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It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Author's Notes: The phrase 'in annulo” is an heraldic term, referring to an object or group of objects 'lying on a ring™--literally, to form a circle. Figuratively...well, we'll see if
it's the truth or not, won't we? ~Lotm

Hermione had never been so glad to see the almost banal normality of her home. She'd just spent a very uncomfortable day at the Dursley's, Harry's relatives in Little
Whinging, Surrey, and was very grateful to be able to Apparate to her parents' back yard. It was twilight, and she could smell the scent of something delicious wafting
through the open kitchen window. Mounting the steps, she tapped the doorknob with her wand to make sure it was unlocked, and stepped inside the enclosed porch,
levitating her trunk in her wake.

The mud porch wasn't much, but it did let into the laundry room via a rather squeaky door her dad had never gotten around to fixing. The laundry room led to the kitchen,
and when she deposited her trunk so that her laundry could go straight into the machine, released Crookshanks from his cage, and opened that door, her parents had set
down the supper dishes they'd been washing at the sink, since her mother said it seemed foolish to load up a dishwasher for just a few cups and plates when there was
only the two of them.

Seeing her mother, with that riot of chestnut curls, an apron tied around her blouse and slacks, Hermione felt a wave of homesickness rising inside of her, and made a
beeline straight for those welcoming arms. She said nothing, just wrapped her arms around her mum, letting the tears squeeze out of her eyes. The young witch would've
given anything to be able to believe that, with a hug and a pat and a comforting word, her mum could make it alright again. But she couldn't. Releasing her mother, she
hugged her father equally fiercely, wishing he could fix all the things that had been broken. But he couldn't repair her shattered innocence, and he couldn't mend her broken
dreams. All he could do was hug her and stroke her wayward hair.

Their loving embrace was enough to heal some of the pain. Not all, but some. She hadn't told them much in her letters home, but that didn't matter; their daughter had
come home hurting, and Hermione's mother and father just let her take what comfort and solace she could find in their arms. Finally, though, she stepped back, sniffing and
wiping as discreetly as she could at her eyes.

"How are you, dear?" Daphne, her mother, asked her gently.
"I've been better," Hermione muttered. "l need to sleep, then gather my stuff. I'm going to be very busy, very soon."

"Trying to cram in a whole summer full of activities with your friends, before you go back to school for one last year?" Jeffrey, her father, enquired lightly.



"--Oh! The letter!" Daphne interjected while Hermione was still trying to find a tactful way to tell her parents she wasn't going back. That she was going to follow Harry
Potter and Ron Weasley through to the undoubtedly bitter end of the wizarding war boiling around them. "Jeffrey, dear, fetch the letter from the study! It came by owl-post
just a little while ago. One of those strange wizarding things, | suppose.”

"A letter?" Hermione repeated, curiosity drawing her out of her grief. "From whom?"

"We're not quite sure," her father stated, coming back through the hallway, a folded scrap of parchment in his hand. "The outer letter was addressed to us. It said that we
were to keep this for you, and to hand it to you directly, and not forward it on or anything."

"Though we're not sure why we couldn't,"” Daphne added dryly, lightly. "If we didn't know where that cross-post station was, downtown, making it easy to send things
between regular and wizarding mail, we'd never know how to call down one of your wizarding owls. Still, it's rather nice to be able to do that."

Taking the somewhat lumpy letter, Hermione turned it over in her hands, examining it. The handwriting was textbook-quality, suggesting some sort of copying spell.
Someone didn't want their handwriting recognized, perhaps? This one simply had her name scrawled across the front surface. No return address or anything. Wary,
Hermione crossed to the breakfast nook, set the letter on the surface of the table, and prodded it with a couple of revelatory charms, delivered at wand-point. Nothing
happened.

Still cautious, she popped open the unstamped seal, and unfolded the parchment, which had been turned into its own envelope. The inside of the letter was relatively short,
rather shocking, and came with a smallish, golden circle. A ring, chased in a subtle, sinuous pattern of scales.

Returning her attention to the letter, she read the oddly addressed note, since it used her middle name, not her given one.
‘Jane;

Keep this ring with you at all times, but do NOT don it past the second knuckle. When you feel it growing warm, it will hold one of two forms of message for you. The first will
be short, simple, and etched on the ring itself, a name, a location, and a time, the message will form out of the patterning on the ring. The second format will be when the
ring turns smooth after it warms; touch it to a blank piece of parchment, and a lengthier missive will be seen written upon the sheet. At that time, you may write questions
and answers upon the page, and communicate with me. Be also mindful that one or both sides of this method of communication may be observed, and be as discreet and
clever as you can.

Do pay attention to what you read; the words will not linger for long. With a certain someone's demise, and that unforgivable piece of treachery, | am unable to trust anyone
in any other form of communication, and am now completely alone, cut off and surrounded by the enemy. This is the best | could come up with, as | am watched almost all
the time.

...l repeat, do NOT don this ring past the second knuckle, if you can avoid it. If you do so, it will trigger an unbreakable betrothal between us, and | do not think you want to
find yourself wed to someone you do not know. That is the primary purpose of the ring, with communication being a lesser side-effect. However...if you are captured, and
are still chaste at the time, don the ring as a last resort and you will be given a powerful form of protection, which should save you from death or worse, even if you are
deprived of your wand. If you are not chaste...the protection will be greatly reduced in strength, but some of it might still be available to you. | am not certain how much
protection, though, it is better if you can keep the more powerful option open, for the time being. Obviously, this is a last-resort solution; try to avoid getting caught, first.

1 will do what I can to pass on whatever | may learn to you...but | will be watched all the more closely after what has happened. Unfortunately, | will not be able to pass on
everything | learn to you--nor should you react to everything | write, as that might tip them off to a spy still in their midst, terrible though it may be to not react--but | will do
what I can. | have chosen you to report to because the ring is a very discreet form of communication, because it will respond to you as an unmarried female, because you
are intelligent enough to know what to do with the information | will send you, and because some of the information | was ordered to seek in recent months will pertain
directly to your and your friends' quest. | am still seeking that information, though | must be even more careful than before.

Remember to be vigilant and cautious, and very selective in whom you tell about the ring. | realize you will be skeptical; this is a very strange form of communication with
someone you do not know. However, | will try to send what I can, as soon as | can, as proof | am unbreakably one of Brian Wulfric's men.

Pray that | stay hidden in the heart of our enemies,

RUSSEL,

Ex Votum Irruptus'

It was a very strange letter. Starting with the use of her middle name for the salutation, and running through to the use of Albus Dumbledore's middle names...well, some of
them, and a bit reversed in order...it was a very strange sort of letter. Hermione didn't know whether or not to believe the writer. She didn't know of anyone in the Order

named 'Russel’, and she didn't know of any spies, other than the traitor.

Of course, if he'd used her middle name, and the late Headmaster's middle names, it was conceivable this was his middle name, too. She didn't know everyone in the
Order, after all. Not that closely, at any rate. She could make enquiries, but was torn. If this was a spy in the Dark Lord's organization, as the writer seemed to imply, she'd

never heard of any spy other than Professor Snape. But on the other hand, wouldn't it be wise to have more than one spy, and prudent to not tell all and sundry about the
existence of the second one, let alone reveal that wizard's identity? But...why pick her? True, the only unattached female she knew of in the Order was Tonks--who was

now in a relationship with Lupin--but Hermione wasn't even technically in the Order, yet, and it would be difficult to get the Order members to believe her.

She needed to know if this letter, this ring, and this offer were all genuine, or merely part of some elaborate ruse. Was it really a genuine offer, and a genuine way to
smuggle information out of the Dark Lord's camp? Or was it all just a lie? And why would they lie to her? Would it be for something even more sinister than to trap her and
her friends somehow?

Professor Snape's treacherous defection had been a terrible blow to her trust; she'd always respected the man, and tried her best to defend him...but now her naivety and
trusting innocence were shattered and could not be reformed.

"Sweetie?" Daphne Granger prompted her daughter. "What's the letter about?"

Hermione scooped up the ring and tucked it into her pocket, adding the refolded letter. "Wizarding business. Mum, Dad...about next school year. Um...I'm not going back."
"What?" Jeffrey Granger exclaimed, stunned.

"You can't be serious!" her mother added, shocked.

"l am. There's been a lot of things that've happened in the wizarding war, and...| do want to pass my N.E.W.T.s and get smashing grades that you could be proud of,"
Hermione admitted, doing her best to keep the tremor out of her voice. She'd made the offer almost impulsively to Harry, back at Professor Dumbledore's funeral, but knew
it was the right decision. She'd had plenty of time to reflect on her choice. "But I'm needed outside the school a lot more. And before you protest, I'm seventeen. That's legal
age, in the wizarding world. I've given it a lot of careful thought, and there are just some things more important than textbooks and grades. My friends need me, and I'm
going to be there for them."

Jeffrey and Daphne exchanged looks. Hermione braced herself for the barrage of disappointment and questions...but to her surprise, her parents sighed, and moved to



embrace her on either side. Her father addressed her confusion. "We've never been more proud of you, Hermione."

"We've always been a little worried that you'd bury yourself in your books, thinking that was the most important thing in life," her mother added. "But you've just shown us
you're all grown up, now. You know what's really important."

"We raised you right," Jeffrey added, squeezing and releasing his daughter. "Now, tell us about what's happened. You just wrote a brief letter saying the Headmaster was
killed during an attack on the school--"

"--I've never been so frightened in my whole life, when we read about that!" her mother interjected, hand pressing to the base of her throat. "An attack on the school! | want
to tell you to stay in the Muggle world, to let this wizarding thing settle itself...but | know that's just a futile attempt at a mother burying her head in the sand..."

"Yes, so let's hear the whole thing out," her father insisted, gesturing for all of them to take a seat at the breakfast nook.

Taking a deep breath, her hand stealing briefly into her pocket to touch the strange ring...Hermione began. She wouldn't, and couldn't, tell them everything, of course.
Certainly not about the Horcruxes. If word got out that someone was looking for pieces of Lord Voldemort's twisted soul and intended to destroy them, it would go badly for
her and her friends. Very badly, if the Dark Lord himself heard about their quest. Instead, she aimed her revelations more towards the fact that, with the Headmaster gone,
they desperately needed every agent of the Light they could get into the field, then played up the fact that Harry was bound and determined to fight, and that she and Ron
were equally determined to watch his and each other's backs, since they were far more effective as a team than as individuals.

Her parents tried to understand, and tried to be supportive despite the concern and worry seaming their faces; Hermione was grateful for that. Her road wasn't going to be
easy. She would do what she could to make sure her parents were as safe as possible, but even a threat to her parents' lives was not going to stop her from doing what
was right. All she could to was to make sure they knew she loved them, and to try to make them understand why she had to leave school, without giving away any secrets.

Whoever Russel was, if his offer was genuine, Hermione felt sympathy for him. She wasn't lying to her parents, but she wasn't telling the full truth, either, and it wasn't easy
to lie by omission. Who knew how much more difficult his own situation must be?

She almost missed the first ring-message. She'd been taking a shower, and when she came out and wrapped a towel around her hair, her gaze fell on the ring. The scale-
like pattern had vanished, replaced by letters and numbers. Blinking, Hermione frowned, then snatched up the ring, ignoring the gravity-borne tug of the awkwardly half-
wrapped towel on her head. She stared at the warm metal, turning it carefully in her fingers. Alphonse Lubbock, 126 Bridgetowne Pla...

The rest of the tiny writing broke apart and reformed itself into the original scale-pattern; she hadn't gotten to it in time.

Bridgetowne Place? Bridgetowne Plaza? Hermione wondered. And what does it mean?In her distraction, she almost pushed the ring onto her finger, then grimaced and
pulled it away. I've got to find a better way to hold onto this ring than just carrying it in a pocket...and if that bit about the 'unbreakable betrothal' is true, | definitely don't want
to end up wearing it!

Retreating to her room once she was dried and dressed, Hermione rummaged through her jewelry box. It didn't take her long to find what she wanted: a long rope-chain,
gold-plated and suitable for hanging something that she could lift and look at, yet hide under her clothes. It wasn't the chain that had come with the Time-Turner, of course;
that had been a part of the Time-Turner itself. But she'd liked the length of it, and had sought for a Muggle version to hang pendants and watches and such from, and had
ended up buying this in the summer after her third year.

Opening the clasp, Hermione strung the ring on it, then looped the chain around her head and tucked the ring into her cleavage. The unnatural warmth had faded. The
circle of gold nestled between her breasts comfortably; in a few moments, Hermione could hardly tell it was there. She'd developed quite a bit from the minor curves of her
third year; no one would know the ring was down there, only that she wore the chain.

Wondering who Alphonse Luddock was, and worrying over what might happen to him, Hermione focused on packing the last of her things. After spending the night at his
aunt and uncle's, Harry would be going to the Burrow with Ron, today. Having met the Dursleys, Hermione was quite happy to have spent the night in the much more loving
arms of her own family. But she couldn't stay long; they had a wedding to prepare for, after all.

Maybe she could ask Molly Weasley who this Lubbock person was.

"...Lubbock?" Molly asked, brow wrinkling in thought. "Alphonse Lubbock? Now that's a name | haven't heard in ages... Why do you ask?"
"Um...I heard someone mentioning his name, and that he lived at 126 Bridgetowne...um, Bridgetowne," Hermione pretended to fumble. "Oh, | can't remember the rest of it."

"126 Bridgetown Place, Lincoln. Yes, | remember now," Molly nodded. "That was the address he Floo'd to, when Arthur went to pick up our clock, the last time we had a
new hand added to it." She smiled in fond memory. "It was three days after Ginny was born. | was still a frightful mess from the birth, weak as a kitten--but so proud to
finally have a little girl in the family! First female Weasley to be born in three generations, you know..."

Her brow wrinkled again. Hermione realized Mrs. Weasley was looking older than before. The war, the threat to all of her children, the death of Professor Dumbledore, all
were taking their toll on her. Freckled skin was beginning to wrinkle a little more, and not just in the places where smiles would carve their mark. That red, curly hair was
now visibly salted with grey. And there was always a worried look in her eyes, no matter how happy she seemed.

Hermione prayed the ring wasn't a lie; she would do almost anything to make Molly Weasley smile again, in that moment of realization. Annoying and bossy and naggy as
the woman could be, fussy and overprotective...she was like a second mum to everyone. Impulse made Hermione hug the older witch, who startled, then wrapped her arms
around Hermione, too.

"Thank you, dear," Molly murmured, giving her an extra squeeze. "Actually, I'm going to do something. | am going to call on Mr. Lubbock, and see if he cannot fix that clock
of ours. I'm sick and tired of it spending almost all of its time pointing at 'Mortal Peril'! It's not very informative, pointing twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week to it,

when we're actually off shopping, or at school or work. 'Mortal Peril' should be a direct threat, thank you very much."

Dusting off her hands dramatically, Molly headed for the hearth. Hermione recalled why the ring would give the wizard's name, and quickly cast around for some sort of
distraction. "Er--Mrs. Weasley, you've got lunch on the stove. Why don't | give Mr. Lubbock a Floo-call? I'm not very good at tending to meal-making the magical way, I'm
afraid, otherwise I'd do it for you."

Molly, stopping at the hearth, glanced over her shoulder and smiled. "That's very sweet of you, Hermione dear...though we'll have to correct such a ghastly oversight in your
witchly education. Alright, then; go ahead and give him a Floo-call for me. Tell him it's Arthur Weasley's Locator Clock, and that we're sick and tired of it pointing to Mortal
Peril--1 wish | could do something about the real peril we're all in," she added with a touch of grimness, "but we're doing the best we can. We don't need a bloody clock
reminding us about it all the time."

Smiling, nodding, Hermione approached the large hearth cautiously. While Molly was distracted with the potatoes and chicken she was roasting, Hermione drew her wand,
doing her best to shield its presence from the other woman, in case Mrs. Weasley turned around. Taking a fistful of Floo-powder from the holder by the hearth, she knelt
down, cast it on the flames with her left hand, and called out, "126 Bridgetowne Place, Lincoln!"

As soon as the flames roared high and green, Hermione poked both her head and her wand cautiously inside. She hated the dizzying, spinning sensation, but had the spell
she wanted on her lips, bursting out of her the moment the spinning stopped.



"Probitelalumis!"

Light exploded from her wand. Several voices cried out, something crashed, and Hermione worried she'd just blinded poor Mr. Lubbock's family. Squinting against the
gleaming web-work, the first thing she saw was an old man shuddering on the ground, several pieces of overturned furniture, and a trio of dark-robed, silver-masked
bodies. Death Eaters. They were physically trapped by the web of light, two of them smashed back into the sofa, and a third pinned against the wall near what looked like
the front door; that one had overturned an end-table and shattered a candle lamp when the spell had hit, which thankfully wasn't burning at the moment.

Thankfully, there weren't any other Death Eaters in the room. The spell could only handle up to five Dark wizards or witches at a time. It continued to pour from the tip of her
wand, like a Muggle laser light; all she had to do was hold onto it with her willpower, and it would keep them pinned in place.

"...Hermione?" a voice called through the Floo, faint and barely able to reach Hermione's ears. It was Molly. "Hermione, what's going on in there? Did you just shout a
spell?"

Hermione thought rapidly. She didn't dare withdraw her head and her wand; the Web of Light spell had to be maintained in person. A break in her physical presence or her
concentration, and the threads of light pouring out of her wand would cease to imprison the Death Eaters in Mr. Lubbock's parlour. Calling back over her shoulder, she
called, "Death Eaters! They've attacked Mr. Lubbock!"

"What--what? Death Eaters?"

"Get Harry and Ron! I've got 'em pinned, but | can't retreat!" Hermione ordered her. The silver-haired man on the floor had stopped shuddering, worrying her as his age-
lined face went slack. Either he was dead, or unconscious, but she daren't step through to find out herself; she needed to maintain the Web. What she needed was backup.

"Come out of there, girl, before you're killed!"

"Get Harry and Ron! Hermione yelled, frustrated. "Now!'

The webbing of light flickered. Firming her concentration, Hermione ignored the tugging at the leg of her jeans, until a different pair of hands patted on the small of her back.
"--Hermione?"

That was Harry.

"Three Death Eaters, Harry! I've got 'em pinned, but | can only go forward, not back! And | think Mr. Lubbock is hurt!"

"We'll be right behind you," Ron's voice asserted, his voice more muffled than Harry's. "Mum, what's the address?...
"...Got it. We're ready," Harry told her, patting her. "Go through; we're right on your heels!"

Scrambling through, ignoring the twisting dizziness as it passed from her shoulders through her stomach, hips and legs, Hermione kept her attention on her spell-bound
captives as she righted herself on the far side and stepped out of the way. Harry came through next, wand drawn and ignoring the soot staining him from tee-shirt to
trainers. Moving to the other side of the heart as Ron came through after, Harry almost tripped over a still form lying by the fire tongs stand.

It was a dog...gutted, burnt, mauled, and patently dead. The two wizards eyed the web-work of light spilling from the tip of Hermione's wand, and the three Death Eaters
responsible. Ron dropped to his knees by the wizard on the floor. "He's passed out, but he doesn't look harmed--maybe Crucio, | think."

"Accio Wand! Accio Wand! Accio Wand! Argencustoda!" Harry commanded, as soon as all three Death Eater wands flung across the room and into his hand. Silvery
ribbons shot out of the tip of his wand, wrapping themselves around one of the masked Death Eaters on the couch. He did it to the second one, then to the third. The web-
work didn't pin either him or Ron; it was meant only for those who were Dark at heart. Those who shunned the Light could be trapped by it, or so the creator of this obscure
little spell had asserted.

"Ennervate!" Ron asserted, crouching by the wizard on the floor. The older gentleman gasped, eyes flying wide. He started to struggle, flinching away from Ron, but when
the freckled young man patted his shoulder, soothing him, he quieted. "Easy, easy; we're here to rescue you. Is there anyone else in the house?"

"N-No, just me and my dog. | live alone. Who are you?--I know you! How do | know you?"
"I'm Ron Weasley. You're Mr. Lubbock, aren't you? The wizard who made our clock?"

"Weasley, yes, the clock...oh, my house--my workshop--they must not get into my workshop!" He urged Ron to help him up onto his feet, just as the fire flared green. Harry
whipped around, having secured the last Death Eater. Kingsley Shacklebolt stepped through the fire, followed by a witch and a wizard none of them knew, but whom both
had a tough, no-nonsense look about them.

"What's going on, here?"
"Hermione knows what happened, Mr. Shacklebolt," Ron offered, supporting the old wizard they'd rescued.

Hermione wrinkled her nose at having the responsibility of explaining dumped on her shoulders, but now that Harry and the two newcomers had their wands trained on the
prisoners, she cancelled the Web of Light spell. "Molly Weasley wanted her clock looked at by Mr. Lubbock, here, so | said I'd give him a Floo-call, because she was busy
fixing our lunch. And when | poked my head through, these three were torturing him. So | pinned them in place with a spell, and got Harry and Ron to come through and
finish capturing them."

"And | must thank you, and Mrs. Weasley, too, for thinking of calling me! You've rescued me from a fate worse than death,” Mr. Lubbock asserted. "That is, if they haven't
broken into my workshop, yet! | need to check on everything..."

"Violetta, go with him. Mr. Weasley, you go, too. Mr. Lubbock looks like he need someone to hold him up. Once we've secured the house, however, you'll need to go to St.
Mungo's to be looked at, Mr. Lubbock."

"Yes, yes...and maybe now the Ministry will see the need to perform the Fidelius Charm on me," the silver-haired wizard mumbled as Ron helped him to move. "One taste
of the Cruciatus Curse is more than enough for me...oh, my poor Libby!" His gaze had fallen on the mangled corpse of the dog. "Those foul beasts murdered her most
cruelly, trying to get me to talk..."

Hermione felt a little guilty, later, when everyone back at the Burrow praised her for mentioning Mr. Lubbock, and for being so quick on the draw, thus saving him. She
didn't feel guilty for mentioning him, nor for saving the old wizard, but she did feel guilty for her vague 'l heard someone mentioning his name', and the assumption that
she'd had to draw her wand quickly, instead of having it already drawn. She was still skeptical about why she'd been given the ring...but whoever had sent it to her had
indeed apparently sent a message meant to foil a Death Eater attack.

Of course, that made Hermione feel guilty that she hadn't done anything immediately about the message she'd received. Between packing, saying goodbye to her parents,
Apparating here, putting her trunk in Ginny's room, and coming back downstairs, she'd wasted almost half an hour. Everything had worked out, more or less, but she still
felt guilty for being almost too skeptical.



It helped to distract her thoughts when Molly insisted on teaching some of her favorite kitchen charms, to help prepare the rest of their lunch. She knew some, of course;
Professor Flitwick had taught basic household charms to his students. These charms went beyond the basics, however. They were designed to feed a small army of people
in as efficient and tasty a manner as possible, and Molly Weasley was good enough at what she knew to have taught Filius Flitwick a thing or two. Then again, with her
brood, she'd had plenty of practice.

Bill wasn't yet home from St. Mungo's; the Healers there were doing the best they could with cosmetic spells to ease the wounds he'd received at the hands of the
werewolf, Greyback. Fleur was thankfully staying with him through the latest procedure, and though she was annoying at times, Hermione had to admit the French witch
did love the eldest Weasley son. The wedding would be in two weeks, plus a couple days. With the twins at their shop in Diagon Alley, that left Molly, Charlie, Ron, Harry,
Ginny and Hermione to sit down at the kitchen table with chicken and potatoes, carrots and peas, home-made bread and fresh-squeezed pumpkin juice.

Seated next to her, Ron daringly slipped his left hand onto her thigh, beneath the cover of the table. Hermione felt a little thrill at the touch. After so many years of having a
bit of an on-again, off-again crush on the redhead, and the horrible way he'd slobbered all over Lavender Brown this last year, it was nice to know he was finally paying

court to her. Covering his hand, she pressed it to her thigh, squeezed, then released it so she could pick up her fork and knife to eat.

At least she and Roncould have a relationship. Ginny had already confided to her that she and Harry had broken up, to keep Ginny less of a target by their enemies.
Hermione had spent some time comforting the crying younger witch up in the girls' dormitories at the school, just before they'd left. As it was, it was kind of painful to watch
the two of them, the way Harry and Ginny's eyes would linger on one or the other between bites, how those gazes would meet, then skitter away in discomfort, before
going back to sneaking covert looks a few moments later.

Hermione knew that if she lost Ron, she'd have a hard time recovering. She didn't know if what they had was true love, not this early in their relationship, but she wanted
both of them to live long enough to figure it out. Given who they were and what they were going to do, it was a bit much to ask, but she wanted to ask anyway. Not that it
would be easy, under the gimlet eye of his mother; at a questioning stare from Molly, Ron slid his hand from her lap and up to the table, where he used it to eat his meal.

The fire flared green, while the boys were clearing the table. To their surprise, it was the female Auror, Violetta, and Mr. Alphonse Lubbock. They dusted themselves off,
and while the woman sort of faded into the background in a posture of watchful silence, the elderly Mr. Lubbock greeted Molly with a smile and a handshake and a kiss on
her cheek that made the much younger witch blush. He had a toolbox with him, and with Charlie and Ron's help, they got the clock down and set on the kitchen table

"Mr. Lubbock used to work as an Unspeakable, in the Department of Mysteries," Molly whispered to her children, as she fluttered them out of the kitchen with flapping
fingers. "He's one of the best chronomages out there. Now, leave him alone to work, and we'll see if we can get that ruddy clock to stop pointing to 'Mortal Peril' when it's
not directly perilous. Go play Quidditch out over the garden, or something."

Distracted by that thought, Harry, Ron, and Ginny asked Charlie if he could stay long enough for a game. With his duties at work light for the moment, the second-eldest
Weasley agreed, and they headed off to fetch their brooms and playing gear. That left Hermione at a bit of a loose end. She watched them play for a while, admiring and
smiling at Ron, but grew bored. She much preferred Apparition to broom-flight, even if the squeezing sensation was a bit horrid.

Wandering back into the house, she watched Mr. Lubbock work from the entry to the kitchen, carefully staying back out of his way. She wanted to ask him questions about
his work, but didn't want to intrude. Since she'd seen plenty of Quidditch before, but not anyone working on a magical clock, she was content for the moment.

"That was a spectacular spell you cast, young lady. What was it, exactly?" Mr. Lubbock asked her, his nose almost buried in the workings at the back of the clock.
"Erm...the Web of Light spell."

"Extraordinary! Never heard of it--can you hand me that mini-spanner, there? The one with the red tape around the handle. And don't touch the ends; they're hot."
Edging closer, Hermione peered into the toolbox, found what was wanted, and carefully handed it over. "Here you go, sir."

"Thank you."

"Erm...I suppose | should leave you alone, now, and...and not ask you any questions," she murmured, trying to be respectful of his need to work, but vastly curious about
what he was doing.

"Nonsense! | love chatting while | work. Used to drive my fellow Unspeakables batty. Mind you, | could confine my conversations to inane subjects, such as the weather, or
the latest Quidditch scores, but | love talking about my work, too. Now, if you'll keep in mind that | cannot give away any of the Ministry's secrets...ask away, and I'll answer
those questions that | can.”

"Okay...what are you doing? At this moment," Hermione clarified. "l do realize you're fixing a rather extraordinary clock, of course."

He chuckled, and fiddled with something on the inside of the clock. "Loosening the Peligrometer."

"And what's that?"

"The danger-sensor. Would you be a dear girl and look at the front of the clock? I've just got to get this last casing off--" he grunted, and Hermione now realized his arm was
embedded in the clock past the elbow, when the case itself was not much deeper than the length of his long-fingered hand; such sights always seemed so magical to her
Muggle-raised sensibilities, "--and then | can fiddle with it. | need you to tell me the very instant the hands on the clock stop pointing to 'Mortal Peril'."

"Certainly, sir." Moving around the table, Hermione stared at the collection of hands, all of which pointed to the 'hour' in question.

"Your name is Hermione Granger, right?"

"Yes, sir."

"Didn't you apply for a Time-Turner, a few years ago? | do keep a hand in the old office gossip, still."

"Yes, sir, in my third year at Hogwarts. | wanted to study a broader selection of subjects than time would normally allow."

"Yes, yes, quite extraordinary. And you handled yourself well, | hear; no mucking about with time, no breaking the law..."

If one didn't count freeing a supposedly convicted murderer and a hippogriff from a pair of unjust death-sentences Hermione thought, but kept that thought carefully to
herself. Instead she merely demurred, "Well, | try to be very responsible, sir."

"An admirable quality--there we go. Watch the hands, now!"

Several seconds passed. Hermione tried not to blink. Finally, the hands twitched and started to separate. "Now, sir!"

"Excellent! The ruddy thing was overly sensitive, but then | designed it to suit Mrs. Weasley's distinctive mother-hen nature," he muttered, extracting his arm long enough to
grab the various plates and screws needed to reassemble the innards he'd dismantled. "...Marvelous woman. Did she ever tell you she saved my life, once? Didn't even
know it, of course, but she gave me a Floo-call about fixing one of her mother's clocks when she was about your age, and interrupted me before | could take a bite of a
fruitcake I'd been sent by a nephew. My cat Friskums ate it instead, while | answered the Floo-call. Poor thing died on the spot. Turned out the bugger wanted his
inheritance a little early," Mr. Lubbock related with a matter-of-fact aplomb that bemused Hermione. "Gave him an inheritance of a ten-year sentence to Azkaban, instead,
and wrote him out of my will. So, when young Molly married Arthur, | thought this family-tracking clock would make a nice gift in thanks."



Hermione smiled. "That was a really nice gift, and very kind of you. And practical, too, given how many children they ended up having. It's a very good way of being able to
keep track of everyone."

"Yes, well, it's one-of-a-kind. | don't hand out my special inventions to just anyone, you know. Or as | like to say, they'll all be handed out in due time." Extracting his beaky
nose for a moment, the aged wizard gave her a merry smile, before returning to his work. "Blue-tape spanner, please, and watch the ends, it's cold--mind the red one as
you put it back where you found it, as it's still quite hot."

Content, Hermione played 'surgery theatre nurse' for him, handing him tools and putting them back as requested, wherever he described. Finally, he extracted his arm and
screwed the back plate back into place, then pulled out a handkerchief and gave the clock what looked like a loving dusting, his age-spotted hands caressing the carvings
with the linen. Snapping the dust out of the kerchief, he tucked it back into his pocket, then stood and moved over to the toolbox, peering over Hermione's shoulder. He
poked at the contents, eyeing their placement, then nodded.

"--Excellent! Everything exactly where it should be. You have a very organized and logical mind, young lady. Have you ever considered working in the Department of
Mysteries? They could always use bright, intelligent, apprentice witches such as yourself."

"I've given it some thought, yes," Hermione found herself admitting. "But with the war on, and everything...I'll be kind of busy with other things for a little bit."

"What, with rescuing old wizards like myself?" Mr. Lubbock grinned. He dug into his pocket, angling his body so that his back was to the bored Auror sitting on a stool by
the pantry door, reading what looked like a paperback romance. The aging wizard pulled out a bracelet, dropping his voice to a whisper. "...Here. It's not quite a magical
clock, but in these times of trouble, you might find it a bit more useful."

Hermione took the bracelet with a puzzled frown. It was a ring of gold, banded about the middle with what looked like twenty four segments of dark blue abalone. Looking
up at him, she asked under her breath, "...More useful? What does it do?"

"It's another of my own inventions. | call it the Velocitemplet," he whispered with a hint of pride in his voice. "Go ahead, move the middle band around."

Eyeing the armband, Hermione gripped the gold edges in one hand, and shifted the section with the inlaid shell. It clicked, moving the distance of one segment. Nothing
happened. She clicked it again, moving it two segments. Still nothing. When she looked up at him, he smiled, flashing his straight but age-yellowed teeth at her again.

"It's not charged, yet. What you have to do is pick a time of day when you have roughly half an hour of doing absolutely nothing scheduled. Then you click the band all the

way around until it stops. It's best do to this in the evening, just before going to bed. In a safe place by preference, of course.. It will slow you down for twenty-four
minutes...or however many minutes you need to recharge the thing. For each minute charged, the abalone will transform into mother-of-pearl, so it's a quick visual clue as
to what's charged and what's been expended. You gauge where it is by the way these two thin onyx bands...here, on the gold outer band, and here, on the center bit...line

up to each other. But, so long as you do not take it off your arm...you can get back the time that you gave up to charge it.

"Not literally, of course," he murmured, shrugging. "You won't reappear in your pyjamas in your bed. Nor will it turn back time like a Time-Turner...which | couldn't give out
anyway, since that's strictly Ministry-controlled...but it will speed up time. For up to four minutes at a go, at varying rates. You will be able to move and interact with your
environment at a much faster rate than the rest of the world normally travels at...though you'll be exhausted afterwards, and if you try Apparating in either condition, slowed
or speeded, you'll splinch for sure. Keep it charged, keep it on your wrist, and you'll be able to act with remarkable haste, should you ever have need. And hopefully that will
save your life one day, as you have saved mine."

A pat on her shoulder, and he reached past her to close up the toolbox. As soon as it was closed, he raised his voice. "--Molly? Your clock is fixed! I'm on my way home,
now! Give my best to Arthur when you see him!"

Auror Violetta jerked to attention, quickly marking and tucking the book out of sight in the folds of her robes. Mrs. Weasley came bustling out of the living room, feather
duster floating behind her. "Must you go so soon?"

"Yes, | must; | need to be there when they perform the Fidelius Charm on my house. Can't be too careful, these days. | don't even want to think about why You-Know-Who
wants an old chronomancer under his control...ah, well, I'll be back for the wedding! Make sure you have a small photo of the bride-to-be ready for me--and those delightful
twice-baked potatoes you make!"

Eyeing the bracelet, Hermione tucked it over her wrist. It rested there for a moment, then tightened just enough to her skin that it did not slip or move. That would allow her
to manipulate the shell-band one-handed. She wanted to experiment with it, but it would be best to wait for evening. She was also unsure whether or not to tell the others
about the bracelet. The fewer people who knew about such an advantage, the better.

She shouldn't keep secrets from her friends...but there was the letter, which had faded to blank parchment by now, and the ring strung around her neck. As far as Hermione
had ever known, there had only been the one spy in the Dark Lord's service. A traitor in the end, to her shock, outrage and sorrow. If she told Harry or Ron about the ring,
or about this Russel fellow, they might let it slip to someone else. As it was, Professor...and Snape knew too many Order secrets. The fewer who knew about the ring, and
the bracelet, the less chance there was of the enemy learning, too.

The bracelet, she decided, she would keep silent about. At least, until she'd had a chance to test its properties. Harry and Ron would undoubtedly have a bunch of

questions about it, and she wanted to be able to answer them, before she had to answer. 'Know-it-all' might be considered an insult, but it could also be considered a
compliment...but it took a bit of work to be one.

The bracelet worked, but it came with a couple of caveats, Hermione discovered. While she was 'charging’, she was as petrified in place as if she'd been hit with a
Freezing Charm. She could think and breathe, but she couldn't move, and couldn't react, not even when Crookshanks jumped up onto her lap and rubbed himself against
her. All she could do was breathe, though it took some effort, and blink with equally stiff effort. And when Crooks head-butted her, seeking attention, he couldn't budge her.
Even the rumpled folds of her pyjama top were hard for him to move, Hermione gradually realized. She was literally slowed in time, for those twenty-four minutes.

With one exception: if she kept her fingers on the shell-band at the center of the bracelet, she could just manage to move enough to un-click a minute's worth of time. One
click at a time. Until, rather than twenty-four minutes' worth stored in shades of mother-of-pearl cream, she ended up with about seven, the remaining unused minutes still
marked in abalone blue. She finished filling up the bracelet, figuring it was easier to keep a full bracelet on hand--or rather, wrist--at all times, but kept that option in mind, if
she ever had to terminate the 'charging' effect early. One of the other drawbacks appeared each time after the charging session: she felt like she had hyperventilated, a bit
of dizziness mixed in with that tingling feeling she got whenever she breathed too much, too fast. It was definitely a wise idea to do the recharging minutes while lying in
her bed

As for 'spending' the minutes...it was difficult to tell how fast time passed in the dark hours of the night, when everyone else was asleep at the Burrow. But seconds ticked
by like minutes, and everything appeared to be moving slower than treacle poured from a jar stuck in a snow-bank. The bracelet's stored minutes came in six speeds, too.
She could use up to four minutes' worth of time at a stretch, by her own reckoning of time, but she could move up to six times as fast, if she used all twenty-four minutes, or
three times as fast as the baseline, if she used only twelve.

In fact, when she watched a game of Quidditch being played by the others while testing the double-speed option, when she experimented with full-speed, even the wings
of the Snitch slowed to an icy-treacle movement. The drawback to using a burst of speeded-up time was a depleting exhaustion that followed; the more time she used, the
more exhausted she was, and the faster that time flew, the more drained she felt. Either clicking repeatedly every few minutes to get twenty-four minutes' worth at the first
level of speed, or ratcheting the bracelet all the way around all at once for four minutes of full-speed, left her literally falling-down tired.

The Velocitemplet was not something meant for casual use, Hermione decided, after the second experiment left her drained and bruised from collapsing on the floor of her



bedroom at Headquarters. In the end, that was what kept her silent on the decision of whether or not to tell her friends. They might want to use it for the silliest of things, or
have her use it frequently. Between the dizzying stillness of charging the bracelet, and the draining expenditure of using it, she wanted to keep it for a last-option sort of
thing. Like the ring, it was also definitely something she didn't want their enemies to know existed.

At least with the kindly Mr. Lubbock, she didn't have to worry nearly as much about his motives for giving it to her. The ring didn't grow warm in the days following his
rescue, but she kept it tucked down her shirts, just in case. Ron noticed the chain, of course, mostly when they were kissing. Not that they had much opportunity for kissing,
since his mother seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to interrupting such moments, but he did tug playfully on it once, asking, "What have you got tucked down
there?"

"Er...just something | got at my parents'," Hermione dismissed, and distracted him with a bit more in the way of kissing.

She felt a little guilty at the minor deception, and a little guilty from something else. The letter had said that the ring could be used as a 'powerful form of protection’, if she
remained chaste. If it had been given by someone who was honestly on their side, she could trust that protection would be there if she ever had to don it to escape a bad
situation. On the other hand, if it was a deception meant to lull her into trusting the giver...she didn't know why that person would bother warning her about donning it and
thus binding her in an 'unbreakable betrothal'.

If he wasn't a spy for her side, wouldn't it be more advantageous tonot tell her about the potential for the two of them to be bound together? She didn't know much about
archaic magical betrothals, but Hermione guessed he might have a fair bit of control over her. Not her mind, of course, but being able to do things like snog other men, and
so forth. Unless, of course, he just didn't want to be bound to a Muggle-born witch who was going to be skipping her seventh year of school...

A witch who would be going up against masked and robed Death Eaters in the near future, one of which might turn out to be him. Vacillating between being skeptical and
wanting to believe, Hermione kept her silence on the whole matter. Her own doubts were more than enough to deal with; she didn't need to add Harry's and Ron's to the
mix.

Fire seared her breasts, making Hermione gasp. Ginny, busy trying to twist her red hair into a sophisticated, upswept style, frowned at the other young witch. "What? Does
it look horrid?"

"Uh...well, you missed a bit in the back," Hermione blurted out, unable to think of anything tactful to say, when all she could think of was yanking the ring out of her
cleavage. She wasn't a member of the wedding-party, but she was supposed to be getting ready, too, and had already fixed her hair and face. They were both still in the
jeans and shirts they had worn through most of the morning's preparations, fixing up the Burrow for the outdoor ceremony. Which was a good thing, because she had to
take care of her little problem. "Um...I've got to go to the bathroom. I'll help you into your dress in a bit, okay?"

"What, Phlegm's 'Tradishunall Frensh Wedding Breakfass' disagreeing with you?" Ginny quipped mockingly.
"Er, something like that."

"She's still a bit snobbish, and | don't like her cooking...but at least she does love Bill," Ginny sighed as Hermione headed for the door. "And he loves her, though his wits
seemed to have drained out of his head at some point in the falling-in-love process."

Mumbling an agreement-like sound, Hermione darted out of the bedroom. She didn't bother to descend the steps, but pulled the ring out of her bra and tilted it towards the
light coming from the window at the end of the landing. The message etched there made her heart skip a beat in fright.

Creevey - 18 Cadfael Lane, Shrewsbury

The Creeveys. Colin and Dennis Creevey. Muggle-borns, like her. Hermione's mind raced right along with her heart. Hurrying down the steps, she leapt them two and three
at a time, and emerged in the kitchen with a breathless thump. Arthur looked up from the cufflinks he was trying to fasten onto his shirtsleeves, surprise widening his eyes.

"Hermione? | though you were Ron, or maybe Harry? What's making you take the stairs like a boy?"
"Um...how quickly can a Floo connection be made to a Muggle hearth?" Hermione asked, still trying to come up with a way to explain why she was asking.
"It only takes a minute or so--did you want to invite your parents?"

"No--" Her gaze fell on the clock, which was now pointing at either 'Getting Ready' or 'Traveling' for most of the family. In specific, her eyes met the smiling faces of the
Weasleys marked on each of the clock’s nine hands. "--No, actually, it just occurred to me that you haven't hired a photographer for Bill and Fleur's wedding!"

"By Merlin...you're right! How could we overlook recording our eldest son's happiest day? I'll go and see if | can find that Muggle camera | have--"

"--Actually, Mr. Weasley," Hermione interjected, stopping him with a hand on his arm before he could hurry off to his work-shed, and distracted him physically by finishing
the fastening of his cufflinks for him, speaking as persuasively as she could, "you're going to be far too busy as the host and the father of the groom to be taking

photographs...which is why | thought of the perfect person to take pictures at Bill's wedding: Colin Creevey. He's a Muggle-born like me. Knows all about cameras, and does
a truly good job of taking pictures, too. | know it's really short notice," she asserted, trying not to babble in her need to convince him as quickly as possible, and probably
failing from the way he blinked at her, "but | was thinking, what if we invited Colin and his family--all of the Creeveys--to the wedding? His family have never seen a
wizarding wedding before, I'm quite sure, and | think they'd be delighted to attend. And it would be a wonderful way to pay Colin, and perhaps get him commissions for a
career as a wizarding photographer, once people see what he can do with the pictures of your son's wedding--what do you think?"

"...Muggle-born, you say?"

"Yes, both him and his brother, Dennis," Hermione agreed. "And if they brought their family, and stayed for the reception afterwards, then you could ask bona-fide Muggles
all sorts of questions while they're enjoying your fine wizarding hospitality. And so | was thinking, if a Floo-connection could be made quickly to their house, they could
come right over with their finery, get dressed here so as not to worry about ash and soot, and spend the day with us. Colin could block out where the posed photos could be
made, perhaps against Molly's bed of bluebells, and we could help Dennis answer any questions their Muggle family members might have, before the wedding starts."

"That's a splendid idea, Hermione! I'll go ask them...oh, bother," he grimaced, looking down at his finery. "l just got dressed. Hand me that jacket, there," he ordered her. "I'll
Floo work right away! | hope they don't have a fire-plug thing, like those dreadful Dursleys had..."

Anxiously, unsure of just how much time they had left before the attack was made, Hermione waited by his side while he contacted his friends at the Ministry, and fed him
the address. Molly came down, and Hermione found herself in the awkward position of explaining why the older witch's husband had his head and torso poking through the
fire, when he was supposed to be keeping himself neat and clean to welcome the guests, who would be arriving in half an hour. She thought Hermione's idea was 'sweet',
and ordered Arthur to take care with his clothes while fetching the Creeveys.

When Arthur stepped across with a spare bowl of Floo Powder, Hermione snatched a fistful of powder for herself and crossed right behind him, wand once again clenched
in her hand, ready to defend or attack. But all she got, once she stepped around Mr. Weasley's back, was a shocked set of Muggles, and a puzzled Colin and Dennis.

"--Hermione?" Dennis blurted out, overriding Arthur Weasley's stammered explanation of his arrival, which was hindered by all the shiny Muggle gadgets within sight...such
as the X-Box the Creevey boys had been using to play video games right before their arrival.

"Hello, Dennis! Hello, Colin! You must be Mr. and Mrs. Creevey; hello!" Hermione quickly asserted, and gestured at herself and her wide-eyed companion. "I'm Hermione
Granger, a school chum of Dennis and Colin's, and this is Mr. Arthur Weasley, the father of our friend, Ron. We're here because Mr. Weasley's eldest son, Bill, is getting



married today...and we kind of forgot to book a photographer!" She gave the stunned parents a wry smile and shrug. "Well, the first person | thought of, naturally, was Colin,
who has a real knack for both normal and wizarding photographs. So, Mr. Weasley is here to ask if you--as in, all of you--would like to come to a real wizarding wedding,
replete with reception and dancing in the evening, today."

She nudged Mr. Weasley as discreetly as she could, and he cleared his throat, getting over his awe and getting down to business.

"Quite right. | know it's very short notice, madam, sir, but it's going to be a lovely ceremony, the food will be very tasty, and everyone there will be very friendly and
welcoming...or I'll see to them personally if they act otherwise," Arthur added, flashing them a smile. "Nothing but the best for my eldest son's biggest day. Ron's actually
spoken very well over the years of the young Messrs. Creevey, here; it would be an honor to have Colin take the photographs of my son Bill, and his bride-to-be, Fleur. And
it would be a good experience for him, if he's thinking of entering the field of wizarding photography. You can make a lot of contacts at a wedding, and impress a lot of
people, if the pictures are done right."

"--Mum? Dad?" Colin asked, rising from the floor in front of the sofa so that he could look at his parents, who were seated at what looked like the dining table in the section
of the room behind it. "Could we go? Please? Ron's a friend of mine, and if they think I've got what it takes, | wouldn't want to disappoint them!"

"Well..." Mrs. Creevey hedged, looking at her husband. "We were going to go to the movie theatre, this afternoon..."

"The movies will still be there tomorrow," Hermione coaxed as charmingly as logic could allow. "But how many chances will you get to see a real wizarding wedding? Aside
from maybe when your own sons are ready for such things, if they, um, ever choose a witch for a bride..."

"What kind of a ceremony is it?" Mr. Creevey asked, suspicion creasing his brow in a frown. "Tree-worshipping Druid stuff? We'll not be expected to go 'sky-clad', or
whatever those bohemian types call it?"

"No, no," Arthur hastened to reassure him. "Anglican ceremony. The whole family's solidly Anglican, and have been since Good Queen Bess's day." His brow wrinkled for a
brief moment as he added in an aside, "Well, | think Fleur's actually a Lutheran...but we try not to hold that against her! Will you come? Please?"

"Well, we'll have to get dressed, and...erm...get in the car..." Mrs. Creevey hedged.

"Actually, you just pack up what you want to wear in a bag, and step across the hearth, here," Hermione corrected her. "That way, your nice clothes for the wedding don't
get mussed, like mine have," she added, dusting at a bit of ash on her shoulder, "and then you can get dressed at the Burrow, which is the name of the Weasley's home.

And you can have your casual clothes with you for later, if you want to relax during the reception. It's going to be a sort of summer barbecue thing, so only the wedding bit
will be really formal."

"Well...I suppose | could give traveling the wizard-way a try," Mrs. Creevey allowed, some of her doubts fading away. "And Henry can't say 'no' to a good barbecue--will it
be alright if our little girl comes along? Or should we get a sitter? She's only fourteen months, and liable to cry throughout the ceremony, I'm afraid.”

Arthur Weasley unwittingly came to the rescue, for that one. "By all means, bring the baby along! Good heavens, you cannot have a proper wedding without a little one
crying in the background! Boys, go get your dress robes. Hermione, go help Mrs. Creevey pack up what she and the baby will need. We should have you back by midnight
or thereabouts, and the Floo connection's going to be open until tomorrow morning, but if you end up too tired to Floo home, well, I'm sure we can find a corner to tuck you
into for the night, and a means to get you safely home again. | really do appreciate you being able to come and help us out on such short notice. And I'll definitely pay
young Mr. Colin for the film and the photograph paper, and the chemicals and so on and such..."

Chapter 02

Chapter 2 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Author's Notes: I'm honestly surprised that the dialogue at the end of this scene hasn't happened in the actual canon books, yet... It's a perfectly valid desensitization
technique, after all! ~Lotm

No attacks came, while they were at the Creeveys. Hermione couldn't let down her guard, though. She conjured spare diapers for the baby, loaned other odds and ends,
and made sure the Creeveys had no reason to return to their home until very late. But though she offered to let them sleep in her and Ginny's rooms, the Creeveys insisted
on returning to their own home around eleven o'clock that night. Hermione, hands wringing, followed them to the hearth, trying to think of a way to have them let her go first.

A thumping sound and a craggy voice stopped them. Never before had the paranoid words of Mad-Eye Moody sounded so like a guardian angel: "Stop right there! You
can't let these Muggles return to their home! Not without someone checking it out, first."

"Alastor, they're only just going home!" Molly protested.

"Exactly! It's when you least expect it that the enemy will strike! We're in a war, madam, and these fine people will not go home unprotected! Arthur, draw you wand; you're
with me. We'll scope it out, and if it's all-clear, we'll come back and let them through."

Hermione faked a cough to catch the Creeveys' attention. "It's, er, best if you let Mr. Moody have his little idiosyncrasies, like this," she murmured to Mr. and Mrs. Creevey.
"It'll only take a moment or two, and no harm will be done by it, really."

Sighing, they let the scarred Auror have his way. Even Arthur Weasley rolled his eyes, but joined Moody in the fireplace, each one with a fistful of powder. Arthur cast his,
while Moody reserved his 'for a quick return, in case we need it'. Green flames roared up, and the two men whirled out of view.

Five seconds later, the fire roared again, accompanied by a dopplered, incoming stream of curses that made Hermione's ear's burn and Mrs. Creevey and Mrs. Weasley

pale. Both men stumbled out of the hearth, Arthur's face so pale, his freckles stood out in stark relief. "D...De...oh, dear god, there were Death Eaters in their house!
Alastor, if we'd just sent them across without checking--!"

But Alastor Moody was already ordering a fresh toss of Floo-powder to take him to the Ministry of Magic, Auror Headquarters, growling that he'd get an army and go after



the bastards. Hermione's knees gave way with relief, making her fumble out one of the chairs at the kitchen table so she could sit down without falling. Once again, Russel
had come through for her. It took a little bit of explaining for the Muggle Creeveys to understand just what sort of danger they would've been in, had they not come across to
the wedding and stayed so late, and then Hermione found herself praised once again for her seemingly spur-of-the-moment idea to invite the lot of them to the party.

It was close to one o'clock in the morning before the Ministry Aurors would let the Creeveys return. The house was a bit of a mess, though nothing a bit of magic hadn't
been able to put to rights again, Arthur reported when he came back from the final inspection. Protective wardings had been cast on the house to keep further such attacks
out, and the excitement was finally dying down.

By that point, however, Hermione's mind was so tense with speculation and nerves and relief all jumbled together like lottery balls rotating in a tumbler, she couldn't sleep.
Getting into her pyjamas, she crawled into the cot crowded into Ginny's narrow room and lay on the bed. Ginny talked about it for a little while, then subsided into sleep as
she relaxed, but Hermione couldn't. This was the second time Russel had helped her to save someone. So far, she'd managed to make it look like a spectacularly lucky
coincidence in each case, but she wouldn't be able to keep that up forever.

Her shoulder hurt. Startled, Hermione sat up halfway. The pain instantly eased, but when she lay back down, it burned again. It took her a moment of groping to try and
massage the ache before she realized her necklace had slid under her pyjama top when she had laid down, causing the ring to slither around until it was behind her. Dread

flooded her. Grabbing her wand from the desk beside her cot, Hermione yanked the bedcovers over her head and whispered, "Lumos!

Under the abruptly bright glow of her wand, she examined the ring. There was no writing on it, though she turned it all around, examining the smooth-polished surface. A
moment later, she realized there were no scales, either. What had the letter said? She wracked her memory. ... Touch it to a piece of parchment! Right, right... Poking her
head out of the covers, she glanced at Ginny, who was soundly asleep, and turned the other way. Her cot was wedged up against the girl's desk; all she had to do was
open a drawer and root around for a piece of scrap parchment. As soon as she had the piece, she ducked back under the covers and set the ring on top of the page,
holding her wand so that she could see what might happen.

Words seeped out from the ring, spilling into copperplate lettering. Russel, whoever and wherever he might be, was using dicto-quill, she suspected. The message was
simple, and straightforward.

Are you there?

Realizing she needed to make a reply, Hermione ducked out from under the covers, snagged a book from the desk and tried a silenaccio to summon her self-inking quill
from her bags under the cot. The last thing she wanted to do was overturn an inkwell on her bedding. Pulling the covers back into place, she tried another wordless bit of
magic, something to cool and freshen the air under the covers.

When she'd been little, her father had teased her about needing a snorkel to be able to breathe, whenever she'd tried to pull the covers over her head and hide from the
monsters in the closet, et cetera. He'd always patiently show her that there were no monsters in her closet, under her bed, or in her wardrobe, and her mum would give her
a kiss on the forehead if she were especially troubled, which she had once upon a time called the 'mummy's nightmare shield’, and they'd pretended it was magical.. Now
that she was an adult, she knew that the monsters and magic were both quite real, and that her parents could only protect her from them about as well as pulling the covers
over her head. Which was to say, not at all.

It was unsettling, becoming an adult.

Grasping the quill, making sure the ring was resting on the parchment by trapping it under her left hand, the fingers of which she used to hold her light-tipped wand aloft,
she wrote back. I'm here.

The words vanished after a moment.
...To make sure | have the right person, what is your name?the ink spilled and wrote.

That was a bit of a silly question. Hermione started to scribe her first name, then paused. Cagily, she wrote back, You called me Jane. Did you want that, or my other
name?

Clever girl. Initials, please, he prompted her as their previous words vanished.

H.J.G.

Excellent. And to reassure you, | am RUSSEL...Fawke's son, | suppose you could say.

Fawkes had been Professor Dumbledore's phoenix familiar; he was gone, now, but the phoenix still represented the Order.
I trust you are alright? You were not injured? Russel wrote. In either instance?

She knew he meant the Death Eater attacks. Hermione nibbled on her lower lip, then wrote back, No. Were you?

No. | was not there. One day | might be. If so, | would rather not be caught. | am far too valuable where | am at the moment to be incarcerated just yet. There is
no one else left who can do what | must do...and | must not be uncovered. | realize this puts you in a terrible position, but | have no one else to turn to. Brian
was the only one who knew how deep my cover went. Without him, | am forced to rely upon you, and | do not know if | can trust you. Nor, | suppose, do you
know if you can trust me. We are both working blind, at the moment.

Hermione waited until most of the text had faded enough so that she had room to write, then repliedl don't know if | can trust you, either, frankly. I've never heard of
you, and all the discreet enquiries I've made so far suggest no one else in the Order has ever heard of you.

No, they do not know me. Have you told them about the ring, then?

She debated how to answer, finally settling on a cautious, Not yet.

Thank you. And wise of you, to keep that option in reserve. Brian spoke well of you, those times he mentioned you. | will have to trust in his judgment, and
hope | have made the right choice. | can't write for long, but | wanted to let you have a chance to ask me questions. Some, | cannot answer. Some, | will not
answer. But | will try to assuage some of your curiosity.

So, you won't tell me who you are, | take it?Hermione write back.

No. Sorry.

She'd expected that. What about, where are you?

In the lair of the serpent himself...hiding under the covers. Literally. Not the most adult position to be in, but | cannot risk being seen writing to you anywhere in
the open. And | should warn you, if I'm about to be caught, both papers will burn in a sudden flash. Please do not extinguish yours, as that would also put a
stop to mine being burnt, and risk exposing our correspondence. At least, do not extinguish it while your ring touches it--you have not put it on your finger,
have you?

No. I've strung it on a chain around my neck, actually.



Good. Neither of us needs that sort of complication. It would certainly make my situation even tougher. | hate the position | am in as it stands. Friendless,
contact-less, and hopeless, in many ways. I'm stuck here until the end of the war.

Hermione felt a twinge of compassion for Russel, at those words. Don't you have anyone you can turn to?

Not after the traitor killed the head of our Order. And | cannot end the life of the man who did it; Brian forbade it.

That made her frown; she knew he meant Albus Dumbledore, but his words didn't make sense. | don't understand. How could he forbid it, if he was already dead?
Forgive me...I cannot speak about this in any detail. All | can say is that many things were discussed, beforehand. Many possibilities. Very few of them made
me happy, but | am bound to not discuss them, until Headmaster Dumbledore is told that the Dark Lord is dead. Please keep this in mind. It is all | can say at
this point in time.

Well, that'd be quite a trick, given that he's dead,Hermione wrote back, frowning at his phrasing. And it's not a case of discussing possibilities beforehand, either.

No, it isn't. But there is more than one way to hold a discussion with a former Headmaster.

...He's a very strange man, whoever he is, Hermione thought distractedly. She thought for a moment, then wrote, So, what else shall we talk about, then?

I'm hardly going to waste my time on inanities. | am curious, though. How did you effect those two rescues, without revealing where you got the information
about the attacks?

Pure dumb luck, Hermione wrote.

Of course. | should have guessed. Go on.

Well, the first time, Molly said she knew Mr. Lubbock, and that he'd made their clock. | don't know if you know their clock, but it's rather unique; it has nine
hands, each with a picture of one of the family--now ten, actually; Fleur's been added today when he came by as a wedding guest, now that she's married into
the family. Anyway, she said she wanted to have the hands stop pointing at 'Mortal Peril’ all the time, and | said I'd poke my head through the Floo for her while
she worked on lunch. | had my wand at the ready, of course...

He didn't interrupt much, just asked a question or two, until she brought him up to date with the current averted fiasco.

...And | couldn't sleep, even though everything's gone back to as normal as it gets, anymore. So | was awake when the ring heated up.

It was a risk | had to take, on whether or not you'd be too deeply asleep to answer. Thank you for being awake. And for filling me in on the details of what
happened.

About that, Hermione interjected. How can you keep all of this from being read by You-Know-Who via Legilimency?

Because | am a better Occlumens. There was only one person who was a better Legilimens than the Dark Lord, and only that person was ever able to penetrate
my mind. Unfortunately...he is now dead. This leaves me secure in my secrets if | am careful, despite the Dark Lord's strength...but it will make it very awkward
when the truth must come out about my activities. | hope to be alive, on that day. | don't expect to be, but some small part of me still hopes to be.

You sound very depressed, Hermione wrote, then scratched that out and scribbled quickly, --That was a stupid thing to say, wasn't it?

Yes...but an accurate observation. How can | not be depressed? Thanks to the traitor's actions, there's no one alive to help me prove I'm on the right side, not
the wrong one. Not until the war has been won. And the likelihood of that happening is depressingly low.

| wish there was some way | could cheer you up,Hermione found herself offering.
...Thank you. The sentiment is appreciated, however futile the practice.
You're welcome, | think. | wish | could do more.

You've done enough, for tonight. Brian once told me | needed someone, a friend | could talk to, or I'd explode. | never believed him, until | was cut off from all
contact. | am not accustomed to saying | need something; | am used to doing without, and to denial. But...l needed this. Unfortunately, | will not be able to
communicate this directly with you very often. Thank you for listening, and for extending some of your trust.

Hermione knew a conversation-ender when she read one. Quickly, she wrote, Wait--before you go, a quick question.
Yes?
How do I contact you? How do | make the ring work? Do | touch it to the paper and start writing?

You would need to say my full name while touching the ring with your thumb, and speak the message to encode the ring directly, or speak my full name and
then touch the ring to paper to initiate this sort of contact...but the risk is too great. If someone on your end of things discovers the secret of the ring, there is
hope that they will be an ally, not an enemy, and would continue to keep it a secret alongside you. If anyone on my end of the matter discovers the
communicative properties of the ring, | am dead. And | gave my word to Brian | would not throw away my life until this war is over.

I must go now, he added. Mind the paper, for it will burn. RUSSEL, ex Votum Irruptus.

Goodnight! Hermione scrawled quickly, and had just enough time to exchange quill for wand as the paper seared and crumbled to ash. Thankfully, it flashed too quickly to
damage anything. The only traces of their conversation were a slight powder on her bedding, a smoky scent under the covers, and the self-inking quill in her hand.

A cautious poke of her head out of the covers showed Ginny still safely asleep. Putting the quill away, Hermione extinguished her wand and set it back on the desktop,
which was serving as her nightstand, she lay back down on the cot. Now her mind whirled with a different set of questions, but at least some of her tension had eased.

With the wedding over and Bill and Fleur off on their honeymoon trip, there was little reason for the trio to stay at the Burrow. Two days after the wedding found them
arriving at Headquarters, though from the wrinkling of Harry's nose, he hated having to do it. But they couldn't stay at the Burrow; Molly would pitch a fit if she found out
what the three of them were going to do, and on her own ground, she was indisputably In Charge. Here, at the Black house, they were technically adults in the wizarding
world, and therefore supposed to be treated as equals. Well, except for Harry, who still had a few more weeks to go to his seventeenth birthday.

They'd had to scramble to make a new Secret Keeper for the place, the night of the attack on the school. And to find a wizard strong enough to cast the necessary spell.
With Albus Dumbledore dead, the chance of Snape leading the Death Eaters to the place had been so great, they'd done a makeshift job of it: Moody, being the only one to
even think of the possibility, had rushed off and cast the spell...and he'd chosen Mrs. Figg, of all people, to be the recipient. She was a Squib, and an old lady, but her Floo
had been connected, she'd been at home and awake, and she was the last person anyone would think of for a Secret Keeper.

Unfortunately, Harry, Ron and Hermione discovered upon entering the place, she'd brought her cats with her. They hadn't been here when Arthur had brought them to the
park across the street to meet Mrs. Figg and thus be let into the place by her, shortly after arriving at the Burrow for the summer. But the cats were in the house now. The



whole ground floor smelled like fur, and kitty kibble.

"Well," Hermione sighed, trying to look on the bright side as she set down Crookshanks' cage and unlatched it. She didn't speak loudly, not wanting to wake up the portrait
of Mrs. Black just yet. "At least Crooks will have some friends to play with..."

"Yeah, right," Ron snorted under his breath. "Come on; let's go see which rooms we can claim."
"l hate being back here," Harry whispered, staring at the curtained painting just down the hall. "I hate her, too."

"Actually, | have a cure for that!" Hermione whispered back. Reaching into her pocket, she drew out an egg. Harry gave her a puzzled look, and she held her finger up to
her lips. Padding quietly up to the curtains, she silently levitated the egg, cracked it open with her wand, separated the yolk from the white with a bit of magic, and yanked

the curtains open. "Tempera silentis!"
"YOU FILTY MUDBL--!"

The egg yolk splattered over the harridan's pinched, oil-painted face, choking her mid-insult. Cutting her off, too. She clawed at the yellow splatter marks, tried to move out
from underneath the stain, but it clung to her face, keeping her in place. Grinning, Hermione yanked the curtains shut, and dusted off her hands dramatically.

"There! Evanesco," she added, vanishing the egg shell and egg white. "I made a point to look up any and all known methods of silencing a painting, and finally found that
wonderful little spell in a book by a wizarding artist named Gerry Jesso in the school library. I've been dying to get back here to shut her up for over half a year!"

"Brilliant," Harry breathed, eyeing the still, quiet curtains. His eyes gleamed behind the round lenses of his spectacles. "BLOODY BRILLIANT!" he shouted...and the other
portraits in the hall roused and started shouting at him. Both of them clapped their hands over their ears, but without Mrs. Black to egg them on...so to speak...they quieted

down quickly. Especially when Harry yelled, "--Quiet, the lot of you! Or we'll permanently silence you, too!"
Silence descended on the hall. A figure at the end poked his head through the kitchen door. "Harry? What was all the ruckus about?"
"We were just shutting up Mrs. Black for a good, long time, Remus," Hermione quipped, grinning at him as she headed his way. "Blissfully silent, now, isn't it?"

"Right. Well, I've told Ron what rooms are open; Hermione, you can have the same room you and Ginny usually use. Harry...I wasn't sure if you wanted to share a room
with Ron, or...or move into Sirius' bedroom. | thought I'd leave that up to you."

Harry grimaced. "With Ron, I think...I'm not up to dealing with the memories, just yet."
"I understand. If you ever need to talk..." their former professor offered.
"l know. Thanks," Harry acknowledged. "Listen, are there any books of names, around here? | mean, who's who in the wizarding world, that sort of thing."

"I think there are some genealogy books in the library, and the parlour might have a book or two. And then there's always the infamous Black Family Tapestry," he added
with a touch of humor, but his smile was more wistful than merry. "Tonks isn't on it, of course.”

Harry nodded. "Thanks. We'll ook into it."

"How is Tonks?" Hermione asked, lingering behind as Harry headed back to the hall to collect his things. Unlike her and Ron, he'd come away from his so-called home with
all of his worldly goods. She didn't have as much to unpack, so didn't bother heading upstairs just yet. Just asking the aging werewolf about his love brought a distinct
warmth back into his whole posture. Happiness had a way of doing that.

"Wonderful. She'll be home, after work. Erm, coming here, that is. | won't be staying long, just a day or two more, but | was glad to make it to the wedding, yesterday. |
heard about the deal with the Creeveys--good work, Hermione."

"Um, thanks." Uneasy about the topic of her 'serendipitous' rescue, she sought to change the subject. The hearth behind Remus flared green, saving her from the topic. A
magenta-and-purple striped head poked through the verdant flames.

"Wotcher, Walter! Give us a kiss! I'm on my coffee break! ...Oh, hi, Hermione! |, er, didn't see you there."

Remus hurried over to the hearth, crouched down, and--blushing--bussed Tonks on the lips. Hermione quickly turned and studied one of the cupboards with as utterly
absorbed a scrutiny as she could affect. The fire stopped crackling, and Remus cleared his throat. Figuring Tonks was gone, Hermione politely faced him again. The
brightly-haired Auror was indeed no longer visible, though she'd left purple lip-prints on the edge of his mouth. Hermione gestured vaguely at her mouth, and he caught on,
quickly wiping his face with a handkerchief pulled from his pocket.

"Er...thanks. She didn't know anybody was here, and..."

"And | think it's wonderful," Hermione reassured him. "So there's no need to be embarrassed. The two of you deserve happiness, together. Um...just one question--why did
she call you 'Walter'?"

"It's my middle name," Remus explained. "Remus Walter Lupin."

"--Wait a minute," Hermione interjected. "I thought your middle name was J-something. It was on your briefcase; | saw it when you were our teacher, on the Hogwarts
Express."

"What, John?" he asked. "My mother called me that, but my father named me Walter, after his father. Mum never liked him, so she used her own father's name. No, on the
birth-certificate, it's Walter. Sirius used to joke that my first name should've been Grantham," the middle-aged wizard continued, "so that he could nickname me 'G.R.W.L.",
or 'Growl' for short. Of course, he called Pettigrew P.E.P., for Peter Eugene Pettigrew, and James was J.A.P. for James Albert Potter, and Sirius was S.0.B., which was
short for Sirius Orson Black--we all had nicknames, in our youth. Even Sirius' brother, before he went to Hogwarts and wound up in Slytherin. We called him 'Rabby

Burns'," he quipped, affecting a mock-Scottish accent. "We would've called him 'Robby', but he didn't have the right middle initial for that."
Hermione's heart squeezed in her chest. She stared at Remus, trying to make her throat work. "What...what was his middle name? Regulus Black's middle name?"

"Um...Alphonse? Alfred--Arcturus! Named after the middle name of the uncle who left his fortune to Sirius, Alphard Arcturus Black," Remus recalled. "Turned out to be a
total disappointment to the old--mmmphf!"

Hermione pulled back from her enthusiastic, ear-grabbing kiss, suddenly realizing what she'd done. She'd just planted one on her ex-professor's lips! On a pair of lips that

belonged to Tonks! Jerking her hands away from his head, she backed up a few steps. "Uh...um... That's nothing personal--it's only that you've just solved one hell of a
mystery for Harry, Ron, and me--we'll tell you about it later!--Sorry for swearing!" she added over her shoulder as she pelted out of the kitchen, racing for the stairs. "Harry!
Ron! Where are you?"

They popped their heads out of one of the doors on the second floor. Ron frowned at her. "What's up?"

Hermione pushed them back into their bedroom, shutting the door behind her. Eyes gleaming, she waited just long enough to catch some of her breath before gasping, "--1
just found out who R.A.B. is! Remus told me!"



"--What?" both wizards exclaimed.
Harry grabbed her arm, green eyes gleaming with hope. "Who is it?"

"Regulus. Alphard. Black! It makes perfect sense! He was in the Death Eaters, he must've gotten close enough to hear enough about the Horcruxes to figure it all out, and
he was the one who stole the locket!"

Ron looked between the two of them. "--That's why the Dark Lord killed him! That had to have been it!"
"Exactly!" Hermione agreed.

Harry, brow pinched in a frown, held up his hand. "There was something...the locket! Don't you remember? We found a locket, while we were cleaning out the parlour, right
before our fifth year! | can't believe | forgot about it--the ruddy think looked exactly like the locket | saw in Dumbledore's Pensieve! It might even still be down there!"

"Not if Mundungus nicked and sold it," Ron cautioned them.

"Oh, god, | hope not--I'll kill the little wanker!" Hermione swore, and there was a mad scrum for the door as all three tried to open it at the same time. They got it sorted out:
Harry bolted first, Hermione after him, and Ron followed hard on her heels. It was a good thing she'd silenced the worse of the portraits, for they made enough noise
thumping down the stairs two and three and even four steps at a time, it shook the floorboards.

The glass-fronted cabinets were empty...and from the patina of dust, had been empty for quite some time.

They'd forgotten about Sirius' determination to throw out virtually everything during their cleaning spree that summer.

Depression cast a pall through the already gloomy parlour. Harry lay sprawled on the sofa, Ron in an armchair next to him, and Hermione sat at the writing desk, forehead
in her hand. They didn't have the first clue of where to go to find the lost locket. Not even a clue as to where wizarding rubbish went, really. It was a very despairing task to
contemplate.

"...Hang on," Ron finally murmured, sitting up a little in his chair. Or at least slouching less. "Harry, could you draw a sketch of the locket? Good enough to identify it?"

He lifted his dark-haired head from the arm of the sofa. "l suppose so, yes. But what good would that do us? We don't even know where to look, what landfill it's been
dumped into, and there's a year's worth of yet more rubbish that's probably been dumped on top of it by now."

"Yes, and it'd be a filthy job, trying to dig it out again...which means we need to find someone who by their very nature wouldn't mind getting filthy...if he wererdered to look
for it," Ron asserted slyly. Then cast Hermione an apologetic look. "Sorry, Hermione, but desperate times call for desperate measures. Harry, sketch out the locket, and

summon Kreacher. He can go digging for it, while we start looking for Helga Hufflepuff's missing cup. The less time we have to spend on each task, the faster we'll get to
the end of our quest, and the end of the war."

Hermione wanted to protest...but even she had to admit it was the best apportioning of their resources. Kreacher could devote more time to the task than they could. Giving
up her place at the desk, she let Harry sit and sketch the locket with a pencil, erasing several times until he got it right, or at least as right as any of them could remember.
Taking his place on the couch, she dropped onto the worn springs and waited.

Finally, Harry was done. Turning, he drew a breath to steady himself, then asserted, "Kreacher, you are summoned."

The ugly, old house-elf appeared in the center of the room. A sneer of disgust twisted his lips, but he bowed subserviently low. "Master summons me? ...| see he's still in
the company of that filthy Mudblood and the spotty-faced blood-traitor."

"Those are freckles, not spots!" Ron growled.

Gritting his teeth, Harry lifted the sketch he'd made. "Kreacher, pay attention. | am looking for this locket. It used to be stored in these glass cabinets, here. | want you to
find it and bring it to me, as quickly as you can--"

Kreacher's eyes widened, and his mouth compressed as he studied the sketch while Harry spoke. His long pointed ears trembled for a moment, then he snapped his
fingers before Harry could finish. The three friends eyed each other in dismay.

"Bugger!" Ron exclaimed softly.
"Yeah, | was going to tell him he couldn't talk to anyone about this--"

Kreacher snapped back into the parlour, a gold chain clutched in his spindly fingers, muttering in that sour, not-quite-quiet way of his. "What could Master want with the
young master's locket, | don't know; he would've been a far better master..."

Harry flicked his gaze to the others, just as stunned as they were. "Kreacher, where did you get that locket? We thought we tossed it out!"

Again, the house-elf sneered, clutching the locket to his chest. "Kreacher kept it as a sentiment of a true son of the Black family...not some blood-traitor who should've been
drowned at birth..."

"Enough, Kreacher. Hand it over," Harry ordered him. Fingers trembling, the house-elf obeyed. Harry took the locket, wrapping the chain around his fist. He thought for a
moment, then said, "Alright, Kreacher, you will not talk about this to anyone but one of the three of us. Now...go clean Mrs. Figg's cat-boxes. That's your punishment for
calling Hermione a Mudblood, and Ron a spotty blood-traitor.”

Grumbling and glaring, the old house-elf shuffled out the parlour door. Ron was grinning as he flicked his wand, shutting the door behind his creature. "l like that sort of
punishment... Now, is that the locket you saw in Dumbledore's Pensieve?"

"Yes, it is," Harry agreed. He tried to pry it open, but couldn't. "But it's stuck."

"Give it here..." Ron gave it a try, but couldn't get it open. After a minute of struggling, he tossed it at Hermione. "Oy, see what you can magic up."

Hermione didn't think it would work, but she started withAlohomora, then moved on to a couple of other unlocking, unwarding, and opening-designed charms. Nothing. "...I
don't think it can be opened."

"Great. R.A.B.--Regulus--said he was going to try to kill this Horcrux," Harry reminded them, speaking of the note from the decoy locket, "but how will we know if he's
succeeded already, if we can't find out whether or not the soul's still in there?"

Another somewhat depressed silence filled the parlour, though not quite as gloomy as before. Hermione turned the locket over and over in her hands, then passed it to Ron
when he held out his hand silently. He, too, studied it for several minutes, then passed it to Harry. After another minute, Ron's freckled brow creased thoughtfully.
"Harry...how did you and Dumbledore kill the other Horcruxes?"



"Well...the diary, | stabbed with the basilisk's tooth. It's poison is quite deadly; if Fawkes hadn't cried on my wound, I'd have died myself. Instead...it killed Tom Riddle's soul-
infused memory."

"Yeah, after he nearly killed my sister,” Ron muttered. "But we don't have a basilisk handy. And the ring, Salazar Slytherin's ring--how did Dumbledore destroy that one?"

"I don't know," Harry shrugged helplessly. "He never said. The book, | could stab easily enough with the tooth; it was only leather and paper. The locket is metal. We'll have
to find another way."

"Maybe if we crushed it?" Ron offered. Harry sat up, excited by the possibility.

Hermione had a terrible feeling. "Wait--why is the locket sealed? Think about it. To keep that piece of Lord Voldemort's soul inside. If we crush the locket open without
dealing with the soul, it could escape, and return to its master. He might not notice the destruction of one of his Horcruxes, but he might notice the return of a soul-fragment.
We've got to be really careful, in dealing with these things."

"Yeah, but we don't even know if the soul is still in there, or what condition it's in," Ron pointed out.

"...Condition," Harry muttered, looking at the locket in his hands. "Condition...Hermione, you spent a lot of time in the Infirmary, at the end of last summer. Doesn't Madam
Pomfrey have some sort of spell to let her know what the condition of a person's soul might be?"

"It's possible...some of the curses and jinxes do affect the soul of a person," she mused. "But I'd need to research that in the school library. Or ask her to do the spell
herself, directly."

"No, I'd rather not ask her to cast a soul-sensing spell on a locket," Harry decided with a shake of his head. "She might know enough to realize we thought it was a Horcrux,
just from asking. The fewer people who know we're after pieces of Riddle's soul, the better. | don't want him figuring out what we're up to, until it's too late and he's the only
fragment left."

"So, it's back to school, then, is it?" Ron asked his two friends.

Harry sighed, slumping in his seat. "l guess it is..." Staring at the locket in his hands, he finally slung the chain around his head. "Until we can figure out what to do with this

thing, I'm going to keep it with me at all times. | don't want Kreacher nicking it again--though thank god he did--and | don't want it out of my reach. If a piece of that slimy
bastard's soul is in here, | want it where | can kill it as soon as we know how."

"Qy, you're rather brave," Ron observed, eyeing Harry with respect. "If | had that thing 'round my neck, it'd give me the collywobbles night and day!"

Harry grimaced at the locket before slipping it under his shirt. "Tell me about it."

Rather than risk Apparation--Hermione was the only one who had passed her license test; Ron had failed his by a left-behind eyebrow, and Harry couldn't take it until after
his birthday at the end of July--they used the Floo. It disgorged them in the Great Hall. Dusting themselves off, they headed past the long tables, currently empty, their
benches inverted on each table-top, and exited the hall.

The damage from the battle was almost entirely gone, but there were still traces of it. Scrubbed spots on the aged stone where the scorch-marks had been removed, in the
main halls. Scorched marks where the house-elves had yet to get. A broken timber shored up by a bit of enchanted scaffolding...and house-elves working on the railings of
the moving staircases. The stairs weren't moving; someone or something had frozen them in place so that the house-elves could work without worrying about being
crushed against a wall or suddenly not having any place to step.

The pattern they demarcated was not one conducive to reaching the library quickly. They had to climb to the fourth floor, go all the way to Professor Flitwick's classroom,
and use the back door out of that, which led to a back stairwell that took them down to the second floor, where they had to come back to the central stairwell twice more,
just to cross to the floor and corridor that led to the library. Stepping inside, they oriented themselves and headed for the medimagic section in the stacks. It was eerily quiet
without the rustling of pages, the scratching of quills, or the whispered conversations that were all Madam Pince had allowed, noise-wise. But they found a series of texts
that looked promising, carried them back to the study tables, and sat down. Hermione passed around parchment and quills from the book bag she'd brought for taking
notes, and they started flipping through the texts.

Voices impinged on their research, some while later. "...and | need to know now whether or not to order that series, so that it'll arrive in time if | do."

That was Madam Pince's voice, heralding her arrival as she came through the library doors.

"Well, I'm still in two minds about opening the school for next year--Mr. Potter! Mr. Weasley! Miss Granger! What are you three doing in here?" Professor McGonagall
asked them, her gaze darting between the three friends. "School's out for the summer! You're not supposed to be here!"

Hermione scrambled for a plausible excuse. "We know that, Professor...but after what happened, we really want to get a jump-start on our studies and..."

"...And we realized we know almost nothing about first-aid magic,” Ron finished for her, to her gratitude. "I mean, there's a war on, you know? And we might not always be
able to Madam Pomfrey in time. Or to St. Mungo's."

"Yeah," Harry agreed. "And um, well, this is the first place we thought of to start looking up those sorts of things."

"Please let us stay," Hermione pleaded, making up her mind on the spot to do some research for that very end while they were here. Ron's cobbled-together suggestion
was very wise, really. If they did get hurt, they might indeed end up in a situation at the time where they needed to heal each other before they could get to a mediwizard.
"We'll put everything back exactly where we found it--you know that we're responsible, Madam Pince; we're not first-years."

Madam Pince pressed her lips together, her brow furrowing, but the Headmistress touched her elbow. "...I think they should be allowed to stay. Provided they spend at
least an hour or two helping you to sort and shelve books. For each day they spend here in the library, during the summer break."

"Oh, we'll definitely help!" Hermione promised quickly. The other two nodded, albeit with lesser enthusiasm. Madam Pince hmphfed, but said nothing against the
suggestion, just headed for her desk.

Professor McGonagall moved closer. She peered at the books they were reading, then murmured, "I don't know what the three of you are up to, but you'd better learn
those healing charms. You're probably going to need them...and that's the sorriest fact | know."

"Thank you, Professor," Harry breathed, relief etched on his face that she wasn't going to toss them out. "Believe me, we'll learn them."
Ron waited until they were left alone before wrinkling his nose. "Great. Homework in the summertime--and we're not even coming back here."

"Ron, it's a really good idea--"

"--Cool off, Hermione!" he returned in an undertone. "l realize we should learn some good healing charms. And I'm all for it. I'm just...I'm just whinging for whinging's sake,
y'know?"



Shaking her head ruefully, Hermione bent over her books. She'd already made a partial list of potentially useful charms to learn while searching for the soul-sensing one
they needed. "The moment you stop learning, Ron, you're dead. Literally, in our case. We're in a war, after all."

"Believe me, | do know."
"Hey," Harry interrupted them. "A little less arguing, a little more researching?"
"--Mr. Weasley? Mr. Potter? | require one of you to shelve this cart of books on an upper row! And don't dawdle!"

"...I'l go," Ron offered, setting his quill down with a sigh.

They didn't find what they were looking for in the regular section of books. Not by the time the librarian hurried them out of the library when suppertime drew near. Going
back to Headquarters for the evening, they quietly practiced the healing charms they'd researched, though Harry and Ron twitted Hermione on her use of copying-spells.
She argued back that, since it wasn't for an essay, it made more sense to copy the pages by magic than by hand, or worse, try to attempt to convince Madam Pince to
allow them to take the books off the school grounds.

Harry, still technically under-age, wasn't supposed to be doing magic until he turned seventeen. But as it had been explained to him, if he did magic in a non-magical
household, he'd get in trouble, but in a magical household, there was no way to tell who was casting the spells. If anyone had dropped by his and Ron's room, Hermione
and Ron were willing to lie and swear they were the only ones casting spells, but no one bothered them after supper. So they practiced, and slept, and returned to the
school the next day.

It took them another day to finish the non-restricted books. Again, nothing was found that quite covered what they were looking for, though they did copy a whole new list of
charms to practice that evening. On the third day, the trio dug into the more advanced medical tomes of the Restricted Section...and hit pay-dirt in the second book they

opened. While Harry went over to Madam Pince to distract her with an offer to help organize more of the shelves, Hermione quickly cast the necessary copying spells. Ron
went to help Harry, while Hermione skimmed through the rest of the book, copying down a couple more spells she hoped might be helpful.

When they returned to 12 Grimmauld Place, Mrs. Figg was in the kitchen, busy feeding her dozen or so cats. Harry, Ron and Hermione tried to get into the parlour, but it
was locked, apparently due to an Order meeting. Exchanging looks, they retreated upstairs, to Harry and Ron's room.

Ron dropped onto his back, sprawling on his bed; he fished a couple medical spells from his book bag, but didn't do more than idly glance through them. Harry sat on the
edge of his, and tugged the locket out of his shirt.. Hermione leaned back against the desk they'd stuffed into the small room next to the door, dug into her bookbag for her
notes, and started reading the necessary spell. She practiced the wand movements first, then kept her wand still and mouthed the triggering word a good dozen times. Only
when she was satisfied did she set the papers down.

She did not approach Harry, however, but turned instead to Ron. "Hold still. I'm going to test this on you, first."

He gave her a dubious look, but set his papers next to him on the shabby green bedcover, and laced his hands together over his stomach. "If you get this wrong, and you
end up making my nose grow or something, | won't snog you for a week."

"Way to put the pressure on, Ron," Hermione mock-muttered. Harry smiled wistfully, and she knew he was thinking of Ginny. Gripping her wand, she lashed the length of
vinewood in the prescribed pattern, intoning, "Psyscandum!"

Coloured lights burst, not from her wand, but from Ron's body. They were all hues: a fountain of glittering gold, radiant pink, vibrant red, shimmering blue, even a pulsating
green. There were some darker spots, and Hermione quickly consulted her copied notes, comparing the glitter to the marks on his skin. They matched the scars given to
him by the brain that had attacked him roughly a year ago. Otherwise...he was fine. Very healthy, in fact.

Banishing the spell, Hermione turned to Harry. He held out the locket. She shook her head. "Place it on the floor, please. | want to make sure I've got this spell right, and |
don't want interference from its proximity to you."

Shrugging, he stooped and dropped it in the middle of the threadbare rug covering the small amount of walking space in the room.

Hermione cast the Soul Scan on him. Not on the locket. He shimmered with a fountain of light and energy, too. He also frowned. "What was that for? | thought you were
going to do the locket?"

"I'm practicing. Well...your hues are different than Ron's, and you're mostly healthy...except for the scar on your head."
Ron peered at his best friend. "Yeah. That's an ugly shade of olive drab, mate. It's really not your colour."

"Gee, thanks," Harry muttered, rubbing his forehead and making the sparks shift and play with the movement of his body. His colours were stronger and somewhat darker
than Ron's, but no less healthy-looking.

Hermione cancelled the spell, turned to the head of Harry's bed, and cast it over his pillow. Nothing happened. Nodding, she gripped her wand, knelt next to the locket on
the floor to one side, so the other two could see, and cast the spell again, taking extra care to pronounce and swish correctly. "Psyscandum!

A sickly spurt of light rose up from the locket. Muddy orange, drab green, greyish blue, and bilious purple gleamed up out of the locket, and only the locket. The chain lay in
a limp, unremarkable puddle, as did the carpet.

All three of them shivered at the sight. Ron was the first to speak, his voice quiet with awe, and a little fear. "Whoa...a piece of his soul is really in there--and it's arse-faced
ugly!'

A wave of her wand, and Hermione ended the sickly shimmer. Her voice, too, was quiet. "According to the footnotes, a soul that has those colours is in very bad shape.
The hues should be either strong and bright or pastel and light, depending on the nature of the patient and the vitality of their body. Either richly coloured, or brightly

glowing, or some combination thereof. Those colours weren't rich or bright...but then it is just a fraction of his soul."

"What | want to know is how to kill it. To make it dead. Non-living," Harry stated with quiet determination, sinking from the edge of the bed to his knees beside her. And a lot
of caged anger, as he glared down at the locket. "I'm almost tempted to try the Killing Curse on it."

"--No, Harry; you can't!" Hermione protested, while Ron reached out and touched his arm.
"Don't do it, mate. You don't want that kind of a dark stain on your own soul."
"Yes," Hermione agreed, relieved Ron's tone was adamant. "Harry, if you tried that, you'd be no betterthan him. We'll find another way. There has to be one!"

He knelt there on the floor, hands fisted on his thighs. Finally, he sighed, the tension leaving his body in exchange for a defeated slump. "...I wish Professor Dumbledore
was still here. We could've asked him what to do, to kil this thing."

"l know." Hermione touched his arm in comfort. "That was a good thing you did, letting go of your anger."



He made a soft scoffing sound. "Letting go of my anger. Sounds like one of those stupid Occlumency lessons..."

"Harry...they're not stupid,"” Ron stated, surprising Hermione. "They actually sound really smart. You said it yourself--Snape was reading your mind, in the battle back at the
school. If you could learn to block him out, and...and Voldemort," he managed to say as Harry tensed again, "then the next time you meet up with one of them, neither of

them will be able to get inside your mind. And...and /want to learn, too.

"The last thing | want to do is betray either of you," the freckled wizard finished, glancing between Harry and Hermione. "I think, while we're studying healing charms, and
looking up information on Helga Hufflepuff and Rowena Ravenclaw, Godric Gryffindor and Salazar Slytherin, and any missing artifacts from among them...I think we should

study Occlumency. All three of us. Eventually, we're going to run into Death Eaters, and one of the two of them as well.

"It's just stupid to go around with your mind wide open," Ron finished firmly. "And none of us are stupid.”

Hermione nodded slightly, careful to not send Harry off the idea with too much enthusiasm.

He knelt on the floor, thinking, and finally snorted. "Maybe | have been stupid...but not any more. The only problem is, we're going to end up re-shelving the entire school
library, at this rate. Okay. A crash-course in Legilimency, Occlumency, mediwitchery...anything else we can think of?"

"I'm sure we'll run across it," Hermione returned dryly.

"Or it'll run across us. Across us and over us, trampling us into the dust,” Ron muttered. Harry picked up the locket and slung it around his neck again. That made Ron eye
him as if he'd sprouted two extra heads. "Oy, you're rather brave, putting that thing around your neck now that we know for sure a piece of You-Know-Who is inside it."

"Voldemort, Ron," Harry chided him. "Voldemort's Horcrux. Well, one of them. And it's not brave; it's practical. | don't want to lose it, and | want to keep it on hand so we can
kill it, the moment we figure out how to do so."

"Horrible thing," Hermione muttered. "Horrible Voldemort. Horriblemort," she added, playing with the words, trying to desensitize the last bit of reluctance out of herself over
saying the name aloud. It earned her a startled look from Harry, and a stunned look from Ron.

"Horrible...mort," the youngest male Weasley repeated slowly, cautiously, testing out the combination. "Horriblemort... Voldiemort!"
"--Voldiebutt!" Harry offered, catching on to the game.
"Moldybutt!" Hermione exclaimed.

"Voldietorte!" Ron added.

"Eww! | wouldn't even want to touch that, let alone eat it!" Hermione retorted, wrinkling her nose. All three of them laughed, and some of the tension left the room. She
giggled again, thinking about it. "Well, | can see I'm not quite so terrified of saying his name anymore... Come on; we've got a ton of healing charms to practice and
memorize."

"Yes, Professor Granger," Ron mock-groaned, flinging one arm mock-dramatically over his eyes. He lifted his arm just enough to eye her speculatively. "So...are you gonna
give me a detention where | have to snog you for half an hour without coming up for air?"

"Il make you snog him," Hermione returned flippantly, poking her thumb at Harry.

"Gross!" Harry made a face at her. "I'd rather kiss his sister, thank you!"

"Well, it's supposed to be a detention," Hermione defended. "It's not supposed to be pleasant to contemplate!"

...'Professor' Granger," Ron asserted, as if that settled her future employment.

Hermione made a face at him, but had to consider the idea more seriously than that, deep down inside. She'd considered it as a possibility; she loved learning, and

wouldn't mind trying to pass on her scholastic enthusiasm to students in the future. The only problem was, they had to ensure that there would be a future in which
students could safely learn.

Chapter 03

Chapter 3 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Author's Notes: Sheesh, you'd think they'd have thought of doing this with the school earlier on! ~Lotm

The ring stayed quiescent for more than a week, then burned under her shirt while Hermione was studying with Ron and Harry in the school's summer-quiet library.
Startled, Hermione covered her slight jump by rising from her seat at the book-piled table they shared. Heading into the stacks, she pulled out the ring, examining it warily in
the light from one of the tall, narrow windows slotted between the rows of shelves on that side of the chamber. Another name, and another address. She didn't know the
person.

Nibbling on her lower lip, wondering how long she had in which to react, either half an hour or a couple of hours, Hermione debated as quickly as she could on how to
handle this one. She couldn't just pop her head through the Floo and tell this Angelina Cathcart person to pack up her bags and move out in fifteen minutes flat. Yet she

couldn't in good conscience not warn the witch. Worried, she headed back to the table, tucking the ring back under her shirt.

Ron wasn't studying at the moment. He was folding an airplane out of a spare sheet of paper. "...And then Dad said the enchantment is...um...Memoceleros!



The airplane took off, zoomed around the table, and made a beeline straight for Hermione. Startled, she caught it even as it thumped point-first into shoulder. Ron grinned
and winked at her. Prying open the paper, Hermione read the note he'd written. It was short and to the point: ... Wanna snog in the Restricted Section? I've always wanted to
do that, at school! Shaking her head ruefully, she started to crumple the note. Then stopped.

Inspiration struck.
"Ron, how do you do this, again? Make one of these paper-memo airplanes?”

"It's easy; I'll show you." Bending his head over another sheet, he demonstrated. Sitting down across from him, Hermione practiced. She sent him a reply saying 'yes'...and
it wobbled a bit but limped over to him. Then sent a memo to Harry with a silly little take-off on a Muggle cartoon she was sure he'd seen, along the lines of / tawt | taw a

bid bad Moldie-mort!, whereupon he sent back with a grin, / did! I did see a bid bad Moldiemort! That broke her up in giggles, and left Ron demanding to know what the joke
was.

Aware of the fleeting nature of time, Hermione ordered Harry to enlighten him on the subject of the old Warner Bros. cartoons from American television, and said she was
going to the girls’ lavatory. Catching her book bag, she hurried out of the library. But not to the nearest lavatory. Rather, to the nearest classroom, the Runes lab. A judicious
use of the Unlocking Charm, and she got inside. From there, she let herself into the professor's quiet, tidy office, and rooted around until she found quill and paper.
Enchanting the quill so that it wrote in copperplate that couldn't be traced, she dictated a note.

Attn: Auror Department
Ministry of Magic

| have just been given a reasonably reliable tip that the home of one Angelina Cathcart, residence 'The Carriagehouse, Buxley Gardens, Birminghamshire', will be attacked
at some point by Death Eaters, somewhere between now and dawn. Please set a watch on her house, as | fear for her life...!

Hermione debated what to sign on the note. Not her own name; that much was certain. And 'Deep Throat' would only be greeted with suspicion, confusion, or a dirty look,

depending on who knew what Muggle scandal it referenced. In the end, she merely signed it, 'Yours Sincerely, Ring of Trutt, and put the time and the date underneath.
Folding and enchanting it, she scooped up a fistful of Floo powder from the pot on Professor Vector's mantel, cast it into the fire, and lobbed the memao-airplane through.

Anxious but unable to do anything else, Hermione retreated from the office and classroom, locking doors behind her as she headed for the lavatory; she hadn't lied about
that part, just hedged on what she also had to do while away from the boys.

Eavesdropping on the Order members the next morning, Hermione learnt that her anonymous note had been almost successful. The Ministry hadn't paid it much heed,
sending a single Auror to investigate the matter. The man had wound up in St. Mungo's with severe injuries, as had Miss Cathcart...but both were alive, and both would
recover. Miss Cathcart would even recover quickly enough to marry her Muggle fiance, according to Tonks. The Metamorphmagus had taken to dropping by Headquarters
to chat with the three of them, having professed that she was a bit lonely when 'that time of the month' came by and Remus had to maintain his cover among the werewolf
packs.

Relieved it had sort of worked, Hermione made sure to keep a couple of scraps of paper on her, pre-folded and enchanted to fly off to the Auror Department as soon as she
could write down the time, place and person of the next attack. But once again, the ring fell quiet. Harry's birthday approached, and she found herself with a different
problem on her mind.

Ron wanted to 'advance' their relationship. Hermione was torn. She liked him, and she liked kissing him...but she didn't think she was ready for anything more advanced
than that, just yet. But he was hinting at a night some point after Harry's seventeenth birthday, which was going to be celebrated at the Burrow, a night when he'd sneak
into her room and go as far as they could, physically.

All she could see, when she thought about that, was a series of images that disturbed and unsettled her. For one, she wasn't ready to be a mum, and didn't have any

contraceptives on hand, Muggle or wizarding style. For another, the thought of becoming another Molly Weasley made her shudder. She liked Molly...but Hermione
definitely did not want to end up giving birth to a whole brood of children. Two or three, yes--she'd never wanted to be an only child, herself, but her mum had developed
cysts and had to have her uterus removed not long after Hermione was born. And Hermione really wanted to wait until she was older, settled in a career and stable
financially. No, she didn't want to get pregnant. Or contract some weird wizarding disease, though she doubted Ron had anything of the sort.

She also thought of the ring, and the implied, last-resort protection it represented. Not that she wanted to get magically engaged to a wizard she didn't even know, but
Hermione remembered Dolohov's curse from last year and the battle in the school halls this year all too vividly. They didn't have any more Felix Felicis to improve their
chances of surviving the next all-out battle with their foes. A magical betrothal--whatever that meant--was definitely a last-resort option, but she should try to hold that
option open.

Then there was the fact that she just didn't want to get married right now. She was fresh out of school, still quite young, had no job at the moment beyond trying to save the
world--and that didn't pay a single pence, let alone a Knut--and right now Hermione wasn't even sure if she wanted to marry Ron, who was her boyfriend. Never mind a
wizard who was not only a complete stranger, but a Death Eater as well. Spy or otherwise, he was a Death Eater, and she would do well to keep that much firmly in mind.

But she did take the time to investigate what the Hogwarts library had to say about magical betrothals. Research was her standby, her comfort-zone when she ran up
against a wall of ignorance. Her findings did not let her down, though they did distress her a little.

It turned out there were several different kinds of magically binding betrothals, marriages, and even hand-fastings. Ring-based ones were varied, but most of them either
revolved around marriages or hand-fastings. Those that involved marriages were donned during the marriage ceremony, and were a sort of 'you want to get married, so
we'll enforce it' thing. Those involving hand-fastings were more of a 'l want to see if you, my partner, are fertile, so put on this ring and we'll be committed to each other for a
year and a day, and we'll be considered legally married the moment you get pregnant' situation. Not all of them, but that covered the majority. A few, rare situations involved
a form of marriage taking place the moment the rings were donned and the joining consummated, or even just a kiss exchanged, to seal the bargain.

It made her leery of putting on the ring, but such rings usually came with a powerful range of protective spells that made her think it might be worthwhile, if she were in a
situation that was desperate enough. Some even came with something that sounded like a guardian spirit, perhaps something like a Patronus, but unfortunately, the text
wasn't very clear. The protections otherwise ranged from touch-me-not spells and other defensive charms, to offensive capabilities that could blind, cripple, and in a few
cases, cause impotency in would-be attackers. No one talked about it, per se, but she'd seen the way the Death Eaters had toyed with flashing that Muggle woman's
knickers, back at the Quidditch World Cup. Rape was an unpleasant possibility for anyone caught by Lord Voldemort's side.

It was enough to know she should indeed be very leery of putting on that ring...and at the same time, just a little hesitant to throw away her virginity, and the potential for
such valuable protection. Some of these betrothal rings didn't care about the state of chastity of their bearers, true. Others, however, did. The letter that had arrived with her
ring implied it was one of the latter.

Which left her wondering what to do about Ron Weasley's increasing interest in having sex with her. She didn't want to offend him, but even without the ring factored in,
she just didn't feel ready for a step that big. Sex was bound to be distracting; they needed to focus on winning the war. As it was, they could've gotten a bit more in the way
of studying done if it weren't for the snogging sessions. She liked kissing him, but...she wasn't ready to lose her virginity, and she didn't think taking off even more time for
something she wasn't ready to do was a wise idea.

They were due to go to the Burrow for Harry's very first official birthday-party, which was being planned by Molly. She'd overheard Ron asking him what he wanted for his



birthday, and had asked when that birthday was and what he was doing for it. Appalled to learn his Muggle relatives had never celebrated it, she'd immediately started
planning 'a proper wizarding birthday".

Ron had blushed, and Ginny had quickly reminded her mum that it was going to be Harry's seventeenth birthday, his coming-of-age birthday, and that she should probably
not hire any wizarding clowns. Mrs. Weasley had looked a little disappointed at that, but sighed and admitted the clowns probably wouldn't be feeling very funny, what with
the war and all. But she had arranged everything, including Order escorts for Ron and Ginny and Hermione so they could go into Diagon Alley and pick up presents for
Harry.

Now, on the night before that party, Hermione studied a last few medical charms in the quiet of her bedroom. Harry's present sat wrapped on her desk next to her thick pile
of notes; she'd bought him a copy of Houdini-Hexes, a book on binding and releasing charms, whether it was locks, ropes, chains, or even certain spells.

A knock on the door startled her, as she was working on the wand-movements for a sprain-healing cantrip. Red sparks shot out of her wand, making Crookshanks, curled
up next to her on her bed, flick an ear in irritation as they vanished only an inch or so above his fur. Lowering her wand, Hermione called out, "...Come in!"

Ron's lanky, freckled body eased inside, shutting the door quickly behind him. "Shhh! | don't want everyone in the whole house to know I'm in here."

That set off her Sneaking Around instincts. Ron was Up To Something, and given that it was clear he didn't want anyone to know he was in here, with her...she had a fair
idea why he was in her room so late at night. But she needed to hear the words, rather than try a guess that might backfire. They'd had too much miscommunication
through the past few years as it was. "Ron, why are you in here?"

He grinned at her, crossing the room to her bed, and took her face in his hands. She should've seen it coming, but he just swooped down and planted her one on the lips.
And it was nice, and it was good, and she wanted to do more, but when he nudged her backward, putting one knee on the bed to add leverage to his unspoken demand,
Hermione felt very uncomfortable.

Twisting free, she escaped off the bed. "Ron, no..."

"Hermione, | just want a kiss! And a chance to hold you," he added with what looked like an honest shrug. Then spoilt it by adding, "And touch you, and kiss you some
more, and see where all of that leads us."

Uncomfortable, Hermione shook her head instinctively.

"C'mon, Hermione!" Getting off the bed, he crossed the short distance between them, trapping her against the vanity that was serving as her desk. Again, he cupped her
head, burying his fingers in her hair so that he could draw her close for a kiss. She enjoyed it, since she did like kissing him...until he pressed his hips into hers, and she felt
the unmistakable lump of his arousal.

Breaking free, she sidestepped him and backed up, realized she was headed for the bed, and stood her ground. "...No, Ron. | don't feel comfortable."

He flashed her a smile. "Then lie down on the bed. | know I'll feel a lot more comfortable there, too."

His obtuseness was frustrating. "That's not what | meant!"

"Then what do you mean?" he demanded. "Don't you want to snog with me?"

"Yes--no--I do like kissing you! It's the rest of it I'm not comfortable with!" Hermione blurted out. "I'm not ready for it!"

"What's there to be ready for? All | want to do is lie there with you, and hold you!" he asserted, pointing at her bed. Crookshanks' ears were flat, though that could've been
more from the rising noise of their argument than from anything else. If Ron's ears could've done the same, she guessed they would have, because he continued, "I'm not

going to...to force you to do anything! I'm not that kind of bloke! Besides, Mum and Gin would have my ears and all other pertinent bits cut off, and my brothers would just
flat-out kill me!"

"l know, Ron. | know. But, lying there makes me think of the simple things, like kissing and cuddling, leading to more...and I'm not ready for anything more. So...I guess I'm
going to have to ask you to leave, now." Moving to the door, she grasped the knob and opened it.

"Hermione..."

"No, Ron. Not tonight."

Disappointment drawing his brows together, Ron left her room. Closing the door, Hermione debated using a locking charm. Fire seared her skin, making her gasp.
Grabbing the chain, she pulled the ring free. It was clear. Relieved, Hermione sat down at the vanity table and fetched quill and paper. A jab of her wand at the door locked

and warded it, granting her solitude. Pressing the ring to the sheet, she read the words that blossomed at the touch of gold.

Who was the blooming idiot whose idea it was to hold Harry's birthday party at the Burrow? Headquarters would be a lot smarter and safer, wherever that may
be, now!

This was a bit of a tone for him to take! My, you're in a snit, Hermione dared to write back. And it was Mrs. Weasley's idea.

That woman has no sense, Russel wrote back as their previous words faded from view. Harry comes of-age on his seventeenth birthday. The protections Brian
placed upon him via his blood-relatives cease to exist on that day. Anyplace he resides will automatically become a bloody target, thereafter! There won't be
one timber laid atop another, by the end of tomorrow night! Get the party, and the Weasleys, moved out of there as soon as possible!

Hermione frowned at that. She didn't think Molly Weasley would be all that easily budged from her home. How? If you know Mrs. Weasley, you know what she'll be
like. She won't want to move. And what about all the Aurors and Order members who'll be there? Wouldn't that be enough to thwart the enemy's plans?

They'll be attacking en masse. Or rather, | should that *we* will be attacking en masse. Please do not be there. Any of you.

The paper flashed, vanishing in a puff of fine, white ash. The ring felt cold, underneath her hand. Hermione nibbled her lower lip in worry, then grabbed her quill, enchanted
it, and penned a note on a fresh piece of parchment.

To: Order of the Phoenix
Headquarters

| have very good reason to believe the Burrow will be attacked during Mr. Potter's birthday party by a large task-force from the Enemy. It is likely that this force will be
sufficient to destroy the Weasley's home, as they will be prepared for resistance. Please vacate the premises, and hold the party in a far more secure location, such as your
Headquarters. Your lives are more valuable to our mutual cause than any mere piece of property.

Sincerely,

Ring of Truth



Folding and enchanting it, Hermione slipped the airplane into her shirt as she opened one of her old Charms textbooks. A quick reading and a quick practice of the
necessary wand movement--just a subtle, looping snap of the wrist, which when combined with a bit of silent enforcement would produce the desired effect--and she left
her room. As suspected, there were a few Order members awake and occupying the kitchen, which was one of the least gloomy locations in the house. Mrs. Figg was one;
she was knitting in a chair by the aga, one of her cats curled up on her lap, and another two at her feet. Moody was drinking from his hip-flask, and, to Hermione's surprise,
Fred and George Weasley were also present, drinking something that looked suspiciously like bottles of Muggle stout.

It looked like the three wizards had been contemplating something without words, something of grave importance. Mad-Eye's presence complicated matters, making her
fold her arms across her stomach defensively. If he spotted the note with his magical eye and realized what it was... He grunted and shook his head, distracting her from
her worries.

"Dammit, my eye's stuck, again. All | can see are those damned cats at your feet, Arabella."

It took Hermione a moment to realize Arabella was Mrs. Figg's first name. She moved over to the hearth, flashing a smile at Fred and George. They smiled back, albeit a
bit wanly. Moody was digging at his magical eye, attempting to extract it; after the impostor, Barty Crouch Junior, had borrowed it and Moody's wooden leg to impersonate
him while he was supposed to be the Defence Against the Dark Arts teacher, the eye kept giving the real Alastor Moody trouble every now and again. Thankfully, that
meant that his eye wasn't anywhere near her and her enchanted letter.

A flick of her wand behind her back, and the fire roared green in a near-perfect imitation of a Floo call. Whirling to face it, Hermione snuck the airplane out of her shirt and
tossed it into the harmless illusion. It circled around and came flapping back out again as she let the flames die down, landing on the table with a flutter of its wings between
the twins and the semi-retired Auror.

"Carefull" Moody hissed at George as he reached for the airplane. "It might be a trap!"

Fred sighed and drew his wand, poking the paper with a couple revelation spells. The aura emitted by the paper was a steady light blue, indicating no harmful magic
associated with its enchantment. Only somewhat satisfied, Moody examined it by passing his eye over the paper. Literally, in fact; he'd managed to extract the magical,
bright-blue glass eye and held it caged gently in his fingers.

"...It looks safe."

"Good," George muttered, grabbing and unfolding the sheet. He scanned the neatly penned lines, his mouth tightening. "...It's that 'Ring of Truth' fellow, from the Cathcart
case Tonks was talking about. Says the Burrow's going to be hit tomorrow, and we should pry Mum and Dad out of there before it's too late."

He passed the note to his twin, who also read it with a grim, tight expression, then Fred handed it to Mad-Eye. The aging Auror read it, snorted, and passed it to Hermione.
"l don't know who this 'Ring of Truth' fellow is, but that Cathcart deal was badly botched. Vigilance is what we need, not slipshod, half-arsed work!"

"Considering you yourself pooh-pooh'd the idea that the first letter from the Ring of Truth fellow was even the slightest bit reliable, Alastor," the aging Mrs. Figg chided him,
turning her knitting about so she could work the other direction comfortably, "l think it's rather hypocritical of you to now claim you were actually supportive, that first time
around."

Moody muttered something under his breath that sounded like, "Squibs and their damned cats..."

Hermione, accepting the letter from him, realized he had a cat in his lap, too. Mainly because his hand, once free of the paper, dropped below the edge of the table top to
pet the calico curled up companionably down there. She pretended to read it as if for the first time, and took visible concern at the note. "This 'Ring of Truth' person--he or
she wrote another note?"

"Yes, and the Auror sent to handle the case ended up facing off against a trio of Death Eaters," Moody reminded her. "Didn't you ask me about the witch, and how she was
faring at St. Mungo's?"

"Oh, yes, right, | remember it now. I've been a bit distracted with other thoughts. Well, if the first note turned out to be genuine, it makes sense to assume that this note will
be, too. | mean, the party will be a valid target. Which means we need to get Mr. and Mrs. Weasley to vacate the Burrow as quickly as possible," she asserted. "Any idea on
how to do that?" she asked the twins.

Fred shook his head. "You won't get Mum to move."

"--| mean, you could," George added, and Fred nodded, "but she'd be all weepy and resistant, and want to pack up everything, and it would take forever to get her out of
there."

"Not to mention Dad would take forever, and would want to take all of his Muggle artifacts..." Fred shook his head. "No, it would probably be faster to defend the place
somehow. It's not as if you could just pack up the whole Burrow and make..."

"Qy, Gred,": George prodded his twin, "you just thought of something, didn't you?"

"...That | did, Forge," Fred returned, a sly look crossing his features. "Hey, Mad-Eye...how do you feel about casting a second Fidelius Charm? | mean, if Mrs. Figg is ever

captured--no offense, Mrs. Figg, and you know we'd defend you and your cats to the death--wouldn't it be vigilant to have a second line of retreat waiting in the wings? With
a different Secret-Keeper, of course?"

Hermione's eyes widened. Why hadn't she thought of this? "That's ruddy brilliant--oh! And | know the perfect way to combine the birthday party with the hiding of the
Burrow. We make Harry the Secret Keeper! The Burrow's been like a second home to him, and I'm sure he'd hold its secret tighter than life or death! ....That is, if you and
your parents wouldn't mind?"

"Mind, helll We think it's brilliant!" George exclaimed, exchanging looks with his twin.

Fred grinned. "Once little Gin's all grown up and out of school, we've a mind to hex Harry until he agrees they're perfect together, so why not keep it all in the family to
begin with?"

"Of course, we'd have to hex him if he does anything other than snog with her while she's stilh school," George added mock-threateningly. Hermione grinned with relief.
"You'd better go on to the Burrow, then," Moody ordered them. "An' stay there, to guard the place overnight."

Both twins rose from the table, and George flipped the older wizard a snappy salute. "Constant--"

"--Vigilance!" Fred saluted on George's verbal heels. And on his physical heels, too, as he followed his twin to the hearth.

"The Burrow!" George asserted, casting a fistful of Floo powder at the embers as soon as Fred and he stood upon them. They whirled away.

Moody watched them go, then lifted the cat from his lap to the table-top. As the calico yawned and stretched, he got up and stumped over to the cupboard, fetching a glass
and filling it at the sink. Returning to his seat at the table, he plopped his eye in the glass and whizzed it about, cleaning it. The calico nudged his scarred hand, and he
petted the feline almost absently. "Shouldn't you be getting to bed?"



Hermione nodded, knowing he meant her and not the cat. She quietly wished him and Arabella Figg a good night, and headed for the back stairs. Mounting the steps to the
floor with her room, she wished she knew Russel's full name. If she did, she could contact him and...no, she couldn't. Aside from the fact that the ring going off magically at
the wrong moment could get him noticed and tortured or killed, he didn't need to know about the Burrow being placed under the Fidelius Charm.

After all, she still didn't knowwhy he'd sent her the ring, and these messages. They could still be designed as a trap, a ruse to lull her into a false sense of security with an
initial spate of accurate, truthful reports. It was rather cynical to think that way, she had to acknowledge...but after Professor Snape's unbelievable defection, she'd lost too
much of her innocence and naivety to keep turning a blind eye to such dour and unpleasant possibilities. Really, there wasn't any harm in being cautious.

Including being cautious enough to check her room thoroughly enough to make sure Ron wasn't hiding in it, waiting to pounce on her the moment her guard was down.

Whatever the twins said or did to convince their parents, it worked. Harry, Ron and Hermione were escorted by several Order members earlier than originally planned to the
edge of the Weasley property. Harry was then walked over the property's stone-hedge marked boundaries with Moody and Mr. Weasley so that he could mark and
remember exactly what comprised the Burrow in his mind. That was the key to being a Secret Keeper. It wasn't just about hiding the house itself; if the wizard or witch
holding the Secret was thorough enough, they could hide the entire property. And then, with Molly and Arthur vacated to the edge of the property, Moody cast the spell on
Harry.

The land instantly shrunk around them, swallowing the Burrow and its gardens and fields. Harry looked into the space where the property had been, then looked back at the
others. All of the Weasleys were studying him anxiously, true, but their eyes also held looks of trust and faith in him. He opened his mouth to speak aloud, then wisely
closed it. Rather than announcing it openly, he went first to Mr. and Mrs. Weasley, and murmured directly in their ears. Arthur hugged and slapped him on the back; Molly
squeezed him and wiped at her eyes with her kerchief. Harry then introduced Bill and his wife to the location of the family home, followed Ron, the twins, Ginny--even
Charlie, who had Apparated to the edge of the lane a few yards away with an utterly puzzled look while Harry was murmuring to his sister, apparently thwarted from
Apparating directly into his family's home--and then he reached Hermione.

"...The home of the Weasleys is the Burrow, outside Ottery St. Catchpole," Harry whispered in her ear. He moved on even as the landscape unfolded itself, squeezing the
vegetable gardens, chicken coop, broom shed, and that marvelously ramshackle structure of magic-supported improbability the redheaded family called a house back into
her view. Relieved, Hermione stepped across the boundary, waiting for the other Order members to be welcomed across, including Mad-Eye Moody. While the battle-
scarred wizard had been the one to cast the Fidelius Charm on Harry, he himself could not see the place without Harry's whisper in his ear, not even with the spinning blue
stare of his magical eye. But eventually they all stepped across the invisible boundary, and that was when the birthday party began.

They were well into the cake-cutting and present-opening, when four owls swept down out of the sky, landing just beyond the boundary. Hermione spotted them
descending, and crossed the border between the Burrow and the rest of the world, marked by a line of grass-tufted stones that could have laughingly called itself a fence a
couple centuries ago. Extracting the familiar-looking letters from their legs, she stepped back across as they winged off to return to their owl-post duties. Two of them were
bulky, no doubt containing her and Ron's prefect badges.

Fred met her halfway back up the path. "What've you got there?"
"Our school letters." Dutifully, she handed each one to Ron, Harry, and Ginny. Only Ginny opened hers with any enthusiasm.
"Qy, listen to this," Ginny offered as soon as she'd skimmed hers. "It's from Professor McGonagall!"

The others came closer.

"Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry, Headmistress Minerva McGonagall..that's going to take some getting used to," Ginny observed, before continuing. "Let's
see...Order of Merlin Second Class, so on and so forth...

"Dear Ms. Weasley,

In light of the attack perpetrated against this school, its staff, and its student body at the end of this last year, we considered long and hard whether or not to keep Hogwarts
School of Witchcraft and Wizardry open. After giving it careful consideration, we have elected to open the school September 1st as usual. Seeing the dedication of certain of
our students to the pursuit of Knowledge and Preparedness this summer, in spite of the grave danger they face, we feel it would be far more dangerous to not instruct our
children in the proper use of magic, including the Defence Against the Dark Arts.

We will, of course, understand if your family does not feel you will be safe at Hogwarts; it is true that virtually nowhere in this land is safe, anymore. However, we feel that,
with certain precautions and necessary steps undertaken, Hogwarts can be rendered potentially more safe for our students than their own homes.

In aid of this, the following security measure has been added: The entire school and its grounds will be placed under the Fidelius Charm. The Secret Keeper will meet the
children just before they need to enter the school, in order to invite each and every single student inside personally. Those whom have not been given clearance to enter

the school grounds will therefore be unable to find it, let alone enter and threaten our hallowed halls. Hogsmeade weekends shall be determined on a case-by-case basis,
and only under increased Auror patrols. Furthermore, all baggage shall be checked for suspicious devices, regardless of how innocuous-seeming.

We trust these measures will allay your family's concerns, but if not, we will quite understand. Please reply as to whether or not you will be able to attend by no later than
the Ides of August, being the fifteenth of this coming month. The school term starts September 1st; please be at King's Cross Station before 9am, in order to board the
Hogwarts Express..."

Her voice trailed off, since the rest of the letter sounded like it was pretty much the standard sort of information. Ron, Harry and Hermione exchanged somewhat guilty,
remorseful looks. The rest of the Weasleys, Tonks, Lupin, and a few others exchanged puzzled looks. Mad-Eye Moody, however, grunted in satisfaction.

"She works quickly, that witch. Only just told her about what we were doing to the Burrow last night," the aging wizard added. "It's rather smart of Minerva, too, concealing
the school with a Fidelius Charm. A pity there aren't more people who can hide the really important places like the school."

"...I think it's a marvelous idea!" Molly praised, recovering her voice. "And | have no objections to my children attending a Secret-Kept school!"

Hermione had to privately agree with her. Hogwarts would be well-protected, so long as their Secret Keeper was protected. Cracking open her letter, she read the same
missive, noted with a twinge of pain that she'd been selected to be Head Girl...and that she'd have to return the badge. Hermione checked the booklist out of habit alone,
even though they would have no meaning for her.

The list of Defence textbooks made her heart lurch with excitement...until she realized she wasn't going to be attending what was supposed to be her seventh and final
year. Three books were written on the list for Advanced Defence: The Art of Magicby Sun Wen, Conversations on the Art of Magicby Nihon Dzengshuen and Yling Lotun,

and The Tao of Defence, by Huan Ji. It was exciting to think that her classmates were going to be able to study what sounded like Chinese magic. It was very disappointing
to realize she wouldn't be attending those classes.

Making up her mind, Hermione decided she would get the textbooks anyway, and study them in her spare time. All of them, not just the ones for the DADA class. The only
real problem she could foresee was ensuring that Harry, Ron and she were granted access to the school grounds, once the Fidelius Charm was laid. Well, it wasn't as
much of a problem, since Hermione could see the three of them going along on the train-ride, getting to the gates, being let in...and then exiting the school grounds,
mission accomplished. It was the thought of seeing the disappointment in their Head of House's eyes that made her nervous. A disappointment that would be severely



compounded by the fact that it had been their presence in the library this summer that had made up the new Headmistress' mind on whether or not to hold the school open.
No, it would be better to tell Professor McGonagall in person, ahead of time. Tucking her letter back into its envelope, she met the gazes of her two best friends and nodded

slowly; they nodded back, letting her know that they agreed that they had to meet later to discuss this newest development. The resources of Hogwarts were too precious to
not have access to them. Especially if some of those Horcruxes were Hogwarts-related, such as the missing heirloom-cup of Helga Hufflepuff.

"...Unbelievable!" Minerva McGonagall stared at the trio standing in front of her desk, which had until recently been the desk of Albus Dumbledore. "What do you mean,
you're not coming back to Hogwarts? You have to finish your seventh year!"

"We cannot stay here," Harry asserted quietly, determinedly. Hermione was glad he'd elected to handle this task. She absolutely hated the look of disappointment that had
blossomed in their Head of House's eyes upon the revelation of what the three of them intended to do.

"Nonsense! The school will be perfectly safe, once the Fidelius Charm has been enacted!"

"--It's not a question of safety," Harry interjected before the Scottish witch could get up a full head of steam. "We..." He glanced to his friends, then continued grimly. "We've
been charged with a quest, and | intend to see it through as soon as we feasibly can. And we're all of-age. We don't have to attend school anymore."

"But--if you don't complete your studies, you won't know enough to defend yourselves!" Professor McGonagall protested.

"If we delay our quest, this war will keep dragging on!" Harry returned sharply. Hermione was very proud of him; he sounded like an adult. "What we have to do...it can and
will end the war. For good. | cannot waste a year's worth of time sitting in classes here, when | could be out there, putting an end to all the torture, and the terror, and the
people who are dying. Not and live with it on my conscience!"

Ron and Hermione both nodded, adding their support silently.

Minerva eyed the three of them firmly. "Well, I'm quite sure this little quest can be handled by someone else--someone a lot older and wiser! You'll pass on this quest of
yours to an Order member, and you will be here on September 1st, arriving on the Hogwarts Express!"

Hermione couldn't let that one stand. "No."
Her firm denial made Minerva frown at her. "...Miss Granger? | cannot believe you, of all people, are supporting this...this madness!"

"Professor...Minerva," Hermione amended daringly, trying to reach the other witch as an equal. "This isn't a matter of being able to hand off this quest like one would hand
off a grocery list. It's a matter of prophecy. The prophecy involving Harry and...and Lord Voldemort."

McGonagall flinched a little at the boldly stated name; Hermione took advantage of her reluctance, continuing.

"We know most of what needs to be done, and we are bound and determined to do it. Professor Dumbledore charged Harry with this task, right before...well, Ron and | are
not about to leave him to handle it on his own. We don't do things that way."

"It's all three of us," Ron added firmly. "To the bitter end, if need be."
Minerva shifted her gaze from her students to the portraits hung on the wall. To one of the portraits in particular. "...Albus? Is this true?"

The image of Professor Dumbledore continued to snooze.

"Albus!

Ron, Harry and Hermione all jumped. The aging witch had a formidable voice when she wanted, and she clearly wanted, right now. Even the oil painting of the sleeping
former Headmaster twitched. He 'woke up', blinked his eyes at her, and smiled gently. "...Yes, Headmistress? You wanted something?"

"What's this about a quest you've set for Harry? And what does it have to do with that prophecy?" Minerva McGonagall demanded. "What is going on, here?"

His smile faded, as the portrait of Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore stared sadly down at the four of them. "I'm afraid it's not your concern, Minerva. Leave it be."
"It is my concern, if these three are refusing to come back for their seventh year! Now, answer my question!"

"Yes, I've set a quest for Harry; yes, it entails the fulfillment of prophecy; andno, | am not going to tell you what it's all about. It's far too dangerous for you to know about,
my dear," he chided her. "And it's not your task to undertake. Nor that of anyone else in the Order who is currently unaware of it."

"Well, what can you tell me about it?" she demanded testily.

"l can tell you that it is absolutely necessary, if we are to defeat Tom Riddle and win this war. | can also tell you that there is far more going on than any of you yet
know...and that | cannot say to you and most everyone else what most of that is, until | am told that Lord Voldemort is dead," he cautioned them. "The risk of certain secrets
being uncovered before it is all over is far too great to risk a leak.

"If Harry believes he must attend to this quest, rather than complete his seventh year, then | will support him as much as | can. | must ask that you trust in me, and do the
same. And | say that he could have no greater companions than Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger, in this quest. The love of a good friend is both a shield and a
weapon, in times of trouble--now, if you don't mind, | was having a lovely dream that Drobble's Best Blowing Gum had just come out with a new, caramel flavored gum. I'd
like to get back to it, if you don't mind."

Propping his bearded chin on his hand, his elbow on his desk, the painted former Headmaster returned.

The new Headmistress stared at the portrait a long moment. She sighed, lowering her gaze to the trio standing before her desk. "Well. It seems you will not be coming
back to Hogwarts after all."

"Er...that's not entirely true," Hermione hedged.

At the arch of the older witch's brow, Harry explained. "We, erm, kind of need to be able to access the school library."

"Access...the school library?" she repeated.

"Yeah," Harry expanded as Minerva sat back in her chair. "A lot of that research we've been doing this summer, well...it's quest-related.”
"Well, some of it's related more to defense and mediwitchery, but it's all for the cause,” Ron amended.

"And so we need to be able to meet with the Secret Keeper, so we can enter the school grounds, should we need to in the near future," Hermione finished. "Because we



don't quite know all that we're looking for, only some of it, so far. And the library here at Hogwarts has the most smashing collection of references we know."

Again, Minerva studied them in silence, and again she sighed heavily after several long seconds. "...Though | am thoroughly disappointed in the three of you...I can
concede the need to end this stupid war as quickly as possible, to limit the number of people being harmed and worse...but you're throwing away your education, and quite
possibly your very lives. Have you considered that?"

"Yes. And if | die taking Voldemort out with me," Harry asserted, "then it's worth it."
"Yeah," Ron agreed.

Hermione nodded.

"...Very well. | will need your prefect and Head Girl badges back, Mr. Weasley, Miss Granger. And it would best if you weren't seen on the school grounds whenever you
visit. Hogwarts is meant to be a haven, this coming term. If you come and go at will, the other students will wonder what is up, and the enemy might get wind of it and set a
watch just beyond the school grounds. You will therefore come and go in stealth, you will visit at night, during the hours of curfew, and you will wear Mr. Potter's Invisibility
Cloak, or take other such measures to ensure you are not seen.

'You should use the Floo in Madam Pince's office, though she might object. | will see what | can do to pacify her. If not, you will use the Floo in the Great Hall. However, |
will expect progress reports--not of any details," she added, holding up her hand as Harry started to protest, "but in general, how far along you are getting in your quest.
The Hogwarts School library is indeed a most impressive collection of wizarding tomes, both magical and informational. It is not a resource to be used lightly, nor freely.
And, should you need assistance from myself or the other instructors, whether it is in a realm of knowledge or research or whatever, | will do what | can to assist you. If...if
Albus thinks what you're doing will end the war that much quicker, | will do what | can to facilitate the matter.

"Now, if the three of you don't mind...I have a portrait to interrogate.”
"Thank you, Professor McGonagall," Harry breathed, relaxing some of his tension.
"You're the tops, Headmistress," Ron added, stepping forward to set his prefect's badge on the edge of her desk.

"We'll just go on back to the library to continue our research," Hermione added, stepping up to do the same as Ron moved back. The Headmistress and former Head of
Gryffindor eyed the gleaming Head Girl badge for a moment.

"Correction; gentlemen, you are dismissed. | wish to have a word with Miss Granger before she departs. Alone, if you please," Minerva McGonagall added. Harry and Ron
exchanged looks, but exited the Headmistress' study. When they had gone and the door had shut, Minerva spoke again. "...Why, Hermione? Your entire career at this
school has been wrapped up in your academic studies! You should've been in Ravenclaw in fact, though | admit I've been far too proud to have a student of your
achievements in my own House to want to give you up to them."

"Why?" Hermione repeated. "Why am | going on this mad quest, instead of staying here at the school? Because | was sorted into Gryffindor, in the end,” she stated softly.
"Because as much as | love learning, | know there are more important things in the world that | need to be doing. And | have to help Harry and Ron go do them."

McGonagall nodded, looking down at her desk top. She lifted her gaze after a moment. "...I was going to offer you an apprenticeship in Transfigurations. You've got all the
enthusiasm a good educator needs, a true love of learning that you could easily pass on to others. Plus the necessary level of discipline, when you care to exercise it. | was
even going to offer to teach you how to become an Animagus. Of all my students, you have the greatest potential for it.

"Are you certain you want to throw that potential away?"

Hermione wrinkled her nose in distaste for her mentor's choice of words. "l don't look at it as 'throwing away' my potential, Professor. | look at it as lending that potential to
my friends, and to the task at hand. Yes, I'd rather stay here at Hogwarts, and I'm really flattered you think I've got what it takes to be a teacher,"” she added honestly. "But
I'm needed elsewhere, however much more dangerous it will be than safely staying here. | must do what is right."

"Then | shall wish you the best possible luck." Rising, Minerva held out her hand. "Good luck, Hermione. To you, and to Harry and Ron. Do keep me apprised of what you
can, when you can."

Nodding, Hermione shook hands with the older witch, then left the office. Heat spilled into the sides of her breasts where they pressed together. Russel was trying to
contact her. One eye on the rotating spiral staircase, Hermione pulled out the ring as she descended. The surface was polished smooth. Not just contact her, but talk with
her.

Hermione turned left out of the gargoyle-guarded entrance to the Headmistress' study, instead of going straight or right to get to the library. The nearest classroom was her
old Arithmancy room. She'd left her book bag in the library, the same as Ron and Harry, but needed paper and pen, and privacy. Unlocking the door, she looked quickly
around, but couldn't find anything. Gritting her teeth, Hermione walked up to one of Professor Vector's chalkboards, found the well at the bottom prepped with fresh sticks,
and pressed the ring to the dark grey slate with her left palm.

Squinting, she made out the dark ink letters of his message.

Brilliant. Ruddy BRILLIANT of you! He's in a towering fury, and I've just got to share my elation with someone. The Fidelius Charm on both the Weasley
residence, AND the school? Bloody fucking brilliant, if you'll pardon my language!

Hermione arched a brow at Russel's crassness, but picked up the chalk and wrote back, Well, it was Fred's idea, initially. Then Moody mentioned the Burrow to
McGonagall, and she just carried it through to the logical conclusion for the safety of the school.

...What the bloody hell are you writing with? | can barely make out anything!

Chalk, on a chalkboard in one of the classrooms at the school. It's all | have on hand. Your own ink is barely coming through.

Well, we can't have a precious Hogwarts chalkboard going up in flames. Go find paper.

The ring turned cold, under her palm. Withdrawing it from the surface of the slate, she watched as the ink of his words faded, and the chalk of hers crumbled to dust, drifting
to the floor. Tucking the ring back out of sight, Hermione debated whether or not to break into Professor Vector's office. In the end, she decided to just head back to the

library. It would be faster, even if it ran the risk of her conversation with Russel being uncovered.

Nodding to Ron and Harry when she arrived, Hermione grabbed a stack of the sheets she had brought, fished a hairpin out of her bag to enchant into a spiral wire, and
Transfigured herself a hand-sized notepad. She dug out a Muggle pen and set both beside her, returning to her work, waiting for the ring to burn again.

It remained quiescent for the rest of the day. A little put-out, since she'd gone to the trouble to make herself a tablet she could carry elsewhere, Hermione returned to
Headquarters with the other two. Where she discovered a rather upset Arabella Figg, a torn-eared tabby, and a glowering Crookshanks. Using one of the healing charms
she'd learnt got her back in the elderly lady's good graces, but she had to pick up Crookshanks and carry him back to her room.

Whatever fuss he'd gotten into with the calico, at least he wasn't harmed. Setting him on her bed, Hermione gave him a lecture about Getting Along With The Other Cats.
She knew he probably wasn't paying attention to it--half-kneazle smart or otherwise--but she had to do something to work off the nerves of waiting for Russel to contact her.



Chapter 04

Chapter 4 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Author's Notes: Today, Ronald Weasley comes of-age in his mother's eyes. Merlin help the poor sod... ~Lotm

V.

The ring didn't burn until late that night. She was on the verge of sleep when she felt it heating the skin of her right breast. Dragging herself back to consciousness,
Hermione enchanted the candelabra by the bed to life, grabbed pen and paper, and pressed the ring to the tablet with her thumb as she held the spiral-bound pad in her
hand.

Sorry for the delay; | was interrupted by the Furious Fiend. I'm one of half a dozen people stuck in this house most of the time, right now, and that means a
limited audience he can rant at. Luckily | wasn't the one he tortured, today. But | feel sorry for young Malfoy. He was bleeding at the mouth, by the time it
stopped.

Hermione stared at the bald words written on the tablet, horrified. She'd never liked Draco Malfoy, but Harry had admitted the platinum prat had lowered his wand at the
end, unable to hex and kill Professor Dumbledore. There was some good inside of the prat, so surely that was worth something. And yet now Draco was being punished for
something he hadn't done. It evoked in her the same sort of pity she felt for Kreacher, the kind that twisted its way around her revulsion and side-stepped her distaste.

She couldn't think of anything to write, other than, I'm sorry to hear that. I never liked him, but no one deserves that.

It was suggested by the Rat that young Malfoy be allowed to 'escape’, to flee to the school, and thus allow us an agent on the inside, once it's sealed. | am
happy to report he was tortured, too. | cannot abide him--he sold out his only friends, and for what? Umpteen years as a rat, a magical hand, and the fact that
he's still despised by everyone who knows him?

That creased her brow. Not that Pettigrew was tortured, but that his idea was shot down. Why isn't that a good idea? Getting Malfoy back into the school, | mean?
Try to think about it, Jane. For a start, it's known by too many on the other side that he let the Dark Servants into the castle. They'll never let him anywhere near
the Hogwarts Secret Keeper for that reason alone. For another, no one will ever think a student is innocent anymore, thanks to Malfoy's complicity. The
students will be watched, as will the staff, thanks to the Moody/Crouch incident, Russel wrote to her. She had to read quickly to keep up with his writing, since it was
scrolling up the sheet of the smallish tablet, just to fit it all in front of her eyes. They'd have to figure out who the Secret Keeper is, and then attempt to get that person
off the school grounds. | suspect this person will not actually leave the grounds, but instead each student and staff-member will be personally handed a
revelatory note by someone who knows them...and only after they pass a rigorous screening process. Or am | wrong?

You're probably not wrong, she wrote back. | know Professor McGonagall is going to be extra cautious with her students’ safety, this year. | suspect Hogwarts
will be harder to break into than Fort Knox--that's a Muggle reference.

I know what 'Fort Knox' is.

Hermione eyed the neatly penned script. It had wobbled in the middle. Are you using a dicto-quill charm?

Yes; | would think that obvious.

Well, your last sentence wobbled a bit. Was something wrong? she wrote, curious.

| was repositioning myself.

She smiled at that. Back to hiding under the covers, are we?

Something like that.

Curious, she prodded, What do you mean, 'something like that'? Either you're hiding under the covers, or you aren't.

You don't want to know that, Jane.

That did it; she couldn't resist the challenge. Yes, | do, actually. You roused the curiosity in me, and now you should be a gentleman and satisfy it.
Her words faded and the page remained blank for a moment before he replied. I'm not being a gentleman right now, though | am attempting to 'satisfy it'.
That didn't make any sense. | don't get it.

Jane, are you really that ignorant? Or should | say, that chaste?

No, she wrote back, trying to be honest, just really that confused.

I'm masturbating.

Oh. Cheeks flushed, Hermione stared at those two blatant words. They seemed to linger an inordinate amount of time. Finally, she couldn't help asking, ...Why?--Aside
from the obvious reason of pleasure, of course.

Because | have a scrap of paper stuck in the leaves of a naughty wizarding book, and am titillating myself with the feather end of my quill pertle paused, and
she absorbed that idea, then Russel added more. | quite like the sensation, really. I'm also having to share my quarters at the moment. The traitor has been made
the Secret Keeper of Riddle Manor...and | have a roommate that | cannot abide. They won't let the Secret Keeper be alone even for an instant...though my
roommate doesn't know my coverlet has been enchanted to dampen ambient noise. Such as the scratching of a quill pen against paper. And my head isn't
under the covers; they're just drawn up to my ribs, this time. I'm being quite brazen at the moment, writing-to-you-wise.



Her heart leapt in her throat. You'll be caught!

Hardly. The bastard in the other bed is snoring hideously at the moment. | do wish the wizarding world had heard of Muggle nasal-strips. The only thing | have
to worry about at the moment is that damned snake. | swear, the thing can read! And after what | saw today...I needed to talk to someone normal, someone
sane. Merlin knows I'm not, stuck in my situation as | am. Thank you, by the way.

Again, a touch of compassion for his situation thawed some of her wary reserve. Well, I'm here for you. What do you want to talk about?

Anything. Nothing about the Enemy, at the moment; | don't want to rouse suspicions if I'm observed. Actually... His words trailed out, then he asked, This is a
terrible imposition, but...you're of-age, right?

Seventeen, almost eighteen. Why?

| want you to 'talk dirty' to me. Or rather, 'write dirty’. That way, | get to interact with someone who isn't an enemy, and yet our conversation will look merely like
some novelty paper picked up in a joke shop.

Her face burned hotter than the ring under her thumb. | can't do that, actually.

Why ever not?

I don't know how.

You're of-age in the wizarding world, and you don't know the first thing about talking sexily to someone? Merlin's arse, don't tell me you're a virgin, too!

| AM, actually, she scrawled back. And I'm not ready for sex! If I'm not ready for snogging on my bed with Ron, what makes you think I'm ready for talking sexily
with you?

...My apologies. But you should learn. It would make the perfect cover as to why | have pen and paper in bed with me. And | need these moments of sane
conversation with you. Trite Muggle cliche though it might be, | need to reach out and touch someone, and be touched by them. In a communicative/interactive
sense, that is. If | just wanted to fuck someone, there's any nhumber of warm bodies | could get my hands on, if | wanted. (Pardon my language.)

I'm sorry, she wrote back. | don't think this is such a good idea.
--Don't stop writing! Please!

Hermione shook her head, though she knew he couldn't see it; he'd misinterpreted her meaning. Getting up from her bed, she sat down at the vanity-desk, resting the
tablet on its surface. Holding it in her hand was alright for a short conversation, but not this longer one. No, | meant the talking-sexy thing. | wouldn't have the first clue
of where to begin, and I'd have to study the subject, and I'd feel really weird, almost like | would be cheating on Ron.

It's not actually cheating, Jane. It's nothing more than a ruse, should anyone discover me writing in bed. Besides, if you're that inexperienced, wouldn't you
rather get some experience under your belt before you set about seducing your boyfriend? Even if only by discussing it in theory? Trust me, he won't
disrespect you for being knowledgeable in this area. At least one of you should have a solid clue as to what to do. | doubt he has much experience for this sort
of thing.

That made her think of all the time Ron had spent 'playing suck-face' with Lavender Brown, this last school year. He's got a bit of experience in kissing.

He's a teenaged boy. He's got enthusiasm, stamina for repetition--though probably not for duration, yet--and he probably cares about you, but that's about it.
Trust me; I'm not so far from his age that | don't remember what it was like to be a teenaged boy, all hormones and no self-control. | don't know why God
messed things up by giving a high sexual drive to inexperienced male teens. A true lover takes his time, stimulating all six senses and satisfying his partner
several times, before striving for his own moment of bliss. But that takes time and experience to learn.

...What do you mean, all six senses?Hermione enquired, frowning at the tablet in her hands. There's only five: sight, sound, taste, touch, and scent.

You're a witch, Jane; you have a sixth sense. It allows you to sense the presence of magic, and to utilize your own power when casting a spell. But since it's
one of the last things to develop fully in a teenaged wizard or witch, at the tail-end of puberty, it tends to be taught in seventh year so that the boys have a
chance to catch up with the girls. It's part of what makes Apparation possible, and how you can tell if someone has enchanted your door to play a prank you,
when you start to reach for the knob. You'll learn, if you have a competent Defence teacher. Of course, with the teachers you've had the last few years...well,
everyone knows what a disaster most of them were.

Only some of them, Hermione defended. Professor Lupin was very good, though he had to quit because of his condition. And though he was an impostor, so
was Barty Crouch Jr., when he was pretending to be Alastor Moody. And...to be absolutely fair, so was Professor Snape.

Her words faded from the page, with no immediate reply.
...Brave words, considering what the bastard traitor did.

Scrupulously fair, rather, Hermione countered. | will not condone what he did. | can't even understand it. And though his teaching methods were too harsh
towards others and too partial towards his own House...he knew what he was teaching, in Potions and Defence. A million bad deeds cannot revoke the benefit
of a single good deed, she wrote, picking her words carefully. Conversely, a million good deeds cannot always compensate for a single bad deed, though it's
easier to gain forgiveness through a serious effort at making amends. | don't know what drove him to do what he did, to think as he does, but he was a good
teacher, in my opinion. | will not cast aside what he taught me, just because he was the one to teach it.

You are far too forgiving, Jane. | just want the traitor dead. Brian was my mentor, and my friend. This betrayal is unforgivable. The only 'amends’ to be made
should be the biblical kind. An eye for an eye, a life for a life. He owes the world the life of the most powerful, benign wizard in three hundred years! How can he
make amends for that?

I don't know, she replied, nibbling on the end of her pen. No one knows the full truth of a situation while that situation is happening. You may call me naive for
doing so, but I shall cling to the thought that there's a reason behind his betrayal. A logical, if not necessarily understandable, reason. If there aren't reasons,
then the whole world is mad.

You're a Muggle-born who discovered that magic was real, in a world that doesn't believe in such things. Didn't you think the whole world was mad, when you
were first told? Russel asked her.

A bit. But it also made the inexplicable things in my life suddenly sensical, instead of nonsensical. What about you? | presume, if you're a...you-know-what, she
amended cagily, about to write 'Death Eater', you're not a Muggle-born. But have you ever had a bizarre mystery in your life plaguing at your sense of logic, and
then suddenly had it revealed and explained, and everything finally made sense in that one shining, glorious moment of comprehension?

Silence for several seconds, long enough for her words to fade, then ink spilled once more across the page. Yes. Speak to me of what makes you most animated, Jane.
Speak to me of your academic interests.

That quirked her brow. Why?



You're very passionate about the subjects you like. Fairness, logic, intelligence... Which is your favorite subject in school? he wrote.

That made her pause on her side of their written conversation. Finally, she penned, ...Almost everything, really. | didn't like Divinations--at least, not as Professor
Trelawney taught it--but | loved Potions, Transfigurations, Arithmancy, Runes, Defence Against the Dark Arts, Charms... Mostly, | liked the synthesis of
different sorts of magic. The way Arithmancy could be used to calculate the probable outcome of a Potions project, how Runes could provide defensive or
offensive protections against the Dark Arts, how Charms and Transfigurations could be moulded to work hand-in-hand...

Past-tense? Are you not looking forward to your classes in your final year?

Hermione didn't know how to answer that one. On the one hand, she didn't want to lie to Russel; if he was genuine, lying to him would hurt him, because she was getting
the feeling he was trying to reach out not only for contact, but for friendship. But on the other hand, if he was loyal to the other side and lying to her, would it be wise to tell
the other side in advance that she, Harry, and Ron would not be returning to Hogwarts?

...Well, naturally | would love whatever I'd learn in them. | just thought you wanted me to reply from the heart of my experience, and all I've experienced so far
are my first through sixth years.

There; that technically wasn't lying. It was merely conditional. She would love learning...if she were going to attend her seventh-year classes.

True. What do you think of Charms, as a discipline?

It's quite interesting. Possibly the most useful of all magical disciplines, in everyday situations. Potions would come second, | think. Transfigurations and
Runes aren't quite as everyday in their usefulness. But Charms has to be the most practical-applications class I've run across. From boiling a cup of tea to
summoning a good book, it's very practical, and yet very magical, though | suppose that's my Muggle-born nature showing through. What about you? Are you
Pureblooded, or half-blooded?

Half-blooded. Though I try not to tout that aspect. How often do you use Charms, in your life? Do you still cling to all or most of the Muggle activities that could
be done more easily and efficiently by magic? Or have you succumbed to your gifts, and use magic for all sorts of things, from tying your shoes to fixing your
meals in the summertime?

Well, | couldn't use magic at home, until this summer. | turned seventeen on the nineteenth of September last year, and by then, | was already enrolled in
school. And | really haven't been home, this summer. She debated a moment, then risked a tiny lie. | don't think I'll ever return; | don't have anything in common
with them anymore.

The words faded and were replaced by his own. If you love them so strongly, why haven't you returned, when you clearly long to?

Hermione stared at Russel's reply. What? That wasn't what | wrote! She didn't think he was being sarcastic. Erm, sorry, could you tell me what | just wrote to you?

A long pause, then he responded, You just attempted an outright lie, didn't you?

..Yes.

No outright lies can be exchanged via this form of communication. They're betrothal rings, Jane. They're designed to foster honest communication between a
couple, from back in the days of arranged marriages, where the bride and groom often met in person for the first time at the altar. You can hedge and twist the
truth all you like, but you cannot outright lie to me. What did you try to say to me?

I'd rather not say, Hermione wrote back bravely.

Then | shall extrapolate. You said you longed to return to them, that you still had much in common with them. Ergo you were trying to say you weren't going to
return to them, that you had no ties to them, perhaps trying to make me think they wouldn't be very emotionally strong targets. No doubt in the hopes that, if
you appeared to be estranged from your family, I'd have no reason to tell my fellow idiots to go after them, to hurt them in order to hurt you. Because you don't
fully trust me.

Well...yes. She blushed as she wrote it.

You're very wise to reserve judgment, Jane. | shall not take offense. | would do the same, were | in your position, and did not yet know the person with whom |
was communicating. After all, | do know a little bit more about you than you know about me, but such is the nature of my position, hidden as | am.

Hermione stopped nibbling on her lower lip, surprised by his leniency towards her attempted deception.

Russel continued. Now that you know, however...try to be a little more precise in how you twist the truth. Obviously, you do have quite a bit left to draw you back
to them.

Well, of course | do. They're my parents, and | love them. I'm not really ever going to be able to fit back into their Muggle world, but they're my parents, and |
love them. And I'll hurt anyone who hurts them. | can be quite inventive, you know!

I'm sure you can be. You do not know how lucky you are to love your parents, and know that they love you. Most of the families of the sort whose children get
sorted into Slytherin aren't nearly as loving and nurturing. Let's discuss something else, so you won't feel concerned over any interest of mine in them. How
about something utterly absurd, like clothing?

That made her laugh. ...Clothing? Are you a fashion-hound, Russel?

| buy tailored clothing, as opposed to off-the-rack, if that's what you mean.

Really? What colours do you like to wear?

I look best in blue, | think. Or a dark red, but | have to be careful to not pick one with the wrong undertone. Greens are only so-so, with my complexion and hair-
colour, and | avoid cheerful shades, such as yellow and peach. | like jewel-colours, not pastels. And you?

Hermione thought it a little odd to be discussing fashion with a Death Eater, even if he was supposed to be a spy for the good side. | don't look too bad in jewel-tones,
either. Pastels aren't my thing. But | like best colours like cranberry red, forest green, twilight blue...

Twilight blue? What the ruddy hell is that?

It's that medium blue with definite but soft grey overtones. If it were a bath-towel, it would have a sort of silvery, misty, heathery sheen to it. And | like pewter
silver, too. There's just something cuddle-able about a thick, fluffy, silvery-grey towel. It makes me feel comforted, somehow.

You're insane.
Hermione took offense at that. Considering I'm talking to a man who's dictating to a quill in the middle of Death Eater Central while masturbating--!!

She blushed right after scribbling the second exclamation point with an emphatic thump of her Muggle pen. In fact, she wished fervently that she could take it back.



Unfortunately, the only reason why her words faded from the page was because the ring she pressed to the page made those words fade. Not because they never reached
him in the first place.

...S0, what colour are your knickers? Lacy bra, or plain?

Gaping, Hermione stared at Russel's words. She was so tempted to snap, Neither! Keyhole! But that would've been a lie. Instead, she scrawled, What makes you think I'll
tell you that?

Because I'll tell you what colour mine are?

Absolutely not!

Not even a hint?

NO!! She thought about underlining the word, for good measure.

...Pity. | suppose I'll just have to imagine you naked, then. Naked, and sprawled on your bedsheets.

I am not naked! I'm wearing nightclothes, sitting at my desk in my room!

Pity. Nightgown and knickers?

...Yes, she reluctantly allowed, not quite trusting him.

Then I'll just have to imagine tugging your nightgown sleeve aside and kissing the curve of your shoulder.

Her face burnt with heat. She could almost feel what it would be like for a hand to tug her shirt free, and for warm lips to caress the tender, ticklish skin of her abdomen. But
she wasn't about to confess that. Then you can also imagine me whacking you on the nose with a scroll, like a misbehaving puppy!

That's twice you've nearly made me laugh out loud. Careful, Jane; you really don't want to get me killed. I'm far too valuable to the Order, still.
Oh...go wank yourself silly! I'm going to bed, now--ALONE!! FULLY CLOTHED!!

Three times, he wrote back as she started to set down her quill. I'm smiling, which is not a wise thing to do, where | am. But chatting with you is a lot more fun than
it ever was, chatting with Brian. Goodnight, Jane. Sweet dreams.

She had just enough time to remove the ring before the top sheet of the tablet flared and vanished. Thankfully, it didn't take the whole tablet with it. That would've been
awkward.

She wanted to chide Russel for attempting such a scandalous topic with her. She didn't really know him, and he certainly didn't know her! Yet, at the same time, Hermione

knew she couldn't really deny her curiosity. His comment about gaining at least some experience was valid; if she knew more about sex and sensuality, perhaps she
wouldn't feel quite so uncomfortable with the subject.

There was another point to consider. While she might worry about looking like a fool in front of Ron for wanting to do some research on the subject first, it was highly
unlikely she'd ever interact with Russel directly. Even if he survived the war and the good side won, he'd probably be happy to fade into obscurity, or return to whatever life
he'd had before mucking it up by getting mixed up with Voldemort and agreeing to risk his life as a spy. She'd never see him again. Hermione knew it was quite valid,
psychologically, to 'experiment’ sexually by discussing theory with a complete stranger. The internet was becoming quite popular for things like that, in the Muggle world.

By picking someone unfamiliar and unlikely to be encountered in everyday life, a person wouldn't have to worry nearly as much about embarrassing themselves, because
they wouldn't be reminded through daily encounters with that person. All they'd have to do would be to stop visiting that chatroom or whatever. Of course, she couldn't
exactly leave Russel in the lurch during the war; if his offer was genuine...

Hermione stilled. If his offer was genuine! He'd basically said that the rings were enspelled to abort absolute lies, revealing the truth instead. They could write to each other
a skewed viewpoint on the truth...but it had to be the truth.

Unless...unless he was lying about that aspect...

It was possible; she could point to the fact that he'd seen through her lie as a proof that the rings prevented lies. But even a typical Slytherin could've guessed that she
loved her parents and still had strong ties to them and the Muggle world. It was therefore equally possible he had simply guessed and took a risk that she'd been trying to
fake him out on that topic.

Her head hurt.

Unsure of his intentions, unsure of his motivations, unsure if anything he'd said was the truth or part of an elaborate lie, Hermione rested her forehead in one hand, the
fingers of the other toying with the chain that held the scale-patterned ring.

To trust, or not to trust... Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous uncertainties and potential lies, or to take up the facts, and by
comparing, oppose them... Huh. Mum would have my ears for mangling the Bard like that. Sighing, she stood, stripped, and crawled into bed. The fact is, | can only do as
I've done. Reserve judgment, hope to heaven and back that his offer is genuine, and keep one hand on my wand, just in case...

There was only one problem. After extinguishing the candles, Hermione lay in the dark for a long time afterwards, trying very hard not to think of a wizard curled up in a bed
somewhere, stroking himself as he looked at the pages of a book filled with naughty wizarding pictures. It definitely didn't help that she hadn't the faintest idea what Russel
looked like. It might've been easier to deal with her curiosity if she'd had a face to go with to such a potentially erotic image--preferably an unattractive face

How could she possibly be curious about Russel, when she wasn't ready to be curious about Ron?.

Ring of Truth sent two more messages, before the start of the new school year. Hermione, Harry and Ron didn't board the Hogwarts Express at Platform Nine-and-Three-
Quarters. Instead, they were each personally handed a note by Headmistress McGonagall, in a handwriting they didn't recognize, telling them where to find Hogwarts
School of Witchcraft and Wizardry two days beforehand. And on the night before September 1st, when Molly and Arthur brought Ginny Weasley up to the Black residence
so that they wouldn't have far to go to get to the rail station...the truth came out, regarding the trio's intentions.

It started with Mrs. Weasley, of course. Ron had diverted his mother on the subject of new school supplies by saying his sixth-year robes were fine, and that Harry was
getting him his books and supplies and such for an early birthday present. But it was the coward's way out, and when her voice echoed up the stairwell, Hermione saw him
flinch.

"Hurry up and get your trunk packed, Ron! Your father wants it downstairs tonight, so it'll be quick to load into the Ministry car for tomorrow morning!"

"You're going to have to tell her," Harry reminded his best friend. His and Hermione's concentration were shot by that imperious, motherly demand. They'd been trying to



practice Occlumency versus Legilimency, but it wasn't easy. Only Harry had ever had actual lessons with a trained Occlumens, and he'd been so antagonistic against his
teacher--with good reason, it had turned out--that his lessons weren't worth much. It hadn't helped that Professor Snape had also hated the young wizard. Having Molly
Weasley yell up the stairs at them didn't exactly lend itself to their struggles.

"Ronald? Did you hear me?"

Ron winced, and rubbed the back of his neck, shoulders hunched. "Why is it mums never use your full name unless they think you're in trouble."
Hermione clasped his shoulder and steered him towards the door. "Brace yourself for your middle name, too, Ron."

"l don't want to do this--Harry, why don't you tell her?" Ron pleaded. "She likes you!"

"Sorry, mate." Harry put his hand on Ron's other shoulder, assisting Hermione in pushing the tall, lanky redhead towards the door. "Today is the day you become your own
man."

"Yes," Hermione agreed. "By standing up to her."
The look of horror and dismay on his face was comical. Reluctantly, Ron let himself be pushed out of the room just in time to see his mother climbing the stairs.

"Ronald, dear, | told you to pack up your trunk and get it downstairs!" Mrs. Weasley chided her son. "You're old enough that | shouldn't have to do everything for you! Now,
go pack your trunk!"

Ron straightened. He swallowed before speaking, but he seemed to gain strength from her words. "You're right, Mum. | am old enough. I'm of-age, and capable of making
up my own mind on what | should or shouldn't do. And...I am not going to Hogwarts for my seventh year."

Molly Weasley's mouth dropped.

Ron, ever the strategist, leapt into the silence boldly. "You heard me! I'm not going back. In fact, I've already talked to Professor McGonagall, and turned in my prefect's
badge. Hermione's turned in her Head Girl badge, too."

Her stunned hazel gaze shifted to Hermione, standing behind and to one side of her youngest son.

"And Harry's not going, either. We've got far more important things to do."
His mother blinked, recovering slowly...and then rapidly. "...The hell you say! No son of mine is--"

"--Mrs. Weasley!' Harry's voice cut through the start of her diatribe like a sword-stroke. Hermione felt proud of both of them, Harry and Ron; they were proving their mettle
as men, these days. Still somewhat young, but men. "Professor Dumbledore charged us with a task, which we have to take care of, this year. We cannot do so while
confined within the walls of Hogwarts!"

"We're all of-age, Molly," Hermione added quietly but firmly. Like Professor McGonagall, she chose to use the other woman's first name, to underscore their status as
equals. "We have weighed the pros and the cons of the task we were assigned, and we have concluded that what we must do is vital for the war-effort. | realize you long to
protect your son, but you cannot coddle him forever. He is a man. He is a man," she repeated, "and a wizard grown, and you should be proud of him. And proud of yourself,
too. You raised Ron to know what is right, and what is the right thing to do."

"We're not going back to Hogwarts," Harry repeated. "We're going to follow Albus Dumbledore's instructions, and help end this war."

"And you can yell all you want, Mum," Ron concluded as Molly looked back at him again. "My mind's made up. The only thing you could do to me is to banish me from the
family. I don't think you'll do that; we've already lost one of us. Percy was an arse and walked away from us of his own volition, and banished himself by it, but I'm not going
to walk away. I'm going to do what | know is right, and do all | can to protect our family, and I'm going to help Harry bring an end this war. I'm not going back to Hogwarts as
a student. Now, either you can accept that fact," he finished, squaring his shoulders, "or you can be silent. Because no amount of yelling in the world is going to change my
mind."

Molly Weasley stared at her son. Hermione thought she looked like she aged five or six years, just standing there, staring at her son. Tears glistened in those hazel eyes.
Hermione, unable to take any more of watching the normally redoubtable mother crumbling in silence, shoved Ron forward with a hand planted on his spine. He got her
hint, and wrapped his arms around his mother, gingerly pulling her close. A choked sob, and she collapsed into his embrace, hugging him back fiercely.

It was uncomfortable, watching Ron deal with his mother's grief. A glance at Harry showed him disconcerted, too, glancing away as if seeking some place he'd rather be.
Hermione caught his eye after the third time, and tipped her head towards the pair. Reluctantly, awkwardly, he joined her in flanking the two of them, and together they sort
of enveloped Molly Weasley in a group-hug. It did seem to calm her down a little faster, and when she stirred, the three of them released her. Harry even dug up a
handkerchief and offered it to her.

"...I don't know how I'm ever going to tell your father about this," Mrs. Weasley muttered. "And I'm terribly disappointed in you, Ronald. But | cannot do anything about it--

and you lied to me!" Her fingers snatched the curve of Ron's ear, making him wince and grimace as she shook his head with it. "You said Harry would be buying your
books and things!"

"Technically...it's not a lie," Hermione hedged for him. That only got Mrs. Weasley's glare fixed on her, but she withstood it as much as she could. "He said would be. If we
were actually going to go back to the school, I'm certain he'd buy whatever Ron needed.”

"Yeah," Harry agreed quickly. "As it is, we really don't need much in the way of funds, at the moment. We've been eating here at Headquarters, and doing chores about the
house for Mrs. Figg, in exchange for her cooking--on the promise that she'd never cook anything with cabbage in it," he half-muttered. "I smelled cooked cabbage too many
times through the years, whenever my aunt and uncle foisted me onto her during some outing of theirs."

"You know Fred and George would give us jobs in their joke shop, if need be," Ron coaxed his mother. Hermione felt good about the way he lowered his pride a little on the
whole money issue, just to reassure his mother. "And we do plan on handling this matter as quickly as we can."

"Well...what is this secret mission the Headmaster set for you? And why did he give the task to you?" Molly demanded, recovered enough from her grief to start poking and
prodding at her son's decision. "Why not an adult...| mean, why not an Order member?"

Hermione was glad the older witch had changed her wording, however belatedly. And she was even more glad Harry fielded that question "If we could tell you, Molly, we
would. But the fewer people who know what we're up to, the better. You're just going to have to trust us."

"And trust that we'll keep each other safe," Hermione added, slipping her hand into Ron's.

As she'd hoped, his mother noticed the stealthy movement with a keen gaze. Speculation ran across her face, along with suspicion, before it melted into wonder and hope.

Mrs. Weasley didn't say anything directly, however. "Well, you'd certainly better. I've effectively lost one son, and nearly lost another. I'm not going to lose a third. And you,
young man," she added, poking Ron in the chest with a warning finger, "are going to be the one to tell your father that you're not going back to school!"

Ron winced, but allowed his mother to prod him downstairs, Harry and Hermione trailing in their wake.



So. How much of sex and sensuality have you researched?

Hermione stared at Russel's words, taken aback by their bluntness. He'd caught her in the bath, and she'd been forced to dry off her hands before picking up the tablet.
Wondering how to avoid the question, she finally wrote, Why do you want to know something like that?

You're an over-achiever, from what I've heard. And devoted to knowledge and learning. | would be highly surprised if you hadn't researched the subject in
some depth. So. How much have you learned?

Sighing, she wrote the truth, as boldly as she dared. Quite a lot, in my spare time. In fact, you interrupted me while | was reading a wonderfully smutty romance
novel. I'd just read one of the good parts, too.

| see. And did you enjoy yourself, while you were enjoying the text?
...You just want to know if | wanked.
Frigged, my dear Jane. 'Wanking' is a masculine activity. Women 'frig'.

Not according to the novel; women masturbate, these days. 'Frigging' is an old-fashioned term. Besides, a good lover would lick her until she screamed with
pleasure.

Her face felt hotter than the water, writing that. Russel didn't seem to take offense, though it took him a few moments to reply. Indeed. And have you tried any empirical
experimentation, with your newfound knowledge?

No. I'm still uncomfortable with the whole subject.
Why? Sex is both natural and healthy. Were you raised a Puritan?

Hermione snorted, sinking a little lower in the bath. Hardly. Anglican. But | was raised to not treat it casually. Sex shouldn't be about humping whatever's in sight. It
should have meaning, and be an extension of caring.

Ah. You prefer to 'make love' rather than 'have sex'.
Yes, | do. Or rather, | would. | haven't done it, yet, but | imagine that's what I'd prefer.
So you don't think there's any point in going at it like a pair of rabid kneazles? You believe that sex should be always tender, gentle, and missionary-style?

Hermione pondered his point. No...I think that, in the right mood/context/whatever, shagging like rabid kneazles might be a lot of fun. And the more positions, the
merrier, probably. I'm just saying I'm not interested in sex without a relationship.

So, you'd prefer for a handsome, charming prince to sweep you off your feet, whispering the sweetest of nothings in your ear, and making promises he
couldn't possibly keep if he existed in the real world, all just to win your affections long enough to get into your knickers?

That's a rather cynical thing to say!

That's a rather realistic thing to say,Russel wrote back. The moment some manipulative, scheming male realizes you can be bought by words of affection, he's
going to attempt to ensnare you by them. I'm just giving you fair warning. A declaration of lust is a lot more genuine than a declaration of love.

Affronted, Hermione scrawled back, And what have you against love? Love is the most powerful force in the universe! I'll be you've never felt a single scrap of
love for anyone!

Romantic love? No. But | loved my mother, and | loved Brian. He was the father my own should have been. And I'll bet you've only ever felt scraps of
infatuation and affection for another, and never felt an actual, true, deep, abiding love.

Hermione started to write a scathing reply, then paused and absorbed his words as they faded from view. ...Is that one of those lines you say some scheming,
manipulative male will try to pull on me? Sorry, Russel, but 'deep, abiding love' just doesn't sound like something someone in your position would be saying.

Do not make assumptions about me, Jane. You do not know me nearly well enough to make such sweeping statements.
Chided, Hermione nibbled on the end of her pen. Grudgingly giving in to her good side, she wrote back, Sorry.
Forgiven. And to answer your question...at the time, no. | was speaking honestly, not manipulatively. But I'll keep it in mind for an option.

And to her shock, he drew a winking smilie-face, the ink spreading cheekily across the surface. Swiftly debating how to answer, she drew a smilie face with its tongue
sticking out, replete with little drops of spit. ...Cheeky bugger.

What, no animatory spell?

I'm not that good at those. | can hardly draw a stick-figure without breaking out into a sweat.
Hm. So. What are you wearing tonight? What colour and shape of nightgown, | mean?

What are you yourself wearing? Hermione countered.

Blue blankets, white sheets, and my fist.

Holy...! The breath left her body, making her sink a little lower in the bath. An image flitted into her mind of a lean, strong back, a body curled on its side, propped up by an
elbow, knee slightly drawn up, and fingers fisted around an unmistakably erect prick as its owner peered into a paper-bookmarked tome, watching the naughty moving
wizarding drawings in between answering her replies.

Naughty Jane--don't you know it's polite to reciprocate? Let me guess. It's not too terribly late, so you'd still be in jeans and a tee-shirt, right?

That made her decide to have fun with him. Nope. Guess again.

Nightgown? Or pyjamas, perhaps?

Nope. Guess again.

Dare | hope, naked? (I reiterate: | am very, very glad you are not Brian. That is NOT the sort of image | ever wanted to contemplate about him.)

She laughed at that. Nope. Try...bubbles. Lots and lots of bubbles.



Silence, as her words faded. Then, Ohhhhh, Jane, you're going to give me a heart-attack...now I'm imagining you in the bath with your hair piled on top of your
head, a nipple peaking through the foam like a miniature version of your knee...and that you'd love to do naughty things with that quill in your hands. Naughty
strokings of the feather-tip against your quim...

Nope.

...Nope?

Muggle pen. She grinned as she wrote it. Makes writing on the spur of the moment a lot easier, if | don't have to fuss with an ink jar.

A bit too practical for my imaginings...but | can work around it. Of course, to complete the image, you said you were reading a deliciously smutty book, and
you're in the bath, no doubt by candlelight, which means that you probably have a tin of chocolates somewhere on hand. Or perhaps just a box of empty
wrappers...

Nope. Though I'd gladly hex someone for a box of high-quality dark chocolates. Raised by dentists as | was, | never really got the chance to develop a sweet
tooth, but | do love quality dark chocolates. Nothing cheap from the candy bins for me...which means | don't get to buy it nearly as often, either. Quality does
not come cheap, by any measurement.

Then | shall dig some high-quality chocolates out of my imagination, wrap my waist in a towel to 'preserve my modesty'--I can be a gentleman when | want to
be--and perch my imaginary self on the edge of your bathtub, so that | may teasingly feed them to you, one at a time.

Is this part of that manipulation thing?
Maybe. You're a fully grown witch, aren't you?
Well, yes.

A pity you're still in school. But you're of-age, for certain. | do have some scruples about who | will or won't seduce. So, are you going to be a good little pen-
pal, and touch yourself for me?

| don't think that's appropriate.
Come now, how are you ever going to learn enough to be able to seduce the wizard of your dreams, if you don't practice? Haven't you ever touched yourself?

Felt that sweet ache low in your abdomen, that slow rise of burning need? Breathless anticipation, twisting muscles, fingers flying as you strive to bring
yourself to completion?

She'd touched herself, before. She'd even given herself a good orgasm or two, before. But the thought of touching herself while he...well, he couldn't exactly watch...
Feeling rebelliously naughty, Hermione wrote, Well, | have touched myself before, and gone all the way about it, and had a good time. But you spoke of gaining
experience. How would you have me do it?

It took him a moment to reply. ...Are you going to follow my instructions?

Why not? I'm feeling adventurous. And...a good orgasm is an acceptable substitute for a fine-quality chocolate, | suppose.

Again, you threaten to make me laugh. It's good to know your priorities lie aligned with the chocolate. Let's see...you're in the bath, presumably on your back.
Wand nearby, | trust?

Yes.

Good. Enchant your quill--sorry, your Muggle pen--with a Dictation Charm. You'll need one hand free for this, because I'll want honest feedback, yet the other
one needs to keep the ring in contact with the paper. And | presume you've learnt how to enchant things wordlessly by now, so all you have to do is think firmly
enough, and the pen will do the writing without you having to speak. Just in case you're not alone in whatever house you're occupying.

Blushing, Hermione enchanted her pen. It poised itself over the tablet in her hand. Thinking firmly, she tried three times, before getting the knack of it firmly enough that the
pen wrote, Ready!

Touch your lips. Feel how soft they are. Nibble on your fingers, and gauge the sensitivity of your lips as opposed to the pads of your fingertips. Stroke your
face from brow to chin, detouring around either side of your eyes, so that you caress your cheeks... Are you complying?

A bit of effort, and the pen wrote, Yes...

Good. Now, tip your chin back a little and lightly stroke your throat. Make a little circle in the hollow at the base...and stroke your collarbones...now back up to
your lips...and back down to the slope of your left breast. Lightly wiggle your touch back and forth, until you get close to your nipple, then circle down under it.
Don't touch it just yet; we don't want to rush your pleasure. Are you circling just beyond your nipple?

Yes. It took less effort this time to make the pen move, but then she'd always been a quick study, and it really was just a variation on wordless magic. Her areola was
shriveling under her touch, sending pleasant tingles through her nerves. I like it.

| thought you might. Now, with the nail of your thumb, very lightly scrape your nipple.

Oh! She hadn't meant for the Dictation Charm to write that, but it had felt so startlingly good.

Now, stop, and move the back of your thumb to your other breast, and rub the smooth surface of your nail against your right nipple--and just the nipple.

She complied. Oh! That feels different...

But good, yes?

Perving over the thought of me playing with myself, are we?

Nice to know you're enjoying this, too.

She laughed out loud, hushing herself belatedly. The bedroom she shared with Ginny was next-door, and the girl needed her sleep, since she was getting up early to go to
the train station. Loud noises this late at night also ran the risk of waking someone else up. Like Ron. It was one thing to perv, as it were, over a bit of enchanted writing
with a near-stranger. It was another to be caught doing so. Ron might think that was either a 'cheating’, or an indication that she was ready for sex with him. This might've
been a form of cheating, but she still wasn't ready for sex just yet.

| feel incredibly naughty, doing this. Guilty, and bad.

But it also feels good, does it not? Letting go of your inhibitions... Touching yourself... Seeking and delivering pleasure to your body...and a woman's body is

MADE for pleasure, Jane...now, slide your hand down your stomach, smoothing out any bubbles in its path, until you reach your mound. Cup yourself firmly
down there, and wriggle your fingers a little. Then...withdraw them with the lightest and most teasing, scraping touches. Feather your fingers through your



pubic hair, and tug ever so slightly on them.

OH! That was unexpectedly pleasurable!

Now, slice your finger quickly through your nether-lips!

"Oh!" That felt too good to end it there; it felt as if she'd just scorched herself with a sexual fire. Arching her body, Hermione swirled her finger over her clitoris, flicking and
rubbing and prolonging the stimulation, burning her nerves as she brought herself to a trembling peak. Oh...oh god, yes...oh yes oh yes...ohhhh--YES!

Body bucking, bubbles sloshing, she came. Shuddering, sagging against the sloped back of the porcelain tub, Hermione forced her eyes open. There, just beginning to
fade, were the words she'd been thinking, written in the blue ink of her ball-point pen.

...ohhhh--YES!

Oh, dear god...

Oh, dear god...

Embarrassment flushed her face, her throat, even her upper chest with scarlet heat. Marshalling her thoughts with the same discipline she was trying to use for
Occlumency, Hermione glared at the paper. She wished she could glare at the source of her wanton little adventure, but she didn't know where he was, nor even what he
looked like.

A moment later, something seeped rapidly up out of the surface of the tablet sheet. He'd spilled something on the page, and it had come through to her end of things, via
whatever magic allowed the rings to communicate like this. Tilting the tablet closer to her face, Hermione peered at it in the candlelight. It was white, and kind of creamy-
looking, and it smelled rather musky at that close range...and her cheeks burned a second time as she realized what it was. Semen. Jism. Ejaculate.

Russel's cum now stained the surface of her tablet. As she stared at it, unsure what to do, ink seeped into view, angled off to one side of it. Taste it.

She wanted to protest; she wanted to exclaim that the very idea was nasty, and that he was a total pervert for asking her to do such a thing...but the young witch didn't.
Instead, hand trembling, she brought the tablet even closer, and licked it from the sheet. She thoroughly licked it, too; in fact, Hermione made absolutely sure that the page
was marked with a tongue-sized swath of her saliva, and watched it fade from her view with smug satisfaction.

Oh God!

She smirked, imagining him getting hard again at the thought of what she'd done.

--Tell me how it tastes!

Yes, she could see him trying to prolong his pleasure by having her describe everything to him. So she did. It's a bit stingy, musky and salty and a little bitter...but not
bad. Not that bad at all. | might even be willing to try that on a real man, licking it directly from his skin.

More!

Unsure what else to add, Hermione took a page out of what she'd read in the smutty romance book lying neglected on the bathroom floor, and described one of the scenes
that had intrigued her. | would catch you while you were asleep, early in the morning. Gently ease back the covers, so as not to awaken you. | would admire your
masculinity, no doubt somewhat hard from a morning erection, she silently dictated, blushing at her boldness, and then | would lean down and inhale your scent. |
imagine it would be very musky, with distinct hints of myself left over from our recent nocturnal activities.

Oh, god...

When my lungs are properly full, | will move down a little...and lick you from testicles to tip in a slow, broad lap of my tongue. A swirl at the tip, and | would
engulf the head of your penis in my mouth, sucking it in as deeply as | can take it. | can almost feel it in my mouth right now...warm, firm, musky, a bit salty at
the tip where your jism still seeps from your climax...twitching...

OH FUCK!

More pearly drops seeped through the page. Hermione didn't hesitate, but licked that from the page, too, before leaning back and dictating, Mm, thank you. That was
tasty, too.

Merlin, you're a fast learner... I'll bet you'll horribly embarrassed shortly, if you do not feel that way already, too.

You'd win that bet, Hermione acknowledged, trying to ignore her burning cheeks.

Don't be embarrassed. You did well. Thank you for the pleasure...and thank you for being so bold. House Gryffindor, right?

Yes.

Typical. I'd better bid you goodnight, so you can finish your bath and get some rest. You'll have an early day, tomorrow. And do watch out for surprise attacks;
I don't know if any are planned, but if they come, it'll be before you get to Kings Cross Station. I'd imagine every other point along the route from there onward
will be heavily watched and guarded, but not before the students get on the train. Again...thank you, Jane.

You're welcome, Russel, Hermione wrote back, blushing one last time.

The paper flashed, incinerating itself. Disenchanting the pen, she set it and the tablet on the floor and relaxed into the tub. Idly, her hands traced patterns over her torso,
echoing what he'd told her to do. Feeling herself growing aroused again, Hermione almost stopped, embarrassed by what she'd done, exactly as he'd predicted.

Part of her mind rebelled, however. Why shouldn't she experience sexual bliss? Why shouldn't she revel in her sexuality? There was nothing wrong or immoral about
masturbation, really. And, well...Ron technically hadn't asked her to go out with him; they'd just started snogging and cuddling, after he'd broken up with Lavender. So it
wasn't entirely cheating.

And it was kind of thrilling to know that she, a virgin, had made a man climax twice. In rapid succession, no less, just from a little bit of the magical equivalent to cybersex!
Hermione finished her bath feeling rather brave.



Chapter 05

Chapter 5 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Warning, gratuitous discussion of 'wands' ahead...how terribly smutty-sounding! ;-D ~Lotm

V.

They were running out of ideas. The locket still held a soul, they needed to find the missing cup of Helga Hufflepuff, one or two other miscellaneous objects that might or
might not be Horcruxes...and they hadn't a clue where to look for any of it. Needing a trip to the lavatory, Hermione snagged Harry's Invisibility Cloak from Ron, who had
just returned from his own trip, and crept out of the library. Madam Pince had threatened them most sternly if they disrupted the peaceful order of her domain in their
nighttime accesses, and refused to let them Floo into her office, which left the trio sneaking through the school halls late in the night, as if they were still enrolled as
students. It was an awkward situation, but it was the best they could do.

It didn't take her long to use the lavatory, nor to wash her hands. Making sure the Cloak covered her from head to toe, Hermione crept out of the bathroom, turned the
corner that led back to the library--and tripped over someone. A very short someone, who had turned the corner from the other direction a bit sharp and a bit fast. They both
sprawled painfully on the stone floor, the Cloak tangling about their limbs. Hermione ignored the stinging of her palms and the aching of her knees as she scrambled
around. The other person had squeaked, and she was afraid she knew the owner of the voice.

It belonged to Filius Flitwick, Professor of Charms...as she'd feared. He shoved his diminutive body upright, dusting himself off with a scowl. "Lumos!When | find out who
you are, I'll have forty points from your House!"

He snatched at the Cloak, fumbling for the rumpled, half-invisible, half visible folds. Hermione, seeing no other choice, flung the Cloak over his head as well. His eyes
widened, recognizing her in the glow of his wand. There was a strange smell about him, too. Sort of reminiscent of...of alcohol? Smacking her palm over his mouth just as
he started to blurt her name, Hermione hissed at him. "Shhh! Please, Professor! Don't let on that I'm here! The portraits have eyes and ears!"

He stilled under her touch, then nodded slowly. She removed her hand cautiously, and the aging wizard hissed, his breath smelling like firewhiskey and cheap ale, "--Miss
Granger? Why aren't you in school? You're supposed to be in my Advanced class!"

"I'm busy doing other things," Hermione whispered back. "But I've Headmistress McGonagall's permission to use the library, if | go about it in secret. You can ask her, if you
like."

"I'll definitely do that--for heaven's sake, Miss Granger," Professor Flitwick half-hissed, half-squeaked. "Why aren't you enrolled in this school, anymore?"

"It's a long and dangerous story, Professor, and | think you'll be a lot safer not knowing." Again, as she paused for breath, Hermione smelled the pungent vapors of
firewhiskey on the diminutive instructor's breath. Frowning at him, she asked, "Professor--have you been drinking?"

"No! No...well, yes. | went down to--oh, my precious! I've lost my precious!" he hissed, distraught, and stooped to start patting at the folds of his robe, even the folds of the
Cloak covering them.

Hermione's jaw dropped. Of all the things she'd expect to hear from the half-size wizard, a quote from Tolkien was not one of them. "You've lost your...what?"

"My wand! My new wand! My lovely, new, precious wand--ah!" Snatching up a narrow wooden box that had been concealed as much by a twist in the Invisibility Cloak's
folds as by the hem of his own robes, Filius Flitwick cradled the box lovingly to his chest. "Oh! | hope | haven't broken it!"

His diminutive fingers trembled as he opened the case with a soft snap of the latch. Inside lay an age-darkened shaft of wood, oak from the look of it, about ten inches long.
It was carved in a pattern that Hermione couldn't quite make out, until he shifted his own wand so that the light fell on it more steadily. Feathers. The wand had been carved
with the shafts and barbels of feathers.

"...Do you know what this could be?" he whispered reverently. "It could--no. No, | will not speak the words aloud. If | am wrong, it would bring a disgrace not only to my
collection, but to my reputation as the Head of my House. | must perform several tests upon it to authenticate it--goodnight, Miss Granger," Professor Flitwick stated briskly,
bobbing his head briefly. "Try not to get caught by Argus. He'd be doubly interested in hanging you by his chains, now that you're not officially a student. A waste and a
shame, that."

"Wait--Professor, what do you mean, collection?" Hermione couldn't help asking as he started to back out from under the Cloak, snapping the lid of the wand-case shut on
its unusual contents. "What sort of collection?"

"My wand collection, of course! | used to take all the wands from my toughest opponents, back in my dueling days. I've added to it since then, with the wands of some of the
more famous witches and wizards | can afford, though | wish | could afford more." He straightened and gave her a proud, if tremulous, look. "Albus bequeathed me his
wand, in his will. That was the wand that took down the infamous Grindelwald, you know. It's quite the prize for my collection, even if | wish with all my heart | didn't have
the chance to own it..."

His hands patted and stroked the case in his arms, then he backed out from under the Cloak and hurried away, clutching his 'precious'. Hermione blinked and watched him
retreat. All this time, and she'd never known Professor Flitwick had a famous-wands collection... She wondered in brief amusement if he'd want Harry's wand for his
collection, too. Or even the Dark Lord's wand, though she thought that owning and wielding it would be almost as icky as wearing that locket-Horcrux. Dismissing the
encounter, Hermione hurried back to the library.

You're not at the school. You haven't been there all month. We've just had word, coded, in a letter from one of the Slytherin students. Whoever is watch-
dogging the mail has been keeping word of your absence out of the students’ letters home. Where are you?--No, wait, don't answer that. | do not want to know
any details, if you aren't at Headquarters. Unless you're in your bed, of course?

Hermione was glad he corrected himself. Since she was currently at Gringotts, standing in the queue with Harry and Ron while they waited to for an escort to Harry's vault,
her position was a little vulnerable. Her two friends were busy discussing Quidditch as a way to pass the time. Apparently they'd come on the wizarding equivalent of
payday, and there were a lot of people here. Tonks was here with them, and the Auror woman, Violetta, who had apparently joined the Order shortly before Dumbledore's
death. They were a few bodies back in the queue, but that was all they needed to be; once they were in goblin hands, only a fool would attempt to attack the trio of friends.

Keeping the tablet close to her chest, Hermione wrote back, I'm in a public place. Mind your manners.
I'd love to ask you why you aren't at the school, but | haven't the time. | finally got a chance to be alone with Mr. O. A certain object of silver and blue

significance apparently came through his shop twice, in his lifetime. The first time, he sold it to a puzzling fellow. The second time, it had been stolen from
wherever the puzzling fellow had put it, had undoubtedly exchanged several hands, and wound up sold back to the shop without the seller knowing its



significance. Unfortunately, Mr. O was not in the shop that day; his nephew filled in for him, and during the bustle of the day, the object, after being purchased
and placed behind the counter for examination by Mr. O when he would return...it was stolen from the shop. The puzzling fellow is very much interested in
where this object went, though he will not say. He is keeping Mr. O to extract information on tracking down wands, how to trace their ownership lineages--as
some are resold and resold over time--and has been torturing a list of collectors' names from Mr. O...who has thankfully proven most resistant to coercion.
Brian asked me to investigate unusual interests and activities on the puzzling fellow's part. | hope this information is significant to your quest. ~\RUSSEL.

The page flared and the ring trapped under the joint of her thumb turned cold. Hermione ignored the curious look Ron gave her over his shoulder. Quickly scribbling down
what she could recall of his words, she committed the three most important bits: object of silver and blue significance, Mr. O's nephew, and list of collectors' names.
'Puzzling fellow' obviously referred to Riddle. Tom Riddle, aka Lord Voldemort, was apparently interested in tracing down a wand. And 'silver and blue significance'...
"Rowena Ravenclaw's wand," Hermione whispered.

"What was that, Hermione?" Harry asked her.

She pressed the tablet to her chest, wondering how to reveal her information. "I...I just figured something out, that's all."

Ron turned to look back at her. His gaze narrowed, and he reached out, plucking on the chain and tugging the scale-patterned ring into view, eyeing it as it dangled and
gleamed. "Where'd you get this ring, Hermione? Is this what you've been wearing all along?"

"I got my hands on it at my parents' place." Snatching it from his grasp before he could slide his hand down the chain far enough to touch the metal, she tucked it back
down into her shirt, out of sight. It was the truth; she'd gotten it there, if out of a letter that had been mailed to her parents. "The line's moved."

They shuffled forward in the queue. Harry moved closer, prompting Ron to do the same. "So, what did you figure out?"

"Um..." Dropping her voice, Hermione offered, "l figured out why Mr. Ollivander was kidnapped. Tom," she stressed quietly as they strained to listen, "is looking for a wand.
Rowena Ravenclaw's wand."

A bunch of clues had come together in her mind. The encounter last week with Professor Flitwick, Russel's information, the bits about collections and collectors. She had
no reason to think the wizarding world would be any different in regards to collecting things than the Muggle world. Her two friends were giving her a puzzled look.

"Listen, it's simple," she explained as they moved forward again. "People like to collect things. Famous things. Mr. Ollivander sells wands. We know Tom wanted something

special from Ravenclaw for...for you-know-what," she hedged carefully. "Why would he kidnap a wand-maker, unless it's because that wand-maker remembers where all of
the wands are?"

"But why would he do that?" Ron argued under his breath. "Surely he had the wand hidden, like he had the locket."

"It's not a locket that hardly anyone ever knew about, it's an artifact of Ravenclaw history. And there are wizards out there who collect such things...and in the collection
business, there are unscrupulous people. Thieves willing to steal objects, either for their own collections, or for profit, selling to those who don't quite care how they get their
hands on their obsession. Some objects are stolen, fenced, sold, stolen again, lost, found, stolen, sold...hundreds of times! The more important it is, the harder it is to hold
onto it, sometimes. Even if it's not overly famous outside of collecting circles."

It was their turn. Breaking off the conversation, the trio waited while Harry requested access to his vault. They were shown to a cart with a goblin, and as the cart rocketed
along the tracks, Hermione huddled with her friends, clutching at the edge of the bumping, jostling cart as she revealed the last bit.

"And just last week, | told you | bumped into Professor Flitwick. He had a wand in a box, and smelled like he'd been drinking...like he'd been meeting someone down at the
Hog's Head, like Hagrid sometimes does. The wand looked very old, and he said if he'd damaged it, it would bring disgrace to his House...and yet how many people know

that Professor Flitwick even has a wand collection? | certainly didn't!"

"Probably only his Ravenclaws knew," Ron observed. "And maybe only a select few, at that."

"Yes, but is it her wand, and does it have...you-know-what in it?" Harry asked Hermione.

She rolled her eyes as the cart came to a stop. "Harry, I'd just come out of the loo. | wasn't expecting to trip over a professor, and | wasn't exactly thinking about any of this
at the time. | was more concerned about him giving away my presence."

They climbed out, and the goblin used the small golden key Harry had provided to open his vault. While he was busy filling a sack with golden Galleons and silver Sickles,
Hermione saw Ron averting his gaze. Moving close, she touched his arm and murmured in his ear. She had to lift onto her toes to do so, given how tall he'd grown.
"...We're all in this together, Ron. Share and share alike."

He looked down at her, some of the pain of envy fading from his gaze. Then his nose wrinkled wryly. "Well, that may be, but I'm not sharing you. He can have my sister, for
that."

Hermione wrinkled her own nose. "Eww! Harry's like a brother to me! The brother | always wished I'd had," she added as Harry joined them, the goblin shutting the vault
door. "At least, | hope you don't mind | think of you as a brother, Harry."

His brows rose. "Mind? D'you think I'd mind having the smartest witch alive as my sister? You've got to be nutters, if you'd think I'd mind!" He looked at Ron, including him
in the conversation. "The two of you are like the family | always wanted, but never got to have."

Ron grinned, climbing into the cart and helping Hermione in after him. He grabbed Harry's hand and pulled him in, and the goblin started the cart along the tracks once
again. "Well, I'd take a blood-brother oath with you, Harry, but | think we both know how you'll end up a part of my family. That, and it'd end up being incest, so I'll

pass...that is, you'll probably wind up in our family if you'll wait until after she's out of school. I'll have to beat you senseless if you try anything other than snogging, before
then."

"Yeah, you and what Quidditch team?" Harry joked, nudging Ron with his shoulder.

"Me and my whole family, that's what team!" Ron shoved him back. Hermione watched them jostle each other very much like brothers would. Nervous, she gripped the
edge of the cart, hoping it stayed on the rails. The goblin, unconcerned, continued to work the lever-like controls.

The sign in the window said 'Temporary Management under Redmond Ollivander. Mr. Ollivander's nephew, once they stepped inside, looked a bit twitchy. He had the
same shock of hair as his uncle, though his hair was dark brown. He was middle-aged, not quite to the point of wrinkles, but there was a definite set of tension in his body.
He greeted them with a distracted smile. "Hello. Which one of you needs the wand? Replacement, or repair?”

"Enquiry, actually," Hermione corrected him gently. He seemed a bit high-strung, glancing at the doorway occasionally.

"We're looking for information on whether or not a certain wand ever came through this shop. What it was made of, what it looked like, that sort of thing." Harry stepped up
to the counter. "l realize your time is valuable, keeping shop for Mr. Ollivander during his absence, but it's very important.”

"Yes, well, Uncle Roland is still out of the country for the moment," the clerk offered with a weary, imperfect smile. Clearly, maintaining the pretense that everything was



just fine had grown tedious after so long. "But | might be able to help you. What do you want to know?"

"We want to know if this shop has had a certain wand here within the last fifty years. Rowena Ravenclaw's wand," Harry stated, his volume low but his words crisp and
clear.

Mr. Ollivander's nephew jumped, he twitched that hard. "R-R-Rowena R-Ravenclaw's w-w-w..."

"Please, Mr. Ollivander," Hermione coaxed him softly, moving up on Harry's left while Ron closed in on the right. If the man bolted, they'd be able to stop him, but their
intent wasn't to hurt him. "We realize your uncle's disappearance makes you very anxious, and we don't want to add to your anxiety. Or to your troubles. We just want to
know about the wand, that's all."

"In fact, we think we can ease your troubles, if you tell us what you know," Ron added. "Did you sell the wand to a short gentleman, an aging wizard about this high?" he
asked, holding his hand down near his hip.

"No...no...that wand came through the shop, yes, but it was over three years ago. The wizard you mentioned, | do know him; he stops by every once in a while. That's
Filius Flitwick. He teaches Charms up at Hogwarts; surely you're young enough to know him. As for the wand...well, | lost it."

"Lost it?" Harry asked, as Hermione mentally nodded, pleased that Russel's information was being confirmed. Harry pressed the point. "How did you lose it?"

"Well, | was filling in for my uncle while he was at St. Mungo's, since he'd been hit by a bungled charm from a broken wand brought in as a trade-in for a new one...er...I
think it was ashwood, with a unicorn hair, badly splintered and frayed. Some fool had tried to fix it with Spell-o-Tape, but didn't bring it in immediately for repairs." Redmond
Ollivander shook his head. "If he or she had done that, it could've been repaired, but by the time we got it, the unicorn hair had been badly frayed. Only my uncle didn't
realize quite how badly, and the next thing he knew, he was picking his head up from the floor quite literally..."

Ron's face had coloured; even his ears looked ruddy.

"...Anyway, | had a customer, a shifty-looking fellow, sort of short and dumpy, with dark hair, brown eyes, and a potato-nose--you know the kind, broken several times?
He'd brought this box with this wand in it to me. | recognized it at once, of course; Uncle made sure | knew what all the famous wands look like, though I'm nowhere near as
good at remembering wands as | am faces. You don't forget the sight of an oak wand, phoenix feather core, carved in a pattern of feathers. They don't make them like that
anymore. These days, it's all plant-themes, or Danish simplicity, or Grecian column-themes... Yes, I'm very certain it was Rowena Ravenclaw's wand. | might've been a
Hufflepuff, but | knew that wand was hers, the moment | saw it. I'm that much of an Ollivander...

"Anyway, the man wasn't asking nearly what the wand was worth, and | didn't want him to know what it was worth, so | dickered the price down a bit, paid for it, and tucked
it behind the counter, since | had a sudden influx of customers coming into the shop. And that's when it happened. In the half hour or so between putting it behind the

counter and finishing with my customers...the box had vanished. Uncle was furious with me, | can tell you that! He could've gained back thirty times what | paid for it, in

auction to several interested buyers!" Redmond Ollivander finished. "Now...could you tell me why everyone is so interested in finding out where Rowena Ravenclaw's wand
might be?"

Ron pounced on that one with a soft frown. "Who else has been asking?"

"Well...a woman, with dark brown curls, a little taller than this young lady. Middle-aged, too. And a tall, dark blond man--just earlier today, in fact! | didn't like either of them,
but especially not the woman. She came by yesterday, actually. The man just seemed rather...intense. But the woman threatened me. It was a veiled threat, nothing |
could've taken to the Aurors, but she was very unpleasant to deal with," he shuddered. "It was like her eyes were dead. Nothing human behind them. Horrid!"

"We're sorry you had such an unpleasant time of it," Hermione commiserated.

"Yeah. We'll just leave you, so you won't have to think about it any longer," Ron soothed him as the trio headed for the door.

"Wait--aren't you going to tell me why you're all looking for that wand?"
"...It's better if you don't know," Harry replied over his shoulder, pushing open the shop door.

Hermione really wanted to tell him his uncle was alive, though his condition and whereabouts were unknown but presumed unpleasant. She couldn't do it, though. Not by

walking back to him and whispering in his ear, nor by sending one of her memo-notes. Oh, she could send the shop clerk a 'Ring of Truth' memo...but if word got back to
the enemy that someone on the other side knew what had happened to Mr. Ollivander, things could go badly for Russel. Especially since Hermione had no way of knowing
if he was the only person accorded the privilege of visiting the wand-maker, aside from his official tormentors. If he was, the finger of suspicion would point straight to the
spy in their midst.

Even though there was still a part of her reserving judgment, most of her was beginning to trust in her secret correspondent. Russel had helped her to save several people,
and given her a good piece of quest-related information. His sincerity about being on the Order's side seemed valid, so far. She really wanted to believe in him...but that
unbelievable betrayal by Professor Snape had damaged her faith in her fellow human beings.

Until she could meet him, could look into his eyes and see what her gut instincts said about him in person, Russel had to be kept on the 'accept with some reservation and
wariness' list in her mind.

Professor Flitwick's private parlour was a study in...shortness. Hermione, upon being let inside along with Harry and Ron, all three having snuck their way through the
castle under Harry's Invisibility Cloak to this late-evening meeting, felt like she was back in her primary schooling days. It almost looked like the Head of Ravenclaw
shopped out of a kindergarten supply catalog. Diminutive tables, half-sized sofa, scaled-down Muggle recliner... About the only things that were normal sized were the
books crammed into the ceiling-high shelves, and the size of the hearth, which bore a cheerily crackling fire.

There weren't any display cases of wands in evidence, however. Disappointed, Hermione turned her attention towards the Charms Professor. He had doffed his teaching
robes, and wore a purple satin lounging robe, replete with dark velvet lapels and a cream coloured ascot. She supposed it was better than finding him in curlers and a tatty
chenille robe, but it was an awkward moment all the same.

"Well," Professor Flitwick asserted after gesturing them to take a seat on the sofa. Ron's knees were halfway up his chest, though he tried to look as graceful as their host,
or at least nonchalant. "What brings the three of you to me, so late in the evening?"

The two younger wizards looked at Hermione, who had shifted forward to set her bookbag on the floor. She didn't think jumping straight in about Horcruxes and so forth
was a good idea. "Er, well...you mentioned the other night that you collect wands. We're rather interested in wands, ourselves. Famous ones."

Professor Flitwick eyed the three of them in pensive silence, arching a fuzzy white brow.
Harry offered a smile. "So we were kind of hoping we could see your collection."

"Ah. Well, my collection is off-limits at the moment. I'm authenticating the newest acquisition, and bringing the lot up to snuff. With Mr. Ollivander's unfortunately
disappearance, | don't quite trust his nephew to take care of the oldest ones adequately. But...there will be an exhibition of wands in just over a week at the estate of a
friend and fellow collector of mine, Frederique Marselle. Collectors from all over Europe, and even a few from the Americas, will be attending. It's strictly by invitation only,
for the serious collectors, but...as one of the exhibitors, I'm allowed to bring a few friends," Filius granted, slowing his words with dramatic deliberation. "As | told Miss



Granger, I've got Albus Dumbledore's wand in my collection. That'll be a huge draw among our circles. And..."
"...And?" Harry prompted him.

"...And it would be a huge draw if | could also have on display the wand of the Boy Who Lived...and Who Faced Off Against You-Know-Who," the diminutive professor
finished. He quickly held up a hand as all three drew sharp breaths at his temerity. "l realize you don't want to go about unarmed--and | certainly wouldn't blame you, given

that you're surely a target of You-Know-Who's wrath...but if you could just come to the exhibition, and, oh...showed off that marvelous Patronus Charm of yours..."

Harry, Ron and Hermione exchanged looks. Hermione instantly thought that, if word got out Harry Potter would be at this wand exposition, it might draw the Death Eaters
out of the woodwork. They'd have to put the Order on alert. Harry, however, was already nodding slowly. "I think we can manage that. So long as you understand I'm not
handing my wand over to anybody to touch or examine, not even for an instant, and that's including to anyone | do know and trust."

"Given the current state of the world, | think that's quite understandable. Well. Pack for the weekend, and be here at my chamber door by no later than seven o'clock in the
evening of October 24th. I'll have a Portkey ready and waiting. And, er, do bring a couple changes of dress-robes? It's bad enough none of you were in my House--though |
really wish you had been, Miss Granger--but I'm not going to let you come to such an elite weekend without promises that you'll be on your best behavior, and that you'll
dress appropriately,” Professor Flitwick instructed them.

"We'll be clad to the nines, Professor," Harry promised. "Better even than the Triwizard Tournament Ball."

Filius eyed Ron, who was blushing. Standing and gesturing them towards the door, he sighed, "Yes, well, you'd better. Seven o'clock, on the Friday after my birthday--don't
forget! And Miss Granger, if you'd be so kind as to lend yourself towards a few Charms demonstrations for some of my colleagues, I'd appreciate it. Consider it your
payment for disappointing me by not returning to this school."

"Yes, Professor," Hermione sighed, hefting her bookbag back onto her shoulder. Between Harry and his fame, and her and her grades, she could envy Ron his anonymity.
"One last thing. Mr. Weasley, one of the collectors is Jens Yorsen, of Denmark."

Ron blinked, frowned briefly, and then his eyes widened. "--The famous wizarding chess master?"

"The one and the same. Do not disappoint me, if you have the opportunity to play a game or two with him. The Marselle chess set is a full-sized one. It's kept in their rose
atrium, | believe," Flitwick informed him. "If the three of you cannot uphold the honor and glory of Rowena Ravenclaw, then you'd better well do it for Hogwarts as a whole."

That was the opportunity they needed, and Hermione pounced. "Professor--that wand | saw the other night, was that Rowena Ravenclaw's wand?"

He gave her a startled look. "Well, you certainly are quick-witted, even if you weren't bright enough to come back for your seventh year. Only time will tell, Miss Granger.
Only time will tell. Now, off you go. | have too many classes tomorrow to not need my beauty sleep!"

Manfully, Ron held himself back until they were in the hall and the door firmly shut behind them, though his face had reddened with the effort of silencing his laughter.
"...Beauty sleep?'

Hermione whapped him on the arm as Harry cast the folds of his father's Cloak over the three of them.

When they arrived at the library, their former Head of House awaited them. She sat perched on the edge of the checkout desk, facing the double doors. Once they had
closed and Harry had removed the Cloak, revealing the three of them, she spoke. "You are needed at Headquarters."

The three friends exchanged looks. Ron was the first to speak. "...Why are we needed, Professor?"
Her mouth tightened for a moment before she spoke. "The Order is going to discuss your situation."
"We're not coming back to this school," Harry stated flatly. "We're making progress on our task, and we're not giving it up."

Minerva McGonagall's mouth tightened further. "Nice of you to tell me that, Mr. Potter...when | told you to keep me apprised of said progresses."

"--We just figured out one of the clues to the quest,” Hermione interceded quickly. "Just today."

"Well, I'll need a bit more than that, before | can allow the three of you to continue to use--or should | say abuse--this facility," Headmistress McGonagall chided them
crisply.

Hermione and Ron looked to Harry. He sighed roughly and admitted, "...We're looking for a wand. At least...we think we are."
"What do you mean, you think you are? Either you are, or you aren't," the Headmistress reminded him.

"It's like this, Professor," Ron explained. "We're looking for a set of objects. We don't know what one or two of them are, not for sure, but based on what our opponents
actions have been, we're reacting to those actions, sort of like chess. Predicting outcomes."

"Yeah," Harry agreed. "If it is a wand, then we're pretty sure the wand we're looking for is now in Professor Flitwick's keeping, because the most logical wand to be looking
for is one that he says he's got...only he won't let us see it right now, to see if it's the one that we want. But we'll have a chance to see if it is, in a couple weeks. Only..."

"...Only to have the chance, we're going to be letting a number of people know exactly where Harry, or should | say, the Boy Who Lived, is going to be for a weekend."

Their former Head of House frowned softly for a moment, then her expression cleared. "The wand exhibition! Filius wanted the weekend off from his duties to attend it.
That's being held down in the Marselle Mansion, just outside of Dover. That's where he'll let you see the wand in question, isn't it?"

"Yes, and Professor Flitwick invited all three of us...in exchange for being able to tell people that they'll get to see me and my wand," Harry muttered, visibly embarrassed.
"And Hermione's skill at Charms, and Ron's at chess."

"Basically, we're supposed to show-off, to make him look good in front of his peers," Ron summed up. "Not that we don't want to make him look good, but it's the price of
admission, for us."

"So we're worried about the Death Eaters hearing about it, and maybe attacking," Hermione finished for him, shifting the strap of her bookbag a little more comfortably on
her shoulder.

"This exhibition is drawing collectors from all around the wizarding world; it's only held once every three years," McGonagall cautioned them. "Filius told me that security will
be very tight. Still...this does dovetail in nicely with what tonight's meeting is about. | think | can use this information," she murmured half to herself. Her gaze sharpened,

falling on each of them in turn, ending with Harry. "One more thing. Why do you need to get your hands on one of Professor Flitwick's wands?"

"...We can't tell you that," Hermione apologized as Harry flushed again. "The fewer people who know exactly what we're doing, the fewer leaks will make it to our enemies'
ears."

"There's going to come a point, Miss Granger, where that will not be good enough as an answer," the older witch cautioned her.



"Trust us," Ron retorted dryly. "You're a lot safer not knowing. If...V...if Voldemort," he forced himself to say as the Headmistress flinched, "found out what we were up to,
he'd throw everything he had at us just to stop us. Even if he had to kill off his own Death Eaters to do it."

"That's a bit melodramatic, Ronald Weasley, don't you think?" Minerva countered, blinking at him. Her gaze slipped to Harry's grim face, and to Hermione's equally set
features. "...Isn't it?"

Grim silence met her enquiry. Blinking it off, the Headmistress shook her head. Her hand dipped into her pocket, extracting a short length of tartan plaid ribbon.

"Well. We haven't any more time for these matters, though we will discuss them later. Behave yourselves, young gentlemen, young lady, and touch my bookmark. It's a
Portkey to Headquarters," she explained as they moved close. When they were all touching a bit of the ribbon, McGonagall touched it with her wand, and their navels
yanked sideways. Hermione didn't like Portkeying because of the bruises--including a particularly painful one from Ron's elbow slamming into the side of her breast--but it
was better than broom-flying, and somewhat less uncomfortable than the breathless squeezing of Apparation.

The jostling stopped as they landed in the library of 12 Grimmauld Place. They weren't alone. Caught in a half-clad clinch on the rug in front of the hearth were Remus
Lupin, trousers rumpled halfway down his thankfully shirttail-covered arse...and Tonks. Who was blushing redder than her fuchsia-pink hair. Her sports jumper was pushed
up to her armpits, with Remus' shirt-clad chest smothering her own torso, and her dungarees clung in rumpled folds to the lower half of one leg, and there was no denying
why that very long, knee-to-waist length of skin was so bare. Namely because both legs--the fully naked one on the other side, as well as the denim-clad one on the near
side--were wrapped around Remus' hips.

The pair were oblivious to the arrivals forced into inadvertent voyeurism a few lengths away. Between the movement of their hips and the frantic, groan-muffled interlocking
of their lips, Hermione doubted even the Hogwarts Express roaring through the room a yard away would've been able to get their attention. Minerva's wand snapped up,
and an afghan shot off the nearby loveseat, Transfiguring into a privacy screen between them. She chivied the others out of the room with a silent, impatient flutter of her
hand. Grateful to leave, Hermione shut the door...but not before hearing the gasping of a name, and a mild profanity reminiscent of one another wizard had shouted in her
presence...if one counted words scrawled on a tablet to be a form of shouting.

"There are times when | really wish | could perform a Memory Charm on myself, and that incident is one of them," Minerva muttered as she hustled her charges down the
hall. "Into the parlour with you! And not one word out of you about what we just saw."

"Believe me, I'm trying to forget,” Ron muttered. They reached the parlour and entered in time to see Molly and Arthur Weasley Transfiguring chairs out of end tables and
knicknacks. "Hello Mum, hello, Dad."

"Ronald," Molly acknowledged. Her jaw was tense, but she didn't say a word against his presence. She did give him a brief hug, though, the same with Harry and
Hermione.

Others in the Order were beginning to enter the hidden house, and Hermione found herself pressed into conjuring a few more chairs herself, wedging them in wherever
they could be fitted. A flushed but tidied Remus came into the room a short while later, his fingers twined with Tonks'. They took a pair of seats next to Hermione as soon
as Minerva cleared her throat, indicating everyone should take their seats, and the young witch could smell musky hints of their activity in the increasing warmth of the
body-crowded room.

It made her think inappropriate thoughts, not just about Remus and Tonks...but about Russel. Inappropriate as much because she was supposed to be thinking such things
about Ron, as for the nature of the thoughts themselves. If she was going to wonder what she'd look like half-clad and wrapped around the body of her lover, she should be
imagining Ron's freckled form...not some mystery gentleman she'd never even seen in a photograph. She liked Ron. She knew Ron. She shouldn't be so intrigued by
someone she didn't know, had never met, and wasn't completely able to trust. And she certainly shouldn't be viewing the mystery of Russel the Death Eater Spy as
something exciting or stimulating... Uncomfortable, Hermione crossed her legs and her arms, and waited for the meeting to begin.

Minerva called the meeting to order by firing a single golden spark from the tip of her wand. It arced over everyone's heads and banged, catching the attention of eyes and
ears alike. Silence quickly settled through the room.

"Thank you," the thin, greying witch stated primly. Hermione watched her tuck a strand of hair behind one ear, only now realizing just how much grey was beginning to salt
those dark locks. "First order of business, the question of inducting Harry Potter, Ronald Weasley, and Hermione Granger into the Order of the Phoenix. The point was
raised in our last gathering that all three are of-age, and no longer attending Hogwarts. Having passed these qualifications, having proven their dedication to the cause of
fighting against the Dark Lord and his followers, and having--to our knowledge--not revealed the identities of any of our members, it has been suggested they be allowed to

join our ranks. This voir-dire has been arranged so that you may ask any questions of them that you might have before voting on the matter.
"Any questions?"

Shacklebolt, Moody, and several others raised their hands. Hermione received curious looks from Remus and Tonks, but they weren't among the ones raising their hands.
Minerva called on Shacklebolt.

He stood, eyeing the trio in the corner near the podium the Headmistress had Transfigured out of a lamp. "Yes, | think | can ask the foremost question on all of our minds.
Why aren't these three in school, where they belong?"

"Harry?" Minerva invited him, gesturing with a hand for him to stand. The use of his first name was an additional invitation, a courtesy for him to join the others as an adult,
on a first-name basis.

"Thank you...Minerva." Standing, Harry faced the older wizard. "Before Du...before Albus died, he entrusted me with a secret quest, one that he believed would lead to
Voldemort's destruction."

Most of the room flinched at the use of the dreaded name, and several Order members averted their gaze. Hermione and Ron, used to hearing it by now, didn't twitch.
Harry continued, nonplussed at the others' reactions.

"He gave me permission to tell Ron and Hermione, so that they could help, but cautioned me against telling anyone else the nature of our mission. If Voldemort were to find
out, he would stop at nothing to destroy anyone who attempted...and that is all | can tell you."

Moody stood as Harry and Kingsley sat down. "What do you mean, that's all you can tell us, boy? We're the Order of the Phoenix! Anything Albus told you, he could tell to
us!"

Hermione spoke up, cutting through the murmur of agreeing voices stirred by Alastor's assertion. "It involves the prophecy that Voldemort tried to get his hands on, last
year." She was rather pleased at how smoothly the Dark Lord's name fell from her lips, causing everyone to wince reflexively as she hedged around the real purpose of
their quest. "If he knew what that prophecy entailed, Alastor, he would not hesitate to launch an all-out attack. Just as he would for the nature of our quest. The whole
Order is far safer with him not knowing about either subject."

"Yes, but that's him knowing," Fred's voice piped up from the back. Or maybe it was George's. The twins were sitting next to each other, after all. "That's not the same as us
knowing."

"Have you studied Occlumency, George?" Ron asked his brother, nailing the correct twin. "I'm studying it right now, with Harry and Hermione, and it's really hard. The
fewer people who know a secret, the fewer who can give it away...and there's at least one other bastard besides the basilisk-snogger himself who's on...Voldemort's side,"
he added, hesitating only a little over the name, "someone who can use Legilimency without having to say a word in warning. You wouldn't even know you'd been hit until it
was too late, and if you were thinking about these secrets at the time, it would be very bad for us."



"That doesn't explain why you're not in school,” someone else asserted. It was Violetta, the blond Auror witch.

"The sooner we can complete our quest, the sooner this war will be over," Harry asserted firmly. "I'm not going to waste time by being stuck in that school. And I'm not
going to risk any unnecessary lives. The longer this war goes on, the more people will get hurt...and killed."

"What makes yeh right fer this quest o' Dumbledore's?" Hagrid asked from his seat on one of the sturdier chairs near the back of the crowded parlour. "What says someone
else couldn't do it in yer place?"

"Prophecy."

The one-word answer came from Ron's and Hermione's lips as well as Harry's. The three friends exchanged quick, grim looks. Harry finished answering for the three of
them.

"That's all we can tell you. Either you trust us, or you don't; it's up to you. We're going to do what we have to do, and we'll do it whether or not we're in the Order. We won't
betray the Order's secrets, if we can help it," Harry added, "but if you want us, it's on the understanding that we've got our own task to take care of...and that we won't take
orders that conflict with it, nor answer demands to tell you what it is."

His quiet, firm delivery did more to convince the others in the room that they were adults, Hermione decided from the thoughtful expressions around her, than a more
impassioned speech might have tried.

"...I am being kept apprised of their progress," Minerva stated into the pensive quiet filling the parlour. "They will let me know what is needed, and how they are faring, and |
in turn will judge how much the Order should know. You gave me your confidence after Albus passed, when you voted for me to lead you. | am giving my confidence to
these three."

"But, zey are children!" That was Fleur Weasley's voice. Hermione hadn't noticed her enter, and couldn't exactly see the other witch, though she could just see the edge of
a blond figure leaning over to peer at Minerva past Hagrid's bulk.

"They are adults in the eyes of wizarding law...and adults by the fact that they know what is the right thing to do." The Headmistress' mouth tightened for a moment, then
she sighed. "As much as | would prefer to have them safe at Hogwarts...they must do what they must do, the same as we ourselves. That is the mark of maturity. | would
have them acting as Order members, to give them better resources for their quest, letting them feel free to call upon the rest of you for assistance. | had faith in Albus
Dumbledore to lead us with the clearest vision, and | will have faith in the three whom he entrusted with his most secret strategies. | vote that we should include them.

"All'in favour, raise your wand-hand."

Some arms rose immediately. Others took a few seconds. Hermione made a note to see who was immediately enthusiastic and who wasn't. Some of the latter might merely
be feeling pressured to include them...and some of the former, her mind acknowledged with uncomfortable cynicism, might be trying to curry their favour, perhaps to use
their presence to further their own ends within the Order, in the future. By the time the last arm went up, nearly everybody that she could see had raised their hands. It
looked like Fleur's hand was one of the last, as was Moody's, but Mrs. Figg had been the first one to raise her hand, even though it meant interrupting her knitting.

"Hands down. All those opposed, raise their hands, please?" Minerva strained to see past Hagrid. "...None against. Abstentions uncounted. Well. Welcome to the Order of
the Phoenix, Ronald, Harry, Hermione," she acknowledged with a tip of her head. "Don't disappoint us. We'll settle the details of what the expectations will be, the alarm

codes, and how to contact the various Order members at the end of the meeting. Right now, we've got reports to hear. Remus, you have a report from the werewolf
community?"

Hermione tried not to blush as he stood. From where she sat, she had a clear shot of his trouser-front...and the way his zipper sat at half-mast. Desperate to look
elsewhere, she stared at the china hutch in the corner as she listened to his words, trying to quell the heat in her face and chest...chest? The ring in her cleavage had
grown warm. Digging into her book bag, she pulled out her tablet and her pen, then surreptitiously fished out her ring while the others' attention was diverted by a question
from a plump, grey-haired witch near the hearth. Ready to write down an address, she found herself relieved and annoyed that the ring was smooth.

Are you ready for another session of scribbled sex?

I'm in a meeting, she wrote on the pad, watching both sets of ink fade one after the other, his black and hers blue.

The Order?

Yes.

Have you mentioned me?

No.

Good. Don't. Congratulations on joining, by the way, Russel wrote to her. Now you can officially throw your life away along with the rest of us total nutters. Harry
and Ron are with you?

Yes.

Good. Don't tell them, either.

Not yet, at any rate, she wrote back. Remus leaned close, bringing along another whiff of sex with him. She protectively cradled the tablet against her chest.
"You're not planning on taking those notes out of this house, are you?" he whispered.

"It's just 2 mnemonic aid," Hermione dismissed, cobbling the excuse together quickly. "I'll burn the page when I'm done. | just remember things better if | write them down
while I'm learning them."

"You were always diligent in your note-taking," her former teacher reminisced briefly, before falling respectfully silent as Shacklebolt outlined the Ministry's supposed
progress in the war against the Death Eaters.

Hermione glanced at the tablet again. Words faded from the page even as she focused on them. Quickly, she reapplied pen to sheet. What was that? | missed it.

Russel didn't respond for a few moments. | just said | don't want to know what the Order is doing, either. Call it a double-blind experiment, but so long as they
don't know what I'm up to, and | don't know what they're up to, the safer we'll all be... | have a question for you, Jane.

Go ahead, Hermione encouraged him, splitting her attention between the tablet and the meeting, which was turning out a bit duller than expected.
Is it better to die a martyr to the cause, or to continue living afterwards, knowing that you'll be reviled for your past, and unwelcome anywhere?

That was a heavy question. Hermione gave it careful thought. ...While there's life, there's hope, Russel, she finally wrote. Once this war is over, we'll be free to tell
everyone all the good things you've done. You've already saved several lives, working with me. Mr. Lubbock, Ms. Cathcart, the Weasleys, the Creeveys, the
Turnbulls, Mrs. Whidbey...



And yet | cannot forget the lives that have died because of me, and my seeming complicity, just for the sake of being here in this position.

That again required some thought before she could answer him. If it were me...I think | would have trouble resolving these questions, too. But | would remind
myself that while | cannot save everyone, | can still save many. And that | am needed, that my position is necessary. And that those who take the time to
understand my task will understand my actions, too, and the occasional necessity of them.

That's my Jane; ever the eternal optimist.

Not quite; I'm more of a pragmatist.

Even better; a girl after my own heart. Or what passes for it.

You have a strange way of flattering a person,she wrote.

I'm a strange man, some days. I'll consider your words, for what they're worth. | need you to research something for me, he changed the subject. Hermione kept
part of her attention on the meeting, but Russel's request had surprised her.

What do you need?

An amalgamation of a Protean Charm and a Forging Charm. But it has to be able to link objects because of their similarity in shape, purpose and use, not
because of the charm being applied to each and every item.

She nibbled on her lower lip. That's a tough one... It would have a limited range, I think, if it could be made to work at all. | take it you have some metal objects
you need forging?

Something like that. I'd research it, but I'm stuck here. If the library doesn't have what you'll need, you might want to try breaking into the traitor's home. I've
snuck a peek through the books the traitor brought here in the rush to vacate the premises, and what I'm looking for isn't in any of the tomes on hand.

What do you need it for?

Sabotage. It has to also work on something cradled in the hands--gloved hands--but whatever the object is, in the hands, that's what it'll link to within the field
of effect. And that field of effect needs to be as large as possible, and take effect as close to instantaneous as possible.

That's a tall order. You aren't going to need this anytime soon, are you?

| don't know. I'm not asking you to run out of your meeting and start researching it immediately, but I'll need it before things are brought to a head. I'll get you
the address of the traitor's home later, if you end up needing it--1 have to go. ~RUSSEL

The paper flashed, vanishing from the tablet. Remus, Tonks, Ron and Harry all eyed her suspiciously. Even Minerva glanced her way. Tucking pen, paper and ring close to
her chest, she gave them blank looks, returning her attention fully to the current speaker.

Chapter 06

Chapter 6 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Author's Notes: Warning, naughty disciplinarian scenario ahead. ~Lotm

VI

...And I will palm and lift the weight of one luscious breast, cradling it gently in my hand...

Fingers groped and pinched, squeezing her breast uncomfortably.

...While my tongue licks in little laps along the curve of your upper lip, as if it were a rich, dark chocolate eroding under my touch as | seek that first taste of your creamy,
heady centre...

The flavour of watercress, ham and mustard assaulted her senses, along with the poking and prodding of a tongue.

...My teeth will nibble your bottom lip with a delicate scrape, stimulating the need for more...

Their teeth bashed together. Grimacing, Hermione pulled back, wanting to end the clinch. Ron tightened his grip, grinding the lump of his erection against her hipbone with
uncomfortable pressure. Straining back, Hermione gave up and wedged her hand between their mouths, cutting off their kiss. Ron loosened his grip, finally allowing her to
step back.

"...What's wrong?"

Where to begin?she thought. But how do | put it tactfully? "Ron..."
"What?" he repeated defensively. Great. Once he got defensive, there was no way to get through to him delicately. Hermione sighed and said what was on her mind.

"You...well, you're mashing my breasts like they're boiled potatoes." She winced even as the words escaped, but it really was the best description. The offended look in his
eyes didn't help. "And...it wouldn't hurt to brush your teeth after eating ham and watercress. The mustard's not too bad, but | don't like ham, and | don't like watercress," she
found herself babbling nervously as his brows drew down. "Not second-hand, at any rate. And, um...I'd really appreciate it if you also didn't try to stick your tongue down my
throat like that."



That forced a disgusted noise from his throat, and his hands flopped up and down, slapping against his denim-clad legs. "--Hermione, we were French kissing! You're
supposed to get your tongue down the other person's throat!"

"Well, not by shoving it! All that did was make me want to clench my jaw, so | wouldn't gag! Kissing should be... It should be done with a lot more finesse, care, and
consideration!"

"--Are you trying to tell me | don't know how to kiss?" Ron blustered. "I've had a lot more experience at it than you, I'd wager!"

"I'm just trying to tell you that | like a little more refinement in such things!" Hermione shot back, irritated by his comment about 'a lot more experience'. She didn't need a
reminder of all the time he'd spent playing suck-face with Lavender Brown, during their sixth year. Shifting forward, she grabbed his crotch, ignoring his flinch. "You were
doing this to my breasts!"

"--Hermione!" the freckled wizard all but shrieked, yanking his groin back out of her squeezing fingers. "Dammit, that hurt! You could've maimed me!"

"You were hurting me," she pointed out, feeling a small twinge of guilt, but only a small one.

"It's not the same thing! Breasts don't hurt like bollocks do, when you grab 'em roughly like that!"

"How would you know?" she challenged him tartly, shifting her hands to her hips. "You don't have any, Ron! How would you know what hurts or what doesn't...unless [ told
you? And | am telling youit hurt!"

"--You know what? I'm not in the mood anymore!" Turning, he stalked out of the library. It had a dismal atmosphere for reading, but not too bad a one for snogging. Or so
the two of them had thought. Sighing heavily, Hermione sank onto the loveseat, trying not to stare at the section of rug where Remus and Tonks had lain the other night.

As if timed by the hand of the devil, her ring grew warm, inside her shirt. Crossing to the writing desk, she pulled out a sheet of paper, a quill and an ink jar, since she didn't
have her tablet with her. Words spilled across the page as soon as she pressed the ring to its surface.

The Naughty Secretary Scenario

What the... ?Hermione stared at the words, taken aback. It sounded like he was in a frisky mood...and it was the descriptiveness of their last couple of sessions that had
caused the dichotomy between what Russel had promised and what Ron could deliver. She wasn't in the mood for this, and dipped her quill in the jar, ready to tell him so.
More scrawled into view, further confusing her.

This is the fifth time you have been late for work, Miss Janeson. You should know better than to disrupt my office with such juvenile antics.

Miss Janeson? Why would he call me...oh! Someone must be looking over his shoulder! Her weariness with the whole snogging-and-sex situation evaporated under the
awareness that she was expected to perform like a piece of adult-shop novelty stationery. Pen to page, she wrote back dutifully, I'm terribly sorry, Mr. Fawkeson. Isn't
there any way | can make up for what I've done?

You need discipline, girl; punishment and discipline. Come here, and stand in front of my desk!

Yes, sir, she wrote back, feeling a little uncomfortable at the scenario. She just wasn't very experienced in such things yet, despite the handful of smut-conversations they'd
held. He'd said he might have to perform such a thing for real, to disguise why he was in bed with quill and parchment. Hermione had always thought that was just a flimsy
excuse for titillation. Now, she couldn't tell if this was real or not.

Now, fold your arms, put them on the desk, and put your head on your arms. Do it!

...Am | being given a time-out, sir?

You're being taught a lesson! Head to that desktop!

Yes, sir.

Good girl. Or rather, you'll learn how to be a good girl! Now, put your cheek on my blotter, and reach back behind yourself. Quickly! That's it...grab your skirt,
and draw it up.

How high, sir? Hermione wrote. She hesitated, then added, Up to the backs of my knees?

Higher.

Up to the middle of my thighs?

Higher!

But sir...if | draw it any higher, you'd see the tops of my stockings! That wouldn't be very professional of me.
| said, higher, Ms. Janeson! Pull that skirt hem all the way up to the TOP of your knickers! NOW!

--Yes, sir!

Now, keep your skirt bunched around your waist. | am going to draw down your knickers.

But sir! That would be highly inappropriate!

| am going to give your backside a thrashing, Miss Janeson! You will not be allowed to have anything in the way that might cushion the blows of your
disciplining! It's either learn your lesson, or be sacked--which would you prefer?

Please...I'll keep my skirt up, sir. | need this job...

Good. Hmm. Your suspenders are in the way. Next time, you will don your knickers outside your suspender belt. I'm not going to bother unfastening and
refastening the straps. To punish you for the inconvenience, I'm simply going to take these scissors from my desk drawer, here, and cut them off!

Oh, no, sir! Please don't! | can't go around without knickers for the rest of the day!

Consider it a part of your punishment. Keep that skirt high! You don't want me to cut it off as well, do you? There. | shall pull the cloth free, and...it's damp.
Your knickers are damp, Miss Janeson. Damp, and musky. | think you're enjoying this...

N-No, Hermione carefully scripted, to simulate a stammer. She tried not to squirm in her seat. Just like the other times, Russel was demonstrating his ability to describe an
erotic moment in an uncomfortably arousing level of detail.

Oh, really? What if | were to rest my hand on your bum? | could slap it--thus!--and watch your flesh quiver from the blow. And again--so!--and watch the pale,



creamy curve turn pink under the soothing caress of my hand...and if | were to slip my hand down between your thighs...oh, you're wet, aren't you? Crisp pubic
hair covering warm, fleshy folds...and the wetness you're trying to conceal. Move your feet apart, Miss Janeson--now!

Y-Yes, sir...ohh, sir...

You like that, Miss Janeson? Do you like the feel of my hand touching you? Circling and stroking and fondling you so intimately, like this? Do you prefer the
slap of my hand--hard!--or the soft caress of it, afterwards?

Unsure what to write, Hermione settled for an ambiguous, Oh, sir...

Oh, yes, you're very wet. | think you like both. Well, I still have to ensure that you'll never mess up again in my office. Shall | pound it into your head? ...Or into
your cunt? Your cunt, | think; how naughty of you to still have your skirt lifted high.

But you told me to--

--SILENCE! he slashed across her words. Do you feel that? That is the touch you will submit to, if you expect to retain your employment status with my company.
| could get a dozen witches in here to take your place, and if you want to stay gainfully employed, you will submit to being spitted on the pike of my prick!--
There! Take that and like it!

OW! It was all she could think of to write. Her face was flaming; she didn't know what to do about this part of the scenario. Being bent over a desk and taken from behind
sounded titillating and even thrilling in the trashy romances she'd read over the last few weeks, but to actually go through with it in practice? The guy would have to be
rather short-legged, she decided.

Never had anything so big, so deep, have you?

N-No, sir...

Ungh! Each stroke is deep enough, | slam into your creamy buttocks with a delicious slap, but | can't get deep enough!

| know, sir...

Oh, yes, take it deep! Feel the desk biting into your thighs! My fingers bruising your hips! The thrusting of my flesh!

Please, sir!

Please--what?

Please...deeper, sir! H-Harder... Fuck me, sir! Hermione wrote with unsteady fingers. She was biting her lower lip again, but this time from the heat of the scene they
were describing. Every time Russel tempted her into role-playing like this, he tapped deeper into her imagination. Like that crystal powder florists sold to be put into vase
water, he fed her flowering sexuality, encouraging it to bloom.

He was certainly a lot more successful at arousing her than Ron was, with his breast-mashing and tongue-gagging antics, sad as that fact might be.

God, yes! Take it, you little slut! Take all of it!

The ink of his dicto-quill wobbled, and creamy white seeped through the paper. Setting down her quill, Hermione hesitated, then lifted the paper, ring caught against the
surface under her left palm, and licked the liquid he'd spilled. It tasted odd, musky and bitter, salty and something else, with a chaser of wood-pulp, but it seemed like the
right thing to do in the heat of the moment. She always felt utterly naughty doing this, even slutty, but after having done it once and not minded, it seemed a bit hypocritical
to refuse to do it again.

"...Hermione? Why are you licking that paper?"

Hermione shrieked and slapped the paper onto the writing desk, thumping her ring with a clunk on top of it. Heart pounding, she peered wide-eyed over her shoulder at
Harry, who was halfway between her and the door. Somehow he'd entered the room so quietly she hadn't even heard him. A moment later she jumped again as the
parchment flashed and vanished in a brief wash of heat.

"What's going on?" Harry asked her, coming closer.

"Oh, er...just practicing some magic," Hermione hedged breathlessly, giving him a smile and a noncommittal shrug. "You startled me. What's up?"

"Ron. He's sulking and says it's your fault."

That made her snort, "More like his fault. Ham-handed...!" Mastering the urge to glower, since Harry wasn't at fault, she sighed and shook her head. "All | did was make a
few observations and a couple reasonable requests about how he was...well, | tried to suggest how he could snog a little better, and he took offense. He'll get over it, I'm
sure."

"Hermione...you don't go telling a bloke he could snog a little better," Harry told her, wincing at the topic.

"Harry, if | don't tell him what | don't like, how will | get him to do something else?" she shot back.

"I don't know--by telling him what youdo like?" Harry offered.

"Well, he stormed out of here before | could get to that part," Hermione retorted darkly. "And I'd rather not talk about it right now."

"Alright," he agreed, dropping the subject. "I came in here to tell you that Mrs. Weasley, Tonks and the twins will be escorting us tomorrow when we go to get our formal
dress robes. Or rather, Molly and Tonks will be escorting you, and Ron and | will get Fred and George. We'll separate after visiting Gringotts. | was figuring we'd need about
four or five oultfits to fit in, though I'm not quite sure what to get. D'you have any idea what a...a swanky wizarding weekend would require?"

She shook her head. "Not exactly. Something to wear during the day, and something else to wear during the evening that's fancier. And...something we can move in, if
anyone attacks the place.”

"That's what | was thinking. | think | saw an upscale shop near Fred and George's place, in Diagon Alley." He gave her a wry smile. "l don't know if Madam Malkin's has
formal robes that are formal enough. I've never been to anything like this."

"None of us have," Hermione agreed. "What time are we leaving, tomorrow morning?"
"Seven o'clock. Ron and | have our Apparation license tests to take, at the Ministry of Magic. Shacklebolt set it up for us."

"I'll be ready," Hermione promised. The ring, still trapped under her palm, heated up again. Thankfully, Harry left with a nod, closing the door behind him. Peering at the
gleaming metal, she saw no scales, and rummaged for another sheet of paper.

Sorry about that. My highly unwanted roommate got nosy, and | had to cover my tracks as to what | was doing in bed with paper and pen. You performed



brilliantly, by the way.
Thanks. | guess.
I've found out something important, but you must promise to NOT act upon it. At least, not prematurely. Do you promise?

Hermione wasn't sure what to make of that request. She decided it couldn't hurt to hear what he had to say. To the best of my own judgment,she wrote, | will stay my
hand until | deem the moment is right to act.

... suppose that will have to do. Here's what's happening: Mr. O has been released. He has returned to his shop under the pretense that he was called overseas
unexpectedly to deal with a terminally ill relative--and if anyone investigates, all the evidence will point to this as being true; the relative has died and Mr. O has
been handling the estate, so on and so forth, and is finally free to come home. Now, there's going to be a very large gathering of wand-collectors this weekend.
Rumor has it that the Boy Who Lived will be attending. If this is true, that gathering is more than just a prime target for the wand that our puzzling fellow is so
interested in locating. He'll want to make a strategic strike. However, if you try to act on this information before the exhibition, it would make him change his
tactics. It would be better to catch them all in the act, or at least as many as you can.

Hermione read between the lines and wrote back, Let me guess: Mr. O will be under the influence of the Imperius Curse...and a couple of your fellow 'idiots’ will be
going along with him as his invited guests?

You're as brilliant as advertised, Jane. Only I'm being considered to go as one of the 'guests’. I'm in two minds about being included in this enterprise. On the
one hand, if I'm on hand, | can help discreetly with sabotage and damage-control. On the other hand, if I'm captured, the Order loses its last and most secret
spy in the enemy ranks. It's a calculated risk for several reasons, but it's been judged that my talents are better-served being close on hand, as all of the
'guests’ will be in disguise. I've a fair hand at crafting certain glamour charms, among other means of disguise. And | will have a Portkey on me at all times,
ready to yank me out of there literally at a thought, if I'm in danger of being captured.

So then | might actually get to see you?

Yes, but not in my true form. None of us will be recognizable. | take it you'll be there along with Harry?

And Ron, she admitted. We're attending as Professor Flitwick's guests.

You also think the wand in question will be at the exhibition, then?

It's very likely, she returned carefully, hedging as truthfully as she could, that if the wand is in the possession of a collector and recognized for what it is, it'll be
brought to the exhibition as a marvelous centrepiece for that person's collection. They won't be able to resist showing it off.

That's our line of thought, too, here in the enemy camp. | still don't know why he wants it, but he wants that wand. I've overheard some of his plans for how he'll
hide it once he gets it, and it'll be very difficult to extract, once it's in his possession. You and your friends need to get to it first.

We know. We'll be on the lookout for it, she promised him.

So...are you addicted to the flavour of me, yet?

She blushed bright red, glancing over her shoulder to make sure she was still alone. That's a rather intimate question.

That's a rather intimate act. | wish | could risk contacting you during the weekend, but it would not be easy to slip away unnoticed from either group of our
fellow 'guests’, and it would be unimaginably dangerous if we were caught talking in anything but the most casual and openly social of instances. But | can
imagine it, when | stare at you from across the proverbial crowded room.

Do you know what I look like, then?

Yes. Brown eyes, curly chestnut hair, average height, average curves, nice smile. Oh, yes, and according to the traitor's description of you before the monster
leading us, you're an insufferable, hand-waving, book-parroting know-it-all, with no imagination, no talent for improvisation, and an inability to think for
yourself. | hate him.

Hermione hated having Snape's opinion of her addressed so bluntly. She'd respected the man for his knowledge, and had even admired him for his work in the order, but
now... How much trouble would you get into, if you gave him a Whirling Wedgie Jinx for me?

Russel didn't answer for a few moments. Then more ink spilled out from the ring. Damn you--I laughed out loud. My stupid, loathsome roommate wanted to know
what was so funny. | lied, of course. Thank Merlin he won't be going on this mission. No charm or potion could disguise his ugly mug for long, and far too many
people would want to kill him for the deaths he's caused... Unfortunately, | must go. But...

Yes?

Dark chocolate with creme centres, or dark chocolate with caramels?

Dark chocolate with nuts, actually. Or mint-flavoured solids. | never liked cremes or caramels.
I'll see what | can do. Goodnight, Jane. ~RUSSEL

Goodnight, Russel. ~Jane, she returned, and sighed as the second sheet immolated itself.

Marselle Mansion was what Hermione expected Malfoy Manor to look like. Not that she'd ever seen the latter edifice, but by counting the glow of the windows in the
evening gloom, this one had five wings, four floors above the ground level for the main buildings, several towers extending a couple floors above that, two dozen house-
elves within immediate view, actual wizarding servants--guards hired for the event, she suspected--and a very vigorous screening process just to get in the front gates.
There were three queues: one for exhibitors and their collections; one for male guests; and one for female guests.

Having arrived in the meadow between the gates of the mansion and the cliffs in the distance--the estate had an anti-Apparation charm laid on it much like Hogwarts did--
the four of them had been separated into their respective queues, Flitwick levitating the chest containing his treasures as well as his trunk of clothes, and Harry, Ron and
herself levitating their trunks. Her trunk passed inspection, but when the magic-sniffing device was passed over her body, Hermione had to reveal both the ring and the
bracelet. The witch scanning her pressed a white, roundish stone into Hermione's hand.

"That's a Truthstone," the middle-aged woman stated. "State what the objects are for, one at a time, and be truthful about it. Any lies, and they'll have to stay out of the
compound.”

Hermione wondered how Russel and the others were going to get past this part of the procedure. Maybe Polyjuice potion or something... Clasping the stone in her palm,
she stated quietly so that Ron and Harry in the next line over wouldn't hear, "The ring is a betrothal ring. The bracelet was a gift from a friend."

"What does it do?"



"It's supposed to help me manage my time better. But | haven't really needed to use it so far," Hermione added as dismissively yet vaguely as she could.

"Let me see the stone," the witch commanded. Hermione opened her fingers, displaying the all-white stone. There was a faint, palest grey impression of her fingerprints
wrapped around the curved hemisphere, but the witch didn't comment, just tapped the stone with her wand to scour it completely white and nodded at the gates behind her.
"You may pass."

Grateful her friends hadn't noticed, Hermione closed the lid of her trunk and floated it in her wake as she walked onto the mansion grounds. Harry was already waiting, and
after a minute, Ron joined them, looking a little sour at having to leave behind some of his brothers' Wizard Wheezes creations. It took another five minutes before their
former Charms professor made it through the inspection of his own luggage and person.

As they waited, they watched the other wizards and witches being permitted onto the grounds. All were wearing upscale wizarding robes, and seemed to come from a wide
variety of backgrounds and continents, including Africa and the Americas. But finally the short wizard managed to join them, and they headed up the drive to the sprawling,
oversized house. A couple house-elves commandeered their luggage, all save for the large, hovering chest that Professor Flitwick guarded jealously, glaring fiercely at the
one house-elf that dared squeak anything about taking charge of that piece of his luggage.

It didn't take long for them to be shown to their quarters in the main wing; it was a suite of rooms, a sitting room, a bathing chamber, and two bedrooms connected by a
changing room. With a few flicks of his wand, Filius claimed the changing room, changing the day-couch to a four-poster in a show of Transfiguration that would've done his
colleague, Minerva, proud. A poke of his wand at the 'master' and 'mistress' chambers to either side settled where the other three would sleep.

"Harry, Ron, you will sleep in the master chamber. Hermione," he added, having asserted that they could call him by his first name for this trip, since they weren't on the
school grounds and didn't need to maintain his dignity, "you will take the mistress' chamber. Since none of you are married, it wouldn't be proper to have the arrangements
any other way. | shall take the dressing room for three reasons:

"To provide a chaperone buffer for Miss Granger; to ensure that anyone trying to come at me and my collection in off-hours has to first breach the wards on your own
rooms--and you will put up suitably complex wardings," he warned his former pupils, "--and, well, because I'm told | snore half as loud as Rubeus Hagrid, which is far too
loud for anyone else to get any sleep. Now, hurry up and change into your evening robes. Dinner will be served sharply at eight, and | want us all looking at our best. You
will dance attendance upon me, and display every possible courtesy and sign of respect around me; | want to impress my fellow collectors, and you will assist me in doing
s0. And ward your chambers!"

Bemused, Hermione did as she was bid. Who knew Filius Flitwick, the kindly Charms professor of Hogwarts, would turn into such a fuss-budget over a simple wand-
collection exhibition? Still, she donned the dark blue gown Harry had bought for her in her room, taking care to charm her hair into an upswept style that flattered the
slender line of her throat, and the strapless neckline of the gown. The velvety material had been scattered with tiny magical rhinestones that glimmered in an exact match to
the heavens overhead, sans clouds. As the evening progressed, so would the slow slide of constellations across her bodice and skirts. Harry hadn't let her ask the price of
the gown, just dickered in private with Madam Clarke for the whole of their clothes, the owner of the couture shop they'd visited.

The skirt was fitted over the first few inches of her hips, then flared in folds to an uneven hemline, short in the front and long in the back, not quite baring her knees and not
quite trailing on the ground. She'd picked out sensible navy flats to go with the gown and matching tights; if she had to fight or run, Hermione wanted to be able to run.
Strappy sandals might've been more flattering, but they were impossible for running. Tucking the gold chain of her ring-necklace into her cleavage, hiding it behind the
sweetheart neckline, she checked her image in the enchanted mirror in her chamber. The mirror-Hermione eyed her body, smoothed her hands down her curves, then
reached up and tugged on her bare earlobes.

Earrings. Right. Digging through her jewelry box, she pulled out some abstract shell earrings her mother had given her. They came in three segments, one dangled behind
the other; the smallest was a creamy mother-of-pearl, the next a sort of opalescent shell she didn't know, and the third a blue abalone. Strangely enough, she'd bought
them back in the summer before her fourth year, and had almost forgotten about them, but the oval shaped dangles would go nicely enough with her currently entirely
mother-of-pearl inlaid bracelet. Slotting them into her ears, she checked her reflection. They weren't high-society diamonds, but they did look nice.

She worked on her makeup last. Foundation, a hint of rouge, eye-shadow and eye-liner, and just a little bit of lipstick. She didn't need mascara to make the most of her
lashes; they were short, but thick. A knock at the door came just as she was starting to apply the finishing touch of lip-gloss. Ron's voice penetrated the door.

"Hermione, are you ready?"

Slicking her lips, Hermione pursed them, smiled, and tossed the tube of Muggle make-up back into her toiletry bag. "Ready!" Crossing to the door, she opened it,
displaying herself with a flourish. "Ta-da--oh, Ron!"

He was clad in a midnight-blue tuxedo. It went well with his colouring, as did the hints of coppery threads in the lapels, cummerbund and bow-tie. Certainly better than the
black-and-white of Harry's own tuxedo would have been. As it was, the hints of blue made his hair seem even redder in a vibrant way. Hermione blushed, closed her mouth,
and enjoyed the way that he gaped at her, too. Tucking her arms around his elbow, she guided him away from her bedroom door, pausing just long enough to pull the door
shut and activate the warding runes she'd traced on the other side, earlier. Eyeing Harry, who looked spectacular with those touches of green in his cummerbund and tie,
picking out the green of his eyes, she freed her hand and held it out to him.

"l couldn't have asked for two more handsome escorts, tonight," she praised both of them. "I'll feel like a princess at a ball, in your company."

"Just do not forget, Hermione, that | as your host get the first dance with such a lovely young witch!" Filius asserted, coming out of the boys' bedroom and shutting the door
with a thump and a trace of his wand. He was clad in cream piped with dark red; it looked fabulous on his small frame, and seemed to make him look a little bit taller. His
hair had been braided into a queue down his back, and even his beard had been neatly plaited. He grinned at them. "l used to cut quite a rug, when | was your age. | might
even still be able to do the Charleston... Come! Supper awaits!"

This time it was Hermione who mouthed silently, trying not to giggle aloud as the Charms professor led the way, "... The Charleston?"

The huge dining hall had been arranged in five long tables with damask table cloths, real silver and fine china table settings, bowls of flowers, and candelabras with white
taper candles enchanted with pastel-hued flames. Fairies darted in and out of the chandeliers overhead, and a ghostly quintet played soft chamber music in a gallery niche
over the main hearth along one long wall. There were fireplaces at either end as well, and the mass of bodies and crackling flames kept the whole chamber comfortably
warm despite the chill in the corridors leading to the hall. Gowns and robes and suits of every hue gave the congregation a bright look, and jewelry glittered on females and
males alike, though the latter were more likely to wear commendation medals and ribbons, or perhaps heirloom brooches, and more than one sleeve cuff glittered with a
hint of a bejeweled wand-sheath.

The four of them had been assigned to seats along one side of the table nearest the main hearth. Glad her gown was sleeveless and gloveless, Hermione sipped from her
goblet of ice water to cool herself down, and discreetly whispered directions to Ron as he stared in dismay at the plethora of forks, knives and spoons laid out to either side
of the plates, telling him to start at the outside and work his way inward with each course. There were still bodies assembling, and the seats on her left and across from the
two of them were empty, though Filius was chatting amiably with a dowager-jeweled witch who had been seated across from him and Harry.

A thin figure with a shock of grey hair entered the hall with a pair of younger men. The normally intense stare of Roland Ollivander had been softened by a smile, and it only
broadened as most everyone near him rose to greet him and shake his hands, while the rest of the room called out greetings. Word eventually trickled their way of Mr.
Ollivander's plight in Canada, tending to a terminally ill great-uncle who had passed away, and whose estate had been willed to the famous English wand-maker. With him
were two younger wizards, the middle-aged Redmond Ollivander, the nephew, and a younger fellow Hermione hadn't seen before.

It didn't make sense. There were only three of them, and Russel had implied that he and at least one other Death Eater would be in attendance. In fact, the implication was
that there would be several Death Eaters disguised among the guests. So the stranger had to be Russel, but where were the others?



The house-elf guiding the trio led them straight up to the three empty seats, one next to Hermione and two across the table. In the scrum of well-wishers standing to
welcome Ollivander Senior back, the younger of his two guests peered at the place-cards, then slipped around to the other side of the table. Heart thumping in her chest,

Hermione peered at the card for the plate next to hers. Rorik Ferguson.. Not Russel Fawkeson, but then it was probable he wouldn't use the same pseudonym for this
mission that he used in his correspondence with her. The initials were the same, but that was about it.

She glanced at the approaching wizard, studying him more closely. He was relatively young, maybe in his early thirties at most, with long sandy blond hair that hung in two
thin plaits to either side of his face and in soft, loose locks down his back. 'Rorik Ferguson' had grey eyes framed by thick eyelashes, a golden tan that stood out among the
English-pale faces of his two companions, and a lean body to match his lean face. That body was clad in a royal blue shirt, and a blue-and-green tartan kilt. The black, fur-
flapped pouch that was his sporran hung in front of his hips, and his calves were covered to the base of his tanned knees in blue knit socks. With black leather shoes on his
narrow feet and his wand slung like a dagger in a silver-and-sapphire sheath at his side, he looked rather handsome.

"...This must be my seat."

Hermione stared at him as he pulled out his chair. That wasn't an Scottish accent. It wasn't even an English accent. Noticing her curiosity, he held out his hand. "Rorik
Ferguson, London, Ontario. And you are...?"

"Canadian," Hermione murmured, sliding her fingers into his. He smiled and she blinked. "Er, | mean, you're Canadian, | take it?"

"Yes. London, Ontario. As opposed to London, England." Bowing over her hand, he released it and sat down, then made a show of peering at her own place-card. "Hermy-
own Granger. A pleasure to meet you."

"Her-MY-oh-knee," she corrected. "lt's Greek."
"Ah. You're from Greece, eh? | got the chance to visit there, once, but it was several years ago."
"No, I'm from Oxfordshire. England."

"Ah. So I'm sitting next to a bona fide English Rose," he teased her, shaking out his napkin and laying it over his lap. Under the edge of the tablecloth, his hand caught
hers, making her look at him sharply as he dragged it onto his thigh. "How marvelous. | was afraid I'd be seated next to a Plain Jane."

Russel. Her face flamed. Hermione struggled to control her reaction, reaching for her water goblet with her free hand. Ron leaned across, almost bumping into her elbow.
"She's with me."

Of all the times for the redheaded wizard to be possessive... Russel... Rorik...leaned forward, then back, and finally stuck out his arm behind Hermione's velvet-covered
spine, offering his hand. "Rorik Ferguson, London, Ontario. And you are...?"

"Ronald Weasley. London, England.”

"Weasley? You aren't related to the Busby Clan of London, Ontario, are you?" Rorik asked Ron. "Because you look a lot like Gerald Busby. He runs a Quidditch Supply
Shop in Bunyan Square...no?"

"We don't have any relatives in Canada," Ron dismissed.

"Right. Well, there's lots of redheads everywhere, | suppose. Do you know Roland? It seems like everybody around here does," Rorik continued amiably, gesturing at the
man chatting with Filius Flitwick now, discussing his 'stay' in Canada. The Canadian at her side used his left hand; a glint of gold on his third finger drew Hermione's
attention briefly to the scale-patterned ring he wore. "I met him when he came to stay with my next-door neighbor, Osmund Halifaxton. A sad shame when the old fart died;
he was just getting the hang of curling."

"...Curling?" Ron asked.
"Curling! It's a stone-on-ice game, sort of like shuffleboard--it's in the Winter Olympics," Rorik added pointedly. "It's one of the indoor games."
"Sorry, mate; | play Quidditch, and that's it," Ron dismissed.

"Let me guess; you're a pure-born. You know, you wizarding-world-only types are missing out on some really fun games." Shaking his head, Rorik took a sip from his own
goblet, then tucked his hands in his lap. Covering Hermione's hand, which was still resting on his kilt-covered thigh. "Besides, Hali was a little too old to go zooming about
on a broom. Quidditch is a game for the young and athletic. Curling is a game for the strategist."

"So is chess," Ron pointed out. Hermione felt like she was turning into a fenceline between two bulls, each taking turns to snort at each other through her.

"Yes, but chess is between individuals. Curling is a team effort--I'm sorry, are we boring you?" Rorik asked Hermione abruptly. About as abruptly as the warm, lean,
callused fingers caressing the back of her hand. "You put two wizards together, and you're going to have to expect sports-talk sooner or later, I'm afraid.”

"It's alright," she murmured, glancing at him. The neckline of his shirt gaped a little, revealing something black and shiny. He caught her staring and twisted to face her a
little, releasing her hand so that he could tug his collar aside.

"Translation pendant,” he explained as she stared at the cameo-like object. It was a cabochon of jet carved with a raven caught in mid-flight, wings outstretched and head
turned slightly to one side, strung on an inch-wide velvet ribbon. "It'll translate any language within hearing distance, though it's only useful for about twenty yards in a
crowd like this."

"Did you make it yourself?"

"l didn't carve it; I'm not that artistic. But | did enchant it. When | heard Roland was hurrying to get the estate settled so that he could make the exhibition, | shamelessly
begged to come along. I'm just an amateur collector, only a few minor pieces so far, but a chance like this doesn't come along more than two or three times in a lifetime,
eh? Are you a collector?" he asked her.

"More of a fan of wand-collecting, | suppose you could call it. I'm actually a former student of Professor Flitwick's. He's one of the exhibitors," Hermione allowed, trying to
treat this moment as casually as the wizard on her left. "We couldn't resist begging to come along, either, but then one of his wands used to belong to a dear friend of ours."

"Ah." Before he could say anything else, someone rapped a fork against a crystal goblet, cutting through the chatter in the grand dining hall. The last few attendees quickly
took their places as a plump but stately witch gave the opening speech of the 116th Triennial Wand Collectors Exhibition. Hermione tried to pay attention, but the woman's
rolling tones were not suited for oratory in such a large chamber. They weren't suited for oratory even in a smaller room, really.

It didn't help that Rorik continued to touch the hand still resting on his thigh, sliding his fingertips over the backs of her fingers, dipping occasionally between them in a
stimulating yet soft caress. Hermione didn't know what to do with her hand; she knew she should probably remove it, and yet it felt embarrassingly good to leave it there.
She was Ron's date, after all; if anyone should have put her hand in their lap, it should've been Ronald Weasley, not 'Rorik Ferguson'. But a glance to her right showed
Ron nibbling on a wand-shaped bread stick. And when the mercifully medium-short speech terminated and the feast appeared on the tables, much like it did back at
Hogwarts, Ron's attention was firmly fixed on filling his plate and his stomach. She did get to extract her hand, however, in order to join the applause of the other guests at
the end of the plump witch's speech.



The dishes were a little strange, and came in small but very artistically arranged portions. There were nearly a dozen courses, too, but it was all well-paced, and there were
guest speakers who stood and addressed the others with the use of the Amplification Charm. Mr. Ollivander was one of them, and he seemed so normal, so self-possessed
and in his element, Hermione was hard-pressed to think he was under the control of someone's Imperius Curse. But as he sat down again, Rorik leaned close and
whispered in her ear while everyone was still clapping.

"Ollivander's nephew is a fan of puzzling fellows. Do not be alone with him, ever. There are two others as well."

The plump witch stood at that point, tapping her goblet once again for attention. She announced in her deep rolling tones that dessert would be served in a buffet in the
chamber adjoining the grand ballroom, and that the guests were free to linger at the dinner table, or to start heading in that direction. Exhibitors would be allowed two hours
to set up and display their wands in the morning, and then the exhibits would be opened at ten o'clock sharp. The woman added in her stentorian tones that a chalkboard
could be found outside the ballroom, which would double as the exhibition hall tomorrow, detailing the schedule of demonstrations and question-and-answer sessions for
the featured collections of this year's exhibits.

At that point, the supper ended and the attendees started chatting, some staying in their seats, others rising and drifting towards the ballroom.

"Yes, yes, my scheduled time will be one o'clock tomorrow afternoon, in the prime slot right after the luncheon buffet," Filius' voice rose in an important squeak as he
addressed a question. "I'd love to talk with you more on your own collection, Nimue darling, but Miss Granger has promised me the first dance, and I'd be remiss if | didn't
twirl her about the floor so that she could be free to dance with her two swains."

"Er, actually, Hermione and | are more like brother and sister," Harry interjected quickly, blushing. "She's dating Ron, not me."

"Young love," Filius chuckled as he hopped down from his chair. "It's so hard to keep up with these things. Mr. Weasley, would you be so good as to help me escort Miss
Granger to the dance hall?"

"Certainly, sir," Ron returned respectfully, rising quickly and helping Hermione shift her seat back from the table. Hermione hastily nodded a goodbye to 'Rorik’, placing her
hand in Ron's as the younger wizard guided her out of the ornately carved chair.

"Look, Ronald--there's Jens Yorsen!" Filius asserted a moment later, patting Ron's free arm, since Hermione clung to the other one. "You simply must challenge him to a
game of chess, this evening! | have every faith you'll be able to last at least fifty rounds with him!"

Harry, Ron and Hermione found themselves guided over to the Danish chess master and wand-collector. It didn't take more than a few moments of polite conversation
before Filius was offering a challenge on Ron's behalf to a game of chess with the older wizard, later in the evening. Hermione felt Ron's arm stiffen and saw his adam's
apple bob with a swallow, but he extended his hand for a firm, brave handshake with the older, somewhat portly man.

"...I'd be honored, sir," he managed, and managed to stand bravely in the face of Yorsen's dismissive look.

"Speed chess, in one hour, in the glazed atrium just beyond the ballroom?" Yorsen offered dismissively. "Fifteen seconds per move?"

"You're on. And.. fifty Galleons says | can last at least fifty rounds against you--and a Galleon more for me, for every round beyond that."

"And a Galleon more per round for me, for every round below that," Yorsen drawled, looking like a sandy-blond version of Draco Malfoy when the Slytherin prefect had
been mock-bored with some trivial wager, never mind that he was about ten stone heavier and four inches taller.

"--And a hundred Galleons, if | win!" Ron retorted. Hermione bit her lip and tugged on his arm, trying to get him from backing down from such a reckless wager.

"If you can win, I'll double however many rounds it takes, and addthat to the hundred Galleons," Yorsen dismissed. With a last, derisive look, he strolled off. Hermione
realized that Filius looked like a miniature version of Ron, with fisted hands and furrowed brow.

"Arrogant bugger," the Charms professor muttered. "You'd better last fifty rounds, Ron; I've got the money to cover it, but I'd hoped to do a little wand-shopping, this
weekend..."

"I'll cover him," Harry offered, making Ron give him a grateful look.
"...Thanks, mate."
"Just remember, I'll take it out of your hide, if you don't last those fifty rounds," Harry warned him.

"Well, it's something to look forward to, at any rate. Come! I'm still feeling the urge to dance away some of that splendid meal. Even a wizard of my age has to watch his
waistline!"

Bemused, the trio followed. It took them a little while to reach the ballroom, as Professor Flitwick just had to stop and chat with fellow collectors, and the occasional
previous Hogwarts student or Charms colleague. But they did reach the ballroom, and with a flick of his wand, Filius lifted himself into the air, as if standing on an invisible
platform.

Holding out his hands, he beckoned to Hermione. "Come, Miss Granger--you do know the waltz, don't you?"

She did, and it was the sort of music currently playing. It was a little strange, dancing with a partner who was 'walking' on an invisible, magical floor at about mid-thigh level
relative to her, but he was quite talented as a dancer. With just a few subtle cues with his shoulders and the way he held her hand, he guided her around the dance floor.

"You're a rather wonderful dancer, Hermione," her former professor praised her as they twirled past Ron and Harry for the second time. "Did you take formal lessons?"
"Yes, when | was younger. My father paid for lessons at the local Muggle dance studio."

"Yes, well, Muggles do know how to cut a rug!"

When the dance ended, he brought her back to Ron, and found himself requested into a dance with a grey-haired witch whom he greeted with great delight, chatting with
her like old friends. Hermione watched them go, then found herself drawn onto the dance floor by Ron's hand around her waist. He was a bit better as a dancer than he'd

been, or rather, hadn't been back in their fourth year. Not nearly as polished as Professor Flitwick, but he certainly didn't step on her toes. And it felt nice to be held by him.

"You look very beautiful tonight, Hermione," Ron whispered to her as they paced slowly around the room in a simple foxtrot. "I wanted you to know that earlier, but...it was
more important to make my legs keep working so | could stand and walk with you, than to make my mouth work, too."

For a fumbling sort of compliment, it was very sweet. Hermione reached up and pecked him on the cheek. "Thank you, Ron. You made my knees weak, too. You look very
handsome, tonight."

"| feel handsome, with you on my arm. What was up with that Rorik fellow, though? He kept flirting with you. | didn't like that," Ron added with a frown.
"Well, he did say he was grateful to not be seated next to a Plain Jane," she offered. "Some men flirt with anything that catches their eye. | don't think he was serious,

though. It might've just been that he was Canadian, and they might do things differently, in Canada." She shrugged elogquently. "Or it might've been a touch of
homesickness alleviated by the sight of a friendly face, or maybe the fact that the majority of the witches at the exhibition here are all old enough to be our mums..."



"l suppose," he shrugged.

"Besides, I'm dancing with you. I'd rather think about being in your arms right now, thank you."

He smiled at that and pulled her a little closer. When the song ended, he brought her to the edge of the dance floor. Harry caught up to them, looking a little flustered. "--
Mind if | dance with you, Hermione?" he asked her in an urgent hiss, glancing over his shoulder. "Only I'm being hunted by a flock of witches who want to dance with the

ruddy Boy Who Lived, and they're scaring me--they're all your mum's age, Ron, but they keep wanting to touch me!"
"Touch you?" Ron repeated?"

"Two of them pinched my bum!"

Hermione bit back a giggle. It was a very nice bum, from an aesthetic point of view, but she didn't think he'd appreciate her pointing that out at the moment. "I'll take pity on
you, Harry." Holding out her arms, she accepted his awkward leadership onto the dance-floor. It really wasn't the same, dancing in his arms. In Ron's, she felt like a
female. In Harry's arms, like a relative. It reminded her of a conversation they'd held not that long ago. "You know...we never did get around to discussing that whole
brother-sister thing."

Harry looked up from their feet, green eyes wide behind his gold-rimmed spectacles. "Brother-sister thing? Oh, yeah. At Gringotts, that one time. | do think of you as a sort
of sister. | even kinda wish you were my sister, for real."

"| feel the same way about you. | mean, | always wanted a sibling; | never wanted to be the sole focus of my parents' familial ambitions," she related with a shrug. "It put a
lot of pressure on me to perform, academically.”

"Whereas | always wanted a family that accepted and loved me," he muttered, guiding her with a minimum of fumbling around a slow-moving couple.
Hermione smiled at him. "l do love you, Harry. As a sister to a brother.”

The smile he gave her would've melted the coldest heart. "Thanks. | feel the exact same way--brother to sister. D'you suppose...do you think there's a way to adopt each
other?"

She rolled her eyes, smiling. "We're wizards, Harry. I've heard of a blood-binding ritual that'd literally make us blood-relatives, and I'm sure Professor Flitwick knows the
details, or where to go to look them up." Her smile faded into seriousness. "Do you wantto do that? Make it official ?"

"Make you my sister for real?" Harry stopped moving, forgetting to dance for a moment. A couple almost bumped into them, but he didn't even flinch. The fierceness in his
gaze was tempered by the caring she saw accompanying it. "I think more than anything. | can't count on my aunt and uncle, and my cousin's a joke...but you're not a joke,
Hermione. You're family, to me."

"Then let's make it official," she agreed with a smile. A slightly watery smile, but then it was an emotional moment for her. They started dancing again, and when the song
ended, Harry brought her back to Ron, who had fetched cups of punch from the buffet. He handed one to Harry and the other, half-drunk, to Hermione. Hermione looked at
Harry over the rim of her cup, giving him an encouraging you-do-it look.

Harry cleared his throat. "Listen, Ron, mate...um...Hermione and | are interested in doing that blood-relative spell-thing. To be officially brother and sister. You, er, don't
mind, do you?"

Ron's brows rose. "Do | mind? | think that's a smashing idea! D'you think Professor Flitwick knows the spell?"

That made Hermione giggle. "'l ask him."

"Il ask him. You two go dance. But not for long," Harry added, peering at the ornate clock over one of the doors into the atrium. "It's almost time for your chess-match."

"Right," Ron agreed, taking Hermione by the waist and hand again. "A twirl around the floor for good luck...and maybe a kiss or two," he grinned at his partner, "and then I'll
show that Danish Disaster that I'm the newest chess-master!"

How she resisted rolling her eyes at his doggerel, Hermione never knew.

"--Excuse me, Mr. Yorsen?"

Jens Yorsen broke off his conversation with the svelte brunette witch standing at his side, clad in a feather-trimmed black evening robe. He'd barely paused to glance at the
board since the first move, almost negligently calling out the moves of his pieces. The game had barely begun, and it was clear to all who were watching that he wasn't
going to waste any more attention on his youthful opponent than necessary. Now that Ron was seeking his attention, he arched his brow superciliously. "What is it? Do you
need more than fifteen seconds per move?"

"No," Ron countered, tucking his hands into the pockets of his tuxedo trousers. "l just thought you should know | have you in check...mate. That'll be one hundred twelve
Galleons. Since | defeated you in six turns, and you did say a hundred plus double for every round | lasted."

Yorsen frowned. "What are you talking about? You couldn't possibly have me in..." His gaze, falling on the waist-high pieces, puzzled out the undeniable, irrevocable
pattern they formed. "...checkmate..."

"In six moves, mate. You really shouldn't let your arrogance get the better of you," Ron returned with just a hint of smugness. "Or be distracted by a lady, however pretty."
The brunette at Yorsen's side sniffed, but not overly disdainfully. Yorsen stared at the pieces. "l forgot to move my pawn... | can't believe | forgot to move my pawn!"
"One hundred twelve Galleons," Ron reminded him.

"l demand a rematch." Yorsen looked up at him, this time with a little more respect in his gaze, and a lot more focus and determination. "A rematch, double the money!"

Ron opened his mouth, then closed it, thinking. He looked over at Harry, who shrugged, then at Hermione, who also lifted her shoulders, letting the choice be his. Squaring

his shoulders, he faced his opponent. "I'll take the hundred-and-twelve, and we'll leave it at that. But | will play another game with you, without any stakes...if you promise to
give me your full attention, this time. Speed-chess."

Yorsen folded his arms and rested a finger on his jaw, considering the redhead's offer. "No stakes? Just a game of wits?"
"Just you, me, and the board."
"Alright. | still don't think you can last twenty-five rounds, let alone fifty."

"l don't think you can last fifty, either." Kissing Hermione on the cheek, Ron muttered, "You might find this a bit boring; | know chess isn't your thing."



"...Il go peruse the dessert tables for the first few rounds," she agreed. "Just promise me you'll still be going strong by the time | get back."

"l promise," he vowed, and kissed her lips before letting her go. "l won't let you down, Hermione."

"Don't let me down, young man," Filius muttered from nearby. Ron flashed him a grin, and ordered his pieces back to their starting positions. With a granite rasp, they took
their places.

Chapter 07

Chapter 7 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

Author's Notes: O.o ... The Kilt has made its first appearance! And look...Russel can dance, too! ~Lmao, aka Lotm
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"...I think you'll enjoy these particular treats," a husky voice murmured near her ear.

Hermione looked up from the array of cream puffs, tortes, tarts, neopolitans, tiramisu cakes, puddings, biscuits, and chocolate-dipped fruits. Somehow Rorik Ferguson had
managed to move close to her without her hearing a thing. Close enough that the pleated edge of his kilt brushed the velvet folds of her gown. Enough that the warmth of
his body could be felt radiating against her own. Her heart skipped a beat or two, and that warmth spread into her cheeks. "Hello, again...Rorik."

"Hello, again, Her-my-oh-knee," he enunciated carefully, flashing her a grin. Lifting his hand, he showed her a small paper box. "You look like the kind of woman who would
rather be tempted by a high-quality chocolate, eh?"

"Dark chocolate?" she asked, feeling her heart skipping again.
"With nuts," he promised. "Brought all the way from...Canada."

She blushed again, and accepted the box. If she'd had any doubts before, this seared them away. The exchange of the box into her hand had been done discreetly, with
their bodies angled together obscuring their actions from the rest of the room. "Thank you...Russel."

"You're welcome, Jane." Picking up a tiny cream puff from one of the trays on the buffet table, he popped it into his mouth.

She opened the box, revealing nut-cluster cups in little brown wrapping papers. Keeping her voice low, she asked, "So...who among the other guests enjoy a good...sorry,
a bad puzzle?"

"None of them are in view at the moment," he muttered back. "And it's best if you avoided them; they're truly evil hosers that'd as soon high-stick you in the faceguard as
tap gloves and play fair. We're just here for a simple little quest, and when it's completed, we'll depart quietly. Be ready to thwart us--would you like to dance?"

"Ah...sure," Hermione replied, thrown off by the abrupt change in subject. Removing one of the nut-clusters from its wrapper, she tucked the box into the pocket hidden in
the seam of her dress as he guided her toward the ballroom by a touch of his hand on the small of her back. It wasn't until after she'd placed the chocolate in her mouth
that she realized she should've been a bit more wary about accepting candy from a near-stranger. But then the dark chocolate besieged her tongue, melting in rich,
bittersweet delicacy and revealing the texture of the toasted almonds it contained. Unable to help the moan that escaped her closed mouth, Hermione found herself swept
into his arms.

"Do you waltz, Hermione?"

It was a moot point, since they had already swung into the rhythm of a Venetian Waltz. Replying verbally would've required swallowing all that tastebud-ecstasy before she
was good and ready. Hermione settled for nodding her head. It wasn't that the candy was drugged; it was just simply that divine. Russel's grey eyes gleamed with wicked
mirth as he watched her rolling the almonds around on her tongue, very much like he was swirling her around the dance-floor.

"...Chocolate got your tongue?"

She almost choked, trying not to laugh. Chewing and swallowing the almonds, she cleared her throat as the waltz came to a close. "lt's your own fault, for seducing me with
such smashingly good chocolate."

"Seduction?" he enquired, arching a brow. "Hmm, my nefarious plot is succeeding. Tell me," he added as the opening strains of a new piece of music began, "do you know
how to tango?"

"It's been a while, but yes. | took dance lessons a few summers ago, so | might be a little rusty," Hermione warned him.

"Good. | hate being the only rusty dancer in a tango." And, shifting his stance just a little, Russel led her in the opening steps of the Latin dance. Hermione followed, guided
by his shoulders and hands, by the turning of their bodies. They fumbled a couple steps at first, since it was a bit more complicated than a waltz. Rusty or not, by the
refrain, they were moving together with increasing confidence. And increasing closeness.

When the next verse of music ended, Hermione was no longer dancing at a proper-form distance. She was snugged chest-to-chest with him, dancing with relatively simple
steps that were being executed with an elegant, crisp passion all the same. The most intense part of their posture was the way he held her gaze with his, his tanned face
making his grey eyes seem lighter than she knew the colour had to be. Dancing with him was a lot more exciting than dancing with Ron; the younger wizard made her feel
good when she was in his arms, but her heart never pounded quite like this. Nor did her nerves tingle, nor her blood race, nor her breath catch in her lungs as his hips
snapped against hers with one of the moves they were executing, imprinting her senses with a quick impression of a distinct and very masculine erection.

A phrase drifted through her mind as he did it again, spinning her around in a more complex, leg-intertwining move than the ones that had come before. A vertical

expression of a horizontal desire... Hermione blushed at the realization. She liked being held by Ron, in a comfortable sort of way...but she loved the excitement of being
held by Russel. Shameful as it was to admit, even if only to her own self...she preferred being held like this, vertically seduced by a man who was at least twelve to fifteen



years her senior, and who was a Death Eater and supposed spy for the Order.

A man who could quite possibly be a liar of the most consummate order. It was part of his excitement, and his appeal to her, Hermione decided reluctantly. Ron just didn't
have that same alluring air of mystery. Nor the air of maturity, nor that sexy confidence that spun her out and back, thumping their bodies together in a distinctly vertical
expression of that horizontal desire they'd been expressing so far only on paper, not in person.

This was turning out to be very in-person.

"...You realize," he murmured into her ear as they swayed and stepped together during the bridge, "that my colleagues will interrogate me as to what I'm doing dancing with
you."

"l don't want to put you into grave danger," Hermione returned equally discreetly.

"l will be telling them that | am attempting a mild seduction to distract you. Tomorrow, we will hopefully locate what we came to seek, and attempt to leave with it. | am
simply turning your head with eloquent praise, and distracting your delectable body with the touch and passion of my own--by the way," Russel/Rorik added in an aside,

"you are far more fun to dance with than Brian would've been, especially given that | don't dance with wizards, period, never mind aging ones. Instead, | am seducing you
subtly and successfully, and by doing so, | will hopefully turn your pretty head and keep you from reacting quickly enough against me, if and when we strike tomorrow. Or
perhaps Sunday. | hope you don't take offense at my efficiency."

"Efficiency?" Hermione. "I'd call it practicality, myself."

"Well, it's practical, yes," he agreed, snapping his hips into hers. When she returned with a lust-like bump of her own, he smiled briefly. "But efficient as well, given that I'm
honestly interested in flirting with you physically. | do hope that, by being honest about it, you'll be able to keep a clear head on the morrow."

"As clear as can be," Hermione promised calmly, though she felt rather flustered inside. He was flirting with her, as she'd wondered. Interested in flirting with her. Russel
was expressing multiple reasons for all those salacious letters, both to disguise his communications activities, and because he wanted to flirt with her. She just had to ask
something, though. "You started flirting with me before we'd met in person. How could you know I'd be attractive in person, when we'd never met before?"

"Oh, I'd seen you before our communications,” he murmured in her ear, leading her into a somewhat complicated set of steps...and promptly stepping on the toe of her
flats. "--Dammit! Sorry. It's been too long since my own lessons."

"Forgiven," she murmured back. "When did you see me?"
"Here and there. Never paid much attention to you, at first. You were just a companion of Harry's. Dismissible. No offence."

"None taken." Hermione was a lot more phlegmatic and practical about being overshadowed by the Boy Who Lived than Ron was. She knew Harry hated his celebrity
status, and she knew that she had her own circle of fame where she overshadowed him, academically. And she knew it was better to be forgettable than memorable, where
their enemies' attentions were concerned. As it was, she had several strikes against her: she was Muggle-born, undeniably intelligent, magically powerful, and one of
Harry's two best friends.

"Good," he murmured, his tone pleased that she hadn't taken offence. A tilt of his head, a tickle of his long, sandy brown hair against the bared skin of her shoulder...and
his tongue licked a damp path up the side of her neck to an incredibly sensitive spot just behind the lobe of her ear. Her steps slowed, then faltered as his lips closed on her
earlobe, nibbling on the flesh next to the wire hook of her earring.

Thank god the music ended! She wasn't even dancing anymore. It was too distracting, trying to fight off the electricity racing through her nerves, melting her bones. Her
boyfriend had tried this exact same maneuver during one of their snogging sessions...and all Hermione had felt was distaste for the saliva, and a ticklish sensation. This
wasn't ticklish, or disgusting. It was outright arousing.

She didn't want to--to her shame--but somehow she summoned the strength of will to push him away from her, schooling her face from surprised to disapproving. "That
was uncalled-for, Mr. Ferguson! | have a boyfriend for such things, and you aren't him!"

Striding away, she escaped the dance floor as another song began. Her breasts heated. For a moment, she thought it was just a match to her flustered, warm cheeks. But
no, it was the ring. She almost ignored it. Ducking outside, Hermione sheltered herself in the shadow of a columnar cedar and extracted the ring, examining it in the light of
the half-moon gleaming through the greenhouse-like roof of the atrium. It had only two words written on its scale-altered surface:

Forgive me.

Confusion swirled through her. It settled into two distinct camps. She forgave him. She just couldn't forgive herself. I'm supposed to be dating Ron! I'm supposed to be
cleaving to him! Dammit--I'm supposed to be attracted to him! Not drawn to a near-stranger...

Memory swirled up out of the unsettled depths of her thoughts. Hermione recalled a conversation she'd had with her mother just two summers ago, between her fifth and
sixth years. She'd complained that Ron Weasley was as thick as a bedpost when it came to her feelings, and bemoaned the fact that she found him attractive, but he didn't
seem to see her at all as an attractive girl.

..."There is a world of difference between attractve and attracted, Hermione," her mother had commiserated. "You can find any number of people attractive. Even other
women can be attractive. It's a state of appearance, demeanor, carriage, confidence, intelligence...a person is or isn't attractive on their own merits, really. I'm sure he finds
you attractive. But attracted is another matter,” Daphne Granger had instructed her daughter. "We can to an extent choose who we find attractive, usually by adjusting our
own thinking as to what we define as ‘attractive'. But attraction in the sense of attracted is something far less controllable. Either you are, or you aren't...and it's not always
easy to say why. | myself didn't figure it out until | found a set of twins attractive, but | only found myself attracted to one of them, after dating both. That, as you know, turned
out to be your father.

"Jonathan made me happy, when | dated him first. He made me laugh. It felt like being in his presence was putting on a fuzzy slipper, for he was very comfortable to be
around. | could have married him and been happy. But Jeffrey was all of that and more. He was exciting--like a fuzzy maribu slipper. Now, I know this analogy is going to be
terrible,"her mother had cautioned her, "but if he'd been a high-heeled maribu slipper, I'd never have been able to last nearly so long with him as | have. No, your father is
more like a slipper with an inch-high heel. Comfortable to wear for extended periods of time, without delving into the sort of pain you find with the type who's a three-inch
heel. Don't go for the flashy ones that you're attracted to; find the one man who has substance as well as style. Jeffrey also makes me laugh, just like his brother did, and |
do feel comfortable around him, but the passion is still there--Oh, don't make that face at me, young lady! How do you think you came into existence, if not through
passion?"...

Hermione felt torn. She cared for Ron; she even thought she loved him...but she didn't feel the same spark of passion for him that she felt for Russel. Ron was her friend,
and her mother had added that friends made the best lifelong partners, and he certainly didn't feel like a brother to her, as Harry did. But Russel made her heart pound in

her chest, made her body vibrate like a tightly wound and plucked string. Do [ feel lust for him, or something more? Is he a high-heeled slipper, or is he a low-heeled flat? ...
cannot believe I'm comparing my love-life to shoes.

Love-life. There was the phrase for it. She had a love-life. Hermione acknowledged the fact that she was now in a new phase of her life: she was old enough to have lovers,
if she wanted. But all | know is, | don't feelready for such a big choice! | only just started dating Ron. Her gaze sought the tall redhead through the crowd of onlookers, and



she heard his voice competing with Yorsen's over the scraping of the enchanted stone chess pieces. She could see herself living comfortably with him. He didn't have her
passion for book-learning, and she didn't have his passion for Quidditch; still, they were friends enough to put up with each others quirks.

Hermione tried picturing herself ten years from now, if she ended up marrying Ron. Assuming, of course, that they won the war and both of them lived...she could see
herself with a couple of curly-haired children, some redheaded, some light brown. Comfortably married. Not rich, but not poor, either; like her own mum, she'd be a working
mum, once the children were old enough for daycare, or primary school. She didn't know what jobs either of them would have, but it would be a good marriage.

Turning her attention to the problem of Russel, she tried to picture herself married to him...and couldn't imagine it. He was a spy. The likelihood of his living through the end
of the war was less than her and Ron's chances, and the two of them were almost as severely targeted as Harry was. And she didn't know what she had in common with
Russel, other than the intrigues of war. She had more in common with Draco Malfoy, almost! And there was that diminished but lingering fear, that Russel was a double-
agent playing her for all he was worth.

Right now, if Russel/Rorik was a shoe, he was a strappy four-inch heel. Sexy to wear for short periods of time, but a pain in the foot for contemplating a lifetime's wear. She
might not have a grand passion for Ron, but she did care for him more than she cared for Russel.

...So why do | feel disappointed with my decision?she found herself asking silently, as she worked her way into the crowd around the chess-board. Squeezing past two
portly wizards, she managed to reach the edge of the board in time to watch Ron take one of Yorsen's rooks. Puzzling it through, Hermione came to a conclusion. Because

I'm not ready, that's why. I'm just not ready to make a life-altering decision about who I'm supposed to...no, who I'm going to spend the rest of my life. | want it to be my
decision. When I'm ready for it. And when the man in question is ready for it, too, she allowed, watching Yorsen retaliate with an attack on one of Ron's pawns.

Ron studied the new patterns as the pieces scraped their way into position, the pawn dragging itself off the board after Yorsen's bishop whacked the other piece with its
stone crook, knocking it over. He certainly looked like an adult, handsome in his navy suit, confidently poised as he calculated his options. He wasn't a freckled boy
puzzling over his Transfiguration homework, anymore.

Glancing at the hovering slate someone had conjured, she watched an enchanted stick of chalk marking another tally on the board, the moment Ron made his move. Thirty
rounds. Thirty-one. She knew enough about chess to see that Yorsen had captured two more pieces than Ron, yes, but Ron had managed to capture some powerful
pieces, whereas more of Ron's losses had been in pawns. Thirty-two...thirty-five... Ron castled, exchanging a rook with his king, moving it into a protected position away
from a check by Yorsen's queen. She wanted to hug him, but refrained. Yorsen retreated his queen, blond brow furrowed in anger.

He picked the wrong square to retreat to, missing the position of Ron's knight. Ron captured his opponent's queen. He lost his knight in the very next round, but even
Hermione knew the queen was more versatile and therefore more powerful than a knight. The witch at Yorsen's side touched his elbow, murmuring something, but was
brusquely shaken off and given a curt, "Don't distract me right now!"

Glad she hadn't touched Ron, hadn't risked his concentration, Hermione watched as the tally board crept into the forties. Both players were moving more cautiously now,
though with no less speed as they each took less than the allotted fifteen seconds to make up their minds. Forty-eight...forty-nine... Ron made his fiftieth move, and though
he lost his remaining bishop, it made Hermione jiggle in place, hands clasping as she strove to not squeal in happiness. Fifty rounds was nothing to sneeze at, when
playing against a chess master of Yorsen's calibre! The crowd in the atrium was now stiflingly hot, as the watching wizards and witches shouted out that the freckled youth
had met his goal, and was still holding his own. More bodies tried to crowd into the garden, and a series of running commentaries to those in the back was instigated as
fifty quickly became fifty-three.. fifty-seven...sixty rounds...

Ron lost his queen, at sixty-two. That leveled the game a bit more, and not in his favour. By sixty-seven, Ron was in a bind that even Hermione could see. He managed to
eke it out a few more rounds...to seventy, seventy-one...seventy-two... Round seventy-three.

"Check...'mate'," Yorsen pronounced, giving Ron a tight smile.
Ron nodded, and crossed to the midpoint of the board to shake the Danish wizard's hand, but his attention was still on the board.

"Your mistake was in moving your bishop to Queen's five," Jens Yorsen informed him archly as soon as their hands parted. Most of the crowd broke up and drifted away,
but Hermione and Harry moved onto the board, joining the two of them. "After that, you couldn't recover."

Ron shook his head. "No...actually, | made the mistake before that, when I lost my first knight a few rounds earlier. | shouldn't have sacrificed him. | should've gone with the
bishop, then; | would've only been on shaky ground for four or five rounds after."

Yorsen's brows rose. "...Indeed? How long have you been playing chess?"

Ron shrugged. "Since | was five."

"Professional lessons?"

"No, my dad taught me, and I'd just play with him or my brothers, and sometimes my sister. Then my schoolmates, when | got old enough."

"--Ronald, here," Professor Flitwick asserted, striding onto the board and clapping a hand on the lower part of Ron's back, "played the best game Hogwarts has ever seen,
and he did it back in his very first year. And | believe you still owe him his hundred-and-twelve Galleons?"

"You'll get it when the goblins set up their booth, tomorrow," Yorsen told Ron. "I'll order the transfer to your account then."
Ron winced, at that. "I, er, don't have an account. Not my own, at least, not yet."

Hermione winced, too. In an instant, he'd gone from competent chess player to wet-behind-the-ears teenager, with that confession. Yorsen eyed him askance. "How old are
you?"

"Seventeen. Why d'you ask?"

The older wizard arched a brow, though more in a puzzled than skeptical manner. "Seventeen, and you don't have any money of your own? How would you have paid me,
had you lost?"

"He has a lot of friends," Hermione stated, threading her fingers through Ron's.

"A lot of friends who have faith in him," Harry added.

Filius Flitwick add his squeaky two-Knuts' worth. "And | only place sucker's bets!"

"Professor!" Ron protested. "That remark was uncalled-for. Would you please apologize to him? He's a really good player!"

Yorsen's face twisted, then a rusty-sounding laugh escaped him. "Good one, Flitwick! For that...| will add five hundred to the pot. If you'll consider possibly going pro,
Weasley," the Dane added, making Ron's face colour at the compliment. "It'll mean playing against Muggles, but as much as any wizard would hate to admit it, the best

players are to be found in the Muggle realm. Even if their pieces don't move on their own."

"Uh...I'l consider it, but | kinda have other plans, for the moment," Ron managed, as his fingers tightened around Hermione's. Six hundred and twelve Galleons was a small
fortune! And yet...he made her proud by adding, "You don't have to give me that much. The bet was only for a hundred and twelve."



"I regularly compete for purses of five hundred, young man," Yorsen informed him. "You've reminded me to not underestimate my opponent. Even if he doesn't look
threatening. Consider it your contribution to teaching me an expensive lesson in humility--1 insist. You can make it up to me by engaging me in a chess-game over
breakfast, tomorrow. Smaller-scale, of course. The only other players of your calibre or higher who are here this weekend are too old to like getting up that early.”

"I'll be up that early," Ron promised, squeezing Hermione's hand again. This time in happiness. She knew he loved Quidditch, but chess was his game; he had the love,
the talent, and the confidence for it.

"Good. Oh, Rob...?"

"Ron."

"Right. Ron Weasley, Miss Bianca LaMenge. Bianca, Mr. Weasley," the Danish wizard introduced his date.

"Right--Hermione Granger, Jens Yorsen," Ron introduced them.

"A pleasure. Shall we dance?" Yorsen asked Hermione.

"Er...alright," she agreed, and found herself led back into the ballroom, while Ron fumbled an offer to dance to Yorsen's date.

"I don't suppose | can pry more information out of you about Mr. Weasley's chess-skills?" Yorsen asked her as he led her into a foxtrot on the dance-floor.

"Actually, I'm not very good at chess myself," Hermione apologized, "so any analysis | gave you would be from a rank amateur's perspective."

"Pity. He certainly has tastes beyond the rank amateur in lovely young witches."

Hermione blushed. What was it with wizards in their thirties who wanted to flirt with her whilst dancing, anyway? Indeed, a few turns later, she spotted Rorik Fergusson
dancing with a witch of about his own age. A witch who glared at Hermione over the shoulder of the kilt-wearing wizard. The eyes were a pretty shade of aquamarine, but
she'd seen that look in eyes of a dirty grey. Hermione shivered and wondered warily if Bellatrix Lestrange was one of the other two 'guests’ disguised among the crowd.

She hoped not; that particular witch was psychotic, and it would be the equivalent of letting a rabid dog charge into a flock of chickens, if her leash slipped for even a
second or two from the grip of whoever was supposed to be holding her leash.

Ron claimed her for the next dance. She praised him for his performance in the atrium, and listened as much as she could marshal her sometimes wandering attention to
his almost blow-by-blow analysis of the chess game. Not her cuppa, and somewhat less exciting than a blow-by-blow of Quidditch, but she did want to support him in his
interests. After that, she danced with Harry, and found herself in a conversation discussing how they'd share out each other's inheritances. Mostly, it was discussing how
she'd inherit 12 Grimmauld Place--and Kreacher, unfortunately--if anything should happen to Harry.

It wasn't a happy prospect to contemplate, but they were going up against Voldemort, who was determined to kill the Boy Who Had Lived And Thereby Mocked The Dark
Lord By It. For her part, Hermione was determined to get Harry over to her parents' place, so that they'd know just how serious a wizarding blood-binding ritual was, and
that they'd literally be gaining a son by it, through his burgeoning connection to her. But she knew her parents cared for Harry already, at least; they cared for Ron, too, but
it was Harry who'd be related to them, soon.

It was that which prompted her to seek out Professor Flitwick, once her dance with Harry finished. The diminutive instructor was chatting with a group of colleagues,
discussing the merits of ash versus willow in suppleness. She didn't want to interrupt, but Hermione did want to discuss the possibility of a blood-binding ritual with him.

"Er...sir," she interjected quickly but politely into a brief break in the conversation. "I don't mean to drag you away from your friends, but...you danced so well, earlier, | was
wondering if you'd favour me with another turn upon the floor?"

"What? Oh! Oh, how flattering!" Filius squeaked, flustered. "Of course, how could | refuse such a charming young witch?"

"Filius, you old dog," one of the more grey-bearded wizards in the circle teased. "What have you got to attract the ladies that we haven't got?"

Hermione, mindful of Flitwick's admonishment to build him up in the presence of his contemporaries in the wand-collection circuit, smiled smugly as she replied for him. "A
brilliant mind, a charming personality, an incredible competency in his chosen field...and a graceful way of dancing that makes me feel as if I'm the one floating in midair,"
Hermione quipped as Filius enchanted himself up to match head-levels with her. "Now, if you can match all of that, and dance like a man a third your age as Filius Flitwick
can, see me later on the dance-floor. In the meantime, I'm going to enjoy my time with the most competent dancer here."

"l don't know," one of the grey-haired witches tittered as Hermione hooked her fingers around her former Charms Professor's elbow and headed for the dance floor. "I think
that kilted fellow she was dancing with earlier would be a nice catch to twirl about..."

Blushing, Hermione took up a stance for a foxtrot with her partner, and let him lead her around the floor. "Forgive me for interrupting you, Professor. And for, erm, fluffing
up your reputation so much. You are a good dancer, though."

"Nonsense! I'll be quite the stud tonight, among the silver-haired set," he chuckled. "But somehow | get the feeling you wanted to have a private conversation with me. Are
my instincts correct?"

"They're quite correct, sir."

"If this is about that recently-acquired wand, | won't talk about it until my demonstration, tomorrow, and neither will you, since that would spoil the surprise--"
"No, actually, it's about something Charms-related," Hermione corrected.

"Oh?"

"Yes. Harry and I...well, we've agreed we love each other very much as brother-and-sister. We were therefore wondering if you knew a blood-binding spell to actually make
us brother-and-sister, via magic."

"Oh! Well, yes, | do. That's the Brothers-By-Blood rite," he said. "I haven't seen that one performed in, oh, a good thirty...thirty-seven years, if | remember aright."

"Can you help us do it?" she asked him, eager to have the ritual performed. "And soon? Harry and |, we don't want to go on much further without having each other officially
as a sibling."

"Well, all the ritual requires is a golden blade, at least two witnesses who aren't related by blood or marriage to the two being blood-joined, and a third someone not related
to either, to perform the spell. Let's see...| could perform the spell, Ronald Weasley could be one of the witnesses, and all we'd need is a third unrelated party--actually, we
could make the whole thing public right here and how!"

He started to pull out of her arms, since they were near the edge of the dance floor. Hermione, eyes widening, yanked him back into her arms. "Professor!" she hissed. "Try

to think about what you were just about to do! If you tell everyone here that Harry and | are to become blood-bound siblings, it'll get back to V...to the Dark Lord, and they'l
try all the harder to hurt the two of us, or tear us apart!"

"Oh. Right. | hadn't thought about that angle," Flitwick muttered. His gaze slid around the room as they continued to dance, until it alighted on a specific knot of fellows. "I



have it! We'll ask Jens Yorsen. He's not related to any of us, and he's taken to young Weasley as an up-and-coming chess protege, if I'm not mistaken. He'd be perfect.
And he has a reputation for being discreet. Arrogant near a chess board, but discreet in other areas. Erm...you are dating young Mr. Weasley, aren't you?"

She blushed. "Yes. It's...it's not serious, yet, but it's not exactly casual.”

"Ah. Young love." As if that summed it all up, he danced her over to the edge of the floor nearest where Ron and Yorsen were talking. Bowing to her, Filius set her free,
admonishing her, "Now, go find Harry, and meet us in the parlour of our suite. The war makes life itself too uncertain to put off something as serious as this, if you're both
truly determined to go through with it."

"We are, sir. We'll be there," she promised him.

"...ex sanguifilium!"

Fire seared through the wounds in their palms. Hermione and Harry both gasped from the pain, but their fingers tightened bravely until the burning of the magic eased and
faded. Half-spell, half-ritual, the ancient rite concluded itself with a rippling tingle that swept over and through Hermione's body, ruffling her hair and her clothes, the same
as it ruffled Harry's.

"So Be It," Filius intoned in as sonorous tones as his squeaky voice could manage.

"So Mote It Be," Ron and Jens recited, following their place in the ritual as they stood to either side of the pair. "--Witnessed!"

Harry looked into Hermione's eyes, grinning. From the ache in her cheeks, she was grinning right back at him. Releasing each other's hands, they flung their arms around
each other, embracing as brother and sister. Harry then picked Hermione up, making her squeak in surprise at being twirled around. He wasn't nearly as tall as Ron, and
he'd never bulk up with muscles, but there was a surprising amount of strength hidden in his lean frame. Laughing, she regained her feet, then hefted him up and managed
to spin him almost all the way around before having to set him down, out of breath and unable to lift his own mass for nearly as long. He laughed and ruffled her hair, rough-
housing with her. She tickled him in the ribs, then kissed him on the cheek and hugged him again.

"My own family," Harry murmured, tucking her head against his shoulder. "My very own sister." He looked at the crescent-shaped scar on his palm, then at the matching
one on hers. They'd carry those scars to the end of their lives, as proof of what they'd done.

"Hey," Ron offered, smiling at them. "At least you didn't have to grow up with your sister. They're very pouty and impossible between the ages of three and fifteen. Between
three and thirty, come to think of it!"

"Oh! | should tell Ginny what you just said!" Hermione mock-scolded.
Jens Yorsen offered his hand to her. "Congratulations on adding to your family."

"Thanks," she smiled, releasing Harry. It did make her think though; she turned to Harry, waited until he'd shaken hands with the chess-master, waited a little bit more for
Yorsen to leave, then offered, "...That does remind me: we'll need to introduce you to your new mum and dad, as soon as we can."

"Mum and dad?" Harry asked.

"Of course!" Filius interjected as Harry and Ron both gave her blank looks. "When you and Hermione became brother and sister, you not only accepted her as your blood-
relative, but all of her blood-relatives as well! You're now officially related to Mr. and Mrs. Granger."

"Mum and Dad already like you," Hermione promised Harry. "They've only met you a few times at most, but I've told them lots about you, and they do care for you. | think
they'll adapt to the idea of having a son--and not just a son-in-law--fairly quickly, once they get past the shock of wizarding ways."

"Oy!" Ron interjected, his freckled nose wrinkling. "l just realized--you're not only related to him, 'Mione...you're now related to the Dursleys!"
"--Eww!" The reaction escaped her before she could help it. She'd heard too many horror-stories about Harry's so-called childhood home. "I'm now...? To Dudley?"

"Worse. To Uncle Vernon. Though thankfully he's only related by marriage," Harry pointed out fairly.

"Thank god for that!" she muttered. "Right. Well, we'll just have to disown them, and stick to my folks."

"It's only fair, since they've already disowned me," Harry admitted with a shrug. "And Aunt Petunia would hate you; | just know it. You're smart, pretty, and a smashingly
good witch. Kind of like my mum was, | think."

"Yes. In fact, | do believe Miss Granger has quite a lot in common with your late mother, Lily Evans," Flitwick offered. It was a reminder that he'd taught long enough at
Hogwarts to have known that generation, back when it had passed through the school. "Both young ladies were smart, and quite adept in Charms...though Hermione has a
real knack for improvising new Charms, quite unlike anything I've ever seen... | think your parents would have approved of taking her on as a daughter, Harry. A good
choice, all around."

"Thank you, sir," the younger wizard smiled.

"Well, I'm feeling rather tired. All that dancing lighter-than-air, | suppose," Filius winked in Hermione's direction. "Remember to observe the proprieties and be gentlemen,
boys, where Miss Granger's reputation is concerned. Goodnight--and don't forget that chess-match tomorrow morning, Ronald!"

A chorus of "goodnights” followed the professor as he retreated through the boys' bedroom to his modified dressing chamber. Ron stared at Hermione. She stared back,
blushing. Harry looked at both of them, and sighed.

"Okay, I'm going to go to bed, too. You two can stay up and snog, if you like...but if you do anything to my sister that she doesn't like, I'll have to thrash you, mate," Harry
warned his best friend.

"Actually...I'm a bit knackered, myself," Hermione confessed, wrinkling her nose ruefully. Stepping close, she kissed Harry on the cheek, then shifted and kissed Ron on the
lips. Moving back, she gave the latter wizard a regretful look. "I think I'll turn in, too. All that dancing did me in as well. I'll see you both tomorrow morning...and keep your
eyes open. | wouldn't be surprised if there weren't followers of You-Know-Who lurking in disguise as guests.”

"Yeah, like that Ferguson fellow, the one in the kilt," Ron muttered. "l didn't like him!"

"You didn't like the fact that he was flirting with me, Ron," Hermione corrected. "But | won't deny he could be a Death Eater in disguise, given that he came with Mr.
Ollivander, and Mr. Ollivander's release from wherever he'd been up until now was too coincidentally timed with this exhibition, and the resurfacing of that wand...but that's
a speculation for tomorrow, | think. I'm going to bed, now." And before she could let herself react to the irony in that statement, she nodded to them both, heading for her
bedroom door. "Goodnight!"

Almost expecting Ron to follow her anyway, Hermione adjusted the wards on her door long enough to let herself through, and reset them behind her. Sagging briefly
against the door, she rested there for a moment, then stooped and slipped off her navy flats. The plush pile of the misty blue carpeting felt good against her nylon-clad feet.



Shuffling over to the bed, she sank onto the coverlet, squirming to avoid the lump digging into her thigh. A reflexive check of her bracelet showed it was still fully charged,
as she started to pat through her skirts to find the problem.

Her cleavage warmed. Extracting the ring, she found it smooth and featureless. Russel was requesting written communication between them. Sighing, Hermione used her
wand to summon pen and paper, extracting the box of chocolates from her skirt, the source of her discomfort. Thumb on ring and ring on tablet, she read the words spilling
out from its golden edge.

Do you forgive me?

Yes, she wrote back. She wasn't sure how honest she should be with him; she was still dating Ron, and Russel wasn't exactly a good dating prospect, even if she should
end her relationship with Ron right now. You were a bit forward, but | suppose that is your style. However, you were a bit too forward for such a public location.
What else was | to do? There's a number of people here who know or guess or have realized that I'm with Ronald Weasley. How would it make me look, if | were
to date one fellow, yet let another one be so physically familiar with me, without any sign of protest?

...Oh. Yes, I'd forgotten that aspect. Wasn't there an article that came out a few years ago, during the Triwizard Tournament, about you stringing Harry and that
Durmstrang fellow along at the same time, like some wanton tramp?

| WAS NOT A TRAMP! | certainly WASN'T dating Harry! she scribbled back. He's like a brother to me!

My apologies; again, | have offended, and | didn't mean to. | didn't believe you were doing that, at the time; | was just relating what was in the article. But...what
do you mean by stating that Harry is your brother? You can't actually be his sister; you're not related to each other.

Hermione stared at the page, flustered. He couldn't possibly have guessed that. Not unless Jens Yorsen was a Death Eater in disguise. That wasn't highly likely, however;

Yorsen was too well-known, and too good a chess-player. Somehow she didn't think Voldemort had all that many high-quality chess masters on his side. And she trusted
Professor Flitwick to have been extremely discreet in asking Yorsen to come be their second witness, just now.

Which meant that the ring had taken her statement 'like a brother' as a shading of truth that was too close to a lie, since Harryvas her brother, now; he wasn't merely 'just
like' one...and it had taken that 'lie' and judged that it needed to be corrected to the truth. The rings really did force them to write truthfully to each other...

...Jane?

Someone knocked on her door. Startled, Hermione scratched a line across the page with her pen, instead of making a reply.
"Hermione?"

Ron's voice came through the door, slightly muffled by the baroque-carved panel.

I have to go! Yanking the ring from the tablet, she jammed it down her cleavage and checked the paper. Her words faded, then vanished in a flash of fire. Satisfied, she
hurried to the door, opening it. "Yes, Ron?"

He caught her jaw-line in his hands, kissing her and stepping into her bedroom in a single, smooth move. It was a good kiss, warm and wet and with plenty of tongue, but
without clicking teeth, or making her feel as if he was trying to probe her tonsils. His body jerked a little as he kicked the door shut, then he tipped her head just a little
more, kissing her more firmly. Hand slipping down to her breast, he cupped it, then massaged it gently.

Even as she inhaled a startled breath at the intimate touch, Hermione couldn't help but think, So he can learn from my nagging...

It wasn't until her knees bumped against the edge of the bed that she realized he'd backed her across the bedroom. That brought her attention back to her surroundings
with a snap of her eyes as they opened. It wasn't the only thing he was doing; his fingers had found the zipper at the back of her gown. Without her noticing, he'd managed
to draw it several inches down.

He's undressing me! Panic gripped her. I'm not ready for this!/Her hands, which had been gripping and massaging his shoulders, switched quickly to pushing. He pulled
back, releasing her kiss-swollen lips, but their new position made the front of her gown start to drop. Hermione slapped her left hand to her breasts, quickly holding it in
place over her strapless bra.

"Why don't | help you with that?" Ron asked her, shifting the hand that had been massaging her spine back down to the pull-tab of her zipper. To pull it down, she realized,
not pull it up.

"Ron--I'm not ready for this!" Hermione reminded him urgently.
His hand stilled, his eyes widening slightly. "But...it's been a couple weeks! Haven't you had time to think about it?"
"Yes, and I've come to the conclusion that I'm just not ready for this next step!"

Frustration furrowed his brow. He released her, stepping back. Hands delved into his bright auburn hair, tugging it back from his face. "You're not ready. You're not ready!
When will you be ready?"

"l don't know!" she shot back, equally frustrated.

"Dammit, Hermione!" he swore, tugging on his hair again. "Every time I'm with you, all | can think of is kissing you, and when I'm kissing you, and you're so hot and
seemingly willing in my arms--it's frustrating the hell out of me! | love you, Hermione! If you loved me, you wouldn't do this to me!"

"If you I--" Hermione blinked, cutting herself off with an effort that would only have stung more if she'd actually, physically bitten her tongue. Breathing hard, lips pressed
tightly together, she mastered her initial response, instead stating bitingly, "If you respected me, you'd accept the fact that, when | say I'm not ready for sex, | amnot ready!

It has nothing to do with love, or any lack thereof!--And how dare you play that particular card? How dare you say that if | loved you, I'd tumble into the nearest bed with
you?" she accused him, furious that he had done so. "Guys only say that to girls who they're trying to manipulate emotionally! I'm not trying to do anything to you, Ronald!

I'm trying to tell you that, while | like kissing and cuddling with you, I'm just not bloody ready for sex, yet!"

"I'm not trying to manipulate you! I'm trying to say..." Breaking off in frustration, Ron tugged on his hair again, and growled, "I'm saying that I'm bloody tired of having to
wank myself every time | think of you!"

Heat flooded her skin. An equal amount of embarrassed colour filled in around the freckles dotting his own hide. They stared at each other. Ron slid his hands out of his
hair, covering his face.

"...Merlin! Please tell me | did not just say that?"

"You did," Hermione muttered, flustered by the heated confession. It was compounded by her own, secret guilt; she'd frigged herself more than once in the past few
months...but more to thoughts of what Russel and she had discussed in their more titillating missives, than to thoughts of the youngest male Weasley. She did her best to
set those thoughts aside, addressing his current concerns. "But...I can understand the sentiment, Ron. And the frustration.



"l don't think I'm being a tease; I'm not deliberately doing anything sexy or anything," she pointed out. "And | can't help how you feel about me, nor how your body reacts,
nor...nor its needs. All | do know is that | just don't feel ready to go all the way, yet. | also don't like feeling forced into a situation I'm not ready to handle."

"I'm not trying to force you!" he protested. At the arch of her brow, he flushed a little, amending, "...Okay, so I'm a little too eager to get into your knickers. But | don't want to
force you, Hermione. I'm not that kind of bloke. | just...I'm frustrated, and, erm...wanking does get a little old after a while."

She blushed but smiled shyly. "It's very flattering to know I, um, inspire you so much. And | think I'm getting closer to wanting to go all the way, but...not just yet. I'm asking
you to be patient with me, Ron. Can you do that? Please?"

She touched his arm with her right hand, since the left one was still holding up the bodice of her gown. He gave her a look that was a mixture of frustration, reluctance,
compliance, and quite possibly real love. It made her think of her imagining them together, ten years from now. It was definitely easier to imagine a future with Ron than a
future with Russel.

A sigh escaped him, and he nodded. "I'll do that. Just...don't take forever, okay?" he asked, wrinkling his nose. "Wanking--"

"--Gets old, yes, | know," she finished for him, turning the awkward confession into a private joke between them. He sighed again, this time not quite so heavily, and pulled
her into an embrace. Hermione stiffened for a moment, then relaxed into him when all he did was hold her. A few moments later, she felt his fingers on her back, but they
lingered only long enough to pull up the zip of her gown. It was nice to know his mother had raised a gentleman, however much a frustrated one.

Setting her at arms-length, he gave her a lopsided smile. "I'd better go, then. /won't rush you, but my hormones might try to vote otherwise." Leaning in for a moment, he
kissed her, a chaste touch of their lips, then released her and headed for the door. "I'll see you in the morning...and probably in my dreams. You, um, won't mind if | ask
your dream-self to get a little more adventurous, will you?"

Her heart melted with the humor of it. "Let her get as 'frisky' as she likes, Ron. One day | will be, t0o."
"Right. Just don't take forever." Giving her one last look over his shoulder, he opened the door and stepped through.

After the door clicked shut, Hermione sagged onto the edge of the bed, feeling tired. Drained, emotionally. And her feet still hurt from all the dancing she'd done. Fishing her
wand out of her pocket, she undid the zipper all the way and slithered out of the dress. Stripping, she donned her pyjamas, wincing a little at how plain they seemed
compared to her evening gown, yet glad they were plain blue striped cotton and utterly un-sexy. Picking up her toiletry kit, she padded out of her room to head to the
communal bath to brush her teeth and ready herself for bed.

She almost ran into Ron as he stepped out of the little room. They jerked back from each other awkwardly, then he managed a smile, sweeping one hand gallantly towards
the lavatory. "All yours..."

"Thanks. Sweet dreams," she added daringly, wondering if Ron would turn out to have a tiny bit of maribu on the toe-strap of his proverbial fuzzy slipper.

He blushed, but retorted, "Feel free to let my own dream-self get as frisky as you like."

Flustered but smiling, Hermione ducked into the bathroom.

Hands caught her, yanking her through a doorway as she passed it on her way down to breakfast. Startled, heart pounding, Hermione drew in a breath to scream, and
found herself turned around and slammed against the hastily shut door, a hand pressed over her mouth. A lean, hard body pressed hers firmly to the carved wood, and the
other tanned hand had her wand-arm pinned by the wrist, preventing her from hexing her kilt-clad captor. Realizing belatedly that it was Russel, a.k.a. Rorik Ferguson,
Hermione shakily let out her startled lungful of air through her nostrils.

Holding her tawny gaze with his pewter grey one, he slowly eased the pressure of his hand. Removing it, he drew in a breath to speak, but his gaze dropped to her mouth,
then to either side. A lick of his lips, and he murmured something else instead. An apology, rather than whatever he'd meant to say.

"...I've bruised you. I'm sorry; | didn't mean to. | just didn't want you screaming and rousing half the wing to come rushing to your rescue."
Feeling her heart-rate ease, Hermione licked her own lips reflexively. "lt's okay--"

His gaze, riveted on her mouth, darkened. Without warning, he kissed her. Catching the startled release of her breath, he slanted his lips against hers, sucking, then
licking. Not with a hard, uncomfortable pressure, but with a muscle-tight restraint she could feel in the tension of his body, still pinning hers to the door. Yet his mouth was
soft, succulent, and remarkably coaxing.

Not quite sure when the transition was made, Hermione found herself returning his tutoring nips with ones of her own. Nor did she know when he stopped gripping her
wand-hand, though she was acutely aware of the feel of his hand cupping her breast through her dark purple shirt. The feel of his own shirt--white, today--clenched in her
fingers let her know she was tugging him closer as her heart-rate sped up again. This was what was missing from her moments with Ron. Breath-stealing passion.

He left her mouth, making it feel abandoned, though her chin and her jaw and the line of her throat rejoiced at having garnered his attention. Her whole body tensed,
breasts and thighs aching, her soft curves pressing into his harder angles. Uncurling her fingers, she slid her palms to his shoulders, intending to push him away.
Somehow they ended up tangling in his chest-length hair instead. She did manage to tug his mouth away from her collarbone, only to find herself dragging him back into
range for another hot kiss.

It felt dangerously liberating, being aggressive. Hermione wasn't quite sure why she could balk and shy in Ron's arms at the thought of leaping into her sexuality, yet fling
herself over the cliff's edge with this man, this spy...this potential liar. Oh, god, she thought, don't tell me I'm in lust with the bad-boy image...

A brief thought of how much she disliked Draco Malfoy banished that possibility. And she'd never liked Sirius in that sort of way, either; he had certainly been a bad-boy
poster child while he lived, but she'd found him to be reckless and arrogant. No, Russel was different. Russel was delicious...Russel was unbuttoning her blouse and licking
his way down her throat once again, this time not stopping until he was nuzzling and kissing the curve of her breast above the satin edge of her bra.

The scrape of his fingernail over the tight-aching peak of her nipple made her cry out. He twitched, freezing in place. A heartbeat later, he jerked back from her, hands
going to his hair, then sliding down his chest. He stared at her, eyes wide and a little wild. "I'm sorry...I'm sorry! | didn't mean... You could tempt the devil himself, with all
that passion. Merlin knows I'm probably his second cousin... Are you alright?"

Flushed, Hermione had clutched her blouse together. Her nipple still ached from his touch. Both of them, actually Fumbling the buttons back into their holes, she focused
on trying not to blush any further. "I'l...I'll be alright. Please, don't do that again. I'm still dating Ron, and | don't like the way how you make me feel, when he's supposed to
be making me feel that way."

He stepped back close to her, and lifted her chin with the edge of his finger. "Don't ever be ashamed of your passion, Jane. For what it's worth...I'm sorry if you're
uncomfortable. But you should be smart enough to realize that if | can tempt you, you're not meant to be with him."

Hermione pulled her chin away, moving out from between him and the door. "That doesn't mean I'm meant for you. | can see myself living with Ron and raising a family
together, ten years from now. | can't see anything when I think of you!"



Silence met her cold words. She turned to find him staring at her, his expression shuttered. Opening her mouth to apologize, she found herself cut off. "--Don't bother, Jane.
| realize | cannot offer you anything at this point in time. | am a spy, and my life is forfeit if | am uncovered by either side, before the end."

His own words were chilly, but their brittleness seemed directed more at himself than at her, as his gaze slid away. It wasn't much, and it was both lame and late, but she
had to offer it anyway. "I'm sorry."

A slow, deep breath, and he moved away from the subject, looking at her once again. "l wanted to ask you last night what you meant by Harry being your brother. And I'd
appreciate it if you didn't lie to me."

"...I'd rather not talk about that," Hermione hedged.

He closed the distance between them, looming over her. She knew he was tall, but this was the first time he'd tried to intimidate her a little by it. Uncomfortable under the
pinning weight of his stare, she found herself studying his raven-carved amulet again. He lifted her chin, forcing her to look back up at him. "I need to know, if I'm to do
damage-control, when word of this gets out. How did you manage it? He has no brothers for you to marry, but words sent through the rings cannot lie, so you must have
managed it somehow. Jane--the moment your enemies find out about this development, you'll be an even greater target than before. | need to know, in case | need to
protect you somehow! You're my only link to the right side in this war!"

The rings didn't permit lies. Hermione recalled his words, sent through the ring, that he was on her side. On Albus Percival Wulfric Brian Dumbledore's side. Relenting,

allowing herself to believe in the wizard touching her, she gave him the truth. "Harry and | performed the Brothers-by-Blood ritual, last night. We're now blood-related by
magic, as brother and sister. And before you say anything more about this being a dangerous weakness, | think it's also a strength. Harry now has family that he actually

likes, and who likes him back.

"That's worth more than an increased threat to myself. I'm already too talented, too intelligent, too Muggle-born, and too close to Harry. One more layer on top of all of that
won't make my fate at the hands of Voldemort's cronies any worse," she pointed out.

He flinched, covering his forearm quickly. "Don't say that name!"

"Why ever not?" Hermione demanded as he stepped back. "Why shouldn't | say it? It's just a name!"

"Because there are rumors that, if you say it in the presence of a Dark Markhe can hear it being spoken!" Russel hissed at her. "And I'd rather not test that theory!"
"It's just a mark!" she scoffed.

"It's a mark with a lot of very powerful magic tied into it!" the dark blond wizard retorted. "I've seen him do things you cannot imagine. Powerful things. And heard rumors of
far worse. I'd rather not risk the rumors of his Mark being somehow tied to him turning out to be true!"

"Alright! Alright," she repeated, holding out her hands as she sought to calm him down. "l won't say that name again, in your presence."

"...Thank you." He rubbed his forearm again, then shook his head. "l need to go. This conversation is over."

"I'm sorry," she offered.

He shook his head. "lIt's not your fault. I'll see you later."

Nodding, she watched him flick his wand at the door, dissolving the wards that must have been pre-laid and triggered when he'd shut the door. Now he opened it a crack,
checking the corridor. It must have been clear, for he stepped through and shut the panel behind himself, leaving her alone in the room. Hermione waited a couple minutes,

then left herself, in case anyone was watching.

It also gave her a few minutes to compose herself and smooth her blouse into her dress-slacks, so that she didn't look rumpled from their brief but torrid bout of snogging.

Chapter 08

Chapter 8 of 37

It began with a letter, and a secret. Was it madness to trust? Was it a secret salvation? Or was it all just lying on a ring,
in the end...? (***HBP SPOILERS***)

VIIL.

Hermione fluttered nervously by the display cases. She just couldn't figure out a way to cast the soul-scanning charm without anyone else noticing. Especially Professor
Flitwick. Filius had been around the block more than once; he was very competent at Charms, and would probably be able to tell exactly what kind of medical charm she
was casting. And maybe he'd even understand what it meant if and when the wand started scintillating, if it really was a Horcrux. That was something she couldn't allow him
to realize. The success of their mission to destroy the pieces of the Dark Lord's soul depended very strongly on secrecy.

They had less than twenty minutes before the exhibits had to be ready, since that was when the hall would open. Ron was chatting with Yorsen, helping him set up his own
display as they discussed chess maneuvers. That left her and Harry to help their short ex-teacher. Sidling up to her brand-new brother, Hermione whispered in his ear.
"Harry...you have to distract Professor Flitwick and all the others, somehow. | need to cast the spell before the last of the protective wardings go up around these cases,
and the use of magic on their contents becomes impossible!"

Harry grimaced, but nodded. She left him to it as she returned to studying the cases, some lined with black velvet, others in white, depending on which material would

offset the colour of the wand-wood lying within. She studied the plaques of the two most famous wands in the Charms professor's collection: Rowena Ravenclaw, and Albus
Dumbledore. Rowena's wand was oak, with the core of a phoenix feather, from some phoenix named "Gullveig".

That's an awkward, ugly name,she thought, wrinkling her nose.

Next to it in equal prominence was the wand of Albus Dumbledore. Willow, like Ron's, though this one had been made with the core of a phoenix's tail-feather, not a
unicorn-hair. The name listed on the plague made her blink.



Gullveig, too? That's one heck of a coincidence! | know they live forever, constantly being reborn from their own ashes, but...well, it might explain a little bit of why Fawkes
chose Albus...

"You know, it's a real pity you can't put my own wand into your collection, Professor," Harry stated abruptly, and loudly enough for the exhibitors in their section of the large

room to overhear. "You did say my wand would be quite a coup for your collection. | can't give it up, of course; not while | still need it," he added, twirling the length of holly
in his fingers when Hermione looked up, as distracted as everyone else by his words, "but it did face down the wand of Lord Voldemort himself, and helped me survive!"

Half the people listening gasped. Most everyone in the room twitched. All save for two people. Hermione, who quickly turned back to the display case, mouthing,
"Psyscandum!" ...and Ron, who called back through the shocked silence, "--Don't you mean Lord Voldiedork?"

"What, Moldiemort?" Harry shot back.
"Voldiebutt?" Ron suggested.
"Snake-Face?"

"The Basilisk-Snogging Bastard!"

The crowd of exhibitors stared at the two young men, shocked to their core at the blatant display of brave but juvenile disrespect.

The wand glowed with sickly colours, much the same as the locket had. "Finite incantatem!'

It stopped scintillating, and Hermione quickly turned away from the case to check and make sure no one had seen what she'd done. They were all too busy staring at the
two young wizards. Even Flitwick gaped as his two former students, his bearded mouth sagging open.

"--Do you two mind? | didn't eat breakfast that long ago!" Hermione chided her two best friends. "You'll make me sick to my own soul, if you keep on mentioning that putrid,
slimy blowhard!"

Harry's gaze sharpened, and Ron's laughing expression sobered. They'd caught on to her meaning. Harry nodded. "Sorry, Hermione. Sorry, Professor."

"Er...no harm done. Hand me that case, the one with Nicholas Flamel's wand in it!"
"You've got Flamel's wand?" someone else called out, a fellow exhibitor.

Flitwick beamed with pride as he replied, "l had an 'in' with the old man through Albus Dumbledore, you know! You'd be surprised at how well a 'mere' teacher can be
connected, in the wand-collecting world..."

"...And though | do regret the highly untimely nature of its presence, | think it the finest example in my collection, having Albus Dumbledore's wand as a part of my display,”
Filius Flitwick relayed to his audience, standing on a stool brought out to him by a house-elf for the duration of his presentation. "Any questions?"

A veritable forest of hands shot into the air. Calling on one of them--an act which reminded Hermione rather amusingly of his classroom demeanor--Filius bade the wizard in
question to speak. It was Roland Ollivander, the grey-haired wand-maker.

"--How do you know, for absolute certain, that this other wand is truly the wand of Rowena Ravenclaw?"
"Well, I've performed all the standard tests!" Filius squeaked matter-of-factly. "Spectral analysis charms, material component revealers, age-gauging spells...you name it!"
"A lot of that can be faked," Mr. Ollivander pointed out. Several heads nodded in agreement. He gave the shorter wizard a shrewd look. "I noticed that Albus Dumbledore's

wand holds a core feather from the same phoenix as Rowena's. This is a fact backed by my shop's records from the time-period of Rowena Ravenclaw, and the other three
founders of Hogwarts. Most phoenixes hand out only a dozen tail-feathers at most, and the records for Gullveig show that she hasn't donated a tail-feather in over three

hundred years, save for Albus Dumbledore's. If it is Rowena Ravenclaw's wand...then wouldn't Priori Incantatem prove it, beyond all shadow of a doubt?"
"Well, yes, | suppose it would..." the Charms Professor allowed.

"Then why not prove it?" Roland Ollivander offered, stepping forward, out of the crowd, his eyes shrewd under the shock of his bushy grey eyebrows. "You could take up
Dumbledore's wand, and I'll take up Ravenclaw's, and we'll have a little duel, to prove or disprove the matter! Nothing harmful, of course..."

Hermione's breasts burned. Stifling a gasp, she shifted back behind Ron, pulling out the ring. Words were etched into it, scrolling out of the scale-pattern.
Do not let Ollivander touch that wand!

Of course; if Ollivander was under the Imperius Curse, he probably had a Portkey on him, like Russel did. The moment he had the wand, he'd be yanked away, and there
would go their chance to get the Horcrux. "--Professor!" she called out quickly, shifting far enough to plant her hand on her brother's back. "Why don't you have Harry wield

the wand against you? He's actually experienced Priori Incantatem, when he faced Lord Voldemort upon his initial return, two years ago!"

Harry stumbled forward as she shoved him, but recovered quickly, improvising a smile as he followed her lead. "l would be honored to help, Professor. Priori Incantatem is
quite difficult to handle, if you're not prepared for its side-effects."

"That's actually a splendid idea!" Filius agreed quickly. "You've always had a good aim with the milder jinxes, when you were my pupil--here, you take Dumbledore's wand,"

the Charms professor added, "and I'll take the wand of my House Founder. It wouldn't do to let this beauty fall into the hands of a Gryffindor, after all,” he added with a
merry wink, playing to their House rivalries.

"You'd let a youth handle such a valuable wand?" Mr. Ollivander protested.

Hermione leaned forward and whispered into Harry's ear as Filius replied that he had absolute faith in 'the boy'. "If you can hold Priori long enough, Harry...it might force the
fragment out of the wand!"

"I'd rather destroy it outright, by snapping it in half!" he muttered back, turning so that his words reached only her own ear.

"We don't know if that's even the way to kill it. We'll find some other way to destroy the fragment," she promised him, wincing at the thought of destroying such a historical
artifact. "If nothing else, | might be able to cage it with the Ghost Trap spell. | learnt it during our research, in case | ever needed to deal with a malevolent ghost, or with
Peeves in a bad mood."

"--Come forward, Harry! Don't be shy," Filius beckoned him. Harry obligingly stepped forward, accepting the wand of their former Headmaster.

"...Oy!" Ron hissed, glancing at Hermione. "Did you see that?"

"No, what?" she whispered back.



"That woman, with the dark hair, in the brown dress...she just vanished!"

"That's impossible," Hermione muttered under her breath. "The Mansion has an anti-Apparation charm laid on it, just like the school."
"I'm telling you, she disappeared!" the redhead hissed back.

"On the count of three, we'll both cast the Jellylegs Jinx. Ready?" Filius instructed his ex-pupil.

Harry gripped his borrowed wand a little tighter. "Ready, sir."

I do believe in Ron Hermione thought as the two wizards prepared themselves.

"One..."

If he says some woman disappeared, she disappeared...

"Two..."

But if she didn't Apparate, that leaves only Portkeying--oh!
"Three!"

Harry and Filius flung their curses at each other. Blue light leapt at blue light as the two sparks of magical intent raced at their targets...and snapped into a beam of gold,
connecting the two wands. Priori Incantatem had begun.

Hermione's mind raced with the implications of that witch's vanishing act. /f she went to report to the Dark Lord on what's happening, he's going to be furious about not
getting his hand on Ravenclaw's wand. And he'll know that if Priori Incantatem is held long enough, it just might release the fragment of his soul, exposing it to danger--he's
probably going to launch an attack, to try and get at that wand! An all-out attack!

"Th-th-that's enough, b-b-boy!" Professor Flitwick stammered as the wands began vibrating with the thickening of the golden bolt connecting the two. "You c-can let g-go,
now!"

They didn't dare risk losing that wand in the coming battle. They had to get that soul-fragment out now! "--No, Harry! Keep it going!"

Harry's brow furrowed with determination, and his knuckles whitened with visible effort as he clung to the late Headmaster's wand. Phoenix-song pierced the confused
babble of voices, achingly sweet and higher-pitched, more feminine than she remembered Fawkes' song to be. The single beam broke into a thousand threads that threw
themselves into a cage, forcing the crowd and the display cases back from the pair as a webbed dome of energy formed around them. Beads of light built up rapidly in the
central beam of magic arcing between them. It didn't take more than two or three rapid heartbeats for them to thicken, nor for them to shift and tremble their way towards
the wand being gripped now in both of Filius' hands.

And then the golden bead struck the tip of Rowena Ravenclaw's wand. Ghostly sparks shot from the wand. A bouquet of flowers. A loud banging noise. Strange sigils
formed out of smoke, the sound of uncontrollable laughter, a whistling teakettle, chopping vegetables, the roar of a crackling fire from an Incendio charm. The shape of a
rabbit morphing into a knapsack and back. Every charm, hex, and spell wielded by the wand was being repeated in reverse order, as the phoenix-song sang on and on--

The air filled with a new sound, the banging of several bodies arriving via Portkey, slamming through the others in the crowds and knocking them down. Instantly, the air in
the crowded ballroom dropped from being stiflingly warm to dreadfully icy--dreadfully in the Dementor-ized sense, for two of the cowled figures rose up from the tangle of
bodies sprawled along a length of what looked like the velvety, aged rope torn from an old curtain or something. Someone had made themselves a Portkey long enough to

haul along nine or ten Death Eaters, two Dementors...and a giant?

Scared, Hermione grabbed for her wand, her own action far more sensible than the screaming of the exhibitors and guests around them. Those on their feet scrambled for
the doors, some even crashing through the French-glazed windows into the atrium in their haste to escape the black-robed, silver-masked foes in their midst. Wand-cases
smashed, as the giant stood up, flailing his brutish arms. Hexes started flying, and she started ducking and snapping Protego charms as fast as she could.

The only two in the ballroom who were safe from the conflict were Harry and Filius, wrapped in their Priori cocoon as they were. The giant waded through the others and
started smashing his fists on the cage, but it was a futile effort. The golden web-work only flashed and seared his flesh, making him roar deafeningly. Hermione dropped

and rolled under one of the display cases to get away from the insane glare of Bellatrix Lestrange--who wasn't the dark-haired witch; she was guarding the other witch's
back with a grimace of distaste--and found herself face-to-hood with one of the Dementors the moment she rose on the other side.

Fear sapped her energy, fear that the creature enhanced by its very nature. As it lifted skeleton-like hands to its cowled hood, preparing to move it back for the Kiss,
Hermione grasped for the happiest thought she could imagine, shouting, "Expecto Patronum!

Silvery mist flung itself from her wand...but her otter Patronus didn't form. The hood lifted higher, scaring her further. She tried again, groping for the thought her and Ron in
a decade's time, of Harry now being her brother--

"Expecto Patronum--Expecto PATRONUM!

A body slammed into hers as a hideous, scabby mouth came into view. The hard warmth of her assailant knocked her to the ground, rolling her over. Scared, she grappled
with her attacker, trying to shove him off of her as he ended up on top. Until she realized she was staring up into a pair of very concerned pewter-grey eyes. Russel. He'd
saved her from the Dementor's Kiss, and now lay sprawled over her, his kilted legs entangled with her trouser-clad ones. He felt warm, heavy, and masculine, incongruous
sensations given the current blasting of hexes and screaming of victims around them.

The Dementor reared over both of them, its scabby, vacuum-like mouth still visible, its too-long fingers still pushing back the deep folds of its hood. It looked hungry, and it
looked like it wouldn't care if it sucked out her soul, or Russel's. She remembered the kiss they'd shared, not more than five or six hours before, and tore her wand arm free
of his grasp. She couldn't let Russel die!

"EXPECTO PATRONUM!'

A winged shape tore out of her wand, flaring bright and strong. For a moment, she thought it was a phoenix, but it wasn't. It was a raven, as silvery as moonlight, and ten
times as bright. That was a far cry from her original otter. Hermione almost lost it from surprise, before she firmed her concentration with a hard frown. Pulsating light
pushed the hideous thing into the ceiling over their heads, throwing it hard enough that some of the moulded ceiling cracked and plaster-dust rained down on the battle
raging below. She didn't know what had happened to the other one, but it wasn't about to come anywhere near the ballroom, given how far-reaching the power of that
Patronus-raven had spread, lighting up the chamber around them.

"--Hermione!" The shout was Harry's voice. Russel rolled off of her, letting her scramble to her feet. She saw Harry looking at her, at the slim shaft in Professor Flitwick's

hands--where an incredibly tiny but incredibly bright spark had floated out of the tip of Ravenclaw's wand--and glancing up at the ceiling. Where the Dementor was pinned.
Harry shouted at her again. "Let it go!"

...Bloody fucking brilliant!



A flick of her wand, and Hermione ended the Patronus, just as Harry tore his own borrowed wand away from the conflict with the one in Flitwick's hands. The golden web-
work of light faded as the Dementor pushed itself out of the cracked dent in the plaster. It shook itself, oriented on her--then jerked and oriented on that tiny, bright spark.
Diving down, it charged the fragment of soul, as Harry ducked around it, pushing their stunned Charms professor out of the way.

The diving Dementor pounced on the soul-fragment, glomming onto it like a hungry teenager at a free buffet. The rasping sound of its suctioning was accompanied by a
faint but hideous, high-pitched shrieking, the skreeling of a soul in mortal agony. Hermione flinched, hating what was happening even as she knew it was necessary. The
keening cut off, the Dementor moaned in ecstasy--an obscene sound that made her stomach churn--and Professor Flitwick's high-pitched voice cut through the noise with
remarkable authority.

"--Expecto Patronum!'

A shining, silver centaur leapt out of the wand in his grip, charging into the Dementor and smashing it back through the glazed windows overlooking the autumn-faded
gardens.

"Avada--"

Hermione's head whipped around, looking for the source of that feminine snarl: Bellatrix, glaring at Ron!
"--Kedavral"

Her palm rasped hard against her wrist, as that deadly bolt of green raced at her boyfriend. Instantly the battle silenced, freezing in place as she shot the mother-of-pearl
band of the bracelet halfway around. Peering through the treacle-slow confusion, she checked on the danger to her boyfriend from the Killing Curse.

The bolt was still moving, too fast for her to intervene. Hermione shoved the bracelet again, until it jammed up against the far end, dialing in all twenty-four segments. The
Curse slowed to an icy-treacle crawl. She had four minutes at this speed in which to act, but she didn't know if that would be enough time.

Shoving her wand into her pocket, Hermione started counting the seconds in her head even as she moved. Picking her way quickly through the seemingly unmoving
bodies, Hermione dodged several frozen, flying shards of display cases, ducked between the giant's legs, since the path to either side around him was blocked, and
grabbed Ron by the shirt, hauling on his body.

He barely budged. She pulled harder, until she heard his time-stiffened shirt start to rip. The green-glowing curse inched closer. Switching position, she pushed on Ron's

shoulder, heaving against his body. She might be beyond the effects of mass and inertia, using up her four minutes of super-speed magically...but he was still trapped in
the physics of normality.

Seconds ticked by in her head, and the segments of her bracelet clicked one by one from mother-of-pearl to abalone. The clicking was unnaturally loud in the silence of the
ballroom battle, a silence broken only by her grunting efforts as she went so far as to brace one leg behind her against the back of the giant's calf. It didn't work. Ron wasn't
budging fast enough. The Killing Curse was just too close. It would strike Ron before she could free him, and even a glancing blow would be enough to end his life.

If only she could've hauled a Death Eater between him and that deadly--

A Death Eater? Shoving away from Ron, she scrambled over to Harry. She couldn't grab another Death Eater to throw in the path of that deadly ray; their own inertial mass
would defeat her as surely as Ron's had. But there was something small enough for her to drag over there, hopefully in time! Grabbing the chain that lay around Harry's
neck, she pried the Horcrux locket out of his clothes and over his head. Pulling hard on the time-stuck metal, she hauled it over to Ron's side, ignoring the aching effort it
took to get the metal object into place.

The green fire had moved very close, fraction by fraction. It now lay within a hand-span of Ron's chest. Time hadn't stopped, after all, just slowed down to an agonizing
crawl. Pushing on the locket itself, she positioned it just so in front of the bolt, then snatched her fingers out of the way. The curse struck and seeped into the locket just
three frantic heartbeats and a click of her bracelet after she cleared her fingers. It crawled around the edges of the golden case, brightened...and sucked itself rapidly
inside, faster than expected. A moment later, the last of the greenish light winked out.

Hermione felt an hysterical urge to laugh. First the Horcrux soul-fragment from the wand had been eaten by a Dementor--an ally of the Dark Lord's--and now Bellatrix

Lestrange's own Killing Curse had killed the Horcrux in the locket? Oh, she wanted to laugh! But she didn't have enough time, as her bracelet clicked again, cutting her off
mid-chuckle. A glance down showed she had just two pearlescent slots left.

Grabbing the chain, she hauled it back to Harry again, shoving the golden links down around his head and stuffing the locket back under his shirt. The last thing they
needed was for anyone to realize that the locket, too, had been destroyed. She turned to check on Ron--and time snapped back into place with an exhausting jolt.

Ron dropped, dragged off-balance by her efforts. Harry screamed his name and bolted towards his fallen friend. Hermione, bumped by him as he thrust past her, staggered
back, unable to catch her balance. Hands caught her arms, she thought to help right her--but one of those hands held an age-worn bit of rope, pressing it into her wrist, and
before she could get her time-numbed body to react, the Portkey activated. She was jerked away while still caught in the grip of what she realized too late were robed and
masked Death Eaters.

They landed awkwardly in a tastefully, if serpently, decorated parlour. Hermione was too exhausted by her bracelet-ordeal to catch her balance; she tripped and dropped,
and was yanked painfully upright again by her arms before she could hit the ground. There were other masked and robed Death Eaters here, but as she was hauled

around by a jerk on her right arm, the other released, she saw the most frightening figure of her life: the slit-nostriled, red-eyed, pallid-skinned face of Lord Voldemort
himself.

"Accio wand!

Her wand jerked out of her pocket, flying somewhere behind her. She was disarmed, trapped in the lair of the Basilisk Bastard--her left hand snatched at her bracelet one
last time, but she was out of minutes. Hermione twisted it again, knowing she would be defenceless, helpless while it charged--

"Impedimental"

She froze in place, with only a singleclick reaching her ears. One minute. She would have only one minute of stored time, once the Stunning Charm wore off... Don't think

about that! Forcing her mind and heart to calm down, Hermione threw up the barriers she'd learned in her Occlumency studies with the boys. She'd devoted herself harder
than them to the study, and had picked it up faster, surpassing Harry's own rusty skills rather quickly, but then that was her nature. Her mind was disciplined from years of
sticking to study-schedules, and some of that had translated into the magic of obscuring her thoughts through concentration.

"This is that Mudblood girl, the friend of thatboy," Voldemort hissed, rising from a chair that was carved around the edges and padded in a rich, emerald green satin. It
looked like a throne, and his Death Eaters were serving as his courtiers. "l sent you to get the wand, not a girl!"

"We saw the wand fall to the floor, milord. It was broken."

Voldemort's face contorted with fury. The twisted, pallid face, with those reddish eyes, looked frighteningly inhuman. Hermione prayed for a shot at freedom, so that she
wouldn't be around when his temper broke.

"We snagged the girl, knowing you would want to torture her for her interference," the Death Eater who had hauled her around muttered warily. Hermione could only look at



what was within her frozen field of view, but she was pretty sure she saw an ornate monogram on an oval at the top of that chair-back. The letter 'M'...for 'Malfoy'? The man
showed his bravery by adding, "She's quite a prize, herself."

"Yessss... Narcissa said it was her decision to make the Potter brat face down the midget-freak, instead of our...emissary," the Dark Lord hissed.

Narcissa. Of course! No wonder that disguised witch had protected her sister's back, during the fray. And, being married into the Malfoy family, she'd know how to move
about in high society without drawing attention to herself...

"Yes, it was Narcissa, at the exhibition," the Dark Lord agreed, staring into Hermione's eyes.

Hermione had forgotten to maintain her mental discipline. She quickly stilled her mind, thinking about nothing other than the flat, calm, reflective surface of a lake, unrippled
by wind or wave. Mirror-smooth in its perfection, unruffled by thought or emotion. Voldemort hissed in frustration.

"--Someone has been teaching you Occlumency! Crude, but powerful--do you think that imagining still waters will save you from your fate? Rape her! Beat her down and

break her spirit! Entertain us with her torture! You will find, little Mudsssslut, that it is impossible to remain calm while experiencing the deepest torments of humiliation and
pain!"

Shite!
"Finite Incantatem--"

Hermione slammed the one-click-worth she had of her bracelet into play, the instant the Stunning Charm was removed. Time slowed around her. Not nearly as slowly as it
had during the Killing Curse, but it would hopefully be long enough. Turning, she looked for her wand. It wasn't in sight. She quickly patted down the robes of the wizard
beside her, then the witch behind him--she couldn't find it! Frantic to save herself, Hermione knew she couldn't save up any more minutes. She was going to be beaten,
tortured, raped, brutalized and robbed of her chastity--

The ring! Grabbing the chain in both hands, she faced Voldemort again as she yanked on it, breaking the clasp. Snatching the ring in her right hand, she flung the chain
free with her left, and jammed into onto her left ring-finger--

Time jolted back into full play, while the ring was between her first and second knuckles. Voldemort blinked as she shoved the ring home. The wizard at her side grabbed
her arm, sneering a frighteningly amused, "It'll be my pleasure, milord!"

Magic roared out of the ring, gleaming with golden scales. Voices screamed and bodies scrambled, and even the Dark Lord staggered back, shocked by the apparition that
filled the space behind her. Craning her head, Hermione looked over her shoulder. Into a wall of muscular golden scales. She looked up to identify the rest of it...and her
lips parted, her jaw sagging in shock.

A dragon.

A fucking huge golden dragon, solid enough to make the floorboards creak ominously from its sheer weight. The ring had conjured a dragon to protect her?
"SSSSSHE ISSSS THE PRINCSSSESSSS! YOU WILL NOT TOUCH HER!"

A talking golden dragon?!

Someone got the brilliant idea to fling a hex at the creature, instead of screaming or fainting like the others. "Conjunctivitis!"

The dragon's scaly foreleg snapped out, grabbing and piercing the man with its claws. Its metallic, horn-studded skull snapped down an instant later, biting the Death

Eater's head and shoulders from his body. Clearly unhindered by the eye-harming curse. There hadn't been time for the man to scream, just time for severed arteries to
spurt blood in sickening, dark red splatters during the few seconds it took for his heart to stop pumping. Thankfully it fell away from her, spraying several of Voldemort's
followers. Hermione didn't know what she would've done if any of that blood had landed on her. Several of the Death Eaters screamed again, wizards and witches alike.

Hermione wanted to scream. But what she really wanted was for this nightmare to be over! To be safe back at Headquarters, where no Death Eater could find her, where
there were no man-eating dragons that needed to so violently protect her--

The dragon spat out the bloody bits of the man with a meaty thump, shifting its weight. A golden, clawed forelimb lifted, touching her shoulder with startling gentleness--and
the yanking sensation of a Portkey jerked at her nauseated belly. She found herself flung onto a threadbare carpet. Unable to keep her balance, too drained by her time-
escapades and too shattered by what she'd seen, Hermione fell to her hands and knees with painful awkwardness.

She stayed there for a moment, trembling. Then her eyes squeezed shut, and her body heaved, retching the remnants of the buffet luncheon she'd eaten shortly before
Professor Flitwick's scheduled presentation. All she could think of were the scabrous mouth of the Dementor, the bodies of the victims in the ballroom, the evil gleam of the
Dark Lord's eyes, and the spurting blood and meaty thump of the dragon tearing that Death Eater apart. She retched until it felt like she was trying to vomit up her toenails.

"--Merlin's Sweet Arse!" A body dropped to its knees beside her, bringing a shock of lavender hair into view. Tonks scraped Hermione's hair back from her face, holding her
head as she retched again. "Wotcher, Hermione, what happened to you?"

Unable to answer, Hermione focused on breathing in short, shallow pants between heaves, until they slowly subsided. Tonks stroked her forehead, holding her steady,
then Summoned a washcloth and a glass of water from the kitchen. Another pass of her wand, a muttered charm, and all traces of her sickness vanished from the Black
family parlour carpet, and from Hermione's hair.

Wetting the washcloth, Tonks pressed it to Hermione's forehead, then to the back of her neck. "Easy, there...what happened?"
"Battle," Hermione managed, torn between panting and moaning from her misery. "Death Eaters...Marselle Mansion..."
"Oy! I've got to warn the Order!" Leaping to her feet, the Metamorphmagus raced out of the parlour.

Hermione sagged onto her side, half-curled into a miserable ball. She wet the washcloth again with trembling fingers, then risked rinsing her mouth with a sip of it. Unable
to swallow the acrid taste without risking another bout of sickness, she spat it out on the carpet, then reached shakily for her wand to Evanesco the evidence...and
remembered that her wand was still in the hands of some Death Eater. Probably at Malfoy Manor, but Tonks had vanished, and she didn't have the strength to go crawling
after the other woman. Too many minutes of living too fast had passed; she would have to wait until she'd regained her strength to act on the possibility that Narcissa had
opened up her home for the Dark Lord's use.

She did, however, push her bracelet back around with trembling fingers. One minute at a time, rather than twenty-four in one go, but then she didn't know if she'd have to
react to Tonks' return or not. But the other witch didn't return, and though storing time left her dizzy from hyperventilation and sick to her stomach with bone-deep
exhaustion, she got all twenty-four minutes stored. Not that anyone could attack Headquarters without torturing the secret of it out of Mrs. Figg, or killing the old lady
outright, but she didn't ever want to be caught without a means of defending herself again.

One of Mrs. Figg's cats came to investigate her as she lay there, recharging her body and bracelet on the floor. It sniffed at the bilious spit, sniffed at her mouth, then head-
butted her breasts, rubbing its siamese-coloured flank against her chest. By the time Hermione came out of storing away that particular minute, the cat had moved on in the



fickle fashion of most felines.

It was Crookshanks who came to her next, as she finished the with bracelet. He, too, sniffed at her, head-butted her, and lingered until she was free to lift a trembling hand
to his ears. Tears seeped from her eyes, as she recalled the battle scene, and wondered if her two friends were still alright. Her stomach rumbled with hunger. It rumbled
again, as footsteps shuffled into the room.

"Oh! Oh my goodness! Hermione, dearie! Whatever is wrong with you? Are you hurt?"

"Exhausted, Mrs. Figg," she managed, twisting onto her back. Crooks followed, nuzzling her hand for more attention. She peered up at the elderly Squib. "And...sick to
stomach..."

Her stomach rumbled a third time. Mrs. Figg pursed her lips. "Exhausted and sick to your stomach you may be, but that stomach is also hungry! A little chicken broth will
set you to rights; the salt will settle your stomach, and I'll throw in a pilot-cracker, too. They were used to cure the seasickness of first-time sailors in the Royal Navy, once
upon a time. Can you stand up? Or at least crawl to the couch? I'm afraid that oddly-haired young lady has left to go join the others on some mission, and | cannot lift you
myself."

She did feel a little better. Nodding, Hermione rolled over, pushed to her hands and knees, and managed to crawl to the parlour couch. It unsettled her stomach to heave
herself onto the cushions. Mrs. Figg hovered nearby until she was on the sofa, then spread an afghan over Hermione's trembling frame. Shuffling off, she went to fetch the
broth, muttering about hardtack and saltine crackers.

Voices spilled through the door into the hallway. With the silencing of Mrs. Black's portrait, none of the other paintings had dared complain, so the voices had to be from
actual bodies. Sure enough, several spilled into the parlour, the most vociferous pair belonging to an angry Harry and a frustrated Ron.

"--But we have to go after her! They're going to kill her!"

"Or worse!" Ron shouted at Mad-Eye Moody. "We'd be lucky if it was only the Imperius Curse, and a few bouts of Cruciatus!"

Alastor drew in a breath to reply, then stopped, jerked, and peered over his shoulder with his good eye. Apparently his magical one had spotted her. The blatant look in her
direction drew the attention of the others, and with a strangled cry, Harry and Ron flung themselves at her. Harry got to her first, sweeping her up into a sitting position as
he hugged her.

"Hermione! You're alive! You're alive!"

"Can't keep a good know-it-all down," she muttered, eyes stinging with tears. They were echoed in Harry's green gaze as he pulled back. Ron tugged him away, leaning in
to take his place. Her ring tingled and the floorboards creaked as a voice roared over their heads.

"SSSSSHE ISSSS THE PRINCSSSESSS! YOU WILL NOT TOUCH HER!"

"--Shite!"

The expletive leapt from several mouths. Moody and Harry whipped out their wands, Ron scrambled back in an awkward crab-scuttle, and Hermione screamed, leaping to
her feet, and throwing out her arms as she whirled to face the dragon.

"NO!!I'" It stopped, head pulling back slightly. She yelled again, adrenaline giving her the energy she hadn't had a moment ago. "Don't hurt my friends!"
Its head pulled back further, then it bellowed, "THEY SSSSHALL NOT TOUCH YOU! YOU ARE THE PRINCSSSESSSSS!"

"--Moody's my friend, Harry's my brother, and Ron's my boyfriend--and you will not touch them!" Hermione dared to argue, mind racing. It was the ring, of course; this was
one of those betrothal rings with a guardian enspelled into it...and lucky her, she got a huge dragon. This time it wasn't quite as big as it had been in the Malfoy parlour, but
then the Black parlour was considerably smaller, and the dragon had been forced to materialize behind the sofa she'd been lying upon. He stepped over the furnishing,
swelling in size as he lowered his snout to within an inch of hers.

"YOU ARE THE PRINCSSSESSSS!"

Apparently even the most talkative of magical dragons--and there was an oxymoron if she'd ever heard one, from a Muggle perspective--couldn't be reasoned with.
Especially one that smelled of charcoal at such close range. "Okay--okay! I'm the bloody princess, and no one will touch me!"

A whuff of hot, charcoal-barbeque breath, and the dragon dissolved into a stream of sparkling, golden glitter, whipping back into the ring on her finger. She sagged to her

knees, the adrenaline rush fading from her trembling limbs. Harry crouched beside her, extending his hand hesitantly. He touched her shoulder, flinching...but nothing
happened. No dragon materialized.

"Hermione...what was that? " he whispered, visibly shaken. Ron shuffled onto his knees, but didn't move any closer. Even Moody looked like he was going to keep his
distance, just in case. "And why am | the only one who can touch you?"

Miserably, Hermione lifted her left hand. Displaying the ring that gleamed on her third finger. "I think it's because you're now my brother...and because of this."

Alastor Moody was the first to realize the significance. His blue, magical eye fixed on the ring intensely for a moment, before swiveling to study her. "That's a betrothal ring.
An old and powerful one, from the look of it. I've never heard of one that could conjure a dragon for its guardian, before. Where did you get it, girl?"

"--Betrothal ring?" Ron yelped, looking sharply between the two of them. "Hermione--take it off! Take it off!"

She tugged on the ring. It didn't budge. She pulled harder, and only made her finger sore. From the moment she'd slipped it past her second knuckle, the ring had squeezed
itself into the perfect size to cling to her flesh. She couldn't even make it slip as far as her knuckle, yet the ring didn't feel tight. "...I can't. It's stuck. Magically."

"Aye," Moody growled. "Those rings come from the days when women were chattel. Some of 'em are permanent, others can be released only by the word of your
betrothed...who would have to be wearing the other ring himself, for it to take effect. Which begs the question of who is wearing that other ring, if it ain't one of these two?"

Bowing her head, Hermione confessed her sins. "...Russel is wearing it."

"Who?" Ron asked, confusion furrowing his brow.

"You know him as Rorik Ferguson. He's...he's a spy in the ranks of the Death Eaters. The other spy," Hermione emphasized. "One known only to Professor Dumbledore.
He contacted me by a letter this last summer, and sent the ring with it. So long as | didn't put it on, | was fine, but | could communicate with him--and before you ask," she
added to Mad-Eye, who had drawn breath to argue the matter with her, "--I've already tested the truth-forcing properties of the ring myself. Anything we communicated to
each other wound up being the truth. We could bend it, but we couldn't dodge it. He is a spy for our side, but he didn't dare reveal himself to anyone, after what that bastard
did to the Headmaster."

Silence met her rough admission, until Ron drew a breath; Hermione, anticipating his comment, interrupted him before he could begin.



"And before you ask, Ron, he warned me against putting on the ring! He said it would create an unbreakable betrothal between us if | did so...but that it would also give me

a powerful form of protection, if | wound up having no other choice. And | wound up having no other choice. If you haven't noticed, I'm kneeling here without my wand,
because it's still in the possession of some stupid Death Eater!"

"You are my girlfriend, Hermione!" Ron reminded her sharply. "How could you put on the betrothal ring of another wizard? What could possibly have made you betray me
like that?"

"--I was going to be raped, you selfish arsehole! she screamed at him, overwrought by his thoughtless accusations. Breathing heavily, glaring at him, Hermione fought to

control her temper, until she growled with a bit more control, "I'm sorry if that doesn't seemimportant enough to you! But they were going to beat me, and torture me, and
rape me, and break me! | didn't have my wand, | didn't have a chance in hell of storing up enough time to find it before they could hurt me, and it was the only thing left |
could think of doing to save myself!"

"Storing up enough time?" Harry asked her, frowning in confusion.

Hermione drew in a breath to reply, and found the watchful eyes of Moody fixed upon her face. To hell, if she was going to tell him! Jerking her chin at the door, she
snapped, "Moody! Out!"

His eyes narrowed, but he stumped out of the room, closing the door behind him. Ron eyed her warily, but drew his wand and cast an Imperturbable Charm on the room,
sealing them away from potential spies. "You'd better start talking, Hermione."

Letting Harry support her, Hermione began from the beginning. "I got the letter the last evening Harry spent at the Dursleys. | didn't know if it was genuine or not, so |
waited and kept silent, in case it was a trap. But then Russel sent word that Mr. Lubbock was going to be attacked...and that's why | managed to save him. | poked my
head through the Floo with my wand at the ready. You know what happened, then. Out of gratitude, Mr. Lubbock gave me this bracelet,” she added, lifting her right wrist
slightly. "It's a time-storage device. He called it a Velocitemplet. Basically, by giving up twenty-four minutes of my life in a sort of paralysis...| can get those minutes back, at
up to four minutes at a time...and up to six different speeds of time.

"l used the bracelet today during the battle, when Bellatrix cast the Killing Curse at you, Ron."
He blinked, at that. "Is that...is that how | managed to survive? You pushed me out of the way of the Curse?"

"Sort of. /was free to move about, but you were still stuck in time," she told him. "And the Curse was moving in so fast, | had to put the bracelet at the topmost speed--I
never told you or Harry about it, because I'd discovered that using it drains me until I'm literally ill with exhaustion, at that speed. | didn't want either of you pestering me to
use it casually, or for selfish means. So | kept the secret of it to myself.

"And | couldn't push you out of the way of the Killing Curse," she continued. "I managed to tip you off-balance, but | knew | wouldn't be able to get you out of the way in
time. So...| grabbed the locket from Harry, which was easier to drag into place, and put it between you and that scary green bolt. It impacted on the locket, and the Curse
went away. So | presume it killed the soul that was trapped inside."

Harry reached under his shirt, pulling out the locket. A touch of his thumb to the edge, and it popped open, revealing a tiny profile-carving of some woman, possibly the
profile of Salazar Slytherin's wife, given the way her features had been carved out of the alabaster cabochon with a medieval hairstyle. Lifting his gaze from the locket,
Harry absently snapped it shut again. "So you killed it."

She managed a wry smile. "l thought it was rather ironic that the Ravenclaw Horcrux was devoured by a Dementor, and the locket Horcrux by a spell from Mrs. Lestrange's
own wand. | don't think old Moldiebutt picked very competent allies to come and attack us, today."

"I'l say," Ron snorted. "I'm a bit disappointed to learn I'm not another Boy Who Lived, but | am glad the locket's dead.”
"But what happened after that?" Harry asked her. "I saw you being snatched away by two Death Eaters!"

"I'd just put the locket back, when time snapped back to normal speed. | couldn't stop them from grabbing me, and the next thing | knew..." She shivered. "l think | was in
Malfoy Manor. Narcissa was one of the 'guests’, besides Russel in the guise of 'Rorik’, who was there to try a snatch-and-grab of the Ravenclaw wand. Ollivander has been
under the Imperius Curse, I'm sure of it; Russel warned me to not let him get his hands on the wand, which is why | suggested you. But...| had my wand stolen when they

kidnapped me, and just had enough time to click the bracelet once, for storing one minute at the slowest speed, before | was frozen by Impedimenta.

"That was when Uglymort berated his followers for breaking Ravenclaw's wand, and ordered them to torture and brutalize me. The moment they took the Stunning Charm
off of me, | activated the stored minute, but | couldn't find my wand before that minute ran out, and | didn't have enough time to store up extra minutes to look some more."

"Why couldn't you?" Ron demanded.

"Because | am frozenin time, when | do!" Hermione retorted. "l told you that, Ron; | literally cannot react! I'd have been an all-too-easy target for their brutality," she scolded
him. Harry squeezed her shoulder gently, and she forced herself to calm back down and continue her narrative. "...So, with my last few seconds, | took the ring off the chain
I'd strung it on, and shoved it onto my finger. | couldn't risk them binding me so that | couldn't try to use my bracelet again...and if I'm not ready to have sex with someone |

care about, what makes you think I'd want it with someone ton't?'
"Easy," Harry soothed her. "Go on--when you put on the ring, | take it that dragon-thing appeared?"

She nodded, feeling her stomach churn again at the memory. "It appeared, it roared that nonsense about me being a princess and that no one would be allowed to touch
me...and then it literally bit off the head and shoulders of...of one of the Death Eaters, and spat it out. All because the man dared to touch me, and to try and cast
Conjunctivitis at it. | was scared out of my wits, all | wanted to do was to be back here where it was safe...and somehow the dragon acted like a Portkey, and brought me
here. Where | was sick all over the carpet, until Tonks helped me.

"I'm weaker than a newborn kitten, I'm stuck in a betrothal | don't want and which | don't know how to break, and I'm still sick to my stomach with the fear that the dragon
was going to do the exact same thing to you, Ron...and | don't need you blaming me for saving myself!" she finished in a half-yell, tears prickling her eyes.

A muscle worked in his freckled jaw. Ron stared at her long and hard for several seconds, then shoved to his feet, cast down the wards, and stalked out of the parlour,
slamming the door behind him. The tears that had been threatening her gaze intensified their blurring, and spilled onto her cheeks. Her breath caught in her throat. Harry
held her closer as she cried, turning her so that she faced him. Pressing her cheek into his shoulder, Hermione clung to him, sobbing quietly as the last of the adrenaline
let-down trembled through her body. At least her tears would help purge the stress-toxins from her body.

Mrs. Figg shuffled into the parlour a short while later, carrying a tea-tray. She eyed Hermione and Harry on the floor, muttered something, and then muttered it louder. "Silly
girl! I said you'll catch your death of cold, lying on the floor. It may only be October, but it's a cold October. Get her up on the couch, Harry; there's a good boy."

Harry helped Hermione to stand, assisting her over to the sofa. He had to bear quite a bit of her weight, since her body was still trembling from time-dilation. Hermione
suspected it was compounded not only by retching at the memory of all that blood, but because there was something about the way time was squashed about by the
bracelet that made anything over the four-minute limit in, say, a twenty-four-hour timeframe a Really Bad Idea.

She let the theory go for now, letting Harry help feed her chicken broth and pilot crackers, ingesting the two in small nibbles to keep her tender stomach soothed. Instead,



she listened as Harry filled her in on the aftermath of the ballroom battle. Seventeen dead, the two Dementors sent running, hundreds of wands smashed...but thankfully

not Rowena Ravenclaw's, nor Albus Dumbledore's. The exhibition had been ruined, but it could've been so much worse. Four Death Eaters had been captured, including
Bellatrix Lestrange, and the giant had been among the fallen, literally, though not exactly among the dead. Someone, Harry told her--possibly Yorsen--had levitated one of
the chess bishops at the brute's head, smashing him unconscious...and making him crush a fellow Dark Lord follower as he'd collapsed on top of the luckless wizard.

At least there was a third thing worth laughing about, in an otherwise short, brutal, and very costly battle.

It took a full day before Hermione felt well again. Well enough to leave the house, that was. Ron's miraculous avoidance of the Killing Curse had been attributed to a fly that
had buzzed through the air at the wrong moment in time, and though the others were skeptical about that theory, it had been spread, to help keep Ron from being another
how-did-he-survive target like the Boy Who Lived. But that didn't negate her most pressing concern: she needed to replace her wand. To be an effective witch, she couldn't
continue without a wand to help focus her magic, but she wasn't about to go up to Malfoy Manor and politely ask for her vinewood-and-dragon-heartstring original back.

A quick Floo-consultation with Filius Flitwick let her know that he didn't have any similar models among his dwindled collection that she could borrow. If he'd have let her
borrow it, that was; even those collectors whose exhibits had been on the fringes of the ballroom hadn't escaped unscathed, and the Charms Professor's display cases had
been at ground-zero, battle-wise. The one thing that had protected the majority of his collection had been the proximity of the Priori Incantatem shield, offering several of the
wand-cases a modicum of shelter.

That left visiting Ollivander's. Not exactly the best choice, given it was still highly probable the man was under the Imperius Curse by some Death Eater. Or that his nephew
was still a Death Eater in disguise...which explained why Redmond Ollivander had been so high-strung, the day the three of them had visited. Having the Boy Who Lived
walk into the shop along with his two best friends must've been nerve-wracking. Not that she'd sympathize with someone like that, but it did make more sense.

It also increased the risk of Voldemort figuring out that they were definitely on the trail of his seven Horcruxes. Hermione wasn't sure if anyone besides herself, Harry, and
possibly Professor Flitwick had realized what the Dementor had done with that shining-bright dot that had been fragment of Voldemort's soul they'd gone to the exhibition to
collect and destroy. She hoped not; the less the Dark Lord knew about their quest and its progress, the better off they all were.

But she needed a wand. Going to Ollivander's meant leaving the safety of the house. Without a wand of her own, she was vulnerable to attack. Oh, not from lustful males;
the dragon had made two more appearances to guard her from that. But it hadn't guarded her from Alastor Moody, who had 'tested' the protections of the ring by firing a
Jellylegs Jinx at her from a distance. Once the jiggling of her limbs had stopped, she'd thrown sofa pillows and knicknacks, coasters and whatever else she could grab,
flinging them at the infuriating old man until he'd wisely retreated. Still, it had been an informative test. Bastard.

Harry was talking to her; hell, Harry was just about the only male who could getclose to her, since a visit by Remus set the guardian-thing off, scaring the older wizard to no
end. Ron wasn't talking to her, though. If he saw her in a room he was about to enter, he left, mouth compressed and eyes cold with anger. If he was already in the room,
he waited until she cleared the door and took the widest berth possible in leaving. And when she tried to talk to him, he ignored her with tight, visible anger.

Maybe she should've flung the throw-pillows and coasters athim, the dunderhead. It wasn't as if she'd known in advance what the protections were, nor that she had any

control over the near-mindless thing. She could make it stop an attack, but not if any male who was even the slightest bit interested in her tried to touch her. Or if they tried
to attack the dragon. She'd had nightmares about that Death Eater, last night.

Minerva McGonagall startled Hermione, who was lounging in an armchair in the library, trying to plot out a way to get to Ollivander's shop and get herself a wand without
either exposing herself to a Death Eater attack, Death Eater treachery, or setting off the damned dragon simply by proximity to the hustle and bustle of all those bodies in
Diagon Alley. "--Hermione? We're having an Order meeting to discuss your, er, ring problem. But I'll need you to stand in the parlour doorway, so that you're not close

enough to touch anyone. Do be a good dear, and don't touch any males?"

Oh, great. Now I'm the equivalent of a magical leper, a social pariah, a contagion-carrier... Nodding her head, Hermione let the older witch leave. She stayed where she
was, listening to the noise of bodies entering the house via the front door and the Floo connection in the kitchen, until things settled down. A single set of footsteps
approached, and the Auror woman, Violetta, p