year, it looked as if that would not be the
    case. There seemed to be a lot more first years this year.

    Hermione kept walking further and further along the train, dragging her heavy
    trunk behind her, peering into every cabin in search of someplace to sit. She
    shuddered at the thought of sitting with people who would likely stare at her, or
    whisper behind their hands about her, or worse… spend the entire trip seeing what it
    took to make her run away crying. She didn't even want to sit with first years, as
    they would likely just ask her question after question, and she just couldn't deal
    with that today.

    Just when it appeared hopeless, and Hermione thought she would have to find some
    first years, as they would be far more tolerable than just about anyone else, she
    found a cabin at the very back of the train with a single occupant who appeared to be
    asleep, though she couldn't really tell.

    Whomever it was, was sitting with his back to the wall, both feet on the bench,
    curled up in a tight sort of ball. They were dressed all in black, and had their
    jacket pulled up over them like a blanket, and a black hood pulled over their
    head.

    Hermione knocked lightly, but the person made no move. She opened the door softly,
    and poked her head inside, saying in a rather soft voice, "Excuse me?"

    Still the lump made no move or sound.

    Hermione hauled her trunk inside and as quietly as she could hefted the incredibly
    heavy trunk into the rack above the seats. She winced with every noise she made, not
    wishing to incur the wrath of her sleeping companion. She finally managed to get her
    trunk situated and took a seat across from the sleeping person. Already dressed in
    her school robes, Hermione settled down for the trip. Sitting down, she crossed her
    long thin legs and wrapped her robes over them to keep warm. It was a rather chilly
    day, and even with her tights, she still felt a bit cold. She then slipped her
    reading glasses out and picked up her latest trashy romance novel. Brushing a few
    stray strands of her brown hair that had escaped from her braid out of her face.
    Hermione hoped that her companion would sleep the entire trip and that no one would
    bother her today, or at least wait until they arrived at school.

    Hermione kept glancing up as she heard people boarding just across from her cabin.
    She saw Lavender Brown, her fellow Gryffindor and room mate step onto the train
    looking if it were possible, more stunning than she had the last year. Lavender was a
    very buxom blonde girl whom every boy at Hogwarts fantasized about. She had long,
    naturally curly blonde hair, stunning blue eyes, and hips that called out to the
    males as she walked. In comparison, Hermione was tall, skinny with a mane of brown
    hair and no butt to speak of. Her chest had decided to finely make an appearance, but
    they were nothing when compared to Lavender's ample bosom. Hermione didn't think she
    was unfortunate looking by any means, but she was no Lavender. Hermione thought she'd
    be happy to be compared to someone like Ginny Weasley, a rather athletic sort of
    girl, who was quite popular with the boys despite her lack of a large bust line, and
    a rather flat posterior.

    Hermione shoved that all out of her mind and tried again to focus on her book.

    At precisely eleven o'clock, the whistle sounded, and the scarlet steam engine
    rumbled to life. Hermione glanced over at her traveling companion and was shocked to
    find they had not moved at all. Hermione wondered idly if they had put up silencing
    charms around themselves, or at least on their clothing. She couldn't understand how
    anyone could sleep through the torrent of whistles the train made as it picked up
    speed.

    It was a full hour into the trip before Hermione regarded her companion again. As
    she realized the lunch trolley was likely making its way towards them, she began to
    wonder whether or not she should try to wake this person so they could get something
    to eat. It was then that she really began to examine her companion. She felt that it
    was a male, though she couldn't say why she felt that. Perhaps it was the military
    style boots, or the black cargo pants.

    She couldn't see any of the person's skin as their hands were hidden beneath their
    makeshift blanket. Hermione began to let her mind wander on who it might be. She knew
    nearly everyone from the seventh years to the fifth years. But, as she couldn't see
    this person's face, she had no idea who it could be.

    At last the little old lady with the lunch trolley arrived, and Hermione felt her
    stomach give a light rumble. She knew it would be several hours before she would be
    eating a proper meal at the welcoming feast, and she had barely eaten anything at
    breakfast. Hermione was greeted with a warm smile from the lady and Hermione selected
    several different things, as well as two gilly waters, as she was feeling rather
    thirsty at the moment.

    With a glance over her shoulder, Hermione surprised herself when she took another
    gilly water and a couple of pumpkin pasties for her companion, in case they woke up
    hungry before they arrived at school.

    Returning to her seat, Hermione set the snacks for her companion aside and opened
    the first bottle of water, taking a long slow sip, and enjoy the rather fruity taste.
    She then opened a cauldron cake and began picking at it as she continued to read.
    However, she just couldn't keep her attention on the story as the sleeping person
    across from her had captured her imagination. Who were they? Why were they here
    instead of with their friends somewhere else on the train? Why had no one come
    looking for them? She had no answers that made sense save for one, whoever this was,
    was a new student. She had never seen anyone transfer from any of the other magical
    schools. Not to say it was unheard of, but definitely rare, to say the least.

    Trying once again to ignore the lump across from her, Hermione tried again to
    read. She had began at last to get into it as the character of Richard was sweeping
    Abigail of her feet. Hermione's mind's eye imagined a tall ruggedly handsome man
    saying the same things Richard was saying to Abigail. It was no wonder Hermione
    preferred books to real people. Fantasy was so much preferable to reality.

    This was never more evident than when the cabin door opened and Hermione saw one
    of the last people on the entirety of the earth she wanted to see. She wasn't even at
    school yet, and the year was already off to a truly horrid start as Draco Malfoy,
    Prince of Slytherin House leered down at her.

    Draco Malfoy was a tall, handsome boy with sleek blonde hair and cold steel grey
    eyes, and a permanent sneer on his pointed face. He was also the worlds greatest
    prat. He had made it his sole mission to make everyday Hermione existed to be the
    very worst. He prided himself on being able to make her cry with just a few words,
    though Draco loved the slow torture. He loved dragging out her suffering for as long
    as possible before she finally wound up in tears. He just knew exactly what Hermione
    was most self conscious about, and loved to stamp on those buttons to make her
    miserable.

    Hermione had tried dueling him several times in the vain hope he would leave her
    alone, but he always managed to get the upper hand, usually because he was never
    alone, and no one ever came to her aid. Not even her fellow Gryffindors.

    "I told you I'd find the source of that disgusting smell. " Draco smirked,
    glancing over his shoulder. "It's the mud blood after all."

    Crabbe and Goyle, two hulking gorilla like boys who always flanked Malfoy chuckled
    stupidly. Neither Vincent Crabbe, nor Gregory Goyle were all that bright, so they
    made perfect henchmen/bodyguards for the richest Pureblood in Hogwarts, as Malfoy
    loved to remind people.

    "I have to know Granger, why do you keep coming back?" Draco smirked, his steely
    gray eyes locked on Hermione making her squirm uncomfortably. Despite his obvious
    loathing of her, Hermione wondered if Draco secretly lusted after her. She sometimes
    wondered if he might one day try to amp up his mental abuse of her into something
    physical. Hermione shivered as she imagined Draco Malfoy's disgusting hands touching
    her.

    "I think I know why. See, I have this theory, Granger." Draco smirked. Hermione
    kept her eyes on her book, trying her best to tune out whatever Draco was going to
    say. "I think you like being abused. I think you like it when we call you names, and
    treat you like dirt. I think it gets you hot. I think you're a bit of a masochist. It
    excites you. Makes your knickers all wet, doesn't it? A few of us have a bet. You
    see, we think you get so hot after we humiliate you, that you run to the bathroom
    crying because your so turned on you just can't wait to get your hands down your
    tights."

    The two hulking shaved apes behind Draco chuckled stupidly and Hermione felt her
    face burning. Her hands began to shake, making it very hard to focus on her book and
    tune Malfoy's words out.

    "Well, well, it looks like I was right." Draco laughed as Hermione's face became
    tomato red. "So what gets you hottest?"

    "Shut up Malfoy." Hermione snarled softly, but too quiet for anyone to hear.

    "Is it when we call you mudblood?" Draco laughed. "Or when we say you look like an
    engorged Bowtruckle? Seriously, you can tell us. I mean, if we know just what gets
    you the hottest, we might be able to help you reach climax. We all know you have to
    do it yourself, as no self respecting wizard would ever go near you. I don't think
    you could even get a witch interested, even someone as ugly as Eloise Midgen.

    Crabbe and Goyle guffawed at this, and Hermione began tensing as she tried to
    fight down her rage. She was fighting so hard not to cry. She did not want to give
    him the satisfaction this early in the year.

    "You're stronger than this." Hermione kept repeating to herself over and over.
    "He's just trying to see you fall apart. Don't do it."

    "Everyone needs a release, even a disgusting, piece of slime like you, I suppose."
    Draco smirked, his two friends laughing like hyenas.

    "Shut up Malfoy." Hermione said louder, her eyes still locked on her book. Tears
    began stinging her eyes, despite her war against them, and her whole body was shaking
    with rage. She thought about reaching for her wand, but she knew that Malfoy was
    quite quick on the draw with his, and he probably knew some very painful or
    humiliating curses.

    "Seriously Granger, I just want to help you out here." Draco laughed.

    "Well you're pissing me off."

    Hermione looked up from her book suddenly as Draco and his two friends looked to
    the person in black, who was still covered up. The voice was rough and a bit scratchy
    sounding, but oddly pleasant to Hermione's ears.

    "Who the hell are you?" Draco asked, looking perturbed.

    "Someone who would appreciate it if you left." the voice replied. The person
    readjusted, getting more comfortable, and tightening the jacket around himself a bit.
    Hermione still couldn't see the face, and found herself very curious now. She looked
    at Draco who was glowering at the lump of black clothing.

    "I asked you a question." Draco said, trying to sound threatening.

    "And I answered you." The person replied, sounding irritable. "Now, please remove
    yourself or I will remove you ."

    "Do you have any idea who you're talking to?" Draco asked offended. "No one talks
    to me like that, I will…"

    "Whine like a bratty little girl?" the voice asked. Hermione saw the top of the
    robe come down, but she couldn't see much, save for a sliver of pale skin that she
    was sure was part of the boy's forehead.

    "I don't like being woken up, and I'm not a very pleasant person first thing. So,
    do us both a favor, and get the fuck out before I get really irritated and do
    something you will regret." The boy in black said grumpily

    "I think it's time you learned to respect your betters." Draco snarled. His wand
    came up, but before he could utter a single word, he was banished into his two
    friends, and the door snapped shut. Draco scrambled to get to his feet and yank open
    the door, but it was sealed shut. He even fired several spells at it, but nothing
    penetrated. The boy across from Hermione pulled the jacket up again and she heard him
    yawn.

    "T-thank you." Hermione whispered. The boy made no reply, but remained quite
    still. Hermione turned and watched as Draco pounded on the door, surprised that there
    was no sound. After a few minutes, Draco and his two gorillas left looking
    thunderous, though Hermione was sure he'd be back.

    She watched the boy in black for several moments before trying to go back to her
    book. She kept replaying what had just happened in her head. It was quite clear that
    her companion had banished Draco and he'd done it silently. But the door was
    different. She couldn't think of one spell that would shut it and imperturb it at the
    same time. Not only that, but he hadn't uttered a single sound.

    Hermione wondered if it was a seventh year student. She wished she could see his
    face. She found the desire to know his identity becoming all consuming. Thankfully
    her good manners and her own desire to be left alone won out, and she let him sleep
    on.

    An hour later, her body had a major need and with a sigh, Hermione stood to head
    to the ladies room. As she reached for the door, she worried that whatever spell her
    sleeping companion had used would be hard to cancel, yet, the moment she touched the
    door handle, it slide open easily. Whatever he had used apparently couldn't be opened
    from the outside. She wondered if she should prop the door open so she could get back
    in, but somehow felt it would be alright, though how she knew that, she couldn't
    say.

    A few moments later, she returned, her bladder now empty, and she was able to open
    the door without trouble. She was truly amazed at the spell work of her traveling
    companion. The mystery was starting to become too much for her. She wanted answers,
    but she didn't want to disturb this boy, especially as he had just protected her,
    even if it was only a side effect of getting back to sleep.

    "Granger!"

    Hermione turned and sighed inwardly as yet another person who'd spent the last
    five years tormenting her approached. Ron Weasley was quite simply a prick. He was
    arrogant, lazy and more than a little rude. He was also quite popular. Truth was, Ron
    was pretty funny, at least when he wasn't turning his attention on her. Ron Weasley
    was largely the reason she had no friends. All because she had made him look a bit
    foolish in their first year. She had been trying to help him, but he ended up
    resenting her because she had levitated a feather in a single try.

    Ron wasn't alone. He was holding hands with his girlfriend, Lavender Brown, who
    was smiling brightly, and making Hermione feel self conscious, just by looking at her
    appraisingly.

    Lavender and Ron had begun dating last year, and had quickly become Hogwarts sort
    of power couple. They did look really good together, and Hermione knew that Ron
    treated her well because Lavender always talked about him in their dorm. Sometimes
    Hermione was jealous, but then she'd remember just how much of an arse Ron actually
    was.

    Is it true?" Ron smiled. "Did you really knock the crap out of Malfoy? He's
    screaming about getting even with you."

    "I didn't do anything to him, as usual." Hermione corrected, her voice soft. "He
    got what he deserved. Now, please leave me alone."

    She opened the door to her cabin and stepped inside, but as she was closing the
    door, Ron grabbed it and forced it open, banging it loudly. Hermione immediately
    turned to the sleeping boy nervously.

    "What happened then?" Ron asked loudly, not noticing Hermione's travel
    companion.

    "It doesn't matter." Hermione whispered, trying to make Ron notice they weren't
    alone.

    "Come on Hermione, you can tell us what you did to him." Lavender whined. She
    hated not knowing things, especially in regards to gossip. She was the most essential
    cog in the Hogwarts rumor mill, after all. Hermione looked nervously between them and
    the boy on the bench.

    "Look, he's making more out of it then there is, just like always. So please
    leave." Hermione hissed angrily.

    "Oh come on!" Ron bellowed. "Someone gets the drop on Malfoy and makes him look
    like a complete idiot, and we find out it was you, of all people? That's like
    Longbottom beating Snape in a duel."

    "I didn't do it!" Hermione said, quite loudly. Her hands flew to her mouth, and
    her eyes bulged. She turned to look at the bundle of black that was now sitting up,
    pulling his robe off of himself and removing his hood before running a hand threw his
    short, very messy black hair.

    "Who are you?" Lavender asked staring at the stranger.

    "Someone who's incredibly close to just hexing the lot of you. Is it really too
    much to ask that you all shut the hell up?" He replied, head bowed so they couldn't
    see his face. His voice was still scratchy sounding, and he coughed twice before
    rubbing at his eyes.

    "You know up until just now, you were a most pleasant cabin mate." the boy said.
    Hermione knew the remark was directed at her, and her face flushed again.

    "I'm really sorry." She said, sitting down and looking apologetic. "They followed
    me, and wouldn't leave me alone."

    Slowly the boy turned to glare at Ron and Lavender. Ron suddenly gasped when he
    got a good look at the boy.

    "I believe she asked you twice to leave her be." The boy said. Hermione saw Ron
    actually step back, looking almost frightened. Lavender grabbed his arm, her eyes
    bugging out further than Hermione had ever seen.

    "So now I'm asking you. Leave." The boy said. Ron stared at him for a moment
    before he nodded and backed out. He grabbed Lavender and hurried away, whispering
    frantically.

    The boy sat back and Hermione got her first good look at her cabin mate. For the
    most part he looked rather average, with fair skin, and a chiseled face. Hermione
    thought he was really very good looking. She was immediately enchanted by his bright
    green eyes. The only other distinguishing feature was the angry red lightning bolt
    scar on his forehead, just above his right eye.

    The boy yawned and rubbed his eyes again before sitting forward again.

    "How long until we're at the school?" He asked. It took a moment for Hermione's
    brain to begin functioning right, as she found herself very attracted to this boy.
    She glanced at her watch and did some quick math in her head.

    "Around three hours, I think."

    "I guess I missed the food trolley then." The boy sighed rather dejectedly.

    "Actually, I um… I thought you might be hungry if you woke up, so…" Hermione
    presented the gilly water and pumpkin pasties she'd bought for him. The boy accept
    them with a gracious smile.

    "That was very nice of you, thank you." The boy said evenly popping open the
    bottle and downing half of it.

    "I don't mean to be rude," Hermione said.

    "And yet, sometimes accidental rudeness happens." The boy said wiping his
    mouth.

    "Right." Hermione replied, her brow knitting in frustration. "Who are you?"

    "I guess everyone will know soon enough. I'm Harry Potter. And you would be…" The
    boy said, eyeing his cabin mate.

    "Uh, Hermione."

    "You don't sound too sure." Harry said.

    "Hermione Granger." She said, shaking her head. Harry reached out a hand, which
    Hermione shook, noting that he didn't squeeze it too tight, nor did it feel like she
    was holding a wet noodle or something. He also held her eyes with his own, making her
    shiver a bit.

    "You're having me on, aren't you? Harry Potter died when he was a baby after
    stopping Voldemort." Hermione stated.

    "I'm impressed." Harry said with a small smile. "Most people can't say the name
    without an aneurysm. No, I'm really Harry Potter. The one who stopped the Dark Tosser
    known as Voldemort when I was a baby, though that story isn't exactly true."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione asked, looking very confused now.

    "It's a really long story, and kind of boring. For the record, I don't like
    Pumpkin Pasties." Harry said, taking a huge bite of the pastie.

    "Then why are you eating them?" Hermione asked.

    "Because you were nice enough to get them for a stranger. Least I can do is eat
    them as a show of gratitude." Harry said, shoving the rest of the pastie into his
    mouth and eating it quickly.

    "I'll remember that for the next time." Hermione said rolling her eyes. She felt
    very at ease with this boy. And that made her tense up. Hermione knew this
    comfortableness wouldn't last. As soon as he heard others talk about her, he would
    turn against her, and she'd be alone all over again.

    "So, if you're really Harry Potter, where have you been all this time, and why are
    you here now?" Hermione asked, looking at him critically.

    "You don't like mysteries, I take it." Harry smirked.

    "Not really." Hermione replied

    Harry nodded and took a few breaths and finished the gilly water.

    "It was felt that I would be better served being kept away from people because I
    might let fame go to my head, or some such nonsense. As to why I'm here now… that has
    yet to be revealed to me properly. I was told that I needed to forge real
    friendships, and to act like a normal sixteen year old, whatever that means. Now, I
    have a question for you. That first boy who came in here…"

    "Draco Malfoy." Hermione said as if the name tasted sour on her tongue.

    "Malfoy, really?" Harry said thoughtfully, a small smile playing at the corners of
    her mouth. "Well isn't that interesting."

    Hermione couldn't help herself, and felt her own mouth turning upwards at his
    smirk.

    "Why do you say that?"

    "You don't happen to read the papers, do you?" Harry asked. Hermione nodded and
    Harry's smile grew a bit. "Did you read anything about something happening in the
    Ministry last June?"

    "Yeah. Voldemort was seen, and Aurors fought him and his followers. They were
    fighting over something in the Department of Mysteries."

    "That's basically right, yeah. Did you happen to read anything about Lucius
    Malfoy?" Harry asked, his smile growing larger.

    "Yeah, they said he was caught wearing Death Eater garb, and that he had lost his
    right hand, and it couldn't be repaired." Hermione said, remembering the article from
    last June.

    "I was the one who removed his hand." Harry stated. Hermione gaped at him, making
    him smile again.

    "Ok, now I know you're lying." Hermione said, folding her arms over her chest.

    "Sounds like it, doesn't it." Harry said as if he were expecting her reaction.
    "But it's true. And if you and I are going to be friends, then you need to know that
    I don't lie. It's useless, and serves no purpose."

    "Y-you want to be my friend?" Hermione asked incredulous.

    "I told you I was here to make friends. Why shouldn't you and I be friends?" Harry
    asked.

    Hermione bit her bottom lip for a second, her arms still folded across her
    chest.

    "People don't usually want to be my friend." She said flatly. "No one likes
    me."

    "I don't believe that. Everyone has at least one friend." Harry said, but Hermione
    shook her head.

    "I don't. The only person who talks to me without saying anything rude is Neville,
    but we're not friends." Hermione said. Harry looked at her for a few seconds before
    responding.

    "Maybe he thinks of you as a friend." He observed.

    Hermione shook her head.

    "He's just trying to survive, like me. He's at least got people who like him. Ron
    even lets Neville hang out with him sometimes.

    "Ron was the gangly looking redhead with that girl?" Harry asked.

    Hermione nodded. "The first couple of Hogwarts. He looked kind of freaked when he
    saw you."

    "I imagine his will be the least offensive reaction." Harry said morosely.

    "What do you mean?" She asked.

    "We can talk about it later." Harry replied, rather bitterly. "Can you tell me
    what to expect from the sorting tonight?"

    The next two and a half hours passed in a blur as Hermione answered every single
    one of Harry's questions about Hogwarts. Not only about the castle, but about the
    houses and the students. He wasn't annoying like a first year, and seemed quite
    content to let her prattle on and on about everything she knew. It was easily the
    most pleasant train ride she'd ever had going to Hogwarts.

    Hermione found herself really enjoying the trip now with her companion, though in
    the back of her mind she was sure that by tomorrow evening, this boy will have
    forgotten her completely.
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    Do You Believe In Karma?

    The train pulled into Hogsmeade Station and the students began disembarking and
    heading towards the waiting line of carriages, save for the first years who followed
    the bellowing call of "First years, o'er here please."

    Hermione gave the faintest of smiles towards the massive form of Ruebeus Hagrid,
    the Hogwarts gamekeeper and teacher of Care of Magical Creatures. He was tasked with
    leading the first year students to the castle by boat. A very special introduction to
    the beauty that was Hogwarts castle. He'd also been very nice to her over the
    years.

    Harry was at her side, giving a curious look towards the mountain of a man that
    was Hagrid. Hermione noticed his look and asked what was troubling him.

    "Well, I was told that I would be with the sixth year students, but technically,
    this is my first year." Harry said, looking puzzled.

    "You're wondering if you should go with the first years." Hermione smiled. Harry
    gave a curt nod. Hermione stared at him, her heart pounding in her chest, though she
    really had no idea why. She was sure that as soon as Harry got a look at the other
    girls he'd stop talking to her.

    "Well, the castle is truly magnificent to see as you cross the lake. It's almost a
    rite of passage to cross the lake. But… on the other hand, you're supposed to be a
    sixth year."

    "Magnificent you say?' Harry quirked an eyebrow. Hermione nodded, unable to fight
    the smile she was now wearing. Harry nodded again and turned to follow Hagrid and the
    gathered first years. Hermione felt a slight pang of loss as he walked away. Her
    personal history said that this would be the last time she spoke to Harry, and she
    couldn't help but feel saddened as he walked away.

    She began heading towards the carriages, looking for one with a few second years
    on it. The younger the student, the less likely they were to harass her. However she
    was suddenly grabbed around the arm and quickly dragged towards a carriage.

    "Let go of me!" She shouted, ripping her arm out of the hands of her assailant as
    her survival instincts kicked in. She turned and found herself staring at Parvati
    Patil, her other roommate in the Gryffindor dorms. She was looking rather excited and
    deeply curious. She motioned with her head towards a carriage where Parvati's twin
    sister, Padma, Susan Bones and Hannah Abbott were all looking down at her
    expectantly.

    "We want you to ride with us." Parvati said with a smile.

    "Why?" Hermione asked suspiciously.

    "We have questions for you." Hannah Abbott said quickly. "And we're holding up the
    line, so get your skinny butt up here."

    Hermione looked at them for a moment before she shook her head and started to look
    for another carriage.

    "Oh come on." Parvati said, quickly taking her arm again. "No one is going to hurt
    you. Just trust us."

    Hermione scowled but allowed herself to be helped into the carriage where she sat
    across from Hannah, Susan and Padma who were all smiling happily at her. Parvati sat
    next to her, and the carriage began moving forward.

    "So," Hannah said, leaning forward. "We heard from Lavender that you were sitting
    with a really cute and scary boy on the train."

    "And Ron said he made Malfoy look like a complete idiot." Parvati claimed

    Hermione sighed heavily as realization dawned on her. Of course they were
    interested in Harry. New students were rare, after all. And yes, Harry was rather
    attractive, in his way. These four girls were also some of the most boy crazy girls
    in the school. Parvati alone had dated most of the boys in their year.

    "Yes, and yes." Hermione said evenly. "Draco came to remind me of his supposed
    superiority and he disturbed the person I was sharing a cabin with."

    "What's his name?" Hannah asked.

    "Harry." Hermione replied, deciding that the full revelation should happen at the
    sorting.

    "Is he as cute as Lavender said?" Susan wondered.

    "I don't know." Hermione shrugged.

    "What do you mean?" Hannah all but shrieked. "You were sitting with him for the
    whole trip."

    "I don't know because I don't know how Lavender described him." Hermione replied
    irritably. "Yes, he was attractive, but what I find attractive might be different
    from your definition…"

    "Oh stop it." Padma interrupted. "You're a girl, and we all like pretty much the
    same things. Tall, dark and handsome."

    The other girls nodded in agreement. Hermione said nothing, but stared blankly.
    She was very uncomfortable at the moment, and she knew exactly why. She'd never been
    the center of attention, nor had anyone found her so interesting. What made it worse
    was that these girls weren't interested in her at all, but in the fact that she had
    spent time with a very mysterious new boy who was supposed to be, as Lavender Brown
    might say, incredibly tasty."

    The girls started talking amongst themselves now. They would occasionally ask her
    about Harry and she would give a noncommittal shrug. In truth she had barely learned
    anything about Harry. Their conversation had mostly revolved around school, and what
    he might expect. Now that Hermione had a chance to think on it, it was almost as if
    Harry were gathering information to prepare himself for some sort of fight or
    something.

    The carriage stopped and the girls got out. Parvati, Padma, Susan and Hannah
    walked on, completely forgetting about her. Hermione just sighed and made her own way
    towards the castle. As soon as she stepped inside the Entrance hall, she heard her
    name being called by Professor McGonagall, the head of Gryffindor House, Deputy
    Headmistress of Hogwarts, transfiguration teacher, and Hermione's most favorite
    teacher. Hermione stopped, and made her way to the troubled looking professor.

    "Good evening Professor." Hermione said as she managed to get close to the
    teacher, who was scanning all the students as they entered the school.

    "Good evening Miss Granger.' The rather stern professor said with a rare smile. "I
    understand you shared a cabin on the train with Mister Potter.'

    "How do you know that?" Hermione queried, her expression one of amazed
    puzzlement.

    "Do you honestly think that we don't monitor what happens on the train?'
    McGonagall arched an eyebrow, and Hermione smiled softly.

    "Yes ma'am." She said. "Yes, I did share a cabin with Harry on the train."

    McGonagall gave the faintest of smiles, and Hermione felt a shiver up her spine.
    Professor McGonagall was the closest person to a friend Hermione had in Hogwarts, and
    the professor often made it her business to check up on her favorite student to make
    sure she was doing alright. McGonagall was well aware of most of the bullying that
    Hermione suffered, but was most unfortunately not able to catch the bullies in the
    act. It was her deepest wish that Hermione might make a friend at last.

    "I wonder if you might know where Mister…" McGonagall's voice dropped a bit as she
    continued. "Potter is currently?"

    "Actually, I do." Hermione said. "He went with the first years across the
    lake."

    "Did he?" McGonagall looked amused and curious at the same time.

    "Yes, he… He felt that even though he was going to be a sixth year that this would
    in fact be his first year. I may have helped him decide to take the boats. I told him
    the castle was rather a sight to see when you're on the lake." Hermione said,
    fighting a bit of a blush.

    "Did you?" McGonagall asked, looking impressed. "Well, that makes my job a bit
    easier. Shall I expect you for tea this Sunday, as usual?"

    "I look forward to it, Professor." Hermione smiled.

    McGonagall nodded. "Off you go then." She watched Hermione head into the Great
    Hall with a heavy heart. She knew in her soul that if Hermione Granger's life in the
    magical world didn't change for the better, then it was quite likely that this
    incredibly gifted young woman would leave it behind when school finished. She had
    little worry that Hermione would finish her schooling, as Hermione Granger was no
    quitter. But she was quite lonely, and even though she tried to hide it, she was
    hurting deep inside.

    Professor McGonagall had never in all her teaching career ever been more proud,
    and simultaneously more heart broken for any other student than she was for Hermione
    Granger. The Transfiguration teacher silently hoped that today was the beginning for
    the thing she had wanted most for Miss Granger. A real friendship with a peer.
    Perhaps, if fate was kind, something more precious.

    McGonagall had only met the boy in question once before, on the day he was invited
    to Hogwarts by herself, Professor Snape, and Professor Dumbledore. The boy had been
    very quiet as he'd been spoken to. He'd been most pleasant enough, but she noticed
    how hard he was. She learned later that evening of what his life had been up to that
    point. She also knew that he'd been involved in the battle at the Ministry of Magic
    and had heard from Dumbledore just how powerful he was, and how well he handled
    himself against the Death Eaters.

    The stories frightened her. Dumbledore had assured her that the young man would
    not be going around terrorizing the students that had made Professor McGonagall feel
    less worried. She confessed herself very curious about the boy. She had taught his
    parents, and remembered just how delightful they had been. So far, the boy seemed
    nothing like his parents, save for his physical features. Professor McGonagall knew
    much better than to judge a person after only one interaction, especially after what
    she had learned from the headmaster.

    She watched the last students enter the Great Hall, and turned to prepare to
    receive the First Years, who should be arriving any moment, being led by Hagrid She
    was supposed to greet the new student, and take him in with the first years, the fact
    that he had decided to travel with them just made her job a bit simpler. She walked
    up to the stairs that would overlook the First Years entrance, anxious to see the
    young man again.

    A few moments later, she heard their excited voices, and watched as in groups of
    twos and threes, the first years came in, eyes wide with awe, voices in whispers of
    wonder. In the very back, Hagrid walked in, and next to him, speaking to the
    Gamekeeper who looked as if he was talking to a long lost friend, was the new
    student. The boy who had been believed dead for fifteen years. The child who'd
    defeated the most powerful and feared dark wizard in a hundred years. Harry
    Potter.

    Hagrid gave a roaring laugh at something Harry had said, and gave him a clap on
    the back that usually flattened students. Harry simply stumbled a bit Catching
    himself very quickly. Hagrid turned his attention to McGonagall, who's face was as
    impassive as ever.

    "The first year students, Professor McGonagall." He said in his booming voice.

    "Thank you Hagrid." McGonagall said. She then motioned for the students to come up
    the stairs and stand before her in front of the now closed Great Hall doors. She
    looked at each student as if she were judging them, making them all go quiet in
    apprehension.

    "In a moment, I will be leading you through these door into the Great Hall where
    you will be sorted into your houses. The houses are Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw,
    Gryffindor, and Slytherin. While you are here, your house will be like you family.
    You will win house points when you do well. And should you break any rules…" She eyed
    them all sternly. "You will lose points as well as serve detentions. Now please wait
    here, while I announce you."

    

    Hermione sat at the very end of the of the Gryffindor table, staring blankly at
    the far wall, remembering the very pleasant conversation she had had with Harry on
    the train. He'd been so nice to her, and didn't seem bothered as she kept prattling
    on and on about the wonders of Hogwarts. He asked questions, which led her on tangent
    after tangent. He actually appeared interested, which was very different from nearly
    any other interaction she ever had with a boy, much less a human being.

    "Forget it." Hermione told herself as she glanced down the Gryffindor table where
    Ron Weasley was talking to Dean Thomas and Seamus Finnegan, his finger tracing a line
    on his forehead. Hermione wondered if Ron had known exactly who Harry was. She had
    once read the story of the Dark Wizard Voldemort in a book in her second year. It had
    told the vague details of Voldermort's fall by a baby wizard, barely a year old,
    leaving the tike with a scar that looked like a lightning bolt. The book had then
    gone on to say that the baby had died that night and was buried with his parents.

    But Hermione knew now that Harry was in fact alive, well, and very good
    looking.

    "Stop it." She hissed inwardly. "if you get attached, you're just going to get
    hurt."

    The doors to the Great Hall opened and Professor McGonagall led the first years
    towards the head table. Hermione gave the softest of smiles as she noted a few of the
    little eleven year olds looking to the ceiling in wonder and remembered how she had
    informed Su Li that the ceiling was enchanted on their very first night.

    It felt like centuries ago now.

    Hermione noted Harry walking at the rear of the younger students. He was not
    smiling, but taking in the Great Hall. His eyes fell on her, and he gave a slight nod
    of recognition before he went on examining the Hall, almost as if he was analyzing it
    for escape routes or something.

    Hermione watched him as he remained at the back of the pack of first years. She
    could see every student begin whispering at the sight of him, and even a few people
    pointing. The buzz of whispers remained even as the Sorting Hat began its annual
    song. The lonely Gryffindor couldn't remember any time the people ignored the song.
    Students finally shut up when McGonagall unrolled the parchment that contained the
    names of the new students, and she began calling them forward to be sorted.

    One by one, nervous little first years stepped up to the stool, took a seat and
    had the hat placed upon their heads. The hat took a moment and would then shout out
    the house the student would belong to until they graduated in seven years. Hermione
    felt a bit of anxiety growing in her belly as the students were widdled down. They
    passed the P's and Hermione began to wonder if Harry had lied to her about his
    identity. It wasn't until the final First year, Michael Watson was sorted into
    Ravenclaw that Hermione, and the rest of the school were officially introduced
    to…

    "Harry Potter." McGonagall said clearly and loudly. All at once, Hermione felt as
    if the Great Hall had somehow made every person turn towards the front of the room.
    There was a thick air of anxious tension as the hat was placed upon Harry's messy
    black hair. She wondered what the hat might be saying to Harry, remembering the
    confusion the Hat had when it had sorted her. It had seen that she was incredibly
    intelligent, and loved learning, but it also felt her deep drive to prove herself. In
    the end, it had seen something it had found most intriguing, and finally placed her
    with the Gryffindors.

    Suddenly the silence was ripped asunder as the Hat shouted "GRYFFINDOR!"

    The lions erupted in shouts and cheers as Harry returned the hat to Professor
    McGonagall and gave her a slight bow. Hermione watched as Harry passed all the first
    years and moved up the table. Many students offered places beside themselves, but
    Harry continued past until he walked around the table and took a seat directly across
    from her, making her eyes bulge with surprise not to mention a wave of whispering
    throughout the Great Hall.

    She wanted to say something, but her mouth refused to work. This was probably a
    good thing as her brain seemed to have shorted out as well. Harry didn't smile, or
    say anything, but gave her another nod as he turned to watch as Professor Dumbledore
    rose from his seat and greeted the students before announcing the start of the feast
    with a few silly words.

    Hermione watched Harry as he saw the platters fill with food. She guessed that he
    was impressed by this as he took a moment to take it all in.

    "Is it always like this?" He asked, motioning to the steaming dishes.

    "Pretty much." Hermione managed to say as she pulled a bowl of mashed potatoes to
    her. Harry gave a nod and lifted his plate towards a platter of roast chicken. They
    both filled their plates and began to eat in relative silence. Hermione felt the
    stares of the other Gryffindors on her as she ate her pork chop across from Harry,
    who took tentative bites from everything he'd put on his plate before diving in with
    gusto.

    "You were right." Harry said after about fifteen minutes. Hermione looked up with
    questioning eyes. "The castle was quite impressive from the lake."

    Hermione smiled softly at this. Harry continued. "It gave me a chance to talk with
    Hagrid. Quite the character.'

    "Yes, he's nice, but you know…" Hermione said, looking towards the mountain of a
    man who was talking animatedly to Professor Flitwick, who was laughing quite hard.
    "He scares me sometimes."

    Harry looked up with an inquisitive look and she shrugged.

    "His classes are… well, dangerous. He's got sort of an obsession with really
    frightening creatures." She explained. "I was nearly mauled by a hippogriff in my
    third year. I bowed and everything, but it didn't seem to care for me."

    "They can sense fear." Harry pointed out. "Like a dog almost. You need to be
    confident when you bow to them. They don't like rudeness, or people who are
    afraid."

    "I guess Neville had the same problem I did. At least he got to pet one." Hermione
    shrugged.

    "Don't feel to bad." Harry smirked. "Their nice enough animals, but they can be
    more trouble than they're worth. Messy damned things."

    "Messy?" Hermione asked very curious now.

    "Long story." Harry waved it away. "So, what happens now?" He said looking down
    the table.

    "We finish dinner, and then we go to our Houses. Usually people hang out for a bit
    and catch up, others go to bed because classes start tomorrow. Breakfast starts at
    around six and ends at nine which is when classes start." Hermione explained.

    "Six." Harry confirmed. Hermione nodded and Harry looked pleased. "Good, that's
    plenty of time."

    "Plenty of time for what?" Hermione asked.

    "Morning routine." Harry said simply. "I don't suppose you're an early riser, are
    you?"

    "Um, early enough. I usually get up by six so I can get to breakfast by seven.
    Most everyone else comes down by eight, and I don't really like being around…" She
    drifted off.

    "Well, if you're up earlier, say around four, I wouldn't mind a bit of company.
    I'm not used to running on my own." He said evenly.

    "Four?" She asked incredulously.

    "The butt crack of dawn as my Godfather calls it." Harry smirked. "Up at four,
    running by four-fifteen."

    "Running?" She looked as if she might faint.

    "Sure." Harry shrugged. "Running builds stamina, and stamina is your greatest
    weapon in a duel. If you can out last your opponent, you win every time."

    "You are very strange." She shook her head.

    "Funny, I've been thinking the same thing about you." Harry remarked. Hermione
    looked offended for a minute, and then realized that to Harry she was likely very
    strange. Given what she knew, which admittedly was very little, about his life,
    everyone in the school was likely very weird to Harry Potter.

    "You're welcome to join me anytime you like.' Harry said, closing that line of
    conversation.

    It wasn't long before the dishes cleared momentarily and desert began. Harry
    looked very puzzled by the array of sweet dishes before him now, and began looking up
    and down the table.

    "Are you looking for something in particular?" Hermione asked.

    "I know this is going to sound bizarre." Harry began, and Hermione gave a light
    laugh which made Harry turn to regard her, making her stop laughing. "I'm not a huge
    fan of sweets."

    "You're joking." Hermione said quite seriously now.

    "Not in the least. It could be because I never got them often when I was growing
    up because I was on kind of a strict diet." He said, looking up the table again. "The
    only thing that I really like is chocolate chip cookies really. I usually got them as
    treats when I did exceptionally well at something. Good test score, take down an
    opponent in a duel… take Lucius Malfoy down at the Ministry of Magic…"

    "I get the point." Hermione smirked. "Maybe you should look at your own
    plate."

    Harry turned and saw three chocolate chip cookies had appeared on his plate. He
    gave her a look of joy as he lifted the first and his smile widened.

    "They're warm." he grinned. In that moment he looked like a little kid, and it
    made Hermione do something she hadn't done since she was eleven. She giggled. Harry
    looked up, eyebrow arched in question, but Hermione simply shook her head and
    continued eating her sundae.

    When everyone had finished and the plates had cleared themselves, Headmaster
    Dumbledore rose from his seat and stepped from around the Teacher's table to the
    podium at the front of the head table to address the student population.

    "Good evening." He began jovially. "To our new students, welcome. To our returning
    students, welcome back. I have only a few notices to give out before I release you to
    the comfort of your waiting beds. First, Mr. Filch, our caretaker has asked that I
    remind you that magic is not allowed in the halls, and that the list of banned items
    consists of some five hundred items which can be examined on the door to his office.
    Next a reminder that the Forbidden forest is exactly as the name suggests, forbidden.
    Last I would like to announce the return of Professor Horace Slughorn, who will be
    taking up his old post of Potions Master while our former potions teach, Professor
    Severus Snape will be stepping into the post of Defense against the Dark Arts. Now, I
    bid you all, goodnight."

    Hermione rose, just as the rest of the Great Hall.

    "I'll show you to Gryffindor Tower, if you'd like." Hermione offered. Harry
    nodded, turning as he heard several voices calling first years to them. He saw a girl
    with red hair and a boy with sandy blonde hair waving the Gryffindor first years to
    them.

    "Prefects." Hermione explained. "The fifth year prefects show the first years to
    the dorms. Sixth year Prefects get the first patrols with the Seventh years."

    "Are you a prefect?' Harry asked. Hermione shook her head.

    "I thought I would be, but Professor McGonagall told me that she felt I would have
    much more trouble as a prefect than…Well, she felt it best that I not have the extra
    responsibility." She said. She saw Harry looked at her out of the corner of his eye.
    He was giving her a very strange look that made her shiver.

    They were halfway up to Gryffindor tower when A few other Gryffindors caught up to
    them.

    "Hi ya Harry." The first boy said, offering his hand. "Seamus Finnegan, this here
    is Dean Thomas, Parvati Patil, and that there's Neville Longbottom. We wanted to
    welcome you to Hogwarts and to Gryffindor."

    "Uh, thank you." Harry said, his eyes quickly looking each person over. Hermione
    wondered just what it was he was thinking when he looked at people. She made a mental
    note to ask him if she ever got the chance.

    "So, we were wondering where ya been all these years.' Seamus went on squeezing
    between Harry and Hermione as they continued up the stairs.

    Hermione grimaced as Seamus all but shoved her, and sighed as the Irish boy began
    leading Harry away from her. They didn't go to far before they stopped, and Seamus
    took a few steps from Harry, looking rather startled. Hermione hadn't heard Harry say
    anything and was even more surprised to find him looking at her expectantly. She
    caught up to him again and they continued on with Seamus falling behind a bit, but
    the others still next to them, asking question after question. Hermione couldn't help
    wonder just what in the hell was happening. No one had ever so much as bothered to
    say a word in her defense, but Harry clearly didn't like seeing her bullied. He must
    have said or done something to make Seamus look so anxious, and then he had waited
    for her to catch up to him.

    Hermione wasn't given much time to dwell on it as they reached the portrait of the
    Fat Lady, and Dean gave the password. One by one they filed into the Gryffindor
    common room and spread out a bit. Hermione watched as Harry took it all in with a
    somewhat approving look on his face. It was almost like someone who'd heard all about
    Disneyland their whole life and finally got to go there and found it didn't quite
    live up to the stories. It wasn't that he looked disappointed, just… indifferent,
    really.

    "So, your room will be up the stairs and on the right. Just look for the door with
    the Sixth Year sign on it." Hermione said, pointing to the stairs. Harry gave a nod
    that he'd heard her and she began to head off.

    "Good night then." She said.

    "Good night.' He said with a soft smile that made her shiver again. She was
    starting to wonder what was wrong with her, as it was the second time he'd made her
    do that. She quickly made her way to her dorm where she found her trunk in front of
    her bed as usual. She made to open it when the door to the dorm room opened and
    Parvati and Lavender, her roommates entered, looking at her with unveiled
    interest.

    

    "Ok, you need to tell us what's going on with you and Harry right now." Lavender
    said leaping onto her bed and staring at Hermione who was pulling out her bed clothes
    and her toiletries.

    "I don't know what you're talking about." Hermione said evenly.

    "Oh come on." Parvati said, throwing her hands up in exasperation. "He walked all
    the way to the end of the table to sit with you at the feast. He looked like
    he was going to destroy Seamus for pushing you aside on the stairs, and Lav says he
    defended you against Draco Malfoy."

    "Looks to me like he fancies you.' Lavender said idly, though her eyes were
    sparkling with mischief.

    "For your information, he didn't defend me against Malfoy. That great prat woke
    Harry up on the train and apparently he's not very pleasant when he first wakes up.
    As for why he sat with me, perhaps he's a bit shy. I've been the only person he's
    talked to whom didn't offend him in some way, or disturb his peace, for that matter.'
    She said looking hard at Lavender who had the good grace to look a bit sheepish. "As
    for Seamus, maybe he doesn't like rude people."

    "And what about you?' Parvati went on as if Hermione had just taken a long time to
    think about something rather than argue every point she had made. "You looked quite
    cozy at dinner, not to mention at his side."

    "How do you work that out?" Hermione asked standing up straight and looking very
    confused. She hadn't felt remotely cozy with Harry at dinner. In fact, she had never
    felt more self conscious and uncomfortable, due in large part to everyone staring.
    Once she and Harry had actually started talking, she had relaxed a bit, but no where
    near cozy.

    "Oh come on." Lavender said, throwing her hands up in frustration. "The way he
    looked at you, like there was no one else in the Great Hall. Except for his food, he
    didn't look at anything else but you. And on the way up here, you were walking so
    close to him."

    "You're imagining things." Hermione sighed heavily. "In a few days, he'll get to
    know all of you and he won't even glance at me anymore. Things will be back to normal
    in no time at all."

    "Hermione, why are you so sure of that?" Lavender asked. Hermione turned cold eyes
    to her roommate and glowered.

    "Because that's the way of things. I've learned to accept it, as none of you has
    ever tried to change it. Everyone is so much happier mocking me, and… and…" Hermione
    felt five years of frustration boiling up and immediately suppressed it, snatching up
    her toiletries and her pajamas before snarling as she stomped towards the bathroom to
    prepare for bed.

    "Forget it." She snapped.

    Parvati stared at Lavender who stared at the door Hermione had slammed behind
    her.

    "Do you believe in Karma?" Lavender asked, turning to Parvati.

    "Of course."' The Indian girl shrugged.

    "Do you get the feeling that we're about to pay for everything we've ever done
    wrong to her?" The blonde asked, looking a bit nervous.

    "Why do you say that?" Parvati asked, going to her own trunk and popping it
    open.

    "I can't explain it really, but ever since Ron and I met Harry on the train, and
    the way he looked at Ron… I can't shake this feeling that Hermione's been sent like a
    guardian angel or something, and he's about to reap vengeance on everyone who ever
    said one bad thing about her. Like this is her reward for being so strong, and
    suffering all these years, because of us."

    Parvati had stopped and had begun staring at the bathroom door.

    "Wow, when you put it like that, I'm starting to feel really bad about…
    everything. I mean, it's not like we picked on her a lot, but we never defended her,
    or made other people stop… Oh wow, I just felt like someone punched me in the
    gut."

    Parvati sat down looking rather ill as Lavender also appeared to be fighting
    nausea. They were so silent, one might have thought they had died, save for the fact
    that they kept glancing at each other guiltily.

    It was nearly twenty minutes before Hermione returned from the bathroom, dressed
    in her flannel pajama pants and her t-shirt. Her hair had been taken out of the tight
    braid and brushed out, and Lavender noted that it wasn't as frightfully bushy as it
    had once been. It was almost as if Hermione's maturity was taming it.

    Both girls gave soft gasps when they saw the Hermione slightly reddened eyes. She
    had been crying, though she was clearly trying to hide it from her roommates.

    "Her-Hermione." Lavender spoke first. Hermione didn't turn around. She simply kept
    rummaging in her trunk, preparing her things for the next day.

    "Hermione, we owe you a long overdue apology." Lavender said. The words seemed to
    freeze Hermione in place.

    "She's right." Parvati spoke up, sounding very disturbed. "We've been horrible to
    you. Not as horrible as some, but it doesn't excuse our behavior. We never tried to
    stop anyone from picking on you, and well, we've never been anything but unpleasant
    to you."

    Hermione turned to stare incredulously at her two roommates, both of whom looked
    to be close to tears themselves.

    "W-what?" was the only thing she managed to say.

    "We don't deserve your forgiveness by any stretch." Lavender continued, looking to
    Parvati who nodded. "But I think we'd like a chance to earn it, if you'd let us."

    Hermione's defenses were up immediately as she eyed her two roommates. "What do
    you mean?" She took an unconscious step backward, turning to her bedside table where
    she'd left her wand.

    Lavender got up from her bed, grabbed Hermione's wand and walked up to the pariah
    of Hogwarts, cringing inwardly as the girl back up even further as she
    approached.

    "Take it." Lavender said, handing Hermione's wand back to her. "You look ready to
    climb the walls."

    "Because she doesn't trust us." Parvati said bitterly. Lavender glowered at her
    best friend over her shoulder. "Put yourself in her place. After five years, would
    you?"

    Parvati looked down at the floor and sank back on her bed.

    Hermione took her wand, feeling immensely better once it was in her hand. Lavender
    turned and went to her own trunk to prepare for bed. She collected her things and
    stood up to smile at Hermione. "Just give us a chance. You don't have to trust us
    until we've earned it. We can figure it all out as we go, alright?"

    Hermione was far too flummoxed to do anything other than nod. Lavender smiled and
    with a bit more pep in her step, headed to the bathroom, with Parvati following right
    behind her.

    Hermione kept watching the door as she climbed into her own bed and began pulling
    the curtains shut. She cast the protection charms she'd learned in third year, as was
    her habit. Lavender and Parvati had never tried to do anything to her, but her
    paranoia had grown so much that she could not sleep at Hogwarts without the
    protective charms.

    As she lay down, slipping her wand under her pillow, she shut her eyes and let out
    a long slow sigh in an attempt to calm her racing heart today had been the absolute
    strangest day she'd ever had in her entire life. She didn't even want to try and
    figure any of it out, because she was afraid her brain would explode. However, she
    was certain that it all had to do with the new addition to Hogwarts.

    Hermione wondered idly if any of this would have happened if she had simply sat
    with some first years instead of the last cabin on the train. Then she wondered if
    things were going to continue to change, or would fate right itself and have
    everything back to normal by the end of the week.

    Hermione felt her heart break at the thought of being alone again after spending
    the day with someone as nice as Harry had been.
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    Amusing, But Utterly Useless

    Hermione had a very troubled sleep, and for the first time that she could
    remember, wanted nothing more then to pull the blankets over her head and stay in bed
    for the rest of the day. But it was the first day of classes and she was not lazy.
    So, feeling angry at having to abandon her warm bed, she got up, and headed for the
    bathroom. After a nice hot shower, and spending the adequate amount of time in fixing
    her hair so it wasn't a frightful mess before dressing in her uniform, Hermione
    headed down to the Great Hall for breakfast, being respectfully quiet, as he
    roommates were still asleep.

    She was still trying to puzzle out just what Lavender and Parvati had meant when
    they had said they wanted to earn her forgiveness the previous night. History told
    her to be cautious, as many a prank had been played on her this way. Yet, she was now
    better at reading people's intentions, and as she recalled their faces, she saw
    nothing but sincerity. This begged the question, what in the hell happened to
    them?

    Hermione began to think that perhaps it was a fluke. Just some random thing that
    happens to everyone at some point, and there was no real meaning to it. After all,
    wasn't she entitled to a bit of oddness in her life as well as anyone. But their
    apologies had been so out of character, especially for Lavender who until last night
    had always snubbed Hermione, and laughed at Ron Weasley's insults. She had always
    been this high and mighty… bitch. She wasn't as bad as Pansy Parkinson, but Lavender
    thrived on Hermione's pain, just like everyone else in the school. Or at least,
    that's how Hermione perceived it.

    The common room was as empty as ever, and the fire was all but dead in the grate,
    though it was still pleasantly warm. This was Hermione's favorite time of day. When
    no one was in the common room and she was alone, without fear of becoming the center
    of unwanted attention. She was staring into the dying coals, pondering everything
    that had happened the previous day when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

    "Hermione."

    Hermione shrieked in terror and whirled around, losing her balance. Her world spun
    as she began to fall but something reached out and grabbed both her wrists, pulling
    her back until she was steady on her feet once again. Gasping frantically for breath,
    she whipped her hair out of her face to find Harry Potter standing before her,
    looking mildly concerned.

    "Don't ever do that again!" She roared. She realized suddenly that people were
    still sleeping, and dropped the volume of her voice immediately. "Seriously Harry you
    nearly gave me a heart attack. Did you put a silencing charm on your shoes or
    something?"

    Harry shook his head as he released her, sure she wouldn't fall over now.

    "I've always had a soft step." he claimed, his voice as flat as ever. "It makes it
    easy to get the drop on your enemy. So, breakfast?" He asked, nodding towards the
    portrait hole. Hermione, still breathing rapidly, and clutching her chest began to
    lead them down to the Great Hall.

    "How was your night?" She asked after they had walked down two flights in silence.
    She used to really like the quiet, but now when she was around Harry, she felt very
    uncomfortable by it.

    "Curious." He replied after a long moment. Hermione had watched his face as he
    thought of his reply. It was clear that he was having trouble coming up with an
    answer and it made her wonder just what had happened in the sixth year boys
    dormitories.

    "How do you mean?" She turned to regard him. His face was as impassive as ever,
    but she could see in his eyes a spark of bemusement.

    "I've never had roommates before." He started. "And of them all, only Neville
    puzzles me."

    "Neville. Neville Longbottom puzzles you." Hermione said, not believing what she
    was hearing.

    "Mm-hmm." Harry replied. "Ron is simple. Basic, in just about every sense of the
    word. He has a major inferiority complex. I don't know why, but there you are. If he
    had more discipline, he might make something of himself. But he has this deep seeded
    need to be the center of attention. Seamus is pretty laid back, though a bit obsessed
    with the fairer sex."

    "Aren't all of you boys?' Hermione chuckled. Harry merely shrugged.

    "I'm not sure what you mean." Harry said, looking rather puzzled at Hermione, who
    fought against a smile she felt trying to appear on her face.

    "Nothing, never mind. Go on." She replied.

    "The way Seamus talks about girls, you'd think he was some sort of playboy, or
    gigolo or something. Only, not as smooth. Dean is easy to figure out as well. He's a
    go with the follow sort. Doesn't like to make waves. It's also easy to figure out
    that of the three, Dean is liable to have friends who are more loyal and honest than
    either Ron or Seamus. He's sure of himself without being cocky or smug. Of those
    three, I like him the best." Harry continued.

    "But Neville?" Hermione asked, watching his face.

    "Neville. Quiet, reserved, unsure of himself though he radiates power. It comes
    off him in waves. It's almost as if his lack of confidence has given him some sort of
    block. With some good training, he could be a great wizard. He lingers, like he wants
    to be a part of the group but he's afraid of being rejected by them, like he doesn't
    believe he's good enough. And there's something else. You can see it in his
    eyes."

    "Neville's always been a bit shy, and he is a very clumsy and forgetful." Hermione
    observed.

    "Interesting." Harry nodded. "But that's not what I was talking about."

    They had arrived at the Great Hall and took seats at the end of the Gryffindor
    table. Hermione took some toast and began spreading marmalade, before serving herself
    some porridge. She watched Harry take toast and some fruit as well as a bit of
    oatmeal.

    "I take it they gave you a full interrogation." Hermione remarked.

    "No." Harry replied. "In fact, they kind of seemed afraid to talk to me.
    Especially Ron and Seamus. Mostly they just talked to each other about their summer.
    Seamus apparently had relations with three different girls, while Ron told some
    rather detailed facts about Lavender's body. Did you know she's got a mole on
    her…"

    "That's quite alright. I don't need to hear it." Hermione said quickly before
    trying to steer the conversation back on track. "You did kind of freak them out a
    little so I'm not surprised they were afraid of you. Seamus looked like you were
    going to hit him or something. What did you say to him last night on the way to the
    common room?"

    "Nothing. I simply looked at him after he shoved you out of the way." Harry said
    simply. Hermione felt a blush creeping up her face. "I may not have had a lot of
    interaction with people during my life, but I do know what he did was wrong."

    "Did you get your run in this morning?" Hermione asked, changing subjects. She
    didn't want to linger on what he said too much at the moment as it was so very
    confusing in so many ways. For now, Hermione felt it might be better to keep things
    simple.

    "Yes." Harry said simply.

    They fell silent, and Hermione began to feel a bit uncomfortable again. Up until
    this moment, she had felt that things had been nice, but now she felt suddenly
    anxious. She couldn't say why, but she felt almost as if Harry was now examining her
    as he had his roommates. She wasn't really sure if she wanted to know what he thought
    of her. She got enough of what people thought of her already.

    Hermione began looking around the Great Hall hoping to find something that would
    start a new conversation. There weren't many people in the Great Hall, save for a
    mess of Ravenclaws who were always early risers. Harry was ripping into an orange
    clearly not bothered by the silence between them. In fact, he looked exactly the same
    as ever.

    "Are you always so…blank?" She blurted out.

    Harry looked up and she shrank a bit under his stare.

    "I'm not sure what you mean…" He replied. Hermione shook her head and told him to
    forget about it. Harry shrugged and bent back to his oatmeal, and Hermione was left
    feeling really stupid just then.

    "Ah, good morning."

    The teens turned and found Headmaster Dumbledore there with his trademark twinkle
    in his eye.

    "How are you finding Hogwarts so far, Harry?" The old professor asked cordially.
    Harry wiped his mouth on a napkin and gave the faintest of smiles.

    "It's very different from what I'm used to." Harry began.

    "As to be expected." Dumbledore nodded.

    "But I'm nothing if not adaptable." Harry smirked. Hermione felt herself
    brightening at Harry's look.

    "And I see you've made a friend already. Perhaps Miss Granger would be willing to
    be your guide for the next couple of days until you get your bearings."

    Both Harry and Dumbledore turned to Hermione, who shrank a bit under their
    scrutiny.

    "Of course, I'd love to." She said, again feeling herself blush. It was unnerving.
    She could not remember the last time she had blushed so much.

    "Excellent. I do have one other matter to discuss with you, Mister Potter, and
    that is the unfortunate business on the train. As I understand it, you attacked
    Mister Malfoy, is this true?"

    "Yes sir." Harry said without any sort of remorse or even guilt. He simply
    answered the question and Dumbledore frowned a bit.

    "Actually, that's not entirely true, sir." Hermione piped up not knowing why she
    was even speaking.

    "Really?" Dumbledore asked, his silvery eyebrows raising in question as he turned
    to look at her. "Would you care to offer an explanation then?"

    "I…Well, see. Draco was being rather…" Hermione tried, but she just couldn't seem
    to get it out. She hated feeling weak, or even admitting to being bullied. Nothing
    ever happened anyway. The most punishment Draco had ever gotten was detention, and if
    the rumors were to be believed, Draco had spent it with Professor Snape getting
    advanced lessons.

    "Mister Malfoy was being quite oppressive to Miss Granger, sir.' Harry stepped in.
    "I asked him to retreat and leave us in peace but he refused. He pulled his wand on
    me, and I defended myself and Miss Granger sir. I simply banished him out of our
    compartment and locked the door. He suffered no serious injuries, save possibly to
    his pride sir."

    "I see." Dumbledore said after Harry had finished. Hermione noted that Harry was
    sitting bolt upright, and staring to some point over her shoulder.

    "Very well, I shall have a word with Mister Malfoy's head of house. However, I can
    not excuse your behavior, Mister Potter. I am afraid you will have to serve a
    detention." Dumbledore said, looking just a bit sad, though also quite proudly.

    "I understand sir." Harry replied evenly.

    "I will inform Professor McGonagall that you will be attending a detention with
    her tonight at seven o'clock." Dumbledore said as he stood up straighter. "And ten
    points to Gryffindor for a show of loyalty and friendship."

    "Thank you sir." Harry said, still staring distantly.

    "Just one final thing. I would like to extend an invitation to take tea with me
    this Friday afternoon after your classes are finished." Dumbledore smiled, and Harry
    nodded.

    "I'm looking forward to it, sir." Harry said and Dumbledore gave them both a bow
    before striding to the head table.

    "That's a bit odd." Hermione said watching the Headmaster go.

    "What is?" Harry asked.

    "The way he talked to you. It wasn't like a student and teacher, but more like an
    old friend." Hermione noted. "I mean, yeah he gave you detention and all, but it was
    like he was really proud of you. Like you were his hero or something."

    Harry simply shrugged.

    Hermione realized that Harry was not going to elaborate, and decided that maybe it
    was best to leave the topic alone for now.

    "Are you anxious for classes?" She asked. Again, Harry shrugged.

    "I'm hopeful that I won't be bored. My Godfather told me that he found a lot of
    his classes were boring. He reckons it's why he and my father were such
    troublemakers." Harry said non-commitally.

    "Trouble makers?" Hermione asked, sounding a bit troubled by this.

    "They were supposed to be real pranksters. I don't know how much of what I was
    told is true, but if it's all to be believed, than Professor Snape is entitled to his
    grudge." Harry remarked.

    "Grudge?" Hermione perked up a bit.

    "He was their primary target while they were in school. He was friends with my
    mum, but he and my father and godfather weren't fond of each other. They were rather
    cruel to Professor Snape, and Sirius sometimes wonders if they had been nicer…" Harry
    looked at her and then bent back to his breakfast.

    "What?" She asked now intrigued.

    "I shouldn't say. I doubt he knows that I'm aware, and I don't think he'd fancy
    his secrets coming out." Harry said, closing the topics.

    Hermione could only stare at Harry as he finished his breakfast and pushed away
    his now empty plate. He wiped his hands on his napkin and took one last swallow from
    his goblet. He turned to look at the head table and then towards Hermione.

    "When do we get our schedules?" He asked.

    "Not for a bit. If you'd like we could go to the library for a bit, or just take a
    quick walk around the castle so you could get a basic idea of where places are."
    Hermione suggested. Harry gave a slight nod and the two rose from their seats. As
    they left the Great Hall, Harry saw a group of Slytherin girls coming up from the
    dungeons giving Hermione a very sour look, and then stopping short when they saw her
    companion. Hermione couldn't stop the smug little smile that played at the corners of
    her mouth.

    Of course her own mind ruined her little moment when she realized that there was
    now going to be a thousand new rumors about her by lunch, and none of them were going
    to be good.

    "So, I suppose I should show you where the hospital wing is." She said, turning
    towards the stairs.

    "Why?" Harry asked, looking puzzled.

    Hermione stopped short and turned to look at Harry with confusion. "In case you
    have an accident or something…"

    "Oh." Harry said simply. Hermione turned again and led Harry up a flight of stairs
    and down a hall. They visited a few other key points in the castle, including the
    Library, which Hermione wanted to linger in, but at Harry's blank look decided it
    would be best to move on. Like nearly everyone else, she didn't think Harry was as
    fond of books as she was.

    Then again, she couldn't really get a read on Harry as his face barely changed at
    all as they walked. She had noticed the way he examined everything. It was like he
    was looking for places to hide, or something.

    "Harry, could I ask you a question?" She finally asked as they were heading back
    to the Great Hall for their timetables.

    "I believe you just did." He replied at once

    "Yes, but I meant…"

    "I know what you meant." Harry said, a mischievous glint in his eye that startled
    Hermione.

    "The way you look around at everything. It's almost like you're looking for
    something specific."

    "Escape routes." Harry said simply.

    "Escape routes?"

    "Or cover. First rule, always know where your escape routes are. If you find
    yourself overwhelmed by superior forces, have more then one way out." Harry said
    automatically, making Hermione's jaw drop.

    "You sound like some kind of soldier." She said as the crossed into the Great Hall
    which was now teeming with students.

    "I thought I made that clear on the train yesterday." Harry looked at her slightly
    confused.

    "You really expect me to believe that you fought against You-Know-Who's followers
    and not only did you actually beat them, but removed Lucius Malfoy's hand?" Hermione
    stopped and crossed her arms over her chest defiantly.

    "Hermione, I don't care if you believe it or not. As I told you yesterday, I don't
    lie. It serves no purpose. I won't tell you something that isn't true about me or
    anything else." Harry said, looking weary.

    "Then why exactly are you here and not out there fighting them some more.?" She
    countered.

    "Honestly, I wish I knew." Harry sighed. "Look, it's a long story, and right now,
    I think I need to focus on getting through today. Will you help me?"

    Hermione was a bit taken aback. For as tough and collected as Harry appeared to be
    outwardly, she could see in his entrancing green eyes that he was actually
    worried.

    "Wait, Entrancing, where did that come from." Hermione thought suddenly. "Forget
    it Hermione. One look at Susan Bones, or gods forbid, Cho Chang and he's going to go
    all gooey and never speak to you again. Just get through today and everything will
    get back to its natural order."

    She looked at him and gave a soft smile as she nodded.

    "Thank you." He said calmly. "You are a true friend.

    Hermione stiffened. No one had ever called her their friend in her entire life.
    Even the friends she had had in primary school. That word sent a shiver down her
    spine that was not at all unpleasant.

    "Ah, Miss Granger, Mister Potter. I have your class schedules."

    Professor McGonagall had begun to approach her favorite student and the new
    arrival when she noticed them having a rather heated discussion. The Transfiguration
    professor's hope that Hermione Granger might at last find a friendly companion
    prevented her from invading their conversation until she was sure they were finished.
    She watched Hermione quite closely as she approached. Powerful though Dumbledore
    claimed the boy to be, if he hurt the girl in any way, she would render him to little
    more than ashes, savior to the wizarding world or not.

    "I was most pleased with your OWL results Miss Granger, and am looking forward to
    seeing you continue performing admirably in my class this year." McGonagall said as
    she handed over Hermione's schedule. "Mister Potter, I'm afraid that as I do not know
    what your intended career path is, I am unsure as to what to put on your schedule.
    Your OWL results were nearly as exemplary as Miss Granger's."

    "I wasn't told my results." Harry confessed. Hermione looked up from examining
    which classes she was to be taking this year, very interested in this little
    tidbit.

    "Well, I have them here." McGonagall said. "No student has performed as well as
    you did in Defense in over twenty years. Your Transfiguration, Charms and Potions
    work was quite good as well. You did well in Arithmancy and Runes, and I also noted
    you performed admirably in Herbology and Care of Magical Creatures. Quite frankly, I
    would hazard a guess that you were preparing for the Auror academy."

    "I am." Harry nodded. "At least, for now"

    "You have another ambition?" McGonagall asked her eyebrows raised with
    interest."

    "I would like to keep my options open at this point." Harry replied.

    "Very well then, what classes would you like to take?"

    "I wish to continue in all that I did E or better in." Harry said confidently.
    McGonagall gave a soft smile and glanced at Hermione who was looking just as
    impressed as the Head of Gryffindor House was feeling.

    "Well then, it looks as if you and Miss Granger will be seeing a lot of each other
    then. With the exception of Care of Magical Creatures, you will share many of her
    classes." McGonagall said, tapping her wand to Harry's class schedule and handing it
    to him.

    Harry accepted it and turned to Hermione. "We should get our books and things for
    class then."

    Hermione nodded and they headed up stairs. Hermione looked over her schedule as
    they walked.

    "Runes first this morning. That's good. Then I have a break. Lunch and then
    potions and charms. Good Monday, I think."

    "I don't have a break." Harry remarked, and Hermione glanced at his timetable,
    seeing that he would be in Care of Magical Creatures while she was in her break.

    "But you have breaks the rest of the week, see." She pointed them out to him.

    "Do I need them?" He asked. Once again Hermione's jaw dropped.

    "You don't want breaks?"

    "Does it serve a purpose?" He asked.

    "Well, it's a bit of extra time to catch up on your homework. You know so you
    don't fall behind and you get everything done." Hermione explained.

    "Oh, I see." Harry nodded in understanding. "Then I guess this is acceptable."

    "You really are very strange." Hermione shook her head.

    "As you keep pointing out." Harry replied, making Hermione chuckle.

    

    Runes was just as invigorating as it had ever been, in Hermione's opinion. She had
    sat in her favorite desk right up in front with Harry at her side. He took to the
    class with the same vigor she felt within herself, and had even beaten her to
    answering a few of the professor's questions. When class was over, she walked with
    him to the Entrance Hall and pointed him in the right direction for Care of Magical
    Creatures and promised to wait for him at lunch.

    Hermione was then left with the choice to return to the Common room or go to the
    library until lunch. She decided on the Library, as she was less likely to be
    bothered by any of her housemates.

    However, she realized as she entered her sanctuary that she had no homework to
    work on. With nothing to research she began to wander idly through the aisles. As she
    meandered she kept thinking about Harry and his, well quite frankly his oddness. It
    was more than clear that he had very little in the way of social understanding. At
    least the part of his story about being hidden away seemed to be true. Not even the
    best of actors could be that convincing. The more she observed him, the more she
    noticed how curious he was about the way people interacted. During Runes class, he
    kept peering over his shoulder to watch as Su Li, Mandy Brocklehurst, and Lisa Turpin
    giggled and gossiped. He looked terribly confused by their topic of discussion which
    happened to be boys. Hermione was just glad that he had not asked her to explain it
    all to him. That would have been embarrassing, not to mention difficult.

    Harry wasn't completely uninformed, but in many ways he was almost socially
    ignorant. Hermione remembered when Harry had told Professor Dumbledore that he was
    nothing if not adaptable. Hermione was really curious as to what that meant
    exactly.

    Hermione found herself in the history section and before she realized it was
    pulling down the copy of Wizards Most Dark. She flipped to the table of contents and
    slid her finger down the page until she found the chapter titled
    "He-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named."

    She leaned against the bookshelf as she read the chapter of arguably the most
    feared wizard in over a hundred years.

    Only one dark wizard in all of history has ever been so feared that even now
    his name can not be spoken without conjuring images of true horror. No one is truly
    sure of where the Dark Wizard who called himself Lord Voldemort came from. What is
    agreed upon is that his reign of terror was far worse than any who came before
    him.

    Hermione skimmed over most of the chapter as she had read it several times before.
    She knew of He-Who-Shall-Not-Be-Named's goal of creating a perfect Pureblood society,
    not unlike of a certain muggle dictator from Germany. She passed over some of his
    more brutal noteable moments within his rise to power until she reached the end of
    the chapter and the bit she was searching for

    Lord Voldemort fell from power on October 31st 1981, when he
    sought to destroy James and Lily Potter and their only son Harry, in Godric's Hollow.
    The Potters had gone into hiding after discovering the Dark Lord wanted to kill them
    personally, though the exact reason for that is unknown.

    The Potter's cast the Fidelius on their home, and it was widely believed that
    Sirius Black was the secret keeper. However the Potters, knowing how Black would be
    hunted changed their secret Keeper to Peter Pettigrew, a long time friend of James
    Potter. This proved to be a mistake as Pettigrew was a spy for the dark wizard.
    Pettigrew testified at his trial later that he had chosen to follow the Dark Lord
    because he felt it was only a matter of time before Lord Voldemort won the war, and
    Pettigrew did not wish to die. He was sentenced to the Dementor's Kiss.

    What actually happened on the night of October 31st, is
    unclear and still a subject for much conjecture, but the most popular and widely
    agreed upon theory is that after killing both James and Lily Potter, Lord Voldemort
    turned his wand on one year old Harry. The killing curse was then cast, but instead
    of killing the child alone, the curse somehow destroyed the caster as well. The
    Potter house was found in complete ruin and the bodies of all three Potters and the
    Dark Lord were found in the rubble. Baby Harry was found with a strange cut upon his
    forehead in the shape of a lightning bolt, which puzzled many, as the killing curse
    never leaves a mark. The Potters were buried in Godric's Hollow side by side with
    baby Harry laid to rest with his mother.

    Hermione shut the book and immediately conjured a picture of Harry and the strange
    red line above his right eye which was in the shape of a lightning bolt. In a very
    strange way, the story made sense. If certain people wished to keep Harry safe, it
    would be best to allow the world to believe him dead. The fact that he was supposedly
    laid with his mother also would explain away the lack of a third grave.

    But why allow Harry to surface now, especially when Lord Voldemort had risen
    again?

    The answer came to her almost at once. Harry had told her. He had been trained to
    fight. He had fought Death Eaters already. Harry had not only been hidden but trained
    to fight against Voldemort. He was going to lead the light side against the Dark, not
    only as a soldier, but a symbol.

    This realization led to other questions. Hermione wondered if perhaps maybe the
    papers were right for once and Harry was in fact destined to vanquish Voldemort. It
    made a lot of sense in a sort of fable or fairy tale sort of way. The evil wizard
    rises from the dead and his arch nemesis is also resurrected to fight the good fight,
    or something like that.

    Hermione sighed and replaced the book, deciding that she was not going to solve
    the mystery of Harry Potter with the help of her precious books. And besides, it
    wasn't Harry's correlation with Lord Voldemort that troubled her. It was his interest
    in her.

    Why did he choose to hang around her? He should have already started at least to
    talk to other people or start to ignore her. He had talked to the other sixth year
    boys the previous night, and Hermione was sure that they had told him all the reasons
    why she wasn't worth bothering with.

    Taking a look at her watch, Hermione figured that by the time she got down to the
    Great Hall, Harry would likely be coming back from Care of Magical Creatures and be
    ready for lunch.

    Hefting her book bag, Hermione walked down stairs, keeping her eyes on the ground
    as she walked to avoid the eyes of anyone, thereby keeping the potential for ridicule
    to a minimum. She found herself taking her regular seat at the end of the Gryffindor
    table, thankful that it was still fairly empty. A few other sixth years who had a
    break this period had already taken seats and looked to be reading or talking
    lightly.

    The bell rang, releasing classes and Hermione smirked lightly as she imagined the
    thunderous sound of hundreds of students storming towards the Great Hall. The golden
    plates before her filled with sandwiches and there was a large bowl nearby that
    filled with a scrumptious smelling soup.

    "Granger!"

    Hermione looked up and winced as she caught sight of Pansy Parkinson and Millicent
    Bulstrode, two sixth year Slytherin girls who'd been quite cruel to her through the
    years. Parkinson was the leader of a group of rather pretty and cruel girls who also
    belonged to Slytherin House. She was also the on again off again girlfriend of Draco
    Malfoy. Hermione wasn't sure if they were back together or not at the moment. She
    figured she might know for sure depending on how disgusting Pansy chose to be
    today.

    Millicent Bulstrode, the only other sixth year girl in Pansy's group was like a
    distant cousin to Crabbe or Goyle, as she was built quite similarly. She looked like
    a short troll. The other three girls were fifth years who worshiped the ground in
    which Pansy walked on.

    Hermione often wondered why the other two sixth year Slytherin girls, Daphne
    Greengrass and Tracey Davis did not hang out with Pansy. They had been as mean to
    Hermione as Pansy, though they hadn't really spoken to her since third year.
    Actually, they were more indifferent to her than most of the others in the
    school.

    Hermione looked up at Pansy as she and her little girl scout troop approached and
    all but surrounded her. She tried to act as if she wasn't bothered by their close
    proximity and took a sandwich and looked towards the soup, trying to decide if she
    felt like a bowlful or not.

    "Sitting alone again." Pansy sing songed. "How truly pathetic. Why do you even
    bother, Granger. You're a disgusting mess of a person. Far too ugly to become
    someone's girlfriend, far too filthy for even a concubine. You'll never get any sort
    of job higher than shop sweeper, if you're lucky, so why do you keep coming back to
    Hogwarts?"

    The other girls were giggling like hyenas now and Hermione wanted to slap Pansy
    and show her that she was as good as anyone else, and even better than her, but she
    hated confrontation, and as she sighed heavily, she knew that she couldn't do it. She
    was just to afraid of being embarrassed and she didn't want to end up crying in the
    bathroom again. Not this early in the year.

    "Excuse me."

    Hermione looked up just as the Slytherin girls turned to find Harry standing
    behind them looking a little irritable.

    "I'd like to eat my lunch, and you're in the way." Harry said eyeing Pansy.
    Hermione's eyes went wide as she saw Pansy wiggle her hips and flick her hair as she
    eyed up Harry. Clearly she and Draco were not together at the moment.

    "Well hello, Potter." She said silkily. "It's nice to meet you. I'm Pansy."

    "I don't care." Harry said flatly, staring at her outstretched hand. "I think you
    should apologize to Hermione and then walk away."

    "Apologize? To her?" Pansy said aghast as she looked over her shoulder at
    Hermione.

    "Yes. You were rude." Harry said evenly. "I abhor rude people. So, turn around,
    apologize, and then leave Hermione alone."

    "I would rather run starkers through the entire school than apologize to that
    filth… AHH!"

    Before everyone's eyes, Pansy's clothing had vanished, leaving the girl as naked
    as the day she had been born. Laughter erupted throughout the Great Hall and Pansy,
    doing her very best to cover herself sprinted out of the Great Hall her friends
    following after her.

    "What did you do that for?" Hermione asked in shock as Harry took his seat across
    from her.

    "Do what" Harry asked, looking over the offered lunch fare.

    "POTTER!"

    Hermione groaned as she turned to see the head of Slytherin House approaching, his
    cloak billowing out behind him like demonic wings. Hermione turned back to Harry to
    find him rising out of his seat, staring back at Professor Snape with stone cold
    eyes. The eyes of every student turned to watch as Professor Snape stormed down from
    the Head Table and fell silent, waiting to hear what was going to happen.

    "Of all the arrogant, appalling acts I have witness in all my years of teaching,
    that was by far the most abhorrent act ever. Assaulting a female student like that
    will not be tolerated, and I will see you expelled from this school." Snape
    shouted.

    "I'm sorry sir, by I do not know what you are talking about." Harry said flatly.
    Just as he had done with Dumbledore, Harry was standing straight and tall, looking
    off to the distance.

    Snape looked as if Harry had just slapped him in the face.

    "You vanished Miss Parkinson's clothes just now. I saw you do it. Everyone saw you
    do it." Snape snarled, his eyes boring into Harry's.

    "I'm afraid that you are confused sir." Harry said evenly as he took out his wand.
    "Feel free to check my wand if you disagree."

    Snape glared hard as he snatched Harry's wand and took out his own, tapping it to
    Harry's. He tapped it three times, and none of the recent spells Harry had cast were
    vanishing spells. He look murderous at Harry as he handed his wand back, then turned
    his attention to Hermione.

    "Your wand, Miss Granger." He snapped.

    "What?" Hermione looked god smacked.

    "Your wand, now!" Snape shouted again. "There were only two of you…"

    "Actually Professor, there are at least forty people that I can see who were close
    enough and likely able to cast that spell on that girl." Harry pointed out. "And
    Hermione's wand is not out. It's likely still in her robes."

    "Silence yourself Potter." Snape said quickly before turning back to Hermione with
    his hand held out. Hermione slowly took out her wand and placed it in Snape's hand
    and watched as he checked its last spells, none of which were vanishing spells. She
    couldn't believe Snape would think she would do anything so… juvenile. Besides, Snape
    knew full well that she was always the one who was targeted for things like that,
    though thankfully, no one had thought to vanish her clothing.

    "Until now, that is." She thought nervously to herself.

    "Very well." Snape said looking so angry, his face was actually taking on color.
    "I will be watching you, Potter. Closely."

    "Thank you sir." Harry said. It wasn't until Snape began to walk away that Harry
    retook his seat. Hermione was staring at him in awe as he took three sandwiches and
    began to eat quickly.

    "How did you do it?" She asked after a long moment of silence. She had noticed
    that the Great Hall had finally become noisy again, with people likely discussing
    Pansy's incredibly pasty bottom.

    "Do what?" Harry asked, but Hermione saw the faint smirk and knew that he had been
    responsible for Pansy's clothes suddenly disappearing.

    "Please don't patronize me, Harry." Hermione pleaded. "I'm not an idiot."

    Harry looked up at her as if startled by her accusation.

    "Hermione, I never thought you were an idiot." He said gently. "Let's just say
    that thanks to years of study and practice, certain things that most people believe
    to be impossible, I can do. Let's also say that what I can do would be worthless in a
    fight, but as you just saw, can still be useful."

    Hermione could only stare in amazement as Harry, chuckling lightly returned to his
    meal.

    "I was also ordered by my Godfather to play pranks on people. I don't understand
    why he thinks it's important, but a promise is a promise. It seemed like a good
    opportunity." Harry shrugged.

    Hermione could only stare at Harry in wonder. Just about everyone she knew would
    have been laughing their head off at what had just happened, especially if they had
    caused it. But Harry acted as if it was homework, or his job or something. It hadn't
    really affected him. He'd barely even smiled. Could it really be that he didn't
    understand anything as normal people did? Had he truly been so sheltered and
    disciplined that something as monumental as vanishing a girl's clothing in front of
    the entire school could mean so little to him?

    On top of that, it had been a naked teenage girl and he hadn't even tried to get a
    good long look at her bits.

    "You get stranger and stranger by the minute, you know that, right?" Hermione
    asked, looking at Harry who simply cocked his head in bemusement. Hermione waved it
    off and told him to finish so they could get to class on time. The Harry Potter
    Mystery was getting much to complicated.
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    He's Got Everyone Figured Out, Except You

    The first week of school had passed rather uneventfully, save for Pansy's little
    show on Monday. Boys were still sniggering about how very pale her butt was, as it
    was really the only thing anyone saw. Hermione still felt bad for the Slytherin girl,
    but only just a little. Pansy was more than a little guilty of years of harassment,
    and a small part of Hermione was thrilled that the girl got a taste of her own
    medicine.

    Harry Potter was quite an enigma to Hermione. She couldn't remember ever meeting
    anyone as socially retarded as that boy. He was very intelligent, that was certain.
    In fact, he had actually helped her on her potions and Charms essays, pointing out a
    few things she didn't know. He was also extremely talented with his spell work.

    But when it came to people, Harry Potter was just shy of being a cretin. He had no
    filter from his brain to his mouth, and would just say whatever was on his mind. This
    had of course caused more than a few very funny situations, especially with teachers.
    Harry had on more than one occasion called into question methods of teaching, and in
    Charms had gone so far as to claim Flitwick was showing the class a terrible way to
    perform a spell. Flitwick, as good natured as ever had allowed Harry to expound, and
    in the end awarded Gryffindor fifty points and invited Harry to lunch so they could
    discuss the topic further.

    Snape on the other hand did not appreciate Harry's help. Hermione had tried to
    make Harry stop talking, but it had been in vain. Harry was adamant that Snape was
    teaching everyone the worst possible way to cast a conjunctivitis curse. Hermione had
    to admit that Harry's way was faster, and surprisingly more accurate, but Snape
    refused to even consider that Harry might be right.

    Word spread quickly throughout the school that Harry would actually stand up to
    Snape, and often would question his methods. When Harry was asked about it however,
    he would simply stare blankly at whomever was talking to him. Harry didn't see it as
    rising against the most hated teacher in Hogwarts History, but merely trying to help
    everyone learn easier, and more accurate ways of casting defensive spells.

    Hermione, like many others was beginning to wonder how much more Snape would allow
    before challenging Harry to a duel. Most people were betting that by before
    Christmas, there would be a show down.

    Hermione was currently pondering just who might win in such a showdown while she
    sat in her favorite chair in the Gryffindor common room Saturday afternoon. A book
    was open in her lap, her eyes were staring at the words, but her mind was back in
    Defense class where she had worried Snape would explode and attack Harry
    outright.

    Hermione was also having difficulty in believing that Harry was actually her
    friend. She had expected that by now, he would have forgotten about her and started
    hanging around much prettier girls. Even more confusing was the fact that Lavender
    Brown, who, though she hadn't really been mean to her like her stupid ginger headed
    boyfriend, had also never been nice to her either, had made it a point to try and
    spend time with her. Her other room mate, Parvati had also been much friendlier as
    well. The two girls had even talked to her outside of their dorm room, where other
    people could see them, and they had been nice to her.

    Lavender claimed that she hoped that they could one day be friends, but understood
    that she had to work for that. Hermione, while she hadn't said it out loud, agreed.
    She had suffered far too much at the hands of people within the school to just allow
    people to get close to her, with the exception of Harry.

    Harry had barely left her side in the past week. He went to almost all of her
    classes with her, sat across from her at meals, and engaged her in conversation. He
    was acting just like a real friend to her. While it was really nice to have a real
    friend, a little voice in the back of her mind kept telling her not to get to close,
    because he was going to realize what a waste of time she was, and move on.

    Yet, he remained. He stayed with her, and seemed to genuinely want to get to know
    her. However, she barely gave him anything when he asked about her. In fact, they
    only really had any kind of meaningful conversation when they were talking about
    neutral subjects, like classes, or anyone else besides her.

    Not that Harry was very forthcoming with things in his life. Although, Hermione
    never really asked him much. When she did, he would answer quickly and concisely,
    like he was reporting to a superior officer in the military, which Hermione often had
    to remind herself, he was suppose to be trained to do.

    "Hello?"

    Someone was waving their hands in front of her face, and calling her name.
    Hermione had been so lost in thought that she'd failed to notice Ginny Weasley
    approaching her, much less talking to her.

    Hermione jumped with fright, and gave a squeak of surprise, which made Ginny
    shriek, and clutch her heart. Both girls were panting with a bit of panic as Ginny
    came forward again, looking around the Common Room, and glaring at a few younger kids
    who were snorting with laughter.

    Ginny was a pretty and popular girl. She was one of the Chasers on the Gryffindor
    Quidditch team, and had helped secure the Cup last year, thanks to her stellar
    performances each match. People called her the Fireball because she seemed
    unstoppable on her broom. That and her flaming red hair.

    Ginny was really quite attractive. She had an athletic figure. She was short, but
    slim. Her chest wasn't nearly as prominent as Lavender's, but she had nice curves,
    and Hermione guessed in another year or so, she'd likely give Lavender or Daphne
    Greengrass a run for their money on the Hogwarts hotness scale.

    "I didn't see you there." Hermione finally stammered looking at Ginny, who still
    looked a bit flushed.

    "I was standing here for like three minutes trying to get your attention." Ginny
    replied, sounding a bit snotty.

    "Sorry." Hermione blanched. "Why aren't you at practice?"

    It had been widely talked about through the week, that Saturday would be try outs
    and the first practice for the Gryffindor Quidditch team. Ron Weasley had been
    talking quite loudly about only the night before.

    "It's over." Ginny shrugged. "Katie's going to be a great Captain this year. We
    very nearly got a new Keeper. That git McClaggen, you know the seventh year who's
    nearly as full of himself as Malfoy. He beat Ron at tryouts, but then he told Katie
    that she had a lot to learn about being a captain, and then tried to make a move on
    her. He was tripping over his own nose hair on his way to see Madam Pomfrey when I
    last saw him. Good thing too, I think Ron would be insufferable if he had been kicked
    off the team."

    "Well, that's nice I suppose. Did you want something from me?" Hermione asked
    impatiently. "You've barely spoken to me in four years, so forgive me for my
    curiosity."

    "I wanted to ask you about Harry." Ginny said rather nervously. Hermione, having
    fielded enough questions about Harry over the past week, merely gave an exasperated
    sigh. It was as if she was supposed to be some sort of expert on Harry Potter, simply
    because she spent time with him.

    "I was wondering what he's like?" Ginny asked, invading Hermione's space and
    perching on the arm of the chair. Hermione scowled at the red head, who was oblivious
    to Hermione's irritation.

    "You do know you can talk to him. If you're that curious, just ask him yourself."
    Hermione said as politely as she could manage. She tried to let Ginny know she wasn't
    interested in talking, by refocusing on her book.

    "What, just sit down next to him and talk to him? I don't think so." Ginny said,
    shaking her head her cheeks going red, and her eyes wide in horror, as if Hermione
    had just suggested she remove all her clothes in the common room right then and
    there. "I wouldn't even know what to say to him.

    "You could try hello." Hermione scowled, trying to continue reading her book.

    "Could you introduce me?" Ginny asked hopefully.

    Hermione looked up and glowered at the younger Weasley. Ginny did have the good
    sense to blush.

    "Let me see if I understand this." Hermione said, having difficulty in keeping
    herself calm. "You want me to introduce you to Harry, because he and I sit together
    at meals? You… the same person who only last year claimed that possibly the only way
    I would ever find some sort of sexual satisfaction was to go and throw myself at the
    centaur herd in the forest?"

    "That's not exactly what I said." Ginny mumbled, looking rather morose.

    "Exactly why would I help you try and impress anyone?" Hermione asked.

    Ginny shrugged. "Because you're a nice person?" She tried a charming smile.

    "And how would you know even that? You've never once tried to talk to me on any
    sort of human level, much less a friendly one." Hermione replied evenly. Ginny
    shrugged again. Hermione shook her head and closed her book.

    "If you want to get to know Harry , talk to him yourself. I'm not his press agent,
    or his mother. And even if I were inclined to help you try and get into his trousers,
    which I assure I have no interest in doing at all, I have no idea where he is at the
    moment. It's not my job to keep tabs on him and know where he is at all hours."

    "He's down at the Quidditch pitch." Ginny smiled brightly. "Katie talked him in to
    coming down and watching the tryouts. She even got him to try out for the team. He
    was amazing." Ginny gushed.

    "He's going to play Quidditch?" Hermione asked in puzzlement suddenly forgetting
    her ire at the youngest of the Weasley clan.

    "No." Ginny said with a shake of her head. "He turned Katie down. Said he had no
    real interest in it. He just likes flying. It's a shame too, because he's
    amazing."

    Hermione looked interested in what Ginny had said, but brushed it aside
    quickly.

    "So why didn't you talk to Harry then?" She asked the redhead.

    "I figured it would be easier if we were introduced. It would give me a chance to
    make a really good impression, you know?" Ginny asked, looking pointedly at Hermione
    who shook her head again.

    "I think it would take a lot more than being introduced to make any kind of
    impression on him." Hermione said cryptically, finally having enough of the
    conversation. She got to her feet and headed up to her dorm where she was sure she
    would have a bit of piece. She got around five minutes of quiet before Lavender
    walked in.

    "I don't think Ginny's going to let up." The blonde smiled as she sat on her bed
    facing Hermione. "She really wants to go out with Harry."

    "What are you talking about?" Hermione rolled her eyes.

    "She's crushing bad on Harry. Ron told me last night that she's had a crush on him
    forever. Her dad used to make up stories about the Hero Harry Potter."

    "Why would anyone do that?" Hermione scowled. "Until a month ago, none of us even
    thought he was alive, remember?"

    "I know, I know. But imagine that you have this fictional character that is
    amazing. He's a hero, right? People constantly put him in fairy tales, and the like,
    and you grow up hearing these tales of bravery and all that. You fall in love with
    this hero, knowing that he's made up. But then one day… and he's real, and what's
    more, he's everything you ever dreamed of and so much more. Can you honestly say you
    wouldn't feel even a bit intrigued at the notion of getting close to that hero?"
    Lavender gave a conspiratorial smile.

    Hermione sat up with a quizzical expression.

    "And she isn't the only one feeling the same way. A lot of us grew up hearing the
    stories of the baby who vanquished the most vile wizard in an age. Some of us used to
    have tea parties where the guest of honor was our perception of what Harry would be
    like. I even had a pretend wedding where my groom was none other than Harry Potter.
    Ok, my teddy bear stood in for Harry, but you get the picture."

    "That's an interesting idea, and it would explain a lot." Hermione said
    thoughtfully. "I've never seen Parkinson act the way she did around any boy, save
    maybe Malfoy. In fact, a lot of girls have been acting somewhat out of character
    since he arrived."

    "Yeah, well Parkinson's in for a rude awakening. Malfoy's hot for Daphne
    Greengrass. I heard he's even convinced his father to set up negotiations with her
    father."

    "What?" Hermione looked appalled.

    "It's still customary in some of the older pure blood families to set up arranged
    marriages. At least it's not done before birth any more. Most of the time, the boys
    will select someone and get their family to set it up."

    "So barbaric." Hermione made a sour face. "Why doesn't he just club her over the
    head and drag her back to his cave."

    "I know." Lavender nodded. "But stuff like that won't last much longer."

    Hermione looked up curiously as Lavender pulled her legs up to her chest and
    wrapped her arms around them. She was smiling at Hermione now, and Hermione couldn't
    remember anyone looking at her this way. Like a trusted friend. Someone
    treasured.

    "What do you mean?"

    "Well, just that Parvati and I were talking and Colin Creevey overheard us, and
    then some other people got involved, and we all kind of had this really deep
    political discussion, and we came to several realizations. The first being that it
    won't be too much longer that the Pure Blood families will be all but gone. They're
    so intent on their purity that they're breeding themselves out of existence. Katie
    Bell said that you can actually track their decline in magical power. Of course you
    get anomalies. Malfoy is pretty powerful, as his father is, but they said Malfoy's
    grandfather wasn't very strong and relied more on his wealth than his magic to
    succeed. So unless the Purebloods get over themselves and accept Muggleborns and
    marry them, their going to be less than squibs in maybe a century."

    Hermione nodded. She understood this, she had done some genealogy research in her
    second year in an attempt to understand why Purebloods were held in such high regard.
    She had discussed her findings with Professor McGonagall a year later when they had
    begun socializing. McGonagall was under the same impression, that one day, the old
    families would be gone, unless they allowed themselves to infuse their bloodlines
    with new magic, or muggleborn.

    "Number two, the growing number of witches and wizards who are muggleborn and
    staying in our world after they leave school is growing, and these people aren't
    satisfied with menial work anymore. Some of them are getting pretty far into the
    Ministry, and soon, they'll be helping write new laws. Not only that, but the muggle
    world is becoming much more advanced and appealing to those of us raised completely
    in the magical world. Movies, music…shopping. Oh my god the clothes and the shoes are
    to die for. And here we are wearing boots and tights and robes…ugh. When you got a
    body like this, why hide it under bulky robes?" Lavender said standing up and
    spinning, showing off her tight skirt and her prominent chest which was clad in a
    royal purple blouse.

    Hermione offered a weak smile at Lavender's enthusiasm.

    "I got some amazing stuff when I was in London with Parvati last summer. If my Mum
    knew about half the knickers I have, she'd skin me. I don't even wear tights
    anymore."

    Lavender pulled up her skirt a bit to reveal that she was wearing nylons with a
    garter belt. She blushed deeply as Hermione covered her mouth scandalized.

    "I know!" Lavender shrieked. "Ron doesn't even know about it. If he did, well, I'd
    have to use a Beater's bat to keep him back."

    "Wait, don't you…I mean, haven't you two…" Hermione asked, her hand sill hovering
    over her mouth.

    "Yeah, I know, everyone thinks I'm some sort of slag, right? I'm not saying I'm an
    angel by any stretch, but my reputation is very, very overblown. And Ron… Ron could
    only wish to be so lucky to be able to touch me like that."

    "Wait…Don't you like Ron?"

    "Of course I like Ron. I wouldn't be dating him otherwise, but he's got some
    serious issues he needs to work out. He has it in him to be a good guy. He's just got
    an inferiority complex, among other problems. He feels like he's got to be the most
    popular guy in the room at any given moment. It's why he's so loud and funny. It's
    his way of standing out. Not the best way, but it's all he knows. Do I love him?
    Absolutely not. Could I? Maybe one day. If he grows up, and alters his thinking a
    bit." Lavender shrugged. "For now, he makes me laugh, and he's not that bad a
    kisser."

    Hermione made a sour face and Lavender laughed.

    "I know, you don't need to hear the disgusting details." she laughed. "Don't
    worry, I'm not going to tell you all about how Ron and I snog. But, the thing is, I
    don't know if a relationship based on good snogging is all I want anymore. I'm not
    sure that Ron and I will be together by Christmas anymore."

    "Why do you think that?' Hermione asked, wondering how things had come to this.
    Where Lavender Brown, possibly the most popular girl in her grade, much less the
    whole school, was talking about her relationship with the school pariah.

    "Harry." Lavender said simply.

    "Not you too." Hermione sighed and rolled her eyes.

    "No, it's not like that. Sure, I mean he's attractive, what with his broad
    shoulders and those muscular arms, and those eyes like emeralds that you could swim
    in. Yes, he's attractive, but he's stiff, and tense. And when he looks at you, it's
    not the way a girl wants to be looked at. Harry doesn't look at you like he wants to
    grab you in his arms and kiss you until you can't stand. He looks at you like he's
    studying you, looking for weaknesses. He looks at every girl like that… except
    you."

    Hermione looked up now with wide eyes. Her face paled as she stared at her dorm
    mate who was smiling mischievously. Hermione wasn't sure if she liked where the
    conversation was going now. She remembered how she had felt when Viktor Krum had
    acted like he had liked her romantically, only to metaphorically rip her heart out
    and stomp on it in front of the entire school.

    "What are you talking about?" She asked the blonde who playfully looked around
    them as if she knew some great big secret. Hermione began growing impatient and
    scowled at Lavender who laughed lightly.

    "Ok, When Harry looks at me, he actually looks in my eyes. Most boys focus on my
    chest first, then my legs and whatever else before finally realizing I have eyes. But
    Harry looks at my eyes first, and it isn't to flirt or anything. It's like he's
    looking into my mind, to find how to defeat me in a duel. Parvati says it's the same
    with her. Any girl he looks at… any one he looks at, he's studying them. Figuring out
    where their strengths are, and where their weaknesses are. Understand?"

    Hermione nodded. She knew Lavender was totally correct in that it was likely what
    Harry was doing. He did it with everyone, and he had even shared some of his
    observations with her. She felt she was better prepared should Draco Malfoy try have
    a go at her ever again. Thanks to Harry, she knew that Draco was all about
    showmanship, and was likely going to cast big spells to make a show. A few simple
    spells would defeat him soundly, and also likely to embarrass him badly.

    "But when Harry looks at you, it's something else entirely. You have him puzzled."
    Lavender smiled. Hermione shook her head.

    "You're imagining things." She said simply. "Harry has me figured out just like
    everyone else."

    "How to fight you, yes, I'm sure he does. But that's not what I'm talking about.
    You aren't falling all over yourself to get him to notice you, so he notices you
    because of that. The same way Krum did in Fourth year." Lavender pointed out. "It
    also doesn't hurt that you've changed. Boys are noticing your boobs are bigger. Some
    people are saying you used and engorgement charm on them."

    "I did not!" Hermione looked indignant.

    "I know." Lavender said, holding up her hands. "You're a good with your wand and
    all, but there would be signs, and no charm is permanent. You'd have to have recast
    at some point. Frankly I'm a bit jealous. You had time to grow into yours and get
    used to them. I got mine like over night it seemed." Lavender rolled her eyes. "Makes
    it hard to get a boy to notice you for you when all he can do is stare at your chest.
    You'll see."

    Hermione grimaced but said nothing. She was still pondering Lavender's remarks
    about Harry and how he looked at her. Was it even possible that he looked at her
    differently than he looked at other girls.

    "Well, you're wrong about Harry." Hermione shook her head.

    "Maybe I am." Lavender shrugged. "I'm no expert in boys or anything."

    Hermione began chewing on her bottom lip, something she did whenever she was
    working on a particularly vexing problem. Lavender smiled again and patted Hermione's
    knee before she headed back to the Common room, leaving Hermione to ponder what they
    had discussed. Hermione noted she was alone once again, but she couldn't bring
    herself to look at her book anymore. All she could think about now was Harry and the
    way he looked at her. Lavender seemed convinced that there might be something there
    to pay attention to, but Hermione was sure the blonde was imagining things.

    Harry was not at all confused by Hermione. It was likely he had her just as
    figured out as anyone else.

    

    "I understand it, but I don't get it." Harry said placing his knife and fork down,
    having finished his dinner.

    "Maybe it's because there are no other sports in the magical world." Hermione
    shrugged. "Muggles have so many athletic competitions but wizards only have
    Quidditch. It unites them."

    "You watched the tryouts, how can you not get excited over it?" Neville Longbottom
    asked. Hermione smirked softly.

    Neville was one of the few people who had never once been mean to her. He had made
    the mistake of standing up for her once, and had paid for it. That had been in their
    first year, and he had never repeated that mistake. She had often seen her giving her
    apologetic looks whenever others had decided to have a go at her, but he always
    remained silent.

    In fourth Year, Neville did attempt to ask her to the Yule Ball, but by then she
    had already had a date, and had to decline. They had spoken a bit, and Hermione had
    hoped she might become friends with someone, But Ron Weasley had berated him into
    ignoring her once again. They had not spoken a single word to each other since.

    Two days ago, Hermione had come to the Common room to wait for Harry so they could
    go to breakfast together. Harry arrived at Gryffindor Tower after his morning
    workout, and she had been shocked to see he was not alone. Neville, looking very
    exhausted and sweaty was with him.

    Apparently when Harry awoke, he discovered Neville awake as well. Neville
    explained he'd been unable to sleep, and Harry had invited him to join him on his
    work out. Harry admitted to Hermione that he found Neville companionable.

    "Or he will be when he gets up to scratch." Harry had said, glancing at Neville as
    they had headed to the Great Hall that morning. Since then. Neville had been joining
    them at meal times, and studying with them every so often. Hermione had been a bit
    surprised to see that Neville was quite hard working. Hermione had known Neville was
    intelligent, but he had difficulty during classes. He seemed to struggle more than
    others when it came to practical work though she couldn't figure out why, though she
    felt it had a bit to do with Ron Weasley who Neville admitted like to pick on anyone
    who wanted to focus on their schoolwork, when their was chess to be played, or brooms
    to fly.

    "Why have you never tried out to play?" Harry asked Neville. The boy's shoulders
    sagged a bit and he shook his head.

    "My Gran would never allow me to. It's expensive, to start with. A decent broom,
    even the most basic decent broom is around two hundred and fifty galleons. Then
    there's the pads and other equipment. Plus, I'm not all that great on a broom. Our
    first flying lesson, I fell off and broke my wrist."

    "I remember that." Hermione nodded. "Draco smashed your Rememberall."

    Neville's face soured. "And Ron kept calling me Leadbottom."

    "I bet I could get you flying like a pro in a few weeks." Harry said.

    "I wouldn't think flying would be that important to a soldi…a person like you."
    Hermione stammered, her cheeks flushing.

    "I think you'd be surprised how often soldiers use brooms for attack." Harry said
    matter-of-factly. "They're great for the element of surprise. Especially if you're
    willing to jump off of one."

    "Jump off of a broom?" Neville and Hermione asked as one. Hermione's face had gone
    slightly pale. "Are you mental?"

    "No, just really good with arresto momentum." Harry said flatly. Neville and
    Hermione only stared aghast at what the newest Hogwarts student claimed.

    "When I was twelve, I was given a sort of test. Basically it was a drill to see
    how well I could adapt. The first ten times, I got beat pretty bad, and when you
    fail, you have to do very tedious and boring things as punishment. Anyway, while I
    was peeling my five hundredth potato by hand, I started thinking about tactics. The
    only way I could beat win that particular scenario was with something so out of the
    ordinary that the enemy would be to stunned to react. So, the next time I had to do
    that exercise, I summoned a broom, and took to the air. The people I was going
    against, My enemies, for lack of a better word, were busy looking in the woods for
    me, not thinking I might have taken to the sky. I waited up there, not directly
    above, mind you, but close enough I could see their movements. When they started
    getting concerned as I hadn't attacked, and they hadn't spotted me, they let their
    guard down, and began gathering together to discuss what might have become of me, and
    that's when I struck. I turned my broom towards them, and when I was directly over
    them, I leapt, cast the charm, and stunned each one of my godfather's team before I
    hit the ground." Harry said as if making a report.

    "Didn't you get hurt?" Hermione asked, still in shock over what she'd just been
    told.

    "A broken leg and three fingers, plus a concussion. They gave me two weeks
    dishwashing duty for taking such a stupid risk. In the end, they all admitted it was
    a good tactic. My trainer made me work harder on my charm work so the next time I
    decided to try something so reckless, I wouldn't get hurt." Harry replied, finishing
    his dinner and pushing the plate away.

    Neville and Hermione had no words at this. Hermione began to wonder what Harry
    might try and pull in order to win a Quidditch match, and thanked the fates that he
    had chosen not to join the team.

  


  
    5. 5 What Is Dating Procedure
  

  
    What Is Dating Procedure?

    September had disappeared fast for the students of Hogwarts School, and October
    had descended on the castle with a fury of rainy days. For the first two weeks, it
    felt as if a hurricane was raging outside the stone walls, but eventually, the rain
    went away, and autumn was revealed in bursts of gold and red in the trees.

    It was on one such morning near Halloween that found Harry Potter on his regular
    morning run with Neville Longbottom huffing along at his side. Neville had made good
    progress over the past month. He no longer collapsed during their run, and could keep
    up with Harry though it was still tough for him.

    "So, the first Hogsmeade weekend is coming up." Neville panted. It was still quite
    dark out, but the first slivers of dawn could be seen illuminating the mountains.
    "Are you excited?"

    "Should I be?" Harry replied in his even monotone, looking slightly bewildered at
    his companion.

    "I thought you might be a little." Neville replied with a grimaced smile. "It's a
    chance for us to get out of the castle and away from schoolwork and all that. Plus,
    it's nice to be able to go with someone special. Have time alone without worrying
    about things, you know?"

    Harry stared blankly at Neville for a few moments until the boy chuckled. Neville
    really had come to like hanging out with Harry. He'd never really been a wallflower,
    but he'd never really been the life of the party either. Neville was friendly with
    his housemates, but until Harry had invited him to join him in his morning exercises,
    Neville didn't really have someone he would call a true friend, but Harry was quickly
    becoming a real friend.

    "I guess you wouldn't." Neville laughed. The joke had clearly gone over Harry's
    head as he just turned back to their exercise. "I'm just saying it's a really good
    excuse to ask out a girl for a date. Though I imagine you've had more than a few of
    the girls asking if they could be your personal tour guide."

    This statement made Harry stop running, and Neville nearly fell to the ground at
    the sudden stop. Harry's eyes were narrowed in contemplation, as if he were
    remembering something. Neville watched him for a moment, trying to figure out what
    had made Harry freeze.

    "A date?" Harry asked, looking to Neville who was doubled over gasping for breath.
    Harry's companion had readily agreed to join Harry in his exercises nearly a month
    ago, and though he had made great strides in his physical ability, he was still
    nowhere near Harry's league of fitness.

    "Yeah, a date, you know…" Neville panted, clutching a stitch in his side. "You ask
    a girl out, and then the two of you go out."

    Harry stared blankly at Neville, making the other boy fidget a bit under that
    steely gaze.

    "You… you go out together. Have a meal or just walk around and talk or you go…You
    haven't got a clue about what I'm talking about, have you?" Neville asked, realizing
    that everything he was saying was going right over Harry's head.

    "I was trained in combat, not… ." Harry said evenly. "Is this normal behavior?
    Going on dates?'

    "Well yeah, but it's not like a requirement, Harry. If you want to go alone, or go
    with friends, that's okay too. You can go with a group of friends and just hang
    around." Neville replied with a shrug.

    "Is that like a date as well?" Harry asked, starting to look confused.

    "No. Well, yes it could be, I mean…If you go with other couples, I mean. it would
    be like a group date, but it doesn't have to be." Neville stood up and saw the clear
    confusion on his new friend's face and let out an exasperated sigh. "Maybe it would
    be clearer if we got Hermione to explain it."

    Harry nodded and started his run again, slower now so Neville could keep up a bit
    better. Neville suppressed a groan as he began jogging to keep up with Harry.

    "Are you going on a date?" He asked. Neville perked up a bit and began
    smiling.

    "Yeah." He said, looking a bit silly. "I'm still shocked by it, but Hannah Abbott
    asked me. I've kind of liked her for ages, and I've been trying to get up the courage
    to ask her out, but I guess she got sick of waiting or something."

    "Girls can ask boys to go on dates?" Harry interrupted.

    "Yeah. It's not exclusive or anything like that. Look, it's really simple. If you
    fancy someone, you ask them out. If they say yes, you take them out for a meal, or
    for some sort of activity you both enjoy. Sometimes, you take a girl out to do
    something she enjoys, even if you hate it." Neville panted.

    "Why do you do that?" Harry asked curiously.

    "To show that you care about what she likes. Girls do it for boys all the time.
    Pretend to be interested in Quidditch or whatever just because they like being around
    that particular boy. Like Lavender and Ron. I know for a fact Lavender hates
    Quidditch, but Ron loves it, so she supports him, and goes to all the games just to
    spend time with him."

    "So… she lies to him?" Harry quirked an eyebrow.

    "No. You never lie." Neville said quickly. "You just swallow your pride and put
    her interests ahead of yours. It's respectful… or something. It shows her that you
    care about her, even if what she likes bores you to tears."

    "So, if Hannah asked you out, is she taking you for … food?" Harry asked, still
    confused."

    "No, I'll be taking her out." Neville replied, feeling a bit of relief as Harry
    was steering them towards the castle.

    "But she asked you out." Harry reminded Neville.

    "Yes, but I want to show her that I like her, and so I'll be the one treating
    her." Neville said, looking at Harry and nearly splitting his sides with laughter at
    the look of pure confusion on Harry's normally stoic face.

    "What are you going to do?" Harry asked, clearly trying to understand dating
    better.

    "I don't know." Neville shrugged. "I mean, we'll probably have lunch, but other
    than that, I don't really know."

    "Shouldn't you have some kind of plan?" Harry looked at his friend with
    curiosity.

    "Well yeah, I suppose. I might ask Susan for some ideas."

    "You ask other girls about the girl you're going to date?" Harry stopped again
    looking thoroughly confused by this.

    "Umm…Oh it's like gather intelligence." Neville said with a sudden burst of
    inspiration. Harry's confusion seemed to melt at this somewhat as Neville was now
    speaking to Neville in a way he understood. "But the girl isn't your enemy or
    anything. You're finding out from her friends what kind of things she likes so you
    can show her a really good time and she'll want to go out with you again."

    "You want to go on more than one date?" Harry's brow furrowed. "Isn't it a bit
    repetitive?"

    Now it was Neville's turn to look confused. He tried to find a way to answer Harry
    but nothing he came up with made any sense to him so how would it help Harry.

    "You said it was simple, but the more you explain it, the more confusing and
    meaningless it seems to get to me."

    "I guess it is at that. We'll have Hermione explain it all to you." Neville said
    between peals of laughter. "She's really good at making sense of things. Maybe she'll
    help me understand it better too."

    The two boys headed into the castle and up the stairs towards Gryffindor Tower.
    Neville was still chuckling, while Harry was trying to get it all straight in his
    head. He wasn't a moron by any stretch and understood that boys and girls got
    together, though he was unsure on how it happened. His Godfather, and the others who
    were responsible for him had been rather quiet on the topic of courting. Harry had
    overheard more than a few drunken conversations where broom cupboards were mentioned,
    though at the time, he'd been too young to understand, or really care.

    However, he had been told before coming to Hogwarts that he needed to work on
    making friends and spend time with girls. That last part had been said with a sly
    wink. Harry hadn't understood at the time, and was sent off before he could inquire
    about it further. Yet, when he'd met Hermione, he had thought he had fulfilled that
    requirement. He'd made a friend and been able to spend time with a girl.

    Still, Harry knew on some level there was much more to it than just eating meals
    and studying together. He'd seen both boys and girls interacting around him. He also
    could remember being introduced to Nymphadora Tonks when he was fourteen, and how it
    had changed a lot of things.

    Harry had of course been going through all the normal changes at the time. Puberty
    was a real pain in the ass Harry had decided. Sirius had explained a lot of things as
    best he could, but there were things that Harry had never asked about because he
    wasn't sure how to even broach the subject. And then one day, Sirius introduced his
    cousin, Tonks.

    The next year and a half had been full of really awkward moments. Both alone and
    in front of Tonks, who seemed sent from hell to torture him. Having not really having
    had much contact with women before, Harry became a stumbling, stammering wreck of a
    soldier, and it made him very angry. The problem was, he felt shame when he wanted to
    ask Sirius about the strange feelings and urges he felt whenever he saw her or
    thought about her. Tonks seemed to know his weakness, and would exploit it in their
    training sessions. What was worse, she seemed to like to keep him off balance at
    other times. Little things would trip him up. She would give him a look from across
    the room, or suddenly drop her wand and bend over to pick it up. The very worst had
    been when she came out of the bathroom one morning wrapped only in a towel, which had
    slipped and nearly come off of her.

    Eventually Harry had managed to build up a defense against her tactics, but the
    questions were always there. And his drive to become a superb warrior deemed those
    questions unnecessary.

    And then, out of the blue, he was suddenly taken out of the world he knew and sent
    to school with hundreds of other people his age and order, more or less, to become
    part of this world. A world which had been his birthright.

    "At the time we felt you would be better served to be kept hidden. Trained for
    what was going to come." Sirius had told him in his study a month before he was to
    board the Hogwarts express. "We, who thought we knew best felt that by keeping you
    away from other people and prepared for all of this, you'd be ready when the time
    came, but we forgot one key component to it all. Yes, you're ready for the fight, but
    you don't understand why."

    "Because Voldemort is evil, and needs to be destroyed by me. The prophecy
    said…"

    "The prophecy is crap." Sirius said quickly. "I've told you before, if it
    hadn't been for that prophecy, things would have been very different. Your mother and
    father would still be alive, and you would have gone to Hogwarts when you were eleven
    like other kids. The prophecy started all of this, and we swore an oath to protect
    you and help you grow into a good man. I think we've done a decent job of it, but we
    didn't let you grow. We molded you into what we wanted. We took away you
    individuality, and we need to make up for that."

    "By sending me away?" Harry asked. There was no malice, or ill will in his
    voice, only confusion.

    "Harry, this is really important. You have to go and be with people your age,
    and experience what it means to be young. You need to make real friends. Not people
    who are teammates or allies, but real friends. You need to go through all the things
    teenagers do in order for you to fully understand why we're trying to deliver
    Voldemort to Hell. One day kid, this war will be over, and if you don't do this now…
    there's going to be nothing for you when it's over, and I could not live with myself
    if I allowed you to wind up worse than Moody. Go to school. Make friends, and get
    into trouble. I expect, given how well I know you, by Christmas, you'll start to
    understand why this decision was made for you."

    So far, Harry had two friends in Hermione and Neville. There were others he spoke
    to fairly regularly. Lavender and Parvati were starting to become closer to Harry,
    and he hadn't minded the two girls, especially as he had seen they were becoming
    protective of Hermione. There was Ginny Weasley who had started hanging around him,
    but she irritated Harry. The girl could not stop talking. She spoke so fast it often
    gave Harry a headache. Also, the redhead seemed to annoy Hermione for some
    reason.

    Harry got on alright with his roommates now, especially as he and Ron had come to
    some kind of unspoken agreement. Ron no longer said anything disparaging about
    Hermione when Harry was within earshot, and Harry no longer glared at the boy. Seamus
    had joked that Ron likely didn't want to find himself in a "Pansy-like" situation in
    front of a bunch of girls.

    As far as he could discern, Harry had done as he'd been told, yet he felt no
    closer to understanding the whole point of this exercise was. And yet, he felt the
    answer was being dangled right in front of his nose.

    Girls.

    Could it be that girls was the answer to the question? And if so, how? Was he
    fighting to protect them somehow, or was it something else entirely? Or was he way
    off the mark with this because of his conversation with Neville?

    Harry shook his head at the thought of the girls of Hogwarts. Everywhere he went
    they would stare at him, almost like he was a very juicy steak, and they were all
    starving. Harry had fought dark wizards, but girls actually made him tense up when
    they stared at him like that. It was very unsettling. Sometimes, the strange things
    he felt around Tonks would reappear, and Harry would find himself looking for the
    closest exit just to escape the unsettling looks girls would give him.

    In fact, Harry could only think of three girls who he didn't seem to become a mess
    when they were around. Hermione, of course, had always treated him as normal as she
    could. He knew that she had difficulty interacting with him at times given his
    upbringing, but she still had proven to be a trusted ally. She was endlessly patient,
    though she was very guarded when he was around. She always seemed as if she were
    waiting for something terrible to happen, and it affected him, though he couldn't
    quite say how.

    The next was Luna Lovegood.

    Harry had met this very strange girl on his third day at Hogwarts when he was
    finishing his morning run. She came out of the woods, and had very nearly been
    cursed. Harry had managed to prevent himself from uttering words that may have killed
    the girl when he saw she was a student.

    "Good morning Harry Potter." She had said with a rather ethereal sounding
    voice. She had very long dirty blonde hair that went all the way down to her slim
    waist. She had rather large protuberant blue-gray eyes that felt as if she were
    looking through him. Harry thought that she reminded him of something he had dreamed
    of when he had been younger. Sirius had called them angels.

    "Uh, good morning."

    "Thank you for not hexing me. It was not my intention to startle you." She
    said.

    "May I ask why you are awake so early, and what you were doing in the forest?"
    Harry asked, stepping closer to the girl.

    "I was collecting Velepsi spores." the girl smiled dreamily, opening her bag
    and reaching into show Harry a large reddish brown mushroom cap. "They're really good
    for warding off Wrackspurts, and several of my roommates are infested with
    them."

    "I see." Harry said, finally holstering his wand again. "I didn't get your
    name."

    "Oh, my apologies again for my rudeness." the girl said with a soft musical
    laugh. "My name is Luna Lovegood. I'm in Ravenclaw house."

    "Lovegood." Harry said, pondering for a moment. "You wouldn't happen to be
    related to Xenophilius Lovegood of The Quibbler, would you?"

    "He's my daddy." Luna's smile grew.

    "Well then, please tell him I really enjoy his work, though I do wish he'd
    bring back the Vincent Vampire cartoons. They were my favorite growing up."

    "I will." Luna smiled brightly. "I think he will be pleased to know that you
    read our magazine."

    Harry and Luna began walking back to the castle together. "I learned very
    early on that the Daily Prophet, and a few other papers reported mostly empty stories
    or outright lies. I kept reading them because you can always find a grain of truth,
    and it might be the most important part of the story. Your father always reported the
    truth, though, and please don't take offense, some of his stories are a bit…
    outlandish."

    "For example?" Luna asked. Harry was worried he may have offended the girl,
    but after he looked at her, it was clear she was simply trying to discover what Harry
    meant by outlandish.

    "Well, the Rotfang conspiracy." Harry began. "While I'm sure there are people
    scheming to bring down the Ministry, I doubt that it would be the Aurors, nor would
    they use gum disease. If I had to guess, I would say that it would more likely be the
    Unspeakables, seeing as they have access to some of the most powerful magics
    known."

    "Interesting." Luna nodded. "I guess that does make a bit of sense. Madam
    Bones is far to honorable to use Dark Magic, especially seeing as her brother and
    sister-in-law were killed by it, and the Unspeakables don't really answer to
    anyone."

    They walked for a bit in silence until they reached the Entrance Hall. Luna
    turned to Harry and shook his hand.

    "Thank you Harry Potter, it was very enlightening to speak to you. Perhaps we
    can do it again another time."

    "It would be my great honor, Miss Lovegood." Harry said with a small smile as
    he turned to head back to Gryffindor tower. Harry had gotten a bit of ribbing from
    Seamus and Dean when he revealed to them he'd met Luna. Apparently the pretty
    Ravenclaw had a bit of a reputation for being quirky.

    "She's out of her mind." Seamus exclaimed.

    "Did she ask to see if you had Doibininies?" Dean asked, having trouble hiding
    his laughter.

    "What?" Harry asked, looking confused.

    "She asked if I had them last year, and want me to drop my pants so she could
    see them." Dean roared with laughter. "She said she had heard a few girls talking
    about how big my willy might be, and she thought some creature might have attached
    itself to me making me bigger or something, and she wanted to se for
    herself."

    "You guys lay off of her." Neville said sourly. "She's not so bad, and she
    already gets enough rubbish from her housemates."

    Harry had not spoken to Luna since that day, but he had noticed she often ate
    alone during meals, usually humming softly to herself or reading a book as she ate.
    Harry kept reminding himself he should try and speak to her more. She could prove
    invaluable, though he wasn't sure how just yet.

    The last girl whom Harry had noticed didn't get all strange when he was close by
    was Katie Bell. It was Hermione who had explained why.

    "Don't be fooled." The bushy haired girl smiled. "Katie watches you just as
    much as any other girl, but she's really good about hiding her attraction. She's
    probably trying to figure you out before she makes any move. She's got very high
    standards, and she probably wants to make sure she's not going to end up wasting time
    with you."

    "Better get showered." Neville said, breaking through Harry's thoughts. "Hermione
    will only wait for so long before she goes down without us."

    Harry had his routine down to a science, and showered, dressed and gathered all he
    needed for the day's classes in a very short period of time. Neville always took a
    bit longer, especially in the shower. Harry wondered why that was, but never asked.
    Neville had also started to copy Harry's example, and before bed, would collect
    everything he would need for the next day ready to go before he went to sleep.
    Neville was usually ready about ten minutes after Harry now.

    As usual when the two boys started to head for breakfast, Dean and Seamus were
    only just waking up while Ron snored away.

    "It's no wonder he eats the way he does." Neville shook his head as he passed
    Ron's bed. Maybe if he started getting up at a decent hour he could enjoy his
    breakfast for once."

    "Good morning." Hermione greeted the two boys, noting the humorous look that had
    materialized on Neville's face. "Are you alright Neville, you don't usually look so
    chipper after your workout. Did you two not go running this morning?"

    "No, we did." Neville replied with a grin. "But during our run, Harry and I got to
    talking, and it seems our friend needs you to explain something to him. I tried to,
    but I'm not really good at making people understand such complex concepts."

    "Well, Alright." Hermione said with a shrug. "What's the topic?"

    "Dating." Neville replied, fighting to keep from falling over with laughter.
    Hermione stopped short and stared incredulously at Neville. It almost looked as if
    her brown eyes were going to pop right out of her head, which only served to make
    Neville have to fight his laughter even harder. Harry simply stared interestedly at
    the pair, Neville chuckling, and Hermione looking mortified.

    "You want me to explain dating?" Hermione asked as Neville began leading them out
    of Gryffindor Tower looking as if he might pass out from holding in his laughter.

    "Neville believes it would make more sense to me if you explained it." Harry said
    in his typical monotone. Hermione felt her face getting hot, which was saying
    something as she never got embarrassed anymore. At least, she thought she didn't get
    embarrassed anymore.

    "What is there to explain?" Hermione stammered. "You like someone, you ask them
    out."

    "Yes, that's the only part I think I understand. But why? And what is it one does
    on a date? What is the procedure?" Harry asked.

    Hermione blanched. "Procedure?"

    Leave it to Harry to make something like dating sound like some sort of military
    exercise. Hermione looked at Neville who was fighting another grin, and she suddenly
    felt the urge to kick him. This was like some sort of horrible prank, she was certain
    of it.

    "You know, I'm really not the right person to ask about this sort of thing."
    Hermione said waving her hands frantically. "I know a lot about a lot of things, but
    I really don't know…"

    "Hermione, there is no one more observant or more knowledgeable about human
    interactions" Neville smirked, earning a serious glare from Hermione.

    "Neville, you know as well as anyone I've never been on a date." Hermione
    hissed.

    "You haven't?" Harry asked curiously. Hermione stopped short. She hadn't meant to
    admit that.

    "That's not true." Neville remarked. "You were Krum's date for the Yule Ball."

    Harry turned to look at Hermione with expectant eyes, making Hermione's face heat
    up again. She tried to look away, but Harry's bright emerald eyes held her gaze. She
    tried a couple of times to speak but only tiny strangled squeaks came out.

    "That was different." Hermione argued. "That wasn't a date really. It was a …
    Ball."

    "What's the difference?" Harry asked. Neville actually looked interested at this
    as well. Hermione could only stand there gaping at them

    "Fine." She snapped. "Fine, I'll do my best, but I think you'd be better off
    asking Lavender or someone."

    Harry nodded and the three went into the Great Hall. Hermione grabbed Neville's
    arm and squeezed it hard. "You are helping me with this." She hissed. Neville had the
    good sense to nod and keep himself from laughing to hard.

    They sat at the end of the table as was their norm, though Neville had only
    started joining them in the last week or so. Harry immediately filled his plate while
    Hermione suddenly felt a lack of appetite as she watched Harry. He began to eat at
    his normal hurried pace, though he was no where near as disgusting as Ron
    Weasley.

    "You know, it's ok to slow down." She remarked. Harry cocked his head slightly and
    gave her a questioning look.

    "Forget it." She said as she finally took a few pieces of toast.

    "So tell me about dating?" Harry said between bites.

    Hermione huffed, throwing a sidelong glower at Neville who was pointedly looking
    towards the head table.

    "Well, first you have to figure out who you fancy." Hermione sighed.

    "How do I do that?" Harry replied.

    "I don't know." Hermione all but shouted. "What do you find attractive in a girl,
    Harry?"

    Neville turned now, interested to learn what kind of girl Harry Potter found
    desirable. Harry sat in silence, looking puzzled before he finally looked at his two
    friends again.

    "I don't know." Was his response.

    "Well, that kind of makes asking a girl out difficult. If you ask out someone you
    don't like, you won't enjoy dating at all." Hermione said a bit sourly.

    "What should I find attractive?"

    Hermione simply stared at Harry. This was by far the strangest experience of her
    entire life now. Never would she ever have imagined that she would be sitting in the
    Great Hall trying to figure out how to explain to a boy the concept of attraction.
    The major problem was that she wasn't really sure if she understood the concept
    herself. She knew what she found attractive in boys. Intelligence was important, of
    course. Honesty was important. Someone who could communicate well, and someone who
    would appreciate her for who she was.

    She'd be lying if she said looks weren't important to some extent. She didn't
    really have anything specific though that turned her head. So how could she explain
    to Harry and make him understand it?

    "I blame you for this." Hermione scowled, turning to Neville who was laughing
    again.

    "Harry, mate. Maybe you and I can hang out this afternoon, and I'll help you
    figure that out." Neville offered. Harry nodded his appreciation while Hermione
    pinched the bridge of her nose, trying in vain to ward off a headache.

    "I am going to really hurt Neville." She said to herself.

    

    "Ok." Neville smiled as he and Harry sat in the Library. Neville had chosen the
    library for this conversation as it would most likely have the most girls in it at
    one time, giving him a wide variety of examples.

    "Now, there are two things to consider when finding someone fanciable. Looks and
    personality. And, as personality is a little easier, we'll start there."

    Harry nodded his understanding and Neville continued.

    "It's important to find qualities in a girl that you like, such as good sense of
    humor, brains, or one who doesn't giggle incessantly. Personally, I find girls who
    are smart, funny, and easy to talk to the most attractive. It's why I like
    Hannah."

    "What do you mean by easy to talk to?" Harry asked curiously.

    "Well, ok… when I talk to Hannah, I don't get tongue tied. I can talk to her
    without being afraid of saying something stupid. I don't feel so nervous that I can't
    talk at all."

    "Is that a problem that happens often?" Harry cocked his head.

    "More than you think." Neville smirked. "I don't know why it happens. I don't
    think anyone does. But if you really like a girl, and you approach her, you might
    suddenly find that you can't speak. Your chest feels like a giant is stepping on it,
    and you can't breathe. Or all the things you planned on saying suddenly vanish from
    your mind, and you can't think straight. It's not a spell or anything, it's just
    nerves. When Hannah asked me out, I was actually shaking."

    "Does this happen to girls?" Harry asked. Neville nodded.

    "They express it in different ways. Take Ginny for instance." Neville smiled.
    "Ginny really likes you in a romantic sort of way, but she's really nervous around
    you. That's why she laughs so obnoxiously whenever you say something remotely
    funny."

    "I don't like that." Harry said flatly. Ginny Weasley had a very high pitch squeal
    like laughter that felt as if someone was driving spikes into his ears. She also
    would laugh this way at the strangest times, and it really bothered him.

    "See, We've just figured out one thing you don't like in a girl. You probably want
    someone who's comfortable around you." Neville looked triumphant.

    Harry nodded.

    "Um…ok, uh Romilda Vane. When she sees you come into the Common Room, she
    blushes."

    "I don't know who that is." Harry said. Neville nodded.

    "She's never talked to you, so that makes sense. She's a fourth year, with … it
    doesn't matter. The other day when Leanne tried asking you for help on her Charms
    homework. That seventh year girl…"

    "I remember." Harry said, and Neville continued.

    "She was stuttering and tripping over her words because she was nervous."

    "Strange." Harry shook his head. "I thought she might have taken a bad confounds
    hex."

    "Now the other thing and what some people might have you believe is the most
    important thing is how a girl looks."

    "Why should that matter?" Harry asked.

    "I wish I knew. All I know is that you start liking someone based on how they
    look. Usually, anyway."

    "How do you mean?" Harry asked.

    "Well, for me… I find I'm more attracted to blonde girls. Girls with blonde hair I
    mean. I also like a girl that isn't super tall, or super short either. Hannah's only
    a bit shorter than I am, and she's got great legs."

    "Great legs?" Harry asked, looking a tad confused.

    "Yeah." Neville smiled. "You can't really see them because of the school uniforms
    and all, but last summer, I hung out with her and Susan Bones. Susan's Aunt has a
    swimming pool, and well… I got a real good look at what is hidden under Hannah's
    robes. She's got a real flat stomach, and long smooth legs. Her chest is really nice
    as well."

    Neville got a far away look in his eyes and Harry just sat there waiting for his
    friend to come back to the library. It took a few moments but Neville finally shook
    himself and turned back to Harry as something caught his attention and he pointed it
    out to his friend.

    "Ok, that's Lisa Turpin." Neville said in a lowered voice. Harry turned to see a
    tall willowy blonde girl at the corner of one of the aisles. She was standing with a
    book open in her hand, her long lightly curly blonde hair was pulled into a ponytail.
    Harry saw that she had taken off her robes, and was in the basic uniform of black
    tights, dark gray knee length skirt, sweaters shirt and tie.

    "Lisa's another girl who I find attractive physically. She's tall, but not taller
    than me, and she's slender, which I like." Neville explained, his voice still barely
    above a whisper. Harry observed Lisa as Neville spoke, understanding why she would be
    considered attractive.

    It was clear now that she didn't have her robes on why she could be thought of as
    appealing. Lisa was quite a specimen of womanhood, with, from what Harry could see,
    slender calves, that were nicely shaped. Her chest was prominent as well, though she
    managed to hide it with her arms and the book. Her skin was soft cream and she had
    high cheek bones, giving her a somewhat aristocratic look. Lisa suddenly looked up,
    feeling someone watching her, and gave a strange yet soft smile to Harry who nodded
    in greeting. Lisa's cheeks began to turn pink and she wandered back into the
    aisles.

    Harry watched her go, and couldn't help but begin comparing Lisa to Hermione. Both
    girls were tall and slim. They both had fare skin, and shapely legs. Yet, Harry found
    that while Lisa was indeed pretty, he favored Hermione, though he couldn't say
    why.

    "What is the point to all of this." Harry asked as he turned around, sounding
    irritable. Neville guessed that Harry did not like being confused, and dating was
    very confusing.

    "The point of all of it is that one day you find the right girl and fall in love.
    You get married and have a family."

    "A family." Harry said thoughtfully. Neville noted something in Harry's eyes that
    he'd never seen before. Like he was remembering some long forgotten dream or
    something. "So dating leads to a family, then?"

    "Yeah, I guess. Not immediately, but yeah, that's why you date, to try and find
    the girl who you like best and who makes you feel… I don't know… better? Someone who
    you might fall in love with one day and marry."

    "Love." Harry nodded.

    "Please don't ask me to explain that."

    "I already tried with my godfather." Harry said evenly, returning to his normal
    tone. "He was telling me about my parents and he kept mentioning how in love they
    were. When I asked him…well, it didn't really go very well for either of us. We
    decided to just agree that love was a very deep and powerful magic."

    "That's jot very far off the mark." Neville nodded.

    "So, how can you tell if you like a girl enough to want to date her?"

    "There's a lot of ways. How you feel when that girl is around. How often you think
    about her. Do you think a lot about what it might be like to kiss her…"

    "Kiss her?" Harry looked up and Neville shrugged.

    "Yeah." He shrugged. "Kiss her. You know… press your lips against hers… maybe use
    your tongue or…"

    Neville recognized the look on Harry's face at once and quickly looked around to
    make sure no one was listening in.

    "You've never kissed a girl, have you?" He asked. Harry shook his head, his eyes
    distant as if he were once again trying to work out kissing. Neville groaned lightly
    and dropped his head into his book. "I don't even know how to begin explaining that
    one, and it's just going to lead to more weirdness."

    "Weirdness?" Harry looked back.

    "Oh yeah." Neville said looking up. "Kissing leads to… well… I can't." he shook
    his head. "The only way to really learn is to kiss someone."

    Harry suddenly got to his feet and collected his things. Neville, not wanting to
    be left behind got to his feet as well. A moment later he was jogging to keep up with
    Harry who was heading for the Gryffindor common room, like a man on a mission.

    "Where are you going mate?" Neville asked as he caught up to Harry.

    "To learn about kissing." Harry replied, looking determined.

    "Oh this is not going to end well." Neville thought, though he found he was rather
    anxious to witness the inevitable train wreck, and began wondering who Harry might
    ask to help him learn, and how there might be an all out brawl in the Gryffindor
    Common room

    Ten minutes later they were passing through the portrait hole and walking into the
    Common Room. Neville nearly walked into Harry when he stopped to look around.
    Spotting who he was looking for, Harry marched over and looked down to the girl
    curled up in a chair with a book in her lap. Hermione looked up to see Harry looking
    at her with a strange expression on his face.

    "Are you alright?' She asked, suddenly worried.

    "I need you to kiss me."

    At that very moment, one could have heard a feather land upon the floor.
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    "It was so embarrassing." Hermione ranted. She had been pacing back and forth in
    the sixth year girls dormitory ever since she had run like a frightened bunny from
    the Common Room. She was still complaining loudly about Harry Potter's rather
    tasteless joke, all the while Lavender had sat listening almost like a real
    friend.

    "In front of everyone. He just… He just asks something like that."

    "Hermione." Lavender finally spoke up, clearly tired of hearing the same
    complaints.

    "What if he meant it? What if he really wanted you to kiss him?"

    "Oh please." Hermione scowled. Who are you trying to prank now? Like anyone like
    Harry would want to kiss me, much less…" Hermione's cheeks pinkened, and Lavender
    perked up at this, looking very intrigued.

    "Much less what, Hermione?" The blonde pressed. "Find you attractive? Perhaps want
    to run their hands all over your bare, burning hot flesh? Slip his hand into your
    steaming hot love…"

    "I hardly think this is a time for vulgarity!" Hermione snapped, though her face
    resembled a ripened tomato.

    "Hey, whoa!" Lavender held up her hands defensively. "I'm on your side here."

    "You were being rude." Hermione countered. "Besides, I think it more likely Harry
    wanted me to teach him how to kiss a girl so he could use it on someone more…"

    "No, I think I was real close to the mark here." Lavender pressed. "It's no secret
    that you've been a sort of punching bag around here Hermione, but like I told you
    before, I think that's changing, and Harry is at the center of it. He is intrigued by
    you. I think he might even fancy you, though I'm going to guess he doesn't realize
    that's what he's feeling. You may have been right that he wanted to learn, but he
    thought of you first, when he knows he could get any girl in the castle to show him.
    I'm also going to go out on a limb here and say that your lack of experience with
    boys is making you really nervous and uncomfortable."

    Hermione could only glare at her roommate who smile rather smugly.

    "Look, I'm trying to be your friend here, and I'm telling you that you are a
    beautiful woman, and while all the other idiot boys can't see it because of all the
    history here, Harry is unencumbered by that. He sees you as you are now. A girl with
    stunning brown eyes, a super cute nose, those incredible kissable pouty lips, not to
    mention a body most girls would kill to have."

    Hermione gave her a questioning look and Lavender got up from her bed and grabbed
    Hermione by the wrist and led her into the bathroom where there was a full length
    mirror. She pulled off Hermione's school robes, so the bookworm was standing in just
    her uniform in front of the mirror staring at herself.

    "You need to see what he sees. This might be really tough given everything, so
    we'll take it slow to start."

    Hermione only nodded, clearly curious about what Lavender was going on about.

    "We'll start at the top and work our way down. Your hair isn't that unmanageable
    bush anymore. It's tamed itself as you've gotten older, but it needs attention.
    Something as simple as brushing it out every night will help. It's a little thing.
    Your complexion is like ivory. I can't remember you have a single pimple in all the
    time we've been roommates."

    Hermione gave the softest of smiles at this, but Lavender continued.

    "I already talked about your eyes nose and lips, look at your neck." Lavender
    said, gathering up Hermione light brown hair. "Long and slender but not too much.
    This is a neck begging to be nuzzled, nibbled and kissed."

    Hermione shuddered a bit at the thought, thought she said nothing. Lavender had to
    fight a smile as she saw Hermione begin to chew her bottom lip, a sure sign she was
    thinking about something.

    "You've got a dancer's body. Slender, but not too skinny. Your hips aren't as wide
    as mine, so your butt isn't as big either, but it's got a nice round shape to it.
    Something any boy with half a brain would want to get his hands on. And your legs…
    long and slender, perfect to wrap around a boy's waist while he's…"

    "Lavender." Hermione began scowling again.

    "And your chest. My god Hermione, look at your damned chest. I would be lying to
    you if I said I wasn't a bit jealous."

    "But yours are bigger…" Hermione began.

    "Yeah, but yours are perkier, and likely won't be around your knees when you're
    seventy. They are just about right, and handful. I actually wish you weren't so shy
    in the bathroom, cause I'd like to see them for myself. Parvati's got a great rack,
    but even she wishes she had your boobs."

    "But Parvati's are bigger than mine too."

    "And like I said…" Lavender said, finally coming around to face Hermione, and
    grabbing her own large breasts to emphasize her point. "And let's not forget how
    smart you are. How strong willed, and immensely brave."

    "I'm not brave. I don't know why I'm in Gryffindor."

    "I beg to differ." Lavender snapped. "You've remained here at Hogwarts for almost
    six years now despite all the teasing, the pranks, and all the other crap you've had
    to deal with. Not to mention being alone all that time. I still hate myself for not
    being nicer…"

    Hermione quickly waved her hands in front of herself to stop Lavender from
    continuing.

    "It doesn't matter.

    "It should." Lavender grumbled before taking a deep breath and pressing on her
    original point. "Look, I'm not saying Harry went about it the right way, but given
    what you've told us about his upbringing, is it really that surprising that he's so
    tactless. And honestly, would it be so bad teaching him all about snogging, and
    feeling a girl up, and making love."

    "Oh stop it." Hermione snapped as she snatched up her robe and stormed back into
    the dorm. Lavender followed the pariah, sighing with exasperation again as Hermione
    sat on her bed.

    "Why do you have to be so vulgar all the time?"

    "Hermione, it's in our nature. It really isn't some dirty disgusting act. How the
    hell do you think you were conceived?"

    Hermione gave the blonde a sour look that only served to make Lavender laugh. "You
    can't tell me you haven't at least imagined being kissed again. I mean, I know you
    haven't kissed a boy since Krum and that was nearly two years ago."

    Hermione mumbled something rather irritably.

    "What was that?" Lavender asked with a grin.

    "He never kissed me." Hermione said a bit louder this time, small tears forming in
    the corners of her eyes. Lavender's smile melted away in an instant.

    "Really?"

    Hermione shrugged. "I wanted to." She said softly, wiping angrily at her eyes. "I
    really did. He was so nice to me, and so sweet that night. I thought for sure that I
    would finally have my first kiss that night, but he just… just gave me this sort of
    awkward hug. Then… then he all but ignored me after that. I tried talking to him. To
    find out what I did wrong. I think he finally got tired of me 'stalking' him, because
    he finally told me that it would never work. I found out later that Malfoy had filled
    his head with all this…rubbish about me."

    Hermione shrugged again tears filling her eyes once more. She didn't try to wipe
    them away this time. It was strange. She had been certain that she was over that
    business, yet talking about it now seemed like someone had ripped open those old
    wounds.

    "So you've never kissed anyone?" Lavender asked, still reeling from her new
    friend's revelation. Hermione shook her head once and Lavender sank onto her own bed,
    feeling horrible for her roommate who she was learning was far more deserving of a
    bit of happiness than she had believed already.

    "I wouldn't even know the first thing about it." Hermione admitted.

    "Would you like me to help you?" Lavender asked. Hermione looked up now,
    intrigued.

    "Help me?"

    "It's what girlfriends do. We help each other with this stuff. Parvati and I
    learned how to kiss by practicing with each other. In fact, we've learned most
    everything by practicing on each other."

    Hermione's face went crimson, and Lavender felt her cheeks heat up a bit.

    "Well, who else are we going to go to?" She demanded. "Our parents? Gods no. That
    would be so much worse. Teachers? No thank you. Boys? Please. they're just as
    clueless as we are. At least their equipment is easier to figure out. So… it's up to
    us."

    "You mean… you and… the two of you…" Hermione stammered.

    "Kissing, groping, licking, sucking… we've pretty much done all we can to each
    other." Lavender shrugged. "We're not the only ones either. All the Ravenclaw girls
    get into steamy little piles quite regularly according to Padma. I admit, it's
    embarrassing at first, but between you and me, it's worth it. I know exactly what
    gets me going, and boys are easy to train, so, if you already know what you like,
    it's a lot easier to show your boyfriend, and train them up right."

    Hermione couldn't fight the small giggle at Lavender's words, especially given
    that she was dating Ron Weasley, who Hermione often felt had a bit of Troll blood in
    him, as he seemed quite dense.

    "I don't know." Hermione said after a long bit, and Lavender smiled. "It's not
    going to make you turn into a witch's witch. Unless you already like girls, which is
    perfectly fine."

    "No, it's not that." Hermione whispered.

    "You don't trust me." Lavender smiled knowingly. Hermione sagged a bit, but
    Lavender simply waved it off. "I understand. I haven't earned your trust, and given
    our history, I'm not surprised. But, the offer is there, and I'm sure Parvati would
    be willing to help. Between you and me, I think Parv might like playing both
    sides."

    Hermione gave the blonde a questioning look.

    "All the times we practiced, she always got a bit more into it than I did. I mean,
    it was good to learn and all that, But I always felt a bit weird. I always like it
    more when boys are involved I guess."

    "Exactly how far have you gone with a boy?"

    "I've gone all the way. Sex I mean." Lavender said evenly. Hermione was gawking at
    the blonde now. "Just once. I've done other things loads of times, but I've only ever
    had sex once. It was over this past summer, while I was on holiday on the
    continent."

    "Wait…" Hermione sat up a bit straighter. "I thought you said you and Ron have
    never…"

    "We haven't. It wasn't Ron." Lavender said, looking a bit guilty. "Parvati doesn't
    even know about this, and I really don't know why I'm telling you this, but… I don't
    think you'll betray my confidence. And to be honest, I've wanted to tell someone
    about it for ages."

    Hermione nodded and Lavender smiled.

    "You know Ron and I became an item in the last week of term last year. Wasn't
    really enough time to establish any sort of commitment. I had liked Ron for a while,
    and when we got together, I was really happy, but then, term ended, and when I got
    home my mum and dad told me we were going to Italy for a month. It was amazing, and I
    met this really cute boy one night at this club my parents let me go to. He reminded
    me of Ron. Tall, redheaded, muscular. Only, he was a lot more confident, and intense,
    you know?"

    Hermione shrugged, and Lavender smiled, her eyes becoming distant as she recalled
    that night.

    "He chatted me up, and he made me laugh, and then we danced. We danced a lot, and
    the more we danced, the bolder he got. And, I liked it a lot. When he finally kissed
    me… Oh my gods Hermione, it was like explosions in my brain, and my body. I literally
    melted. I soaked my knickers through, and it made me want so much more. "

    Lavender adjusted herself on her bed to get more comfortable, and Hermione
    wondered if the blonde wasn't feeling aroused while reliving the incident.

    "We danced more, and we kissed more, but he never liked forced himself on me, you
    know? He was so sweet, and gentle. But the more he kissed me, the more I wanted from
    him. Anyway, he asked me if I wanted to go someplace else, as the club was closing
    down. My parents were supposed to be out all night, and they neglected to give me a
    curfew. I just turned sixteen before school let out, and my mum felt I was mature
    enough to handle myself. Anyway, I said yes, and he took me to his flat. He was a
    muggle and he was going to university. His flat was this little one room thing with
    just like a bed and a desk."

    Hermione could picture the scene in her head as Lavender continued. And then it
    occurred to her just how much Lavender had shared so far, and she wondered why this
    girl, who had largely ignored her for the past five years was sharing such a deep and
    intimate secret.

    "Why are you telling me all this?' Hermione asked, trying to keep her voice from
    trembling.

    Lavender shrugged. "Maybe because I need to tell someone." She sat silent for a
    moment before adding. "Or maybe it's because I don't think you'll like judge me or
    anything. Do you not want to hear anymore? I mean, I can stop if you're
    uncomfortable."

    "No, I just… I just wondered is all." Hermione said. In truth she did want to hear
    how it all turned out, especially as Lavender seemed to need to tell someone this
    story. With a knowing smile, Lavender picked up the rest of her tale.

    "We sat down, and talked a bit. Like I said, he was really sweet. Then he started
    kissing me again, and my body felt like it was on fire. That's when his hands began
    roaming. I got all tense at first, but then I started really liking it. He started
    kissing my neck and his hands slid up my body and cupped my boobs. It was over my
    jumper and everything. Like I said, he was sweet. But it wasn't enough. God Hermione,
    I can't even begin to tell you what it felt like. This need I felt. I just… I needed
    him to do more, but he was taking his time with me. He was building me up I suppose.
    I finally got tired of his teasing, and I took his hand and made him put it under my
    shirt. He got the idea, and pushed my bra up so he could grab my boobs."

    Lavender let out a long shuddering sigh, while Hermione was almost falling off her
    bed as she leaned forward, hanging on every word. She found that her mouth had gone
    dry and her breathing was a bit heavier.

    "My nipples were like rocks, they were so hard. Every time he touched them it was
    like someone sent a really light tickling hex down between my legs. My stomach was so
    tight from all the butterflies, and my heart was beating so fast."

    "Haven't you felt like that before?" Hermione asked. "With anyone else I
    mean?"

    Lavender shook her head. "I don't know what it was. Maybe it was because he was so
    good looking, or he reminded me of Ron. Maybe it was because I was on holiday. Maybe
    it was because before Ron, I hadn't dated around, or anything for so long because I
    was trying to get him to notice me, so I was really pent up…" Lavender shrugged.

    "Anyway, I really wanted things to keep moving forward. I wasn't thinking too
    clearly, and was kind of acting on instinct. So, I could feel him rubbing against me,
    and I suddenly wanted to feel him. In my hand, I mean. I had only ever seen two
    before. Seamus, and Terry. Terry's not half bad. Good length and all. Seamus is kind
    of on the small side." Lavender gave a conspiratorial wink.

    "What determines a good length?" Hermione asked curiously. Lavender smirked and
    shook her head.

    "That's different for every girl." She replied. "But this boy… he was nice. It was
    like a piece of velvet wrapped iron. He was so hard, that I thought he might explode.
    When I got my hand down the front of his jeans and got it in my hand, he gave out
    this moan that… I kid you not Hermione… It made me cum. Seriously. It wasn't like
    back arching, or anything, but I did climax."

    "How could you tell?" Hermione asked, again sounding a bit too analytical for
    Lavender. The blonde smiled at the brunette and promised they'd get into that
    later.

    "Anyway, that was it. I knew at that moment that I would not be leaving that flat
    until I had him inside of me. Clothes began coming off. His shirt, my jumper, my
    t-shirt, my bra. our shoes, his jeans, my skirt, my knickers. When we had gotten that
    far, which took a while because he was so insistent on kissing and licking me
    everywhere… when he finally got me in the altogether… he began trailing kisses down
    my front. He spent a lot of time on my nipples, and it gave me a another little
    orgasm, which was so nice. Then he finally got his tongue between my legs. Now… I've
    had three people go down on me. Parvati, who got good because I kept letting her do
    it to me. Terry… who was just… just awful, and Seamus, who gave this particular boy a
    run for his galleons."

    Hermione was feeling her own heart pounding as her own mind conjured images of
    herself without a shred of clothing while some faceless Italian hunk was playing her
    body like a fine orchestra as Lavender continued.

    "He kept licking and kissing me and I felt this sort of pressure… I can't even
    describe it. This pressure building here." She motioned to her abdomen. "It was like
    there was so invisible puppet master pulling my body and making me arch my back. I
    couldn't seem to control anything and then it happened. This…this explosion. I've had
    orgasms before, but nothing, NOTHING like this. I thought I was going to pass out or
    something. My head was just swimming, and I felt so dizzy."

    "Wow." Hermione whispered. Lavender nodded and grinned. "What happened next?"

    "He let me recover, thankfully. He just ran his hands all over me, all tender and
    gentle. He was smiling so confidently, and something in me just had this sudden urge
    to make him look as stupid as I felt I probably looked. So I knocked him onto his
    back and I … went to town."

    "Went to town?" Hermione asked looking confused.

    "I sucked his cock."

    Hermione's face went bright tomato red and she reeled back, causing Lavender to
    laugh. Hermione scowled, realizing the blonde had said it just to shock her.

    "Are you making this up?" Hermione snapped, but Lavender shook her head.

    "I swear to you this is true. Every word."

    Hermione still looked skeptical, but Lavender shrugged. "Do you want to hear the
    rest?"

    Hermione thought about it for a bit. It had been a really good story, and she'd be
    lying if she hadn't felt the slightest bit of arousal. But, she didn't want to appear
    to be that interested, in case it was just another prank.

    "Hermione, I swear to you, that this all really happened. I also swear to you that
    when I finish this story, I'm going to be going to bed with some serious silencing
    charms on my bed, because just remembering that night has got me so turned on. Hell,
    if I thought you'd let me, I'd have a go at you just so I wouldn't have to manage
    things myself."

    "Why not just go grab Ron and have him take care of your needs."

    Lavender frowned a bit, "Can we talk about that at another time?"

    Hermione nodded, and Lavender took a deep breath. "I wasn't joking before. I did
    start sucking him. I've done it before."

    "Seamus and Terry?" Hermione guessed.

    "And Lee Jordan."

    "But you said you'd only seen two."

    "Seen, yes. I've only seen two up to that point. But I've sucked three. After Yule
    Ball, there was a game of truth or dare at the Gryffindor after party, which you
    weren't at, obviously. Anyway, I got dared by Angelina to take Lee into a broom
    cupboard and you know…" Lavender made a suggestive gesture, pantomiming fellatio.
    Hermione rolled her eyes, and motioned for Lavender to continue.

    "I don't know if I was doing a bad job or if he just really wanted to move things
    ahead, but he stopped me, and pulled me up his body. He was so hard beneath me. Like,
    I mean his muscles and stuff, but he was also really hard. And I was so wet that he
    just sort of got me in position on top of him and then sort of adjusted himself and
    then… he was inside of me. It hurt a lot at first, because he was really big, and
    I've never done it before, He didn't know I was a virgin, and I hadn't told him. I
    think he just thought he was hurting me because he was so big. He kept telling me how
    tight I was and how hot I was. He went slow at first, which was good, The pain melted
    away pretty quickly too. It wasn't long before I was actually moaning. I don't know
    why. It just… it felt so damned good. Every time he pushed into me, I just wanted him
    to go deeper. I was really starting to get into it, and then he pulled out of me. At
    first I was like…'did I do something wrong?' but then he got out from under me, and
    got me on my hands and knees. He got behind me, and put it back in me. I thought I
    was going to pass out again. It was even better that way. He gripped my hips like he
    was guiding me, and just started …he was fucking me. There's no other way to describe
    it. And it was so good. My head was spinning, and my heart was pounding. I was
    getting really into it now, and I was almost screaming. The more noise I made, the
    harder he would fuck me. Then I came again. I mean, really came. I kind of collapsed,
    and the first thing was that I missed him being inside of me. But he flipped me onto
    my back, and put my legs up on his shoulders and put it back in me."

    Hermione was breathing heavier now as she pictured herself in the same situation,
    which she found strange because she just couldn't imagine what it could possibly feel
    like. That didn't stop her mind from trying to supply her with something. She also
    noticed she felt rather moist, which embarrassed her, though she managed to keep her
    face from burning by focusing on Lavender.

    "He just kept going, and I was starting to wonder if he was ever going to stop. He
    made me cum three more times before he finally pulled out and exploded on my chest. I
    always thought it would be gross, you know. But when it actually happened, and I had
    his cum on my boobs… I don't know why, but I just… I smeared it all over, like it was
    a lotion or something." Lavender blushed at her admittance. "He almost passed out
    when he saw me do that. He kept telling me how hot that was and how amazing I was. It
    was… It was just amazing."

    The two girls remained silent for a long spell before something that had been
    nagging Hermione finally fought through her own randy thoughts and come tumbling out
    of her mouth.

    "You cheated on Ron." She managed to squeak. Lavender's contented smile fell
    away.

    "Something I remembered after lover boy fell asleep, and everything came crashing
    in around me. I didn't know that guy. I never even got his name. I got my clothes and
    grabbed my purse and ran out of there. I cried all the way back to my hotel. Lucky my
    parents still weren't back. I showered and cried a lot more. I never felt so
    horrible. I certainly didn't love that Italian guy and I had given myself to him like
    I was exactly like what everyone thinks I am. I was so confused about
    everything."

    The blonde Gryffindor fell silent for a bit, and Hermione couldn't even think of a
    single word to say, so she remained quiet, observing Lavender. She had no idea why
    this girl had chosen her to unburden herself upon, yet Hermione felt sort of
    honored.

    "When we got back, I went to see Ron, and he was so happy I was there, and he made
    me feel so… so loved and wanted. It was then that I realized my Italian boy only
    wanted me for the night. Ron wanted me for longer. But then, I got to see what Ron's
    life was like, and I started to see what kind of girl he wants. He wants another
    version of his mother. Someone to stay home and cook and clean and take care of the
    kids. The problem is, I have my own aspirations. Not to mention that as much as I've
    tried to teach Ron about how to get me going, he doesn't seem to catch on. It's why I
    won't go to him to help me scratch this itch I have now. He's not a very giving
    lover."

    Lavender looked pointedly at Hermione now, and the brunette could see faint tears
    in the corners of Lavender's baby blue eyes, despite the fact she had a light smile
    on her face.

    "The strangest thing is, I don't regret what I did. The sex part I mean. But I
    hate myself for what I did to Ron. I betrayed his trust. Even though I know that Ron
    and I won't be together forever, I feel ashamed that I could do that to someone I was
    supposed to be involved with. That's what I hate, and I swear I will never do that
    again, no matter who I'm with."

    "I'm sorry." Hermione murmured.

    "Don't be." Lavender replied. "Let it be a lesson. If you decide to finally take a
    chance with Harry, and he proves to be untrainable, highly unlikely seeing as that's
    all he's done his whole life, Move on. Find someone who listens and who can learn
    your needs. Not just physically…"

    "Emotionally and mentally as well."

    "Spot on." Lavender smiled. "There are lots of guys out there, and just because
    the berks at this school have treated you like dragon dung does not mean that a
    perfect man isn't out there waiting for you somewhere. Though I still believe in my
    heart he's down in the common room still trying to figure out why you ran away.
    Now…I'm really, really wound up right now, so… unless you're willing to…"

    Hermione shook her head frantically which made Lavender laugh hysterically.

    "Another time then." The blonde giggled as she tore off her jumper tie and button
    down before pulling the curtains around her four-poster. "Goodnight Hermione."

    Hermione saw Lavender's stockings, shoes, skirt and under things slip down the
    side of her bed into a pile on the floor. Hermione couldn't even begin to fathom why
    the thought of Lavender naked on her bed had affected her the way it had. All she
    knew was she was feeling deep urges of her own. However, her embarrassment and her
    ignorance prevented her from acting upon them.

    She went to her trunk and pulled out her favorite flannel pajama pants and t-shirt
    and changed for bed. She climbed under her blankets and shut the curtains and laid
    down, hoping she could fall asleep. However her brain kept conjuring stimulating
    images, most involving a faceless man doing scandalous things to her body. She also
    imagined Lavender in the next bed over and what she might be getting on with behind
    her silenced curtains.

    Hermione began wondering if perhaps she attempted to ease some of her own tension
    if perhaps she might find enough peace to fall asleep. She started to slid her hand
    into her pajama bottoms, but quickly pulled it out feeling really stupid and ashamed,
    although she had no idea why.

    A moment later she heard the door to the dorm open and Parvati walking in, humming
    to herself. Hermione began to wonder if the Indian beauty had been getting her own
    needs met with Anthony Goldstein, whom she had begun dating recently.

    Hermione growled to herself and flopped onto her side as she began to once again
    try and analyze everything that had been happening to her. Everything had begun
    changing the day she had met Harry Potter. Harry Potter who was really good looking.
    What with his short, messy hair, and those hypnotic green eyes. He had asked her to
    kiss him. Said he had needed her to. She had been so shocked, and so angry that she
    hadn't even given him a chance to explain it. Maybe he had actually been trying to
    ask her out. Maybe Neville had made the new student realize that he was attracted to
    her of all the girls in the school, and she had run away like a frightened
    kneazle.

    Hermione wondered what it would be like to kiss Harry. Would he be gentle? Would
    he be rough? Would it be romantic like her trashy love stories, or would it be
    clinical and empty. Where would his hands go? Where would she put her hands? Would it
    be stiff and closed mouth, or would it be something deeper… more erotic? What would
    it lead to?

    All at once Hermione's faceless lover from her earlier fantasy was suddenly
    replaced by Harry, and her body reacted. She felt her nipples perk up and her legs
    began rubbing together almost involuntarily. All the while she was hyper aware of how
    hot and aroused she had become.

    Hermione managed to stamp it all down however reminding herself that she was just
    fate's punching bag and that she was never going to have a moment like Lavender had
    in Italy. No one wanted her, and no one ever would. She kept repeating it over and
    over again until she realized she was crying.

    She wondered for the millionth time why she did this to herself. Why did she keep
    returning to a place where she wasn't wanted by anyone? Why did she keep on with her
    life, what was it all for?

    All at once a face swam to the forefront of her mind. A chiseled face with hard
    green eyes that peered right through her charade and straight into her heart. A face
    that for some reason made her feel more confused than she ever had in her whole life.
    Harry's face.

    Even more confused now, Hermione slept very little and cried a lot that night.

    

    "I still don't get it." Harry complained as he ran with Neville at his side the
    next morning.

    "Look, I'm not saying what you did was wrong, but you have to understand that for
    some girls, like Hermione, kissing actually means something. It isn't like a
    handshake or something like that. It's a bond of sorts, a show of affection not to be
    given away lightly. There are girls who would be happy to help you refine your
    technique, but they may not be girls you want to be involved with."

    "Why not?" Harry asked, turning to Neville who shrugged.

    "I don't know. Because they won't be true to you. They have no self respect?
    They're just using you to get something they want, who knows. The point is, Hermione
    was embarrassed and probably hurt by you asking her to kiss you like that. Hermione's
    not had an easy time here, and she's become really … hard, I guess. I didn't even
    really talk to her until this year. I wasn't cruel to her or anything, I just never
    bothered to try an become her friend. Other people around here saw her as a target
    for their cruelty. I can't even tell you how many times she's had to fix her book bag
    because people love using cutting spells on it just to watch her things spill out
    over the floor. She went five years without anyone talking to her, aside from making
    jokes, or taunting her, or whatever just to make her cry. And gods forbid she ever
    tried to defend herself. People would gang up on her. And the rest of us just sat by
    and watched."

    "Why?" Harry looked at Neville who looked away with shame as he shrugged.

    "Fear and stupidity, I guess. We were afraid we'd become targets for bullies and
    cruelty. We could have stood up for her, even if we didn't like her, and at least
    tried to ease her burden, but it was easier to just ignore it. The point is, she 's
    probably waiting for you to pull some grand prank and ditch her or something because
    that's what she's used to."

    "Ditch her?" Harry queried.

    "Stop being her friend." Neville clarified.

    "I wouldn't do that."

    "But she doesn't know that Harry." Neville replied. "After everything she's gotten
    through over the last five years, she came here this year expecting more of the same.
    But then here you come. Like a hero out of legend and start protecting her and being
    a real friend to her. It's almost like one of her fantasy stories. It's likely really
    confusing. I'm guessing she's probably really conflicted. Because of you, she's
    gaining friends, and that's strange to her. She doesn't know if she can truly trust
    people. She's beginning to feel like she can and then you ask her to kiss you in
    front of everyone… Honestly, I'm a bit shocked she didn't hex you right there."

    "But you said that the only way to learn how to kiss was by doing it, and she's
    really smart and…"

    Harry." Neville stopped running and Harry did likewise so he could turn and face
    Neville, who looked gravely at him. "I know what I said, and I meant it. You really
    can only learn how to kiss someone by doing it, but… you should learn with someone
    you like. As I said, it's more than just a physical action. There should be something
    else there. An affectionate emotion, for lack of a better description.
    Understand?"

    Harry stared at Neville for several seconds before slowly shaking his head.

    "Yeah, I didn't think so. I'm rubbish at this." Neville sighed, bending over a bit
    and stretching. "Look, kissing a girl you like is good. But you should do it because
    you like them, and not just because you think you need to do it. And not because a
    girl is your friend. If you like some one, and I mean beyond friendship like her,
    then that's who you should be trying to kiss. If you fancy Hermione, great, but don't
    play with her heart.

    "That wasn't my intention." Harry said firmly and Neville nodded.

    "I know that, and I think Hermione might understand that as well on some level,
    but, and I can't stress this enough to you, you can not lead her or any one else on
    if you have no real feelings for them. It's the cruelest thing you can do to someone.
    You're better off holding them under the Cruciatus curse until their mind breaks than
    play with a person's feelings. Got it?"

    Harry gave him a single nod, though he wasn't sure that he fully understood. All
    he was certain of was that he felt horrible for some odd reason, and he knew it was
    tied into Hermione. He felt this sort of crushing weight on his shoulders the rest of
    the morning that only increased when he and Neville came to the Common room as they
    did every morning after their shower to meet Hermione for breakfast and found she
    wasn't there. They waited a bit but she never came down, so they decided to go
    without her, after Neville thought she might not be feeling well.

    However, they found Hermione was in her usual spot at the Gryffindor table, head
    buried in a book.

    "Why didn't you wait for us?" Harry asked as he sat down. Her response was to
    ignore him completely. Harry turned to Neville who looked sympathetically back at
    him, and the invisible weight on his shoulders increased.

    "Hermione?" Harry asked again, but the brunette refused to look up at him. In
    fact, she dropped her spoon, even though she wasn't finished with her porridge her
    shoulder and stormed out of the Great Hall.

    Harry felt a surge of anger at that moment and leapt up from his seat, not
    noticing the interested looks from Neville, Headmaster Dumbledore and Professor
    McGonagall.

    "Hermione!" Harry snapped at her making her stop. She turned, but kept her eyes
    down. "Will you talk to me?"

    The girl said nothing.

    "I get it, you're mad at me. Neville explained it to me this morning. I made a
    mistake. He was trying to explain about dating and he got onto kissing and I got
    confused and he said it was something I could only learn from experience…"

    "So your first thought was get me to teach you?" Hermione asked, her voice soft,
    but dripping with venom.

    "Yes." Harry said unapologetically. "You're my friend, and a girl and I trust you.
    I also don't like the idea of Neville teaching me how to kiss."

    Hermione snorted in spite of herself.

    "Yet you never stopped to think that maybe I wouldn't…Hermione couldn't finished
    her sentence because in that moment she felt a wash of confusion. She wasn't even
    certain at that moment if she was even mad at him for anything. How could she be?
    Somewhere deep down, she knew he hadn't meant to embarrass her.

    "I didn't think about your feelings because I don't understand." Harry said
    evenly. "I've never had a friend either, not one who wasn't in some way responsible
    for me. This… this is all new to me, and I have to tell you that I do not like the
    way I feel right now. I hate that I upset you. Again, if Neville hadn't pointed it
    out to me, I would have remained ignorant."

    Hermione's shoulders slumped a bit as he said this, and she finally looked up at
    him. Harry reeled slightly as he saw her eyes, puffy and dark.

    "Did someone hit you with a conjunctivitis?" He asked.

    "No Harry." Hermione sighed irritably. "I…" She stuttered.

    "What?" He asked, pressing her a bit.

    "I didn't sleep well." She said softly. Harry leaned in to hear her better, and
    Hermione felt her walls breaking under his gaze. She couldn't understand why but she
    felt a need to be honest with Harry, even though she would be admitting weakness. "I
    didn't sleep well because I was crying."

    "Crying?" Harry looked at her in that way he did when he was trying to figure
    people out. Whenever he did it, she always felt exposed, like a raw nerve or
    something.

    "Yes Harry, crying." She said bitterly. "It's what normal people do when they're
    upset."

    "And I made you cry because I upset you?"

    Hermione actually flinched now. Harry's normally hard eyes had softened, and she
    saw something there that she would never have imagined. He was… what was it? Fear?
    Anger? Sadness? All three? Could he possibly be starting to understand what he had
    done and be upset that he had done this to her?

    "I don't know how to fix this." He said after a long pause, where he seemed to be
    thinking over everything. "You're my friend and I've hurt you, and I don't know what
    I should do here. How do I fix this Hermione?"

    "You could start by telling me you're sorry for embarrassing me, and for taking me
    for granted."

    "I am sorry for embarrassing you and taking you for granted." He repeated in his
    even monotone. Hermione sighed and shook her head.

    "Do you mean that?" She asked, looking up at him. He looked confused for a moment
    but then nodded.

    "I do." He said. She began to smile again and she stood a bit straighter now,
    feeling all of her sadness and anger melting away. She also suddenly remembered
    Lavender talking about training a boy up right. She couldn't help the soft giggle
    that escaped her in that second, which made Harry cock his head to the side in
    curious confusion. Hermione sniffled and wiped at her eyes which were tearing up
    again.

    "Oh, what a sight."

    Both Harry and Hermione turned to see Draco Malfoy along with a few Slytherins
    who'd just arrived for breakfast. They were all giggling like idiot children while
    their leaders stared mockingly at the two Gryffindors.

    "Don't let us interrupt." Draco sneered. Go ahead and snog her socks off Potter. I
    always wanted to see if the toad would turn into something more appealing."

    "Oh come now Draco, Everybody knows mudbloods don't get any better, no matter what
    magic you use on them." Pansy Parkinson sneered. "How much is she paying you to stand
    so close to her, Potter?"

    Draco and his friends all began laughing hysterically and Harry saw Hermione's
    head fall a bit. He felt a sudden urge to throttle the Parkinson girl, but then
    another idea made itself known and he simply stared at the Slytherins.

    "What? Nothing to say Potter?" Draco asked in his smarmy drawl. "Has the mud blood
    got you under the imperius?"

    "Likely amortentia." Pansy added. "It's the only way Granger could get any boy to
    pay attention to her. You let him in your knickers yet Granger? Is he any good with
    is wand?"

    "Oi, Pansy, We're about to have breakfast. Please don't conjure images of
    Granger's knickers and what might likely be inside before we eat." Draco made a
    disgusted face.

    The other three girls with the Slytherin group howled with high pitched shrieks of
    laughter that made Harry flinch a bit. He swore they might be part banshee. Draco'
    two gorilla like enforcers guffawed stupidly while their master and his tart stared
    at him and Hermione.

    Harry's first instinct was to bury Draco right then and there, but then he
    realized that Draco was not a real threat. So far he had observed very little from
    the boy that would indicate he had any modicum of power to fear. His father had been
    strong, that had been certain, and yet, Harry had taken the man's hand in a duel just
    a few months ago. Harry wondered if Draco found out that it was he who had maimed
    Lucius, would Draco seek retribution? Probably not. Harry doubted the little ferret
    had any sense of honor.

    And Pansy was nothing more than an annoyance. A gnat to be swatted at. Sure Harry
    knew he could hex both Draco and Pansy and hurt them severely, but it would likely
    not teach them anything. In fact, there was precious little Harry thought he could do
    to make them leave Hermione alone.

    But as Sirius had once told him, Bullies needed to be humiliated, if not to teach
    them a lesson, than to show the rest of the world how foolish those bullies really
    were.

    And so, with the barest of smirks, Harry raised his hands and waved them back and
    forth for a second. Draco and Pansy both stepped back before realizing that nothing
    had happened. There was a second of silence before the entirety of the Slytherin
    group broke out in raucous laughter before turning and heading into the Great
    Hall.

    "You didn't do anything this time?" Hermione looked puzzled after the Slytherins
    went into the Great Hall. "Not that I'm saying you should have, but…"

    "Wait for it." Harry said with a soft smirk. Hermione saw the look of anticipation
    on Harry's face and found herself turning to look back towards the entrance to the
    Great Hall. There was nothing, save for the normal ruckus of people eating and
    talking. Then there was a scream, a few loud curses, and more screams followed by a
    cacophony of laughter. Harry began to smirk, and Hermione felt a wave of anticipation
    building within her.

    Suddenly Draco Malfoy came stumbling out of the Great Hall looking quite
    horrified. Hermione couldn't help herself and burst into peals of laughter at the
    sight of Draco wearing what was clearly women's undergarments as well as very high
    heeled thigh high boots.

    Draco lost his footing in the boots and fell in a heap in front of the entrance to
    the dungeons. He scrambled away on his hands and knees, his entire body a brilliant
    red color.

    He was followed a moment later by Pansy whose clothes resembled that of a muggle
    circus clown, complete with bright red honking nose, which honked with every attempt
    to rip it from her face. Pansy was shrieking like a mad woman as she tried to
    maneuver in bright red floppity shoes.

    Hermione was crying and holding onto her ribs as the two Slytherin royals were
    made to look the fools once again. She looked up at Harry and saw that even though he
    wasn't laughing, he did look supremely pleased with himself.

    "Wandless magic?" Hermione asked wiping at her eyes and trying desperately to stop
    laughing because it was really beginning to be painful.

    "Like I said, for the most part, completely useless." Harry shrugged as he turned
    to her. "Hermione, would you go to Hogsmeade with me this weekend?"

    That had done it. Hermione's laughter died instantly as she stared into his eyes,
    searching for any sign of deception or dishonesty, even though in the back of her
    mind she knew there would be none. Harry had just proven that he had no intentions of
    actually hurting her. And though she would try and crush it to dust, there was the
    tiniest spark of hope in her heart that somehow, fate was tired of messing with
    her.

    "I think I would like that." She said, unable to get stop herself from
    smiling.
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    "So, we're clear then." Lavender asked as she finished touching up Hermione's make
    up and taking a moment to admire her handy work. She was still thrilled the normally
    introverted girl had allowed her to do a bit of "Touch-Up" on her face.

    "Nothing to be nervous about. You're simply going with your friend to the village.
    You'll show him around, and have lunch. Whatever happens is going to happen, right?
    You're not going to overanalyze every little thing he says or does, right?"

    Hermione stared at her reflection, focusing on breathing and desperately
    attempting to calm her racing heart. She felt a bit dizzy like she had vertigo or
    something, and her limbs felts a bit like jelly. It had been two days since Harry had
    asked her to go to Hogsmeade. They hadn't talked anymore about the occasion, which
    had only led to Hermione dissecting his invitation and trying to figure out just what
    it had been all about. The only thing she felt certain of was that it was not a
    prank, though she couldn't say how she felt so sure of that.

    "Hermione?" Lavender said, snapping her fingers in front of Hermione's face. "You
    in there?"

    She nodded, though she looked almost as if she might become very ill.

    "But what if we're not going as friends." Hermione asked, barely getting her voice
    to make any noise at all. Lavender hoped Hermione wasn't about to start crying and
    ruin all the work she'd done on her face.

    "Hermione!" Parvati shouted in humorous exasperation as she finished her own
    makeup and turned to look at the very nervous brunette. "We've gone through this. You
    are over thinking it all again. You and Harry are going as friends. That's it. Unless
    he says or does something to change it, you are taking a friend to Hogsmeade."

    "Then why did you two insist I get all dressed up and everything?" Hermione asked
    in near panic. Lavender gave a soft laugh and squeezed Hermione's shoulder.

    "Because now you're giving him a reason to rethink his stance on the matter. Now,
    tell me what you think." Lavender said as she stepped aside so Hermione could get a
    good look at herself in the mirror.

    Hermione turned around and looked at her reflection and felt… stunned. She was
    really very pretty. Lavender had done an amazing job on her hair and makeup. It
    looked almost as if she weren't wearing any.

    "I just did enough to highlight your eyes and cheeks." Lavender explained

    "Not to mention her lips." Parvati snickered, making Hermione blush.

    "Will you stop it." Lavender slapped her best friend's arm. "She's nervous
    enough."

    "Alright, I'm sorry." Parvati smiled as she turned to face Hermione now that she
    was finished with herself. "You look great, I'm glad my jeans fit you."

    Hermione gave herself another hard look. Lavender and Parvati had come together to
    put together a smashing casual look for Hermione. Lavender had called it the devil
    may care look. It was supposed to look as if she hadn't really spent a lot of time on
    her appearance and give the impression that she dressed like that all the time
    outside of school.

    Parvati's favorite jeans that hugged and accentuated Hermione's hips and rear.
    Lavender had loaned her a light blue button down topped with a black vest that
    accentuated her bust line without calling too much attention to it. Her hair was up
    in a loose ponytail, making it look as if she hardly spent anytime on her hair. The
    whole thing was finished with a pair of light trainers, as Hogsmeade was not really
    the place for nicer shoes, and according to Lavender, it would help her if she was
    somewhat comfortable.

    "Now, just go and have fun." Lavender said, turning Hermione towards the door.

    "And remember that he's still the same Harry you eat and study with every day."
    Parvati added.

    Hermione just stood there staring at the door that led to the dorm room and on to
    the Common Room where Harry was likely waiting for her. Her mind had gone blank, and
    she wasn't even sure if she was breathing at the moment.

    "GO!" Lavender shouted slapping Hermione's posterior when Hermione made no move to
    leave. The shout and the sting on her hind end apparently made her brain reengage,
    and the incredibly nervous bookworm headed out of the bathroom, stopping to pick up
    her light jacket Lavender had picked out, before leaving the dorm room
    altogether.

    "She's going to be just fine." Lavender smirked. As she turned to the mirror and
    began running a brush through her thick blonde hair.

    "If she can loosen up." Parvati smiled. "Do you really think she'll kiss him?"

    "Oh not today." Lavender shook her head and grimaced. "God no. They both need to
    work on relaxing around each other. Her a little more than him. But I think they were
    made for each other. You can't tell me you haven't seen it."

    "I don't know what I've seen."

    "Parv, she's been completely isolated here for the last five years, and then out
    of the blue, this green eyed sex god appears and out of everyone in the whole school…
    he picks her to be friends with? Hermione Granger?" Lavender turned to her
    best friend. "Like I said that first night back after the summer… it's karma. It has
    to be. She's suffered a lot, and now, she finally gets her reward, and it just
    happens to be one of the hottest, albeit strangest boys in the world. It's fate."

    "Maybe you should stop spending so much time with Trelawney." Parvati laughed.
    Lavender flung a lipstick at the pretty Indian girl who laughed uproariously when it
    failed to hit her.

    

    Hermione couldn't remember walking out of the dorm, or her trip down the stairs.
    She only became aware of the fact she was in the Common Room because Ron Weasley
    asked her how much longer Lavender would be. When she didn't answer, the redhead
    seemed to get irritated and wandered off. It was then that Hermione's brain turned
    back on, and she felt her stomach twist up so tightly she thought she might throw up
    what breakfast she had managed to choke down that morning.

    She began looking for Harry and found him with Neville next to the bulletin board.
    Neville was still trying to explain the concept of Chocolate Frog cards. Hermione had
    concluded that Harry had grasped the idea of collecting the cards, but as with so
    many things, if it didn't help him in battle, he dismissed it entirely. That hadn't
    stopped Neville from trying to get Harry interested in it at least.

    Harry was decked out in the same black clothing she had first met him in. She
    wondered if he owned anything else beside his school uniform, his black outfit and
    the shorts and shirt he ran each morning in.

    "H-hi Harry." She managed when she got next to him. Neville saw her first, and
    apparently lost his ability to speak as he looked at her. Hermione knew it was likely
    due to the fact she was wearing makeup. Something she hadn't done since the Yule
    Ball.

    Harry turned and smiled, but then it faded as he examined her. He arched an
    eyebrow, and looked as if he was about to ask a question, but closed his mouth and
    turned to Neville, who was still staring at Hermione in surprise.

    "So, do you still want to go to the village?" Hermione asked, suddenly feeling her
    stomach drop. Had he not liked what he saw when he looked at her? Did he no longer
    want to be seen with her?

    "Yes." He said as he turned back to her. She gave him a nervous smile and began
    leading him out of the Gryffindor Common Room and down the stairs. Harry followed
    behind her, quite confused, though he really couldn't say exactly why. He hadn't felt
    anything like the strange tightness in his chest since Tonks had first appeared to
    help him train nearly two years ago. Had Hermione used the same variation of the
    confundus Tonks had?

    Hermione kept looking over her shoulder making sure Harry was still following her.
    She kept expecting to see he had disappeared, or was running back up the stairs, but
    he was always one step behind her.

    They were checked off the list by Filch at the entrance to the school, and took a
    carriage into the village. Harry sat across from her, studying her, and making her
    more uncomfortable than she already felt.

    "WHAT?" She finally snapped, making Harry flinch, which surprised her.

    "Your face." He replied sounding curious. "It isn't normally so…

    "So what?" She asked, not sure if she wanted to know.

    "Colorful." Harry said, leaning in a bit to examine her closer. "It's
    different."

    "Is that…bad?" Hermione asked rather stupidly. She had no idea what was happening
    to her, but she felt really out of place and self conscious at the moment. The only
    thing she had on that actually belonged to her was her underwear, and even that felt
    as if it wasn't her somehow.

    "No. In fact it's rather pleasing." Harry said after a moment of silence. "It's
    just different. I'm just not used to seeing you in this manner. I know other girls
    paint their faces, but you never have."

    "Do you… Do you like it?" She asked, not sure what answer she would prefer at this
    moment.

    "I don't know." Harry said honestly. "I'm still unclear on the concept to know
    whether or not I enjoy the effect or not."

    Hermione actually gave a soft laugh at that. Of course Harry wouldn't have an
    opinion. So far as she knew, Harry still had no idea what he found attractive in a
    girl to begin with. Upon realizing this, Hermione began to relax at last. Lavender
    and Parvati had been right. She was just going to the village with her friend, and
    all her over analyzing what he had meant when he asked her was for nothing. Harry was
    still trying to figure out what having friends really meant, much less having a
    girlfriend.

    When the carriage stopped the two got out and Hermione turned to Harry and clapped
    her hands together.

    "So, welcome to Hogsmeade. What would you like to see first?" She asked.

    Neville had told her the previous evening that he and Harry had had a long
    conversation about the village and that he felt Harry was at least informed on what
    there was to se, though he wasn't certain that Harry really cared one way or
    another.

    "What is your favorite place to visit?" He asked looking up and down the high
    street. He had that look in his eye that Hermione now knew to be his strategy look.
    Harry was looking for escape routes, defendable areas and ambush points.

    "Well, I need some new quills and some other things. Why don't we head to
    Scrivenshafts, and if anything catches your eye between here and there, we can go
    inside. If not, after we're done, we can just go in everywhere until you get hungry
    and then have lunch at the Three Broomsticks."

    Harry nodded his acceptance and Hermione began leading the way with Harry at her
    side. He kept looking everywhere, though Hermione knew it wasn't because he was
    fascinated by the sights. She wondered how he might have acted if he hadn't been
    raised to be some sort of super soldier. She wished she could have a chance to ask
    the people who raised him why they had done the things they had and what the whole
    point of it had been.

    "Harry, didn't you ever do anything fun why you were growing up?" She asked. He
    turned to look at her with those curious questioning eyes she liked seeing so much.
    He reminded her sometimes of a child. Albeit a cold, calculating deadly child who
    could hex you apart in seconds..

    "Fun?" He asked puzzled.

    "Yeah, you know, fun. Something that wasn't related to your training that you did
    because you enjoyed it and it was relaxing?"

    "Like when you read?" Harry asked. Hermione shook her head sadly and turned back
    to the street.

    "I don't read so much because I enjoy reading. I do it because people tend to
    leave me alone. I mean, I like reading, I always have, but it's not what I do for
    fun." Hermione admitted.

    "Then what do you do for fun?" Harry asked. Hermione thought about her life and
    realized that she did very little in the name of fun, and it stung.

    "I read a lot." Hermione said.

    She gave a soft laugh and almost tripped when she hear Harry snort. She turned and
    found that there was the barest hint of a smile on his face. To anyone else, it would
    have been impossible to see on his normally stoic face. But Hermione saw it plain as
    the sun in the sky.

    "Did you ever play with other kids? Run around and climb trees or build forts or
    whatever?" Hermione asked and Harry shook his head.

    "No." Was his reply. Hermione felt her heartbreak a bit at that. She understood
    his life had been spent mostly in training for a war that his keepers was sure to
    come, and it turned out they had been right, but to deny any child the simple joy of
    being around other kids and playing was just borderline cruel in her opinion.

    She was about to ask him another question when without warning, Harry stopped dead
    in his tracks. Hermione stopped and asked him what was wrong, but Harry just stood,
    rigid. It was like someone put him in a body bind. That is until Hermione noticed how
    he was standing. She had watched enough military movies with her father to recognize
    that Harry was standing at attention. She then began looking around and noticed two
    men walking towards them.

    The first was a tall, broad shouldered man with shoulder length wavy black hair.
    His face had a chiseled look and he had a nicely trimmed goatee. He wore rather
    expensive looking black clothing and a heavy traveling cloak. He was watching them
    with a look Hermione had seen on Harry's face too many times to count. He was sizing
    her up, assessing her as a threat.

    The second man was a bit shorter than the first with short sandy blonde hairs and
    a thin moustache. His face was heavily scarred and he had the look of someone who had
    been recently ill. This man wore lighter colored clothing, and a heavy brown
    cloak.

    "Harry, we told you that you no longer have to do that." The first man spoke as he
    drew closer, his eyes still on Hermione. "We're not at headquarters, and you are not
    in training any longer."

    Harry only relaxed his head and neck. His eyes remain firm to the horizon.

    "Care to introduce us?" The man asked, still not having looked away from her.
    Hermione wasn't certain, but she swore she felt the gentlest nudge in her mind. It
    was difficult, but she managed to rip her gaze away from his piercing brown eyes. She
    thought she heard him chortle.

    "Was he trying to use Occlumency on me?" she wondered, now more wary of these two
    men even taking a step back.

    "Sirius Black, Remus Lupin, this is Miss Hermione Granger." Harry said in his even
    tone.

    "Ah, the Miss Granger." The man now identified as Sirius Black said,
    holding out his hand to Hermione, who accepted it tentatively. "We've heard quite a
    bit about you. It is very nice to actually meet you in person, milady." Sirius
    smiled.

    Sirius' expression softened after the introduction, and Hermione once again began
    to relax, though she still felt ill at ease with these two. The man called Remus
    stepped forward and also shook her hand in greeting. Remus was less rigid than either
    Sirius or Harry, and actually seemed friendly.

    "It is indeed an honor." Remus said with a smile. He had a warm and gentle voice
    that reminded Hermione of one of her uncles. "As Sirius said, we have heard quite a
    bit about you of late, and it is nice to put a face to the stories."

    "I'm sorry, but how have you heard of me?" Hermione asked, looking to Harry who
    hadn't moved.

    "Or for the love of…" Sirius groaned as he followed Hermione's gaze and saw Harry
    still standing stock still. "At ease kid. You're making people stare at you."

    Harry then relaxed his stance. Sirius shook his head and turned to look at
    Hermione, giving her a "what can you do?" sort of roll of the eyes. "You can take the
    boy out of the soldier, but you can never take the soldier out of the boy."

    Hermione gave in and smirked at the joke. Remus chuckled, though Harry stared
    curiously at them all.

    "To answer your question, my dear, we've been kept informed on Harry's situation
    at Hogwarts. Although we're not here for a visit, it was our hope we might run into
    the lad this morning and see how he was doing in his new situation.." Remus
    explained.

    "I don't wish to be rude Miss Granger, but would you mind terribly if I spoke to
    my godson for just a moment?" Sirius asked with an apologetic smile.

    "Um, no." Hermione said looking to Harry and then back to Sirius.

    "Why not join me over here?" Remus motioned and Hermione followed the scarred man
    a short distance away but not far enough that she couldn't see Harry and his
    godfather speaking to each other.

    "That's an unusual name, Hermione, isn't it?" Remus asked politely.

    "My parents really like Shakespeare." Hermione said, glancing over her shoulder to
    see that Sirius had stepped closer to Harry and was looking a bit grave as he spoke
    to the youth. "Is he in trouble?"

    "No." Remus shook his head as he turned to watch Sirius and Harry. "Not at all.
    Though, personally, I would like it a bit more if he stopped using his wandless
    magic. I'm afraid Sirius finds it endlessly hysterical knowing his godson is making
    girls clothing disappear right off their bodies and humiliating moronic
    imbeciles."

    "He doesn't really strike me as the humorous sort." Hermione replied before she
    realized what Remus had just said. "How do you know about that?"

    "As we said before, we are being kept informed about Harry's situation." Remus
    replied with a wink. Hermione didn't know what he meant, and also knew that he wasn't
    going to tell her either. "If I may be so bold to ask, are you here on a date?"

    Hermione felt her face burn and she began to stammer, something she always did
    when she became embarrassed.

    "I don't mean to pry, but… well, you may have noticed Harry is quite different
    from your other peers." Remus remarked. Hermione noted that when the man smiled, his
    scarred visage was actually very pleasant.

    "Kind of hard not to." Hermione nodded.

    "Quite right." Remus chuckled.

    "Um, no… it's not really a date, I guess." Hermione admitted, turning to see that
    Harry was looking very confused by whatever Sirius was saying now. Confused, and a
    bit angry as well.

    "Are you certain?" Remus probed. Hermione's smile faltered a bit as she nodded
    that she was certain it was not a date.

    "Ah, well. That's too bad." Remus sighed. "Though I guess it was a bit premature
    to hope for something like that. He's likely not even sure what he's feeling, much
    less ready to act upon anything."

    Again Hermione turned a shocked expression to the older man who was still smiling
    as he cast his eyes to the raven haired boy and the man whom he was speaking with.
    She remembered only moments ago she had wanted to ask Harry's guardians why they had
    chosen to raise Harry in the manner they had. However, before she could open her
    mouth to inquire, Remus spoke again.

    "Certain people speak very highly of you. Top of your class, and intelligence to
    rival perhaps even Rowena Ravenclaw." Remus continued. "We have also heard that you
    have had a rather difficult time at Hogwarts up until now."

    Again, Hermione's jaw dropped at just how much this man knew about her. It was
    clear to her now that he was not getting information from Harry though. It was the
    comment about her being at the top of the class that gave it away. It was likely a
    teacher who had informed them about her, but which one, and why?

    "Harry has also had a difficult time, though he wouldn't know it not knowing any
    other way. Though he may appear to be made of stone, he is in truth just as confused
    and unsure of himself as any other boy your age." He said. "Harry has many obstacles
    to overcome, and he will be slower than most on understanding what others take for
    granted. He may appear to be in control, but I promise you that that young man is
    very confused right now. It would be difficult for anyone to live their life a
    certain way and then have to change it so dramatically."

    "I think I know what you mean." Hermione said, flashing back to earlier in the
    week with all the dating confusion.

    "How much has he told you about his upbringing?" Remus asked looking quite
    curious.

    Hermione shrugged a bit. "Not a lot, but I haven't really asked either. I figured
    if he wanted me to know, he'd tell me."

    "That isn't how he was raised, I'm afraid." Remus said regretfully. "But, if you
    were to ask, I'm certain he would tell you all you wished to know. That is, so long
    as you don't try and interrogate or torture him."

    Hermione nodded that she understood, though she felt horrified at the thought of
    Harry tied to a chair while someone continually cast the torture curse on him.

    "You might also share a bit about yourself with him. Show him that sharing is
    okay. Don't dance around something and assume he'll know what you're talking about or
    you could find yourself in a very uncomfortable situation."

    "I think we had a bit of that this past week." She said, wrapping her arms around
    herself.

    "My deepest apologies." Sirius said now guiding Harry over to them. "I know I
    would be quite upset if someone were to interrupt my date."

    "It isn't…" Hermione began to say but Remus cut across her.

    "You misunderstand. Miss Granger is merely Harry's friend and is showing him
    around the village today Sirius." Remus corrected. Harry looked at Remus and then at
    Hermione with a rather confused expression, which made Hermione look away with
    embarrassment.

    "Oh, my apologies." Sirius said looking a bit forlorn at that revelation. "Well
    then, carry on, and try to have fun. It was a pleasure, Miss Granger."

    Sirius shook her hand, and gave Harry a very pointed look before turning to leave.
    Remus bade them both farewell and headed off in the direction of the castle with
    Sirius. Harry watched them for a few minutes with Hermione at his side, watching
    him.

    "Was it bad news?" She asked hesitantly.

    "No." Harry said shaking his head. "No, not bad just… disappointing."

    "If you don't want to stay I understand. I mean…"

    "No, it's fine." Harry said turning to look at her now. He took a deep, cleansing
    breath and let it out. "Sirius keeps telling me I need to get used to disappointment.
    Life is supposed to be full of them. So, Scrivenshaft's then?"

    Hermione nodded and they returned to their original journey. They walked in
    silence for about twenty seconds.

    "So those were two of the men who trained you?" Hermione wondered.

    "Yes. Sirius is my godfather and trained me in dueling mostly. Remus is sort of
    like an uncle, I suppose, and was largely responsible for my theoretical education.
    He says he was the smartest amongst my father's friends. Sirius doesn't argue it, so
    I guess it's true. There was also Alastor Moody. He was an Auror for many years, and
    he taught me charms and defensive magic. They all pitched in and taught me
    transfiguration and potions."

    "Who taught you Herbology?" Hermione asked.

    "No one."

    "Huh, no wonder you're rubbish at it." Hermione smirked. Harry gave her a sideways
    glance, which only made her laugh.

    "Dumbledore also came around every so often and taught me Transfiguration and
    Defensive spells." Harry continued.

    "Dumbledore taught you?" Hermione looked startled. They had arrived at the
    stationary shop and walked inside. Harry began scanning the store and Hermione made
    her way towards the quills.

    "Every so often. Mostly during summers. I expect it was because his duties as
    Headmaster made it hard for him to get away. By the time I was ten, I was beyond what
    is taught in seventh year. Or, that's what I'm told. I had no basis to compare."

    "How long has Dumbledore been teaching you?" Hermione turned to him as she picked
    up an eagle feather.

    "Since I was eleven. My lessons with him were much more straight forward and he
    didn't spend a lot of time on theory. I guess it was felt that it wasn't that
    necessary for me to learn that part of it. I did learn it, but it was more about
    getting the spells to work, and increasing my magical core." Harry said
    matter-of-factly as he examined a few different quills.

    Hermione couldn't think of anything to say to that and found herself staring at
    Harry who seemed oblivious. He finished examining quills and started looking at inks.
    He turned to her and saw her staring.

    "Are you getting those?" He asked, motioning to the eagle feather quills in her
    hand. This brought her out of her stupor.

    "Uh.. No, not these." Hermione stuttered and replaced the quills to pick out
    others. She then began following Harry as he examined inks.

    "What is the purpose of color changing ink?" He asked quizzically.

    "It's fun?" Hermione answered looking just as confused as Harry. "Some girls like
    writing notes to friends with it. It doesn't have a purpose per se. It's just
    amusing."

    "Huh." Harry replied as he turned back to the inks. She could see he was getting
    bored now. Not that writing supplies would hold anyone's attention for long. She took
    her new quills to the counter where a nice looking plump woman stood watching the two
    interact, and paid for them and then gathered Harry and led him back into the
    street.

    "So, you just trained and studied growing up?" Hermione asked as they started
    walking.

    "Yes." Harry shook his head.

    "That's horrible." Hermione said. "I can't imagine not being able to play with
    other kids or going to play parks and just being rambunctious.

    "Did you play with other kids a lot?" Harry asked. Hermione's face fell a bit.

    "No, not really." She admitted. "I've never been good at making friends."

    "We became friends, and that seemed fairly easy." Harry commented.

    "That's different." Hermione chuckled.

    "How?"

    "I can't explain it. Besides, we didn't become friends in the normal way. You just
    kind of told me we were friends, and that was it, remember?" Hermione said as she
    nudged Harry with her shoulder. Harry didn't even move, and Hermione nearly lost her
    balance. He was like a moving slab of marble. Or maybe it was because she was so
    petite compared to him.

    "What is the normal way to make friends?" Harry asked.

    "I don't know." Hermione shrugged. "Hanging around a person, sharing things with
    them. Talking."

    "Isn't that what we're doing now?"

    "Well yeah, but we were already friends."

    "Now you're confusing me." Harry said, his brow furrowing.

    "Forget it." Hermione said waving her hands as if wiping an invisible blackboard.
    "Let's just say that you and I had an unusual beginning to our friendship and leave
    it at that. You and Neville have had a more normal start to a friendship. Lavender
    and I have had more of a normal start to a friendship as well."

    "So you and Lavender are friends now?" Harry asked.

    Hermione gave a thoughtful nod. "I think we are. She's been really nice to me this
    year. I don't know why and to be honest I'm afraid to ask. In fact, everything's been
    different this year because of you."

    "How so?"

    "Well, usually by this time every other year, I'm ready to pack up everything and
    go home because I'm miserable. People like Malfoy and Parkinson go out of their way
    to find me and make me feel like I'm less than nothing."

    "Have you ever gone home?"

    "I meant go home for good. As in leave the magical world behind." Hermione
    clarified.

    "Why would you do that?" Harry looked rather disturbed at the idea.

    "To escape. To get away from people who just want to hurt me for no reason."
    Hermione explained.

    "Why didn't you do it if you were so miserable?"

    "I don't really know." Hermione said. "Maybe because things in the muggle world
    would be no different for me. Like I said, I never had any friends as a kid. I was
    too different from everyone else. When I found out I was a witch and that I'd be
    going to a school with others like me, I thought that I'd finally make friends. But I
    was wrong. I was too different even among witches and wizards."

    "You keep saying you're different." Harry noted. "What do you mean by that?"

    Hermione gave him a soft smile and lowered her head a bit.

    "You may have noticed I'm pretty into to my studies."

    Harry nodded.

    "Well, In first year, I was desperate to make friends. I was always very good in
    school, and I thought the best way to make friends was to try helping other people.
    But… I wasn't very good at it. I was bossy and rather abrasive. It didn't help that I
    typically caught on to new spells first. People started thinking I was showing off,
    or something. Then when I tried to help Ronald Weasley, he took it badly that I could
    perform the spell before him, and better. He started the ball rolling then, and sort
    of turned most of the school against me. The Slytherins already didn't like me
    because I was a muggleborn and a Gryffindor. Malfoy has always been the worst, but he
    isn't the only one who's enjoyed making me miserable."

    "So how are things different now?'

    "Well, with the exception of the Slytherins, people stay away from me now. Even
    Ronald hasn't insulted me since the train. I've made friends with Lavender and
    Neville. I wouldn't say Parvati and I are friends, but she's nice to me now."
    Hermione shrugged. "I think you intimidate everyone and they all know you're my
    friend and they don't want to make you mad. Especially after what happened to
    Pansy."

    Hermione saw that same hint of a smile she had seen earlier on Harry's face.

    "I suppose I should thank you for it all." She said.

    "They way I understand it is that it's what you do for a friend." Harry said.

    "Where did you learn that?" Hermione asked.

    "Sirius gave me a few lessons before I came here."

    "Lessons on friendships?" Hermione looked curious now.

    "It was mostly stories about what he, Remus and my father got up to while they
    went to Hogwarts. In all honesty, I'm not sure I believe any of them. They just don't
    match up to the Sirius I grew up with, though I suppose the strain of preparing me
    for war likely changed him. I mean, I can't even begin to understand why anyone would
    want to charm the taps in the girl's loo. It makes no sense."

    "They charmed the taps in the girls bathrooms?" Hermione looked scandalized.

    "Turned a lot of girls skin purple apparently." Harry shrugged.

    "Why would they do that?" Hermione wondered.

    "I asked the same question. He just shrugged." Harry replied. "I think we've
    walked through the whole village." Harry said, noting they had passed all the shops.
    Hermione turned and saw that as well.

    "Oh." She said feeling embarrassed. "Well, if you're hungry we could go and eat
    and then try and get in the shops after."

    Harry nodded, and Hermione led him across the street to the Three Broomsticks. The
    pub was quite crowded but the meal was quit sumptuous. The two friends continued
    talking, but the topics were less serious now, as Hermione felt a bit drained after
    their earlier conversation.

    After the finished their lunch, Hermione finally got Harry into a few of the
    shops. Harry didn't really care for Honeydukes, as he wasn't a fan of sweets, though
    he did purchase a few different things to try on Hermione's insistence. Hermione also
    got a rather large bag of treats, claiming that her supply was low.

    Harry did find Zonko's quit amusing, though he wasn't interested in any of the
    products. Actually Harry's and Hermione's experience was so good because Ronald
    Weasley got his finger caught in a biting Chinese finger cuff, and while trying to
    get it off fell into a display of trick toilet seats. Although Harry didn't outwardly
    laugh like everyone else, Hermione saw that he had fully enjoyed his roommate's
    rather comical trouble.

    Harry did seem to like Spintwiches, as there was so much sporting equipment. Tents
    and camping items as well as a large selection of knives, which Harry seemed to enjoy
    looking at the most. He even asked the stout little wizard if he could handle a few.
    Harry explained to Hermione when they left that he had trained with edged
    weapons.

    "Most wizards rely to heavily on their magic to win in a fight." He explained. "By
    using other methods, Muggle methods, you can often catch your enemy off guard and
    win. You may do less damage with your fists, but it can give you the advantage you
    need by throwing your enemy off their guard."

    Hermione thought that made a lot of sense as she thought back to all the fights
    she'd seen at Hogwarts.

    Hermione made Harry go inside Tomes and Scrolls as she wanted a book she glanced
    in the window. He was very patient with her as she perused a few aisles. He was
    always right at her side, watching her, as if he was studying her again. It was
    Lavender's opinion that Harry was somehow fascinated by Hermione, and in that
    instance, Hermione actually began to wonder if it was true.

    "No, he's just bored being in a book shop, that's all, but he's too polite to
    complain." Hermione reasoned with herself.

    Their final stop was at Gladrags where Hermione stopped to get presents for her
    parents for Christmas.

    "I always shop for them early." Hermione explained. "Mum absolutely loves the self
    warming socks, and this year I thought I'd get her a dressing gown to go with them.
    Dad is sometimes harder to shop for, but he has this quirky thing with his ties. His
    patients really love his obnoxious ties, so I try and find him really awful ones.
    They both love learning about the magical world, which is why I got those books on
    magical creatures and landmarks."

    "Sounds like a good plan. Always be prepared, right?" Harry asked, gazing at a
    rack of jumpers.

    "Did you celebrate Christmas?" Hermione asked. She was afraid of what the answer
    might be. She already had a growing dislike for Harry's guardian for their treatment
    of him, but if they had refused him Christmas, she might hex them into ash the next
    time she saw them.

    "Actually I did." Harry nodded. "But, I was never really fond of it. It was
    confusing. All year we work and train and then one day… we don't. Remus explained to
    me once that Christmas is supposed to be this really happy time when we spend time
    with the people we care about most and all that… but… they never looked happy. They
    smiled, but it seemed false to me somehow. It was just a waste of a day that could
    have been better spent with training."

    "Didn't you exchange gifts?" Hermione asked, feeling a strange tightness in her
    chest.

    "Of course." Harry said. "I got books, manuals, and the occasional weapon."

    "Those aren't gifts." Hermione scowled. "Well, ok, the books maybe, but… Harry you
    give gifts to people at Christmas to show you care for that person. You give them
    things they like, or things that show you think highly of them. Things they enjoy, or
    would appreciate."

    "I appreciate my knives." Harry stated. "And that Japanese sword Sirius got me two
    years ago is one of my favorite weapons. Way better than Moody's claymore."

    No." Hermione shook her head. "Last year my parents got me some really nice
    things. Things like clothing, and these super beautiful earrings my mom found that
    she thought I would really like." Hermione pointed to her earlobe where she wore
    small delicate looking sapphire studs. "They give me gifts to show how much they care
    about me, not because I need to be better prepared for war or something."

    "How did they react when they found out about your affinity for magic?" Harry
    asked changing subjects. Hermione sighed, realizing that he was clearly not
    comfortable with their original topic. She decided now was not the best time to push
    him either. They were having a really good time, and she didn't want to spoil it if
    she didn't have to.

    "It freaked them out at first, but Professor McGonagall helped them se that it
    wasn't bad. It explained a lot to them I guess. I had my first outburst of magic when
    I was five. My mum promised me that we could stop at the toy shop after my doctor's
    appointment. I really hated going for my check up. My doctor was a bit scary. Anyway,
    Mum used to bribe me with a new toy or a book."

    Harry gave her a pointed look at that and Hermione found herself chuckling.

    "Oh shut up." She said, reaching out to smack his arm. "Anyway. It wasn't a very
    fast check up, and we were running late, as Mum had an appointment to keep. She
    didn't take me to the toy store. So when we got to the car, and she tried belting me
    into my seat… the belt sort of disintegrated. And then… all the tires sort of fell
    off the car."

    "Guess you wanted that toy." Harry said.

    "I guess. I got to go to the shop later. Mum missed her appointment waiting for a
    tow truck, so we had time to kill." Hermione shrugged. "What was your first bit of
    magic?"

    Harry took in a breath as he looked at her, his emerald green eyes boring into her
    own cinnamon brown.

    "I blew up the house."

    "What?" Hermione gaped.

    "Well, not the whole house." Harry corrected. "But we had no windows or doors, and
    Sirius said the foundation got cracked in a few places and a few walls were messed up
    pretty bad. I saw pictures of it. They had started my regiment very early. I also had
    to do schoolwork. Basic things, reading writing, all of that. Well, I was tired, and
    didn't want to do it. Things were pretty firm, and you follow the orders you're
    given. That day I refused, and shouted no. When I did…"

    Harry pantomimed walls blowing outward with his hands.

    "Wow." Hermione smirked. "Don't make Harry angry."

    "Not when he's tired, no." Harry confirmed. "I've been that way all my life Sirius
    and Remus say. When I'm tired I get very irritable, and usually hex first."

    "How were you able to learn magic all those years? Didn't you get in trouble with
    the Ministry for casting spells and such?" Hermione asked as she realized what he'd
    been telling her.

    Harry shook his head. "I got my wand when I was eleven, but Dumbledore took the
    Trace off of it. Before I was eleven, I would practice wand movements with a stick,
    so I could get them down. Make them second nature. When I got my wand I was able to
    cast everything because I knew the wand movements, but I had to build up my core.
    It's one thing to pretend to cast, but something else entirely to actually do
    it."

    "You had to get used to actually controlling magic." Hermione said with
    understanding.

    "It was very draining at first. Took the better part of two years to get up to
    where I could cast for hours on end without tiring myself out. After that, it was
    combat training right up until my first raid."

    "The Ministry?" Hermione asked. Harry shook his head.

    "That was my second, and I wasn't even supposed to be there." He said. "My first
    was in Albania about three months before. But… It didn't work out."

    "What happened?' Hermione asked curiously.

    "Nothing." Harry shrugged. Hermione watched him, expecting more from the story,
    but there apparently was no more.

    "When did you first learn you could use magic wandlessly? She asked, changing
    topics.

    "A year or so ago." Harry replied, examining a fine looking Dragon hide jacket.
    "Moody felt that I might be able to accomplish it, but the only thing I was really
    good at was banishing charms, and vanishing spells. I'm able to do a bit of
    transfiguration without a wand, but not much else, save summoning. I try and practice
    more, but… it's a lot harder without a wand to focus the magic through."

    Hermione looked impressed by this, as she knew she couldn't even do a levitation
    charm without her wand. Harry clearly was a very powerful wizard to be able to do
    anything wandlessly. So far as she knew, even Dumbledore himself couldn't do anything
    without a wand.

    As it was starting to get late, Hermione paid for her items, and the two headed
    back into the village and started for the carriages. Harry assisted her into one of
    the carriages and took a seat across from her. Hermione noted that he looked as if
    there was something bothering him. Hermione also noted that it was funny she could
    now tell when he was trying to figure something out, as his face was usually so stoic
    normally. Even now there was very little change in his expression, save the slightest
    crinkle at the corners of his eyes.

    "What is on your mind Harry?' She asked.

    "Something Remus said earlier." Harry replied. "When he said that we weren't on a
    date."

    "Oh." Hermione's eyes went wide. "I just thought… I mean… I didn't know if… that
    is… um, was it a date?"

    "Well, if I understand what you and Neville explained to me, then I believe it
    was. I asked you out, and we did several activities, and enjoyed a meal. Wasn't that
    the criteria for a date?" Harry asked looking at Hermione rather puzzled.

    "I-I suppose it would be correct. But…" She stammered.

    "And you did make special effort with your appearance for today, as did I."

    Hermione cocked her head at that remark. He had looked almost exactly the same as
    he did every other day.

    "I'm sorry Harry." Hermione said quickly to prevent Harry from trying to delve to
    deep into the topic. "It was me."

    "What do you mean?" Harry asked, leaning forward a bit.

    "I thought you had asked me to go as a friend, not… not as a date."

    "I still don't understand." Harry sat back now. "I asked you to accompany me to
    the village. Was I unclear?"

    "In a way." Hermione said softly. "You never said that it would be a date, and I
    assumed that you just wanted to go, you know… as a friend." Hermione said softly,
    feeling really uncomfortable now.

    "Perhaps Neville didn't explain it to me well enough. He made it seem as though
    one could take a friend on a date." Harry mused.

    "No, he was right, you can, but…well, I guess it is really complicated." Hermione
    sighed.

    "Perhaps we're both to blame for this misunderstanding." Harry claimed. Hermione
    gave him an apologetic look as she nodded in agreement.. "Next time I ask you on a
    date, I will be much clearer with my intentions."

    "Next time?" Hermione's voice cracked as her eyes bugged out in panic.

    "Yes." Harry said. "If that is acceptable to you, that is. I enjoyed your company
    and our time together immensely, and after much thought I've decided that I did like
    your appearance today. You were… different than normal. It was … " Harry seemed lost
    for an appropriate word and startled Hermione when the corners of his mouth pulled
    upwards in the barest hint of a smile. Hermione thought her heart might leap out of
    her chest at that moment.

    "Yes." She gasped, hoping her voice would hold out for a bit. "It really was."
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    Two weeks after what turned out to be her first date, Hermione was preparing for
    bed while trying hard not to scream at Lavender to shut the hell up. The buxom blonde
    was dancing around like a toddler who had to visit the potty while singing rather
    irritatingly about Hermione and Harry sitting in a tree together engaging in an
    activity that people were still snickering about Harry asking Hermione to teach him
    about several weeks ago.

    "He definitely likes you." Lavender smiled as she did a little dance and began
    singing a silly little song and pointing at her roommate while they where preparing
    for bed Friday night. It was very late, later than Hermione usually stayed up, but
    Harry had been called to the Headmaster's office just after dinner, and Hermione's
    curiosity had kept her up a bit later than normal.

    "You're mental, you know that." Hermione tried to counter.

    "K-I-S-S-I-N-G." Lavender continued, shaking her butt and whipping her hair
    around.

    "Will you stop it, please." Hermione said rather irritably. Lavender complied,
    though she continued smiling at her friend. "It isn't like that at all."

    In truth, Hermione wasn't so sure her roommate was truly wrong in her assessment.
    In fact, she had noticed that Harry looked at her differently now. She would often
    catch him looking at her from across the Common Room when Neville had dragged him off
    for a bit of "guy time". Harry never seemed to interested in playing games, or
    talking Quidditch with the other boys. In fact, Harry only seemed to pay attention to
    the other boys when they began talking about girls. This intrigued and frightened
    Hermione a bit. She didn't think Harry should be learning about girls from any of the
    Gryffindor boys, especially not Seamus or gods forbid Cormac McClaggen. She was
    thankful he hadn't yet asked her to quantify anything he had heard from those gits.
    She didn't think she'd be able to leave her dorm if Harry asked her to let him feel
    her up or give him a hickey.

    When they spent time together, he acted as normal as he ever did. The talked about
    whatever interested them at the moments, studied, and generally acted no different
    than before their Hogsmeade visit. Yet, Hermione felt that there had been a change,
    though she couldn't exactly pinpoint what is was.

    Harry had taken to inviting her to join himself and Neville on their morning runs
    more often. However, Neville had commented that Harry felt everyone should be working
    out more, so Hermione didn't give his invitations much thought.

    "Excuse me." Lavender snapped, breaking Hermione from her musings. "Did you or did
    you not tell me in that very room," She said pointing to the dorm room. "That Harry
    had originally asked you to Hogsmeade with the full intention of it being a date and
    that he expressly stated he intended to ask you out again?"

    "Yeah, but he… It's not like that. I also told you that Harry's not even sure what
    he's doing. He's confused, and I'm just his friend." Hermione argued. "Besides, He's
    been talking a lot more with that Cho Chang girl."

    "That's because Chang is stalking him. Padma told me and Parvati that she's
    obsessed with him." Lavender rolled her eyes. She grabbed Hermione by the shoulders
    and turned her so she was looking directly into Hermione's eyes. "When are you going
    to stop denying what EVERYONE IN THIS SCHOOL CAN SEE PLAIN AS DAY?!"

    "What do you mean everyone?" Hermione snapped, as she flung off Lavender's
    arms.

    "No one will ask you because they're afraid that they might upset you and no one
    wants to incur the wrath of Harry and end up naked in the Great Hall." Lavender
    shrugged.

    Hermione chuckled lightly at that. It was on the verge of becoming an epidemic.
    People who tried to mock or embarrass Hermione would miraculously find themselves
    starkers, or wearing incredibly humiliating outfits. A group of Ravenclaw girls who
    had said some rather disparaging things to her found themselves wearing very
    provocative leather bondage gear. Hermione thought Professor McGonagall was going to
    have an aneurysm when she saw them. Those girls were still getting catcalls.

    Ron Weasley and Seamus Finnegan had wound up sans clothes only three days ago
    after they had made a few remarks regarding Hermione's choice in knickers. Neither of
    them had noticed Harry standing behind them at the time. Ron had blushed down to his
    toes. Seamus on the other hand tried to strut back up to Gryffindor tower. Hermione
    now understood what Lavender had said in regards to Seamus' bits being a bit lacking.
    Ron had easily been better equipped of the two, something a lot of girls were
    remarking about.

    What was even better was that as none of the teachers could truly prove Harry was
    behind it, he hadn't gotten in trouble for it. Hermione had even sworn that she'd see
    Dumbledore's eye twinkle a bit brighter after the Seamus and Ron incident.

    "But people are wondering when you two are going to make it official." Lavender
    concluded.

    "Make what official?" Hermione still looked bemused.

    "You're engagement." Parvati said as she came into the bathroom.

    "Another enchanting evening Parv?" Lavender smirked.

    "What can I say? Oh yeah… EVERYTHING!"

    "Excuse me." Hermione snapped. "What did you mean about people wondering when
    Harry and I would make it official?"

    "Everyone thinks you two are dating, but aren't telling anyone so people won't
    make fun of you, Hermione. There's actually a pool going on who's going to find you
    two, and in what broom cupboard." Parvati smiled. "Padma's got twenty galleons on the
    one on the fifth floor by that suit of armor with the broken battle axe, so try to
    use that one more. She said she'd split the winnings with me."

    "We are not snogging anywhere." Hermione said in shock as she marched towards her
    bed. "And we're not going to start. My gods this is all just so ridiculous!" Hermione
    shrieked as she grabbed fistfuls of her curly brown hair.

    "Really?" Lavender asked rather surprised at this. "Exactly where have the two of
    you been the past four nights then?"

    "In the library of course!" Hermione stated as if it was obvious. Lavender and
    Parvati looked at each other, both realizing that they should have guessed that in
    the first place.

    "We've been working on that essay for Snape." Hermione said as if it was
    obvious.

    " Harry disagrees with Professor Snape about how we should be casting the Shield
    Maxima, and he's doing research to prove his point. He's found some really good
    arguments. His essay is even longer than mine. And Harry says it's probably better
    than him just proving his point in class. He doesn't think Snape would like being
    proven wrong in front of everyone, and I agree, especially after he told me what
    would happen. Anyway, that's where we've been." Hermione took a rather large breath
    after as she had spoken a lot very quickly.

    "Oh." Lavender said, looking a bit dejected and a bit confused.

    "Why is everyone in the school suddenly so interested in my love life?" Hermione
    huffed as she planted herself on her bed.

    "Maybe because until now, it's been nonexistent, and it happens to be with a near
    legend. Harry Potter, the Boy-Who-Lived." Lavender said with a rather pompous and
    grandiose tone. She even got on top of her trunk as if she was speaking to a large
    crowd or something before she jumped down and took off her shirt so she could change
    into her sleepwear.

    "The boy who what?" Hermione gawked.

    "The Boy-Who-Lived." Parvati said. "That's what they're calling him in the
    Daily Prophet, because he survived the killing curse when he was a
    baby."

    "How do they know that?" Hermione asked. Parvati shrugged.

    "It's probably not true. His godfather probably got him before his parents were
    killed or something" Lavender argued. "Does he even know what happened to him?"

    Hermione didn't know as she had never asked Harry about that night. She thought it
    was likely his guardians might have told him at some point, but Harry never once
    brought it up.

    "What about that scar on his forehead?" Parvati remarked. "A scar that still looks
    like a freshly scabbed cut? He's been here nearly three months and that thing hasn't
    healed? Kind of suspicious, don't you think?"

    "He could have got it when he was younger and training or whatever." Lavender
    pointed out. "We don't know, and neither does the Prophet."

    "Su Li's mum works for the Department of Mysteries, and Su says her mother thinks
    it's a scar from a really dark curse." Parvati said firmly.

    "A dark curse, not the killing curse." Lavender argued.

    "What curse is darker than the killing curse?" Parvati snapped back. "Besides,
    everyone knows that You-Know-Who was killed that night, and it's clear Harry survived
    after all…"

    "You-Know-Who survived as well idiot!" Lavender replied. "He attacked the Ministry
    last June, remember?"

    "ENOUGH!" Hermione shouted, rubbing her temples. "Neither of you know anything
    about it, so arguing over it is stupid and pointless. Not to mention we've gotten
    away from the original topic which was why do people think Harry and I are dating?
    How could they possibly think that's what's going on?"

    "There's a lot of reasons. Like how he's always with you. Neville has to drag him
    away to hang with the boys. And then he just stares at you like a wounded puppy."
    Parvati smiled as she began as she shut her trunk, now in her pajamas.

    "How about the fact that whenever anyone says anything about you they end up naked
    or in someone else's clothes." Lavender smirked.

    "That was so funny." Parvati chuckled. "I didn't know Malfoy could run in
    heels."

    "Or had such gorgeous legs." Lavender laughed. Hermione failed to stifle her own
    laugh. "And who would of thought Marietta Edgecombe looked so hot in leather?"

    Hermione shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. Sometimes talking to
    Lavender and Parvati was very tiresome.

    "Everyone saw you two in Hogsmeade." Lavender pointed out.

    "And Neville told Hannah Abbott that Harry said you two were a couple." Parvati
    added.

    "He what?" Hermione shouted as she shot to her feet. She looked ready to explode
    in fury before she grabbed her dressing gown and headed for the door.

    "Where are you going?" Lavender asked.

    "To wait in the Common Room for that big mouthed idiot to show up so I can hex his
    bits off for lying to everyone about us." Hermione huffed.

    "He can beat you with his eyes closed." Parvati laughed.

    "He won't be able to do anything to me unless he can get his wand out first!" She
    screamed as she slammed the door and headed for the Common Room.

    Parvati looked at Lavender who stared back. Slowly at first, smiles broke out on
    their faces before they both fell on the floor rolling with laughter over Hermione's
    little slip.

    There weren't many people still in the Common Room. Hermione ignored everyone as
    she took a seat in her favorite chair. It gave her a perfect view of the portrait
    hole so when Harry came back from where ever he'd been all day, he wouldn't be able
    to slip past her.

    After thirty minutes, Hermione was alone. Everyone had gone to bed now, and the
    fire was starting to die. But there was still no sign of Harry.

    Hermione got as comfortable as she could, and snatched up a book on exotic plants
    of Asia that someone, likely Neville, had left on a nearby table. It was incredibly
    dull, even to Hermione, but it served to occupy her until Harry finally made his
    appearance.

    As soon as she saw his stony, adorable face, she was going to punch it as hard as
    she could. He may have been overly sheltered all his life, but she wasn't about to
    forgive him for spreading rumors, no matter how appealing the thought behind the
    rumor might be.

    

    The first thing she became aware of was how cold she was. She was holding herself
    tightly and shivering badly. She opened her eyes and found she was still curled up on
    the chair with her dressing gown wrapped tightly around her. It was no longer dark.
    The sun was only just beginning to rise and peek in through the windows. Hermione
    cast a tempus spell and saw that it was nearing half past six.

    With another flick of her wand, the fire ignited and Hermione sighed as she began
    to warm up.

    She then felt intense anger as she had clearly fallen asleep in the common room
    waiting for Harry, and the prat hadn't even bothered to inform her he was back or
    send her up to her own warm bed. She knew she shouldn't have been surprised. She
    doubted it would have even occurred to him to wake her. Just another thing for her to
    yell at him about when she got her hands on him.

    She sat up and stretched, feeling more aches than normal and groaned as she got to
    her feet. All she could think of was how hard she was going to hit Harry Potter when
    she saw him at breakfast. She didn't care if he was likely made of granite, she was
    going to give him a good bruise so he would never forget to…

    "ARGH!" Hermione snarled as she stomped up stairs to get ready for the day. Then
    she realized that it was Saturday, and she had really nothing to do. Nothing except
    to find Harry and make him sorry for telling everyone they were a couple.

    But Harry never showed up for breakfast, nor was he around for lunch. Hermione
    also noted that she didn't see the headmaster at either meal. Hermione remained in
    the Common Room as she was sure that was where she would eventually see Harry first.
    But he never showed up.

    Growing more and more concerned by Harry's absence, Hermione decided to look
    around for her friend. After nearly two hours, Hermione finally decided to go find a
    teacher who might know about Harry's whereabouts. She was more anxious as she headed
    for Professor McGonagall's office to find out what may have happened.

    "Miss Granger, come in." The Transfiguration teacher smiled when she opened the
    door. "I must say I've rather missed seeing you these past months, though I am very
    happy you have begun spending time with your peers."

    "I'm sorry Professor." Hermione said, fidgeting with her hands nervously. "Things
    have been really… really strange this year."

    "Indeed." McGonagall nodded, offering her favorite student a seat. "Are you
    alright, Miss Granger?"

    "I'm not really sure." Hermione admitted. "Professor, is there any chance you know
    where Harry is? I've looked everywhere. The library, the Quidditch Pitch, the
    greenhouse, the dungeons, the lake…"

    "Calm down, Miss Granger." McGonagall said reassuringly. "I am sure that Mister
    Potter is fine. He accompanied the Headmaster on an errand last night. I expect they
    are just fine."

    "Do you know when they will be back?" Hermione asked rather hopefully. McGonagall
    had to smile at this. She was very pleased by Hermione's rather badly veiled
    enthusiasm.

    "Is there any specific reason you are so eager for Mister Potter's return?"

    "He's my friend." Hermione replied instantly. "He disappeared and I was concerned.
    That's all."

    "I see." McGonagall smirked.

    "Oh you don't believe those rumors running rampant around the school as well, do
    you Professor?" Hermione asked annoyed.

    "What rumors are those?" McGonagall asked innocently.

    "About me and Harry being a couple." Hermione growled.

    "Miss Granger, it is none of my business if any student chooses whether he or she
    wishes to be in a relationship with another student, so long as those students do not
    do anything that could be harmful to themselves or any other students. So, if you and
    Mister Potter are or are not involved is none of my business unless you wish it to
    be." McGonagall said as straight faced as she could, which was surprisingly well
    considering just how giddy the idea of her favorite student finally getting the
    chance to experience the joys of dating, and the opportunity for a bit of over
    deserved happiness.

    "That was a really long way to go to ask me if Harry and I are together." Hermione
    said wryly. Professor McGonagall simply shrugged, feigning disinterest. "And just so
    things are clear, we're not together. We're just friends."

    "Ah." Professor McGonagall nodded. "Perhaps I will have to rescind my bet with
    Professor Sprout and Professor Flitwick."

    "YOU BET ON US?" Hermione shrieked, which only made Professor McGonagall begin to
    laugh. "Professor, that isn't funny at all!"

    "Oh my dear child." Professor McGonagall said, wiping at her eyes and holding her
    sides. "From where I'm sitting it is immensely hysterical. Not since Lily and James
    Potter has any two students been so ridiculously speculated over when they would wind
    up dating. Though, with those two it was much more sporting, as James was quite open
    with his affection for Lily."

    "Do you mean Harry's parents?" Hermione asked suddenly intrigued.

    "Oh yes." McGonagall nodded, finally gaining control over herself. "James was
    taken with Lily from their second year, and was very public about his feelings,
    though he was far too immature and childish for Lily. Every year he pursued her and
    every year ended with him miserable, yet determined. He never dated any other girl in
    the school, saving himself for Lily and Lily only. It is a trait in Potter men.
    Harry's grandfather and Great Grandfather were the exact same. They all find the one
    woman they want and they pursue them relentlessly. Some argue that Potter men possess
    some form of divine sight that leads them to their one true love. There was a story
    of Thaddeus Potter following his heart into Siberia to find the woman he eventually
    married. With James and Lily, it was most entertaining to see the grandiose gestures
    James made. He even somehow managed to charm all the candles in the Great Hall to
    spell out 'Will you marry me' in their fifth year. None of us teachers ever worked
    out how he managed it."

    "How did he finally get her to notice him?" Hermione wondered.

    "She had always noticed him. She just found him to childish and verbose. That
    change in the seventh year. James entered the school year as Head Boy, even though he
    had never been prefect. He also decided that perhaps he had been wrong in regards to
    Lily. He had suffered five years of failure, and had decided to give it up. That is
    until he saw her again, and learned she was the Head Girl. The first hour on the
    train they had to work together, to set an example to the other prefects. Well,
    because he had decided to give her up, he spoke to her on a human level, and they
    found that despite everything, they actually had a lot in common. James wasn't as
    brainless as Lily had first thought. By Christmas, they had begun dating, much to the
    shock of the entire school. But a happier couple I would be hard pressed to find.
    James worshipped Lily, and as they grew closer, Lily fell madly in love with James.
    They married a little over a year after they graduated, and Harry was born not long
    after that."

    Hermione was smiling at the story and wondered if Harry knew it as well, and then
    something pricked in the back of her mind, and she looked to her teacher.

    "Professor, does anyone know what happened, I mean what truly happened the night
    Harry's parents were killed. I mean, we all though Harry had died that night too, and
    there's all this rubbish in the paper and…"

    "I'm afraid that I know next to nothing. Professor Dumbledore knows a bit more,
    though I doubt he would be willing to speak on the matter. He spent many years
    keeping Harry's life hidden from the public for his protection. I do know that
    You-Know-Who was first defeated that night, that much is certain, but only that. How,
    and by who's hands is a mystery to most. There are very few people who know, and I
    think Harry himself might be one. I am also certain that if you asked him, he would
    tell you."

    "He did tell me when we first met that he had defeated Voldemort as a baby, but he
    also said it wasn't exactly true." Hermione remembered.

    "Perhaps he will tell you the truth if you ask him. Unless of course he has a good
    reason not to reveal that to you or anyone else." McGonagall said.

    Hermione nodded and sighed. She felt a bit better now that she had talked to her
    favorite teacher and confidant. McGonagall could only smile at Hermione as the girl
    rose from her seat.

    "Thank you Professor." She sighed again and smiled. "As always, you've made me
    feel better."

    "Miss Granger," McGonagall started and then softened her expression as she looked
    at the sixth year Gryffindor. "Hermione. As I told you earlier, it is none of my
    business if or with whom you choose to become involved with, but I'd like to advise
    you not to ignore any of what you might feel towards a particular person. As with
    anything, there is the risk that it may not be all you hoped it to be, but if you
    don't take that chance, you will never know, and I would hate for you to have too
    many regrets in your life."

    Hermione nodded her understanding and thanked the Transfiguration teacher before
    wishing her well and leaving the office to go to dinner.

    "Rescind my bet my rosy colored rump." McGonagall said to herself when the door
    shut. "That girl is completely smitten with Potter, and I am so winning that fifty
    galleons."

    

    Hermione took her usual seat at dinner, and was alone for about fifteen minutes
    when Neville sat across from her looking quite apologetic and frightened.

    "Ok, so I heard a rumor that someone told you that I spoke out of turn about what
    might or might not be…"

    "Just say it Neville." Hermione snapped.

    "Ok, I did tell Hannah that Harry had said he liked you. That was it. I don't know
    how the rumor got blown up like that."

    "He said he liked me?" Hermione asked, rather puzzled. "Like, that he liked me or
    liked, liked me?"

    "Oh gods Hermione, I don't know. His exact words, if you have to know, were that
    he had had a very good time in Hogsmeade with you and that he liked you and wanted to
    go out on another date with you. Then he said something about being clearer on his
    intentions or some rubbish." Neville groaned. "I asked what he meant, but he wouldn't
    say anymore, other than I should try to explain things better next time."

    Hermione actually snorted at that and covered her mouth to keep from shrieking
    with laughter. Neville just rolled his eyes.

    "I just don't want you mad at me or Harry. Hannah kept asking me about you two,
    and I just sort of caved. I'm sorry." Neville said, sounding a bit brighter now that
    Hermione was laughing. She only waved off his apology.

    "It's alright Neville. It isn't your fault. You're his friend and people are
    inexplicably fascinated by him."

    "Hermione, between the two of us, and I'd be willing to swear a magical oath never
    to reveal your answer to this, but… do you like him? I mean…"

    "I know what you mean Neville, and too be perfectly honest, I really don't know
    how I feel about him right now. All I do know is that he's treated me better in these
    last few months than anyone has most of my entire life, excluding my parents of
    course." Hermione said, getting a far away look in her eye as she spoke. "It would be
    hard for anyone like me to not feel strongly about someone like that. But what those
    feelings are… I don't want to fool myself into thinking something and end up hurting
    anyone because I was confused. Just like I don't want him to say or do anything to or
    for me without fully understanding why."

    "You don't want him to break your heart." Neville said with a sad little
    smile.

    "There are a lot of girls here, and he could have anyone he chose. He's an
    extremely good person, though he is a bit…"

    "Weird." Neville chuckled.

    "That's a nice way of putting it." Hermione gave a soft smile. "I want him to do
    whatever makes him happy because he's my friend, and I want him to be happy."

    "But what if it's you that makes him happy?" Neville asked interestedly.

    Hermione was saved from replying as an argument broke out a little way up the
    table between Ron Weasley and Lavender Brown. Hermione gave a sad sigh as she watched
    Lavender rise from her seat and hurry out of the Great Hall with Parvati close
    behind.

    "That's the second one today." Neville commented.

    "They fought earlier?" Hermione asked.

    "Outside after lunch." Neville said. "Ron's been getting irritated that Lavender
    won't… be more amorous with him. Seamus has been kind of talking a lot about what
    happened between them two years ago, and it's getting under Ron's skin I think."

    "Seamus should keep his fat mouth shut." Hermione remarked, glancing down the
    table to where Ron was angrily shoveling food into his mouth, ignoring the stares
    from everyone around him. His sister, Ginny was glaring at him, though he didn't seem
    to care.

    "I agree." Neville grimaced at the redhead.

    "Miss Granger."

    Hermione looked up and saw Professor McGonagall standing there looking a bit
    nervous.

    "Your presence has been requested at the Headmaster's office. The password is
    Kazoozle."

    "Kazoozle?" Hermione asked incredulously.

    "The Headmaster has a rather disturbing obsession with muggle confections. Off you
    get." McGonagall urged her student.

    Hermione was on her feet and making her way towards the Headmaster's office. She
    had only been there once before in her second year when she had thought she had had
    enough with all the bullying and wanted to go home. Thankfully, both Dumbledore and
    Professor McGonagall had talked her out of it. It had been at the time, her darkest
    hour. Or at least she had thought so. As the following years proved, it had only been
    a lowly bump in the road as it were.

    Hermione gave the password and took the steps to the Headmaster's office. She had
    barely knocked once when the door opened and a rather tired looking Professor
    Dumbledore greeted her.

    "Ah Miss Granger, thank you for coming. Please sit down. Would you perhaps care
    for a lemon drop?" The old man said with a gentle smile that never failed to set her
    at ease.

    "Thank you sir." Hermione said as she accepted a treat. Dumbledore smiled at her
    happily. Hermione had been the only student who'd visited his office to accept the
    candy. Perhaps too many people believed he'd laced it with some potion or another.
    Dumbledore would never do such a thing. It would ruin the taste and spoil the candy
    all together.

    "Mr. Lupin?" Hermione said as she noticed the second man who was standing next to
    Dumbledore's phoenix and stroking the bright red plumage.

    "It is good to see you again, Miss Granger. I trust you are well?" The scarred man
    smiled.

    "I was, but now I'm feeling a bit concerned. Is Harry alright?" She asked.

    "As you said, Albus." Lupin smiled. Hermione could only look between the two men
    who were looking rather amused. Hermione was beginning to become irritated.

    "Mister Potter is fine, as you will soon see, that is if you are agreeable. Mister
    Potter has adamantly requested your company over the next few days, and we have all
    agreed that you would be in no danger, and that perhaps it might be good for the two
    of you to spend some time outside of Hogwarts." Dumbledore explained.

    "I don't understand." Hermione admitted. "Where is he?"

    "Let us say for now that Harry's presence was required elsewhere for the moment.
    We had expected him to be able to return, but his… assignment is taking longer than
    expected due to unforeseen factors. He is unhurt, I assure you." Dumbledore said
    quickly upon seeing the growing concern on Hermione's face. "He is quite well, I
    promise, but he is a bit lonely for lack of a better explanation. There are people
    with him, but none within his age group, and he has mentioned that he would greatly
    appreciate the company of his friend."

    "He wants me to visit him?" Hermione asked, still unsure if she understood.

    "Yes." Dumbledore smiled. "As I said, if you are agreeable. Normally I would not
    even consider such a thing, but I daresay that a few days away might do you some
    good, and I believe your grades will not suffer a small absence. Your Arithmancy
    teacher is concerned you will take his job by the end of the year in fact." The
    Headmaster laughed, causing Hermione to blush.

    "How long will we be gone?" Hermione asked, though she didn't really care that
    much. She would be away from the rumors and strange looks, and be with her friend
    doing… whatever it was they would be doing.

    "Three days. A week at most." Lupin said. "You won't need to pack, as we will be
    able to get you all you will need. Clothing, toiletries and the like."

    "I will also arrange for extensions on any assignments you both might miss during
    your absence. Consider it a reward for being such a strong academic example to your
    peers." Dumbledore said jovially. "Though, I would prefer it if you did not mention
    any of this to any of your peers." He said with a smirk and a brilliant twinkle on
    his blue eyes.

    "So, when do I leave?" Hermione asked, trying and failing to contain her
    excitement. She was bursting with questions, and overflowing with anticipation at
    seeing her friend and possibly finding out what his life before school was like.

    "Excellent!" Dumbledore clapped his hands together, and motioned to Lupin who
    moved to the fireplace and tossed a bit of floo powder into the flames making them
    turn emerald green, just like Harry's eyes, Hermione noted.

    Lupin bent low, and spoke to someone before stepping back and turning to Hermione
    who'd gotten to her feet.

    "Now, unlike normal Floo travel, you won't be saying your destination because we
    have to protect the location. When you step into the flames, someone on the other
    side is going to grab you ankles and pull you through. It's going to be really
    disorientating, but you'll be quite safe, alright?" Lupin explained. Hermione nodded
    and proceeded to step into the green flames which felt pleasantly warm and soft
    against her body. She was looking at both Lupin and Dumbledore when she felt two vice
    like clamps around her ankles and the unmistakable sensation of being pulled
    down.

    She couldn't help the scream that escaped her throat at that moment.

    There was none of the usual spinning or dizziness that came from floo travel. And
    it was over very quickly. Hermione found herself being dragged across a thick cream
    colored carpet, and was certain she was going to have rug burn on her breasts. She
    rolled over and accepted the offered hand from a young woman with shoulder length
    crimson hair and a heart shaped face. She looked like someone who Hermione had once
    seen in London, with a leather biker jacket, a plaid bondage skirt and fishnet
    stockings. The only thing that was missing was tattoos and piercing.

    "Wotcher Hermione." the woman said with a extremely friendly smile "Name's Tonks,
    and I am very happy to meet you."

    "Hello, Miss Tonks." Hermione started, but the woman shook her head.

    "None of that Miss rubbish with me. Tonks is just fine. Especially seeing as you
    and I will be bunking together. Best get out the way to make way for Wolfie." The
    woman grinned, shuffling Hermione out of the way of the Floo.

    "Wolfie?" Hermione asked, just as Lupin stepped out of the fire and greeted them
    both.

    "Alright then, Miss Granger?" Lupin asked as he brushed ash off of himself..

    "Really, please just call me Hermione."

    "Very well then. You may call me Remus, and you've met Nymphadora, here.
    OUCH!"

    Lupin shouted when he was struck with a stinging hex from Tonks. The crimson
    haired woman had drawn her wand with lightning fast reflexes from a wrist
    holster.

    "I'm done warning you lot. It's hexes from here on out!" Tonks shouted. Hermione
    could only laugh at the ridiculousness of it all as Lupin cursed and grimaced.

    "I sometimes wonder if it was wise allowing you to join our little troupe, dear
    cousin."

    Hermione turned at the new voice and found Sirius black leaning against the
    doorway, watching as Lupin shook out his arm, trying to get feeling back. He looked
    just as she had seen him last. Long shaggy black hair, dark piercing eyes, and finely
    trimmed goatee.

    "You've proven to be a bigger distraction to Remus than you have ever been to
    Harry." Sirius said as he entered the room properly and offered his hand to Hermione,
    who took it with a nervous smile.

    Sirius was dressed similarly to what Harry usually wore. Black cargo pants,
    military like boots, and a black long sleeved t-shirt. She could se bits of tattoos
    peaking out from the collar of his shirt.

    Welcome to our current headquarters, Miss Granger." He said with a smile that
    didn't reach his eyes.

    "Hermione, please." She smiled nervously.

    "Well Hermione," Sirius said as he swept his arm towards the door he had just
    appeared through. "Have you eaten dinner yet?"

    "Yes, but thank you." Hermione nodded.

    "Join us for tea then. Harry won't likely be back until later, or possibly
    tomorrow, and I daresay we're all a bit more than curious about you.

    "I'm personally dying to find out more about you, myself." Tonks said wrapping an
    arm around the younger girl, making Hermione wince.

    "Now don't frighten the poor girl." Lupin reprimanded. Tonks simply glared in
    reply.

    "He's only got your best interests in mind." Sirius remarked. "Harry has become
    much more liberal with his wandless abilities of late according to Dumbledore."

    "He'd only use it as an excuse to finally get to see me in the all together."
    Tonks reply with a wave of her hand. Hermione gave the woman next to her a critical
    glance, and thought any boy would be mad not to want to see such a beautiful woman
    nude. She was just a bit taller then Hermione was, with a similar build, though
    curvier. Hermione was sure this Tonks woman's chest was bigger than her own as
    well.

    "Keep telling yourself that." Sirius rolled his eyes. "If he hasn't done it by
    now, I doubt it's because he doesn't want a good look at your bits, Tonksie. Now, how
    about that tea?"

    The four adjourned to the kitchen and took seats around a large round table. A
    rather old looking house elf brought them tea and cake before disappearing in a
    flash.

    "Where is Harry?" Hermione asked as soon as they were settled. "And where are we
    for that matter?"

    "We are currently just slightly north of Whitby on the eastern coast." Sirius
    replied in a tone similar to Harry's. Hermione was positive that Sirius is where he'd
    learned it.

    "In one of the many safe house of The Order. Please don't ask more about that, as
    we simply can not reveal more for your safety and ours. And as to where Harry is, he
    and one of our associates are currently tracking a certain individual whom we hope
    will have a wealth of knowledge he would be willing to share with us. Harry is very
    good at getting people to talk when they would otherwise choose not to." Sirius
    finished.

    "He… He tortures people?" Hermione looked aghast.

    "No." Remus replied adamantly. Sirius actually looked upset at the question.

    "More persuades than actually tortures." Tonks explained. "He has the unique gift
    of intimidation. Sometimes he can just look at a person and make you feel like…"

    "He can see through you." Hermione finished the thought.

    "So you've been on the end of the famous stare as well." Tonks smirked. "He got me
    to share a few secrets I had planned on taking to the grave."

    "You told him those things because you wanted to scar him." Remus jibed. Tonks
    merely batted her eyes at the scarred man suggestively.

    "And you wish you were the one I shared those stories with instead of our little
    Harriekins." Tonks said and then blew Remus a kiss. Sirius merely ignored the
    interaction, watching Hermione instead.

    "I've just seen him stare at people at school. Like really intensely. It's pretty
    unsettling." Hermione said nervously.

    "That it is." Sirius nodded. "That's his mother. Lily could get a priest to
    confess his sins with a look. It helped keep James in line."

    "No easy feat when Sirius Black is your best friend." Remus muttered, making
    Sirius smile for real now. He looked a bit lost in thought for a second before he
    took a breath and continued.

    "It's not something you can learn either. Believe me, we've all tried." He said as
    he sipped his tea.

    "It also helps that he can do that passive Legillemency thing." Remus chuckled.
    Hermione looked up interested and really frightened.

    "He can perform Legillemency?" She squeaked, feeling her cheeks get warm.

    "No." Sirius said with a shake of his shaggy head. "No, not Legillemency per se. I
    don't know how to describe it, but he can get glimpses if his subject is rattled. So,
    we rattle the subject, and Harry comes in and we see if we can get anything. If that
    doesn't work we have Veritaserum."

    "So, Hermione," Tonks said, folding her hands on the table and leaning towards the
    younger girl. "Tell us about you and Harry."

    "Um." Hermione felt her stomach tighten a bit. "There isn't all that much to tell.
    We're friends. We met on the train and he's been really nice to me."

    "So… there's no, shall we say, deeper urges?" Tonks asked, cocking her head to the
    side.

    "Tonks." Remus scolded.

    "What?' Tonks asked with a smirk. "I'm curious as to why our little warrior was so
    insistent to see her again."

    Did he really ask to see me?" Hermione asked. The knowing looks between the three
    adults told her that he had.

    "All the time." Tonks smirked. "To be honest, it's a bit odd. He's usually so
    independent."

    "He's also never had friends before now." Sirius pointed out. "Like I said earlier
    today, it shouldn't come as a surprise to anyone that he wants to spends more time
    with the friends he's made. After his isolation…"

    "Why wasn't he allowed to go to Hogwarts before now?" Hermione asked.

    "The simplest answer is that the war with Voldemort didn't end that Halloween
    night. It was only put on hold." Sirius started, giving Hermione a look that spoke
    volumes to her. This man was haunted.

    "

    "Harry's life would have been in serious danger as Hogwarts is loaded with
    children of people who are loyal to Voldemort. We decided a long time ago that his
    safety was far paramount as he would be playing a pivotal role in the war."

    Sirius finished his tea and got up from his seat. Hermione thought he was getting
    a refill, but the man pulled down a bottle of Ogden's Finest Firewhiskey from a
    cabinet and retook his seat before pouring three glasses for himself, Remus and
    Tonks. He stoppered the bottle and continued his explanation.

    "What we forgot was that Harry was just a kid. He worked hard and did everything
    we ever asked of him, and it made us forget how young he was even more. However, when
    he turned twelve, he began going through puberty and we were reminded just how young
    he was, and how much we had denied him. We discussed the idea a few times, but every
    time, something happened to make us think our original idea was the best one."

    "So why now?" Hermione asked.

    "It came down to what happened in the Ministry this past June." Sirius said,
    finishing his drink and pouring a second.

    "We learned that our enemy was hell bent on getting into the Ministry. We decided
    it was a perfect opportunity for us to counter Voldemort. Harry wasn't supposed to
    go, but he had become truly restless, and he defied our orders for the first time.
    He'd finally gone on his first mission, and he wanted to do more. It turned out to be
    a good thing as we overestimated our enemy. Harry's arrival made the Death Eaters
    falter, and turned the tide. He took out five on his own, including Lucius Malfoy,
    who was arguably Voldemort's most capable minion outside of Bellatrix LeStrange."

    "Is it true Harry took Malfoy's hand?" Hermione asked a bit shakily.

    Remus and Sirius both began nodding and smirking. It was clear they were proud of
    Harry's act.

    "We taught him when it was alright to be merciful, but to never ever underestimate
    an enemy. Harry had disarmed Malfoy, but the worm had a second wand. He really
    impressed us all that night, but more importantly he impressed our enemies." Remus
    remarked.

    "When it was all over, we knew that Harry could handle himself more than we gave
    him credit for. We also realized that he felt nothing for what he did. We didn't
    necessarily want him to feel bad or guilty over it, but he was blank. As if it had
    just been more training." Sirius sighed. "We'd failed him. We all realized that we'd
    been wrong."

    "I don't understand." Hermione looked between the two men who looked grim.

    "We'd stripped him of his humanity." Remus explained. "By keeping him isolated,
    and training him all those years, sure we had prepared him for the war, but he has no
    idea why we're fighting. He knows it's to protect people and stop an evil maniac, but
    he doesn't understand what it really means."

    "It was clear that while we'd been preparing him for war, we'd taken his
    innocence, and denied him a childhood. We realized that he would likely survive the
    war, but then… he'd have nothing. He's only known training and fighting, but we don't
    want that to be his life." Sirius sighed heavily, sliding the bottle of fire whiskey
    to Remus who poured himself a glass.

    "It was past time for Harry to see what life was all about." Remus explained.

    "You wanted him to learn what it is he was fighting for." Hermione said now
    understanding.

    "There's a lot he needs to learn that we can't teach him. He needs to learn how to
    interact with normal people and that life isn't black and white, like we've taught
    him all along." Sirius said taking another drink from his whiskey.

    "Mostly though, he needs to be with people his own age." Remus added.

    "Other than you, has he made any other friends?" Sirius asked.

    "He hangs out with Neville Longbottom quite a bit." Hermione shrugged.

    "Are there any girls he's taken notice of?" Sirius asked. Hermione shrugged.

    "I think I'm the only one he really talks to. Most girls… I think they make him
    nervous."

    Tonks snorted at this and held out her open hand. Remus shook his head and Sirius
    mumbled grumpily before reaching into his pocket and placing ten galleons in Tonks'
    hand.

    "Thank you." Tonks smiled greedily.

    "You cheated." Sirius grumbled.

    "And how ever could I have done that?" Tonks asked rather offended.

    "By making him a nervous wreck around anyone with breasts." Sirius replied. "You
    spent a year making the poor kid embarrassed and uncomfortable so you could take my
    money."

    "Then maybe you shouldn't have made the bet with me if you knew all that." Tonks
    smiled, shaking the galleons and making a jingling noise with her newly won
    money.

    "I think Sirius was hoping a little of James would come through Harry." Remus
    explained to the crimson haired lady.

    "Well, I think I'm going to show Hermione where she'll be staying, and maybe head
    to bed myself. I hope you don't snore." Tonks said as she got up.

    Hermione shook her head and followed Tonks out of the kitchen and upstairs to the
    room she'd be sharing with Tonks. She still felt anxious, but she felt she'd learned
    quite a bit from these three adults, and somehow she felt sorry for them. Especially
    Sirius, who looked so full of regret. She wanted to ask him more, but it was getting
    late, and she was feeling a bit tired now. Maybe tomorrow she'd get more answers.

  


  
    9. 9 Now I Have Hope
  

  
    Now I Have Hope.

    Hermione found sleep to be terribly elusive that night. Partially because, while
    she didn't snore, Tonks did giggle and mumble rather suggestively in her sleep. At
    first it had been amusing, but then Tonks started getting really vocal about what she
    wanted her dream lover to do to her. Hermione didn't consider herself to be a prude,
    but some of the things that Tonks mumbled made Hermione blush down to the tips of her
    toes.

    But it wasn't just Tonks' weird sex dreams that were keeping Hermione awake. She
    was in a strange place, with people she was unfamiliar with who had given her much to
    think about.

    Sirius and Remus were nice enough, and Tonks was really very funny. Yet Hermione
    was still unclear as to why she was here. No one had really answered that question to
    her liking, and she had also noticed strange looks shared between the three of them
    when she had asked. The only thing they would really say is that Harry had wanted her
    to be there.

    Somewhere around three am, Hermione became very fed up with whatever Tonks was
    dreaming about and decided that a glass of water was in order. She threw off her
    blankets and tiptoed out of her room and down the stairs. She was wearing loose
    fitting pajama bottoms that Tonks had loaned her and a black t-shirt that smell very
    familiar to her, though she couldn't quite place it.

    When she got to the kitchen she was given a bit of a start when she found Sirius
    Black sitting at the table slowly pushing an empty glass back and forth between his
    hands. He looked up at Hermione's surprised gasp and gave her a weak smile.

    "I'm sorry." She stammered. "I-I didn't know anyone was awake."

    "I'm guessing Tonks is having another one of her more vocal dreams?" He said,
    waving to the empty seat across from him.

    "Actually I was thirsty, but yeah… it must be a good one." Hermione replied as she
    took the offered seat. There was a handful of candles lit, but it wasn't as bright as
    it had been when she first arrived earlier that night.

    "Remus, Sven, or Jean-Claude?' Sirius asked as he got to his feet. He took two
    clean mugs and poured himself a cup of tea, and one for Hermione as well. Hermione
    gave him a puzzled look. "Those are the three men she dreams about that makes her
    really vocal while she's sleeping."

    "Oh, uh… Remus, I think." Hermione replied as Sirius handed her a cup and retook
    his seat. The black haired man snorted again a sipped his cup before setting it back
    down and getting a far away look in his eye.

    "Are you alright?" Hermione asked. "You look… anxious."

    "You're not the only one having difficulty sleeping." Sirius sighed, sipping his
    tea. "I never sleep when Harry's out on a mission. I wanted to go with him, but we
    have to rotate so he doesn't get used to working with only one person. We want him to
    be adaptable, and be able to work alongside a variety of people."

    Sirius turned and stared out the window for a moment. Hermione felt a wave of
    sympathy for the man.

    "Has he gone on many of these types of things?" Hermione asked.

    "This is his fifth." Sirius said looking pensive. "We allowed him to go to Albania
    with some of us a few months before Voldemort tried to take the Ministry. It was
    nothing, but he was growing restless. He knew Voldemort had risen, and he knew what
    we'd been training him for. So… we let him come on this one mission, hoping it would
    calm him down."

    "It didn't work, did it?" Hermione asked, knowing the answer already. Sirius
    snickered as he shook his head.

    "We tried to leave him behind, but… he knew where we were going. He flooed there
    after we had all gone. After what he did, and how he handled everything, we knew we
    couldn't keep him from going out anymore. Not unless we distracted him so to
    speak."

    Hermione gave a faint smile as she caught on to what Sirius was saying. They had
    sent him to school to keep him out of the war. They were still trying to protect
    him.

    "You really care about him, don't you?" Hermione said softly.

    "Of course I do." Sirius said a bit too harshly. Hermione gave a bit of a jump and
    Sirius grimaced. "Sorry. It's… He's my godson. As good as my own flesh and blood.
    I've even named him as my heir; though… don't tell him that."

    Hermione nodded and smiled in reply to Sirius' request. He leaned forward and
    observed the girl before him. She looked deeply nervous.

    "Do you care for Harry? I mean… really care for him?" He asked her as gently as he
    could.

    Hermione had no answer for this. She wanted to say something but she couldn't get
    her mouth to form any words at all. She just kept opening and closing her mouth and
    looking anywhere but at Sirius.

    "I know that it's personal, and none of my business, but… well to be honest, It's
    important." Sirius continued.

    "Why?" Hermione asked.

    "That's a bit complicated." Sirius replied. "But it's the major reason why we
    decided he needed to go to Hogwarts."

    "But, you just said that you sent him there to keep him away from the war."
    Hermione pointed out.

    "That was part of it, but not the only reason." Sirius nodded. "It's important for
    Harry to learn why he's fighting, to forge friendships, and… to find love."

    "Love?" Hermione was now incredibly confused.

    "I shouldn't be telling you any of this, but… There's more to Harry's story than
    most people know. Voldemort didn't just attack Harry and his family that night, nor
    was he just trying to take over the Ministry. Those two events are tied
    together."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione looked truly intrigued.

    Sirius shook his head.

    "I can't tell you." He said finally. "Not because I don't trust you, or that you
    don't deserve to know. Harry doesn't even know. Only three people know why Voldemort
    went after Harry."

    "Wait… I thought… The books said that he went after Harry's parents." Hermione
    looked stricken.

    Sirius said nothing more, leaving Hermione with a thousand more questions. Sirius
    was not going to tell her anymore, but she knew that he wanted to. That he'd been
    carrying a heavy burden that he wished someone would take off his shoulder.

    "You know, I saw how he looked at you that day in Hogsmeade, and I've listened to
    him talk about you these past few days. He doesn't know what he's feeling, at least,
    he can't define it, but I know. I saw the same look on his father's face so many
    times. Potter men… they have this bizarre gift in finding their perfect match. Some
    would call it finding their soul mate…"

    "Professor McGonagall mentioned something about that to me yesterday." Hermione
    said. "His father was in love with his mother from the day they met."

    "Yeah, he was." Sirius chuckled. "Remus and I tried to get him to go out with
    other birds, but it was Lily and only Lily. We were sure he'd end up alone, but…
    early in our seventh year… they began dating. The day they married… I had never seen
    James as happy as he was when Lily said I do. Until Harry was born, anyway."

    Hermione smiled at the idea of baby Harry.

    "For just over a year, despite everything they were happy. Picture perfect. I was
    jealous of James, and had vowed to find someone for myself. Got pretty close but
    then…" Sirius fell silent, and his eyes drifted to the window where the snow fall had
    lightened. Hermione felt as if a heavy blanket of sadness had fallen on them.

    "Did… Did she die?" Hermione asked tentatively.

    Sirius nodded. "Days before James and Lily died. Cassie was killed in Diagon
    Alley, while she was getting things for a romantic dinner between us. I found out
    about it from someone I worked with. It was one of the worst days of my life, and it
    was followed by the absolute worst day."

    "I'm sorry." Hermione said and Sirius waved it off.

    "It's in the past, and I can't change it. No one can. We can only learn from it
    and move forward." Sirius turned back to Hermione.

    They fell silent for a few minutes until Hermione's need for answers pushed her to
    ask. "Why does Harry need to learn about love?"

    Sirius smirked and then rubbed his face while taking a long deep breath.

    "You know that magic is based on intent, right?" Sirius asked. Hermione nodded and
    Sirius smiled.

    "Did you know that is also powered from emotion?"

    Hermione looked a bit puzzled.

    "When we're young, we all have bouts of accidental magic, and it always happens
    when we're emotionally stimulated. Or rather… when we're frustrated, or angry, or
    scared. With me so far?"

    Hermione nodded in the affirmative and Sirius sat up a bit as he continued.

    "When you go to school, you learn how to control the magic, to focus it. You learn
    about the intent. But what they don't teach you is how to make spells more powerful,
    unless it's the key to the spell, like a Patronus charm."

    "You're saying that my spells could be far more powerful if I'm more emotional?"
    Hermione asked looking perplexed.

    "If you know how to focus it. We knew very early how powerful Harry could be.
    Remus and I got to see Harry's first bout of accidental magic…"

    "When he blew all the windows out of the house?" Hermione smirked remembering the
    story, but Sirius shook his head.

    "That wasn't the first. In fact… Harry had a ton of incidents before that.

    "What?"

    "His first incident happened when he was around thirteen months old. He summoned
    the cat. Lily told me that he had done it before. He loved that cat, Hermione. And
    that cat loved him. On top of that… he was showing control. At thirteen months, he
    was showing control over his magic." Sirius said proudly.

    "Unbelievable."

    "No kidding." Sirius nodded. "In the following years, we noticed that when he's
    angry, or frustrated, his magic doesn't quite have the power it does as when
    say…"

    "I can't tell you much, because it needs to remain secret, even from Harry, but
    suffice to say that Harry's gains more power from his emotions."

    "He's happy." Hermione finished.

    "Exactly." Sirius nodded. "It was a theory Dumbledore had when Harry was younger,
    and had his bouts of accidental magic. We've worked hard to teach him to keep himself
    in check, so his head is clear during a fight, but… the more emotion he feels; the
    more it affects his magic"

    "He told me he wrecked a house once when he was tired." Hermione mentioned.

    "True. Every window was blown out when he was angry and tired. But it was nothing
    to the damage he caused a few weeks later. We were running him pretty hard, and
    decided to give him a day off if he could take out all of the training dummies in
    less than five minutes. He did it before we even started. The dummies were destroyed,
    as was the entire obstacle course, because he was so happy to have some time to rest.
    We obliviated that memory from him."

    "Why would you do that?" Hermione asked.

    "We felt it was best. Remember, we were trying to teach him to keep control over
    his emotions."

    "So, you think if Harry falls in love he'll become more powerful somehow?"
    Hermione wondered.

    "Not necessarily more powerful." Sirius said leaning forward a bit. "Just… more
    formidable. If Harry is as much like his father as we think, when he falls in love,
    really falls in love, he will be irritatingly happy all the time. If he was to fight
    someone being that happy, and with the way his emotions affect his spell work…
    Voldemort won't stand a chance. At least that's the theory."

    "Do you believe that?" Hermione asked, looking at Sirius hard. The man could only
    shrug.

    "I want to." Sirius sighed. "But what's more important to me is I want Harry to
    have something in his life more than this. I want him to find something special in
    his life. Someone special. He's fond of you, that much is clear. We've been told that
    you two have been a bit inseparable all year, so… we all kind of got our hopes up. We
    were a bit disappointed when we met you and found out it wasn't a date."

    "It was." Hermione whispered rather embarrassed.

    "Excuse me?"

    Hermione sighed and brushed some of her hair from her face.

    "We had a bit of a miscommunication. It turns out that it was a date. It… it was
    my first date actually." She looked away from Sirius who was smiling lightly now. She
    felt as if she could cook roast chicken on her face with how hot she felt from her
    embarrassment at the moment.

    "Don't be embarrassed, it was his as well." Sirius said laughingly.

    "He's… It's all really confusing." Hermione grimaced and stared at her tea cup.
    "I'm not used to anyone paying attention to me. Well, not in a positive way
    anyway."

    "It's been mentioned." Sirius nodded.

    "By who?" Hermione looked up, a bit irritated. "How do you people know so much
    about me?"

    "Professor Dumbledore and Professor McGonagall. Dumbledore's kept us up to date
    with everything going on with Harry, and when he began hanging around you, we wanted
    to know more about you, just in case…"

    "In case I wasn't worthy of him or might be a danger to him?" Hermione asked.
    Sirius shook his head.

    "Partially. We're still not sure which Death Eater spawn are loyal to Voldemort,
    and which are at the least neutral to our cause. But also we were concerned that you
    might be put in harms way because of your friendship with him. "Sirius replied. "Both
    Dumbledore and McGonagall seem confident that you could handle yourself should
    something come up."

    Hermione's indigence faded after that, and she had to smile a bit at her favorite
    teacher's confidence in her. She let out a long breath and stared at her tea, which
    was getting cold quickly.

    "I can't figure him out." Hermione admitted

    "He was trained well." Sirius chuckled.

    "My friend Lavender is convinced he likes me in a romantic way, but honestly, I
    don't see it."

    "Minerva did mention you had a bit of an inferiority complex." Sirius remarked,
    earning a slight glare from Hermione.

    Hermione looked at him with confusion. He simply smiled and leaned forward.

    "He's very confused right now, and not a little scared, Hermione. Harry's never
    been around people his own age. He's having a lot of trouble with what he's feeling
    because he doesn't know what it is." Sirius said evenly as he leaned in a bit.

    "Hermione, I don't know you, but I have seen your face tonight. Every time we've
    spoken of Harry, your eyes get distant, soft. I remember seeing that look on Harry's
    mother's face. I saw it on my Cassie's face. If I'm wrong, than I'm sorry, but if I'm
    right, don't fight it. Allow it to happen, for both of your sakes." Sirius said with
    a pointed look.

    Hermione couldn't help but smile at the thought of falling in love. She had given
    up on the idea thanks in large part to the people who surrounded her and went out of
    their way to make her feel worthless. But ever since she met Harry… her world was
    changing, and she wasn't really sure how she felt about it, but she was sure that she
    was curious to see what happened next.

    "You should try and get some sleep." Sirius smiled. "If Tonks is still having one
    of her dreams, just silence her. She won't even notice until after she gets her
    coffee."

    Hermione thanked Sirius and he thanked her in return. She headed back to her room
    and found Tonks to be thankfully quiet now, which allowed her to fall asleep fairly
    quickly.

    

    "THEY'RE BACK!"

    That shout reverberated throughout the house like thunder and startled Hermione
    awake. She fell off her bed and got tangled in her blankets. She managed to find her
    way out of her Devil's snare like trap and get to her feet. She heard Tonks
    downstairs, and Sirius opening the door. Hermione brushed the bird's nest of hair out
    of her face and quickly made for the stairs, where she very nearly knocked over
    Remus, who was coming out of the bathroom. She was met at the bottom of the stairs by
    Tonks, who gave her a warning look which made Hermione stop cold. Tonks turned around
    just as three men entered the house.

    The first man was blindfolded and gagged, with his hands tied behind his back. He
    was being roughly shoved by a really scary looking man with angry looking scars on
    his face and a serious chunk missing from his nose. His long graying sand colored
    hair was course and grizzled, and he looked as if he needed a good shave. He had one
    rather beady brown eye and a large electric blue eye that was clearly a replacement
    appendage. It was moving independently and looking all around, even out the back of
    his head. Hermione wanted to gag when she saw that.

    He wore a knee length dragon hide leather jacket that looked as if it had seen
    better days. He was leaning heavily on a gnarled walking stick as his left leg was
    also a replacement appendage, which probably should have been worked on a bit more
    before given to the man. The foot looked like a broken animal foot carving, and
    thudded loudly with every step he took.

    Following this man was Harry, looking a bit tired, and quite irritable. Hermione
    wondered if his mission had gone badly.

    "Did you have much trouble?" Sirius asked from across where Hermione currently
    stood.

    "With this brainless arse? HA!" The scarred man said with a very gruff gravely
    voice. "Ha!"

    "Who is it?"" Remus asked. Hermione gave a little start, having forgotten he was
    behind her, despite his hand on her shoulder.

    "Didn't catch his name, but it isn't one of the ones we really wanted." The
    grizzled man quipped. "But, every bit of information helps, right lad?"

    Harry gave a curt nod and the scarred man gave a resounding "HA!"

    "Take him downstairs." Sirius ordered. "I'll contact Doge, and have him send a
    group to fetch him. They can interrogate him and then hand him over to the
    Ministry."

    Remus stepped from behind Hermione and helped the scarred man with their captive.
    Harry started to go as well when Sirius held him back.

    "Not you kid. You have a guest."

    Hermione felt herself flush when Sirius pointed to her, and Harry turned to see
    her. His irritation faded away instantly, replaced by a bit of confusion at her
    appearance.

    "Hermione? When did you get here?" He asked looking stunned.

    "Last night." She said as she approached him. Tonks had let her go and was smiling
    rather suggestively at the two of them though they were ignorant of it. Sirius
    cleared his throat and gave her a pointed look and nodded towards the kitchen. Tonks'
    smile fell and she grumpily followed him into the kitchen.

    "Sorry I wasn't here." Harry nodded.

    "Don't worry; I had people to keep me company. I wish you would have told me you
    were leaving the school. I was… well, I was worried about you." Hermione said, taking
    a step closer to him. Harry looked at her, clearly trying to figure something out
    before he nodded.

    "I'll remember that for next time." He said. Hermione gave him a smile, and before
    she knew it, she had hugged him. He stiffened at first, but then she felt him relax a
    bit, and his left hand even came up and rested tentatively on her hip. That was when
    she realized she was still in her pajamas. She also realized why the t-shirt she had
    worn all night smelled so familiar. It was his.

    "I should maybe get changed." She said when she let him go, fighting a blush. She
    turned around and stopped when her foot hit the first step. "Except, I don't really
    have anything to change into."

    "Got you covered!" Tonks said, appearing from around the corner. Hermione guessed
    the crimson haired woman must have been spying on them and she felt really
    embarrassed. Fortunately Tonks shot past her up the stairs, and Hermione decided it
    would be best to get the hell out of there.

    Tonks loaned her a pair of jeans which were artistically ripped, and a shirt that
    refused to remain on both shoulders. Hermione felt horribly uncomfortable, but the
    woman promised they would go into town and get her a few things that afternoon. They
    headed back to the kitchen where Harry was informing Sirius about what had taken
    place on his mission.

    "… Meeting took place. We saw Rookwood and Avery there."

    "How many?" Sirius asked turning sausages in the frying pan he was working
    with.

    "Ten that I am sure of. Most used the floo to leave. I thought we were going to
    lose them all, so I signaled Mad-Eye when the meeting broke up. He put up the
    anti-Apparition wards, and we entered from the back door. Mad-Eye decided to forego
    stealth on this one, though I feel that was a mistake, we could have taken one or two
    more. When it was over, three were dead. All by Mad-Eye's wand."

    "And you?" Sirius quirked an eyebrow.

    "It was supposed to be a live capture. No one I faced called for lethal force. In
    fact, Mad-Eye did his best to keep me out of the fray. It was really irritating."

    "Yes, but you know why." Sirius said in the same tone Harry always used.

    "Yes, and it's that reason that makes me wonder why I was even called in for
    this." Harry said a bit irritably. "You could have done this without me easily. I
    thought that was the point of sending me to Hogwarts after all, so I wouldn't be
    going into battle, remembers?"

    Sirius seemed to ignore Harry's outburst, if it could be called that, for the
    moment, and pressed on.

    "What's the story with that one?" he nodded towards where Remus and the other man
    had taken their captive.

    "I think he thought he'd make a run and get outside the ward. I think he realized
    we'd cast anti-Apparition wards quickly, and headed out the front. Moody was still
    dealing with the last of the fighters, so I took off after the runner.

    Sirius shook his head and glared at Harry. "How far did you let him get before you
    stunned him?"

    Harry didn't reply and Sirius rolled his eyes.

    "You were hoping he'd turn and fight." Sirius said with a heavy sigh. "Harry, you
    don't need to prove yourself to us, we know how good you are. We've told you over and
    over again to end any conflict quickly. If you don't you run the risk of your enemy
    getting away and regrouping. Every one that gets by is another life on our heads.
    Incapacitate by any means, and move on. Are we clear?"

    Harry gave a nod and Sirius glared at him for a minute longer. "Anything else I
    need to know about?"

    "Pettigrew was there." Harry said flatly.

    Hermione jumped when Sirius dropped the pan he was removing from the stove. Harry
    didn't seem bothered by this, but Hermione thought Sirius might very well pass out.
    He was turning purple with barely contained rage, and Hermione thought she recognized
    the name, but couldn't remember why at the moment.

    "You saw him?" Sirius hissed. Harry nodded.

    "Silver hand and all. He was the first to use the floo when the meting was
    finished." Harry remarked.

    "He would never tell us anything. His fear of Voldemort is far greater than his
    fear of us." Sirius said. He finally noticed he'd dropped all the sausages on the
    floor and with a wave of his wand, banished them to the rubbish bin. "But what I
    wouldn't give to wrap my hands around his little neck."

    "It's not so little." Harry shook his head. "It looks as if he's been well cared
    for. "

    "Rewarded for all he did to get the Diggory boy to that graveyard two years ago,
    no doubt."

    Hermione remembered how Cedric Diggory had disappeared at the end of the
    Tri-Wizard Tournament two years ago, and how it was later reported his body had been
    found in a graveyard in Little Hangelton. Hermione then realized where she had heard
    the name Pettigrew, or rather read about it. Peter Pettigrew had been the Potter's
    Secret Keeper, and the one who'd led the Dark Lord to where they had been in
    hiding.

    Hermione looked up when she heard someone clear their throat, and saw Sirius
    looking at her pointedly. He smiled at her and nodded to the table where Harry was
    sitting.

    "Breakfast will be ready in a moment or two. I see Tonks loaned you some
    things."

    Hermione looked at her jeans and tried in vain to get her shirt to remain on her
    shoulders. "Uh yeah. She said we'd get me something more appropriate later
    today."

    "A good idea." Sirius nodded. "You and Harry can go into Whitby this afternoon,
    perhaps go see a movie or something."

    Hermione sat across from Harry who looked at Sirius with bewilderment. Before she
    could say anything, Remus entered followed by the scary looking man who Harry had
    arrived with. He sat down heavily next to Hermione and grumbled to himself.

    "Hermione, this is Alastor Moody." Sirius said. "Alastor, Miss Hermione
    Granger."

    "Ah, so this is the young woman that's got pretty boy's knickers all twisted."
    Moody snorted and gave Hermione a rather twisted smiled, that made her shiver. "A
    pleasure to meet you lass." He said as he sat down heavily and turned to Harry. "You
    give him you're report?"

    Harry nodded.

    "You tell him about the rat?"

    Again Harry nodded.

    Moody harrumphed and grabbed several pieces of toast and brought them to his nose
    which appeared to have a rather large chunk missing out of it and sniffed at it. He
    set them down and pulled a flask from his coat and took a large swallow before
    tearing into his toast like a starving animal.

    "Got any sausages over there Black?" he said with that gravely voice.

    "Working on it Mad-Eye, keep your pants on." Sirius rolled his eyes. Hermione
    noted Remus was leaning against the counter next to Sirius, reading the paper.

    "So Missy, how'd old blue eyes get you to come out to the sticks to us? Way I
    heard it; you'd sooner kill yourself than give up a minute of time in that library."
    Moody said over a mouthful of dry toast.

    Hermione just sat there for a minute before she found her voice.

    "Uh, I… He told me Harry wanted to see me." was all she could say in reply. Moody
    was leering at her, and she felt really nervous under his gaze.

    "They tell us you're pretty talented. Brains not to be believed." Moody remarked.
    "I'd be interested to see how good you are with your wand. If you're going to be
    running around with hothead over here, you need to be able to handle yourself in a
    tussle."

    "I'm not the one who blasted to door off the hinges this morning." Harry said as
    he sipped at what appeared to be blended algae. Moody snorted and continued tearing
    his toast to shreds and stuffing it into his mouth and chewing loudly.

    Hermione gave Harry a baffled look aimed at his glass, and he offered her a taste.
    She took one sniff of it and handed it back, wrinkling her nose in disgust. Harry
    gave her a look that said he agreed with her assessment.

    "So lover boy beckons and you come a running, eh?'

    "Oh for Merlin's sake Mad-Eye." Sirius growled. "There's no need to frighten the
    girl, or disgust her. I think Tonks did enough of that last night as it is."

    "Oh, did I miss another one of Nympho's shag dreams?" Moody turned in his seat to
    look at Sirius. "Who was it this time?"

    Hermione noted Remus pull the paper up a bit to hide his face more. Sirius just
    nodded to the other man and Moody cackled and slapped his good leg.

    "Ah Wolf, when are you going to give into your baser needs and take that woman
    already. She's practically begging you for it. It won't be too long she sets her
    sights on the boy for real. And we all know the boy hasn't got a clue about what goes
    where, and she isn't likely to go easy on him."

    Sirius snorted and Harry looked rather confused. Hermione felt scandalized by all
    this talk, but said nothing, and instead focused on eating her eggs.

    "Oh I'm sure Harry would perform more than adequately, plus he's got that teenager
    stamina to help him out." Tonks sing songed as she appeared in the kitchen. She
    walked around and placed both her hands on Harry's shoulder, grinning as he froze up
    as he always did when she touched him. "And I would totally go easy on him. Well, the
    first few times at least. Wouldn't want to break my new toy before I broke him
    in."

    Hermione began to choke and cough on her eggs when she caught sight of the truly
    flustered and frightened look on Harry's face. He could only stare at Tonks as she
    circled around the table and sat down next to Hermione. Hermione swore that Harry was
    fighting a blush, but she couldn't be sure as he bent low over his plate and began to
    shovel food into his mouth.

    "So he is human." She thought to herself with a bit of a smile.

    "I think that's enough." Remus said, trying to put a stop to it all. "I don't
    think Hermione really wishes to hear you all talk like uncultured degenerates."

    "But we are." Tonks and Moody said at the same time before breaking into a
    cacophony of laughter. Harry merely shook his head and finished his breakfast.
    Hermione could only watch in silence. This wasn't really what she had imagined when
    she thought about Harry's upbringing.

    After breakfast, Remus and Tonks took Harry and Hermione outside. There was a
    fresh blanket of snow on the ground, and Hermione shivered against the cold until
    Remus handed her a heavy cloak which she wrapped around herself as tightly as she
    could. At the same time, Harry shed his own cloak and started stretching a bit.

    She only had to wonder why for a few seconds as Harry began to run a rather
    intense looking obstacle course with Tonks and Remus doing all they could to prevent
    him from finishing. Hermione was very impressed as she watched Harry show off his
    agility, his stamina, and his focus. Tonks and Remus had a hard time hitting him with
    any of the spells they were casting, and Hermione was certain they weren't going easy
    on him.

    "I was sure he'd be slower.' Sirius grumbled. "Nearly three months in school, I
    thought his reaction time would be off or that he'd become complacent… But,
    Dumbledore said he's kept up on his exercise…"

    "This all seems so… brutal." Hermione said with disdain.

    "It has to be. Death Eaters won't go easy on him, so we can't either. It's all
    about keeping him alive." Sirius said evenly.

    "You could have given him time to be a kid occasionally." Hermione said sourly.
    "He deserved that."

    "That and so much more." Sirius replied. "We all did. Remus and Tonks deserve to
    be able to figure out their relationship like normal people. I deserved to marry
    Cassie. James and Lily deserved to raise their child as they saw fit. And Harry…
    Harry sacrificed more than anyone, and so he deserves more than anyone. That's why we
    trained him, and prepared him for what lies ahead. When it's over, He'll get the life
    he deserves, even if it takes everything I have to give it to him."

    "But shouldn't he have had some of that life before now? Friends? The ability to
    play and just have fun? As his godfather, it was your responsibility to protect him
    and give him all the love and happiness you could and more." Hermione countered.
    Sirius nodded.

    Sirius rounded on her, his eyes hard and cold. "Don't you dare try and lecture me
    about what my responsibility to that boy was."

    Hermione flinched, and the hardness in Sirius' eyes faded. "I'm sorry. When it
    comes to Harry… "

    "It's ok. Hermione said quickly. "I get it."

    "You're right." Sirius sighed, turning back to watch Harry's progress. "He does
    deserve a real life, free of violence and secret missions and being kept from the
    world. However… we felt it was in his best interest to prepare. Unfortunately we lost
    sight of what was truly important. His happiness. "

    The two fell silent as they watched Harry run along a wooden beam about six feet
    above the ground as Tonks ran under him trying to land a tripping jinx on him.

    "One day… one day we'll all have to answer for what we did to him in the name of
    protecting him. When that day comes, I pray that Harry will understand that we never
    meant to repress him, or deny him what should rightfully have been his."

    Remus, Tonks and Harry were approaching them now, and Sirius perked up. "How'd he
    do?"

    Remus and Tonks looked quite winded, and Harry was even breathing hard. His
    normally tousled hair was damp with sweat, and he looked rather content at the
    moment.

    "Surprisingly faster than before he went to school." Remus sighed, panting heavily
    and leaning on Tonks, who was grinning.

    "Really?" Sirius looked puzzled. "From here it looked as if he were slower."

    "Well, you likely came out on his second lap and thought it was only his first.
    Also, it was just two of us, and Tonks didn't flash him this time." Remus
    smirked.

    "Because it's bloody cold out here. I could cut with my nipples." Tonks snapped,
    holding her arms around herself.

    "OI!" Sirius grimaced. Hermione saw Harry glance at Tonks chest again looking
    slightly befuddled. He then turned to look at her with a small smile on his normally
    stoic face.

    "Would you care to try?" He turned to Hermione. She felt herself stiffen a bit
    under his gaze.

    "M-me?"

    "Not a bad idea." Tonks nodded approvingly. "We won't even try and stop you."

    "I'll run it with you." Harry offered a hand to help her up. Hermione looked like
    she wanted to run away and hide as Harry helped her take off the cloak Remus had
    loaned her. "That's going to slow you down." He said.

    Hermione immediately wrapped her arms around herself as the chill began to get to
    her. She followed Harry to the start of the course, and blew out a breath. It looked
    much harder at the starting line than it had from where she had watched him a moment
    ago.

    "Just follow me, and do what I do." He said. Remus raised his wand and it made a
    crack. Harry took off at a sprint, and Hermione followed, though she was no where
    near as fast. The first obstacle was a simple ramp that led to a ledge of sorts.
    Harry leapt off of it five feet to the ground, rolled and got to his feet and was off
    like a shot. Hermione followed, but landed badly in the mud. Next was a net in which
    she followed Harry up. It was very difficult to climb as her legs kept slipping
    thought the net, and she got stuck, but finally she managed to pull herself up to
    another ledge what was far higher than the last. Harry was already on the other side
    of a long balance beam, waiting for her.

    Hermione had a paralyzing fear of heights, something she hadn't told Harry about
    yet. On the other hand, she didn't want to look weak in front of him for some reason.
    Her heart was pounding in her chest as she took the first shaky step on the beam and
    began to walk across. She nearly fell seven times into what looked to be some kind of
    sludge below her. Halfway across, she stumbled and nearly went over, and ended up
    hugging the beam. She decided it would be best to inch across this way. She could
    deal with the taunts and jeers; she'd been doing it for five years now.

    Harry helped her back to her feet without a single negative word. He only
    encouraged her that she was doing great. He then wrapped himself around a rope and
    slid down it and progressed to vaulting himself over a series of wooden logs.
    Hermione gripped the rope and found it to be kind of slippery. She remembered
    climbing the rope at her primary school, and attempted to do that in reverse,
    screaming when her hands got rope burn. And she fell on her hind head on the cold and
    muddy ground.

    With a groan of pain, she clambered to her ft, and very clumsily tried to do as
    Harry had done and vault over the logs. It was painful, and she kept hurting her
    chest with each log she scrambled over. When she finished vaulting the logs, she
    found she was really winded and unsure if she could finish, but Harry was always just
    ahead of her, encouraging her that she could do this.

    After crawling on her belly on frozen dirt, and through a metal tube that was
    somewhat submerged in muck, Hermione followed Harry hand over hand on monkey bars,
    and then up and over a high wall. Thankfully Harry was on the other side of the wall
    to catch her, as she lost her grip. She was certain that if he hadn't been there, she
    would have broken her neck.

    Up another incline and then swinging on ropes to the other side to run down a
    decline and into a bit with no obstacles. That is until she reached the end and the
    ground suddenly tossed her up in the air. Apparently there was a spring board hidden
    in the dirt. She flailed and screamed until she landed heavily in some thorny bushes.
    At that point, she'd had enough. She was exhausted, filthy and now had a million tiny
    cuts all over her.

    Harry appeared and offered her a hand to help her to her feet. He was as dirty as
    she was, but clearly seemed to be enjoying the experience far more than she was.

    "Come one, we're nearly done." He said with a pat on her shoulder.

    "No, I'm done now." She gasped, clutching her side. She ached everywhere, and was
    certain that when she got a shower she'd be covered in dark purple bruises.

    "But we…" He started, but she gave him a look that made him shut his mouth. "Guess
    it is a bit rough for someone who's never run it before."

    "You think?" Hermione grimaced. She wanted to glare at him, but she was having
    trouble even standing up straight, much less breathing properly. Harry reached out
    and put a hand on her shoulder to steady her, and keep her from falling. Hermione
    felt her skin heat up where he touched as, her shirt had fallen off her shoulder, and
    Harry's hand was touching bare skin.

    "Its worse when people are firing spells at you, and you're firing back." Harry
    shrugged, and began leading her back to the house. She was walking very slowly as she
    tried to get her breath back. Harry remained by her side the whole way, making sure
    she didn't need any help.

    "This isn't even the worst one they have for me." Harry said. Hermione looked on
    in horror as Harry described one he used to run at another house. Apparently that one
    actually had charms and spells on some things that could really hurt him. Harry told
    her how he'd broken four ribs on his first run, and on the very first obstacle.

    "That's just wrong." She said angrily.

    "It's part of my training." He shrugged.

    Hermione looked to where Remus, Sirius and Tonks were watching them, and she felt
    so much anger at the three of them for putting anyone, much less a child through such
    things. While she understood the reasons, she still felt that they were all wrong.
    What was worse was that she knew that Sirius at least agreed with her on some level.
    Yet, he had only done what any parent in the same situation would have done, whatever
    it took to keep the child safe.

    

    Hermione finished her shower, and dried herself before putting on the clean
    clothes Tonks had lent her. The jeans weren't ripped up this time, and the t-shirt
    wasn't threatening to fall off her shoulders, thanks in large part to the innumerable
    safety pins.

    When she came down the stairs, she found Harry waiting for her. He was wearing his
    usual black pants and shirt, along with a black hooded jacket. Sirius was giving him
    a wad of muggle money and smiled at her as she approached.

    "We're going to be a bit busy this afternoon, so I've instructed Harry to take you
    into town and keep you entertained. He has enough money so you can get you some
    clothes and anything else you need for the next two days. After that, you two can
    catch a movie and have some dinner."

    Sirius took Hermione aside, and whispered loudly so Harry could hear him, "He
    doesn't have much experience in the muggle world, so you'll need to watch over
    him."

    "We'll be fine." Hermione said, assuring the older man. "How are we getting
    there?"

    "Harry will drive you." Sirius nodded.

    "You know how to drive a car?" Hermione looked startled by this.

    "Sometimes it was best to travel incognito." Harry replied, leading her out the
    door, not even bothering to say goodbye to Sirius, who shut the door behind them.
    "Sirius felt it would be a good skill to know."

    "Do you have a license?" Hermione asked. Harry looked at her with befuddlement,
    and Hermione felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Harry gave her an odd
    look and then got into the rather ordinary SUV. With a deep breath, Hermione got in
    as well, and belted herself in.

    To her shock, Harry turned out to be a very good driver. Hermione found herself
    relaxing at the normalcy of the situation. She glanced over at Harry and for a
    moment, he looked to be just your everyday ordinary average teenage boy. To a casual
    observer, they could have been a young couple going out on a date.

    That thought made her smile to herself.

    They idled away their trip with meaningless conversation about classes, and a
    little more about Harry's training. Hermione really wanted to know about Harry's
    mission, but felt it might not be good to ask him.

    When they got into Whitby, Hermione began scanning the streets for a suitable
    clothing shop. When she spotted something promising, she got Harry to park, and the
    two headed into a small shopping center. As they walked, Hermione couldn't help
    notice how alert Harry appeared.

    "Are you alright?' She asked him. "You look like you're expecting to be
    attacked."

    "Constant Vigilance." Harry replied. When Hermione gave him a questioning look,
    Harry continued. "Something Mad-Eye says. Always be on guard, you know?"

    "He's a bit paranoid, isn't he?' Hermione asked as she led him into a women
    clothing store.

    "A bit, but he's got good reason to be. He was the Ministry's top Auror for twenty
    years. He made a lot of enemies."

    Hermione nodded in understanding as she began looking at jeans. "When do you think
    We'll be going back to school?"

    "Day after tomorrow. " Harry said. "Sirius told me while you were in the
    shower.

    Hermione gave a weak smile and found a couple of pairs of jeans and headed to find
    a jumper or two. She figured two outfits would be enough if they were only staying
    for two more days. She did feel a little bad about Harry having to pay for things
    that she could have gotten if Dumbledore had only given her a few minutes to put
    together an overnight bag. Still, she did need some things of her own, and Tonks'
    clothes were really not her style, and made her more self conscious then normal.

    She decided to get this part of their day over with quickly as she was certain
    that like other boys, Harry was not a fan of shopping. She didn't need shoes, as her
    school flats would be fine with her jeans. She found some underwear, much to her
    embarrassment, as Harry was standing behind her as she chose. After she finished
    picking out all she would need, she and Harry paid for it all, and left the store. It
    was still early in the afternoon and Hermione was feeling a bit hungry. When she
    mentioned it to Harry, he agreed it would be a good idea to grab a late lunch.

    They found a nice fish and chips place just up the street, and got a booth inside.
    After they ordered, Hermione's curiosity became piqued, and even though she thought
    it was a bad idea, she couldn't stop herself.

    "What was the mission you were on last night? Why did they need you?"

    "I can't tell you much.' Harry said as he looked at her in the eye. Hermione felt
    a strange sense of warmth in his gaze. It was an odd feeling, and she wasn't sure how
    she felt about it. "We were hoping to get our hands on one of Voldemort's inner
    circle. The Dark Lord's been laying low lately, and that usually means he's planning
    something. At least, so I'm told."

    "So why did they need you for that?" Hermione asked.

    "Probably to make sure I didn't get complacent, or slow. They did say before I
    left for Hogwarts I would be asked to join them occasionally." Harry said.

    "Oh." Hermione replied. "Do you miss it? The fighting and missions and all
    that?"

    "No." Harry said evenly, surprising Hermione. "The truth is, I've only been on a
    few missions, and with the exception of the Ministry, none of them were very
    exciting. They were just things that needed to be done. I don't expect I'll be
    allowed on anything exciting unless absolutely necessary."

    "You sound disappointed." Hermione noted. Harry shrugged. "Are you really that
    anxious to fight, and possibly get killed?"

    "No, not at all." Harry shook his head. "I don't want to die, but I've been
    training all my life to fight, and now that the war has broken out, I'm being kept
    away from it. It doesn't make sense to me. Why push me, and work me all these years
    for this purpose, and then keep me away from it? I don't understand why, when now is
    the time for me to be useful, I'm sent to school. To make friends? To play pranks?
    It's infuriating."

    Hermione recalled her conversation with Sirius the previous night and why it was
    felt Harry needed to go to school. Sirius had said Harry needed to learn about
    friendship, and love in order for him to gain strength. It didn't really make sense
    to Hermione either.

    "Hermione?" Harry looked at her with a strange expression. "It just occurred to me
    that we're following the parameters of a date. Is this a date?"

    Hermione thought about it for a few seconds before she gave him a soft smile. "I
    guess it could be, if you'd like it to be."

    "Shouldn't I have asked you out first?" Harry queried.

    "You don't always have to ask. I mean, if we were a couple…"

    "A couple?" Harry arched an eyebrow.

    "Yes, A couple. Boyfriend and girlfriend."

    "How is that different that what we are now? You're my girl friend, right?" Harry
    looked a bit unsettled.

    "No. I mean… yes, I am your friend who is a girl, but I'm not your girlfriend."
    Hermione tried…

    "I don't understand." Harry replied as the server brought their food to them.

    "Ok, let me see…" Hermione said thoughtfully. She nibbled a bit on her lunch as
    she thought of how to explain things to Harry. "Ok, if we were more intimate,
    physically speaking, and we had deeper emotions than just platonic feelings, we could
    become a couple. Boyfriend and girlfriend. Right now, we are just friends. We're not
    lovers."

    "Lovers?"

    "Yeah. We're not intimate. Like Ron and Lavender. They're a couple. They share
    things that friends don't. Like kissing and other things."

    "What other things?" Harry asked.

    "Oh boy." Hermione felt her self become flushed. She fanned at her face, hoping to
    settle her growing nerves. "Sometimes you ask really difficult questions."

    "How am I supposed to learn otherwise?" Harry replied, making Hermione give him a
    slight glare. Harry was unfazed by her look.

    "Maybe you should think about dating someone and learning through experience."
    Hermione suggested.

    "Aren't we dating now?" Harry countered, making Hermione sigh in exasperation.

    "We're not really dating." She said, as she scrambled to think of someway to make
    this all clear to Harry. "We're on a date, I suppose, but we're not dating in the
    sense that we're a couple. I mean, couples go on dates, sure, and we've been on a
    date before, but… Can we change subjects?"

    Harry stared at her for a moment before nodding. Hermione thanked him and guided
    their conversation to something she felt much safer in talking about. She decided to
    ask him more about some of his training, and Harry was happy to explain how the
    concept of the obstacle course came about. All the while, Hermione was struggling to
    figure out why talking about dating with Harry had made her so uncomfortable, and at
    the same time, so anxious. It was almost as if she had wanted to tell him they were a
    couple, but why?

    All she could think of was Lavender had somehow implanted the thought in her mind,
    and the more time she spent with Harry, the more that little seed took root. The fact
    that in some ways Lavender had been correct didn't seem to make Hermione feel any
    less hesitant about it all. She had been hurt too many times to just throw caution to
    the wind. Hermione was still convinced Harry was going to realized he was wasting
    time with her and dump her as a friend. Moreover, if they were actually in a romantic
    relationship, it would be even worse.

    When they finished eating, Harry asked Hermione about going to a movie. He
    reminded her that Sirius had mentioned it, and admitted that he had never been to
    one, and was curious. Hermione thought it might be a good idea, and liked the thought
    of introducing Harry to something so wonderful.

    They found the cinema, and Hermione made a sour face at the choices. There wasn't
    much showing the she found interesting. The woman at the counter told her that there
    was a smaller theater just up the street that had older movies playing. Hermione and
    Harry found it easily, and Hermione asked for two tickets to a movie called
    Species.

    Hermione felt the need to warn Harry about what he was about to experience.

    "It's like a wizard photograph with sound, and a story." She said rather lamely.
    Harry gave her a look that made her shrink in her seat a bit.

    "I said I'd never been to one, not that I didn't know what it was." He said. "I
    heard Tonks and Remus talking about films they had seen before. I was always curious
    about it, but I never got to go. I didn't get a lot of time to dwell on it either
    because there was always more training."

    "I think they work you too much." Hermione sighed.

    It was a real interesting experience for Hermione to watch Harry watching the
    movie. He was engrossed almost from the beginning, and with the exception of the nude
    scene, he was really entertained by it all. Hermione also thought that Harry might
    have gotten a few answers to some of his earlier questions thanks to the movie.

    He liked it so much that he asked if they could se another before they went to
    have dinner. Hermione agreed, and they went to the other movie playing in that
    theater, something called Die Hard With A Vengeance.

    "That was…" Harry stammered, searching for words to accurately describe what he
    had just seen. Hermione could not stop smiling at his enthusiasm. Harry had been on
    the edge of his seat throughout the film. Every time John McClane managed to get
    through another one of the terrorists schemes, Harry seemed to get more excited, and
    she thought for sure he was going to get up on his seat and cheer at the end.

    "Amazing!" He said.

    "So I take it you enjoyed that." She snickered.

    "Oh, when the war is over, I'm going to go to a movie everyday." He said
    wistfully.

    "You should visit my house." Hermione said off handedly. "My parents love movies,
    and have a huge collection."

    "More like what we saw today?" Harry asked interestedly.

    "And more. Adventure, horror, comedy, drama…"

    "When can we go?" Harry asked enthusiastically. It was really strange to see Harry
    all… hyper. He was usually so calm, and even. He was practically glowing, and
    Hermione remembered Sirius saying that Harry got more powerful when he was happy. She
    wondered how powerful one of his spells would be right now.

    "Maybe you could come to my house during the Christmas break." Hermione said
    before she thought about it. She wished she could take back the words, not because
    she regretted them, quite the opposite. She just didn't know how she could ask her
    parents, much less how she would explain all of this to them.

    "So long as we can watch more movies, I think that would be great." Harry
    nodded.

    Hermione gazed at him as they continued walking up the street. He looked back
    questioningly.

    "Something wrong?" He asked.

    "No." Hermione smiled. "It's… I've never seen you like this. All… excited. You're
    acting almost normal. I…It's nice."

    Harry's smile melted a bit, though it didn't leave his face entirely. He looked
    almost embarrassed if Hermione had to put a word to it.

    "Too be honest, I was never encouraged to get excited. It was all about control.
    Keep everything in control." Harry said quietly.

    "Well, you're really good at it. I can never tell what you're thinking. Like right
    now. I mean, I know you liked the movies and all, but you slip into that blank mask
    of yours so quickly and easily… I just can't ever figure you out."

    "Is that so bad?" Harry looked bewildered.

    "No, not really. But it does make things a little more difficult."

    "How do you mean?" Harry asked, as he pointed out a nice looking restaurant.
    Hermione nodded in agreement with his choice, and continued.

    "Well, when we talk about things… I can never tell if you're really interested in
    what we're talking about, or if you're just being polite." Hermione stammered, not
    really sure where she was going here. "Even when we were at Hogsmeade, you… it was
    like you weren't really experiencing it."

    "I don't understand what you mean." Harry shook his head.

    "I know." Hermione nodded, and patted his arm. "But, after what I just saw, I have
    hope."

    Harry could only stare at his companion with confusion, while she smiled hopefully
    back at him.
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    The Fates Have Punished You Enough

    Sirius awoke with a start and sat bolt upright in his bed. Sweat dripped from his
    face, and he was shaking badly. He took several long slow steadying breaths before he
    threw off his blankets and pulled himself out of bed, feeling a bit wobbly on his
    legs.

    He was used to the nightmare. He'd been having it for nearly sixteen years. It had
    changed through time, but it was still the same. Harry, dead at his feet, with the
    cold cruel laughter of their enemy, ringing in his ears. All he had striven for, to
    prepare his godson, to protect him, had been for nothing. Harry had died, because he,
    Sirius, had failed.

    He leaned his head on the window of his bedroom, enjoying to feeling of cold on
    his clammy skin. Snow was falling pretty heavily and it made Sirius feel a bit
    better. It was very calming, almost Zen in a way, though Sirius had no clue as to
    what that meant. He simply found the serenity of it all rather comforting.

    Sirius finally felt his heart return to its normal rhythm and felt like a glass of
    water was in order. He wasn't sure if he would get anymore sleep tonight especially
    since Harry was returning to school in the morning. He was worried about his godson,
    but now that he had met Hermione Granger, and seen the affect she was having on
    Harry, his worries had been soothed a bit. However, his guilt had increased a hundred
    fold.

    As he stepped into the kitchen, Sirius was stunned to find Harry staring out the
    window, watching the snow fall. He was wearing his normal sweat shorts and tank top,
    standing tall and rigid, but in the at ease position with his feet apart, hands
    clasped behind his back. Sirius once again felt the familiar wave of guilt wash over
    him. No teenaged boy should stand that way. Harry should have been hunched over, and
    relaxed, not coiled like a serpent preparing to strike.

    Sirius observed the boy… No, that was incorrect. Harry was no longer a boy. He was
    a young man, and had been for far longer than Sirius would have liked to admit. His
    first thought when he saw Harry was to chastise him for having his back to the open
    door way, but then he realized Harry had likely known who was there, and how long
    he'd been watching him.

    "In all your sixteen years, I have never seen you standing so rigid." Sirius said
    softly.

    "Something on your mind?"

    "A lot of things." Harry replied evenly, as he'd been taught for so long.

    "Oh, I'm certain of that." Sirius nodded, going about the task he'd come down here
    for. "Anything troubling you more than anything else?"

    "Why?" Harry said rather coldly. He turned now to face his godfather, who looked
    quite grim.

    "Can you be a bit more specific?" Sirius replied.

    "You kept me hidden all those years. Trained me to become a warrior. A soldier.
    Now, the war you have been warning me was coming for all that time is finally here…
    you send me away to school instead of using me for what I've been trained for. It
    makes no sense to me, and I want to know why." Harry said, turning to face his
    godfather.

    Sirius sighed and turned to the kitchen table and sat down, motioning for Harry to
    do the same. Harry eyed him for a moment before he sat as well.

    "And here I was hoping it would have been that young woman sleeping in Tonks'
    room. But I guess we can start with your question and work our way to that." Sirius
    grumbled. Harry looked a bit puzzled by this, but remained silent for now.

    "I've never lied to you Harry." Sirius began heavily. "We didn't tell you certain
    things because at the time, you were too young to understand. But when we felt you
    could, we told you whatever it was you needed to know."

    "Except about people and relationships and…" Harry began. Sirius held up his hand
    to stop the tirade, and then motioned for Harry to take a seat across from him. When
    Harry was seated, Sirius continued.

    "From the day that I became your guardian, I made the choice to keep you at a
    distance. We all did. We felt it was the only way we could train you. If we became
    too emotionally involved, if we showed you how much you meant to us… we would've gone
    easy on you, and you might not be as ready for what you will ultimately have to do.
    And that Harry is where we ultimately failed you. We isolated you so much that we
    forgot that you needed that love. You needed to understand it, and feel it, and find
    it for your own, and let it give you the power to do what you need to do."

    "I don't understand." Harry said and Sirius nodded.

    "And that's the problem." Sirius replied. "In our 'wisdom' we neglected you. We
    robbed you of the simple experiences everyone should have. Playing games, staying up
    late and getting into trouble, having friends. Then you showed up at the Ministry and
    showed us all just how well we'd trained you. How strong you had become, and to be
    honest, it scared the holy living hell out of all of us. Especially me."

    Harry cocked his head and stared at his godfather who sat back in his chair and
    took a deep breath.

    "You did exactly what you were supposed to do. You went in there, and you gave the
    enemy no room change the tide in their favor. You incapacitated each one you faced,
    and made sure they would not be able to fight anymore, and I am damned proud of that.
    But at the same time, you went in there, and you took a man's hand from him. You made
    sure two people will never walk again. And… You very nearly killed someone. I know
    its war, and that it will happen, but you felt nothing. No remorse or guilt"

    "Why should I have? They were bad people, Sirius. Bullies. People who believed
    themselves better, and enjoyed hurting people they felt were beneath them. Remember?
    You taught me how to defend people who couldn't do it for themselves. You trained me
    to fight. To win." Harry said, though he sounded stumped.

    "But at what cost?" Sirius asked. "What happens to you when the war is over,
    Harry? What happens when people no longer need someone to defend them? The war is
    going to end one day and likely sooner than we think. What will you do? Have you
    thought about that at all?"

    "I want to see movies." Harry offered lamely.

    "Yeah." Sirius chuckled. "You mentioned that. But what else? What about a job? Or
    a wife and family?"

    Harry stared blankly and Sirius smiled.

    "This is what I'm talking about Harry. You've spent your whole life until now
    training for war, and you've never thought about what happens after the war is over.
    And we prevented you from thinking about that because we kept pushing you and pushing
    you." Sirius explained.

    "So you figured it was better late than never?" Harry grumbled. "Do you have any
    idea how screwed up this all is? I have no idea what I'm supposed to do or say, and
    it just keeps getting worse. I feel like I'm being… It's all… I asked Hermione to
    kiss me and apparently that was a huge mistake!"

    "Wait, what?" Sirius looked confused now. "You asked her to kiss you? When did
    this happen?"

    "A few weeks ago." Harry muttered. "Neville was trying to explain dating, and it
    got all confusing, and then he said I could only learn about kissing by actually
    doing it, and I figured Hermione was smart, and a girl and Neville said it was part
    of dating, and I didn't want to be bad at it… Sirius… I made her cry. Do you have any
    idea what I felt when I found out that I made her cry? It was the worst thing I've
    ever felt, Sirius."

    Sirius shook his head and rubbed at his eyes. "I'm sorry Harry. I wish I could
    take it all back, and make it right, but I can't."

    "I like her." Harry said wistfully. "Most everyone else… I get this feeling that
    they're being deceptive. But, not Neville, and certainly not Hermione. I'm relaxed
    around her. And that makes me tense."

    "It's because you like her." Sirius retorted. "Harry, you're going to feel a lot
    of things that are different and really, really scary. Don't fight them anymore. I
    know we told you over and over to control your emotions, but I'm rescinding that
    order. When it comes to that girl…"

    Harry stared at his godfather with a troubled expression that shook Sirius to his
    core. He hated himself at that moment far more than he had in the last fifteen
    years.

    "Harry… We've never been as close as we should have. If I had had my way, you
    would have gone to school when you were eleven. You would have been chasing girls,
    and pulling pranks on idiots. You would have been a normal kid. We would have been as
    close to father and son as we could possibly be. But, I didn't get my way. And to be
    honest, I'm not sure if I regret it as completely as I likely should." Sirius
    stated.

    Harry now leaned forward, intrigued by what he was being told.

    "I told your pretty lady friend this the other day and I meant every word of it.
    One day, there is going to be a reckoning, and myself, Remus, Moody, and even
    Dumbledore are going to have to answer for what we did to you. But, I wouldn't change
    any of it, knowing what you became. But now, you have to learn why it is we trained
    you. You have to allow yourself to feel your emotions, and learn from people who have
    so much to show you about the world we kept you from, and then, you'll finally learn
    what it is you are truly fighting for." Sirius said pointedly.

    "I… don't like it. I don't like feeling that I'm losing myself." Harry
    grimaced.

    "You will never lose yourself if you don't want to. But you have to evolve. You
    have to grow. If you were to face Voldemort now… well, you'd likely fight him to a
    standstill, but neither of you would win, and the war would go on. But, if you can
    learn how to let yourself lose control, then when the time comes, and you're standing
    toe to toe with old snake face… He's going to be in for one hell of a fight." Sirius
    said cryptically.

    "You're talking in circles." Harry remarked. "It's as bad as talking to
    Dumbledore."

    "I know." Sirius groaned, rubbing his face. "The old man is rubbing off on
    me."

    "I don't need two of you giving me riddles." Harry said wryly.

    "Harry, life is one long riddle." Sirius snorted. "I've always told you to follow
    you gut in tough situations, and this is no different. Except that instead of your
    gut, you need to listen to your heart."

    "Great, more riddles." Harry grimaced. Sirius shook his head, chuckling
    lightly.

    

    It was still pretty early when Harry and Hermione's portkey landed them right in
    front of the wrought iron gates of Hogwarts. Harry helped Hermione to her feet and
    she smiled softly in thanks for his help. They were rather quiet as they walked up to
    the castle, with Hermione yawning a lot. She had thought they would be heading back
    to school a bit later, so it was a surprise when Harry had awoken her at near five in
    the morning.

    She had been dreaming about Harry at the time, and was a bit shocked and
    embarrassed when he was the one shaking her awake. At first she thought she was still
    dreaming, but then Harry had walked away instead of leaning in and…

    She was having trouble looking at him after that, afraid he might know what she
    had been dreaming about. She was quick to rationalize it away as Harry had been very
    nice and she felt good around him, plus all the rubbish Sirius had told her regarding
    the importance of Harry finding love. What nonsense. Hermione found it rather
    distressing how people could rationalize the mistakes they made in the name of the
    greater good, or whatever other beliefs they held onto.

    They arrived at the Gryffindor Common Room, and Harry told her that he would meet
    her back there in ten minutes so they could get breakfast together. Hermione nodded,
    and went to change and prepare for classes.

    Harry opened the door to the sixth year boy's dorm and found Neville just getting
    out of bed. The Gryffindor perked up at the sight of his friend, and gave a welcoming
    wave, which Harry acknowledged with a nod.

    "Am I correct in assuming you haven't kept up on your calisthenics?" Harry asked
    with a rather pointed look. To Neville's credit, he didn't even try to deny it. He
    merely shrugged his shoulders. Harry shook his head sadly.

    "I won't be going easy on you anymore." He warned.

    "It's been easy till now?" Neville looked horrified.

    "Oi, Can you two keep it down? The humans are trying to sleep." Seamus snarled
    from behind his bed curtains.

    "Get dressed." Harry said to Neville, and went to change his own clothes. A few
    minutes later, the two boys were in the Common Room waiting for Hermione.

    "So where have you been?" Neville asked without preamble. "Hermione was really
    worried, and then she disappeared. We've all been a bit worried."

    "We?" Harry quirked an eyebrow.

    "Me, and Lavender mostly." Neville shrugged. "But other people have been asking
    about you. Ginny Weasley, Katie Bell, Romilda Vane, Susan Bones, Almost every girl in
    Ravenclaw. They've all been asking me, like I was your press agent or something."

    "Hermione's fine. She's upstairs changing right now. As for where I was, I can't
    say much other than I was called away, and it's likely not going to be the last
    time." Harry said, looking towards the stairs to the girl's dorm.

    "Were you two together?" Neville asked. Harry gave a single nod, and Neville began
    to grin. "Really?"

    "Yes." Harry gave a sideways glance to Neville.

    "Anything happen?" Neville probed.

    "We saw two movies, and Hermione ran an obstacle course. She bought clothes, and
    we ate at a few restaurants. She also taught me how to play gin rummy. I'm not very
    good."

    "Oh." Neville replied, not sure what else he could say to that. "Did anything else
    happen?"

    Harry turned to Neville with questioning eyes, making Neville take an unconscious
    step back. Neville felt a slight bit of trepidation under Harry's gaze, but his
    curiosity over what his friends had been up to in their absence was almost
    overwhelming.

    "She met my guardians." Harry replied.

    Neville realized that either Harry didn't understand what he was asking, or, more
    likely, nothing significant happened between Harry and Hermione. Neville wasn't sure
    why, but he felt sad for his two new friends. Neville was sure that they would be a
    great couple.

    "Sorry." Hermione said as she rushed down the stairs, looking a bit red in the
    face.

    "Lavender woke up when I went into the dorm, and she was rather insistent about
    asking me where I was. Good morning Neville."

    "Hey Hermione, you look different."

    Hermione looked between Harry and Neville in confusion.

    "How do you mean?" She asked.

    "I don't know. It looks like you're almost relaxed. Like you're not waiting for
    something bad to happen." Neville tried to explain.

    "Oh." She said, looking back to Harry who was now looking at her critically as if
    he was trying to see what Neville was saying. "Well, I'm hungry, so can we go to
    breakfast?"

    Hermione led the two boys down to the Great Hall, and fielded questions from
    Neville who was curious about where she had gone, and what had happened. He got a
    kick out of hearing how Harry had convinced her to attempt his obstacle course and
    how badly she had done. He also enjoyed Harry's surprisingly exciting retelling of
    the two movies he and Hermione had seen. Neville decided that during the Christmas
    Holiday he was going to go into Muggle London and see one of these muggle movies for
    himself.

    After about an hour the Great Hall began filling up. A lot of people said hello to
    Harry as they passed, many of them being girls who would blush and giggle if he
    turned to look at them, despite the fact he didn't respond.

    Ginny Weasley was one of those who felt the need to greet Harry. But unlike her
    counterparts, Ginny actually made herself welcome and sat down across from Harry.

    "When did you get back Harry?" The redhead asked, ignoring Harry's two friends who
    were giving each other pointed looks.

    "This morning." He said flatly, not looking at her. He had learned that most
    people would eventually leave him alone if he didn't make eye contact, or show any
    interest. He found that Ginny made Harry decidedly uncomfortable. It wasn't any one
    thing in particular. She had been making her presence known more and more. Harry had
    actually been thankful to be pulled from school, just to avoid her, as she was
    becoming quite the nuisance.

    "Well, we all missed you. We thought something horrible had happened to you."
    Ginny remarked as she took some fruit and toast. "I hope you don't plan on leaving
    again anytime soon. The first Quidditch match of the season is coming up next
    Saturday. Gryffindor versus Slytherin. I was really hoping you were coming to
    watch."

    "It was my intention. As I understand it, it's good to support one's house team.
    Why would you think I wouldn't do my duty? "Harry asked rather curious.

    "No real reason." Ginny replied, though her cheeks were reddening. "Just hoping
    you'll be there to cheer me…er, us along." Ginny said. Neville snorted, and Hermione
    coughed. Harry looked at the two people he considered friends, but neither of them
    remarked.

    "So where were you anyway?" Ginny asked, changing topics.

    "Away." Harry replied.

    "Yeah, I know, but where?" Ginny asked.

    "He can't tell you." Hermione sighed. Ginny turned to the older girl with thinly
    veiled irritation.

    "I didn't ask you." Ginny said evenly. She was practically glaring at the older
    girl who looked a bit exasperated at Ginny's behavior.

    "Ginny." Neville said quickly. "There's no need to be rude."

    "I wasn't" Ginny countered. "I asked Harry a question. Not Hermione."

    "And Harry answered you." Neville pointed out.

    "No he didn't." Ginny shook her head. "He just said that he was away."

    "And did it occur to you that he said that because he didn't want to tell you
    where he was?" Hermione asked. "Or that maybe he couldn't tell you?"

    "Excuse me, but I believe that he can speak for himself." Ginny scowled. "I don't
    think he needs anyone else talking for him."

    "I was away." Harry said, his own irritation beginning to seep into his tone.

    Hermione was suddenly reminded of how Harry had sounded that very first day on the
    train when Draco Malfoy had awoken him, and shivered slightly. She hoped that Harry
    wouldn't banish Ginny across the Great Hall. Though, Hermione did think it might
    serve the red head right for getting all bitchy.

    Ginny looked at Harry now and found him looking quite perturbed. Ginny wisely
    thought it best if she dropped the subject altogether. Neville had to smirk at the
    redhead's predicament. It was clear to anyone who took the time to really observe
    Harry that he was at least attracted to Hermione, and no other girls in the school
    interested him. Actually, it was really Lavender who'd made him realize it, but, the
    blonde wasn't wrong.

    "Hey Neville."

    "Hey!" Neville smile widely as he turned around to see who was addressing him.

    Two girls were standing behind him both wearing Hufflepuff robes. One, a blonde
    girl with bright blue eyes, full pink lips and a classic hourglass figure was smiling
    expectantly at him. Neville got to his feet and gave her a chaste kiss on the corner
    of her mouth by way of greeting.

    The second girl's figure was similar but her bust line was much more pronounced.
    She had shimmering long red hair, much nicer than Ginny's and vibrant brown eyes,
    with a smattering of freckles across her nose. She was very fare skinned, and was
    smiling and fidgeting nervously.

    "I was wondering if you wanted to join me for breakfast? I mean, if you're not…"
    The blonde began. She then made a rather suggestive look to the redhead at her side
    before looking at Harry pointedly.

    "Oh, right. Yeah. Sorry." Neville stammered and then turned to Harry and Hermione.
    "Harry, Hermione, Ginny this is my girlfriend, Hannah Abbott, and this is Susan
    Bones. Susan, Hannah, Harry Potter, Hermione Granger, and Ginny Weasley."

    Hermione gave a weak smile, and then turned back to her breakfast plate where she
    just pushed the remainder of her breakfast around. This was what she had been
    dreading for a while now. Harry being introduced to the pretty girls, and said girls
    charming their way into his heart and stealing him away. Not that he was her
    possession or anything.

    "Confound it all." She thought angrily. "He's just your friend."

    "Bones?' Harry looked at the redhead. "Any relation to Amelia Bones?"

    "She's my aunt." Susan nodded.

    "A fine witch." Harry nodded. "Really good dueler."

    Susan frowned a bit as Harry turned back to his breakfast. Hannah shrugged, and
    Neville just smiled nervously.

    "So, if you're still hungry, would you like to join us?" Hannah asked, figuring it
    would be best to get out of this awkwardness.

    "Yeah, I'd like that." Neville said. "I'll see you guys in class."

    "It was nice to meet you." Susan said lamely before she, Hannah and Neville headed
    for the Hufflepuff table.

    "I think Susan likes you." Hermione said. Ginny glowered at the back of the
    retreating redhead.

    "That's good I suppose." Harry said offhandedly. "I am supposed to be making
    friends."

    "I think the bint wants to be more than friends." Ginny muttered sourly. "Likely
    she wants to get her slimy mitts on you. She probably wants to get you alone in some
    broom cupboard so she can get you to do unspeakable things to her fat arse."

    Harry looked up at this, clearly not understanding why the redhead sounded so
    bitter. Much less what she had said.

    Hermione however got the horrible innuendo, and grimaced. At least Ginny hadn't
    been as blatant and disgusting as that Moody person, or Tonks. Hermione felt certain
    Harry didn't need that sort of thing here at school.

    She then began to wonder just exactly what it was Harry was supposed to learn
    about love. If it was just the physical aspect, he could learn that from any number
    of willing girls. But, if it were the deeper, more emotional part, Hermione wasn't so
    sure that sending Harry to Hogwarts was the correct course of action.

    "She's such a slag." Ginny said, still glaring at Susan from across the Great
    Hall. Harry looked to Hermione for clarification on the term, but the brunette just
    rolled her eyes. Harry figured that it was probably not something to be terribly
    concerned about at the moment.

    "You know, I'd avoid her if I were you Harry." Ginny said rather conspiratorially.
    "I don't think you want her reputation rubbing off on you."

    "Susan's actually really…" Hermione began but was cut off by a familiar and very
    unwelcome drawl.

    "Well, I thought the castle smelled differently this morning. Really… septic."
    Draco Malfoy said with a sneer. He was surrounded once again by his entourage of
    goons, who were all chuckling stupidly. Hermione stiffened, but kept her eyes on her
    plate.

    "We hadn't seen you these past few days Pudding Pants; I thought for sure you'd
    been flushed at last."

    Hermione's eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as her face turned a very
    bright cherry red at the horrid nickname she had been burdened with all of second
    year after a really horrible and disgusting prank. Ginny looked torn between being
    offended, and bursting out with laughter.

    Harry on the other hand appeared to be getting annoyed. He looked to Malfoy with a
    warning glare, but the Slytherin prince kept on laughing with his friends at
    Hermione's expense. He noticed Harry looking at him and leaned forward a bit, as if
    to share some fabulous secret with him.

    "Hasn't our dear Pudding Pants told you any of her wild and crazy stories? Why,
    she's nearly a celebrity. We're always eager with anticipation to see how she's going
    to wow us next." Draco smirked as he glanced at Hermione, who was shuffling in her
    seat. He could see the telltale sign that she was fighting not to cry.

    "Like the time she showed everyone in Potions class her rather unfortunate
    knickers." Draco continued.

    "Oh yeah!" Theodore Nott cackled. "Those huge things with the flowers on them. Oh
    how sweet, Grandma!"

    "What about the time she did that impression of a frog when she messed up her
    transfiguration and she caught flies with her tongue and ate them." Millicent
    Bulstrode guffawed.

    "My favorite was when she farted and it burned right through her knickers, tights
    and her skirt." Pansy howled. "A truly classic moment for our dear old Pudding
    Pants."

    "Don't forget how she regurgitated slugs onto Professor Snape's Robes." Crabbe
    guffawed, clutching his side. "He gave her detention for a month!"

    "No, wait.' Millicent snorted, waving her hand in front of her face. "Are you guys
    forgetting about when Pudding Pants here transformed herself into that weird cat
    creature thing in front of everyone."

    "That wasn't as funny as when she engorged herself." Goyle reminded the
    group."

    Remember, in third year? I've never seen anything so fat and disgusting. And do
    you remember the smell?"

    "Certainly fine, fine moments." Draco agreed.

    "You guys are real jerks." Ginny said rather lamely.

    "Please Weasley.' Draco rolled his eyes. "You enjoyed her shows just as much as
    the rest of us."

    Hermione grabbed her bag and sprinted out of the Great Hall, pushing through the
    group of Slytherins who asked her to repeat some of their favorite performances. If
    Harry guessed right, they were referring to pranks she had been subjected to. Harry
    clenched his fist, and looked at Malfoy as he got to his feet. The two boys were the
    same height, but Harry was much more intimidating, and Draco found himself stepping
    back to put some distance between them.

    "Malfoy, I'm going to give you an opportunity to apologize for every foul thing
    you've ever said or done to my friend."

    "Like that's going to happen." Crabbe snorted. The other Slytherins were leaning
    on each other to keep from falling over with laughter.

    "Tonight at dinner, you will stand up, and apologize to Hermione in front of the
    entire school." Harry continued unfazed by the Slytherins laughter.

    "And if I don't?" Malfoy challenged.

    "Then I will give you the unique honor of suffering every single humiliation she
    ever had to endure. Only, I will make it much worse. I will continue to do so until
    you do apologize, or you beg me, on your hands and knees to end your suffering. If
    you choose the later, I will ruin your life completely. And this goes for all of
    you."

    Harry looked each and every Slytherin in the eye so they all knew he meant them,
    before turning to look at Ginny as well. The redhead winced, but nodded.

    "I'm not afraid of you Potter." Draco replied, puffing up his chest. The other
    Slytherins all agreed, trying to look menacing.

    "You should be." Harry replied. He leaned in close to Draco so that only he could
    hear. "Your father was."

    Harry didn't wait for a response. He turned on his heel and left the Great Hall,
    and an enraged Draco Malfoy behind. He never saw both Crabbe and Goyle holding the
    blond Slytherin back, and Pansy stepping in his way to prevent him from hexing him in
    the back.

    Harry had given them a chance to repent for all they had done to Hermione. If they
    chose not to heed his warning, they would be made to suffer as she had had to do all
    these years. Perhaps if they knew what it felt like, they might change their
    behavior.

    Now however, He had only one thought on his mind. To find Hermione and see that
    she was alright. Unfortunately, he had no idea where she had run off to. She didn't
    show up for Herbology that morning, nor was she in Transfiguration. She didn't appear
    at lunch either. No one seemed to know where she was, and that made Harry worry. He
    hated the idea of his friend feeling bad. He wasn't sure what he could say or do to
    make her feel better; he just knew that he wanted to try.

    She finally showed up at Potions that afternoon, but she refused to speak to
    anyone, including Harry. Harry, to his credit, didn't push her, but simply tried to
    express with a look that it was all okay.

    When potions class was finished, Harry packed up his things, and sat to wait for
    his friend, who was moving very slowly. It was clear that she was waiting for
    everyone to leave, and when they were all gone, she gave a weary sigh. Harry thought
    she might have wanted him to leave as well, but as Sirius had told him most of his
    life, never leave your partner behind. While Hermione wasn't his partner per se, she
    was a friend, and Harry felt that the saying applied here.

    "Are you alright?" Harry finally asked.

    Hermione shook her head. Harry could see she was trying to maintain her blasé
    appearance, and was losing. He saw a tear fall and she wiped at it angrily.

    "I take it you were being vague before when you told me things had been tough for
    you here." He said. Hermione gave him a withering look, but realized he would be
    unaffected by it.

    "Would you like to tell me about it now?" He asked.

    "Why?" Hermione said, throwing her books and her potion supplies into her bag. "It
    won't change anything."

    "No. It won't." Harry nodded. "But, it's my understanding that sometimes, talking
    about things that bother us is helpful."

    Hermione gave him a rather disbelieving look. Harry shrugged.

    "If you don't want to, you don't have to. I won't make you."

    "I know." She said softly, all the fight leaving her. He shoulders sagged, and her
    head fell forward. She gathered up her bag and headed for the door with Harry at her
    side. "It's embarrassing, and I- I really didn't want you to hear any of those
    stories. I liked that you never knew about all the names, or the reason for those
    names. You were my friend, and you actually liked me."

    "I'm still your friend, Hermione." Harry said adamantly. "That won't change
    because some really simple minded people call you a few names."

    "It w-wasn't just names." Hermione shuddered, still fighting her tears. Harry
    reached up and placed a hand on her shoulder. The simple gesture surprised her, and
    she lost her battle against her tears. She began to cry again, and Harry guided her
    into the next open classroom before shutting the door. There she broke down
    completely and clung tightly to Harry as five years' worth of loneliness and
    humiliation and pain came out all at once.

    The two teenagers sank to the floor, Harry trying to keep Hermione from hurting
    herself as her legs gave out from under her. She clung tightly to the front of his
    robes as she sobbed into his chest. Harry wasn't really sure what he should do as
    he'd never had to offer comfort to anyone.

    Yet somehow, instinct took hold, and he wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and
    held her lightly as she cried. He offered no words, only the protection of his arms
    around her, holding her, and signaling that her pain was now at an end.

    After ten minutes or so, Hermione began to regain control over herself, and she
    then told Harry about everything. Every prank she'd been the victim of, and who she
    believed to be behind it. She told him how none of the teachers could ever catch the
    culprits because, especially in the case of Draco and the Slytherins, they were good
    at covering their tracks. She told him how her trust in authority figures was
    shattered by the end of her first year, and by the end of second year, she kept
    thinking about ending her life.

    She next revealed how McGonagall had taken her under her wing, and had become a
    confidant. How it was the Transfiguration teacher who'd spent so much effort in
    showing Hermione that she was special and that she was going to be truly great, if
    she wished to be, and that one day, things would change.

    "And then I got on the train in September, and there you were." Hermione finished.
    She was now sitting up next to him, her head resting on his shoulder, her arm hooked
    around his. He had remained silent throughout her confession, simply listening, and
    being a sounding board for her to vent all those years of pent up frustration.

    "Thank you." She said, turning to look him in the eye now. "Thank you for being my
    friend, Harry."

    "You never have to thank me for that." Harry said with the barest hint of a smile.
    "But, I wish to thank you for being my friend as well."

    Hermione smiled brightly, though her eyes were still watery. "You'll never have to
    thank me for that." she mimicked him, making him give her a genuine smile that made
    her stomach flip, and her heart skip a beat.

    "It's getting close to dinner." Harry said with a glance at his watch.

    "I don't want to go." Hermione shivered. "I think I just want to go to bed and try
    and forget…"

    "I think you should come to dinner." Harry said, cutting her off as he got to his
    feet and helped her up. "I think it may be important. Besides, you barely ate at
    breakfast and you skipped lunch. That's not good for you. You need to eat."

    "What's going on?" Hermione asked suspiciously.

    "Harry merely gave a smile, and opened the door, leading her out. She tried asking
    him twice more what was going on, but he would say nothing. He merely led her into
    the Great Hall. And took his customary seat. She sat down across from him, and a
    little while later, Neville and his girlfriend sat down with them.

    It wasn't long before the Great Hall was packed to bursting as students sat down
    to the evening meal. It was quite loud with everyone conversing about the day's
    events and the latest bits of gossip. Harry was watching the Slytherin table very
    closely. Hermione wanted to know why, but she was too afraid to look, thinking she'd
    see Malfoy doing some disgusting pantomime or something vulgar.

    "Hermione?"

    The brunette turned to find Ginny Weasley standing next to her, looking sullen,
    and remorseful.

    "Hermione, I wish to apologize to you for every cruel word I've said to you over
    the years. I was cruel, and immature, and foolish, and you deserve better. I know
    that no words can make up for four years of cruelty, but I hope that at least it's a
    step to making things right."

    Hermione could only stare agape at what she had just heard. She turned to look at
    Harry, who had his head bent forward, focusing on his meal; though she was sure she
    could see the corners of his mouth turned up in a smile. Hermione turned back to
    Ginny, who was waiting impatiently for a response. Hermione could only squeak, so she
    decided on nodding her acceptance. Ginny smiled, and walked away to join her
    friends.

    "What was that all about?" Neville asked, clearly perplexed by what he had just
    witnessed.

    "What did you do, Harry?" Hermione asked rather accusingly.

    "I made her an offer to rectify her mistakes." Harry said simply. "Her, and a few
    others, who have yet to take me up on my offer."

    "Offer?" Hannah asked, looking with bewilderment down to where Ginny was. "What
    kind of offer?"

    "Repent, or suffer." Harry said simply. He refused to say anymore on the matter
    after that, and Hermione wondered what Harry had done, and wasn't sure if she wanted
    to know. Although, a dark part of her mind really couldn't wait to see what happened
    next and to whom.

    

    When Hermione came down to the Common Room to meet Harry and Neville for
    breakfast, she found to her surprise they were already there waiting for her, both
    with rather sinister smiles on their faces. Well, Harry's more so than Neville's.
    When asked why they looked so devious, all Harry would say was that he spoke to his
    godfather the previous evening for a bit of advice.

    When they got to the Gryffindor table, Harry asked Hermione to sit next to him.
    She thought it odd, but complied, and sat between Harry and Neville, who filled the
    breakfast plates and began to eat.

    Anticipation began to grow within Hermione as she realized she had been given a
    prime seat for whatever Harry had done. Neville was practically bouncing in his
    seat.

    Soon students began arriving for the morning meal, and Neville looked absolutely
    predatory. Hermione figured out pretty quickly that whatever Harry had done, Neville
    had been involved. Hannah came and joined her boyfriend for breakfast, and Neville
    whispered something to her which made her eyes light up.

    Harry sat up a bit straighter as Draco Malfoy led his group of Slytherin
    sycophants into the Great Hall and sat down to eat. Hermione noted that Harry stopped
    eating, and actually folded his hands on the table. His eyes were narrowed slightly
    as Draco sat down and poured himself some tea. Neville began snickering, and Hermione
    felt her stomach knot up.

    For fifteen minutes, nothing happened. Hermione kept looking to Harry hoping that
    he would give her some hint as to what was coming. He just sat there, staring at the
    Slytherin Table, waiting.

    And then it began.

    At first, it was nothing. Hermione saw a few of the Slytherins in Draco's group
    turn red, while others snickered. Draco waved his hand in front of his face and said
    something angrily to Crabbe. And then it got really bad. There was a loud trumpeting
    sound, followed by a thick splashing sound.

    "OH MY GOD MILLIE!" Tracey Davis shrieked as she leapt from the seat next to the
    rather large Slytherin girl. "THAT'S DISGUSTING!"

    There were more protests and disgusted shouts as Millicent Bulstrode got up from
    her seat, looking horrified as she ran from the Great Hall. Hermione didn't get a
    chance to see why because there were more shrieks and loud groans of repugnance as
    more of Draco's group began getting up and running from the Great Hall.

    The reasons became clear to Hermione when she saw Pansy Parkinson as the Slytherin
    princess tried sprinting away while at the same time trying to clench her bottom.
    Pansy looked truly mortified as she had very clearly lost control of her bowels.

    "You didn't!" Hermione looked to Harry who simply chuckled.

    "He asked the house elves to put it in their goblets." Neville was slamming his
    fists on the table and crying with laughter. Hannah was wiping at her eyes and trying
    hard to catch her breath.

    "Oh Harry, that's so…" Hermione started

    "Fitting?" Harry asked looking somewhat proud of himself.

    "Well yes, but still, you really shouldn't have done it. You're going to be in so
    much trouble." Hermione worried.

    "They have to be able to prove I was behind it." Harry replied.

    "Wait a minute, why is Draco's still sitting there? Didn't you do whatever it was
    to him as well?" Hermione started when another voice rang out, silencing all the
    laughter.

    POTTER!"

    Harry, Hermione, Hannah and Neville all turned to see a very furious Professor
    Snape striding towards them. Hermione saw Professor McGonagall getting up from her
    seat as well, though she didn't look nearly as angry. In fact, Hermione thought she
    was fighting a smile.

    "Yes, Professor?" Harry said, getting to his feet, and standing at attention.
    Hermione was sure she'd never get used to the way he did that when a teacher would
    address him.

    "What did you do to my students?" Snape demanded.

    "I am unclear on your meaning sir." Harry replied. "I have not interacted with any
    of the Slytherin students since yesterday afternoon in potions."

    "So it was a potion then." Snape scowled. "Well then, I think that's two months
    detention and fifty points for each student you subjected to whatever foul concoction
    you…"

    "Excuse me sir, but what proof do you have that I was in anyway involved?" Harry
    countered, making Snape gape.

    "Don't play games with me, Potter, I am very aware of whom your father was and
    I…"

    "I am aware of your relationship with my father sir." Harry said, cutting off the
    Defense teacher's tirade. "But that has nothing to do with the matter at hand. I once
    again ask you, what proof do you have that I was in any way involved with what
    happened to those poor misfortunate souls whom just left?"

    "Mister Potter has a point, professor." McGonagall said as she finally came close
    enough to interject. "From where I was sitting, I saw nothing that would indicate
    Mister Potter had anything to do with what we just witnessed. I dare say someone
    would have to be much closer to administer such a spell."

    "Potter said it was a potion." Snape snarled.

    "I said no such thing, sir." Harry reminded the man. "I said that I had not
    interacted with any Slytherin student since yesterday afternoon during potions. If
    you would like the specifics of that interaction, I could tell you."

    "I will not tolerate your cheek, boy!" Snape roared.

    "It was not cheek, sir, but an offer to…"

    "ENOUGH!" Snape hollered, bringing silence to the Great Hall once again. Not that
    it had been terribly noisy since Snape had called out Harry's name. "I will not
    tolerate any form of maliciousness on my students."

    "And what of the other students, sir?" Harry asked, looking pointedly at the Head
    of Slytherin House. "Will you allow a Ravenclaw, or a Hufflepuff to be humiliated or
    possibly injured?"

    McGonagall folded her arms, and looked expectantly at Snape, eager to hear his
    response. The Defense Teacher looked like he was about to explode.

    "Or a Gryffindor, sir?" Harry continued. "I thought it was the duty of the
    teachers to protect all students, regardless of house."

    "It is indeed."

    Everyone turned to see Dumbledore standing there, looking quite proudly at
    Harry.

    "A teacher's duty is to see that each and every student in this school is safe,
    and that no one is singled out or bullied by those who might believe themselves
    superior."

    Snape withered a bit, though he was still glaring daggers at Harry who was
    unaffected by his ire.

    "Favoritism of one's house is sometimes hard to avoid, but, we must remember that
    each student is equal to every other, despite which house they were sorted into. We
    are all, after all, human, are we not Severus?"

    Snape clearly realized that things were not going to go his way, especially
    without any sort of proof. He straightened himself up, and with a rather cold sneer
    told Harry and his friends that they had better not be late for class.

    "Ten points to Gryffindor for that welcome reminder of our responsibilities as
    teachers." Dumbledore smiled at Harry.

    "Professor Snape's punishment will not stand. No detentions or points lost."
    McGonagall smiled and nodded to Hermione and Harry. She turned and headed back to the
    head table. Dumbledore leaned forward and whispered to Harry loud enough that
    Hermione could hear.

    "I hope in the future, you do at least attempt to make less of a mess. It would
    not do to put people off their meals too often."

    Harry nodded, and Hermione just sat there gaping at Harry and the Headmaster.

    Hermione learned why Draco had been unaffected at breakfast during Defense Against
    The Dark Arts. Snape had them all practicing spells silently in pairs. Hermione was
    working with Lavender, taking it in turns to cast whatever spells they could, while
    their partner tried to shield themselves.

    As it was very quiet, with everyone trying to cast silently, there was no
    mistaking the triumphant trumpeting sound. All eyes turned to stare incredulously at
    Draco Malfoy, who had turned beet red. The Slytherin Prince turned to glare directly
    at Harry, who was focusing on Seamus, who was trying to body bind Harry. Hermione
    knew he was ignoring what was getting ready to take place in an attempt not to
    further enrage Snape.

    Draco doubled over, holding his stomach as another, louder and more musical sound
    erupted from the blonde's rear end echoed through the class room. No one could hold
    in their mirth any longer. Everyone began sniggering, much to Snape's displeasure.
    Hermione thought the Defense teacher was about to start handing out detentions when
    Draco's posterior gave another loud trumpet, and the erupted in what could only be
    described as explosive diarrhea. The wall behind Draco was coated in a filthy and
    very gloopy new paint job.

    The reaction from the rest of the class was mixed between humorous disgust, and
    comedic empathy. Snape roared at the class to be silent as he grabbed onto Draco's
    shoulder to guide him out of class, vanishing Draco's wall leavings as he passed.

    But it only got worse as Draco bent again, holding his stomach and another
    eruption coated the front of Professor Snape's clothing.

    Hermione covered her mouth in abject horror as the entire class finally fell
    silent, waiting for Snape to unleash hell.

    Snape simply waved his wand to clean himself, and shoved Malfoy out of the
    classroom, and towards the hospital wing. The sniggers resumed when they heard
    another musical note from Draco's posterior echo down the hall.

    Hermione turned to find Harry standing next to Dean, Neville and Parvati all
    staring at the door. She caught his eye and he gave her a little nod that spoke
    volumes. He had had enough of her being terrorized and humiliated, and he was not
    going to let it happen anymore.

    In that moment, Hermione Granger decided that the fates had simply decided they
    had punished her enough. They had sent her a guardian angel.
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    How Exactly Does One Party Down

    The new Minister of Magic paced back and forth behind his desk looking remarkably
    like a caged lion. Rufus Scrimgeour had been the Minister for roughly four months
    after being voted in immediately after Cornelius Fudge had been shown the door. It
    appeared that the government, and the public didn't seem to appreciate being lied to
    about something as important as the most feared wizard in all of history returning
    from the dead.

    Currently the new Minister was glaring at the three people sitting in front of him
    at the moment, all of whom looked hardly bothered by his growing anger. The Minister
    could not understand how they could refuse him this one simple request. Their country
    needed their help, and they were adamantly refusing.

    "Why can't you see how this will benefit us?' Rufus Scrimgeour asked, failing to
    keep the contempt from his tone. "Why do you insist on keeping the boy hidden away
    from me? From the public?"

    "Because he is a person, not some trophy to be paraded about." Dumbledore said.
    "He is a sixteen year old boy."

    "A sixteen year old boy who fought fully qualified Death Eaters in this very
    building almost six months ago. A sixteen year old boy who is the savior of our
    world, Albus. My god you just got finished telling me that he is better trained than
    most hit-wizards, and you have him in school? He should be out there! Helping us hunt
    down and capture Death Eaters!" Scrimgeour bellowed.

    "Capturing them does little good." Amelia Bones said, crossing her legs, and
    smoothing her robes. "You know as well as I do Rufus that none of them will reveal
    anything to us. And we don't have the manpower to protect and guard the Azkaban now
    that the Dementors have sided with You-Know-Who. The Aurors need the ability to put
    the Death Eaters down permanently."

    "Harry deserves the chance to be a kid." Sirius said firmly, staring at the
    Minister. "We swore to protect him, and do what's in his best interest. Right now,
    that means having him attend Hogwarts, not be the Ministry's poster boy. We've talked
    about this before, and while you're wasting time trying to get a chance to brainwash
    my godson, innocent people are being slaughtered and..."

    "Sirius, that's enough." Albus said warningly. Sirius merely continued to glare at
    the Minister.

    "I should have you all arrested for treason." Scrimgeour muttered. "Forming your
    own private army… Forgive me if I wonder about your true intentions. How do I know
    you aren't panning to overthrow the government for yourselves?"

    "Because I have been offered the post of Minister no less than five times, Rufus.
    Five times, and I have turned it down each and every time." Dumbledore reminded the
    irritated man. "I am very happy as Headmaster of Hogwarts. Sirius here has no
    interest in governing a country…"

    "If I had my way, I'd be on a beach with a bottle in one hand and a buxom blonde
    in the other." Sirius muttered. Amelia coughed something that sounded like Majorca,
    and Sirius smirked.

    "Does she have to be blonde?' Amelia asked with a bit of a lurid glance, making
    Sirius and Dumbledore snicker.

    "All we wish is to help end this conflict.' Dumbledore continued. "Had our
    government proved as effective as we all wished it to be, there would be no need for
    The Order to exist."

    "Why not let me at least speak to the boy. Allow him to hear me out and make up
    his own mind?" Scrimgeour tried.

    "Minister, I can tell you right now what he would say." Sirius remarked as he got
    to his feet. "He would ask you what the strategic benefit of his being seen walking
    in and out of the Ministry would be. When you told him that it would be to lift
    morale… He would shake his head and tell you that war isn't won based on the public's
    morale, but by the soldiers fighting it. So I will give you this bit of advice…"

    Sirius turned to Amelia who was standing up as well. "Focus on your soldiers, and
    give them what they need to fight this war. You do that, then the Auror can do what
    they need to do, and then, the public's morale will take care of itself."

    "Do not tell me how to do my job, Black." Scrimgeour snarled. "I don't trust you
    Dumbledore. You're much too secretive. Keeping the boy hidden away all this time.
    Training him to be your soldier. Building your 'militia'. It stinks of conspiracy. I
    swear you're conspiring to appear to help me to put yourself in place to topple this
    administration!"

    "You're starting to sound as paranoid as Fudge." Sirius smirked. "You remember
    what happened to him?"

    "We're not against you, Rufus." Amelia stated. "And we are working within the law.
    We just gave you six months worth of intelligence to prove to you that we're on your
    side. And all you can think about is getting a boy in your pocket? What happened to
    you Rufus?"

    The minister glared hard at his former boss and punched his desk in anger.

    "How do I even know this rubbish is real?" Scrimgeour motioned with his head to
    the large folder Dumbledore had presented at the start of their meeting. "How do I
    know this is not a load of claptrap to keep me distracted so you lot can swoop in and
    play the heroes?"

    "Oh for the love of Merlin's Balls." Sirius rolled his eyes.

    "Have it checked out for yourself." Dumbledore smiled politely.

    "Be careful Rufus.' Amelia warned. "If you start make enemies of your allies, you
    may find yourself alone when you truly need help. In all the years we've known each
    other, have I ever given you reason to doubt me?"

    "Minister," Dumbledore said respectfully as he got to his feet. "We are on your
    side in this war. We all want the same thing. Lord Voldemort's growing power at an
    end. Do not fall into the same traps as your predecessor. Do not allow those with
    their own agendas to influence your administration."

    "Isn't that exactly what you're doing right now?' Scrimgeour asked
    sarcastically.

    "Hardly." Dumbledore replied. "Were that the case, we would not have shared our
    knowledge with you." Dumbledore smiled as he bid the Minister a good day and led his
    compatriots out of the Minister's office.

    None of them spoke until they were in the lift, heading back to the atrium of the
    Ministry.

    "He's not going to drop it.' Amelia warned. "The Wizengamot is pressuring him to
    do more, while those same pure blood bigots are keeping his hands tied."

    "He needs to step up and just give sign the orders and let the Aurors off their
    leashes." Sirius growled.

    "We have other more important things on which to worry. We will deal with the
    Minister if and when the time comes. I still agree with you Amelia, we cannot fight
    this war alone." Dumbledore sighed.

    "I'm still not convinced giving him all of our intelligence was wise.' Sirius said
    flatly. "We know Voldemort has spies within the Ministry. When he finds out what we
    know, he'll change his tactics, and we'll be completely in the dark again."

    "You are likely correct on this. However, while he is changing his plans, his
    attention will be distracted, which will give us an advantage to carry out our own
    plans." Dumbledore reminded the younger man.

    "Classic distraction." Amelia nodded. "What do we do next?"

    "May I suggest convincing young Sirius of the benefits of older brunettes over
    younger blondes?" Dumbledore said with laughter in his voice. Both Amelia and Sirius
    laughed along with him as the exited the lift.

    "Seriously Albus," Amelia asked when she regained control of herself. "What is it
    you're waiting for? Why not take the fight to the Death Eaters?"

    "Amelia, we are not yet ready. We still have loose ends to tie up before we go on
    the offensive. And more importantly, Harry is not yet ready for the final
    confrontation. But… he is progressing."

    Sirius smiled softly to himself as he thought of his godson who was likely
    preparing to watch his first Quidditch match, hopefully with the fetching Miss
    Granger at his side. If the victory celebrations were anything like what they were
    when he was in school, perhaps Harry would finally be learning all about how
    rewarding dating could be.

    

    The excitement throughout the Great Hall was palpable. Today, was the first match
    of the Quidditch season with last year's champions, Slytherin, facing off against
    Gryffindor. The week leading up to today's match had been chalk full of it's usual
    taunts and attempts of sabotage. This year it seemed as thought the rivalry had
    reached a new level all together.

    Katie Bell, Captain of the Gryffindor team had been escorted nearly everywhere she
    went by her fellow Seventh years, while Ron Weasley, the team's keeper, was
    constantly flanked by Dean Thomas and Seamus Finnegan.

    Harry was actually surprised to find so many people feasting in the Great Hall so
    early on a Saturday morning. He, Neville and Hermione had only just sat down, when
    the Slytherin Quidditch team entered the Great Hall. Soon after, there started a
    trickle of anxious and excited students hurrying to eat, so that they could get a
    good seat for the match.

    Harry sat across from Hermione as he normally did, but was terribly distracted as
    he observed his housemates offering their well wishes to the Gryffindor team. The
    night before, Harry had found it strange that Katie Bell, the team's captain had
    order the team to bed so early. Ron Weasley, Dean Thomas, Ginny Weasley, Ritchie
    Coote, Jack Sloper, and Dennis Creevey had packed away whatever it was they had been
    doing, and gone to bed without complaint, and all of them had been at the Gryffindor
    table when Harry, Hermione and Neville had arrived for breakfast.

    Harry could see that the team appeared to be psyching themselves up in preparation
    for the match. Dennis Creevey was easily the most excited. The younger of the Creevey
    brothers was sitting between his brother, and a fellow third year girl who was
    laughing at the two. Harry could see hints of nervousness on the faces of the
    Gryffindor team with the exception of Dennis who looked ready to take on the
    world.

    "You would think he'd be throwing up or something." Neville said as he watched
    Dennis. "It's his first match after all. You remember Ron's first match?"

    Hermione smiled as she nodded in response to Neville. "I didn't think anyone could
    vomit that much."

    "Well, look at how much he eats." Neville chuckled.

    "I think it's cute how excited Dennis is." Hermione shrugged. "I heard Dean
    telling Seamus that he's a really instinctual flyer. Katie is really happy with how
    well he's done in practice."

    "It probably helps that he's on a Nimbus two-thousand five." Neville shrugged.
    "It's the second best broom on the market behind the Firebolt. Colin said their
    parents were really happy that Dennis made the team, and got him everything he
    needed, even a really good broom."

    Harry watched Dennis a bit longer before turning to Hermione, who was watching
    Dennis with a soft smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

    "You don't appear to be as excited for today's game as everyone else." Harry
    noted.

    "Hermione's not really a Quidditch fan." Neville said. Hermione gave him a slight
    glare, and then nodded in agreement.

    "I think Quidditch promotes the already out of hand House rivalry." She said,
    shoving her empty breakfast plate away. "I support my house when they play, but I
    usually go study or something during the other matches. I saw every game in my first
    year, but lost interest after that."

    Harry noticed she kept glancing at the ceiling.

    "You expecting a letter?" He asked. She nodded.

    "It's been a week since I wrote to my parents, so I'm expecting a reply. They
    never take longer than a week, so it should be today hopefully."

    "Do you not want to go to the game today?" Harry asked, returning to the original
    topic. Hermione turned back to him and shook her head.

    "No, no. I do. You asked me to go watch it with you, and I said I would. I think
    it will be really interesting to watch it with you, seeing as you've never seen a
    game before." Hermione gave a bright smile and Neville laughed with her.

    "I still think you're going to be a rabid fan by the end." Neville smirked.

    Hermione smirked at Harry's indifference. She didn't think Harry would ever be as
    rabid a fan of Quidditch as Neville given that Harry had actually fought in life or
    death battles, and she was sure the adrenaline rush from that would be much more
    significant than from watching people chasing balls in the air. Hermione actually was
    certain Harry might end up falling asleep or something.

    Her eyes drifted to the ceiling again as the post owls began swooping in and
    delivering letters, packages and paper subscriptions. Hermione began to smile
    hopefully as she noticed a tawny owl circling down towards her. When it landed in
    front of her and offered its leg, Hermione felt her stomach tighten. She removed the
    letter, and pushed her goblet of pumpkin juice towards the owl, who took a few drinks
    before taking to the air once again.

    Hermione opened her letter and read, barely able to contain her smile of
    excitement when she reached the portion she'd been most anxious to hear back about.
    She read it through a second time, this time not bothering to hide her joy. When she
    was finished, she folded the letter and looked to Harry who was listening to Neville
    and Lavender, who had joined them within the last few minutes, explain about some of
    the traditions that he would likely be a part of during the match.

    "Harry? Did you still want to come to my house for the Christmas holiday?"
    Hermione asked, feeling nervous that he might have changed his mind. She saw Lavender
    perk up out of the corner of her eye at this, but ignore it for now.

    "I uh… I wrote to my parents to ask if it would be okay, and they actually said
    they'd be delighted if you came." Hermione shrugged. "So, if you still want to…"

    Both Lavender and Neville went silent and looked between their two friends, each
    on the edge of their seats waiting for Harry's answer.

    "I already informed Sirius that I would be accompanying you." Harry said flatly,
    finishing his toast.

    "Great." Hermione smiled shyly. Lavender grabbed her arm and squeezed mouthing her
    astonishment. Hermione wanted to laugh, but refrained for now. She could go to the
    girl's lavatory later and scream and jump up and down for joy later.

    "Oh my god, that reminds me!' Neville smacked his forehead and thankfully breaking
    the strange silence that had blanketed them all. "Would you two like to come to the
    Longbottom New year's party? My Gran hosts it every year, and it's usually a pretty
    good time. It'd be even better if I had some of my own friends there this year. You
    and Ron too, Lav."

    "I can't speak for Ron, but I would love to come." Lavender smiled brightly.

    "I'm sure my parents would let us go." Hermione nodded. "It sounds like it could
    be good."

    "What is the procedure for such an event?" Harry asked. Hermione and Lavender
    smirked, and Neville shook his head.

    "I'm sure Hermione will be able to walk you through it when the time comes,
    Harry." Lavender laughed. Harry simply stared at her with bewilderment as he so often
    did. It wasn't much later when the Great Hall began to empty as people began making
    their way towards the Pitch.

    "We should get going." Lavender said eagerly as she got to her feet. "I want a
    really good seat for this one."

    Hannah Abbott called out to Neville. She, and Susan Bones came running over to
    join their growing group as they walked out of the Great Hall.

    It was an overcast day, but the snow on the ground did wonders in making it seem a
    lot brighter. Hermione walked in front of Harry, with Lavender at her side, clutching
    her arm.

    "Did you really ask him to go to your house for Christmas?" She whispered
    frantically. Hermione nodded, still unable to believe that Harry was going to be
    meeting her parents. She hadn't dreamed of bringing a boy home since she was
    thirteen. She'd given up on such silly dreams a long time ago. People like Draco
    Malfoy, and Ronald Weasley made sure she believed she would be alone her whole
    life.

    Seems they were wrong.

    "I told you Hermione." Lavender gushed. "I told you there's something there."

    "And I've told you that we are just friends." Hermione protested.

    "Yeah, yeah." Lavender smiled, shaking her friend a bit. "But, this is a step in
    the right direction. Have you thought about what you might get him for
    Christmas?"

    Hermione smiled, and nodded, glancing as covertly as she could back to Harry who
    was listening to Neville, Hannah and Susan. She had no doubt he was still getting an
    earful of Quidditch talk.

    "Are you going to tell me?" Lavender asked.

    Hermione shook her head as she turned back. Lavender rolled her eyes but kept on
    smiling.

    The group, led by Hermione and Lavender climbed into the stands and found seats
    together that Parvati and her boyfriend Anthony Goldstein were saving for them.
    Neville, Hannah and Susan sat in the row below Harry, Hermione and Lavender.

    Hermione watched Harry get acclimated to his situation. He gave his typical scan
    of the area, likely looking for the best defendable positions, as the best escape
    route was to jump, and they were a good hundred feet up in the air.

    "You alright?" She asked, when he looked a bit troubled.

    "I feel a bit cornered is all." Harry replied. Hermione knew she had been right in
    her thinking.

    "Well, you're safe. I promise." Hermione smirked. Harry gave her a dubious
    look.

    "Welcome to the first Quidditch match of the year!" came the amplified voice of
    Justin Finch-Fletchley. Hannah and Susan screamed for their Housemate. Harry looked
    at Hermione questioningly, wondering if he should be cheering as well. Hermione gave
    a small shake of her head and Harry turned back to watch the field.

    "Today's match will pit last year's champions, Slytherin, against last year's
    runners up Gryffindor!" Finch-Fletchley continued. As he said this, seven boys dress
    in green and silver robes shot into the sky and did a high speed lap around the
    pitch, led by none other than Draco Malfoy.

    A few minutes later The Gryffindor team shot around the Pitch led by Katie Bell.
    After both teams were introduced by Finch-Fletchley, the all landed and the two
    captains met in the middle of the field with Madam Hooch, who went over the rules,
    and made the captains shake hands before blowing her whistle to signal the start of
    the match. Both teams took to the air, with the keepers heading for their respective
    goals. A second whistle, and the Bludgeors and the Snitch were released. Madam hooch
    then threw the Quaffle into the air, and the match began.

    Harry had been hearing about the game of Quidditch for months now. Well, longer
    really. Sirius was quite the fan, and always read the scores from the papers, usually
    upset when his Tornadoes lost.

    Quidditch seemed to be one of two things on the minds of just about every boy in
    Hogwarts. At least in Gryffindor, anyway. It was all they talked about when they
    weren't talking about girls. Harry really hadn't understood why it was such a big
    deal.

    Now, however, as he sat in the stands surrounded by hundreds of enthusiastic fans,
    it was easy to get sucked into it all. Now Harry felt as if he understood it a little
    better.

    Harry decided very quickly that watching Quidditch wasn't that bad. He was
    actually surprised at the immense amounts of strategy involved. He admired the way
    the chasers on each team worked together not only in trying to score against their
    opponents, but also in preventing their opponents from scoring against them. It was
    also rather awe inspiring in the way the Beaters working almost as if their shared
    one consciousness. Working in tandem to direct the bludgeors at whomever appeared the
    biggest threat.

    "I might have to tell Sirius to include some of these maneuvers in our broom
    fighting practices." Harry said to Hermione.

    "You fight on brooms as well?" She looked a little startled.

    "Of course." Harry said, turning to look at her. "You didn't really think wizards
    only fought with both feet on the ground, did you?"

    Hermione shook her head slowly, turning back to the match. "I guess I never really
    imagined it until you said it. I would think it would be much more difficult to duel
    in the air."

    Harry shrugged. "It's easier to avoid getting hit with a spell, that's for sure.
    It's also easier to die. If you get hit with something as simple as a stunner, you
    could fall off your broom and break every bone in your body. You could also try
    something as stupid as jumping onto an enemy's broom."

    "Tell me you haven't done that." Hermione said, looking incredulous, and
    frightened. Harry shook his head with a soft smile, something he'd started doing a
    lot more these days, she'd noted.

    "No." He said. "I've thought about it… but the risk was too high."

    "How about you just stop thinking of things like that." Hermione suggested. Harry
    chuckled and turned back to the game just in time to see Slytherin score their first
    goal against Gryffindor.

    "Don't worry, we'll get it back." Neville said to Hannah and the rest who'd
    groaned in defeat. "Katie's got the Quaffle."

    Katie Bell soared towards the Slytherin Goal hoops with two Slytherin Chasers
    behind her. A Bludgeor nearly took off her head, but she saw it, and managed to roll,
    avoiding it altogether. She passed to Ginny Weasley, who wasn't being watched very
    well, and the redhead shot off, avoiding an oncoming chaser, and two bludgeors before
    feinting left, and shooting to the right, tying the score at ten points a piece.

    With Ginny's score, every Gryffindor rose to their feet with joined hands raised
    in the air. They all chanted together "Well Done Gryffindor, Hear our Lion's
    Roar!"

    Hermione had pulled Harry up by the hand, and held it aloft in hers as she chanted
    along with her housemates. Harry noted that Hannah Abbott had stood with Neville and
    cheered along as well, even though she was not a Gryffindor.

    When the cheer was finished, they all sat down again, laughing, whistling and
    cheering. Hermione looked at Harry, her eyes bright, and her smile infectious. Harry
    had to smile in reply. He had actually rather enjoyed that though he had no idea
    why.

    Lavender was giggling next to her best friend Parvati after the chant, hoping her
    team scored again, because it was just such good fun to get up and show support for
    the team. She turned to say something to Hermione when she noticed something that
    made her stop and grin like the cat who caught the mouse. There, resting on Harry's
    thigh was Harry's hand, still joined with Hermione's. She glanced slyly at her new
    friend, who was watching the game intently, and Lavender wondered if she was aware
    she was still holding hands with Harry. She decided not to say anything at the
    moment. Hermione deserved a little bit of innocent hand holding after all. At least…
    for now.

    With every scarlet and gold score, the Lions would get to their feet, stomp and
    scream their cheers, all with joined hands to show they were united. And every time
    they took their seats again, Lavender would check, and smile to herself as Hermione's
    and Harry's hands remain joined.

    "Parvati, take a look." Lavender whispered after the fifth goal Gryffindor
    scored.

    Parvati leaned forward a bit, and glanced over to where Lavender had indicated,
    and her eyes bulged as she sat back.

    "I thought they weren't a couple." Parvati hissed. Lavender smiled giddily.

    "They aren't. But I think we're are seeing that they clearly want to be together."
    Lavender smiled. "She's going to try and play it off like she wasn't aware of it and
    all that. But I can see on her face. She knows what she's doing." Lavender fought to
    keep herself from giggling like a mad woman.

    ""Are we going to say anything?" Parvati asked, looking a bit anxious.

    "Not here, we're not." Lavender said warningly. "And not in front of anyone else.
    We'll wait until later, when it's just the three of us."

    Parvati smiled and nodded. Though she hadn't spent as much time with Hermione as
    Lavender had been, Parvati had striven to be a better person to Hermione, and was
    hoping just as Lavender that Hermione and Harry would start dating as she was certain
    Hermione needed someone like Harry as a boyfriend.

    Hermione was very aware that she was holding Harry's hand. In fact, one might say
    she was hyper aware of it. She hadn't meant to keep holding his hand after the first
    cheer. It had just sort of happened. Yet, she couldn't really find a good reason to
    take her hand back, and Harry didn't seem to mind holding it.

    It felt really nice. His hand was callused, and a little rough, yet, gentle at the
    same time. He wasn't trying to crush her hand, and his palm wasn't sweaty or
    anything. He held her hand almost as if it was something fragile, which given how
    small Hermione's hands were, that wasn't to far off.

    Hermione did her best to appear unaware, or at least indifferent to the fact she
    was holding hands with a boy. The last thing she wanted was for someone to point it
    out and embarrass her, or Harry. She kept glancing at him to see if he was
    uncomfortable, but his face was as unreadable as ever.

    Hermione decided she wanted to commit this moment to memory, and while she
    appeared to watch the game as intently as everyone else, she slowly rubbed the pad of
    her thumb along Harry's hand, memorizing every detail.

    She wanted to scoot a bit closer to him, and have him put an arm around her, like
    Hannah and Neville in front of them. She wanted to rest her head on his shoulder,
    like Parvati and Anthony. It was very strange for her to feel that way. Not that she
    shouldn't feel desire like that. She was after all, a teenage girl, and Harry was a
    very attractive boy, who treated her nicely, and respectfully.

    She had tried to ignore the growing feelings she had when it came to the boy next
    to her. He was so incredibly good. Which was part of the reason Hermione had tried to
    keep her distance. She knew it was going to hurt, and hurt bad when he wised up. Yet,
    he was still at her side after nearly three months. He trusted her above all
    others.

    On top of that, when they talked, they had real, meaningful, deep conversations.
    Granted, most of it revolved around the philosophy of war, and the morals in regards
    to combat, but still… Harry was someone with more than just snogging on his mind.

    And then there was the way he looked at her. She had been able to brush it off as
    his trying to figure her out, as he did with anyone else he met, but Lavender had
    been right all along. He did look at her differently. It wasn't analytical or like he
    was sizing her up. No it was… like he was lost. He looked at her sometimes as if she
    was something precious, and beautiful. Something that inspired him, and crushed him
    at the same time. It was at those times that Hermione felt the most vulnerable, and
    the most afraid.

    Hermione was taken out of her musings when Harry nudged her, and pointed to
    something near the Slytherin goal hoops. Hermione had to squint at first, but she
    realized quickly what it was, and she gripped his hand tighter in excitement. She
    turned to find the two Seekers, on the opposite side of the stadium, unaware of where
    the Golden snitch was. Or so she thought.

    Dennis Creevey had been following Draco Malfoy closely throughout the match. Draco
    was enjoying putting the new Gryffindor Seeker through his paces, leading the third
    year on an extremely wild and somewhat dangerous chase all over the stadium. Dennis
    had proven quite adept on his broom, though he did have some close calls.

    Suddenly, Dennis stopped chasing Draco, and shot off like a rocket, low to the
    ground and right for the Slytherin Goal Hoop. Draco pulled up short, clearly confused
    why his shadow had decided to stop playing their little game. That pause cost Draco,
    and the Slytherins severely.

    The cheers in the stadium reached deafening levels as every single student and
    professor got to their feet as tiny little Dennis Creevey shot straight up in the air
    after the infitesimal golden ball. Dennis stopped suddenly, three hundred feet in the
    air. There was a ringing silence before Madam Hooch blew her whistle, and the crowd
    erupted in a deafening thunderclap of screams, boos and whistles as Dennis Creevey
    held his hand high, the Golden Snitch clutched in his hand.

    Hermione clapped, whistled and stomped her feet in joy. She hugged Lavender, and
    then hugged Harry tightly. She felt her face burn as she held her arms around his
    neck, and reluctantly let go. She saw something in his eye that made her stomach flip
    over twice though she would never be able to describe it with mere words.

    "What happens now?" Harry asked her when they finally let go of each other.

    Hermione made a show of making sure her coat was still done up, keeping her head
    down until she felt like her blush had subsided. She then stuffed her hands in her
    pocket to resist the temptation of snatching Harry's hand in hers again.

    "Well, we go celebrate." Lavender said ecstatically, reaching over Hermione and
    grasping Harry's shoulder and shaking him slightly with excitement. "That was an
    amazing match. 210-60. That was really, really close."

    "I thought Dennis was being stupid." Neville added. "I thought Draco was playing
    with him, but now I think it was Dennis playing with Draco. That little bugger let
    Draco feel overconfident, so when Dennis did see the Snitch, it made Draco stop. Did
    you see his face?"

    "He was clearly stunned." Harry added as the group got ready to leave. They were
    holding back to let others leave a head of them so they wouldn't be crushed in the
    throng.

    "Creevey was really smart by sticking close to Malfoy. If Malfoy had spotted the
    Snitch first, Dennis could attempt to steal it, but, as was proven, if Draco got
    cocky, Dennis could tail Malfoy while keeping his eye out for it as well, and give
    himself a bit of a head start to catching it. Draco's had no chance to catch Creevey
    once he realized what had happened."

    "So, you a fan yet?" Neville asked with excitement in his eye. To his severe
    disappointment, Harry merely shrugged.

    "Oh, well I think Hermione has a new appreciation for the game." Lavender said
    coyly.

    "Especially the cheers." Parvati added.

    Hermione eyed them both dangerously, fighting and failing to stop from blushing.
    Both Neville and Harry looked confused by this however. Hermione did her best to
    avoid Harry's eyes, preferring not having to answer any questions he might ask at the
    moment.

    "Try not to party too late tonight." Hannah smiled, tugging on Neville's hand, and
    starting to lead the group towards the stairs out of the stadium. "You promised to
    spend the day with me tomorrow, and I don't want to have you all lifeless and
    tired."

    "I promise." Neville rolled his eyes, though he was smiling.

    "We'll make sure he goes to bed early." Lavender winked at Hannah. "I'd hate to
    have to curse him for being a bad boyfriend."

    ""You'd have to get in line behind me." Susan Bones smirked. Neville looked to
    Harry for support, who was wondering if the girls were truly threatening his friend,
    or if it was a joke.

    "Oh come on, Don't I get a bit of a pass… I mean, how many times will I get the
    chance to see Harry party down?" Neville tried.

    "Party down?" Lavender, Hermione, Hannah, Susan, Parvati and Anthony all said
    together.

    "Who says that?" Lavender laughed hysterically. Neville could only shrug and
    Hannah tugged him along, shaking her head with shame at his terrible attempt to sound
    cool. At least, that' what she hoped it was.

    "How exactly does someone party down?" Harry asked Hermione, making her snort.

    

    Harry was way out of his comfort zone during the Gryffindor celebration. It was
    really loud, and he couldn't even hear himself think. It was as chaotic as the battle
    at the Ministry but with far less violence.

    Loads of food had been smuggled from the kitchens, and more than a few people had
    procured alcoholic beverages. Harry had trouble refusing offers for a drink as a
    small part of his brain that sounded like his godfather kept asking what the worst
    that could happen would be? Harry had the answer as he had heard a few tales from
    Sirius and Remus of their younger days and experiments with Firewhiskey. Harry had no
    inclination to stand on a table, take off his pants, and sing songs in front of
    everyone.

    The Gryffindor Quidditch team had been separated, and each team member was holding
    court so to speak, each recounting their experiences from the game. Ginny Weasley was
    the most popular, with over half of the boys around her, though Harry guessed it
    wasn't to listen to her account of the game.

    Harry had come to learn that Ginny Weasley was thought by many boys to be quite
    attractive. As an observer, Harry could understand why. In fact, he was becoming more
    and more aware of the physical attractiveness of many of the girls around Hogwarts,
    especially the Gryffindor girls, though admittedly, it was likely due to the fact he
    was around them the most.

    "Knut for your thoughts?" Hermione asked as she sat next to Harry in the corner,
    out of the way of the action. She handed him a bottle of butterbeer, which he
    accepted with a nod.

    "I was just observing how boys act in front of girls they wish to kiss." Harry
    noted as he nodded in Ginny's direction. "The way they lean towards her, almost as if
    they are presenting themselves for inspection."

    "In a way they are." Hermione said with a smirk. "You probably won't understand
    this at first, but both boys and girls do really stupid things in order to get
    someone they like to notice them."

    "How do you mean?" Harry asked, sitting back in his seat and turning his attention
    to Hermione, who smiled rather mischievously.

    "Well, ok… We do really goofy things. Like, girls will dress up more, or put extra
    time in doing our hair and makeup to get a boy to realize that we're interested in
    them. We will laugh a lot more around the boy we like, or we'll try and touch them a
    lot more. We sit closer to them, or walk closer, or things like that. We play with
    our hair more and we make eyes at them."

    "Make eyes?" Harry looked confused. Hermione turned and looked around the room
    until she found a good example.

    "See Romilda Vane over there?" Hermione said pointing across the common room to
    where a dark haired fourth year girl was standing very close to Seamus Finnegan. She
    was laughing a little and slapping his bicep.

    "Yeah." Harry acknowledged.

    "Ok, just watch her."

    Harry did as he had been asked, and watched Romilda talking to Seamus. The
    Irishman seemed to be enjoying the attention that Romilda was paying him. They
    continued to talk for a bit and then Romilda leaned closer to Seamus and gave him a
    sort of doe eyed look.

    "There!" Hermione hissed. See how she's leaning in, and her eyes are all wide, but
    soft at the same time?"

    Harry nodded. He turned back to her when something she said earlier gave him
    pause. "When we went to Hogsmeade that first time… were you trying to tell me you
    were interested in me?"

    "What?" Hermione looked scandalized, and embarrassed, her face flushing.

    "You were wearing makeup that day, and wearing clothes you don't normally wear."
    Harry pointed out. "So, did that mean you were trying to let me know you are
    interested in me?" Harry asked, cocking his head a bit. Hermione felt her face get
    really hot and her eyes were bulging a bit.

    "Harry…I… Lavender and Parvati talked me into that and I…"

    "So, what do boys do to let a girl know they're interested in them?" Harry
    queried, taking a bit of pressure off of Hermione.

    "All kinds of things. Though, if I'm being honest… they're a lot more idiotic."
    Hermione giggled lightly.

    "Idiotic how?" Harry asked, leaning forward a bit.

    "I suppose it isn't really their fault. Boys just aren't very subtle. They'll make
    overtly grand gestures. Colin Creevey did Alison Garrison's homework all last year,
    but she just ignored him. Last year, Ron tried to woo Lisa Turpin by writing poetry
    and reciting it to her. It was truly… it was really bad." Hermione said, laughing at
    the memory of some of Ron's poems.

    "During the Tri-Wizard Tournament a lot of boys were boasting about the most
    bizarre things trying to impress Fleur Delacour. Ron claimed he'd invented a broom
    that could go to the moon. Seamus claimed he'd swam the ocean from here to America.
    And Draco Malfoy… oh, I wish you could have heard just one of his lines to her. He
    followed her around like a lost Niffler, it was so pathetic." Hermione claimed.

    "So, you're saying that if I fancy a girl I should avoid telling her about
    anything I've done, and poetry." Harry smirked, making Hermione smile in return.

    "I think if you like a girl, you could probably let her know with small
    gestures."

    "Like finding out what she likes to do and taking her on a date to do that?" Harry
    asked, remembering Neville's advice on dating.

    "Something like that." Hermione nodded.

    "Perhaps if I get the urge to proclaim my desire for a girl, I might ask your
    advice first, so I don't make an idiot out of myself." Harry said, leaning back, and
    turning to observe the party some more.

    "Yeah." Hermione said, a bit crestfallen as she also turned to watch the goings
    on. "Yeah, that might be a good idea."

    

    It was near midnight when Parvati and Lavender headed to bed. Ron had insisted
    that Lavender remain at his side for most of the night. After his second play by play
    commentary of his saves during the match, the blonde had become very bored. She
    wouldn't have minded so much if he would at least kiss her, or feign amorous intent
    with her. But there was only one thing that could make Ron forget she was his
    girlfriend… and that was Quidditch.

    Thankfully, Ron finally got tired, and had gone to bed, after a long snog, which
    had been really nice, considering how shaky things were becoming between them. Ron
    apparently was not really happy that Lavender had become friends with Hermione. He
    had accused her twice now of using Hermione to get with Harry Potter. Apparently, Ron
    was still seething that Harry had removed his clothes in the Great Hall after he had
    mocked Hermione. That, and according to Ron, Harry was really full of himself, and
    borderline dark.

    Lavender already felt guilt over what had happened in Italy over the summer, she
    didn't need Ron's insane jealousy on top of it. She liked him, and most of the time
    wanted things to work out. Yet, deep down, she knew in her heart that she and Ron
    Weasley were destined to break up. She knew it was almost inevitable, and yet, she
    didn't want it to happen. Ron was a really good guy, one of the best really. He could
    be really sweet, and tender, and respectful… when they were alone. When other people
    were around, he was a different person. At first it hadn't bothered Lavender.

    Now though… Lavender felt confused almost all the time when she thought about her
    boyfriend.

    But thoughts of Ron could wait. Right now, she had another boy on her mind, and
    not because she wanted to date him, but because she wanted someone else to at least
    admit that she had stronger than friendly feelings for said boy.

    Hermione was still awake, which was a bit surprising, as she'd disappeared from
    the Common Room around ten. About the same time Harry had gone to bed. Hermione was
    sitting on her bed, with her legs up and a book propped in her lap.

    "Hey!" Lavender smiled as she and Parvati entered their dorm room.

    "Party finally over?" Hermione asked, though she didn't look up. Lavender noted
    that her curly haired friend looked a bit sad, though she didn't look as if she'd
    been crying.

    "No." Parvati yawned. "There's still a few people up. I think there's going to be
    a good game of spin the bottle happening any minute. If you're interested."

    "Please." Hermione rolled her eyes.

    "Yeah, Hermione doesn't want to go down there and kiss any old boy." Lavender
    remarked. "She only wants to kiss one boy."

    Parvati snickered and Hermione shut her book. She swung her legs off her bed and
    set the book on the bedside table before looking at Lavender.

    "I know you saw us holding hands at the game." She said. "And I'm sure that you've
    been dying all night to squeal, or whatever. So just… say what you have to say and
    get it over with."

    Hermione sounded irritated, and angry. Lavender shook her head, and after
    gathering her own night clothes sat on her own bed, facing Hermione.

    "I'm not about to start making fun of you." She said solemnly. "I think I've
    proven to you that I'm not going to do that to you. Both of us have done our best to
    be real friends to you."

    Hermione looked slightly ashamed, and Lavender pressed.

    "All I want is for you to tell us what happened today." Lavender smiled warmly.
    Parvati sat next to the blonde looking hopeful.

    "I don't know." Hermione said sadly. "I didn't notice right away. I mean, I've
    cheered with everyone else before, and it's fun and all. It wasn't until we sat down
    again that I realized I hadn't let go of his hand. At first I wanted to yank it back.
    I was so embarrassed, and scared. But.. He didn't… He… He just kept holding it. All
    soft, and sweet. I looked at him wondering what was happening, but… Well who can read
    him? I have no idea if he liked it, or was even aware of it. So… I just… I left my
    hand in his."

    Hermione took a few breaths as she remembered how it had felt. It was strange how
    such a simple gesture could affect her so deeply.

    "After the second cheer, we… we changed how we were holding hands. We interlaced
    our fingers, you know?" Hermione asked, and both her roommates nodded, looking on
    with eager expressions.

    "I tried to get a look at him, to figure out what was happening, but… So, I just
    left it alone."

    "You wanted more, didn't you?" Lavender noted. Hermione nodded.

    "How could I not?' Hermione shrugged. "Neville and Hannah were cuddling in front
    of us, and I could see Parvati and Anthony next to you. I just… I've never had that,
    and today, it was like I did, but I was really afraid. I mean, we're not together,
    and I know Susan Bones wants to ask him out, and Cho Chang keeps staring at him like
    he's a juicy steak and she's starving, and Su Li's been flirting with him in Ancient
    Runes, and Ginny's practically throwing herself at him."

    "And he's ignored it all." Parvati pointed out.

    "Because he doesn't want any of them." Lavender added. "He wants you. And to be
    honest, I think you guys are going along at the right speed for the both of you."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione looked confused.

    "If the two of you jumped into a romantic relationship right now… I think you both
    would freak out and end up breaking up, scaring you both for life. You'd put way too
    much pressure on yourselves to catch up. You know, get all physical and what not.
    Right now, you two have established a really strong friendship."

    "She's right." Parvati smiled. "You two are only beginning to learn about the joys
    of a physical relationship. It's obvious you both have stronger than friendly
    feelings for each other. And because you haven't started dating, other girls are
    trying to get him to notice them. If you two do start dating, everyone knows there's
    almost no chance with him then."

    "You're wrong." Hermione said glumly. She was remembering her conversation with
    Harry during the party earlier.

    "Oh come on Hermione." Lavender laughed. "You two are like star crossed lovers.
    You've both been isolated in a way. You're both somewhat stunted emotionally, and
    because of that, you two understand each other on a level most of us can never hope
    to achieve with out significant others."

    "As you guys get more comfortable, those things you're both feeling are going to
    get stronger. Sure, today you held hands, but soon… you're going to start sitting
    closer together while you study, and you're going to start staring into each other's
    eyes all deeply…" Parvati said wistfully.

    "There's going to be those touches." Lavender smiled dreamily. "The ones that seem
    insignificant, but you feel so much meaning."

    "Like when he's looking at you and reaches up to tuck some of your hair behind
    your ear." Parvati grinned.

    "Or he takes you hand while you're talking, and squeezes it ever so softly to show
    that he's there for you." Lavender nodded.

    "Or that little nudge with his shoulder while you're walking together." Parvati
    snickered.

    "No, we do that to them." Lavender pointed out.

    "I know. I just like it." Parvati admitted.

    "The point is that you two are exactly where you're supposed to be, and although
    people like us want you two to just grab each other and snog the living daylights out
    one another… you should just keep going as you are. Be friends for now, if that's
    what you want."

    "But don't fight it if you want more. Hold his hand if that's what you want. Hug
    him when you feel the need." Parvati suggested.

    "And don't worry about if he likes it or not. If he doesn't he'll let you know.
    Lavender smiled. "I think a bit of affection is just what that boy needs. And if it
    comes from anyone else, it'll likely do more harm than good."

  


  
    12. 12 I Think They Really Want Us To Kiss
  

  
    I really think they want us to kiss

    The floo ignited in green flame and Rufus Scrimgeour, Minister of Magic stepped
    out of the fireplace, angrily brushing ash from his suit. He was greeted by the Head
    of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement, Amelia Bones, who was giving him a
    blatant "I warned you" look. The Minster's scowl deepened even further as his head of
    the Law Enforcement Department began accompanying him deeper into the Ministry.

    "How many escaped?" Rufus snapped, accepting the report Amelia held out for
    him.

    "All." Amelia Bones replied heavily.

    Minister Scrimgeour stopped dead and turned to gawk at Amelia. "All of them? There
    were two hundred and fifty prisoners in there. You're telling me every single one of
    them escaped?"

    "Two hundred seventy three." Amelia corrected. "The Dementors left the island, and
    the Death Eaters slaughtered our Aurors, Rufus. Blankenship, Morton, Gross,
    Hindelman, Franks…"

    "Bugger me." Rufus scowled, beginning to walk again.

    "Not all the prisoners escaped." Amelia added. "Those who were likely to weak to
    save, or refused to join him were killed. That still left over two hundred to fatten
    his ranks."

    "Well, the Prophet's going to have a field day with this. I've been Minister for
    six months, and we've lost fifteen Aurors, and that department is already seriously
    understaffed thanks to Fudge's squandering of funds." Scrimgeour grumbled.

    "I sent a team out to the prison to see if there is any clues as to where
    Voldemort might have gone, or if there are any survivors, but I wouldn't bother to
    hope." Amelia stated.

    The two Ministry officials stepped into a lift, and Rufus hit the button for his
    floor. He turned to Amelia and scowled.

    "Did you know? Did Dumbledore's little militia have any prior knowledge of this
    attack Amelia?" Scrimgeour asked accusingly. Amelia scowled and shook her head
    bitterly.

    "I know you want to blame someone Rufus, but I swear that this was a surprise
    attack. I've told you a thousand times we all want Voldemort and his followers dealt
    with. If we had any inkling we would have told you… and just to be safe, I would have
    sent more people there to even the odds, and maybe make things harder." Amelia said,
    looking coldly at the minister.

    Rufus shook his head, and turned back to the report in his hand. He felt a great
    weight settle on his shoulders as her read it more in depthly.

    "We're going to lose." Scrimgeour grumbled as the lift stopped and he stepped
    out.

    "It isn't like you to be so ready to accept defeat, Rufus." Amelia remarked as she
    followed behind him. "I've asked you…"

    "I can't just grant the Aurors lethal force." Scrimgeour snapped. "The Wizengamot
    will crucify me for that."

    "The Wizengamot?" Amelia scoffed. "The 'governing body' made up mostly of Death
    Eaters and people sympathetic to You-Know-Who? So fucking what Rufus? Would you
    rather be known as the man who rolled over an allowed a madman to take over, or the
    man who defied the government to save the people?"

    Scrimgeour sat heavily at his desk, head in his hands. Amelia wanted to feel bad
    for her former associate, but she couldn't He was taking the cowards way out. She
    understood how gruesome a battlefield politics could be, which was part of the reason
    she had declined the nomination to the top job when Fudge had been ousted. Rufus had
    promised to be more decisive, but he had been opposed at nearly every turn, and he
    had allowed himself to be influenced by people who claimed to have the public's best
    interest at heart.

    "If I could just talk to the boy…"

    "Oh for the love of Merlin." Amelia snapped. "What is it going to accomplish
    Rufus? How is getting a meeting with a sixteen year old boy going to help save lives?
    Even if Harry Potter did agree to 'pop' in and out of the Ministry… people will still
    be killed, and I guarantee you that the death toll weighs a bit more on public
    opinion that having the Boy-Who-Lived, or whatever the papers are calling him this
    week seen at your side."

    "We need a hero, Amelia! Someone that people can get behind. Harry Potter is a
    hero. A child who stood against tyranny…"

    "Exactly!" Amelia roared. "A child! A young boy who should be more worried about
    homework and girls than a war he should have had nothing to do with. You want a hero
    Rufus… grant the Aurors the ability to do their job, and I guarantee you you'll get
    your hero. Probably more than one. People down in the Department where you worked not
    so long ago. You're sending them to their deaths. Stop doing what's easy. You may not
    be remembered as a great Minister, but at least you will have done what was needed to
    protect the people."

    Amelia slammed the door behind her leaving a gob smacked Minister of Magic behind.
    Rufus knew she was right. He desperately wished he could go back and rethink the idea
    of taking the top job. He had thought he could step up and turn the tide, but he
    hadn't counted on the politics. People questioning him, or doing all they could to
    change his mind. He'd even been offered bribes. He'd turned them down of course. He
    was not Cornelius Fudge. But that hadn't stopped his opponents from doing all they
    could to rein him in, and prevent him from doing what he knew needed to be done.

    

    The very next morning after the total decimation of Azkaban Prison, far to the
    north, on the grounds of one of the most famous magical schools in the world, two
    teenaged boys were making their now daily run around the Quidditch pitch. The grounds
    looked like something out of a holiday picture. The castle standing proud and
    blanketed in fresh snow. Though it was still dark, the snow seemed to radiate light,
    giving the two young runners plenty of light.

    It was amazing what nearly three months of morning exercise had done to Neville
    Longbottom. He had lost all traces of his childhood chubbiness, and was a lean
    muscular young man. His girlfriend, Hannah Abbot had mentioned on more than one
    occasion that she was truly impressed with his physical transformation, and Neville
    himself felt a real boost in his self-confidence. He was very thankful now he had
    accepted Harry's initial invitation.

    Neville had also noticed some serious growth in other parts of his life. Most
    notably, his grades. Nearly all of his teachers had remarked on the improved quality
    of his homework and his theoretical work. However, his spell work was still lacking.
    However, his best friend, Harry had an idea as to what the problem was.

    "But it's my father's wand." Neville argued when Harry gave voice to his
    theory two weeks earlier

    "Your father's?" Harry looked puzzled.

    "Yeah, My Gran thought it would maybe… I don't know."

    "Have you never had your own wand?" Harry had asked.

    "No."

    "Well maybe you should get one." Harry said. "The way I understand it, your
    magic works better when you have a compatible wand. One that's chosen you. Your
    father's wand is passable due to your familiar bond, but it isn't yours. It would at
    least be worth the galleons to get your own wand and find out."

    "So… you think if I had my own wand, one that chose me, that my spell work
    might be better?" Neville looked a little skeptical.

    "Think of it like this. If you dam up a river, only a little water gets
    through while the rest is held back. Your father's wand is like a dam to your magic.
    Get the right wand, and you could unleash a torrent of magic. You may have to relearn
    control as you've likely been pushing much more magic through an incompatible wand.
    You get your own, and you could do some serious damage because you're used to casting
    more powerfully than you really need to."

    Neville thought the idea had merit, and intended to get to Ollivander's over the
    holiday break. But as that was still a week away, and this last week promised to be
    pretty interesting to say the least. Today was the last Hogsmeade weekend before
    Christmas, and night before the Christmas break started was Professor Slughorn's
    Christmas party. It was really all anyone was talking about as it was an extremely
    exclusive party. Only a select few students had been invited, and those individuals
    were now almost being hunted by people who wished to be dates for the Slug Club.

    Neville himself had been given an invitation during his last potions class.
    Professor Slughorn had slipped it to him when he handed back the last essay he'd
    graded. Neville was shocked he had received an O, as well as an invite.

    Though, he really shouldn't have been surprised. He'd been attending special
    dinner parties with Slughorn and the Slug Club since school started. Professor
    Slughorn claimed to be close to Neville's uncle, whom Slughorn claimed he helped set
    on track to be an Unspeakable.

    Neville had immediately asked Hannah to be his date, and she had accepted at once.
    She had been teasing him for a week about what she planned to wear that evening, and
    that he might be allowed to help her out of it at the end of the night.

    Neville's growing excitement and anticipation was curbed however by a bit of
    tension between his friend Harry Potter, and one Seventh year prat named Cormac
    McClaggen.

    McClaggen had also been invited to the highly anticipated party, as he was clearly
    one of Slughorn's most favorite students. McClaggen had decided quickly whom he
    wanted to accompany him to the most anticipated event since the Yule Ball. He had
    then told the other boys as a way to warn them off his intended.

    So far as Neville was concerned, McClaggen had made two serious mistakes. He'd
    chosen Hermione Granger for his date. And he'd all but claimed her as his own in
    front of Harry Potter. McClaggen made his intention to escort Hermione known a few
    nights earlier, but things had not gone exactly perfect for the smug seventh
    year.

    

    Neville, Harry, Seamus, Ron and Dean were sitting together in the Common Room,
    talking about the latest humiliation Draco Malfoy and his disciples had suffered
    earlier in the day, while also wondering which of Malfoy's friends would break first
    and make a public apology to Hermione. Neville's money was on Pansy Parkinson. She
    was beginning to look almost manic, and had to be forced to attend classes. Not
    surprising given what had befallen the Slytherin group in the past few weeks.

    Cormac had invited himself to join the sixth years, smiling as if they should
    consider themselves lucky he had graced them with his presence. He sat next to Harry
    and proceeded to congratulate him on another well done prank.

    "I have no idea what you're talking about." Harry had said as he did whenever
    anyone brought it up to him.

    "Right, right. Of course. So, any of you lags get the invite to old Sluggy's
    party?" Cormac said, looking pretty superior. He's smile faltered when Neville
    admitted he'd gotten an invite, and Seamus claimed that Lisa Turpin had asked him to
    come with her.

    "Well, I got my invite ages ago, and I've only just decided which lovely witch
    would look best on my arm, you know." Cormac said in a really annoying haughty tone.
    He then glanced across the Common Room where Hermione was sitting with Lavender
    Brown, comparing Transfiguration notes.

    "Lavender?" Dean asked, glancing between Ron and Cormac rather nervously.

    "What?' Cormac looked shocked, and then shook his head. "No of course not. As
    lovely a bird as Lavender is, I know our Ronny here is exploring broom cupboards
    regularly with her. I'm sure she gives his wand a good polish fairly regularly, am I
    right old boy?"

    Cormac laughed, ignoring the increasing redness of Ron's face, and Seamus' hand
    grasping the redhead's shoulder to keep him in his seat.

    "No, I'm talking about Granger." Cormac said, making Harry's head snapped up, and
    the other four boys cringed a bit. While it wasn't official by any stretch, it was
    pretty well known that Harry and Hermione were couple in the making.

    "She's gotten quite fetching, if you take my meaning. Those robes hide a lot, but
    it's plain as day her chest has finally bloomed, and those legs, while always hidden
    by those tights are very shapely. Surely you lot have noticed." Cormac said smugly.
    He gave a laugh that made Neville want to punch him right in the face.

    "I'm hoping to find out if what they say is true." McClaggen said with a smug
    smile.

    "What's that?" Dean had asked.

    "That it's the shy quiet ones who are the kinkiest." McClaggen said, giving the
    other boys with a knowing grin. He even winked at Harry, who Neville was certain had
    no clue what McClaggen was talking about. However, Neville was sure that McClaggen
    was getting under Harry's skin right at the moment.

    "I don't think Granger is going to give you a chance at finding out what's under
    her robes." Ron said, with a glance at Harry. Ron had made a very public apology to
    Hermione three days earlier in the common room. Everyone knew he had only done it to
    avoid Malfoy and the Slytherins shared fate, and that he wasn't really as sorry as he
    claimed. Hermione had accepted on the stipulation that Ron never talk to her again.
    Harry had added that Ron never speak of Hermione to anyone.

    It was clearly difficult for Ron as Hermione had been the butt of far too many of
    his jokes, but he was making progress. In truth, Ron wasn't a terrible guy, he just
    couldn't keep his mouth shut, and felt this crippling need to mock people verbally.
    But since Harry had started, Ron's behavior was being fixed, so to speak. Harry
    really hated bullies, and though Ron had never hurt Hermione physically, he was
    learning words were a lot more harmful than pranks.

    "What makes you think she'd let you be the one to deflower her?" Dean asked,
    raising a skeptical eyebrow.

    "Oh come on now." Cormac laughed. "I don't want to sound like I'm full of myself
    here, but I pretty much am the best looking guy in Gryffindor. I'm from a really
    wealthy and highly influential family, and I'm Slughorn's favorite. I'm the full
    package. And let's not mince words here, but we all know if I hadn't gotten sick, I'd
    be the Gryffindor Keeper instead of Weasley here. Not that you're terrible, but you
    did miss a few easy saves last game."

    "And you think any of that is important to someone like Hermione?" Harry asked,
    his tone curious, though it was laced with irritation. McClaggen clearly was too
    stupid to notice the venom dripping from Harry's soft tone.

    "Come on Potter, you can't be that naive. It's important to every girl. Look, I
    guarantee you lot that by the end of Slughorn's party, I will have tasted Granger,
    and she will have moaned my name while her legs are wrapped around my waist." Cormac
    smiled confidently.

    Neville gripped Harry's arm as his friend made to rise, and Neville gave an
    imperceptible shake of his head before he turned to Cormac. Harry looked at his
    friend hard for near eternity before he relented and settled in his seat once again,
    though he was very unhappy about it. Neville couldn't remember anytime when Harry
    looked so ready to hex some one.

    "Maybe he's right." Neville said, giving Seamus a surreptitious wink. "I mean,
    after all, Hermione clearly accepted his invitation to the party..."

    "Oh, right." Cormac snapped his fingers as if just remembering something. He got
    up quickly and made his way across the Common Room where he then addressed Hermione.
    A second later he led her to a quiet corner. Neville and the other boys were
    watching, as was Lavender whom Hermione had been sitting with a moment before. Nearly
    five minutes passed before Hermione and Cormac returned, with Hermione looking
    confused, yet pleased, and Cormac looking very full of himself.

    "That's how you do it boys." McClaggen smirked as he sat down again. As he got
    comfortable, Harry turned to the bigger boy and gave him a look that made Cormac's
    smile melt off his face. Harry leaned towards McClaggen and whispered something that
    only he could hear, though the other boys guessed it was likely very frightening,
    given how his face seemed to drain of color. Harry then got up and went to the dorm,
    leaving the other boys in silence, though four of them were smiling knowingly to one
    another.

    They all asked what Harry had said to him, but McClaggen refused to say anything.
    He also didn't even glance in Hermione's direction the rest of the night.

    

    "Have you figured out what to get Hermione for Christmas?" Neville asked his
    companion as they were finishing their morning workout. Harry had added more than
    just running to their routine. It had been difficult at first, but now, Neville had
    little difficulty with it.

    Harry shook his head at Neville's question. "She told me a Christmas gift should
    be personal, and show that I care, but somehow I think she wouldn't like a knife of
    Dragon hide armor." Harry muttered darkly. He'd been in a pretty foul mood the last
    few days.

    "Yeah, probably not. But you know her pretty well. Better than the rest of us at
    least, you must have some idea what she likes." Neville offered. Harry shrugged.

    "I think she'd rather get something from McClaggen." Harry grumbled. Neville
    rolled his eyes at this and shook his head.

    "That's not true." Neville said encouragingly. Though he wasn't entirely certain
    that he spoke the truth on the matter.

    Hermione had become rather strange since the night Cormac had asked her out. She
    smiled at odd times, and she was a bit more talkative than usual. Lavender had
    explained to Neville and Harry that Hermione was just nervous about going out on a
    date. Lavender also expressed concern that it was Cormac and not Harry who Hermione
    was going to the party with. It appeared as if the blonde Gryffindor did not approve
    of Hermione's choice.

    The coming date had led to a bit of tension between Harry and Hermione as well.
    They had even argued the previous night. Though they never raised their voices,
    everyone in the Common room had been shocked when Harry slammed his books closed and
    went to bed, leaving Hermione practically fuming as she watched him leave. This had
    given the Lions a lot to speculate about after Hermione went to bed a few minutes
    later.

    Neville had asked Harry about what the argument had been about when they began
    their workout that morning, but Harry had claimed to have no idea what had started
    the fight, much less what it had all been about. He also said that he was finding it
    difficult to be around Hermione lately.

    Neville was certain he knew what was causing the growing tension, but wasn't sure
    if he should attempt to explain it. Every time he tried to make Harry understand
    something, trouble followed.

    "What do girls typically like as gifts?" Harry asked. Neville shrugged.

    "Jewelry. Clothes, I suppose. You know…" Neville shrugged.

    "No, I don't." Harry replied and Neville snickered.

    "Right." Neville nodded. "Well, I got Hannah a necklace with this heart pendant.
    It's got tiny diamonds in the heart, and this bright sapphire in the center. It was
    really expensive, but I'm sure she'll like it."

    "Hermione doesn't wear jewelry, except those tiny earrings her mother gave her
    before she started Hogwarts." Harry remarked.

    "Maybe because she doesn't have anything that's as special to her. Like maybe it
    has to have some sort of sentimental value to her instead of just being all sparkly.
    Maybe if you gave her something, she would wear it all the time." Neville replied.
    Harry seemed to think about that for a bit.

    "You're still going to her house for Christmas right?" Neville inquired. Harry
    nodded.

    "Are you nervous about meeting her parents?" Neville pressed. Harry shook his
    head.

    "I've been around adults all my life; her parents will be no different." Harry
    said flatly.

    Neville shook his head, and hoped he could be there when Harry actually met the
    parents of the girl he was… well not dating. Neville wondered just what Harry and
    Hermione were. He knew they weren't a couple. At least not yet. He hoped they would
    be soon. If they could get past this Cormac thing.

    Neville had seen Harry look at Hermione sometimes, and saw how his eyes would
    cloud over a bit, or his face would relax. Ever since the Gryffindor/ Slytherin
    match, Neville had seen a subtle change in Harry's general demeanor when Hermione was
    around. At least, before she agreed to accompany McClaggen. Since then, there'd been
    a growing tension between the two.

    "So, are you two going to the village as a date today?" Neville asked.

    "Yes." Harry nodded. "I asked her properly this time, so there would be no
    confusion."

    Harry eyed Neville, and his friend looked apologetic. Harry had not actually
    blamed Neville for the confusion that Harry and Hermione had dealt with on their last
    outing, but Neville knew that he was at least a bit at fault. He hadn't really
    explained how to ask a girl out well.

    "Did you ask Hannah on a date?" Harry asked. Neville nodded with a rather goofy
    smile on his sweaty face.

    "Things are going really good between us."

    "You two certainly spend a lot of time kissing." Harry remarked. "I suspected
    things were going well based on that. I noticed Ron and Lavender aren't spending that
    much time kissing anymore."

    "Yeah." Neville sighed. They were now walking back to the castle. Neville felt his
    stomach rumble a bit as the smell of breakfast wafted out to them. "Ron's been
    complaining about how she's changed, and how she's spending too much time with
    Hermione. He thinks Hermione's been brainwashing her into wanting to break up with
    him or something. He's been getting kind of mean about her."

    "Why would he be mean to someone he's supposed to like?" Harry wondered.

    "Sometimes we're the cruelest to the ones we care for the most." Neville said as
    they entered the castle.

    "That makes no sense." Harry looked at his friend skeptically. Neville
    shrugged.

    "Sometimes we say things we don't really mean just to hurt someone because they
    hurt us." Neville said. "It's the downside of love. It makes us all a bit crazy.
    Especially if we're jealous."

    "Jealous?" Harry looked up.

    "Harry, in my personal opinion, jealousy is the absolute worst emotion there is.
    It twists us up inside and makes us say and do think things we wouldn't normally. It
    makes us completely irrational, and stupid."

    "What causes it?" Harry asked. Neville shrugged.

    "Insecurity and lack of self confidence. I suffered through a lot of jealousy
    during the first four years here. Seeing people happy while you're miserable. Someone
    having something that you don't think they deserve... or someone. I don't know really
    how to explain it any better." Neville shrugged, looking apologetic. Harry however,
    was looking pensive.

    "I think I'm jealous of McClaggen." He admitted, which made Neville freeze.

    "Because he's taking Hermione to Slughorn's party?" He asked. Harry nodded slowly,
    though he didn't look sure of himself.

    "I know that I can't tell her what to do, or prevent her from going with him… but
    I don't want her to go with him. I just… I didn't like what he said about her that
    night. I don't like the thought of them together, and it... it's making my stomach
    turn, and I want to hex his face off."

    "Yeah, I can see that." Neville nodded, smiling at the memory of Cormac scared
    enough to lose control of his bladder. "But, you're right. You can't stop her from
    going with him, and you can't say anything about it. She can be with whomever she
    wants, and if you try and interfere, you're going to ruin your friendship with
    her."

    "I don't want that." Harry admitted, and Neville clasped his shoulder.

    "I know. So you just have to bottle it up, and let things happen however they're
    going to happen. Be there for her when she needs you, and support her in whatever she
    decides to do." Neville said earnestly. Harry nodded though he clearly didn't like
    what his friend's advice. Neville clapped Harry on the back, and they headed to the
    Gryffindor showers in relative silence.

    "Hey Harry, I've been really curious as to what you said to McClaggen the night he
    asked Hermione out. Whatever it was made him look like he was ready to piss himself."
    Neville asked when they got back to their dorm room, and were getting ready to clean
    up.

    "I told him that if he ever spoke like that in front of me again, I'd make him eat
    his manhood." Harry said evenly. Neville gaped at him for a moment.

    "Really? Is that all?" Neville looked disbelieving. "He looked really afraid, and
    we've all heard some variation of that threat."

    "I may have been rather detailed in the method of removing and feeding." Harry
    shrugged, making Neville burst into laughter.

    

    Hermione met Harry and Neville in the Common Room as usual, though she still
    looked a bit angry at Harry. Neville knew she was likely still steaming about the
    fight she and Harry had gotten into the previous night. They all walked down to
    breakfast as they normally did, though it was a lot quieter, and decidedly more tense
    than ever before. When they arrived at the Great Hall, Neville thanks every deity he
    could think of that Hannah was there to meet him, and quickly led her to the
    Hufflepuff table.

    Harry and Hermione took their usual seats at the end of the Gryffindor table and
    began to fill their plates. Finally the silence got to be too much for Hermione.

    "Ok, this is going to be a horrible date if we refuse to talk to each other." She
    sighed.

    "Are you sure you still want to go with me?" Harry asked, his voice icy, though
    his face looked for the first time that Hermione could recall, almost fearful.
    "Wouldn't you rather go to the village with McClaggen?"

    "This brought Hermione up short, and the wheels in her mind began spinning.
    Suddenly it all made sense. Harry had been acting stranger than was normal for him
    since McClaggen had asked her out. He'd been agitated, and snippy, which was really
    unusual for him, but until now, he'd never once mentioned McClaggen.

    "Are you..." Hermione stammered, not believing it was even possible. "Are you
    jealous?"

    "I think it's possible, though who can tell with the way Neville explains things."
    Harry grumbled. Hermione didn't want to, but her face split into a bright smile.

    "I just… I don't like him. And I… You should… I'm trying to be a friend, but I
    can't understand why you would want to date him. He's arrogant, and undisciplined,
    and…"

    "Harry, there's nothing between Cormac and I." Hermione said gently as she reached
    across the table and grasped his hand.

    "He asked me to go to Slughorn's party and I knew I'd never be able to go
    otherwise. I'm interested in meeting a few of the people who will be there. I don't
    like Cormac like that. I'd much rather if you and I could go together, but neither of
    us got an invitation. There's nothing for you to be jealous about, alright?" Hermione
    asked as she gently squeezed Harry's hand.

    Harry refused to look her in the eye for several moments, instead, keeping his
    eyes on their joined hands. He truly liked the feel of her soft skin and the warmth
    he felt when their hands were linked together like this. Slowly he looked up to find
    her still looking imploringly at him. He gave her a slight nod that said that he
    understood, and though he wanted to tell her everything that Cormac had said, he
    remembered Neville's words from earlier.

    Harry decided that he would try harder to be a good friend, and support Hermione.
    He knew in his heart that he couldn't always be there to protect her, and she needed
    to be able to take care of herself. He would be there if she needed him, but he
    wouldn't say anything, or do anything that might ruin things with his friend.

    Besides, if she really wanted to date someone like McClaggen, Harry knew that he
    couldn't do anything to change that. Though he felt she could do far better than some
    puffed up peacock like McClaggen.

    He nodded and gave her a hint of a smile that made her face light up, clearly
    pleased that he believed her. She let go of his hands and began to eat. Harry
    followed her example, and when they finished their morning meal, they got up and
    headed out to the village for what would be their third and best date so far.

    

    "I think you're making a serious mistake." Lavender said again as she watched
    Hermione finish getting ready for her date. "Going out with McClaggen is the worst
    idea in the history of bad ideas, Hermione."

    "Yes, I know." Hermione said as she checked herself in the mirror. "You've told me
    all week that I was making a mistake. That I'm ruining things between me and Harry by
    going out with Cormac. That I should be staying in tonight and spending time with
    Harry. But as I've already told you a million times, Harry and I are just
    friends."

    Hermione quickly held up her hand to prevent Lavender from another attempt at
    trying to convince her there was more between herself and Harry than just friendship.
    Sure, there had been a few moments when Lavender's arguments held water. Harry's
    recent bout with jealousy for starters. The extended hand holding at the Quidditch
    match, for another.

    "Who are you trying to convince?' Lavender challenged. "I see you two looking at
    each other. Especially this past week. He's never going to make the first move
    because he has no clue as to how to do that, much less what to do, so it's up to you.
    He likes you as more than a friend, and you're all but spitting in his face
    tonight."

    "I am not!" Hermione spun to glare at Lavender. "And you're wrong. We've gone on
    three dates now. Three. And not once has he tried to do anything, much less given any
    inclination that he would like to be anything more than my friend."

    "Except hold your hand at the Quidditch match." Lavender pointed out.

    "Oh not this again." Hermione rolled her eyes.

    "Do not try and tell me you didn't like that. I saw you. I saw the smile on your
    face." Lavender accused.

    "It was just… It was nothing."

    "You held his hand throughout the entire game, Hermione. Not once did you try and
    remove your hand, and I know you were aware of it. He didn't mind it either. In fact…
    when you did finally let go, he looked like you'd stolen his puppy. He likes you, but
    he has no clue how to express it."

    "Thanks to his so-called guardians." Hermione thought to herself.

    "Whether or not there is anything between Harry and me, we aren't together at the
    moment. If someone asked Harry on a date, I would be supportive of him, regardless of
    how I felt for him, because the bottom line is that he is my friend and I want him to
    be happy." Hermione reasoned. Lavender merely scoffed.

    "Right. If any girl asked Harry out, especially if it was someone you disproved
    of… you'd claw her eyes out. And besides, Harry wouldn't want to go on a date with
    anyone except you." Lavender said glumly. She got up and walked over to Hermione and
    began inspecting the outfit and makeup. She didn't agree with Hermione's choice, but
    she was her friend, and would support her, no matter how dim the curly haired witch
    was being.

    "I see you two. We all do. The way he looks at you is so… heart wrenching. He
    looks so lost and confused and hopeful all at once! I just… I really don't want to
    see you miss a chance for something amazing because some other boy finally wised up
    and asked you out before Harry could figure out what's going on in his head and his
    heart.

    "Lavender." Hermione said, putting a hand on her friend's shoulder and smiling
    confidently. "It's just a party. We're not running away together, and besides, we're
    only going as friends."

    Lavender nodded though she looked disheartened, and she led Hermione to the Common
    room where she would be meeting her date.

    "Wow." Cormac smiled as Hermione approached. "You look amazing."

    Hermione blushed slightly at the compliment. She had worked really hard to make
    herself presentable. Her hair alone had taken two hours, and was done in a simply,
    yet elegant knot in the back of her head. Her dress was a flattering burgundy knee
    length, sleeveless number, with matching high heeled pumps. She had borrowed some
    nylons from Lavender, and felt prettier than she ever had before.

    "Thank you." She smiled. "You've cleaned up rather nicely as well."

    "Well, we should get going. Don't want to keep old Sluggy waiting, do we?" Cormac
    offered his arm.

    Hermione accepted graciously and the two began heading out. She looked around the
    Common Room so that she could wish Harry a good night, but he was nowhere to be
    found. She hated to admit it, even to herself, but she was disappointed. Part of her
    wanted to see if Harry would be at all impressed with her appearance tonight. Then
    the practical side of her brain reminded her that Harry likely wouldn't even really
    notice any change in how she looked, or more likely would be confused by it.

    Hermione pushed all thoughts of Harry out of her mind. She was determined to have
    a good time tonight despite the fact that she wasn't really with the person she
    wanted most to be spending the evening with. But in spite of that one miniscule
    factor, Hermione was sure that tonight would be unforgettable.

    Cormac kept smiling at Hermione as he escorted her to Slughorn's office where the
    party was being held. She felt very self-conscious, but she rather liked the
    attention as well. Cormac was quite good looking, and he seemed really sweet. When he
    asked her out initially, she had been stunned. Cormac had never paid her any mind at
    all before then, not even to make fun of her for something. At least that she could
    recall. Cormac had showered her with compliments when he asked her out, and she had
    been flattered. She knew next to nothing about the boy, and felt that it was likely
    the only way she'd get to go to such an exclusive party.

    "You really do look amazing tonight." He said with a dashing smile.

    "Thank you." She smiled in reply. She felt a bit of a blush creeping up her face,
    but managed to fight it back. She wondered idly if Harry would have found her to be
    attractive in her dress, and wondered where he had been when she and Cormac had left.
    She then had to remind herself not to think about him for the rest of the night.

    "I think this is it." Cormac grinned.

    They could hear music, and there was a truly mouthwatering aroma wafting down the
    hall. There were cheery voices coming from a wide opened door, and as they crossed
    the threshold, Hermione's eyes widened in awe.

    Slughorn's office had clearly been enlarged for the occasion. Everyone was dressed
    to the nines tonight, with crisp dress robes, or elegant party dresses. There were
    quite a few students mingling about, mostly from sixth and seventh years, though
    Hermione recognized a few fifth year students as well. There were also more than a
    handful of guests who Hermione had guessed were former students who had become quite
    successful.

    "Holy cow." Cormac gaped at a rather attractive looking witch with long shiny
    black hair, and a form fitting black dress. "That's Gwenog Jones from the Holyhead
    Harpies. Wow she's hotter than I imagined."

    Hermione gave her date a mock glare, and Cormac looked slightly apologetic.

    "Ah Cormac, m'boy. Welcome. WELCOME!" Bellowed Professor Slughorn. He was wearing
    a crimson velvet smoking jacket and fez, and held a large goblet of mead. He shook
    Cormac's hand like an old friend before waiting to be introduced to Cormac's date.
    Hermione thought it funny that she needed to be introduced as she was the top student
    in Slughorn's sixth year potions class.

    "Why Miss Granger, I hardly recognized you. You look quite stunning this evening.
    I wonder if I might borrow young Cormac for a few moments, I would very much like to
    introduce him to some rather important people."

    "Uh, sure." Hermione said meekly, feeling a bit slighted by the potions professor.
    Slughorn saluted her with his goblet and led her date away. Hermione stood there for
    a minute quite awkwardly until she decided to get herself something to drink.

    "Hermione?"

    "Oh Hi Neville." Hermione smiled when she found who had called to her.

    "Wow, you look amazing." Hannah Abbott said as she took in Hermione's attire.
    "Harry is really lucky."

    "Harry's not here." Both Hermione and Neville said at the same time. Hannah looked
    a bit puzzled until Neville explained.

    "He wasn't invited."

    "But, Hermione's here, she could have…" Hannah began before Hermione began shaking
    her head.

    "I wasn't invited either. Cormac McClaggen asked me to accompany him."

    "Oh." Hannah said looking a bit disappointed at that. "I wish I'd known. Susan
    would have asked him."

    "Susan's here as well?" Hermione asked, feeling tightness in her chest at the
    thought of Harry with the redhead, even though she thought Susan was one of the nicer
    people in the school. Well, Susan had never said anything bad to her, and was at the
    very least polite to her.

    "Yeah, she got an invitation from Sluggy. She debated about asking Harry, but we
    thought you two were a couple." Hannah explained. Hermione noted a rather smug smile
    on Neville's face at this.

    "No, he's just my friend." Hermione clarified.

    "Oh. Then I guess it would be ok if Susan asked him out then?" Hannah asked
    tentatively.

    Hermione didn't know how to answer that. She wanted to tell Hannah to shut her fat
    mouth, but at the same time, she had no claim over Harry. As she had just said, they
    were just friends, and he was within his rights to go out with any girl he chose
    to.

    "There you are.' Cormac said, rescuing her from the growing uneasiness of the
    situation.

    "Want to dance?"

    Hermione nodded and allowed herself to be led to the small, makeshift dance floor
    where Cormac took her hand, and wrapped his arm around her waist.

    "So, who'd you meet?' Hermione asked, feeling more anxious as they began to
    dance.

    "Oh, no one really special. David Tennenbaum from the Department of Magical Law
    Offices. Matilda Fenway from The Minister's Office, and Kirley Duke and Heathcote
    Barbary of the Weird Sisters."

    "Are you planning on pursuing law when you graduate?" Hermione wondered.

    "A bit, yeah." Cormac nodded pompously. "I intend on going into politics in a few
    years, and felt a good start would be in the offices of law."

    "Do you plan on affecting some changes? Perhaps more rights for Werewolves, or
    Centaurs?" Hermione queried. Cormac laughed and shook his head.

    "That's funny.' He sniggered. "I had no idea you had such a great sense of
    humor."

    "How is that funny?" Hermione wondered. Cormac shook his head.

    "Giving such dangerous creature more rights? Come on. That would be like letting
    Goblins have wands, or paying house elves for their work. It's hysterical." Cormac
    chuckled.

    "Quite.' Hermione said rather bitterly. Cormac clearly didn't notice her
    irritation.

    Suddenly he was swooping down, his lips puckered as he held her a bit tighter.
    Instinct kicked in and Hermione pulled back, looking a bit out of sorts.

    "What are you doing?" She asked, pulling out of his embrace.

    "Well, I was attempting to kiss you." Cormac said looking a bit perturbed. "Seemed
    like the thing to do..."

    "I thought we agreed to come as friends. I'm not…"

    "Mistletoe.' Cormac said cutting of Hermione's rambling. He was pointing to the
    ceiling where two tiny fairies were flying, carrying a twig of mistletoe between
    them. Hermione felt her face heat up as she began to blush and apologized, to which
    McClaggen shrugged, and offered her his hand again.

    They dance two more songs before they went to get something to eat, and sit for a
    bit. They were joined at a small table by a few other members of the Slug Club.
    Hermione mostly listened as McClaggen talked to his friends, feeling rather out of
    place. She was really beginning to wonder why she had accepted Cormac's invitation.
    She had thought that she would be getting into some fun and insightful discussions
    with some important people, but she hadn't even met one. She could have been having
    much more fun with Harry in the Common Room sitting around the fire and preparing him
    for what to expect at her house with her parents.

    It was then that Hermione began to wonder why Harry had been on her mind so much
    lately. It wasn't as if anything had really changed in their relationship. Sure, they
    had been on a few dates now, and they had all been really, really good, but nothing
    had happened that would indicate something developing. Romantically speaking
    anyway.

    And yes, it was true that they had held hands at the Quidditch match, but that was
    nothing. Friends hold hands all the time, right? In fact, if Lavender hadn't said
    anything, Hermione was sure she would have forgotten about it completely.

    Then there was the fact that Harry had made it his personal mission to torture
    apologies out of the Slytherins who had made her life so difficult. So far, the
    Slytherins had yet to attempt to make amends, though she had received a ton of
    apologies from members of Gryffindor, Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff. People she hadn't
    even been aware of who had made fun of her at some point.

    And finally, there was the fact that whenever she heard even a whisper that a girl
    was interested in Harry, she got defensive and irritable, and felt the strange urge
    to find whoever that girl was and tear her hair out. Not to mention how Harry had
    been acting ever since Cormac had asked her to the party. Every time he saw
    McClaggen, Harry looked like he wanted to pounce on the bigger boy and pummel his
    face into pulp.

    All the evidence, once she thought about it objectively made her feel sick to her
    stomach. She could understand how she might be feeling strong feelings for Harry,
    especially as he was always so nice, and respectful of her. Plus, he was quite an
    attractive looking young man. What with his broad shoulders, and muscular frame, and
    his piercing green eyes, and that untamable mess of black hair that was begging to
    have her fingers run through and…

    "Stop it.' She said internally. "You're just friends. That's not going to change.
    He has a destiny to fulfill, and it doesn't involve you."

    "Are you certain?" A new voice asked. "He has to learn how to love, remember?"

    "Hermione?' Cormac's voice broke through her internal quandaries.

    "Huh?" She responded ever so eloquently.

    "I asked if you were okay." He said with a smirk that made her a bit wary.

    "Fine.' She said.

    Cormac pointed to the ceiling, and Hermione followed to see Fairies carrying
    Mistletoe. She groaned softly, and looked back to Cormac, who was grinning.

    "I think they really want us to kiss." He snickered.

    "I suppose so." Hermione nodded.

    Cormac swooped on her again, this time capturing her lips. It wasn't terribly
    unpleasant at first, but Cormac wasn't satisfied with a soft peck. His hands found
    her shoulders, and his tongue slipped across her lips, begging for entrance. Hermione
    made the mistake of opening her mouth to protest, and Cormac's rather slimy tongue
    slipped into her mouth.

    "Ugh!" She said as she pushed away from him. "That was too much."

    "Not even close. Come on, it's a party Hermione. You need to loosen up and have
    fun."

    McClaggen stated. "You're the most uptight witch in this school."

    "Do you have any idea why?" Hermione uttered, feeling suddenly defensive and
    irritated.

    "I think if you just relax, you'll find you wind up having a lot more fun. Why not
    let your hair down a bit, and enjoy yourself?" Cormac said, leaning towards her
    again. Hermione held up her hand to prevent his lips from touching hers again.

    "I was enjoying myself, but you're making things really uncomfortable." Hermione
    accused. Cormac sighed heavily.

    Alright.' He said with a grimace. "Why don't we dance a bit more, or
    something?"

    "Do you think you can act like a gentleman?" Hermione asked with annoyance.

    "Of course I can." Cormac said, rising to his feet, and taking her hand. He took
    her out to the dance floor again and they began dancing.

    "You know I never once made fun of you." Cormac said earnestly. "Even when you
    kind of deserved it. You were really bossy your first year. I remember hearing the
    Weasley twins planning to put calming draughts in your pumpkin juice because they
    were sick of you threatening to repot them when they were planning one of their
    pranks."

    "Back then I probably deserved it." Hermione admitted.

    "Maybe, but you didn't deserve anything that came after." Cormac smiled. "I feel
    bad that you had to go through all that, but it looks like things are going your way
    this year."

    "I suppose." Hermione replied, looking at him strangely.

    "I mean, first, you make friends with the Boy-Who-Lived…"

    "Oh god, not you too. Why do you people keep using that stupid moniker. He's just
    Harry, not some sort of deity or something stupid like that. He's just like you or
    me." Hermione scolded.

    "Whatever." Cormac said flippantly. "But then, you've got all the boys noticing
    you now. You should hear some of the things they say about you. You've turned quite a
    few heads this year. I wasn't the only one who wanted to ask you out, you know."

    "What? Really?" Hermione looked stunned at this.

    "Sure." Cormac said. "I'm just happy I got to ask you first."

    Hermione's eyes bulged when she felt a hand on her rear end. She stared at Cormac
    in horror, and she felt her throat tighten a bit.

    "Um… would you…" She began, trying to sound dignified.

    "I would love to." Cormac replied, leaning in to kiss her once again.

    "UGH! That's quite enough." Hermione said angrily. "I think that I've had enough
    fun for tonight. I think I'd like to leave."

    "Oh come on, Hermione." Cormac smiled. "We've barely been here an hour. How about
    we get something to eat and talk for a bit, yeah?"

    Hermione eyed him suspiciously but agreed. Cormac led her to the buffet and the
    two got some food and sat at an empty table. They weren't alone very long, as Gwenog
    Jones herself sat next to Hermione with her date, Edmund Fokland, whom Hermione had
    been very hopeful to meet. Edmund was well known for developing stronger Wolfsbane
    potions, and making them more readily available for any Lycanthrope who wanted
    it.

    Cormac tried to engage the lovely Quidditch player in conversation, but she was
    clearly more interested in taking part in the discussion her date and Hermione were
    having about methods for making the Wolfsbane better, and perhaps finding a cure for
    the affliction.

    The conversation seemed to go on and on until thankful for Cormac, Slughorn came
    by to whisk Gwenog and her date to another part of the party. Before he left, Edmund
    handed Hermione his card and insisted that she come and see him when she
    graduated.

    Cormac then convinced Hermione to join him for another spin on the dance floor.
    Hermione agreed, likely because she was still euphoric over getting to speak to such
    a brilliant individual, and impressing him enough that he wanted her to interview for
    work when she finished school.

    It wasn't long before she was ripped from her high over her fortune as she felt
    Cormac's hand slipping below her waist once again.

    "Cormac, you're not being very gentlemanly again." She hissed.

    "Maybe it isn't a gentleman you need, Hermione." Cormac insisted. "Maybe what you
    need is a man to show you just what you've been missing all this time."

    "What?" Hermione gaped, and Cormac looked rather smug.

    "Come on Hermione, you know why I asked you here tonight. I mean, look at how
    you're dressed? Why else would you wear something so tantalizing if you didn't want
    anything to happen?"

    "What are you talking about?" Hermione looked scandalized. "Everyone is dressed
    up."

    "Maybe, but I noticed you're the only girl showing off so much skin tonight."
    Cormac eyed her lecherously.

    "Ok, I think I'm ready to just go to bed." Hermione said irritably, as she pinched
    the bridge of her nose trying to ward of a huge headache.

    Cormac's smile brightened, and took her hand, leading her out of the party very
    quickly. Hermione struggled to stay upright in her high heeled shoes as she struggled
    to get her hand out of Cormac's grasp, but the bigger boy just held on tighter,
    ignoring her protests.

    Hermione quickly realized what Cormac was thinking, and she figured that he
    clearly misunderstood her meaning when she had said she was ready to leave the party.
    Cormac gave her a grin as he slipped into an empty classroom where he felt they would
    likely be uninterrupted. When he turned to face his date however, he got a major
    surprise when Hermione's right leg shot up and connected with his groin.

    Cormac howled like a wounded hound dog and fell to his knees. He went cross eyed,
    and then fell to his side, cupping his now pulsing genitalia. Hermione scowled at
    McClaggen before huffing and leaving him in a heap in the dirty floor.

    Hermione wondered if she had gone too far with McClaggen. But the thought of what
    he had been attempting to do with her made her think better of it. The git had
    deserved what he got and likely more. Obviously that had been the only way that
    Cormac would understand that she was not interested in him that way.

    She had never felt so angry in all of her life. The problem was that she was angry
    at herself. She had let herself get swept up in the idea of being asked out, that she
    never stopped to think about who or why. Lavender had told her a couple of times
    about what other girls had said about Cormac and what an absolute arse he could be,
    but Hermione felt she knew better and had ignored her friend.

    Hermione found herself slipping into the Gryffindor Common room, and was a bit
    surprised to find it so empty. It wasn't all that late yet and she thought her fellow
    lions should be whooping it up in anticipation of the start of the Christmas
    holiday.

    It wasn't completely empty. Katie Bell and her friend Leanne were sitting in a
    corner, talking quietly. There was a group of fourth years having some sort of
    debate. There was a circle of second years playing a very intense game of gobstones
    in another corner. But it was the sight of Harry, sitting on the couch nearest the
    fire sitting across from Dennis and Colin Creevey that suddenly made Hermione feel
    relaxed and calm. The three were talking quietly, with the Creevey boys looking
    rather awestruck. Hermione hoped Harry wasn't filling their heads with one of his
    crazy stories of his training days.

    "Hey Harry." She said softly as she approached him.

    "Hermione?" Harry looked surprised to see her. "Is the party finished already?
    Where's McClaggen?"

    "No." She shook her head. "I just… I wasn't really in a party mood, I guess."

    She sat down next to him, and Harry moved slightly to make room for her, though he
    remained quite close to her. The Creevey brothers looked at the two older tens and
    then to each other before Colin cleared his throat.

    "We'll leave you two alone." Colin smiled, dragging his brother to his feet. "Talk
    to you tomorrow Harry."

    "Ah, Colin, I wanted to hear more about attacking people from your broom." Dennis
    whined as his brother led him up the stairs.

    "You shouldn't fill their heads with things like that." Hermione said
    reproachfully. "Especially not Dennis, he's likely to try them during the next
    match."

    "Are you alright?" Harry asked, looking at her in that way that always made her
    feel exposed. "Your voice is a little shaky."

    "It's nothing.' Hermione tried to wave off his concern.

    "Did something happen?" Harry pressed. Hermione knew it would be useless to try
    and avoid telling him. Harry would hear about it, and then he might get mad at her
    for keeping it from him. She told him first about meeting Edmund Fokland, and how he
    seemed impressed by her, but then the tale took a hard left, and Hermione told Harry
    about how Cormac had been really grabby, and how he'd tried to pull her into an empty
    classroom. Harry's face instantly turned to stone and he looked ready to get to his
    feet and hunt down the offensive seventh year until Hermione grabbed his hand and
    told him how she had finally gotten her message through to him that she wasn't
    interested in him in that way. Harry winced when she told him the last bit.

    "Yeah, that would do it.' Harry agreed.

    "I'm sorry Harry." She sighed, leaning into him a bit. She then rested her head on
    his shoulder, and felt him stiffen a bit, though he relaxed almost immediately,
    making her smile softly to herself.

    "Why are you sorry?" Harry asked softly. "It seems to me Cormac should be
    apologizing here, not you."

    "I'm sorry because, I should have stayed here tonight. Stayed with you." Hermione
    said softly. She felt a shiver climb up her spine when she looked at him. He was
    staring at her now with something that made her stomach clench up. His eyes, usually
    so hard and piercing were soft now. Almost longing.

    "You don't have to apologize for wanting to go and have some fun. It was an
    exclusive party, and as I understand it, getting to attend is kind of a big deal to a
    lot of people." Harry shrugged. "And, it sounds like it was worth it in the end. You
    got a chance to impress someone you look up to..."

    "Maybe." Hermione sighed. "But it would have been better if you had been there
    with me. If you had been my date. I would have had a lot more fun with you."

    "I don't know how to dance." Harry chuckled softly, and Hermione had to smile
    again. She attempted to smack him, but he caught her hand, and held it gently, making
    her shiver again as his thumb softly began to rub small circles on it.

    "I would have taught you." She offered.

    "I don't exactly have suitable attire for such an occasion." He added.

    "You could have worn exactly what you are now, and I would have been happy."
    Hermione replied. Harry gave a soft nod.

    "I would have felt a little out of place. You look quite breathtaking after all.
    Really beautiful." Harry stated. Hermione's eyes widened in surprise and she saw him
    turn away slightly, as if he might have been embarrassed or something. Then she
    realized he was more than likely second guessing what he had just said.

    "You really think I look beautiful?" She asked, rather breathily. Her eyes felt
    heavy and she began inching closer to Harry, who had turned back to her and was
    staring into her deep brown eyes.

    "I do." Harry nodded.

    Hermione's hand was on Harry's chest, and she wasn't even certain how it came to
    be there in the first place, much less how they had gotten so close. She was leaning
    into him and her eyes were focused on his lips now. She had read about moments like
    this, and somewhere in the back of her brain a little voice was urging her on. She
    could picture Lavender bouncing up and down in anticipation, and she smiled to
    herself as she thought about what was about to happen. She had a thousand reasons why
    she should pull away, and stop this from happening.

    But there was one thing that prevented her from doing that. She didn't want
    to.

    Hermione's hand was slipping up Harry's chest, and beginning to slink around his
    neck to draw him in a bit closer. She could taste his breath now, he was that close.
    She allowed her eyes to fall closed, and she decided to just give in and consequences
    be damned. She was seventeen, and even though Cormac had given her very first kiss
    earlier that night, she would never consider it a real kiss, not like the one that
    was about to happen, with a boy that never failed to make her heart skip, and her
    stomach clench, and her mind to fog. A boy who always saw through her, and made her
    feel like she was worth something by just being human to her.

    "BITCH!"

    Hermione all but leapt away from Harry as Cormac's voice echoed about them. He was
    standing in front of them, looking murderous.

    "You fucking tease. You dress up like a slag, and rub against me all night and
    then kick me in the bollocks and run away so you can tease Potter here? What, do you
    have some sort of scorecard or something?" Cormac shouted so loudly, Hermione
    wondered why every other student in Gryffindor hadn't come barreling down to the
    Common Room to see what was happening.

    Harry was on his feet and between McClaggen and Hermione, who was now extremely
    angry at the seventh year and looked as though she might kick him between the legs
    again.

    "TEASE? You arrogant prick! You told me we were going as friends, and then you
    spend the whole night pawing at me and trying to sticky your disgusting tongue in my
    mouth and blaming it on fairies!"

    "What?" Harry looked puzzled, but remained between the two in order to stop them
    from physically attacking one another.

    "I heard about some of the things you've been saying about me, but I gave you the
    benefit of the doubt." Hermione shouted. "I thought maybe, just maybe people were
    jealous or something, and that you weren't that different from me. But Merlin how you
    proved me wrong!"

    "Don't act like you're some martyr, Granger." Cormac bellowed. "Everyone knows
    that you make things seem worse than they are. I've heard how you make it look like
    you're this persecuted waif. "Oh woe is me. I'm a tragic little muggleborn that no
    one likes.' It's so pathetic."

    "What?" Hermione stepped back as if she'd been struck in the face. "You ignorant,
    pompous, moron! You really think I've humiliated myself all these years? That I
    played all those embarrassing pranks on myself? Why would anyone do that?"

    "Why don't you tell me?" Cormac challenged. "Why not tell all of us, Granger? Why
    would anyone make themselves look like they're the most persecuted and hated person
    in the world and subject themselves to such humiliating incidents? To get attention?
    Well, you got our attention didn't you? You got Harry potter to become your personal
    body guard, and to humiliate your enemies, and now what? You get me to notice you,
    and then string me along so you can make it look like I tried to take advantage so
    Potter here would get mad and beat me up or something, you manipulative little
    bitch?"

    At that, Hermione's eyes narrowed. While it could be argued that Harry was very
    obtuse when it came to the subtleties of what could be considered normal human
    behavior, he knew rage when he saw it.

    Harry let his arms that had been keeping the two apart, drop to his sides as he
    took two big steps back, and turned to look at Cormac rather pointedly. Harry knew
    that Hermione needed to learn to fight her own battles, as he knew he couldn't
    protect her all the time, nor could he make every single person who ever hurt her pay
    for their cruelty. Now seemed like the best time for her to stand on her own two feet
    at last.

    Cormac's righteous indignance started to slip away when he looked at Harry who
    appeared almost sympathetic. Cormac turned back to Hermione who was fuming now, her
    eyes narrowed, and her fists balled so tightly, her hands were stark white.

    "Uh..." Cormac muttered just before Hermione lunged and her boney, skinny fist
    cracked him in the nose, sending him reeling to the floor. She lunged forward, but
    was caught around the waist by Harry who held her back, preventing her from pressing
    her attack.

    McClaggen looked truly frightened, as he saw Hermione's arms flailing, trying to
    reach him, and Harry who was easily much stronger than Hermione, having trouble
    keeping her back, all the while a stream of curses spilled from Hermione that would
    have made a goblin blush.

    "I think you should leave." Harry called out over Hermione's torrent of swears.
    Cormac quickly disappeared up the boy's dormitory stairs with his tail tucked between
    his legs. It took another minute for Hermione to settle down before Harry finally
    released her. She was panting heavily as she turned around to face Harry.

    "You should have let me go." She snapped. Harry gave her a slight shrug.

    "I was worried you would get hurt." He said, glancing at her hand. It looked as if
    it might be swelling a bit, and he stepped forward, and gently took it in his hand to
    examine it. All at once, Hermione's anger dissipated. Her breath hitched slightly at
    his touch.

    "He never would have had a chance to hurt me." She said confidently, watching as
    Harry checked her hand. She winced when he gave a gentle squeeze to a couple of her
    fingers.

    "I was worried you'd hurt yourself." Harry said, making his feelings on the matter
    clear. He gave another gentle squeeze of her fingers and Hermione gave a soft moan of
    pain. Harry made a face, and led her to the sofa, where he slipped his wand out of
    his wrist holster. He waved it gently over her fingers.

    "You're lucky you didn't break them." He said. "Though it was a pretty good
    punch."

    "It was my first one." Hermione said as the pain in her hand began to
    disappear.

    "That was obvious." Harry smirked. "You should be fine now." Harry said, slipping
    his wand back into his holster. He then began to softly massage her fingers, making
    her feel much more nervous, and at the same time, much more at peace. "I think if
    you're going to start standing up for yourself, you really should learn the proper
    way to do it."

    They sat silent for a bit, just staring at each other before Hermione found her
    voice, and slipped her hand from Harry's feeling self conscious.

    "It's getting late, and we're going home tomorrow. I should probably make sure
    everything is packed."

    Harry rose to his feet as Hermione did the same. He walked her to the foot of the
    stairs, and she turned to him. He gave her a soft look, and Hermione found herself
    embracing Harry. Unlike the first time, he returned the gesture with more
    confidence.

    "Goodnight Harry." She whispered before she let him go and went to bed. "Thank you
    for... well, thank you."

    "Goodnight Hermione." Harry said softly as he watched her go.
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    13 Best. Christmas. Ever.

    Hermione awoke early the next morning, more than a little excited. She would be
    going home for the Christmas holiday, and she was bringing her first friend to meet
    her parents. She had been anticipating this trip home ever since she received the
    letter from her parents stating they would be delighted to host Harry for Christmas.
    She had gotten a glimpse of Harry's home life a few months ago and now she was
    anxious to show Harry how "normal" people lived.

    She was already packed, and the train wouldn't be leaving for a few hours, so
    there was time for breakfast. Lavender and Parvati would likely sleep for another
    hour or so and as she was ready for the train, there was no reason not to get some
    breakfast.

    As she expected, Hermione saw both Harry and Neville, flushed and sweaty from
    their workout entering the Common Room at the same time she came down the stairs.

    "Really?" She asked, eyeing both boys humorously. "You get a chance for a lie in,
    and you still get up at the crack of dawn..."

    "Sun wasn't up when we got started." Neville smirked. "I don't want to lose my
    edge."

    Hermione couldn't help but smile at this and shook her head.

    "Harry told me you decked McClaggen." Neville said with a prideful smile. "Well
    done."

    "I kicked him first." Hermione said, a bit embarrassed.

    "Kicked him?" Neville asked, looking to Harry who gave a wince that every single
    boy could understand. Neville shivered and turned back to Hermione, who looked almost
    ashamed.

    "Don't." Harry said, pointing to her now. "Don't feel bad for defending
    yourself."

    Hermione gave a nod, though she didn't really change her expression.

    Harry grasped her shoulder comfortingly as he and Neville went to get cleaned up.
    She smiled gratefully at him and then went and sat in front of the now dead fire and
    waited for the boys to return. She thought about what she had done the night before,
    and how Harry had acted, and especially about what had very nearly happened just
    before Cormac had stormed into Gryffindor Tower.

    She and Harry had been entirely too close, but Hermione had never even entertained
    the idea that it had been a bad thing. In fact, she hated McClaggen even more for
    interrupting what might have been.

    She allowed herself to wonder if perhaps she might find herself in a similar
    situation with Harry over the holiday. Her mind began to wander and she didn't hear
    the boys come back down to the common room. She was staring into the dying embers
    when someone shook her shoulder, and she leapt about a foot off the couch, shrieking
    like the damned.

    "We've been calling to you for sixty seconds." Harry claimed, as Hermione clutched
    her chest and panted, her eyes wide with fright. Neville looked apologetic, but Harry
    simply looked concerned. "I thought someone might have put a body bind on you." He
    claimed.

    "Never. EVER. Sneak up on me like that again!" Hermione gasped. Harry gave a nod,
    and Neville, hid a smirk before turning to the portrait hole. He had to fight another
    wide smile when he turned around and saw that Harry had his hand on Hermione's lower
    back, as if escorting her or something, and the softening of Hermione's face at the
    gesture.

    They reached the Great Hall a few minutes later. Harry had been giving Neville
    some tips so he could continue his work outs at home, and Hermione wondered how Harry
    was going to keep up on his own physical routine, as there wasn't really anywhere he
    could run properly. At least not that she could think of. She had made to mention it
    when, just as they were entering the Great Hall, someone called out to Hermione.

    "Could I talk to you for a moment?" asked a rather frazzled, and manic looking
    Millicent Bulstrode. She was glancing at Harry with true fear, as the stoic young man
    flanked Hermione, looking reading to prevent anything untoward from happening.

    Hermione had never in her life seen anyone look so crazy. Her hair was a mess,
    like she hadn't brushed it in a month. Her eyes were bloodshot and bulging with deep
    purple bags under them as if she hadn't slept in more than a month. She was shaking,
    and glancing all around herself, prepared to sprint away at the first sign of
    perceived danger.

    Hermione felt a shiver of fear run through her as the rather large girl took a
    tentative step forward with her hands held up in surrender. Hermione quickly looked
    about the Entrance Hall for any signs of a trap, not that she thought she would be
    able to spot one. And then... the strangest thing happened.

    Millicent Bulstrode fell to her knees and clasped her hands together.

    "Hermione Granger," She began, her voice cracking, and tears in her eyes. "I am so
    sorry for everything I've ever said or done to you over the last five years. I have
    seen now just how horrible I've been to you, and I have gained respect for you. Were
    I in your place, I know that I would have never managed to keep coming back here, and
    putting up with it all."

    "W-what?" Hermione looked disbelievingly at the girl prostrating herself before
    the Gryffindors.

    "I know now just how humiliated you must have felt, and I can't stand it. I'm
    ashamed of my part in everything you suffered, and I'm begging for your
    forgiveness."

    "O-ok." Hermione stammered, unsure if this was even really happening. She turned
    to Harry who was staring at the large girl with disdain.

    Millicent got to her feet, and grasped Hermione's hand and kept repeating that she
    was truly sorry. It continued until Harry stepped in, and freed Hermione's hand and
    turned to Millicent.

    "I'm happy to see that you've now seen the error of your ways." He said, making
    Millicent, who was almost a foot taller than Harry, cower like a beaten dog. "You are
    clearly the smartest of you friends, and I hope that perhaps you might help them to
    see how wrong they have been. Until then, their punishments will continue."

    "Will I..." Millicent asked, looking worried, but Harry shook his head.

    "You freed yourself." Harry said simply before turning Hermione and guiding her
    towards the Great Hall. He stopped and quickly glanced over his shoulder. "Don't use
    any of the forks on the Slytherin Table. Take one from one of the other house tables
    this morning."

    Millicent nodded, and scampered away.

    "Did that really just happen?" Hermione asked, not sure she could believe her own
    eyes and ears.

    "Damn, my money had been on Parkinson to break first." Neville groaned as he sat
    next to Harry and across from Hermione.

    "I thought it would be Nott." Harry admitted. "Parkinson is too wrapped up with
    Malfoy to even attempt to think for herself. Crabbe and Goyle have barely half a
    brain between them and won't even breath without Malfoy's say so. The rest of those
    who hang around Malfoy seem more afraid of him than me, despite all they've been
    through lately, and Malfoy's just too stubborn and full of pride to even contemplate
    the idea he's been beaten."

    "Funny he hasn't tried to retaliate." Neville said, as Hermione just stared at the
    pair of them.

    "He has." Harry smirked lightly. "I just treat the House Elves better than he
    does."

    Neville laughed at that and dug into a plate of pancakes. Hermione was still
    gaping at the two boys. She wondered for the billionth time just what it was she had
    done that had caused the Fates to send her such a powerful and thoughtful guardian
    angel. Shaking all the bizarreness from her mind, she began to eat her breakfast
    while Harry and Neville talked a bit more about a new training regiment they would
    start after the holidays.

    The train ride home had been quiet, but it had also been more enjoyable than any
    train ride Hermione had ever had to or from Hogwarts since she began. She and Harry
    found a cabin together, that just so happened to be the same one they had first met.
    This time however, they sat next to one another as they were joined by Neville and
    Hannah Abbott, not to mention a revolving door of fellow classmates who wished them
    all a good holiday. Lavender had stayed a bit to find out more about Neville's New
    Year's party, and to ask Hermione if she might visit a bit during the holiday.
    Hermione had declined as she wasn't sure what her parents had in mind, but promised
    they would see each other at Neville's party.

    Many visitors came by to congratulate Harry and yet another wonderful prank on the
    Slytherins, and a few Ravenclaws whom Harry had discovered had played parts in
    Hermione's humiliation through the years. Harry of course denied any involvement in
    the rather risqué dance show that Draco and the other Slytherins performed at
    breakfast. Hermione was certain she would never be able to get the image of Draco
    rubbing marmalade on his nipples out of her head.

    "Where did you even come up with the idea for something so... Disgustingly
    brillaint?" Hermione asked, after Dean Ron and Seamus came in and given the
    compliments.

    "Why do you think I was involved?" Harry asked, trying to look innocent. Hermione
    fixed him with a rather pointed stare and Harry sighed and sat up a bit
    straighter.

    "Fine. If I were involved, I would have simply listened to the way other boys talk
    about girls. I would have then taken note of the more ridiculous sounding things,
    such as a girl giving a boy a striptease..."

    "Why is that ridiculous?" Hannah asked. "I know a few girls that pride themselves
    on their strip tease. Su Li is famous for it."

    "She's right." Neville nodded.

    "How would you know that?" Hannah asked, looking dangerous. Neville swallowed
    hard, and smiled innocently.

    "Seamus?"

    There was a bit of a pause before Hannah seemed to accept that and nodded. Neville
    looked relieved and slumped a bit. Hermione had to laugh while Harry watched the
    whole scene with interest.

    "Anyway..." He continued. "Were I actually involved."

    "Which you were." The other three said as one.

    "I would have taken all the most ridiculous things I had overheard about such
    stripteases, and configured them into a very strong compulsion charm, that would be
    attached to their forks, as well as an inhibition lowering potion, and a very mild
    lust potion which was slipped into the cream that Malfoy and his friends usually put
    in their tea."

    "So that's why Parkinson didn't dance." Neville snapped his fingers. "It was only
    Crabbe, Goyle, Nott and Malfoy. I was starting to wonder if Parkinson had apologized
    and you didn't tell me."

    "Actually, her fork was keyed so she would sing for the boys. You can't have a
    striptease without music I'm told." Harry clarified. "Besides, I think we've all seen
    enough of Pansy without clothes for a bit."

    "Harry you can't keep this up." Hermione said, grabbing his hand. "It's not that I
    don't appreciate it, but you're going to get into serious trouble."

    "Perhaps." Harry shrugged. "If I do, I'll serve my punishment. But they're all
    bullies, and they need to learn that just because you think you're superior to
    everyone else, doesn't mean you can get away with treating people like scum."

    "Just... please don't get yourself in trouble for me." Hermione said pleadingly.
    "I'm not that special and..."

    "Yes you are." Harry countered. "No one deserves what you've suffered
    through."

    "He's right Hermione." Neville nodded. "By going through all of that, and still to
    be here, with your head held high... that's pretty special. Besides, it isn't as if
    any of them were ever caught. They all covered their tracks pretty well, and Harry's
    been trained better."

    "No one else could have had the courage to show their face after even a quarter of
    the things you've been the victim of." Hannah added. "I'm in awe of you at
    times."

    Hermione didn't know how to respond so she remained quiet. It was then she noticed
    Harry's hand interlaced with hers, as she felt him squeeze it softly. It made her
    smile and she turned to him and saw that he was smiling at her. Not huge or
    anything... but a Harry smile. The corners of his mouth pulled up ever so gently, and
    his hard eyes, soft and full of something that Hermione just couldn't quite identify,
    but nevertheless made her heart skip.

    "Thank you." She whispered. Harry simply nodded.

    

    The Hogwarts Express pulled into King's Cross, and the students all disembarked,
    many of them meeting their parents right there on platform nine and three quarters,
    while the muggleborns all headed for the barrier.

    Hermione led Harry through the barrier into the muggle world where hundreds of
    people were bustling about to get to their trains. Hermione turned to find Harry
    looking more than a bit uncomfortable. If it were anyone else, Hermione would have
    guessed it was nerves about meeting her parents. However, knowing Harry as she did,
    she guessed it was likely the thought of being surrounded by so many potential
    threats in an unfamiliar location. She didn't think she was wrong either.

    Hermione saw her mother and father waiting near the exit into London. Her father
    was looking at his watch, and smiling as some of her class mates passed them. He was
    wearing one of his nicer suits, and rubbing his hands in anticipation. Knowing her
    father, he was probably hungry or something.

    Her mother was practically bouncing in anticipation. She was also dressed a bit
    nicer than was normal, and Hermione guessed they wanted to give a good impression.
    She was smiling brightly as she scanned the crowds for her child.

    "Hermione!" Her mother squealed when she saw her only daughter. She practically
    bounded forward and wrapped Hermione in a very warm and tight hug, shaking her
    enthusiastically.

    Her father was no less happy to see his daughter, and held her very tightly as he
    asked her how the train ride had been.

    "And this has got to be Harry." Hermione's mother said, looking past Hermione to
    the rather handsome, and decidedly stiff young man standing behind her daughter.

    "Harry, I'd like you to meet Dan and Emma Granger, my parents." Hermione said with
    a smile. "Mum, Dad, this is Harry my... friend."

    "Sir, Ma'am." Harry greeted Dan and Emma Granger. Hermione was watching rather
    nervously. She'd never brought anyone home to meet her parents, as she'd never really
    had any friends before, much less a boy. She had seen the pointed glance her mother
    gave her when she'd stammered over what exactly Harry was to her.

    Emma smiled and waved off Harry's proffered hand, and actually hugged him.
    Hermione saw the flash of surprise in Harry's eye. She had hugged him a total of
    three times to date, and he always went ramrod stiff. Hermione wondered if she
    noticed Harry's tension at her show of affection. It was likely as Emma was very good
    at being able to tell if her patients were comfortable before they uttered a single
    syllable. It was part of the reason the Granger's dental practice was so popular.

    Emma pulled back, smiling brightly at Harry. She looked him over and gave Hermione
    another knowing look that made Hermione blush.

    "It is really good to meet you." She smiled. "Hermione's told us a little about
    you in her letters and I must say I have been very curious to learn more. We're so
    glad you agreed to spend Christmas with us."

    "Thank you for allowing me to stay with you." Harry said in his typical even tone.
    Hermione's father stepped up and offered his hand. Hermione saw Harry give her father
    the once over as he accepted the handshake.

    "Harry." Dan said by way of greeting.

    "Sir." Harry replied. Hermione was wondering if her father was trying to play the
    role of protective father. She had to smile to herself as she imagined her father
    attempting to threaten Harry.

    "Well, I hope you two are hungry." Emma said, hooking her daughter's arm with
    hers, and leading them all towards the parking lot. "It's a tradition to go out
    whenever Hermione comes home from school. We thought Italian might be in order
    tonight." Emma gave a knowing look to her daughter whose smile suddenly appeared.

    "Giuseppe's?" Hermione asked hopefully.

    "Giuseppe's." Dan confirmed. Hermione gave a small squeal that made Harry look at
    her strangely, as she her mother shook her excitedly. Harry simply watched the
    interaction with interest. "You like Italian food Harry?"

    "I'm not sure." Harry replied. This caused Emma to turn around looking
    troubled.

    "How could you not know?" She asked. Harry looked ready to reply, but Hermione cut
    him off.

    "Harry's had somewhat of a unique life." She said with a soft smile. "We can tell
    you about it at dinner. Can we please hurry? I think I hear a Chicken Parmesan
    calling to me."

    "Are you sure it isn't a lasagna, or perhaps a baked ziti?' Dan remarked, making
    Hermione smile greedily.

    "It doesn't really matter so long as it's followed by a tiramisu." Hermione
    grinned.

    "Oh I like that idea." Emma agreed.

    The Granger's led Harry out to the parking lot to a silver Lexus. Dan opened the
    boot, and Harry slipped his and Hermione's bags in before climbing into the car with
    Hermione. A moment later, they were driving through London, with Emma practically
    turned around in her seat so she could talk with the teens.

    "So, would you end my curiosity, and tell me how you two met and became friends?"
    Emma pleaded. Hermione saw her father's eyes in the rearview mirror, and could tell
    he was curious as well.

    "We met on the train. It's Harry's first year at Hogwarts, and I shared a cabin
    with him." Hermione began. He slept most of the journey, and I was reading…"

    Emma rolled her eyes, and she heard her father chuckle from the driver's seat.

    "Anyway, as usual, Draco Malfoy came to give me the start of the year harassment,
    and he woke Harry up. Apparently, he's rather grumpy when he's first awoken."
    Hermione said, glancing at Harry who seemed far more interested in the streets they
    were driving on, then to the story.

    "I wish they would just expel that boy." Dan muttered.

    "He's learning that one reaps what they sow." Harry said. Emma looked at Harry who
    was still staring out the window and then gave a questioning look to Hermione.

    "It's a really long story, but I'll get there." Hermione promised, with a smirk.
    "Anyway, Harry banished him out of our compartment and went back to sleep. I tried to
    thank him but he didn't reply, so I figured it would be best to let him be. Well, a
    little later, Ronald Weasley came by. Apparently Malfoy was complaining about what
    Harry had done, and word had spread. Ron came to find out if it was true, and he woke
    Harry up."

    "Did you…?" Emma asked, making weird motions with her hand. Harry turned to regard
    her before shaking his head.

    "He wasn't a threat." Harry said simply. This made both Emma and Dan look
    puzzled.

    "After that," Hermione said, pulling the attention back to her. "We talked, and
    Harry told me that he had been sent to Hogwarts to make friends, and decided I would
    be his first one."

    "Why was he sent to make friend?" Dan wondered aloud.

    "I've been kept in hiding for most of my life, training." Harry said, still
    watching the buildings pass by.

    "Training? Emma asked.

    "For the war." Harry nodded.

    Emma looked at Hermione who gave a soft shrug.

    "Why do I get the feeling you left a major piece of the story out?" She asked.
    Hermione gave her mother a soft smile that promised all would be clear soon.

    It wasn't long before they were parked and seated in Hermione's favorite Italian
    restaurant. It was dimly lit, and there were a lot of people enjoying themselves and
    their meals. The Grangers and Harry were seated in a far corner, near a very homey
    looking gas fireplace. As they sat down, Harry kept looking all around as he usually
    did whenever he entered someplace unfamiliar. Dan was watching him carefully, and
    Hermione wondered if Harry was making her father nervous.

    "Ok." Emma said when the waiter had given them their menus and their water. "Now,
    you were saying you've been in hiding your whole life, and being trained to fight a
    war?"

    "Yes, Ma'am." Harry said when he'd settled. Hermione guessed that he'd found the
    best exits, and the most defensible spot in the restaurant.

    "Ok, please call me Emma, I really am uncomfortable with ma'am." Emma said
    quickly.

    "Harry's guardians are important people in a conflict between the government, and
    a terrorist who calls himself Voldemort." Hermione explained. "Voldemort killed
    Harry's parents when he was an infant because he was threatened by Harry."

    "Wait." Dan said, waving his hands. "A terrorist threatened by a baby?"

    "No one understands it." Hermione shook her head, looking to Harry who seemed a
    little confused by the menu.

    "Problem there Harry?" Emma asked with a gentle grin.

    "I am unsure what to order. I don't know what any of these dishes are." Harry
    replied.

    "If you'll let, me I'll order for you." Hermione offered. Harry nodded, and set
    his menu down. He noted the strange looks Hermione's parents gave to each other, but
    chose not to remark.

    "What kind of training did you receive?' Dan asked.

    "All kinds." Harry replied. "I studied the same subjects as Hogwarts students,
    though much of what I did was more advanced. I was trained in dueling, stealth, and
    tactics as well as hand to hand combat and edged weapons."

    "That seems a bit… much for someone so young." Emma looked aghast. The waiter
    arrived and everyone gave their orders. Hermione chose something she was sure Harry
    would enjoy, and she could nibble at as well, as it was one of her favorites.

    When the waiter left, Harry replied to Emma's concern.

    "It was felt by some that it would be best for me. This terrorist was dead set on
    ending my life and taking over wizarding society in Britain. However, recently,
    things have changed, Those responsible for me believed they made serious mistakes,
    and thought perhaps they could try and salvage a portion of my childhood, and sent me
    to school." Harry said, his tone rather bitter.

    "You don't sound too happy about that." Dan commented. Harry grimaced a bit at
    that and nodded. "It is not a soldier's place to ask, only to follow orders."

    Harry nodded, and then, magically, and right before Hermione's eyes… Harry began
    to smile, and then, the most glorious sound she had ever heard began to spill from
    his mouth. It was soft at first, and it didn't last very long, but there was no
    mistaking it. Harry had laughed. Hermione turned wide, wondrous eyes to her father
    and gave him a bright, grateful smile. Dan winked at his daughter.

    "Well, it hasn't been all bad, has it?' Emma asked, missing the interaction
    between father and daughter. "Being in school?"

    "No." Harry replied. "Classes are a bit boring, but I was told that I was a bit
    more advanced than my peers, except Hermione. And it has been interesting. I've
    learned a bit about how people interact. I've also been learning about dating
    protocols, thanks to Hermione."

    "So you two are dating?" Emma looked excited and hopeful.

    "We've gone on a couple of dates." Hermione clarified. "But we aren't a
    couple."

    "It's more confusing than anything else I've ever learned." Harry said, looking
    perplexed.

    "Harry, it will always be confusing.' Dan muttered, earning a playful slap from
    his wife.

    A plate of pasta and a delicious smelling piece of chicken was set in front of Harry,
    and he looked at Hermione for clarification.

    "Breaded chicken on pasta with Marinara sauce and mozzarella cheese. Chicken
    Parmesan." She smiled.

    "Protect it, or she'll steal half of it.' Dan warn Harry.

    Harry took a few sniffs, and, appearing enticed by the aroma, cut a chunk and ate.
    Hermione felt pleased when he went for the second bit. He clearly liked it, and it
    made her happy that he would trust her, even if it was something as trivial as
    ordering him a meal.

    "Hermione promised me we could watch movies.' Harry said after several bites.

    "Oh, a fan of the cinema, eh?" Dan perked up.

    "I am discovering that I am.' Harry nodded. "I've seen two, and they were
    amazing."

    "Only two?" Dan looked affronted.

    "Species, and Die Hard With A Vengeance." Harry responded. "She says there are
    loads more like that, and she says you have a collection."

    "So you enticed him with the promise of watching movies?' Emma asked with a wicked
    little grin. Hermione felt herself blush and bent to eat more of her pasta. "Dan has
    quite the collection of movies, Harry, and I'm sure you'll be able to watch quite a
    few while you're with us."

    "Oh, Neville invited us to his New Year's Party.' Hermione looked up.

    "Well, I see no reason why you shouldn't go…"Emma started.

    "Harry and I will need to get him a suit, and I'll need a dress…" Hermione
    continued.

    "I'll take Harry to my tailor." Dan nodded. "Stephen is the best, and you'll get
    something real nice. We can go tomorrow if you like."

    Harry gave a curt nod, and Dan smiled.

    "We'll get you something nice.' Emma smiled at her daughter. "I might have
    something perfect in my wardrobe."

    Conversation was considerably lighter after that, and Hermione and Harry filled
    the Grangers in on some of the things that people who had spent the better part of
    five years making Hermione miserable were suffering now. Dan nearly broke his ribs
    when he heard about Malfoy's sudden bout of cross dressing, while Emma seemed to
    enjoy the stories where boys found themselves without clothing at really awkward
    times. Both Hermione's parents were left crying and holding their sides when Hermione
    told them about the Slytherin's rather sexy dance at breakfast that morning.

    "Well, at least someone is teaching these berks what it feels like to be
    humiliated." Dan said when he finally regained self control. Emma nodded in
    agreement.

    "I really don't like bullies." Harry said flatly. Hermione's parents looked at
    each other, both with very similar smiles, though for very different reasons.

    

    The first day of the Christmas holiday found Harry awake at his normal time. He
    slipped out of the house as quietly as possible, and began to run around the
    neighborhood. It was bitingly cold, but Harry paid it no mind as he ran, and took in
    the neighborhood.

    Everywhere he looked were signs that Christmas was near. Many houses had lights
    up, or decorations in the yard. Harry wondered why people put so much effort in
    making their homes look so festive when in truth, it was merely just another day.

    On the other hand… it did look nice.

    When he felt he'd run enough he headed back to the Grangers house to shower and
    wait for the rest of the house to wake up so they could eat breakfast. He found
    Hermione's parents fascinating. Emma was very friendly, and welcoming. When she had
    hugged him at the train station it had taken Harry aback. He hadn't understood how
    someone could embrace a person they just met like an old friend. At the same time, it
    had made Harry feel welcome, which felt very odd, though he liked it.

    Emma was funny as well, and had told a few stories that had not really embarrassed
    Hermione, but made her squirm in her seat a bit.

    She clearly cared very deeply for her daughter, and Emma and Hermione shared a
    deep bond. Harry could tell by the way they seemed to communicate with just looks.
    When they had left the restaurant, Hermione had walked very close to her mother,
    their arms looped together talking like some of the girls at school did.

    Hermione's father, Dan was not as warm as Emma, though he was friendly in his own
    way. He looked at Harry with something between appreciation, and apprehension. Harry
    was unsure why this was the case. Dan clearly appreciated the fact that Harry was
    Hermione's friend, but sometimes, he would look at Harry, and appear to look as if he
    was suffering a slight illness.

    Harry slipped into the front door and silently padded upstairs to the guest
    bathroom, where he showered and changed into fresh clothes. It wasn't yet six when
    Harry found himself in the Granger sitting room. With nothing to do until others woke
    up, Harry meandered through the house, getting to know his environment.

    He'd been given a quick tour the previous night. It was a modest two story home.
    The main floor consisted of a sitting room, a small bathroom, a study which served as
    his bedroom for the moment, and kitchen and dining room. Harry found himself enamored
    by the photos on the walls. Most of them were of Hermione growing up. He found
    himself staring at one in particular. She may have been about eight or so. She was
    smiling with very large front teeth, and a wild mass of bushy brown hair. Yet,
    despite the smile, her eyes looked sad.

    "Harry?"

    It was Emma. Harry cursed at himself. He hadn't heard her come down the stairs,
    She was dressed in a fluffy blue robe, over flannel pajama pants and blue slippers.
    She was looking at him with concern.

    "Is everything alright?" She asked.

    "Oh, yes ma'am." Harry said with a nod.

    "Did you sleep ok?" Emma asked, still looking concerned for him.

    "Yes, thank you." Harry replied. Emma came over to where he stood and looked at
    picture he'd been staring at a moment before.

    "She's grown up so much." Emma sighed. "I feel like I've missed out on so much of
    her life because she's been away at school."

    Harry said nothing, but continued looking at Hermione's picture.

    "Every year she would write us letters, and they were so… hollow. So empty. She
    just talked about classes, or things she was learning, but she never talked about
    anybody. She always had trouble making friends. I've always been so worried about
    her. We'd been told by her Professor McGonagall about some of the things she'd been
    through. We always got so mad when we heard, and wondered why none of the teachers
    ever did anything."

    "They would need to be able to prove beyond doubt that whoever they punished was
    actually responsible. It's much harder to do in our world than you would think.
    Children are protected much more than adults, and someone who knows what they're
    doing, or gets the right kind of help can cover their tracks pretty well." Harry
    explained, sounding rather bitter.

    "She refused when we offered to send her somewhere else. She never said it, but I
    don't think she wanted to give them the satisfaction of knowing they beat her. She's
    become such a stronger, amazing young woman, and I can't even begin to express how
    happy it makes me feel now that she has such a good...friend." Emma said, turning to
    look right at Harry. "You'll be good to her, won't you?"

    Harry's eyebrows rose a bit at the question. He turned to find Emma looking
    imploringly at him. He gave her a single nod and she smiled.

    "Hermione usually sleeps quite late when she's home, so it'll be a bit before she
    appears. Would you like some breakfast?" Emma asked, changing the subject. She led
    him into the kitchen and began preparing something for him to eat, as well as the
    rest of the house. Harry ended up helping her, by cutting some melon, and vegetables
    for omelets.

    Twenty minutes later Dan arrived, dressed and ready to head into the office. He
    greeted Harry and his wife, kissing her warmly before setting to work to help with
    breakfast.

    "How long have you been awake Harry?" Dan asked as he whisked the eggs.

    "I always get up by four fifteen so I can get my run in." Harry replied, watching
    Dan. Meals had always been prepared by magic, and Harry found himself fascinated by
    watching these two muggles work to fix breakfast. It had been fun cutting up the
    onions and peppers, and Harry thought he'd like to learn to cook the muggle way.
    There was something very satisfying about it.

    "Four fifteen? Really?" Dan asked. "Lord, even when I was in the army they lets us
    sleep until five."

    "You were a soldier?" Harry looked up interested.

    "For five years." Dan nodded. "I was too poor to go to university, so I signed up,
    and the army paid for my education. That's where I met Emma."

    "You were in the army as well?' Harry turned to Emma who chuckled and shook her
    head.

    "We met at University." Emma corrected. "I thought he looked dashing in his dress
    uniform."

    "I wasn't aware that wizards had an army." Dan continued.

    "They don't." Harry replied. "They have something between a police force and an
    army, but not a dedicated army, which they need right now."

    "Because of this terrorist?" Emma asked. "Is he really dangerous?"

    "No one who's ever met him has lived, unless he wishes it." Harry said. "Only
    Dumbledore can match him."

    "And you've been training to fight him?" Dan looked troubled at this.

    "Yes." Harry said solemnly. "My guardians believe that the war will only end after
    I defeat him."

    "But you just said no one has ever lived…" Emma started.

    "No one was as prepared as I was." Harry said confidently.

    Is Hermione in any danger from this terrorist?" Dan asked, watching Harry
    closely.

    "While she is in Hogwarts, she is safe. Here with you, she is likely safe as well.
    I don't see any reason why he would hunt her down, she poses no threat to him.
    However, were he to push and defeat the government as he tried to last June, that
    could all change. Hermione, and others like her represent everything he hates. He's
    little better than that muggle dictator, Adolph Hitler."

    "Hitler? Really?" Dan asked, looking startled.

    "Prejudiced and ignorant.' Harry nodded. "Which is his greatest weakness, and why
    he'll end up being defeated.

    "Well, I feel better knowing Hermione's friend is a well trained soldier." Emma
    smiled softly, and reached over to pat Harry's hand.

    When breakfast was ready, Emma went upstairs to wake up Hermione. As it turned
    out, Hermione was already awake, and dressed. She told her mother she'd only gotten
    up, but in truth she'd been awake for an hour, trying to make herself presentable.
    With the exception of that first morning at Sirius' house, Harry had never seen her
    first thing in the morning. She didn't think now was the time to start.

    Breakfast was quiet in comparison to dinner the previous evening. When they had
    finished, Emma went upstairs to get ready for work, while Dan made a phone call, and
    then told Harry they would go see his tailor that afternoon. A bit later, Emma came
    back downstairs and kissed Hermione on the cheek.

    "What are your plans for the day?" Emma asked.

    "We don't have any homework, so I thought we'd watch a few movies, and maybe I'd
    take him around the neighborhood and show him around. Get him acquainted with the
    area."

    "We should be home around five." Dan stated as he collected his coat, and Emma
    followed his example. "We'll stop at the market before we get home, and get a few
    things for dinner, then we'll introduce Harry to a few classics."

    Harry looked up with curiosity and Dan grinned while Emma rolled her eyes.

    "Why do I get the feeling we'll be watching Star Wars again?"

    

    The next few days were quite interesting for Harry. Hermione had insisted that he
    try and do without his morning workout, which proved impossible. Harry just couldn't
    function without his morning routine. The Grangers didn't seem to mind, and Dan even
    directed Harry to a nearby park with a long jogging trail that Harry found quite
    invigorating.

    After breakfast, the Grangers would head to their dental practice, leaving Harry
    and Hermione alone for the day. As they had both finished their holiday homework
    before even leaving the castle, this gave them loads of time to do as they
    pleased.

    They spent the first day with Hermione taking Harry around her neighborhood, and
    showing him all her favorite places. They enjoyed a quiet lunch at a local pizzeria
    and followed that with a matinee at the local cinema, as Hermione had promised Harry
    more movies and they had a few hours to kill until her parents would be home..

    The days leading up to Christmas Eve were spent largely in front of the Granger
    television and Harry watched his way through the family movie library, usually with
    Hermione at his side, reading a book.

    They did venture out of the house every so often, as even Harry didn't want to
    remain in front of the television all holiday long. Harry found that he rather
    enjoyed the local shopping center. Though he remained on guard, he found that he
    enjoyed watching the muggles hurrying to finish their holiday shopping. Hermione was
    also a really good tour guide, and adept at explaining things that Harry found
    confusing. Though he had a bit of experience in the muggle world, there were many
    things he had never had explained to him, much less witnessed firsthand.

    A few days before Christmas Eve, Dan took Harry to a tailor to find a suit for
    Neville's New Year's Eve party.

    "Unlike your world Harry," Dan explained when Harry had asked why they needed to
    go so early to get a proper suit. "We non magical folk can't have our clothes altered
    to fit with a thought. We have to have someone do it for us, and it takes a few
    days."

    Harry nodded his understanding as he followed Dan into a small shop. Dan was
    greeted by a thin balding gray haired man with a wide kind smile.

    "Harry, this is Garrett Hutton. He's been my tailor for sixteen years now." Dan
    said, introducing the man.

    "Seventeen, but who's counting." Garrett said, shaking Harry's hand
    enthusiastically.

    "Garrett, this is Harry, my daughter's… friend?" Dan asked. Harry gave a nod and
    Garrett and Dan shared a look that confused Harry. "He needs a suit for a New Year's
    party. Something understated, I think, yet classy. Basic black, as it seems to be a
    color he favors."

    "Nothing wrong with the classics." Garrett smiled, waving Harry over to a pedestal
    and asking Harry to step up onto it so he could take his measurements. Harry obliged
    and stood straight and tall as the tailor went about his work, talking with Dan about
    Hermione. It seemed Garrett had known Hermione since she had been a baby, and was in
    awe at how fast she had grown. Dan agreed, and mentioned how it had seemed only a day
    previous he had been changing dirty diapers, or watching her take her first steps and
    now she was very nearly an adult.

    When Garrett finished taking measurements, he stepped into the back of the shop
    and brought out a few selections of different jackets for Harry to try on so he could
    choose the style he liked best.

    In the end, it was Dan who made the final decision, choosing a nice Italian slim
    fit style. Garrett agreed with the choice and promised he would get the suit done by
    New Year's Eve, and they could pick it up that afternoon.

    "I'll put a rush on it, no extra charge." Garrett promised.

    "Then I'll make sure there's a nice tip for you." Dan grinned. "Thanks
    Garrett."

    "Anytime Dan!" Garrett waved as Harry and Dan left. The two men headed for Dan's
    SUV and hopped in, heading now to a nearby Chinese restaurant to pick up something
    for dinner.

    "Harry, I have to ask." Dan started when they pulled into traffic. "What are your
    intentions towards Hermione?"

    "Excuse me, sir?" Harry asked, looking as perplexed as ever.

    "I'm her father, and it's my job to protect her until she finds someone who will
    take over that job. From what she's told us in her letters… you've stepped up to that
    position without asking for anything in return. I saw how she looked at you at dinner
    the other night, and I've seen the way you two interact, and it reminds me of when I
    was courting Emma so long ago." Dan said, keeping his eyes on the road, though he
    wanted to look into Harry's eyes and see if he could see any hint of
    maliciousness.

    "At the same time, I've seen how you pull away when she starts to become… and I
    can't believe I'm saying this… affectionate." Dan finished.

    "I'm not sure that I follow." Harry said earnestly. Even though Dan couldn't
    really look at Harry, he could hear in his voice that there was no subterfuge. Then
    again, Harry's voice was always so even and flat, it would be difficult to tell no
    matter what.

    "I don't want Hermione to get her heart broken. I've had to see her come back
    every year from that wretched school, a little more diminished emotionally each and
    every year. Emma and I pretended not to notice because quite frankly, we just didn't
    know how to help her. We offered to transfer her to another school after her third
    year, but she refused. Her Professor, uh, McGonagall I think, has been kind enough to
    keep us posted on any major events in her life, so we knew she was being singled out
    and made fun of. As parents, we wanted to do all we could for her. But she kept going
    back there. She refused to back down, or be run off."

    "She's braver than even she realizes." Harry said. "She has a strength that is
    impossible to measure. I won't deny that's she's been beaten down by people who are
    prejudiced, and ignorant. But, I think she's beginning to learn that it isn't what
    others think of you, but what you think of yourself that matters."

    "Very wise words." Dan nodded.

    "My godfather would often tell me that whenever I failed at something. It usually
    helped me to get whatever it was right on my next attempt." Harry shrugged.

    Dan nodded as he pulled into a parking lot. When he turned off the engine, he and
    Harry climbed out and went inside. Dan explained that Emma should have already placed
    the order. A few minutes later they were back in the car with Harry inhaling deeply
    the sweet aroma coming from the large order.

    "Look, I have to say this, even though I'm sure that it won't intimidate you in
    the least, given what you told us the other night, but I've been waiting to say it
    since Hermione was born and I learned I had a daughter. If you break her heart, or
    hurt her in any way, the worst demons in hell won't be able to keep me from hunting
    you down and ripping your intestines out through your nostrils." Dan said with as
    much bravado as he could. Harry simply looked at him for several moments as if he
    wanted to scoff.

    "I have no intention of hurting her or breaking her heart." Harry said evenly. "I
    think she's had enough of that in her life."

    Dan realized that Harry really didn't have a clue as to what he had meant, but
    decided not to pursue it. If, as both he and Emma suspected, Harry and Hermione
    recognized what they were feeling for one another, than perhaps Harry would
    understand what the threat had meant. In the mean time, Dan decided just to enjoy
    having Harry around. The young man really was an interesting and honorable person.
    Dan felt he connected with Harry well as he had once been a soldier, and there was
    always a sort of bond between those who served, no matter the branch.

    In Dan's eyes, there was no one worthier of his daughter's affection or her heart,
    than Harry Potter.

    Christmas Eve arrived, and just as they had every other day so far, the elder
    Grangers went to work in the morning, but arrived home a few hours later. They had
    only scheduled a couple of appointments so they and their employees could begin
    celebrating the holiday sooner.

    Dan and Harry spent the afternoon watching a couple of action movies while Emma
    took Hermione out shopping for a few last minute items. The ladies arrived home late
    in the evening with several shopping bags, and to the men's great relief and praise,
    cheeseburgers!

    After dinner, the Grangers and Harry gathered around the television, and Dan
    selected A Christmas Story for them to watch. Hermione's parents sat on the love seat
    together, with Emma practically in her husband's lap. Hermione felt a twinge of
    jealousy at seeing her parents cuddling. She and Harry had sat on the couch together,
    and while they weren't on opposite sides of the sofa, they weren't exactly snuggled
    together either.

    Harry, much to Hermione's delight, thoroughly enjoyed the film, laughing
    uproariously at poor Ralphie's misadventures. The Grangers really seemed to enjoy
    watching Harry, especially when certain scenes were coming up they were sure he would
    find hysterical. Even though they had all seen this particular film a thousand times,
    watching it with Harry made it fresh somehow.

    When the movie was finished, both Dan and Emma rose and stretched.

    "I think we're going to go to bed." Emma smiled at the two teens. "Try not to stay
    up to late." She said to Hermione who smiled and gave a soft nod.

    "Should we expect you to be up before dawn again Harry?" Dan asked with a soft
    smirk.

    "Yes, sir." Harry replied evenly.

    "Then would you be kind enough to start the coffee brewing when you get back from
    your run? Hermione will show you how to turn on the coffee pot." Dan said with a look
    to his daughter. Hermione nodded to her father and he gave her a prideful smile.

    Hermione got up from her seat next to Harry and hugged both her parents, and
    allowed her father to kiss her cheek. Before the Grangers climbed the stairs to head
    for their bed, Emma stopped under the mistletoe once again, turned and pulled her
    husband into a rather passionate kiss. Hermione merely rolled her eyes, and went to
    select another movie she thought Harry would enjoy.

    Harry on the other hand, observed Hermione's parents with a critical eye. When
    Hermione returned, and set about putting the new movie disc into the player, Harry
    caught her off guard with his next question.

    "Why do they always stop and kiss under that twig hanging from the ceiling?" He
    said, pointing to the spot over the stairs.

    "It's Mistletoe." Hermione said as if it explained everything. However when she
    turned around to return to her seat, she could see that it had left him even more
    puzzled.

    "Is it a requirement?" He asked.

    "A what?"

    "A rule." Harry explained. "Do they have to kiss every time they step under it?
    Because they have.. Nearly every time one of them stands under that little twig, the
    other will come and kiss them."

    "No." Hermione said, trying and failing to hide her laughter. "It isn't a rule,
    and they don't have to if they don't want to. It's a tradition. When someone you
    fancy stands under the mistletoe, it's tradition to kiss them. It's fun."

    "Does it have to be someone you fancy?" Harry asked.

    "No, I suppose not." Hermione shrugged, sitting down next to Harry. She folded her
    legs underneath her and did her best to get comfortable, and fighting the urge to lay
    down with her head in his lap, or just to sit so close to him that he would have no
    choice but to wrap an arm around her.

    "I suppose if you just wanted a load of girls to kiss you, you could stand under
    it and hope for the best. I seem to recall Seamus doing that in fourth year."
    Hermione replied.

    "So… it's optional?" Harry asked, raising his eyebrows in question. Hermione gave
    him a nod and a smile and Harry's face relaxed, though it was clear he was still
    thinking about the subject. After several minutes of silence, Hermione asked if he
    was ready for another movie. Harry nodded in the affirmative, and Hermione started
    one of her all time favorites, A Miracle On 34th Street.

    Hermione fell into a light doze about halfway through the movie, and was shaken
    awake by Harry. He helped her to her feet, and held her hands as she got her
    bearings. She turned off the television and the DVD player, before taking Harry into
    the kitchen and showing him how to start the coffee maker for the next morning. Harry
    told her he understood and followed her to the stairs.

    She stopped on the bottom stair to bid Harry a goodnight, as his room was in the
    study.

    However, when she turned towards him, she noticed he was looking up at the
    ceiling… where the sprig of mistletoe was hanging.

    Immediately, her heart rate tripled.

    "Um…" She said ever so eloquently.

    "It's tradition." He said in a sort of whisper, his head lowering until he was
    looking right at her. Even with her standing on the bottom step, he was still two
    inches taller than she was.

    "I uh… I suppose it is at that." Hermione said her voice shaky. Her whole body was
    trembling as he reached up and took her hand in his. His eyes roamed down to their
    joined hands, and she felt the pad of his thumb caressing the back of her hand,
    sending little electric shocks all through her body.

    "It seems like it could be pleasant. Your parents do seem to enjoy it." Harry
    suggested.

    "Not really the time to mention my parents, Harry." Hermione said, though her
    voice was very soft. He was closer to her now than he had ever been before. She could
    feel his breath on her face, his chest beginning to press into hers. She was watching
    his face, specifically his lips. Lips she'd been thinking about a lot more than she
    really cared to admit.

    In the back of her mind, Hermione swore she heard Lavender cheering her on,
    screaming at her to just lean in a little bit more and do what she wanted to do for
    over two months, if she were being honest anyway.

    He was looking into her eyes, now, and she was sure that at any moment he was
    going to pull away and tell her to sleep well or some other rubbish, and the moment
    would be lost forever. This was it. Right here at last. Under the mistletoe, with a
    boy right out of her very dreams… and she was hesitating.

    "Oh bugger it all." She thought as she closed the gap, and gently pressed her lips
    to his.

    And then everything got weird. Hermione hadn't really expected fireworks, or stars
    or anything, but she also hadn't expected Harry to freeze and stiffen the way he did.
    It was as if he'd been turned into stone. His eyes had gone wide with shock, and he'd
    gone sickly pale.

    Hermione pulled away and stared at him, feeling her own mortification wash over
    her. He had hated it. He had hated kissing her, and Lavender and Parvati and everyone
    else had been wrong. More importantly, she had allowed herself to hope that she and
    Harry might actually somehow fall in love and live happily ever after.

    But she had been dead wrong. Harry didn't want to kiss her at all. He didn't share
    her feelings, and now she'd gone and humiliated herself, and she was sure he would
    never want to see her again. She wouldn't be surprised to wake up tomorrow morning
    and find he had left in the night.

    "I'm sorry." She stammered, her voice choked by humiliation as she started to pull
    away intent on running upstairs to her room so she could cry herself to exhaustion.
    "I just thought… I mean we… you said... I just..."

    She turned to run away, but found that she couldn't. Harry was still holding her
    hand, and he wasn't letting go. Hermione turned back around and saw his face. It had
    relaxed once again, and he looked… pensive? He looked up at her and something in his
    eyes gave her pause and made her relax in spite of the turmoil in her mind and
    heart.

    There was no hatred in those wonderful green orbs. No apprehension or disgust
    either. In fact, though Hermione couldn't be sure, it looked almost like…
    longing.

    And then, Hermione felt herself being pulled back towards Harry. Before she could
    comprehend it, Harry's lips were gently pressing on hers. Her heart swelled to
    bursting as he kissed her. Really kissed her. Slowly they began to caress each
    other's lips, allowing this kiss to blossom. Hermione felt Harry let go of her hands,
    as he began to encompass her around the waist. She in turn slipped her arms around
    his neck slowly.

    It was better than anything she could have hoped for a first kiss. It was like
    explosions were going off in her brain and her legs felt like they were becoming
    rubbery. As the kiss deepened, her eyelids became heavy and she allowed her eyes to
    close. For some reason, this seemed to intensify the feeling. She then began to open
    her mouth a bit with each kiss. Harry responded in kind following her lead it
    seemed.

    This gave her the confidence and encouragement to slip her tongue across his lips
    and enter his mouth. The dance began, and Hermione pulled Harry's body closer, her
    hands slipping into his hair. She nearly leapt out of her skin when she heard him
    groan with pleasure, and she felt an urge to sprint away when she heard herself give
    a deep long moan of pleasure when his hand squeezed her waist. She heard herself
    whimper with need a few more times, but the longer the kiss lasted, the less she
    cared about being embarrassed by anything she couldn't seem to control.

    Slowly, they began to pull back, and the kiss faded to soft pecks. They were both
    panting heavily now, and neither of them made a move to split apart. Instead, they
    just continued to stare into each other's eyes.

    "I think…" Harry began, almost too quietly to hear. "I think I get it now." He
    reached up and slipped a few locks of her hair behind her ear, making her shiver with
    delight.

    Hermione could only softly laugh at his proclamation. And she wanted more than
    anything to dive back in. She didn't care at all about going to bed anymore. She
    didn't care at all if her parents woke up the next morning to find her snogging Harry
    right there. All she wanted was to keep on kissing him until the end of time.

    "Perhaps we should go to bed now." Harry suggested, though he made no move to
    release his hold of Hermione's waist.

    "It is getting late, and we'll likely be waking up very early tomorrow." Hermione
    agreed. She felt no real desire to head upstairs right now. Especially with the way
    Harry was staring at her now, his eyes flickering between her eyes and her lips.

    Almost imperceptibly, Hermione felt Harry start to pull away. She immediately
    began to feel desperate to keep his arms around her. She had never in her whole life
    felt so alive, and that euphoria was slipping away with every inch that came between
    them now.

    And then it was back again as Harry pulled her close once again, and their lips
    collided.

    It was nearly an hour later when they finally separated and went to their separate
    beds. Hermione slipped into her room and leaned heavily on the door as she lightly
    rubbed the tips of her fingers on her now slightly swollen lips, reveling in the
    ecstasy she was feeling. She practically floated around her bedroom as she changed
    into her pajamas and slid under her blankets. Her heart had not stopped pounding in
    her chest since Harry's lips first touched hers.

    She wanted to scream, or laugh or even sing, but the only thing that happened were
    the tears of joy that fell down her soft cheeks. She didn't even know that anyone
    could feel so happy. Yet, as she lay staring out her window as fresh snow fell from
    the night sky, Hermione Granger decided that no matter what happened from this moment
    forward, this was the best Christmas she had ever had in her life.
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    It's Dancing. It's Supposed To Be Fun

    Hermione awoke early on Christmas morning from a rather intense dream that involve
    her and Harry and… well it was one of the best dreams she'd ever had. She was at
    first angry that she woke up before things got really good, but then she remembered
    that it was Christmas, and then she remembered that Harry had given her the best
    Christmas gift she'd ever gotten in her life. The smile that erupted on her face was
    brighter than a thousand suns.

    "He kissed me." She kept repeating in her head. "It wasn't a dream. It really
    happened. A cute boy actually kissed me."

    Hermione rolled onto her stomach, burying her face in her pillows as she squealed
    like a ten year old girl who'd just met her first celebrity crush or something. She
    kicked her feet and gripped her sheets tightly as she remembered how he had frozen
    when she first initiated the kiss, and then how he had grabbed her and pulled her to
    him and pressed his lips to hers. It was better than any trashy romance novel or any
    movie ever made. All because it had happened to her for real.

    Hermione glanced at her clock and saw that it was closing in on six a.m. She heard
    her parents shuffling about in their bedroom down the hall. Her mother was always a
    very early riser on Christmas morning. She liked to make a large breakfast for the
    family before any gifts were exchanged. Hermione decided that this Christmas, she
    would get up and help.

    After all, she was far too excited to sleep any more. Plus, there could very well
    be a Christmas kiss waiting for her downstairs.

    She through off her blankets, and hissed at the biting cold that nipped at her
    bare legs. She hustled over to her wardrobe and pulled out clean jeans, and camisole,
    and a warm jumper. She then found clean undergarments and headed for the bathroom to
    get showered.

    Without thinking, Hermione barged into the bathroom and came face to face with a
    shirtless and still somewhat moist Harry. His hair was slicked down as it was still
    wet, and there was still quite a bit of steam in the bathroom.

    "Good morning." He said evenly.

    Hermione could only stare at Harry's chest, never having seen such an appealing
    sight, except in the movies. Harry was very fit; there was no doubt about that.
    Hermione felt a very overwhelming urge to reach out and touch his chiseled chest, but
    miraculously kept the temptation in check.

    "Are you alright? You look flushed. Did you sleep alright?" Harry asked. Hermione
    began to nod stupidly, and then felt her mind kick start.

    "Oh, yes… I'm sorry, I should have knocked." She stammered, finally averting her
    eyes, embarrassed by the way her hormones had suddenly ignited memories of their kiss
    the night before along with the sight before her fueling the flames.

    "It's fine. I'm finished." Harry said, slipping a simple black t-shirt on as he
    slipped by her and out of the bathroom. "I like those shorts, by the way. The mouse
    is funny."

    Hermione's face went crimson in an instant. The shorts Harry had referred to were
    her absolute favorite Mickey Mouse shorts, which were scandalously short. Worse still
    was her thin tank top, and the fact she wasn't wearing a bra. The chill morning air
    had affected her as one might expect in the chest area. Hermione was very thankful
    that she had been holding her clothes for the day close to her chest right then to
    save her further humiliation.

    She stammered an apology and shut the door quickly before she leaned against the
    wall and buried her face in her hands, fighting the urge to scream in horror. She had
    never once felt so embarrassed, and she had suffered through so pretty major
    embarrassments. Hermione swore she was going to strangle Lavender the next time she
    saw the blonde for filling her mind with so many lurid and tantalizing images and
    thoughts. And of course she would have to walk in on a topless Harry the night after
    she had snogged him so perfectly.

    A half an hour later, Hermione came down the stairs, dressed and ready for
    Christmas. During her shower, a rather confusing thought had occurred to her and it
    made her extremely nervous as she descended the staircase.

    Would Harry want to kiss her anymore, or had last night been a one time thing?

    Hermione was certain she would be devastated if Harry had no wish to kiss her
    again. There had been that moment in the bathroom when he was passing by her when he
    had stopped for half a second and looked at her oddly. Had he wanted to kiss her then
    and had been unsure if it was allowed? Did he think that maybe she didn't want him to
    kiss her again?

    "Why does this stuff have to be so complicated?" She thought as she entered the
    kitchen to find her mother and father along with Harry preparing Christmas breakfast.
    No one noticed her right away, so she took a moment to watch how Harry interacted
    with her parents.

    He was slicing melon at the moment, and listening to her mother who was frying
    bacon. Her father was adding to her mother's story while finishing making toast.
    Harry looked, if it was possible for him at all, to be comfortable. He looked almost
    relaxed, and if Hermione hadn't known better, she would think he was actually happy,
    if not a bit nervous.

    Harry looked up at her and gave her the faintest of smiles. It was what she now
    called a Harry smile. It was barely there, but she recognized it at once, and smiled
    brightly in return.

    "Happy Christmas!" She said. Her parents replied in kind, with her mother coming
    over and hugging her tightly. Her father kissed her cheek when she came to hug him,
    and Harry accepted her hug without freezing up. He even returned the gesture.

    "I was certain I would have to wake you up this morning, but Harry told us you
    were already up." Emma commented. "I take it you two didn't stay up too late
    then."

    "Actually we were up until just past midnight, I think." Hermione said, pouring
    herself some juice. She took a sip and then set about helping her father to set the
    table.

    "Really?" Emma looked shocked by this but Hermione shrugged.

    "I guess I couldn't wait to get to open presents." Hermione snickered, making her
    father snort. Harry simply looked confused.

    "Hermione really takes her time opening gifts." Dan explained to Harry. "Most
    people tear into their presents, but Hermione will spend an hour unwrapping a gift
    preserving the paper as much as possible. Drives her mother barmy."

    "I am not that bad!" Hermione snapped indignantly. Her mother and father both
    began laughing hysterically. "Don't listen to them Harry. They live to torment
    me."

    "It's our rights as parents, sweetie." Emma laughed. "You'll understand when you
    have children your own."

    Hermione rolled her eyes as she slipped around the counter to stand next to Harry
    and look over his shoulder as he finished slicing the fruit, and setting it onto a
    plate.

    "Well done." She said softly, wanting to rest her chin on his shoulder and just be
    affectionate and loving, but unsure if she should. It wasn't as if she could ask
    without calling attention to what was going on, and frankly right now she didn't want
    to answer a lot of questions form her parents.

    "It's just fruit." Harry replied, glancing at her questioningly.

    "I know." She sighed.

    "Are you sure you're alright? You're a little weird this morning. Did I do
    something wrong last night?"

    Hermione froze as she felt both her parents' heads snap to look at the two
    teenagers.

    "Exactly what happened between you two last night?" Dan demanded. Harry turned and
    was about to speak when Hermione cut him off.

    "Nothing Dad." Though her brilliantly red cheeks did more to convince him
    otherwise.

    Emma slapped a hand over her mouth to keep herself from bursting out with
    laughter.

    "And no, you didn't do anything wrong Harry." Hermione whispered to Harry. He gave
    a nod though he still looked confused by her behavior. Harry looked to Dan for some
    sort of answer, but Hermione's father said nothing, though he did give an
    appreciative nod to Harry, while still looking perturbed.

    "Come on you lot, let's have breakfast so we can get to the gifts." Emma said,
    rescuing her daughter. Hermione saw her mother give her a very pointed look, and
    Hermione knew that she and her mother would be having a very detailed discussion
    later that day. As it turned out, it was only two hours later that Hermione's mother
    managed to get her alone.

    When all the gifts had been opened, Dan settled into his favorite chair with a
    pile of new movies to watch, something that captured Harry's attention as well,
    leaving Emma to begin work on Christmas dinner with Hermione to assist her. Hermione
    was by no means stupid, and knew it was a ploy to talk to her daughter privately.

    "So what did actually happen between you and Harry that would make him think he
    had done something wrong?" Emma asked without any preamble at all. Hermione's blush
    was all the answer her mother really needed.

    "We just…" Hermione stammered, and sighed in exasperation as she felt her mother's
    knowing stare on her. "We kissed."

    "Ah ha!" Emma said triumphantly. "Your father's going to be doing dishes
    tonight!"

    "What?" Hermione looked puzzled.

    "When your father and I went to bed last night, we made a bet over whether or not
    you and Harry would spend some time getting intimate."

    "What!" Hermione gasped. "Mother, how could you…"

    "Oh stop it." Emma waved her hand at her daughter as she began preparing the pan
    for the ham. "I'm not so old that I can't remember what it was like to be alone with
    a handsome boy. You're seventeen for god's sake; it's far past time you started
    exploring some of the things you've been feeling. And I'm not even going to bother
    giving you the be safe speech because I have every confidence that when you are ready
    for that, you will be safe."

    "Thank you." Hermione smiled softly.

    "How was it?" Emma asked mischievously. Hermione looked up, eyes bulging in shock,
    but as the memory of what it had felt like to kiss Harry came rushing back, her face
    melted into a truly goofy smile, making Emma laugh uproariously.

    "It was really, really good." Hermione whispered. Emma nodded in agreement.

    "When it's with the right person, it's always good. You two have been making eyes
    at each other since we picked you up. I was convinced your father and I would come
    home one afternoon to find you two snogging on the couch." Emma confessed.

    "It was our first kiss." Hermione admitted.

    "And you're hoping for more?" Emma smiled. Hermione nodded, but her face became an
    expression of fearful worry. "What's wrong?"

    "I don't know how he feels about me." Hermione sighed. She then explained how
    strange their entire relationship had been to date, emphasizing how Harry had once
    asked her to kiss him so he could learn, and how she was now worried that had been
    what had happened last night.

    "I mean, we kissed a lot. Now I'm beginning to wonder if he was just perfecting
    his technique or what. I just can't figure things out, and it's really making me
    crazy." Hermione finished. Her mother had listened carefully and nodded along until
    her daughter had finished her diatribe.

    "Are you sure you're felling this way because of all of that, or because he hasn't
    kissed you at all today?" Emma asked, remembering how Hermione had acted before
    breakfast and during the gift exchange. "And because the gifts he gave you were so
    practical."

    "A wand holster is really useful, and I know I'll learn a lot from that book.
    Hermione shrugged. "But yeah, I guess I was hoping for something that would at least
    hint at how he felt about me. I mean, I know I shouldn't expect it. He's been so
    isolated his whole life that things we take for granted sail right over his head.
    He's so inept in regards to simple interaction."

    "And you need to keep that in mind. From what you've told us, I think it's a good
    bet he doesn't even understand what he may be feeling. He's probably really confused,
    and maybe even a little scared. But if I had to hazard a guess, I would tell you that
    I think that he's falling for you." Emma said with the hint of a knowing motherly
    smile, making Hermione smirk in return.

    "Do you really think so?" She asked rather shyly.

    "I'm no expert, but I've seen the two of you together. I've seen him staring at
    your pictures on the walls, and the way he is around you. You father noticed as well.
    He said it was like Harry's watching out for you. Making sure that you're safe. Given
    that all Harry's ever known is a military lifestyle, it may be his way of showing you
    that he likes you."

    Hermione thought about it for a few minutes, recalling how Harry walked next to
    her in the halls at school, or how he would slyly put himself between her and anyone
    he considered a potential threat.

    "I think you two are doing just fine, given everything. And I want to tell you
    just how happy it makes your father and me to see you so happy. We haven't seen you
    smile, or heard you laugh this much since before you started primary school. It's
    been very hard for us not being able to help you all this time. We've always been so
    worried about you not having friends, and now it looks like you're getting those in
    spades." Emma laughed.

    "I'm still having trouble wrapping my head around a lot of it." Hermione
    shrugged.

    "Neville's always been nice to me, but he's kept his distance so Ron Weasley would
    leave him alone. Lavender and Parvati never made fun of me, but they never stopped
    anyone from doing it. I think they just took a long hard look at themselves and found
    they didn't like what they saw. Lavender has become the friend I always wanted. I
    mean, she's not as smart as what I imagined my best friend to be, but she's really
    brilliant in her own way. I think she's helped me in some ways to relax a bit."

    "I would agree to that." Emma nodded. "I love you so much, but I've often wished
    you would allow yourself to let loose and be like other girls your age. I hoped that
    you would ask me to take you clothes shopping or something, like I used to do with my
    mother, but you were more interested in reading and learning. There's nothing wrong
    with it, but I just wanted you to have more balance in your life."

    "I think I'm finally learning that." Hermione said, looking over her shoulder when
    she heard Harry and her dad roaring with laughter.

    "Well, yeah." Emma smirked. "If you're snogging a boy with your father upstairs,
    I'd say you were loosening up a bit."

    "Mother!" Hermione scowled, but couldn't hold it as her mother began to laugh.
    Hermione shook her head as Emma continued to laugh at her daughter's boldness. When
    she managed to calm herself down she watched Hermione slicing carrots for a few
    minutes before she spoke again.

    "I know that you're worried about things with Harry, and god knows what else, but
    trust me Hermione. Let things unfold the way they're going to unfold, and do your
    best not to stress over things, or overanalyze them. Trust your heart, and try and
    listen to it when it comes to your situation with Harry. His upbringing will make a
    relationship a bit harder, but I think you're his perfect match. I think the fact you
    were without friends for so many years gives you a better understanding of what he
    might be going through. Be patient, and enjoy your time together. If it's meant to
    be… it will happen regardless of anything else."

    "Thanks mum." Hermione said appreciatively. Emma gave her daughter an encouraging
    smile and together they continued making the evening meal.

    

    "Well, Harry, how did you like Christmas this year?" Dan asked as he got up from
    his chair to stop the DVD they had just finished.

    "I enjoyed it very much. Very different from what I've experienced in the past."
    Harry said, looking to Hermione, who blushed slightly, though she smiled back at him.
    "Thank you again for allowing me to join you."

    "Harry it was our pleasure." Emma said from beside him. She squeezed his wrist
    softly as she smiled. Hermione smiled fondly at Harry as well, happy that she had
    been able to be a part of such a wonderful experience for her friend.

    "And thank you for helping with that mountain of dishes." Dan smirked. "I'd still
    be scrubbing away if it wasn't for you."

    "Well, the ladies spent the day cooking, it seemed only fair." Harry nodded.

    "Yes, but he was supposed to do them on his own. He lost a bet." Emma said,
    glaring playfully at her husband."

    "Well…" Dan began rather humorously, but a knock on the door prevented him from
    saying anything further, much to Hermione's relief. Dan went to see who would be
    calling on them so late on Christmas. They could all hear a Dan speaking with someone
    and a moment later he returned, looking slightly confused.

    "Uh, Harry?" Dan said, coming back to the sitting room with someone behind him.
    "This man would like a word with you."

    Harry shot up from his seat, and began to stand at attention when the guest
    stopped him.

    "Stop Harry." Sirius Black smiled. He came forward and hugged his godson, who
    looked a bit uncomfortable with the gesture. "We all missed you this year, but if
    you've been having a good holiday, it will make me feel better."

    "I am." Harry nodded.

    Hermione saw Sirius look in her direction and send her a warm, thankful smile. She
    returned the expression as Sirius turned back to his godson.

    "Good. Very good. Though, you did miss some interesting things this morning. But,
    I can share those stories with you later. I came by to give you this."

    Sirius held out a thin black box, which Harry accepted with a grateful look and a
    nod. He began to stare at it, and Hermione began to become really intrigued by the
    box, as did her mother and father.

    "Thank you." Harry said quickly as he accepted the box. "Thank you for bringing it
    to me."

    "I wanted to make sure it got to you, and I didn't want to risk sending it with an
    owl. Anything could have happened.." Sirius smiled knowingly as he glanced at
    Hermione.

    "Well, I need to get going."

    "A mission?" Harry perked up but Sirius laughed and shook his head.

    "Party. Mad-Eye made his special nog, and Amelia is stopping by later." Sirius
    grinned like a mad man and winked at Harry who cringed.

    "Go easy on it this year." Harry called as Sirius began backing away.

    "It was very nice to meet you all, and I'm sorry to have intruded." Sirius said as
    he made into to the entry hall.

    "Would you like some coffee, or pie?" Emma offered but Sirius declined.

    "Another time perhaps." Sirius smiled, and saluted Harry before leaving.

    Dan and Emma turned back to Harry who was looking at the box in his hands and then
    to Hermione.

    "Well sweetheart, we have quite a day tomorrow, so I think it best if we headed to
    bed." Emma said to her daughter as she, got up from her seat. Dan looked as if he
    wanted to protest at first, until his wife kissed him rather heatedly.

    "Good night you two, and happy Christmas." Emma smiled, leading Dan upstairs.
    Hermione's father simply waved. A minute later, their bedroom door slammed shut, and
    there was a decidedly heavy thump followed by muted laughter. Hermione cringed a bit,
    knowing what was going on behind her parent's door.

    "So… what is it?" Hermione asked, looking to Harry as a way to distract
    herself.

    "A gift." Harry said softly. He was not looking at her, but softly caressing the
    box with his thumbs. "A gift for you." He said as he looked up at her now.

    "Harry, you didn't… you got me enough." Hermione smiled sweetly. She stood up from
    where she had been sitting on the floor, and came to Harry, who held out the small
    thin box. She opened it reverently and gasped when she beheld what lay inside.

    "My father got it for my mother the day I was born." Harry said.

    Hermione looked at Harry, tears beginning to sting her eyes as she looked back at
    the gift. She wanted to say something, to tell him it was beautiful, or anything
    really, but she couldn't speak at all. She looked back down and stared at the really
    beautiful gift Harry had bequeathed her.

    Resting on a soft velvet pillow was a small white gold ring that looked like a
    braided rope with a tear drop cut emerald in the center. On either side of the ring
    were beautifully crafted tiny hands that gripped the ring on either side of the
    emerald and linked a thin, delicate looking white gold chain to the piece.

    Harry reached out and lifted the necklace, and Hermione immediately grabbed up her
    hair and turned around as Harry put the necklace on her. When he had it clasped, she
    turned around and gently touched in with her fingertips.

    "It's beautiful." She whispered.

    "Sirius said that it signifies unity, and trust. Two people's live that have
    become intertwined. I wanted you to have it. You've become very important to me
    Hermione, and I wanted to show you."

    That did it. Hermione began to cry in earnest now, which scared Harry. He began to
    look troubled, and Hermione had to try and explain to him that she was happy. Happier
    than she'd even been in her whole life and that was why she was crying now.

    "So, I didn't hurt your feelings?' Harry asked for clarification, and Hermione
    shook her head. Harry nodded that he thought he understood, and then, to Hermione's
    immense pleasure, Harry leaned in and very softly kissed her.

    Hermione slipped her arms around Harry's neck as their kiss deepened. She couldn't
    help but wonder how her mother had become so smart in regards to relationships. Only
    earlier that day she had been wondering exactly how Harry felt about her, and now she
    knew. He most definitely cared for her, and for now, that was enough for
    Hermione.

    She slowly began guiding him back towards the sofa, pushing him into a sitting
    position so she could straddle him, never breaking their kiss. Over the next two
    hours, Hermione and Harry began celebrating Christmas in their own very special way,
    and when Hermione was finally convinced to go to bed, she felt for sure that she had
    begun to catch up and part of her missed teenage years.

    

    The next few days were spent much in the same way as the days leading up to
    Christmas, save that now Hermione and Harry would occasionally find themselves
    snogging. Hermione couldn't remember ever feeling so happy or content as she had been
    since Christmas. Of course her mind plagued her with questions about her new
    relationship with Harry and what it was exactly. She decided it would be best, at
    least for now, to not bring it up, as she wasn't sure if he would even understand.
    For now, cuddling on the couch watching movies with her parents, or the moments when
    her parents weren't around and she could get cozier with Harry were more than
    enough.

    Through it all though, she were becoming more and more anxious for Neville's
    party, as they would be going together, and Hermione's mother had promised to help
    her with what she said would be an outfit that would make Harry's jaw drop to the
    floor.

    The evening of the party, Harry was met by the elder Grangers at the foot of the
    stairs. Hermione's mother smiled appreciatively at Harry's appearance, while the
    young man adjusted the collar of his shirt. He and Dan had picked up his suit that
    afternoon, where he had a final fitting. The tailor had done an amazing job, and it
    turned out no further adjustments were needed.

    Harry found the suit to be rather constrictive, and h was most definitely not a
    fan of the tie. He felt constricted by it. Dan joked that all men felt that way, but
    that he would get used to it. Harry disagreed heartily. It limited his movement, and
    felt awkward and uncomfortable. On the other hand, Dan had assured him that women
    loved men in good suits. Harry relented as he really did want to make Hermione happy
    tonight.

    "You do look dashing." Emma smiled at Harry, who gave her a stiff nod of
    thanks.

    "You look very nice as well." Harry said, trying to repay the compliment. Emma
    smirked and shook her head softly. Harry gave a questioning look to Dan, who beckoned
    him over, and handed him the corsage they had gotten for Hermione earlier that day.
    Harry nodded his thanks and turned at the sound of Hermione coming down the
    steps.

    Harry had never seen his friend look so amazing. He remembered how nice she had
    looked for Slughorn's party, but that was nothing compared to the young woman who was
    descending the stairs, smiling at him shyly.

    Hermione was a vision in a long, formfitting crimson dress that ended above her
    ankles with a long slit up her left leg, giving Harry a teasing glimpse of her black
    stocking clad leg with each step. Two indecently thin straps held the dress on her
    shoulders, and the front gave a rather impressive hint of her chest. A simple black
    wrap was draped on her arms. She wore the necklace Harry had given her at Christmas,
    and a pair of small diamond studs in her ears. Her hair was done in a braid though a
    few tendrils of chestnut brown hair were left loose to frame her face. A simple pair
    of black heeled pumps finished the outfit, and gave Hermione a bit more height for
    the evening.

    "Uh…" Harry muttered, and Hermione smiled shyly in return. The two teens simply
    stood before one another awkwardly, Harry ogling Hermione, and Hermione eating it
    up.

    "Ahem." Dan coughed and Emma giggled jovially, breaking Harry out of the spell
    Hermione had cast. Harry turned to look at the man who was pointedly looking at the
    corsage in Harry's hand.

    "Right!" Harry snapped. He all but lunged at Hermione, offering her the accessory.
    "This is for you."

    "Thank you." Hermione whispered, not trusting her voice, and she felt far more
    nervous than she had for the Yule Ball two years ago. Harry slipped the corsage onto
    Hermione's wrist, lingering a bit to keep the contact he'd come to truly crave.

    Hermione managed not to blush at this, but gave the softest of giggles at Harry's
    look of admiration.

    "What time do you two expect to be home?" Emma wondered.

    "Neville said the party usually goes until around two in the morning. He said that
    his grandmother would make us a port key to get home, so I imagine we'll be back
    around two thirty or so.

    "We'll be back by then, so we'll wait up for you." Dan said, making no room for
    argument. Hermione nodded and turned to Harry who was still looking at her.

    "I guess it's time then." She smiled. Harry gave a nod, and Dan once again cleared
    his throat, making Harry flinch and stammer. Hermione absolutely loved this. Harry
    was as normal as any other boy at the moment. It was easy to forget the life he'd led
    until now. It was easy to forget how clueless he was. At this moment in time, Harry
    was your everyday average teenage boy, going on his first date.

    "Right." Harry said, getting himself together again. He offered his arm just as
    Dan had shown him that afternoon, making Hermione smile and blush slightly as Harry
    led them to the front door, with Hermione's parents following behind, arm in arm, and
    all smiles.

    When they reached the street, Harry held his wand aloft, calling the Knight Bus.
    The violent purple triple decker bus appeared with a crack, and a squeal of
    brakes.

    "Have fun!" Emma called out as Harry helped Hermione aboard the magical transport
    before stepping aboard and paying their fare. With another loud crack, the bus
    disappeared, and Emma sighed wistfully, before turning to her husband.

    "I can't believe how good they both looked." She said happily.

    "Why didn't you get a few pictures?" Dan asked, smirking.

    "Oh my god, I can't believe I forgot!" Emma shrieked. "They just… Oh, I'm never
    going to get a chance to…"

    "Don't worry sweetheart." Dan laughed, hugging his wife. "We'll make sure to get
    loads at her wedding."

    "So you approve of him then?" Emma joked, though her smile slipped when she saw
    her husband still looking to where the teens had disappeared.

    "You know, I think I do." He smiled. Emma's face brightened and she reached up,
    kissing Dan's cheek before wiping off lipstick, and heading into the house to
    retrieve her coat for the evening. Dan simply smiled to himself, feeling happy for
    his only child that she had at last begun to find her own happiness at long last.

    Harry and Hermione stepped off the Knight Bus in front of a rather ornate front
    gate. There were tall white walls with ivy growing up the sides. Across the street
    was another equally attractive looking wall, with a larger house sitting on a small
    rise. Hermione matched the address on the stone wall with the one on the invitation
    Neville had sent to her a few days earlier.

    "How do we get inside?" Hermione asked, looking at the gate. Harry gave a soft
    smile as he stepped forward and reached up as if he were going to open the gate.
    Hermione shuddered as she felt a ripple of energy.

    "Greetings." a voice spoke.

    Hermione started at the sound of the squeaky voice, and began looking for the
    source.

    "Harry Potter and Hermione Granger." Harry said. Hermione turned to him and saw he
    was looking down towards the ground, and following his gaze found a House Elf,
    wearing something resembling an ancient Greek toga. The elf had a scroll in its
    little hands, and was reading it quickly.

    "Ah, yes." The elf smiled and rolled up the scroll. "Please follow me, sir and
    madam."

    The gate opened itself with a heavy squeak and Harry offered his arm to Hermione
    once again, making her smile softly.

    The little elf introduced himself as Topper, and led them down a narrow
    cobblestone path to a large house like something Hermione had seen in one of her
    mother's tabloid magazines about celebrity mansions. There were very elegant shrubs
    cut into fantastical animal shapes, and a pond set in front of the house. Topper the
    elf led them over a small bridge and into the house itself. He asked them to wait
    just inside the door while he went to fetch their host.

    "This house is really amazing." Hermione said, looking all around the entry hall.
    The walls were done in rich looking wood, and the floor looked like it could be
    marble. Hermione didn't get much more time to look around as Neville, looking quite
    dashing in navy blue dress robes appeared with a huge smile on his face. He greeted
    Harry with a firm handshake, and gave Hermione a very warm embrace, before offering
    to take her wrap.

    "I'm so glad you two made it. How was your Christmas?" He asked eagerly.

    "It was really good." Hermione smiled. "Thank you for the book Neville, it was
    really sweet of you."

    "My Gran helped me pick it out. I told her you really liked Ancient Runes, and she
    told me about that one." Neville smiled as he began leading them into a larger room
    where a lot of people were mingling. "There she is, I want you two to meet her."

    "We'd love to." Hermione smiled at Harry, who was inspecting the room as he
    normally did whenever he entered an unfamiliar place. She just smiled and patted his
    arm.

    Neville had led them to a very severe looking woman who looked to be in her
    seventies. She was dressed in a very dark green dress, with what appeared to be a fox
    draped over her shoulders and long gloves that went nearly to her shoulders. She had
    warm piercing dark eyes that hinted of forgotten joviality. She was talking to a
    short pudgy man with a bald head, and twinkling brown eyes, and a thick mustache and
    a long braided beard. The old woman ceased her conversation when Neville arrived with
    his two friends, and looked expectant.

    "Gran, may I present Hermione Granger, and Harry Potter. Harry, Hermione, this is
    my grandmother, Lady August Longbottom."

    "A pleasure." Hermione said respectfully, giving a slight curtsy.

    "Madam." Harry gave a bow.

    Lady Longbottom offered her hand, and despite her severe appearance, sounded
    decidedly friendly.

    "The honor is mine." Lady Longbottom said, shaking each of their hands. "I have
    long wanted to meet my Grandson's friends, and it seems tonight my wishes have come
    true in spades. Now, please correct me if I am wrong, but you are muggleborn, Miss
    Granger?"

    "Uh, yes ma'am, I am." Hermione said, feeling a bit uncomfortable suddenly.

    "Oh no, no. None of this Ma'am tosh. Please address me as Augusta." Neville's Gran
    smiled. "Now, is it correct that you are, as Neville said, the top student in your
    year?"

    "Yes." Hermione said, glancing at Neville, who was grinning.

    "You see Algeron?" Lady Longbottom said turning to her companion. "It's as I've
    always said, our future lies with Muggleborns, and it is a travesty that the
    pureblood bigots are so afraid of what they are capable of. We should do more to
    embrace them rather than turn them away."

    "Augusta, we've had this argument many times before. It isn't that they aren't
    capable. I've never once claimed they weren't capable. They can wield magic after
    all. It's simply that they are ignorant to our customs. They come into our world with
    their heads full of thoughts of dramatic change without bothering to understand why
    things are the way they are, and no respect for our way of life!"

    "And as I have told you over and over again, that it is our responsibility. We
    must help them to understand, and we must be willing to embrace change, or face
    extinction!."

    Neville's Gran cut the man off.

    "Forgive us, we've been having this debate since we were fourteen." The man named
    Algeron said with a rolled of his eyes. He offered his hand and introduced himself to
    both Harry and Hermione.

    "Mister Potter, you have truly turned our world on its head. Returning from the
    dead, as it were, and in such a fashion. Battling the forces of a long thought to be
    dead Dark Wizard in the heart of the government who denied his return for so long.
    The revelation of He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named being alive and quite well was most
    terrifying for us all."

    "His name is Voldemort, sir." Harry said evenly, staring hard at Algeron. "If you
    fear to say his name, you may as well dig the grave you'll be buried in."

    "Well said!" Augusta said, lifting her chalice.

    "Perhaps you don't truly understand the devastation and horror from…"

    "I understand it better than you think." Harry cut across Algeron. "I also
    understand that it was people like you who gave him his power. His true power, I
    mean."

    "I don't understand your meaning." Algeron said. Hermione was looking at Harry
    very interestedly, as was Neville. Augusta looked as if she was on the verge of
    laughing, however.

    "Fear." Harry said simply. "Lord Voldemort is a terrorist, and as such his
    greatest weapon is that of fear. But it's the easiest weapon to take away from him.
    When you do that, he winds up being nothing more than a playground bully."

    "You are truly an incredibly bright young man." Augusta smiled, offering her hand
    to Harry who shook it again. "I can see now why Neville is so fond of you. I must
    also thank you for inspiring, and helping him. Neville has always been a strong,
    capable boy, but he lacked focus. He has that now, and I must thank you for
    that."

    Harry saw Neville blush slightly, though he smiled appreciatively. Lady Longbottom
    thanked them for coming to the party, and then told Neville that he should take them
    to where the other young people were celebrating, as she didn't think they would want
    to stay with the stodgy old folks and listen to political talk all evening. Hermione
    thought she heard the man called Algeron begin talking about something to so with
    allowing

    Aurors to kill before they were out of earshot, but shrugged it off.

    "Interesting lady." Harry mentioned as they followed Neville.

    "Gran is great. She doesn't stand for what she calls malarkey, and she's spent all
    my life working to better things for muggleborns in the Wizengamot. She used to be
    really hard on me. You know, wants me to live up to my potential and all that. This
    year though she's been treating me more like an adult. I guess I must finally be
    living up to her expectations or something." Neville shrugged, though he was
    grinning.

    Hermione suspected Harry's influence on Neville had a lot to do with the change in
    the relationship with Neville's grandmother. Then something occurred to Hermione, and
    she looked at Neville curiously.

    "Neville, I've never asked, and I feel bad, but what happened to your parents?"
    Hermione asked, sounding apologetic.

    "I uh… they were killed a few nights after Harry's parents died. Some of Voldemort
    followers found them, and tortured them to find out what happened to their leader.
    Dad fought back, and they killed him. Mum was tortured to beyond insanity. They let
    her live, but they did so much damage to her that her body and her magic just sort of
    gave up."

    "I'm so sorry." Hermione said, placing a hand on her shoulder. Neville smiled his
    thanks and shrugged.

    "I'm thankful in a way. I can't imagine what it might have been like if she had
    lived. What if she never recognized me? I mean… Gran told me that St. Mango's is full
    of people who went mad from being held under the Cruciatus curse. I feel sorry for
    them, and thank Merlin that my parents didn't have to live like that."

    "A wise, if not sad sentiment." Harry said. Neville shrugged again, and opened a
    door, leading his friend through.

    There were around fifty young people in what looked to be a large sitting room
    ranging in age from around twelve to seventeen. There was music coming from a wizard
    wireless, and a table laden with snack food, and butterbeer on one side. There were a
    handful of sofas in a large circle around the room. Most of the young people were
    sitting or standing together socializing, but there were nearly a dozen couples
    dancing in the middle of the room.

    "HERMIONE!"

    Lavender Brown came running over, her high heeled shoes clicking on the floor. Her
    blonde locks were pulled into a simply ponytail, and she wore a slinky black cocktail
    dress. Lavender hugged her friend tightly, before pulling back to give Hermione a
    once over.

    "You look really hot!" Lavender smiled approvingly.

    "Yeah she does." Harry said, making Lavender's jaw to drop open in shock. Neville
    looked taken aback as well.

    "Where did you get that dress?" Lavender asked, trying to compose herself.

    "It's my mother's actually. Everything else is mine."

    "That necklace is gorgeous." Lavender said, lifting the delicate looking pendant
    in her fingers.

    "Thanks. It was a gift from Harry." Hermione said with a soft smile to her date,
    who was looking around the room and at all the guests. Hermione was sure he was
    assessing each and every person for potential threats. She sighed lightly hoping that
    by the end of the party she could get him to relax as he had been at her home over
    the last few days.

    "I thought he was getting you a wand holster?" Neville looked confused.

    "He did." Hermione nodded. "I would have worn it, but it didn't go with my
    dress."

    Both Lavender and Hermione snickered. Neville looked rather startled by the
    statement, while it clearly went right over Harry's head.

    "Why don't we get you two gals a drink?" Neville suggested. Hermione nodded and
    Lavender thanked them. Neville tugged on Harry's sleeve, and though he was reluctant,
    Harry followed.

    "Ok… something is really different with you two. He's way less stiff, I swear he
    was smiling at you. And you're practically glowing here. So spill it, what the hell
    is going on with you two?" Lavender asked, truly bewildered.

    "We, uh… we kissed." Hermione whispered not even bothering to fight the smile that
    erupted on her face. Lavender clasped both hands over her mouth as he eyes threatened
    to pop out of her head. "A lot." Hermione added with a huge smile.

    "Oh, you have to tell me everything, and you have to do it right now!" Lavender
    hooked Hermione's arm, and led her to a small sofa slightly away from most everyone
    else.

    Hermione proceeded to tell Lavender about Christmas Eve, and how Harry had asked
    why her parents kept kissing under the mistletoe, and how he had asked why they
    followed that protocol. Hermione had then told her friend about explaining tradition
    to Harry and how, as she had headed for bed he had stopped her, and pointed out that
    it would be bad for them not to uphold such a nice tradition.

    Lavender was practically drooling when Hermione told her about her and Harry's
    first awkward kiss that had turned into something breathtaking. She then told her
    dorm mate about how he had kissed her again Christmas night. She told her friend all
    about every single instant that her lips had met Harry's, each remembrance leaving
    her and Lavender a little more breathless than the last.

    "So, are you two… Are you a couple now?" Lavender asked hopefully.

    "I don't know what we are." Hermione admitted. "We haven't even come close to
    talking about it. I want to, but I don't want to freak him out or anything. I mean,
    there's still a lot he doesn't understand, and I don't want to pressure him, or make
    him feel pressure or anything like that. I want to take this slow, for both our
    sakes. But whatever it is between us right now, I like it. I think if he hadn't come
    home with me for the holiday then none of this would have happened."

    "Oh you're going to be the envy of so many girls when we get back to school."
    Lavender laughed. "Do you have any idea how many girls wanted to drag him into a
    broom cupboard and teach him about their anatomy. Ginny Weasley was even talking
    about slipping him a love potion to some of her friends. She's going to hate
    you!"

    Hermione shrugged but kept smiling.

    "Other than that, how'd he like Christmas with your family?" Lavender asked,
    remembering that Hermione had told her that the holiday had never bee really good for
    Harry before.

    "He said it was good. I think at the very least he enjoyed it from a observational
    stand point. You know, seeing how muggles celebrate and all." Hermione sighed,
    looking to where Harry was standing with Neville. The two boys were talking, and
    Hermione suspected Neville was trying to find out what had been happening to Harry
    during the holiday.

    "I am so happy for you. Both of you." Lavender said, following Hermione's
    gaze.

    "This is a really big house." Harry remarked as he and Neville headed for the
    buffet.

    "It's been in my family for thirteen generations." Neville shrugged. "It's home,
    but honestly, it's too big for my tastes. Eventually, I'll take it over, but I want
    to get my own house. Something small for me and my future wife, you know?"

    "I can honestly say that I don't." Harry replied, making Neville chuckle.

    "Yeah, I suppose not." He replied, clapping Harry on the shoulder. "Thanks for the
    wand holster and the cloak, mate. They were great."

    "I hope they'll be useful." Harry nodded.

    "I'm sure they will be." Neville nodded. "How has your holiday been with
    Hermione?"

    "Educational, and relaxing."

    "Relaxing?" Neville looked scandalized. "You relax?"

    "I'm learning." Harry smirked.

    "What is with you?' Neville laughed. "I've never seen you smile like you have been
    tonight. It's kind of cool."

    "I wish I had an answer." Harry shrugged. "Things have been strange, yet not in a
    bad way. I think I'm finally understanding a lot more things these days. On the other
    hand, I feel more confused as well."

    "Well… that's normal I suppose. The more you think you know, the more questions
    you seem to have." Neville snickered. "So are you and…"

    "Excuse me." A very pretty girl with shiny shoulder length blonde hair, and cold
    blue eyes said, slipping between the boys and snatching a fresh butterbeer. "My
    apologies, but you two are blocking the drinks."

    "Sorry Daphne." Neville said. "Harry Potter, Daphne Greengrass. My… what is it,
    third cousin?"

    "Second, you imbecile." Daphne said coolly, though a smile tugged the corners of
    her mouth.

    "Right, second." Neville nodded. "Daphne and I used to be really close when we
    were younger, but then we went to Hogwarts, and we hardly speak anymore."

    "Why is that?" Harry looked troubled by this.

    "Slytherins do not speak to Gryffindors." Daphne said heavily. She looked rather
    remorseful as she spoke. "It's pretty well beaten into us from the first night. No
    matter the relationship, Slytherins do not lower themselves to that level."

    "What if was your brother or sister?" Harry wondered.

    Neither Neville nor Daphne replied, but both looked slightly disturbed by the
    question.

    "I wanted to thank you, Mister Potter." Daphne said, changing the subject.

    "What for?" Harry wondered.

    "Well, to be blunt, for taking Lucius Malfoy's hand and sending him to Azkaban.
    Thanks to what you did, the negotiation between our families fell apart, and I am
    free to choose my own destiny." Daphne said, straightening up.

    "How do you know that was my doing?" Harry asked. He had only ever told Hermione
    of exactly what his involvement in the Ministry battle had been. He knew he hadn't
    been mentioned in any of the articles following the incident either.

    "A true Slytherin will never reveal her source of information." Daphne said, the
    corners of her mouth pulling into a smirk. "Suffice to say, you made an impression
    that night, and you saved me from a fate I was hoping to avoid very much. You showed
    up just in time, in more ways than one."

    Harry looked to Neville who gave his friend a proud smile.

    "Daphne was entered into a betrothal contract with Draco Malfoy at the end of last
    year. When you helped send Lucius to prison, Draco tried to continue the
    negotiations."

    "At the time, there was a great deal of worry. Father felt a political alliance
    with a powerful family would protect us from… certain interested parties. But without
    Lucius Malfoy there to negotiate, and the return of our world's greatest savior, and
    the fact that Draco is a pompous, ego maniacal ponce with none of the charm, or tact
    as his father, the contract was terminated. My father promised me that as I'm nearly
    seventeen that he wouldn't try to barter me away again. My mother and I then made him
    agree to let my sister forge her own path as well. So, thanks to you, both my sister
    and I are free to choose whom we wish to marry."

    "So you're free to make your own way, yet you still blindly follow the doctrine of
    your House and don't associate with people based on where they were sorted?" Harry
    asked.

    "That's a bit more complicated." Daphne argued.

    "Explain." Harry said.

    "Another time." Daphne promised. "This is a party, and I personally don't wish to
    be bored explaining interhouse politics, and survival. Will you do me a kindness and
    save me a dance tonight?"

    "There you are!" Hannah Abbott said as she came walking over. She looked relieved
    at finding her boyfriend. "Hi Harry, you look really good."

    "Thank you." Harry smiled.

    "I'll catch up with you guys a bit later." Daphne smiled, waving to them as she
    walked away. Hannah gave the Slytherin a slightly foul look.

    "I can't believe she's here." She sighed irritably.

    "She's my cousin." Neville defended the Slytherin.

    "She's really mean to people she thinks are beneath her." Hannah argued.

    "She isn't the only one." Harry remarked, earning a surprised look from
    Hannah.

    "That's a façade." Neville explained. "She's just trying to survive."

    "What do you mean?" Hannah looked confused.

    "I'll tell you later. Come on, Lavender and Hermione are probably wondering what
    happened to us."

    Harry agreed and Neville grabbed a few bottles of Butterbeer and led Harry and
    Hannah back to where Hermione and Lavender were seated. Hannah greeted Hermione and
    complimented her dress. The five teens caught up on what had been happening during
    their holiday before Hannah asked Neville to dance with her. The two headed for the
    makeshift dance floor, with their friends watching them go.

    "That sounds like fun." Lavender smiled, getting to her feet. "And I didn't get
    all sexied up to sit on my arse all night. I'm going to find a dance partner."

    After Lavender disappeared, Harry and Hermione were left alone sitting together in
    a slightly awkward silence. After several minutes, Harry looked to Hermione.

    "I don't know how to dance." He stated.

    "I sort of figured that out." Hermione smiled softly, taking his hand. "It's ok,
    we don't have to."

    "I want to." Harry said, turning to look at the couples, who were dancing to a
    rather soft number, holding each other closely. "It looks comfortable."

    "Comfortable?" Hermione asked with a laugh. She then looked to the dancing
    couples, and had to agree, though she was sure she would never described it as
    comfortable.

    "Would you teach me?" Harry asked earnestly, surprising Hermione a bit.

    "Uh… sure." She said nervously. Harry got to his feet, and then helped Hermione
    up. She led him towards the edge of the dance area. Hermione couldn't stop smiling as
    Harry took her hand, imitating a couple next to them. Hermione laughed softly as
    Harry watched their neighbors for a few seconds before he began to move. Thankfully
    he didn't step on her feet.

    "Harry, it isn't a march or some drill. It's dancing, and it's supposed to be
    fun." Hermione said after a bit. He was trying, but he was so stiff, Hermione
    wondered if he had rigor mortis. His face was stony, the way it got when he was
    trying hard to grasp the concept of something most people took for granted. "You need
    to loosen up."

    She massaged his shoulder where her hand rested, and shook her other hand, which
    was joined with his. Neither of which helped to relax her date. Finally she looked
    into his eyes, leaned in and kissed him softly.

    That worked.

    "See?" She whispered as she drew back a fraction of a breath, gazing into his
    enchanting green eyes. "Just let the music move you."

    At Harry's confused expression, Hermione laid her head on his shoulder, closing
    the miniscule gap between them. She smiled to herself when she felt Harry's arm wrap
    around her waist a bit tighter, holding her closer to him. He swayed with her, though
    she guessed he was still watching some of the other couples as examples of what he
    should be doing. Her heart was pounding in her chest once again and she was certain
    that he could feel it, though, surprisingly, she wasn't freaked out about it.
    Instead, she chose to just enjoy the moment.

    As he spun her gently, Hermione saw Neville and Hannah looking into each other's
    eyes all gooey like, and Neville had a pretty goofy grin on his face. She also saw
    Lavender dancing with a boy Hermione was certain was in Ravenclaw and a fifth year.
    Hermione was sure that boy was having the time of his life dancing with her buxom
    friend.

    It was a nearly perfect moment, Hermione thought. She had friends at last. Good
    friends. It didn't really matter to her how they had become friends, only that they
    were. It was then that she realized that for the first time in memory, she wasn't
    afraid. She wasn't worried about being set up for some kind of prank, or ridicule.
    She wasn't worried about how to avoid certain people, and she wasn't wishing that
    someone could just take the time and get to know the real Hermione.

    Harry cleared his throat and Hermione looked up at him to find him smiling his
    soft smile, the one that only someone who really knew him would recognize as a
    smile.

    "You look different suddenly." He said. "I don't know what it is, but… it's almost
    as if you've taken a calming draught spiked with a cheering charm."

    "Something like that." Hermione smiled brightly. "I'm happy."

    "Happy?" Harry asked, looking a bit startled by that. Hermione nodded. Harry
    seemed to uncoil at her gaze which made her smile He watched her for a few seconds
    before making her stomach lurch in anticipation when he started looking at her lips.
    Slowly he leaned down, and touched her lips with his own once again. Hermione loved
    how tender he was with her. How each and every kiss was so soft, and full of longing.
    She knew without doubt that he coveted every kiss as if it was the most precious
    thing in the world to him.

    She couldn't help but give the softest of whimpers when he wrapped his arms around
    her waist and held her tightly and the kiss deepened, and he ran his hands up her
    spine. She felt like if he let her go, she would melt into a puddle on the floor. The
    happiest puddle to ever have existed.

    Hermione felt Harry's fingertip brush the bare skin of her back, just between her
    shoulder blades. She shivered lightly as jolts of electricity ignited every nerve
    ending and she swore she heard a clap of thunder, and was certain the earth itself
    had trembled as Harry kissed her. They had spent a lot of time this past week
    snogging, but never once had she felt his hands on her bare flesh, nor had she
    thought to explore his body with her own lithe fingers. Yet, it suddenly sounded like
    a really, REALLY good idea. After all, why shouldn't she find out what she'd been
    missing all this time? She was sure Lavender would approve. Perhaps when they were
    alone over the next couple of days she might be able to entice Harry in a bit of an
    "intelligence gathering and exploration" sort of activity.

    Hermione became so lost in the moment that she barely registered that Harry
    suddenly broke off their kiss and began looking around them suddenly very alert.

    "Did you feel that?" He asked.
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    "Did you feel that?" Harry asked.

    "Like the earth moved?" Hermione asked softly, her eyes still closed as she clung
    to Harry. She wanted him to kiss her again. She wanted to indulge herself in a few of
    her more tame fantasies. She was living in a near perfect dream and more than
    anything, she wanted the dream to continue. Yet Harry had not returned to kissing
    her, which made her long for him more. In fact, it felt as if he were slipping from
    her embrace.

    Slowly Hermione's brain began normal function once again as Harry's lips remained
    disconnected from hers. She began to realize that something had happened that not
    only captured Harry's attention, but everyone else's as well. A heavy silence had
    settled upon them all and someone had turned off the wireless. Hermione looked around
    and noticed everyone had stopped dancing, and were all looking around anxiously.

    Before she could ask any questions, Harry gathered Hermione's right hand in his
    left, as he had slipped his wand out of his holster hidden in his sleeve. He then
    began leading her through the crowd, his head turning this way and that, searching
    for something. Hermione felt something heavy settle in her stomach, and a chill ran
    down her spine as they continued through the crowd. She began silently praying that
    it wasn't what she was beginning to suspect this was.

    "What's wrong?" Hermione asked, trying desperately to suppress her rising fear.
    Harry shook his head slowly as he scanned the room. Hermione began to feel very
    nervous, and began reaching for her own wand as dignified and as modestly as she
    could. However, Harry was making it very difficult with his leading her around. If he
    would just stop, she was sure she could get it without showing everyone her
    undergarments.

    "I'm not sure." Harry replied, still leading her through the crowd of tense
    looking teenagers. "Neville."

    Harry stopped when he found Hannah and Neville, both looking around anxiously.
    Hermione took the opportunity to slip her hand up her dress and grab her wand which
    she had hidden in her garter belt, thanking her mother for insisting she wear
    stockings instead of pantyhose. She felt herself blushing, and thanked the gods Harry
    and everyone else was distracted at the moment.

    "Neville, where is your floo. I think it might be smart to send everyone home as
    quickly as we can." Harry stated matter-of-factly.

    "It's in the sitting room." Neville said looking extremely nervous. Hermione
    remembered it was the same look he'd had on his face a few years ago when Snape had
    made everyone test their own antidotes on themselves.

    "It's your party, you need them to follow you." Harry said. Neville stared at
    Harry for a moment. Hermione and Hannah were looking at both boys, waiting though
    they weren't sure for what.

    "NEVILLE!" Harry snapped, making Neville flinch.

    "Right." Neville said nervously. He gave Harry a sort of pleading look as if he
    wanted Harry to take charge, but his friend merely looked stoic. Neville heaved a
    sigh and then straightened up as he turned to address his guests.

    "Um, Everyone! Listen, I'm going to take you all to the floo, and we're going to
    send everyone home. I'm sorry, but I think it's a good idea if everyone were to head
    home. Please follow me through those doors. Stay together, and keep calm." Neville
    said sounding far more confident than he felt. Hannah gave his hand a squeeze and he
    smiled at her before turning back to Harry who nodded at the host, who was now
    heading for the double doors with his guests starting to follow, murmuring amongst
    themselves as they went.

    "Hermione!" Lavender said as she caught up with her friends. "Harry, what's going
    on?"

    There was another, much louder clap of thunder, and the house shook badly. There
    were several startled screams from some girls, and younger teenagers. That was
    followed by a series of distant screams and what sounded like gunshots that echoed
    all around them. The hairs on the back of Hermione's neck stood on end when she
    glance at Harry. His face had become like stone as they looked towards the door.

    "They're in." Harry said to himself. He felt Hermione's grip on his hand tighten
    with fear.

    "Harry?" Hermione whispered tensely. "Please tell me that we're not being
    attacked."

    She glanced at Neville who looked seriously scared, and Hannah who was staring at
    the ceiling as if she thought it might come down upon them all. In fact almost
    everyone looked as if they were frozen with fear.

    Harry urged Neville to move, but before they could take a step, the double doors
    before them cracked as something heavy slammed into it from the other side. The smell
    of sulfur seeped into the room, and Harry shouted for everyone to back away. A second
    later, the door exploded, sending splinters and dust flying out at them all. Harry
    threw himself in front of Hermione to protect her from any shrapnel.

    Two hooded and robed figures rushed through the cloud of dust and into the
    ballroom laughing manically. Harry shoved Hermione aside towards where Lavender was
    taking refuge behind a table, and leapt forward to face the two attackers. It
    startled the robed figures when a teenager stepped forward to face them, while every
    other kid was looking for a place to hide. This gave Harry a huge opening and he
    didn't hesitate.

    Snapping his wand like a whip, Harry conjured a tongue of flame which he wrapped
    both of the assailants with. Their ebony black robes began to smolder and burn as
    they squirmed and panicked. The bigger of the two men managed to get his wand up and
    fired three bright yellow spells at Harry. The young soldier dodged them easily, but
    had to release his flame whip. The two men shrugged out of their burning robes to
    escape being roasted within them.

    The bigger of the two was wearing a sleeveless tunic revealing huge muscled arms
    covered in tattoos. There were angry red marks where Harry's flame whip had burned
    him. He began circling Harry while the other man snarled angrily, interrupted by a
    choking cough.

    "Don't know who you are boy, but you just made a huge mistake. I'm going to make
    you cry like a little girl before I kill you." the tattooed man snarled, raising his
    wand. It was the last thing he would ever say.

    Harry, moving faster than Hermione thought possible lunged at the bigger man. He
    didn't dive left or right, but ran straight at the tattooed individual. Harry's
    tactic definitely threw his enemy off balance, and when he was just a few feet from
    his target, Harry leapt up into the air, kicking the Death Eater right in the face,
    dislodging the skull like metal mask he wore. Harry followed this with a slash of his
    wand that tore a wide gaping cut down the man's chest. Hermione gagged when she saw
    the man turn and some of his innards spilled out. He didn't even have a chance to
    scream in pain as Harry spun and landed a hard chop right to the tattooed man's
    trachea. The Death Eater fell in a heap, coughing, spluttering before choking and
    falling silent.

    "You arrogant little prick!" The second man shouted angrily as he watched his
    fellow die. "I'm going to make a coat from your flesh!"

    The second Death Eater raised his wand and fired a series of spells at Harry who
    dodged each one quite impressively. Hermione was gripping the table edge so hard she
    thought she heard it crack under her fingers. Lavender was breathing so hard that
    Hermione thought she might pass out soon. Every teen was watching this battle with
    wide eyes and gaping mouths. Hermione knew that Harry had been trained to fight, but
    she never once imagined what it might look like.

    He was fast. Impossibly fast. Not to mention agile. He didn't make any unnecessary
    moves, or waste energy with useless spells. As he was dodging his opponent's spells,
    he looked as if he was readying himself. Waiting for that perfect opening to end the
    fight quickly and decisively.

    Harry ducked under a fiery looking red spell and made three slashes with his own
    wand which conjured a couple hundred long heavy looking nails which he then banished
    into the smaller Death Eater and ripped the man to shreds.

    There followed a heavy silence, broken only by the distant sounds of fighting
    elsewhere in the house. Everyone simply stared at the two dead bodies in the middle
    of the floor. Then Hermione retched, as did many others who witnessed the entire
    battle.

    "NEVILLE!" Harry shouted, getting his male friend's attention. "Get them out
    now!"

    At Harry's words people began coming out from their hiding places and head towards
    their host, who was now rising to his own feet, looking frightened, and oddly
    angry.

    "What are you going to do Harry?" Hermione asked, running to his side. Harry
    swished his wand, and something huge, silvery and bright formed and then ran off.

    "Was that a patronus?" Hermione asked, blinking stupidly.

    "Hermione." Harry said, bringing her attention back to him. "Go with Lavender. Go
    to her house. I'll come and get you later, when this is sorted out."

    "How?' Hermione asked rather panicky. "How, you don't know where she lives, do
    you?"

    "328 Park Street in Manchester."

    Hermione turned to find her blonde friend had come over to them. She was very
    pale, and her hair was dishelved a bit. Her pretty dress was now stained with
    dust.

    "That's where I live. You can take the Knight Bus there and get her when you're
    ready." Lavender said, looking at Harry who gave her a grateful nod.

    Hermione then realized Harry meant to stay and fight the attacking Death
    Eaters.

    "Harry, no. Don't do this. Let the Aurors handle…" She began to babble. Harry
    shook his head quickly and gently cupped the side of her face, stopping her from
    rambling on further.

    "Hermione, by the time the Aurors arrive, they'll be a load of people dead. I
    can't let that happen. This is what I've been raised to do. Help will be here
    shortly, but a lot of people could get killed before they get here. I promise you
    that I'll be fine. Now please, do as I ask." Harry said with a tone that made
    Hermione shiver, but not with fear. He had said it was a request, but Hermione knew
    that he was ordering her to do as he said.

    "Come on Hermione." Lavender said, taking her friend's arm. Hermione looked as if
    she wanted to argue but Harry simply stared at her hard, making her swallow her
    argument and allow Lavender guide her away.

    All the other teens were now gathered by the wreck of a door, waiting for Neville
    to lead them to the floo so they could leave. They could still hear spells being
    fired, though there was hardly any screaming now.

    "Neville!" Daphne Greengrass shouted. "It's clear!"

    Neville nodded, and with one last look towards Harry, who was bringing up the rear
    of the group, turned and began leading his guests towards the sitting room, hoping
    that there would be no one in there so everyone could get out safely. Hermione kept
    looking behind her to make sure that Harry was still there, knowing that he was just
    making sure they all got to safety before he would go find another Death Eater to
    fight. She glanced at the tattooed man who lay dead in a growing pool of his own
    blood, and her stomach turned. She couldn't even begin to process what she had
    witnessed Harry do. Thankfully, she knew this wasn't the time to do that.

    The giant pane glass window that looked out onto a small hill erupted inward and
    rained glass shards down into the small ballroom. Harry placed himself between the
    glass and the few stragglers, though it wasn't necessary. There were screams of
    course, and the formerly calm teens who were trying to leave now scrambled, pushing
    and shoving for the door.

    Harry turned and stood tall as six new Death Eaters came in through the window,
    laughing at the sheep trying to escape their slaughter. The robed figures stopped
    short when they saw the two bodies.

    Harry rolled his shoulders and leaned forward a bit, slipping into a fighting
    stance, wand at the ready.

    "Oi, look at this, we got ourselves a hero." One Death Eater called out
    humorously. A couple of them laugh, but the others were still looking at the bloody
    bodies of their fellows, and then back at Harry cautiously. They began to surround
    Harry slowly, and Harry gave one quick glance to the door and felt a weight melt off
    his shoulders, as the other teens had made good on their escape.

    "This is going to be interesting." he thought as he turned around again and
    prepared to thin Voldemort's ranks a bit more.

    

    "This is wrong." Hermione kept thinking as she followed Hannah, who was behind
    Neville.

    "We should go back." Hermione said to Lavender who walked next to her. "He needs
    us to help."

    "I don't think he needs our help Hermione." Lavender said heavily, feeling a chill
    creep up her arms as they all followed Neville down a long hallway.

    "But he can't fight them all alone…" Hermione tried to argue.

    "Granger, are you blind?" Daphne Greengrass said on Hermione's other side. "I know
    fully qualified wizards who can't even dream of fighting like Potter did. He's
    fine."

    "Shut it Greengrass." Lavender snapped.

    "Everyone quiet!" Neville hissed. They had come through a short hallway and stood
    in an archway. They could hear people fighting nearby, but had seen nothing yet.
    Neville still looked a bit sick. He was sweating, and pale. He glanced around the
    corner carefully, looking for any sign of danger. Seeming to be satisfied they were
    safe, he began to lead them across a wide hall. However, when he'd taken three steps,
    he was suddenly thrown violently and crashed into a glass cabinet. Neville scrambled
    to get to his feet, but a heavy grandfather clock was flung at him, pinning him down
    on the ground. Hermione could hear him struggling to free himself, and wondered why
    he wasn't using his wand.

    Hannah's shrieks broke Hermione out of her curiosity. She turned to see the blonde
    Hufflepuff girl being manhandled and shoved to the floor where a beefy looking man
    straddled her and fought to capture both of her flailing hands.

    "Looky here!" A man's voice shouted in glee. "Hors d'oeuvres."

    Two more men appeared out of thin air. Hermione knew they must have been
    disillusioned. Hannah began screaming like a crazed woman as the one who'd grabbed
    her began pawing at her ample chest, while the other two began stalking the group of
    teens. Two bigger boys stepped forward, looking to be heroes, with wands raised, and
    shaky determined looks.

    "Let her go this instant." The first said, a large shouldered round faced boy with
    a quavering double chin.

    The two men laughed as the third managed to get Hannah's dress down, and grabbed a
    handful of soft flesh. Hannah was sobbing and pleading now. Hermione felt nearly
    paralytic with fear as she watched what happened. She couldn't even think straight,
    and she swore she might snap her wand in half with as tightly as she was gripping
    it.

    "And just who's gonna make us piggy?" One of the Death Eaters taunted. "You?"

    "There's more of us than there are of you." The second boy said, his voice shaking
    badly. He was tall and thin, like a river reed. His threat only served to make the
    two men in front of them laugh. There was a flash of green and both boys fell to the
    floor, looks of fear forever etched on their faces.

    There was a small pause as everyone tried to process what they had just seen
    happen before them broken only by Hannah's pleas for mercy, and then screams of dread
    filled the small hallway, deafening Hermione. The Death Eaters all began laughing
    heartily, and the one who had Hannah on the floor bent to lick her face like a dog,
    making Hannah cringe and squirm, trying in vain to get out of his grasp.

    She would never be able to explain what made her do it. Hermione would never be
    able to really even remember deciding that she had to act. It was almost as if
    someone else took control of her.

    She felt her arm raise, wand held tightly. She heard herself shout the spell, and
    she saw the spell erupt from the tip of her wand and impact the taller of the two
    robed men, sending him spiraling across the floor and crashing into the wood paneled
    wall.

    Two others copied her, though she was very unaware of it. Three spells lit up the
    dark halfway, and the laughter of the Death Eaters ceased, only to be replaced by
    swearing and promises of pain.

    Hermione stared aghast at the Death Eater she had attacked. He was rising to his
    feet, looking quite menacing. His fellow was not so lucky however. He was groaning on
    the floor, and holding his crotch. Hermione thought she saw Lavender out of the
    corner of her eye appearing quite satisfied with herself, though the expression
    melted almost immediately due to the Death Eater Hermione had attacked coming at
    them.

    "You little bitches!" The Death Eater snapped, reaching out to grab Daphne
    Greengrass, tearing the front of her dress. Daphne shrieked as she was sent tumbling
    to the floor. The Death Eater turned and reached out to take both Hermione's and
    Lavender's wands from them. He had just grasped Lavender's wand when his fellow, the
    one who'd been violating Hannah on the floor let out a roar of agony.

    Hermione saw the man throwing his head back while trying to pull a couple of
    fingers out of Hannah's mouth. She was biting him hard enough to draw blood, and
    didn't look as if she was going to be letting go anytime soon.

    "Gerroff you crazy slag!" the brute shouted, swinging his free hand and smacking
    Hannah across the face.. Hannah cried out, and it was then that Hermione realized her
    own would be attacker was distracted.

    Hermione took a small step back and lunged forward, driving her knee as hard as
    she could right into the man's most sensitive and vulnerable area. The man howled
    like a wounded hound, and he crumpled in a heap. She then stunned him before turning
    towards the man who was now punching Hannah's face repeatedly.

    "HEY!" Hermione shouted. Both she and Lavender leveled their wands at the Death
    Eater. Just as he looked up, both girls hit him with bludgeoning hexes, knocking him
    a good ten feet down the hall. The man didn't get up.

    "Check on Hannah." Hermione said to Lavender before she went to Daphne who was
    holding the front of her dress up to protect her dignity. Hermione quickly mended the
    garment, and Daphne went to retrieve her wand while Hermione went to Neville who was
    still trapped under the heavy clock. When she got to him, she found out why he hadn't
    been able to free himself. His wand lay a foot away from his furthest reach.

    "Here." She said, levitating the clock.

    "YOU BITCH!"

    Hermione and Neville, now free of his prison, turned to see the last Death Eater
    stalking towards them. He had recovered from whatever Daphne and Lavender had hit him
    with and clearly wanted to even the score. However he didn't get far as four spells
    hit him in the back, knocking him across the hall, head first into the wall. Neville
    winced when the man's head smashed into the wood, before he crumpled down to the
    floor.

    "We've got to get people out of here." Hermione stated softly. "And we need to
    find Harry."

    "Come on." Neville said, limping a bit. "We're almost there."

    Neville made his way to his girlfriend who was being helped by Lavender. He took
    one look at her and his face fell. She was already bruising, and there was blood at
    the corners of her mouth. She refused to look at him, and when he reached out to help
    her, she pulled away.

    "We need to get everyone out of here. Daphne said urgently. Neville, still looking
    at his girlfriend gave a short nod, and told everyone to follow him. Hermione's heart
    went out to her friend when she saw his face. Neville was very confused and just as
    scared as the rest of them, but now he looked angrier than she'd ever seen him
    before. She just hoped he wasn't thinking of doing something stupid.

    Hermione waved to the rest of the teens who waited in the hallway to follow them
    as Neville began to lead them onward. She saw that most of them now had wands in
    their hands, though they all looked terrified beyond measure. As the last one passed
    her, and she made to follow them all, she looked over her shoulder wondering where
    Harry was, and if he was okay."

    

    Sirius Black had been sitting in the kitchen of their newest base of operations.
    He had a brand new bottle of Ogden's Finest Firewhiskey, a gift from Remus, sitting
    on the table before him as he was preparing to ring in the new year.

    Sirius always had a difficult time around the holiday season. Christmas and New
    Years were the worst for him. These were the times of year that the ghosts haunted
    him most. And unlike previous years, Harry wasn't there to distract him.

    Sirius was missing his Godson badly. He hated that he'd kept Harry so isolated all
    these years, especially now. Sirius knew he'd have a much easier time letting go if
    he'd been used to Harry being away at school. It was bloody annoying. Without Harry
    to train, Sirius had fallen into a rut. Voldemort's forces had been mostly quiet over
    the past few months, and there had been nothing to distract Sirius from worrying
    about what his godson was getting up to.

    He had of course gotten reports from Professor McGonagall, and Professor
    Dumbledore about his progress, but it wasn't good enough. He truly missed having the
    kid around.

    Of course, the more he heard about Harry at Hogwarts, the more he felt guilty over
    keeping the boy hidden away. He had missed so much. So much that couldn't just be
    explained, or understood just from reading it in a book. Especially in regards to
    inter personal relationships.

    Sirius smirked a little as he tried to imagine his poor godson trying to figure
    out the physical portion of dating. If he hadn't felt so despicable for what he'd
    done to the son of his very best friend, he would have found the situation intensely
    humorous.

    Of course, Sirius knew that it was mostly his fault for any of Harry's social
    foibles. He could have been more supportive, or physically affectionate to the poor
    boy. But he had kept him at arm's length, and treated him as the soldier he now was.
    Sirius had trained him to be cold, hard, and emotionless. To shut off his feelings so
    he could fight with a clear head. Sirius simply hoped this Hermione Granger was
    patient, and willing to show his godson all the wondrous benefits of being with a
    woman.

    Sirius reached for the bottle as he glance at the clock. With only two hours until
    the new year, he figured it was about time to start drinking. He wanted to be black
    out drunk when the clock struck midnight.

    He was quite alone tonight as Remus had gone out with Tonks that night. Sirius and
    Moody had talked him into taking the girl out and showing her a good time.

    Moody felt it was long past time that the werewolf and the metamorphous shagged it
    out. They'd been flirting so long that it was becoming sickening. Sirius was in full
    agreement, and had sat his longtime friend down and told him all the ways he was
    being an ignorant horses arse.

    Moody had also gone out for the evening. He was meeting with some old friends to
    get drunk and relive the glory days as he'd put it. He'd invited Sirius to tag along,
    but Sirius had refused, choosing to remain behind, "just in case".

    Sirius had invited Amelia Bones to join him for the New Year, but she had already
    accepted an invitation to Augusta Long bottom's party. Amelia had then tried to
    invite him to come along, but there was some bad feelings between Augusta and Sirius,
    due in part to what had happened to Frank fifteen years ago.

    So, he sat alone in the kitchen with a new bottle, a clean glass, and his guilt
    for company.

    He poured a healthy amount of the amber liquid into his glass and raised it to his
    lips, saluting some invisible person before beginning to tip it back. He was stopped
    however when a huge bright silver stag appeared in front of him and spoke in Harry's
    voice.

    "Death Eaters attacking Longbottom Manor. Bring everyone!"

    The stag faded into nothingness, and Sirius had to blink a lot to clear his eyes.
    However, he didn't remain seated as he did this. He nearly fell on his face trying to
    get up from his seat. He rushed into the sitting room and reached for the pot with
    the floo powder. Just as he was about to thrown the glittery dust into the small
    fire, it roared to life and turned green.

    "Sirius?" Professor Dumbledore's face appeared in the flames.

    "Albus, I was just about to call you. Longbottom manor is being attacked." Sirius
    said, turning to look for his cloak and making sure his wand was secure in his wrist
    holster.

    "Damn." Dumbledore scowled. "I have just received a report that Death Eaters were
    attacking Amelia's home, as well as Thaddeus Cornwall, and the Thatchers and the Boot
    family."

    "Seems a bit random." Sirius grimaced.

    "We can figure out the reason later. I need you to get over to Norfolk and…"

    "I'm going to Longbottom Manor." Sirius said flatly. "Harry's there, fighting
    alone."

    Dumbledore frowned but nodded.

    "Contact me when things have been resolved."

    Sirius nodded again, and Dumbledore's face disappeared. Sirius slipped his wand
    out and cast his own patronus. The giant wolfhound shot off like a comet, and Sirius
    took a breath and spun on his heel, disappearing with a crack.

    

    Amycus Carrow had never seen anyone in his whole life fight the way this boy
    had.

    Not once in his life could he remember anyone, save perhaps Albus Dumbledore being
    capable of facing half a dozen wizards in open combat, and holding their own. But
    this boy was not only managing it, but beating them soundly.

    He wasn't perfect. The boy had suffered a few scrapes and bruises, mostly as the
    result of his own doing. Yet he'd avoided serious injury, and it was really starting
    to frustrate Amycus and his remaining partner.

    The boy's back had been scorched badly when he had dropped to the floor to avoid
    six spells being shot at him all at the same time. They had surrounded him of course,
    but the boy had anticipated this, and had simply dropped down to his belly when
    they'd shouted and fired at him. The spells collided into a large fireball which had
    burned the back of his suit jacket clean through and blackened his shirt beneath it.
    Amycus was sure his flesh had been burnt as well, but he couldn't be sure.

    After that, the boy had kept the Death Eaters on the defensive. He lashed out
    while still on the ground and with a powerful bludgeoning hex, broken the ankles of
    one of their own. Kensington, who'd been standing directly in front of the boy fell,
    howling like a stuck pig and grasping both his ankles. The boy rolled himself to his
    feet and hit the closest hooded figure right in the chest with a bone breaker.
    Kensington gasped, sputtered and fell back… dead. Amycus wondered if the boy had
    driven Kensington's broken ribs right into his lungs and made him drown in his own
    blood. It's what he would have done.

    Five remained standing, but they were proving unsuccessful. The boy moved so fast,
    and almost acted as if he knew what they would do before they did. Worse still, he
    didn't rely solely on his wand. He chose to get close if he could which did two
    things. The first was to make it hard for the other Death Eaters to use their own
    wands out of concern of hitting their fellows. The second, and most unsettling was
    how good this kid was at inflicting injury with only his fists and feet.

    Amycus had been paralyzed with awe when the boy had driven his thumb into
    Capshaw's eye. He'd grabbed the bigger man by the throat and just stuck his thumb
    right into eye hole of his foe. Capshaw had managed to push the boy off of him, but
    not before the damage had been done. Capshaw tore off his mask, and Amycus had seen
    the eye had been ruined. Blood was almost pouring out of the man's eye socket.

    The boy practically danced as he avoided their spells and landed a hard kick to
    Yaxley which he followed with a cutting hex. Callenbaum was hit next, though he did
    managed to block a few of the boy's punches. Callenbaum was one of the bigger men in
    their master's legions. The boy seemed to adapt quickly however. When he realized he
    likely wasn't going to land a punch, he used his wand. He feigned another punched,
    did a strange sort of tumble backward to get some distance, and struck.

    The blasting hex hit Callenbaum right in his mask. Blood, bone and brain exploded
    outward, and Callenbaum fell.

    Seeing this boy kill their fellow was like being hit with lightning. After that,
    the fight elevated. None of the Death Eaters cared any longer if they might hit their
    fellows. They were throwing spell after spell at him, desperately trying to stop this
    upstart. Yet nothing seemed to connect. He ran. He dodged. He used anything he could
    to protect him, and on occasion, he would use a shield charm if there was no other
    option for him. Worse still, he was exhausting them.

    The Death Eater's spells were starting to get weaker in power, the longer the
    fight lasted, and the Death Eaters themselves were becoming clumsy and slow. Yaxley
    was losing his patience the fastest, and began disregarding his fellow's well
    being.

    "Are you mad?" Amycus shouted when one of Yaxley's curse nearly hit him, but
    Yaxley fired three more Killing curses at the boy, who managed to dodge them, though
    only just.

    "This little arsehole is really starting to piss me off!" Yaxley shouted.

    Amycus could understand that. This child was making fools of them all. But, he had
    to make a mistake, and if they combined their efforts, they might be able to end this
    farce at last.

    "Get around him." Yaxley directed. Amycus nodded, and keeping his wand up and
    firing off the occasional spell to keep the boy moving, he started working his way
    around the room, along with Gibbon on the far side. Yaxley and Juggson spread out a
    bit, creating another circle in which to ensnare this "hero".

    Capshaw probably should have seen his end coming. The boy was watching him the
    closest of the four. Amycus wondered why the boy seemed to be focusing his attention
    on the big man. He was kept on his toes with a series of hexes and curses, but Amycus
    realized too late that the boy had realized they weren't trying to hurt him, only
    direct him back to the center of the room, the entire time, watching Capshaw closer
    than the rest.

    Then, just as they had managed to get into position, the boy struck. Lunging first
    to the left, then faking to the right, he leapt onto Capshaw, knocking him on his
    back to the floor. He drove his fist into Capshaw's ruined face before rolling off,
    just as Yaxley used a flame whip curse, which struck Capshaw across the chest, flash
    burning through his robes and singing his flesh.

    "ARE YOU MAD!" Capshaw screamed at Yaxley. He tried to get up, but his life was at
    an end, he just didn't know it yet.

    Behind him, the boy was moving again, his wand flashing as no less than seven
    spells burst forth from the tip of his wand. All the spells weren't fro Capshaw, but
    meant to throw the others off guard. Amycus himself had to conjure a shield for one,
    and slip past a second. When he was clear, he caught sight of Capshw, who'd been hit
    with something atrocious, and the man's head imploded.

    "You're going to pay for that!" Yaxley shouted, holding his shoulder where a
    piercing hex had hit him. The boy didn't look at all upset at the threat. In fact, he
    looked almost exhilarated.

    Juggson was snarling like a mad bull now as well. Amycus felt as if he were the
    only one keeping his calm at this point.

    "Who the hell are you boy?" He asked, trying to sound threatening. "I want to know
    what name to put on your tombstone.

    "Harry Potter." The boy said evenly.

    Amycus stiffened, as did his remaining fellows. Amycus turned to Yaxley who stared
    back. They knew the name. They had been warned by their master that should they
    encounter this boy, they were to capture him, and bring him before their Dark Lord
    unharmed.

    "Oh we're about to be rewarded above all others." Juggson said greedily. He
    stepped towards the boy calling himself Harry Potter, and looked as if he meant to
    use a body bind on him. The boy had other plans.

    Potter leapt straight up, and then cast a levitation spell on himself, taking him
    right over Juggson's head, and right behind him. Juggson spun to face the boy, arm
    raised to bat him away. But he stopped suddenly, and both Yaxley and Amycus could
    only stare in shock as they looked on. Juggson was suddenly as naked as the day he'd
    been born.

    Juggson stumbled back in surprise and the boy snapped his wand left to right, and
    Juggson dropped his wand and clutched at his throat. When he turned and fell on his
    knees, Amycus saw blood spilling through his fingers, and down his bare hairy
    chest.

    "I don't believe this." Amycus scowled, his stomach churning.

    "The Dark Lord needs to be warned." Yaxley said to himself. He started to back
    away from the gruesome scene. To a casual observer, it would appear as if he were
    fleeing, but Amycus knew better. Their information had been wrong. Dumbledore's
    little pawn was not weak, nor was he incapable of fighting viciously. He put all the
    Death Eaters to shame with his skill and his prowess.

    "I… we must tell out lord." Yaxley said, stumbling over some broken chairs, and
    landing hard on his rear end.

    Potter stood now, looking between the two men. Neither Amycus, nor Yaxley seemed
    capable of using their wands at the moment, clearly to shocked by all they had seen
    this boy do. The boy casually flicked his wand at Amycus, knocking the man back and
    unconscious to the floor before turning to stalk after Yaxley, who began to
    whimper.

    "Why did you attack these people?" Harry asked, raising his wand at Yaxley's face.
    With a flick, the mask flew off, and clattered on the floor.

    "What was your purpose here?"

    "I-I can't." Yaxley stammered. "He'll kill me."

    Harry flicked his wand again, and Yaxley's wand shot out of his hand and almost
    floated into the boy's waiting grasp.

    "You can tell me or the Aurors, I don't really care either way." Harry offered.
    "But if you tell me, you might get a more comfortable hole in which to spend the rest
    of your days."

    "Azkaban isn't safe…" Yaxley argued.

    "I never said Azkaban." Harry shook his head softly. "Tell me why you attacked
    this house. What was your mission?"

    Yaxley had no idea why he felt so full of fear especially as it was just a boy. A
    teenager no older than sixteen years old. Yet, here he was trembling like a
    frightened baby. He was backing away like a terrified lamb, and it was beginning to
    make him angry. The fear in his eyes began to disappear, and his trembling became
    worse as rage began pumping into his veins. His eyes narrowed, and he quickly got to
    his feet, his fists balled his knees bent, and his vision red.

    "You filthy little bastard." Yaxley snapped. "I'm not afraid of you. You're
    nothing. You're the shit on the soles of my boots!"

    "I guess that means you're not going to tell me what I want to know." Harry
    scowled.

    "ARRGH!" Yaxley cried out as he lunged at Harry. The boy just stood there, looking
    dejected and then he slashed his wand, and Yaxley was hit in the face with a bright
    yellow hex. He stopped quite suddenly as he saw stars in his vision, and he felt his
    throat constrict. He clutched at his neck, trying to rip away whatever was strangling
    him, yet he found nothing but his own skin.

    His vision began to darken around the edges and he could feel his muscles getting
    heavy. He was gasping for air now and his vision as getting even darker now. He
    slumped onto his hands and knees, one hand still tearing at his neck, stripping long
    pieces of flesh away in the vain attempt to get air into his lungs.

    The very last thing Yaxley saw was the boy coming over to him, and kicking him in
    the face. Yaxley barely felt anything at all as he passed out just as Harry's foot
    made contact with his face.

    Harry looked all around him when after Yaxley died. There was now only one Death
    Eater left alive, and Harry knew that he couldn't kill him. He might be the only
    source for information when it was all said and done. Harry summoned all the fallen
    wands to himself and stuffed them into his pocket before binding the last Death Eater
    in heavy ropes. He then levitated the bodies of the dead into a row near the
    shattered window to be identified later.

    Just as he finished, he heard voices coming from outside. He gripped his wand
    tightly and prepared for a second wave, when he suddenly recognized one of the
    voices. He felt relief, but didn't yet relax his stance.

    "Phoenix!" Harry called out the identification call.

    "Flash!" came the reply. Sirius Black popped his head up, a smile began forming on
    his face as he spotted his godson. "You alright?"

    "Nothing some dittany, and murtlap won't fix." Harry nodded as his godfather, and
    three others climbed into the room.

    "Where is everyone?" Sirius asked.

    "Hopefully safely away by now. At least the kids. I haven't even left this room
    yet. First it was those two there," Harry indicated two bodies, "And then six more
    came in."

    "Jesus, Harry, did you leave any of them alive?" Sirius scowled. Harry indicated
    the tied up man leaning against the sofa behind him.

    "Did you… did you crush his skull?" One of the other Order members Harry had never
    met before asked, sounding disturbed. He was a tall man. Thin yet muscled. He had
    long red hair tied in a ponytail, and a dragon fang earring in his left ear.

    "I did." Harry said without emotion. "We should head inside and see if there are
    any more of these bastards."

    "Yeah.' Sirius nodded, motioning to his fellows to get moving. "Try not to kill
    any more if you can help it."

    "I didn't have anyone watching my back, I didn't have a lot of choice." Harry
    stated.

    "No you didn't. You did exactly what you were trained for." Sirius replied
    sounding rather guilty. "But you shouldn't have had to."

    "We can talk about it later." Harry said heavily. He turned and Sirius followed
    him out of the ballroom and into the house.

    It had been many years since Sirius had been here. He, James, Remus and Peter had
    all been here the night before Frank's wedding with a few others for the start of the
    wizard's bachelor party. It had been the very last time he'd been allowed to set foot
    on Longbottom land.

    Sirius brushed all his thoughts aside. There'd be plenty of time for regret and
    second guesses later. Right now, people needed their help.

    

    Hermione stood in the small cozy sitting room waiting for her turn to use the
    floo, all the while watching the door for any sign of Harry or trouble. She hoped
    Harry would come sweeping in and tell them all it was safe now, and he'd be unharmed
    as well. He would take her in his arms and kiss her and whisper to her that
    everything was fine, and that she'd been crazy to worry about him.

    She turned to look at Neville who looked so lost and afraid. Yet, there was
    something in his eyes that surprised her. Something she couldn't exactly identify,
    but gave her pause. He had sent Hannah home first, wanting her as far away from here
    as possible, but she hadn't looked at him when she left, nor had she said anything to
    him.

    Hermione wasn't all that surprised as Hannah had very nearly been aped with her
    boyfriend seemingly incapable of defending her. Hermione wondered if Hannah might be
    blaming Neville for what happened. Hermione tried no to think too much about it. She
    doubted she'd be able to think straight if the same thing had happened to her.

    Hermione turned back to watch the door. There were only a few people left before
    she would be following Lavender. Harry had made her promise she would go to
    Lavender's house, and the blonde had adamantly refused to leave until she and
    Hermione were the very last. Perhaps Lavender wanted Harry to appear just as much as
    Hermione did.

    Two boys stood by the closed door, listening for anyone who might be coming
    closer. Neville called out to them, announcing it was now their turn to leave. The
    first boy, urged Lavender and Hermione to come home with him, but the girls refused.
    The boy looked at them sadly before accepting some floo powder from Neville and
    leaving the party.

    "You lot are crazy to stay here." The last boy said. "I don't like leaving you
    all."

    "We'll be fine Alex.' Neville assured him. "It's quieted down a lot."

    "That isn't necessarily a good sign mate." The boy called Alex said fearfully.

    The door burst open and two masked men stepped in, laughing at the sight.

    "Well, what do we have here?" The first asked merrily. "You lot wouldn't be trying
    to run away would ya?"

    Alex turned and leapt into the fire, throwing the floo powder at the flames.
    Before he could shout his destination, he was struck in the back with the poisonous
    green hex that ended his life. His body slumped into the fire, and began to burn.
    Lavender shrieked, and rushed to pull the boy out of the fire.

    "Now don't you go wasting your energy on him, love." The second Death Eater said
    in a gravelly voice. "You're gonna need your strength, I think."

    The other Death Eater began laughing, and Hermione felt her stomach turn.

    "She does have quite a nice figure, wouldn't you say there Higgins?" The gruff
    voiced man said as he slowly crossed the room.

    "I wouldn't mind a go." Higgins laughed. "But as you found this place, I'll let
    you have first pick. Besides, this lass is looking very delicious to me, what with
    that slit in her dress and those lovely creamy breasts just aching to be
    devoured."

    "I don't fancy an audience though, so that little bugger's gonna have to go." The
    gruff voice man chuckled. "What's say we put him out of our misery eh?"

    "You'd better keep back." Hermione said far more confidently than she felt.

    Oooh, I likes 'em feisty, don't I Thorfin?" Higgins laughed, staring hungrily at
    Hermione. "Don't you worry love, I'll be taking good care of you.

    "Stupefy!" Lavender shouted. Her spell clanged on Rowle's shield and he began to
    laugh uproariously.

    "Did you see that Higgins? How precious. Blondie here fancies herself a duelist!
    Ha ha, how adorable." Rowle guffawed. He then reached out and snatched Lavender's
    wand right out of her hand. He'd cut across the room in three steps, closing the gap
    between himself and Lavender in a blink of an eye.

    Seeing Lavender disarmed seemed to motivate Neville, and he shoved Rowle back,
    putting himself between Rowle and his fellow Gryffindor.

    "Diffindo." He snapped. He waved his wand wildly, and the spell went right over
    Rowle's head and hit a painting which crashed to the floor.

    "Need to work on your aim, boy.' Rowle laughed.

    Hermione was in a panic now. She had never felt as frightened in all her life, yet
    she just couldn't stand by idly anymore. However before she could even think on what
    to do, her wand was ripped from her hand. She saw Higgins catch it easily, and she
    felt as if someone had just pour the slimiest of rubbish down on her as the Death
    Eater looked her ups and down. She brought her arms up protectively over her chest
    and began to back away.

    "Oh no, no love. You ain't gonna get away from me." Higgins said reaching
    Hermione's side in a few steps. He reached out and grabbed her by the back of the
    neck. She began to shriek in terror as he dragged her over to a large velvet sofa
    where he threw her down hard face first. He twisted her left arm up and behind her
    back, pinning her down on the sofa.

    "Hermione!" Lavender and Neville shouted, though Rowle prevented them from going
    to their friend. He shoved Neville to the floor and grabbed Lavender's arm, clearly
    thinking the same as his friend. He laughed at Lavender's screams as he turned,
    taking aim at Neville who was scrambling to get to his feet again.

    "Say goodbye sonny." Rowle chuckled.

    Rowle screamed out as his wand hand fell from his body, severed just above the
    wrist. Lavender and Neville froze for a moment, as all three of them watched the
    severed hand bounce twice on the hardwood floor, still gripping Rowle's wand.

    Neville was the first to regain his wits, and lunged at the now screaming Rowle,
    knocking him to the floor. Lavender stumbled a bit, but remained on her feet as Rowle
    released his grip on her. Neville began punching the man, swearing loudly with every
    hit.

    Higgins, who'd begun opening his robes in order to defile Hermione stopped dead,
    turning to stare in confusion at his fellow Death Eater. He turned back to the door
    to find a man with shoulder length scraggly black hair and a teenaged boy with messy
    black hair, and his wand shifting towards him.

    "I'd step away from the girl if I were you." The man said.

    "I'll help you." The boy said sourly. "Bombarda."

    Higgins felt the spell strike him in the chest and send him flying over the couch
    towards the fire. His head hot the mantle and he was knocked out as he fell into the
    fire on top of the boy he'd killed only a few minutes earlier.

    "Harry!" Hermione shouted as she sat up and saw her date coming towards her.

    "Are you alright?" Did he hurt you?" Harry asked quickly, looking her over.

    "No, I'm fine. You got here just in time." She said, embracing him gratefully. She
    fought back tears as she felt him wrap an arm around her waist.

    "I think that's enough old man." Sirius said wrapping his arms around Neville and
    lifting the boy off of a very bloody Rowle. Sirius stunned the Death Eater and bound
    him in magical ropes before going past the teens and back to the door where he began
    to peer out cautiously.

    "Why are you still here?' Harry asked, pulling away from Hermione and looking deep
    into her eyes, making her relax under his stare. "You were supposed to leave."

    "We were just about too when they found us." Lavender said, looking very shaken.
    She kept rubbing her arms as if to ward off a chill.

    "You alright Neville?" Harry asked his friend who was standing back and looking
    upset. He gave a nod, but said nothing.

    "Harry." Sirius said, looking over his shoulder out the door. Harry gave a nod and
    turned back to Hermione.

    "Stay here. I'll be back for you in a bit." Harry said, hugging Hermione gently
    before slipping out of her arms and going to follow his godfather. Hermione wanted to
    follow him, but he gave her one last look over her shoulder that froze her in place.
    His eyes were hard, and his face was severe.

    "He'll be alright, Hermione." Lavender said as she came to her friend's side. "He…
    well look what he did here."

    "I know, but I still…" Hermione said softly. Lavender nodded and took her friend
    by the shoulder, and took her to the couch where the two sat down, staring at the
    bodies of the two men Harry had just dispatched.

    "Ugh, I'm going to have nightmares." Lavender grimaced.

    Neville stepped forward and conjured a blanket which he lay over the body of
    Higgins before he turned to watch Rowle for any sign of movement. He was feeling
    really embarrassed by how little he'd done. This was his house and he'd been
    incapacitated twice. All he could think to himself was how ashamed of him his
    grandmother would be when she found out.

    Neville was unaware of Lavender's eyes on him. She had been really impressed with
    Neville that night. Sure, he'd gotten knocked down, but he had still fought Rowle
    with his bare hands to protect her. He'd put her safety above his own. Lavender
    couldn't help wonder how Ron would have acted in the same circumstance. While she was
    sure he would have shot his mouth off, she wasn't so certain Ron would have done much
    more, and then she began to hate herself for thinking that way about her
    boyfriend.

    Hermione could only stare at the door, waiting for Harry to return to her and take
    her home and away from this nightmare of an evening.

    One very long, and nerve-wracking hour later, Harry returned with Neville's
    grandmother behind him. Hermione shot to her feet and leapt into Harry's arms, nearly
    crying at seeing him still alive, and for the most part unharmed. He held her tightly
    to him for a few moments, and she fought to keep herself in control.

    "Are you alright Neville?" Augusta asked her grandson. Neville gave a short nod,
    and Augusta sighed in relief.

    Hermione pulled away from Harry when Neville's grandmother addressed her.

    "I'm ok." Hermione said when she was asked about her well being. Lavender also
    remarked that she was fine. Augusta then asked them all to follow her. Hermione clung
    to Harry as he followed behind Augusta.

    They passed into the room that Augusta had been hosting the adults for the party.
    The room was trashed. Almost all the furniture was burnt or destroyed completely.
    There were no bodies, and Hermione saw three Aurors and Amelia Bones herself near
    what remained of a table, whispering together.

    "Through here.' Augusta said, as she came to a door. Hermione, Lavender and Harry
    followed Neville into a small office where Sirius stood looking out a window and
    Professor Dumbledore sat in a high backed chair.

    "Good evening." Dumbledore said as he took them in and then motioned for a small
    sofa next to his chair for them to sit on. Harry stood behind the sofa as there
    wasn't enough room for him. "I am very sorry that you had to endure what took place
    tonight."

    "Why did they attack us?" Neville asked, sounding bitter.

    "Because their master was trying to send me a message." Augusta said sourly. "But
    all he did was ensure that I will do everything within my power to see him and his
    followers meet a sticky end."

    "What do you mean Gran?" Neville asked. "What message?"

    "You grandmother, along with a few others have been very vocal in their support of
    a new bill in the Wizengamot. One that would allow the Aurors the ability to use
    lethal force when confronting Death Eaters." Sirius turned to face them all now.
    Hermione thought he looked a bit sickly, as he was pale and had heavy bags under his
    eyes.

    "They chose the wrong house to attack tonight." Augusta Longbottom said, pouring
    herself a rather large glass of brandy. She poured a second glass which she took to
    Dumbledore who accepted it gratefully. Hermione noted the scowl she sent at Sirius,
    who lowered his eyes.

    "Four former Aurors, three Unspeakables, and a five time dueling champion."
    Augusta chuckled as she took a sip from her glass.

    "Indeed it appears they underestimated your guests.' Dumbledore agreed. "You
    always did have a knack for being with the right people at the right time, My dear.
    But I fear if it was not for the warning from Mister Potter, things might have been
    worse."

    "Ah, here you are." Amelia Bones said as she entered the study. "I have the final
    numbers, if you wish to hear them."

    "I would…" Augusta began but Dumbledore cut across them.

    "Augusta, if I may, perhaps it would be wise to have our young allies looked over
    and then sent to bed. It has been a very trying night, and I am sure they are all
    exhausted."

    "I'll take them." Sirius offered. "Amelia can fill me in later on."

    "Of course." Amelia said with a pointed look at Sirius. He gave her a nod, and
    then went to the door where he waited for the teens to get up and follow him.

    "Duncan is in the kitchen, he'll look them over and heal anything that needs to be
    healed." Amelia directed them, and Sirius gave a nod before closing the door behind
    him.

    "Kitchen is this way." Neville said, leading them with his head hanging low.
    Hermione smiled softly as she watched Lavender take him by the arm and walk with him.
    Harry took Hermione's hand and she gave him a gentle look, and leaned her head on his
    shoulder as they followed, with Sirius taking up the rear.

    When they arrived in the kitchen, Hermione sat in a straight back wooden chair and
    slipped out of her shoes. The high heeled pumps her mother had lent her were not
    meant for running or fighting in, that was certain. She began rubbing her feet while
    Duncan began looking over Lavender first.

    Hermione noticed Sirius taking Harry to the other side of the room, and begin
    talking in hushed tones. She wondered if Harry was being debriefed or whatever it was
    that happened to soldiers after battles. Harry was doing most of the talking, and he
    kept glancing at her. Each time he did, she felt a rush of warmth spread in her
    chest.

    "I told him I was fine." Lavender said sitting next to Hermione, and slipping her
    own shoes off as well. "Neville's much worse off than I am. You notice how he's been
    favoring his left arm?"

    "What?' Hermione asked, having not really heard anything her friend had said.

    "Neville was pretty brave tonight."

    "Yeah, he was.' Hermione agreed. "he was as scared as the rest of us, and he still
    got everyone to safety."

    "He doesn't see it that way." Lavender looked at Neville who was being checked
    over. "With what happened to Hannah, I think he's blaming himself. And the way she
    reacted when he went to her… it really cut him deep."

    "You can't blame her really, but I know what you mean." Hermione agreed.

    "I don't know what to do or say to him. I don't even know what to tell myself
    really. I'm still shaking." Lavender said, holding up her hand to show Hermione how
    she shook.

    "I've never been so afraid. I didn't know what to do. I've never not know what to
    do." Hermione lamented. "I'm supposed to be intelligent, and rational, and I couldn't
    think straight, much less do anything. I don't even know how I stunned that man in
    the hall. I just…"

    "Instinct." Lavender shrugged. "It was all any of us could do."

    "You're turn." Neville said to Hermione. She gave him a sympathetic look as she
    got up and went to see the man called Duncan. He had her stand straight as he cast a
    few spells over her, and asked her several questions. She had a few minor cuts, which
    he healed easily, and then gave her a small vial of potion which he told her to drink
    once she got into bed.

    "It's a dreamless sleeping draught. You sleep for about ten hours and be fully
    rested when you wake." Duncan explained as he turned to look at Harry who was still
    talking to Sirius.

    Hermione thanked the man and went back to her chair to wait for Harry . it took a
    lot longer as Harry had actually gotten hurt a bit more. His back had been burnt,
    though not seriously, and he had a lot more cuts and bruises which Duncan healed.
    Sirius had stood by his godson as the young man was patched up, grimacing when he saw
    Harry's back. Hermione felt her stomach churn when she saw it, and asked how he'd
    been hurt. Harry told her of the spells colliding and how he'd been burned when he'd
    dropped to his stomach. He didn't looked to chaffed about it, and Hermione glared at
    Sirius, knowing it was because of him that Harry didn't seem to have any kind of self
    preservation instinct.

    Sirius ignored her glares for the moment.

    When Harry was finally fixed up, the teens were allowed to go. Harry took Neville
    aside before they all said their goodbyes and spoke for several moments. By now,
    Hermione was beginning to feel very tired.

    Sirius made portkeys for Lavender and Harry and Hermione before wishing them all a
    good night. Neville hugged both Hermione and Lavender and shook Harry's hand before
    telling them he would see them in a week at school. Lavender wished them all a happy
    new year as her portkey activated.

    A few moments later, Hermione was being steadied by Harry when they had landed on
    her snow covered front lawn.

    "That was quite a party." Harry said as they headed for the door. Hermione shook
    her head.

    "It was definitely not what I had in mind for a New year's eve party. I didn't
    even get to ring in the New year properly."

    "What do you mean?" Harry asked confused. Hermione stopped and turned to face him.
    She had her key in her hand, and was just about to open the door when Harry had
    questioned her.

    "I sometimes forget how sheltered you've been." She smiled softly. "Traditionally,
    you kiss your date at the stroke of midnight."

    "Why then? Why not whenever you feel like it?" Harry asked, looking a bit
    perplexed.

    "It's just tradition, like the mistletoe." Hermione shrugged.

    "I'm beginning to like some of these traditions." Harry nodded, making Hermione
    smile a little brighter. She turned and unlocked the door. The house was dark, and
    Hermione guessed her parents had decided to stay a bit later at their own party. It
    wasn't that uncommon after all. Last year they hadn't come home until noon the next
    day.

    "Do you need any help?" Harry asked.

    "Help?" Hermione asked, turning back to Harry.

    "I noticed you're walking a little oddly, and you removed your shoes at Neville's.
    I thought you might be hurt or…"

    "No, I'm fine. Wearing shoes like this comes with a price. I mean, it makes us
    girls look taller, and more attractive and all, but they can be murder on our feet."
    Hermione shrugged, tossing her shoes on the floor.

    "They do seem impractical." Harry agreed, looking at the black pumps. "But you did
    look desirable in them."

    Hermione was thankful it was so dark in the house as she felt her face heat up.
    She'd never been called desirable before. She wanted to cheer, but remained quiet.
    Harry brushed past her to inspect the rest of the house. Hermione guessed he was
    probably still on high alert or whatever. Right at the moment she was rather
    grateful.

    "I suppose we should go to bed." She said shakily after several moments. "Though,
    I don't really want to be alone. Just… I keep seeing… everything."

    "That's why they gave you the dreamless sleeping draught.' Harry said as he came
    back to her satisfied they were safe. He took her hand gently, and pulled her to him.
    She immediately felt comforted, and thought how bizarre that felt given
    everything.

    "I know, but I just… I'm still scared Harry. What happened. What I saw. What I
    did. What I saw you do… Everything. It was just so frightening. I'm just afraid right
    now."

    "Then I'll stay with you." Harry said. Hermione pulled back so she could look at
    him, despite the darkness.

    "You will?" She asked, not sure exactly how she felt about it.

    "I'll sit with you while you sleep if that will make you feel better." Harry
    offered. "I'll watch over you, and make sure you stay safe."

    Hermione could only stare at him. His face remained passive, showing no hint of
    anything, just as always. And just as strangely, she took comfort in it.

    "You don't…" She started to say but he cut her off with a soft, chaste, lingering
    kiss that spoke volumes to her soul.

    "Thank you.' She said when she broke the kiss.

    "You don't need to thank me for taking care of you." Harry replied evenly.
    Hermione felt a shiver run up her spine that had nothing to do with fear, or the
    haunting memories of what she'd survived that night.

    She asked him to give her a few minutes to change, and she slipped up to her room
    where she slipped out of her dress and changed into her favorite sleep wear, shorts
    and a camisole, before brushing her teeth and washing her face. She came out of the
    bathroom just as Harry reached the top of the stairs.

    She felt a bit exposed wearing so little in front of him, just as she had
    Christmas morning when she'd walked in on him. She shivered a little as she suddenly
    remembered reading how sometimes sexual attraction could be heightened after a
    traumatic experience. She quickly went to her bedroom, trying to push all thoughts of
    a shirtless Harry out of her head.

    "People died tonight." she told herself. "People died and you're thinking about
    shagging Harry your… whatever he is."

    Harry went to her window while she turned down her blankets and slipped under
    them. She watched him as he peered out the window onto the street. He had changed
    clothing as well. Hermione wondered what her father was going to say when she found
    out what happened to Harry's tailored suit.

    Harry, satisfied no one was outside waiting to ambush them, turned back to
    Hermione who was sitting up in her bed watching him. He walked over and handed her
    the vial of potion, then turned around and went to grab the chair at her writing
    desk.

    "Could you come over here?" She asked a little anxiously.

    Harry began to drag the chair over but she stopped him, telling him to sit on her
    bed. Harry paused a moment, considering, then sat down next to her, and leaned back
    against the headboard. He then watched as Hermione drank her potion. He took the vial
    from her and placed it on her bedside table as she made herself comfortable. She had
    scooted very close to him now, her head resting on his thigh and her arm over his
    leg, holding him as best she could.

    "Don't leave me Harry." She whispered as the potion began taking affect.

    "I'll be right here." He said, slipping his fingers through her soft brown
    curls.
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    When Hermione awoke late the next day it was to find that Harry was not there next
    to her as he had promised. She thought maybe he might just have gone to the bathroom,
    so she waited a few minutes for him to return, but he never did. Her mind began to
    spin wild scenarios, all of which involved Harry being taken away from her in the
    middle of the night. She knew she was being stupid, but she began to panic. He had
    promised to be there when she woke up. What could have possibly happened to him to
    make him break his promise?

    She scrambled out of bed, snatching her wand, which had been resting on her
    bedside table. She didn't even bother with her dressing gown as she practically
    sprinted for the stairs to locate her... whatever he was.

    "We really need to talk about that." She thought idly.

    Upon reaching the bottom step, Hermione heard voices that were as familiar to her
    as her own reflection. Even at such soft volumes, Hermione knew her parents voices,
    and she began to relax. Her parents were home and safe. They must have gotten home
    sometime after she'd fallen asleep.

    Then she began to realize what might have made Harry break his promise to her. She
    then began to become truly concerned for Harry. God only knew what her father may
    have done to him when he found Harry sitting in her bed while she was sleeping.

    "Oh, this might be bad." Hermione said to herself, creeping the rest of the way to
    the kitchen.

    Everything seemed to be ok however. Dan and Emma Granger were sitting at the
    table, each sipping tea, while Harry was leaning against a counter with his own mug.
    Her parents were quite interested in whatever Harry was saying at the moment. Harry
    noticed her almost at once, and her parents turned when Harry became distracted in
    his tale to find their daughter standing in her pajamas in the door way.

    "Oh, Hermione." Her mother said with relief as she got out of her seat to embrace
    her daughter. Hermione hugged her mother back just as fiercely. It was only at that
    moment she realized how close she'd come to never seeing them again. Through
    everything that had happened the previous night, Hermione had barely thought of the
    two people that mattered most to her.

    "How are you feeling?" Emma asked as she pulled away. Hermione knew that Harry
    must have filled them in on everything that had happened.

    "Strangely enough, I think I'm ok. Still really shaky though. I was scared when I
    woke up and saw that Harry…"

    "That would be my fault." Dan said cutting across Hermione. He had also gotten to
    his feet and now took his daughter in his arms. "Your mother and I decided to stay at
    a hotel last night, and got back around eight this morning. We assumed the two of you
    would behave yourselves, and when I saw Harry in your bed, well… "

    "Your father got over protective." Emma sighed. "Fortunately, Harry wasn't asleep
    and stopped your father from murdering him."

    "What'd you do?" Hermione asked, turning sharply to stare at Harry who was simply
    watching the family. He stood up a bit as if he were going to give an after action
    report. Thankfully Hermione's mother cut him off.

    "No one got hurt." Emma stated, looking crossly at her husband. "Harry motioned
    for us to be quiet and then led us down here where he told us all about the attack,
    and how you didn't want to be alone and how he had promised to be by your side all
    night. Oh Hermione, are you certain you're alright?"

    "Yeah mum." Hermione nodded. "I think I'm just sort of numb about it all right
    now."

    "Don't bottle it up." Dan said retaking his seat. He watched as his daughter went
    to Harry and wrapped her arms around his middle. Harry slipped his arm protectively
    around Hermione's shoulders and pulled her close and handed her his tea, which she
    took with a tired smile. Dan grimaced a bit at the sight. It wasn't that his daughter
    had finally begun dating. He'd been fearing that since the day she was born. No,
    Harry was a good young man, and Dan would've been hard pressed to find anyone more
    worthy of Hermione's affection.

    No, what made him hurt in his heart was that his job as a father was coming to an
    end. He was supposed to be the one to protect Hermione, to make sure she had what she
    needed and comfort her when things were not so great. That job was not his anymore,
    and Dan wasn't ready to give it up quite yet, even though he knew it wasn't up to
    him. Seeing how content and happy Hermione was in Harry's embrace reminded him of
    when he and Emma began dating so long ago. He knew it was a good thing, yet it was so
    bittersweet to him.

    Emma, on the other hand, couldn't help but smile. She had wished for so long to
    see Hermione happy. She had always been an awkward child, preferring books and
    learning to playing games, or even being around other kids. Then there were the bouts
    of what they now knew to be accidental magic. It was a relief to discover that their
    daughter was special, and not like every parent believes their children to be, but
    actually special.

    It was Emma's firm belief that when Hermione went off to Hogwarts, her letters
    would be full of stories about all the friends she was making, and how happy she was.
    It broke her heart when she got the first letter and it was filled with more pain
    than any child should have to endure. Yet, Hermione refused to give up. She was
    determined to finish her seven years of magical education, and she was determined by
    the end of her third year to prove to herself just how strong she could be. That had
    lasted until the end of her fourth year.

    Hermione had been very tight lipped but Emma knew there had been a boy. She
    remembered Hermione's letter begging for money for a ball gown. Emma had been beside
    herself to learn Hermione had a date, and apparently it was with a sort of celebrity.
    The letters after Christmas made the ones from her first and second years downright
    cheery. And still, Hermione refused to be beaten by it all. That was when Emma began
    corresponding with Minerva McGonagall. Through the Deputy Headmistress, Emma learned
    just how bad things had been for Hermione.

    Now however, it appeared her daughter's perseverance was being rewarded. It was so
    adorable the way Harry and Hermione were together. The way they were teaching each
    other about love as they went along. Watching them now, just standing together made
    Emma's heart swell with joy. Hermione had said the day after Christmas that she
    believed Harry was sent to her because she had proven to be worthy for enduring all
    she had. Perhaps she was right, because Harry clearly was made for Hermione.

    "You were saying Harry?" Dan prodded, wanting to hear the rest of what had gone on
    the previous night.

    "Sirius told me that he's certain that the attack was part of a larger message.
    The Death Eaters attacked people known to be favoring the bill I told you of earlier.
    If it goes through when it's called for a vote this week, it could go a long way to
    decimate his forces. Something I'm told he can't really afford any longer." Harry
    finished.

    "Well then there's the silver lining." Emma said, taking her seat once again.
    "Perhaps these attacks will show the rest of them that these people need to be dealt
    with properly."

    "Absolutely." Dan concurred. "On the other hand, this defeat may only serve to fan
    the flame. This terrorist may use this failure to inspire his forces to be even more
    aggressive."

    "What do you mean?" Emma asked. Hermione also looked curious. However Harry looked
    as if he understood where Dan was going here.

    "The way Harry talks about him, and everything, it seems as if he's almost exactly
    like a few other well known dictators. I expect that you might be seeing a rise in
    murders in the coming weeks. You said his greatest weapon is the fear he spreads, so
    what better way than to attack innocents in their homes. Show that no one is safe
    from him. No one can remain untouched."

    "It's what I would do were I in his place." Harry agreed.

    "Your people have shown the rest of your world that he can be defeated. That his
    forces aren't unbeatable. He can't have that, so he'll retaliate by killing as many
    innocent people as he can to solidify his reputation of power." Dan said gloomily. He
    then turned to Hermione with a resolved expression. "I don't want you to be one of
    those people, Hermione. I want you learn how to fight properly."

    "What?" Hermione stood up, pulling away from Harry. "I don't think..."

    "I would feel better too." Emma nodded after thinking it over. ""If I understand
    Harry correctly, you're looked down upon because you're… what was it Harry?"

    "Muggleborn.' Harry said simply.

    "Right. And these people think they're superior because of their purity." Emma
    continued.

    "History repeats itself." Dan scowled.

    "Indeed." Emma nodded looking sour. "I think it would be a good idea if you
    started training with Harry. Who better to teach you than someone who's spent his
    whole life preparing to fight a war?"

    Hermione took in a deep breath as if preparing to argue. They couldn't be serious,
    could they? She wasn't a soldier. She wanted nothing to do with this war.

    And then everything from the previous night flashed in her mind's eye. Hannah.
    Lavender. Those boys who'd been struck down. She didn't want to be killed, or worse.
    She had only barely managed to do anything, and it had very nearly cost her life. She
    knew it would be really stupid to remain unprepared any longer. Until now, the war
    had been nothing but stories in the paper, or rumors whispered among her peers at
    school. Last night, the war had become real. It was now a tangible threat. She had
    been among the lucky ones, and next time, she might be alone without anyone to help
    her. Harry might not show up in the nick of time next time.

    "We'll start tomorrow." Harry said, looking at her.

    "How? We don't really have the space for dueling." Hermione started but Harry
    shook his head.

    "You're knowledge of spells is really impressive, but dueling isn't about how much
    you know. It's about outlasting your opponent. The same is true for battle. We need
    to work on your endurance, and reflexes. You need to be able to fight without
    thinking. It needs to be muscle memory." Harry said staring into her eyes and making
    her shiver slightly. "We start at four thirty tomorrow morning.

    Emma and Dan both snickered at their daughter's look of disgust and fear.

    

    The rest of the week was not ideal for any sort of holiday so far as Hermione was
    concerned. It had started with Harry barging into her room at four thirty the next
    morning and shouting at her to get out of bed. She had gotten tangled in her blankets
    and fallen face first onto the floor. It had been really, really embarrassing.

    He had not gone easy on her either, despite the fact that she was a novice. It was
    worse than torture in Hermione's opinion. She had never believed herself to be out of
    shape. She had always been on the thinner side, and while not athletic, she wasn't a
    couch potato by any stretch.

    Yet she was winded after only twenty minutes into their run. Harry didn't have her
    sprinting either. On top of the running, Harry made her stop every so often to do
    reps of push ups, sit ups, squats, and a number of other exercises. Even more
    worrisome was the fact that Harry promised when they returned to Hogwarts, he wasn't
    go to be taking things easy any more.

    On the other hand, thing had changed between them, romantically speaking. While
    Hermione hated Harry from roughly four thirty in the morning until they finished
    their routine around eight, the rest of the day she was head over heels for him.
    Especially seeing has Harry was now officially her boyfriend!

    Hermione had decided on New Year's Day that she wanted to have that discussion
    with Harry, especially given how things had been between them during their time away
    from Hogwarts. She didn't want to go back to school not knowing what was happening
    between them. Besides, if she knew what they were, she could enjoy their physical
    intimacy a bit more, because she'd know there was a reason for it.

    So it was after lunch on New Year's day that Hermione's mother suggested the teens
    get out of the house for a bit. As they had no homework to be done as they had
    finished it before the holiday even began, they had nothing to occupy them. Harry
    suggested a movie, and Hermione had rolled her eyes, but took him to the cinema.

    After the movie, Hermione led them to a nearby park where the two teens walked
    hand in hand. Hermione figured it was the perfect time to broach the subject of their
    relationship. They were alone and it was rather a romantic scene with the snow
    covered park and all.

    "Could I ask you something important?" Hermione asked as they walked a paved path
    that had been mostly cleared of snow.

    "Yes." Harry replied.

    "Um… are we dating?" She asked. Harry stopped short, and Hermione stopped as well.
    She turned to look at him, afraid of what she might see on his face, and was
    surprised when he looked confused. She then wanted to kick herself. He was likely not
    clear on the parameters of dating, much less the classification of their
    relationship.

    "We've been on four dates if my count is correct." Harry remarked evenly.

    "That isn't exactly what I meant." Hermione sighed. "What I mean is, are we
    together?"

    "Yes." Harry said, holding up their joined hands as if to show her that she wasn't
    hallucinating. Hermione thought Harry likely thought she was confused or that her
    mind was addled because of what happened the previous evening. She knew then that she
    was going to have to spell it all out for him, and do her very best not to get to
    embarrassed.

    "Are we a couple? Boyfriend and girlfriend." She said. Harry didn't say anything
    right away.

    "What does that entail?" he said after a few minutes. Hermione gave a little smile
    remembering how Lavender had once mentioned training Harry to be the perfect
    boyfriend.

    "Well, for starters it means that we are committed to one another. I don't date
    anyone else but you, and you don't date anyone else but me. We spend time together,
    you know, like we have been this past week. We talk and explore our feelings for each
    other together."

    "How do we explore our feelings?" Harry queried. This brought Hermione up short.
    She stared at him trying to figure out how to explain that to him.

    "Uh, to be honest, I'm not really sure." She said at last. "I suppose we talk
    about how we feel for each other."

    "I'm not sure I can do that.' Harry said evenly.

    "What? Why not?" Hermione asked feeling suddenly anxious.

    "Because I can't readily define what it is I feel for you. I'm confused a lot of
    the time. Before we met, things were clear to me. I was trained to fight. That's it.
    That's all there was. Now... I sometimes find my mind wandering off and thinking
    about you."

    Hermione couldn't help but smile at that. It was hands down the sweetest thing
    anyone had ever said to her... which seemed a little pathetic, but she really didn't
    care.

    "I have the same problem, you know." Hermione admitted. "When I got to sleep at
    night, you're the last thing on my mind, and the first thing I think of when I wake
    up. I'm having trouble finishing homework because my mind keeps interrupting me with
    thoughts of you.

    "I enjoy being around you, and I definitely like it when we kiss. I feel
    protective of you, and I was angry and a hundred other things when you went to
    Slughorn's party with McClaggen." Harry rambled.

    "Which I'm still really sorry about. I made a huge mistake that night, and if
    given the chance to do it over, I would choose not to go to the party so I could
    spend time with you." Hermione remarked. Harry nodded again.

    "What else is involved in being a couple?" Harry asked.

    "Well, more kissing for sure, and as we become closer, and our feelings for each
    other become stronger, we could become more intimate physically." Hermione
    explained.

    "What do you mean by that?" Harry looked up curiously. Even though she'd been
    expecting this, Hermione still felt herself beginning to blush.

    "Oh boy." She sighed. "Um… It's difficult to talk about, though I suppose it
    shouldn't be. I mean if we're going to do those things, we should be able to talk
    about them with each other. I mean, if we can't communicate to each other what we
    want, or how we feel, then we're going to have loads of problems, and we'll end up
    hating each other, and I don't want that at all."

    Harry just stared at her with those impossible beautiful green eyes. He was
    obviously confused by her little outburst, but had no response so he remained silent
    while Hermione collected herself.

    "I know you've heard the boys talk about some of the things they get up to with
    girls." Hermione started. Harry just continued to look at her.

    Hermione found a bench and wiped off the seat before sitting down. It was quiet
    and no one was around. Hermione was actually thankful for the solitude as Harry sat
    next to her, watching her the entire time. She was also really glad she decided to
    talk to him far away from her house. She could just imagine her mother listening from
    another room, and laughing at how Hermione was having to explain all this.

    "I know that you've… that your body has reacted to me when we've kissed. I've felt
    your… excitement. Well… if we were to become a couple, and our feelings grow stronger
    for one another, we would begin to express our affection more physically. I mean,
    right now we hold hands and hug and kiss, but given time, and our feelings we could
    maybe begin exploring each other."

    Harry still stared at her, clearly not comprehending her. Though he had colored a
    bit when she'd mentioned his physical state when they'd kissed. That was something,
    Hermione thought.

    "We could touch each other." Hermione tried.

    "We do that now." Harry replied indicating their joined hands again.

    "Yes we do, but I mean when our feelings become stronger for each other, we'll
    express them in a more physical manner. We'll become much more intimate than we are
    now." Hermione stated.

    "You keep using that word, but I'm not sure what you mean." Harry shook his head
    slightly.

    "We could have sex." Hermione said bluntly. She then went rigid not believing she
    had said it. She didn't think of herself as a prude, at least not until that moment.
    She could feel her face burning, and was sure the heat was melting the snow around
    them.

    "Sex? Is that the same thing as humping? Like what Ron and Seamus are always
    bragging about doing? Or how Moody keeps telling Remus to do with Tonks? Harry asked
    with a cock of his head.

    "Well yes sort of I mean… wait Ron's bragged about having sex?" Hermione looked up
    a little startled.

    "Yeah. Ron, Seamus, Dean. If I were to believe Cormac, I would think he goes to
    sleep on a bed made of women." Harry shrugged, though he was obviously confused.

    "Who does Ron say he's had sex with?" Hermione asked.

    "He's never mentioned anyone in particular. I just assumed he was talking about
    Lavender. They are a couple aren't they?" Harry asked, cocking his head. "What
    exactly is involved with this sex stuff. Seamus makes it sound pretty exhausting. And
    Moody goes on and on about some sort of acrobatics... at least I think that's what he
    means..."

    "I wouldn't believe everything Seamus tells you. He has a tendency to exaggerate."
    Hermione said with a shake of her head. "And I'm not sure I even want to know what
    goes on in Moody's head. But um... well sex is something people do to show affection.
    It's... oh Harry it's really complicated, and I don't know if I can begin to explain
    it. I've never... I mean..."

    "You've never had sex?" Harry asked. Hermione grimaced but nodded.

    "To be honest, you are the first boy I've ever actually kissed." She sighed,
    looking up at him. She couldn't believe how embarrassed she was right now. Yet when
    she looked into Harry's eyes, she saw nothing but the same affection and caring she
    saw when they kissed. It made her heart skip and she wanted very much to have him
    gather her in his arms and kiss her until she couldn't see straight.

    "I suppose I'm learning all about this stuff along with you." Hermione chuckled
    nervously. Harry smiled at that and took her hand in his, rubbing his thumb over the
    back and making her feel calmer.

    "I want to continue learning with you, Hermione." Harry said softly. Hermione
    began to smile.

    "So... should we make it official?" Hermione asked hopefully.

    "What do we have to do?" Harry asked, looking slightly apprehensive.

    "You just have to kiss me." Hermione smiled. Harry smiled back and leaned in to
    capture her lips in a very soft kiss. And that was how Hermione got her first
    boyfriend.

    

    Five days later, a very tired Hermione followed Harry through the barrier from
    Muggle London onto Platform Nine and Three Quarters on the day they were to return to
    school. She had been awoken at four thirty and made to run and all the other
    exercises she had been put through since New Year's. Harry ignored her protests and
    her complaints just as he had been doing all week. However, He did promise her a
    shoulder rub on the train. She was very glad that her mother had mentioned it the
    night before. She decided her mother deserved a very large box of Honeydukes
    chocolate.

    Hermione's parents had dropped them off and King's Cross Station in London and had
    hugged her tightly and begged her to work hard and stay safe as well as to have fun.
    Hermione's mother gave her a knowing wink and told Hermione just how happy she was
    for her daughter. Dan shook Harry's hand and asked him to continue watching out for
    his daughter. Dan and Emma then asked Harry if he might come and visit during the
    summer. Harry smiled and nodded, saying it would be an honor. After that, the two
    teens wound their way through the crowded train station and back into their
    world.

    Harry led her through the crowds and onto the train and into the same compartment
    they had first met in. He stowed their trunks, and they sat down to wait the start of
    the journey.

    Ten minutes before the train was scheduled to leave, Neville Longbottom found
    them. Neville looked horrible. He looked as if he had hardly been sleeping, and Harry
    sat forward to look his friend over.

    "Neville, you look just awful." Hermione said worriedly.

    "I imagine so." Neville sighed. "I haven't been sleeping to well. H-how was the
    rest of your holiday?"

    "What happened Neville?" Harry asked firmly. Neville looked as if he wanted to
    brush it off but Harry's stare prevented him from that. Instead he looked at Hermione
    then back to Harry. All at once, his shoulders slumped, and Hermione was shocked when
    Neville began to cry.

    "Hannah won't talk to me." Neville stammered. "I wrote her, I floo called her.
    Nothing. So... I just went to see her, and Susan told me that Hannah didn't want to
    talk to me. I think... I think she blames me for what happened to her."

    "Oh Neville." Hermione said as she sat up and took her friend's hands in hers.
    "Oh, Neville I'm so sorry. I don't think she blames you, but what happened... that
    would be really traumatic for anyone. Seeing you might just remind her of it, and she
    is likely having a lot of trouble dealing with her feelings."

    "I understand." Neville said, wiping angrily at his eyes. Just like any other boy
    he clearly hated appearing so weak. "I do. But... I don't know. Maybe I'm being
    selfish or... I just want to talk to her. I want to help if I can. I just..."

    "Want your girlfriend back." Harry stated, shocking both Hermione and Neville with
    his insight, especially given his lack of understanding about love and dating. "She's
    important to you, and you feel like you failed her, despite the fact that you did
    nothing wrong.

    "I let her down." Neville sighed wearily. "I couldn't protect her and she was
    nearly... She could have been killed."

    "Neville... Everyone has a moment where they end up second guessing them
    self."

    Hermione said. "I do it after every exam. Did I get that question right, Should I
    have put more into that answer..."

    Neville looked at her skeptically but Hermione pressed on.

    "You keep looking back to that night and wonder about what spells you should have
    used, or if you should have sensed the Death Eaters sooner, or any number of things."
    She said.

    "You can't change what's already passed." Harry said looking at Neville hard. "You
    can only take the lesson you learned and apply it to the future. I think it's time we
    stepped up your training Neville. And, it'll be good for Hermione to have someone to
    spar against other than me. Sorry Angel, but if you are constantly beaten by me,
    you'll get discouraged, and then you won't learn anything."

    "That makes sense, really." Hermione smiled softly as she looked at her boyfriend.
    Oh how she loved calling him that.

    "Wait... Angel?" Neville looked between his two friends. "Since when do you call
    Hermione Angel?"

    "Since she taught me about pet names you call your girlfriend. There are a lot of
    really weird ones, but she likes Angel the best." Harry said in his normal
    monotone.

    "WHOA! Girlfriend? Are you two... Are you guys a couple now?" Neville asked
    looking hopeful.

    Hermione smiled brightly as she nodded, and Neville gave a whoop of delight and
    then congratulated them.

    "Finally." He laughed. "You two have been driving me crazy. I knew things were
    moving along at my party, but I never had the chance to ask you if you were together
    or not."

    "It happened the next day." Hermione admitted. "We had a long... somewhat
    uncomfortable discussion."

    "Oh I bet you did." Neville chuckled knowingly. "Well, I'm happy for you
    both."

    "Thank you." Harry nodded. Hermione just smiled.

    At eleven o'clock, the whistle blew and the scarlet steam engine lurched into
    motion. The three teens settled in for the day long journey that would return them to
    their school that evening.

    For the first hour of the trip, Neville and Hermione questioned Harry about what
    he was planning on teaching them. Harry expressed his concern that Hermione had a
    long way to go as far as her physical conditioning, but that he planned on teaching
    them about dueling techniques as well as hand to hand combat.

    Soon after, a very tired Neville curled up on his bench and went to sleep.
    Hermione then reminded Harry he had promised her a shoulder rub. Harry smiled, and
    made Hermione sit on the floor between his legs, and proceeded to work on her
    shoulders, kneading out her muscles in an excruciatingly delicious way. He knew
    exactly where every kink and knot was hidden and took his time and gently worked it
    all out much to Hermione's deep appreciation. Hermione wondered if Harry would be
    this intuitive as a lover as he was a physical therapist.

    Three hours later, the door to their compartment was slid open, and a very annoyed
    looking Lavender Brown popped in.

    "Hey, do you lot mind if I hide out here for a bit?" Lavender asked. Hermione, who
    was now back on the bench, sitting very comfortably between Harry's legs as he rested
    against the compartment wall, waved her inside.

    "Thanks." She said shutting the door. She sat next to Neville who was sound asleep
    still.

    "Is he alright?" She asked when she saw Neville's face.

    "Hannah won't talk to him." Hermione said sadly. "He's pretty broken up about
    it."

    "Oh, poor Neville. But honestly, I'm not surprised." Lavender said
    sympathetically. She watched him for a full minute before she turned to her other
    friends.

    "He just wants to be there for her, and she's keeping away from him. I think she's
    just having a hard time dealing with what happened." Hermione sighed.

    "She isn't the only one." Lavender sighed. "We weren't the only ones attacked.
    Ernie Macmillan's parents were killed. He was home babysitting his sister while they
    went to a party in Bedford."

    "Oh my god." Hermione gasped in horror.

    "That's not all. Ron said there was a pretty long list of people who died. Padma
    told me that Mandy Brocklehurst and her whole family were killed. Morag McDougal's
    brothers were all killed, and Romilda Vane's family. I also heard that Tracey Davis,
    you know that dark red haired girl who hangs out with Greengrass... Her mother was
    killed. She was visiting an Aunt that night or she would have been killed too."

    "That's so horrible." Hermione sighed, wiping at her eyes as she felt the sting of
    tears.

    "But they approved the bill for the Aurors. They're going to be able to use lethal
    force, and the Wizengamot approved more money for them as well. Susan told me. Her
    Aunt was really happy about that." Lavender finished. "Plus, I heard that there is
    another bill for building a new prison that's supposed to make Azkaban look like an
    amusement park."

    "Good." Harry said evenly. He ran his hands up and down Hermione's arms as she had
    begun to shiver. She turned to look at him as best as she could given he was directly
    behind her.

    "Wow you two look really cozy together. I think I'm jealous." Lavender smiled.

    "I'm still getting used to the idea that I have a boyfriend now." Hermione said,
    expecting an explosion of squealing from her blonde friend.

    "I'm just happy you listened to me and took the dive." Lavender smiled.

    "Wait... Why aren't you..." Hermione began but Lavender waved her off.

    "I knew you two were an item at Neville's party, even if you hadn't made things
    official. All you had to do was pay attention. The way you two were looking at each
    other. The way he wanted you to get to safety, and then how he held you and kissed
    you when it was all done. Not to mention how goofy you were smiling when he was
    dancing with you before the party went to hell." Lavender grinned.

    "He's calling her angel now." Neville grunted. He was starting to sit up now,
    rubbing his eyes and yawning."

    "Oh, that's sweet."

    "And a lot better than pooky." Hermione said with a wrinkle of her nose.

    "Was that one an option?" Harry asked. Hermione shook her head violently, making
    Lavender and Neville chuckle.

    "Pooky?" Lavender giggled, looking at the new couple.

    "My parents call each other all these really cutesy names, you know?' Hermione
    began to explain. Lavender and Neville nodded their understanding and Hermione took a
    breath and continued.

    "So Harry asked me about it and I had to explain all about terms of endearment and
    that it was a show of affection for someone you care about. He then asked me what
    names there were..."

    "I had no idea there were so many ways to identify someone in an affectionate
    manner. Some of them are just... wrong." Harry said, looking a little disturbed.

    "Anyway, he tried a few out on me and they just sounded so bad when he said them.
    I then told him the one I always wanted to be referred as and that's it."

    "Wait... you told him what to call you?" Neville asked incredulously. Hermione
    nodded and Lavender and Neville both began laughing. Neville kept shaking his head at
    Harry who stared back in bewilderment. Lavender however, reached out to high five
    Hermione.

    "What are you doing here Lav, I would think you'd want to be with you boyfriend
    after not seeing him all holiday, or am I just assuming?' Neville asked, after he
    calmed down.

    "No, I didn't get to see him. His family went to Romania for the holidays. We were
    fighting a bit before Christmas, but I thought that after a few weeks apart we might
    be back to normal. Well... Ron went way the other way. He's gotten all clingy and
    over protective. It's like... I don't know. I'm sure he'll calm down when we get
    back, but it's just annoying. I wanted to go talk to Parvati and he followed me like
    some sort of body guard. We had to kick him out of the cabin so we could talk, but he
    just stayed outside the door. It was really dumb. I'm sure he's searching for me
    right..."

    Just then the door slid open. Lavender gave a groan of frustration as she had
    expected her boyfriend to be there ready to chastise her for giving him the slip.
    However, that wasn't who it was at all.

    "Could we… could we have a word Granger?" Pansy Parkinson asked, standing very
    timidly at the door with, of all people, Theodore Nott at her side. Pansy looked far
    more rested than she had the last time any of the four Gryffindors had seen her, yet
    she still looked nervous. She was fidgeting her hands quite a lot, and her eyes were
    darting this way and that, expecting some kind of attack no doubt.

    "Um sure." Hermione said, sitting up from Harry. Both Slytherins stepped into the
    cabin and allowed the door to close behind them. Pansy flinched when the door snapped
    shut, while Theodore grimaced slightly.

    "We came to apologize to you." Theodore began after a moments tense silence.

    "We finally understand just how you felt after all those pranks, and everything
    else we did to you, and we're really truly sorry for it all and we really hope we can
    just let it all go." Pansy said nervously.

    Hermione looked at Lavender who was gob smacked at the sight of not one, but two
    Slytherins begging Hermione for forgiveness. She then glanced at Harry who was
    watching them carefully.

    "Do you think they're being sincere?" She asked her boyfriend who nodded.

    "Parkinson's far too terrified to lie to us right now. I think she's being
    sincere. Nott is as well. I think he's had enough of his own medicine as well.
    Perhaps they've finally learned their lessons."

    "We have." Pansy spoke up looking almost desperate. "But I think ours will be the
    last apologies you'll get. Draco's too proud to admit he was wrong."

    "I think he's going to come after you Potter. He knows you've been behind it all,
    and tradition won't let him stand as much humiliation as he has and not retaliate in
    some way." Nott added.

    "I've been waiting for him to nut up." Harry nodded.

    "Ok then." Hermione said, looking to the Slytherins. You leave me alone from now
    on, and there won't be any more pranks aimed at you."

    "Remember that your actions have consequences." Harry added as Nott and Pansy
    turned to go.

    "That was so weird." Lavender said, completely stunned by what she had just
    witnessed. "I never in a million years would have imagined any Slytherin would
    apologize for anything."

    "I think they just didn't want to start the year singing opera or anything like
    that at breakfast." Neville laughed.

    "That's a good idea." Harry said, nodding to Neville who began to laugh a bit
    harder.

    "Can you at least pick a good opera?" Hermione groaned as she fell back against
    Harry and smiled as he wrapped his arms around her waist.

    "I'll let you pick it out." He whispered, and she smiled when he pressed his lips
    to her cheek.

    

    The first week back was a pretty somber one. The attacks on New Year's had really
    impacted the students, who had until then had all been o f the mind that the war was
    some far away thing. Something that they needn't really worry about. But almost
    everyone had known someone, or been directly affected by the attacks.

    The Ravenclaws were the most downtrodden of all the houses. One of the boys killed
    at Neville's party had been a Ravenclaw Seventh year. Morag McDougal had lost all of
    her brothers, and Mandy Brocklehurst, a shy yet well liked girl, had lost her
    life.

    All the houses had been affected to some degree. Someone had been killed, or at
    the very least lost relatives. During the first week back, all anyone seemed to want
    to talk about was the war and the fact that the Ministry seemed to be stepping up to
    handle it at last.

    For Hermione however, the first week back was, as she put it, "a crime against
    humanity". Every morning she was awoken at four fifteen. By four thirty she was
    running around the Quidditch pitch behind Harry and Neville, who were far more used
    to such exertions.

    She knew Harry was going to be difficult, despite the fact they were dating now,
    but she never expected Neville to be as unforgiving. He should have been more
    sympathetic to her as he had once been in her position for the love of Merlin! Yet
    Neville, kind hearted, cheery, reliable Neville kept telling her to pick up the pace,
    and "Push it Granger!"

    Oh how she loathed him.

    On top of the exercise, Harry had started training them in dueling practices. He
    made them duel right after their exercise while they were warmed up and stretched
    out. He didn't focus on their spell work, but rather their movements.

    "Try not to stand still, or you're and easier target." He would say. "You want to
    keep moving, keep your enemy guessing."

    He also promised them that he would show them some basic hand to hand combat as
    soon as he found a suitable place for it. He claimed he would ask Professor
    Dumbledore about it as soon as he could. Hermione was not really looking forward to
    being thrown about or hit at all.

    Still, she had to admit, she was beginning to feel more energy. She felt a bit
    more alert as well. She couldn't help but wonder what she would look like in three
    months after all this training. She thought it would be nice to have more muscle
    tone, though she didn't want to lose her femininity. She wasn't the curviest of
    girls, but she felt she had a nice figure.

    She was talking to Lavender about her workouts as they entered the Defense
    Classroom Friday afternoon.

    "Do you think Harry would let me join you guys?" the blonde asked as they took
    seats at the front of the class. "I think I'd like a flatter stomach, and it would be
    really good to learn how to duel better."

    Hermione shrugged though she said that she didn't think Harry would mind one more
    person.

    "Plus it's be nice to have someone to keep me company. I can't keep up with those
    two." Hermione sighed.

    "Maybe if you'd stop being so lazy." Neville laughed as he sat behind the
    girls.

    "Oh shut up." Hermione scowled.

    "Honestly Hermione, you're making better progress than I was. You should be proud
    of yourself." Neville said cheerfully.

    "I will when I can out run you." Hermione glared.

    "It might happen." Harry said as he joined them, sitting next to Neville.

    "What'd McGonagall want?" Hermione asked her boyfriend. Harry gave her one of his
    half smiles.

    "She had a question about my essay is all." Harry explained the reason he'd been
    asked to remain behind after Transfiguration.

    "Harry would it be ok if I joined you guys in the mornings?" Lavender asked
    hopefully. Harry gave her a nod and the blonde smiled and patted his hand in thanks
    as Snape called the class to attention.

    "Before the break we were learning about the expulso hex and its uses in dueling…
    Now can anyone tell me…"

    Harry had raised his hand, and Snape's lip curled slightly as he looked at the
    boy. Hermione cringed a bit as she knew the look on Snape's face. It was the same one
    he got when he used to be about to humiliate Neville in potions classes.

    "You have something to add Potter?" Snape asked curtly.

    "Yes sir," Harry said, unaware of Snape's agitation.

    "Just that an Expulso hex is really only good if you're out numbered and not
    surrounded. It's actually pretty limited in its usefulness in a combat situation as
    it's very hard to aim properly. At best sir, that sort of hex is really only good for
    a distraction technique rather than defending yourself." Harry concluded. Hermione
    cringed slightly as she saw the vein at Snape's temple begin to pulse.

    "Is that so?" Snape said, his voice dripping with contempt. "And you, of course,
    have much more experience than anyone else..."

    "I never said I did, sir, I was just..."

    "Potter, when I wish your opinion, I will inform you of what it should be." Snape
    glowered. Harry's expression remained neutral. "Since you've arrived at this school,
    you have taken every opportunity to try and make a fool of me and your fellow
    classmates, and I have had just about enough of it. You seem to labor under the
    delusion that you know better than the teachers of this school. A delusion, which
    other teachers have allowed to fester. You also seemed to believe that you can teach
    these people to defend themselves against the forces of darkness better than someone
    who has faced evil and lived."

    Hermione noted a slight narrowing of Harry's eyes at this statement.

    "I think perhaps it's time we saw just how much you truly do know Potter. Perhaps
    your fans need to see just how over inflated your reputation actually is. Get up,
    Potter. Get to your feet this instant."

    "Sir, I..." Hermione started but Snape's cold black eyes silenced her.

    "You would do well Miss Granger to hold your tongue." He glared before turning
    back to Harry who'd gotten out of his seat, shrugged off his robes and taken out his
    own wand. The class began to murmur in anticipation, and Hermione heard someone
    wonder if Harry was about to be killed. Hermione was actually more worried about
    Professor Snape, as images of what Harry had done to Death Eaters at Neville's party
    came to mind.

    Snape put up wards that would protect the on looking students from any stray
    spells. He was eyeing Harry coldly as the young man shook out his arms and rolled his
    neck. "Your father was just as arrogant as you Potter, and he never managed to beat
    me in a duel. I expect you know the rules of a duel? That mangy mutt of a godfather
    must have taught you something useful."

    "We duel until one of us surrenders or can no longer fight." Harry said flatly as
    he gave a soft bow to his teacher. "I expect you wish to conduct a competition type
    duel, sir?"

    Snape barely nodded before he struck first with a nonverbal stunner. Harry
    sidestepped it and unleashed a flurry of multi-colored spells that Snap was
    unprepared for. The sallow skinned man managed to shield himself or dodge everything,
    but the look on his face spoke volumes. He had underestimated Harry. However, he was
    not about to be shown up in his own class.

    The problem was, the boy was impossibly fast, and kept the defense teacher... on
    the defensive. Snape realized that he was going to have to outsmart the boy, which he
    believed would be an easy task.

    Conjuring a thick fog, and silencing his shoes, Snape finally managed to distract
    the boy enough to make him pause in his casting. What he didn't expect was the boy's
    use of the elements. Harry blasted the fog with hot air and sent a stinging hex which
    connected with Snape's left shoulder.

    That was when things began to intensify.

    Snape was outraged that this child had managed to land a single hex on him. All at
    once, he began to see red, and his blood boiled in his veins. No longer was he
    casting marginally harmless spells. Snape unleashed a hurricane of spells which Harry
    dodged in truly spectacular ways including a full back flip at one point. He used
    shield spells and well as creating rocks out of thin air to absorb some of the more
    serious looking spells.

    One by one Students began rising to their feet in astonishment as the spells
    traded became slowly more dangerous in nature. Each time the level was raised, it was
    Snape who instigated it.

    Hermione began to become very afraid for Harry. She was certain that this was not
    going to end well for Harry. Either he was going to beat Snape, and wind up expelled
    from Hogwarts for seriously hurting a teacher or Snape was going to kill Harry.

    The air began to stink of ozone as Snape continued his onslaught. Yet, Harry was
    smiling. Really smiling! Hermione couldn't believe what she was seeing. Harry was
    actually enjoying himself. She knew that he was taking this seriously, but he was
    having fun with it.

    Hermione looked at Snape and saw that he looked murderous. In fact, she swore that
    the more Harry smiled, the angrier Snape was becoming. Hermione also noticed that
    Snape's spells were becoming a bit more questionable in nature. She realized this
    when Harry conjured a large boulder and Snape's acid yellow spell impacted it, and
    blew it to dust.

    The students all gasped and some even covered their faces, forgetting the
    protective wards which disintegrated the shrapnel before it could hurt anyone. It was
    then that the students who had been watching this felt a change in the air. It was as
    if a torrential rain storm had just stopped suddenly.

    Snape was becoming fed up with this farce. It was supposed to be over by now, with
    him triumphant and Potter humiliated. Yet the boy refused to go down. After nearly
    twenty minutes, Potter barely had a scratch on him, and the ones he did have were
    because of flying detritus rather than anything Snape had managed to do.

    What was worse still, the boy was mocking him with that arrogant smirk on his
    face. It made Snape want to hurt him. He wanted Potter to suffer as he had all those
    years. He wanted to make Potter pay for stealing the girl of his dreams and turning
    her against him. He was going to show Potter just what it meant to cross him at last.
    James Potter was going to suffer for every single humiliation Snape had ever
    suffered.

    "SECTUMSEMPRA!" Snape cried out. The spell narrowly missed Harry, who had stumbled
    a bit over some loose gravel from some of the destroyed boulders.

    Harry's eyes narrowed and his smile melted away. This was no longer fun. Harry
    knew that spell, and he knew exactly what it was meant to do. All at once his years
    of training took over, and Harry's wand snapped up. Three spells were fired. The
    first impacted Snape's shield which he was barely able to get up in time. The shield
    cracked with the force of the spell, and the second spell shattered it completely,
    and the third struck Snape right in the chest, flinging him across the room to crash
    shoulder first into the hard stone walls.

    Snape fell in a heap onto the floor, but refused to give in. He scramble to his
    feet, favoring his left arm now, blood dripping from a large cut over his left eye.
    He was livid now, yet never managed to fire another spell as Harry had already cast
    another five at the Slytherin Head of House.

    Snape was struck in the abdomen with a bludgeoning hex, causing him to double
    over, and allowing the next spell to strike him on the right shoulder, spinning him
    around. The third hit his wand, shattering it into splinters. Snape howled as
    splinters of would buried themselves into his hand, and fell to his knees. The last
    two spells smacked into the wall behind him, digging two very deep gouges into the
    stone.

    Harry advanced on Snape who was cradling his ruined hand. Harry's eyes never left
    Snape's as he approached. "Do you yield, Severus Snape?" He asked.

    Snape gasped, biting down a second howl of agony. He stared up at the boy who had
    possibly just killed him, should he choose to remain defiant. Snape knew that if he
    allowed his pride to speak for him, death would take him in moments. He looked up at
    his foe, expecting to see that gloating smile James Potter had used so often when
    he'd gotten the best of his school rival so many years ago, but it wasn't there.
    There was only indifference. A soldier who had defeated his enemy. There was no
    emotion at all on the boy's face, save perhaps the barest hint of anger in those
    impossibly green eyes. Eyes that had once stared into his very soul so very long ago.
    Eyes that had once been so kind, and then had become so hard. So distant. Lily Evans'
    eyes.

    "Do you yield?" Harry asked again.

    Blackness was invading Snape's vision, and his breathing became far more labored.
    He didn't want to admit that he'd been bested. Especially not by James Potter's
    spawn. But he didn't want to die either. Then he heard voices, and the sound of
    someone

    approaching. Harry's wand lowered, and those gods be damned bright blue eyes came
    into his field of vision. Albus Dumbledore had arrived, and began to chant. Snape
    relaxed slightly as the darkness became more powerful, and swept him up in its cold
    loving embrace.

    Severus Snape became aware of the sounds of someone moving about. There was a
    clinking of glass, and he knew that someone was moving jars and vials about on a
    shelf nearby. Then light began to invade the darkness. His head felt heavy, and his
    chest and left side felt tingly. His arms felt incredibly heavy, and his lungs felt
    as if a troll was sitting on them.

    He coughed twice, and slowly he managed to open his eyes, and cursed to himself as
    the sun was shining quite brightly on his face. Then it was blocked by a figure.

    Severus Snape had to blink a few dozen more times before his vision cleared enough
    to identify the person who was kind enough to blot out the sunlight for him. He felt
    a great weight drop into his stomach as he recognized Harry Potter.

    "Come to gloat, boy?" Snape scowled, and winced as a jolt of pain ran up his left
    side. His shoulder must have been shattered. Snape was a bit surprised that his skull
    hadn't cracked open when he'd hit the wall.

    "No." Harry said simply. "I regret my actions the other day, though they would
    have been unnecessary had you not provoked them. I know that you are not
    unintelligent and were made aware of my history. Dumbledore did tell you and the
    other professors what it was I have been doing in my years in isolation. I also know
    that you have heard of what happened on New Year's Eve at Longbottom Manor and my
    part in that."

    Snape could only stare in shock at the boy's words.

    "I am also aware of your history, and your association with Lord Voldemort."

    Snape sat up quite suddenly at this revelation, though he regretted it at once as
    pain shot through his body. His head swam and darkness threatened to overtake him
    once again, but he managed to push it back as he stared in shock at the teen aged boy
    before him.

    "H-how do you know…" He stammered.

    "I was made aware that you had once been close to my mother by my godfather. I
    know that you hated my father, and that that hatred grew every year as your rivalry
    intensified. I know that you had a falling out with my mother in your fifth year,
    because you had begun associating with less than upstanding characters." Harry
    explained, staring hard at the Defense teacher, who winced every so often as he
    squirmed in his bed.

    "When I was thirteen, I was finally told why and how my parents met their end.
    Though Professor Dumbledore was light on details, he did tell me that you were the
    one who had heard the prophecy."

    Snape paled now as Harry stood at his full height, and glared down at the man
    before him.

    "I also know that it was you who warned Dumbledore of the danger to them. It's for
    that reason I didn't just kill you." Harry said as he stared at the man. Snape
    expected to see some sort of superior look on the boy's face, but all he saw was
    indifference. No malice, no pity, nothing. The boy was a blank wall.

    "You don't know anything." Snape replied, but Harry shook his head.

    "You're right." Harry admitted. "I have no idea what was going through your head
    all those years ago. I don't know what led to you choosing to follow a madman. I have
    no idea what he could have possibly offered you that you could kill innocent people
    in his name. Do not insult me by denying it. I know what you have to do to earn the
    mark."

    Snape turned away now, his shame boiling up in his wounded chest.

    "You were given a second chance and you squandered it."

    At Harry's accusation, Snape turned back to Harry prepared to argue, but Harry
    didn't give him the chance.

    "It was your responsibility to prepare young minds, but your pettiness, and you
    false sense of superiority, and your belief that the world owed you led you to
    belittling anyone not of your house, or those you thought beneath you." Harry said
    evenly, still staring at the wounded man lying before him, now refusing to look at
    him.

    "Now you have a third and final chance to rectify your mistakes." Harry said,
    causing Snape to slowly turn to stare at the boy who so closely resembled the one
    person who'd made his life barely worth living during his own school days.

    "What you choose to do with this chance is your choice to make. However, I warn
    you that if you choose to challenge me again, be it in class, or elsewhere, I promise
    you this Severus Snape, I will not hold back as I did the other day. I will not show
    mercy. I will not play games. I will kill you. And I will make it as excruciatingly
    painful as I can possibly make it. Because though many others might have been able to
    look past your past misdeeds, I will forever hold you singularly responsible for what
    befell my mother and my father on Halloween night, fifteen years ago."

    With that, Harry turned, and slowly walked out of the hospital wing, calling to
    Madam Pomfrey that he was awake. Snape settled into his bed heavily as the tension
    that had built inside of him began to melt away when he heard the door close. He had
    never in all his life felt as fearful as he had just then. Snape had no doubt in his
    mind that the boy would make good on his promise either.

    That was not the son on James Potter that had spoken to him. James Potter's son
    would have been gloating and mocking him for such a failure. For even daring to
    challenge him. That's what James Potter's son would have done.

    Nor did Snape believe he had just spoken to the child of Lily Evans. The boy had
    been cold. Emotionless. Even in his threat, there had been no hatred or malice.
    Nothing but a simple promise that things would be worse for Snape should he allow his
    pride to get the better of him again.

    "I told you Severus." Albus Dumbledore said as he approached the bed of his
    Defense teacher. "I told you at the beginning of the year. I told you when I
    announced that he would be coming to Hogwarts. I have told you and told you and told
    you every time we have spoken and you prattled on and on about Harry Potter's
    supposed arrogance and lack of respect. So I must ask why you chose to provoke him in
    your class?"

    "Did you hear him?" Snape asked, his anger rising now that the headmaster was
    there. "Did you hear that brat threaten me?"

    "I heard everything." Dumbledore nodded. "Though he spoke softly I managed to hear
    everything that was said."

    "And what do you mean to do about it? He threatened me. He very nearly killed me
    in front of my students!"

    "In a duel you instigated, and only after you tried to use a very dark spell upon
    him."

    Dumbledore's normally kind nature turned sour. "I can not understand it, Severus.
    I wish for you to explain to me just what you were thinking using such a spell in a
    classroom and on a student, no less. You are lucky to still be breathing. If Mister
    Thomas hadn't gotten so afraid and come to find me, I daresay you might not be
    sitting here now, and Harry would have been well within his right to have ended your
    life."

    "He's as arrogant as…"

    "No he is not!" Albus snapped, making Snape cringe. Albus Dumbledore hardly ever
    raised his voice, but when he did, it never failed to make anyone feel like a small
    petulant child.

    "I have tried time and time again to get you to let go of your hatred of James
    Potter. I have begged and pleaded with you to treat your all of your students as
    equals and teach them to the best of your abilities. Yet every year I am disappointed
    to learn how you discourage and humiliate the young minds in your charge. I now
    realize that it was me who failed those students. For fifteen years, i have failed
    the children whom you taught."

    "What are you talking about?" Snape asked, looking very confused.

    "Your dismissal." Dumbledore grimaced. Snape rose up again, gaping like a fish as
    he stared at the man whom he'd looked up to, and had sworn loyalty to fifteen years
    ago.

    "What?" Snape gasped.

    "Why do you think I finally allowed you the post which you have so long coveted?"
    Dumbledore asked, folding his hands and sitting down on the bed next to Snape,
    heaving a sigh when he settled down. "You are aware as I am that the post is cursed.
    We've not had a teacher remain for more than a year for some time now."

    "Wait a minute… You allowed me to have the post because you were sick of me?"
    Snape sat up suddenly, regretting it at once as every nerve in his chest screamed
    out.

    "I did." Albus admitted. Snape bristled at the Headmaster's admission.

    "Why?"

    "I think it should be more than obvious. You refuse to teach. You insult and
    torment every student not in Slytherin. Your favoritism of your own house is only
    outshined by your reprehensible teaching methods. If I hadn't felt the responsibility
    for your safety all these years, I would have sacked you ten years ago. I have
    defended you to the other teachers, and to the school governors, always hoping I
    would be able to get through to you. Every year I am forced to sit down with you and
    all but beg you to treat each and every student in a fair and unbiased manner. To
    give them your wealth of knowledge, and every year, you have spat in my face with
    your behavior." Dumbledore said sadly.

    Snape could only stare in abject horror at what the Headmaster had said.
    Dumbledore rose to his feet now, and stared at his defense teacher.

    "I gave you the post of Defense teacher because I knew that somehow, the curse
    would set you up so that you would not return. Though it was my hope that you would
    leave unharmed. You came very close to death, Severus. Were it not for several very
    frightened students… Gryffindor students, you surely would have. At the end of the
    year, I am terminating your employment here at Hogwarts. Should you choose to no
    longer be a part of the Order, I will hold no grudge toward you. But keep in mind
    Lord Voldemort will likely not accept resignation from his service, and we would
    likely become enemies once again. I have no doubt that Mister Potter would make it
    his personal mission to fulfill his promise to you in that case."

    Dumbledore turned to head out of the hospital wing when Snape stopped him.

    "Did you even bother to punish the boy?" Snape glowered. "He attacked a teacher for
    Merlin's sake."

    "Still blinded by your pride." Dumbledore sighed wearily. "I reviewed his memories
    of the incident, as I did the memories of every student in your class at the time. It
    was you who instigated the duel, and it was you who started using more powerful
    spells first. Your sectumsempra spell only barley missed him Severus. Were I in
    Harry's position, I likely would have killed you myself. The difference is that I
    would have felt guilty over what happened."

    Dumbledore turned his back on Snape and left the man to ponder his fate.
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    I Will Bathe In Your Blood

    "Harry, thank you for coming." Professor Dumbledore smiled, rising from his seat
    and greeting the young man who represented so much to their world, even though he
    didn't know it. "Please, sit down."

    "Yes sir." Harry nodded, taking the seat indicated. He gave the office a quick
    once over, noting that nothing had changed since his last visit. The many portraits
    of former Headmasters stared down at him curiously. Harry found it rather disturbing,
    but remained silent on the matter and waited for Dumbledore to speak to him.

    Dumbledore looked at the young man before him. Harry sat straight backed, head
    held high, much like Professor McGonagall. His green eyes were focused solely on the
    man in front of him, though Dumbledore knew he had already taken in much of his
    surroundings. That's was one of his oldest lessons and one Harry would continue to
    rely on long into the future. His hands rested on his thighs, ready to react should
    the need arise.

    Dumbledore felt his heart break now as he watched Harry. No teenager should sit
    the way Harry was now. No child should have led the life Harry had been forced to
    live. Harry, like all of his peers, should have grown up with two loving parents,
    running around a yard with grass stains on his knees, and climbing trees and dreaming
    of fantastical adventures. He should have come to Hogwarts at eleven and made dozens
    of friends and fallen in love and attempted to find new and interesting places to
    snog girls.

    He should never have been taught a thousand ways to incapacitate an enemy much
    less to kill. There was no denying that Harry was one of the greatest soldiers in
    history, especially considering he wasn't a part of any kind of real military. And
    that one simple undeniable fact broke Dumbledore's heart deeply. The old man feared
    the end of his days, for he knew two people were waiting for him on the other side to
    make eternity the worst of hells.

    "Well, it's been quite a while since we last spoke. I'm must admit I find myself
    curious as to how things are going for you." Dumbledore said kindly, as he levitated
    two steaming mugs of tea to his desk from a small table near the wall.

    "My studies are going well." Harry said. "But, we already knew they would be. And
    with the exception of Professor Snape, the teachers have been kind to me. I am…
    regretful of what transpired between the Professor and myself…"

    "I know you are, Harry. I must confess though, I am not as cross with you as I
    probably should be. Such incidents are not good for student teacher relations, if you
    understand my meaning. But what I meant was how are you doing, socially speaking?
    Dumbledore smiled, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his desk.

    "I believe that I have accomplished what I was sent here to do, sir. I have made
    friends." Harry said flatly.

    "That's good, but you are aware that it was not a mission, Harry. It was our hope
    that you could learn to socialize with your peers and make friends of your own free
    will. People whom you were comfortable with, and who you could learn from."
    Dumbledore pointed out.

    "I have, sir. My Gryffindor house mates are supportive, and helpful. Neville has
    become a close confidant for me. Lavender and Parvati are kind, and willing to listen
    should I need to … unload as they say. And Hermione has…" Harry's voice drifted off
    and his eyes became unfocused. Dumbledore gave the boy a bright, genuine smile.

    "It seems your relationship with Miss Granger is quite the topic of discussion
    amongst the other students. If I may pry, what would you say your feelings for Miss
    Granger are?" The headmaster asked curiously.

    "I'm unsure, sir." Harry replied honestly. "I've been experiencing so many new...
    I enjoy being around her, sir. She makes me... she is..."

    Dumbledore chuckled lightly. "I understand what you mean Harry. I would ask that
    you do your best not to repress anything you might feel. Allow yourself to experience
    your emotions, as it is the only way to understanding them. I would also ask that you
    try your best to treat Miss Granger with respect and honor."

    "I don't know of any other way, sir." Harry replied making the headmaster nod with
    a smile.

    "Very good." Dumbledore said, sitting back. "Now, there are several reasons I
    asked you to join me tonight. First and foremost is an update. I promised you that
    when you started here at Hogwarts, I would keep you informed on the progress of the
    war."

    "I remember." Harry nodded.

    Dumbledore cringed inwardly a bit. Ever since Harry turned twelve, and adopted
    this sort of hollow empty tone, Dumbledore had come to loathe speaking to the boy.
    Perhaps it was the many, many years of educating and speaking to over emotional
    teenagers, but Harry's manner of speaking always felt wrong to the old man.

    "You will recall all I told you on your fifteenth birthday…" Dumbledore began.
    Harry stiffened. Dumbledore had expected that. Harry's fifteenth birthday was a day
    he would like to forget as well. On the other hand, it was one of the main reasons he
    felt so close to the young man. They had shared an experience that bonded them.

    "As I recall… we said we wouldn't ever speak of that again." Harry said rather
    gruffly. Dumbledore understood the boy's sudden irritation. It had been a very dark
    day, not only for Harry, who'd arguably suffered the most, but for others as
    well.

    That had been the day Dumbledore had revealed to Harry his importance in the
    coming war. Harry had been told of the prophecy that had led to the murder of his
    parents, and had led to him being hidden and trained to become what he was now.

    It was also the day Harry learned of the lengths Voldemort had gone to in order to
    secure his immortality, which had then led to Harry inadvertently carrying a fragment
    of the Dark Lord's broken soul within him.

    Dumbledore revealed everything he guessed, suspected and knew as fact about their
    enemy and his rise to power, and of the overall plan to bring him down. This needed
    to begin with a very old and dangerous ritual to remove the soul fragment from the
    boy. Harry had readily agreed, especially when he learned that Voldemort could one
    day figure out that there was a connection between them and exploit it.

    It had been the first time in many years that Harry had shown any sort of
    vulnerability. It had been a lot to take in, after all. It had been a very long time
    since Harry had ever admitted to being afraid of anything. Dumbledore still felt a
    sharp stab of pain in his heart when he remembers the look of utter helplessness on
    Harry face when he'd finished telling the poor boy of his fate.

    Harry had agreed to have the soul fragment removed, despite the potential danger.
    He had said that the mere idea of someone else in his head was disarming, and a
    terrible violation. Well, those hadn't been his exact words, but the gist of his
    feelings on the matter. Clearly Alastor Moody had influenced the boy deeper than they
    had all believed.

    Dumbledore remembered the ritual was exhausting, and for Harry, an excruciating
    ordeal that had left him very close to death. Harry had remained in a coma for a
    month. When he awoke, Harry told the old headmaster of the images he had seen.
    Apparently, Harry had seen many of the horrific thins Voldemort had down. The
    murders, and the tortures. But the exorcism had bore unexpected fruit. Harry had
    witnessed through Voldemort's memories, the creation of five Horcruxes.

    The Order of the Phoenix had been given a small gift that day. Dumbledore knew
    then what all the Horcruxes were. Salazar Slytherin's locket. Helga Hufflepuff's Cup.
    Rowena Ravenclaw's Diadem. The Peverell Family Ring. The diary of Tom Marvolo
    Riddle.

    Unfortunately, Harry was unable to tell them of the locations, but at least they
    now knew what to look for.

    And then Harry asked that they never speak of his birthday again. He wished to
    bury the memory of the experience, and what he had seen deep within his mind, never
    to be remembered. Dumbledore had offered to obliviate him, but Harry had refused.

    "We did, but as I told you, finding and destroying those items is the only way to
    defeat Voldemort for good. The search for the other artifacts continues though we
    believe to be close to the final three pieces. You will remember just before you
    started At Hogwarts I told you I had located the second right here within the school.
    It is safely locked away with the Ring, which I found back in June."

    "And the last three?" Harry asked, looking sour.

    "The first may reside within Gringotts. Our contact within the bank believes
    negotiations will be fruitful. We should know more by the end of the month. The
    second may be within the home of one of Voldemort's Death Eaters, though we are
    unsure as to which. The third and final piece we believe is on the black market. I
    have some very reliable… less than savory characters tracking it down for me."
    Dumbledore said confidently.

    "And when you have them?" Harry asked.

    "We destroy them. Then we can begin planning for the final confrontation with Lord
    Voldemort. In the mean time, we are working to significantly decrease his numbers.
    Something you helped with quite nicely, though I still wish you hadn't had to get
    involved." Dumbledore sighed.

    "Yet, it's why you've had me trained, sir." Harry replied.

    "Quite." Dumbledore said sadly. "I fear that in the coming months, we will require
    your help in the field, and that you will likely be leaving the school for days at a
    time. I am not worried about your schoolwork, but more about how this will affect
    your relationships."

    "I don't understand sir." Harry said, looking troubled. Dumbledore merely smiled
    and shook his head.

    "It doesn't matter right now." The old headmaster smiled gently. "What does matter
    are the requests I have to make of you."

    "What requests, sir?"

    "First, many students have begun asking about the training you have been giving to
    Mister Longbottom, and Missus Granger and Brown over the past few weeks. It is
    unsurprising, given the current climate, as well as the rumors of what took place
    between you and Professor Snape. Your peers have seen through your example that they
    do not have to be afraid, and wish to learn how to defend themselves." Dumbledore
    said rather proudly.

    "You've inspired your schoolmates, and they've begun asking about a school
    sanctioned club that would help them to become stronger, or at least, better
    prepared." Dumbledore said, looking pointedly at Harry, who simply stared back
    patiently.

    "I would like it if you would agree to heading up such a club. You would have a
    teacher there to help you, but you would be in charge of it." Dumbledore said
    plainly.

    "You want me to train students?" Harry asked for clarification.

    "I would. Many teachers have remarked on the marked improvement of Mister
    Longbottom. I daresay that Miss Granger needs little help in the academic department,
    but a little bit of physical activity will go a long way in bolstering her self
    esteem. And Miss Brown will likely benefit in the same way as Mister Longbottom. I
    daresay that more students could benefit from your tutelage." Dumbledore smiled.

    "And I can run it my way?" Harry asked. Dumbledore smiled and nodded.

    "Within reason. I should think that we don't want students dropping of
    exhaustion." Dumbledore laughed. Harry nodded.

    "Alright." Harry gave a nod and Dumbledore clapped his hands in delight.

    "Excellent."

    "And the other request?" Harry asked. Dumbledore's smiled faded almost at once as
    he heaved a sigh.

    "I wish for you to end your torment of Mister Malfoy and his friends." Dumbledore
    said heavily.

    "When he apologizes to Hermione for the years of torment." Harry said with a shake
    of his head.

    "Harry, while I can appreciate your intention to repay Mister Malfoy for his past
    transgressions against Miss Granger," Dumbledore began heavily. "I am afraid that
    young Mister Malfoy is never going to apologize. He is as stubborn and arrogant as
    his father. If you continue to provoke him, he will retaliate."

    "You think he might actually try and attack me head on?" Harry asked. Dumbledore
    grimaced slightly, but nodded his head.

    "His ego will not allow further humiliation. This school, like any other has a
    hierarchy, and Mister Malfoy believes himself to be at the top. He has suffered
    serious disgrace, and soon will feel he has only one way to regain what he sees as
    his rightful place."

    "Sir, you told me the last time we spoke that you had known all along that Malfoy
    was behind most of what Hermione suffered through, though you were unable to prove
    it." Harry pointed out.

    " Allowing him to get away with his crimes only served to fuel his ego and make
    him believe he was untouchable. He's been molded by his family to believe in the
    Pureblood agenda, and that Voldemort is some kind of god. He wants to follow in his
    father's footsteps, but I don't think he understands that his actions have
    consequences. It's time he learned. Harry offered. Dumbledore gave a weak smile but
    shook his head.

    "I admire your reasoning Harry, but I don't think you will get the results you
    seek." Dumbledore said.

    " No less than ten people have realized the error of their ways and have given
    Hermione the apologies she deserves. He may be headstrong, but I don't believe Malfoy
    a masochist. He'll make the apology, even if he doesn't truly mean it." Harry
    retorted.

    "I'm sorry, but I think you are wrong, Harry. And I cannot allow this to continue.
    No more harassment of any of the other students, Harry." Dumbledore said with
    finality.

    Harry stiffened, recognizing the order and gave nod of agreement. He would have to
    think of another way to force Draco to make his formal apology to Hermione.

    "Is that all, sir?" Harry asked. Dumbledore could hear the disappointment in
    Harry's voice. He'd hated having to pull rank, as it were, but he also knew that
    Harry would not disobey a direct order.

    "No, that is all. You are free to go. I shall make an announcement tomorrow at
    Breakfast in regards to the formation to your new club. What day would you like to
    begin?"

    "Seeing as it is Friday night, Monday morning at five A.M. in the Entrance Hall."
    Harry said rising to his feet. Dumbledore smiled and dismissed the young man. He
    watched as Harry left the office, knowing that he had made the right decision. He
    also knew how tenacious Harry could be, and was fully aware that Harry would find
    another way to accomplish his goal. He would have to monitor the situation a bit more
    carefully. The Headmaster simply couldn't allow a duel between Harry and Draco to
    take place. While Locus was now a fugitive, the Malfoy name still held a massive
    amount of sway within society. Should Draco be cut down in a duel, Harry's future
    would be in question at best. Dumbledore and the world at large needed Harry free,
    even if they didn't know it yet.

    

    The sun was setting far away over the mountains. It was painting the sky in hues
    of red and soft pink that made her sigh as she stared out the window at it. It was
    the perfect setting almost. It could only have been better if it was early summer and
    she was outside in the warm air, instead of sitting inside the castle.

    Still, she couldn't complain too badly. She was sharing this with her boyfriend on
    whose lap she was sitting, with his strong arms wrapped around her middle, his chin
    resting on her left shoulder, breathing softly as he held her. To Hermione Granger,
    this was as close to heaven as she could get at the moment.

    "It's really beautiful." She sighed.

    "I like how it's reflected on the lake." Harry said softly. "Makes it look like
    it's on fire or something."

    "It does, doesn't it?" Hermione agreed, smiling to herself when she felt Harry
    take her hand in his. She began running her thumb lightly over the back of his hand
    affectionately. He gave her hand a soft squeeze. She stared at they're joined hands,
    wondering just how and why she'd had gotten so lucky. A year ago she never would have
    been able to imagine sitting so comfortably with a boy, sharing a peaceful, romantic
    moment. Yet here she was.

    "Hermione, do you remember when you told me part of being together in a
    boyfriend/girlfriend capacity meant we could explore our feelings?" Harry asked.
    Hermione sat up and turned to face her boyfriend who looked a little troubled.

    "Yeah." She said rather lamely.

    "When I spoke to Dumbledore last night, he asked me how I felt about you. Sirius
    has asked, and Neville asked me this morning." Harry said, sitting up a little
    straighter now and looking her in the eye, making her shiver.

    "When did Neville..."

    "You and Lavender were way behind us. We had stopped because we thought Lavender
    might pass out." Harry explained.

    "Oh." Hermione said. "So… um what did you tell them?"

    "Well that's the thing." Harry said, sitting up a bit. Hermione sat up and turned
    a bit so she could look at her boyfriend. "I was actually hoping you could help me
    understand why when I know I'm going to see you, I feel anxious. Or why sometimes I
    find myself thinking of what I might say to you in order to make you smile? I've been
    trying to figure it out for myself. Dumbledore said that by allowing myself to
    experience these feelings, I would understand them... but for the life of me, I
    can't. It isn't just one feeling. It's like thousands of them all at once."

    "Ok." Hermione said, now feeling confused herself. "Do you want to tell me about
    it?"

    "Yes." Harry said, surprising Hermione.

    Most boys would never willingly talk about their feelings. It was like some sort
    of taboo or something. Yet another reason she was so happy to have met Harry. He
    hadn't ever learned that talking about your feelings was supposed to be some sort of
    weakness.

    "Alright." Hermione said, feeling a little lightheaded by all of this. It was like
    out of a fever dream or something.

    "You told me that I was the first thing you thought of when you woke up... I have
    those same thoughts. You're on my mind more and more, and it's distracting, and
    yet... I don't mind. I'm finding that spending time away from you is unpleasant."

    Hermione couldn't help the gasp that escaped her lips, and covered her mouth.
    Harry looked up and saw her eyes were watery, and looked alarmed.

    "Did I... Did I upset..." He started but Hermione shook her head emphatically
    before leaning in and kissing him softly.

    "No, you didn't hurt me. You made me happy again." She said in a gentle whisper.
    "Something you're getting increasingly good at, Mister Potter."

    "Isn't that what I am supposed to do?" Harry asked, a look of bewilderment on his
    face that made Hermione giggle a bit.

    "I'm no expert, as you know." Hermione said, capturing Harry's lips a bit more
    passionately. "But I think you might be falling for me."

    "I am?" Harry asked sounding a little distressed.

    "It's a good thing, Harry. I'm falling for you too, Harry." Hermione smiled. "But,
    we don't need to rush things, or try and label what we feel. Dumbledore's right. I
    think the more you and I allow ourselves to experience, the better we'll understand
    what's happening between us."

    "It's difficult." Harry said between soft kisses. "I'm not used to not
    understanding what's happening with me."

    "I know that feeling." Hermione laughed softly. She slipped her arms around
    Harry's neck and he pulled her into his lap once again. They began kissing a bit
    more, reveling in their closeness. Hermione sighed as Harry's hand cupped her cheek.
    She loved it when he did this. It never failed to make her feel like something
    precious. He was always so gentle with her, so tender. It always made her heart melt
    when they began kissing like this.

    It also made her mind begin to conjure images that sent shivers down her spine.
    However, she felt it was still too soon to act upon her desires, no matter how
    pleasurable they might be. The most important reason for this was the simple fact
    that they were in school. There was no place that she could think of where they were
    guaranteed to be alone, with absolutely no chance of not being discovered. Between
    the teachers and Prefects, Hermione doubted there was anywhere that was safe.

    The second reason was that she didn't like the idea of experiencing certain things
    for the first time in a broom cupboard. As much as she was growing to be in favor of
    allowing she and Harry to begin exploring each other a bit more, she really didn't
    fancy the thought of Harry groping her while a mop handle poked her in the back. She
    wanted it to be in a relaxed, comfortable setting. Was that too much to ask for?

    She broke their kiss and settled against him again. Harry's embrace tightened
    comfortably and Hermione sighed contentedly once again. She stifled a laugh when she
    imagined telling Lavender about this later. Lavender was truly a romantic at heart
    and always swooned when Hermione would share details of her blossoming love life.

    Hermione supposed she could understand. Lavender and Ron had been getting into
    more fights lately. Ron's over protectiveness was becoming quite the inconvenience to
    Lavender. At the same time, according to Lavender, Ron was becoming a bit insistent
    that their relationship get more physical. Ron was no longer happy with hot and heavy
    snog sessions anymore and had begun to get grabby. Lavender had actually had to slap
    him a few nights ago, and they were barely speaking at the moment.

    "Disgusting."

    Hermione didn't need to turn around to know who belonged to that voice. She felt
    Harry tense a bit, but he made no other movement.

    "I think I'm going to have to give you both detention." Draco Malfoy said with
    delight.

    "What for?" Hermione asked irritably. "We're not out of bounds. Curfew isn't for
    hours, and we're not doing anything against the rules."

    "You're mere presence is a disruption, Granger." Malfoy drawled. Harry swung his
    legs off the ledge they had been sharing and allowed Hermione to stand up as he got
    up himself. He stared hard at Draco, waiting for whatever reason Draco would try and
    assign them detention.

    "Public displays of affection are against the rules, Granger."

    "Are they?" Harry asked, raising an eyebrow.

    "Yes." Draco snapped and Harry continued to stare at the blonde.

    "Then you should assign detention to yourself as well. Just this morning I
    witnessed you holding hands with Parkinson." Harry replied, his stare boring into
    Draco's defiant gaze.

    "That wasn't affection." Draco argued.

    "And the kiss you shared with her outside of Potions?" Harry asked. Draco's eyes
    narrowed.

    "Draco?"

    Pansy Parkinson came around the corner, and froze when she caught sight of Harry
    and Hermione. She grabbed her boyfriends arm, and tried to drag him away.

    "You know Potter, you've been a real pain in the arse since you started here, and
    I for one had had just about enough of you thinking that you're better than
    everyone." Draco snapped. "You think that because you've got Dumbledore in your
    pocket that you're above the rules. Beyond the law."

    "Draco, I really think…" Pansy said, gripping Draco's arm and trying to pull him
    away.

    "I think it's long past time that someone put you in your proper place Potter!"
    Draco said, wrenching his arm out of Pansy's grip. He stepped closer to Harry who
    rose to his feet now. Draco took another step so his chest was almost touching
    Harry's. He was staring hard at Harry now, and Harry recognized the fire in his
    nemesis's eyes. Harry had to respect Malfoy's gumption, however misguided it was.

    "Malfoy, I think you'd better just leave us alone. We weren't doing anything
    wrong, and you know it."

    "Shut your mouth mudblood, no one carURK!"

    Draco's threat was cut off when Harry grabbed him by his throat and shoved him
    hard into the wall. Draco's hand went to Harry's grip and began prying at Harry's
    fingers to get free but he couldn't get any sort of leverage.

    "Apologize." Harry said in a low growl.

    "Never!" Draco hissed. He kicked at Harry's groin, but Harry managed to deflect
    the kick so it hit his thigh instead. It was enough for Draco to wriggle free of
    Harry's grip and back away spluttering. "How dare you put your filthy hands on me
    Potter! No one ever puts their hands on me."

    "Want to bet?" Harry snapped, lunging at Draco. Hermione threw herself between the
    boys, holding her hands up to stop Harry.

    "It isn't worth it, Harry. Just let it go." She pleaded. Harry looked in her eyes
    before looking back at Draco, who was fighting off Pansy who was simply trying to see
    if he was okay."

    "You're right." Harry said calming down now. "I've wasted enough energy and time
    on this worm. I'll make you a deal, Malfoy. You swear to steer clear of Hermione, and
    my other friends, and I swear I won't end you once and for all."

    "As if you could." Malfoy retorted.

    "I'm not playing around here Malfoy." Harry said. Hermione grabbed her boyfriend's
    hand and began to guide him away.

    "Just leave it, Harry." She hissed. "He's never going to change, and one day,
    he'll get what's coming to him."

    "This isn't over Potter!" Draco shouted after them. Hermione kept a tight hold on
    Harry's hand as she led them back to Gryffindor tower. Draco continued to hurl
    insults after them which echoed throughout the entire castle it seemed. It wasn't
    until they were safely back in Gryffindor tower that Hermione finally stopped hearing
    the Slytherin ponce's voice.

    "Harry." Hermione said, turning to Harry who looked ready to sprint back down
    three floors and beat Draco to pulp. "I know that you're angry, but I want you to
    just ignore Draco from now on ok? I … I don't want you to get expelled for fighting
    him or arrested or anything like that, ok?"

    "You want me to leave him alone?" Harry asked, clearly not happy about this
    request.

    "Yes, I do." Hermione smiled a little, taking his other hand in hers. "You've done
    enough for me. Most everyone has apologized to me. You've protected me and my honor
    enough. Let's just forget Malfoy, and focus on us, and what we need to do, ok?"

    Harry sighed heavily and squeezed her hands gently. "Dumbledore asked me to stop
    tormenting him. Maybe it has gone for enough and you're right… we should focus more
    on your training. Planning and executing pranks on Malfoy and his ilk is really time
    consuming."

    "Great, but I was referring more to things between us." Hermione laughed softly.
    "I mean, I know I need to train more but I meant we could focus more on things
    between us, you know?" Hermione asked, with a gentle, suggestive smile.

    Harry could only stare back at her, very confused. Hermione shook her head and
    embraced her boyfriend. Perhaps it would be better if she just showed him what she
    had meant. Later of course. The common room wasn't really the perfect place to show
    Harry that she wanted to become a bit more… close, physically speaking.

    "I'm going to go to bed. After all, you're going to make me run at the crack of
    dawn, right?" Hermione asked. Harry gave a stiff nod and kissed her softly. Hermione
    deepened the kiss, loving the way Harry's lips felt against her, the way he held her
    waist just above her hips. And the best part, his tongue softly massaging her own. It
    made her dizzy, euphoric.

    "Good night, Harry." Hermione whispered when she broke the kiss. "I lo… um… can't
    wait to go running in the morning." Hermione's eyes bulged at her near slip. Harry
    just eyed her suspiciously. Hermione kissed him one last time before dashing up the
    stairs

    "IDIOT!" Hermione cursed herself. "Way too early to even be thinking about that,
    much less say it. Do you want to freak him out or something?"

    "Hey Hermione." Lavender said as Hermione entered the girls dorm. The blonde was
    sitting on her bed dressed in her favorite blue nightie, painting her toes. Hermione
    smiled, and headed to her trunk, and then stopped suddenly and turned back to
    Lavender. She was sitting on her bed, head low, seemingly focused on painting her toe
    nails, but Hermione swore that she looked wrong somehow.

    "Lav… are you alright?"

    Lavender looked up and Hermione felt her heart break. Lavender's normally bright
    smile and impossibly cheery demeanor was gone now. Her eyes were swollen and red, and
    there were tear tracks down her cheeks.

    "Yeah… I'm fine." Lavender said, trying to look as confidant and strong as she
    normally did, but Hermione could see she was failing. She was trying not to sniffle,
    and her lip was quivering.

    "No you're not." Hermione said going over and climbing up on Lavender's bed to wrap a
    supportive arm around her friend. "What happened?"

    "Ron." Lavender rolled her eyes. "We had yet another fight. He's getting angry
    that I'm spending so much time with you and Neville and Harry. I told him that
    there's nothing going on. That we're training, you know. But he's just so… he's
    unreasonable. He's all bent out of shape because we haven't seriously snogged since
    before Christmas. He thinks I've got a thing for Neville or something."

    Hermione stared at Lavender who turned back to her feet, applying another coat of
    pink to her toenails. Hermione thought back over the last few weeks and several
    instances popped into her mind, leaving her to wonder if maybe Ronald Weasley wasn't
    as dense as he appeared.

    "Do you?" Hermione asked. "I mean, I don't mean to pry or anything, but ever since
    New Year's, you have been talking about him a lot more, and I also noticed you've
    been eating with us a bit more."

    "He's a friend." Lavender said. "That's all. I mean…"

    Lavender shook her head and took a deep calming breath. She stared at her toes for
    a long time before she continued, trying to figure the best way to express
    herself.

    "Neville is my friend. He is trying to work things out with Hannah who is being a
    bit unreasonable if you ask me, but it's none of my business. They need to figure out
    what's happening between them and I need to focus on the boy I'm with and that's
    Ron." Lavender said, not daring to look at Hermione for fear she would call her
    out.

    "But, didn't you once tell me that you didn't think you'd be with Ron forever. I
    mean, do you love Ron? Do you see yourself making a life with him outside of school?
    You know I think he's and insensitive jerk bag who deserves to be alone for the rest
    of his life, but how do you feel about him?" Hermione asked, rubbing circles on
    Lavender's back.

    "I don't know." Lavender shrugged. "I don't know. I like him, sure… but the longer
    we're together, the more I feel like… I'm so mixed up. I mean… I started this
    relationship on a lie. I cheated on him. Maybe that's why I've kept him at arm's
    length. I just… I can't let him close because I feel like a huge slag. I just… I'm
    just so confused now."

    "I wish that I had advice for you." Hermione sad guiltily. I really do. You've
    become such a good friend to me, and I want to help you just like you've helped me.
    But honestly, I don't know what you should do."

    "I think I should break up with Ron." Lavender said after several minutes of
    silence. "I think I should break up with him and just get things straight in my
    head."

    "That's not a terrible idea." Hermione agreed.

    "There's just one problem." Lavender sighed tearily. "I'm afraid of being
    alone."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione asked rather confused.

    "Come on Hermione…" Lavender said sourly. "Can you remember anytime where I didn't
    have a boy? There was always someone I was interested in or who was interested in me.
    This would be the first time since I started dating that I would be alone, and it's
    really scary."

    Hermione had nothing to say to that. Lavender gave her a watery smile, and
    Hermione pulled her in for a comforting hug.

    "Maybe you should just do what you've been telling me all this time and take the
    leap and trust that everything is going to work out the way it's supposed to."
    Hermione offered weakly.

    "And here I was thinking you weren't listening to me at all." Lavender
    laughed.

    Hermione laughed as well and hugged her friend tighter.

    "Things will be alright, I know they will." Hermione said softly.

    "You're living proof of that." Lavender smiled and Hermione couldn't help but
    believe that.

    

    The very next morning, Hermione, walking hand in hand with Harry, followed by
    Neville walked into the Great Hall for breakfast. They had had a good run that
    morning, and Hermione had been very happy with her improvement. She and Lavender had
    been able to keep up with the boys much longer than normal. Of course that had really
    been the only noticeable improvement, but Harry kept telling both girls they were
    getting better. He also said that they were expecting too much of themselves, and
    likely wouldn't notice how much stronger they were getting right away.

    Still, Hermione wasn't going to get dejected. She was keeping pace with Harry
    better, and when she began to slow down, Lavender was there to keep her company.
    Also, she wasn't struggling as badly with the rest of her exercises, and she was
    finding that she was sleeping better somehow. Likely because she was just so
    exhausted at the end of the day.

    "I still can't believe there's going to be so many people joining us tomorrow."
    Neville said as they sat at their usual spot at the end of Gryffindor table. "How are
    you going to handle that?"

    "Sirius and Moody gave me some pointers." Harry said, reaching for a platter of
    scrambled eggs.

    "When did you talk to them?" Hermione looked puzzled.

    "Last night after you went to bed." Harry replied.

    "How?" Hermione asked, still confused.

    "I have a two way mirror that allows me to talk to them whenever I need to." Harry
    replied as he began digging into his breakfast. "They suggested I run this ad a boot
    camp. I've already been doing it with you guys, but they suggested perhaps a firmer
    hand."

    "Firmer?" Neville asked, eyebrows raising in trepidation.

    "You'll see." Harry said, then looked at Neville. "They also suggested I get
    someone to assist me. I think you should do it."

    Neville choked on his pumpkin juice and spilled half his goblet. "M-me?" Why
    me?"

    "Because you've been training with me the longest. You know what I expect, and you
    can encourage others when they feel like they can't do it." Harry explained.

    "I actually agree with Harry." Hermione nodded. "It'll help him make sure everyone
    is doing their best. Plus, like he said, you've been doing it the longest, so you
    know how it all feels and can help people know that it's going to hurt a lot, but
    well, in the end you're going to look like… well… you." Hermione motioned to Neville
    who sat up a bit straighter, recognizing the compliment.

    "Of course I'll help you Harry." Neville smiled. "It'll be really…"

    Neville stopped when he caught sight of Hannah entering the Great Hall. His smile
    faded almost at once.

    Hermione and Harry turned and saw the Hufflepuff before they turned back to their
    friend.

    "She's still not talking to you?" Hermione asked.

    "No." Neville sighed. "I don't get it. I just… I just wish I knew what to do here
    and…"

    "Neville?"

    The trio looked up to find an anxious looking Hannah standing there, fidgeting
    with her hands.

    "Could we talk? In private?"

    Neville practically leapt of the bench and followed his girlfriend out of the
    Great Hall, with Harry and Hermione watching them go.

    "I feel so bad for them." Hermione sighed, turning back to her porridge.

    "Why?" Harry asked, turning to Hermione waiting for her explanation.

    "She suffered a serious trauma Harry… That sort of thing is way worse than a near
    death experience for a girl. It makes us feel extremely weak, and violated. It's
    humiliating to us, and… it messes with our heads and our emotions."

    "Has anything like that happened to you?" Harry asked seriously. Hermione shook
    her head.

    "I won't deny that I've been mentally and verbally abused by a lot of people here…
    but nothing like that ever, thank god. But my Aunt was… she was raped. My mum told me
    about it, and it explained a lot about her. She's gone through loads of therapy to
    try and help her, but my mum says it's a scar that never fades." Hermione's eyes went
    to Harry's lightning bolt scar, noting how red it appeared.

    "You don't think Hannah and Neville will work this out then?" Harry asked.
    Hermione shrugged and then shook her head, turning back to the Great Hall
    entrance.

    "Neville's a good guy. Really sweet, but Hannah blames him. On some level she
    knows he had nothing to do with it, but she's always going to see him and be reminded
    of what happened." Hermione said sadly.

    "I can see how that would affect things between them." Harry said, turning back to
    his breakfast.

    "You can?" Hermione asked shocked.

    "You explained it quite well." Harry said.

    Hermione watched her boyfriend for a moment. She supposed he could understand
    Hannah's predicament. He was a soldier after all, and soldiers often suffered post
    traumatic stress disorder.

    "Harry, have you ever had something like… have you ever suffered any sort of mental
    or emotional trauma?" Hermione asked. Harry set his fork down and slid his plate
    away, even though he wasn't finished eating. He turned to look at Hermione now, and
    she felt suddenly very anxious, and worried for Harry.

    "I did." Harry said without preamble. "Right after my fifteenth birthday. I had to
    endure something… really, really horrible. I saw things that no one should have
    to."

    "What?" Hermione asked. She had never seen Harry look so vulnerable. She hated
    it.

    "I don't want to say more right now." Harry said, a hint of pleading in his
    otherwise flat tone. "Suffice to say that for roughly six months I had difficulty in
    training. In my studies. In everything. I sometimes still have dreams about the
    things I saw. But I know that I can't be hurt by them. I know that I am stronger now
    than I was."

    "Did your godfa… Did Sirius help you get through it?" Hermione asked. She had
    found it difficult to refer to Sirius as Harry's godfather since she'd spent time
    with him at his home back in October. No parent of any kind should do what Sirius did
    to Harry, and Hermione would never forgive Sirius, no matter what he did to make
    amends.

    "Yes. He, Remus, Moody, and Dumbledore all spent time with me, and helped me to
    understand and deal with everything. I hardly think about it anymore, which is a good
    thing. Besides, I've got you occupying my mind more these days, and I think that's a
    good thing." Harry finished with one of his patent Harry smiles.

    "I think that's a good thing too." She smiled back, reaching out to take his hand.
    She gave it a soft squeeze and began leaning towards him, intent on kissing him
    softly when something happened to stop her. Someone had shouted for attention.
    Hermione looked up to the Head table to find out which teacher was about to make an
    announcement and was shocked to find all the professors looking towards the Slytherin
    table. Everyone was looking at the Slytherin table.

    Hermione and Harry turned and saw none other than Draco Malfoy standing on top of the
    table staring right at them, looking very determined.

    "I am Draco Malfoy, last son of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Malfoy. In
    response to numerous indignities and slights against my family, I hereby declare a
    blood feud with House Potter!"

    Immediately people began whispering amongst themselves, all curious as to what
    this declaration might mean. Hermione saw Dumbledore rise from his seat, followed by
    McGonagall and Snape, who had must have been released from the hospital wing at last.
    He was limping badly, and still favoring his left arm.

    "Mister Malfoy, please get off that table this instant!" Dumbledore shouted, but
    Malfoy ignored him. Hermione scanned the Slytherin table, noting how most of Draco's
    fellow snakes were pointedly not looking at him, while his closest "friends" were
    staring up at him, seemingly in awe.

    "I have suffered too many offenses against my person and my name to be ignored."
    Malfoy continued.

    "Mister Malfoy, if you are having trouble with another student, you can come and
    speak with…" Dumbledore tried, but Malfoy turned on him, pointing an accusatory
    finger at the headmaster.

    "So you can protect Potter? Pretend that he hasn't in fact humiliated not only
    myself, but several other students from upstanding families?" Malfoy snarled. "No! I
    believe it's time for justice to be served and served properly."

    "Malfoy, get down this instant!" Snape shouted.

    "NO!" Malfoy shouted the teachers down. "I'm invoking the old customs."

    "Mister Malfoy I implore you to stop this nonsense right now, and think about what
    you are doing…" Dumbledore tried again.

    "Stop acting like a spoiled brat, Draco!" Snape added.

    "I demand recompense. I challenge you Harry Potter, to a wizard's duel!"

    A hush heavy than any in Hogwarts entire history fell over the Great Hall as
    everyone turned to Harry awaiting his response. Harry , having little choice rose
    from his seat, with Hermione clutching his hand, and begging him to sit back down and
    ignore Draco.

    Hermione saw Dumbledore now, looking at Harry with a look similar to Hermione's
    own. The headmaster wanted Harry to ignore the challenge.

    "I forbid this." Dumbledore said, turning back to Malfoy. "This is a school, not
    a…"

    "You cannot stop this Dumbledore, and you know it. The challenge has been made."
    Draco snapped. "Now it ends only one of two ways, Potter accepts my challenge, and we
    end fight, or… he backs away with his tail between his legs, showing everyone what a
    coward he really is. There is also the small detail about the Line of Potter being
    indebted to the House of Malfoy…"

    "Did you think this through, Draco?" Harry said, peering at Draco through narrowed
    eyes.

    "Did you consider all the consequences? Are you ready to give up your life over a
    few pranks?"

    "Did you, Potter?" Draco countered.

    Harry stared at Malfoy, feeling very conflicted here. The Slytherin was an
    irritant at worst. A bully with a massive ego. He was not a cold blooded killer, and
    didn't deserve death. At least not yet.

    Harry sighed. He wasn't a murderer. He was a soldier, and soldiers didn't kill in
    cold blood, which essentially is what would happen if he accepted…

    Except it didn't have to be that way. Harry realized that he could accept the
    challenge, but he didn't have to actually kill Malfoy. All he had to do was make him
    yield, something he realized the Slytherin would likely never do. But… if he couldn't
    fight any longer, he would have to yield, right?

    He looked up at Draco, then to Dumbledore, who must have known what Harry was
    thinking. While the Headmaster looked disappointed, he did give a nod to Harry, who
    returned the gesture. Harry then looked to Hermione who was still holding onto his
    hand, looking very frightened. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and then turned back
    to Draco, who was looking triumphant.

    "Name your terms, Draco." Harry said flatly.

    Malfoy sneered, and practically leapt off the table and crossed the Great hall,
    followed closely by Dumbledore, McGonagall and a hobbling Snape. When Draco reached
    his nemesis, he was smiling as if he'd just been handed the world.

    "Tonight, at sunset, we face off on the Quidditch Pitch." Draco sneered.

    "Who is your second?" Harry asked. Malfoy gave a soft chuckle. "Nott. Though I
    know I won't need him to end you. And your second?"

    "Longbottom." Harry said. Malfoy threw his head back and laughed.

    "The witless wonder? You've got it."

    "Malfoy…" Harry said as Draco started to turn away. "Think hard on this… No one
    will think any less of you …"

    "Spare me, Potter!" Draco snapped. "One way or another, this ends tonight."

    With that, Draco turned and swept out of the Great Hall. Dumbledore gave Snape a
    nod, and the Defense teacher chased after his Slytherin.

    "A word with you, Harry." Dumbledore said, taking Harry by the arm and leading him
    away. The Great Hall burst into conversation as the students began discussing the
    duel and what was going to happen.

    "Harry, I can't allow this to happen, I…" Dumbledore began.

    "Sir, I promise you I have no intention of killing him." Harry said quickly.

    "I know that Harry." Dumbledore replied. "Mister Malfoy is many things, but he is
    no Death Eater. He is simply trying to reestablish his dominance within the school.
    He is many things, but he is not a killer, and I do not believe he fully understands
    what this duel fully entails. I fear that perhaps this could… push him further
    towards the darkness his father has been molding him for."

    "Sir, Malfoy was right when he said this could only end one of two ways. If I
    chose to decline his challenge, it would only elevate our little rivalry, and it's
    possible he could hurt someone other than me. I agree with you though, He's no
    killer. He won't have the chance to strike a killing blow anyway."

    Dumbledore considered this and finally gave a nod, relenting the truth in Harry's
    statement.

    "I sometimes forget you are who your are, Harry. Very well... I suppose that the
    worst that could happen is you both wind up in the hospital wing, as I doubt very
    much Mister Malfoy would be willing to risk expulsion and prison by using anything
    too dark."

    "Perhaps when it's over, Draco will understand that he needs to change his
    thinking."

    Harry said. Dumbledore gave him a weak smile and nodded. He patted the young man
    on the shoulder before turning to head to his office.

    Harry turned back towards the Great Hall when he Heard Neville call out his name.
    Harry turned and felt a strange tightness in his stomach. Neville looked like he was
    struggling to maintain himself.

    "You alright?" He asked. Neville shrugged, but he didn't look at Harry.

    "I think I've been expecting it, but I just... I really hoped we could figure it
    out, you know?" Neville said, his voice low. He kept his eyes on the far wall, but
    Harry could see tears in his friend's eyes.

    "Don't bottle it up. Feel whatever it is you're feeling, and let it run its
    course." Harry said, clapping his friend on the shoulder.

    "When did you become the master of feelings?" Neville asked, trying to sound
    jovial, and failing.

    "It's something Sirius always said to me when I got angry or upset that I couldn't
    work something out. He always said that you need a clear head, and if you try and
    push what you're feeling down, it can overwhelm you and make you hesitate, doubt, or
    even lock up. He said that emotions weren't bad, but trying not to feel them was.
    So... let yourself feel them, and let them run their course. Then you can look at
    things with a clear head, and learn from the experience."

    "As weird as that sounds, it makes a lot of sense." Neville shrugged.

    "It does." Harry agreed. "Besides, I need you tonight to be my second."

    "Second? What do you mean?" Neville asked, finally looking at Harry.

    "I accepted a challenge from Malfoy for a wizard's duel tonight... you're my
    second."

    "Wait... WHAT?"

    

    The anticipation was at an all time high by the time the sun began to set, and
    almost the entire school was itching to see the Potter versus Malfoy duel. So, it
    came as a major blow when Dumbledore forbade anyone from going to the Quidditch pitch
    to watch. Only teachers, and the participants would be allowed.

    Hermione begged Harry one last time not to go, and to just let the whole matter
    drop.

    "You've done enough to help me, Harry." She said softly holding his hands tightly
    just outside of the portrait hole while they waited for Neville.

    "This isn't about you this time, Angel." Harry said. Hermione couldn't stop
    herself from smiling when he called her that name. It never failed to make her feel
    good. "This is about Malfoy and his misguided sense of honor. I promise that I will
    be fine, and I promise that Malfoy will be alive when it's over."

    "I can't help but worry, Harry. Draco's... he's a conniving worm, but he isn't
    helpless. I know he plays down his skill with a wand so people will underestimate
    him. I just don't want you to get hurt because you're overconfident." She said.

    "One thing I never do is underestimate an opponent." Harry replied. "Besides...
    I've got Neville to watch my back."

    Hermione gave her boyfriend a wry look, which made Harry give her one of his
    little smiles. Neville appeared at that moment, and Harry pulled Hermione in for a
    gentle kiss.

    "I will be back soon, and we'll get to work on that essay for Charms, alright?"
    Harry said, slipping out of Hermione's grasp and, with Neville in tow, headed out to
    meet Malfoy.

    "I don't like this Harry." Neville said as they walked. "I'm not... I'm not a
    fighter. I can barely do a good stunner. I can't even get a good shield. I'm no
    good..."

    "Neville, You're as good as anyone else in this school. I've seen you perform some
    really strong magic in class, and I know you can be as good a fighter as me." Harry
    remarked, cutting off Neville's tirade. "I wouldn't have chosen you if I didn't think
    you could do it. Besides, you know as well as I do that you're not going to have to
    touch your wand."

    "Right." Neville nodded. "Ok."

    They walked on in silence for a bit until they reached the Entrance Hall, and
    headed outside. It was still quite cold, and there was snow on the ground. Neville
    turned to Harry as they walked.

    "Can you train me?"

    "Train you?" Harry asked, a little confused.

    "To fight better. Seriously Harry, ever since New Year's I've been so... just
    miserable. I know it isn't my fault, I do... but I blame myself for what happened to
    Hannah. I should have defended her, and I didn't. I couldn't. I don't ever want to
    feel that helpless again."

    "Alright." Harry nodded.

    "Really?" Neville asked hopefully. Harry nodded again.

    "You're already on your way. You've been working out with me for months, and
    Physically I think you're ready. I was planning on starting the hand to hand stuff
    this week, especially since we've got the club now. You already know a good bit of
    magic, so, I'll help you combine it all, and show you some better spells as well. But
    you have to focus, and work hard. If I think for a second you're not giving me your
    best..."

    "You know I will." Neville promised. Harry clapped him on the shoulder and Neville
    thanked his friend.

    They entered the Quidditch Pitch to find it had been cleared of snow. Dumbledore
    was there, along with Professors Flitwick, Snape, McGonagall, Vector, Slughorn, and
    Madam Pomfrey, the last two looked very nervous.

    Draco was waiting, a superior smirk on his face, his wand held in his hand. He
    looked as if he'd put on his best robes for the duel, and his hair looked extra
    sleek.

    Nott was at his side. Theodore was avoiding Harry's gaze. He was toeing at the
    grass, and looked as if he'd rather be anywhere else.

    "I have spoken to Mister Malfoy," Dumbledore said when Harry was close enough to
    hear him. "And he has agreed that this will not be a duel to the death. Instead, the
    winner will be declared when one of you is no longer physically able to continue or
    yields to the other."

    "Don't worry Potter." Malfoy sneered. "This won't take long."

    "Do not get cocky, Draco." Snape hissed. Harry glanced at the Defense teacher who
    winced slightly.

    Take you places." Dumbledore said.

    Harry turned to Neville, and shrugged out of his robes to give himself a bit more
    freedom. Harry noted Draco watching him curiously. He did a few quick stretches
    before slipping his wand free of its holster and turning to face Draco. The teachers
    had spread out and both Neville and Nott had taken up positions next to their heads
    of house. Almost as one, the teachers erected a protective ward around the
    duelers.

    Harry gave a bow to Draco, who simply inclined his head.

    "Arrogant." Harry thought to himself. He took in Draco's stance, and considered
    the possibilities.

    "Right-handed, like me, but leads with his left foot. He wants me to strike first.
    He wants to draw this out." Harry reasoned. "He wants to see if I take him
    seriously."

    Harry decided to give Draco what he wanted. He would strike first.

    Harry flicked his wand twice, and then swept it down to his left. Draco's robes
    closed up around him and began to seal themselves. Draco was clearly not ready for
    such a tactic, and fell on his face. However, he managed to slice his robes open and
    shrugged the shredded remains off. He was now looking quite sour.

    The duel got underway then, with Draco sending a flurry of childish spells at
    Harry.

    Tripping jinxes, jelly legs, and a hair growing hex. All things to throw Harry
    off, or distract him, but nothing that could really hurt him. Harry found it a bit
    odd, but also realized that Draco was trying to make Harry feel overconfident. It
    wasn't going to work.

    Harry threw a body bind curse at his enemy, who slipped under it, and made Harry
    smirk with appreciation. Draco wasn't dumb enough to rely only on shield charms,
    something his father had done. Clearly the son was smarter than the father in this
    case.

    Draco dodged a few more spells from Harry before retaliating. This time, the
    spells were of a more potential dangerous nature.

    Two reductos and a piercing hex all came at Harry who managed to avoid them. Harry
    couldn't help but admire Draco. Not unlike Professor Snape, he was elevating the duel
    slowly, testing Harry the whole time.

    Still, Harry really wanted this to be over now. Draco's biggest weakness was his
    own overconfidence. He thought himself superior. As such, he didn't protect himself
    as well as he should have. All it would take to finish this, was a bit of coaxing.
    So, Harry began coaxing Draco by sending a flurry of spells at his opponent. Nothing
    really dangerous. Cutting and piercing hexes mixed with tripping and bludgeoning
    hexes. Stuff that would hurt, and maybe knock Malfoy off his feet.

    Malfoy dodged as much as he could, and conjured a shield when he couldn't. When
    Harry had him right where he wanted him, he struck hard and fast. First he sent a
    cutting hex to Draco's left. When Malfoy went to dodge it, Harry blew up the ground
    to Draco's right, sending Malfoy sailing through the air. Malfoy landed hard on his
    back, and Harry started to bind him with magical ropes.

    That was when Draco had clearly had enough.

    "I'm going to bathe in your blood, Potter! AVADA KEDAVRA!" Draco shouted, narrowly
    missing Harry, who threw himself to the ground to avoid the spell.

    "I'm not going to be beaten by filth like you Potter!" Draco said, getting to his
    feet and conjuring a dozen poisonous serpents.

    Harry slashed his wand, burning the snakes to ash instantly. The duel had changed,
    and Harry's training took over. Draco was no longer a egotistical bully with serious
    daddy issues.

    Everything slowed down as Harry clenched his jaw, gripped his wand. Draco was
    preparing for yet another strike, but Harry was already moving. He inhaled slowly as
    he brought his wand up. He was instinctually aware of the protective wards coming
    down, and the shouts of the teachers for him to back off or stop. He tuned it all out
    as he brought his wand down twice in a criss cross pattern before stabbing it
    forward.

    He saw his three spells shoot across the pitch at his foe but never saw them
    connect. A bright lightning blue shield sprang up in front of Draco, absorbing the
    spells and protecting the little would be murderer. Harry turned to find out who had
    conjured the shield but was hit with the bright red spell of a stunner.

    Everything went black.

    

    Harry awoke in the Hospital wing with Hermione at his side, holding his hand. She
    smiled in relief when he opened his eyes.

    "No, Harry, you need to let Madam Pomfrey…" Hermione said, her smile fading as her
    boyfriend quickly wrangled him self out of bed.

    "Where's Dumbledore?" Harry asked venomously."

    "He…he…" Hermione stammered.

    "WHERE IS HE?" Harry roared, making Hermione wince and step away from him. "I'm
    sorry Hermione, but I need to speak to him right now."

    "I am here, Harry." The headmaster said as he strode towards the two teens.

    "Why did you do it?" Harry snapped, looking murderous. "Why did you protect
    him?"

    "You were about to kill an innocent…" Dumbledore began but Harry cut him off.

    "He is no innocent. Not anymore. You saw it. You saw him cast the killing curse!"
    Harry glowered.

    "Draco cast the killing curse?" Hermione asked in a small whisper.

    "Harry, you need to calm down." Dumbledore tried, but the boy wasn't
    listening.

    "Calm down? You want me to calm down? You protected a killer, sir. A killer we
    both know comes from a very dark family. A killer we both know has been allowed to
    get away with crimes here right under your nose because he couldn't be caught. He was
    caught red handed today sir, and you protected him, and then you stunned me to save
    him!" Harry accused.

    "I had no choice, Harry. It is my job to protect the students of this school. No
    matter how potentially dangerous they might be." Dumbledore tried, but Harry didn't
    want to hear it.

    "Where is he now?" Harry demanded.

    "The Aurors have taken custody of him, and he is being taken to one of the holding
    facilities." Dumbledore said. "Harry, I'm sorry, but I did what I did for your
    protection as much as Mister Malfoy's. If I had allowed the duel to finish, Draco's
    mother would have gone to the Minister himself to make sure you were imprisoned, or
    worse. We can't let that to happen."

    "Harry?" Hermione asked tentatively. "Harry, maybe Dumbledore's right this time.
    If you're imprisoned… Well, it would be really bad, wouldn't it? You're needed out
    here. With us. With me." Hermione tried, but Harry refused to look at her.

    "Perhaps you did underestimate your opponent Harry, but you handled yourself more
    than adequately today. You showed great control and restraint and…"

    "Don't you get it?" Harry snapped, glaring at Dumbledore. "This is war, sir. I am
    a soldier, remember? I'm trained to eliminate any and all threats before… I should
    have decimated him the moment he… why am I even here?"

    Harry was clearly enraged now, and Hermione felt really terrible that she couldn't
    say anything to calm him down. She was also too terrified to attempt to touch him.
    She had never seen him like this, and it was really terrifying her.

    "I should be out there, ending this gods damned thing and you've got me sitting in
    classrooms and making… making friends! What is the damned point sir?"

    Worse still to Hermione was how pitiful and remorseful the old Headmaster appeared
    right now. He obviously felt guilty for stunning Harry to protect Hogwarts most
    reviled student. On top of that, there was the added guilt of making Harry into what
    he was right now.

    "We told you that we made a grave mistake with you Harry. This is it. You are not
    a soldier. You are a human being, who was meant for great things. We corrupted you.
    We made you a weapon for us to use like a scalpel. We never bothered to ask what it
    was you wanted from life, nor did we remember that you were just a boy, who trusted
    us. And then we saw what our folly had wrought."

    Dumbledore looked directly at Harry, staring into the boy's fiery green eyes as he
    spoke.

    "We got exactly what we set out to make. A weapon. You have proven how precise and
    deadly you can be Harry, and it is truly frightening. And the problem is that it can
    be turned, and used against us. You have a taste for killing… do not try and deny it
    Harry. I saw you after the Longbottom party. I saw in your eyes that night. Right
    now, you fight for the good, but what happens when this war is over? What happens to
    you? With no one to kill anymore what do you do?"

    Dumbledore took a breath, and glanced at Hermione.

    "Worse still is the mere idea that anyone with an agenda could find you and enlist
    you to their cause. All they have to do is make you believe they are the good
    guys."

    "Are you saying I'm gullible, sir?" Harry asked irately.

    "I'm saying that I am afraid of you, Harry Potter. Afraid of who you could one day
    become, thanks to our interference. Today you stand against the Dark Lord… tomorrow,
    you could be the Dark Lord."

    "That will never happen!" Harry snapped angrily.

    "And that is precisely why you are here, Harry. " Dumbledore said, rising to his
    feet. "This war is nearly at its end, though Voldemort does not yet suspect it. You
    will be essential in the final battle, of that I have little doubt, and there will be
    only two possible outcomes. I personally am banking on you defeating the Dark Lord
    and living to lead a long and fulfilling life. That is why we brought you to
    Hogwarts. When it is all over, you will have to decide what kind of life you want,
    and with whom to share it. We brought you here to put the humanity back into you,
    Harry.

    Harry could only stare at the man in shock and bewilderment. He tried a couple of
    times to speak, but no sound came out. After a few moments he balled his fists and
    pounded them on Dumbledore's desk.

    "This is all so damned confusing." Harry snarled. "Why not just make me come to
    school after I've done what it is you trained me for? Are you trying to make soft?
    Are you trying to make me not kill Voldemort? Do you believe that he will show
    remorse and change or something?"

    "No." Dumbledore said simply. "He is too far gone for that, I am certain."

    "Then where is the line, sir? I know that you always look for the best in people,
    and I can appreciate that, but I've also seen how truly horrible people can be. You,
    and Sirius and Remus all made sure that I knew what it meant if I allowed even one
    evil person go. Draco Malfoy is evil. He proved that to all of us today. He knew you
    wouldn't let me kill him. He knew you'd restrain me, and worst of all… he knew me
    well enough to know that I didn't consider him a real threat. He won before we even
    stepped on that field today. His father will come for him, and when he gets out…
    Every single person he hurts from now until I find him is on our hands, Professor,
    and I can't stomach that."

    Harry turned and marched out the door, leaving a very tired, and sullen headmaster
    in his wake, Hermione rushing after her boyfriend, looking upset at all she had
    heard. Dumbledore hoped he hadn't inadvertently ruined things between the two teens.
    Harry needed that girl, just as she needed him. Dumbledore could only stand there
    with Harry's words ringing in his head. He truly hated to admit it, but the by was
    right. This was a war, and horrible things happen in a war.

    It was then that Dumbledore began to truly realize the vastness of his
    foolishness. He'd been told by so many people and yet he refused to believe it.
    Sometimes, there is no goodness in people. Some people needed to be ended.

    Still he just could not let go of his faith in humanity. It was his greatest flaw,
    especially as a general in a war against true darkness. But who else was there to
    lead? Who else could make the hard choices? Who else would remind everyone that they
    were fighting humans beings with families and hopes and dreams…

    When did he forget that those people he was trying to protect were the same people
    murdering, raping and god knew what other atrocities?

    "Perhaps I have lost sight of everything." Dumbledore groaned pitifully.

  


  
    18. 18 And They're Called
  

  
    And They're Called…

    "Lavender, I really don't think a party is really appropriate right now." Hermione
    said, trying to sound polite. In truth she was still shocked at even being invited to
    what Lavender described as a Hogwarts girls' tradition of a secret slumber party.
    Part of her really was excited to be included, but she was sure she wouldn't have any
    fun.

    Over the past month, she was seeing less of Harry than she would have liked. He
    attended classes, and was running the new Defense club during the week, but every
    Friday afternoon when the last class finished, he would kiss her on the cheek, bid
    her goodbye, and go off for the weekend on some sort of mission for the war. While he
    was away, Hermione found herself worried to death that he was not going to come back.
    She would try and act as if everything was alright. She would work on homework, and
    visit with Professor McGonagall, who would let her vent her frustration over the
    situation, or she would just sit in her dorm and try to lose herself in a book, which
    never worked.

    Thankfully, Monday morning would arrive, and she would wake up at four-thirty for
    her morning exercise with Lavender and Neville, and there he would be, waiting for
    her with a smile, and gentle kiss filled that let her know she had been missed as
    well, and the cycle would begin again.

    "Away on another one of his missions." Lavender argued, tearing Hermione from her
    musings. "And a party is exactly what you need. I really don't want to see you hide
    up here all weekend, worrying yourself sick until he comes back. A bit of girl
    bonding will do you good. Other than me and Parvati, you haven't really interacted
    with any other girls, and they're all more than a bit curious about you now."

    "You have been quite the hot topic the last two parties." Parvati smiled as she
    came out of the bathroom with a brush, and a few odds and ends in her hands.

    "What?" Hermione gaped. "Why?"

    "I'm sure you'll find out tonight, now get packing! The girls aren't going to wait
    all night!" Lavender ordered.

    "How is listening to gossip and doing each other's hair going to help me? You know
    I don't care about any of that stuff." Hermione retorted. Lavender rolled her
    eyes.

    "Hermione, what do boys talk about all the time?" She asked.

    "Girls and sports." Hermione answered immediately.

    "Correct. What do girls spend all their time talking about?"

    "Clothes, shoes, make up, body issues…" Hermione began to tick off on her
    fingers.

    "EEHHHHH! WRONG!" Lavender shouted. "We talk about boys. Boys and the things we
    get up to with said boys."

    "I've hardly ever heard…" Hermione started, but Lavender stopped her again.

    "That's because you've never been invited to one of our gab fests. Do you remember
    when I told you about my Italian adventure?" Lavender smirked.

    Hermione nodded.

    "You're very likely going to hear a lot of that sort of thing tonight, especially
    as we get drunker." Lavender smirked, heading back into the dorm. Hermione followed
    hot on her heels.

    "There's going to be alcohol?" she asked scandalized.

    "More than likely." Parvati laughed as she was triple checking her bag to make
    sure she had everything. "Padma was quite sure that Lisa could get her hands on
    something, and I think Ginny still has something left over from the last Quidditch
    match. It must be so cool to have older brothers who know the best ways to smuggle
    banned items into the school."

    "Parvati, you're supposed to be a prefect!" Hermione said with surprise.

    "Oh don't be so naive Hermione. What do you think happens to all the confiscated
    contraband around here? Only half of it makes it to the teachers. The Head Boy and
    Girl have a freaking bar in their suite thanks to all the stuff they've taken from
    younger students who don't know how to hide stuff better."

    "Not to mention the room we're going to does have a knack of providing just what
    you want." Lavender winked to her friend.

    "Where is this place anyway?" Hermione asked, still stunned over hearing there
    would be alcohol at this little party. "And who exactly is coming?"

    "My sister," Parvati began. "Lisa Turpin, and Eloise Midgen, Susan Bones and
    Hannah, Ginny, Katie Bell, and the three of us. There might be a few others there as
    well."

    "Come on. We need to get in there before curfew." Lavender said, putting a notice
    me not charm on her bag and hefting it on her shoulder.

    Hermione, having no further arguments for staying away from this little slumber
    party relented and opened her trunk to pull out her pajamas, and a change of clothes
    for the next day. Lavender had said that they would have everything else they would
    need at wherever they were going. Hermione thought the description of this place
    sounded familiar, put she couldn't say why, and Lavender hadn't said what it was
    called either, only that it was brilliant.

    Hermione had never been to a slumber party, and though she was very nervous about
    being caught out after hours, she was very excited to be allowed to go. Lavender had
    promised it would be a lot of fun, and that it would do her good to bond with more
    females. Besides, if she didn't go, Hermione knew she'd just lie awake in bed
    wondering what Harry was up to, and if he was safe. This at least would help keep her
    mind off things for a bit.

    "Hey, you lot ready?" Katie Bell said as she poked her head in the sixth year
    girl's dorm.

    Her best friend Leanne also peeked in.

    "You're coming too?" Lavender asked of the curly haired girl who nodded
    brightly.

    "Awesome." The blonde sixth year grinned. "You always get Katie to tell the best
    stories!"

    "Oh shut up!" Katie rolled her eyes. "Let's go."

    Parvati and Hermione both grabbed their bags and followed Lavender and Katie and
    Leanne down to the Common Room where Ginny was waiting, talking idly with Dean
    Thomas.

    A few minutes later, Hermione was being led through the seventh floor corridor to
    a section she had walked through a thousand times before. She didn't understand why
    they were heading this way as there was no classroom, or even a broom cupboard in
    this particular hallway.

    "Hurry up!" Someone shouted a head of them, though Hermione couldn't see who it
    was. She did quicken her pace when her fellow Gryffindor girls did so, and she soon
    found herself slipping into a door across from the portrait of Barnubus the Barmy. A
    door she had never seen before.

    "Finally." Lisa Turpin, a tall willowy blonde Ravenclaw sighed as she shut the
    door behind her. "You guys are the last. Grab a sleeping bag."

    Hermione turned and saw that they were in a large comfortable looking room with
    very soft looking carpet and a number of pillowy looking mats with warm looking
    sleeping bags on top and big fluffy looking pillows. There was a warm, bright fire
    roaring in a simple fireplace, and Hermione saw there was a table with food, and a
    number of bottles on it. Hermione suddenly realized where they were. She'd read about
    it in one of her editions of Hogwarts: A History. The famed Room Of Requirement.

    "This is amazing." She whispered to herself as she took a look around.

    Padma Patil was sitting on one of the mats with her sleeping bag wide open. She
    wore a light pink camisole and very short shorts which showed off her long dark legs.
    Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail. She smiled and waved to her sister, and
    held up a half-eaten éclair, motioning with her head towards the table. Parvati ooh'd
    and headed over to the table in question. The other Gryffindor girls began settling
    in, choosing a bed for the night, and opening their bags and pulling out
    sleepwear.

    Hermione found a bed between Lavender and Katie Bell, who smiled brightly at her
    as she pulled a black baby doll out of her bag, and waggled her eyebrows at Hermione,
    making the girl blush lightly.

    "I didn't know she was coming."

    Hermione looked up to see Su Li, a pretty and petite Asian girl pointing at her
    while looking at Lisa Turpin.

    "You got a problem with Hermione?" Lavender asked threateningly.

    "We're throwing this party for Hermione." Lisa said. "Harry's gone, and Lavender
    said she's really upset about it."

    "So?" Su asked rather irritably.

    "I think if you gave her half a chance, you'll find she's a lot nicer than you
    think." Katie said defensively, which shocked Hermione. She had only barely ever
    talked to Katie, and most of it had only been recently.

    "If you've got a problem with her, you can always go back to Ravenclaw Tower."
    Padma said evenly. Su crossed her arms defiantly, but didn't respond.

    "If I knew you were going to be a bitch about it, I never would have invited you."
    Lisa stated, making Su recoil.

    "Alright!" The Asian girl said, holding up her hands. "I'll give her a
    chance."

    "I'm glad she came." A girl with waist length dirty blonde hair and large silvery
    blue eyes smiled dreamily. "Now I'm not the only outcast here."

    "Luna, you're not an outcast." Ginny Weasley shook her head and then smiled at the
    girl. "People just don't know you. We're going to fix that with both of you
    tonight."

    "I've got a load of questions for Hermione myself." Lisa smiled sitting on her
    makeshift bed and scratching her long bare legs. Hermione cringed a bit at Lisa's
    rather predatory smile.

    "Be nice." Lavender said warningly. "I won't allow any of you to embarrass her too
    badly."

    "We all promised to be nice to her." Padma stated, looking at every other girl in
    turn.

    "And I'm going to set the standard by telling her, I'm really sorry for ever
    saying anything about you over the years. I didn't know the first thing about you,
    and I let the opinions of others cloud my own mind about you. I hope you can forgive
    me."

    Hermione didn't know what to say or do, so she just nodded blankly. Lavender
    giggled beside her, giving her playful shove.

    "Don't go breaking her this early." The blonde laughed. Hermione glared at her
    friend who continued to giggle.

    "Hurry up you lot and get changed!" Susan Bones smiled as she emerged from what
    clearly was the bathroom, clapping her hands excitedly. "We can't get this party
    started until everyone's in their pajamas!"

    Moments later, each and every girl was dressed in their favorite sleepwear and
    sitting up on their mats. A few of them had small plates of snacks and treats set
    upon the floor before them, along with bottles of butterbeer.

    Hermione was wearing her favorite Mickey Mouse Shorts, along with a thin blue tank
    top. She had her legs folded under her comfortably, though she was anything but at
    the moment. As she looked around she felt truly insecure, though she couldn't really
    say why. It wasn't like she was truly hideous by any means, but she was in a room
    with arguably the prettiest girls in the school.

    Katie Bell had a simple black baby doll on, with her dark brown hair pulled up in
    a ponytail. Her skin was like cream, with hardly a blemish to be seen, save for a
    light scar on her left shoulder, a reminder of her second Quidditch match.

    Katie's best friend, Leanne was just as pretty with soft brown curls that framed
    her face. She had bright friendly hazel eyes, and full pouty pink lips. She also wore
    a baby doll of a light blue color, though unlike Katie's, had delicate lace on the
    sides. It was also lower cut than Katie's. She had Katie's feet in her lap and was
    applying deep red polish to Katie's toes.

    Next to Leanne sat Hannah Abbott who wore a button up pajama top over her long
    pajama pants. She was holding her legs tightly, resting her chin on her knees,
    staring blankly into the fire. Hermione thought she looked really lost, and sad. She
    wondered if she was missing Neville as much as he was missing her. She wished she
    could say or do something to fix things between the two. At the same time, Hermione
    thought maybe it was better they weren't together anymore.

    Su Li was sitting next to Hannah, and was extremely pretty, what with her exotic
    features, and those almond shaped eyes, and that long lustrous black hair. The Asian
    Ravenclaw wore long green silk pajamas pants and a white camisole.

    Susan Bones was lying on her stomach with her legs kicked up and her lightly
    freckled face in her hands as she giggled to the tale Padma was weaving. Susan was
    easily the bustiest girl in the room, and her assets were almost spilling out of her
    dark blue tank top. She had a classic hourglass figure and the roundest bottom of all
    the girls. Add to that the bright blue eyes and easy, enchanting smile, and it was
    hard not to feel a bit inferior next to the Hufflepuff.

    Lisa Turpin was next to Susan and the tallest of the bunch. Her figure was very
    close to Hermione's though her chest was smaller. She had gorgeous honey gold blonde
    hair which was put up in a very messy bun on top of her head, and big blue eyes. He
    neck was swan like, and Hermione was positive Lisa could be a fashion model in the
    muggle world. Lisa wore pink shorts with unicorns on them, and a t-shirt with the
    Weird Sisters on the front.

    Padma and Parvati were sitting on the same bed dressed in similar sleepwear, short
    loose shorts and camisoles. Parvati's was dark purple as opposed to Padma's pink.
    Though they were identical twins, Hermione could easily see differences in the two
    now that they were together. For instance, Padma's eyes were slightly bigger, giving
    her a pronounced doe like face. Parvati's face was also thinner than her sisters.

    Luna sat on her bed watching the other girls, much like Hermione. She was very
    petite, and nicely proportioned. Her hair was very long, and she had her wand behind
    her ear. At first glance, one could easily believe that Luna might be quite mad.
    However, if one took the time, they could see just how beautiful she really was. She
    sat up straight, with her legs crossed in front of her and her hands resting in her
    lap. She had a loose tank top on, and Hermione could see the sides of her breasts
    peeking out, and simple pajama pants with many different dogs on them.

    Ginny Weasley sat next to Luna, talking to the blonde. Ginny had a very athletic
    build, with slender hips and medium breasts. She had dressed in a very large
    Puddlemere United Quidditch Jersey which had the name O'Brien stitched on it over a
    number twelve.

    Finally Lavender was next to Hermione wearing a camisole, similar to the Patil
    girls, and her knickers. Lavender was easily the least modest of the girls there that
    night, and she seemed rather proud of that fact.

    "So how long do we have to wait before we can interrogate Hermione?" Padma asked
    excitedly when she saw everyone had at last gotten settled.

    "Oi!" Lavender shouted. "Let her relax, for Morgana's sake. This is her first girl
    party, and it isn't like any of us have been all that kind to her before."

    "Maybe because we were all jealous." Lisa sighed heavily. "Let's face it, the
    girl's got the whole package."

    "The whole package?" Hermione asked softly bewildered. She was looking to Lavender
    for explanation.

    "Brains, looks, charm, grace…" Susan ticked off her fingers.

    "She's right." Padma nodded. "It's no wonder we've all been so intimidated by you.
    So… we lash out, and make you feel insignificant so we can feel better about
    ourselves. It's what girls do. Well, most girls anyway."

    "I think you're mistaken." Hermione shook her head, hugging her knees to her
    chest.

    "I told you." Parvati said loftily. "We did this to her."

    "Not just us." Ginny pointed out. "There are more than a handful of boys who have
    done worse things, not to mention the Slytherins."

    "It doesn't matter." Padma waved everyone down. "What matters is that we now have
    a chance to correct our mistakes. So, here's to new beginnings."

    Padma raised a bottle of what Hermione thought might be Firewhiskey. She took a
    drink and passed it to her left. Eventually the bottle made it to Hermione herself,
    and she could now see that it was not in fact Firewhiskey, but elven brandy. Hermione
    had never drank more than a glass of wine at dinner with her parents, and wasn't sure
    if she really wanted to, but with everyone looking at her, she felt an immense amount
    of pressure.

    "What could it really hurt to have sip?" she wondered. "It isn't as if one or two
    sips isn't likely to get me drunk, right?"

    Hermione put the bottle to her lips and took a mouthful, swallowing it down
    quickly. She had expected something foul, or for the liquid to burn her throat or
    something, but it was decidedly smooth and sweet. Hermione was surprised to find that
    she rather enjoyed it, as she passed the bottle to Katie.

    "Well done." Katie said, saluting her.

    "I was sure she'd pass it." Su Li said a little sourly. Several of the girls
    glared at the Asian girl, though she didn't seem fazed by it at all.

    "It was really good." Hermione said with a shrug.

    "Careful." Padma smiled. "It's really strong, and we have a tradition of pranking
    whomever passes out first."

    "I'll keep it in mind." Hermione nodded.

    "Can we play 'I Never'?" Lisa asked excitedly.

    "Oh yeah, that'd be fun!" Ginny smiled.

    "I think it's a good bet we'd all be hammered before Hermione had to take a single
    drink." Su Li said.

    "Probably." Katie Bell replied. "But, she'd learn a lot about us in the meantime,
    and it might make her feel a bit more comfortable if we spilled some of our
    secrets."

    "That's very wise, though I'm afraid I won't have very many secrets to reveal
    either." Luna smiled gently.

    "What's 'I Never'?" Hermione asked Lavender.

    "It's a game. A drinking game. See, we all get something to drink, and then we all
    take turns and we say something we may or may not have done. Like, you would say
    'I've never failed a test.' Then anyone who's failed a test would take a drink. Then
    we all know who's ever failed a test, because those are the people who drank."
    Lavender explained.

    "And I have plenty of brandy for everyone." Padma said, rising from her bed and
    going to a bag under the snack table. She used her wands and levitated pint size
    bottles to everyone.

    "Remember that it's strong, so when you take a drink, just a sip. We don't want to
    get too drunk too fast now. I've got a really good prank for whoever falls asleep
    first, and involves hiding every article of clothing you brought!" Padma smile
    wickedly.

    "Where did you get all of this?" Parvati asked, opening her bottle.

    "Terry Boot." Padma, Lisa and Su said together. Parvati nodded understanding,
    while Hermione looked puzzled. Lisa grinned as she looked at Hermione.

    "Terry's family owns a distillery, and his brother gave him quite a bit of this
    stuff over the holiday. A bit of gold, and some other small favors, and he gave us
    enough for tonight." Lisa told her. Hermione just nodded, shocked at learning how
    easy it seemed to be to smuggle in contraband.

    "So who's going to start?" Su asked, looking at Hermione.

    "I will. Leanne smiled wickedly at Katie, who groaned. "I've never been caught in
    the shower with a boy."

    Katie groaned again as she took a sip from her drink, glaring at her best friend,
    who was giggling like a madwoman.

    "WHAT? Several girls asked with shock.

    "Alright, alright." Katie shook her head, her face slightly pink. "You know you're
    just wicked!"

    Leanne simply giggled.

    "When did this happen?" Lavender asked, looking hungry for juicy gossip.

    "About a month ago." Katie said smiling, though she was looking at her toes.
    "After the last Quidditch match. I um… oh man, I am so going to kill you Leanne.
    During the party, I got to talking with Andrew Stippins, and well… he mentioned how
    hot it could be to take a shower with a girl. Well, I started to think about it to,
    and our conversation got a little racier, and soon talking wasn't really enough
    anymore."

    "Oh you slag!" Parvati smirked. "I think I remember you going upstairs with him
    now. He is quite good looking.

    "He's even better out of his robes." Katie said which made most of the other girls
    catcall.

    "Anyway, we ended up taking that shower, and it was getting really interesting
    when that absolute arse Clarence Bleekman came in and caught us. It would have been
    ok, but then he had to start making insinuations that he should join us. I'm just
    thankful it wasn't McClaggen. He would have just stripped off and tried to manhandle
    me."

    Hermione grimaced as she remembered how McClaggen had tried to paw at her that
    night at the Christmas party.

    "My turn." Katie said, hefting her bottle in preparation. "I've never been with
    more than one bloke at a time."

    No one drank. Katie's smile fell a bit. "Damn, I was sure at least one of you had
    done that."

    "Who?" Lisa asked. Katie's smile widened but she shook her head.

    "Hermione's turn." Katie grinned.

    "Umm… alright. Uhh… I've… Oh I've never gone topless in public." Hermione said,
    and to everyone's surprise, she drank. Luna, Lisa, and Leanne also drank.

    "When and where did you go topless?" Su asked sounding quite skeptical.

    "France.' Hermione smiled lightly. The beaches are all topless, and I did it when
    I was there. It was no big deal, really. What about you three?"

    "Same thing." Leanne smiled. Lisa nodded but Luna was smiling a bit
    mischievously.

    "Last summer, Daddy and I were in St. Petersburg. Daddy had a meeting, and I went
    into a muggle club. Daddy got really mad when he found me. I got a bit tipsy and
    thought it was really hot, so I took off my shirt and bra."

    "I bet your dad was really angry." Ginny said, a bit of a worried look on her
    face.

    "I think he was more upset that I was drunk than the fact I was topless. Sometime
    at home I don't bother with clothing at all. But usually Daddy's not home. It makes
    him uncomfortable."

    All the other girls made rather disgusted faces at the thought of being naked
    around their parents.

    "So, it's my turn." Lavender smiled, raising her own bottle in preparation.
    Lavender looked around at the other girls with a deeply mischievous smile on her
    face.

    "I've never let a guy touch my chest."

    "Oh come on." Susan rolled her eyes as she tipped her bottle back for a sip.

    "Everyone of us has done that." Padma agreed.

    "I haven't." Hermione said in a soft whisper.

    "I think she meant besides you sweetie." Katie said in a stage whisper.

    "Even Luna drank." Su Li said, pointing to the blonde who was smiling
    dreamily.

    "Maybe we should have played truth or dare." Parvati grinned. "Because I'd really
    like to know who my slut of a sister let latch onto her boobs and when."

    "Why do you want to know so badly?" Padma asked, turning to her sister. "You know
    what… Fine. It was Anthony and it happened after the Yule Ball."

    "I remember." Lisa smiled. "You were so mad at him."

    "Well because he just kept squeezing them. I had bruises the next day."

    "Over or under?" Katie Bell asked with a sly smile.

    "Under, of course." Padma smirked. "What about you, sweet sister?"

    "After the Yule Ball as well, and it was Dean." Parvati said, looking wistfully.
    He'd been so sweet all night, and he's such a good dancer. We got to snogging, and
    his hands started to wander… and I just let him."

    Katie looked over about to speak when Parvati cut her off.

    "Under." She smiled brightly.

    "How'd he do?" Susan asked curiously.

    "It was alright. I didn't have bruises. He pinch my nips a bit hard, but when I
    told him to stop, he did.

    "I thought Justin was going to pass out." Su said with a soft laugh.

    "JUSTIN?" Susan and Hannah asked in pure shock.

    "The Justin who blushes like mad and runs away whenever we start flirting with
    him?" Susan asked.

    "The same Justin who nearly passed out when Marjorie Hemmingworth offered to show
    him her boobs last year?" Hannah asked.

    "The very same." Su shrugged. "I went to Kevin's party over the summer, and Justin
    was there, and we played seven minutes in heaven, and I let him get a feel."

    "Over or under?" Katie asked.

    "Under." Su replied with a naughty smile.

    "Oh you slag!" Katie laughed.

    "How'd he do?" Susan asked interestedly. "Any bruises or anything like that?"

    "Are you kidding me?" Su laughed. The boy started hyperventilating the moment his
    hand touched bare flesh. He just kind of held it. I had to move his hand for him.
    Eventually he started to catch on, but then our time was up."

    "What's it like?' Hermione asked, wincing at how stupid she sounded. "To let a boy
    touch your breasts.

    "Depends on the boy." Susan said, sitting up. "Especially if it's his first time.
    Some boys are sweet, and gentle."

    "And others will forget that they're attached to you and can be hurt." Lisa added
    with a shake of her head. "I wish I'd taken Su's example, and showed him what I
    wanted."

    "I know, right?" Padma scowled. "You could show them exactly how to touch your
    boobs instead of letting them maul and pinch and just try and tear them off. I had
    bruises after the first time. It was horrible."

    "You think that's bad?" Susan asked. "I thought for sure David Summerby was going
    to twist my nips right off!"

    "Boys really are completely clueless when it comes to boobs." Ginny Weasley stated
    with a shake of her head. "Michael liked to mash them, like he was trying to push
    them back into my chest."

    "I like it when they kiss my buds." Luna smiled softly. "I like the tickling
    feeling I get. When they kiss and suckle at them. But I hate it when they bite
    them."

    Hermione felt herself beginning to blush as she imagined Harry bending to kiss her
    chest.

    "Ooo, I like that too." Susan smiled.

    "Oh hell yes." Katie agreed. "It feels like raw energy surging through my body, I
    just can't get enough of that sort of thing."

    "Oh shut up, you little liar. I know that you like a bit of roughness." Leanne
    said, shoving Katie hard, nearly knocking Hermione over as well.

    "Not on my boobs!" Katie protested.

    "How long are you with a boy before you let them touch your breast?"

    "Depends on how much you like the guy, and how he's treated me." Padma said, and
    the other girls agreed.

    "And they're called boobs." Susan corrected.

    "What?" Hermione looked at the redhead.

    "Sorry." Susan shook her head. "Breast sounds all clinical or whatever, you know
    like you're a healer or something. I can't call them that. Boobs, baps, tits…"

    "Cha-chas." Katie Bell laughed.

    "Who calls them that?" Leanne snorted.

    "I prefer tatas." Su Li grinned.

    "I heard a few boys call them milk jugs." Parvati scowled.

    "Melons, pushmatas, puppies, funbags, gazongas.." Susan continued. The other girls
    were all starting to laugh with each name. "Headlights, gobstoppers, cupcakes,
    mounds, shlobes, shabba-dos."

    "You know far too many names for your num-nums." Lisa laughed with a snort.

    "NUM-NUMS?" the other girls shrieked with laughter. Lisa grinned and saluted
    before taking a sip of her brandy.

    "I'm fond of pillows.' Luna smiled. I like the thought of having a boy rest his
    head between them after sex."

    "Can I tell you Hermione that I am deeply jealous of you." Parvati said, leaning
    forward a bit. "Just the way Harry kisses you tells me he would be an exceptionally
    gentle lover. All soft, and tender, and sweet. I bet he'd whisper in your ear while
    you make love. Tell you how beautiful you are, and how deeply he loves you."

    "Oh god, I would kill for that." Susan groaned.

    "Just the way he looks at you." Lisa sighed. "Like he's looking at something so
    perfect, that it takes his breath away."

    Hermione couldn't say anything to that. She could only smile softly as the other
    girls all looked at her smiling enviously.

    "I've never had sex with a boy." Ginny said after several long moments of silence.
    The other girls turned to look at her questioningly, until the redhead reminded them
    that they had been playing a game. They went around five or six times, and Su Li's
    prediction that Hermione would hardly drink proved real as she had never done any of
    the things the other girls had done, though she was really thinking about trying many
    of them out with Harry, if she got a chance.

    It was Luna who startled most of the girls as apparently she had a great number of
    secrets. Luna had apparently done many things that none of them would ever have
    guessed of her, given how odd she appeared. Her fellow Ravenclaw all apologized to
    her for being cruel to her in the past, and promised they would include her more, as
    she'd proven to be most entertaining to be around, as well as insightful.

    Hermione noticed that she had barely drank anything from her bottle, while the
    other girls had made a bit of a dent in theirs. She felt fine until she got up to use
    the loo, and her head swam a bit. Padma had not been joking when she said it was
    strong.

    It wasn't an entirely disagreeable feeling. She felt a bit giddy, and she
    definitely felt relaxed, physically speaking. However, when she finished in the
    bathroom, she began to become a bit paranoid. She was out past curfew, and drinking.
    She imagined the look of disappointment on Professor McGonagall's face and her
    stomach dropped.

    She wondered if she could make it back to Gryffindor tower, and then she imagined
    all the girls making fun of her for being afraid.

    According to Lavender, this was a pretty regular thing, and none of them had ever
    been caught before, so she was likely safe. Hermione splashed cold water on her face
    and did her best to calm down before returning to the larger room where Susan was
    regaling the others with a story about her Yule Ball date.

    "You alright?" Lavender asked when Hermione sat down on her mat.

    "I think so." Hermione replied.

    "Go easy the rest of the night." Lavender said quietly. "There's no reason you
    should wind up with a hangover."

    "Thanks." Hermione smiled.

    The girls continued swapping stories, some of which Hermione found hard to
    believe. They all seemed to have fun, and enjoyed being together, except for Hannah
    who had remained very quiet through most of the night. When she got up to go to the
    bathroom, Hermione claimed she had to go again as well, and followed the blonde into
    the loo.

    "Hey." Hermione said when the door was closed. "I haven't talked to you
    since…"

    "I know." Hannah nodded, avoiding Hermione's eyes. "I've been busy."

    "It isn't your fault, you know. It's no one's fault except that bastard who… it's
    his fault, not yours."

    "I know.' Hannah said angrily, turning to face Hermione. "I know exactly whose
    fault it is, but it doesn't stop the nightmares. It doesn't make me feel any better.
    I feel dirty all the time. I feel disgusting."

    "I'm sorry." Hermione said softly. "I just… I don't know what I thought I could
    do." She shook her head in frustration. "It's just, you were so nice to me, and I
    wanted to help."

    "You can't." Hannah said, wiping at her eyes now. "Susan's my best friend, and I
    know that it's killing her that she can't get me to smile even a little bit. And
    Neville…

    Hannah walked to the wall and slid down to sit on the cold tile floor. Hermione
    walked over and sat next to her.

    "Neville was so sweet to me. He just wanted to know I was okay. I just can't talk
    to him. Even when I broke up with him, I wanted to throw up. I hated chucking him
    like that, because I care for him, but I just can't look at him anymore. I know it
    isn't his fault, I do… but I can't stop blaming him. Him and everyone else. And I
    feel so awful all the time for it." Hannah sighed, wiping her eyes again.

    "He doesn't hate you, you know." Hermione offered. "And he understands…"

    "I see him in classes and at meals and around the school." Hannah said. "I see
    what I did to him. How I hurt him. It's etched on his face. He doesn't think I see
    him looking at me, but I do, and I see how badly I hurt him."

    They sat in silence for a bit before Hannah sighed again.

    "Susan was sure that this party would help cheer me up. I never told her exactly
    what happened. She thinks I just saw something really bad. I can't even talk about it
    to anyone."

    "Maybe that's part of the problem.' Hermione suggested. "Maybe talking about it
    would help you figure out how to deal with everything you're feeling."

    "I don't want anyone's pity or…"

    "I don't pity you." Hermione said. "And I'm sure no one in there would pity you
    either. They're your friends and they'd support you. You could also talk with a
    teacher, you know."

    "I've never been so afraid in all of my life." Hannah began after a few minutes.
    She continued to stare at her hands clasped in her lap. "I was actually thinking of
    trying to sneak off with Neville that night to get more physical. And then everything
    went to hell. I keep thinking that if I hadn't been next to Neville… if I'd hung back
    a bit it could have been someone else. I couldn't get him off of me, and All I could
    think of was what he was going to do to me. I wake up sometimes at night and I still
    feel him on top of me. I can still smell his breath, and feel his hands on my
    chest."

    Hannah was openly crying now. Hermione could only sit there listening, and wishing
    you could do more. Yet she knew that Hannah had to work this out for herself.
    Hermione swore she would be a supportive friend, even though she was more than a bit
    startled that Hannah was choosing to open up to her.

    Hannah went on for another half hour. She told Hermione about her nightmares and
    how difficult it was for her to try and pretend she was alright. She admitted to
    crying almost every night, and how she cringed when people even brushed past her.
    Hermione hated herself for even thinking it, but she was thankful it hadn't been
    her.

    Their absence had finally been noticed, and Ginny Weasley poked her head inside
    and asked if they were alright. Hermione assured the red head that they were fine and
    would be out in a bit. Hannah thanked Hermione for listening.

    "I think you were right, maybe I did need to talk." Hannah sighed, getting to her
    feet and going to wash her face.

    "Hannah, I can't even imagine how you're feeling, or what you're going through,
    but I do know that in time, you'll get past this." Hermione offered.

    "Time heals all and all that right?' Hannah gave a watery laugh. Hermione could
    only shrug.

    "Maybe, but every wound leaves a scar, even if we can't see it. I don't think you
    should be ashamed, Hannah. It might even help if you came out and joined the defense
    club. Harry's teaching us to fight so none of us have to be afraid again."

    "I think it might be a good idea." Hannah said after a moment's consideration.
    Hermione gave her a soft smile, and when Hannah had cleaned herself up, the two girls
    rejoined the party.

    

    Hours later, Hermione lie in her sleeping bag, listening to the soft crackle of
    the fire. It wasn't too long after she and Hannah returned that the girls began to
    fall asleep. As promised, the first girl, to pass out was subjected to a serious of
    pranks which she would not discover until she woke up. Hermione had found it all
    rather juvenile, and yet, couldn't help but find the entire situation amusing.
    Especially as it wasn't her on the receiving end. She felt she'd suffered through
    enough pranks in her life. She wondered how angry Leanne was going to be when she
    discovered all he clothes had been vanished. Not to mention the truly ghastly
    engorgement charm Katie had put on her best friend's nether region.

    "Hermione? Are you sleeping?"

    Hermione rolled over a bit so she was facing Lavender, who was lying next to
    her.

    "No, what is it?" Hermione replied softly.

    "How is she doing? Hannah I mean. I figured you two must have talked. I think it
    helped because she seemed to be a little more relaxed after you two came back."
    Lavender observed.

    "She'll be alright eventually." Hermione said sadly. "She's got a lot of things to
    work out and get over. It isn't going to be easy, and she'll need her friends."

    "How about you?" Lavender asked. "How are you feeling now?"

    "It was fun." Hermione admitted. "And it did help me not worry about Harry so
    much, so thanks for that."

    "I told you." Lavender grinned.

    "Listening to everyone got me thinking about a lot though." Hermione said,
    propping herself up on her elbow. "About things between me and Harry."

    "Care to share?" Lavender said, mimicking Hermione and propping her own self
    up.

    "Well, He's been really distant lately. Ever since that duel with Malfoy, he's
    been so… not cold, but not his usual self either." Hermione sighed.

    "Can you really blame him?" Lavender asked. "He trusted Dumbledore and he stunned
    Harry to stop him from dealing with Draco. The bastard fired a killing curse at Harry
    for Merlin's sake. His life had been threatened, and they trained him to take down
    anyone who was a threat with extreme force. Now he's getting mixed signals. It's got
    to be confusing. I was really scared he was going to break up with you with as angry
    as he was that night, like he might have blamed you or something stupid like
    that."

    "No. He told me that he would only blame me if I had actually done something."
    Hermione smiled softly.

    "Gods, you are so lucky." Lavender grinned in the dark.

    "I thought I was. Now though… We've hardly spent any time together outside of
    classes and whatnot. The last time we were close was before that duel. When I try to
    let him know that I want to get… close, it's like he's a million miles away."

    "And you're starting to think by doing something more, it might bring things back
    around?' Lavender asked. Hermione gave a shrug and Lavender shook her head.

    "Maybe.' Hermione sighed.

    "Look Hermione, take it from me." Lavender said earnestly. "Getting more intimate
    with a boy because you want things a certain way is a terrible thing to do. It's
    emotional blackmail. Even if the boy isn't aware of why you're doing it, you do, and
    it will make it feel wrong ultimately."

    "You're right.' Hermione said. "I know you're right, and it's why I haven't done
    it, among other reasons. But I still want to be with him… you know? Physically. Even
    before this stuff I was thinking a lot about it. Especially when we had a few moments
    on our own, and we were snogging. And after listening to you guys talk about stuff
    you've done, I can't help but want to experiment a bit, you know?""

    "Of course you do!" Lavender smiled. "I'd be a little worried if you didn't feel
    like that."

    "But I don't want to do it here at school. I want it to be right. I don't want it
    to be some fumbling grope fest in a broom cupboard where anyone can find us! That
    would be humiliating." Hermione whined softly.

    "Oh please." Lavender snickered. "There are loads of places you could go without
    worrying about being caught. You could use this room for heaven's sake. All you got
    to do is make sure you ask it to make it so no one could find you. But besides that,
    I get what you're saying. And you should also know that you don't have to rush
    things. When it feels right, then you can start taking things to the next level.
    What's important is that you're comfortable, and you want to do things."

    "I never would have thought I'd be taking love advice from you.' Hermione
    snickered, and Lavender laughed as well.

    "I never would have thought I would be giving love advice to you. I just wish I
    could follow it myself." Lavender sighed, rolling onto her stomach and resting her
    head on her folded arms.

    "Things with Ron are getting worse, aren't they?" Hermione wondered. Lavender gave
    a nod.

    "I don't know where exactly they went wrong, but I just find myself going through
    the motions. Things I used to find so cute are now boring and stupid. On top of all
    that, he's not the boy I find myself thinking about now." Lavender grumbled.

    "Neville?' Hermione asked, trying not to smile.

    "YES!" Lavender hissed, trying not to wake any of the other girls. "I don't even
    know why. He's just… Ever since new year's I can't stop thinking about him, and
    what's worse, I can't do anything about it."

    "What? Why not?" Hermione asked confusedly.

    "He's still hung up on Hannah. I'm still with Ron." Lavender ticked off. "He's
    afraid of me…"

    "Neville's afraid of you?" Hermione asked, taken by surprise.

    "Oh yeah." Lavender nodded emphatically. "He's intimidated by me, because of my
    reputation."

    Oh, I see.' Hermione said catching on. "You think he might feel inferior or
    something because supposedly you've…"

    "Been around the castle, yeah." Lavender nodded.

    "I don't think Neville would not want to be with you because of your reputation.
    He's a better person than that."

    "No, it isn't that. I think he might feel inferior or something, like he wouldn't
    be good enough for me or something. Or like he'd always be comparing himself to other
    guys I've dated. He's not the most confident guy around, and I think if I started to
    show that I was interested that he might think I was toying with him a bit. I don't
    want that." Lavender sighed.

    "What is it about him that you like about him. I mean… he isn't the kind of guy
    you normally go for." Hermione pointed out.

    "I know, and I think that's part of it. He isn't the type I generally go for."
    Lavender admitted. "I think another part is that he's a gentleman. The way he
    escorted Hannah at the party. The way he lets girls into rooms before him, or opens
    doors for them. How he smiles, or the way he looks when he's concentrating on
    something. Just, I don't know."

    "It probably helps that he's been training with Harry.' Hermione said. "He's
    changed a lot physically over the past few months."

    "Yeah." Lavender agreed. "But he wasn't unfortunate looking before."

    "What are you going to do?" Hermione asked.

    "I don't know." Lavender groaned softly. "Like I said, he's still really hung up
    on Hannah, and he needs to get over her. I don't want to be a rebound for him. And
    besides, I feel like I owe Ron. I mean… I cheated on him. I mean sure, we'd only been
    together less than a month, but I still feel terrible. It's probably why I don't let
    things progress because I feel wrong. It's so mental."

    "Lavender, if you aren't happy you need to change your situation. I never said
    anything before, but you really should have just come clean with Ron from the start.
    Maybe things would have worked out, but now you've got this huge burden hanging over
    you. And it really isn't fair to Ron either. It's hurting both of you."

    "I know, I know, it's just…" Lavender sniffled, and Hermione could hear in her
    voice she was fighting back tears. "I've tried to just forget all about it, but
    whenever Ron and I start kissing I feel sick to my stomach. Don't get me wrong, Ron's
    a fantastic kisser. I mean…"

    "I know what you mean." Hermione replied quickly.

    "And then, I'm afraid of being alone. I know Ron, I know how he works. If I tell
    him what happened, he'll spread rumors all over the school, and no one will ever want
    to be with me." Lavender said anxiously.

    "Then you don't want to be with those people anyway." Hermione countered. "Why
    would anyone want to be with someone who doesn't take time to find out the real you,
    instead of listening to all the rubbish around here. And maybe what you need is time
    on your own."

    "What do you mean?"

    "Well you said it yourself, you don't want to be Neville's rebound. I doubt very
    much he'd want to be yours. You'll need time to get over Ron just as he needs time to
    get over Hannah. You can be friends with Neville, get to know him and find out for
    sure if he's the guy you really want. Then, when it's right, you can take that step.
    And if you discover he isn't the right guy for you, you still have a great friend."
    Hermione explained.

    Lavender thought about this for a bit but didn't say anything. Hermione laid down
    again, and snuggled into her sleeping bag a bit as the fire was dying down more, and
    it was beginning to get cold.

    "I'll have to think about that a bit.' Lavender yawned. "I never would have
    thought I'd be taking love advice from you."

    "I never would have thought I would be giving love advice." Hermione replied with
    a soft snort.

    

    "Hey." Neville said as the Gryffindor girls returned early Sunday morning, most of
    them looking tired and more than a little hung over. Leanne was following Katie,
    grumbling and using a large blanket to cover herself. Leanne had threatened revenge
    on all the girls, but especially Katie for giving her bat wings between her legs.

    They were all very sleepy, and most of them were pretty hung over, and headed up
    the stairs for a bit more sleep. As it was Sunday, there was nothing preventing them
    from doing so, and Hermione thought it sounded like a fine idea as well.

    "Rough night?" Neville asked with a snicker.

    "Not even remotely." Hermione smiled sleepily, hanging back along with Lavender,
    who smiled at Neville. "It was quite fun. Did you just get back from a run?"

    "Yeah, I woke up early and couldn't go back to sleep. So I headed out on my own.
    Harry was proud." Neville shrugged.

    "What do you mean he was proud?' Hermione asked suspiciously.

    "He got back late last night." Neville replied. "I didn't even know it until I got
    back from my run and he was getting out of bed. He should be down…"

    Hermione gasped when she saw her boyfriend. He had a rather fresh looking couple
    of cuts on his cheek that looked like he'd been scratched by an animal. He gave her a
    gentle smile as he took her hand and pulled her closer. She dropped her bag as he
    embraced her and whispered a sweet good morning to her.

    She pulled back just enough to be able to look at his face. She reached up and
    gently touched his scratches. He didn't wince or pull away, but kept his eyes on
    her.

    "What happened?' She asked with concern.

    "Got a bit too close to a crazed animal." Harry joked lightly. "She's much worse,
    I imagine."

    "Oh gods, Harry." Hermione groaned as she embraced him again. "I really wish you
    didn't have to keep going out like that. I worry about you so much."

    "She really does.' Lavender said. Hermione turned and threw a glare at her friend
    who shrugged.

    "I'm fine, Hermione, really." Harry said gently, reaching up to brush a bit of her
    hair out of her face, which made her shiver lightly. "Remember I was trained for this
    sort of thing."

    Hermione frowned, but didn't reply. She knew it was a pointless argument. Harry
    was a soldier, and felt he had a duty to fight to end Voldemort's forces.

    "But I am really hungry. Ready for breakfast?"

    "Ok." Hermione said with a nod, pulling away from him and getting her back. "Let
    me go changed really fast, alright?"

    "Yeah.' Harry nodded. Hermione turned to go but Harry reached out and grabbed her
    wrist, pulling her back to him. Hermione looked a bit confused until he reached up to
    draw her face closer and gave her a long, slow, lingering, sweet kiss that told
    Hermione that he had missed her nearly as much as she had missed him.

    "I'll, uh…" Hermione breathed when Harry finally broke the kiss. "I'll be right
    down."

    Both Lavender and Hermione went up stairs, but only Hermione returned. She and the
    two boys went down for breakfast where Harry told them what he could of his latest
    mission, and Neville and Hermione brought him up to speed on what he'd missed whiled
    he'd been gone. Both Harry and Neville were very intrigued by Hermione's story of
    what had happened at the slumber party. Though for completely different reasons.

    After breakfast, Harry asked Hermione to help him catch up on his homework. They
    spent the morning in the library getting Harry caught up, which thankfully didn't
    take very long. Hermione knew they would have the whole evening to spend together,
    and Hermione was beginning to think that a visit to the Room of Requirement might be
    in order.

    They were just entering the portrait hole to drop off their books and things
    before going to lunch when the shouting interrupted their own conversation. Hermione
    felt Harry's tense a bit, and she felt a little anxiety herself when she saw that
    nearly every Gryffindor was watching a very boisterous argument between Lavender and
    Ron Weasley.

    It isn't like that at all Ron!" Lavender was saying, arms folded tightly across
    her chest.

    "Then what? What is it, because nothing else makes sense to me." Ron shouted. "You
    spend all your time with them, and they're all losers, Lav. What else could you
    possibly be gaining by hanging out with them?"

    "They're my friends Ron. That's it." Lavender huffed.

    "You've never bothered with either of them before now. Then Potter shows up and
    suddenly you're best buds? You're practically drooling whenever you sit with him in
    the Great Hall. And what about what you wear when your 'exercising'?"

    "I told you, Hermione's mum got that stuff for us. It's what muggles wear when
    they exercise Ron." Lavender sighed.

    "Convenient that what they wear shows off your arse so wonderfully. Bet Potter
    loves running behind you so he can get a good long look."

    "That's it." Lavender threw her hands up, tears falling down her face. "That's it.
    I've told you over and over again that I had no interest in dating Harry, and you
    keep accusing me of it. I've told you a million times that Harry is with Hermione,
    and any girl would be lucky if he could even tear his eyes from her for two seconds.
    He loves her, and nothing I or anyone else says or does is going to change that."

    Hermione felt Harry give her hand a squeeze and looked to see him watching
    Lavender and Ron intently.

    "I've tried Ron, but you just push and push." Lavender continued. "I'm not ready
    to get more physical and yet you take every opportunity to grope me when we snog. I
    say I want to take things slow, and you keep whining about us not doing anything. My
    gods, you're driving me insane all the time!"

    "Maybe if you'd take my feeling into consideration for once instead of being such
    a cold hearted…"

    "I cheated on you Ron!" Lavender shouted, silencing all the voices in the Common
    Room. She stared at her boyfriend intently as he processed what she had just
    said.

    "Potter." Ron snarled, beginning to scan the crowd for Harry, but Lavender stopped
    him with her next words.

    "Not Potter." Lavender said heavily, tears falling more freely. "I've hated myself
    all year for it. Hated lying, hated the guilt. Hated it all because I thought you
    deserved better. I wanted things between us to work because I really liked you. But…
    you're so jealous, and petty, and I can't stand how I feel anymore, Ron. I've lied to
    you, and no one deserves what I did to you. I should have told you when I went to
    your house last summer. I should have confessed and been done with it, but I
    couldn't."

    "Last summer?" Ron asked, looking as if things were starting to sink in. "When?
    Who?"

    "Does it matter Ron?" Lavender asked, wiping angrily at her eyes. "I fucked
    someone and then pretended that everything was ok."

    "We… you… I…" Ron began to babble while he tried to puzzle through it. And then
    his ear began to turn a violent shade of red, and his eyes narrowed as he looked at
    Lavender.

    "How could you?" He asked in a hiss.

    "I don't know." Lavender shrugged. "But I can't do it anymore. We have to stop
    this, Ron. For both of us. I'm sorry Ron. I'm sorry for lying, and for
    everything."

    "I can't believe this!" Ron snapped, recoiling as if he'd been hit. "I can't
    believe you would do it, but I don't know why I'm surprised. I mean after all, your
    reputation is pretty…"

    "Ron,. That's enough." Dean Thomas said, stepping forward.

    "I only went out with you because of what I'd heard. I mean, you were supposed to
    be easy, but maybe I didn't have enough money or…"

    There was a resounding crack, and once again silence fell heavy. Lavender was
    staring at Ron furiously, shaking her hand a bit. Ron slowly turned back to look at
    his now ex-girlfriend, and bright red handprint across his left cheek.

    "You complete arse." She said through gritted teeth.

    Ron began to snarl, but before anything else could happen, Harry stepped between
    them, glowering at Ron. Ron looked at Harry, and in a moment, his rage began to
    dissipate.

    Hermione and Parvati both came to Lavender and began to lead the crying girl up to
    the girls dormitory, the crowd parting to let them pass. Hermione looked over her
    shoulder to Harry who was still staring at Ron, who was watching the three girls
    intently.

    Ron turned, looked at Harry acidly, and then stormed out of the Common Room. After
    that, people began to disperse and return to whatever held their interests
    previously.

    Harry stood in the center of the room, turning to look at his fellow Gryffindors
    in wonder as Neville came to his side.

    "You ok mate?" Neville asked, his voice almost a whisper.

    "They all just… It was like nothing happened." Harry said, turning to his friend
    in shock.

    "Break ups happen all the time… though to be honest, not usually so public., you
    know?" Neville shrugged, turning and heading for a couple of empty chairs. Harry
    followed and took one of the chairs.

    "What did Lavender mean when she said she cheated on Ron?" Harry asked.

    "I'm guessing she kissed another guy." Neville shrugged.

    "That constitutes cheating?" Harry looked troubled.

    "Yeah." Neville said. When two people are together, that should be it, Harry. You
    shouldn't kiss or anything else with another person if your going out with someone
    else. It's cruel."

    "And one kiss is all it takes?' Harry asked.

    "Well, no, I suppose not." Neville said, wrinkling his brow. "It could be one
    kiss, or it could be a lot more, it just depends."

    "On what?"

    "Gods Harry why do you ask such complicated questions?" Neville sat up a bit
    straighter.

    "How else am I supposed to learn?" Harry asked. Neville chuckled. "Was it like
    that for you when Hannah broke up with you?"

    "You mean the yelling?" Neville asked. Harry nodded and Neville shook his head.
    "No, there wasn't any yelling. Hannah told me that things weren't working between us,
    and that she felt it would be better if we just ended things."

    "Dating gets more complicated everyday." Harry grumbled.

    "It's always been complicated, you just have things easy with Hermione." Neville
    sighed. "You and Hermione… it's almost like you were made for each other."

    "So, what happens to them now?" Harry asked, looking towards the stairs that led
    to the dorms.

    "Who knows." Neville shrugged. "Break ups are never usually good. It's actually
    stupid how much we just want to hurt the people we break up with. We get angry
    because we got hurt and… it's usually pretty messy. Rumors, pranks… just, it's so
    stupid."

    "Then why do it?" Harry asked.

    "Pride?' Neville replied, though he didn't look sure. "Anger, broken heart."

    "Have you…"

    "No." Neville shook his head quickly. "No, Hannah is a good person, and I don't
    want her to ever think bad of me. I know why she chucked me. It doesn't make it hurt
    any less, but I get it. Ron on the other hand…"

    "You think he might do something to hurt Lavender?" Harry asked, looking ready to
    go hunt Ron down.

    "He'll probably spread some nasty stories about her to make himself look good or
    something. Nothing worth beating him up over. See, Ron can be an ok guy, he's just
    got some serious issues. He's got five older brothers, and he feels like he's in some
    kind of competition with them, or something. He'll be angry for awhile, then he'll
    get over it. Same with Lavender. Actually, Lavender will likely have a new boyfriend
    in no time. She's a nice person and she's really attractive. I wouldn't worry too
    much about her." Neville smiled.

    Harry turned to look at his fellow Gryffindors again, his mind replaying the scene
    he'd just witnessed and wondering what on earth could make two people who were
    supposed to care for one another become so angry that they no longer wished to be
    together. Was it true that he had things easy with Hermione, and that she was in
    essence made for him?

    If that was so, then why was he suddenly filled with a very uncomfortable feeling
    of dread. Would Hermione cheat on him? Would he cheat on her? How many ways were
    there to cheat on someone, and had he already done it without realizing it?

    Harry realized that the only person who could answer these questions was his
    girlfriend, who was currently upstairs, likely trying to comfort her friend.

    Harry just knew that when he did talk to Hermione, she was likely going to become
    very uncomfortable. He only hoped he wouldn't make her cry again.
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    "And you're certain?" Dumbledore asked wearily.

    "I saw it myself." Alastor Moody said gruffly. "Four Aurors dead. Don't know how
    they managed it. I know they've got their spies, but only a few people were supposed
    to know about those places Al. Amelia's looking into it, but it isn't gonna change
    nothing. The Malfoys got their kid back."

    "Damn it." Dumbledore said, pounding his fist on his desk. "If Voldemort knows of
    one, he likely knows where the rest of our detention areas are."

    "Except the ones we put under the fidelius for high security prisoners." Remus
    Lupin reminded them.

    "Which are perfectly safe as we haven't got any high security prisoners." Sirius
    added bitterly. "We were close Albus. Damn fucking close. We nearly had the rat. But
    in all the chaos, the coward slipped away again."

    "He won't evade us forever. Our circle is closing." Dumbledore sighed. "However,
    this will all be for nothing if we don't find the rest of the artifacts and destroy
    them."

    "Any word on that?" Remus looked up.

    "No. Mister Weasley's negotiations are ongoing at this point. He feels the goblins
    are purposefully stalling, likely holding out until we are desperate enough to give
    them whatever they ask for."

    "And the other two?" Sirius wondered.

    "I believe one is in the possession of the Lucius Malfoy." Dumbledore sighed. "I
    am certain as one of Lord Voldemort's most trusted and influential lieutenants, he
    would have gifted one of his Horcruxes to Lucius. Just as I am certain that one rests
    in the vaults at Gringotts. Voldemort would have wanted to reward his faithful,
    though he never would have told them just what it was he gave them."

    "That seems so stupid." Sirius remarked. " They could have sold them, or lost them
    or something."

    "I doubt that very much." Dumbledore said as he sat back to look at the three men
    responsible for raising and training their best chance for ending the war. "But that
    isn't for us to speculate over. We need to get inside Malfoy manor and find the
    artifact."

    "We don't even know what it is." Moody grumbled.

    "No, but I think it will be easy to find it. Just as with the Ring, and the
    Diadem, it will feel most foul. The magic emanating from it will be the most vile,
    most atrocious."

    "So, how do we get into the house?' Remus asked.

    "Maybe we don't need to." Sirius said thoughtfully. Everyone turned to look at him
    giving one of the most heinous smiles.

    "All we need to do is find it, and set it on fire." Sirius smirked.

    "Fire?" Remus looked puzzled.

    "Fiendfyre, to be exact." Sirius grinned. "It's one of only a few things that can
    destroy those things right? It'll take far too long to search the house, and there's
    no guarantee Lucius won't have moved it before then. But we know there could be loads
    of foul things hidden in that house. Likely much of it looted from my parents' place
    while I was away. So... why waste the time and effort."

    "Ah ha ha!" Moody threw his head back and laughed. "Oh I like your style lad.
    Tracking the house shouldn't prove too difficult wither, and we might manage to get
    our hands on a few stray Death Eaters as well. It's a good plan."

    "Fiendfyre is very dangerous, and takes an immense amount of control." Dumbledore
    warned. He looked at the three eager faces and sighed heavily. "And while I strongly
    suspect the Horcrux lies within the walls of Malfoy Manor, I am not one hundred
    percent positive. But then again... we have little choice. Very well. Though, I ask
    that you try to keep the body count as low as possible, and capture anyone you can.
    The information we could can would be invaluable."

    "Yes." Sirius pumped his fist and Moody laughed again. Remus remained stoic,
    though he did give a small smile. Dumbledore looked at them all in turn before
    holding up his hands.

    "That leaves only one more, and I believe our French contact has found it.
    However, they refuse to meet anywhere but Paris. They also refuse to meet with me
    personally."

    "We'll go." Sirius said, looking ready to take the first international portkey to
    Paris.

    "I'm afraid our contact is a bit nervous, and your reputation precedes you,
    Sirius. In fact, She has stated that she does not wish to meet with almost everyone I
    trust to retrieve the item. She believes Death Eaters are already beginning to
    infiltrate her country and doesn't want to bring our war to her homeland until there
    is no choice. I agree."

    "So, how do we find out for sure if she actually found one of these damned
    things?" Moody grumbled, taking a swig from his flask.

    "I have come up with a solution. As Remus is the most respectful looking of the
    three of you, I would like him to go, along with young Miss Tonks. They can pose as a
    couple on holiday, and meet our contact. Remus will need to disguise himself, and
    Tonks can…" Dumbledore said looking to Remus who began shaking his head.

    "Have you forgotten that new policy the French government has enacted regarding
    werewolves?" Remus reminded the headmaster.

    "Ah, yes... To protect its citizens... Werewolves must be screened...Right."
    Dumbledore grumbled.

    "They have those lunar detector things," Moody snarled. "Whatever they call them,
    and it's hard as hell to make an international portkey without the Travel offices
    help."

    "Yes." Dumbledore said, looking dejected. "Yes, without the receiving countries
    assistance, such a thing could go horribly wrong."

    "I'm a decent swimmer, but if I wind up in the middle of the Atlantic, I don't
    think I could make it back, even with apparition." Remus joked.

    A thick silence fell as Dumbledore tried to find a way around France's new
    policies. Tensions between the two countries had become tense since the Tri-Wizard
    Tournament. France's Minister of Magic had been very angry that the French champion
    had not emerged victorious, despite the fact the technically no one had won, as the
    Hogwarts champion had died. Not to mention, he was somewhat prejudiced against half
    breeds.

    "What about the kid?" Moody spoke up. "He can take his bird, and the cover still
    works."

    "Whoa!" Sirius stood up looking scandalized. "You want to send Harry on a mission
    on his own?"

    "I do not think it would be appropriate..." Dumbledore began, but it was Remus who
    stepped in.

    "Hermione's of age, and Harry's far more mature and responsible than any other boy
    his age." The werewolf said. "Besides, it isn't like we can stop nature. If those two
    really care for each other, they're going to do what comes naturally anyway. This is
    our best option right now."

    "So it would seem." Moody agreed.

    "No, I don't like it." Sirius said emphatically.

    "Because you're having trouble letting go, lad." Moody argued. "Face it, the kid's
    grown up, and there ain't anything more we can teach him."

    "Send Tonks with him at least." Sirius started but Moody and Remus both threw
    their heads back in laughter.

    "Are you out of your mind?" Remus stuttered over his mirth.

    "Tonks would eat him alive. She's said half a million times she'd love the chance
    to educate the kid proper like. She wants to bed him first. Has since she met him.
    Kid's got a strong will, but the moment she dropped her top, he'd be putty and bloody
    useless to us as well. She'd scare the kid into uselessness." Moody pointed out.
    "Better the Granger girl. She'd at least ease the kid into manhood."

    "Alright, I think that's enough of that sort of talk." Dumbledore said looking a
    bit nauseous.

    "Sending Harry is a good idea. Our contact would likely be very receptive of him,
    and Harry isn't likely to be distracted to badly. Alastor is correct as well. Two
    young people on holiday is a strong cover. Remus is also correct in that we cannot
    stop nature."

    "Albus, we have plenty of people who could do this." Sirius pleaded. Dumbledore
    shook his head.

    "Most of our people would be missed should they up and leave, even for just a few
    days." Dumbledore pointed out. "And besides... I owe Harry for what happened a few
    weeks ago."

    "You were protecting him." Sirius stated but Dumbledore didn't agree.

    "Harry doesn't think so. I need to earn his trust back." Dumbledore sighed. "He's
    been trained well, Sirius. You did a fine job. It's now time for us to allow him to
    spread his wings. This is the easiest and likely least complicated mission we can
    send him on. I have every confidence that he will not only be successful, but he will
    also keep Miss Granger safe. You shall focus all your efforts in finding the Malfoy
    home, and carrying out our mission. Until next week, then."

    Sirius knew he'd been dismissed and grumbled loudly as he led Remus out of the
    office. Moody remained behind for a moment.

    "I just wanted you to know Al... the kid was right. Little Draco should have been
    dealt with before. Now that' he's free again, and he's got dozens of willing
    tutors... every death is on your head." Moody said before turning and limping out of
    the office. Dumbledore could only watch the retreating form of his oldest friend.

    

    Hermione still couldn't believe it. Even as she was being led out of the castle
    with Harry holding her hand, and a bag of clothing and travel necessities slung over
    her shoulder with clothes for the weekend, she still couldn't believe that she was
    going on a mission like some sort of spy.

    She hadn't been able to believe it when Dumbledore called the two of them to his
    office Wednesday night. She was certain they were in trouble or something. So when
    Dumbledore asked her how her French was, she was quite puzzled, to say the least.

    Dumbledore had gone on to explain that the Order of the Phoenix had a friend in
    France who was certain she had located an item that would aid them in finishing the
    war, but she was afraid to meet with Order members for fear of bringing the war to
    her homeland. The headmaster went on to explain that he wished for Harry to go, and
    that it would be best if he were to have a companion along.

    Hermione had had troubled containing her enthusiasm. Harry hadn't even tried to
    discourage her from going on a mission. In fact, he seemed happy to have her along.
    Harry took her aside Thursday and explained that he wasn't worried, as there should
    be no combat at all. It was a simple meeting, and possible retrieval mission. He said
    that it would be nice to get out of the castle with her again, and Hermione agreed
    whole heartedly.

    They had been briefed the previous night in the Headmaster's office all about
    their mission. The location for the initial meeting had been changed from Paris to a
    small coastal town called Lorient. They would be posing as young lovers on holiday.
    That wasn't a stretch at all as far as Hermione was concerned. Especially as she and
    Harry were young lovers.

    They were to meet their contact at noon on Saturday at Bistrot Du Boucher, where
    they would accompany their contact to Paris where they would locate and retrieve, if
    necessary, the artifact.

    Hermione wasn't told much more than that. It was stressed that they would remain
    in France until Sunday afternoon, and should do all they could to appear as normal
    tourists when not in Paris. This made Hermione smile for a few reasons. The first and
    most important was that she and Harry were going to be completely alone for nearly
    three days. Three days in a hotel room with her boyfriend, with no parents, no
    teachers, and no other nosy students.

    "Are you certain you have everything?" Dumbledore asked when they got to the Hogs
    Head pub, a dirty, ramshackle building that looked ready to fall over at any
    moment.

    Hermione nodded, patting her coat pocket where her fake passport and other
    documents were. Harry also nodded.

    "Good. Now, there should be very few people within the Ministry this morning, so
    you should have no difficulty in getting to the International travel office and take
    your portkey. If anything goes wrong, Harry, you know what to do." Dumbledore looked
    to Harry who gave a nod.

    "Yes sir." Harry said flatly.

    "Very well, I shall see you both Sunday at five. Good luck." Dumbledore said,
    opening the door to let them in. Hermione noticed the barman give Dumbledore a foul
    look, though he nodded in greeting. Dumbledore led them to the fireplace where Harry
    took a handful of floo powder and threw it into the fire before stepping in and
    calling his destination. Hermione followed seconds later and in a flash, stumbled out
    of the fire and into Harry's waiting arms at the Ministry.

    "I hate floo travel." Hermione muttered.

    "I do too." Harry nodded. "Apparition is much faster, but nothing beats a
    broom."

    "Oh, no thank you." Hermione shook her head.

    "You don't like brooms?" Harry asked, taking her hand and leading her to the
    travel office."

    "I don't like heights." Hermione replied.

    They walked in the nearly deserted atrium of the Ministry before reaching the
    lifts. Harry called for one, and stepped back. Hermione grasped his hand in both of
    hers, smiling uncontrollably. Harry noticed and smiled in return.

    "So what part of this has you so excited?" Harry asked.

    "You mean besides getting out of the castle for the weekend and spending some real
    quality time with my boyfriend without a million people watching everything we
    do?"

    Hermione said, getting closer to Harry who leaned forward and kissed her
    cheek.

    "Is this one of those chances to explore our feelings more, like you've been
    saying?"

    Harry asked and Hermione nodded. "I still don't know what that means."

    "Don't worry." Hermione smiled playfully. "I'll be able to explain it real well
    later."

    Harry just shook his head as the lift opened and the two entered. Minutes later
    they were presenting their passports to a haggard looking man with a salt and pepper
    beard and narrow blue eyes. He inspected their travel vouchers and when he was
    satisfied everything was in order, stamped their passports and handed them back
    before asking them to follow him.

    "Here you are." He said in a rough scratchy voice as he handed a dinner plate size
    disc to the two of them and pulled out his wand. "Enjoy your trip. Portus."

    Hermione felt the telltale tug behind her navel as the portkey activated. A few
    dizzying minutes later, and Hermione found herself sprawled on a marble floor where
    two young French women tittered merrily. Harry, ever the gentleman helped her to her
    feet and led her to the two ladies and handed them their portkey.

    "Identification?" The taller of the two women asked with a heavy French accent.
    She had long brown hair, down in a braid, and striking brown eyes. She was eyeing
    Harry predatorily, which made Hermione want to scratch the woman's eyes out. The
    other woman, a strawberry blonde seemed to notice Hermione's ire, and tittered
    again.

    Just as before, their passports were stamped and handed back. They were then
    directed to the fastest way out of the travel office and into town where they could
    get a taxi to their hotel. Harry thanked them, though Hermione just glared making the
    ladies snicker again.

    "Tramps." Hermione thought as Harry took her hand and led them out into the
    city.

    It was still very early, but the sun was up now, and the town of Lorient was
    waking up. Hermione could smell fresh bread and was sure they were near a bakery.
    There were a few cars abut, and scooters as well. Hermione turned and found the
    Magical Travel office was disguised as a shady looking bar, with a foreclosure sign
    on the door.

    A car pulled up, and Hermione turned to find that Harry had hailed a taxi for
    them. She slipped her bag off her shoulder and got in, with Harry following. Hermione
    asked the driver to take them to their hotel, and the man, a bald older man with
    beady eyes, and no front teeth nodded and turned the car around.

    The town was quite pretty. There was a prevalent scent of the ocean in the air,
    and Hermione wondered what the beaches were like, and if Harry would enjoy them.
    Though it was still pretty chilly, and she doubted she'd strip down to a swimsuit.
    But… they could always come back one day, right?

    "Wow." Hermione said when they arrived. The hotel was rather nice, though not
    quite a four star resort. Harry paid the driver of the cab, then took Hermione's bag
    from her, and led them inside. It was quite lovely, and Hermione could see guests
    entering the lobby where a wonderful smelling breakfast was being laid out.

    "Reservations for Black." Harry said to the woman at the reception desk.

    "Yes, Mister Black." The woman, a heavy set woman with curly short black hair and
    a bright friendly smile. "I have you for two nights, correct?"

    "Yes." Harry nodded.

    "Here are your room keys. Did you drive?" The woman asked. Harry shook his head.
    The women smiled and handed Harry a tourist guide and set a registry in front of him
    to sign. When he'd paid, and signed the registry, he turned to find Hermione looking
    at the people eating.

    "Come on Angel." He said in a soft whisper. Let's take our bags up, and then we
    can get something to eat."

    Hermione nodded, and took Harry's hand. They had a room on the seventh floor,
    which was small, but cozy. Harry quickly made his way through the room, inspecting
    it."

    "Harry, the only escape route is through the window, even I can see that."
    Hermione chastised as she opened her bag to place her toiletries in the bathroom.

    "Well that could be a bad thing. There isn't a swimming pool to jump into if we
    have to get out quick." Harry smirked making Hermione shake her head.

    "I don't know if I should let you and my dad watch so many action movies anymore."
    She smiled.

    "Hey, Lethal Weapon Two was amazing." Harry retorted.

    "Shut up." Hermione grinned as she ran to her boyfriend, wrapping her arms around
    his neck and kissing him soundly. She shivered at the feeling of his hands going to
    her hips. Immediately she began to imagine him pushing her back onto the bed, and
    slipping his hands underneath her jumper.

    "Hungry?" Harry asked, breaking her out of her daydream. She smiled softly and
    nodded.

    Breakfast was light, consisting mostly of pastry, fruit and juice. However there
    were some eggs and bacon as well. Harry chose a corner table where he could see
    everything. Hermione couldn't help but give a little smile. Even while acting like
    they were on vacation, he couldn't help be a soldier.

    "What should we do next?" Hermione asked, breaking apart a croissant.

    "Well, our orders are too appear as tourists. The woman gave me a guide, so we can
    look through it and figure something to do today. Though I've really got to say this
    feels strange." Harry admitted, looking to Hermione, who looked a little worried.

    "Strange how?" She asked.

    "I've never gone on holiday before. Anytime I went anywhere, there was an
    objective. I mean, I know we have something to do, but usually it's get in, get it
    done, get out. You know?" Harry asked. Hermione gave him a reassuring smile.

    "Harry, this is what life is supposed to be like." She said gently. "People,
    having fun, enjoying their day without worrying about objectives, or maneuvers or
    anything like that. I mean, have you ever thought about what you'll do after the war
    is over?"

    "Until recently, not really. But lately…" Harry said, sitting back in his chair to
    look at her.

    "Lately what?" She pressed.

    "I don't know what I'll do when Voldemort is finished. But I… I want you to be
    there with me." He said. Hermione's gaze softened. She reached across the table to
    take his hand.

    "I'll be there as long as you want me to be." Hermione said, touched by his words.
    "I'd love to be with you, whatever you decide to do."

    Harry didn't smile. Instead he looked troubled.

    "What is it?" She asked.

    "There's something I've wanted to ask you for a little while, but we haven't been
    alone, and I didn't want to embarrass you again or anything."

    Hermione felt her chest begin to tighten as she stared back at Harry.

    "I mean, it's really important, but… well, I got the impression it should be a
    private conversation. But, I really need to ask you.

    "Um…" Hermione felt herself getting hot, and began to fan her face a bit. Surely
    he couldn't be talking about what she thought he was talking about. Not that she had
    a problem with it. But they hadn't even been together three months just yet, and they
    were still quite young, not to mention still in school. On the other hand, Hermione
    was certain she was falling for Harry and the idea of being with him was just so
    intoxicating.

    "But, he still had no clue what love was, right?" Hermione thought. Sure he could
    have figured it out, or perhaps Neville had filled his head with more nonsense.
    Hermione would have to slap her friend upside the head when they got back for
    embarrassing Harry like that.

    "Ok, well…" Hermione said, her voice trembling.

    "What do you consider cheating?" Harry asked.

    Hermione felt herself deflate, and she found she couldn't say anything at all. Had
    she really just assumed he was going to propose to her out of the blue like that?
    What the hell was the matter with her?!

    "W-what?" She managed.

    "When Lavender and Ron broke up, she admitted to cheating on him. I get that it's
    bad, and I don't think I'd appreciate it if you did it to me, and I'm sure you'd want
    to hex my bits off if I ever cheated on you. But I'm unclear as to what constitutes
    cheating. Neville said that it varies from person to person, and I wanted to be
    clear, because I don't ever want to hurt you Hermione. So… what do you consider
    cheating."

    "Gods Harry, that's a complicated subject. I mean, well obviously any sort of
    affectionate physical contact with another girl would be cheating." Hermione replied,
    still trying to push down her embarrassment over assuming Harry was about to propose
    to her.

    "Then I have cheated." Harry looked crestfallen. "Lavender hugs me all the time
    and…"

    "No, no. That's okay." Hermione corrected. "Lavender hugging you is okay."

    "But you said any affectionate…" Harry started and Hermione nodded.

    "It's like magic Harry. It's about intent. Lavender's hugs are friendly. She's
    your friend, so she hugs you. But if she intended more… like she wanted you to be her
    boyfriend, she would hug you differently... more… suggestively."

    "How can you be more suggestive with a hug?" Harry wondered. Hermione sighed, and
    pinched the bridge of her nose.

    "Let's come back to that." She said, Harry nodded and Hermione took a breath.
    "Cheating is about intent. So, anything you do with another girl with the intent of
    being intimate, or physical in romantic way is cheating. Remember how I went out with
    Cormac.."

    Harry's eyes narrowed and Hermione felt a wave of bitterness roll off her
    boyfriend.

    "Ok, well, if we had been going out at the time I went to the party with him, I
    would have been cheating. Even though I went as friends with him, it would still be
    wrong, as it hurt you. I am committed to being with you. I could go out with a friend
    who I is a guy, and you could do the same with a girl, but…"

    "Now you're contradicting yourself." Harry said, and Hermione sighed again. She
    tried twice more to say something, but she quickly realized each time it would likely
    confuse him further.

    "Why do you ask such complicated questions?" She said after a moment.

    "Neville asked the same thing." Harry smirked.

    "How about this… Let's make a pact that we always remain completely truthful with
    one another. If you want to go hang out with someone, you tell me, and if I'm
    uncomfortable with it, I'll tell you and vice versa. We can talk about it when it
    comes up, and deal with it together. There's far too many ways a person can cheat on
    someone to discuss, and it is really complicated."

    "Ok." Harry agreed. "But… can you show me what you meant when you said hug
    suggestively?"

    Hermione felt her face go scarlet.

    "Later, Harry." She hissed.

    

    It had been an amazing day. It was no wonder she felt so tired.

    Hermione slipped off her shoes, and countered the transfiguration she'd done on
    her trainers to turn them into sexy strappy high heels. She rubbed her feet softly,
    smiling at the reason they were so sore.

    Harry and Hermione had spent the day walking all over Lorient, taking in the
    sights. Harry had been fascinated by the marina and all the sail boats. They'd spent
    an hour talking with an older man all about sailing. Harry was so enthusiastic that
    the man had ended up inviting them out for a bit of sailing.

    The elder man, Jean-Claude, had truly enjoyed taking the young lovers out on the
    sea. Jean-Claude was a retired salesman who'd dreamt his whole life of buying a sail
    boat, which he'd managed only the year before. His father had been a fisherman, and
    Jean-Claude admitted he'd hated fishing, but loved the sea.

    Jean-Claude even allowed Harry to steer for a bit, which Hermione was excited to
    see made Harry smile even bigger than when he'd seen his first movie. When they got
    back to dock, Harry invited Jean-Claude to join them for dinner in payment for such a
    fantastic morning. Jean-Claude had accepted, and said his wife would love a night
    without cooking.

    The afternoon was spent wandering through shops, which had been quite fun.
    Hermione loved spending time with Harry like this. Seeing him discover new things was
    so fun for her. He was always so calm about it, though she could see in his eyes what
    captured his interests.

    They returned to the hotel to change into proper dinner clothes, as Jean-Claude
    had suggested a nice place for them to meet at. Hermione transfigured her jeans and
    jumper into a modest, yet sexy black dress with matching high heels, and a elegant
    blazer. Harry went for a nice suit, black of course.

    Jean-Claude and his wife, Monique met the young couple just outside of the
    restaurant.

    Jean-Claude greeted them as if they were old friends, while Monique was a bit more
    reserved. Hermione wondered if she maybe thought that she and Harry were con artists
    or something. Why else would a young couple invite complete strangers to dinner.

    However, as the night went on, the older woman relaxed, and became much more
    friendly. She shared a few stories about how she and her husband met and fell in
    love, which made both Hermione and Harry laugh as it was quite the tale of
    courtship.

    Dinner was delicious, of course, but it was what came after dinner that had
    Hermione rubbing her feet, and smiling like a buffoon.

    The restaurant had a piano player, and a dance floor. Harry had needed little
    coaxing from Jean-Claude to take Hermione out for a dance that turned to two and so
    on. They had had so much fun, that they hadn't noticed their companions leave, much
    less pay for dinner.

    Hermione had felt a little guilty, but she remembered Monique telling her how much
    she and Harry reminded her of how she and her husband had been so many years ago.
    Harry agreed that they would leave some money on Jean-Claude's boat along with a note
    of thanks before they left town.

    "Do you want me to do that?" Harry asked.

    Hermione looked up, a little lost by what he had asked, until he indicated her
    feet. She smiled and shook her head.

    "You don't have to." She smiled.

    Harry sat on the bed next to her, and took her feet, placing them in his lap.
    Hermione couldn't help but moan softly as Harry began to rub lightly.

    "You looked really nice tonight." He said gently. He turned to look at her, her
    favorite smile on his face.

    "So did you." She replied.

    "You look a little tired." Harry noted, and Hermione nodded.

    "I can't remember having such a good day. Except that night we first kissed. That
    was pretty good." She grinned. Harry nodded. They were silent for a bit save for a
    few nearly inaudible purrs from Hermione as Harry massaged her tired feet.

    As she watched her boyfriend, Hermione remembered that they were alone, in a hotel
    room, with no fear of being walked in on, or interrupted in anyway. She smiled as
    every fantasy she'd had about Harry came rushing to the forefront of her mind. She
    sat up suddenly, slipping her legs out of Harry's lap. She was kneeling on the bed
    beside him, looking at him pointedly. Harry simply returned her stare, though she
    could tell he had no idea what she was trying to tell him through her look.

    She thought for a brief moment about trying to tell him what she wanted to happen
    now, but she remembered every conversation they had ever had about becoming intimate.
    It always left her embarrassed and ready to bolt from the room. She knew she was
    going to have to get more comfortable with talking about intimacy especially as she
    wanted to be more intimate. However, this wasn't the time for talking.

    "I'd better just show him." She thought.

    Slowly, she leaned into him, kissing him. She sighed into his mouth as he brought
    his hands up to the small of her back. She could feel the tips of his fingers on her
    flesh of her bare back, as her dress had been very low cut in the back. She shivered
    at his touch, relishing in the electricity she felt from his fingertips.

    She broke the kiss and looked into his emerald pools.

    "Harry, I want us to take things a bit further tonight than just kissing. But I
    need to trust you, alright?" She asked softly, her voice a husky whisper.

    "Alright." He said, staring back at her.

    "If I say stop, we stop, okay?" She asked.

    "What do you… what's going to…" Harry began to ask but Hermione placed a finger on
    his lips.

    "If I say stop… we stop. Okay?" She asked again. Harry nodded, though he clearly
    had no clue what she was talking about. It didn't matter, he would soon.

    Slowly Hermione pushed him back on their bed, falling with him so she wound up on
    top of him. She began to kiss him again, her fingers running slowly through his short
    black hair. She began to kiss him tenderly along his jaw line. She could feel his
    heartbeat in his chest, and smiled as it began to speed up a bit.

    She kissed up his neck, and softly nibbled his earlobe.

    "Harry, but I want you to touch me." She whispered. Her heart was pounding in her
    chest, and she knew she was more nervous than she had ever been in her life, but she
    wanted this. She wanted things to progress tonight.

    "I am." He replied, tapping a few fingers on the small of her back. Hermione
    smiled to herself before she sucked on his lobe again. She reached down and slowly
    guided his hands onto her bum. She felt his whole body stiffen underneath her.

    "It's ok Harry." She whispered. "I want you to do this. Just be gentle."

    For a moment, nothing happened, save for a bit more snogging. And then, to
    Hermione immense delight, Harry began to softly squeeze. Encouraged by his boldness,
    Hermione continued kissing his neck and jaw, and especially his lips. Slowly Harry
    became a bit bolder, and he began to rub her backside a bit more. Hermione wanted to
    squeal with delight, and then she did.

    Harry had followed her lead, and began kissing her neck, and when he nipped at her
    exposed collarbone, Hermione's eyes rolled back, and she let out a long slow moan of
    pleasure. She felt her body reacting to their activities, and began to think of how
    far she wanted to take things. She decided that she wasn't quite ready to give
    herself completely yet, but she was ready for quite a bit of exploration.

    Slowly she began to unbutton Harry's shirt. An image of Harry standing in the
    bathroom of her parents' home, fresh from the shower popped into her mind, and she
    grinned to herself, knowing that she would be touching that very chest that had
    haunted her most erotic dreams in just seconds.

    It was better than she imagined. His skin was soft, impossibly soft, though his
    muscles were rock hard. He was so warm as well. Hermione continued kissing her
    boyfriend, reveling in his taste and scent.

    Harry had removed his hands from her backside, and had taken to gently stroking
    his fingers on her bare back along her spine. It was sending chills through her body,
    and affecting her in her most private areas in a most delicious manner.

    "Take this off." Hermione whispered heavily, tugging at Harry's shirt now that she
    had it nearly all the way undone. He did as she asked, practically tearing his shirt
    off. He'd had to sit up in order to get it off, and Hermione was straddling him now,
    her dress bunched around her hips. She took his face in her hands and kissed him
    deeply, her tongue caressing, and massaging his.

    Her head was swimming with lust now. She'd been imagining doing this with Harry
    since Christmas when they had shared their very first kiss. Every single time they
    were together alone, she had wanted nothing more than to get closer to Harry. It was
    as if, once again, Fate was repaying her for a life of torment.

    "Harry." Hermione moaned his name as he gently nipped at her neck. "Harry, give me
    your hands."

    Harry pulled back a bit so he could look at Hermione. She took his offered hands,
    and with a look that begged for him to trust her, slowly placed each hand on her
    dress covered breasts. Harry's eyes bulged a bit, and he gulped rather audibly.
    Hermione just smiled at him, holding his gaze with her own, telling him with her eyes
    that he was fine, and that this was a good thing.

    "Hermione, I…" Harry began to say, his voice husky and anxious.

    "Shh." Hermione said quickly. She removed her hands from his and reached behind
    her neck, unfastening her dress. She removed his hands and let the top of her dress
    fall down.

    Harry looked ready to run across the room, yet he was frozen in place staring at
    Hermione's chest. Again Hermione took his hands and placed them back upon her now
    bare breasts.

    "It's ok, Harry. I want you to touch me." Hermione urged. Harry licked his lips
    and looked in her eyes questioningly. She gave him the softest of smiles even though
    her heart was hammering in her chest. She was sure he could feel it, but he was still
    staring at her confused and with growing lust in his eyes.

    "But this…" Harry started, his voice trembling. Hermione had never once seen her
    boyfriend so scared, and it made her nervous, and thrilled all at once.

    "Like this." Hermione instructed, moving his hands slowly over her tender flesh.
    She gasped as his callused hands brushed her stiffening nipples, sending shocks
    through her body to that most sacred of places between her legs. Harry started at her
    groan, but she held his hands in place.

    "It's okay." She said shakily. "You're doing wonderfully."

    Slowly Hermione leaned towards Harry and captured his lips, showing him that she
    was ok, and that she liked what was happening. Slowly she let go of his hands and
    wrapped her arms around his neck. She began to whimper softly as Harry started to
    knead her breasts tenderly, learning what she liked by focusing on the sounds she
    made. It also helped that she kept up a steady stream of whispered encouragement when
    her lips weren't attached to his.

    Hermione wasn't sure when it started, but she realized a bit later that she had
    begun moving her hips against Harry as she began to feel a strange and thoroughly
    wonderful pressure building within her. She could feel Harry's own excitement
    separated by just three layers of clothing. His trousers, underwear, and her own
    moistening knickers. At some point she had somehow aligned herself perfectly so that
    she was sliding herself along Harry's own excitement. It was really starting to drive
    her crazy.

    Hermione knew clinically what was happening to her. She had read about it all, and
    had heard girls talk about it when they hadn't realized she was around. But until
    this moment, she hadn't even really imagined what it might feel like. She began
    pressing herself into Harry more, trying to get more of him pressing into the right
    spot. He was kissing her shoulders now, both hands still exploring the soft firmness
    of her breasts. Her head fell back and she clung to his shoulders, rubbing herself a
    bit harder into him. She was beginning to moan with the pleasure of it.

    And then she felt his mouth kissing the tops of her breasts, and the pressure in
    her belly rose. Her breathing became ragged, and she urged him on.

    "That's good." She hissed as his lips pressed against her bare skin. "Keep going
    Harry."

    He gave a soft grunt of acknowledgement and continued worshiping her with kisses.
    Her back arched suddenly and she gave the softest of cries when his tongue touched
    her left nipple. He started to pull away in fear that he'd hurt her, but Hermione
    clasped her arms around his neck and pressed him back to her chest, where his mouth
    clamped around her rose colored bud, and began to softly suckle.

    "Oh, yes.' She whimpered. "Yes, keep going Harry. That's perfect."

    She was grinding her hips into him now, the pressure building within her. She knew
    what was going to happen, and wanted it very badly. She had the perfect rhythm for
    herself now, and she was hitting the perfect spot. She wondered what it might feel
    like without anything between them. His hardness pressing into her womanhood. The
    thought was intoxicating.

    "Harry." She panted, pulling him up for another searing kiss. "Harry, I think I'm
    getting close.' She gasped in his ear. "I think I'm getting so close…"

    "Close to what?" Harry asked huskily. He began nipping at her neck, his teeth
    scraping against her throat deliciously.

    "Oh gods Harry." Hermione whimpered as the pressure within her became stronger
    when he once again licked at her rock hard nipple. She quickened her grinding as the
    feeling intensified. She wasn't going to fight it, she wasn't afraid. She knew Harry
    wasn't going to disappear, or lose respect for her. There was nothing at all to worry
    about. She was in love, and Harry was making her feel like this. This wanted, this
    appreciated, this loved.

    And then she felt it happen. Like a small explosion spreading from between her
    legs throughout her body.

    She felt dizzy, and her muscles seized up as a wave crashed over her. Her thighs
    began to shake and her back arched. She threw her head back and let out a long
    guttural moan of ecstasy. She couldn't believe it. It was better than she could have
    ever imagined. Her first orgasm.

    Harry held her tightly, looking at her fearfully. She began to relax after several
    minutes, and threw her arms around him where she began to cry softly. Harry, never
    liking it when Hermione cried, slowly laid back, wrapping his arms tightly around her
    bare back to hold her protectively.

    "I'm sorry… I…" he began but Hermione shook her head, before lifting herself up to
    shower him with kisses.

    "That was amazing.' She said between kisses. "That was so… just…I loved it."

    "What happened?" Harry asked completely baffled by his girlfriend's behavior.

    "You." Hermione smiled, wiping at her eyes. "You happened. I love you Harry."

    "You do?" Harry looked startled.

    "I do. I've known for a while, but I didn't… I was too scared to tell you. You
    don't have to feel the same. I know you're confused, and this is all new to you
    Harry, and I can wait for you to figure it out, but I need you to know that I am
    deeply in love with you."

    "What just happened to you?" Harry asked, now looking very fearful. Hermione could
    only laugh and continue to kiss him.

    "What we just did, it's only the beginning to what we can do Harry."

    "Did we… Did we just have sex?" Harry asked a little nervously.

    "Technically no." Hermione laughed softly, snuggling up to him, fitting her head
    in the crook of his neck. "But it was close. I had only intended for you to touch my
    chest, but things got… well everything felt so good, and I think my instincts just
    took over. Are you okay?"

    "I think so." Harry shifted a bit, and Hermione could still feel his hardness. She
    suddenly felt very guilty, he was likely feeling a bit of pain if what she had read
    was to be believed. She wondered if she should try to do something to relieve him,
    but she was too afraid to ask, and wasn't sure how he would react to her taking off
    his pants.

    On the other hand, it felt incredibly to be laying on top of him with nothing
    between them. Her breasts were pressed into his chest, and it felt like heaven. She
    thought it would be extremely good to have nothing at all between them, her flesh on
    his all night.

    "Is this what you meant when you said we could show that we cared for each other
    physically?" Harry asked. Hermione couldn't help but give a light laugh as she
    nodded.

    "This is exactly what I meant.' She replied.

    "I think I liked it, but… it was a little scary. I thought I had hurt you a few
    times."

    "But you didn't." She assured him. "You did amazing, and I want us to do
    more."

    "Now?" Harry asked, sounding a little nervous. In reply, Hermione pushed herself
    up a bit and looked into his eyes. She bent down and kissed him, a long slow,
    emotional kiss.

    "Do you trust me, Harry?" She asked when she broke the kiss. He stared into her
    eyes, a look she hadn't seen before. It was full of emotion, something Harry always
    managed to keep hidden. Slowly, he gave a single nod. This made her smile. She stood
    up, and let her dress fall to the floor. She stood before him, wearing only her black
    knickers, which were soaked now. She blushed a bit under his gaze, but smiled at him.
    She went to the wall and turned out the lights before turning back to him and telling
    him to take off his pants, and lay back on their bed.

    Harry didn't move right away, but slowly he got up and kick off his shoes, and
    removed his pants and socks before getting back on the bed. When he was settled,
    Hermione climbed back onto the bed and curled up into his side where she began to
    kiss him again. Long slow soft kisses. She could feel how tense he was, likely due to
    his anxiety over what she was planning.

    Hermione understood as she felt extremely nervous. She couldn't believe that she
    was about to attempt this at all, but she really wanted to, especially after what she
    had just experienced. She remembered reading several books when she was fourteen
    about human sexuality. It had been so clinical, though she understood it all. She
    also remembered hearing girls in the bathrooms talk about these things in very
    graphic detail. It had made her feel afraid, and disgusted. Now however, she found
    the thought of touching a boy in that way quite appealing.

    She began kissing Harry to try and relax him. He was incredibly nervous. Hermione
    knew it was because he had no idea what was going to happen, or what she planned to
    do. He returned her kisses, though it wasn't as nice as it had been a bit
    earlier.

    "That'll change.' Hermione assured herself as she began to rub her hands on his
    chest slowly, lovingly.

    Slowly, she began to mover her hand lower to his abdomen. She decided it was best
    to go slow, as to get him used to her touch, and allow him to relax a bit. Besides,
    she liked the pace. It allowed her own excitement to build as well as Harry's.

    Hermione kept kissing on Harry and slowly rubbing her hand up and down his chest
    and stomach, getting him used to her touch. The longer she went on, the more he
    seemed to relax. When she felt he was comfortable, she slipped her hand lower, and
    grasped his manhood through his boxers. Harry immediately tensed up again, and likely
    would have leapt off the bed were it not for her whispering to him that she wasn't
    going to hurt him, and that he was safe.

    "Hermione I…" Harry started to protest, but Hermione cut him off.

    "Shh, Harry." She whispered, looking him in the eye, and pressing kisses to his
    face. "I promise I will be gentle. Just as gentle as you were with me. Please trust
    me, Harry."

    He said nothing, but nodded slowly. His breathing was faster now, and he was
    sitting very stiffly. Hermione found the opening of his boxers and slipped her
    fingers inside. It was like nothing she'd ever felt before. His manhood was almost
    pulsing. It was so warm in her hand, and the skin was almost velvety.

    Harry gasped, and winced slightly at her touch, but remained where he was as she
    drew him out. Hermione looked to see what it looked like. It wasn't as strange as all
    the drawings she'd seen in books. It was odd, but not gross.

    Deciding now was not the time to inspect Harry's manhood, she turned back to her
    boyfriend and continued kissing him, doing her best to keep him calm as she began to
    stroke him.

    What she hadn't expected was Harry's anxiety. He fidgeted a lot, and appeared as
    if he wanted to get away from her, though he wanted to show that he trusted her.
    Perhaps if he'd grown up normally, he wouldn't be so nervous. He'd be begging her to
    go further, or wanting to experiment with different things.

    "It's ok, Harry." She whispered to him as she continued a steady rhythm. Harry
    nodded, though he was practically climbing the headboard. Hermione was really worried
    she was doing it all wrong, and that maybe he was acting the way he was because she
    was hurting him or something. She knew that couldn't be right because she was holding
    him softly, just allowing her hand to glide up and down him.

    "If I'm hurting you…" She began but Harry shook his head.

    "No it's… It feels… good." Harry stammered. Hermione smiled, and bent her head to
    kiss on his neck, sucking on a spot below his ear. She continued stroking him,
    listening to his breathing. His hands were balled into fists at his sides, and she
    swore he was gritting his teeth.

    "It shouldn't be like this." Hermione thought. "He should be…"

    And then she heard something that made her center tingle and moisten. Harry let
    out a low, soft moan of pleasure.

    She smiled to herself and sucked a little harder on his neck, using her tongue to
    entice him further while keeping her rhythm steady.

    "It's ok, Harry.' She whispered. "I want this."

    Harry merely nodded. He gave another low, barely audible moan which had Hermione
    dancing for joy in her head. She could feel that tingling sensation between her own
    legs, and began squeezing her thighs together unconsciously.

    Hermione continued kissing on Harry's neck and shoulders, occasionally kissing his
    mouth, loving how he would kiss her back as passionately as he had before. He was
    relaxing more and more, and Hermione felt more and more confident as she stroked him,
    loving how he felt in her hands, and imagining what it might feel like to strip away
    her panties and allow him to enter her.

    "Not yet." She told herself. "We're not ready for that. Though… I'm really
    beginning to want to."

    "Uhhhh." Harry moaned a little louder.

    "I want this Harry.' She whispered to him again. "I want to make you feel good,
    just like you did for me." Harry clenched his jaw and his body tensed again. Hermione
    swore he was fighting against what his body was feeling, as if he was embarrassed or
    ashamed.

    "It's ok Harry." She encouraged. "For me. Let it happen for me. Please Harry."

    Harry gave a grunt, and then moaned. Hermione felt his manhood tighten and then
    swell. The she felt him finish. It was hot, and sticky as it came out and flowed over
    her hand. She continued to stroke him as his body tensed and he moaned her name
    through gritted teeth.

    Harry's orgasm subsided a few seconds later, and Hermione slowed her manipulation
    until she was just holding his now slowly softening member. She continued to kiss him
    as he came down from his own little high. He was breathing almost as if he'd run a
    marathon, and Hermione realized she was breathing a bit heavy as well, which made her
    grin.

    "That…" Harry panted. "That was…"

    "Yeah, it really was." Hermione replied. "Thank you for letting me do that."

    "I think I should be thanking you." Harry replied with a soft chuckle. "I think I
    understand some of Moody's jokes now."

    "I don't want to know." Hermione shook her head as she got up to find her wand.
    She cleaned herself and Harry with a wave and climbed back into bed, curling up into
    Harry's side. He wrapped both arms around her and kissed the top of her head.

    "I've never done any of that before, Harry." She admitted. "I never would have
    done that if I didn't care about you as much as I do. If I didn't love you."

    "I know." Harry said, his normal even tone returning, which Hermione found
    strangely comforting. "I understand why. You have to be able to trust the other
    person to share yourself like that."

    "Strangely insightful." Hermione nodded, a soft smile on her face, her fingers
    tracing long trails up and down his chest. He kissed the top of her head again and
    sighed.

    "There's loads more, you know. We've barely scratched the surface of this side of
    our relationship, but… I'm really afraid. I really want to take things further, but…
    I don't want to freak you out, and I don't think I'm ready for a lot of it…
    emotionally speaking I mean." Hermione said quietly.

    "Hermione, Angel… I'm not in a hurry for anything. I don't want you to think…"

    "I know Harry.' She said, turning a bit so she could look at him. "I don't want
    things to get weird between us, or anything. I mean… things are going to change no
    matter what, but that's not a bad thing, if we don't let it be."

    "Hermione…" Harry said slowly, his hand going to her cheek, holding it tenderly.
    "You know that I'm really out of my depth with all of this. It's all new to me. I'm
    following your lead here. I trust you, and I know that whatever happens between us is
    because you want it to happen. If you think you're ready for more, then we'll do
    more. If you say stop… we stop."

    Hermione smiled at him and crawled up on top of him again, kissing him long and
    sweetly.

    "I don't know why you're with me, or why you even came to be in my life." She
    whispered to him. "But I am so thankful for whatever force led us to meet and come
    together."

    "You want to thank Sirius and Dumbledore?" Harry asked with a sly smile. Hermione
    shook her head.

    "I think it's bigger than them. They played parts for sure, but I think it's
    something else. Maybe fate, or destiny, or some combination. Whatever it is… " She
    shrugged. Harry gave her one of his small smiles that always made her heart skip, and
    kissed her. She laid down again, and sighed as his arms came up around her
    protectively. She shut her eyes and listened to his heart beat in his chest, taking
    comfort in the sound.

    Within minutes, she was sound asleep.

    

    Hermione awoke feeling incredibly rested, and strangely energized, though it
    wasn't something she was familiar with. It was a new kind of feeling that seemed
    centered between her legs.

    "Huh," She thought quite humorously. "Who'd have ever thought I'd wake up
    randy."

    She took in a deep breath as she thought back to the previous night and everything
    she and Harry had gotten up to. It was then she realized that she was quite
    undressed. She had never changed into sleep wear and was still only wearing her black
    knickers. On top of that, Harry was pressed up against her, spooning her, with his
    arms wrapped around her. It felt amazing, and Hermione decided that this was a
    fantastic way to wake up. Even Harry's erection pressing into her backside was…

    "Whoa." She thought, her eyes bulging a bit. She'd read about the male condition
    know and "morning wood" but experiencing it first hand was definitely enlightening.
    It probably didn't help that she was feeling a bit sexually charged. How could she
    not after what had happened. She still had difficulty in believing she'd had her
    first orgasm.

    She wondered in maybe she could get Harry to give her another one. The thought of
    Harry's hardness pressing against her center again had the wonderful effect of making
    her nethers react, and she began squeezing her thighs together. She wiggled her
    backside against her boyfriend, feeling rather naughty as she did it.

    "Good Morning." Harry's sleep addled voice broke the comforting silence.
    Hermione's face burned as she felt herself blush.

    "Good morning." She said squeakily. She waited until she felt her blush subside
    before she turned over to face him. His eyes were still closed, but she could tell he
    wasn't sleeping. If she'd paid attention, she would have known earlier.

    "Sleep well?" She asked.

    "Yes, thank you. I woke up at my normal time, but for some strange reason, I just
    couldn't make myself get out of bed." Harry admitted. He cracked an eye open to peer
    at her. "Any idea why that might be?"

    Hermione grinned. "It might have to do with the fact there was a half-naked girl
    pressed against you."

    "Likely." Harry said. "but I rather think it was the fact you were sleeping so
    soundly, and looked so beautiful, I didn't want to disturb you."

    Hermione sighed and smiled, reaching up to caress his face.

    "Hungry?" He asked, opening both of his gorgeous green eyes.

    "Famished." Hermione said, though she was sure she could wait on food if Harry
    were willing to help her with another desire. However she felt too embarrassed to ask
    him. Clearly she needed to work on that. Perhaps it was just something that happened
    as they got closer.

    "Do you want the shower first?" Harry asked, starting to pull away. Hermione
    immediately felt a sense of loss as he pulled away.

    "We could share" Hermione suggested. Harry gave her a questioning look, and
    Hermione smiled and shook her head. "Go ahead. I'll wait."

    Harry gave her another puzzled look, but she push him away, urging him to hurry
    up. He nodded, and headed for the bathroom. She heard the water turn on, and lay
    back, sighing contentedly. Last night had been really good, and if things went well
    with their mission today, she and Harry might get to do a bit more exploring later
    that night. Maybe tomorrow they could share the shower.

    Ok, sure, she had blurted out that she was in love with him. But he hadn't freaked
    out. He hadn't told her to get lost, or that he didn't feel the same. He had just
    held her. He was still there. She knew he was probably very confused by everything,
    but he wasn't letting it show. She would have to ask him if he was ok, and then
    laughed a little as it should have been the other way around. Harry should be the one
    worrying he had revealed his feelings to early or something.

    To distract herself from overanalyzing her situation, Hermione began to think
    about their mission. Today they would meet this mysterious contact and go to Paris to
    hunt for some relic Dumbledore believed would help end the war. He hadn't told her
    what it was. Hermione assumed that Harry knew what this thing was supposed to look
    like, or they might be in trouble.

    She sat up, pulling the sheets with her, covering her chest, though she wondered
    why she bothered. Harry had seen her mostly undressed last night. Still, in all the
    movies, the girl always covered herself with the sheet of the bed. Somehow, it seemed
    sexy to her. Maybe because for the first time in her life she felt sexy.

    Life was really strange, Hermione decided.

    She finally got herself out of bed and picked out clothes for the day and laid
    them out. A few minutes later, the shower was shut off, and Harry emerged from a very
    steamy bathroom wrapped in a towel. His chest was a bit shiny from moisture, and he
    looked delectable in Hermione's opinion. She crossed the room and pressed her body
    against his, grinning at the sensation of her breasts on his chest, marveling out how
    something so benign could feel so gods be damned amazing.

    They shared a long slow, soft kiss before Harry urged her to get cleaned up so
    they could get breakfast. Hermione frowned a little, thinking that it would be much
    more satisfying to just climb back into bed with Harry and spend the day there.
    Still, they had a mission to accomplish.

    Twenty minute later, Hermione was showered and dressed and finishing brushing and
    drying her hair. Harry strapped his wand holster to his wrist and slipped his wand
    inside before donning a light jacket and offering Hermione her own holster.

    They headed to the hotel lobby for breakfast. Both of them ate more than normal
    while talking about how they might spend time before they had to meet their contact.
    They decided to go back to the Marina to see if Jean-Claude was on his boat again.
    Their new friend wasn't around, so Harry wrote a note, and conjured an envelope where
    he placed some French cash and sealed it up before placing it in the sailboats
    cabin.

    They wandered through a few more shops, and Hermione bought a few gifts for
    Lavender and Neville.

    "Does Lavender fancy Neville?" Harry asked while they were looking at handbags in
    a little boutique. Hermione turned to look at Harry with awe.

    "How did you know?" She asked.

    "She sits close to him in the Great Hall, and touches him a lot. More than she
    used to. I've seen her grab his arm, or shoulder when she talks to him. She also
    looks at him a lot. Like you look at me." Harry stated. "Is that why she broke up
    with Ron? So she could be with Neville?"

    "No." Hermione shook her head and then shrugged. "Maybe. Lavender and Ron were
    having problems, mostly due to Lavender cheating on Ron. But there was more. Lavender
    hated what she did. She hated that she cheated, and hated that she lied. That isn't
    who she is, and it was really hurting her. But Ron wasn't very nice to her. In fact,
    I'm actually stunned that he hasn't tried to spread rumors about her or
    something."

    "He doesn't want to." Harry said. "He told us that if he hears anyone saying
    anything bad about her, he'd kill them. He's really angry over it, but… he says he
    doesn't want to hurt her."

    "Really?" Hermione looked stunned.

    "From what I gather, that's unusual." Harry said. Hermione nodded.

    "Usually a break up that bad there'd be a lot more rumors or arguments or general
    nastiness. They're just avoiding each other, which is good I guess, but strange. It's
    surprisingly mature." Hermione shrugged.

    "But Neville was a factor in their break up, right?" Harry asked.

    "Yes." Hermione said, selecting a handbag she thought Lavender would like. "She's
    liked him since New Year's. I think she saw something in him that night that touched
    her. But, she thinks he's afraid of her. Plus he's still hung up on Hannah."

    "He does speak of her a lot." Harry agreed. "He didn't want things to end, but he
    understands it. At least that's what he says."

    "They both need time to get over things before they try to start new
    relationships. I kind of think they might be good together, and I think if they spend
    time getting to know each other, they could get married one day. They'd be good for
    each other, I think." Hermione said while they paid for Lavender's present. The store
    clerk thanked them and they headed back out to the street.

    "How do you know?" Harry asked.

    "I don't." Hermione admitted. "It's just certain things I see. Lavender's a pretty
    confident person, and she's not afraid to be forward. I think that might be good for
    Neville. At the same time, Neville's respectful, and reserved. I think that could be
    good for Lavender. They also have a lot in common. I just think they might find that
    they work well together, if they take things slow and get to know each other. At the
    very worst, they could be very good friends."

    Harry nodded as Hermione finished her explanation. She took his hand in hers and
    smiled when he gave it a light squeeze. It was getting close to time to meet their
    contact, so they made their way to the restaurant and got a table.

    "This was a good choice." Harry said, looking around them. There were quite a few
    people there enjoying lunch. It was open, and easy to see nearly everyone as well as
    the front door, though they could make it to the rear emergency exit if they had
    to.

    The waiter came and brought them water and took orders for drinks. Harry wasn't
    sure if they would get time to eat, as he had no idea how long their contact would
    want to stay. Hermione told the waiter they were waiting for a friend and that they
    wanted to wait on ordering until they were joined.

    They sat in silence. Hermione kept her eyes on the door, while Harry continually
    scanned the dining room. It was fifteen minutes before someone entered the
    restaurant, catching Hermione's attention, as well as many of the males as well.

    "Harry?" Hermione said, nodding towards the door. Harry turned to look as a tall
    slender woman entered, and looked around. She wore a long lightweight coat and
    sunglasses. She had silvery blonde hair, tied in a ponytail. She stopped when she saw
    Harry and Hermione looking at her, and then, after a hesitant pause, made her way
    over to them.

    "Excuse me," The woman said with a heavy French accent. "Would you 'appen to have
    ze time?"

    "Uh, yes it's…" Hermione began but Harry cut her off, eyeing the woman
    suspiciously.

    "My apologies." He said. "But I don't wear a watch."

    The woman relaxed visibly and Harry motioned for her to sit down.

    "Dumbledore zaid you would be easy to recognize." She said, taking off her
    sunglasses revealing bright blue eyes. "'E zaid your 'air was perpetually messy."

    "I know you." Hermione said. "You were the Beauxbatons Champion in the Tri-Wizard
    Tournament."

    "Oui." The woman smiled softly. "My name is Fleur Delacour."
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    Hermione felt herself tense as the stunningly beautiful blonde woman sat down,
    slipping out of her long gray coat. Fleur was very slender, but not overly skinny.
    She had a figure that nearly every girl in the world would murder their entire family
    to possess. Tall, slender and perfect curves. Her long silvery blonde hair looked
    like spun silk. Her eyes were a blue not unlike a tropical sea. She wore a dark blue
    pencil skirt with black stockings and shiny black high heeled pumps. Her blouse was
    pale pink and a vest that matched her skirt.

    Yet, Fleur looked tired, not that it really did anything to dampen her general
    appearance. She was still amazing to look upon. And that just made Hermione even more
    insecure. Yet, she had the faintest traces of dark circles under her eyes.

    "Hermione Granger." Hermione said, trying to sound as friendly as she could. She
    remembered all the boys at Hogwarts falling all over themselves and drooling like
    crazed animals whenever Miss Delacour of Beauxbatons walked by. Even as she took a
    look around the restaurant, she could see men staring unashamedly at the beautiful
    woman sitting next to her.

    "Harry." Hermione's boyfriend said, though he wasn't looking at her the same way
    as the other males. In fact, he wasn't looking at her at all. He was scanning to
    restaurant for any sign this woman had been followed.

    "I'm very pleased to meet you both." Fleur replied, shaking each of their hands.
    "'Ave you ordered yet?"

    "No, we thought it best to wait, as we didn't know if you would want to leave
    right away." Hermione replied.

    "Good. I am a bit 'ungry, and we 'ave some time." Fleur smiled with relief. The
    waitress came by and took their orders a few minutes later. When she finished, and
    walked away, Fleur turned to Harry.

    "Dumbledore gave you gold, oui?" She asked. Harry gave a curt nod, his eyes
    roaming the patrons looking for anyone who didn't seem right to him.

    "Good, you will need it. I should be able to negotiate 'im down, but… greed tends
    to overpower lust." Fleur sighed.

    "Which of the artifacts is it you think you've found?" Harry asked, finally
    looking to Fleur. Hermione felt herself tense again but Harry did nothing to make her
    think he was in any way affected by Fleur's enchantments.

    "Ze locket. A large gold locket wiz an S etched into it. Zis man we are to zee, 'e
    is known for dealing in very rare and dangerous items. He's well connected in ze
    black market. Two weeks ago 'e came to Gringott's in Paris and paid for very advanced
    warding on 'is property. It made me curious why he would suddenly need extra
    protection on his shop. Zo, I visited and persuaded him to show me what he was
    protecting. It felt…foul."

    "How did you get involved in all of this anyway?" Hermione asked. Fleur's
    expression became heartbroken.

    "I was asked." She said sullenly. "By Dumbledore. Just after Cedric's funeral, he
    came to see me at my home. He knew that Cedric and I were… close."

    "You were friends?" Hermione asked softly.

    "We were more than friends." Fleur admitted.

    The waitress arrived with their meals, and set them before each of them before
    asking if they needed anything else. After she was gone, they began to eat in silence
    for a bit. Hermione's curiosity became too much to bear however, and she finally had
    to ask.

    "I don't mean to pry, but how close were you?" Hermione asked, looking apologetic.
    Harry looked up from his own lunch with a curious expression.

    "We were falling in love." Fleur said after a long pause. "Cedric was one of the
    very few at 'Ogwarts, or really my whole world, who was polite to me, and more
    importantly, unaffected by my allure."

    "Allure?" Harry asked turning to look at the woman now. Hermione cringed inwardly
    as Harry looked her over.

    "I'm a Veela." Fleur said simply. "Cedric didn't seem to care about my heritage,
    zough. He tried to untie us. He felt the spirit of ze tournament was more important
    zan ze prize. He asked if Viktor and I would like to train wiz him. Viktor chose not
    to, preferring to be on his own. I zink he thought we were trying to spy on him or
    zomething. It wasn't until after the second task that he became friendlier to
    us."

    "But you agreed to train with Cedric." Harry said. Fleur nodded.

    "He was quite persuasive. I admit that I was at first waiting for a chance to make
    him look foolish, but the longer I let him speak, the more his words made sense to
    me. He didn't convince me right away, but as I did not say no, he kept asking me if
    we could try and help each other. I still don't know why I agreed." Fleur smiled
    fondly at the memory.

    "I zink he got into my head. And ze more I zought of it, making friends with new
    people who didn't have some kind of agenda was very appealing. Do not mistake me. I
    wanted to win. I would be ze first Veela to have competed and won such a monumental
    competition. But why shouldn't I make friends as well."

    Hermione listened to Fleur, remembering seeing Cedric and Fleur together a lot,
    but she couldn't remember when she had begun to notice it. She had been so caught up
    in her own world, it was no surprise she barely paid any attention to the goings on
    of the tournament.

    "As we prepared, we became friends. "E respected me, and treated me as an equal.
    'Ow could I not fall for 'im in the end. At first we resisted ze attraction we both
    felt, even choozing ozzer people as dates for ze Yule Ball. But, during ze second
    task, he came to my rescue. Grindylows ambushed me, and as a Veela, my power is
    subdued underwater. Cedric rescued me, and helped me to save my sister."

    Harry simply stared, listening to Fleur's tale while Hermione was wiping at her
    eyes a bit. She had spoken to Cedric Diggory only once, but he left such a strong
    impression on her. It had been late in her third year, and Draco, and a few others
    were picking on her as usual, of course, and Cedric had stopped Goyle from hexing
    her. He'd used a tongue-tying hex on Goyle, that left him unable to speak properly
    for a week. After that, Cedric had walked her to McGonagall's office, telling her
    that one day, things would change, and those idiots would be begging her for
    forgiveness. The memory made her look affectionately at Harry.

    "After zat, I could not fight my feelings anymore." Fleur said, wiping at her own
    eyes. "We chose to keep it quiet, given all ze press each of us was already getting.
    It was very hard, but we managed. Just before ze zird task, we talked about what
    would happen to us when ze tournament was over. We both felt zat we didn't want zings
    to end between us. We wanted to find out if we could have zomething bigger, zomething
    special."

    "You were going to get married?" Hermione asked with a gasp.

    "Non." Fleur shook her head. "At least not right away. We hadn't even discussed
    zat. But we wanted to be togezzer. I had already accepted a job wiz Gringott's and I
    knew I could transfer to the British branch. Cedric had a few options, zo we decided
    to take ze summer and spend it togezzer and figure zings out between us. But zat
    didn't happen."

    Hermione reached out and took Fleur's hand supportively, and gave it a squeeze.
    The blonde gave a watery smile of appreciation.

    Hermione remembered that night. Fleur had been brought out of the Maze first.
    Nearly an hour later, Viktor Krum had been brought out as well. He looked strange as
    Professor Flitwick and Sprout escorted him. He kept shaking his head, and looking
    over his shoulder, very bewildered. They had waited nearly two hours for any sign of
    Cedric, and then they got it when his body appeared right in front of the judges. His
    body was twisted at odd angles, and covered in blood. He was taken away shortly after
    that, and they were given the official story the next morning. Dumbledore gave them
    the real story at dinner, scaring nearly every single person in the Great Hall when
    he told them all that Cedric had been killed by none other than the most feared and
    fearsome wizard in history. Lord Voldemort.

    "Zat night… I felt my world crumble to ash when Cedric's body was returned. The
    look on his face… I had never seen Cedric look so afraid. Not even before he faced
    his dragon. I can't help but wonder what it was he saw that made him fear so much."
    Fleur finished, sniffling.

    "Voldemort." Harry said softly.

    "I swore I would make whomever did zat to Cedric would pay. I was blinded by my
    rage. Now however, I fear for the safety of my family. I have been thinking about
    quitting , and leaving England's problems to England. And zen I dream of my Cedric,
    and I see his disappointment so plain, and I know that I must do all I can to
    help."

    They had hardly touched their meals through Fleur's tale, and none of them were
    hungry any longer. Fleur checked her watch, and then excused herself to use the
    restroom. Hermione watched her go as Harry pushed his plate away.

    "I had no idea she and Cedric were dating." Hermione said, sniffling. "They hid it
    very well. I don't think anyone knew."

    "Do you know what happened to Cedric that night? How Voldemort rose?" Harry asked,
    Hermione turned around to look at her boyfriend curiosity etched on her features. She
    shook her head, and Harry gave a nod, rubbing his hands together as he stared at the
    table.

    "He used an extremely ancient and dark ritual. I overheard Dumbledore telling
    Sirius and the others. Later it was explained to me directly. He needed the blood of
    someone young and powerful to help create a new body." Harry explained. "I suppose he
    thought the tournament was the best way to find a suitable candidate."

    "How do you know this? How did Dumbledore find out about this ritual?" Hermione
    asked.

    "He has a spy within Voldemort's ranks." Harry said.

    "A spy?" Hermione looked awed. She had no idea why she was surprised. It was well
    known Voldemort had spies within the Ministry itself.

    "We should go." Fleur said, returning from the bathroom, and looking as perfect as
    when she walked in the restaurant. She slipped her coat back on as Harry agreed with
    her and got to his feet. Hermione followed them, though her mind was screaming for
    more answers, though she knew this wasn't the time for that. They had a job to do
    now.

    Fleur led them a short way down the street and into a side alley. She then
    produced a hair brush from her handbag, which she held out to Harry and Hermione.

    "This portkey will take us to our destination." She said, looking at them. Harry
    was keeping watch while Hermione reached out to touch the portkey. Harry also placed
    a finger on the brush just as it activated.

    Hermione truly hated Portkeys. Once again, harry was there to keep her from
    falling flat on her face. At first glance, it looked as if they hadn't gone anywhere.
    The alley they were in was nearly identical. Then Hermione heard the sound of heavy
    traffic and the smell of the ocean was gone.

    "Zis way." Fleur said, leading them out onto the street. Hermione walked with
    Harry, holding his hand tightly as they emerged from the alleyway and onto a bustling
    street. There were hundreds of people walking up and down the boulevard. On the
    street, cars passed by with the occasional honk at pedestrians who were crossing to
    the other side to get to their favorite shop.

    Hermione realized after gazing into two different shop windows that they must be
    in the clothing district of Paris. The more windows she looked into, the more
    convinced they were in a very high end shopping district.

    The men and women they passed all looked as if they'd stepped off the pages of
    some fashion magazine. It made Hermione feel even more insecure then she had been
    when she first met Fleur.

    "Just up ahead." Fleur said over her shoulder.

    They entered a small boutique with a tall, thin, elegant looking woman stood by
    the counter. There were shelves and shelves of very beautiful looking shoes, and
    Hermione thought that Lavender would simply die to be allowed to step inside this
    shop.

    However, they didn't stop. Hermione and Harry followed Fleur through a curtain and
    into the shop's storeroom, and then out a back door into a courtyard, not unlike the
    entrance to Diagon Alley. Except, Fleur didn't tap on a brick to open the wall. She
    placed her palm on the center of the wall, and whispered softly in French. Hermione
    strained to hear what the Veela said, but couldn't.

    At once the wall vanished, and their guide led them into France's magical shopping
    district.

    It was much more contemporary then Diagon Alley. In fact, it almost looked like
    the street they had just come from, save for the wares being sold here.

    Fleur led them quickly down the street. Hermione desperately wanted to stop into a
    few of the shops, but Fleur seemed to be in quite a hurry now. It made Hermione
    wonder if the French beauty was being up front with them, or if perhaps they were
    being led into a trap.

    After what seemed to Hermione like four or five blocks, Hermione turned left down
    a side street and after another block, stopped and turned to her companions.

    "Perhaps you would prefer to wait for us out side." Fleur said to Harry. "I will
    need to use my Allure to its fullest power in here, as this man has quite a strong
    will."

    "I'll be fine." Harry said, and a steely tone. Hermione looked nervous as she
    turned to her boyfriend. Harry had no experience with Veela, so far as she knew, and
    she knew he'd never forgive himself if he screwed this up because he couldn't
    control; himself.

    "Harry, maybe she's right." She began until Harry turned his cold gaze on her. She
    immediately hated it, and looked away, rather ashamedly.

    "I'll be fine." He repeated.

    Fleur smiled apologetically to Hermione and then turned. She took a few deep
    breaths, and brushed her hair with her fingers. Hermione swore that it got shinier
    and silkier looking. The girl was almost glowing with beauty and it made Hermione
    feel truly insignificant, and just plain boring by comparison.

    She looked to Harry to see if he was starting to drool yet, but found him staring
    ahead as if nothing was happening. Was Fleur using her Allure yet? Was It
    directional, and it wasn't affecting Harry because he was behind her?

    "In here." Fleur said walking forward a bit and opening a door. A little bell
    tinkled, announcing them, and a strong, masculine voice range out in French.

    "One moment please."

    They walked to the counter, with Fleur in the lead, and waited only a few seconds
    before a very attractive, and tall man came out from the back. His hair was the color
    of coal, with a bit of graying at the temples. His face was chiseled, and his eyes
    narrow and calculating. He was broad shouldered, and barrel chested, and looked as if
    he could break them all in half with his bare hands.

    "AH, my sweet, you have returned again. I am very pleased to se you again my
    sweet flower. How can I service you this day?" He said when he caught sight of
    Fleur.

    Hermione watched the man's expression become greedy and openly lurid as Fleur
    leaned forward. It was then that she noticed their French companion had undone a few
    buttons on her blouse. The way she was leaning on the counter with her arms helped to
    push her breasts together, giving her more cleavage than she already had.

    Hermione also noted a new fragrance in the air. It was like fresh flowers, and
    reminded her of spring. She quickly guessed that Fleur was now turning up the charm,
    as it were, and then she noted that Harry was shaking his head as if to clear it. He
    looked almost as if he'd been hit by a bludgeour, and was trying to stay on his feet.
    He swayed a bit, but remained upright.

    "Are you alright?" She whispered. Harry pinched the bridge of his nose,
    and squeeze his eyes shut. He looked up, but his eyes were still clear. He gave her a
    nod and turned back to watch Fleur.

    "I have come to see the locket again." Fleur said in French. "And I have
    brought someone who wishes to purchase the treasure just as I promised."

    "Ah, but you are too late. A very wealthy Englishman is coming to buy it
    tomorrow. Very interested in it. Offered a fortune. Far too much gold to pass up.
    Perhaps I can retire, no?" The man laughed, turning and slipping into the back
    once again. "But, I can give you one last peek, no?"

    Fleur kept leaning over the counter, making quite a show as the shop owner kept
    looking to catch a bit more of Fleur's perfect flesh. Harry leaned down to whisper to
    Hermione.

    "We need to get this and get out. If someone is coming to buy it, they might
    already have someone here watching." He said. Hermione began to tremble a bit at that
    thought and looked over her shoulder, expecting to see Death Eaters in the doorway.
    Perhaps this mission wouldn't be so easy after all.

    "Here we are." The man said returning with a heavy black box which he set
    upon the counter with a thud. He took his wand from a pocket on his apron, and began
    tapping the box in different places. Hermione saw that each place the man tapped, a
    rune glowed in a different color. After what felt like an eternity, the box opened,
    and the man turned it around.

    "Remember, do not touch."

    Fleur turned to Hermione and Harry and motioned with her head to come closer. They
    did so, and got their first look at the heavy golden locket resting on black velvet
    within.

    It was egg shaped and made entirely of gold. It was really rather plain looking
    really, save for the simple S etched into the front.

    And yet, Hermione could feel the air get colder around this thing. It reeked of
    darkness, and made her feel nauseous. She noted Harry too, looked ready to vomit, and
    his eyes were cold and furious as he looked at it.

    "It will be a shame to sell it." The man said as he began to turn the box
    around and reseal it. "But the money is too good. Maybe even enough to convince
    you to run away with me my pretty pet."

    "Exactly how much money is this man offering?" Harry asked the shop keep
    who look at him with distaste. Hermione turned to look at Harry as he'd spoken in
    perfect French. She had been unaware that he spoke anything but the Queen's English,
    though she really shouldn't have been at all shocked by anything he did.

    "Far more than you could imagine." The shop owner replied with a derisive
    laugh.

    "I just wanted to know, so I could make a counteroffer." Harry said.
    "After all, why should you have to wait to begin your retirement?"

    "Do not waste your breath, my friend." The man grinned devilishly. "I am
    certain you don't have enough pocket money to make such a purchase, much less
    appreciate such a historical treasure. This is the locket of none other than Salazar
    Slytherin, after all."

    Harry shook his head again as Fleur leaned in and purred softly. Hermione swore
    she could feel the entire room get warm, and she could smell something that made part
    of her stir with desire. She gave her boyfriend's hand a squeeze, thinking it strange
    that Veela Allure could work on women as well. Though given how she felt, and how the
    two males in the room were acting, she doubted it affected women as strongly as it
    did men.

    Harry took several long deep breaths as he pinched the bridge of his nose. Fleur
    however was pouring it on as she leaned over the counter. She was so close to the
    man's face, Hermione was certain she might kiss him.

    "Would it really hurt to tell us just how rich you will be?" Fleur asked,
    licking her lips suggestively. The man gave a laugh.

    "No, I suppose it won't." The man continued to chuckle. "Ten million
    galleons."

    Harry looked troubled by this. Hermione was sure Dumbledore had not given him that
    much. In fact, she had no idea how much the Headmaster had given him.

    "That is a lot." Fleur said, keeping the man's attention on her. Hermione
    wondered if the French companion was stalling for time. "Perhaps I might have to
    run away with you. Clearly you will be able to keep me in fine silk, and diamonds for
    the rest of my life, yes?"

    "Anything you could ever desire my pet." The man said seductively. It was
    the last thing he said as Harry hit him with a powerful stunning hex. He fell heavily
    to the floor as Harry leapt over the counter.

    "What have you done?" Fleur cried out with surprise. "I was just going to
    convince him to give it to you."

    "That wasn't going to happen, and you know it." Harry said, bending down and
    touching the tip of his wand to the man's temple. He began whispering softly, though
    Hermione couldn't hear what he was saying. Slowly he began to pull his wand away and
    Hermione saw something silvery being pulled away. Harry shook his wand and the
    silvery strand of whatever disappeared, and then Harry repeated the process seven or
    eight more times.

    Fleur turned to look at the door nervously while Harry did whatever it was he was
    doing. Hermione noted the room was cooling down, and the smell of flowers was fading
    away.

    "Grab the box." Harry said when he finished and stood up. Hermione reached out to
    follow his command and stuffed the black wooden box into the shopping bag she had
    been carrying with the gifts for Lavender and Neville. Harry leapt back over the
    counter and started for the door before Fleur spoke, making him turn.

    "What have you done?" Fleur asked again in a bit of a panic.

    "Surgical obliviation. He has no memory of you or the locket." Harry said.

    "Surgical obliviation?" Hermione asked looking fascinated.

    "That wasn't the plan." Fleur argued.

    "Plans change." Harry retorted. "I didn't have enough money to outbid whoever is
    coming, and he wasn't the type to barter, unless you offered yourself up, and even
    then, I don't think it would have been enough. No offense."

    "None taken." Fleur said without pause. "What do you intend to do now?"

    "Leave." Harry said.

    Just as he was about to open the door, it was wrenched from his hand, and four
    large men entered. Hermione realized at once that Harry had been right. Someone had
    been watching.

    "Hand it over." The leader said as Harry stepped back, keeping himself between
    these men and Hermione and Fleur. Both girls had pulled their wands now, though both
    looked very afraid. They were all dressed in the familiar black robes of the Death
    Eaters, though they were without masks. The leader had cold blue eyes, and a grizzled
    face in desperate need of a shave. His dark brown hair was slicked back

    Two of the others were bald, though one of the two clearly shaved his hair as
    opposed to the other who had just lost his hair. The last one had graying red hair,
    and kept licking his lips as he looked at the girls.

    "We've come for the box, and its contents." The lead man said menacingly. Harry
    wasn't at all swayed.

    "If you can take it, you can have it." Harry said, slipping his own wand out.

    "Do not trifle with us, boy." The leader snarled. "We are far more powerful than
    the likes of you."

    "I wouldn't wager on that." Hermione whispered. Fleur gave her a side long look,
    but Hermione's eye remained locked on the dark robed men.

    "Give us the box, and maybe we'll let you walk out of here with another scar and a
    limp." The leader said sternly.

    "I bet we can make them birds walk funny, eh Dobbins?" the red headed one
    laughed.

    "Answer me this, while I think it over. Just who was planning on buying the box
    tomorrow? Lestrange? MacNair?"

    "You're in over your head boy." The leader responded. "Now, for the last time,
    hand over the bo…ACK!"

    Harry had grown tired of trying to get answers. He whipped his wand upward,
    sending a slashing hex at the man which caught in across the chest and face. He fell
    back into his brethren causing them to stumble. The ginger man stepped to the side
    and attempted to strike, but Harry conjured a shield, which absorbed the spell. Harry
    retaliated violently, and the ginger man found himself missing his scalp. Blood fell
    into his eyes as Harry shattered his knee caps making him fall, before driving a
    conjured pike into his spinal cord.

    The two bald men had gotten free of their leader, who was whimpering as he tried
    to heal the long deep gash that ran up his body. Hermione swore she saw part of the
    man's innards coming out, and felt the urge to vomit.

    Harry faced the two bald men, who were glaring at their young opponent now. Harry
    waited for one of them to make the first move, but when it became clear in the next
    second that neither was going to strike first, Harry made his move. With a
    criss-cross motion, Harry sent just two spells at the men who both seized up as
    several stomach wrenching cracks were heard, followed by both men gurgling as blood
    came out of the mouths, before they fell dead at Harry's feet.

    "My god." Fleur gasped as Harry stepped over them and knelt next to the leader who
    had gone extremely pale from blood loss. "I've never seen anything like that
    before..."

    "I have, and I still can't believe he does it." Hermione said shakily. Fleur
    turned and gave her a terrified look, but Hermione was to entranced by what Harry was
    doing at the moment to notice.

    Harry stood after a moment, and both girls could see the leader was now dead.
    Harry transfigured the four bodies into garbage bags full of rubbish, and levitated
    them over the counter. He then used his wand to clean up all the blood from the floor
    and walls.

    "They were Death Eaters." He said, turning to the girls. "That big one had the
    mark on his arm. Let's go, act normally."

    Fleur and Hermione were struggling to act casually as they left, though Hermione
    was sure she looked guilty of something. She felt extremely nervous as Harry took her
    hand, and they followed Fleur all the way back into Muggle Paris. They said nothing
    until Fleur led them back into the alley they had first port keyed into.

    "What is to 'appen now?" Fleur asked, looking as if she might pass out. Harry
    grabbed her arm, and made her look him in the eye.

    "There is nothing to connect you to any of this." He said pointedly. "You act as
    if nothing out of the ordinary has occurred. You never met us, you have no idea who
    we are. You were never in Paris today."

    Fleur nodded numbly and Harry released her arm and stepped back, accepting the
    compact she offered to he and Hermione.

    "Thank you." Hermione said softly. Fleur looked at her for a long minute before
    closing the gap and hugging her as if they were very old friends. Hermione was so
    stunned, that she barely managed to pat Fleur's back awkwardly before the blonde
    released her and turned to hug Harry as well.

    "Please take care of each ozzer." She said sadly. "What you share is something to
    be cherished. To be treasured above everything."

    "What are you..." Hermione stammered but Fleur smiled softly.

    "One has only to have experienced love for themselves to be able to see it in
    ozzers." She smiled, tapping her wand to the compact held by Hermione. Harry reached
    out to touch it as the portkey activated. A blink of an eye later and they found
    themselves in the same alley they had begun their journey in. Hermione glanced at her
    watch, shocked to find that the whole thing had taken just over an hour. And then it
    all began to sink in. Everything she had seen replayed in her mind. She saw the Death
    Eaters fall to Harry's wand and the truly ghastly way in which he had dispatched
    them.

    Harry tossed the compact into a nearby dumpster before taking Hermione's trembling
    hand.

    "Let's get back to the hotel." He said. "I think you need to lie down, you look
    ill."

    Hermione barely registered the walk back to their hotel, or the elevator ride, or
    Harry picking her up when she began to slump, or even being laid gently on the bed.
    She was barely cognizant of anything until Harry sat next to her, and waved a glass
    of something that smelled strangely and pungent under her nose.

    "Eww, what is that?"

    "Vodka, I think." Harry said, handing her the glass. "Moody says alcohol helps
    calm the nerves."

    Hermione looked at him for a moment before swallowing all the liquid, and coughing
    and spluttering.

    "Oh, that is really disgusting."

    "I don't know a lot about this stuff, and they didn't have the brand Sirius
    usually drinks. I just grabbed the first bottle I saw at the store." Harry said,
    wrinkling his nose at the smell from the glass Hermione handed him.

    "When did you go to the store? And how could you even buy this?" Hermione
    asked.

    "I just got back, and a confounds charm. You've been kind of catatonic. If this
    didn't work, I was going to call a healer." Harry said, reaching up to caress her
    cheek. She closed her eyes at the contact and sighed.

    "Sorry. I just..."

    "I freaked you out, didn't I? When I killed those Death Eaters?" Harry asked,
    looking a bit sullen.

    "I know that it's a war, and that you are a soldier, and a soldier has to do…
    well, he has to…"

    "Kill his enemy." Harry offered. Hermione looked up at him, wondering how he could
    be so calm.

    "How can you do it? I mean, I know you've been trained and all, but don't you feel
    anything..." She wondered aloud. Harry finished what was left in Hermione's glass
    before standing up and walking to the window. He stared out onto the bay for a few
    moments, and Hermione began to worry she'd insulted him. She was just about to
    apologize when he began to speak again.

    "When I turned fifteen, Dumbledore came to see me. I can still see that grim
    expression on his face. He wished me a happy birthday and then, he told me it was
    time for me to know why it was I had been raised the way I had." Harry said sounding
    bitter.

    He told me about Voldemort's original rise to power, and the havoc he wreaked
    across the Isles. How people were terrified to leave their homes, and how families
    turned on each other out of fear. Fear Voldemort cultivated. Then he told me how a
    prophecy foretold of a child who could put an end to it all. Voldemort found out
    about it, and decided that I was that child."

    Hermione was sitting bolt upright now. She could feel the sting of tears in her
    eyes. How could anyone feel threatened by a child? Before she could ask any of the
    million questions that popped into her head, Harry continued.

    And then, Dumbledore told me something, that even now, almost two years later… I
    still feel sick to my stomach just thinking about it." Harry said, turning to look at
    Hermione Now. She saw something in his eyes she had never thought she would ever see.
    It was horror. Not fear, or apprehension, or nervousness. No, this was horror.
    Hermione felt her heart leap into her throat. Harry was single handedly the bravest
    soul she had ever met, so what on earth could make him look that way?

    "You see, Voldemort fears only one thing, and it's been the driving force in his
    life. He fears death. That fear led him to search for immortality. To become
    invulnerable to disease, or weakness. And he found his answer."

    Harry went to the small desk in their room, and tapped the heavy black box which
    contained the locket.

    "Dumbledore still isn't sure how or where he learned of it, but Voldemort
    committed a sin against nature itself when he made this, and the others. They're
    called Horcruxes."

    "Horcruxes?' Hermione asked, her voice barely a whisper. Harry nodded at this and
    moved back to the window, shivering slightly as he got away from the box.

    "In essence, it's a way to tie your soul to this world so that you will never die.
    That's how he managed to come back. You see, to make a Horcrux, you have to rip your
    soul apart, and channel a fragment into something, like a locket. So long as the
    locket remains whole, your soul can never move on. You could be struck with an Avada
    Kedavra, and you would survive. In a manner of speaking anyway."

    "I don't understand." Hermione said. Harry nodded at this.

    "Frankly, I'm pretty fuzzy on it as well. The point is that Voldemort is, for all
    intents and purposes, unkillable. When he came to kill me that night, he had not one,
    but a few of these abominations hidden all over. He was protected, yet he still felt
    that I could somehow end his life, and he couldn't have that. So, he came to Godric's
    hollow, cut down my father, and went after me, but my mum wouldn't let him. She did
    protecting me, and that is what Dumbledore thinks saved me. But when he cast the
    killing curse, what was left of his soul was so damaged and fragile that when the
    curse rebounded, a small fragment of his soul was torn away and it latched itself… on
    to me." Harry looked up at Hermione as he slowly reached up and pointed to the red
    lightning bolt scar upon his forehead.

    Hermione's gasp was ear splitting. Harry cringed and Hermione leapt off the bed.
    She walked right up to him and took the glass he was still holding onto and let it
    fall to the floor so she could hold both of his hands. She stared into his eyes,
    tears beginning to fall from her soft, chocolate brown eyes.

    "Harry, we'll... I'll find a way to..."

    "It's gone." Harry said cutting across Hermione. She opened and closed her mouth a
    couple of times as what he said sunk in.

    "Gone?"

    "Yes, Gone. It was taken out of me the same night I learned all about this. It was
    why Dumbledore came. He'd found a ritual to separate it from me, and send it on. If
    it hadn't worked, well, let's just say I probably wouldn't have been sent to
    Hogwarts. It was the single most excruciating thing I have ever felt. From what I
    understand, it very nearly killed me and Dumbledore. I was in a coma for a month
    afterwards.' Harry sighed, squeezing her hands comfortingly.

    "My god Harry. I-I just can't believe this." She said, reaching up to wipe her
    eyes with the back of her hand. "How does one even tear their soul apart to make a
    Horcrux, and why? There are other ways to prolong life, I mean there are potions
    and…"

    "Voldemort didn't want to be dependent on anything. As for how you rip your soul,
    you do it with the most evil of all acts. Murder." He said, leaning back so he was
    resting on the windowsill. "It's important that you understand this. There is a
    difference between murder, and when I kill one of his Death Eaters. I don't want to
    take lives, but I have to. I'm protecting myself. I'm protecting you. I'm preventing
    truly bad people from harming innocent people. Men, women and children. Voldemort and
    his followers kill for fun, for sport, or to spread fear, which is Voldemort's
    greatest weapon."

    "I understand there's a difference Harry, I just… when you do it, it's like you
    feel nothing. You're blank… empty. Like killing someone is as natural as breathing to
    you. It scares me to think you could be so heartless, even if they are evil."
    Hermione explained.

    "The night Dumbledore removed the soul fragment from me, I saw everything
    Voldemort has ever done. I saw his life in a flash, but to me, I lived it all. I saw
    through his eyes every single heinous act he had ever committed. Each and every one
    of his victims from the first person he killed, to my mother. I heard them all beg
    for mercy. I saw the light fade from every pair of eyes. And I felt the glee he felt.
    The pure ecstasy he reveled in after he ended a life." Harry said looking and
    sounding disgusted.

    Hermione could only stare in abject horror at what Harry told her as he stood up
    again.

    "I vowed when I woke up and told Dumbledore everything I had seen, that if I could
    stop him, or any of his followers from harming anyone else, I would do it. You worry
    that I feel nothing when I take one of those bastards lives, but I do. I feel guilt
    that I had to end a human being's life, but then I remember that I just prevented
    someone's family from losing someone, and that somewhere, one of their victims can
    finally find some kind of peace."

    They stared at each other in silence for several long moments before Hermione
    wrapped her arms around his neck, and drew him in for a long slow, very passionate
    kiss. At first he was stiff, but then he began to relax and return her kiss, his arms
    wrapping around her middle drawing her close to him.

    "I'm sorry." She said when the kiss finally ended after a long few minutes. "I had
    no idea you carried such a burden."

    "How could you know?" He asked.

    "This doesn't change anything, Harry." She said, looking into his eyes, and
    cupping his face. "It doesn't change how I feel about you. About us. I meant
    everything I said to you last night. I know that you may not understand, or you may
    be confused, or you don't feel that way about me. And I don't want you to say it to
    me if you don't mean it. But I want you to know that I truly do love you, with
    everything that I am."

    Harry nodded slowly, and kissed her softly.

    "I don't know if it's love that I feel for you, because I don't know what that's
    supposed to feel like, but I do feel strongly for you. I want you safe, I want you
    smiling, and happy. I want to be the reason for those things. I like it when you call
    my name, like you did last night."

    Hermione blushed, but gave him a smile as he leaned his forehead against hers. He
    slowly slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her a bit closer, and Hermione
    sighed.

    "When I was first told I was going to Hogwarts, I was angry, and confused. I
    thought I was being punished. But now I know it was so I could meet you. I understand
    what Sirius and the others wanted for me. I know what it is I'm fighting for. It's
    for this. Not just for me, but so everyone can have a chance to be with the people
    they care about, and share moments like this." Harry said softly.

    Hermione gave him a watery smile, and sniffled, knowing in her heart that Harry
    Potter was in love with her, even if he didn't realize that was what he was feeling.
    She didn't need to hear the words, so long as he kept telling her things like what
    he'd just confessed. That would be enough for her.

    

    Hermione awoke the next morning with Harry's arms wrapped protectively and
    lovingly around her again. She sighed deeply, reveling in the feeling of his warm
    muscled chest pressing into her back. She opened her eyes, and gazed at their
    interlaced fingers with a sleepy smile.

    She was truly going to miss this when they returned to the castle that afternoon.
    She was going to miss a lot of what had happened on their trip when they got back,
    especially the physical closeness they had shared. She actually frowned at the
    thought of not sharing a bed with him anymore.

    After they had talked last night, they decided to get cleaned up and go out to
    eat. They shared another wonderful dinner at a little cafe near the hotel. All
    through the meal, Hermione began to think of what they had done the previous night,
    and what they might get up to when they returned to their room for the night. Though
    it was still relatively early, Hermione suggested going back to the room and relaxing
    for the rest of the evening. She enticed Harry by promising to find a movie on the
    television.

    They crawled onto the bed and snuggled together when they found something that
    looked good. However, the movie didn't hold their attention for long, as Hermione
    began kissing on Harry's neck. Hermione was intent on not wasting the time they had
    left to explore her boyfriend a bit more, especially as she doubted she and Harry
    would be sent on a mission like this again anytime soon.

    Things progressed better than they had the previous evening, as the two lovers
    were less nervous this time. They took their time, really enjoying the anticipation.
    It took a while before clothing began coming off, though both she and Harry's hands
    managed to find bare flesh to touch. Hermione simply loved sliding her hands under
    Harry's shirt and softly raking her nails down his chest as he made the most
    delectable hiss each time she did it. It was too amazing for mere words.

    Hermione decided that she would have to purchase some sexier undergarments. While
    Harry didn't seem to be bothered by her plain looking bra, she felt embarrassed when
    Harry had pulled off her shirt. Though she didn't have a lot of time to dwell on it,
    as he began raining kisses on her chest. She quickly removed her bra so he could pay
    proper attention to her breasts, and so she wouldn't feel so self-conscious about
    it.

    As things progressed, Hermione wanted to experiment a bit more. When they had
    removed the jeans, Hermione rolled them over so Harry was on top of her. The more
    they snogged, the more she could feel Harry's instinct taking over as he began to
    push his hips into hers. Once again they had the barrier of underpants between them,
    but he was still able to give her quite a bit of pleasure as his hardness found just
    the right spot. It wasn't as good as when she was on top of him, but it worked.

    Harry was also much calmer when Hermione reciprocated. She was sure that now that
    he knew what to expect, he was more relaxed, and enjoyed her ministrations more. They
    kept at it until quite late, when they both were just too exhausted to do more than
    share soft kisses.

    As she lay in bed with Harry's arms wrapped around her that morning, she thought
    of other things that they might try in the future. They had gone pretty far the last
    two nights, considering until then all they had ever done was kiss. Harry's hands had
    hardly ever strayed from her hips, or her back. And Hermione never would have dared
    touch a boy the way she had Harry these past two nights. Though now that she had, she
    wanted more. She wondered with a wry smile, if this was what a drug addict felt
    like.

    She stretched a bit, and rolled over, feeling Harry's hold on her loosen so she
    could get comfortable. She was certain he had been awake the whole time, but
    appreciated that he hadn't awoken her before she was ready.

    "Good morning." he said softly, reaching up to brush her hair with her hand. She
    gave a soft purr at his touch, and kissed him lightly.

    "Good morning." she whispered huskily. "Have you been awake long?"

    "A few hours." Harry replied. Hermione rolled her eyes. "You could have gotten up
    if you wanted."

    "That would have meant letting go of you." He said with a sigh. She smiled again,
    and kissed him, though it was longer and deeper this time. She felt him pull her
    closer, and didn't mind that at all, especially when she felt his arousal.

    "What time are we supposed to leave?" She asked, pushing herself up, and rolling
    Harry onto his back so she was laying on top of him. She ground her hips against him
    softly, loving the friction it caused, and the look of undisguised lust on her
    boyfriend's face.

    Despite everything, Harry was still very much a boy, and she was enjoying the fact
    it was her making him look so greedy.

    "Not until five tonight." He said, again running fingers through her chestnut
    brown locks.

    "Did you want to see or do anything while we were here today?" She asked, stealing
    yet another kiss. Harry gave her one of the smiles she loved the best and shook his
    head. She reached up and ran her fingers through his messy black hair and made a
    face. "I think you need a haircut."

    "Probably." He replied, staring into her eyes, and making her heart flutter.

    "Hey, I wanted to ask you about something. Yesterday… How were you able to
    withstand Fleur's Allure. I was even becoming affected when she poured it on, but you
    seemed fine." Hermione asked, looking at her boyfriend whose arms went around her
    middle.

    "I started learning Occlumency when I was twelve. It's like…"

    "I know what it is." Hermione said interestedly. "Protection for your mind."

    "It's a bit more than that. But I also have a pretty strong will. At least Moody
    says so. Anyway… it was weird. I could feel my mind get foggy. But as I knew she was
    using her Allure, I could shake it off. Though that last blast she used really hit me
    hard. So, I focused on your hand in mine, and that helped." Harry sighed.

    Wow." Hermione said more than a little impressed. "I guess I'm lucky that she
    didn't seem interested in you then."

    "Was there something you wanted to do while we're still here today?" Harry
    asked.

    Hermione gave him a sly smile, and bent to kiss him again, and feeling rather bold
    she whispered into his ear.

    "Take a shower."

    "Would you like to go first?" He asked but Hermione shook her head and looked him
    in those impossibly beautiful green pools.

    "I want to take a shower with you." She smiled, though she felt her heart begin to
    pound in her chest. She couldn't believe what was happening to her. Never in her life
    had she felt this wanton. On the other hand, she had never had someone in her life to
    make her feel so desired.

    "Ok." Harry said cluelessly. Hermione grinned knowing that things were going to
    get a bit more interesting and briefly wondered if she could go through with it. Sure
    Harry had now seen her practically naked, but she was about to reveal all of herself
    to him, in a very confined space on top of that. It was a rather huge step, but she
    trusted him, and she knew that it would be fine.

    "Go start the water and get in. I'll join you in a minute." She said, nipping at
    his earlobe. He kissed her soundly before slipping out from underneath her. She
    watched him head into the bathroom before taking several calming breaths.

    She got out of bed and went towards the bathroom, listening to the water. She had
    no idea if Harry was in the shower yet or not, and her heart was racing at the mental
    picture of her boyfriend standing in a steaming shower with water pouring down on
    him.

    Taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, Hermione reached down, and
    dropped her knickers to the floor. She opened the door and found that Harry was
    indeed in the shower already. The glass door was already steamed up, but she could
    make out his form easily. Step by terrifying step, she drew closer and slid open the
    shower door, stepping inside, where Harry turned to look at her. She blushed deeply
    under his gaze, and for an instant thought that she had made a huge mistake.

    "Hi." She said stupidly as Harry raked his eyes over her now completely nude form.
    He smiled softly at her, and then offered her the soap. She smiled at him as he
    maneuvered around her, brushing against her, so she could get under the luxuriously
    hot water.

    "Will you wash my back?" She asked innocently, handing him the soap.

    Harry complied, and Hermione smiled as his hands began to rub up and down her
    back, slowly. It wasn't long before Hermione turned and wrapped her arms around
    Harry's neck, and let her true intentions be known. It was a thousand times better
    than she had imagined something like this could be.

    At first Harry kept his hands on her back, holding her tenderly, but then they
    began to follow the flow of the water and eventually found her backside. She gave a
    soft moan of pleasure when he squeezed. And then, to her complete surprise and
    delight, he lifted her up. Her legs automatically wrapped around his waist as he held
    her by her bottom as they snogged.

    She felt his manhood now, brushing against her entrance, which elevated her own
    arousal. However, she wasn't ready for that yet, though the desire to lower herself
    onto him was incredibly inviting. However, she reached down to move his member to a
    safer position.

    Eventually Harry's strength began to wane, and Hermione felt herself slipping a
    bit. So, she lowered her legs from around him, and he set her on her feet again. This
    was a good thing as Hermione really wanted to take hold of Harry.

    What she hadn't expected while she gently caressed her boyfriend was that Harry
    was starting to feel bolder, and decided it was time for him to explore her body as
    well. He started with her breasts, which was so amazing. The way his hands slid over
    her wet chest, and tugged softly on her nipples, making them even harder than they
    had been already was truly a wonder. But then his right hand began trailing down her
    stomach. At first she wanted to pull away, but she didn't want to freak him out
    either. Besides, she was pretty curious as to what he would do.

    His hand made its way to between her legs. She took a long breath in through
    clenched teeth as she felt him slowly rub his hand along her nethers. He wasn't
    rough, or fumbling. Just slow, and curious. It was nice, but after a few seconds, she
    began aching for a bit more, especially as he kept hitting a very sensitive spot. The
    spot that she knew clinically was supposed to be quite important in these matters,
    but one she'd never really explored before.

    Taking her own hand away from Harry's need, she reached down to guide him. All the
    while, he was kissing up and down her throat, making her breathing ragged and uneven.
    She kept whimpering as his fingers rubbed her little nub, which began to build that
    now familiar pressure in her belly.

    Lust and a billion years of instinct had taken over, and Hermione couldn't have
    formed a rational thought if someone offered all the gold in the world. Under her
    guidance, Harry's fingers were doing wondrous things to her. She began panting
    heavily as the pressure began building more and more, and she knew that it wouldn't
    be long.

    "Just like that, Harry." She panted when Harry found the perfect spot. "Keep doing
    that, ooohhhhh."

    She was barely standing now, though thankfully Harry had a strong arm around her
    waist to keep her steady. She was barely managing to keep manipulating Harry's
    manhood as he continued rubbing soft little circles on her. Her legs were beginning
    to tremble, and she let her head fall back, giving Harry better access to her throat,
    which he immediately took advantage of.

    It was getting harder and harder to breathe now, and her legs were shaking so
    badly now that she should have fallen right over. She was whimpering louder now,
    occasionally begging Harry to keep going, though she was sure he had no intention of
    stopping. This, in Hermione's opinion was better than when she had rubbed against him
    the previous night.

    All at once her muscles seized up as her climax exploded within her. Her back
    arched and she opened her mouth in a silent cry of delight. Her arms seemed to have
    minds of their own as they waved at her sides, and he legs spasmed wildly. Whimpers
    and long moans managed to escape her mouth as her high began to subside, and she
    started to relax once again.

    Panting and gasping, Hermione slowly came back to herself, and found Harry
    watching her with a soft look in his eyes. She grabbed the back of his head and
    planted a hard kiss on his lips as she reached between then and took hold of his
    arousal once again, intent on repaying his kindness.

    "That was really, really good." She sighed when she broke the kiss.

    "I did it ok?" Harry asked, sounding worried.

    "Yes, Harry you did very well, but I think there's always room for improvement.
    I'm quite new to this as well. We're going to be learning together I think."

    Harry smiled again, and captured her lips in a searing kiss.

    They finally climbed out after the water began to get cold, and Hermione had
    finished what she started with her boyfriend. When they were finally dressed, they
    found that they had missed breakfast. Harry suggested an early lunch, and they headed
    out to find a place they had yet to try.

    All in all, it was easily the best vacation Hermione had ever had, and she was
    very anxious for the next time she and Harry could explore their relationship
    further. However, she realized that she might need a bit of advice on how to proceed
    from here. Instinct could only take them so far, and most of what Hermione had
    overheard other girls talk about seemed quite ridiculous, and it wasn't as if she
    could ask her parents to send some of the more interesting books they had. She wasn't
    even supposed to know about them, much less have read them, she was certain.

    This left her with only one option.

    "I just hope she doesn't make fun of me." Hermione thought to herself.

    

    They arrived back at the Hog's Head Pub exactly on time, and found Sirius and
    Remus waiting for them. The two men looked tired, more so than the last time Hermione
    had seen them, and she wondered if they had slept at all while she and Harry had been
    away. Harry handed over the black box to his Godfather. Sirius gave it a disgusted
    look and held it delicately, as if expecting it to attack him or something. Given
    what lay inside, Hermione wondered if that was a real concern.

    The four headed back to the castle with hardly a word between them. Remus told the
    two teens that they would be debriefed when they got to Dumbledore's office. They
    found the Headmaster sitting in his office along with Alastor Moody, and to
    Hermione's surprise, Amelia Bones, who greeted her respectfully.

    "I'm told you're quite the brilliant witch." Amelia remarked upon introducing
    herself.

    "Ever give thought to joining Law Enforcement? We could use good
    investigators."

    "Uh, not really." Hermione replied. "I'd actually been thinking of going into
    research. Perhaps advanced spell creation or something."

    "Well, do give it some thought." Amelia smiled, retaking her seat.

    "We were contacted by Miss Delacour last night, and told you had been successful
    in retrieving your objective." Dumbledore smiled as Sirius handed him the black box.
    He examined it for a few moments before slipping his wand out of his robes, and
    tapping the runes that covered the box. "She did mention you had a spot of trouble
    though."

    "Death Eaters.' Harry replied simply. "Four of them. The shop owner was told
    someone would be buying it, but I don't think they intended to exchange gold for
    it."

    "Likely not." Moody chuckled. "Any idea who the bastards were?"

    Harry shook his head. Moody grumbled a bit, but said nothing further as Dumbledore
    opened the box, and levitated the locket out of its resting place.

    "So?" Sirius asked impatiently. "Is it one of them?"

    "It is." Dumbledore nodded. "This is the Locket of Salazar Slytherin, and it is
    most certainly one of the artifacts we've been searching for."

    "How did he even find that thing?" Amelia asked, staring in awe at the locket
    hovering over the Headmaster's desk. "It was lost for ages."

    "He came across it soon after he left Hogwarts." Dumbledore explained. "It is a
    family heirloom as he is one of the last descendants of Slytherin himself. Though,
    after he defiled it, he hid it. However, Sirius' late brother became disenchanted
    with the Dark Lord, and found it and stole it. It is largely thanks to Regulus'
    journal that we know of them at all."

    "Why would your brother be disenchanted by Voldemort?' Hermione asked.

    "Regulus was a Death Eater." Sirius said sadly. "But unlike most of his followers,
    Regulus was actually pretty smart. We were never close growing up, but when he
    realized Voldemort was full of lies and false promises, he came to me. It took a
    while, but I started to trust him and he started passing us information. The last
    time I saw him, he told me that he knew how to defeat him once and for all, and
    promised to bring me the key to it. I never saw him again. A few years after the war
    ended, Remus and I took Harry to my parents' home in London. The house had passed to
    me, as my mother and father had died. It was there I found my brother's journal, and
    learned about what Regulus had discovered."

    "We tore the house apart looking for that." Remus said indicating the locket. "But
    it was gone. We learned from the old house elf who was taking care of the place that
    someone had robbed the place and taken the locket along with more than a few other
    valuable items."

    "It's taken us five years to track this down." Dumbledore sighed with relief.

    "How are you going to destroy it?" Hermione asked, making nearly everyone look at
    her quizzically.

    "Excuse me?' Dumbledore asked.

    "It's a Horcrux, right? So you need to destroy it so you can get rid of him,
    right? I just wondered how you were going to do it."

    "Miss Granger, how do you know what this is?" Dumbledore asked.

    "I told her." Harry said evenly.

    Hermione felt the air in the room become increasingly tense. She heard two people
    groan softly, though she wasn't exactly sure who it had been

    "May I ask why you chose to divulge such sensitive information?' Dumbledore asked,
    lowering the locket back into the box.

    "I felt she had earned the right to know. She risked her life to help retrieve
    it." Harry replied evenly.

    "Harry, you of all people know how sensitive this information is." Dumbledore
    chastised. "While I appreciate your desire to be honest with Miss Granger, you have
    put her in terrible danger be entrusting her with this. How much did you
    divulge?"

    "I told her about my fifteenth birthday." Harry said flatly. Sirius looked taken
    aback as he looked to Hermione, who reached out and took Harry's hand in her own. He
    gave her an impressed smile. Dumbledore on the other hand looked quite displeased by
    this.

    "Do you have any questions?" Sirius asked.

    "Sirius, I do not think it wise to …" Dumbledore began but Sirius whipped around
    to glower at the Headmaster.

    "You were the one who suggested she go on the mission with him. If she's going to
    be a part of his life, why shouldn't she know what he's been through. She's still
    here with him."

    "I'm not going anywhere." Hermione declared. She saw Moody smile at that, and give
    her a nod. Remus was also smiling at her.

    "If you're going to make her a part of all of this, then she should know what
    she's getting into. She should be given the chance to decide if she wants to risk her
    life further." Amelia added.

    "Old Voldy already knows we're hunting the damned things down." Moody barked. "So
    it isn't that secret there Al. The only reason he hasn't tried to hide them again is
    that he can't get at them, which has been lucky for us."

    "Albus, secrets get people killed." Remus said pointedly and the Headmaster
    withered a bit and sighed heavily. He rested his elbows on his desk, and put his head
    in his hands, rubbing his temples for a few moments. He finally looked up at Hermione
    and frowned.

    "Miss Granger, I must impress upon you the highly sensitive nature of this
    information. You must not speak of it to anyone outside of this room, something Harry
    should have remembered, but as it's too late…" Dumbledore gave Harry a disapproving
    look, which Harry ignored.

    "I understand, sir." Hermione said quickly.

    "Very well." Dumbledore said, sitting back in his seat. "Thank you for your
    assistance on this matter. I do not believe you will have to leave the school again,
    save for the next Hogsmeade weekend if you choose. Now, I believe the two of you can
    still make dinner."

    Harry stood, recognizing the dismissal, and Hermione followed him out of the
    office.

    When they were gone, Dumbledore looked at the others in worry.

    "You wanted him to come and learn to be normal." Sirius reminded the old man.

    "Normal boys tell their girlfriends important things. Personally, I'm happy to see
    him opening up to her."

    "And you were worried what they might get up to while they were away." Moody
    grinned.

    "Oh they got up to something. I could smell it on them." Remus smirked.

    "Ha ha!" Moody barked. "I knew the boy had it in him."

    "I wasn't worried about the two of them so much as worried about Harry being on
    his own. Frankly, I'm thrilled beyond words to see him acting as a normal kid his age
    should." Sirius said grumpily as he turned to look at his best friend. "I was worried
    about him taking on a mission alone."

    "I never would have allowed her to accompany him had I known he would tell her
    everything. That information is very important. I am aware the Voldemort knows we're
    hunting his horcruxes, but so far, he has no idea how many we've found, or how close
    were are to the rest. If she were kidnapped or…"

    "The kid would never let that happen, and I pity any of those idiots who would try
    it." Moody laughed. Remus nodded his agreement.

    "The point is that we can't keep contradicting ourselves with regards to Harry. We
    either pull him out of school, and keep him as our soldier and send him out on more
    offensive missions and use him for what we trained him for, or we leave him alone and
    let him get on with the reason we sent him here for in the first place." Sirius
    stated solemnly.

    "It can't be easy on the girl either." Amelia added. "Her boyfriend is destined to
    save our world, but all she can think is that he may not come back to her."

    "We need to decide here and now if we're going to let Harry do what we've spent
    his whole life training to do, or are we going to do the right thing, and let him
    have a chance for a real life." Sirius said as he looked around to those gathered in
    the Headmaster's office. Each of them all wore a similar look of a troubled mind.

    Sirius realized they all felt as torn as he did, and that they were in for a long
    debate.

    debate. After all, Harry was hands down the best fighter in the entirety of the
    Order. On the other hand, this a chance to let him be what he should have been all
    along.

    Normal.
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    "FASTER!" Harry urged as he dodged a third punch, pivoting at the waist. "Focus.
    Anticipate."

    Neville kept his knees bent, his fists up and his breathing as steady as he could,
    given he'd been trying to hit Harry for the last ten minutes. They were circling each
    other surrounded by the rest of the defense club in the center of the Quidditch Pitch
    where the club met every other morning for exercise and hand to hand combat
    training.

    The sun was up, despite the earliness of the morning. Flowers were beginning to
    bloom as the last grips of winter loosened and Spring began to flourish. Even the air
    itself smelled fresh and sweet.

    "Come on Nev!" Dean Thomas cheered.

    "You can take him Nev!" Justin Finch-Fletchley shouted.

    There were other catcalls and whistles and loads of clapping for Neville to do
    what no one else seemed to be able to. Hit Harry Potter. Out of everyone, only
    Neville had come close to making contact with Harry, and it had been a lucky
    accident, but only Neville, Harry, Hermione and Lavender knew that.

    "Tune them out Neville." Harry said as he and his friend circled.

    Neville kept his eyes on Harry as he did his best to calm his breathing. He was
    sweating, and he was getting pretty tired. Harry always worked him harder than
    everyone else.

    Harry told Neville it was because Neville was farther along, and was more driven.
    Neville couldn't really argue the drive point. He never wanted to feel helpless, or
    allow anyone he cared for to get hurt again.

    Neville lunged, and Harry spun out of the way but Neville quickly counter, and
    swept Harry's leg. Harry was ready for it, and though he was falling, he was already
    rolling back to his feet. Neville wasn't going to let Harry get up again, and struck
    out with his leg. The kick would have connected had it been anyone else, but Harry
    caught it, and with a yank, knock Neville to the ground, and threw his fist to
    Neville's throat, stopping an inch before connecting. The gathered crowd moaned when
    they realized Neville had been defeated. Neville however was grinning like a fool as
    Harry helped to his feet, also smiling.

    "Well done." Harry said with a friendly clap on the back as he turned to address
    the Defense club. "Can anyone tell me where Neville went wrong?"

    "He accepted your challenge?" Seamus Finnegan snorted. Several people laughed, but
    Harry shook his head as he turned to a girl with her hand raised. Harry gave her a
    nod and asked her name. He still hadn't memorized everyone's names yet.

    "Lisa Turpin." Said the Ravenclaw with long silky blonde hair. "He hesitated. He gave
    you too much time to recover from the first strike."

    "Exactly." Harry nodded again. "There is a muggle saying… the best defense is a
    good offense. If you're lucky enough to throw your enemy off balance, don't let him
    any time to collect his wits. Keep pressing the attack. Keeping firing spells. Keep
    swinging your fists. It may be all that stands between you and certain doom.
    Understand?"

    The students all nodded, some murmuring a bit.

    "Alright, that's enough for today. We'll continue sparring matches next time, and
    I'll show you some very easy ways to incapacitate an enemy long enough for you to get
    your wand and bind them up." Harry said, excusing the club. A few people waved, some
    said goodbye, and a few complimented the lesson. Harry turned to Neville who was
    smiling now, and wiping sweat from his face.

    "I can't believe I knocked you down." Neville shook his head.

    "I can." Harry smiled. "You've come a long way Neville. I'd be proud to have you
    by my side in a battle."

    "You really did great Neville." Lavender smiled as she and Hermione approached the
    boys. "I was sure you were going to get him at last."

    Lavender gave Harry a playful shove as Neville looked away, a bit of a blush
    creeping up his cheeks. Harry gave his girlfriend a soft kiss on her lips when she
    was close to him, making her smile sweetly at him.

    "It was a good lesson." Hermione said, hooking her arm around Harry's and
    following Neville and Lavender towards the castle and a shower. "I'm wondering when
    you're going to let me have a go at you."

    "Do you think you're ready?" Harry asked, looking seriously at Hermione, who
    thought for a moment before giving him a slow nod. "Then tomorrow."

    "Really?" Hermione looked taken aback by that.

    "Sure. I've never doubted your abilities, Angel, only your confidence. If you
    think you're ready, then you're ready." Harry replied, making Hermione smile.

    "Thank you." She said, pulling him down for another slightly longer kiss.

    "Are you alright?" Harry asked. "Lavender said you got in a bit of a snit last
    night, and you did snap at me before you went to bed."

    Hermione sighed, and looked rather apologetic to her boyfriend.

    "I'm sorry Harry, it's just…" She could already feel her face heating up, but knew
    there was nothing for it. "It's been just over a month since we were in France. Since
    we've been back, we haven't been alone at all it seems, and I don't fancy dragging
    you into a broom cupboard so we can have a bit of closeness, you know?"

    "You mean physically intimate." Harry said and Hermione nodded.

    "Yes." She replied. "You can't tell me that you haven't felt… longing to be close
    again?"

    "I have noticed that I think about all we did a lot. I also find myself imagining
    more happening. It's distracting. I was certain I was going crazy or something, but
    Neville said it's what we do. We think a lot about sex." Harry shrugged.

    "You didn't tell him what happened did you?" Hermione sounded panicked, her face
    becoming pale.

    "No." Harry said easily as they entered the Entrance Hall and headed up the stairs
    to Gryffindor Tower. They passed two Ravenclaw Seventh years who were heading to the
    Great Hall for an early breakfast. They could also hear faint voices of a few other
    students who'd chosen to rise early.

    "I didn't think he needed to know. I simply told him that I found myself thinking
    of you at really odd times, and that it was almost all of the time. He explained that
    boys can't help but think of girls in that way. He said it had something to do with
    our instincts to breed." Harry continued.

    "It sometimes surprises me how insightful he can be." Hermione smirked then she
    turned serious again. "I guess I'm just frustrated because I don't know when we'll
    get to… explore things further. And I miss being close to you. I haven't slept nearly
    as well without you. I felt safe with you next to me. Safer and more comfortable than
    I've felt in my whole life."

    "It was nice." Harry agreed.

    "It isn't like you can sneak into my room what with all the wards and stuff. And
    if someone saw me getting out of your bed, I'd likely be expelled. And I just can't
    stand the idea of sneaking into a broom cupboard or something so juvenile. If someone
    found us…"

    "Maybe you're thinking about it too much." Harry suggested. Hermione shrugged.

    "It's possible." Hermione admitted feeling rather humiliated. "I've never felt
    like this before, and it's new, and scary in some ways. I really liked what we did,
    and I can't help but think that if we don't do something soon, you might get bored
    with me, or something. Like you might get like Ron was with Lavender and get mad that
    we don't show our affection or something. I don't want to mess things up between us.
    Too be honest, I'm constantly worrying about doing something to make you angry, or
    hurting your feelings, or just anything that would make you not want to be with
    me."

    "Sirius once told me that if you obsess over the possibility of failing, you doom
    yourself to it." Harry remarked. "I think that might apply to this."

    Hermione smiled, hugged Harry's arm a bit tighter and nodded. "It's funny how much
    of your philosophies on combat can apply to romance as well."

    Harry shrugged but gave her one of her favorite smiles. They had reached the
    portrait hole where Neville and Lavender had just stepped through. Hermione gave her
    boyfriend a kiss and headed up to the girls dorm to shower and change.

    She let the hot water ease the tightness in her muscles as she thought about what
    Harry had said. Perhaps he was right. If she kept worrying about whether or not she
    could screw things up, she would inevitably do just that. And while she really wanted
    to advance things with her boyfriend, she shouldn't be in a rush. She realized that
    she was trying to catch up with her peers when there was no reason to do so. Her
    relationship with Harry was very different than what would be considered normal. Yes,
    she had really enjoyed all she had done with Harry, and didn't regret any of it, she
    had still moved faster than she was really comfortable with.

    Hermione vowed to try not to keep overanalyzing every little thing between her and
    Harry, and just try to enjoy things as they were. Harry was clearly in no hurry, so
    why should she be.

    But perhaps Harry wasn't in a hurry to develop things because he was
    distracted.

    Hermione had noticed it in the last week. Harry was becoming agitated, like he had an
    abundance of energy that he couldn't find a release for. She had also noticed that he
    had not been to see Dumbledore since they had returned from France. Usually on Sunday
    nights, with only a few exceptions, Harry would go to the Headmaster's office to get
    a progress report of sorts on the war.

    Yet that hadn't happened since France. Harry had also mentioned that Sirius had
    been rather tight lipped the last few times they had spoken. While Hermione wasn't
    fond of Harry's godfather, she knew that Harry had a bond with the man, and looked up
    to him. For him to be virtually ignoring Harry was almost cruel after everything he'd
    done to Harry.

    Hermione wondered if Harry was missing being part of the war. He had a very deep
    sense of duty, and in some ways felt it was his sole responsibility to end the war.
    From what he'd told her, Hermione wondered if Lord Voldemort might feel the same.
    After all, what kind of threat could a year old baby be to a wizard of Voldemort's
    power?

    "Ok, I don't know how much longer I can keep doing this." Lavender said while
    Hermione was drying her hair. The brunette turned to look at her friend who almost
    looked as if she was going to cry.

    "What are you talking about?" Hermione asked more than a little concerned.

    "Neville, of course." Lavender sighed woefully. "I took your advice. I dumped Ron
    and took time to get to know Neville, and now… I'm hopelessly in love with him and he
    barely acknowledges me. I'm convinced that Ron poisoned him against me."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione asked curiously.

    "Well, for one thing, I haven't heard a single rumor about what a slag I am for
    having sex with anyone with a pulse. I haven't heard any sort of rubbish about what a
    horrible person I am. I mean more than usual. Ron hasn't picked a single fight with
    me, or even given me a dirty look or anything. So all I can think of is that he's
    poisoning Neville by telling him what a horrible girlfriend I was and Neville
    believes him. I mean, I flirt with him, I try and let him know that I'm interested,
    but it's like it goes right over his head or something."

    "I thought you were supposed to be spending time with him as a friend and getting
    to know him better while getting over Ron?"

    "I have been." Lavender insisted. "I've gotten to know him pretty well over the
    last month, and he's great. He's sweet, and gentle, and honest. An honest guy, you
    have any idea how rare those are?"

    "I do." Hermione smirked, knowing her guy was as honest as they come. Harry's
    philosophy was that lying was a waste of time. Have you considered he still isn't
    over Hannah yet?"

    "Oh come on, they weren't together that long." Lavender said, throwing her head
    back in frustration.

    "It doesn't matter how long they were together. What matters is how he felt for
    her. Do you even know how much he cared about her? I know you like him and all, but I
    don't think you know him as well as you think you do. Plus, I think you just miss
    being with someone."

    Lavender thought about that for a bit before slowly nodding.

    "Ok, say you're right. What should I do?" Lavender said, following Hermione out of
    the bathroom and sitting on Hermione's bed as the brunette began to dress for
    classes.

    "Well, stop flirting so hard. Be a real friend. Talk to him about how he's doing
    with Hannah. I know they've been talking a bit during Defense club. Maybe things are
    on the mend after all. If not, be the person he needs right now. The one who's there
    to listen to him, and support him. Put your feelings aside so that you can focus on
    him. Also, try wearing less revealing workout clothing. The amount of cleavage you're
    displaying each morning is probably making him really nervous."

    "What?" Lavender looked scandalized. "I look totally hot in my yoga pants and
    sports bra!"

    "No one is denying that." Hermione laughed. "But Neville isn't your typical guy,
    and while I'm sure he appreciates seeing that much skin, he probably thinks it's
    disrespectful to ogle you like other boys."

    "See, and it's things like that that make me like him even more. Gods why does
    this have to be so hard?" Lavender groaned.

    "So you appreciate it more." Hermione snickered.

    "And you would know. Gods know you had to wait long enough for Harry, and he
    treats you like you're a queen or something. You guys have been together three months
    and he still acts like it's the first week. The way he looks at you alone is enough
    to have me wanting to tear his clothes off and …" Lavender fanned herself.

    "Stop!" Hermione snapped, holding up a hand to cut off Lavender's tirade. "I don't
    need to hear whatever disgusting depravity… Actually…"

    Lavender looked up suddenly very curious. She looked almost like a starving dog,,
    salivating over a bowl of fresh steaks.

    "What?" She asked. Hermione looked tentative for a bit as she pulled on her robe
    and slipped on her shoes. She had been thinking about this over and over since she
    had gotten back from France and had always convinced herself to leave it. But the
    truth was Hermione had no one else to ask. Lavender was the only one she could ask
    about this sort of thing without fear of too much embarrassment.

    "Oh come on Hermione, I'm on the edge here. What is it?" Lavender asked as
    Hermione fought back her blush. In truth, lavender was almost positive what Hermione
    wanted to ask. She wasn't as stupid as a lot of people might think.

    "Ok." Hermione sighed with resignation. "I want to know how to… please Harry. You
    know… physically."

    Lavender squealed obnoxiously and clapped her hands together. Hermione groaned and
    rolled her eyes, immediately regretting asking until Lavender hugged her
    tightly.

    "Of course I'll help you." She said. "Tonight, you and I will sit down, and I'll
    answer all of your questions and give you all of my carnal knowledge."

    "Please don't make me regret this." Hermione grumbled, but Lavender just
    grinned.

    "I swear you be glad you asked me." Lavender promised. "It's the very least I can
    do for all the advice you've given me. And I can't promise it won't be embarrassing,
    but it will be informative, ok?"

    Hermione gave a nod, though she was really wishing she had just kept her mouth
    shut. She was completely convinced she had made an epic mistake. She and Harry could
    have figured all of this out on their own. They didn't really need anyone else's
    interference.

    On the other hand, what could it hurt to gain a bit of extra knowledge?

    Hermione was certain she was going to find out later that night.

    

    That afternoon, Harry and Neville climbed the stands to watch the Gryffindor team
    practice. They were all caught up with their homework, and Hermione had told Harry
    that she needed to discuss something with Lavender and it would likely take awhile,
    so he should go hang out with the boys.

    "I like days like this." Neville smiled as he and Harry found seats at the very
    top of the stands. "It is the perfect temperature, the sky is mostly clear and when
    you look at the lake, you can't tell if you're looking at the sky or not."

    Harry turned and spied the black lake which looked as if it were a mirror. There
    wasn't even a hint of a ripple to ruin the illusion.

    "I saw you talking to Hannah this morning." Harry said as he turned back to his
    friend. Neville's smile faltered a bit and he nodded.

    "She's doing better, I think." Neville sighed. "She doesn't look like she's ready
    to run away from me anymore, so that's something. I know we'll never get back
    together, but I'm hopeful we can be friends again."

    "And what about Lavender?" Harry continued. Neville looked up with surprise.

    "What about Lavender?" He asked.

    "She fancies you. Do you not find her attractive?" Harry asked, looking a bit
    puzzled.

    "S-she fancies me?" Neville asked, then his expression fell and he glared at
    Harry. "That isn't funny Harry."

    "What's funny about her liking you?" Harry asked now confused.

    "Wait, you're serious? She really fancies me?" Neville asked.

    "According to what I've seen. And Hermione said I was correct." Harry stated
    matter-of-factly.

    "When did Hermione say you were… how do you know?" Neville stammered.

    "I've noticed how she behaves around you. How she sits close to you, or goes out
    of her way to touch you. She flips her hair a lot, or pushes her chest out when she
    talks to you. I've seen a lot of girls act this way in front of boys they like."
    Harry explained.

    "Hermione said that Lavender liked me?" Neville asked.

    "I mentioned how Lavender acted around you and she told me that Lavender had
    developed feelings for you, but was unsure how to act upon them as you were still
    getting over Hannah. It's been two months since you and Hannah broke up. I wondered
    if you felt attraction for Lavender now."

    "Of course I'm attracted to Lavender. I mean, she's really beautiful, but I can't
    believe she feels anything more than friendship for me. And besides, I don't know if
    I'm really over Hannah yet. I also don't know if Lavender's over Ron, or he's over
    her. It's really complicated." Neville sighed and rubbed his face. He glanced up to
    the goal hoop where Ron Weasley sat astride his broom, preparing to block another
    shot from the Chasers.

    "How is it complicated?" Harry asked.

    "You know, sometimes I forget that you're woefully ignorant about stuff like
    this."

    Neville chuckled. "It's complicated because I don't want to date someone right now
    why I'm still working out my feelings over Hannah. Yeah, it's been a couple of months
    since we were together, but I still care about her. I still have strong feelings for
    her. It wouldn't be right to start seeing someone else. It wouldn't be fair to that
    person. Then, there's the fact that Lavender might still be feeling something for
    Ron. And Ron… I know he still loves Lavender. You can see it when he looks at her.
    Which is weird considering she claims to have cheated on him. And that's another
    thing… I don't know if I could really trust her. You weren't here last year, so you
    didn't see how she and Ron got together. Lavender used to be pretty… um… she used to
    like to be with a lot of guys. She had new boyfriends every week it seemed. I heard a
    lot of stories about the things she got up to. I don't believe all of it, but she has
    a reputation for a reason."

    "What happened?" Harry asked interestedly.

    "I'm not sure." Neville admitted. "But she suddenly stopped and like focused on
    Ron. They danced around each other for a long time. Like four or five months,
    something like that. It was sometimes pretty fun to watch them flirt with each other.
    Anyway, they finally started dating two weeks before the year ended. In that two
    weeks, they became the most popular couple in Hogwarts. Then during the summer, she
    sleeps with another boy? I mean, I don't know everything, of course, but you can't
    help but wonder if she'll do it again. I don't like the thought of not being able to
    trust who I'm dating."

    "Isn't that something you could work out with her? Like you said, you don't know
    all the facts." Harry suggested. Neville shrugged.

    "I don't know. I guess it would be wrong to judge her for what she's done in the
    past. I mean, really all that matters is how she feels and how I feel, right?"

    Harry shrugged now, and Neville laughed softly.

    "I don't know. I wish this sort of thing wasn't so complicated. How are things
    between you and Hermione?"

    "Good, I suppose." Harry said, turning to watch the Gryffindors practice. "She's a
    bit stressed I think. She's worried I might get bored with her because we don't spend
    more time exploring our physical relationship. On the other hand, she refuses to drag
    me into a broom cupboard like other people. She's very confusing sometimes."

    "I guess she doesn't want to disappoint you." Neville said, sitting back against
    the wall of the stands.

    "She admitted that." Harry replied.

    "How do you feel about her?" Neville asked.

    Harry thought about the question for several moments before responding.

    "I've spent so much time trying to figure out what it is I feel for her that it's
    making me mental. I think that I love her, but I'm not sure if that's what I'm
    feeling. I mean, it isn't as if I was treated badly as a kid, but Sirius and Remus
    and Moody worked hard to get me to basically turn off my emotions. They praised me
    when I did well and reprimanded me when I did wrong. Other than that, they kept me at
    arm's length. But then when I spent Christmas at Hermione's I saw how her parents
    were with her. I saw how your Grandmother was with you. I've observed people here
    interact, and it's so strange to me. I really have strong emotions for Hermione, but
    there's so many of them. There's happiness. Contentment, fear, irritation,
    excitement, anxiety, desire, and a whole mess of stuff I can't even name. It's
    maddening."

    "Sounds like love to me." Neville laughed lightly.

    "Is it? Is love supposed to be so confusing and mental?" Harry asked.

    "Yeah mate." Neville laughed. "Hannah drove me barmy sometimes. She would make me
    mad, and then make me laugh the next minute. Love isn't just one feeling. It's
    millions of them. At least that's what I think it is. Gran always says you just know
    it. You don't have to question it, or anything. You just know in your heart and your
    gut."

    Harry thought on it for a bit before nodding. "I think that I'm in love with
    Hermione."

    "Yeah, I had a feeling you might." Neville chuckled. Harry looked at him oddly for
    a moment until Ron Weasley landed in front of them, sweating, and tired looking.

    "Hey guys." The red head said dismounting and settling on the bench in front of
    them.

    "What'd you think of our practice? I think we're ready to face Ravenclaw."

    "You guys looked solid." Neville agreed.

    "You were very efficient." Harry added. Ron looked at Neville for clarification
    but Neville could only shrug.

    "Right." Ron said after a long pause. "Listen Harry, I wanted to ask you if you
    planned on asking out Lavender. Because… I know I can't really threaten you or
    anything. But I just… I wanted you to know that if you don't treat her…"

    "Ron." Neville said, cutting across Ron. "You know Harry's dating Hermione
    right?"

    "Yeah, but now that Lavender's available, why should he want to keep dating
    Granger?" Ron asked.

    "Are you making fun of my girlfriend?" Harry asked, his eyes narrowing. Ron
    quickly began to backpedal and waved off the attack he was sure was about to come his
    way.

    "No, I just meant… I just meant that Hermione is ok, but that you clearly can have
    any girl you fancy, and Lavender spends a lot of time with you, so I just thought you
    might fancy her and…"

    "I'm with Hermione. I don't fancy Lavender. She is my friend." Harry stated
    flatly.

    "Oh." Ron nodded. "Ok then. Sorry."

    Ron stood up and made to leave when Neville stopped him.

    "Hey Ron, how come you've been so cool about you and Lavender breaking up? I mean,
    she says she cheated on you. Aren't you even a little angry?"

    Ron shook his head before looking around to make sure no one was around to over
    hear them and he sat down again.

    "Because I cheated on her." Ron said, his face full of shame. "It was just before
    school started. I was in the village near my house and I met this really pretty
    muggle girl. The details aren't important, but I did some things that I shouldn't
    have. Things between me and Lav were great, but as we went on, we just weren't
    clicking like we used to. We kept fighting over dumb stuff, and we were barely
    snogging anymore. Turns out she was being eaten alive by the guilt she felt over
    cheating on me, but she wasn't the only one. I was furious at first, but then… Well I
    had no right to be because I'd cheated on her too, though she doesn't know it. I'm as
    much to blame as she is."

    "Whoa." Neville breathed. Harry simply stared at the redhead who nodded
    guiltily.

    "I know." The redhead agreed. "Anyway, I just felt it was best to just let things
    go. But, I still love her you know, and I want her to be happy with whoever she
    decides to be with."

    "She wants to be with Neville." Harry said. Ron looked up at Harry and then turned
    his eyes to Neville. He stared at the once shy Gryffindor as if measuring him.

    "Really?" Ron asked still in some sort of shock by this revelation.

    "I-I don't…" Neville began.

    "She's been trying to get him to notice her for over a month now." Harry
    continued.

    "She could do a lot worse, I suppose." Ron said, staring into nothingness as he
    thought about this news. He then looked up at Neville and gave a small sort of smile.
    "I don't have to threaten you mate, because I know you'll treat her the way she
    deserves."

    "Um, ok…" Neville said, clearing his throat. "But I'm not sure if I like her."

    Ron nodded and stood up again, collecting his broom. "That's between you and her,
    and it's none of my business. You're a good guy Neville, and to be honest, I've
    always kind of wished I were a bit more like you. I'll see you guys later. I'm
    supposed to meet Lisa Turpin for dinner and I'm getting hungry."

    With that, Ron mounted his broom and took over, presumably towards the castle for
    dinner. Neville could only sit there gobsmacked while Harry got to his feet. The idea
    of dinner was quite appealing to him at the moment. He turned to Neville who was
    still just staring in shock.

    "You going to sit out here, or do you want to go eat?" Harry asked. Neville
    blinked and then shook his head to clear it. He got to his feet and followed Harry
    back towards the castle.

    Neville admittedly spent a lot of his life pretty confused, but he'd never been so
    perplexed in his whole life. Today had been a very, very strange day. First, he'd
    managed to knock Harry off his feet, then he'd learned that Lavender Brown, arguably
    one of the best looking girls in the school might fancy him, and then Ron Weasley
    looked up to him! Neville wondered if he was about to find out Snape had been so hard
    on him all these years because he looked on Neville as the son he never had.

    Then he realized how utterly absurd that was, and began to laugh to himself.
    Neville realized then that his grandmother was right once again. Life really was a
    strange journey.

    

    "And you're certain?' Albus Dumbledore asked as he stared out his office window to
    the grounds below. He could see students walking to and fro soaking up the early
    Spring sunshine before dinner and getting to their studies. Normally such a sight
    would bring a smile to his face as there was nothing he loved more than watching his
    students learn and grow. Today however, his heart was just too heavy. "There can be
    no mistakes if we are to proceed."

    "There's no mistaking." Alastor Moody grunted. "It matches Snape's
    description."

    "I'm still curious as to why it's not under the Fidelius." Bill Weasley said off
    handedly. "Finding it was easier than I believed it would be."

    "Don't trouble yourself Weasley." Moody countered. "It's time we had a lucky
    break. Besides, old' Lucius is far to egotistical to bother with a Fidelius charm.
    Probably thinks no one would be stupid enough to try and attack his house."

    "And he has every right to think that way." Dumbledore turned to look at the three
    men sitting in his office. "Despite everything, the Malfoy family is still well
    regarded. He's spent a fortune to ensure his family name is still held in such high
    praise among the old families. You all saw what happened at the trail. Despite the
    overwhelming evidence, and being caught by over fifty witnesses at the Department of
    Mysteries, he still was only barely was convicted."

    "Gold is quite powerful." Bill Weasley muttered and Kingsley Shacklebolt nodded
    his agreement.

    "It's the place, Al." Moody said again. "Peacocks and all. The place has got some
    really powerful wards in place too. Though that might work in our favor. They'll have
    to take down the wards to escape after we start the fire. Anti Apparition wards help
    keep prisoners trapped inside, but the also trap the Death Eaters in as well."

    "We can ill afford mistakes at this juncture, Alastor. We will need to confirm
    that our mission is successful. I do not wish for lives to be wasted needlessly."
    Dumbledore said pointedly. "We need prisoners to interrogate if we can get them."

    "Then we're going to need the kid." Moody said, all traces of humor gone now. He
    leaned heavily on his walking stick, both eyes locked on the Headmaster. "He's the
    fastest with a wand, and can knockout and bind the Death Munchers before they even
    realize what's happened. We can focus on the fire, Harry can get your prisoners,
    Al."

    "We've discussed this…" Dumbledore began but Moody shook his head.

    "Yeah, I'm well aware of your belief that the kid needs to get a life, but damn
    it, we trained him to fight a gods be damned war Albus. The kid's a soldier, and you
    have him here playing house with some skinny assed dumpling for what exactly? We are
    this close to ending this war once and for all, so why aren't we using every damned
    asset we have. When it's over, let the kid come here, make friends, all that crap.
    But right now, we need him out there." Moody argued.

    "This is not a debate Alastor."

    "No it isn't." Moody countered. "It's lives, Al. Innocent lives. Mums and dads and
    their kids. Husbands and wives. While I'm sure we could manage this little bonfire on
    our own, I would rather be certain that everyone that we send comes home. I was on
    board with sending the kid to school and all that, but that was before we were so
    gods be damned close to ending all of this."

    Dumbledore stared at his old friend and consider his words for a long time before
    he sighed and removed his glasses to pinch the bridge of his nose.

    "I know that you're right Alastor. Harry is the best fighter we have. Unlike any
    of the rest of us, it's all he's known. To not use him is to essentially cripple
    ourselves. And yet I can't help but believe it is better to keep him as far away from
    the war as we can until we are ready. Until Lord Voldemort is vulnerable at last."
    Dumbledore sighed.

    "That's noble, and Merlin knows the kid deserves a chance to find his own way. But
    that time isn't right now. " Moody countered. "You're not an idiot, Albus, stop
    pretending to be, and let's do what we set out to do. Let's end the killing and the
    suffering. Send the kid with us, and let's cripple the bastard."

    Dumbledore sighed heavily and groaned. Moody looked to Shacklebolt and Weasley,
    both of whom had remained silent through the debate. They had heard the argument
    during Order meetings. They had seen what the kid could do. But they didn't know
    Harry like Alastor or Dumbledore. They hadn't watched him grow up. They hadn't had to
    watch as Dumbledore ripped that soul fragment out of the kid's head. Alastor Moody
    could be called a lot of things, but soft wasn't one of them.

    Except when it came to the kid. Moody wanted Harry to have a life outside of the
    war just like everyone else. The problem was that Moody seemed to be the only one who
    realized that Harry was their strongest chance at ending the war fast.

    Moody had lied earlier. He had not wanted the kid to come to Hogwarts. He knew he
    was going to be out voted, and had argued against it, but in the end, he knew Harry
    was going to go to school whether he wanted that or not. Moody knew it was going to
    confuse the kid and make him lose his edge. An edge the Order needed to guarantee
    victory for the light.

    And now here they were, so close to the end that everyone could taste it, and
    Dumbledore was trying to coddle the kid.

    "Albus, We end this war, and the kid can be free. He can chase skirts and skive
    off classes and all that shite, but right now, he has a responsibility, as do we. To
    protect the innocent, and stop this madman once and for all. We need him out there
    with us."

    With a heavy sigh, Dumbledore looked up at Moody and the old Auror could plainly
    see the heartbreak in the old man's eyes. Alastor wasn't heartless, and he knew
    Albus' heart was heavy. How could it not be. He'd robbed an orphaned boy of his
    childhood in the name of protecting the rest of the country. He'd done so for the
    Greater Good. Now, after he'd seen how truly powerful and capable the boy had become,
    the leader of the light regretted it all.

    However Moody knew he was right, and that Harry was the best chance to end the war
    faster, and Dumbledore could not deny it. Now that they were a hair's breath from
    ending the gripping fear that held the country and it's people, Albus Dumbledore knew
    in his heart that Alastor Moody was right, and that in order to win, he would have to
    let Harry go with them to destroy Malfoy Manor.

    Before he said a word, Moody knew Dumbledore had made up his mind, and could not
    stop himself from smiling triumphantly.

    "Very well."

    Moody smirked and tapped his walking stick on the floor, chuckling as he headed
    for the door.

    "Have him in the Entrance Hall at nine. Let's go mates, we got some Death Eaters
    to end." Moody said cheerily.

    When the three men had left, Dumbledore rose from his seat and went to his floo.
    He grabbed a pinch of the silvery dust and threw it into fire before he called
    out.

    "Grimmauld Place."

    He knelt onto the floor, his ancient knees creaking loudly as he stuck his head in
    the emerald green flames.

    "Sirius, I must speak with you."

    

    It had been the most interesting, and at the same time, most humiliating four
    hours of her life. And worse, there was still loads more to discuss, or so Lavender
    had claimed. Hermione had not expected that there would be so much to it, or that the
    conversation would get so graphic, or so instructive. Lavender had even gone so far
    as to conjure a lifelike replica of a man's... wand... and given Hermione a visual
    display of certain techniques.

    So in depth had the conversation gotten that Hermione had not gone to dinner.
    This, as it turned out, wasn't so bad as Lavender had planned ahead and made sure
    they both had food so they would not be interrupted.

    All Hermione had wanted was a few pointers in the art of physical love. A few
    things that she and Harry could do together to show their affection and growing trust
    in each other. What she had gotten was a full dissertation on the many, many… MANY
    acts one could participate in with another person all in the pursuit of physical
    gratification.

    It had been downright awkward, humiliating, and deeply scandalous.

    And it had also been really, really enticing.

    While Hermione had at first been horrified by the things Lavender told her about,
    the more she thought about them, the more curious Hermione became. The images her
    mind conjured of Harry removing her clothing and worshipping her body with his had in
    fact affected her on a physical level. The more Lavender told her, the more Hermione
    imagined, and the more she felt a growing heat within her. A fire she really wanted
    Harry to stoke.

    This feeling got so strong that when Lavender, finally exhausted from explaining
    things, let her go, Hermione was feeling far more worked up than she had ever felt
    before, including while she had been in France, and all she wanted was to find Harry
    and snog him until she couldn't see straight… to start with anyway.

    Yes, she was perfectly aware that snogging her boyfriend was only going to make
    her desire more, and that she would end up alone in her own bed, frustrated beyond
    belief, but, Lavender had been kind enough to explain how she could ease the tension
    herself, and Hermione did know some really good charms to make sure no one heard her,
    or would interrupt her, if it came to it.

    Then again, she could use some of those privacy wards on an empty classroom…
    right?

    Hermione had all but sprinted for the Common Room, thinking of a few places she
    and Harry might find within the castle that would grant them a bit of privacy. She
    even considered taking Harry to the Room of Requirement and seeing what the limits to
    what the room could provide them were. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and
    straightened her skirt as she scanned the Common Room for her boyfriend. It was well
    past dinner, and most of the Gryffindors were working on homework, playing games, or
    just being social with their friends.

    However, Harry wasn't in the Common Room, as she had expected.

    She knew he'd spent the afternoon with Neville. After all, is had been Hermione
    who had suggested it. She had told Harry that Lavender had needed to talk to her
    about something, and had promised to come find him as soon as they were done. But he
    wasn't in the Common Room. She wondered if he might be in the Library. That would be
    convenient. She started to head for the portrait hole when she caught sight of
    Neville in a corner with a book propped in his lap and a what looked to be an essay
    on the small table next to him. Hermione changed directions mid-step to find out if
    Neville knew where Harry might be.

    "Hey Neville." She said as she got close to her friend.

    "Hey." Neville said looking up. He looked a little flummoxed. She glanced at the
    parchment next to him and found that he'd been in the middle of a sentence and had
    just stopped writing, as if he'd lost his train of thought before she'd arrived.

    "Everything alright?" She asked.

    "Yeah… maybe… I don't know, but I'm figuring it out." He replied, making Hermione
    snicker. "You looking for Harry?"

    "Yeah. Did he go to bed?" Hermione asked.

    "No, he got a note from Dumbledore a few minutes ago, and then headed up stairs to
    his dorm. I don't know… Oh, there he is." Neville motioned with his head.

    Sure enough, Harry was coming down the stairs, and Hermione's good mood melted
    away almost at once.

    Harry was dressed head to toe in black, and was slipping his wand into his wrist
    holster. She had seen him wearing this particular outfit several times, usually when
    he was leaving, or coming back from one of his missions. Hermione had always felt a
    bit of fear whenever Harry left on one of his missions, but tonight, something was
    different. She couldn't say exactly what it was, but Hermione felt the need to
    convince Harry not to go away tonight.

    "Harry?" She said, getting to her feet, and falling into step with him

    "Hey." He smiled softly, taking her hand and leading her out of Gryffindor tower.
    "Dumbledore sent me a note. Something is happening tonight, and the Order wants me
    there."

    Almost at once, Hermione felt a shiver go up her spine. She started to say
    something, but shut her mouth almost at once. She knew he'd been feeling a bit out of
    sorts lately having not been trapped in the castle while his godfather and others had
    been out there fighting the war he was supposed to end.

    ""Do you know what it is?" Hermione asked, trying to sound unconcerned. Harry
    clearly didn't notice her anxiety.

    "No, but I'm sure it's something simple. You don't need to worry about it." He
    said, giving her one of the smiles she loved best. Tonight though, it didn't warm her
    heart as it usually did.

    Harry took her hand as they began down the stairs. Hermione gave him a smile that
    didn't reach her eyes, but Harry was clearly already mentally preparing, and didn't
    notice. They walked in silence, hand in hand until they reached the Entrance Hall
    where Mad-Eye Moody was leaning on his gnarled walking stick.

    "You're late kid. I told Albus to have you here at nine." Moody grumbled. Harry
    gave the elder man a sharp salute which Moody returned.

    "I only just got the note sir. I came as quickly as I could." Harry replied
    flatly, his eyes on Mad-Eye Moody.

    "Yeah, I can see that." Moody said, eyeing Hermione. Hermione fought the urge to
    shiver under Moody's gaze. She had never really felt comfortable around Moody. He
    always came off as lecherous to her.

    "Well, kiss your strumpet goodbye, kid, and let's get moving. Night's a
    wasting."

    "He's not going, Alastor."

    Moody, Hermione and Harry all turned to see Sirius walking through the door,
    looking pretty perturbed. He was glaring dangerously at Moody, who was clearly
    unfazed by it. Hermione however, felt a sense of relief at the sight of Sirius, which
    was strange as she didn't much care for Harry's godfather, though for very different
    reasons than why she disliked Moody.

    "Let me guess, Dumbledore contacted you and told you to come, right?" Moody asked
    sounding exasperated. "I should have expected it."

    "We agreed Harry was going to remain in school, no more missions." Sirius said
    bitterly.

    Hermione let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding onto. She
    squeezed Harry's hand, but he didn't even look at her.

    "Wait, why can't I go on any more missions?" Harry asked suddenly, looking very
    confused, and if Hermione wasn't much mistaken, a little hurt.

    "The kid asked you a question, Sirius. Go on, answer him." Moody said to Sirius,
    smirking slightly. "Tell him why you want to keep him away from the war we've spent
    his whole life training him for. Tell him why we wasted his life teaching him how to
    fight and be the best duelist since Merlin and now want to keep him away from it all.
    Hidden here playing house with his missus there."

    Harry let go of Hermione's hand and her heart sank. She stared at Harry, fighting
    the stinging in her eyes as Harry stared at his godfather, waiting for an answer.

    "Alastor, we all agreed it was better if Harry focus on his relationships." Sirius
    countered, before turning to Harry. "Harry, you should not have been told about this
    mission. I'm sorry, but we don't need you on this one."

    "Apparently you do." Harry said firmly, looking to Moody who was smirking
    deviously.

    Hermione felt a growing urge to smack that smirk right off his scarred face.
    "Mad-Eye seems to think I'm needed, and isn't he usually right when it comes to this
    sort of thing?"

    "Harry..."Sirius said, looking apologetic, but Harry didn't let him continue.

    "I don't understand you." Harry shook his head. "I don't understand why you spent
    all those years preparing me to fight, and then send me here. What was the point,
    Sirius? Why did you send me here to waste time, when I could be out there making a
    difference? What the hell was the point?"

    Hermione gasped, and Harry finally turned to look at her as if he'd only just
    remembered she was there. She took two steps back as she gaped at him
    incredulously.

    "Being with me is a waste of time?" She asked.

    "What?" Harry asked, clearly not understanding her question.

    "You just said that being here was a waste of time? Is that what I've been to you?
    A waste of time? Something to occupy yourself with until you could go off and end the
    war single handedly?"

    "What? No? That isn't what I meant." Harry said, starting to get irritated.

    "Look kid, we're on a schedule here." Moody said, also getting upset. This was
    taking way to long, and they needed to get going. People were waiting on them
    tonight, and Moody really wanted to see Lucius Malfoy's house burn.

    "Shut it, Moody." Sirius snapped. Moody simply laughed at Sirius cold glare.

    "Hermione, I didn't mean you were a waste of time." Harry said as he pinched the
    bridge of his nose. "I meant I should be helping to end this war. It's like Moody
    said, it's what I've been trained for. I'm out of my element here. I'm lost all the
    time, and … I could have come here when it was all over if it was really that
    important."

    "And we might not have met, Harry. I know you're upset and you feel like you're
    not where you should be, but the fact is that you're exactly where you're supposed to
    be Harry. You're here. With me." She could feel the tears building behind her eyes
    now, and she was struggling not to lose control now. Harry grimaced at her
    expression, and looked to Moody, who motioned with his head that they should go. He
    turned to Sirius who still looked ready to spit nails and was shaking his head.

    "She's right Harry." Sirius remarked. "I told you that we made a grave mistake
    with you. We treated you as if you were a weapon and not a person. When we realized
    our mistake, we did what we should have done all along, and sent you to be with
    people your age. We sent you here to learn what it meant to be a person, and you've
    done an amazing job. We still need you, but not right now. Right now, you're right
    where you should be, and Moody knows that."

    "No he isn't." Moody snapped. "We need him with us tonight to capture and kill as
    many of Voldemort's people as he can. We need this kid to do what we trained him to
    do and decimate Voldemort's army and protect our people Sirius."

    "Moody held Sirius gaze for a moment before turning to Harry, knowing that he
    could end this argument once and for all with a few more words to Harry himself.
    After all, there was one thing that the kid wanted that he couldn't find here at
    school.

    " We're going to Malfoy Manor, kid. The place is a hotbed for Death Eaters.
    There's a good chance that we can cut his numbers tonight with minimal effort, as
    well as capture some of his inner circle. Maybe even Malfoy himself, along with
    MacNair, Rookwood, possibly even Pettigrew."

    Both Harry and Sirius looked to Moody now. Moody turned his gaze on Sirius.

    "That's right, the man who betrayed the Potters. He's there right now." Moody said
    with a defiant smirk.

    "You're sure?" Sirius asked, though he still looked angry with the old Auror.

    "As sure as I'm standing here." Moody nodded. "Still think we don't need the kid
    with us?"

    Sirius looked to be mulling it over, and Hermione saw Harry looking anxious,
    awaiting his godfather's response.

    "Yes, I'm sure." Sirius said as he looked at Harry, and Hermione who was wiping at
    her eyes. "I'm sorry Harry, but you need to stay here. You and Hermione need to work
    things out before they get more complicated. Let us handle this, as we should have
    been doing all along."

    Moody growled angrily, and Harry balled his fists.

    "You promised me." Harry said in a tone Hermione had never heard before. Then
    again, she'd never seen Harry angry before. "You said when we found him, I'd be
    there. I'd get to make him pay for what he did. You said it was my right."

    "I know what I said Harry, but that was before. Things have changed..." Sirius
    looked to Hermione. Harry glanced over his shoulder at his girlfriend and then back
    to Sirius.

    "She'll understand." Harry started, but Hermione shook her head.

    "No I won't." She said, making Harry turn to her again. "I know you've been
    trained to fight, Harry. I know that you feel like it's your job to go out there and
    bring bad people to justice, and protect the people who can't, but you're not the
    only one who can do that. Sirius said that you don't need to be there tonight.."

    "But Moody..." Harry started, sounding a little like a petulant child.

    "Is not your godfather." Hermione snapped, making Moody and Sirius recoil at the
    venom in her voice. "He's simply one of the men who corrupted you into believing
    you've got to be the one to end this war."

    "Corrupted?" Moody scoffed with indignance. "I taught the boy how to survive
    lassie."

    "And while Sirius isn't innocent, he's at least trying to make up for his
    mistakes." Hermione continued, ignoring the former Auror. "He's doing what he should
    have been doing all along and protecting you."

    "You don't understand." Harry retorted which made Hermione cross her arms
    defiantly.

    "Then make me." She said. "Explain it to me so that I can understand why you feel
    this need to go off and fight."

    "I've already told you..." Harry started but Hermione shook her head again.

    "You've told me how you were trained. You told me how you feel when you kill a
    death eater. But never once have you explained to me why you feel it has to be you
    out there fighting. Why Harry? Why do you have to do this?" Hermione asked as she
    closed the gap so that she was standing right in front of him. Tears were falling
    down her cheeks now as she looked into his bright green eyes.

    "Stay with me." She pleaded softly. "Let someone else handle this."

    Harry sighed, and took her hands. He bent and kissed her lips gently before
    pulling back to stare into her eyes.

    "I can't." Harry said sadly. "I don't know if I can be whatever it is you want or
    need, Hermione. I've been trying to understand what's been happening between us all
    this time. All these feelings I've had. I promise that I will keep trying because
    you're important to me. But so is doing what I've been trained for. Protecting you,
    and everyone else is my responsibility."

    "Harry, you…" She started but he silenced her with a look.

    "I am a soldier. It's who I am, and all I've ever known. That isn't going to
    change because you want me to be something else. It's not going to happen because I
    get sent to school. I have to fight because people need me to fight."

    "I need you, Harry." Hermione tried but Harry was already pulling away.

    "Harry." Sirius said, getting his godson's attention. "I will order you to remain
    here."

    "No you won't." Harry said evenly. He stood next to his godfather, but his eyes
    remain forward, distant. "You won't because even though I've never done it before,
    you know I won't listen this time. I've never disobeyed any order you've ever given
    me, but I will this time."

    Sirius grimaced at his godson's words. Moody chuckled and clapped his hand on the
    boy's shoulder as Harry walked past him out the door. Moody fell into step beside him
    and slapped him on the shoulder.

    Sirius looked to Hermione, a deep sadness clear on his face.

    "I'm sorry." He said sullenly before he turned and followed Moody and Harry.
    Hermione felt the pain exploding in her chest and found it difficult to breathe. She
    needed to go. She needed to run back up to her room, and convince herself that Harry
    hadn't just turned his back on her.

    "So, it looks like things kind of fell apart there, eh?"

    Hermione turned to find Cormac McClaggen standing just behind her, looking as
    arrogant as ever.

    "Well, maybe he just got sick of being teased by you, Granger. I mean, let's face
    it, that guy could nail any witch he wanted to. Clearly he's finally wised up."

    Hermione would never know why she did it. All she knew was in that moment, every
    single offense she had suffered, every name she'd ever been called, every prank ever
    played on her, every ounce of hate she had suppressed boiled over within her, and for
    the first time, Hermione Granger struck back.

    Cormac McClaggen found himself on his ass on the stone floor, holding his hand to
    his now broken nose while Hermione shook her hand out. She glared at McClaggen who
    was scrambling back from the enraged witch who was stalking him.

    "If you ever so much as look in my direction again, I will take great pleasure in
    castrating you and selling your bits to a potion maker. Am I in any way unclear?" She
    snarled. McClaggen shook his head as he got to his feet and took off for the Hospital
    wing. Hermione felt the adrenaline leave her almost instantly, and the desire to run
    away returned.

  


  
    22. 22 I Love You Exactly How You Are
  

  
    I Love You Exactly How You Are

    It had taken Hermione quite a while to get to sleep that night. In all her life,
    she had never felt so hurt as she had after Harry had left to go fight another
    battle. She felt really bad for everything she had said to him. She hadn't even
    thought that she was attempting to change him in any way. She loved him as he was.
    She had just been selfish. She didn't want him to leave her, which is exactly what
    had happened in the end.

    She knew that he felt a strong sense of duty, and that he felt very strongly about
    his part in fighting the war. She respected the fact he was a soldier, and that he
    felt a responsibility to protect the world from evil. She knew he was powerful, and
    could take care of himself just fine.

    Hermione knew that she was the one with the problem.

    She had never had a boyfriend before, much less one who was so selfless and
    heroic, good looking, and kind hearted. Harry was everything a girl could want. On
    top of that, she was a worrier. She feared that something could go wrong, and Harry
    could be hurt.

    Hermione cursed herself for not being better trained, on top of being so afraid.
    She knew she wouldn't last five minutes in a real battle with Death Eaters. She was
    just shy of useless.

    So Hermione cried like she had never cried before that night. She refused to talk
    to Lavender, who was deeply concerned when Hermione had come running into the girl's
    dormitory and shut the curtains around her bed before warding them to prevent anyone
    from disturbing her.

    All Hermione could think for hours was how horrible she had been, and how she had
    attempted to make Harry feel guilty for leaving. It hadn't been her intention at all,
    but she had spent hours replaying it all in her mind and analyzing it over and over
    and over again. She had been truly horrible, and expected that when Harry returned,
    he was going to be shot of her altogether at last.

    She had finally fallen into a fitful sleep where she was haunted by dreams of
    Harry rolling his eyes at her as he passed her in the Great Hall, or calling her
    names, or agreeing with that complete arse Cormac McClaggen about what a bitch she
    really was.

    "Miss Granger."

    "Please Harry." Hermione mumbled in her sleep. Harry was laughing at her now,
    mocking her pain. There were others there as well. Neville was shaking his head as if
    he couldn't believe he'd been her friend. Lavender was telling anyone who would
    listen how completely inept she was and how she had to teach Hermione how to please a
    boy.

    "Miss Granger."

    "Please stop laughing." Hermione muttered, clutching her pillow tightly, pleading
    with Dream Harry to stop being so cruel.

    "Miss Granger, you need to wake up."

    Harry was fading now, laughing as he walked away.

    "Harry, come back please." Hermione began to cry.

    "Hermione, you need to wake up right now."

    Hermione opened her teary eyes and found Professor McGonagall standing over her,
    looking deeply troubled. It was still very dark and Hermione wasn't sure what time it
    was, but was certain she hadn't been asleep very long.

    She sat up, wiping at her wet eyes as Professor McGonagall took a step back.

    "Please get up, Miss Granger and put something on. I need you to come with me
    right now." The Transfiguration teacher said urgently.

    Hermione leapt out of bed. There was only one reason that Professor McGonagall
    would be here, waking here up in the middle of the night.

    "What happened?' She asked, her voice trembling in fear.

    "Quickly, Miss Granger." McGonagall urged her favorite pupil quietly, trying to
    avoid waking the other Gryffindor girls.

    Hermione grabbed her dressing gown, and followed the Transfiguration teacher out
    of the girls dorm, through the empty common room and out of the portrait hole as
    quickly as she could without running, which she desperately wanted to do.

    There was no question in Hermione' mind or heart that whatever had befallen Harry
    was all her fault. She was wringing her hands as she followed McGonagall down the
    stairs towards the hospital wing wondering just how serious Harry's injuries were.
    Was this going to be the last time she ever got to see him?

    "I'm afraid I don't know a lot." McGonagall said sensing Hermione's anxiety. "Only
    that whatever was supposed to happen did not go according to plan. Professor
    Dumbledore asked me to come fetch you, but I don't know anymore."

    "How bad was Harry was hurt?" Hermione said, trying to hold herself in check. It
    was very difficult as her mind kept conjuring truly horrible images of what may have
    happened to Harry. She had never considered herself to have that good of an
    imagination, but at the moment it was working in overdrive and the images it was
    coming up with were incredibly detailed..

    The rest of the journey was relatively silent until they reached the hospital
    wing. When the doors were opened, Hermione was assaulted by the foul stench of blood
    and burnt flesh. At least ten beds had curtains around them, and as they passed,
    Hermione could see they were occupied.

    McGonagall led Hermione through the infirmary, past those who had survived the
    night's battle. Madam Pomfrey was leaning over a man waving her wand trying to stop
    the spread of whatever curse was blackening his flesh and making it flake of like
    ashes. Hermione felt her stomach flop, and had to fight back the urge to vomit all
    over the floor.

    She passed a couple of others who were covered, and clearly sleeping, save for a
    woman who looked at Hermione as she passed. The woman, covered in heavy bandages
    smiled sadly at Hermione, and the Gryffindor girl swore she saw a tear roll down her
    cheek. Hermione thought she ought to know this woman, but couldn't place, though her
    heart shaped face was familiar.

    She had no time to consider anymore as she and Professor McGonagall reached the
    end of the line of beds to one that was curtained off. Two men stood there, while a
    third sat on a chair, all of them looking morose and anxious. They were whispering
    amongst each other, but stopped when the tallest, Professor Dumbledore spied her and
    his deputy headmistress coming nearer.

    "Apologies for waking you at this hour Miss Granger, but…" Began Professor
    Dumbledore, but Hermione quickly cut him off, as she was too upset and anxious to
    wait for the Headmaster to break the news gently.

    "How bad is he?" Hermione asked, fidgeting her hands nervously.

    Dumbledore sighed heavily and folded his hands together, peering at her over his
    half moon spectacles at the young witch.

    "Quite serious, I'm afraid." Dumbledore sighed.

    "It was a damned trap." Sirius Black said dejectedly. Hermione turned to see that
    Sirius appeared to be quite beaten up. His left arm was in a sling, and his right eye
    was swollen shut. He had several cuts on his face, and his lip appeared to have been
    split open.

    "It wasn't your fault Sirius." Remus Lupin said from the chair he was occupying.
    Remus didn't appear as bad off as Sirius, but he had clearly had had a difficult
    night. He was not wearing a shirt and his ribs were wrapped in bandages that stank of
    rotting fruit.

    "What happened?" Hermione asked anxiously, looking towards the curtain surrounding
    the last bed.

    "Perhaps it would be best if you went to see Harry first, and then we can talk.
    But, Miss Granger, I must warn you… his injuries are quite… severe." Dumbledore said
    as he nodded towards the curtain.

    Hermione looked at each of the men and Professor McGonagall before slowly
    approaching the curtain and slipping behind and looking to the bed where Harry
    lay.

    The first thing that caught her attention was the labored raspy breathing. She
    took a few steps forward and when she got a good look at Harry, she gasped, and very
    nearly ran back to her dorm.

    Harry lay stiffly upon the starched white sheets that were now stained from what
    might have been sweat and blood. He had serious angry burns covering his entire left
    side, and nearly all his hair had been burned off. His left eyelid was missing, and
    his left eye looked as if it could have been boiled in his skull. His body was
    covered in a thick paste that smelled quite foul, and the bedside table was laden
    with potion bottles, including what could only be Skele-Gro.

    Hermione also noticed that Harry was occasionally spasming, almost as if he were
    having small seizures or something.

    "Harry?' She managed to choke out as she knelt at his side. He turned his head
    slowly towards her, and she winced at the sound of cracking skin. She could smell
    burned flesh, and fought back the urge to throw up everything she had ever eaten in
    her life.

    "Mione…" His voice was raspy, and gravelly. When he took in a breath it rattled in
    his chest, and it looked as if it hurt him badly. Very slowly he lifted his left hand
    to her, and she slowly reached out to hold the mangled and melted ruin in her own
    hand.

    "I'm…" He started, his voice ripping her heart to pieces. It sounded as if every
    single syllable was causing him serious pain in his lungs. "I… want… to… tell…
    you…"

    "No, don't say anymore." Hermione said, tears spilling from her eyes. She didn't
    even bother wiping them away. "I'm so sorry for everything I said, Harry. I don't
    want to change you or anything. I love you exactly how you are. I was being selfish,
    and stupid, and I have no right to tell you what to do or anything."

    "I… wanted… to…" Harry wheezed, adamant that he communicate with her. "Tell… you…
    I… love… you."

    Tears were falling from his eyes from the effort of speaking. He began to cough
    badly. Hermione began to sob now and she pressed his hand to her face as she stared
    into his good eye.

    "I… sorry…" He tried to continue, but Hermione waved him off, urging him not to
    speak and to rest. Harry gave a slight nod, and returned his head to its original
    position. She remained next to him, holding his hand, and trying to stop her crying
    as Harry's breath rattled in his chest.

    It was only a few minutes before Madam Pomfrey came round.

    "I'm very sorry Miss Granger, but I need you to step outside."

    Hermione nodded and got to her feet. She wiped her eyes, and looked to her
    boyfriend with disquiet.

    "Will he be alright?" Hermione asked fretfully.

    "He has been grievously injured to be sure, but I believe that I can set him right
    with time." Madam Pomfrey said confidently, though her eyes didn't reflect her tone.
    Hermione gave her a grateful nod, and slipped past the curtain once again where she
    found Remus, Sirius and Dumbledore speaking in quiet tones.

    Just as before, Dumbledore silenced them when he noticed her. Hermione suddenly
    felt as if they were attempting to keep her out of the loop as it were. She looked to
    each man, as her fear and concern for her boyfriend began to ebb away to be replaced
    by anger.

    "How did this happen?" Hermione demanded, unable to completely stop the tears.
    "I've seen Harry fight before. No one has been able to lay a wand on him. So what the
    hell happened?"

    "It was a trap." Sirius said grimly realizing what she wanted to know. "They were
    expecting us."

    "What?" Hermione asked in disbelief. "How?"

    "We've been trying to find Malfoy Manor for a while. We've been putting tracking
    spells on known Death Eaters in the hopes they would lead us there. Most of them
    discovered the spells and cancelled them." Remus began to explain. "When Fenrir
    Greyback appeared not to have discovered the tracking charm on him, we thought we'd
    been lucky at last."

    "Fenrir Greyback? The werewolf child killer?" Hermione asked her hand going to her
    mouth is horror.

    "His reputation is a bit over inflated." Sirius growled. "He prefers to infect
    children with Lycanthropy, rather than kill him. He dreams of a world ruled by
    werewolves. He's the one who infected Remus."

    "You're a werewolf?" Hermione asked in surprise, turning to Remus who grimaced as
    he recoiled

    "I do not believe Remus' affliction has anything to do with what happened
    tonight." Dumbledore pointed out.

    "We were set up." Sirius continued. "Moody's tracking spells weren't as discreet
    as he thought. They wanted us there tonight. Voldemort himself was waiting for
    us."

    "Harry fought Voldemort?" Hermione asked. She didn't notice the small smile of
    pride Dumbledore aimed at her. There weren't many who could speak the Dark lord's
    name so easily.

    "Yeah." Sirius nodded, turning to look at the curtain behind which Harry lay.
    "Though I don't know that I would call it a fight really. Voldemort just toyed with
    Harry. He laughed as he held Harry's head in the fire. Laughed."

    Hermione had never seen Sirius looking so devastated.

    "I think we could all do with some sleep." Dumbledore said as a way of ending the
    discussion. "It is very late and you both need to rest so you can heal. We can speak
    more later. Miss Granger, you may stay here tonight, but you must try and sleep.
    Agreed?"

    Hermione nodded, and went to closest empty bed and lay down. It wasn't until she
    was settled that Dumbledore made his way out of the infirmary. She wanted to question
    Sirius and Remus more, but she was pretty well worn out. She couldn't remember ever
    having cried so much in all her life, and that was saying something, given all she
    had suffered through. Still, she was certain she'd be unable to sleep at all.

    Thankfully, after twenty minutes of tossing and turning and worrying about Harry,
    she simply passed out from exhaustion.

    

    "Now, I wish to know everything that happened." Dumbledore said as he sat behind
    his desk the next afternoon. Sirius and Remus were sitting across from the old
    Headmaster, both looking decidedly better than they had the previous evening, though
    they both still looked tired.

    "There wasn't any sign that we had fallen into a trap." Sirius began. "Moody,
    Harry and I apparated a few kilometers from Malfoy Manor. Alastor felt it was smart
    to apparate right on top of the place. We met with the rest of our group and moody
    informed every one of the plan."

    "There was nothing to give us any indication were being set up." Remus picked up
    the tale here. I was with Bill Weasley. He had found what he thought might be the
    best place to tear a hole into the wards. He did a scan to make sure of what he was
    about to take down. I think it was that scanned that warned them, but I can't be
    sure."

    "How long was it from when Bill began his work until you were attacked?"
    Dumbledore asked.

    "An hour." Remus stated.

    "An hour?" Dumbledore looked shocked. "Why so long, I wonder?"

    "I'm guessing that Peter was there all along in his rat form, just watching us."
    Sirius suggested. I likely signaled the attack to begin at a prearranged point. We
    never would have seen him under any of the brush around the house."

    "I agree with Sirius." Remus stated. "Nothing happened until Bill managed to get
    through the wards, and I set the fire. That was when they attacked."

    "You did manage to cast the Fiendfyre then?" Dumbledore looked interested. Remus
    nodded but then looked downtrodden.

    "I don't know if it worked though. We had our hands full after that, and I didn't
    see if the house burned down."

    Dumbledore looked disappointed by that news, but turned to Sirius. "What happened
    then?"

    "We were outnumbered at least three to one. Fletcher was killed right away.
    Hopkins, Simmons and Vance after that." Sirius said as he got up from his seat and
    went to the fire.

    "When did Lord Voldemort arrive?" Dumbledore asked.

    "Almost at once." Remus replied. "Though, I think he was just there to inspire, or
    something. He didn't get involved until he saw Harry take down Rookwood."

    "Interesting."

    "It was strange." Remus said thoughtfully. "I expected Voldemort to just cut him
    down and have it done with. But he chose to taunt Harry."

    "No." Sirius said from beside the fire. "He was sizing Harry up. Testing him.
    Trying to see if Harry truly was the child of the prophecy after all."

    "How do you mean?" Dumbledore asked. Sirius sighed as he turned to look at the
    headmaster.

    "He fought Harry, but he never used anything to serious. Neither of them did. I
    thought it was strange that Harry was holding back until I realized what he was
    doing. What both of them were doing. Voldemort kept talking, but I couldn't hear what
    he said."

    "He hit Harry with the Cruciatus, I saw that." Remus said. "Held it on him for a
    bit, and then he used a body bind on him. I didn't see any more until Voldemort sent
    him into the fire."

    "I heard him scream. Voldemort, not Harry. He really screamed, like he'd been
    hurt. I was fighting three of his idiots at the time, so I couldn't see what had
    happened, but it made them stop and turn. It saved my life. I stunned them all and
    that's when I saw him levitate Harry and hold his head in the fire." Sirius' voice
    cracked as he recounted what he had witnessed. "He laughed, Albus. He just… laughed
    as Harry's face burned."

    "Sirius sent a bludgeoning hex at Voldemort." Remus continued. "When he was
    distracted, I summoned Harry to me, and we apparated here."

    They fell silent for a bit, as Dumbledore thought over what they had told him. He
    turned to Remus after a bit and asked.

    "What became of Alastor?" He asked.

    "Malfoy and my dear cousin Bellatrix." Sirius said with contempt. "We should have
    put her down like the animal she has become a long time ago. No one should have to
    die the way Moody did. They…"

    "I see." Dumbledore sighed heavily.

    The silence weighed very heavy until Dumbledore asked them to give him their
    memories of the previous night. Both Sirius and Remus did as asked, and Dumbledore
    promised to review them later, before suggesting they go look in on Harry, and the
    others. Remus expressed a desire to check on Tonks as well, which made both Sirius
    and Albus smirk to each other, despite the graveness of their current situation.

    

    When Hermione awoke, she had to think about why she was in the Hospital wing.

    However, when everything came back to her a second later, she leapt out of bed,
    and went to the curtain surrounding Harry's bed. She looked in to find Harry
    sleeping. In the light of day, his injuries looked far worse.

    He now had bandages on his face, and she could still smell the burn paste. He
    wasn't suffering spasms anymore, and it sounded as if he was beginning to breathe
    easier now as Hermione couldn't hear his breath rattling in his chest now.

    "Ah, Miss Granger, you're awake." Madam Pomfrey said cheerfully. "Though I think
    you could do with a bit more rest."

    "I'm fine." Hermione assured the matron. "How is Harry?"

    Madam Pomfrey's smile melted off her face as she too turned to regard her
    patient.

    "Right now I am most worried about the damage to his lungs. He's breathing easier
    now, but it was touch and go for a bit. We very nearly lost him twice, but he is a
    fighter." Madam Pomfrey sighed. "The bones in his leg are almost fully regrown, and
    the burns will be fully healed in a few days. His eye, most unfortunately will take a
    few weeks I'm afraid. He should sleep for at least the next day or so. The Headmaster
    has asked me to allow you to be here as much as you like, but I must ask that you do
    not jeopardize your own health. You must go eat, and sleep, am I clear?"

    "I promise." Hermione smiled gratefully. Madam Pomfrey waved her inside Harry's
    privacy curtain, and bustled off to tend to her other patients.

    She sat down in the chair that had been placed next to Harry's bed. There was
    already some small improvements, as Hermione could see that his unruly black hair was
    already beginning to grow again. Though his wounds were all bandaged now, Hermione
    could still see his injuries in her mind, and she shivered as if the hand of death
    had just ran up her spine.

    She sighed heavily and rubbed her stinging eyes.

    "Oh, I'm sorry."

    Hermione turned to see Sirius Black.

    "I thought he was alone, but I'm glad to see he's not." Sirius smiled weakly.

    "I could go if you…" Hermione said, beginning to stand up, but Sirius waved her
    back into her seat.

    "No, he'd never forgive me if I ran you off." Sirius said with a small shake of
    his head. "Actually, I'm happy that you're here. I wanted to talk to you."

    "Did I do something wrong?" Hermione asked nervously.

    "Quite the opposite actually." Sirius said with a soft smile. "I want to thank you
    for everything you've done for Harry. For being his friend. For showing him what's
    he's missed out on until now, and for showing him what it means to truly care for
    someone."

    "I didn't…" She started but Sirius held up his hand.

    "Yes you did, even if you didn't realize you did." He said. "Hermione… when we
    arrived at our destination last night, I could see he was torn. I've known Harry all
    his life, and I can read him better than he thinks I can. I let Moody get ahead of us
    so I could talk to him, and he admitted that he felt guilty about leaving you. But he
    told me that he knew he'd done the right thing."

    "I don't understand." Hermione said, looking at Harry's mangled face.

    "I didn't either, to be honest, but then he told me that he has a duty to end this
    war, but not because it was what he was trained for. He said he has a duty to end the
    war so that he wouldn't have to leave you again. He said he needed to finish this, so
    he could focus all his energy on you and what was happening between you."

    "I nearly got him killed." Hermione whispered guiltily. Sirius shook his head.

    "You can't be held responsible for Harry's actions." Sirius said honestly. "But it
    was Harry who chose to face Voldemort. It was Harry who chose to go last night. A
    relationship with Harry is not going to be easy so long as there is a war going on.
    He is always going to feel he has to fight, because that's how we trained him. But
    he's going to fight because it's right, and he's going to fight to protect those he
    cares for… namely you."

    "He said that he loved me last night." Hermione said as the tears came once
    again.

    "He told me the same.' Sirius smiled.

    Silence reigned as Sirius and Hermione both watched the person they both cared so
    deeply for as he slept. Hermione leaned forward and took his hand in hers. Harry
    loved her. He'd told her so at last. He'd told his godfather. He wanted to end the
    war so that he could spend his life with her.

    "I need to help him." Hermione said with determination. "I need to train. To learn
    how to fight, so I can be there with him."

    "No." Sirius countered. Hermione looked up with questioning eyes. "Last night,
    Harry was distracted simply because of what happened between you. If you were out
    there, fighting with him… It's better if you're far away from any fighting. Give him
    a reason to fight his hardest, end it, and come back to you. You are his focus now,
    his reason for fighting. Don't stop training with him, just… stay away from the
    fighting. Let him do what he feels he needs to so he can do what he wants to do,
    which is to come back to you."

    Hermione felt as if she had just been told she wasn't good enough to fight, but
    after she thought about it a bit, she realized that wasn't what Sirius had said at
    all. In fact, what Harry's Godfather had said made a lot of sense. She'd seen Harry
    fight when he was completely focused. He did end his fights as quickly as possible,
    and if staying safe meant Harry would not get hurt again, then why shouldn't she heed
    Sirius' advice.

    However, her stubborn side came roaring to life, and kept screaming in her head
    that she could do it. She could learn to fight, and she could take care of herself.
    All she needed was practice.

    A soft moan of pain broke the silence, and both Hermione and Sirius looked down at
    Harry, who shifted a bit, though remained asleep. Hermione reached down and took his
    hand in hers. Sirius just watched them with an approving smile.

    "Why did you send him to Hogwarts now? Why couldn't you wait until the war was
    over?" Hermione asked remembering Harry ask the same question the previous night.

    "I honestly don't know." Sirius sighed. "It was Dumbledore's decision really. He
    said he was worried that because all we had taught Harry was waging war, that when
    Voldemort was finished, Harry might seek out a new war. Dumbledore then said if he
    couldn't find one, Harry might start his own. He seem to think that the only way to
    stop this was to show Harry the other side of life. Making friends and all that. I
    think Dumbledore was worried that Harry might turn dark, but that would never
    happen."

    "How can you be so sure?" Hermione asked.

    "Because I believe it. I have faith in him." Sirius smiled proudly at Harry. "And
    so should you."

    "I do." Hermione replied. "I always will."

    "Remember that, Hermione." Sirius warned. "There are still dark times ahead."

    Hermione simply nodded.

    

    Headmaster Albus Dumbledore shut his office door behind him, and locked it. He
    went to the cabinet behind his desk, and took out the ancient Pensieve that resided
    inside, and set it upon his desk. He had to wait all day but he was finally going to
    be able to see what exactly took place at Malfoy Manor last night.

    He hoped beyond all hope that despite everything that had gone wrong, that maybe,
    somehow, those who had risked everything had managed to accomplish what they had set
    out to do.

    Slipping two vials from his pocket, he uncorked the first and poured its contents
    into the stone pensieve. He tapped the side of the bowl with his wand, and the
    silvery liquid swirled. Sighing heavily, the old Headmaster pressed his face into the
    bowl, and was instantly drawn into the memory.

    It was dark, save for the bright moon above. Dumbledore could smell the trees, and
    the earth beneath his feet, and he heard the voices of the Order members gathered.
    Alastor Moody was already issuing orders, and Dumbledore turned to find Sirius and
    Harry standing apart from the others.

    Dumbledore was surprised to see Harry looking as if he was conflicted. The boy was
    fidgeting a bit, something Dumbledore had never once seen the boy do.

    Curious, Dumbledore stepped closer to observe the young man.

    "It isn't too late, Harry." Sirius said to Harry. The boy gave the faintest shake
    of his head, but Sirius pressed. "You can return to Hogwarts right now. You can stay
    with Hermione, and fix things."

    "Not when I'm needed here." Harry replied

    "I already told you that you aren't needed here." Sirius urged. "You can go back
    to the castle and sit down with Hermione and…"

    "No, I can't Sirius." Harry snapped. Sirius recoiled slightly at Harry's
    outburst.

    "I can't… not yet. I have to do this first. I have to end this so I can focus all
    of my attention on Hermione. Don't you get it? I'm doing this so I can be
    with her." Harry said with a determination that struck Dumbledore's heart, and he
    couldn't help but smile sadly at the young man.

    "Hey, you two ladies can have a cozy little chat when we're finished here!" Moody
    barked. "Let's get moving, we got a bit of a hike in front of us."

    Dumbledore gave a wave of his wand and the memory sped up and then returned to
    normal as the Order members were now surrounding a grand house that looked very old,
    yet surged with power. The Headmaster of Hogwarts saw where Remus Lupin and Bill
    Weasley were at work on the wards. He turned and found Sirius and Harry crouched low
    and Sirius gazing worriedly at his godson, who looked as if he was struggling
    internally.

    Dumbledore began to search the surrounding area looking for what might have been
    the catalyst for the defeat. Were this real, he would have cast detection spells, but
    as it was Sirius' memory, all he could do was observe.

    Dumbledore walked around as much as the memory allowed. After all, his freedom of
    movement was limited by Sirius' recollection. Dumbledore could only go as far as
    Sirius could see. It was highly likely that any of Voldemort's followers were beyond
    that limit, and Dumbledore would be unable to detect them.

    After nearly an hour, Dumbledore saw Remus signal that Bill Weasley had broken
    through the wards at last, and it was also then that Dumbledore saw the first signs
    of the Death Eaters. It had been exactly as Sirius and Remus had said, Death Eaters,
    disillusioned had come from the forest to avoid detection.

    Dumbledore saw Mundungus Fletcher killed with a powerful severing hex across his
    torso. He didn't even have a chance to cry out before another hex separated his head
    from his torso. Hopkins leapt up and shouted a warning that save Nymphadora Tonks'
    life. The young Auror was able to roll out of the way and avoid a spell that melted
    the bushes she was hiding in and smelled like sulfur.

    Hopkins was stabbed through the back, and Dumbledore winced as the high pitch
    shrieking cackle of Bellatrix LeStrange echoed through the woods.

    It was clear, now that Dumbledore could see it for himself that the Order had been
    set up. He had felt along with a few others that they had found Malfoy Manor far too
    easily. Now, here was the proof. However, it was also clear that Voldemort was truly
    threatened by the Order, as he had sent a sizable force to fight and Dumbledore's
    people were managing to at least keep the Death Eaters at bay.

    At least, at first. Fletcher and Hopkins had been killed quickly, but the Order
    fought back, and the Death Eaters suffered loss in return. But the tide turned once
    again as Remus Lupin cast the Fiendfyre spell, and the darkened forest lit up as the
    spell grew in strength, and Dumbledore saw that Lord Voldemort was there, just as
    Sirius had claimed. He did not enter the battle, though he looked quite pleased with
    himself.

    Until he spotted Harry fighting four of his followers, and doing quite well. His
    triumphant smile morphed into a look of disdain as he strode forward.

    Dumbledore felt his heart break when he heard Bellatrix LeStrange cry out in glee
    when she killed Simmons, and shaved a hank of flesh and hair from his head, before
    Emmeline Vance engaged her. The duel was short lived, thanks to Lucius Malfoy, who
    was now sporting a silver hand which replaced the one Harry had severed.

    Dumbledore fought the urge to warn his old friend, Alastor Moody as Lucius and
    Bellatrix march on the old Auror. It was useless, he had to remind himself. Moody was
    already dead.

    Dumbledore glanced at the fire. He wondered how strong the wards over Malfoy Manor
    were, and they seemed to be protecting the combatants from the tendrils of flame that
    were seeking out fuel to feed it. It was still a ways off from the house itself, and
    Dumbledore was unsure how much longer the battle would go for, or if Lord Voldemort
    would stop the blaze before it reached its target.

    There were shouts of warning, and Dumbledore hear the first pop of Apparition at
    the same time Moody's agonized screams overpowered the sounds of fighting. Dumbledore
    turned, and felt his legs become weak as Bellatrix LeStrange whipped her wand and
    opened long gashes in Moody's chest as Lucius was manipulating ropes that were
    pulling Moody's arms and his remaining leg away from his torso in an effort to rip
    the man apart.

    Dumbledore turned away again. He would mourn his friend later, though tears fell
    from his light blue eyes. He was no stranger to the horrors of war. He'd seen the
    cruelty of man too many times to count. Yet he wasn't immune to it. He was not
    heartless. Alastor moody had been a good friend for many, many years, and Dumbledore
    had felt confident that Alastor would survive this war and die peacefully in his bed
    many years from now.

    Dumbledore had to push all of it out of his mind for now as Harry and Voldemort
    had met at last. Dumbledore wished that he would be able to hear what Voldemort said
    to Harry, but as Sirius wasn't close enough during the fight, he wouldn't have heard
    it, so it would not be in the memory. Perhaps Remus might have heard something. If
    not, he would retrieve the memory from Harry himself when the boy was feeling
    better.

    For now, the Headmaster could see that Voldemort was speaking to Harry, and
    throwing the occasional hex at the boy. Harry dodge everything easily, but had yet to
    retaliate. Dumbledore watched Harry, and knew that the boy was studying his foe,
    learning his every quirk in order to end the fight for good.

    Voldemort must have become impatient, because he began to press the fight, and
    Harry was now having to shield himself as well as dodging Voldemort's attacks. When
    he began to retaliate, it startled the Dark Lord, but Voldemort recovered quickly,
    and for the few minutes, it was an intense exchange of spells. But both Harry and
    Voldemort were holding back still.

    However, as quickly as it began, Voldemort ended it with a quick succession of
    spells that were meant to confuse Harry, and knock him off balance. The Dark Lord got
    his wish, and Harry fell to the ground, and before he could get back up, Voldemort
    used one of his favorite weapons.

    Harry's body writhed in insurmountable pain while Voldemort laughed. Harry's back
    arched almost impossibly and his teeth clenched so tight that Dumbledore was rather
    surprised to see that he didn't break any.

    Voldemort then released the torture curse, and Harry slumped back to the ground,
    breathing hard. The sounds of battle were falling silent now, but Dumbledore still
    couldn't hear anything that Voldemort was saying to Harry. The Dark Lord was bending
    over Harry now and Dumbledore guessed he was likely trying to make Harry afraid. A
    futile effort as Harry had never really known fear. Or rather had never let it
    consume him.

    The Dark Lord used a body bind curse on the boy, and then bent lower over him,
    locking his gaze with Harry's. He was using Legillimency. Dumbledore wondered what it
    was Voldemort was looking for. What secrets did he think Harry had?

    And then, quite suddenly, Voldemort flinched, reeled back from his prisoner and
    clutched his head, screaming like a mad man. He shook off whatever had hurt him, and
    recoiled back from Harry with his eyes full of hate. He stared at Harry who was still
    groggy, and then looked at the now raging inferno that was the Fiendfyre which had
    indeed reached the home of Malfoy.

    The Dark Lord smiled malevolently as he swished his wand, and Harry's body
    levitated. Dumbledore felt the wards being removed, which at least answered one
    question, and watched as Harry's prone body was sent into the flames. It ended just
    as he'd been told. Voldemort lost his focus when he was hit in the back of the head,
    and Harry was summoned to Remus. The memory faded and Dumbledore found himself back
    in his office with only one question.

    What exactly had Voldemort seen in Harry's mind that had caused such a
    reaction?

    

    Hermione, Lavender and Neville walked together towards the Infirmary to look in on
    Harry after dinner. It had been three days since Harry had been injured. Hermione had
    not left his side on that first day, and it was only Madam Pomfrey's reminder of her
    promise that Hermione finally went to eat.

    When she had seen her friends at breakfast that first morning, they had bombarded
    her with questions as to her whereabouts, and then on Harry's condition upon learning
    what had befallen him. She kept them up to date on Harry's condition, though there
    was little change. When she'd arrived at dinner this evening, both Lavender and
    Neville informed her they would join her when they were finished to help catch her up
    on homework, and to see their friend.

    All the other patients had been released, or moved to St. Mungo's. Harry had been
    kept at Hogwarts however, for his safety. He was doing loads better now, though his
    wounds still looked bad. He had woken for short periods of time here and there, but
    only long enough to drink down a few potions. So it was with great surprise to find
    him sitting up a bit, and smiling.

    "Harry!" Hermione shouted upon seeing him. She practically leapt at him, and
    hugged him tenderly, unsure of how much pain he was still in.

    When she pulled away she found him looking at her rather stupidly. His left eye
    was still bandaged, and his good eye appeared unfocused. He also looked as if he was
    having difficulty holding his head up correctly. In fact, if Hermione didn't know
    better, she would have believed he was falling down drunk.

    "Hominniny." He said with a goofy smile.

    "Did he suffer some sort of brain curse or something?" Lavender asked
    worriedly.

    "That would be the effects of his pain potions." Madam Pomfrey said, slipping past
    the teens to set a few things on Harry's bedside table.

    "POP-pee." Harry chuckled at the matron, who fought against a smirk.
    "Pop-peeeeeeee!"

    "I had to give him quite a few. He's a bit out of sorts, but at least he isn't
    feeling any discomfort." The matron said as she stood up. Harry reached out with his
    good hand and shook Madam Pomfrey's hand, much in the same way a child would his
    mother's as he smiled up at the matron, causing the woman to smile back, and pat his
    hand encouragingly.

    "Don't let him stay up too long, Miss Granger. He still needs a lot of rest."
    Madam Pomfrey said as she turned to Hermione.

    "I won't." Hermione nodded gratefully before turning back to regard her boyfriend,
    who had taken her hand now, and was examining it very closely, as if he'd never seen
    anything so fascinating.

    "Everything's whirly." Harry said pointedly to Hermione who smiled back at him. "I
    don't like the whirly."

    "Nobody does, luv." Hermione replied. Harry nodded as if she'd just declared that
    water was wet or something.

    "Pop-pee let me have pumpkin juice." Harry said, as if he were a little kid and
    had just gotten the greatest gift of his life. "It tasted like pumpkin juice!"

    "I think I like him like this.' Neville chuckled. Lavender elbowed him in the
    ribs, though she was smirking as well. Harry beamed stupidly at them and waved them
    closer.

    "Friends." He sighed and his head lolled back as he let out a long wistful sigh.
    "My friends. Nettle and Labbyder. Good, good friends."

    Hermione just looked at Harry, unsure if she should be laughing. It was really
    funny to see Harry acting so strangely, almost as if he were drunk, yet she knew it
    was only because he'd been injured so badly.

    "Have you kissed him yet?" Harry asked, his head coming up and his eye opened wide
    in anticipation as he looked at Lavender, who appeared confused.

    "Who?' Lavender asked, looking a bit confused.

    "Nettle!" Harry motioned to the other boy with his and Hermione's joined hands.
    "Have you kissed him yet? You really should! He won't mind at all. He likes
    kissing."

    "Harry…" Hermione said, trying to calm Harry down a bit, and get him away from
    what could be a very embarrassing conversation. Lavender was blushing a violent shade
    of red, and Neville became very focused on the far wall.

    "I like kissing too.' Harry grinned as he turned to Hermione, his head wobbling a
    bit. "I like kissing Homininny, and I like it when she…"

    "Enough Harry, you really need to rest, ok?" Hermione said quickly as she felt her
    face becoming as red as Lavender's had just been.

    "Uh, I'd kinda like to know what else Harry likes." Lavender chuckled. Hermione
    shot her a dangerous glare before she turned back to her grinning boyfriend.

    "You hurt him." Harry said sleepily. "You hurt him bad. He didn't like what he
    saw."

    "What's he talking about?" Neville asked curiously. "Who'd you hurt?'

    "Doldesnort.' Harry replied enthusiastically, his eye shutting as he took in a
    deep breath. "Hermione hurt him."

    Lavender and Neville shared a questioning look, while Hermione looked rather
    confused.

    "What do you mean Harry?" Lavender asked.

    "He's confused." Hermione said, trying to explain. "He doesn't know what he's
    saying."

    "You hurt him." Harry repeated. "He looked into my mind. He wanted me to see what
    he'd done to my parents, but I was thinking about you." Harry stammered drunkenly. "I
    was thinking about you and he tried to get into my head, and it hurt him. I don't
    think he liked what he saw in here." He said, tapping his temple.

    "What did he see?" Lavender asked, and Harry's smile grew quite large. However,
    before he could say anything, Hermione bent forward and kissed him tenderly.

    "You need to rest, Harry." She whispered to him, and he smiled to her, settling
    himself into his bed.

    "I love you, Homininny." He smiled at her, his good eye already closed. Even
    though he was high on pain potions, the words still made her heart swell to bursting.
    She brushed a bit of his hair off his healing forehead and bent to kiss his cheek
    before sitting back up.

    "You are really no fun." Lavender said, coming around to sit in the chair Hermione
    had spent the last two days occupying. "Aren't you curious exactly what sinful act
    You-Know-Who saw in Harry's mind that hurt him?"

    "Why do you have to be so crude?" Hermione asked, not taking her eyes from Harry's
    face.

    "And You-Know-Who." Lavender reminded with a devious smile.

    "Say Voldemort." Neville said. "Don't be afraid of his name."

    Both girls turned to regard the once shy boy who shrugged.

    "Harry explained it to me. By being afraid of the name, we give him more power
    over us. He also told me it was a made up name." Neville said firmly.

    "How does he know that?" Lavender asked.

    "Likely his godfather told him." Hermione replied.

    "Well, it's hard not to be afraid of him." Lavender frowned. "How can you look at
    Harry and not be afraid? We all have seen how good Harry is. How powerful he is. Look
    at him now, and tell me that you aren't afraid."

    "I'm not." Neville said honestly, which made both girls turn and stare at him
    incredulously.

    "You're not?" Lavender asked in disbelief.

    "No." Neville said easily. "Not anymore."

    "Neville, sweetie, no offense, but…" Lavender began, but Neville shook his
    head.

    "I'm not Harry. I know. Before this year, I could barely cast anything. I
    couldn't… When it really mattered, I couldn't stop someone I cared for from getting
    hurt. I was afraid, and it contributed to me not being able to do something. Harry
    helped be realize that courage isn't the absence of fear, but doing what needs to be
    done despite of it. So maybe what I should say is that, yes, I'm afraid, but I'm not
    going to be ruled by my fear."

    The two girls looked at each other, clearly impressed.

    "He'll be proud of you." Hermione said, indicating a now soundly sleeping
    Harry.

    "I think my parents would be as well." Neville smiled.

    "I'm sure they are." Hermione replied. Lavender launched herself out of her seat,
    and to both Hermione and Neville's great shock, kissed the Gryffindor boy rather
    soundly.

    Hermione tried to stop her laughter, and ended up nearly choking herself just from
    Neville's expression alone.

    When Lavender pulled away, she looked at Neville for a moment before she smiled
    and said, "I like kissing too."

    She then turned to Hermione with a rather bright, winning smile.

    "Would you excuse us, there's something I think I need to talk to this boy
    about."

    "I think so as well." Hermione said, wiping tears from her eyes from her coughing
    fit.

    "Let me know how it goes."

    "Of course!" Lavender grinned, hooking her arm through Neville's and leading him
    out of the hospital wing to someplace more secluded. Hermione watched them go with a
    smile on her face, and a swelling in her chest.

    She turned back to look at Harry, her smile becoming tender, as she caressed his
    healing cheek.

    "Who would have thought you would play matchmaker." She giggled softly. Harry's
    response was the faintest of sighs. Hermione gave his hand a squeeze and hoped that
    he would recover quickly.

    Hermione knew that when he was feeling better, they were going to have to have a
    serious conversation about their relationship, and she was going to have to beg his
    forgiveness. Even though Sirius had said that Harry would likely not hold her
    responsible, she felt guilty for everything.

    She had decided that if Harry insisted on fighting this war, she was going to
    support him however he needed her to. And when it was all over, and Lord Voldemort
    was in the ground for good, Hermione wanted to be right there at his side. And
    hopefully… for many years to come.

    If he would have her.
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    MINISTER OF MAGIC MURDERED!

    The Ministry of Magic gave the official announcement last night in a special
    press conference. Minister of Magic, Rufus Scrimgeour was found dead in his home
    early yesterday morning, having been the victim of the Unforgivable Killing Curse..
    The Dark Mark was seen over the Minister's residence, and the ten Aurors assigned to
    protect the Minister were also killed along with at least twenty five Death
    Eaters.

    Senior Undersecretary Dolores Umbridge told reporters that the scene was
    discovered by Aurors who were scheduled to relieve their comrades in the protection
    of the Minister. Official reports state that the attack occurred sometime during the
    night, roughly around one or two a.m. Tuesday morning.

    Rumors persist throughout the Ministry that the Minister's murder was in
    retaliation to the attack on Malfoy Manor in which the house itself was burned to the
    ground It is believed that Narcissa Malfoy, and her son Draco, were killed in the
    fire which is believed to be the work of anti- You-Know-Who vigilantes. It is unknown
    if the Malfoy patriarch, Lucius Malfoy, a fugitive of the Ministry at this time, was
    also in the home at the time of the attack

    Amelia Bones, Head of the Department of Magical Law Enforcement was the
    Wizengamot's first choice to lead the nation, but has declined the appointment to
    Interim Minister, choosing to focus solely on bringing the terrorist Death Eaters to
    Justice. Samson Cuffe, of the Department of Foreign Affairs was named as interim
    Minister until elections can take place later this month.

    

    Hermione Granger finished reading the article, and set it aside with a heavy sigh.
    The war was escalating now. The death of the Minister of Magic was the latest in a
    series of attacks, and by far the most frightening. If the Minister of Magic,
    arguably one of the most protected individuals in Great Britain could be reached, no
    one was safe from Lord Voldemort. And to Hermione, that was a very disturbing
    thought.

    She quickly finished her breakfast because today, Harry was finally being allowed
    to leave the Hospital wing. Yes, it was only for a few hours, but that didn't really
    matter, as he was going to be completely in Hermione's care.

    Madam Pomfrey had decided that Harry needed to get out of bed and move around to
    prevent his muscles from atrophying, at least that's what she had said the night
    before. Hermione thought it was more likely that Harry was driving the school matron
    nuts by getting out of bed to engage in sit ups and pushups. It was clear to Hermione
    that Harry was getting better, and simply had an over abundance of energy he needed
    to burn off.

    Hermione hadn't been allowed to remain at Harry's side as she wished she could
    have been. She had been forced to return to classes after two days at Harry's side
    when it was clear that he was out of danger. Hermione had spent all her time outside
    of classes and meals with Harry. She tended to work on her assignments while Harry
    slept. Having her studies to occupy her helped to prevent her from overanalyzing the
    situation, especially as she had yet to speak to Harry on the current state of their
    relationship. He had not told her that he loved her since that night he'd been
    brought back to the castle. Although, he hadn't been awake much, and when he was, he
    was pretty doped up.

    Hermione finished her cereal and quickly made her way out of the Great Hall. It
    was still very early, and hardly anyone was partaking in the morning meal yet. She
    had been awake very early this morning, and gotten her morning workout, even before
    Neville, who'd sort of stepped up to lead the defense club.

    She wasn't exactly certain why, but Hermione felt a growing anxiety about being
    alone with Harry again. While it was true that they had spent a lot of time on their
    own over the last few days, Harry was recovering from his injuries, and meant he
    slept a lot. But, when he was awake, it still wasn't quite as nice as it could have
    been, as Madam Pomfrey seemed to hover to make sure Harry didn't do anything to
    hamper his recovery.

    Today however, Hermione was going to be allowed to take Harry on a walk around the
    grounds without supervision. Other people would be in classes and they would be all
    on their own. Hermione also knew that this would be the perfect time for them to
    finally clear the air between them, and figure out where they were in their
    relationship. If they had any chance of moving forward, they needed to open up to one
    another.

    "Miss Granger, are you aware of the time?" Madam Pomfrey confronted the Gryffindor
    as she entered the infirmary. Hermione blanched a bit but nodded.

    "Just past six, Madam." Hermione said, finding it difficult to look at the school
    matron.

    "I know you must be as anxious as Mister Potter is to escort him on the grounds
    this morning, but it is still far too early. He isn't even awake yet, much less had a
    decent breakfast or his medicine." Pomfrey scolded, though it was quite clear she
    wasn't truly upset. In fact, Hermione swore she saw the hint of a smile on the
    matron's lips.

    "I… uh…" Hermione stammered but Madam Pomfrey shook her head, and nodded towards
    Harry's bed.

    "Go on." The matron smiled. "But do not wake him."

    Hermione nodded with a smile and hurried down to the end of the infirmary,
    thinking to herself that it was highly likely that Harry was in fact awake already,
    and ready to bolt from the infirmary just as soon as he had permission.

    She wasn't wrong.

    Harry was sitting up in his bed looking very uncomfortable. He kept readjusting
    himself, trying to get comfortable. Hermione remembered that Harry had been told in
    no uncertain terms that if Madam Pomfrey caught him trying to exercise again before
    he was released, she would use a body bind curse on him, and keep him there for a
    month.

    "Good morning." Hermione said when she saw him. Harry looked up and grimaced.

    "It will be when I get out of here." He scowled. Hermione gave him a sympathetic
    smile and came to sit in the chair beside his bed. She took his hand and gave it a
    gentle squeeze to try and get him to relax.

    Nearly all of his bandages were gone now. The areas of his body which had been
    burned were smooth once again, though the new skin still had an angry red tinge to
    it. His hair had grown back fully. Only his left eye remained bandaged now, though
    Madam Pomfrey was sure that his eye was healing quite nicely.

    "Well, Madam Pomfrey's not going to let you out of her sight until she knows
    you've eaten a proper breakfast. And I'm not going to let you go crazy today. I don't
    want to make her mad by letting you over exert yourself. If she says no running, that
    means no running. I'll be very upset if you make me stun you." Hermione warned.

    "I promise." Harry said, his grimace melting a bit as he looked up at her. He
    reached out to take her hand, which made her smile widen a bit. It was nice to have
    him off his pain medication. As silly as he was, she actually missed talking to him
    normally.

    "How are you feeling otherwise?" Hermione probed. "I mean mentally."

    Harry sighed and thought for a few moments.

    "I'm not really sure. I mean, I haven't thought too much about it, but that could
    mostly be because I've been sort of out of it." Harry motioned his head towards where
    they could hear Madam Pomfrey bustling about.

    " I suppose I should feel angry at myself, or something, but in all honesty, I
    feel like I succeeded." Harry shrugged.

    "What do you mean?" Hermione asked intrigued.

    "I knew before I went up against him that I wasn't going to beat him. At least,
    not that night. But I had to fight him because I had to know how he moved, do you
    know what I mean? I needed to see how he used his power so I could see where his
    strengths and weaknesses were." Harry explained.

    "I don't understand." Hermione confessed. "You didn't stop to watch the Death
    Eaters at Neville's party and you beat them easily."

    "I didn't need to. Most Death Eaters fight the same way. They use fear, and
    numbers to gain their victories and don't expect anyone to oppose them. They usually
    don't expect people to resist them, so when someone does stand up, it throws them
    off. You can usually take two, maybe even three down before they realize what's going
    on. The problem is that most people aren't trained to really fight, and the Death
    Eaters always outnumber their victims."

    "How does that differ from Voldemort himself?" Hermione asked.

    "He actually wants you to fight back." Harry stated. "He wants to get in your head
    and under your skin to make you angry so you attack him without thinking."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione asked her curiosity piquing.

    "He kept taunting me. I think he was trying to get me to attack him first or
    something." Harry explained. "I think he's constantly trying to prove to himself and
    his audience that he is the greatest magic user that has ever lived. He also draws
    out the duel for longer than necessary. He wants to be in control all the time. I
    think that's something I can exploit."

    Harry fell silent as he began to think about it while Hermione gave him a nervous
    smile, and squeezed his hand. They remained that way for a few minutes until Harry
    turned to find Hermione giving him a bit of an anxious look.

    "I'm not going after him today." He assured her. Hermione gave a soft grateful
    smile and looked away as she heard Madam Pomfrey approaching.

    "I know that I shouldn't be surprised to see you up already, but I do wish you
    would at least pretend to be sleeping." The matron huffed as she entered the
    curtained off area. She whipped out her wand and waved it at Harry. A mess of symbols
    appeared in front of Harry's face, and the Matron nodded and smiled happily.

    "Alright." She said, bending towards Harry. "Let's take a look, shall we?"

    She reached out and tenderly removed the bandage over Harry's left eye. Hermione
    smiled with relief when she saw his eyelid was back, though it looked just as pink as
    the rest of his newly healed flesh.

    Slowly, Harry opened his eye and Hermione felt a flood of relief. The eye itself
    looked raw and bloodshot, but Hermione could see that it was whole again, and not a
    lump of bloody goop resting in the socket. Hermione hated the idea of Harry having a
    magical replacement like Moody had worn. Not that she cared about Harry's appearance,
    but more about how Harry might feel having to use a replacement appendage. Or that he
    might blame her for it.

    "Yes, that looks good." Madam Pomfrey declared inspecting Harry's eye. "Very good
    indeed. Now, why you are out today, I will have you wearing a fresh bandage, but,
    when you return, I will have you remove it. You'll need to get used to bright light
    again, and it will be better to slowly acclimate your eye rather than have it
    scorched by the sunshine today. Also, no running or any other type of exertion. Walk
    today. Tomorrow, we will see, am I understood?"

    Harry gave a curt nod, and Madam Pomfrey harrumphed as she turned and left the
    teens again. Harry hoped it was to get him breakfast so he could get out of bed at
    last.

    Hermione was gazing at her boyfriend as they sat in silence. He was fidgeting as
    bad as a nervous first year before the sorting ceremony, and it made her laugh to
    herself. She'd never seen Harry so anxious before. She knew it was because he was
    sick of being in bed, and she couldn't blame him really. No one liked being in the
    hospital. But Hermione was sure that Harry had never been forced to remain stationary
    for so long. It was this thought that made her wonder about some of his
    upbringing.

    "Harry, have you ever been hurt before? I mean like have you ever hurt yourself
    and wound up in the hospital before?"

    "I broke my leg once, and I've had plenty of falls and bruises and little things.
    But I've never been in a hospital before. Even during my little coma I was at
    headquarters. Remus was always pretty good about fixing me up ok, so there was never
    a need." Harry shrugged.

    "What about vaccinations and things like that?" Hermione asked. Harry just
    shrugged. Hermione knew that he probably didn't know and guesses madam Pomfrey likely
    updated anything he needed during his treatment anyway.

    "Is there anywhere special you want to go to today?" Hermione asked changing
    topics. Harry shook his head, watching to see if Madam Pomfrey was coming back with
    breakfast.

    "As far away from here as I can get is good for me." Harry replied. Hermione
    snickered at him and shook her head.

    "I will do what I can." She promised.

    Madam Pomfrey came in again levitating a large tray of food for Harry, which she
    set before him.

    "Remember to take your potions before you eat. When you're finished, I will come
    and rebandage your eye, and then you may go." The Matron advised before leaving once
    again.

    Harry nodded, and dove into his rather large breakfast. Harry was a pretty fast
    eater, though he was nowhere near as disgusting as Ron Weasley. However today,
    Hermione wasn't sure Harry was even chewing his food."

    "If you don't slow down, you're going to make yourself sick, and she'll never let
    you go." Hermione warned. Harry heeded her, and slowed down significantly, which made
    her chuckle softly.

    Fifteen minutes later, Harry had consumed every last crumb, and was slipping out
    of his blankets. Hermione rose with him and followed him to Madam Pomfrey's office.
    The matron gave him one more potion to drink, and placed a fresh bandage on his eye
    before telling him that she wanted him back in the infirmary by lunch. Hermione
    promised she would bring him back and then led him out of the hospital wing.

    "I want a shower." Harry said when they had crossed the threshold. Hermione
    turned, and began leading him to Gryffindor tower. It was still very early, and while
    she was sure there would be people awake, most of the Lions would still be snug in
    their beds.

    "You should be able to get one in peace. I don't think any of your roommates will
    be awake yet, so they won't hound you with questions about where you've been or what
    happened." Hermione said as they reached the stairs.

    "And they would be less likely to notice you in there with me." Harry said.
    Hermione felt her face heat up and she shook her head.

    "Harry I can't…"

    "You promised Madam Pomfrey to keep me from exerting myself." Harry said, and
    Hermione noticed a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. She slapped his
    arm and laughed.

    "You're not supposed to over exert yourself, remember?" She laughed. "I'm pretty
    positive that you would if I took a shower with you."

    "Maybe. But I can't think of a better reason to end up back in the hospital."
    Harry replied. His joke sobered Hermione a bit, and her laughter faded into silence.
    She gave him a look that told him it had been a bad joke, to which he merely
    shrugged. Then, to her surprise. He took her in his arms, and gave her a long,
    searing kiss that made her toes curl in her shoes. His right hand held her in the
    small of her back, while the other was on the back of her neck, holding her tightly,
    pressing her body into his.

    He finally released her, and their kiss faded into small lingering kisses.
    Hermione found she was breathing as if she'd sprinted around the Quidditch pitch all
    morning.

    "What was that for?' She panted. Harry looked at her longingly and smiled.

    "Because it's been too long since we've really kissed." He smirked. Hermione
    couldn't help smiling dreamily at him, and wrapped her arms around his left bicep and
    led him to Gryffindor tower, almost floating on air.

    About thirty minutes later, Harry returned to the Gryffindor Common Room now
    showered and feeling loads better. He had fresh clothes on and a grateful smile as he
    sat next to his girlfriend on one of the sofas to lace up his boots. Common Room was
    still rather empty, though occasionally a few people would come down from the dorms
    on their way to the Great Hall.

    "So now where do you want to go?" Hermione asked, as she watched him tie his
    shoes.

    "Wherever it is you want to go to have the discussion you've been dying to have
    with me." Harry said, making Hermione look a bit startled.

    "How did you know I wanted…"

    "You've had this look on your face for the last three days. It's the same look you
    used to get when the Slytherins would come around to taunt you. Like you're waiting
    for something really bad to happen to you and you're trying to figure a way to stop
    it from happening." Harry said as he finished tying up his boots and got to his
    feet.

    "Plus, Lavender came by yesterday and told me you've been kind of uptight lately.
    She figured you might be feeling guilty or something and would want to talk about
    it." Harry added.

    Hermione sighed heavily and swore she would strangle her blonde friend later that
    day.

    Hermione accepted Harry's offered hand and the couple headed outside to enjoy some
    fresh air, and to clear the air between them. Nary was a word spoken between them
    until they had stepped out onto the grounds. Harry inhaled deeply, reveling in the
    smell of spring.

    "You're right, I have wanted to talk to you Harry." Hermione admitted at last.
    "I've barely been able to function while you've been recovering. I've felt so guilty
    because of what I said to you. I don't want you to change who you are, Harry. I love
    you exactly how you are. I wasn't trying to make you choose me over your duty, I was
    just scared that… I was scared. I've never had a boyfriend before, and I was becoming
    possessive over you. I didn't want to share you, especially not with a war. I want
    you to know though that I won't ever do that again. I will always support you, Harry
    and I…"

    "Hermione." Harry cut her off, and turned her to face him. Something in his eyes
    made Hermione's heart pound in her chest, but it wasn't from fear, or worry. He was
    looking at her in a way that made her weak at the knees, and her hands feel sweaty.
    Like she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

    "When I left that night, I admit I was angry. But it wasn't you I was angry with.
    I was angry with Sirius, and Remus, and Moody, and everyone who's had a hand in
    raising me, or protecting me. I was angry at Voldemort for being the reason someone
    like me is even needed. But mostly, I was angry at myself. I wanted to stay with you
    that night, more than you could possibly know, but all I could see was the people who
    would die because I didn't act. I saw you. I saw what could happen to you one day if
    I didn't do all I could to end this war." Harry rambled. He took a deep breath, and
    pulled away from her a bit.

    Hermione's heart felt as if it was being squeezed in her chest, but remained
    silent.

    "I've been wrestling with all these feelings and everything since we met,
    Hermione. But that night, when Voldemort looked into my eyes, and pushed his way into
    my head, I finally understood. I was sure I was going to die and all I could think of
    at that moment was that I was never going to see you again."

    Hermione felt tears stinging her eyes now, and wanted to close the gap between
    them and hold him and never let go. He kept her at bay with the look in his eyes. He
    needed her to hear this, and understand.

    "I started thinking about you. From the moment we met until that night, and how I
    felt when I was with you. What it felt like to kiss your lips, or just hold you while
    we sat in the Common Room, or how close we got in France. All of those memories
    filled me with warmth, and the fear I had started to disappear, and then I felt
    Voldemort pull out of my mind. He was screaming, and that's when I knew what
    Dumbledore had told me was true. I also knew then without a single doubt that I loved
    you."

    Harry reached out, and grabbed Hermione, pulling her close to him. He stared deep
    into her chocolate brown pools as if searching for something only he knew was there.
    Slowly, he drew her closer until his lips pressed against hers. It was soft at first,
    hesitant. And slowly, it deepened and Hermione slipped her arms around his neck, and
    began to hold on as if her life depended on it. Hermione knew now that her feelings
    weren't unrequited. Harry loved her. He loved her, and it was his love for her that
    kept him from dying that night.

    She suddenly wished very much to show him how much she loved him in return, but
    couldn't think of a good private place. Also, she kept picturing having to explain to
    Madam Pomfrey why Harry was in worse shape than when they had left that morning.

    Slowly the kiss ended and they wound up just standing there, holding each other
    with their foreheads touching.

    "So, that's what you meant when you said I hurt him?" Hermione asked in a soft
    whisper. Harry pulled back with a confused expression on his face. Hermione felt the
    laughter bubbling up in her chest, and couldn't stop it from bursting forth.

    "When did I say that?' Harry asked.

    "The same day you told Lavender to snog Neville." Hermione laughed.

    "I what?" Harry exclaimed.

    "Madam Pomfrey had pumped you full of pain potions." Hermione explained.

    "Ugh." Harry replied, shaking his head. "I hate feeling that out of control."

    "Hermione gave him a nod of understanding as they began walking again.

    "So, did see take my advice then?" Harry wondered.

    Hermione grinned. "She did actually. They're not together yet though, but I think
    they will be eventually."

    "What do you mean?" Harry asked.

    "Well, Lavender told me later that they talked a lot after they left." Hermione
    started, Harry shook his head in bewilderment

    "I can't believe it. She really kissed him?" Harry asked, sounding impressed.

    "Right in front of us. Though, I think you had fallen asleep by then. Anyway, they
    went and talked about everything, and Lavender admitted that she had liked him since
    New Year's. She told him that she'd tried to be supportive of him and Hannah, but
    that it was killing her inside. Neville told her that he liked her, but was afraid
    that he would just be another guy to her. He also said that he didn't want to hold it
    against her, but he was worried about her cheating on him, and that he wanted
    something really special. Lavender said that was what she wanted as well, and they
    decided that they needed to work on things with themselves." Hermione explained.

    "So, they aren't together now?" Harry wondered. Hermione shrugged.

    "No, but they're spending more time together. I think they're taking things slow,
    and seeing if maybe it's a passing fancy, or if it is something deeper. Plus, we're
    so close to the end of the year, I think they're both afraid that their feelings
    might change over the summer."

    "Can that happen?" Harry asked, a little frightened.

    "Sometimes." Hermione admitted. "Some relationships just don't last. Sometimes,
    feelings change, and people fall out of love."

    "I don't want that to happen to us." Harry said firmly, looking to Hermione
    imploringly.

    "I don't either." She agreed.

    "How do we prevent it?" He asked. Hermione smiled and leaned her head on his
    shoulder.

    "We just take it one day at a time, I guess." She sighed.

    They had reached the shore of the Black lake and stood together in comfortable
    silence. Occasionally, Harry would turn to her, and kiss her gently, making her
    smile. This was how she had always imagined it would be. Just the way she had seen
    other couples together. Side by side, holding hands and just enjoying the
    togetherness. Hermione wanted to freeze this moment in time forever.

    "The school year's almost over.' Hermione said after a long time. "Where are you
    going to go during the summer?"

    Harry shrugged. "No one's said anything to me about it yet."

    "Do you know if you'll be coming back next year?" Hermione asked when she suddenly
    realized that he might not return to school to Hogwarts. Their relationship suddenly
    felt fragile. She wanted to cling to him, and never let go as she felt as if
    everything was slipping through her fingers.

    "I hope so." Harry said evenly. "I don't know that I want to go back to how things
    were before. If I couldn't see my friends again… I don't know if I could accept
    that."

    "And what about us?" Hermione asked.

    "What about us?" Harry looked up into her chocolate brown eyes, clearly confused
    by her question.

    "Well, if they don't let you come back… I mean, how can we make things work
    between us if we never get to see each other?" Hermione asked trepidatiously. Harry
    gave her, her favorite smile, the one that was only barely there, but shined in his
    eyes. He gave her hand a squeeze and leaned into her, grazing her lips with his.

    "I just told you that I loved you and that my greatest fear was never seeing you
    again… do you really think I would let anyone keep me from you?" Harry asked
    pointedly. Hermione felt the knot in her chest loosen, and she shook her head.

    "Sorry, I guess I'm just insecure. I've never had anything like this. It's why I
    acted the way I did. I was being selfish in trying to keep you with me. I knew how
    you felt about fighting the war, and all." Hermione sighed, watching the water lap
    against the bank of the lake.

    Hermione noted that Harry was looking towards the Forbidden Forest rather
    intently.

    "Harry?" She asked tentatively. "What is it?"

    "I don't know." Harry said, taking a step forward towards the tree line. "I
    thought…"

    Hermione waited several moments, as she scanned the edge of the forest for
    whatever had caught Harry's attention.

    "Maybe it's nothing. Residual effects of all those damn potions Madam Pomfrey
    forced down my throat." Harry said. Hermione wasn't as convinced as Harry began
    leading her away from the lake and closer to the castle.

    "Have you been keeping up with you exercise and everything?" Harry asked when they
    got nearer the castle. Hermione hesitated, but decided Harry would know if she
    lied.

    "Until today, I haven't. I spent all the time I could with you. Last night I
    realized you'd be upset that I hadn't, so I got up extra early to get back on track.
    Neville's been running the Defense club in your absence, and Lavender says he's doing
    a pretty good job of it."

    "You'll need to work harder then." Harry said with a sigh. "There's about two and
    a half months left in the year, and I need to be certain you can handle
    yourself."

    "What do you mean?" Hermione asked curiously.

    "I'm going to ask if you can be with me over the summer. I expect we'll be moving
    around a bit, and tracking Voldemort's forces. If you can't handle yourself in a
    fight, they might be too worried about your safety to allow you to go. So, I have to
    make sure that…"

    "Sirius said I should stay out of the fight. That you might be too distracted in a
    battle if I was with you." Hermione said in disbelief.

    "Sirius is an idiot." Harry replied with a smirk. "He doesn't really know just how
    smart you are. What we need to do is turn that intelligence into something that will
    make you a formidable enemy. It needs to become instinct. And we're going to start
    right now." Harry said, grabbing her hand and heading for the Quidditch pitch.

    "I told Madam Pomfrey…" Hermione began to protest.

    "I'm not going to be doing anything.' Harry said.

    Harry was as good as his word. He didn't even unsheathe his wand. Instead, he
    spent the next three hours making Hermione cast three spells over and over and over
    again. The Shield charm, the Disarming charm, and the Bludgeoning hex. Over and over
    again, Harry would shout one out, and Hermione would cast it. On top of that, he made
    her move as if she were dodging on coming spells as he paced back and forth behind
    her, watching her.

    Hermione pushed herself to make Harry proud. She couldn't help feel exhilaration
    at the fact that he wanted her with him this summer, and was willing to work with her
    to make sure she could fight if the need arose. She also felt thrilled that Harry
    wanted her at his side, despite Sirius' warning that it might distract him in
    battle.

    On the other hand, she was curious why Harry only wanted her to use these three
    specific spells. He knew that her repertoire of spells was rather large. But, it
    wasn't until they were heading back to the castle that she could ask him about
    it.

    "Repetition." Harry said evenly. "I've told you before that there is no time to
    think during a battle, and those three spells can, and will save your life. I need
    them to be so ingrained in you that you won't even think, you'll just use them. When
    you get those down, we'll start adding more spells, but for now…"

    Hermione nodded her understanding, and they walked back to the hospital wing, hand
    in hand, with Harry grumbling the whole way about having to be locked up again.

    Madam Pomfrey was waiting for them when they returned, and removed the bandage on
    Harry's eye so that he could start strengthening it. Hermione promised to visit him
    later than night as she only had permission to miss morning classes. She left him
    with a lingering kiss before heading to lunch where Neville and Lavender were waiting
    to hear how Harry was doing and when he might be rejoining them all.

    

    "It won't take much, Albus.' Amelia Bones said wearily. "He could easily take the
    Ministry right now. We know he's got his spies in place and with everything in such a
    state of chaos after Rufus's murder… I just don't know why he hasn't yet."

    "It really doesn't make sense." Kingsley Shacklebolt agreed.

    "Actually it does." Dumbledore countered. "Tom has always enjoyed theatrics. He's
    reminding the people why we should fear him. That no one is safe from him. From the
    lowest most impoverished family, to the highest member of government, no one is safe
    from him. He's building a stronger, more fearsome reputation for when he does make
    his final move."

    Amelia rose from her seat and went to the cabinet where Dumbledore kept his
    brandy, and poured a glass.

    "I spoke to Sirius, and he agreed to take me and Susan in should the need arise.
    I've also encouraged my Aurors to set up safe houses for themselves and their
    families." The Head ot the Department of Law Enforcement informed the Headmaster.
    "We've also put the final protections on some of our new safe houses for the Order,
    in case we need them."

    "We may." Dumbledore sighed.

    "This is going to turn into a guerilla war." Kingsley observed.

    "It has been all along." Dumbledore sighed. "If Fudge had listened to me in the
    beginning, then things might be different to be sure, but he refused. Voldemort has
    fought a very smart war this time around. He's learned from the mistakes of the past
    and capitalized on much of our government's corruption, much of which I am sure his
    forces instigated. But soon, things will change, and we will become the guerillas,
    for lack of a better word."

    "How long before you think Voldemort will make his final push, and finally take
    over the government?" Amelia asked as she finished her brandy.

    "I fear it will be sooner than we would like if something isn't done soon." The
    Headmaster frowned. "It was my hope that things would be more in our favor. But after
    what happened at Malfoy Manor…"

    "And you're still unsure if the objective was successful or not?" Amelia asked.
    Dumbledore nodded.

    "The only way I can think of would be to go there myself, but I am unsure if that
    would give me any certainty. Any residual magic may have already dissipated by now.
    And we weren't even positive that Malfoy was a keeper of one of the items. It was an
    educated guess at best." Dumbledore admitted.

    "What would happen if we killed Voldemort first and then hunted for these…
    artifacts?' Kingsley asked. Amelia looked up, clearly intrigued herself. She wondered
    if anyone had asked that particular question before.

    "I believe he now knows for certain that we are hunting his abominations.'
    Dumbledore practically spat. "We have found and destroyed three, and if my suspicions
    are correct, he cannot access the one which rests within Gringott's. However, should
    he take the Ministry, that will change, and he might hide it somewhere else. As it
    stands, we should assume that the one we sought at Malfoy Manor has been hidden
    again. His serpent is always with him, and was always meant to be the last one
    disposed of. After his original defeat at Godric's Hollow, I suspect he now has
    several plans in place to prevent such a prolonged exile. No, we must find and
    destroy all of the Horcruxes now, then finish our enemy once and for all."

    Kingsley looked severely disappointed, but resiegned to things for the moment. No
    one wanted the war to drag on any longer than they had to, but as their enemy had
    taken such enormous steps to prevent defeat, it was becoming a real strain on those
    doing the fighting.

    "How is Harry doing?" Amelia asked.

    "I am told he is healing extraordinarily quickly." Dumbledore smiled softly. "I
    have heard he is already trying to escape Madam Pomfrey's care. I am planning on
    speaking to him later this evening, as I have questions regarding what took place
    that night."

    "That is good to hear." Amelia said, though her tone carried no happiness. "We
    need to get back to the Ministry."

    Dumbledore rose from his seat to walk Amelia and Kingsley to the door.

    "Albus, I can't get over this feeling that something very bad is about to happen.
    I don't know what, but…" Amelia said heavily.

    "I wish I had words of comfort for you, but I fear you are right. Lord Voldemort
    has suffered too many losses in the past few months, and it is likely he has reached
    the limit to his patience. I do not believe that we will get a respite from his
    cruelty for some time, unless we can accomplish what we need to in order to really
    take the fight to him. Meanwhile, constant vigilance."

    Amelia and Shacklebolt both smiled sadly at those words as they turned to go.
    Dumbledore shut the door behind them and sighed softly as he returned to his desk.
    His familiar, Fawkes, gave a soft musical trill and the Headmaster regards the
    phoenix with a grateful smile.

    "I wish I felt as confident as your songs make me feel, my friend." The old man
    said with a appreciative smile. "But I can't help think that something truly dreadful
    is about to happen. I fear we are about to suffer a great blow."

    

    "I can't believe Madam Pomfrey let you out." Hermione tittered as she and her
    boyfriend walked the third floor.

    "It's only for a few hours, and I think she was getting sick of me trying to jog
    around the hospital wing." Harry snickered. "I think she's regretting letting me out
    this morning."

    "Well, whatever the reason, I'm happy. I was getting tired of spending time there
    as well. I felt like I couldn't kiss you or anything." Hermione admitted. To
    emphasize her point, she captured his lips with her own for a long heated snog.

    "I think she might have accused you of preventing me from resting and not allowed
    you back if you did that in the infirmary." Harry said slightly out of breath when
    they broke the kiss.

    "And she would likely have put me on the other end of the room if I hurt myself
    just so I could be there. I think she's got a bit of a cruel streak in her." Hermione
    grimaced.

    Both of them laughed softly at that.

    "I think Professor Dumbledore may have convinced her to let me get out for a
    while. I think he could see I was starting to go mental." Harry continued.

    "What did he want anyway?" Hermione asked.

    "He wanted to know what happened between me and Voldemort that night. Dumbledore
    was quite intrigued by what happened when Voldemort tried to get into my head. He's
    had more than a few theories on Voldemort and I. You know, he thinks that if I
    actually touched Voldemort it could seriously hurt him. Like I've got some kind of
    protection in my blood that would seriously hurt him if I ever managed to get my
    hands on him." Harry snorted.

    "That's an intriguing theory." Hermione looked disbelievingly. "If that were true,
    you could just run up and hug him and end it all."

    "If only it could be that easy." Harry chortled. "Besides, I don't think hugging
    Voldemort would be even remotely as nice as when I hug you. Plus, I get the feeling
    that he smells really bad."

    Harry suddenly stopped and turned to look behind them. The hall was empty and with
    the sun setting outside, it was growing darker.

    "You okay?" Hermione asked. He'd been doing this a lot in the last hour.

    "Yeah." Harry said evenly.

    "Are you certain?" Hermione pressed. "You've been kind of jumpy tonight."

    Harry turned around and shrugged.

    "I don't know. I just… I…"

    Harry whipped around, shoving Hermione hard to the side as a sinister red spell
    smacked into the floor right where Harry had been standing a moment before. Two more
    spells leapt from out of nowhere reaching out for Harry who rolled both himself and
    Hermione to the side, only barely avoiding them as Hermione's screams echoed through
    the corridor.

    Harry leapt up with his wand in his hand, ready to take down his new enemy, but
    there was no one there. In fact, the hall had become deathly silent once again. The
    torches came to life, chasing away the growing dark, and Harry jumped slightly at the
    collective whoosh of flames.

    The hall appeared empty, save for himself and Hermione who was now getting up as
    well. Harry was happy to see she had her wand out, ready to deflect anything that
    came at them. But there was nothing. Harry took a deep breath, and lowered his eyes.
    He knew there was someone there. He'd known for a while. He had heard the occasional
    footstep behind them. He'd felt them almost, as if they'd affected the very air
    around the castle. More importantly, he was sure they'd been there all day long. He'd
    sworn he'd seen someone at the edge of the forbidden forest earlier.

    "Homino…" Harry began, but another red spell flashed, and Harry had to dodge to
    his right to avoid it. Hermione skipped left, and the spell passed between them. The
    Gryffindor witch glanced at her boyfriend, and brought up her own wand.

    Homino revelio!" Hermione shouted. A poisonous green spell flashed, and Harry
    leapt across the corridor, knocking his girlfriend to the ground again. The spell
    tore into the wall, gouging a deep crater where Hermione's head had been. Hermione's
    spell had worked however, and four silhouettes appeared in red down the hall.

    "Gods damn it!" one of the enemies shouted, and canceled his disillusionment
    charm. She was a slender woman with sleek black hair, and deep set brown eyes. She
    had the bearing of someone of privilege. Hermione swore she recognized the girl as
    being a former Slytherin, though she didn't know the girls name, as she had been two
    years older at least

    .

    "You're dead Mudblood." She snapped, her wand coming to bear on Hermione. The
    Gryffindor didn't cower however. In fact, she began to get very, very angry. Without
    thought, Hermione bombarded the woman with more and more powerful Bludgeoning hexes.
    The former Slytherin woman attempted to get a shield up, but Hermione's spells
    shattered them as if they were little more than smoke. The woman was hit in the chest
    by Hermione's third spell, and sent hurtling down the hall where she crashed into a
    suit of armor.

    Hermione had no time to celebrate her success as a second enemy, still under the
    cover of their disillusionment spell, fired no less than seven hexes at the brunette.
    Harry managed to protect her from the worst, but a cutting hex clipped her forehead,
    and she fell backwards to avoid another spell, only to smash the back of her head on
    the stone floor when she lost her balance.

    Harry let out a roar and conjured a wall of spikes which shot down the hall. It
    exploded before it hit anything, and there was laughter which rang as loud as church
    bells to Harry. Hermione gave a soft groan and Harry felt a wash of relief. He turned
    back and saw three sillouettes squared off in front of Harry.

    "Still weak, eh Potter? Not back to your full…urk!"

    Harry fired a piercing hex which landed right in the throat of the middle enemy.
    It had clearly been the speaker as the male voice fell silent as the enemy fell. The
    floor in front of Harry exploded, and he was sent flying head over heels, landing
    heavily on his back. Before he could get to his feet, he was hit in the side of his
    ribs with a bludgeoning hex. Harry cursed loudly as he felt and heard his bones
    crack.

    He rolled in an attempt to get back on his feet when he heard laughter. Harry knew
    that he was at a disadvantage as he was not in top form. He was sure he could win
    this battle, but it was going to cost him. With a sigh, Harry struggled to get up
    when he was hit in the leg with a bonebreaker.

    Harry gritted his teeth to keep from screaming as he rolled, launching a flurry of
    spells. He bit back a smile when he heard what was unmistakably the sound of a heavy
    body landing on the stone floor. There was a hissed curse, and the last of the
    invisible enemies fired something at Harry which might have finished him if not for
    the sudden appearance of a shield in front of Harry.

    The spell echoed like a gong, and Harry sighed slightly when he glimpsed his
    rescuer.

    Hermione was on her feet again, though she swayed badly. Blood was matted in her
    hair, and on the right side of her face, but her expression looked murderous.

    "It is in your best interest to back the fuck away from my boyfriend!" She
    snarled. Harry's eyebrows went up in disbelief, as he couldn't remember ever hearing
    Hermione utter a swear word, much less looking so damn scary.

    "Oh, I've waited a long time for this, Mudblood." Laughed the final foe.

    Hermione's blood turned to ice in her veins. There was no mistaking the
    aristocratic, holier-than-thou drawl of Draco Malfoy. She had thought for sure that
    she had heard the last of it when the little weasel had run off when he'd lost his
    duel to Harry two months ago.

    Hermione turned to Harry who was still on his hands and knees on the floor,
    coughing. He was not really in the condition to help, and the look on his face told
    her that he was certain that she had this. He believed in her, and it filled her up
    with confidence. After all… it was Draco Malfoy.

    The same Draco Malfoy who'd always whipped her in any duel. The same Draco Malfoy
    who'd humiliated her, and made her so miserable for five years. The single most
    hateful person Hermione had ever known. The boy who'd effectively torn her down and
    made her feel as if she were less than dirt.

    All at once anger boiled within her as she had never known. She gripped her wand
    tighter and squared her shoulders.

    "I'm not going to tell you again, Malfoy." Hermione said in a voice as hard as the
    stone which made Hogwarts.

    Draco Malfoy cancelled his disillusionment spell, and stood between Hermione and
    Harry, smirking righteously. He looked nearly the same as the last time she'd seen
    him, save for the midnight black robes, which she had seen other Death Eaters
    wearing. He sneered at her, his eyes boring into hers.

    "You've never been able to beat me, mudblood. I'm going to make you watch as I…
    ULP!"

    Harry launched himself at Draco, taking his legs out from under him. Draco elbowed
    Harry hard in his broken ribs, and rolled away from the black haired boy. He reached
    into his robes as he righted himself and then he threw something on the ground. All
    at once, the corridor went impossibly black. Hermione felt as if the sudden darkness
    was suffocating her.

    "Harry?" She whispered with anxious trepidation.

    "Peruvian Darkness Powder.' Harry replied near her now, sounding out of breath.
    "Hermione, be careful."

    "Hey!"

    "What's going on?"

    "It's really dark down there!"

    "Find a teacher!" Hermione shouted to the voices of students. "Hurry, there are
    Death Eaters here!"

    "What?"

    "That isn't funny."

    "It's no joke, look!"

    "Who is that?"

    "I'm going to get Flitwick!"

    There was the sound of running footsteps, and Hermione began to relax slightly,
    only to feel something strike the side of her head. She shrieked when she felt
    something hit her across the face again, and she stumbled back. She tripped over
    something, and realized when she landed that it was the body of one of the Death
    Eaters. She next felt someone stomp on her stomach, which made her curl up and moan
    with pain.

    "You've been nothing but a pain in my arse since you came to this school,
    mudblood."

    Draco said as he stomped on her stomach a second time, knocking the wind out of
    her. "When The Dark Lord asked for volunteers to end your life, I leapt at the
    chance. The fact that it will make Potter miserable is just a bonus. Goodbye,
    Granger."

    "Bombarda Maxima!" Hermione coughed, and she heard the floor in front of her
    erupt, and a shriek of terror which was silenced a split second later. A few seconds
    after that, the darkness began to ebb away, and Hermione felt someone grab her leg.
    She kicked, and cried out, but Harry's voice cut through her terror, and began to
    calm her down as her boyfriend took her into his arms, and held her protectively.

    "Well, done, Angel." He kept saying over and over again. The darkness finally
    dissipated completely, and Hermione could see where her spell had ripped a huge
    crater in the floor, and a short distance away, a body lay amongst the rubble.

    "Stay here." Harry said, getting to his feet painfully. The first thing he did was
    cast a shining patronus, which dashed off down the hall as Harry turned to approach
    the body of Draco Malfoy. Hermione's spell had done the job. Harry saw where his own
    piercing hex had hit the blonde Slytherin in the shoulder, likely right as Hermione
    cast her own.

    However, it was Hermione's spell that had ended the Slytherin Prince's life once
    and for all. The spell had torn Malfoy apart below the waist. Harry conjured a
    blanket and covered what remained of the Malfoy scion, deciding it was not something
    Hermione needed to see at the moment. He then bent down, and collected Malfoy's wand
    for the Aurors. Holding his ribs and wincing, Harry turned to the body Hermione had
    tripped over, and tapped it with his wand, cancelling the disillusionment spell.

    "Mister Potter?" Professor Flitwick called out as the tiny charms professor
    rounded the corner. "What has happened?"

    "We were attacked." Harry replied, barely aware of being spoken to as he stared at
    the man lying unconscious before him. "I think Hermione might be hurt."

    "H-harry?" Hermione said, reaching for her boyfriend. He was staring incredulously
    at a rather heavy set balding man with a pointed nose, and graying facial hair.

    "Harry!" Professor Dumbledore shouted as he appeared behind Professor Flitwick.
    The short Charms Professor was clearly confused by the scene before him.

    "Sir." Harry said, finally looking up at the Headmaster. "It's Pettigrew."

    

    "I can't believe it." Sirius said, turning the thick folded parchment over in his
    hands, a look of nostalgia on his face. "I thought it was gone forever."

    Remus sat in Dumbledore's office, looking at his best friend holding what had
    thought to be a lost treasure. A map that took the better part of four years to put
    together between four close friends in order to pull of the ultimate pranks without
    being caught. The Marauder's Map.

    "I thought Filch destroyed it when he took it from us in our sixth year." Remus
    added.

    "So did I." Sirius agreed. "James and I searched his office just before
    graduation. It was our intention to pass it on to our own children one day. Clearly
    the rat beat us to it, and had it all these years. Makes me wonder how long he was
    loyal to Snakeface."

    "Please explain it to me once again." Albus Dumbledore rubbed his temples. "You
    four created a map of the school that shows where every person is at any time?"

    "Exactly." Sirius said. "We never completed it. There was still loads of passages
    and rooms we never discovered. But we had discovered everyone of the passages out of
    the school."

    "Which is clearly how Wormtail and his merry band of butt nibblers got in." Remus
    observed. "But why did they send Draco?"

    "Maybe he really did volunteer like Hermione said. He could have been trying to
    earn the Dark mark." Sirius theorized. "He would have been driven to revenge after
    his mother's death, not to mention being humiliated by Harry. And if it's like you
    said Albus, and Voldemort thinks killing Hermione would weaken Harry… who better to
    send to kill her than the one boy who spent so long taunting her."

    "That does make sense." Dumbledore nodded. "I would greatly appreciate your help
    in closing all the secret passages into this school to prevent further attacks."

    Both men nodded, looking almost like they were still in school, and had just been
    caught sneaking into the girls locker room or something.

    "When will we get a chance to question him?" Remus asked, his nostalgic smile
    slipping off his face. Sirius 's countenance also become more stern.

    "I do have a few things I'd like to ask the rat." He grumbled.

    "Amelia assures me that when she finishes her interrogation, we will be granted
    time with Pettigrew. I think we should count ourselves lucky that the Death Eaters
    didn't catch Harry asleep in the infirmary." Dumbledore sighed as he went to the
    window.

    "They'd be lucky to catch him asleep." Sirius smirked. "We were never able to
    sneak up on him."

    "Not even when he was young." Remus nodded. "He used to booby trap his room
    sometimes."

    "Even so, Harry isn't completely healed." Dumbledore said, looking at the two men.
    "Things could have been much worse. We should considered ourselves lucky Miss Granger
    was with him."

    "Albus, we all know that wasn't luck." Sirius pointed out.

    "How is she?' Remus asked. "I can't imagine what she must be feeling after what
    happened."

    Sirius fell silent as he waited for the Headmaster to answer. Hermione Granger was
    a remarkable young woman, and Sirius had become very fond of her, especially as she
    was clearly head over heels in love with his godson.

    She reminded him a lot of Harry's mother Lily. She was brilliant and practical.
    She said exactly what was on her mind. And until now… Hermione had been mostly
    sheltered from the horrors of war. That is, until now anyway.

    "She is…" Dumbledore began, looking very upset over the fact one of his students
    had to kill another. "Coping."

    "Coping?" Sirius asked with disbelief. "Is that what you're calling it?"

    "That is the only word I can think to describe it." Dumbledore sighed wearily.
    "She has suffered a traumatic event, and I am sure that she will eventually come to
    terms with what she had to do last night. If things were different, I would like to
    send both her and Harry away so he could help her deal with her feelings. Harry is
    uniquely qualified to help her through this as he's had to take lives, and can relate
    to her better than most."

    "Have her parents been told?" Remus asked.

    "I brought them here personally." Dumbledore said. "They are with her and Harry
    now. I do hope they don't choose to pull their daughter out of school, though I would
    not blame them if they did. I staked my reputation that this was the safest place for
    children in all of Great Britain. It seems I was mistaken."

    "Maybe we should focus on the positive." Remus declared. "Harry and Hermione
    managed to capture one of Voldemort's inner circle. We'll be able to learn a lot
    about the spies within the Ministry, and who know what else. Perhaps we might learn
    if we managed to destroy the last horcrux after all."

    "That would be…"

    "PROFESSOR DUMBLEDORE!"

    Everyone turned to the fireplace which had roared to life. Bill Weasley's face was
    floating within the green flames, looking excited.

    "Mister Weasley?" Dumbledore asked as he approached the fire. "What is it?"

    "The goblins…" Bill said triumphantly. "They've finally agreed!"
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    Nothing Needed To Be Said

    The room was small and quite dark, save for a large mason jar where magical
    bluebell flames danced within upon a small table right next to a large clear glass
    filled with ice cold water. The room was made of very smooth stone walls, and a
    single metal door with a slat in it. There were three men in this cramped little room
    at the moment. One stood in a corner, his arms crossed, and a look of purest hatred
    upon his prematurely lined face. The second man was pacing back and forth in front of
    the little table while the third man sat tied to a spindle legged chair, staring at
    the glass of water greedily.

    "You look thirsty."

    Sirius Black was eyeing the bound man with years of pent up rage. The man did not
    look up, but kept his focus on the glass of water. Sirius saw him trying to wet his
    dry lips with his tongue.

    "Bet you'd like to quench your thirst. I mean, it is rather warm in here, and you
    haven't had anything for…" He looked to the man in the corner and shrugged. "… At
    least a day."

    The man did not respond, though Sirius could see him beginning to shake
    slightly.

    "You can imagine, I'm sure, that we are quite curious about a few rather important
    events Peter." Remus Lupin said, unbridled fury seething under the surface of the
    normally calm man. He uncrossed his arms to shove his fists in the pockets of his
    robes, still looking at the man on the chair with disgust.

    "I told Bones everything." Peter Pettigrew said sourly, his voice only just louder
    than a whisper and very scratchy. "Not as if I had any choice in the matter. With all
    the Veritaserum she forced down my throat you now know everything I know. But like I
    told her, it won't do you any good. He knows all, and he will change all of his
    plans. He's always two steps ahead of you lot, and that's why he's going to win."

    "Oh, you misunderstand my dear friend Remus, Peter." Sirius spat out. "See, we're
    not interested in that. We're more interested in what happened in the past to be
    honest.

    Specifically as to what happened to our dear friend Peter Pettigrew. The boy we
    protected and backed all during school. Our good friend, whom any of us would have
    given our own life to protect. Our friend… who betrayed us all in the end."

    "I suppose you expect me to beg for your forgiveness here?" Peter Pettigrew barely
    looked up, eyeing both men with loathing. "To grovel at your feet. Hmm? Forget it. My
    master shows me the respect my former Friends never did."

    The word sounded as though it were acid in Peter's mouth. He let out a long huff
    as he stared at the water glass.

    "He has rewarded me more than any other in his service. I, who sought him out and
    cared for him when he was most vulnerable. I, who sacrificed my own flesh for him."
    Pettigrew continued. "He has given me much more then you lot ever did. He's given me
    power."

    "I'm sorry." Sirius began to chuckle. "Did you really just say power? Because, I
    happen to know you were beaten by a sixteen year old boy."

    "Who was also recovering from fighting Voldemort." Remus added. "Don't forget he
    was hurt at the time."

    "You could never understand." Pettigrew sneered. "And are we really going to
    attempt to keep up this charade that the boy is nothing more than a properly trained
    Auror? I was there the same as you when James told us of the Prophecy.

    "And you swore with us that you would always protect him!" Remus shouted with
    rage, surprising Sirius as he lunged forward slamming his fists on the table. "We all
    did the day he was born!"

    Sirius heard Remus snarl, and swore a bit of the wolf was breaking through, but
    Pettigrew didn't move at all or seem bothered by anything.

    "You broke your oath, Peter." Sirius added, turning back to their captive. "We
    just want to know why?"

    "Because I saw the future." Peter huffed bitterly. "I knew that the side of light
    would never win, just as you did. How many nights did the four of us debate the
    morality of war and always we came to the same conclusion! So long as Dumbledore was
    unwilling to fight a real war, The Dark Lord was going to win, and I for one didn't
    want to die for a cause I didn't believe in. Not to mention I was sick to death of
    being in the shadow of you three. So I chose my own path at last."

    "Your own path?" Remus huffed.

    "Seems like you're just another follower to me." Sirius remarked. Peter
    scowled.

    "You think that because you pretended to be my friend that you actually know me?"
    Peter finally looked up at his former friends to face them fully his eyes full of
    hate. "You know nothing."

    "We never pretended." Sirius said evenly. "You WERE our…"

    "I WAS YOUR GODS DAMNED LOOKOUT!" Peter shouted, his face purpling with his ire.
    "Whenever the Marauders planned an adventure, I was always assigned to keep his eyes
    and ears open for a teacher. Don't you remember why we made that map Sirius? Because
    it will help ole Wormtail to warn us sooner. How many detentions did I serve to
    protect you lot? Did I ever get a two way mirror? Did any of you ever distract the
    teacher so someone could keep me company? No."

    "You're right." Sirius sighed, looking hard at his former friend. "We should have
    treated you better. You were our friend, and we should not have taken you for granted
    in school… but after we graduated… you were family, Peter. You were one of James'
    Groomsmen. You were one we entrusted with protecting James and Lily. Not me, Not
    Remus… You."

    "I'm not an idiot, Sirius." Peter snarled. "I was the last resort. You suspected
    Remus of being a traitor, just as he suspected you. You both confided in me."

    "How did you escape after your trial?" Remus asked, standing up fully and
    returning to his original corner." I've always been curious as to how you did it, and
    where you went."

    "I have you both to thank for that. If you hadn't helped me to become an Animagus,
    I never would have escaped. But, even though the Aurors knew of my ability, they were
    still unprepared when I got a little help from one of the Master's faithful,
    although, he had planned to kill me himself. I was able to change my form during the
    commotion, and slip into a crack in the wall right near the courts. I stayed there
    for five years, living off crumbs and always keeping my ears open for any whisper of
    my master. The others believed him done for, but I remembered. He talked many times
    about the steps he took to protect himself. So, I listened, and waited and finally, I
    felt I had an idea of where to begin my search." Peter took a long pause to catch his
    breath, turning back to stare at the water. Sirius took pity and slipped the glass
    closer and conjured a straw. Peter took a long drink, emptying the glass in one go.
    Sirius tapped his wand to the glass, refilling it.

    "I traveled by night only in my human form, and only then after I was outside of
    England. It took the better part of two years, but I found him in Albania, just as I
    knew I would. He was weak, less than spirit, but he was still alive… in a sense.

    "Albania? Why was he in Albania?" Sirius wondered.

    "I never asked." Pettigrew sneered.

    "I bet your master was so happy to see you." Remus said with a tone of sarcasm.
    "You could barely conjure a rock when we graduated."

    "No, I was never as talented as my three former friends." Pettigrew admitted. "But
    I proved useful in other ways. I gathered information. I was the one who stole the
    infant that would become his homunculus and I cared for that beast until the time was
    right. I was the one who performed the ritual and cut off my own hand to restore him
    to a proper body. I am his most faithful, and he knows the depth of my loyalty to
    him."

    "You've lost your mind." Sirius said, looking shocked. "What the hell happened to
    you?"

    Peter barely glanced up. Remus grabbed Sirius by the shoulder and led him out of
    the cell, shutting the door and locking it with protective spells.

    "Seriously, he's like some sort of cultist. I mean, it's beyond the imperius curse
    there. Did you see the look in his eyes, Remus? I mean, the level of devotion…"

    "I don't believe you're that far from the mark." Remus agreed as he led his friend
    up a winding staircase. "We've heard Death Eaters claim they will be rewarded for
    their service, but somehow I think Peter's the only one who's actually seen any kind
    of gratitude. It's warped him. The Peter we knew… I think he was lost a long time
    ago."

    "I hate to admit this, but A part of me feels sorry for him. Don't get me wrong,
    I'd still like to see the little shit hang for what he did, but…"

    "I know." Remus nodded. "It doesn't matter anymore. Peter chose his path. He
    believes Voldemort is going to win, despite everything."

    "Do you think we should have asked whether Voldemort knows about us destroying his
    little soul trinkets?"

    "Dumbledore told us that Voldemort would likely not say anything so he wouldn't
    appear weak." Remus reminded his friend. "If the one we thought was at Malfoy Manor
    survived, he likely hid it himself this time. We'll have to make sure one way or
    another after this is all over. Dumbledore and Amelia are meeting with the Goblins
    tomorrow and they'll get the next one and destroy it."

    "That just leaves the serpent, and the evil butt muncher himself." Sirius
    sighed.

    "Really?" Remus sighed, looking disappointedly at Sirius who was smirking.
    "Harry's the one who's supposed to be acting like an immature child, not you."

    "Can't help it." Sirius replied with a slight shove. "The closer we get to ending
    this, the more I feel like a huge weight is being lifted off of us and the more I
    want to act like a kid again. Maybe I could even show Harry how it's done."

    Remus couldn't help the laugh that erupted from his belly at that mental image.
    Sirius kept right on grinning as he and his longtime friend continued up the stairs
    to meet with members of the Order for tonight's meeting.

    

    It was a perfect moment.

    That was the only way to describe the way Hermione Granger currently felt. She sat
    on the ground, leaning back into her boyfriend with his arms wrapped protectively and
    lovingly around her as she stared at the Black lake. He was leaning against a large
    willow tree, his chin resting on the top of her head. There was hardly any noise save
    for the breeze in the trees and the gentle lapping of the water on the shoreline.
    Occasionally they could hear fellow students shouting to one another from far away,
    but other than that, they were quite alone.

    This was the kind of thing she had so often dreamt of when the world appeared to
    be against her. A picture perfect setting with a strong, handsome boy to hold her as
    if she were something precious that might disappear if he let her go.

    It had only been a week. Just seven days since Hermione had been forced to take
    the life of another human being in order to protect herself and her boyfriend. Seven
    days since she had been forcibly entered into a war that she had never imagined
    becoming part of, despite having been in two small battles prior. Up to now, she had
    been able to convince herself that the war was far away and she would never need
    trouble herself about it. Then she met Harry. Then she began to fall in love. Then
    she had to fight, and then… she'd had to kill.

    She'd read everything regarding Post Traumatic Stress, and all the theories on
    survivor's guilt. Some might even consider her an expert on the subject, but it was
    one thing to have the knowledge of something, and something else entirely to
    experience it.

    She had easily rationalized her way through what had happened in the hallway in a
    logical fashion. That had been easy. If she hadn't done what she had, she and Harry
    would likely be very dead right now instead of cuddling under the shade of the large
    willow. This was war, and people died in war. She'd done what she had had to do.

    However, Hermione was having a real hard time working through the emotional part
    of it. She was very confused, and she would sometimes start crying for no reason. And
    the worst part was the nightmares. Madam Pomfrey had given her Dreamless Sleep Potion
    for the first couple of nights, but had to stop allowing Hermione to take it to
    prevent her becoming addicted. And so, she had barely slept these past four nights
    thanks to the images her subconscious kept making her see.

    Fortunately, Hermione had far more people to support her than she had ever had
    before. First there was Harry, who was by her side as much as he could be, ready for
    whatever she needed. Her parents had been there for the first two days after the
    incident, and even offered to bring her home anytime she wanted. Professor Dumbledore
    had spoken to her at great length, and told her to come to him anytime she needed to
    talk. Neville and Lavender had been very supportive. They didn't ask her to tell them
    everything. In fact, they hadn't said anything, but Hermione knew through their looks
    that if she wanted to unload, they would be there for her. But it had been Professor
    McGonagall who Hermione had spent the most time with over the last week.

    Hermione guessed it was likely due to the fact that Professor McGonagall had been
    there for her the most in the past five years that had made her seek out her favorite
    teacher and speak about what she was feeling. She knew from experience that the
    Transfiguration teacher would never judge her, or mock her. It was a trust built up
    over five years, and something Hermione knew she could count on.

    The Transfiguration teacher had been deeply concerned about Hermione's wellbeing,
    and had invited her to visit nearly every day, which Hermione did gratefully.

    "I can't sleep." Hermione had said the previous evening after dinner when she'd
    come to see McGonagall. "I keep seeing his face. I know that when it actually
    happened, I couldn't see anything, but in my dreams, I see it as plain as I can see
    you now."

    "Our imagination is a powerful thing, and when it's paired with our
    conscience…"

    McGonagall said softly, stirring her tea as she watched Hermione who was staring
    out the window.

    McGonagall sighed after a moment's silence.

    "There is nothing I can tell you that will change how you feel about what
    happened, Hermione. Nothing I say will make you feel better now, which is what I know
    you want, but you have to go through this. You have to let yourself feel it all or it
    will be worse later." She said plainly.

    "I know." Hermione said, fighting back another wave of tears. "What frightens me
    most is that I don't feel as bad as I know that I should. I hated him. I hated him
    with every fiber of my being, and I wanted something bad to happen to him. But, I
    didn't want to be the one to do it. I didn't want to kill him. I didn't want to kill
    anyone. But…"

    She took a breath and wiped at her watery eyes.

    "I don't feel the way I think I should." She sighed.

    "You believe that because you did what you had to do, what anyone would do in the
    same situation, that you might somehow be evil." McGonagall said, leaning forward in
    her seat. Hermione looked up, and gave the faintest of nods.

    "Hermione, I think I would be much more worried about you if you didn't feel this
    way. After suffering so much bullying at the hands of Mister Malfoy, it's only
    natural that you would feel vengeful. You feel guilty over the fact, that you don't
    feel worse over his death, especially as you were the one to end his life. You have
    to remember that he forced you to act. No matter how you felt about Draco Malfoy
    personally. No matter your history, he forced you to act, and he paid the price for
    his actions." McGonagall said evenly, though her tone was soothing.

    "I'm always going to see his face in my mind." Hermione mumbled miserably.

    "I'm afraid that you will carry this with you for the rest of your life."
    Professor McGonagall sighed heavily, wishing she could take away Hermione's pain. "I
    could obliviate you of course, but, it would be doing you a disservice. As Professor
    Dumbledore told you, you are now a part of this war, and that means you are likely
    going to be forced to act again."

    Hermione sighed, and snuggled into Harry's embrace a little more. He gave her a
    small squeeze, and kissed the top of her head.

    "Neville told me that Hannah talked to him yesterday." Harry said.

    "I've seen them talking during the Defense club a lot lately." Hermione
    replied.

    "He said that she wants him to take her to Hogsmeade next weekend." Harry stated.
    "He said she wants to see if they could make another go of it, and that she's really
    missed him. He said yes, but he isn't sure that it was the right thing to do because
    he's feeling very strongly about Lavender now."

    "Really?" Hermione asked, interestedly.

    "He says that Hannah still has feelings for him, and that she was stupid in
    dumping him because she knew he wasn't at fault for anything that happened, but she
    wanted to blame him for it." Harry said.

    "It's understandable." Hermione replied.

    "Do you blame me?" Harry asked. Hermione shot bolt upright and turned to look at
    Harry. He was looking at her strangely, as if he was… if it was even possible for
    him, almost as if he was afraid of her answer.

    "Of course not." She said emphatically. "Why would you even think that?"

    Harry gave a slight shrug. "In case you haven't noticed, I'm not really good at
    reading people… you know, emotionally. And The Neville Hannah thing got me thinking
    about what happened. Let's be honest, since We've met you've been put in some pretty
    bad situations. I mean, if I never came here, you never would have had to…"

    "If you had never come to Hogwarts, we never would have met, Harry." Hermione said
    sternly. "Yes, since we've met, I've had to fight in three battles that I probably
    would never have found myself in otherwise. However, I also never would not have had
    my first kiss under the mistletoe. Or been escorted to a swanky party on New Year's
    eve and taught my new boyfriend how to dance. I likely never would have gone to
    France and spent the day on some stranger's boat and taken him and his wife to dinner
    just because. And I wouldn't have had any of a million special moments that I've
    shared with you Harry."

    Harry gave her a quick nod that said he understood, but Hermione could still see a
    twinkle of doubt in his eyes. It occurred to her then, that she was becoming pretty
    adept at reading him at long last.

    "Harry, I know exactly who's to blame for what happened, and I know what could
    have happened if I didn't do what I did. If I could use a Time Turner, and go back, I
    think I'd still do exactly what I did."

    Hermione finished. Harry gave her another nod, and reached up to caress her cheek
    gently. She closed her eyes at his touch and turned around to lean back into his
    chest.

    "I just… I just wish I didn't feel so twisted inside about it all." She sighed.
    "How do you deal with it? I mean… I know you're not some cold hearted murderer. How
    do you deal with having to do what you have to do?"

    "I do I handle the guilt over killing a Death Eater?" Harry asked for
    clarifications. Hermione gave a nod and Harry took a deep breath.

    "To be honest, I don't really have any." Harry said after a long moment. This
    caused Hermione to sit up again to look at him. She looked horrified, and Harry held
    up his hand to stifle the tirade he knew was on the tip of her tongue.

    "I don't have any because I don't consider them to be human. The things they do to
    people. The torture and murder… they act like rabid animals, and so I treat them as
    such. It's humane to put down a rabid animal. If I let myself think of them as
    people, as human beings… Well to be honest, I don't think I could handle it. I don't
    think I could do what I have to do. I have to separate them in my head. It's the only
    way I can justify it. It also helps that they wear masks. The ones whose faces I've
    seen… I still see them. Every one." Harry said earnestly.

    "I had no idea." Hermione admitted.

    "Draco was always foul to you. He spent so much time and energy to make you feel
    as if you were less than scum, and in his eyes, you were. But it was Draco who was
    less than human. He tried to kill you for no other reason than he loathed what you
    were. He wouldn't have even lost a minute's sleep, and would have gone on to do gods
    only know what to his next victim. You saved countless people when you acted to save
    yourself and me. You showed you true strength Hermione." Harry said emphatically.

    Hermione gave a nod, and once again settled into Harry's embrace.

    "Does it get easier?" Hermione asked hopeful.

    "No." Harry replied, kissing her head. "But I promise to do all I can to keep you
    as far away from anymore of this as you want to be."

    Hermione felt her heart swell at these words. Most boys would have sworn to keep
    her safe and far away from any danger. But Harry knew she was capable of handling
    herself and he was leaving the choice up to her. He wasn't going to try and take away
    her independence, or treat her as if she were made of glass. He trusted her, and
    believed she could handle whatever life, or this war had in store for her.

    "Thank you Harry." She smiled softly, stroking his wrists where they lay upon her
    belly.

    They fell into silence again, listening to the breeze and the distant voices of
    their fellow students who were also out enjoying the late spring sunshine. Hermione
    began to think back over the year, and how much her life had changed in just a few
    months. She couldn't help but begin to wonder how different life might have been if
    Harry had been at Hogwarts all long. Would they have been friends? Would he have been
    one of the people who teased her? Would she have hated him, or would they have still
    fallen in love with each other?

    "Have you ever thought about what your life might have been like without
    Voldemort?' Hermione asked softly. Harry's right hand sought out her left, and his
    fingers interlaced with hers.

    "Not really." Harry replied in his usual flat tone.

    "Not once?" Hermione asked, turning a bit so she could see his face.

    "It would have served no purpose to imagine what could never have happened." Harry
    replied. But then his expression became pensive and thoughtful, as if he was
    remembering something long forgotten.

    "I… when I was younger, maybe seven or eight, I had this recurring dream. I had it
    almost every night for like six months or something. It was always the same too. I
    was woken up by my father who would race me down the stairs, and he always let me
    win. My mum was there waiting for us, dishing up eggs and bacon for us. They talked
    about things they were going to do that day and told me that Remus was going to come
    tutor me while they went to work, but that they would be home early, and that we
    would celebrate when they got home."

    "What were you celebrating?" Hermione asked. Harry shrugged.

    "I never knew. Never once was it ever mentioned, but Sirius believes I was
    dreaming about my birthday or something." Harry went on. "They never came home
    though. I always woke up, and they never came home."

    Hermione sat up and turned to face him. Harry was always so good at hiding what he
    was feeling behind a stony mask. Even his eyes were like empty pools of green most
    times. Hermione had learned to read him pretty well but he had always been like a
    marble statue… until today.

    It wasn't obvious by any means, but Hermione saw it quite clearly. His eyes looked
    distant, almost lost. He took a deep breath and turned to look at her. She gave him a
    soft smile, and reached up to cup his cheek lovingly.

    She pressed her lips to his and he embraced her tightly. After a moment she pulled
    back and looked him in the eye as she began to speak.

    "I promise I will always come home to you." She said in a whisper.

    "And I will always come back to you." He nodded in return, pulling her against him
    once again. Hermione pressed her lips to his, her heart pounding in her chest as a
    seed of doubt took root in her mind. After all, Harry had only barely survived his
    last confrontation with the Dark Lord. She began to wonder if perhaps she was going
    to lose him in the end.

    "I have to have faith in him." She told herself. "I have to believe in us."

    

    It was barely after nine in the morning when Professor Dumbledore and Madam Amelia
    Bones were met by Bill Weasley in front of Gringott's bank.

    The aged Headmaster felt a deep sadness as he had walked through Diagon Alley and
    watched the shopping district begin opening for the business day. The once thriving
    magical marketplace was little more than a ghost town these days. Very few shops
    remained open now, and of those, fewer still were doing well, as people were using
    Owl Order now as it was likely safer to remain in your home than wandering out where
    Death Eaters could possibly be roaming.

    But that would all change if today proved fruitful.

    If Dumbledore was correct in his deductions, a piece of Lord Voldemort's soul was
    resting somewhere deep underground in one of the vaults of the goblin bank.

    "Good morning." Bill Weasley said with an easy smile.

    Dumbledore had always liked Bill, from the moment the redhead boy had first
    entered Hogwarts and sat upon the spindle legged stool to be sorted. The boy had a
    great charm, and a strong quiet confidence. Not to mention a never give up attitude.
    Bill never started anything he didn't finish. It was these qualities that had led
    them to being here today. Bill had worked tirelessly in negotiating with the Goblins
    to allow for people to enter the vaults of old, and highly valued customers.

    "Good morning Bill." Amelia greeted the red head with a smile. Dumbledore offered
    a firm, friendly shake of the hand before Bill turned and led them inside.

    "You'll be meeting with Ironclaw, Bogrod, and Gorruk. Ragnok won't be there." Bill
    explained as he led his companions past the tellers and up a staircase which led to a
    long hallway.

    "Why not?" Amelia asked.

    "He's meeting with the heads of other clans from Europe regarding the possible
    ramifications if we lose the war. I think it's a war tribunal. They've realized what
    is likely to happen should You-Know-Who's forces take over the government. They don't
    want to become extinct." Bill smirked grimly.

    "Do you think they will enter the war?" Amelia asked concernedly.

    "I don't think we would want that. They wouldn't differentiate between factions."
    Bill's expression soured. "I think if they went to war, it'd be with all wizards, not
    just the dark ones."

    "Well then we should hope that things go well today so they won't have to bother."
    Amelia remarked.

    "I think that if we keep our word, relations with the goblins will, at the very
    least, remain as they are." Dumbledore remarked.

    "We finish this war, and I will spend the rest of my career to ensure we live up
    to our word." Amelia promised. Dumbledore smiled appreciatively.

    "In here." Bill said, turning to a door and opening it to let them into a room
    with a long table, and several comfortable looking chairs. There was another smaller
    table set against the far wall where three pitchers of water and an array of glasses
    were set, as well as two ornate silver pitchers, which Dumbledore figured was filled
    with grog, a favorite drink of Goblins. Most people found it disgusting. It smelled
    like urine, and tasted like tar.

    Amelia took the seat in the most middle part of the table. She was flanked on
    either side by both Bill and Dumbledore. They had barely sat down when three angry
    looking Goblins walked in, and greeted them.

    "We have already spoken at great length with Mister Weasley about what it is you
    want of us today." Bogrod, the tallest, and angriest looking goblin began, flashing
    his sharp teeth as he spoke. "Your offer is acceptable to us in light of the current…
    climate. What we wish is to know how we can be sure you will keep your end of this
    bargain?"

    "Master goblin," Amelia began, looking right into the eyes of Bogrod. "Our history
    has been bloody, to say the least. However, we have managed to find a way to exist,
    and to even help each other in the last century. No one wants to repeat our history.
    In order to do that, we need to evolve. That means recognizing other species as
    equals, and treating them accordingly. I am not by any means saying that it will
    happen overnight, but it is going to happen, and this could be one of the first
    steps. Lord Voldemort presents a serious threat to both our people, and only working
    together assures a victory."

    "Elegant sentiment, but you have not given us any assurances." Ironclaw stated.
    The youngest of the three goblins folded his arms in defiance.

    "There are no words that will prove what we say." Dumbledore spoke up. "And no
    oath we could give would guarantee that others will do as we promised. It will be a
    long hard path we must forge together. We have already promised you all the gold and
    treasures of those we have confirmed to be supporting the Dark Lord which given many
    of the names upon the list, should be quite the sum. Other than that, we have nothing
    to give you that would be enough to convince you beyond doubt that all we have
    promised will come to be."

    Dumbledore reached into his robes and placed something upon the table between
    himself and the goblins. It was nothing really, just an old ring with a crack on the
    cold obsidian like stone.

    "What is this?" Bogrod asked, looking tentatively at the ring.

    "That was once the family ring of the Peverell family before it was turned into
    one of the foulest, most hateful things ever invented by wizards. I destroyed it, and
    now it is little more than junk. This is just one of the protections Lord Voldemort
    made to ensure his immortality. One of seven that we have sought after and destroyed
    in order to end his reign of terror." Dumbledore said plainly.

    The goblins stared at him and he kept their gaze as he leaned forward, folding his
    hands on the table.

    "A Horcrux."

    The three goblins hissed and reeled back. Dumbledore saw Amelia giving him a
    curious look, but he ignored it for the moment.

    "You believe one of these… abominations rests within one of our vaults?" Ironclaw
    nearly shouted, clearly offended by such an accusation.

    "I do, Master Goblin." Dumbledore nodded. "We wish to find it and destroy it.
    Nothing more. We don't even wish to take it with us once it is dealt with."

    "Weasley, why did you never mention this?" Bogrod turned steely eyes on his
    employee who remained stone faced.

    "Mister Weasley was acting on my orders not to bring it up." Dumbledore said
    quickly.

    "It was best to keep that bit as quiet as possible. But he is aware now that we
    are seeking them and destroying them. I fear it will not be long before he seeks to
    take it back if it is indeed here. I doubt he will allow anyone to remain alive, and
    we know what an attack on this institution would result in. We wish to avoid
    that."

    "Do you know what the item is?" Bogrod asked impatiently. Dumbledore shook his
    head.

    "I am very familiar with the magical signature, and am certain I can find it if
    you would allow me to enter each of those vaults."

    The three goblins excused themselves for a moment. Bill turned to Amelia and
    Dumbledore before rising out of his seat.

    "Do you think they'll let us enter the vaults?" Amelia asked Bill who
    shrugged.

    "I don't know." Bill replied. "But I've never seen them look so…"

    "Terrified?" Amelia suggested. Bill shrugged while Dumbledore remained stoic.

    "I believe the Goblins understand the Horcrux better than we think." Dumbledore
    said. "It's too bad they are so guarded with their history. Perhaps we could learn
    from them things we have yet to learn on our own."

    The door opened again and Ironclaw stepped in.

    "Permission has been granted for you, Albus Dumbledore, to accompany me to the
    vaults." The goblin said, his voice cold and hard, his eyes narrowed.

    "Very well." Dumbledore rose from his seat and followed the goblin. "I shall
    return in due course. Hopefully, with another destroyed Horcrux."

    Amelia and Bill nodded as Dumbledore left.

    Ironclaw led the headmaster to a large steel door where five other goblins, all
    wearing battle armor, waited.

    "They shall accompany us into the lowest levels." Ironclaw explained, though
    Dumbledore made no sign that this was disagreeable. They will make sure you keep to
    our agreement. You will be allowed entry into all the vaults on this list until you
    find this… item and destroy it. You will then be brought back up where you will be
    free to leave."

    "I am ready when you are, Master Goblin." Dumbledore said respectfully. Ironclaw
    bowed slightly, and then spoke to the armored goblins in their native tongue before
    leading them all through the steel door and into two waiting carts. Dumbledore sat
    next to Ironclaw in the first cart, and when two of the armored goblins took seats
    behind them, Ironclaw pulled hard on a lever next to him and the cart shot down the
    rails destined for the lowest and oldest vaults in the bank.

    Dumbledore wondered idly why the Goblins made these cart rides so nauseating.
    Perhaps it was just a bit of sadism on their part. Indeed so far as the Headmaster
    was aware, only Muggleborns really enjoyed the rise, as it reminded them of
    rollercoasters. Having ridden such rides, Dumbledore understood the comparison,
    though he was not fond of rollercoasters either.

    The journey was thankfully short, and Dumbledore got out on rather shaky legs to
    follow his Goblin companions through the catacombs. He refrained from grimacing as
    the goblins used clankers to ward off the chained dragons that stood guard. The
    Hogwarts Headmaster was lead to the first vault. Ironclaw opened the vault which
    belonged to the Avery family. Dumbledore was rather surprised at how little was in
    there. Some rare and ancient books, a few paintings, a lot of contracts and a small
    pile of gold.

    "I do not believe what we seek is here." Dumbledore said regretfully.

    "Perhaps one of the others. We do have near fifty vaults to check." Ironclaw
    snarled.

    The next two vaults, Blythe, and Miller were the same. But the third, Rookwood,
    was overflowing with gold and treasures. It took three hours to get through it all as
    Dumbledore had to move very carefully through the vault so as not to set off any
    wards or protections placed on the contents. Ironclaw remarked that until the Goblins
    took all holdings, things would remain under protection.

    The Nott and MacNair, Carrow, Dolohov and Rowle vaults were all similar to
    Rookwood's vault. All filled to bursting with gold and family heirlooms, but nothing
    within held the all to familiar magical signature of the Dark Lord. Dumbledore was
    beginning to think he may have been misguided as the next ten vaults proved
    fruitless. Though all the vaults contained dark items within, nothing resonated with
    Dumbledore until they got to the vault of the LeStrange family.

    Just as many vaults before, the LeStrange vault was filled with coin and family
    treasures, many of which were quite dark. But here, Dumbledore felt it. The
    unmistakable feeling of unseemliness and decay. Dumbledore was immediately on alert,
    and told the goblins that they may have found it.

    It was placed upon a high shelf within the vault, centered between a large jewelry
    box of aged mahogany and small rack which held three large knives that looked to be
    made of obsidian stone.

    The cup was made of gold, and looked exactly like the goblets students used at
    Hogwarts. Dumbledore guessed they were modeled after this cup, though where the
    Hogwarts crest should have been, there was an etched badger face.

    "The cup of Helga Hufflepuff." Dumbledore grimaced. "I should have guessed
    it."

    "It is one of those abominations?" Ironclaw asked.

    "I believe it is."

    Ironclaw moved forward and reached into his coat, producing a miniature ladder
    from a pocket within. He placed it upon the floor, balancing it upright where it
    began to grow into a full sized ladder which Ironclaw began to climb. He reached the
    shelf, and ran his sharp claws on several runes on the shelf before retrieving the
    cup and descending the ladder again.

    Ironclaw presented the cup to Dumbledore who took it in his weathered hands to
    exam more closely. There was no mistaking it. This was the cup of one of the Hogwarts
    founders, and it had been tainted by Lord Voldemort.

    "I have handled many dark items in my service to this bank, but none have felt so…
    abhorrent." Ironclaw said, gritting his teeth in disgust. "How do you mean to destroy
    it?"

    Dumbledore walked out of the vault, followed by Ironclaw and set the cup on the
    floor. He reached into his inside pocket and took out a ones shining sword with
    rubies on the hilt.

    "The sword of Godric Gryffindor?" Ironclaw snarled. "You stole it!"

    "I am afraid that is untrue." Dumbledore replied."

    "The sword went missing fourteen years ago and you just happen to have it
    now?"

    Ironclaw asked, nodding to the armored goblins, who all drew short swords and
    pointed them at the headmaster who shook his head.

    "Master Goblin, no one person, nor species. This sword presents itself to any in
    great need just as it did for me fourteen years ago. I assure you that I had no idea
    where it was located before that. I will be glad to hand it over to you when I have
    destroyed this abomination, but I assure you that regardless of any protections you
    may put on it to keep it will fail should another have great need of it in the
    future."

    Ironclaw stared at the Headmaster for a long time before waving the other goblins
    back.

    "I will have that sword when you finish Wizard." Ironclaw said contemptuously.

    "As you wish." Dumbledore nodded, turning back to the cup that had begun
    trembling. The armored goblins began to whisper to one another as they stared in awe
    at the golden cup that was almost dancing on its own. The torches dimmed as if wind
    were trying to blow them out.

    "What are you doing, Wizard?" Ironclaw asked, his voice low and threatening.

    "This is not my magic." Dumbledore said. "It knows it's end is coming."

    The cup was almost jumping now, and Dumbledore swore he could hear the voice of
    the enemy screaming as if from a vast distance. The goblins were looking fearful, and
    the Headmaster knew that if he didn't destroy the Horcrux soon, their fear would turn
    to anger, and they would attack him, believing he was responsible for what was
    happening. So he hefted the shining Sword of Gryffindor and brought it down as hard
    and as fast as he could.

    There was a ringing clang followed immediately by a deafening scream the riled
    every dragon within the vaults to roar in agony. There was a massive explosion of
    energy that sent the goblins and the old man flying through the air as if caught up
    by a tornado. And then, silence fell like a ton of bricks, and the torches began to
    burn as brightly as always.

    Ironclaw woke with a start. His vision swam a bit, but he steadied himself and
    spat blood upon the floor. He felt something warm and stick on the back of his head,
    and discovered he'd suffered quite a cut on the back of his head, given the amount of
    blood on his dirty fingers.

    The armored goblins that had accompanied him and the wizard were also stirring
    now, but the wizard lay still against the wall where he'd been thrown. Ironclaw
    approached him slowly, watching him for any sign of life.

    "Wizard?' Ironclaw asked as he came closer. The sword lay next to the aged man.
    His eyes were closed, and Ironclaw saw blood pooling on the ground under his head.
    The goblin looked up and saw an iron sconce that had once held a torch covered in
    blood. The goblin realized what must have happened and turned to one of his
    companions.

    "Send for a healer." Ironclaw said quickly as he rushed to Dumbledore's side, and
    lifted a hand.

    He turned to look at the now melted and twisted remains of the once beautiful
    wizarding artifact. He began ushering a stream of curses in his native tongue. This
    was definitely not going to help in strengthening relations with the magicals.

    

    Hermione emerged from the floo right into Harry's waiting arms. She was thankful
    he had gone first as she was sure she would have fallen face first when she burst out
    of the fire. She couldn't get her mind to focus at all, and surely not enough to exit
    a floo without falling.

    "Alright?" He asked, brushing a bit of soot off her face. She nodded, too afraid
    to speak as her stomach was still churning. She really hated floo travel.

    Harry pulled her aside as Remus came through a second later.

    "Where'd Sirius go?" The man asked, looking to Harry, trying not to smile at the
    way he held Hermione so protectively.

    "He went to the desk to find out what room we needed to go to." Harry replied.
    Nodding to where his godfather had run off after Harry had come through the floo.
    Remus told the two young people to follow him, and Harry took Hermione's hand and
    began to lead her after the prematurely aged man. Hermione took a long look around at
    the waiting room, noting that for all intents and purposes, it wasn't that different
    from your average muggle hospital. The room was lined with chairs, most of which were
    seated people who looked anxious or bored. There were some people who looked sick or
    hurt, but not so bad they needed attention right away, for which Hermione was
    grateful. She hated the idea of anyone suffering more than they had too.

    The smell was different here. It still smelled clean, but there wasn't the
    overwhelming bleach smell. In fact, it smelled like a clean spring day. She was about
    to remark to Harry about it when Sirius spoke to them all.

    "We're on the fourth floor." He said anxiously.

    Hermione allowed herself to be led along by Harry as she tried to understand why
    her presence had been requested. She and Harry had only just finished lunch and were
    about to head to afternoon classes when Professor McGonagall had caught up with them
    and bade them to follow her.

    She and Harry had followed the Transfiguration teacher to her office where Sirius
    and Remus awaited, both looking quite grim.

    "There was some kind of incident." Sirius began before the door was even closed
    behind the teens. "Dumbledore was hurt, and he's asking for you."

    Sirius looked Hermione right in the eye when he added. "Both of you."

    Hermione didn't have the chance to ask anything as Sirius all but leapt through
    the floo, followed by Harry. However now as she stepped into a lift with her
    boyfriend and his guardians, it was all she could think about.

    "Why me?" She wondered. "Sirius and Remus made sense, and even Harry for that
    matter, but Hermione Granger? What would the Headmaster and the leader of the fight
    against Voldemort possibly want with her? Especially if he was grievously hurt?

    Hermione was tucked tightly into Harry's side as the lift began it's ascent to the
    fourth floor where answers awaited her.

    The lift came to a very abrupt halt and jerked to the left before the doors opened
    and Sirius, Remus, and Harry all got out, followed by a queasy looking Hermione. They
    walked down a long hall, passing many rooms, and a large waiting area where they were
    greeted by an attractive older woman with a stern expression that didn't reach her
    eyes. She launched herself into Sirius arms, and held him tightly, trying to stop
    tears that were falling down her cheeks.

    "At last!" a she said with relief. "What took you so long? I sent Bill to floo
    call you over an hour ago."

    It had been nearly five months since Hermione had last seen the Head of Magical
    Law Enforcement, and she shuddered slightly at the memory that had led to that
    initial meeting. Even after all this time, the memory of the party at Longbottom
    Manor still made her shudder.

    Amelia Bones stepped back from Sirius and greeted Remus before turning to the
    teens. "It's been awhile, Miss Granger. It's good to se you again. Though I wish the
    circumstances were better."

    "It's uh… nice to see you again too." Hermione said nervously. Amelia gave a weak
    smile to the girl and turned to Sirius who was clearing his throat.

    "You were pretty vague earlier. What exactly happened?" Sirius asked.

    "I don't know." Amelia admitted. "The goblins said that he destroyed the item, but
    there was an explosion of energy that threw him into a wall. They said he hit a torch
    sconce, and that when they got him awake, he couldn't feel anything. They put him in
    stasis and we brought him here. The healers are doing all they can, but they aren't
    optimistic. They say there's far more damage to his body than just a concussion or a
    broken neck. They say it looks like he's been taking some serious curses or
    something. They're stymied."

    "What do you mean?" Remus looked puzzled. Amelia shrugged indicating she was just
    as confused as they were.

    "He was awake for a bit earlier, but he was really out of it. He was… He was
    talking to people who weren't there, and kept asking for these two.' She indicated
    Harry and Hermione. "I think he knows he's going to die."

    Sirius and Remus looked at each other and then at Harry, both with identical
    expressions of nervous anticipation.

    "Can we see him?" Remus asked.

    "Not yet." Amelia said shaking her head. "But I don't think we'll have to…"

    She was stopped from finishing her sentence when a tall ruggedly handsome healer
    stepped out of the door they were standing in front of and smiled sadly.

    "He's awake, but very weak. He's asked to speak to Harry or Hermione." The Healer
    said, looking almost broken hearted. "I can only allow one visitor at a time
    please."

    "Go." Harry said to Hermione.

    "Are you sure?" Hermione asked nervously, unsure if she could speak to the
    greatest wizard to have lived upon what could very well be his death bed.

    "Hermione, he asked for you specifically. It must be important. Go." Harry urged
    again.

    Hermione gave him a grave smile, but forced herself to move.

    The room was well lit, and she could see Dumbledore resting in a slightly elevated
    bed. He looked incredibly frail, and had a bandaged wrapped around his head.

    "Pro-Professor? It's me. Hermione Granger." Hermione said softly.

    Dumbledore's eyes remained shut, but he took a deep breath and raised his left
    hand to her. Hermione almost sprinted across the room to take the old man's offered
    hand.

    "Miss Granger.' He said in a weak gravelly voice. "I am pleased to have a bit of
    time with you before I go on." He wheezed. "I have a few things I wish to say to you.
    Firstly, I very much wish to apologize for not doing more to protect you from those
    who sought to belittle or bully you."

    "Don't…" Hermione started as tears began to fall from her eyes. His grip was weak,
    and he looked incredibly pale. "Don't trouble yourself…"

    "I feel that I must. You see, I allowed Draco and others to harass you because I
    could not prove his wrongdoing, though I knew who was behind nearly every incident. I
    should have just punished them. Perhaps with a few detentions, they would have backed
    off, and left you alone." Dumbledore sighed.

    "It's okay, Professor. "I'm fine now." Hermione tried to smile.

    "Yes, you are." Dumbledore chuckled weakly. "You have shown such great strength of
    character, and a bravery few can match. And I see why Harry is so fond of you, even
    if he himself can not truly identify it. Perhaps it is as Minerva said, and I allowed
    Harry to come to Hogwarts when you were ready for each other."

    Hermione gave a watery chuckle at that and gave the old man's hand a gentle
    squeeze.

    "Miss Granger, despite your many opportunities, you chose to remain at Hogwarts.
    You refused to let others dictate how you lived your life, and most importantly, and
    despite how frightening it must have been, you opened your heart to another, trusted
    someone without any proof he would not break it. That my sweet child is the
    definition of bravery. You are undoubtedly a Gryffindor." Dumbledore began to cough,
    and Hermione wondered if she should call for help, but Dumbledore regained control
    again. He took two rattling breaths before he continued speaking.

    Hermione smiled as she remembered how she used to believe Harry would simple turn
    away once he'd learned how pathetic everyone believed her to be, and how she had
    tried to prevent herself from becoming too close to him. Boy she had failed
    spectacularly at that, not that she was too upset by it now.

    "You are stronger when you are together, you and Harry, and you will need that
    strength in the coming days. But I believe with all of my heart and soul that you
    will both survive the trials that await you and have the long and happy life you both
    so very richly deserve." Dumbledore continued.

    Hermione stifled a sob and squeezed Dumbledore's hand once again. Dumbledore
    smiled weakly and opened his eyes to look at her, his own tears leaking from his once
    bright blue eyes.

    "Trust in him, and more importantly, trust in yourself, Miss Granger." He said
    with a very tired, but sincere smile. "It has been my great pleasure to know you…
    Hermione."

    "It has been my honor, sir." She said in reply which made his smile grow.

    Dumbledore asked her to send in Harry and Hermione gave his hand one last squeeze
    before she turned and left the room. After Harry went into the room, Amelia Bones led
    her back to the waiting area just down the hall where she slumped into a chair and
    began to ball her eyes out with Madam Bones soothingly rubbing circles on her
    back.

    It was sometime before she managed to calm down. When she finally did, Amelia
    smiled softly at her.

    "He is quite fond of you. Professor Dumbledore I mean." Amelia said gently.

    Hermione looked up, still sniffling and wiped at her eyes as she looked at
    Amelia.

    "Never seen that man smile the way he did when he would talk about you and Harry.
    Like a proud grandfather bragging about his grandkids." Amelia chuckled lightly.
    "That man loved almost all of his students, but only a few ever made him smile the
    way he did when he would talk about you and that young man in there."

    "I want to hate him, for so many things. He knew people were making my life hell.
    He just told me he knew, but that he couldn't do anything." Hermione said bitterly.
    "On top of that, he took an innocent child and turned him into some kind of weapon.
    What kind of person could do that to a child?"

    "Dumbledore always chose to look at the bigger picture. The Greater Good, if you
    will. That is until last June when he saw what he had wrought. He knew he had to
    rectify his mistake. He is a good man with good intentions. He just never really saw
    how his methods really affected individuals. He was more of a big picture person
    before now."

    Hermione just nodded. She could barely hold onto a thought at the moment the shock
    over what Dumbledore had said to her was still so fresh. He had told her that he
    should have done more to protect her. That he had known who had bullied her all
    along, and had done nothing. Granted he'd been unable to prove anything, but he had
    still felt guilty over it all.

    Hermione had been shaken more by how frail and old Dumbledore had looked. She had
    known he was quite advanced in years, but it had never really occurred to her just
    how old he really was because he'd always appeared so strong, and vibrant. It was
    easy to forget he was a century and a half in age when he would look at you with that
    damned enchanting twinkle in his eye. Not to mention the way he would speak to you as
    if you were an equal, even when you were acting more than a little childish.

    "I want to hate him, but I just can't. It's because of him… in a way… that my life
    has gotten better. He let Harry come to school. I can't hate him, but I'm still
    furious with him." Hermione said, sniffling.

    "Perhaps he wished to tell you whatever he told you in order to make amends in the
    hopes that one day you could forgive him. To me, that tells me he respected you a
    great deal."

    Hermione could only nod as fresh tears overtook her. Her mind was jammed with so
    many thoughts that it would surprise her later that it didn't just shut down. So lost
    in her thoughts was Hermione that she didn't even register Amelia Bones telling her
    she was going to find Sirius. She didn't notice when Tonks arrived and said hello,
    nor when Remus came into se if she was alright. She didn't notice anything until
    Harry returned.

    She looked up at him, and her heart broke when she saw the look of utter shock
    upon his normally stoic face. His eyes were distant and misty and his mouth hung
    slightly open. He tried several times to say something to her, but nothing came out.
    Hermione leapt to her feet and wrapped him in her arms, and held him tightly as Harry
    Potter began to lose control.

    "He's…" Harry began, his voice cracking. "He's…"

    But his voice refused to cooperate anymore than that. He cleared his throat, and
    tried once more but the words wouldn't come. Hermione nodded, and ran her fingers
    through his hair comfortingly as Harry began to collapse. They crumpled to the floor
    together, and Hermione held onto her boyfriend, communicating that she was there for
    him without uttering a single word as Harry began to shake.

    Nothing more was said between them. Nothing needed to be said. They simple held
    each other, lending their strength as they grieved.

    That night, the magical world joined together in the mourning of the passing of
    Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore.
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    Spring remained as warm and bright as ever, despite the dark cloud that seemed to
    have settled over the British Isles after the passing of Albus Dumbledore, arguably
    the greatest wizard since Merlin himself. At Hogwarts, the students and staff had
    become quieter somehow, more subdued.

    In the Headmaster's office, Several people sat, drinking tea, and discussing the
    man who had been such an inspiration when they had been young, and whom they had
    learned was just as flawed as they were as they got older.

    "He hid it from all of us." Amelia Bones said, her eyes distant. "Each one he
    destroyed had affected him in some way. It was like he was being poisoned, or cursed
    or something. The Healers said it was as if withering from within."

    "It's just like Albus to do something so dangerous, and not let anyone know he was
    suffering for it." McGonagall remarked.

    "I guess now we know why he wouldn't let any of us around when he was dealing with
    them." Remus added.

    "It makes me more concerned that we missed one at Malfoy Manor. None of us were
    cursed or anything after that, right?" Sirius asked. Remus shook his head while
    Amelia frowned.

    "I suppose we could ask him when he awakens." McGonagall said wistfully, looking
    to the portrait of Albus Dumbledore that now hung on the wall. It was tradition that
    every Headmaster upon his or her passing would appear in a portrait and give advice
    to the current head of the school. However, it always took several days before the
    portrait would awaken.

    McGonagall also noted how quiet it was, as Dumbledore's phoenix, Fawkes and
    disappeared.

    "The Order is… well, a lot of them are losing hope now, despite everything."
    Amelia sighed. "There's talk that we can't defeat Voldemort without Dumbledore."

    "It was never up to Dumbledore." Sirius said idly. Both McGonagall and Amelia
    turned to look incredulously at Sirius. Remus rolled his eyes and shook his head.

    "What is that supposed to mean?" McGonagall asked curiously.

    "Uh…" Sirius said, realizing he'd opened his big fat mouth too much this time.
    "Uh, Remus…"

    "Don't look at me, I didn't just stick my foot in my mouth again." Remus
    sniggered.

    "Sirius, if you know something, you'd better tell us now. We need every advantage
    we can get right now."

    "Oh hell… it's not as if it's gonna matter much soon anyway." Sirius sat forward,
    rubbing his temples. "It's what set everything off to begin with. Why Harry's parents
    went into hiding, why Voldemort hunted them so ruthlessly and why we hid Harry and
    trained him all those years. It starts with a Prophecy…"

    Amelia and McGonagall both now sat forward with intrigued expressions. Remus
    merely sat back and folded his arms. He had always known that one day they would have
    to reveal the prophecy to others in order to make sure it played out as it had to. He
    had often wondered what life might have been like had the Dark wizard simply ignored
    the fragment he'd learned. His friends would likely still be alive, and Harry would
    have known the love of his mother and father. Life could be truly unfair.

    On the other hand, life did have a way of rewarding those most deserving.

    Remus wondered for a moment where Harry and Hermione might be at the moment.
    Hopefully they were dealing with things okay. Remus knew that Sirius was just as
    worried about The young man as he was. They'd both seen his walls crack at St.
    Mungo's after he'd spoken to Dumbledore, and he had refused to say anything to either
    of them. It was as if he was angry at them.

    "That is…" Amelia stuttered as Sirius finished the tale.

    "That poor boy." McGonagall remarked. "And you've never told him exactly
    what…"

    "Dumbledore didn't want him to know." Sirius sighed. "He's known about the
    prophecy, but not its contents. Dumbledore refused to let us tell him. We swore oaths
    and everything."

    "He felt it was enough for Harry to know about the prophecy without burdening him
    further." Remus explained.

    "But Voldemort nearly killed Harry." Amelia stated. "You told me what happened at
    Malfoy Manor."

    "You have to understand that Harry was not focused that night. He'd fought with
    Hermione because Moody was trying to manipulate him." Sirius began.

    "Plus, he was sizing the bastard up." Remus added.

    "Sizing him up?" McGonagall asked for clarification.

    "Harry has this almost unnatural ability to find an opponent's weakness. It's
    something he started exhibiting when he turned twelve. We thought it was because we
    had fought him so much, he just was used to us. We tried mixing up our styles, but he
    would pretty much decimate us every time. Albus figured it out after one of their
    talks. That's when we brought in Tonks, and Harry just wiped the floor with her in
    the first duel." Sirius continued.

    "Then she started playing dirty." Remus snickered. Sirius guffawed at the many
    memories of Harry being flummoxed by the young woman.

    "Playing dirty?" McGonagall asked.

    "Young attractive woman with the ability to alter her appearance at will versus
    teenaged boy." Remus explained. McGonagall couldn't help but snicker a little as well
    imagining what her former student might have done to distract the young man who was
    destined to save them all.

    "Harry got used to it eventually, and she had to get more creative." Sirius went
    on. "I think she was also a bit into him."

    "She was." Remus confirmed. "But she knew he was off limits for the time
    being."

    ""So you think their first meeting, Harry was what? Studying Voldemort?" Amelia
    asked.

    "I have no doubt." Sirius replied. "When he finally awoke, he claimed to know how
    to beat him, but he wouldn't say anymore. But I have faith that the next time they
    met, it will mean the end of the war, one way or the other."

    The fell silent, each contemplating the possibilities of the next battle between
    good and evil, and what it could mean should one win over the other.

    "Where will Albus be laid to rest?" Remus asked after several long minutes of
    quiet.

    "There is a spot he chose. The smallest island on the Black Lake. There are only a
    few trees, and he said he loved the view at Sunset, when the sun would go down behind
    the castle. The ceremony will begin in the afternoon, and he will be entombed at
    sunset." McGonagall sighed wearily.

    "The Minister informed me of just a few of the people who will be coming. The
    Minister of France, The Minister of Germany, Over half of the ICW." Amelia
    sighed.

    "Albus always did want to bring or governments together." McGonagall gave a teary
    chuckle.

    "I'm almost positive this isn't what he had in mind." Sirius sniggered.

    "Maybe." Amelia shrugged. "But wouldn't have been just like him to have this been
    his ultimate plan to bring nations together?"

    The other three began to laugh at the absurdity, and the hint of possibility in
    the statement.

    

    Two boys ran together around the outside of the Quidditch pitch in relative
    silence as the sun began its climb over the mountains. To look at them, one would
    never have guessed that a few short months ago, one of these two had been rather
    chubby.

    Neville Longbottom no longer struggled to keep pace with his friend, and
    unofficial mentor. He ran shoulder to shoulder with hid friend now easily as if he'd
    been doing it all his life. He had decided that he really liked how he felt nowadays,
    and the way he looked thanks to all the hard work he'd done, and was now thinking of
    how he would keep up over the approaching summer holidays.

    As they ran, Neville's companion, Harry, remained rather quiet, which in itself
    wasn't that unusual. Harry had never been overly chatty on their runs. In the last
    week however, Harry had become much more silent during their morning exercise.
    Neville was very worried about his friend, but had no idea how to broach the topic.
    Harry's girlfriend, Hermione, had told him the previous night that it might be best
    to let Harry work though things on his own. Neville wanted to respect Harry's
    privacy, but after all that Harry had done for him, Neville wanted to repay the
    favor.

    He just didn't know how to get Harry talking. So, he did what he always did in
    uncomfortable silences… he rambled.

    "I mean it's really confusing." Neville said as he and Harry trekked. "We have
    history and everything, and I do still have feelings for her, but I'm not sure if
    she's who I want to be with anymore."

    "Because of Lavender?" Harry asked in his usual monotone.

    "Exactly." Neville replied. "I mean, we've talked a lot about what it could be
    like if we started dating and it sounds great, you know? I think she and I could have
    something, but we both felt it might be best if we waited. We think if we just leave
    things as they are we can come back to school next year, and see if we still feel the
    same, and then we could talk about it again."

    "I don't understand that." Harry remarked. "If you like each other, why wait to be
    together?"

    "It's…"

    "Don't tell me it's complicated." Harry snapped. "I am sick to death of things
    being complicated. It isn't complicated. You like her. She likes you. Be together or
    don't."

    "Whoa!" Neville said, stopping his run and staring at Harry as if he'd never seen
    him before. "Mate, are you ok?"

    Harry stopped and turned back to Neville, though his eyes were downcast. "NO! I am
    sick to death of everything being complicated. Life isn't complicated unless you make
    it that way! You either want something or you don't. You act, or you don't. You tell
    the truth, or you keep your mouth shut!"

    Neville watched his friend pace back and forth a bit. He had known thanks to
    Hermione that Harry had taken the death of Dumbledore badly, at least for the Harry
    they all knew. In the past few days, he'd been more pensive, and withdrawn. Hermione
    worried he was bottling everything up, and he refused to speak to her or anyone
    regarding what he was feeling. Neville wondered if maybe the dam was about to break,
    and if he was prepared to help his friend.

    "You've been pretty standoffish." Neville started. "I mean, more than usual. I
    don't want to pry here, but If you need to talk…"

    "Talk about what Neville?" Harry snarled. "My feelings? What will that accomplish
    exactly? Will it make me feel better? Dragonshite!"

    "Harry, I…" Neville tried, but Harry went on as if he hadn't heard him.

    "How about we talk about how Dumbledore lied to me. How he knew all along why
    Voldemort killed my parents but refused to tell me. How he knew they were being
    hunted and sacrificed him so he could have the weapon he believed he needed. How I
    was kept hidden and ignorant so I could be trained without distraction."

    Neville took a step back from Harry as he ranted. He'd never once heard Harry
    raise his voice, much less show even a hint of anger before now, not even when Draco
    Malfoy had nearly killed him in their duel. What was more frightening was the look in
    Harry's eyes. It wasn't anger Neville saw, it was as if Harry was lost.

    "While everyone else was running around, playing games, I was running obstacle
    courses and learning to kill quickly and efficiently. Everything normal children take
    for granted was kept from me. Then I was thrown in here, and everything I was ever
    taught got muddled and all because Dumbledore realized he'd made a huge mistake in
    his grand fucking plan!"

    Neville wanted to ask what Harry meant, but thought better of it.

    "All my life, I was taught one thing." Harry continued, a little quieter now. "I
    had a duty to fight for those who weren't strong enough to fight for themselves. To
    protect people from those who sought to harm them. I knew there was a prophecy about
    me. But whenever I asked, I was always told that it wasn't important. As it turns
    out, it was pretty fucking important after all and Dumbledore kept it from me to
    protect me."

    "Wait, what do you mean there was a prophecy?" Neville looked taken aback.

    "Before I was born… Dumbledore met with someone, who prophesized that the one who
    would bring down Voldemort would be born at the end of July, and would be marked by
    that bastard as an equal. That's what this is." Harry said, pointing to his scar.

    "Dumbledore told me that it could have been one of two boys. Me… or you."

    Neville stumbled and fell on his posterior in shock. Harry came forward and knelt
    beside his friend.

    "Me? I'm… I'm nobody." Neville stammered.

    "So was I, Neville. We both were. We were just babies. Not a threat to anything.
    The thing is, Voldemort had a spy there, and he heard part of the prophecy and rushed
    back to tell his master, and then the rotter in his cowardice took it literally.
    Dumbledore had no idea why he chose me over you. I don't think anyone does, but he
    marked me, so I have to kill him, or be killed by him. And frankly… I don't know if I
    can anymore." Harry seem to shrink as he spoke. His shoulders slumped, and his head
    fell forward as if in defeat.

    "What?" Neville looked aghast. "Harry, I saw you take on like ten Death Eaters at
    the same time. I mean, you've… you're really good. You've helped train a lot of us. I
    couldn't even stun a fly before you taught me."

    "The thing is…" Harry said with a weary sigh. "A few months ago, there wouldn't
    have been a doubt in my mind that I could defeat him. He's arrogant and thinks he's
    the most powerful wizard ever, but he sends others to fight for him. Even after our
    last meeting, I still would have said I could deal with him."

    "What changed?" Neville asked curiously.

    "The funny thing is that I'm not really sure." Harry said running his hands
    through his messy hair. "I can't really put my finger on exactly when or how this
    doubt took root in my mind. But all I can think about is what if I fail? What happens
    after that? What happens to my friends? What happens to Hermione? It's like all of
    the sudden, I've got this huge weight on me that I didn't have before. I keep
    thinking that he should have waited for me to beat the bastard, and then sent me
    here."

    Neville could only stare at Harry who had now sat on the ground next to him and
    was currently pulling up fistfuls of grass in exasperation. They remained that way
    for several minutes as Neville thought about everything he'd just been told.

    "Why haven't you told Hermione any of this?" Neville asked softly.

    "She's worried enough about me as it is." Harry shrugged. "She doesn't need any
    more…"

    "Harry, you idiot." Neville laughed. "I can't believe you still don't get it. It
    doesn't matter what she's already got going on in her world. She loves you. Your
    problems are her problems. That's what being in love is about."

    Harry looked up curiously as Neville grinned back.

    "She's going to be there for you for whatever you need. You need to climb a
    mountain? She's going to be there with rope. You need to face a dragon? She's going
    to be there with an aguamenti spell to put out the fires. If you need to just vent
    about what a horrible day you had, she's going to be there to listen to every word.
    You need to defeat the worst Dark Lord ever? I dare you to try and stop her from
    being at your side. It's what we do for the people we love."

    "I don't want her to get hurt." Harry said sullenly. "Now that she's in my life, I
    don't want to lose her."

    "Harry." Neville said, reaching out and clapping his friend on the shoulder. "We
    all know what's at stake here. And we all know what it means if our side loses. But I
    can tell you that we would all rather die fighting against the Dark, than to die on
    our knees. You said it yourself, a few months ago you had no doubt that you could
    beat him. You need to believe in yourself again, just as we all believe in you."

    Harry stood up with a heavy sigh, and offered a hand to help his friend back to
    his feet. Harry sighed and looked up at his friend with the slightest of smiles.
    Neville began to chuckle softly at the look on Harry's face. Harry looked up
    questioningly and Neville began to laugh in earnest.

    "What's so funny?" Harry asked.

    "Did talking about your feelings make you feel better?" Neville sniggered. Harry
    just stared at him for a moment, and then he began to laugh himself. This made
    Neville crack up even more, and the two boys stood, holding their sides in mirth. It
    took a bit, but eventually they regained control of themselves.

    "Yeah… I think it did." Harry finally said. Neville nodded with a huge smile.

    "Good." Neville replied. "Remember that next time you get all 'oh the whole world
    is against me'."

    The look of confusion Harry gave him was enough to make Neville laugh again. Harry
    simply shook his head. Neville took a few calming breaths as Harry turned and
    restarted his run. Neville had to put on a bit of speed to catch up, but he couldn't
    stop smirking.

    "I'm tired of it Neville." Harry said after a few minutes. "I'm tired being
    destiny's tool. I'm going to fight Voldemort, and I'm going to end this war, and then
    I'm going to follow Dumbledore's last request and live my life the way I want."

    "Sounds like a very good idea." Neville nodded in agreement.

    "But there's something I need you to do." Harry said, glancing sideways at his
    friend, who looked very curious.

    "What's that?" Neville wondered.

    "You get your head out of your arse and stop playing it safe. Tell Hannah that
    you've moved on and that she needs to do the same and then you do what you've wanted
    to do and get together with Lavender." Harry said pointedly.

    Neville began doing an almost perfect impression of a fish making Harry chuckle
    softly. He picked up his pace, leaving Neville staggering behind him.

    "Wait! How does that have to do with you fighting Dark Lords? Hey! Harry!"

    

    Hermione Granger walked with Lavender Brown down the stairs on their way to
    dinner. Usually they would have been accompanied by Harry and Neville, but the boys
    were off somewhere doing who knew what, though Hermione figured they were probably
    doing more hand to hand combat training. Neville was getting really good, and had
    been asking Harry to teach him more.

    Hermione wanted to be mad that Neville was taking away what precious little time
    she got with her boyfriend outside of class where they could act like a couple as the
    training gave Harry a much needed outlet for his frustration. Dumbledore's passing
    had affected him badly, and Harry was having a hard time dealing with the deluge of
    emotion he was feeling. She wished he would talk to her, but she knew that wasn't
    going to happen. Harry wasn't like normal people and talking about his feelings just
    wasn't what he did.

    "Do you think they'll be waiting for us?" Lavender asked, sounding a bit
    irritable.

    Hermione could understand as Hannah Abbott was being a bit possessive of Neville
    lately. There hadn't been a single incident that stood out, but Hermione had seen the
    looks Hannah was throwing at Lavender in classes and during morning Defense club
    workouts. Lavender was trying to be a good friend and support Neville in whatever he
    decided to do, but Hermione could see that Lavender was suffering.

    "Maybe Neville will actually eat with us tonight." Lavender sighed sourly.

    "Didn't you guys decide to wait until next year to date?' Hermione asked. Lavender
    grimaced.

    "I didn't want that, but Neville was worried that if we started dating and then
    went home and didn't see each other that our feelings might change. I think he's
    afraid I would cheat on him like I did Ron. There's nothing I could say that can
    convince him that was just something that happened or anything." Lavender said as
    they rounded the fourth floor landing.

    "Lavender, you know he's got confidence issues." Hermione said exasperatedly.
    "He's afraid. After what happened with Hannah, and everything. He's afraid of getting
    hurt again."

    "Then why is he getting back with Hannah?" Lavender asked impatiently. "If there's
    another battle and she gets a paper cut, she's going to blame him and dump him all
    over again."

    "I think you're being a bit harsh." Hermione scolded. "You know it was a bit more
    serious than a paper cut. She was nearly…"

    "I know! I know!" Lavender waved her hands agitatedly. "It's just… Look, I'm
    jealous alright? Neville's a really good guy. He's sweet and considerate and
    honorable. He's become really good looking, and he's an excellent kisser. He listens.
    I mean he really listens and he respects me for me, not because I have big boobs or
    whatever. I love him."

    Hermione stopped on the second floor landing and turned to Lavender with shock in
    her eyes.

    "When did this happen?" She asked rather stunned. Lavender could only shrug.

    "Been coming on for a while really." Lavender admitted, brushing some of her
    blonde hair out of her face. Hermione saw the hint of tears in her eyes. "I don't
    know when it really started. I've liked him since what happened at New Year's… but as
    I've gotten to know him better, and we've gotten closer, that crush changed. Then I
    kissed him and it was like… I felt something like… I can't even explain it. It was
    like this fire in my soul."

    Hermione nodded. She understood exactly what Lavender was saying. She felt the
    same thing every time Harry kissed her. She hugged her friend tightly as Lavender
    fought against her tears. She had no intention of going into the Great hall looking
    like a pathetic weepy mess.

    "Have you told him any of this?" Hermione asked.

    "Gods no!" Lavender hissed. "I don't want to badger him. I want him to choose me
    because that's what he wants. I want him to be happy."

    "But you deserve to be happy too, Lavender." Hermione countered. Lavender turned
    and looked away.

    "Maybe, but maybe I don't. Not everyone gets their fairytale prince Hermione." She
    said pointedly.

    "Not if they give up." Hermione countered. Lavender turned around to stare in
    curiosity as Hermione sighed.

    "Yes, Neville has history with Hannah, and yes, she's clearly fond of him. But
    you've done something I know she hasn't. You took the time to get to know him. You
    know more about him than even his own Grandmother knows. Hannah can't say that."
    Hermione folded her arms.

    "How do you know that?"

    "Neville talks to Harry, Harry doesn't understand confidentiality. Unless Neville
    said it was classified information Harry would tell me about. Mostly because he had
    questions, but that isn't really important. The fact of the matter is that you've
    taken time to get to really know Neville, and he's gotten to know you. But he's still
    a boy, and he isn't smart enough to see that you care for him more than friendship,
    and if you agreed to wait on a relationship, he's going to take you at your word.
    Unless you tell him how you really feel…"

    "He's going to end up with Hannah." Lavender sighed. "So you're saying I should
    just tell him that I'm falling for him?"

    "Isn't that the advice you once gave me?' Hermione asked, with a smirk. Lavender
    began to giggle and hugged Hermione tightly.

    "Thanks." She sighed pulling back. Hermione shrugged.

    "It's what friends do, right?" She asked, and Lavender nodded. They resumed their
    walk to the Great Hall.

    "How are things with Harry?" Lavender asked, wiping at her eyes.

    "He's having a rough time, and I don't know how to help him at the moment."
    Hermione sighed.

    "You guys have been having a rough couple of months. You need some time alone I
    think. No distractions. No missions. No worries. Just the two of you together and a
    big soft comfortable bed." Lavender grinned.

    "It always comes back to sex with you." Hermione shook her head.

    "Like you haven't thought about it. I remember what you told me about what
    happened the last time you two disappeared for a weekend. I also know that you aren't
    keen on snogging in broom cupboards, just as I know you are aching for a bit of naked
    Harry on naked Hermione action."

    "OH MY GOD CAN YO BE ANY MORE CRUDE?" Hermione howled.

    Lavender nodded with a grin.

    "The point is that there is a solution to all your problems right here at
    Hogwarts, and you, my dear, have been there once before." Lavender sing songed.
    Hermione stopped in her tracks and stared blankly as her mind worked.

    She had been somewhere that offered privacy. A place no one could get into if she
    wished it. A room that could be exactly what she wanted. A room that very few people
    knew of, including teachers.

    Hermione turned to Lavender who was grinning knowingly.

    "I d-don't know." Hermione started to say but Lavender just shrugged.

    "I'm not telling you that you should." The blonde said with a wave of her hand.
    "I'm merely suggesting you could."

    "Could what?" came Harry's voice. Both he and Neville were waiting just outside
    the Great Hall for them to arrive. Neville looked nervous for some reason, while
    Harry appeared as he always did.

    "Just suggesting to Hermione that she could do with a bit of relaxation." Lavender
    said with a wry smile.

    "She's just being rude is all." Hermione said as Harry kissed the corner of her
    mouth. She made to follow Lavender into the Great Hall, but Harry held her back.

    "What's…" She started to asked, but Harry shook his head, as he turned to watch
    Lavender approach Neville.

    To Hermione's and several other people who happened to be heading to dinner's
    surprise, Neville surged forward, collected Lavender in his arms and planted a very
    deep and passionate kiss on the blonde's lips. There were several whistles and
    catcalls, and Hermione turned to Harry with questioning eyes. Harry was smiling.
    Actually smiling!

    "You had something to do with this?" She asked.

    Harry merely shrugged, still smiling.

    "I may have persuaded Neville that he was being really stupid about a few things."
    Harry replied, now allowing Hermione to head into the Great Hall now that Lavender
    and Neville had gone off. Hermione noted they didn't go into dinner, but headed
    outside.

    "Do you know where they are going?" She asked. Harry shrugged at this.

    "Neville said something about arranging something special. I went to the kitchens
    with him after charms but I didn't pay much attention to what he was doing as I got
    into a very strange conversation with a couple of house elves."

    "So that's where you were." Hermione said.

    "Neville asked me to keep my mouth shut until he took off with her. Sorry." Harry
    said. Hermione shook her head.

    "The timing couldn't have been more perfect." Hermione said, and then went on to
    explain her conversation with Lavender. Harry couldn't help but shake his head when
    she finished.

    "Sounds to me like they need to work on their communication skills." He said.
    Hermione agreed.

    They had sat down, and began eating their dinner in relative silence, and Hermione
    kept mulling over what lavender had suggested. This of course led to about a million
    questions. It had been a while since she and Harry had been intimate, and while she
    knew the reasons, it still made her question whether Harry was even attracted to her
    anymore. While she knew it was stupid, her low self-esteem reared its ugly head to
    fill her with doubt.

    On top of that were the questions about how far she wanted to go with him at this
    point. In her heart, she knew that she loved Harry, and that he would never do
    anything to hurt her in any way. She knew that he respected her and that he would be
    gentle with her. She also knew that he had never been that way with anyone before
    either.

    "Am I ready for that?' She kept asking herself, and yet every time she looked
    across the table at her boyfriend, her heart and body would scream "YES!"

    "Harry…" She said softly. Harry looked up at her and she felt her whole body tense
    up. "Do you … would you come with me someplace?"

    "Where?" He asked curiously.

    "It's a … it's a secret room that I know of where we can be alone. Together." She
    said, looking in his eyes pointedly. He continued to look back at her with confusion,
    and then something dawned in his eyes. What doubt Hermione had about Harry's
    attraction to her vanished as she saw the way his eyes flicked down to her chest and
    back to her eyes.

    "So that's a yes then?" She fought her laughter. Harry nodded, and Hermione
    reached across the table and squeezed his hand.

    

    Professor Severus Snape sat in his room within Hogwarts school staring blankly at
    the bare walls as he sipped a rather full glass of expensive brandy. His only vice.
    He'd always lived his life with very few luxuries. Most of his life he'd been too
    poor to afford new clothes or a good broom. He'd save every knut he could after
    becoming a teacher knowing one day he would need it for a rainy day, and it was
    damned near hurricane season it appeared.

    In a few short hours, he would watch as Albus Dumbledore was entombed, and shortly
    after that, Severus would be saying goodbye to Hogwarts once and for all.

    Snape had held out hope that if he towed the line, and kept his opinion of certain
    students to himself, as well as step up his teaching, then perhaps, Dumbledore would
    reconsider his decision to sack Severus. It had not been easy at all. So many of
    those petulant children couldn't even grasp the simple concept of casting spells
    without speaking them. But Snape had held his tongue, and settled for glaring at the
    idiots.

    It was easy to blame the children for his situation. But it was times such as this
    that Snape was forced to recognize that it was himself that he could blame for what
    had become of his life. Not the children he was forced to try and teach, and most
    unfortunately, not his long dead rival. The man who'd stolen the heart of the one
    person who'd ever meant anything to Severus Snape. The girl he'd driven off with his
    own insecurities and jealousy.

    Snape took another long draw from his glass as he continued to stare into
    infinity. It had always been so bloody easy to lay the blame for the wretched life he
    had lived at the feet of others. First his father, then his stepfather, then James
    Potter, then Lucius Malfoy, The Dark Lord, The spawn of Potter, Dumbledore, the
    students and on and on. But it had been Snape himself who'd chosen his path.

    An argument could be made that his father and stepfather held some responsibility,
    but once Snape had gotten free of them and come to Hogwarts as a student… he was
    responsible for his life. His low self-confidence and his embarrassment at being
    poor, and most especially his envy had led him to become a petty, possessive, and
    wretched young man. The only light in this dark little world he'd created for himself
    was her… Lily Evans.

    She had been sweet, and patient, and talented. She had cared for him when no one
    else seemed to. She had been there to defend him when Potter and his friends were
    bored and Snape was alone. Of course Snape's pride wouldn't let him just ignore these
    incidents, so in all honesty, he was just as responsible for the rivalry, but… Well,
    Potter needed to be taken down a peg or four, and no one else seemed to recognize how
    inflated his ego was!

    Lily had even recognized Potter's shortcomings. At least she had at first. But
    that all changed after the incident. The day Snape had said the words he was never
    able to take back. The words that had turned Lily against him. In truth, they had
    been growing apart, thanks in large part to his growing involvement with those who
    would become the Death Eaters. Snape knew now that he had driven Lily into James
    Potter's arms, and eventually had a hand in her murder.

    Snape took another long drink of his brandy only to find the glass empty. He rose
    slowly to pour another large serving and turned back to his chair, though he remained
    standing. He knew he had only two choices left to him now that Albus Dumbledore, the
    man who'd given him a second chance to redeem himself of his past sins had died.

    Severus could rejoin the Death Eaters fully and destroy the world in the name of
    a, for lack of a better description, man who had no intention of sharing the prize.
    Or he could run. Find some corner of the earth, far to the north and far from
    humankind, wizards and muggles alike, and rot in his self-pity until his heart
    finally tired of beating, and he could die at last.

    However, Snape knew there was a third option, and his pride wouldn't let him even
    consider anything else. He'd sworn an oath over her broken and lifeless body that
    night. It hadn't been a magical oath, and he was free to turn his back if he truly
    wanted, but Snape knew he wouldn't be able to live with himself if he did. He just
    couldn't.

    Anger began to burn in his heart, and he felt its flames course through his veins
    until he suddenly threw his glass of very expensive brandy against the wall where it
    smashed into the tiniest of shards. Yes, he would do as he promised her. He would see
    the so-called Dark Lord finished once and for all by whatever means necessary,
    including helping Potter's son.

    No… he would help Lily's son.

    It was at that moment he felt the sudden and agonizing burning on his left
    forearm. Snape fell to his knees gripping his arm tightly in a vain attempt to ease
    the pain shooting up his arm. He'd felt this pain many times in the past and was
    somewhat used to it, but that didn't ease his suffering any.

    The pain abated, and Snape was able to rise to his feet again. He was breathing
    heavily as he sought his traveling cloak. He couldn't use the floo, as he had no idea
    where he was going. His only option was apparition, which meant he needed to get out
    of the castle, and outside the wards. He wouldn't be missed until at least tomorrow
    afternoon, so it was simply a matter of getting out without being seen, which for
    Snape would be child's play.

    As the Defense teacher maneuvered his way through the castle, he began to wonder
    why he of all the Dark Lord's faithful, he was being summoned. In Snape's mind, this
    did not bode well. What possible benefit would there be in calling the spy away from
    his post. Unless of course there was no longer a need for a spy.

    Snape's heart turned to ice as he thought about it, just as he stepped out onto
    the Hogwarts grounds. He could think of only one reason for his summons, and it
    chilled him to his very core.

    It was no secret of the caliber and ranking of the thousands of witches and
    wizards who would be coming to say their farewells to arguably the greatest wizard of
    an age. Some of the very greatest magical people would be in attendance, not to
    mention the many dignitaries from around the globe who knew Dumbledore and called him
    friend. It would surely be a coup for the Dark Lord to wipe them all out in one fell
    swoop. In fact, The Aurors were preparing for it and Snape knew the Dark lord's
    forces would be outnumbered in a straight up battle. The Order had done very well in
    thinning out the Dark Lord's forces in the past few months. In Snape's mind, and
    attack at Dumbledore's funeral would be a mistake for the Dark Lord. His forces would
    likely be wiped out.

    "Unless he'd… No, please don't let it be that." Snape thought in a panic.

    Snape stopped at the wrought iron gates of the school, and glanced over his
    shoulder to the great castle. He could not let the school fall. He owed at least that
    to Albus Dumbledore.

    He passed the gates unaware that he had not escaped without being spotted.

    

    Hermione met Harry exactly where she'd told him to be. He was staring idly at the
    painting of Barnabus the Barmy and his dancing trolls. With a rather pained
    expression on his face as the trolls all looked to Barnabus threateningly.

    "Harry?" she asked softly. He half turned to her as he pointed to the
    painting.

    "You know, he could have saved himself a lot of broken bones with a simple
    tarantallegra

    jinx." He said.

    "Or he could have just left them alone." Hermione suggested. Harry nodded his
    agreement and turned to Hermione with a soft smile.

    "So where is this room that will offer us some privacy?" Harry asked
    intrigued.

    "Right there." Hermione pointed to the blank wall behind them. Harry gave her a
    skeptical look, and Hermione laughed lightly. "Come on Harry, don't you believe in
    magic?"

    Hermione began to pace in front of the wall, think of exactly what she wanted,
    just as Lavender had instructed, and was rewarded by a door appearing on the blank
    stretch of wall. Harry looked impressed and Hermione quickly opened the door, unsure
    of how long it would remain, and ushered Harry inside.

    It was exactly as she had imagined it.

    When she was thirteen, her parents had taken her to France for the summer
    holidays, and due to a mistake on the hotel's side, the Grangers had been put into a
    very expensive suite on the top floor. It had been superb in Hermione's opinion, and
    she had always wanted to go back there again.

    Tonight, she had gotten her wish, so to speak.

    There was a comfortable sitting area with a very large sofa in the middle, set in
    front of a large fireplace which had a small fire going. There was a table set off to
    one side with some very delectable desserts. In the sleeping area was a huge bed
    which Hermione knew would feel like they were lying on a cloud. The room was done in
    soft cream colors with red accents, such as the blankets on the bed, and the table
    cloth and the drapes. It was perfect in Hermione's opinion.

    "It's nice." Harry said, looking around. He went to the large bay window that
    looked out on the grounds. It was not dark yet, but the sun was starting to fall.

    "I wanted this to be… Well special." Hermione said nervously, setting her bag down
    on the floor next to the sofa. "We haven't been alone together in some time, and
    things have been so hard lately. I thought maybe we could use a reprieve."

    "I would be lying if I said I didn't agree." Harry nodded, turning to look at her.
    "But I have this… feeling. It's been nagging at the back of my mind for days
    now."

    Hermione crossed the room to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. She buried
    her head in the crook his neck and smiled to herself when she felt his arms wrap
    around her waist and draw her closer. She looked up and nipped at his lips, which led
    to a long slow, passionate kiss.

    "There's going to be dark times ahead Harry." Hermione said when she finally broke
    the kiss. "Everyone knows it. It's why we need to have moments like tonight. We need
    this to help us when things get as bad as we know they're going to get. We need
    something to hold onto to help us remember what it is we're fighting for."

    Before he could respond, Hermione pressed her lips to his, and kissed him deeply,
    running her hands through his hair. They were so close that she could feel his body
    begin to respond.

    Hermione had thought of this for far too long in her opinion. She loved Harry. She
    wanted to be his in every way, and tonight, she was going to make that happen at
    last. No more trepidation, no more taking things slow. Tonight, she and Harry would
    make love for the first time.

    She pulled away from him with a bit of a nervous smile.

    "I uh… I'm going to change." She said as she went back to fetch her bag and
    disappear into the bathroom. She let out a deep breath as the door shut and she had
    to take a minute to try and calm herself.

    She turned to the bag, and opened it and reached in for the items Lavender had
    packed, and set them on the counter before she began to undress. Lavender had
    promised that once Harry got a look at her in the articles she had loaned her friend
    that Hermione would have no trouble accomplishing whatever it was she wanted that
    night. Hermione hadn't told the blond of her exact plans, but had no illusions that
    Lavender couldn't figure it out.

    Hermione slipped her legs into the black satin, and pulled the lurid knickers up,
    adjusting them so that they were comfortable on her, and as enticing as possible. She
    then slipped the rather modest black baby doll over her head. It was amazing. The
    softness against her skin was not unlike water. The coolness of the fabric made her
    nipples stand erect at once, and Hermione took a breath as she looked at her
    reflection in the mirror. She did look quite attractive.

    She then grabbed her hair brush and ran it through her hair to soften the
    frizziness of it. When she was satisfied she grabbed the soft white dressing gown and
    slipped it on. It fell to just above her knees and effectively hid Harry's
    surprise.

    She found him investigating the table where several sinful looking deserts were
    resting. She remembered that he was unique in that he was not a fan of sweets and how
    he had looked disappointed at the welcoming feast that there were no chocolate chip
    cookies. That is until three appeared on the plate in front of him. She smiled at the
    memory of Harry's face as he bit into the first one. He looked like a kid at
    Christmas.

    He turned when she cleared her throat and gave her that smile that never failed to
    send shivers up her spine. That smile that was almost non existent, save for that
    slight upturn at the corner of his mouth, and that light in his emerald green eyes.
    The smile he gave only to her.

    "You look stunning.' He said as he turned fully to her. She dropped her head as
    she felt the tinge of a blush. Leave it to Harry to compliment her while she was
    wearing a rather plain dressing gown.

    "Thank you." She said. She knew that she was going to have to be the one to
    instigate things tonight. Not only because Harry was still pretty clueless in the art
    of romance, partially because they had been unable to practice since France, but also
    due to his upbringing. But she also knew that she needed to get things started or
    else she would be too nervous. And this way, they would go at her pace.

    So, with a deep breath, and keep her eyes locked with his, she let the dressing
    gown fall off of her.

    Harry just stared.

    There was no sound, save for the soft crackle of the small fire.

    He just continued to stare at her, and she began to get self conscious. She
    started to fidget, and slowly her arms came up to cover herself as she began to think
    that she'd made a complete fool of herself.

    "Stop." He said suddenly when she began to cover herself. She looked at him
    curiously, his hand half way up as if he could prevent her from doing anything. He
    was continuing to look at her without any sort of indication of how he felt at the
    moment. Until he took a step towards her. Hermione felt her heart slamming against
    her ribcage as he took another step. It looked almost as if his feet were made of
    lead.

    Eventually he was close enough to reach out for her hand. Hermione accepted his
    offered hand, and allowed herself to be drawn towards him. It was when she was flush
    against him that she felt his heart hammering away. She looked up into his eyes, and
    he bent to kiss her.

    It was a different kiss then she was used to. It was softer. Tentative. He was
    barely holding her as if she was made of something extremely delicate. It was then
    she realized that he was nervous. Harry Potter, vanquisher of evil, was
    frightened.

    Hermione deepened their kiss, her arms tightening around his neck, and pulling
    herself up a bit. Harry's hands rested upon her silken clad hips, barely touching
    her, and at first it was aggravating her, until his hands began to move.

    Her back was quite exposed, as the Baby doll was cut to show off her back. The
    moment his fingertips ghosted along her bare flesh, goosebumps exploded all over her
    skin, and she gasped into Harry's mouth.

    Her hands slid up to hold his face as she continued to kiss him thoroughly as his
    fingertips danced up and down the bare skin of her back. She was fighting back little
    moans and losing. Every so often his fingertips would slide down her spine, stopping
    just above where her rear end started, causing her to push her hips into him.

    "I think…" She said softly between kisses. "We should…"

    Harry's kissing became more heated now.

    "Get more comfortaEEP!"

    Harry had suddenly reached down and scooped her up in his arms. It was so fast,
    that Hermione had barely registered that it had happened, but once she was lifted off
    the ground, in his arms in the bridal fashion, she felt filled to bursting with love
    and lust.

    Harry took his time getting her to the bed as he continued to kiss her. He laid
    her down reverently, and she pulled him down on top of her, reveling in the feel of
    his weight upon her. The continued kissing, and slowly began to explore one another
    with their hands and their lips. It had been awhile, but they quickly found those
    spots that drove the other insane. Harry nibbled at Hermione's collar bone and the
    crook of her neck which made her back arch a bit, driving her breasts into his
    chest.

    Hermione began to pull off Harry's clothes as he showered her with kisses and love
    nibbles. With every minute her reasoning was being taken over by her most primal of
    instincts. She finally managed to get his robes, tie and shirt off and felt a rush as
    she felt his skin under her fingertips. As he kissed her jaw line she ran her nails
    down his back, making him groan with pleasure.

    "I want you Harry." She whispered heatedly in his ear. "I need you to make love to
    me."

    Harry pulled back so he could look her in the eye, confusion etched in his
    expression. She reached up to cup his cheek and drew him in to kiss him.

    "Please Harry. I don't want to wait. I don't want to risk losing you and never
    having this." She pleaded.

    "Is that what this is about?" Harry asked suddenly, drawing back a bit. "You're
    afraid?"

    "What?" She asked confused now. "

    "I thought that if we made love it was because we felt something powerful.
    Something that went… I didn't think we'd… Not because you were afraid."

    "I am afraid Harry." Hermione said as she sat up as Harry pulled away from her.
    "But I've wanted to do this for a while. I love you and I just need for you to know
    how much."

    "Then why say that you're afraid that we might not get this chance? I don't want
    you to do this because you think we might never get another chance." Harry said,
    sounding disappointed in her.

    "Harry." She started. She was feeling flushed, and her mind wasn't as sharp as it
    normally was thanks to the haze of lust. "I didn't mean it like that. It's just… With
    everything, with Dumbledore's funeral, and what happened with Malfoy, I'm all mixed
    up. The only thing that I'm certain of is that I love you."

    "But you think that this will be our only chance to…" He gestured uncertainly,
    looking at her as if he was hurt somehow. "Do you think we won't survive?"

    Hermione couldn't answer, but the guilty look in her eyes told him everything.
    Harry sighed. He sat down on the bed and Hermione moved so she was sitting next to
    him. She wanted to take his hand in hers, but was afraid he would reject her.

    "Why?" She asked herself. "Why did you have your open your big fat mouth?"

    "I'm sorry Harry." Hermione sighed sadly. "I'm afraid. I don't have your training,
    or your ability to shove all my emotions aside or…"

    "I can't shove my emotions aside." Harry said, stopping her cold. "Before I came
    here, before I met you and fell in love with you, everything was clear to me. I had
    no one to worry about. All I had to do was take out as many Death Eaters as I could
    until they ran off. I never worried about if I got hurt or not, because I had no
    reason to. Now…"

    Harry took a deep breath and turned to look at Hermione, reaching over to take her
    hand in his and squeezing it. He had no idea how that gesture eased her.

    "Now, I'm plagued by doubt. What if I can't beat him? What will happen to Neville,
    or Lavender? What will happen to you?" He says looking in her dark brown eyes. "I
    told Neville, and now I'm going to tell you. I'm going to end this war, Hermione. I'm
    going to fight with everything in me to end this so that I can be free to do whatever
    I want. So that I can be with you without having to worry about if something goes
    wrong. But I need you to believe that we're going to survive. That we're going to be
    together."

    Tears fell softly down Hermione's cheeks and she nodded back at him. "I will
    Harry. I will believe that we're going to survive. In fact, let's make sure of
    it."

    "How do you mean?" Harry asked, looking confused.

    Hermione got up and straddled Harry's lap, wrapping her arms around his neck as he
    placed his hands on her hips. She kissed him softly, lingeringly.

    "The first night that the war is over, after you win. You and I will make love.
    We'll go away somewhere, just the two of us, and we'll be together and we'll show
    each other just how deeply we love one another. Promise." She said, looking
    meaningfully in his emerald green eyes.

    Harry pulled her close and kissed her softly. "Promise."

    Hermione smiled and held him tightly. He pulled away after several moments and
    looked at her, his eyes sparkling with mischief.

    "But you have to wear this outfit." He said, making her laugh out loud with relief
    and mirth.

    "Maybe I'll find something a little more provocative." She said waggling her
    eyebrows.

    She looked just past him at the bed and sighed. "Seems a shame not to use the room
    though. Maybe we could stay here anyway? I've really missed you, and I haven't been
    sleeping that well. I'd really like it if we could spend the night together."

    "I don't think I could pass up a night with you, even if we're just sleping." He
    said earnestly. He began to fall backwards, taking her with him. They spent another
    hour kissing and cuddling until Hermione began to nod off and eventually fell into a
    restful sleep.

    Harry watched her sleep for nearly a half an hour before he had to answer nature's
    call. He slipped out of her grip and went to the bathroom to do what need be done.
    When he finished, he stood at the foot of the bed and watched Hermione in the low
    light of the dying fire and smiled to himself. She looked so beautiful as she slept.
    She lay on her right side, with her right hand resting under her pillow, and her left
    arm resting on the mattress where his hand had been earlier.

    He took a deep breath and turned to the large window that had been conjured that
    looked down on the grounds. He walked slowly over to look out, wondering where they
    would be burying Dumbledore the next afternoon when he noticed the familiar form of
    Severus Snape leaving the grounds.

    Well, he wasn't completely sure it was Snape. After all, it was pretty far to be
    sure, but whoever it was stopped at the gates and turned back, and Harry could see by
    the bright full moon the person had a very pale face.

    "What are you up to…" Harry wondered to himself.

  


  
    26. Chapter 26
  

  
    You Have A Plan.

    Hermione awoke when the sun began peeking through the window in the Room of
    Requirement. She took in a long breath as she stretched, and smiled to herself when
    she felt Harry's arm, which was draped over her waist, pull her a little tighter. She
    relaxed into his half embrace and sighed contentedly. She thought briefly about going
    back to sleep, but she knew that wasn't going to happen. She had never been able to
    waste the day as it were. Besides, today was Dumbledore's funeral.

    She quickly shoved that thought aside, and began to think on all that had happened
    the previous night. Harry had set her straight about their physical relationship, and
    she was so thankful for it. He had been right. While she deeply wanted to take that
    next step with him, last night would have been the wrong time. Her emotions were all
    jumbled due to what had been happening, and she had been afraid of never getting the
    chance to make love. She had doubted him, and that was wrong. If anyone could defeat
    the dark forces, it was the man who was still sleeping next to her. She'd seen what
    he was capable of. She'd seen it for herself on several occasions. Harry was going to
    win. It was just that simple.

    Hermione rolled over, so she was facing her boyfriend, and just watched his face.
    It was as relaxed as it ever was, giving no hint as to what he might be dreaming of,
    or if was even fully asleep. Even after all this time, he was still difficult to
    read. She wondered if she would ever know.

    This led her to imagine the future. Waking up on a day just like this with his
    arms wrapped around her protectively, and the sound of children getting into
    mischief. Hermione sighed at the mental picture she was painting with Harry opening
    his eyes and sighing, knowing they would have to get up to make sure their children
    wouldn't destroy the house, and then make their breakfast before sending them out to
    play. She then grinned widely at the idea of sending their children to Sirius to be
    watched while she and Harry went shopping for the day. She loved the idea of Sirius
    unable to control two or three kids, especially after training Harry so well. A
    fitting punishment to some degree.

    Back in reality, Harry took a deep breath almost as if he was waking up, but his
    face remain the same, and he made no movement. Hermione hoped he was still sleeping,
    as she really didn't want to get up just yet. It was just too perfect a moment for
    her, and she really didn't want to return to the real world just yet.

    Hermione continued to watch as Harry slept, and her eyes drifted to the lightning
    bolt scar on his forehead, which looked almost fresh. Angry and red against his light
    colored skin, almost as if it was still healing. Hermione figured it was likely a
    byproduct of the magic that created it. Perhaps it would never ever fade.

    She remembered Harry telling her how that scar had once held a part of Voldemort's
    soul. She wondered idly what it might have been like. If the soul fragment had been
    conscious, and aware it was living within the child it had tried to kill, or if had
    been dormant all that time until it was removed. She wondered if it had affected
    Harry in any way. Had it been leeching his magic like some kind of parasite? She
    shuddered a bit at the thought of having something like that, and being unable to rid
    yourself of it.

    This just went to prove once again how strong Harry was, and how wrong she was to
    doubt him.

    Snuggling in closer to him, Hermione began to think about how much her life had
    changed in less than a year. At the start of the year, she had boarded the train
    expecting another year of torment, and ridicule at the hands of the people who'd
    spent the past five years making her miserable. That all changed when she'd taken a
    seat in in the same compartment where Harry, looking like a pile of black rags had
    been trying to sleep.

    She wanted to laugh as she remembered buying snacks for him in case he woke up,
    though she hadn't really understood it at the time. She had known whoever was under
    that coat would wind up disliking her. But he had stood up for her when Draco Malfoy
    and Ron Weasley had come to pick on her. He had sat with her at dinner, and walked
    with her to Gryffindor Tower that night, even making Seamus Finnegan cower when the
    Irishman had shoved her to the side so he could talk to the boy who'd returned from
    the dead.

    It was that same night that Lavender had begun to reach out to the girl she'd
    shunned for so long. It had taken a ot, but eventually Hermione had come to trust
    Lavender, and they had become friends. And Neville, the only person who'd never said
    anything negative to her, but had never truly reached out had become a friend as
    well.

    But there was more. People had apologized to her for their behavior towards her.
    Slytherins had apologized! She'd gone to a slumber party. She'd gone to a New Year's
    Eve Party. She'd been accepted, and people came to her for advice. All because she
    had chosen that compartment.

    Tears formed in her eyes as she smiled. She'd said it to herself so many times
    over the year. Harry had been sent here to Hogwarts for her. Fate had decided she had
    suffered enough and given her Harry, and she felt blessed. No matter what the future
    held, Hermione's heart would always belong to the messy haired, green eyed
    soldier.

    Try as she might, Hermione could no longer ignore the call of nature that had been
    building for the last half hour any longer. She groaned softly at having to get out
    of bed where she was so comfortable, and content, but she knew what could happen.
    Besides, if she was quiet and slow about the whole thing, she might be able to slip
    back between the sheets and Harry's embrace without disturbing him.

    It wasn't easy, but Hermione finally managed to extricate herself and padded to
    the bathroom, hissing as her feet touched to cold stone floor. She wrapped her arms
    over her bare chest as she questioned what had happened to her baby doll during the
    night. She remembered it coming off, but she had no idea where it wound up. She
    decided an summoning charm would find it when they were ready to leave.

    When she finished taking care of her body's need, she decided to run a brush
    through her hair before going back out with the full intention of slipping back into
    bed with Harry. Maybe they could have a nice long snog before getting up and going to
    breakfast. She couldn't imagine a better way to start the day in all honesty. At the
    thought of her boyfriend's hands upon her skin, Hermione all but sprinted out of the
    loo.

    However, when she came back out of the bathroom, she found Harry not only awake,
    but nearly dressed, and looking rather determined about something. He was looking out
    the window as he tied his boots, almost as if he were expecting to see something, or
    someone coming towards the castle.

    "Harry?" She started. He gave her a brief look as he stood and grabbed his
    robe.

    "I have to find Snape." He said without preamble.

    "Wait, what? Snape? Why?" Hermione felt really off balance here. Harry came up to
    her placing his hand beneath her chin, lifting it delicately to place a soft, loving
    kiss upon her lips. He then brushed past her, speaking over his shoulder.

    "I'll meet you in the Great Hall. I just need to have a word with our Defense
    teacher." He said evenly.

    "Harry, what's going on?" Hermione called out after him, but he simply called out
    that he loved her and he would see her later. Hermione felt as if she'd been punched,
    and felt a bit angry suddenly. They had had a really good night, and he just ran off
    with barely and explanation. Deep down she knew he wasn't blowing her off, but it
    still stung.

    With no other choice, Hermione went to the bathroom, and showered and changed
    before heading to the Great Hall.

    When she arrived at the Entrance Hall, she saw Neville talking to a familiar
    blonde that was most certainly not Lavender. Hermione slowed down, not wishing to
    interrupt, or but in. After a couple of minutes, Hannah Abbott turned on her heel and
    ran past Hermione, tears in her eyes, hand covering her mouth, face red with anger.
    Hermione looked and saw Neville's shoulders slump.

    "Are you okay?" She asked as she walked towards her friend. Neville shrugged.

    "Where were you and Harry? I had to lead the Defense club this morning." Neville
    tried changing the subject.

    "Don't change the subject." Hermione said testily, knowing that she wasn't mad at
    Neville, but unable to stop herself from lashing out. "What happened there?" Hermione
    said, motioning with her head in the direction Hannah had run off. Neville sighed,
    and ran a hand through his hair, a motion Harry sometimes did when he was frustrated.
    She couldn't help the soft smile the emerged as she thought perhaps Neville had spent
    too much time with Harry.

    "Hannah was under the impression that we were going to try being together again.
    We've talked about it, but I never said one way or the other. I had to tell her the
    truth." Neville said as he and Hermione entered the Great Hall for breakfast.

    "And what was that?" Hermione pressed.

    "That she hurt me really badly." Neville said taking a seat across from Hermione.
    "I should have talked to her before this morning, because she saw me and Lavender
    holding hands when we came down for practice this morning, and she got really angry
    when Lav kissed me. I guess she waited for me to come down afterwards so she could
    find out what was going on. I felt so bad Hermione." Neville looked up at his
    friend.

    Hermione just looked at him, waiting for him to continue.

    "She's been through so much, but I just… I think she'd always blame me, you know?
    She says she wouldn't but somewhere deep inside, I think she would. I mean, I'll
    always care about her, but we're so different now. She got really mad at me when I
    said we would always be friends. She accused me of leading her on, or something. Then
    she started saying all this horrible stuff about how Lavender was just using me
    because my family is wealthy and how she would just cheat on me like she did
    Ron…"

    "I'm sorry Neville." She said. Neville shrugged.

    "I wish things could have gone better. I never meant to hurt her, it's just… well,
    Lavender's been honest with me from the start. I knew what happened with her and Ron,
    and she told me all about it. I mean, not the details, but how she felt really bad
    after and how she never wanted to feel like that again. You know she even offered to
    make an unbreakable vow, can you believe that?." Neville shrugged again.

    "So you two are official now?" Hermione asked as they made their way into the
    Great Hall. Neville's goofy grin was answer enough.

    "Yeah." He said wistfully. "We had a really long talk, and then an even longer
    snog and I…"

    "I don't need the details." Hermione cut him off. Neville laughed as they sat at
    their customary spot at the Gryffindor table.

    "You never answered my question. Where's Harry?" Neville asked, pulling a plate of
    toast towards himself. Hermione's smile faltered and she turned to look towards the
    Great Hall's archway, hoping to see her wayward boyfriend.

    "He said he needed to speak to Snape." Hermione sighed, feeling a little
    resentment at having been brushed aside. She knew that he hadn't intended to hurt
    her, and he must have his reason for it, but she couldn't think of it, and was
    becoming impatient. All she needed was an explanation, and she would forget all about
    it, she was certain.

    "Snape?"

    It was Lavender, who'd just appeared. She sat next to Neville, and kissed him
    lightly, making the once shy boy smile as bright as the sun outside. She looked as
    lovely as she always did, but Hermione thought she looked a bit prettier today
    somehow. Perhaps it was because she was really happy right now or something.

    "Don't they hate each other? Didn't Harry nearly kill him a few months ago? Why
    would he want to talk to him?" the blonde asked curiously as she stole a strip of
    bacon from Neville's plate.

    "Harry said he had to talk to him, but he wouldn't say about what." Hermione said.
    "So I guess congratulations are in order?" Hermione said to the blonde who grinned
    and lay her head on Neville shoulder.

    "You were right all along, and I should have trusted you more." Lavender smiled
    back.

    "Well, you've learned your lesson and that's all that matters." Hermione smirked
    back. "I am really happy for you both."

    "Thanks." Neville said, and Lavender just smiled, before her head popped up and
    caused the other two to turn to see what had caught the blonde's attention. Three men
    were entering the Great Hall, all of them looked to be quite old, and all were
    wearing fine black robes. Professor McGonagall was heading up from the Head Table to
    greet them each.

    "That's Arcturius Blanchard." Lavender said softly. "He's the head of the
    international Warlock's society."

    Both Neville and Hermione gaped at her, and she scowled back at them.

    "I'm not as stupid as everyone thinks you know." She snapped.

    "No one said that. We were just surprised." Hermione said. "I didn't know who he
    was."

    "I suppose we'll see a lot of really important people here today." Neville sighed,
    and the mood came down between the three friends as the significance of the day
    settled on them. They continued to speculate about who might be showing up to say
    farewell to their former Headmaster, and who might become the new head of Hogwarts
    school.

    They remained in the Great Hall for a while after finishing breakfast, though
    Harry never showed up. Eventually they headed back to their common room to wait for
    the ceremony to begin. Hermione occupied herself with reading as she usually did, but
    couldn't really focus as she was becoming concerned with Harry's absence. Anytime she
    heard the portrait hole open, she would look up hoping to see her boyfriend, only to
    be disappointed each and every time.

    At noon, snacks appeared in the corner of the common room, as there would be no
    lunch that day. And Lavender came over to let her know they should get ready.

    All students were asked to where their best school uniforms for the services, and
    everyone seemed to want to look their best as a show of respect.

    At half past one, Professor McGonagall came to escort all the Gryffindors down to
    the grounds where the funeral was to be held. Hermione walks beside Lavender, and was
    a little surprised when her friend grasped her hand. Hermione turned, and saw
    Lavender was already tearing up a bit.

    There were literally hundreds of white chairs set in rows and Hermione saw groups
    of witches and wizards sitting, or in small groups speaking to each other. It was so
    strange that the final farewell to Albus Dumbledore should happen on such a beautiful
    day. The sun was bright, and there was not a cloud to be seen.

    There was a small stage with a podium, and a plain looking white casket was set
    upon a small dais. There was a line of chairs that Hermione guessed the special
    guests, or perhaps Dumbledore's family might be seated.

    Hermione took her seat, and Lavender left a space between them.

    "For Harry." She said and Hermione smiled her thanks, and began scanning for her
    wayward boyfriend.

    "Come on Harry, where are you?" She said to herself.

    

    Harry felt guilty for leaving Hermione without an explanation, but somehow, he
    knew time was essential. It was far too strange for Harry's liking to see Snape
    sneaking off the way he had the night before. Harry had been informed that Snape had
    turned spy for the order years ago, but he also knew what Snape had done before he'd
    had a change of heart. Harry couldn't help but think that Snape may have chosen to
    return to the dark, now that Dumbledore had passed.

    Harry moved with purpose through the castle towards the Defense teacher's office.
    If he wasn't there, then he would check the dungeons. Harry was aware of Snape's
    employment history in Hogwarts, and knew that even though he no longer taught the
    subject, he still brewed potions for the Order. There was a good chance he was
    checking on his concoctions.

    Harry entered the Defense teacher's office to find it empty. Harry quickly turned
    and headed for the dungeons. If he couldn't find the greasy man there, he knew he was
    going to have to seek help. Thankfully, Remus, Tonks, and Sirius were staying in
    Hogsmeade so they could attend the funeral today. A quick patronus would get them
    here fast, and they could cover the castle faster and find the spy.

    "Damn." Harry said when he found the dungeons to be Snape free. He did find the
    special room where Snape's private lab was. He did a quick scan of the brews to make
    sure there wasn't anything dangerous that could be used against the Order, and was a
    little surprised that there was only healing draughts, and Wolfsbane, which Harry
    knew was being given to Remus.

    With no other options left, Harry conjured his patronus and sent it with a message
    to his guardians, before turning to head up to the grounds to meet them at the gates
    of the school.

    Harry only had to wait five minutes before he heard three pops and Sirius, Tonks
    and Remus appeared down the path, just outside the wards of the school.

    "Your message sounded urgent.' Sirius stated as he walked closer to his
    godson.

    "It could be nothing, but…" Harry shrugged.

    "Your instincts have been pretty trustworthy Harry." Remus said with a soft smile.
    "Tell us what's got your hackles raised."

    "Last night, I saw Snape sneaking off the grounds." Harry started.

    "Not that unusual." Sirius replied. "A lot of teachers will head to the village
    after the students have gone to bed. Dumbledore went for a drink three or four times
    a week."

    "I don't think he was going for butterbeer. He seemed nervous, and kept looking
    over his shoulder. I can't be sure, but I swear I saw him touch his left forearm
    before he apparated." Harry said looking to each of the three.

    "Where were you?" Tonks asked.

    "Up on the seventh floor." Harry responded.

    Sirius and Tonks made faces of disbelief while Remus looked pensive.

    "That high up, Harry, I know your eyesight isn't that good. You can't be sure…"
    Sirius began, but Harry held up his hand to stop him.

    "Sirius, I admit that I could be wrong, but given all we know about the man, and
    how he was protected by Dumbledore… Isn't it even the least bit possible that he may
    have chosen to side with someone else who could protect him now?"

    "It can't hurt to speak to him, and find out just where he was last night." Remus
    nodded.

    "We have to find him first." Harry said. "He wasn't in his office, or his lab, and
    I have no idea where his quarters are."

    "I do." Sirius sighed, making to head to the castle. "Remus, why don't you try and
    speak to McGonagall, and let her know we're looking for her Defense teacher. Tonks,
    find Madam Bones. Harry, see if you can't find the git in the halls. If after an hour
    you can't, head back to his office, and wait. Eventually he'll show up there, or
    we'll come get you. Patronus when any of us find him."

    Harry nodded and followed the three adults into the castle. He immediately headed
    for what he believed were the most traveled corridors by teachers before looking in
    some of the lesser travelled passages. He asked a few Slytherins if they had seen
    their head of house, but got only negative responses. At the end of his hour, Harry
    headed for the Defense office once again.

    He quickly made his way back to Snape's office, spying Hermione and Neville, along
    with Lavender heading up the stairs to Gryffindor tower. She hadn't seen him, and
    Harry felt another pang of guilt. He had promised to meet her for breakfast, and had
    broken his word. He knew she would understand, and he decided he would make it up to
    her. Right now however, he just knew that he needed to find Snape. The feeling of
    foreboding was getting stronger.

    Harry opened the Defense office door once again to find it still empty. Harry went
    and sat n Snape's chair, and look at the piles of ungraded essays, and the advanced
    defense books. The office was dark, as all the shades had been pulled down, and with
    the moving pictures of people suffering under curses on the wall gave the room a dark
    and discomforting feel. Harry grimaced. Snape tried to rule over his students through
    fear, just as Voldemort tried to rule the magical world. It made Harry's stomach
    turn.

    Another hour passed, and Harry had heard nothing. No one had come for him, and
    Snape had yet to appear. Harry was becoming agitated, and had begun thinking that
    maybe he would go find Sirius when the fire flared high and green, and Severus Snape
    stepped out of the floo.

    The first thing Harry noted was how pale the Defense teacher appeared to be. His
    skin was paler than normal, and his hair looked sweaty.

    "We've been looking for you Snape." Harry said coldly, drawing his wand. Snape
    flinched, and his wand was in his hand and aimed at the intruder, just as Harry's
    wand was up. "I'd put that down if I were you. Remember what I promised you."

    "Potter, thank the gods." Snape said, immediately dropping his wand. "We don't
    have much time."

    "Where were you? Where did you go last night?" Harry asked, moving from around
    Snape's desk as the man bent at the waist, holding his side. As Harry observed him,
    he noted that he was acting very strangely. He looked exhausted, and extremely
    anxious.

    "Listen to me." Snape started, standing up again. "We don't have a lot of
    time."

    

    "So there it is." Snape concluded, his voice scratchy from so much use. "We don't
    have much time."

    "We've got to evacuate." Amelia Bones sighed. "We don't have enough people here to
    fight, and…"

    "We can't do that." Remus replied. "The first sign that we're evacuating, and
    Voldemort will know Snape told us everything."

    "One man or thousands" Sirius said matter-of-factly. He looked at Snape
    apologetically, and the defense teacher scowled back. Sirius gave a shrug.

    "Where are we going to send everyone?" Amelia asked. "Hogwarts will only keep them
    out so long. I mean if we could get the professors to activate the protective
    wards…"

    "There are some really powerful people out there who could reinforce the magic and
    make the wards stronger." Remus suggested.

    "The Dark Lord won't allow that to happen." Snape shook his head gravely.

    "We end it." Harry said coldly, staring at the desk they were all huddled around
    in Snape's private quarters. "Here. Today. Once and for all, we end this war."

    Silence fell as everyone turned to the teen and stared incredulously as the boy
    drummed his fingers on the table.

    "Harry, I know you think…" Amelia began, but Harry looked up fiercely.

    "We have the advantage. We know when and where he's going to attack, and we have
    the numbers on our side. Sure, a lot of people will run, but a lot of them will
    fight, if only to honor Dumbledore."

    "Harry, there's kids out there." Tonks said from the chair she was sitting in just
    behind him.

    "I'm aware of the tactical situation." Harry replied. " But you aren't aware of
    everything. A lot of them have been training with me. They can fight. At least long
    enough to get to the castle and safety. We can warn them. Give them a signal to run
    back to the castle. So long as we keep the Death Eaters out and Voldemort
    preoccupied, they'll be safe. What we need to do is get reinforcements here, and word
    to the Aurors already on guard. We need to warn every one in the Order, and if they
    aren't here already, get them here."

    "You have a plan, don't you?' Sirius asked knowingly. Harry looked up at his
    godfather, the hint of a smile playing at his lips. Harry waved his wand and a map of
    the school and the grounds appeared on the table.

    "Show me exactly where Voldemort's going to be, and where his troops are staging."
    Harry said looking to Snape who nodded, and began using his own wand to mark the
    map.

    

    Hermione sat watching the ceremony, though she hadn't been listening at all. She
    had seen no less than fifty witches and wizards step up to speak about what
    Dumbledore had meant to the wizarding world, and how he influenced everyone.

    For Hermione, it was just white noise. She was becoming restless with worry, as
    Harry had promised to meet her for breakfast and had never shown up. On top of that,
    she had noted while she had been scanning the crowd, some key individuals were
    missing. Professor Snape for one. The very person Harry had said he needed to speak
    to. Hermione shuddered to think of those two getting into another fight.

    Hermione had also noted that neither Sirius, or Remus, Harry's guardians, were not
    present, which was really strange to Hermione. Given how they conspired with
    Dumbledore to "protect" Harry and train him, she was certain they would be here
    today. She was positive Harry had said they would be here to pay their respects… so
    where were they?

    As she looked over the crowd she could see many of her fellow students were really
    bored by all the speeches, not that she could blame them. She had only ever attended
    one funeral in her life, and she remembered it had been rather boring, though, it had
    also been much shorter. Likely because it had been her great Grandmother, and she
    hadn't been famous.

    Hermione wasn't too bothered by her peers behavior as she was still too
    preoccupied by Harry's absence. She looked over at Lavender who was leaning on
    Neville, who was sitting up straight, and paying attention, while still comforting
    his new girlfriend. She began to wonder at how much things had changed in just under
    a year. How much she had changed. She'd gone from a pariah to having good friends and
    a loving (if still absent) boyfriend. She realized then too, that she had become less
    focused on her studies, and wondered how badly her grades had suffered. None of her
    teachers had mentioned any sort of change or anything, but that didn't mean that
    Hermione's academic record had not taken a hit. She would have to talk to Professor
    McGonagall about it later.

    She then mentally slapped herself. Hadn't she learned that life wasn't all about
    studies and good grades? Hadn't she learned that she had to sometimes stop and enjoy
    life, preferably in the company of her boyfriend who still hadn't shown up.

    "Where are you Harry?" She whispered out loud, looking towards the castle.

    Another hour passed with long speeches, and salutes, and to her surprise, a few
    laughs when Elphias Doge spoke about his friend, and Harry had still not made an
    appearance. Hermione began to think she should try and sneak off and find him in case
    something had happened. Surely he would have found a way to tell her if he had to
    leave, right? So something must have happened, and maybe he needed help.

    She had made up her mind, and started to lean over to Lavender to at least tell
    someone she was going to leave when someone grabbed her arm and hissed in her
    ear.

    "Hermione." Harry said, a little out of breath.

    Hermione turned and made to scream, but was silence by something covering her
    mouth. She could clearly feel a hand on her face, but she couldn't see anything but
    Harry's head, from the neck up. He looked a little sweaty, and he was looking all
    around them. Hermione heard a few people behind her whispering frantically.

    "I don't have a lot of time, so listen." Harry said quickly. "I need you to
    promise that you will get back to the castle and wait for me. Don't try and do
    anything, except get back to the castle, alright?"

    Hermione stared at him for a minute, questions swirling in her confused mind, but
    she knew that he wouldn't answer, so she had little choice but to nod her agreement.
    Something pulled her forward, and Harry kissed her very tenderly, almost as if he was
    saying goodbye, though Hermione had no idea why she felt like that's what was
    happening.

    When he broke the kiss, Harry slipped past her and spoke quietly to Neville before
    his head disappeared once again. Hermione felt panic settle into her stomach, and she
    clenched her hands into fists as she turned to look at the castle, this time
    anticipating running for the door and climbing the stairs to Gryffindor tower.

    She turned to look at Neville, and scoot into the empty seat that she had been
    saving for her boyfriend.

    "What did he say to you?' Hermione asked Lavender and Neville. Neville's cheks
    went pink while Lavender looked rather shaken.

    "He told me to make sure you get back to the castle." Lavender said in a hushed
    whisper. "And then he…"

    She turned to Neville, and Hermione saw that her friend looked ready to start
    sobbing.

    "He wants me to fight." Neville said, still looking unsure, and rather
    anxious.

    "Why?" Hermione asked, feeling a little hurt that Harry wouldn't want her to fight
    as well, even though she knew the real reason. He had told her before that so long as
    he knew she was safe, he could focus on what he needed to do. Hermione knew that if
    he was distracted, it could mean the end of his life. She had promised, and so she
    would do as he had asked. But they were going to have a really long talk about things
    when it was over.

    "Neville, I don't want you to do this. Come with us to the castle. Please."
    Lavender whispered. Neville squeezed her hand, looking more confused than Hermione
    could ever recall.

    Neville never got a chance to answer.

    Chaos erupted when there came shrieks of terror and pain from the edge of the
    Forbidden Forest where a group of Centaurs had been standing. They had come to honor
    Dumbledore, but were now fighting something that Hermione couldn't se right away, as
    it was still beyond the trees. The centaurs were firing arrows, and Hermione saw two
    Centaurs lying upon the ground, most likely dead.

    At the same time an army of black hooded Death Eaters came marching up from the
    gates of the school, likely apparating just beyond the wards and heading towards the
    assembly wands held high. Aurors immediately began to move to intercept the marching
    Death Eaters just as people began to realize what was happening, and screams wrought
    the air.

    "GO NOW!" Neville shouted as he leapt out of his seat, whipping his wand out and
    taking aim.

    Lavender was on her feet and stared at her boyfriend, teetering between joining
    him, and doing what Harry had asked of her. Hermione grabbed her hand, and Lavender
    looked at her imploringly, but Hermione just pulled her along as she attempted to
    keep her promise to Harry.

    Hundreds of Hogwarts students were running around Hermione and Lavender, all with
    the intent of find sanctuary within the school's stone walls. Out of the corner of
    her eye, Hermione saw something that turned her blood to ice. A large group of Death
    Eaters were soaring low on brooms heading for the entrance to the school and realized
    that she, along with nearly everyone else were not going to make it inside.

    Hermione stumbled and fell to her knees when a spell hit the ground just in front
    of her and exploded. Lavender screamed as she fell on top of Hermione, apologizing as
    she tried to get to her feet once again.

    Hermione's heart sank when she saw that the Death Eaters were taking up position
    between the students and the castle. She turned around and saw that a full blown
    battle was happening where only seconds before she and Lavender had been sitting. She
    could now see what the centaurs had been fighting as ten large acromantulas had
    emerged from the forest and were falling upon anyone they could as Death Eaters
    fought aurors, and civilian wizards.

    And then she turned and saw something that nearly stopped her heart in her chest.
    Lavender must have seen it as well because she gripped Hermione's hand so tightly,
    Hermione was certain her bones were being crushed.

    He stood upon the stage next to Dumbledore's casket, firing killing curses with
    wanton abandon, laughing mirthlessly as he took life after life. His cold red eyes
    flashed with hatred with each spell, has black cloak billowing behind him, despite
    the lack of wind, and looking as if it were made of liquid coal.

    There was no mistaking it.

    Lord Voldemort had come to Hogwarts.
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    I Can't Stop Thinking Of You Wearing Sea Shells

    Hermione Granger felt as if time had slowed to a near standstill. There, a short
    distance away stood the world's most dangerous creature, stealing the lives of
    innocent, men, women and children as he stood on the same stage where Albus
    Dumbledore's body rested. It was blasphemy at its highest level.

    The beast had a feral grin as he snapped his wand at his next victim and that
    poisonous green spell shot out of the tip of the white wand like a bullet from a gun.
    Hermione could only look on in abject horror as this entity of evil stole life after
    life after life.

    And then the beast's grin fell and he was suddenly flying, cartwheeling through
    the air after something electric blue had struck him in the center of his chest.
    Hermione's heart began to beat a rallying rhythm in her chest as she watched a very
    familiar head of unruly black hair leap up upon the stage, and jump over, following
    where Voldemort had fallen.

    Everything sped up as a heavy hand landed on her shoulder and began to roughly
    haul her to her feet.

    "Come on then." A gruff voice said.

    "Get your hands off of me!" Lavender shouted. Hermione had forgotten her friend
    was with her. She spun about, and saw that it was a Death Eater. Another quick look
    around her, and Hermione saw that those who'd been rushing to the castle were being
    rounded up by those who'd stopped them from getting to safety.

    "Oh, ain't you a pretty one." The Death Eater sneered, grabbing a fistful of
    Lavender's hair and tugging so her head was pulled back. Lavender shrieked and tried
    to kick out, but the robed man was quite large. He pulled her near and gave an
    audible sniff before continuing his disgusting prattle.

    "I think I'll save you for meself. I think you'd taste quite good. But you little
    friend here is a bit to scrawny for my liking. Maybe one of the others will give her
    a go, eh?" He said giving Hermione a once over. He yanked on both of them, turning
    towards the castle.

    Panic began to grip Hermione as she was yanked unceremoniously along. Yet, at the
    same time, something else began to bubble up within her, and as the Death Eater was
    trying to take her wand, Hermione began to scream bloody murder as she twisted in the
    bigger man's grip and lunged, bringing her knee up hard and fast nailing her
    assailant between the legs, and tearing her wand out of his hand before unleashing a
    powerful blasting hex that left the Death Eater without the lower half of his
    body.

    Both girls stood there looking at what Hermione had done, both breathing heavily
    from their struggle.

    "Holy shit." Lavender said as Hermione turned away, seething. Something inside of
    her snapped and she wanted only one thing now and that was to have every single Death
    Eater out of her school.

    "Try to help anyone you can." She said, her voice low and dangerous. She turned
    back to look at the castle where around twenty Death Eaters were rounding up younger
    students.

    "We start with them."

    Hermione slipped off her robe to free up her arms and Lavender followed her
    example.

    "Do whatever you have to do to do." Hermione spoke, pushing up her sleeves. "We're
    taking our school back."

    "Bombarda!" Lavender shouted.

    "Confringo!" Hermione shrieked.

    

    Neville Longbottom had found a tactic that seemed to be working out well for him
    at the moment. By staying low, at least below the shoulder of everyone around him,
    Neville had managed to take out eight Death Eaters. Well, to be fair, the Auror's had
    taken them out, but he had dropped them thanks to some well-placed tripping and jelly
    legs jinxes. He was just thankful that there were still so many people around him
    that he was hardly noticeable.

    However, Neville was probably the first to realize that the Death Eaters they had
    been fighting were not very skilled. Most of them seemed a bit confused that people
    were fighting back. They were clearly fodder so the truly dangerous Death Eaters were
    only now entering the grounds along with what Neville was certain were werewolves.
    Neville thanked whomever was watching over him that it was still daylight as he
    wasn't sure if it was a full moon.

    Deciding to stick with his tactic, Neville swiveled seeking out a new target when
    he saw Harry backing up while waving his wand like a fencer, sending spells at his
    opponent. Neville's eyes went wide with shock when he saw it was none other than Lord
    Voldemort himself, and the Dark Lord appeared to have the upper hand. Neville decided
    that he had to help his friend, as no one else seemed to have noticed Harry was in
    trouble. That, and Hermione would never forgive him if he just let Harry get
    killed.

    Rising to his feet, Neville began to move as quickly as he could towards where
    Harry was fighting. As he got closer to the stage he was knocked flat by someone.
    Neville scrambled to get up and found he'd been knocked down by someone who had lost
    their fight. The old man was staring blankly to the sky now, his eyes wide, his face
    a mask of determination. And then Neville heard the laugh.

    It was high and obnoxiously girly. Neville looked up to see a pair of dark sunken
    eyes staring at him humorously, and he recoiled when he recognized the woman. She was
    sickeningly thin, with tangled black hair, and rotted teeth. Though she still had
    vestiges that told you that she had once been strikingly beautiful.

    "You look familiar." She said in a high pitch, childish voice. "Have I tortured
    you before?"

    Neville's blood turned to ice in his veins. He'd never seen this woman in person,
    but he knew her. He'd known of her his whole life. This was the woman who had killed
    his father, and tortured his mother into insanity. This was the woman who had robbed
    him of his family.

    Bellatrix LeStrange.

    "I don't know why, But I know that I know you." Bellatrix smiled malevolently.

    "You killed my parents." Neville snarled, getting his feet and raising his wand.
    "I'm going to pay you back for what you did to them and me."

    Bellatrix snickered and then her eyes went wide with realization.

    Longbottom!" she snapped her fingers and pointed to Neville. "Now I remember. You
    do look like you father… Now that was a man. After I tortured him I rode him for
    nearly an hour. Your mother didn't seem to like it much. Kept screaming at me to
    stop. Well… when she wasn't screaming in agony anyway."

    Neville's heart was pounding in his ears as he stared at this vile woman, hate
    flowing through his veins like acid. Bellatrix simply laughed at him, taunting him
    further.

    "I wonder if you're as good as daddy." She said lustily, eyeing Neville like a
    delectable dessert. "I think I might have to see. This is too good to pass up. Gonna
    have to loosen you up a bit. Longbottom men are too noble for their own good, you
    know. But I think you might be able to scratch my itch young master."

    Bellatrix flicked her wand, but Neville lunged to the left, avoid the spell and
    making Bellatrix chuckle with delight. Neville replied in kind with spell after
    spell, trying to drive this abomination back, but Bellatrix simply danced out of the
    way with all the grace of a trained dancer.

    "You got power little mister, that's certain, but you've got no focus." Bellatrix
    taunted.

    "But let's not rush this now. I don't want you to get to tired before I have my
    way with you."

    She licked her lips suggestively, and Neville felt his stomach roll. He snapped
    his wand again and Bellatrix conjured a shield, laughing mockingly at her would be
    attacker. Neville tried several more times to hit the woman who had torn his life
    apart, only to have his spells batted away or reflected by her shield, all the while
    she cackled madly at him.

    "Well, you certainly have balls, young master." Bellatrix smiled when Neville was
    huffing and puffing minutes later. He'd poured too much power into his spells in his
    attempt to take this animal down. Now he was tired, and he knew that she'd been
    toying with him. He'd fallen into her trap and he was so angry at himself.

    "But I think we've wasted enough time with our dance, and I'm feeling randy."
    Bellatrix smiled almost lovingly. She snapped her wand up, and Neville was hit dead
    center in his chest by the Cruciatus curse. Writhing and squirming on the ground,
    Neville clenched his jaw shut refusing to scream.

    "It's alright my love, I know it hurts. You don't have to prove your bravery to
    me. Just scream for me." Bellatrix said in a lusty whisper as if she was talking to a
    lover.

    Neville's muscles spasmed and his every nerve ending begged for mercy, but Neville
    refused to scream. He tried to focus his mind on Lavender. He wanted to see her
    again. He wanted to kiss her and hold her, and find out if all the confusing emotions
    he had when he saw her meant something. He wanted to find out if he would fall in
    love with the beautiful blonde.

    "Come on my sweet." Bellatrix continued. "Give me what I need. Ooh, you have such
    stamina! Oh I can't wait to have my way with you, dear Longbottom. Mummy would be so
    proud of you."

    Neville gripped his wand tighter, his knuckles going ghostly white as his rage
    overtook him, even managing to dull the pain of the torture curse as he focused his
    mind on a single spell he had once read about in his father's journal. It had sounded
    truly horrific, and Neville had been haunted by what his father had written, but in
    this moment, he wanted nothing more than to give this harpy what she so richly
    deserved. Neville imagined himself raising his wand and justice surging from his core
    and leaping from his wand to strike this insane bitch in the face.

    And that was exactly what happened.

    A burst of deep crimson blasted from the tip of his wand and struck the cackling
    witch dead center in her face, sending her head over heels onto the ground. Bellatrix
    had no idea what she'd been hit with and at first thought the boy had had no energy
    left to actually perform whatever he'd been trying to do. But then she felt a strange
    sensation all over her head and face. She began to feel sweaty and tingly.

    And then something fell in her eye. She reached up to wipe it away and a large
    strip pf flesh came away.

    Another strip fell from the back of her head, taking hair along with it. There was
    strangely no pain, but more and more of her skin slid off her head leaving the muscle
    and blood behind. She was essentially having her head skinned.

    Neville sat up, vision blurry, body feeling as if it were on fire and he bore
    witness to his handiwork. He gagged as the woman stared at the strips of what had
    been her face that now lay in bloody piles in her hands. She looked at the young man
    who had disfigured her and she swooned, her ruined face scrunching into a wicked
    smile.

    "Oh you do know how to fire my furnace, Longbottom." Bellatrix cooed, her now
    bloody hand sliding up the bodice of her dress, and pinching her breast hard, tugging
    at it ruthlessly as she stared at Neville and advancing on him. "I'm going to make
    sure you're lucid when I have my way with you. You delicious little strumpet."

    "I don't lay with trolls." Neville said coldly.

    Bellatrix's eyes went wide and her mouth opened in a feral shriek as she brought
    her wand high and brought it down in a slash. Neville sidestepped the heated
    shockwave that likely would have burned him to ash judging from the heat, and whipped
    his own wand up as Bellatrix lunged for him. She glowed purple for a split second
    before falling to her knees and heaving up the contents of her stomach.

    She continued to heave until her stomach had emptied, and then, blood began to
    come up. Her muscles locked and she began to shake violently as she continued to spew
    forth blood and chunks of her own innards.

    Neville began backing away, dangerously close to becoming ill at the sight of his
    spell work. He'd only ever read about the innards expelling hex once, and it had been
    several years ago. It had always stuck with him as being a truly terrible curse to
    inflict on someone. Here was the proof. Bellatrix was vomiting up her insides into an
    ever expanding pool of blood and viscera.

    The woman's eyes rolled into the back of her head as more and more of her guts
    came up and were expelled onto the ground until there was nothing left, and her now
    eviscerated corpse fell forward into her what remained of her own entrails.

    Neville sighed, and stumbled onto his knees, and quickly looked away, trying to
    prevent himself from vomiting. He brought his eyes up and swore he saw Harry on his
    knees as the Dark Lord advanced on him, looking quite murderous. Taking a breath to
    steady himself, Neville made to get to his feet but just before he was about to go
    and try to help, he was hit in the back of the head and saw only black.

    

    Sirius Black had killed nearly twenty Death Eaters, not that he was keeping track.
    After all, what would be the point? No one was going to be impressed by how well he
    did in battle, only that he did what had to be done. Still, he felt he needed to know
    how many of the Dark Lord's followers he took out in case it counted in the next
    realm. Perhaps James and Lily might be a bit more forgiving of him.

    Somewhere during the fighting, Sirius had lost sight of his best friend. They had
    been together at the start, but now Sirius had no idea where his werewolf friend had
    gotten to.

    While he was searching for Remus or Amelia, he caught sight of his godson locked
    in battle with Lord Voldemort himself, and from his vantage point, Sirius thought
    Harry was doing quite well. He was driving the Dark Lord back with some really
    amazing spell work. Sirius wondered if Harry was trying to get closer and make it a
    more physical fight.

    Sirius had only just decided he should go to his godson's aid when he caught sight
    of a familiar looking wizard taking on two Death Eaters. Making a split decision,
    Sirius rushed to Remus' side.

    "Care for a hand?" Sirius said as he conjured a shield to protect his friend from
    a side attack.

    "Took your time. Did you and Amelia find a quiet spot and finally have at each
    other?" Remus asked, twisting his wand and striking one of the black robed man,
    before turning to face down his compatriot.

    "You're reading too much into our flirtatious friendship." Sirius replied, as he
    shielded Remus from another oncoming spell.

    "Right." Remus chuckled. "I think maybe you should admit to yourself that you
    fancy her, and you should man up, as the kids say. Besides, I think it's time you
    give up your devil may care lifestyle. It's time to settle down and have a few
    pups."

    "You know you may be right.' Sirius sniggered as he traded spells with another
    Death Eater who come to aid his fellow. "I am a bit bored with all these parties, and
    late night trysts with masked one night stands. But I doubt Amelia would be open to
    settling down with a scoundrel…"

    "Mongrel." Remus corrected.

    "… Like me." Sirius finished just as he'd tripped up his current opponent, and
    severed both his hands. The man fell to his knees holding up two bloody stumps as
    Sirius rushed forward and kicked him directly in the face, knocking him out cold.

    He turned and found Remus had also finished with his own foe.

    "Maybe when we finish up here, you two should talk. I think you might find her a
    bit more receptive to the idea." Remus offered, breathing heavily.

    "Alright, but you have to promise that you'll stop dancing around Tonks and give
    the woman a chance. She clearly has a thing for wolves, and I think if you just
    realized that your are worth something, that you could be happy too."

    "Alright, alright." Remus said, shaking his head. "Then let's finish this, and go
    find our intended ladies, and…"

    "Shag like rabbits." Sirius laughed as Remus rolled his eyes.

    "Any sign of Harry?" Remus asked.

    "I saw him just over there beyond the stage. He seemed to have things in hand.
    Though I can't see him now."

    "We should head over to the Quidditch pitch. Looks like they could use a hand."
    Remus said nodding towards the stadium.

    

    Ron Weasley had never considered himself to be brave. He'd accepted that he had
    been made a Gryffindor because his entire family had been sorted into the house of
    Lions. He had never done anything to even remotely be considered heroic.

    Yet, when Death Eaters appeared on the Hogwarts grounds and began to kill those
    who'd come to say their farewells to the greatest wizard ever known, Ron was one of
    the first to retaliate.

    He was not superbly skilled, nor was he all that powerful. But he was smart and he
    understood strategy quite well. It was a result from years of playing chess. And it
    was for that reason that Ron Weasley recognized what the Death Eaters were attempting
    to do. The problem seemed to be that they had not been expecting such strong
    resistance. Ron was no expert, but he was certain that the Aurors were expecting the
    Dark Lord's forces.

    "RON!"

    The youngest male Weasley turned to find his sister, Ginny, fighting hard against
    three Death Eaters. He was a little surprised that she was holding her own, though
    with six older brothers, he shouldn't have been. However, it was clear to Ron she was
    getting tired, and to his horror, Dean Thomas was crumpled on the ground next to
    her.

    Ron practically leapt at the closest Death Eater, using the worst hex he could
    think of. His aim was true, but his power was lacking. The Death Eater stumbled under
    the bludgeoning hex, but remained upright, though clearly dazed.

    "REALLY?" Ginny shouted in disappointment as she shielded herself from two jinxes.
    "Auntie Muriel could hit harder than that Ron!"

    Ron grimaced, but knew his sister was right. The Death Eater he'd hit was
    regaining his sense, and Ron knew he had a very limited window of opportunity.

    "Levicorpus!"

    The Death Eater shouted in surprise as he was suddenly lifted by his ankle. His
    robes fell over his face, and Ron slashed his wand again. The robes began to enfold
    and wrap around Ron's foe as he fought against his traitorous clothing. Ron turned
    and brought his wand down in a cross-wise slash which fired a violently orange spell.
    The spell hit a second Death Eater causing him to start hopping up and down, and
    reaching for his back as hundreds of spider began to bite and crawl within his
    robes.

    The last Death Eater now found himself between to rather irritable Weasleys, and
    didn't appear to like his chances.

    "I remember that one.' Ginny said with a smile as the spider infested man, now
    screaming like a girl, ran off. "But that one was new."

    Ron glanced at the man who was now trapped within his robes. He was not moving as
    frantically now, and Ron was sure he was suffocating.

    "Seamus taught it to me. His cousin likes to use it on him, though he usually
    releases him pretty quickly after. I don't think I'm going to be letting that one
    out.' Ron chuckled darkly.

    "You blood traitors are going to pay for you defia-AHHHHHH!"

    Ginny flicked her wand and the Death Eater began tearing at his mask as very large
    fanged and winged bogeys erupted from his nostrils.

    "You people are just rude." Ginny snapped. "Who the hell attacks a funeral?"

    Ron shook his head, and slashed his wand, sending the Death Eater flying head over
    heels with his stunning spell.

    "I think you might want to use something a little more powerful that stunners big
    brother. They're not stunning anyone." Ginny said, patting her brother's arm as she
    turned to check on Dean.

    "Is he going to be ok?" Ron asked with concern for his friend.

    "DO I LOOK LIKE A HEALER?" Ginny snapped, making Ron step back. Ginny turned back
    to examine Dean. "He's still breathing, but I don't know what he was hit with, or
    what it did. I need to get him to the castle." Ginny said firmly. Ron nodded. As
    Ginny pulled one of Dean's arms around her neck and lifted him as best as she could.
    Ron nodded and told her to stay right behind him.

    They moved as quickly as Ginny could carrying Dean, while Ron kept the path clear.
    They had no resistance until he reached the castle where a number of Hogwarts
    students were battling a dwindling number of Death Eaters. To Ron's deep surprise,
    the students were being led by his ex-girlfriend, Lavender Brown, and Hermione
    Granger.

    Ron told Ginny to wait, and he surged forward to lend a hand. The Death Eaters
    were holding off the students, but it was clear as Ron got nearer, they were becoming
    flustered. There was only six that he could see standing, though he leapt over at
    least three that had been dealt with. If he'd taken a look around, he would have seen
    another ten robed Death Eaters scattered around the school's entrance.

    Hermione was like a woman possessed. Her eyes were wild as she practically danced,
    firing spells at the men preventing them from getting inside Hogwarts. Six years of
    repressed anger was being exorcized as she fought. Every prank. Every foul word,
    every single second of suffering she had endured was being unleashed against every
    masked Death Eater.

    She had a serious wealth of spells to use, as she had spent so much time in the
    library over the years, and she was using every single on she could think of.
    Lavender had remained right at her side, backing her up, and with every enemy they
    took down, they inspired more students to join them.

    Ron was awestruck as he witnessed first and second year students waving their
    wands and calling out spells. As he came up beside Hermione, two second years managed
    to bring down one Death Eater, which was finished off by a fourth year in a rather
    messy manner.

    "Seems like you're doing alright up here." Ron stated as he slashed his own
    wand.

    "Not in the mood for jokes right now Weasley." Hermione replied.

    "Wasn't trying to make one. I came to help. We need to be able to get wounded
    people up here." Ron said.

    "Well then let's finish these guys." Lavender said as she and Hermione sent twin
    piercing hexes at one Death Eater, who shrieked when one of them hit him right in the
    eye. Ron flipped the man up in the air, and grimaced when he fell back, snapping his
    neck rather loudly.

    "Nice shot." Lavender said.

    "That was a mistake. I meant to…"

    "Then keep screwing up like that." Hermione snapped.

    It was about that time the remaining four Death Eaters realized that holding the
    castle was a lost cause, especially seeing as more students, and a few adults were
    heading towards them, including Professor Flitwick. Two of them fired blasting curses
    at the ground to cover their escape, but Hermione managed to kill one of the four as
    they attempted to Flee. Professor Flitwick took out a second, and Ron and Lavender
    barely missed a third.

    "Get inside." Hermione shouted to the younger students. "Grab anyone who's been
    hurt and get them inside."

    Lavender directed some of the younger kids as Professor Flitwick approached
    Hermione.

    "It looks as though you've handled yourself well." He said. Hermione gave a little
    nod, but didn't say anything. She was scanning the grounds in hopes of seeing if
    Harry was still alive.

    "I saw him a few moments ago, Miss granger.' Flitwick said as he grasped her hand.
    "He was still alive, and from what I could tell, winning."

    "Where did you see him?' Hermione asked.

    "Hermione, no." Lavender said as she came up beside her friend. "I promised him
    I'd keep you safe. I promised Neville I would stay out of danger, and I already broke
    that promise.

    "Lav, I have to know." Hermione turned to her friend, her iron mask of
    determination slipping a bit revealing her concern.

    "Miss Granger, it would serve no purpose to wade back into that fray. I could use
    your help with the wounded." Flitwick tried.

    "I'll take her." Ron said. Hermione turned to look at the redhead who'd been a
    thorn in her side for five years. Ron shrugged under her gaze, and shuffled a
    bit.

    "I never apologized to you for all the… look, I was a huge idiot, and I was
    jealous that you were so smart, and I did everything I could to make you feel
    terrible. I was immature and… And I'm sorry." Ron said, his eyes on the ground.

    "Wow." Ginny said, having finally managed to drag Dean, who was now conscious, up
    to the front of the school. "I never ever thought I'd see the day Ron would apologize
    to Hermione Granger.

    "Thank you Ron." Hermione said softly. Ron held out his hand for Hermione, who
    took it firmly and shook it.

    "Now let's go find your boyfriend." Ron said, and Hermione nodded.

    "Hermione, you promised him you would stay out of trouble!" Lavender tried,
    jogging behind Hermione and Ron, who headed back towards where the battle had
    begun.

    "I think he'll understand.' Hermione countered.

    "He's going to be mad." Lavender added.

    "I'll explain it to him, and if that doesn't work, I'll just have to fuck his
    brains out."

    Lavender nearly fell flat on her face, while Ron tripped over himself and landed
    hard on his shoulder. Both stared at Hermione who was too busy scanning for any sign
    of her wayward boyfriend to pay them any mind.

    "Did she just…" Ron looked to Lavender as he got to his feet again.

    "It's got to be the stress." Lavender said to Ron before turning to her friend,
    who was scanning the battlefield for any sign of her soldier boyfriend. "Who are you
    and what have you done to Hermione Granger?" Lavender asked.

    "I told you I wasn't in the mood for jokes." Hermione snapped.

    "It wasn't a…" Lavender started when Ron shoved her aside, and knocked Hermione to
    the ground as a putrid looking yellow spell hit him in the back.

    "RON!" Lavender shouted. Hermione sought the source of the spell and sent six
    blasting hexes in quick succession. Someone was sent flying in the air, and from
    Hermione's point of view… that person was missing large chunks of their anatomy.

    "Ron?" Hermione said as she went to the redhead who was coughing up blood. His
    eyes were wide, and his breathing was coming in shallow rasps. Hermione reached out
    to lift his head, but Lavender grabbed her wrist and shook her head.

    "It was a body boiling hex. It'll burn you if you touch him. Lavender held up her
    hand to show her friend the results. Her left palm was red and raw.

    Both girls looked to the boy who was coughing and staring up into the sky.

    "I-I'm s-s-sorry." He stammered. "I-I-I was a-a-a j-j-jerk."

    "Don't talk Ron." Lavender said as tears began to fall from her eyes. Ron turned
    to look at her, though his eyes were unfocused.

    "N-N-N-Neville's a g-g-good guy.' Ron stammered. "He'll t-t-treat you right. I-I-I
    was no g-g-good for you."

    "Ron, please." Lavender squeaked. Her hand went to her mouth, and Hermione felt
    her chest tighten. She wanted to look away but she was frozen, and could only watch
    as Ron's life slipped away.

    "Please just save your strength, we'll get you some help." Lavender said sobbing
    now.

    "Her-Hermione?"

    Hermione opened her mouth, but her throat closed off. The only thing that managed
    to escape was a high pitch gurgle. Ron turned his head towards Hermione, and she
    could see his eyes had gone red, and looked as if they had been boiled. His skin was
    blistering, and a horrid smell was coming off the red head now.

    "I-I-I was a p-p-prat …" Ron wheezed, and his back spasmed badly. He gave a
    strangled cry, and black tears spilled down his cheeks.

    "Ron, It's alright." Hermione said suddenly. "I forgive you. We're going to be
    good friends, ok?' She said.

    Ron gave a single nod and let out a long slow rattling breath. More tears leaked
    from his eyes. "I-'s l-l-like tha…"

    Ron's eyes rolled into his head, and his body stiffened. He gurgled and coughed
    and a disgusting fluid that smelled of sulphur came out of his mouth. His back arched
    and he gave one last long low groan of pain before his body went limp and Ron Weasley
    died.

    Lavender covered her mouth and began sobbing uncontrollably, while Hermione bowed
    her head, and let her tears fall. She and Ron had never been friends, but in the end,
    he had been sorry for how he had treated her all that time. He'd even sacrificed his
    own life to protect her. It was in that moment that she realized Ron Weasley was the
    bravest soul Hermione would ever know.

    Sirius bent at the waist and sighed with exhaustion. He had never felt so
    exhausted in his life. He could no longer see out of his left eye which was throbbing
    in pain. Sirius was almost certain he'd lost it for good. His ribs ached with every
    breath, and his left arm was hanging lifeless at his side, though it was beginning to
    tingle, so perhaps there was a chance it could be saved.

    Yet, he was still standing, still breathing, and more determined than ever to see
    the war ended. Harry's plan had worked, though not as well as the teen had wanted.
    The Death Eaters had been caught off guard, and they had inspired others to fight,
    however many of those people had run away after a little while, clearly not wishing
    to tempt fate.

    Thinking of his Godson, Sirius started looking for Harry, to see if the boy needed
    help. Through the fighting, Sirius had spied Harry locked in combat with Voldemort,
    and holding his own well. There was some serious back and forth between the two, but
    Harry seemed to be giving as good as he was getting.

    

    Sirius looked out over the battlefield and felt a small modicum of relief that the
    battle seemed to be waning. There was a lot of smoke in the air now, which made it
    hard to see, but he could not hear a lot of fighting anymore. He gave a worried sigh
    as he thought of Remus whom he'd lost track of in the last hour, and Amelia whom he
    hadn't seen since before the funeral. He could only pray they were still alive
    somewhere.

    Sirius kick the corpse of Thorfin Rowle, who he had only moments ago finished off.
    Rowle had been the toughest opponent Sirius had met so far that day, though he was
    certain his dear cousin, Bellatrix Lestrange was likely still out there. But next to
    his cousin, Thorfin was arguably one of the most vicious of Voldemort's followers.
    The man had no pity, and no remorse, not to mention an extensive knowledge of the
    dark arts that seemed to be rivaled by only Voldemort himself. In the end, Sirius had
    to lower himself to using equally dark curses. It was the first, and last time he was
    glad to have come from a dark family.

    Standing upright once again, Sirius began to move, looking for another opponent.
    He was beyond exhausted, and he could feel his reflexes getting more and more
    sluggish. But if he didn't fight… Sirius shook those dark thoughts from his mind.

    As he moved forward he saw a group of bodies, all of them in black robes and
    masks, save one. Sirius stumbled over, and knelt beside the unmasked man with a long
    hooked nose, and sallow skin.

    Snape's eyes were wide open, but there was no life in them, his typical superior
    sneer frozen upon his face forever.

    Sirius took in the scene and guessed that Snape had killed at least five of his
    former fellows before he himself had been killed with the killing curse. Sirius was
    sure Snape had killed the five around him because one of Snape's favorite curses was
    the Sectumsempra curse. And without the counter curse, which precious few people
    knew, your enemy would bleed out in minutes. All five men were lying in huge pools of
    blood.

    "I hope she'll forgive you." Sirius said, reaching down to shut Snape's eyes. "I
    hope she forgives all of us for what we did."

    Sirius stood up, his body protesting, especially his ribs. He turned to walk away
    and saw two women staggering towards him. The shorter of the two began shouting for
    help and waving for him to assist her, while the taller of the two was leaning
    heavily on her companion. As they drew closer, a small ball of fear began to form in
    the pit of Sirius' stomach, and he ran as fast as he could towards the two
    ladies.

    "AMELIA!" Sirius shouted as he got closer.

    Amelia Bones stumbled, and she and her niece Susan, who had been helping her fell
    on the ground as Sirius approached. Sirius slid on his knees and gathered Amelia in
    his arms, looking into her face imploringly.

    "She got hit with something purple." Susan said frantically as Sirius came rushing
    up. "I don't know what it was."

    "Sirius." Amelia hissed in pain. "I've been so worried about you."

    "I'm alright, and you're going to be alright, and we're going to go to that white
    beach we keep talking about." Sirius said quickly. Amelia gave him a soft smile and a
    musical laugh.

    "I thought you wanted a buxom blonde?' Amelia said into his neck as he held
    her.

    "No." Sirius shook his head. "I prefer more experienced redheads.' He joked.
    Amelia laughed and pulled up so she could kiss the old Marauder.

    "Auntie?' Susan said, panic rising in her voice. Both Amelia and Sirius turned to
    see seven Death Eaters approaching. They were standing shoulder to shoulder, trying
    to appear more threatening they actually were two the two warriors, though Susan was
    definitely intimidated given how she was backing away.

    "Stay back Susan." Amelia ordered, trying to get to her feet to fight.

    "I'll handle this." Sirius said, trying to get in front of Amelia, who tried to
    shove him out of the way.

    "It's very gallant of you, but I can take care of myself." Amelia said gruffly.
    Sirius shook his head.

    "Amelia, you can barely stand, and this isn't really the time or place to have
    this discussion." Sirius snarled.

    The Death Eaters began chuckling.

    "Looky here, looks like we interrupted a lover's spat.' The leader of the group
    guffawed.

    "We're not lovers." Amelia corrected. "And if he doesn't stop being so pigheaded,
    we're never going to be."

    "I'm just trying to…"

    But what Sirius was trying to do, Amelia never found out as all at once, the Death
    Eaters all began to shout out in pain as they all gripped their left forearm. All of
    them fell to their knees, grimacing, grunting, and crying out.

    In fact, all around Hogwarts, every single Death Eaters stopped fighting to clutch
    their left arm in agony. The fighting stopped all at once as no Death Eater could
    raise a wand. The shouting began to reach a fever pitch and then fell silent as Death
    Eaters began to pass out from pain. This was followed by a shockwave of magic.

    Sirius and Amelia turned at the sound of what could have been thunder and a cloud
    of dust rose up from near the forbidden forest.

    "Harry?' Amelia asked softly. Sirius grimaced, and threw one of Amelia's arms over
    his shoulder as he began guiding her towards the cloud.

    

    Neville Longbottom opened his eyes to find the sun blocked out by a thick choking
    cloud of dust. He sat up, his head throbbing, and he retched. Spitting out bile,
    Neville got shakily to his feet, and peered around wondering how long he'd been
    knocked out. He heard distant moans, and a few shouts or cries for help.

    He took a few tentative steps and realized he had no idea where he was. He had to
    take a second to get his bearings and decide where he should go. He decided his best
    bet would be to get to the castle. Besides, he really needed to know that Lavender
    was alright.

    He started for the castle, keeping his eyes open for anyone who might need his
    help, or any Death Eaters waiting to end his life.

    "Mister Longbottom?" Someone said through the haze. Neville squinted as someone
    came closer. Neville gripped his wand a little tighter, ready to fight when Professor
    Sprout came into view. She was covered in dirt and had several scratches on her face.
    She was limping badly, and her hair was a tangled mess.

    "Mister Longbottom, are you alright?" Professor Sprout asked. Neville sighed with
    relief and gave a nod.

    "Did we win?" he asked.

    "I honestly don't know." The Herbology teacher asked. "They just stopped
    fighting." She was looking away from him now very confused. "We're supposed to take
    anyone we find up to the castle. You should head up that way and have Madam Pomfrey
    look you over."

    "Maybe I should help you look for anyone who really needs help." Neville countered
    and Professor Sprout gave a soft smile.

    "To be honest, I think I would appreciate the company."

    Neville nodded again, and joined his favorite teacher in looking for anyone else
    who was in need of help. They found several people who had been knocked out, but were
    otherwise ok, and two or three people with more serious injuries. Neville breathed
    several sighs of relief that he had not yet found Lavender. So long as he didn't find
    her, he held out hope she was still alive.

    Eventually Neville and Professor Sprout came upon a young woman kneeling beside a
    body, crying softly.

    "Hello?' Professor Sprout said tentatively. "Are you alright?"

    "Professor Sprout? Is that you?"

    "Lavender?" Neville asked, recognizing the voice of the girl.

    "Neville?" Lavender asked, getting to her feet. She launched herself at her
    boyfriend and broke into fresh sobs at seeing her boyfriend alive. "I've been so
    worried about you." She cried.

    Neville simple held onto the blonde, grateful to have found her alive and in one
    piece. Professor Sprout wiped at a few tears as she watched the young lovers
    reconnect.

    "Perhaps you should take Miss brown up to the castle." She suggested. "I can
    manage on my own."

    Neville nodded, and began to guide Lavender away.

    "You were supposed to go to the castle." He said a few moments later, and Lavender
    gave a watery laugh. She then explained how she and Hermione had done just that, but
    how Death Eaters had cut them off, and the battle that had followed.

    She then pulled up short and turned around.

    "Neville, she ran off. We have to find her." Lavender said urgently.

    "Did you see where she went?" he asked, looking for any sign of their brunette
    friend. The dust and smoke was clearing now, and Neville could see loads of unmoving
    bodies all around.

    "She headed off towards Hagrid's and then there was that explosion. Neville, what
    if she's hurt, or…"

    "We'll find her, Lav. We'll find her. Come on." Neville said firmly as they began
    making their way towards where the Hogwarts gamekeeper's hut had been.

    

    Hermione had left Lavender by Ron's body and started looking for Harry. She'd come
    across Professor Sinistra trying to protect some students against a few Death Eaters.
    Hermione was able to lend a hand, and between herself and the professor, the Death
    Eaters were dealt with quickly before Professor Sinistra guided the young ones to the
    castle after Hermione told them it was the safest place at the moment.

    A few minutes later, Hermione found herself surrounded by four Death Eaters. She
    could see a few bodies of young women behind the biggest one, who was putting his
    mask back on. The man on his right was readjusting his robes, and Hermione felt the
    urge to vomit as she imagine what these beasts had done.

    Hermione brought her wand up, which drove the four men into fits of laughter.

    "Well, well. We've got another fighter." The biggest man said.

    "I like it when they fight." One of the two behind her said, sniffing loudly.
    Hermione fought down the shiver of disgust.

    "You don't need to fight us luv." The biggest man said, taking a step closer. "You
    might even like it."

    "Thorn!"

    Hermione turned around and gasped. One of the Death Eaters was gripping his
    forearm. His left forearm.

    "He's calling."

    "AHHHHH"

    Again Hermione turned and found both Death Eaters in front of her gripping their
    forearms and falling onto their knees.

    "It's burning! Why is it burning?"

    "What's happening?

    "It's spreading! Holy gods it's going up my arm! What the fuck is happening to
    me?"

    Hermione began backing away from the four men as they were all tearing at their
    left arms. One of them managed to get his sleeve pulled up and Hermione saw that the
    Dark Mark looked as if was smeared. She could see veins in the man's arm turning
    black as some kind of poison was shooting up his arm, and it seemed to be coming from
    the Dark Mark.

    There was a clap of thunder, and Hermione was thrown to the ground by a shockwave
    of energy. She heard trees cracking and falling. Rolling over and getting to her feet
    she saw a huge cloud of dust erupting and spreading.

    "Harry.' She whispered, feeling tears beginning to sting her eyes before she
    sprinted towards the center of the explosion.

    She was quickly emcompassed by choking, blinding dust, but she pressed on. She
    conjured a cloth to cover her mouth to keep as much of the dust out of her lungs as
    she called out for Harry. She suddenly noticed how quiet it had become. There was
    barely a sound now, and Hermione wondered if the battle had stopped.

    Fifteen minutes later, the dust truly began to settle, and it was becoming easier
    to see. She made her way to the edge of the Forbidden Forest and she could see a few
    trees had been destroyed, and others had just been blown over. She followed the path
    of destruction for a short distance until she found herself on the edge of a small
    crater. Peering through the haze she saw a body lying in the center. Hermione
    approached, feeling her heart climbing into her throat. She knelt down so she could
    get a better look and felt a rush of relief that it wasn't Harry. What remained of
    this body was covered by tattered black robes. There was no skin on it. There was
    hardly any blood either. In fact, all that was left was a skeleton that was turning
    to dust before her very eyes.

    Getting to her feet Hermione stepped away from the corpse and was about to resume
    her hunt for Harry when she heard a grunt from nearby. She turned and immediately
    began to feel tears leaking down her cheeks.

    He was sitting on the ground, leaning against and upturned tree trunk, his head
    laying back and staring up at the sky. His black shirt was nearly gray from dirt, and
    torn in several places. He had blood all over, and his left leg was laying oddly.

    "H-Harry?" Hermione asked tentatively.

    Harry Potter lifted his head, and groaned with the effort.

    "I swear I asked you to stay in the castle until I came for you." He muttered.
    Hermione let out a watery chuckle as she came to his side.

    "Is that him?" She asked, motioning with her head at the crater.

    "Yeah." Harry confirmed, staring blankly.

    "So… it's over?" Hermione asked, trying to fight down the joy that was threatening
    to burst from her.

    Harry gave a curt nod, and then turned to look at his girlfriend. He reached up
    and cupped her cheek, pulling her towards him, kissing her very gently, lingering
    there for a long moment, reveling in the softness of her lips.

    "We should get you back to the castle. You look horrible." Hermione whispered when
    they broke the kiss. She leaned her forehead forward so it was touching his. Harry
    pulled her down so she was sitting next to him, and he took her hand in his, gripping
    it tightly.

    "In a bit." He said with a deep sigh. "Let's just sit here for a minute. I'm
    really, really tired.

    Hermione nodded, leaning her head on his shoulder, staring at their joined hands,
    and unable to stop the tears that fell. She knew that eventually she was going to
    have to deal with everything she had seen, and everything she had done, but for now,
    she decided to focus on the fact that she was alive. She was alive, and Harry was
    alive. They had survived, and she was once again proven correct about her theory that
    Fate was tired of making her suffer.

    "So Neville told me once about these islands where the water is so blue that it's
    almost unbelievable, and we could drink out of coconuts." Harry started. "He also
    said that it was so warm that girls hardly wore any clothes at all, and I to be
    competely honest with you Hermione, I haven't been able to stop thinking about you
    wearing sea shells on your chest."

    It started very softly, but in almost no time at all, both Harry and Hermione were
    doubled over in laughter.
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    Another Adventure Awaits

    Harry Potter, savior of the wizarding world sat up on a bed within the Hogwarts
    infirmary, staring sleepily at the blue curtain that surrounded his bed, giving him
    some privacy. He'd been brought to the hospital wing by his girlfriend who had been
    whisked away under much protest so Harry could be examined an healed. He'd been
    beaten up quite a bit more than he had realized after his fight with Voldemort, but
    Madam Pomfrey had been able to heal most of his wounds quite easily. Currently the
    school matron was off fetching some healing potions for him, though there was nothing
    she could do for his magical exhaustion. Harry had used every last bit of power he
    had in order to vanquish the magical world's foe.

    It was taking a great deal of effort for Harry to remain awake at the moment. He
    had never, in all his life, felt such weariness. If it hadn't been for Hermione,
    Harry likely would have remained just where she had found him, and slept there for
    days on end.

    But Harry had no intention of going to sleep just yet. His need to know how badly
    the final battle had cost the side of light made the idea of sleep seem impossible.
    On the way back to the castle, Harry had seen the bodies. Far too many bodies, and
    many of the ones he'd seen looked to be students. Hermione hadn't been able to tell
    him if Sirius, Remus, or Neville had lived. Harry was so anxious to know what had
    happened, he would have sought out whomever was in charge to get his answers, except
    his body was not obeying his commands at the moment.

    He now knew Neville and Lavender were alive. Harry and Hermione had run into them
    just outside of the forest, and the four friends had journeyed to the castle
    together. Nothing had been said between them. There hadn't really been a need for
    words. Harry had simply given Neville a nod, which his friend returned before coming
    to Harry's side and helping Hermione get him up to the hospital wing, with Lavender
    following behind, looking as tired as Harry felt, and just as relieved.

    Upon reaching the hospital wing, the four friends Had been separated to have their
    injuries treated. Hermione eventually had to be given a calming draught as she was
    protesting being away from Harry, and was becoming quite impossible. Harry was sure
    the Healers were close to stunning her.

    Harry had almost no memory of how he wound up in this particular bed, nor of Madam
    Pomfrey seeing to his injuries. He was sure he'd dozed through it all, and only sure
    any of it happened as he was hardly in any pain and all his cuts were healed, as well
    as his bruises.

    Harry was beginning to feel the inviting tug of sleep pulling at him when a
    rapping of metal caught his attention, and to Harry's great relief, saw that his
    godfather was standing just inside the privacy curtain, looking rather worse for
    wear. His left eyes was bandaged and his arm hung in a sling close to his chest.
    Sirius winced slightly as he limped over, and sat down in the chair that was next to
    Harry's bed.

    "Kid, I can't even begin to express how gads damned happy I am to see you sitting
    here." Sirius groaned after a moment's silence.

    Harry merely nodded, but said nothing, just waiting for the inevitable questions.
    Sirius took several moments, adjusting on his seat to make himself comfortable. At
    last, Sirius fixed his godson with his good eye, and took a deep breath.

    "Poppy says your core is all but depleted." Sirius remarked. "You're going to have
    a long couple of weeks ahead of you, but so long as you get plenty of food, and a
    whole lot of sleep, you should be back to normal in a couple of weeks. You came very
    close to killing yourself the way she tells it."

    Harry said nothing, but Sirius had known the boy long enough to know that he
    didn't really care. Harry had simply done what needed to be done.

    "Well, I suppose we should get to it then." Sirius said with a sigh. "I don't
    suppose you'll be able to sleep unless we go through a debriefing."

    "Not likely, sir." Harry replied. "It's probably better if we do it now, while
    it's still fresh."

    "Alright then." Sirius gave a slow nod. "So, what happened out there today?"

    "I got caught up trying to get close to him." Harry began. "We expected him to be
    the first to show up, but I think his Death Eaters went early or something, and it
    panicked people. He managed to kill roughly ten people before I managed to get close
    enough to get a clear shot. I used a focused cutting hex and very nearly took his
    left arm. However, by the time I got to him to really begin the fight, he had healed
    it enough so it wouldn't fall off. As soon as he saw it was me, he got really angry,
    and retaliated."

    Sirius listened intently as his godson recounted the back and forth battle he had
    engaged in with the most vile Dark Wizard in an age. Sirius had to admit it sounded
    fantastical, and if it had been anyone else the man never would have believed a word.
    Harry didn't tell the story as some adventure of flight of fancy. It was cold facts,
    exactly as he had experienced them without any sort of personal feelings on the
    battle.

    "I just pressed my advantage and kept hammering at him with anything I could think
    of." Harry said as he was coming to the end. "He was still managing to shield
    himself, but he was getting tired too, so I just kept at it. I don't know how we
    wound up in the forest, But I think when we got there, Voldemort had had enough. I
    think he realized that the fight had gone on far too long, and he was getting just as
    tired as I was, and that he was going to lose. I'm certain that he put everything he
    had into that killing curse. At the same time, I tried to hit him with a severing
    hex. I wanted to take his head off. And then our wands… they sort of locked."

    "What do you mean locked?" Sirius asked. Harry gave him an uncertain look, but
    tried to answer.

    "The spells collided, and when they did… the wands… they locked." Harry said
    unhelpfully. "the spells connected, and our wands were tied to each other by the
    energy, and it became this sort of struggle to see which of use could overpower the
    other. That's the best way I can describe it."

    "Go on." Sirius urged, now leaning forward with interest.

    Harry took a breath, his brows knitted as he tried to find words to fit what he'd
    experienced.

    "It was excruciatingly tough. We both wanted to dominate this battle. I saw this
    golden light surround us, and I swear Sirius, I heard church bells. Then this sort of
    shell formed around us made of that golden light, and it startled him, and that's
    when I pushed everything I had, and my spell connected with his wand. I was going to
    use a Legillimency attack again. It had worked earlier, but I hadn't been able to try
    again throughout most of our fight as his mental shields were up, but I thought this
    would be the best time to try again, but I never even got the chance." Harry said,
    pausing for a breath.

    "What do you mean? What happened?"

    Harry opened his mouth to continue, but only a small strangled sound came out. He
    shook his head, and this intrigued Sirius. He could see raw emotion in the kid's
    eyes, which only fueled his inquisitiveness. He'd never once seen Harry get choked
    up. Sirius was now on the very edge of his seat as he waited for Harry to collect his
    thoughts.

    "They came." Harry said, looking a bit confused. "One by one they came out of his
    wand. Ghosts. Shades of people he'd murdered. So many of them. One by one they
    crawled out of his wand and took form, and then… she was there. Looking at me with
    this… expression. Sirius I can't even begin to describe it. I nearly lost control of
    the connection looking at her. And then she spoke. She told me to hold on. That my
    father was coming."

    Sirius suddenly felt the sting of tears, and had to cover his own mouth to keep
    from sobbing. He bit the inside of his cheek very hard now to try and remain
    calm.

    "I knew exactly who it was because I remembered her from the picture you gave me.
    And then he was right beside her looking at me with the same expression she had been
    giving me. I was so confused. So scared. I didn't want them to leave. I couldn't
    believe they were standing in front of me. I mean, I knew that it wasn't really them,
    but…" Harry simply gaped, turning to stare at the privacy curtain.

    Sirius just waited, having nothing intelligent to add, and focusing mostly on
    trying not to break down. His heart was a huge lump in his throat. He wanted to grasp
    the boy's shoulder and show him the affection that he'd denied Harry for so many
    years, but it would have seemed unnatural to the both of them, and that made Sirius
    loathe himself.

    "He told me how incredibly proud they both were of me, and that the end was
    coming. He said that they would give me just a moment, but it would be all I needed
    and he told me not to hesitate. Then she looked at me and smiled, and told me to be
    good to her. She said that we were good for each other, and that she wanted me to
    have lots of babies. She said that she loved me and missed me. Then he said that it
    was time, and to let go." Harry shuddered.

    "They all turned and cried out as I pulled my wand up and severed the connection.
    They rushed Voldemort, and he seemed truly afraid. But I didn't stop to try and
    figure out why. I just did what they told me to. I used every last bit of energy I
    had, and struck. The severing hex hit him in the neck and he sort of paused, looking
    at me with this sort of disbelieving look in his eyes. He stumbled forward a step,
    fell to his knees, his head lolled, and then there was this blast of energy and I was
    thrown back by the shockwave. That was it. It was over. His body crumbled to the
    ground, and he just began to rot right before my eyes."

    A long silence followed as Sirius sat back in his seat and looked at Harry who was
    staring back. It seemed to take a few minutes for Sirius to process the story, and
    somehow he knew that even if he examined Harry's memories himself, he'd never
    understand it. He doubt even Dumbledore would.

    "You did good kid." Sirius said, sitting back and gazing proudly at his godson.
    "You did really, really good."

    Harry didn't say anything as he reflected on that one moment when he got to see
    his parents, or at least a shadow of them. He only looked up again when Sirius made
    to rise.

    "How bad was it?" He asked his godfather. Sirius grimaced and started to shake his
    head. "Don't tell me it can wait, Sirius. How many did we lose?"

    Sirius sighed and sank back into his chair.

    First off, we wiped them all out. Or rather you did. The Dark Mark was tied to his
    magic, and when he died, it poisoned them all. As for us… well, it wasn't good. Three
    professors, thirty Aurors, and roughly seventy students died. Remus didn't make it
    either." Sirius said regretfully.

    Harry took this in and nodded, his face blank, though his eyes betrayed his
    feelings then. Sirius wanted to laugh. The boy was learning to be normal at last.

    Sirius rose from his seat and started to leave when Harry once again stopped
    him.

    "Sirius," Harry began, looking up at his godfather with a very troubled
    expression. "What happens to me now?"

    Sirius turned and smiled warmly at Harry as he took a step closer.

    "That's up to you now. Your life is in your own hands." Sirius said. Harry just
    looked at him strangely for several seconds before replying.

    "I don't even know where to begin. I … being a soldier is all I've ever known
    Sirius. I don't know the first thing about being a civilian, or any of that. I mean,
    do I continue school? Do I get a job, and what kind of job should I get? Where do I
    live? Gods… I'm… Sirius, I think I'm afraid." Harry said, looking truly lost.

    "Harry… I've told you this before, and I still truly mean it. What we did… hiding
    you from the world, isolating you, teaching you to shut off your emotions… making you
    into a weapon to fight a war that should never have been yours… it was wrong. I
    regret not standing against Dumbledore when he suggested it. I regret never showing
    you the love you should have known. I regret so much, and I will never be able to
    take it back. But the way I see it, you have a chance to find the happiness you
    should have had, and between you and me, I think you've done a fantastic job already.
    She really cares for you, and I can tell you love her as well. So now you can focus
    on her. Make it your new mission to make each other happy." Sirius smiled, and Harry
    gave another nod.

    "What about you?" Harry asked. "What are you going to do now?"

    "I made a promise to myself that when this was all over, I was going to go on a
    long vacation, get drunk, and bed as many women as I could. But now, I think I'm just
    going to bed one woman… if she'll have me." Sirius winked, and Harry gave a faint
    smirk. "Maybe you should get away as well. School is over for the year. You and
    Hermione should go away together. Be young and enjoy each other's company. I'll be
    around when you get back."

    Harry nodded again and Sirius urged him to rest.

    A moment after his godfather left, Madam Pomfrey came in with a smile on her face,
    apologizing for taking so long, and Harry downed four potions before he settled into
    his bed and fell into a deep coma like sleep.

    

    Harry awoke the next morning still feeling groggy and weak, though somehow loads
    better than when he'd arrived in the infirmary after the battle. As he began to break
    through the fog of sleep and began to take in his surroundings, he noted that there
    was an extra weight on his bed, and something warm on his left side. Harry began to
    smile as he opened his eyes and took in the sight of Hermione laying with her head on
    his shoulder, and her arm lying over his chest rather protectively. Her mouth was
    ever so slightly open, and her face was relaxed.

    Harry very gently adjusted himself, and placed a soft lingering kiss upon
    Hermione's forehead. He then began running fingers through her hair, drawing it away
    from her face as he began to speak softly to her.

    "Hermione." He began. "Angel, you need to wake up now."

    Hermione gave a soft moan of protest, and rubbed the back of her hand on her nose
    before replacing her arm around his chest. Harry simply smiled, and continued to kiss
    her forehead, which was all he could reach at the moment and continued to gently coax
    her awake.

    Eventually Hermione stirred and she slowly opened her cinnamon brown eyes and gave
    a sleepy frown.

    "When did you decide to join me?" Harry asked.

    "Half past midnight." Hermione replied in a whisper. "Madam Pomfrey wouldn't let
    me see you, so I waited until she went to bed, and I snuck over here. I knew you were
    alright, but I didn't want to be away from you anymore."

    "She's likely going to have a fit when she finds you're not in your own bed."
    Harry pointed out.

    "I don't care." Hermione sighed. "After everything that happened yesterday… I
    couldn't sleep on my own, and I didn't want to be away from you anymore."

    Harry gave a nod, and Hermione raised herself up a bit so she was looking him in
    the eye.

    "It's over now right?" She asked rather anxiously. "I mean it's really over. For
    good this time. He isn't ever coming back, right?"

    Harry nodded and then kissed her lips very gently. Hermione gave a long sigh of
    relief, and lost herself in Harry's kiss.

    "It's over." He said when he let go of her lips. Hermione gave him a winning
    smile, and settled back down next to him. They lay there for several long, wonderful
    moments. Harry gave a sigh as he began running his fingers through her soft brown
    curls, his eyes falling shut of their own volition.

    "So what happens now?" Hermione asked. "I mean… well, summer's about to start. I
    thought you were going to be going to wherever Sirius was, but now that it's all
    over, where are you going to go? What are you going to do?"

    "I don't really know." Harry admitted. "Sirius said that my life was my own now,
    and I could do whatever I wanted. The trouble is, I don't have any idea what I want
    to do. About the only thing I'm sure of is that I want you with me whatever I
    do."

    "You know, I don't think mum and dad would mind terribly if you just came home
    with me." Hermione suggested. "At least then you'd have someplace to go while you
    sorted things out. I mean… if you wanted that is."

    Harry nodded and Hermione smiled at him. They fell silent again.

    "Sirius said he was going on vacation." Harry sighed. Hermione lifted her head,
    her face expressing her curiosity. "Maybe I should too."

    "Do you even know what a vacation is?" Hermione asked, fighting against the smile
    that was threatening to break out on her face.

    "No." Harry said in his typical even tone as he looked into her eyes. "But I'm
    sure that you do, and I already told you that whatever I do, you're going to be with
    me."

    Hermione grinned at him, and kissed him deeply. "Then I guess we should decide
    where we want to go. Maybe one of those islands Neville told you about."

    Harry smiled the smile that always warmed her heart, and made her shiver. The
    smile he only gave to her.

    "Maybe we can figure that out after you keep your promise to me." Hermione said
    softly, giving him a very pointed look.

    "Which promise?" Harry asked slightly confused.

    "Harry… the war is over now." Hermione said, pulling herself up so that she was
    now looking directly in his eyes. "Tonight is the first night after the war."

    Harry looked at her for a second before his eyes went wide with realization.
    Hermione's grin grew as she watched a smile widen, and his arms wrapped tighter
    around her waist, drawing her closer.

    "And it would be wrong to not keep a promise." Harry said, making Hermione giggled
    in spite of herself.

    "Very, very wrong." Hermione agreed.

    

    "HERMIONE!" Lavender Brown said, hugging her friend tightly as the curly haired
    brunette and her boyfriend entered the Great Hall the on the day they were all about
    to return home. A lot of students had been taken home by magical parents the day
    before, so only muggleborns and a few half-blood students remained behind to take the
    train back to London.

    "Harry!" Lavender said as she let go of Hermione and hugged the messy haired
    youth, who, for the first time in Lavender's memory truly returned the hug, making
    her squeal as he lifted her off the ground.

    "Where have you two been these past two days?" Lavender asked as the three of them
    sat at their usual spot at the Gryffindor table.

    "Keeping a promise." Harry said, filling his plate with eggs bacon, toast, and
    fruit, more than Lavender had ever seen Harry eat before. She gave a questioning look
    to Hermione, who was smiling rather oddly, and Lavender suddenly realized where the
    two lovers had been, and exactly what they had been up to.

    "You total slag!" She laughed, giving Hermione a playful shove. Hermione gave
    Lavender a shove in return, making the blonde laugh even harder.

    "You know you're going to have to tell me everything, right?" Lavender asked,
    giving her friend a pointed look.

    "Yes, I know." Hermione sighed, shaking her head. "There's no other way to get you
    to stop pestering me about it. I've come to terms with it, but you're going to have
    to wait for now."

    "So long as I don't have to wait long." Lavender replied.

    "Maybe I'll tell you while we're getting tanned on the beach this summer."
    Hermione said, taking a piece of bacon from Harry's plate. Her boyfriend didn't even
    blink as he consumed his breakfast.

    "Beach? What beach?" Lavender asked.

    "We're all going to an island over the summer." Harry said between bites. Hermione
    nodded as Lavender looked on in wonder.

    "Harry and I decided that we're going to take a long vacation, and we want you and
    Neville to come along." Hermione said as she reached for a platter of sausages, and
    began making her own breakfast plate.

    "Where is Neville?' Harry asked, only now noticing the other boy was not currently
    present. Lavender pointed across the Great Hall to the Hufflepuff table where Neville
    sat next to Hannah Abbott. The two were talking, and Hannah looked rather pleased
    with whatever Neville was saying. The three Gryffindors all watched until Neville
    stood up, followed By Hannah who hugged him tightly. A moment later, Neville joined
    the three, giving Harry and Hermione a large, welcoming smile.

    "We'll it's nice to see the two of you again." He said as he sat across from his
    own girlfriend.

    "They want us to go on vacation with them over the summer." Lavender blurted out.
    Neville looked to Hermione and Harry who both nodded confirmation.

    "Where?" Neville asked.

    "We decided on Bora Bora." Hermione smiled. "We'll be going in July and staying
    for at least a month, maybe longer." Hermione said. Both Lavender and Neville looked
    to each other, and then back at Harry and Hermione.

    "Um…" Neville started. "Not that I don't want to go, but I can't really
    afford…"

    "It's on me." Harry said, not even looking up from his plate."

    "Actually, it's on his godfather." Hermione stated. "Yesterday, we got a letter
    that told Harry there was a trust vault at Gringott's for him. Well, technically two
    of them, and Sirius mentioned Harry would be getting the Potter family vaults at the
    end of July. He told Harry to use one of the vaults for some fun. So… we talked about
    it, and it would make us very happy if the four of us went to Bora Bora together.
    We'll have our own bungalows, but we'll be together for most of the summer. That is,
    if you two agree."

    Lavender stared at Neville, practically begging him to say yes. Neville had little
    choice, nor did he really want to refuse. He would never pass up an opportunity to
    see Harry experience real life or a chance to see Lavender in a teeny tiny
    bikini."

    "I'm in." he said. Lavender clapped her hands, and got up to rush around the table
    and hug her man tightly, squealing with joy.

    "Good." Hermione smiled. "Lavender, I'll need you to come stay with me about a
    week before we go, so we can go shopping for everything we need."

    "Of course." Lavender nodded.

    "I might need to stay with you during that time Neville, if it's alright." Harry
    said, now finished with the mountain of food he'd had.

    "I'd be honored to have you stay." Neville smiled.

    Harry gave his friend a nod of appreciation, and Neville just smiled. He glanced
    at Lavender before turning back to Harry to ask the question that had been on his
    mind for the last two days.

    "Harry, Are you coming back next year?" He asked.

    Harry looked up at Neville and then turned to Hermione, a very miniscule smile
    tugging at the corners of his mouth.

    Professor McGonagall stood at the Head table to announce that it was time to head
    to the carriages. The four friends rose together and headed out of the Great Hall.
    They got into one of the carriages together, and then onto the train back to
    London.

    During the trip home, Hermione reflected on how different this trip was than any
    other she'd ever had. Not once did she even consider opening a book, preferring for
    the first time to converse with her friends as she sat next to her boyfriend. She
    laughed, and joked, and acted like a typical seventeen year old girl should.

    It was truly bizarre, and yet, such an amazing experience.

    When the train finally pulled into King's Cross station, Hermione hugged both
    Neville and Lavender very tightly before promising to see them in a few days, as they
    had decided to get together before their vacation to hammer out all the details.
    Harry hugged his friends as well before following Hermione through the barrier and
    into muggle London where the Grangers awaited the arrival of their daughter, both
    looking very anxious.

    Hermione had written to them and told them all about what had happened in the
    final days of the school year, and to assure them she was alright. Hermione's mother
    practically pounced on her daughter, while Hermione's father grasped Harry's hand,
    and thanked him for helping to protect his daughter. Harry then told Dan that he had
    not even seen Hermione during the battle. Hermione promised to explain everything at
    the welcome home dinner at her favorite Italian restaurant, which her parents agreed
    to at once.

    During dinner, Hermione came clean about everything she had done and seen during
    the battle, and Harry offered a very edited version of his own battle. He had decided
    that for the time being, he would not tell anyone about seeing his parents. It wasn't
    that he thought no one would believe him. It was simply that he wanted to keep that
    memory for himself for now. But he had decided that he would tell Hermione first.
    Well, first after Sirius anyway.

    It was during desert that Harry and Hermione revealed their summer plans. The
    Grangers at first were reticent but relented pretty quickly when the two lovers
    revealed how they planned to take care of things, and that it was a sort of
    compensation to Harry for going through all he had. Hermione did note however, that
    her parents didn't even ask about sleeping arrangements.

    Just before bed, her mother did shock her daughter when she asked why she was
    going to sleep in her own room rather than with her boyfriend. Emma Granger told her
    daughter that she and Hermione' father had discussed things at great length since
    Christmas and had decided that Hermione was an adult, and could make her own
    decisions, and that Harry was a fine, upstanding young man who very clearly loved
    their daughter. All that Hermione's parents asked was that they be safe, and not
    create any complications until they were ready.

    As Hermione lay in bed that night, sighing with contentment as Harry's fingers ran
    soft trails up and down her naked torso after another intense session of lovemaking,
    She could not even begin to fight the smile she had on her face as she wondered at
    how much her life had changed in a single year.

    As Harry began kissing her neck, and she felt his excitement growing against her
    thigh while her own body responded, making her giggle lightly as she rolled her body
    on top of his, and adjusting herself so he could enter her womanhood for the third
    time that night, Hermione Granger was yet again convinced that she was no longer
    Fate' plaything. She was blessed, and she wanted to prove that she was worthy of
    Destiny's gift. She vowed to love Harry as fiercely and as completely as he loved
    her.

    

    FIVE YEARS LATER…

    "They're running late." Dan Granger said, checking his watch as he handed a drink
    to Sirius Black. Sirius shrugged as he sampled the drink. He gave a smile of
    appreciation at the smooth flavor of his beverage, and gave a small toast to his
    host.

    "Young lovers." Was all Sirius replied. Dan looked torn between wanting to smile
    at the thought of what young lovers get up to, and the fact that one of those young
    lovers was his daughter.

    "Calm down Dan." Emma Granger said, waving for her husband to join her on the
    sofa.

    "Calm down? Are you out of your mind? I mean, I'm about to watch … Dan started to
    rant, but Emma cut him off.

    "We're all just as anxious as you are, but it's going to be okay." Emma smiled
    serenely as she offered her hand to her husband, inviting him to join her on the
    sofa.

    "I still can't believe we were invited." Amelia bones said looking truly
    pleased.

    "He was pretty insistent about it." Sirius shrugged. "Said he want the people that
    were important to him to be here."

    "He refused another promotion, you know." Amelia said.

    "I don't really blame him." Sirius replied. "He made her a promise and he's kept
    it for five years. He's pleased with training them, but I think he's had enough
    fighting for several lifetimes."

    "The Aurors could really use his skill. I've no doubt he'd bring in half the top
    ten most wanted in at least two months." Amelia smiled.

    "Sirius said it." Neville Longbottom said as he and his wife Lavender entered the
    living room both carrying trays of snacks and setting them on the table for everyone
    to enjoy. "He's just got no interest in fighting. But I've no doubt that if he needed
    to , he wouldn't hesitate. He still trains harder than any of the cadets he's in
    charge of."

    The friends heard the front door open and a cheery female voice called out. "We're
    here!"

    Dan and Emma Granger stood, as did Sirius and Amelia, and they all turned and
    watched as Hermione granger entered the sitting room followed closely by her long
    time boyfriend, Harry Potter.

    Hermione hugged everyone, while Harry shook hands with the men and allowed himself
    to be embraced by the ladies.

    "Oh good, I'm starving." Hermione said, spying the snacks.

    "You should maybe wait a minute." Harry said. Hermione turned and gave him a
    confused look, especially when she noted Harry's rather trepidatious expression.

    "Luv?" Hermione asked. Harry took a breath, and glanced at everyone present.

    "I uh… Lied to you Hermione. Your parents weren't throwing a get together because
    they missed us. I put this together."

    Hermione looked to her parents, now thoroughly confused. Her parents were standing
    close together now, Dan's arm around his wife, who was nearly bouncing on the balls
    of her feet. Hermione began to feel something stirring in her stomach as she looked
    at Neville and lavender. Lavender was beaming at her best friend as she rubbed her
    eight month pregnant belly. Neville looked just as giddy, and Hermione's brain kicked
    into high gear as she looked to Sirius, who looked on quite proudly.

    Hermione turned back to Harry and noticed that he had something in his hands.

    "Oh…" She stammered. "Oh… oh god."

    Tears began to sting her eyes, and her whole body began to tremble.

    Harry looked to Sirius and then slowly sank to his knee, looking very fondly up at
    Hermione.

    "I was briefed on this custom by your father, and he told me that traditionally
    this is how I am supposed to ask this question." Harry said, looking at the small
    black velvet covered box in his hands.

    Hermione's hand shot to her mouth to attempt to keep from becoming a blubbering
    mess as Harry opened the box, and held it up to her, revealing a rather simple, yet
    excruciatingly elegant diamond ring.

    "Lavender helped me to find the right ring after Neville told me that I needed it.
    But, everything I tell you now, is from me."

    Hermione glanced around and saw that her mother, Lavender and Amelia were all
    crying now, and she was sure Sirius was rubbing his eyes. She fanned her own face
    trying in vain to calm down. She knew what was happening and wanted to scream yes a
    thousand times, but her throat was prevent her from uttering a single word, and her
    eyes would not stop leaking.

    "I wanted to sweep you off your feet and write some very epic heartfelt speech
    about our lives together and how much you truly mean to me. And then it was pointed
    out to me that I was going about it all wrong, and that you might not have responded
    to it. It was even suggested you might suspect a confounds charm or an imperious
    charm."

    Hermione giggled in spite of herself as did Sirius and Neville. Lavender slapped
    her husband's arm and Amelia gave Sirius a sour look. Sirius gave a fake cough to
    wipe at his eyes yet again.

    "The truth of the matter is that like always, I just don't understand why the
    custom exists. But I know that it would make you happy, and I want to make you happy.
    Today. Tomorrow, and for as long as you'll have me. Hermione Jean Granger, will you
    marry me?"

    Hermione still couldn't speak, so she just nodded insistently and Harry gave her
    that smile. The one he reserved only for her. The smile that had never failed to turn
    her into goo ever since they had first fallen in love. The smile she knew he would
    continue to give her for the rest of their lives.

    Harry rose, and slipped his arms around her waist and bent to kiss her as their
    friends and family applauded loudly.

    "I love you." Harry said in a soft whisper. Hermione, balling like an idiot
    laughed and squeezed him tightly.

    "You're going to let me have the exclusive on this, right?" Lavender asked, coming
    over to congratulate her friend. "I think we could get a eight page spread for your
    actual wedding."

    Hermione just laughed and shook her head.

    "We'll discuss it, but I don't know that I want the details on my wedding in Witch
    Weekly. I've always fancied the idea on a small wedding." Hermione said, wiping at
    her eyes as she tried to gain control of herself. She and Lavender began to throw
    ideas for Hermione's big day as they admired Hermione's ring along with Hermione's
    mother who was still crying like a child.

    "Well done." Neville said to Harry as he was the last one who got to congratulate
    the man. Harry gave him an appreciative nod, and followed Neville into the kitchen
    with Neville's beckoning wave.

    "You did really good." Neville said.

    "She knew. Just like you said she would. I saw it in her eyes before I even knelt
    down." Harry said, reaching out to take a finger sandwich that Neville had just
    prepared.

    "But she was happy, mate, and just like I told you…" Neville started and Harry
    nodded.

    "That's all that mattered. Have you decided?" Harry asked, changing the
    subject.

    "I did. I sent Professor McGonagall my apologies, and she understood. She told me
    that she would likely ask me again in a few years. I need to be here with Lavender.
    The baby will be here in a month, and the business is growing. I had to hire five new
    people last month alone. I like the thought of teaching, and I think I will end up
    doing it, but, now isn't the time. You give any thought to kids of your own?" Neville
    asked. Harry shrugged.

    "Just like any other operation, I'm taking this a step at a time. We've talked a
    little about it, and she keeps say three. But it's always in a sort of hypothetical
    manner." Harry said.

    "Maybe not so hypothetical anymore." Hermione said with a broad smile on her
    face.

    "And that is my cue to bring more food out to everyone." Neville chuckled.
    "Congratulations, to both of you."

    "Thank you Neville." Hermione said, though she didn't even look at him. Neville
    rushed past her.

    "You propose to me and then run off to hide in the kitchen?" Hermione asked
    playfully. Harry gave a non committal shrug as Hermione closed the gap between them
    slipping her arms around his neck and kissing him long slow and deep. She gave a soft
    groan as Harry squeezed her tightly.

    "You do know what you got yourself into, right?" Hermione asked after she broke
    the kiss. "Things are going to get really crazy."

    "Sirius explained it to me." Harry nodded. "I know what I'm getting into."

    "Why am I suddenly worried?" Hermione asked with a grin. "I think I recall Sirius
    telling you a few drinks wouldn't hurt, and …"

    "Nothing bad happened." Harry waved off Hermione's argument.

    "Harry… you woke up naked in a rubbish bin in Sheffield." Hermione gave him a wry
    look.

    "Neville said it wasn't that big a deal."

    "Harry, you started the night in London. You could have splinched yourself in
    half." Hermione pointed out.

    "So you think I might be in over my head?" Harry asked, looking a bit apprehensive
    now. Hermione simply shook her head.

    "No. Because I will be with you every step of the way, and I know that you'll be
    by my side as well." Hermione gave him a winning smile. Harry stood to his full
    height and engulfed her in his strong arms and Hermione sighed contentedly.

    Just as she did everyday since she and Harry had begun dating just after New
    Year's eve nearly six years ago, Hermione silently thanked whatever force had brought
    Harry into her life, and asked for nothing more. They had face their share of ups and
    downs, and always came out stronger for it in the end. But after your significant
    other vanquishes a Dark Lord, it really puts perspective on a life, and most of
    life's problems become insignificant in comparison. Hermione realized years ago that
    the suffering and abuse she had endured had been meant to forge her into the woman
    she became. If she hadn't gone through it all, she would not have been ready for
    Harry when they met. She would have been unworthy to stand at his side, and to be
    loved by him. Years ago she lamented her lot in life. Now as she was being held by
    her new fiancée she knew that she wouldn't change a single moment.

    "Hey!" Sirius called from the door way. "You two have the rest of your lives to
    get kinky in the kitchen, but as it's your engagement party, perhaps you should grace
    us low beings with your presence."

    "We'll be right there." Hermione assured Harry's godfather. She turned back to
    Harry, and kissed him gently.

    "Come on luv." She smiled. "Another adventure awaits."

    A/N: And so it ends. At last. Harry and Hermione go on to have three kids
    who give them loads of joy and massive headaches. Neville and Lavender have two kids
    and Neville eventually goes on to teach Herbology and keeping an eye on both the
    Longbottom and Potter children. Everything is perfect for them all for many many
    years. YEAH!

    So, now I know a lot of you might be wondering what's next for me, and
    you'll be happy to know that I am working on my next story. So excited. As always,
    thanks for reading and wasting time with my trivial little tales. i hope you enjoyed
    it. BYE!

  

