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Draco Veritas Chapter One: Through Silver and Glass

*k*k

It was December, and it was freezing cold in the Potions dungeon, but
Snape didn "t care. "Can anyone tell me what this is?" he demanded,
holding up a transparent phial of steaming green liquid and surveying the
class critically. "Longbottom?"

Neville, who had been trying in vain to warm his blue-tipped fingers over
his cauldron, looked horrified. "I don”t know, Professor."

"Did you not complete your reading last night, Longbottom? The
assignment was ten pages in the Lieber and Stoller book."

"I know, Professor, but my toad, Trevor, went missing, and I--"

"Ten points from Gryffindor!" barked Snape, who was in fine form. He
didn "t even look cold, Draco mused. Perhaps he”d mixed himself up a
Warming Potion before class.

Snape s ink-black eyes darted over the students. "Potter?” he inquired.

Out of the corner of his eye, Draco saw Harry pale and look startled. Next
to him, Hermione went red. Every time she knew an answer and Harry
didn " t, Draco had the feeling that she might actually implode with the
effort of trying to will the knowledge in Harry”s direction.

It"s an Imperceptus Potion, Draco thought lazily at Harry. Makes you
invisible. Harry sat up straight. "An Imperceptus Potion," he said. "It
makes the drinker invisible." Snape looked disappointed. "And the
ingredients?" he snapped. Mugwort, Draco thought. Crushed dragon bone,
powdered asp”s blood, tansy, peppermint... "Mugwort," said Harry.
"Crushed dragon bone, powdered asp”s blood, tansy, peppermint..."

And a pair of my very own boxer shorts, the ones with the little Snitches
on them, Draco added.



"And a pair of..." Harry began, and choked. His face went red and then
white as he succumbed to a prolonged coughing fit. Hermione gazed at
him in alarm. Draco looked innocently at his quill, twirling it in his
fingers.

"Yes, Potter?" Snape”s eyebrows had shot up to his hairline. "A pair of
what?"

Harry was still coughing. "Beetles?" he suggested weakly.

Snape looked annoyed. "No, Potter," he said. "The sixth ingredient is not a
pair of beetles. However," he added, "five out of six is not disgraceful. I
will not take points from Gryffindor." He set the phial down on the desk
in front of him with a slight bang. "Now, does anyone wish to volunteer to
come up here and be made invisible?" he demanded.

Draco looked over at Harry and grinned.

Never, and even Harry s telepathic voice sounded annoyed, ever, help me
again.

Hey, Gryffindor didn"t lose any points.

No, but I think I lost ten years off my life. Oh, shut up, Malfoy. Go be
invisible or something. Then again, you”d probably drop dead if you had
to spend ten minutes without your own reflection.

Draco shrugged modestly, then realized that Hermione was looking from
him to Harry and back again. She bit her lip irritably and turned back to
her notebook as Ron was called up to the front of the class to be made
invisible. Ron looked suspiciously at the foaming green liquid, and drank
it with the air of someone about to be murdered.

The sound of rustling paper caught Draco”s attention. When he turned
sideways he saw that Hermione was holding up a note, folded so that only
he could read it. I TOLD YOU NOT TO TALK TO HARRY DURING CLASS!

Draco shrugged apologetically, but Hermione continued to glare at him
until Ron distracted the entire class by glowing violently purple for a
moment, and vanishing.



"That”s the best Weasley s ever looked," said a silky voice at Draco”s
elbow. It was Blaise Zabini, looking at him from beneath her long dark
eyelashes.

"Just what I was going to say," Draco replied quite truthfully.

She laid two fingers on his sleeve and smiled up at him, her beautiful face
lighting up. Her eyes were huge and gray-green. "Aren”t you clever."

Draco smiled at her and sat back in his chair. He was vaguely conscious,
without actually looking at her, that Hermione had shot him a disgusted
look. He was used to this.

Ron had popped back into visibility -- "Worse luck," Draco muttered
towards Blaise, and she and Pansy Parkinson giggled - and was making his
way back to his desk, looking green. Hermione pulled him down into his
seat by the sleeve and patted his shoulder.

"And now we have another potion," said Snape. He indicated a stoppered
vial of red liquid on his desk. "This one is called Soporus, and it does
what....? Yes, Granger?"

Hermione put her hand down. "If you drink it, it makes you remember
your dreams."

Snape did not even bother telling the class that this was correct. "Very
well." He cleared his throat. "Draco Malfoy, come up here."

Draco was surprised. The Potions Master rarely called on him for much of
anything, preferring to torment the Gryffindors and slower Slytherins. He
rose to his feet, however, and made his way up to the front of the room,
where he stood looking inquiringly at Snape.

Snape unstoppered the vial of scarlet liquid and handed it to Draco. It
looked like blood. "This will make me remember my dreams?" Draco
asked, looking at Snape suspiciously.

"Just the most recent ones," Snape said. His expression was quite blank.
"Go on, then."

Draco gave him one last suspicious look, and drank the potion.



For a moment, nothing happened. Draco looked out at the class, who
stared back at him expectantly. Hermione had her head to the side,
looking curious, Ron looked as if he were hoping against hope that Draco
might explode, and Harry had one eyebrow raised. Blaise and Pansy were
staring with parted lips. Neville seemed sunk in gloomy ruminations
about his toad. Draco was about to turn to the Potions Master and
announce that nothing was happening when he noticed that the back wall
of the classroom seemed to be curling in on itself and rushing towards
him like a wave. Blackness hit him, and he fell into it as if he were
drowning.

*k*k

The dream rose like a fever, washed over him, blinding him. It carried
him forward. Stone walls rose up around him and a floor of marble slid
beneath his feet. He was somewhere, and nowhere.

He raised his head and glanced around. It was as if he looked through a
pane of black glass. The world before him seemed smoky, distant, touched
with darkness, as if its light had been smothered under heavy cloth. He
looked around and saw that he was in a cylindrical stone room with
narrow ancient windows, as if he stood at the top of a tower. A long oak-
plank table ran across one wall. It was lined with bottles and silver phials
studded with what looked like costly gems. There were other items
scattered there: a key made of bones, a Hand of Glory, a wicked-looking
dagger. A tapestry covered most of one wall: it depicted a circle,
quartered by a cross, and in each quarter of the cross was a symbol Draco
could not decipher. Underneath ran a motto in Latin that Draco couldn’t
quite decipher, though he thought he recognized the word for “worthy”
or “honored.”

In the center of the room was a square table, carved out of onyx. At each
corner of the table was a golden disk. And next to the table stood two
men.

The one on the right was immediately familiar. Tall and pale-haired, with
narrow cold gray eyes, dressed in viridian robes, his black-gloved hands
clasped across his front. Lucius Malfoy, his father.

The other man was dressed in a black cloak. His hood was up, hiding his
face, although in its depths Draco imagined he could see the flicker of two



coal-like eyes. His right hand was bare, and Draco recognized it: the
ghastly white skin and red nails. Once that hand had crushed his own
until he screamed in agony. When he moved his left hand a dull sequin
seemed to glitter there, catching the light, and then another, and another.
He was wearing a scaled glove, like lizardskin, and in that hand he held
something that wriggled and twisted. A serpent.

1

"I do miss my Nagini," the Dark Lord said. "There are none more like her.’

"No," said Lucius quietly. "Master...the matter I came to speak with you
about...it remains unresolved."

The Dark Lord let out a hissing breath. "The boy?"
Lucius nodded. "The boy is unreliable, Master."
"It was your task, Lucius," said the Dark Lord, "too see that he was not."

"We lost ground this summer," said Lucius. "It was unavoidable,
considering the recent unpleasantness."

"Then regain that ground," said the Dark Lord tightly. "You have been in
contact? Not just to tell him you are alive?"

"Yes. Almost constant contact. He is aware, although, of course, I have not
told him everything."

"Do whatever you have to do, Lucius. He is your responsibility." The Dark
Lord made a sudden movement, seizing the snake just below its head and
squeezing tightly. When he released it, it lay limp, apparently dead.
Lucius” expression darkened as Voldemort lifted the limp snake and
dropped it into the cauldron. "You know what will happen if you do not
succeed with this."

"He is a child, and children are unreliable," said Lucius. "A security risk. I
told you that before when I did not want him involved."

There was a cold silence. Lucius paled slightly. At last the Dark Lord
spoke. "Do not presume you know what is best, Lucius," he said softly. "I
have taught you everything you know. But I have not taught you
everything I know."



Lucius licked his dry lips. "Yes, Master. Of course."

There was a flicker of movement and the snake”s head appeared at the lip
of the cauldron. It was not, apparently, dead after all. Voldemort held out
his gloved hand, and the snake crawled onto it, ringing his wrist like a
bracelet. "And has Wormtail sent word?"

"He is still gathering the materials, Master," said Lucius, speaking
suddenly very quietly, so that Draco had to strain to hear, "He has not yet
returned from -"

But it was no use. The words vanished into nothingness, and the vision
followed. The room shut like a flower, the cauldron and the jeweled phials
and the two standing men whirling away from him on a current of
darkness, and Draco started upright, his heart racing and his eyes flying
open to fix on -

Snape s face. The Potions Master was staring at him in consternation.
"Malfoy! What”s the matter with you?"

The room slowly swam into focus. Draco realized that he must have reeled
backward into the wall. His shoulder hurt as if he had struck it hard, and
his eyes burned. He could see the entire class staring at him in shock.
Harry had half-risen to his feet and Hermione and Ron were pulling him
back into his chair. Hermione looked stricken with worry.

"Nothing." Draco pushed the professor”s hands away. "I ' m fine."

"Did something happen?" Snape pitched his voice low, so only Draco
could hear it. "Did you see something?"

The serpent, the cauldron, the Dark Lord, the tower.
Draco shook his head. "No. I just got dizzy."
Snape s eyes narrowed. "You saw nothing?"

Too late, Draco realized that he should have made something up. I should
have said I dreamed I was a lemon floating in a giant gin and tonic.
Anything.



Silently, he shook his head. "No. Nothing."

"Very well." Draco could almost have sworn that Snape looked
disappointed. Worried, even. "Go back to your seat, Mister Malfoy."

*k*

"Another letter from Monique?" Hermione said in a teasing voice,
reaching over the table towards Ron who was looking expectantly up at
the black owl perched on his left shoulder. Her name was Nefertiti and
she had been a gift from his parents when they had learned that he had
been made Head Boy.



(Pigwidgeon had gone to Ginny.) Now she pecked at his ear and dropped
a letter into his hands: it was printed on lavish gold-and-white stationary
and was heavily scented with jasmine.

"What can I say?" Ron unrolled the paper and examined it with a grin.
"Monique just can”t get enough of me."



"Oh, you re just stringing her along," said Ginny with a smile, reaching
past Ron to get at the pumpkin juice. "You  re not serious about her."

"There are some aspects of this relationship I'm very serious about," Ron
said gravely.

"And she's got quite a Wonderbra supporting those aspects," said
Hermione, with a sideways evil grin.

"I think she s just after me for my money anyway," said Ron, who had set
himself to the task of turning the unfortunate Monique s letter into a
paper Firebolt.

Ginny raised an eyebrow. "Does she know there isn"t much?" she
inquired. This was true. While the discovery of a cache of medieval
magical treasures underneath the Burrow had made the Daily Prophet, the
Weasleys had seen no profit from it, since the entire collection had been
spirited away by the Auror”s College for purposes of study and research.
Of the whole treasure hoard, the only things they'd managed to keep were
the Gryffindor Galleon that Ginny had given Harry for his birthday and a
few pewter trinkets. And if they had expected an enormous windfall from
Mr. Weasley s appointment as Minister of Magic, they were disappointed
there as well: few Ministry officials made a great deal of money, and the
Minister was no exception, especially when he had seven children. The
Weasleys remained what they had been since Fred and George s joke
shop had succeeded: pleasantly well off, but not by any means rich.

"Did you see this?" Hermione interrupted. Her owl had just delivered that
day’s Daily Prophet, and her head was bent over it, her mouth turned
down in concern. "Inquiry into Lucius Malfoy s death has been closed,"
she read out . "The Ministry has ruled the cause to have been suicide."

Ron looked disgusted. "It took the Ministry six months to figure out that
he topped himself? Geniuses."

Harry shook his head. "He didn "t kill himself. Sirius said so."

"So he summoned up something nasty," said Ron. "And it ate him. Maybe
he did it on purpose. Who knows? Me, I feel sorry for the something nasty.
Getting served a Malfoy for lunch would make anyone mad enough to
blow things up."



"Ron, be nice," admonished Hermione.

Ron looked staggered. "About Lucius Malfoy?"

"Well, just - think how Draco must feel."

"Riiight," said Ron slowly. "Because he looks so upset."

Against her better judgement, Ginny looked over at the Slytherin table. As
always, the action at that table revolved around Draco; he was inevitably
its focal point. No longer flanked by Crabbe and Goyle (who had left
school after pulling only one O.W.L. each) he was bookended instead by
Dex Flint, the Slytherin Keeper, and Malcolm Baddock, a slender, dark-
haired boy who had replaced Goyle as a Chaser. He was leaning over
Blaise Zabini, his chin on her hair. On a ribbon around her throat glittered
an amulet in the shape of a silver snake, a gift from Draco. Her brilliant
red-gold hair spilled down over her shoulders.






It” s the red hair, Ginny remembered Draco telling her at Harry s birthday
party, [ can”t resist it.

Vaguely, Ginny heard Hermione say defensively, "Well, so, maybe he”s
hiding how unhappy he is."

Ron ignored her, and gently tugged at Ginny s sleeve. "Don "t look over
there," he said. "It 1l just upset you."

"I"m not upset." She dragged her eyes away from Draco and grabbed up
her fork. "I"m fine." She jabbed the fork blindly at the plate in front of
her, hardly able to see anything.

"Maybe that”s why he got like that in Potions class," Hermione added.
"No." Harry put his fork down. "I don"t think that was it."

At the mention of Potions, Ginny glanced instinctively over at the staff
table, but Snape was not there. Neither was Dumbledore. Her eyes fell
instead on her brother Charlie, who was engaged in a lively conversation
with Professor Lupin, using his fork to punctuate his remarks. The sight of
Charlie made her smile. She had been thrilled that he had accepted the
job as Care of Magical Creatures professor. As if he sensed her eyes on
him, he looked up and waved.

"Are you eating off my plate, Ginny?" said a voice on her left. It was
Neville. Ginny looked down and realized that she had, in fact, been
jabbing her fork into Neville” roast turkey, and not her own.

"Oh dear - I"m so sorry -" she spluttered.

"If you wanted some, you could have just asked," said Neville, looking
aggrieved.

"Not upset, eh?" said Ron into her ear.

Ginny let her fork fall. "Don "t we have practice now?" she said hopefully,
in Harry’s direction, too embarrassed to look at Neville, and suspecting,
irrationally, that somehow Draco was watching her from across the room.



Harry looked over at her and smiled. "Yeah, we do," he said, and Ginny
got to her feet, grabbing up her broom, thankful for any excuse to get
away. "I"1l see you all down there," she said, and fled.

*k*k

Harry, Ron and Hermione trooped down to where the rest of the team
waited at the entrance to the Quidditch pitch. Seamus, who had been
made a Chaser just that year, was already there, standing next to Ginny
and the third Chaser, Elizabeth Thomas, Dean”s younger sister. A little
ways away stood the Creevey brothers, who, Hermione suspected, had
been made Beaters primarily because they were brothers, and there was a
certain superstition regarding the luckiness of having siblings team up as
Beaters. They greeted Harry and the others with a cheerful waving of
broomsticks.

Hermione dropped back towards the stands, content to watch, her copy of
Quidditch Through the Ages on hand in case Harry needed it for
reference material. Not that he ever did. He had been nervous about being
made team captain, but he needn”t have been; he turned out to be as
good at strategizing as he was at flying. Hermione suspected he kept an
elaborate mental map of the Quidditch field in his head and referred to it
at will.

"All right," he was saying now, consulting some notes he had scribbled on
a bit of parchment, "I think this time we should work on coordinating
better, and telegraphing our moves less. Seamus, you need to be quicker
on the turns. Elizabeth, I" ve got an idea -"

"Actually, I" ve got an idea," interrupted a drawling voice. "Why don "t
you all just bugger off, since you” ve got no business being here in the
first place?"

It was Draco, of course, in green Quidditch robes, surrounded by the rest
of his team. He was flanked by his Chasers: Blaise Zabini, Malcolm
Baddock, and Graham Pritchard. Behind him, looking menacing, were the
Beaters: Tess Hammond and Milicent Bulstrode, the largest and ugliest
girls in school. Bringing up the rear was Dex Flint, a sharp-faced but
handsome fifth-year who played as Keeper.



Draco reached out a lazy hand, took the parchment out of Harry”s grip,
looked at it with mild disinterest, and let it drop into the snow. " We have
the Quidditch pitch booked for practice right now," he said, in a voice like
syrup poured over broken glass. "I know you Gryffindors aren”t the
brightest lot, but I did at least think you could tell time properly."

Harry didn "t change expression. "We signed up for this practice last
week," he said flatly. "Go and check the book."

"Yes, I saw that," said Draco, lazily twirling his broomstick. If he”"d had a
moustache, Hermione was sure he would have twirled that too. "When
Charlie handed me the book. See, Madam Hooch never would have
trusted me to write in it myself, but your Weasley friend, well he just
hasn”t been around that long, he doesn”t know. He didn” t even notice
when I wrote right over your name. You know, you” ve got a very girly
signature, Potter. You should work on that."

"You dishonest creep," said Elizabeth, her two pigtails trembling with
rage.

"I"'m a Slytherin," said Draco, giving her a smile that would have melted
solid steel, although it didn"t have much effect on Elizabeth. "It"s in the
job description."

"This trick won” t work more than once, Malfoy," said Harry, his green
eyes narrowed. "Charlie won"t trust you again."

"It only needs to work once." Draco shook his head. "Sometimes I wonder
about you, Potter. Where were you when they were handing out brains?"

"I don”t know," said Harry, his voice dripping acid. "I " m afraid I
accidentally got in line for 'shred of moral decency” instead."

"It must have been quite a long line," said Draco. "Apparently you were
also too late for 'good looks”, 'fashion sense”, and 'witty repartee.”"

Ron started forward. Harry hauled him back by the collar of his robes. "I
think you”ve been spending too much time in that dungeon, Malfoy," Ron
spat, struggling to get free of Harry s grip. "The lack of natural light must
have rotted your brain."



"Oh, right, because you lot live in a tower," said Draco, his voice filled
with heavy sarcasm. "A great, big, pointy, thrusting tower. Just the right
place for little boys who maybe feel a little....inadequate?
Overcompensating, are we?"

Harry hit him. Draco staggered rather theatrically back into the arms of
his teammates, then straightened up and started for Harry, rolling his
sleeves up to his elbows as he went.

Hermione closed her book and sighed, bored and irritated. Oh for
goodness” sake, she thought . Not this again.

*k*k

The door to Dumbledore " s office was closed. Charlie sighed. He had
rushed over from lunch in an attempt to catch the Headmaster, but it
appeared he had wasted his time. He had been trying to get to
Dumbledore for several days in hopes of getting the Headmaster to agree
to his suggestion that a small group of students, with parental permission
of course, be allowed to study dragons. After all, Charlie thought irritably,
what was the point of hiring someone with a specialty in dragons as a
teacher if you weren”t going to let him teach anything about dragons?

"Dragons are vicious," Snape had said at the last staff meeting. "They are
capricious. They like to set things on fire."

"But that”s what so great about them," Charlie had replied cheerfully.

"I see nothing 'great” about students being set on fire," McGonagall had
said in a freezing tone.

"That would depend on the student," interjected Professor Sinistra, who
taught Astronomy. Charlie privately rather thought that Professor Sinistra
fancied him. She kept sidling up to him in corridors and admiring his
dragonhide trousers.

Lupin had been on his side in the debate, but it hadn "t helped much.
Eventually McGonagall had agreed to allow Charlie to take the matter to
the Headmaster. Which was easier said than done. It was very difficult to
know where Dumbledore was going to be, except at mealtimes, when he
flatly refused to discuss anything having to do with work.



Charlie was about to gather himself together and leave, when he heard
voices emanating from the corridor that led to the Headmaster s office.
He instantly recognized Snape”s unpleasant tones. "I m telling you, he
had a reaction like nothing I” ve ever seen before," he was saying. "It was
most alarming."

Dumbledore spoke next. "But he came around? And was coherent?"

"Yes, he was quite coherent, and claimed he had only been dizzy, and had
seen nothing. Perhaps he did see nothing."

"Perhaps. But this is Draco Malfoy we "re talking about. If he had seen
something, he would be unlikely to announce it in front of the class."

Charlie took a step back into the shadows. Seven years of sneaking around
the Hogwarts™ professor”s offices instantly overcame five months of being
a Hogwarts Professor. He froze where he was, and listened.

"I think I should call him into my office," Dumbledore said.
"He won "t like that."

"No. But the situation is worsening. The risk of betrayal -"
"We don” t know that that risk exists!"

"It does exist, Severus. You, of all people -"

"Perhaps you should call Potter into your office instead."

"We “ve gone over this." Dumbledore sounded tired. "If we tell him, we are
risking an unprecedented tragedy, possibly needlessly, and I -"

Dumbledore broke off as he and Snape rounded the corner of the
corridor, and stepped into full view. His eyes met Charlie”s, and for a
moment, there was almost a flash of concern in them. Then he smiled.
"Hallo, Charlie," he said.

"Oh. Hello, Weasley." Snape gave Charlie a very unpleasant look. Charlie
had a feeling Snape knew he had been listening.



Dumbledore, however, only beamed at him. "Can I help you with
something?"

Charlie looked down at the parchment in his hand: his proposal for the
dragon class. It suddenly seemed very far away. He held the papers out
towards the Headmaster, muttered something about "dragons",
"permission", and "very unlikely to eat anybody," and left with his head
still spinning.

Risk. Betrayal. Tragedy. What was going on?

*k*k

"This is getting ridiculous," said Hermione disapprovingly. She was
holding a damp sponge in one hand and applying it to the corner of
Harry s left eye, which had stopped bleeding several minutes ago. "Is it
really so important that you two keep pretending you hate each other?"

"Yes," said both Harry and Draco in unison. Then, in unison, they
grinned, Draco slightly painfully due to the blue-black bruise rising on
one cheekbone.

"I mean, it”s gotten to the point where not only will Madam Pomfrey not
fix your battle scars, but she”s even forbidden me to do it!" Hermione
threw up her hands in despair. "Can”t you at least not hit each other so
hard?"

Harry tried to hide his amusement. "Yeah, Malfoy, you re supposed to
pull your punches."

"Me? What about you? You kicked me in the shin!"
"I slipped on the ice and my foot accidentally went into your shin."
"Twice?"

There was a rap on the door, and then it opened, admitting Ron"s bright
red head. He peered around the broom closet they were using as a
temporary infirmary. It wouldn”t do for anyone to see Hermione treating
Harry and Draco”s wounds. "Success," he said, slipping inside. "Everyone
believed the fight, and they re all talking about it in hushed tones. That



whole 'signing up for the same time for practice” business worked really
well." He jerked his chin at Harry. "You better get back to the pitch
though, they re waiting for you."

"Urgh," said Harry, wincing and touching the edge of his wounded eye.
"You don” t want to captain, Ron, just this once?"

"No," said Ron firmly. "I don” t want them thinking Malfoy did you any
serious damage. Besides, the Slytherins are all still lurking around, looking
like they want a fight."

Draco looked pleased. "As they should."
"Blaise Zabini looks particularly threatening," Ron added.

Everyone looked at Draco, who cocked his eyes towards the ceiling, his
expression neutral. "Well, she is my girlfriend."

"Thanks for reminding us," said Harry. "I think I might have otherwise
missed the point when she threw herself at me screaming 'You hit my
boyfriend! I hate you! "

"Yes," said Draco noncommittally. Everyone kept staring at him. He
continued to look expressionless. Nobody understood how he and Blaise
had started dating, how serious they were, or in fact, if he even liked her.
Talking to Draco when he did not want to tell you something, Hermione
reflected, was liking trying to converse with a particularly
uncommunicative wall.

"All right," said Harry finally, standing up. "I guess we”d better get back."
He nodded over at Draco. "Next time, you win. We have to keep it even."

"Right." Draco touched the tips of his fingers to his temple in a mock
salute, and Harry headed for the door.

"Wait a second," said Hermione, and he paused. "Aren”t you forgetting
something?" and she lifted up her face to be kissed.

"Oh, right," said Harry, and reached around her to grab his Firebolt from
a peg on the wall. "Thanks."



He left, followed by Ron. Hermione stared after them in disbelief. "I--," she
began, and then her face crumpled. "Argh!" she exclaimed, and she threw
the bloodstained sponge she had been holding at the wall. "Honestly!"

Draco ducked the sponge and came up looking sympathetic, or at least as
sympathetic as he ever did, which meant that he wasn”t smirking. "He
still doing it?"

"All the time," said Hermione, her face a mask of unhappiness. "He just
acts like I don "t exist. I can”t remember the last time he walked me to
class, or..." her voice trailed off. "And when I try to talk to him about it he
just says I'm imagining things and that he”s busy. I know he”s
busy...what with being Quidditch captain, and Auror classes, and that”s
why he turned down being Head Boy, but..."

"But you re not imagining things?" Draco finished for her.
"I don”t think I am," she said.
"You re not," he said quietly.

She looked at him, and bit her lip. She knew he meant it. He didn "t lie.
"What is it?" she said in a tiny voice. "Is there somebody else?"

Draco said, "I don”t know. I doubt it."
"Then what?" Her voice cracked. "Can”t you ask him?"

Draco looked down at his hands, and then up at her, and she read the
reply in his face. The odd sympathy of thought and feeling that had tied
them together the summer remained with them, although it was harder to
call up than it had been. She knew what he was feeling - desire to do this
for her, the wish that she not be unhappy, the fear that whatever the
answer was, it would hurt her, and the knowledge that however much she
wanted it, he could no more extract information from an unsuspecting
Harry only to betray that information to her than he could fly without a
broomstick.

It was more complicated being Draco, she reflected, than he was often
given credit for.



"I"'m sorry," she said. "I shouldn”t have asked."

"He loves you," said Draco. The look in his eyes was distant. The dark
green of his Quidditch robes should have made him look sallow, but it
didn " t. It brought out the winter pallor of his skin, his eyelashes so black
against it, eyes as clear and gray as mirrors. He looked like an angel, she
thought, although one of the heavenly kind or one of the fallen sort, it
was hard to be sure.

She remembered him at the Manor, reaching around her throat to fasten
her necklace. I waited so long to hear you say that...if things were
different...

She shook her head to clear it. She was thinking these thoughts because
she was unhappy and because Harry seemed as cold and as remote from
her these days as a Durmstrang glacier. "How do you know?" she asked.

"I think I would know if he stopped," said Draco simply. "He s always
loved you...it would be a reversal of everything he is." He leaned forward
then and touched her cheek with his fingertips. "You know as well as
anyone what he”s been through," he said. "Just try to talk to him..." He
sighed and dropped his hand. "Forget it. It” s not in my nature to give
advice to the lovelorn. Ask someone with a more successful romantic life,
that”s my suggestion."

"You ve got a girlfriend," Hermione pointed out.

"Right." Draco sat back, his mouth twisting into something that might
have been a smile, or not. "So I do."

*k*k

The late afternoon sunlight streamed in through the small window in
Hermione s room, throwing a square of dark gold light onto the
bedspread where Ginny sat, watching Hermione rearrange her books.
Being Head Girl, Hermione had been given her own room this year. Being
Hermione, she hadn”t spent much time decorating it. There was the bed
with a flowered coverlet, three full bookshelves, a writing desk, and a
vanity table with a mirror attached; pictures of Harry, Ron and other
friends were stuck into the frame. There was another picture of Harry and



Hermione together on the bedside table. There were no pictures of Draco.
Perhaps, Ginny thought uncharitably, he didn”t show up on film.

"Well, I think," said Ginny, resting her chin on her hand, "that it might be
time for Desperate Measures."

Hermione, who was wearily moving around the books on her dresser,
looked alarmed. "Desperate measures?" she faltered. They had been
discussing the Harry Problem, and she had been growing increasingly
more tense.

"Yes," said Ginny, assuming a serious expression. "Short skirt. Tight top.
That sort of thing."

Hermione looked even more alarmed. "You think the problem is that he”s
not attracted to me?"

"No!" Ginny protested. "No, of course not." She got up and went to stand
next to her friend. "I just think he”s distracted and worried, and so it”s
harder getting his attention now than it might normally be. And you,
you’ re busy too, you re Head Girl, and taking who knows how many
extra classes, and when was the last time you and Harry did anything
together just for fun?"

Hermione shut her eyes. The lids were tinged with blue. Ginny felt a stab
of worry; Hermione really must be unhappy about this. The circles under
her eyes were dark, too, and Ginny guessed that Hermione was more tired
than she was letting on. "October," she said finally, hesitantly. "We went
to the museum at Stonehenge together."

"So it”s been a while," said Ginny quietly. Hermione just nodded, looking
miserable. She was dressed today as she often was when out of her robes:
in a pale blue cashmere sweater, a pleated blue-and-gray skirt, with her
hair swept up into a ponytail. Despite the modernity of her dress,
however, something about her reminded Ginny of the portraits of Rowena
Ravenclaw in her History of the Founders book. There was a translucent
beauty to Hermione that had nothing to do with the shape of her face or
the regularity of her features. Her beauty was in the light and intelligence
that showed through everything she did. That Harry appreciated it and
loved her because of it, Ginny thought, said good things about him. Of
course, Draco had been in love with Hermione too.



But she would not think about Draco.

"You really think..." Hermione said, looking down at her sensible lace-up
shoes and gray tights, "I should...dress up?"

Ginny shrugged. "Well, he is a boy."



Hermione smiled wanly. "It" s just that - well - he”s Harry."

"I know," said Ginny, "and he”s the hero of the wizarding world, and he”s
your best friend, and blah blah, but he”s also a boy, and I think he"d like
it if you wore this," and she pulled something out of Hermione”s top
drawer and tossed it to her.

Hermione nearly fell off the bed. "I am not wearing that!"
"He”d probably like that even better."

"It"s a nightgown!"

"Oh. I thought it was a dress."

"Ginny! Be helpful!"

"Okay, okay."

Ginny eventually found a low-necked black sweater and a black pencil
skirt in Hermione~s trunk that passed her inspection, especially after
she”d used several Shortening Charms on the skirt.

"I feel silly," said Hermione gloomily, surveying her outfit. "This so isn"t
me."

"You look adorable." Ginny got up off the bed and gave Hermione a quick
hug. Outside the window, snow had begun to fall in thick white flakes.
"Everything will be fine. Harry loves you."

"I know," said Hermione. Her voice was quiet. "But lately it seems like he"s
gone away somewhere and I can”t follow him. He can be very...remote
sometimes."

Ginny said nothing. She knew what Hermione meant. Sometimes Harry
was just Harry, and then sometimes he seemed like something else again,
something distant and powerful and frightening. She remembered waking
up in the Chamber of Secrets to see Harry standing over her, drenched in
blood, holding the ruby-studded silver sword in his right hand, scarlet to
the hilt. And he had only been twelve then. Of course Harry was a hero,
and heroes weren’t like everyone else.



"Ginny," Hermione said softly. She was leaning against the wall next to the
window; now she turned her head to look through the glass, and the gray
winter light caught the edges of her hair. Without looking at Ginny, she
said, "Did you ... love Draco?"

Taken aback, Ginny was silent for a moment. Then she reached for her
bookbag, which was propped against the trunk. "I have to go," she said.
"I"m supposed to meet Elizabeth in the library."

Hermione turned her head. Behind her, the snow continued to fall,
silently, covering the windowpane with a white icing. "Ginny -"

"Good luck," Ginny said, hoisting her bookbag over her shoulder. "It"11 be
fine, you 1l see."

Hermione nodded, and was silent for a long moment. "I just feel so
guilty," she said at last, so quietly that Ginny almost didn "t catch the
words. When she did, she stared at her friend in incomprehension.

"What on earth about?"

Hermione looked weary. "Nothing. Never mind."

*k*k

There was no one else in the Slytherin common room; everyone was at
dinner. Draco, not feeling hungry, had stayed behind, although the
common area was hardly one of his favorite places. The long, low,
underground room never seemed warm, not even in when there was a fire
blazing in the ornate marble fireplace, as there was now. The low-hanging
greenish lamps cast a sickly sort of pallor over everything. Draco slumped
deep into the forest-green velvet armchair he had pulled up to the fire,
lost in thought.

He was still disturbed by the vision of his father he had had earlier that
day during Potions class. He was almost entirely sure it had not been an
ordinary dream - he recalled the pain that had shot through his hand
upon waking, and remembered Harry telling him of the prophetic dreams
he had dreamed about Voldemort, how Harry had woken up with pains in



his scar. And he himself had dreamed bits of Slytherin”s life, and
sometimes still did. Ordinary dreams were one thing; this was something
else. It had looked so real, as well. He tried to imagine where his father
and the Dark Lord might be, but there had been nothing specifically
identifiable about the stone room. It could have been anywhere.

And his father”s voice had been so familiar. The careless drawl that he
had inherited. The boy is unreliable, Master. Draco tipped his head back
and looked at the ceiling, which was carved out of alternating strips of
marble and green malachite. Keep your head down, Draco, and let the
Heir of Slytherin get on with it, his father had said to him during his
second year. That school of yours needs ridding of its Mudblood filth.

Of course he must have known that I was the Heir of Slytherin, Draco
thought. He was just using that story as a convenient cover-up for what
was really going on. He stretched and looked down at the Transfiguration
book in his lap. They were learning how to transform various elements
into each other. Aqua ad pulvis transmuta. Saxum ad viscerum. Turn
water to dust, stone to flesh. But he was too tired to concentrate, and the
words danced on the page.

He heard the sound of footsteps in the corridor then, and the dungeon
door swung open as students began to stream in, returning from dinner.
He tensed, before remembering that Blaise had a study date with Pansy
Parkinson in the library. He wasn "t up to dealing with her right now.

"Hey, Malfoy." It was Malcolm Baddock, the dark-haired Chaser who
vaguely reminded Draco of Harry at that age. If Harry had been as
cunning as a ferret and as mean as a snake, of course. "Letter came for
you."

He tossed the sealed parchment into Draco”s lap. It unrolled at the touch
of Draco”s hand, and Draco quickly moved his arm to block it from
Malcolm s view. "Thanks, Baddock."

Malcolm nodded and moved away, and Draco had leisure to study the
missive. He had already guessed what it was, and was not disappointed: a
finely drawn map, showing the front door of the castle and the route he
should take from it to a designated meeting place. At the bottom of the
map were inked three words in bold lettering. Meet me here.



With a sigh, Draco crumpled the map into a ball in his fist, and went to
get his cloak.

*k*

Hermione looked over at Harry where he sat in front of the fire in the
Gryffindor common room, a copy of The Defeat of the Wizard
Grindelwald open and unread on his lap. They had been sitting and
'studying” for about two hours, and Harry had yet to turn a page. His eyes
were wide and unseeing, fixed on the fire, his head bent, his unruly mass
of dark hair falling to hide his eyes. He hadn”t said much of anything to
her since she”d come down to the common room to study with him, and
hadn”t seemed to notice her new outfit at all. So much for Ginny”s
theory, she thought darkly. I could have come down here wearing a live
badger and he wouldn "t have noticed.

"Harry," she said finally, breaking the silence. "Are you even reading that
book?"

"No." Harry looked up, impatiently pushing a lock of dark hair out of his
eyes as he did so. The light caught and sparkled on the gold watch she
had given him for his birthday - a pocket watch which he had had set into
a band so he could wear it around his wrist as his father had done. "I
can’t seem to concentrate." He pushed his hair back again -it had grown
down to the point where it almost touched his collar, and tumbled
forward when he bent his head.

This gave Hermione an idea. "I know what you need," she announced.
Harry raised an eyebrow.

"A haircut," she said.

He almost smiled. "A haircut?"

"That”s right." She got up and crossed the room to where he was sitting,
put her hands on his face and tilted his head up to hers. Gently she
smoothed the long locks of hair back from his eyes, letting the loose
curling ends slip through her fingers. His hair was rougher than Draco’s,
more textured.



"This is just an excuse to play with my hair," he said. "Isn"t it?" He was
actually smiling now. She could feel his awareness of her suddenly snap
into focus, of the place where her sweater dipped down into the V of her
chest, of how close her bare legs were to him under her short skirt. He
shifted in his chair. "Hermione...are these new clothes?"

It was her turn to smile. "Maybe." She held out her wand hand. " Accio
scissors," she said, and in a moment was holding the embroidery scissors
that she kept in her trunk. She picked Harry” s book up off his lap and set
it down on the table, with her wand on top of it. "Are you ready?" she
asked.

"I don"t -" Harry began, but snip went the scissors and he subsided into a
meek silence. Hermione tried to cut the hair evenly, but she had to admit
to herself she knew nothing about cutting hair, she just hoped she
wouldn "t lop off an ear or leave a bald spot anywhere. Harry was
uncharacteristically quiet; either enjoying the attention or stupefied by
boredom, she couldn”t tell. She certainly wasn”t bored. She was acutely
aware of everywhere she was touching him. Her hand steadying him
under the chin, her other hand in his hair, his leg between hers, her knee
against his thigh. She could smell the faint scent that came off him, the
clean soapy boy-smell that was Harry. His green eyes looked up at her,
framed by the dark lashes she both envied and loved. "Here," he said
suddenly, his voice a little hoarse, reached out, and put his hands on her
waist, drawing her closer. Now she was straddling his legs and he was just
about eye level with her chest. Oh dear. Is it working? I think it might be
working.

Harry shifted in his chair again.
"Sit still," she said. Her voice came out on a squeak.

He released her waist and caught at her wrist with his right hand. The
scissors fell out of her hand and bounced harmlessly on the carpet.
"Hermione--" he said, and pulled her towards him.

And then she was kissing him. She leaned into the kiss with an urgency
that was nearly painful, and to her surprise he opened his mouth under
hers, welcoming the Kkiss, welcoming her touch. Her hands fell from his
hair to his shoulders, and then slid to lock around his neck. She felt her
knees give, and she sat down in his lap, looping her legs over his. She



could feel the pressure of her chest against his, his heartbeat through the
thin cotton t-shirt he wore. "Hermione." His voice was rough in her ear,
his hands rougher on her back. He set his mouth to her cheek, her ear, the
smooth line of her jaw, the sensitive skin of her throat. His fingernails
almost raking her skin, he slid his hands to her waist, and then roughly
up under her shirt, finding and tracing the lacy edges of her bra.
Hermione shivered with the feeling, and also with surprise - this wasnt
like Harry, to be so aggressive. But he was here at last, really here, and as
his fingertips traced circles of fire over her skin she gave up wondering
what had gotten into him, and tumbled into the moment. There was only
Harry, his fingers on her skin and his mouth on her mouth and she -

Overbalanced. With a tiny shriek, she grabbed at Harry, and succeeded in
pulling him over with her as she toppled off the chair on to the floor.
They landed on the carpet in a torrent of gasps and laughter and it was
several moments of tangled legs and arms before Hermione realized that
the only one laughing was her. Harry wasn "t laughing at all. He was
staring down at her with a look of frozen horror on his face, and such a
blaze of pain in his eyes that it stopped her laughter dead in its tracks.
"Harry?" she gasped, struggling to sit up. "Harry, what”s wrong?"

He shook his head, pulling away from her. "What are we doing? What were
you doing?"

"What was I doing?" Hermione stared at him. "I was kissing my boyfriend."
Harry put his hands over his face.

"My boyfriend," she said again, and this time there was anger in her
voice. "Who barely talks to me any more, who won "t look at me -"

"That”s not true," said Harry sharply, taking his hands away from his
eyes. He fumbled for his glasses on the table, and put them on. "I 'm just
busy, that”s all."

"And I"m not busy? I"m Head Girl, Harry, and 1" ve got extra classes and
study groups, and I still have time for you. I have nothing but time for
you, but you don”t seem to want to spend any time with me."

"Hermione," Harry said tightly. His eyes behind his glasses were cold and
removed, and his jaw was set in a hard angry line. He had never looked at



her before like that. Are we having a fight? she thought numbly. Is that
what this is? But everybody fought. This seemed like something else.
"Hermione, let it go."

"Is this about this summer?" she asked, her voice cracking. "I know we
went through hell, Harry, and I know how awful it was -"

"You don” t know," he said, and his voice was like the ice that sparkled on
the windowpanes.

" Then tell me."

Harry seemed to hesitate for a moment. He was sitting with his back
against the armchair now, leaning away from her, hair wild and
disarranged, flushed from kissing and from anger. His eyes met hers, and
held and for a moment, just a moment, she felt the old connection spring
to life between them, as vibrant as a living thing.

Then Harry looked away, and it was gone. "Just let it alone, Hermione," he
said. "Please."

"No," she said. "I won"t do that."

"Then we have nothing to say to each other," he said, and got to his feet.
Hermione looked at him in disbelief.

”Harry__l'

"Just leave me alone!" he shouted, and the shock of Harry shouting,
actually shouting at her, stunned her into silence. She sat where she was,
not moving, as Harry grabbed his red cloak up off the back of his chair
and stalked out through the portrait hole.

*k*k

Harry barely registered his surroundings as he flung himself down the
stairs, through the darkened hallways, and through the front doors of the
school. He was too full of unreasonable rage, born out of a pain so
inarticulate and blinding that it might as well have been physical. His
hands still tingled with the feeling of Hermione " s skin under his, and his



mouth still tasted of hers, and he still saw the expression in her eyes when
she had looked at him from the floor. Then tell me!

But I can”t do that.

The cold air hit him like a Bludger as soon as he stepped outside. He
pulled his cloak tightly around him, but it still stung his eyes, his mouth.
He went down the stairs and his boots crunched on the snow that had
piled there. He had no idea where he was going. The world was beautiful
and cold and glittering silver and black, the sky a flawed diamond chased
with iron. The edge of the Forbidden Forest loomed dark and jagged in
the distance. Harry wanted to disappear into it, into the cold and the
darkness. He wanted to be alone and not to have to think or talk to
anyone.

He had never felt this way before. There had never been a problem that
had not been eased by the presence of Hermione or Ron. He did not know
when the subtle shift had taken place inside him, but it had, and while he
could bear Ron"s company, for Ron did not ask him questions, being with
Hermione filled him with guilt and shame and pain.

He set off across the snow. More snow had fallen after dinner and the
ground was white and trackless and empty, marked only by shadows. He
might have been the only person left alive, making his way in solitude
across the skin of a deserted world.

He reached the edge of the Forest, and remembered having been here as a
first year, terrified, trailing an angry Draco Malfoy in his wake. They had
been eleven. It seemed a hundred years ago. He raised his hand to push
back a tree branch, and the moonlight caught and glimmered on the
watch that banded his wrist.

He paused and stared at it. Its gold face, the black numbers, the watch his
father had worn until the day he died, and Sirius had taken it off his dead
wrist, and then Hermione had made it work again, for him. He knew by
heart what was engraved on the base. For Harry, from Hermione, your
best friend.

Hermione. An arrow of dismay shot through him. What have I done? He
stopped dead in his tracks and turned to go back to the castle, but his
foot caught in a bent tree root, and he fell forward into the snow.



*k*

The map led Draco to an old stone wall at the edge of the Forbidden
Forest, in the center of a deserted clearing. A tree had grown up through
the center of the wall, splitting the stones apart with its roots. Draco
leaned back against its trunk in the shadow of its bare leafless branches,
and looked out over the frozen landscape.

The sky had darkened to cobalt, marked here and there with the
thumbprint of a black cloud. Everywhere the snow stretched white and
cold and sparkling, coated with shimmering ice. The lake was an iced-over
diamond, softened to a muted blue by the gathering darkness. And in the
distance the castle rose, dark and shadowy and ancient, looking as it must
have looked a thousand years ago when Salazar Slytherin and Godric
Gryffindor had lived there as children.

Sometimes, looking out at the castle, memories of that other life came to
him, as easily as the memory of a dream. They had been present here
together for the building of the castle, the two young men, still almost
children, riding horses side by side through the dry blue waters of the
cornflower fields in summer. Just by touching his hands to the old stone
wall, he could hear their boys” voices echo in his head.

Come down off the wall, Salazar, why break your neck?
Why not?

You know why not.

Do you love me so much as all that, Godric?

I love you well enough.

Draco opened his eyes. He wondered if Rowena were still alive, would she

cry to know what had become of Slytherin, her first love, forever trapped

in Hell? He wondered briefly what Hell was like. A burning place, as it was
usually depicted? Or a frozen land of ice and snow, warmed by no fires, lit
by no light at all?

While he was considering this, there was a loud snapping noise overhead,
and a girl fell out of the tree and landed on top of on him.



He tried to get his hands out of his pockets to catch her, but the sound of
the breaking branch had startled him and slowed his responses. He did
take a step back, but it wasn”t enough. She fell directly onto him and they
rolled sideways down a slight incline into a snow bank. When they came
to a stop, he found that she was half-lying on top of him, her knees almost
pinning his arms to his sides, her familiar gray eyes sparkling with
amusement.

"Hallo Draco," she said, sitting up. "Are you all right?"

Draco blinked up at her. She was dressed, as she always was, in what
amounted almost to period costume. Today she wore a rich dark wool
dress, low-necked, with slashed sleeves just visible beneath her violet
cloak. The cloak fastened at her shoulder with a gold pin in the shape of a
poppy. There were jewels caught in her hair, emeralds and garnets, and
when she moved they caught the moonlight and glimmered like Christmas
lights, an effect that was probably intentional.

He sighed. "Rhysenn. Yes. Fortunately I cleverly used my spine to break
our fall."

"You don” t sound pleased to see me."
"I"m surprised I sound anything. I can”t breathe."

This was true. Instead of sitting on his stomach, Rhysenn was sitting
squarely on his ribs. She was light, but his breathing was still constricted.
Instead of shifting, she merely pouted. As always, she reminded him of a
tightly wound musical instrument. A violin, maybe. She was that delicate-
looking, and vibrated to that high a pitch.

"I had a really clever comment all worked out," said Draco wistfully.
"Then you fell on my head and I forgot what it was."

"Tell me anyway."
"I can”t, the moment”s past."

Rhysenn shook her head and the gems glittered in her hair. "You think
too much," she said.



The snow was beginning to soak into the back of Draco”s cloak. He
shivered. "Such men are dangerous," he said.

Rhysenn didn”t reply. Her eyes were glittering, flat gray and amused. "Do
you want the message I have for you," she said at last, "or not?"

Draco yawned. Snow went into his mouth. He tried not to splutter. "Have I
got a choice?"

"Not really." Rhysenn was smirking. This was her favorite part, when
Draco had to play hide-and-seek to find the parchment concealed among
her voluminous clothes. Usually Draco played along, but tonight he was
feeling unaccountably irritable. He put one hand firmly on her waist, and
slid the other up under her dress, along her outer thigh, and found the
rolled-up parchment tucked neatly into the top of her stocking. He pulled
it free, and held it up in front of her. "Got it."

She looked irritable. "How did you know...?"
"You re a woman, and therefore predictable."

"Oh!" Rhysenn emitted a very girly squeak of annoyance, and got up off
Draco”s chest. She stood over him, hands on her hips, a position which
would have afforded him a good view up her skirt had he craned his
head. He decided to be gentlemanly, and didn"t. Instead, he stood up,
brushing the snow off his cloak as he did. When he looked up, he found
himself staring squarely into her eyes. There was nothing girly about her
gaze - it was sharp, cold, calculating, ageless. He wondered again how old
she was, something she had never been willing to tell him. "You re
horrible."

"Don"t," said Draco, standing up, and brushing the snow from his sleeves
with the parchment, "pretend like you care what I do."

Rhysenn grinned then, showing sharp white teeth. "You re right. I don"t."
She darted forward then, and pressed her lips to his cheek; it was like the
brush of hot ash against his skin. He shivered. "Merry Christmas," she
said. "["1l see you again before your birthday."

"I don” t doubt it. My birthday is in July."



"That”s what you think," she said, and disappeared. Draco glared at the
spot from which she had vanished. He had told her before that it was
impossible to Apparate on and off Hogwarts grounds, but she didn "t
appear to care.

He looked down gloomily at the letter in his hand. He had become used to
the look of these missives from his father. Fine vellum parchment, neatly
rolled, tied with a black ribbon and stamped with a death”s head seal. His
father couldn”t stamp it with the seal of the Malfoys, after all - that seal
ring glittered now on Draco”s left hand, against the fine black leather of
his winter gloves. With a gloomy sigh, he prepared himself to open it,
when the sound of crackling ice made him glance up in alarm, his gaze
searching the half-lit glade. And lighting upon Harry, sprawled a little
ways away from him, face-down in the snow.

*k*k

'Lo, Potter." The voice emanating from above Harry”s head was liquid
with amusement. "Making snow angels, are we, or just very, very tired?"

"Shut up, Malfoy." Harry rolled over onto his back. He was looking up at
Draco now, who seemed a black silhouette against the sapphire-blue
evening sky. White ice crystals were caught in his silvery hair, and his
gray eyes matched the color of the iced-over lake. "I fell over."

"That much," said Draco, "is evident." He held out a slender hand, gloved
in sueded black leather. "Get up, then."

"I don” t want to," said Harry, mutinously.
"Youll freeze," Draco pointed out.
"So what?"

"Right," said Draco. "Excellent point." With that, he flopped down in the
snow next to Harry. Harry craned his neck to look at Draco with a feeling
of great irritation. Why couldn”t Draco simply leave him alone, wasn "t it
clear that he wanted to be miserable on his own?

"You 1l ruin your fancy gloves," he said.



"Got six more like them at home," said Draco equably. "Now what”s up
with you? You look like someone set you up on a date with Snape."

Harry laughed bitterly.
"Ah, the bitter laugh," noted Draco. "That means girl trouble."

He spoke lightly. His voice was careful and even. Harry lifted his head and
propped his chin on his hand, his eyes scanning Draco”s expression,
which was noncommittal. Even after all this time, the subject of Hermione
was not one that was entirely comfortable between them. Draco was
careful and respectful and reticent on the topic. This in itself was enough
for Harry to know that whatever issues Draco had harbored in regards to
Hermione, he still harbored them. Harry suspected that this was what lay
behind Draco’s estrangement from Ginny, but there was no way to be
sure. Whatever it was, Blaise apparently didn "t mind it, or had convinced
herself that it didn”t matter.

"Yeah," Harry heard himself say, with some surprise. "You could say that."
Draco”s eyebrows went up, but he didn "t say anything.

"We had a fight," Harry added.

Draco stayed silent.

"Hermione and I," Harry clarified.

"Right, well I didn"t think you meant Hedwig."

Harry grinned despite himself. This seemed to solidify some resolve of
Draco’s. He stood up, and held out a hand to Harry again. "Get up," he
said. "We re going for a walk."

This time, Harry took the proffered hand. "Where to?" he asked as he got
to his feet.

"Hogsmeade."

" Hogsmeade?" Harry tried to pull his hand out of Draco”s, but Draco was
now yanking him determinedly towards the Forbidden Forest. "Why?"



"We re going to get drunk."
"But - the Three Broomsticks only has butterbeer. I'm not a house-elf!"

"Just shut up, Potter, and trust me."

*k*k

The sun swept down behind the mountains that framed Hogsmeade,
lighting the picture-pretty little village with a rose-quartz glow. Snow was
heaped and piled like icing sugar on the roofs of the houses, which were
strung with magical Christmas lights, flashing emerald and garnet
through the snow-spangled air. Smoke curled up in plumes from the
chimneys below, tracing the darkening sky with faint dark markings like
streaks of watercolor.

"Pretty," said Draco, pausing on the path that led into the village. The
ornate gold You are now entering Hogsmeade sign that marked the village
outskirts was wreathed, like the rest of the town, in dancing red-and-
green lights. Draco stared at it. "No danger of forgetting it”s nearly
Christmas in this place."

"Christmas," echoed Harry. His tone was hollow. He might as well have
been talking about some ghastly recent tragedy. "I haven”t bought any
gifts for anyone yet."

Draco looked sideways at him. "Do I take this to mean I will not be getting
the model train set I asked for?"

"And the wedding," Harry continued gloomily. "That”s coming up at New
Year s and I haven’t gotten them anything, either."

Draco blinked snow from his eyelashes. "Have you heard from Sirius?"
Harry shook his head. "Not much. I think he”s busy with preparations."
"Any word on the bagpipe situation?"

A very faint smile touched the corner of Harry” s mouth. "I think that”s
still a stalemate."



"Not for long, if I know my mother," said Draco, but he could tell Harry
had stopped listening. He was staring off towards the town, his green eyes
dark and remote. The weather suited him - the white snowy backdrop
made his black hair and red cloak stand out dramatically, and the cold
flushed his pale skin with a healthy glow. But his mouth was set in a tense
unhappy line that spoiled what would have been an otherwise attractive
picture. "Oh, bear up, Potter," said Draco. "You look like your owl just
died."

"Hermione hates me," said Harry. His hands were working nervously at his
belt. Not at the actual material, but at a circular reddish ornament, too
small to be a bracelet, that was looped on like an extra buckle. Draco had
noticed it before but had never asked Harry what it was. Whatever it was,
he was very attached to it - Draco could not remember seeing him without
it since September.

" Hates you?" Draco shook his head, but Harry didn"t seem inclined to
elaborate. "I doubt that."

"Who cares what you think," replied Harry, his voice without inflection.

"Another excellent point," Draco said. "Right. No more out of you." He
came up to Harry and grabbed a fistful of the back of his cloak. "Come
on."

He pulled, and Harry followed, without much resistance. They headed
down the hard-packed snowy path into the village, passing warm lighted
windows that smelled of gingerbread and cinnamon. Eventually they came
out into Hogsmeade s small commercial district, bracketed by Zonko"s
joke shop on one end and the Three Broomsticks on the other. Zonko"s
was closed but the Broomsticks was open, and as they passed through its
doors and into the noisy, warm, crowded space inside, Draco said a spell
under his breath that melted the snow from their clothes without leaving
a puddle. Always thoughtful, that”s my motto.

Behind the bar, pretty Madam Rosmerta winked and smiled at the boys.
"Hallo, Draco," she said. "Harry."

Draco nodded at her. "We re just passing through," he said significantly.

She arched an eyebrow. "Well, have fun then."



Harry looked at Draco in confusion. "Malfoy, what--?"

"Just come on." Draco transferred his grip from the scruff of Harry”s neck
to his wrist, and pulled him along in his wake. They crossed the room,
half-full of witches and wizards sitting and drinking quietly at the long
oak tables, then passed by the huge decorated Christmas tree and under
the stairwell, until they fetched up at - a wall. Which was entirely blank
except for a gold-framed painting of a very attractive young girl, bearing
a not-passing resemblance to Madam Rosmerta herself, perched on a
swing. When she caught sight of Harry and Draco she gave them a
coquettish wink. "Well, aren” t you two pretty," she said. "Come to visit
with me for a while?"

Draco shook his head, smiling slightly. "Buttercup," he said.

"Oh, not another one," said the girl in the picture, looking annoyed, but
the portrait swung forward anyway, revealing a blank black entryway
through the wall. Draco started off, and Harry, looking bewildered,
followed Draco into the passageway.

A huge space opened up before them. It was an elegant room, all
sparkling teak wood and dark oak and polished brass. A long bar ran
across one wall, and behind it were shelves lined with row after row of
liquor bottles: red Dragon”s Blood gin, black Giant wine, viscous green
Troll beer. A tall glass vodka bottle the height of a man stood to one side
of the bar; inside it tiny broomsticks whizzed around in circles. The words
ABSOLUT QUIDDITCH wound in scrollwork across the top.

A tall witch stood behind the bar counter, wearing a shimmering silver
top, and pouring a thin stream of pink liquid into a glass held by a fat
wizard in an orange robe who sat cross-legged at the bar. As Harry”s eyes
adjusted to the dimness he realized two things. One: that the bar was,
aside from the bartender and a few waitresses, inhabited solely by
wizards; there was not a witch to be seen. Two: that the girl behind the
bar was not wearing a shimmering silver top after all; in fact, she was not
wearing any top. She was clothed solely in her long glimmering hair and a
pair of gold hotpants.

"Welcome to the Sleazy Weasel," said Draco indicating the bar with a
sweep of his arm.



"Gah," said Harry, taking a step back. "I - I never - " ve never seen--"

"Now you have," said Draco. He grabbed hold of the back of Harry”s robes
again and steered him firmly towards the bar. Finding an empty pair of
stools next to the plump wizard with the pink cocktail, he plonked Harry
down into a seat and leaned over the counter. "Oi!" he said. "Drinks, over
here."

The topless waitress turned around. "Draco!" she said, obviously pleased
to see him. She hurried over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "I haven "t
seen you in ages."

Harry made a gurgling sound. "You come here a lot?" he said to Draco.

"Believe it or not, my father used to conduct business deals here," said
Draco, accepting the barmaid s kiss with the air of one to whom all
homage is due. His eyes flicked expertly down the bar. "Right, then. One
Mai Tai," he said. "With an umbrella. Green. And one..." He glanced over
at Harry. "One Bloody Mary, double shot of Dragon”s Blood."

The bartending witch grinned. "Umbrella?"
"Sure. A red one."

She winked at him. "Anything you want. And clever you, you got here
before the show this time."

Draco just smiled. The show? thought Harry. His eyes darted to the side
and lit upon a small stage towards the shadowy end of the room. There
were several tall poles set up on it, and far behind them was a small group
of wizard musicians. All men, as well. The one with the clarinet looked
disturbingly like Snape.

Harry had seen enough bad movies to know what the poles were for. He
slowly, disbelieveingly turned his head towards Draco, who was
rummaging in the pockets of his cloak with an air of great unconcern.
"Malfoy," he said, a bit creakily. "Did you just take me to a wizard strip
club?"

"Yup," said Draco, and tossed a handful of Galleons on the counter. "That
should hold us for a few rounds."



Harry shook his head. "I"1l see you toast on the fires of hell for this,
Malfoy."

"Did you say a toast?" The silver-haired barmaid was back (obviously a
veela, Harry thought) with a smoking red drink in one hand and a
swirling green drink in the other. She set them down in front of Harry and
Draco and smiled. "How about a toast to the two best-looking boys at
Hogwarts?"

Despite himself, Harry felt a blush creeping up from his collar. He was not
immune to veela charms, even now. Draco, however, just grinned.
"Angelique," he said, "you” ve never even seen any of the other boys at
Hogwarts."

The veela girl grinned back. "I"m just in it for the tips, love," she said.

Draco handed her a galleon. She tucked it carefully away in a place that
nearly made Harry fall off his stool. When he righted himself, he made a
grab for his drink, and drained it handily. It went down about as easily as
a pint of gasoline, but even as he choked and sputtered he could feel the
liquid spreading its alert and burning energy through his veins.

He gestured weakly with his hand. "Another," he said, between coughs.
"Another of the same, please."

*k*k

They had each downed four drinks and the "show™ still hadn "t started.
Not that Harry seemed to care. He was sitting hunched over his fourth
Dragon”s Blood cocktail, staring down into it as if it held the secrets of
the universe.

Gently, Draco poked him in the shoulder. "Buck up, Potter. The night is
young and we have umbrellas in our drinks."

Harry turned unfocused green eyes on him. "What is it with you and
drink umbrellas?"

"Well, there s a good story there. Actually it”s not a good story, it”s just a
long one. Let”s talk about you instead. How did you come to be lying face-
down in the snow outside the Forbidden Forest?"



"I told you. I had a fight with Hermione."

"And she banged you over the head with a shovel, dragged you out to the
Forbidden Forest, and left you there?"

Harry blew out an exasperated breath. "No. I sort of - ran off. Things were
getting to intense and - don "t you and Blaise ever fight?"

Draco snorted. "Not exactly."

"What does that mean?"

Draco shook his head, "I don”t want to talk about her."

"But she”s your girlfriend."

Draco was unable to restrain a shudder. "Don "t remind me."
Harry looked at him with his mouth open. "Don "t you like her?"
"Nobody likes Blaise," said Draco, with finality.

"Why not?"

"Ha!" Draco sat back, his eyes sparking. ""Where to start? 'Get me a
present.” '"Take me to Hogsmeade.” 'Buy me that bracelet.” 'Make love to
me right here on the floor.” 'No, not like that, like this.” 'Stop wasting
time and get your trousers off".""

"Which do you want me to do first?" asked Harry, poking his fourth -
fifth? - drink with the tip of the red umbrella.

Draco snorted. "No, that”s what she s like. She”s got the worst
personality in the whole House, and as you can imagine that”s up against
some pretty stiff competition."

Harry looked at him curiously. "Then why are you dating her?"

Draco knocked back his drink so fast that Harry was worried for a
moment that he was going to topple off his barstool. He slammed the
empty glass down on the counter. "What are you talking about, Potter?
She's fantastic."



"Er," Harry said, bewildered. "All right. It's just...whatever happened with
you and Ginny? I thought you were going to...you know. Date. Maybe."

"We were what? Okay, Maudlin Man, this encounter session wasn”t
supposed to be about me. It was supposed to be about you."

Harry drew himself upright with a fair bit of difficulty. He took a moment
to focus his eyes on Draco. Then his green gaze sharpened, and hardened,
and he no longer looked drunk at all. "Fine," he said. "Let”s talk about
me."

Draco idly ran a finger around the cold rim of his glass. "What did you
and Hermione fight about?" he asked, making his voice neutral.

"Why don "t you tell me?" said Harry.

Draco blinked. "Eh?"

"She talks to you," said Harry, in a cool voice. "I know she does."
Draco met Harry s gaze with his own. "Do you care?"

"If it helps her, I guess I don"t."

Draco abandoned the cagey approach. "She says you” ve been ignoring
her," he said. "She says you barely speak to her any more."

A slow flush spread upward from Harry”s collarbone, across his face.
"That”s not true," he said.

Draco didn”t say anything.

"It”s not bloody true," Harry said again, the tops of his cheekbones dark
red with rage.

"Right," said Draco. "Tell me, what classes is she taking?"
Harry blinked and opened his mouth. "What?"

"What classes is Hermione taking this year?"



Harry s mouth remained open. "Potions," he said slowly. "Advanced
DaDA with Lupin...."

"And the classes she doesn”t have with you?"

Harry looked down at the bartop. "Arithmancy," he said. His voice was
unsure. "Medical Magic. Wards and Protection..."

"She dropped that," said Draco. His voice was hard. "In October. She”s
taking Runic Studies instead."

Harry looked away from him. His jaw muscles were set. "What"s your
point?"

"You have been ignoring her. Why?"
"I have not--"

"Oh, give it up, Harry," yelled Draco in exasperation. "Is there somebody
else?"

Harry banged his fist down so hard on the bar that the glasses rattled.
Draco was conscious of the fat wizard on his right giving them a peculiar
look. He was also conscious that his last question to Harry might easily be
misunderstood if one hadn”t carefully listened to the conversation
previously. Oh well.

"There is nobody else!" Harry shouted. "There never will be anybody else,
not for me, not ever!"

The fat wizard nudged Draco in the ribs with his wand. "I think he really
means it," he hissed in Draco”s ear. "Come on, give him another chance."

"Oh, shut up," said Draco, not turning around. He was looking at Harry.
The dark red color had faded from Harry s skin and now he was very
white.

" Sorry," he said. "It" s not your fault."

"Damn right it isn"t," said Draco. "And don "t think I like being go-
between for you and Hermione either, because I don”t."



"So why...?"
"I don"t like seeing her unhappy," said Draco, with finality.

At that, Harry was silent. He stared off at the row of bottles lined up
against the wall behind the bar. The magical liquors inside swirled with
different colors: shades of lavender, turquoise and lemony gold. "Maybe
["m being selfish," he said finally. "But it"s because I love her and [ don"t
want to lose her even if  don " t...even if I can”t..." he paused, and Draco
waited, knowing this was no time to interrupt. "Even if [ can”t give her
anything right now," Harry finished.

"You 1l drive her away," said Draco.

Harry was looking down into his empty glass now. The torchlight fringed
his black hair with gold and lit a bright spark of fire at his throat. The
Epicyclical Charm. "Might be the best thing for her," he said.

"Bollocks," said Draco firmly. "She loves you."
"Love," said Harry flatly. His voice held no intonation. "Maybe."
"Don”t be a daft bugger. Of course she does."

The bartender set another drink down in front of Harry, who looked at it
out of bleary green eyes. Draco tried to recall the number of glasses of
alcohol Harry had now consumed. He had a feeling it was out of the single
digits. "Voldemort s coming for me," Harry said. "You know that."

Draco leaned back. "I don”t know any such thing," he said, although in
the back of his head was the memory of a burning pain lancing through
his palm, and a man”s voice saying, The boy is unreliable, Master.

"Of course he is," said Harry. "He 1l try for me again. Why would he stop
now? Slytherin”s out of the way, and the younger I am and the less
experienced the better his chances."

"Potter..." Draco let his voice trail away. "You don” t know."
"I know." Harry”s voice was certain.

"Then....are you afraid?"



"No. I'm glad."
Draco blinked. "Come again?"

"I"'m glad," said Harry, and his voice held something, something savage
and primal. His hand was tight around the stem of his glass. "I 'm glad. I
think about it all the time, Malfoy, about confronting him, my chance for
vengeance this time, my chance to free my parents... I dream about killing
him. I wake up with bruises on my hands and I know I”ve been hitting the
wall with my fists while I sleep. I"ve been angry before but I ve never
known hatred like this, this fierce and constant, it never leaves me, and
how can I be around Hermione when I feel like that? If she knew how I
really was, how full of poison and hate...she thinks I"m above those
things, better than that, and I wish I was, but --" He shook his head as if
clearing it of cobwebs, and his black hair flew around his face. Hermione
had been right. It wanted cutting. "But I"m not."

Draco was staring at him. "I didn”t know..."

Harry”s breathing was ragged. "I keep thinking about my parents down
there... in that place..."

Draco spoke through a tightened throat: "Did you use the Pensieve I gave
you?"

"No." Harry shook his head. "I can”t...." The alcohol had roughened the
usually smooth edges of his voice, and given it a wild desperation. "I
can 't bear it, I can"t..." and he leaned forward, and buried his face in his
hands.

Draco stayed frozen, his heart beating painfully against his ribs. This was
his fault, his fault, he was the one who had told Harry about his parents in
the land of the dead, giving him a tool with which to sharpen all his
feelings of loss and rage and despair into a now-unbearable point. He had
thought the gift of the Pensieve would help, but it hadn " t, since Harry
couldn”t bear to use it. He was a fool to have thought of it in the first
place.

He reached out, and gently touched the now-dry shoulder of Harry s dark
cloak. "Potter." Harry didn”t move. "Potter, " m sorry. I -"



Harry fell off the chair and slid bonelessly to the ground.

"Oh, hell." Draco was off his chair and kneeling down next to Harry in a
flash. He put a hand on Harry”s shoulder and rolled him over. He seemed
unharmed, and blinked up at Draco with sleepy half-open emerald eyes.
"Harry? Harry, are you all right?"

"Fine, thank you, Professor," said Harry, smiled, and shut his eyes.

"And one day I will remember why I let you drink so much." Draco sighed
and sat back on his heels. Only then did he realize that the whole bar was
staring at them. Even the scantly clad waitresses were looking at them
curiously. "Come on, Harry, get up. No, don "t fall back down again. Yes, |
know, gravity is a harsh mistress. But we have to learn to work with her.
Now come along..."

*k*k

"Look, he 1l come back." Ginny gave Hermione s hand a comforting
squeeze. The two girls sat together just outside Hogwarts' great oak front
doors, which stood at the top of a flight of stone steps. Both were warmly
wrapped in fur-lined cloaks: Hermione s dark blue, Ginny~s pale gold. A
few flakes of silvery snow were caught in Ginny"s scarlet curls, and her
dark eyes were wide and anxious as they fixed on her friend. "You two
hardly ever fight."

"I know," said Hermione, through a tight throat. "That”s what makes it so
awful."

"Fighting all the time is worse by far, believe me," said Ginny, and rolled
her eyes. "Draco and I -" She broke off. Despite her miserable state,
Hermione found her ears pricking with interest.

"Draco and you what?"

"Nothing," said Ginny with an elegant shrug. Hermione studied Ginny out
of the corner of her eye. Ginny~s scarlet hair and gold cloak stood out like
beacons against the snow. When students argued over who was the
prettiest girl in school, it usually came down to an close choice between
Blaise Zabini and Ginny. Ginny, in Hermione s opinion, was easily as
pretty, but she didn "t try as hard as Blaise did. Hermione wondered for



the hundredth time what had caused her rift with Draco. They had been
quite close when they”d all returned to school in September, and then,
quite suddenly and with no explanation, they were no longer speaking. In
fact, unless it was at a Quidditch match, they seemed to try never to be
within a hundred yards of each other.

Ron had been ecstatic. Hermione, although she tried to hide it, had also
been pleased. And Harry had barely noticed that anything was happening
at all.

Harry. Hermione s heart turned over, and she against raised her eyes to
the dark tree line in the distance, searching for a familiar dark head and
scarlet cloak...

Ginny saw them first. "Look," she said, and rose to her feet, her gold cloak
swirling around her. Hermione squinted where Ginny was looking, but her
eyesight wasn’t as sharp as the other girl”s: she saw only a vague dark
approaching shape. Ginny sniffed. "They re back...might have known who
he”d go running to." She turned. "I " m going back inside."

Hermione caught at her hand. "No. Wait."

Ginny waited, reluctantly. The dark approaching shape resolved itself into
a clearer figure. Hermione could now see that it was Draco, bareheaded,
his silvery hair bright against the dark horizon. But he was not alone; he
was carrying Harry, whose scarlet cloak stood out against the snow like a
splash of blood.

Hermione was down the stairs in seconds. In the icy silence of the night
the sound of her feet crushing the iced-over snow was like the sound of
breaking glass. She reached Draco”s side and almost barreled into him in
her haste to get near Harry, "What happened? Is he all right?"

"He s fine." Draco”s eyes were shadowed, his lids touched with silver in
the moonlight. "He just drank too much, that”s all."

"Oh." Hermione let her hands drop to her sides. She couldn”t look at
Harry s sleeping face, he looked so vulnerable and so childlike in the icy
light. She looked up at Draco instead. "So he passed out?"



"Well, he woke up briefly, but he called me Professor, and then he
demanded to be taken to Buckingham Palace because he was late for high
tea with the Queen. When I didn't let him run for the train he became
abusive, so I knocked him out and here we are."

Hermione shook her head. "With friends like you, who needs severe head
injuries? I cannot believe you let him drink that much."

Draco looked at her with big eyes.
She sighed. "On the other hand, you did carry him all the way here."

Draco shrugged. "I couldn”t leave him on the floor of the .. ah... Three
Broomsticks. I did a Legerus spell to make him lighter."

"Did you now?" It was Ginny, who had come to stand behind Hermione.
She pointed her wand at the unconscious Harry. "Finite incantatem," she
said.

There was a brief flash of light, and Draco stumbled forward and nearly
lost his balance as his burden assumed its normal weight. Hermione
reached forward and caught at Harry, and together with Draco she helped
lower him to the snow-covered ground, where he made a faint sleepy
noise, rolled over, and put his head on his arms.

Draco straightened up and looked at Ginny. His light eyes were flashing
with rage. "That was stupid, Weasley," he said. "I might have dropped
him."

"Like you care," said Ginny, tossing her thick red curls. "You could have
done a Mobilicorpus spell on him and gotten him here. You didn "t need
to carry him. You were just showing off to impress Hermione."

Hermione stiffened in surprise. What had gotten into Ginny? She looked at
Draco, almost afraid what she might see. His eyes were narrowed as he
looked at Ginny, his mouth a thin hard line. "What a rich and inventive
fantasy life you lead, Weasley," he said coldly. "I can only assume that it”s
because your ordinary life is so colorless and boring."

"At least I have a life," snapped Ginny.



"Right and it consists of waiting around outside school at two in the
morning for other people”s boyfriends to show up, because you haven’t
got your own."

"You don "t have to prove how hateful you are," Ginny said icily. "I
already know it." And she turned on her heel and walked back up the
stairs, yanking the heavy front doors open with venomous force before
disappearing inside.

Hermione turned and looked at Draco. The angry look had disappeared
from his face, and there was an odd light in his eyes. Without looking at
her, he said, "If you start asking me what happened between me and
Ginny and telling me what a great couple we were, I will bury you up to
your ears in snow."

"Can I ask you how you can possibly stand dating Blaise Zabini instead?"
"Have I ever answered you when you asked me that?"
"No, but I thought tonight might be different."

"It might, in fact, be the night your boyfriend freezes to death, unless you
get him inside." Draco looked pointedly down at Harry, who was still lying
on the ground the with head pillowed on his arm. Hermione doubted he
was in any danger of freezing, since he was lying on his cloak, which she
had charmed with a Warming Spell back in October.

"He looks so cute," she said.

"Debatable," said Draco, and stepped back. "But he s all yours now. Have
a good night, and don"t let him throw up on you."

"Aren t you going to help me get him inside?" she asked.

"No," said Draco. "Get Weasley to help you." She knew he meant Ron;
even when he called Ginny "Weasley" there was a notable difference in
tone when he was referring to her than when he was referring to her
brother.

"I don” t know where he is," she wailed.



"I"m sure you can find him," said Draco, and walked past her, taking the
stairs up to the front door two at a time, the moonlight flashing off the
silver embroidery on his cloak. She wondered if he were going after
Ginny. Ginny hadn” t looked like she wanted to be gone after. Still, with
those two, you never knew.

*k*k

Ginny was halfway up the stairs to Gryffindor Tower when she heard his
voice behind her. "Weasley. Wait."

Despite herself, she turned around. Draco stood at the foot of the stairs,
wrapped in his black cloak. The snow in his hair had melted and made
little rivulets down the sides of his face, running into his collar. Behind
him, through the window, she could see the night sky printed with a
thousand silver stars the color of his eyes.

She said, "What do you want?"

"I think it would be best if you didn”t mention tonight to anyone," he
said. "At least in regards to Harry."

Ginny narrowed her eyes. "I already promised along with everyone else
that I wouldn” t mention that you two were friends."

"I know," Draco said. The unspoken comment hung between them: But
that was before. "I meant about his drinking too much. The teachers
won "t like it and it could affect whether they let him play. He" s had
trouble already with his marks this year. You know that."

"Do you care about anyone besides Harry?" She heard the ice in her own
voice, and was surprised. Where did I learn to talk like that? The answer
was immediate: From him, of course. "And Hermione, I suppose. But then,
we agreed not to talk about that."

"I"m not asking you to promise anything for me," Draco said. "But Harry
is your friend as well."

Ginny felt the muscles in her shoulders and back tighten. "You don "t keep
your promises," she said in a low voice. "Why should I?"



"I never promised you anything," said Draco. His voice was calm. He
pushed his hair back from his forehead and the torchlight caught on the
seal ring he wore, and glittered.

"You implied that -"

"You chose to read an implication into my behavior," said Draco. His eyes
were narrowed slits of silver light. "That”s not my fault."

Ginny felt a painful band of cold tighten around her heart. She knew this
was not true. Draco had not pretended his feelings for her. But they had
already had this conversation, and it was no use trying to get him to say
anything different or new. But when she thought back to Harry”s birthday
party, Draco”s hand on her hand as they descended the stairs, and his
eyes when he looked at her, and all the letters she had written him over
the summer, rage boiled up in her, so violent and so tragic that it was
almost pain.

"You re a bastard," she spat, without thinking. "Just like your father."

Draco stiffened. A brief flicker of emotion darkened his eyes: it could have
been hurt or rage, or simple surprise. Then it was gone. "Actually," he
said, and his voice was bitter, "I 'm a bastard in a way that”s entirely my
own."

Ginny had nothing to say to that. She turned around and went up the
stairs, and Draco did not follow her.

*k*k

It was near dawn, and the room had begun to fill with light. "The sun's
coming up," she said, rolling over in the darkness until her bare shoulder
touched his. "We should be getting back."

"No." His voice was distant, sleepy. "Let”s stay here. Let them find us. Who
cares?"

"Oh, Ron." She propped herself up on her elbow and looked down at him.
He lay with the sheets tangled around him, red hair pasted against his
forehead with sweat. This room was one of the few at Hogwarts that
wasn't drafty in the winter. In the pale gray dawn light that streamed



through the high window, the mark on Ron"s forehead where Rowena
Ravenclaw had kissed him stood out pale and silver. "You know we can’t
do that."

"I know." He pulled her down so that she lay crosswise on top of him, and
kissed her mouth.

"Nobody can know about this," she said urgently. "About us."

"Yeah. I know that too." His lips found her throat. "I don"t like the lying,
though."

"It” s just for now," she said, her voice a little hoarse. Her resolve had
begun to weaken and she found herself leaning into his kisses. When he
stopped she made a disappointed noise and looked down at him
beseechingly.

His blue eyes laughed up at hers. "I thought we had to get back?" he said.

"Well," she whispered, "maybe not quite yet," and she let him pull her
down into his armes.

* k%
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"Where to start? 'Get me a present.” 'Take me to Hogsmeade.” 'Buy me
that bracelet.” 'Make love to me right here on the floor.” 'No, not like
that, like this.” 'Stop wasting time and get your trousers off"." "



"Which do you want me to do first?" Blackadder.

"You think too much, such men are dangerous." Julius Caesar,
Shakespeare.



Draco Veritas Chapter Two: New Skin for the Old Ceremony

Draco sat in the embrasure of the window in his small bedroom, watching
the sun rise over the Forbidden Forest. The sky was a pale wash of
mother-of-pearl, scorched with fire just over the treetops; the crystalline
winter air was without any clouds. Dawn light poured in through the arch-
shaped window, the shade of blood and roses, touching his pale face with
a color it would otherwise not have had.

It was light enough now to read without a torch or candle lit. In his hand
was the parchment that Rhysenn had delivered to him the night before. It
was a sheet of clean white parchment bearing a single word in stark black
unfamiliar writing.

Venio.

Slowly he let the letter fall from his hands, and as it fell it burst into
flames, so only ashes landed on the bare stone floor, and settled into the
gaps between the stones. In a few moments, the letter might never have
existed at all.



*k*k

Hermione jerked awake with a start. Her lids felt heavy and her eyes were
dry with exhaustion. She turned over, careful not to wake Harry, who was
asleep beside her on top of the coverlet. He had fallen asleep with his red
cloak wrapped around him and she had given up trying to get him to



loosen his death grip on it: she figured it was warm enough in the room,
he wouldn't freeze.

She turned so that she was lying on her side, and looked at him. He was
sleeping, a heavy drugged sort of sleep. One arm was flung wide, the hand
resting on her pillow and half-open, the fingers curled in. It made her
think of a baby sleeping: a trusting, undefended sort of gesture. His other
arm was curled in against his stomach, his fist shut tight over the
lightning scar that bisected his right palm. His black hair rayed out over
her pillow; the shut lids of his eyes were bluish with tiredness and his jaw
and chin were also bluish, where he had not shaved.

A lancing pain went through Hermione as she looked at him: fear mixed
with protectiveness mixed with love. Through the clear pane of his
unconscious face, she could see through to the child he had been, the
little boy with the too-big clothes and the uncooperative hair, tough and
stubborn and trusting and brave. She remembered the first time she had
ever put her arms around him. Harry, you're a great wizard, you know.

He had shaken his head. I'm not as good as you.

Me? Books! And cleverness! There are more important things -- friendship
and bravery - and, oh Harry - be careful --

She remembered seeing him after that, in the infirmary. She had been
quite sure he was dead, and when she had seen him alive again a sort of
terror had possessed her and kept her from embracing him - a terror
perhaps that having not lost him in that instance, she was once more
vulnerable to losing him again. She carefully moved closer towards where
he lay on the bed, so that her hand rested on his side and rose and fell
with his breathing as he breathed. He seemed to tense under her touch,
and very slowly his eyelids fluttered and rose, and he opened his eyes.
Without the glasses, they were clear windows of green glass, fringed with
black lashes.

She held her breath, waiting. Would he be angry - would he remember
their fight - would he remember last night, after she had brought him
upstairs to her room? Although all he had done was fall asleep
immediately, pushing away her hands as she tried to help him off with his
boots, his wet jacket.



But his green eyes were still foggy with sleep, and he smiled at her tiredly
but without surprise, as if he had expected to see her there when he woke
up. He turned so that he could hold his arms out, and she went into them
and let him clasp her tightly, feeling the residual dampness of his cloak
under her hands, his soft breath stirring the hairs at the nape of her neck.
They lay like that for several minutes without speaking before she felt his
grip on her slacken, and he released her, moving his right hand up to
touch her face.

Very softly, she said, "How are you feeling?"

He cleared his throat, and winced. "I'm in bed with my shoes on and I feel
as if someone took a lemon wedge, taped it to a two-ton weight, and
dropped it on my head. Other than that, I'm fine." He smiled at her. "And
you're here, which cancels out the bad stuff." The smile turned into a
puzzled look. "Did we.... do anything last night?"

Hermione smiled at him sweetly. "What, you don't remember our first
time?"

Harry sat up like a shot, and then clutched his head. "Owwwww," he
moaned, and looked at her imploringly. "We didn't! Tell me we didn't."

Hermione crossed her arms and looked at him with narrowed eyes. "Why,
would that be a bad thing?"

"If I didn't remember it, it would be a very bad thing," he replied.

Hermione flipped her curls back and shrugged. "You were far too out of it
to do anything other than collapse on the bed after being sick all over
some books in the common room - I think you owe Neville an apology."

"I wasn't sick on you, was I?"

Hermione smiled. "How romantic. No, you weren't sick on me. You weren't
sick on Draco either, which is disappointing. I wonder how he would have
handled that."

"Badly, I suspect." Harry put his hands up to his temples. "I barely
remember anything from last night after..." He went suddenly very pale.
"After..." She watched as awareness flooded into his expression, followed
by shock, followed by horror. "Oh, God," he said, sounding numb. "Oh,



God. Last night. What you must think of me. I don't know what got into
me__”

"About a quart of vodka, from the look of things."

"I think it was gin," he replied distractedly. He looked at her, pale and
remorseful. "Hermione, I -"

"Went to a strip club. I know."

Harry looked as if he might fall off the bed. "You know? How do you
know?"

"You," she said, and poked him with a finger, "talk in your sleep."

"Oh." Harry looked very embarrassed, which she had always thought was
rather cute - his ears turned red and he bit his lip. "I, uh -"

"Who's Angelique?"

"Angelique?" Harry floundered. "She was, um, the bartender."
"The topless bartender?"

"Y-yes. Well, she had a lot of hair."

"Really." Hermione's voice dripped scorn. "And was Snape really there
playing the clarinet?"

"Hermione!" Harry cast aside the pillow he had been holding with a
gesture of despair. "I don't know how I ended up at the Sleazy Weasel, it
just happened, and I'll make it up to you, I'll buy you and Ginny copies of
the Playwitch swimsuit calendar -"

"I heard Charlie was February," said Hermione, intrigued.
"-Just forgive me."

Hermione blew out a breath of exasperation. "Oh, Harry, for God's sake, I
don't care about that. So you went drinking, so you went to the - uh,
Sleazy Weasel, what a ridiculous name, I don't care, I know exactly where
to lay the blame for all that, and that's on Draco. But I don't even blame



him, he was just trying to cheer you up and if it had worked, for Heaven's
sake, I'd be the first person thanking him. I've been so worried -"

"I'm not just sorry about that." He stood up and took her by the wrists,
lifting her to her feet. She rose along with him, and stood, tilting her head
back to look up at him. She remembered when she had been taller than
he was. No longer. "There's also what happened in the common room. I'm
sorry about that. I was a total git, and - forgive me, please."

Hermione hesitated.

Harry's hands tightened. She could feel his grip braceleting her wrists and
looked up to search his face. Behind the sheer green color of his eyes was
concern, and even a rising panic. He was afraid she wouldn't forgive him,
and why? Because he knows that whatever it is he's hiding from me is
something serious, and if I knew what it was, I would be angry. Very

angry.

"Of course I forgive you," she said. She heard her own voice as if at a
distance: remote and a little cold. "There's almost nothing you could do
that I wouldn't forgive you for and you know that."

A little of the fear went out of his expression, but some anxiety remained,
like the afterimage of sun against closed eyelids. There was always that
darkness there in his eyes. Hermione thought of it sometimes as the
darkness of that broom closet under the stairs, the shadow that could
never quite leave him. "Then what..."

"I don't know what's bothering you, Harry," she said. "But something is.
You think I can't tell?" She pulled her wrists out of his grasp, took his
hands and turned them over. Along the side of his right hand was an ugly
bruise and on both palms were the faded half-moon imprints where nails
had been dug into the skin. "You're beating yourself up about something,
literally as well as figuratively. And if you don't tell me what it is that's
tearing you apart, then you put a gulf between us. And if one day I can't
reach you across it, then you have no one to blame but yourself."

She raised her eyes to his face, and for a moment saw the shutters drop
from his expression, exposing for a moment the Harry she knew -
vulnerable, bewildered, fiercely loving. Then his eyes slid away from her
face. He said, "Just give me a little more time."



She sighed. She felt very tired, but then again, she had hardly slept the
night before. "Do what you need to do, Harry."

"I love you," he said. His tone was hopeful, a little defensive. But she
reacted to the declaration anyway, as she always had. She raised her face
and he kissed her gently, the light stubble along his jaw and chin
brushing her skin. She put her arms around him then, and he held her,
his face bowed down into her hair, his hands clasped across her back. But
even as they stood locked together, seemingly as close as two people
could be, Hermione felt the distance between them and knew that it had
not been breached.

*k*k

Breakfast. Ginny poked morosely at her plate of eggs and toast. She wasn't
sure why she was in such a low mood - perhaps it was nervousness over
the match that afternoon, or perhaps it was the fact that she hadn't slept
well the night before. She had lain awake in her bed, thinking of Draco's
face when he said, "I never promised you anything." His expression so
blank, those gray eyes so illegible. She thought the blankness was worse
than the coldness he sometimes showed. At least coldness was a feeling.
The blankness was just - nothing at all. And it was exasperating.
Sometimes she wondered if people fell in love with him so easily because
he could be so unreadable - like a beautiful, empty house. You could
dream anything into it.

She wondered if Blaise knew how to read him, or if anyone did. Harry,
maybe. When he tried.

Argh. Ginny ate another bite of eggs, and refrained from looking at the
Slytherin table, which she had gotten good at. Draco was impossible.
Totally impossible. There were lots of other attractive boys at school.
Seamus Finnegan for instance. There he was across from her, eating
porridge with a fork. With his dark blond hair, blue eyes, and Irish accent,
Seamus was certainly appealing. Not a bad Quidditch player either. So
why wasn't she interested in him?



"Ginny?" Seamus was giving her a peculiar look. "Have I got something on
my face?"

Ginny realized she'd been staring. "Oh. Uh. No."



"Yes you have got," said Dean, looking around. "A bloody great lot of
freckles."

"Have not," said Seamus amicably. This was true - Ginny, being a Weasley,
knew a lot of freckles when she saw them. Seamus had only a few, on the
bridge of his nose.

"Have to."
"Have not."

Ginny abandoned Seamus and Dean to it. They were capable of going on
like this for ages. She looked hopefully around the table once again, as if
Harry, Hermione or Ron might have spontaneously appeared there since
she'd last looked, but no - they were all still late to breakfast. Next to her,
Lavender and Parvati burst into a fresh spate of giggling. Ginny was able
to catch, amidst the giggles, the words Draco, so and cute. She threw her
fork down and looked up to see that they were indeed staring over at the
Slytherin table, where Draco was engaged in conversation with Malcolm
Baddock.

Ginny sighed. Ever since Hermione had, probably unwisely, told Lavender
and Parvati that Draco Malfoy wasn't so bad when you got to know him,
they'd felt free to express the crushes on him that they'd probably had all
along. Just watching him get up and down from the Slytherin table at
mealtimes had become something of a spectator sport for them.

"You know, in a way it's lucky he's in Slytherin," said Parvati a bit mistily.
"Green really suits him."

"Oh, for goodness sake." Ginny rolled her eyes. "Listen to you two. 'Here
comes Draco Malfoy, let's all pitch our knickers at him in a mad fit of
passion.' I mean, really. Whatever happened to Gryffindor pride and --"

"There's no point pitching our knickers at him," interrupted Lavender
severely. "He's dating Blaise."

Ginny put her milk glass down with a thump. "Sarcasm is just lost on you,
isn't it?" She wondered, not for the first time, what they would say if she
told them that she'd shared several passionate lip-locks with Draco over
the summer and that he wasn't anything special. She dismissed the idea:



firstly, because they wouldn't believe her anyway, and secondly because it
wasn't exactly true. "Anyway, since when are you two close with Blaise?"

Parvati shrugged. "You can't infringe on another girl's territory, even if
she is a Slytherin. It's the Girl Code of Conduct."

Ginny raised an eyebrow. "The Girl Code of Conduct?"

"It's like the Wizard Code of Conduct," said a familiar voice in her ear,
"only with more corsets."

Ginny turned around to see her brother in the process of taking the seat
beside her. "Ron!" she said, astonished. "You look awful."

He did look awful, or at least as if he hadn't slept all night - his hair was a
mess and there were nearly-black circles of exhaustion under his blue
eyes. But his grin radiated good humor. "Thanks, Gin. I know I can always
count on you to fluff up the old ego." He held out a hand. "Eggs," he
added.

Ginny handed him the plate of eggs. "Did you not get any sleep, or what?"

Shoveling food into his mouth, Ron did not answer. A moment later Harry
and Hermione had joined them at the table. Neither of them looked
particularly rested either, although this surprised Ginny less. Last time
she'd seen Harry he'd been unconscious in the snow, and she surmised
that Hermione had probably been up taking care of him all night. "Hallo!"
she sang cheerfully. Harry winced. Hermione, whose skin seemed nearly
translucent with tiredness, smiled at her wanly. "I'm so glad we have a
match against Slytherin today," added Ginny breezily. "Harry and Ron
just look ready to mop the field with them. ['ve got a suggestion, Harry.
When it looks like Draco's just about to catch the Snitch, why don't you
throw up on him?"

"Eurgh," said Harry, looking green.

"We'll do fine," said Ron, discreetly shoving the water pitcher in Harry's
direction. "Rehydrate, Harry."

While Harry dutifully drank the water, Hermione looked at him anxiously.
"Oh, go to Madam Pomfrey, would you?" she said finally. "I just know she



must have Hangover potions around somewhere, and I haven't got time to
make you one before the game. They take at least a day to prepare."

"All right." Harry waved his hand feebly. "I'll go. I'll go before History of
Magic."

"That's good," said Ginny. "Because right now you look like you couldn't
fly if they shot you out of a cannon."

"You're just annoyed because I went drinking with Draco, and you don't
like him," said Harry, irritability making him forthright.

"Shhh," hissed Ginny, almost upsetting her milk glass. "His fan club will
hear you."

"Draco has a fan club?" said Harry with frank amazement.

Ginny jerked her chin down the table towards Lavender and Parvati, who
were now giggling with a few of the sixth-year girls. "Yes, and they're
having a meeting right now."

Ron snorted. "Is there some problem with the bridge they normally meet
under?"

Hermione choked on her pumpkin juice, then giggled. "Ron..."
"Yes?"

Hermione gave him an innocent look. "Nothing." She put her glass down
and smiled. "I was just about to say that ['ve got some Pepperup Potion in
my trunk if you need it. You look a little tired."

"I'm not tired," said Ron, and yawned hugely. "I'm fine."

Hermione raised an eyebrow. "You do remember we have a prefects'
meeting at two o'clock don't you?"

"Good point," said Ron. "No Pepperup potion for me. It'd be too cruel to
deprive me of the opportunity to sleep through one of those meetings."



"And the mystery of why the ever let you be Head Boy deepens," said
Hermione, shaking her head. "What'd you do - take a leaf out of Fred and
George's book and blackmail them?"

Harry reached over and thumped Ron on the back. "Ron here happens to
have many fine leadership qualities," he said.

"Yes," agreed Hermione. "He's currently leading the House in least amount
of homework done, most amount of butterbeer consumed, and most
number of letters received from suspicious French tarts with silly names."

"Right," said Ron, "because Hermione isn't a silly name at all."

"This isn't about my name -" Hermione began indignantly, then jumped.
"Ow! Ron!" She glared at him. "I cannot believe you kicked me under the
table. That is so immature."

Ron smiled at her pleasantly. Ginny remembered the time that someone -
Draco, she privately suspected - had changed the lettering on his Head
Boy badge so that instead of reading "Ron Weasley, Head Boy" it read
"Ron Weasley, Smug Bastard." Ron had not been amused, despite the fact
that years ago, when Fred and George had done much the same thing to
Percy, he had thought it was hilarious.

Perhaps, she mused, Harry hadn't been at all thick to turn down the Head
Boy job after all.



*k%k

The roof of the Prefects' Hall disappeared into raftered darkness
overhead. The round table that sat in the middle of the room, around
which generations of school prefects had sat, was scarred with the marks
of years - the incisions of quills, sliced initials, stains of spilled ink. In the
center of the table was a slightly raised silver ring, about ten inches in
diameter.



The north wall of the room held two stained-glass windows, one gold, one
blue; the south wall's windows were green and scarlet. Ron stood at the
head of the table, his back to the east wall. There was a long white finger
of clear window behind him, mazed with frost, and through it, more
whiteness was visible - snow, caught in the bare branches of trees, the
colorless spark of sunlight off icicles. In front of all the whiteness, Ron's
bright hair and scarlet jumper stood out like burning banners.

"This meeting will come to order." He rapped on the table with a hand,
and grinned. "All right, everybody, sit down." He jerked his chin towards
Draco, who was still standing by the door. "Malfoy, get over here and sit
down. You're late."

The other prefects - each house was granted two prefects a year, from
fifth year on up, making twenty-four in total - turned and looked at him.
Pansy Parkinson, the other Slytherin prefect, rolled her eyes and pushed
the chair next to her out so that he could sit down.

The back of each of the Slytherin prefects' chairs was embossed with a
curling silver snake. "Sit," she said.

He didn't. His eyes scanned up and down the table and came to rest on
Ron. "Where's Hermione?"

Ron looked irritable. "She couldn't make it. This is going to be a short
meeting and she's empowered me to act on both our behalves."

"Really." Draco came around the table slowly and flopped into the chair
next to Pansy. This put him directly on Ron's left side. He pitched his
voice low, "You don't know where she is, do you?"

Ron, shuffling parchments, pretended to ignore him.

"She wouldn't just miss a meeting for no reason. She loves meetings even
more than she loves me."

"She loves syphilis more than she loves you, Malfoy," hissed Ron.

Justin Finch-Fletchley, sitting farther down the table, raised an eyebrow.
"Did someone say something about syphilis?"



"I was just telling Ron that with a little ointment, his symptoms should
clear right up," said Draco blandly.

"I hardly think syphilis is an appropriate topic for a prefects' meeting,"
said Pansy, shaking her head so that her earrings jangled.

"That's true," said Draco. "I think we should discuss more important
issues, like this conspiracy of silence that pretends that the Astronomy
Tower is actually used for astronomy, when we all really know that people
only ever go up there to snog each other senseless."

"I have used the Astronomy Tower for astronomy," said Justin irritably.
"Yes, well, you're just a sad no-hoper, aren't you, Finch-Fletchley?"

"Congratulations, Malfoy," said Ron loudly, speaking over the chorus of
irritated whispers that had followed Draco's last remark. "Five minutes
into the meeting, and you're already disruptive. And you wonder why
everyone takes an instant dislike to you."



"I just figured it saved time," said Draco, but he raised his hands up, and
shrugged, smiling peaceably. It was a polite, bland smile that didn't reach
his eyes. "I'm ready to talk business."

"No, you're ready to shut up and listen. Say one more thing and it's
twenty points from Slytherin." Ron raised his wand, and waved it towards
the center of the table, where the Hogwarts emblem was emblazoned
inside an etched silver circle. "Ascensus orbis," he said, and the silver
circle detached itself and rose into the air, spinning lazily. Ron watched it
until it hung, spinning, about a foot above the table. Then he spoke. "This
meeting is now in progress. All right then, first order of business....
Motion to have all school prefects engage in search for Trevor the Toad ---
unanimous vote of nay. Sorry, Neville."

Neville, who was not a prefect but had been allowed to sit in on the
meeting to hear the result of his request, looked resigned.

"All right, then, the Seventh Year Pub Crawl," said Ron, shuffling more
papers. "Last year it was a disaster, with at least six underclassmen having
taken Aging Potions to try to fool the security barriers, and two sixth-
years drinking an entire bottle of Giant wine and hexing each other. One
of them still has vestigial antennae sticking out of his head. We can't allow
this kind of thing to happen again this year."

"Well, what can we do about it?" asked Padma Patil. As she spoke, the
spinning circle turned blue for Ravenclaw.

"I think we need some more specific rules," said Justin, and the sphere
turned gold. "Like, that Fizzy Lifting Drinks can only be consumed inside."

Everyone chuckled. Nobody at the table had been at the previous year's
Pub Crawl, but they'd all been told about Eric Sorenson, the seventh-year
who had floated almost to the height of the Hogsmeade church spire and
had to be retrieved by townspeople on broomsticks.

"Well, which establishments are involved this year?" asked Padma.

"Fred and George are turning Weasley's Wizard Wheezes into a winery..."
said Ron.

"Weasley's Wizard Winery?" asked Draco as the sphere turned green.



"Uh-huh," said Ron shortly. "The Three Broomsticks, of course, the Hog's
Head and the Shifty Lemur, plus Florean Fortescue is bringing his ice
cream cart up with Butterbeer sorbet, Honeyduke's will be providing free
candy, the Book Nook will have herbal teas for those who wish to enjoy
the event in an unintoxicated manner -"

"Wimps," commented Draco quietly.

"-and the chip shop will be open as well. Now, it's really a pretty simple
event. Everyone gets a parchment as they leave, explaining when each
establishment will be offering refreshments, and of course the events will
be staggered. Who wants to hand out the parchments?"

Everyone looked shifty, but eventually Pansy volunteered, mostly, Draco
suspected, because she didn't have a date for the event.

"All right, now the main question is keeping the younger students from
trying to sneak along. Sixth years especially think they're too old for the
Yule Ball," he added, shooting a look at the sixth-year prefects, who
grumbled quietly. "Now, in terms of solving that problem..."

Ron's voice slowly faded from Draco's consciousness as the exhaustion of
not having slept much the night before had begun to press in on him. He
was having a difficult time keeping his eyelids from drooping. Shading his
eyes with his hands, Draco looked down at the table, hoping it would
seem as if he was lost in thought, and shut his eyes. The sound of the
other voices in the room receded like a wave drawing back, and the
darkness of sleep gathered him in.

**%k%
"Where is my servant?"

"He is in the other room, my Lord. He has brought what we sought with
him, and asks again your forgiveness."

A sharp, indrawn hissing breath. "Let him in."

It was the same tower room, although the furnishings had multiplied.
Atop the long table against the wall were piled a dizzying array of magical
objects. Silver flasks and phials, mortars of jade, clear alembics. Cauldrons



whose cold contents glowed an eerie bluish green. He viewed the room at
a new angle now, facing the two men who stood side by side looking down
at the etched pentagram on the floor. Behind it he could see a wall lined
with shelves. The shelves held all manner of things: jars of mummified
parchment, charts of the heavens, crucibles, miniature braziers and urns,
several stands of candles and what looked like an athanorum - an
alchemist's oven. A tapestry depended from the south wall, almost
brushing the long table: it depicted a skull with flowers growing from its
empty eye sockets, and words embroidered beneath it:

I am the assassin against whom no lock can hold.

"It might not be the right mirror, my Lord," said Lucius Malfoy anxiously,
looking sideways at his master. He was wearing dark crimson robes today,
banded with black. He had often worn red into the woods when he and
Draco had gone hunting together years ago. "It hides the blood," he would

say.
"It will be," said Voldemort, "the right mirror."

A tall slotted door in the wall slid open, and Wormtail entered, carrying in
his hand a medium-sized mirror. It was a beautiful thing: the reflecting
surface made of polished silver and the body and the handle made of
bronze. The handle was twisted like a tress, the border full of stylised
engravings of whirlwinds and birds. It reminded Draco vaguely of the
workmanship done on the scabbard of Harry's Gryffindor sword.

Wormtail went down on his knees in front of the Dark Lord, his head
bowed. Voldemort stretched out a pale, long-fingered hand, and took the
mirror from his servant. From his vantage point behind the Dark Lord,
Draco could see Voldemort raise the mirror in his hand and glance
thoughtfully at his own malevolent expression.

Then he opened his hand. The mirror slowly rose about a foot into the air
and hovered there, directly in front of the Dark Lord, as if it was caught in
a strong magnetic field.

The Dark Lord's voice was amused. "Find the Heir," he said.

His reflected face vanished as the surface of the mirror clouded over, as if
a storm of blue smoke swirled up from its depths. When the blue shadows



cleared, Draco saw with a jolt a narrow corridor, and walking along it -
himself. It was strange to see himself from this angle. The Draco-who-was-
not turned a corner and stepped through a set of unfamiliar doors onto a
barren battlement, adorned with carvings that looked familiar but he
couldn't place just how.

"My Lord," said Lucius finally, breaking the silence, "What do you see?"

"I see your son." Voldemort's voice was cold, and sinuous as a snake. "l
am watching your son in the mirror. It has been tuned to find him. I see
him now. He bears the Weapon of Real Death. Did you know that?"

"I knew that, yes. Terminus Est. He has had it since the summer."
Voldemort lifted the mirror higher. "He is handsome, your son."
Lucius looked uneasy. "You asked for him to be made that way, Master."

"Yes. People of great beauty and charisma make excellent leaders. People
wish to follow them. I was handsome myself, once."

Lucius looked even more uneasy. "Yes, of course."
"And Lucifer himself was God's most beautiful angel."

Lucius was silent. Wormtail seemed pale and distracted. His gaze was on
the floor.

Very slowly, Voldemort lowered the mirror. "Have you read the Bible,
Lucius?"

Lucius unclasped his hands, which had been resting against his black
robes. "Master, I would -- "

"Perhaps you haven't. It was a staple in the Muggle orphanage in which I
was raised." The Dark Lord put his hand against the mirror in which
Draco's face was clearly reflected, his outspread fingers touching the boy's
face. "And God so hated his only son," he said softly, "that he gave him to
the world, that the world might have him."

"Loved," said Wormtail, breaking the silence unexpectedly.



"What's that?"

"The quotation," said Wormtail. His voice was nervous and uneven. "And
God so loved the world -- "

"Do you presume to correct me, Wormtail?"
"N-no. No, my lord."

"I didn't think so."

*k*k

"Malfoy! Hey! Malfoy!"

At the sound of his own name, consciousness came back to Draco like a
dash of cold water in the face. With a start, he focused his eyes, seeing the
room reel around him before it settled into stillness. The first thing that
came into focus was Ron's face: vexed and irritable, his blue eyes sparking
like gas flames turned low. "Malfoy, are you not listening?"

"You told me if I said anything it would be twenty points from Slytherin,"
said Draco meekly.

"Yes, well, obviously not when I'm addressing you directly!" Ron looked
ready to lunge across the table and shake Draco senseless. "So are you
willing to, or not?"

"Of course I am," said Draco, without the slightest idea what he had just
agreed to do. The room was still spinning slightly and his head was full of
echoing voices. There was a sharp pain behind his eyes.

Ron looked surprised. "That's settled, then." He put down the parchments
he had been holding, and grinned. "All right, well, we look well on our
way to having the best Seventh Year Pub Crawl ever. And if the new
chaperon system works, we may be well on our way to being the first class
ever to achieve immortality through not having to cope with a bunch of
drunken fifth-years getting us all in trouble." Ron grinned. "Even Malfoy
can't argue with that."



"Well, it does interfere with my plan to achieve immortality through not
actually dying," said Draco, and then, at Ron's expression, added hastily,
"But ... I can rethink that."

"Anything else?" Ron asked. When everyone was silent, he waved his wand
again and murmured, "Orbus deceleratus," and the whirling silver circle
returned to its place in the center of the table, and was still. "Meeting
adjourned," announced Ron, and set down his wand.

As the prefects filed out the doors, Draco felt a tap on his shoulder. It was
Pansy Parkinson, her pug nose wiggling with curiosity. "I can't believed
you agreed to stay back from the pub crawl and make sure no low-
formers try to sneak along to Hogsmeade," she said, shaking her head.
"Whatever possessed you, Draco?"

Draco stopped in his tracks. "I did what - | mean, I'm not exactly sure."

"Blaise thought you were going to go with her - she'll be furious!" Pansy
walked off, shaking her head, the bright pink ribbons in her hair
trembling. Draco looked after her thoughtfully.

"Furious, eh?" he said to himself. "Ah, well. Always a silver lining, I
suppose.”

*k*k

"Hey, Weasley! Wait up."

Ron turned at the sound of the familiar voice, a dull sense of foreboding
settling over him. Draco was walking towards him along the corridor,
having ditched the other prefects some ways back. Ron stood where he
was, eyebrows raised, as the Slytherin boy approached him. Whatever
Draco wanted, he was sure it wasn't going to be anything good. Even short
conversations with Draco were usually sarcasm rallies. No matter what
their shared history, Ron just couldn't seem to muster up the warmth
towards Malfoy that Harry could, not even a shadow of the easy
camaraderie those two shared when they weren't in public.

Ron cocked his head, trying to define what it was about Malfoy that so
annoyed him, even now - perhaps it was the way he wore his school robes,
as if they weren't ordinary black school robes but something much finer.



As usual, and against regulations, the buckles on his robes were undone,
showing the expensive clothes underneath - a dark gray sweater today,
and black trousers, and the ubiquitous green-and-silver tie. Draco was
shorter than Ron, but his slenderness and something about his bearing
made him seem taller than he was.

"You're not wearing your prefect badge," said Ron wearily. "Technically, I
could take points from Slytherin."

"Technically, I am wearing my badge. Just not where you can see it."

Draco smiled his most charming smile, and Ron resisted the urge to kick
him. "What do you want, Malfoy? I haven't got all day."

"I want to know where Hermione is," said Draco with admirable
directness.

"I don't know," said Ron tightly. "Why don't you ask Harry? Or don't you
know where he is either?"

Draco's eyes went unfocused for a moment. "He's in the north fifth floor
stairwell, going upstairs."

Ron shook his head. "Don't do that, it's creepy." He stared as the other
boy's eyes came back into focus and Draco looked at him inquiringly.
"Right, I forgot. You don't need to find Harry to talk to him, so why don't
you just ask him..."

"Because he doesn't know either," said Draco. "These days he doesn't
know where he is most of the time. Anyway, he doesn't need the extra
worry."

"Whereas I do?"

"You can handle it," said Draco, once again demonstrating his spectacular
ability to make a compliment sound like an insult.

Ron sighed. "I do not know where Hermione is," he said, enunciating
clearly. "She didn't tell me she wasn't coming to the meeting, she just
didn't show up, and when and if you find her, you can tell her for me that
I don't appreciate her sticking me with you lot on my own. Got that?"



"I shall make some very strongly worded statements on your behalf,"
Draco promised solemnly.

Ron stared at him. "Do you ever say anything that isn't sarcastic?"
"No," said Draco cheerfully. "Not really."
"Why do you want to know where Hermione is, anyway?"

"I'm worried about her." Draco's voice was uninflected, giving away
nothing. "I wanted to talk to her."

"She'll be at the match this afternoon, she goes to all Harry's matches, you
know that."

"I won't have a chance to talk to her then, I'll be too busy winning the
game."

"Fat chance, Malfoy," said Ron, with some satisfaction. "You can't win
against us. Harry's developed some new strategies that will knock you off
your Firebolt."

"Really?" Draco looked politely interested. "Well, then you'll get to give
me mouth-to-mouth resuscitation again, and we know how much you like
that."

"Shhhh!" Ron hissed frantically, whipping around to see if anyone had
overheard. "Okay, now, in what universe is that 'never talking about it
again ever”?"

"Oh yeah," said Draco, with great unconcern. "Oops."

Ron threw his hands up into the air. "Oh, go away, Malfoy. And if you
want to find Hermione so badly, look where we always bloody look. She's
probably in the library."

*k*k

The library was nearly deserted: of the few students who sat studying at
the long tables, Ginny recognized only Slytherin Chaser Malcolm Baddock,
Hannah Abbott, engrossed in a tome entitled The Nice and Accurate
Prophecies of Agnes Nutter, Witch, and Parvati Patil, sound asleep in a



corner. Even the vulture-like Madam Pince was nowhere to be seen.
Probably lurking in a corner of the stacks, waiting to catch unsuspecting
students who dared dog-ear their textbook pages. Ginny leaned back, her
eyes flicking to the clock on the south wall above the door. The face of it
changed daily, depending on what school activities were scheduled.
Today, in the four-o-clock spot, the words Slytherin vs. Gryffindor
Quidditch Match glowed red and green, matching the decorations on the
Christmas tree in the corner. Ginny was pleased to see that she had at
least another hour and a half before she needed to start getting ready for
the match; plenty of time to read another chapter in the latest tale from
Witch Weekly's Dragon Heartstrings romance novel series. She had
become hooked on them after finding a secret stash of the novels under
her mother's collection of kitchen towels. She knew they were trash but
she couldn't help herself; this newest one was entitled Passionate
Trousers, and so far she was enjoying it very much.

The heaving waves on the vast, black ocean beneath the castle sent a salty
spray flying up over the rocks, leaving beads of water to form on the
exposed alabaster skin of the tall, flame-haired witch who stood on the
high balcony. Her salty tears mixed with the sea spray as she faced Tristan
de Malcourt, the wizard who had loved her in every way it was possible
for a woman to be Ioved, and then abandoned her to a cruel fate.

Rhiannon laughed mirthlessly as she faced him now. "Tristan," she said. "l
suppose you thought I would not find you."

"On the contrary." His firm gray eyes flashed. "Thou art a very
determined witch."

She raised her chin. "Yes, I am."

He turned to walk away. "It will do thee no good, Rhiannon. Thou must
find another, I cannot love thee."

"No!" She flung herself at him, and almost bounced off his broad,
muscular chest, so broad and muscular was it. "It is you, and only you,
that I must be with!"

"What art thou saying?" He spun to face her, his robes swirling around his
sturdy, muscular calves. "Thou knowest I need my space!”



"It is too late, Tristan! For - I am with child!"
He goggled at her.
"Yes," she repeated. "With child!"

The words hung in the salty air like overripe peaches. She gazed at him,
her huge dark eyes filling with tears - and then he had Ilunged towards
her and gathered her to his broad, manly chest, raining fiery Kisses on her
full, flowerlike lips. "Rhiannon!" he cried. "This changes everything! My
darling! My angel! My light! My life!"

Heedlessly she abandoned herself to his caresses as his long, elegant
masculine fingers dispensed with her bodice buttons more swiftly than a
practiced Summoning Spell. She leaned back against the balustrade and
let him do with her as he wished, her breathing becoming a hungry
panting as he shoved her skirts up around her thighs, his hands stroking
her creamy skin, and she tried to banish the worrying thought that
perhaps she should tell him that the child she carried was not his after all,
but the child of the evil Dark Wizard Morgan, Tristan's most hated
enemy...

"She should probably tell him," said a voice behind her. "Otherwise, I
envision things getting very rocky for them farther down the road."

Ginny spun around with such suddenness that Passionate Trousers was
knocked to the floor at her feet. She felt herself go scarlet. She had never
quite realized before how garish the cover actually was - "From the
Dragon Heartstrings series! Where bosoms actually heave!" it proclaimed
in glittering letters, just above the illustration of a swooning witch being
given what looked like CPR by a shirtless blond wizard in alarming velvet
trousers. As she watched, the wizard looked up from what he was doing,
winked, and blew her a kiss. This would have been embarrassing in any
case, but was doubly so with Draco Malfoy standing next to her, looking
tall, blond, and immaculately composed. As she looked from the book to
him his mouth twitched into a slow smile, his gray eyes lighting up.

"Oh," she said awkwardly. "You."



He bent down and picked up Passionate Trousers, whether to glance at it
or hand it to her she didn't know or care. She reached out and yanked the
book out of his grip, shoving it under her Astronomy textbook.

"I was enjoying that," he said, looking injured. "Especially the part where
she could feel the proof of his rampant passion pressing against her -"

"Pig," she hissed at him, under her breath.

"No, I'm pretty sure that wasn't it. Rhiannon doesn't seem like the sort of
witch who'd have a pig, or much interaction with barnyard animals of any
sort."

"Unless you count Tristan," said Ginny irritably.

"Now, I rather like Tristan," said Draco. He shifted the book his was
holding from his right hand to his left, and gestured expansively with it.
"He seems like a wizard with the right sort of ideas."

Ginny sniffed. "He heartlessly abandoned Rhiannon and left her in the
clutches of her evil uncle Rodrigo!"

"Well," Draco pointed out, "he didn't know Rodrigo was evil. He thought
he was doing what was best for her, since he couldn't tell her he was on
the run from the Council of Wizards."

"It was not what was best for her!" Ginny said heatedly. She could feel the
blood rushing into her face and knew she was probably scarlet with
annoyance. "She loved him and without him her life was meaningless."

"Better than having no life," said Draco rather coldly. "Better than having
your soul sucked out by minions of evil."

"And what do you know about it, Draco Malfoy?"
"Listen, Weasley-"
"How long were you standing there reading over my shoulder, anyway?"
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A sharp voice interrupted them. "Miss Weasley! Mister Malfoy! What is
this disturbance?" It was Madam Pince, looking poisonous. "I cannot
believe you are shouting in my library."

Ginny blushed. "I'm sorry, Madam Pince."

"What could be of such urgent importance that you have to shriek about
it?"

"It was just a private argument," said Draco, widening his eyes and
looking angelic. Madam Pince was unmoved. "Well, take your little lover's
spats elsewhere from now on."

Ginny gasped. "Lover's spats?"
Madam Pince raised her eyes. "Yes, Miss Weasley?"

"This wasn't a lover' spat," Ginny protested firmly. "It was a completely
love-free spat.”

Madam Pince shook her head.
Draco looked amused.
"I don't even like him," Ginny added, indicating Draco with a gesture.

"I really don't care," said Madam Pince. "Ten points from Gryffindor, ten
points from Slytherin." She shot a look at Draco. "And you a prefect, too,"
she said, sniffed, and walked away.

"Blaise will be so disappointed in you," said Ginny, with heavy sarcasm,
turning back to Draco. But he was already gone - halfway across the
library on his way to the door. She watched in mingled exasperation and
disappointment as he vanished through the door, and it was only when he
was quite gone and she turned back to her books that she realized he had
taken her copy of Passionate Trousers with him.

*k*k

Entering the small room that served as the NEWT-Level Defense Against
the Dark Arts classroom, Draco was surprised to see Hermione already
there, sitting at the table, apparently absorbed in a book entitled A Runic



Alphabet. Since it was such a small class, boasting only seven students
(Harry, Hermione, Eloise Midgen, Terry Boot, Neville Longbottom, Padma
Patil, and Draco himself) it was conducted around a battered old wooden
table, with Professor Lupin chatting and consulting with them as if they
were all old friends.

Draco slid into the seat next to Hermione and spoke under his breath. "I
cannot believe you skived off the prefects' meeting."

She didn't look at him, but her cheeks turned dark red. "I know. I forgot."
"You forgot? How could you forget? You live for that kind of thing."

"I just forgot."

"I was worried about you."

Now she did look up. "Worried? What did you think had happened to
me?"

Her eyes were very dark and curious. She had her hair pulled back into a
messy bun stuck through with a quill that held it in place. He hesitated
for a moment, unsure how to explain that what had struck him was a
vague and terrible sense of apprehension, sourceless and inexplicable. She
seemed to see the hesitation in his eyes, or maybe she saw something else
there, because when she spoke, it was rapidly and with some nervousness.
"Why were you looking for me?"

"Because you speak Latin," said Draco.
Hermione raised an eyebrow. "So do all the professors."

"I know." Draco leaned back and put his feet up on the table. He could tell
that Hermione was struggling to restrain herself from telling him not to
do that, although he couldn't see the problem himself -- his shoes were
lovely, dark brown leather boots in suede so soft you could have taken a
nap on it. Hermione just did not appreciate the finer things in life.
"Hermione, what would you say if I said 'Venio'to you?"

"I'd ask if you wanted me to make up the spare bedroom."



"What?"

Hermione smiled. "It means 'l come,' or 'l am coming' with the implication
being that whoever it is, is going to arrive soon."

Oh." Draco studied the tips of his boots. "That's all it means?"
"Yes."

"How ostentatious."

Hermione blinked at him. "What are you going on about?"
Draco waved a dismissive hand. "Nothing."

"Come on, tell me."

"Not until you tell me why you skived off the meeting."
Hermione looked guilty. "Was Ron very angry?"

"Angry? Not so much, really. More...annoyed and distracted." Draco
shrugged. "Weasley's been acting odd lately, if you ask me."

Hermione set her book down on the table. "Yeah. I know what you mean.
Sometimes [ wonder if..."

"If what?"
"If he's seeing a girl."
"Only if he closes his eyes and concentrates, I'd imagine," said Draco.

Hermione looked at him irritably. "I know you think that, but Ron is
really..."

A voice spoke from behind them. "Ron is really what?"

Draco looked up, knowing already who it was; if he'd not been paying so
much attention to Hermione, he would have heard Harry come into the
room. He was looking down at Hermione, and there was that oddness
between them that had become so pronounced of late. Draco knew now



what was making Harry withdraw from Hermione, and suspected he could
imagine that she would withdraw herself in response. But it was a difficult
thing to watch happen without being able to do anything about it.

Hermione dropped her eyes. "Really busy," she said. "Ron is really busy."

"Oh." Harry sat down next to Hermione, so that he was facing Draco
across the table. "Well, he is Head Boy."

"I know." Hermione looked at Harry more closely. "You look better. Did
you go to the infirmary?"

Harry nodded but was prevented from saying anything by Lupin walking
in, followed by Padma and Eloise. A moment later Terry and Neville had
joined them and the class was complete.

Lupin sat down. "The time has come for us to talk about your end-of-year
projects," he said, shuffling quickly through his books and selecting a
stack of parchments. A soft little groan ran around the table, and Lupin
looked up with a smile in his dark gray eyes. "It won't be that bad. First
off, I'll be dividing you up into teams." He consulted a parchment, his
eyes flicking quickly down the list. "Neville and Terry, Padma and Eloise.
Harry and Draco. Hermione, you're on your own."

Hermione nodded and Draco wondered if she had worked this out with
Lupin ahead of time. He was mildly surprised that he had been put with
Harry but suspected that this was because Lupin knew that he was
unlikely to get along with anyone else.

"Each team will have the rest of the year to work on their projects," Lupin
continued. "Now, I've tried to make these projects flexible to allow you to
use your own inventiveness - a great part of being a successful Auror
requires quick and adaptable thinking. It also requires creativity-"

"I plan to make a diorama," said Draco solemnly.
"No," said Lupin patiently, "not that kind of creativity."
"But it'll be an evil diorama. And then Harry can destroy it."

Lupin's voice held a warning tone. "Draco."



Draco subsided, although next to him, Harry's shoulders were shaking
with silent laughter. Hermione rolled her eyes.

"The tasks," Lupin went on, "are divided into three categories: pure
research, curse-breaking, and Dark creatures." He began handing out
parchments, which the students passed along the table. Draco took his
and glanced at it quickly. Describe a method you might use for breaking
the Medusa curse. Successfully train yourself to resist the Imperius Curse.
(Not you, Harry.) Research the history of Azkaban. Describe how you
might elude a Tracking Curse. Write a history of the Founders of
Hogwarts; please include the Ten Years' War and the founding of the
Auror's Guild. The next one made Draco smile. Conceive a plan by which
a Manticore might be defeated. (Not you, Harry, or Draco either!)

"There are thirty in total," Lupin added. "Each set of two students please
select three projects to do, one from each category - Hermione, since
you're alone, you need do only two. On the first of May, we'll start
presentations of final projects, on which your final marks will depend.
Any questions?"

Neville raised his hand slowly. "What if we want to research a curse that
isn't on this list?"

Lupin's eyes darkened. "Then talk to me after class."
"Will we be able to get books out of the Restricted Section?" asked Padma.

Lupin nodded. "Just give me a list of what you need and I'll sign it out for
you."

Draco only half-heard this, his attention had begun to wander. He looked
out from under the fringe of his lowered lashes, first at Harry, who had
regained his seriousness and was busy studying the project list. He looked
severe, and not a little tired. Which was probably good, Draco thought,
since that afternoon he would be flying against Harry, they might as well
both be exhausted or it would be an uneven match. Harry exhausted was
still a just-about-unbeatable Seeker. Nothing broke his concentration: not
pain, not fear, not anger, not tiredness. Not anything.

Draco moved his gaze to Hermione. She was taking notes. Typical. She had
her lower lip caught between her teeth as she often did when she was



thinking. He looked away. His glance slid over Padma (pretty enough but
not his type) to Neville (looking very tense) to Terry (utterly boring;
Draco had never spoken to him) to Eloise (she had briefly dated Crabbe in
fifth year, and by all accounts even kissed him, which had always struck
Draco as a biological impossibility) to Lupin, who to his surprise was
looking back at him. "Draco," he said. "You seem elsewhere."

"Just excited about my upcoming project, Professor," said Draco
innocently.

Lupin gave him a nice-try-kid look. "See me after class, Mr. Malfoy."

Busted! Harry's voice sang out in Draco's head. He shot his soon-to-be-
stepbrother an annoyed look, but Harry's expression was quite innocent.
He remembered when it would have been a near impossibility for Harry to
hide anything he was feeling. No longer. He resolved to try to prevent
Harry from picking up any more of his bad habits in future.

Class ended five minutes early to allow the students time to get down to
the Quidditch pitch. Harry left with Hermione, his arm around her, the
parchment with their assignment on it shoved into his bookbag. I'll see
you on the pitch, he said, half turning around.

Draco nodded slightly in response. When he turned back to Lupin, he
found the DaDA professor folding his parchments into a leather carrying
case with gold buckles that Draco didn't care for - gold was so affected.
Then again, they wouldn't very well be silver, would they? "It was very
reassuring to hear that you're looking forward to your assignment, Draco,
especially since outlines of your project choices will be due after
Christmas vacation." He smiled. "Which is why I put you and Harry on the
same team, since I know you'll be spending your holiday break together."

"He'll be with Hermione too. You didn't need to put him with me."
"She can work alone. You can't."
HI Can _H

"You'll work better with Harry," said Lupin, with finality. "Is this a
problem?"



"No...uh, no." Draco was a bit taken a back at his own behavior. He wanted
to work with Harry. He rather suspected he had just been fishing for
information about Hermione's private project. Bad Draco, he told himself
experimentally, but nothing happened -- self-criticism was not his forte. "I
don't mind working with Harry."

"Good, because Dumbledore and I discussed it and we want you together."
"You talked about us?"
"We often do." Lupin smiled and picked up his case. "Surprised?"

"I suppose not." Draco held the door open for Lupin to walk out of the
room and they started down the corridor together. "I don't imagine it'd
do any good to ask what you say?"

"None," said Lupin pleasantly.
"Any reason you kept me after class?"

Lupin stopped walking and faced him, his eyes thoughtful. "Just to tell
you that if you and Harry run into any problems, I want you to come
directly to me. I'll also be at the Manor over Christmas, and available to
you then as well."

"Oh. Okay." Draco didn't know what else to say -- he had never in his life
gone to a teacher for extra assistance, and he knew exactly how Harry felt
about going to teachers for anything at all. It was a bit of a mania with
Harry, doing things on his own; then again, Draco supposed he himself
was much the same way. "Will do."

"And you have a good idea what kinds of materials you might need?"
Draco nodded. "We're sorted, thanks."

Lupin nodded. "All right. Good luck on the game, then," he added, and
surprised Draco by shaking his hand. "May the best team win."

"I thought you were a Gryffindor fan, professor," said Draco curiously. "I
thought you were all in Gryffindor, you and Harry's dad and Sirius and..."



"Is that what you thought?" said Lupin mildly, and turned away. Draco
looked for a moment after him with great curiosity -- what did he mean
by that? -- before he turned and bolted for the Quidditch pitch, anxious
not to be late.

*k*k

Ginny tried to stifle a yawn. She was sitting between Elizabeth and Seamus
on the uncomfortable wooden benches in the Gryffindor Quidditch
changing room, listening to Harry give his pre-game pep talk. Everyone
seemed to be paying rapt attention, even Ron, who was fiddling with the
fastenings on his knee guards. Harry was excellent at pep talks, which had
always surprised Ginny since he was so unenthusiastic in general about
public speaking. But Quidditch, like Hermione, was a subject that brought
out the passion in him - he gestured with his hands while he talked, his
black hair dancing, green eyes sparking animatedly. He also, she thought,
looked his best in his Quidditch uniform - the burgundy-and-gold striped
sweater, light corduroys, and knee-high leather knee protectors suited
him. Harry tended not to wear the regulation elbow protectors, as he
claimed they slowed down his reach and made him less effective at
catching the Snitch, but he did wear the fingerless black leather gloves, at
least in winter. Back when she had had a crush on him, the outfit had
tended to reduce her to speechlessness; even now, it made her stomach
do a friendly little flip. Of course, he wasn't the only boy she knew who
looked good in his Quidditch uniform, but still. There was no harm in
silent appreciation.

She blinked as everyone around her started to their feet - apparently the
pep talk was over and she hadn't heard a word of it. Seamus, Colin,
Elizabeth and Dennis filed past her; Ron half-stood, then cursed quietly as
the strap on his knee guard broke. Harry glanced back, but Ron waved
him away. "You go on," he said, and grabbed for his wand. Harry nodded
and reached for his Firebolt; Ginny followed suit, and went after him
down the corridor that led out to the Quidditch pitch. They joined the
rest of the team there, and a moment later Ron caught up with them.

It was a bright, brisk winter afternoon, so sharply chilly that Ginny's eyes
stung. She raised her head, feeling the cold air touch the tip of her nose,
her uncovered ears. Her hair was bundled under a black woolly hat, and



the fingerless gloves on her hands were tipped with mini Warming
Charms, but the chill still seeped into her skin.

She glanced around. The ground below the pitch was scraped clean, as flat
and icy as a skating rink. The diminishing sunlight striped it with bars of
gold. Behind the pitch rose the Forbidden Forest, the trees immense and
winter-black. Stripped of leaves and outlined by the snow, they had a
thorny, medieval symmetry.

The crowds whooped and cheered from the stands, many of them
clutching orange-glowing Hot Potatoes, a new product from Weasley's
Wizard Wheezes that exploded in House colors after the game ended.
Ginny saw Hermione sitting towards the front of the stands, a white
knitted cap covering her curly brown hair. She was flanked on her left by
George and his girlfriend Jana, who came in from Hogsmeade for the
game. Both the twins liked to watch their little sister and brother fly, and
were trading off coming in for the matches when the joke shop wasn't too
busy.

Ginny raised her hand and waved, and Hermione waved back. Her cheeks
were scarlet with cold and, together with the white cap and her curling
dark hair, made her look very pretty. Next to her, George made a rude
gesture. Ginny was surprised, until she realized that he was looking past
her at the Slytherin team, who had just come out onto the pitch opposite
them.

She felt herself tense. Gryffindor-Slytherin matches were always the worst,
for a multitude of reasons. She hated how fierce and embattled they
always were, and how tense they made Harry - she knew, since he had
told her back in September, that he and Draco had made a pact never to
use their telepathy during a game, as it was both too distracting and could
be considered cheating. She knew that Draco was the best flier in the
school, after Harry, and the only one who could really challenge Harry on
his own ground; she also knew that Harry didn't like having to fly against
him, although he never let it get in the way of the game. Harry was
nothing if not consummately professional where Quidditch was
concerned.

As if he knew Ginny was thinking about him, at that moment Harry
tapped her on the shoulder. "You all right?" he asked.



She knew what he meant; they were all always asking her if she was all
right when Draco was around. She looked over at the unmentioned
subject of the question, who stood as he always did before a game, arms
crossed, broomstick at his feet, his team ranged out behind him as if they
were arrayed on a stage. Everything was drama to him, she thought
irritably. Everything was about staging. He had probably calculated for
hours where to stand so that the sunlight struck him just so, lightening
his fair hair to silver and making both it and the silver stripes along his
green-striped sweater shine like new metal.



His forest-green Quidditch cloak hung just so, making a perfectly even
line from his shoulders down to his polished black boots. Like Harry, he
eschewed the elbow protectors and wore the fingerless leather gloves,
although his were cleaner and gleamed as if they were new. In fact, the



whole Slytherin Quidditch team gleamed as if they had just been polished,
from Malcolm Baddock's new Asteroid 2000 broom to Blaise's red-gold
hair, which was not, like Ginny's, stuffed under a woolly hat, but instead
poured like a river of fire down her back to her waist. They had made
some non-regulation alterations to their uniforms - they wore black
instead of the usual light-colored corduroys, and all of them wore lace-up
leather boots instead of trainers. Polished silver buckles held their
emerald robes in place over their shoulders. The general overall effect
reminded Ginny of the team of horses who drew the Beauxbatons
carriage: sleek, matching, purebred, mean as hell.

"I'm fine," Ginny said to Harry, who nodded. It was almost entirely true.

Madam Hooch blew her whistle. "Captains greet each other!" she called
out, and the two captains stepped out onto the pitch, Draco first and then
Harry. They met in the middle and each held out their hand to be shaken.
Harry's cheeks were scarlet with cold, Draco looked pale and composed
and untouched by the weather, and Ginny was struck as always by the
similarity in their bearing and build, despite the superficial differences of
coloring and uniform. Both were tall and slender without being thin, with
the light build that made for exceptional Seekers. Each bent his head as
their hands touched, and as the dying sunlight flared and faded behind
them, she marveled at the incongruity of it -- Harry Potter and Draco
Malfoy, shaking hands. A year ago she would have thought that would be
impossible; now she wondered that they managed to keep their manner
towards each other so cold and reserved in public. They had faced death
before shoulder to shoulder, yet as they broke off the handshake, turned,
and repaired to their respective teams, they might never have known each
other at all.

As the crowd above them roared and cheered, Blaise stood on her tiptoes
and kissed Draco lightly on the mouth, as she always did before games,
"for luck." He barely moved or acknowledged the gesture, seeming to
accept it as his due, which annoyed Ginny despite the fact that she knew
he was in some measure acting. But then he was always in some measure
acting. "Some people make scenes," Harry had said to her once. "Draco
makes three-act plays."



Madam Hooch's whistle blew, snapping Ginny out of her reverie. She
seized her broom and kicked off with the rest of the team. Fourteen
players rose up towards the darkening silver sky.

Harry immediately rose high above the rest of them, casting about for the
Snitch. Draco flashed upward as well, a blur of green and silver at the
corner of Ginny's eye. She pulled her attention away from the boys as
something huge and black shot towards her - a Bludger, hit by Tess
Hammond. Ginny ducked it as Colin flew in front of her, knocking the
Bludger back towards Blaise with a mighty heave.

Blaise elegantly swerved around the Bludger, shooting Colin a vicious look
as she did so. Colin looked taken aback and slightly frightened - Blaise was
an expert at nasty looks.

"Ginny! Over here!" It was Elizabeth Thomas, the Quaffle in her grasp. She
hurled the ball towards Ginny, who caught it, turned, and streaked
towards the other end of the pitch. The cold air cut at her face, making
her eyes sting. As she neared the Slytherin goalposts three dark figures
shot in front of her -- Blaise, Graham, and Malcolm. As Chasers, they
couldn't touch her, but they could certainly block her way. Colin drove
them off with a well-directed Bludger, but precious seconds had elapsed,
and as Ginny started forward Tess and Milicent swooped in, furiously
hitting Bludgers towards her, and she was forced to toss the Quaffle
towards Seamus. Blaise intercepted the throw, passed to Malcolm, and the
Slytherins scored, Malcolm swatting the ball through the posts so hard it
nearly took Ron's head off when he tried to block it.

There was a discontented rumble from the stands. Nobody liked a
Slytherin victory except, of course, the other Slytherins.

Ginny bit her lip, and when the Quaffle came back into play, this time she
dove after it fiercely. She swatted it away from Blaise (which gave her no
small amount of pleasure) and sped across the pitch, casting the ball
towards Seamus. He caught it and headed away with it, and as she looked
after him she saw something glint below her --

The Snitch.

It shot by beneath her feet, and Harry and Draco rocketed after it, neck
and neck, two blurs of green and scarlet. As Ginny turned to look down at



the flying golden ball and its pursuers, something flashed out at her from
across the pitch. It was like a sudden flash of light stabbing into her eyes,
but it was not light, it was darkness - a hard and agonizing and painful
darkness, sharpened to a point and driven right between her eyes. She felt
her limbs stiffen, cold tearing at her insides like knives. Her fingers gone
frozen and lifeless, she could no longer hold the broom. The world turned
upside down, the sky at her feet, the glittering ice-covered world racing
up to meet her. She screamed once before everything went black.

*k*k

Racing Harry towards the Snitch, Draco's world had narrowed itself down
to just himself and his goal - the tiny golden object only feet away. He
heard the rushing of wind in his ears, the pounding of his heart - and
then, cutting through everything else, a scream.

Ginny's scream.

He whirled his broom around in midair, almost dislocating his shoulder as
the Firebolt jerked sideways. Vaguely somewhere off to his left he heard
Harry swear fiercely, but he wasn't paying attention. His eyes were fixed
on the scarlet-robed figure on the drunkenly swaying broom - he saw
Ginny fight for control of her Nimbus 2000, lose it, and tumble sideways.
She fell without another cry, struck the ground, and lay motionless.

Screams rose from the crowds in the stands. Charlie and George were on
their feet, shoving their way through the packed mass of people.
Somewhere Professor McGonagall was shouting. The Gryffindor and
Slytherin teams were in disarray; Harry was shouting and Draco supposed
he should rally his own team as well, but it seemed a very small thing and
anyway it was too late - he had pointed his broom towards the ground at
a near-vertical angle, causing him to shoot downward with a speed that
would have made even Wronski jealous.

The cold wind sang in his ears like music. He imagined he had never
flown so fast, or so hard. He hit the ground on his hands and knees with
bone-breaking force, and scrambled to his feet. All around him the other
Quidditch players were flying down like a shower of falling stars, red and
green. He ran towards the splash of crimson against white snow that was
Ginny. He was somewhat conscious of chaotic milling up in the stands, of
the sound of yelling voices, and then he reached her and went down on



his knees in the snow next to her, and he could see that not all the scarlet
that she lay against was Quidditch robes. Blood.

As he reached for her, her dark eyes fluttered open, and she looked up at
him. There was a blank sort of wondering in her gaze, as if she were both
surprised to see him there and had accepted it as inevitable. "Draco?" she
said, her voice surprisingly steady.

"Yeah." His voice came out in a whisper. "It's me."

He reached his hand towards her and then something grabbed him
violently by the back of his robes and hauled him into a standing position
and he whirled around and saw that it was Seamus Finnegan.

The Gryffindor Chaser was white with fury. "What do you think you're
doing, Slytherin?" he spat, as if it were the worst insult he could think of.
"Stay away from her."

The rest of the Gryffindor team had landed. Draco saw the Creevey
brothers approaching, backing up Seamus, Elizabeth running forward,
and Ron, white and stricken-looking, pushing past the others to get to his
sister. Tess and Dex were still in the air, but the other Slytherins were on
the ground, standing at a distance, staring in surprise. He could feel
Blaise's eyes on him, but he didn't care.

He turned back to Seamus. "Get out," he said, enunciating each word
clearly, "of my way."

"Why? So you can gloat? What's your problem, Malfoy? We don't want you
here."

"Get out of my way," Draco repeated. He heard his own voice as if it came
from very far away. "Get out of my way, or I will kill you. I'll break every
bone in your fucking body, Finnegan. Don't think I won't."

Seamus paled markedly but held his ground. "I'm not going anywhere."

Draco drew his left arm back. He was never sure later what he meant to
do - hit Seamus, or hurl a spell at him. It didn't matter. As his arm went
back a firm hand grabbed his wrist and held it, hard.



He turned around, already knowing whose hand held his wrist. Harry. He
was pale but composed, his green eyes dark and serious.

I can’'t let you do this, Malfoy.
* A A
Draco looked as if Harry had hit him. What?

Harry tightened his grip on Draco's wrist until he could feel the pulse
pounding there, swift and even. He knew it must be hurting him but the
other boy showed no sign of pain, no sign that he even really knew what
was going on around him. Vaguely, out of the corner of his eye, Harry
could see Seamus turning away, looking rattled but relieved, and going to
kneel with the rest of the team next to Ginny. Behind the tight knot of
Gryffindors Harry could see Madam Pomfrey approaching quickly, a
magical stretcher at her side. At the edge of the pitch stood Charlie and
George, being held back by several professors, including Snape.

Let me go, Potter. There was an evenness to Draco's tone that was almost
frightening. You've got no right --

I have every right. It's my team, my teammate. Look to your own team.

Something flashed behind Draco's eyes for a moment, something wild and
furious. You can't tell me what to do, Potter.

Oh, yes I can. We made a promise, Malfoy. Every second we stand here is
another second that will make everyone suspicious. And for what - you
can't do anything for her-

You don't know that!

If you go near her the rest of my team will try to kill you.

Not if you stop them.

If you don't listen to me, I won't help you. I won't hold them off.
Harry -

No. I can't help you if you don't help yourselr.



Draco whitened further. Let me go -- His next thought came with the
sharp force of a blow, cracking like a whip inside Harry's head. Let me go,
Potter. Let me go!

With misgivings, Harry released his grip on Draco's wrist, and the other
boy took a stumbling step back, and then another. He faced Harry, his
chest rising and fell as swiftly as if he had been running; his eyes were
nearly black with fury and something else. Harry had seen him look like
that before and it hit him like a blow and hurt him as it always did, but
there was nothing he could do.

I'll tell you what happens, Harry thought. Just - go. Please go.

Draco's eyes narrowed into slits and he looked as if he were about to
speak; then, as suddenly as he had whipped around in midair, he spun on
his heel and ran off the pitch, up the hard-packed snowy path to the
school, his boots cracking the ice underfoot with the sound of breaking
bones.

Harry watched him go, then turned, and out of habit searched for
Hermione in the stands. He saw her immediately - she was on her feet, her
hands over her mouth. As he looked at her, she took a step back, turned,
and dashed away from the pitch, up the path towards school, after Draco.

*k*k

Hermione's feet slipped and slid on the ice as she raced up the stone front
stairs of Hogwarts. She ran without really looking where she was going,
and without thinking why she was running. She had seen the look on
Draco's face before he fled the pitch - fierce, furious, desperate - and it
had frightened her. She ran after and towards him, without thinking why.

The entrance hall was cold and deserted. She darted left, down the
hallway that led to the Slytherin dungeons. The tapestries on these walls
were green, just like the tapestries that led up the stairs to the Gryffindor
Tower were red. They were threaded through with gold and silver, faded
from many years of maltreatment by students. Ghosts seemed to reach
out of the walls and touch her as she ran. She passed a tapestry that bore
the Hogwarts motto and paused for a moment to look at it, transfixed by
the bold colors and the symbols. It almost seemed to her that the
Slytherin snake looked about to lunge at the Gryffindor lion, the



Ravenclaw raven poised to hurl herself between them. Hermione paused
— was that a voice? It was coming from farther down the hall, and so was
another, deeper voice. She slowed down and turned the corner. A flight of
stone stairs led down, and the voices were coming from below. She was
halfway down the stairs before she recognized one voice: Draco's. And the
other was a girl's.

She leaned forward over the carved stone banister. Below, in a patch of
torchlight, she could see Draco standing, and facing him, looking furious,
was Blaise Zabini. "Don't you walk away from me, Draco Malfoy," she was
saying in a freezing voice. "Don't even think about it." The wavering light
glittered on the jewelry she wore - more than most girls at Hogwarts. She
had multiple rings in her ears and on her slender fingers, and jeweled
clips glittered in her strawberry hair. Her eyes looked huge in the dim
light, as dark and glossy green as leaves under water. "I want an
explanation."

"An explanation?" Draco's voice was a thin steel dagger. Hermione could
see the dark patches on the knees of his jeans, the elbows of his Quidditch
robes, where he had landed in the snow. The melting snow in his hair
washed pale strands into his eyes; he pushed them back with an impatient
hand on which the Malfoy seal ring glittered like a malevolent eye. "Blaise,
darling," He spit the word out as if it were an insult. "You came running
after me to demand an explanation?" He put his hands on her shoulders
and pushed her gently back against the wall, pinioning her there with his
arms. "You should know better."

Hermione had to give Blaise credit, she didn't back down. She raised her
chin, poised and furious-looking. "As if it's not bad enough that you're
always goggling at Harry Potter's girlfriend, now this, " she spat. "What is
it with you and the Gryffindors?"

"You're jealous," said Draco. "Isn't that cute." He didn't look as if he
thought it was cute. His expression was calm, even disinterested, but his
eyes were thunderous. His hands where they rested on the wall were
clenched into fists. Hermione wondered how much that had to do with
Blaise, and how much that had to do with his summary ejection from the
Quidditch pitch.

"It's my prerogative to be jealous," said Blaise icily. "I'm your girlfriend.
Don't you dare try to tell me I can't be jealous." She reached up and



pushed his arms away, matching him glare for glare. "What's going on
with you, Draco?" Her voice was icy silk. "I want to know."

"There is nothing going on with me," Draco said flatly.
"Then what were you doing?"
"What did it look like?"

"It looked like you were having a - a fit, over some Gryffindor, just
because the little idiot couldn't hang on to her broom. And you let Harry
Potter throw you off the pitch. Since when do we listen to him?"

Draco shrugged. "So I was being sportsmanlike. We can't keep on playing
when the opposing team is falling off their broomsticks."

"Draco, we're Slytherins. We keep playing even if the other team gets
struck by lightning and turned into a brave little pile of ashes."

"Yes, and how well has that strategy worked for us in the past? Blaise,
we've lost the past five Quidditch cups to Gryffindor, and you know it.
And half the reason is that the professors and the other teams can't stand
us, Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff will lose matches deliberately to Gryffindor
just to make sure we don't get the cup-"

"And you think if you play all nice-nice that might change?"

Draco folded his arms and leaned back against the wall, looking fed up.
"Yes, I do."

Blaise stopped to ponder this for a moment. There was a sharp scarlet
flush in her pale cheeks, but Hermione could sense that her anger was
fading. She was, after all, a Slytherin, cold-blooded at the core and driven
by practicality over passion. "You've changed," she said finally, raising
her green eyes to Draco. "I don't know if I like it."

"We all change," he said. He unfolded his arms, and stood looking at her,
his head cocked to the side. Every line of his body expressed tension and
a just-under-the-surface anger, but his mouth was smiling. It was a cool,

tense smile, radiating the promise of things which might or might not be



pleasant, but which one couldn't help wanting anyway. "You've changed
since we played together when we were five. Haven't you?"

"Maybe." The Slytherin girl arched her head back, a small smile playing
on her mouth. Her hands were on her hips, her shoulders back, her chest
thrust forward. The provocative pose could have been copied from the
pages of Teen Witch Weekly, but on Blaise it didn't look silly. "Do you like
it?"

"That depends." Draco reached out and gently touched her hair. "Are you
still angry at me?"

Blaise lowered her eyelashes. "I don't know."

"It's pretty simple really," said Draco, and lightly touched her face,
running his knuckles along the curve of her cheek, over her lips, down to
her collarbone. "Either you are," he said, and dropped his hands to her
waist, pulling her closer, "or you aren't."

In answer, she raised her face, eyes closed and lips parted, and he kissed
her. It was a slow, controlled, unhurried kiss; plainly he had kissed her
this way before. Just as plainly she liked it; she went pliant under his
hands, and her arms slid around his waist.

Hermione felt herself flush scarlet. Now she felt as if she were spying on
something that was none of her business; even worse, she remembered
what it was like to be kissed by Draco like that. She had never much
minded his relationship with Blaise before, now she found that she did
mind it, very much, and was ashamed of herself for minding.

She screwed her eyes shut. When she opened them again Blaise and Draco
had separated, although not by far; Blaise was smiling up at him, and in
the darkness of the corridor, his pale hair and her scarlet shone out like
beacons. They could have been Ginny and Draco. But Ginny would never
have smiled at him like that.

"I guess you aren't," Draco said, in a voice that made even Hermione feel a
little wobbly around the knees. Oh dear. "Angry any more, that is.’

"Not now, but if I ever catch you so much as kissing another girl, Draco
Malfoy-" Blaise said, her voice breathy.



Draco cut her off with a laugh, short and mirthless. "That won't happen."

Blaise looked at him languidly. Under her dark lashes, her eyes showed
green as a cat's. Somehow she had managed to allow her Quidditch robes
to slip off one shoulder, showing the strap of her lavender camisole
beneath. Hermione had no idea how she'd done that without even
seeming to move. It was a feat of engineering. "Sometimes I think I don't
know you at all," she said.

"Sometimes I think the same thing."

He let Blaise go, and she stepped away from him, straightening her
clothes. "I think we're done here, Draco," she said, and added: "I'll be in
the common room if you want me," managing to make even that sound
like an invitation to a round of unsavory but pleasurable activities. Drat
the girl. Hermione watched her as she walked away, the sway of her hips
mesmerizing under the dark green robes she wore. How did she walk like
that? It wasn't at all fair. Blaise disappeared down the corridor in a swirl
of green and scarlet, and as she did so Hermione glanced back down and
saw Draco looking up at her.

Their eyes met, and she felt herself flush again. He stood where he was,
not moving, the torchlight flaring and fading on his fair hair. Under his
eyes were dark bruised shadows, and his mouth looked bruised as well,
possibly from kissing. He had lost the thinness he had acquired over the
summer, and she could see the slender musculature of shoulders and
arms outlined under his clothes as he took another step back, tipping his
head up to look at her, and the unsteady light played its shadows over his
face and hair. For a moment, she saw another face superimposed over his.

"Draco," she said.

He smiled. The smile did not translate to his eyes. There was something
else in them, something shadowy and despairing and primal. "What?"

"Do you love her?" she said. It wasn't what she had meant to say at all.
"What do you think?"

"I think you don't know."



"Then you give me too much credit," he said. "In the meantime - if I give
you something, will you give it to Ginny for me?"

She shook her head. "Give it to her yourself."
"You don't have to tell her it came from me."

"Draco." The word came out as half a wail, half an accusation. "Why are
you acting like this?"

"I'm not acting," he said. "This is the way I am."

He raised his chin further, as arrogant and proud as she had ever seen
him, and the torchlight flared on his bright hair and then vanished, as if a
shadow had come between them and the light. In the half-darkness she
saw his cool-water eyes on her, his chest still rising and falling quickly
from rage and perhaps kissing, and she knew what had gone into that
kiss: all the fierceness and the fury and the passion that he felt for
someone, someone other than Blaise.

"You can love more than one person, you know," she said.

His eyes flashed. "Don't feed me platitudes, Hermione," he said. "You
think I don't know that?"

"You don't love her," said Hermione, now certain of it. "You Kkiss her like
you're trying to get revenge."

"Revenge on who?" Draco said, his voice tight with exasperation, or maybe
it was something else.

Hermione shook her head. "I don't know."

"Well," said Draco, and shrugged. "Owl me when you find out, all right?
Maybe there's a book in the library on it."

"If you think -"

"Just leave me alone," Draco said, and turned on his heel, and walked
away. Hermione watched him go, the tension in her chest almost
unbearable. It was getting worse - all of it. And there was no one she could
talk to about it. Not Harry. Not Draco. Not Ron. Not anyone. Everyone, it



seemed, was at a loss. And she suspected that Hermione Granger, smartest
witch at Hogwarts, was the most lost of them all.

*k*

Exhausted, Harry walked slowly down the long corridor that led to the
abandoned armory. Once a week, on Fridays, he made this journey,
always at six-o0'-clock, the hour before supper. On the first day of school,
Dumbledore had shown him the way. Him, and Draco.

The walls here were dusty and bare of decorations and tapestries. Harry's
feet echoed on the stone floor and the sound made him feel strangely
lonely. He had been in the infirmary for a half hour before Madam
Pomfrey had shooed him and the rest of the Gryffindor team out the
door. He had made a cursory search of the castle but had not been able to
find Hermione, and then it had been time for his appointment with Draco
and he'd had to go. He felt the ache of not having been able to find her
like a dull pain in his side. He did not want to be without her, especially
not after the traumatic events of the game. But he also knew he had no
right to require her company, not after the way he'd been acting lately.
He wanted to do something to show her what she meant to him, but he
couldn't. He felt her being torn from him and there was nothing, it
seemed, that he would or could do about it. A dull sense of inevitable loss
immobilized him.

He had reached the end of the corridor. The door in front of him was old,
scarred, dark-red wood banded with bronze. He pushed the handle down
and the door swung open. He went in, and shut it carefully behind him.

He stood in a large oval-shaped room with high windows, at least twenty
feet above Harry's head, that were barred with iron grilles. The room was
empty of furniture save a long table that ran along one wall; the walls
were bare of ornamentation. Instead they were lined with empty glass-
fronted cases that had once held swords and shields, axes and lances,
enchanted weapons of all types. Now, it was never used. Dust motes
floated in the weak rays of winter twilight that lanced down through the
grilled windows.

In one bluish ray of light, Draco was standing, his back against the table,
his head down as if he were either thinking very hard or was very tired.
Terminus Est lay in all her steel-silver glory on the table behind him, the



non-light catching the etchings all along the shaft and making them glow
like fire-letters. The fragile light also lit his pale hair to a colorless sort of
radiance, like mother-of-pearl. He was still wearing his emerald-colored
Quidditch robes, although in the darkness they looked nearly black.

"Hallo, Malfoy," said Harry, by way of greeting.

Draco raised his head. There were etched shadows along the sides of his
mouth, his darkly polished eyes. "Hey there, Potter."

Harry took another step into the room. "She's all right," he said, "since
you wanted to know."

"Is she awake?"

"No. Not yet." Harry was in the center of the room now. "Look, about what
happened on the Quidditch pitch -"

"Yeah," said Draco tonelessly. "I'm sorry about that."

Harry sighed. "Malfoy..." He put out a hand and his fingertips grazed the
other boy's shoulder. "I've been thinking we should stop."

"What?" Harry felt Draco's eyes dart towards the sword lying on the table
behind him. "Stop fencing practice? Why?"

"No, not that." Harry dropped his hand and rested it for a moment on the
hilt of the sword at his waist. It had, as always, a comforting weight. "Stop
the feud. Pretending that we hate each other. If it had come down to it on
the field, if I'd had to throw you off and you'd refused to go on your own,
I don't know if I could have done it."

"We can't," said Draco, "stop the feud - remember what Dumbledore
said."

"I know, but we could go to him, explain -"

"Explain what? That it's not fun any more?" Draco's voice was bitter.
"That's doesn't matter to what we're supposed to do. Of those to whom
much is given, much is expected. Or whatever it was he said."



"I don't feel like I've been given that much," said Harry, with a rare flash
of bitterness, and Draco looked up at him for the first time. His eyes
seemed very dark, panes of steel-gray glass leaded with black lashes. He
looked almost angry.

Harry checked himself. "I know, it's not true. ['ve got a lot. Hermione and
Ron and Sirius -"

"I was thinking wealth, fame, and glory."
"You would be."

Draco smiled. It was a thin smile, but genuine. "Oh, good, insults. You
always know where you stand with those."

Harry shrugged. "Did you want to practice or do you want to do that
homework assignment Lupin gave us? It's your choice."

"I want to practice." Draco reached behind him and lifted his sword off
the table. The weak light rayed down the blade and over the gilded hilt,
set with its black-glass stones. The light picked out the words etched along
the hilt: Terminus Est.

This is the Line of Division.

Dividing what from what? Harry wondered, not for the first time. Dividing
good from evil, light from dark, choice from destiny? Or perhaps he was
overanalyzing and it merely meant that the sword had an unusually sharp
cutting edge. Which flashed down towards him now, and he raised his
own blade to block the thrust, stepping forward as Draco had taught him.
Walk into the thrust, not away; this will cut off your opponent's reach.

The swords clanged against each other and rang like bells in the silent
room. Harry cut at Draco; Draco returned, and they moved in the slow
unrehearsed dance of fencing around the room, neither rushing nor
slowing their movements. Harry liked the practice times; it allowed him a
space in which he didn't have to think; he merely let his body follow the
movements it seemed to know by instinct. He cut, parried, riposted, and
fell back as the blades spun against each other like sparking silver wheels.
He let Draco drive him back, six steps, seven, until his back was against
the wall. He let the next thrust come and ducked up under it, pushing off



the wall to get extra force. His blade clanged against Draco's hard, striking
a haze of sparks that lit the air between them.

Draco fell back. "Good," he said. "Good use of the wall."

Harry didn't reply, only swung his sword again, attacking. Draco parried
and riposted; Harry feinted and attacked again. He took a long step back,
moving out of range, then ducked under Draco's guard and attacked. His
sword rode high off of Draco's parrying blow, and struck the other boy's
shoulder. There was the whisper of parting fabric, and a slice opened in
the sleeve of Draco's shirt.

Harry froze immediately. "I'm sorry," he said quickly.
Draco, who had also paused, looked surprised. "It's fine."

Harry felt his fingers whiten as he gripped the hilt of the Gryffindor
sword. "I could have hurt you."

Draco shook his head. "Not unless I let you. That was a good trick, but
you're still telegraphing your moves. What's the problem, Potter?"

"I guess my mind is elsewhere."

"Hermione?" Draco said, and Harry felt himself nod. "Look, why can't you
just tell her what you told me last night? She'll understand."

Harry looked down at his hand which, sheened with a light sweat, gripped
the hilt of the Gryffindor sword. "There's one problem there."

"What?"
"I don't remember what I told you last night."

Draco's mouth twitched. "I don't suppose you'd believe it if | reminded
you that you told me you're actually carrying on a mad secret affair with
Professor Sprout and you've been exchanging photographs with her that
involve you dressed like a giant woodchuck?"

"Nonsense," said Harry.

"Of course not."



"I would never dress like a woodchuck."
"Naturally."

"Now, a lemur maybe. A marmoset even. But a woodchuck? With those
teeth?"

"Now you're scaring me."

Harry laughed. It was the fist time he had laughed aloud that day.
"Anyway, this is Hogwarts. Everyone knows everyone else's business. Who
could carry on a mad secret affair here?"

*k*k

"I thought I heard someone coming," she said. She twisted out of Ron's
grasp and stood up. He tilted his head back and she could feel his blue
gaze on her back as she crossed the room and looked anxiously out
through the high grilled window set in the door. Outside, she could see an
expanse of empty corridor stretching in two directions. There was no one
there.

"You worry too much," said Ron. He was seated on the floor, shirtless, in
jeans and trainers. His Gryffindor Quidditch robes were tangled in a heap
beside him, where the two of them had been lying. His eyes were
shadowed. "Maybe I should go," he said. "Ginny -"

"You told me they wouldn't even let you into the infirmary," she said. "I
thought she was going to be fine?"

"I know. But I feel responsible."

"Well, you aren't." She came back across the room and sat down beside
him, putting her arms around him. "And you say I worry too much."

He twisted around in her embrace and looked at her. "If we did get
caught," he said tightly. "If someone did find us - what would you do?"

”Ron, I-"

"What would you choose?"



"It would be just as bad for you if we were caught," she said in measured
tones, "as it would be for me."

"Worse," he said. His voice was a little hard. She sensed he was probably
trying to hurt her, feeling hurt himself.

She reached up and cupped his face in her hands. "I love you," she said.
He blinked. She had never said this to him before. "You do?"
She nodded. "I thought you should know."

For a moment, he still looked startled; then his face lit up and he reached
for her, pulling her close. "I thought you'd never -"

"Shh." She kissed him.
HI_H

"I know." She put her fingers over his lips. "You don't have to say it. |
know you do."

*k*k

"Hmm," said Draco. "I suppose you're right. Unless you're willing to stand
in line for the Astronomy Tower every Saturday night, there really is
nowhere for would-be snoggers to go here that's private."

"What are you complaining about, Malfoy? You've got your own room,
don't you? You're a prefect."

"And spacious it is, too. I only call it a room because I'm too lazy to call it
'the broom closet with sconces.""

"We could sell tickets to this place," said Harry, glancing around the
nearly-empty chamber. He grinned. "Especially considering the
soundproofed walls."

"Nice thinking, Potter. Glad to see Hermione hasn't got all the brains in
that relationship." Draco cocked his head to the side. "On that note, you
seem cheerier."



"Yeah." Harry lifted his sword, and made a half-salute towards Draco.
"Thanks for the workout. It helped."

"Good." Draco paused, and looked at Harry seriously. "Potter, I've never
asked you this before, but..."

"But what?"

Draco hesitated, then asked his next question in the manner of one taking
a step into the abyss: "Where are your parents buried?"

Harry stood for a moment, very still. There was a strange sort of painful
buzzing behind his eyes. Finally he said, slowly, "I have no idea."

Draco blinked but otherwise showed no surprise. His voice was careful.
This was obviously something he'd thought about asking Harry before,
but hadn't done it. "Well, someone must know."

Harry nodded, distantly. "Someone must..." Why has no one ever
mentioned it to me, ever offered to take me there? Dumbledore, Sirius,
Lupin, they've never - and I - why didn't I ask?

"Potter." Draco's voice was sharp. "Steady on. You all right?"

"Uh-huh." Harry's vision snapped back into focus; he saw Draco standing
in front of him, looking worried. "Sirius would know."

"Or Lupin," said Draco.
"I'd rather ask Sirius. I was supposed to talk to him tonight anyway."

"Okay." Draco shrugged elegantly. "I just thought... it might help. You
know. Closure. Maybe help you feel, uh, a little closer to them."

"Closer?"

"Sometimes you have to see things," Draco said quietly. "See them
yourself - to know that they're real."

"I know they're dead," replied Harry flatly. "I've always known they're
dead."



"I know," Draco said. "But lately sometimes I wonder if you know you're
still alive."

Harry looked down. He felt disconnected, as he often did these days:
disconnected from the room around him, disconnected from Draco,
disconnected even from his own self, as if the body he looked down at,
slender and clad in jeans and blue sweater, was somebody else's and not
his own. One of the laces on his left shoe was broken; he had no memory
of having retied it. "I used to be able to go to the Mirror of Erised and see
my parents," he said. "I can't do that any more."

A slight line of confusion appeared between Draco's eyes. "Because you
don't know where it is?"

"Because I don't want to look in it," said Harry. "I'm afraid of what I might
see."

*k*k

The fluttering pink numbers on the clock beside the bed told Ginny that it
was two in the morning. She lay where she was, letting her eyes adjust to
the half-lit darkness of the room. Her body ached all over, but her arm,
which she had heard Madam Pomfrey describe as "snapped in half,"
seemed to be functioning again, and was not particularly painful.

There had been people in the room earlier, a lot of people. She
remembered Madam Pomfrey shooing the Gryffindor team out the door,
Harry putting his arm around Ron's shoulder as they went - Ron had
looked quite shattered, Ginny would have been touched if she hadn't
been so far gone on Anti-Pain Charms. She remembered Charlie coming in
later, sitting by the bed and holding her hand, and bits of snow dropping
off him and melting on her wrist. There had been other people in the
room, but she remembered mainly Charlie. "What happened?" he had
said. "What happened to her up there?"

And another voice had replied:

"We don't know. We're looking into it. No one has had a broom accident
like that in years, not since Harry Potter fell off his broom his third year -"



"But that was Dementors. Ginny's a good flier, she always has been. She
wouldn't just lose control of her broom like that."

"The broom is being checked for curses and hexes, Professor Weasley.
Please do not overexcite yourself."

"She's my sister," said Charlie tightly. Something in his voice had
reminded Ginny of her very early childhood, when Charlie had been her
absolute favorite brother. She remembered him coming home from
Hogwarts at Christmas, picking her up as he ran in the door in his black
school robes, lifting her into the air and dangling her upside down until
she screamed with laughter. Charlie had been her favorite then, although
more recently she had realized that her allegiances had switched a bit,
and she was now much closer to Ron. She supposed it wasn't possible to
go through what they had both been through together over the summer
and not become closer. "My only sister," Charlie added, for emphasis.

"Yes, I know she is your sister. We're all very fond of her, Charlie. We'll
find out what happened...and you, you should get some rest."

The dizziness of the pain relieving charms had taken over then, and
Ginny had slipped into a dazed state where the room seemed full of
shifting forms. She cast her mind back: she had thought she heard George
and Fred talking above her, and then she thought she heard Ron, or it
might have been Harry, and she even thought she heard Snape and
Dumbledore, and she definitely heard Madam Pomfrey shouting at
someone, but not before whoever it was bent over her and kissed her on
the cheek.

She did hope it hadn't been Snape.

She rolled over now and looked at the clock again. The number marching
across its face now said that it was half past two, and she didn't feel
sleepy at all. There were a number of books stacked on the tabletop -
Hermione had undoubtedly left them so that she wouldn't miss out on her
schoolwork. She wondered if there was anything in A Short History of
Cursing (Harry had been very excited about that book second year, she
recalled, until he had found out it contained nothing more than hexes
and the like) that would explain why she had fallen off her broom. She
reached out her uninjured arm and felt amongst the stacked books, then



jumped in surprise as a lighter-weight paperback fell out and onto her
lap. It was her copy of Passionate Trousers.

*k*

Hermione walked slowly down the corridor, wrapped in Harry's
Invisibility Cloak, trying to muffle her footsteps by slowing her pace. She
was well aware of the irony of the whole situation - herself, Head Girl, in
charge of making sure other students didn't break rules, sneaking around
the school long after curfew. She was aware of it, but she didn't care. She
had gone beyond that.

She found the door in the wall where the floor plans had told her it would
be. She put her hand to the door and pushed; it swung wide, and she
walked inside.

The room was dark. There was one window set like a cold jewel in the
north wall, looking out over the grounds. She could see the snowcapped
ridge of the Forbidden Forest, and a diamond half-moon shedding its
milky light over the ice-black world below.

On the wall facing her, across from the window, there was a visible
shimmer, like sunlight on water. She turned and walked towards the
shimmer, which coalesced as she approached into what she knew it really
was: a gold-framed mirror.

I show you your heart's desire.
Your heart's desire.

I guess, Harry's voice said in the back of her mind, a person's heart's
desire can change.

She recalled his voice when he had told her that, the look on his face -
hope and horror mixed.

No, she said back to him fiercely. I have never changed towards you. I
have always been the same. I will always love you. I will always want you.
Whatever I have ever done, or said, it was always and will always be you.



In a single motion she dropped the cloak, and raised her head, and looked
into the mirror. One heartbeat's time passed as she stared, and then a
second, and a third. On the fifth beat, her knees gave out. She sat down
very suddenly in the middle of the room, on the cold marble floor, and
put her face in her hands.

REFERENCES: “Is there some problem with the bridge they normally
meet under?” - Frasier

“I love syphilis more than I love you” - Buffy



Draco Veritas Chapter Three: Darkness and Flood
Too early for the rainbow,

Too early for the dove.

These are the final days,

This is the darkness, this is the flood.

-LC

*k*k

The worst part of being in the hospital wing, Ginny soon determined, was
the flood of people who came along to "cheer you up." It wasn't bad
seeing Hermione, Harry and Ron, and she didn't mind Elizabeth's visits,
but when the whole Gryffindor team descended upon her at once it gave
her a headache, and Charlie's fretting over her made her nervous. She felt
perfectly fine and wished Madam Pomfrey would let her out of the
infirmary, but she insisted on keeping Ginny there "for observation" -
doubtless, Ginny assumed, because she was worried that the fainting fit
that had struck her while she was flying would resurface unexpectedly.

Lavender and Parvati came to visit her on the second day she was in the
hospital wing. Ginny pretending to be partly asleep while they giggled
about gossip (Eloise Midgen had broken up with Justin Finch-Fletchley,
declaring him to be "not enthusiastic enough about their relationship"),
fashion (Pansy Parkinson had showed up to History of Magic class wearing
"very dodgy-looking barrettes") and the Pub Crawl (Parvati was going
with Dean Thomas, Lavender with Mark Nott.)

"But Mark's a Slytherin," Ginny protested, momentarily surprised out of
her reverie.

Lavender looked unmoved. "So what? Being anti-Slytherin is so last year,
Ginny."



"Unless you're Seamus," said Parvati, and giggled.
Ginny blinked. "What do you mean?"

Parvati was only too happy to explain. "When you fell off your broom
Seamus practically killed Draco Malfoy to keep him from getting
anywhere near you. It was so cute."

Dumbfounded, Ginny stared. "Did Malfoy look like he was - I mean was he
trying to --why would he...?"

Lavender shook her head. "I don't know. We couldn't hear any of it, you
know. We just saw everyone sort of go bolting towards you, and then
Seamus stepped in front of Malfoy and blocked him long enough for
Harry to come up and toss him off the pitch."

"Harry tossed Malfoy off the pitch?"

"I think so," said Parvati, looking thoughtful, "He just sort of grabbed him
by the wrist, and then Draco stared at him for a minute and bolted off like
a wild animal. It was a bit hard to tell what was really happening, maybe



Draco just ran off because Dumbledore was coming. And your older
brother was with Dumbledore -- he looked angry enough to spit nails,
too."

"I wish Professor Weasley would go to the Pub Crawl with me," announced
Lavender, looking wistful.

"Lavender, that's ridiculous, he's a teacher and he's horribly old," said
Parvati sternly, while Ginny tried not to laugh. "Anyway, we're getting off
the point."

"There was a point?" said Ginny.
"The point was that we think Seamus fancies you," said Parvati.
"He does not," protested Ginny, astonished.

"He does," said Lavender, who had dated Seamus briefly herself during
fifth year, although this did not inspire in Ginny any confidence that
Lavender knew what she was talking about. "Why would we make this
up?ﬂ

"Because you're brainless gits who like to make trouble" was on the tip of
Ginny's tongue, but she bit it back. Whatever else Lavender and Parvati
might be, they were not malicious, and being cranky and nervous was no
excuse to be nasty to them. "Look, I'm awfully tired," she began, but it was
too late - Lavender and Parvati had launched into their favorite game, a
repellent exercise entitled "What Would You Rather?" which involved
nominating various pairs of Hogwarts boys and determining which one
you would rather sleep with.

'"Terry Boot or Ernie MacMillan?" Parvati demanded of her friend.
"Terry," said Lavender.

"Draco Malfoy or Malcolm Baddock?"

Lavender thought for a moment, then giggled. "Draco Malfoy."
"Justin Finch-Fletchley or Ron Weasley?"

"Ron."



"Harry or Ron?"
"Um....still Ron, I think."

Ginny watched this with a jaundiced eye, and was alarmed when Lavender
rounded on her, announcing that it was her turn. "Justin Finch-Fletchley
or Ernie MacMillan?"

"Justin, I guess," said Ginny, who was interested in neither of them.
"Seamus or Dean?"

"Seamus."

"Draco or Malcolm?"

"Malcolm," Ginny lied.

"Harry or Ron?"

Ginny looked at Lavender in horrified repulsion. "Lavender, that is
just...sick."

"What?" said Lavender blankly. Then comprehension dawned. "Oh, right.
You had that whole....Harry thing. Sorry."

"Argh," said Ginny, as she put a pillow over her face, refusing to remove it
until Lavender and Parvati finally went away.

*k*k

The Gryffindor common room was a constant, Sirius thought, never
changing. It had not changed since he was a student there. Glancing
around from his perch in the fireplace, he cast a fond gaze over the heavy
overstuffed sofas and chairs, their thick velvet coverings dulled to a shine
by years of use, the throw pillows with their gold tassels, the scratched
low tables, the gilded portraits on the walls. Harry was there as he had
said he would be, sitting on the floor near the fire, cross-legged. He was
wearing black trousers and a dark blue jumper, trainers and no socks. He
looked about twelve, and very thin and tired - so thin and tired that Sirius
had to bite back an exclamation of surprise.



"Lo, Sirius," said Harry quietly. "Glad you came."

It had been about a month since they had last spoken like this. Sirius
recalled thinking that Harry looked a bit peaked last time he had seen
him, but he had dismissed it as nerves over an upcoming Quidditch game.

Sirius tried to keep his voice neutral. "Harry. You look ... so thin. And
exhausted."

"It's late," said Harry flatly. He leaned back against the side of the stuffed
armchair. He had lost enough weight, Sirius noted, that the collar of his
shirt was loose, falling free of the sharp "v" of his clavicles. The shadows
beneath his eyes were blue against his winter-pale skin. Sirius recalled
Harry stepping on to the train on the first day of school, tanned and
healthy from two weeks at the Burrow. What had happened? "We had a
game today. I am exhausted."

Sirius didn't feel any less disquieted. "I know. Lupin told me what
happened. I'm glad Ginny's all right...Harry, are you eating properly?"

Harry looked as if he were trying to remember the last thing he'd eaten.
Then he shrugged. "I'm eating fine, Sirius. How are the wedding plans
coming?"

"Fine. And the adoption has almost gone through," Sirius added
conversationally. "There's just a little more paperwork to be cleared up
when you get here at Christmas. And Narcissa's looking forward to having
you all here. Are Ginny and Ron coming down with you on the train?"

"No, next day," said Harry absently. Sirius could see he was thinking
about something else.

"Have you got your dress clothes sorted out?"
"Uh-huh."

"Did you know I've changed my mind about marrying Narcissa? I think I'll
be marrying Remus instead."

"That's nice."



"Harry," said Sirius darkly. "What is on your mind?"

"Nothing," said Harry hastily. Then he seemed to shake himself, as if
brushing off cobwebs. "Actually...there is something I was wondering."

"That much is obvious."
Harry locked his hands across his knees. "It's about my parents."

Sirius looked at his godson, but his expression was hidden by his falling
dark hair. "Yes?"

"Where are they buried, Sirius?"
Sirius felt his heart skip a beat. "Why do you want to know?"
"Don't answer questions with a question."

"I'm sorry, Harry, but I need to know why you want that information.
What are you planning?"

Harry snorted. "Just some necromancy. A little raising of the dead, some
human sacrifice."

HHarry__H
"Look, it was Draco's suggestion. He thought it might help me get closure."
"That doesn't sound much like something Draco would say."

"Well, he did, all right?" Harry's face was flushed with annoyance. "What,
you don't believe me now?"

The annoying thing about teenagers, Sirius thought without being able to
help himself, was that they took everything so personally. "I believe you,
Harry. I'm just worried about you."

"They're my parents." Harry seemed to be working himself into a state. "I
have a right to know where they're buried."

Sirius squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them slowly. "Doon's Hill," he
said, and in his mind's eye saw gray-green grass stretching all around



him, a hillside blown by wind and studded with tombstones faded by
years of rain. He saw a group of robed figured huddled around two joined
headstones, a wizard standing by and murmuring the words of a prayer.
"Venite, benedicti patris mei, percipite regnum, quod paratum est vobis
ab origine mundi..." He saw it so clearly, although he knew that this was a
fantasy - he had, himself, obviously not been able to attend James and
Lily's funeral. But he had been to other funerals, he had been to many,
many others. "In a wizarding cemetery."

"Have you ever been there?" Harry's voice was calm and steady.
"Once," said Sirius.
"What's it like?"

Sirius wondered what to say. It was very pretty? It was pleasant? I never
want to go there again? "It's a graveyard, Harry."

"Where is it?"

"Near Godric's Hollow....if you want to go, I'll take you. After your
N.EW.T.s."

"But that's months away!"

"Harry...I understand why you want to go, and I also understand why
you're upset, but closure isn't a simple, easy thing. And there's a reason
why no one has brought you there yet..."

"What?" Harry's eyes were bright in the dark room, his black hair fading
into the shadows around him. His face was pale, marked like a ghostly
fingerprint against the darkness.

"Because it isn't safe. As far as I'm concerned, it's safe for you to be at
school, and here at home with me, and that's it. I don't even know about
the Burrow anymore. I love you very much, Harry, but I'm not a blood
relation of yours, and unless a blood relation is with you, Dumbledore's
magic can't protect you. If we go, we're going to have to bring the
Dursleys -"



"No! No!" Harry exclaimed, leaping to his feet. "That's like - I won't go
with them. How can you even -"

"But, Harry --"

"You don't understand," said Harry, and the wretchedness in his voice
made Sirius pause. He sounded not just angry, but as if he had made a
bleak realization. "You don't understand and you don't want to. You don't
care - I thought things would be better if I lived with you, but you're no
different than the Dursleys, you lie to me about everything."

"What are you saying, Harry? You want to go back and live with the
Dursleys? Is that it?"

Harry made a little gasping sound, as if Sirius had hit him. Immediately,
Sirius regretted what he had said - he hadn't meant it to sound as it had,
but before he could apologize or even speak, Harry turned around and
raced out of the room. Sirius heard the sound of his boots clattering on
the stairs, the door to the boys' dormitory being flung open, and then
silence. He waited there for several minutes afterward, sure that Harry
would come back.

But he didn't.



*k*k

Her heart broke as she thought of Tristan, who she had last seen being
borne away unconscious, draped over the saddle of the beautiful but
wicked Lady Stacia, cousin to the Dark Wizard Morgan, who was rumored
to have an entire closet full of enchanted leather corsets with which she
bent unfortunate wizards to her evil will. When she had drained them of
their vital energies, Lady Stacia disposed of her victims in an bottomless
pit which her sniveling minions had toiled years to dig for her.

Rhiannon burst into loud tears of grief. Her muffled sobs drew the
attention of the captain of the pirates, a burly dark-haired man who was
striding the heaving foredeck of the HMS Manly Intent shirtless, despite
the fact that it was freezing out and ice was forming on his chest hair. She
had heard the other pirates refer to him as "Sven," so Rhiannon was fairly
sure that this was his name. (She was very beautiful, Rhiannon, but not so
bright.)

Sven strode towards her as the surly waves lashed the heavy deck and
Rhiannon struggled uselessly against her bonds, disarranging a great deal



of her clothing in the process. His dark green eyes seared into hers. "Look
upon your homeland for the last time, my adorable prisoner," he growled,
his eyes hungrily stroking her nearly-naked body with their mesmerizing

gaze...

"Hey? Ginny? You awake?" a voice called from behind the curtain drawn
around her bed.

"Yes," she squeaked, putting "Passionate Trousers" down hastily and
pulling her covers up. It had been a boy's voice, and muffled - Ron
possibly? It was too young-sounding to be Charlie. "You can come in."

The curtain was drawn aside, and Ginny saw to her surprise that her
visitor was not Ron after all, but Seamus Finnegan. She blinked, but it was
very definitely Seamus, from his tow-blond head to his scuffed trainers.
What was he doing here?

He took a few halting steps into the room. He had his bookbag slung over
his shoulder and was carrying a quill; he must have come directly from
class. He paused at the foot of her bed, looking uncomfortable. Ginny
regarded him with even more surprise. Seamus hardly ever looked
uncomfortable. Usually he was too busy telling dirty jokes.

"Hey there, Seamus," she said kindly, hoping to put him at his ease. It
didn't work. Seamus just looked more uncomfortable. A thought struck
her. "Are you here because you're ill?"

Seamus twisted the quill he'd been holding between his fingers. "No. Not
exactly."

"Not exactly?"

"Not at all." Seamus put down the quill, and said, "I was wondering if
you'd like to go to the Yule Ball with me."

Astonishment rendered Ginny momentarily speechless. She stared fixedly
at poor Seamus until he began, finally to blush. Then she said quickly,
"But - you're a Seventh Year! You're meant to be able to go to the Pub
Crawl! And I can't go to that."

"I know," said Seamus patiently. "That's why I asked you to the Yule Ball."



"But why would you want to spend the evening with a bunch of sixth-
years when you could go to the Pub Crawl?"

"I don't want to spend the evening with a bunch of sixth-years," said
Seamus, even more patiently. "I want to spend the evening with you."

"Oh," said Ginny. And then, again, "Oh. Right."

Seamus just looked at her. His blush had gone away and his expression
was quizzical, even amused, but she could see he was still a little nervous.
It was endearing. Draco was never nervous. She tried to imagine Draco
asking her to the Yule Ball, and failed utterly. Even had they been dating,
Draco would never have asked her to the Yule Ball. He would simply
assume they were going together, and show up at the foot of the
Gryffindor Tower stairs, looking fabulous and not even a little worried
that she might not be overjoyed to see him. Insecure was not in his
repertoire and it could be a little annoying. But then of course he might
do something amazing and romantic for her, like conjuring a pair of
fragile glass slippers out of a couple of socks. And when Draco did
something romantic it never seemed awkward or staged or preplanned, it
just grew naturally out of whatever he was feeling and was done with
candor and grace.

Ginny blinked. There was no reason to be thinking about Draco right now.
He wasn't the one asking her to the Yule Ball, and anyway he had a
girlfriend. And Seamus was handsome and nice and very funny. She had
been staring at the bedclothes; now she raised her head and looked at
him. "Parvati told me what you did on the Quidditch pitch," she said. "It
was awfully nice of you."

Seamus smiled. He had freckles, not many but a few, on the bridge of his
nose. He said, "Think nothing of it. Any excuse to rile up Malfoy."

"Well, you didn't have to. It was brave."

"I've done braver things since," he said lightly, and Ginny felt herself
blush. It had been rather nervy of him to come in here and ask her like
this, especially since they didn't know each other that well. And he was
being awfully sweet about it.



She raised her chin and said, "Of course I'd love to go to the ball with you,
Seamus."

A smile like sunrise broke over Seamus' face. "That's great," he said. "And
you can tell Ron I'll have you back by midnight. You know, it's a bit
terrifying asking out the Head Boy's little sister."

"Ron'll be at the Pub Crawl," said Ginny. "He'll drink a gallon of
butterbeer and be absolutely legless by midnight. He wouldn't notice if
you returned a giant pumpkin to Gryffindor Tower instead of me."

"He'll figure it out by the next morning, though. And that Head Boy badge
is sharp. I want to keep my skin intact," Seamus grinned, came around to

the side of the bed, and to Ginny's surprise, kissed her on the cheek. "I'm

off to practice - hope they let you out of this bloody place soon."

"I hope so too," said Ginny absently. A thought had occurred to her. That
kiss on her cheek the night before - "Seamus?" she said, suddenly.

He paused in the act of pulling back the curtain. "Yes?"

"Did you - were you here last night?" she asked, her heart pounding. "Did
you visit me?"

He shook his head, looking honestly confused by the question. "No, I
didn't, why?"

"Oh," said Ginny, sinking back against the pillows as a flood of guilty
relief washed through her, "No reason."



*k%k

"Seamus asked you to the Yule Ball? That's wonderful!" Hermione
exclaimed, beaming at Ginny, who was dispiritedly forking scrambled eggs
and toast off her plate. It was her first day out of the infirmary, and while



she felt perfectly fine, a strange sort of gloom had settled on her; it was
hard to shake it off.

"Shhh," Ginny hissed, although fortunately Seamus was seated far away at
the opposite end of the Gryffindor table and couldn't possibly overhear.

"Did you say yes?" asked Ron, who was pushing a piece of bread around
his plate with his spoon. Apparently he wasn't very hungry either.

"Of course she said yes," said Hermione quickly. "Seamus is lovely, and
he's good-looking and nice and talented and so funny."”

Ron looked taken aback. "Good grief, Hermione, maybe you should date
him."

Hermione blushed. "I just meant -"
"I said yes," said Ginny abruptly.

"Great!" Hermione flashed her a wide smile. "That's so lovely for you,
Gin."

"Thanks," said Ginny, unable to shake off the feeling that Hermione was
just a bit too happy for her.

"Hey all." Ginny looked up and saw Harry, taking the empty place
between Ron and Hermione that they had saved for him. He looked a little
tired, but on the whole better than he'd looking lately.

"Seamus asked Ginny to the Yule Ball," Hermione told him cheerfully as
he sat down and picked up his fork.

"Great." Harry poked uninterestedly at a sausage, then glanced up at
Hermione. "That's a good thing, right? You're not telling me this because
['m supposed to be indignant or something?"

"No." Hermione shook her head. "Of course it's a good thing."

"Of course it means Seamus won't be at the Pub Crawl, which is too bad,"
said Ron, reaching for the cream jug and pouring a liberal amount onto
his porridge. When he glanced up, his expression was thoughtful. "Hey,
Harry - you've got a study period now, don't you?"



Harry nodded.

"You want to come to Hogsmeade with me?" said Ron. "I've got to go down
to the factory, to see George and Fred. Last-minute paperwork before the
Crawl." He tapped his pocket, from which a sheaf of parchment extruded.
"T've got a pass.”

Harry shrugged. "Sure. Why not?"

"Can you make it back in time for Care of Magical Creatures?" Hermione
asked, worried.

"If I don't, I don't," said Harry without much interest.
"But -- Charlie said he had something special for us."
"Then you can tell me all about it later," said Harry with finality.

Hermione looked as if she were about to say something. Ginny could tell
that if she did, Harry would blow up like a Filibuster Firework. There was
so much tension between those two these days you could have bounced a
Galleon off it. "Everyone still in love with Charlie?" she interrupted
hastily.

1

Hermione dragged her eyes away from Harry. "He's a really good teacher,'
she said. "He knows everything. Last week he talked about diricawls for
two straight hours."

"Nobody but you could think that was sexy, Hermione," said Ron.

"I didn't say it was sexy," said Hermione indignantly, and then she and
Ron were off and running, bickering as was their habit. Harry sat quietly
between them, looking across the room. A sense of something familiar
tugged at the back of Ginny's mind as she looked at him. He reminded her
of someone: the way he sat, the haunted expression, the contained and
containing eyes that were light-years older than the rest of his young face.
It was when he reached up and pushed his hair back that she knew where
she had seen that look before, and such similar eyes.

Tom, of course.



*k*

"Hurry up, Harry. Spring is approaching. Let's go, shall we? I did tell
George we'd be there before noon."

"Oh, all right." Harry glanced up from his apparent fixed perusal of an
icicle clinging to a tree branch. His fair skin was scarlet with cold along his
cheekbones and so were his hands; he had not bothered to wear gloves.
He sighed, and resumed walking. "Spring is approaching? You sound like
Malfoy."

"Heaven forbid." Ron waited patiently for Harry to catch up to him.
Fortunately it was a gorgeous December day, the sky a hollowed blue bowl
traced with faint white clouds. The path through the trees that led to
Hogsmeade was worn to a glassy shimmer, and the bare tree branches
stood out overhead like black lacework against the sky. Given the
brightness and beauty of the weather, Harry's gloomy mood seemed like
even more of a blot on the landscape. "Really, Potter," Ron drawled in his
best Draco imitation, "If I'd known you were going to drag along like a
turtle with heavy shopping I wouldn't have invited you in the first place."

"Ha ha. Very amusing." Harry had now caught up to Ron, who started off
again, Harry beside him. "He doesn't always sound like that." Ron looked
at him witheringly. "Oh, all right, so he does. It sounds weird coming from
you though." Harry paused, thoughtfully. "Nastier."

"You're just used to my normal radiant personality."

"Probably," said Harry, and glanced sideways at Ron. "Speaking of which,
have you asked anyone to the Pub Crawl yet?"

Ron nearly tripped over a fallen tree branch. "Oh. No, actually."
"Why not?" asked Harry curiously.

Ron bit back the response that he was shocked Harry had snapped out of
his dirge-like mental state enough to notice whether Ron had a date or
not. "It's going to be like work for me, you know, being Head Boy and all.
Keeping an eye on everyone. It wouldn't be fun for a girl."

"If you say so."



"You asked Hermione yet?"

Harry looked taken aback. "Well, no. I just assumed...why do you ask?"
Alarm was creeping into his voice. "She didn't say she wanted to go with
anyone else, did she?"

"No, idiot. It's just...well, you're not going to win any points not asking.
Nobody likes to be taken for granted, Hermione especially."

Harry's mouth twitched. Ron wondered if he was remembering their
fourth year. Next time, ask me before someone else does, and not as a last
resort! It was the first time Ron had really seen Hermione angry, not
counting the time she'd slapped Malfoy across the face. The memory
made him smile now - both memories actually. "Right then," said Harry.
"I'll ask her." He scuffed moodily at the snow with the toe of his lace-up
boot. It was black dragonhide, waterproofed. One thing Ron had noticed:
even as Harry's moods seemed to have deteriorated, his wardrobe had
improved. Gone were most of his sweaters with holes in the shoulders, the
too-small shirts that rode up over his wrists, the well-used trainers. Ron
had no idea if this was Draco's influence or if it was just that Harry now
had a girlfriend who took an interest in what he wore. "Ron...7?"

"What?"

Harry opened his mouth to speak, then paused, looking ahead of them.
Ron followed his gaze and saw Pansy Parkinson coming over the small rise
that led up from Hogsmeade. She was carrying a sheaf of parchments in
her hands.



She smirked when she saw them. "Hello, Ron, Harry," she said. "Shouldn't
you be in Care of Magical Creatures?"

Ron regarded her irritably. It was no wonder Pansy didn't have a date for
the pub crawl, she was even more bossy that Hermione but without
Hermione's endearing kindness and generosity. Also, while he didn't know



much about women's fashions, he was fairly sure it was not in the best of
taste to wear orange, bright blue, green and yellow all at once. The
combination made her look even more sallow than she usually did. There
were probably boys who would have been attracted to Pansy's brand of
hard-faced prettiness; Ron was not one of them. "What're you up to,
Pansy?"

"Got permission to come down to Hogsmeade and distribute the leaflets
about the Pub Crawl," she said in a superior tone. "Did you?"

"No, we're skiving," said Harry crossly. "Do run back and tell everyone all
about it."

"We're on business," elaborated Ron. "Going to the Wheezes factory.
Dumbledore gave us passes, so no point squealing."

"As if I would anyway," said Pansy, looking indignant.

"Of course you would, if you thought it would do you the blindest bit of
good," said Harry, in a tone that surprised Ron with its harshness.
"Goodbye, Pansy."

And he turned and stalked off, so that Ron was forced to spin round and
follow him. "Cor, Harry," he said, catching up. "What was all that?"

"I don't like her," said Harry, and his mouth was set in a hard straight
line. "She makes my skin crawl ."

Ron snorted. "You're the one who's all Up-With-Slytherin, not me."

Harry continued to stalk, kicking up lace-like sprays of snow with his
boots. "Yeah, right. Whatever. I don't expect you to understand."

"Harry--" Ron began, exasperated, but he could tell from the tense set of
Harry's back that there was no point pursuing the matter. Instead he
paused, and looked back over his shoulder. Pansy was still standing there
in the middle of the snowy trail, looking back at them, and for a moment
he saw a flash of what looked like utter malice cross her face. Then she
turned and started back down the path and was soon lost among the
trees.



*k*

Having nearly fallen asleep in History of Magic, Draco was almost late to
Care of Magical Creatures. The other students were already there,
although Charlie had not yet arrived. As he approached the snow field
where they were meeting, he saw that a little ways away from the rest of
the Gryffindors, gazing off towards the Forbidden Forest with a distracted
expression, was Hermione, looking very much alone. Without either Harry
or Ron bookending her, she looked smaller than she usually did and more
fragile. It was odd that they weren't there yet - officially class had already
started. Walking past Hermione towards the grouped members of his
House, Draco paused, swore, knelt down in front of her and proceeded to
pretend to be tying his shoe. Out of the corner of his mouth, he hissed,
"Where's Harry? And Weasley, for that matter?"

Hermione jumped slightly, then busied herself tucking a curl of hair
behind her ear. "They went to Hogsmeade with some Pub Crawl
paperwork. Dumbledore gave Ron a pass."

"But not Harry?"

"I don't think so."

"So he's just skiving then."

Hermione looked unhappy. "Maybe he's on his way."

"Maybe." Draco abandoned the pretense of tying his shoe, stood up, and
went to stand with the rest of the Slytherins. Blaise caught at his hand and
gave it a quick squeeze of welcome as he joined the group.

"You're late," she said, smiling up at him.

"I stopped off in Madam Hooch's office to reschedule yesterday's match,"
Draco replied.

"We won that," said Malcolm Baddock mutinously, pushing his dark fringe
away from his pale, sharp-featured face. "Fair and square."



"We never win anything fair and square, Malcolm," said Draco. "We're
Slytherins, let me remind you. Not Hufflepuffs. We win by employing
guile."

"And cheating," added Blaise.
"Also cheating," Draco agreed.

"Look," said Blaise, her green eyes going very wide and saucery. Draco
turned to see what she was looking at, and saw Charlie coming down the
path towards them, swathed in a dark winter cloak. He was pulling behind
him something that looked like a large trolley on wheels, which was
draped with a heavy tarpaulin fabric covering. From beneath the fabric
covering, what looked like thick white steam was rising.

"I wonder what he's got in there," said Malcolm, interested.

"I think I know," said Draco, with certainty. Only one thing made Charlie
light up that way. "It's got to be -"

"Dragons," said Charlie loudly, stopping in between the groups of
students and letting go of his trolley, which sat and steamed beside him,
"are the most fascinating magical creatures in existence."

The whole class nodded. Everyone loved Charlie. Even the frosty
Slytherins had melted a little under his relentlessly outgoing charm, and
some of the Slytherin girls grew almost giggly when he was around. He
was young enough to be the sort of teacher that students had crushes on,
and true to form, quite a few of the seventh-year girls in all the houses
fancied Charlie. If he'd said that trolls were fascinating conversationalists
and Cornish pixies made good study partners, they would have nodded
along with him.

"I've been working with dragons for six years," Charlie went on equably,
"and there is no animal more misunderstood in the wizarding world. The
one I've got here under this covering is only one week old. Now..." he
glanced around the class, and Draco saw his eyebrows draw together as he
registered Harry's absence. "Right," he went on, "who here wants to see a
real live baby dragon?"



The class chorused their eagerness, even the normally reserved Slytherins
managing an affirmative-sounding mutter. With a cheerful grin, Charlie
picked up two objects from the top of the trolley - thick fireproof gloves -
and stripped off the heavy cloak he was wearing to reveal underneath it
his battered jacket and trousers of black dragonhide leather. A happy
little gasp of appreciation escaped several female members of the class,
which Charlie apparently didn't notice - or if he did, he was doing an
excellent job of pretending to be oblivious.

"Oooh," said Blaise, under her breath, "this is going to be the best class
ever."

Draco snorted with laughter.

Blaise gave him a sloe-eyed look. "You don't mind if I stare at Charlie, do
you darling?"

"Not at all." Draco was nonchalant. "Gawk away."

Blaise's eyes narrowed, but Draco hardly noticed. His glance went to
Hermione, who he instinctively knew would understand why he thought
this was funny. She looked as if she were trying not to laugh as well,
which was a nice change from the rest of the girls who looked as if they
were deciding whether or not to rush Charlie in a wedge-like formation.

"This class is really a bit of an accident," Charlie went on cheerfully,
pulling on his leather gloves and reaching to undo the big buckles that
held the tarp down over the open-top trolley. "I've had custody of a
dragon egg this year; it wasn't meant to hatch till the holidays, but these
things are notoriously unpredictable. Anyway, it hatched last Tuesday,
quite unexpectedly, and the hatchling is only now really ready to face the
outside world." The last buckle undone, Charlie drew the tarp away, and
the class gasped again. Inside the open-topped trolley was a large steel
cage, and inside the cage, curled into a ball and fast asleep, was a baby
dragon. It was a dark green color, with deep gold horn nubs protruding
from its small head. Charlie looked down at it with an unmistakably fond
expression, then back up at the class. "Can anyone tell me what type of
dragon this is?"

Hermione's hand went up. "Romanian Longhorn," she said, in her usual
clear and certain voice, but Draco could tell - without being able to



explain how he could tell - that something was bothering her. She looked
very nearly woeful as she let her hand fall back to her side.

"Right," said Charlie. "And what does it eat?"

Hermione's hand went up again, but this time Charlie called on Neville,
who ventured a guess that Longhorns ate goats and cattle, and added that
its horns were valued as potion ingredients. Charlie awarded five points to
Gryffindor, more because he liked Neville than anything else, Draco
suspected. Why, Draco didn't know - as far as he was concerned, Neville
was completely useless, although the one time he'd shared that thought
with Harry, Harry had nearly taken his head off in response.

"Oh, bother," Charlie said, his voice snapping Draco out of his reverie.
Charlie was kneeling down next to the trolley now, in the snow, an
annoyed expression on his face. "I['ve forgotten the dragon food. Can I
have two student volunteers to race back to my office and get it? It's in a
blue bucket above my desk...right, then. Granger, and...Malfoy."

Draco tensed in surprise - he hadn't even had his hand up. Next to him,
Blaise was radiating fury. She was wildly jealous of Hermione and had
been ever since last year. Without looking at Blaise, he detached himself
from the rest of the Slytherins, sauntered over towards Charlie and
accepted a large gold key from him. "Second door down from Snape's,
and hurry," Charlie said as Hermione came trailing up, looking very
unhappy indeed. Draco felt vaguely insulted - he knew she had to pretend
to be displeased at the thought of spending time with him, but she didn't
have to look quite that wretched about it. "I'd rather the dragon not wake
up hungry - he tends to yell."

Draco nodded at Charlie, tucked the key into his pocket and set off
towards the castle. He could sense Hermione beside him, her small,
booted feet crunching on the hard-packed snow. No sooner were they out
of earshot of the class than she announced, without preamble: "Draco, I
want to talk to you about something."

"Great, but I already have a date for the Pub Crawl."

"Ha," said Hermione. "Very funny. Although, not unrelated to what I
wanted to talk to you about."



"Which is?"

Hermione took a deep breath. "Ginny's going to the Yule Ball with
Seamus," she said.

Draco stopped dead in his tracks. For a moment, he was very conscious of
the cold air around him, the coldness of the ground seeping through the
soles of his shoes, the painfully bright winter sky.

Then, he shrugged. "That's nice for her."
Hermione expelled a breath. "Right. Once more, with less feeling."

"I mean it. It's nice for her." Draco started walking again, and Hermione
fell into step with him. They were nearly at the side doors to the castle
now. "Ginny and L," he said. "We're not a thing. We never were. | have a
girlfriend. And even if I didn't..."

"Even if you didn't?"
"I wouldn't be with Ginny," he said quietly. "For other reasons."

Hermione was silent. Draco knew she was waiting to see if he would
elaborate on his reasons; he didn't. They reached the castle doors and
went inside, where the warm air felt like a welcoming touch.

As the doors shut behind them Hermione shook her head. "All right, then.
Accept it as fate if you want to."

Draco laughed, without real humor. "My father used to say that fate is
what you call it when you don't know the name of the person screwing
you over."

"Nobody's screwing you over, Draco, except maybe you."
"How are things with Harry?" he said abruptly.

Hermione colored. He was aware that the abruptness of the question was
slightly cruel, but he had no interest in continuing the conversation about
Ginny and Seamus. He had shoved it to the back of his mind, to process
later. "Not great," she said. "I'm still worried."



Draco suddenly realized he didn't want to be having this conversation
either. "Worried?"

Hermione shrugged. They were walking along a long corridor now,
passing other students, some of whom gave them curious looks. Hermione
pitched her voice low. "He still seems miserable, he barely pays attention
to anything anymore, last night he was up late talking to Sirius and he
wouldn't tell me what they talked about. And now he's skipping class,
which isn't the end of the world, but isn't like him, either." They were at
the door to Charlie's office now, and Hermione looked at Draco unhappily
as he slid the key into the lock. "You think he seems depressed too, don't
you?"

"Well, he has been wearing a lot of black lately." Draco pushed the door
open and went in; Hermione followed. "Either it's the whole 'warrior
slated for the coming apocalypse' thing --kind of a downer, that -- or his
eyesight's gotten worse and he's just really worried about matching."

"Don't," said Hermione sharply. "You know I have no sense of humor
about Harry. Or apocalypses."

"I think it just goes to show what sort of life we lead that we can even
consider using 'apocalypse' in the plural.”

Hermione did smile, then. "Life's been bad lately, hasn't it? I'm sorry,
Draco. I know it is for you, too."

Draco didn't reply; he was looking around with curiosity. Since Charlie
was a junior member of the faculty, his office was small, but it was
decorated in such a homey fashion that that didn't matter. Pictures of the
Weasley clan, waving and smiling, were stuck to every available space.
The small, battered desks were covered with bolts of colorful Romanian
cloth and a beautiful rainbow-hued dragon scale decorated the wall near
the door. On the far wall was a wood-framed mirror that Draco recognized
- it had hung in Charlie's tent back at the dragon camp. On the small table
by the desk were stacked a number of books with gilt-encrusted spines.
Fantastic Beasts, of course (everyone had that), The Dragon Hunter's
Handbook Dragon Tales: A Compendium, a smaller book on how to treat
serious burns, and a colorful clothbound novel entitled A Dream of
Dragons.



Draco turned around. While he had been scanning the room, Hermione
had located the bucket, high on a shelf above Charlie's desk. Draco
watched her as she cast about for something to climb up on. "Hermione,"
he said, his voice thoughtful, "what do you know about onieromantics?"

"Romantic whats?"

"Onieromantics," he corrected her gently.

"Oh." She blushed slightly. "Wizards who can travel in dreams?"
"Right."

"Well, I know it takes a lot of study and preparation," said Hermione,
seizing hold of a tall stool and dragging it across the room. "I know there's
a branch of the Auror's Guild that deals with it. And I know if you don't
do it properly, you can splinch yourself - not your physical self, but your
psychic self."

"That sounds nasty."

"You're never the same afterward," she said grimly, climbing up on the
stool and wobbling precariously.

"Here - take my hand," Draco said, coming to stand beside her, and she
took it gratefully, reaching for the bucket with her other hand. Draco
tried not to notice that he was now at eye level with her slender, black-
stockinged calves. Even when he had detested Hermione, he'd thought it
was a sign of an unfair universe that the repellent Ron Weasley should get
to date someone with such nice legs.

"Got it," she said cheerfully, and handed the bucket down to him. He set it
carefully on the desk. "Ugh," she added, wrinkling her nose in disgust as
she glanced down at the bucket's contents. "There's something all squashy
in there."

"Well, what'd you think dragons ate?" Draco replied lightly. "Waffles?"

"Dragon kibble?" suggested Hermione, who was still using his hand to
balance herself. "I'm sure Charlie said something about kibble..."



"No dragon worth his salt wants to live on kibble. That's why they're
always devouring pretty young virgins in fairy tales, not bowls of salad. In
fact, if I were you, I'd just stand well away from the dragon, no matter
what Charlie says..." and Draco trailed off, realizing that Hermione was
giving him a most peculiar look. "Not," he added hastily, "that you're a
virgin." Her eyebrows went up even higher. "And not that you aren't one
either," he said, even more hastily, realizing that he had never given this
aspect of her relationship with Harry a thought, assuming on some level
that well, they just wouldn't...would they? "And not that I would know. I
mean, how would I know? Because Harry hasn't said anything about you
to me. I mean, not that he doesn't talk about you - he talks about you all
the time -" Draco realized that he was raving, and, with an effort, stopped
the flow of speech. Hermione was staring at him in what he could only
interpret as total fury. "I don't suppose," he said finally, "that if I agreed
to eat whatever was in that bucket, you would forget everything I just
said?"

For a moment, Hermione was silent. Then, to his surprise, she burst out
into peals of laughter. She put one hand over her mouth and laughed
until she overbalanced, nearly tumbling off the stool; she stumbled and
slid forward and he reached up and caught her by the waist as she fell
and set her down on her feet, still laughing. "Oh!" she said, her face
turned up to his. "Oh, the look on your face - would you really have eaten
what was in the bucket?"

"I don't know," Draco said. He was having some trouble keeping his mind
on matters at hand. He wasn't sure Hermione realized how close to him
she was standing. He had a feeling that if Harry came in at that moment,
he'd be facing a fencing match that wasn't just for practice. "Probably, if
you wanted me to."

Now, what had possessed him to say that? Damn, he thought fiercely,
damn, damn, damn. Her eyes went suddenly wide and luminous and her
mouth curved up into a smile and she opened her mouth to speak - and
stopped. Sudden color flooded her face, as if she had been dropped in
boiling water. Hastily, she stepped away from him.

"It's getting late," she said quickly. She reached for the bucket on the desk
with a trembling hand, seized it, and nearly threw herself towards the



door. "We'd better go - Charlie will be wondering where we are," she said
breathlessly, and hurried out into the corridor.

Draco stood and looked after her, perplexed, until something else caught
his attention. Tucked into the frame of the mirror near the door was a
photo of Ginny in a white sundress, her hair tied back, smiling and
blowing kisses. He looked at it, and then hastily away, back at the
doorway through which Hermione had just disappeared.

How had life managed to get so complicated in such a short time? He
wondered. And whatever was going on, he couldn't help but feel that it
showed every sign of not working out well for him.

*kx



Hey, Ron. You look good. Harry, you look like a wet weekend. What's
wrong? Upset about the game yesterday? Speaking of which..." Fred
pitched his voice lower. "How's Ginny?"

"She's fine. Up and around and sassy and obnoxious," said Ron, sinking
into once of the huge stuffed lime-green sherbet sweet-shaped chairs, that
decorated George and Fred's front office. "Showing no respect for her
elders as usual."

Beyond the huge glass window set into the wall, they could see down to
the floor of the Wheezes factory. Huge industrial-size steel cauldrons
bubbled and smoked with exotic brews, alembics as tall as a full-grown
wizard contained dried and flattened potion ingredients, and a scooped-
out pool in the floor held a whirlpool of melted chocolate - for Penguin
Peppermints, Harry guessed. The ceiling, like the ceiling of the Great Hall,
was enchanted to look like sky, but unlike the ceiling in the Great Hall this
one reflected a sky unlike the one outside. Right now it looked like desert
sky, vast and blue, touched with dark gold clouds. Harry suspected it was
probably the sky over Egypt, where Bill was. (It certainly wasn't the sky
over Newcastle, where Percy was.)

"New shipment from Slug and Jiggers," George announced cheerfully,
staggering into the office under the weight of a large carton. He dropped
it at Fred's feet, and rubbed his sweaty face with his t-shirt. "Hey, kids,"

he said, nodding at Ron and Harry, both of whom glowered at being called
kids. The twins were, after all, only nineteen. "What brings you here?"

"Paperwork," said Ron, tossing his roll of parchments to George, who
caught it and perched on the edge of the desk to read the contracts.

"Looks fine," he said. "I can sign this...why didn't you just have these
owled over?"

"I wanted to look at the factory space," said Ron, getting to his feet and
coming to stand by Harry at the window. "We thought we would wind up
the Crawl here, and I just wanted to make sure the place was big
enough...and sturdy enough."

Fred and George, having been through their own Pub Crawl, grinned.
"Look around all you want," said Fred, "In fact, I was just about to take



this shipment of Benson and Hexes Exploding Cigarettes down to the floor
- do you two want to come?"

Ron nodded, but Harry, feeling weary, shook his head. "I'll stay here."
Fred looked at him. His blue eyes were kind. "You feeling all right, Harry?"

It was Ron who answered for Harry. "He's just upset because of our
History of Magic assignment. We each have to interview one person who
was involved in the downfall of Voldemort, and Harry got Snape."

Harry looked at Ron in surprise; while this was true, Ron knew well
enough that this wasn't what he was upset about. Or, maybe he didn't.
Harry supposed that Ron was simply trying to save him questioning; it
was hard to tell since Ron would not look at him.

Fred snorted. "Sorry to hear that, Harry," he said. "Well, if you find out if
the refusal to wash his hair has something to do with fighting evil or is
just laziness, let me know."

Fred and Ron left, carrying the carton between them. This left Harry alone
with George, who was sitting on the desk with his blue-jeaned legs
dangling down. "I thought you didn't mind Snape so much anymore," said
George curiously. "After all, he was at your birthday party. And his
rendition of The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald was masterful."

Harry shrugged. "I don't mind him so much anymore."
"So what is bothering you, then?"
"Nothing," said Harry, and looked at his feet.

"If mum saw you like this, she'd throw a wobbly," said George. "['ve half a
mind to tell her, too."

"I have parents now," said Harry, stung. "I have Sirius."

"Sirius spent twelve years in Azkaban, he might not be quite as quick to
pick up on you looking thin and haggard as an ordinary bloke might -"



"Sirius takes very good care of me," Harry ground out, deliberately not
recalling the fact that the night before, he'd accused Sirius of being a
neglectful, selfish git.

"All right, all right," said George, taken aback. "Never mind. You look
fabulous. Blooming. I hear under-eye circles are in for spring."

"Thanks." Harry was again having trouble paying attention to George. He
had been pondering all day how he might get to his parents' graves, if
Sirius wouldn't take him. Something kept niggling at the back of his mind.

"Oh, come on, Harry, what is it? Girl trouble?" George burst out in
exasperation, having managed to remain circumspectly silent for less than
one minute. "Hermione? She's fallen in love with someone else? You've
fallen in love with someone else and you're not sure how to break it to
her? You're in love with her sister?"

"Hermione's an only child," said Harry dully.

"Well, that's good, those situations are always awkward. Oh - hallo, Jana."
George hopped nervously off the desk as his petite, brown-haired
girlfriend put her head round the door, a clipboard in her hand.

"How lucky I am I only have brothers," Jana said dryly. "Large, strapping
brothers. George dear - there's an owl for you, and he won't go away
unless I pay him. Have you got any Sickles?"

George nodded at Harry. "Be right back," he said, scurrying past Jana's
clipboard and out into the hall, Jana behind him.

Harry looked after them, then leaned against the wall, happy to be left
alone again. He did not want to be questioned about Hermione, or "girl
trouble." He knew that he hadn't been very nice to Fred, or George either,
or Ron for that matter - not lately. And somewhere in the back of his
mind he knew that the way he was behaving towards Hermione was, if not
despicable, certainly not admirable. He wanted to be able to help it, but
somehow he could not. More and more he found himself focused on
exactly one thing, and more and more the trappings and distractions of
ordinary life were falling away, like layers of skin being shed.



If he were to do what he needed to do, he could not be distracted or
turned aside by selfish concerns. He could not worry about other people,
he could not fear their reactions to what he wanted, what he had become.
There could be only hatred and the need for vengeance, only waiting and
loathing and pain and despair and all the other awful emotions that
existed here in this interim between dark and dark.

He turned to look out the factory window and stood there silently, his
gaze on the false blue sky of another country. In his head were words
spoken months ago, in the depths of a cold stone dungeon, when he had
kissed Hermione for the first time.

Do you love him? he had asked her. Meaning Draco, of course.
I could love him, she had replied.

He did not want to be jealous. It was not in his nature to be jealous. But
sometimes in the back of his mind, the memory rose up and chilled him -
not that she had said that she could love Draco specifically, but that she
could love anyone else. He was quite sure that he could not. For him there
could not and would not be anyone else. This was why he had not wanted
to love her. He was too damaged, his love too fierce - such love, once
given, could not be broken and remade.

He heard Hermione's voice in his head, once more. For six years I have
wondered if you were the one for me, she had said. And now I know you
aren't.

She had not meant it, he told himself. She had been angry and she had
not meant it. But what if someday she came to a place where she did mean
it. If she knew what he really was, what was being enacted inside him even
now, then she would mean it. And what would happen then? When he was
a child, those he had most loved had died and left him. If he was left
again, he was afraid it might kill him.

Unless he left her first.

*k*k

Seamus Finnegan sat at one of the long oak tables at the back of the
library, reading a copy of Quidditch Illustrated and generally thinking



that all was right with the world. Ginny had agreed to go out with him,
and yesterday's match had been declared a draw and rescheduled, which
meant the Gryffindors were not set back in the race for the House Cup. In
general, life was looking up. He was just in the middle of turning a page
when a shadow fell across the table and he glanced up and saw Draco
Malfoy standing over him.

He bit back a surprised exclamation and eyed the other boy warily. The
last time he'd seen Malfoy had been on the Quidditch pitch, and Draco,
white-faced and furious, had looked like nothing on earth; now he was
composed and even smiling, his arms crossed over his (expensive-looking)
v-neck cashmere sweater. "Finnegan," he said. "I wanted a word with you."

Seamus tipped his chair back, trying for an air of casual disinterest. It
wasn't easy. There was something frightening about Malfoy's cold
composure, and the set line of his mouth. Not that he could do anything
here, but what would Seamus do if Malfoy challenged him to a duel later
on? He couldn't beat him, not at magic, although he suspected that if it
came to fisticuffs he could quite successfully damage the other boy's
perfect features, if temporarily. "Yeah?" he said. "What is it?"

"I heard you're taking Ginny Weasley to the Yule Ball," said Malfoy calmly.

Seamus was momentarily speechless. "So what if I am?" he said finally.
"How is that your business?"

"Because," said Malfoy, and leaned forward until his face was inches from
Seamus'. "If you hurt her, I will beat you to death with a shovel. Got that?"

Seamus just stared.

"And if you tell anyone what I just said, I will still beat you to death with a
shovel. I want to be very clear about this, Finnegan. Do you understand
me?"

Seamus found his voice, although it was fainter than usual. "A shovel?"

"That's right. A vague disclaimer is nobody's friend. Keep it in mind," said
Malfoy shortly, stepped back, and walked away from Seamus without
looking back.



*k*

Hermione decided to skip supper in favor of studying that evening, and
ensconced herself in a corner of the common room, surrounded by
pillows and books. Harry gave her an absentminded wave on his way
down to the Great Hall, which caused her to fantasize about throwing her
copy of Dreams: Fantasy or Memory? An Onieromancer's Guide at him. It
was Ron who paused and came over to see what she was doing. "Studying?
Now? Aren't you hungry?"

She shook her head. "No. Hand me that green book, will you?"

Ron handed her the copy of A Runic Alphabet that she had special-
ordered from Flourish and Blotts. "Don't you think it's about time you
talked to Harry?"

"I talk to Harry all the time."
"You know what I mean. About - you two."

Hermione sighed. "I know. I promise I will - I'm sorry, all this must be
rotten for you. How was your trip to Hogsmeade?"

"Harry didn't tell you?"

Hermione let a note of bitterness creep into her voice. "We haven't talked
today. I think he thinks I'm angry with him about missing Care of Magical
Creatures."

Ron looked mildly taken aback. "Are you?"

"No!" Hermione threw her hands up, and A Runic Alphabet slid off her
lap. "I mean, I missed him, I missed you both, Charlie had a baby dragon
and I kept thinking about Norbert and wishing you were there. But that
doesn't mean I'm angry."

Ron shook his head. "You have got to resolve all this. I can't take much
more of Misery Boy. Better to just -"



"I don't think he's miserable about me," Hermione said softly. "It's
something else. That's why I'm worried. That's why I haven't said
anything."

"Well, what, then?" Ron bent down and picked up the Runic Studies book,
and handed it back to her, but not after peering at the parchment she had
folded into the pages. It was covered with strange symbols and odd
scribblings. "Now what are you up to?" he laughed.

"Just trying to translate some runes," said Hermione, feeling despairing. "I
can't find any key for these, though. They're not Etruscan, they're not
Egyptian -"

"I think they're Norwegian," said Ron.
Hermione sat up straight. "Really?"

"Yes," said Ron somberly. "In fact, I'm pretty sure this translates as "Are
you happy to see me, or is that a longboat in your pocket?""

Hermione punched him in the arm, making him yelp. "I hate you - give
me my homework back -"

"Forget it -" Ron held the parchment over his head, and mayhem might
well have ensued had Ginny not appeared in the common room, looked at
them, and started to laugh.

"Would the Head Girl and Head Boy like to stop hitting each other long
enough to get dinner?" she said finally, once she had stopped giggling.

Hermione took her parchment back, and stuck her tongue out at Ron. "Go
on," she said, and he hopped up obediently and went to join his sister.
She watched them a little wistfully as they headed down the stairs
together, but the thought of another long meal wherein Harry said
nothing to her was more than she could deal with. She sank back sadly
amongst the cushions and picked up her books. She had just flipped open
her Runic Alphabet when a sound made her pause. A muffled noise - the
sound of someone crying?

She got to her feet, drawing her plaid blanket around herself, and went to
investigate. The sound was coming from the boys' dormitory, to her



surprise, and she paused before going in - but she was, after all, Head Girl,
and the students' welfare was her concern. She wasn't just being nosy -
well, all right, she was being a little nosy, but nobody needed to know
that.

The door swung wide, and she went in, She blinked a moment in the dim
light before her eyes adjusted and she saw Neville, sitting on the floor by
his bed, an open Chocolate Frog box in his lap. "Neville?" she said, her
voice worried. "Are you all right?"

Neville brought his hands down from his face and looked up at her. "Oh.
Hermione." His voice was quiet. "Why aren't you at dinner?"

"I was studying. Neville, what's wrong?"

He said nothing. She came across the room and sat down beside him. He
was looking down at the box in his lap again, and when she followed his
gaze, her heart turned over. "Oh...Neville."

Trevor the toad lay curled in a scattering of sawdust at the bottom of the
box. He was not trying to escape. He was not even moving. His eyes were
open. Hermione knew immediately that he was dead.

"Oh, Neville, I'm so sorry. When did he die? Were you going to bury him?"

"Bury him?" Neville laughed shortly. "This box just turned up at the foot
of my bed when I came back from Care of Magical Creatures. I don't know
what happened to him." He looked up at Hermione. "Do you think
someone could have killed him?"

"Oh, but why would anyone do that? That would just be evil. Maybe
somebody found him and was too shy to say anything to you. How long
has he been missing?"

"Nearly two weeks," said Neville. His voice was quiet. "Trevor used to be
my dad's when he was at school. My grandfather raised him from a
tadpole. He was supposed to live a hundred years."

Hermione reached out and patted Neville's hand. It was thinner than she
remembered, but then Neville wasn't the round-faced kid he had been at
eleven. He had grown into a tall and lanky boy. But the sadness in his eyes



reminded her of the child he once had been. "Come on, Neville," she said.
"Let's go bury him in the snow out by Hagrid's hut. And if Charlie comes
back, maybe he'll let you have some Firewhiskey - I think you need it."

"You must think I'm stupid, crying over a dead toad," said Neville in a low
voice. "You won't tell anyone, will you?"

"No," she said. "I don't think you're stupid. And I won't tell anyone."

*k*k

It took Draco a long time to fall asleep that night. His brief conversation
with Hermione played over and over in his head like a news report on the
Wizarding Wireless, and then again he saw Blaise's hurt expression during
Charlie's class, and Ginny sitting with Seamus in the Great Hall. He would
have liked to have talked to Harry, but Harry seemed distracted, and
there was nobody else he really had any interest in talking to. Life was
grim. Even recalling the look of fleeting terror that had crossed Finnegan's
face in the library didn't help matters much.

He had no sooner drifted into an uneasy slumber than a muffled
pounding on the door to his bedroom woke him once again. He struggled
to sit up, brushing his hair away from his eyes; reaching out, he tapped
the candle on his bed stand to light it. He swung his legs over the side of
the bed, and winced at the coldness of the stone floor.

The pounding came again, louder this time. "All right, all right, keep your
knickers on," he muttered to himself, and went to open the door.

There was no one there. Draco blinked into the emptiness for a moment,
startled, before he twigged. "Harry?"

There was a slight rustling and Harry's head appeared, crowned with even
messier hair than usual, seeming to float in midair above the floor. Draco
remembered the first time he had ever seen Harry pull that stunt with his
Invisibility Cloak, back at the Shrieking Shack; it had nearly scared the
living daylights out of him. Now, he could take it in stride. "Sorry," said
Harry contritely. "I didn't want anyone to see me here."



"Yes, not even me, apparently," said Draco, leaning against the doorjamb.
"How did you get past the common room door? How'd you know the
password?"

"It's 'Slytherin Pride', isn't it?" said Harry. "Just the sort of password you
would think up."

"Yes, very clever."

"Look, are you going to let me in or are you just going to swank around in
your silk pajamas like a big fat pretentious git? Because in that case I'm
leaving."

Draco looked injured. "You think I'm fat?"
"Let me in, Malfoy."

Draco dropped his arm and Harry stalked past him, tossing his Invisibility
Cloak onto the chest of drawers at the foot of Draco's bed. Underneath it
he was wearing blue cotton pajamas with a hole in the right sleeve, piped
with yellow around the collar and cuffs. The sort of pajamas Draco
himself might have worn when he was about seven. Harry glanced around
the room cursorily. "It's not so small," he said. "Weird ceiling, though."

Draco glanced up. The ceiling of his bedroom was oddly angled, slanting
so sharply down towards the far side that he had to crouch down to climb
into the window seat. Small windows were cut into the wall above his bed,
but they had been bricked up on the far side and lent a claustrophobic air
to the proceedings. He did, however, have a working fireplace, which had
always pleased him.

Draco closed the door behind him, and bolted it against intrusions.
"Yeah," he said. "I call the architectural style 'early maniac.' It was a
working dungeon once, you know." Draco gestured towards the fireplace,
and a small fire shimmered to life in the grate. "Anyway, Potter - what are
you doing here? Is something wrong?"

"I needed to talk to you about our homework," Harry said.

Draco stared. "You what?"



"The homework for DaDA," Harry elaborated. "The end-of-year project."
"This couldn't have waited until tomorrow?"

Harry looked puzzled for a moment, then sheepish. "I guess it is kind of
late," he said, looking down at his bare feet, which were coated in hallway
dust. "I talked to Sirius last night, and I had an idea..."

Draco began to realize there was more here than met the eye. He dragged
a chair over to the bed, turned it around backwards, and sat down,
resting his arms on the back. "You talked to Sirius? Did you ask about
your parents?"

Harry nodded. "Yeah. He told me they're buried at a place called Doon's
Hill. Ring any bells?"

Draco shook his head. "No, not really."

Harry reached into the breast pocket of his pajamas and drew out a
folded parchment. Draco recognized it as their homework assignment.
Opening it with a flourish, Harry read out, "Pick one specific site from this
list: the Forbidden Forest, Ravyn Cael, Knockturn Alley, Doon's Hill,
Chipping Sodbury, Shepton Mallet." You see?"

Draco glanced down and then back up. Harry was looking at him
expectantly, his green eyes sharp and intent, his lower lip caught between
his teeth. Draco felt a faint foreboding stir within him. Whatever all this
meant to Harry, it was not just something significant but something
significant that he was expecting Draco to pick up on immediately. Draco
was very tempted to say something snide, but the thought that this was
the most animated, interested and alive he had seen Harry look in more
than a month stayed his tongue. "All right," he said cautiously. "So it's on
our homework..."

"I want to go," said Harry. "We can get permission to be Portkeyed to
Doon's Hill if we pick that project for the class, and when we're there we
can go to the cemetery."

"Um," said Draco. "Wouldn't Sirius take you?"

"I don't want to go with Sirius, I want to go with you."



Draco felt his eyebrows fly up. "Why?"

"Because..." Harry flung his hands in the air. "For one thing, Sirius has the
wedding and then the honeymoon so if he took me he couldn't take me
for months. He said not till after I graduate, and I want to go as soon as
possible. Anyway, he'd spend the whole time watching me to see if I start
freaking out and I don't need that...why are you looking at me like that?"

"Why do I have the feeling there's something you aren't telling me?"
Harry sighed. "Probably because there's something I'm not telling you."
"What?"

"I can't tell you," Harry said firmly. "You have to trust me."

There was a short silence. Harry sat where he was, looking down at his
hands. His dark hair spilled down, hiding his features. His shoulders were
set, angular under the thin cotton of his pajama top. When he raised his
face, his eyes were dark, unreadably green. Draco remembered the boy
who had thrust a hand through the bars of the prison that contained him,
and had mixed their blood together, changing them both irrevocably in
the process. He had never known anyone else like Harry; he never would.



"All right." Draco shrugged. "I trust you."

Harry exhaled his held breath. "Okay, then." He got to his feet, shoving
the parchment back into his pocket. "Sorry I woke you up."



"It's fine. Sleep is overrated." Draco got to his feet, and stood there
awkwardly for a second. He wondered if this was what Harry and Ron
were like when those two were alone. He doubted it. He had some vague
mental image of them sitting around, discussing Quidditch and girls and
hitting each other on the back in a matey fashion. He and Harry never
discussed Quidditch and girls, unless they had been drinking abusively.
Mostly their conversations revolved around fencing and imminent, life-
threatening danger. Draco hesitated a moment, wondering if he should
ask Harry something more casually friendly, like what he planned to do
after the N.E.W.T.'s, or what he was going to get Sirius and Narcissa as a
wedding present, or...

"You all right, Malfoy? Your eyes are crossing." Harry was at the door now,
his head tilted to the side as he looked back at Draco in concern. "Falling
asleep on your feet?"

"Something like that." Draco bent down, picked up Harry's cloak and held
it out to him, a silvery unfolded tangle. "Don't forget your cloak," he said.
"People see you sneaking out of my bedroom at 2am, they might get the
wrong idea."

"Thanks," said Harry, and took the cloak.

"On the other hand, it could only enhance my reputation as a major
stud," added Draco cheerfully.

Harry raised an eyebrow.

"That was my sarcastic voice," said Draco.

"It sounds a lot like your regular voice," said Harry dryly.
"Yeah. I've been told that."

"See you in class tomorrow," said Harry, turning to go. He paused then,
and bent down to pick up something from the ground. When he
straightened up, Draco saw that he had a rolled parchment in his hand,
stamped with a familiar silver seal. "Looks like someone left a note shoved
under your door, Malfoy."



"Right. Thanks." Draco took the note. "Bye, now," he added firmly, and
shut the door on Harry, who was still looking at him curiously.

He glanced down at the note in his hand, unrolled it reluctantly, and saw
that it was as he had expected, a map. In Rhysenn's familiar flowing
writing the words meet me here appeared towards the top, after a
complicated series of illustrated pathways showing the route he was
meant to take outside the castle.

He let his shoulders sag, a rare feeling of total exhaustion and dejection
nearly overcoming him. It just never ended -- it never, never ended. How
many secrets could one person keep and not go completely mad? And
now he had another one to keep: Harry's secret about his parents. On the
other hand, it did mean that Harry trusted him, trusted him in a way he
didn't trust anyone else. He remembered the demons who had told him
that for every profit in one thing, there must be an equal payment.
Perhaps it then followed that for every payment, there must be
compensation. If there was one thing the past eight months had brought
him other than pain and confusion, it was friends. He had never had
friends before, not friends like Harry and Hermione, Ginny and Sirius.
That was worth a lot - it was worth everything.

Straightening his shoulders, he went to get his clothes.

*k*k

She lay beside him in the pools of scarlet and gold flung onto the floor by
the high stained-glass windows. They lay face-to-face, on their sides, his
right hand trailing slowly down her cheek to her pajama top, tracing the
line of pearl buttons there before beginning to undo them one by one.

"Ron," she said softly.

He raised his eyes to hers; even in the darkness, they were very blue.
"Yes?"

"Do you think about me when we're not ... in here?"

He was halfway through the row of buttons. "I think about you all the
time."



She sighed. "You pretend so well."

He was done with the buttons; his hands slid over her bare skin, gentle
and careful - she remembered how clumsy he had been, the first time, but
that was all different now. "So do you," he said, and leaned to kiss her. His
lips brushed hers, gently, then slid to the corners of her mouth, her
throat, her cheek. She let her head fall back, and then the door of the
room opened and she heard someone gasp out loud in surprise.

She sprang away from Ron, her hands flying up to cover herself. Malcolm
Baddock, the Slytherin Chaser, stood in the doorway, one hand on the
latch, the other dangling at his side, gazing at them in utter and total
astonished surprise.

Reaching to tug the open top of her pajamas shut, she tried to hide herself
behind Ron, who at least was wearing his boxers, but it was no use -
Malcolm had seen them both clearly. He stood frozen in the doorway,
staring in shock, mouth open, his dark eyes almost impossibly wide. There
was a long silence, and then he said, with astonished but profound
admiration: "Damn, Weasley. When you go for it, you really go for it."

That broke the tableau. Ron scrambled for his clothes, and Malcolm, as if
suddenly sensing the seriousness of the situation, began to back towards
the door.

"Malcolm - " said Ron, sharply.

"I won't tell anyone," Malcolm interrupted quickly, his eyes on the wand
next to Ron's hand. "Really, I'll keep it to myself -"

He turned and bolted then, and Ron, leaping to his feet and fumbling with
the zipper on his jeans, swore out loud. "Wait here," he said to her, and
raced to the door, buttoning up his shirt as he ran, without putting his
shoes on or stopping to pick up his wand.

She hesitated for a moment, frozen, before her own shock drove her to
her feet. She paused to seize up Ron's wand and his shoes before she
raced after him, flinging the door closed behind her. She dashed out into
the hallway - saw a flicker of movement off to her left, and bolted after it -
fled around a corner and then another corner, running on instinct - stairs
rose up before her; she raced up them, spun to her left, and nearly



crashed into Ron, who was standing stock-still in the middle of a hallway,
his hands at his sides.

"Ron," she gasped, almost in tears, "Where is he - where's Malcolm -"
"Right there," said Ron, in a queer strained sort of voice, and pointed.

She looked where he indicated, and then the wand and shoes slid out of
her grasp and hit the floor. "What - what happened? What happened to
him?"

"I don't know," said Ron in the same strained voice, looking down at
where Malcolm lay, sprawled across the hallway floor, his arms flung out
stiffly. He was on his back, his eyes staring up blankly, his body rigid. "I
just came around the corner and - he was here, like this."

"Did you - did you do anything to him?"

"No!" said Ron sharply, turning to face her. "I didn't even have my wand -
what could I have done?"

"I know ... I'm sorry. What should we do? Should we get a teacher?"

"And get caught together?" he demanded, then paused. "But we can't just
leave him....you go. Go on back quickly, take care no one sees you."

"What will you say when they come?"

"T'll say I came across him while I was ..I don't know... I'll say something,
okay? I'll say I was on my way to check up on the prefects' bathroom and I
found him like this. It doesn't matter. I'll think of something." She looked
at him in distracted panic, unable to move, and he touched her face
gently, with so much loving concern it almost made her start to cry once
more.

"Go," he said again, and she went.

*k*k

The map led Draco to an outside balcony, up a flight of stairs, and along a
wide stone pathway he had never noticed before, running along the
castle's edge, high above the ground. As he walked along the battlements,



the clear night air broke over his exposed skin like splashes of cold water.
All around beneath him the icy world stretched away towards the Forest,
an unbroken and unmoving sea of milky glass. The fragile winter moon
showed its lace-like edges against a sky of black velvet, illuminating the
hexagonal paving stones beneath his feet. Exhilarated by the night and by
the coldness of the air, Draco began to forget that he had not wanted to
come out tonight.

The long walk along the battlement dead-ended at the circular top of a
tower, fringed with a collar of crenellated stone. Rhysenn was there, as he
had expected her to be, all black hair and black eyes and black cloak
blowing in the wind, against a background of moonlit sky.



"You're late," she said as he approached. Under the cloak she wore
another velvet dress; this one gold and indigo and scarlet. Matching gems
sparkled on her fingers: champagne and ink and blood. "I almost didn't
wait for you."



"Don't you ever worry about freezing to death?" he demanded, by way of
an answer. "Why can't you just meet me inside?"

Rhysenn just smirked. "The fresh air is good for you."

"Look--"

She waved a jeweled hand. "I am not welcome inside these walls."
"Why not?"

"It's a long story. And part of it concerns things I would rather have left
alone." Her eyes shut down; he knew he would get no more from her on
that subject. And yet it nagged at him. Everything about her nagged at
him. What did she get out of acting as his father's personal courier, if that
was even what she was really doing? Did she do it for money? For fun? She
didn't look more than twenty, but she behaved as if she were much older.
"I have a letter for you, Draco."

"Now there's a shocker. And I thought you invited me out here to give me
my Christmas present."

"Christmas isn't for twelve more days," said Rhysenn severely. She was
nothing if not literal-minded. Then, to his surprise, she reached into a
fold of her cloak and drew out a rolled white scrap of parchment, and
handed it to him. He took it with surprise. Never before had Rhysenn
handed him a message without insisting he "search" for it first. "Read this
tonight."

"Say 'please.""

"You know," she said, "you would probably have a much more pleasant
personality if you had been born ugly."

"But how much worse life would be for everyone else around me." Draco
reached out and took the parchment from her hands, which gave up their
grip reluctantly. "Nothing nice to look at during those long boring History
of Magic classes."

Rhysenn smirked again. "You would do well to pay attention during your
history classes, Draco."



"Thanks, Mum." The parchment was cold against Draco's bare hands. He
wanted to unroll it and read it, but not in front of Rhysenn. Her cool
curiosity unnerved him.

"Those who do not understand history," she said, turning so that she
looked out over the frozen grounds, "are condemned to repeat it."

Draco took a deep breath. The icy air seared into his lungs. "What do you
know, Rhysenn?"

She didn't turn around. "I don't know what you mean?"
"You know something you're not telling me."

Now she turned, and ran a catlike finger through a loose curl of her hair.
"I know a lot of things."

"I bet you do. But only some of them are relevant to me. Who sends you
to me? My father, or him? Do they tell you what to say, what to do? All
this pouting and flirting, it's just to catch me off guard - I'm not stupid, I
know that. But why?"

"Who are you," she said, and the tone of her voice had changed, "that you
think I should answer to you?"

"Who do you answer to, then?" he demanded, but she turned away with a
dismissive gesture, and then to his own surprise he found he had reached
out and caught her by the wrist, and spun her towards him, angrily. "Are
you the best they can do?" he snarled. "It seems to me like the forces of
darkness aren't even trying."

"Let me go," she said coldly.
"Answer me first," he replied.

"Let me go or I will make you sorry," she said in a sharp hard voice, and
her eyes were black splinters in the still white face turned up to his. The
fine hairs rose up all along the back of his neck, as if someone had walked
over his grave. "And so will my Master, who rules the world."



He let her go. She moved away from him, her black cloak falling open; it
was lined with colorful cloth woven in eye-dizzying patterns. "My father -"
he began.

"Your father," she said, her voice flawed with crystalline disgust. "He is
Voldemort's lapdog. "It is not the place of a Malfoy to serve, but to rule--"

"I didn't realize you were on our side," said Draco, snidely.

"On your side?" Her voice was freezing. "You cannot even begin to

comprehend what I am, or who I serve. You cannot help me, any more
than an ant or a snail could help me. And you are no more to me than
that. You, with your little magics and your life as short as a heartbeat."

"And yours isn't.....Oh," said Draco, feeling slightly foolish. "You
aren't...what are you? A vampire?"

"Nothing so crude," said Rhysenn, looking superior. "So you can take your
hand off your neck. I'm not interested in biting you. Well...not biting you
there, anyway."

Draco dropped his hand, with some reluctance. "So you're immortal, or
just very long-lived?"

"Living forever is the best revenge," said Rhysenn, examining her long red
nails.

"I've been offered eternal life before," Draco said flatly. "I pretty much
turned it down."

"Then you are a fool," she said. "As well as stubborn - and arrogant -"

"Anything else?" Draco asked curiously. "Do I also have bad taste in
clothes and stupid hair?"

She looked away, her black hair blowing across her face. He wondered
again how old she was. "I could show you..." she began slowly, and took a
step back, and as she moved away her cloak flew to the side and he saw
the carvings etched into the battlements behind her. They were a
repeating pattern of symbols. A mirror, a cup, a dagger, a sword. They
were familiar, as if he had seen them before. And then he realized that he



had. The vision he had had the day before, during the prefects' meeting.
He had seen himself, standing against battlements, and behind him a wall
of stone etched with carvings, burned silver by moonlight...

He spun around, the sensation that he was being watched right now, at
this very moment, suddenly overpowering. He cast his gaze over the
battlements where they stood and then up and beyond and saw
something dark and hunched, huddled against the side of the tower that
rose above them. The terror he had felt in the vision rose up again, even
stronger, and then something bright and silvery flashed out against the
darkness of the huddled figure, and Draco turned and shoved Rhysenn,
hard, to the side and out of the way.

She shrieked out loud and fell, and then he heard a sharp whistling noise
by his ear and knew what it was, a sound familiar to him from hunting
although he couldn't imagine what it was doing here, at Hogwarts. It was
too late for him to move away; something struck his shoulder once, hard,
and then again. A lancing pain like white fire engulfed him; he saw the
moon tilt away, the world falling open like an unfurling flower.
Somewhere very far away he could still hear Rhysenn screaming. And
then the darkness closed in, and there was no pain at all.

*k*k

Having not slept well, Ginny was late to breakfast. As a result, she found
everyone already in the throes of heated discussion about the fact that
the night before, fifth-year Malcolm Baddock had been discovered frozen
in a state of magical stasis by none other than Ron himself, on his way to
the prefects' bathroom. The rumor was that it had been a prank or a duel
gone wrong; the Slytherins looked dour and annoyed, all except Draco,
who wasn't at breakfast yet. A few first-years looked nervous, and an even
fewer number of students who remembered the basilisk attacks of years
ago looked discomforted. "I was in magical stasis," Colin Creevey was
announcing cheerfully to anyone who would listen. "It wasn't so bad!"

Neville looked apprehensive. "Do you think it was another basilisk?" he
demanded.

"No," said Ron, who was looking drained and irritable. There were
shadows under his eyes and the good-humored air that had hung around
him lately was gone. "There was no water around him, or anything



reflective. If it had been a basilisk he would be dead. Like Moaning
Myrtle."

"I'm pretty sure Myrtle spies on me in the bath," said John Walton, a
sixth-year prefect.

"Nonsense," said Ron flatly. "Of course she doesn't."

Ginny was glad for the change of subject from basilisks and magical stasis.
Her first year at Hogwarts was not something she liked to dwell on. She
tried to focus her attention instead on what Harry and Hermione, sitting
across from her, were talking about, but that turned out not to be a such a
good idea either.

"Harry," Hermione was saying, her voice low but intent, "I have to talk to
you."

"Not right now," said Harry, reaching for the pumpkin juice and pouring
some into his glass. "Can we talk later?"

Hermione flushed. "When, then?" she said. "It's important. There's
something I need to talk to you about - to tell you."

"Tomorrow," said Harry, filling his glass. He put the jug down with an
exasperated thump. "When I don't have a meeting with Snape coming up."

"You always have something -" Hermione began.
"Not now," said Harry with sharp finality. He still wasn't looking at her.

For a moment, Hermione sat very still. Ginny wondered if perhaps she
might be going to cry - in her memory, Harry had never spoken to
Hermione like that. He had never looked at her like that before, either.
When they had been friends, he had looked at her with fond exasperation;
when she became his girlfriend, he had looked at her as if she were a
minor but unbelievable miracle. Now, he wouldn't look at her at all.

Hermione slowly raised her head. Even more slowly, she got to her feet,
her glass of pumpkin juice in her hand. And then, without the slightest
warning, she flung the glass hard at the table. It shattered with a sound



like a bomb dropping, spraying pumpkin juice and glass in all directions.
Harry jerked back, stunned, as the whole table fell silent and stared.

"Harry James Potter!" Hermione shouted at the top of her lungs. "You are
going to talk to me RIGHT NOW!"

Shocked out of his torpor, Harry stared in astonishment. Beside him, Ron
sat stunned, dripping pumpkin juice and wisely remaining silent.
Hermione herself stood where she was, her hands on her hips, her cheeks
flushed scarlet and her eyes suspiciously bright.

"Hermione -" Harry turned in his seat, his hand held out to her, his
expression surprised and wondering, but without any of the closed-off
coldness they had all grown used to. "Hermione, can we just -"

The Great Hall doors banged open.

Everyone turned to look as a student raced into the Hall - a girl, she
looked no more than fourteen and wore the banded gold and black scarf
of Hufflepuff - or was that Gryffindor red? Her robes were soaking wet
now, as was her hair, and she was in tears. A low susurration of curious
surprise ran around the room; Ginny whipped around to stare, a sharp
feeling of foreboding gripping her stomach, as the girl raced distractedly
past the students towards the High Table. Charlie was already on his feet,
running down the steps, and as he neared the girl and caught hold of her,
steadying her, Ginny saw that the red she had noted on the girl's scarf
was blood.

The other teachers were getting to their feet now, and Charlie had hold of
the girl's shoulders. She was talking through her tears, gesturing wildly
with her hands and pointing. As the whole school fell silent and leaned
forward, trying to hear her, the girl's voice rose up sharp and clear, tinged
with hysteria. "..In the snow," she was gasping, tripping breathlessly over
her words. "By the North Tower - there was blood everywhere. I think --
maybe he might be dead. You have to come--Madame Pomfrey too--"

Even at this distance, Ginny could see the look of shock on Charlie's face.
When he spoke, his voice was strained.

"You're quite certain it's Draco Malfoy?"



The girl nodded, her expression quite terrified. "Yes," she said. "There was
a lot of blood, but - it was him." She burst into a fresh spate of tears. "['ve
never seen anyone dead before," she wept, but Ginny had stopped
hearing her. The world had gone a sickening sort of gray color, and she
grabbed for the table to steady herself. She heard a loud slamming sound
off to her left and looked up; it was Harry, who had shoved his chair back
with such force that it had tipped over and hit the flagstone floor.

Hermione looked at him in horror. He was very white, his hand at the
Epicyclical Charm around his throat. "He's isn't dead," Harry said. "He
isn't - I'd know."

"Harry," Hermione whispered, but Harry had turned, bolted for the Great
Hall doors, still wide open, and raced through. Hermione, having gone an
ashy gray color, looked wildly around the table at the silent, stunned
Gryffindors, hesitated - and fled after Harry.

A hum of astonished shock ran around the table. On instinct, Ginny
turned towards her brother; Ron was already there, having come around
the table to kneel down next to her. He took her hand and held it hard,
and she looked down at him. All around her she was aware of movement -
- Charlie racing by towards the doors, followed by Madam Pomfrey, a
magical stretcher already by her side. The Heads of Houses were moving
rapidly towards their respective tables of students. Somewhere a girl had
burst into hysterical tears: Blaise Zabini, probably. Ginny sat where she
was, Ron's hands tight around her wrists. "You can't," he said, so quietly
that nobody else could hear. "You can't," and she nodded, and knew it
was true, even as the tears struggled to fight their way to the surface.

*k*
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Draco Veritas Chapter Four: The Girl In the Cage

Yet, love and hate me too,

So, these extremes shall neither office do;
Love me, that I may die the gentler way;

Hate me, because thy love is too great for me.

John Donne

*kk*k

Harry and Hermione were already standing outside the infirmary when
Ginny arrived there. She had had to wait for many agonizing minutes
inside the Great Hall, until, in the chaos, she could slip away undetected.
Instead of trying to head outside, she made a beeline for the hospital
wing, Ron in reluctant tow behind her. No matter what shape Draco was
in, they would have to bring him there eventually. Even if he was - well,
but that didn't bear thinking about.

The infirmary door was shut fast, and outside in the hallway stood Harry,
with Hermione beside him. They were deep in intent conversation. It
wasn't until Ginny got close to them that she realized that the dark
splotches on Harry's clothes were not melted snow, but blood. Quite a lot
of blood.

"What's going on?" Ron asked, looking from one white face to another. "Is
Malfoy all right?"

Hermione shrugged hopelessly. "We don't really know..."

"They're not telling us a bloody thing," Harry said, and -- in what Ginny
couldn't help but think of as a classic example of pointless teenage-boy
aggression - he kicked the wall, and then sat down on the floor, pulling
his knees up and resting his head on his arms. He didn't look as if he
wanted anyone to go near him and Ginny would actually have been afraid
to do so. Instead, she looked at Hermione. "Did you get to see him?" she
asked quietly. "How bad do you think it is?"



Hermione shook her head. "Very bad," she said. Her voice was pitched
low, as if she didn't want Harry to overhear her. She put her hand on
Ginny's elbow and steered her towards Ron. "We saw him," she said, still
in the same quiet voice. Ginny could hear the strain underlying her
words. "He was lying in the snow and there was blood all around him. A
lot of blood. I think it was coming from his shoulder - his shirt was torn
there, and that seemed to be where most of the blood was. Harry went to
try to stop the bleeding and..." Hermione bit her lip. "Then Lupin and
Charlie and the rest of the teachers came, and they pulled Harry back. We
couldn't see what was going on. Harry was fighting to get away but Lupin
grabbed him and held onto him--Lupin's very strong. And Charlie picked
Draco up and put him on the stretcher, and Madam Pomfrey took him
through an opening into the castle, and everyone followed her. We
followed too, but they shut us out at the door. They said that we would
just be in the way."

Ron reached out and touched her shoulder gently. "What are they doing
in there?"

Hermione shook her head. "I don't know."

Ron looked as if he were going to say something else, but paused as the
infirmary door opened and Charlie stepped out, closing the door behind
himself. He looked weary. The front of his shirt and his sleeves were
soaked in blood where he must have carried Draco. His robe was off. He
looked at the three of them standing clustered together, and then down at
Harry on the floor, and said:

"Draco's going to be all right."

Ginny exhaled, feeling as if she were letting out a breath she had been
holding for hours. "Are you sure?"

"Yes, I'm sure. He'll be fine. He lost a lot of blood; I know it looked nasty,
but that was all it was. The wound was in his shoulder, so nothing vital
was damaged."

Hermione stepped forward. "Can we see him?"



Charlie shook his head. "No, not yet. He's out cold anyway. He nearly
froze to death, along with the blood loss. It looks as if he may have been
out there for several hours." He tried to smile at them; it turned into a
yawn. "Sorry. Look, you all should head off to class. There's nothing you
can do here right now."

"Just one thing," said a soft voice. Ginny turned. It was Harry. He had
gotten to his feet without any of them noticing, and stood there quietly.
His eyes were dark in the torchlight. "What happened to him, exactly?"
Charlie shook his head. "We've no idea, Harry."

"Well, what does it look like?" Harry demanded. "An accident?"

"No," said Charlie slowly. "Not an accident."

Harry's jaw set. "Then what are you not telling us? Was it a magical
attack? A spell? Some kind of ... creature?"

"Harry," replied Charlie flatly. "Go to class."
"No," Harry said.
"Harry -" Charlie began in a placating tone.

"Charlie," Harry snapped right back. "I want to know who or what was
responsible for this, and I want to know now."

"What's going on here?" It was Professor Lupin, who had opened the
infirmary door behind Charlie. He looked from Charlie's exasperated face
to Harry's pale, set one. "Did you tell them Draco's fine?"

"No," said Charlie irritably. "I felt like keeping it to myself so I could make
it a really big surprise."

Lupin shut the door behind him and turned to face Harry. "So what's the
problem?"

"I want to know what happened, Harry said. "I want to know who's
responsible for .. for this," and he made a sweeping gesture towards the



infirmary door. "I'm family. I have a right to know."

"Yes, you do," said Lupin. "And as soon as we know, we will tell you."
"Let me see him. He'll tell me what happened."”

"He's passed out, Harry. He can't tell you anything."

Harry glanced at Hermione. She was looking at him with large, worried
eyes. Beside her, Ron looked taken aback at the force of Harry's anger.
"Harry," Hermione said gently. "We'll go to class and come back after -
maybe then they'll know a bit more."

"No," said Lupin. "When we know anything, we'll find you, Harry. Hanging
about in the corridor here won't do any good. Go to class, there's no need
to come back."

Ron reached for Harry's arm, but Harry shook him off. He was staring at
Lupin. "You're keeping something from me," he said intently. "All of you
are - and what's the difference? Whatever it is, I'll be the one who has to
deal with it in the end, all alone. I always am."

"We're not keeping anything from you," Lupin said sharply. "You know
what we know." Harry started to speak, but Lupin cut him off. "Draco is
going to be fine, but he's still very weak. And in pain. And we need to be
taking care of him, but instead you are wasting our time out here. Think
about it."

Hermione took hold of Harry's arm. "We're going," she said, and gestured
with her chin for Ron and Ginny to follow. Harry went with Hermione
unwillingly, looking back over his shoulder at Lupin and Charlie until
they turned the corner of the hallway and were once again all four alone,
at which point Hermione turned to Harry, her hand still on his arm.
"There's no need to talk to Charlie like that -" she began.

Harry jerked his arm away from Hermione as soon as they had stopped
walking, and glared at her. "And you don't need to lead me around as if
I'm some sort of mentally deficient child," he snapped.

Hermione dropped her hand, looking fed up. "Then quit acting like one,"



she snapped right back.

Harry looked grimly satisfied, as if his goal of provoking a response out of
Hermione had now been reached. "I will if you quit acting like a bossy
know-it-all," he replied.

She looked shocked, then put her hands on her hips. "Harry Potter," she
said in a voice that seethed with rage, "you self-centered, inconsiderate,
obstinate -"

Ginny felt a hand land on her shoulder. It was Ron. "We'll just be going
now," he said, very loudly, although neither of his two friends turned to
look at him. "We have to...there's thing that...we have to do...very soon.
Like, now."

"Right," Ginny agreed weakly. "That thing we have to do," and she fled
after Ron. Not, however, before she caught another glimpse of Harry and
Hermione glaring fiercely at each other. Harry's hands were balled into
fists in his pockets, and Hermione was pale and tight-lipped. She was glad
not to have to stay to watch this fight; while Ron and Hermione often
bickered and sniped in a wearying manner, Harry and Hermione fought
extremely rarely - but when they did, it was with the force of several
exploding volcanoes.

She caught up to her brother as they turned the next corner and emerged
into the corridor that led to her History of Magic class. Ron was shaking
his head. "Unbelievable," he said.

"What's unbelievable?"

Ron gave a short laugh. "Those two," he said. "And their relationship.
Otherwise known as the Circus of Pain."

"Oh, come on. It's not that bad."

"Lately being around them is like repeatedly hitting yourself in the head
with a hammer. The only bright side is that it feels good when you stop."

"Ron!" Ginny glowered at her brother. "They're just having a rough
patch."



Ron shrugged. "Maybe."

Ginny gave her brother a very hard look. He seemed distracted, and his
color was high, as if he were annoyed. "Well, maybe you should get a
girlfriend yourself before you go making pronouncements," she said
severely.

Ron shrugged again. "What makes you think I don't have one?"
Ginny stopped dead. "Ron! You don't, do you? Do you?"

Ron paused, and looked at her as if in surprise. Then he laughed
awkwardly. "No. Of course not."

She continued to look at him until he began to flush slowly.
"Not that anyone would take any interest if I did," he said shortly.
"That's not true! Ron, what on earth is going on with you?"

Ron opened his mouth to reply, then shut it with a snap. He was looking
off past her shoulder. She turned to follow his gaze and saw that someone
was standing in the hall just ahead of them, near the doorway to History
of Magic. It was a moment before she realized that it was Seamus. He must
have been waiting out in front of Professor Binns' classroom - waiting for
her.

"Hey, Ginny," he said, straightening up as her gaze fell on him.
"Seamus...shouldn't you be in class?" Ron asked, looking surprised.
Seamus nodded, but when he spoke again it was to Ginny. "Please," he
said. "Can I talk to you for a second?" He looked from her to Ron. "Alone,"
he added.

Ron shrugged. "Go ahead. I have to get to Potions anyway," and he took

off down the hall. With his long-legged stride he was soon out of view, and
Ginny turned reluctantly back towards Seamus.



"All right," she said. "What's so important you cut class to ask me about
it?"

He was leaning back against the wall now, looking at her steadily. His blue
eyes were almost indigo in the low light. He said, "It's about Malfoy."

*k*k

Hermione heard her own voice rising as if it had left her control. "Harry
Potter," she said in a voice that seethed with rage, "you self-centered,
inconsiderate, obstinate, selfish - troll!"

Harry looked bored. "Are you done yet?"

"No," she snapped, anger making her irrational. Somewhere in the back of
her mind she was aware that Ron and Ginny had departed, and was glad.
Now she could get as angry as she wanted to. "Not nearly."

Harry looked at her without moving. His green eyes had gone nearly
black, but otherwise his face was expressionless. "Fine," he said. "Owl me
when you do finish this pointless diatribe, then." And he turned around,
and walked away.

Before she even realized what she was doing, Hermione had fumbled her
wand out of her sleeve. "Petrificus partialitus!" she cried, and Harry froze
where he was, about three feet away from her, his feet seemingly nailed to
the stone floor.

He twisted around and glared. "Oh, very mature, Hermione."

Hermione shoved her wand back into her sleeve and regarded him grimly.
"I'm immature? That's amusing, coming from you."

"Don't talk about things you don't understand," said Harry in a withering
tone.

"Oh, I understand," she said. "I understand more than you might think."

Harry crossed his arms over his chest. "Enlighten me, then." His tone was
heavy with sarcasm.



Hermione pointed her finger at him and spoke in a voice that trembled
with tension. "I may not know what's bothering you," she said. "But I
know that something is. And whatever it is, it's poisoning you from the
inside out. You're turning into someone I don't know, Harry. Maybe even
into someone I don't like."

She raised her eyes to his face as she spoke, and was startled. He looked
stricken. She had not expected that. She stood for a moment, taken aback.
She had never really realized how important her good opinion was to
Harry, how much his self-image was shaped by what he saw reflected in
her eyes. He ducked his head immediately, his jaw set, hiding the hurt in
his eyes - but she had seen it. When she spoke again, it was with less
rancor. "['ve always admired you, Harry. As much as I love you, I admire
you, too. Not just because you're brave, but because you're kind, and
because you hold yourself to such a high standard. Higher than anyone
else would ever think of holding you to. And you've never had any self-
pity, even when you were entitled to it. So when I see you using who you
are to try make someone else feel guilty, or even worse, sorry for you, like
you just did with Lupin -- that's not you, Harry. That's not who you are."

Harry did not move. He was looking down at the floor, his shoulders
tense. The anger that Hermione had felt was dissipating fast. Exasperated
as she was, it went against every fiber of everything she had been for the
past six years to hurt Harry deliberately. She had spent far too much time
putting herself between him and any harm to do that. She began to reach
for her wand to De-Hex him, but before she could, he said, "I shouldn't
have said that to Lupin. But you don't understand."

"So explain it to me."

Harry closed his eyes. "I['ve always known that one day Voldemort would
strike at those closest to me. ['ve always tried to prepare myself. But you
have to make a choice, if you're me. Either you choose never to love
anyone and close yourself off to that particular threat...or you swear to
protect the people that you do love, no matter what happens. I chose the
second option...mostly because of you." He opened his eyes and looked at
her again, his gaze green and steady. "You gave me a choice, to love you
or lose you...and I couldn't stand to lose you."



"And maybe you resent me for that?" said Hermione softly.

"I think I do," said Harry slowly. His hands were knotted together, as if he
were nervous. She wanted to go to him, but held herself back. This was
the most he'd said to her, the most open he had been, in months. "Maybe
I blame you for teaching me how to be vulnerable. You did, you know.
Years ago. There's all sorts of ways Voldemort could get at me, besides
you...Ron. Sirius. Draco. But if it hadn't been for you..."

"What makes you think what happened to Draco has anything to do with
you in the first place?"

Harry blinked. "Well, what else would it be?"

"I absolutely guarantee you that there are people out there who want to
kill Draco for reasons that have nothing to do with you," said Hermione in
a heartfelt tone. "Trust me."

Harry seemed unwilling to accept this. "But..."

"Self-centered, aren't you?" Hermione asked gently. "Not everything is
about you, Harry."

Harry didn't smile. He was gazing down. "Look," he said, and held out his
right arm, the sleeve pulled up. "Look at all that blood. It's on my hands,
that blood."

Hermione looked more closely at Harry's arm, then wrinkled her nose.
"That's not blood," she said, with authority. "That's pumpkin juice."

"It is not, it's blood."

"That is pumpkin juice. From where I threw it at you this morning.
Honestly, Harry. It's orange.”

Harry looked offended. "It is too blood."
Hermione grabbed Harry's hand, lifted it up to inspect the stain, and then

to his apparent immense surprise, stuck out her tongue and gingerly
licked the skin. "Pumpkin juice," she said.



Harry looked at her, his mouth twitching. "I can't believe you did that."

"Kind of makes all that whining about blood on your hands seem a little
affected, doesn't it?"

"Mmm,'" said Harry. He was looking thoughtful. "You know, come to think
of it, I think you spilled some pumpkin juice here as well," he added, and
pointed at his neck.

"Really?" Hermione smiled. "Well, in that case," and she stepped closer to
him, and put her lips against his neck, and very gently kissed him there.
He tasted of soap and salt. "Definitely pumpkin juice," she said.

"And here," he said, and indicated his face. She touched her mouth to his
cheek - the skin there was as soft as it had been the first time she had
kissed him, when he had been fourteen. "And here," he said, and touched
his lips, and she stood on tiptoe and put her arms around him and kissed
his mouth.

He folded his arms around her and held her tightly while they kissed, so
tightly she could barely breathe, his hands knotted into fists against her
back. "Oh, Harry," she said, when they had broken apart. "I'm so sorry
about everything."

"Don't," he said, and leaned back a little so that he could look at her.
"Don't apologize, you haven't done anything you'd need to apologize for."

Her breath caught in her throat. His eyes were on hers, full of concern,
but more than that they were animated and alive and he was present.
Present as he had not been in a long while. He was really there. Lately
touching him had been like touching a hollow shell, something reflexively
animate but certainly not familiar, but now she was holding her Harry
again, feeling just as he always had, solid and limber and a little gawky.
He was cold, his cloak still wet with melted snow, his skin chill against
hers, but he was hers, her Harry, whom she adored.

He let her go. She kept hold of his wrist as she stepped back. She could
feel the blood pounding in it under the skin. She smiled up at him, and he
smiled back. "We should go to class," she said, her voice very soft.



"Oh, right. You run along," he said.
She blinked. "You're not coming?"

"Well, I would," he replied patiently, "but someone's stuck my feet to the
floor."

"Oh!" Hermione felt herself flush. "Oh - oh - I forgot. Oh, dear," but he was
laughing, and as she took her wand and removed the hex on him, she
found that she was laughing too.

*k*

They went a little ways down the hall, Seamus walking in front of her.
Ginny looked fixedly at the back of his head, feeling unaccountably guilty.
And for what? She thought. I haven't done anything! By the time Seamus
slowed down and turned to face her, she was beginning to feel rebellious.

"I wanted to talk to you about Malfoy," he said, brushing his thick wheat-
colored hair out of his eyes with his left hand. She had never previously
noticed that Seamus was left-handed. Then again, there were a lot of
things about Seamus she had never previously noticed.

"What about Malfoy?" Ginny asked, her voice flat and uninviting.
"Do you know if he owns a shovel?"

She blinked, thrown. "What?"

"Or a spade? A trowel, even."

"Why do I have the feeling that this has nothing to do with, say,
Herbology?"

Seamus smiled at her, but his eyes were serious. "I wasn't going to say
anything, mainly because Malfoy pretty much threatened to rip my liver
out, but he doesn't seem to be in any kind of liver-ripping shape right
now, so..."



"So what?"
"What's between you two?"

"There's nothing between us," Ginny said. This was somewhat true. One-
sided feelings didn't count as "between".

"Well, what's going on then?"

That was a trickier question. Ginny decided to dodge it by being flippant.
"Why? Suddenly decided you fancy him yourself?"

Seamus raised an eyebrow. "I don't think Malfoy likes me that way, or at
least if he does he's playing it very close to the chest."

Ginny giggled despite herself. "Sorry. I was just winding you up. It's only
that, well, you don't know him, Seamus."

"I do actually," Seamus said. "We used to play together on opposite Junior
Quidditch teams back in prep school. He was a little cheat, one of those
kids that will do anything to win. Whatever it took. Every time he was
Beater, someone wound up with a bloody nose or a cracked elbow."

"Well," said Ginny weakly, "things are different now."

"Look, I know his mum is marrying Sirius, and so maybe Harry feels like
they have to get along now, but I'm telling you - he isn't trustworthy and
he isn't nice. He's one of those people who will smile and stab you in the
back. Ginny..."

He reached for her hand then, but she took a step back. "I still don't
understand why you're telling me this. Did Draco...did Malfoy tell you

there was something going on with us?"

"No. He just threatened to beat me to death with a shovel if I ever hurt
you."

Ginny gasped, then recollected herself. "Oh. That's...very weird."

Seamus shook his head. "You must think I'm stupid."



"No! No. Look, Seamus..." Ginny knotted her hands together. "If you think
['m not being fair to you...I'm sorry, maybe I shouldn't have agreed to go
to the Yule Ball with you."

Seamus looked at her for a moment in surprise and then smiled. His eyes
were not precisely blue: they had a green cast, like blue water in a green
glass. "Relax," he said. "All I did was ask you to the Yule Ball; we're not
getting married. I'm not angry with you. I just wanted to..."

"Warn me?"

Seamus shrugged. "All right, maybe a little bit. Draco Malfoy is not a nice
person. He was a pretty revolting kid and I haven't seen any evidence that
he's changed."

"That's not fair. He has changed, a lot, this past year. He's different."
"Different than he used to be? That's faint praise. Look..." he added
quickly, seeing perhaps some resistance in her expression. "It's all right. I
just want to take you to the Yule Ball. I don't need to hear any more about
you and Malfoy, if there ever was a you and Malfoy."

"Well, there certainly isn't now," said Ginny firmly.

"Good," said Seamus, and slung his rucksack over his shoulder. "I'm off to
History of Magic - you want to walk with me?"

"Sure."

He reached to take her hand as they walked down the corridor, and this
time she let him.

**%k%
"You're sure he'll be all right?"
"I'm sure." Lupin tried to make his voice as soothing as possible - Sirius

was looking extremely anxious. Lupin was sure that some of the heat
radiating out from the fire through which he they were conversing was



Sirius' anxiety, and not the flames. "He's already fine. Perfectly fine. Just
worn out and his shoulder has to heal."

"And you're sure we shouldn't come to school?" There were dark lines of
strain around Sirius' eyes. He looked tired, and uncomfortable - he was
wearing Muggle clothes, at least from the shoulders up (which was all that
was visible in the office fireplace): a white shirt and an unknotted dark
tie. Lupin had asked him what he'd been doing but had been brushed off
with the response, "Auror business. Dull stuff."

"I'm sure, Sirius. There's no need. Draco is fine and if you come here, it'll
just panic him and all his friends, make them think something serious is
going on -"

"Something serious? He could have died!"

"Right, I know. But so could we, dozens of times. How many times did you
land in the hospital wing?"

"Because we were being stupid. If it was Harry - but Draco, he doesn't do
reckless things. He's too careful for that. Whatever happened, he wasn't
expecting it."

Lupin sighed, and leaned back against the legs of the chair he'd pulled up
to the fireplace. "It was a puncture wound, a regular puncture wound -
possibly a knife wound, or an arrow. Whatever it was had been pulled out.
There are plenty of spells that could accomplish that effect. It could have
been a duel gone wrong...or even a spell Draco was trying to cast himself
could have backfired. We just don't know."

"Is that supposed to make me feel better?"

"If it's any consolation, Draco himself doesn't seem very worried."

"No. It's no consolation." Sirius raked a hand through his black hair -no
gray yet, although Lupin had a feeling that if Harry and Draco kept up
their near-brushes with death, that would change. "You're sure we

shouldn't come?"

"Dumbledore specifically said no." Lupin hesitated. "How's Narcissa?"



Sirius' eyes darkened. "Not very well. She's lying down - she had to take
half a philter of Tranquility Solution."

Lupin sighed. "I'm sorry. It'd be harder for her, wouldn't it? I mean, you
must remember that time you dueled with Snape?"

Sirius chuckled.
"He threw that curse at you that practically took your arm off."

Sirius looked rebellious. "I was about to win that duel before you
interfered."

"Sirius! Your hand fell off!"

"Madam Pomfrey put it back on," Sirius pointed out cheerfully. "James
was always a better second than you. He never got in the way." His
eyebrows knitted. "Which makes me think...maybe you should ask Snape
if it looks like some kind of Hex wound?"

"Already have done," said Lupin. "He's looking into it."

Sirius expelled a breath. "And Draco doesn't seem ... panicked at all?"

"No." Lupin shook his head. "Harry seems to be taking care of that angle
for him."

Instead of smiling, Sirius' mouth tightened. "Harry. Is he not taking all
this well?"

Lupin shook his head. "No. He threw a tantrum. Accused me of hiding
things from him, not telling him what was happening - basically, of lying.'

1
Sirius swore quietly.
"You aren't surprised?"

"No," said Sirius ruefully. "I tried to have a talk with him the other day,
because I was worried. He seems so thin and pale these days. I



thought...maybe problems with Hermione? Maybe he was anxious about
the wedding, thought I wouldn't be around as much for him afterward?
But he just shut me out. Accused me of being a liar as well, by the way."

"Sirius...has something happened to him lately to damage his trust?

Because that's how it seems to me. As if he wants to trust, is afraid to, and
is resentful as a result. On top of that, he seems to be feeling -" and Lupin
was about to add "abandoned", when there was a knock at his office door.

He got to his feet and went to open it, keeping his body between himself
and the fireplace, blocking Sirius from whoever might be at the door. To
his surprise, it was Harry.

"Hello, Professor Lupin," he said. "Can I talk to you for a second?"

Lupin looked at the boy on the threshold. Sirius had been right. Harry did
look thinner, and paler, and more tired than he had before. The shadows
under his eyes seemed bruised. It was odd, but as Harry grew older, and
especially when he seemed tired or troubled, his resemblance to his father
faded slowly and in his face Lupin could once again see Lily. She also had
not been beautiful in a conventional sense of the term, but there had been
a bravery and grace to her spirit that made her always worth looking at.
Harry had that as well, along with the emerald-green eyes that had once
prompted a particularly nasty Daily Prophet reporter to remark that
"those eyes, hidden behind the famous old-fashioned spectacles, are the
one beauty of an otherwise unremarkable face."

"Professor," said Harry politely. "Can I come in?"

"You should know I'm not alone," Lupin replied, but Harry had already
looked past him and seen Sirius in the fireplace. His hands tightened at
his sides, but he evinced no other expression of nervousness.

"Sirius," Harry said quietly. "Are you all right?"

Sirius nodded. "Fine, Harry." His eyes went to Lupin. "Could you give us a
moment?"

Without even thinking about it, Lupin nodded and went out of the room,
closing the door after him. Only then did he realize that he had just shut



himself out of his office while shutting a student in. This was not
generally considered good practice. Still, Sirius was there to keep an eye
on Harry.

He leaned back against the wall and sighed. The look on Sirius' face when
Harry had appeared at the door...Lupin had recognized that potent
cocktail of hope, love, pride, concern and fear. Certainly it was the way
his own father had looked at him when the letter of acceptance had come
from Hogwarts. He remembered hearing his parents' voices through the
bedroom wall that night...He can't go, he's so small for his age, and what
will the other students do, how will they treat him? What if he gets hurt or
hurts somebody else? But how can we keep him back - can't he have a
normal life?

If there was one thing Lupin had learned since then it was that there was
no such thing as a normal life, not for some people. Not for himself. And
not for Harry. He had been branded by the bite of a wolf; Harry was
branded by something much graver and much darker. It showed itself
now in his eyes and the knowledge in them, as much as in the scar on his
forehead.

The office door opened, and Harry looked around it. "Come back in,
Professor," he said. He wasn't smiling exactly, but he seemed relieved, as if
a burden on him had been lightened. Lupin presumed that he and Sirius
must have made up their fight. "Sorry I kicked you out of your office."

Lupin followed Harry back into the office and bid goodbye to Sirius, who
was also looking a deal more cheerful. "Right then, Sirius...owl me
tomorrow."

"Will do," said Sirius, and disappeared in a shower of blue-green sparks.

Lupin turned to look at Harry. "What was it you wanted to see me about,
then?"

"Oh." Harry considered a moment. "It was about the DADA homework,
actually."

Lupin, despite himself, was surprised. Usually when Harry wound up in
his or any other teacher's office, it had little to do with homework and



more to do with life-threatening emergencies. "What about it, Harry?"

"Well, I know we were supposed to have chosen at least our first
assignment today.."

"Obviously, I understand if you and Draco need some time to get that to
me. A week's extension would --"

"No, that's just it, we chose already." Harry took out a parchment and
handed it to Lupin, who received it with surprise. "We want to do the
Research project on Dark locations. We'd like to go to Shepton Mallet."

Lupin looked at Harry with some bemusement. Harry returned his gaze,
his green eyes very clear behind his glasses. Again, Lupin was reminded of
Lily. Lily when she was hiding something, or up to mischief. Perhaps he
was being overly suspicious, however. Surely Harry and Draco wouldn't be
likely to be up to anything given the condition Draco was in. "All right,
then, Harry."

"I just wanted to let you know so you could get started getting a Portkey
for us," Harry said, with boyish sincerity. "I know they take a while to
make."

"All right." Lupin looked at Harry, bemused. What was going on with the
boy? Unfortunately, nothing he could put his finger on exactly. "I'll get it
ready for you, Harry. In the meantime, while Draco's in the infirmary, I
suggest you tell him not to worry about schoolwork. He needs to rest."

Harry nodded. "Sure. I'll tell him we can work on it just before Christmas,
if you can have the Portkey ready by then. We'd work on it during the
break, but you know, no magic during the holidays, and the wedding..."

Lupin nodded. "Of course. Are you looking forward to the wedding?"
Harry looked briefly surprised, then shrugged. "I haven't thought about it,
really. I've been so busy with classes and getting ready for NEWTS and...I

haven't bought anything for Sirius and Narcissa yet."

"Well, the shops in Hogsmeade should be staying open tomorrow night,
shouldn't they?"



Harry blinked at him. "Tomorrow?"
"Pub Crawl, Harry."

"Oh! Right." Harry nodded. "Sure. I'll get something then." He looked
down at the gold pocket watch that glimmered on his wrist. As always,
when Lupin saw that watch, his throat tightened. Standing there in the
dim half-light, with his dark untidy head bent over the familiar watch,
Harry could have been James. James, too, had fidgeted with his hands
when he was nervous. James, too, had been proud of the watch he'd been
given by the girl he loved. James had looked forward to their first Pub
Crawl... "I've got to go, Professor," Harry said. "I've got class."

"Sure." Lupin flicked his wand towards the door, and it swung open. Harry
went out, and paused for a moment on the threshold.

"Will you be at the Pub Crawl, Professor?"

n

"I might stop by. Look, Harry, I...
Harry looked at him with inquiring eyes. "Yes?"

"I didn't want you to think I was angry with you. I was sharp with you
earlier today, and I'm sorry. You were concerned about your friend and it
does you credit. You've always been just like your father that way."

Harry's eyes lit up and he flushed. "Thanks, Professor."

"It's just the truth." Lupin shrugged. "I've been thinking about your father
lately. Wishing he could be at the wedding."

"It's all right," Harry said. "You'll be there with me." He shifted his
rucksack higher on his shoulder and backed away from the door. "Thanks
for letting me use your office to talk to Sirius, Professor."

Lupin nodded. His throat was still tight and he did not want to speak. He
watched as Harry walked away, turned the corner, and was gone. Then he
went back into his office and shut the door and sat down at his desk,
looking into the fire. For the first time in a long time, he felt suddenly old.



*k*k

Draco woke to a splintering pain in his head and the feeling that someone
was sitting on his chest. He dragged his heavy eyelids up, and saw a stone-
arched ceiling above him, white rising sheets on either side of his bed.
The infirmary.

He sat up slowly, and looked down at himself. Someone had dressed him
in blue and white pinstripe pajamas, and there were blankets heaped on
his bed. Huh. He wondered how he'd gotten here. He wondered who had
brought him here, and who had dressed him. Obviously not somebody
who understood that Malfoys did not wear flannel.

He closed his eyes, and cast his mind back to the last thing he
remembered. He recalled Rhysenn screaming, himself pushing her away,
the world turning upside down, silver inverting into black...

What had happened? What had injured him? He unbuttoned his pajama
top and shrugged it off, but his shoulder was tightly bandaged and
offered no evidence. It was still slightly sore, and he winced when he
touched the bandages, even lightly. Slowly, he leaned back against the
pillows, his mind lost in recollection. He remembered a strange sound,
and the sharp pain in his shoulder. A sound like...a bow and arrow? But
who would go around shooting students with a bow and arrow? And why,
when an Unforgivable Curse was so much quicker? He knew why his
father used a bow and arrow: for the sport of it. But the memory made
him shiver.

He covered his face with his hands, and rested there for a moment in the
quiet darkness. His mind swam with questions, not the least of which was
how long he had been out cold in the infirmary. Who had discovered him,
and what had become of Rhysenn? He let his hands drop, and closed his
eyes, letting his thoughts range outward, slowly, trying something he had
done before only rarely -- searching the castle with his mind, seeking
another and a familiar presence, one bound to him even in sleep by an
unbreakable cord of telepathy and magic.

He found him, like a pinpoint of light in the darkness. Harry. He could
not, of course, ever tell what Harry was thinking precisely, but the shape



of his thoughts was as familiar as the shape of his face. Harry, he
whispered into the darkness. Harry, are you awake?

There was a moment of startled silence, and then Harry replied. I am. Are
you all right? Where are you? Infirmary still?

Yes.
All right. Stay where you are, I'll be right there.
Trust me when I say I'm not going anywhere.

There was no response. Harry was probably distracted. Draco busied
himself with shrugging his pajama top back on and buttoning it up, which
hurt rather more than he would have liked it to. He could not still a small,
cold fear...he remembered stories Lucius had told him of magical
poisons...but no, he would surely be dead already if he had been
poisoned.

There was a faint rattle, and the curtain around his bed was pulled back.
He sat up straight as Harry appeared, the Invisibility Cloak falling at his

feet as he stepped forward. He had obviously dressed quickly: his green

sweater was on inside-out and his hair was even more of a disaster than

usual. "Malfoy..." Harry said, his eyes wide behind his glasses. "You look

really pale."

Draco raised an eyebrow. "Thank you for that bulletin from the
Department of the Obvious, Potter. Massive blood loss does often result in
pallor, you know. Now are you going to sit down, or are you just going to
stand there and goggle at me like a landed trout?"

Harry flung himself into the chair next to the bed, still staring at Draco.
"But you're okay? You're really...okay?"

Draco tried to push the thought of deadly poisons out of his mind. "I'm all
right...did you think [ wouldn't be?"

Harry drew out the chain that hung around his throat, and looked down
at it. In the half-light, the gold Epicyclical Charm glimmered dully. "I
knew you weren't dead already," he said quietly. "But I didn't know you



wouldn't die." He let the chain drop back into his shirt. "Draco, what
happened? What were you doing wandering around in the snow at 6 am

anyway?"

Draco noted the use of his given name and was, despite himself, pleased.
"T'll tell you in a second. Reach onto that nightstand and get my clothes,
will you?"

Harry gave him a narrow look. "Why?"

"Because I want something that's in the pocket, Potter. Actually I just want
the shirt...thanks," he said, and caught the shirt that Harry tossed to him,
which had been neatly folded. Draco unfolded it, and blinked. It was
ruined, unsurprisingly, the right shoulder a stiffened mass of blood and
torn fabric. The shirt had been slit down the front as well, where they
must have cut it off his body.

Harry looked vaguely sickened. "That's a lot of blood."

"Yep," said Draco, still staring down at the shirt. "It was really expensive,



too. Donna Charon autumn collection..."
"Malfoy." Harry looked impatient. "What happened?"

"I went outside to meet someone," Draco said slowly. "And I wasn't
outside in the snow...I was up on a tower."

"The Astronomy Tower?" Harry looked interested now. "You told me
people only ever go up there to have sex." His eyes widened. "Were you
having sex?"

"I have a bedroom, Potter. Why would I go up onto the Astronomy Tower
to have sex?"

"Well, who were you meeting, then?"
"Rhysenn, my cousin."
Harry gave Draco a blank, uncomprehending stare.

"The black-haired girl who came down the stairs with Charlie at your
birthday party."

"So you were having sex!" Harry glanced at Draco's ruined shirt. "She
must be fairly wild."

"Potter, if you do not shut up about sex, I will twist your head off and use
it as a Quaffle."

"Okay, okay." Harry subsided, his eyes shining with silent mirth. Draco
was fairly sure that Harry had been being purposely obnoxious this whole
time. "So tell me what you were doing."

Draco sighed, and explained - about Rhysenn, about the letters from his
father, the maps that led to secret meeting places, the cryptic messages,
and finally, the attack on them both. "I've no idea who she really is," he
finished. "Or what she wants, or whether the person who shot at us was
trying to kill me or to kill her. And I don't know how I wound up at the
foot of the tower, either. I must have fallen. I'm just surprised the fall
didn't kill me."



Harry was staring at him with saucer eyes. "Your father is alive?"
Draco nodded.
"Your father is alive and you didn't tell me?"

Draco looked at his hands. "Dumbledore made me swear not to tell you.
I'm .. sorry. I wanted to." He held himself very still. Harry was a barely
visible shadow beyond the fringe of silvery light that was his own falling
hair. "Who else could I tell besides you?"

"But you didn't tell me."

"I swore I wouldn't." Draco paused. "It's not as if there aren't things you
haven't been telling me."

Draco heard Harry sigh. "That's true." He hesitated. "But you're telling me
now? You're breaking your promise?"

"I could have died," Draco said. "And if I did die, you would deserve to
know why and how."

He looked up, and saw Harry staring at him with a tense expression.
"l owe Dumbledore," added Draco. "But I owe you more."

Harry hesitated, and then his face relaxed into a smile. "Thanks," he said,
and Draco felt gratified despite himself. It was the annoying thing about
Harry - he had that quality given to only a very few, that made even his
smallest gesture seem weighted with significance. Whatever it was, it was
what made him a natural leader -- it was what made people want to
protect him, that made them line up to stand between him and whatever
encroaching darkness he must one day defeat. But then, that was the
nature of being a hero.

That was of course, when he wasn't being a prat.

"Malfoy," Harry said. "What do the letters say?"



"The letters Rhysenn brings? Not much useful. Here, this last one's in the
pocket of my shirt - that's why I wanted it." Draco pulled the parchment,
remarkably unharmed, out of the shirt pocket where he had tucked it,
and unrolled it. "Draco," he read out. "Lo these many years we have
waited, you and I, for your true birthday to dawn. Remember this: some
must be sacrificed that others might be saved. True obedience requires no
illusions. Soon you will know everything." Draco shrugged. "That's it."

Harry sat for a moment, gnawing his lower lip. Then he held his hand out.
"Let me see the letter."

"I told you what it said."
"I want to see it anyway. There might be clues."

"Right, because bad guys love to leave clues lying around. It's really a
desperate cry for help."

"Give it here, Malfoy," said Harry.

Draco handed the letter over with a shrug. "If you insist on playing Junior
Auror, I guess I can't stop you."

Harry ignored him. "This letter was written in Green Viridian Ink," he
said, his voice intent. "Only bona fide Ministry officials can use it, you
know."

Draco was impressed. "Really?"

"No, actually, I made that up. Here, take your stupid letter." Harry tossed
the letter back, looking disgusted. "Who says 'Lo', anyway?"

"Who says 'bona fide'?" Harry was prevented from answering this when
the letter in Draco's hand caught fire. Draco dropped it with an oath, and
it turned to ash before it hit the stone infirmary floor. "They always do
that," Draco said sulkily, putting his burned thumb in his mouth. "I guess
so I can't keep them as evidence."

"What does that mean, your 'true birthday'?"



"No idea."

"Didn't it ever occur to you to try to find out what a true birthday might
be?"

"How?"

"Well," said Harry, as if it were obvious, "Ask Hermione. If she doesn't
know, she could find out for you."

"I'd rather not bring anyone else into this."

"Hermione isn't anyone else," Harry pointed out. "She's...Hermione. You
can tell her anything."

"Which is why you told her about our little graveyard excursion?"

Harry opened his mouth to say something, then shut it with a snap.
"That's different."

"Why, because it's your big secret?"

"Because nobody's trying to kill me."

HHa!H

Harry looked at him sharply. "Did you just say 'Ha!'?"

Draco considered. "Embarrassingly, yes."

"By which you meant...?"

Draco yawned hugely. He was growing more and more tired. "Someone's
always trying to kill you, Potter. You wouldn't be you if they weren't. And
in point of fact, who knows if someone was trying to kill me or if they
were going for Rhysenn and missed?"

Harry was silent for a moment. His right hand was playing with the loop

of his belt - actually, with the odd-looking scarlet bangle that he never
seemed to go without. "I don't think you should trust her," he said finally.



"Thank you, I don't." Draco yawned again. "Potter, I was thinking..."
"What?"

"Well, if you ask Lupin to give you a Portkey that'll take you to Doon's
Hill, won't he guess why you're going there? I'm surprised he put it on the
homework, actually."

"Right. That's why I'm going to tell him that we want to go to Shepton
Mallet instead."

"But we don't want to go there...oh."

"Come on, Malfoy. Cunning plans, remember? The big thing is to get off
school grounds, considering that we can't Apparate or fly away and don't
exactly have time to walk."

"So how are we meant to get from that Mallet place to Doon's Hill?"

"Leave that to me." Harry smiled, then bit his lip. "But you're sure...you
still want to go?"

"Want to might be a little strong. I'm still willing. I'll be fine in a day or
two, I'm pretty sure."

"We can wait as long as you want," said Harry.

"No, it's fine." Draco leaned back against the pillows and shut his eyes.
"You do realize," he said sleepily, "that this means...we're going to have to
do...an entire report on Shepton Mallet...for no damn good reason at all."
He yawned a final time. "Thanks to you," he added.

He never heard what Harry said in response; he had already fallen asleep.

*k*k

He was dreaming again. He was in the tower room once more, and his
father was there, as was the Dark Lord. He stood at a different angle now,
and could see out the tall and narrow windows. They showed an



unfamiliar landscape: a ridged valley dropping away into wooded trees.
The night sky was high and black, the stars like naked daggers. Lucius and
the Dark Lord stood together by a huge and circular golden cage, the kind
that might have held a lion or a tiger. Instead it held a woman. A slender,
tall woman clad only in her own long black hair, which swirled around
her like smoke, hiding her body. It was not until she raised her face that
he knew her.

Rhysenn.

*k*k

Draco's eyelids flew open.

It was morning, and the infirmary was full of light. It took a moment for
him to realize who had spoken, and that he was not dreaming. It was
Charlie Weasley, standing at the foot of his bed. His hands were on his
hips and he looked bemused. Draco suspected he had come directly from
feeding his baby dragon, since his face and dark blue work robes were
dusted with soot.

Draco sat up gingerly against the piled pillows, and found he could move
without much pain. There was a dull ache in his shoulder, but nothing
else. "Well," he said reasonably, "where else would I be?"

"Not you," said Charlie, and poked at something with his foot. Draco got
up on his knees and peered over the edge of his bed. Harry was there,
lying curled on the floor, asleep on his folded Invisibility Cloak. His cheek
was pillowed on his hand.

"Go 'way," said Harry and curled himself into a tighter ball.

"Get up, Harry," said Charlie. "Dumbledore will be here any second."

"Nerble," said Harry, his face buried in his arms. "Splurgit. Argh."

"What was that?" Charlie looked as if he was trying not to laugh.



"He said to leave him alone," Draco translated. "He's having a dream
about Professor Sinistra."

"He is?" Charlie demanded, clearly fascinated. "Well, she is awfully--"

"l am not, " protested Harry, sitting up. His hair stood out wildly, as if he
had been electrocuted, and his face was lined with creases where it had
pressed against the folded cloak material. "Malfoy, you sodding liar."

"Got you up," pointed out Draco, unfazed. "Now get out of here, before
Dumbledore gets here and you get in trouble - or not," he added hastily,
as the curtain was drawn back and Professor Dumbledore entered,
followed by Madam Pomfrey and Draco's head of House, Professor Snape.
Draco sat back on his heels, and rubbed his shoulder ruefully. "I just want
everyone to remember," he remarked, "that I've lost a great deal of blood.
[ might be delirious."

"It's all right, Draco," said Dumbledore, his eyes kindly and serious as
they rested first on Draco, then on Harry. "While we might frown upon
students breaking into locked infirmaries in the middle of the night, the
urge to be with one's friends in times of trouble is both admirable and
understandable. Neither you nor Harry will have points taken from your
Houses. Now do get up, Harry. Just looking at you is making my bones
ache."

Harry got up hastily, and rubbed at his eyes in an effort to appear more
awake. "Thanks, Professor."

Dumbledore waved a hand, and four high-backed chairs appeared around
the bed. Dumbledore sat down, and Madam Pomfrey, Snape, and Charlie
followed suit. Harry sat down on the foot of the bed, covering a yawn; to
Draco's surprise, nobody moved to stop him.

"Before you tell us what you know, Mr. Malfoy," Dumbledore began, "why
don't we tell you what we know? Now. We were first alerted to your plight
when a Hufflepuff first-year student came racing into the Great Hall
yesterday morning, announcing that she had found Draco Malfoy lying in
a snowbank, quite dead. As you can imagine, this caused something of a
stir."



"Mass suicides among the fifth-year girls, I imagine," said Draco
cheerfully.

"Perhaps the mourning was not quite so extreme," said Dumbledore,
"although there was much concern at the Slytherin table, and several
Gryffindors made remarkable scenes." At this, Harry became very
interested in a bootlace. "As you can imagine, much haste was made to
reach you. You were, as reported, lying in a snowbank, inert and
drenched in blood. It is very surprising, in fact, that the blood loss did not
kill you. Coupled with that, it is even more surprising that the cold did
not finish you off. You were nearly frozen when the Hufflepuff girl found
you while she was on her way down to the greenhouse. She held you to
warm you up. She had Muggle first-aid training. Fortunately for you."

"Sure," said Draco, leaning back against a pillow. "That's her story."

"We brought you back here, where it was discovered that the source of
your injury was a puncture in your right shoulder. The injury was deemed
non-magical in nature, and both your hypothermia and blood loss were
quickly treated. You may thank Professor Snape for providing us with a
potion that is usually used to treat vampire attacks, which restored to you
the blood you had lost..."

"Vampire attacks?" Draco echoed, thinking of Rhysenn again, her white
skin and red lips. She had said she wasn't a vampire, but...

"You were not bitten by a vampire, Draco," said Madam Pomfrey. "You
had no bite marks on you. But we would love to know how you did come
to be injured. Do you know who attacked you?"

There was a long silence. Draco looked over at Harry, who was looking
pale and serious. He did, however, look better than he had. His eyes no

longer swam in blue hollows.

"I was outside," Draco said slowly. "I was heading down to the Quidditch
pitch to, uh, meet someone -"

"Who?" Snape's question snapped towards him like a striking cobra.

"Me," said Harry promptly. "Because we were going to, uh.."



Draco floundered, then found his footing. "...Work on our homework for
our DaDA project and..."

"It had to be done at night, because..."

"Constructing a Locator Charm requires star charts," Draco finished
weakly.

"And you couldn't do that from the Astronomy Tower?" Charlie
demanded.

"Too crowded with people snogging," said Draco firmly. "Terrible working
conditions."

"But I was late," Harry continued, "because I, uh, overslept, and..."

"And I was practicing a bit of magic on my own," Draco said, warming to
the theme. "To, uh, get ready for our project and.."

"And he threw a curse that rebounded and hit him in the arm," said Harry
with relish.

"I did not," said Draco.
"Oh, yes you did," said Harry.
"I think you're remembering what I told you wrong, Potter."

"Then why don't you tell us how you got that hole in your shoulder,
Malfoy?"

Draco gritted his teeth. "I threw a curse that rebounded and hit me in the
arm," he muttered.

"Careless of you," said Harry with obvious delight.
"Perhaps a Priori Incantatum might be in order here," said Snape silkily.

"Draco didn't use his wand," Harry put in quickly. "I...I assume."



Draco raised his left hand. "No wand," he said.

"Magid spells," said Snape darkly. "Both out of bed sneaking around after
dark. Using curses. Filch would string you up in the dungeons by your
thumbs for this."

Harry looked mildly horrified.

"May I remind you," said Draco, "that detention is a time-honored form of
punishment."

"And detention you shall have," said Dumbledore. "Both of you,
commencing when you return from Christmas holidays. As well as twenty
points from each of your houses. I will consider the damage done to you
physically, Draco, and you mentally, Harry, by the results of this escapade
to be the rest of your punishment."

Both boys looked at the ground. Draco was the first to speak.
"Headmaster..." he began slowly. "Won't the...what will the other
students....won't they wonder about..."

"Me?" Harry clarified.

Dumbledore's eyes twinkled briefly. "I trust you two to fabricate a story
they'll believe," he said. "I have the utmost faith in you both."

"Thanks, Professor," Draco said, not exactly sure what he was thanking
him for, but feeling grateful nonetheless. For the vote of confidence,
perhaps. "And...we're sorry."

Both Snape and Charlie looked to Dumbledore, who shrugged, and rose
creakily to his feet. "Very well," he said. "I would like to see you in my
office later, Mr. Malfoy, when you are fully recovered." He looked at
Harry, and then back at Draco. "Alone," he clarified.

Draco felt himself flush. "Of course, Professor."

Snape and Charlie had risen to their feet as well, and Charlie looked
expectantly at Harry, who glanced over at Dumbledore. "I'd like to stay,"



he said. "If that's all right."
"Normally, outside of visiting hours, only family..." Snape began.
"I am family," Harry said.

Dumbledore nodded. "Yes, you are," he said. "And you may stay."

*k*k

When Ginny left Herbology in the afternoon, she found Ron and
Hermione standing on the snowy path that led up from the greenhouse to
school, waiting for her. They were deep in conversation, Ron's dark red
head bent over Hermione's brown one, and she had to clear her throat
loudly to get their attention. They spun around, looking surprised.

"Hey, Ginny," said Hermione. There was color in her cheeks and she
clutched a white piece of parchment in a red-mittened fist. "I'm skipping
lunch and going to see Draco in the hospital wing - I thought you might
want to come along."

Ginny was surprised. "He can have visitors? He's awake?"

"He's awake," said Hermione. "And Harry's with him." She waved her
parchment. "He owled down and said we should come."

"How'd Harry get there so early?" Ginny asked, starting to walk up the
path.

"Spent the night on the floor," said Hermione, sounding amused. "You
know how he gets when he's worried. Remember when that Bludger broke
Ron's arm last year and Harry camped out in the infirmary and brought
him all his homework?"

"True," said Ron. He held out a hand to help Hermione up the iced-over
steps, and she took it. "But I don't think he spent the night on the floor,
ever."

"Well, Draco's a bit different," said Ginny, and was about to add that
Draco was different because it seemed like someone had actually tried to



kill him, as opposed to his having had an accident, but Ron interrupted.

"Yeah, because if Harry didn't stay with him constantly, you know, Malfoy
might stop breathing."

"Ron, don't even say that," Hermione admonished him gently. "Harry's
just being a friend - he'd do it for you." Reaching the top of the stairs, she
let go of Ron's hand. "In fact, we should all go visit him. You, too, Ron."

"Nooo," Ron moaned, looking mutinous. "Can't I just clean out the
prefects' bathroom instead? Something fun?"

"He saved your life once," said Hermione severely.
"I saved his life twice. I'm one up on him still."
"Can't you just pretend to like him? As a favor to me?" Hermione asked.

Ron's resistance seemed to deflate like a punctured balloon. "Oh, all
right."

Hermione smiled sunnily. "Let's go! Come on," and she pushed open the
castle doors, gesturing for the other two to follow her. "You too, Ginny."

Ginny hesitated. "Oh, I don't know..."

"If I have to go, you have to go too," Ron said, and grabbed her wrist. She
followed him, her heart pounding with nervous anticipation. Her great
happiness that Draco was all right was tempered with nervousness about
seeing him. Especially now that she was almost sure that he was the one
who had kissed her while she was sleeping. Unless, of course, it had been
Snape. But that was so very...yuck.

Madam Pomfrey let them all into the infirmary with only a perfunctory
eye roll. The infirmary was warm and full of light. At the far end of the
huge room, Ginny could see a small still figure lying on a bed against the
wall - Malcolm Baddock, she assumed. Ginny looked quickly away, and
fixed her eyes on the white-curtained bed up ahead. The curtains hung
from the ceiling without visible means of suspension, and were half-
transparent. She could see shadows behind them: someone sitting upright



in a bed, someone in a chair beside it. She recognized the outline of
Harry's messy hair, and smiled. As they drew nearer, she began to hear
Harry's voice, and then Draco's in response. "The Wronski Feint is not a
better move than the Luhzkin Parallel Slide! What drugs are you on,
Potter?"

Hermione paused at the foot of the bed, and pulled the curtain back.
"You're talking Quidditch?" she said, sounding amused. "I can't believe
you two are actually talking Quidditch."

Ginny and Ron joined her at the foot of the bed in time to see Harry look
up surprised, and laugh. "Where did you all spring from?"

Ginny looked at him in surprise as he got to his feet. He looked bright-
eyed and awake, almost - lively. It was as if something had shocked him
out of his self-imposed exile from the rest of the world. He hugged
Hermione hard, and let her go reluctantly. "I don't suppose you brought
anything to eat..."

Hermione laughed and handed him something wrapped in a napkin.
"Raided the kitchens," she said, and then turned to Draco, who was sitting
propped up in bed, his back against a stack of pillows that looked as if
they had been pilfered from other, empty beds. Ginny said a little inward
prayer of relief. He looked almost normal, perhaps a little tired, but his
face was flushed with a healthy color and his bandaged shoulder looked
whole. He was wearing blue-and-white striped standard-issue infirmary
pajamas that made him look six years younger. "You're all right?"
Hermione asked him, her voice suddenly gentle. "I would have brought
you something too, but I didn't know..."

"It's all right." Draco's voice was strong. Normal. It was hard to believe
that he had been so very near death not long ago. She banished the
thought of blood-stained snow. "I'm not hungry." His eyes went to Ron
and Ginny. "Hello, Weasley." He paused. "Ginny."

Ron nodded at him. "Glad you're okay."

"So am I," Ginny added quickly.

Hermione sat down on the foot of the bed. "Did they tell you when you



would be out?"
"Tomorrow, probably," Draco said.
"Will you be able to go to the Pub Crawl?" she asked.

Draco shrugged. "I wasn't going to go anyway," he said. "Weasley here has
me hanging about pestering the sixth-years, don't you?"

Ron, who was still looking as if he wished he were elsewhere, now looked
uncomfortable. "Well, you volunteered," he said.

"Oh, but that won't take all night!" said Hermione, looking anxious. "Will
it? You should still go, Draco - you only get one Pub Crawl." She twisted
herself around and looked at Ron. "He doesn't have to stay at school all
night, does he?"

Ron looked even more uncomfortable. "Well..."

Draco shrugged, looking piteous. "I'll see how I feel. I mean, I did agree to
do it...although perhaps if I'm feeling very weak and ill it might not be the
best thing for -"

"Malfoy," said Ron, sounding exasperated. "If you're well enough to be let
out, you're well enough to sit in the Great Hall and watch the door!"

Draco looked even more piteous. Ginny wanted to hug him, but restrained
the impulse. "But [ don't want to," he said.

Ron smiled at him brightly. "Haven't you ever heard the expression,
'When life give